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    This one is for Nicole, for Corey, and for Chrissy.


Worlds begin.


Worlds end.


Worlds begin again


So it is with worlds.


This world is ending. Thanks for being there for the space between
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Chapter One
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The sky was dark overhead, but there were birds singing, which told Aria that the sun was at least starting to think about rising for the day. She stood outside the dispensary and watched as the last of the supplies were loaded into carts, feeling a tightness easing in her chest.

Finally, they were leaving.

It had only been four days since Owyn had first started feeling the urgent need to leave Terraces, but that urgency had quickly spread to the other Smoke Dancers. There was no vision that went with the feeling, no reason any of them could give for the urgency had quickly become unbearable. It had been four interminable days where they had worked frantically to redraw maps and resupply their provisions. Four endless days to finish necessary arrangements for clothing, boots, and horses. Four excruciating days during which each of the Smoke Dancers had grown more and more anxious, more and more irritable. More and more frustrated, as each delay only added to the growing need.

They needed to leave.

And now they were going, as soon as the sun rose. The coaches were ready. The carts were loaded. The horses would be saddled as soon as everyone was awake.

She heard a footstep behind her. Then a cough.

“Can I come closer?” Aven asked softly. “Or will you yell at me again?”

Aria turned. “Aven, I’m sorry.” She held her hand out. He took it and let her tug him close.

“I know,” he said, and leaned down to rest his forehead against hers. “I know this has been hard on you.”

“That doesn’t mean that I should have shouted at you,” Aria murmured, breathing him in. She’d slept alone the previous night, for just that reason. “That’s not fair to you. And I missed you.”

“I missed you, too. But, did it help?” Aven asked. He kissed her lips, a fleeting brush of skin on skin. “You slept last night. I came in to check on you, and you were asleep. Deep enough you didn’t even move when I kissed you good night. It was the first time you've slept through the night in four days. So maybe it was worth it.”

Aria sighed and stepped into his embrace, resting her head on his shoulder. “You’re right. I didn’t notice. And I’m still sorry. Sorry I shouted, and sorry we have to leave. I’d have liked more time here. More time to be safe before we go on.”

“I know, but we clearly don’t have that time,” Aven murmured into her hair. “We’ll do the best we can.”

Aria nodded. “Are the others awake?”

“Owyn is making breakfast, and I’ve been told that you’re coming to eat.” Aven let her go and grinned. “He didn’t sound like he was giving you a choice.”

“This is Owyn, and involves feeding people. Did you think there would be a choice?” Aria took Aven’s offered hand, and leaned into his arm as they started walking. He moved easily, without a limp, until they reached the stairs. Then he slowed, and she saw in his face a hint of...strain? Pain?

“What’s wrong?” she asked as they reached the top. Aven looked back at the stairs and grimaced.

“Stairs,” he answered. “Walking is fine. That doesn’t hurt. Dancing actually feels good. The little bit of riding I did while I was getting to know Pewter seems fine. But my change is...odd. There’s a deep ache, and a pull in the muscles while I’m in between land and sea. And stairs...they’re not comfortable. I thought it might be irritation in the tendons.”

“And Jehan said what?” Aria asked as they started walking. “Have you done anything? Has he?”

“Fa and Grandmother examined me yesterday.” Aven took her hand again and ran his thumb over her fingers. “It appears that the reconstruction of the bones has given me an early case of joint ail in the hip. The cushioning between the bones is too thin, and Grandmother says it can’t be built back up. So far, I’m only feeling it in my change and on stairs, but eventually, I’ll feel it more.”

“You didn’t tell me!”

“I was going to over supper last night. And then you yelled at me, and I decided I’d wait until you weren’t going to snap at me.”

“Oh,” Aria murmured, feeling her face warm. “Aven—”

“We’ll be on the road today,” he said softly. “It’ll be fine once we’re moving again. Owyn said so.”

Aria leaned into his arm again. “I’m still sorry.”

“I know, love.” Aven kissed the top of her head. “I know.”

The door to their house was open, and Aria could hear Treesi’s voice from inside. “We should wait for them to get back!”

“There’s plenty of food,” Owyn answered.

“Good,” Aven called. “Because we are hungry.” He paused to let Aria enter first, and she walked into their front room, and into Treesi’s arms. She kissed her Earth Companion, then went on to the table where Alanar and Othi were already sitting.

“Where is Del?” Aria asked as she sat down. Aven took the chair next to her.

“He volunteered to go through the rooms and make sure we didn’t forget anything,” Owyn said as he came to the table, carrying a large pot. “Here you go. That nut porridge you like.”

“It smells wonderful,” Aria said. Owyn came to her chair and leaned down to kiss her, and she ran her fingers through his curls. “How are you feeling, my Fire?”

“A little less...jangled,” he said. “We’re leaving. The pressure is easing.” He held a chair out next to Othi for Treesi, then went to the head of the corridor. “Del! Come and eat!”

Aria heard clattering on the stairs, and Del came out to join them at the table. As Owyn started serving porridge, Del made his way around the table, kissing them all good morning, then sat down on Alanar’s right. 

“Is everything packed?” Alanar asked.

Del nodded. “I think so,” he signed. “I think Trista got everything. At least, I didn’t see anything. But everyone should make one last pass of their own rooms. We can’t turn around if we forget something important.”

Aven translated as he mixed sea oak into his porridge. “I think everything of mine was packed last night. All that’s left in my room are my swords.”

“Are you riding today, or will you be in the coach?” Owyn asked as he took the chair on Alanar’s left.

“I thought I might ride,” Aven answered. “I’m still getting to know Pewter. So maybe I’ll ride until we get to Cliffside. That’s only...what?” He looked at Treesi. “An hour or two?”

“With a mule cart? About two hours.” Treesi answered. “Maybe three, if Bunny was being lazy. With all of the settlers coming with us today? Call it three or four.”

Aven nodded. “I can ride for that long, I think.”

“And if you can’t, we stop, and you get in the coach,” Owyn said. He ate a spoonful of porridge, then cocked his head to the side. “Three hours. It took...the Usurper four days to walk that, to bring Mem here.”

“It was an extraordinary act of love,” Aria murmured. “One for which I’m grateful.”

“We all are,” Alanar agreed. “Now, are the others ready to go? Has anyone seen them this morning?”

Aven turned to Aria. “You were out and about. Did you see my parents? Or Steward?”

Aria nodded. “I saw Steward. And...it’s strange, but he seemed to be in a foul mood this morning. Worse than the Smoke Dancers have been the past few days.”

“What?” Owyn gasped. “Really? That’s possible?”

“I’d never have expected it of him. I said good morning, and he growled at me,” Aria admitted, looking down at her bowl. Then she jumped as a growl rumbled around the table in four-part guttural harmony.

“He did what?” Aven snarled. He rested both hands flat on the table and stood up. “Where is he?”

“Aven!” Aria stared at him. “Sit down. You are not going...just sit down!” She reached out and covered his hand with her own. “Sit. And calm down. All of you.” She waited until Aven had taken his seat once more before continuing. “He apologized almost immediately. But something is very wrong. I cannot imagine what, and he would not tell me anything.” She looked over at Del, who was clearly furious. “Del? Do you know?”

Del shook his head. “I’ll find out,” he signed. “Once we’re finished, I’ll go find him. I’m packed already. I’ll bring my bag down before I go, and I’ll meet you at the coach.”

Aria nodded. “Thank you.” She smiled as she looked around the table. “My loves. That was impressive. If someone so much as frowns at me while we Progress, will you growl at them like that?”

“They might faint,” Othi said. “That’s the most fierce I’ve ever heard you, Treesi.” He grinned at her. “You should forget trying to come up with threats. Just growl at me when you’re angry.”

Treesi looked at him curiously. “Would it work?”

Othi’s grin grew feral. “Well, it would definitely get my attention...” he drawled. Treesi giggled, and the mood around the table lightened.

“What’s the plan for today?” Alanar asked. “Are we camping at Cliffside tonight?”

“We thought about it,” Owyn answered. “But I don’t think Mem or Steward would sleep if we did. We’ll be camping rough tonight, maybe seeing if there’s anyone out there.” He looked thoughtful. “It took us twelve days to get from Forge to Terraces. How long do you think it will take us to get...well, not back, but to the Eastern Trade Road? That’s where we’re splitting up.”

“Probably twelve days,” Aven answered. “Maybe longer. It depends on what we find along the way.”

Aria nodded as conversation lulled and was replaced by the sounds of breakfast — spoons and knives clattering on pottery, cups clinking and the soft splash of tea being poured.

“I am heartily tired of leaving places,” she murmured. “Once we get back to the Palace, let’s never leave again.”

“I like that idea,” Alanar agreed. “Except we can’t. Well, some of us can’t. I have to come to Terraces to help Jehan. The Companions each have to take their season. We’ll have to travel sometimes.”

“Can we wait a year?” Del signed. “I’m tired of picking up and moving, too. And honestly, taking my season? Where would I go? I’ve never been to the Solstice village, and I can’t go to the high mountains. For an Airborn, I’m awfully land-bound.”

“Del makes a good point,” Aven agreed. “Where do you take your season when...well, if there’s no place for you to go? Owyn can’t go to Forge, and Del has no connection to the Air tribes.”

“We’ll have to ask,” Aria answered. “For now, we should finish eating.”

“Don’t worry about helping me clean up, Del,” Owyn added. “You go find some answers. Let us know if we all get to growl at Steward.”

***
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DEL WANDERED DOWN THE stairs to the main level, and headed toward the tunnel that led to the stable. If Steward was anywhere, he’d be overseeing the horses, a theory proved by the time Del was halfway down the tunnel — he could hear his father’s voice, echoing off the rocks.

“When I said I wanted to oversee all of the preparations, I meant all of them!”

Del stopped, suddenly uncertain. He hadn’t heard that tone in his father’s voice since the last time they’d had to deal with Risha. Something really was wrong.

And he’d told his Heir that he’d find out what it was. He swallowed, and continued down the tunnel, which opened out into the large stable caverns. One of the grooms was holding Freckles by the bridle.

“I can strip his tack,” the man said. “And you can examine it. I promise, there weren’t anything wrong with it. Teasil told me what you said happened on the road. I’m not letting that happen again. Not to a horse in my care.”

Steward scowled and turned, and saw Del. He straightened, taking a deep breath. Then he turned to the groom.

“If you’d be so kind?” he asked, in a much milder tone. “I apologize for snapping. My temper today—”

“You’ve got all of this to deal with,” the groom interrupted, gesturing with his free hand. “I’m not surprised you’re snappish this early in the morning. Here, you hold his head, and I’ll get this rig off of him so you can check it. Do we need to check any others? Mountain, or Pewter? Or that pretty mare?”

“Del, do you want to check Lady while we do this?” Steward asked.

Del nodded and walked around the edge of the stable toward the box stall where he could see his mare. He whistled, then laughed as she came to him and rubbed her nose against his sleeve. He took some dried apple slices from his pocket and fed them to her, then checked her tack, which seemed to be just fine. Lady nudged his arm, looking for more apples, and he fed the last of them to her before leaving the stall and going to where his father was helping the groom resaddle Freckles.

“Thank you,” Steward said. “Given all the trouble we had—”

“I understand completely. Now, all the horses will be ready right here for you, and Captain Leesam will be back in a minute to make sure that no one messes with them. The carts and the coaches are down the tunnel near the mouth, and all the baggage is ready and guarded.” The groom ran his hand down Freckles’ neck. “I’ll be missing this sweet boy. And tell the Waterborn to take good care of Pewter, will you?”

“I will do that. Thank you.” Steward looked away, and Del saw Leesam and Karse coming down the tunnel toward them.

“Right, Steward,” Leesam said. “I’ve got men stationed at the coaches, and I’ll wait here until the Heir and her Companions come to take their mounts. I think we’re safe enough.”

“And you're as broody as an old hen today,” Karse added. “Steward, what’s gnawing at you?”

Steward scowled. “It’s...it’s nothing.” He sighed. “I need to make sure the others are ready.” He started walking down the tunnel that led back into Terraces. Del waved at Karse and followed, trotting to catch up with him.

“Fa,” Del murmured as he fell in next to Steward. Steward jerked and turned to look at him. Then he smiled.

“I’m still not used to that,” he said.

“You growled at Aria,” Del signed.

“She told you?”

“And then had to hurry and tell us you apologized before Aven came after you,” Del answered. “And he wouldn’t have been alone. You almost had all four of us after you. What is it?”

Steward sighed. “Never you mind it. It’s an old man’s fancies, and worth just as much.”

Del growled softly. “Fa!”

Steward’s lips twitched. “I should annoy you more, just to hear you,” he said. Then he sighed again. “She said no.”

Del stopped walking. “No?”

Steward turned to look at him, and started signing. “Rhexa told me no. Told me that she enjoys being with me, but she doesn’t want me to court her. She doesn’t want to marry again.” He signed. “She’s worried it will be another disaster,” he finished aloud.

Del blinked, then hugged his father tightly. Steward hugged him back, then let him go.

“I have work to do, to get us on the road,” he said, his voice thick. He started signing again, “And...well, you can tell them. Let them know. But...tell them not to pester Rhexa about it. It’s between her and me, and I won’t have anyone bothering her over her decision. I can just hear Owyn telling her that she’s chosen badly.”

Del nodded, and they started walking again, the sound of their footsteps echoing off the tunnel walls. A third set of footsteps rang behind them, and Del glanced back to see that Karse was following them.

“Need to come get my wolf,” he said as he caught up with them. “And...look, Steward, what’s going on? You’re not like this usually. You’re going to get your head handed to you before too long—”

“According to Del, I just avoided it,” Steward said with a rueful laugh. “And...it’s personal, Karse.”

Karse nodded, then pitched his voice low. “She turned you down, hm?”

Steward stopped and stared. “You knew?”

Karse’s laughter echoed down the tunnel. “You thought you were being discreet, didn’t you? Steward, the only people who didn’t know you and Rhexa were sparking were the people not in this town. Maybe.” He clapped Steward on the back. “You weren’t exactly subtle, either of you. So, want to talk?”

Steward glanced at Del, then nodded. “Let me make sure the last plans are ready, then...yes.” He frowned. “Who else knew?”

“We’ll go grab Mem,” Karse answered. “Keep the group small.” He nodded to Del. “Go on and make sure your Heir is awake, yeah?”

“She was probably awake before you were today,” Del signed, then waved as headed out of the tunnels. He heard his father translating, and Karse’s laughter.

Hopefully, talking to Karse would help.

Owyn was waiting at the door when Del reached the house. “Well?” he asked, stepping back and letting Del enter.

“I’ll tell everyone at once,” Del answered, not bothering to sign. “Do you need help with anything?”

“Nah, everything is cleaned up, and I’ve packed up the leftover food to take down to Katrin so she can reallocate it. I’ve swept my room and yours, and brought the bags down.” He nodded toward one of the low couches, where Del could see a pile of familiar bags. Owyn turned and went to the head of the corridor, raising his voice to shout, “Del is back!”

The first person to appear was Alanar, coming out of the kitchen. Del watched as he walked down the corridor and into the front room – he was trailing one hand along the wall as he walked. Del glanced at Owyn, who nodded.

“Vir,” Del said slowly.

“How did you know it was me?” Virrik asked in his rolling accent. He grinned. “I like how you say my name.”

“You’ve got your hand on the wall,” Del signed, waiting for Owyn to translate. “Alanar doesn’t do that. He doesn’t need to.”

“I know, and I can’t figure out how he does it,” Virrik admitted. “Now, should I step back? And...ah...I’m out of wall. Help?”

“When the others get here,” Owyn answered. He went to Virrik’s side. “Table or couch?”

“The table, please,” Virrik answered. He held his hand out, and Owyn took it and led him over to the table, holding a chair out for him at the foot of the table. Del came over to sit down on his right, while Owyn took the chair on his left. Del reached out and took Virrik’s hand; Virrik smiled and raised Del’s fingers to his lips, kissing them.

“I wish I’d known you when my body was my own,” he said. “I’d love to know what you look like.” He turned toward Owyn. “What you both look like. What any of you look like.” He paused and cocked his head to the side. “Someone on the stairs. I’ll step back now.”

Del squeezed Virrik’s fingers, and felt him shudder. Then he smiled.

“Virrik promises not to listen,” Alanar said. His voice had returned to his usual accent. “Not that there’s anyone he can tell.”

“I do not mind if Virrik listens,” Aria said as she came into the room. “He offers good advice.” She sat down at the head of the table. Aven went to lay his swords down on the couch with the bags, then sat down on her left.

“Othi and Treesi will be a moment,” he said. “Are we ready to leave once we’re done here?”

“I think we are,” Owyn answered. “I’ll bring the leftover food to Katrin on our way to the stables.”

Treesi came into the sitting room, coming straight to the table. Othi followed her, stopping to put another bag on the couch. He sat down between her and Owyn, and rested his hands on the table. Aria nodded, and turned to look at Del.

“What did you learn?”

Del took a deep breath. “Rhexa said no,” he signed.
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Chapter Two
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“Oh, no,” Owyn breathed. “Why? Why would she do that?”

Del shook his head. “I’m not entirely clear on it. And he doesn’t want us to pester her about it. It’s her choice, and he’s abiding by it. Even though he doesn’t like it.”

“So that’s why he’s upset,” Aven murmured. “I wouldn’t have expected that. Not with how we all know they feel about each other.” He turned in his chair as someone knocked on the door. “Come in!”

The door opened, and Rhexa came inside. She stopped short when she saw them all sitting at the table.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting you all to be awake and ready,” she said brightly. “I was thinking I’d be your wake-up call. And...” she paused, looking at each of them. Then she sighed. “You know already. Did he come last night to tell you?”

“It happened last night?” Owyn asked. “No, he didn’t. We didn’t know until Del went and talked to him, on account of he’s out of sorts enough to growl at Aria. And it was either ask him what’s wrong, or let Aven thump him.”

Rhexa laughed. “Oh, that’s silly. Aven wouldn’t do that...” Her voice trailed off as Aven nodded. “You would? But...” She shook her head. “No. You’re not allowed to thump him. And it’s none of your business. We’re both adults.”

“It is none of our business, but he is one of mine. As are you,” Aria said. “And we worry. He does care for you—”

“And I’m not even four months a widow,” Rhexa interrupted. “After a disastrous marriage that ended with her betraying all of us. I can’t commit to something yet, Aria. I’m not sure where my head is. Not yet. So I told him no, and I told him that I’d see him again when you came back to Terraces after the Progress, and that we’d see where my head was then.” She sniffed. “Honestly, it’s no different from what he was proposing. He’d have to come back to me after the Progress anyway. I don’t understand why he doesn’t see it that way.”

“There is a difference,” Othi said. “If you’d said yes, he’d know for certain that he had someone to come back to.” He looked at Treesi and took her hand. “I understand that. It’s what brought me home.”

Rhexa shook her head. “I...I can’t give him that. Not yet. He doesn’t like my answer, but that’s the only one I can give him. And I don’t want to end this visit with an argument. Not with all of you.”

Owyn stood up and walked around the table. “Auntie, we’re not looking for an argument. We were worried about him, and now we’re worried about the both of you. We just want you happy. And...well, we thought you were happy with him.”

“I was happy with Baryl, too,” Rhexa said, toying with the button at the throat of her shirt. “Owyn, every time I thought I was happy with someone, it came around and bit me. I trusted Baryl, and she betrayed me. Twice. I...I need to be sure this time. I need to go slowly. And I need to not make promises that will bite me again.” She frowned slightly. “And you all need to mind your own business!” she added. “I love you all, but this is mine to do.”

Owyn nodded. “All right. Are...are you going to be all right, when we go?”

Rhexa made a face at him. “Do I have a choice?” she asked. “I’ll be all right, because I have to be all right. For everyone out in this city who is counting on me to make things all right for them.” She paused. “But I’ll miss you,” she added with a soft smile. “And I’ll miss him. Maybe I’ll be able to give him a better answer when you come back.” Her smile widened. “And I can’t wait to meet the baby.”

***
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AVEN AND OTHI CARRIED most of the baggage, while Owyn carried the basket of food they hadn’t eaten. Rhexa walked alongside him as they went down the stairs.

“I appreciate that you worry about me,” she said. “But you don’t have to. I’ll be fine. And by the time you come back, I think I’ll have a better idea of what I want.” She stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “I’ll walk with you to the dispensary. You’re not supposed to be going alone, anyway.”

Owyn snorted. “I’m fine, Auntie. Terraces—”

“If you’re about to say Terraces is safe, then I’ll remind you about Lear,” Rhexa interrupted. “I’ll walk with you, and then we can meet the others in the stables.”

“I’ll come,” Del whispered in Owyn’s mind. “Unless you want a private talk with your aunt?”

Owyn glanced over his shoulder. “Del says he’ll come with us. Allie, do you want to stay with us or go to the stables?”

“I’ll come with you,” Alanar answered.

“We’ll see you in the stables,” Aria said. “Don’t take too long.”

“I won’t,” Owyn said. He started toward the dispensary, with Rhexa on his left, and Del and Alanar on his right. They didn’t say anything until after he’d delivered the basket to Katrin, and accepted a hug in return.

“Aria and Del both said this morning that they’re tired of leaving places,” he said as they started walking toward the healing center. “Tired of picking up just when we’d gotten comfortable. I know we have to, but I agree with them. I’m tired of traveling.”

“Oh, I can’t even imagine,” Rhexa said. “I had a hard enough time when we came to Terraces, and that was only the once. Constantly picking up and leaving everything behind? This is...what? The fourth time for you? In a year? I don’t know how you can do it.”

Owyn started counting on his fingers. “Forge to here. Here to the Palace. The Palace back here...well, going the long way.” He heard Alanar wince, and nodded. “Sorry, Allie. Then from here back to the Palace. And now the Progress. Five times.” He shrugged. “But it’s not like we have a choice.”

“And we also don’t have to like it,” Alanar added. “The Mother can tell us we have to move. She can’t make us like it. We can’t be the only Companions to complain about the travel. Do you think it gets repetitive?” He chuckled. “I wonder if She gets bored with hearing us complain?”

Del snorted. “I wonder. Has a Companion ever said no?”

“No to...what? To being a Companion?” Owyn stared at Del, who nodded. “Can you even do that?” He frowned. “Would you want to?”

Del took his hand, and his mental voice was soft. “I wouldn’t give any of you up. But I’m curious. Being a Companion is life-changing. Shouldn't we have a say in having our lives changed?”

Owyn nodded slowly. “That’s an interesting question. We can ask Granna.”

“What was the question?” Alanar asked.

“Why people chosen to be Companions don’t have a say in it,” Owyn answered, and Alanar laughed.

“Oh,” he said, nodding. “I understand. ‘Why me? Why not someone else?’”

Del shook his head. “No,” he said aloud.

Alanar’s brows rose. “Then I’m misunderstanding.”

“I think I understand,” Rhexa said. “Being the Heir, or being a Companion isn’t something you decide to be. It’s who you are, because you’re chosen for it. But Del is asking why you can be chosen without having a choice in the matter.” She paused. “I’m not sure how you could be given that choice, really. I don’t suppose the Mother can interview all the potential candidates, the way I can for assistants. Or maybe She does, and you just don’t know.” Rhexa laughed. “Honestly, it’s all far too esoteric for me. I don’t deal well with...well, things I can’t put a finger on. Give me plans and schematics and ways to take care of people any day.”

“That’s what we’re doing, really,” Owyn said, glancing at Del. “We’re making plans and trying to take care of people.” He pulled his hand out of Del’s, then put his arm around Del’s shoulders. “Taking care of each other, too.”

“I am still curious,” Del murmured in Owyn’s head. “I wonder what that would mean for the lore? If taking the wrong road in the Progress is bad, what would having someone turn down their gem foretell?”

“If taking the wrong road means disaster, then I imagine having someone say no to their gem would mean even worse disaster,” Owyn answered. “Which...yeah, that’s ridiculous. What’s going to make a disaster worse?”

“Wine-soaked cherries,” Del answered immediately.

***
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THE STABLES WERE FULL of people and an unusual amount of noise, and Owyn winced as they got there.

“This isn’t good for the horses,” Del said in Owyn’s mind. “All of these people should be outside.” He stopped walking. “I don’t see Aria. This...is this all guards? Shouldn’t guards know better?”

“What is going on here?” Rhexa demanded, raising her voice slightly. At the sound, everyone else fell silent. “Where’s Teasil?” Rhexa continued. “Why is everyone standing here making all this noise? You should all be outside, not scaring the horses!”

“What are you all still doing in here?” Teasil snapped as he and Karse came out of the stable. Teasil was leading a pair of ponies. “I told you to wait out in the yard...Governor!”

“I was wondering why you were letting all of these guards scare your horses, Teasil,” Rhexa said. “They’re not listening?”

“And they all of them should know better. Every single one of them,” Karse growled. “Right. Outside, all of you. March!”

A few minutes later, the stable was empty. Teasil took a deep breath and let it out.

“Told them to wait for us outside,” he grumbled. “Why didn’t they listen? Let’s get these lads saddled.”

“Ponies for Copper and Danir?” Rhexa asked.

“Thought it would be a good idea,” Karse answered. “Part of their training. They should know how to ride, and how to care for their horses. Talked to Teasil, and he said he had this pair that the boys could have.” He turned and smiled at Teasil. “I appreciate this, Teasil.”

“It’s a good idea for them to know,” Teasil agreed. “Although that Danir, he won’t be on a pony for long, or I don’t know boys. He’s got some growth coming on.” He grinned. “Copper, he’ll be solid when he’s grown, but Danir? He’s going to be tall.”

“We’ll worry about that when his trousers start getting shorter,” Karse said. “Wouldn’t be the first time one of my men had to learn how to move all over again because he grew a span or two.” He shook his head. “Going to have to talk to Steward about adding horsemanship to the new Palace Guard training, because that lot weren’t any of them mine from Forge, they weren’t Waterborn, and they weren’t old Palace guards. The old guards know horses, mine know better than to raise a fuss like that in a stable, and Water follow orders the first time.” He shook his head. “Del, I left Steward with Memfis and Meris, and they’ll be along shortly. I know you were going to ask me that.”

Del nudged Owyn’s arm. “Tell him thank you?”

“Del says thank you,” Owyn translated. “Are they the last ones?”

Karse nodded. “Everyone else is waiting out by the coaches,” he said. “They’ll be the last ones. Del, you know horses. Will you saddle these lads for me? I need to have a word with Rhexa.”

Rhexa arched a brow. “If this is what I think it is, you do not need to have a word with me.”

Karse grinned. “Thought you might say that. No, this isn’t about Steward. You’re a grown adult, and so is he. That’s all your business. No, I needed to talk to you about Lee.”

Rhexa blushed. “Captain, I’m so sorry. I—”

Karse laughed and held his hand up. “No need to apologize. I imagine you’ve got a lot of that this morning?” He glanced at Owyn. “Nah, I sat down with Steward and Memfis, and we talked. He told us what you told him, about why you said no. And honestly, I can’t disagree with your reasoning. So no lectures from me. No, this is about Leesam. He’s a good guard. One of the better ones I’ve trained. But he’s green, and he admits it. He’s never been in charge of something on this scale before. He needs support.”

Rhexa nodded. “What can I do? We’ve never had official guards in Terraces before. We’ve never needed them before.”

“That’s it. You don’t know how to command the guard, and he isn’t used to taking orders from someone who doesn’t know what orders to give.” He took a sealed letter out of his pocket. “I talked this over with him, and he knows I’m suggesting this to you. Lee needs a Commandant, and you need someone who knows how to organize a guard.” He handed the letter to Rhexa. “You send that to the Palace next time Destria comes.”

Rhexa looked down at the letter. “And what will happen then?”

“Then you’ll get a commandant. His name is Grison—”

“The new armorer?” Owyn blurted. “Grison One-Arm? Him?”

Karse grinned. “Yeah, him. You’re not old enough to remember when Grison One-Arm had two arms, and was Commandant of the Forge Council Guard. And you’re really not old enough to remember when Captain Grison took one know-it-all trainee and kicked him into shape.”

“And was that know-it-all trainee named Karse?” Rhexa asked.

“Might have been,” Karse admitted, and winked at Rhexa, making her laugh. “I was greener than green when I joined the Guard, and Captain Grison could have thrown me back. But he said he saw something in me and he kept at it until other folks saw it, too. Best commander I ever had. When he showed up at the Palace with a load of refugees? You could have dropped me.”

“Is that why you were so insistent that we find him a place?” Steward walked up to them, followed by Memfis and Lady Meris. “You never did say. Why are we talking about Grison?” He nodded to Rhexa. “Good morning. They...no one’s been pestering you, have they?”

“Not much, and they all mean well,” Rhexa answered. “So I’ll let it go. I’ll walk out with you, and see you off.”

Karse started walking. “I’m talking about Grison because Lee is still too new to command to be good at it. We saw where that went — he should have gotten wind about Lear long before it came down to assassination attempts, and he should have checked with Persis before Owyn did. He needs support to come into his own, and Grison...well, he’s wasted as an armorer, but he won’t take a subordinate role, especially not under someone he trained. He’s too proud for that. But if you offer him the position of Guard Commandant, with Lee as Captain? He’ll take that. And he’ll push Lee to his full potential.”

“And you’re sure Lee’s fine with this?” Owyn asked. “Because Aunt Rhexa don’t need bad blood among the guard.”

“Lee jumped at the chance to learn from Grison,” Karse assured them. “He’s excited for it.”

They walked out of the stables and into the sunlight, and Owyn saw Del, who was introducing the boys to their ponies. Aria, Treesi, Othi and Aven were near one of the coaches with Afansa, who had Howl sleeping in her arms. Jehan and Aleia were with Pirit, Skela and Zarai. There were strangers off to one side, surrounding carts loaded with bundles and boxes, and there were guards milling around, walking their horses. Wren saw them and came toward them.

“Good morning, Captain,” he called. “The advance riders went out about an hour ago, and the settlers are ready to move. We’re just waiting on you.”

“Where are we stopping tonight?” Owyn asked.

“Remember where we camped, when we stopped to go to market?” Memfis asked. “South of Cliffside? Near there.”

Owyn coughed. “Ah...we left an awful lot of bodies around there. Most of a squad? Palace uniforms, but they weren’t the Usurper’s men. They were Risha’s. But...yeah...that might be...I don’t know...kind of a gruesome camp?”

Steward frowned and looked at Memfis. “Did you tell me that? Did we warn the riders?”

“No, and no,” Memfis answered. “In that order.”

Karse snorted. “Right. Wren, send a courier. Warn them what they’re riding into?”

“I’ll go myself, if that’s all right, Captain?”

Karse nodded. “Very good. Off with you.”

Wren saluted and led his horse away; once he was far enough from the others, he mounted and rode off.

“Let’s get loaded,” Steward said. “Who is riding, and who is in the coach?”

“Aven said he wanted to ride, to get the feel for it again,” Alanar said. “Wyn, do you mind if I stay in the coach today? I’m tired.”

“My tossing and turning kept you awake, huh?” Owyn grimaced. “Sorry, Allie.”

“You didn’t yell at me, the way Aria did to Aven,” Alanar said, keeping his voice low. “I’ll take the tossing and turning to an empty bed.” He leaned down and kissed Owyn, then turned toward Rhexa. “You have to promise not to work too hard, Auntie.”

“And you have to promise to be careful out there,” Rhexa answered. “I’ll see you when you come back.” She hugged him, then turned to Owyn. “And you,” she said. “You promise me that you’ll be careful!”

“I promise, Auntie!” Owyn said, hugging her tightly. “I promise! You...you take care of yourself. And Trinket. You take care of her, too.”

“And she’ll take care of me.” Rhexa laughed. “Let me say the rest of my goodbyes.”

Owyn stood back and watched as Rhexa moved through the crowd, laughing and giving hugs and kisses, making her way slowly through the crowd until she was back with Owyn.

“You’d best go on,” she said. He could hear the tears hiding in her voice. He smiled and hugged her again.

“I love you, Auntie,” he whispered. “Go have a good cry, and we’ll see you when the Progress is done.”

She hiccupped, and hugged him tightly. “Don’t you make me cry in front of everyone!” she whispered back. “I’ll be fine. You should go.”

Owyn kissed her cheek and let her go, and wasn’t surprised to see Steward standing next to them.

“Governor,” he said softly. “When the Progress is over—”

“I’ll hopefully have an answer for you,” she said. Then she smiled. “But you have to come back to get it. I’m not putting it into a letter.”

Steward blinked. Then he smiled. “Then I’ll see you after we’ve returned,” he said. He held out his hand, and she looked at it as if she’d never seen one before.

“Really?” she asked, her voice dry. “A handshake?” She took his hand, stepped in close, and kissed him soundly on the lips. She stepped back, and he just looked at her.

“Really?” he asked, mimicking her tone. He reached out, grabbed her hand, and pulled her to him, wrapping one arm around her and kissing her with enough passion that Alanar whistled softly.

“You can tell?” Owyn whispered.

“I can feel them both from here,” Alanar whispered back. “Someone needs to separate them, or we’re not leaving until tomorrow.”
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Chapter Three
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It had been long enough since Aven had last ridden a horse without pain that he was certain he’d forgotten how. But the gray mare that Teasil had picked out for him was gentle, and her gait was smooth. Riding her was actually enjoyable, and he was starting to think he could stay in the saddle until they reached Cliffside.

And he was surprised at how good it felt to be back in the saddle.

“How does it feel, Ven?”

Aven turned to see that his father had ridden up next to him. “It feels good.”

Jehan nodded. “You’re more relaxed. More than I’ve seen in a long time.”

“Not being in pain will do that.”

Jehan laughed. “True. Don’t push, though. We have the rest of the Progress ahead of us. When we stop next, it’s time to get back in the coach.”

“I thought I’d wait until we got to Cliffside,” Aven said.

“I just said don’t push.” Jehan sounded a little more stern. “You’re not ready for three hours of riding.” He grinned. “I’m not sure that I’m ready for three hours of riding. So when we stop, you and I will both get in the coach and I’ll start teaching you about tattoo removal.”

Aven looked at his father. “You could tell me now.”

Jehan shook his head. “No. Consider it an incentive. Or bribery. You decide.” He nodded. “Othi will have to stop, too. I’ve been watching him. He’s too stiff. He’ll be feeling that tomorrow.”

“He might be feeling that by the time we reach Cliffside,” Aven said. “After my first day in the saddle, I couldn’t walk.” He smiled at the memory of lurching around the campfire. “We did warn him not to try to sleep in the saddle.”

“That sounds like a story,” Jehan said. “Did you learn to sleep in the saddle?”

“I failed miserably at learning to sleep in the saddle,” Aven said. “However, I am an expert at falling off my horse.”

Jehan burst out laughing, loud enough that Aven had to calm his horse.

“Sorry,” Jehan apologized.

“She’ll get used to us.” Aven looked around. “Fa, maybe you can tell me. I was in healing trance the last time I came this way, but it’s greener than I remember. Is it?”

“I haven’t been this way in more years than you’ve been alive,” Jehan said. “So I don’t know.” He looked around. “It is very green. Steward would probably know. We can ask him.” Jehan urged his horse forward, and Aven followed him. He lingered by the coach so he could look in the window. Inside were Aria, Alanar and Treesi, and it looked as though all three of them were asleep. 

They found Steward near the front of the Progress, riding with Karse and Del. Steward looked over at them.

“You’re looking good, Aven,” he said. “It’s good to see you without painlines.”

“Painlines?” Aven glanced at his father. “What are painlines?”

“Wrinkles that show up when you’re in pain,” Jehan answered. “He’s right. Yours are gone.”

“I didn’t realize that I had them,” Aven admitted. “Steward, is it usually this green?”

Steward looked at him. “You came up this way from Forge, didn’t you?”

“When we were on this road, I was in healing trance after having my head broken.” Aven touched his chest, and the lump under his shirt at his collarbone. “And this broken. So I didn’t actually see anything between Cliffside and Terraces.”

Steward nodded. “It is greener here, I think. But it’s been a time since I last rode this way myself.”

“It’s all greener,” Del signed, letting his reins fall. “I noticed it after we left the Palace. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this much green.”

Karse nodded. “Good. We need a good harvest.” He grinned as Del laughed. “I’m getting there. I’m learning.”

“Where are the boys?” Jehan asked. “And Howl?”

“Howl is here.” Karse reached down and touched a large saddlebag. “He’s getting used to riding, and Sentry is getting used to having him there. The boys are with Owyn and Othi, learning how to ride. Aleia is with them, I think. And Memfis. He’s getting the feel for it again.”

“Who’s teaching them to ride?” Aven asked. “Owyn?”

“Owyn said he wasn’t that good. No, they’ve got Keelan with them. I’d have asked Wren to watch them, but he rode on.” He gestured toward the road. “What are we looking at? How many men did Owyn kill?”

“You’ll have to ask Owyn,” Aven answered. “And I’m not entirely sure he knows.” He shifted in the saddle, looking around. “We’re just going to leave the settlers at Cliffside? No guards or anything?”

“Leesam sent guards to make sure they’re settled in,” Karse answered. “Headed by another one of mine. Westir. You remember him?”

“Not really?” Aven answered. “Was he there when we went after Owyn?”

“Yes. There’s going to be a guard outpost there that reports back to Terraces every ten days.” He looked around. “I’m going to ride back down the line, see if there’s any need to stop.”

“And if we do stop...” Jehan let his voice trail off, and Aven sighed.

“Yes, Fa.”

***
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ARIA STEPPED OUT OF the coach and stretched, spreading her wings wide, then tipped her face back and closed her eyes.

“How much further to Cliffside?” she heard Alanar ask.

“An hour or so?” Owyn answered. “Want to ride with me?”

“I would like to ride,” Aria said. “I should get used to riding again.” She turned to see Owyn staring at her. “What?”

“Are you sure you should?” he asked. “I mean—” He gestured vaguely at his own abdomen.

“I’m going to have to, once we go to Forge,” Aria pointed out. “And I haven’t ridden since Treesi and I rode to Forge before the Smoking Mountain erupted. I need to know if I still can, or if we need to change plans.”

Owyn looked thoughtful. “All right. I’ll go see about your horse.” He turned, and nearly bumped into Aven. “You going to ride with us, Fishie?”

“Who’s us?” Aven asked.

“Me, Allie and Aria.”

Aven turned to look at Aria. “You’re going to ride?”

“Just for a little,” Aria said. “I’ll need to be able to ride when we go to Forge. I haven’t in months. I need to remember how.”

Aven scowled. “I told my father I’d ride in the coach with him until we reach Cliffside. I promised I wouldn’t push too hard my first day back in the saddle.”

“Then you will not, my Water,” Aria said. She put her arms around his neck, smiling as he rested his hands on her sides. “We can ride together tomorrow. And once we leave Cliffside, I will join you in the coach.”

Aven nodded, tipping his head forward to rest his forehead against hers. She closed her eyes and smiled, breathing in the breath of his lungs, breathing out her love for him.

Then he jumped, looking down between them. He looked startled.

“What is it?” she asked.

Aven burst out laughing. “She kicked me!”

“She?” Aria stepped back, looking down at herself, realizing what Aven said, what he meant. She rested one hand on her belly and felt the baby press back. Their baby. Their daughter. The idea made her feel as though she was flying. She looked up at Aven. “She? Really?”

For a moment, it seemed as if Aven wasn’t understanding what she was saying. Then Owyn laughed. “It’s a girl?”

Aven looked at him and his jaw dropped. “I...oh,” he stammered. “I fucked it up! I promised you I wasn’t going to tell.” He looked away. “Aria—”

“You don’t have to apologize, Aven,” Aria said. She reached out, and when he’d taken her hands, she pulled him close and wound her arms around his neck again. “I am not angry. Truly.” She smiled up at him. “Now we get to decide her name, don’t we?”

“You made me promise not to tell,” Aven repeated. “I spoiled it.”

“How many times have I asked, since I made the mistake of making you promise?” Aria trailed her fingertips down the back of his neck. “I never should have asked that of you.”

“And we don’t have to tell anyone else,” Owyn said. “I mean, Allie and Treesi, you both know, right?”

“Of course we know,” Alanar said. “Jehan knows. But we’ve not told anyone. No one knows other than the healers, and now you and Aria.” He looked thoughtful. “Are you going to tell anyone, Aria? Your grandmother, or Del, or anyone?”

“I...” Aria paused and looked up at Aven. “Just Del, I think. It’s not fair that he be the only Companion to not know.”

“You don’t want to tell Mother Meris?” Aven asked. “I think we should.”

Aria closed her eyes, thinking. Then she nodded. “You’re right. But that’s all. No one else.” She laughed and kissed Aven. “Thank you.”

“For making a mistake?” he asked.

“For forgetting and letting me know,” she corrected. “I won’t ask you to keep secrets from me again. Now, let’s go tell Grandmother.” She looked over at Owyn and Alanar. “Will you come with us?

“No, this is yours and Aven’s,” Owyn said. He reached out and took Alanar’s hand. “You go on.”

***
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OWYN SMILED AS ALANAR wrapped his arms around him, leaning back into his husband’s chest as he watched Aven and Aria walk away hand-in-hand. The radiant look on Aria’s face reminded him that he might have forgotten something.

“Allie, I think I forgot to tell you,” he said, keeping his voice low. “When you were working on Aven...well...I was working on Aria.”

“Working on...oh?” Alanar chuckled. “I was wondering when that was going to happen. And you didn’t tell me why?”

“Let’s see...we both have been sort of busy, and it slipped my mind with the whole we need to leave right fucking now vision that wasn’t a vision.” Owyn tipped his head back. “I should have told you bedtime stories while we still had the privacy to do it.”

“You can tell me later,” Alanar said, kissing the top of Owyn’s head. “Can you hear her now?”

“No. Something changed when I tested, we think. I can feel her. Like right now? She’s so happy it’s making me giddy just being near her. But I can’t hear her the way I can you or Aven or Del.” Owyn took a deep breath. “Allie, she asked me for a baby. She wants her next one to be mine.”

Alanar tensed a little. “Really? I...do you think I can be there when that happens? Will you mind?”

“You’ll have to ask Aria,” Owyn said. “I won’t, but she might. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Mind? That she loves you enough to want your child?” Alanar put his hands on Owyn’s shoulders and turned him so they were facing each other. “Of course I don’t mind. If I was equipped to do it, I would do it. Because that...that’s forever.”

Owyn blinked. “You want children? This is the first you’ve ever said!”

Alanar shrugged. “I never thought about it before. But...if there was a way for us to have a baby? I’d do it.” He paused. “We could. We could find someone to carry the baby for us. Someone we both like. It’s done in Terraces.”

Owyn forgot how to breathe for a moment. “I...we could? I mean...I know we could, but we could?”

Alanar laughed. “Broke your brain, didn’t I?” he asked. “Owyn, we can discuss this more after the Progress. But yes, we could. And yes, I would. If you wanted to.”

Owyn swallowed. “We’re going to have to have a long talk. Because...yeah, we need to talk this through.”

Alanar smiled. “I’m not going anywhere. Let’s go find my boots. Then we can go get the horses.”

Owyn turned and looked at the coach. “I’m not sure where the boots are. Let’s find Trista.”

Jehan joined them while Owyn helped the serving girl assigned to the Companions go through bags and boxes.

“What are you looking for?” he asked.

Owyn sat back on his heels. “Allie’s boots. He was going to ride a bit with me, until we got to Cliffside. But we can’t find his boots.” He looked over at the girl. “Trista, we didn’t forget them, did we?”

She shook her head. “I...I could have sworn I packed them myself. In this case here.” She pointed. “But they’re not there, and nothing is folded the way I fold things. The shirts are folded flat. I don’t do that. I roll them. And none of these things look familiar.” She shook her head. “Fireborn, I don’t know.”

Jehan came over to look at the case. “Trista, go and tell Karse what you just told us,” he said softly. “He should be near the front of the line. Have him come back with you.”

She nodded. “Yes, Senior Healer.” She ran off, and Jehan crouched next to the case. He looked into it, then got up and walked away, coming back with a stick. He poked it into the case, frowning.

“What are you doing?” Owyn asked.

“You stay over there,” Jehan said softly. He scowled. “I think there’s something in here that shouldn’t be. It feels like there is. But I want Karse to check.”

Owyn frowned and looked at Alanar. “Trista and I both went through that case. If there’s something in there, it would have got me already.” He took a deep breath. “They’re trying for me again, aren’t they? Why take Allie’s boots?”

“Because that means I can’t go with you to Forge,” Alanar answered. “There’s nowhere between here and...well, there’s nowhere for me to have boots made to replace them.”

Owyn blinked. “Then...oh, fuck. Someone knows we’re splitting up to follow Axia’s Way.” He turned to see Karse coming toward them with Trista.

“Missing boots?”

“And a tampered with case,” Jehan said. “Come look.” He handed the stick to Karse. “I think Owyn and Trista were very lucky just now.”

Karse poked the stick into the case, then looked at the case from the side. “Trista, go fetch a blanket, will you? And an extra bag, or a box. Something.”

When Trista came back with a blanket, Karse pulled the contents of the case out, tossing them to the side. Then he moved the case onto the blanket. Owyn looked at the pile of scattered clothes.

“There are clothes missing,” he said. “My wedding shirt should be there. I don’t see it. Is there anything in our clothes?” 

“No, but this case is shorter inside than it is outside,” Karse answered. He gestured for Owyn to come closer, and pointed with the stick. “See that?”

Owyn looked closely. “Is...is that a hinge?”

“Looks like it,” Karse said. “Let’s see what happens when I open it. Stand back.” He looked around and waited until everyone had moved away, then tipped the case onto its side. The false bottom swung open, and a large, black snake tumbled out.

“Widowmaker!” Karse yelped. He kicked the case the rest of the way over, trapping the snake inside the upside-down box. He walked slowly around the case, then looked at Owyn and shook his head. “That...yeah, someone doesn’t care about collateral damage.”

“That’s one of the snakes that took Mem’s arm,” Owyn said softly. “How...how could they get it in there without...I don’t know...dying?”

Karse sighed. “There are ways to handle snakes. If you know what you’re doing, it wouldn’t be hard. Trista, I need you to think. Did this case come with us from the Palace, or did you get it in Terraces?”

Trista came a little closer. “I...it looks like one of the ones from the Palace, but none of those had a fake bottom. Is there a mark on the bottom? A maker mark?”

Karse shook his head. “Nothing there.”

“Then that case didn’t come from the Palace,” Trista said. She folded her arms over her chest. “All the luggage was prepared special, and they all had the maker’s mark. That’s a copy.”

Karse nodded. “Right. Trista, why don’t you repack those things into something new?” He pointed at the pile of clothes. “If there’s anything in there worth saving, and it’s not all rags. And I’ll get rid of this.” He gathered the blanket tightly around the box and tied the corners into knots. “I’ll have to report to Steward, and to Aria—”

“I’ll tell Aria,” Owyn blurted. “Just...she’s really happy right now, and...well, I don’t want to spoil that.” He looked up at Alanar. “I’m sorry, Allie.”

Alanar wrapped his arms around Owyn. “It’s not your fault, love.”

“Fireborn?” Trista called. She was kneeling next to the pile of clothes. “These aren’t your things. All of these...I don’t know who these things belong to.” She picked up one item. “I’d never let you wear these. They’re rags!”

Jehan came and stood over her. “So...someone swapped out the real box with an identical one? Which means that Owyn and Alanar’s clothes are somewhere back in Terraces.” He looked over at Owyn and Alanar. “I don’t think it would violate the lore to send someone back to find it. As long as you don’t go back?”

“Check with Steward,” Alanar said. “When we tell him—”

“Tell me what?” Steward asked as he came toward them. “We should be moving out shortly.” He looked at the pile of ragged clothing. “What is this?”

Karse pointed at the chest. “They tried again. That’s a good copy of one of our cases, and there was a Widowmaker inside. Would sending someone back for the real chest violate the lore?”

“No,” Steward answered. “And they’ll be able to catch up with us when we make camp tonight. But let me make sure I understand this. Someone smuggled a duplicate case into the luggage?”

“Sometime between when I packed the real case, and when it was loaded onto the cart,” Trista said. “Steward, I swear I packed the real case!”

“And who took it from you?” Steward asked.

Trista frowned. “There were a lot of people helping. I didn’t know all of them. Governor Rhexa said she’d picked all of them, though.” She looked around. “We should check the other cases. Just to be safe.”

Steward nodded. “Karse, if you would?” He looked at Trista, then turned to face Owyn and Alanar. “Do you want someone new assigned to you?”

“What?” Owyn gasped. He glanced at Trista, seeing the shocked look on her face. “No! That wasn’t her fault! And she was going through the box, too. It could have killed her as easy as me! She’s doing a good job of taking care of us.” 

“And now she’ll do a better job of it,” Steward added. “Trista, from here on out, anything having to do with the Fireborn or his husband doesn’t leave your sight. Understood?”

“Yes, Steward,” Trista said.

“Alanar, you can ride in the coach with me and Aven,” Jehan said. “I’m going to teach him how to remove tattoos.”

“Oh?” Alanar grinned. “That sounds like an interesting lecture.”

“Who said anything about lecture?” Jehan asked. “Othi and Treesi will be riding with us. We’re starting today.”
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Chapter Four
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Lady Meris was sitting just outside her coach, accompanied by Memfis, Afansa, Copper and Danir. The boys were regaling her with stories of their first day of riding, and she smiled through her laughter as Aven and Aria approached.

“My darlings, you both look so very happy,” she said. “What is it?”

Aven looked at Aria and grinned. The sting of having forgotten to be careful was eased by how radiantly happy it had made Aria. “Could we have a word with you, Mother Meris?” he asked. “In private?”

Afansa laughed. “I’ll take the boys. We’ll go find Karse and see if he needs any help with Howl. Memfis, come with us?”

Memfis slowly got to his feet. “I’m not used to riding anymore,” he grumbled. “I’ll be joining you in the coach, Meris.”

“Good. We can discuss what we need to teach Owyn about projecting,” Meris said. “Your reading is more recent than mine.” She waited until the others had walked away, then looked up at Aven and Aria. “A private discussion? Sit. Tell me what’s so important, my darlings?”

Aven helped Aria sit in Afansa’s chair, then sat on the ground at her feet. “I...ah...forgot I was supposed to be keeping the baby’s gender a secret,” Aven admitted. “So it isn’t a secret to Aria anymore. We’re keeping it to just the Companions and the healers, though. And we wanted you to know, too.”

Meris arched a brow. “You actually told Aria?”

“I forgot!” Aven laughed.

“The baby is a girl,” Aria added in a quiet voice. “We’re not telling anyone else. Just you.”

“A girl?” Meris laughed. “Well, I’m not sure why I’m surprised. I knew it would be one or the other! Do you know her name yet?” She looked thoughtful. “Another Liara for the Air tribe?”

“No,” Aven answered. Aria looked at him, clearly surprised. “We haven’t talked about it yet, but Water—”

“Oh, of course!” Meris interrupted. “I remember now. Hara explained it to me, when she was carrying her first. I’d forgotten that.”

“Forgotten what?” Aria asked. “Why should we not name her Liara?”

“Because Water doesn’t reuse names,” Aven answered. “To reuse a name is to give the child that person’s fate, for good or ill. At least, that’s what I was taught. So we change the names. Something close, to honor whoever we’re naming the child for, but nothing identical.”

“Such as Aven for Abin,” Meris said, and Aven nodded.

“Exactly. So if we wanted to name her for your mother, or Mother Liara of old, we would change it, just a little.” He took Aria’s hand. “We should have had this talk already.”

“That would have been difficult,” Aria said. “With you not telling me. Or would we have picked a name for a boy and a name for a girl?”

“We can always use the unused name later,” Aven answered. Aria blushed.

“I told Owyn I wanted the next one to be his,” she said softly. “If you don’t mind?”

Aven blinked. “I...why should I mind? Aria, this is our family. Our children are our children, no matter who sires them or bears them.” He looked at Meris. “Isn’t that how it should be?”

“That is how it should be, but in truth, it rarely is that way,” Meris said. “I can’t say there was ever a Firstborn who didn’t favor their children by one Companion over the others. To our regret, I’m afraid. However, I can’t say I’ve ever seen a tighter bond than the one you all share.” She held her hand out. “Help me up, Aven?”

Aven got to his feet, pausing for a moment once he was upright to marvel at being able to move. Meris smiled fondly at him as he helped her up. Once she was standing, she hugged him tightly; he smiled and returned the embrace, wrapping his arms around her.

“Thank you,” she murmured, sounding almost as if she was holding back a sob. “For...for everything.”

“Mother Meris?” he whispered. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head, and let him go. “Nothing,” she answered. “Nothing is wrong. Everything...everything is as it should be.”

Aven made himself step back, wanting more than anything to hug her again, so he could examine her. There had been something...something that tickled at the
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