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			PART ONE - First Daughter of the Stone

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Annis drew all but a little of her magic into herself like a coiled spring. She kept it safe there from prying minds. Her teachers always pried and judged her work. They looked for fault or abilities. Annis never hid all her magic. That would never do. The teachers might report that she was Stone-blind. She, like all the other students, believed that Nellari children with no magic were banished and forced to live among the outsiders who possessed no magic.

			Above all else, Annis did not wish to be sent to the outsiders. Their homelands allowed no magic and fought endless wars. They hated magic, and they despised the Nellari as primitive people. The teachers said this was good because they did not consider their homeland, Nellar, worthy of attack.

			Annis was only ten, but she heard the whispers. She knew what they meant. Her father had been an outsider. Her mother was born the beloved daughter of the High-priestess, DaWakanda Ōma. Annis’ birth caused her death. The scandal was old now, but she still felt the eyes of her people judging and condemning her. They would never accept her as First Daughter, not really.

			A hush fell over the classroom when Han Belca stepped to the front and cleared her throat. “Good morning, children. Our test today about healing herbs is important. I want you to think before you write your answers. Even if you do not become a healer, your knowledge may one day allow you to save someone.”

			An older student, smiling with importance, placed a test face down before Annis. She moved the down five rows until all the tests were distributed. Each of the thirty students understood not to begin the test until Han Belca gave permission.

			“You may begin,” she said.

			Annis lowered her gaze to the test and began. Han Belca’s tests were always difficult, and Annis heard several groans from her classmates.

			~*~

			Taking a deep breath, Annis made a few last-minute adjustments to her test before turning her paper over. She expected the exam to be difficult, and it most certainly was. Many of the students were still struggling to sort and assign positions to the forty major herbs. This required knowledge of their importance, functions, and interactions. Annis was sure she scored well enough to escape a reprimand and avoid being singled out for praise. She chose her answers with mediocrity in mind.

			~*~

			The next day, the students returned to school to learn the results of their tests. Annis strived to be just successful enough at her studies to be unremarkable, avoiding notice of any kind. The teachers who instructed the highborn Nellari children in the wisdom of the Stones had to be highly skilled. They monitored the progress of the ten-year-old granddaughter of their high priestess. Many were too critical and looked for weaknesses, wanting her to fail. Han Belca was not one of them.

			Han Belca selected her test and inspected her answers again. Annis glanced toward a row of older students. Her friend Panya smiled and gave her a wink.

			“Annis DaWakanda, can you explain why you have put the cumul next to the salentra instead of in order by the cumalin?” Han Belca’s voice carried, drawing attention to Annis’ work and her status as the granddaughter of their high priestess.

			Annis felt heat rising in her cheeks. Every eye and mind in the room suddenly focused on her. She stammered, “Because cumalin doesn’t like cumul?”

			There was a brief chorus of snickering, cut short by a stern look from Han Belca. “That will do!”

			She looked down at Annis and nodded. “Quite correct, Annis. Putting cumul and cumalin together is dangerous. Even rubbing the leaves together can produce a deadly poison. It is better to keep them separated in your herb cabinet.”

			Han Belka’s gaze swept the room, her displeasure apparent. The other students grew quiet. She said, “I had hoped more of my students would have discovered this in their research. It is not a mystery revealed only in the DaWakanda’s household.”

			She returned her attention to Annis. “Now, please explain to the class why you paired the cumul with salentra.” Her eyes narrowed. Han Belka tossed her last remark in focused mindspeak to Annis. “And don’t pretend ignorance or sudden loss of memory.”

			Annis’ head jerked upward, and their eyes locked. Han Belca smiled in satisfaction. She could now reliably report that Annis DaWakanda, granddaughter of the high priestess, DaWakanda Oma, could receive mindspeak and at an early age. She would report it to the DaWakanda when they met for lunch later.

			“Salentra sweetens the cumul,” Annis muttered through gritted teeth.

			Han Belca nodded. “Aptly put, Annis. It only takes a little salentra to neutralize the bitter taste of cumul and make it quite pleasant in a tea. This is important because one of the chief uses for cumul is as a pain reliever for infants and children.”

			Annis noticed Han Belca’s forehead crease as she looked at her test again, but she averted her eyes when the teacher gave her a sharp look and pursed her lips.

			“I am happy to say that you have your first perfect mark in my class,” Han Belca held up her test.

			Annis groaned but kept her eyes downcast. She had made four deliberate mistakes in that test. Han Belca wouldn’t have missed them. Was this another trap, or was the teacher trying to curry favor with a member of the DaWakanda family? She waited for some further comment, but Han Belca moved on to the next student.

			~*~

			“Congratulations on the test!” Panya pulled Annis’ arm, bringing her back to reality. Annis wanted to tell Panya about Han Belca but didn’t want to admit to deliberately missing four questions on the test. The class was over and most of the students had already gone out of the room.

			“Come on! I’ve got a surprise for you,” said Panya.

			~*~

			Once outside the classroom, Annis allowed herself to be pulled along until she stumbled, trying to keep pace with the taller girl’s stride. “Ancestors! Slow down, Panya. Are you trying to kill me?”

			“Come on, Annis, we’ll miss the Speaking of Leaette’s birth,” said Panya. Her sister, Leaette, was due to give birth any time, and neither girl had been to a Speaking before.

			Annis stopped and let go of Panya’s hand. Children, except for family members, weren’t allowed at a Speaking. “I don’t think I should be there.”

			Panya gave her arm a shake. “I’ve already asked. Your Aunt Madera is the midwife, and Leaette doesn’t mind.”

			The mention of Aunt Madera brought a smile to Annis’ face. It brought the warm taste of Madera’s magic to her mind. Of all the adults in her world, Annis loved Madera best. She grabbed Panya’s hand, and the girls ran.

			They were laughing and out of breath when they arrived at the birth chamber. Several family members waited with Leaette’s husband for the Speaking to begin. It would also be the child’s birth.

			Madera smiled and nodded toward a corner where the girls could view the ceremony without being in the way.

			Panya’s sister, Leaette, lay on the table covered in silver gauze. Her abdomen made the covering rise in a small mound, reminding Annis of the low hill sloping up from the valley behind the village. Leaette’s face was rigid in concentration and pain. She blew out short puffs of air in tempo to the cadence of Madera’s chant. Annis’ eyes grew wide in wonder. So, this was a Speaking.

			Annis reached out and squeezed Panya’s hand. She breathed in the heady aroma of the incense and tried to identify the ingredients. Yes, she could almost taste the sweet salentra. 

			

			Annis whispered what she had learned from her grandmother about the ceremony, “Before birth, all people are one with the ancestors, free from the confines of time and space. They can see the beginning and end of their lives. A proper midwife can speak to a baby before it comes into this world and forgets the world of the ancestors. She can give the parents and the infant a message. Often, this message will give insight into the child’s nature or some important event in their life to come.”

			Madera’s voice softened, and she placed her hand on the mound. It was time for the speaking.

			Annis closed her eyes and felt a rush of wind engulf her. She was there, on the other side, and she heard Madera and saw the baby inside Leaette. Pain, sorrow, and fear surrounded it. Annis tried to pull herself back but could not. Madera’s magic soothed and spoke to the unborn child with gentle, coaxing sounds. Once the child had calmed, Madera spoke the birth. “This one is much loved by the ancestors. Let her name mean happiness.”

			Those words jerked Annis back from the other side. She blinked back tears and stared at Madera. Confused, she looked at Panya’s excited face. Why did Madera say such false things? Why did Panya look happy? Then she realized Panya hadn’t been with her on the other side. She had not seen the sadness ahead for Leaette and her baby.

			Leaette gave a piercing scream, and the baby came. Madera turned aside and washed her hands while her assistants cleaned and handed the infant to her mother. Leaette had tears of happiness streaming down her cheeks. Soon, the assistants carried both from the birth chamber. Her family followed until only Madera, Panya, and Annis remained.

			Madera dried her hands and came over to speak to the girls. Annis pulled back when she reached out to stroke Annis’ hair. Madera read the anger and fear on her face. “What’s the matter, child?”

			“You lied!” Annis’ words could not take back those words. Madera looked stricken.

			“Annis!” Panya gasped and grabbed Annis’ arm to pull her away. “She didn’t mean it, Medera. She is too young to understand, and it scared her. I shouldn’t have brought her.”

			“Enough, Panya. You may go. I will speak with Annis in private.”

			Panya gave Annis a reproachful look and fled. For a while Madera didn’t say a word, just looked at her. Annis realized Madera was waiting for some kind of explanation.

			Annis tried to make sense of the multitude of thoughts and emotions storming inside her. Finally, she spoke, telling Madera what she had seen and heard during the Birthing.

			“The baby didn’t want to come out. She’s going to die young, and there will be so much pain and sorrow in her life. The future frightened her. It made me so sad. Why didn’t you speak the truth?”

			“Why didn’t I tell Leaette? Use your senses, girl. Would you have me burden them on such a happy day? Would that change what the Stones have spoken?”

			Annis looked down. Of course, Madera had been right not to tell them. Didn’t everyone say that when someone died young, it was because the ancestors wanted to be reunited with him or her? Annis threw her arms around Madera’s ample waist, asking for forgiveness. 

			“So, you could hear,” Madera said, with an almost surprised expression on her face. She engulfed Annis in a hug and kissed the top of her head.

			“I was there,” Annis replied in a small voice.

			Madera cupped her weathered hand around Annis’ face and tilted it upward. She peered into her lavender eyes, searching.

			Annis froze, afraid she had made another mistake. Madera studied her for a moment but only said. “I see.”

			She might have said more, but Panya interrupted them when she ran back into the room in tears.

			“Come quick, Madera! It’s the DaWakanda,” Panya stammered.

			Madera hurried out of the door in an instant, leaving Annis to question Panya.

			“What’s wrong with DaWakanda Oma?”

			Panya shook her head. She still had trouble speaking. “I don’t know. Han Golder came out of the council room crying that the DaWakanda was dying. Not that I believed her report, but I heard Councilman Rhyd say the DaWakanda is very ill. He looked afraid, and there were tears in his eyes, so I ran back to get Madera.”

			“Stones!” Annis’ mind raced. Han Golder hated DaWakanda Oma and might wish her dead. She would spread an exaggerated account of the illness everywhere. The people might even panic.

			A more terrible thought came to Annis. What if DaWakanda Oma is dying? What if her grandmother was already dead?

			She grabbed Panya by the hand. “Let’s go!”

			When the girls reached the council chambers, DaWakanda Oma was being carried from the room, her face ashen. Madera’s powerful magic surrounded her, supporting and guiding her exit. Annis stopped, unable to believe what she was seeing.

			The DaWakanda lay on a stretcher, pain clear on her face, the aura of her magic waning. 

			Annis swallowed hard and glanced at the Stone worn around DaWakanda Oma’s neck. The amulet held the source of her power. Now, the brilliant Stone was pale and chalky looking, even from this distance.

			“Will Grandmother’s Stone join the Stones of the Ancestor?” Annis wondered aloud.

			Annis chided herself for such childish fears. Madera’s medicine was powerful. With her help, DaWakanda Oma was sure to recover.

			Council members lingered inside the Hall after DaWakanda Oma had been taken home to be cared for. Soon, word spread, and others joined them. The council members gathered in small groups, talking in low voices, some in mindspeak. Annis made her magic small, stood in an out of the way corner, and listened shamelessly as the adults discussed the situation.

			“What will we do? The DaWakanda has not selected another to bear a Stone,” someone lamented. “If she dies without an heir, what then?”

			Then we must select an heir,” a high-pitched voice added. Annis recognized Han Golder. She stiffened. This would not be good. Han Golder was not a friend.

			Han Golder went on, “As a senior member of the Council, I have pleaded with the DaWakanda many times to select someone to bear a Stone. We need a First Daughter.”

			“If only Aalysian had lived. She could bear a Stone,” said another voice.

			“Well, she’s among the ancestors, and we have waited long enough. There are several young women who carry the DaWakanda blood. Our families go back together many generations.”

			“What about the child? She is Aalysian’s daughter, isn’t she? She is next in line.”

			Han Golder was indignant. “Her! She’s not even pureblood.”

			The aura around the speakers became jittery. “You can’t be sure of that.”

			“Everyone knows her father wasn’t Nellari,” said another voice.

			“Just look at her standing over there. Have you ever seen another Nellari with eyes that color? There was no mating contract, and no Nellari male has stepped forward and claimed her.” Han Golda’s voice carried, bringing tears and shame to Annis’ eyes.

			“I’ve only seen eyes that shade of lavender once before and not in the homeland,” agreed another speaker. 

			Unable to bear listening to any more of their words, Annis fled. She bolted from the hall with tears streaming down her face. She thought she heard Councilman Rhyd call her name. Annis wanted to run all the way out of the homeland, but she settled for home. Madera was coming out of DaWakanda Oma’s chamber when she arrived.

			Annis wiped her face with her hands. “Is Grandmother going to die?”

			Madera hesitated. “Not today, but she’s very ill. I am not sure there is much I can do.”

			Annis’ hands shook. If Aunt Medera could not heal DaWakanda Oma, there would be no hope. She was the greatest healer in the homeland.

			“May I see her?”

			“I don’t think so. I’ve given her a draft of girten tea for the pain.” Madera shook her head. “She’s sleeping and won’t realize you’re there. She has a fever too and chills.”

			“I can be very quiet. I won’t wake her,” Annis promised. It might be her only chance to say goodbye and say the words they both should have said many times.

			“Just for a few minutes,” Madera agreed. Despite what the Council decided, Annis was Oma’s only granddaughter. Madera was aware that Oma intended to name her First Daughter when she grew older.

			Annis slipped into the room, stopping inside the door. She did not approach the bed. At first, Annis didn’t know what to do or say. She had never been comfortable around her grandmother. The unseen wall separating them had always felt as solid as a fortress battlement. Annis respected the wall. She never tried to breach it, not even by reaching for her grandmother’s hand. Nor had she ever blamed her grandmother for building the wall between them. It stood there, almost impenetrable, because Aalysian was dead, and she, Annis, lived.

			Inside the DaWakanda’s bedchamber, candles illuminated a large bed. Annis stepped toward where her grandmother lay. She could smell powerful magic here and taste Madera’s medicine in the air. Her eyes focused on the frail woman tossing fitfully on the bed. Annis barely recognized the powerful DaWakanda Oma. Her grandmother appeared so old and weak. Beads of perspiration glistened on her wrinkled face. Each rasping breath threatened to be the body’s last.

			“Help me.” The words startled Annis. She didn’t recognize the voice. It wasn’t her grandmother’s, not even her mindspeak. “Help me.”

			Annis inched forward. Her grandmother’s Stone had spoken to her, but that was impossible. The Stone only speaks to Grandmother, Annis told herself. I imagine too much.

			“Help me, Annis.” There was no mistaking the source or the urgency of the words now. Annis reached her hand out and brushed the tips of her fingers against the smooth surface of the amulet.

			Time stopped. Every organ in Annis’ body seemed to explode as something pulled magic from her and siphoned it into the body lying on the bed. It lasted only a minute before Annis stumbled back against the wall, spent. She told herself to breathe and did in hard gasps. What had happened?

			“I’m sorry. I needed some of your magic to keep Oma alive.”

			No one ever dared refer to her grandmother as Oma. DaWakanda Oma, yes, and officially as The DaWakanda, or Mother of the Stone, but no one was ever that bold, not even Madera. Using simply Oma implied too great an intimacy, an equality, or perhaps superiority.

			Annis looked at the frail old woman lying on the bed. DaWakanda Oma appeared to be resting more easily. Her breathing was less labored. The Stone she had borne for fifty years regained a little of its color and luster.

			“You might have asked first,” Annis said in reproach. “Will she be well now?”

			“No, there is evil magic here. You must go for help. Go to the Shrine of Stones.” The urgency of the command shocked her.

			“I can’t go there. It’s forbidden.” Annis shook her head. The Shrine of Stones was the burial place of the Stones of the DaWakandas. It was a forbidden place. Since the first DaWakanda led the people out of the dark, the high priestesses’ Stones were placed there after their deaths. Nellari children were taught that the resting place of the Stones was guarded by the strongest magic. Anyone who entered the shrine died. “I can tell Madera. She has powerful magic.”

			“Tell no one! You must go alone. The Stones of the ancestors are our only hope. Go to the door and say my name, and you’ll be safe. Tell the ancestors that Eleasa has sent you. They’ll be waiting.”

			When Annis came out of the DaWakanda’s chamber, Madera was moving about the kitchen, sorting through her supply of medicinal herbs. Their smell filled the air. She looked up when Annis came in and mistook Annis’ dazed expression for grief. Her hand clenched tightly around a jar she was holding.

			She whispered, “How is she?”

			“I think she’s resting. Some of the color is back in the Stone.” Annis wanted to blurt out the truth, but the Stone’s warning bound her tongue.

			Madera sagged against the counter. “Thank the ancestors.” 

			She drew the corner of her apron up and wiped her eyes. She looked down at Annis as if just noticing her. “You must be hungry. I haven’t fixed a bite of supper, but there is bread, meat, and cheese in the cold box. Help yourself.”

			Annis gave little thought to eating, but now that Madera mentioned supper, her empty stomach complained. Washing her hands, she got the meat and cheese out of the cold box and fixed a plate of sandwiches. After she poured a couple of glasses of milk, she opened the cold box again and pulled out the last two fruit tarts. They had been inside it for a few days, but maybe they weren’t too stale. When she finished, she tugged on Madera’s robe. “Come and eat.”

			They ate in silence. Annis tried to remember the quickest route to the Shrine of Stones. It was behind the temple, which wasn’t far, but there wasn’t access on the temple side. It would take almost an hour to walk around to the opening. Heeding the Stone’s caution, Annis waited until Medera checked on the DaWakanda and went to her own bed before slipping out.
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