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  Chapter one
Mad at You


“Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.”   -Isaiah 43:1-3
  
“Okay, Nani.  Whenever you’re ready.”
Beads of sweat popped out across Nani’s forehead. They had nothing to do with the hot, humid weather, and everything to do with the railing Kalin was waving at.
“I don’t see why we need to do this here,” she said, taking a tiny step back from the railing.
Kalin frowned and crossed his arms in annoyance.
“We’ve been over this,” he said.
Nani wiped a stray hair out of her eyes. Her hair was now long enough that she could pull it up into a loose knot on top of her head, but short enough to never stay there for long. Between the wind up on the tower, the heat of the day, and Kalin’s crazy training tactics, Nani was pretty sure her hair was in the messiest bun there had ever been. Almost as messy as it was when she first woke up.
“Oh!” she said, patting her pockets. “I found another note from May this morning!”
“Nani,” Kalin frowned. “It can wait. Unless, of course, you want it to blow away.”
Nani stopped patting her pockets.
Her eyes flitted from the railing to her cranky Guardian and then back to the railing again. From the tower balcony, the pair of them had a sweeping view of the castle grounds and the water plateau surrounding Dai Lahna Bayrudaal. Clouds swirled at the edge of the plateau, and Nani pointed in their direction.
“Looks like rain,” she stammered, planting both hands on the rail. “Better save this for later.”
Kalin rolled his eyes.
“Nani, you know full well and good those clouds won’t come over this Dai Lahna,” he muttered. “Now get on with it.”
Nani swallowed. Stupid Dai Lahna, she thought to herself. Stupid self-watering food supply for all the other Dai Lahnii. Stupid rain control. Stupid—
Kalin cleared his throat.
“Really, Kalin, I think I should try it in Acumination again,” Nani said. “Several times.”
Kalin sighed. He uncrossed his arms and stepped closer to the railing.
“You have done it plenty,” he said, his voice growing softer. “You get this part down pat, and you can learn to Tail.”
“You know what?” Nani said, her voice higher than she liked. “I’ve been thinking about it, and Tailing is overrated. No, really! I mean, I only remembered a teeny bit about it… there’s probably a ton more, and I really should wait until that comes back, don’t you think?”
“Now that you’ve remembered what it is,” Kalin said, his eyes crinkling just a bit, “your parents would hang me out to dry if I didn’t show you how. Besides, there is not much more for you to remember.” 
The old man’s beard twitched and something snapped inside Nani. He was laughing at her. Maybe not out loud, but he was definitely laughing!
“It is not funny,” she said, shaking a finger at the old Guardian.
The laughter disappeared from his eyes, replaced by something else.
“You are right,” Kalin said. “It is no laughing matter. Light, Emptiness, and Air have been sealed. Once the Tarn put that together, Dahved will search for a host that is powerful enough to Tail.”
Nani swallowed, but Kalin went on.
“Besides,” he said. “Tailing is the easy part—”
“It’s stopping without killing myself that’s the trick,” Nani mumbled.
“Exactly!”
Nani peered over the railing. Six stories down a few of the garden staff moved about the grounds. She swallowed at the lump in her throat. From up here the staff looked like ants. 
“Ashes, Kalin!” Nani said, switching tactics. “What if Fenwether looks out the window and sees me? She’ll be furious!”
“Fine, then,” Kalin said. “Where would you like to try it? Kafar? I believe your balcony there juts out over the cliff-side. It’s a bigger drop, but it will give you more time to adju—”
“More time to mess up,” Nani muttered. This was not going how she wanted. Not at all.
“What was that?” Kalin asked.
Nani shot him a look. She knew perfectly well the old man had heard her.
“No thank you” she said, “to Kafar.”
“I thought as much,” Kalin answered. “Now, Tai tried it earlier, and it went just fine—”
“You call that fine?” Nani gasped. She ignored the urge to rub her backside, which was still sore from Tai’s earlier training session. Instead she crossed her arms and tried to look dignified. “Perhaps I should insist on your letting me try this with Tai, instead of separately.”
Kalin laughed, this time out loud.
“What?” Nani snapped, her temper getting the better of her.
The old man pointed at her, his face a thousand wrinkles as he doubled over with laughter.
“What?” Nani demanded.
 ”You know, Nani,” Kalin choked out between laughs, “when you try to look imposing, it is anything but.”
Nani’s jaw dropped.
“You… You….  Dratted old man!” she spat. “I’ll show you imposing!”
Suddenly Kalin stopped laughing. Worry streaked across his face and he pulled himself upright, just in time to watch Nani leap over the railing.
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The first thought that went through Nani’s head was that she should have taken Kalin up on the offer to jump in Kafar. Six floors did not give one much time to think.
The second thought was that the Guardian had given her entirely too many options. Wind screamed in her ears as seven ways to thicken Air flickered through her head, and Nani was halfway to the ground before she had the sense to pick one of them and handle.
A portion of Air condensed in front of her, and Nani clung to the strange handle of an invisible umbrella as it snapped open. 
Her fall slowed a bit, but Nani still found herself rushing past the second floor at an alarming rate, so she handled again, spreading the air umbrella larger.
It was a mistake. 
The air outside was hot and humid, and spreading her invisible umbrella pushed it too thin to support her weight. Nani felt, rather than saw, the thing above her snap inside out. 
She shrieked and dropped the last eight feet with nothing but a broken umbrella to slow her fall. Nani rolled as her feet hit the ground, but there was a crack in her right ankle that took her breath away.
She lay on a lumpy patch of herbs, catching her breath and fighting back tears through closed eyes. When she opened her eyes, it was to the infuriating sight of Kalin floating down from her tower as gently as a leaf on the wind.
The Guardian touched down lightly and beamed at her.
“That wasn’t half bad, my dear!” he said, grinning with pride. “What shape did you use?”
“One that didn’t work!” Nani grunted. 
“Ah, well,” Kalin said, rubbing his short beard. “You’ll find a shape that suits you, just give it time.”
Nani groaned. Two days ago she had remembered that Tailing was the fastest way for Mari Kai to travel. You simply had to use a bit of Emptiness to lash yourself to a single ray of Light and point it in the direction you wanted to go, and then you were off! Excited at remembering something they could use to find the remaining broken Pillars, Nani had rushed off to ask Kalin to teach her and Tai how to Tail.
What Nani had failed to remember was that Tailing was the easy part. Moving at the speed of light meant that you had to be able stop, and preferably in a way that your brain didn’t hit the inside of your skull hard enough to kill you.
So, when she found that the first step in Kalin’s grand plan for teaching the B’nli to Tail was to have them jump off balconies, Nani began to wish she had kept her mouth shut.
“Come on,” Kalin said, “let’s get you out of that bed of riinemint before the gardeners see you. I’m afraid you’ve quite ruined it.” He stuck out a hand and pulled Nani to her feet.
Nani’s foot screamed at her and she sucked in a breath.
“I think I’m done with jumping for the day,” Nani said, pointing to her ankle. Then she shook him off and took a limp-hop-step towards the castle and away from Kalin.
“I can mend that in a moment—” the Guardian said, but Nani glared at him.
“Don’t you dare!” she snapped. “I’m mad at you.” 
Nani took a few more hops, heading back inside through the nearest door. Her Connection told her that Tai was headed their way. His ankle would only have a half-wound from her fall, but he was so furious that he was stomping rapidly along, which was not helping her pain. Nani sent her sar a thought to meet her in the library, and hoped he would listen.
“Mad?” Kalin asked, feigning innocence. “At me? Whatever for?”
“Throwing me off the balcony!” Nani shouted, ignoring the curious looks from a few nearby castle staff.
Kalin sniffed and rolled his eyes. He reached out to support her by the arm, but Nani shrugged him off.
“And for not just showing me the best way to stop a fall!” she added. “For once, can’t you just spell it out for me?” 
“You learn better when you figure things out on your own,” Kalin frowned.
“I’m not so sure that applies to falling six floors!” Nani shot back, her temper getting the better of her. “My backside hurts, my ankle  cracked, and I think I just about had a heart attack up there!”
Kalin sighed.
“I wish I could tell you the best way,” he said, beginning to sound grumpy as well. “But the Air works different for everybody. You can’t see what someone else is using… Ashes! You can hardly see what you’re using.”
Nani hobbled along until she reached a stairway that would take her to the library. Mad as she was, she hesitated at the bottom. She hated that Kalin was right. She hated that he truly was being as helpful as possible. She hated that her ankle hurt. And she really hated how scared she had been when she jumped off that balcony. When Nani had remembered watching her mother Tail, Corinlathana had looked like an angel touching down, not some magical English nanny crash landing on a windy day.
Kalin offered her his arm again.
“May I?” the Guardian asked.
“Fine,” Nani muttered, taking his arm.
They climbed the stairs in silence, and when they reached the top and started down the hall, Nani did not push Kalin away. Instead she leaned on the old man and closed her eyes. As she limped along, Nani handled to examine the damage that had been done to her ankle. 
She had spent most of her time training for offense, with precious little on mending. At this point, the most mending she could do was examine someone to see what their problem was.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to mend it?” he asked after a bit.
Nani opened her eyes and shook her head at the old Guardian. 
“It’s a clean break. Barely a fracture, really,” she said. There was no guarantee Kalin would be nearby to mend everything on their adventures. She might have to rely on her B’nli healing at some point. Or find time to study mending. Nani rolled her eyes and added dryly, “Hooray for my Connection. I’ll be better by tomorrow.”
Kalin frowned at her as they stopped outside the library door.
“A day wasted cannot be got back,” he said.
“It’s not a waste if it gets me out of balcony jumping,” Nani said. A smile crept onto her face as she pushed the door open and turned away from the Guardian.
“As you wish, my B’nli,” Kalin said, turning to leave. “Mistress Fenwether will be thrilled to know you are not training today. She’s been dying to make plans for the Feast of Beginnings. I’ll let her know you are free.”
Nani’s smile vanished, and it took all of her self-control not to push the door open and throw a fireball at the old man.






  
  Chapter two
In the Library


Nani heaved a sigh and turned around to find Tai leaning against a bookshelf, with his arms crossed and a frown on his face.  
“You okay?” he asked, pushing away from the shelf. He held out an arm, and Nani took it.
“I guess so,” she shrugged, leaning on him to take the weight off her ankle as they hobbled towards Nani’s favorite spot in the library. She stole a glance up at his face, but Tai kept his eyes ahead and his face blank. Anytime Nani was hurt like this, Tai walled her off from his thoughts. He never bothered to explain why, and for some reason Nani couldn’t work up the courage to ask. It was probably just his way of keeping Honey and Blood contained. 
“What about you?” Nani said, dropping her voice. “Quarantine still holding?”
Tai had sealed Honey and Blood off, inside his own mind, but the solution was only temporary. The covenant was constantly trying to push its way out again, and Tai had to keep a sharp eye on it.
Tai shot her a quick smile. “Kalin’s still alive, isn’t he?”
“He didn’t really throw me off the balcony,” she said. “You know that.”
“May as well have,” Tai said. “He knew just how to bait you into getting mad and throwing yourself off.”
Nani felt the heat rising in her cheeks and she turned her face to watch her footing. Tai must have been mentally watching her failed attempt at balcony jumping. How gullible she must look!
They turned past the last shelf and Nani let go of his arm as quickly as she could, thankful that a few of their friends were waiting for them, relaxing in big squashy chairs.
Nani said hi to Kenya and Alexi, then sank into an empty chair without bothering to answer Tai’s last comment. Tai pretended not to notice Nani’s red cheeks. He said nothing else, but pulled another chair over closer sat down next to her.
Nani loved this little nook in the library. The chairs were comfy, the low tables were perfect for piling books or propping up her feet, and the view from the window showed a beautiful slice of the water plateau. Her ankle hurt something fierce, and she was still mad at Kalin, but the library made it a tiny bit easier to bear.
“It went that well?” Alexi asked, reaching over to pluck a riinemint leaf out of Nani’s hair.
“It went awful,” Nani frowned. “I fractured my ankle.”
Kenya shot Tai a dark look. “I thought it looked like you were limping!”
Tai shrugged, and Kenya turned to Nani.
“Hang on, I thought you were training all day,” Kenya said. “Why are you here? Didn’t Kalin mend it for you?”
“Nope,” Nani said, shaking her head. “I told him no. One failed jump is plenty, thank you very much!”
“Oh, Nani!” Kenya exhaled and put her head in her hands. “What are you going to do? Hobble around? You better let someone see to it.”
“I already looked at it,” Nani said. “That I can do. It’s a clean break, just a fracture, like I said. Our Connection is already working on it. It’ll be fine by tomorrow.”
“It’s too bad one of us can’t learn mending,” Alexi said.
Kenya let out an exasperated sigh and peered through her fingers.
“Why bother?” she said, waving at Nani and Tai, “they’re already the best Menders on the planet.” 
Nani felt her jaw drop. She snapped it shut and looked at Kenya with concern. It had been nearly a year since they had arrived on Milana. A year was a long time to be hunting Pillars and trying not to get eaten by kappa or shot by Hunters and having a Guardian make you play life or death tag in Acumination.
Maybe Kenya was starting to lose it.
“What?” Kenya asked, sitting up. “Don’t look at me like that, you are. I’ve read everything I can get my hands on about it, and mending is just speeding up the body’s natural healing process. You two do that without even thinking about it! Now, maybe if you actually bothered to apply yourselves—”
Nani felt the heat rising in her face again, but before she could say anything, Tai cleared his throat.
“You know, Kenya,” he said, “I think you may have a point.” He rubbed his chin in thought, then turned to his lini. “Can I watch your ankle for a little while?”
Nani’s mouth opened and closed twice, but no good answer came out. How am I supposed to answer a question like that anyway?
“Good then, thanks,” Tai said. He bent down and gently lifted her foot, propping it up on a low table. 
“Let me get those sandals off her,” Kenya said, sounding as happy as if they had just given her a new puppy. “Maybe you can tell me what you’re looking at.”
“Fine, whatever,” Nani muttered to herself. Don’t mind me. 
She leaned back to trace the silver zoi on her right arm. Kalin had not let up on their training sessions, and the zoi had grown another inch in the months since they returned from Kafar. Nani glanced down at the two people fussing around her ankle, then turned her eyes out the window.
Something in the sky outside caught her eye, and Nani squinted. She could just make out the now familiar silhouette of a winged pantera floating on an updraft, and she caught Alexi’s eye and pointed. 
“Been up with Phoen lately?” Nani asked.
The redhead made a face.
“Goodness,” she said with a shrug. “It’s probably been a couple weeks. I think he takes Marc up more than me. Dodge doesn’t like it all.”
“Is that when I see her prowling in the garden, freaking out all the Bayru?”
Alexi sniffed. “Yup.”
Nani glanced around. The library looked empty. It was quiet. But then, it was a library.
“I’m assuming you closed library access when you came in?” Nani asked.
“Of course,” Alexi sniffed again. “Fifth floor and up.”
Nani nodded. The Dai Lahnii had been built very well. Parts of the castles were open to lots of people, but the Trusted and Guardians could lock off an area so that it was only accessible by staff that could enter the fifth and sixth floors. Nani and Tai could seal it so only those that had access to the sixth floors could enter.
Even still, Nani dropped her voice.
“How’s Marc doing lately?” Nani asked.
“He rides a lot,” Alexi said, just as quiet. “Mostly by himself.”
“Will he talk to you yet?” 
“Sometimes,” Alexi said. “A little. Usually about making sure his bracelet is holding up.”
Nani nodded to herself. She didn’t really expect Marc to babble on about what being taken over by the Pillar of Emptiness felt like. The poor boy still began to fade if he fell asleep without the braided lock of Alexi’s hair he kept around his wrist.
Tai prodded at her ankle, talking in an excited whisper about mending with Kenya. He was leaning so close, she could feel his breath on her foot, and Nani felt her cheeks changing color again. She bit her lip, rather hard, and watched as Tai’s hand drifted up to his own lip.
“One wound at a time, Nani,” he muttered, without even looking up.
Nani rolled her eyes.  She blinked, and focused back up at the top of the nearest bookshelf. Li’s head was bobbing along the other side of it, some fifteen feet off the ground.
“Uh, Li?” Nani asked, hardly raising her voice, so as not to attract any attention. “Someone is going to see you!”
There was a small grunt as Li pushed off from the shelf and then she floated into view. “It’s all shiny, Nani. Library’s sealed for fifth and up.”
“But—”
“It really is okay,” Alexi put in. “Fenwether has kept fifth and sixth floor staff the bare minimum.  I’m pretty sure they all know by now anyway. Li’s girls have all walked in to find her floating in her sleep.”
“What?” Nani squeaked in alarm. She sat up sudden enough to jerk her foot a bit, and Tai gave her a hard look as a shot of pain went through both their ankles.
Li wobbled along in the air, hanging on to the shelf. She slid one volume out at a time, then shoved each back in, without taking anything.
“But,” Nani stammered, “shouldn’t we… shouldn’t we wipe their memories or something?”
“Fenwether says not to bother,” Li said.  She shoved another book into place. “Something in their commitment to the castle that won’t let them talk to anyone without clearance… They’re almost as tight-lipped as your mother made Kalin.”
“Besides,” Alexi added. “We’d be wiping memories left and right. I don’t think that’s good for a person, you know?”
“Good grief,” Nani muttered. Then a thought struck her, and she felt the blood drain out of her face. “Alexi… Please, tell me the staff don’t know about Mar—”
Alexi reached over and squeezed Nani’s hand. She gave her head a tiny little shake.
“They really don’t know anything, Nani,” she whispered. “I have good eyesight, and Li floats sometimes… I’ll admit that’s a little harder to explain, since we’re not Mari Kai, but the Bayru don’t ask questions. And Mistress Fenwether, well, she was waiting at the Pathway when we came back from Kafar. She saw how horrible Marc looked, and, well, I don’t know what she thinks is going on, but the woman’s not dumb, Nani. She never even flinched when Marc told her to reassign all of the staff that had access to his rooms.”
Nani bit her lip.
“I didn’t know he did that,” she said, glancing down at Tai. He caught her eye and shrugged. “Who does he have left?”
“Aside from us, and Fenwether, the only one that can get in Marc’s rooms is Nathinial,” Alexi added. “But Fenwether said he also had messages sent to the ex-Hunters living on the Compass Isles. I think he’s got it into his head to bring them on or something.”
Nani nodded, rubbed her eyes, and turned back to watch Li bobbing along in the air. She thought about pointing out the perfectly good ladder at the end of the row, but decided against it. 
“What are you doing up there, anyway, Li?” Nani asked.
“I’m looking for those Archives you mentioned,” Li said, beginning to sink. “I was thinking maybe it’s a secret lever or something… but I haven’t found a thing.”
Nani twiddled the Ilni hanging loose around her neck. Her mother had said the Archives were one of her favorite things about being B’nli, but Nani could not remember anything else about them. She had checked the Vault, but she was certain anything down there would be out in the open. Nani had also combed her tower for secret levers, and wasted a good amount of time jerking on the door in her tower that led to nowhere.
Perhaps Li was right. Maybe the Archives were in the library. Nani was thinking about shooing Tai and Kenya away from her ankle so she could help Li look, when a sound at one of the library doors broke her out of her thoughts. 
The group looked up, just able to catch the sound of someone trying to open one of the library’s doors. It jiggled in place for a moment, then burst open and the Eldest of Bayrudaal’s loud, grumpy voice echoed through the shelves.
“Of course, the B’nli are in here, you silly twit! That is why you can’t get in. I, on the other hand, have access, as I am the Eldest!”
Miriam’s voice stopped for a moment, presumably while the “silly twit” said something.
“No! You cannot come in with me!” she laughed, sounding rather full of herself. “Not unless you’d like to smash that pert little nose of yours against the invisible wall!”
Nani glanced around, looking for a means of escape. Even with her ankle busted, perhaps she could make a run for one of the other doors. Maybe the Dai Lahna would open up another secret passage for her…
“Well, give them to me!” Miriam said with a sigh of exasperation so loud that it reached Nani and the others. “I will deliver them!”
Nani moaned, and Tai glanced up at her.
No point running, he thought. She’ll chase us down to deliver whatever it is she took from that messenger.
 Nani let out a frustrated breath. She watched as Li sank like a rock, thumping into the thick carpets with a frown on her face. Then she grabbed a random book, dropped into a chair, and bent over the pages as intently as if Dietary Guidelines for Wyrms was the most fascinating thing she had ever laid eyes on.
Nani couldn’t blame her.






  
  Chapter three
The Wisdom of Miriam


It didn’t take Miriam long to find them. 
The Eldest of Bayrudaal rounded a bookshelf, straightened her gray braid, and waltzed right up without waiting for an invitation. Her fingers brushed her heart and she gave her head the tiniest tip possible, giving kitar to the B’nli.
“Here you are, then,” she said, dropping the two rolls of parchment onto the table next to Nani’s ankle.
Nani felt Tai’s silent sigh, his breath flashing across her mending ankle before he looked up.
“Thank you, Miriam,” he said, sparing the parchments a glance. He gently picked up Nani’s foot and moved it to the floor, then picked up the messages. He scanned them quickly, and then passed them to Nani, even though she already knew what they said.
Nani glanced at them, if only for show, her heart sinking as she passed the parchments to Alexi.
“Well?” Miriam demanded.
Nani bit her lip. Today had already been a challenging day, and she was not sure if she could answer the Eldest without losing her temper.
Alexi tried to pass the parchments to Li, but Li continued to “read” her book, ignoring them, and they were handed to Kenya.
“I suppose we knew it was coming,” Alexi said, shaking her head with pity. 
Kenya glanced at the first report. “Yes, yes, rain, and more rain,” she muttered. “They’ve pulled the Border Patrols back to protect the settlements from the kappa… Which makes sense. It’s not like they can inspect all the clouds for traveling Tarn.”
“No, the other one,” Alexi said, pointing at the second parchment.
Nani watched Kenya’s eyes flick over the words. 
“That is hard,” Kenya said, laying the messages on the table.
“What’s hard?” Miriam demanded. No one answered her, and she snatched the parchment off the table.
Nani frowned at the woman’s brazen attitude. 
“I suppose you shall hear of it, anyway,” Tai said. “War has broken out among the people of Falia. They are taking sides.”
Nani glanced over and saw Li’s eyes flash at her, then back to her book. Out of all of them, Li had been the one to try hardest to get along with Miriam, but she had given up and decided to ignore the woman completely.
“I suppose this means we’ll be headed that way soon?” Kenya asked. “Aren’t we supposed to step in and stop this kind of thing?”
Before either of the B’nli could answer, Miriam loudly cleared her throat.
“That is exactly why you should go open one of the other Dai Lahna!” she declared. “The Tarn will expect you to bring Aaletni to Falia! They will be waiting for you! But… but if instead you went to Dai Lahna Wyldra… Why! Think of it, my B’nli! We’d have a Pathway open just west of Avoria… You could march right in after that!”
Nani stared at Miriam. The old woman’s eyes were lit up with excitement, and she waved the parchment at the small group. The Eldest knew nothing of their quest to seal the Pillars, but that did not take away from her suggestion. Nani could already feel Tai’s mind zipping down rabbit trails as he considered Miriam’s advice; not only could they open Dai Lahna Wyldra, but they could also contact the Small Ones and get them to set Alexi’s braid into something stronger for Marc.
Nani only wished the idea had come from someone else. Anyone else.
“You know, Miriam,” Tai said, “That’s not a bad idea.”
For one brief moment, Nani thought Miriam was going to accept Tai’s praise. And then the Eldest opened her mouth.
“Of course it is not a bad idea!” Miriam bristled. “I am the Eldest of Bayrudaal!”
Nani’s jaw dropped open. Li pressed her nose further into her book, while Alexi and Kenya stared, wide-eyed. Tai got to his feet, but before he could answer, voices floated past the shelves.
“I’m telling you, Kalin, this will be great!” Marc said, his voice sounding lighter than it had in months. 
Nani glanced at Alexi as Kalin and Marc came around the corner, both smiling.
“I don’t know, but I’ll take it,” Alexi mouthed.
“Oh, good! You girls are all here!” Marc said. “I’ve got something to show—”
His voice cut off the moment he spotted Miriam and the awkward way the group was staring at her.
“What’s going on?” Kalin asked.
Miriam shoved the message about Falia into the Guardian’s hands.
“I was just explaining to the B’nli why their wisest course of action would not be to save Falia from an internal war,” the Eldest said. “It would be best to move on Wyldra and gain the Dai Lahna there.”
Kalin did not answer her, but leisurely read through the parchment. After long enough a time to read it twice over, he passed it to Marc.
“I quite agree,” Kalin said, but added, “But mine is only to give advice. Decisions are for the B’nli.  What say you, my B’nli?”
Tai folded his arms, leaning on his good foot, and turned his eyes to Nani.
I hate to admit it, but she’s right, he thought to her. If we move quickly, there might be time to find the Pillar in Wyldra, before Dahved knows what we’re up to.
Nani bit her lip for a moment, searching for a reason, any reason, that Miriam’s idea was flawed. What about my broken ankle?
Tai almost smiled at her. They both knew that both their ankles would be fine before Captain Hillawi could have the Mirantha ready to leave.
Instead he cleared his throat.
“I’m going to send for Captain Hillawi,” he said, heading away and hiding his limp. “Speed is urgent.”
After he had gone, Kenya clucked her tongue.
“Mistress Fenwether is not going to like this,” she said. “Not with the Feast of Beginnings so near.”
Nani groaned, but Miriam cut in again.
“The head of household will have to deal with it,” she said sharply. “Wyldra is only nine days’ sail from here. You can make land, march to the Dai Lahna there within two weeks, and be back as quick as you please. Besides, we have more important concerns than decorating.”
Nani bit her lip so hard, she tasted blood.
Kalin clapped his hands together, beaming.
“Excellent!” he said. Nani looked at the Guardian as if he had gone mad, but he winked at her and went on. “You are quite right, my dear Eldest. We do have weightier matters at hand, and I, for one, am relieved that you are willing to count yourself among us. I am certain that your joining our venture into Wyldra will be to our advantage.”
“My… My joining you?” the Eldest stammered, the color running out of her face.
“Of course, my good woman,” Kalin said, rubbing his hands together. “Your advice is quite valuable here in the comfort of the library, but think how much more so it would be in the midst of whatever challenges arise in Wyldra!”
Nani’s eyes flew back and forth from Kalin to Miriam. She knew what the old man was trying to do, but breath above, if this didn’t work…
“I… I couldn’t possibly,” Miriam managed. “I mean, what if something were to happen to me?”
When no one answered, Miriam narrowed her eyes, glaring at Kalin.
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I must remain here, for the good of Bayrudaal. And for that matter, I don’t think you should be going to Wyldra either!”
Nani almost laughed. When the group had sneaked into Kafar, it had taken every appeal to logic and strategy she had to convince Kalin to play his part at sea. The idea that he would miss out on Wyldra, now that the Tarn might know that they were after the broken Pillars was laughable.
She turned, anxious to hear how the Guardian would silence Miriam, but Kalin Elios was strangely quiet. 
Miriam sensed that she had struck a nerve, and shook a finger at him.
“The dragons have not forgotten!” she cried, a look of triumph in her eyes.
Nani gasped, but Kalin avoided her eyes.
“What?” Alexi asked. “What is it?”
“Is that what this means?” Nani asked, her temper rising again as she pulled a tiny piece of parchment from her pocket. “I found it on my pillow this morning!”
Nani unfolded the note to show the others.
The dragons have not forgotten.
-May

“I forgot all about it with the balcony jumping!” she said, turning sharp on Miriam. “What does it mean?”
“I… I really don’t know,” Miriam admitted. “It’s just what I see when I look at him. As if it were written over his head.”
Nani waved the short note at Kalin, but he only arched his eyebrows. 
“Fine!” Nani cried. “Don’t tell me! I’ll see for myself!”
Furious, Nani handled. She pulled thin strands of the Pillars through her Ilni and images flashed into her mind’s eye. Nani ignored the hundreds of images pressing at her from all the people around her and took a step closer to Kalin. She handled again and the old Guardian’s images shifted and swirled around him as Nani sought the truth behind May’s letter.
Nani’s breath caught as one image reluctantly worked its way to the front.
“What is that?” she demanded, so angry that she forgot the others could not see what she saw. “Why do you have a sleeping dragon with a scroll clutched in its front paws?”
Kalin jumped a bit.
“There’s an imperial seal on that scroll!” Nani went on. “Kalin! Don’t make me pull the truth out of you!”
The Guardian’s shoulders slumped.
“No, my child, that will not be necessary,” he said in defeat. “Miriam is right. I must remain behind.”
“What treaty did you sign?” Marc asked, his voice low. 
Nani glanced over at Marc in surprise. He was right. That was a treaty the dragon image was holding. 
“It was all so very long ago… Dragons were decimating the Small Ones,” Kalin explained. “Ages before you were even born, Nani. Melii and I were sent to stop them, and stop them we did. Finally, the dragon king called for a truce. It was agreed that no dragon would touch the Small Ones, as long as neither Melii nor myself set foot in Wyldra.”
Nani’s heart sank. She stopped handling and the images snapped out of existence. There were many things Kalin could not tell her, because he had made a promise to her mother. But this was not one of them. 
This was different.
“Well, it does matter,” Miriam said, her point gained. “You cannot go to Wyldra.”
The old woman turned sharply away from Kalin, to face Alexi.
“You there, girl!” she snapped. “Make yourself useful and inform the other Trusted to prepare for your journey!”
Nani blinked to find Marc standing between Miriam and Alexi. There was something dangerous in the way he held himself as he met the old woman’s eyes.
“The Lady Daniels is not your errand girl,” he said, his voice low and quiet. “Show a little respect.”
“Respect?” Miriam asked. “You should respect your elders!”
For a moment, it was quiet. Then Marc laughed as though Miriam had just said something very funny. He turned to Nani and bowed deeply, giving kitar.
“My B’nli,” he said, still laughing. “With your permission I shall find Aidan and Chan and let them know to pack for our trip.”
Nani stared at him, wondering what was so funny. She nodded, and he turned to the others. 
“Trusted of the B’nli, I hope you’ll meet me in the garden in the morning,” he said. “I have something wonderful to show all of you, before we go.”
The girls all stared at him, even Li, who had dropped her book by this time. Marc nodded to Kalin and started off for the door. Nani and the girls exchanged looks, but then they heard Marc’s voice from behind a shelf.
“Youngest person in the room, preaching about respecting your elders,” he said, still laughing.
The girls stared at one another, and Kalin shot them a look to remain silent. If their theory about the trip from Earth to Milana were correct, then all of the Trusted were very old, in the same way Nani was. 
Nani heard Marc still chuckling, and she tried to contain herself, but the look of utter confusion on Miriam’s face made her burst into laughter.






  
  Chapter four
Not Forgotten


Nani woke the next morning to the sound of someone gently knocking on her bedroom door. Very few people had access to her tower, and fewer still would come to wake her. Alexi would have waltzed in and thrown the curtains open, which meant that it was most likely Mistress Fenwether, ready to lecture Nani on her decision to leave Dai Lahna Bayrudaal just before the Feast of Beginnings. 
Nani let out a small sigh and rubbed her eyes. Normally she loved having breakfast with Mistress Fenwether. Her eyes flicked to her balcony doors and for a second Nani wondered if Tailing practice might be a better option than facing Mistress Fenwether.
“May as well get this over with,” she muttered, then called out, “Come in!”
The door opened wide and a large breakfast cart rolled through, followed by Mistress Fenwether.
“I hope you don’t mind my waking you,” she said. “I was told your ankle was hurt, so I thought you might like breakfast in bed.”
“Um, that’d be nice,” Nani said. She sat up and propped herself on the pillows, eyeing the head of house carefully. “But truly, Mistress Fenwether, my ankle is nearly mended. I was planning on heading down to the garden after breakfast.”
“Ah, yes! With Trusted Fallers,” Fenwether said as she snapped the side flaps of the cart open and pushed it closer to Nani. “Let me just get a chair, dear.”
Yes, Nani thought. Get good and comfy, and then you can lecture me.
Fenwether was back in a moment with a light chair. She poured Nani a cup of coffee and then sat down.
Nani stirred some cream into her coffee, then took a sip. Mistress Fenwether lifted the top off a tray and the room filled with the scent of honeybutter breakfast rolls. 
Nani took another nervous sip of coffee. Those rolls were her absolute favorite.
“How did you know I was meeting Marc?” Nani asked, hoping to stall the inevitable lecture.
Fenwether smiled and pushed a plate of food at Nani.
“Oh, my dear,” she laughed, taking a sip of her own coffee. “The boy has been up for an hour. He’s had the grooms ready the horses and asked me to pack you a picnic.”
Nani dropped her roll.
“He’s taking us on a picnic?” 
“Well, dear, why shouldn’t he?” Fenwether asked. She sat her mug down, fighting to keep a smile on her face. If Nani had not known the woman so well, she wouldn’t have noticed the change. “As hard as you work, as much as you deal with, why, aren’t you lot entitled to a little joy? It’s not good to be so serious all the time.”
Nani pressed her lips together. Was it really possible that no one had told Fenwether they were leaving as soon as the Mirantha was ready to sail?
“But…” Nani stammered. “But a picnic? Right before we… We leave for another province?”
“I don’t know when else you would expect to go,” Fenwether said.
Nani started picking at the honeybutter roll.
“Mercy, my dear,” Fenwether said. “Are you sure your ankle is quite right again? You seem to be out of sorts.”
Nani let out a breath.
“Mistress Fenwether,” she said. “Do you mean to tell me that you know I’m leaving Dai Lahna Bayrudaal, with the Feast coming up, and you’re okay with that?”
Fenwether straightened up. The smile slipped off her face.
“I will not presume to be telling milady where and when she may and may not go,” Fenwether said. “I believe you’ve had quite enough of that lately—”
“No kidding,” Nani muttered.
“—and besides,” Fenwether said, her smile creeping back in, “I know that decorating the Dai Lahna is not something you wish to be bothering your head about. That is why you hired me.”
Nani sank back into her pillows with relief. She bit into a roll and grinned at Fenwether.
“These are really good today,” Nani said.
“Well, I made that batch myself,” Fenwether said, beaming. “I’m not in the kitchen much, but baking relaxes me, so I thought I’d whip some up for you. You know, sometimes the nicest things we can do are to make something, to bless someone, and then mind our own business.”
Nani took a sip of her coffee, this time enjoying it.
“Make something, bless someone, mind your own business,” she repeated. “Why, Mistress Fenwether, I do believe we should hang that on a plaque or something.”
Fenwether gave Nani a mischievous wink.
“Only if you let me hang it on the Eldest’s door, milady.”
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Nani said very little as the group gathered on horseback. She held the reins loose, trusting her horse to follow the others out of the garden, through the orchards, and into the island woods. The sun shone bright and hot, even this early in the day, and her silver zoi sparkled in the sunshine. Once they left Dai Lahna Kafar, the group would be living from one rain cloud to the next, and Nani tipped her face up to soak up the light filtering through the trees while she could. 
Ahead of her, the others were still begging Marc to tell them where they were going, but the boy merely shook his head and led them further into the wood, to the very heart of the island. When the trees had grown thick and ancient, Marc twisted in the saddle to face them all.
He lay a finger across his lips, signaling for quiet, and then he slipped from the saddle. Nani, Tai, and the other Trusted did the same.
Nani let her horse’s reins hang loose, and she lay a gentle hand on the mare’s neck. “Wait here,” she whispered, handling as she spoke.
The large eyes blinked back at her, then the mare shook her mane. With a snort, she began to nose about the ground for grass to her liking, but she did not move from her place.
Coming? Tai thought to her.
Nani patted the mare again and nodded. She followed the others, picking their way through rocky terrain in silence, until Marc squeezed through a bit of rock and brush so thick that they lost sight of him. Nani waited as the other Trusted went through the little gap, and then she pressed through as well, with Tai behind her.
They blinked in the sudden bright light of the rocky clearing, and as Nani’s eyes adjusted, she jumped at the sight of the beast inches from her face.
“Barius!” Nani gasped, her heart hammering in her chest. Nani looked around the clearing. Three huge pantera were gathered around them.
Tai put a hand on Nani’s shoulder and squeezed. 
Phoen, too, he thought, and Nani followed his gaze to see that Phoen was perched above them on the rock they had squeezed through, his massive wings folded tight against his sides.
“What’s going on, Marc?” Kenya asked. “How’d you get them all to meet us here?”
Marc shook his head.
“This is where the pride calls home,” he said with a grin, “at least it is until the cubs arrive.”
Dodge got up and pressed her huge head into Marc’s back. The boy turned and wrapped his arms around her strong white neck in a hug.
Li and Kenya sucked in a breath, and Alexi broke into a wide-eyed grin.
“Really?” she gasped. “No way!”
“What?” Chan asked as he began to pull food out of their picnic basket. “What’s everyone so excited for? Nani, I thought you said the other stone pantera were full grown.”
Phoen dropped down from his perch, landing inches from Chan. The beast cocked his head at the boy, then turned toward Dodge. 
“What?” Chan muttered again, but suddenly his eyes widened. “Wait! Dodge is pregnant? No way!”
Beside her, Nani could feel the rumble in Barius′ throat as he laughed at Chan. Everyone took turns congratulating Dodge in their own way, but Nani felt a knot forming in her stomach. She had pretty much counted on some of the pantera to show up at the docks later, but there was no way she was going to let Dodge come on this voyage, not now.
“Don’t forget Phoen,” Marc laughed. “He’s going to be a dad!”
Alexi wrapped her arms around her pantera, happy tears forming in her eyes, but the chocolate pantera dipped his head at the girl, and no one missed the torn look in his eyes. 
“What is it, Phoen?” Alexi asked.
Nani glanced at Barius, then Dodge and Gabe. She saw the same look in all their eyes. 
“They’re not coming with us,” Nani said softly, relief washing over her. “To Wyldra.”
Marc nodded.
“I think they knew we were leaving before we did,” he explained. “And they wanted you all to know why they can’t go with us. If the pride was bigger, and there were other females to care for Dodge, it would be different.”
“Oh, Phoen!” Alexi pressed her face into his furry neck. “Don’t be silly! Of course you have to stay here! I’ll be fine, promise!”
Nani listened as Li reassured Gabe as well, and then she and Tai turned to Barius. The biggest of the pride, Barius had to lower his head to meet Nani’s eyes. She pressed a hand to the side of his furry face, green eyes meeting black ones. 
Nani never knew how she understood him so well, but she knew that he understood her, too. Next to Tai, Barius was quite possibly the most dangerous, most loyal ally that she had, and it would cost her something to leave him behind. But Barius was the leader of the pride, and Phoen, Dodge, and their cubs were his family.
“Stay here,” she whispered. “It’s the right thing to do…”
Barius lifted his head to meet Tai’s eyes, and Tai nodded firmly.
“Milana has enough orphans,” Tai said, so quiet that only Nani and Barius heard him. “Those cubs deserve a family.”
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The news about the pantera cubs was thrilling, but it sent Kalin completely into a fury. The Guardian had counted on the pantera going with them into Wyldra, and now that they were not, the old man plagued Nani, and then Tai, giving every reason he could come up with why the treaty with the dragon king should be scrapped, even if it meant the monsters ate every last one of the Small Ones.
He argued and argued, right up until Nani stepped out onto the docks.
Nani turned to face him, and the open look of fear in his ancient gray eyes struck her harder than all his speeches. For the first time she considered letting him come.
“Please, Nani,” the old Guardian whispered. “You are going to be right in Dahved’s back yard… Let me come with you.”
Nani held her breath. She wanted the comfort of her Guardian’s protection, his guidance. And then the words raced through her thoughts.
The dragons have not forgotten.
Nani had lost enough to the Tarn. She stood on tip-toe and kissed the old man’s cheek.
“I will not see you torn limb from limb, Kalin,” she said. “I love you too much.”
Nani turned her back before he could argue further, and marched up the gangplank.






  
  Chapter five
The Mirantha


A shrill whistle sounded and every Mariner in sight snapped to attention as Nani and Tai boarded the ship. The crew gave  kitar to the B’nli, then turned sharply back to their work.
Captain Hillawi was waiting for them.
“My B’nli, Trusted, welcome aboard,” she said, and nodded at the eight of them. Captain Hillawi scanned the docks, then cast a nervous eye to the winged pantera floating on an updraft in the sky above.
“Thank you, Captain,” Tai said. “It’s just the eight of us again.”
Captain Hillawi let out a relieved breath. Her hands moved rapidly, giving the crew orders in Handspeak.
“Very well, my B’nli,” she said. “We sail with the evening tide, in an hour or so. I’m afraid the weather is grown foul between here and Wyldra. We could go around some of it, but I am to understand speed is more important than comfort?”
“Yes, Captain,” Tai said. “Far more.”
“Alright,” Hillawi said. “I’ll not have your Trusted being washed overboard my ship, so I must ask them to remain inside as much as possible. I’ve readied your usual cabins, and the crew has left a small vial of konsui in each. We shall bring all your meals, and anything else you have need of. If the sea is too rough for the drylanders, a few drops of konsui will help you sleep through it, there’s no shame in that.”
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