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The Copper Desert was not what William had imagined.

He had pictured deserts as dead places, sand, stone, wind that carried nothing but heat. But from the moment the Wave Horse's hooves touched that red-brown ground, he felt something that was not death at all. There was a pulse to this place. Faint, deep, like the heartbeat of some enormous creature sleeping under the rock.

"It breathes," Elara said beside him. She wasn't talking to him. She was talking to herself, or to some memory only she carried.

William didn't answer. Pip trotted along at his left side, the white goat never seemed tired, never seemed afraid, and since they'd crossed into the desert she'd taken up a new habit: stopping every so often, lifting her nose to the air, and turning to look at William with an expression that somehow always managed to feel like confirmation.

"She's caught a scent," Soren said from behind. The young Recorder rode one of the ordinary horses, one of the few non-sky-beasts still willing to follow them without showing signs of strain, while writing something in his thick notebook without lifting his eyes from the page. "I've been tracking her movements since we left Miraval. She does this roughly every two hours. I suspect she's searching for something."

"Or avoiding something," William said.

Soren nodded, adding a line to his notes. "Also a valid possibility."

Five sky beasts moved in loose formation behind them: the Wave Horse, white with horns of hammered silver; Kivi the Dusk Phoenix, perched calm as still water on the strap of William's pack; the Mist Deer, its faint antler-light dimmed nearly to nothing under the hard sun; Pip, walking with her usual unhurried grace at the group's right flank; and Dusk, Elara's black horse, the fifth sky beast, keeping closest to Elara, like a shadow that had chosen never to separate from what cast it.

Caelum could not be seen. He never showed himself in daylight, not in this desert, but William could feel him, a familiar pressure beneath his breastbone, beside the pendant he never took off. The Horn Fragment. The last remaining piece of the crown of the Divine Shepherd, and now the anchor that kept Caelum tethered to this world.

"What does Caelum say about this place?" Elara asked.

"He says it's where the sky first touched the ground." William repeated the words carefully, the way he always did when passing along something Caelum had told him, as if a wrong syllable might change the meaning. "I don't know if that's a metaphor or a geographical fact."

"With Caelum, it's usually both at once," Soren said, without looking up from his notes.

They walked in silence for a while. The sun in the Copper Desert didn't feel hotter than it should have, if anything, it felt lighter, as though some invisible layer filtered the worst of the heat before it reached them. The sand beneath their feet was a deep, rust-brown red, and in places it caught the light like something metallic hidden just beneath the surface.

Soren spoke again eventually, in a voice pitched slightly differently than before.

"My father used to tell me about the Copper Desert." He closed his notebook and tucked it away. "He came here twenty-three years ago, part of an Order documentation expedition. Before he became a senior Recorder. Before the Order turned into what it is now."

William turned to him. "What did he say about it?"

"That it isn't what it looks like." Soren studied the horizon rather than William. "That something is being kept here, and something is waiting. He didn't know what. The Order recalled him before he could find out." A pause. "The mining town of Errath ended the search."

Errath. William had already heard the name, from Soren, from notes he'd read, from the way Caelum said it, with an odd weight, the way a person names an old wound.

Calder. Soren's father. The senior Recorder held by the Northern Council for two years now. A man who, by every account they had, was still alive, in a condition no one dared to guess at.

William was about to say something when the Wave Horse stopped dead.

Not the stop of an animal facing an obstacle, not the stop of exhaustion. The Wave Horse halted the way a wall suddenly appears, all four hooves planted into the sand, its whole body gone rigid. Its silver horns trembled. It made no sound, but every hair along its body, William could see this clearly, stood on end.

Pip stopped in the same instant.

Elara pulled Dusk's reins short. Soren reined in his horse. Behind them, the four remaining sky beasts stopped together in a way that could not have been coincidence.

"What is it?" Soren whispered.

William didn't know. But he knew one thing: in all the time he'd spent with sky beasts, the Wave Horse had never once refused to move forward.

"Something's ahead," he said.

Pip sat down in the sand, staring dead ahead at the horizon. Her small ears stood at full attention. And for the first time since they'd set out, the goat's expression wasn't confirmation.

It was warning.

They made camp against a wide slab of rock that gave shade enough for three people and five sky beasts. A small fire burned inside the ring of stones Soren had arranged with characteristic care, three careful passes, each stone nudged a fraction until it sat exactly where he wanted it. Water boiled above it for tea that always, inexplicably, tasted better in the most uncomfortable places.

The Wave Horse lay in the sand, outwardly calm, but William noticed its horns hadn't stopped trembling, faintly, like an antenna catching a signal too weak to identify.

That first night in the desert, when the watch split three ways, William found himself waiting for Soren's turn without examining too closely why. There was something in the way the young Recorder sat guard, spine straight, eyes that never quite tired no matter how late the hour, and a habit of murmuring something under his breath each time he wrote, as if the words needed to be spoken once before they could be trusted to the page. William didn't know when he'd started noticing these small things. He only knew that he had.

"What did Tessara say about this?" Elara asked, cradling her teacup in both hands.

"Tessara?" William raised an eyebrow.

"The Vael tribe." Elara looked at the sand. "There's a nomadic people in this desert, William. Caelum mentioned them once. And if anyone knows what's spooking the Wave Horse, it's people who've lived here for generations."

William turned to Pip, who was now curled asleep on top of his boot. "Could you find them?"

Pip opened one eye. Then closed it again.

"I'll take that as a yes," Soren said, not looking up from his notebook.

The tea had gone lukewarm by the time anyone spoke again. William watched the Mist Deer's antlers pulse faintly in the dark, a rhythm so slow it seemed less like light than breathing. Somewhere beyond the ring of firelight, one of the other beasts shifted its weight in the sand, and the sound carried farther than it should have, as if the desert itself had gone quiet enough to let it through.

"You keep watching him," Elara said, not turning her head.

William looked at her. "Watching who?"

She didn't answer that. She only smiled slightly into her cup and let the silence do what her words hadn't, which was somehow worse.

The Vael found them before they found the Vael.

This wasn't surprising in itself, William simply hadn't expected the finding to happen on the third morning, while he was still half-asleep and Pip suddenly leapt off his legs and bolted east at a speed no reasonable goat should have been capable of.

"Pip!" he called, half a shout and half a whisper, because Soren was still sleeping and he didn't want to wake anyone, then ran after her.

Pip stopped behind a large boulder, sat, and turned to William with an expression that needed no translation: Finally.

Sitting on that same rock was an old woman.

William stopped. The woman didn't move. She wore layered clothing made of some fabric he couldn't place, something that radiated the same red-brown and old ochre tones as the desert itself, blending so completely it was as if she'd grown out of the sand. Her hair was salt-white, braided in a long plait that hung forward over one shoulder. Her eyes were closed.

"You walk too heavy for this desert," the woman said, without opening her eyes. "But your goat walks like someone born here."

William swallowed. "Who are you?"

The woman opened her eyes. They were sharp, dark brown, and they studied William in a way that didn't ask him to answer the question so much as confirm what she'd already decided. Like someone who already had the answer and was simply waiting for proof.

"Tessara," she said. "And I know who you are, not from your face." Her eyes dropped to Pip. "From the way she walks beside you."

The Vael camp was hidden behind a rock formation that, from outside, looked like a solid wall, but from within opened into a wide hollow sheltered from the wind. Perhaps forty people lived there, though the camp never felt crowded, everyone moved with the unhurried economy of people who had thought through every motion long before making it. No wasted steps. No unnecessary sound.

At the edge of the camp, set apart from the tents by a distance that felt like respect, stood an open enclosure. Not walls, not bars, only a boundary marked by long poles strung with rope. And within it, sitting calmly in sand noticeably cleaner than the rest of the camp, was a camel.

But not an ordinary camel.

Soren, who had rejoined Elara once Tessara invited them all in, opened his notebook with a hand that wasn't entirely steady. "Camelus Stella," he murmured. "The Star Camel. Sky beast number six."

The camel was large, larger than an ordinary camel, its coat a pale grey-white that seemed, from certain angles, to carry a very faint inner light. It had two humps, and between them grew something that looked like small crystal formations rising directly from bone, not dramatic, not blinding, simply present in a way that couldn't be ignored. Its eyes held a stillness unlike any sky beast William had met before. Not the stillness of an animal unaware of danger. The stillness of something that had lived here so long it understood that threats came and went, while what stayed, stayed.

"How long has she been here?" William asked Tessara.

"Longer than me," the old woman said. "Longer than my mother's mother. We didn't find her, she found us, when our ancestors first entered this desert and nearly died of thirst." Tessara stood beside the open enclosure, not stepping into it. "She led us to water. Not because we asked. Because she chose to."

"And since then?"

"Since then, we've kept her territory. She keeps us." Tessara shrugged, the gesture almost too ordinary for the story it accompanied. "Isn't that how it's supposed to work? Not who controls whom. Who chooses to exist alongside whom."

William felt something shift in his chest, not Caelum, not the pendant's pulse. Something deeper than that.

"Would she want to come with us?" he asked.

Tessara turned to him with a strange expression, not surprise, but the look of someone hearing a question she'd been waiting a long time to hear. "That isn't a question you should be asking me."

William understood. He stepped forward to the enclosure's edge, stopped at the rope, and looked at the Star Camel.

The camel looked back. For a long moment. Then, with unhurried deliberation, she rose.

And stepped out of the enclosure for the first time, Tessara said, in thirty years.

Pip sneezed once, like a mark of approval.

The fire in Tessara's tent burned low and orange, more coal than flame, and the old woman fed it in a way that told William she had done this ten thousand times before, not tending it exactly, just knowing when it needed her and when it didn't.

Night had come down hard over the Vael camp, the way it always seemed to in the Copper Desert. Not gradually, the way evenings folded themselves closed back home in Ashford, but all at once, as though the sky had simply decided it was finished with the day. The walk from the Star Camel's enclosure to Tessara's tent had taken only a few minutes, but William had felt the temperature drop with every step, the last of the day's heat bleeding out of the sand under his boots. Around them, the camp had settled into its evening shape, fires lit in small clusters, someone singing low over a pot that smelled of something spiced and unfamiliar, two boys chasing each other between the tent ropes until an older voice called them back by name. Nothing about it looked defended. Everything about it looked like it had survived a very long time by not needing to be.

They passed a woman working a loom staked into the sand, her shuttle moving without her eyes ever leaving it, and an old man telling some long story to three children who had clearly heard it before and wanted to hear it again anyway, correcting him in places with the particular authority small children reserve for stories they already know by heart. Nobody in the camp looked up at William, Elara, and Soren as they passed, which felt less like indifference than like a kind of manners William didn't have a name for yet, the manners of people used to strangers passing through their lives without needing to be stared at first.

Tessara's tent was smaller than William had expected, given how much of the camp seemed to orbit around her. A woven basket of dried roots sat near the entrance, its reeds dyed the same rust-red as the sand outside, and along one wall hung a row of small clay disks strung on cord, each one marked with a symbol William didn't recognize and didn't ask about. Tessara's hands, when she reached for the teapot, were roughened and cracked at the knuckles in a way that told a longer story than her face did, decades of rope and stone and cold mornings, none of which she seemed inclined to complain about. She set three cups in the sand in front of the fire, one for William, one for Elara, one for Soren, who had already opened his notebook across his knees out of a habit that seemed to require no conscious decision anymore. She poured without hurrying, dark tea steaming into the cold air, bitter and faintly resinous, and settled back onto a folded blanket with the unbothered patience of someone who had all night and knew it.

"They came three months ago," she said.

She didn't build up to it. She didn't ask if they were ready to hear it. William had noticed this about her already, in the half a day he'd known her, Tessara said things when she'd decided to say them, and everything before that was simply weather.

"People from the Northern Council?" William asked.

"Not like any Order people we've seen before." Tessara wrapped both hands around her own cup without drinking from it yet. "Order people carry talismans. Things we know the shape of, metal, engraving, something you can hold and feel the weight of." She sat. "These people carried something you can't hold. Instruments. Not instruments for measuring distance, or heat. Instruments for measuring something that doesn't have a name in our language."

"Resonance," Soren said quietly. He'd already started writing. "They were measuring sky beast resonance."

Tessara nodded, unsurprised that he'd gotten there before her.

"They placed small devices among the rocks around our camp." She looked at the fire rather than at either of them. "We didn't stop them, because we didn't know what they were doing. And by the time we understood, they were already gone."

William thought of the stake he'd found that afternoon, on the walk in from the desert's edge, a length of rock no different from any other, until Pip had stopped dead in front of it and refused to go around. He'd knelt down and found the surface too smooth, too regular, a shallow groove cut into the stone with something that wasn't a chisel. He'd run his thumb along it and felt nothing, no warmth, no vibration, and yet Pip had stood there with her ears flat until he'd stepped away from it. He hadn't understood what he was looking at then. He wasn't sure he fully understood it now, except that something in his chest had gone very still, in the way it did before he recognized a thing as dangerous rather than after.

"What were they building?" Elara asked.

"A map." Tessara let the word sit there by itself for a moment before adding anything to it. "Not a map of places. A map of presence." She looked up. "They weren't hunting sky beasts directly. They were finding out where every sky beast in existence is, all at once."

Pip, who had been curled at William's feet since they'd sat down, lifted her head. Her ears went forward, toward Tessara, and for several seconds the goat didn't move at all, not her usual boneless sprawl, but something more upright, more attentive, the same stillness she'd shown when the Wave Horse had refused to walk forward two days ago. William felt it without needing to ask her anything: whatever Tessara had just said, Pip had already recognized it as real.

Nobody filled the silence that followed. Outside, somewhere across the camp, a child said something and another child laughed at it, and the ordinary sound of that felt very far away.

William looked down at his own palm, at the place where the pendant hung hidden beneath his layers of clothing. "They don't want one Keeper."

"No." Tessara lifted her cup and drank, unhurried. "They want a system. Something that doesn't depend on one person. Something that can run on its own."

Soren set his pen down, an unusual enough gesture that William noticed it before he noticed what Soren said next. "A system for taking every sky beast at once. Without needing a Keeper at all."

"That's worse," Elara said quietly. "Not because they'd be stronger than the Order. Because it couldn't be stopped just by stopping one person."

"The Order at least wants something from you," William said, half to himself. "A system doesn't have to want anything."

Tessara looked at him then in a way that suggested he'd said something she hadn't expected from him yet, though she didn't say what. She only nodded, once, and let him keep going if he wanted to. He didn't. He wasn't sure yet what else there was to say.

William nodded slowly. Something in him had gone hard and clear, a feeling that wasn't fear and wasn't anger, colder than either and easier to hold onto.

"How long before they finish the map?"

Tessara studied him with the same unhurried attention she seemed to give everything, as though the question itself deserved to be turned over before it was answered. "Three months have already passed. I don't know what they're waiting for. But the desert still breathes, which means they haven't moved yet." A pause. "Not yet."

The last word hung there, and no one reached to fill it, Tessara least of all. William was beginning to understand that this was simply how she spoke, in silences left exactly as long as they needed to be, never longer, never shorter to cover discomfort. She lifted her cup again, drank, set it down, and looked into the fire the way someone looks at a door they've kept closed a long time while they decide whether tonight is the night to open it.

"There's one more thing you should know," she said finally. "About the ones who came."

William waited. Soren's pen had gone still against the page, not writing, not put away either.

"One of them, the youngest, the one who never spoke to us directly, she cried when they left." Tessara kept her eyes on the flames. "Behind the others, when she thought no one was watching. I saw." She stopped. "I don't know what it means. But I think you should know that not everyone doing something wrong understands that they're doing it. And some who understand don't have any way to stop."

William didn't ask his question right away. He found himself thinking of a face he'd never seen, a young woman crying behind a column of riders, in a place she believed no one could see. There was something uncomfortable in imagining it. It was easier to hate an enemy who believed in what they were doing. An enemy who doubted, who cried and kept walking anyway, felt like a mirror he didn't especially want to look into for very long. He thought of his own first weeks with the pendant, the nights he'd lain awake certain he was the wrong person for what had been put on him, and had gone on regardless because going on had seemed like the only shape left to his life. He didn't say any of this. He only sat with it, the tea cooling in his hands.

Elara watched Tessara, her expression unreadable in the firelight. "Are you telling us this because you want us to be careful, or because you don't want us rushing to judge?"

"Both." Tessara turned her cup slowly in her hands, not drinking. "And because out here we've learned that the most dangerous enemy isn't the one who hates you. The most dangerous enemy is the one who doesn't need to hate you at all, who does the work coldly, without feeling, because to them you were never an enemy. You were only a variable."

She set the cup down in the sand, carefully, and for a moment said nothing else, the pause of someone weighing whether to open a door she'd kept shut a long while. The fire between them shrank a little, and in that shrinking the whole tone of the tent shifted, from calculation into something more private.

Soren had stopped writing.

Tessara noticed this the way she seemed to notice everything, with the quiet of someone who had learned long ago that watching served her better than speaking, and for the first time that night her expression changed. Not softer. More like someone recognizing something she'd been waiting a long time to be allowed to recognize.

"You write," she said to Soren. Not a question.

"I record," Soren said. There was a difference between the two words that usually only Soren cared about. "It's my work."

"And when you record," Tessara said, "you decide what deserves to be kept and what doesn't. That isn't only work. That's power." She looked at him without judgment in it, more like someone passing on information than delivering an accusation. "My people don't record. We remember. There's a girl in this camp, seven years old, who can already recite the names of every sky beast our line has walked beside back to a time before anyone here had a mother. She doesn't know what year any of it happened. She knows what it felt like to stand near each one." Tessara paused. "Something is lost in the way we do it, small details no single human memory can hold for a lifetime. But something is kept too: the feel of a thing. What it was like to stand beside it. How the air changed." Another pause. "Make sure whatever you're writing keeps that too. Not only the facts."

Soren opened his notebook again and wrote something, his lips moving slightly around the words before the pen touched the page, the same habit William had noticed on watch two nights ago, as if the words needed to be spoken once, even silently, before they could be trusted to paper. He didn't explain what he'd written. But William, sitting close enough to see the angle of his hand, could tell that whatever it was this time wasn't data, no numbers, no names, no dates.

William glanced over out of a habit he'd picked up somewhere around Miraval and never lost. Soren closed the notebook a fraction faster than usual, not hiding it exactly, just keeping the ordinary distance he kept between himself and everyone else. But there was a half-second before that, when their eyes met, and William felt something he didn't have a word for. Not curiosity about what was written in the book. Curiosity about the person who'd written it.

He chose not to ask. He kept it instead, that pause, the small way Soren had ducked his head afterward, in the same place he kept the other things about himself he hadn't worked out yet.

"Have the Order come through here before?" William asked, mostly to give the silence somewhere else to go. "Before three months ago, I mean."

"Twice, in my lifetime." Tessara refilled her own cup, though she still hadn't finished the first. "Both times for the same reason. They wanted to know if we'd seen anything unusual in the sand. We told them the truth, we hadn't, because what they meant by unusual and what we meant by it were never the same word." A small, dry amusement crossed her face. "The second time, the man who asked wore a talisman shaped like a hand around his neck. He told me it was for protection. I asked him what he thought he needed protecting from, out here, among people who'd fed him and given him water he hadn't asked for the price of." She shook her head slightly. "He didn't have an answer. I don't think he'd ever been asked."

"And this time no one wore anything at all," Soren said.

"No." Tessara looked at him. "Which is its own kind of answer, if you know to listen for it."

They stayed in Tessara's tent until the fire had gone to nothing but coals. When the old woman finally rose, with the particular finality of someone who had decided the night was done telling its stories, Elara asked the one thing no one else had thought to.

"The Star Camel. Aren't you worried she'll leave?"

Tessara stood at the mouth of the tent with her back to them, looking out at a desert night that had gone very cold and very full of stars.

"Worried?" It wasn't a rejection of the question. She turned it over first, the way someone lifts an object to feel its weight before answering. "We never owned
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