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      Members of the tribes have names that use an apostrophe after the initial consonant. For example, K'lrsa and G'van.

      To pronounce these names, substitute an i or e for the apostrophe.

      For example:

      
        
        D'lan = Dilan

        F'lia = Filia

        K'lrsa = Killrisa

        L'ral = Liral

        M'lara = Milara

        T'kar = Tikar
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      K'lrsa leaned low over Fallion's neck as his powerful wings beat the air.

      They were flying. Actually flying!

      She'd never believed all the legends about Amalanee horses. How could she when she had Fallion, the only Amalanee in the tribes, and knew for a fact that he didn't fly?

      But here they were, soaring over the plains of Toreem, leaving the Daliphate behind with every beat of his beautiful golden wings. The full moon shone upon them and her heart soared with joy.

      Home. They were, finally, going home.

      She took a deep breath of the crisp clean air.

      And she was free. Of Toreem and its slaves and men who viewed her like a stuck pig and bound her in ridiculous layers of clothing and threatened to kill her if she so much as looked at them wrong.

      She rolled her shoulders to release the foul memories. It was over and now she and Badru could start a new life together back home with her tribe.

      She glanced over to where he and Garzel rode Midnight. Even though it was muted now that he was flying, Midnight's coat seemed to encompass the entire night sky, stars shining within its silky blackness.

      Badru smiled and her heart skipped a beat.

      Foolish, she knew.

      But the times they'd spent together in the Moon Dream had felt so real—their bodies moving together in perfect harmony under the light of a full moon. With his long black hair and startling blue eyes, he'd captured her heart before they ever even met.

      And now…Now she felt a pull towards him so strong it was almost physical.

      Herin clutched at K'lrsa with her maimed fingers, her breath rattling in K'lrsa's ear as she leaned forward. Her breath smelled of death and decay with a cloying but ineffective amount of cinnamon mixed in.

      K'lrsa fought the urge to flinch away. Too bad she wasn't riding with Badru instead, but he had as much a right to ride his Midnight as she did her Fallion. And it wasn't like she could've just left Herin behind in that field with the Daliph's soldiers closing in. (Although she had thought about it for the briefest of moments.)

      After all, it was Herin and Garzel who'd known how to awaken the horses to their true nature. She shuddered at the memory of soldiers pouring out of the gates of Toreem, ready to kill them all, while Garzel calmly placed his sun stone on the tear drop mark on each horse's forehead.

      At first, nothing happened. They'd stood there, knowing it was too late to run, knowing that Aran would kill them as slowly and painfully as he could. That he might even kill them and bring them back to life just so he could kill them again.

      K'lrsa had thought it was over.

      And then, with one shake of his head, Fallion had transformed from the magnificent golden horse she'd always known into a creature beyond her wildest imaginings. Large, magnificent wings spread from his back and his coat shone with the light of a thousand suns.

      Next to him stood Midnight, just as amazing and beautiful, his coat encompassing the entire night sky.

      She'd stared in awe as the soldiers raced towards them, frozen by the sheer impossibility of what had happened.

      They’d had to flee, but before they did she'd touched one of those golden wings. It felt as solid and warm as his body but shimmered before her eyes like heat haze off desert sands in the middle of summer.

      She turned to watch his wings beat the air.

      They had to be real.

      She could feel the wind they stirred. And see the lands of the Toreem Daliphate spread out far below her. The cities of Toreem and Boradol were as small as boulders, the soldiers they'd left behind no bigger than ants.

      At the same time she knew this wasn't real, somehow. This wasn't her world with the rules she knew so well.

      When she rode Fallion across the plains, the wind whipped at her long black hair and snatched her words away. And yet, here they were, flying faster than that, and—if she'd wanted to, which she didn't—she could've easily had a conversation with Herin who was seated behind her.

      Fallion banked to the left and the mutilated stubs of Herin's fingers clutched at K'lrsa's waist. She shuddered. She'd never particularly liked the woman.

      And who could blame her? Only a few days ago Herin had schemed to kill her.

      She still wasn't sure Herin didn't want her gone. In Herin's eyes, it was K'lrsa's fault Badru had lost his throne.

      Not like K'lrsa had forced him to free her from slavery. Or to give her back her property once he did, thereby upending hundreds of years of rules and laws.

      That was all Badru.

      But Herin didn't see it that way. She saw a love-sick fool destroying his life.

      And maybe she was right. Because Badru had lost the Daliphate.

      One foolish decision too many—this one about whether to help the Toreem Daliphate's main trading partner which would've meant turning on K'lrsa's tribe—and his grandfather Aran had revealed himself and taken back the throne.

      Turns out he hadn't been as dead as everyone thought he was. She should've known, or suspected, that someone had used death walker magic to resurrect him the way Herin had Lodie.

      Herin shifted behind her and K'lrsa tensed as she realized how high they were. One shove and that would be it for her.

      But Herin wasn't a fool. Fallion was K'lrsa's horse. As much as Herin might want to see her gone, Herin wouldn't act now. Plus, just because Herin had wanted her dead a few days ago, didn't mean she still did.

      K'lrsa was no longer the obstacle she had been. Badru had already lost his throne—and his life. Now they were united in a common purpose—save the tribes from Aran's soldiers.

      K'lrsa shook her head. Herin was definitely not the sort of ally she would've chosen.

      Although she did have her uses. She'd brought Badru back to life. And known how to awaken the horses.

      What else did she know?

      How many more secrets were locked behind those grel-like eyes?

      K'lrsa glanced at Badru again.

      The man of her dreams. Literally.

      And the only man she'd ever actually felt was an equal.

      Not perfect as it turned out. Not in real life.

      But a better match than any she'd ever hoped for.

      And still young, like her. She'd just reached her sixteenth summer, and Badru was only a summer or two older, if that.

      They had a lifetime to grow together and form the same sort of unbreakable bond her parents had had.

      He'd do well in the tribes. He was strong and skilled with a horse, and he had been the leader of the entire Toreem Daliphate. That was something. No one in the tribes would care and he couldn't tell them anyway, but the experience of being a leader and making decisions would serve him well.

      And at least now he wouldn't ask her to stay in the Daliphate. He couldn't. His whole court had seen him murdered. They'd never take him back knowing he'd been revived with forbidden magic.

      Which meant a fresh start, for both of them.

      She just wished the price hadn't been so high.

      She was grateful to Herin that she'd brought him back. But death walker magic demanded a life for a life. And trapped, cornered, the entire palace searching for them, they'd had no choice but to sacrifice one of their own.

      Sayel. Her chief poradom. A man who'd become like a second father to her.

      He'd given his life willingly, but still…

      She would've stopped him if she could. He was her friend. A bit misguided at times and foolish enough to think that she'd make a good dorana when they both knew it was completely hopeless, but a friend nonetheless.

      She shuddered at the memory of her days in Toreem.

      Others could call it an honor to be bound with the meza and wear the golden tiral, to have poradoma there to serve your every whim, but she'd seen it for what it was.

      A golden cage.

      She was a Rider. A warrior and protector of her people. A proud member of the White Horse Tribe. The equal of any man.

      Not some cowed songbird dressed up for display.

      She'd almost lost herself in Toreem. Almost let them defeat her. But she'd persevered in the end.

      And succeeded in killing the man who'd killed her father.

      Not the man she'd thought it would be. Not the Daliph, but a member of the tribes.

      One of her own. K'var of the Black Horse Tribe.

      He'd put the lure of wealth above her father's life.

      And not just his life, but all the members of the tribes. He'd come to Toreem for troops to annihilate his enemies, demanding men and weapons enough to strike down all who would stand against him.

      He would've killed everyone she loved. Her mother, her brother, her younger sister. Her best friend, F'lia. Everyone she'd ever known.

      Badru refused him. For her. Even though it wasn't in the best interests of the Daliphate, he'd said no.

      But Badru was no longer Daliph.

      Aran was. And Aran had given the order to send troops. Even now, couriers rode for the border, bearing a message of death for her people.

      She had to reach them first.

      She had to save them.

      No matter the cost.
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      As the moon dipped towards the distant horizon, full and ripe with silvery light, they flew over Boradol—the harsh, straight lines of its streets carved into the flesh of the world, its buildings reaching towards them like a clawed hand, desperate to pull them from the sky.

      So far from the desert, K'lrsa could barely feel the Lady Moon's presence in that silvery glow. She was surprised to feel that much. The Daliphana were not the lands of her gods.

      But soon she'd return to the plains and deserts of home, where Father Sun beat upon the earth with merciless disregard, the Lady Moon shone her benevolent gaze on all, and the Trickster wandered during the between-times, luring the unwary to their deaths.

      It was a harsh land. A land of privation and struggle; unlike Toreem with its lush bounty.

      But it was hers and she longed to return.

      K'lrsa tensed as she studied Boradol. She'd never even seen a road before she came to the Toreem Daliphate. The tribes moved with the flow of the seasons, traveling the curves of the land. Not like those in the Daliphana who carved straight lines to their destinations through hills and over rivers with no care for what or who they destroyed.

      She took a deep breath and released it slowly.

      It didn't matter what those in the Daliphana did.

      Because she was leaving and she was never coming back. Let them destroy their land and one another.

      She was done with them.

      Herin tapped her shoulder. "Land. There." She pointed towards a building in the distance, its roof sagging under the weight of the years, its sides bulging as if the whole place was about to collapse.

      K'lrsa shuddered at the sight of Herin's fingers, each one missing the first joint. Even knowing it was the price Herin had paid for each failed attempt on Aran's life wasn't enough to overcome K'lrsa's aversion to such an obvious sign of weakness.

      A woman like Herin would have never lasted in the tribes. She'd have given herself to the sands rather than be a burden on her family. She couldn't hunt, couldn't sew, couldn't make pottery. Couldn't even feed herself, relying instead on Garzel for that barest of necessities.

      K'lrsa ignored her.

      She wanted to get out of the Toreem Daliphate as soon as possible.

      Herin pinched her arm, the bones at the end of her fingers pressing into K'lrsa's skin.

      "Ow. What did you do that for?"

      "I told you to land."

      K'lrsa shrugged one shoulder. "I don't want to."

      "Pzah, you foolish child. The Amalanee can't fly during the day. Do you want to be stranded in the middle of a field when daylight comes?"

      K'lrsa pursed her lips together, loathing the old crone behind her, but she nudged Fallion towards the barn nonetheless.

      As they approached the ground at a speed as fast as Fallion's fastest gallop, K'lrsa fought the urge to brace for impact.

      He didn't need her to fight him. Instead, she leaned forward and pressed herself against his neck, making herself a part of him so that they moved together just like when they were racing across the plains hunting baru.

      She didn't even feel the impact as Fallion's feet touched the ground, he landed so smoothly.

      And just like that, he was once more an ordinary—if an Amalanee could ever be considered ordinary—horse, his hooves chiming softly as he raced along a narrow dirt track, his beautiful, golden wings gone.

      "Well done, micora," she whispered as he stopped outside the barn.

      Midnight came to a stop at their side, the only other Amalanee horse K'lrsa had ever seen.

      They were the most majestic of all horses, so rare that a person was lucky to see one in a lifetime. Faster than any other, long-legged, capable of running an entire day without rest. And extremely intelligent. When K'lrsa and Fallion hunted it was like they were one being, moving together so perfectly that no one could match them.

      Badru smiled at her and K'lrsa blushed.

      Even in servant's robes he was gorgeous, his long black hair pulled back into a simple club, his golden brown skin shining with health.

      Too much health.

      The health of one recently brought back from the dead, every wound healed as if it had never existed. He burned with the glow of Sayel's sacrifice.

      She turned away, trying not to remember Badru’s motionless body slung over Sayel's shoulder like so much meat, his blue eyes dulled and staring at nothing.

      "K'lrsa? Are you okay?"

      She nodded, but didn't look back as she dismounted.

      She wobbled, holding onto Fallion's shoulder for support. It had been too long since she'd ridden a horse; her legs were no longer used to it.

      Herin cleared her throat and K'lrsa reluctantly offered her a hand down. Herin harrumphed. "I don't need your help, I just need you to move so I can get down."

      K'lrsa stepped back and Herin lowered herself off Fallion's back, not the least bit affected by their night's journey.

      The woman might be old and withered, but she was stronger than anyone K'lrsa knew.

      Badru came over to her. "K'lrsa? Are you okay?" he asked once more.

      She nodded, still not quite looking at him. "Mmhm. I'm just…A lot's happened the last few days."

      "I know. I'm just so glad you're safe." He pulled her close and she buried her face against his chest for a long moment, shaking with the after-effects of all she'd been through.

      Tarum's attack and her trial and the fight with Balor. And then Badru's murder. And fleeing through the palace with Sayel. And Badru's resurrection and killing K'var and the horses flying and knowing that Aran had sent soldiers to slaughter her people.

      She closed her eyes and took deep, calming breaths, forcing herself to focus on the moment, to center herself and put aside all emotion until she finally found the hunter's version of the Core—that heightened state of awareness that allowed her to exist in the moment separate from her feelings.

      Herin shoved at them. "Come on. Sun'll be up soon. Can't have you two spotted. Especially not with her dressed like that."

      K'lrsa lost the Core, returning with a snap to the real world.

      She wanted to argue that what she was wearing—tight baru-hide pants and a matching vest— was perfectly normal, but she remembered her journey through the Daliphate to Toreem, and how men had stared simply because she rode a horse and how they'd reacted with horror or worse to the slightest sight of skin.

      Instead, she followed Badru into the barn, her nose twitching at the dank and earthy stench of it. She was a desert child, not used to such abundance.

      She settled Fallion down, stripping the small golden saddle from his back and using patches of dried grass to wipe him down. Garzel silently laid a pile of torn fresh grass at their feet and she nodded thanks, wondering what it must be like to never be able to speak.

      When she was done, she stood in the broken doorway and waited until the sun colored the distant horizon with fire and cast its light on the lush, rolling green hills that surrounded them.

      Somewhere birds sang, their trills of happiness filling the air, unaware that the world had shifted around them.

      Even in winter, this land was more alive than her own land ever was.

      Fallion nudged her with his nose and she leaned into his comforting warmth, scratching a spot behind his right ear. "We're going home, micora" she whispered, smiling for what felt like the first time in days.

      He whinnied softly in agreement.

      "Oh, how I missed you." She buried her nose against his neck and inhaled the familiar scent of him.

      They'd been too long apart.

      She was scared and exhausted and didn't know how on earth to defeat the men of the Toreem Daliphate, but at least she had Fallion. Steady and true.

      He'd always been by her side, and never abandoned her. Even when he should have.

      And she had Badru, who loved her even though it cost him the Daliphate.

      And Garzel, a steady presence she knew she could count on.

      And Herin, who…

      Well.

      Knew things. But needed close watching.

      K'lrsa stepped back, reluctant to leave Fallion's sheltering warmth. "Come. Time to rest."

      For now, she'd sleep and recover what energy she could.

      And tonight? Tonight she'd continue her journey home.

      She just hoped everyone would believe her about the Daliph's men. If they didn't, she didn't know what she'd do.

      They couldn't fight, they'd have to run, and they needed enough time to do so.

      Although, where they could go, she didn't know.
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      K'lrsa seated herself on a bare patch of earth that looked relatively dry, and leaned against the wooden walls of the barn, looking around at their dark, dank shelter.

      It still amazed her how casually the people of the Daliphana used wood. That they would leave all this wood here to rot when it could be used for a fire or to build something they could actually use.

      Garzel handed her a dense bar of nuts, fat, and dried berries.

      It tasted horrible—too much fat and not enough berries, but she gagged it down. It was food, after all, and a lifetime in the desert had taught her to never turn down food when she didn't know where her next meal would come from.

      She choked on the last bit, wishing for water to wash it down with.

      Badru, who'd settled down next to her, took a bite of his bar and spat it out.

      Herin smacked him. "Pzah, boy. Don't be a fool. That's all the food we're likely to have for at least a few more days."

      He shook his head. "I'll get something real to eat when I go into Boradol." He set the bar aside.

      K'lrsa laughed. "What are you talking about, going to Boradol? We're going straight to the tribes." She glanced at the others. Did they know what he was talking about?

      Herin pursed her lips as she glared at Badru.

      Garzel was his normal unreadable self. Had he talked much before he lost his tongue? He struck her as the type to only talk when it was absolutely necessary, but maybe thirty years without a tongue had made him that way. Maybe he'd once been a gregarious, outspoken man who never shut up.

      She didn't know.

      And didn't have time to think about it now. Because it seemed Badru had lost his mind.

      He ignored them as he dug through his small pack, setting aside items he didn't think he'd need and hefting the pack before setting aside a few more.

      "Badru…" K'lrsa tried again. "You can't go into Boradol."

      "I have to." He pressed his lips together in a tight line.

      "What if someone recognizes you?"

      His brow wrinkled as he stared at her. "That's the whole point. I need them to know I'm still alive and that I'm coming back for my throne."

      K'lrsa bit her lip.

      He'd died in front of everyone. Didn't he see what that meant?

      Fortunately, Herin spoke up. "You can't take your throne back."

      He glared at her. "Not today, maybe. I need time to build support. But I will take it back."

      She shook her head. "No. You won’t."

      "How dare you say that?" He stood, looming over them. "I'm the rightful Daliph of Toreem. It's my birthright."

      Herin cackled, almost choking. "Your birthright is it?"

      "Yes. I'm the only living descendent of the last Daliph. That throne is mine by the divine right of inheritance. No one else can claim it."

      "Except for the last Daliph himself, of course." Herin quirked one brow.

      "Aran needs to die, Grandmother. And when he does, I'll take back my throne."

      "Aran does need to die, I'll give you that. But not now. There are more important things we have to handle first."

      "Like what?"

      K'lrsa stared at him in surprise. "Like saving my people."

      He shook his head. "They can defend themselves. This is more important. If I don't let everyone know I'm alive now, I'll never have a chance to regain what's rightfully mine."

      Herin sighed. "Men and their pride."

      "Pride? It's not about pride, it's about right. He took my throne."

      Herin snorted. "Your throne?"

      "Yes."

      "What gives you any more right to that throne than any other man? Because you're Aran's grandson?"

      He nodded. "Yes. Exactly."

      "Pzah. Like I would've ever borne that man's child." She spat on the ground, the most deadly insult a member of the tribes could give. "You're no more Aran's grandson than that horse of yours is."

      "What?" Badru stumbled backward. "What are you saying?"

      Herin rolled her eyes. "That you're not the grandchild of the foul, loathsome human being who raped and tortured me." She narrowed her eyes as she stared up at him. "I thought you'd be pleased."

      "Pleased? But that means that I'm…" He shook his head. "That I'm no one. Just a…" He frowned. "If Aran isn't my grandfather, then who is?"

      Herin sighed. "Who do you think?" She nodded towards Garzel.

      Badru looked back and forth between them. "But why? Why lie to me all these years?"

      "To save your life. And your mother's. Do you think Aran would've let me bear another man's child? And if he had, what do you think he would've done to her if he'd known she wasn't his?"

      K'lrsa shivered. She hadn't known Aran personally, but she'd heard what he'd done to Herin, Garzel, Lodie, and untold others. That's how Herin had learned death walker magic. Because Aran had killed Garzel and brought him back over and over again just to torment her.

      If he'd done that to Herin's husband, what would he have done to her child?

      K'lrsa shuddered at the thought.

      But it seemed Badru didn't see it that way.

      "So you lied?" Badru glared down at her. "You made me believe I was someone when I'm really no one?" He trembled with emotion, his entire body shaking. "But then why help me become Daliph?"

      Herin laughed. "That was my proudest moment, watching them crown you Daliph. Think. All of Aran's sons and grandsons were dead. He was dead. All of them gone. No drop of his blood left on earth. And you, a child of the tribes, my grandchild, took his place."

      She smiled, relishing the memory. "It was my final victory over him."

      K'lrsa moved close enough to touch Badru's leg. "Isn't this good news, Badru? It means he's not part of you. Wouldn't you rather be Garzel's grandson than Aran's?"

      He stared down at her for a long moment and then shook his head. "I don't know. I mean…Who am I if I'm not the Daliph?"

      She shook her head, not understanding. "You're Badru. A strong fighter. A good man. And a member of the tribes. Like me."

      "But what does that mean?" He stepped back, breaking their touch. "I need some time to think about this."

      He walked to the door of the barn, and paused.

      He turned back, looking at Garzel. "I am glad to know you're my grandfather."

      Garzel nodded.

      Next, Badru turned to K'lrsa. "And I am glad I'm a member of the tribes."

      He said the words, but there was no conviction behind them. K'lrsa sat back against the wall, frowning. Did he really think so little of her and her people?

      "I'm going for a walk." He turned back towards the door.

      "Don't let anyone see you," Herin called after him.

      After he was gone, a heavy silence fell. Finally, K'lrsa turned to Herin. "Why didn't you tell him before this?"

      She shrugged. "He didn't need to know. And if thinking he was Daliph by some divine right made him a better ruler, what harm was there in it?"

      Lots. Badru had not only grown up thinking himself a rightful heir to the Daliphate, he'd also grown up thinking himself the grandchild of a rapist and murderer. That had to affect how he saw himself, especially when he had no father around to counter it.

      And now to find he wasn't descended from that monster…

      She wanted to go after him. But would he want her there?

      Herin leaned into Garzel, closing her eyes for a moment as he softly kissed her brow.

      K'lrsa envied them their easy comfort.

      Maybe someday she'd have that with Badru.

      Someday, but not today.
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      K'lrsa wanted to wait for Badru to return, but she was just too exhausted. The last few days had been a whirlwind of action and stress, and she succumbed to sleep almost as soon as her head touched the musty ground.

      She found herself in the land of the moon dream, the desert sands stretching silver in every direction, undulating across the landscape. The moon hung full and ripe above her, so large it seemed to take up half the sky. The air was brisk with the bite of winter, but K'lrsa didn't feel chilled even in the diaphanous garments of the Moon Dance.

      Everything was as clear as midday, including the Hidden City which loomed in the distance, its blocky spires dominating the far horizon. She knew from past experience that no matter how long she walked in its direction it would always stay just as far away from her as it was now.

      She closed her eyes, relishing the feeling of home as the wind stroked her skin, the cloth strips of her outfit snapping behind her.

      "My child. You return." The Lady Moon's voice was like a cool spring hidden in shade.

      K'lrsa opened her eyes. The Lady was as regal and beautiful as ever, this time in the guise of the matron—an older woman, full of health and strength although wrinkles creased the corners of her eyes.

      K'lrsa held the Lady's gaze, almost losing herself in the fathomless depths of the Lady's eyes. "Yes. At last."

      The Lady gestured for her to follow as she walked along the edge of a large sand dune. K'lrsa marveled at how the Lady made it look so effortless to walk in sand that sunk under K'lrsa's feet, cascading down the slope to her right.

      The silence between them stretched until K'lrsa felt like she'd burst if someone didn't speak. She hustled to catch up, her feet digging deeper into the sand, struggling for every step. "The tribes are in danger. Aran, the new Daliph of the Toreem Daliphate, is sending troops to kill any who oppose the Black Horse Tribe. We need your help."

      The Lady turned. Her face shifted seamlessly between a young maiden's visage, full of life and vitality, that of the matron, and that of an old crone, her face so covered in wrinkles that only her eyes were distinct.

      "You need my help? But first, a question. Did you complete the vow you made to my husband?" she asked, her voice tolling like a bell.

      K'lrsa backed away from that fearsome gaze, almost tumbling down the side of the dune. "Yes. The man who killed my father is dead, just as I vowed."

      As the lady studied her with those eyes full of the vastness of the night, K'lrsa rushed on. "It wasn't Badru. I know I thought it was the Daliph when I set out, but it wasn't him. It was K'var. He admitted it. He's the one who killed my father."

      The lady nodded. "But is that all you vowed, K'lrsa dan V'na of the White Horse Tribe?"

      K'lrsa licked her lips, suddenly cold. "I…No."

      Her shoulders slumped. She didn't want to go back there. She couldn't. Not right now. Not with the tribes in danger.

      "What else did you vow?" the Lady asked, all warmth gone from her voice.

      K'lrsa studied her feet, noticing how dirty her toenails were. Sayel would hate that.

      "Well?"

      "To destroy the Toreem Daliphate."

      "And did you?"

      K'lrsa chewed on her lip. "Well, sort of. Badru did lose his throne and they all turned on one another and…"

      "No. You did not." The Lady gazed towards the distant mountains where the city of Toreem nestled. "The Toreem Daliphate is stronger than when you arrived. Aran is in power once more and he turns his gaze towards the tribes. Now more than ever, he must be defeated."

      "But he's sent troops to attack the tribes. I have to warn them. I can't go back." K'lrsa's throat clenched. "Please don't make me. My people need me. If I don't warn them…"

      The Lady stared at her for a long moment.

      K'lrsa clenched her fists, unable to breathe, willing the Lady to let her continue on to her people.

      Finally, she nodded. "Yes, your people do need you. But not just to warn them. To save them."

      "Save them?" K'lrsa stared at her. "But how?"

      She smiled. "You'll find a way."

      K'lrsa shook her head. She couldn't stand against a trained army. Not alone.

      "Don't forget, child. You bring allies with you. Look to Badru. And Vedhe."

      "Who's Vedhe?" K'lrsa frowned. That wasn't a name of the tribes.

      "The scarred one you saved from the slavers."

      She remembered the woman. Silent. Pale-skinned, pale-haired. A slave taken for sale in Crossroads. Day after day she'd walked behind the trading caravan, never complaining, never failing, even though K'lrsa thought she'd die.

      Those were her allies? A fallen leader and a scarred foreigner?

      How could they possibly defeat an army?

      "Who else?"

      The Lady smiled, her eyes crinkling with amusement. "Herin. Garzel. Lodie."

      Two old women and an old man. One who'd probably rather see her dead, one a former slave, and one without a tongue.

      K'lrsa bit her lip to hide what she thought about her supposed allies.

      The Lady Moon laughed softly, her voice like the tinkle of a desert spring on rocks. "You set off to challenge the entire Toreem Daliphate alone. And now you can't defeat just a few of their soldiers, even with allies by your side?"

      "That was different. I didn’t know any better. And my so-called allies aren't exactly warriors."

      "You don't need warriors. You just need the right weapons."

      K'lrsa snorted. "The right weapons? Six people can't stand against an army, no matter what weapons they have."

      "Not true. There are weapons a single person could wield that would destroy an entire army."

      "Really? And where are these weapons?"

      The lady shook her head. "Look to your allies and you'll find the answer in time."

      "But we don't have time! Aran already sent the order. His troops will be there within days."

      "Then you must lead your people to the sanctuary first."

      "Sanctuary? Where? We don't have great walled cities stocked with months' worth of food like Toreem."

      The lady's face settled into the visage of the old crone and for a moment K'lrsa was reminded of Herin. "Must I do everything for you? You have allies. Use them."

      Even old and gravelly, her voice was still beautiful, this time heavy with the weight of ages like the carvings K'lrsa had seen on some of the caves she sheltered in when caught away from the tribe overnight.

      "But…"

      The lady disappeared, leaving K'lrsa alone with the wind howling and the Hidden City brooding in the distance.

      She paced the top of the dune. She needed to think, to let her mind find the answers to her problems. She'd never been good at that--much more inclined to act first and think later—but too much depended on her now.

      She seated herself on the ground, closed her eyes, and repeated the Pattern over and over again until she finally found the Core where she could float outside of time and sensation, letting her mind drift.

      But still, even there, in that place where thought was supposed to cease, she couldn’t help but wonder.

      What had the Lady meant?

      Where was this sanctuary?

      Or this weapon powerful enough to save her people?

      And how was she going to find it in time?
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      K'lrsa awoke in late afternoon to a fly crawling on her face. She shooed it away and sat up, wishing for the dry heat of the plains. She felt sticky all over and the smell of the barn hadn't improved with the heat of the day.

      Badru was back, but he sat alone, brooding. Herin and Garzel were seated next to each other, whispering back and forth. K'lrsa marveled that Herin could understand the grunts and hisses that were Garzel's only form of communication.

      She debated telling everyone about the moon dream. On the one hand, if the Lady had wanted to talk to them, she could've. Then again, the Lady had told her to look to her allies. And what else were they going to do as they waited for the moon to rise?

      So she told them what she'd dreamed as they all lolled in the late afternoon heat. Herin raised an eyebrow once or twice, but didn't interrupt. Badru continued to stare sullenly at the ground.

      "So now we have to figure out where this sanctuary is before the Daliph's men arrive," she finished.

      "Before Aran's men arrive," Badru corrected her, his jaw thrust out in a sulk.

      She raised an eyebrow at that, but gave it to him anyway. "My apologies. Before Aran's men arrive."

      Herin shrugged. "It's obvious, isn't it?"

      "Um, no."

      "The sanctuary she mentioned must be the gathering grounds."

      "What? That doesn't make any sense. That's where they're going anyway. That's where the Daliph's—Aran's—troops are headed to ambush them. They can't go there. They'll be slaughtered. There's nothing there anyway except a bunch of dirt, the central platform, and that big rock formation. How are those going to protect them?"

      Herin took a bite from a travel bar, her teeth grinding it to pulp as K'lrsa waited for an answer, wanting to throttle her for taking her time.

      At last, Herin swallowed. "No one can be killed while they're at the gathering grounds."

      K'lrsa laughed. "Like the Daliph's troops are going to respect our ways. Or the Black Horse Tribe, for that matter."

      Herin chewed for another long moment and then moved her tongue along her teeth to clean them. K'lrsa was about ready to rip that tongue right out of her mouth, when she finally answered. "They'll have no choice. You can't kill someone on the gathering grounds. It's not possible."

      K'lrsa frowned at her. "How does that work? How do you know that? I've never heard that before."

      Herin shrugged. "Saw it myself."

      K'lrsa stared at her, waiting for some sort of additional explanation.

      Garzel grunted and nudged Herin in the ribs. She glared at him for a moment, but continued, "Fine. It was the year I reached fourteen summers. I wasn't supposed to be out after dinnertime—as you know, the tribes can be pretty wild when they're all gathered together and the fermented mare's milk is flowing—but I was curious and there was a boy I wanted to see." She flicked a glance at Garzel who smiled back at her.

      K'lrsa tried to picture Herin as a young girl sneaking out to meet a younger Garzel, but failed. It was impossible to think of either of them as young.

      Herin squelched her lips against her teeth before she continued, the sound making K'lrsa's skin crawl. "Anyway. I snuck my way across camp to where the Riders were gathered around the fire. Two of the men were daring one another to bigger and bigger feats of daring while the others watched and laughed. I too watched as they jumped the fire over and over again as it built up higher and higher with each pass until another Rider finally pushed them away, saying it was too dangerous to continue.

      "Next they juggled daggers, the blades glinting through the air, flashing with each turn of each sharpened blade. Two first, then three, then four."

      Herin shook her head at the memory, a small smile on her face. "I was in awe, amazed by what they could do." She snorted. "Even I was young and foolish once."

      K'lrsa smiled at the thought of a wide-eyed Herin, gazing upon the two Riders.

      Herin scratched her nose with the stump of her pinky finger. "Finally, H'lar, the bolder of the two, dared the other to throw a dagger at him and said he'd catch it between his hands. Right here." She placed her hands palms together between her breasts.

      K'lrsa's eyebrows rose. "Was he crazy? He actually wanted someone to throw a dagger at him? Right there? At his chest."

      Herin shrugged one shoulder. "He was talented, but he wasn't very bright. Died hunting a desert cat a year later."

      "Didn't someone stop them?"

      "No. They were all drunk. Thought it was a grand idea. Gathered around to watch. Of course, none wanted to get too close to H'lar. The other Rider wasn't exactly sober by then. But I was young and foolish and eager to see his trick, so I crept as close as I could get without being seen. I was an arm's length away, maybe two."

      "And?" K'lrsa leaned forward.

      Herin shook her head. "And H'lar just stood there as the knife came right at his chest. Didn't try to catch it. Didn't move. Just stood there."

      "What?"

      Herin nodded her agreement. "The blade went right for his throat. I saw it. I was right there. It touched the skin of his throat…and then…"

      K'lrsa waited for her to continue, hanging on every word.

      Badru who was just as enthralled as she was, finally asked. "And then? What happened, Grandmother?"

      Garzel chuckled softly. Obviously he knew the story.

      "And then the knife disappeared."

      "Disappeared?"

      Herin nodded. "Yep. Just like that." She snapped her fingers, the sight somehow more disturbing with just her finger stumps clicking together. "The knife was gone. No one could find it. They looked everywhere. That night and the next day."

      K'lrsa frowned. "So what happened?"

      Herin smirked. "Well…If you listen to the men that were there that night, the dagger wasn't thrown true and someone found it in the morning and kept it to teach them a lesson."

      Badru shook his head. "But that's not what happened."

      "No. It's not. I asked my mother about it the next day even though I knew she'd punish me for sneaking out. And she did. I was banned from traveling for three months and had to wash all her brewing pots for the next month. But I had to know. And she was head wise woman for our tribe."

      "And?" K'lrsa and Badru both asked at once.

      "And she told me that no one can be killed on the gathering grounds. It's protected by the gods."

      K'lrsa shook her head. "That doesn't make sense. Why would K'var demand that the Daliph's troops attack during the annual gathering if he knew that no one could be killed?"

      "Because K'var was a fool who didn't believe in the gods. And it wasn’t exactly common knowledge about the gathering grounds, even in my day. My mother swore me to secrecy because she knew that young men who thought themselves invincible would get into all sorts of unnecessary trouble."

      Herin studied the ground for a moment. "After the Summer Spring Tribe was destroyed and most of the wise men and women with it, I suspect no one knows the secret now."

      K'lrsa nodded. It made sense.

      She studied Herin. How much other knowledge had they lost when Aran destroyed the wise ones? How much that was only in Herin and Garzel's heads?

      She winced.

      Nothing to be done about it now. "So you think as long as the tribes make it to the gathering grounds and stay there, that they'll be safe?"

      Herin nodded.

      "Well, that's simple enough then. They're all headed there now anyway for the annual gathering. We just convince them to move a little faster."

      Herin shook her head. "If only life were that simple. What will they eat?"

      K'lrsa shrugged. "The Riders can take turns hunting baru and bringing them back."

      "How? They'll be surrounded by the Daliph's soldiers."

      K'lrsa blinked. Herin was right. How long could the tribes last on the gathering grounds? A week? Two?

      "So we get them to the gathering grounds and then we have to find the weapon right away. Within days. Is that possible? Where do you think it is?"

      Herin looked at Garzel.

      "Herin? Do you know where we can find the weapon the Lady mentioned?"

      Herin studied her maimed hands, flexing each finger in turn.

      "Herin?"

      They all waited as the afternoon heat seemed to settle down upon them, chasing the air from the room.

      Finally, Herin met K'lrsa's gaze, her eyes flat and black, the wrinkles on her face deepening even as K'lrsa watched. "Yes."

      "Where? Where can we find it?"

      Herin looked at Garzel again and he took her hand and squeezed gently as she answered. "The Hidden City."

      "The Hidden City? But…Do you know where it is?"

      "Yes."

      Of course. She knew everything it seemed. Why hadn't the Lady just chosen her to save everyone? She certainly seemed more qualified.

      "Is it far?" K'lrsa asked.

      "No. Not if we take the Amalanee." But Herin wouldn't meet her gaze.

      K'lrsa wanted to ask what she was hiding, but Herin was a snake's nest of secrets she didn't want to disturb just now.

      "So we just get everyone to safety on the gathering grounds, find the Hidden City, find the weapon, bring it back, use it to destroy the Daliph's troops and then we're done? That's it."

      Herin harrumphed. "Yeah. That's it."

      From the way Herin and Garzel looked at each other it clearly wasn’t. But no point in asking for an explanation.

      Not yet at least.
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      They flew through the next night, following the road that had brought K'lrsa to Toreem all those weeks ago. She could hardly believe what a rash fool she'd been then. Setting out to avenge her father with no more plan than to let herself be captured by a slaving caravan on the word of a god known to be capricious and cruel.

      What had she been thinking?

      She'd never even seen a barn before, let alone a city. Never slept under a roof. Never been surrounded by men who viewed her as no better than cattle and eyed her like a succulent piece of meat. Never had to bow her head and still her tongue or risk death.

      She shuddered, glad to be done with Toreem and the Daliphate.

      Hopefully forever, even if the Lady Moon didn't see it that way.

      They flew until the moon touched the far horizon and then landed in a small valley just north of the road, next to a home that was clearly abandoned, its doorway yawning black and empty, the small garden outside grown over with weeds. There was a purple flower winding up the side of the house with a pungent scent that made K'lrsa want to sneeze.

      As Herin and Garzel made the place habitable, chasing away a small furry creature that had nested there and clearing out a space in the main room for them to sleep, Badru stayed with Midnight, stroking his neck softly and whispering to him.

      K'lrsa stood between the house and Badru, torn between doing something useful and offering what comfort she could. Finally, she made her slow way to Badru's side. "Do you want to talk about it?"

      He stepped away from Midnight, arms crossed tightly as he gazed back towards Toreem. "I don't know what to do. I don't know who I am. I don't…I was a Daliph, K'lrsa, a leader of thousands of men, and now I'm…" He shook his head, his face mottled with emotion. "No one."

      "You’re still you, Badru. You're a skilled warrior. I'm sure you can hunt. You have Midnight."

      He shrugged one shoulder. "I'm just one of many. No one would care if I disappeared tomorrow."

      "I would."

      He flushed slightly at the rebuke, and K'lrsa added, "And you won't be one of many in the tribes. We aren't fighters. Hunters, yes. Fighters, no."

      He scoffed. "You're just trying to make me feel better. You forget, I've fought you."

      "That's hand-to-hand combat, Badru. For self-defense. But what good is Crouching Cricket against a sword? Or against a hundred trained soldiers?"

      He scrunched his lips together, eyes narrowed. "What was the name of that one move you made where you swept low and kicked at my legs? That could easily disarm an attacker, even one with a sword. And that other move? Where you chopped at my arm?" He stepped closer, demonstrating in slow motion. "If you converted that into a grip, like this, you could disarm an attacker with a sword. You'd have to be fast." He shifted his stance. "Maybe more like this."

      She smiled. "See? I would've never thought of that. I told you we need you."

      He smiled back, the tension in his shoulders easing just a little.

      "How about this afternoon, after we've slept, I show you the hundred and five attacks so you can start thinking about ways to use them to fight the Daliph's troops?"

      He nodded. "I'd like that."

      "Good. Now we better get some rest while we can."

      As they walked towards the house, side-by-side but not touching, K'lrsa realized how few times she'd actually spent with Badru in the real world. Their bodies had learned to move together in the moon dream but they'd never learned to be together in the real world.

      Here they'd only had a stolen kiss or two, a few brief moments of conversation.

      She felt awkward, suddenly, wondering what happened now. The night before, Herin and Garzel had slept cocooned together, their bodies fitted to one another's with the ease of years, but Badru had returned after K'lrsa was asleep and slept by the door, alone.

      Tonight, though? K'lrsa wasn't sure what to do.

      She loved him. She felt drawn to him. But…How well did she really know him? Well enough to sleep next to him?

      As they reached the door, she pulled away. "I better go, um, yeah." She ducked around the side of the house, her face flushed with embarrassment.

      Badru paused, but then continued into the house. Through a gaping hole that had once been a window, she heard him mutter something to Herin and Garzel before settling down to sleep.

      K'lrsa stayed outside, leaning against the wall of the house, as the sun slowly rose in the distance, coloring the clouds pink and purple against a pale blue sky.

      A tear rolled down her cheek.

      And then another.

      She shook her head.

      She wasn't crying because of Badru.

      Or because of how scared she was to go home.

      Or the dangers of finding the weapon to save her people.

      No. She was crying because, more than anything in the world, she longed to talk to her father. She wanted to see his gentle smiling face and hear the soft rumble of his laughter. She wanted to know that it was all going to be alright. To hear him tell her that she could do anything, that she could make it through. That he had faith in her.

      She laughed softly as she sniffed back another tear.

      Maybe she didn't need him after all; it seemed she knew exactly what he would say.

      She hugged herself tight and watched the sun finally break above the horizon.

      Her father was gone, but life went on. Day after day. Week after week.

      And at least she had this small part of him lodged in her heart, there for her in her darkest moments.

      Finally, she pushed off the wall and went back inside.

      Badru lay alone against the far wall, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. Herin snored softly off to the side, nestled in Garzel's arms.

      K'lrsa watched for a long, long moment before she finally took a deep breath and made her way to Badru's side. As she lay down beside him, he opened one eye and smiled, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her closer. She snuggled against him, grateful for this moment of peace in the chaos.

      She didn't know how long they'd have together, but she swore she wasn't going to waste it.
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      They flew through each night and slept through each day as they made their way through the Daliphate. Fortunately, they always managed to find an abandoned barn or house to shelter in. K'lrsa marveled that those of the Daliphana had so much that they could simply abandon a perfectly fine building to rot and decay.

      In the tribes if they'd had a large wooden structure, they would've taken every single plank and nail for use elsewhere, wood and metal being such rare commodities.

      To think that her people had practically ruined themselves for the castoffs of the Daliphana.

      She tried not to think about it too much as they flew in silence each night, Fallion's wings the only sound in that twilight world through which they traveled.

      She honestly would've preferred to sleep outside each day rather than in some musty run-down structure in danger of collapsing on her head, but she knew the risk of discovery was too high.

      A woman alone in the Daliphana? It simply didn't happen. And dressed like her? With three people in slave's robes? No.

      So they slept in whatever shelter they could find while they waited for the sun to set and the moon to rise.

      K'lrsa chafed at the delay, but they had no choice. The horses were fine. They'd keep going day and night. It was the Daliphate and its stupid rules.

      What was so wrong about a woman riding a horse? Or wearing comfortable clothes that allowed her full movement?

      She didn't know, but she'd seen how the people of the Daliphate reacted as she rode to Toreem. One man had spat at her feet. Another had beat his daughter for talking to her.

      And women had shuffled away as if she'd somehow taint them with her hedonistic ways.

      It was absurd. But it was the world she was trapped in. And the last thing she needed was for someone to capture her and keep her from warning her people.

      Finally, at least a day later than she would've liked, as the moon was about to set, they reached Crossroads, a small border town that consisted of auction houses for trading slaves, and brothels and bars for fleecing traders of their newly acquired riches.

      Trading caravans camped around the town's perimeter, their slave goods penned like so much cattle.

      They landed on a small rise to the north of the city, behind a tall copse of trees.

      The wind shifted and K'lrsa grimaced at the stench of so much dirty humanity clustered in such a small space. To think that the Black Horse Tribe had willingly led some of these traders across the desert to obtain their human cargo. It disgusted her and made her burn with an anger so deep she felt ill with it.

      There was a part of her that wanted to see them all destroyed, each and every man who'd spent his time and energy ripping others from their homes, killing those too weak for the journey, and chaining and selling the rest.

      They all, every one, deserved the worst fate she could give them.

      But another part of her just wanted to get home.

      Let someone else right this wrong. Surely she wasn't the only one who saw how vile it was.

      She stepped through the trees, careful not to leave their shelter, and looked down upon Crossroads. It looked more crowded than the last time she'd been there, but she didn't know what was normal. Maybe she'd passed through during a lull.

      Or maybe the fires were soldiers, massed together, ready to set out in the morning and attack her people.

      "Herin," she called, softly.

      Herin came to stand by her, their de facto leader now.

      "There are a lot of camps down there. There weren't near this many when I came through on my way to Toreem."

      She nodded and turned back to Badru and Garzel. "Go into Crossroads. Find out what's going on."

      Badru gestured at his rough-spun brown robe—the slave's garment they'd found for him when they fled the slaughter in the throne room. "Can't in this. There's bound to be one or two men that've made it as far as Boradol and would know it for slave garb."

      Herin glared at him through slitted eyes. "Then find something else to wear."

      "Like what? We didn't pack spare clothes."

      "Then steal some. Or sneak around in alleys so no one sees what you're wearing." She turned away, rolling her eyes
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