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      Sparks fly and secrets unravel when the heartstorm binds two souls…

      

      When Adehl meets Roh under the summer-blue sky of the Humming Downs, they’re bound by ellir, the storm of energy in the heart of the world.

      Adehl immediately wishes she’d delivered her horses and kept on riding. Roh is vibrant and magnetic, his soaring affinity for ellir impossible to resist. But he’s also in training to lead the nomadic Vuusah: if he discovers Adehl’s tainted blood, his brethren will quell her energy and destroy her empathic gifts forever.

      Roh, entranced by the fascinating horse empathiser whose energy cleaves to his, defies orders to keep his distance and affirms their bond. Neither can deny their soul-deep connection, and soon the Vuusah are probing Adehl’s background, discovering her lies and demanding retribution.

      From sweeping grasslands to an ancient harbour city, Adehl and Roh discover new truths and allies and foes, all exposing unjust Vuusah lore. While Roh wrestles with his loyalties, Adehl embarks on a path of secret rebellion.

      But as the Vuusah close in, Adehl must choose: risk her life and Roh’s for the chance to forge a more inclusive future… or betray her conscience to save herself?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Part One

          
            Heartstorm

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 Rattled her bones

        

      

    

    
      A pair of riders surged towards Adehl across the wild grasses of the Humming Downs. She’d spotted the horses a few minutes ago, tiny specks at first, growing larger. They flowed up and over a swell, angling down a slope where loophorns feasted on the bounty of recent summer rains. The animals scattered like disrupted ants.

      Adehl slowed Cloud and the extra horses to a walk. The downs rolled in all directions — rocky outcrops, clumps of woodland and sprawling grassland, vibrant with new growth. Amid the spears of green, brilliant white daisies, yellow sunfaces and purple flax-lily blooms swayed. Bees hummed, and a flock of black-and-white birds fossicked for insects — until the oncoming riders thundered into their midst, sending the birds into the air.

      The horses’ gaits slowed as the pair approached Adehl. At last, they pulled up before her, a chestnut and a blood bay. The riders were men she didn’t recognise, but they were doubtless from the Vuusah company camped at Fortune Spring. Like her, they wore undyed summer mahgans over leather leggings and long boots. They sized her up, one large and expressionless, the other keen-eyed and graceful, leaning forward in his saddle as he scrutinised her. Adehl held the slighter man’s gaze. The fine braids keeping his dark, waist-length hair in check were threaded with gold, copper and blue velinkah beads that matched the vibrant samah bound around his middle.

      “Soul bright and balanced,” Adehl said. Her voice came out husky after nine days of riding. She’d passed only two Vuusah camps since leaving her own, the most recent at Wandering Well three days ago. She gestured at the string of four geldings she was leading. “You’re from Fortune Spring? I’ve brought you some horses.”

      The larger of the men was already examining the animals and nudged his chestnut mount closer. He wore his braids at a more conventional length, their ends brushing his shoulderblades. The patterns woven into his samah proclaimed him a noumenor, a zehli able to manipulate a person’s llirah. She suppressed the urge to tell him these were the pick of the horses her company had bred in recent seasons.

      The man with the stupidly long braids smiled. “Soul bright and welcome,” he said. “It is good to finally meet you.”

      Not sure of his meaning, Adehl felt her cheeks heat under the intensity of his regard. She studied the patterns on his samah, unable to make them out. “Thank you. I look forward to reaching your camp.”

      The light in his eyes faded, and Adehl wondered what she’d said. His clean-shaven face was expressive, exuding curiosity, intelligence and something else she couldn’t define. He swung his pale-amber gaze to his companion, then back to her. “I’ve been marking your progress. You camped at Upper Well last night.” It wasn’t a question.

      “You’re a farsenser?”

      He smirked and tilted his head, beads clinking together. “The old man wanted us to come out and meet you.”

      The large noumenor shot him a look. “We’re here to collect the horses,” he said. “Our doyen thought it would save you time.”

      “I appreciate it.” While Adehl could have found Fortune Spring without assistance, she welcomed anything to speed up the journey to a hot meal and some company. “Do we have long to ride?”

      “You misunderstand.” Some of his severity slid into awkwardness. “Gentah doesn’t want —”

      “That can wait. We’ve been rude.” The farsenser’s gaze fixed on Adehl’s. “I’m Roh. That’s Frahto. Will you tell us your name?”

      Adehl blinked at the unexpected information, delivered so casually. She knew the name Roh. Everyone did. “You’re Little Atali?” It explained the complicated markings on his samah. She’d known the zehli destined to be Atalah rode with Gentah’s company, but this man was not much older than her. His smile broadened, and she regretted using the nickname. He was doubtless arrogant enough already.

      The noumenor, Frahto, grunted with something like resignation. “The one and only.”

      Roh chuckled, stood in his stirrups and swatted Frahto on the back of the head. She watched their byplay for a few moments. This was the zehli rumoured to have the greatest affinity for ellir in several generations? She raised her hand and spoke her own name. The beads and charms on her srih clinked as the leather wrapping slid down her arm.

      It was Frahto who first nudged his massive chestnut alongside Cloud, his upright palm offered to Adehl’s in the traditional greeting between zehla. “Soul bright,” he muttered as their palms touched for a few heartbeats, long enough for their inner rhythms, their llirah, to thread briefly together. She sensed his discomfort and wondered at it, but neither she nor Frahto revealed much of themselves.

      With an unreadable glance at his companion, Roh came forward on the blood bay. The surrounding air seemed charged, and Adehl was burningly aware of Frahto watching on as Roh joined his palm to hers.

      She gasped, couldn’t help it, as his llirah slammed through hers. Unfettered, Roh’s energy surged and soared. How could a mortal body contain a rhythm of such amplitude? It rattled her bones until she thought she’d shake apart. Then her llirah blended with his in a natural resonance as cool and smooth as silk. She stopped shaking, shivered at the shocking intimacy. Uneasy, she tried to pull away, break this connection that was too much; but, with a sound deep in his throat, Roh threaded his fingers through hers in a firm clasp.

      Roh was laid bare before her, his soul a shimmer of ellir. Adehl sensed his shock mirrored her own. Their rhythms had combined so instinctively she hadn’t been able to resist. It felt inevitable, as though her llirah’s natural state was to be melded with his.

      Sanity returned with a jolt, and she wrenched her hand from his. The motion jerked Roh half out of his saddle and, by the time he’d righted himself, Adehl had moved Cloud to a safe distance. They stared at each other. Adehl scrambled to regain control of both her llirah and facial expression. If she could see into Roh’s soul, then he could see into hers. Sun’s fury. Had he seen? Her heart hammered.

      “Roh, what in the burning bright sun did you do?” Frahto’s voice held an edge.

      Roh twitched, fingers curling as if unsure what to do with his hand. “Nothing. Don’t drop your rein. Everything’s fine.” His gaze bored into her, alight with recognition and astonishment.

      With effort, she dragged her attention away, looked anywhere but at him. High up and to the south, a hawk hovered over the downs.

      Frahto cleared his throat. “Well, as I was saying before, Gentah asked us to meet you so we could take the horses back to camp.” His words were loud and jarring. “That way, you can start your return journey now. We brought provisions.”

      “What?” Adehl shook herself. She groped for her water flask and took a swig. “Did you say provisions? That would be appreciated, but I’m heading to Tarsah.” The reminder of her destination made her heart ache. She needed to see her father, hoped desperately he was all right after his accident. “I was intending to stay overnight in your camp.”

      Frahto slapped a fly off his arm. “There might, uh, be a problem.”

      “Plans change,” Roh said, as though continuing an argument. “If Adehl is riding to Tarsah, of course she should stay with us.”

      Frahto said nothing, but his frown made his sentiments clear. Doubtless sensing Adehl’s escalating unease, Cloud tossed his head, and she laid a hand on his neck, calmed his llirah with a thread of rhythm. “How far is Fortune Spring from here?” she asked, to fill the silence.

      “About four hours ride.” Roh smiled and his confidence almost reassured her — until she remembered what had just happened. She couldn’t let him get too close. Maybe she should take the provisions they offered and avoid the camp. Her spirits fell at the diminishing prospect of a convivial evening around a fire, with fresh-cooked food and a sleeping pallet.

      Frahto said, “Roh, I don’t think —”

      “Enough.” Roh sat still in the saddle. “Gentah wouldn’t want a Vuusah zehli to skirt our camp when it’s on the way.”

      “You’re taking full responsibility.”

      “Look,” Adehl said, trying to make sense of their exchange. “What’s going on? You said there was a problem — is someone ill?”

      Frahto shrugged and glanced pointedly at Roh.

      “There’s no problem.” Roh’s jaw jutted stubbornly, and Adehl didn’t believe him. “Our doyen thought you could cut off a day from your journey if we met you out here. But that’s obviously not the case, so now we’ll escort you to our camp. All right?”

      Adehl allowed Roh’s conviction to override her doubts. Surely one night couldn’t hurt. They could feed her, give her somewhere to sleep, and she’d leave first thing in the morning. As long as she kept to herself, everything would be fine. She wouldn’t let her guard down again.

      She adjusted her grip on the lead rein. Despite being strung closely together, the horses all had their heads down, grazing furiously on clumps of weeping grass. She’d been letting out the rope gradually as they moved away and now hauled them in. “Let’s go then,” she said.

      Muttering something that was lost to the breeze, Frahto wheeled his horse around and set off the way he and Roh had come, following their trail of trampled grass and flowers. Adehl let out the cry that would spur all her horses into action. The wind riffled her hair as Cloud launched into a canter after Frahto’s chestnut, Roh’s horse right alongside hers.
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      Roh ignored Frahto’s attempts to catch his attention as they approached their camp, revealed by a smudge of smoke in the clear afternoon sky. He didn’t need to see the jut of his friend’s chin, or the fingers clenched around his rein. He didn’t need to see the glint in Frahto’s eye.

      Hookbeaks swirled noisily through the skies, and flies zoomed around the sweaty horses. Adehl rode beside Roh, keeping a few paces between them. She moved as one with the animal, effortlessly controlling the four horses on lead rein. The ornaments of her srih clinked, tiny glints of copper, green and amber. Similar beads adorned her many long, dark braids. A movement in her cheek, as though she gnawed the inside, made her look apprehensive — although she met his smile with one of her own readily enough. His llirah surged and reached for hers again, straining for that unexpected resonance. At her quizzical glance, he averted his gaze and reasserted control.

      The situation was confusing. Never had his llirah responded as it had to Adehl’s. He always kept it tamped down to avoid overwhelming people. But when he’d touched Adehl, her rhythm all honey and wind and speed, his restraints had dissolved. It had been instinctive, that need to blend with her rhythm as though it were a missing fragment of his own. He didn’t know what it meant.

      He did know he hadn’t been able to let her leave.

      They were close to Fortune Spring now. Despite the cook-fire smoke, the hollow wasn’t easy to spot amid the undulating sea of grass and scattered silverbark woodland. Frahto kicked Melon into a canter and headed down a slope past a rocky rise. Behind the hill lay a wide, natural depression, where tents, horses and trees clustered around a waterhole. Fortune Spring was his favourite of all their annual camp sites, and Roh found he wanted to show it off to this intriguing young woman.

      “What’s going on over there?” Adehl asked.

      Roh looked to the staked-out area where the old former Bladekor warrior drilled groups of zehla in swordplay. The Kestali man’s black uniform contrasted against the green of the grass, unlike the neutral garb the zehla wore. Roh met Frahto’s gaze, annoyed by his friend’s grim amusement. This was why Gentah hadn’t wanted a zehli from Doneyah’s company visiting their camp. “They’re being trained for a mission,” he said.

      “What mission?” Her gaze remained fixed on the weapons field, where all had gone still while old Mentus demonstrated a few moves.

      “Uh… Gentah will explain.”

      They were almost among the tents now, and Adehl murmured to her horses as they passed the picket line and a pen of laying hens. Her presence attracted attention. Hands stilled amid weaving flankah or sewing leather. Conversations faltered. Children ran, bare feet thudding on the worn turf between canvas walls, squeals cut off by cuffed ears and sharp words.

      A girl scrambled between a pair of tents, batting away garments suspended from a drying line. She pulled up when she broke free of the laundry and came face to face with the horses. Roh recognised Sorah, Lenatoh’s half-Kestali daughter. Her gaze, keen and intelligent above her scarred cheeks, took in Adehl with interest. Then she caught Roh’s eye and flushed, before ducking out of sight.

      “Lenatoh ought to deal with her,” Frahto muttered, staring after Sorah. “It’s getting dangerous.”

      It had shocked everyone two years ago when their senior nedoyen had brought his eleven-year-old daughter out of a Kestali sailor into Gentah’s company. Before Sorah, Roh had never encountered a pidakah child with such a strong affinity for ellir. Many Vuusah would consider it unthinkable, but Sorah’s llirah was big and vibrant, impossible to ignore. Were she full-blood Fiugreh, she would have begun training as a zehli this summer gone. Instead, she would have to be quelled or she wouldn’t survive her llirah going wild. “I’m sure he’s keeping an eye on her,” he said.

      “He knows what he has to do. He should have done it already.”

      Roh didn’t bother responding. The Vuusah precepts were clear, and no one doubted Lenatoh would adhere to them. Roh couldn’t help feeling sorry for the girl, though. To quell her considerable affinity would be devastating for her, no matter her lineage. He became aware of Adehl watching them, but she made no comment.

      Gentah himself came forward to greet them, his mouth tightening as he noted Adehl’s presence. Roh dismounted and thrust Sprig’s rein at the nearest acoleh, went to Adehl’s side as she swung off her horse. On foot, she stood at average height, her knee-length mahgan flowing below her samah, its markings declaring her Urgreh lineage and empathiser skills.

      The big moonskin whuffed and nosed her hair as she looped up the rein. “There’s no need to hold him,” she said as an acoleh arrived at her side. She stroked the pale gold mane of the sunskin she’d been leading and turned to Gentah. “Soul bright and balanced, Doyi. I bring greetings from Doyi Doneyah.”

      “You have our thanks,” Gentah said stiffly. “Soul bright and welcome to Fortune Spring.” He grazed his palm against Adehl’s.

      “Thank you for sending your zehla to meet me,” she said. “I understand you hoped to save me some riding, but I’m on my way to Tarsah, so…”

      Gentah inclined his head. “Of course.”

      Roh frowned. “Doyi —”

      “Frahto will help you get the horses settled,” the old man said, not looking at Roh.

      “Yes, Doyi,” Frahto said.

      “But —”

      “Not now, Roh.”

      Frahto gestured for Adehl to follow with the horses, then set off towards one of the pickets. She raised her brows as she passed Roh. He couldn’t help grinning in response and watched the easy sway of her body as she walked away, her influence on ellir a bright new song. Her mount followed without being led, and Roh kind of understood why.

      “Black sun burn you, boy.” Gentah’s voice jabbed at him. “Why is she here?”

      “You heard what she said. She’s heading to Tarsah. It would have caused more comment if we forbade her to come.”

      The old man’s hands clawed in search of something to throttle. “She saw the exhorters in training?”

      “She’s Vuusah. I don’t see —”

      “Enough. I see rather more than you.”

      Roh resented being the target of Gentah’s sharp tongue, especially when the doyen was keeping secrets. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “When you are Atalah, you will have the right to ask that question.”

      “If I am ever Atalah,” he said, “I had better not need to ask.” He wondered how the current Atalah would feel if she knew how often Gentah said things like that. As though she were in her dotage, soon to be replaced, rather than a hale woman barely in her fifth decade.

      Inexplicably, Gentah chuckled. “True.” He watched Roh in silence for a moment. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, Doyi.”

      “She’s attractive.”

      “I suppose she is.”

      “Hmm.” The doyen considered him. “Keep away from her, do you hear me?”

      Having no intention of following this directive, Roh thought it best to say nothing at all.
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      Frahto stroked the flank of the new buckskin gelding while Adehl fastened the lead rope to the overhead picket line. Among the new horses were also a sunskin, a dun and a black. They were all beautiful animals.

      “He’s up to your weight,” Adehl said.

      Frahto looked up to find her watching him, mouth quirked in a hesitant smile. It was the first time he’d felt the full force of her attention. Her amber eyes glinted with humour above bronzed cheeks framed by her braids. Slender and lightly muscled, she moved with compact grace, not giving much away. He stepped back from the horse. “Probably. He’s not for me, though.”

      “That’s a shame. For you, I mean.” She rocked on her heels, brushed her hands on the fabric of her mahgan. “Um, do you think I might have some warm water to wash?”

      He supposed she had discerned Gentah’s reluctance to have her here. Should he apologise? Roh would. “I’ll see to it. Do you need anything for your mount?” He gestured at her horse, still saddled, grazing untethered nearby.

      “He’s fine for now.” When she patted his neck, the moonskin lifted his head as though paying attention to words she wasn’t speaking. Then he resumed his enthusiastic foraging.

      Adehl said little as they returned to the camp area, where Frahto asked Sorah to organise washing water and anything else Adehl might need. Lenatoh’s daughter nodded and peeped at the visiting zehli through her lashes.

      “Thank you.” Adehl smiled at the half-Kestali girl, whose scarred cheeks flushed. “Could you find some tohroot for my horse? I’d like to give him a treat.”

      “I think so.” Sorah glanced at Frahto; then her dark braid slapped her shoulders as she spun towards the cook-fires. Sorah seemed to have grown taller. It was difficult to recall the sailor brat she’d been two years ago, hair ragged and short, face shockingly mutilated from some barbaric Kestali ritual.

      “Who is that girl?” Adehl asked.

      “Sorah?” Frahto considered what to say. The girl’s presence in the company remained a touchy subject. “She’s the daughter of one of our nedoyens. Her mother is from Kestale.” He waited for Adehl to express surprise or even disapproval that Gentah’s company harboured a pidakah child. There was no point trying to conceal her Kestali blood: Sorah’s skin was too pale and her eyes too dark to be of pure Fiugreh lineage. And then there were those scars.

      “How old is she?”

      “Thirteen or thereabouts.” Old enough that her llirah needed to be quelled before it shook her apart.

      “She’s not wearing any srih.”

      “Srih?” He eyed the strips of woven leather, beads and metal twisted around each of her forearms. “Why would she?”

      Adehl looked incredulous. “All Fiugreh girls weave them when they are twelve.”

      “But Sorah is pidakah… It would not be appropriate.”

      “Why not? Since when does a girl’s lineage matter for weaving srih? She’s still approaching womanhood. Is it not enough —” She bit off her next words, her face flushing. “Where is her mother?”

      “On a Kestali merchant ship somewhere, I assume. That’s where the girl came from. Believe me, she is better off riding with us than losing her innocence among that bawdy lot.” And here at least were zehla aplenty to ensure her talent didn’t kill her.

      “Maybe not if you treat her as though she’s less than human.”

      “I hardly think —”

      “She’s half Fiugreh,” Adehl said. “By denying her srih, you are denying half her identity. Her father can’t want her to be an outsider among the Vuusah all her life.”

      Had the woman not heard him? “She’s pidakah,” he said. “How can she not be an outsider?”

      Adehl pressed her lips together. After a time, she said, “My apologies. I didn’t mean to preach at you. I’m weary and forgot my manners. I am grateful for your hospitality.”

      It sounded like an honest apology, but Frahto felt disquieted. He made some acknowledgement, and they exchanged meaningless conversation until Sorah returned with a few pieces of tohroot and word that Adehl’s washing water was heated.

      Frahto watched Adehl’s interactions with Sorah, wanting to make sure she would let the matter rest. Sorah didn’t deserve for some stranger to upset her with suggestions of things she couldn’t have. He already regretted giving way to Roh’s insistence that Adehl come here. Not that Roh ever listened to him.
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      Garbed in clean leggings and mahgan, Adehl towelled water out of her washed hair, then grabbed her comb. She’d scrubbed every inch of her skin with warm, soapy water and felt ready to face whatever awaited her in this camp. It should have been unremarkable for her to bring horses they’d requested and stay a night before heading on to Tarsah. The tepid welcome and reluctant hospitality made her wonder what was going on.

      She told herself to ignore it. Best to keep her head down and leave first thing in the morning. She’d betrayed too much of herself already.

      The shadows were growing long amid the silverbarks where Adehl had secreted herself to bathe. The trees grew in numbers around the water, filling one end of the hollow. Grassy hills ringed the natural depression, except for a section behind Adehl where time had exposed craggy walls of heartrock. Bushland birds chittered, and a mob of ravakah clustered on the opposite bank of the spring. Some of the grey animals watched her; others drank before loping up the hillside to graze. It was easy to see why Fortune Spring was a popular camp among the Vuusah.

      When Sorah returned, the girl smiled shyly. “The evening meal is being served. The doyen invites you to join his fire.”

      “Thank you,” Adehl said, sitting on a log and pulling on her boots. Overhead, leaves rustled as tiny barkwrens flitted among the branches. “Did you give Cloud the tohroot?”

      “Yes.” Sorah giggled. “He licked my hand and then tried to stick his nose in my ear!”

      “Means he likes you.”

      The girl’s radiant expression made the half-truth worth it. Adehl’s blood still burned at the fact Sorah was being denied srih. She also wanted to know who was to blame for those terrible scars. “Do you tend the horses often?”

      Sorah’s face sobered. “Sometimes, when everyone else is busy.”

      “Help me now, before dark falls,” Adehl said. No doubt Sorah got lumped with all the worst chores around camp. “I’ll eat afterwards.”

      They walked together to where Cloud was grazing partway up the slope of a hill. Adehl removed his saddle and laid it on the grass; then Sorah helped her rub him down.

      “Why don’t you tether him?” Sorah asked after a while. “Won’t he run off? My father says horses all want to be free.”

      “He’s right. But Cloud won’t run off because he and I share a bond.” Adehl removed Cloud’s halter and smiled at Sorah’s furrowed brow. “Do you understand what it means to be soulmelded?”

      Sorah’s small jaw hardened. “My father is soulmelded to Rahda.”

      Presumably not her mother. “My bond with Cloud is similar, although not as strong. Our rhythms fit together.” She interlocked her fingers, held them up.

      “You’re lucky.” Sorah gazed after the horse as he dropped his head and moved off. She looked like she needed a hug.

      “Now, where’s this meal you promised me?” Adehl said instead, gathering all her gear. “I think I’ve kept the doyen waiting long enough.”

      “He’ll blame me, don’t worry.”

      “I won’t let him blame you.”

      By now, the day had almost faded. Pink and orange stained the underbellies of high, wispy clouds, but the hollow lay in full shadow. Gentah’s company gathered around two fires set about fifty paces away from the tents and the trees. Voices drowned out the flock of hookbeaks wheeling across the glowing sky, and the aromas of roasting loophorn and spiced flah made Adehl’s mouth water. Beside her, Sorah’s steps faltered as a score or more faces turned towards them. A hush fell, and now the hookbeaks’ screeching resounded loud in the dusk. Adehl attempted a smile and wished she’d found the time to braid her hair, rather than leave it loose down her back. It made her feel partially undressed.

      She faced the shrewd visage of the doyen. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” It was hard not to look at Roh, seated at Gentah’s side, his gaze pricking her skin.

      “It was right for you to tend your horse first. I hope the girl was not a nuisance?”

      A delicate anger threatened Adehl’s calm. “On the contrary. Sorah looked after me very well.” Turning to Sorah, she almost joined their palms, as she would thank an acoleh for the same service. Her hand landed on the girl’s forearm instead, where her srih ought to have been. The girl’s unrestrained llirah threatened to erupt with anxiety; Adehl instinctively calmed her rhythm as she would a frightened horse.

      Gentah’s eyes narrowed. “You may go.”

      Adehl momentarily thought he spoke to her, but Sorah mumbled something and slipped away.

      The doyen indicated a vacant mat in the circle around the fire. “Please join us.”

      “Thank you,” Adehl said, as mildly as she could manage. She was not, fortunately, seated near Roh, although being placed beside his dour friend was not ideal either.

      “Sorah seems to like you,” Frahto said, almost accusingly, as a boy of about seven handed her a carved plate piled with food. Frahto’s own plate, smeared with grease and shards of loophorn bone, lay discarded on the ground.

      “Is there any reason she should not?”

      He huffed. “I just hope you said nothing to —”

      “I’m not that cruel.” Adehl held his gaze a moment. She saw too much of herself in Sorah. Safer to focus on her meal. Roasted loophorn, dampah bread, boiled tohroot seasoned with cinnamon and wilted butterflowers. “This looks fantastic.”

      “Better than trail rations, I imagine.”

      “Just a little.” She ventured a smile. “Do you always eat this well?”

      “We like to make visitors feel welcome,” he said with a straight face.

      Adehl raised an eyebrow and turned back to her meal. It tasted as good as it looked, the flavours rich and complex. She’d love to see what they fed visitors they’d invited.

      “Why are you heading to Tarsah?” Frahto asked.

      She chewed, swallowed, refrained from saying her reasons didn’t concern him. “I have family there.” Her voice came out rough.

      The man looked unimpressed. “Just about everyone has family in Tarsah.”

      She shrugged as a girl brought her a bowl of spiced flah. Adehl inhaled the sweet scent before taking a sip. Perhaps if she focused on the flah, Frahto would leave her alone. Why hadn’t she prepared a believable lie?

      “It’s the height of summer,” Frahto said. “I imagine the foals are weaning — doesn’t your doyen need you?”

      She eyed him over the rim of her bowl. “There are others to handle the foals. But, if you must know, I received word my foster-father’s had an accident. My doyen gave me leave to visit him.” It hurt to think of the letter. The letter from Mikka, some woman she’d never heard of, calling her home.

      Frahto crossed his arms. Then his attention shifted to something behind her, and a hand landed on her shoulder. Ellir fizzed through her — already she recognised Roh’s energy. She leant forward to break contact, and he dropped onto the ground beside them.

      “I’m sorry you keep getting lumped with this oaf. He’s not much company.” Grinning, Roh gave a ceramic flask to Frahto.

      “And now you’re here, things are much better.” Frahto unstoppered the flask and took a swig.

      “I did bring wine.” He held out a hand for it, but Frahto lifted it high above his head. “Oi, bloodhead, we’re sharing that. Give it here.”

      “You called me an oaf.”

      “And a bloodhead. Give it here.” He pounced on Frahto, and a moment later they were wrestling in the dust.

      Adehl drained her bowl of spiced flah and returned to her meal. She ate, too hungry and grateful for proper food to leave anything on her plate. Beside her, Frahto pinned Roh on his front with a knee, Roh’s arm twisted up his back. The flask of contention stood, mercifully unspilt, on the ground near Adehl’s foot. “You ought to know better,” Frahto said. “Do you yield?”

      “Umph.” Roh tried to buck Frahto off, but the man was half again his size.

      Adehl picked up the flask and sniffed the contents. “You might as well yield,” she said. “I have the wine now.”

      Both men laughed, and Frahto released Roh, who dusted himself off. “Please forget that happened,” he said.

      “I could try.” Adehl sipped the wine and smiled at the smooth, deep flavour. “How is it you have wine, anyway? In my company, we only have tohba.”

      Roh grinned. “Gentah is partial to Haiffin red. We always have crates on hand.”

      “I suppose you raided the supply cart without permission,” Frahto said.

      “The occasion warranted wine.” Roh met Adehl’s glance with an intense expression, and she hoped the fading light hid the heightened colour in her cheeks. She’d blame it on the drink. After another sip from the shared flask, she moved her empty plate to one side and stretched out her legs, enjoying the slight buzz the wine was already having on her senses.

      On the other side of the fire, an older man in a black uniform talked to a couple of women, his sword hilt prominent behind his shoulder. It reminded her of the weapons training she’d seen riding into the camp. Gesturing with her head, she said, “Tell me more about him.”

      Frahto glanced behind and frowned, but Roh said, “That’s Mentus. He’s a retired Bladekor warrior.”

      She had suspected as much, but finding one of the Kestali swordwielders here surprised her. “Why is he training your zehla?”

      Roh glanced at Frahto, who gave a small shake of his head. Across the fire, someone guffawed.

      Adehl scrutinised Roh, who shifted on the grass. “For how long?” she asked.

      “Over a year,” he said. “At the Summersdawn Conclave before last, the Atalah —”

      “Roh.” Frahto’s voice held a warning.

      “She might as well know.” Wine sloshed over his arm as he gestured.

      Frahto plucked the flask from Roh’s hands. “I think that’s for the doyen to decide.”

      “You’ve been training zehla in weapons for a year?” Adehl tried to imagine zehla fighting with swords, but the picture wouldn’t come. “Why?” she asked again.

      “They’re being sent out to make sure kalkah zehla are not breaking our precepts,” Roh said.

      That gave Adehl pause. Although trained by the Vuusah, kalkah zehla typically took on contracts with businesses, administrative bodies and wealthy citizens. “Surely most kalkah zehla follow the rules,” she said.

      Frahto gave a rough laugh. “I doubt it. If they intended to follow our precepts, they would remain with the Vuusah, not sell their services for coin.”

      It was an opinion she’d heard many times. Many kalkah zehla didn’t have a choice after the Vuusah deemed them unworthy. The whole discussion was a timely reminder of why she needed to keep her distance.

      “You should hear all the stories,” Roh said. “The kalkah in Tarsah or Romanah are bad enough, but at least we have more control over them.”

      “But why do these zehla need swords?”

      “So they can protect themselves.”

      “From what?”

      “Anything. Who knows what threats may lie in gravohl places like Dohni or the Merali Demesnes.”

      Adehl’s eyes widened. The city–state of Dohni lay hundreds of miles away across the Broadwater, and the Merali Demesnes were even farther. She’d never considered the Vuusah might send zehla that far abroad. Most Vuusah rarely left the Humming Downs; many avoided setting foot in the Fiugreh cities of Tarsah and Romanah.

      Roh shuffled closer. “Adehl…”

      She clambered to her feet, head reeling from the wine. They gaped up at her. “Sorry. I just need…” She waved out into the darkness beyond the ring of firelight.

      Roh’s face cleared. “Of course. You’ll come back?”

      “Perhaps,” she said, trying to sound mysterious, rather than anxious. Fury, she’d known not to get too comfortable with Roh. The wine had been a bad idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 Under the stars

        

      

    

    
      Adehl stumbled over someone’s discarded plate as she headed out of the firelight towards the trees. It was cooler away from the fire, a light breeze rustling the silverbark leaves. Her footsteps made little sound on patches of worn grass, leaving the night free for the music of crickets and frogs and darkbirds. Back at the fire, drums came out. Ankle bells soon followed.

      Her gear lay in a heap where she’d left it near the edge of the trees. She braided her hair first, moving by touch in the darkness. She kept the adornments simple and functional, opting instead for speed. As the strands of hair flowed between her fingers, she embraced ellir through the ground, casting out her senses to locate Cloud.

      Maybe she should mount up and ride away tonight.

      Cloud grazed over the hill, coat gleaming silver in the starlight. Tail twitching, he lifted his head as Adehl approached. “How are you going, beautiful?” she murmured, energy ebbing between them via the land. The horse whuffed and nosed her hair. “You think I’ve brought you more treats, huh? Always wanting more.” She palmed a few pieces of tohroot between his questing lips.

      Besides the distant fireside music, the night was quiet. Adehl buried her face in the horse’s warm neck, relishing the exchange of energy between them. It was enough. She wouldn’t flee in the darkness; it would only give rise to more questions. She would be strong and calm, an ideal Vuusah zehli. Early tomorrow morning, she would leave.

      A whisper of movement behind her. “I thought you were returning to the fire.” Roh’s voice came from the darkness.

      She turned, her eyes straining to locate him. “How did you sneak up on me?” She didn’t feel equipped to deal with him just now.

      He chuckled, and she could just make out a dark shape moving towards her. When he reached out to Cloud’s neck, she imagined the dark mane trailing through his long fingers. “Your company breeds beautiful horses.”

      “We do.” She couldn’t keep a hitch of hesitation from her tone.

      A pause. “Someone else bred him?”

      Forget the wine, coming to this camp had been a bad idea. “My foster-father bred Cloud.” She usually avoided talking about her family, her father in particular, because it meant she had to lie. Lying to any zehli was always inadvisable; lying to someone as strong as Roh was sheer folly. For ten years, she had barricaded thoughts of her family in the back of her mind. She’d kept her promise to cut off all ties with them. But ever since Mikka’s letter had reached her a couple of weeks ago, the walls had been crumbling. Your father had an accident…

      “Is he Vuusah?”

      “No. He breeds and trains horses in Tarsah.” That at least was true. One of the stallions kicked him in the head…

      “He’s kalkah then?” He sounded disapproving.

      “No. He’s not a zehli. He’s just good with horses.” He’s still unconscious. It’s been a week…

      “I see.”

      She frowned. “People don’t exist for you unless they’re Vuusah, do they?”

      “That’s not true. It’s just…” A tense pause. “Oh.”

      Roh behaved as Adehl would have expected of a zehli groomed to be Atalah, yet he continued to surprise her, too. Standing close, he brushed her hand where it lay on Cloud’s neck. The touch was fleeting, perhaps accidental — but the surge of energy made Adehl’s llirah thrum like randomly plucked lute strings.

      “You said he is your foster-father,” Roh said.

      She didn’t dare respond.

      “He means a lot to you.”

      “Of course. He raised me and instilled in me my love of horses.” Emotion clogged her voice, and tears wet her cheeks. She hoped he was all right.

      Roh was silent for a moment. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      She didn’t answer at first, not wanting to lie further. “Many things, no doubt.” She tried for a light tone. Thank the stars it was too dark for him to see her face.

      He laughed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just…” He moved closer to Adehl, but he didn’t touch her this time. “Will you be at the Wintersmorn festival?”

      “Um…”

      “We’re gathering at Singing Canyon this year. Will you be there?”

      Adehl’s fingers clenched the folds of her mahgan. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m sorry, but…” She cast about for something true. “I don’t know where I’ll be, come Wintersmorn.” The equinox fell in about a month and a half.

      “How long are you visiting your family?”

      “I’m not sure. Perhaps a few weeks.” Perhaps indefinitely.

      “We’ll be here for a while yet.” A pause. “You could visit on your return.”

      Adehl sucked in a breath and clamped down on her llirah, which had flared at his suggestion. He was standing so close his breath warmed her cheek, his voice hopeful, almost vulnerable, all arrogance fled. She didn’t understand the connection between them, but it was undeniably present. Something about Roh made her want to confide in him, trust him. She reminded herself not to be a fool. “I don’t think so,” she said, surprised at her genuine regret.

      “Why not?”

      “You must have noticed your doyen would banish me to the Gahmniu deadland if he could.”

      There was a pause, but he didn’t contradict her. She wished she could see his expression, but the moon had not yet risen. “The old man will come around. Say you’ll return.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Your doyen can do without you. You said so yourself.”

      She tried to think of an excuse that wouldn’t involve lying.

      “You know you can’t lie to me, Adehl.”

      She couldn’t help an involuntary chuckle. “I know! I don’t suppose anyone could.”

      “Well?”

      “If I can’t lie to you, I had better say nothing.”

      “You can tell me anything. Please?” Finally, he touched her, took her hand in his and held it between them so their elbows brushed. Her llirah blended with his like honey in watermint tea, sending tingles down her spine. But this time he kept his llirah restrained.

      “You won’t like the truth,” she said.

      He pulled away without breaking their clasp. “You have someone else?”

      “No.” She didn’t count Deneh, although they’d enjoyed their time together.

      “Good.” His shadowy form drew nearer once more. His hand traced over the srih wound around each of her wrists, then moved up to her hair.

      Adehl had lost track of the conversation, no longer sure what he was asking. She leant towards him, certain he was about to kiss her. Then, remembering her predicament, she pulled away. Time and again, she kept on forgetting how dangerous he was. “I think you should go now.” Her heart battered at her rib cage.

      It took him several moments to gather himself. “Why are you so afraid of me?”

      His hurt was unmistakable. In the darkness, Adehl rubbed at her face. Too many secrets. Too many lies. “It’s just…” He was going to be Atalah. And she… “This feels like… something. And I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not…” Fury, what could she tell him? “I’ll be away for a while.”

      A surge of distant laughter came from the fire.

      “What are you saying?”

      “Can’t you leave it at that?”

      “No.” The beads in his hair clacked together. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “I’m staying in Tarsah.”

      “With your family.”

      “That’s my intention.”

      She could almost feel his mind turning it over. “For a few weeks, you said.”

      Adehl made no reply, willed him to understand.

      “You don’t mean…” His voice became sharp. “No, you can’t mean…”

      She refused to deny it. Maybe it was time for bald truth. “I’m leaving the Vuusah. When I return to Tarsah, I’m applying for a kalkah licence.”

      A stunned silence met her words as Roh backed away, leaving cold air around her. “Why?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes!”

      “My f-foster-father needs me. This is something I have to do.” And it was true. Her father had risked everything for her to be trained as a zehli… But she’d stayed away for ten years. Surely that was long enough. She was a horse empathiser, and her family bred horses. It was time to go home.

      The night air hung thick, almost too thick to breathe. Roh’s dark shape had gone still. Only Cloud, a silver figure grazing across the hillside, proved time hadn’t stopped.

      “You’re serious,” Roh said after a moment. “You’d choose… that over the Vuusah?”

      Adehl sighed and shook her head, braids sweeping her shoulderblades. She couldn’t explain any of this to him.

      He closed the gap between them, his hands to her waist. “How can I change your mind?”

      Adehl tried to pull away. “You can’t.” She couldn’t think properly as he held her, his face inches from hers in the darkness. “Roh…” Their rhythms threaded together, fizzing through every corner of her being, at once breathtaking and terrifying. She battled to stop her core self from unfolding, baring her soul along with her secrets. “No. Stop.”

      His hands dropped, and the storm of ellir drained away. “I’m sorry.”

      Adehl staggered back, her whole body shaking. “You can’t just — You’re too strong.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      They stared blindly at each other while Cloud tore at the grass. In the distance, a pipe joined the lively drumbeat and dancing bells.

      “Make me understand,” Roh said in a low voice. “Explain to me why you’re throwing everything away to become kalkah.”

      “I’m not throwing anything away! I’ll still be a zehli. A zehli can exist without the Vuusah. They are not the same thing.”

      “But the Vuusah train all zehla,” he said. “And we need talented zehla to keep the world bright and balanced.”

      “Why confine zehla to Vuusah enclaves on the downs, far away from everyone? Why not use our abilities to serve others — and, yes, earn some coin? The Vuusah have already ensured all zehla must have pure Fiugreh blood…”

      She hooked back the next words unuttered, mouth suddenly dry. Her stomach gave an awkward lurch. Not a wise topic to bring up.

      Roh took a step back. The fireside drums echoed Adehl’s rampaging heartbeat. She told herself he couldn’t possibly guess she had more than a passing interest in whether pidakah Fiugreh could be trained as zehla.

      “Blighted sun,” he said, his voice rough. “Do you truly believe all that?”

      “You asked me to explain.”

      “But you speak of ellir as though it’s something to be used.”

      “What about every time you farsense? Or read someone’s llirah?”

      He made a noise of protest.

      “How can you distinguish between my working with Vuusah horses and those of my family?”

      “But it is different. Don’t you see? Out here, ellir is wild and free, untamed. Zehla belong on the Humming Downs, Adehl. Not working like gravohl in cities for coin.” He sounded revolted.

      She ought to have known the future Atalah of all people wouldn’t understand.

      Ellir burst into her as he took her hand again. She wasn’t ready — would never be ready — for the way her llirah responded, surged to meet his. She shook him off, stumbled in her haste to gain distance. But distance didn’t seem to matter anymore. Even with several paces between them, she was intensely aware of Roh’s immense rhythm, cascading in resonance with hers. “You feel it.” His voice came low.

      “Stop.” She couldn’t move. The magnitude of Roh’s talent overwhelmed her. “What are you doing?” She was pleased with how composed she sounded.

      “I’m not doing anything,” he said. “This is… something else.”

      She wished she could make out his expression in the darkness.

      With difficulty, she extracted her llirah from his, clamped down on her rhythm, confined it within her core. When she spoke, her voice shook. “You need to forget about… what happened. I doubt we’ll see each other again.”

      “I don’t accept that.” The words, the way he said them, made Adehl shiver.

      She looked over at Cloud. “I’ll go now.”

      “Wait.” He sounded resigned. “Don’t flee in the dark. I’ll leave you alone, I promise. Let me get someone to find you a pallet.”

      Adehl closed her eyes, tried to think. Weariness seeped into her limbs, and she acknowledged how little she wanted to ride onwards tonight. If she grabbed a few hours sleep now, she could sneak away early in the morning. Whatever happened, she couldn’t risk encountering Roh again.
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      Frahto paced as he waited for Roh to finish dallying with Adehl out near her horse. He quashed his guilt at spying on his friend — not that the darkness allowed him to see. He didn’t trust this woman. Some of her views were… unusual.

      He halted at the sound of voices approaching. Arguing. Peering into the blackness, he made out a pair of dark shapes. Their voices broke off as they neared him and the smaller shape veered away, leaving Roh to arrive alone in front of him.

      “What are you doing here?” Roh asked.

      “Waiting for you.”

      “Nosy.”

      “Worried.”

      “I can take care of myself.” Roh gazed after Adehl’s silhouette against the camp glow, lifted his chin as something caught his attention. With a muttered oath, he strode towards the fire and music.

      “Don’t ignore me.” Frahto hurried to grab Roh’s arm. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Nothing happened.” Roh shook him off and kept moving.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Leave it, Frahto.” His voice held an edge.

      “Roh!” This time Frahto used his greater strength to restrain his friend. “Be careful. There’s something about her that’s… suspicious.” At Roh’s snort of bitter laughter, the unbridled confusion and distress in his rhythm, Frahto relaxed his hold. This was more than a woman rejecting his advances. “You know you can talk to me.”

      Twisting free, Roh resumed his progress towards the fireside. Frahto only just kept up. He’d never known Roh to act like this. There’d been women, of course; girls really. They’d been throwing themselves at Roh for as long as Frahto had known him. One daring young zehli had offered Roh her srih; Frahto still didn’t know how his friend had refused without offending the girl. But none of them had affected Roh like this. Not one of them had led Roh to shut Frahto out.

      Most tents glowed from within as their occupants settled for the night, but a group still clustered or danced beside the fire. A good number were acoleh, Roh’s younger brother, Johre, among them. The youth cavorted with Lenatoh’s younger daughter, Kalihra, the pair grinning at each other. Roh, meanwhile, skirted the dancers to where Lenatoh himself stood with one arm around Rahda, his injaleh and Kalihra’s mother.

      “Listen,” Roh said. “Has anyone arranged for Adehl to sleep somewhere? She has crawled underneath the tack wagon.”

      Lenatoh and Rahda blinked at him. As well they might. How could Roh know that?

      “Who looks after such things?” Roh demanded. “Or do we like guests sleeping rough?” He flung a look at Frahto as though expecting assistance.

      Frahto stilled. Fury, was he supposed to have organised something? “Uh, we could ask —”

      “Don’t bother.” Roh gave a short laugh. “Perhaps I shall offer her the hospitality of my tent. I should have thought of that first.”

      He wasn’t serious. At least, Frahto thought he wasn’t serious, but Lenatoh’s eyes widened. “I don’t think that’s ideal. We’ll lay an extra pallet in our tent.”

      “I suppose she could sleep in with the girls,” Rahda said. “I’ll go see to it.”

      As she left, Roh regarded Lenatoh with hooded eyes. “Thank you.” He paused, then pivoted and disappeared into the night.

      Frahto stared after him, contemplated following. What in the burning bright sun had that woman said?

      “What happened?” asked Lenatoh.

      Frahto turned to find the nedoyen’s attention also fixed in the direction Roh had gone. “I’m not sure.”

      “Hmm. I’ll keep an eye on him.” He sounded pensive. “And her.”

      “You don’t mind putting out an extra pallet?”

      “No. Roh was right. We should have organised that.”

      He beckoned his younger daughter to him, chuckled as Kalihra dragged her hands out of young Johre’s. She wore an embroidered mahgan over her leggings, the vibrant scarlet and emerald threads similar to those woven through the srih adorning each narrow wrist. She wore the latter self-consciously and, since he could not recall having seen them before, Frahto supposed them to be a recent addition. Strange to think the girl could have reached twelve already.

      Lenatoh bade Kalihra go help her mother. “Yes, now. It is growing late. Your sister is already abed.”

      The piper’s lively tune trilled to an end, its absence heavy on the air. As the dancers broke apart, perhaps catalysed by Kalihra’s departure, the tinkle of ankle bells punctuated the dull murmur of conversation.

      Lenatoh looked at Frahto. “Best leave Roh alone.”

      “I suppose.” Frahto wished Roh would talk to him. He wanted to shake some sense into his friend. He knew exactly which corner of Fortune Spring Roh would seek for solace.

      “Gentah will speak to him,” Lenatoh said. “Leave him to us and go get some sleep.”

      It was a direct instruction and Frahto had no option but to obey. If Roh would listen to anyone, it would be Lenatoh, their calm and rational nedoyen. “I’ve never seen him like this.”

      “He’s not the first man to be upended by a woman.”

      These words didn’t reassure Frahto, but he nodded and bade Lenatoh goodnight. Tomorrow, he would stick beside Roh and make sure that woman didn’t get near him alone.
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      The moment she crawled into her bedding beneath the wagon, exhaustion ached through Adehl. She curled into a ball, took deep breaths and tried to let the pipe music and the sound of bells wash over her. If only she’d heeded Frahto’s suggestion earlier in the day, taken the offered provisions and kept riding. Hindsight was no use at all.

      Grass tickling her cheek, Adehl opened to the heartstorm, the wild tempest of ellir in the depths of the world. The energy flowed through her, strummed her llirah. It was chaotic and free, untethered. Every part of her vibrated until she felt cleansed. But she pulled out before the heartstorm tugged too hard and swept her away. It was always a danger, even among zehla if they opened up and lost concentration. Instead, she tuned in to the many surface rhythms of Fortune Spring and the surrounding downs. Farsensing wasn’t her primary skill, but she easily found Cloud among dozens of unfamiliar horses. The company lay quiet, except for a group lingering around the fire. One rhythm came to her clearer than all the others.

      As she wondered, chest uncomfortably tight, at Roh’s prodigious talent, she felt him approaching. Her lungs stilled as she lay motionless. He paused beside her wagon. “I know you’re awake.”

      She released the breath she’d been holding. “Go away. I’m trying to sleep.”

      “Come out of there. I’ve found you somewhere more comfortable.” He shifted, clothes rustling against the grass, boot scuffing against some part of the wagon, which creaked as though he had braced himself against it. His voice next came close to her head. “Adehl?”

      If she didn’t oblige him, he would probably drag her into the open. “Where?” she asked to stall for time. Burn him, she didn’t want to move now she was settled. “How did you know where I was?”

      He gave a bitter half laugh. “You knew I was approaching.”

      A frisson of understanding came, and she clutched her bedding close. He kept slipping beneath her defences, and she’d already said far too much. Why would he not leave her alone?

      In the end, she crawled out, dragging her gear and bumping her head on the undercarriage. Roh reached for her, but she thrust her bag forward to avoid touching him. Cursing, rubbing at the self-inflicted ache, she staggered to her feet. The music had faded, the quiet broken only by low voices and the distant cry of darkbirds.

      “Are you all right?” Roh asked.

      She huffed and swayed out of his reach. “I’m fine.”

      “This way,” he said, the words clipped.

      Adehl followed him back through the camp.

      They reached a large tent that glowed from within, one of few not shrouded in darkness, and Adehl realised it had grown late. Voices, hushed yet animated, then not so quiet, as a woman allowed her biting reproach to breach a whisper. “No, not there, you stupid girl… There! Next to Kalihra’s pallet. Sorah, bring yours over here.”

      Roh moved under the awning and put his hand to the tent flap. “May we enter?”

      The tent flap tore open to reveal a slender woman whose frown made Adehl’s own tentative smile falter. Her braids were long and mostly dark, although lamplight picked out a few threads of silver. She was so fine boned and small that Adehl wondered how she’d manage a horse. “We’re almost ready,” the woman said.

      “Look, if this isn’t convenient… I was fine beneath the wagon.”

      “No, you were not.” Roh’s jaw jutted. “Rahda, thank you. This is Adehl.”

      The woman made a soft noise of assent and stood aside. Adehl reluctantly entered. Inside, the main chamber of the tent featured woven flankah floor mats that looked regularly shaken and a low, central table surrounded by bright cushions. Two girls stood beyond Rahda, and Adehl recognised Sorah. The girl had exchanged her clothes for rough sleeping garb and, from her puffy eyes and tousled, unbraided hair, looked dragged out of her bedding. Adehl was about to greet her when Sorah’s eyes widened, and she shook her head. Adehl hurriedly returned her attention to the woman. “Hello and thank you. I’m so sorry to disrupt your evening.”

      “It’s no trouble.” Rahda strode into another chamber within the tent. “Your pallet is here. Sorah” — her voice grew even sharper — “I told you to put it here.” The sound of dragging.

      Sorah expelled a breath but said nothing. She fidgeted with her hands, rubbed her light-brown eyes.

      “I’m sorry they woke you,” Adehl said in a low voice. The girl darted her a nervous smile, shrugged.

      A surge of ellir claimed Adehl’s attention. Roh had touched her arm, but she couldn’t make herself shake him off. “I’ll leave you here,” he said. He hooked a finger and drew a strand of hair away from her face. She tensed, not knowing what he might do next. But his mouth twisted, and he did none of the things that flitted through Adehl’s mind, before releasing her. “Thanks, Rahda,” he said on his way out.

      Adehl hefted her gear into the sleeping chamber and deposited it onto the threadbare pallet that had been prepared for her. Given its lack of stuffing, she doubted it would be much softer than the grass beneath the wagon.

      “Do you need anything?” Rahda asked her. Her attitude was hard to figure out — not hostile exactly, but not welcoming either. She kept glancing nervously at Sorah, and it struck Adehl Rahda was ashamed of the girl’s presence. How ironic. “I’ve put your pallet next to my daughter’s.”

      “Thank you,” Adehl said, wary of betraying herself further. “I am sorry. I tried to tell him —”

      “It’s really no trouble.” This time, Rahda offered a smile. “I hope you sleep well.”

      Adehl toppled wearily onto her pallet. Really, that wagon had been just fine.

      The two girls clambered into their own bedding, Sorah’s shoved against a billowing wall to make room. The other girl turned down the lantern and hung it on a support pole, then sat among her blankets. Snuggling into her own bedding, Adehl closed her eyes and tried not to notice the now-familiar rhythm beating from somewhere over near the spring.

      Rustling garments and the jingle of srih caught her attention. When it didn’t subside, Adehl opened her eyes to find the chamber still lit by the dull glow of the lamp, and Sorah’s sister fingering the srih she wore on each slender wrist. Sorah lay still in her bedding, although Adehl could tell from her breathing she wasn’t asleep.

      “How long have you worn your srih?” Adehl asked.

      The girl flushed. “Only a week. I am still getting used to them.” She held out her wrists. “Aren’t they pretty?”

      “Yes.” Adehl fingered one of the woven bands, twisted several times around the girl’s delicate arm. Scarlet threads and a vibrant blue. Tiny charms wrought in gold and copper threaded through the knotted strands of spun flankah and leather. “Do you have someone in mind already?” she said, teasing.

      The girl flushed again. “Not really.”

      Adehl turned to Sorah, lying wrapped in her covers, watching the exchange. “I’m sorry, Sorah,” she whispered. “It’s not fair.” She could be this girl, denied everything. So easily.

      Sorah shrugged, her scarred features expressionless — too expressionless for a girl her age. “My mother raised me. Her people do not covet such things.”

      Hearing her pain, Adehl laid a hand on her arm and tried to soothe her llirah. This poor child deserved so much more.

      Her sister regarded Adehl with fascination. “You do not mind?”

      “Mind?”

      “That she’s…” The girl looked at her sister and chewed her lip.

      “That she’s pidakah? Of course not.” Adehl caught Sorah’s sister in an urgent gaze. “Sorah is no lesser a person for being pidakah. Do you understand?” She paused, clamped down on everything else she wanted to say, aware of the flimsy tent walls. “Go to sleep,” she whispered.

      With a shrug and a rattle of her wristbands, the girl finally lay down and drew up her covers. Adehl turned down the lamp and groped her way back into her bedding, thankful she could no longer see their expressions.

      The tent chamber grew quiet. Beyond, tent poles creaked and fabric billowed, creatures rustled the grasses. In the distance, somewhere beyond the fire, the distinctive cadence of muffled voices.

      Adehl lay on her back, eyes wide open, staring at the faintly glowing tent ceiling. She couldn’t bear to think of them quelling the bright young girl lying near her.

      She thought about her father — who wasn’t her foster-father at all — and wondered what the Vuusah would do if they discovered her deception.
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      Under the risen moon, Roh crossed the grass to Gentah and Lenatoh. Cross-legged on woven mats, the two leaders held private conference some distance from the main camp.

      The doyen looked up, moonlight shining full on his furrowed brow. “Where have you been?”

      Roh lowered himself onto the grass. Lenatoh’s mild expression was unreadable, his hands busy with knife and whetstone. “That’s none of your concern,” Roh said.

      “I told you to keep your distance from her.”

      “I took it as a suggestion.” He withdrew a smooth disc of heartrock, one of his favourites, from the front pocket of his mahgan.

      Ought he have listened to the doyen? For the past hour, seated on top of the craggy rise overlooking the camp, he’d turned Adehl’s words over and over in his head. They gouged at him like a stone embedded in a wheel. He’d spent all his life roaming the Humming Downs. They were at the heart of Baljehni, the wild humming land, part of the ancient homelands of the Fiugreh clans. His heart hurt at the thought of zehla living like gravohl in the city. The thought of Adehl doing so… He recalled those melded moments in the darkness, the starlight glinting in her eyes. Fury, he wished —

      “Frahto is worried about you,” Lenatoh said.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not.” Gentah’s voice lashed like a whip. “You’re so on-edge I daresay the entire camp can sense it. And don’t tell

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Author’s note
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        About this book
      


      		
        Map
      


      		
        I. Heartstorm
        
          		
            1. Rattled her bones
          


          		
            2. Spiced flah
          


          		
            3. Under the stars
          


          		
            4. Distant cry of darkbirds
          


          		
            5. Cleaved
          


          		
            6. Waiting for an invitation
          


          		
            7. Miles of grass
          


          		
            8. Answer enough
          


          		
            9. About to unravel
          


          		
            10. As shadows filled the kitchen
          


          		
            11. Cheekbones
          


          		
            12. Hours before midnight
          


          		
            13. The ocean sighed
          


          		
            14. Towards the cliff edge
          


          		
            15. Run like the wind
          


          		
            16. Gone too far
          


        


      


      		
        Interlude
        
          		
            17. Door number five
          


        


      


      		
        II. Soulspark
        
          		
            18. At the feet of mountains
          


          		
            19. Spending coin
          


          		
            20. Circle of Wind
          


          		
            21. Take your hand
          


          		
            22. Hunting dogs
          


          		
            23. A few inquiries
          


          		
            24. Night of the Archer
          


          		
            25. Rumble of wheels
          


          		
            26. No retreating
          


          		
            27. Spring rain and nectar
          


          		
            28. We call them gierfeh
          


          		
            29. The whistling-kite call
          


          		
            30. Outmanoeuvred
          


          		
            31. Find them
          


          		
            32. Haiffin wine
          


          		
            33. Hands bound
          


          		
            34. Touch of cold steel
          


          		
            35. More guard than escort
          


          		
            36. Enough waiting
          


          		
            37. In the basement
          


          		
            38. Only one thing to do
          


          		
            39. Down and down and down
          


          		
            40. Mountains and sky
          


          		
            41. Come to terms
          


          		
            42. Wintersmorn
          


        


      


      		
        Bonus epilogue: Summersdawn
      


      		
        A message from Ellen
      


      		
        Glossary
      


      		
        Acknowledgements
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		Contents


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/ellir-squiggle.jpg





OEBPS/images/sf-logo-3d.jpg
<
&
N
Starsmore
Forge






OEBPS/images/baljehni_ebookfullres.jpg
Y -
] S€VH(KLA/[:ID’EA o

Dort Monys

Port Davrayn Monysai

yn Cannae o ﬁ‘ 0%60 "; b
~ (S8 A Dagahmni
K¢ N Le&k «%0 ’/;‘A

oL NS
a0 o

D982 o By R o0

Oy . %

° >0 ¢ 0% o 0?

BEN e%& S S %a?m&

G
e TN cm&ac‘&

‘“%eg‘l o of
= % ce

T A~ Continent of

BALJCHNI
e 500






OEBPS/images/beyond-the-humming-downs_ebook-cover_final.jpg
sl AL ES OF ELLIR






