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  Dedication


For all who gather at the Tree.
May you hold fast in the battle,
and when the darkness rages,
may you burn anyway.
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  Prologue


The stonework was red. Kenya blinked in the harsh sunshine filtering through a window. Cages filled with animals surrounded her. They looked at her with mournful eyes, watching as she crept by. 
Kenya swallowed, nervous. At the other end of the room, a man in a golden tunic jotted some notes on a scroll. He put down his pen and disappeared down a row of cages. When he returned, he was carrying a caged raven.
He hung it on a hook beside a large, high-backed chair, then walked away again. The raven screeched in panic, and Kenya crept to one side so she could see what the raven saw.
Edging around a large cage, she saw a girl dressed in white, strapped to the chair. Her ankles and wrists were locked in place, and her eyes were wide with fear, but she did not fight to get up, nor did she say anything.
The man returned, carrying an empty vial. He set it in a holder attached to the chair, then went back to his notes. The raven screeched and threw itself at the cage, desperate to escape.
The man handled and the stopper popped off the vial. It bounced onto the floor, and Kenya’s heart fluttered wildly, like the raven. The animals in their cages began growling and squawking. The girl strapped to the chair whimpered with fear, but the man ignored them all.
He handled again, and something inside the vial glowed a deep, blood red. It climbed out of the glass, stretching and pulling into long, red lines of shadow silk.
The animals shrieked. The raven flapped wildly. The lines hovered in the air, draping themselves around the Silkie in the chair. They stretched again, reaching for the raven.
The man kept handling. Red light pulsed along the lines from the girl to the panic-stricken bird. The girl shook in her bindings. The light brightened. The raven stilled and turned to look at the man.
Euphoria spread across his face, but at that moment the red light twisted, folding in on itself. The light faded to deep blue, then black. The lines wrapped around the girl and the raven singed their skin, which twisted dark and bruised.
The bird snapped out of its trance. It flapped wildly, smashing itself into the cage again and again.
The other animals shrieked in terror. Kenya forced herself to look back at the girl, but it was too late. Her rigid body was covered in blue welts, and the light had gone from her eyes.
Unfazed by her death, the man rubbed his hands together and bent over to make some notes. As he did, the panicked bird smashed into the cage again, and the wire door popped open. The wounded raven seized its moment, threw itself out of the cage and flew out through a high window in the red stone walls.
The man swore. He shook his head at the window, then turned back to his notes.
“Almost had it,” he muttered to himself. “The bird survived this time…”
A handful of Silkies appeared. They unshackled the dead girl and carried her out of the room. Kenya stood, frozen with horror, as she watched them.
“I must be getting close,” the man said, greed in his eyes. “Bring in the next one!”
Kenya looked down to find herself wearing the same thin, white silk as the other women.
Two men grabbed Kenya by the arms. She struggled, kicking and screaming against the tangle of men hauling her towards the chair. 
The animals screamed from their cages. Wings flapped, legs kicked, teeth gnashed. A voice echoed from the largest cage, a voice hard as stone. It rolled over Kenya as she fought against her captors.
“HURRY…” it roared. “You must come… Mahale…”
They forced her into the chair, and Kenya lashed out wildly.
One guard staggered back, and a young woman’s voice cried in her ear.
“Lady Bellman! Lady Bellman! Trusted! Wake up, you are safe! Lady—”
Kenya gasped for breath. Her eyes snapped open to find two of her maidens desperately trying to untangle her from her sheets. Both leaned back warily. Natale’s arms were red, and Anaiah had a black eye.
“Lady Bellman?” Anaiah asked, untangling Kenya. “Are you alright? We heard your screams—”
Kenya drew in a ragged breath and jerked her head in a quick nod. 
“Did I do that?” She pointed to Anaiah’s eye and Natale’s bruises.
The women nodded.
“You would not wake, my lady,” Anaiah explained.
“I’m so sorry,” Kenya said. “You must go to the Menders, at once.” 
They protested, but Kenya got to her feet and ushered them toward the door. “No, I insist… I’m fine.”
They exchanged looks and promised they would return to check on Kenya. 
Alone, Kenya let out a weary breath. She sank back onto her bed, rubbing her eyes.
The nightmare lingered in her mind, and Kenya realized she was shaking as she crawled back under the covers. 
She took a deep breath and lay a hand on her heart, willing it to calm down. After a long time, she drifted back to sleep, the stony voice still rolling through her mind, begging her to hurry.
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  Chapter one
The Emuna

Dai Lahna Bayrudaal


“Are you sure Marc can handle a ship like that?” Miriam asked, her voice catching just the tiniest bit. 
“I’ve seen him scramble about the Mirantha easily enough,” Nani said, as much to reassure herself as the Eldest. “And Nathinial’s been down to the harbor, every day, for the last five weeks. The Mariners have put him through his paces. Together they’ll be fine.”
Nani shifted in her chair, then her eyes skimmed over the dimly lit Lesser Court. It was late, very late, and the Court was empty save for the two of them.
She swallowed. Tai was asleep in his tower, which was good, because he would definitely stop her if he knew what she was up to.
He was going to be furious with her tomorrow. 
Nani swallowed again. Hiding things from Tai was against her nature, but she had been less than truthful with her sar about a lot of things, especially since the day she had sent Nathinial down to speak to the harbormaster.
Miriam eyed her warily and cleared her throat.
“You are sure this is what you want to do?” Miriam asked.
“No, I’m not,” Nani shook her head, surprised at her own honesty. “But it’s been two months, and I can’t just watch him fall apart like this…”
She bit her lip, waiting. At last, a door at the end of the Court creaked open.
Marc appeared, looking doubtful and angry. He always looked that way now. 
He crossed the room, torches brightening to light his path. 
“If you are not sure,” Miriam whispered to Nani, “Then let the Trusted decide for himself.”
Nani gave the tiniest nod, then rose to her feet as Marc reached them. The torches flickered around them, but the rest of the Court faded into darkness again.
Marc stopped in front of them, standing stiffly.
“Fenwether said you wanted to speak with me?” Marc said. 
“I bought you a ketch,” Nani said, the words tumbling out. “And Nathinial has learned how to sail it.”
Marc stared at her, confusion in his eyes. He looked at Miriam, then back at Nani.
“I don’t understand,” he said flatly.
“You said once that you wished to have Hunters at your side,” Nani said, careful of her words, because she intended to show this moment to Tai, exactly as it was. “Men like Nathinial. Is that still true?”
Marc frowned, but nodded.
“Well, the other Trusted have gathered people of their own,” Nani said. “So I’m sending you to find yours. You will take the ketch, and Nathinial, and you will search for them.”
Something flickered in Marc’s eyes and Nani hoped he understood what she was really trying to say.
“Just where am I supposed to look? No one has had any report of the Hunters since Talaris burned down.”
“The ship is provisioned for four months,” Nani said. “Check every island in Bayrudaal or every tree in Avoria. Ashes, Marc, you can check the Heart of Kafar if you need to. If you run low on supplies, any island in Bayrudaal can restock you, and the B’nli will cover the cost.”
Marc stared at her, the anger fading until he looked like the boy she had known before Nafura City. Nani hesitated a moment, then went on.
“If you run into trouble, you can fade both you and Nathinial, and walk away, right?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said, then ran a hand through his hair. “I mean, I think I can… Barius seems able to snatch me out of the Shadows as easily as Dodge scoops up those cubs of hers. I don’t know if he’s the only one that can do that. But, yeah, I’ll try.” 
Marc’s face fell, and he turned pained eyes on Nani. “The others are going to be angry with you.”
“Yes, they will,” Nani said. “But I think you need to do this, Marc.”
“As do I,” Miriam added, her voice firm.
Again Marc stared at them, and Nani wondered if he had any idea what it cost her to send him away.
“When can I leave?” he blurted, as if Nani might change her mind.
“Now, if you like,” she answered, her voice catching. “The Emuna is ready to sail. Nathinial is down at the docks right now.”
Marc threw his arms around Nani, crushing her in a bear hug.
“Thank you,” he said, sniffing a bit.
Nani nodded jerkily, not trusting herself to speak.
“May the Breath be ever at your back,” Miriam said. She planted a firm hand on Marc’s shoulder and whispered a prayer over him. Marc squeezed Nani tight, and then he dashed out of the Court.
Miriam lay a hand on Nani’s shoulder.
“You did the right thing, my B’nli.”
“Breath above,” Nani whispered. “I hope so.”
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  Chapter two
Evergreen

Dai Lahna Bayrudaal


Nani stepped off the dais, pink light unwinding from her and Li. It sank back down into the Pool. Nani wiped at her eyes, then folded the small scrap of parchment and tucked it into a pocket hidden in her dress. Li lay a hand on her arm. 
“Was that the last letter?” Li asked. “From May?”
Nani nodded, then peeled off the light cloak she was wearing, since Dai Lahna Bayrudaal was far warmer than Dai Lahna Falia. 
Li did the same, draping her cloak over her arm. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but bit her lip.
“May said to ‘Burn anyway,’” Nani whispered, wiping at her red eyes and trying to smooth her face. “And goodbye.”
“Funny place to leave it,” Li said, glancing back at the dais as the girls headed out of the room. 
Guards stationed by the door gave kitar as they passed, and Nani nodded at them, then quickened her step.
“I am really looking forward to seeing Mistress Fenwether,” Li said. “Chan came over an hour ago. I’m pretty sure it was just to get a preview of whatever she’s making for lunch.”
Nani laughed a little, grateful for the change of subject, then determined not to let the letter grieve her. 
“I’m just glad we’ve got a few hours off,” she said. “A visit with Fenwether and then some time with the cubs. I could use a little of both.”
“No kidding,” Li said, with a laugh. “While Basil and Maven have been stuffing your head with mending skills, Kalin’s been running the rest of us ragged. I think he’s determined to make sure we record all of Milanan history in our trustworthy heads.”
“Ha,” Nani said with a grimace. “I’d trade with you in a heartbeat.”
“That fun?”
Nani frowned as the two of them swept down a flight of stairs toward a small room beside the kitchens.
“It’s not that it’s boring,” Nani said. “And it’s not hard. It’s just, well, sort-of never ending. Now I know how to set broken bones, but the trick with mending is knowing if I’ve set it right. You have to know what a thing is when it’s right to find what’s wrong… More of it’s down to sheer knowledge than any skill with handling.”
“Doesn’t sound like something you could figure out in a few months,” Li said, sniffing the air as the smell of butter rolls wafted down the hall.
Nani’s mouth watered, and both girls quickened their steps. Fenwether’s rolls were Nani’s favorite.
“A few months?” Nani muttered. “A few years wouldn’t do it! The Detalles have mostly been teaching us about broken bones and arrow wounds. You know, for our ‘recently acquired, run-or-die lifestyle.’”
Li chuckled just as they reached the room, and Chan flung the door open. 
“Tai said you were nearly here!” he said. “I’m starving, but Fenwether threatened to never bake me cake again if I ate before you got here!”
Li rolled her eyes and Nani darted into the room before Li could start fussing at Chan. Inside, she found Tai, Kalin, Kenya, Miriam, and Mistress Fenwether gathered around a table piled high with steaming butter rolls.
“They’re here!” Chan said, pulling out a chair for Li and practically shoving her into it. “Let’s eat!”
“What about Aidan?” Nani asked, noticing they were one short.
Mistress Fenwether clucked her tongue and began pouring out the tea. “I believe he’s out walking. I’ve sent Clara to fetch him.”
Li caught Nani’s eyes and waggled her eyebrows.
“See? He’s out walking,” she said. “I told you that’s why.”
“Bwy bwat?” Chan asked around a mouthful of butter roll.
Kalin put a hand over his face and groaned, but Li shushed Chan.
“Not now,” she hissed. “We’re here to trade updates and see the cubs. I am not wasting my morning off explaining the obvious to grown men who can’t even swallow before speaking.”
Chan opened his now-empty mouth to say something, but Li reached over and shoved another butter roll in. She grinned at him, and he fell to chewing in silence.
Nani stared at them until Tai poked her foot under the table. She shook herself and Tai passed her a roll.
“Yes, speaking of updates,” he said, turning his attention to Fenwether and Miriam. “We have finally made some headway in Falia with the Supremacy and the Selectors. They are like the Hunters in Avoria who suddenly came face to face with what they are really doing. Some see the error in their ways and wish to change, others, well… Others do not.”
Fenwether nodded and passed a jam jar to Miriam.
“At our last meeting, you said you were giving the Supremacy and the Selectors a choice,” Miriam said. “How has that gone?”
Tai caught Nani’s eyes. Miriam had changed since they had lost Alexi. She was a smart woman, and between Aidan’s green hair and Alexi’s burning up, Miriam had figured out exactly what they were doing with the broken Pillars, which was why they weren’t trying to hide it from her anymore. Nani’s suggestion that they treat her as a sort of go-between for the B’nli and the Bayru Keepers had also helped Miriam’s disposition.
“It has been interesting to see them choose between coming to Bayrudaal as a refugee to learn the Breather’s Ways or going to Scarbonii,” Tai said, shaking his head. “So many more have chosen Scarbonii than I thought would.”
“You thought they would react as you did,” Kalin said, putting a hand on Tai’s shoulder. “I do not think the Hunters are the same at all. Most Hunters believed they were rooting out an evil. The Selectors knew what they were doing. They just thought they’d never have to pay for it.”
Nani shivered slightly. Scarbonii was a large island the Bayru set aside for those who refused the Breather’s Ways. There was no law, no order, no civility, and no aid. And the people there wanted it that way.
You can’t save everyone, Tai thought at her. Even the Breather doesn’t force a person to follow his Ways. Scarbonii is a good way to allow people their free will, without ruining life for those who are trying to live peacefully.
Nani gave him a mental nod, and Tai went on with his report.
“We’ve had almost everyone’s decisions, and the Bayru have been transporting the Supremacy and the Selectors since winter began,” he said. “It’s been slow going, but we have one last region to the north to sort through, and then we’ll be able to focus on helping the people rebuild.”
Miriam nodded approvingly, and Mistress Fenwether smiled.
“I also have good news, my B’nli,” Miriam said. “Spring has seen the tide turn in our favor. Whatever supply of weapons the Tarn gave the kappa has diminished. We do not think they knew how to care for those bows in the winter waters, and they have run out of arrows. The Current Patrols report that the Krin have sent guardians to the undersea villages near kappa territories. The kappa have been pushed back to their dark waters and balance seems to be restored.”
“I have had no new children for the kin program here since mid-spring,” Mistress Fenwether added. 
“That is good news,” Tai said.
Nani let out a breath she had been holding without realizing it.
“Yes, it is,” she agreed, feeling encouraged. “We have been planning to Tail into Dai Lahna Cayos when Falia is under control, but I will feel better about it knowing the Bayru sleep safe at night. Now Tai and I will be able to open Dai Lahna Cayos without feeling like I’m short-handing Bayrudaal by sending Mariners there.”
Kalin cleared his throat. “Speaking of Trusted, where is that Aidan?” he grumbled. “We are already short-handed. Best to wait to discuss our plans until he’s here.”
Nani’s spirits deflated just as quickly as they had risen. Her eyes darted away from the others as tension rippled amid the group, and Nani felt a flash of anger towards the old Guardian for bringing that up on their morning off from training. Her eyes darted to Tai, who sat beside her, and her spirits sank further. The flash of anger was probably not hers alone. She was certain Tai was still upset with her, whatever he said to the contrary.
Nani bit into her butter roll, which no longer tasted perfect. She sighed and sat it on her plate. Miriam also let out a sharp breath and shot Kalin a harsh look, then turned to Mistress Fenwether.
“Fenwether?” Miriam said. “Where has that boy got to? Must we send the guards to find him?”
Mistress Fenwether frowned as well. She and Miriam Utmanah had reached a common ground. Neither approved of the way some of the group had reacted to Nani sending Marc away. Mistress Fenwether got to her feet and left the room to find out if Clara had found Aidan yet, while Miriam changed the subject.
“Seems to me,” the Eldest said, sounding very much as she had when they had first met, “That perhaps we should be more concerned about Trusted Aidan’s refusal to stay in Dai Lahna Falia with the rest of you.”
“Ha,” Kenya said, waving her hand. “I don’t think there’s much to explain there.”
Li nodded. “It would be way too obvious if he was traveling back here every single day to go walking,” she said with a smirk. Li and Kenya traded looks.
Chan burst out laughing.
“It’s not that funny,” Li said.
“Wait?” Chan cackled. “You guys think Aidan’s been hiding here so he could go walking with Hannah?”
“Of course he has,” Li said, her nose tilting at him in indignation. “Don’t be so thick.”
Chan roared with laughter, his chair tipping so far back that he was dangerously close to toppling over. Nani caught both Tai’s and then Kalin’s eyes, but both men shrugged at her. Nani glanced at Miriam and saw the Eldest’s lips twitching at the corners.
“What is so funny?” Li and Kenya demanded, just as the door opened and Mistress Fenwether returned with Aidan.
Aidan glanced around the group, then adjusted his glasses and ran a hand through his vivid green hair. “What’d I miss?”
“They think…” Chan said between gasps for air and laughs. “They think… you’ve been hiding here to go… walking with Hannah!”
He broke off into another round of laughter, wiping tears from the corners of his eyes. Kenya picked up the mug Chan had been drinking from and sniffed at it.
“I don’t know what his problem is,” she said, rolling her eyes. “This is just tea.”
Nani glanced over at Aidan, whose face was turning a bright shade of pink. He sank into a chair beside Miriam, who lifted her own mug to hide the grin spreading across her face.
“I can’t believe you don’t know!” Chan roared, and Li crossed her arms in a fury. Kenya copied her, but Chan was laughing too hard to care that he was treading on thin ice. “While the rest of us have been living in Falia all fall and winter, Aidan’s been hiding here in the tropics!”
Chan broke off into another round of laughter. Kalin leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.
“I think he’s finally cracked,” the old man said with a shake of his head. “It was bound to happen to one of you, eventually.”
Aidan made a desperate face at Chan, but Chan didn’t stop.
“Come on, man,” Chan chuckled. “Come clean! Tell them you’ve been hiding here because you were scared your hair would fall out!”
Every eye turned on Aidan, whose face went white.
“Fine!” Aidan snapped, pressing his glasses further up the bridge of his nose. “Fine!”
“Wait, what?” Nani said, not understanding at all. “Why would your hair fall… Oh.”
“You thought your hair might come out when the weather turned?” Kenya said, understanding filling her eyes. “Oh, Aidan!”
“Well! It’s already this ridiculous shade of green!” he said, looking desperate. “This Dai Lahna’s at the equator, but Falia’s… and well, come on! The last thing I need is for it to turn some crazy shade of orange and then fall out of my head until winter’s over!”
All three of the girls exchanged looks. Finally, Li spoke.
“I don’t think Hannah would mind so much,” she began, but Aidan cut her off.
“Hannah mind?” he said, swinging a finger to point at his head. “I’d mind! It’s my head!”
Chan chuckled, but Miriam actually reached over and smacked the back of Chan’s head. He fell quiet, and Tai cleared his throat.
“Is this true, Aidan?” he asked. “You’ve been here because you were worried about the effect of the Pillar on your hair, not because of, er, well, Hannah?”
Aidan swallowed and forced himself to sit up straight. “Hannah’s really nice and all, but, um… Yeah.”
“Oh, Aidan,” Nani said, her eyes going wide. “I’d have to say your hair is rather evergreen looking. It’s always been kinda spikey, you know?”
Aidan blinked at her and sank back into his chair as Kenya chimed in.
“I don’t think deciduous is an option,” Kenya said firmly. “What with your Pillar, I think it’s going to be green no matter what you do.”
Miriam laughed softly. Aidan let out a relieved breath, pulled off his glasses and scrubbed at them. He started to laugh, and the others joined in, all except for Li, who shot Chan a dark look.
“You didn’t tell me!” she hissed.
“I thought you knew!” he whispered back.
Nani laughed, and Tai caught her eye. He shook his head, laughing as well, and Nani smiled.
Across the table, Miriam’s face twisted from laughter to pain. 
The old woman’s mug slipped from her hands, scattering tea and food as she clutched her stomach. Miriam gasped, folding over in pain as she slipped out of her chair. Tai and Kalin grabbed her, lowering her to the rug, as the others pushed back from the table and rushed over.
Nani pressed a hand to the old woman’s forehead, handling to check her vitals, but nothing registered beyond the immediate presence of pain.
“What is it?” Tai asked, his eyes sweeping to Nani’s.
Miriam clutched at Nani’s hand, pressing it tightly. “Cayos…” the Eldest gasped. “Something’s wrong there… Don’t open the Dai Lahna there… Don’t…” 
Eyes filled with dread, Miriam squeezed Nani’s hand tighter.
“Okay, Miriam,” Nani said, “we won’t open it yet.”
“Cayos…” Miriam whispered. “Wrong…”
Her voice faded, her eyes closed, and Miriam Utmanah passed out. The others in the room shouted for help. 
Nani looked at Tai. He met her eyes with a hard look.
Well, he thought to Nani, So much for that plan.






  
  Chapter three
Lost & Found


Before the castle Menders could do anything, Miriam came around on her own. 
“Nothing but a side-affect of being the Eldest,” she grumbled at Kenya. “Stick around long enough, and you might understand.”
Nani sighed, her hopes for the morning evaporating, but Li caught her arm.
“We’ll stay here and get some answers out of her,” Li whispered, even as Miriam swatted at the two Menders who were trying to check her over. “You two go ahead.”
“Oh, fun,” Chan muttered, but Li shot him a look and he nodded. “Go ahead. Tell the furballs I said hi.”
Kenya and Aidan nodded as well, and both the B’nli slipped out of the Infirmary. Nani shut the door behind them as quiet as she could and exhaled. 
“They’re not going to get anything else out of her,” Tai said, shaking his head. “Stubborn as fendwood, that one is.”
“No kidding,” Nani answered, and they started down the hall. She smiled to herself, pleased to have a little time with her sar without anyone bringing up her decision to send Marc away, or her failure to stop Alexi from burning herself out of time.
Just then the Infirmary door opened again and Kalin slipped out, muttering about chaperones. He fell in step with them as they left the castle, grumbling the entire way.
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“Are you even listening to me?” he asked.
Nani bit her lip. “Sorry,” she said. “I was lost in my own thoughts.”
“I said that you cannot protect everyone,” Kalin said. “I completely disagree with your choice to allow Marc to leave on some delusional quest—that decision was as much for your sanity as you claim it was for his—but what happened to Alexi is another matter. You must stop beating yourself into the ground over what she did. Death was her choice, and she died well.” 
Nani stopped at the narrow gap between two boulders marking the entrance to the den. She opened her mouth to speak, but grief choked her, strangling her words, and nothing came out. Tai said nothing to back her up, and Nani’s shoulders sagged wearily. 
“No one lives forever,” Kalin insisted. “Not me. Not the Trusted. Not even you. You must accept this.”
Tai still said nothing and Nani felt the urge to shake both of them. She was still clinging to Marc’s sliver of hope that Alexi was out there somewhere. She couldn’t accept that Alexi was dead. Not yet.
Kalin stared hard at her. Her eyes stung with tears, but at that moment a shadow passed over them. A moment later, a soft gust of air lifted Nani’s hair as Phoen dropped out of the sky next to them. He folded his wings and pressed his massive head into Nani. She quickly wiped at the tears that were threatening to spill out and wrapped her arms around the chocolate furry neck. A deep rumble rose from the beast, somehow giving her peace.
Nani straightened up and met Kalin’s eyes. The winged pantera rumbled again.
“Phoen doesn’t think it’s a delusional quest,” she said, then turned her back on the two men. 
She slipped through the gap, walking away from the argument. Nani was met with a growling, multi-hued pile of fur and teeth as four little cubs pounced onto her. She collapsed under their weight, laughing, as Dodge pressed in among them, picking cubs off of Nani by the scruff of their necks. The pantera gave her an apologetic look, but Nani shook her head.
“At least someone’s happy to see me,” Nani said, scratching fluffy heads and settling into a more comfortable position. The smallest cub, chocolate colored like his dad, curled up on her lap and set to purring as Kalin and Tai squeezed through the gap. The cubs pounced on the two of them, while the adult pantera rumbled more dignified greetings.
Barius pressed his head into Tai’s shoulder, and then Tai sat down on a low rock beside Nani. Another cub scrambled up his back and draped across Tai’s shoulders.
“Look, Kalin,” Tai said, avoiding Nani’s eyes. “I was mad about Marc leaving, too.” 
The cub on Tai’s shoulder swatted at his cheek, lost its balance and slipped over his shoulder, landing in a heap of fur and claws on Tai’s legs. Nani and Tai winced, and Tai set the cub on the ground, only to have another one jump up onto his back as Tai continued. 
“Truth is,” Tai said, “Marc got it into his head that he needed to go looking for Alexi, and short of knocking him out and keeping him comatose, we couldn’t keep Marc here anymore than Dahved could hold him prisoner. He would have left, and on bad terms.”
Kalin frowned, but several of the pantera rumbled in agreement.
“I was…” Tai said, still not looking at Nani, “It is hard to explain, but Alexi’s loss hit me twice over, our grief together, and, well, I didn’t want to lose Marc, too. That’s why I was angry when Nani sent him away. We all were. But she was the only one to realize that letting Marc go was the right thing to do.”
“Do you understand what you gave up?” Kalin said, shaking his head. “Marc could have walked into anywhere! He could have taken you straight to Dahved, ended this—”
“Not if he lost his mind, Kalin! You know Miriam thinks he still has some kind of vow on him,” Tai got to his feet, dropping the cub and jabbing a finger towards Nani and himself. “We’re supposed to be Servants! I will not use someone against their will to get what I want! Especially if it’s going to drive them insane!”
Kalin opened his mouth, but then his shoulders slumped, and he sank to the ground next to Nani. Two cubs piled onto the old man and batted at his short, gray beard.
“I… I don’t think I can handle losing anyone else,” Nani said. “Marc will search for as long as he needs to, and he’ll come home when he’s ready. Everyone needs to stop beating me up about it.”
Kalin rubbed a hand over his eyes and nodded wearily.
Barius sat down, pressing his enormous head into Nani. The clearing fell quiet, even the cubs, and Nani breathed deeply. A sweet, home-like scent filled her nostrils and washed over her with an indescribable sudden peace. Nani took another deep breath. She looked around to find what was blooming this deep in the woods, but all she saw was the faint glow of Tai’s Ilni under his tunic.
“Tai?” she whispered, pointing.
His face mirrored the peace she felt as he looked down. He pulled the Ilni out of his tunic. It shone with a golden light, then dimmed and faded away, taking the sweet smell and the peaceful feeling with it.
“Uh, what was that?” Tai asked, glancing at Nani.
“Your Ilni!” Nani beamed. She scrambled over closer to him, knocking the chocolate cub off her lap as she went. “It finally did something, like mine!”
“Well?” Kalin said, looking from one to the other. “What did it do?”
“You didn’t smell that?” Tai asked.
“Smell? What smell?”
“It was… flowers, and sunshine, and…” Tai’s voice trailed off, searching for words.
“Joy,” Nani said quickly.
“Yes,” Tai said, “Exactly!”
Kalin stared at both of them.
“So,” he said. “Your Ilni finally did whatever it does, and it was a smell?”
Nani and Tai nodded together.
“A pleasant smell?” Kalin asked. They nodded again.
Kalin’s belly shook. The old Guardian laughed until tears ran out of his eyes. The cubs scrambled over him, trying to join in the old man’s game, but he only laughed all the harder. “And here I was hoping you’d be able to freeze time or see through stone or, or find things that are hidden!” he guffawed.
Nani giggled. She and Tai had thought, since he had spent his life finding things, that his Ilni’s gift would have something to do with that.
“But a smell?” Kalin laughed. “That will send fear into the heart of our enemies!”
“Hey!” Tai wagged a finger at the old man. “It was a really good smell! Tell him, Nani!”
Nani laughed with Kalin, but she nodded along with Tai. “Heavenly,” she insisted, her heart feeling lighter than it had in a long time.







  
  Chapter four
Bloody Tree

Avoria


Marc stood inside the hollow tree and waved a hand impatiently at Nathinial. 
“Seriously, man,” Marc said. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s his front door.”
“It’s a tree,” Nathinial said, looking doubtful and remaining outside.
Marc rubbed his eyes. “Yes, it’s a tree! You’ve spent time with Kalin. Do you really think he’d have his front door look like an actual door? Anyone could find it!”
“You have a valid point,” Nathinial conceded. He shook his head, then stepped into the hollow tree to stand next to Marc. “Now what?”
“Hold your breath,” Marc said. Before Nathinial could say anything else, Marc poked at a knot in the traveling tree.
The dirt opened up under their feet, and with a whoosh, it sucked both of them underground. Marc pressed his lips together and kept his eyes shut tight as dirt scraped over him.
Marc held his breath as the tree dragged him along, banging elbows with Nathinial. His lungs burned, but still the tree did not release them, and a wave of panic surged through Marc as the tree rolled them deeper and deeper.
There was a muffled shout beside him, cut off abruptly as Nathinial’s mouth filled with dirt. Marc stretched out a hand, pushing against the rocks and roots rushing past, and when his fingers found Nathinial’s arm, Marc faded both of them.
They came to a sudden stop in the darkened underground of the Shadows, and Marc doubled his grip on Nathinial’s arm. He pulled in a thick, soggy breath. There was very little air down here, but it would have to be enough.
Marc swished the saliva around in his mouth, then spit it out. It sputtered upwards, and Marc realized he was upside down. He took another humid breath, clutched at Nathinial’s arm, and then dragged Nathinial around to face what he hoped was skyward.
He swung his free arm through the Shadow of dirt, and Nathinial copied him. They kicked and scooped, practically swimming away from the tangle of roots and up through the soil. 
At last they clawed their way out of the ground and into the air. Both men lay panting, gasping for breath in the dim light. Pebbles and dirt clung to their clothes and hair.
“Focus on the light,” Marc said. “Look at the sun if you have to.”
Nathinial nodded, turning his face to the sky. A moment later, he popped back into the real world, followed by Marc.
“Ashes, Nathinial,” Marc panted. He ran a hand through his hair, shaking out the dirt. “I don’t know what happened. Last time we used that bloody tree, it took us straight into the lake home.”
Nathinial looked around. The traveling tree stood several hundred feet away, and he glared at it.
“How did you leave?” Nathinial asked. “Is there a back door?”
“We went out a different way. With some dragweed,” Marc said, playing the day back in his head. “Wait! Kalin said something to the last candle before he blew it out… It was old Milanan. I didn’t understand it back then, but I’ve gotten some of it now. What’s the word for ‘close?’ Isn’t it donai?”
“Are you serious?” Nathinial said, wiping a chunk of dirt from his eye. “I’m no linguist—”
“Kri mala donai!” Marc said, slapping his muddy forehead. “He sealed the place! I should have known. There’d be a password…”
“Let me guess,” Nathinial said, “You don’t know it.” He got to his feet and spit a mouthful of dirt onto the ground. He gave Marc a hand and pulled up.
“Of course I don’t know it,” he said. “The Guardians all had their own places. Even the B’nli didn’t know their passwords.”
Both of them turned to stare at the surface of Lake Hurya. When Nathinial spoke, his voice was softened.
“Well, if it’s locked, she’s not down there, is she?” he asked.
“Hang on a second,” Marc said. “I’ll just see for myself.”
He stomped forward, feet splashing in the lake. Nathinial made a grab for his arm, but Marc shrugged him off, fading right out of his grasp. 
Nathinial muttered an oath, and it echoed loudly in the Shadow. 
Knee-deep in the water, Marc stopped to get a better look at the ex-Hunter. Even from the Shadows, Nathinial looked much like he did in the real world. Perhaps brighter, but it was still the same Nathinial, except for the odd-looking knot of purple cord dangling around his neck. A knot that was not visible outside the Shadows. 
Marc hesitated, wondering if he should go back and ask Nathinial about the knot. The cold waves lapped at his legs, reminding him of what he was doing, and Marc left his grumbling friend on the shore.
He waded forward, then swam out into the water’s Shadow. Something dark hissed and lunged away from him, but Marc pressed on. The medjai had been right about the creatures of the Shadow keeping well away from him, and he did not hear the thing again.
His eyes adjusted to the water, and he caught sight of the lake home windows below. He took a breath and dove. Here in the Shadow, Marc sank fast, deeper than he could normally go, and Marc quickly found himself standing on the library’s liuial ceiling. 
The house was dark, and Marc’s heart sank. If Alexi were here, the place would be lit like an underwater beacon. Still, he stuck his head through the liuial to be sure. 
Marc took a deep breath and then pulled his head out, back into the water. He swam along, checking the windows and the greenhouse for any sign of life and stopping for air when he needed it. After a long time, Marc pushed away from the lake home and rose back to the surface of the water. He bobbed there, in the Shadows, fighting the hopelessness that threatened to swallow him. A gust of wind brushed across his face.
Face the Light… the wind echoed. 
Marc turned his eyes heavenward, toward the dim copy of the sun, and let himself ripple back into reality. Sunlight flooded his face, and he took in a deep breath of clean air. Then he swam back towards Nathinial, who stood on the shore with his arms crossed.
“We are supposed to stick together,” Nathinial grumbled, dragging Marc up to his feet and back into the tree line. 
Marc said nothing, but just stood there dripping wet and staring at the lake.
“Did you get in?” Nathinial asked, his voice low and patient again.
“Yes,” Marc sighed. “But it doesn’t matter, the lake home was as dark as could be. In the Shadows she’s brighter than you can imagine… She’s not down there.”
Nathinial put a hand on Marc’s soggy shoulder.
“We’ll set up camp and get you dried off before nightfall,” he said. “There are other places to look. What’s next on your list?”
“Yeah, alright,” Marc said, shaking off the hopelessness trying to squeeze the air out of his lungs. “The Coliseum. And the Drrondaak. My money’s on the Drrondaak.”






  
  Chapter five
Mender Practice

Dai Lahna Kafar


Basil leaned in close to Nani, eyes squinting as he peered at Tai’s shoulder. 
Focus, Nani, Tai thought at her, and Nani snapped her eyes back to the minor cut on Tai’s shoulder blade.
“It would be easier if you’d hold still,” she said to him.
“I have to breathe,” he answered, then thought, Unless you want to explain that to Basil as well.
“Laugh it up,” Nani said, gathering up strands of the Pillars and preparing to stitch the cut on his shoulder closed. “The more you move, the more this will hurt.”
She blotted at the wound with a clean cloth, sopping up the trickle of blood, and Tai chuckled. Nani bit at her lip in frustration. He knew perfectly well that this was hurting her, too. How Nani was supposed to concentrate when stitching him up meant half-pricking herself was beyond her.
“Fascinating,” Basil muttered from behind her, and Nani dropped the threads she was holding. The Mender had moved away from watching Nani’s work and focused on the blood dripping through the back of Nani’s shirt.
“I am sorry, my B’nli,” Maven said. “Even after all these months, well, we have read the texts about your family’s healing properties, but still…”
Maven shook her blond head, then cleared her throat.
“Oh! Yes!” Basil said, sitting up. He grabbed a pen and a nearby piece of parchment, then began to scribble, muttering to himself. “Simply fascinating.”
“Focus, my B’nli,” Maven said. “It is only a slight wound, not deep. You are only trying to speed up that which your Connection will do on its own. Breathe deep… Ignore everything else. See which threads need anchoring… Breathe... Now, bring those threads together and look again…”
Basil’s pen scratched loudly across the parchment. Nani swallowed and picked up another three threads. The scratching filled her ears. 
Nani blinked and slipped into a memory.


      [image: ]Nani looked around the tower room. Her mother sat at a writing desk, scribbling away. Nani studied the Tidewater board and moved a red piece. 
“I think I’ve got Papa this time!” she grinned, then looked up at her mother. “How long will he be, Mihma?”
“Here he comes now, sweetheart,” Corinlathana said, glancing at the thick wooden door. It swung open and Nani caught sight of the rooms in her father’s tower as Matthos stuck his head through.
“How’s my girl doing?” he asked, closing the door tight. “Set the board on fire yet?”
Nani laughed, her eyes falling on the door again as her mother’s pen went back to scratching.


      [image: ]“My B’nli?” Maven’s voice called. 
“The door…” Nani whispered to herself. Her face turned bright red as she finally remembered what that weird door in her tower was for. She shook herself, remembering too late that she was holding several threads connected to Tai’s open wound. Her motion jerked the threads and tore the wound.
She winced, fresh blood oozing from both his back and her own. What a mess she had made of it! She dropped the threads of Pillar and mopped at the blood, her face flushed with embarrassment at her own thickheadedness. The door in her tower that went nowhere did not open to the Archives they had been searching for.
Tai started to turn around, but froze.
“It’s all right, my B’nli,” Maven said, as patient as Basil was curious. “We all make mistakes, no need to feel embarrassed. It has torn quite rough, but that’s a good chance for me to show you what to do. Breathe and watch…”
Maven began handling, and Nani bit her lip, grateful that Maven had assumed she was embarrassed about messing up a handful of invisible stitches. Basil’s pen went back to scratching and the view through that door in the tower flashed across her mind again. 
That door was there so that married B’nli did not have to wander the halls of the Dai Lahnii to see each other. She had known as a child that it would only open after she got married, but the memory had been taken from her, and she had been trying that door for almost two years now. What Kalin must have thought of her! No wonder he was always going on about chaperons and muttering about marriage!
Nani’s face burned with embarrassment, her mind a jumble. 
Tai tensed and sat up straighter. 
Maven apologized, thinking she had caused him pain, but his voice merely echoed in Nani’s mind.
Don’t be upset… We’ll just go on as we are. No one will force us to marry.
Nani’s face turned four shades pinker than it already was. Her muddled thoughts spun, and she frowned, trying to grasp which ones Tai had been following, but it was impossible. His mind was already smooth as glass on the surface, and Nani, feeling more stupid and flustered than ever, tried to wrestle her thoughts into order so that he would see what she was really embarrassed about.
“There, now,” Maven said, sounding pleased and a little tired as she turned to face Nani for the first time. “It is really that simple.”
Tai turned around, shrugging his shirt back into place over the wound. His eyes met Nani’s.
“It really is that simple,” he repeated. He showed no sign of pain, physical or otherwise.
“I think that’s enough for the afternoon,” Maven said with an encouraging smile. “Read through the texts I sent to your towers, and we shall try again in the morning.”
Tai nodded and thanked the Menders. Basil looked up from his note-taking, and he and Maven gave kitar as Tai strode out of the room looking quite content with the fact that he had just informed Nani he had no intention of ever marrying her, arranged or otherwise.






  
  Chapter six
It Doesn't Matter


Nani returned to her tower to find Li waiting for her. 
Nani sighed wearily. Normally, she enjoyed spending time with Li, but right now, she just wanted to stew. She snapped the door shut, dropped her books onto a low table, and fell into a chair.
Li frowned at her, then checked the back of Nani’s bloody shirt and shook her head.
“I still don’t like it,” Li said. “This whole cut-Tai-so-you-can-practice-mending thing.”
“It was a very small cut.”
“It’s still dumb.”
“I don’t see anyone else volunteering for us to practice on,” Nani said with a sigh. “And he insisted, otherwise we’d be taking turns.”
“Ha!” Li shook her head. “I understand it at Tena. But it’s not the same for you two. If they hurt Tai, it’s a little harder for you to concentrate!”
“Well, at least we got out of the voluntary bone breaks,” Nani muttered.
“Only because they realized Tai would go nuts and eliminate anyone who was trying to hurt you!” Li said with a frown. “Honey and Blood isn’t all bad.”
Li got up, clearly ready to change the subject.
“Enough of the mending,” she said, crossing the room and trying the sealed door again. “I really wanted to ask you how your head’s doing? Memory-wise, I mean. Any luck on these Archives?”
“As a matter of fact, you can give up on the door,” Nani said, her face turning pink. “I remembered where it goes. Or won’t go.”
“Really? It’s been a while since you remembered anything,” Li said, tapping her chin thoughtfully.
“Yeah, but I think I’ve gotten most of my memories back,” Nani said. “Except for where the Archives are, and how my parents…”
Li gave her a sympathetic nod. She folded her arms.
“I am surprised, though,” Li said. “I really thought the last Pillar would block more of your memories, just like the other five. How could it only have a couple memories left? It doesn’t make sense.”
Nani shrugged.
“Well,” Li gestured at the door. “So, where does it go?”
“It’s never going anywhere!” Nani said, letting her frustration bite through her tone. Li’s eyebrows went up, and Nani knew her friend would not let it go. She got to her feet and pointed at the door. “Well, you wouldn’t want to go hiking up and down halls and turrets to find your husband in another tower, would you? That stupid door is for B’nli who consent to marry. Once they do, it’s one of the castle’s shortcuts.”
Li frowned at Nani, then at the door, as if she weren’t convinced.
“I watched my dad pop his head through it, Li,” Nani said. “I could see his tower rooms when it opened. Well, not any of the Dai Lahnii we’ve got. I think it was Avoria, going from my other memories. But whatever. Maybe we can put a bookshelf in front of it or something.”
Li turned to face Nani again, hands on her hips and the mother hen look on her face.
“What happened, Nani?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“I think it does.”
Li crossed her arms and waited. And waited. She stared at Nani.
“Fine!” Nani relented. The words tumbled out of her, hurt and angry. “I remembered about the door while I was trying to mend that stupid cut on his stupid shoulder blade, and I just felt so stupid because I’ve been up here trying to open that door forever now! And I got so distracted, I tore the cut worse, and then I was thinking what a mess I’d made, and next thing I know, Tai jumps into my head and tells me I shouldn’t be upset because no one is going to force us to get married, we can just go on like we are forever! And he’s fine with that!”
“That,” Li blinked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Oh, yes it does,” Nani snapped. “I didn’t ask him to be B’nli like I was supposed to. I trapped him in it and he’s stuck with me. Everyone else chooses this life, and the arranged marriage, and passing on the Empire!”
“I don’t think Tai feels trapp—”
“Ha!” Nani said, cutting Li off.
Li shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose in frustration.
“Look, Nani,” she said. “Tai’s
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When Pillars broken be made new,

Awake, the deep wars be renewed.

Worlds unite,
for the fight,
The breathless stand alone.

Shadow pass,
the darkness last,
Should B’nli fail to claim their own.
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