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Finally, after several thousand years of searching, she found her next amusement source. The civilization was still young compared to her homeland and the surrounding societies. But there was a certain charm to its infancy. There was still so much left for the people to learn. She could assimilate quickly, watch them grow and flounder. Then, once they had found their footing, she could play her games. Insinuate, sway, and mediate the governing of their lives to her liking.

One day, Altera would fall. But she would be gone before that time came, off to see the rise of yet another land as the taste of their language died upon her tongue. For a woman like her, there was nothing to do but wander and recreate her life thousands of times. She was still young enough to consider her condition a blessing. One day, she would grow tired of it all. Then, she would consider it a curse. 

​She rubbed the ink from her hands as she studied the maps on the walls. The history of the world she knew had been carefully defined in varying hues of earthly colors. Above her desk hung the largest map. She had circled the center in bright red paint: the Known Lands of Altera. She found the title humorous. The Known Lands of Elesford and Disea would have been much more fitting. 

During a time known as the Era of Harmony, ambassadors from the two most powerful nations had trekked through the regions with compasses and maps of their own. They had linked the Lands with a Common Tongue and a promise of peaceful solidarity for the remainder of Altera’s days. The blood of many wars had marred the pages of her past, but the idea of militant violence had not yet occurred in the young civilization. 

However, tension was rising. Ukuza had seen it whilst in the guise of a beggar, a bed maiden, a shopkeeper - whatever had fit her fancy. Elesford had turned strange and Disea’s suspicions had quickly turned the region unfriendly. War would break out soon and she would be there when it started.

Giddiness overtook her. She curled her hands into fists and spun around until she bumped into her desk. She quickly caught her crystals against her chest and placed them beside a pile of sketches. The women drawn on the pages bore her likeness with a few modifications in between. 

​Two caught her eye and she paused to hold them up to the lamplight: the CouncilWoman and the Witch. The CouncilWoman’s attire was simple but the Witch’s torn skirts and feathered hair excited her. Ukuza did not doubt that the latter version of herself would stand out against the stark uniformity of Elesford. But a seamless transition into the Elesfordian society would guarantee her comfort and safety until she established herself well enough to destroy Altera. The Witch costume would have to wait. She tucked the image of the CouncilWoman in the mirror’s edge and sat before it, clearing her throat, and slicking back her hair.

“Serpent, save us all,” she said, watching her lips for anything that would betray her awkwardness with the language. The Rassarin language had over a hundred ways to pronounce a syllable akin to the hissing of a snake. The tip of her tongue met the roof of her mouth as she tried again.   

“Serpent, save us all! May the Lakes of Venom overtake you!” 

It would have to do. Her Rassarin would initially be rusty, but she would learn it well enough in time. The casual Rassarin of Elesford’s laypeople had been easy enough to master. But the nuances of its formalized sister tongue had been much more complicated to grasp. However, the Common Tongue of Altera had been easy enough to conquer. At the very least, it would grant her entry into the Lands surrounding Elesford.

​The smile hung around her lips as she nestled her chin against her knuckles and stared into the mirror. She considered adding another element of fun, perhaps a sort of cosmetic manipulation to achieve a stern and mystical look. A small snake slithered across her bare feet and she scooped it into her palm. It twisted in the air as she observed the slits of its pupils and the fork in its tongue. Gossip was a form of currency if appropriately controlled, and she bore no qualms about giving Elesford something to gossip about. Demigod CouncilWoman had quite an attractive ring to it. 

She let the snake fall from her hands and leaned into the mirror again. This time, she made her face as blank as possible. She kept the tip of her tongue pressed lightly against her teeth and pursed her lips around her words. 

“May the Lakes of Venom enlighten you,” she said with a lilt for an added layer of showmanship. “The Chosen Son shall open his eyes revealing the-”

​The door to her shack was flung open. Several maps slid from the wall as she threw her leg over the bench and turned to glare at the woman standing in the doorway. Ukuza wondered if one well-aimed chair toss would wipe the look of spite from her sister’s eyes.

“Damn every stone that you stumbled upon on your way here,” Ukuza cried. The woman threw back her hood and shook her red hair away from her face. “What are you doing here?”

“Standing in a doorway waiting to be granted entry,” Zani said. “What are you doing here?”

​Zani knocked her heel against the door, slamming it shut. Ukuza leapt and caught her crystals seconds before they could crash to the ground. She immediately balanced them upon wooden wedges in preparation for Zani’s next act of carelessness. Her shoulders tensed as she attempted to ignore the other woman’s presence. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Zani fall back against the wall. The space beyond the door remained empty which struck Ukuza as unfortunate. Zani’s only redeeming quality was that her presence often heralded the approach of the other two Predecessors. Gordon was of no interest, but Ukuza would not have minded another accidental encounter with Shay.

“How did you find me this time?” Ukuza asked. Zani yawned in response. It was easy to forget that Zani was her elder. The woman still bore the mannerisms and sulky disposition of a scorned youth. She had stopped aging around thirty years of age, hundreds of years before Ukuza’s homeland had even formed. In her private thoughts, Ukuza could not help but consider Zani a strange, stunted thing.   

“I followed you,” Zani said. She wandered over to a desk and glanced in disinterest at the papers. Ukuza had parted ways with the Predecessors some fifty years ago. It was unnerving to think that Zani had been close at her heels ever since.

“Yes, I can see that. But why?”

“Oh, I do not know. I grew tired of listening at the door as the other two thrashed around and squealed beneath their bedsheets - damn it, Kuz, you know why I am here.”

​Of course, she did. Ukuza had been so distracted by her disappointment over Shay’s absence that she had forgotten about the Request. It had been foolish for her to seek a favor from Zani over a matter that was, in hindsight, pitiably lovelorn. But Zani had been close to Shay. The woman had told Ukuza all his secrets and then parried with a request. Ukuza had deflected her with promises and then wandered away in the middle of the night, hoping that Shay would follow her. Instead, she found herself again in the presence of his wickedly insistent associate.

​“You have wasted your time,” Ukuza said. “I’ve thought it over. The Request is too great. It’ll incur more disaster than it’s worth. Even if I did honor it, there is no guarantee that it will go well for you.”

​“I have not asked you to create for me some decadent fantasy, Ukuza. A reprieve is all that I seek. Have you ever wanted to be someone else? A CouncilWoman or a Witch in a foreign land, perhaps? Now, that would be exciting.” Zani dropped the sheaf of sketches. Ukuza watched in dismay as they fluttered to the floor around her sister’s boots. “How fortunate are those who do not have to die to be reborn, right?”

​Ukuza looked up to the ceiling and attempted to slow her breath. 

“No,” she said in what she hoped was a firm voice. Tension drew itself along the corners of Zani’s lips. 

“‘No?’ I am not sure I am familiar with such a word.”

​“Then you’d best learn its meaning. I said ‘no.’ That is final.”

“Well.” Zani turned to look at the three maps hanging above Ukuza’s desk. She was quiet for a long time as she took in their hills and pathways. It took her standing upon the tips of her toes and extending her arm as high as possible to tap her finger upon the middlemost map.

​“Altera. I have heard of these Lands. It is a civilization on the brink or something of that nature. I imagine it would be a friendly place to settle for a woman seeking to leave everything behind. I would truly love to stay in such a place for a while. But you are aware of my predicament, no?” Zani circled her finger around the back of her neck. “There is very little slack in my tether. I feel a quiver upon it already. One or the other is bound to hunt for me. That means that if I were to stay in Altera, a certain blond-haired pup might also appear there. You might even encounter him! Though I doubt he’d recognize you in that tasteless Council attire. 

​No, perhaps you are right. Perhaps it is best that I leave and take my silly little Request with me. I would only ever stay if something truly magnanimous were to change my mind, so to speak.”

There was a purple bruise on Zani’s neck that still bore the shape of the dagger that Ukuza had plunged there. She wondered if a mere miscalculation in trajectory had saved Zani’s life that night. Deathless or not, there were bound to be ways around the stipulations of their shared condition. Ukuza itched irritably at the bite mark above her elbow and fantasized about recreating that night’s scene. There would be no Shay nor Gordon to pull them apart this time. The scars from their scuffle would fade completely in another hundred years. It was due time to decorate Zani with another, fresher one. 

“I will grant you fifty-one years,” Ukuza said. “But do not say that I did not warn you. I do not doubt that you will continue to pay the price of our bargain for the entirety of your little dream.”

"Fifty-one years," Zani spat. "You can eat my trousers and polish my ass while you’re at it! Fifty-one years is but a sniffle to a Predecessor. You know what I want."

"Then I shall grant it, if only to silence you for good."

Zani grinned but there was no mirth there. “Bless you, Whisperer of Fortune. You really do have a heart beneath your sweet, narrow bosom!”

​“You are making a grave mistake that cannot be remedied. I pity your desperation.”

​“You pity my desperation?” Zani repeated in genuine amusement. “You do not know the meaning of the word. I was in shackles while you were learning to crawl upon your father’s land. You sucked at your mother’s tit while I sucked at the chains around my wrists, wishing and praying that they weren’t so tight. I have known peace only once - centuries ago before Shay, before Gordon.” Zani paused to stare out of the window. Ukuza knew that she was no longer speaking to her anymore. “How unfortunate that we pity what we can not understand. Kuza, love, I would really like to be at peace again-”

“You asked for this,” Ukuza interrupted her. “When you next awaken, I will consider myself free of your hold.” 

“Then let’s hurry this up, shall we?”

Ukuza’s breath fluttered the hair away from Zani’s cheeks. Poor Mouseling, Ukuza thought as she lifted a rough-hewn stone from her desk. Heat coursed along its edges and spread through her palm. She wound its leather cord around her fingers. Parting with such a powerful artifact was a shame but they had struck a bargain. Its influence upon Zani and those who approached her would last so long as Zani did not remove it. Ukuza pressed the stone to her lips, allowing its warmth to merge with hers. 

“We shall begin in Ivora," she said as she draped the cord around Zani's neck. 
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Chapter One: The Mediation of Marianne
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​The Residents of the Stead gathered in the Dining Hall. The space was too small to contain them all, so several groups had found spots beyond the window. They teased the Residents within, engaging in raucous rounds of bickering as drumbeats rolled along the hill.

Nadi fiddled with the stone against her chest and watched her people with squinted eyes. She would have preferred to spend the day searching the forest for Sili. But Sullivan had called for a meeting and Adelphia had lambasted her concerns as obsessive and coddling. 

Her squint deepened. Unsure of what to make of the gathering, the Residents of the Stead began a rowdy round of song and dance around the dining table. Nadi often wondered over the irony of their insistence on calling themselves the most peaceful people in Eruin. Their penchant for loudness alarmed her sometimes. The jubilant screams and singsong wailing tended to shift until they became the screams of those murdered in New Ivora. The fires would light upon her memory, and she would suddenly find herself in the amphitheater again. Her terror triggers did not discriminate between the outside world and her memories of the massacre. 

But she did not want to spoil their fun. The Residents had suffered terribly and if they sought to combat their memories with revelry, she would not stop them. Instead, she pushed her hair in front of her shoulders to hide the covering of her ears and closed her eyes until the moment passed. 

Her attempts did not always work in her favor, however. She felt the heavy-bellied unsettlement rising within her. Her cheeks ballooned as she pursed her lips. I am safe, she thought to herself, I am safe. We are safe. He is fine. 

She needed to distract herself, so she opened her eyes and continued her private surveillance of her people. The Outside Lands had revealed itself in subtle ways amongst them. Most Residents had shed their identities and proclaimed themselves loyalists of Eruin. But one could still spot diverging bits and pieces of several heritages. At the farthest end of the dining table sat a group of young men whose hair had relinquished its sandy Disean glint after years spent toiling beneath the Eruin sun. A shorter woman with skin the color of freshly tilled soil rocked back and forth against the windowsill as she sang the words of her conversation with a Jupharian lilt. An Ibathian youth stood by the door and fiddled with his head wrap as he conversed with a woman whose gaunt stature and gray-tinged skin marked her as an Ironhavener. 

There were even several Elesfordians amongst them, as noted by the glinting blue-black tresses that stood out in the room. Nadi had been against allowing Elesfordians to join the commune. Besides, according to Adelphia, Sullivan's presence was already akin to several Elesfordians. 

​Nadi feared that any Elesfordian who crossed their threshold would be treated with indifference and no small amount of spite. But she had been surprised by the Residents’ enthusiastic welcome for the few refugees that traveled through Altera to escape Elesford. They carried stories of Elesford’s quick descent into brutality and military control. Allisian had become too weak of mind to rule Elesford properly, the refugees claimed, and thus, a new leader had come to govern the Land in his shadow. 

The grand doors to the Dining Hall slammed open. She realized that she had not just been casually surveying their ranks. She had been looking for her son. Though the many cultures and lineages within The Stead unfurled beautifully before her, her efforts were in vain.

Sullivan marched into the room with his lips churning around Rassarin curses. There existed a time when she had found his stony countenance mysterious and alluring. Now, she felt nothing. Sullivan glanced around the crowd as he approached the raised platform. The Ibathian woman behind him struggled to match his pace. 

“Wasn’t aware that I had called a meeting with the entire estate!” Sullivan cried out. His voice resounded around the suddenly silent room. “Begone! All of you!”

​The Residents shared coy glances. Nadi watched with an expression as blank as she could make it as they filtered out. The most prideful amongst them paused to engage Sullivan in a brief conversation before sidling away. She could only imagine the dribble they had conjured in an attempt to secure the last word: tidbits of speculation regarding the livestock, dinner plans for that night, compliments over his attire. 

Marianne stood a few paces behind him with her hands clasped behind her back. She chewed at her lip and Nadi imagined looking at her as if through Sili’s eyes. Her gaze traveled along the slender ankles beneath the too-short trousers and the flat stomach visible beneath her sheer blouse. Then her gaze traveled higher to the ripple of youthfulness rounding the woman’s cheeks and the round, dark eyes eternally narrowed by scorn. Nadi suddenly felt acutely aware of her own stomach bulging against her belt as she curled into herself.  There was a slight tap upon her knee, and she looked down at Adelphia. The sight of her filled her with warmth.

“What do you reckon goes on in that big head of his?” Adelphia asked then pursed her lips in Sullivan’s direction.

“Barely enough to keep a woman entertained for long,” Nadi mumbled.

“You would know! Or was that merely friendly ‘speculation’?”

“Keep digging. One day, you just might hit upon that nugget of gold.”

Adelphia smiled. When Nadi looked up again, she found Sullivan glaring at her from the doorway. Though his lips moved, she could tell by the wandering of his eyes that he was not there with them. She wondered if he shared in her fear over Sili’s absence. More than likely, the sight of Adelphia whispering had pricked at his ego. 

“Damn,” Adelphia said. “Though you make a fair point. I might just have to hit upon it myself!”

“Tired of speculating?” Nadi asked with a small smile. 

​“Tired of being unsatisfied by small-headed men.” Adelphia stretched her arms high over her head and yawned. Sullivan’s eyes rose with her hands as she wiggled her fingers at the ceiling. “You are insufferable, Nadi-deer. But speaking of insufferable and big-headedness! You haven’t seen Sili, have you?”

“I have not seen him,” Nadi whispered. “He’s never been gone this long.”

​“Oh, well. You know him. Probably around the corner, courting a patch of moss or pontificating to his salmon again. Or the other way around.”

“How far do you think he would wander?”

“Not far at all. His heart is here, after all.”

Nadi wondered who Adelphia had been referring to - herself or Marianne. Her indecisiveness upon the matter embarrassed her.

​“The boy’s heart lies wherever the wind blows,” Adelphia admitted as she watched the last of the crowd wander onto the porch. Sullivan pressed his hands against the large wooden door, pushing it shut behind them. The look that he cast Marianne could have meant anything. Despite spending over forty years together, Nadi felt she would never truly understand him. 

“Party for four?” Nadi asked. Her heel knocked against the leg of the chair. Sullivan did not respond as he and Marianne climbed the stairs towards her. He stopped and glared at Adelphia. 

“Party for three,” he said back. “Adelphia!”

“I give you my permission to drag my body out of here when I am dead, Sullivan!” Adelphia shouted. “For now, leave me alone!” 

A giggle wriggled its way from Nadi’s throat, and she quickly swiped her hands across her lips to hide her smile. 

“You know, Nadi, much can be said about the company one chooses to keep,” Sullivan informed her. 

“Then, pray tell, what can be said of a man who keeps no company at all?”

“I keep my own company,” Sullivan muttered as he tugged at the neckline of his shirt. “And you may make of that what you will.”

​“Gladly,” Adelphia whispered. Nadi did not know if Sullivan had purposely ignored her or if he had been struck suddenly deaf. She squeezed Adelphia’s shoulder then nestled her hands comfortably between her thighs.

Sullivan braced his boot upon the staircase and looked back at Marianne. Many people had withered beneath his gaze, but the young woman did not flinch. Nadi wondered if Marianne already knew what she would say to parry whatever chastisement Sullivan had brought before them. She would have liked to think that she and Marianne shared several similarities. But there was an endearingly cheeky quality to Marianne that Nadi could not rightfully lay claim to.

“You are aware of the rules of this commune?” Sullivan asked.

​Marianne’s scowl deepened. “Yes. They’re bullshit.”

“Bullshit or not, you were allowed to settle here under the promise of following them.” Sullivan glanced at Nadi, gauging her expression, before looking down at Marianne. He leveraged his elbow against his bent knee and held up one finger. 

“Rule number one: no talk of the outside world. No speculation, gossip, or recitation of any history preceding the settlement of the Stead. There has only been the Stead, there is only the Stead, and there will only ever be the Stead. Does this come as unfamiliar news to you?”

Nadi leaned forward. She had expected Sullivan to list the remainder of the Stead’s stipulations for occupancy. Instead, he had stopped at the foremost and most pressing rule. She squinted at Marianne and wondered what had been done to elicit the recitation of the Main Rule.

For once, Marianne seemed unsure of herself. Her foot roved along her ankle and her arms sought a safe crossing above her chest. Her gaze traveled away for a moment as she collected her thoughts. Then, for reasons unknown, she addressed Nadi.

“It’s not right,” Marianne said. “You c’aint just silence the people. This isn’t New Ivora, you know.”

Her words troubled Nadi, as they were uncannily reminiscent of something that Sili would have said. It felt to her as if he was standing behind Marianne and silently mouthing her words. It would have been an appropriate time to ask his whereabouts, but Marianne had always harbored a preference for cattiness when asked a direct question. Sullivan attempted to speak over the young woman, but Nadi raised her hand and bid him to be quiet.

“We have a right to talk,” Marianne said. “About whatever we want. All these people from all over Altera - what makes you think you can silence them all? Like I said, it’s a bullshit rule.” She squared her shoulders and spoke louder. “I say we get rid of it! For good! Forever.”

“It was put in place for a reason,” Sullivan said. “A reason far beyond your limited attempts at comprehension.”

“But it’s bullshit!”

“Yes, I heard you the first time.”

No one knew where to look. Marianne gnawed upon the inside of her cheek as her gaze slid back to Nadi. What do you want from me, Nadi imagined herself asking. What do you need, Little One?

Adelphia cleared her throat and stood up, all four feet of her barely clearing the top of Nadi’s chair. “Was there something said that challenged the Main Rule?” She asked in a voice that dissipated the tension in the room. “I’m assuming that is why you’ve been brought before us today.”

“I didn’t say nothin’ that meant nothin’,” Marianne muttered. 

“You’ve betrayed yourself with the contradictory nature of words.”

“Leave her alone,” Nadi warned Sullivan, then directed her attention to Marianne. “Young woman. What exactly did you say?”

“I just said that you look like a person who has died and then come back to life.”

The expression on the young Ibathian's face was telling. Her eyes narrowed as if she had offered a challenge that she knew Nadi would not meet. Nadi finally understood what Marianne wanted. Are the tales true, the young woman might as well have asked. Marianne was a child, Nadi reminded herself as she stared back at her, and children often asked the most uncomfortable questions. 

But a child would have conducted their inquiry out of curiosity. There was something to Marianne’s wording that felt malicious. A chorus of screaming rose in Nadi’s ears. Though she looked into Marianne’s eyes, she felt like she had returned to New Ivora. Fire sprung along the grand doorstep and crept its way along the walls of the dining hall. Bright Eyes emerged from the smoke with his hand clasped across his forehead. Bahn lifted his head from the table and pointed at her. C’aint cook. C’aint clean. C’aint die. 

She rose and tottered around to the back of her chair. Her head pounded beneath her fingers as she mouthed a prayer of safety in Juphari. She wanted only one thing: Sili’s safe deliverance to her again. 

The fires of her memory dwindled to ash, and the ghosts of her imagination faded away as she imagined his face. He is alright, she thought as she held a sprig of lavender to her nose. Wherever he is, he is safe and warm and happy. 

It was foolish to believe that the tales of her past did not lie heavy in the minds of the eldest Ivoranians who had taken residence in the Stead. She had assumed that they shared in her desire to forget all that had transpired leading up to the moment of their exile. Even if they did not, they were still required to uphold the sanctity of the Main Rule. However, Marianne could not have known about the intimate history preceding the massacre. Someone within the Stead must have violated the Main Rule and told her about Nadi’s history. 

A fluttering of prickles erupted along Nadi's arm. Adelphia gripped her by her elbow and steered her back to the chair before tickling her again. It was a gesture that comforted Nadi and soothed Sili’s distress.

“I assume that this observation was made in jest,” Nadi said to the wrinkles of her trousers, smoothing them out with her palm. She could sense Sullivan’s disapproval. Marianne shrugged.

“Is what you want me to say?”

“I am only queen of this land, child. I claim no sovereignty over your words.”

“Except when you restrict them.”

“That is enough,” Sullivan said. He adjusted the silver band upon his head with practiced grandiosity. Adelphia rolled her eyes.

“The malice behind your words says quite a lot about your true intentions,” Sullivan informed Marianne. “These two women here may attempt to deceive themselves into thinking that you are not a serpent spitting unwarranted venom. But that look in your eye is quite revealing. As are the nature of your words. And I will not ignore that. So you want me to treat you like an adult? Then, allow me to extend the courtesy I would extend to any adult in your place. Tell me now, Marianne, what was the context for this observation?”

“There was no need for context,” Marianne grumbled. “It was just a harmless joke.”

“Just leave it alone, Sullivan,” Nadi said tiredly. “The woman is allowed to think.”

“Unless my thoughts disturb you,” Marianne perked up. “Has an arrow reached its mark, my lady?”

Salvatore thrust his hand in Nadi’s direction before she had a chance to speak. 

“See, now,” he said. “You have revealed even more! An arrow reaching its mark.” He paused to stroke his beard then glanced at Marianne again. “It is fair to assume you know much about the matter.”

“Not by my own discovery,” Marianne admitted. “You told me all I needed to know by your weird obsession with my observation. There are rumors, yes, and you idiots have validated them all with your quivering and stuttering. So, Nadi-deer,” Marianne thrust her finger in Nadi’s direction. “What more do you think you can hide from the Residents?”

“You speak as if you already know the answer. I will not waste my time with reiterations, Marianne.”

Marianne grinned at the snark that had leached into Nadi’s voice.

“You cain’t just kick me out,” she informed Sullivan. “I have a right to explain myself to the Residents. Let them decide what to do with me-”

“Where in the Rules does it state that this is a democracy?” Sullivan demanded. “This is my kingdom.”

“Our kingdom,” Nadi said. None but Adelphia had heard her.

“I’d reckon it's a bit of a stretch to call it a kingdom,” Marianne said.

“Listen,” Sullivan ordered. “If I see it fit to cast you out for being tiresome, I will do it. Though my wife may be fatigued by reiterations, I assure you I am not. I will speak sense to you until you understand. As I have said, you may have these women deceived, but you do not deceive me. Take your things and leave.”

“This? For a silly comment that no one gave a shit about? Damn you, Sullivan, you utter ass! Where will I go?” Marianne uncrossed her arms and held her hands out. She looked up and Nadi saw a hint of desperation on her face for the first time. But she was no longer seeing her. She was thinking back to an old memory.

It had been the middle of the night. She had been shivering upon her sunken mattress even as the sweat dampened her gown. The voices of a man and a woman rose in the yard, growing loud and then retreating right as she was on the verge of deciphering their words. If only she could have translated their mysterious language, she would have known how best to console the two youths. She remained anchored to her confusion as voices grew in pitch and ferocity.

The crash of shattering glass and a sudden shift in tone caused her to push herself out of bed and rush out of the cabin. All she could think of was Sili’s bare feet and the broken glass on the ground. She had stood upon the stair step with a hand to her chest as her vision accumulated to the dark. Two figures passed back and forth before the embers of the bonfire. The taller of the two clutched a tiny black kitten to his shoulder and held up the waist of his trousers with his other hand. His steps had been clumsy as he stumbled away from the approaching figure. 

Their voices reached a fevered pitch that woke everybody within the Stead. Nadi had not known if Sili was retreating from a weapon wielded by Marianne’s hand or if the young Ibathian had been gesturing emphatically. A need to protect Sili had overcome Nadi, and she had rushed towards them as Sili stumbled and fell to his bottom. Who to go to, she had wondered, and who to pacify? 

She had thrust her arms between them and begged them to be still. The sounds of the surrounding nightlife snapped into focus as Marianne quickly stuffed her hand in her pocket. Sili rose to glare at Nadi. Both youths looked back at her with eyes made similar with vehemence at having their argument disrupted.

“It’s nothing,” Sili had slurred. “Just leave it alone, Nadi.”

She had felt stupid standing before them in her thin nightgown with her hands stretched between them. Sullivan would have known what to say to Sili, and Adelphia would have soothed Marianne with gentle beckonings to return to bed. Sili and Marianne had disappeared into the surrounding forests soon after. Nadi had remained awake on her mattress, cursing her inability to decipher the needs of those younger than her. 

Someone had been calling her.

She roused herself with a shake of her head. Adelphia, Sullivan, and Marianne stared back at her with expressions ranging between concern and disappointment.

“What did you say?” 

“I said, ‘what is your opinion on the matter?’” Sullivan asked. “Does the girl stay, or do we turn her away?”

Nadi turned her eyes upon Marianne. The phantom image of the young Ibathian chased Sili across the borders of her mind. She spoke without thinking.

“Have you seen Sili?” She asked.

“Only with his clothes on, unfortunately,” Marianne said. “Why do you care about where he is, anyway? You know, he might have stuck around if you hadn’t been so busy hiding your secrets. Have you ever thought that maybe if you spent less time feeling bad for yourself, he would feel as if you gave a shit about him?”

“That is enough,” Adelphia warned. Marianne did not heed her words.

“If you turn me away from the Stead, then you will become the very thing that he is always trying to escape from. Suffocating authority, bullshit regulations founded upon insecurities! But you wouldn’t know that, would you? You don’t know much of anything at all!”

“Get out,” Nadi whispered.

“I hope he is far, far away from here,” Marianne cried, stumbling back towards the door. “Murderer. Tell me, Nadi, what happened to Queen Gibril? Or, better yet, why don’t you tell Sili?”

“Get out! Get out! Damnable wench, get out!” Nadi screamed. Adelphia ducked her head in fright as Nadi lifted a plate from the table and flung it to the ground. Sullivan stepped away as its shards scattered across the floor. His cheeks reddened as he grabbed Marianne’s shoulders and prodded her through the doorway. The Ibathian's laughter resounded around the room before the heavy door shut in her face.   

Sullivan pressed his back upon the heavy wooden panels and collapsed. Nothing was said to assuage the tension between them. Marianne’s question felt too profane to be acknowledged by words. 

Adelphia lifted herself away from the staircase and approached Nadi. An orange pendant slipped from between her fingers, and she swung it before Nadi’s eyes. Nadi followed its dizzying trajectory until it became a glistening blur. 

“Remember, deer,” Adelphia said as she watched Nadi’s eyes rock back and forth. “All that has been done - and will be done - is for the greater good, hey?”

“The greater good does not always feel so good, does it?” Nadi asked. Sullivan pressed his palms against his eyes and groaned. “Do you think Sili would still love me if I told him everything? Or would he keep running farther and farther away from me?”

“Stop,” Adelphia commanded. She clutched the pendant abruptly and tucked it between her breasts. “Do not let Marianne’s words bewitch you. A well-wrought lie is often more compelling than a rough-hewn truth for a man like Sili. But that is not for us to think about now. Sullivan!” Adelphia cried. “Get off of the damn floor, will you? Weak knees will not stop you from helping me mop this here Dining Hall. Come on, come on! Up, up, up like the morning's coffee cup!”

Adelphia limped along the steps and tugged Sullivan away from the ground. He roused himself with curses in a tongue known only by him and Nadi as Adelphia dragged him towards the doorway. Nadi pondered the truth of Adelphia’s statement as she watched them disappear into the light beyond the door. Though she meditated upon the matter for many hours, she could not decide if she was in her right to lie to Sili for the rest of his life. 
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Chapter Two: The Near-Miss
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Nadi returned to the Stead three days later. She stopped in a puddle of moonlight and closed her eyes. Tears pricked at her lashes yet refused to fall. She hoped that by the time she reached the top of the hill, the fear within her would have died down.     

She opened her eyes and glanced back at the path. The shadows of the trees lay upon the dirt road. The threshold to the world beyond had been eclipsed by a yawning black. It is not too late to turn back, she thought. Perhaps I have missed something. A slight divergence in her travels could have revealed the nature of Sili’s whereabouts.

But she could not bring herself to retrace her steps. The tips of her boots knocked upon the worn slats as she began her ascent. The candles lining the staircase had long since fluttered out, and she suddenly felt pressingly alone in her endeavors. She reached the top of the stairs and paused before the Great White Willow. Moved by habit, she knocked upon its burnished trunk before turning to face the Stead. 

The night’s bonfire had died, but she could still smell the smoke. She set her boots before the willow and tiptoed through the grass, carefully stepping over the bodies stretched out around the embers. She could not make out the faces of the Residents hanging around the doorways of the Quarters. Their voices fell to a hush as they watched her cross the clearing. Appearances, she thought to herself, it is all about maintaining appearances. Nadi smiled and fluttered her hand in their direction. She was met with a scattering of greetings. The Residents resumed their conversations as she passed. Their eyes remained trained upon her as she passed through the clearing. 

She decided to spend the night in the Dining Hall. It was unlikely that anyone would be in there as the weather had been warm and forgiving over the past few months. The Dining Had last been used during the meeting with Marianne. Nadi felt disquieted by the thought of entering the space where the sovereigns of the Stead had swiftly dictated the young Ibathian’s fate. Her sense of guilt seeped from the rotted beams of the doorway. Somehow, in only a week, she had failed twice over. She had cursed Marianne when she should have held her tongue. Now, she, as well as Sili, had been lost. 

It was all too heavy to bear. Nadi let her forehead fall upon the old wooden door. Several tears finally dislodged from her lashes and splashed between her bare feet. During the years preceding their arrival, the land colloquially renamed The Stead had been home to a people whose history had disintegrated without a trace. The mudbrick buildings left behind had been on the verge of decay by the time the exiled Ivoranians had arrived in Eruin. Still, they had made a home for themselves and begun writing their own history. Nadi wondered if the original occupants had stood before the same doorway and meditated upon all that had been taken, turned away, or lost.

She shoved the door open. Several candles had been lit beneath the alcoves and upon the faded tablecloth. Their light lapped upon the walls and the visage of Sullivan with his chin on his chest. For a moment, Nadi considered turning away and easing the door shut behind her. Then Sullivan raised his head, trapping her with a stormy gaze before she could escape.

“There she is,” he said in a voice made guttural by his fatigue. Seeing him sitting alone in the giant Hall filled her with an ancient sense of endearment. He pushed away the chair next to him and gestured for her to sit down. “Are you alright?”

A reasonable response to his inquiry eluded her. She tucked her lips in and wandered around to the opposite side of the table, pulling a chair out and perching herself upon its edge. His hand lingered around the back of the chair beside him before slowly pushing it back into place.

“Where have you been?”

“I was looking for Marianne,” she admitted, careful to omit the ‘and’ hanging around her tongue. A plate of shriveled fruit sat between them. The Ironhaveners had been generous in providing them with vegetation untouched by maggots. She held a grape before the candlelight, taking in the odd translucent veins visible beneath the thin skin. Many years had passed since she had been able to hold down even the smallest morsels of food without vomiting. Her persistent lack of an appetite confused and troubled her greatly. 

Sullivan's gaze remained leveled at her fingers as if he had already been made wary by the coming conversation. Such was the cyclical nature of their conferences.

“We made the right decision,” he informed her. “Marianne was no exception to our rules.”

“She is a child. Children are always an exception to the rules.”

“Your endearment is belittling. That there was a grown woman who walked into our land of her own accord. She was old enough to understand and agree to our rules.”

“I was around her age when-” Nadi hesitated. The grape splattered beneath the sudden tension in her fingers. “Anyway. The child in one does not just disappear at that age. It cowers behind the adult that rises to protect it. It still acts as a compass of sorts.” 

The lull in the conversation made her hunch her shoulders. She knew she was mere moments away from the next wave of Sullivan’s storm. It always came down to that, Nadi reflected. It often felt as if she and the Elesfordian Prince were braced for sudden combustion whenever they spoke.

It had not always been that way. She could still remember them as children running carefree through Inphis. Sullivan had become a king in her eyes before he had ever had the chance to take the Elesfordian throne. The Sullivan of her youth had been captivating with his elegant wit, resplendent in his confidence, and so handsome that she could not bear looking at him for too long. Years later, those same qualities had transformed into something less enthralling. Adelphia had often said that Sullivan’s character had become a rag made limp after being wrung too many times beneath his conceit. 

Sullivan lit a match. The orange glow of firelight briefly diminished the shadows pooling beneath his heavy brow. Then he flicked his hand - the fire died out - and a stream of smoke poured around the stem between his lips.

“Do not pretend as if you give a shit about the Ibathian woman,” he finally asserted. 

“Tell me, then. What do I give a shit about?” 

“You thought that she would lead you to him.”

She pressed the heels of her palms against her eyes. Not even the starry red blooms behind her eyelids could save her from the visions plaguing her: Sili twisted beneath a thorny bush, Sili floating face-down in the river, Sili mangled beneath a hunter’s trap.   

Nadi rose from her chair and marched towards the door. She would have thrown it open and rushed back down the path that had brought her there. This time, she would leave neither leaf nor rock unturned. Sullivan appeared behind her. His hand clamped firmly around her wrist, and he pulled her back. She turned around with a face full of fury and yanked her hand away. 

“Have I not told you before, son of Allisian,” she hissed. “Keep your hands off of me!”

“You won’t do anybody any good by wandering out there in the middle of the night. And believe me, Nadi, I will put my hands all over you if it means keeping you safe.”

“Sili could be dead.”

“Dead?” Sullivan repeated. “Because he took a little wander? Serpent, save us all! He is a young man! It is in his nature to go exploring the world.” 

Sullivan paused abruptly and glanced away to gather his thoughts. Once he looked back down upon her, she saw the malicious glint in his eye and knew that his following words would be deliberately hurtful.     

“I raised him,” Sullivan said. “Me. He has more sense in his head than his bastard father could have ever instilled in him.” 

“May the lakes of venom overtake you,” she whispered. “Oh, I dare you to slander his father again.”

“Is that what it will take for you to put your hands on me again, dear wife of mine?”

Nadi weighed her options and considered it best to withhold a response. She pulled the door open and stood still on the threshold. Rain was coming. The smell of it was in the air already. She hoped that Sili was somewhere safe and warm. Though it pained her to hold her silence, she knew that biting Sullivan’s bait would only lead her down  another dark path. 

A part of her clung to hope. She had promised herself that one day, Salvatore would walk steps leading to the Stead. He would stand for a moment with his hands on his hips before pulling her close again. She would fall into his embrace and breathe in the familiar scent of wet earth and brandy breath. I knew you would come, she would say to him. She would listen to his heartbeat - the very same one that had often kept her tethered to sleep - and whisper, let’s be a family now, hey?

Nadi could still remember the night she had revealed her pregnancy to Salvatore. He had been leaning from the window of a tavern in Inphis, whistling at the women passing by. She had elbowed her way through the crowd gathered before him. He had not heard her the first time she had called him nor the second, so she had hooked her fingers in his collar and pulled him closer. Her lips trembled beside his ear as she revealed the secret she had been hiding from him for several months. It had always been his nature to combust into fiery displays of emotion. But, as soon as she had finished speaking, his brow had creased, and his eyes had taken on a vacant look.

“Salvatore. I’m with child,” she repeated over the sounds from within the tavern. His face had remained barren of expression. 

He had looked her long in the eye before taking a long swallow from his mug, long enough for her gaze to travel between the lump bouncing along his throat and deepening furrows between his brows.

“Shit,” he had uttered before tossing the bottle onto the street and withdrawing from the window. She had waited for him to leave the tavern and find her. She had stomped her feet in the snow and rubbed anxiously at bare arms. He had not bothered to offer her a jacket, which had hurt her more than his inexplicable absence.

It had been different with Sullivan. Upon hearing the news, he stared at her with the same bewildered vacancy she had seen on his brother's face. Then he smiled with a joy that never reached his eyes and clapped her on the shoulder. There had been no need for him to ask who the father was - though Inphis had been rife with conflicting speculation. 

Sullivan had set to work immediately. He had rooted out the best doctors in the Inphis, gutted and rearranged a house for her temporary stay, and ushered her off her feet. As her stomach swelled and her ankles took on a heaviness that kept her bed-bound, Sullivan and a team of Elesfordians spent hours moving furniture in and out of the house. She had watched from the window as he orchestrated the handling of furniture rearranged a hundred times. Even then, there had been something inexplicably captivating about him: rusted nails bouncing upon his lips, hands at his hips, hair tied up in a messy ball atop his head. She would have fallen in love with him again. 

But suddenly, Salvatore returned. 

He appeared at her door with a bundle of dried peppermint. The smell of it had made her stomach turn, but still, she held her hands out to him and pulled him in close. He had slid into her bed and curled himself awkwardly along the mattress. She had watched with pride as his hand hovered above her belly as if one touch would shatter the egg-shell thin skin separating him from the fragility within. 

“Well. What do you know,” Salvatore said, withdrawing his hand. It had only been a few words, yet the sparkle in his eyes had made her feel as if maybe he had come to stay. 

Sullivan had disappeared upon hearing of his brother's return. The furniture lay forgotten at her doorway. Various nails had rolled around her porch step like a final, vengeful reproach. Sometimes, she wondered if he had meant for her to step on them.

A sudden yank upon her hair made her yelp. Sullivan had wound several strands of her hair around his fist and held on tight. He pulled again and stepped back as she spun around to face him. 

“And just what was that for?” She cried. He shook his head.

“You were thinking about Bright Eyes. You should stop doing that.”

“Just what is it that you hold against women who exercise their right to think?”

“It’s simple. Women overthink. All the time. And yet, despite your overthinking, you’ve managed to overlook something rather simple: the death of that mangy black Hound.”

Sullivan wedged himself in the doorway and peered into the night. Soft yellow light radiated from beyond the White Willow. Dawn was the only time the Stead was truly quiet, aside from the chitter of birds hidden around the hill. She watched him out of the corner of her watering eye as she massaged her hair back into its bun.

“The one sold to us by the Ibathian. Yes, yes, what about it?”

“You do realize that it is the first death that Sili has ever experienced?”

She felt she could have pinched herself for not realizing it. “But his-” Nadi faltered, stumbling around for the right word. “-philosophy. The whole ‘nothing leaves because everything returns.’ Or something of the like. He knows how to cope.”

“The worst that Sili has had to cope with was that damn tooth he knocked out of his head when he tumbled off the roof,” Sullivan said. He pulled his cloak tighter across his chest and hunched his shoulders against the chill in the air. “I may have raised him right, but he knows nothing about coping. He has not seen what we have.”

“So why would he run away,” she pressed on. Once again, she had slipped into the role of the child who had always looked to Sullivan for answers. “Why would he not turn to us for comfort?”

“I reckon he just needs space to make sense of his feelings. That old Hound was his closest friend, after Marianne. Nadi-deer. You can not protect him from every storm on his horizon.”

She looked away. The silky night black had too quickly given way to a misted pale blue. The silhouettes of the hills beyond had taken form with sun-speckled clarity. The Residents murmured and stirred in their Quarters. Soon, the Stead would be filled with movement as the morning shift Residents prepared for breakfast. The panic in her belly was rising. The thought of pans clashing and hens clucking beneath stumbling feet was enough to make her dizzy. She had no choice but to be strong until she figured it all out. She would find Sili alive, retreat to her room, and scream into the nearest pillow. 

“I want to go to the coast,” she said. A Disean woman exited the Resident’s Quarters and bent down in a stretch. Sullivan said nothing, engrossed by the sight of the shirt rising along the woman's stomach. Nadi punched his shoulder. “Did you hear me, fool?”

“Nadi,” he said in exasperation. “Sili would not dare to show his face there again. I have saved his yellow ass from their cajoling more times than I am willing to admit to you.”

“Yes, but it is my intuition!”

“And dare I argue with a woman’s intuition!” Sullivan cried. The woman from the Quarters glanced over and raised her brow. Nadi smirked at the blush along Sullivan’s cheeks. 

“But if it puts your heart at ease, we shall do it.” Sullivan spat in the dirt.  “I never liked those fish-belly skins.”

“You are making it sound like this is a chore.”

“Nadi-deer. My sweet lady.” He reached out for her, and she flinched. “One of these days, Sili will walk away from you. And he will not look back.”

They set out a few hours later: Nadi, Sullivan, Adelphia, and two Residents of the Stead. She would have liked the entire commune to join in the search for Sili, but Sullivan insisted on a smaller number. She realized that he still found her concern trivial. As she shuffled behind him along the overgrown pathways, she could not help but think back to what he had said.

One of these days, Sili will walk away from you. And he will not look back.

It is not true, she told herself. It had always been in Sili’s nature to look back. As a child, he had always sought confirmation from the elders of the Stead. She could still remember him as a young, lithe thing, listening intently to adult conversations for an affirmation of his theories. He had cast his gaze along his shoulder to seek her out in the crowds and watched her face as he regaled her with his philosophies. 

Or perhaps that was what she wanted to think. It was difficult for her to reconcile her perceptions of Sili with who he had become and was on the verge of becoming. As Sullivan was fond of mentioning, neither Sili nor Marianne were children anymore. Nadi would never forget the first time Sili had disappeared from the Stead and returned several days later, several feet taller and with a rich baritone that had confused her every time she heard it. And the scraggly shadows of hair growing in patches along his chin! The entire Stead had fawned over it, much to his chagrin. 

The group walked towards the boundaries of the Stead, tracing the river that unspooled from the Lake and swung about like a finger wiggling through the forest. She had traveled its course many times before but never with such trepidation. Sili could have been anywhere: obscured by the shadows rocking beneath the trees, netted in the branches of the pale prickly bushes, a victim of the ancient roots jutting like claws from the steep drop descending from the trail side. It pained her to think that he could have been anywhere. Their straightforward march towards the Ironhaven center could cause them to overlook a simple divergence that would have led them to him. 

Or his body, she thought to herself as she walked behind Adelphia. The Ivoranian looked back, winked at her, and then stuffed a handful of dry leaves beneath Sullivan’s collar. Nadi watched with tired eyes as he whirled around and cast an angry gaze along their ranks. 

“Damn squirrels,” Adelphia commented. “Crashing through the trees and causing a ruckus and whatnot, hey?”

“Next time you see those ‘damn squirrels,’ tell them I will skin them alive,” Sullivan said. 

“How?” Adelphia called back. “I’m willing to bet those ‘damn squirrels’ have skin thicker than yours!”

Sullivan and Adelphia began to bicker as two Residents muttered amongst themselves. The clarity of the day was at odds with the direness that she felt. Though she wanted to believe that Sullivan was correct in dismissing her fears, she could not bring herself to join in on their conversations.

The signs of the nearby civilization began to reveal themselves through dirt-crusted strips of fabric tied to branches and the gradual withdrawal of the vegetation on either side of the path. She stumbled as they began their descent towards the wooden cabins below them. The sound of voices riding the wind caused her heart to quicken, and she nudged her way in front of Sullivan. Already, he had begun his preemptive preening. The chatter from the Residents died down, and soon, they were engulfed in silence as they breached the threshold of the Ironhaven center. Only when the workers' wriggling silhouettes came into view did Sullivan pause to readjust the silver band upon his brow.

“Keep your wits about you,” he warned. Nadi sucked her teeth.

“Your habit of speaking to yourself out loud has begun to alarm me,” she said. Adelphia moved beside her and placed her hands upon her broad hips, surveying the road ahead. “I have never once let my wits escape me.”

“Didn’t you? Or why else have we come here?” She asked before tuning and setting her crooked gaze upon Nadi. “It’s now or never, hey?”

Nadi nodded. They filed into a single line and approached as quietly as they could. Nadi could sense all eyes turning toward them. The Ironhaveners rose to their feet behind their tables and gathered in the doorways. The air hung heavy with the scent of fish gut rising from the moored boats and sopping tables. Everywhere Nadi looked, she saw moist innards and silvery-blue scales glinting in the sun. The Erunians were masters of aquaculture, the only Land to have perfected the craft of fish farming. Where the rest of Altera saw empty coasts, the Ibathians and Ironhaveners saw an aquatic economy rich with potential.

A sudden ‘thunk’ startled her, and she turned around. There stood Marianne, glaring back at her from beneath a tarnished fabric tarp, her fingers clutched around the handle of a knife. Relief flooded through Nadi as she rushed forward to greet the Ibathian. But, seeing her approach, Marianne raised the knife high and brought it down with another ‘thunk’ that rattled the table. Nadi looked upon the beheaded fish's gaping mouth and realized her presence was unwelcome.

“Can you talk to her?” She whispered to Adelphia, tilting her chin in Marianne’s direction. “I fear that poor fish and I will have much in common if I attempt.”

Adelphia cast Nadi a sly smile. “Nothing you haven’t been through before, I’d reckon.”

She was the only one who could jest about such a strange moment in Nadi’s past and not receive a scowl because of it. Nadi watched her approach Marianne’s table. For a brief moment, Nadi was jealous of Adelphia’s stunning effect on those around her. Then, she turned around and looked around for someone to talk to. 

The gossip about their arrival had already begun. Small smiles lingered around the lips of the Ironhaveners as they met Nadi's gaze and then quickly looked away. She had worked amongst them for twenty years, never once uttering a complaint nor voicing distaste as she rolled her sleeves high and plunged her hands into the odorous products of their livelihood. She accepted the scant wares of their barter and returned to the Stead, reeking so heavily of fish that she often woke with a dry heave in the middle of the night. 

But she had not come to work that day, and she knew they were intrigued by her march through their Land. Sullivan had engrossed himself in a conversation with two Ironhaveners. Their eyes flit between his tattered vest and silver crown with amusement. 

Nadi spotted a young man bent over upon a wooden pillar looped with thick twine. She cleared her throat as she approached, and he straightened with a distrustful look. His shadow eclipsed her own. 

“Hullo, my good man,” she called to
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