
        
            
                
            
        

    PROLOGUE
The loud night unsettled King Arden. The entire city of Atmen was celebrating. The king had declared a holiday in his new son’s honor, and the people took the declaration to heart. The music from the village festival was loud enough to be heard inside the citadel, and it was making the king nervous. If one of the coastal kingdoms were to attack Atmen and vie for Arden’s throne, tonight would be the perfect night. Half the city was drunk.
King Arden had made sure at least two soldiers were stationed outside every nobleman’s home. He was watchful over his restless court—they weren’t past betraying him. He rubbed his hand across his forehead, tracing the edges of the conspicuous tattoo that marked him king and royal heir to Atmen and all its land eastward. It was similar to the tattoo that his son now bore, with its familiar blood–red ribbons gathered around the edge of his hairline like a crown. When the boy came of age, the red ribbons would be flourished with patterns of black and gold, to one day make him the highest above all other Alem. The most favored of the Master, creator of all.
King Arden did not feel most favored tonight. The coastal kingdoms to the west, beyond the Glacier Mountains, were growing and therefore impatient for more power and resources. But now that he had an heir, fortune was finally favoring the Arden family line. The king rubbed his royal tattoo again and looked out the window, over the city and villages. The usual clouds of fog that shrouded the citadel were clear tonight, but even Arden’s eyesight could have pierced the cloak of mist. The king’s power to zip gave him especially good eyesight, and he could see beyond the city into the hills where the villages dotted the landscape.
He turned again, wandering down the hallway where Queen Sabola and the baby slept. This was his fourth pass of the night. The king inspected his night guards. Among his regular Alem guards, there were Su. The Su men were characterized by their blue eyes and webbed hands. The king respected them as a reliable servant class as they were a race without egos. No one had moved, and all the guards stood at attention. Everything was in order.
The king didn’t understand why he was so nervous.
Still, he stepped into the queen’s room and stared at his sleeping wife. She had some sense of foresight, like the Keepers of the Future, and she had sensed that nothing would be amiss tonight. How else could she be sleeping so peacefully? Arden comforted himself with these thoughts as he moved toward the small bed where Prince Hakon slept. His tattoo was fresh. Tiny tears of pain pooled around his eyes and glistened in the candlelight. The king’s heart ached for his young child, but he knew the momentary pain was necessary. Now, no one could mistake the child for anyone other than a prince, for the tattoo was impossible to duplicate. It was small now, just the royal crest at the top of his head. When he became a man, the rest would be filled in, making a crown along his brow.
But that was many years off.
Arden sighed again, scolding himself for his paranoia. He turned to go back to his own chambers, kissing Queen Sabola on her head as he left. He found his way easily. He had been careful not to drink anything, though his generals had insisted everything was all right. He turned into his own room and shut the window, blocking out the sounds of dancers and laughter throughout the citadel and down in the village. He decided to stay dressed in his full regalia, cape and all. He lay down upon the bed, fully clothed, his short sword next to him and his dagger underneath his pillow. Then, finally, he closed his eyes.
***
Bolwin was thinking very little when he heard the noise. He had been imagining sneaking a sip from the banquet hall or dropping by an open pub when his guard detail was over. His benign thoughts had been interrupted when he had heard a clanking sound across the long gallery hallway. He squinted into the darkness just past the torches’ light. If someone was making a racket, and the royal family was awakened, he didn’t want to be considered responsible. He was about to investigate when the source of the sound came abruptly into view. It was a single helmet rolling and bouncing down the hall. He noticed the red plume of an officer immediately. He turned to shout an alarm, but his view was blocked suddenly by a mass of persons appearing in the middle of the large gallery.
“Porters!” he shouted. “Porters in the gallery!”
He heard an inhuman voice, a low growl that rasped, “Speed, brother. Speed is the key.” He saw a flash of movement, and now there was only empty space where one of the invaders had stood. These invaders had the power to port, but who were they?
The voice and accent were unlike anything Bolwin had encountered. The shapes started to form in the shadows, and Bolwin’s mind struggled to believe what he saw. They were the creatures from childhood horror stories. Creatures with claws for nails, fangs for teeth.
The Terra.
But the Terra had been driven deep into the Desolate Forest a hundred years ago. They had been destroyed, defeated, and made a thing of legend. How could they be here now when they didn’t exist?
Bolwin struggled to find his voice as the creatures advanced toward him.
“Intruders!” he called out. Soldiers in the distance were responding, and he dimly heard another voice shout orders to protect the king. Bolwin reached for his sword as several invaders attacked him at once. They fought with daggers and stones. Through the flurry of swinging and spinning blades, Bolwin could see five or six of the strange foreigners holding back, surrounding and protecting one of their own. Bolwin didn’t know what the creatures were planning, but he knew that the one at the center was important. He gave a shout and charged to break the line, throwing a dagger at the figure. The dagger struck the Terra in the neck, and he gave a shriek like a wounded animal. Two attackers were upon Bolwin instantly. He could only parry desperately as two blades struck in succession, one through his abdomen and another right into his heart.
***
King Arden had his dagger and sword at the ready as he burst through his door and toward the tumult. He had been right to worry. One of the kingdoms had taken advantage of his celebration and decided to attack. I am ready for them, Arden thought. He was a trained air zipper and dueler. If they intended to kill him, they were up for quite a challenge.
The king was surprised when it wasn’t other Alem in the hallway. His guards were fighting men he had only seen in paintings from his history lessons.
Terra. With eyes brown like dirt, hands that tapered into claws, and souls as wild and deadly as the beasts that lived in the Desolate Forest. One such Terra now faced Arden. He held a dagger in one hand and a stone in another. Arden zipped toward him, cutting off the space that lay between where he stood and where the Terra was.
The Terra was suddenly gone. Arden blinked in surprise. Did the Terra have the ability to zip and vanish? He looked around him in disbelief. No other Terra moved toward him. Where had his attacker gone? Surely they had come to assassinate him, the king.
Arden looked around, surveying the attack. The beasts were fighting fiercely, with no fear of death, but they were gathered around one man, protecting him even though he seemed to be fatally wounded in the neck. They were not going toward the king or his chambers, or even trying to break the line of soldiers. They remained in the gallery, luring more and more soldiers away from the hallways.
As if it were a distraction.
Arden turned toward the queen’s chambers. No soldiers were protecting her door. He ran, then zipped as far as he could see, reaching her door quickly. The door was ajar. Pushing it open all the way, he saw Sabola standing over the small prince’s bed. She turned back, her face cold.
“I didn’t see him come in or leave. I only heard the sounds of fighting, and then…”
Arden looked past Sabola, searching for his son. The bed was empty.
He was out in the hallway, zipping toward the gallery, shouting, “My son! Look for my son!”
The gallery had gone quiet. The fighting was over, and the dead lay in a heap beneath the portraits of past kings and queens in the main gallery. There were more then twenty Terra, all dead, lying among a few dead and wounded Su and Alem soldiers. The king’s men raked through the bodies, searching for any sign of the prince. No one had seen him.
“Search again!” the king ordered. As they picked through the dead, Arden tried to find the man that had attacked him or the one who had been bleeding from the neck. It was hard to tell the difference among them, but he saw no one with a deep wound in his neck. The Terra beast had disappeared. Vanished.
“Sir,” a kind voice said at his left shoulder. It was Rangi, his most trusted Su advisor. His clear blue eyes looked solemnly at the king. “They must have had a vanisher and a zipper who worked in tandem. The zipper stole the prince while the others distracted the soldiers, and the vanisher took them both out of the citadel.” Rangi pointed to an indention in the walls of the gallery, where the vanisher must have used the rock as a source of energy to port his son away from Atmen.
The king touched the indent in the rock. “But why? After all these years of absence, why would they take my son?” Rangi shook his head, his eyes full of pity. Sabola was standing stone–faced over one of the Terra men. She looked up at Arden desperately.
Inside, King Arden’s grief and shock began to churn into a boiling hatred. He turned to Rangi. “Call for my council. Fetch the generals.” He looked at the blood below him, which was seeping onto the gallery floor. The code demanded his men be avenged. That his son be found. “At dawn, we go to war.”



BOOK ONE



CHAPTER ONE
18 years later
On his rock, about thirty spears high in the air, Hakon felt as if he could see the entire world. At least the world within his knowledge. He held a meditation pose, legs folded and feet crossed upward, his arms resting gently in his lap. The stone pillar on which he sat was just wide enough for him to sit, but still narrow enough that his knees extended out over the edge. It gave him the illusion that he was sitting suspended in air itself. He was facing east, his back to the west and his home. He hoped to catch the first rays of the sunrise and watch it turn the shadowed black forest below him a vibrant green. As he looked north, he could see where the hazy violet mountains of the Desolate Forest, called The Drums, crested and dropped off into cliffs over the seas. They were already turning orange with daybreak light. Hakon had never made it as far as the sea. It was still bird spans away. Between here and the small, thin blue and yellow line on the horizon, there wasn’t a solid place to land. Pillar’s Rock was the last landmark he could safely zip to.
What lies beyond those seas? Hakon wondered. What had caused the Alem, his people, to leave their own lands and traverse the vast and endless ocean? Why had they come so far, only to do so much harm? Gage had taught Hakon that it was the Master’s will. To humble the Terra, who had grown too confident, too prideful. Just as the Master had allowed the people who ported with fire to destroy themselves so long ago. The fire people were only legend now.
But that isn’t true, Hakon thought. Perhaps the other Terra found comfort believing their Master had allowed the Alem to arrive, rather than believe they had suffered at the hands of the Alem for nothing.
He couldn’t understand it—the missing piece of his history etched into his forehead—no matter how many times he sat here. He resisted touching his unmistakable tattoo and instead turned his head to swallow the landscape with his eyes. Everywhere he looked, his gaze swam through green. Stretching around him was the Desolate Forest, thick with plant life and unseen predators. Fortunately, he was high enough up here that even if a leopard or wolf wanted to attack him by zipping up to him, it would risk falling. Even the beasts had instincts smart enough to avoid such a foolish move. Hakon was safe up here, which was one of the reasons he liked it so much.
This place was his secret. Not even his adopted brother Skeet knew of Hakon’s sanctuary. He liked it better that way.
He turned his head back toward home. Kaldin. Deep in the thick forest was his boyhood home, and yet all his life he had been taught this isn’t your true home. He looked beyond that, turning his body fully now, trying to see where the Desolate Forest ended and the Great Plains began. They were a wisp of yellow against the green—the color of ripe fields where summer was beginning. That had been Terra land once, but now anything beyond the forest was controlled by the tyrant, King Arden.
My own father.
The familiar, sick bitterness swelled up inside of him. His guardian, Gage, had never kept his identity a secret. He had always been raised knowing where he came from—how could they keep it from him? He looked down at his hands. They were smooth, no matter how he toiled or fought. They did not have the claws and calluses that all his brothers and sisters had. These were the markers of the Terra, earth people. He had dull, blunt nails and smooth hands. His eyes were gray, almost light silver… when everyone he knew had deep brown eyes.
Not to mention the obvious tattoo on his forehead. Marking him forever as Hakon, prince of the Alem and the heir to Atmen, the city of breath.
No, keeping his identity a secret would have been worthless. Hakon would have found out he was different sooner or later.
A bird sounded in the forest—a loud cry, followed by the steady echo of a drum. It was distant, but Hakon had learned to recognize the sounds of the forest. It was the call of his tribe. There were dozens of tribes scattered about in the forest. They had been warring with each other for the past few centuries, too busy trying to survive in the death trap of the mountains than to concern themselves with the real enemy. But things were changing. Hakon didn’t want to think how a great deal of those changes had to do with him.
The call came again. Skeet would be leading the latest raid on an Alem village. They would all be waiting for him.
He closed his eyes, focusing on meditation. Clearing all the images of far off places he only dreamed of. With his eyes closed, he adjusted his skins, making sure no portion of his body was exposed, except, of course, his left hand and his feet. He had taken off his cloak to feel the wind—so rarely did he feel the wind. His skin seemed to breathe it in whenever he could feel it. But now he placed the cloak and hood back on his head. He put his dagger in his gloved right hand, and, by tradition, though it was useless to him, a rock in his ungloved left hand.
He breathed in and out, clearing his mind.
His eyes snapped open, and he fixated on a tree ahead of him. A sturdy branch with clear footing. He saw it, let it overtake his mind, and then, by some strange power he barely understood, he was at the tree. He was barely winded, as if he had been standing on the branch all along. He quickly grabbed the trunk of the tree so he didn’t lose his footing and looked back. The pillar of rock rose high into the sky, far in the distance behind him.
Hakon turned toward Kaldin and jumped. He landed gracefully on the dense forest floor. He faced west, toward home, and ran.
***
Hakon focused on a rivet before him. He repainted what he saw as a picture in his mind, and then he was there. Focal point after focal point, Hakon moved through the forest, leaping over rocks and roots as he went. He could only move stone throws at a time, since the density of the forest was so thick. It took a window between trees for him to get a good sighting. He was careful to avoid the poisonous trees—poplars with their thick sap that seeped out and could cause a man to go into shocks. His feet were careful to stay on branch roots, for the snapping grass could bloody a foot badly. The forest did its best to drive out anything foreign, and that included anything human. That was one reason why the Alem drove the Terra into it over a hundred years ago—they thought it would destroy them.
But instead, it made them stronger, Hakon thought. He took his sights on another tree and zipped to it, careful to avoid the dark bush at its roots. A dark bush could paralyze a man for days—long enough for a wild beast to devour him alive. Hakon spotted another tree and zipped to it before his feet even touched the earth. Hakon didn’t have to touch the earth like his Terra brothers. While the Terra drew their power to port from the earth, Hakon’s energy source was all around him, in the air. The advantage of being an air zipper, freak that I am, Hakon thought. Up ahead, he could hear the Kaldin River. He was almost home.
As Hakon came around the tree, he felt a sudden grip on his thigh. He spun around and saw a full–grown belly tiger clinging to his leg. Fortunately, his skins and furs were thick enough to defend against a swipe of its sharp claws.
The tiger took another swipe, this time aiming for his head. Hakon ducked, raising his dagger up and aiming for the exposed underbelly of the tiger. He could feel claws rip through the back of his cloak. He thrust the dagger into the wildcat’s soft belly.
The tiger howled but didn’t let go. Jaws closed around his left arm, and a searing pain shot through Hakon. He jabbed again, digging the dagger, blade and hilt, deep into the belly. Hot blood and muscle swallowed his hand.
He tried twisting out from under the tiger and ripping his arm and neck free. But before he could break free, Hakon was under water.
The tiger was a portling, an animal that could zip or vanish. And a clever one, Hakon thought. He couldn’t assess whether the tiger was a zipper or vanisher. Either way, the beast had ported the both of them to the river, destroying Hakon’s ability to see clearly. Since Hakon couldn’t see, he couldn’t zip. The tiger had the advantage. Hakon had little time to admire the tiger’s intelligence. Jaws were closing around the hood at his neck, and sharp claws ripped through his pants to tear at the soft flesh below.
Hakon screamed, taking in a mouthful of blood and water. Hakon tried to lift up his rock hand to bash the tiger—it was a land instinct, useless under water. He struggled to pull the dagger upward as the tiger yanked harder at his neck. Fortunately, the water prevented the tiger from snapping Hakon’s neck.
The current swept them down, spinning them constantly through the water. Hakon kicked his legs free of the tiger’s claws, ripping out chunks of his legs. He bit back the pain and swam, trying to push the dagger up against the weight of the tiger.
The water helped make him lightweight. He pulled with his dagger, and pushed with his legs. Finally, the dagger found the heart, and the tiger’s jaw went limp.
Hakon kicked until he reached the surface. Once he spotted land, he zipped himself and the tiger to the shore. He dropped the lifeless and majestic beast at his feet. He spared two breaths to look at his wounds. They were deep but not critical. He didn’t have time to linger. The blood would attract other predators. He could already hear vultures circling above. They must be zippers if they got here that fast. It wouldn’t be long before they came down. He looked at the sun and where he was at the river, judging how far away he was from home.
A low howl echoed in the distance. Wolves hunting before sunrise.
Hakon sighed and looked down at the tiger, wondering if it was worth it to lug him all the way back. I’ll have missed Skeet’s raid by now, he thought. He could leave the carcass for the wolves, but any meat and new fur were good for the tribe. He hoisted the tiger over his left shoulder, keeping his dagger hand free.
You made us like this, people of Atmen, Hakon thought. Beasts hunted by beasts.



CHAPTER TWO
The City of Atmen
Princess Kara sat in front of her mirror, focusing on the tattoo of a single jewel that appeared to hang from the crown of her forehead. It was still fresh. It had only been days since she became the public princess of the Air Kingdom—the day of her betrothal. That’s when the jewel of betrothal and marriage had been added to the weaving silver and red tattoo that she had had since birth. She sighed. She hated the fresh tattoo—not just because it looked like a glowing pimple (although that was irritating) but because of the permanency of it. She was no longer a secret, she could never deny who she was, and she was now… that horrid word… engaged.
She knew it wasn’t personal. None of it was. Her father, King Arden, was making an alliance with another father, another king, somewhere bird zips away from here. She had known this would always happen. The news didn’t come as a shock, but the ending had. With her reveal had come a type of death. No longer did she play some lesser courtier in the palace or dress in commoners’ clothing. No longer did her father come and teach her secretly how to fight. No more would she be the secret princess, left to her own devices.
Stop these thoughts, she scolded herself. The past was past. And Master knew that this kingdom needed to stop focusing on the past.
So Kara ignored the gem and turned to her handmaid, Sarita. Sarita had bright blue eyes—characteristic of her kind, the Su, the water people. Her hands were also webbed near the knuckles, and Kara imagined her toes were the same. Sarita had been Kara’s nurse before she was her handmaiden. Though Sarita was at least ten years older than Kara, she was in some ways the closest thing she had to a friend. Almost. She had always maintained her role as servant, no matter how little Kara acted like a princess.
“Why don’t the Su tattoo their ranks, Sarita?”
“We don’t have ranks like the Alem, Your Highness,” Sarita said, grabbing a comb to brush Kara’s hair.
“But some Su have servants.” Kara grabbed the brush and began combing her own hair. “How can you tell each other apart?”
Sarita smiled and grabbed a ribbon and some hair clasps. “Most of us are servants, princess. We know our place without a tattoo to tell us.”
“But surely some of you are higher than others. Even as servants of the Alem.” Kara relented and let Sarita tie the ribbon in her hair. “For example, a handmaid of a princess is probably higher esteemed then say… a handmaid for a duchess?”
Sarita shook her head. “We don’t think that way. All of us are simply content to serve the Alem in any capacity.” She finished with Kara’s hair and attached a small lacing of pearls atop her head, like a crown that mirrored the tattoo on her forehead. “Shall I fetch your dress for the banquet?”
Kara frowned. The Su were a curious race. “Yes.”
Sarita bowed and exited into the adjacent bedroom. The bow irritated Kara. So did the pearls. Sarita had always treated her like a princess, but her servant’s actions felt even more formal now. Kara found herself wishing that her parents had made sure to keep up the pomp even while she was hidden. Then again, she wished she had never had to be a secret in the first place. She wished… well, she wished what everyone wished: that her brother hadn’t been kidnapped and killed by the Terra.
The entire story never made sense to her. That’s what it was to her—a story. Every child in Atmen and the surrounding villages was taught the same stories. Her father’s grandfather had driven the Terra far into the east, deep into the Desolate Forest, where there was no chance of survival. Then, a hundred years later, they reappeared… not to assassinate the king but to steal his only child. It seemed so cruel and twisted. What did it gain the Terra but years of war and slavery? Instinctively, she remembered a lesson drilled into her by the keepers. There is little sense in the Terra’s mind. They are animals and are driven by instinct, not reason.
Kara pushed these dark thoughts out of her mind. She didn’t want to think about the Terra. She didn’t want to think about her ghost brother. No matter how she wished it, he wasn’t there. And that meant the kingdom’s fate rested solely on Kara’s shoulders.
Kara sighed. She was always pushing unwanted thoughts out of her mind.
“Here you are, Highness.” Kara turned around to see Sarita carrying a cream gown lined with silver. “It will bring out your eyes,” Sarita said politely. She helped Kara step out of her layman clothes and into the dress. Before Sarita put the dress over her head, Kara made sure to slip a dagger into a small hidden pocket in her petticoat. “Is that really necessary?” Sarita asked.
“A habit. My father’s lessons burn deep,” Kara said, making sure she could still access the knife through a small seam at her waist. “After all, we are at war.”
“I think you’re confused about who your enemies are. Prince Sesto wishes to marry you, not kill you,” Sarita scolded. She tied up Kara’s dress and reached for her cape.
“How do you know? He hasn’t met me yet.” Kara eyed Sarita’s reflection in the mirror and caught her stifling a laugh. It cheered Kara up.
Sarita guided Kara to the door. “Careful not to trip,” she said, handing Kara her cape. Kara sighed and tried to pretend she felt comfortable in the stuffy gown. Her forehead itched from the fresh tattoo.
“I miss trousers,” she mumbled and stepped into the hallway. “And cuff sleeves.” Kara looked up and down the royal hallways. The main citadel was still so unfamiliar to her with its portraits and finery. She was used to taking the secret passageways the servants used. “And I miss the servants’ hallways,” she added. Sarita shushed her. Kara looked down the hallway, this time for Azure. A tall, slim guard with pale blue eyes the color of the sky was already walking toward her.
“Your Highness.”
“Azure Neel.” She couldn’t help but smile at the Su boy. Azure was one of the youngest guards but still a few years her senior. The Neel family had long served the king, ever since the Ally Days, when the Su people aligned with the Alem against the Terra. Because of their loyalty, all the Su had been honored with the reward of becoming servants to the Alem. The Neel family, the most loyal among the Su, had been entrusted for generations as guards and servants throughout the palace.
Kara couldn’t help but like Azure. He was her friend in the days of her secrecy. Although her mother had tried to keep up pretenses, the king had still insisted that Kara practice her sparring, and he only trusted the water guards to keep it secret, since they had no connection to Alem royalty. Although those in the palace had known of her existence, and rumors always circulated, only few knew she could fight. Azure had been one. In fact, he had always seemed to seek out an opportunity to duel with her.
Azure did not smile back at Kara’s greeting but turned formally away from her, assuming the stance of an escort. She had always thought of Azure as a dear friend. She frowned—maybe she had imagined their friendship. A frightening thought entered her mind: perhaps she didn’t really know him? She laughed at herself for such ridiculous thoughts. He was just performing his place, and she should perform hers.
She sighed audibly and walked down the great halls, accompanied on either side by her Su companions. It was always cold in the hallways—even in the summer. Since it was still winter in Atmen, the citadel, which was built into the Glacier Mountains, was frigidly cold. She hoped winter would pass soon and the seasons would change. She had heard that the snow had turned to rain in the Great Plains already, and in the villages below the crest. She hoped this meant spring would be coming to Atmen soon.
They passed by the corridor that led upward to the Keepers’ School and the Temple to the Master. Kara paused and leaned into the corridor, hoping to spy on a keeper or two. They were a curious group of men and women—the only ones who existed outside the hierarchy of birth and order. Any Alem could become a keeper, whether they were the son of a duke or the daughter of a prostitute. It would be the Keepers of the Past that were teaching in the school now—the Keepers of the Past concerned themselves with genealogy, birth order, the history of the Alem, and all the records of the past.
“Your Highness, they’ll want privacy,” Sarita said.
“Shh,” Kara said. She thought she heard something. She leaned a little farther into the corridor and heard a keeper’s booming voice.
“There are three types of keepers. Keepers of the Past. Keepers of the Present. And the very rare Keepers of the Future. They stand apart, serving the Master as they record all things that take place among the special and sacred Alem.”
Kara smiled, remembering the lesson fondly. She wanted to go up to see the Keepers of the Future—her personal favorite. They were such interesting, loony old people. The other keepers often dismissed their stories because they told stories outside of Alem, or even Terra, history. They often made false predictions about the future. One of their favorite stories of the future to mutter about, and one that Kara loved to hear, was the legend of a man who would be given two gifts of porting from the Master and would unite all power. Whatever that meant. This story defied so much of the Alem’s exceptionalism that it was disregarded by most, but Kara loved the whispers of it. She felt a kinship to its forbidden and secretive nature.
She listened some more, hoping the Keepers of the Future might hint at the story of the legend as they recited the familiar lesson of privilege. Unfortunately, they stayed true to the normal story of privilege and blessing. The keeper continued his lecture, “We Alem are blessed and special because we have the gift to port using air. The Master has granted us this advantage, this most abundant source of energy, because we are superior above all other races.
Kara yawned, bored suddenly. Who cared about such gifts if you could never use them? She thought wistfully about the dagger against her leg, and she was struck with the urge to fight. She ignored the urge and bowed out of the corridor, where Sarita and Azure waited. If they were impatient, they didn’t show it. They continued walking to the queen’s corridors.
“So, Azure. Sarita tells me the Su do not wear tattoos like the Alem. That the Su have no ranking. Is this true?”
Azure coughed, looking briefly uncomfortable, and glanced toward Sarita. “We are ever grateful to serve the Alem. It does not matter in what capacity.”
Kara noticed he evaded the question, but the subject of tattoos made her suddenly think of the Terra. “The keepers say the Terra wear barbaric tattoos along their arms and hands, showing off how many men they have killed. I saw it on a slave once.” Kara shuddered, thinking about the dark purple scars she saw on the slave in the yards and what they must have meant. “Do the Su have any tattoos at all?” Kara hoped Azure would answer like a normal person, instead of the servant he was performing.
“We are not killers, Princess, unless we are made soldiers by the king. We do not keep track of who we kill,” Azure said simply.
“That’s not really what I asked.” Why wouldn’t he talk to her like a friend? “I know the Su aren’t beasts like the Terra. I just wanted to know if you have tattoos.”
“We have our own customs,” Sarita said. “Just as any other race.”
Kara didn’t want to let it go. She goaded Azure one more time. “Sarita said that a handmaid working for a duchess is just as important as one working for a princess. I bet being a member of the Neel family is something special…”
“It is a great honor,” Azure said.
Kara shivered. Her old friends were treating her as coldly as the corridors.
They were at the queen’s quarters, and Azure bowed and stood outside the door. Sarita pulled away the curtains that were hung over the door to keep in the heat. She knocked softly on the large oak door.
“Come in.”



CHAPTER THREE
Only the sound of Skeet’s chewing broke the quiet dawn. The village is small, he observed as he spat out another chunk of dandelion roots. There were only two rows of houses, a tower, and the unmistakable broken loop of slave huts. Stretched behind the huts were the farms, gardens, and roads that went west to the Citadel of Atmen. The morning mist was just starting to gather around the village.
This is the best time for an attack, Skeet thought. Most villages did not anticipate an assault early in the morning, just hours before sunrise. They always expected one in the middle of the night. A handful of guards milled around the slave hut, but their numbers looked manageable, even easy. Skeet motioned for the other members of his pack to get to their positions. He spat out the last root and looked back, irritated.
Where is Hakon? He knew these raids made his brother uncomfortable, but it was still a part of training. A fit of rage swirled inside of Skeet, but he pushed it down. Let your rage be at the air–burners. If the raid didn’t go well, his entire pack could be captured by the Alem and become slaves. He wouldn’t let that happen. He adjusted his hood, veiling his face. He was dressed in skins and furs, with a thick hood extending up his neck and circling round his face. His feet were bare, so he could feel the earth—its familiar pulse comforted him, gave him confidence.
Skeet put a dagger in his right hand and a rock in his left. He made sure his bow and arrows were tied securely to his back. He was fighting without a spear tonight. This wasn’t a hunt. They intended to get close. He turned around and motioned to his brothers—the other men his age in their pack. A few of them had ziffs, wolves that had been domesticated long ago by the Terra people. They were more docile than their violent cousins and made good pack animals and fighters. Not everyone in the group could vanish like Skeet. Most of them could zip, and those who couldn’t had a portling, an animal companion that could zip, such as a ziff or smaller rodent.
“Link!” Skeet instructed. He turned around, his back to the air village. The two boys nearest Skeet grabbed each of his arms. The others in the pack linked to them, until they were in a tight circle. Skeet was a vanisher, which meant he could only port to somewhere he couldn’t see, a place held in his mind but outside his real vision. Skeet had memorized the spacing of where the guards stood. Fortunately it was an open field, and he wouldn’t risk vanishing his companions into a tree or wall. He concentrated, seeing the field in his mind, and then he was there, taking all ten of the boys in his pack with him. Using the power of porting took the energy of the earth, and his hand was now empty where the rock used to be. He used his free hand to pull his bow from its string at his back.
Skeet heard the shrill bark of a ziff as the pack began their attack. He didn’t look back to see the fate of the guards when he heard the sound of daggers meeting flesh. He ran toward the slave hut and kicked down the door. Several frightened faces greeted him. In the dim light, Skeet counted at least two dozen Terra slaves, all women and children.
“Move and they’ll die.”
There was a whimper. Skeet’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he saw five guards, each holding a child with a knife at the throat. Skeet felt a thrill and smiled. He loved a challenge. He dug his bare feet into the earth beneath him and pulled up his bow and the arrow. The arrow struck between the eyes of the man that had spoken. In the split second after shooting his arrow, he vanished to the dark space behind the other guards, using the dirt below him as fuel to vanish. His dagger struck through the man’s back, and he was able to kick a third man aside. Their few moments of shock had given him precious time, but there were still two guards holding children.
Fortunately, some of the pack had already followed him inside the hut, and one of them was a zipper, able to port where he could see. The zipper was upon the remaining guards in a flash, jamming one in the side with a dagger and another over the head with the remainder of a rock he had used to zip.
“Go!” Skeet shouted to slaves. They ran outside, where they were greeted with a group of boys who had been designated to rescue them. They grabbed slaves and seemed to pop out of the air, dissipating in the mists, carrying a slave with them one by one into the forest and then returning just as quickly to grab another.
“Attack the beasts!” cried a voice in the distance.
Skeet spun toward the voice to see a group of villagers coming toward them. They carried a crude assortment of knives and swords. These villagers hadn’t necessarily wronged them directly, and Skeet knew that to kill them outright would bring more blood on their heads by the Master. The code didn’t call for their deaths. Then again, they had enslaved his people. The remaining pack turned to Skeet for instruction.
He wouldn’t risk the vengeance of these villagers’ blood, but he wanted to leave them with fear. “Wound them only. Until all the slaves are free,” he shouted. Turning to the boys with ziffs, he said, “Open these other huts! Kill guards or soldiers on sight.” Two boys ran toward the other huts, where some of the group was already headed. Skeet gestured to three others, and they ran toward the villagers.
He sliced into the first man he saw, jabbing his dagger along the side of his torso. It made the man drop, but it wouldn’t kill him. Hopefully, Skeet thought. He kicked back a woman carrying a pitchfork, causing her to fall into a child behind her. Skeet hated when they brought children out with them—it just showed how selfish they were, the Alem, the air people. They hoped to strike pity in their hearts with innocent children, so they wouldn’t hurt the adults.
It didn’t work. The Terra did not feel a great amount of pity.
Skeet jabbed a free arrow in another man’s arm. He bent down and grabbed a handful of dirt. A man swung a sword at him, but he wasn’t strong enough to pierce through Skeet’s thick furs. Skeet grabbed the man and ported behind his own back, to a place he couldn’t see. He aimed low, hoping that when he vanished, the man would be ported into the earth. Skeet’s aim had worked, and the man’s feet were trapped in the earth, while the remainder of his body remained above ground. The man gave a shout of pain and terror. Now his feet were gone, taken by the earth that killed them.
Skeet heard a cry behind him—it was one of his own men. He spun and saw one of his brothers getting jammed by a sword along his side. Skeet ran through the crowd of villagers, swinging carelessly as he went, cutting the surface of faces and arms and hearing screams as he ran. He reached his brother and turned on the attacker, an elderly man with a rusted sword.
Skeet swung and grabbed the elderly man close in a strong hold. “Life for life. Wound for wound. Give for take,” Skeet said ceremoniously. He kicked the man behind the knees, causing him to fall. Skeet wrenched the man’s sword from his hands and lifted it high.
“You animals will pay for this,” the old man said with surprising courage. Around him, the screams and cries of his fellow villagers broke the quiet of the morning. “We will destroy you.”
Skeet let his sword fall, letting it slice through the side of the man’s torso and into the earth, pinning him to the ground. “Blood for blood,” Skeet said. He removed the sword, grabbed his brother, and ran toward the remainder of the pack. All the huts were opened, and the last of the slaves were being zipped back along the path deep into the forest. Skeet grabbed a zipper’s arm, and vanished with his wounded companion back through the forest to the horses. They were already departing with the other slaves.
Skeet examined the wounds of the boy. They were deep, but there was hope for him. Skeet sighed. Even though these small raids did little to decrease the air people’s oppression, and they couldn’t hope to free all of the captured Terra, it did good to hope. Hope was enough for now.



CHAPTER FOUR
“I know he’s still alive,” Queen Sabola said softly, looking at Kara, pleading. She had a feeling, that familiar knowing that she felt when she thought of her children. She would know when one of them had died. Kara looked at her with skepticism. Sabola was sure Kara felt nothing for her older brother—he was gone. She had never known him. Perhaps she missed him in her imagination, but not in reality. He was a phantom that haunted the past, this entire house, and this entire kingdom.
Sabola held her stomach unconsciously, rubbing her hand across her belly, the way many pregnant women do. She thought of her unborn child—the child she knew was a boy. Her mother had said she had the gift of foresight. It was always in little things, nothing truly prophetic, if anyone believed in the prophets anymore. The Keepers of the Future had verified her gift long ago, naming her part of their order—though they believed it had little bearing on the affairs of the kingdom. She had known her oldest son, Hakon, would be a boy, just as she had known Kara would be a girl. And she knew the baby now in her womb would be a boy as well.
That would upset things.
King Arden had been in mourning for almost nineteen years. A cruel and angry mourning that had brought more death than Sabola was comfortable thinking about. Over the past decade, he had appeared to move on. He had stopped the war, content to punish the Terra as slaves. He had trained Kara as if she were a boy, and he concerned himself more with the future affairs of the kingdom than his poisonous revenge. But Sabola understood his grief wasn’t just rooted in sentimentality; it was about hierarchy as well. The laws were strict, and if Arden did not have a son, his kingdom would be forfeited, would fall into the hands of someone outside his direct bloodline. It wouldn’t be long before the line of Arden would become a thing of history. Sabola had always thought these rules of succession were stiff and cruel, but she began to understand them now. The ability to port, whether by zipping or vanishing, was decreasing in every generation of the Alem. King Arden was a direct descendent of the air conquerors, those who traveled from the homeland to settle here. The closer an Alem was to a direct descendent of that first royal line, the greater the likelihood that they would have the gift, the power to port.
Kara was still staring at Sabola, emotions spread across her face like the untrained royalty she was.
“You mustn’t display your emotions so greatly, Kara. It’s not appropriate etiquette.”
Kara started, then nodded, turning stoic. She learned fast. Kara was independent, but she did aim to please.
“But still, Mother, if I may speak my mind.”
“You may.”
“How do you know? How do you know Hakon is alive?”
Sabola frowned. She didn’t care to explain knowing to her daughter, but she suspected that Kara was asking a different question. What difference did it make that she knew he was alive? She had tried to reassure the king again and again, but it only fueled his mad quest to find him, and when he had finally given up, he had considered her insistence to be the aching of a mother’s heart, not the sign of prophecy. He believed in the Keepers of the Future about as much as everyone else, which was very little.
Kara had been born during the Second Vengeance, right in the middle of that awful war, just two years after Hakon had been stolen. By then, Arden had lost so many men to the forest, he was starting to suspect that this was the Terra’s intent all along: to drive them into an impossible war. A war that had never really ended, even when the Alem retreated, and they had captured enough Terra to fill every village and city with working slaves. There hadn’t been an all–out war in a decade, but still the enemy was there, and the threat of them was always on the mind of the Alem. They attacked villages in small numbers occasionally, like constant pests. Arden kept saying the earth people would not defeat them—how could they? But perhaps they had undermined them in significant ways. Ways that were only beginning to show. A few hundred villages, a few thousand slaves—each had a small impact on their kingdom’s prosperity.
Yet the king wouldn’t let go completely. The code hung over him—he must avenge his son’s death. It was the greatest cause for revenge, after a mother’s death and then a father’s. His disappearance had brought shame, and her husband’s pride wouldn’t allow him to bow down in this war of attrition. Even when I insist his son lives, Sabola thought.
This was why it was so important for them to gain the coastal kingdom’s aid. Why it was so important that Kara finally become a proper princess.
“Mother, how do you know?” Kara asked again, taking the queen’s silence as a sign she hadn’t heard.
Sabola turned to her daughter, ignoring her question. “You know why you are betrothed, Kara?”
Kara nodded. “Political reasons.”
“Yes, but do you know why?”
“They want to take our kingdom.”
Smart girl. “Yes, eventually, that is probably what King Darr wants. Your father is no fool—he knows his intent.”
Kara’s face turned ashen. “Does he wish to have Father assassinated?”
Queen Sabola shook her head. “No… we don’t know for sure. His motivation is strange, which is what troubles me about this whole arrangement. He might be securing the throne for his line, but then I don’t understand why he would engage you to his sixth son and not his heir.” Sabola had been offended by the kings’ decision. They might both think of Kara as a pawn, but her daughter deserved a higher ranked son than the sixth! “We do have some leverage. If the Terra break our hold, they will only spread and terrorize the coastal kingdoms as well.”
“Like insects without a predator,” Kara quoted solemnly.
“Exactly.”
Kara shuddered, but Sabola could see it wasn’t really the Terra that bothered her at the moment.
“Must I really marry him, Mother? Really?”
Sabola smiled, thinking of her many betrothals. “Whom else would you marry?”
Kara looked surprised. She hadn’t ever considered that question. She stumbled her way through a response. “I don’t know… I thought I would be older, have more time.”
“Oh, you will have time. This is merely an engagement, not a marriage.”
“How long?”
The queen stood up and picked up her cloak. “As long as it takes. As long as you are bound to their kingdom, you are their kin. No treaty is as strong as that.”
“When would we get married?” Kara stood to help her up.
“I don’t think you’ll need to. Your father and King Darr made this arrangement hoping you would birth an heir. And…” Sabola hesitated. Should she tell Kara the truth? It would be better if her daughter knew everything, should something terrible happen. “Kara, the child I carry is a boy…”
“How do you—”
“I know.”
Kara nodded, skepticism showing on her face. Then hope. Then relief.
“You really must hide those emotions, Kara.”
“I understand. By Air, if it’s true, Mother, this can be good for us. King Darr will have a hold on the kingdom only if I have a child, yet he will stay in the war if his kingdom is threatened.”
Sabola hid her frown. Was that the only reason King Darr had committed himself to the fight? The coastal kingdoms were still a ways beyond the mountains. If he didn’t have a hold on Atmen, would he drop out of the war?
Kara sighed. “And then I wouldn’t have to get married.”
Sabola laughed, letting her emotions loosen around her daughter. “You must play the part, Kara. I have kept you hidden, and I did not keep up your training of etiquette, as I should have. You must forgive your foolish parents for that.” Sabola stood, facing her daughter directly. “Make a game of it tonight. Be respectful and act engaged. Do not speak, but act demure. That is the proper place for a woman.”
“My Breath, that sounds awful. I’ll choke to death on the words I might say.”
“Chew first, then swallow,” Sabola said. She called to Sarita, who stood in the shadows. Kara helped put on Queen Sabola’s cape, and Sarita helped her to the door. “Let’s visit the keepers’ temple while we wait for the king and your prince.”
“Please don’t call him my prince!”
“Shush.”
Azure was still waiting outside the door. He still didn’t smile. Kara wanted to call to him, ask him the question that burned in her mind, but instead she tried to follow her mother’s advice. Her face remained stoic.
***
The temple was colder than the corridors. The keepers liked it that way for some reason. Kara gathered her cape around her and shivered. She watched her mother, who stood before the large scrolls and tapestries hanging on the wall. They were covered in writing and beautiful paintings—all written and drawn by truthsingers. Kara thought how serene the queen looked in her white cloak, her hand resting on her belly. She wasn’t quite large enough to show she was pregnant, but Kara thought it was quite obvious considering how much her mother loved to keep her hand on her belly. Like she was protecting it.
In a way, she was. The king had insisted her pregnancy be kept a secret, just like all the others that had come before. Kara wondered if she would soon have a secret little brother.
“Princess?” Sarita asked behind her.
“Yes?”
“May I ask your leave for a few minutes while I check on the kitchens?”
“Of course,” Kara said with the wave of a hand. She had the sudden urge to join Sarita in the kitchens, steal a few plums, and then go climbing in the mountains. The stiffness of her dress reminded her that wasn’t possible.
She watched Sarita as she left, envious of her freedom, and noticed that Azure was glaring after Sarita. Kara walked to Azure. “Something wrong, Azure?”
“No, Princess. But Sarita shouldn’t leave your company.”
“She just went off to the kitchens.” Kara looked at Azure, knowing his eyes and his expressions. “You don’t trust her? It’s Sarita!”
Azure’s face was stone. “I don’t trust much of my kind.”
Kara laughed. “You sound like a Terra, thinking all Su are traitors.”
“Kara.” The queen called to her.
Kara turned away from Azure and joined the queen beside the tapestries. The queen was frowning. I’m not supposed to be conversing with the guards. Kara nodded, understanding the lesson her mother told with her eyes. They both turned to the paintings. A few keepers wandered past, nodding and slightly bowing to the queen.
“This is very old,” her mother said, pointing to a painting. “It tells the story of the future, that one day we’ll discover the bond that allows men to zip and vanish through space, cutting distances with their sight, and adding years to their lives.”
Kara regarded the tapestry. She hadn’t really looked at this one before—hadn’t even noticed it out of the hundreds that hung in the temple. She preferred the brighter, newer ones. The tapestry was faded. It was in an ancient form of drawing, less realistic and lifelike than the one artists drew now. The lines were jagged and hard. He appeared to be split in half, with either half of his body on opposite ends of the tapestry. This was probably a crude illustration of porting. His two faces were drawn like squares, contorted as if to look to the side. On his brow sat a crown and the intricate tattoo of a firstborn prince marked his forehead.
“Who is that man?”
“No one real. He’s symbolic. In this painting, he represents the bond between the air and time, the Master and the power.”
“The power to port?”
The queen nodded, moving to another painting. “See, here he is again.” She pointed to another man, but this time he carried a sword in one hand and a stone in another. He still bore the tattoo on his forehead.
“He looks different.”
“Well, now it’s a figure that represents the code, the duties of justice, the bridge between blood of the dead and the road to the freedom of souls.”
“If a body should die unavenged, his blood will cry till his soul is made free with vengeance,” Kara quoted from her lessons. “Why didn’t I learn these symbols in school?”
“Oh you have. These are just older drawings that depict the code, the power, and the bond as a man. The Keepers of the Future believe it might be a real man who may come… one day.”
Kara remembered the secret stories. “The legend! The man with two gifts.” She looked at the tapestries in a new way. Were the stories just symbolic or were they real prophecies? “For what? Why would he come?”
The queen shrugged, moving on to look at some paintings and tapestries of ships that sailed from the home of the air people to this land. Kara remained, staring at the tapestries, thinking of her brother.
“Mother, do you really believe he’s alive?”
“He is alive.”
“Then what… what will we do?”
Kara watched as her mother turned back toward the large windows that overlooked the Northern Passage through the Glacier Mountains. Kara joined her, staring out. She could just make out the flags and banners of King Darr. An entire entourage of horses, carriages, and wagons was exiting the pass and heading toward the citadel. Kara felt her heart leap into her throat. She tried to swallow it down.
“I don’t know, Kara.” the queen said beside her. “I don’t know.”



CHAPTER FIVE
“Don’t close your eyes!”
“I think better with my eyes closed,” Hakon snapped, opening his eyes and looking at Gage. The boy’s gray eyes and defiant stare immediately reminded Gage of the enemy, King Arden. Hakon was a good boy, a good Terra even, but he had inherited the pride and stubbornness of his people.
“That’s how you end up being blindsided by a tiger,” Gage snapped back. He stared coldly at Hakon. He yanked harder on the thread he was sewing through Hakon’s wound, causing Hakon to flinch. The boy wasn’t as scarred as many his age, partly due to Gage’s training and Hakon’s own natural abilities, but his skin wasn’t as calloused or as naturally rough as Terra youth, so when he did get hurt, it was bad. Fortunately, like most born with the power, Hakon was a fast healer. The greater the power, the faster one healed. Gage knew the power was strong in Hakon, even for an Alem. Though his wounds were deeper and more severe, he still healed twice as fast as a boy with no gift at all. His skin may be thin, but at least his will is tough, Gage thought. It had to be.
Gage’s own face was lined with scars and wounds—some fresh. As a trainer and guardian, fighting to survive was his very essence. Gage always dressed to fight, as did most Terra. He was in full battle gear, even though they were safe within the caves and shelters of Kaldin. He had an ax at his belt, rocks and dirt in an open pouch at his waist, daggers in both his boots, and a spear strapped to his back. As a guardian, a master and trainer to a pack of boys within the tribe, he also carried with him a survival pack. It contained everything one needed to survive if they were stuck out in the forest alone.
He was using part of it, the bone needle and thread, to patch up Hakon’s wounds.
“I had my eyes open when the tiger attacked,” Hakon said. It was true that getting attacked by wild beasts was not preventable, but surviving their attacks with only a few scars was a true feat. But Gage wasn’t about to compliment the boy. He wanted Hakon to be alert and cautious, not cocky.
“Regardless, I do not like this habit,” Gage said. He tied off the thread and began wrapping the wound. “A Terra zipper must feel where he must go, not only see it. You must never let one of your senses slip, or you are vulnerable. You must do your thinking inside your head behind open eyes.”
“Yes, Guardian.”
Gage moved to check Hakon’s neck. Hakon sat patiently. They were in the open dueling rings of the training grounds, where all Terra youth were taught the art of hunting, dueling, and the Master’s law. Most of the buildings in Kaldin were made of wood and covered in thick layers of skins. Most of the housing was dug inside the ground as a protection again the violent seasonal storms of the Desolate Forest. The outer protection was designed to prevent zipping inside the village, especially by wild animals desperate for food in the winter. Each home or building was constantly guarded by someone, should the occasional wild animal port into the village. Gage had been assigned to this building when Hakon arrived with his wounds and dead tiger. Now, Hakon stared listlessly at the painted skins that surrounded the school.
“Do you think we’ll ever live outside the forest?” Hakon asked. Gage glanced back and saw he was staring at the painting that taught how to farm. The guardians still believed every male should be taught husbandry and agriculture in case it was their generation that reclaimed their land, the Great Plains. Not every tribe taught this. Not everyone felt it was useful, but then again, not everyone had hope.
“I think it will be soon, Hakon,” Gage said. He applied some solvent to the small cuts and scrapes on the back of Hakon’s neck. “We are close to uniting the tribes.”
“It is time then?”
Gage looked at the boy. There was fear in his eyes, but he was doing his best to hide it. Had they asked too much of this young prince? All their hope lay in him. Gage had thought there would be more time, a few more years at least.
“I wish we had more time. More time for you to be prepared. Truly trained.” Gage turned to face Hakon. The boy’s eyes reflected gray, almost silver in the moonlight. He was only eighteen. Old enough to be a man among the Terra, but he would still be a boy among his own people, the Alem. Gage wondered if it was time to tell Hakon the truth about who he was, about what he was. The boy was still so unaware of how much they relied on him. Perhaps it was too much to put on one man, let alone a boy, and that was the fault of the plan. But it was the only way. Gage had hoped that there wouldn’t be so much riding on Hakon by this time. He thought that the Terra would finally be united—they had certainly had the years and the wars to work for it. But they were still divided, fighting as they always had. They were greater slaves of their tradition than they were of the Alem. Their dangerous environment, and their conflicting beliefs, had done its worst.
Hakon picked at Gage’s bandages. “I’m sorry to have missed Skeet’s raid. It would have been a good thing to show the other tribes what progress we make.”
“There will be time enough for that.” Gage shouldered his spear. “I think it is wiser that you kill only tigers and not men for now.”
“I will have to kill men one day, Gage.” Hakon began to sew up his skins around his wounds. “Probably my own.”
Gage heard resentment in Hakon’s words. He needed him to focus. He moved toward him and grabbed his face.
“The Summit Council will be meeting in a week, Hakon. I need you to refrain from hunting or raiding. Heal quickly. Then train everyday. Spar with everyone. Our tribe’s mission counts on you, and it may come down to a duel.” Gage saw the flash of fear again. “Do you understand?”
“I understand.”
Gage paused. What else could he say to prepare the boy? Before he could say anything, however, a body suddenly appeared between them.
“A fat belly tiger, Brother! And it looks like you had to go through his fat belly to get at him. Hasn’t anyone told you that the neck is faster?” Skeet was standing between them, always favoring the surprise arrival over using a main entrance. Hakon’s eyes lit up at seeing Skeet.
“Skeet! You’re well!” Hakon threw Skeet into an embrace, causing them both to wince and then laugh. “How many enslaved Terra did we welcome home?”
“You cannot vanish so carelessly, Nephew,” Gage began, but Skeet cut him off with laughter.
“Oh, Uncle Gage, always one to criticize!” Skeet glanced at Hakon. “I’m sure he told you it was your fault a tiger attacked you.” Hakon nodded, grinning.
Gage felt the need to reprimand his nephew. “I am your guardian, Skeet. You will address me as such.”
Skeet grinned. “Right, Uncle.” Only Skeet could get away with teasing Gage this way. His face went solemn, and he bowed ceremoniously, lifting his dagger to his forehead. Then he held up his hand in front of them both. Below the long claws on his left hand were four fresh scars rubbed with black ash. “Guardian, I have killed four air–sucking soldiers, and we freed more than sixty Terra tonight!”
Hakon inspected Skeet’s newly–tattooed hand. There were now seven tick marks along his fingers, representing the seven men Skeet had killed. Soon, the tattoos would become more elaborate, spreading up the arms. Hakon’s hands were still without tattoos, for he had killed no one. Gage preferred it stay that way for now.
“Skeet, I wish I had been there,” Hakon said.
Skeet smiled, but Gage recognized the unmistakable anger behind his nephew’s smiling eyes. Still, he jovially punched Hakon in the arm.
“Nah, we’ll skin the tiger, Brother. Masha will be glad for the colorful fur. She’s been wearing a ‘boring deer’ for far too long.” The anger in Skeet’s eyes disappeared and turned to affection. “She was hoping Isis would return from his Survival with one, but you beat him to it!”
Gage’s concerns were momentarily turned to his other nephew, Isis, Skeet’s younger brother. His father, Chief Tip, had wanted to initiate Isis into adulthood before the tribes met. The boy had been on his Survival for four days now, living alone in the forest with the purpose of bringing back a large animal on his own.
Hakon smiled. “It won’t take Isis long to kill a wild beast. He’s only been gone a few days. Did you tell Masha you were missing for nearly two weeks? We thought you had died.”
Skeet rolled his eyes. “That is not true. It was ten days! It was you who took two weeks, you air sucker. Lost in the forest, trying to kill a beast with these?” He held up Hakon’s clawless hands. “Pitiful.”
Hakon slapped Skeet’s hands back and swung a punch toward his ear, but Gage blocked it. He glared at Hakon.
“Be still, or you’ll never heal. Both of you know everyone comes of age differently in the woods. Some take three days. Some take ten days. And some, I would remind you, don’t survive. It is no small thing Isis is doing for one so young, so I would spend your time asking the Master for his safe journey, Skeet.”
Skeet scowled. “You really have no sense of humor, Uncle.” Seeing Gage’s face, Skeet corrected, “Guardian.”
Gage rested his hand on Hakon’s shoulder. “Go wash the wound again and clean up quickly. There will be wounded to tend to among your pack and the slaves. Skeet will report to me.”
“Yes.” Skeet’s face went grave. “All the wounded are in the dome.” As Hakon turned to go, Skeet broke into a smile again. “And since you didn’t come with us, Hakon, you’ll have to listen to me tell the whole story at least three times.”
Hakon smiled and left, going toward Tip’s home. Tip was Gage’s brother and had been Hakon’s adopted father for many years. Hakon and Skeet had grown up as brothers in the house. Gage could not have children, nor raise them, for it was his purpose as a guardian to care only for the boys under his tutelage. Hakon’s pack was small, with only twelve boys, including Skeet.
Skeet turned to Guardian and knelt, putting his dagger to his forehead. Gage noticed it was red with blood. “You took time to tattoo your hands but not to clean your weapons?”
Skeet ignored the question. “I think they’ll move the soldiers deeper east because of what we’ve done.”
“Yes, I imagine the raids are starting to have some effect on the great King Arden’s morale. Did you kill any villagers?”
“I don’t think so, Master willing,” Skeet said. “All the Alem soldiers are dead.”
“Good.” Gage bent down, sitting across from Skeet. “The Summit Council will be meeting in a week. It is time our tribe acted on our destiny.”
Skeet’s eyes widened. “Will the other tribes support us?”
“I have had word from my fellow guardians across the clans, and there is promise. Though I still think it may come to a duel.” Skeet nodded. “Are you prepared, Skeet, to do your part? There are others. Your father is willing.”
“No,” Skeet said. “I will be the one to defend my brother and his cause.”
Gage frowned. “I think you should stop calling Hakon your brother.”
Skeet laughed. “I don’t understand you, Uncle. You speak of a new future in your precious pact, yet you want us to hold to revenge, as if we could forget what the Air Kingdom has done to us. I know what Hakon is, Guardian, and I still choose to call him Brother.” Skeet was breathing heavily, emotions high. That is his greatest weakness, Guardian thought, how he goes from joy to anger so quickly.
“He must always remember who he is, Skeet. It is for him.”
“Wasn’t he supposed to feel one with us?” Skeet asked, sincerely.
Yes, that was the plan. But if anger was Skeet’s weakness, sentiment was Hakon’s. Yes, that had been the plan, Skeet, until your mother died. “He knows he is one of us, Skeet. But if our purpose is accomplished, it won’t be very long until he is one of them.” Gage gave his nephew a cold hard stare. “You may as well start preparing for it.”
Skeet nodded, but his lips were stiff. “There are wounded who will need you, Uncle.” Gage nodded and followed Skeet out toward the dome. He let his mind settle into a meditation as he tended to the wounded and marked the ages of the slaves for training so the children could be assigned to guardians right away. His mind drifted to their plans. Were all the years of planning and preaching enough to convince the Terra, the oppressed and hardened earth people, that they should wait for the young heir to the Alem kingdom to accomplish his mission? That they should wait to go to war?



CHAPTER SIX
Skeet inspected the gear that was lined up inside the dome. The different tribes were starting to send their envoys deep into the mountains, and Kaldin would soon be joining them. Every chief would come, accompanied by at least one guardian and several of the tribe’s warriors.
They were meeting at The Drums, deep in the mountains. It was called The Drums because it was the source and center of the constant beating that rippled throughout the Desolate Forest. Skeet always heard the drumbeat below him and around him. It comforted him, felt familiar and right. The closer to The Drums they got, the louder the beating became; the dirt vibrated with tremors, and part of the hills moved like waves. Skeet had only been to The Drums once before, with Hakon when they were children.
They had both been six years old. They came to carve their mother’s name into the walls.
Tip returned from checking on the rest of their family. Skeet was third of five, not counting Hakon (and Gage never allowed him to be counted among them). His two older brothers were already married and had families of their own. Younger than Skeet were the twins, Masha and Isis. Skeet had hoped Isis would have returned by now so he could accompany them, but he was still out in the forest alone, hunting in hopes of returning with a wild beast and becoming a man. Skeet tried not to worry about his brother. It was important he take this step in his training, especially if they would be going to war soon.
Perhaps it was good Isis wasn’t coming. Skeet wanted to be alone when he saw his mother’s name again. Isis couldn’t even remember their mother. The twins were infants when she died.
Skeet’s father nodded to him and tossed him a bundle, which they tied onto waiting ziffs. His father looked solemn. Skeet felt the pang of pity for him. For once, he wished that Tip had remarried. He was hard, like all the Terra, his face and skin toughened by the conditions they lived in, by the war, and by seeing his wife killed by the Alem. His father’s hands and arms were covered with tattoos—too numerous and intricate to count how many men he had killed.
Skeet turned and whistled. He heard Hakon’s familiar whistled response, and soon his brother was turning the corner, shouldering his supplies. Tip affectionately grabbed Hakon on the shoulder as he approached.
“Come, my sons. Let’s change our destinies,” he said. He smiled at Skeet warmly. They moved together toward the group of men and women that were gathering at the gates of Kaldin. They were silent, regarding Hakon with a reverence that always irritated Skeet. His father whispered, “Daggers out, boys. We have a ways to go before we reach the first tunnel.”
They traversed through the thick of the forest as a trained pack, quickly and carefully, until they reached the first hidden underground tunnel, where they lit torches. The group moved forward, still cautious, for the earth shifted strangely in the Desolate Mountains. What might have been a clear path could easily have caved in or grown over with poisonous sap.
Day after day, they moved toward the high peak, sending word of their progress back to the tribe through carrier birds or portlings. The tribe did not zip or port but traveled at a slow pace on foot. Skeet assumed it was because not all of them could move by zipping, but when he asked Tip why they moved so slowly, his father answered, “It is to give us time to think. We have much to think about.”
As they got closer to the mountains, Skeet could hear the steady beat of the earth. His heart began to beat in time with The Drums. The closer they got to the mountain, the more he could feel its presence. It was inside The Drums that the surviving Terra had found sanctuary from the Alem and the Desolate Forest. The original city was hundreds of years old, and the Terra had long ago migrated outward, spreading across the mountains. Now very few lived in the city, but many visited it, for it was where all the Terra honored their dead and where the destinies of war and the people were decided.
The Drums got louder, and his tribe was marching to its beat.
Skeet turned back to Hakon to see if he felt the same beat of the earth, the incredible calling of the earth to its people. Hakon look disturbed.
“What’s wrong, Hakon?”
“I don’t know. The sound of The Drums, the beating in the earth, always makes me feel vexed, like I’m ill.”
Skeet mused. “It makes me feel powerful. Stronger.”
Hakon shrugged, trying to hide his discomfort. Skeet was about to quip that it was probably The Drums’ way of warding off an air sucker, but someone ahead called out.
“Light!”
The tunnel in which they were walking suddenly split open, and the roof tapered into a ceiling that stretched upward into a great cavern. Ancient tunnels and passageways were carved into the rock all around them and above them. A series of slices into the rock above allowed the day’s light to stream into the cavern, highlighting broken blocks of stone that were once homes. Hundreds of Terra wandered about the floor or on the walkways against the tall walls.
They had arrived at the great city built underneath the mountain.
Tip turned to Skeet and Hakon. Soberly, he said, “Come, boys. Let’s find your mother’s name.”
“I’ll come as well,” Gage said.
Skeet followed his father, looking around at the different tribes as they walked. He remembered the city inside The Drums being large when he was a child, but he was surprised to see it was still so massive. He let his awe distract him from the thought of seeing his mother’s name carved deep into stone, still unavenged.
They turned from the main cavern down a dark passageway. Tip held up his torch to see in the darkness. This hallway was carved with strange figures and in a language Skeet didn’t understand.
“Hakon,” Skeet whispered to his brother. “Do you understand these?”
Hakon was watching them closely as they walked. “It’s a story, I think.”
“It’s a legend,” Guardian said behind them. “More true than any story.”
“What legend?” Skeet asked. “Do we know it?”
“We’re almost there,” Tip interrupted. He stood to the side and let them pass him into another cave. At first, it appeared smaller than the cavern. There was a fire burning in the center, sending a small glow onto the wall nearest them. Skeet looked up and realized it only appeared small because there was so little light, and it was dwarfed by the darkness above them. There wasn’t sufficient light to see the ceiling.
Tip led them along the length of the wall, gently brushing his hand against the bumps and ridges of carved names. Names were carved along every inch, some deeper than others. They seemed to walk forever, deeper into the dark and farther and farther from the fire at the entrance.
Finally they were there. Skeet knelt down, glancing along the wall for his mother’s name.
“There,” Hakon said behind him, pointing his finger at the wall. Skeet let his hand reach out and touch the name. His father did as well. Gage and Hakon stood apart, watching.
Skeet wondered, as he often did, who had been the man to kill his mother? It was a raid during the Second Vengeance from the Alem. It had been an officer of the Alem army. They had known that much. The officer had done far worse things to his mother before he killed her. A boiling rage swelled up inside Skeet, and his urge to hurt something or someone became too hot to bear. Skeet looked up at his father, almost to ask his permission, but Tip was looking at Gage.
“Don’t worry, Son,” Tip said, eyes on Gage. “We’ll avenge her.”
But how? Skeet thought bitterly. When we are here to beg for peace?
***
 The beating in Hakon’s head got louder and louder as he sat inside in the caverns of The Drums. While the rest of his tribe had prepared a camp inside the city, Hakon could only muster enough focus to clean the weapons. The beating wasn’t so strong in this open cavern. It had been loudest inside the cave where his mother’s name was carved.
Not your real mother, Hakon reminded himself. As much as he tried to steel himself, he couldn’t help but feel an intense amount of grief over her name. She had been the only mother he had known, and she had treated him like a son. His memories of her were faint, but the image of her smile and goodness still burned in his mind.
“Prince!”
Hakon turned toward the voice. No one from his tribe would dare to call him that. Knowing this, the other warriors from his tribe immediately circled around him. Skeet quickly went to his side.
“There will be some intending to kill you, I’m sure,” Skeet said with a grin. His grief had melted away as quickly as the dawn dispels the darkness in the morning.
Hakon looked through the crowd of gathered tribes to see who had called him. Three individuals were advancing toward them, all wearing thick black bear coats—a woman warrior probably a few years his senior, a male warrior his age, and a boy not much older then Isis.
Skeet leaned in and whispered to Hakon. “It’s the Three Winds. Windfather’s tribe.” Hakon then noticed the similarities between the three—they were siblings. “Jocki, Bavol, and Tadi.”
“Prince!” the woman, Jocki, called again. “You soil this place with your breath! No one but Terra may enter The Drums.” She held up her claws as part evidence and threat. Her brother, Bavol, spit in Hakon’s direction.
“I am one of you,” Hakon said.
The three of them laughed. The youngest boy, Tadi, who looked no older than twelve years, shoved aside a warrior to get to Hakon. Hakon’s companions drew daggers.
“What color are your eyes?” Tadi asked, getting as close to Hakon as his tribesmen would allow. Hakon put his hand on his dagger, and the others waited. It wasn’t right to make the first strike unless you were dueling. Tadi looked in Hakon’s eyes. “Gray, like ash. Nothing living in those eyes. You are not one of us, Alem, no matter what the cursed tribe of Kaldin decided.”
The boy smiled and stepped back.
“Are you asking for a duel?” Skeet asked, a wicked smile on his face. His dagger was drawn, his fists turning red. The Three Winds looked eager to fight, and all the warriors around Hakon tensed up.
Hakon had to stop this. The tribes had hardly just arrived. He stepped back and away from all the warriors. “I will sleep outside. We are not here to fight one another. We are here to fight the real enemy.” He directed his last words to Skeet, willing him to lower his dagger.
Bavol laughed. “By the enemy, you mean your father?”
Hakon gritted his teeth. He picked up his skins for bedding and turned, walking toward the upward passageways that led to caves outside along the sides of the mountain. The sound of laughter echoed behind him. Skeet followed him, grabbing his shoulder.
“You coward.” Skeet didn’t hide his disgust. “They insulted our tribe.”
“Don’t call me a coward, Skeet.”
“Well, you’re running away, aren’t you?”
Hakon turned to Skeet. “I can’t be seen as hotheaded. They must trust me. All of them.” Hakon pushed past Skeet. Gage was up ahead, watching them. “Besides,” Hakon added, “The Drums feel like they’re beating inside my head. It will do me good to sleep outside.”
Skeet stood dumbfounded behind him as Hakon left. Hakon didn’t look back to see if the Three Winds were still provoking a fight with his other tribesmen. If they did, he wouldn’t be a part of it. Gage approached him on the higher walkway.
“You will be ready to fight when the time comes, Hakon?”
Hakon nodded.
After a series of tunnels and passageways, Hakon finally made it outside. Only when he had set up a makeshift camp in a tree amid a small cave of rocks, did he let the rage and hurt swell up inside him.
The enemy, your father?
The words beat into his mind, in pace with the rhythm from the mountains, lulling him to finally fall asleep.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Kara eyed the feast spread across the long table of the banquet hall. Roast pig, potatoes, shallots, crested pies and tarts, jugs of wine and beer. The crowning feature was a heap of fresh deer and dog that sat amid the meat. Apples and the fruits of the season lay around it, garnishing the table. Kara grabbed an apple and slipped it into the coats of her dress. She knew she would eat whatever she wanted until she was full, but it was an old habit of hers: snitching from the kitchen on her way out into the woods. Fortunately, Queen Sabola was at her left and didn’t notice. The large banquet table was set up with strips of gold– and silver–colored cloth. Father’s showing off, she thought. And why shouldn’t he? As much as her father always seemed to be ailing in his grief, he was still the fierce warrior and powerful king of Atmen.
A tyrant, Kara thought. She didn’t like to think of her father that way. He was generous and kind toward her, but she had seen him out on the plains, had seen the way he treated a runaway Terra slave. There was hatred in him that burned like a hot fire spitting out coals and sparks, indifferent to who was in the way.
Her father was at the head of the long feast table. He was dressed in the tradition of an air zipper, wearing a cape over his bare chest and trousers with slits covering his legs. Her father’s sword was at his waist. He was a fit man, never careless to grow portly in his aging. The tattoo on his forehead burned in crimson and gold, intricate in its design to look like a small crown. Since he was king over all of Atmen and the surrounding lands, his was the most intricate and detailed tattoo in the entire room. It looked like a crown of flowers, jewels, and weaved designs. It reminded Kara of the design she had seen on the man in the tapestries in the keepers’ temple.
There was no hiding for him or her. He was marked as king, and she was marked as his princess.
Her father stood beside King Darr, the newly arrived king from the coast. He looked younger than her father but more portly. The fat on his face made him appear childish, almost infant–like. He was at least a foot shorter than King Arden, who was unusually tall for an Alem man. Another sign he is the Master’s chosen, Kara thought. King Darr wore purple—deep purple. It was the color of royalty in the Air Kingdoms across the seas. Unlike her father, the portly king’s chest was covered with robes, which she was grateful for. Kara had no desire to see what his bare chest might look like.
Kara looked around the dining hall, hoping to see Prince Sesto before he saw her. There were a number of servants all surrounding different stations of royalty, but she didn’t see any young men who resembled the coastal king. She did see Azure standing guard along the far wall, his hand resting on the dagger at his side. She noticed he also wore the strange pouch that all water people carried on their hips. She couldn’t help but notice how regal he looked… like a prince.
She wanted to talk to him, to make sure that things hadn’t changed. But of course they had changed. And why should she think of herself when her country could soon be at war? A spark of fear jolted through her.
“You betray your nervousness, Kara,” The queen said at her side. “Prince Sesto can’t be as bad as that.”
“I was thinking of the war.”
The queen nodded, an expression of sadness across her face, but it was subtle and only Kara noticed. She was about to say something when a flurry of activity at the other end of the banquet hall stole her gaze.
It appeared that Prince Sesto wanted to make a grand entrance. He entered, followed by an irregular amount of servants and attendants. He wore purple too, more faded than his father’s robes, like it hadn’t been properly re–dyed or kept up. His entrance was the only exciting thing about him. The first thing Kara noted was the mute expression on his face, an expression of complete apathy. Or idiocy.
“Remember, Kara, practice your silence,” her mother murmured as she moved forward to greet King Darr’s wife.
Kara plucked another apple from the table and slipped it into her other pocket, catching the eye of Azure, who looked at her, amused. He had been the one to teach her such tricks. She didn’t return Azure’s amusement. She decided to take up her mother’s challenge.
I will be silent. Silent as death.
She walked toward the prince and the other gathered royalty. She curtsied, smiled, and said nothing. King Arden waited, expecting Kara to say something, but when he got a nod from Sabola, he smiled and turned to Prince Sesto, introducing Kara formally. I’m being such a good girl, Kara thought as she smiled demurely at the young man. The prince smiled in return and said nothing. Not even a “hello.” Kara was struck with the sudden urge to coax him. She bit her tongue.
The prince looked older, at least twenty years old. Four or more years older than her! In her mind, she gawked but tried to keep a stoic face. She had to remind herself that it wasn’t really out of the ordinary. She had seen daughters of royalty get married to men twice their age. So glad King Darr isn’t a widower, she thought, hoping her disgust hadn’t reached her face. She tried to imagine a face that was befitting a princess. She tried for a slight and mysterious smile at the corners of her lips, while her eyes remained cold and unyielding.
In order to keep her tongue quiet, she decided to observe her surroundings. King Darr had brought with him at least ten hand servants, mostly Su. They all had blue eyes. Other members of their court, all fancily dressed, were gray–eyed, along with a few of his guards, who had bare chests, like warriors. For the first time, Kara noticed that the prince did not have a bare chest, and she wondered if he had the power to zip. She remembered hearing that he was six of nine boys. It wasn’t likely. If they were royalty, the chances were higher, but a family was still incredibly lucky to even have one member who had the power. Kara wondered if her lost brother would have had it. He was only a few months old when he was taken. The power isn’t revealed in a child till they are at least five or six years old, sometimes as late as ten.
The prince’s men and women, interestingly enough, were all Su, even his armed guards. He had more servants than his father, King Darr.
Other royalty settled at their seats along the long banquet tables—men on one side, women on the other. Farther down the table, Kara recognized men from the king’s war council. Various generals, captains, and minor royalty wandered to their seats, accompanied by their stately wives, sitting in the order of rank prescribed by the tattoos on their foreheads. Several Keepers of the Present helped people to their seats, making sure to mark who was in attendance and where they sat.
Everyone in the room from Atmen was related to her. They were all descendents of the first settlers, who had crossed to this area hundreds of years ago. All bore titles that gave them power across the various parts of the lands. Some were generals, others landowners or slave masters. Kara couldn’t help but notice the stark difference between those from Atmen and those from the coast. Most of the men from Atmen had their chests exposed, looking fit and prepared for battle at a moment’s notice. The women were dressed in beautiful and simple gowns of solid colors, nothing like the frills of rainbows King Darr’s people wore. Her people were regal in their stoicism. Kara felt a swell of pride for her city and her nation. They looked strong, educated, and proud.
Her father stood once everyone was seated. “We sit! We eat! Family, friends, and allies, feast!”
Kara smiled and sat across from Prince Sesto, whose servants stepped back to give him room. Several of them went to fetch food for him.
“Why don’t you—” Kara stopped herself. Prince Sesto looked up, curious. His eyes don’t look as dull as his face, Kara thought immediately. She was going to ask him, “Why don’t you get your own food?” But her mother’s advice to remain silent made her bite her tongue. Quickly, she stood up to fetch her own plate. She hated being served. Her mother grabbed her arm and gave her a look. Kara sat back down, obediently waiting for a servant to fetch her food.
King Darr turned to her. “We have meadows of the most beautiful flowers that we use to dye our clothes. They are beautiful colors, aren’t they princess?” Kara looked down the table, regarding the frills and frocks that clothed the honored guests. She glanced back to where King Darr sat on her father’s right—a place of honor. He was smiling at her.
“They are beautiful,” she managed to choke and then smiled demurely. She glanced at her mother, who gave a curt nod. Good girl, it said.
Kara had the sudden urge to scream, or worse, zip across the room. She tried to ignore the pressure of the air around her. That type of behavior would be embarrassing.
Finally, the servant arrived with her food. As always, they picked a little bit of everything when Kara would have rather gone up and picked two of her favorite things, but her father was showing off—this was all the kingdom could boast in abundance. She thought it was interesting that as much as the kingdoms appeared to be allies, they were always trying to impress each other. As if the food on her plate said, “We don’t need you to survive, but you need us. Look what we can offer.”
Kara’s eyes wandered from her plate, where she was absorbed in collecting the things she liked onto a spoon, to Prince Sesto. He was staring off, hardly paying any attention to the world around him. He ate his food in rhythmic motions. One, chew, chew. Two, chew, chew. Kara was bored just looking at him.
This man is my fiancé?
“It must be hard to be six of nine sons,” she said without thinking. She closed her mouth immediately and glanced at her mother. Fortunately, her mother was preoccupied. She had meant to think it, but it had spilled out of her mouth as usual. She was a terrible stoic. She could already feel a deep red blush spreading across her cheeks.
“I know no different,” the prince replied, not even looking at her. He was preoccupied with shoveling food in his mouth.
Kara shrugged and decided the more she looked at him, the more depressed she got about being engaged to him. So she looked around her and tried to listen in on the conversations. She realized many of the people at the table were looking at her. That’s right, she thought. I was a secret. She hadn’t gone to the balls, the meetings, the duels, the games, or any other normal activities reserved for ladies in high society. To many, she was a complete mystery. She had been taught about all the royalty as a part of her studies. She knew her many great aunts, great uncles, cousins, and distant relatives, but they didn’t know of her.
Most of them looked away when she met their eye, but it was enough time to notice that most regarded her with distaste. Now why was that? Ah, she realized, my existence means the king doesn’t trust even you.
“We rejoice that Prince Sesto will be married to Kara, the princess!” King Darr said, catching Kara’s attention at the mention of her name. He raised his glass, and the entire table raised theirs as well. Just when Kara thought the feast might actually feel like an engagement party on her behalf, King Darr bookended his remark. “Though it is a wonder why you kept her a secret so long.”
The gathered royalty all perked up to see King Arden’s response. They probably wondered in their hearts as much as King Darr did, but they didn’t dare say it out loud. Kara’s father smiled graciously. “Until I could be sure she was old enough to remain safe, I did not want her taken from me the way my son was.”
The room grew sober at that. All conversation ceased, and the silence was only broken by the muted sound of chewing and swallowing.
King Arden broke the silence with another toast. “I am pleased that my daughter will be happily married and that their marriage will unite our kingdoms as allies.”
“Yes…” King Darr said slowly after downing his drink. He reminded Kara of a gopher, a gopher with a slight lisp. “What should be done about the Terra?”
Though Arden’s face didn’t betray it, Kara knew the question annoyed her father. It presumed that the king of Atmen had done nothing. His reply said as much.
“Discussing the war would be inappropriate during a feast celebrating our children’s engagement,” King Arden said politely.
“Then let us talk philosophy,” King Darr proposed. “Are the Terra beasts or humans? Should they be preserved or…” His polite smile betrayed blood lust. “Or should they be destroyed before they can do any harm?”
“They make good slaves,” King Arden said, taking the bait to talk about “philosophy” and not war. “They work our fields, doing the hardest labor in every industry. In this way, the water people may have more comfort in their labors.”
“So the Terra are like cattle,” a Keeper of the Present said, joining into the discussion. “Useful to us when they are subdued.”
“No,” King Darr said. “They are more like ziff’s. Once wolves, now obedient dogs. But the wild is always in them. There is always the chance that they will bite.”
King Arden’s first in command, General Iben, stood up, grabbing a dog leg. “That’s why we break them, like you do a horse.” He took a bite out of the mutt for emphasis. “And dogs.”
King Darr nodded. He turned to Prince Sesto and looked like he would ask him a question but stopped. The prince was busy looking at the ceiling.
Kara waited for the women to say something, for the queens to object to the conversation, but all their eyes remained averted. The women might as well be in another room, she thought, annoyed. Is this how it will always be in public? She may as well have stayed in hiding.
“It is interesting to question their humanity,” said another commander, General Elik, “The keepers are quick to point out that the Terra also have the power to port, which is a clear gift from the Master.” General Elik called over to a keeper. “What does this say about the Terra’s humanity?”
The keeper smiled. The tattoo on his forehead indicated him as a Keeper of the Present, a man who kept records of important meetings, duels, war campaigns—essentially everything to do with the day–to–day life of the Alem. Kara leaned in to hear this keeper’s response. “Perhaps you should ask the Keepers of the Past, who would know far more on that subject.” He bowed politely and turned away.
“If I may say something,” a cool, thin voice came from behind Kara. She glanced back and saw Rangi. He was a Su with piercing blue eyes the color of a glacier at moonset. He was Father’s most loyal Su advisor. If the Su had ranks similar to the Alem, Kara thought, he would be the highest among them.


 “Of course, Rangi,” King Arden said. “Enlighten us.”
“The Terra have the power, but it is a weaker form, just like that of the Su,” Rangi’s voice sang gently, a perfect example of self–control and poise. “The superiority of the Alem is clearly the Master’s blessing, for they do not need to store their source. Air is all around them. Perhaps the Terra are human, but their place should be serving the Alem, just like the Su.” Rangi smiled then, a perfectly warm and subservient smile. “But because they do not choose this right path, they must be compelled to serve like beasts, as slaves.”
King Darr roared. “Here! Here! You have a wise man in your midst, King Arden.”
Rangi bowed to King Darr respectfully. In response, the coastal king took a bite out of a pig rib. It dribbled down his cheek, and he smiled from the joy of it, pork sticking out of his teeth. Kara noticed Prince Sesto betraying an emotion of disgust toward his father. It was gone as quickly as it came.
King Arden stood, throwing his cape back and resting his hand on his sword. He peered coldly into the eyes of his guests. He doesn’t trust any of them, Kara thought. She wondered if her father’s training had made her just as distrustful. King Arden clapped his hands for everyone’s attention. “Enough of philosophy. It is time for a history. Family and allies, our next course.” King Arden threw his arm out, pointing toward one of the main entrance doors. “May I introduce the most talented man in the citadel, our truthsinger.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
Skeet watched the groups gather into a large cavern within The Drums for the great council. All who gathered sat in large circles with the chiefs sitting at the head. Fires burned throughout the domed cave, casting everyone’s figures in multiple shadows against the wall. Each of the chiefs had a second standing behind him, acting as a bodyguard or avenger if the discussion threatened a duel between leaders.
He could see Gage sitting with the other guardians in a group by themselves. They sat apart from their tribes, to both show their position as the trainers of warriors and also their standing as childless men. A dark thought passed through Skeet’s mind. Sometimes he felt that Gage’s disapproval of him addressing Hakon as his brother had to do with the fact that Gage never had a family. Gage wanted Hakon to be cold and separate—less sentimental. It had been their mother’s death that had prompted the changes, when Gage had found Hakon crying. Hakon had said something to Gage then, something Skeet had not heard, but it was enough for Gage to kick Hakon out of the home. Since that time, he no longer ate with them or slept under their roof.
They still all treated him like a brother, despite Gage’s instructions. Skeet’s father was just too kind to leave the poor boy alone. Skeet could see that, over the years, it had hurt Hakon, and Skeet had always thought it was cruel of his uncle and guardian.
Where was Hakon?
Skeet looked around, unable to see him anywhere. He hadn’t been there at the morning meal either. Perhaps he is still outside, fighting a tiger or something, Skeet mused. He turned his attention to the proceedings, hoping Hakon wouldn’t be too late.
A chief from the northern tribes was standing and stepping forward to the fire. Skeet thought he looked familiar. “Terra! People of the earth! We arrive united, one people. One people against the Alem!” A slow and solemn chant spread around the large domed cave, and then the northern chief began speaking. The debate had begun.
Partway through the chief’s speech, Skeet suddenly saw the resemblance. The chief from the North was Windfather, the father of the Three Winds. Skeet smiled a malicious grin, staring at the stone–faced siblings who sat a distance behind their father. They were famous among the other tribes because all three, Jocki, Bavol, and Tadi, had the power of porting. Many children among the Terra were born with the power, but it was rare to have an entire family to have the gift. As Skeet turned his attention back to the heated discussion—it became clear that Windfather’s tribe were the main antagonists to the Kaldin tribe’s mission.
“You have always relied too much on the boy in your plans,” Windfather now said. He turned to address Gage and Tip specifically. “Yes, he has grown with you, learned the ways of the Terra, however blasphemous. It’s a sweet story, but he is still King Arden’s son. His own father would have us murdered like beasts.”
“The boy knows who he is, Windfather.” Gage now stood. “He knows what he has been intended for.”
“Do you forget the legends?” cried another guardian, stepping into the light of the flame next to Gage. “It would be dangerous and unwise to ignore their warnings…” His eyes passed over the entire council “… and promises.”
A heavy silence followed. Another chief stepped forward. “It is a great burden to put on a boy of eighteen. The fate of two peoples. How can we trust him?”
Gage took in a slow breath before answering. “We have watched him. We have shown him we are human while his father thinks we are barbarians.” Gage paused, glancing at the faces gathered. “We would not have let him come this far in our training if we did not trust him. If his nature was like his father’s… he would not have continued to live among us.”
Skeet was glad Hakon was not there to hear this. Did Hakon know that the family that took him in could have killed him? That as much as he was sheltered by the Terra, his brother was always at their mercy.
This was a revelation for some, and the whisperings among the different tribes grew louder as they debated amongst themselves.
“When will we avenge our fallen?” Windfather stepped forward to speak again, breaking through the noise. “We are stronger than our enemy! We have more zippers and porters born to us each year while their powers dwindle. Our hunters are trained by guardians and the Master of the earth…” he paused to bow to the guardians, “… while the Alem grow weaker. We have burned their villages and freed thousands of slaves!”
A mixture of shouts sounded, of both approval and disdain. Skeet felt a surge of pride for his own recent, successful raid. Windfather was a powerful persuader. If only he were on our side, Skeet thought.
Windfather continued. “Only their men fight, when even our girls know how to gut a leopard with daggers. We are stronger than them. It is winter in Atmen. Now is the time to strike with our spears! Avenge our fallen.” He gestured to the walls, and all eyes followed his gaze.
Silence spread across the dome. Windfather was pointing at the names of the dead carved along the walls. Some were fresh. Some were deeper than others, where the carvers had carved their names in deeper for each year they were gone. The names of their dead loomed around them, seeking revenge. Regardless of his upbringing, Skeet believed Windfather. What he said was true. They were a strong people—no longer ignorant of their enemy or complacent as people of the plains. They were people of the Desolate Mountains and Forest. Hardened and fierce.
Skeet’s father coughed in the silence. All looked at him attentively.
“Yes, Windfather. The Terra are a powerful force when we are united.” Tip waited, casting his eyes upon the other chiefs. “Yet how long have we wasted time, slaughtering each other instead of facing our blades against the real enemy?” His eyes were fiery, even angry. Skeet was sure there were men in the hall that Tip had faced in battle before. “We have the same purpose. We will not fight against the Terra but for the Terra. Let us agree on that at least.” There were many nods. “Then we must ask, what are we seeking?”
“Peace for the blood of our mothers!” someone shouted. Many called out cheers in response. This was a quote all fighters knew. Revenge. Blood for blood. Skeet knew it was true, and he wasn’t sure how his tribe would avenge all the blood spilt if they wanted peace. Was it possible to avenge his mother’s blood in some other way? To be patient?
“Yes,” Tip said. “But why do we avenge them? What has been taken from us?”
“Our land!” another answered the chief.
“Our children!”
“Our food!”
“Our very lives!” Windfather added, making no effort to hide the bitterness from his words.
“Yes,” Tip nodded. The other chiefs grew excited… Was the Chief of Kaldin actually suggesting war? “We must not let the blood stain our eyes so much that we may not see.” This was a common warrior theme—without eyes you were nothing as a zipper or vanisher. It was both literal and figurative. You did not want to become blind in battle by your opponents’ blood, but you also did not want to become so consumed in fighting that you lost sight of where you should go next. Both could be distractions.
An audible groan went around the ring. Peace again, they were thinking.
“We want our land. We want our chance at a life of peace. We don’t want our captured to be slaves or anymore dead to stain this land or these walls. Not until they’ve lived a long life. We must try for this, my brothers. We must try first for this.”
“You mean the boy,” someone said.
“Yes, I mean the boy.”
“And trust an Alem?” Windfather shouted. “You are putting the fate of the Terra in the hands of our enemy’s son.” Skeet could see Gage sighing. Windfather was stirring their opponents up. Murmurs of anger moved across the circle. Skeet grew nervous.
“I say we need to go to war!” Windfather said. “If we use the boy, then use him to hurt the king.”
Another guardian stood up, facing Windfather. “You dare to deny prophecy? To ignore legend?” He looked around, eyes meeting the other faces. “There will be the bridge between two peoples…”
The noise was increasing. Gage and Tip glanced at each other, worry on their faces. Some already had their hands grasping stones and daggers.
“Let me speak.”
Everyone looked toward the voice, but nothing was there. Then suddenly Hakon was standing in the center of the circle, before the chiefs and scribes. Skeet was immediately annoyed. What a show off, he thought. Had he been hiding in the shadows all this time?
Hakon kneeled, putting his dagger to his forehead. His tattoo glistened scarlet and gold in the firelight. Hakon then stood. “Terra people, I believe in your cause. In our cause. Let me go. Let me finally reveal who I am and reason with the king. I cannot see our people die… and I do not want to kill my family before I know them.”
“This is not about your own desires, boy.” A chief snapped.
Hakon turned, fire reflecting in his eyes. “I am one of you! As much as you have tried to remind me I am not, I am one of you. I honor the code, I worship the Master, and I honor the earth. I have lived and fought in desolation. I want vengeance as deeply as you do. Let me do this thing for your people, my people. Isn’t this why you robbed me from my cradle? Isn’t this why you took me from my true home?” He turned to look around at all the gathered hunters, guardians, and chiefs. His eyes caught Skeet’s. “King Arden would slaughter you or enslave you, but perhaps his own son can persuade him otherwise. If we have that chance, that chance for retribution without bloodshed, shouldn’t we take it? Let me do the thing you intended for me to do.”
Hakon barely finished speaking when Windfather turned to him and said, “We did not all agree then of your purpose, and not all of us agree with it now. You may love this people—and as you should. We have raised you. But you are still the son of the Alem, the offspring of murderers and tyrants. You are tainted with the blood of the enemy, and you cannot remove their mark.” Windfather took his hatchet and pointed the tip to Hakon’s tattoo.
Skeet saw the burning in Hakon’s eyes. His calm demeanor was evaporating in the face of Windfather’s words. Tip quickly stepped forward, taking Hakon’s arm and pulling him back. Windfather smiled. Just like his children, he aimed to provoke Hakon to fight.
“Then let fate decide!”
Skeet stood, as the other warriors around him did, looking for the person who called for the duel. This was what they had expected, what they had planned for, but Skeet had held on to the vain hope the tribes would come to an agreement. All the chiefs in the inner circle looked at each other and nodded.
A tall chief stood. “To go to war immediately or send the boy. These are the choices. Are there any other disputes?” Tip and Windfather eyed each other in silence, and then both shook their heads.
“A duel of decision!” The shout went up among the youngest hunters, aged twelve or thirteen, always hungry for a fight.
The tall chief silenced them. “Guardians, who shall fight?”
Gage stepped forward to put his hand on Hakon’s shoulder. “Hakon will fight, as he should.”
One of the guardians from Windfather’s tribe stepped forward. “It is our tribe that fights for war. One of the Three Winds should fight for the honor of their father.”
“I will fight for my father,” a feminine voice said. It was Jocki. She stood among the women old enough and skilled enough to attend these grand councils.
Windfather smiled, looking at his warrior daughter. “You cannot, Jocki. You are engaged.” Jocki frowned, sitting back down.
“Then I will fight.” It was Bavol, the second Wind.
The tall chief nodded. “Good. In the morning we will have a duel of decision.” A solemnity folded around the room like smoke. No one spoke. All were dismissed except the chiefs and guardians.
Skeet eyed the Winds as they left. As much as he hoped it wouldn’t come down to a fight, it thrilled him now that it had. Skeet adjusted his spear along his back and grinned. He had his own fight to start.
***
Gage waited for Tip as the others left the council. Tip nodded as he passed, and they moved through the tunnels, looking for a place where they could talk more privately. There was always danger of a vanisher or zipper willing to spy for the highest bidder, especially when tribes were gathered together like this. Fortunately, no great skirmishes had broken out. Yet.
“I can’t believe the other tribes still suggest killing him,” Tip began. “That would do us more harm than good at this point.”
“I agree,” Gage said. Hakon had proved himself to be compassionate. There was no need.
“But the rest of the Terra don’t understand that.” Tip glanced around and gestured for them to move forward. They stepped into the caves that had been converted into a foundry for the war. The sound of burning metal and clanking weapons drowned out the sounds of their discussion. “Gage, I worry that if it hadn’t been for the guardians, we wouldn’t have gotten our duel. I’m afraid our tribe alone still believes in the legend.”
Gage nodded and leaned in to be heard. “If everything works, Brother, they will become believers soon.”
Tip nodded, but he still frowned. “Hakon will win?”
“Against anyone.” Gage looked out.
Tip looked out, his eyes examining the weapons piling up. “He has yet to fight his own kind.”
“Yes,” Gage sighed, “and then he will have to adapt and learn fast. I’m sure they will want to kill him more than the Terra do.”
“Skeet is prepared to go with him.” Tip grimaced. “I don’t like the idea of sending out both my sons.”
“They will not be going alone. We will all go.”
Tip nodded, turning pensive. He looked like a man weighed down by the burdens of war and the cries from the unavenged dead. Gage wondered if he looked that way. “We mustn’t lose hope,” Gage said. “Not yet.”
“I wonder if we did the right thing.” Unconsciously, Tip scratched at the long scar on his neck. It had been eighteen years since the Alem knife had met his throat, but the scar was still dark, a constant reminder of their sacrifice.
“We tipped the balance. That is all.” Guardian didn’t like to think of the dozens of men who had been left behind to die in the citadel. He wouldn’t allow their deaths to be in vain.
“Some still think we should have killed the king when there was the chance,” Tip said. “After so much war, I find myself agreeing with them.”
Gage wondered too about their decisions, doubted their moves. But they were a patient people, and if they failed this time, there would be another time to try again. The legends moved slowly—the way they were meant to.
Gage voiced the thoughts he had kept hidden. “I’ve been wondering when we should tell Hakon the truth. That ultimately his mission will fail.”
Tip nodded, his face full of sorrow. “His mission will fail, but he will not fail us. Do not tell him the truth. He must doubt who he is. He must remain humble.”
Gage nodded, seeing the wisdom of his brother’s counsel. Amidst all the conflict, Gage had always been grateful that over the years, Tip and he always came to a quick agreement.
They moved away from the foundry toward their tribe’s gathering place. They overlooked their many hunters and boys from their perch on a higher walkway along the walls of the cavern. A small sparring had broken out between the boys and Hakon. Others looked on and laughed, intent on betting for a victor. Gage thought of the families back home, tending to their fires and building what life they could out of the desolation that surrounded them. They had waited and planned and prepared so carefully for these final moments. So much rested on such a young boy.
Tip rested his arm on Gage’s shoulder. “It will take blind faith, Gage.” He placed his hand on the rock wall beside them—a space that was empty of carvings or drawings. “Blind faith so earth shattering, the power of the Master can’t be denied.”
Then Tip, his chief and brother, was gone, having zipped away to their tribe below. All that remained of his presence was the shape of a hand in the wall, as if it were carved away by a master craftsman.



CHAPTER NINE
In strolled—no, danced–Kara’s favorite person in the entire citadel. Truthsinger had been her favorite teacher. He wasn’t really her friend—more like an entertainer and occasional tutor. He was a branch of the keepers, the one who spoke for them, translating all the histories and records into something magnificent.
Truthsinger bowed. He was shirtless, without a cape, and he wore tight trousers that had a series of slits through them so that the majority of his body was connected with the air around him. Servants followed behind him, carrying a large canvas that stretched to the height of at least three men. It was blank, save for a few blocks of wood that jutted out from various points along the outside edges. Truthsinger would use these small platforms to tell the history. Servants opened the large windows behind him and then dropped several thick curtains. Though it was a cold night, the curtains would keep in the warmth while allowing for fresh air to be provided for the telling. Truthsingers took a lot of air as they told stories, so it was important that he not suffocate the room or its inhabitants. An old saying went: A bad truthsinger chokes his audience while a good history gives room to breathe.
Everyone settled deeper into their seats to listen. The servants were bringing a second course. If resources are so scarce, why do we have plenty to eat? Kara thought. She refused a second plate. She preferred to skip to dessert.
Truthsinger bowed to the king and his guests and then winked at Kara, causing her to betray a smile. He stood before the large canvas and attached a belt around his waist. The belt carried a variety of paints, chalks, brushes, and other artistic tools that would aid his telling. He turned to the musicians, who began to improvise a fresh song.
Then Truthsinger began. He started at the center of the canvas, pulled out a single brush, and dipped it into one of the canisters filled with black paint.
“Attention, young ladies and gentlemen, you gray–eyed lords and ladies, supreme controllers of time and space. Listen well to the story of your history.” He began with the brush on the left side of the canvas. With careful strokes, he painted a series of ships. He kept the paint wet, and he placed his finger on the paint. “Watch how you traveled far from your homeland, riddled with war and chaos, to be free of the oppression that beset you. Centuries ago, traveling across the ocean, risking all, you carried your ships across the sea using the power.”
He placed his fingers on the image of the ships and zipped across to another area of the canvas, carrying the painted ships with him. The audience gasped. Though Kara had seen it hundreds of times, it still amazed her how Truthsinger could pick up the paint and move it across the canvas without taking the whole board with him. It takes a special paint, he explained to her once, but she had practiced secretly, and she could never do it. It must be a truthsinger secret.
“You traveled far from the other seas, zipping as far as your eyes could see, through storms and winds to unknown lands. You are the progeny of explorers and heroes.” He left the ships in the center of the canvas, trick finished, and painted another ship, this time with a man at the helm. He pulled out a smaller brush and painted a man with blue and purple robes, chest bare. “The man leading the charge, King Hava Arden the First.” Kara recognized the familiar image of her great–grandfather. His likeness was in several paintings hanging in the hallways.
“When he arrived at this land, he discovered a hostile people with claws for hands and mud for eyes. They ate human flesh, knew no language or culture. King Hava Arden tried first to teach them words, the ways of the Master and the keepers.”
Truthsinger drew frightening pictures of the Terra. They were rarely called the Terra. In the stories, they were called the earth people, mud dwellers, dirt eaters, and beasts. They had fangs for teeth and deep brown eyes. Their claws dripped with blood. Kara turned away from the canvas. Her childhood had been full of nightmares about the Terra—the barbarians who knew no light or culture, no refinement—and they haunted her imagination. Her father forbade her to visit the slave yards, but she had no problem staying away. She pitied her poor ancestor who tried so hard to teach them civilization.
“It was all in vain. They were like untamed wolves, poisonous weeds, wild cats that turn on their masters. King Hava Arden taught them how to plant, the way that he had learned in the old country. He taught them husbandry and agriculture and art and language.” Truthsinger drew the Terra planting and taming livestock. “But they were ungrateful, and they rebelled against their benefactor. It began with snatchings in the night. They began to steal wives, children, sons.” Truthsinger looked at King Arden pointedly as he drew a little boy being taken from his mother’s arms. “When they began to murder, King Hava Arden finally listened to the Master. He saw that the Alem were sent here as a superior people, to rid the land of this evil. In order for his people to survive and for the land to thrive, he must drive out this evil.
“There are some who are born good and some who are born with darkness in their hearts.” Truthsinger paused to let his gaze fall across everyone individually. His eyes met Kara’s, and then he turned to draw. He sketched a large map across the center of the canvas. He zipped across the canvas, landing higher on the small wood planks that jutted out, reaching the top easily. As he zipped, Kara could sense the air being sucked from the room as Truthsinger took little bits of air with him as he flew across the canvas.
Soon she could see her world mapped. On the west were Atmen and the Glacier Mountains. Northwest, beyond the mountain passes, were the coastlines stretching upward—King Darr’s kingdom among them. To the right of Atmen were the Great Plains, broken up by patches of forest, rifts, and rivers. To the north were the many lakes and snaking rivers where most of the Su lived. South, the long coast. And far in the east, so far away from her home, was the long stretch of wilderness, the Desolate Forest with its Desolate Mountains.
“The king knew of the Desolate Forest to the east. It was full of poisons, wild beasts, and trees that ate a man alive. It was a place of darkness and evil. Long ago, it was said that there was a race of men who could port using fire living in these mountains. The Master cursed the place, making it unfit for all that was good and full of truth. King Hava Arden wisely considered the Desolate Forest a fitting new home for the Terra. With the superior power to port using air, our ancestors were easily able to drive the ignorant Terra away and into the forest, where they disappeared for a hundred years.
Truthsinger pulled out a brush and dipped it in blue paint and painted above the Northern Lakes a pair of crystal blue eyes.
“We were helped in our cause, of course, by our friends, the water–eyed Su. And for their friendship and loyalty, they were given a place among the air people.”
Kara glanced at the many Su servants to see their reaction, but they remained stone faced. They didn’t even look proud.
Truthsinger continued to draw across the canvas, stretching out the coastline. “More and more people came from the old land, populating the coasts. Kingdoms were created, friendships emerged.” Kara thought she heard a snort. Everyone knew that her father was the king of this land because he was a pure descendent of King Hava Arden, the first among the air conquerors, but they also knew that other kingdoms wanted to vie for his position. They didn’t like to be overruled by a “who–was–here–first” mentality. The peace between kingdoms barely held together. King Arden’s superiority in fighting and leadership is what gave Atmen its incredible power over the other kingdoms. That, and the fact that this land was rightfully theirs.
“When tensions were about to mount between the kingdoms of Alem,” Truthsinger said, drawing little castles and serfdoms across the western edge of the map, “the extraordinary happened.” His hand moved rapidly, illustrating as he spoke.
“The Terra appeared again. They ported into the citadel, massacred hundreds of soldiers, and almost assassinated the king. They could not overcome the mighty King Arden. He fought them off single–handedly. While he was fighting to defend the citadel, a Terra zipped his way into the queen’s chambers.” He drew the picture of a babe, with the tattoo of a crown prince on his forehead. Truthsinger himself had been the one to give that tattoo. His words were filled with emotion. Emotion that Kara’s parents didn’t show. “Before this, it was believed the Terra could not port. But here was a zipper and a vanisher! As if out of a nightmare, the Terra zipper stole the prince and heir. The vanisher took them both, leaving their fighting comrades to be slaughtered.”
Truthsinger drew images of war now, using charcoal and red paint. “War was declared. The code demands a son’s death be avenged. The soldiers of Atmen engaged in two great vengeances, three years apart. The Terra came from the forest in waves, leaving behind great cities of ash. But with each attack, the Alem were stronger. They slaughtered thousands of Terra, making slaves of the captured.”
Kara noticed Truthsinger conveniently left out the part where her father had been so grief stricken, he had sent his first army into the Desolate Forest without any preparation. And nearly all of them were killed or went missing. She had learned that in her lessons with the Keepers of the Past, only after she had sworn to never speak of it. No one liked to think of their king making mistakes.
Truthsinger continued to paint. A beautiful portrait began to cover the entire canvas. On it was a map of Alem, complete with illustrations of the generations of kings and the histories of the wars. Women and children with faces of horror. Houses and forest burning. At the top of the canvas, he added an image of Kara holding the hand of Prince Sesto. Rays of light seemed to emanate from them. “And now, we celebrate the hope of the future,” Truthsinger said. “Where allied kingdoms will continue to fight against evil and plant hope in all things.” He drew Queen Sabola and King Arden, hands united, as a vision of peace and prosperity. It brought tears to Kara’s eyes. She watched Prince Sesto’s face, and he was watching keenly, awestruck.
Truthsinger bowed as the music finished. The work and history were complete.
The royalty stood up to view the artwork up close—this was the highest praise for an artist. A few raised their glasses to the truthsinger. Others brought him their own glasses to drink from.
“You have a remarkable truthsinger, King Arden,” King Darr said after a moment.
King Arden nodded, solemn. Truthsinging always made him solemn, but he still insisted on it. Kara realized that truthsingers were the only ones among the high classes allowed to betray emotions—in many ways they were to express the emotions of the masses and the royalty. The art expressed what kings could not say or show. While their honor prevented showing such emotion, they could respect an outward expression of it in the form of art. Truthsinger’s canvas would hang in the gallery, where all of his other portraits and stories hung and where the truthsingers before him had placed their works of art.
Kara watched Truthsinger as he bowed and received the compliments of the royalty politely. Then he dismissed himself and moved toward the dining table. He was probably famished after such a performance.
Kara nodded to Prince Sesto and the queen and excused herself from the table. She moved to the desserts, grabbing a cream tart. She popped it into her mouth and walked toward Truthsinger.
“Did you like the ending, miss?” Truthsinger asked before she could even clear her throat to speak with him. Seeing her surprise, he said, “I believe in making the first move in any duel.”
“Are we dueling?”
“A conversation is a kind of duel.”
“Not between friends, is it?” she asked. Truthsinger was popping deer meat into his mouth, picking from the table rather than grabbing a plate. He was such an artist, terribly uncivilized.
“I believe we were friends, Kara, but now you are a patron,” he said curtly.
Kara frowned, betraying her heartache. “No, I didn’t like the ending. I think you paint the ‘truth’ a bit optimistically. I don’t see how my union with Prince Sesto will bring peace and prosperity to the kingdom. It rang falsely.” Kara knew she was just saying this to get back at Truthsinger, but it hurt her that now he thought of her as a benefactor, rather than a confidant and friend. Or even a student.
“Which part was false?”
“Well, you painted him smiling.”
Truthsinger let out a laugh like tinkling crystal. Everyone looked toward him, and he grinned openly. Then his voice grew soft so only Kara could hear. “Don’t be bitter toward me, Kara, or toward your future. I paint the truth in my histories as we want to see it. I’ve always told you that. And I want to see the prince smiling when he looks at you as much as everyone else. Otherwise he doesn’t deserve you.”
Kara looked up at her old teacher as he took a slab of bread with butter on it. “Has everything changed now, Truthsinger? Tell me truly.”
“If it hasn’t, it will. I cannot pretend otherwise. I would be dishonoring my purpose.”
Kara nodded. Hard truths existed all around her. Would she rather have people lie to her? No, but still she wished that someone would buck tradition and remain her friend. She curtsied to Truthsinger. “Thank you for that song. It gave me air to breath.”
Truthsinger nodded, appearing grateful for the high compliment. Kara turned back to the table with a fresh realization. She had to let go of the hope that things would remain the same. It was as simple as that.
“This has been quite a feast,” King Darr was saying, “and now that my dessert is finished, shall we discuss our joint campaign against the Terra?” King Darr looked up at Kara. “I think the princess and the prince have had enough time to get acquainted.”
Acquainted? The prince has hardly said a word! Kara looked at her father in disbelief.
“Indeed,” King Arden said. “Kara, it is time you retire.” He gave her a nod, an invitation to leave. Even he was cordial toward her now. “A war discussion is no place for a princess.”
Kara wanted to stay. Why shouldn’t she know more about what was going on if this was still her kingdom? She glanced at her mother who was subtly shaking her head. Fine, she thought. “Well, may I join you after?”
King Arden shook his head. “I will take the men and show them our armies. It will only bore you.” He nodded, dismissing her curtly again. Kara forced herself to nod politely and turned away.
But she wasn’t going to leave. She moved away toward the door, and when she was sure no one was watching her anymore, she slipped behind one of the long curtains. She peaked out, watching the curtains that blocked the open windows. She waited for a draft of wind to pick up, and then, when she got a clear sight, she zipped across the room.
Quickly, she slipped behind the heavy curtains right next to the open windows. The chill of the outside winter shocked her breath, and she pulled her cape tightly around herself and slunk toward the curtain that was right behind Truthsinger’s painted canvas.
The men in the room, and a few of the higher ranked women, were now gathered around the portrait, looking at the map. It was typical that a discussion of war followed a history truthsinging. Truthsinger was always sure to draw a map for the purposes of discussion. The other images were meant to act as markers in the discussion.
“We must bring them out of the mountains,” Kara’s father was saying. “Our men will die if we go inside. We have created a smoke screen, so only vanishers can get through. A zipper can’t see anything. They can only escape the forest in small groups. An entire army wouldn’t get past our troops stationed there.”
“And if it did?” King Darr asked skeptically.
“Then we would disregard caution and strike them as hard as we did in the First Vengeance. For now, they have been pillaging a village here or there and freeing only a few hundred slaves. Not much to blink an eye at yet.”
“Why not burn the entire forest?”
“It is too close to the Great Plains, and we risk burning our crops if the fire goes wild. Also, the spring storms cause their own wild fires in the mountains. If they attack during our spring, we will have the advantage.”
“Your spring? Isn’t it the same season here as it is there?” King Darr asked with surprise.
“No, the mountains delay our seasons. It is winter here and spring there. The seasons spread west, hitting the Great Plains before they hit us. Spring is just starting to bud in the farms and villages.”
“Ah,” King Darr said. The coastal kingdoms knew so little about this continent, Kara realized. They were confined to the temperate climate along the coast beyond the mountains. Still, Kara was surprised that King Darr actually looked intelligent when he was discussing war. Prince Sesto, however, was still seated at the table with a dull expression, eating a crumb cake.
General Elik stepped forward, pointing his finger at the long stretch of land between Atmen and Desolation. “If they attack, they will probably start with the Great Plains. I would want to create an escape route for those who run the farms and orchards in the villages and townships. This area makes me nervous. We cannot go after them, for they live in too harsh an environment.” Elik glanced at Arden. “We learned that in the First and Second Vengeance. But if they decide to attack us, that leaves us in a vulnerable position. Most of the city and townships are close to the kingdom, but our crops are on the outside of the city. We could face famine within a year if they attack before harvest.”
“Are they smart enough to attack the farms?” King Darr asked.
“No,” King Arden said. “But the logic of Terra makes no sense. I still don’t understand why they took my son and not me. It only worked because they had the advantage of surprise when they took the heir. Taking my son caused grief, but my death would have led to chaos.”
“Well, another king would have replaced you,” King Darr said.
“After war, perhaps.” Arden eyed King Darr warily. “But why my son?”
“Leverage,” King Darr’s wife, the queen of the coast said. It was the first time she had spoken all night. She and Sabola had remained quiet the entire feast, not even talking with each other. Kara didn’t know her name—no one had bothered to tell her. “If they were smart, then the boy is still alive.”
King Arden looked up at her, betraying the shock on his face. Kara saw her mother eye the coastal queen with suspicion. Then Sabola spoke up and said, “I agree.”
“But they aren’t smart. They are merely desperate,” Arden said. “My son is dead.” He pointed the statement at both queens, closing the subject. “And why they took him will remain a mystery to us.”
“What about negotiation?” Rangi asked.
“Every scout we send into the forest disappears. Every slave we capture insists that the Terra will keep fighting,” King Arden said simply. Then he turned to Rangi. “The code hangs over us all, Rangi, even the Su. We must avenge the fallen or their blood will cry up and their souls will never be free. Our honor requires us never to give in or give up.”
“I’m sure the Terra think the same thing,” Truthsinger said pensively, suddenly appearing beside the canvas, sitting on one of his wooden knobs. “Gone for a hundred years… probably nursing their own thoughts of vengeance all that time. How the code binds us into eternal duels.”
Kara felt a chill, and it wasn’t just the outside cold. Something about what Truthsinger said seemed to add something uncomfortable to the air, like it was the hardest truth he had said all night.
“So your supply lines,” King Darr said, ignoring the heavy silence. “That’s your main concern.” King Darr nodded to Prince Sesto, who was still sitting in a sugar and wine stupor. “Sesto, join us. It’s important for you to be in attendance.”
The prince reluctantly got up from the table and walked toward his father. King Darr continued, “So if the Alem are attacked, the kingdom is at risk of losing their harvest.”
“We do have stores,” King Arden said. “Most inside the borders as well. A lone earth zipper might be able to get past. We all understand that zipping and porting cannot be prevented, however clever our methods. But an entire army could not get to our stores, and a lone Terra would not survive long. Why do you think we have so many slaves? We would have enough provisions stored up for the citadel and the city of Atmen to live for about a year. It’s the villages and townships that would starve if there were a siege.”
General Iben leaned in. “But if you leave them out there and the Terra attack, they’ll be slaughtered.”
King Arden nodded solemnly. “We have soldiers across the plains in every village. And we have more prepared to fight at a moment’s notice stationed here and outside Atmen’s gates.” He turned to King Darr. “With your numbers, we are ready.”
King Darr nodded, staring intently at the map. “Yes,” he said, “let’s go see these fighters of yours. And then we will see what I can add.”
As the company cleared the banquet hall, Queen Sabola walked straight to the curtain where Kara was standing. Kara took in a sharp breath.
“You were dismissed, Kara,” the queen said through the curtain. Then she turned and left the room with the rest.



CHAPTER TEN
“You’re a full–blown, breath–sucking, tiger–bellied idiot!”
Skeet punched Hakon across the face. Hakon set down the stew he was eating and got to his feet in a cat stance—feet planted wide apart and his arms stretched out in front of him to fend off Skeet’s attack.
“Stop it,” Skeet said. “I deserved that. Sneaking in without me, suddenly appearing before the fire and throwing yourself at their feet.”
Hakon nodded. Skeet was right. His brother raised his hand as if to punch Hakon again, and Hakon raised his arm to block, but Skeet relaxed. He sat beside him, grabbing his bowl of soup and slurping it down.
Skeet glanced up. Tip and Gage were looking down at them, discussing something. “I wish I knew what they were saying. Think I should vanish up?” Skeet said between mouthfuls of food.
“Too dangerous. You would probably get stuck in a wall.”
“I’m a better vanisher than that.”
Hakon agreed. He didn’t understand how Skeet was able to vanish into a place he couldn’t see. That was what gave zippers such an advantage over vanishers—they could always sense where they were going and how much space they needed. Porting by any means was dangerous. Material did not move for a porter. If you misplaced your port, you could end up dead or maimed. Any fool could end up losing his foot inside the earth or tree or wall. How Skeet vanished without even seeing where he was going was one of the great secrets kept among vanishers.
“Good thing the duel is fair.” Skeet said.
Hakon nodded. A fair duel involved no porting, zipping or vanishing. It was merely a test of strength. Hakon preferred to fight that way. He didn’t want the Terra to find any other reason to distrust him, and having the advantage of an air zipper in a fight would only remind them of their enemy.
Hakon nodded. “Are you upset it came to a duel?”
“Honestly, no. I can’t wait to see you beat one of the Winds. They deserve to be humbled.”
“You think I’ll win?” Hakon was confident in his fighting, but he was nervous. The wound from the tiger was still tender, and the constant drumming would be a considerable distraction.
Skeet nodded, as if it were obvious. “You had better.” He swallowed the rest of his food and got to his feet, turning to Hakon. “I think you had better practice.” Skeet turned to the rest of the boys gathered around where their tribe was eating. “Don’t you think, Kaldin?”
Hakon’s fellow hunters hooted and stood to their feet. Hakon smiled—the sparring would be a good distraction.
Hakon got to his feet and faced Skeet, crouching. If Hakon wasn’t against a serious opponent, he might have laughed. Skeet looked like a wildcat before it pounced. They were taught that way, to imitate their surroundings. They were a people hardened by their environment, made from it, carved from it like wood. A deep swelling of love overcame Hakon for the Terra, but it was accompanied by a type of festering—a bitterness that sprung from the feeling of being used. They had never kept it secret from him, and it had never really angered him. Not until now.
Hakon made the first advance. He never liked waiting. Skeet dodged him, grabbed his left arm quickly, and spun Hakon, throwing him over his back and onto his feet. Hakon relaxed, letting Skeet flip him, but as he spun, he pulled his legs underneath himself and pushed Skeet’s knees out. Skeet was now on the ground, and Hakon let him recover rather than let the fight end as quickly as that. Skeet laughed as the wind returned to his lungs. “Knocked the wind out of me! Get it? Knock the Winds… the Three Winds?”
“Hilarious, Skeet.”
Skeet got to his feet and tagged in another boy. Hakon fell into meditation as opponent after opponent advanced. He managed to block any attacks aimed at his wounded leg, and the meditation helped him ignore the drumbeat throbbing inside his head. Finally, the number of groaning wounded was greater than attackers. Hakon could feel his confidence growing.
Winning reminded him of his own abilities. He felt powerful, like the royalty he was marked to be. He could hold onto this power, even though he was uncertain about everything else the future might bring.
Skeet returned to fight him one more time. He was all laughs and grins as he cheated and vanished away from Hakon’s advances.
“You’re cheating,” Hakon noted.
“I wouldn’t put Bavol past cheating.”
Hakon paused, watching Skeet closely. He knew Skeet’s tremors well—the small uncontrollable twitch a person makes before they port. It didn’t matter if they were a vanisher or zipper; everyone had their own unique signature. Hakon watched, saw Skeet twist his right foot ever so slightly. Hakon leapt at Skeet, pulling his head into a tight headlock and throwing him to the ground before he could get footing to vanish. Skeet raised his hands in surrender.
Hakon looked around, and the others gathered burst out in laughter. They had all lost to Hakon. Skeet had lost twice. Hakon was still the best dueler among them. Gage had made sure of that.
“Good.”
Hakon looked up and saw Gage, watching. How much had he seen? Gage turned to his nephew.
“Skeet, you will be Hakon’s second?”
Skeet’s smile disappeared as he looked at Gage. He looked annoyed that he had even been asked the question. “Of course,” he said.
Gage inspected the others in the tribe. “Chief Tip and I have decided. Should Hakon win the duel of decision, we will be charged as a tribe to accompany him. We will be his escorts after a second and third are named.”
Hakon looked at his fellow brothers, the ones he had grown up with his entire life, fought and hunted with. They all looked confident and proud in that moment—there was no doubt in their eyes. Once again, Hakon felt a swelling of affection for the Terra, especially the tribe of Kaldin. They believed in him.
“Hakon, let’s walk.” Gage said.
Hakon nodded, putting his sharper weapons back into his furs. He glanced back at his fellow warriors before he left. Skeet was already telling a story, which got the rest of them laughing. Hakon followed Gage away from their tribe.
“Do you think I’m cruel, Hakon, for separating you from my family?”
“I understand it, Guardian. You never wanted me to forget who I am.”
Gage was leading him to the tunnels they had walked through on their first day here. They were soon walking among the dark hallways lined with images and carvings. “Not just that. It is important for you to be like a guardian, separate from any attachments, like a family. Do you know why this is?”
Hakon had always wondered why guardians were not allowed to marry or have children. “So you won’t have favorites in your training?”
Gage shook his head. He turned to face Hakon, pausing in the darkness beside a torch. “One day, perhaps soon, you will have to make decisions about who lives and who dies. These cannot be decisions of the heart. Your affection for your mother, your fellowship for Skeet, even your respect for the Terra. All this will be tested. Skeet may be your enemy one day.”
“Never,” Hakon said. Wasn’t that the reason he was raised among the Terra? So that he might never call them his enemy?
Guardian bowed low underneath an entryway to a cave. They wandered through the darkness of the passage toward the torches ahead. His voice reverberated across the walls. “You haven’t met your father. You do not know what he will make you do to test your loyalty.”
“Never,” Hakon said again. His honor would not allow him to be a traitor.
“You do not understand the depth of hatred, Hakon. How much our people hate the air people. And how much they hate us. It has been bred in us for centuries.” He paused, having reached the carvings and paintings on the walls.
Hakon felt like shouting. “You don’t think I understand that hate? You don’t think I’m bitter? But it’s my own people I hate, not the Terra.”
“They are both your people.” He picked up a lit torch and held it higher so Hakon could see. “You mustn’t forget who you are, on both accounts. You are divided, but by understanding both sides, you can become a bridge.” Gage pointed to the strips of cloth that hung from the ceiling along the walls, dividing the paintings and carvings like pauses in a story.
“This is the legend. The story the guardians tell.” Hakon peered at the drawings on the walls, recognizing some of the images of a man. But they were crude and old. Hakon had forgotten the stories, but they hardly seemed important now. Why had Gage brought him here?
“All of these drawings and carvings were discovered or written here when the Terra escaped into the Desolate Mountains a hundred years ago.” Guardian held the torchlight close to a carving. “These religious texts tell of the Master, who in other translations is called the Maker. It speaks of a bridge, Hakon, or perhaps a better way of saying it is ‘bond.’ There is a bond between the Maker and the earth, since it was made by the Maker.” He walked along the walls, pointing out various drawings. “It is also believed that there is a bond between the earth and the Terra, especially the Terra that can port. In order to zip or vanish, we must use the earth, and in return, it gives us space and a small amount of time.
“It was believed, and stories were told, that one day, the bond, or bridge, would be manifest in corporeal form. Specifically, in the physical form of a man. There are many interpretations of this man. Some say it is a man who will be the bridge between peoples and bring peace to this land as the Master would have it. Some say the man will come as a punishment for our disloyalty and laziness. Here…” he said, pointing to a particular carving that showed a warrior with many marks on its fingers and holding the sky and the earth in both hands “… there are beliefs that he will be able to wield both the power of the earth and the sky or, as we understand it, air.”
Hakon looked at the picture. “He will be able to port using both earth and air?”
Guardian shook his head. “Perhaps. Others say it is not a literal legend of a real man. But rather, just a metaphor for all of us, that we have the ability to bond with our Master as we bond with the earth. That there is no single man who will possess such power.”
Hakon peered at carving after carving and noticed the man was always painted with weapons in hand. “Why is he is always drawn as a warrior?”
“It is said he will be a great fighter, a warrior who obeys only the highest Master, no king or chief.” Gage moved to another etching and Hakon followed. “When the Terra kidnapped you, they believed you could be used for leverage against the king. Their intent was ill. But our tribe has always believed that one day the bond will manifest itself. We saw the signs, Hakon, and we protected you. We raised you, watching you.”
“You mean…” Was Gage suggesting that Hakon was this man? Just because he was raised among the Terra?
“Your purpose is far greater than just to beg for peace from the king. A fate of an entire land rests on you.” Gage paused, letting this sink in. “But remember also, all these legends may not be true at all. They are stories that a hungry people may have made up when they wanted someone to be their deliverer.”
Hakon felt like he should point out the obvious. “And I don’t have those powers…”
“No. But you still have the power to change the fate of a nation.” Hakon understood now. He wasn’t the fulfillment of prophecy, but the legend could give him hope that change was possible. He looked at the pictures again. If the Master willed it, they could change the future of the races. He couldn’t be the Master’s bridge, but he could be a bridge. Gage took his arm. “Do you understand your role?”
“First, win the duel.”
“You will win it. Not easily, but you will win.” Hakon smiled despite himself. He got a strong jab in the stomach. “Don’t give your pride away. You’ll have worse foes than the Three Winds. Go on.”
“I will reveal myself to the king. Beg for peace.”
“Win his favor. If he will not stop the war, we will have gained an ally in his court at the very least.”
“I will spin the war to our favor.”
“Or at the least, prevent the Terra from being destroyed. We are stronger than the Alem. You will see that. But they have many advantages, and we were not a united people in war until now.” Gage looked at the paintings and carvings again. “And Hakon, try not to kill anyone.”
Hakon grinned. “On which side?”
Gage returned Hakon’s smile. “Whichever side is watching.”
Suddenly, the carvings and paintings seemed to jump out at Hakon. His head was still throbbing from the constant drumming. It was an inconsistent drumming. First it was steady like a heartbeat, and then it would change randomly. It felt like music in a language Hakon didn’t understand. The drumming only made the cave and its philosophies come alive. They comforted him. They gave him hope in something higher than himself. That perhaps the Master’s will really was on the Terra’s side, on Hakon’s side.
“It’s time you meditate,” Gage said.
Hakon peeled his eyes from the strange yet familiar symbols. He had seen a picture of a young hunter with a mark very similar to the one upon his brow. Hakon turned to Gage—had he seen that same drawing? Is that why their tribe had saved his life?
Right now it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t have a chance to do anything if he didn’t win the duel. Gage was right. It was time for meditation.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Out in the hall, Kara found Azure waiting to escort her back to the room.
“I was dismissed. Twice.” She fell casually into conversation with Azure. But he was silent. “Oh, not you too, Azure.”
“Pardon, Your Highness?” he asked, appropriately, still a step ahead of her. She leapt to catch up with him and turned to face him.
“Are we friends, Azure?” she asked. Sincerely. She just wanted to know.
“I do not believe a betrothed princess can have a friend like me,” he said, adding, “Kara.”
She looked up at him and saw that he wanted to say more, but it was probably his honor that prevented him. She wondered what he meant when he’d said, “a friend like me.” A guard?
“But I am loyal to you,” he said, as if to make up for it.
“I don’t need loyalty. I need a friend.” Kara was overcome with loneliness. The loneliness made her restless. With only Azure to guard her—and he knew her secret. It wouldn’t be a terrible surprise to him if she…
She checked down the hallway and saw the spot. She zipped to it, cutting the space between two points easily by using the air around her. She wasn’t quite sure how it worked—it had always come naturally to her since she was about six or seven. With her father’s training, Kara had learned to zip without harm.
She heard Azure calling behind her, fear in his voice, but she started to run, zipping ahead down the hallway, careful to avoid the crowded curtains around the dining hall. She opened one of the servants’ doors and slipped into the parallel corridor that allowed the servants to walk throughout the citadel without being seen by any air people. She zipped through these passages—knowing them all by heart, since they were the ones she’d used as a child. She passed through the main hallway with its numerous entryways. She wanted to run, to escape, to simply be free as she used to be. She didn’t want to be quiet or see Prince Sesto or listen to the hard truth from Truthsinger or anyone.
She took a breath and let her skin touch the air around her—she could feel it making contact with her hands. She could be even more powerful if she could wear an air zipping shirt for women—they were cut across the top and midriff, exposing as much skin to the air as was decent. But not many women zipped. Only men, by tradition, were supposed to use, let alone possess, the power. Still, her father had taught her to fight—hoping to give her the ability to defend herself should the need arise. He had also taught her to trust no one but be loyal to everyone.
She was outside the armory. There were hash marks above each door, signifying to the illiterate Su servants where they were. She stepped through the door and zipped to the roof when no guards were passing. She saw King Arden, King Darr, Prince Sesto, and the other generals and advisors all watching a duel between trained porting soldiers. Kara felt a thrill to be spying again. The sun was only beginning to set, making the winter air turn bitterly cold. Once again Kara wished she had worn her thick wool cloak and not just her dinner cape.
She ignored the cold and turned her attention to the duel. Two soldiers battled without short swords, using only one dagger each, which was the watered–down, traditional dueling style. They each had a second who, in an unofficial duel, usually resorted just to catcalling at the opponent. They ported quickly, in flashes, moving so fast that any normal eye wouldn’t be able to catch them. But Kara saw. It was a zipper against a vanisher. Since a zipper could only port to where he could see and a vanisher could only port to a place he couldn’t see, it made for an interesting fight. A vanisher usually resorted to porting behind himself in a duel, while the zipper had the advantage of getting right behind his opponent again and again. They moved past each other, fast and skilled. These were some of the best of the Atmen fighters. The key was not to be touched, otherwise, the air zipper could take them wherever they wanted, and that could mean high in the air to drop his opponent—high enough to do some damage.
He did just that. The zipper grabbed the vanisher’s leg, zipped to a spot in the sky, and dropped him. He then zipped back to the ground, waiting for the vanisher to fall, but the vanisher anticipated his move and ported underneath the zipping dueler, landing on his back. He grabbed the zipper’s legs from underneath. Kara was impressed with the vanisher’s ability. How did he vanish with such accuracy and not harm himself? She couldn’t know because vanishers were careful to keep their training and tricks a tight secret.
The zipper fell and elbowed the vanisher quickly to destabilize him. The vanisher turned, kicking his feet from underneath him and throwing sand into the zipper’s eyes. This was the fastest way to destabilize a zipper. It was impossible to zip without clear vision. The vanisher knocked his disoriented opponent to the ground and stomped his leg into his opponent’s chest, hard.
“I yield!” the zipper cried, in pain. The vanisher bowed.
Kara smiled. Everyone thought that air zippers had the incredible advantage, but in a fair duel, vanishers were an equal match.
“You have talented porters among your soldiers,” King Darr observed.
King Arden nodded, stepping away from the fighting men. “Yes, but their numbers are dwindling. Are yours?”
“Yes. Fewer and fewer men are born with the power each generation. Now, perhaps one in three or four families has a child with the capabilities. We have stopped training truthsingers or other artisans. If they have the power, they are all signed up for war now.”
King Arden looked at King Darr in shock. “You don’t give them the choice?”
“Of course not. Their power is needed to defend the people. If the Terra attack our nations, that is our best advantage. You will be grateful for it when our armies arrive. You will wish that every apprenticed artisan or entertainer were a warrior.”
“Some of them aren’t natural fighters. You saw my truthsinger. He is an artist.”
“With a power like that? He could have been a warrior.”
Kara watched her father purse his lips—the way he did when he knew that if he continued to argue it would either be futile or amount to something worse than an argument.
“Also,” King Darr added, “most of the boys born with the ability are sons of nobles. They want to go to war and fight.”
“And the girls?” the king asked. Kara perked up. Why was he asking?
King Darr started. “Women don’t zip or vanish!” King Darr sounded disgusted by the idea. King Arden nodded as if in agreement and glanced up toward Kara. He caught her eye.
Kara gasped as King Arden glared at her—there would be a severe scolding. No, beyond that. That was the death stare. He glanced down in enough time so it didn’t look suspicious. She crawled away from the edge of the roof, avoiding the searing eyes of that gaze. A hand gripped her ankle.
Instinctively, she zipped to the other side of the roof and then zipped again. She was now hanging on to the ledge of the roof with only her hands, her legs dangling down the edge. It was a classic defensive move, used so that whoever grabbed her might fall into the armory below. Instead, the weight released from her ankle, and suddenly Azure was in front of her, holding down her hands.
“Azure!”
He pulled her off the roof with easy strength and immediately grabbed her wrist, dragging her toward the door that went to the roof. He was looking left and right to see if there were any guards. A sunset guard was making his way toward them just then. Azure ducked into a storage closet, pulling her inside.
“Azure, how did you do that?”
“Shh.”
He pushed his hand over her lips, not trusting her ability to remain silent. She yanked his hand away from her mouth, and he let it remain at his side. They waited as the guard walked by. Azure peaked out the doorway and commenced dragging her to the door again. He opened it softly. They were back inside the servants’ passageways.
“I can make my way back to my room, Azure,” Kara said, pulling her hand free. He kept walking down the hallways, expecting her to follow. Walking took a lot longer than zipping. It would take them twenty minutes to get back to her room. How had he gotten here so fast? The duel didn’t last more than three minutes.
Azure hissed. “Do you know that you put my life at risk when you pull a stunt like that? As your guard, I am responsible for you. Hopefully no one important saw you.”
“My father saw me,” Kara said.
Azure cursed.
“He knows I did it at my own volition.”
“Have you heard of a whipping boy, Princess?” Azure asked, speeding his walk to a trot.
“No.” she said, hurrying along to catch up.
“Not long ago, it was tradition for royalty never to be punished. You couldn’t harm the heir to the throne. So they always brought in a boy—a Su—who was punished for whatever the young heir did.”
“That can’t be true. How would the prince learn responsibility?”
“By the sympathy brought on when he saw the Su boy whipped.”
“Surely…”
“You grew up a secret, but you are no longer one. Your father cannot punish you, even in private. You will have a whipping boy.”
“A person to blame…” Kara said, realizing. “He will not blame you. I will go to my own room.”
“I will not shirk my responsibility as your escort,” Azure said. Kara took the stab—meaning he would not abandon his duty, while she would.
“This, coming from a Su,” Kara said and immediately regretted it. Why did her pride make her bite so viciously? Even now, she couldn’t bring herself to apologize. She just watched Azure pause, anger pulsing the edges of his lips. It was wrong for her to say that… and it wasn’t true of Azure.
“Azure…” she started, but he turned away and continued to walk. She wished she could zip away and get to her room as quickly as possible, but she allowed herself the punishment of walking beside her old friend, every agonizing, awkward moment of it.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Everyone was watching Hakon. A thick layer of dirt shaped into a circle marked the dueling ring. Hakon waited on its outskirts to be called. He tried to ignore the throbbing in his thigh and the drum beats still aching in his head. It was time to focus. A man designated as the dueling master stepped forward.
“Hakon. Bavol.”
Hakon stepped forward into the ring and watched Bavol step forward opposite him.
“Who is Hakon’s second?”
“I am,” Skeet said behind him. He stepped up, carrying Hakon’s weapons.
“Who is Bavol’s second?”
“I am.” The young boy, Tadi, stepped forward. A few guardians stood in protest. He could be no older than twelve, and one who had not completed their survival was rarely allowed to fight in a duel of decision. Windfather looked confident, and no one could protest his choice.
A second’s responsibility was to guard the duelist, to care for their weapons, and if they were to lose or die, it was their responsibility to avenge the dueler. The code was clear. That meant that if Hakon won against Bavol, he would have to fight Tadi as well. He had determined he wouldn’t give Skeet the chance to fight.
Hakon turned and gathered his weapons from Skeet. Skeet handed both to Hakon, placing the dagger in his right hand and the stone in his left. They didn’t fight with their hatchets in duels.
Guardian taught that the Master favors the warrior who fights for the great cause. The Terra believed that fate would decide the outcome of this duel. He believed in the purpose the tribe of Kaldin had given him, but in this moment, Hakon wondered if he fought for his people or if he fought for himself. He wanted to know who he was outside of the Terra. He wanted to know what the Alem were like, what he was supposed to be like. Regardless of his true motives, Hakon hoped the Master would favor his desires over Bavol’s.
Bavol faced the crowd. “I fight for the Terra, people of the earth, who are rulers of this land, who stand with honor, who were betrayed by the Su, who were driven to the mountains by the Alem, where we became a mighty people, a people who fight. We are not afraid to draw blood when vengeance is due!” He spun around, looking at the people gathered. All were silent. He held up his knife in his right hand and a rock in his left. He ceremoniously threw the rock to his left, indicating that this fight would be fair.
Tadi stepped into the ring, voice booming. “I swear as second to uphold all that my brother, Bavol, and my tribe fight for.” Hakon was surprised that his voice was strong for one so young.
Hakon looked at his dagger and then up at the people—his people. “I fight for the people of the Desolate Forest, of The Drums, who have been carved from its cruelty. I fight so that we might live. I am not afraid to step into the enemy’s camp, to reveal who I am—what I have been bought in blood for.” He looked at the other Terra’s eyes. For the most part, they were quiet, respectful, and stoic. But he could see a few faces betray looks of disgust. There were still many who were not on his side. He raised his dagger and dropped his stone.
Behind him, Skeet spoke. “I swear as second to uphold all that Hakon, Prince of Atmen, fights for.”
Hakon looked back at Skeet. Why would he remind everyone he was the prince when he needed the Terra on his side? Skeet met his eyes and gave a bow of his head. The word “prince” made Hakon realize suddenly that, technically, he was heir to be king, should his father accept him. Was that the plan then if his mission failed? To make him king? An Alem king on the side of the Terra?
Hakon pushed these thoughts out of his mind. He wouldn’t even have a mission to complete if he lost.
Bavol was pacing around the ring. Hakon took a deep breath, keeping his eyes open as Gage had instructed. He ignored the throbbing in his leg from the healing wound and tried his best to ignore the drumbeats inside his head. He watched Bavol’s footsteps. Bavol was stepping in time with the rhythm of the mountain. Hakon followed his patterns. The knife felt good in his hand. Fortunately, this was not a duel to the death. His only goal was to draw blood.
There were two stages to every duel. The first stage was meant to draw blood, giving an advantage to the dueler who struck first. When the dagger drew first blood, the duelers would drop their knives and move to the second stage, fighting only with their bare hands until one of them yielded.
He focused on his breath, trying to pattern it after the drumming he felt from the earth. It pulsated through him, like a second heartbeat inconsistent with his own.
He could see Bavol bending to leap, so Hakon leapt first.
He was not a cautious fighter. Some waited for their opponent to move first, but Hakon preferred to pounce first. Bavol met him midair, and their arms locked. Hakon used his left hand to cut Bavol to the left, but Bavol anticipated it and scratched him with his long nails. Hakon often regretted his dull hands in a fight like this. He did not have the claws that allowed for an advantage.
Bavol gripped his left arm now with his sharp claws. Hakon swallowed the scream at his throat. He drove his heel into Bavol’s knee, hoping to make him stumble. It worked. Bavol dropped one knee, but their knives remained in a deadlock.
Bavol slipped out of Hakon’s grip and drove his elbow into his thigh, right on Hakon’s wound. Hakon howled, and then swallowed the shock of pain that ripped through his leg. Someone had told Bavol about his wound.
“You have the blood of the enemy,” Bavol whispered in his ear. “You share their murders.”
Hakon let his anger take over, and he threw Bavol back, letting the man’s claws rip a gash along his left arm.
“Blood drawn!” the dueling master announced.
“Not knife blood!” Skeet shouted.
Hakon attacked again, aiming for the waist. Bavol swiped out his knife hand, hoping to catch Hakon midair, but Hakon ducked and rolled, reaching up to swipe Bavol across the side rib, drawing blood.
“Metal blood! Yield Bavol!”
Bavol backed away and threw his dagger into the dirt, and Hakon did likewise. They had moved to the second stage of the duel.
“That’s a pretty trick for a duel, but it won’t work in a fight for your life,” Bavol hissed. “Have you ever killed a man, Alem?”
Hakon roared and charged towards Bavol. He could hear Gage mutter “fool” behind him. Bavol anticipated his move and grabbed his arms and spun him to the ground. Hakon landed hard on his back, but he was able to get his feet under him before Bavol threw himself down on top of him.
They rolled, gripping each other’s arms with legs knocking.
Hakon could see that the cut along Bavol’s ribs was deep and bleeding a great deal. Hakon roared and pulled Bavol’s arms, slippery with blood, closer to him and jabbed his elbow into Bavol’s wound. Bavol grunted. Imitating Hakon’s move, Bavol dug his claws into Hakon’s bleeding arm.
With a surge of strength, Hakon threw him down. His eyes blurred for a moment, the blood rushing and the pain excruciating. The Drums were louder, pushing against his head. He couldn’t waste any more strength. He needed to finish this.
He closed his eyes—however Gage hated it, it allowed him to focus for even a brief moment. He pulled away from Bavol’s grip, letting the claws rip deeper into his arm. Before Bavol could react, Hakon punched the man’s wounded side again, hard. The impact was enough that Bavol flew back, wincing and winded. Angry, he charged toward Hakon.
This time, Hakon waited and stepped to the side. He kicked Bavol’s exposed legs from behind. As he fell, Bavol dug his claws into Hakon’s back, ripping through his skin as he fell. Hakon ignored the searing pain, twisting sharply to throw Bavol to the ground, tearing out little chunks of his own flesh in the process.
The full momentum of Bavol’s fall winded him enough that Hakon could push him to the ground. He pinned him down, restraining his chest and arms. Perhaps Bavol’s claws gave him an advantage, but Hakon was stronger.
Bavol struggled underneath Hakon’s strength. Bavol tried to throw Hakon, allowing himself one roar of emotion, but Hakon held fast.
Seconds passed, an eternity.
“Bavol yields?” the dueling master asked.
“No!” Bavol yelled.
“I will hold you here as long as it takes,” Hakon said.
Tadi called from outside the ring. “I’ll finish him!”
“No!” Bavol yelled again. He glanced for a moment to the side. Hakon followed his gaze and saw Windfather frowning. Then the chief nodded ever so slightly.
Bavol nodded and relaxed, yielding. Hakon stepped back, relieved and a little surprised that Bavol was so easy to overcome. The dueling master nodded and let Bavol retreat. Bavol walked outside the ring, avoiding his father’s eyes. Hakon stepped back, taking a moment to assess his injuries. For the first time, he noticed the quiet solemnity of the room. It was as if the entire company of Terra was holding their breath.
Most duels weren’t this silent.
Tadi stepped into the ring as soon as Bavol crossed the line. He grabbed the dagger from the dirt and charged.
“Hakon!” Skeet called in warning as Tadi leapt after Hakon before he could recover his dagger. Hakon leapt to the side, but Tadi countered and slashed a deep cut in Hakon’s thigh, right along the tiger’s scar. Hakon bit his own cheek from the pain.
“Blood drawn!” the judge cried. A cry was heard across the crowd, their first sound. Warm, salty blood filled Hakon’s mouth, bringing him to attention. He would not let this fall in Windfather’s favor.
Tadi threw his dagger in the dirt in satisfaction and bared his teeth the way a ziff would. He howled and stomped his feet. Hakon hadn’t even had the chance to pick up his knife.
Skeet shouted, “He’s quicker than you, but you are stronger, Hakon.”
Hakon jumped toward the howling boy. Tadi dodged him, as if knowing the only way he could beat Hakon was by trickery. Hakon leapt after Tadi, grabbed his arm and twisted it back, flipping the boy. He was light, and easy to throw.
Tadi recovered quickly. He used Hakon’s arm as leverage to leap and kick him hard in the back. It was enough to make Hakon stumble. Tadi was behind him now. He leapt onto Hakon’s back and pulled him into a choke, securing his grip with his claws.
He was strong for a twelve–year–old boy, but Hakon was stronger.
He grabbed the boy’s arms, twisting them away. He spun quickly, grabbing Tadi in a tight embrace in front of him, his arms bound. Knocking his knees from behind him, he threw him to the ground and held him.
The boy howled and kicked. Then, too soon and too suddenly, he cursed and relaxed.
“Tadi yields!”
Hakon stood up, immediately applying pressure to his wounds. Skeet ran into the ring with several pieces of cloth and fur. He began wrapping Hakon’s wounds. Hakon glanced at Tadi and Bavol, who were nursing their own wounds. Had it been that easy? Hakon’s victory over two of the Winds had come so quickly, he wondered why they had the reputation they did.
“Was the duel fair?” The dueling master asked the guardians and chiefs.
One by one they nodded, agreeing they saw no porting. Finally, it came to Windfather, who reluctantly nodded. “I saw no cheating.”
Tip stood up then, peering at all around him. “Fate and strength have decided then. Prince Hakon.” Hakon looked up, disturbed to be called “prince.” “You will find a way to make peace, but we will still prepare for war. Our tribe will accompany you, but you will have two to remain most faithful and loyal to you. You will take a second and a third. Who volunteers as second?”
“I do,” Skeet said immediately.
Hakon looked back. Skeet’s hands were covered in blood from Hakon’s own wounds. He gave him a look of thanks. He hadn’t even asked him to become his second when they had spoken earlier. He wondered if Skeet had been prepared to go this entire time.
“Who will be third?”
Hakon looked at the group where his tribe sat. Most of them believed in him and were his friends. They were a team—his family really. He saw several eager faces stand up and prepare to speak.
“I will.” The voice didn’t come from his tribe but behind him. Hakon turned to see Tadi standing, wearing a peculiar grin. Several cries of protest came around the ring.
Windfather stepped forward. “We have a right to have a representative from our tribe accompany Hakon, to make sure he does not betray the Terra.”
A guardian stood up. “But Tadi is just a boy. He has not even been through his Survival.”
“He is a good fighter and a great hunter. He will be invaluable to the prince.” Windfather sneered when he said prince.
Hakon glanced at Bavol, who was tending to his own wounds. What went unsaid was that because Bavol had challenged Hakon, he was not allowed to go. Tadi, however, was free to join him. The positions of second and third were volunteer positions.
Tip looked helplessly at Gage. There was nothing they could do to prevent Tadi from being his third if he volunteered. This must have been their plan all along, Hakon thought, to infiltrate the mission in case they lost. Hakon wondered if they had lost on purpose. Hakon glanced at Tadi, who couldn’t conceal his smile.
Tip turned to Skeet and Tadi. “Then Skeet will go as Hakon’s second and Tadi, son of Windfather, will accompany him as his third. Do you swear to defend your first, to defend his mission, and avenge him should he fall?”
“I do!” Skeet shouted behind him, bowing his upper body to the ground, dagger to his forehead.
“I swear,” Tadi said, staring straight at Hakon.
He didn’t bow.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
From the shadows, Arden watched the guards standing outside the queen’s door. He trusted these two men. They were good fighters, some of his best. He knew they hated night guard duty and would prefer to be sleeping in the barracks right now, but he only trusted his best to guard his wife. He had a habit of spying on his soldiers, and in due course, rumors had spread that the king was always watching.
He liked these rumors, letting them fester—it made people feel they were being watched. His parents had done it with him when he was a child. They told him that not only was the eternal Master always watching, but so were his many Alem ancestors. As he grew up, he realized his parents were only motivating him to behave, but he could never shake the feeling of being watched. Such were the powerful lessons of childhood. He had known this and trained his guards accordingly.
His slaves as well.
He hoped that his slaves were terrified enough not to rebel. The Terra’s real anger was hidden out in the forest, coaxed by the environment to grow into hatred. How had the Terra survived? It was a great mystery to him and a much–discussed topic among the keepers. The Keepers of the Future said that his great ancestors, the first settlers, had thought they were scourging a land of an evil people, but perhaps the Master had a different plan. These thoughts unsettled him.
He stepped into the light. The guards didn’t move in surprise or shock—they had expected him there. Good, he thought. He walked to the door softly and knocked.
“Come in,” Sabola said.
He entered, parting the curtain that hung behind the door. Sabola had the curtains at the window open, even though it was a cold night. She didn’t have the ability to zip, but she still loved the fresh air, as if it gave her greater strength.
His wife’s powers lay elsewhere. She was descended from a line of prophets, the Keepers of the Future. Publicly he denounced it and even made his wife believe he thought it was all rubbish. But even he couldn’t be blind to the strange way she saw things. Little things, things that the king wanted to explain away simply as a mother’s tender deference but somehow came true.
Keepers of the Future were masterful storytellers, while the Keepers of the Present tended to be dull administrators. They were what truthsingers were, but instead of interpreting the past, they made up the future. They were living imaginariums, and not much of what they said was true. Only a few here and there touched on something really prophetic. In mythology, it was said they had the ability to zip through time the way a porter zips through air.
But these were all just legends told in the night. Same with the fire zippers… stories died out long ago.
Still, the king thought, they had said the same of the Terra.
“Poor Kara,” Sabola said, breaking the silence.
Arden nodded and sat in a chair across from his wife. He felt terrible about handing his daughter off to some slop for a political alliance. “He looks like a dunce. He hardly said a word the entire feast. I actually had the thought that Kara would make a better prince and Sesto a better princess. He hardly said a word, and she looked absolutely miserable keeping quiet all night.”
Sabola smiled warmly. “I told her to make it a game.”
One that ultimately didn’t work, Arden thought. “Well, it says a great deal about King Darr that he would give Kara his sixth son and not his second or third, who still remain unmarried.”
“He has many sons.”
“Nine. He spent a great deal talking about them tonight. Even though he knows how it wounds me.”
“He’s a weasel of a man,” Sabola said, standing and going to the window.
“Who has conquered most of the coastline and has the strongest army second to ours. I thought it was because he was a brilliant warlord, but I see the reason now. He conscripts any male who can port.”
“We might have to do that soon,” his wife said sadly, looking out the window into the thick fog gathered around the citadel. Light from the village below flickered through, like fireflies dancing in the mists.
“I hope it doesn’t come to that.”
Sabola nodded, closing the curtains and checking the doors. She sat beside the king and came very close to his ear.
“It’s a boy, Arden.”
The king stood up, looking at her. “You want it to be.”
“No, it is. And this means many things for us. When the child is born, I don’t think it should be a secret. You will have an heir.”
“But King Darr and the other royalty…”
“They know this was always a possibility, just as it was likely that Kara would have a child before you died.”
“If it is a boy, this means we won’t have to marry her to that dolt.”
“Yes. But they should stay engaged.”
“Of course.” For a moment, the king allowed himself to hope his child would be a boy. The queen had never been wrong in this thing. She had lost three children after Kara, however. Some in the womb and some after birth. There was a chance she might lose this one as well. “Is it true, Sabola?”
Sabola nodded. “And I know you don’t believe me, but Hakon lives, Arden…” she started, but the king held up his hand.
“Please don’t speak his name.”
“He’s alive. And you need to at least think about the possibility of what may occur if he returns,” his wife said, her eyes fierce. She was a masterful queen. If only histories were written of women. He was sure that she would outshine any female ruler that their histories had sung of. How much he wanted to believe her.
“I think you are acting and thinking as a grieved mother, not as a rational human being.”
“No, you are made irrational by grief. I have been watching and waiting and believing, while you have been too blinded by your own loss and the potential loss of your kingdom. You must see how things are.”
“Says the dreamer!” the king said. “You cannot say this to me when it is you who idly dream of things that are not and cannot be.”
“What will you do if your own son leads a Terra army against you? Will you kill your own son?”
The king looked at her in wonder. He wanted to rage, but the sting of her words hurt too close.
She continued, “If he lives. If. He will be one of them. One of our enemy…”
The king nodded. He didn’t want her flustered, especially while she was with child. He spoke to appease her. “If he lives, he will be welcomed home, and it won’t be long before he sees the hypocrisy of those that raised him. If he is our son, he will see that.”
The queen watched him. “You still don’t believe me, but promise me you will hold true to that.” She grabbed his arm, pulling him close. “Promise you will receive him, forgive him, and teach him.”
Didn’t she see that her delusions only drove him deeper into grief? How could he promise to receive the dead? Nevertheless, he said, “I promise.”
His queen finally sat, satisfied.
King Arden sighed. “And now I must deal with our daughter.”
The queen looked up at him, questioning. What beautiful regality her jaw line had.
“She directly disobeyed my orders and zipped conspicuously across the citadel. I’m just grateful no one but servants saw her.”
Sabola frowned. “That girl needs to learn quickly what is appropriate and what is not.”
King Arden took off his sword, resting it against the chair. “It’s partly our fault, but I do not regret teaching her to fight. I’m thinking of punishing her guard—the one she likes.”
“Surely you’ll punish her.”
Arden shook his head. “No, I can’t run the risk of embarrassing her before King Darr or Prince Sesto. Besides, she must learn that her uncontrolled actions affect others.”
The queen nodded. She recognized it must be done. King Arden picked up his sword and kissed his wife on the forehead. “Sleep well, Sabola. May the Master free you from dreams tonight.”
“And may the Master grant you any at all!”
The king laughed and left his wife, assured of her safety. He still had much to do before the night was over.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“Whip him with six good thrashes; then tie him up in the dungeon,” King Arden said.
Kara couldn’t believe what she was seeing and hearing. Azure had been right. Up until now, her father had always seen it fit to punish her himself. She had many a bruise on her own arms from his discipline. Kara wasn’t bitter about it. She had always deserved it, just as she deserved to be the one punished now.
“It’s my fault, Father! Azure was the one who brought me back!” she pleaded again. She was wearing only her nightgown. Her father had torn her out of bed at daybreak. How was this supposed to be a lesson? It only reconfirmed her distaste for that other side of her father—the tyrant king.
That king looked at her now with a slight frown on his face. He had no pity. He turned to Azure. “I hope you understand, Azure, that I appreciate what you have done for my daughter, but she must learn her lesson.”
Azure nodded, not looking at Kara or King Arden. Two other guards held him, and a third pulled out a thick whip with knots. “Take off his shirt—I don’t want to ruin his uniform,” her father said. Kara turned to him, again pleading.
“I don’t understand why you don’t whip me and confine me to my room. This is cruel, and I don’t understand why this is a custom!” Kara said.
“You will be quiet. I want you to know that your actions as a princess of Atmen, and royalty of the most high Air Kingdom, affect other people.” The king turned to her as Azure obediently took off his shirt, showing the tan skin rippled with small, pale streaks—another indication of a water person. Kara also saw, for the first time, at the base of his neck, a white and blue tattoo that looked like interweaving waves. So the Su do wear tattoos, she thought. She wished she hadn’t discovered Azure’s secret in this way. His webbed hands trembled, despite the courage he showed in his face. Other than his tattoo, he had no scars on his perfect skin.
Her father continued, “You are no longer a free girl, roaming about like a wild child. You are betrothed! You might be a queen one day, Kara. And you will learn to obey.”
Kara nodded, tears welling up on her face. They pulled back the whip, and she averted her eyes. The king grabbed her face. “No, you will watch.” He held her chin as she watched Azure take the first blow. A sob wretched from her throat—this was awful. Awful. “Still your emotions, Kara. Each cry and he will get another blow.”
The rage that welled up in Kara’s heart burned her tears. She wanted to rip the whip away and swing it at the king. She soothed her shame with the boiling hot anger inside of her. Azure didn’t make a sound as they finished the six whips. Small pools of blood were dripping off his torn flesh.
“Now send him to the dungeon. Wait until nightfall, and then send the surgeon to heal the wounds. First let the wounds fester,” King Arden said. Azure didn’t look at Kara as they dragged him out. She watched, as instructed, to see his back—deep welts spread across his smooth skin. She gave a cold hard stare at her father, who stood, a sad expression on his face. He looked at Kara. “I hope you understand,” he said.
“What should I do today, Your Majesty?” Kara asked, not hiding the bitterness in her voice.
“You will resume your studies, entertain the prince at lunch, and tend to your mother,” the king said, adding, “You will be where you ought to be and no where else.”
He left, flapping the curtains behind him. Kara sighed and let herself cry. Sarita was gathering some rags to clean up the small drops of blood that had fallen to the floor.
“They were gentle on him,” she said, calmly mopping up the blood.
“Gentle!” Kara said, letting her rage unleash at Sarita.
“That’s the risk we water–eyed take in serving your kind.”
That humbled Kara. “Does it bother you?” she asked.
“Of course it bothers me,” Sarita responded, “but what can I do about it, Princess? It’s the way things are.”
“I think it’s awful. I should have been whipped instead. Or at least sent to the dungeon.”
Sarita nodded. “Wouldn’t have been as powerful a lesson though, would it?” she said. She picked up the towels and started to carry them out the room.
“Sarita…” Kara hesitated. “Can you tell me a story?”
Sarita looked fondly on Kara, smiling sadly. “Return to your room while I clean this up. I’ll be there in a moment.”
It wasn’t long after Kara was settled into her bed that Sarita returned. The Su handmaid moved to the window, letting it open a bit to allow fresh air inside. Kara curled up inside the covers while Sarita lit a fire. Once the room was refreshed and the fire blazing, Sarita closed the window again but kept the curtains open.
“Long ago,” she started, “there was a newt that sat underneath a waterfall. She had lived there her entire life, and she often wondered what was outside the waterfall, what was beyond the rock? So one day, she built up the courage to let go. And she was swept away.”
“That’s a sad story,” Kara said, disappointed.
“It isn’t over,” Sarita said. “She was swept away to a far away place. She found herself in the company of a strange people, but she got along well enough. She learned their ways, their language, and what they believed. They let her stay, thinking her strange but harmless.
“Then, one day, a strong gust of wind picked up the little newt and blew her upward. She found herself being carried high, like she had when she was swept away in the current. She landed amidst a strange land and a strange people. They were suspicious of her, but she learned their ways, their language, and what they believed. They let her stay, thinking her strange but harmless. Until…”
Kara laughed. “Let me guess. Something picked her up and took her somewhere else.”
“Yes.” Sarita smiled. “So the newt saw the entire world, adapting to each new strange place and people. She often missed her waterfall, but she saw and understood more than any of the people she had left behind, for she had allowed herself to adapt to strange places.”
Kara sat up. “Did she ever come home?”
“No,” Sarita said. “She never did.”
Kara sat back, sighing. “Can you tell another?”
Sarita smiled. “How many stories have I told you over the years, Kara?”
Kara thought for a moment. “Probably hundreds and hundreds. You have so many stories.”
“The Su have keepers of their own, you know. Well, we call them something else. But we collect stories,” Sarita said. She sat on the edge of the bed. “I will tell you something, Princess Kara. I have given you a great gift in all these stories.”
“Yes,” Kara agreed, wondering at Sarita’s odd tone.
“Just as the Alem and the Terra believe in the code, the Su have a code as well. The Terra believe for everything that is taken, something must be given.”
“A life for a life.”
“Or a bit of earth for the power to zip or vanish.”
“The balance.”
Sarita nodded. “The Su believe in the same but differently. While the Alem and the Terra see it quite literally—a life for a life or air in order to fly across space—we see it symbolically.”
“What do you mean?”
“We value our words. We give words when we take something else.”
Kara pondered that revelation for a moment. As much as she enjoyed Sarita’s stories, she did not think that words carried the same value as say, a life. Still, she was grateful for some insight into the Su and their strange customs. “Do you believe in the Master, Sarita?”
“I believe I have a master,” Sarita said, bringing out Kara’s clothes for the day. “Now get dressed.”
Did Sarita mean how King Arden was her master, or did she believe in the Master? Kara decided not to press it. The incredible shame and sadness had come back when Sarita had stopped talking. She dressed quietly.
“I’ve a few errands to run today, Princess. You will be all right?”
Kara nodded, grateful that Sarita had asked at all. Sarita often did this as Kara got older. She would tend to the kitchens and run errands into the villages or the Su towns in the north. Kara didn’t need a nursemaid, especially not now that there was someone to watch her everywhere she went anyhow. Sarita had many responsibilities in the citadel besides Kara’s well being. The two of them had also created a rhythm of independence because of her upbringing.
Once Kara was dressed, she dismissed Sarita, who exited through the curtain that led to the servants’ corridor. Kara gathered her things for lessons. She was to learn about King Darr’s kingdom today. She was actually looking forward to it. Anything to distract her from the image of Azure in the dungeons.
***
After her lessons, Kara wandered away from the keepers’ temple and the schoolrooms for the royalty, toward the deeper recesses of the citadel. She had a bit of time before her scheduled lunch with Prince Sesto. She had asked to be let out of lessons just a little early. “To look at the paintings,” she’d said. Since she was no longer a secret, she enjoyed staring at the many portraits and tapestries that hung on the walls when the rest of the court was occupied. If she weren’t a patron of the arts, she would have much preferred to be an artist herself. The keepers had let her go without suspicion.
But she wasn’t headed toward the gallery. She had been thinking about Azure during her entire lesson. She didn’t want to defy her father’s orders and get Azure in trouble again, but she had to speak with him. At least to say she was sorry.
She made sure no one was watching and slipped into the servants’ hall, zipping her way through the hallway and down the stairs. Someone approached and she ducked behind a hanging curtain in front of a window that led to the sewers.
Fortunately, most of the servants seemed to be busy elsewhere. As soon as the servant passed, she zipped toward the dungeon. The dungeon and prisons were vast, with several different areas going deep into the mountains. Fortunately, Azure was housed in the highest and closest part to the rest of the citadel. She could just make out Azure in his prison beyond the main gates. He wasn’t heavily guarded. His confinement was probably for appearances. Kara dreaded the dungeons—some of the worst criminals were kept here. Murderers, thieves, and, she shuddered at the thought, even Terra.
The walls were carefully constructed to prevent any zipping. Wood, not stone, was built around each prison. The entire dungeon was kept extremely dark, making it near impossible to see. And even if the prisoner could zip away, he would be met by a maze of thick walls at every level or a thicker layer of guards. The mazes messed up vanishing as well—destroying a vanisher’s sense of space. The only people who vanished or zipped out of the dungeon did so in order to die.
Kara looked carefully inside and saw that most of the guards were occupied near the more dangerous passageways. Azure was simply kept in a holding cell. She strained her ears but couldn’t hear him even breathing. A soldier walked by with a torch, and that’s when she took her chance. Once the inside of his cell was illuminated, she zipped inside, focusing on a patch of dirtied straw in the corner. The soldier passed without seeing her, and she let out a breath.
“You shouldn’t be here,” Azure whispered once the guard was out of earshot.
“I’m sorry, Azure. I’m so sorry.” It was all she could say. The rest of her words choked at her throat.
Silence hung in the air between them. Kara had ruined their friendship, if it had even been there in the first place. She had hurt an innocent man. The shame sank her heart.
“Could you get me some water?” Azure finally asked, breaking the silence.
“Yes, for your wounds?”
“No, a surgeon will be here soon enough to care for them. I’m just thirsty. They don’t allow any of that down here, in case we can port.”
Suddenly, Kara thought of something she had forgotten. Azure had reached her so quickly the other night. Did he have the power? She nodded. “I’ll get you water.”
Another guard passed. Soon she was out and back with a pouch of water.
“Thank you. Now go. Please don’t be a fool again,” Azure said, pain in his voice. Kara nodded in the dark, though she couldn’t see him. He didn’t touch his water.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and then she was gone.
She returned to her room quickly, in time for a small knock on the door.
“Is the princess ready for lunch with the prince?” a servant asked.
“I’ll have to be,” she muttered.
***
Prince Sesto was completely unresponsive. It was just the two of them, Kara and the prince, sitting on a private terrace that was enclosed with glass and kept warm with a fire pit at the center. They were eating a simple lunch of bread and cheeses, but Kara could hardly taste it.
Kara felt extra pressure to be demure and follow etiquette, so she remained silent. It was the man’s responsibility in a courtship to be the provocateur, to create the conversation. Kara was worried the king was watching her, or at least ordering someone else to watch her, so she remained quiet over their lunch, making every effort to just smile demurely. She didn’t understand why she was made to be still and quiet if the prince did the same thing. How were they ever supposed to get to know each other?
She tried looking at the view, but even though spring was said to be approaching, the citadel was still enclosed in a thick winter fog. It looked more like a gathering blizzard than a spring shower. Even in the spring and summer, the fog only thinned. It was a good place for protection but hardly a good one for sight seeing. Occasionally, a wind would gust a thick cloud away, and Kara was able to see the village below—little patches of green and brown. She wondered if she could go on an excursion down to the outer towns and cities, to get away from the citadel.
“Would you be interested in touring the town?” she asked the prince before she had time to think.
“Certainly,” he said. He didn’t seem surprised she spoke. She watched him chew lazily on the end of a loaf.
Kara wondered… she so wanted to confide in someone, and here was the prince, dull–eyed and uncaring about whether she spoke or not. She glanced around her, looking at some of the prince’s servants.
“Your servants are all Su,” she noted.
“Yes,” the prince said, “they make good servants.”
“Do you… do you ever think they are treated unfairly?” Kara asked. The prince looked up at her, his eyes flashing with that rare intelligence she saw in him before. She went on. “This morning, a Su guard was punished for something I did. I should have been punished but instead…”
“Why are you telling me this?” The prince dropped his loaf of bread and was staring at Kara, looking annoyed.
“Well, I… you’re my betrothed. I thought…”
“This is none of my business. They are your problems, and why come to me with your silly quibbles? So a servant got beaten? Is that so strange?” The prince stood up.
“I’m sorry if I—” Kara started.
“You talk too much for a woman,” the prince said. He grabbed a hunk of cheese and his discarded loaf. Then he left.
Kara stared in disbelief after him.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
It was terribly silent. Too silent for Hakon. It had been this way for five days. Hakon’s tribe had been traveling through the underground tunnels from camp to camp, making their way to the borders of the Desolate Forest. They were outfitted with hatchets, bows and arrows, spears, daggers, slings, and stones. Everything they needed, they wore on their backs. The journey had been uneventful, save for a few wounds when wild animals attacked and a few poisonings from plants, but all this was ordinary.
The tribe was extremely loyal to Hakon’s mission, and even the youngest hunter, Skeet’s little brother, Isis, was solemn about his mission. He had returned from his Survival just before they embarked with fresh scars on his face and lugging a bear upon his back. With brief festivities he was declared the newest man among them.
Hakon felt tremendous support surrounded by the people he had known all his life. Bit by bit the entire tribe had decided to come to the edge of the forest. It was time to move Kaldin anyway, hunt elsewhere, and avoid the wild fires that would inevitably come in the summer. Only the trained hunters who had come of age would continue to accompany Hakon into the Great Plains and into Atmen.
Surprisingly, the tribe was kind to Tadi, who was strong for a boy his age. He had probably trained a great deal with his siblings. He was young and prideful, but he had proved himself to be a keen hunter and loyal third. With Skeet, Hakon had an earth vanisher, and with Tadi, he now had an earth zipper sworn to be loyal to him. The more types of power he had with him, the better. If the tribe ever needed to break off from Hakon and his companions, they would be well prepared.
Still, while there was kindness, there was little trust. Everyone was sure he was intended as a spy for Windfather’s tribe. They had hardly started their journey, and it felt like there was a traitor in their midst. While Tadi was dutiful and strong, he hadn’t spared any love for them either. He was bitter at Hakon for beating his brother—strange, angrier about Hakon beating his brother than beating him. All he had said to Hakon this entire time was “If he could have fought with power, he would have bested you.” Hakon didn’t contradict him—it might be true.
All the silence had given Hakon too much time to think about what Tadi had said. Would he have lost if the fight hadn’t have been fair? He needed to learn to fight outside of the duels, to fight with ruthlessness, the way a tiger fights a man. The men he would fight outside the forest would not spare his life or allow him to yield. He was on his way into enemy territory, and still he had never killed a man. What would he do that first time he had to take someone’s life?
The company stopped for a moment to take a break. Guards were stationed throughout, and everyone took their skins out for water. Hakon moved toward a small square opening in the roof of the tunnel. It led to a hidden door, which was held down into the tunnel by a rope. He saw the thick wooden doorway carved into the roof of the tunnel. It guarded an entry to the forest above them. These were hunting positions. Where they would exit the tunnel and set traps. They were closer to the surface than Hakon thought. This must be one of the shallow passageways. Skeet put his hand on his shoulder, eyes questioning. “There’s an opening ahead. Let me see outside for a minute.” Skeet nodded, but Tadi asked, “Why?” “I just need some air,” Hakon said.
“Air sucker,” Tadi muttered. Hakon saw Skeet put his hand on his spear.
“Skeet, not now.”
“Right, Skeet, not now.” Tadi sneered. “Let Hakon take his breath of fresh air while we mud dwellers enjoy the dirt.”
“Don’t insult my brother!” Skeet shouted, pulling out his spear from behind his back and lunging at Tadi, but the boy dodged his thrust, pulling out his dagger. No one in the tribe moved to stop Skeet. Instead, they watched with amusement. Some even cheered.
“Please don’t kill him, Skeet,” Hakon said, not caring to stop them on his own, and opened the wood panel, leaving the two fighters behind him. He could hear Tadi laughing, coaxing Skeet. It didn’t sound like he was fighting fair either, zipping behind Skeet to poke him or prod him. They would build a new passageway with all the impressions they were leaving in the earth.
Hakon stepped outside through the hatch, peeking his head out cautiously. He could see some rusted traps in the distance—they had been abandoned a while. That usually meant that no wildlife wandered this way, or worse, there were too many predators in this area. That put Hakon on edge, and he listened carefully to rustles in the wind that might indicate something else. He could see from the position of the sun and the trees that they were not far away from their destination. Perhaps only a bird span or so.
“Se–ei!”
He started, and his hand went to his dagger as he looked for the source of the sound. It was a strange little creature, just inches from his face. It looked to be a small frog but almost like a bird at the point of its mouth. It seemed to be smiling at him. He had never seen a creature like it in the Desolate Forest—surely a predator would destroy it if it stayed in the open like this.
“Se–ei!” it cried again, throat ballooning, and then it was gone. It left too quickly. A portling, Hakon realized. It left no indention in the earth, which Hakon thought was strange. It wasn’t often you saw an animal that ported using air or water in the forest, but Hakon had never been this close to the edge of the forest before. For some reason, the odd creature’s presence disturbed Hakon. He wondered if he could tell Gage or Tip what he had seen, but he realized how foolish it would sound for him to say he saw an animal in the forest. He ignored the feeling of apprehension.
He had stayed out long enough—being out in the open forest made him wary. Hakon turned back inside the tunnel. Tip and Isis had broken up the fight, and both were holding Tadi down. Both Skeet and Tadi were cut up but not too terribly injured.
“It’s too dangerous to zip inside a tunnel! You’ll lose an arm!” Isis was dutifully saying to the boy not much older than himself. Skeet was grinning, all anger gone.
He turned to Hakon. “Isn’t my brother a good little hunter—reminding Tadi of the important rules?” He laughed. Tadi smiled too, and for a moment, Hakon thought the tension might be released, and then he saw the undercurrent of rage and hate in both Skeet’s and Tadi’s eyes.
Hakon no longer worried about having to kill a man—he worried about his men trying to kill each other.
***
The tribe moved into their final Terra village at sunset. All the tribes had been notified through a zipping carrier bird that they would be coming through. Guards were set up throughout the parameter. They were close to the edge of the forest now. They could see the great pillars of smoke curling into the sky, indicating the huge camps of Alem soldiers.
That night, the warriors gathered with Gage and Tip to discuss how to get past the smoke screen without directly attacking the border guard.
“We want to pass them unseen,” Gage cautioned.
“Right. If our presence is known, it will be seen as an all–out attack. We will have declared war,” Tip was saying with a smile. “I’m sure the king would love to see his son after he just heard an entire Terra army attacked his border guard. Though I’m not sure Tadi would mind.” He had the same sense of humor as Skeet—ironic and inappropriate. Tadi frowned and hugged his wolfdog tighter. Hakon noticed for the first time that Tadi had one particular ziff he favored. Many ziffs had accompanied them—they were good hunting and companion dogs. But this brown and gray one must be Tadi’s own. He sat close to the ziff now, an entire arm wrapped around its furry neck. Hakon suddenly felt sorry for the boy—how could his father entrust someone so young with such a large, and possibly deadly, mission?
“We could create a distraction,” another warrior offered. “Zip a wildcat into their camp. I’m sure they’ve been attacked before by beasts.”
A member of an older pack nodded. “We won’t have trouble getting a few through—we’ve raided villages far beyond the smoke screen before.”
“It wasn’t as thick a few weeks ago,” Skeet said. “They’ve thickened it. They probably have a dozen rows of fires and an army behind them.”
Gage looked pensive. Another guardian beside him said, “We should send in a scout near dawn to find the easiest passages. Then we vanish across under the cover of night.”
“Perhaps we should leave now,” Gage suggested. “Send a part of the tribe. I feel uneasy about being trapped like this. The forest behind us, the smoke ahead of us.”
“I believe we need rest. If we had to, it would be better to fight after a good sleep than a day’s marching,” Tip said. “A scout will be sent out near dawn. Then we will spend tomorrow capturing a few beasts for a distraction. We will make our crossing tomorrow night at moonrise. Should any of us get split up, we gather to the north. At the entryway to the ravines, at the Ancient Su Waters.”
“Where is that?” Skeet asked.
“Head north along the tree line,” Tip said. “Now everyone rest. We might be leaving the forest, but we are heading into unknown territory.”
Everyone nodded. Hakon watched as Gage’s brow furrowed. He approached Tip, “I do not want to stretch the hospitality of this tribe. Not everyone agrees with our mission.”
Tip nodded. “I agree. Hakon, you will sleep separately with Skeet and Tadi, under guard.”
“Why can’t I sleep with the tribe?” Hakon said. If anything were to happen, he wanted to be there to defend his tribe.
Tip put his arm around Hakon. “We will be close, my son. We are all here to protect you.” He smiled and shoved Hakon out of the ring and away from where the rest of the tribe slept.
Skeet gathered his things and kicked Isis lovingly before he followed Hakon out. Tadi and his ziff followed dutifully. Two of Hakon’s pack followed. They would stand guard outside their sleeping ring.
As they left the fire to go to another hut, Hakon heard it again. “Se–ei!” He turned and saw the odd creature he had seen before. It stood in the darkness, eyes glowing just a few feet from where he stood. He blinked at him, and then ported away out of sight. He let Skeet and Tadi go on ahead. It was too odd for him to see the creature twice in one day, as if he was being followed.
“Gage,” he whispered to his guardian when he found him by the fire. He told him briefly about the strange creature. “Have you ever seen this type of animal before?”
Gage didn’t answer Hakon right away. Hakon worried that his guardian was deciding not to tell him something he knew. Finally, he said, “Let me talk to Tip about it. It is strange that you should see a rare creature twice today. But do not let it worry you. Get some rest.”
Gage got up, dismissing Hakon. Hakon went away feeling a little foolish that he had brought the concern to Gage at all.
Late into the night, Hakon was still awake. Tadi and Skeet were already breathing deeply behind him, but he kept thinking of Gage’s observation. He wanted to move on, to get away as quickly as possible because it was Hakon who had brought his entire tribe to this place. This place where they were trapped between the Desolate Forest and the Alem smoke.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
This should be easy, Lanikai thought to herself, checking again that the cloth around her eyes was good and tight. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself sitting at the top of the night. She listened to the darkness.
Behind her, she heard Maji’s stiff breaths. The horse would wait here till she was finished. She focused farther, and she could hear the collective murmurings of a sleepless and restless army. She touched Maji gently on the head, whispered instructions in her ear, and then climbed to the roof of the building they were hidden behind. Kai had inspected this army camp over the past few weeks, disguised as a simple servant. Even without her sight, she knew she crouched at the top of a storehouse, a relic of the times when the air people still thought it was safe to live and farm this close to the forest.
They weren’t far from the edge of the Desolate Forest now. The camp stretched along it, far as a mile, she guessed. The smell of smoke was distinct. The king’s soldiers burned constant fires along the forest’s edge to prevent any Terra from escaping through zipping. There were hundreds of troops here—a clear warning for those who dared leave the forest.
But Lanikai wasn’t concerned about the Terra. She was here on a single mission. This was the last building in the camp; everything else was made of tents. There was a particular tent she was seeking out. She crawled across the top of the structure to the edge. She adjusted her coats and capes tight against her body with a series of knots. The layers of fabric with their series of tears and knots were laced across her body in a particular pattern. Inside were pockets, each with its own tricks.
She reached behind her now and untied a knot. It released one of her long double daggers. She held it close to her right side and jumped from the roof to the ground. She landed softly but heard a movement to her left. She moved back and waited for the footsteps to approach. They were heavy. A man. She waited for the sound of breathing.
The mouth was just a little higher than her head. She reached toward the sound of his breath, and then lowered her dagger a few inches, slicing through the person’s jugular, while throwing her weight against his back. He fell noiselessly. She bent down and felt for his ear. She kept her voice low.
“There was a small water lizard that lived beneath the three waterfalls. Everyday, she wondered if she should see what’s on the other side of the rock. Finally, she gained the courage to leave her rock, and the current swept her away.”
While she spoke, Lanikai wiped her knife on the man’s clothes. When she was finished, she stood up and moved on. She moved along the edge of the camp, listening for any more feet. She wouldn’t have long before the dead soldier’s body was discovered. She moved inward into camp. Footsteps passed, and she waited. They passed again, and then circled back around. She listened to the sounds inside the tent. Her target.
All she heard was the deep breath of a man asleep. And another, softer breath.
Yes, this will be easy.


 She slid through the tent door. She moved carefully along the edge of the tent until she was behind the sleeping figures. By the sound of the breath, there was a man and a woman. She touched the man’s head gently, feeling the crown of his head for his tattoo. Her adept fingers traced the design.
It was the general.
She knelt down beside the man, letting her dagger–free hand search now for his heart, neck, or head—whichever was more exposed. She was willing to improvise.
She whispered, “General, the daisy is a flower that grows wild in the Great Plains, but it grows in the gentle forests as well, along the rivers. So does the lily, but the lily is a tricky flower. She only shows her face when it rains.”
The general stirred just as Lanikai found his neck.
“Sarsa?” he said groggily. “What are you saying, darling? It’s nonsense.”
Lanikai moved quickly and drove her dagger deeply across his neck. It’s bloody, she thought, but so efficient. “I give you words for your life,” she said, answering the dead general’s question. “I certainly won’t pay for your death with my own life.” Then she stood. She didn’t intend to harm the whore—that would cost more wasted words.
Suddenly, there was a loud shout in the distance. Lanikai judged it to be the edge of camp, the area closest to the Desolate Forest. She left the tent quickly but heard footsteps all around her. She braced herself, but they weren’t running toward her—only around her.
The shouting turned to distant sounds of screams and grunts. She could hear metal against metal and the unmistakable gasps of dying men. A man rushed by her shouting, “The beasts attack! Call to arms!”
If the Terra were finally attacking, it was time to go. Lanikai ran against the stream of men, cutting to the edge of the tents and following the same path back to the storehouse. She climbed to the roof, whistled, and ran to the other side. She jumped off, landing easily on Maji. Maji leapt into the darkness away from the fight, and they disappeared.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Hakon was dreaming. They were in a war, but it was not against the Alem. He was fighting the Terra—they came at him one after another with spears or hatchets. They looked angry, like he was the enemy. Everyone was shouting. Protect Hakon. Protect the boy.
“Protect the boy!”
Hakon jolted awake to chaos. He was covered in water, and something heavy lay on top of him. He pushed it off and realized in horror it was one of his pack—one of the guards outside his room. He looked around, trying to adjust his sight quickly in the darkness. Skeet and Tadi were by his side. Ahead were Terra, pouring into the room with hatchets. One held a bow and arrow, aimed directly at Hakon.
“Link!” Skeet ordered. Tadi and Hakon instinctively grabbed Skeet’s arm as he dug his feet into the dirt. They were outside the lodge now, vanishing to the upper surface of the village. He could see the village was overrun with warriors. Hakon saw with horror they were cutting down his tribe—his family. He looked down and realized it wasn’t water that soaked him but blood.
He pulled out his hatchet, which was tied to his belt—his spear and bow had been left behind. He raised it and made to charge the attackers when Gage appeared before him.
“Hakon! Run. Take your companions and get beyond the border.”
Skeet shouted, “My family!”
“You have a higher mission. Go!”
They didn’t have a choice. Just then an enemy Terra charged them. Gage swung his spear, but the stranger managed to avoid his thrust and reach Hakon. Rather than fight him, however, the stranger grabbed Hakon’s arm and zipped him closer to the smoke screen. Hakon was blinded by the sudden smoke and flame.
He pulled out his dagger and swung it around. It struck flesh. He heard a man groan.
He had killed a man.
The smoke was choking him, so he ran, in any direction. He heard other shouts behind him and in front of him. There was a frenzy around him—Terra attacking Terra, his kin. They had attacked his tribe when they were defenseless and vulnerable? It was a terribly dishonorable thing to do.
Hakon didn’t have time to think. He realized he was now in the middle of the Alem camp. Now the Alem in the camp were pushing forward. They were pulling out their swords and attacking the Terra. His tribe was caught between two enemies. He tried to see, but it was still too smoky. He could hardly make out the uniforms. Several men came at him, and he tried to zip behind them, but they materialized in the smoke just inches from him, wielding swords. He dodged them, ducking deeper into smoke. But he ran into another surprised soldier, who swung his sword. Hakon tried to duck behind him as well, but the thickness of people was too strong for the smoke. He pulled out his dagger and swung out, hoping it would cause the men to hesitate. But they didn’t. They kept coming at him.
“Fools, we don’t want to kill you! Let us pass!” he screamed. He killed another, stabbing senselessly as both enemies bore down on him. He tried to run free of the smoke line. It was thick—fires were built several paces from each other, all covered in green brush, creating a thick smoke that seemed endless. He focused on the ground, where the smoke hadn’t grown so thick, and he zipped that way.
“Attack! Attack!” he heard someone shout, and he turned back to see if his tribe was safe. He saw several of his pack fighting, as well as a few guardians. But where was Skeet or Isis or Tip? Tadi was nowhere in sight. In the distance he saw Skeet engaged with another Terra. Alem were swarming him from behind.
Hakon zipped toward him, leaping high as he did so. He cut down two Alem soldiers and zipped behind the Terra and stabbed him easily in the gut. He stared at Skeet for a moment.
“Can you zip at all?” he asked, surprised.
“No very clearly in this smoke,” Hakon said, “Where’s Isis or Tip?”
Skeet searched through the haze. Another advance of Alem soldiers was coming at them. Skeet pulled his spear and stuck it into the closest attacker, while Hakon scanned through the thick smoke. It was getting difficult to breathe. The attacking Terra kept driving the other members of their tribe into the enemy. Finally he saw Tip fighting near the edge of the haze against both Terra and Alem.
“Skeet!” He grabbed Skeet’s arm, and they zipped toward his father.
“Father!” Skeet shouted and dove toward the group that surrounded him. Tip was a powerful zipper, and he was able to avoid several attacks, but both Terra and Alem were swarming him, oblivious to the real enemy.
Hakon cut down a few men, slicing underneath their arms and zipping around them. But there were a few other soldiers who were air zippers as well, and for the first time, Hakon was scared in a fight.
“Port now! That’s an order!” Tip shouted across to his tribe. “Run!”
The command to run was meant only in a time of emergency, when the chance of winning was hopeless and all that mattered was that the few who could survive. It wasn’t a time for heroes.
“No!” Skeet was shouting. “I won’t abandon…”
“Go, Skeet!” Tip shouted. “Now!”
Tip zipped away from the throng of attackers and reached for his son’s hand. That’s when Hakon saw why Tip had been fighting without running in the first place. Where he stood was Isis’s body, horribly mutilated. Skeet saw it as Hakon did, and he shouted, lashed out, and brought down another Alem in anger.
“Skeet, go!” Tip shouted, pulling his son back. Another man rushed toward Hakon, and he zipped away. Hakon saw Tadi running toward him. Hakon motioned for Tadi to run. Tadi nodded and turned, taking down an Alem with a spear. Was it Tadi’s tribe that attacked them now?
Finally they cleared the smoke line, and he could see that Tadi had obeyed him. The boy zipped onto a soldier’s head and began to run across their heads, using handfuls of rocks and dirt to zip above them and away.
Another soldier came at Hakon. He zipped behind him and ran, not wishing to kill anyone else. He zipped away again, up to the roof of a tent, flattening himself down to watch the carnage. He saw others of his tribe retreating, but each time they ran or zipped, another Terra or Alem was there to cut them down. He felt utterly helpless. He looked where Skeet and Tip were running. He was about to zip to help them, when, with horror, he saw an enemy Terra grab Tip and zip him into the earth. Tip was dead—half of his body immersed in the earth and the other lifeless. Skeet cried out in rage and swung hard, aiming to decapitate the Terra, but the man was gone.
“Skeet, vanish!” Hakon shouted. Skeet looked up, tears streaming down his face. He closed his eyes, and he was gone. A deep hole in the earth remained where he had stood.
Amidst the chaos, Hakon heard a voice below him. It was smooth, almost familiar. It was an Alem soldier.
“Send a message to the king. We’ve been ambushed!” Hakon followed the voice and saw that at the edge of camp, they had cages of carrier pigeons. He knew he had to stop that message. There would be no chance of making peace with the king if news came that all–out war had broken out on the border. If those carriers reached the king before Hakon did, his tribe will have died in vain.
Just then, a soldier zipped to the roof and swung his sword. Hakon cut down his leg and kicked him off the tent. Dawn was stretching across the horizon, making it easier to see. Hakon had to get to those birds, but another soldier was at his side where the other one fell. Fortunately, he wasn’t a porter, and Hakon cut him down quickly. Finally, he zipped toward the cages at the edge of camp just as they released dozens of birds into the sky.
Hakon followed the birds, running as fast as he could. He picked the farthest distance ahead of him—a bushel of grass. He was there, still running at the same speed. He saw the birds still just ahead of him. These were zipping birds with better eyesight than humans, even an air zipper like Hakon. He caught sight of a bird and zipped to it, high in the air. He grabbed it, breaking its neck, and sighted for another. He zipped ahead to another bird, but just before he could reach it, it had zipped away. He began to fall and zipped again to the farthest point.
He was able to kill five birds, but half a dozen were still zipping ahead of him. Each time they zipped farther out of his reach. It was getting more and more dangerous to zip across the sky—each time, his fall picked up speed, so he was falling faster each time. Soon it would be too dangerous to zip to earth.
Still, he tried in vain, zipping as far as his eye could see but always the bird zipped away. On this went, until he could hardly see the bird in front of him. He ran and zipped and ran until the birds were just distant dots in the sky.
“Nooo!”
He zipped into the sky again—where was he? Across the length of the plains? He knew he couldn’t beat a bird’s zipping. It was too fast, and they could see too far. He zipped closer to the ground, falling with the force of many falls on the hard earth. A swirling of emotions took him then: the pain of his injuries, the destruction of his people, the failure of their mission—all combined into a ball of rage and grief. Hot tears burned his eyes.
There was nothing he could do to stop any of it.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“We are at war! I don’t have time for your petty concerns!”
Kara had only come to ask her father how much longer Azure would have to remain in the dungeon. It had been a few days, and she hadn’t seen him return to his post. She was worried he had been completely forgotten.
It was not the kind father that stood before her, but the tyrant king that raged inside the throne room. All the generals and advisors were gathered there—clearly discussing the war. King Darr and Prince Sesto were among them. Before she had even said a word, the king came at her, nearly throwing her out of the room.
She dodged out of his way and ran out of the room, fearing his outburst. Rather than run down the hallway toward the gallery, she hid inside an alcove. She waited until her beating heart quieted down. The thumping in her ears dimmed, and she could hear the discussion inside the room—the door was still open.
“Do we know of any casualties yet?” General Iben asked.
“Not yet,” a man, probably a soldier, replied.
“I’ve only just arrived.” It was King Darr. “What has happened besides the king throwing out his daughter?”
“Watch yourself, Darr,” her father growled. “We received word from the border. There was an attack this morning by a Terra army.”
“Finally a carrier bird returned with a complete message, sir,” a soldier was saying. Then he read, “There has been an attack on the border. The Terra struck with an entire army.”
“An army this time, not just a small group raiding a village here or there,” King Arden said to Darr. “This is a full declaration of war.”
“My men will arrive in two weeks,” King Darr said. “They started marching the moment we signed the treaty.”
What treaty? Kara thought. Her engagement. Of course, there would have been a deal made about armies and all the other things she wasn’t supposed to know.
“We’ll march out ahead of them then. The coastal soldiers can be reinforcements,” General Elik was saying.
“Arden, you’ll want to see this,” General Iben said. Kara heard footsteps, and everything went quiet.
“A winter storm?” King Darr asked.
“Darr’s men will have to wait till the Northern Passage clears,” General Iben said, “and we won’t be marching ourselves for a few weeks. It looks like a fierce one.”
Her father cursed. “A life for a life then. Let’s teach the Terra a lesson. Send a message to the border guard to retreat to the nearest village once they have cleaned up there. Have them kill the livestock.”
“Livestock?” Prince Sesto asked.
“Another word for Terra slaves,” King Arden said. Kara shivered—the air seemed to get colder around her. “You there. Check that my daughter is with her mother or in her room. Come, gentleman. A storm won’t stop this war.”
Kara had to get to her mother quickly. She didn’t want to be in the path of her father’s wrath again. She ran toward the gallery, passing the portraits of the many kings and queens before her. The servants were busily closing all the windows and draping thick curtains over them and lighting fires throughout the citadel. Kara glanced outside. Snow was falling thickly—the thick clouds had turned into a blizzard.
She zipped to the queen’s chambers quickly, far ahead of the servant. She knocked softly, and a servant opened the door for her.
“Mother, are you all right?”
Her mother lay on the bed, looking sickly. “I feel a bit faint today. The weather has shifted, hasn’t it? Oh, I should like for it to be spring.”
Kara helped her mother onto some pillows and asked a servant to go fetch some tea. “There’s a blizzard outside. And… I overheard something I shouldn’t have. There’s also a war.”
Sabola smiled, sitting up and taking the tea. “That’s not a secret, Kara.”
Kara swallowed. “The Terra attacked the border with an army.”
“Hmm,” Sabola said, looking at the window. The panes were already gathering clumps of snow along their borders. “And the storm will stop us from advancing.” She sipped some tea calmly and then turned to Kara, face serene. “How were your morning studies?”
Kara sat in disbelief. This had been, on all accounts, a horrible few days. First Azure, then the prince, her father, and now… now the threat of the enemy feeling incredibly close. She was so frustrated with her mother, who could just sit there drinking tea as if she didn’t care. Her mother had to care, and yet she appeared to fall into the demure and quiet role designed for a queen.
Kara didn’t hide her emotions very well. Sabola looked at her carefully. “Not well, then?” she said.
Kara shook her head.
“Do you have a fondness for that Su guard?” The queen asked suddenly.
“Of course I do, Mother. He was one of my dearest friends growing up. I feel awful for what I did. No, for what Father did,” Kara said, sorrow and shame raking her voice.
“Ah…” the queen started; then Kara looked up, surprised. Did her mother think she had romantic feelings for Azure?
“Oh, not like that! Of course not,” Kara said. She had never even thought of Azure in that way. “But I consider him a good friend. Or, I did. I did before everyone told me it wasn’t proper anymore.”
“And it isn’t. Especially not between a princess and a guard.”
“But surely royalty can still have friends.”
“I do not.” The queen said in a matter of fact tone, without regret. “It isn’t the role of a queen to have friends. Your father is making difficult decisions as we speak—think how much more difficult it would be if he considered everyone to be a friend.”
“But even Father has people he trusts and loves.”
“Yes, to a degree. Still, the more power you have, the lonelier you are.”
“A man who has the power should not be trusted.” Kara quoted from a keeper text. It was talking about the power to port, but Kara thought it applied here.
“How have your lunches been with the prince?” the queen asked. She set down her tea and lay back on her pillows, wincing. Kara was concerned. Her mother wasn’t far into her pregnancy, and she was already in pain. She hoped this pregnancy wouldn’t result in another stillbirth or miscarriage.
“He’s a horrid person,” Kara said finally, thinking of the prince’s cruel words. Her mother sighed a deep long sigh that made Kara feel ashamed of herself. Kara tried again, not wanting to upset her mother. “We… are having trouble getting to know one another,” she said.
“Oh, Kara. You are a practical and kind girl, but you don’t care much for etiquette, do you? You must understand how important it is.”
“Even in a time of war?”
“Especially in a time of war.”
Before Kara could argue, there was a small knock on the door, and in came a messenger carrying a note. He handed it to Kara.
“Well, what is it?” her mother asked.
Kara opened up the letter and read it out loud. “Dear Princess, I apologize for the way I’ve behaved since we met. I wondered if you would accompany me on a stroll through the gallery. Perhaps we can step outside to catch the first snowfall. Yours, Prince Sesto.”
Kara caught the smile on the queen’s face. Kara was too stunned to say anything. The queen turned to the messenger. “The princess will join the prince in the gallery, if someone will fetch her wool cloak.” The messenger nodded, and another servant went to fetch Kara’s cloak.
What did Prince Sesto want with Kara? Did he really want to talk to her and apologize? Kara found herself brimming with distrust, but still, she held on to a hope that he could be a tolerable person after all. His letter had seemed intelligent enough.
“Well,” her mother said, settling back into her bed when Kara’s cloak arrived. “Maybe he’s not so horrid.”
Kara was reluctant to believe her. She would wait till the evidence proved it so. So she put on her cloak and stepped out the door to meet the prince.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
After a moment of indecision, Hakon decided to go north to the Su waters. If anyone had survived, they would follow Tip’s instructions and meet there. The sun was rising in the east, over the Desolate Mountains. He turned left and began to head northeast. Hakon was too tired to zip the entire way back. He ran a little, then would zip a little ways, trying to catch his breath in between.
As he got closer, he saw the smoke and wreckage of the border camp in the east. In the sky rose a giant yellow haze. He gave the camp a wide breach, avoiding the chance of being seen again. He tried not to think about Tip’s and Isis’s bodies or anyone else of the tribe and his family that might have been pulled into the fight with the Alem.
Soon he could see a gentle forest, distinct from the denseness of the Desolate Forest. This forest was thinned out, made up of a grove of beautiful white aspens, whose leaves blew like chimes in the wind. From the forest flowed a river. He decided to follow the river north, hoping it would lead to the Su waters.
The sun was high in the sky by the time Hakon saw the waterfalls up ahead. There were several of them, all twisting in and out of each other, creating a large rush of a river. Hakon looked to the immediate waterfall. No one was there or in the clearing that surrounded it. He moved to another waterfall, another clearing. He paused and crouched.
By the pool of water was a horse, head bent down and drinking. Beside the horse sat a strange–looking girl. She had a sash tied around her eyes. Her clothes seemed to be piled on top of her with several layers and knots, all gathering around her form. She was filling a skin with water, and more skins lay by her side.
“Hello?” he said, holding his dagger just in case. The girl’s head lifted.
“Hello,” she said.
“Hakon?”
Hakon turned toward the other waterfall, heading back toward the voice, keeping his eye on the girl. Tadi emerged from behind a collection of boulders cautiously. He held his bow and arrow. His hood was up, but Hakon could still see his face was covered in fresh cuts. His furs were torn in several places. Following behind him was his ziff, who barked softly.
“Tadi! You’re all right! Why are you hiding?”
“I’m afraid—” Tadi was interrupted when a spear was thrown in his direction. He zipped away immediately. He held up his bow and arrow as Skeet stepped from the forest, hatchet in hand.
“You coward!” Skeet shouted. “Had to attack in the night?”
Hakon’s relief at seeing Skeet alive quickly turned to horror as Skeet picked up his sling and filled it with rocks. “Skeet! Stop this!”
“You traitor!” Skeet shouted again. He ran to pick up his spear just as the strange girl entered the clearing on her horse. Skeet pulled his sling back, and several rocks hurtled toward Tadi, who zipped away in time.
“What is this?” the girl asked.
“Stay out of this, Su,” Skeet shouted.
Tadi still held up the bow and arrow and had it pointed at Skeet. The girl jumped down in front of Skeet’s spear and turned toward them. “I know your code, Terra. Who are you avenging when you kill this boy?”
“Our family!” Skeet shouted. There was murder in his eyes. Hakon prepared to zip, just in case.
“Do you know he betrayed you?” the girl asked. “If you are not sure, then his blood will cry against you.”
“Why do you care, traitor?”
The girl grinned. “I’m sheepish. I faint at the sight of blood.”
“You’re blind.”
“I don’t like hearing blood.”
Tadi stared. “You can hear blood?”
The girl nodded. “It sounds a like a spring, gurgling. Haven’t you heard it, little Terra?”
Skeet’s entire body was shaking. “My family is dead! Someone has to pay!” Skeet lifted his spear and ran toward the Su girl and Tadi, not caring who he struck first. Hakon zipped to him, grabbed his arm, and zipped him into the thick of the aspens.
Once they landed, Skeet put his foot on the ground. Hakon caught his tremor just in time. “No, Skeet.” He looked above the tree line and zipped them into the sky. They were now suspended and falling high above the tree line. “You can’t zip without earth, and if you push me away, you’ll fall.”
Skeet punched him anyway and began free falling. Hakon zipped to catch him and zipped higher into the sky again.
“Curse you, Alem. Think you have the advantage in air zipping.”
The words stung at Hakon. Had Skeet already put him in the enemy’s camp? “They are my family too, Skeet.” He zipped them farther out into the forest, landing hard on its floor. “He is just a boy, Brother. We both know Windfather’s tribe planted him as my third, but he’s just a pawn. They sent him with us with hardly any training. “
“Even a baby cobra’s bite can kill,” Skeet said.
“We don’t know it was his tribe who attacked us.”
“Who else then?”
Hakon wasn’t sure. No other tribe had opposed them so fiercely. He ignored Skeet’s question. “Our family will be avenged, Skeet. But I will not let you kill that boy. There was as much surprise on his face as ours when they attacked. I saw him fighting for his life and for me. They weren’t afraid to kill him if needed.”
Skeet relaxed under Hakon’s grip. Then he fell to his knees, burying his head against the earth. The rush of fear that had taken Hakon now subsided to the seeping of grief. The reality was still distant. Of course there were survivors. There had to be. His tribe was full of skilled fighters—legendary. Hakon felt a wave of guilt. What if he had decided not to chase the carrier pigeons and stayed and saved more of his kin? Chasing the birds had been worthless. Their chances at peace or negotiation were destroyed. He could have saved more lives if he’d stayed.
He didn’t want to think about how many men he had killed. How many dead souls now cried for vengeance at his blood?
Hakon sank down next to Skeet. “What do we do, Brother?”
Skeet looked up—his eyes were dry, but sorrow hung there. “Let’s not leave Tadi with a Su stranger.”
***
The sun set slowly and lingered in a deep red color. Still the Su girl stayed. She brushed her horse methodically, and then filled her canteens at the waterfall. Hakon watched her closely. She didn’t carry any weapons. She only wore the tangled outfit that hugged against her body tightly with a series of knots and pockets. Now that Skeet had identified her, Hakon recognized the signs, though he had never seen a Su before, only heard stories. Her hands were webbed, and the skin on her hands appeared to be covered with small white ripples. He couldn’t see her eyes because of the blindfold she wore, but he imagined they must be blue.
Tadi sat apart from them curled against his ziff. Somehow, against all odds, the animal found his way back to Tadi. “Isn’t Ziff amazing?” the injured boy had told Hakon. Apparently he hadn’t been very creative when naming the wolfdog. Tadi leaned against him now, one arm holding his head tightly, like he was the last link to home. He had finally put away his bow and arrow when Skeet convinced him he didn’t intend to kill him, yet.
Skeet had said upon their return, “If I find out it was your family that killed my father and my sisters, all of you will die by this sword.”
Tadi only nodded solemnly.
From that tense moment, Skeet had kept busy. He was sitting on a rock, higher up, beside the waterfall with his knife. He was carving each of the names of the dead. The names became bolder and bolder, scratched white against the black rock.
Hakon found himself paralyzed by grief and indecision. His furs and skins were covered in blood, so he had put them in the river, weighed down by rocks, hoping the cold water would draw his brothers’ and enemies’ blood out. He kept staring at the blood on his axe and dagger. It was dried and flaky now. He should clean it, he knew, but rinsing his clothes was hard enough. He was realizing the rest of the mission was up to him. Skeet and Tadi were still sworn to him, and they relied on him. In some ways, he wished he were alone. When he was young and had journeyed on his Survival, the terror of being alone in the wilderness was his and his alone. He had overcome that fear. Up to this point, Hakon had always thought of himself cool under pressure, a man able to adjust in the present.
But he had never had his entire family slaughtered before his eyes.
He didn’t know where to direct his anger. He couldn’t blame the Alem for this murder, not like he could for his mother’s. That hatred had been slow and seething for a long time. This was like a fresh flare, a spark that popped out of the fire and seared an exposed hand. Now he hated his own—the Terra—and their betrayal and infighting. He was reminded of the old philosophy taught among the guardians. The Terra were punished by the Master for their ways before the conquerors. This was the reason they were driven into the forest, the reason for their sufferings. For the first time, Hakon thought it was right for the Master to punish his own people.
He had been raised to believe that the Terra were holy, blessed by this land, made strong by it. The Alem were a cruel and tyrannical race. He had been special to be free of them. But now, he suspected all men were made of evil, whether they were Terra, Alem, or the traitorous Su.
But Hakon didn’t have the energy of anger that Skeet had. It was too exhausting to hate everyone else. So he directed his anger toward one man. Himself.
His entire tribe had believed in him and his mission, and they had all died for it. He wondered what it mattered now—his destiny. His duty.
He looked up again to find the Su girl standing over him. How had she gotten there so quietly?
“Yes?” he asked, breaking the long–held silence among them.
“I must tell you, your friend is disfiguring a holy place,” she said quietly. “He will have to repay.”
“The Su do not own these waters or these rocks.”
“No, the Alem do. But they are still holy.”
Hakon stood, facing the girl. She cocked her head to the side and then turned again, so she was facing him. “Listen, Su…”
“Lanikai. Or you may call me Kai.”
“Kai, my brother is carving the names of the dead. So if this place were not already holy, he is now making it more so.”
“Hm.” Kai paused. “I am charged to protect these waters. You may repay me and, therefore, the honor of the Su by letting me accompany you.”
“Of course not,” Hakon said, a little too loudly. Skeet turned to watch, and Tadi stirred beside Ziff. “The Su are traitors and the lapdogs for the Alem. We have no reason to trust you.”
“I have gifted you my name!” The horse behind her snorted as if too agree.
Skeet called from his rock. “Why do you wish to accompany us? You don’t know where we are going.”
“I am a traveler. A collector of places, you could say. I am done collecting these holy waters, and another protector will take my place, so now I wish to go elsewhere. Besides, it is dangerous for a blind girl to be alone.”
Skeet looked away and ported down from his rock, landing near Kai and Hakon. “As you said. It is dangerous. How can you be sure to trust us?”
“You are men of your word,” she said simply. “You could have killed the boy while he slept defenseless. You did not.”
Tadi stood up. “I like her. Let her come along.”
Hakon glanced at Skeet, who shook his head. “No,” Skeet said. Kai didn’t look surprised or disappointed but remained where she stood.
“Skeet?” Hakon gestured for Skeet to accompany him. “May we talk?”
Tadi zipped in between them. “I am your sworn third, Hakon. I should hear what you discuss if it concerns your mission.”
Hakon regarded the boy. He was stout, and Hakon was grateful for his fortitude in this moment. He nodded, and the three of them walked away from the woman and into the forest. He looked around him. The forest was so open, with tall aspens just beginning to grow fresh green leaves. Red and pink light streamed through the thin forest. It was nothing like the thick and treacherous mountains he was used to.
“This attack will only escalate the war. There will be no hope of a treaty or peace offering with the Terra as fragmented as we are. I am beginning to think our tribe’s loyalty in me was unfounded…”
“Quiet, Hakon,” Skeet said, clearly resisting the urge to punch him. “Your destiny is clear, and don’t smear their deaths with your own doubt.”
“What destiny, Skeet? The secret Gage and our father kept from me? The obscure legend? Did they tell you something about it that I don’t know? It wasn’t to bring peace—vengeance is cried on both sides. The Alem will not let the Terra free, even if they raised their crown prince. I see that now.”
Tadi coughed. “Then enact vengeance. If you are one of us, then use your position among the Alem to fight for us. If they welcome you back, you will be in the best position to sabotage their rule in our favor.”
Skeet eyed Tadi and then grinned. “It’s a good idea, but you underestimate the inner conflict of my brother.” Skeet looked at Hakon. “You would never betray your own kin.”
“I killed them last night. All those soldiers…” Hakon muttered.
Skeet waved his hand and shrugged. “You are not brother to every man on earth, Hakon, despite your mixed heritage.” He leaned in close. “We have very little to go back to now. Let us move forward. You have to face your true role as heir to Atmen one day. You may as well do it in the middle of a war.”
Hakon saw a glimmer in Skeet’s eyes. Hakon agreed with him. He had to do something.
“And what should we do about the girl?” Hakon asked.
“Leave her,” Skeet said. “It’s not like she’ll see us going.”
“I liked her,” Tadi said.
“It won’t be your last crush, Tadi.” Skeet smirked. He put his hand on Hakon’s shoulder. “Your decision?”
They would go, and Hakon would let fate guide him to his purpose. “We will go to Atmen.”
Tadi smiled, and Skeet whooped. He began to tie his spear to his back. “I love a good adventure.”
“You are no longer sad?” Tadi asked. Skeet frowned momentarily, and then it disappeared into a smile.
“There is time for mourning, young cub. A warrior never forgets,” Skeet said as he finished the knot on his spear. “But we have a mission now. We have to get this lost air sucker to his rightful home so he can face his tyrant father and make friends with all the high–marked men who killed his Terra mother.” Skeet grinned.
Hakon wanted to punch Skeet hard. “Thanks, Skeet.”
“I don’t envy you, Brother,” Skeet said. Then he strutted back toward the falls calling, “I’ll fetch what little supplies remain.”
Tadi turned to Hakon, confused. “He…”
“Don’t misread Skeet, Tadi. He holds his anger and sorrow very close, just behind the shadow of humor.”
“And you hold yours behind solemnity,” Tadi noted. Then he turned toward the falls and left Hakon alone to ponder the future of their fates.



CHAPTER TWENTY
“Is she still following us?”
“Yes.”
Hakon sighed. Tadi had just returned from zipping to see if Kai, the Su girl they had met at the falls, was still following them. It had been a few days now, ever since they had cleaned up and packed their supplies, and still she persisted. Hakon couldn’t stop her. She didn’t deserve any harm—a blind Su didn’t appear a great threat. He only wondered how she managed to follow them when she was blind.
Tadi was grinning.
“What, Tadi?”
“Nothing,” he said, smile disappearing from his face.
Skeet leaned toward Hakon. “I think he has a crush.”
They continued to walk underneath the moon. They were following the stars due west, using the rudimentary knowledge of the plains they were taught in school by Gage. So far, they had encountered huge ravines and rivers, which proved great challenges to zip over or around. The Great Plains were hardly plains. They couldn’t zip the entire way, for it was a great deal like sprinting, and they could only go so far with the energy they had between the three of them for those bursts. Skeet hadn’t seen this landscape, so he was wary of vanishing too far. Besides, they wanted to save their energy for fighting.
Their ignorance of the land was slowing them down. Kai had said she was a traveler. Hakon wondered if the Su girl might be helpful after all.
“I have a theory,” Skeet said, interrupting Hakon’s thoughts. “I think it’s her horse that’s following us. The horse can see our tracks, especially when Tadi does the zipping. It can see the impressions he leaves in the earth with his feet.”
“Smart horse,” Tadi remarked.
“I wouldn’t know,” Hakon said. “There aren’t many horses in the Desolate Forest.”
Even if that were the case, how did she keep up with them when they zipped? They continued walking under the night sky. It was so strange for Hakon to be in the open like this. The only cloak was darkness. He felt exposed.
They were traveling on a road that appeared to lead due west. They had agreed to follow it with a plan to escape should they meet any night travelers. Hakon hoped it would lead to a village, and from there they could get a better sense of where they were headed.
Skeet noticed it first. As they approached what appeared to be a small farming village, Skeet held out his hand and stopped them.
“What are they doing?” he asked.
They moved in closer, pulling their weapons out. There was the distant sound of feet scurrying in the middle of the night—it sounded like disorganized marching. They moved along the edges of the houses. They heard a distant barked command.
Tadi looked back at Hakon. “Did I hear that correctly?”
Hakon held out his arm, and the others grabbed a hold. Hakon spotted his destination and then zipped them to a distant roof, then another. He aimed high, so they fell a few feet every time they landed. It was safer to land hard than lose a foot in a roof. As they approached the sounds, they saw torchlight. They leaned over the edge of the roof, and what they saw confirmed Tadi’s question.
“Speak and you die,” a soldier barked again.
There were hundreds of Terra slaves marching toward what appeared to be a large pit. It was hard to tell in the dim torchlight. Alem soldiers were holding them at sword point. They were bare–chested and wore capes. Most carried short swords and had bandaged wounds.
They heard an argument below them. A soldier with what looked to be a regular Alem man dressed in simple farmer’s attire.
“You can’t do this to us,” the farmer was saying.
“King’s orders.”
“Who will tend to the farms?”
“That’s none of my affair,” the soldier said. “Now back off, old man, before you say something hot enough to burn.”
The farmer cursed and stepped back into the darkness, where a group of villagers were gathered in their nightclothes. Some were crying.
“It’s an execution,” Skeet muttered.
“Retribution,” Tadi whispered. The king was taking the life of these slaves for the lives of the soldiers at the border camp.
Hakon calculated their odds. Some of these soldiers could probably zip or vanish. Then he noticed the soldiers had tattoos on their foreheads. Like his but different. Were they royalty? Curious, he glanced at the villagers and saw they also had marks on their foreheads. He didn’t want to hurt the villagers, but he certainly didn’t want to return the slaves to their power. There was probably a lord among them who was the enforcer.
“Hakon? What do we do?”
“We free them, of course.” Hakon would think about what to do with the villagers afterward. First he had to prevent this massacre. “Tadi, see what their plan is with that hole. Skeet, go left and I’ll take right. Kill the soldiers first; then we’ll decide what to do about the village slave masters.”
Tadi and Skeet nodded. The soldiers were shoving the first group of slaves toward the black pit. The three stood up on the roof, shouted a hunting cry, and leapt into the torchlight.
***
Here’s my chance, Kai thought as she sat waiting on the other side of the darkness, not far from where Hakon crouched with Skeet and Tadi. Her horse, Maji, had circled around the village, hoping to cut off the group when they last checked on her, but she had paused when she heard the innumerable group of slaves marching. Now Maji was safely on the outskirts of the village with instructions. Kai heard Hakon’s whispered instructions, and then the three of them jumped from the roof.
Tadi would be the easiest. She would target him first.
She moved left toward the hole, where soldiers were already starting to push the slaves over the edge into the abyss. The slaves had probably been made to dig their own grave. First came the sounds of screams as slaves fell into the pit. It was followed immediately by a piercing roar. Kai broke into a run and leaped into the pit. Three cries greeted her—two beasts and a boy.
“Lanikai?” Tadi shouted.
“Kill the soldier up top. I’ll take care of the beasts,” she ordered.
Tadi didn’t mention she was blind or that she had never said she could fight, but the absence of his breathing meant he was gone. Kai reached behind her and slid the twin daggers out of their knots on her back. She heard moaning behind her—a man was being eaten alive.
“Hey!” she shouted. The satisfying sound of padded feet hitting soft dirt reached her ears before the animal did. She heard a deep growl—a wildcat. She bent low and swung up at the right moment—slicing both her daggers at the underbelly of the leaping wildcat. A heavy corpse and the hot warmth of organs spilled onto her. She rolled it off and checked the face and gait of the beast with her hands.
“Starved mountain lion,” she muttered. “Hungry and angry, but weak.” Her criticism was interrupted by another howl to her left, and she was struck suddenly, sharp teeth gripping her left arm. She swung the dagger in her right hand, lodging the blade in the beast’s head. She struggled to loosen the tightened jaw enclosing her arm. She recognized the bite as a wolf’s.
She loosened its jaw enough to rip her arm free. She cursed loudly, and then listened for sounds of surviving slaves. The pit suddenly grew hot.
Someone had lit a fire in the pit. And it was meant to be big. Kai dismissed the idea of saving any more slaves in the pit, and, putting the daggers in her mouth, she began to climb by thrusting her fists into the walls of the pit. She heard Tadi’s familiar grunts above her—the sound of a boy fighting. From the sound of it, he was doing well but still struggling. The slaves were still being pushed en mass into the now fiery pit.
For once, Kai cursed her lack of eyesight. With it, she could at least count the guards.
“There’s a zipper, Lanikai!” she heard Tadi shout to her left when she reached the top. That explained the soldiers’ ability to still push slaves into the pit. Kai ran toward Tadi, pulling the boy to her back. She put both daggers in her right hand.
“Save your breath,” she said, making sure they were back to back. “Just call me Kai.”
“Kai, right!”
“Good boy.”
Kai swung out to the right but hit only air. They were being pushed to the pit along with all the screaming slaves. Why hadn’t Skeet and Hakon killed the side guards yet? Did she have to do everything herself?
“Above!” Tadi shouted, and Kai reached out to grab the phantom zipper. She was able to grab his cape so that when he zipped again, he took Kai along. He was a great deal stronger than her, but Kai’s strength was always in her grip. She shifted from his loose cape to his arm. The air swirled around them as he zipped her high and low, struggling to get free from her grip.
She heard his breath and identified his tremor. He growled before he zipped.
“Kai!” Tadi cried out. The zipper’s sword was swinging in her direction. Smiling, Kai waited, and when he growled again, she was ready. In the split second it took for him to orient himself, she swung her palm up to his nose. The zipper, anticipating a stab, blocked too far out with his arm. Kai found her mark easily.
Kai’s strike jammed the soldier’s nose deep into his skull, and he collapsed. Then she severed his neck for good measure. She would find words to give his corpse later.
The slaves stopped pressing against them. Kai shouted to them to scatter left and right around the pit. They obeyed. Amidst the swarm of bodies, Tadi grabbed her arm. “Will you marry me?”
“No,” Kai said. She heard a familiar shout and ran, leaving Tadi to deal with the slaves. Skeet was next.
***
Skeet was down to a few pebbles in his pouch—hardly enough to vanish very far if he was lifted into the air. He swung his axe at the two oncoming soldiers. One leapt back, and the other disappeared. Skeet’s dagger instinctively swung left and back, meeting the flesh of the soldier that had zipped behind him. The soldier was wounded but not enough. He was in front of Skeet again, and Skeet used the last of his precious stones to port away as the soldier’s sword swung into the empty air where Skeet had stood.
Now Skeet would have to make sure his feet always touched the ground.
The soldiers advanced again, but the zipper grabbed him before he could react and zipped him high into the air. Skeet cried out as the zipper thrust him back down to the earth—winding him. Skeet reached out and grabbed a handful of dirt, throwing it into the man’s face. The other soldier was upon him, sword swinging.
Then a shadow appeared, catching both soldiers by surprise. They were down in seconds, lifeless. The shadow turned to Skeet.
“You’re welcome!” It was the Su girl. She was gone as soon as she came. Skeet rose to his feet, filling his bag with dirt. She could fight? And wasn’t she blind? He turned his attention to the villagers.
***
Hakon proved more difficult for Kai. He didn’t really need her help. By the time she got to him, he was on his final soldier.
“You can air zip!” The soldier cried, sounding more shocked than afraid. “What is that mark on your forehead? Where did you get that mark?”
Kai listened, curious, but the struggle seemed over. The soldier had disappeared. Kai waited for Hakon to stop zipping and then grabbed his arm.
He swung out with a dagger, and Kai blocked and counterstriked, making Hakon stumble onto his back.
“Lady present,” she said. “I’m here to make a suggestion.”
“Kai!”
“Yes!” she said, pleased that he had used her nickname. “Short and to the point.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Honestly, I came to help. Prove my worth to you.” Kai helped Hakon up. “I suggest you burn the village. And the crops. Make the villagers run as refugees.”
“We could kill the villagers and give the village to the slaves,” Hakon suggested.
“And let another army destroy them? No, this will send a message. I know a place the slaves can go. A cove along the south sea.”
Once Kai convinced Hakon, the slaves were gathered and instructed to go. Kai told them about the cove and its caves in the south, next to the sea. There was plenty of fresh water from the river that met the sea there. They could fish for food. Also, the caves gave them a great vantage point should any Alem attack. They could wait it out there until the Desolate Forest’s borders were safe from marching Alem armies.
Skeet and Tadi set fire to the crops and let the villagers flee west.
The smoke from the fires rose into the dawn. As soon as the fleeing Alem were out of sight, the freed slaves began their march south with the remaining spoils they took from their old masters’ homes.
As the sound of footsteps faded, Kai approached Hakon again. “I have given you my name, saved your companions’ lives, and helped your people. The code demands something be returned for these gifts. Let me accompany you.”
Hakon was silent. He moved away to talk with Tadi and Skeet quietly. Kai pretended not to hear them, but she smiled inwardly. Though none of the Terra said it, Kai knew they were beginning to trust her.
“You may come,” Hakon finally said.
Kai whistled to Maji. “Good,” she said. She heard Maji galloping toward her, and she climbed onto the horse’s back with ease. “Then we head northwest to avoid the next Alem village.” She heard silence in response.
Maji began to walk. Soon Kai could hear the shuffling of footsteps following behind her. Kai smiled with satisfaction. She had earned their trust.



CHAPTER TWENTY–ONE
King Arden’s table of maps glowed an eerie blue, lit only by the snow–filtered winter light outside. The snow was starting to collect along the windows, sealing the entire citadel in a blizzard–made cave. While this was great protection for those who lived in the citadel, it was frustrating the war effort. The king was disturbed by the reports. While they had successfully massacred four villages’ worth of slaves, one village’s report was disquieting. A single soldier had escaped from the incident, followed soon after by the refugee villagers. A small group of Terra—no more than three it seemed, along with one Su—had freed the slaves and set fire to the village. They were burning the crops, just as the king feared. He wanted to hit them with an army, but he was confined to this frozen palace!
He slammed the table out of frustration, causing the maps to shift and the few mugs to be thrown onto the floor.
“Another cup of tea, Master?” Rangi asked. He was the only one in the room now. The others were busy. They were spending every day training the men and recruiting more men and boys for soldiers. The young zippers and vanishers were being sped through their training. As soon as the storm died down, Arden intended to destroy the Terra with all that he had.
“Yes,” he said. “Something stimulating.”
“It’s nearly dusk, sir. Don’t you think you would like something a bit more relaxing? Perhaps to help you sleep?” Rangi began to mix his assortment of herbs together.
“I’m having no trouble sleeping,” Arden said a bit too harshly.
Rangi only clicked his teeth. “Very well.” Soon he handed the king a steaming cup of a purple– and blue–ish liquid. It smelled sweet.
The king took a sip. It was actually pleasant, and it already seemed to clear his mind. He looked again at the report from the lone survivor.
“The soldier who survived reported seeing a Su fight with the Terra,” King Arden said.
Rangi nodded, unmoved. “I’m sure there are some despicable Su willing to fight for the highest bidder, Master. I will be sure to look for these traitors among our people and have them annihilated.”
“The Su was said to wear a mask and fight blind,” Arden added.
“Hmm,” Rangi murmured and poured himself a cup of tea. He looked at the king with a side–glance. “Is there something else that troubles you?” Rangi said. He was always so astute, not just in concocting the perfect brew for the king, but in advising him as well. While the king kept all his Su at a comfortable distance, Rangi had proved himself a remarkable advisor. He was an expert on the Su culture and a wonderful liaison with the various underground criminal networks that made up the under classes of the inferior race. He was also an amateur expert on the Terra, since he had studied with the keepers in his spare moments as a guard. He had risen in the ranks and was already on the king’s staff when King Arden’s father was in power. Now, perhaps twenty years his senior, Rangi was one of the few men King Arden truly trusted.
But did he trust him enough to reveal his deepest worries?
He took another sip of tea and already felt energy and confidence restored to him. He looked again at the report. “Rangi, fetch Truthsinger for me, will you?
Rangi nodded, and in a moment Truthsinger was bowing before the King. “You needed me, sire?”
The king nodded. “Tell me truthfully—”
“It’s my name,” Truthsinger interrupted with a grin.
Arden snapped, “Not a time for games.”
Truthsinger bowed lower. “Yes, King Arden.”
The king picked up the report and walked toward the truthsinger. He placed his fingers on Truthsinger’s forehead, tracing his tattoo. “Who gave you this tattoo?”
“A Keeper of the Present. When I was born in a merchant family, they tattooed this.” Truthsinger pointed to a small design of a weeded flower near his crown. “When I was discovered to be a zipper and began my training as a truthsinger, I was given this.” He pointed to another design, carefully interwoven into the original. “When I reached the rank of Truthsinger of the Citadel, my highest possible calling, I was given this.” He pointed to the rest of the design, which stretched across his forehead, into his temple in front of his ears. They were words, beautifully drawn into images.
“Can a tattoo be imitated?” the king asked.
“No,” Truthsinger said. “Perhaps among the lowest ranks, where it is simply a local Keeper of the Present that does the tattooing for farmers or other laborers. But the keepers in the Citadel only tattoo the highest–ranking Alem. The ink is made here, and the design cannot be imitated by anyone but a keeper. It is a tightly held secret.”
King Arden nodded, more disturbed now. Perhaps the soldier was mistaken. Perhaps he hadn’t seen correctly.
“Why these questions?” Truthsinger ventured to ask, glancing at Rangi.
King Arden trusted these men. He decided to confide in them. “The soldier that returned from the area where the slaves were freed. He said that he saw a boy there, one who was come of age but still a young man. This boy… wore the tattoo of a prince.”
“The Prince of Atmen?” Rangi asked.
“Yes,” King Arden said. “He killed those soldiers and freed the Terra slaves. He wore Terra clothing. I don’t understand how the Terra could have imitated the tattoo.”
“Perhaps the soldier didn’t see correctly,” Rangi suggested.
Truthsinger shook his head. “The mark of royalty is meant to be distinct. Recognizable. It is the boldest and most complicated of designs. Sir, it cannot be duplicated.”
The king sat down, worried and disturbed. “Fetch my daughter, Truthsinger.” The king hadn’t spoken to Kara since he’d released Azure from the dungeon a few days ago. “Don’t tell the queen anything of this news.”
“I won’t breathe it to a soul,” Truthsinger said and exited. Kara arrived soon after.
“You wanted me, Father?”
King Arden nodded. “Let’s walk.”
The king guided his daughter into the gallery for a stroll.
***
Kara hadn’t meant to spy, not intentionally. Sarita had stepped out for a moment on their way to visit the queen, and Kara had only passed the council room. She wanted to talk with her father about Azure, but she didn’t have the courage. He had been out of the dungeon for a few days now, and it appeared that nothing had changed. No one shamed him or treated him like anything less. He resumed guard duty as normal. Everyone was fine but Kara. The only time she had seen Azure, he stood as still as a statue with a face of stone.
She was thinking about all this when she wandered near the open door. Where she had heard the details of the attack on the outer village.
My brother is alive, and mother was right. What would it mean for Atmen if her dead brother returned?
In her confusion, she felt a growing hatred for the Terra. She had been scared of them all her life, but now she was angry. It if were all true, how dare they steal her brother, drive the king mad with grief, and then raise the Prince of Atmen to be one of them. It disgusted her.
Her father didn’t mention her brother as they walked through the gallery. Instead, he stopped in front of a painting of their ancestors.
“Kara,” he said, taking her hand tenderly. “I’m worried about your mother. I know how strong you are—too strong to be a confined princess in the citadel.” Kara smiled at her father. This was the king she loved. He grew serious. “I charge you to be your mother’s second, understand? As we get closer to a greater conflict, I have to be sure she is protected by someone I trust.”
Kara felt overwhelming forgiveness toward her father. He trusted her. He was giving her a sacred charge, and she intended to follow it. “Of course, Father.”
The king nodded, smiling, allowing Kara to see his pride in her. He dismissed himself from the gallery, and soon Kara was back in her chambers, feeling overwhelmed by the sudden responsibility of knowledge she carried.
“What is troubling you, Princess?” Sarita asked as Kara changed into her outdoor dress and cloak. The prince had finally agreed to let Kara show him the village. They were going out that afternoon… in the blizzard. “Are you still upset about Azure?”
“I wish I had the courage to talk to him. But I wasn’t thinking about that right now. I was thinking about my mother.”
Sarita nodded. Kara grabbed her dagger off of the dresser to slip into her petticoat.
“Kara, is that really necessary?” Sarita scolded. “You will be under an entire guard, and the prince will be there as well.”
“You’re right,” Kara said and let the knife drop back on the table. She was grown up now, a princess. Instead she slipped two apples and a pear into her pockets when Sarita turned her back. She had to feel secretive about something!
“Sarita,” Kara said, “I overheard something today that I shouldn’t have.”
“I don’t want to hear it then,” Sarita said.
Kara sat down, defeated. “You don’t want to hear that someone saw a Su fighting with the Terra?”
“What?” Sarita turned, looking more surprised and interested than Kara had ever seen her.
“The lone survivor from the attack on the outer villages. He saw…” Kara decided to keep the secret about the prince’s tattoo to herself. “He saw a Su with webbed hands fighting with a mask over her eyes. That she was blind.”
Sarita dropped what she was holding, a comb and Kara’s layered necklace of jewels. She picked them up as if it’d never happened and began to brush Kara’s hair. Her face was mute.
“Don’t you think that’s strange?”
“Absolutely,” Sarita said. “And probably something this soldier made up to bring the Su into this war. Kara, that can’t be possible.”
“And why not?” Kara was curious, now more curious about the Su girl than the strange boy impersonating the prince.
“Do Alem women fight?”
“No,” Kara said. It must be same with the Su. The women weren’t allowed to fight. Even though they probably have the power to, Kara thought bitterly.
“Can anyone fight when blind?” Sarita asked.
Kara hadn’t heard of anyone who had that ability. She imagined it would be difficult. “I don’t think so,” she said.
Sarita looked satisfied. That was the end of that.
“But if it was true, would you know who it was?”
Sarita laughed then. “I hardly know all the Su in the citadel. Do you think I would know a stranger who may or may not exist?” She laughed again.
“May I go see my mother before I meet with the prince? I wasn’t able to see her yesterday either.”
“Oh, Princess, she’s still not well enough to see you.” Sarita put on Kara’s necklace and fastened her cloak.
Kara was supposed to take care of her mother. Why couldn’t she see her, even if she was ill? “I’ve seen her when she’s been sick before.”
“She’s just resting, Princess. Your visits tire her out,” Sarita said simply and opened the door.
Kara tried not to frown expressly, but on top of everything, it just bothered her. Her father had just made her the queen’s second, and here she was abandoning her for a stroll with the prince. In a blizzard!
Kara was struck with a thought. As her mother’s second, she couldn’t remain defenseless. She glanced at the knife on the dresser and moved closer to it, feigning that she was checking herself in the mirror. “Sarita, would you check if Azure is in the hall?”
Sarita smiled and slightly rolled her eyes. She peeked her head out of the curtains for just a moment, but it was a moment long enough. Kara grabbed the knife beside her and slipped it into the small tear in her dress, inside the sheath hidden in her petticoat. Sarita turned back, and Kara checked her dress again, making it look like she was primping.
Finally she turned and walked out to meet the prince.



CHAPTER TWENTY–TWO
“I’m in love with you, Kai,” Tadi was saying, again. Tadi and Ziff were loping beside Kai as they made their way west along another moonlit road. Kai ignored all of Tadi’s advancements, but she didn’t seem annoyed by them but rather amused. Hakon had agreed to let Kai accompany them, albeit reluctantly. He had been wrong about her. He now realized she was dangerous, and it was better to keep an eye on her. He didn’t understand how the Su applied the code, but he didn’t want to offend her by not repaying the kindness she had shown by helping Tadi and Skeet in the village attack. He was fairly certain that kindness had been calculated, so between him and Skeet, one always remained on watch while they slept.
“I did not know the Su women fought,” Hakon had observed, hoping Kai would reveal more about her motivation for helping them.
“We Su have many secrets,” Kai had said simply. It only made Hakon all the more curious.
Having Kai along proved to be useful. She knew the landscape remarkably well. When they had traversed over cliffs and treacherous waters, Kai seemed to know the easiest paths. When asked how she knew, she would reply that Maji was a smart horse, as if the Su girl had nothing to do with it.
Ziff still trailed behind them, occasionally running off to hunt and bringing back small game for them to eat, which helped cut down time on hunting. Occasionally, Skeet and Hakon found plants they recognized in the changing landscape, and they found themselves teaching Kai about survival in the Desolate Forest.
“How far do you think we are, Kai?” Skeet asked. He was the last to reluctantly call her by her nickname and not just the “Su girl.” At the moment, she seemed so powerless, riding on a horse while the others walked. She sat on Maji backwards, lying back, her head on the horse’s head, her blind eyes facing the heavens.
“Do you see mountains on the horizon?” Kai asked. “And are the trees tinted red and yellow?”
“Yes to the leaves,” Skeet replied, “but I see no mountains.”
“Then we are about a week’s distance. It is autumn here. When we come close to winter, we will be close.”
“Winter?” Tadi asked.
“While the Desolate Forest reaches summer, the city of Atmen and the surrounding mountains reach the end of winter. So as we go farther west, we step backward into the seasons.”
Tadi nodded with understanding. Hakon turned to the boy. “This is why it is good for us to strike now, when the Alem are weakest.”
“What is your mission when you get there, Prince of Atmen?” Kai asked, leaning against her horse. Hakon gazed up at her. How did she know who he was?
“Why do you think I’m a prince?” Hakon asked.
“Because I heard you talking back near the sacred waters. My horse is smart, but I’m smarter,” Kai said.
“You spied on us?” Hakon was worried by this revelation. Had Kai insisted on coming with them because she knew he was the prince?
Skeet looked concerned, and he mouthed to Hakon now, “A traitor?”
“I can hear your mouth move even though words aren’t coming out,” Kai said. “Women are said to make better spies for that very reason.” Kai rolled over, lying on her stomach now against the horse. “Also, you stupid, stupid boys. Your name is Hakon.”
“That could be a coincidence,” Tadi suggested.
“But it isn’t,” Kai said, laughing. “And why would the Terra name their sons after their sworn enemy?” Everyone was quiet, waiting for Kai’s next move. “Everyone thought you were dead. How interesting that you were raised by your birth enemy. You even call them ‘brother.’”
“They are my brothers,” Hakon snapped.
“Even Tadi, whose tribe may have killed your family?”
Tadi looked uncomfortable. Hakon spoke quickly. “Tadi has proved himself loyal.”
“So have I, Prince,” Kai said. “Remember that.”
“What do you want, Kai? Why do you accompany us?” Skeet asked, stopping Maji. The horse snorted loudly and stomped her foot. “It’s not for the scenery.”
“To help,” Kai said. She smiled and kicked her horse, so Maji sped forward, knocking Skeet aside. Despite his obvious reservations, Skeet smiled.
“Isn’t she great?” Tadi asked, moon–eyed.
Skeet shoved him aside. “You’re too young for her, Tadi.”
“I’m a match as a fighter, though.”
“That you are,” Skeet said. “Though I don’t understand how a blind girl fights at all. Do you see any weapons on her?”
Hakon shook his head. He was unnerved both by Skeet and Tadi’s sudden friendliness with each other and how much Kai had known about him. Still, she had protected them when it was easy to take their lives. There were many things that were mysterious about the Su girl, the least of all, her purpose for being with them.
But by the looks of it, he was the only one really worried.



CHAPTER TWENTY–THREE
Prince Sesto had a lot to say. Ever since their disastrous lunch on the terrace, he had opened up quite a bit. Their daily walks around the citadel were slowly changing Kara’s mind about the prince. She still thought it was horrible that she was engaged to him, but he wasn’t as stupid as she thought he was. He certainly thought ridiculous things about women, but Kara had gotten used to fighting down the urge to argue with him. All in all, she was learning to tolerate his presence, not completely loathe it.
At the moment, he was talking about everything wrong with Atmen and how the city could be improved. When Kara didn’t feel insulted, she was surprised to realize that some of his ideas were valid. The Su commuted each day to sell their wares and work in the city, while most of them lived in the northern section of Atmen. Prince Sesto was suggesting that either the industry moves to the Su areas or the Su move to the areas of industry.
He had a lot to say about the war with the Terra too. He criticized his father’s policies and his interpretation of the war tactics.
Kara was getting good at tuning him out.
They were walking along the quiet streets of the lower city with a small guard. Keepers of the Present patrolled the streets with soldiers, recording important things that transpired, like Princess Kara taking a stroll with her fiancé, Prince Sesto, down the streets of Atmen. They were in a safe area, where most of the wealthy lived, and not many cared that a prince or princess wandered down the streets.
While Kara was supposed to be giving the prince a tour of the city, he was dominating most of the conversation. So Kara looked around. Fire glow was burning in every window, and the streets were mostly empty because of the snowstorm. Kara’s zipper eyes allowed her to see a little clearer in the storm, and she saw the shadows of shopkeepers and children at play. Some children were brave enough to be outside playing in the snow. Kara envied them.
“So what do you think, Kara?”
Kara was so surprised by Prince Sesto’s sudden attention, she didn’t notice that they turned too early.
“Think about what?”
“About the war,” Prince Sesto said, walking them toward an area of the city where the roofs were built so close together they almost created an archway over the street.
Kara wondered if Prince Sesto really cared what she thought, but he’d asked, so she decided to answer honestly. “I think the practice of slaughtering the slaves is unfounded and cruel.”
“But what of the code? If the Terra take something from us, we must take it from them. Retribution.”
“Better that we enact just revenge and find the men responsible and then kill them.”
“How exhausting would that be?”
“It would be exact though. The keepers say you cannot cheapen the give and take of the Master. You cannot port across a room with only a breath of air. What you take equals what is given. And what is given must equal what is taken.”
“So you believe the keepers’ philosophies?”
Kara nodded. Who didn’t? They were direct servants of the Master and the Alem people.
Prince Sesto turned to her then, stopping in the street. Kara noticed for the first time they had walked into an unfamiliar part of the city, and they were alone. She turned, looking for their escort, and thought she saw shadows.
“Sir, we’ve made a wrong turn. We were going east…”
“Kara, why didn’t your father tell anyone your mother is pregnant?”
Kara started. “What?” She looked again for the escort. “Where are the guards?” She turned back to Prince Sesto, but before she could say another word, she felt a hard blow to her head, followed by a hand around her throat.
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