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        Readers everywhere.

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for choosing to read A Touch of Rage, the second part of the Towers of the Earth series. This story starts very soon after the end of A Touch of Truth.

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoy this story this and all of the Tower stories. If you haven’t already read the prequels,

        A Pinch of Salt

        A Hint of Hope
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      Author’s Note:

      

      This work was originally part of the Touch of Truth series and entitled, Raven, Sand, and Sun. As part of Pink Tea Books, it was necessary to rethink all of the existing Nita Round novels and consider how best to take them forward.

      And so, like book one, Raven, Sand and Sun has been scrubbed and polished, rewritten in places, re-edited renamed, and given a shiny new cover.

      

      This is A Touch of Rage and it is book two of the Towers of the Earth series.

      

      I hope that you enjoy the many adventures of Magda, Ascara and Lucinda. There are many dangers for them to face.

      Join them, and let us see where the journey leads.
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      Non-stop, drenching rain fell for the best part of two weeks. And it drove Lucinda Ravensburgh, the Raven, to distraction. She couldn’t, in all honesty, blame the weather for her mood, but it didn’t help.

      Fed up of the enforced captivity she left the dry and austere comfort of her rooms to stand on the exposed top of the Tower. A wide-brimmed hat protected her head from the worst of the weather, and although it wasn’t enough to shield the rest of her body, it kept the rain from her eyes. She gripped a thick shawl about her shoulders with fingers numb from the cold and wet, but she didn’t care about the discomfort. She wore her buckskins too, which protected her against the worst of the weather but now clung cool and damp against her skin. Lucinda didn’t care much about that either.

      At least she could see more of the world around her, and if that meant she had to stand out in the cold, wet rain, then so be it. No matter her discomfort, she could see her world. She stared out over the side.

      The Raven Tower stood atop an outcropping that looked out over the plains on one side and Gaia’s Rift on the other. Around the base of the rocks, streams of fast-flowing muddy water had obliterated any sign of the many pathways which had once led around the rocks. Floodwaters surged and gushed over the edge of the rift and fell in a thunderous roar.

      This tower was not as tall as the Rainbow Tower had been, but it had other features. At her back, the monumental stone raven soared thirty feet or so above her head. Its upturned beak still defied the skies, and its outspread wings stretched a good forty feet from tip to tip. Of all the places she liked to be, she liked to lean back on the ledge between the two giant-sized stone claws.

      Upon her shoulders sat two ravens, their heads down and turned against Lucinda’s face. Neither of them stirred. To her side, a wrinkled old woman, Lina Amoha Verrana, a leader of her own people, stood unfazed by the weather. Drops of water ran over her face, and her hair lay flattened against her skull.

      “I have never seen so much rain,” Lucinda said.

      “It is not a common thing here,” Amoha admitted. “At least not like this.”

      “I think the earth weeps.”

      “Perhaps. I see you’re wearing the hat after all,” Amoha said.

      “Yes, thank you. It is a lovely gift, and very useful to keep my hair dry in this weather.”

      “Wet hair is not the problem, my Raven.”

      “Then what is?”

      “You should take better care of yourself now that you’re back on your feet.”

      “I’m fine, Amoha,” Lucinda said.

      “I worry about you. We all worry. You shouldn’t be outside in this weather.”

      “You’re out here.”

      Amoha grunted. “I am not the one who was sick, you were.”

      Lucinda shrugged.

      “And you were sick, My Raven, very sick.”

      “I know, but I’m well enough now. I took on too much, that’s all, and I exhausted myself. The medics say there is nothing wrong with me and any damage will heal.” She rubbed her wrists as she spoke; they ached still, no matter what they said, and if she touched the scabs they fell off and the sores bled again.

      “Nothing wrong? You spent a full week asleep, Lucinda. You burned with fever and you neither drank nor fed for days.”

      “As I understand.” What more could she say to that, Amoha spoke the truth. “I’m fine now, though.”

      “Fine indeed. You keep saying that, and if you say it often enough, even you will believe it.”

      Lucinda stared into the rain as it fell across the open plains. It had lessened a little. Enough that she could see the many coloured tents of the nomads. In this weather, though, they didn’t look so bright or so vibrant. If anything, the whole world appeared dreary and dull.

      “Raven, please, do not dismiss our concerns for you.”

      Lucinda turned her full attention to Amoha. “I do not intend any disrespect to you and your people—”

      “They are your people, too,” Amoha interrupted.

      There it was again. Her people. Lucinda inclined her head to one side, as though listening to a voice only she could hear. “My people?”

      “Exactly. You should say yes to your people. They need you.”

      Lucinda didn’t respond.

      “And you need them,” Amoha added.

      “I need no one. I have been cast here far from anywhere. And they can’t help me.”

      “Be who they need and they will sustain you.”

      Lucinda shook her head and drops of water spun from the rim of her hat. “How can I be sustained when there are so many expectations of what I must be and what I must do.”

      “Raven–”

      “Harbinger of death, they call me. I find that most distasteful, and yet I must accept that they might be right. Where I go, death will follow.”

      “Death is for those who stand against you and the will of our Great Mother.”

      “Like Sh’Na,” Lucinda said.

      “Like Sh’Na,” Amoha agreed.

      Lucinda let her thoughts drift. “It could have been worse, you know. We encountered so much death, and we had to stand against one of her most powerful agents. This is no small thing to do, and to touch something so vile as that is to carry a stain upon the spirit. We survived, and I could ask no more.”

      “Then it is about survival and no more?”

      “When we stand against something as powerful as Sh’Na, then survival is all we can manage. There is a price to pay for doing what we have done. The touch of Sh’Na and her minions leaves a soul-deep blemish, and it is etched there for all time. But this is not insurmountable. We all carry stains on the soul; some we ignore, some make us better, and some mark us for eternity”

      “Raven–”

      “Amoha, I stand between life and death, and I must be here to protect the living from filth like Sh’Na. For that, a price must be paid.”

      “I don’t understand why you must be the one to pay for saving people,” Amoha said.

      “I must, and it is a price I pay willingly. I am Gifted, and I must always repay the blessings I have given to help those who need my help. I’m lucky, not only to be Gifted, but to have a tower so that the troubles and strains of the mind and the body are less.”

      “The tower heals you?”

      “In a fashion. The long sleep–”

      “Is that what is was?”

      Lucinda nodded. “The long sleep is a communion between the person and the tower.”

      “Even so, the cost to you seems high, I think,” Amoha said.

      “Yes. Is this not the role the tower has mapped for me?”

      “I cannot speak for the tower or the Spirit within. Only you can.”

      “Then this is what I must do.”

      “And you will do whatever needs to be done.”

      Lucinda nodded, and drips of water found their way under the hat.

      “Are you happy here?” Amoha asked.

      Lucinda didn’t answer straight away. “I would be happy wherever I am, but I miss my friends from my old tower.”

      “The sound of sadness is in your voice, my Raven. You might feel better if you accepted the wisdom of your people, and took them to your heart. That would sustain you in these times.”

      “I have no people,” Lucinda answered.

      Amoha waved a gnarled hand towards the plains. “They are there, and they wait for you.”

      “I have no people,” she repeated, “and they don’t want me, they want someone to take them to war. They should ask Ascara about war, not me.”

      “Do you not care for them, your people? For anyone?”

      Lucinda turned her gaze back to the plains. “I care. I care about all manner of things. But war is not one of them.”

      “You deny war and yet you straddle the door between the living and the dead.”

      “So I understand.”

      “Listen, The Great Spirit chose you, and the tower is her sign to you, to everyone, to show you are chosen.”

      “Yes, and I will aid everyone I meet. But I don’t want to lead them into war.”

      “Too late, Lucinda. Look around you, the war has already begun.”

      “I see no war,” Lucinda said.

      Amoha grabbed Lucinda’s hand and pushed back the sleeve of her tunic. She pressed on the bruises which, despite the passing days, still looked dark and fresh. “Is this not a war injury? Do the dead of the Wash Town not speak as victims of war?”

      Lucinda didn’t answer.

      “People…things are lining up to kill you. That must mean something.”

      “It’s nothing. Tower people are often victimized. The bruises will heal.” Yet her words sounded hollow even to her own ears.

      “Will they?” Amoha pushed her fingernail against the puncture marks in Lucinda’s wrist and pressed until Lucinda winced at the sharpness of nail against her skin. “Do you think this looks as though it is healing?”

      “What can I say? I’m no healer.”

      “Then let your people heal you! We can do this for you. We can give you our collective heart and they will love you until your spirit is strong. When the heart and the spirit are healed, the healing of the body will follow.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Think about it, Lucinda. I will ask for the wisdom of the people. Maybe they will have a better remedy than those chemicals they brew in those dark rooms in the bowels of the order.”

      “Dark rooms? What dark rooms?”

      “There are places, my Raven, where some might hide their secrets even from their closest of friends.”

      “I know nothing of this,” Lucinda said. Yet as she spoke, an image of underground spaces, a warehouse underfoot, came to mind and then vanished.

      “You must ask the commander.”

      Lucinda paused in thought. “I think Morales commands more here than he appears to. At least on the surface.”

      “Yes, Lucinda, he does.” Amoha held out her arm. “We will talk about this again, but now it is time to go inside. You are soaked, and you look pale. I wouldn’t want you to sicken. Again.”

      Cruuk, said one of the ravens.

      “Yes, I know, of course, she’s right,” Lucinda admitted.
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      Inside the main reception room of the tower, the lamps had been lit and shimmering light reflected from the dark walls. On a short shelf, Lucinda found several cotton towels and spare clothing. She grabbed a couple of towels and handed one to Amoha.

      Underneath the shelf, on a small wooden occasional table sat a tray with two cups and a pot of tea. The distinctive and spicy aroma of pink tea rose from the pot and she breathed in the scent. She smiled to herself in spite of the chill of cold, wet clothing.

      “Tea. Perfect. Just what we both need after being outside,” Lucinda said.

      “We wouldn’t need the tea if you stayed inside in the dry.”

      “And that would be so tedious,” Lucinda answered.

      “Are you well cared for here?” Amoha asked.

      “Perfectly so. The young women you sent are doing a great job,” Lucinda said. On cue, two dark-haired women rushed into the room with more towels and reached for her tunic. “Phara, Tayha, please stop fussing,” Lucinda admonished. “I can do this.”

      The shorter of the two looked at her. “You’re wet, and the sooner you are without the wet things, the sooner you can get warm again.”

      “Yes, Phara. I know.” Lucinda sighed. “As I was saying, those young women are such bossy beasts. They run my life like a pair of drill sergeants.”

      Phara giggled. “What’s a drill sergeant?”

      “A person like me, but on a bad day, with a headache, bellyache, and a tent full of impudent children,” Amoha answered.

      Tayha bowed towards Amoha. “A compliment, then.”

      “I think so,” Amoha answered.

      Lucinda laughed. “All right, all right.” She didn’t resist being helped out of her clothes, towel dried, and then helped into a new tunic and fur-lined slippers.

      Tayha bowed to Amoha and offered towels. “Lina’Verrana, fresh clothing?”

      “Thank you,” Amoha said.

      Once dry and dressed, they made themselves comfortable on cushion-covered stone seats. Tayha poured more tea for them, and when she and Phara left the room, they bounced down the stairs with such energy the slap of their slippered feet against the stone echoed more than it should.

      “The exuberance of youth,” Amoha said and shook her head.

      “Thank you for sending Phara and Tayha to me. I’d be lost without them.”

      “I didn’t send them,” Amoha said. “The tower called them. And as it can understand and speak to you, the tower also understands and speaks with them. That is how they take care of you so well.”

      “I didn’t know. I assumed only I could—”

      “Be at one with the tower?” Amoha finished.

      “Yes.”

      “It is more than we could have ever expected and this is a great honour to their families. They are the first to be called to a tower, and this is the first tower in all of our lands. They will learn from you, and this, too, is an honour. Most important of all, they will perform whatever the great spirit requires of them. In this, the whole of our people are enriched.”

      “That’s a lot of responsibility for two young women.”

      “Yes, but for us the Gifted are so rare, and they must be cherished. There will be a great need for them in years to come. We are very proud of them both. You will help them grow and be all we need them to be?”

      “Of course, but why did I not know that they spoke to the tower? Why was I not aware?”

      “You have not been well, You will need a while to catch up.”

      Lucinda considered this and could hear only the ring of truth in her words. The tower should have let her know. “Never mind, I will learn all soon enough. In the meanwhile, have you seen Magda or Ascara?”

      “They were with you when you slept.”

      “I know. Even asleep, I sensed they were near.”

      “As it should be, my Raven. They are a part of you now.” Amoha stared at Lucinda for a moment. “They were torn, I think. They did not take well to being caged up inside here, but they wished to be with you at the same time.”

      “And when they were here, I think they blamed each other for everything that’s happened. And when they’d done with blame, they argued about who was best able to look after me.”

      “Did they tell you this?”

      “No, but I sensed their upsets, and I know them well enough,” Lucinda answered. “Now they are not here and I miss them so much my heart breaks.”

      “Then why did you banish them from your side? They would not choose to leave you of their own accord.”

      “I didn’t do anything, and if I did, I have no idea what it was.” She wondered if she had said anything in her sleep. Or even if the tower had spoken to Magda and Ascara direct. “But now it hurts.”

      Amoha jumped to her feet. “I will get medics for you to see to your ills.”

      “No, it’s not that sort of pain.” She knew then why she felt so irritable. “I miss them.”

      “I see. Perhaps it is because Fire and Ice should be by your side for all time,” Amoha said. She retook her seat.

      “You make it sound as though the three of us are inevitable and inseparable.”

      “Do you doubt it?”

      Lucinda paused for a moment. “No, I don’t.”

      “You can no more resist the pull of your destiny than you can resist the pull of the earth. The three of you are the Trinity of our Mother’s rescue, and you will do whatever our Mother needs.”

      “Of course, but what else is inevitable?” Lucinda asked.

      Amoha held out her hands and grinned. “Many things.”

      Lucinda rose to her feet and paced around the room.

      “Raven, now it is you who paces like a caged animal. Has it always been this way for you? Even in the other Tower?”

      She shook her head. “No. I have always enjoyed being in the tower, but I find it hard to settle here. Nothing is mine. Although I must thank you for all of the clothing and the furniture that you have supplied. Everything I have is from you and the generosity of your people.” She managed to smile, even though the idea of living off the charity of others did not appeal. “The thought of sleeping on stone, without anything to soften the rock, would be a true nightmare.”

      “I could do no less than my best for my Raven.”

      “You know, Amoha, I wish you would stop calling me that. My name is Lucinda.”

      “Of course it is, my Raven.”

      Lucinda snorted.

      “Come and sit down. Relax and enjoy the fine tea. You know, I am very partial to this pink tea you like so much,” Amoha said.

      “Me too.” Lucinda agreed. She relaxed on her seat and let the cushions, also provided by Amoha, hold her in comfort. She sipped at her drink and her thoughts raced. The tower and all within slowed and parts jumped forward in stark relief. Details that she had missed, the conversations that she’d had and forgotten. She turned to Amoha. She wanted something, and as soon as that thought came to mind, the world turned in its usual fashion. The tower wanted her to ask a question.

      “Amoha? Why do you stare at me so much?”

      “I have questions.”

      “I know. And what questions are they?”

      “There are many things I want to know. Right now, I suppose the one that I cannot ignore is the question of Sh’Na. I know she is a beast and it harms you, but she is out there still. When will you take on this creature?”

      “It’s a bit soon to think about that,” Lucinda answered. For the second time in almost as many minutes, she rose to her feet and started to pace the chamber. It had been hard enough to beat the minions. But Sh’Na herself? She wasn’t strong enough.

      Amoha remained unaffected and calm. She took a sip of tea. “You are getting all upset. Stop pacing, you’ll wear a path through the stone.”

      “I can’t relax.”

      “Of course you can.”

      “How can I?” She started to mark off points on her fingers. “You and your people want more of me than I can give. Second, you want me to be some leader or someone more than I can be. You want me to take on a beast which frightens me half to death, and now you want me to relax?” She stopped pacing and stood in the middle of the room. “Amoha, I am a Tower woman with some skill and I like to use those skills to help. That is all. All of these problems require a stronger and more powerful woman than I can ever be.”

      “Everything you do will be enough,” Amoha answered. “You have been chosen.”

      “But that’s not true, is it? I can’t be enough. You want war, you want me to right all the wrongs of the world, but I am not sure I can. You want me to be this person you have waited for. And I don’t know what that is.”

      “My people need their Raven to come to them, to be with them. You don’t have to fix everything. At least not all in one go.”

      Lucinda snorted.

      “We have faith in you.”

      “Amoha, please, I’m not what they want, and I’m even one of your people.” She reached for Amoha’s hand and the darkness of her skin contrasted with the paleness of her own. “Look at us. We are not even the same colour. Our histories are different. Our cultures are worlds apart. How can I be of your people?”

      “Are you human?”

      “Of course I am.”

      Amoha smiled, one of her smug smiles that said that she had all of the answers. “Then you are one of my people. A person of all the world.”

      “Amoha–”

      “Listen to me, my Raven, I do not need you to be identical to me, with my old weathered skin, but I do not hold your paleness against you either. None of us do. There are many of our people who have pale skin, and some are as pale as you and the Ice of your trinity. Pale does not make them any less.” She let go of Lucinda’s hand and pressed the palm of her hand between Lucinda’s breasts. “We need your heart and soul to be at one with us as a human being. This is what they wait for. They need the strength of the Raven. You have been chosen, and we have named you Raven, and that is more than enough for us.”

      As Lucinda drew in a breath to answer, Amoha held up one hand. “Tayha, I know you are listening. Please, come here.”

      Tayha came to Amoha and she dropped to one knee. “Revered Manha Matthera,” she said.

      “Yes, child? This must be very important if you use such great formality.”

      “The Raven has injuries of the body but she refuses help. She needs a healer.”

      “Thank you for telling me. I know of some of her injuries. The ones to the wrists are of special concern. I don’t like the look of those at all.”

      “Neither do I, revered one,” Tayha agreed.

      Lucinda lifted her shoulders and shrugged. “I can’t get away with anything, can I?”

      “No, my Raven,” Tayha said.

      “So, Tayha, as you are a part of this Tower then you must also be an assistant as much as my carer and my jailer. If I need to research into the beast Sh’Na, where might I do that?”

      Tayha smiled. “Then you need to have a look at the books in the commander’s library. He has many of them.”

      “Yes, he does, but are any of them useful?” Lucinda asked.

      “I wouldn’t know, but perhaps you should go and visit his library?”

      “Good idea. Although I don’t think I fancy walking all that way in the rain.”

      Amoha smiled. “Details, details. We’ll think of something.”
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      Lucinda stood in the main stairwell of the tower and stared out through a large square shaped gap through the rock. With a decent pane of glass she could turn the opening into a decent, draught-free window. When she had a chance to arrange something, and when she had the money to pay for it all, of course.

      Nonetheless, now that the rains had stopped, she enjoyed a magnificent and unobstructed view of Gaia’s Rift. Blue sky above and sheer cliffs to the sides, the narrow gorge dropped deep into the earth and stretched from the rear of the tower and so far away she couldn’t see the end.

      High above, the sun beat down on the plains, and she could see steam rising from the top of the cliffs. Small, brown birds wheeled across the rift and dropped into the gorge to the nests and roosts hidden in small crevasses. Their melodic cries echoed between the cliffs, and it seemed to her to be a welcome. She wished she could sink into their song and let their joy wash through her.

      Another time, perhaps, but now her heart ached too much to think of beauty. Inside, she felt an emptiness that could only be described as death. She grieved. Every minute of every day, and until her Fire and Ice returned, she would feel no different.

      Raven, Fire and Ice, the trinity of our Mother, Amoha called them. They were her Trinity of Truth. Did Magda and Ascara feel the pull of each other as she did? Did they want to?

      She closed her eyes and breathed deep to clear her thoughts. Unlike the Rainbow Tower, this Tower gave her the land, and all of it. The pulse of life beat in time with her heart. She had become a part of the land now, and they were one. Their bond remained a tenuous one, but they would grow together. She lay a hand upon the stone walls and breathed. In. Out. In.

      When she held her breath the land spoke to her. Not with words, but with an understanding. A gift for the Raven.

      Fire and Ice, they were close. More importantly, they were alive and they were safe. Her heart beat a little easier, and it felt as though a weight had been lifted from her chest. Magda and Ascara we coming home.

      Lucinda focused herself, and then tried to extend her senses out to the aerodrome. She needed them so much that she couldn’t wait for them to reach her. Yet, although the tower knew where they were, she could discern nothing more. Once, she would have opened her third eye to see, but she had no strength for that kind of magic. Not any more, it seemed.

      Lucinda stepped away from the tower walls, and tried not to feel too despondent. The towers often took a while to select the strengths that their primary would gain, and the skills that would be augmented. She had no other skills, it seems. In the end, she was just a truth witch. She would have to wait for the truth to come to her.

      Lucinda didn’t need to look over the plains to know the land machine approached. When she listened carefully, its distinctive chug added to the background sounds of the land. Moreover, she might only be a truth witch in skill, but the she could still sense the approach of Magda and Ascara.

      A part of her wanted to rush outside. Another part of her, controlled by convention, did not want them to know quite how much discomfort their absence had caused. Besides, whilst Ascara might enjoy her exuberances with little thought to propriety, Magda did not.

      She tried not to grin when the rumble of the stone door slid open and announced the arrival of the two women. Despite her plans to act cool and indifferent, she dashed to the entrance. “I’ve missed you both,” she said.

      Ascara reached out, pulled Lucinda into her arms, and hugged her. “I’ve missed you too,” she said, “and now I’m whole again.”

      Lucinda sank into the contact with a loud sigh. “Whole.” As Ascara held her, she looked up and saw the unshielded emotion in Magda’s eyes. Was it longing she saw in those pale depths? Or pain? Lucinda pulled away from Ascara and reached out, unsure of how Magda might react. “Magda?”

      Magda patted Lucinda’s hand and squeezed once. Her stiff and formal smile failed to reach her eyes and her emotions once more fell behind a blank and impassive face. She shielded her emotions so well, and in spite of all they had been through, nothing had changed. “How are you feeling now?” Magda asked.

      “I’m well enough,” Lucinda replied. She stared at Magda’s face. “But did you miss me?”

      “Of course,” Magda replied.

      Lucinda shook her head in exasperation. “I suppose that’s the best I can expect.”

      “Lucinda—”

      “Magda,” Lucinda interrupted. “Now is a good time to admit that we are whole, are we not?”

      She nodded. “We are.”

      Lucinda smiled.

      “Never mind all of that, we have gifts,” Ascara said.

      “Gifts? What sort of gifts?” Lucinda asked.

      “We have some of your things from Knaresville,” Magda answered. “Better yet, we’ve carried some of it here with us now, the rest is in one of the hangars. Even with the land machine, we couldn’t carry everything.”

      “I couldn’t believe how much stuff you have!” Ascara said.

      Commander Quentin Morales took that moment to step through the open doorway. He raised his hat. “Good day, Lucinda. How are you?”

      “Quentin. What are you doing here?

      “Lucinda, I live nearby and the distance between us is but a few miles, not half a world.”

      “Well, of course you do.”

      “We’ve brought—” he started.

      “Gifts. I know,” she interrupted.

      Behind him stood several men in grey livery. “Amelia suggested these would be the items you would want first. A trunk of your clothes, some linens, and books.”

      “Books! You have my books?” She almost squealed with excitement.

      “Well, some of them. I think Amelia thought many of the titles belonged to the tower, which is now hers,” Quentin said.

      Lucinda sighed. “Of course.”

      “Not to worry. One of your girls has already suggested you would be interested in a book or two from my library. I will send someone over with the full catalogue. You can choose what it is you want. Or you could visit and review my library at your pleasure.”

      Lucinda looked around the chamber. Of the two girls, Tayha would be the one to act independently. “She would be correct. There is much to learn, and I’m sitting here twiddling my thumbs and doing nothing. This enforced inactivity does not sit well with me.”

      “I understand, but you did need the rest,” he said.

      Quentin turned and ushered the young men into the room. They marched in, and their steps, all in time, echoed through the chamber. “Place the items to one side so the Lady Ravensburgh might peruse them at her leisure.” He grinned then. “Books are in the trunk with the blue sash, and my contribution to your reading lies in the dark, leather-wrapped sack beside it.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda said. “There is so much I need to know before we… before we travel again.”

      “Fret not. There is no need for you to spend too much time on that particular matter. I have everything in hand.” He paused then. “In your reading material, we also included access to the service records of one Magda Stoner,” he said.

      “Magda?” she asked. She opened the file and glanced at the front page, which read, ‘Corporal Stoner, Liaison to the envoy of Port Ruth.’

      “Yes, it makes sense for many reasons,” Magda answered. “For one thing, I’m quite familiar with the area, the people, and the culture.”

      “Right, but by including the service records as well, you suggest there is more?” she asked.

      “Indeed. Remember when I told you about a beast that destroyed Boy’s village?” Magda asked.

      “I do, yes, and you killed the beast,” Lucinda replied.

      “I did. I thought I did. In fact, I was quite sure it had been killed. Now, I’m not so sure.” Magda grimaced. “What if I was mistaken and I didn’t really kill it? What if it survived and what if this beast was Sh’Na herself? If only I’d checked again, or checked sooner, or made more certain, then maybe I could have averted a lot of trouble, pain, and death.”

      “In truth and honesty, did you think you had killed her?” Lucinda asked.

      “I did,” Magda replied.

      Lucinda felt the truth of the answer as well as she would have had she been touching an object. She did not dwell on that facet of her skill right then but assumed it belonged to the strength of the tower. She reached out and patted Magda’s arm. “If you say you killed it, then I believe you did. There was nothing more you could have done.”

      “Thank you, but how could I have killed it then, and now see it rise with enough life in it to come and try to kill us? Worse. She is much stronger than she was, and we couldn’t manage then.”

      “Well, that is the question, and it is a good one,” Quentin added.

      “Is it her, though? Sh’Na? If you killed her then she shouldn’t come back at all?” Lucinda asked.

      “She shouldn’t, not under normal circumstances, but with Sh’Na, who knows,” Magda said.

      “I think her apparent rebirth lies beyond our understanding, but perhaps with more knowledge, the whole issue will become much clearer,” Lucinda said.

      Magda looked away. Her eyes suggested her thoughts were focused on the far distance. “That would be my analysis also. We need more information.”

      “I’m working on it,” Quentin added. He pulled his timepiece out of his pocket. “Time for us to be getting along.” He hugged Lucinda. “You know where I am if you need me. As soon as my associates in the research division have more infor—”

      “Research division?” Lucinda interrupted. She narrowed her eyes; something about this piqued her interest.

      “Yes. We have many resources.”

      “This research division, is this what is underground in the dark rooms out of sight?”

      Quentin pursed his lips together. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t try to mess with me,” she said.

      “Right, yes. Then yes, I admit there are many areas to the grounds. Areas that are not open to public view. Knowledge is everything and we don’t want prying eyes stealing our knowledge.”

      “Will I get to see these things?”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Yes, one day.”

      “One day soon?” she asked.

      “One day soon,” he agreed.

      Lucinda turned to Ascara and Magda. “Are you also leaving now?”

      Ascara took Lucinda’s hand in hers. “Not me,” she said. “Captain?”

      “Nor I. We are off duty and would wish to stay here with you. If you have the room.”

      “Yes, I have the room,” Lucinda answered. “Silly question.”
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      Lucinda stared at the bags and trunks left in her main reception room, but she didn’t touch any of them. They were her things, but they’d been made and bought for the Rainbow Tower, not it. It would never be the same. She shook her head, as though to dislodge her own thoughts. She lived here now, in the black stone of the Raven Tower, and she must start her life again with what she had.

      “Lucinda,” Magda said, her voice breaking into her thoughts. “Where would you like us to move your things?”

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” she answered. “This is a good-sized room and yet I have nowhere to put things. No cupboards and no shelves. I don’t even have windows.”

      “Have you given much thought to how you want the place to look?” Magda asked. “We could arrange all you need and order everything from the Angles. We just need your specifications. Whatever you want, we can make it so.”

      “I…I don’t know. The problem is I have no idea how I want things, and if anything, the tower seems to decide what it wants to do regardless of me.”

      The stone beneath their feet started to tremble. “What now?” Lucinda called out. The trembling stopped. “Come on, what’s wrong?”

      “Yelling at the ground is not going to make things change,” Ascara said.

      “I know,” she answered. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw one of her young women standing at the top of the stairs. “Yes, Tayha?”

      “Raven.” She bowed her head.

      “Yes?” Lucinda prompted.

      “The tower says she will be as you wish when you tell her what you want.”

      “Why doesn’t she tell me that?”

      “The tower says you’re not listening, and your wishes are most confused.”

      Lucinda frowned and then laughed. “Thank you, Tayha. I will make my wishes clearer, shall I?”

      “Yes, that would be most helpful,” Tayha agreed.

      Lucinda stepped close to a wall and rested her forehead against the stone. “I’m sorry I don’t know what I want, but I don’t know what I can have, or even how it will work. The tower, my old Rainbow Tower, has always been ready for me.”

      The tower seemed to slump on itself, a settling of the stone which seemed almost like a sigh. As if solid rock could sigh.

      “Are you disappointed with me?” she whispered against the stone. “Maybe you should show me what I can have. Guide me.”

      Without further warning, images jumped into Lucinda’s mind. At first, they made no sense, they blurred together into meaningless bursts of colour. Then the pictures slowed down and she realised these were the different ways the tower could look. Configurations of rooms and stairs flipped through her mind. “Stop! That one, I like that one,” she said.

      “Good choice, my Raven,” Tayha said. “It will be made so, but not until there are not so many people about.”

      “Excellent. Now, I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m starving,” Ascara said.

      Tayha nodded. “We have this in hand. Please take a care, this is time for you all to relax.”

      “Relax?” Lucinda muttered. “How could I possibly relax when there is not a decent soft couch anywhere in sight?”

      “Patience, dear Lucinda. We will have this place furnished in no time,” Magda said.

      Lucinda snorted. “Right.”

      They served their meal on the top of the tower. The outspread raven wings sheltered them from a gentle breeze, and, as usual, Lucinda chose the space between the feet of the stone raven itself. To the west, the late afternoon sun sank into the distant mountains and coated the landscape in shades of pink and red. Across the plains, the land shimmered with heat and the wind, no more than a gentle breeze, offered only a slight respite from the stifling heat.

      They sat upon thick, handwoven rugs and piles of cushions knee high. Low tables, covered in trays of food and glasses of drink, provided surfaces upon which their dinner could rest. Bright oil lamps lit the shadows and cast them in comfortable light. Lucinda liked this casual dining; it suited the casual informality of this place. Most appealing of all, she could recline against the soft pile of cushions in comfort and see both Magda and Ascara at the same time.

      When she could eat no more, Lucinda lay back and patted her stomach. “Well, that’s me never getting to fit in a skirt or petticoats any time soon. And as for a corset, well, never again.” She shook her head. “Never again.”

      “Which reminds me,” Magda said. She reached into her jacket pocket and removed a small envelope. “Amelia entrusted me with this and asked for me to give it to you.”

      “A letter?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda’s cheeks turned red. “It’s not that I forgot to give it to you earlier, but Amelia asked me to wait until I was sure that you had settled.”

      Lucinda used a small butter knife in lieu of a letter opener and pulled out the sheet of paper within. Noting Amelia’s familiar script, she started to read. ‘My dearest Lucinda,’ the letter started, ‘we have a problem.’

      Lucinda rose to her feet. “Excuse me,” she said, already distracted by the letter.

      Almost as one, Ascara and Magda rose to their feet. “Is something wrong?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda patted Magda’s arm and shook her head. “No, it’s fine.” When she turned away, she hugged Ascara, then let her go. “I’ll be back,” she said.
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      Magda stared at Lucinda’s retreating back. Would Lucinda ever think to hug her? Would she ever notice that she existed? Jealousy rose like a phoenix of acid fire in her gut. She needed to get away. A long way away. She managed a single step when a voice stopped her.

      “Magda?”

      She paused and then continued to walk away.

      “Captain,” Ascara said.

      The sound of Ascara’s voice grated, and the formality stopped her in her tracks. She drew her shoulders back and turned around again. “Yes, Chief Ascara?” Her voice, she noted, sounded curt and crisp. All of their earlier casual discussions vanished. They’d been friends for years, and right then in the maelstrom of her emotions, it seemed to mean little.

      “Now that Lucinda cannot hear, it occurred to me that if we spend time here, away from guards and so forth, we should discuss your personal defense. From now on, you should be better armed.”

      “What?” That was not what she expected. She patted the pistol at her side. “I’m fine. I have plenty of firepower at my disposal.”

      “No, you must not rely on guns. They can fail.”

      “Yes, I know, and I have a belt dagger for when it does.”

      Ascara snorted. “That toothpick is never going to be enough.”

      “I do fine with it.”

      “Captain Magda—”

      Magda stared at her through narrowed eyes and clenched her jaw so hard it ached. She wasn’t even sure where the anger came from, but rather than fight it off, she let it swallow her whole. “I’m going for a walk.” She turned away and strode to the steps, down into the reception room and to the entrance. The door rumbled opened as she approached. From the sounds of boots smacking against the stone floor, Ascara followed her. She didn’t care.

      “Captain. Please permit me to accompany you,” Ascara called out.

      Magda didn’t answer. Instead, she lengthened her stride.

      “Captain, as your security officer, I must ensure you are kept safe at all times.”

      “I can manage, thank you. You should go back inside.” To Lucinda, she wanted to add.

      “Magda, we haven’t talked about the words. The prophesy of Wash Town is there whether we ignore it or not. The words said I would fall,” Ascara called out. “And now we are here, I am reminded of this. I will fail her, but worst of all, I will fail you.”

      Magda stopped and turned around. Ascara smiled at her, but rather than the usual cocky grin, her expression looked stiff and forced.

      “We have such great responsibilities now,” Ascara said.

      “We’ve always had responsibilities,” Magda countered.

      “Not like this.”

      “Not like Lucinda, you mean?”

      Ascara nodded. “And everything else. I thought I could go over your training. Make sure it’s good.”

      “I’ve had plenty of training. I’m no trainee anymore.”

      “I know, I just need to do all I can to make sure.”

      “Do you think that anything we do in the few days we have will make a difference?”

      “Any time we have is good. You will be better than you are, and I can at least make sure you know the basics.”

      “Are you questioning my ability as your captain?” she asked. “Do you think me useless?”

      Ascara shrugged. “You’re a captain, not a warrior. I must ready you to look after yourself, and most important of all, to protect Lucinda when I am…”

      “Stop. Nothing will happen to you. I won’t let it”

      “Magda—”

      “Stop it,” Magda interrupted. “Maybe I should be the one to test that you are ready for this?”

      Ascara stared at her for a moment and then she laughed, a short sharp bark of a laugh. “Of course. Are you my captain or my friend, Magda?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think you’re mad as hell and I’m not sure if I have offended you or there is something I do not know?”

      Magda shook her head. “Maybe I should test you now. Let me see what you’re made of, my friend.”

      “But we’ve been drinking,” Ascara said.

      Magda looked up at the sky. “And it is getting dark, even darker in the shadows around the tower.”

      “Indeed, this is not a safe place to practice,” Ascara answered.

      “And how many times have I heard you shout at your squads, ‘There are no excuses in war. You fight your best or you roll over and die. You must always be ready, no matter what.’ Remember those words?”

      “I do.”

      “Well then, roll up your sleeves and show me what you’ve got.”

      “A challenge, Captain?”

      “If you like. Fists or blades?”

      “With a toothpick like yours?”

      “Anything and everything can be a weapon,” Magda answered. She rolled up her own sleeves and drew her knife. “Ready?”

      “You shouldn’t ask, you should just strike.” Ascara drew her blade.

      “That would be rude and not fair play. But I will give you an interesting scar for your cheek.”

      “This is a fight, not a dance hall, Magda, and a scar will make me more appealing, more rakish, you know.”

      “Shush. You know, you talk too much, Ascara.”

      The two circled each other. Magda lashed out first, but Ascara leaned back and the blade whipped by, albeit only two inches from her throat. “Nice try. Missed by a mile, though,” Ascara said.

      “Testing my range, that’s all.”

      “Right.” Although Ascara held her blade in her right hand, she tried a left-handed jab to Magda’s chin. As Magda moved away, Ascara stepped forward and stomped on her foot.

      “Ouch!” Magda said.

      “Stop whining. You sound like a boy-child when they cut the apron strings.”

      Magda snorted and stabbed forward with her blade.

      Ascara turned sideways and the blade missed. “If you want to poke me, you better put a little more effort into it than that.”

      “Are you trying to rile me up?”

      “Not yet.” Ascara stepped into the shadows.

      For a moment, Magda lost sight of Ascara, and in that moment, Ascara’s blade and fist lashed out with such speed and skill that Magda could do little to avoid being struck. She avoided the knife, but not the punch.

      Before she knew it, Ascara had wrapped her arm around Magda, pushed her off balance, and then drove into her, hard. Ascara’s foot, placed behind Magda’s right heel, tripped her and she stumbled back against the cliff side. The rough rock smacked against her back and, before she could say a word, Ascara pushed against her with the full length of her body. It had taken her seconds to pin her against the stone.

      “Do you see how easy it is for me to get close to you?” Ascara said. “Is this what you want?”

      Want? What did want have to do with things? Yet Magda could feel Ascara’s words caress the side of her face. Hot breath from lips which almost brushed against her skin, blew against her cheek. Her heart pounded inside her chest. Heat from Ascara’s body seared through her uniform until she felt almost branded in her heat. She felt herself melting against Ascara. A part of her wanted to sink into this warmth and let her burn away the ice from places she had considered frozen. Had they exerted themselves so much in this brief fight? Or maybe she felt the fear of the knife Ascara pressed against her neck? Or maybe it was—

      “Is this what you want?” Ascara repeated, her voice soft.

      She couldn’t allow this. “Go on, finish it, then I’ll not be in the way.” Her voice sounded harsh, harsher than she’d intended.

      “In the way? What are you talking about?”

      “Go on, do it,” Magda urged. “It will save trouble later.”

      “Magda,” Ascara whispered. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Magda stared at Ascara, as though she could see more within her shadow-covered face. She didn’t want to talk about this. “Three is one too many,” she said. “Everything has changed. I will return to the base now.”

      “Lucinda,” Ascara breathed. “This is all about Lucinda.”

      “Of course it’s all about Lucinda.”

      “Oh, Magda.”

      She glared back. “If you treat her like any of your other floozies, I’ll kill you.”

      Ascara pressed her harder against the stone, and for a moment, Magda thought she saw a red glow, like reflected firelight, within Ascara’s eyes. It lasted but a moment and then stopped.

      “I don’t have floozies,” she growled.

      “You have a long line of broken hearts behind you, Ascara. I know how you treat women.”

      “You know nothing of my attachments.”

      “And now you have charmed Lucinda,” Magda added.

      Ascara pushed away and stood apart from Magda.

      “Is this what this is? A competition to see who’s the more worthy?”

      Magda didn’t answer.

      “This shouldn’t be about you, or me. It is all about us. Lucinda needs us both. I thought you knew this?”

      Still, Magda didn’t answer.

      “Is it so easy for you to forget what we’ve been through over the years? Is it even easier to forget what we felt in Wash Town?”

      “What we felt? I felt nothing,” Magda answered.

      “Liar!”

      Magda glared back.

      “We were joined together, and we were one with the Raven. I felt you, Magda.” She banged her fist against her own chest. “I felt you right here when you opened up to us, and for a brief moment we truly were one. The power flowed and we were so mighty as we poured ourselves into and through Lucinda. We were invincible.”

      “I can’t be like that, Ascara. I can’t be so giving.”

      “Yes, Magda, you can. I felt it. I felt you. And when we were all together, for the first time, I truly belonged.”

      Magda leaned against the rock, and stared up at the sky. “I know. I did too.”

      “See, you can’t deny it after all.”

      Magda looked into Ascara’s eyes and nodded.

      “It’s not so hard to admit, is it?”

      “For me it is. Harder than you can know.”

      “Tell me then.” Ascara reached out and grabbed Magda’s arm.

      “I can’t explain. I know where we must go and it scares me.” She sighed. “It scares me that we can all feel so much together.”

      “I understand. You know I do. We have been through so much together and yet there is much more to come. Just know that Lucinda and I, we are here for you.”

      “I know that,” Magda said.

      “Good, because I am foretold to be quenched and, whatever it means, it doesn’t sound good at all.”

      Any anger Magda may have felt melted. In an uncharacteristic display of support, she pulled Ascara against her. “No, you won’t. We won’t allow it.”

      “Magda, you might not be able to do anything.”

      “We will prevail, Ascara. We are three, remember. You were most insistent about that.”

      Ascara nodded.

      Magda laughed then. “You know, you can let me go now.”

      Ascara grinned. “Must I?”

      “Yes—” Magda started. She froze in place and cocked her head to one side.

      “What’s up?”

      “Shush. Listen, I can hear something.”

      Ascara said nothing, but took a few steps and crouched down. “I can’t hear anything,” she whispered.

      “Exactly.”

      Ascara stiffened. “What are your orders, Captain?”

      “Could be nothing, a big cat out on the plains maybe?”

      “But no cat would come so close with the people out on the plains,” Ascara said.

      “Then it’s something else and we'd better take a look.”

      Ascara grinned, and even in the gathering gloom, her eyes seemed to glow. “Yes, let us do that.”

      They stood a good few feet apart and crouched low to reduce their profile. With blades in hand they circled around to the far side of the outcropping. Magda stopped, frozen in place as her eyes swept over the landscape.

      A low-slung half-moon cast weak light over the plains, and Gaia’s Rift looked like no more than a dark slash in the ground. She saw nothing inappropriate.

      “Captain,” Ascara whispered.

      Magda raised a finger to her lips. “Shush.” She pointed along the Rift.

      “I see it,” Ascara said. “Did you see a quick flash of something?”

      “Yes, perhaps. I thought I saw something metallic.” She squinted into the darkness and caught another flash. Then another. “What the hell is it? People in the Rift?”

      “They’re wearing or carrying metal, that’s for sure.”

      “Blades? Armour?” Magda asked. “Are we about to be attacked?” A tapping sound over to her right caught her attention. It looked like a boulder, about a foot across, but this boulder grew legs. Eight of them, and at the front, small glowing spots of light seemed to hone in on her location. “What the hell!”

      Ascara stepped farther to her left, her body low and her limbs loose. Magda recognised this pose. The spider, for that is what it appeared to be, spun towards Ascara. Magda took a step to her right, increasing their distance and attracting the spider’s attention. Out of the corner of her eye she could see other ‘things’ sitting on the rift edge. Watching, she supposed.

      She scanned the area in brief, but focused her attention on this creature. The spider analogy worked well as far as descriptions go. She could see a rounded body and an articulated section to hold the head and jaw piece. The legs, all shiny metal, seemed as spider-like as any true spider. Front legs raised, it seemed frozen, as though analyzing its next action.

      “Attract its attention,” Ascara urged.

      Magda crouched lower and started to close in on the beast.

      She took a step to the side, and one closer. Now the spider focused its attention on her and started to move. Legs moved in slow motion as it stepped towards her. She couldn’t see Ascara anymore, but with this thing trying to stalk her, she didn’t have time to look elsewhere.

      She didn’t hear a thing until Ascara burst into sight behind the spider and launched herself onto its back. The spider’s legs flattened beneath the unexpected weight. Ascara wrapped her hands around the head section and pulled back. She grunted with the effort.

      Magda surged forward, grabbed the head and pushed upwards to assist Ascara. She heard a grinding sound, following by low-pitched screeching. The spider slumped to the ground and its red glowing eye spots flickered for a moment and went out.

      “What the hell!” Ascara said.

      “This is all clockwork.”

      Ascara and Magda looked at each other. “Lucinda,” they said, almost at the same time.

      They got up off the ground and raced towards the tower entrance. In the darkness, the stones and rocks they had missed as they walked now became more hazardous. Yet they made it back. They had to, and their need gave them strength, speed, and agility.

      “Lucinda!” Magda bellowed as the door opened up. “Lucinda! We’re under attack.”
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      Lucinda stood at her favorite spot on the stairs and looked out through the opening in the wall. She stared into the darkness of the rift. It seemed so still and quiet, as though the world had taken a breath and paused. This interlude provided understanding and a sense of extraordinary clarity. She knew more now. She smiled, not with happiness, but with the appreciation of her own understanding

      The moment ended when the tower rumbled open. She heard Magda and Ascara race inside. Their footsteps thudded against the stone floor, and she could almost feel their anxiety and stress as a physical entity. Her smile transformed to one of relief. They were safe at last.

      Magda yelled out first, “Lucinda! Lucinda! We’re under attack.”

      “By huge mechanical spiders,” Ascara added.

      Lucinda blinked once and rock slid over the opening into the rift. Her window no longer existed. For her safety the tower would not make it easy for anything unwanted to gain access. Lucinda turned and made her way down the few steps into the reception room.

      She took one look at the rather disheveled women. “Yes, I know we are under attack. I’m surprised it took you this long to get back here.”

      Magda stopped mid-stride. “Excuse me?”

      Lucinda held her hand in the air to quieten them. The tower rumbled around them.

      “What’s going on with the tower?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda looked around as though she saw this room for the first time. “The tower is on the defensive.” She waved a piece of paper in the air—the letter she had received. “This is all as expected. Apparently, they’ve been having trouble with assassins in the Angles.”

      “What? I’ve heard nothing of this,” Magda said.

      “No one wants to talk about it at the moment, but it seems that Gifted people are the target.”

      “And now you think they’re coming for you?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda shook her head. “If it were just me, then they would have come for me at any time when I was sick or alone. They came now, though, and why?”

      “Because we’re together,” Magda answered. “That is the trigger.”

      “Do they have any clues as to who and why?” Ascara asked.

      “No. Not really,” Lucinda answered. “However, at each place they found a clockwork creature. Whether they were the cause of the issues, or there for some other reason, no one knows.”

      “Clockworks, like the spiders outside?”

      Lucinda shrugged. “Yes, but not just spiders, all manner of mechanical animals are being called to service it seems.” She frowned. “The way Amelia describes it, they were all small creatures, not the larger things as you describe them outside. She thought that they might just have been watching.”

      “Like spies?” Ascara asked.

      “I think so,” Lucinda agreed.

      “Are we safe here?” Ascara asked.

      The ground beneath their feet shivered.

      “I think the tower just said yes to you,” Lucinda said.

      Magda paced around the chamber. “It looks as though the clockmaker has decided to get involved directly. To me, it looks as though the gifted have been asked to choose sides.”

      “By sides, do you mean choose between him, the clockmaker, or Our Mother?” Ascara asked.

      “I think the true choice is his side or die,” Magda said.

      “I agree,” Lucinda said. “I think we’ve not been asked because we’ve chosen our stance.”

      “Are we sure this is the Clockmaker?” Ascara asked.

      “Does it matter?” Magda said.

      “Probably not,” Ascara said. “It is nice to put a name to your opponent though.”

      Magda nodded. “Is Amelia safe?” Magda asked. “And are we safe to remain here?”

      “Amelia is safe. The women of the towers do not travel out of the towers much, and the towers will protect them. As this Raven Tower will protect us. We were merely waiting for you to return.”

      Magda let out a long breath. “I see.”

      “By the way, what were you two up to out there?” Lucinda asked.

      “Nothing,” Magda answered.

      “We needed a stroll and a bit of fresh air after all that food,” Ascara added.

      “Yes, a stroll,” Magda agreed.

      Lucinda peered at them through narrowed eyes. “I see. Am I missing anything?”

      “Nothing,” Ascara answered.

      “Right. What did you see when you were out there?” Lucinda asked.

      “Mechanical spiders,” Magda answered.

      “A lot of them, but you know this already,” Ascara added.

      “Yes.”

      Lucinda pointed at Magda’s trousers, the sharp crease scuffed and dirty. “You both look much the worse for wear.” As she looked at the two of them, Magda’s trousers started to glow. She pointed at a purple-tinged streak across Magda’s thigh. “What’s that?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Magda answered. She started to wipe her trousers off and Lucinda pulled her hand away to stop her.

      “Stop!” Lucinda cried out

      Magda froze. “What’s the matter?”

      “Take your trousers off,” Lucinda ordered.

      “What? No.”

      “You’re covered in poison and you’re filthy dirty. What were you two up to out there?”

      “Poison? How can you tell?” Magda asked.

      “Oh please, Magda, you’re in my Tower, and I know everything.”

      “Everything?” Magda asked.

      For a moment Magda looked horrified, and even her voice seemed a little higher in tone than Lucinda would expect.

      “Yes. Everything,” Lucinda repeated.

      “Probably the spiders did it then,” Ascara suggested. “We had a little kerfuffle with one.”

      Magda and Ascara looked at each other and nodded. “Yes, the spiders, we accosted one,” Magda said.

      “Yes,” Ascara agreed.

      Lucinda glared at the two women. “Right then. You just went out for a stroll and found some spiders that needed to be killed?”

      “Pretty much,” Ascara answered.

      “Pish and tish. Whatever you say. We will discuss this another time, first we must deal with this poison. Don’t touch it for a start, it might work on contact for all we know,” Lucinda added.

      Magda froze where she stood. “It’s not decent to remove clothing in front of others,” she said.

      “Magda, please, this is important,” Lucinda said.

      “It’s not your first time, Magda,” Ascara said.

      Magda frowned. “Well, all right, if it makes you happy, but I’m sure it’s just a stain. When Quentin looks at it, I’m sure he’ll say it is some kind of engine oil.” Still, she unfastened her trousers and let them fall to the ground. Her tight undergarments framed her pale legs, and she looked most uncomfortable. “Right, that’s that, but whilst we discuss dressing and undressing, this does not lessen the trouble we are in. We’re outnumbered, we’re unarmed and there is no way to call for assistance. They have us under siege, and to make matters worse, I’m standing here half dressed.”

      “I have spare buck skin trousers in my sleeping chamber. Go help yourself.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said.

      When she returned, she wore the leather trousers with a replacement tunic. She looked around the chamber “Where are the girls? I couldn’t see them in the sleeping areas. Are they safe?”

      “Yes, I sent them to their parents,” Lucinda answered.

      “Damn!” Magda said.

      “It’s all right, they’re safer there than here,” Lucinda said.

      Magda looked thoughtful. “I still think they need to be warned. If you are certain you’re safe here in the tower, Lucinda, I can go to the people and ensure they are warned.” She pulled out her gun and checked her ammunition.

      Ascara laughed. “How very noble, Magda. We’re probably surrounded by now and you’d be dead before you took seven steps from the door.”

      “Nonetheless, we have to do something to help them,” Magda said.

      Ascara rushed to the pile of trunks and knelt before one of the longer, plain wooden boxes. “I can fix that.”

      “All you will find there are my skirts and blouses, some undergarments, and so on. Yet somehow, no matter how hard I think, I can’t imagine either of you in a gown.”

      Ascara pulled a key from her breast pocket and used it to open a small lock. “I took the liberty, when we brought some of your things, to add a box of my own.” She flipped open the lid, and the lined box housed four rifles, two pistols and a whole range of things Lucinda could not identify. “As you can see, I came prepared.”

      “For a small war,” Lucinda said. “You come to my tower and bring all that many guns!”

      “Flares?” Magda asked.

      Ascara nodded. “All we need is to be outside. If you cover me, I can get the flares off, and that would warn the guards at Verity Field. Maybe we can take a few of those things out in the process. At least we could get an idea of how many we face.”

      “Are you sure we’re completely locked in? That we are safe?” Magda asked Lucinda.

      “Oh please, Magda. This is my Tower. It’s locked down tight as a drum.” She didn’t mention that there were several of the clockwork spiders crawling over the outcrop and along the base of the tower.

      “Then we’ll suffocate long before the spiders get inside,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda frowned. “Defense might not be my strong suit but I’m not stupid. There are several vents that allow air to circulate without admitting an attacking force.”

      “But something might crawl in through those vents,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda folded her arms across her chest. “Do you think we would allow that to happen, Ascara?”

      “Perhaps not,” she answered. She turned her attention to the weapons case.

      “Nonetheless, we need to attend to the defense of this place. We are isolated here, but we cannot call for help. Without supplies, we could not survive here for long,” Magda said.

      “Well, the arts of attack and defense are your strengths, not mine. You should tell the tower what we need.”

      Magda looked at Ascara.

      “How?” Magda asked.

      “Talk to the tower, she has already responded to Ascara’s comment,” Lucinda answered.

      “We’re linked by the chair and the stone and lying naked,” Ascara said.

      “We don’t need to focus on the naked part,” Magda said. “But how do we communicate?”

      Lucinda thought for a moment. “Do either of you sense or feel the presence of the tower?”

      “No,” Magda answered. Ascara shook her head.

      Lucinda didn’t think they would be able to convey instructions and questions to the tower with nothing more than words. They needed something more. “I can only suggest that we might be better if we do this when we are joined together.” As she spoke, Lucinda sensed agreement from the tower.

      “How would that work?” Magda asked.

      “Like we did when we first got here,” she answered.

      “Oh good, we all get naked again,” Ascara said. She grinned. “I like this idea a great deal, and Magda is already half undressed.”

      Magda drew back her shoulders and stiffened. “Naked, indeed.”

      “Magda—” Lucinda started to say.

      “Very well. If this is what is needed to save this Tower and to help the people out there, then we will do it,” Magda said. She started to undo the buttons on her shirt, but she clenched her jaw so tight, Lucinda could hear her teeth grind together.

      “Magda! Ascara! Stop playing about.” Lucinda smiled, though, to take the sting out of her words. “Yes, we need to make contact with each other, but no, we don’t have to be naked at all.”

      “But you said—” Ascara started.

      Lucinda held up her hand. “I meant we need to join together. If Wash Town showed us anything, it is that being naked is no longer necessary.”

      “Damn,” Ascara mumbled. “I looked forward to that bit most of all.”

      Magda, however, seemed rather relieved. Their eyes met and Lucinda could almost see the gratitude within their pale depths.

      “Still, we do have to open up to each other,” Lucinda said.

      “Sure,” said Ascara. She didn’t even take the time to think about her answer.

      Magda appeared rather more thoughtful. Lucinda reached out to touch her hand. “It will be all right, Magda, we can do this, the three of us.”

      Magda nodded. “Very well. Let’s do it. There are people who need us to act.”

      Lucinda reached out for Magda’s hand. Ice-cold fingers wrapped around her hand and held on. “Are you ready?” she asked.

      Magda nodded.

      Lucinda reached out to hold Ascara’s hand. She expected heat, but Ascara’s skin seemed cooler than she expected. “Ready, Ascara?”

      “Always,” she answered.

      “We can start by holding hands,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara looked at Magda and, without pause, they reached out and clasped their hands together.

      Lucinda gathered her thoughts. “Close your eyes. Take a few deep breaths and think of yourself as strong, invincible, and ready to give your all to each of us.” It didn’t take much. She could already feel the cold of Magda and the red fire of Ascara. “Now think of me. I’m your Raven and I need you, really need you.”

      The surge of Fire and Ice hit her so hard, she gasped. She had not expected them to open to her so fast, or with so much. The tower, she realised, drew them together so readily. She would have to think about that again, when they had more time. Her thoughts stalled when another surge of their energy hit her with such force, she could almost feel herself shatter into pieces.

      Her raven, the part that joined her to the tower, and the tower joined to her, rose up and fed from the energy given her by the two women. The rage of Fire and the strength of Ice filled her.

      Power thrummed through every nerve and every fibre of her being. Black, red, and blue, the trinity within coursed through her body until she cast off her skin as though it were nothing more than a winter coat. Her essence, her sense of self, grew and expanded, unconfined by the restraints of body and skin. Then stopped.

      She found herself cloaked, not in skin, but in stone. Her arms became wings, great, stone wings about forty feet wide, that stretched over the tower as though protecting all of those below. She screamed in shock, and her call broke the night with a loud and raucous kraaaa.

      Her cry echoed over the plains and the world heard her roar. Such a sound, she screamed defiance at the world and she did not stop until her voice echoed through the land itself. The earth shook with her strength and power.

      It wasn’t enough.

      She cast off her cloak of stone without a thought and shot into the night as a diaphanous spear of pure energy. She stretched out her arms and they appeared as huge, translucent wings. She took in the world, and her eyes could see everything. She could imagine no darkness deep enough to stop her from seeing the energy and life of all about the land. Her land.

      Inside the rift, the rock glowed and shifted as thousands of glistening clockwork creatures spewed out over the stone in splashes of red and black. They crawled out onto her Tower and covered it all in a heaving mass of something unnatural. Some of the mechanical things tried to dig their way in. Where they found weakness, they tried to get inside, but as they clawed their way in, the tower closed that part and crushed them to nothing.

      People stood out on the plains. The nomads, the people of the earth, glowed with multi-coloured brilliance. Opposite them, the clockworks forming a glowing line of menace. The lines of war had been drawn, and yet, neither made a move to start the combat.

      These mechanicals had not come for the people. Not yet. They had come for her and for the trinity.

      Lucinda screamed, and even disembodied, all upon the plain looked to her. She wondered what they saw. And as the thought crossed her mind, her perspective shifted. She slipped into the thoughts of Tayha and Phara; the tower was with them, too. And what they saw, she now saw.

      They saw a glowing, translucent raven shape that filled the night sky with scintillating brilliance. Huge wings belched fire on one side, and where they landed, the ground burned. From the other wing, jets of ice blue flew out and froze whatever they touched.

      The Raven called out, her cry an invisible but substantial force that roared across the plains like a physical wave. Grass bent and bushes rustled with the force of the sound. The Raven swooped down low and, as she called out, the life within the machines answered her. Their life, drawn to her as a flower to the sun, could not resist. From every mechanical, crackling white energy tinged with purple rose into the sky and into her. Lucinda the Raven bled the mechanical beasts dry, and, as they fed her, they fell to the ground, harmless and dead.

      “Hail!”

      The cry echoed over the plains as the people called out. “Bless her, for she is the Beginning and the End. The First Word and the Last. Speaker for Our Mother, and her word is sacrosanct. She is the Harbinger of Death and Destruction. Her truth will rock the world. Mother’s justice shall be done.”

      The first time she had heard them speak like this, she had not known what they said without translation. Now she did.

      Lucinda turned her head to the heavens and flew higher and higher. Her cry, a thunderous snarl of challenge, echoed across the plains and none could ignore her.

      Life, all life, was hers.

      Death too. This was her right.
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      Lucinda’s consciousness drove through the rocks of the tower and slammed back into her body with such force it knocked her into a brief state of insensibility. When she opened her eyes—her normal eyes—the world appeared dull and drab. Lifeless, even. She wasn’t at all sure she liked it like this.

      She did not stand up on her own. Hands and arms, those of Magda and Ascara, held her heavy and unwieldy body. The effort required to operate any part of herself seemed too great, her limbs seemed too cumbersome and unwieldy to be her own. Even small things, like bending her elbow, defied her understanding.

      She missed the magic of flying high and the power of her disembodied self. She had power, and the control she had over life and death filled her with a sense of glory and wonder.

      “Lucinda!” Magda almost bellowed in her ear.

      Lucinda blinked, and with some determination turned her attention to the women who held her.

      “Lucinda,” Magda repeated. Her voice seemed softer now, and when she looked into Magda's eyes, she saw concern. “Are you all right? Please answer me.”

      “Is she responding?” asked someone else. She recognised the voice as Ascara, and then she could feel her, all heat pressing against her back. She liked the sensation.

      “Magda,” Lucinda said. Her voice sounded dry and raspy, unfamiliar.

      “I’m here,” Magda answered.

      “We should sit down and let her rest,” Ascara said.

      “Agreed,” said Magda.

      Lucinda did not offer resistance as they led her to a cushion-covered bench. It took a moment to remember how to sit down, but Magda and Ascara were most helpful and attentive.

      “What now?” Ascara asked.

      Magda knelt on the floor in front of Lucinda’s knees. “Lucinda, please. Talk to me.”

      Lucinda stared into Magda’s face. Minutes passed before she recalled the ability to speak. “Wow!” she said.

      “Wow?” Magda repeated. “Please, Lucinda, I need you to focus on me. Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “I need more from you,” she said. “Your eyes are…”

      “Are what?”

      “Shiny and purple,” Magda answered. “We are worried about you.”

      “I know you were, my sweet.” Lucinda grabbed a hold of Magda’s hands and squeezed. “I’m all right.”

      Magda squeezed back. She closed her eyes for a moment. “Good. I don’t know what we would have done if you weren’t.”

      “Well no need to fret, I’m…flying high.” Lucinda laughed. A manic laugh that sounded more like madness than humour. “We’re safe, the tower is safe, and any moment we will have guests arrive.”

      “What does that mean, Lucinda?” Magda asked.

      “It means we should go outside and then we’ll see.”

      “Lucinda, it is not safe outside. You know this, remember? But if you want us to check what’s going on outside, then I will do so,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda reached out for Ascara’s hand. “No need. I can assure you we are all very safe here.” She rose to her feet, her body responded as it always had. It saddened her then, that the magic had left her so readily, and the joy of flying over the plains had already passed to no more than a distant memory. She wanted more of that. She wasn’t so sure she liked the heavy burden of normality any more. She liked it not at all.

      As she considered this, the door to the tower rumbled open. Magda scrambled to her feet and drew her pistol. Ascara found her sword, and they took positions either side of Lucinda.

      Rather than any threat, Tayha and Phara raced into the room. The light from their small lamps swung side to side as they raced into the room. “Raven!” Tayha yelled. They raced to Lucinda and fell to their knees. “My Raven,” they said in unison.

      “There is no need for this,” Lucinda said. “But I’m glad to see you are both all right.”

      “I suppose if they can get to the tower, we can get out,” Ascara said. She kept her sword drawn, but grabbed a lit lamp.

      “Indeed, perhaps it would be nice to step outside,” Lucinda said.

      Magda offered her arm to Lucinda. “Then I shall be your escort.”

      Lucinda gripped Magda’s arm and pressed against her side. “I see you have your pistol in your other hand. You can put it away.”

      “Permit me to be the judge of that,” Magda answered.

      “Very well, my Captain,” she said.

      They stepped into the dark outside, with Ascara in front, and Phara and Tayha at the rear. Except it no longer seemed as dark outside as they would expect. Above them the stone Raven, with outstretched wings, shimmered with a purple glow, like distant lightning. Around them, on the ground and every surface they could see, lay the metallic carcasses of hundreds, if not thousands of spiders. All different sizes and shapes, but all certainly inert—dead.

      “Goodness!” Magda exclaimed. “What happened here?”

      “The Raven happened,” Tayha answered. “And her enemies will stand before her and know death eternal.”

      “Lucinda?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda stepped over a spider and pulled Magda with her. “Not now, Magda. Come on, this way, we have some place to be.”

      They traced their way along the path that led around the outcrop to the plains. Rocks and spiders covered the path. The glow from the Raven’s wings illuminated the path with soft dim light, yet offered enough illumination that they could walk with safety.

      Once around the outcropping, the plains opened out before them and thousands of torches lit the grasslands. “Raven!” voices called out. There were so many people the whole of the grasslands appeared bathed in a gentle light.

      “Raven,” they cried. Then as one they fell to their knees. “Raven.”

      “What’s going on?” Magda asked.

      “The Raven is come,” Tayha answered.

      “Yes, we knew that already,” Magda said.

      Tayha shook her head. “No, now she has come for her people.”

      A small group detached from the crowd and approached. Lucinda recognised most of them, but still, amongst these there were a few unfamiliar faces. Not one of them smiled, they were serious and intense.

      “Lina’Verrana,” she said. A respectful address seemed sensible on this occasion.

      The group stopped no more than two dozen steps away. A formal distance. “Raven,” Amoha answered.

      They were as Lucinda expected, also formal in their attire and expression. Amoha wore a few more beads around her neck, and she wore a decorated belt about her waist. They all did. Interesting, Lucinda thought.

      “Amoha—” she started. Yet the casual use of her name seemed ill-suited to this moment and she started again. “Lina’Verrana, I think there are more people gathered than I remember, a good deal more.”

      “You are correct, my Raven,” Amoha answered.

      “And there is meaning in this?”

      “Yes, there is.” She gripped a large leather pouch that hung about her neck and unfastened the ties.

      Phara raced to Lina’Verrana and fell to her knees. She held up both hands.

      “Child,” Amoha said. She smiled as she dropped the pouch into Phara’s waiting hands.

      “Thank you, Mother,” she said. Phara rose to her feet, her eyes averted as she backed away. She stopped halfway back and turned to Lucinda. She paced the distance between them in slow and measured steps until she stood before Lucinda. Then she fell to her knees and held up her hands, the pouch nestled in her cupped palms. “Raven,” she said.

      “What is this?” Lucinda asked.

      “A calling,” Phara answered. She raised her hands a little higher.

      “And what does that mean?” Lucinda asked.

      Tayha stepped forward. “This is a call to the council, my Raven,” she said. “The council has summoned all of the clans to a gathering and you must answer.”

      “Must?”

      “With respect, yes,” Tayha said.

      Lucinda stared across the distance to Amoha. “Must?” she repeated.

      “There was a line in the soil, and you crossed it when you came to our aid,” Amoha answered.

      “I saw no lines,” Lucinda answered. “And I’m not sure you needed aid. You were not under attack.”

      “Battle lines were drawn, whether you wish to see them or not, and when you flew to take out those mechanical abominations, you also chose your side.”

      “I see,” she said. “But I think they were coming for me, not for your people.”

      “No, Raven, they came for us all,” Amoha corrected her.

      Lucinda nodded. “Perhaps.”

      “A council has been called and the thirteen clans have been summoned,” said Amoha.

      “Clans? Thirteen clans? You did not mention anything about clans in any of our chats,” Lucinda said.

      “I know, not directly,” Amoha answered.

      “You have kept things from me.”

      “You refused to be our Raven, Lucinda, and so uncertainty stayed our words.”

      “But we talked, Amoha. We talked for hours.”

      “Take the summons, Lucinda. Then might you know all.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      Amoha shrugged.

      “Listen. If I accept the summons, I will meet with your council, but I will not be beholden to anyone or anything other than the tower.”

      “That is acceptable.”

      Lucinda reached for the fist-sized pouch, but no more than a hair’s breadth away from the pouch, her resolve faltered. She wore no gloves. Since her arrival she’d not felt the need to shield herself. Now she could pay the price for her lack of attention. She would be vulnerable.

      Lucinda clenched her teeth and prepared herself for the contact. She grabbed the package from Phara’s upturned hands and prepared for the truth of it to assault her thoughts.

      She looked at Amoha’s smiling face as images started to flow into her thoughts.

      “I see. This contains something, a symbol of each clan,” Lucinda said. “Nothing strong or emotive, however. It is quite clean.”

      “We have been careful,” Amoha said.

      Lucinda shook her head. “There is more here, though.” She closed her eyes and pulled at the tiny motes of truth buried in the pouch itself. “Yes, Amoha, there is more, isn’t there? Truth, untruth, secrets, and lies.” As she spoke, other details came to her, almost as though she could pick thoughts from the air, which she couldn’t. “Do you still need to test me?”

      “There are no tests here,” Amoha said. “You are who you are, and of that we have no doubt.”

      “And now I know more too, Leader of the Clan Verrana. Lina is your rank as an elder of your clan, not your name.”

      Amoha bowed to Lucinda.

      “And you kept that from me too.” Lucinda kneaded the pouch in her hand.

      “Something inside this is hot. Very hot.” She untied the pouch and drew out a small but unexceptional piece of beige stone filled with holes. She gripped this stone in one hand, and the hard contours of the stone abraded her skin. “Hot, like a fire … or a volcano. How very interesting.”

      Lucinda crossed the distance to the group of elders. She paused before Amoha, but stepped to the side and stood before a small, withered woman. “Then you must be the Gran Vayana,” she said. As she spoke, another word came to her mind. “The Gran Vayana of Clan Vikara and head of all the council,” she said.

      She knelt before the old woman and looked into eyes so small and dark they looked like black holes. The woman nodded, but she said nothing. At that, Lucinda rose to her feet and returned to Magda.

      “How long until the gathering, Amoha?” Lucinda asked.

      “As long as it takes. The clans are scattered throughout this good earth and so it can take a while.”

      “Very well. When it is time, then I will attend.”

      “Thank you,” Amoha said.

      

      Ascara hung back as she Magda guided Lucinda back to the tower. She would not have long. As soon as she thought the distance great enough to hide her actions, she turned back and strode to the old woman. She sank to her knees and bowed her head. “Grandmother,” she said.

      The Gran Vayana gripped Ascara’s shoulders with gnarled and arthritic fingers. “Granddaughter. Are you well?”

      “Very well,” Ascara answered.

      “You have been gone far too long, and I hear you have skirted death a few times.”

      “All of this is true.”

      “Yet you keep her safe?”

      “Yes, Grandmother. As if my life depended upon it.”

      “As you should,” the Gran Vayana said, “and what of the Raven?”

      Ascara looked away. “I will take good care of Lucinda too.”

      The old woman paused. “I see. There is more here, I feel.”

      “Yes, there is, but I am uncertain of these meanings.”

      “And feelings too?”

      “Yes, Grandmother, there are feelings involved.”

      “Will this interfere with your task?”

      “No, Grandmother, this is where I should be. This is where I should always have been. I am their Fire.”

      The old woman’s face wrinkled and she smiled. “Good. Now go take care of them, both of them. Your Raven knows who you are now and your Captain will not be best pleased.”

      “She already knows I am of the clan.”

      “Yet you have not told her your purpose?”

      “No, grandmother. If they ask, might I say why I came for her?”

      “Not yet. Maybe at the gathering. You can say what you will to the Raven, but the captain must remain in the dark for a while longer if we can manage it.”

      Ascara got to her feet and bowed. “Of course, Grandmother.” She turned around and strode towards the tower. There would be explaining to do. Some shouting too. Ascara started to whistle a tuneless set of notes as she walked back. These were the most interesting of times.
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      Ascara had not thought she had spent too long with the grandmother, but when she realised that Magda and Lucinda were nowhere in sight, she knew she’d probably taken too long. The door to the tower remained open, and as she strolled inside, she froze. Lucinda stood in the middle of the room, her arms folded across her chest and her eyes glowing with a purple tinge. Such anger brought Ascara to a complete stop. If any one person could challenge her to the title of Fire, Lucinda managed with ease.

      “Come to join us now?” Lucinda asked, her voice harsh, almost guttural. This was the Lucinda who could face a kraken and yell at it.

      “Yes, I’m here. You sound like one of your birds.”

      “Right.”

      “Where’s Magda?”

      “Never mind Magda. I think you need to do some explaining.”

      Ascara drew back her shoulders. “Do I? And will anything I say make you any less angry?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. You should have told me.”

      “Told you what?” Ascara asked.

      “That—” Lucinda started.

      Then she stopped and turned around. A moment later, Magda came down the steps from above the tower. Even though she moved without making a sound, Lucinda acted as though she knew exactly where she was.

      “What’s the matter, Lucinda?” Magda asked. She raced across the room, her hand already resting on her side arm. “Are we under attack, Ascara?” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Not an attack. You’re angry.”

      “Lucinda is very annoyed with me.”

      “What have you done to cause such a response?” Magda asked.

      Ascara shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      “But there is nothing wrong? Nothing serious?” Magda said.

      “Of course there’s something wrong,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, she’s mad at me,” Ascara said.

      “Mad? I haven’t been this angry since—”

      “Since she slapped me around the face,” Magda finished. She rubbed her face. “She smacked me so hard she almost dislocated my jaw, and ever since, I swear it aches when it rains.”

      Ascara tried not to laugh. “Have you noticed she almost shines when she’s mad?”

      “Yes, I’ve noticed. I thought it was the tea getting to me. You know, perhaps it was too spicy or something,” Magda answered. “I even considered giving it up if it had such effects.”

      Lucinda held up a hand. “Magda, you’re not helping matters. Ascara has some talking to do.”

      “Give in,” Magda suggested. “Tell her whatever she wants to hear and do whatever she tells you to do.”

      “Okay,” Ascara replied. “What do you want me to say?”

      “Explain to me why you never told me anything about the people out on the plains. And I know you’re a part of them, the clans, aren’t you?” she asked. She didn’t wait long enough for Ascara to answer. “Tell me how you failed to let us know your part in all of this. In these people. Go on, tell me.”

      “Well, for a start, I thought you knew. After all, you know the truth in everything,” Ascara started.

      “Don’t be a smart arse,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara didn’t think she could get away with much at this moment, but she couldn’t share everything with them. Grandmother would be displeased.

      Then she had a thought. “When we were introduced on the deck of Verity, I told you where I came from. You even recognised the name and the area. Remember?”

      “I do,” Lucinda admitted.

      “Then we got together on the let’s-get-naked seats, and you seemed to have rather intimate knowledge of us all. At that point I thought you knew everything.”

      Lucinda stared at her for a moment. “I hear the truth of your words,” she said.

      “It is true,” Ascara said. “And when we were on top of the tower for the first time, I translated their words for you.”

      “I hear the truth in these words too,” she said.

      “From that, I assumed you knew,” Ascara finished.

      “That you are clan?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes.”

      Lucinda nodded, but she didn’t ask anything straight away. “Lots of truth there, my Fire, and an awful lot of bullshit too.”

      “Lucinda—”

      “Stop,” Lucinda said. She stepped closer and cupped Ascara’s cheek in the palm of her hand. “Never keep things from me ever again, and remember to make sure I understand things. No matter what it is.”

      “Yes, I will,” Ascara agreed.

      Lucinda turned to Magda. “I have some questions for you too.”

      “You do?” Magda answered.

      “Yes, Magda. When Amoha mentioned the thirteen clans, you reacted.”

      “Did I?” Magda replied.

      “Yes, Magda, you did. I had my hand on yours. I noticed.”

      Magda looked horrified. “Do you know what I’m thinking?”

      “Don’t be daft, I’m not a mind reader,” Lucinda replied. “But still, it means something, tell me what that is.”

      Magda nodded. “If there are thirteen clans of the earth people, then it seems a great coincidence that there are thirteen floats or families of the sea.”

      “I always thought there were more than thirteen floats, though?”

      “Yes,” Magda agreed. “I am not aware of all the politics and structures because I left them when young. Still, the principles remain the same. The oceans are split between thirteen families who rule them. In these families, there is one main family float, but there are dozens of smaller floats, cousins and lesser family, who are aligned to that ruling family.”

      “How are they aligned?”

      “By marriage, usually. Or as a reward for being good to the family.”

      “Yes, that makes sense,” Lucinda said.

      “What difference does the number of clans or families make?” Magda asked.

      “I have no idea, it seems important to know,” Lucinda answered.

      Ascara looked away. The thirteen families of the seas were news to her, and where, in all of this, did Magda fit in? Her grandmother never explained why she had to look out for Magda, but she couldn’t help but wonder. Perhaps one day the wisdom of the council would become clearer to her.

      For now, there were more pressing issues. She turned to face Lucinda. “So, are you still mad with me?”

      “Yes,” Lucinda said. “Now come here and give me a hug.”

      Ascara held out her hand to Magda. “I think we all need one.”
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      As Lucinda sank into Ascara’s embrace, she couldn’t help but notice Magda as she stood to one side. As uncertain as ever, she stood close enough, but she couldn’t reach out. “Come closer,” she started to say, but the tower interrupted her with a growl and rumbled so hard she felt her whole body vibrate.

      Before she knew it, Ascara and Magda held her pinned between them, shielding her from a threat as yet unidentified. Their weapons were drawn, as though a gun and a blade would ever be enough when a tower was involved. More rumbles and then the sound grew, until the grating vibration of rock against rock screamed through her mind.

      She reached out to the stone, and the rock, once smooth, seemed rough and hot to the touch. “She fears an attack.” Lucinda said.

      “Too late to fear an attack, the mechanicals are all dead. We saw them,” Ascara said.

      “I know, but she fears something more is coming,” Lucinda said. A sense of panic filled her, and her stomach churned with such violence she thought she would be sick. Only the strength of Magda and Ascara pressing against her kept her mind and her body together. Under other circumstances, she might have taken greater enjoyment out of such a situation. “Let’s go up top. I need to know what’s going on,” she said. Fear added a tremor to her voice, and she did not like that at all.

      “Can you sense what is coming?” Ascara asked.

      “No, I don’t know,” Lucinda answered.

      Magda held them still. “Wait.”

      “What’s the matter?” Lucinda asked.

      “I think we’re rising,” Magda said.

      “How can you tell?” Lucinda asked.

      “It’s like being in a ship, you get a feel for such things as a rise in altitude,” she replied.

      Ascara nodded. “Yes, yes, I think you’re right.”

      “And it is getting very hot in here,” Magda added.

      Lucinda groaned. She wrapped her arms around the two women and pulled them closer. “I think I’m going to be sick.” Before she could say any more, Magda swept her up into her arms and they staggered across the shaking floor.

      Magda knelt down and lay Lucinda on the cushions. Ascara covered her in a blanket.

      “Are you comfortable?” Magda asked.

      “Oh yes,” Lucinda replied. Her stomach seemed to settle now she lay down and the shaking floor resolved to a low-level vibration. Magda and Ascara kneeled by her side, and after a minute or two more, all movement stopped. A sense of stillness resumed, and the tower settled and relaxed.

      “She’s done,” Lucinda said. She took a long deep breath, “Now I feel much better. Help me up, please.” She rose, somewhat unsteadily, to her feet with the assistance of Magda and Ascara.

      “Are you all right?” Magda asked.

      “Fine,” she replied. Even her stomach seemed to have settled. The tower, too, not only seemed settled, but radiated a degree of smugness she had not associated with it before.

      “Shall we go take a look?” She grabbed Ascara by the hand and hooked arms with Magda. “This way. I think we should go up top now.”

      Once she came out on top, she understood why. The tower looked as it always had from the top, except they were thirty or forty feet higher. She looked over the edge and the ground seemed so far below. “We’ve grown,” she said.

      “This is better for defense,” Ascara noted.

      “I know,” Lucinda said. “We were almost caught out by those spiders. The tower will not permit that to happen again.”

      Lucinda lay her hand on the cold stone of a Raven talon and turned to look out over the plains. Hundreds of fires and torches remained lit. A city of clanfolk. Her people.

      “How many people do you think there are on the plains?” she asked.

      “I have no idea,” Magda answered.

      “Thousands,” Ascara answered. “And there will be more of them.”

      “How long before they all gather, do you think?”

      Ascara shook her head. “I have no idea.”

      “When did they start gathering?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara looked at her. She seemed to pause before she answered. “The moment you landed on Ama’Rican soil.”
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      The morning sun had barely risen when Lucinda stood at the top of her tower and surveyed the world around her. Cool early morning light suffused the whole of the plains with a tenebrous blue cast. Shadows turned the rift into a dark gash that stretched out of sight into the blackness.

      She could still see the corpse-like remains of the clockwork spiders, but most had been moved. She saw groups of the clan folk, the nomads, as they gathered the mechanical remains and piled them high.

      Around the top of the tower, a small wall had formed. Waist high and crenelated, it could be considered a defensive wall and would have some strategic value. Yet Lucinda rather thought the tower might well have added the feature for no other reason than to stop her from falling off. She wondered, as she considered this feature, whether it had been Magda or Ascara who had conveyed that fear with such import.

      Between the legs of the Raven, a small ledge had formed at just the right height and depth for a seat. With a cushion and a blanket for her comfort, Lucinda could see herself using this on a regular basis. Even if it did look like a stone throne.

      She sat down, even though she had no cushions, and scanned the world before her. Cruck and Prruk took up positions on the talons to both sides of her seat. High above, on the outstretched stone wings, hundreds of ravens, crows and assorted black birds roosted in quiet and peaceful contemplation.

      “There are even more tents now,” she said to the birds.

      Prruk stretched his neck and squawked at her with a distinctive, Kraa Kraa.

      “And now we are higher, I can even see the aerodrome.” Although at the limits of her vision, she could not determine much in the way of detail. She did notice a group of soldiers, a unit of ten, maybe, and they raced on foot in her direction. She didn’t think they were on their way to see her. She spared them one last glance and turned to look back over the rift.

      Even when in poor light, she could still sense the rift as much as she could sense the whole of the land. The grounds around her had started to become more like an extension of herself, yet she also know that it would be a long while before she gained any kind of understanding of it all. The knowing though, did not mean as much as seeing it with her own eyes.

      The rift, she noticed, spread wider and even further than she’d first thought. It stretched and twisted across the plains for miles. In some places the rift narrowed, and in other places the gap widened to almost half a mile across. Deep within this rocky fissure, the mechanical spiders had been able to approach unseen, and their threat detected. She knew better now. Not only because of the land, but because of their presence, they had been warned.

      She leaned back into her seat and allowed her thoughts to drift. The comforting strength of the tower touched her thoughts. Their link had grown, almost overnight, but although there, the tower did not intrude, but shared her thoughts.

      The sound of booted feet racing up the stairs brought her from her contemplations.

      “Good morning, Lucinda,” Ascara called out.

      “Good morning,” Lucinda replied. She patted the stone at her side. “Join me.”

      Ascara slid into the seat. “You left us early last night.”

      “Yes, I needed to think. Where’s Magda?”

      “She’s sleeping. Sleeping like a baby.”

      “Good.”

      “And are you all right, Lucinda?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” She pointed in the direction of the aerodrome. “There are soldiers coming.”

      Ascara stood close to the wall and stared across the plains. “I’m expecting them.”

      “Why? This is not a military outpost.”

      “I know. There are things to do before we all go on our little trip,” she said. She waved towards the oncoming people. “With luck, these will tell me how close we are to departure.”

      “And what about the captain?”

      “She makes her own decisions, but my information might affect when she says we will go.”

      “I see. But that doesn’t tell me much.”

      “I know, my Raven.”

      “Oh goodness, not you as well.”

      Ascara laughed. “I’ve been talking to Lina’Verrana too much. Her words are sometimes catching.”

      “There is something that bothers me.”

      “All right.”

      “You introduced yourself as Ascara d’Jharaena ael Korphen. Did I get that right?”

      “Perfect,” Ascara answered.

      “You did not mention your clan.”

      “We tend not to use clan names when we are away from our people.” Ascara smiled. “Jharaena is my mother and Korphen is my father. It is informal, and within the clan, that would be enough to tell people who I am.”

      “Amoha uses her title all the time.”

      “Yes, Elders do that, as though to insist we all learn politeness.”

      “If the name I know is informal, what is your formal name?”

      “To an outsider, I would introduce myself as Toya’Vikara, or Toya Ascara Vikara, depending on how well we are known to each other. I’m an adult of the Vikara clan, nothing more. When I am old and grey, maybe even a little wiser, I might be called to council.”

      “And then will you be Lina?”

      “No, then I will be Jana, a councilor. Lina or Lino is the leader of the clan.”

      “It is simple and yet complex,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara nodded. “I have no desire to become a councilor. Besides, my place is here, and I will always be Ascara to you.”

      “And what will you be to Magda?”

      “Whatever she wants me to be.”

      Lucinda nodded, but her focus turned towards the soldiers racing in their direction. They were close enough for her to see some details, or at least determine that the group consisted of ten people. “Those soldiers, you know, they have run without rest all the way from the aerodrome.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why not use a machine?”

      “Because they need to learn to rely on their own abilities, and those of their squad.” Ascara looked at the group for a little longer. “I better go and see them.”

      “Yes, you must.”

      Ascara sank to her knees before Lucinda and took her hand in hers. “I’ll be a moment. Join me for breakfast?”

      Lucinda couldn’t help but smile. “That would be lovely.”

      “Wake sleepy head if you like. She’ll be really grumpy if we eat breakfast without her.”

      Lucinda concentrated for a moment. “Tayha and Phara are here. Breakfast will not be long, so you better get a move on.”

      Ascara saluted. “Aye ma’am.”

      Lucinda made her way to Magda and Ascara’s sleeping chamber, and there she found Magda already awake and dressed in her uniform.

      “Good morning,” Lucinda said.

      Magda strode across the room and reached for Lucinda’s hands. “Are you well, Lucinda?” she asked.

      “Very well, thank you.” She let go of Magda’s hands and embraced her instead. “I need a hug,” she said.

      Magda didn’t refuse or resist when Lucinda rested her head against her chest. She could hear the steady thump of Magda’s heart gain speed. “That’s better,” Lucinda said.

      Magda didn’t say anything, but a light kiss on the top of her head said all that needed to be said.

      “Are you ready for breakfast? It will be ready soon,” Lucinda asked.

      “Excellent, I’m starving. But where is Ascara?”

      “There are soldiers on their way. She thinks they will have a message for her.”

      “I better go and see them for myself.” Magda stepped back and held out her arm. “Might I escort you downstairs?”

      “I would be honoured.” She accepted Magda’s arm and stood close to her side. “Let’s go.”
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      Since the tower had reformed itself, Lucinda had gained several new rooms. Most of the empty chambers even possessed openings to let in the light and lots of fresh air. She liked that, it made the tower more open and airier. The stone remained dark and black, but it did not feel quite so imposing.

      She stood in the topmost chamber because she liked the height and that it had two window openings. One of which looked out over the plains, and the other over the rift. They would be better with glass in them, she decided, but for now, the breeze from the windows was acceptable.

      In the center of the room, open-sided spiral stairs led upward to the tower top and the stone raven. The steps also went down, all the way down to the kitchen and the subterranean storage areas. Lucinda could now visualize all of the rooms as they were in the whole of the tower and she took that as a sign that they were increasing their mutual understanding.

      Her two raven companions, Cruck and Prruk, blocked one of the window openings. Their black gaze never left her.

      “Stop staring, I’m thinking,” she said. Her voice echoed in the empty room.

      Kraa Kraa, Pruck mocked.

      Lucinda shook her head and continued to walk around the room. She pointed to one side. “I could get a desk over there and look out over the rift,” she said. “It would make a great study, much like the one I had at the Rainbow Tower.”

      They didn’t say a word to her, they listened. “At least this will be larger,” she said. She stopped in the middle of the room and stared at a blank, dark wall. “I can’t wait to get my things arranged.”

      Cruuk.

      “Sad,” Prruk cawed.

      “I think this is the wall to put a bookcase, don’t you?” she said to the birds.

      Gronk!

      “Don’t be rude. I could easily not bother with seeds and treats for you.”

      “Seeds,” Cruck answered.

      Lucinda turned around. “A fireplace on that wall there,” she said. She put her hands against the smooth wall and measured out the size she wanted. “Not a large one, but large enough to take the chill off the room in winter.”

      The floor shivered in response.

      “I’m glad you agree. It will need a chimney to let out the smoke though. There is something very cosy about an open fire, tea, and a book. I bet there will be times when there is not a great deal to do, especially when the cold comes.”

      She turned to the south wall and stopped. A rectangular section of the wall, about twenty-five inches wide by twelve inches high, had changed. The changed area looked polished and shiny, like glass and not the stone it had been. Two indentations in the shape of handprints, stood to either side of this small glossy area.

      “You want me to put my hands on the handprints?”

      The ground shivered.

      Lucinda didn’t wait, she put her hands where directed, and waited.

      Nothing happened.

      “Tell me I’m not just standing here like a fool,” she said.

      “Wait,” Prruk suggested.

      Crucks’s kraaa kraaa sounded more like laughter than usual.

      As she thought of a response, she noted something change. Flashes of light popped like sparks from a tinder, and then vanished. Over and over, and then the bursts of light lasted a little longer, they flashed brighter, and they appeared more often.

      What did this mean? Her heart started to pound inside her chest.

      “What is this? What does this mean?” she asked aloud.

      A burst of sound, like the sizzling whoosh of fireworks, filled the room.

      She stepped backwards a few steps. The shiny surface turned dark and the colors and sound vanished.

      “What?” she asked.

      No one answered. Even the tower seemed somewhat distant to her thoughts.

      She stepped back to the wall and placed her hands on the places as marked. Bursts of light flashed before her eyes.

      “Like this?”

      The ground shivered beneath her feet and then she heard a sound. “Lucinda?”

      “What?”

      “Lucinda, is that you?” a voice asked. The voice sounded familiar. Very familiar.

      “Amelia?”

      “Lucinda? Where are you? I can hear you. Well, I think I hear you.”

      The glossy surface in front of her burst into life. The bursts of gleaming color grew more frequent and a broken image appeared. A chamber, one that she recognised, came into focus.

      “Amelia. It’s me. There might be a shiny section of the wall, find it and get closer.” She peered at the broken image and imagined where Amelia might be in relation to the scry screen. “Look to your left.”

      Amelia turned around and walked straight towards Lucinda’s viewpoint. “The wall had changed! It’s smoother than the rest of the wall.”

      “Glossy with handprints?”

      “How did you know—?” Amelia stopped speaking. “It’s sizzling!”

      Lucinda laughed. “Are there handprints to the side? If there are, put your hands on the marks.”

      “But—”

      “It’s your tower, she would not allow anything to hurt you.”

      “Right,” Amelia said. She did not sound at all convinced.

      Amelia stepped closer to her, she assumed that was he function of standing so close to the viewing area.

      “My goodness, Lucinda. Well, look at you,” Amelia said.

      “Crazy, isn’t it. I mean, we are so far away and here you are as close as life, on my wall.” As she spoke, the handprint indentations smoothed out and grew warm, then hot. “Ouch!” Lucinda said.

      She stepped back, but she could still see Amelia. “Well,” she said.

      “What? What’s that?” Amelia asked.

      Lucinda took another step back. “You don’t need to touch the wall any more. Let go and see what happens.”

      Amelia did as bid. The image of Amelia, dressed in her usual Mid-Angle attire, remained. Somethings were a constant, and she liked that. For a moment, pangs of loss almost took her breath away. A life, more familiar, and yet it was long gone. She sighed.

      “This is most odd, Lucinda.”

      “Indeed.”

      “A kind of scrying device, is it?” Amelia asked.

      “Yes. It would appear so. I don’t know if it is a permanent thing or a temporary one. I can see the uses.”

      Amelia frowned. “There is one thing. When I speak, do you hear my voice with your ears or your mind?”

      Lucinda opened her mouth as though to speak, but no words came out. She focussed on words in her mind. “In my mind?” she thought.

      “I concur,” Amelia sent, without speaking.

      “Yes, but can we speak normally, because this is most strange,” Lucinda said.

      “Certainly. Are you in your new study?”

      “I suppose it will be.”

      “Figures. I can see your room has little in the way of domestic charm.”

      “That will be remedied. This room is new and only formed last night.”

      “I see.” Amelia peered at the screen. “And what on earth are you wearing?”

      Lucinda looked down at herself. Strange, wearing the buckskin tunic and trousers now felt more natural than a lifetime of skirts and trusses. Did she miss the formality of her old life?

      Lucinda grinned. “Local dress. It is comfortable and freeing. Very liberating.”

      “Liberating indeed. How on earth can you command the respect you deserve as the head of a Tower when you dress so…inappropriately?”

      “Amelia, sweetheart, how on earth can you breathe when you wear such tight and uncomfortable clothing?”

      “It is expected,” Amelia said. “You taught me that.”

      “Maybe I was wrong. In my new Tower, there are no expectations placed on attire. This is how it is done.”

      “Well, anyway, how are things with your dashing Captain?”

      “Complicated,” Lucinda answered.

      “With you, life is always complicated.”

      Lucinda shrugged. “It is what it is.”

      “Now you are here, so to speak. I have much to tell you.”

      “I received your letter, and in good time too.”

      “I heard. Those mechanicals are a bit of a problem and are everyplace, it seems.” Amelia shook her head. “The world is going to hell and it all started the moment you left here.”

      “Now you are being dramatic. The world has always been crazy.”

      “True.”

      “Now, you say you have much to tell me. There is nothing bad, I hope? The tower is all right? You are well?”

      “Nothing bad. It’s the symbols you asked me about? I have asked everyone I could think of about them.”

      “And?”

      “Well, nothing. No one knows anything, which is exciting. Our best bet is that they are all from before the Fall.”

      “As I thought, some of the languages persist still. Ascara could read some parts of it.”

      “Here’s the thing. It’s not just that they are before the Fall, these languages are so far before even that cataclysmic event, they aren’t even recognised as part of history. We have nothing. They do not, and cannot, exist.”

      “Nothing? Nothing at all?”

      “No, it’s been almost two thousand years since the Fall, and the consensus here and at the University of the Eastern Angles is that this predates the Fall by at least a thousand years. A three-thousand-year-old language, Lucinda, how can that be?”

      “Good grief!”

      “So, my dearest Lucinda, how come your girl speaks it?”

      “Well, there’s a complication then, because I think that is the language of the Ama’Rican indigenous people.”

      “Really? But they do speak the King’s Anglish, don’t they?” Amelia asked. “I mean, how do you talk if they don’t speak your language?”

      “Yes, of course they speak Anglish. And as I am here, would it not be more appropriate for me to learn their language?”

      “Why?”

      “Manners, if nothing else,” Lucinda answered.

      “Are you not worried over there?”

      “Why would I be worried?”

      “That they’re not entirely civilized? I hear they live in tents.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Amelia, there are many more things to worry about than whether someone resides in a tent or a Tower. And if you left your Tower, you would discover such things.”

      “I don’t need to leave the tower. I have everything I need right here.”

      “And I have everything I need right here too.”

      “Too much adventure for my tastes. Anyway, there is something I wanted to say to you. This connection has proved most fortuitous and well timed.”

      “How so?”

      “We made a Seeing Circle last night, even though there are only the three of us.”

      “And?” Lucinda prompted.

      “There’s a girl, a Gifted one, calling for help. Your help.”

      “Who is she to call for me?”

      “I know only a little. What I do know is that she is young, very young, and an oracle.”

      “Why did she call?”

      “I think she’s been seeking help for a while. She is imprisoned and her fate is, it seems, to be torrified under sand and sun.” She paused then. “And I kept seeing a symbol. Well, several symbols, like the ones you found. I think this girl is about to be made into something inhuman, something like Sh’Na.”

      “Well, fuck!”

      “Language, Lucinda,” Amelia admonished.

      “And, where is she?”

      “She is some place in the desert,” Amelia answered.

      “Which one, Amelia, which desert?”

      “Frika, of course. And yes, I know it is a big area, but the child seems to think that you will find her.”

      “Good grief.”

      Amelia’s eyes widened then. “And look at what we have here, the Amazon and the dashing Captain herself.”

      “Ma’am,” Magda said.

      “Amelia,” Ascara added.

      Lucinda didn’t bother to turn around. “Did you hear that?”

      “I heard enough,” Magda replied.

      “We have to stop all this talking and planning. We need to get up and go sort the problem out. Sh’Na must be dealt with, and sooner rather than later,” Lucinda said.

      Magda gripped Lucinda’s left shoulder. “Yes, and we will look for the girl too.”

      Ascara gripped her right shoulder. “No more waiting.”

      Lucinda only half listened, her attention focused on their reflections upon the shiny wall section, the scry surface. Even with the image of Amelia, it acted more like a mirror where she could see herself, Magda, and Ascara.

      As they spoke, or when they touched, strength and unity flooded through her body. Their trinity completed in an instant. A reflected flash of red from Ascara and a flash of blue-white from Magda caught her attention. When she saw her own reflection, however, pure black eyes stared back. Raven eyes. She had never noticed the effect the trinity might have upon them, but then again, she had never seen their reflections while bonded either.

      “What the hell is that!” Amelia cried.

      “Ahh,” Lucinda said. She looked at Magda. “I thought you might have mentioned something to Amelia when you visited.”

      “No, why would we?” Magda said. “We did not speak much of our adventures, but we mentioned the essentials. The rest would be for you to tell, not us.”

      Lucinda nodded. “Amelia. Look around your walls and read the inscriptions there.”

      “Those ancient inscriptions on your old study walls?” Amelia asked. “Wise birds whisper? Rage of Fire and Strength of Ice?”

      Lucinda nodded. She patted Ascara’s hand on her shoulder. “Rage of fire.” Then she patted Magda’s hand. “This is our strength of Ice.”

      “Then that must mean that you are the wise bird?” Amelia asked.

      “I don’t know if I am wise yet, but I am the Raven of the Raven Tower.”

      “Good grief Lucinda. Did the ancient tower primaries foretell of your arrival?”

      “I don’t think so. But who am I to second guess my ancestors?”

      “And that prophetic statement in Wash Town, the one we can’t translate, that’s you, isn’t it?” Amelia asked.

      “It is, yes.”

      Amelia frowned; an expression Lucinda had seen many times.

      “Whoever and whatever you are, Lucinda, do what you must and save the girl. You must do this. She is very important.” With that, the connection between them ended.

      Lucinda paced about the room. “How soon before we can leave?” she asked.

      “Soon, Lucinda, soon,” Ascara answered.

      “Good, I feel an urgency to leave, and time is running out.”

      “Engineering is performing last minute maintenance on Verity. We should be ready to leave soon.” Magda looked thoughtful. “In fact, we’d planned to tell you that we are going to leave tomorrow. But if you are keen to move, then we could make our way to the aerodrome later today. We’d be ready to leave first—”

      “Good. I’ll be packed in ten minutes,” Lucinda said. Then she laughed. “We’ll be on board a good while before lunch. Let’s see if the staff on the ship can recall how to make a decent cup of tea.”
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      Lucinda had not expected to see so much activity at the aerodrome. Rank upon rank of soldiers in pale uniforms stood to attention across the grass. Engineers, in the familiar grey, crawled upon every surface of the ship, and even the balloon itself. Like bees buzzing and fussing over a honeycomb. Any moment one of the people could fall off, and there would be nothing to save them.

      “Is that as dangerous as it looks? Is it safe?” she asked.

      “Yes, it is and they are very safe,” Ascara answered, “they are trained and they know what they are doing. There are also safety ropes in play, although you can’t see them well from this distance. As long as the crew pay attention to safety protocols and don’t mess about, then nothing fatal should happen. There are guide ropes attached to the sails and masts too, so no matter how precarious their location, the servicing of the ship is a relatively safe job.”

      “Right,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara pointed to large crates, two of which were larger than any crates Lucinda had ever seen. “That’s cargo. We’ll load that into the lower gondola soon.”

      “And the soldiers?”

      “They’re coming with us as well.”

      “Goodness, all of them? What is going on?” she asked. “War?”

      “Pretty much,” Ascara answered.

      “Not quite,” Magda corrected her. “But we are ready for anything. Trade is preferred, but if not, then we will react accordingly.”

      Lucinda turned her attention to the embarkation tower. “Please tell me the tower has been fixed.”

      “Fixed? Why? There’s nothing wrong with the tower,” Magda said.

      “It was very rickety, if I recall.”

      Ascara laughed.

      “Trust us, it is safe,” Magda said.

      Lucinda linked arms with both Magda and Ascara. “All right then, but the two of you will have to save me if I fall off.”

      Magda snorted. “I think your ravens will be more useful than either of us.” Right on cue, two ravens swooped low over the aerodrome and the parade ground before they rose back into the air and landed on the top of the embarkation tower. “See, they look comfortable enough. Our turn next.”

      The lifting platform ascended with the same growling whine Lucinda remembered and feared. The metal trembled beneath her feet and she gripped Ascara and Magda as though her life depended on it.

      Magda patted her hand. “There, there, almost there.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” she replied.

      “This is safe, trust me.”

      “Close your eyes,” Ascara suggested, “and think of something pleasant.”

      “Ascara, that doesn’t help.”

      Ascara mirrored Magda’s actions and patted her hand. “Oh well. Hold on to us, we’ll get you there safe and sound, hey Captain?”

      “Of course,” Magda replied. She laughed though.

      At the top of the tower, the passenger ramp led to the passenger doors. There, Quentin stood, dressed in his usual dark grey morning suit and top hat. His watch, attached to his waist coat in a half Albert, seemed to shine.

      “Lucinda!” he called out. He raised his hat. “You’re here at last.”

      “What a surprise to see you here. I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “True enough,” he answered.

      “To what do we owe the pleasure? And can we go inside please, before this pile of twigs collapses?” she said.

      Quentin chuckled. “Indeed, come on in and let us take a moment in the lounge.”

      “Excellent idea, and a little tea would be good, I think.”

      “Tea would be perfect. We can chat and let these two get on with whatever they need to do.”

      Magda and Ascara saluted Quentin. “Yes, sir!” they said in unison.

      “Go on,” he urged. “Get about your business.”

      From the safety of the ship, Lucinda took a long look at the embarkation tower. “Could you make that tower a little safer and more robust please? It shakes and groans with complaint every time I see it used.”

      “It’s a well-designed and perfectly built loading tower,” he answered, “and it does the job.” Quentin looked at his time piece, then slipped it back inside his waistcoat pocket. “But I will get engineers to check it, just for your peace of mind.”

      “Thank you.”

      As soon as they entered the lounge, Lucinda sank into a leather armchair and almost swooned with the soft comfort of it. “I’m taking this one back to the tower,” she said. She patted the leather arms and grinned. “I’d forgotten how comfortable these chairs can be.”

      “I’ll see what I can do for you.”

      “Thank you, Quentin, and if you can arrange to have my things taken to the tower that would be useful too. The girls, Tayha and Phara, can sort out the details.”

      “Of course.”

      A young girl, perhaps in her mid-teens, delivered them a tray of tea. Lucinda smiled with gratitude. “Pink tea! Excellent, thank you, this is most welcome.”

      The girl stood at her side and did not respond. Quentin picked up his glass and sniffed the tea. “A little spicy for my nose.”

      Lucinda did the same. “This tea smells about right for me.” She blew on the surface of the tea and took a sip. Hot enough to burn. “Perfect,” she said. Lucinda looked up at the girl who had served the tea. “This is as I like it.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I know, ma’am.”

      Quentin cleared his throat. “This is Caronin, and she is your cabin or house boy, or girl. I never remember what the words are.”

      “Caro’Nina,” she corrected, “and house girl is fine.”

      “Yes, indeed, and she will ensure you have everything you need at all times,” he added.

      “Caro’Nina,” Lucinda said and she emphasized the two halves of the girl’s name.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Lucinda looked a little closer. The girl, more a young woman than the very young girl she’d expected, had long dark hair tied back in a braid. She had light brown skin and her eyes, almost as dark as her hair, glittered. “I’m sure we will get on very well. We will speak more, later.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she answered. After a curt nod to Quentin, she turned on her heel and left.

      Lucinda turned to Quentin. “Let’s get down to business. What is it you wish to talk to me about?”

      “Nothing. I just wished to see how you were.”

      “I’ve been at my tower for a few weeks. You could have visited if you wished to know how I fared.”

      “True enough. Well then, how are you after your illness?” he asked.

      “Well enough.”

      “Have you been seen by one of our medics?”

      “No, not in a while anyway. I don’t need to see one,” she answered.

      “Nonsense. One can never be too careful about one’s health.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Well, I shall have a medic look over you, to be sure then,” he said.

      “If it makes you happy.”

      “It will, Lucinda, it will.”

      “Very well. Meanwhile, I have a question for you.” Over the previous weeks, Lucinda had considered many questions she wanted to ask Quentin. Now, however, only one came to mind. “How has the research progressed, Quentin?” she asked.

      “Now that’s a very good question.”

      “I’m glad you liked it. I would hope I also like the answer.”

      “Indeed,” Quentin said. “I wonder what you have discovered yourself, since you have access to resources of which I might only dream.”

      “That means you’re trying to find out what I know first.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “It doesn’t work that way. What have you discovered?” she asked.

      Quentin did not look too happy, and he frowned a lot. Lucinda held back her words and sipped at her tea. She had no intention of speaking first.

      “I see you don’t wear your gloves anymore,” he said.

      “I do when the need arises,” she said. “Are you evading?”

      He shrugged. “Not really, our searches and analyses have not given me what I expected. Our investigators might have this all wrong.”

      Lucinda suppressed a smile. “You haven’t a clue, have you?”

      “Not really,” he admitted.

      “Tell me what you think.”

      “We have computated, analysed, researched, discussed, and correlated all—”

      “Quentin,” Lucinda interrupted, “stop the waffle.”

      “Very well, from all the information we can find, the best we can ascertain is that the languages came from before the Fall.” He stopped and looked awkward. “A long time before the Fall. Time enough that it would have been forgotten even before the Fall happened. I know it sounds insane,” he said. “But it is the best we can do.”

      “I see.” Lucinda smiled then. “Well we, that is the people of the towers, say the same things. The languages are old, ancient beyond what we can know.”

      “Then at least we agree. That is good to know.”

      “But there are things afoot, Quentin.”

      “This is what I fear. Have you read the reports of Magda Stoner from the desert?”

      “Yes. I have. She was some kind of liaison to the Envoy at Port Ruth.”

      “Yes, a diplomat,” he agreed.

      “A diplomat who went in to the desert for some unspecified reason–”

      “That was classified,” he added.

      “There they encountered hostiles; I think that’s what she called them. Villages burned out, people missing, and death everywhere. Attached to one of two companies of soldiers, they went to investigate this.”

      “That was one of their duties, yes.” He said, “She spoke Gyptan, and that made her a perfect liaison for the task.”

      “They found the mummy, didn’t they?”

      “It’s not that just about a mummy, Lucinda—”

      “Of course it’s about the mummy!”

      “Two hundred members of our order went into the desert. Two hundred fine soldiers, investigators, and medics. Yet only a handful of them survived,” he persisted. “They went to find something dead, and they found something alive, kind of, and raising an army of dead. It was far more than just a mummy.”

      “You’re right, I’m sorry.”

      “I knew many of those people, Lucinda, good men and women. And so many of them did not return.”

      Lucinda reached out and squeezed his hands. “I’m sorry, Quentin. I can’t imagine what it is like to lose so many people that you knew personally.”

      He patted her hand. “Magda Stoner didn’t even go out on the mission as a soldier. She was a liaison. Yet managed to get herself promoted in the field. Her commanding officer, only a sergeant himself, had already recorded his commendation. She was the only member of any kind of command structure to survive.”

      “That’s not all in the records, is it?”

      “No, I think it is all incomplete. Magda wrote her report to reflect only the events of the desert campaign that she felt mattered. The rest she considered superfluous.”

      “Well, she would,” Lucinda said. “She killed the mummy though? And that’s where she got ‘the Boy’ as she called him.”

      “Yes, the creature looked as though it would crumble, so she completed the mission in part. She killed the mummy and then, with what remained of the unit, they got back to Port Ruth.”

      Lucinda stared at him through narrowed eyes. There were things he did not say. Not truth or lies, but evasion. “And what was their mission? I know there are things you do not say.”

      “The unit had been instructed to take samples of the creature if they should find it.”

      “Why?” Lucinda asked.

      Quentin smiled stiffly, or grimaced, it was hard to be sure which. “There are parts of such a creature which, if made in the correct manner, are useful for medical experimentation.”

      “Good grief, Quentin.”

      He nodded. “So many men and women were lost because of this. At least the beast stopped killing the villagers, so that is something.”

      “It is,” Lucinda agreed.

      “As the killing ended, we assumed the beast had been killed. Until now, or course. Either the beast they killed wasn’t Sh’Na and another one survived, or the one Magda thought she had killed survived and has come back.”

      “I sensed a degree of animosity between Sh’Na and the captain, so I am inclined towards the latter.” She sighed. “We will know for sure when we get there.”

      “Yes you will, I’m sure.”

      “One more thing, did you look at those clockwork spiders?” Lucinda asked.

      “We have looked, and I have people on it. You were right about the poison, though. Deadly. We are almost sure it is a form of snake venom.”

      “Or a fish?”

      Quentin shrugged. “Perhaps. We will know more soon. But in the tests we have conducted so far, the poison acts fast and is most efficient.”

      “You almost sound pleased by it.”

      “It is always well and good to be prepared, and to know more of what is out there. This one would have killed you.”

      “If that was their intent, then they failed.”

      “Thankfully.” Quentin looked towards the door into the corridor and nodded. “Speaking of your health, I think there is someone here you need to see.”

      Lucinda looked up to see a petite blonde woman standing in the doorway, her blue eyes almost glowed. “A medic?” she asked.

      “Nurse Chester. Be nice to her.”

      Lucinda stood and faced the medic. The woman, dressed in full service uniform with a small black leather case at her side, strode towards her as though used to being in charge. “Miss Ravensburgh. Please take a seat and roll up your sleeves.”

      “I expected the same one as last time. Medic Morgan?”

      “Medic Morgan is not available at the present moment,” Quentin said.

      “Medic or nurse?” Lucinda asked.

      “You can call me Nurse Chester.” She waved a thick manila file in the air. “I see you have acquired quite a file in such a short space of time.”

      “Yes.”

      Nurse Chester rolled back Lucinda’s sleeves and tutted. “Well look here, this just won’t do.”

      “Why, what’s wrong?” She looked at the marks on her arms; they hadn’t worsened. To be fair, they hadn’t improved much either.

      Nurse Chester shook her head and pressed her fingers into the center of the marks made where Boy’s nails had pierced her skin. She closed her eyes as though she concentrated on the wounds.

      “Ouch!” Lucinda cried out.

      “As I thought.” She handed Lucinda a dark brown bottle the size of a fist. “Take one of these three times a day an hour before food. Take the lot, and don’t miss a dose. Don’t mix with food, or you’ll be sick as a dog, and then you’ll have to start the course of tablets all over again. Bathe your arms in salt water twice a day, keep the skin dry otherwise. If the infection persists and the skin does not go back to normal, come back to me and we will try something else. I have a feeling I might have to look at alternative solutions, but let’s start with the easy options, shall we?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Lucinda answered.

      “Good. I will see you in a week to make sure you have done as told.”

      With that, she packed up her case and left.

      “Well, that told me,” Lucinda said.
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      Lucinda leaned back in her seat once Quentin had left and sank against the leather. She could not even begin to describe how soft it was and how comfortable she felt. She closed her eyes and as she fell asleep her mind drifted into dreams…

      

      
        
        Verity bustled with such activity that Lucinda needed to escape. She opened the doors to the observation deck and stepped outside. Even though they were still docked, the observation deck gave her an unprecedented view over the aerodrome and the landscape beyond.

        In the distance she saw her Tower, and the sight of the great stone raven as it rose from the rock swelled her heart with pride. Cruck and Prruk flew from their place on the embarkation tower and settled on the bowsprit where she could see them.

        “I wondered where you two were,” she said.

        Kraaa Kraaa, cried Prruk.

        The two birds flapped their wings in agitation.

        “Never mind rush. We’ll leave when we leave.”

        Kraaa Kraaa, the birds together.

        “Don’t be facetious. Besides, you have wings of your own,” she said.

        As she spoke, she heard a distant wolf howl. She couldn’t recall hearing such a cry out here before. She shivered in spite of the heat from the sun high overhead. The wolf sang and the loneliness of the song filled Lucinda with sadness and loss. “I hear you,” she said. “I hear you.”

      

      

      

      Lucinda came to with a start. “What—?” she started to say. She stopped herself from using inappropriate language when she realised she had company.

      “Lucinda, are you all right?” Magda asked.

      The dream had taken her some place she couldn’t recall, and only the echo of a howling wolf remained. “Yes, I’m fine. A dream, I think.”

      “A bad one?”

      “No, not really,” she answered. “A strange dream, but I can’t remember much.” She racked her memories to try and recall the dream, but she could only find a sense of sadness and overwhelming loneliness. Most of all, she knew the dream tried to tell her something, something important, and she’d missed it.

      “You snore, you know,” said Magda.

      “No, I don’t!”

      “You do, but they are sweet and delicate snores.”

      “Fine. I snore. Happy?”

      Magda chuckled. “Very happy. I am always happy when people see it my way.”

      “Then I’m glad to see how much I amuse you.”

      “You do, except you look as though your nap did not refresh you at all.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Lucinda answered.

      “Good. I wondered if your house girl is suitable for you?”

      “I haven’t seen much of her as yet, but she seems nice.”

      Magda chuckled. “She is quite a willful creature. You will get on very well.”

      “I’m sure we will.” Lucinda stretched her shoulders. “When will we leave?”

      “Our current plans are to leave at dawn.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Before then, I have called a staff meeting in the war room.”

      “Where’s the war room?”

      Magda laughed. “You’re sitting in it. We’ll push back all of the comfortable seating and the officers will stand throughout. We do not carry extra chairs for meetings.”

      “When is this meeting? I can go and sit in my cabin for the war council, if you like?”

      “No, you should attend. I need you here.”

      “As you wish,” Lucinda said. She stared into Magda’s pale eyes. “I will always be here.”

      

      Magda stood at the head of the passenger lounge cum war room and waited for the last few people to enter the room. She leaned on the dining table, which now doubled as an overlarge desk, and gathered her thoughts. Maps lay scattered about, most of them covering various parts of Gypta and Rabia. She didn’t need to look at them anymore; there were sections of the desert which were burned, forever more, into her brain.

      She pulled herself upright and considered each of the fifty people gathered in the room. The commanders of infantry, scouts, gunners, and investigators were all easy to identify. Some of them looked straight back as though they waited for her to speak.

      Others seemed less restrained and talked with their colleagues, casual and relaxed. A small few stared forward, and they looked most awkward amongst the soldiers and the investigators. She could understand their discomfort; some departments, such as service, domiciliary, and stores, never attended war room discussions. Maintenance looked less uncomfortable, and engineers would be engineers no matter where they were.

      Ascara stood on one side of the room and Lucinda on the other. They were twenty or thirty feet apart and yet she could sense the pull of their presence. Even now, her heart beat a little slower, comforted by their proximity. They were close and they were safe. Did they feel her as she felt them? Once, not so long ago, she had promised that she would never get close to anyone. Now, she was not so sure she could do that anymore.

      She coughed to clear her throat, and then banged her fist on the table top. “Order!” she bellowed. “Order.”

      Her crew straightened at her words and turned to look in her direction. As one, they stamped their feet and saluted. In that moment, they were one body and she their head.

      “Good day to you all.”

      “Captain,” they answered.

      “I’m sure your briefing has been complete enough that I need not repeat myself.”

      “Aye, Captain, aye,” they answered.

      “Good. I have a few more things to add.” She turned to Lucinda and pointed in her direction. “This is Lucinda Ravensburgh, truthsayer and Tower woman. I am sure many of you have already met her. Still, to be certain of a Verity welcome, you are to extend to her the fullest, and I mean the fullest, respect and attention. If she asks for anything, do it without question, and you will assume every word she says is as though I have uttered it. Understood?”

      “Aye, Captain, aye.”

      “Excellent. We have had a couple of security issues of late and so the moment we untether from the tower, we will do a full and absolute security sweep of the entire ship. However, our security has become a complex matter and, so to mitigate for unusual events, all security sweeps will include security, an investigator, maintenance, an engineer, and at least one from the service departments. Please liaise with Officer Ascara on all such issues. I understand that this is a little awkward, unprecedented too, but it is necessary.” The crew shuffled about; not only did this not accord with usual security protocol, they would be performing extra duties, and in less than ideal circumstances. First things first. “Ascara, anything to add?”

      “Captain,” she said. “We need to ensure everyone knows what they are looking for.”

      “Good point,” Magda said.

      “We need to look for anything odd or unusual on board. This might be mechanicals, or something else. Vigilance must be exercised at all times. Furthermore, sometimes it is not so much whether you see something odd, but maybe something quite ordinary appears to be where it should not be found. This is also to be considered and that is why all search teams will be made up of such diverse people. Each person on the team looks at things in a different way. Use that to make sure, absolutely sure, nothing inappropriate remains on board. Is this clear?”

      “Aye!” the crew responded.

      “Thank you, Ascara.” Magda turned to the officers from maintenance and engineering. “Make sure your teams know what is needed. Take nothing for granted. Our safety depends on this.”

      A tall and skinny woman with cropped hair snapped to attention. “Permission to speak?”

      “Permission to speak is not required here, Officer Asban.”

      Officer Asban nodded. “Is this the reason for additional engineering staff on this mission?”

      “Indeed it is,” Magda answered. “We have added thirty maintenance crew and thirty engineers. I trust this will be sufficient to ensure there are no intrusions.”

      “Aye, Captain, even if I check it myself,” she answered.

      “Good.” Magda stared at her desk as though looking for inspiration.

      “Captain,” Ascara said.

      “Yes, Ascara?”

      “Would this be a good time to mention the drills and maneuvers?”

      “This would be an excellent time. Thank you for reminding me. Ascara is correct. Over the flight time, we will run various drills and maneuvers. Be prepared for anything and everything.”

      Groans filled the room.

      “There will be no warning. Assume these are not drills, and I will be most displeased should anyone think to be casual about these tests. Any questions?” No one stirred. “Good. Departure is set for sun up. Further instructions will be announced.” She looked over the crew. “Any questions?”

      She waited for a few moments, but when no one spoke up she clicked her heels together. “This meeting is adjourned. Dismissed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucinda found herself alone again. Departure preparations dominated, and crewmen bustled about with determined activity. The hustle and bustle did nothing to settle her pre-flight nerves. She twiddled her thumbs for a bit, and then went outside to stand on the observation deck. This, of all the places on the ship, represented her favourite spot, especially when they were flying. 

      Cruck and Prruk flew down to join her, and for a second or two, she recalled them flying to her in her dream. The two ravens watched her with baleful eyes atop the bowsprit, and then all semblance of her dream vanished. 

      “And before you start moaning, yes, I know we’re going to someplace you’d rather not be, but we’re going anyway. It’ll be hot and unpleasant, so if you want to stay here, I’ll understand.”

      Neither bird said a word for a moment, then one looked up and cawed. From the embarkation tower, a host of birds cawed back and flapped their wings.

      “Good grief. You’ve brought the whole family.”

      “Raven,” growled one of the birds. 

      “Crow,” the other added.

      “Very funny,” Lucinda said. “I’ll—”

      A klaxon from inside the ship stopped her from saying more. She heard the engines start and then a series of thwacks, as though hit by multiple bolts of lightning. 

      “What the hell is that?” she called out. Her heart pounded as she looked over the side of the ship. A tether released with a dull clank and a cable retracted so fast it hit the side of the ship with a bang. Verity lurched and started to rise. They’d been released from the tower!

      A flash of red from out of the corner of her eye drew Lucinda’s attention to the lounge. Bright lights strobed red, and then held steady. She dashed through the doorway inside as speakers crackled to life with a hiss of static. “All crew. Emergency departure. Prepare for a rapid rise.” More static, and then another message. “All crew. Emergency departure. Battle stations.” In the background, Lucinda heard the slam of metal doors and the gondola lurched once more. Uniformed soldiers raced along the corridors and Lucinda called out. “Hey!”

      One looked over his shoulder. “Sorry, ma’am, emergency protocols,” he said.

      “What’s that mean?” she yelled. 

      He said nothing but waved at her as he dashed out of the room.

      A loud crash outside the ship echoed through the lounge as though they had been hit by something hard and heavy. “Shit!” she cried. Any minute now something would go boom.

      There was only one place on the ship that she could get the right information. She strode off towards the flight deck and almost ran into two soldiers as they raced in the opposite direction.

      Ascara stood in the middle of the deck, and the crew bustled with activity. No one even looked at her.

      “What the hell is going on?” she demanded.

      

      Magda knew, without the need to look, the moment Lucinda stepped onto the flight deck. “Before you say a word, Lucinda, take my seat and observe,” she said.

      Lucinda did as she had been ordered, and sat in Magda’s chair. Lucinda said nothing more, no arguments, nothing. Insofar as Magda was concerned, that represented a breakthrough. 

      Magda looked up at the clock above the deck windows. Almost two minutes from the cold start she’d ordered and she wasn’t impressed. “Report.”

      Koryk, her first officer, answered. “Tethers loose. Maintenance has reported a problem with the retraction wheels, they’re free running and causing snap damage as the locking mechanisms are released.”

      “Then get engineering to devise an acceptable compromise to ensure a fast but safer release. We cannot permit the ship to damage itself.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk answered. “The ramp is disengaged, and although noisy in release—”

      “That would be that monstrous banging we heard?” Magda asked.

      “Yes, Captain,” he answered. “This would be better if we’d had more power to the retraction mechanism.”

      “Then make a note: a cold start requires more power to retractions and more thought to the untethering process. Get someone on it.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk replied.

      “Mr Williams, please contact engineering and tell them to increase power and to put their damned back into it,” said Magda.

      “Pity we don’t have a battlemage to make things go boom. That would shift their arses,” Ascara added. 

      “Well, we don’t have one,” Magda answered. She turned to Lucinda, but Lucinda shook her head.

      “We have lift and movement,” Koryk said.

      “This is not enough,” Magda said. “Mr Williams, please inform engineering to cut all non-essential systems and direct that power to flight control and lift.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he answered. 

      “Jyg, Jayg, rudders all about.” Neither answered, but then she didn’t expect them to, because they never spoke a word. As long as they did what they needed to do, she would not complain. “And when are the bloody engines going to give us enough power? We’re sitting ducks here.” 

      “Steady, Captain. We’re pulling out of dock,” Koryk said.

      “Yes, but not fast enough,” she said. “Mr Williams, ship-wide announcement. All crew, battle stations. Initiate full defense, prepare for an onboard incursion. I want every cannon and gun ready to fire fifteen minutes ago. And Ascara, if you would be so kind as to ensure this is rapid and efficient?”

      “Aye, Captain,” she answered. 

      “Raiders to port,” Magda added.

      “Where?” Ascara asked.

      Magda waved to port side. “Someplace that way should do it.”

      “On it,” Ascara said and dashed from the flight deck. 

      “How are we doing?” Magda asked her crew.

      “Coming about, all slow, but we are gaining altitude,” Koryk answered.

      “Matilda, how’s the weather?” Magda asked.

      “All clear, nothing major for miles yet. We have a slight breeze coming from the port side,” she answered.

      “How fast is the wind?” Magda asked.

      “I’m a weather witch, not a fuc—”

      “Matilda,” Koryk interrupted.

      She shrugged. “It’s a light breeze.”

      “Mr. Williams, call engineering and issue the order to rapid rise,” Magda said. 

      “Aye, Captain,” Mr. Williams answered from his console. “Engine room says we can’t rapid rise with the power we have.”

      “Tell them I want a two-hundred-foot lift in one minute, excuses are not permitted.”

      “Aye,” he answered.

      She watched as they came about, at least now they had running room. “Valara, signal the Verity Field control room and take a fix on our position.”

      “Aya,” she answered in her southern accent. A moment passed. “Position fixed.”

      “Head north and calibrate with the control room.”

      “Aya.” 

       The ship moved, far slower than Magda would have liked, but they were moving. She took a look at the clock. If they’d been under attack, the balloon would have been shot to hell. Such a thought reminded her of Lucinda. She turned around and said, “Just to put your mind at ease, we’re not under attack, Lucinda.”

      “Thank goodness. I was a little worried for a while. You know how I hate to have stressful things sprung upon me.”

      “I do,” Magda replied, and she rubbed her cheek with the memory of such an occasion. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have time to warn you, but this needs concentration.”

      “I understand.”

      “Docking is when we are at our most vulnerable here.”

      “Captain,” Mr. Williams interrupted, “engineering says you can have speed or lift.”

      “Then get me speed, Mr. Williams. Let’s try to outrun those raiders out there.” 

      He tried to stifle a grin. “Aye, Captain,” he answered.

      “Jyg, Jayg, get me a little lift whilst they are showing us how to run,” she said. 

      Magda stared through the forward windows and watched the ground rush below them as they gathered speed. Although they couldn’t affect a rapid rise yet, they were at least increasing a little altitude. She watched the seconds tick by on the clock. “Increase altitude by one hundred feet. All ahead full,” she ordered.

      “Aye, Captain,” various crew agreed.

      A moment later and they had the altitude she had ordered. She checked the time. 

      “Mr. Williams, see if engineering can put a copper penny in the meter and get us a little more power, eh?”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said as he relayed the message.

      Magda obsessed about the time they took to move, even though she could feel the ship and the power of the engines thrumming through her feet.

      “Mr. Williams, please tell engineering to go for a rapid rise. Sometime today would be good.”

      “Aye,” he answered. “Captain, they want a moment.”

      She glanced at the clock. “Tell them they have ten seconds and then we rise, else we’ll throw non-essential engineers into the furnace and see if that gives us a little more power.”

      “Aye.”

      “Mr. Williams, ship-wide announcement, inform all crew to stand down from battle stations and prepare for a rapid rise. Seal all hatches and bulkheads. Inform maintenance to balance pressures as we rise.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he answered.

      Magda turned her attention to the clock so that she could mark the passing of time. At the ten seconds mark, she turned her gaze away from the clock to look at her crew. Mr. Williams stared at her and she nodded. “Rapid rise,” she said. “Make the announcement.”

      Magda turned towards. Lucinda and pointed at her ears. “Clear them often, make them pop or else it will hurt.” She turned to face forward then, her attention needed to be with the ship. Rising this slow grated on her nerves. She clenched her teeth and her attention swung between the view out of the windows and the time passing on the clock. 

      “Climb rate accelerating,” Koryk announced. 

      “Mark five hundred feet,” she said.

      No one spoke on the flight deck as they concentrated on their jobs. “Mark,” said Koryk.

      Magda looked at the clock and shook her head. They were slow, and although she wished it could be better, Verity represented a substantial ship, and fully laden, speed would never be her forte. 

      “Continue to rise, one thousand feet, and hold,” she ordered. Now she could hear and feel the changes in the ship, the rise more noticeable as the world outside the window fell away. “Set course for the Northern Angles.”

      “Aya,” Valara answered.

      “We are at one thousand feet,” Koryk answered, “holding steady at this altitude.”

      “How is the ship?” Magda asked.

      Koryk scanned the dials around the ship. “All good,” he answered.

      “Mr. Williams, ship-wide announcement, normal operating, this drill has ended.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he answered.

      “Prepare to rise to seven thousand feet.”

      “Captain,” Lucinda interrupted, “a word please.”

      She turned around, and although she had been used to seeing the changes in Lucinda’s eyes, she did not expect them to change here. Yet there she sat, her eyes no more than glowing grey orbs. She sat stiff and upright, her bare hands gripping the armrests of the chair. She suppressed a groan. Lucinda wore no gloves and she sat in her seat. “Yes, Lucinda?” she asked. 

      “Loose hatch near the spotter’s gallery.”

      “The one you stood at with the Kraken?”

      “That’s the one.” 

      “Crew, belay that last order and maintain current altitude and heading,” she said. “Anything else, Lucinda?”

      “An air inlet next to the lower gondola is partially blocked,” Lucinda said. Her eyes remained grey for a moment and when she blinked, they turned back to her usual green. 

      Magda reached out and squeezed Lucinda’s hand. “Mr. Williams, please get someone to check that hatch. Find out which gunner failed to do their job and have Ascara reprimand them. Call maintenance and engineering and see what they can do with the air inlet pipes.” 

      “Aye, Captain,” he answered.

      Magda smiled at Lucinda. “I think I should make this chair yours and then you can always check the ship for me.”

      Lucinda rose to her feet and cleared her ears again. “I suppose, now I know we are not about to be blown apart, I can go and find someplace quiet for a while. Will there be more of these drills?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Magda answered. “Next time I’ll try to warn you.” 

      “Please see that you do,” she said. She turned to the rest of the crew. “Good day to you all.”
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      Magda found Lucinda in the passenger lounge. She stood stiff and erect, her gaze directed through the front window to the observation deck. At their current altitude, the view contained no more than the deck itself and the darkening sky above.

      “Captain,” Lucinda said.

      “You’re mad at me,” Magda said.

      “Yes. How can you tell?”

      “You called me Captain again, that means you’re all formal,” Magda answered. “Why are you mad?”

      “You could have warned me about the rapid rise thing. I thought we were under attack and I couldn’t see anything. For all I knew, the ship was about to explode. The noises that the tethers made as they were released could only be described as terrifying. It was horrible out on deck.”

      “My apologies. It was not my intent to cause you distress.”

      “Besides, I thought we were leaving in the morning?” Lucinda asked.

      “And I thought you were in a rush to leave?”

      “Yes, but that didn’t include any options for scaring me half to death.” Lucinda sighed. She reached out so that they could link arms.

      Magda didn’t refuse the gesture; instead, she patted Lucinda’s hand. “Will you forgive me?”

      “I forgave you the moment I knew I didn’t need to worry.”

      “Good. I would be most upset if you hadn’t.”

      “Most upset, Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, Lucinda, the most upset I could be. You’re very important to me.”

      Lucinda nodded, and watched as her reflection in the window nodded with her. She could also see Magda’s reflection smile too, and a warmth filled her at the sight. “We’ve had no drills on Verity until now. Why the rush?”

      “Needs must. We’re heading into danger, and we can take nothing for granted.”

      “I know. Do we know what to expect at Port Ruth?”

      “I have a fair idea. We do not travel to Port Ruth very often. It’s a good source of pink tea, and there are other items we need that are best met there. Even so, we are aware that our presence is not always welcome.”

      “Why not?” Lucinda asked.

      She had to think for a moment, but she tried not to let her thoughts go back too far. “This part of the world is a law unto itself.”

      “I’ve read the reports.” She gestured to the table covered with maps and files. “But you haven’t really answered the question.”

      “Well, I know Port Ruth will not be happy when we arrive with a full crew, additional soldiers and extra security,” she said. “We must be prepared. Some of the people aboard have not worked together in quite a while. Some have not been on ship at all. It is good to make sure everyone knows what they need to do in case of an emergency.”

      “And a rapid rise is one of them?”

      “It is. Sometimes we need to leave whilst under attack.”

      “Magda, if people keep trying to shoot you, then we need to show you a better way to win friends and influence people.”

      Magda snorted. “Yes, if you say so.”

      “And what do I need to do?” Lucinda asked.

      “Do what you do best, that’s all. Which reminds me, thank you for the news about the hatch and the inlet. Both would have been considerable problems had they been left unattended.”

      “No problem.”

      “Are the grey eyes a new ability?”

      “Grey eyes?” Lucinda asked. “What grey eyes?”

      “When you told us about the ship’s problems.”

      Lucinda looked thoughtful, but Magda waited until she wanted to speak. “Yes, it would make sense. It is your seat, so I gathered your knowledge of the ship, and that knowledge merged with a moment of far-seeing.”

      “It is a great skill for a ship. Maybe I should make it your seat so you can ensure a safe journey.”

      “Maybe we should. At least I would know what’s happening.”

      Magda laughed. “I had a couple of other drills planned, one of which you would not enjoy, so I’ve cancelled that one. Besides, Ascara is convinced I need to learn how to fight better.”

      “You know she is very protective of you,” said Lucinda.

      “I know. She is an expert in security and I would expect no less.”

      “But it is more than that.”

      “She and I have known each other for a long time and we have been through some pretty rough times. She worries about me.” With that, she pulled out a small timepiece from her watch pocket. “In fact, I think I have a session arranged in the training room right now. Please excuse me, Lucinda, I would not want to keep the chief waiting.” She winked as she strode away and then stopped at the door. “Oh, by the way, Lucinda, there is a book on the table, under all of the papers, I think. You might find it useful.”

      

      Lucinda watched Magda as she departed. The room seemed emptier without that aura of solid strength that was all Magda.

      She found the book, ‘The Fullness of Frika’, on the table as expected. She flipped through the pages to get a feel for the book, and then settled into her favourite leather armchair to have a closer look. She’d no sooner taken a seat when her cabin girl stepped close to her chair.

      “Anything you need, ma’am?”

      “Pink tea would be lovely, Caro’Nina, thank you.”

      “Your cabin is prepared, and I have cleaned all places to make sure it is good for you.”

      “Thank you.” Lucinda looked at her book, dismissing the girl, but then changed her mind. “Caro’Nina, can I ask a question?”

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      “Tell me about where you are from and your clan.”

      The girl looked surprised at first, but it didn’t last. “I should have known you would guess, ma’am.”

      Lucinda smiled to put the young woman at ease. “Caro’Nina is a name of the clans, is it not?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she answered.

      “Are there many clans folk who are a part of the Order?”

      Caro’Nina shook her head. “Very few.”

      “And that would be why no one has yet made the connection between rank and name. Interesting,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And your clan? Is it the same as Ascara?”

      “No, ma’am, I am Clan Ichtoraan, and we are farther south.”

      “So, you would not be the same as an Ulfhead from Gidhera?”

      Caro’Nina burst out laughing. “Most assuredly not, ma’am.”

      “What is so funny?”

      “Ulfhead, ma’am,” she answered. She pointed at her head, made a circular motion and whistled. “Ulfhead are all crazy, ma’am.”

      “I don’t understand, why?”

      She shrugged, but didn’t answer.

      “Come on, Caro, please tell me what you know.”

      “It is not for me to speak of other clans,” she paused, “my Raven.”

      “Not you as well.”

      “Ma’am?”

      “The Raven business. The clans seem obsessed with me and the Raven.”

      “As it should be, ma’am. There is war to be had. The Ulfhead will be pleased.”

      “Will you give me a straight answer, please?”

      “Answers are not for my understanding. The council and the elders will be able to answer every question you might have.”

      “But that means I have to wait for the council meeting.”

      “Yes, ma’am. But as for now, do you need anything other than pink tea?”

      Lucinda groaned. “Very well, the tea, and a sweet roll or something. I’m not sure when we will eat.”
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      Ascara watched Magda as she started to warm up. Fighting did not often allow opponents the chance to prepare themselves with gentle exercises, but she didn’t mention this to Magda. After all, this was training, not a battle.

      The training room, a small but dedicated area set inside the lower gondola, contained enough space and equipment to practice with basic weapons.

      “What will it be today?” Ascara asked.

      “I thought you were supposed to be training me. You’re the one in charge,” Magda said.

      “Correct.” She thought for a moment. “We don’t have the time to cover all of the skills needed before we get to Port Ruth, but it would ease my mind if we went through some of the weapons we can use.”

      “My gun is fine,” Magda answered.

      “Your gun may well be useless when we need it. You must be ready to fight with simple weapons.”

      Magda nodded. “Yes, I know. Isn’t that the reason I am here?”

      “You’re here because you need something larger than that toothpick on your belt."

      “Indeed.” Magda patted the knife at her belt as though to comfort the cold steel after the insult to its size.

      “We’ll start with short blades and work up to something bigger, shall we?”

      “Sure.” Magda strode to the weapons cabinet and unlocked the doors. She pulled out a blade so long the woman and sword were almost the same height.

      “Shall we be a little more reasonable, Captain?”

      “But if we want to stop something, then this two-handed sword will stop pretty much anything.”

      “Yes, it would also stop you walking through doorways without help.”

      Magda snorted. “This one?” She selected a weapon only a little shorter. “This bastard sword would be suitable, don’t you think? Especially for me.”

      “Bigger is not always best.” Ascara shook her head. “I think you’re teasing me.” She reached into the cabinet and brought out two much shorter blades. She examined the one with care and a critical eye. “These are functional one-handed swords.”

      “Approximate length is about thirty-five inches, of which, thirty comprise the working blade,” Magda said.

      Ascara nodded. “This one weighs about two, two and a half pounds, and as it is, double edged design with a good point. I would usually choose a single edge, but I think I’ve seen your style before. Now I shall be able to see for sure.”

      “These training swords are dulled, though.”

      “Yes, but you get the gist.”

      Magda gripped one of the swords. “The fullers are deep, the guard unadorned, as is the pommel with a simple brazil nut design. It’s a good functional weapon, and it has a good feel to it.”

      “It has good balance,” Ascara corrected her.

      “Of course.” Magda gripped the sword and strode back to the middle of the practice area. She swung the blade a few times to get a feel for it. “Yes, this will do,” she said.

      Ascara strode to where Magda stood, pushed her sword out of the way and punched her on the jaw with enough force to be felt, but not enough to cause lasting harm.

      “What the hell!” Magda roared.

      The glare from Magda could only be described as murderous.

      “Stop playing with your blade and pay attention. This is no time for faffing about,” Ascara said.

      Magda looked about ready to explode, then she bowed to Ascara. “You’re right. We face serious times ahead.”

      “Sometimes I fear you rely on me too much, Captain.”

      “Perhaps, but you do your job well enough for me to leave such things to you.”

      “Then stop it. You need to be ready at all times.”

      “I am ready.”

      “Then act like it,” Ascara said. She swung her sword at Magda’s head, but she didn’t hold back. Neither did Magda as her blade met Ascara’s with a loud clang. “Good, Captain. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Magda countered with a move that stretched even Ascara’s skill. “Is that all you’ve got, my Captain? Put some strength into it, you’re not holding a toothpick now, you know.”

      Magda growled and came at Ascara with a flurry of blows so fast and furious she would have mangled a lesser opponent. What she lacked in finesse, she made up for with strength and unfailing enthusiasm. With greater skill, however, Ascara’s thoughtful counters and attacks soon wore away at Magda’s speed and enthusiasm.

      “Enough,” Ascara said as Magda showed more openings.

      “Is it?” Magda asked, but she sounded out of breath.

      Ascara took several steps back and lowered her blade. “We’re done for now.”

      Magda bent over, rested her blade across her knees and gulped at the air in rasping breaths. “You’re not even out of breath.”

      “No, Captain.”

      Magda fell to her knees and rolled over on to her back. “I’m wiped out. It has been a long while since we fought together in the training room.”

      “I should have made you practice more.” Ascara sat on the floor close to Magda. “Your style is energetic and violent. You should do well against most normal opponents.”

      “I do well enough so far…”

      “Most will underestimate you because you are a woman. Your style can take advantage of that. However, this will not work against someone like me. You need to focus on a more strategic application of your skill.”

      “You mean I should be more thoughtful of how I fight rather than try and bash the shit out of whatever stands in front of me.”

      “Pretty much, yes.”

      “Can you teach me? I knew this all once, but now I’m a little rusty.”

      “Yes. I can teach you anything, and if you did have skill before, I can revive it.”

      “Can you do it in the time before we get to Port Ruth?”

      “Not likely, but I can start to get you ready. We can try different blades, too.” Ascara jumped to her feet then and paced to the cabinet. “Should I get you to train with a lighter sword so that it will help you conserve energy? Or a heavier one so that strength of yours will do damage to your opponent faster?”

      “What is your opinion on this? I would be guided by your expertise.”

      “I need to think this through, and we’ll have to practice with them anyway, so I can watch you work with different options.”

      “I told you, big is better,” said Magda.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “I wondered, as we are preparing for whatever fight is ahead, have you prepared Lucinda for life in Port Ruth?”

      Magda shook her head. “I’m not sure how to tell her. I gave her the book.”

      “The book? Oh good grief, you gave her ‘The Fullness of Frika’, didn’t you?”

      “I did. That should do it,” Magda said.

      “It’ll send her to sleep, that’s what it’ll do.”

      “We’ve already mentioned Frika and the states, haven’t we?” Magda asked.

      “Not with quite the detail we should have.”

      Magda sighed. “Will you tell her?”

      “Good grief no, you’re the captain.”

      “It’s not as if she has to do much.”

      Ascara snorted. “I want to watch as you explain Port Ruth etiquette. I know she slapped your face once. I want to see if she does it again and if I need to give her lessons to improve her technique.”

      “She doesn’t need help. She packs a lot of force into that right hand of hers.”

      “I still want to watch.”

      They found Lucinda in the passenger lounge, a book open on her lap and a writing journal for her notes to the side. “I see you are reading the book on Frika, how are you finding it?” Magda asked.

      “Very dry,” Lucinda answered. “And what the hell have you two been up to?”

      Both Magda and Ascara looked down at themselves.

      “Why, what’s the matter?” Ascara asked.

      “You are both very sweaty,” she finished.

      “Training,” Magda said. “We’ll get cleaned up after.”

      Ascara slapped Magda on the back. “I’ll get her using a proper-sized blade even if it kills me,” she said.

      “Try too hard and it probably will,” Magda answered.

      “I think I’ll go and get some tea ordered,” Ascara said. She moved off towards the back door.

      “Coward,” Magda mumbled.

      “What’s that?” Lucinda asked.

      “Nothing.” She pointed at the book. “I see you’ve made a start.”

      “As I said, dry, and about as much fun as a poke in the eye with a knitting needle.” She closed her book and put it on to the table. “What are you not telling me?”

      Magda looked up and hoped to see Ascara coming, but she was nowhere in sight.

      “Come on, Magda. I know something is bothering you.”

      “All right, I know we have talked about what to expect in Port Ruth, but there are a few more things to worry about.”

      “Such as?” Lucinda asked.

      “It is very different there.”

      “Yes, it’s hot for a start. And they don’t all worship the Mother. Even to the point of not valuing women very highly. Which doesn’t sound much different to the rest of the world, if you ask me.” Lucinda straightened her tunic. “You see, I do listen, and I do pay attention.”

      “Good. But there is more.”

      “Come on then, out with it.”

      “Well, when I say they do not revere our Mother, I actually mean they despise her and all she represents.”

      Lucinda looked thoughtful. “Which makes it a good place for some male clockmaker to rise.”

      “Yes. I think I need to point out that women are not just lower in the social order, they are considered chattel. Only those who are owned or married may be outside without an escort.”

      “I see,” Lucinda answered. Although Magda detected an edge to her voice.

      Magda plowed on, but Lucinda’s irritation already showed. “Which means, when we get to Port Ruth, well. Not just Port Ruth, but all of Rabia and Gypta, you must act as they expect.”

      Lucinda visibly bristled. “How am I to act as expected?”

      “You will be escorted for one thing. You must be escorted by a security squad at all times. Even when Ascara and I are with you.” She paused to take a breath.

      “I feel as though I’m missing something here. But still, it will make sense at some point,” Lucinda said.

      “And they have a much different attitude towards the Gifted, too.”

      “Well the Gifted are tolerated at best, so no change there.”

      “No, Lucinda. It’s not that the Gifted are tolerated here, they are not. They must be owned and controlled, or else they face death.”

      “Owned? Whatever does that mean?”

      “It means you must carry a sign of ownership and be marked as such,” Magda said.

      “What!”

      “If you fail to wear the mark of one owned, then you will be considered a witch without bonds.”

      “Which means?” Lucinda asked.

      “Which means they will burn you at the stake. Or sell you to someone who can own you.”

      “What the hell?”

      A door behind them slammed shut, but Magda ignored it.

      “And who is going to own me?”

      “Magda, of course,” said Ascara from the back of the room. “Every member of the crew will bear her mark as well.”

      “I will not be a slave,” Lucinda said. Her voice low and threatening. “Never.”

      Magda sighed. “Then you cannot leave the ship.”

      “But you need me.”

      “I need you alive more,” Magda answered. “I will not risk your life, not for anything. Out there, outside of the ship, you must belong to me in all ways, or else you stay here inside, safe, until we are done. If you refuse, I will send you back to your Tower.”

      “You’re threatening me?”

      “For your own good and safety.”

      Lucinda got to her feet and stormed from the room. “Hokum,” she said. “They can take a hike. You can all take a hike. Bastards.”
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      Magda stood at the front of the observation deck and stared out to sea. They flew low now, the lower gondola a little over three hundred feet above sea level, and the view of the ocean dominated her view.

      The blue-grey waters of the Medsea glistened and sparkled as sunlight danced upon the tips of tiny waves, and every now and then a flash caught her eye with its blinding brightness. She stared at the shimmering waves as though the sea held the answer to all things.

      Magda took a deep breath and but her bleak thoughts to the back of her mind. The view of sea and sky soothed her, a little. When she took deep breaths, the smell of the ocean filled her with a quiet calmness.

      She turned her face towards the sun and closed her eyes. Heat burned her skin more than she liked, and a bead of sweat trickled down her back. Yet, in spite of the temperature, she could not go inside and turn her back on the sea. Not yet. For all she knew, it might be her last time.

      They were only half a day out from the Frikan state of Rabia and it would all change. Half a day more and they would dock at Port Ruth, the capital of Rabia, and she wished they could have avoided this place. Quentin had insisted they come here, because there were few places in all of Frika that had towers tall enough and sturdy enough to allow docking for a ship such as Verity. Not without spending many more weeks in the desert.

      Magda did not relish this trip. This is where she began. Docking would mean her past and her present would collide. Of all the challenges she had met, this was one she wasn’t sure she would survive. There were too many perils here, and of all of them, Magda wasn’t sure which scared her more, the city or the desert.

      Pity she couldn’t turn the ship around and go back.

      She heard the sound of the door to the lounge open and then close. “Magda? Are you all right?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes,” she answered. She did not turn around.

      “Goodness, it’s hot out here.”

      “Yes, but it will be hotter still when we get to Port Ruth. In the city we will not even have the benefit of a sailing breeze.” She turned around then. Lucinda still wore her buckskins; this casual dress seemed to suit her. “Come, enjoy the view with me.”

      They stood shoulder to shoulder, and even in the heat of the sun, Magda could feel Lucinda’s closeness.

      “I am not sure I could stand in the sun for too long,” Lucinda said.

      “Me neither.” Magda smiled. “I’m afraid the desert does not suit me and I’m not looking forward to this trip.”

      “I think it will not suit me either.”

      “Then we’ll suffer together.”

      “How long until we dock?” Lucinda asked.

      “A half day, give or take,” she answered, “although it will depend on the docking process.”

      “Do you anticipate problems? When we left home you seemed to be concerned about something.”

      “No, I don’t anticipate problems with docking there. Not really. We carry the things they want. The trade will be good, I think. If we were going to run into trouble, it would be here now.”

      “Then that is a good start to the trip,” Lucinda said.

      “Indeed.”

      “But there is something bothering you?”

      “Yes, I suppose,” Magda answered.

      “Care to share? Can I help?”

      “No, I’m fine. I’ll be all right.”

      “You have a past here,” Lucinda said.

      “Are you using your magic on me?”

      “No. I don’t need psychometry or the tower’s truth telling to know this is not a good place for you.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      Lucinda reached out and patted Magda’s arm. “Tell me, but only when you are ready to.”

      Magda looked to the side, and flashes of black caught her attention. “That reminds me. I stepped out onto the spotter’s deck earlier.”

      “Oh?”

      “I have done so several times for the entire flight.” She pointed to one side of the ship. “If you look that way—”

      “Yes, I can see ravens and crows,” Lucinda interrupted. “Magpies, too. Hundreds of those. I bet the Angles are quite quiet without the birds.”

      “Quiet isn’t the half of it. Have you seen how many damned birds there are? When they catch up they'll look like a big black cloud.”

      “I know,” Lucinda answered. “The entire family has joined us.”

      “What on earth for? This singles us out as…as odd.”

      “Magda, I can’t tell them what to do. They all decided to tag along and here they are. It’s a good job the weather has been so mild and kind, or I don’t think some of the smaller birds would have managed.”

      “What on earth are they doing here?”

      “I have no idea, Magda. They just came.”

      “It will upset the Frikans. Frikans are very superstitious, and the Rabians at Port Ruth most of all. They’ll think it some bad omen, and they’ll be quite upset. I would rather not take the blame for their superstitions,” said Magda.

      “And perhaps it is an omen,” Lucinda said. “Death is coming.”

      “Lucinda, you shouldn’t joke about such things, and definitely not after we dock.”

      “Like I shouldn’t joke about being your property whilst we are here?”

      Magda stiffened. “That is not a joke either, but it must be done, Lucinda.”

      Lucinda tugged at the leather and chain choker around her neck. The leather, embossed with the symbol of the ship, rested against her neck, and the gold chain, sewn into the leather, bore several interlinked symbols of the order. “I should kill someone for this. I can’t even take it off.”

      “Once it’s on, it can’t be removed. That way no one can pull it off and claim you for themselves.”

      Lucinda stopped tugging at her neck chain. “This is serious, isn’t it?”

      “It is. You know I wouldn’t ask this of you if it wasn’t important, don’t you?”

      Lucinda nodded.

      “There is no room for anything other than what needs to be done. I’m sorry, Lucinda, but once we dock you must be on your guard at all times and adhere to every single letter of the law. Never leave my side, ever. Not even for personal reasons. Promise me, Lucinda, promise you will take the greatest care you can.”

      “You’re frightening me, Magda. What will they do?”

      “They will kill or take you, and I am not sure which of those is the worst option. I have seen what they do to women, and Gifted women in particular.”

      “This is hard for me, Magda.”

      “I know, but it could be worse.”

      “And how could it be worse than this?” she asked.

      “Ask Ascara.”

      “I’m asking you,” Lucinda said.

      Magda stared out to sea for a moment. “Her mark of ownership is a part of her uniform; all uniforms show ownership. She also wears the same collar as you. Ascara is not one to be owned.”

      “Ascara in a uniform rather than her leathers? That I should like to see.”

      Magda patted Lucinda’s shoulder. “See, you feel better already.”

      “No, Magda. I’ll never be happy as a slave.”

      “You are not a slave.”

      “Am I not, now you own me?”

      “Lucinda,” Magda said. She grabbed Lucinda’s arms and turned her so they faced each other. Lucinda glared back. “Lucinda,” she repeated. “I own nothing and no one. Believe me.” The look on Lucinda’s face did not inspire confidence. She felt undone by her look, and with a sense of desperation filling her, she pulled Lucinda into her arms.

      “Magda?” Lucinda whispered against her chest.

      “Please, this is not easy. I wish we did not have to come to this place. I wish I had no need of the collars. I wish many things, but none of them can come true. Needs must. Please, trust me on this.”

      She could feel Lucinda’s arms come around her waist and she held on, tight. “Of course I trust you,” Lucinda said.

      “Thank you. I know this is hard.”

      “It is,” Lucinda said.

      “This is not easy for me. You must know I do not do this thing lightly.”

      Lucinda seemed to clutch at her, her body stiff and unyielding. Then, as though she had come to a decision, she relaxed. “I will do as you ask, and you know I trust you.”

      “Thank you,” she said. Yet they did not release one another for a while. It felt nice, and Magda did not want the contact to end. She closed her eyes and rested her cheek against the side of Lucinda’s head. “I would never harm you.”

      After a few moments, Lucinda pulled away. “I know you would never harm me.” She smiled, and that small gesture settled Magda.

      “There is one thing you must see, to take your mind off your necklace, and that is the view as we arrive at Port Ruth.”

      “I would like to see that.”

      “Good. It’s a few hours away still. Until then we should go inside. We are neither of us made for sun and heat.”

      

      Magda returned to the observation deck first. The sun hung much lower in the sky, and with the balloon above her, she stood in the safety of the shade. Warm winds blew across the deck and bathed her in a pleasing warmth. In front of her, a distant sliver of land marked their destination. After over five years of being away, she would finally return to Port Ruth. Port Ruth and the desert.

      As they drew closer, she could see more details. In the far distance, the tops of the red stone mountains grew, and the land took shape. The shard of land lengthened and grew higher, the coastline forming into the rugged bays and inlets she remembered.

      Memories, some good, some bad, crowded in her mind and pushed away all other considerations. As she began to wallow in those distant memories, the door to the lounge slammed shut.

      “Sorry,” said Lucinda. “A breeze caught the door and I didn’t hold it tight enough.”

      Magda turned and held out her hand. “Come, look at the place where we will be docking this evening.”

      Lucinda stood at her side, but did not let go of her hand. For that, Magda could not help but be thankful. Lucinda’s touch soothed her troubled thoughts, and when they were so close together, she could manage anything.

      When the door opened a second time, she didn’t need to ask who it was. Nor did she turn around. She simply knew who it was.

      Ascara stepped to the other side of Lucinda and when Ascara took Lucinda’s hand, she felt that too. They were all joined together, Lucinda at their heart, and she knew this to be right.

      She pointed out to sea, towards that small stretch of land growing ever closer. “I like this approach to Port Ruth, there is something almost magical about travelling so close to the water. Watching the sea race beneath your feet, seeing the ripples and the wash as our passage draws the waves in our wake.”

      “Magda, you have a romantic soul hidden inside that heart of yours,” Lucinda said.

      “Make the most of it, she hides it very well,” Ascara said.

      Magda snorted.

      “That cheered you up,” Lucinda said. “You looked so serious when I came outside.”

      “She is always serious,” Ascara added, “but I don’t think she was always that way.”

      “And why do you think that?” Lucinda asked.

      “A feeling, and I have known her. Long time,” Ascara replied.

      “I’m here, you know,” Magda said.

      “We know,” Lucinda said. “I’m trying to see if you’re paying us attention.”

      “How on this good earth could I not?” Magda asked.

      “No idea, but you seem to manage it,” Ascara said.

      “I’ll try.”

      “Try harder,” Lucinda said.

      Magda chuckled to herself. She couldn’t help herself. It felt nice to be a part of their lives, and nicer still that they thought she was a part of theirs.

      “Look.” She pointed along the coast. “See there, that is Ruthanan Bay and Port Ruth.”

      “I see it,” Lucinda said. “It is quite a rocky place.”

      “Yes, perfect for the sea harbours they have built.”

      They stood in silence, with nothing more than the sounds of the ship and a warm sea breeze blowing across the deck to interrupt the quiet. Magda looked forward to seeing the city, and yet dreaded it all at the same time. A flash of blue caught her attention and she smiled. The glass domes of temple and palace often reflected sunlight in dazzling bursts of colour.

      “If you look in the middle of the bay, you will start to see Port Ruth itself,” she said. “The city spreads out a fair way across the rocky coast and in some places the city itself rolls over several hills. Off to the side of the city some of the hills are almost mountains, although the true ranges of Rabia are a good way beyond the plains.”

      “Are the hills where the embarkation towers are located?”

      “Yes, you remember the details from the book?”

      Lucinda shrugged. “Reading a book is one thing, but it doesn’t measure up to the reality. I’d rather you told me what you see.”

      “You’ll notice the two seafront embarkation towers, they are tall and sturdy, and are the main embarkation points for most of the smaller crafts. If you look just there, you will see several ships docked already.”

      “Traders, I think,” Ascara said.

      “I agree. Local, too, possible Frikan or Iberican.”

      Ascara nodded. “Look at those buildings,” Ascara said. “They cling to the cliffs like barnacles.”

      “They do.” Magda pointed further over. “In the middle is the palace.” Magda remembered the palace, surrounded by a wall carved into the shape of a curved snake. Many times she had walked through the palace grounds, through the green gardens that smelled of jasmine, and she still recalled every moment.

      “It’s surrounded by a tall wall,” Ascara said.

      “Which is shaped like a coiled snake,” Lucinda supplied.

      “Yes. See, reading the book did help,” Magda said. “Inside the wall, the four temples of the quarters are cared for by streams of priests.”

      “The temples have coloured roof tops?”

      “Yes, coloured glass, and when you are inside, the sunlight shines through the glass and multi-coloured light bounces on the floor. It is very beautiful.”

      “I would love to see inside,” Lucinda said.

      “You would not be permitted, Lucinda. You’re a woman and you have no right to be there.”

      “And you did?”

      “Special dispensation, I suppose.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Magda shrugged and stared out at Port Ruth.

      “There are secrets here,” Lucinda said. “Secrets and history.”

      “There is history for certain,” Magda agreed.

      “More than in your reports?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda didn’t answer. Instead, her focus lay on the city ahead, on the tall, slim buildings all painted white and packed together in narrow streets. They crowded together as though they needed to cram as many into as small a space as possible and they bowed to the central hill, upon which the most glorious of all the buildings stood.

      “It’s beautiful,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, isn’t it just,” Ascara added.

      They flew closer to the cliff edge and then veered off. As they changed direction, the scents of the city, layers upon layers of aromas, filled the air. Flowers first, jasmine, rose blossom, oranges and so many other flowers. The scents filled Magda’s nose, and it took her back to the past so fast her head spun.

      Not just flowers though. Then came the smells of the harbour, of fish not as fresh as the sea might provide, and poor sewerage baking in the sun and heat. Over it all lay the smell of spices and flowers, but there were so many smells, they seemed to merge into one. Magda lost herself in the memory of that aromatic blend. They were stronger than she remembered, and the memories, once held so far in the back of her mind, roared into the forefront.

      “Sh’Na,” Lucinda whispered. “This smells like Sh’Na.”

      Magda came to with a start. “Sh’Na? No, not here.” She took a deep breath. “No, this is different. This is not the beast, this is the smell of the desert and the city.” She shrugged her shoulders and stepped back. She needed to put space between herself, Ascara, and Lucinda for a moment. “We should be close to docking soon. I must leave you to ensure all is well.”

      “Magda—” Ascara said.

      She clicked her heels together. “I have duties which require my attention,” she said.

      “Of course,” Lucinda replied.

      “Captain,” Ascara said.

      Magda inclined her head in a respectful nod. “Enjoy the view,” she said.

      Inside the lounge, she took a deep breath. Here, the smell of the city, the heat, and the memories faded to the back of her mind. It would be difficult enough, without fearing what Ascara and Lucinda might discover. Secrets were best left unsaid, she decided. With luck she would never have to explain anything to them.

      “With luck,” she repeated to herself. Except that Ascara and most of her bridge crew already knew far too much.
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      Magda stood in the middle of the bridge, her hand draped over the edge of Valara’s seat as she stared through the flight deck windows. “Slow and steady,” she said.

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk agreed.

      They circled around the edges of the city in a measured and ponderous fashion. They flew in such a way to ensure that their approach could not be considered hostile in intent. The Rabians of Port Ruth were cautious at the best of times, and they needed to appear as unthreatening as possible. No mean feat with a ship the size of Verity. If they travelled faster or closer, then the Rabian military might assume the worst and then ask questions after. So far so good.

      Port Ruth could boast many docking towers, and they were located throughout the city. There were two, near to the seaport, one close to the central markets, and a couple close to the railway terminus. All of these were too small to cater for Verity. Port Ruth, did boast two of the larger cargo docks just outside the city limits. All they needed was permission.

      “Is there space available for us?” Magda asked.

      “Yes,” Koryk answered. “The Veritas Trading tower is clear. All of the large towers are empty at this time.”

      “Good,” she replied.

      “It’s a little closer to the city than I remember from docking maps,” he said. “It used to be five miles out, now it is more like a mile outside the nearest ring of buildings.”

      “The city has grown,” she said.

      “It would appear so,” he agreed.

      “Has Port Ruth responded to our request to dock? It should be a formality since the commander lodged the paperwork with them before we left.”

      “Aye, Captain,” said Koryk. “We have permission to dock, but permission to unload or to disembark has been refused.”

      “That’s an interesting turn of events,” she answered. “Mr. Williams,” she said, “will you ask why they feel it is necessary to stop our disembarkation?”

      “Yes, Captain,” he answered. His question drew only static as a reply.

      “Give them a moment or two,” Magda suggested.

      They waited.

      No response.

      They waited a little longer.

      “Captain, we are approaching dock now,” Koryk said.

      She stared at the huge stone tower, crenelated in the Rabian style of pointed leaves. The tops of the crenels and the merlons were painted in bright red, and a small symbol, the small black mark of the Order, had been added to the merlons. “Well, get us docked, Koryk.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he answered.

      She turned to the communications console. “Mr. Williams, please remind Port Ruth that we await their pleasure.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he responded. He fiddled with the dials on his console, tapped the microphone and started to speak. “Port Ruth Control, this is the airship Verity, please respond.”

      A burst of static answered and then a distant voice spoke. “Air ship Verity. That of which we speak has been spoken.”

      “Oh, crap,” Magda mumbled. “What’s happened to the controller who speaks the King’s tongue?”

      “Where is Issim?” Mr. Williams asked. “Where is the translator?”

      More static, and then received a message. “He that has spoken will be spoken again. Virtue in the patience of these words.”

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Magda complained. “They are supposed to have Anglish operators available at all times, and yet we have to wait for one man to speak with us?”

      “It would seem so, Captain,” Mr. Williams replied. “We have been in contact with someone called Issim, and all communications were smooth and without misunderstanding.”

      Magda strode over to the communication stand. “Put me through,” she ordered.

      “Speak when you are ready,” said Mr. Williams.

      “Avay t’orl,” she said into the microphone. “Assora voca ay il im Reyene, r’ay ish fa’arl.” Then she handed the microphone to Mr. Williams and took her seat. “Now, we must wait.”

      “Captain,” said Koryk, “I did not know you spoke…whatever it was you spoke.”

      “That was Rabian. Poor man’s Street Rabian, with Gyptan mixed in,” she answered. “I have… some experience of the local dialect.”

      It did not take long, a hiss through the speakers announced activity. “Good evening be to Verity,” said a new voice.

      “Issim?” Mr. Williams asked.

      “It is I, Issim of the Port Ruth Control. How might I be of assistance?”

      “You asked us to wait, and my Captain wishes to know why, so that she might comply with all of your requirements, both those spoken and those yet to be spoken.”

      “Indeed. This is true.” In the background, Magda could hear people speaking in the local tongue. She smiled to herself. She understood them too, and she soon ascertained they wished to delay.

      “Why are you delaying us?” she asked.

      “Captain, it is necessary to bring to you the chiefs of import. The Port Ruth Authority wishes to ensure the cargo you carry. And then it wishes assurances as to the need for the troops you carry. There are many soldiers on your ship, Captain, many more than a trade ship requires.”

      “I understand,” Magda said.

      “Do you understand, Captain? Some strange ship, bearing the marks of a trader we trust, appears with a captain as yet not identified. There is a woman who speaks like a man. And this ship is filled with troops without a known reason? Is this a truly trade mission?”

      “Yes, and no,” she answered. “But tell me this. How many truthtellers does the Authority have under his control now?”

      She heard an intake of breath. It hissed through the speakers with more power than perhaps he had anticipated. “Forgive me my surprise, but this is not for normal speaking,” he said.

      “That is fine, Issim, is it?”

      “That is correct, I am Issim.”

      “Then, Issim. Your truthtellers will know already that I have no designs on Port Ruth, nor any of the lands of Rabia. My issues lie elsewhere. I will speak with the envoy for the Order, and I will speak with the Ambassador of the Angles. If necessary, I will also speak with the Authority of Port Ruth himself, but I will discuss nothing over the telephony units.” She paused for a moment. Might as well get it over with. “If you would be so kind as to say the captain of the ship is Magda Allentoft Stoner, and she sends her regards to Prince Ruth of the Authority. If you would do this with all respect and kindness, then I would be most obliged.”

      Issim paused. “We are now knowing who you are, Captain Magda Stoner of the airship Verity, and I will pass on these messages. Please stay docked. Do not leave the ship. We will contact with instructions.”

      “As you say, it shall be so,” said Magda. She waited for connection to cease. “Is the link closed?” she asked.

      “Aye, Captain,” Mr. Williams answered.

      “Well, now,” said Magda, “that should stir matters up.”

      “Captain?” Koryk asked.

      She smiled. “Prince Mogharan Ruth and I go back a long way. I hope he remembers me favourably. But perhaps not, and the best I can hope for is that he’s forgotten he wants to kill me.”

      “It’s been five years, Captain,” Koryk reminded her.

      “A lifetime would not be long enough for Prince Mogharan.”

      

      They had to wait until after sunset before they were granted a reply from Port Ruth Control. All things considered, Magda thought the wait quite short. But then she knew the Prince, and he would be most curious to determine why she had returned at all.

      A hiss of static announced the connection of the wireless telephony units. “Here we go,” said Mr. Williams.

      “Please link us up,” Magda answered.

      “This is Port Ruth Control to Verity ship. Please answer.”

      “This is Verity speaking to Port Ruth Control, we hear you,” said Mr Williams.

      “Verity, The Authority himself grants you limited license subject to documentations checks. Please extend access ramp, and have your captain present with the appropriate documents ready.”

      It sounded like Issim, but Magda did not think it was him at all. Then a click as they terminated the call between them.

      “Short and sweet. I think we have our instructions,” said Magda. "Please extend the ramp to the passenger level and I will meet the representatives there."

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk answered. “Mr. Williams, inform maintenance to extend the ramp. Then make a ship-wide announcement, Ascara and security to the boarding ramp ready to receive guests.”

      Magda strode from the flight deck and made her way to the passenger lounge. She straightened her jacket, flattened her hair back with her fingers, and set her cap at a low angle over her eyes. Her heart pounded. Fear settled in her gut as she wondered what kind of reception she would receive. She took two deep breaths to settle her nerves and then walked into the corridor to face the inner set of double doors.

      Beyond the doors, the foyer lay in darkness, and would remain so until they extended the ramp. She listened to the grumble and whine of the mechanisms as they extended the outer ramp. A loud and satisfying clunk announced when tower and ramp engaged. She listened out for the other sound of docking, but she found herself distracted when the passenger door opened and closed.

      She turned to see Lucinda and Ascara as they approached together. Both of them wore formal dress, and she approved. Most of all, her approval lay in the subtle touch of their strength as they stood at her side. Like shields. Whatever happened, she would be ready.

      The floor beneath her feet began to vibrate. She heard one more clang and the vibrations stopped. The ramp had been set; they were docked.

      Guards marched along the corridor and took their positions either side of the corridor. The bolts to the outer doors released, and they slid open with a screech. Someone needed to oil the rollers, thought Magda, and she made a mental note to remedy the matter later.

      “Open the inner doors,” Magda ordered.

      Two house boys raced along the corridor and latched the internal doors open. Hot air rushed inside and Magda almost choked on the burning heat. It had been a long time since the temperature differences between the inside and the outside had taken her by such surprise.

      Outside, on the boarding floor of the stone embarkation tower, and bathed in the bright yellow lights of the tower lamps, stood a single figure. Alone, and with no others in sight, his attention focused away from the doors and towards a row of black birds as they roosted along every line of the tower. He stood transfixed by the sight of the birds, and Magda used this moment to get a good look at their messenger.

      He wore a long, pale-blue, cotton robe that ran from his neck to the tops of his sandaled toes. The robe, with wide sleeves to cover his arms, had been embroidered around the hems with bright circles of red, blue, and yellow. Over his shoulder, he carried a small battered messenger bag, the body of which he kept tucked under one arm. Pale cloth wrapped over his head and around his face, so that when he turned to her she got no more than a glimpse of dark skin and eyes dark as coal.

      She bowed to show respect, but her eyes never left the messenger. To look away would be disrespectful. She said nothing, too, and waited for him to speak, to petition her.

      He nodded, to accept that she acted in a correct fashion, but when he started to speak, she found she could understand none of it. He spoke High Rabian, and with such rapidity and with so little inflection, one word merged into another. Never mind the slight muffling effect from his scarf-wrapped face.

      She held up a hand to stop him, and asked, in Rabian, but in the dialect of the street, whether he knew the King's tongue.

      “Of course,” he said. “I am a humble messenger, yet an educated one.”

      “Then you should have started with that instead of High Rabian,” she countered.

      He bowed. “Oh, this is the most joyous of joyful days,” he said. “I find a foreigner who knows Rabian for the cafés and Rabian for the priests. I see a woman who is in charge of a ship, and she speaks with me like a man. Dresses like a man. And meets my eye like a man. Like an equal. What is most strange is I see the captain and I would treat her as an equal for she knows the ways of the men, and I am not offended by this. A most strange day. And I look forward to the days of my grandchildren when I can share this strange tale. Then they, too, will know that God makes us in the way he makes us and we should see this with a heart as open as the eyes.”

      “You have the colour and the dress of the desert,” Magda said, “so you have seen many strange and magical things. A woman captain is not the strangest, I’m sure.”

      “You speak true,” he answered. “I have been witness to strangeness in plenty.”

      “And you are not offended, either.”

      “Of course not, but today I am in Rabia, and many things are seen to be offensive to such delicate senses.”

      Magda agreed, but she said no more. She didn’t need to. “Would you enter my ship? We could take a little tea and then you can speak to me of the messages you carry and the documents you must check.”

      His eyes seemed to brighten. “Tea, you say?”

      “I have the finest Rabian pink tea,” she said. She lowered her voice then, her tone conspiratorial and quiet. “Though, if you ask me, I prefer Gyptan Pink to the Rabian. But on special occasions, and in honoured company, I have been known to suggest that Tanike Pink is better still.”

      The messenger rubbed his hands together. “Is it true, you have Tanike Pink?”

      She nodded.

      “You know it is forbidden to possess Tanike Pink when the finest Rabian is available.”

      “Indeed. But this is a trader ship, and whilst aboard, the laws of the captain are unassailable.”

      “A trader who cannot carry the cargo he wishes is no trader at all. All you wish is permitted within a ship.”

      “Would you care to join us for a small cup of the finest Tanike Pink?”

      “Well, it would be an offence to all the gods who breathe, and those that don’t, if I refused Tanike Pink.”

      “It would,” Magda agreed. “Although I cannot make the tea in desert fashion. Not here. But I do possess desert sage in order to make the preparation correct, although we are not amongst the rocks.”

      “You are a woman with a man’s soul. I am truly blessed this day.”

      Magda grinned. “And then you can tell the Prince what I am like, and what the ship is like. Though you might keep the nature of the tea from him.”

      He laughed. “Yes, you are not like the women we know, Captain. I will tell him this. Most important of all, I can tell him whether you know how to make tea or not.” He bowed to her, low and respectful, and he looked away as a gesture of trust. “My name is Banu Oho.”

      “Well met, Banu Oho. I am Captain Magda Stoner. This is Ascara of Ama’Sota, and she is my finest guard.”

      He stepped up to Ascara and stood no more than a hand span away and stared at the collar sewn into her uniform. Although she held herself stiff, Magda knew that Ascara bristled beneath her uniform. “The clanswomen of Ama’Sota are known to us for their viciousness and their loyalty. You are lucky to own one for yourself.”

      Magda laid her hand on Ascara’s arm before her irritation caused her to pull out her weapon. He stepped in front of Lucinda. “And this pretty lady must be your wife. She is wearing a collar worthy of the Authority himself. I like this hair of fire. You must have paid much to own this one. How much would you sell her for?”

      Magda coughed into her hand. She didn’t know who would rip his head off first. From the quiet and intense look on Lucinda’s face, it looked as though she might do it with nothing more than a glance. “No, Banu, she is not for sale. This is Lucinda Ravensburgh, and she is—”

      Banu Oho fell to his knees. “Forgive me, wise one. I did not know who you were.” He touched his forehead to the floor and waited.

      “It is all right, you may rise,” said Magda. “Come, let us drink tea and be friends.”

      He looked up, his gaze directed at Lucinda. “Am I permitted to rise, wise one?”

      Lucinda glared at him so hard Magda saw him wince. “Get up, Banu Oho. I have no wish to stare at the top of your head for longer than necessary.”

      “You are so right, oh wise one. Now I have more tales to tell the grandchildren,” he said. “Tell me, is all the ship full of such powerful women? This is a sight I would wish to see before I die. Truly. In the eyes of all the gods who ever breathed, I am an honoured man.”

      Magda looked at Ascara and, almost as one, they rolled their eyes.

      “Come, Banu, let me show you inside.”

      He bowed, and she led the way into the passenger lounge. “Of course, we could always sit out in the open?” She didn’t wait for a response, but led the way through the doors onto the observation deck. The warmth of the evening settled like a cotton cloak on her shoulders. The lights of the city sparkled like jewels in a blanket of black, and the smells of the city, only a mile away, spread all the way to the ship. Spices, heat, and the smell of the ocean were a comfort to her, and she took a deep breath to take it all in.

      “Port Ruth is a treasure,” said Banu.

      “I agree.” She did not say much more until the tea arrived. A house boy brought out seats, and Ascara and Lucinda sat to one side.

      Banu stared as Magda poured the tea, as though he had never seen tea leaves dancing in the glass. Which she thought unlikely. He unwrapped his head scarf and he grinned. Teeth, white in the darkness of his skin, almost glowed.

      “Tanike Pink, for sure,” he said as he breathed the aromatic brew.

      “As I promised.”

      “You did, and your promise is kept. Then now, we move on to business.” He dug into his satchel and pulled out a small wrapped package. “In there you will find the documents from your Order, one from the Knaresville Ambassador, and an invitation.”

      “An invitation?” Magda asked.

      “From Prince Mogharan Ruth.”

      Magda nodded. She had expected contact, but not an invitation. At least he hadn’t sent soldiers, which made for an encouraging sign.

      “The ministers for the control of all imports will send the inspectors of cargo at dawn tomorrow. Once they are assured of your wares, and that you are here for trade not war, then you will be permitted to sell all you carry.”

      “Subject to taxes and import tariffs?”

      “This you will negotiate with the Port Ruth Trade Commission, but not until the inspectors have made their determinations.”

      “Of course.”

      “I can help you with that. Alternatively, your representative of your Order in Port Ruth may be better suited to this matter.”

      “Thank you. I will speak with the representative.”

      “But your soldiers,” Banu Oho suggested, “are not so easy to explain.”

      “Then tell them this. They will stay on board until we have the permission of the Authority. When I am in the city, I will take only the security I need.”

      “And how much security do you need,” Banu asked.

      “For me? None. For Ascara, none for her either. But for my Lady Ravensburgh, I must take as many as I am permitted.”

      “Good answer. You may take four hands.”

      “Twenty soldiers?”

      “As it is said.”

      “Then I will make them the best ones,” Magda said.

      “As is your right.”

      “And if you will permit my traders to make contact with the markets in order to conduct their business?”

      “Indeed. The permitted soldiers may carry weapons, all others must be unready for violence.”

      “We would be unprotected.”

      He lifted his arms in a wide and expansive shrug.

      “Then it is a good job that I am prepared for these terms.”

      He grinned. “Oh, Captain, you are most magnificent in your understanding of the world. I am blessed.”

      “Yes, yes. ‘Blessed by all the gods who breathe’.”

      “And some of those who do not.”

      She laughed.

      “Did you need to see the paperwork?”

      He shrugged again. “I have seen all that is needed.”

      “Good, once we are cleared to disembark, I will send the unarmed traders to take care of their business. Then I will take Ascara and the Lady Ravensburgh into your fine city before the heat grows too great.”

      “This is wise, Captain. But I am sure there will be many more days to investigate the markets. I would be happy to show you to all the better places.”

      “I am sure you would. And how many of those are relatives of yours?”

      “All of them, Captain. I think it would be all of them.”

      Magda laughed. “I think I would love to wander around and reacquaint myself with the city, if that is all right?”

      “Very much all right, Captain.”

      At the end of their discussions, Magda escorted Banu Oho to the boarding ramp. He stared for a while at the mass of black birds crowded along the walls and shook his head. “A strange and wondrous day," he said, “to see so many birds, so many black ones here in the city.”

      “Very strange,” Magda agreed. At least the ravens had decided to leave them alone. She was not at all sure how she would explain two ravens sitting on Lucinda’s shoulders.

      “You must explain this to me one day.”

      “Over tea?”

      He grinned. “Tanike Pink?”

      “Of course.”

      “I will be here at sunrise, with the inspectors of cargo, and if they are satisfied you will be permitted to disembark. But you must make clear with all the fees and the documentations needed to keep all of the authorities happy. I beg you not to make light of the way we conduct our business.”

      “I would not knowingly do wrong in Port Ruth. I am pleased I have you to point me in the right direction.”

      He inclined his head. “I would give you this night to think upon matters. Your replies to any letters I will take from you in the morning and deliver them as needed.”

      “Thank you, Banu.”

      He wrapped his scarf about his face once more. “Thank you for this miracle of days. God willing, there will be more of them and the morrow will be as well blessed.” He bowed, low and respectful, his eyes averted in a gesture of trust.

      Magda bowed back.

      She watched as he crossed the tower to the steps and down to the ground. They did not use any mechanical lifting platforms here, and it was a long way down to ground level. Two security guards, dressed in the pale-brown robes of the Rabian army, settled at the top of the stairs. They were not going anywhere.

      She took another look at the papers Banu had handed her. A letter from the Order, which she would look at later, and a casual card from the Ambassador of the Angles. Most intriguing of all, a gold-embossed invitation. ‘The Captain of Stone, the Ama’Rica Witch, and the Ama’Sota clanswoman are cordially invited to a small gathering at the palace.’

      “Shit,” she said. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      “Captain?” said her house boy. “Is there anything I might do for you?”

      She shook her head.

      He bowed and started to walk away.

      “Wait,” she said. “Please ask the Lady Ravensburgh and Security Chief Ascara to come to the war room.” She thought about asking for tea, too, but she’d drunk enough already. Perhaps a brandy would be of more use to ease them through the plans for the following day.

      She sat in one of the armchairs and leaned back in the seat. Her eyes closed for a moment and, after that, nothing.

      

      Ascara opened the door to the lounge and ushered Lucinda inside. The room appeared empty, but out of the corner of her eye, she could see Magda sprawled out over an armchair. “Shush,” she said, and put a finger to her lips.

      “I see her,” Lucinda whispered. “Poor thing looks exhausted.”

      “Yes, she has been really concerned about this trip.”

      “I know. I do not relish our trip to the desert to face Sh’Na,” Lucinda admitted.

      “Me neither, and the captain feels the weight of responsibility for herself, and everyone else, as well.”

      “But it isn’t that, is it? There is something else at play here. You’ve known her longer than I have. What do you think it might be?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara couldn’t say. It had taken a long time to get close to Magda, and even now, after all this time, she still didn’t give much away. The things she knew were personal and private, she would never share with Magda’s permission. “What I think is we need to get her to bed.”

      Magda opened her eyes and grinned. “What am I, invisible?”

      “Magda, really. You called for us,” Lucinda answered.

      Magda stood up and tried to stretch without appearing to do so. “I wanted to talk to you both.” She waved towards the other chairs. “Please take a seat.”

      “Captain?” Ascara asked.

      “Call me Magda.”

      “Magda,” Ascara replied. “Is anything wrong?”

      “Yes. I think there is, and you both know it, don’t you?”

      “Yes, Magda, we do,” Lucinda answered.

      “But we don’t know why,” Ascara added. “At first, we thought it was this whole business with Sh’Na, but now we’re not so sure. Not so sure at all.”

      “And that’s because you would be right.” Magda stood up. “I thought I would be able to talk about it, but I can’t. Suffice to say, being here, in Port Ruth and with me, might well be dangerous for all of us.” She turned away and stared through the window to the observation deck. “Prince Ruth promised to kill me if I came back, and I think he might still want to do so.”

      “Why—?” Lucinda started to say.

      “Doesn’t matter why right now,” Magda answered. “But if anything does happen to me, get out of the city as fast as you can.”

      “Not until we have done what we came to do,” Lucinda said.

      “Whatever you do, go to the desert or elsewhere. Just get out of the city. Promise me you’ll do that,” Magda said.

      “Yes, Captain, if that is your orders,” Ascara said.

      “Magda,” she corrected. “Take care of Lucinda at all times.”

      “I will,” Ascara agreed.

      “The next few days will be interesting to say the least,” Magda said.

      “Captain…Magda,” Ascara said. “We are here, like a sitting duck, and a target is painted along our sides.”

      “Yes, I know. We should be extra vigilant here,” Magda answered.

      “I have already assigned several guard teams with spy glasses. They will know if we are watched, and by whom.”

      “Excellent,” Magda said.

      “But maybe we should discover what goes on in the city as well?" Ascara asked.

      “I would like that, but we must stay here,” Magda answered.

      “Then give me permission to leave the ship.”

      “No. We are ordered to stay, and as your Captain, I can’t allow you to breach the protocols of the city. Your request is denied.”

      “But as my friend, and as part of the trinity?” Ascara asked.

      “Then I would expect you to do what is necessary for the good of us all.”

      “Then I will do that. I will do what is necessary to keep the ship and my friends safe,” Ascara said.

      “And don’t get caught,” Magda added.

      Ascara grinned. “You won’t even notice I’ve gone.”
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      Atop the roof of the main gondola, Ascara lay flat on her belly. Although they were docked, and it was past sunset, the docking lights had been muted and all non-essential external illumination had been switched off. She couldn’t control the lights inside the main gondola, but in many areas docking protocols muted ship-wide illuminations and that helped. Other than the periodic flash of the white, green, and red lights that marked the extreme reaches of the ship, the whole area lay in darkness. Her scouts appreciated the dark as much as she did—all the better to see out than when they weren’t lit up like a shop front.

      She looked through a small spyglass to scrutinize every inch of the city and the nearby cargo buildings. No one seemed to pay much interest to the ship once they’d docked, which pleased Ascara. Port Control had placed two soldiers at the top of the disembarkation tower, and when she looked she swore they spent most of their shift slumped against the wall, asleep. Even now, in the dim yellow glow from the platform lights, they looked comatose.

      Under her command, the guards would have been put in the brig and dismissed or whipped for incompetence. Then again, she would never leave have left only two guards, and that bothered her. Two guards meant such unbelievable ineptitude it beggared belief. If not that, then maybe they wanted her and the captain to feel secure and unthreatened.

      A muted light at the bow of the ship, but balloon-side, flashed three times. Then a series of short and long flashes followed. Ascara nodded to herself and flashed a short sequence back. She rolled over to face aft, and flashed her code. The sender identified herself and replied. Neither of her scouts had anything to report.

      Ascara crept to the starboard side and looked over the side. She flashed her signal and waited for replies. Several sequences of lights followed. She repeated the procedure on the port side. A moment later, the port-side scouts reported in with their light code. All clear.

      She grinned. Ship secure, and no sign of any unwanted attention as far as her scouts could see. She’d not expected to find any, not yet. Any interest in Verity had been observed when they first arrived, and after that, nothing. When a large ship did nothing but sit there, all obvious interest faded.

      In some ways, she would have liked to know they were being watched. That way she would have known for sure where the threat lay. Now, her mind conjured up spies and assassins in every corner. Yet, she trusted all of her scouts and spotters. They were good, and knew their job. She’d trained them herself. If there were watchers then they would find them.

      Even so, she could not help but be mistrustful of this apparent security. To make sure, she surveyed the outside world with eyes suspicious and wary of every shadow. There came a point when she couldn’t wait any longer. She had to make a move and take the consequences if she erred. It was time to leave the ship.

      She knelt down and crept towards the bow to look at the city. Bright lights lit the most important civic buildings and temples. The palace itself, all bright and multi-coloured on the central hill, could not be missed. The waning moon offered little additional illumination, and she thanked the Great Spirit for the blessing of a shadow-filled night.

      She wore her leathers, as usual, although she’d added a little blackening agent made of a combination of boot polish and oil. In addition to her leathers, every piece of metal work had been blackened to avoid reflections. She’d wrapped her equipment, too, so as to minimise noise, and even her slim backpack, which she wore over her sword, had been blackened. Wrapped tight against her body, the pack added little bulk to her at all. She did not mark her face; instead, she wrapped her head and face in black silk until only her eyes remained uncovered. Dressed and prepared like this, she could merge into the shadows, unseen.

      The climb down to the lower gondola turned out to be easy and straightforward. She’d expected as much. She made no sound, and moved with such exact precision, her muscles grew warm from the exertions.

      So far, so good.

      The climb around the gondola took a little more effort. Not only did she need to be invisible from the outside, she didn’t want to alert her own crew either. What an embarrassment that would be. Besides, it was good practice.

      She progressed, without issue, to the underside of the main gondola and immersed herself in the shadows around and under the belly of the ship. She unslung a dark rope from around her waist and attached the end to several bolts used for tethering. She let the unattached end snake down to the ground and paused to see if anyone reacted.

      When she heard no sign of recognition, she lowered herself to the ground and hunkered down in the shadows. There were no alarms, and after five minutes, she decided she’d be safe to move.

      The run into the city proved to be easy, and when close enough to the outer buildings, she unslung her backpack and removed a long, pale, cotton robe from inside and drew it over her leathers. She wrapped her head and face in a pale scarf, turned her backpack inside out so that it appeared a pale brown rather than black, and put her short sword inside.

      She found a window close to a lit area and checked herself out. She looked ordinary, almost like a local. It would do. Confident of how she appeared, she pulled back her shoulders and strode with purpose and assurance around the corner and onto the next street.

      Although late, the streets were still busy enough that she could pass amongst the crowds. Customers, all men, gathered around cafés and the smell of fried food, coffee, and lots of tobacco smoke filled the air. A man called out to her and waved a cup in the air. She had no idea what he said, but she nodded anyway. She waved, too, as she quickened her step and walked on. After that, no one paid her any attention. For that, she was most relieved.

      She walked along several streets, following a route she’d memorised long before they’d even left Ama’Rican soil. Even so, she almost missed the house she sought. It looked like any other house, and in a row of thirty of them, she wasn’t sure if she would see the differences between them in daylight, never mind dark. A window decoration to the right of one of the doors caught her attention. It looked like an abstracted organic floral design, except, embedded inside the flowers she could read the script of the clans.

      ‘Welcome,’ it read.

      She’d found the right house.

      Ascara looked up and down the street and then knocked twice, paused, and then knocked twice more. After a short delay she heard the sound of bolts as they were drawn back. Some people locked themselves in, and early, too.

      The door opened up a crack and a man with dark eyes peered through the gap. He spoke in Rabian, but she did not speak that language. Instead, she spoke in her own native language. “Hello, brother,” she said. “Am I welcome?”

      The door opened fully and he pulled her into the darkness of the house, but did not close the door. Her eyes scanned the dark hallway. A set of stone steps led upwards, a door to the left and a doorway right at the back. She sensed, rather than knew for sure, that in the darkness weapons were aimed at her.

      “Who are you, and what the hell are you doing here?”

      She unwrapped her face and head. “My name is Ascara d’Jharaena ael Korphen of the Clan Vikara.”

      “Holy Goddess,” he whispered. He looked over her shoulder, a gesture of fear and distrust Ascara did not miss. “Were you followed?”

      “No,” she answered.

      He turned his attention to her and stared at her for a moment, as though he could see through her or into her heart and mind. “No one has been here in years other than to drop messages.” He wiped his hands down the side of his robe and introduced himself. “Please call me Ayrou. I am of the tribe Safaen, of Clan Afori, and most of my tribe lives in southern Rabia. Other tribes of this clan are more widespread through mid-Frika.”

      “Your clan is divided by tribe?” Ascara asked.

      “We are all in very separate places, marked by differences in culture and people. Each tribe has some autonomy from the clan, but in all things the clan is most important.”

      “I understand. Many thanks for your name.”

      “It is not a good time to be seen as being a part of a clan. Not here. Yet you are here.”

      “I thought word might have found you before my arrival.”

      “I have heard nothing. Forgive me, it has been a while since anyone came to seek my help.”

      Ascara nodded. “I understand. But my clan thought your assistance would be helpful.”

      “How might I assist the Clan Vikara?” he asked.

      “I know this is not the best of times, yet the Gran Vayana has given me a task which I must complete.”

      “Bless our Mother,” he answered. “And bless the Gran Vayana for her wisdom.”

      Ascara nodded. “These are desperate times, otherwise I would not have come. I would not put risk on the families of the clans. I need help.”

      “Thank you for your trust. What do you need?”

      “We are due to travel into the desert and we need help to see us through the land. I know this is short notice, but we need desert attire. Robes, armours, and so on, anything you deem necessary for the trip.”

      “Yes, you will need many things.”

      “I think many supplies will be dealt with by other channels, but in this I would seek to trust clan assistance.”

      “I have had warning of your ship’s arrival.”

      “But not mine?”

      “No. For that I am sorry. Still many plans are already in motion. The clans know of your ship’s arrival, although details are not for me to know.”

      “I understand,” she said.

      “Nevertheless, if there are things that you need, clothing and so on, go to the old market. There is a seller of robes in the heart of the inner streets. His name is Ishael and he will be your contact.”

      “Thank you. I wish I could have given you more time for plans.”

      “It is well, Ascara. You are not alone. I will do all I can.” He paused as though in thought. “Also be aware that not all of the clans speak the language of Clan Vikara. But I think that all of the people you meet will be able to communicate with you.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate the warning.”

      “Is there anything else you need?”

      “There will probably be a requirement for the Lady of the ship to be dressed for formal company. Fit for a prince, if you will.”

      “This I can also arrange. Do you have sizes?”

      Ascara grinned. “Oh yes,” she said and relayed them to him.

      “Consider it done.”

      “One more thing. I also need to know all there is to know about what is pertinent in the city.”

      “Specifically?”

      “The relationship between Prince Ruth, Captain Stoner, and the Order.”

      He nodded. “There have been rumours recently. They started as soon as the ship made application to dock.”

      “Really?”

      “It is said Prince Ruth had a bounty put on the captain’s head, but that was some years ago and now the contract has lapsed.”

      “Why did he put a contract out?”

      “Prince Ruth says that Mag Stoner, who was his guard and friend, betrayed his friendship and murdered his sister.”

      “Holy Mother!” Ascara said. “And did she? Murder her?”

      He shrugged. “It is a complicated thing. But the princess is missing, presumed dead, and Stoner is no longer welcome in the Palace. I would not wish to comment on what I do not know for sure.”

      Ascara already knew that the truth was rarely as simple as it sounded. “Is he likely to kill her?”

      “It will probably depend on his mood,” he answered.

      “Well, shit,” she said.

      “For sure.”

      “And what is his mood like these days?” she asked.

      “Since he knew of the captain’s imminent arrival, it has varied from curious to furious.”

      “Right,” she said. “One thing, how is our Mother faring in this city?”

      “Poorly,” he answered. “The Father is dominant, but then, after the Fall the lands of Frika became his in their entirety. It has not been a good land to be clan.”

      “I understand,” she said. “And of the other gods?”

      “This is a harsh country, we pray, always, to whatever gods might be listening.

      “To all the gods living or dead, and any who once lived.”

      “This is the way of it. We would not wish to offend any powers that might exist,” he answered

      “Anything about The Clockmaker?”

      “There is no Clockmaker. Our Blessed Father is the keeper of eternity and time. Yet he has no avatar known as a clockmaker. But I am no priest, they would know more in the temples.”

      Ascara nodded. “How about out of the city? Is there anything I should know?”

      “Afori Clan is still dominant in the northern end of Frika, but the Maasani dominate the central and southern regions. There is trouble in southern Gypta at the moment, and you must be wary. The Maasani are not always reasonable, and neither are non-clan people.”

      “I will bear this in mind. Thank you for your assistance.”

      “Be wary, and trust no one,” he said. “Now it is late, you should be off the streets before anyone notices.”

      “I will go back to the ship right away.”

      “And see the robe maker. He will hear from me at first light and I will gather what I can from others of the clan.” He paused for a moment. “Do you have a guide?”

      Ascara shook her head.

      “I will see what I can find for you and leave a message through the robe maker.”

      Ascara bowed. “Thank you for all you have done.”

      She slipped through the doorway and back onto the street. It did not concern her that there were people on the street. She scanned the streets as she strode off in the wrong direction to where she wanted to go. No one paid her any attention. When she had changed direction a few times, she strode off towards the ship. She’d done all she’d planned to do. She hoped it would be enough to help.
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      Along the corridor to the main doors, a half dozen uniformed men and women stood off to one side. Magda stood in the center with Lucinda by her side as they awaited the arrival of the inspectors.

      Banu Oho stepped into the hallway first, and dressed, in so far as Magda could determine, in the same robes he had worn the day before. He’d wrapped his head and most of his face in a scarf and only his eyes remained on show. A bag, slung across his shoulder, rested on his hip.

      “Good morning, Captain,” he said. “A fine and blessed day.” He bowed low and with trust.

      Magda did the same. “Good day to you also.”

      He gestured to the three men who stood a step behind him. “I have with me three of the inspectors. Any less and they would be all day about their business. Any more and they would find it necessary to discuss every crate with each other, and this also would mean it would take them all day.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “I know this to be as true as that the sun rises each day,” he answered.

      “Then three it is,” she said.

      Banu unwrapped his head scarf so she could see his broad grin. “But you have me here, and I would not permit such a tardy consideration.”

      “I have the cargo manifest for them to look over if they wish.”

      “I believe they already have one, Captain. Your commander is most efficient when registering cargo.”

      “Thank goodness for small mercies.”

      Banu pulled out a sheet of paper from his satchel and read from the list.

      “Ama’Rica fruits, three crates.” He rubbed his chin as though thinking of the fruit. “You do know how excited the Rabians get over the juicy fruits?”

      “I am aware, yes.”

      “And Ama’Sota coffee beans?”

      “Four crates.”

      “You will be rich, Captain.” He looked up at her. “And here is another way to make much money. Machinery, tools, spare parts, and some raw materials.”

      “Then our visit will be considered a good one,” she said.

      Banu nodded. “I shall start them on their inspections, shall I?”

      “That would be most kind, Banu.”

      Banu grinned as he turned around to the three inspectors standing on the threshold of the ship’s entry.

      “Come in,” he said in the King’s tongue. When none of them moved, he resorted to High Rabian then Street Rabian and, by the tone of his voice and the gestures that accompanied each word, he berated the inspectors with great gusto and enthusiasm. Perhaps more than she would have expected.

      Magda gestured to the crew standing next to the wall and every one of them snapped to attention. “Show the inspectors to our cargo, please.”

      “Aye,” they responded as one voice.

      Then she turned to Banu. “Will you escort them around the cargo hold?” she asked.

      “Who, me? Escort them to check boxes?” he countered. “No, the passing of every minute is too precious to waste on the counting of beans. There are so many more joys to behold and I would be first in line to see them. I swear to all the gods living, and those that are not, that there are not enough hours in the day to enjoy the blessings they have bestowed upon us.”

      “Very well. If you are going to wait whilst they do the necessaries, then I can bring you tea? I myself will take this opportunity to show Lucinda around the city.”

      “Tea would be nice, but it is not needed. Without company, the joy in the glass is a little less, is it not?”

      “Agreed,” Magda said.

      “It is a good time to be in the city. This is the best time, before the heat becomes too great.” He grinned at Magda and rummaged through his bag. He removed a small paper package. Banu sank to his knees before Lucinda. “Wise one, I have a gift, if this is not too presumptuous of me.”

      “A gift for me?” Lucinda asked. “Please stand, Banu. There is no need to do this kneeling thing, not for me,” said Lucinda.

      “Wise one, please, this is but a simple thing. A head scarf for you. It would not be wise to visit the city improperly dressed.”

      “Improperly dressed?” Lucinda asked.

      Banu nodded. “Covering the head is needed in the city, for all people, and it will also help protect your fair skin from the sun and your head from the heat.”

      “Then I will wear it with gladness.”

      Banu grinned as Lucinda opened the package. Inside, delicately folded and supported with tissue paper, lay a silk scarf the blue of a peacock’s tail.

      “It’s beautiful, Banu. Thank you,” said Lucinda.

      If at all possible, his grin grew wider. “This is my pleasure, and to see you smile is more pleasure than one such as I should ever hope to see.”

      “I don’t know what to say, except thank you.”

      Banu bowed low. “Thank you. Might I be so bold as to show you how it is worn?”

      “Go ahead,” Lucinda replied.

      He showed her how to fold and wrap the material over her head and around her shoulders.

      Lucinda looked at herself in a window. “How do I look?” she asked.

      “Perfect,” Banu said. He bowed once more and turned to Magda. “If you wish to go to the city, then you will need transportation. I also can arrange this.”

      “Excellent, make it so,” replied Magda.

      Banu stepped outside the ship and on to the top of the tower. A small set of steps, inset into the corner, allowed him to reach to the top of the corner merlon. He reached into his bag and pulled out a red, black, and yellow square piece of material. Perhaps a little too small for a scarf, and too large and gaudy for a handkerchief, but large enough to wave over the side. “Look, Captain, your ride approaches.”

      Magda joined Banu at the top of the steps. She took a quick look about for fear of flocks of black birds descending upon them, but there were none in sight. She turned to Banu. “Where?”

      Banu pointed. A narrow coach with a single horse approached from the edge of the nearest buildings. “You were all ready for us,” said Magda.

      “Indeed, Captain.”

      “Then we better get ready to leave and make the most of this time.”

      “As you wish, Captain.”
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      As they approached their transportation, Lucinda viewed their carriage, if that is what it should be called, with a mixture of fascination and trepidation. The anticipated horse-drawn carriage turned out to be a narrow box pulled by a mule.

      Painted cream, with unpainted brass rivets along every edge, it seemed a miniature conveyance more suited to a child rather than an adult. Where would everyone sit? Ascara opened the door on the side, and with a flourish, gestured for Lucinda to get inside.

      The carriage boasted neither great width nor great depth, yet there were two seats. One at either end of the cabin. These seats looked plush, with plumped-up upholstery and button trimming that stretched across the carriage. Each seat permitted use by one person, provided they did not possess overly broad shoulders. From one glance, Lucinda knew the distance between the knees of the two passengers would be ungenerous and almost intimate.

      The two doors on either side of the carriage allowed passengers to embark and disembark to either side, and because of the diminutive size of this conveyance, the passenger could reach the handle of either side without moving from his or her seat.

      Windows in the doors could be lowered to allow air inside, and gauzy voile privacy curtains allowed them to see through to the outside and yet obscured the glances of those on the outside. “There is not enough room inside for the three of us, and these wide skirts will not help,” she said to Magda.

      “You could sit on my lap,” Ascara said with a cheeky grin.

      Magda frowned. “Ascara, this is neither the place nor the time.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Ascara answered, but she winked at Lucinda.

      Magda offered Lucinda her hand to help her inside. “This conveyance is meant for you,” she said.

      “And will you join me?” Lucinda asked.

      “If you wish it,” Magda answered.

      “Please, yes. Join me.”

      “I’ll sit on top, and your guards will escort the carriage,” Ascara said.

      “It will be hot in here,” Lucinda said.

      “All the better to prepare for the desert,” Ascara replied.

      “In that case, I should have worn native dress,” Lucinda said.

      Magda shook her head. “Not here. Not now. We will see if we can find you clothing more suitable for the desert whilst we are here and maybe something for the city as well.”

      “I hope we find something bright, to go with my scarf maybe?” Lucinda asked.

      “Something white to reflect the sun,” Ascara answered. “We’ll all be wearing white, I think. Pale colors are common here, don’t you see?”

      “I see that,” Lucinda said.

      “Do you know the way to the place we discussed?” Magda asked.

      “Yes, Captain, we have that under control,” Ascara answered.

      Magda nodded her head as she joined Lucinda inside and took a seat. She waited for Ascara to close the door and then banged the side with her fist. The carriage moved and they were on their way into the city proper.

      Lucinda stared through the windows as they travelled from the low, spread-out cargo terminals near the ship, to residential areas. The streets narrowed the closer they got to the center. The buildings, all white or cream, grew taller and blocked out most of the sunshine. She now understood the reason for such a small coach.

      Wherever they travelled, they sat in almost perpetual shadow, but the air remained warm and pleasant. Even so, Lucinda felt a degree of gladness they did not travel under the full glare of the sun for more than a few moments at a time.

      They were not the only people on the streets. Locals moved from one place to another, from shop to cafe, to another store, to groups of men gathered on street corners. The cafes looked no larger than their carriage and the boundaries between shop and street were not as well defined as in the Mid-Angle streets. Shops spilled their wares over the narrow pavement and sometimes the road. All conversations were loud and domineering. Lucinda understood not a word, but she listened as if she did.

      “They are haggling over the prices,” Magda said.

      “Is that good?” Lucinda asked. “They sound so angry.”

      “When they are loud they are fine, they enjoy this. Then they will agree a price and go to a cafe for tea.”

      “How strange,” Lucinda said.

      The city remained as aromatic as ever. Although Lucinda noted that some smells were not as overwhelming as they had been. Perhaps she had become used to it.

      “Morning is the busiest time, the coolest, and the least smelly. Later, the sun will heat the city and, with it, the smells will increase,” Magda said as though she read Lucinda’s mind.

      “That makes sense. Now it is almost chilly,” Lucinda answered.

      “Come midday, there will be no place cool on the streets, even in the shade. We are also getting towards summer.”

      “Not the best time to go into the desert then?”

      “No, Lucinda, but needs must. We can’t wait until the cooler season.”

      “Agreed,” Lucinda replied. “But I’m glad to be here, to see this place for myself. A book does not replace the experience.”

      “I agree.”

      “Look at all of these the people,” Lucinda said. All of them had dark skin, not that they showed much; even in the coolness of the shade, they covered themselves with robes, like Banu had, but these looked pale and lighter. They reminded Lucinda of night shirts rather than robes. Like Banu, most of the people she saw wore hats or scarves. “We do not see so many of the darker skin tones in Knaresville.”

      “You should visit the coastal ports. Knaresville is very insulated,” Magda replied.

      Lucinda nodded. “Clothing is more varied in the Anglish cities. Here they all dress the same. It is almost like a uniform.”

      “It is practical and cost-effective clothing for a hot land,” Magda answered.

      “True.” Lucinda continued to watch the people as they passed by. She did notice one thing: a lack of women.

      “Are there no women on the streets?”

      Magda shook her head. “Men go out, do their thing, and the women stay in, to care for the home and the children.”

      “What nonsense.”

      In the close confines of the tiny carriage, Magda reached out for Lucinda’s hand. “Now please, Lucinda, this is the way life is here. You must not speak your opinions of their culture when in public.”

      “I know what it is like here, Magda. I read the book. That doesn’t make it any easier to swallow.”

      “I know,” Magda answered. She squeezed Lucinda’s hand. “But I don’t want to see you hauled out to the Quadrangle. Rabian justice is swift and fatal.”

      “Quadrangle?” A passage from the book sprung to mind. “I have no intention of being stoned to death, trust me, Magda.”

      “Good, I’m glad to hear it.” Magda leaned back into her seat and stared through the sheer voile curtains. She gave the impression of being calm and assured, but to Lucinda’s perceptive eye, something didn’t seem quite right. Magda worried the side of her thumbnail whilst she tapped the door frame with her other hand.

      “You know, it has been a long time since we had a good talk. This flight you have been too busy for anything. Ascara has seen you more than I have.”

      Magda snorted. “Yes, it’s been busy, and Ascara has been making me train with weapons for an hour every morning and again every evening. The woman is exhausting.”

      “I’m sure that’s what all the women say of her.” Lucinda expected Magda to laugh at her comment. Instead, she remained quiet. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” Lucinda asked.

      “There’s nothing wrong,” Magda answered.

      “Of course there is. If you bite your nail much harder, you’ll draw blood.”

      Magda stopped chewing and stared at her thumb as though it offended her.

      “You’ve been anxious since the moment we caught sight of Port Ruth.”

      Magda clamped her jaw so hard Lucinda could see the muscles in her face clench.

      “What should we fear here, Captain?” Lucinda asked.

      “We should fear the truth,” Magda said.

      “But truth is what I bring.”

      “Yes.”

      “And what is this truth we should fear?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda looked away again. “I should not have come back here.”

      This time Lucinda moved to the edge of the seat. She squeezed Magda’s knee. Magda tensed at her touch, but she needed to feel closer to her. “I know this place is full of memories.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      “Then tell me. Share this burden you carry and it will help.”

      “Will it?”

      Lucinda nodded. “Speak to me. You are a part of my heart now, I would not have you suffer.”

      Magda looked thoughtful for a moment. “My history with Port Ruth did not start when I came here as a soldier or an investigator for the Order. It started many years before.”

      Lucinda started to stroke Magda’s knee. Even though she sat with apparent stillness, the muscles in Magda’s thigh tightened.

      “It started when I was ten. That’s when the float rejected me and proclaimed me landlocked,” Magda continued.

      “Ten! They threw you out when you were ten?”

      “Yes. When my father named me Stoner, he gave me to the man who complained the loudest about my lack of worth.”

      “That sounds a political choice,” Lucinda said.

      “Perhaps. They were told to dump me on land. Except, rather than drop me off in the north as they would usually do, they kept me in the cargo hold like a prisoner, and they dumped me just off the coast of Gypta.”

      “Oh, Magda.”

      “I should have died in the sun and the heat, but a fisherman found me on the sands. He took one look at me and named me his son.”

      “Did he not look?”

      Magda shook her head. “Modesty is a fundamental part of life in much of Frika, especially on the Gyptan coast where I was found. I was dressed in a loose shirt, with oilskin trousers, no one looked closer. I looked like a boy, I stood tall like a boy, and so a boy I would be.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lucinda said.

      “Don’t be sorry. It was a fantastic life, and they were the best years I could have had. We were poor, we ate what we caught, and the family looked after me. I was happy. I had an adopted father who thought well of me and people who cared.”

      “Then what went wrong?”

      “I became a woman.”

      “That’s hardly fair. Just because you’re not a son.”

      Magda shook her head. “It wasn’t that. Being a girl did not take much to hide, so I stayed their son until almost to the end. Then with the onset of my first, you know…”

      “Cycle?”

      Magda coughed into her hand and looked out of the window. “Yes, when that happened, my abilities, my gifts, all matured.”

      “I see. What happened?”

      “We were out in the bay, and as usual we threw the nets over the side. It got snagged on something, so I, as the son, dove into the sea to free it. I’d done it a thousand times and I thought nothing of it.”

      “But?” Lucinda prompted.

      “I changed in the sea.”

      “I knew it!” Lucinda exclaimed. “I bet you have gills.”

      Magda stared at her, and then she laughed. “No, no gills, or webbed feet either.”

      “Well, what changed?”

      “My eyes change in water.”

      “Like mine?”

      Magda nodded. “I have water vision, I suppose. My eyes become white, and the way I hear noises changes, too. Only then I didn’t know, so when I came out of the water, the sun nearly burned my eyes out and my father…my father, he didn’t know what to say. He left me in the water for a while, whilst he thought about it.” Magda grew silent, as though the memories took control of her thoughts.

      “Then?”

      “Then he took me to Port Ruth to be tried by the priests.”

      “Oh, Magda.”

      “As he dropped me off at one of the temples, my father put his hand on my shoulder and said, ‘Make me proud, son, and remember me.’ So, I did as I was told, and I hid that I was a girl when he took me to the temples, and this is how I came to meet Mogharan Ruth.”

      A loud banging on the door made them both jump. Magda reached for her sidearm before she realised it was Ascara who called her attention. She lowered the window and looked outside. “Yes, what’s up?”

      “Someone wants to speak with you. Says it is urgent,” Ascara answered.

      “Excuse me,” Magda said to Lucinda and let herself out of the coach. Although not invited, she hadn’t been asked to stay away, so Lucinda followed.

      Surrounded by guards stood a single man, Rabian by colouring, with long, uncut, black hair and dark eyes like midnight. Instead of the more common pale colour robe, he wore a long gown of dark brown and bright yellow with a bright-blue collar. To add a touch more colour, he wore a short and circular hat, but it was bright green with gold braiding around the top.

      The man bowed as Magda exited the coach.

      “Good day to you, Captain,” he said in the King’s Tongue.

      “Yes?” she answered.

      He bowed again, this time even lower. “The good Prince Mogharan, the Authority himself, wishes to know why you have not replied to his invitation. He assumes it is on the way, but this is by the by. He wishes to make sure he has the pleasure of your company, along with the witch and the clanswoman. He insists you join him at afternoon tea. Say four after noon. So it will be.”

      Magda nodded. “Four after noon it is. So it will be.”

      “I will inform the Authority that you will comply. Come straight to the Palace, he says you will know where to go.”

      “I will and I do,” she answered.

      The messenger bowed once more and stepped backwards. “Have a very pleasant morning,” he said.

      From the way Magda slumped back into her seat and stared off to one side, Lucinda did not think she would be in a talkative frame of mind. She asked anyway. “Care to finish our earlier conversation?”

      “No.”

      “As you wish, but if you need to talk, you know where I am.”

      Magda turned to Lucinda, her face blank. “We have a problem.”

      “And what would that be.”

      “Prince Ruth.” She tapped her fingernail against the side of the window, but Lucinda did not interrupt. “Yesterday we had an invitation, now we have had a summons.”

      “That must be good, yes?”

      “No, Lucinda, that is not good.”

      “Because he has something against you?” Lucinda asked.

      “Well yes. We have history, but that is not what worries me.” She frowned and started to gnaw at her knuckle.

      “Stop that. It’s making me nervous.”

      “It’s not me he wants, it will be you,” Magda said. “And now he insists, so I cannot refuse.”

      “And so?” Lucinda asked.

      “And so…And so we go shopping whilst I think the matter through.”
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      As they clattered through the busy streets, Lucinda found her thoughts caught between her curiosity of the city and concern for Magda.

      She watched the city as they passed, and although the wonders of this new and exotic locale caught her imagination, it was concern for Magda that absorbed most of her thoughts. What she had heard of Magda’s story, and the words as yet unsaid, were obviously painful.

      “Magda,” she said, “I really would like to hear more of your story in Gypta and Rabia.”

      “Lucinda—”

      “Yet I can understand that is difficult.” She reached out and patted Magda’s knee. “Never think that because I don’t ask I don’t care. I do. And I think it would be good for you to share. But not now, when you are ready.”

      Magda stared at her with those light eyes, and then she nodded. “Perhaps soon.”

      “When you are ready.”

      “Circumstances may yet deem that understanding comes sooner rather than later,” Magda said.

      Lucinda considered her next words with care, but as the carriage rumbled over cobbled stones, both the rough ride and the sound made it impossible to speak. She gripped the edges of her seat as they bounced around a sharp bend, and then clattered over what felt like steps.

      “We’re nearly there, this is an older part of the commercial district. The steps and cobbles make the surface a little rough,” Magda shouted.

      “Rough? My bones are rattling.”

      Magda laughed.

      It wasn’t just the road surface that changed. For one thing, the streets grew so narrow that she considered them to travel along an alley than a roadway. The number of shops and traders increased, too, many of them working from little more than an opening in the wall. Now that they were crowded so close, if she opened the windows she could lean out the window, buy something, and then move to the other window and buy something else from the shop opposite.

      The noise, too, had increased a great deal. “What’s that?” Lucinda asked. She pushed back the voile curtain and took a look for herself.

      “It’s the traders,” Magda said.

      Traders yelled at each other and called out for customers. None of them seemed to rush out of the way of the carriage, and their progress slowed to a crawl. They rolled on, their pace slow enough she could see the wares of every shop they passed.

      Cafés seemed dominant. People, men, sat around drinking dark drinks in short squat glasses. “Is that tea they are drinking?” she asked.

      “Of course,” Magda answered. “Although some might drink coffee, its expensive here and, for most, that’s a luxury they can’t afford. The tea is good though, and they often make a sweet lemon juice drink. It is very refreshing.”

      Bread featured on a great many stalls. She saw long, thick loaves stacked a dozen high. And bread wheels of such size that if she put her arms around them her fingers wouldn’t touch on the other side. She saw small rolls and knotted shapes. Every type she could imagine, they sold from these small shops.

      “Oh look!” she said.

      Magda looked through the window with her. “At the pastries?”

      “Yes.”

      “Those are sweet and flaky pastry with fruit inside.”

      “Sound lovely, but I like the look of those chocolate-covered meringues most of all.”

      Magda chuckled. “Rabians love their pastries and the baker who makes a good cake will live a prosperous life.”

      “And what are those?” Lucinda pointed to a man standing next to a brazier so small it could be considered child sized. He held a round flatbread in one hand and stirred at a small pot on the brazier. The aroma of cooking sugar and fruit filled the air.

      “I forget what they are called …” Magda’s voice trailed away. “Fo’rakashabs,” she said, as her memory recalled the name from the back of her mind. “The flatbread is sweetened, sometimes with raisins added. Then he fills it with a fruit filling, such as figs and oranges.”

      Lucinda took a deep breath. “Yes, I can smell the citrus fruits, and spices, too.”

      “Cinnamon most likely.” Magda pointed to another shop. A man stood behind a small griddle plate. Smoke rose up in aromatic waves. “That one is cooking Ka’chiftah, which is a kind of sausage made out of minced lamb or minced beef, mixed with herbs and spices.”

      “They smell divine.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Not yet, but if we smell much more of this lovely food then I will be ravenous sooner rather than later,” Lucinda answered.

      “Then you wait until we get to the market. There are even more delicacies to tempt you. I’ll take you to Massad’s sweets and candies. I’ll have to throw you over my shoulder to get you away from them.”

      Lucinda snorted. “Honey, you can throw me over your shoulder any time you want.”

      When Magda turned a rather delicate shade of red, Lucinda patted her knee. “I’m pleased to see I can still make you blush.”

      “You’re quite cruel, you know.”

      “Good, and if Massad’s sweets are not as good as you say, I will make sure you spend all day as red as a just-picked beetroot.”

      “Cruel, cruel woman,” Magda said. She hid a smile behind her hand, however, and Lucinda wondered how she could make her smile more often.

      “There are a lot of clock shops here. I did not read much about this in the book.”

      “Clocks,” said Magda. “Yes, of course. The people of Rabia live and breathe their religion, it is a fundamental part of their life. For them, God is the Father and all others are a pale imitation of him. It is him and him only.”

      “So I understand.”

      “Divinity is eternal and never-ending, and God the Father must also be divine, eternal, and never-ending. The only symbol that marks this is the clock.”

      “Then this makes him the Clockmaker?” Lucinda asked.

      “Not exactly, but as it is time made physical, the clock is a symbol of God.”

      “I see, so the Clockmaker could just be some worshiper of God the Father?”

      “Perhaps,” Magda replied.

      “Heathens,” she whispered. “They must all be agents for the Clockmaker then.”

      “No, Lucinda, and you know they’re not.”

      “I know, but it is difficult when they so readily dismiss the Mother,” Lucinda said. “Don’t you agree?”

      “In matters spiritual, I’m not qualified to speak,” Magda answered.

      “Is that the diplomacy of a ship's Captain speaking? Or you?”

      Magda smiled and looked out of the window, and Lucinda allowed her thoughts to drift away. A knock on the side of the carriage brought her thoughts to the present moment as Magda opened the door and stepped outside.

      “We’re here. Let me show you the market.”

      As Lucinda stepped out of the carriage, people crowded in. Ascara and Magda were all that stopped her from being washed away in a sea of Rabian males who didn’t seem to care if anyone was in the way.

      Ascara looked flustered, a rarity for her. “I’m sorry, Captain, but it is a very busy day in the market today.”

      “Understood. Not to worry, keep close and protect Lucinda. We’ll get where we need to be. It will just take a little longer than anticipated,” Magda replied.

      “Yes, Captain, I’ll lead the way,” Ascara replied.

      Lucinda linked arms with Magda and stood close to her side as Ascara gestured for the soldiers to stand close. They were surrounded as effectively as the walls of the carriage.

      “Ready?” Magda asked.

      “For sure, this is an experience I look forward to.”

      “Step this way, ma’am,” said Magda. The whole group moved as though they were one creature swimming against the tide of men in pale robes.

      The Rabians stared at them. Some glared as Ascara and the guards encouraged them to move out of their way.

      Lucinda found their attention most disconcerting. “Why are they staring?” she asked.

      “Because of you.”

      “Have they never seen a woman?”

      Magda laughed. “They have probably not seen many with the white of your skin or the red of your hair, even with your scarf, the red cannot be hidden.”

      “You are a white woman though, and I don’t think they are staring at you.”

      “They will not look at me in the same way as they look at you,” Magda said. “They take one look at me, or Ascara, and wonder if we might kill them. Then they look at you, and know you would not.”

      “So, unless I develop a very public reputation for murderous intent I must put up with the attention?”

      “Pretty much, yes,” Magda answered. “Just ignore them. I think they are just curious as to why we are here.”

      Lucinda focused her attention on the stalls. Bright and colorful stalls all vied for whatever space could be found and each one carried with it an air of impermanence. A small table might hold but a few items, a rickety stool held even less, but they all held something for sale. The hastily erected and sun-bleached umbrellas offered little in the way of shade, but they were everywhere.

      There were those who sold stacks of wicker baskets, and those that use the same baskets to carry and display their own wares. Spices were a common commodity. Some were so vibrant and intense in colour that they hurt the eyes. The scent of these spices filled the air with rich and exotic aromas. She saw clothes and footwear, wood carving and beadwork, cheeses wrapped in muslin cloth, and even more choices for pastries and bread. More braziers and griddles, the smell of sizzling hot foods. They sold teas in covered jars and herbs to go with them. The market sellers sold everything that anyone could wish to buy, it seemed.

      Ascara led them deep into the market, and Lucinda realised two things, one of which is that they had meandered so far she would never be able to work her way home again. She also noted that the aisles between the stalls grew so narrow they could only stand two abreast. The guards adjusted to this, and Magda walked along as though she didn’t even notice.

      From the labyrinth of the outer market sections, they came to a part of the market where the stalls made way for squat mudbrick buildings. Crowded together, and laid out it such a haphazard manner, Lucinda thought of them as hastily thrown together rather than built with any consideration deliberate town planning.

      Men in long white robes stood outside each doorway and called out in loud and inflected Rabian. Even though Lucinda did not know the words, she recognised the coaxing lilt of a trader as he touted for business.

      “I wish I knew what they were saying,” Lucinda said. As she spoke a few of the shopkeepers homed in on them. One of the storekeepers stepped forward. “Lady, lady, lady. Come see my shop. All you see I offer you good price.”

      “No, lady,” yelled out a man in a pale grey robe. “Best prices here.”

      Magda sighed. “Now you’ve done it.”

      “I did nothing.”

      Magda shook her head and growled at them. “Va’harlne nay a t’adra, me’sall harlir sa’ha,” she said. Both men nodded and looked away.

      “What did you say?” Lucinda asked.

      “I said we were not here to buy.”

      “Did you say just that, or did you add more? It sounded more to me. And aren’t we here to buy something?”

      Magda laughed. “We are here to buy, but not from them.” She walked on. “Not much farther, I think.”

      When Magda said they would not be long, she failed to mention they would have to walk through a maze so convoluted she had no idea which way to go.

      In addition to the sounds of people, the clatter of looms punctuated the sounds of the market. Rug sellers and cloth makers became the most dominant trades in the shops nearby. Either she saw rack after rack of robes, or rugs lined the way, or found herself staring at the materials and cloths hung between the buildings in a bright but covered way. Now they were in perpetual shade, and the sounds of the market dimmed and faded into the background.

      The aromas of the market changed as they meandered between the stores. Now they found themselves assault by the smell of the butcher and the fishmonger to the west. Married with the perfumeries all laid out to the east, and delicatessens spread out everywhere. There were too many smells and they all competed with each other, and not always in a pleasant way. As far as Lucinda was concerned, it stank.

      They passed hundreds of shops. Hundreds of men called to them to go inside where they would offer the best products at the best prices. It became a litany. Lucinda closed her ears to their cries, almost as effectively as she could block out the smells.

      They withstood looks and glares until, in the end, they came to a small shop front which seemed to sell nothing more than plain white robes. Strangest of all, this place had no one outside to usher them inside.

      “I think this is the place,” Ascara said. She didn’t sound too sure. She shrugged though, and pushed aside a bead curtain so that she could go inside. Two of the guards went with her.

      They exited after a while and Ascara held the door open. “This is the place and it’s safe,” she said.

      Magda nodded and escorted Lucinda into the dim interior. Inside, the small room looked more like a storage cupboard than a shop. Even so, racks of robes, all white, lined the walls. The shopkeeper stood in the middle of the room, his arms held out to the side in a gesture of openness. He bowed and turned his eyes in a gesture of respect. “I am Ishael,” he said in the King’s tongue. Although accented, he spoke with a clearness of voice that spoke of a good education. “You are expected here.”

      Ascara turned to Magda. “This is a good man.”

      “Ishael, thank you,” Magda said. “You speak Anglish very well.”

      He nodded. “My father worked for the Ambassador to the Eastern Angles. We learned to speak the language from an early age.”

      “Did you get our requests?” Ascara asked.

      “I have the robes you asked for.” He bowed to Ascara. “I have done all I can under the notice given.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate your efforts,” Ascara said.

      He inclined his head to one side. “The sha’arafe, the lighter desert armours of the tribes is difficult to procure without too many questions. Four is all I could manage without attracting the kind of attention I do not want. The Authority can be most unforgiving about the things he does not like.”

      “And what does the Authority not like?” Ascara asked.

      Ishael smiled. “Depends on when you ask and whether he is a happy man or not.”

      “Then always beware,” Ascara added.

      “That is so,” Ishael said. He turned his attention back to Magda.

      “I appreciate all that you have done for us,” Magda said. “For this, I am most grateful.”

      Ishael nodded. “I also have information, and—” He stopped there, as though he noticed Lucinda for the first time. “This is not a discussion for before the women,” he said. “Forgive me?”

      Lucinda glanced at Magda. She tried to hide her irritation, but in this world, she already knew her place. Her irritation would not help Magda, and it wouldn’t make life any better. At the same time, did they not notice the other women in the group?

      “The Lady Lucinda is—” Magda started to say.

      “The witch?” Ishael interrupted.

      “I am she,” Lucinda answered.

      Ishael fell to his knees. “Forgive me, I did not know.”

      “Nothing to forgive,” Lucinda said. “And what is this falling on the knees about?”

      “Ishael, what is going on in Port Ruth?” Magda asked. “On my last visit, the Authority did not permit the Gifted to walk the streets, and now people kneel to them. Well, they kneel to this one.”

      “Captain, the Authority is most determined to have as many Gifted as he can under his control. All of the Gifted are treated as though descended from God. Should the Authority deem our treatment of a god-born as less than perfect, his judgement is both swift and brutal.”

      “Is there a reason for this?” Magda asked.

      “It is not for us to know the reason why, for the Ruth family is descended from God.”

      “Says who?” Magda grumbled.

      “They do, of course,” he answered, “and so they have the right to collect them or to kill them. Rarely do we see them again.”

      “And now it starts to make sense,” said Lucinda.

      “Yes, it does, kind of,” Magda added. “But it does not really explain the reason for it.”

      “Yes, it does, I think this is about ownership,” Lucinda frowned. “Does he wish to possess a collection of Gifted? And for what reason?”

      “There is no use in speculating about this. We shall see soon enough,” Magda said.

      Ascara turned back to Ishael. “Is there anything else for me?”

      Ishael reached under the counter and pulled out a half-dozen small packages. Letter size, each one looked no larger than four by six inches, and the whole stack measured no more than an inch thick. “These are for you,” he said and handed them to Magda.

      Magda glanced through the packages and then slipped them all into an inside jacket pocket. “There are private letters, with instructions and information for barter and bribery included,” he said. “I have labelled them for relevant use. Private letters are sealed, all else has been left unsealed in order that you might look at the contents and make your own determination of use. I have given all I can.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate your help. Now I will need a guide in the desert.”

      “Banu Oho,” he answered without thinking upon the matter. “He is as honest as the day is long.”

      “Does he not work for the Authority?” Magda asked.

      “He works for whoever pays the money, but his trust is far harder to earn. No matter who pays, he is owned by no one,” Ishael answered.

      “One more thing,” Magda said.

      “Yes?”

      “We are to take tea with the Prince, the Authority, this afternoon. It would be easier to hide Lucinda if she were ugly, or old, or unpleasant,” said Magda.

      “Then don’t hide her, display her,” he answered.

      Lucinda opened her mouth to say something, but Ascara shook her head, and Magda gripped Lucinda’s arm so hard she forgot she wanted to say anything.

      “Where would I find a garment suitable for tea with the Prince?” Magda asked.

      Ishael winked at Ascara. “The need for such a garment has been mentioned, and I have something that might suit.” He reached under a small table and pulled out a box. Inside an emerald green gown sparkled.

      “Oh, that looks beautiful,” said Lucinda.

      Ishael grinned. “I am pleased to please a Gifted one. Many blessings will follow. Care to try it on?”

      “Well…” she stalled.

      He maneuvered several rails of robes to make a privacy screen. “You can try here,” he said. “We will all be outside.”

      Lucinda looked at Magda. “I’ll need help to dress.”

      Magda nodded. She waited until only the three of them remained. “Is this place safe, Ascara?” Magda asked.

      “It is. This is a contact place. I would stake my life on this.” Ascara said.

      “Good, then that is good enough for me.” Magda smiled then, and the room lit up.

      “I am fortunate to have you both here. Thank you,” Lucinda said.

      “No, that’s not right,” Magda said.

      “Magda?”

      “It is I that is lucky,” Magda said. “I have brought you into a dangerous place and yet you are both here.” She reached out to them, and they all linked hands.

      “We are three,” Ascara said, “and I would have this no other way.”

      Magda nodded. “Neither would I.”

      For a moment, they stood together, their hands joining them in a small and private circle. Lucinda could almost feel the energy passing between them, drawing them even closer together.

      “So, to business,” Magda said and they all released hands. “Did you see your people?” she asked.

      “Yes, Magda, I did,” Ascara answered.

      “What people?” Lucinda asked.

      “People in the market,” Ascara answered.

      “And?” Magda prompted.

      “Our people are in place if we need them.”

      “Good.” Magda turned her attention to Lucinda. She grinned. “Enough business, let’s see how the dress fits, shall we?”
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      Magda stood at the front of the observation deck and stared out across the city. She couldn’t help but admire the beauty of the place she had once called home. Memories, long hidden and suppressed, jumped to the forefront of her mind. Life had been good, and she couldn’t help but smile at some of those recollections of a time long gone. Until she recalled why she’d left the city, and then her smile faded and her good mood ended.

      She hooked a finger through the edge of her collar as though that would ease the discomfort of her thoughts. Physical discomfort she could manage, and her collar, snug to the point of tightness, rubbed against her neck. In spite of the chaffing, the tight fit kept the collar flat and crease free, which she considered a bonus when she wore her formal dress uniform. Today, she needed to appear exemplary in dress and conduct. Prince Mogharan Ruth would expect no less.

      The creases to her trousers looked pin sharp and exact. Her boots shone with a polished finish, and although many years old, looked almost new. Her house boy had done an excellent job. Gold braid epaulettes enveloped the tops of her shoulders and sparkled almost as much as the gold bars of rank upon her collar. Her dress sword gleamed, and her scabbard hung at a precise angle against her thigh. Magda wore her uniform, and the rank that came with it, with pride. She’d earned it.

      She straightened her cap and turned her attention towards the city again. Palace Hill and its walled compound dominated the central area. At the heart of the compound, the palace itself sat, an impressive and imposing building that represented the greatness of the Ruth family made into stone.

      From this distance, many of the details could not be seen, but she knew the palace, and her memory supplied the details her eyes could not detect. She knew that the ornate roofline hid many guards, and the turrets at each corner of the building could be used to get a good view, or for defense.

      Four glass domes glittered in the sunlight and let light fall into huge rooms below. She had seen each and every one of them herself.

      A central turret, used only by the family, allowed a panoramic view of the city and the sea. She still remembered the view, too. Around the palace, four coloured spires rose almost as high as the main palace dome, and these marked the temples of the quarters.

      At the thought of being inside the palace again Magda’s stomach roiled and churned so hard she thought she would be sick. She had never expected she would ever visit Rabia again, never mind the place of Port Ruth. If this continued, she would need a medic to soothe her nerves. She did not want to expose her weaknesses to anyone in the crew, even a medic. They needed a strong captain, not someone riddled with such fear it held her rigid and made her vomit.

      Although she looked forward to their visit, that anticipation encompassed more than a little fear. She could not shake the thought that they walked into a trap. The commander should have sent another ship or another captain. Someone, anyone, without history here would have been more suited to this task.

      Behind her, the door to the lounge opened with a grinding noise and a few squeaks. She made a mental note to get maintenance to oil the hinges and turned around. She stopped dead. Ascara, dark and striking, wore her full dress uniform to great advantage. At her side, Lucinda hung onto her arm, and her white cotton gloves contrasted with the dark grey of Ascara’s uniform. They looked a handsome couple, and a pang of jealousy pierced her insides with acid.

      She should have been the one escorting Lucinda. It was her job. Her duty. It was what she wanted most. Lucinda looked stunning. Absolutely stunning. The neckline of the dress covered her throat, and her gold chain of ownership sparkled and contrasted with the green gown. The silky material, designed to fulfil all obligations of modesty, nonetheless managed to accentuate every feature. Magda swallowed hard.

      “Captain,” said Lucinda, “if you don’t stop gawping like a fish, I’d best throw you back into the ocean before you drown.”

      She heard Ascara laugh, but she paid no heed to the humour. Instead, she felt herself start to unravel. All the parts of her life collided right here, at this moment, and all she had gained looked certain to be lost. Before she could lose control, however, Lucinda took her one hand and Ascara took the other. With their touch, strength and certainty flowed through her and every dark thought she’d had fell away. They were a trinity, and no matter what lay ahead, they would prevail.

      “You need me, and I’m here,” said Ascara.

      “I’m here too,” Lucinda added.

      Magda paused. “I am here,” she said. “And I need you both.”

      Lucinda squeezed her hand. “I know. And so we are one,” Lucinda said.

      “We are,” Magda said. “Thank you. I feel better to see you both here.” As she spoke, she realised that she did feel better. Then she smiled, because the world did not end when she admitted her need, and her need involved all of them.

      Ascara squeezed her hand before she let go.

      “Any last-minute instructions before we go?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda thought about it for a moment. “Be demure, don’t argue, don’t look him or anyone else in the eye, and don’t ask him about anything personal, like questions about his wives.”

      “That’s quite a lot of things to ‘do not do’ in there,” Lucinda said.

      “I’m sorry. It’s a different world here. His world. And what he wants, he gets.”

      Ascara patted Magda on the shoulder. “It is what it is. We will be careful.”

      “Thank you, Ascara,” Magda replied. “And by the way, no matter what he says to goad you into action, please don’t. There will be more weapons pointed in our direction than I care to count.”

      “Because you know?” Lucinda asked.

      “Because I was one of those guards, and I can tell you, some of them have very itchy trigger fingers.”

      “I promise to be on my best behaviour,” Ascara said.

      Magda squeezed Ascara’s arm. “I would not like to see you hurt, either of you.” Yet she knew her words to be an understatement. She would be devastated if anything happened to either of them. She looked away before she could give herself away any more than she had.

      “Will you tell us what else bothers you here?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda shook her head. She took a deep breath to settle herself. “Lucinda,” she said and waved around the embarkation tower, “I meant to ask you about the birds.”

      “The birds, Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, where are they?”

      “Oh yes, they are on their way to where they need to be,” Lucinda answered. “It isn’t safe here, is it?”

      “Very wise. It’s not safe for anyone, never mind birds.”

      “And they like to find their own way to wherever they want or need to be. I’m sure we’ll see them again before long.”

      Magda sighed. “Good. Shall we go and face whatever the future has to offer?”

      Lucinda linked arms with Magda on one side, and Ascara took Lucinda’s other arm. “Yes, let’s be off. This is a great day for tea in a palace, don’t you think? Teacups at dawn, is it?”

      Magda laughed. “Teacups at dawn indeed, and if we escape, I’ll take us to Massad’s for something sweet.”

      “Good, because you promised sweets, and I’ve been looking forward to them,” Lucinda said.

      “I know, I know. First things first, let us survive the tea.”

      

      The journey to the palace did not take long. In the afternoon heat, there were fewer people on the streets, and that meant there were less obstructions to get in the way of the carriage. Their route missed the busiest of the commercial centers, and her time to worry and fret diminished with every passing street.

      Magda did not know whether she would have preferred to be delayed, or whether she wanted to get it all done with. In the end, better to face her fears once and for all rather than worry about them. It didn’t matter. Before she knew it they were on traveling the road around Palace Hill.

      The wall of the royal compound stood thirty feet tall and had been made to look like two coils of a snake lying one atop the other. It looked pretty much as she remembered, except the masons had cut more ornamental scales onto the coils. Magda shook her head. Those carved scales in the stonework made the wall easier to climb. If she’d told the Prince once, she’d told him a dozen times, pretty did not help defense, but Prince Ruth never did listen to words he did not want to hear. In that, nothing ever changed.

      The carriage swept around the northern edge of the wall to where the snakehead rose highest and swallowed its own tail. Underneath this part, inset into the stone, stood the gateway and a pair of studded oak doors. They were solid doors, and they were closed, even though they were expected.

      Ascara stepped from the midst of their escort and banged her fist against the door. A moment later, a soldier dressed all in white, his rifle in hand, leaned over the wall and yelled down to them. Ascara shrugged. “Captain,” she called out. “They’re not talking in a language I follow.”

      Magda eased herself out of the carriage and pulled herself to her full height. “Avaya!” she called out, but reverted to King’s tongue. They knew Anglish, and they would speak it. “I am Captain Stoner. Our presence has been requested by Prince Ruth.”

      “Wait,” the guard replied in Anglish.

      In the background, she heard shouting in Rabian, and then the sound of the heavy wooden bars as they were drawn back to unlock the gate. After what seemed like an age, the gates swung in and two guards marched forward. They stood across the gateway, rifles in hand, as six other soldiers filed out.

      They surrounded their little procession, took a long look inside the carriage, and peered at every member of their escort. Magda’s soldiers didn’t respond to the attention, but then they were used to being checked over by officers. They held firm. Lucinda, however, had not been trained to accept such scrutiny and Magda saw her bristle at the attention. Ascara liked this over-familiar consideration even less, and Magda half expected her to draw her blade and tell them what she thought of their attention.

      “Ascara,” she hissed. When Ascara turned in her direction, Magda pulled her shoulders back, as though telling her to hold firm. “Steady,” she added.

      The palace guards took their time about the inspection. They muttered and talked amongst themselves as though they had never seen a carriage, nor women soldiers. They seemed partial to Lucinda, and they talked about her most of all. Some of it wasn’t decent.

      If Ascara didn’t hit them soon, Magda thought she might. She gritted her teeth, held her breath and counted to ten. Twice. It would not go down well if she shot all of the palace guards just because they’d admired Lucinda’s colouring. She gripped the hilt of her sword and waited for them to wave them through.

      When they moved into the grounds, she took time to re-familiarise herself with the details of the grounds and defenses. The wall at this section stood a good fifteen feet thick, and when they stepped under the snakehead gatehouse, the cool shadows offered a much-needed respite from the sun.

      Above, she saw a dozen rifle barrels pointed down at the group as they passed through the gate. Prince Ruth remained as paranoid and inconsistent as ever. Prince Ruth did not pay attention to the strategy of defense, and yet waved weapons about at everyone who came close. That would not stop a knife in the back, or an assassin, and she had told him so many times. He never listened.

      She shrugged the thought off as they marched through the gate and into gardens of the compound. On the wall, Magda counted forty guards on patrol, but the grounds themselves looked empty of soldiers. She noted how they carried their weapons, slung across the shoulders and relaxed. These were not guards placed on high alert. Either they were relaxed, or they were sloppy; she wasn’t sure which, but she made a mental note, just in case.

      “Look at the gardens. It’s so beautiful here,” Lucinda observed.

      Small, narrow terraces filled with orange, lemon, and olive trees provided shade, fruit and a citrus aroma. Hibiscus and other blooms provided huge banks of colour and even more aromatic scents. The grounds were a credit to the gardeners, even if she couldn’t always recall the names of the plants whose colours and scents she so enjoyed. As she took a deep breath, the fragrances of the garden filled her with forgotten memories, and times both happy and sad filled her thoughts for a moment.

      Magda smiled. “The best gardens in all of Rabia,” she said. “According to Prince Ruth, the olive trees are the original ones laid by his ancestors.” Gnarled and twisted, the dark trunks looked about old enough to lend truth to his boast.

      The four Temples of the Quarters looked as spectacular as she remembered. Built from large cubes of desert sandstone, they stood no more than two storeys high. Slender pinnacles of stone and coloured glass grew upward another ten feet, and topped with small domes of shaped glass, they glittered in the light.

      “Are those the temples?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes,” Magda answered. She recalled what it had been like when she had stood inside. “I stood inside the temple of the first quarter myself.”

      “I thought no wo—”

      “Specials dispensations,” Magda interrupted.

      “What was it like?”

      Magda smiled to herself. “Special.” She remembered how the whole of the temple had glimmered and sparkled with colour. All of the temples were the same.

      “The sun flashes through the roof, and inside it shimmers with colour. Deep blue and purple for the night quarters, and yellow and pale green for the day quarters.”

      “Sounds beautiful,” Lucinda said.

      “It was. It is.”

      Several priests sat on benches between the buildings, but they did not speak, not even to each other. They never did in public. At least, Magda couldn’t recall having seen any of them say a word outside of the temples. Even inside, their words were focused on matters of the good book and principles of lore and law. Nothing more.

      Their tiny cavalcade stopped a little way from the palace entrance. In front of the double-heighted doors stood six guards in white uniforms and white headscarves.

      “We walk from here,” Magda said. She held out a hand to Lucinda, and although she wanted to smile, to offer some reassurances, she couldn’t.

      “It’s all right. Don’t fret so, it will be fine,” Lucinda said.

      “Will it?” Doubt settled in her gut. She should have spoken to Lucinda and Ascara about what might lie inside. She should have told them why she feared this place so much. Too late now.

      It was time to face the past. She hoped Ascara and Lucinda were not the ones to pay the price for all she had done.

      Ascara came to her. “Whatever it is, it will be fine.”

      Lucinda reached out and gripped Magda’s hand. “We need to be here now. When we need to be elsewhere, then that is where we will be. Whatever happens, this is a necessary thing.”

      Magda frowned. “Have you had future dreams or something?”

      “No, nothing like that, but I feel quite certain about the need to be here.”

      “And here we are,” she said.

      “You didn’t say anything about the palace being so ornamental,” Ascara said. “I’m impressed.”

      Magda looked around as though she saw things for the first time. “Yes, I suppose so. It’s a monument to all the Ruth family have achieved.”

      “Of conquest?” Ascara asked.

      “In part. Conquest, trade, religion, and the arts of ruler-ship.”

      “And you fear this?” Lucinda asked.

      “I fear many things, but I regret I did not speak of them before we left.”

      Ascara shrugged. “Never mind the past. We are here in this present moment and we should look only forward now.”

      “You are right.” She offered Lucinda her arm. “Then let’s go, shall we?”

      Ascara led their escort and surrounded her and Lucinda. She thought for a moment that Ascara should also be given the protection of their guards as she, too, could be under threat. Yet that seemed odd with Ascara’s defensive and aggressive capabilities.

      Three broad steps led up to the main doors, and the guards who stood at the top stared at the approaching group. Magda stared back. Their expression of disdain matched only by her own.

      As they stepped up on to the first step, Lucinda stopped. “Have you seen this?”

      “Yes, many times.” At the same time, she could not recall any of the details. Until she looked more closely, and then it was as though she saw them for the first time.

      The first step, decorated in a blue and white mosaic, showed a kraken in a cave, attended by a veritable army of mermaids. “Interesting,” she said. “I can’t say I recall this at all.” The second step, in brown and cream, displayed a typical desert scene. An oasis, a line of camels, a group of horses, and robed men hunting with hawks. The last step, in green and yellows, depicted a forest and mountains. A scene of such lushness unseen in any part of Rabia, except maybe in the coastal mountains, but perhaps this was some other part of Frika.

      “You must have been busy indeed to ignore things such as this,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, busy, distracted,” Magda agreed.

      “Or too young?” Ascara added.

      “That too,” Magda answered. She pulled her shoulders back as they stepped on the last step. The line of guards moved forward, rifles in hand.

      “We are expected,” Magda said. She spoke in Anglish first and then repeated in Street Rabian.

      One of the guards, dressed as the others, but with gold braids around his throat, stepped forward. As soon as he moved, Ascara slipped in front of Magda and put herself between her captain and the guard.

      “I am aware of who you are,” he said in stilted Anglish. “Call off your dog.” He grinned. “Sorry, call off your bitch.”

      Magda saw Ascara stiffen and anger washed over her. “Ascara,” she said. “It’s all right, it’s only words.”

      Ascara didn’t move.

      “Ascara,” Magda repeated.

      “You are so right, Captain,” Ascara said and turned her back on him. An insult to any guard, but more so to one who wore the gold braids. She smirked as she turned.

      “Ascara?” she asked.

      “Jumping on shit will just get my boots dirty.” She walked away at that and took her place next to Lucinda.

      The guard growled. “You must leave your escort here. You, the witch, and the bitch may come inside.”

      “Well,” Ascara mumbled, “I suppose at least he knows the difference between a dog and a bitch, after all. I did wonder.”

      Magda struggled to keep her face straight, but she managed. “As you wish,” she said.

      “Captain—” Ascara started.

      “We will do as we are bid,” Magda said. “Tell our guards to stand down. They should wait here in the shade until we are done.”

      “As you wish, Captain,” Ascara answered. “They know what they need to do.”

      The guards stood to attention and saluted. “Aye, Captain, aye!” they said in unison.

      “Take Lucinda’s other arm, Ascara,” Magda said. “We will go in now, and we will enter as the trinity we have become.”

      Lucinda gripped her arm and squeezed. That was all the support she needed.

      The palace guard removed a dagger from his belt and used the pommel to bang against the door. Once, twice, three times. Even from outside, she could hear the bolts drawn back, and, with a loud creak, the two doors swung open.

      In the shadows beyond stood a man. Tall and stick thin, shoulders hunched over in a slight stoop. A shock of white flashed against his dark skin, and a pale robe reached only as far as his ankles. On his feet, thin sandals, worn with age and use, barely covered the soles of his feet.

      Magda stared at him. “Hamra’an?” she said. “Hamra’an, is that you?”

      The man peered at them through eyes rendered almost white with age. “Master Stoner, my lord of the seas and stones,” he rasped. “Truly, is it you?”

      “Master?” Lucinda asked, her voice little more than a whisper.

      “Yes, Hamra’an, it is I. And many years have passed without your wisdom.”

      He smiled. “Please come inside, Master, and bring in your guests. I’ll show you where to go.”

      “I know it has been a few years, but I still remember the way,” Magda said.

      “If it pleases you, allow me to do this once more. It has been such a long time since I had the honour of your visits. I would do this for you again.”

      “Then lead the way. I would be honoured and blessed by your care.”

      Behind them, the doors slammed shut.

      “Testy, aren’t they?” Ascara muttered.

      “Steady,” Magda replied. “Don’t let them get to you.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Ascara answered.

      Hamra’an led them from the little entry chamber into a large and magnificent hypostyle hall. Time had not diminished the beauty of the room, and it still looked as impressive as she remembered. Columns, some fluted, some designed in tight twists or spirals, and others she would describe as fluted with a slow twist. In the center of the room, a small pool with a fountain at its heart burbled and trickled away.

      Plants, some as tall as a tree, with broad leaves curved around columns. Palmate leaves spread out rather than up, and the greenery filled the room with shade and colour.

      Above them, a glass-domed roof let in muted light, and after being outside, the comparative coolness of the hall seemed most pleasant. Around the hall, at a first floor level, a balcony stretched along one long wall, and in some places she could see the arches that led away from the balcony into other rooms and corridors.

      She could also see the guards in those archways, and she approved. The security in the palace still operated the way she had designed it. Even if she had not been chief of the Prince’s security for long, she’d made a positive difference.

      It could have been so different. If she could have kept her position she would have stayed here. The Prince had made her head of security because he trusted her, and she had loved it. In the end, trust was not enough in the face of politics, and he’d been swayed by the power of certain families. She should thank them. Without their poison, she’d never have joined the Order and seen the incredible things she had seen.

      Memories flooded through her mind, and the past threatened to overwhelm her sense of now. She found herself beside the fountain without recalling how she got there. She stared into the flow of water. Her eyes fixed on the central shapes of interlaced palm leaves dipping into the pool below. She dragged her fingertips through cold, crystal-clear water, as she had done so many times in the past. In her memory, she laughed, and other voices laughed with her.

      A hand on her arm pulled her back to the present. “Magda?” said Lucinda.

      She turned at the voice. “I’m sorry. I think I allowed myself to be distracted.”

      “I think so too,” Lucinda answered.

      Magda smiled though, and the past fell into her memories where they belonged.

      “Let’s get on. Hamra’an, lead the way if you please.”

      “Yes, Master.” He stepped between the columns to the far end of the room and strode to a set of double doors. He paused, and looked to her for permission.

      She turned to Lucinda. “If you would be so kind as to stand between me and Ascara, we should enter as we are, a trinity.”

      “As you wish,” Lucinda replied.

      Ascara took her place, as instructed. “Captain, will I be able to hit someone soon?”

      “No, Ascara,” she answered. “Maybe later.”

      “Stop encouraging her,” said Lucinda.

      Magda rearranged her face into an image of sternness. “Right, off we go. Hamra’an, if you please.”

      He nodded and reached behind yet another of the huge green plants. His hand wrapped around a long blue rope, and he pulled twice.

      A moment later, two guards pulled the two doors wide open, and two feet beyond that another set of double doors lay open. Magda remembered these doors well. On the other side, the guards, or the Prince himself could, with the press of a secret button, or the pull on a certain rope, cause a stone barrier to fall between the two doors. It did not fall slowly or with care, and anyone underneath would be crushed. She did not fancy that as a fate.

      She ignored the doors for the moment and stared, for the first time in five years, into the main reception room. With a deep breath, she stepped through and looked up.

      “Come in,” said a voice she recognised. He spoke in pure and uninflected King’s tongue. “If I wanted you dead, I’d have had you shot in the gardens and used your body for fertilizer.”

      Magda nodded. “Right, in we go,” she whispered, and they stepped into the Prince’s throne room.
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      Magda scanned Prince Ruth’s reception room and after all these years, little had changed. The white, polished stone walls and floors looked impressive, but now she thought them cold and sterile.

      Gold-framed paintings of various heads of the Ruth family adorned the walls to remind people of the Prince’s lineage.

      Short, decorative plinths, covered in Rabian artwork and statuettes from around the world, stood at regular intervals close to each wall. There were no chairs here, other than two small stools at the entrance to the Prince’s private chambers. This was not a room for comfort.

      Incense burners – two at the entrance and next to two other exits – filled the room with the scent of sandalwood. This had always been Prince Ruth’s favourite. Even that had not changed. This whole room stood testament to a past she could not escape. The years rolled back, and for a moment, she could almost believe she had never left.

      And there, Prince Ruth himself, a man-boy sprawled over his throne in his usual pose of contrived irreverence. Although many succumbed to this casual pose, they soon learned never to repeat the error. Prince Mogharan Ruth never forgave anyone who treated him with anything but the greatest respect.

      The years had been kind to the Prince, and he looked no different from the last time she had seen him. Dark skin, eyes like pools of midnight and a mop of thick black hair which refused any semblance of order and remained stuck up like a brush. He wore simple, loose fit, cotton trousers in white, and a long white shirt tied, as modesty dictated, at the throat and wrists.

      Magda was glad that she stood with Ascara and Lucinda. Their presence filled her with calm strength and a degree of security that had nothing to do with weapons or fighting.

      As one they stepped forward to the first step of the dais upon which the throne stood. Magda dropped to one knee, and Ascara followed suit. She looked sideways and watched Lucinda as she curtsied in stiff fashion. But at least she curtsied.

      “Stand,” Prince Ruth ordered. Ascara and Magda rose to their feet. “You came then,” he said.

      Magda looked him in the eye to see if she could get any sense of what might come. She detected nothing. “Yes, we came,” she agreed.

      “And so I must ask myself, why? Who are you, who has so little fear of my wrath?”

      “I—”

      “Stop,” he interrupted. “Who are you? Are you just a captain of a fine air machine? A diplomat of no standing? Or the Order’s policeman? A trader, even? Or the dog who barks to the tune of your commander?”

      “I—” Magda started again.

      “Silence!” he roared. “You came to me as a fisherman’s son, Mag, and you were the boy I called brother. A brother? My brother. The brother who came with me to the temple. My brother who cared for my safety and who I could rely on when things grew difficult.”

      That he called her by her childhood nickname gave her hope. They were still close enough, perhaps. “I will always be your friend,” she said.

      “Friend? No. If you were a friend, you would have stayed. If you had stayed then you would be my brother, and you are neither friend nor brother.”

      “I am who I am, and still the person I ever was.”

      “Liar!” He jumped from his seat and paced before them. “If it wasn’t for you, then I would have a sister. You remember her, don’t you? Sweet Olivia, with a smile to break hearts. Remember? You took her from me. Did you hate me so much that you had to take away my only joy?”

      “Mogharan—”

      “Stop! It was your fault. You took her away, Mag, and I blame you. You are a traitor and a murderer. What do you say to this accusation?”

      “I’m not sure if there is anything I can say.”

      “Nothing? You have nothing to add to your own defense?”

      “Am I on trial?”

      “Of course you are.”

      Magda shook her head. What could she say? “I didn’t kill her,” she said.

      “As good as,” he said. “I suppose it is better to have you, her murderer, stand before me at last.” He continued to pace along the top of the dais and around the throne. “I hunted you. Hunted you for a year and a day, you know, and no one could find you. I demanded justice, and you were nowhere to be found. My desire for retribution went unsatisfied.”

      “You must exact your justice as you feel is right.”

      “Your heart on a silver platter is what I asked for.”

      “If that is what would help, then I would give my life willingly.”

      “Would you?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And will it bring her back?”

      She shook her head. “No, it wouldn’t change a thing.”

      “Then there is no point, is there?” he said. His voice sounded defeated. “I miss my brother, Mag, and I miss my sister, and to lose you both at the same time is more than one heart can bear.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “And you did not even bring her back, Mag. How can we mourn her when she is not here? We need to grieve. All of us. The people of the city need this as much as we do as a family. You did not even allow us that.”

      “I’m sorry, my prince.”

      “Sorry? Not sorry enough. Sorry does not make things good again. You didn’t even have the decency to tell me the truth of all that had happened.”

      “I was not—”

      “I don’t care!” he roared.

      Magda sank to her knees and stared at the floor. “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

      “I thought you were dead.”

      “Close enough,” she said. Her words directed at the ground. “And I wished I had been.”

      “I mourned your death for a long while. Imagine my surprise when I discovered you’d survived.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “They took me away and I was…I was kept safe.”

      “Safe! Safe from what? The damage had already been done.” He sighed, a long exhalation of anger and sorrow. “Look at me, Mag,” he said. “Look at me. You should have come back to me, your brother. We should have shared the pain and celebrated the joys of your return. We could have mourned our loss, together.”

      Magda felt the sting of tears in her eyes, and she fought them back. “Those were dark days—”

      “I needed you to come back to me, Mag. I needed you here. You needed to be here.”

      He was right. She should have been here with the one who might have understood her pain. “I’m sorry, Mogharan.”

      “You keep saying that, but sorry means nothing. If you were sorry, you would’ve acted in a different way. You did not act as a brother.” Prince Ruth stopped pacing and stood in front of Magda. “Get up off the floor and look me in the eyes,” he ordered.

      She did as bid. His piercing stare never seemed to end, and one minute he seemed to be angry and the next, quite sad.

      “I have judged you. In this you are guilty of murder, and justice will be mine. For restitution for all of your wrongdoings, I demand all that you own.”

      “You must do as you wish,” she said.

      “And would you so readily give up your clanswoman and your witch?”

      “No.”

      “I thought not. But how could you stop my will?” He stared at her for a moment longer. Yet she did not answer him. She could offer no defiance.

      His voice lowered, and his anger and sorrow seemed to lessen. “But I can take nothing from you. From the moment you two met, she became yours. I cannot exact revenge for a heart freely given. And you know this, too.”

      “I know,” Magda said, her voice little more than a whisper.

      “I cannot take what is yours. But you will accept punishment.”

      It was not a question. “Yes,” she agreed nonetheless.

      “This is your only chance of redemption. For your sins, I order you to avenge her death and bring back her remains.”

      Magda nodded. “This is why we are here. To return to the desert and finish the job we failed to do the first time. This will be the retribution you desire.”

      The Prince stared at the three of them for a moment, then he reached over to a small bell on a side table. He rang it once. A young boy entered the hall from a small, narrow doorway to the back of the room. “We will have tea now,” the Prince said.

      The boy said nothing but scurried away as though his life depended on it.

      “Mogharan,” said Magda, “I’m sorry.”

      “Perhaps you are.” He turned his attention to Ascara. “Clanswoman.”

      She bowed. “Prince Ruth.”

      “You are a nomad from Ama’Sota or Ama’Rica, or someplace like that?” he asked.

      “Something like that,” Ascara answered.

      “You worship nature?”

      “We worship the Great Spirit, Mother of the Earth, and the Mother of us all.”

      “And not the Father. Not the one true God?” he asked.

      “God the Father almost destroyed us. God our Mother saved us,” she answered.

      “I think you will find the Mother you worship is the one that caused the Fall, and if God the Father had not saved us, then we would not be here at all.”

      “The Mother saved us, the Father saved you.” She shrugged.

      “Tell me,” he said, changing tack. “Do you all live in a tent like the nomads of the desert?”

      “Some of us,” she answered.

      “Not so civilised then. Do you rut in the street like animals?”

      “Not usually, but we have been known to find that the best intimacy is achieved whilst swinging upside down in the trees.”

      The Prince considered this is all seriousness. “I see.”

      “I don’t think you do,” Ascara said.

      “Are the women of your people replacement for the men?”

      “No, Prince Ruth,” she answered.

      “Are the men so weak they allow the women out of their sight and with weapons, too? That is no behaviour for man or woman.”

      “In the lands of my birth, those best suited for war are given weapons, and those better suited to cooking are given some pots and a wooden spoon.”

      He stared at her for a moment and then laughed so hard he doubled over. “I do not think this would work in Rabia.”

      “It would if you wished it so,” she countered.

      “I’ll think on that one.”

      He turned to Lucinda and now he smiled. “The witch herself,” he said. “Now you I have been most keen to meet.”

      He looked Lucinda over in such a way that Magda had to control the urge to hit him. “You would not stare at your sister or your daughter like that.”

      “How much?” he asked.

      “What?” Lucinda said.

      He turned to Magda. “How much for this one?”

      Magda glared at him. Such a question did not even warrant a reply, but she gave one anyway. “She is not for sale.”

      “Why not, Mag? Did you marry her as well?”

      She could feel her anger start to rise. Lucinda, however, spoke before any more angry words could be exchanged. “Prince Ruth, I believe we came for tea?”

      He looked at her, confused, and perhaps a little taken aback.

      “Yes,” he agreed.

      “Then maybe we should sit here and, when the tea arrives, we can enjoy each other’s company in a more gentile manner.”

      “Indeed.” He pointed at Magda. “You, go and fetch some seats and bring them closer. Then we can discuss the price in comfort.”

      Magda scowled, but she did as ordered.

      He turned to Lucinda, his appraisal of her open and frank. He did not say anything until Magda returned with three seats. “Witch, if you are what they say you are, then I must have you to complete the set,” the Prince said. “Price is no object.”

      “A set, Mogharan? What set?” Magda asked.

      He grinned then. “I thought we were to have tea first. Or would you like to see my Hours?”

      “What on earth are your Hours?” Magda asked.

      He smiled at the question. “Come with me and I will show you.”

      She did not like the sound of this, not at all.
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      Lucinda had sensed the trouble in Magda’s spirit the moment they’d left the ship, if not sooner. Darkness radiated from her in waves of chilling despair, and as usual, she kept whatever ailed her to herself. Except that her mood affected them all now.

      Even Ascara responded, and she reacted to Magda’s anxious spirit with barely suppressed rage. Lucinda felt herself caught in the middle of some undefined battle of raging heat and rigid, glacial reserve. And whilst Magda frowned all of the time, Ascara smiled. A lot. Which could only mean she anticipated or hoped for some level of violence. Ascara, it seemed, longed to hit something.

      “Talk to me,” Lucinda said when she could speak to Magda alone.

      “Nothing to say,” Magda said. So ended any hope of a conversation.

      Their moods grew more fraught the moment they met the Prince. Magda seemed to collapse in on herself, as though she expected a whipping. Ascara stared at him as though she waited for an excuse to hit out, to hit him. Prince or no prince, Ascara didn’t like him much.

      Lucinda wasn’t sure she did either.

      Prince Ruth knew the effect he had on Ascara. He would bait her even more if he could. He smirked at Lucinda too, and with a predatory look she found demeaning. She wasn’t sure if this was to bait Magda and Ascara. Or whether he really did think he could own her and make her submit to his will?

      Underneath all of this, his emotions rolled over her in a sea of pain, anger, and anticipation. Thick and dark, like stewed tea, his thoughts coated her mouth and throat with an acrid bitterness. There was more here, more than words.

      She removed her gloves and handed them to Ascara. In such a place, she did not need any of her abilities dulled, and right now she needed to reach her trinity and draw them to her.

      Her thoughts reached out to Magda, whose pain in the face of Prince Ruth’s anger almost pulled her away from them all. She drowned in sorrow enough for all of them.

      She reached out to Ascara, too, and the more upset Magda became, the more Ascara’s anger burned. If she didn’t ease their distress soon, something bad would happen.

      “Prince Ruth, I believe we came for tea?” she asked. That did it, emotions paused, and waited for what might come next.

      She took a deep breath, and her vision blurred. The Raven in her soul knew they were in danger and screamed for freedom. Far away she could feel the distant touch of Prruk and Cruck, and they were all but ready to come screeching to her aid.

      I’m where I should be, she told herself. Her Raven took a step back but refused to sleep. She took several deep breaths and thought of bright open skies and rolling hills. She thought of tea on the top of the Raven Tower and the trinity, her Trinity of Truth.

      As she considered these things, she soothed herself, and hoped she radiated her calmness to Ascara and Magda. It was all she could do, but she could not stop. It was time to move things along before emotions grew too much again.

      “Prince Ruth,” she said to make sure that she had his attention. He turned his focus to her again. She hoped the change of focus offered Magda and Ascara some respite. “You know, I would love to see your Hours. Perhaps we could have tea afterwards.” Her voice, she noted, sounded different. Alien. As though she spoke the words another had conceived. Yet no one seemed to notice this strange voice coming from her mouth.

      “Excellent,” he said, and held out his arm. “Maybe I should escort you.”

      “Of course, Prince Ruth,” she answered. At her side, she could feel Magda stiffen, but reached out and patted her arm to reassure her.

      She couldn’t say anything more to them. She couldn’t even reassure them, but she had to hope that her actions defused the situation at least as far as the prince was concerned. She hooked her hand over the prince’s arm, and as they walked away, Magda and Ascara fell into step behind them. Their emotions, of ice-cold detachment and hot rage, pounded against her back. They held themselves in check, though, but only just. At least the situation had not deteriorated any further.

      “This is your first time in the palace, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Prince Ruth,” she answered.

      He took that as an invitation to babble on about all the things he owned and the success of the family. No matter how many rooms they entered, nor the length of any hallway, he had plenty to say. Through narrow and wide galleries, they strode up grand staircases, and then through chambers so large the sound of their footsteps echoed back to them. Here, in the vastness of the palace, they could well be the last people in creation. The coolness of the rooms surprised her, and in some places, the coolness veered closer to cold, and she shivered.

      Prince Ruth didn’t seem to notice much about his guests. He had a great deal to say about his family, and he spoke as though their achievements were his own. She listened to him for a while, for politeness, and then realised he didn’t really need her to listen. Her attention wandered and his voice faded away to nothing more than an annoying buzz. Instead she extended all of her senses to reach beyond the mundane.

      They weren’t alone.

      She couldn’t see these people with her eyes, yet she sensed their auras. There were those who rushed about before they were found derelict in their duties. Staff, she surmised. They were quiet and mostly unseen. The guards were everywhere. Although they hid from a casual glance, they were there nonetheless, hidden in alcoves and off corridors, just out of sight.

      They walked along a wide arcaded gallery, with doorways and lots of greenery on the one side and, on the other side, a grand hall. She veered to the side and looked out. They were two storeys up, but the grand hypostyle hall could not be mistaken.

      “What a beautiful view from here,” she said.

      “Yes,” Prince Ruth agreed. He stopped beside her, and Ascara and Magda stood at other her side. “You can appreciate the architectural features more.”

      “I can see, yes. The view of the columns, the fountain in the middle, and all of those plants and flowers. It looks wonderful,” Lucinda added. She looked up at the large glass dome overhead. The stained-glass shimmered with light and covered the hall in a wash of colour.

      Lucinda touched one of the narrow columns of the arcade and took a deep breath. Hundreds of memories crowded into her mind and she heard, as though from afar, the sound of people laughing. The voices were familiar and yet the words were unknown to her. Rabian, she supposed. Or Gyptan? Yet in spite of the unfamiliarity of the words, the voices were recognisable.

      She heard Magda, not as the serious captain she had become, but as excitable as only a child could be, and filled with laughter, humour, and the hopefulness of youth. A young girl giggled and another boy laughed, and she knew this to be Prince Ruth. They were three friends, and they cried and shouted, squealed and shrieked. They raced about in games that had them run around like crazed creatures. Always laughing though, even when they created mayhem wherever they were.

      She smiled at these ghosts of children, their youth long gone, and almost wished she could have been with them. “Many pleasant hours were spent in this room,” she said.

      “Yes, many hours,” said the Prince, “but those days are finished.”

      Magda looked away.

      “Come,” he said. He took the liberty of linking his arm through hers. The memories faded and slipped back to their own place in time.

      They came to a stop before a door unlike any they had seen. A white marble archway surrounded a door formed of pale wood slats bound in a golden metal. A large lock, also golden, sat underneath a simple latch handle.

      “Here we are,” he said. He sounded so happy and proud of himself. “This is the room in which I keep the Hours.” He took a heavy key from inside his tunic and unlocked the door with a quick and quiet click. He turned the handle and the door swung open on near-silent hinges.

      “Come in,” he said, the pride in his voice unmistakable now.

      Inside, the room looked much smaller than any of the rooms she had seen so far, but that did not make it a small or insubstantial room. Two features caught her attention. First, and opposite the entrance, a huge stained-glass window ran from floor to ceiling. The pattern of the glass included a circle, marked in twelve equal sections and decorated with abstract designs. It filled the room with splashes of colour. To the left of the window, Lucinda counted three ornate alcoves demarcated by narrow and ornate columns that ran from floor to ceiling. Then a door made of the same pale wood as the outer door followed by three more alcoves. The right-hand side of the room mirrored the left-hand side. Twelve bays in all, set out in symmetrical order, and between the columns, a shelf. She saw a couple of plump cushions in each bay. Seats, then.

      “It’s a beautiful room,” she said. Yet she did not yet understand the why of it.

      “Come in, come in,” he repeated. He almost bowed as he gestured for them to enter, his excitement now almost physical. Yet Lucinda did not worry, not even when he closed the door behind them and locked it.

      “Here we are, and now you will see them.” Beside the doorway, a small hand bell stood on a narrow table. He grabbed the bell by the small, fist-sized handle and wielded it with much enthusiasm. “Now you will see my Hours.”

      The doors to both sides opened and women streamed out. All of them wore long, flowing white dresses. Thin and diaphanous, the garments billowed out around the women, as though they arrived on billowing clouds of mist. They turned to the Prince, their faces covered with a thin gauzy veil, and only the darkened skin and deep dark eyes of Rabia stared back.

      Prince Ruth bowed to these women, and then they took their place in the alcoves. One remained free and empty. “These are my Hours,” he said, “but as you can see, I am short of one.”

      Lucinda stared at the women, and they stared back. They were Gifted, all of them, and this she expected. “Seers,” she said. “Every one of them is a seer.”

      “I am blessed indeed, and now you are here, my missing Hour. How blessed is this?”

      “Not very,” Lucinda answered.

      “No,” Magda said. Her voice determined and emphatic. “I don’t care what you want or think, this is not going to happen.”

      The Prince ignored Magda. “Lucinda, are you as gifted as they say?”

      “I don’t know. How gifted do you think I am?”

      “No, Lucinda, don’t talk to him like this,” Magda said.

      “No,” Ascara added. “No.”

      Lucinda did not look at either Magda or Ascara. She focused her attention on the Prince. “Why?” she asked. “Why me? I am no seer.”

      “You are the Raven. They,” and he gestured in vague fashion towards the women, “said you would come, and here you are.”

      She glanced towards the women. “That does not make me a seer.”

      “No, but you are better than a seer. You can see God,” he answered.

      “You are not making any sense, Prince Ruth,” Lucinda said.

      “No? But you are the Raven, and you take souls from this world to the next. You are the one to straddle both worlds. The world of the living and the world of the dead, and in the world of the dead is the afterlife. There you will find God.” He smiled at this. “God is the lord of all time and you are the way to Him.”

      Well bugger, she thought.

      “Prince Ruth,” she said to stall him. She did not like this at all. She was not the woman he seemed to think she was, and there was more that she did not see. “I don’t follow you.”

      “Of course you don’t follow me, but you will,” he answered.

      Lucinda shook her head and turned her attention back to the women. “You expected me?” she asked.

      Eleven pairs of dark eyes stared at her and turned milky white. Those white eyes near glowed with an eerie inner light. She could feel the stirrings of their energy fill the room, and then one of them spoke. “He found the first of us to assuage his pain in his hour of grief. To search for all he had lost,” she said in the King’s tongue.

      “And when found, what did she find?” Lucinda asked.

      “She found his pain and knew that his answer would be in the desert,” the woman said. “I am the first of his Hours, and when I looked I found the second of us.” Another voice joined the first, and they spoke together, as though they were one. “And when we understood the fullness of his grief, we found that the one he called brother survived.”

      “But they did not find my sister,” the Prince added.

      “I see,” Lucinda said.

      “And then we could see no more. The lands of the dead are beyond our reach,” the women said.

      “I looked then, looked for more,” the Prince said. “All of the Gifted were mine to find.”

      More voices joined in. “And when we were six, we could see the power in twelve.”

      “Twelve?” Lucinda asked.

      Prince Ruth clapped his hands together. “When the day is balanced, then I can use the Hours.” He stared at Lucinda with what could only describe as a feral grin. “And when the Hours are true and equal, the doors of time will be opened.”

      “Twelve hours of the day, twelve hours of the night, spoken by the twelve Seers,” the women all said.

      “No!” cried Ascara. “This is wrong.”

      “Silence!” the Prince roared. “You will be silent here.”

      ‘Raven, we need you,’ said a voice inside of her head. ‘Be one.’

      Prince Ruth turned to Lucinda. “Now you are here, at last, and I will have the twelve I need. The doors will open, and I will be master of all.”

      “You will be the master of nothing,” Magda said.

      “And what do you know of this?” the Prince asked.

      “I…I know this to be wrong,” Magda answered.

      Ascara stood to Magda’s side. “And if she says this is wrong, then it is wrong.”

      The Prince stared at the two before he turned to Lucinda. “And what do you say? Will you try and refuse me?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “You know, Prince Ruth, I cannot refuse a plea for help. But know this, no matter what you ask, there are some things I cannot do.”

      He smirked. “I know all I need to know. You will take that seat, become mine, and you will be what I want.”

      “I’m sorry. Sorry for your loss. Sorry for your grief. But that seat is not meant for me.”

      “Yes, it is. You are Gifted, and they said you would come. This is yours. I insist.”

      “No, Mogharan, this is not right,” Magda said.

      “Right? It is all my right.” The Prince turned to Magda, his eyes filled with anger. “You took what was mine, and now what is yours will be mine.”

      “Revenge, is it?” Magda asked.

      “Justice,” the Prince replied.

      “You cannot do this. You said you would not take her away from me,” Magda said.

      He held up a hand. “Be quiet, Mag. I take nothing that is not freely given. Isn’t that the way of it, Mag? It is not wrong to take what is freely given.”

      Lucinda didn’t need to stretch her senses to feel Magda’s coldness building her up to icy fury. Ascara radiated her worry, and Lucinda knew her emotions could soon erupt into something a little more passionate. Above all of this, the Hours called to her. She wanted to answer them, but Magda and Ascara needed her first. She reached out, took their hands in hers, and thought of calming gentle thoughts. “It’s all right,” she whispered. “Trust in me.”

      “Now do it,” the Prince said. His interruption irritated her, and one emotion grew from Ascara and Magda. Fury.

      “Stop,” she ordered. Her voice so low it sounded like the rumble of the ground itself. From deep inside of herself, the Raven grew. This was her fight now, not theirs. Not yet. “We are one,” she said.

      “We are one,” Ascara said.

      Magda did not answer at first. “We are one,” she managed.

      “Then trust this.” She took the cold anger and the boiling rage within herself and, as one, the trinity calmed and the threat diminished. “Trust this, we are one and I am safe here, the Raven within demands this,” she said, and she squeezed their hands once.

      Ascara responded first. “Yes, my Raven,” she said. Then she let go of her hand.

      Magda’s eyes searched hers. She seemed reluctant still, in spite of her words.

      “I will be fine,” Lucinda said.

      “If you say so,” she said. “But the slightest hint of anything—”

      “It will be fine,” Lucinda repeated.

      Magda stepped back, her eyes hardened, and she stood shoulder to shoulder with Ascara.

      Lucinda turned her attention back to the Prince. “As for you, Prince Ruth, heed my warning. If you continue to insist that I take this seat, then I promise, everything will change.”

      “Yes, it will. It will be complete, and this is what I wish,” he said.

      “It will not change in the way you want. You may well lose all that you have set out to achieve.”

      “It will be as I wish it. The power of the Hours is my right.”

      “You have no right to anything, least of all these women,” she said.

      “I have every right,” he insisted. “You will do as I bid.”

      “You insist?” she asked.

      “I do,” he replied.

      Lucinda took the free seat in the empty alcove. “Last chance.”

      “Become the twelve Hours I need,” he said. “I demand it.”

      As she settled into her seat, she could feel nothing but cool, calm acceptance of what would be. She let her senses extend, and the aura of this place filled her.

      She was where she needed to be and her Raven demanded she stretch out. She gripped the stone of the alcove and thoughts came to her.

      She smiled. Eleven women joined their thoughts to hers. ‘Welcome,’ the voices said. ‘We have been waiting for you, Raven. We are here to warn you.’

      ‘Warn me?’ she thought. She hoped they could hear her; this talking mind was not a skill she used.

      ‘Pluck the wings of Raven Black,’ they said, ‘Quench Fire in tears of Ice and Blood, three stand, one falls, in Sand and Sun, the Queen arises, vanquished Earth beneath her feet, and Time, the Lord, in stillness reigns victorious.’

      ‘I know,’ Lucinda said aloud.

      ‘Remember this, no matter what happens, the beast of the desert must never, ever control you.’
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      Magda stared at Lucinda as she took her place with the other eleven women. How could she save Lucinda from Prince Ruth now? It had all spiraled out of control, and Lucinda didn’t seem to have any idea how much. Worse, she encouraged him.

      She wanted to yell, to call her back, make her see the danger they were in. Instead, Lucinda sat in one of those niches with the sweetest smile on her lips. If anything, she looked for all the world as though she belonged there. All calm and certain. She didn’t just belong, she looked as though she expected this, and Magda could do nothing but watch.

      She glanced at Ascara, who stared at Lucinda with such concentration it looked as though she wished to inscribe every feature to memory. Magda reached out and gripped Ascara’s hand.

      “We are one,” Magda whispered.

      “For always,” Ascara replied.

      Prince Ruth stamped his foot and interrupted her thoughts. “You two, stop mumbling to each other. This is done. And you,” he pointed at Lucinda. “Become one. I demand you complete my Hours.” Like a petulant child, he stamped his foot again.

      Magda stepped forward, she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to kill the Prince and save Lucinda. Nothing seemed more important than saving Lucinda. As she moved, Ascara pulled on her hand and stopped her. She shook her head. “No, Magda, no.”

      Then the women, the Hours, caught her attention.

      Their eyes turned white like milk. Even Lucinda’s eyes had become white, and Magda didn’t know what to do about that either. She had seen eyes change before, but these white eyes all looked odd. Spooky did not even come close to describing them.

      When they spoke, the eleven women spoke as one. “One begat two, begat more,” they said as one voice. “We were eleven.”

      “And now we are joined, as was foreseen,” said Lucinda.

      The Prince clapped his hands. His grin so broad at that moment, he looked like the happiest man alive. “Yes!”

      “But we are not the twelve,” said eleven voices.

      “Nor can we be the Hours,” Lucinda finished.

      The Prince froze. “You cannot deny—”

      One by one, the eyes of the women changed. White became grey, then like iron, and then black. Twelve pairs of black eyes stared at the Prince, at Magda, and at Ascara.

      Black eyes. Raven eyes.

      “Look at us,” Lucinda ordered. “These are not your women. They are not Hours for your pleasure and enjoyment.” Her voice grew stronger, louder. “They are mine now. Lost to you. Lost for all time.”

      “No,” Prince Ruth cried. “I need them. I need you all to find my sister.”

      “She’s dead,” Lucinda the Raven answered. “And you must not seek the spirits of the dead. This I refuse.”

      “No! You can’t do that,” he said. “No!”

      Lucinda focused her attention to him. “I can, and I do refuse. I also refuse to allow you to control any part of time.”

      “You cannot refuse me. I am your prince and you…you are just women I own.”

      “Own? You think you own anyone?” said Lucinda.

      Anger, hard as steel, struck everyone in the room. Magda stepped back. Lucinda’s voice, controlled and distant, echoed as though from a world away. The menace in her voice could not be ignored. The full power of the Raven rose through Lucinda like the black clouds of a gathering storm.

      “I am your master,” the prince persisted.

      “Fool,” she roared.

      “The power is mine, and mine only,” he persisted.

      “You seek power?”

      “Yes. It is my destiny. My right,” he said.

      “Then power I will give you,” she said.

      Twelve pairs of black eyes turned to the Prince. Shards of purple light surged from the chest of each woman and coated the Prince in searing brightness.

      He crackled and sizzled for a moment before he screamed. “It burns, it burns, it burns!”

      Lucinda smirked for a moment and then the light stopped.

      Prince Ruth fell to the ground in a quivering pile as though he no longer retained control of his own body.

      “This is a taster of the power we hold. This is what happens when the living meet the dead,” she said. “And it hurts. Not just for a few moments, but the pain lasts for all time. Do you wish for me to remind you what that feels like?”

      “No,” he answered. His voice little more than a whisper.

      “The dead don’t feel,” he said.

      “The souls of the dead do feel, and they feel for all eternity.”

      “No,” he said.

      “Prince Mogharan, you hurt everyone you touch, and the pain of these souls will come back to haunt all of us if you persist in such madness.”

      The black bled from her eyes, and from the eyes of the others. Twelve women, one pale and eleven dark-skinned, stared at the Prince and then turned their attention back to each other.

      Magda watched as the women smiled at each other. Something had changed for them now, something fundamental. Lucinda turned to Prince Ruth. “These women no longer belong to you. Do you understand what this means?”

      “I…”

      “Do. You. Understand?”

      “Yes,” he said, the words ripped from his mouth. “They are free.” The Prince looked hurt enough to refuse, but he said nothing more. Nothing that would anger Lucinda the Raven.

      “I will tell you this, Prince Ruth of Rabia, there will be twelve Hours, but they will not belong to you.”

      He stopped then, as though in thought. He did not believe her, but that was for another day. A mere mortal would not stop what had yet to be. “Find the Hour, bring her home to me,” he said.

      Lucinda turned to each of the women in the alcoves. They nodded in turn to her. “Agreed,” she said, but it didn’t look as though she spoke to the Prince. “It is agreed then, I will find her, but not for you, and I will take no one where they don’t wish to be.”

      He didn’t seem to listen. Instead, he turned to Magda. “I demand you find my missing Hour and bring her home.”

      “Prince Ruth,” Lucinda said.

      He turned to face her, as if he’d already forgotten what she could do.

      “Prince Ruth, I have said that we will find the missing Hour, but she will be here to save the world, not for you to try to destroy it. And if you get in the way of me or mine, then I will destroy you. I will send you to the afterlife you seem so desperate to find, and when you know what this afterlife is like, I will rip you from the hereafter and cast you into the long night of the void. Do you understand me?”

      He didn’t answer. He turned to Magda. “You will find the beast that killed my sister, and then you will destroy it.”

      “Yes, Mogharan.”

      “Find the remains of my sister, so that we might give her the burial she deserves. Five years late is better than not at all.”

      “We will do what I can,” Magda said.

      “You will do it. I demand it.”

      Magda bowed. “I will do all I can.”
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      A captain not only needed to know everything about her ship, she needed to have control of all of its operations. Magda prided herself on her knowledge, and on her ability to run a tight and well-ordered vessel. Except on this particular day. She tried to pay attention as they unloaded Verity’s holds, but pretty much everything failed to go as planned.

      She knew the blame lay with herself and the dark and unhappy nature of her thoughts. Worse, these thoughts were contagious, and her entire crew seemed blighted by her thoughts and bad temper.

      “Hey!” she yelled at the top of her voice. “Watch those crates.”

      “Aye, Captain,” the engineer answered. He jumped to attention so fast he stopped looking at anything else.

      Magda pointed to the lifting arm above his head. “On your belly!” she bellowed.

      He didn’t question her order, but dropped to the floor, his eyes on her as he waited for instructions. A cargo net of crates whooshed past. He looked up and a flash of horror crossed his features as he realised how close he had been to injury, or worse.

      “On your feet,” she ordered. “Now pay attention.”

      “Aye, Captain. Sorry, Captain.” He raced off to his duties.

      Magda turned away and she saw, out of the corner of her eye, several maintenance crew members with clipboards in hand. They walked in her vague direction, until one of the crew members looked up. He muttered something, she could see his mouth move, but she had no idea what he said. However, every member of the group pulled back their shoulders, saluted, and then veered away to check on something more pressing. Or, at least something that would not take them anywhere near their captain. They avoided her by tens of yards. They were not the only ones.

      Her eyes skimmed the unloading area. Crew members everywhere performed their tasks with one eye on the job and another in her direction. When she paid them any attention, they performed their tasks with such skittishness, their very eagerness called their presence to her glaring attention. Accidents and chaos ensued.

      A crew member used a pry bar on the joints of a crate. Rather than the crate opening, the pry bar slipped and the crewman head-butted the crate hard enough to draw blood. Another crewman swung a hammer, only he threw it across the yard and missed another crewman by an inch. If she hadn’t known better, she could have sworn that someone had coated the tools in grease.

      A loud crash and several loud curses interrupted her thoughts and she spun about. Someone had dropped a wooden crate, a big ten-foot cube of wood and cargo and the edges had split. Sawdust and wood splinters spilled over the ground.

      “Good grief, man!” Magda yelled. “Pay attention to what you’re doing.”

      “Aye, Captain,” the crewman answered.

      An officer stood to the side shaking her head. Magda called her attention.

      “Aye, Captain?” the woman asked.

      “Crew seems a little skittish to me,” Magda said.

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Any reason? Officer…?”

      “Anson,” the crewman answered.

      “Yes, thank you, any reason for this chaos, Officer Anson?”

      “Permission to speak freely?”

      Magda nodded.

      “The crew think you are here to find fault. You are a little…?”

      “Yes?”

      “Stressed and very particular.”

      “You think? When they drop everything? Now that cargo needs to be checked for damage.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Magda sighed. “If my presence is such a chore, then I will make myself less prominent. I expect to find that the crew performs as they should and with no further damage or injury.”

      Officer Anson saluted. “Aye, Captain.”

      Magda turned away and found a spot hidden in shadow and shade near the base of the docking tower. Almost immediately, the rate of errors and accidents dropped to nothing. Work progressed faster and with a far greater proficiency than she had seen. Obviously, the bad-tempered captain caused more harm than good.

      In the coolness of the shade and out of sight, Magda allowed herself to stew and wallow in her own sadness and anger. She allowed her thoughts to return to Mogharan and his pain-filled eyes. Pain she had caused. Not by intent, but by accident. If only she had been more considered and even considerate, the pain could have been averted.

      “Captain!” Lucinda called out.

      She turned to watch as Lucinda approached, and with each step Lucinda took, Magda’s thoughts spent less time in the past, and more time in the here and now. “Yes, Lucinda?”

      “You need to speak to me.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes, you do. I can feel your emotions from the other side of the ship. Pain, anger, and your self-recriminations, they are everywhere and you don’t even need to be gifted to sense them.”

      Magda drew back her shoulders. “Then I apologise for exposing you to my unguarded thoughts and emotions.”

      “Don’t be such an arse—” Lucinda started, and then she stopped.

      “Maybe that’s what I am.”

      “Give me your hand,” Lucinda ordered.

      She noticed Lucinda didn’t have her gloves on again, and thought to refuse, for Lucinda’s sake. “No gloves?”

      “No,” Lucinda answered. “Take my hand, Magda.”

      She did as she was bid and all of her dark thoughts and sadness lessened. It felt good. No remorse, no guilt, and no heartache. The relief of it made her feel lighter by half. “I don’t wish to burden you,” she said.

      Lucinda stared at her with those bright eyes of hers and Magda lost herself in shining green.

      “You are never a burden to me,” Lucinda said.

      Magda nodded. “I know, but—”

      “But you have this notion that you should always be strong, and perfect, and never make a mistake.”

      “I have too many failings to willingly permit these inadequacies to grow further. I would not wish to burden others with my lack.”

      “You admit you do have failings then?”

      “Yes…” Magda faltered.

      Lucinda grinned.

      “Are you teasing me?”

      “Who, me?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe a little.”

      “And are you going to spend all morning teasing me?” Magda asked.

      “I shall spend every moment of every day teasing you until you talk to me about why this trip has been so upsetting to you.”

      “I thought the reason was most obvious.”

      “Yes, because of Olivia,” Lucinda said. “I can see that, but there is more to it. If you ever wish to share these troubles, then I am here.”

      “I don’t want to be difficult or make demands.”

      “Magda, you should never fear to need me, or us. We three are joined now, what ails you ails us all. You know this, and I fear Ascara is about to take on the whole of the Rabian militia simply because they look at her in a 'funny way’, as she puts it.”

      Magda couldn’t stop herself from laughing. “Yes, but I don’t want to be a—”

      “Yes, yes, you don’t want to be a nuisance, or a burden, or impose upon us,” said Lucinda.

      “It’s hard to talk about it.”

      Lucinda squeezed her hand. “Would you prefer Ascara to be here?”

      “You will not think well of me.”

      Lucinda stepped in close, almost too close. “I will always think well of you, no matter what,” she said.

      Magda nodded. “I should have been more open to start, but I thought it would all go away.”

      “The past will never go away, it is what makes us who we are.”

      “True. Perhaps we should talk of this and other matters later?”

      “If you wish to,” Lucinda said.

      “I wish it,” Magda answered.

      “Excellent. Which reminds me of I why I sought you down here.”

      “And why is that? Other than my irresistible charm?”

      “Now you sound like Ascara. She’s rubbing off on you.”

      “Is that a good thing?” Magda asked.

      “Not sure. Anyway, you do know Ascara is not anywhere on the ship? I’ve asked about and no one seems to know where she is,” Lucinda said.

      “I know.”

      “You know?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, there are things she needed to do.”

      “I see,” Lucinda said, and she turned to the crates already unloaded. Larger than a coach and four, these were quite huge and the loading winches screamed and groaned with the effort. “Those crates are monstrous. What on earth do you have in those?”

      “Those crates are to assist our travel arrangements,” Magda answered. She turned to the uniformed crew as they settled the boxes at ground level and untethered the hoists. She strode out of the shadows. “Open the crates,” she ordered.

      “Aye, Captain,” a young man answered. A few shouts, followed by the removal of several bolts, and the top came off. A little more effort, and the sides fell away with a crash. Several crew members shouted out, followed by a member of the crew jumping out of the way.

      “Watch out!” Magda yelled. “These things cost a fortune. Take care.”

      “Aye, Captain,” the crewman answered.

      “And there we have it,” Magda said to Lucinda.

      “The land slug!” Lucinda called out.

      Magda chuckled. “Slug indeed. I am not sure the commander would be too pleased to hear you call his finest machine nothing more than a garden pest.”

      “This one is different,” Lucinda said. “The tracks are different.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Interesting,” Lucinda responded.

      “Such a vote of confidence,” Magda said. She tried to hold back her laughter, but she wasn’t sure if she managed. “Anyway, it is much as the other land machine you saw, but this one has been modified for the desert.”

      “Will it manage in this heat?”

      “This we will soon determine, but the further and the longer it is of use to us, the better.”

      “I would concur,” Lucinda said. “I must admit the desert and the heat does not appeal to me.”

      “If you think it is hot here, wait until we reach southern Gypta, where it is not only hotter, there is less of a breeze. It will be hotter there, hotter even than this.”

      Lucinda groaned. “This is already almost unbearable.”

      “Then let us hope that this slug manages the trip there and back.”

      Lucinda laughed.

      “If not, how are you at riding ‘the ship of the desert’?”

      “The what?”

      “A camel. We might be able to stretch to a mule, but in the desert, the camel is best.”

      “No carriages, or a horse?” Lucinda asked. She sounded horrified.

      Magda laughed. She did not relish too long in the desert either, but it amused her to watch Lucinda’s obvious discomfort.

      “In that case, Captain, I hope you have an extra set of engineers and spare parts to go with us.”

      “Funny you should mention that,” she said, as the crew unloaded another crate. “Look.”

      “Two slugs?”

      “Not quite. We have a modification, in that the engine at the front will do all of the work, and pull the carriage behind it. The logistics of going through the desert are complex, but leave it to us. I think we have it covered.”

      “Have you? How about food, water, and fuel?”

      “All dealt with. Don’t worry yourself. Ascara will ensure all of our plans are in place before we leave here.”

      “All right,” Lucinda said. “But I’m not stupid. I’m not some silly little woman who knows nothing.”

      “I know this,” Magda answered.

      “Then stop treating me like one.”

      Magda drew back her shoulders and rocked on the balls of her feet a few times. “I’m sorry. This was not my intention. My job is to get us to our goal and keep you safe. There is no need to discuss the plans that were put into operation before we even left the Raven Tower.”

      “I appreciate this, really I do, but it would not hurt to let me be a part of your plans and activities.”

      “The logistics are carefully considered, Lucinda. I mean no insult.”

      “I know, but don’t exclude me.”

      “Noted.”

      Lucinda stared forward, as though she too checked the unloading procedures. “Magda,” she said, her voice quiet. She spoke a fraction louder than a whisper.

      “Yes, Lucinda?”

      “I don’t relish the task ahead of us.”

      “Do you wish to go home?”

      Lucinda paused, as though she thought about matters. “I don’t think I could live with myself if I didn’t do all I could do. And this is a job for me. A job for the three of us.”

      “I understand.”

      “And what are your thoughts about this?” Lucinda asked.

      “Well…” she said. “I would rather take you home. This is not a place I would like to be. The desert scares me more than anything, and only a fool would not admit fear. But you are right, there are things to be done, and we are the only ones to do them.”

      Lucinda reached for her hand, entwined their fingers, and clutched their palms together. Magda liked this and found a great deal of reassurance in such contact. She squeezed back. “We will do this,” Lucinda said.

      “And we will prevail,” Magda responded.

      “Yes, we must,” Lucinda agreed. “The possibilities for harm are immense otherwise.”
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      At dinner that evening, Lucinda could not seem to raise her spirits at all. She picked at her food and wondered if she was the only one. She watched as Magda ate. She ate in a precise and mechanical fashion, as though she could operate no more than the most basic of the dining processes. Cut food, put food onto the fork, get it to the mouth, and then chew, swallow, repeat. Funny to see, funnier still to realise that she ate in the same manner.

      “I’m going to miss this,” Lucinda said.

      Magda looked up from her plate. “What? Miss what, exactly?”

      “Dinners here. I can’t see us having such wonderful meals for a long while.”

      “No, I suspect our meals will be more basic and much less formal. Will you mind?” Magda asked.

      “Not at all. It’s an adventure, isn’t it?”

      “Perhaps. Although we are here to do a job and it is hard to see the adventure in that.”

      “You are such a curmudgeon.” Lucinda placed her cutlery at the side of her plate. “I miss Ascara. It is so quiet without her.”

      “The world seems empty.”

      “That is exactly how I feel, too,” Lucinda said.

      Magda pulled out her timepiece and checked the time. “I did not expect her to be gone so long.”

      “Did she say how long she would be?”

      “No, but even so, this is rather longer than I’d anticipated,” Magda said.

      “Do you think there is a problem?”

      Magda shook her head. “I don’t think so, but if I don’t hear anything by midnight, then I will speak to the Authority for assistance. We might need permission to search for her.”

      Lucinda moved her plate to one side and placed her hands on the table. The tablecloth slipped under her hands, but she smoothed it out and when satisfied, she closed her eyes. She didn’t even have to concentrate very much to listen to the ship. She thought it a measure of her level of worry, and she was worried.

      “And?” Magda asked.

      “And what?” Lucinda replied.

      “You were looking for her, weren’t you? I could almost feel you reaching for her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you find her?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda shook her head.

      “Is she in trouble, do you think?”

      Lucinda thought for a moment. “I don’t think so. I would know.”

      Magda nodded. “I think we would, too.”

      Lucinda reached out to touch Magda’s hand, and the coldness of Magda’s fingers chilled her own. “She’s fine, Magda.”

      Magda gripped Lucinda’s hand. “Yes. I know she is.”

      Lucinda removed her hand. “Let’s finish eating. Maybe a glass of pink tea on the observation deck? It would be nice to be outside.”

      Magda placed her cutlery across her almost empty plate and leaned back in her seat. “Good idea—” she started but stopped as the main doors opened, and Ascara strode in. At her side, Banu Oho kept up with her, his wide grin almost as broad as Ascara’s.

      “So, we can discuss the route—”

      “Ascara,” Magda interrupted.

      “Captain!” she answered, and snapped to attention.

      Magda wiped her mouth on her napkin and threw it on to the table. She rose to her feet, pulled her jacket so that she maintained the crispness of her uniform, and turned to face Ascara and Banu. “You have been out a long while with little word as to your whereabouts.”

      “Yes, Captain, please excuse my tardiness, but there were issues that needed my attention.”

      “I understand, but I would have preferred to have been kept informed.”

      “My apologies, but I had to maintain a very low profile,” Ascara said.

      “I understand,” she said. “You will brief me fully later.”

      “Indeed, Captain, but I found Banu, and he will be our guide.”

      Magda stood with her hands on hips and stared at the two of them. “Really?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Banu answered. “I would be honoured and most blessed to offer my services to your endeavors in the desert.”

      “You would?” asked Magda, but she did not sound enthusiastic.

      “Yes, Banu Oho is the best guide and scout in all of Rabia and all of Gypta,” Ascara said. “Ishael said as much. I thought we’d agreed…” Her voice faded away.

      “Did we?” Magda said. The anger in her voice made her words tremble.

      Ascara dropped to one knee and stared at Magda’s feet. “Captain, forgive me my forwardness.”

      “Good Goddess, get up, Ascara,” Magda ordered. “What the hell is that?”

      “Captain, I would admit to being a fair scout in most of the Frikan states, even those I have not yet visited,” Banu said.

      Lucinda rose from the table and joined the group.

      “Gifted,” Banu said. Now he fell to his knees and stared at the floor as he spoke. “How might I be of service?”

      “What the hell is this kneeling business?” Magda grumbled. “You should both stop it, stop it now. Please get up off the floor.”

      Ascara rose to her feet but didn’t answer.

      Banu looked to Lucinda, and he didn’t move until she nodded.

      “Magda,” Lucinda said. She hooked her arm through Magda’s. “No point fretting now, a potential guide is here.” She turned to Banu. “We are going to the desert, Banu, to the southern edge of Gypta, I think, and my captain is both sad and cynical at the need to travel, and more cynical yet about those we might encounter on the way.”

      “I understand,” Banu said. “There is much wisdom in doubt and mistrust.”

      “Do you really understand?” Magda asked.

      Banu stared at Magda. “I understand more than people often credit.”

      “Then surprise me with the extent of your understanding.”

      Banu grinned rather than take offense at Magda’s words. “First of all, I understand you do not trust me,” Banu said.

      Magda nodded. “I don’t think I know you well enough to have an opinion either way.”

      “You distrust me most of all because you think I would do the bidding of the Authority. In that, there is great wisdom. The Authority knows all.”

      Magda didn’t answer.

      “Trust is long in the making, and I understand this, too. In the desert, trust can only be given to one who will stand by you no matter the trouble. So, I will say that the reason I am here is this is the place I must be. It is the place to settle my obligations, and a man is nothing if he cannot fulfil his obligations.”

      “Right,” said Magda.

      “I have two wives and seven children. A man with such responsibilities must take what he can get.”

      Lucinda stepped forward. “And do you include spying in those obligations?” she asked.

      “Lady?” he asked.

      “Never mind,” Lucinda said.

      “And I should not try to lie, if I were you,” Magda suggested. “Not with Lucinda present.”

      Banu looked most upset. “Please, Captain, Lady, I would never lie. I know the Gifted can smell an untruth before it is uttered.”

      Lucinda chuckled.

      “Why do you want to do this, Banu? Just money? This is no easy trip. Do you understand the danger we will be in?” Magda asked.

      He bowed. “I am best equipped to assist, and if I did not, then the stain to my soul would take many lifetimes to cleanse.”

      “Is that so,” Magda said.

      “And I know the desert well. For instance, it is known to my people how you have secreted many caches of supplies to meet the needs of your journey. I know where you have set up your lines of supply, and you have made them in such a way very few know the details. It is well done.”

      Magda glared. “Who told you?”

      “No one, Captain. My people know the desert and we know all you have done,” he answered.

      “He speaks truth,” Lucinda said.

      Banu nodded towards Lucinda. “I have seen your path, and it is not a good one. I would have selected a different way, but still I can help you,” he said. He thought for a moment. “Did you know, for instance, that two of your caches have already been attacked?”

      “What? No. I have heard nothing. Please explain,” Magda said.

      “They were not as discrete as would have been wise and they attracted the attention of a wandering tribe of nomads. We, however, were ready for them and we have saved what we could.”

      “What of my men?” she asked.

      “They are safe, but there were a few losses. For this, I am most deeply sorry.”

      “My people will vouch for this?” Magda asked.

      “Yes.” He turned towards Lucinda. “Lady?”

      “He speaks the truth,” Lucinda answered. “Everything he said is true.”

      “Why would you do that?” Magda asked. “Because of money?”

      “Because we walk the same steps in the sand,” he said.

      “He speaks the truth,” Lucinda added.

      “Which means?” Magda asked.

      “That we both seek the beast in the depths of the desert. You thought her dead, and we thought you had killed her, but we were both wrong.”

      “Still, you are a Gyptan spying on the Rabians. This does not inspire trust,” Magda said.

      Banu looked thoughtful. “Then I would submit my heart and soul to scrutiny.” He looked at Lucinda and fell to his knees. He averted his eyes and held up a limp hand, exposing the back of his wrist.

      “Stop this kneeling down business, Banu. It is not necessary,” Lucinda said.

      Banu held his wrist higher and waited. Lucinda stared. She did not know what he wanted, but he wanted something from her. “Only truth matters,” he said.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara said. Then she mimed touching the back of his hand.

      “This is not something I care to do,” Lucinda said.

      “Only the truth matters,” Banu repeated.

      Lucinda did not want to touch another person, especially one who seemed to place so much store in all she said. He wanted the contact too much, and that worried her. Especially as he would be disappointed when he discovered that she could not discern much from people. Her skills had improved with her tower, but not that much, and not reliably either. Nevertheless, she reached out, and her fingertip brushed across the back of his hand.

      Dark reassurance, the strength of her tower, filled her heart, and the Raven rose on the down thrust of strong wings. All extraneous thoughts vanished and her focus narrowed to the world around her. Colour leached away from the room and left her a monochromatic view dominated by shades of back, white, and grey, yet tinged with shades of glowing purple.

      Banu, submissive and respectful, would never know of the shimmering shadow of a raven which sat upon his shoulder. She turned to Magda and then to Ascara, they too carried the shimmering shadow of a raven upon their shoulders. All of them had been chosen to serve.

      Lucinda turned her attention back to Banu and images filled her mind. A mudbrick village left to ruin. A small community of tents, all of them aflame. She saw a narrow defile between steep cliffs, and blood-stained rocks led to a place she recognised from her nightmares. As she focused on the blood, an image of the beast rose in her mind.

      “Stop!” she said, and pulled her hand away.

      Ascara and Magda rushed to her side and Banu looked horrified.

      “Lucinda, what’s the matter?” Magda asked.

      “Nothing. I’m all right,” she said. “I’m fine.”

      “Forgive me my baseness,” Banu said. “I did not mean to cause offence.”

      “Baseness? No. No, it’s nothing like that,” Lucinda said.

      “Lucinda,” said Ascara. “What’s the matter?”

      Lucinda leaned against Magda and reached for Ascara’s hand. With their touch she let her thoughts settle and shift. “Well, I got rather more than I expected.” Her thoughts turned back to the beast in the desert and as she saw the burning tents once more, she could hear the screams of the people inside. She stared at Banu, still on his knees and his eyes averted. “Banu, I saw the tents burning.” The sound of Banu’s indrawn breath almost stopped her from saying more. But there were things they needed to know. “I would ask of you one thing. You might find this request offensive,” she said.

      “Anything,” he said.

      “Open your shirt, or remove it so that we might see your back and chest,” she said.

      “Gifted!” he exclaimed.

      “Lucinda, this would not be appropriate behaviour,” said Magda.

      “I understand that, but it would clarify much to us all,” Lucinda answered.

      Magda looked at the kneeling man. “Banu Oho, you are not obliged to do anything you deem inappropriate. I understand modesty would forbid this, but Lucinda seems to think this would be a good move. I will leave the judgement to you.”

      “This is a dilemma for me,” he admitted.

      “I am sorry to ask you, but this will help more than I can express,” Lucinda said.

      He nodded. “Very well, Gifted. Whatever you ask, it will be a joy for me to fulfil and I consider it a blessing. So must it be.” He lifted his long shirt and pulled it over his head. His dark skin contrasted with his white drawstring trousers and the shirt he pulled against his belly in a gesture of modesty. He stared at the floor. “Is this what you wished, Gifted?”

      Lucinda pointed at the half-dressed man. “Look, Captain. This man has no scars, no tattoos, and no indication of possession, even though I know his people have encountered the beast.”

      Magda looked at Banu and then looked away. “Is this true, Banu? You have seen the beast?” she asked. Her expression remained blank, but Lucinda could see her jaw clench.

      “Yes, Captain,” he answered.

      “Banu, dress yourself,” Magda said.

      “Thank you, Captain,” he said. With great speed, he pulled his shirt back over his head and pulled the cotton garment down to cover himself.

      “I know that was hard, but I think I understand why Lucinda might have thought it necessary,” Magda said.

      “If the Lady requires this of me, then I could not refuse,” he said.

      Magda stood back and stroked her chin, her eyes furrowed as though in deep contemplation. “Then we owe you an explanation.”

      “Thank you, Captain. You do me great honour,” he said.

      She pointed to the dining chairs and everyone took a seat. Magda poured coffee from an ornate coffee pot into several small cups and offered them around. She did not ask if they wanted any.

      “Many years ago, I went to the desert at the behest of the Order. A beast had been noted as a problem, and when we went, we found nothing but destruction,” she told him. “Several villages had been decimated, and the people of the Kartari, Omari, and the Mermida were no more. I found a boy there, who I took with me and gave a home.”

      “That was most kind of you, Captain. There is not much hope for orphans without a people. The Katari, Omari, and Mermida are no more and their loss is mourned.”

      Magda nodded. “I trusted the boy. Trusted him implicitly.”

      Banu sipped his coffee but his eyes did not leave Magda’s face.

      “And then, when he met Lucinda, he tried to kill her twice.”

      At this, Banu looked horrified. “Are you all right, Gifted one?”

      “Yes, but it was not at all pleasant,” Lucinda added.

      “How could a Gyptan want to do this to a Gifted one?” he asked.

      “Because he was possessed. His body had been covered in symbols of magic. He called this beast to him and together they tried to take the very soul from Lucinda,” Magda continued.

      “And now you need to be very sure that people are who they say they are?” he asked.

      “Trust is a fragile commodity,” she said.

      “And we do not have the luxury of sharing much salt,” Ascara added.

      Banu swirled the contents of his cup around before he swallowed the lot. “Then you need people you can trust. People who will protect you from those who mean the wise lady harm.”

      “And you know such people?” Magda asked.

      “My people and I would protect you and your people with their lives.”

      “Why?” Lucinda asked.

      “Because the villages of Kartari, Omari, and Mermida are not the only settlements to be destroyed. Nor are they the only places where people are killed or taken. There are dozens more, and the people of Gypta must stop this before we are no more. Rabia will not help, but you will. You are already here. For this, we are already most grateful. Ask of us what you will, we will do all we can.”

      Magda nodded and turned to Ascara. “What do you say?”

      Ascara seemed to think her words through. “It is the desert, it is a harsh place, and in spite of all we have done, our preparations are probably not enough. We cannot go back, and we cannot walk away. We must wipe that beast out.”

      “Agreed,” Magda said. She held out a hand to Banu. “I appreciate your offer of help. You will be an invaluable ally in the desert. I welcome you to our ranks.”

      Banu rose to his feet and bowed. “Thank you. I am blessed with your trust.” He turned to Lucinda and bowed low and deep, his eyes fixed on the floor at Lucinda’s feet.

      “I welcome you, Banu,” she said.

      He stood upright, and he seemed to glow with happiness. “If you would be advised at this time, then I would suggest we delay by two days.”

      “Why?” Magda asked.

      “I will need this time to spread the word and make sure we have the right people in the right place to ensure your safety. There is a small war brewing along the border, and we will need all the soldiers we have, both yours and mine.”

      “A war?” Magda asked.

      “Captain, there is always a war brewing in Frika. One border or another, it is all the same,” Ascara answered.

      “This is correct. There are few resources in most of Frika, and what there is, people are always prepared to take,” said Banu.

      “Very well, we will leave in two days. Plenty of time to conclude our trading before we go,” Magda agreed.
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      Magda found Lucinda and Ascara out on the observation deck. Lanterns strung out along the sides lit the area with a soft amber light. They both wore long, white cotton robes over loose cotton trousers in the style of the local dress. Lucinda had let down her hair and it fell over her shoulders in shimmering waves of red. Dressed in so casual a fashion, she looked more relaxed and carefree than she had even been, even in the towers. When Lucinda smiled, the rest of the world seemed to fall away.

      “Captain,” said Ascara.

      For a moment, Magda didn’t respond, and then she remembered that someone had spoken. She turned around and found Ascara staring at her with a half-cocked smile on her lips. “Ascara, I’m off duty. As are you. You can leave out the captain bit. You know that.”

      “Magda. Just checking.” Ascara grinned.

      Like Lucinda, Ascara also looked relaxed and cheerful, Magda thought. The pale clothing brought out the colour of her skin and the more she looked, the more Ascara seemed to glow.

      Lucinda held out both hands to Magda. “Look at us, all casual. Funny, isn’t it, how we all chose to wear the same thing this one evening?”

      “Indeed, very funny,” Magda said.

      “You look very good in your djaba,” Lucinda said. “But you know what they are called anyway.”

      “I do,” Magda confirmed. “However, the men wear djabas, and the women wear abaiyas.”

      “And the difference is?”

      “About four inches,” Ascara answered for Magda.

      From the look upon Lucinda’s face, she looked confused by the comment. “And where are these extra inches?”

      “Length,” Ascara answered. She tried to keep her face straight, but she failed.

      “You’re being smutty, aren’t you?” Lucinda asked. “Admit it, I know you are.”

      Ascara stepped closer. “Would you like me to get smutty?”

      “Behave,” Magda admonished.

      “Magda, please, don’t be a spoilsport,” Ascara responded. “You could join in and be all smutty, too, if you liked.”

      Magda shook her head, but she smiled anyway. “And what do you think of them now you have one on?” Magda asked.

      “Comfortable and cool. I like this a lot. The trousers—”

      “Those look like pa’las, which are usually the style worn by men,” Magda said. “The women wear fa’las, which are the same, but a little wider and more generous of material. Women also wear fa’las’arah, which are skin tight and worn under the many layered dresses.”

      “Whatever you call them, maybe we should take some back for summer at the tower,” Lucinda said.

      Magda laughed. “If you like.” She turned to Ascara. “How about you, are you also comfortable?”

      Ascara seemed to need time to think it through. “They are light and cool, a pleasant set of clothing, but here I feel naked without my leather.”

      “Then get used to it,” Magda said. “The desert will be hot. It is always hot.”

      Ascara shrugged. “I’m unconcerned with the desert, I’ll manage, but I worry about you two.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Magda said.

      “We’ll see how we go,” Lucinda added.

      “Right.” Ascara held out one hand to Lucinda, and the other to Magda. “This will be the last time we can relax together, eh, Magda?”

      “Yes, it will be. We should make the most of it,” Magda replied. She took the proffered hand and linked up with Lucinda. It felt nice to touch them both at the same time. When they were like this, they could take on the world and achieve anything. “We will make the most of this evening.”

      “Does that mean we take off our clothes and get naked together?” Ascara asked. “Now that is a wonderful idea.”

      “Behave,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, behave,” Magda agreed.

      “You pair are no fun at all, you know that.” She even added a pout for emphasis.

      “Ascara…” Magda started.

      “I know, Magda, I know,” Ascara said.

      Magda squeezed Ascara’s hand. She didn’t mind the banter really. “Anyway, the last time we were together at the Raven Tower we had such a lovely time I thought I would replicate it.”

      “The dinner parts? Or the part where Lucinda decimated a whole army of clockwork beasties?” Ascara asked.

      “I thought more along the lines of a casual evening, just the three of us, for tea and a few bits to eat,” Magda answered.

      At that moment, the door to the passenger lounge opened and a long line of service staff came out. The house boys and girls were the youngest members of the crew generally; they were old enough to work, and this way they could experience the ships and learn how things worked. A gentle apprenticeship to ship life.

      They brought out a couple of low occasional tables. The dark wood polished to a sheen, and the legs and edges marked with shiny brass rivets. Several large cushions came with the tables, some from the lounge, and others which had been made for this occasion. Magda thought they needed it.

      Most important of all, they brought out a tray containing tea and herbs. A tray filled with various plates of cheeses, cold meats and olives. The last tray contained two decanters, one of brandy, one of gin, a glass bucket of ice, which wouldn’t last long in the heat, and several glasses.

      “This looks wonderful,” said Lucinda.

      Magda could feel the start of a grin pulling at the corner of her mouth. She couldn’t help herself, not when she could almost feel Lucinda’s and Ascara’s happiness as part of her own.

      “Anything else, Captain?” one of the service staff asked. He looked older than the others, and although she tried to remember his name, she couldn’t.

      She pointed to the window into the passenger lounge. “Could you close the shutters on the window please.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said and saluted.

      She waited until they were alone before she turned to Lucinda and Ascara. She sat on a pile of cushions, her long legs crossed before her. “What would you like? Tea, brandy, or gin? This will be the last time for gin or brandy.”

      “Do we get naked now?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda laughed. “Do you ever stop?”

      Ascara tried to look horrified. “What? Why? Give up? Never.”

      “I admire your persistence, anyway,” Lucinda said.

      “My persistence looks better with no clothes on,” Ascara said. She smiled and batted her eyelashes.

      Magda threw a small cushion at Ascara. “Let’s be serious.”

      Ascara groaned and threw herself backwards into a pile of cushions. “Serious, is it? This will be the death of me.” She didn’t wait long to sit up again.

      “I think tea would be wise for a moment,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara sighed in a most dramatic fashion. “All right then. I will be serious. Have you noticed any changes between us?”

      “Like what?” Magda said.

      “Yes, like what?” Lucinda added.

      Ascara looked thoughtful. “I think I’m more aware of both of you. If I think of either of you, I know whether you are angry, or sad, or happy. It is very distracting.”

      Ascara and Magda turned to Lucinda.

      “Don’t look at me. I don’t know what it means,” Lucinda said.

      “You’re the witch,” Ascara said. “You must know. You are the master of the hoodoo.”

      “Master of hoodoo?” Lucinda asked.

      “Mistress of Hoodoo?” Ascara corrected. She chuckled then, and with such enthusiasm, the others laughed with her.

      Magda poured three cups of tea and picked up a decanter of brandy.

      “Think I need the gin please,” Lucinda said.

      Magda poured a generous measure and added three chunks of ice to the gin but poured two glasses of brandy for Ascara and herself. “Drink up,” Magda urged. She took a good mouthful of the fiery liquid and swallowed. The burn didn’t stop until it hit her belly, and even then, the warmth in her chest remained. “You do know what is happening, don’t you?”

      Lucinda sipped at her gin. “Yes,” she said. She took another sip, and almost choked on it. “This is strong gin.”

      “You can’t distract us with gin,” said Magda.

      “Can’t I?” Lucinda answered.

      “No,” Ascara and Magda answered at the same time.

      “All right then. I think it’s the effects of the tower,” Lucinda said.

      “What does that mean?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda took a deep breath. “I can feel my skills changing.” She paused as if to gather her thoughts. “Actually, I am not so sure if my skills are changing or whether the tower is growing stronger.”

      “What does that mean?” Ascara asked.

      “I’m still a psychometrist, and I think I’m as skilled as ever. But there is one more facet to the ability that I never had before.”

      “You can hear a lie or truth,” Magda said.

      Lucinda nodded. “You’ve noticed.”

      “When you were listening to Banu, you kept saying things like, ‘he speaks the truth’, or something like that. That’s a pretty impressive and scary skill,” Magda said.

      “It’s early yet, and it doesn’t work often. Maybe this is as good as it will get.” She tried to brush it off with a wave of the hand. “It is not impressive yet, but I wonder if this is the tower’s skill and nothing to do with me at all.”

      “You are like a conduit for the tower?” Magda asked.

      “It seems so, and it is stronger than the tower of Knaresville.”

      “As though you are tied to this land?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda nodded.

      “Anything else?” Ascara asked.

      “Not yet, but…” Her voice faltered, and she looked into the distance. “There is something I must say, and I best say it now before I forget.”

      Magda reached over to her. “What’s the matter?”

      Lucinda tried to smile, but she did not look happy. “Look, if we encounter anything too dark, and if anything happens to me, no matter what it is or no matter what I say or do, and no matter anything, just make sure I get back to the tower. Promise me?”

      Magda and Ascara both nodded.

      “Are you expecting something?” Magda asked.

      “You do have a habit of falling over and nearly dying,” Ascara said.

      “Ascara, play nice,” Magda said.

      “It’s all right, Magda. We are not here for fun and frolics, and I’m not really made for fighting bad things. I expect nothing good out here, and it might overwhelm me again,” Lucinda said. “I think I’ve been lucky to survive so far.”

      “It’s not luck when you have us,” Ascara assured her.

      “No, Ascara, this will be more than that, and I’m the weak link.”

      “We need you to do your thing, and we will do our thing and take care of you,” Magda said.

      “Thank you, it’s important and I just needed you both to understand that,” Lucinda said.

      The three women fell silent, the gentle hum of the ship’s engines powering lights and operations, the only noise any of them could hear.

      “I hear what you are saying about the tower, Lucinda, but what about us?” Magda asked. She banged a fist against her chest. “I’m changing. I need you both close by; in sight is fine, next to me is better still. If there is any distance between us, I fret.” She closed her eyes and leaned back. “This need, it is like an addiction.”

      Lucinda reached out to Magda and took her hand. “Are you all right with this emotional link between us?”

      “I’m not sure I should be.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Magda nodded, “Yes, I’m all right with it.”

      Ascara nodded and reached for Magda’s other hand. “I feel the same. But I’m glad it is the way it is.”

      “I think this is also about the tower,” Lucinda said.

      “How?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda finished her gin before she spoke. “We are linked, emotionally, through me and the tower. It will only get stronger, I think.” She shuffled forward and knelt before Magda and Ascara. She held out her hands. “Sit like this and let’s hold hands to make a circle.”

      Magda didn’t know what to make of this, but she did as bid, and Ascara followed suit. As soon as they all linked she felt this sense of completeness bring her peace.

      “Both of you, close your eyes and think of me,” Lucinda said.

      As Magda thought about Lucinda, waves of comfort seemed to rise through their hands and then settled with a jolt in the center of her chest. The surprise of the jolt vanished then, and yet that pleasing warmth remained.

      “Magda, now think of Ascara, who she is, and what she means to you and to me.”

      As Magda thought of Ascara, heat started in their hands then raced to her chest and exploded in an explosion of fire. She gasped with the strength of it, but then it settled into a pleasant heat.

      “Ascara, to complete the circle, you and I must think of Magda. Consider who she is and what she means to you.”

      Magda didn’t expect much of a sensation, after all, she had felt the powers of Lucinda and Ascara come to her, she would just go to them. It didn’t quite work that way.

      At first, the world slowed down. She breathed deeper, her heart rate dropped, and a sense of anticipation filled her. A trickle of energy rolled through her fingers, like insects crawling not on her skin, but through her fingers themselves. Neither pleasant, nor painful, yet she could not describe the sensation as anything other than strange.

      She imagined herself at the edge of an electrical storm. Close enough to feel or sense the energy, but just out of range of danger. Where they touched, her hands and fingers oscillated between hot and cold. She did not think it unpleasant at first, until her skin grew hot, like an infection in her fingers. The throb at the end of her fingers grew until she was sure she had burned the skin.

      Magda wanted to let go, to stop the building levels of discomfort, and yet she couldn’t, because amidst that pain, Lucinda and Ascara appeared closer to her, as though in her thoughts. Could she pull away from them?

      Before she could change her mind, a blast of heat raced through her chest, followed by arctic ice and a good jolt of something electrifying. It branded her across the chest and seared through her mind until she thought her head would explode. Just as fast as it had arrived, it vanished.

      She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “What on this good earth is that?” she asked.

      “Well damnations indeed,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda smiled, her eyes shone with emotion, pride maybe. “What do you see, Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      She stared at Lucinda, and then at Ascara. “This isn’t real,” she answered. “Couldn’t be.”

      “Yes, it’s real isn’t it? I see it!” Ascara laughed. “There is a shiny white or blue-white stone above Magda, and it is so bright it is blinding. Above you, there is this pulsing ball of purple lightning.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda answered. “Magda?”

      “Very well, I also see things. I see the purple light above you and this flaming eye above Ascara. What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know for sure, really,” Lucinda answered. “But I think, personally, I would consider this the powers that we bring to our trinity made manifest by the tower.” She let go of their hands and the magic faded.

      “It is our power and we best use it wisely,” Ascara said.

      “I agree,” said Magda. She reached for the decanters and topped their glasses. “I think we need this now.”
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      Lucinda awoke at dawn to find the whole ship thrummed with activity. So much so that the very fabric of the ship seemed to resonate with the sounds of many things happening all at once. Bangs and crashes, punctuated with yells and shouting, all warned of something imminent and urgent. She wondered, for a moment, if they were under attack and about to go through another of those rapid rises.

      She dressed without much attention to detail but pulled on her off-white djaba and rued that the style did not allow much spare space for her bust. The white drawstring trousers, from the width of them she decided they were pa’las rather than the fa’las, also had plenty of room. Socks and a pair of thick-soled ankle boots completed her efforts and she left the room to find out more information.

      She met Caro’Nina, her cabin girl in the hallway, and the young woman strolled without hurry in her direction. “Good morning,” said Lucinda.

      “Good morning, ma’am. Breakfast now?” Caro asked.

      “I rather wondered what was happening on the ship. It seems very busy.”

      “Yes, ma’am. We are getting ready to leave.”

      “Of course, today is the day we leave to go into the desert, but there is more activity than I expected.”

      “Yes, ma’am, after you leave to go into the desert, we will also leave. Maybe we will return to Verity fields,” Caro said.

      “Oh, I didn’t realise.”

      “When we have word that you are on your way back to Port Ruth, we will return to pick you up.” Caro’Nina pointed at Lucinda’s legs. “You need to get those wrapped.”

      “Excuse me?” Lucinda asked.

      “In the desert, there are spiders the size of saucers, but their bite is just a little sting. Then there are those that are tiny and if they get in your boot, they will bite so hard your leg will turn into a blimp and they’ll have to chop off your leg at the knee.”

      “You’re joking?” Lucinda asked.

      “Oh no, ma’am,” Cara answered with far too much glee in her voice. “There are scorpions with a deadly sting, and beetles that’ll burrow into your feet and eat you from the inside out. I’ve heard of many kinds of snakes, too, and some of those are only as long as your finger, but they’ll slither up your trouser leg until—”

      “That’s more than enough,” Lucinda interrupted.

      Caro snickered, and she didn’t try to hide her amusement.

      “I think you take far too much delight in pointing out all of the creepy crawlies which might, or might not, find their way into my boots.”

      “I’m sorry,” Caro said. For a moment she looked quite chagrined, but then her humour broke through her embarrassment again. “I put the puttee wraps on the top of your travel trunk,” she said.

      “The what?”

      “Puttees. They’re long wraps of pale-green wool,” Caro said.  “I’ll help you put them on after you have had breakfast.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda replied.

      Caro led the way into the dining area. “Please take a seat. The usual, ma’am?”

      “That will do nicely,” Lucinda replied.

      Caro raced out and when she returned, she carried a tray with a pot of pink tea and a plate of warmed sweet cakes. “Is this acceptable this day?” she asked.

      “It is, thank you.” She took a sip of her tea. Perfect. Made the way she liked it.

      “I would like to go to the desert,” Caro said.

      “What?”

      “I want to travel with you.”

      The request took Lucinda by surprise. “It’s a dangerous place.”

      Caro snorted. “You are not used to the desert, or fighting, but you’re going. Besides, you’ll need someone to ensure your comfort, and that is what I do. This is an easy thing for me, but it would mean I would be also involved in things more interesting than sitting on the ship.”

      “Really,” Lucinda said. She examined the girl, and in spite of the scrutiny, Caro did not move away or flinch. If anything, she stared back, as though daring Lucinda to say something she did not wish to hear. “I would not like to put you at risk, but this is not my decision to make. This I leave to the captain of the ship.”

      “Then I will ask permission, if you would allow it.”

      Lucinda chuckled. Caro reminded her of Ascara. A younger version, though, one who had not yet learned to stand still and control her energy. “You must do as you wish,” she said. “I’m not sure I could stop you anyway.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And thank you for breakfast.”

      Caro bowed. “This is not a hard task, ma’am.”

      “Perhaps not, but it is a task well done. Do you know where the captain is?”

      “I think Captain Stoner is ground side with Chief Ascara. They would be overseeing all of the preparations.” Caro shuffled from foot to foot.

      “Anything else?” Lucinda asked.

      “Once we’ve got you wrapped and ready, then I’d like permission to speak to the captain, if thats all right?”

      “As you wish, although I think you are to speak with the officer next in the chain of command.”

      “Unless you speak with the captain on my behalf,” she said.

      “That would bypass the chain of command, and I’m not sure the captain would appreciate that.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Caro replied. Her shoulders hunched over, disappointment etched on her face.

      “Nonetheless, if it means that much, I’ll speak with the captain on your behalf once I have set my trunk for travel.”

      Caro bowed, but Lucinda could see the smirk on her face. “Leave the trunk to me, ma’am. I know what you will need.” Caro dug into her pockets and pulled out a small cloth package. She unwrapped the bundle and held the contents out in both hands, like an offering. She even blushed. “Something you will find useful, my Lady Raven.”

      Lucinda did not respond to her title. To be called the Raven, or my Raven, no longer irritated. If anything, the title sat well on her shoulders, as though she no longer rebelled against her life. She looked at the offering and saw a rather delicate pair of spectacles. With dark frames and even darker lenses, they looked quite a stylish pair.

      “You will need these. The light will play havoc with your pale eyes,” she said.

      “Thank you,” Lucinda said. She wanted to know if they were expensive and how she should recompense the girl.

      “Don’t ask where they came from,” Caro said, as though she read her mind. “I found them. And if anyone asks, that’s all I’ll say.”

      “That isn’t quite true, is it?” said Lucinda.

      “Close enough.” Caro grinned. “No charge. My gift.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Is this bribery to make sure I speak with the captain?”

      “Perhaps,” Caro answered.

      “No matter, I’m grateful for the gift. Thank you. I have no objections if you do wish to travel with us, but it is not my decision. Yet I promise to raise the matter with the captain.”

      Caro grinned. She had the same cocky grin as Ascara.

      “Now let’s get the wraps done and then we shall see what says the captain.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      

      With her legs bound from ankle to knee and across the top of her boot, Lucinda could see the wisdom of the puttees. Not only would they keep out the insects, but it would reduce the nuisance of sand in her boots. Not that she expected to do much walking in sand, but it was always good to be prepared.

      Pleased with herself and her preparations for the desert, she strode through the ship with confidence and determination. When she opened the outer doors and stepped out on to the embarkation ramp, she almost swooned in the heat.

      “Are you all right, ma’am?” asked a guard.

      “What?” She had not even seen him standing in the shade. “Oh yes, I’m fine thank you,” she answered.

      “It’s the heat, ma’am. Do be careful. Do you need assistance to get down the steps?”

      She smiled. “I’m fine. I can manage. I just didn’t expect so much heat at this time of the day. I just need a moment to adjust. Thank you for asking though.”

      “As you wish,” he said, and resumed his position in the shade once more.

      By the time she reached the bottom of the steps, she began to wish she’d stayed inside. This was not a good start, but she would get used to it. She had to.

      Early morning light stretched across the edges of the airship tethering area. Lucinda could feel the power of the sun’s rays as fingers of heat crept across the airfield. Small eddies of wind lifted small spinning clouds of dust into the air and then settled back to the ground.

      At the bottom of the steps, she saw Magda, dressed in her white desert armour. Although she couldn’t see anything in the white swaddling that would stop a blunt knife, never mind a bullet. Ascara dressed in her usual leathers and Banu Oho wore a black robe rather than the thin, pale robe he always seemed to wear.

      When Banu noticed her, he sank to his knees and averted his gaze. “Wise one, Gifted one, I am blessed by the sight of you.”

      “Please don’t kneel before me, Banu. No one should kneel to anyone,” she said.

      “This is to show you honour, Lucinda,” Ascara said.

      “Do you wish to show me honour?” she asked Banu.

      “Always, my lady,” he answered.

      “Look at me, Banu,” she ordered. She waited for him to look at her before she spoke further. “I know when honour is in your heart, Banu.”

      His indrawn hiss of breath stopped her. “Of course, you know all, Lady. Forgive me.”

      “And I wear the honour of the scarf you gifted to me. There is no need to do more. I already know.”

      Banu rose to his feet but still bowed to her. “I am always in awe of you, my Raven.”

      Lucinda froze in place. “What did you call me?”

      Banu stood still and upright, his eyes wide. “My Raven? Have I offended you?”

      She shook her head. “No, Banu, you could never offend me. But you called me the Raven.”

      “Yes, Lady, is this not who you are?”

      “Yes,” she admitted, “but there is only one people who call me such a thing.” She turned to Ascara, who nodded. “Then not only are you a guide, you are a—”

      “Yes, my Raven,” he interrupted. “We will speak much better with open words when we are in the desert. Where the days of sand and sun merge into one long sweat, and we long for the shadows of the night.”

      Lucinda bowed. “Forgive me,” she said.

      “Nothing to forgive,” he answered. “The words of the heart must be spoken. This is our blessing to each other. Yet, in some places, those words must be held close. Here in Port Ruth, a wise man keeps his mouth closed and his ears and eyes open.”

      “I will bear that in mind,” she said.

      “That would be wise, my Raven,” he replied.

      At that moment, Caro raced down the steps of the embarkation tower and came to a sliding stop at Lucinda’s side. “Spectacles,” she said. “Now is the time.”

      Lucinda did not argue. She unwrapped the glasses and put them on. The small round glasses, with delicate brass side flaps, cut out the light, and her eyes relaxed. “You were right. I think I’d started to squint,” she admitted.

      “Yes, my lady,” Caro said. “I noticed. Also, you must adjust your scarf.”

      “Right,” Lucinda mumbled. Before she could complain, Caro unwrapped the scarf and rewrapped it around her head and shoulders.

      “There we are, much better,” Caro said.

      “Thank you, Caro’Nina.”

      “Lucinda,” Ascara said, “call her Caro, no need to be so formal. Not here.”

      “All right,” Lucinda answered.

      “Looks like someone is making a point about how you need another pair of hands to take care of you,” said Magda.

      “It would seem so,” Lucinda replied. “She would like to accompany us on the journey.”

      Magda nodded. “Since you ask, what are your thoughts, Lucinda?”

      “I have no objections. She seems keen and I am sure she is capable.” Lucinda looked at the girl and then to Ascara. “What do you think?”

      “I think she is not a child to be coddled,” Ascara said.

      Caro stood a little straighter. “I am able,” she said.

      Magda stared at Caro and took a moment. “Very well,” she said. “You will accompany us and ensure the comfort and protection of the Lady Ravensburgh. The more protection she has the better, but we are not here to pamper crewmen. Is that clear?”

      “Aye, Captain. I would expect nothing else,” she replied. Then she saluted. “Thank you for the honour. I will do my best.”

      “Good. Prepare all of your things for departure in thirty minutes,” said Magda.

      Caro pointed to the side of the tower. “The Lady’s trunk and my pack are already here, Captain.”

      “Good. Get it all loaded into the land machine.”

      “Aye, Captain!” Caro said. She saluted and then raced off.

      Lucinda turned her attention to Magda. “What happens now?”

      “Everything is taken care of,” Magda said.

      “I am sure it is, Magda, but I would like to know for myself.”

      Magda looked ready to argue, but she changed her mind. “You and Ascara will travel in the land machine,” replied Magda.

      “The slug,” Lucinda corrected.

      “Then we all move out and head into the desert. We will follow the trade road until we are in Gypta.”

      “Right, so we are in the slug, where will you be?” Lucinda asked.

      “Most of the time, I will ride with the soldiers. Some are on horseback, and Banu and I will travel in the vanguard, at the front.”

      “Shouldn’t you be with me?” Lucinda asked.

      “Ascara is there to protect you,” Magda answered.

      “Yes, I will have you all to myself,” Ascara said. “Could I ask for any more? I think not.”

      Magda glared at her. “It’s not a holiday.”

      “I know, Captain, but Lucinda and I will have so much fun!”

      Magda didn’t respond to the baiting but turned her attention to Banu. “Many thanks for the horses. This will make portions of the journey much easier,” she said.

      “I am blessed to be of service, but there is limited stock in the city.”

      “Yet I appreciate all you have done for us.”

      “Maybe more blessings will be found on the way. Many villages have horses they might sell us,” he continued. “This would ease the way.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said. “At least some of the crew will be pleased that they don’t have to rely on their own feet, at least not all of the time.”

      Banu laughed. “Even the mounted ones might not think they are so blessed after a week in the sun.”

      “Let’s see how we do, eh?” Ascara answered.

      “They will manage,” said Magda. “It is expected of them.” She pulled her timepiece from her pocket, looked at the sun, and then returned the watch to her pocket. “Time to move,” she said. “Excuse me if you will, I have matters that require my attention.”

      “Aye!” Ascara answered.

      “Of course,” Lucinda added.

      Magda turned to Ascara. “Ascara, please escort Lucinda to the carriage and make certain all is safe and well.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Ascara answered.

      Magda clicked her heels together and strode away.

      Caro rushed to her side, however. “Ready, my lady?” she asked.

      “As ready as I will ever be,” she replied.

      Ascara held out her arm. “Ma’am,” she said.

      “To the slug we go,” Lucinda said. “We should call it the Truth Slug. It has a ring to it.”
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      Once inside the carriage, Lucinda removed her spectacles. The dark-tinted lenses rendered her almost blind when out of the sun, and she wished to know where she would spend so much of her time. The coolness of the interior took her by surprise and goosebumps erupted along her arms. Better to be cold than too hot, at least she could add a layer of clothes if cold.

      The compartment itself looked like many railway carriages and included many of the facilities needed for a long journey. At one end of the compartment she saw the sleeping compartments. Made of a smooth and dark wood they had been arranged into four bunks, two up and two down. Curtains along the edge of the wood permitted some measure of privacy, and inside, each compartment looked small and cosy.

      Lucinda slid her fingertips across the smooth wood, and she detected a hint of beeswax. Someone had put in a great deal of effort to make sure the wood looked good and handled the dry desert well. New bedding, washed in rose water, offered her nothing but the smell of the roses. She approved.

      “This is a clean place, my Raven,” Caro said. “I checked.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda answered. “Thank you, I do value the efforts you’ve made to keep me safe, but sometimes I like to gain a feel for a place with my own touch.”

      She turned her attention to the other end of the carriage. Comfortable chairs surrounded a small table, and set against the far wall, she saw a desk with a leather-bound captain’s chair. A small, three-drawer chest, topped with shelves, housed several books. At least she would have something to read on the long journey.

      At the rear of the carriage, she found the toiletry facilities to be small but sufficient, with a small cabinet set with her belongings.

      Behind her, Ascara and Caro stood quiet and still, as though they awaited her approval.

      “What do you think?” Ascara asked.

      “This is very well appointed,” she said.

      “Yes,” Ascara agreed. “Your comfort is of prime concern, and we know you hate to travel. This is as comfortable as we could make it.”

      “My thanks. And I guess you have made sure about any safety issues?”

      “This place has been checked several times,” Ascara answered, as though that explained everything.

      “I have also checked,” Caro said. “To make sure.”

      Lucinda smiled. “Well then, with the two of you, my safety is assured.”

      “Yes, Raven,” they both said in unison.

      She selected a wingback chair and settled herself to wait. They would leave soon enough.

      “Tea, ma’am?” Caro asked.

      “No, thank you. Maybe later,” Lucinda answered.

      Ascara sat in a seat opposite. “Caro,” she said, “if you like, you can ride atop the carriage when we move. It is a fine place to be.”

      “Can I?” she asked. Her question directed to Lucinda.

      “Yes, go,” Lucinda said. “This is an experience, so enjoy it.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” she said. She slammed the door shut on the way out.

      “Well, that’s made at least one person happy,” Ascara said.

      “She is very keen to be here. But I worry about her, she’s so young.”

      “It will be good for her,” Ascara said.

      “I hope so,” said Lucinda. “I hope so.” She stared out of the window for a moment and watched as those on foot formed into a marching column, horses to the rear and to the fore. The carriage floor began to throb as the engines picked up. The noise increased, and they started to move. “And we are off,” she said.

      “Indeed,” Ascara agreed. “Now we sit back and watch the world go by.”

      “Yes, and now I have you all to myself,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara moved to the edge of her seat and leaned forward. “I like the sound of that,” she said.

      “Behave. I think we should talk.”

      “About you and me, alone, without a chaperone—”

      “Stop it,” Lucinda interrupted. But she laughed as she spoke. “You should stop teasing like that.”

      “Why?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda shrugged and stared into Ascara’s dark eyes. “Because it is inappropriate.”

      “We are in a bit of a pickle, aren’t we?” Ascara said. “My heart calls to you.”

      “And mine calls to you, too.”

      Ascara nodded. “And your heart calls to Magda as much, if not more so.”

      “As does yours,” Lucinda said.

      “True.”

      “But this does not make it a pickle.”

      Ascara looked away. “Yes, it does.”

      Lucinda reached out and grasped Ascara’s hand. “Is what we have not enough for you?”

      Ascara pressed Lucinda’s hands between hers. “Enough? It is more than I could imagine.” She smiled, but it looked forced. She looked away then, as though she didn’t want Lucinda to see her face.

      Lucinda turned to look in the same direction. There she saw Magda and Banu, out in front of the column.

      “I need more. From both of you,” Ascara said.

      “What more?” Lucinda asked.

      “You really need to ask me that?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “I don’t know. I cannot presume to know your heart and mind.”

      “Can you not, my Raven?”

      “That is not what truly bothers you right now though, is it? There is something that your teasing does not admit. What’s really the matter, Ascara?”

      Ascara turned her dark gaze towards Lucinda. “Nothing. I get this feeling that time is running out for me.”

      “I understand such a fear,” Lucinda said. “Will we be safe? Will we return? These are normal fears, Ascara.”

      “Those fears are expected and normal. I know. But it is not just fear of death and the future, that bothers me. I fear I have not enjoyed all that I might and that I haven’t had enough. Do you know what it is like, to wonder if there is more, and if it will ever be yours?”

      “Ascara—”

      “No matter how I feel about you and Magda, I’m still the third wheel here. It is her arm you choose and I’ll never be a part of this.”

      “Ascara—”

      She shook her head. “Not only am I left out, I know I will fail you both. I’m not sure what is worse. Being the extra one to you. Or being the one to let you both down.”

      “Stop it, Ascara. It is not like that and you know it,” Lucinda said. “You mean as much to me as to Magda. You know this is true.”

      Ascara sighed. “A part of my heart knows this.” Yet as she spoke, she looked away. She couldn’t meet Lucinda’s eyes.

      “Ascara, what we have is unique. Our bond is beyond expectation. That three women, three souls, should be joined as we are is unheard of I think.”

      “I know, yet I would seek more. I crave more.”

      “You are so very important to me, Ascara. I could not do any of this without you.”

      “But you have Magda.”

      “And we all have each other.” Lucinda gripped Ascara’s arm and squeezed. Lucinda always thought of Magda as the one who kept her thoughts and feelings locked inside, whereas Ascara she thought of as more open and gregarious. Yet here she sat, her worry and insecurities all exposed for all to see. They were all so close, she trusted them both, and yet she took them for granted. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Sorry?”

      “That I haven’t spent more time with you. I need you, Ascara. We both need you to be whole. Even when we do not say so.” Ascara looked into her eyes, and Lucinda knew she searched for something. She opened her heart to the fire in her own soul and Ascara’s eyes widened. “We cannot be apart, Ascara, do you see?”

      “I see. And I know.” She leaned back in her seat.

      “And you will not fail us. Of this I’m sure.”

      “Have you seen our success?” she asked, unsuppressed hope in the timbre of her voice.

      Lucinda shook her head. It would have been so easy to lie, to make Ascara feel better, but she could not. “I’ve seen nothing. But I know you, and I know Magda. You will do everything you can, and such efforts are never going to fail.”

      “Thank you,” Ascara said.

      “For?”

      “Your belief.”

      “I have faith in us all. And now that we’re talking, just you and I, you can tell me why there are so many clans people here. I see them in the city and here with us. I have a lot of questions about that.”

      Ascara chuckled. “I thought you might. But you know the Gran Vayana will explain it all when you are before the council.”

      “Yes, but I can’t wait that long.”

      “Can’t? Or won’t?”

      “Does it matter?” Lucinda replied. She could wait, if she could guarantee she had the time, but she didn’t. Success had no guarantee, not in the desert. If they survived, she would speak with anyone. She shook her head, not if they returned when they returned. She had to believe they would prevail.

      “You know, Lucinda, sometimes knowing everything doesn’t make it easier. It is best to react to your own heart.”

      “It sounds like you suggest I overthink things?”

      “Be yourself. It is more than enough.”

      Lucinda couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “Wise words, my heart of fire. We must do what we think is right and necessary, and to hell with all the rest.”

      The carriage groaned beneath their feet. “We’re on our way. Last chance to turn around, Lucinda. No going back.”

      “I know.”
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      Covered head to neck in her pale sha’arafe, and her head thoroughly wrapped in her headscarf, only Magda’s eyes remained on show. It made sense to be covered up, her pale skin did not take the sun too well at the best of times, but these days she exposed her skin to the sun even less than usual. Even so, the sun had not yet reached the fullness of its blazing strength, and the heat of it burned through her clothing.

      A gentle breeze stirred the sands, and the dust of their path swirled about the feel of their guards. The winds were not yet so great as to cause worry, but she would remain vigilant.

      Her head pounded so hard she thought she would pass out. It had been a long time since she’d had such a blazing headache. She reached into her saddlebag and pulled out her goggles. The strap fitted over her scarf-wrapped head and, with a little adjustment, the thick brown lenses covered her eyes. Now she stopped squinting and her headache responded to the diminished light.

      “Better?” Banu asked.

      Magda turned in her saddle to face him. Her long white cloak shifted over the rear quarters of her grey, a mount so well-bred the coat shone with a metallic silver sheen. “Yes,” she admitted.

      “You should have worn those earlier.”

      “I know. I’ve never needed them before.”

      “And now you do. You are unused to the desert sun.”

      “There are many things I am unused to these days.” She stretched her shoulders. A few hours on horseback no longer seemed as natural as it once had. In fact, she couldn’t recall the last time she had been horseback riding.

      She stared forward into the far distance. The hard-packed dirt of the northern trade road stretched as far as she could see. To either side, the stony sand stretched out in small hills to the south, while taller sandstone hills and cliffs lay to the north. Little greenery survived here, but when she looked she could see some scrub vegetation as it clung to the shadow side of rocks. More faded greenery poked out of fractures in the ground.

      She could smell the desert, the smell of sand and stone heated by the sun seemed to rise up in waves of remembrance. Even with her face covered, other smells assailed her nose. The scent of their horses clung to the air, and although they were two hours out of the city, the stench of Port Ruth still followed them. The urge to run almost swallowed her. Not to escape, but for no better reason than to feel the wind in her face and the power of the horse beneath her.

      “Captain?” Banu asked.

      “It has been many years since I travelled this road on horseback,” she said.

      “And I bet you wish you could race the length of it tight now.”

      He couldn’t see her expression under the layers of protection she wore, but she smiled anyway. “All the way from here to Bo’Dio trade station,” she said.

      “And I would join you.”

      “Racing is not for today, I think. We should wait here, wait for the others to catch up.”

      “If you wish, Captain,” he agreed.

      “We are approaching high sun. It will be too hot to travel soon, and we are not as far from the city as I would have liked.”

      “Not all have horses as we do,” he said.

      “Still, we are slow.”

      “Patience, Captain, we must allow them get used to the heat first, and we do this one day at a time.”

      She stared forward along the dusty road, her eyes squinting against dust and the glare of the sun. “My people are well trained, Banu. They will manage.”

      “Of course, but are they trained in the desert?”

      She didn’t answer. He had a point.

      “Then we are blessed with the benefit of a little time. Time which we can use to prepare them even better.”

      “You speak with wisdom, even if your words are not the words I wish to hear,” Magda admitted.

      “There are blessings in all things,” he said.

      “Perhaps. These days I must take all the blessings I can get.” No matter her words, she could not see a positive outcome to this trip, and some of the people here would never go home again. “Meanwhile, I must do all I can to keep my people safe, although I lead them into a very dangerous place.”

      “Captain,” Banu said, his words drawing her attention back to him. “I understand your worries. Yet your people are better equipped this time. Not only that, you have the Raven with you, and you know what you face. This will be an advantage in the days to come. You will encounter few surprises this time.”

      “I hope so, Banu. I really do hope so. After all of these years, it is time to face the mistakes of the past, and I am impatient to finish it once and for all time.”

      “You should not force yourself upon your future, Captain. It will come to you when it is ready.”

      “I know.”

      Banu didn’t speak for a moment. “One more thing, Captain.”

      “Yes?”

      “I welcome you by my side at the front. It is a blessing and an honour. But you are too important, and you have more pressing duties than riding here.”

      “Do I?”

      “You should be with the Raven, to protect her.”

      “She has Ascara.”

      “Clanswoman Ascara is very skilled, of that I am very sure. But I think she will not fare well inside that tin can. Not without your calming influence to make her sit still.”

      Magda laughed at this. “I think you’re right.”

      “Besides, now is the time to warn you we are being followed.”

      “Are we now?” She tried not to stare into the desert, to seek this spy, instead, she stared at the ears of her horse to stop herself from searching the horizon for spies.

      “Pale eyes are not for searching the desert sands,” Banu said.

      “True enough,” she admitted. “And pales eyes with dark goggles see even less.”

      “Truly spoken. There is nothing to fear at the moment, but I think it would be better if you and Ascara were there to look after the Lady. The scouts are out, and they will let us know if there are real threats we should fear.”

      “Understood,” she answered. “Travel as you see fit. I entrust the caravan and my people to your judgement.”

      “Yes, Captain,” he answered. “I am honoured to have your trust. I will not let you down.”

      She wheeled her horse around and trotted back along the lines of their group. Soldiers on horse, soldiers on foot, mules, and camels bearing supplies, and in the middle of the whole caravan, the land machine. Atop the passenger section, she saw a young girl, Lucinda’s house girl.

      “Caro,” she called out.

      The girl jumped to her feet and saluted. “Captain.”

      “At ease. Maintain your watch please.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Magda dismounted from the grey and whistled for the attention of one of the crew. As they approached, she threw them her reins. “Take care of this one for me,” she said. She did not wait for a reply. She strode towards the steps at the rear of the land engine, and after a little run to match speed, she jumped onto the first step. Banu had been right, she needed to make sure Lucinda and Ascara were well and safe.

      It crossed her mind that she had left Lucinda alone with Ascara for a few hours and a burst of jealousy almost took her breath away. She shook her head at her dark thoughts as she removed her headscarf. It was good to be able to breathe without material covering her face. She shook the material to clear off the road dust and tied it around her neck. Magda reached for the door handle and paused before she turned it.

      She heard a shuffle inside the carriage. “It is I,” she called out, and only then did she open the door. “I thought I would see how you were.”

      Ascara stood halfway down the carriage, her body between Lucinda and the door. A gun in her hand. “Captain,” she said and saluted.

      Relief washed through her in a warming wave. A part of her knew that they would be safe here, but seeing with her own eyes somehow seemed more real. “At ease, please. Banu suggested my presence should be here rather than at the van.”

      “Would that be because we are being observed?” Ascara asked. She pointed out of the window. “They are not very competent either. They have field glasses, and I have seen them catch the sun a dozen times or more. It would be my guess that Mogharan has sent his people out to see where we are going and to ensure we have left the city.”

      Magda nodded. “I agree. We are too close to Port Ruth for it to be anyone else.”

      “Does this mean I have two protectors for the journey?” Lucinda asked.

      “You do,” Magda answered.

      Lucinda turned to look out of the window and pointed. “Is that Verity?” she asked.

      “Yes, indeed,” Magda answered. “She is safer in the air than tied to a tower, and it is reassuring to see her now and then as we travel into the desert.”

      “Why didn’t we go by ship then?” Lucinda asked.

      “Because it cannot go where we will.”

      “Captain,” Ascara interrupted. “Maybe I should go outside and scout the flanks with the scouts.”

      “No, Ascara, you will not. You and I will stay here,” Magda said.

      “Yes, Captain, if those are your orders, but shall we make a wager on who goes crazy in here first?”
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      Ascara stood at the head of the vanguard, her hands on her hips as she surveyed the landscape. They had travelled for four days through the stony wastes of northern Rabia, and now the scenery had changed from relative flatness to the rugged, rocky hills near the Gyptan border. Cliffs, piled high with sandy shale, rendered most hills impossible to climb, and the steepening terrain ushered them through the landscape with little choice as to route.

      At her side, Banu sat astride his chestnut mare and waited for her to speak. “I do not like this route you have selected,” she said.

      “It is safe,” Banu answered.

      She looked along the trade road. “Please tell me we are not heading for that ravine between the cliffs?”

      “It is nothing. A passage between the rocks, that’s all. They say it was once a river, but this place has not seen water in many generations,” he said.

      “This is not good. It is a place of ambush.”

      He shook his head. “You worry too much. This is as safe as any border might be.”

      Ascara kicked a stone and it skittered across the dry ground. “There are a dozen men, with weapons on either side of the cliffs. When the bulk of the caravan arrives, then we will be easy targets.”

      “Ascara—”

      “I could probably climb one side if they are not good with those rifles,” she interrupted.

      “Ascara, the men you see are Rabian guards, to protect all travellers and all caravans from raiders.”

      “I see.” She stared along the cliffs. “And what of the other half dozen or so people I see.”

      “The captain’s faith in you is not misplaced.”

      “No, it is not.”

      “Then she is blessed indeed.”

      “Banu. Stop the blessings,” Ascara said.

      He jumped from his horse and landed with little sound. He let go of the reins, but the horse did not wander.

      “Ascara,” he said, his voice low and quiet, “those are men of the clan who are there to ensure the promises of peaceful and safe travel granted by the Prince.”

      She nodded. “Then that is enough for me.”

      He grinned at her. “Maybe you should ride beside me, and then it would be easier to explain as we ride.”

      “No.”

      “No?” His voice laden with incredulity. “You don’t want to ride with me? Or the explanations would have been insufficient?”

      “I ride nothing. Neither horse, nor mule, nor camel,” she answered.

      “Well, that makes the clanswomen of the other nations strange indeed.”

      “Only me, Banu, only me. Others are happy on horseback, but I am not.”

      “I could show you how to—”

      “Save it,” she interrupted. “And where is the border, exactly?” she asked.

      “The Rabian border control is not far. It is between the two cliffs, a few hundred yards inside.”

      “And the Gyptan border?”

      “At the far end of this gorge, as it begins to open out.”

      “And how long is the road between them?”

      “A couple of miles, no more.” He held up one hand. “And before you say it, the ground between the border controls is split between them, and they are both most diligent about protecting the caravans.

      Ascara laughed. “And you have scouts up there anyway?”

      This time, Banu laughed. “Yes, I do. Always keep a keen eye looking for trouble and get as many of your clan as possible to make sure.”

      “I would not disagree with you there,” she replied. “But there are things which defy the human eye, and those I worry about even more.”

      “Then we will all be especially watchful as we travel through this place.”

      “Yes,” she answered. Yet she remained unconvinced. Something seemed wrong, and she could not explain what that sense of wrongness might be. She did not like the look of this border at all. “Banu, hold the caravan here. I would speak with the captain.” She did not wait for him to answer, as she turned on her heel and ran back to the land engine.

      She jumped the steps into the rear passenger cabin, and opened the door with a little more enthusiasm than she ought. Lucinda rose to her feet in alarm.

      “Where’s the captain?” Ascara asked.

      “What’s up?” Lucinda countered.

      “I need to speak with Magda.”

      Lucinda gestured forward. “She’s in the engine, doing something.”

      “And she left you alone?”

      Lucinda held out her arms. “I am quite safe.”

      Ascara nodded. She raced the length of the carriage to the forward doors, and with surprise, noted they were not locked. Security suffered when she was not around. She opened the door into the front engine to find Magda pacing about as a communications operator tweaked dials and gauges.

      “Ascara?” Magda said.

      “Captain, I must speak,” Ascara said.

      “Then speak.”

      “The path ahead takes us between two cliffs, and it is not safe.”

      Magda continued to focus her attention on the dial-covered console. “This is the border, is it not?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “It is safe. Banu has assured me that it is so.”

      “I’m not so sure. There is something not right,” Ascara insisted.

      Magda mumbled something indeterminate then slapped the side of the console with the flat of her hand. A burst of static answered her actions.

      “Got it,” said the wireless operator.

      “Is the aetheriogram connected?” Magda asked.

      “Aye, Captain.” The operator handed her a small bakelite disk on a long brass handle.

      “Verity,” she said through the mouthpiece. A paused filled with an unpleasant hiss answered. “Verity, this is your Captain,” she repeated.

      A voice echoed through the room. “Captain, this is Mr. Williams.”

      “Excellent, Mr. Williams. Have you scanned the border?”

      “Yes, Captain. We have identified twelve Rabian border guards, twelve Gyptans, and there are ten clan people identified. We have checked with the authorities and the numbers are correct.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Williams. We will see you on the other side.”

      “Aye, Captain. Verity out.”

      “Does that ease your concerns, Ascara?” she asked.

      “A little, but there is something there, and I don’t know what it is.”

      Magda looked thoughtful. “I would have liked to have been through the border by nightfall, but we will halt here for a while. I trust your instincts, Ascara; follow them and see what is it.”

      “Aye, Captain. Give me an hour to see what it is that is bothering me.”

      “You have an hour.”

      Ascara saluted and left the way she had entered.

      

      Ascara found a small, narrow defile off to one side of the caravan. People were too busy to pay her any attention, and besides, it went away from the border. Hunched over, she crept along the defile for a distance, and when she thought it was time to change direction, she slipped over the edge and wiggled along on her belly until she found another. She picked up speed, but her sense of wrongness did not extend to this part of the landscape. If anything, she felt quite safe, and that upset her.

      An hour did not give her much time, so she did not have time to waste. She ran over the rock and started to climb in the direction of the gorge. The closer she came to the rocky gorge, the greater the sense of wrongness grew. Her stomach churned in a most unpleasant fashion, and her skin tingled, as though she had passed by one of the generators on the airship.

      When she found a route up the rocks, she found the climb more difficult than expected. Hard rock, mixed with loose stones and some shale, made finding a good foot or handhold, more awkward. She persisted, and pushed herself onward and upward until the muscles in her legs ached and the breath in her lungs burned. She couldn’t spare the time to take a break, or ease the ache in muscles and joints. Wrongness screamed along every nerve and it scared her.

      She hid from the Rabian guards. Most of them did not even have the slightest inkling she had passed them. Of the clansmen, only one noticed her, but she silenced him with a short, sharp hand gesture. He knew who she was.

      She crawled towards the top of the cliffs which faced the border ravine. That’s when she saw them. “Shit!” she cursed. Right at the top, several mechanical spiders sat almost hidden amidst the rocks. They were small ones, smaller than the ones they had encountered close to the Raven Tower. These smaller versions were a mixture of brass and some silvery metal, then coated with some pink and brown colouring which made them harder to see against the rocks.

      Only four of them though. She could deal with four.

      She crept up on the nearest one, and it paid her no attention. At least, it didn’t seem to notice her and sat still upon the rock. It looked as though they’d been placed there and awaited someone to pick it up or move it. She wondered about that and then dismissed the idea as unimportant.

      She slipped a dagger from the sheath on her thigh and without pause, slammed the point down through the top of the beast. The knife split the casing with great ease. This was not one for combat. She did note that it had been made rather small, and with light materials. With the camouflaged coloring she decided that these were spies.

      She picked up the broken spider and peeled back the case; it seemed quite inert. Her dagger had caused a fair amount of damage to the cogs and wheels inside. This was not her area of expertise, but she felt sure that she had caused sufficient damage to render the spider unusable and safe. She left the ruins of the spider to one side and moved on to the next. That also remained still whilst she did her best to kill it. Nothing changed for the last two either, but the moment she pulled the last one apart, her sense of dread stopped. How odd.

      When she looked down into the ravine, she could detect nothing more which she thought could be trouble. She stared at the other side of the cliffs too, but she could see nothing of concern there either. These mechanicals, she decided, represented the whole of the problem. They were safe now. Safe as far as she could see. She collected the ruins of the spiders in her headscarf and saved them to look at later.

      Ascara sat on the rocks for a moment and let her thoughts drift. How could mechanicals cause such a sense of dread? It seemed an unnatural response. What did it mean? No matter what went through her mind, an answer did not present itself. It would be something to consider another day, she decided.

      Down below, the caravan started to move, or at least the lead horses started to move. Couldn’t they wait a moment for her to check things?

      She saw Magda move to one side and look up, right to where Ascara sat. No one should have seen her, but Magda raised her hand and waved. Ascara felt the corner of her mouth start to rise, and by the time she’d stood up, she sported a full grin as she waved back.

      Ascara sank back to the ground and sat crossed legged at the top of the cliff.

      A clansman approached and waited in silence for her to either notice or acknowledge his presence.

      “Come,” she said in the dialect of her clan.

      He bowed when he approached and then he sank to the ground a few feet away. He also sat cross-legged on the ground. “Firewoman,” he said in Anglish. His accent seemed stilted, and although they all spoke the same basic language, the passing of the years and the distances between clans had made their speech change. He probably thought she spoke strange, too.

      “Ascara,” she answered.

      He nodded. “Ascara Firewoman.”

      She picked up one of the clockwork spiders and turned it over in her hand. A simple machine on the outside, but the mechanism could only be described as beautiful in its intricacy.

      “Have you seen these before?” she asked.

      He stared at her with dark eyes and he never blinked.

      “You can answer.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Do you see many? What are they for? Who puts them there? Why?”

      “Many questions, and we know no answers. They appear and then they go, or we destroy them. They are most beautiful inside.”

      “But the shell is flimsy, ugly to hide the machinery inside,” she said. “Someone has gone to a great deal of effort to make them and to place them. I would like to know more.”

      “We think they are eyes or ears, but we know no more than this.”

      Anger rose in her breast once more. No one seemed to be worried about the dangers they faced. Was she the only one worried? “Why did no one tell us?”

      He shrugged. “You know now.”

      “And did Banu know this?”

      He shrugged.

      The anger settled in her gut and burned. Magda trusted her to ensure her safety, and Lucinda's security. They were watched, and yet no one seemed to take some of the threats seriously.

      Ascara shook her head. No. Another was in play. A hidden one. She would have to bear that in mind, and she would’ve to think about this sense of wrongness. Was it really a threat that she detected, or something that didn’t belong?

      Either way, she could neither relax, nor lower her guard. Anger, her rage would be the fuel to make sure nothing happened to Magda or Lucinda. She would protect them. No one would ever harm them. Never. Someone, perhaps a lot of someones, would pay for this threat. She, Ascara d’Jharaena ael Korphen, would kill them all, each and every one of them. It was a promise she would be happy to keep.

      She turned to the clansman. “Hear me, clan brother. Anyone or anything that causes harm to me or my charges will be destroyed, as will their entire lineage. This is my promise.”

      “As we expect, Ascara Firewoman, daughter of Jharaena, and the line of the Korphen Ulfhead. We will assist when we can, and cause the clan-sister no harm.”

      “And no harm to my charges.”

      “We will protect them both,” he said.

      Ascara nodded. “Good.”
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      High atop a rocky outcrop, Ascara stood like a statue in the afternoon sun and watched the caravan trundle along the trail. They’d been in the desert proper for a few days, and all signs of habitation had vanished. The arid vastness of the landscape stretched out as far as she could see and the simple beauty of it made her feel small and insignificant in this sea of sand and stone. She was but a grain of sand in this landscape, but even a grain of sand had its place.

      Alone with her thoughts, the peace of the desert settled on her shoulders. A weight lifted from her chest and she felt as though she could breathe. At last. If she had to spend any more time inside that iron casket of a carriage, she would go insane. Her heart lifted with the heat of the sun on her skin and the searing heat of the air as she breathed in. She took another deep breath; the smell of the sands and sun-baked rock filled her nose with a reminder of home. She breathed deeper, and a part of her hoped she could detect the slightest scent of distant, moisture-laden mountains, but she couldn’t. Ascara missed home more than she had ever done.

      She shielded her eyes as she stared out over the Gyptan landscape. Beyond the arid stone flats that joined with Rabia, Gypta spread out in undulating red-gold glory. Peaks of sand rose like crashing waves frozen in motion. In the middle and far distance, red stone stacks and the stony hamada broke up the view. Deeply bisected mountains left unique points of reference. She knew, given a little more time, she would be able to memorise each of these unique references, and then she would be able to navigate her way across all of Gypta, if the need arose.

      Ascara sank to her knees and plunged her hands into the gritty sand. They were not yet into the sea of dunes, but they were close, and it felt so much like home. An urge to run through the sands, to climb a peak and allow herself to fall down a trough into the shade between the dunes almost overwhelmed her. She began to rise when a voice stopped her.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Magda asked.

      “I didn’t hear you approach,” she said.

      “You were engrossed.”

      “I was, but I should have heard you.”

      “Perhaps, but here they say when you look into the desert, the sands of Gypta can swallow your mind and soul.”

      “And what do you say?” Ascara asked.

      “I say you stand here to be alone, as though to escape us. I would not like you to think you are alone, or that you must feel the need to escape us.”

      Ascara looked away from Magda. A burning lump rose to her throat and she struggled to bite it back. When she had her emotions back in check, she turned around, and only then did she speak. “Magda, I fear I will not be what you need here. You should choose someone more useful for your trinity.”

      “It is not my trinity, it’s Lucinda’s, and she chose you.” Magda reached out and gripped Ascara’s shoulder. Pale eyes bored into hers. “And I choose you also. Our friendship goes back too far.”

      Ascara wanted to pull away, but Magda’s grip on her shoulder would not allow her to move. “Ascara, this is not like you,” Magda said.

      “Isn’t it?”

      “No. You never let the threat of trouble bother you like this. Every day you doubt yourself.”

      Ascara laughed, a short bark of sound that had little to do with humour. “This is a little different. You are Gifted. Lucinda is Gifted. Your third should also be Gifted. I don’t want to let you down.”

      “You won’t let us down. You have a unique set of skills we appreciate.”

      Ascara snorted. “I hit things.”

      Magda stepped closer until they were inches apart. “There is a beast inside of you, a beast filled with rage and fire. I have felt that rage, and you have used it to save Lucinda once already. If that is not a gift, I don’t know what is.”

      “Rage is not a gift, it is a curse. One I don’t always control.”

      “No matter, it will be enough, because you are enough. Whatever you have, we need you. We could not manage without you.”

      Ascara turned away, to try to put a little distance between them.

      “Don’t look away, Ascara. We need you, I need you. I’m certain of this.”

      Ascara took a deep breath and pulled back her shoulders. “All right. All right, I hear you.”

      “Good,” said Magda.

      “But you should not be out here.”

      “And neither should you,” Magda countered, “but there are no threats here.”

      Ascara looked up. “Except the heat of the sun.”

      Magda laughed. “I can manage if you can.”

      “Of course you will, because you’re stubborn.”

      “You say that as though it is a bad thing.”

      “You are not wearing goggles, and you squint a lot.” Not just her eyes were exposed, Magda had not covered her face and her skin glowed red in the sunshine. “I don’t know why you wear that Rabian desert armour. It looks hot and suffocating inside.”

      “It’s fine, I’ll be fine.”

      “All that material will bake you, and it won’t stop a bullet,” Ascara said.

      “I don’t think bullets will be a problem, do you?”

      “But you look too hot out here. How on this good earth did you manage before?”

      Magda turned her attention to the desert. “I admit, I never recall being this hot. I always remember being just right, and…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Magda?”

      She shook her head, as though to clear it, and then smiled. The redness vanished from her cheeks and other than squinting in the light, she looked more comfortable. “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “Reminding me. I feel much better.”

      “How?” She scratched her head. “What happened?”

      “It’s all in the mind,” Magda answered.

      “What? You can think yourself cool?”

      “Not quite. You do know I don’t suffer from the cold?”

      “Yes,” Ascara said.

      “Then if I can warm myself when I am cold, I can also stop myself from getting hotter when out in the sun.” She smiled. “It is not perfect, but it does help.”

      “Pity we can’t teach that little trick to Lucinda. I’m not sure the desert is the place for her. Fair skin and red hair are not made for such a climate.”

      “No, this would be hard for her. Which is why Morales sent us the land machines. We have to hope they survive the journey. For Lucinda’s sake.”

      “Talking of those machines, perhaps it is time to go back to the carriage. A cup of tea would be perfect, would it not?”

      “It would,” Magda replied. “And we could see how Lucinda fairs. She would appreciate our company, I think.”

      Ascara stopped dead. “Who is looking after Lucinda?”

      “Six guards, Caro, and Banu,” Magda answered

      “That is acceptable.” Ascara pointed to one set of wind-eroded mountain stacks. “Talking of Banu, I think we are headed to those mountains there.”

      “Yes?”

      “When we get there, I will search for herbs hidden in the rocks. Then I can show you the desert tea of my country. See if you like mine as well as you like the pink. At least I can do something.”

      “I would be honoured,” Magda said.

      “And it will be my pleasure.”

      “I think we should change your name to Ascara Teamaker.”

      Ascara couldn’t stop herself, her laughter exploded from her mouth with such force it hurt.

      Magda wrapped her arm around Ascara’s shoulder. “Now what would you do without me to make you laugh?”

      “Live a peaceful life in the desert?”

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “You’re very jolly today, Magda. Why all this good cheer?”

      Magda thought for a moment. “Because life could well be too short to worry about such things.”

      Ascara slipped her arm around Magda’s waist as they turned back towards the caravan. “I agree with you. Let’s enjoy what we can whilst we can.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And how long before we get to where we are going?”

      “Today will see us to the edge of the dry plains.” She pointed southwest. “The stretch of sands and the dunes go south and east for the most part, and we will spend two or three days travelling before we turn to the mountains again. Two more days after that and we will be there.”

      “A long way.”

      “We have it covered.”

      “I’m sure you do, Magda, but that doesn’t shorten the way.”

      Magda steered her back towards the caravan. “No, it doesn’t. Come, best we return before they send out a search party.”
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      Lucinda sat in her usual seat and stared out of the window. The carriage had stopped, Ascara and Magda were nowhere to be seen, and she had a guard detail of at least six soldiers who stalked around the carriage as though they expected war to break out. Every now and then, probably at quarter-hour intervals, one of them stepped inside, checked that she was all right, and then left. The presence of the soldiers could best be described as disconcerting, and she did not like it one bit.

      Caro and Banu sat inside the carriage with her, and they were not so disconcerting. Except they hovered beside her in such a nervous fashion she wanted to yell at them.

      “Stop jumping about, the pair of you. If you don’t stand or sit still, I shall tie you down or something.”

      “Tea?” Caro asked her.

      “No, thank you,” she replied.

      “Perhaps you should, my lady, it is most soothing,” Banu said.

      “I don’t need soothing,” she said. “But something is afoot and it is driving me insane. Out with it. One of you. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “I’ll go make some tea,” Caro said, and then she left the carriage.

      Banu reached into his satchel and pulled out a small silk pouch, which he placed in the middle of the table.

      She turned her attention to Banu. “What is this?”

      “A gift from the Hours,” he answered.

      “Why did they not give me this themselves?”

      “I do not know for certain, my Raven,” he answered.

      “Why now?”

      “Because I am instructed to do this and in my dreams, the time is now,” he answered.

      “What am I supposed to do with it?”

      “That I cannot know, I do as I am bid,” he answered.

      Lucinda stared at the pouch and her vision wavered at the power of the embed within the pouch called to her. “I can sense them,” she said. “The Hours of Rabia have made and filled this pouch.”

      “I cannot say about who or how, my Raven,” Band said.

      She nodded. No one else had touched it. Thoughts and impressions flitted through her mind. “I see a journey,” she said.

      “A journey?” Banu asked. “We are on a journey.”

      Lucinda laughed. “I sound just like one of those backroom charlatans with their promises to speak to lost loved ones.” She shook her head at the thought. “No, it is not about us, they are going on a journey.”

      “Yes, my Raven, I think they are.”

      “Prince Ruth will not be pleased,” Lucinda said.

      “His pleasure is of no concern.”

      “And how will they get away?”

      “That issue has been resolved, my Raven, and is not something you need to worry over.”

      Lucinda nodded and turned her attention back to the pouch. She traced the edges of the pouch with her fingernails, and life pulsed out to her. Whilst one part of her wanted to open it, another part of her wanted to leave it well alone. She gripped the edge of the table and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the pouch still called to her.

      A single loose stitch held a flap of silk over the pouch and kept the contents safe inside. “Caro, fetch me a knife, please.”

      Caro slid her knife from her belt and placed it on the table.

      “Thank you,” Lucinda said. She did not look up. Instead, she grabbed the knife and cut the thread on the pouch. The flap then folded over to expose the contents, and she tipped it upside down.

      A pendant with a delicate chain dropped on to the table top, face down. Even now, Lucinda did not touch the pendant. Instead, she used the knife and the pouch to turn it over, so that she could get a good look at the design without the need to touch.

      Made of silver, the pendant seemed of triangular aspect. She turned it over. Triangular, but not a triangle. Three interlinked arcs of a circle. Three crescent moons, and each one coloured either red, blue, or purple. She had seen this before, the three crescent moons. But she would not have expected this symbol of the Mother from a Rabian.

      She sat back in her seat, closed her eyes, and let her mind drift back to the moment she had joined her thoughts with the eleven Hours. When they spoke as one, it had filled her mind and she had enjoyed that sense of completeness, even though she had no place with them.

      Yet when she looked at this pendant, the power of the Hours screamed at her. They had filled this little charm with a lot of themselves. She frowned. When she touched it, and she needed to be in contact with the pendant, the power would be sure to hurt.

      She reached for the pouch containing her bite bar. If the power within the pendant contained as much power as she suspected, then it could well knock her out. Powerful items did that sometimes. If that happened, she would need help.

      “Banu,” she said.

      “Yes, Raven.”

      “Fetch my Fire and Ice. I will need them,” she said.

      Banu didn’t need to be told twice. He raced out of the carriage and never even said a word on his way out.

      Lucinda unwrapped her rubber-covered bone bar and slipped it between her teeth. She ground down until it felt a good fit and then she reached out. For one moment, as her fingers touched the metal, she thought the pendant became a small hummingbird. She saw a flash of red, and then the image vanished. No, that was a different charm.

      Her fingers closed around the triple moon and its touch against her skin tingled and burned into the palm of her hand. She closed her eyes, and in the dark behind her eyelids, a bright light flashed and seared into her brain. She saw little, a flash of white gauze, a blast of colour that blinded her and then vanished as soon as it appeared. She felt surrounded, enclosed by the strength of the women. They spoke, their thoughts and voices merged into one sound, and their thoughts spoke to her.

      “Welcome,” said the thoughts of the one she called the first of the Hours. “Here we are, heart to heart and mind to mind. See and hear our wisdom, Raven.”

      Lucinda wanted to speak to them, to answer them and ask more, but that was not the way of this. She had only to listen to the truth of it. No more.

      “The world should be terrified of you. The power you may yet wield is more than a mortal should. You are the first word and the last word, and yet we must trust in the wisdom of our Mother and her trust in you. You have no idea about the power you wield. But you will.”

      Lucinda wanted to stop them before their words grew more prophetic and binding, but they would not stop for her thoughts.

      “Though you might wish to see all, we cannot see you or the Trinity of Raven, Fire, and Ice. This is beyond us. It is forbidden. Fly true, Raven, but know this. You bear the mark of Sh’Na upon your wrists. Destroy her, or she will destroy you, and she will destroy the Fire and the Ice. If she controls any of you, then we are lost.”

      The voices died away and made way for their vision. In her mind, Lucinda saw the beast Sh’Na and she stood at her side. Together they rode through the world, destroying everything in their path.

      “Listen well, Raven. This is what you must do. We have prepared this mark of the unity of three. But you must bind all three together. Fire and Ice must grasp the amulet, for this is what it shall be, and they must hold it for a while and think of you and each other. When it is done, you must wear this around your neck and never remove it. And with this, we might yet stop you from killing Fire and Ice.”

      The shock of their words almost brought her out of the reading.

      “Save them, Raven. Fire and Ice must survive, whatever the cost.”

      Lucinda opened her eyes and held the amulet in her hand. It burned her now, but she did not release it. What magic had they wrought that would be powerful enough to contain her?

      “I would not harm Magda or Ascara,” she said aloud. “Never.”

      “My Raven?” Caro asked.

      Lucinda waved her away. The metal grew searing hot in her hand, and she dropped it on to the table. “You’re wrong,” she said. Yet as she spoke, she felt the taste of truth in her mouth.

      She pulled back the cuffs of her long-sleeved gown and turned her wrists. The marks given to her by the boy still remained. No matter what the medics said or did, the wounds would not heal. If anything, they were worse. They had been such small wounds, little punctures. Now they were purple disks that had spread to the underside of her arms. She could see where her veins, just below the skin, had started to darken. Not the blue of her veins, but the black of corruption.

      Every step she took closer to Sh’Na, the worse they became. She could not deny that Sh’Na had her claws in the Raven. She could not deny it any more. The poison inside her, would be fatal. It was up to her to make sure that Sh’Na could not make use of her.

      Did she really want to rush to face this beast? No. Yet she could not turn away, and she knew what the price of saving Magda and Ascara would be. What would one Raven be when weighed against the cost of Fire and Ice?

      Lucinda lost herself in her thoughts and did not stir even when Magda and Ascara came inside the carriage.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara called out, “we are here. You need us?”

      Lucinda stood up and held out her arms to the women who meant most in her life. “Come here, I need you both. We need to talk,” she said.

      “About?” Magda asked.

      “A pendant, eleven Hours, and how a Raven might not be your friend,” she answered.
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      Wadi Ca’Hassen stood at the edges of the windswept sands of the Gyptan Parana Erg, also known as the shifting dunes of Parana. These dunes stretched out from the southern end of the wadi and towards the south-west. In places, the red-yellow peaks rose so high they rendered navigation difficult, but not impossible. Thankfully, they were not headed in that direction.

      To the north, the stony hamada stretched all the way to Rabia, and given the restrictions of the land machine, this had been their route here. To the northwest, the stone and sand competed for dominance, and over time the sand would win.

      East of the wadi, a long line of eroded mountains formed a range of sandy and wind-carved cliffs. The sheer escarpment ran for miles along the length of the wadi and turned away, out of sight. Magda knew this place pretty well though, she had been here before, many times.

      There were several small canyons hidden in the escarpment, and all of them had been used at some point by herself, and other travelers, one of them would be their destination for the night. The years may have flown by, but even in this ever-changing world, the wadi and the nearby canyons never seemed to alter much.

      Magda sat on her silver horse and turned left. Ascara stood by on the sands and seemed unaffected by the heat or the walk. “Are you ready?”

      “Ready?”

      “To make me my tea?”

      Ascara laughed.

      At Magda’s right, Banu, dressed in his black robes, stood out against the brightness of the desert. “Almost there,” he said. He sounded cheerful. Banu always sounded cheerful. “I understand Ama’Sota clanswoman tea is very good.”

      “It is,” Ascara agreed.

      “Never mind the tea. Where is everyone?” Magda asked.

      “We shall see people soon,” Banu answered.

      Magda looked at the formations of the rocks, all familiar, and as much a part of her memories as any place in Gypta could be. “It has been a long while since I camped in Ki’Lali Canyon.”

      “You know it? It is a good place for a camp,” Banu said.

      “The shade will be a blessing,” Magda said, “and we are all weary from the journey.”

      “How much further do you reckon?” Magda asked.

      “A couple of hours, perhaps,” Banu answered.

      “You do know there are people on the top of that cliff?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes, you are correct,” Banu replied. “They are there to determine who it is who walks their sands.” He pulled two scarves from his waist pouch, one yellow and one bright blue. After he’d tied them together, he waved the two-tone rope over his head in two circles and once to the right. A figure on the cliff wafted an orange square of material. “They will be ready for us,” he said, “and it is all safe.”

      “A good system,” Magda said. “Much like the flags we use ship to ship.”

      “Yes, Captain, we carry many scarves to protect us from the sun. It would make sense to make use of what we already carry.”

      “Very wise,” Magda agreed.

      “Captain, do you wish to continue up front? Or do you wish to ride back and join Lucinda?” Ascara asked.

      Magda grinned. “I think it is your turn to be the cool one. Your turn to sit inside, don’t you think?”

      “Thanks,” Ascara grumbled. “You are just too kind.”

      Magda laughed. “Run back and make sure Lucinda is all right then.”

      Ascara grumbled something uncertain and ran back towards the bulk of the caravan.

      Magda wrapped her scarf around her face and urged her horse forward. “Let’s go, shall we.”

      At the entrance to Ki’Lali Canyon, Magda pulled up when a number of people came out towards them. Magda immediately recognised the uniforms of her Order and the way in which they all marched out in formation. Others, clanfolk dressed in long djabas, streamed out in a less formal fashion.

      Magda grinned. Her people were safe, and relief lightened the load on her shoulders.

      They drew up before them, and saluted. “Captain! Sergeant Philmore at your command. We are pleased to see you,” he said.

      “At ease,” she said. “Sergeant, why are you not in djabas? These uniforms are not appropriate for the desert.”

      “We are dressed to meet you. We have been in djabas since we arrived. I have to admit, it is pleasant to be in uniform again. Although a little hot.”

      She nodded. “How are things?”

      “Very well, and most of the supplies are safe thanks to these good people here.”

      “Glad to hear it,” she said. Magda slipped from her horse and went to meet the people gathered. “Let us not tarry in the heat, let’s get into the shade. It has been a long journey, and I think we all deserve a rest.”

      He saluted. “Aye, Captain. Let me show you to the camp.”

      

      Once they were settled, Magda left the camp. Everyone knew what they had to do, and most of all, her people didn’t want her to oversee all they did. She stood, instead, like a guard at the mouth of the canyon, and let her attention focus on the desert. It had been many years since she’d stood guard like this. She lost herself in the red sands of the wadi and the towering rocks that changed colours as the sun progressed against the sky. In the shade, the red had already changed to blue, and when the sun set, the canyon would become dark and chilly.

      She saw Lucinda approach, and with every step, her heart beat that little bit faster.

      “Magda,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, Lucinda?”

      Lucida reached out and touched her arm. “Come back to the camp.”

      “In a moment.” She looked back to the group. “Where’s Ascara?”

      Lucinda pointed into the shadow of the canyon. “She’s climbing the rocks like a goat. She says she needs to look for some herbs.”

      “Whatever for?”

      “She says she is going to make you tea. Proper tea.”

      Magda laughed. “My tea maker.”

      “I shouldn’t laugh if I were you. She says you have to undergo the ritual of the fire, too. Whatever that means.”

      “She’s making fun of us.” Magda pointed to a group of clansmen. They sang as they gathered a little wood and some dead grasses in a pile surrounded by a ring of small stones. The song paused as one of them lit the fire, and then the song resumed.

      “What’s that smell?” Lucinda asked, and she wrinkled her nose.

      “That’s the ritual of the fire.” Magda grinned. “Which not only means that they make and light the fire, but they add ja’lello cakes. If they’re having fun, the ja’lello will be moist.” She laughed at Lucinda’s lack of understanding. “And the ja’lello is made from animal dung mixed with dried plant material.”

      “Now you’re pulling my leg,” Lucinda said.

      “No, not at all. Sometimes they make the ja’lello in the villages and then transport them into the desert where they leave them in hidden caches. Food and water are also left in hidden caches, but this is for emergency only and it is a sacred duty to replace all that you use.”

      Magda turned her attention back to the Gyptan clansmen. Their voices echoed through the canyon, and the memories of campfire camaraderie swept through her mind. Magda wanted to join in so much, she drew her shoulders back as though to distance herself, to stop herself from adding her voice to theirs.

      “A bit part of the ritual in the song which is give thanks for the bounty of the world around them, the gift of fire, and blessings of life,” Magda said.

      “Sounds beautiful.”

      “Except for the burning of the dung?”

      “Even that has a grand purpose that is important here. But they did not sing on the other nights,” Lucinda said.

      “No, tonight they are singing to bless one another. They were parted and now they are together. They survived the desert, and this is a celebration.”

      “I didn’t know you knew so much about the clans,” Lucinda said.

      “I don’t. At least I didn’t think I did. This is about desert living.” She turned away and watched the sun as it sank lower. “I’ve seen this before.”

      “And you understand Gyptan.”

      Magda smiled. “Yes, a little.”

      “Do you miss this?” Lucinda asked.

      “A little,” Magda answered.

      Lucinda reached out and touched Magda’s arm. “Look, Ascara is waving at us. She must have found what she sought.”

      Ascara joined then a few minutes later. She carried with her three small tin cups, and a small, long-handled pot with steam rising from its spout.

      “What have we here, Ascara?” Magda asked.

      “Tea,” Ascara answered. “I promised you tea, and this is exceptional.”

      “That’s a bold claim,” Magda said.

      “I know, but my claim is true, because I made it,” Ascara said.

      “Confident and bold, aren’t you?” Lucinda said.

      Ascara set the pot and the cups atop a low flat rock. “Sit,” she ordered.

      Magda helped Lucinda to make herself comfortable on a small rocky ledge, and then sat close by on another ledge.

      “Good, thank you,” Ascara said. She stirred the contents of the pot, and then poured three cups.

      “Do we get anything to sweeten it?” Magda asked.

      “You drink it as it is made. That is the art of it,” Ascara answered. “Sometimes we mix it with goat milk, but out in the desert, milk is hard to come by.”

      “I understand,” Magda said. She sniffed at her tea. “Herby.”

      “How could you reduce my hard labours to one word?” Ascara said.

      Magda shrugged. “Very herby.”

      Ascara snorted. “Drink your tea.”

      Magda put her cup down on the rock and started to open the top of her robe.

      “Steady on, I know my tea is good but no need to show your appreciation like that,” said Ascara. She laughed then. “Then again, can I give you a hand?”

      “Ascara!” Lucinda said.

      “Behave,” Magda added. She lifted a chain from around her neck and held it before Lucinda. “Ascara wore it all morning, and I have worn it all afternoon. Is that enough for you?”

      Lucinda didn’t touch the pendant, or the chain, but she held her hand nearby. “I think that’s enough, it already seems different.”

      “Do you want it back now?” she asked. When Lucinda didn’t answer, she asked, “Later, then?”

      “I’m not sure what effect this will have,” Lucinda admitted. “The touch of the eleven was quite powerful, but now I add the two of you to the mix.”

      “Do you think it is wise to touch it at all then?” Magda asked. “You don’t have to, you know.”

      “That’s the thing, I think I do. I will not allow anything to harm either of you, and if this helps then I must do it,” Lucinda answered.

      “We could always take this into the carriage, where we can be private,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda licked her lips. “Here is good.”

      “You don’t have to,” Magda repeated.

      “Yes, I do,” Lucinda said. She flexed her fingers a few times. “Right, I’m ready, but as I have no idea what effects this will have, I entrust myself to you.” She looked at the two women; they looked so serious, and even worried. “It will be fine.” She reached out and, as her fingers closed around the pendant, her eyes rolled back in their sockets. She stiffened and fell backwards.

      Magda dove to catch Lucinda before she hit the ground. Ascara, she noted, dropped her tea as she rushed to do the same. They didn’t stop Lucinda from reaching the ground, but at least she didn’t hit it with as much force as she might have done.

      “Eyes!” Lucinda screamed.

      “We need to take her back to the carriage,” Magda said.

      “I don’t think we should move her,” Ascara said.

      “We have to do something, get a medic or something.”

      “Hold her hand, Magda. She knows we are here, and that’s all that she needs right now.”

      “Very well,” Magda agreed. She unwrapped her scarf and put it under Lucinda’s head. She wiped a stray hair from Lucinda’s face, then held her hand. Lucinda gripped her back, her fingers pressed so hard Magda grimaced. At that, Lucinda’s sleeve fell back. “Good grief!” she said.

      "What?” Ascara asked.

      “Look at her wrists.”

      Ascara pulled back Lucinda’s sleeve. The small wounds she had seen before were now a raised mass of darkness and sores. They covered her arms all the way to the elbows. “What the hell is this?” Ascara asked.

      “I don’t know. The medics said it would heal.”

      “Magda, I don’t think the medics are fit to deal with this.”

      Lucinda opened her eyes then. They were pure white. “Eyes … in the sands,” she said.

      “It’s all right,” Magda soothed. “We’re here.”

      Lucinda sighed at her voice, and her eyes turned black, the black of the Raven.

      “What do we do?” Ascara said.

      Magda raised Lucinda’s hand to show Ascara. “Complete the circle,” she said.

      Ascara nodded.

      Magda felt, rather than saw, the moment they were all joined and linked together. The world seemed to click into place, as though they were parts of a whole. The warmth of the desert vanished and a chillness filled her bones with ice.

      Blurred images flashed into her mind, uncertain and vague images that made no sense at all. Words not spoken by any of them filled her mind. “I hear voices,” Magda said.

      “Me too,” Ascara said.

      “Eyes hide in sand and stone,” said Ascara.

      Magda nodded. She heard the same words. “Open eyes in airy reach,” she said.

      "Frozen tears the pain of Ice,” Ascara said.

      “Release the rage of Fire constrained,” Magda added.

      Lucinda gripped her hand. “Ice must live,” she said.

      Images filled Magda’s mind, and a pyramid dominated. A huge construction with a processional walkway lined with snakes and goats. The home of the beast. She saw three women walk into the pyramid alone. Behind them, all others stood and watched. When others approached, giant snakes and undead beasts rose from the sands and killed them all.

      “No!” Magda yelled out.

      She opened her eyes to find they had been surrounded by guards and clansmen, including Banu and Medic Morgan. “Captain, are you all right?” he asked.

      “Never mind me,” she said. She turned her attention to Lucinda and then to Ascara. They nodded to her. “We’re fine,” Lucinda said. “I am me.”

      “Whatever you were doing, stop it,” the medic said. His voice brusque.

      “Medic Morgan,” Lucinda said.

      He shook his head. “You must go back to the carriage, all of you, and submit to a full examination. A refusal will not be tolerated.”

      “Aye,” Magda said.
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      In the cool of the carriage, Lucinda sat in the wingback chair and stared out of the window. The medic fussed about with her wrists, but she knew nothing could be done even before he said anything.

      “Are you listening to me?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda turned in her seat. Ascara leaned against the woodwork of the doorway, her eyes as watchful as ever. Magda, however, paced up and down the carriage.

      “Of course I’m listening to you,” Lucinda answered.

      “So?” Magda prompted.

      Lucinda shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      Lucinda didn’t answer. She tapped Medic Morgan on the arm. “Are you done?”

      “I’m not happy with the state of your arms,” he answered.

      “Neither am I, but can you do anything about it?”

      “No. I have no idea what this is, nor why it is not responding to established medical practice. All I can suggest is you take one of these pills every morning.”

      “I’ve already been given pills,” she said.

      “Take some more,” he advised. “Also, clansman Banu will make you a salve. He promises that it will soothe the skin, at least.”

      Lucinda looked at Ascara.

      Ascara smiled. “He’s sent a rider to the dry flats near the coast. They will bring leaves of the aloe plant to make the salve, and to eat.”

      “Eat?”

      “Banu claims this plant to be some kind of miracle cure. It’s all quackery,” Medic Morgan scoffed.

      “No it isn’t quackery at all. We’ve used this plant for generations,” Ascara answered.

      “Then we’ll use the plant,” Lucinda said. She looked back through the window until the medic left them.

      Magda didn’t wait long to start her questions again. “Lucinda, talk to me.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “You could start by explaining what happened out there,” Magda said.

      Lucinda held up her hand and opened her palm. An imprint of the triple moon, burned into her skin, marked where she had grabbed the pendant. “You need to get a shortened chain, or a shorter thong for the pendant. It must nestle against my skin at the throat.”

      “No. I’ll not do anything if it hurts you anymore than it already has.”

      “You must,” Lucinda insisted.

      “No. Not if it hurts you,” Magda said.

      “In the scheme of things, does it matter?”

      Magda knelt before Lucinda and waited until they looked each other in the eyes. “Of course it matters. I don’t want to see you hurt. And I won’t expose you to anything that harms you. Tell her, Ascara. Tell her we will not accept anything which hurts her.”

      “She’s right, Lucinda,” Ascara said. “We’ll not see you hurt.”

      “Magda. Ascara. Listen. We must do this.”

      “Tell me what happened, tell me the meaning of all we saw, and the why of it. If I’m not satisfied, I will call the ship for an emergency and I will have you lifted and taken way to safety,” Magda said.

      “You can’t. You must not do that,” Lucinda answered. When she looked into Magda’s concerned, but stern visage, she knew she had to answer. “Very well. When I touched the pendant, I not only heard and felt the eleven Hours, they drew me in to see as they did. At least in part. The Raven drew you and Ascara to me, and our view became shared.”

      “That should not happen. I’m no seer,” Magda said.

      “I know, but the Hours are. Who can say what happens now that we are so close?” Lucinda answered.

      “Will what we saw happen?” she asked.

      “Maybe. The seers see things, they gather information, but they don’t always understand the meaning of what they see. Remember a seer only sees, and what they offer for interpretation can be less than correct.”

      “But they see the future?” Ascara asked.

      “What they see are tiny pieces of the future. Possibilities, and sometimes certainties. Now we must make the best of this information.”

      “I understand,” Magda said. “Then it makes sense, as I saw also two versions of our approach to the pyramid.”

      “You saw that too?” Ascara asked.

      “Me too,” said Lucinda.

      “Perhaps we must ensure our soldiers do not approach the pyramid?”

      “It would seem so,” Lucinda answered.

      “If there is a risk to them, I will not make them go before us. It would be a needless death,” Magda said.

      “Could they could come later? After we have gone in,” Ascara said.

      “I don’t know. We could see later, but not if they are in any danger,” Magda agreed.

      At that moment, Lucinda’s heart swelled with pride. No matter what they might face, and Magda had some experience with the kind of thing they would encounter, they would be ready for this.

      “There is one more thing.” She held the seers in high regard, but they were not infallible. She looked at Magda and then Ascara. “Beyond what we have seen, they are blind to our trinity. They are making decisions based on what they think they see, but they cannot know our reactions.”

      “I see,” said Magda. “Then we can make them wrong?”

      Lucinda nodded. “I would like to think so.”

      “Nothing is set in stone then?” Ascara asked.

      “Apparently not,” Magda said. “We make the future as we act. Our decisions are what shapes the outcome.”

      “Yes,” Lucinda said. She reached out for Magda’s arm and squeezed. “Now we have this settled, I need to wear the pendant.”

      “No,” Magda said.

      “Don’t argue. We have talked about this,” Lucinda said. “I need to protect you.”

      “This is nonsense,” Magda said.

      “But we will do whatever you ask of us,” Ascara added. “Magda?”

      “All right,” Magda agreed. “Whatever you think is best.”
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      The caravan left the canyon so early in the morning, that Lucinda considered this the middle of the night. Slow, measured steps marked the way through the wadi. The sound of their strides overwhelmed by the slow chug of the land machine. As the engines warmed up the slow chug became a rumble that echoed through the cliffs of the wadi as though some dragon beast had awoken and grumbled displeasure at the ungodly hour of their departure.

      Lucinda sat in the carriage, Magda sat opposite and Ascara stood in the middle of the carriage. She looked through the window and stared at the people they left behind.

      “Why are we leaving them?” Lucinda asked.

      “Because they are there to watch the caches. Now we are done, they will be escorted to a point where they can be retrieved by the ship,” Ascara answered. “Surplus will be given to the clans.”

      “That is the way of the desert,” Magda agreed.

      “Surely we need everyone with us?” Lucinda asked.

      “Perhaps,” Ascara replied.

      “Also, as we go farther south, the terrain is harder, more difficult. There are only so many who might accompany us,” Magda said.

      “We should have had another cache drop,” Lucinda said.

      “Choices had to be made about people and supplies. This was not a decision lightly made. We cannot sustain too many and they are safer here,” Magda said.

      “All right then,” Lucinda said. “I thought you would be up at the front again.”

      “So did I, but Banu thinks he is a better guide for the conditions, and he knows the path better,” Magda said.

      Lucinda turned her attention back to the view outside. She couldn’t see much in the dim dawn light. Reflected in the window, she could also see Magda staring at her, and she was not sure if being the object of such intense stares boded well.

      “Penny for them,” Magda asked.

      “I should think my thoughts are worth more than a penny,” Lucinda answered.

      “I would pay any price you required,” Magda answered.

      Ascara approached. “This sounds like my kind of conversation. There must be room for a little smut in there someplace.”

      “Ascara, please, not now,” Magda said.

      “I know why we have people left behind, but we had more guards when we were in Port Ruth than we do now,” Lucinda said.

      “And this time we are walking right up to danger’s door,” Ascara added.

      “Exactly,” Lucinda responded. “Exactly that.” She paused a moment. “So, we do have enough supplies and enough people?”

      “Yes,” Magda replied.

      “For there and back?” Lucinda pushed.

      “We have all we need, and with a smaller caravan, we will travel lighter,” Magda said.

      “Into the lion's den,” Lucinda said.

      “More like the mummy’s maw,” Ascara mumbled.

      “Trust me,” Magda said. “I know what I’m doing.”

      By the time the sun came up, they rushed along at quite a speed. Perhaps almost as fast as they’d managed on the northern trade road

      Magda rose to her feet, looked out across the desert and nodded. “We’re on the road now,” she said. She held out her hand. “Come, take a look outside. This is an unusual place.”

      At the rear of the carriage, the exit led to a small steel refuge that supported the steps going down to ground level. A safety bar across the top of the steps stopped anyone from slipping off. Above their head, a small overhang kept the stair deck in shadow, and their speed even provided a slight breeze. It wasn’t a cool breeze. Even out of direct reach of the blazing rays of the sun, the air remained warm.

      “It is so lovely out here,” Lucinda said.

      “I think so too. It’ll be nice for a while yet, and even when the sun is higher, you should be able to enjoy the breeze a little whilst there is this shade.”

      “It’s not much of a breeze.”

      “It’ll get better, we are increasing speed here. We will try and cover as much ground as we can, as fast as we can. I have no idea how well the machines will stand up to this kind of heat, but we are making good progress.” Magda stared out across the landscape behind them and Lucinda thought that Magda looked lost in the landscape.

      “Is this the way you came the last time?” Lucinda asked.

      “More or less, yes.”

      Lucinda stared across the flatness of the sands. “There are horses out there. Can you see them?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes,” Magda replied.

      “Friend or foe?”

      “Friends. Those are clan riders,” Magda replied.

      “How can you tell? They all look the same to me.”

      “It’s how they ride. Those of the Order ride with a formal stiffness, and so do the Rabians. They ride as though they are at war with the horse, that they are the master and the horse is but a beast. The people of the clans become one with their mounts, and they move with a casual but distinct fluidity.”

      Lucinda stared at the group. “I hadn’t thought about it, but I see what you mean. Which reminds me, I meant to ask Banu about the clans. Are the desert people all of the clans?”

      “No. And even though I lived here and travelled here, I know very little of the clans.”

      “Those riders could just be a desert rider, rather than a clan member.”

      “Good point, but the riders also have an orange and a black scarf hanging from their saddles.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Then clan they are.”

      “As you can see, they stay away from us, and this is because they are best off in the desert. By keeping their distance, their eyes will see what our eyes cannot, and their ears will hear what the machine overpowers.”

      “Makes sense.” Lucinda gripped the guard rail and looked down as they raced over the rocky ground. “It’s flat here, flatter than I expected.”

      “Yes, this is a river.”

      “Excuse me? I think you’re pulling my leg, Magda Stoner. There hasn’t been water here for a good long while, if ever.”

      Magda laughed. “Seriously. The river has been a source of life to Gypta for generations.”

      “So where is it now?”

      “The flow of the river is, or was, supplied by two other states. Both of them has dammed the water flow. Every decade or so, it floods the barriers and water comes down the river once more, but it is rare and it is insufficient for the needs of Gypta. This land used to be fertile, but without the river, the desert has reclaimed it.”

      “Have you seen it? The river, I mean.”

      “Never. It flowed wide and deep at least two generations ago. At least, so the stories say.”

      “Why don’t the Gyptans go and clear it out?”

      “I think they would, but the dams are well inside the lands of other states, and taking action now would bring about the ire of all the south Frikan states. I don’t think the Gyptans could survive a call to war.”

      “That’s so sad. So wrong,” Lucinda said. “Someone should help them.”

      “Keeping the water to sustain your own people and the people nearby is not wrong.”

      “But taking water from others is.”

      “But right for them.”

      Lucinda sighed. “I don’t know how you can agree to that. There is water for all, our Mother makes it so.”

      “I offer no agreement, nor do I support one over the other. I merely state what is.”

      “Then someone should change it,” Lucinda said.

      “The lands of Frika are harsh and unforgiving. The people are as hard as the land. They say this is where our Mother abandoned them, and her bounty is hard to come by.”

      “Is it all desert? All of Frika?”

      “Goodness no. Some of the states are as green and lush as any place you have seen. They could grow enough crops to feed half the world, if they wished it.”

      “And do they?” Lucinda asked.

      “The politics of each state are not for me to discuss. But I know this, if you think that Rabia is restrictive, that is nothing to some other places, and not just Frika.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, Lucinda, that not all people of the world have the cultural ideals of the Angles or Ama’Rica.”

      “And what cultural ideals do these people have?”

      Magda sighed. “There is no easy answer here. The land is as varied as the people, just know that this is not Mid-Angle.”

      “I know,” Lucinda answered. She took a deep breath and the smell of the desert filled her nose with heat. A whiff of spices borne on the wind overrode the smell of the engines, and reminded her of why they were here. Her vision wavered and the taste of cloves and sweet spices, with more than a hint of umami, filled her mouth. Lucinda tried not to gag, and then the world changed.

      She stood in a river so wide she could only just see the banks to either side. She looked at her feet. Although she stood in the middle of this watercourse, she could only see the water, not feel it. Sunlight reflected from the tips of little waves in flashes so bright it almost blinded her. Sailboats with lateen sails raced towards the carriage and then veered off in a different direction.

      Off to one side, a huge building, unlike any she had ever seen, stretched high above the sand and stone embankment. Columns, several feet wide and covered with colourful images, drew the eye towards a tall square building.

      Trees, tall and proud with huge leaves drooping from the top, lined the waterway. Rushes and reeds filled one side with a field of plant life, and most strange of all, sides of the waterways were green and laden with all manner of plants and bushes. She could smell oranges and lemons ripening in the sun.

      Then her vision blurred and changed again. The water vanished, the dry and dusty bed returned, and instead of sailboats, a huge metal ship on wheels thundered in their direction. Two funnels belched black smoke and sails caught the wind and added even more speed to the speeding ship. The taste of meat, rancid meat, filled her mouth, and she knew, if the ship caught them, they would be as good as dead, or worse.

      She screamed.

      Strong arms wrapped around her, and she found herself held against the strength of Magda’s tall frame. “Shush, it’s all right, I’m here,” Magda soothed.

      “Yes, yes,” Lucinda agreed. She took several deep breaths and the soothing presence of Magda steadied her beating heart.

      “Are you all right? What happened? Do you want to go inside?” Magda asked. “It would be better in the cooler interior.”

      Lucinda didn’t move away. She rested her head against Magda’s chest and listened to the steady thump of Magda’s heart.

      “I saw the past,” she started.

      “Oh?”

      “We were in the river and boats sailed by. I saw this incredible building, like a temple on the bank. Colourful, grand, impressive. The people called this land Kamt, the land of inundation.”

      “This frightened you?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda began to shake her head but couldn’t move without pulling away. She preferred being enfolded in Magda’s arms. “I saw a big metal ship bearing down on us. It scared me.”

      “Can you describe this ship to me?” Magda asked.

      “Not well. Big, metal, two funnels, and sails. It was not well kept. On wheels, too.”

      “Did it bear any insignia or flags?”

      “No,” Lucinda replied. “Yes. A quartered flag in green, brown, and yellow.”

      “Ahh,” Magda said.

      “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do. Slavers.”

      “Slavers?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, some of the states are happy to sell people, any people. White-skinned slaves are most preferred. So most of Frika is safe. They raid everywhere when they feel the need. They travel through to Eropea and the north. The people of Ama’Sota and Ama’Rica are often raided regardless of skin colour.”

      “And no one does anything about it?”

      “Not everyone is averse to slaves, Lucinda. Quarries, mines, construction, and so on always need more hands. And many houses would not run well without slaves and servants.”

      “Still, slavery is not the way.”

      “Some people sell themselves into slavery.”

      “No!”

      “For some it is better than the alternative.”

      “Still no. I hope you are not one to condone slavery?”

      “People must do what they need to do, Lucinda.”

      “Even so.”

      “We do what we can, when we can, Lucinda, and let the politicians and diplomats do the rest.”

      “It’s time to stop talking about it then, and time to take action.”

      Magda sighed.

      “And before you try to say something placatory about all of this, don’t. I will make it my mission to destroy slavery.”

      “As you wish,” Magda said.

      “You're laughing,” Lucinda said. “I can feel it through your chest.”

      “Yes, Lucinda. Shall we go inside now? Out of the sun?”

      “I’d like to stay here. It makes a nice change to be outside, and it isn’t always this pleasant.”

      “Very well. I would stand with you, if that is all right?”

      “Of course it’s all right,” Lucinda said.

      “Do you want to let me go, now?”

      Lucinda laughed and stepped back. She linked her arm through Magda’s. “That was very nice. Thank you.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Magda said, but her eyes sparkled.

      “You know, when you have a woman in your arms, you’re not supposed to let her go.”

      “Sometimes it’s best to ration yourself, so they come back for more,” Magda said.

      Lucinda snorted. “I shall stop you from talking to Ascara if you come out with any more comments like that.”

      Magda chuckled to herself.

      “How long do we travel along this route?” Lucinda asked.

      “This road is about five hundred miles long, but we won’t go all the way. We’ll travel for about four more days, but we are making such good progress. We will turn east then, into a part of those mountains you see. On the far side of the mountains is the land of Tanike.”

      “Where they grow the tea?”

      “Yes. But we are not going to Tanike, we will remain on the Gypta side.”

      “Does anyone live here?”

      “Sure, but you'll find the villages need to be close to water, and that can be found in the mountains.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been faster to fly closer?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, but we can’t because there are no towers to steady the ship, and the winds on the desert are fast and erratic. It is not usually safe to do so. More importantly, we would be infringing on Gyptan air control. They do not take kindly to ships landing without permissions and so on. The Order is very specific about what it will and will not do in such circumstances.”

      “I see. But no one would notice.”

      “Whether they noticed or not, it would be wrong.”

      Lucinda shrugged. “I would guess so.”

      “But that doesn’t mean we are isolated. I can order a supply drop at any time. They can winch a crate down and let it loose. Of course, should we do that, then it is likely that we will be charged as smugglers, so we only do what is necessary.”

      “I understand, thank you. Anyway, I think it’s a little hot for me now. Shall we go inside again?”

      “Excellent notion, Lucinda. Talking of the clans has reminded me of something,” she said. Magda opened the door for Lucinda and followed her inside.

      “What might that be?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda helped Lucinda to her seat and then produced a small earthenware pot from the corner desk. She opened the lid so Lucinda could see the clear, jelly-like salve inside.

      “Is that it?”

      “Yes, shall we use it and see how it goes?”

      Magda didn’t wait, she rolled back Lucinda’s sleeves. She moved slow and with great care not to touch any of the sores on Lucinda’s arms. When both arms had been uncovered, she turned them over and rested them on the table. “You should have said something sooner.”

      “What should I have said?”

      “That you suffered and that you had a problem.” Magda washed her hands in a small bowl of water and dried them on a pure white cloth. She knelt in front of Lucinda, the pot in one hand, and dipped her fingers into the salve. She started near Lucinda’s elbow, and rubbed the gel into Lucinda’s skin in slow and gentle circles. Her fingers barely touched her skin, but by the time Magda reached her wrist, it wasn’t her skin which had become inflamed. When Magda started on her other arm, Lucinda almost melted with the heat of Magda’s touch.

      “Magda …” she said.

      Magda rose to her feet and closed the jar. “I hope that helps,” she said. Then she turned on her heel and left the carriage.
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      The rest of the trip took longer than Lucinda anticipated. Each day blurred into one long burning vista of sand, stone, and searing sun. The slopes of the river embankments, shallow in some places and steep in others, remained a sandy and arid reminder of where they were.  The lands of Gypta, once fertile, were nothing more than hard baked rock and sand, desiccated by sun and wind.

      Each day had a simple routine. Early to rise, the heated application of the salve onto her arms, and whether applied by Magda or by Ascara, it helped very little but seemed to bring them all closer, and not just because they were joined by the Raven Tower. After the application of the gel, they broke their fast together. Her daily highlights included morning tea, luncheon, afternoon tea, and dinner. They would make camp, sleep, and the next morning the routine would repeat.

      They marched until Banu called a halt. Machines, horses, and people would be covered with high awnings to shield them from the sun. Later, when the heat of the sun grew less severe, they would travel well into the night. Every day, the bright sun almost burned her eyes out, and the sands grew hot enough to cook upon. The air seemed to singe her skin until she thought herself chargrilled. It seemed eternal and never-ending, a daily reminder of why they travelled the desert in the first place.

      Here, the sand dunes no longer undulated in waves and peaks so tall she could not see either side of this river road. The dunes had made way for stone plateaus, and shallow rocky shelves that gave the landscape a shot-blasted look. Yet from such comparatively flat grounds she could see tall, stony mountains.

      She stood on the rear of the carriage with Magda when they heard a shout from the front. The carriage slowed and came to a standstill.

      “Stop!”

      Magda opened the safety bar and jumped down to the sand. Lucinda followed, but a little more slowly.

      “Yes?” Magda yelled.

      An indistinct figure on horseback raced back to Magda, but she would recognise Banu anywhere. “We must stop,” he said.

      “Why? What’s the problem?” Magda asked.

      “It’s—” he started, and then saw Lucinda. “Gifted,” he said.

      “Banu. What is the matter?” Lucinda asked.

      “Bad news, bad luck, black magic,” he said. He spun about and pointed. A cloud of black, as black as spilt ink on white paper, rose and spread into the air. The shape changed and swept about into the sky, first one way and then another.

      Lucinda stared at the black cloud for a moment and then burst out laughing. “We are almost there, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, my Raven,” he answered.

      “Then we need to get on with it. My birds are impatient to see me.”

      “Your birds?” he asked.

      “Yes, Banu. You saw them the first time we met.”

      “I saw a few black birds, Gifted one, but I did not see this many,” he said.

      “Well, now you have. Spread the word; these are safe. These are my birds.”

      Banu sank to his knees and bowed before her. “And she shall see you as though from the sky, and she will know your heart as though her own.”

      Lucinda shook her head.
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      Lucinda stared out of the windows as they headed east, towards the mountains. They were getting closer. She could feel it. Not only did she ache inside her heart, the pain in her wrists had become a steady, acidic burn. Only the application of the salve seemed to offer any kind of reprieve, but even that was not enough to take away the soreness.

      With the pain came fear. What if the eleven were right? As she pondered this the land machine came to a shuddering halt and it leaned to the side far enough her tea slipped over the edge of her cup into the sauce.

      “What on this good earth is that?” she asked, but no one answered. She didn’t expect an answer, as she’d been left alone since her tea had been served. That didn’t stop her voicing her thoughts or her questions.

      She exited the rear of the carriage and stood on the steel refuge section. Caro sat on the bottom step and she jumped to her feet when she saw Lucinda. “My lady Raven.”

      “What’s going on?” Lucinda asked.

      “I think it broke,” Caro answered.

      “What broke?”

      “The machine.”

      Lucinda shook her head and made her way to the ground. Dust rose into the air as she moved and, for a heartbeat, her vision wavered. They were close to the embankment, and she scrambled up the steep sides with less decorum than she would have liked. Hot sand pressed into the palms of her hands, and her vision wavered again. “Not now,” she whispered. “Please, not now.”

      She stood at the top of the embankment and looked around. For a moment, instead of desert, she saw fields stretching from the river to the mountains, and even the smell changed from burnt desert to the smell of fertile soil. The ghost imprint of a village overlaid the hills, and then the image vanished.

      She shook the image from her thoughts and turned her attention to the group of people arm waving and cursing. She understood the Anglish, of course, and although she didn’t speak Rabian or Gyptan, cursing was cursing, no matter the words used.

      “Is there a problem?” she called out.

      Magda turned in her direction and her frown turned into a smile. “Lucinda,” she said. “We have an issue.” Magda pointed to the front engine where pieces of the tracks lay in several sections in the sand.

      “I see.”

      Magda clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Listen up. We’ll make camp here and wait for the engines to cool. Let’s see if we have enough to fix the tracks whilst we run a little maintenance on the equipment. Let’s make sure there are no other problems.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain,” several voices responded.

      “Those who are not engaged in engineering will get a shovel and we will start to make a ramp up the embankment. Clean away rocks and anything that might stick into the wheels and tracks.”

      “Aye, Captain!”

      “Captain,” Banu said. “My people will help with the ramp.”

      “Thank you, Banu. I appreciate your assistance.”

      “Banu,” Lucinda said. When he smiled in her direction, she asked, “Was there a village near here?”

      “Yes, Gifted. There was.”

      “Show me,” she said.

      “Lucinda, is that wise? It is very hot,” Magda said.

      “I’ll be fine,” she answered. Before she could say more, Ascara and Caro appeared at her side.

      “You should wear these,” Caro said, and gave Lucinda her goggles.

      “Thank you, Caro,” Lucinda said.

      “This way, my lady,” Banu said.

      The rocky riverside made way to a series of small hills. They did not have to go far before Lucinda discovered that some of the low-level hillocks were mudbrick walls covered with sand. What she had thought were small rock foundations, were single-storey chimney stacks and parts of much taller buildings.

      “This is a part of the village,” Banu said.

      Lucinda walked through the dried-out remains of the houses. Broken pieces of pottery remained, but the sands had mostly reclaimed the whole of the place. “It has been abandoned for many years,” she said.

      “No so much abandoned,” Banu said, “but—”

      Lucinda wasn’t sure if he stopped speaking or she no longer heard him. She knelt down and plunged her hands into the sands which had drifted beside a small wall. The world wavered, and her eyes saw only blackness for a moment, and then her thoughts were transported elsewhere.

      

      
        
        The shadows of the evening had grown long. People in long pale djabas screamed as they ran. They were so terrified they ran into each other. Some slipped in the sand, and others fell over anything in their way. From the corner of her eye, she thought she saw someone rise from the sand. When she turned to look closer, what rose from the sand was anything but human.

      

      

      

      Lucinda opened her eyes to find Caro holding her one arm and Ascara the other. They’d helped her to stand and she no longer had sand in her hands. “The history of this land is written in every grain of sand, and the people of this village didn’t abandon this place by choice.”

      “No, they didn’t,” Banu said.

      “They were taken. Sh’Na was here,” she said.

      “The beast was indeed here,” Banu said. “And the creature visited many villages for miles around.”

      “How can people live here?”

      “With the threat of the beast? Not for long.”

      Lucinda shook her head. “No, I mean, how can they live with no water and no food?”

      Banu smiled. “Both of those can be found near if you know where to look.”

      “But the river is dry,” Lucinda insisted.

      “We have our ways,” Banu said, "and the mountains are not dry."

      She nodded. “Did Boy come from this village?”

      No one answered.

      “Another one, perhaps?”

      “Perhaps, yes,” Banu answered.

      At her throat, the pendant grew warm against her skin. “Oh, that’s interesting,” she said.

      “What’s interesting?” Ascara asked.

      “We are not alone,” she answered. “The Eleven know where we are.” Whether this would be a good thing or a bad thing, Lucinda did not yet know.

      “I thought they couldn’t know what we did?” Ascara asked.

      “True, we are in their blind spots, but the people we see, the places we visit, they are not. What we do, though, is beyond them as seers.”

      “Of course,” Ascara said. “But I wouldn’t worry too much, first we have to fix the engines.”

      Lucinda sat outside and admired the ingenuity and skill of the engineers as they repaired the broken tracks with little more than a toolbox and box of spare bits. They checked everything, and after a little panic about the state of the smoke box, they fixed that, too.

      “Not that far to go now, Lucinda,” Magda said.

      Lucinda rubbed her wrists. Yes, she could feel it.

      “It will be slow though from now on,” Magda said.

      “Any reason why?” Lucinda asked.

      “We must travel with care here, Gifted one,” Banu said.

      “Banu is very particular about the route,” Magda said.

      “Yes, Gifted one, the land here is sand on stone and likely to shift, but there is a path through, if we take care.”

      Lucinda rubbed her wrists once more. “Tell me about the route.”

      “As you wish it,” Banu said. He bowed first and then turned in the direction they would travel. “We will set out at dawn and travel around the hills. With care we shall move through that section with some speed. But much is stone on sand on stone, and it will shift with a caravan such as ours. We are very close.”

      “I agree,” Magda said. “When we get to the cliffs then we will cut into the rock through a narrow pass. We should make camp come midafternoon.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda said.
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      When they set off a little after dawn, Lucinda watched with great interest as they headed into the mountains. Their route seemed as expected, but Lucinda could not hide her surprise when they travelled through a sheer-sided pass so narrow that the land engine scraped the sides as it went through.

      It did not last, and they came out in a wide, flat-bottomed canyon that meandered through the rocks. They came out in to a wide valley, wide enough to turn the land machines around. Steep cliffs surrounded the whole of the valley. And beyond them the mountains stretched high above. No matter the time, they were always in shadow here.

      Banu called a halt when they the center of the area. “Set up camp here,” he said.

      “Are we stopping here?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, Gifted, this is a good place for a camp,” Banu answered.

      “How much farther do we have to go?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda didn’t need to ask. She could almost feel the presence of Sh’Na through the rock. “We are very close.”

      “My lady Raven is correct. From here we go on foot, but it is not far,” Banu said.

      “We need to scout the way,” Ascara said.

      “There will be no need,” Lucinda said, and she turned to look upward. A swarm of black birds flew around the peaks. The two largest of the flock dived down and landed on Lucinda’s shoulders with such force her knees almost buckled.

      Prruk, said one raven.

      Cruuk, said the other. Kraa.

      “And I have missed you too,” Lucinda said. “Show me what you have seen.” The two birds wrapped their wings around her head and stood still for a while.

      “I have it,” she said. The birds folded back their wings.

      Banu fell to his knees at her feet. “Magic,” he said.

      “Get up, Banu,” Lucinda ordered. “You need not bend your knee to me.”

      “Need not, you say, but I would wish it,” he answered.

      A little brown bird with a short stump of a tail sat on Lucinda’s head and twittered.

      “What have we here?” Lucinda asked.

      The bird sang to her, its song sweet and clear.

      “Of course you can sit with me,” Lucinda said. “But please, no claws in my head.”

      The bird made a sound much like a machine winding down, then jumped onto her shoulder and almost pushed Cruck out of the way. “Bossy little thing, aren’t you?” Lucinda laughed.

      “Are you going to collect birds wherever you go?” Magda asked.

      “I think they’re collecting me,” she answered.

      “Lady Raven, earlier you wanted to know how the people lived so close to the arid wastes of Gypta. I will show you, if you would will it?” Banu said.

      “Show me,” she answered.

      “Before we go, I should place guards,” Magda said.

      “Place guards if you like.” She pointed to the rocks above where hundreds, maybe thousands, of birds lined the cliffs and the mountains. “I think they’ll tell us if there is anyone moving about.”

      “Would that be the living? Or the dead?” Ascara asked.

      Cruck screamed.

      “Both,” Lucinda translated.

      “Come, this way,” said Banu. They followed him to the back of the valley where a pile of rocks obscured a narrow defile no more than shoulder width. Lucinda touched the stone as they entered the dark crevasse. “Handmade,” she said.

      “Yes,” Banu said.

      The path twisted and opened out a little. Not much but a narrow ledge, smoothed by the years and the passing of many feet, surrounded a hole in the ground. Buckets attached to ropes and tied to the stone through hooks carved into the stone sat on the side. Several ladles made of various materials hung from the hooks.

      “A well,” Lucinda said. She smiled. The little bird, her little Jenny, chirruped into her ear. “And there are about twenty-four of these all along the mountain.”

      Banu, she noted, looked stunned. “How—?”

      “My little birds told me. There are wind traps and collection points all over the mountains. Only a few of them are this easy to access, though.”

      Lucinda cocked her head to one side, “Make that twenty-five wells.”

      Banu bowed low. “My lady sees true. Would you like a taste? The cool waters of the mountains refresh the mouth and heart with their crystal clearness.” He grabbed one of the buckets and dropped it into the hole. He kept the rope wrapped over his shoulder, and the bucket made quite a splash when it landed. When he pulled the bucket up he grabbed a ladle and offered Lucinda a drink. “It is good,” he promised.

      Lucinda sipped the water. Ice cold. Refreshing. Nothing like she expected. “Take some, Magda, Ascara. It really is good water.”

      Magda took a sip and looked at Lucinda as she swallowed.

      “You know about the water though, don’t you, Magda?”

      She nodded. “I didn’t know there were twenty-five wells, but I know of this one, and I know of one farther north, too.”

      Back at the camp, Lucinda watched the clansmen as they made a fire. They sang, but they sounded more morose and sad. In this song they expected the worst. They did not sing with the joy and cheer of their time at Wadi Ca’Hassen. On one side of the valley, Magda stared at the rock wall as though she could see right through it, and Ascara sat and sharpened her sword. Again. Stranger still, other than the muted clan song, no one else said a word.

      “Everyone is so quiet,” Lucinda said.

      “Gifted, we must ready ourselves for this the last moment of peace,” Banu said.

      “Last moments? How very jolly of you all,” Lucinda said. “I, for one, have no intention of eating my last meal any time soon. I admit, it would be nice to sit, to relax, and to contemplate the trials ahead. But last moments? Not at all.” She chuckled. “Most of all, now that we are settled in one place then I look forward to a full and hot breakfast on the morrow.”

      Banu shook his head. “Forgive me, my Raven, but it is difficult to think about meals for the morrow when there are so many hours between now and then. What if the beast comes for us?”

      Lucinda nodded in thoughtfulness of his words. “Then if this is the fear, what are we waiting here for? Why wait when we can go forward and take the beast now?”

      Magda strolled over. “We are waiting for you, for something to eat, and a moment to collect ourselves ready for when we must move on,” Magda said.

      “So, we wait and we shall eat the last meal of a condemned man,” Ascara added.

      Caro rushed to Lucinda’s side and offered her a cup of hot tea and a plate of cold meat and cheese. “Thank you,” Lucinda said.

      “Please, we must not rush into our fate,” Banu said.

      “Perhaps not, Banu, but perhaps we should take a closer look at what the fates have in store for us,” Lucinda said.

      “As you wish,” he said.

      “We will be ready when you are, ma’am,” Magda said.

      “I thought we’d stopped this ma’am rubbish,” Lucinda replied.

      Magda grinned. “Just checking to make sure you are all right.”

      “Of course I’m all right. Have you eaten?” Lucinda asked.

      “I’m not hungry,” Magda answered.

      “Well, we are not moving until everyone has eaten and drunk at least one cup of tea. Then we should take a moment to let the food go down before we march off to see what might be seen,” Lucinda said.

      Magda saluted. “Aye, aye, ma’am!”

      Lucinda rose to her feet. “That said, I am not sure I can sit here knowing that our fate is so close.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Magda agreed.

      Lucinda finished her tea and wiped her mouth and hands on a small linen cloth. “Then I’m ready. Let’s do this.”

      “Can I come with you?” Caro asked.

      “Most certainly not,” Lucinda answered. But when she saw the look on Caro’s face, she relented. “You may come to see where we will go, but you will not come to face the beast.”

      “If you say so.”

      Two streaks of black raced around the cliffs and then settled back on Lucinda’s shoulders. Cruck made a series of noises, low and quiet in a way most unlike a raven.

      “I know,” Lucinda said. She rubbed each wrist in turn. They ached until her who arm arched in sympathy. “Now or later, it won’t get any better.”

      Kraaa, Prruk called.

      She turned then and Banu fell in beside her. “This way,” he said.

      Magda and Ascara followed them, and Lucinda could sense their presence as though they were a part of herself.

      “I’m here with you,” Magda said.

      “Me too,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda stopped and reached out to the two women. The contact settled her, and although she rushed to face their fate, it scared her. She took one look at Magda and Ascara and smiled. If anyone could keep them alive, Ascara and Magda could do it. “Then let’s do this,” Lucinda said.

      At the end of the valley they found the entrance to a narrow passage through the rocks.

      “This is called the Shaft.” Banu nodded, more to himself, as though checking he had the right word for it. “Yes, Si’qui’ati, the Shaft.”

      Lucinda could see why. The defile through the mountain was only five or six feet wide at the entrance and split the mountain in two. To either side the sheer rock stretched high overhead. “It’s like a crack through the mountains,” she said. She did not mention the birds lining the top of the rock. They were there, that is all she needed to know.

      “Very much so,” Banu agreed.

      Lucinda knelt down and touched her fingers against the rock wall and the ground. “Many horses have passed this way,” she said.

      “Yes, my Raven. We travel this way to check up on the pyramid, but there has been no activity in a while,” Banu answered.

      The truth in his words rang in her ears. No one, or no thing, had been this way in a few years. Did that help them? It probably meant the beast had not left this way in years. Then again, as Sh’Na didn’t need to go anywhere when her agents did her work for her, then that might not mean anything.

      “How long is the shaft?” she asked.

      “Almost a mile long,” Banu answered.

      They strode through the passage two abreast. The defile twisted and turned through the rock until Lucinda thought they had come almost full circle. Just as she thought to question Banu, the Shaft opened up to a wide-open area, like a valley, surrounded by rocks and shallow cliffs. Tufts of greenery clung to the shade of the cliffs and a small pool under a rocky overhang, turned at least some of the area green.

      The flat valley spread out almost as far as the eye could see. She remembered seeing more greenery in her dreams and visions, but then she did not know what age her vision referred to. Hardy, and sun-resistant grasses clung to life at the base of the cliffs where shade could be found. But the rest had turned to rock and sand.

      At the center, a smooth golden pyramid stood as proud and tall as the mountains surrounding them.

      “There she is. There’s the pyramid,” said Magda.

      “It’s massive,” said Lucinda.

      “One hundred and forty or so yards tall, and the base along each length is about the same,” Magda said.

      When Lucinda turned to her, she smiled. “We had engineers and all sorts the last time we came. I just recall the measurements they took.”

      “You just happened to remember measurements after all these years?”

      Magda shrugged. “It is strange what kinds of things come to mind.”

      On one side of the pyramid, steps led to an entry arch halfway up one face. Lucinda couldn’t see many details of the entry. The last remains of sunlight flashed from golden sections of the slopes, and the reflected light almost blinded her, even with her goggles on.

      A paved processional walkway led from the passage to the pyramid. At the start, carved from local red stone, two giant cobras, upright and with hoods extended, stood on both sides of the path. Beyond, tall stone plinths topped with golden-winged goats and huge golden horns lined both sides of the way.

      “What is a pyramid for?” Lucinda asked. “A house? A temple?”

      “A tomb,” Banu answered. “However, this great queen did not wish to follow the way of her ancestors, and since the Fall, no others have been made. There are no more queens.”

      “This is amazing,” she said. “It is hard to see how something so beautiful and impressive can harbour something so evil.”

      “They thought themselves as gods, my Raven, and the great beast inside has lived long enough for this to be almost true.”

      “Until now. We must put a stop to this.”

      “Yes, my Raven. There can be only two gods, the Mother and the Father. All others are but poor copies to distract us from what is right.”

      “Then we will put this right,” she said. “Ready?” She didn’t wait for a reply, but knelt down and let her fingers sift through the grains of sand.

      Her vision wavered for a moment, but the blurring did not last long. “This land is ancient, and there were many pyramids and temples here to worship gods long dead.”

      “I know this,” Banu said.

      Lucinda patted his shoulder. “But that is for another day. Now we must speak with this one.”
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      Lucinda stared into the valley of the old queen and her tomb. No matter what anyone might say, she believed that whatever happened would be all down to her and the two women at her side. The Great Mother had chosen Raven, Fire, and Ice to do this, and if anyone could succeed. They would

      She turned her attention to the two women at her side. Magda looked so striking in her pale sha’arafe armour. A sword hung at her side and she had a pistol strapped to her hip. She looked distant in her dark protective goggles, but she radiated cool strength. Ascara looked as Ascara always did: leather, sword, and a grin. Unlike the calmness of Magda, Ascara radiated barely suppressed impatience. She wanted to hit something, and soon.

      Lucinda smiled, and strode into the valley. She knew Ascara and Magda followed, she could sense their presence at her back. After a short while, before she had reached the processional way, she stopped and looked behind.

      The two women were no more than a step away, but the rest of their group, the soldiers of the Order and the clansmen, were farther away, their steps made slow with both caution and fear. She did not blame them their reticence.

      “Slow down, Lucinda, there’s no need to rush into trouble,” said Magda. “And we have no support from the others.”

      “I see no threats at this time,” Ascara responded.

      “And I sense nothing at this moment,” Lucinda added. She didn’t mention the dull and persistent throb at her wrists.

      “There will be trouble soon enough,” Magda said. She drew her pistol and checked it thoroughly.

      Ascara looked at Magda’s gun and drew her blade. “I’m not sure those gun things will be any good against what we think might be inside. I’m pleased to see you have a decent sword as well. That is far better than that toothpick you usually use.”

      “After all the lessons you’ve given me? It would be wrong not to bring a good-sized blade. I was tempted by the two-handed one if truth be told.”

      “But I told you, getting through the doorways will be a problem.”

      “Yes, that’s what I thought, too.”

      Lucinda stood with her hands fisted on her hips. “For goodness sake you two, you’ll be comparing size next.”

      Ascara sniggered and Magda slapped Ascara across the shoulder.

      “Grow up,” said Lucinda.

      “I’m sorry,” said Magda.

      “Yes, I am too,” Ascara said. “It’s a little—”

      “Daunting,” Lucinda finished. She reached out to them both. “This is not easy. Always remember, no matter what happens, we have each other and we can always work it out. Trust in us.”

      “Yes, Lucinda,” they said at the same time.

      “Good,” Lucinda said. She could feel the tension ease out of both of them, and as they grew less worried, she did too. Now she could focus more on the pyramid and the path ahead of them.

      “I should go first,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda held up a hand to stop Ascara from moving. “Now we will start to see the truth of the dreams and visions.” She took a deep breath and stepped onto the stone path between the snakes. She didn’t remember closing her eyes, but when she opened them again she still stood between the snakes, Magda and Ascara crowded in at her shoulder, and nothing untoward had happened.

      “It’s all right,” Magda said. She sounded relieved.

      Lucinda nodded and took a few steps forward so that they stood between the first matching goat-topped plinths.

      Nothing happened.

      “It all seems safe enough,” she said.

      Ascara leaned against one of the plinths. “Well, that’s a relief,” she said. “I had begun to think we might encounter some trouble here.”

      Lucinda shook her head and walked on, passing plinth after plinth. Nothing happened, nothing changed. Three quarters of the way along the pathway, she turned around to see Banu and two of the Order as they stepped between the two snakes at the start of the way.

      As they did, geysers of sand erupted from the base of the pyramid with such force and such a ground-shaking rumble, that Lucinda ducked. Each sand spurt settled with a loud swish, and when the sands settled, a man-like creature stood every three or four yards along the base of the pyramid.

      “Stop!” she cried as loud as she could, but Banu and the men had already frozen in place; they needed no urging.

      Lucinda turned her attention back to the creatures that had sprung out of the sand. Six feet tall, the muscular humanoid figures bore a goat’s head, complete with horns, and were anything but human. Their brown skin, dried by the sands, seemed to suck in the light. To Lucinda, they looked old leather left in the sun for too long. Each wore a short cloth skirt and held on to a spear with a long, curved blade attached to the top. None of them moved from this pose, holding themselves still and rigid.

      The sands rolled back and other figures, smaller and hunched over, rose from the sands to stand between the guardians. Swaddled in brown and aged bandages, she could see few details, but they had eyes. They glowed blue, and nothing human could see with eyes like those.

      “Shit!” she said. Since they knew the side of the base stood well over a hundred yards, that meant there were a lot of guards. They were truly outnumbered.

      “Well, bugger, I didn’t think I would ever see these again,” Magda added. Even though she had a gun in hand, she drew her sword as well.

      “Stop,” Lucinda repeated. A sharp sting at her wrists turned to a burning and the pain grew so great it brought tears to her eyes. “Stop them coming closer. Please.”

      “We are here. We won’t let them get to you,” Ascara said, and she took a place before Lucinda, her blade outstretched and ready.

      “No, that’s not what I meant. I mean send the men away,” Lucinda said.

      Magda didn’t question her, she turned around. “Go back,” she ordered. Her crew, her soldiers, and the clansmen all stepped back.

      As they stepped back, the burning at her wrists stopped. She rolled back her sleeves and stared at her arms. They were open, like fresh wounds. She winced at the sight of the black corruption easing through her veins.

      “Are you all right?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda nodded. “As right as I can be. They were right, my hands are related to being here.”

      “Well, yes,” Ascara said.

      “But I had hoped that we were mistaken.”

      “Shall we go back?” Magda asked.

      “We should think about this. Are we seriously going to go in there?” Ascara asked. “Alone and without assistance?”

      “That’s why we came here, isn’t it?” Lucinda answered. “In all honesty, do you really think Sh’Na would allow us to bring soldiers as well?”

      “And you saw this anyway,” Magda reminded her.

      “We all saw it,” Ascara said.

      “I feel better now they have gone to a safe distance, I don’t want to get them all hurt,” Lucinda said. She prepared to take another step. “Hang on. You said you had never expected to see them. Again?”

      Magda nodded. “The undead army, this is part of what ravaged all the villages the first time. They’re hard to kill, but beheading them helps.”

      Lucinda nodded. “I’ll bear that in mind. Let’s see what happens next.” She took a step forward. The guardians of the pyramid remained still. She took another step. Then another. None of the figures moved. Both Magda and Ascara caught up with Lucinda, and still, the guardians didn’t move.

      “It looks as though they don’t mind if we get closer, only the soldiers,” Lucinda said.

      “All of this is as we saw. Only death awaits us in there,” said Magda.

      “Well, aren’t you the positive one,” Ascara said.

      “We could leave?” Lucinda asked.

      “What a strange idea, to leave now we’re here. That would be rude,” Magda said. “I bought my best sword especially for this.”

      Lucinda snorted.

      “When we get to the entrance, perhaps you and I should go in first, Magda. Make sure it’s safe,” Ascara said.

      “Good idea.” Magda nodded her agreement.

      “What? And leave me outside?” Lucinda asked.

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Magda replied.

      “Don’t you dare suggest such a thing. I’m more than aware of what we might find in there. I know why we are here, and I know what our chances are likely to be when we get inside. You can’t protect me from this.”

      “And you’ll do it anyway,” said Magda.

      “Damned right. If death is the only option, then so be it. Our Mother chose us for this, and we must never let her down.” Lucinda drew back her shoulders. Her stomach roiled, but she would not stop. “We were chosen to do our best, and that is what we will do.” She looked at Magda and then Ascara, “Let’s go.”

      Lucinda did not look at the guardians as she strode forward along the path. Nor did she look at the details of the pyramid, or the stone path, or even guards. She had to keep going, and she didn’t stop, couldn’t stop until she reached the top of the entry steps. Once there, she stared into the dark interior of the entrance.

      “Last chance to back out,” said Magda.

      “No, the last chance to back out was long before we left Ama’Rica,” Lucinda replied.

      “Then we are agreed, we continue,” Magda said.

      “Agreed,” Ascara said.

      “We are one,” Lucinda said.

      “We are one,” Ascara and Magda responded at the same time.

      Lucinda removed her protective glasses, and Magda did likewise. “Ready?” Lucinda asked.

      She didn’t wait for a reply, but stepped into the darkness, Magda and Ascara a half step behind. Inside they stopped. In part to wait for an attack, and in part because they needed to allow their eyes to adjust to the darkness.

      The entrance, inset into the pyramid with thick stone lintels, stood about ten feet wide and a good twelve feet high. A small stone landing gave way to a set of worn stone steps that went down. To the left and the right, two narrow passages led into the dark, the first few feet illuminated by two burning torches. Colorful images painted on the walls and ceiling danced with the flickering of the flames.

      Torches?

      “We are expected,” Magda said. She pulled one brand from the wall, and Ascara grabbed the other.

      “Of course we’re expected. I think they were ready for us before we even crossed the desert,” Lucinda said. She shook her head. “Those brands do not offer much light.”

      Ascara patted one of the pouches on her belt. “We have more modern options here, but we might as well use what we have at the moment.”

      “Do you know anything about these tombs?” Magda asked.

      “I thought you were the expert?” Lucinda asked.

      “I think you were misled,” Magda said.

      “I assumed.”

      Magda shrugged. “My guess is that the main route is the steps down, but let me just check the side passages first.” She looked into the right passage, and Ascara did the same along the left one. The rough stone did not offer them much beyond a narrow passage made of rough stone.

      “Not much here,” said Ascara, “but I think this one leads to a narrow set of steps up.”

      “Same here,” Magda said. “Shall we look further?”

      “No, I don’t think it’s important to look at every room and passage. We need to go down the steps, and straight there,” Lucinda said.

      “Sure?”

      “As sure as I can be, Magda.” She stepped onto the first step and paused.

      The central passage was much wider than the side passages. The steps so well used that they dipped in the middle. The paintings on the walls grew brighter and clearer. The edges, incised deep into the stone, created shadows and edges. It almost seemed as though the images jumped out from the walls and the eyes followed their every move.

      “These images are amazing,” Lucinda said.

      “Ancient pictograms,” Ascara said. “I have seen similar in other places.”

      “Can you read them? I know they mean something,” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara shook her head.

      Magda pointed at the wall, an image of a woman stood over the steps, her arms outstretched. “Remember Boy and the wings outstretched and his magical scarified tattoos? There, you can see the images in the stone.”

      “Goodness, you’re right,” Lucinda said.

      “Did you come far inside the pyramid the last time you were here?”

      “No,” Magda answered. She looked away and stared with interest at a piece of crumbling stone. “We were too beaten up to look at things and we waited for the engineers to—”

      “It’s all right,” Lucinda interrupted.

      “Maybe we should have come inside regardless, and made sure,” Magda said.

      “Doesn’t matter. We are here now,” Ascara said. “Let’s do this. For Boy, for us all.” She reached out and gripped Magda’s shoulder. “And for you, too.”

      Magda nodded. “For us all.”

      Lucinda dragged her fingertips over the stone wall. “Well, this is definitely inhabited.”

      “People live here?” Ascara asked.

      “I’m not sure that ‘living’ is entirely appropriate,” Magda replied.

      Lucinda ignored Magda, ignored Ascara, and ignored everything except the sensation that came through her contact with the stone. In her mind, she saw this old wizened beast reach out and grab her by the wrists. When it looked at her, she could not shake the feeling that the beast looked right into her.

      She shuddered.

      Lucinda sank to her knees and placed her hands on the stone step. She laughed. “The passageways to the sides lead to more rooms and other passages. A treasure room, a vault of food and clothing, and places where all manner of artistic artefacts are on display.” She paused as she let her senses travel all of the pyramid. “And yes, there is a tomb room, or would that be a throne room?”

      “Did you see her?” Magda asked.

      “Yes,” Lucinda replied. “I can’t see much, but then, I have only the steps and that is not enough. Do you want to explore the whole pyramid?”

      “No,” Magda answered. “If you are sure that we don’t need to, then we don’t need to.”

      “Best get on with it then,” Lucinda said. With a reluctance she did not want to show, she started down the steps and into the dark depths below.
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      Banu stood with his clan and the crew of the Order at the edge of the valley cliffs. Some, fearful of the creatures who had appeared as though by magic, had retreated into the Shaft itself. He couldn’t blame them. By choice, he would be a hundred miles away, someplace safe.

      He rested his hand on the dragonhead pommel of his krysshan, the curved short sword belted to his waist, and gripped it until the hard metal of the pommel stone dug into the palm of his hand. This was all he had to remind him of the courage he needed stop his feet from taking him elsewhere.

      He stared at the processional way, the pyramid, and the guardians who surrounded it. The three, the captain, the Gifted one, and the clanswoman, had entered the pyramid without incident. They had heard nothing since. Not knowing what had happened to them did not sit well with him.

      He was not the only one who thought that way.

      Caro’Nina, the young clanswoman, stood at his side. “What do we do now?”

      “We wait,” Banu answered.

      “Not acceptable,” she said.

      “Not acceptable? Do not be impertinent, Caro’Nina. Know your place, this is as your captain ordered.”

      “But they might be in trouble and need our help. Why bring us all this way if we are not here to assist them?”

      Banu thought the same. “Nonetheless, we must do as bid,” he answered.

      Caro shrugged. “I’m not so sure that’s wise,” she said.

      Before Banu could answer, she raced forward. No one tried to stop her as she skidded to a stop between the two snake statues. At first, nothing changed and the guardians did not move. She stood between the stone plinths, hands on hips, and waited. The moment the guardians moved, she turned and ran all the way to the Shaft. She grinned.

      “That was foolish,” Banu admonished.

      She waved his comment away. “Did you see how they responded?” she asked. “There is a delay of some seconds.”

      “Yes, I saw,” he replied.

      “A small group could be used to distract them and lure them away from the entrance. Another group could rush inside to assist Captain Stoner.”

      “And I bet you would be the first into the pyramid.”

      She shrugged. “I would relish the chance to assist my captain, my clanswoman, and the Raven.”

      “Me too, Caro, me too.”

      “Then we’ll do something?” she asked, but Banu didn’t answer.
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      Even with the two torches lighting the way, the fear of the shadows and the darkness to come filled Magda’s gut with ice and her veins with water. Her knees shook so hard she wasn’t sure how she managed to walk at all.

      In one hand she held the brand, and in her other hand she carried her gun. She held them both out in front of her body as though they could act as some kind of talisman against evil.

      Lucinda set a lively pace, and with apparent disregard for whatever lay ahead, she didn’t dawdle. Why did Lucinda want to move on so fast? Did she know no fear at all? She stepped with such lightness to her stride, and yet Magda could hardly breathe.

      Every mouthful of air caught in her throat. Her stomach churned as she moved, and her heart pounded so hard and fast she felt sure her heart sounded louder than the thud of their footsteps. Her hands trembled so much she knew that her fearful shaking added to the dancing shadows on the wall. Yet no matter how fearful she might be, she forced herself onward. She would not, could not let them down.

      “Wait,” she rasped. She sounded dreadful. She hoped that it sounded like she was just winded and not terrified.

      “Magda?” Ascara said.

      It took a few moments to speak. “We should be more cautious,” she answered.

      “Why?” Lucinda asked. “Because we know what’s ahead.”

      “There might be more to consider,” Magda answered.

      Lucinda seemed to think about that for a moment. “Agreed, you are right.” Then she reached out and touched Magda’s hand. “You’re so thoughtful,” she said. But the touch of her hand settled Magda. Ascara also reached out and gripped her shoulder.

      Neither mentioned her apparent fear. Yet their gestures and concern were enough to bolster her courage. The fear receded, and even if it remained in her heart, it had lessened.

      “We should carry on. But with less haste. Just in case.”

      Lucinda nodded. “You are so right, we should be more cautious. Ready?”

      “Ready,” Magda answered. Then they were off again.

      Shadows surged and faded. Turned red, white, yellow, and blue, with every twisting flash of the fiery torches on the painted walls. Walls that seemed determined to fill her with fear.

      A low relief depiction of the queen’s face glared with eyes so deep she seemed to stare right into Magda’s soul. Maybe she did. Maybe Sh’Na wanted to finish what she started.

      Magda suppressed a shiver. She wasn’t even the one who walked up front. Lucinda had the lead, and she carried nothing, not even a torch, yet she walked on into the dark, full of purpose and confidence.

      She looked so self-contained and unapproachable. Now they now longer touched each other, Magda could feel little comfort from either of them. She felt isolated. For the first time in long while, she felt alone, and that scared her almost as much as what they had to face.

      Deep inside the stone tomb, they came to a small landing, like a small antechamber, ten feet long and only eight or nine feet wide. Ahead, the steps no longer descended, but ascended into darkness. The dim and flickering light of the torch did not reach far enough to show them what lay ahead. To the left, a narrow passageway extended several feet and then descended. To the right, another passage mirrored the one on the left.

      “Straight ahead and up,” Lucinda said.

      “Are you sure?” Magda asked.

      “Yes. That is where we must go,” Lucinda answered.

      “Good enough for me,” Magda said.

      “Let’s get on, shall we,” Lucinda said, and she started upward.

      Magda marveled at Lucinda’s poise. Yet in spite of the fear that plagued her, she could not let an unarmed woman take the lead. It did not sit well with her. “Wait up, Lucinda,” Magda said.

      “Yes?”

      “I should go first,” she said.

      “Is that for any particular reason?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda looked at Ascara. “We don’t know what’s ahead. Now is time for us to lead, just in case we need to fight.”

      Lucinda seemed to think it through and then she stood aside. “As you wish.”

      Magda took two deep breaths and took the lead. Fear settled like a hard rock in her belly, but she had a focus, and she would not be the one to run screaming up the steps. Ascara and Lucinda needed her to be strong.

      She took another deep breath as she took another step upwards. Her perceptions seemed to sharpen. The sounds of their feet against stone seemed unusually loud. She could smell the burning torches, and even the wall decorations seemed brighter and sharper.

      The walls changed as they progressed higher and deeper into the pyramid. The low relief carved pictograms were now no more than flat paintings. The details seemed less sharp, and the colours less vibrant. In some places the pain had faded and left patches of missing colors.

      Beneath her feet, the steps were as worn into shallow dips at the center. Only people did that. Or things. Things that moved.

      Most of all, she noticed the smell. Over the burning of the torches, she could detect the familiar aromas of cinnamon, sandalwood, aniseed, and cumin. A riot of aromatic spices then blended with the sweet smell of jasmine blossoms and hibiscus. None of which could mask the unmistakable scent of death and decay.

      She could smell tea, too, fresh tea.

      Magda stopped. They were in a tomb. A silent tomb in the middle of nowhere. No one made tea in a place such as this.

      “Mag—” Lucinda started.

      She held up one hand for quiet, and paused. Her right foot poised to take the next step. She concentrated and listened to the sounds of the pyramid.

      “You won’t hear anything, you know, but she is waiting for us,” Lucinda said.

      “How do you know?” Ascara asked.

      “Don’t you feel her?” Lucinda asked.

      “I don’t feel anything,” Magda answered.

      “Nor me, I feel dead inside,” Ascara added.

      “And therein lies a great problem. One I have tried to ignore.” She turned to face Magda and Ascara. “I don’t feel you. Either of you. And I should, but I don’t. All I feel is this great emptiness.”

      Magda reached out and took her hand. “Thank you. I thought it was just me. And I felt so alone.”

      “It isn’t just you. It’s this place. Maybe it has a way to deaden our feelings. But I’m always here, remember that,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara took Lucinda’s other hand. “Me too. You are the ones with Gifts, and I do not always seem to feel as you do. But I am here, and I will always be right by your sides.”

      Lucinda tried to smile, but it looked more like a grimace. “Then let us see what the beast has in store for us.”

      Magda led them on once more. The fear and the loneliness did not go away, but it seemed easier to bear knowing that it wasn’t them. Every couple of steps, she could reach out and touch Ascara or Lucinda, and then she would feel better for a short while, and Magda drew strength from these moments.

      That, and the light that offered cheer ahead.

      “There’s light!” Ascara said.

      “And it is bright enough to douse the torches,” Magda added. “I think it opens up ahead.”

      They continued, but they took greater care, as though each step taken might cause something to rush out at them. Nothing did.

      She came to a stop several feet from a tall, arched doorway. Six feet wide and a good twelve feet tall, the entrance gave a grand view into a large and substantial chamber. Light spilled out and coated the steps in yellow. Inside, soaring pillars stretched out of sight.

      Magda cocked her head from side to side, as though to hear better. Yet no matter how she strained to push her senses to the maximum, she could hear nothing but the burning and sputtering of torches.

      She handed her torch to Lucinda, then raised her gun and inched towards the opening. Ascara tapped her arm, and when she glanced in her direction, Ascara, sword in hand, jerked her head to the left. Magda understood then, and nodded assent. As one, they stepped into the chamber; Ascara went one way, and Magda stepped to the other side of the opening.

      First thing, she scanned the room for immediate threats. Nothing moved. No one jumped out at them, and as far as she could determine, the chamber seemed quite empty of life.

      Now she could consider further details of the room. Rectangular in shape, the ceiling soared so high it vanished into the darkness above them. Several burning torches attached to the walls offered more lighting, and tall braziers, with their large brass bowls set at shoulder height, blazed with a fiery glow.

      Images painted and incised into the stonework covered every wall. Four broad columns stretched up into the ceiling, their smooth surfaces painted in the same stylised manner as the walls. Shafts of sunlight pierced the darkness and specks of dust sparkled and danced across the beams.

      In the center of the room, a throne covered with low relief images stood in front of a stone sarcophagus. There were several alcoves, but they were deep and the light did not penetrate all of the way. The largest of these could be seen on the far side of the room; the rest of them were narrow but deep.

      “Would you take a look at this,” Lucinda whispered. Without further hesitation she strode straight into the room.

      “Lucinda!” Magda exclaimed.

      Still, where Lucinda went, she had to follow. Once inside the room, she could see further into several of the alcoves. In some, she saw stiff guardians like the ones outside: tall, sculpted male figures topped with a goat head, a short skirt, and a long spear with a wide blade on top. None of the figures moved, and they didn’t seem to breathe or be aware of events around them. Like stone golems, statues, they were devoid of anything resembling life.

      “Shit!” Ascara called out.

      Magda turned around to see several guards of the same type in the alcoves, blocking the exit. “How many?” she called out.

      “I can see eight, but there may be more,” Ascara answered.

      “Where the hell did they come from?” Magda asked.

      “I’ve no idea. I heard nothing, Magda. Nothing!”

      “Don’t worry. Just keep an eye on them, and let me know what they do,” she said.

      “I know you,” Lucinda said.

      Magda spun back. A wizened figure stood halfway inside the alcove between the light and the shadows. The world seemed to slow down, and the details of the room jumped out at her. The sputtering of the coals in the braziers, the hiss of torches, the smell of smoke, burning wood, oil, and dung. The musty smell of death clung to the air, and she wrinkled her nose with distaste.

      “I know you,” Lucinda repeated.

      All of the guards moved then.

      There were eight from the entrance, but there were a whole load more in the alcoves, and several more in the shadows behind the wizened figure. There were too many.

      Magda turned to Ascara. “Ascara hold!” she yelled. Right then, the last thing they needed was for Ascara to take matters into her own hands.

      She needed time to think, to plan. She always expected a fight, but these guards were not as she expected. They stepped forward as though of one mind, and as one, they slashed their spears in the same direction and at the same speed. She concentrated. Each movement bespoke great deliberation. Almost slow, although their swings were fast and determined. She would remember that.

      The three women backed into the center of the room and the guards surrounded them in a circular area about thirty feet in diameter, give or take. Not a great space, but they were not crowded together too tight.

      The guards stood still and didn’t advance any further.

      “Did you see how they moved?” she asked.

      “Like clockwork,” Ascara answered.

      “I thought so too,” Magda said. “It’s worth noting.”

      The wizened figure, wrapped in cloth and dirty swaddling, stepped out of the shadows and closer to them. Eyes like glowing coals stared out, and when the creature spoke, its voice rumbled like the collapse of a distant coal mine.

      Magda didn’t understand a word it said, except one: Sh’Na. This had to be her.

      “Magda, can you translate the Gyptan?” Lucinda asked.

      “That’s no Gyptan I’ve ever heard,” Magda answered.

      “And don’t ask me,” Ascara said. She shrugged. “Does it matter? We are not here to exchange pleasantries and share a cup of tea, now, are we?”

      “Don’t do anything rash,” Magda said. “Let’s see what happens.”

      “Lucinda?”

      “Fine. I agree, don’t do anything rash, but just watch. Remember, you can’t rely on me here,” Lucinda said.

      “And perhaps not me either,” Ascara mumbled. “But I will give you the time you need.”

      Magda wanted to ask her what she meant by that, but then the wizened figure stepped forward and she had no time to think about Ascara. Instead, her mind filled with memories of the first time she had seen the beast. This very same beast.

      Wrapped in cloth, the bandages, which had not been in pristine condition even then, looked far worse. Browned and yellowed with age, streaks of black and green mold added to the tattered look. She had suffered from more than the passing years. Holes, which could well have been the size of bullets, riddled the one side of the creature’s head. Slices from assorted blades marred the visage of this decrepit creature even further, and now she looked as though she’d literally had the stuffing pulled out of her.

      “Sh’Na,” she whispered.

      Sh’Na tore away a piece of the bandage at her thigh, and it crumbled in her grip. The smell of cinnamon and other spices grew heavier, until the air thickened with the cloying stink of it.

      She faced Magda first, her eyes blazing with an unholy light. She raised her hand palm up, paused and stared.

      It all happened so fast.

      Magda’s attention shifted. She couldn’t stop herself, she stared into the beast’s glowing eyes. Sh’Na leaned forward and blew across her hand. Dust, crushed bandage, and goodness knows what else flew into the air and Magda inhaled the dust.

      Gritty dust coated her mouth, stuck in her throat and filled her nose. She coughed, but that drew the dust further into her mouth and throat. She imagined this vileness eating through her chest and coughed so hard she doubled over.

      Sh’Na repeated the same gesture to Lucinda and to Ascara. They tried to avoid the dust, yet they breathed it all in nonetheless.

      Sh’Na stood there, unmoving. And then she spoke. “You are come, as expected.”

      “What?” Magda said.

      “You have come,” the beast Sh’Na repeated. “I am Sh’Na, Queen of the desert. Welcome to my valley. It's a valley fit for a king. Or a queen, don’t you think?”

      Magda looked at Lucinda and Ascara. “Do you hear this?”

      “She speaks the language of the Angles, the King’s own tongue,” Lucinda replied. “How fortuitous.”

      “Ascara, do you hear Anglish as well?” Magda asked

      “No,” she replied, “she speaks my language, but why does her mouth make the wrong shape for the words?”

      “Magic,” Lucinda said.

      “She’s messing with our minds,” Magda said.

      “No one is messing with my mind,” Ascara growled. “No one.” She stepped forward and made as though to strike out.

      The beast turned towards her with deliberate slowness, and the glow of her eyes intensified.

      She waved her hand in vague fashion towards the advancing Ascara. “So stupid,” she said. “A blade is of no concern to me.”

      Magda saw a force ripple through the air. The almost invisible wave hit Ascara, hit her so hard it lifted her up and smashed her against a column. She landed with a thud, her breath wheezed out with a loud whoosh, and she crumpled to the ground.

      “Ascara!” Lucinda screamed.

      Sh’Na brought her hands together as though to clap, but her hands were half wrapped in rotting bandages which muffled the sound.

      “Quiet,” she ordered. “She lives.” At that, she strode to her throne. When she sat, it sounded as though she would rip apart at the seams, and Magda hoped that she would.

      Sh’Na’s burning gaze did not relent. She stared at Magda with a malevolence that almost had shape and form.

      “You know me,” Magda said.

      “I know many things,” Sh’Na replied. “I know you are here to bring me harm, and I know you are all far less than you need to be. Such strength, such magic, and you know nothing.”

      “I know who I am, and what I am,” Lucinda said.

      “You?” Sh’Na asked. “You, my little fledgling Raven, are no more than a shade of all you might be. But that is good. I shall take you, unformed as you are, and your power will add to mine. None shall withstand me.”

      “No, I don’t think so,” Lucinda said.

      “Silence! I will tell you when you may speak.”

      Lucinda opened her mouth as though to say something, but nothing came out. She remained silent.

      “See, you know your place already,” Sh’Na said. “Do you understand me, Raven? Nod to agree.”

      Magda turned as Lucinda nodded. “Lucinda?” she asked. Lucinda stood with her eyes wide open. She looked terrified. “Lucinda, what’s the matter?”

      Lucinda didn’t say a word.

      “Silence!” Sh’Na roared. Several guards circled Magda, their blades only inches from her chest. “Try to fight, and they will kill you.”

      “Now let’s take a look at that clanswoman. She seems to be a little incapacitated. Such fire in her soul and she is already down. The Rage of Fire has the power of a doused candle it seems.” Sh’Na’s laughter filled the room.

      “We are not yet done,” Magda said.

      “And finally, the Ice Queen herself.”

      Magda bowed. “Hardly a queen, but Ice is who I am, it seems. Or snowflake. Snowflake works well.” She didn’t know where she found this courage and strength, but she found something.

      “Do you mock me?” Sh’Na groused. “No matter. You know as little about yourself as they do. Still, you are here, as was foretold. Let me show you how much power I have.”

      “Why? I can just shoot you again.”

      Sh’Na paused. “It will be as effective as the first time you filled me with bullets. Such pathetic tools do nothing more than slow the inevitable. When you took my head, you missed the most vital of truths.”

      “Which is?” Magda asked.

      “The heart of a mummy is not in her head.” Sh’Na laughed. “Oh, I am far more than a head on a body.”

      “Shit,” Magda said.

      “And also, you want to know, don’t you?”

      “Know? Know what?”

      Sh’Na made a sound like chuckling, but through several layers of dirty cloth. “What I am and what you are. Curiosity drives you.”

      Magda snorted. “It will kill the cat.”

      “What will?”

      “Curiosity. Curiosity kills the cat.”

      Sh’Na stood still and unmoving for a moment. “What strange words. No matter.” She rose to her feet and held out her arms at shoulder height. Her eyes blazed, and it seemed to Magda that this brightness indicated the moment when Sh’Na used some of her magics. She also wondered if this would be the right time to initiate some kind of action, but with so much magic surrounding them and so many guards about, it might be better to wait for a more certain time. Or a time when she knew what would happen.

      For now, she would watch and wait; perhaps she would consider this again when Ascara got to her feet, and when Lucinda stopped staring ahead as though unaware of the rest of the world.

      As she assessed the room, two guards stepped forward. They placed their blades at the top of Lucinda’s gown and slashed the sleeves from her.

      Magda gasped when she saw Lucinda’s arms. They were black and green, oozing something that smelled almost as foul as Sh’Na.

      “Lucinda,” she said.

      Lucinda turned, and now she could see the tears as they coursed down her cheeks. She opened her mouth as though to speak, but any words she might have wished to say remained unspoken.

      “The Raven is not herself anymore,” Sh’Na said.

      “What?” Magda asked.

      “Raven,” Sh’Na called out. She raised her hands before her. Lucinda did the same. She moved one hand to the side, and Lucinda mirrored her movement.

      Sh’Na laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. More like a rasping last breath than any expression of humour. “Pluck the wings of Raven Black,” she said and cackled. Sh’Na moved her arms up and down and Lucinda copied every single action.

      “Lucinda!” Magda cried.

      Tears continued to stream down Lucinda's face and she screamed.

      Sh’Na pointed to Ascara. “Three stand, one falls, in Sand and Sun,” she said. “Hear my words.”

      “And what of the tears of Ice? Not much of a prophecy, is it?” Magda goaded.

      “Oh, tears, is it? We shall get to those very soon.”
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      Blackness filled Lucinda’s mind, and it seemed a blessing. A blessing which did not last long, not when under the persistent pressure of another alien mind pressed against hers and forced her to see and feel everything.

      The marks of the mummy had spread, and now they were in its presence, her control had become absolute. Well, almost. She could not speak for herself, nor control her own body. Yet part of her mind remained her own, even though Sh’Na battered against her thoughts.

      Lucinda heard a scream. A cry of pain that sounded so distant as to be unimportant, and yet it called her. She knew the scream was hers because the sound tore at her throat. Her lungs emptied of air until she had insufficient resources to breathe. If Sh’Na didn’t allow it, she would run out of breath and just fall here, and then she would be no further threat to Magda and Ascara.

      Searing pain in her arms and wrists brought her to the here and now with a jolt. At least, it cleared the other mind from her thoughts, and she knew she could speak once more. She opened her eyes and the beast Sh’Na stared at her with glowing hellish eyes. The pain in her arms grew.

      “It burns,” Lucinda cried. “It burns!”

      “Does it?” Sh’Na said. “Such a shame.”

      Lucinda closed her eyes as though that would help, but with nothing to cover her arms, even the touch of air on her bare skin sent spears of pain through her body. She could feel the corruption growing and spreading, stealing along her upper arms, turning her muscles into centers of torment and agony.

      Worse, these arms were like the limbs of a stranger, limbs she had no control over. A flare of heat grew so great she doubled over. Her Raven self, her own beast within, struggled to rise but failed. Her Tower remained silent and hidden.

      “The rotting Raven is but a puddle of pus,” Sh’Na shouted at her. “Look!”

      Another wave of burning heat shot through her arms and almost took her breath away. Still, Lucinda could not refuse Sh’Na’s order. Her own hands, she saw, were green, and the rotted flesh looked bloated and ready to burst. The ends of her fingers throbbed, as though they’d been caught in an ever-tightening vice. Putrescent gunge, an indelicate green and yellow, dripped from then ends of her blackened fingers and dripped down her tunic in a rotting stain.

      She tried not to sob as she saw herself decomposing before her own eyes, but she couldn’t help herself. Her tears and frustrations were no more than an amusement to Sh’Na, and there was nothing she could do about it. Her world shrank back to pain, frustration, and the maniacal cackling of the beast.

      A voice, soft and soothing, broke through the pain. “It’s all right, Lucinda. I’m here,” Magda said.

      She wanted to reach out, to touch her, but there were guards in the way. “Magda,” she managed.

      “Lucinda.”

      The sight of Magda eased her more than she could have imagined, and she absorbed as much goodness as she could in one glance. She turned to seek Ascara.

      The other consciousness renewed the pressure against her mind and this time she was almost overwhelmed. “I can’t fight this much more,” Lucinda managed.

      The voice of Sh’Na rumbled through her like a roll of distant thunder. “That is because you are mine, all mine,” she gloated. “You can fight all you like, but you cannot resist me forever. It just makes my win all the more glorious.”

      “I am Lucinda Ravensburgh,” she whispered. “I am the Raven, and I give myself to my Fire and Ice, and no one else.” She stopped to gather her breath. “We are Raven, Fire, and Ice, and you will never own any of us.”

      She said this even though her powers had been rather muted since she entered the pyramid. She’d blamed her own fear for that lack. The Raven would answer when she called and the need arose

      She closed her eyes and tried to focus herself, to call her powers and that of the Raven to help. She could feel nothing.

      Instead of the Raven, she heard the distant singing of Rabian women. Eleven voices, each one blended together in prayer and something more. A spell.

      At her throat, the pendant burned against Lucinda’s skin, and the magic of those women wrapped around her pendant, and its quiet magic flared into something powerful. An ethereal shield formed in the shape of the pendent at her throat. Three crescent moons in shimmering white, red and purple.

      Sh’Na hissed and spluttered at her.

      The power of the Hours sheltered Lucinda from the full strength of Sh’Na’s will. Not only that, the creeping rot in her hands and arms reduced to an ache and progressed no further. No more searing agony, and her mind remained hers. She had one price to pay. She had no power at all. The eleven Hours had cut her off from her gifts and her Raven. A part of her strained against these magical bonds almost as much as she had strained against Sh’Na. Yet their power over her, aided by the strength of Fire and Ice, held her.

      Locked inside herself, Lucinda found herself a captive held at the whim and magic of another, and this did not sit well with her. At the same time, she knew those eleven Hours were all that stood between her and Sh’Na. Her mind and soul had become a battle ground— Sh’Na, the Hours, and herself. She did not think it would end well, but without this battle, she would be lost.

      “Hey!” Magda shouted.

      At some point in the middle of Lucinda’s self-reflection, Magda had pulled out her gun. She hadn’t seen a thing. Hadn’t noticed Magda move, either, almost as though she had phased out of the present time and lost track of events around her.

      A loud bang and the pressure in her head lessened.

      “I see a bullet still gets your attention,” Magda said.

      Lucinda looked around. She couldn’t recall why they were here.

      On the ground, Ascara rose to her knees and groaned. A gash in her scalp oozed blood that traced a bright red path down the side of her face. Her split lip bled and her hands, grazed in the fall, dripped with blood. “Crap,” Ascara grumbled.

      “Ascara,” Lucinda hissed. “We need to be together.”

      Ascara groaned as she tried to crawl closer, and then she collapsed against Lucinda’s legs.

      “Are you all right?” Lucinda asked.

      “I’ll be all right in a minute. It takes more than a shove to kill me,” she said. Her words slurred together and her eyes looked unfocussed. Lucinda worried how much hurt Ascara had suffered.

      Ascara didn’t reach for her hand, and given what her hands looked like, Lucinda didn’t blame her. She wouldn’t want to touch her hands either. Instead, Ascara leaned against her legs and wrapped her hand around Lucinda’s ankle. Fire and Raven. And in her mind, the eleven Hours and her captive Raven recognised the comfort and the strength in that.

      She just needed a little more time. Another loud, ear-ringing bang, and all attention turned away from them again.

      “You!” Sh’Na roared. She pointed at Magda. “I should have finished you the first time I had a taste of you.”

      “You couldn’t manage me then, so what makes you think you can manage now?”

      “Because I am ready for you. I have a surprise, just for you.”

      “Right,” Magda said.

      “First,” Sh’Na pointed at Lucinda. “Stay still,” she commanded.

      Lucinda’s body stiffened. She tried to move her hands, but nothing worked.

      “Stop fighting me,” Sh’Na said. “Your magic is not enough, you are mine, now be still!”

      Lucinda held still and stared straight ahead until she thought Sh’Na no longer paid her any attention. The song of the Hours left her mind to herself, even if she had no raven and no control of her body.

      “Ascara,” she whispered.

      “I’m here,” Ascara said. Her fingers massaged Lucinda’s ankle, then slipped inside her loose pa’las and started massaging her calf.

      “Ascara! Not now, you need to save Magda.”

      “And you,” she answered.

      “Forget me, I’m lost. You can’t do anything for me, but you have to save her.”

      Ascara rose to her knees, but could move no more; she leaned into Lucinda and rested against her legs. “Not sure how much use I am right now,” she said. “They were right, I would fail you. Still, at least they are not fighting all at once.”

      “What?”

      Lucinda couldn’t move her body, but she could see enough to know that all of the guardians were still. She wondered why they didn’t just kill them and be done with it. Why hadn’t she thought of that before?

      “Missing something,” Lucinda mumbled. More for herself than anything else. She tried to call her trinity again. Even though she didn’t think it would work, she had to try something.

      She needed something drastic to happen. Drastic, or desperate. If only she could find a way to breach the distance between them.

      She stared towards Magda and Sh’Na, and helplessness filled her. Her role in these events seemed limited to nothing more than an observer. She had to think of something.

      Sh’Na pointed towards the rear alcove. “All queens need company whilst they await their consort. Let me introduce you to someone who means a great deal to me.” She chuckled then, that death rattle sound that sent shivers along Lucinda’s spine. “This is my gift to you, Magda Allentoft.”

      “Magda Stoner,” she corrected.

      “As you wish, here is my gift. I think you’ve met.”

      From the back of the far alcove a figure, dressed in a pale and gauzy robe, moved from the shadows into the light. She moved with such easy grace she almost floated over the floor. Long dark hair flowed over slim shoulders, and huge dark eyes surveyed the room. This beauty would turn heads wherever she went, but her eyes sought only one.

      Magda stood rigid. “No,” she said. “This can’t be, you’re—”

      “Dead?” the woman asked. She spoke in English, inflected with the accent of Rabia, and she knew that this was no artifact of Sh’Na’s magic.

      “I saw you. I saw you die,” Magda said. As she spoke she fell to her knees. Tears streamed down her face. “I watched.”

      “And now we have it,” Sh’Na said with glee in her voice. “The tears, how they fall.” She pointed at Lucinda. “Pluck the wings of raven black.” She looked to Ascara on the floor. “Quench Fire in tears of Ice and blood.” Sh’Na laughed. “Three stand, one falls, in sand and sun. And then we have the Queen right there.”

      “Tell them who I am, Mag,” the delicate looking beauty said. “Tell them who I am, and then tell them what you did. Tell them how much of a coward you are.”

      Magda choked her words out. “This is Olivia Ruth, sister to Prince Mogharan Ruth, and she was my wife.”

      “I am still your wife,” Olivia insisted.

      “Yes,” Magda agreed.

      “Do you remember, my sweet, when I told you I knew you were not a boy?”

      Magda nodded. “I remember,” she said. Her voice, little more than a whisper, sounded hoarse. “We were at the fountain, and Mogharan was called away.”

      “And I backed you up against a marble pillar.”

      Magda nodded.

      “You were so scared, Mag. You shook in your boots. And when I kissed you, I thought you would pass out.”

      “And then you said you knew my secret. You knew I was not a boy.”

      “Yes, so before you ran away, what did I say to you?”

      “You said I could court you properly now and you would say yes. You said I was yours and I would be yours for all of time.”

      Olivia reached out and her fingertips brushed along the side of Magda’s jaw. “I loved you, Mag. Why did you leave me? How could you leave me when I needed you?”

      Magda choked back a sob. “I always loved you,” Magda said. “You know I did.”

      The gravelly voice of Sh’Na interrupted them. “How touching it is to see them together once more. What say you, Lucinda? Does your heart swell from this story of love reunited?”

      Lucinda ground her teeth together, but her words came forward anyway. “Yes,” she hissed.

      “And how fares your trinity, when your Ice loves another?”

      Lucinda didn’t answer.

      “Then let this touching reunion continue, I have waited a long time to see this,” Sh’Na said.

      With horror, Lucinda watched as Magda looked into the face of her wife. Instead of fighting her, Magda nodded.

      “I am glad you are here, Mag. Now we can be together forever, throughout all of time.”

      “Say no,” Lucinda yelled. “Say no, please, Magda. Fight this.” She wanted to scream, ‘you are mine’, but she couldn’t say that she was sure of this. Did she have the right to claim her?

      Olivia stepped closer, cupped Magda’s face in small, delicate hands, and they reached for each other. Magda closed her eyes as their lips met.

      That’s when Lucinda started to notice the change in Olivia.

      Her fingernails grew long and black, discolored by age and rot. Olivia’s skin drew back against her bones, as though desiccated. Her beauty faded, and as she aged before them, Magda, with her eyes closed, saw nothing.

      Sh’Na, Lucinda noted, stood as still as the guardians. Like stone. Unmoving.

      “Excuse me,” Lucinda called out as loud as she could manage. “We’ve not been formally introduced, and I did so wish to meet the sister of Prince Ruth.”

      Olivia drew back and Magda slumped forward, not dead, but unconscious at least. She grabbed Magda by the neck and shoulders. Blackened nails pierced pale skin and blood blossomed through her clothing.

      Olivia snarled at Lucinda and then turned back to Magda. “Your turn will come.” She stared at a blood-covered nail and licked the blood clean away. She smiled. “Mine.”

      They didn’t kiss this time, but their mouths were close, and a thin stream of glittering, pale-blue lifeforce left Magda’s mouth and Olivia inhaled it all up.

      The wrinkled beast that was Olivia resumed her feeding. Blue energy, the colour of a distant glacier, rose from Magda and into the creature.

      “Ascara,” she breathed. “Now. Do something. They’re killing Magda.”

      “I can’t,” she cried. “I don't think I can stand.”

      “Ascara, look at me,” she ordered. “Let go of my leg and look. Look. At. Me.”

      Ascara grimaced in pain and hurt, but managed to get to her knees.

      “Stand up, Ascara. Stand up and shoot them. Do something!” Lucinda urged with as much force as she could.

      Olivia stopped and Sh’Na turned her attention towards them. A guard, not all of them, not a bunch of them, one single guardian stepped forward and punched Ascara on the side of the face. She crumpled under the force, and then something happened. Lucinda felt the first sparks of fire. Not the full force of Ascara’s rage, but it was there. The Fire had been lit.

      “Be all you can, Ascara,” she whispered.

      Ascara tried to speak, but words would not come.

      “Your rage, Ascara. Let it burn.”

      “I can’t,” she whimpered.

      “You must,” Lucinda insisted. She looked deep within herself for anything to help. She found no magic, but something looked back. Something like the Raven, only darker, something more malevolent. A dark part of herself and she embraced this cool and dispassionate self.

      When she spoke again, her voice seemed as cold as night. “Then look at Magda and watch her die,” Lucinda said. “Watch her life drain away. See the blue of her life, every drop is a little less of Magda left, and you are doing nothing. Nothing.”

      Ascara moaned.

      “You have failed your duty, Ascara d’Jharaena ael Korphen,” said Lucinda.

      The flames of Ascara’s fire started to grow.

      “The Gran Vayana of Vikara will know that a member of her clan, one with the Fire of Ulfhaed in her heart, failed to discharge her most sacred duty.” She could sense Ascara stiffen against her. This took too long. How much life did Magda have?

      “Will you fail?” Lucinda persisted. “Where is your Fire, Ascara? Where is your oath to protect her? Failure. You are a failure.”

      “I have always done what I must,” Ascara cried.

      “Failure. I call you a failure.”

      “No!”

      “Let it out. The beast inside,” Lucinda shouted. “For the sake of all that is. Let it out.”

      “Don’t do that. Don’t push me,” Ascara growled. Frustration, fear, and anger merged into one, and the rage she always kept in check seeped around her control. Lucinda could almost taste it.

      Ascara pulled herself to her feet. “You want to see my rage?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Lucinda hissed. “Let it out. Let it out now, or we die in failure.”

      

      Ascara felt the rage rise in a rush of fire so hot it took away her breath. A small part of her wanted this to stop; the beast needed to slumber not to waken. Another part of her relished the thought of her true self rising and finding freedom. No one would stop her.

      Rage rose, and she did not fight it any longer.

      Burning red heat filled every muscle until she thought she would explode. Bones, damaged when she hit the pillar, snapped back into place. Muscles torn and mangled reattached and strengthened. She healed in agony, and her scream of pain filled the whole of the chamber.

      Eyes, the eyes of death, turned to her, but they saw only her pain and dismissed her.

      She turned to Magda, limp in the arms of some infernal, undead beast. She saw the life being sucked from her body and knew soon she would be no more. She saw Lucinda, saw that the corruption of her skin and body looked irreversible. The disease throbbed and pulsed with the need to consume her.

      Ascara howled and her vision changed. Colour bleached from the world, and she saw in shades of red and grey. The colour of blood. And everything she could see became a simple matter of threat or no threat. The pain that had ravaged her body no longer concerned her, and when she lifted her hands, all evidence of damage no longer showed.

      She felt…She felt good. Better than good. She grabbed her sword and roared, not in pain, but in fury. Rage blazed until she was nothing but pure Fire. Now they would feel her wrath. Ascara turned to face Sh’Na and howled.

      “Now you will die!”
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      Banu looked at the men and women around him. The men of the clan were easy to organise. The people of the Order less so, but although fear stopped them from acting, they knew they needed to do something. They just needed a leader.

      “Do you understand the plan and the part you must play?” he asked, first in Anglish and then in Gyptan. It wasn’t his plan, but they would follow his words more readily than those of young Caro.

      The clansmen nodded, and the members of the Order looked at each other and nodded.

      “Come on then, Banu. Let’s get going,” Caro said.

      “Patience,” he urged.

      “We’re wasting time,” she said.

      “Do you Ama’Sota women not know the meaning of the word patience?”

      She shrugged.

      “You should sit with me in the desert and watch the sands settle.”

      “Banu,” she said.

      “Never mind.” A flash of colour from the cliffs caught his attention. He took three scarves—black, red, and white—from his satchel. He put the red and the white ones in his left hand and waved them in a large circle above his head. In his right hand he waved the black one in sharp up and down movements.

      “And what does that mean?” she asked.

      “Blood and bandages, with a touch of death,” he replied. “Today this is our call to arms. Look.” He pointed to the tops of the cliffs of the valley. Hundreds of people stood at the top of the cliffs, unfurled ropes, and started to climb down.

      “I did not know there were so many here,” Caro said.

      “In the desert, we do not leave anything to chance. And when we face a battle, we prepare ourselves for war,” he said.

      “Wise words,” Caro answered.

      “Wiser still. We would not permit the Raven, nor her Fire or Ice, to go and face their death without assistance. For this, we have been more than patient,” Banu said. “Now is the time, and we will assist.”

      “About time we–” Caro started to say. Then she fell to her knees and howled. She grabbed a fistful of sand and bowed so low her head touched the ground. Others did the same, they fell to their knees and then faced the sky to howl.

      “Caro’Nina, what is the matter?”

      She rose to her feet and glared at him with eyes a burning red, like a ring of fire. “We are summoned,” she said.

      “We are summoned,” several voices echoed. When he looked at the people around him, several of them bore flaming red eyes. As one, they turned and raced towards the pyramid.

      “Oh, hell,” he said in Gyptan. He drew his krysshan. “Time to go.”

      

      Lucinda, her body held rigid by Sh’Na and her magic held still by the Hours, could still feel the strength of Ascara. Fire and rage radiated from her in billowing waves of heat. She had felt this strength before. This time, the rage consumed her, and when Ascara looked up, Lucinda could see the rings of fire around her eyes.

      Ascara had become something more, and Sh’Na noticed.

      Guards stepped forward to attack her, four at once, and Ascara laughed. Laughed. She stepped between slashing blades, drew her sword, and weaved out of the way. Her body seemed to bend at impossible angles, and she moved so fast she could almost feel a breeze from Ascara’s passage in front of her.

      When she swung her sword, she swung it with such speed and force the metal whistled as it travelled through the air. Lucinda felt herself cringe as the blade cut through the flesh of the guardian’s torso and crunched through bone. And clanged.

      Clanged? Metal on metal? What?

      The body slumped to the ground and twitched. Gears and flywheels fell from damaged parts of the body. It wasn’t dead though, and started to crawl forward. Unperturbed by this, Ascara smashed through the guardian’s head. It stopped scrambling forward then even though the body continued to convulse where it lay.

      Was it dead?

      Liquid seeped out along the floor, but it didn’t look like blood. It looked more like oil or other engine fluids. Ascara laughed at that and stomped on a cog wheel. She didn’t seem to have a care in the world. With her off hand, she grabbed the spear of a guard and pulled so hard the guardian stumbled forward. His head didn’t survive the next swing of her sword, and landed on the floor with a sickening thud.

      “Watch out!” Lucinda called out.

      Ascara ducked as a blade whooshed across at neck height.

      As the blade passed over Ascara’s head, she grabbed the leg of a guardian, pulled, and with a thump, it flew backwards. She buried her sword inside the guardian’s chest, and more cogs and springs fell out.

      Ascara leaned back and howled, her voice sounded less Ascara, and more…more something else.

      She was not done. She bounced on her feet and danced between blades as she made her way towards Sh’Na, her target. There were too many guardians though, too many for one woman to fight alone. Ascara, however, didn’t seem to notice, and didn’t appear to care about the overwhelming odds either.

      She laughed, she roared, and she slashed her sword with speed and strength. When she hit, the guardians didn’t move again. Yet, the fight didn’t always go in Ascara’s favor. Many times weapons and claws beat her defenses. She looked battered. Her torn and ragged leathers offered less protection from attack.

      Blood ran freely along the arms and in so many places that Lucinda cringed every time a guardian landed a hit. Yet that didn’t stop Ascara. Every strike against her made her angrier.

      Lucinda screamed when a guardian’s well-aimed blow slashed across Ascara’s back. She froze, as though shocked at such a strike, and blood, Ascara’s blood, sprayed across the ground. Lucinda did not think she could stand to watch any more.

      Ascara’s anger grew hot enough to scorch, but she did not stop. Her blade moved faster and she lashed out in wide, effective swings. If one of them got in the way, she just charged her way through it.

      And then there were no guardians between her and Sh’Na. Both she and Olivia turned to face Ascara. At least Olivia had stopped draining Magda and had left her on her knees. And there the good news stopped.

      Guardians, dozens more of them, strode out of the alcoves.

      No matter how well she fought, Ascara would never manage this many. Not when she had the full attention of Sh’Na and Olivia. Would they be distracted enough?

      She couldn’t stand there and do nothing, they would lose. A memory of Wash Town came to mind: “Break one, break all.” They had been warned. She would not stand back and let them all fall. No one would break. Not now, not ever.

      Sh’Na didn’t seem to be paying her any attention anymore and the press on her mind lessened. Instead, they focused their attentions on the devastation wrought by Ascara.

      This was her chance.

      Lucinda lifted her hand and grabbed the pendant with her hand. For the first time, she noted the heat of the metal, and as her fingers wrapped around the silvery metal, it burned into her fist. A defense to stop her? She yanked the leather thong hard and the threw the pendant against the ground. As she did, she could still hear the voices of the eleven as they screamed, ‘No,” and then they were quiet.

      Almost as soon as she had removed the shield the sound of powerful raven wings thumping the air echoed through her mind. The world slowed to the pace of the wing beat. The incessant hum of the Hours and the pressure of Sh’Na ceased, and her mind filled with peaceful quiet.

      The stillness did not last long. The creeping darkness of Sh’Na reached out to her.

      Undaunted, Lucinda took a deep breath and closed her eyes. ‘Raven aid me. I need you now,’ she called inside her mind.

      Her Raven rose on a storm of black wings and a distinctive kraaa kraaa. This was not the call of jest and fun, but the promise of the Raven. She would not let Sh’Na, or anyone, control her mind. Ever. She stretched out her thoughts, and now she was the one who sought contact with other minds.

      “Great Mother, I can feel you both again,” she said out loud. “We are one.”

      She connected with Ascara first, and even though Ascara radiated nothing but fire and rage, Lucinda could use that strength for them all.

      Magda, almost spent, knelt before the two mummies. Her spirit had dimmed, almost to the point of blackness. She was a diminished soul, almost a shadow of herself, and she held only the most tenuous hold on life.

      As the trinity joined, Lucinda shared energy and rage between them all. They were Raven, Fire, and Ice, and they were whole again. Ascara’s rage burned in her heart and she shared that with Magda. She added her own darkness and the mundane world fell away.

      With raven eyes she focused on Ascara, but wasn’t Ascara anymore. Something overlay her body, a wavering image, a beast with long claws and even bigger teeth. Ascara roared, and only then did Lucinda understand that beast did not overlay Ascara, the woman overlay the beast. They were one and the same.

      Ulfhaed. Berserker. Wolf coat.

      “Rage on,” Lucinda urged. “Rage on, Ascara, and let the beast rise fully.”

      Another roar came from the entrance to the chamber and Caro, red-eyed and snarling, raced into the room to hack at anything in her way. Behind her, two more clansmen, also red-eyed and fueled with battle lust, followed. If it stood, they hit it, and they charged into the guardians without fear or concern.

      Banu followed, sword in hand, but he did not have rage-filled eyes, and if anything, looked worried.

      “Take off their heads,” Lucinda shouted.

      They needed little encouragement. The thud of blade against flesh and metal filled the chamber.

      “Heads!” she yelled. The sounds of battle overwhelmed and no one listened. Lucinda called to her Raven and put the power of the tower into her words. “Behead them.”

      Ascara plunged her blade into Sh’Na’s heart and left it there. “Die!”

      Sh’Na laughed and clawed at her with long, yellowed talons that grazed her face deep enough and hard enough to draw blood.

      Ascara laughed and punched Sh’Na in the face with such force her head rocked back. She punched her again and again, and no matter how much Sh’Na clawed at her, Ascara did not stop until she'd ripped her head off. She held the head in the air and roared with triumph. Still the guardians came for them, and Lucinda could feel the dark presence of Sh’Na seeking her again, even though she was on the floor and only Olivia remained.

      Olivia!

      “Sh’Na isn’t dead, she’s alive. It must be Olivia, Olivia is Sh’Na.”

      Ascara stomped towards Olivia, who seemed completely indifferent to the effects of the fight and the carnage around her. She glared at Ascara. “You are not food for me,” she said, and swiped at Ascara with long black talons. The blackened nails sliced through the remains of Ascara’s leather.

      Olivia cackled. “Bleed, Amazon, bleed.”

      Lucinda felt the pain of the claws as though her own chest had been ravaged. A clawed hand gripped Magda around the throat and squeezed. Magda looked up at Olivia, but she could do nothing, for she had nothing left to give. Lucinda screamed in pain, the hurt and the pain of her Fire and Ice.

      “Leave Magda alone, you disgusting abomination,” Lucinda shouted.

      Olivia growled. “The Ice Queen is mine. Mine!”

      “Kill that foul creature,” Lucinda screamed. “Kill her!”

      Ascara strode up to Olivia and punched her in the face.

      Olivia laughed.

      Ascara punched her again, and then stared at her knuckles.

      “You can’t hurt me,” Olivia said, and she grasped Ascara around the throat with gnarled talons. Ascara roared and proceeded to punch and tear at Olivia with her bare hands.

      Olivia just laughed.

      Lucinda drew in a deep breath. “I am the Raven, and you are an abomination,” she yelled. The power of the Raven grew behind her and awaited release.

      “I am Ice,” Magda managed. Her voice no more than a whisper, but Lucinda drew the strength of the cold and ice of the north to her.

      “Fire, I am Fire, and my rage will burn you to a husk,” Ascara growled.

      “We are Raven, Fire, and Ice, and we will have your heart and soul,” Lucinda said and released her energy into Ascara.

      Strength filled, and powered with the might of the trinity and the tower, Ascara punched her hand into Olivia’s chest and ripped her open. Energy flowed and rippled through the blackened heart. It was not a natural energy, but a power born out of darkness. As Ascara pulled Olivia apart, the remaining guardians fell to the ground.

      Lucinda walked towards Ascara and Olivia, and put her hand on Ascara’s shoulder. She reached out to Magda with her other hand, and they were joined.

      “We are one,” she said.

      “One,” said Magda.

      “It is done,” Lucinda said. She turned to stare at the carnage, but Ascara stood at her side, snarling. The clansfolk who had joined them were no better.

      Crap. They had weapons and their rage still burned.

      “Ascara,” Lucinda said. “It’s all right. It’s done.” She stood in front of Ascara, her arms wide and her hands empty. “Look at me, sweetie.”

      Ascara glared at her and, for just a moment, Lucinda thought she would strike her, too. The blazing rage of her eyes had not diminished.

      “It’s me, and there are no more to fight,” Lucinda said. She looked towards Banu. “If I were you, I'd throw down my weapon and look harmless before they realise you’re still standing. Kneeling might work.” Banu sheathed his blade and sank to his knees. There were two men of the Order behind him. They did the same. Other than Lucinda, only the rage-filled warriors still stood.

      “Ascara, my love, there are no more to fight,” Lucinda said. “It is time to let go of your anger, Ulfhaed. You are all that you might be, and you have done well.”

      Ascara glared at her, and then the fire in her eyes faded away. “Lucinda,” she croaked.

      Lucinda reached out to cup Ascara’s face in her hands. Normal hands, not the blackened pus-filled hands she had seen. Had it been a part of Sh’Na’s magic? Or something else? Her arms, however, had not changed; they were as infected as ever.

      “I am here, sweetie,” she said.

      Ascara smiled and collapsed at her feet.

      Lucinda enveloped her in a tight embrace and kissed her brow. “Are you all right?”

      “Exhausted,” Ascara answered. “Don’t mind me. What of Magda? Please tell me she will be all right.” Her voice cracked as though she had not used it in a long time.

      Lucinda turned to Banu. “Get medical help. Get it now, please.”

      “Yes, Gifted,” he answered.

      She turned her attention to Magda, who lay unmoving on the floor. Pale-skinned at the best of times, now she looked grey, almost a shell of the woman she was. “Magda,” she breathed, and placed her fingers against the side of her neck. A weak pulse beat at her throat. She lived.

      She kissed her on the forehead. “Oh, Magda,” she said. “I thought I had lost you.” She turned to Ascara. “I thought I might lose you both.”

      “I’m too hard to kill. You’ll never lose me,” Ascara said. She coughed into her hand. “That’s the difference between Fire and Ice. Fire burns and Ice breaks.”

      Lucinda shook her head. “If you are so strong, stop bleeding over the floor. You're making a mess.”
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      Lucinda watched as the chambers of Sh’Na filled with people. She felt useless. Medics of both the Order and the clansmen tended to Ascara and Magda. A couple tried to fuss over her own injuries, but she ignored them and hovered over her Fire and Ice until she was sure they were all right. Ascara sat against a pillar, drinking cold sweetened tea and eating chunks of a thick cake of dried fruit, nuts, and honey. Her eyes were only for Magda.

      “Tell me she will be all right,” Ascara said.

      “They are doing all they can,” Lucinda said.

      Magda opened her eyes, and she turned her pale face to see Lucinda and Ascara. She smiled, and Lucinda’s heart soared.

      “You are safe,” Lucinda said.

      “What happened?” Magda croaked.

      “Well, your ex-wife wanted you for breakfast, and not in a good way,” Ascara answered. “I see you still have this magical way with women, Mag. I can call you Mag, can’t I? Seeing as we are friends and all. Next time you want a date though, let me vet her first. I don’t trust your judgement.”

      Magda snorted, and her eyes shone. Then she started to cough, and her whole body shook with the effort. “Done,” she said.

      Ascara got to her feet and wobbled a bit.

      “Steady on, Ascara. You should rest,” Lucinda said.

      “I’m fine,” she answered. “But perhaps it would be better to avoid anything energetic.”

      Lucinda laughed.

      “What about the girl?” Magda croaked.

      “What girl?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda felt her cheeks flush. She had forgotten. “We need to find the missing Hour,” she said.

      “Do you know where she is?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t mind me, let the medics do their thing, just find the girl,” Magda said. “Save her.”

      Lucinda took several steps backwards, her eyes on Magda. Then she turned away before she could cry; she felt so useless.

      Ascara stood by her side and put her arm around her shoulders. “It will be all right,” she said.

      For a moment, Lucinda leant into Ascara and took comfort in her presence.

      “Have you seen this?” Ascara asked. She kicked at a body and more wheels and cogs rolled across the floor. “They are all machines.”

      “Just like toy soldiers. That would explain why they all walked as one,” said Lucinda.

      “But who controlled them all at once? I thought it was Sh’Na?” Ascara said.

      “I don’t think we were entirely correct,” Lucinda said. “We assumed the first one was Sh’Na.”

      “Maybe she was, once.”

      “Then Magda almost killed her,” Lucinda said,

      “So, she took a fresher body.”

      “And then did what she could to keep the original working.”

      Ascara nodded. “Sounds reasonable to me.”

      “And so all the machines and workings belonged to Sh’Na’s new body, and she controlled everything.”

      “And that would explain why she couldn’t do too many things when she was sucking the life from Magda,” Ascara said. She kicked through the debris until she found the remains of the original Sh’Na. “There, that’s Sh’Na.” She rooted about inside her chest and pulled out a blackened, heart-shaped lump and shook it. “Clockwork,” she said, “and I can hear it going tick tock.”

      Lucinda held out her hand.

      “Do you want to do that without gloves?”

      Lucinda nodded.

      Ascara dropped the heart into her palm and Lucinda wrapped her fingers around the mechanism. Her vision blurred. “I will know you, and I will know what this means,” she said.

      “Know who?” Ascara asked.

      “The clockmaker,” she replied. “He has made these for Sh’Na.”

      Ascara touched Lucinda’s cheek. “Tears for Sh’Na?” she asked.

      Lucinda shook her head. “These hearts are powered by the souls of those they have taken. For those I will always shed a tear.”

      Ascara gripped her shoulder and squeezed. “Now we should put them to rest.”

      Lucinda nodded. “I can’t find the girl, though. And we will be days searching through all of the sands.”

      “Maybe the other one knows. Olivia?”

      Lucinda reached down next to a pillar and picked up the pendant she had worn. She closed her hand about the metal and thought of the women back in Rabia. “I am here,” she said, her voice mirroring her thoughts. “Where is the girl?”

      The pendant remained inert and she gained no reply.

      “And?” asked Ascara.

      “Nothing.”

      “Olivia then.” Ascara escorted Lucinda to the fallen mummy.

      Inside her chest, Lucinda found a clockwork heart and several glowing gemstones. She didn’t touch any of it at first, but she waved her fingertips close to them. Even then, she could feel the power of Sh’Na and the power she had stolen from other souls.

      “This was Sh’Na after all,” Lucinda said. She grabbed the clockwork heart and her mind filled with screams of terror. Her vision grew dark and she saw, in brief flashes, the many faces of the people Sh’Na had killed. In all of that horror, she still had no idea about the child they sought. “Nothing,” she said.

      “The throne,” Ascara suggested. “Maybe that will enhance your reading of things.”

      “Good idea. When I am settled, will you bring those shining stones to me please?” she asked Ascara.

      “Of course,” Ascara said. “Just say when you want them.”

      Lucinda sat on the throne and her bare hands rested on the stone. As the aroma of cinnamon and spices filled her mouth and nose, she realised she didn’t need the gems from Olivia. Her vision wavered and slipped to another place and another time.

      

      
        
        In her vision she stood outside in the valley. Midnight, and a very human Sh’Na looked up at her recently completed pyramid. The construction had taken years, even with the help of the machines.

        A clockwork man stood at her side.

        “And so we have our deal?” he asked.

        “We do,” Sh’Na answered.

        “When the Hours are true, then the gates to time will open and we will be free of the burdens imposed by the constraints of the passing years,” he said.

        “It is a deal, and a promise made,” she answered.

      

      

      

      Lucinda opened her eyes as her vision ended.

      “Did you see something?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes,” Lucinda replied.

      “Do you need me to get the stones from Olivia?”

      “No. I have seen enough both of the distant past and flashes of Sh’Na’s filthy mind.”

      “Care to share with me?”

      “This way,” Lucinda said, and led the way to the alcove at the rear of the chamber. There, hidden in shadows, a narrow set of stone steps led down and opened out into a small, plain chamber containing a small and unadorned sarcophagus, the lid set to one side.

      Inside lay a small girl. She lay surrounded in sand, with a small plain white gemstone at her throat. Four small earthenware jars had been placed in the corners of the stone coffin.

      “Is she—?” Ascara started to ask.

      The girl opened her eyes to show pure white orbs. The poor girl had no sight.

      “Are you all right?” Lucinda asked.

      She held up her arms, and Ascara leaned in and lifted her out.

      “You’re safe now,” Ascara said.

      The girl said nothing, but lay quite limp, her head pressed against Ascara’s chest.

      “Let’s get you some medical attention,” said Lucinda. “Do you have a name?”

      The girl said nothing, but pointed to the room exit.

      “It’s all right, little one,” Ascara said. “I’ll get you out of here. You don’t need to fear another thing.” She headed out of the room and up the steps to the main chamber.

      “Ulfhaed,” said the little girl. Her voice sounded quiet and hoarse. Then she pointed at Magda.

      “Well, little one, if you need to be with my Captain then that is where we will go,” Ascara said.

      Magda sat on thick matting, slumped against a pillar whilst the medics cared for her.

      Ascara sat the girl down next to Magda, and placed the child’s hand inside Magda’s larger one. The girl curled up against Magda’s side and closed her eyes.

      “Well, look at that,” Lucinda said.

      “Don’t they look cute,” Ascara added.

      Magda, all pale and exhausted, still managed to glare at Ascara. “Don’t you have things to do?”

      Ascara laughed.

      Now that Sh’Na lay dead and they had saved the girl, it seemed, to Lucinda, as though they had everything under control. Bodies, piled to one side of the chamber, were ready to be removed. They were done, for now. They could come back and ransack the place when they were all feeling a little better.

      And then she heard the ravens. Cruck and Prruk called out to her, and the sounds of their voices echoed in and through the tunnels and passageways. The swish swish of wings beating, lots of flapping wings, caught her attention.

      Then out of the entryway, a black cloud of birds vomited inside the chamber. The girl clapped her hands and a sparrow settled on her shoulder. A little Jenny wren sat on Lucinda’s head and sang to her.

      “Well, aren’t we the honoured ones,” Lucinda said. The Jenny wren climbed over her hair and pecked at Lucinda’s ear. “Ouch!”

      A moment later, her two ravens landed on her shoulders. They whispered in her ear as the rest of the birds flapped about and made themselves comfortable on any perch they could find.

      “I see,” she muttered. “We are not done.” The girl clapped her hands again. “And this one knows what I have to do.”

      “And do you know what you have to do?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda pointed at Cruck and Prruk. “They know.” Lucinda clapped her hands together. “Excuse me, one and all, please stop what you are doing and leave the room.”

      “Gifted?” Banu asked.

      “Everyone except Captain Stoner, Ascara, me, and the girl.”

      He nodded, and they left.

      “All right then. Let us do this,” Lucinda said.

      Pruuk, the two birds said as one.

      Cruck and Prruk took to wing and flew a shallow, elliptical path between two pillars. They called out and, one by one, the other birds joined in. Each bird added its own voice to the flight path until the noise in the chamber grew to deafening levels.

      Faster and faster they flew, a swirling, screeching mass of black. At the center of the circle, a blue-white light appeared and the cawing of the birds ceased. Only the sounds of wing beats, from hundreds of wings, remained.

      “What the hell is that?” Ascara asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Lucinda admitted.

      The girl rose to her feet, found Olivia's remains, and sifted through the rags. She lifted two small gemstones: a small blue one and a small grey stone.

      “What—?” Lucinda started to say. The girl put a finger to her lips and shushed her. She turned to Magda and placed the blue stone at her throat. She stared at it until a blue glow seeped out of the gem and covered Magda. It sank into her skin and vanished.

      “What was that?” Ascara asked.

      “I think she just gave Magda what Olivia stole,” Lucinda said.

      The girl turned to Lucinda and nodded. She lifted the now-grey stone and it crumbled into dust. “Once empty, it is done?” Lucinda asked. The girl nodded. She removed her own white stone and handed that to Lucinda. “What do I do with that?” Lucinda asked.

      As her fingers closed around the stone, images filled her mind. Lucinda had always known that Sh’Na and her minions were abominations, but killing them was not enough. They had to put everything right again.

      “I know what I need to do,” Lucinda said.

      Kraaaaaa, the ravens agreed. The girl nodded.

      She handed the gem to the girl. “I don't need that,” she said and walked away to stand apart from everyone. She closed her eyes and opened herself up to the world using the mundane senses.

      Life surrounded her; she could see all the lives as throbbing and pulsing shimmering light. Even the much-battered Magda shone with life.

      Others, though, had no place here at all, and they were the ones she had to help. “I have it.” Then she called for the souls of the dead.

      Drops of grey life, dimmed by use and fading away, rose from the fallen guardians, even from the very rocks. These were the spirits of the dead, and although they had been used and abused, they came to her.

      “Time for peace,” she said and filled herself up with the dead.

      She turned to Ascara, to the child, and to Magda. “These must cross over. This is what I am here for.”

      “How do you cross them over?” Ascara asked.

      She pointed to the birds. None of them made any sound now, and even the wings seemed to move in silence, but then, they weren’t exactly here anymore.

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of this,” Ascara said.

      “Their souls remain, and they must cross over, but unlike the new dead, these cannot cross themselves. This is what I do. Remember how you translated the clan prayers for me?”

      “I do,” Ascara admitted.

      “I quote, ‘Bless her for she is the Beginning and the End. The first word and the last…She is the Harbinger of death and destruction. Her truth will rock the world’.” She smiled then. “The last words are not those spoken at death, they are the words spoken beyond.”

      “Lucinda, I don’t like the sound of this,” Ascara said.

      “Neither do I,” Magda said.

      “I must ensure these souls are not going to linger here and cause more trouble. I will be back. Wait for me. No matter how long, I will return.”

      Magda watched her as she stepped into the portal of birds and vanished from sight. “I will wait,” Magda said. “I promise.”
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      In the chamber, at the heart of the pyramid, Magda sat in the middle of the room and stared at the walls. Lights, fixed at regular intervals, offered more than enough illumination. People came and went, looked at things, made notes, and left again. No one bothered her. Except for Ascara, who rarely left her side.

      Ascara shifted beside her and then became still.

      “Stop fidgeting,” Magda said.

      “Magda, you need to stop scowling. You’re scaring people,” said Ascara.

      “They leave me alone when I scowl.”

      “There are more comfortable places to be,” Ascara said.

      “Yes, but I said I would wait,” Magda said.

      “It’s been three weeks.”

      “I know, and I miss her. I promised I would wait, and I will not change my mind for convenience.”

      “As do I, and I will not give up on her either,” Ascara admitted. “Do you think she’s all right?”

      “Yes, of course she is. I would feel it if she was not.”

      “Yes, my Captain.”

      “I thought you were going to call me Mag, your friend.”

      Ascara chuckled to herself. “Are you feeling better? Stronger now?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes, better every day. The medics think I will make a full recovery. Although there is some uncertainty about that, but that’s probably because they’re not yet familiar with how to treat someone who’s their soul sucked out.”

      “Have you got all of your soul back?” Ascara asked. “Once, many years ago, a seer said that you had a hole in your soul.”

      Magda nodded. “I remember, but I don’t know what I have. Maybe I need to find a seer who will tell me for sure.”

      “Speaking of souls and loss, I’m so sorry we had to find your wife like this,” Ascara said.

      “Don’t be. My wife died a long time ago, you knew that.”

      “I did, but you never shared all of the details.”

      “Details don’t matter. Dead is dead.”

      “Still, I’m sorry. It must have been a great shock to see her.”

      Magda stared at the wall for a moment. “What we saw was not Olivia. But I will take her remains back to Mogharan. He deserves that much.” Magda twiddled her thumbs. “Did you see the Hours arrive?”

      “I did. Banu had them escorted through the desert. I can’t believe they came.”

      “Have they said anything to you?”

      “No,” Ascara answered. “I’m not sure they have spoken a word to anyone. The twelve of them stand in a circle looking really weird and spooky.”

      Magda laughed. “I think some would call us weird and spooky.”

      “Maybe, but you’re my weird and spooky.”

      Magda linked her arm through Ascara’s and leaned her head against her arm.

      “You’re still tired,” Ascara said. “You should go back and rest.”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “As I said before, I will wait.”

      “Don’t you get fed up here? Bored?”

      Magda shook her head. “It’s been very useful here. Look, I have something to show you.”

      “Oh? What would that be?”

      “Lie on the floor with me.”

      “Oh, Mag, you are getting quite forward, but privacy would be best for this, don’t you think?”

      “Ascara.” Magda shook her head.

      “After all, I do have an image to maintain.”

      Magda laughed. “Behave.”

      “I was behaving.”

      “Try harder,” Magda suggested. “Much harder.”

      Ascara lay on the hard stone floor. “I always do.” She patted the ground. “So, what is it you want to show me?”

      Magda lay flat on her back. Steams of sunlight burst through holes in the pyramid. “Shafts of light,” she said.

      “What about them?”

      “I have spent much time here, and when you are bored and waiting for something to happen, you start to look at things and give them your full attention. That’s when I noticed something quite interesting.” She pointed at a corner of the ceiling. “See those marks there?”

      “What am I looking for?” Ascara asked.

      “Stars,” Magda answered. “The constellations of the Bears, the Shield of the Ancient Warrior, the Ladle, and the Dragon.”

      “I think I see them.”

      “But they’re wrong. One thing a captain must know is how to navigate by the stars. And those stars there, they’re not right.”

      “How are they not right?

      “Missing stars,” she answered, “or one is in the wrong place. I also noticed that when the sun changes, those shafts of light point to different places depending on the time of day.”

      “And?”

      Magda jumped to her feet and offered Ascara her hand. “Let me show you.” She strode to one of the pillars. “I found that there are places around the room marked by light, and they represent the constellations above.”

      She grabbed Ascara’s hand and led her into the small coffin room below. This room had images in low relief that danced in the light of their lamps. Magda pointed. “The stars, the constellations, the errors and additions, are all here, and they hide secrets or concealed buttons.”

      “Have you used them?”

      “Yes, but nothing happened.”

      “Did you expect something to happen?” Ascara asked.

      “Well, yes. I suppose I did.”

      “Ever the optimist, eh?”

      “Am I?”

      “No,” Ascara answered.

      Magda laughed.

      “Okay, well there was one oddity. Several of the light beams didn’t hit an image. Every day, I’ve watched those beams and wondered what they were for. I mean, it’s not as if they just miss the stars, it’s almost as though they are designed to miss.”

      “Does that mean anything?”

      “Well, I didn't think so, not at first. But then I wondered if I marked off where each shaft of light went, then it might come together for me.”

      “And did it?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes, come back to the main chamber and I’ll show you.” Once there, Magda stood in the middle of the room and pointed to a series of chalk marks she had made on the ground. “Here is where they cross, and this shows each beam.”

      “They cross like a star,” Ascara said.

      “But there is nothing here. I even had them lift the flagstone floor here.”

      “And?”

      “Nothing of interest,” Magda said. “So now my view is that it’s the star shape that is important.

      “Let’s look for it then,” Ascara said.

      “I have, and I can’t find anything on the walls at all.”

      “But now I’m here to help and, with fresh eyes, you never know what you might find. Besides, I’ve nothing better to than run around looking at pictures on walls.”

      Magda snorted. “Right.”

      After a good while, after they had found no suitable stars, Magda slumped on the stone throne. “It means nothing, and still there is something here, I’m sure there is.”

      “You do like a puzzle, don’t you?”

      Magda shrugged. “Better to worry the time away with a puzzle than to worry about whether we shall see Lucinda again.”

      Ascara shrugged, but she wandered around the main chamber, her eyes scanning the walls and every surface. She left the main chamber and Magda followed her down to the chamber containing the sarcophagus.

      “What are you thinking?” Magda asked.

      “You know what, maybe we’re being too literal. The star could easily be a sun, which is also a star. Like the one at the back of the sarcophagus. So, whilst we were looking at the pure stars, why not the suns too?”

      “Is there a sun there? Let me see,” Magda said. As she approached, she looked over Ascara’s shoulder as she bent down and touched a tiny sun-shaped pattern amongst a dozen other images. A click echoed in the room.

      “Did you hear that?” Ascara asked.

      “Of course, and then I heard a little grinding noise, but it sounded far away.”

      “Same.”

      Ascara stiffened. “Never mind the grinding, someone is coming.”

      They raced up the stairs to the burial chamber, and as they entered, Magda noticed a subtle change beside the main sarcophagus.

      “Look at—”

      Ascara placed her hand on Magda’s arm and shook her head. “Later.”

      Before she could ask for clarification, twelve women filed into the room and stood off to one side. Banu came with them. “Sorry, they insisted they would come now,” he said.

      “Never mind,” Magda said. She bowed to the twelve women, even though it felt odd that they didn’t seem to want to speak to her.

      So be it, she turned her attention back to Ascara. She had things to do. “Do you see it?”

      Ascara nodded.

      “Shall we?”

      Ascara grinned. “Yes.”

      “Captain?” Banu said.

      “Excuse me a moment,” Magda said. “Give me a hand, Ascara.”

      At the rear of the stone sarcophagus, a small flap had opened. Inside they saw machinery. Cogs, fly wheels, vials, and flasks, all held together in a wooden case chased with a brass and gold design. With care, they pulled the eighteen-inch tall mechanism from its hole and dragged it into the middle of the room.

      “Well, what is that?” Ascara asked.

      Magda shook her head. “I’ve seen nothing like this. And I have—” A flash of dark-blue light in the middle of the room stopped her from saying any more. It looked like a small cyclone, and then birds flew out and turned in a small, tight circle. As before, these birds made little sound. From the center of the light walked Lucinda.

      “Hello all. That didn’t take long, now, did it?”

      Magda strode to her and hugged her. “Where the hell have you been?”

      Lucinda stared at Magda.

      Ascara didn’t wait for her turn, she hugged Lucinda and Magda too. “You’ve been away for almost a month,” Ascara said.

      “And we were worried,” Magda added.

      She smiled. “I’m here now. Pleased to see you and very happy to see you have both healed.”

      “Lucinda, where have you been?” Magda asked.

      “Long story, one for pink tea and cushions,” Lucinda answered.

      Magda nodded. “Then pink tea and cushions it will be. Later. Meanwhile, there are people here and they are not here for me,” said Magda.

      

      Lucinda tried not to look shocked when she heard how long she had been away. She could not hide her surprise to see the Hours here though, all twelve of them now, including the girl. “I did not expect to see you all here,” Lucinda said.

      They didn’t speak straight away, but their eyes turned white. Power stirred around them.

      “We came,” they all said as one voice.

      “Because you are complete,” Lucinda added.

      “And to greet you,” they said.

      “Thank you.”

      “There is one more thing for you to do,” said the Hours.

      “And what is that?”

      “You are the first word and the last,” they said.

      “Yes.”

      “The last word is death and beyond. From this, you have returned.”

      “Yes?” She didn’t know where this was going at all.

      “And the first word is the covenant between our Mother and her people,” they said.

      “And the covenant of our Mother is in the stone of the tower,” Lucinda finished. She could never forget the first lesson of the tower.

      “For our covenant to be made real, we need you to make a Tower for us.”

      “I can’t—”

      “You can. Touch the earth and ask the Mother to make it so. Speak on our behalf.”

      She thought to refuse, but she heard truth in their words. She could never oppose the covenant of the Mother. An image she had almost forgotten came to mind. When she first joined with the Raven Tower, she had seen an image of a fractured land, and to heal, the earth needed the towers. Yet at the same time, these women had been put together to manipulate her, and even to control her mind. No matter what, they had worked to keep her from Magda and Ascara. She was tired of being a pawn for others.

      “I will think on this,” she said. “This is the first word and the last word on this matter.”

      “As you wish it,” they said.

      “Good, because I need time with my Fire and Ice.”

      As one, the Hours turned and left. Banu bowed and followed the Hours outside. The three of them were all alone, and Lucinda sighed with relief.

      “Will you raise a Tower for them?” Magda asked.

      “If it is to be, it will be. But I am tired of doing things because I am told I have to do it.”

      “Then don’t do it,” Ascara said.

      “Never mind that. I need to think and let it all sink in. I have missed you both, and I would just like us to have a tiny moment of peace and quiet. And I’d rather not be in this tomb.”

      “Let’s go out, have tea, and think through what needs to be done,” Magda suggested. She offered Lucinda her arm. “Shall we?”

      “Excellent idea,” Ascara agreed. “I’ll bring the whatever-it-is, shall I?”

      “Yes,” Magda agreed.

      “The whatever-it-is?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara held out the box and Lucinda traced her fingertips around the edge of the casing. Her vision blurred for a moment and then cleared. “Well, well,” she said. “For a moment I thought this would be the Astrarium of Gidhera, but this is the Astrarium of Ichytheria,” she said. “And it is broken.”

      “How can you tell?” Ascara added.

      Lucinda stared at Ascara. “You should know.”

      “Know what? Don’t stare like that, I don’t know what it is.”

      “Never mind the Astrarium or whatever,” Magda interrupted. “What about the Hours? Mogharan said, ‘when the Hours are true, the doors of time will open,’ and I don’t wish to leave time to the women of the Hours.”

      Lucinda smiled and patted her arm. “When the Hours are true, the doors of time will open.”

      “But—” Magda started.

      “And the Hours will have no say at all about such matters. Nothing at all,” Lucinda said.

      “What do we do about it?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda looked at Ascara. “Well now. This is a question for the Gran Vayana of the Clan Vikara to answer. And I for one would like to know more. After all, the Astrarium of Ichytheria and the Astrarium of Gidhera are a matched pair, a part of Vikara and Gidhera heritage. A heritage you should know.”

      Ascara stood open mouthed. “Should? I have never heard the like.”

      “Yes,” Lucinda agreed. “You should. But I can see you don’t.”

      “So where does that leave us?” Magda asked.

      “We need to be at that council meeting, and we need to understand what is going on. That is what we should do.” She grinned at Magda. “First, we need to empty the pyramid.”

      “Why?” Magda asked.

      “I think I might have a Tower to raise, and the covenant made between us will wrench the earth. Best be safe.”

      “You have decided already?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes.”

      Magda nodded. “Very well, I will make it so.”
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      Lucinda sat beside a small fire at the edge of camp. She needed fresh air, the sky above her, and a moment to think for herself. Magda sat opposite and stared at her with those pale eyes and, for once, such scrutiny made her feel uncomfortable. She turned her attention to Ascara who fussed over a kettle heating on the fire.

      “Tea will be ready soon. It’ll be green tea made Gidhera fashion, and you’ll like it,” Ascara said. Then she laughed to take the sting out of her words.

      “I don’t care either way,” Magda said. “Tea is tea.”

      Lucinda listened to the words and shook her head. “Right, Magda, what’s going on?”

      “Well, I have a couple of questions,” she answered.

      “Good, because I have a few of my own,” Lucinda said. “I bet Ascara has questions, too?”

      Ascara shook her head. “Nope, I’m fine. I think you two sound like you have more than enough questions all on your own.”

      “Then I will lead,” Magda said. “I feel sure you’re avoiding questions and I get this feeling there are things going on that I don’t understand. I don’t like it and I can’t wait for cushions and pink tea to know what’s going on.”

      “We’ll settle for my tea and sand all around then,” Ascara said.

      “Stop trying to make this about amusement,” Magda said.

      Ascara shrugged.

      “You should start with the question I would ask if I were you,” Lucinda said.

      “And what would that be?” Magda asked.

      “Where the bloody hell have you been?” Lucinda said. “That’s the one I would ask.”

      Magda nodded. “Perfect. Where the bloody hell have you been this last month?”

      Lucinda shrugged. “No idea. Now it’s my turn.”

      “What!” Magda exclaimed. “That’s all the answer I…we get. You can’t just disappear for almost a month and not know where you’ve been.”

      “You’re right.” Lucinda leaned back so she could stare at the sky above. “I went to the place where all souls meet. Where the dead meet—” She shrugged. “I really don’t know what. But I know, with certainty, that I am not ready for the realms beyond.”

      “Realms, Lucinda? What realms?” Ascara asked.

      “There are nine realms, and this earth, this life we live is but one of them. Nine realms and only one is mortal.” She shivered in spite of the heat. “And only the gates of time stop all of the realms merging and the tree of life collapsing.”

      “Shit,” Magda said.

      “Yes, shit,” Ascara agreed.

      “There is so much more, but I am not sure I get it yet.”

      “The council will help,” Ascara said.

      “You think?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes,” Ascara said. She poured three cups of tea. “I think you will need to speak to them about such things, though.”

      For a moment, Lucinda let her thoughts drift. She had seen so much, and she knew she would be able to see so much more, but not yet. “Anyway, Magda, are you as recovered as you appear?” Lucinda asked.

      “I think so. It has been slow to get back to normal. But we had plenty of time whilst you were away, and I am less fatigued,” Magda answered.

      “And Olivia?”

      Magda looked away. “I mourned her five years ago, and seeing her…”

      Lucinda leaned forward and patted her knee. “It must have been devastating.”

      Magda nodded. “What we saw was not my wife, I know that. Still, it raked up the past.”

      “And how do you feel now?”

      “Sad. Relieved that it is in the open, and relieved that I have found her. Although, there will be a part of me that will never forgive myself for leaving her to this kind of fate.”

      “You couldn’t have done anything,” Lucinda said.

      “No, maybe not, but at least I can take her remains back and, although that doesn’t make her any less dead, Mogharan can grieve. Maybe he will let it go in time.”

      “Maybe,” Lucinda agreed. “I have one question for you.”

      “Ask away,” Magda said.

      “Why do they call you the Ice Queen?”

      “No idea,” Magda answered.

      “That’s a lie,” Lucinda said. She didn’t need to think about it, she could taste the lie like a sickness on her tongue. “Don’t lie to me Magda. Don’t ever lie.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” She fidgeted with her fingernail.

      “If you know, you should say something,” Ascara advised. “It will just bite you in the arse later.”

      “All right then. My birth name, the name of my father and mother is Allentoft.”

      “That has the taste of truth,” Lucinda said. “Thank you.”

      “Both come from Oceanic families. When they married, they joined their family floats into one, Frid’Het Kald, The Northern Float, and that in turn reigns over all the northern Oceanics. That makes my mother and my father the king and queen of the north.”

      “You’re a princess,” Ascara said.

      “I was. Until the day I became landlocked.”

      “Well, goodness,” Lucinda said. The taste of truth and sadness filled her mouth. “Can you go back?”

      Magda shook her head. “No. Not really.”

      “Is that a no never, or a no probably not?”

      Magda shook her head. “A no point in thinking about it.”

      This time Ascara leaned forward and patted Magda’s knee. “Never mind. You have us now, that has gotta be worth more than being a fish princess in the middle of the frigid cold waters of the north.”

      Magda laughed. “Yes, probably.” The laughter didn’t last long and then Magda’s face turned serious. “What happened in the pyramid, Ascara?” Magda asked.

      “What do you mean?” Ascara countered.

      “I don’t think you were yourself, were you? You were furious at one point, and that became a rage even I could feel,” Magda said.

      “I lost my temper, yes,” Ascara answered. “But why ask now? You could have asked me earlier.”

      Magda picked at an invisible piece of lint on the cuff of her shirt. “I didn’t think it an issue at the time, but now Lucinda is here it came back to me.”

      Lucinda patted Magda’s arm. “Well, you know Ascara has always had a temper problem.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      Lucinda looked at Ascara.

      “Go ahead, Lucinda. Tell her.”

      “Ascara is Ulfhaed.” For a moment, she remembered the lonely howl of the wolf when they had docked in Port Ruth. She recalled her dreams too, and it sent a shiver down her spine. “Ulfhaed is like a two-spirit person. She is both woman and beast—"

      “And powered by her rage?” Magda interrupted. “She’s a berserker?”

      Ascara looked taken aback at the speed with which Magda had understood.

      “Yes,” said Lucinda.

      “And her beast is—” Magda started.

      “Wolf,” Lucinda interrupted.

      “Yes, how did you know, Lucinda?” Ascara asked.

      “I saw you with my sight,” Lucinda answered.

      “Are you like those werewolves?” Magda asked.

      Ascara shook her head. “No one has transitioned to their beast in many generations. Those who could change were hunted to extinction.”

      “But you are here,” Magda said.

      “I don’t transition to any form. I have the rage and no more.”

      “I thought you said you were not Gifted,” Magda said. “Looks like a Gift to me.”

      Ascara settled her gaze on Magda. “It’s a curse. How can it be a gift, when I have no control? When the rage comes, there is nothing I can do except kill.”

      “What little I saw looked pretty impressive. You were enraged, yes, but you only ever attack those who wish us harm. And I have seen your rage before, remember, but you always regain control.”

      Ascara looked about ready to say something more, then she shook her head. “How’s the tea?”
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      Lucinda summoned the twelve Hours a little before sunset, but she didn’t wait for them to come to her. She paced to a point halfway between the Shaft and the pyramid, and knelt in the sand. She plunged her hands into the sands and closed her eyes as tiny pieces of the past drifted through her thoughts.

      “Great Mother,” she said, “I need your help.”

      Ascara and Magda moved behind her and each of them placed a hand on her shoulder. Without asking, the union of the three clicked into place. “Great Mother,” she said. “A covenant is requested between the people of this land and the Mother. Bring forth the tower of the desert so all might know the Mother’s strength and mercy.”

      Nothing happened. Not at first. Then the ground began to shake. “We need to get back, now,” she said. “Right back.”

      The ground shivered beneath their feet. The mountains surrounding them shook until parts of them fell and crashed to the ground. Cracks appeared in the cliffs and split open to spill raw rock upon the sands. That still managed to make it across the shaking ground to the Shaft at the edge of the cliffs, if any place could be seen as safe here.

      That’s when the pyramid collapsed in on itself. Dust, sand, and debris filled the air, and she would have choked, but Ascara wrapped a scarf around her face to protect her. From the rubble of the pyramid, a slender tower of sandstone rose up and up, higher than any Tower Lucinda had ever seen.

      “Covenant accepted,” she said.

      The top of the tower folded and molded itself into a shape she did not recognise. “What shape is that?”

      “Well,” said Magda, “that is a desert rose. You see them every now and then, not so much in Gypta, but over the mountains we do. It’s a stone you see in the desert. The rock folds in on itself and it looks like the petals of a rose.”

      Lucinda nodded. “I see, so this then is the tower of the Desert Rose.”

      “Yes,” said the first of the Hours. “Now come with us to the tower and bring your Fire and Ice with you.”

      “I’m not sure we will be able to come in until the tower has accepted you,” Lucinda said.

      They marched across the ground and, any minute, Lucinda expected the earth to give way.

      The doorway into the tower stood open, and inside, a stone spiral staircase wound around the outside walls. She could see several floors above them, but for the most part, the tower seemed quite open plan.

      “See, it is all ready for us,” said the first.

      Lucinda bowed. “I am honoured then to be the first to welcome you to your new home and to congratulate you on the first Tower to rise in Frika. This is a new age for us all.”

      The little girl, the twelfth Hour, stood beside Lucinda and tugged at her robe.

      “Yes?” she asked. Only then did she realise that the girl probably did not speak Anglish.

      The girl looked at Lucinda with her sightless eyes and began to speak in Gyptan. The first translated for her.

      “A message for the Raven. You have been summoned to the council and you must go. The words of the ancients will be clear.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda responded. “But I know of this meeting.”

      The girl nodded and spoke again.

      “A message for the Ice Queen of the North,” the first said. She turned to Magda and bowed. “Return to the lands of your birth and demand your heritage.”

      “What heritage? And I am no Ice Queen, no matter what Sh’Na said,” Magda said.

      “Last of the line of the Allentoft, born to be Queen, you must take what is yours in the lands of Ice and Floe. Make it safe. You will know what to do when you get there.”

      “I haven’t a clue what you are talking about,” Magda said. “And I have no intention of going anywhere north. Not without knowing the reason why.”

      “You must make it safe. Must. That is reason enough. But if you want a reason, then know this. The reason you must go is the reason why Sh’Na wanted your soul.”

      The girl turned to Ascara and spoke.

      The first translated again. “A message for the Ulfhaed. Your path is uncertain. Your path is always yours to choose. But one day you must make the circle complete with a promise made.”

      “Thank you,” Ascara answered.

      “Take what is left of Olivia to Prince Ruth. Let him mourn his loss so that he ceases to suffer. Only then might his soul and heart have a chance to heal. Then go home. There is much for you to do,” said the first. “We thank you for all you have done.”

      “Glad to be of service,” Magda answered.

      “Now we have a council meeting to attend, and that will be most entertaining. I’ve been looking forward to it,” Lucinda added.

      The little girl spoke to Lucinda, but this time Magda translated the Gyptan. “Sometimes looking forward is the wrong thing to do. Safe journey.”
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