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Prologue


 


A
wooden wagon filled with refuges from Breckenful creaked down a dirt path. One
woman sat half a head taller than the others. She stared at the passing trees
with tired eyes. Her face had streaks of soot where she’d pushed hair from her
eyes with dirty fingers. She did so again and looked at her hand. Her
fingernails were crusted with dark matter – probably some blood mixed in with
the soot. In the early morning light it was hard to tell and for that the woman
was thankful. 


A
young girl on her right muttered something, and it wasn’t until she repeated
herself that the tall woman realized the girl was talking to her. For a
panicked moment her brain could not understand the words and then Silish
flooded back into her mind. “I want to fight,” the girl had said. “We can fight.
The Orishon women fight.” The woman nodded. She couldn’t help but confirm the
truth of the young woman’s words. 


“Why
do you want to be like them?” An older woman leaned in to hiss at the girl.
“Barbarians, that’s all they are, with their idols and their blood thirsty
heathen ways.” She slumped back, muttering “Blood. Always blood and hate.”


The
tall woman felt her cheeks get hot, so she stared at her bare feet. She’d left
her shoes somewhere. Yes, in the kitchens as she slipped out to meet Balco.
Blood and hate, she repeated to herself. Aloud she softly added, “And caste.” 


She
felt cold, so she tucked her knees under her chin and wrapped her arms around
her shins. Like some of the others, she wasn’t dressed for travel. “Yes, the
poor Motes,” the older woman agreed. “What did they ever do except be born?”
The tall woman was startled to think that she’d accidentally spoken in Orishon
instead of Silish and then she remembered there is no word for caste in
Silish. 


She
rubbed her leg and some dried blood flaked off. Balco’s maybe? The red dust
drifted away on the breeze, and she thought of him outside the inn, the sun
behind him like a beacon. She rubbed faster, trying to remove all the spots.
Hopefully the others would just think she was cold. 


“Here
child,” the woman who’d mentioned the Motes draped her full skirt to cover them
both. The cloth hitting her legs made the tall woman shiver. It was the
tenderness of the gesture. It reminded her too much of her own actions last
night. Was it just last night that she’d stood over Sanditha’s bed, watching
the girl sleep? Her breath caught in her throat, and she gave an involuntary
groan. 


“It
will be alright, dear.” The older woman continued, “As the Prophet says, ‘My
enemies search for me in low and high places, but they search all in vain, for
my God clothes me in Glory, that which they can never see.’” An old man with
graying red hair craned his head to look ahead over the driver’s shoulder. “I
don’t know why they want us to leave. We were winning!” He turned to look at
the women. “That’s what I heard. Couple of spies from Orishea tried to open a
gate, but we were ready for it.” 


“Fighting’s
fighting,” the older woman said. “Breckenful’s no place for the likes of us
right now.” She nodded at the young girl, “Could get hurt, or worse.”


He
tapped his fist against his leg. “We shouldn’t have left. Those Orishons are
probably out here, looking for a fight, and if we don’t pick it up, they’ll
see us.” He punctuated his words by turning around, taking in the surrounding
area. His moving feet kicked a child’s leg. Startled more than hurt, the child
began to wail. 


“Look
what you’ve gone and done, Mennet! Sit down back there!” The driver didn’t even
bother to turn his head; he just let his words find their way to the wagon. The
old man started to grumble a reply when everyone went still. Over the creak of
the wagon wheels they all heard the unmistakable sound of running feet. The
driver cracked a whip over the horses’ heads, but it did little good. Within a
mile the refugees were surrounded by Orishon soliders. 


#


Three
Days Earlier


“Kat,
your uncle’s here.” Kat looked up to see Faddie standing in the laundry doorway
holding a flower. “I’ll finish this for you,” she tucked the flower into her
bosom and took the heavy wooden paddle from Kat. 


“Did
he say what he wanted?” She didn’t move from her spot in front of the huge
copper pot. Faddie began to swirl the paddle through the soapy water. “Oh you
know him! He handed me a sweet roll and a daisy and gave me that smile of his.”
She sighed. “Tell him that I like his singing. I like it when he makes up a
little song that’s just for me.” 


Kat
folded her arms. Balco isn’t supposed to be here. What game is he playing now?
“He has a girlfriend, Faddie.  The other woman shrugged as she stirred
the water. “She runs a flower stall,” Kat told her friend and nodded at
the daisy. “I bet he got that flower from her.”


“Things
can change,” Faddie said. “He says he likes my style.” Kat snorted in response.
“I haven’t heard that one before. At least he’s original.” Faddie glared over
her shoulder, and Kat immediately felt remorse. “You do have great style, Fad.”
She patted her friend’s back. “I just don’t want you to get hurt. You don’t
know him like I do.” She used the end of her apron to wipe the sweat from her
face and went out to see the man she called her uncle.


“Does
it have to be the children?” They were sitting behind an inn, at the
loading dock where no one could overhear them. Kat squinted against the
sunlight. “I could kill the wife, easily.” Balco chuckled in response. “Does
she complain about her sheets too often?”


“Balco
Mote, I’m serious!” She pulled one leg up and hugged it to her chest. “I’m
serious, too,” he said. “I told you the first time we met: the governor’s
children are future rulers – Sanditha as much as Waltose and they need to be eliminated.”
His tone told Kat that there was no discussion. He took a swig of ale and
smiled. “Besides, those are your orders, direct from Major Ironstone. Orders
are what we soldiers do.  We obey orders. Dragonfly depends on us – both of us
– doing our part.” He stared across the courtyard for a long moment. “Keep your
blade sharp, and it will all go fine.” Kat was suddenly conscious of the dagger
he’d given to her, which was strapped to her left arm under the sleeve. She
touched it surreptitiously.  “This isn’t my first mission, you know.” 


“It’s
nerves all the same.” Balco patted her knee. “Everyone gets them. Next time I
see you, it will be at the gate.” He started to walk away but stopped, smiled,
and held up two fingers. “Pella ko, shanti,” he said, which meant “Until
then, girl” in the old Mote language of Votale.


Two
days until the invasion. Kat walked back toward the governor’s house conscious
of the cobblestones under her feet. Breckenful had become like home to her. A
young couple passed her, and she wondered what would happen to them when the
Orishon army poured into the city. Some people would take refuge in the
churches, but would that save them? Why would Orishon care about honoring a
religion that denounced all other religions as heresy? No, she thought, the
kappelen will burn as quickly as any other buildings.


She
walked along the river and up onto the Stengo bridge. She passed a woman who
reminded her of Balco’s girlfriend, Amyl. If it was Amyl, she ignored Kat,
which was fine with her. The bridge arched high over the Brecke River so that
boats could pass under it. From the bridge Kat could see past the walls and out
on to the surrounding fields and forests. She turned her head to view the city
and saw two men working the windlass that opened one of the heavy portcullises
that controlled river traffic. The boats that plied the Brecke were small in
comparison to the ones Kat had grown up seeing on the coast.


Breckenful
is a rich city that can’t feed itself. Ore flows out of the city, and food flows
in. The market gates are set into the walls, on either side of the proper city
gates so that river traffic can enter and exit without the ordinary citizens
having to notice. Months ago the river gate had given Kat her first glimpse of
the city. During the peace she’d been sent on a mission here, to Sulesia’s
second largest city. She posed as the wife of a river trader who’d been
stranded in the city. Major Ironstone had given her a name and an address.
“Tell her you are her cousin Katea.” He flashed a brief smile. “Tell her she
was right about Archel, that you never should have married the drunkard.”


Nalynn
ran the laundry at the governor’s house, and she gave her cousin Kat a job.
Muscles that had been honed in weapon training strained to lift sopping wet bed
linens. “You’ll get used to it.” Nalynn gestured to the other women in the
laundry, “We all wanted to cry those first few days. Remind me to give you some
salve tonight. It will help your aches.” Days and weeks passed. Her hands
became chapped, and her fingers cracked from hours and hours of washing. She
dreamed in Silish, and she began to forget that she’d ever had a name besides
Katea Hendstl. And then one day Nalynn told Kat to leave. “Your task is done –
at least for now.” 


“But
what about my cover story? What will you tell Faddie and the others?”


“A
story they’ll believe. I’ll tell them that your no-good husband showed up sober
and begged your forgiveness, promising he would never drink again.” She gave a
rare smile and added, “That way they won’t be surprised to see you back in the
laundry one day.” 


Kat
loosened her grip on the bridge railing. She wasn’t sure how long she’d stood
watching the river traffic, but it was past time to return home. To the
governor’s house, she corrected herself. It wouldn’t be home in a few days. She
would return to Orishea and to her caste, but part of her had to admit that
she’d enjoyed her time in Sulesia, enjoyed not being weighed down by the last
name Mote. 


#


The
night of the invasion, after Kat had slipped out of the kitchens and into the
foggy Breckenful streets, she ran toward the river docks as if she were being
chased. The damp air made Kat’s shirt stick to her skin, and she was conscious
of the dagger strapped to her arm. Would someone notice it? 


“I
should be there by now,” she muttered to herself, suddenly unsure of where she
was in the city. The fog finally began to thin as a breeze lifted itself into
the twisted streets, but the reduced visibility was enough to challenge Kat’s
sense of direction. She rounded a corner, and there was the river, with a
portcullis in view. As she stopped short to assess the area, a piece of shadow
broke off and became Balco. “You’re late. Any trouble at the house?”


“Well—”


“Good,
glad to hear it.” Balco took her arm. “Come with me, Teaka. Change of plans.”
He pulled her along a side street, away from the portcullis. She ignored that
he’d used her real name. “What change? Has something happened? Are we in
danger?”


“No,
no. It’s an improvement. Keep up with me.” Soon they came to another section of
the river. A portcullis loomed large on their right. “Balco,” she stopped
short, “the river. The army is travelling upstream?” In the darkness the water
looked black, and Kat suddenly remembered a dream she’d had: fire reflected in
black water. “This is bad,” she whispered. “Who changed the plan?”


“Relax,
lass! I changed the plan.” Balco’s voice was just below normal
conversation. “Do you see any guards? No one is around. No one is ever around
the east gate at night.” He twirled around, arms wide. “It’s perfect for an
ambush, don’t you think?” He did a little half skip and started toward the
shack that held the dual windlasses. He went to the left, and Kat went to the
right side. She put a hand on the top handle and looked over. Balco nodded, and
they began to pull down on the handles, slowly winding their chains along the
barrels and raising the river gate. 


The
wood creaked, and the chains groaned. She glanced at Balco, but he didn’t seem
concerned by the noise, and Kat told herself that her nerves must be amplifying
the sounds. The gate slowly rose out of the water. An eternity later, she saw
the bottom of the gate. Mud and water dripped from the spikes. 


When
the gate was about halfway up and her arms were trembling from the strain, Kat
saw the dark shapes of the Orishon rafts begin to thread under the gate and
through the waterway. She looked to Balco and saw triumph on his face. A moment
later she noticed that his shirt tail was caught in the chain, and a few more turns
would bind it irreversibly to the barrel. “Balco!” she tried to hiss and catch
his attention. “Stop!” She pointed at his shirt. He frowned and shook his head.



Kat
covered the distance between them in three strides. “Your shirt!” she
whispered. “It’s caught.” She squatted and tugged at his shirt tail with both
hands, but it didn’t come free. She continued to work at loosening the shirt
when she became aware of a snuffling noise in her left ear. Was Balco crying?
Kat looked up at him. He had his face buried in his outstretched arm, hands
still on the handle. His whole body was shaking, and she realized he was
laughing. “Balco, please! Are you drunk?” 


“No,
oh no.” He lifted his head, and she could see that his eyes were shining. He
took his hands from the handle and swept them out wide, letting his bound
shirttail hold his weight. “Welcome,” he said, “to the betrayal.” Kat looked up
and saw fire arrows sailing through the air landing on and around the Orishon
rafts. Through the lattice work of the portcullis she could see torches flare
and an army descending on the Orishon soldiers from the banks of the Brecke.
More soldiers appeared at the docks to fight the invaders who had made it under
the portcullis. 


For
a moment she couldn’t breathe and then: “What have you done?” She roared in his
face; somehow stealth didn’t matter anymore. 


“Dear
Teaka, I put us on the winning side.” He touched her face gently. She slapped
his hand away. “The winning side?” she said. “You told me to kill those
children!” 


Lights
flared up all around them, and the air was filled with the sounds of battle. Blaco
tugged absently at his shirttail, which was still caught in the windlass. “The
governor’s? I wondered if you would do it. It doesn’t matter anyhow. Dead,
alive, doesn’t matter for Sulesia.” Teaka punched his arm as hard as she could.
“You bastard! How could you do this?” He ignored the punch. “Cut me free, will
you? We need to get to safety. My friends are expecting us.” 


She
couldn’t stop shaking her head. “This is treason, Balco. Treason!” 


He
stopped tugging at his shirt. “You’re serious.” He grabbed her arm, pulling her
close. With his other hand, he grasped Teaka’s face. “Wake up, little girl.
Motes don’t have a country.” 


 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


 


Chapter 1


 


It
was the main market day in Tolount, the capital city of Orishea, and everywhere
Teaka Mote saw people to rob. The square was crammed with wooden stalls
overflowing with wares, with basket laden buyers and sharp eyed merchants, with
boxes, carts, dogs and children, and with thieves.


The
Market radiates out from the heart of the city, taking up several blocks. The
shops close-in are permanent structures, open every day, while the ones toward
the edges are knocked together from scraps and propped up only for main market
days. Poor merchants, Motes for the most part, were relegated to the edges of
the Market. Their cries, in Orishon or Votale, could barely be heard over the
din of the center merchants.


Near
the center a baker had squeezed in between a dairyman and a gamesman. He
stacked large, flat rounds of bread out in front and tilted boxes of sweet
rolls farther back to entice shoppers to step into the shade of his awning to
admire the sticky sweet confections. The baker and his neighbors all chanted in
low voices, announcing their products in Orishon, the main language of the
country of Orishea. “Fresh bread, fresh bread. Sweet freeeesh breeeeeeead.
Lovely rabbit, sweet meats, sweet meats indeed. Look at this cheese!
Order-approved cheese! Cow’s milk cheese! Cheeses for you and you and you,” their
cries would only break off when a buyer stepped forward. 


And
the buyers, they were everywhere. Walking fast, walking slow, stopping to look
at a stall, pushing past each other to reach the reddest apple on the stack. Brown,
white and copper skinned people shoulder to shoulder in the crowd, jostling together.
Except Teaka Mote. She stood in the midst of the crowd quite unmolested, and
that was because she stood at the edge of a large mud puddle. The tips of her
boots were wet, and the edges were caked with mud and a generous portion of
horse dung, but she didn’t care. No one, she thought to herself, no one
appreciates mud like a thief. Where else in this crowded square could you so
clearly find an easy mark? As people flowed around the edges of the puddle,
Teaka sized them up.


It
was her day off, and by rights she should have been anywhere but the square.
This morning though, she’d woken with a desire to wander the Market. She hadn’t
planned on working, mind you, but here she was and perhaps out of habit,
she was assessing strangers’ money pouches. She made no distinction between Orishon
citizen and Mote. She couldn’t let herself think that way; she’d learned that
long ago. Robbing one was no different than robbing the other. 


Just
then it started to rain again, and Teaka almost turned away, almost headed back
to the house. “I could sit by the fire listening to gossip or finish the novel
that Clellan gave me. Either choice is better than standing in the rain on my
day off.” The wind had shifted though, and it brought the smell of coffee to
Teaka’s nose. She hadn’t lived in Sulesia in five years, but she never tired of
coffee. 


Tolount
sits at crossroads, a remnant of the highways of the old Rhoshundari Empire,
and it still retains a cosmopolitan flavor. People from every corner of Orishea
pass through the city and through its heart: the Market. On market days you can
find rice grown in Vatiba, rugs woven in the Rhoshundari fashion, and
Sulesian coffee. 


There
are two coffee houses in Tolount, and on market days they set up makeshift
tables on the edge of square. Coffee’s not a popular drink with most citizens,
so you have to go to the outer edges of the Market to find it. Whenever Teaka
stopped for a cup at Brant’s they knew to brew it strong for her, in the
traditional Sulesian way – not watered down as they did for most Orishon.


The
sky was a uniform gray. The bright hues of the buildings that lined the Market
area seemed drab, as if in sympathy with the weather. Since it was raining
again, shoppers began darting quickly from stall to stall trying to stay dry.
Teaka noticed one woman, obviously a late arrival to the Market because of her
empty basket, trying to keep her slippers clean. She cut a comical figure as
she edged around the far side of Teaka’s mud puddle. Why bother? Teaka thought
to herself. Within minutes her slippers will be covered with mud splashed from
fellow shoppers, mud and worse. She tilted her head to the sky to feel the rain
on her face. Mote or citizen, everyone gets rained on. Bad weather doesn’t care
about a person’s caste. Teaka smiled to herself and murmured, “In my book,
that’s a good enough reason like it.” 


She
started to step away from the puddle, having decided to go home, when she was
pushed from behind. The next thing she knew, Teaka was sitting in the puddle,
and a voice was crying, “Let me help you up.” 


As
she took the offered hand Teaka saw that the young woman was a member of the
Order. Teaka straightened her shirt and wiped the worst of the mud from her
trousers, flicking cold water and dirt from her hand. Absently she said, “Must
have been some rotten child, not watching where he’s running.” She scanned the
crowd looking for the culprit. Her eyes locked on a face she hadn’t seen in
five years. He was about twenty feet from her, and it was obvious that the
recognition was mutual. He winked at her and turned away. 


Teaka
let out an involuntary cry and started forward, slipping in the mud again. A
strong hand steadied her. When she looked again, the man was gone. “A ghost,”
Teaka muttered to herself. A voice behind her said, “Steady now. Careful.” As
she turned back, Teaka noticed the large golden sun embroidered on the young
woman’s robe. She was no poor sister of the Order; she was a healer, a Ray. 


“It
was my fault,” the young woman said. “What I mean is I bumped
you, and you slipped. It happened so fast.” She reached out as if to help with
cleaning the mud and then stopped. Teaka tried to shake off the memory of that
face – she was mistaken; she must be. More importantly, she had a nice
opportunity for coin right in front of her. “Oh dear,” she said, looking down,
“these pants are ruined, and I just bought them.” Teaka held up her
muddy hands as though at a loss, checking to see the woman’s reaction, but she
wasn’t looking at Teaka. In fact, the whole market had suddenly gone quiet. The
merchant cries, the shoppers’ voices, even the creaks of wagon wheels, all
noise ceased. Teaka turned around to see the silent crowd part for a group of
acolytes. 


Clothed
in dark gray robes and cowls, these members of the Order marched through the
square every market day. And every market day they got the same reaction.
Laughter died on lips, merchants stopped in mid yell, carters checked their
horses, and even donkeys and dogs fell silent in their wake. These were men and
women sworn to the Mother’s service, and their business was nothing more or
less than life and death.


Orishon
citizens worship dual Gods – Mother and Father. The Mother oversees birth and
death, and the Father watches over their daily lives, keeping order and meteing
out justice as needed. Nonsense, as far as Teaka Mote was concerned, but she
usually welcomed the procession for its distraction. The dark cowls signified
that these people worked with the dead, preparing bodies for their final
repose. She didn’t understand why citizens would choose to be buried instead of
burned, but on many occasions Teaka had watched the acolytes pass, her eyes
fixed on the far horizon, while her hands snipped through purse strings. She
would then melt away before the victim noticed. She’d almost been caught early
in her career when the man she’d just robbed reached for his belt to give the
alms maker a few coins. There were always three or four of the Hag’s people in
procession who were allowed to interact with outsiders. They wore undyed robes,
no cowls, and no shoes, no matter the weather. The intention, Teaka had been
told, was that they represent the newly dead. Anyone who had recently lost a friend
or relative was encouraged to donate, giving the alms maker whatever they could
spare.


In
private most Motes called the Orishon Gods the Old Man and the Hag to show
their distain for religion. For them birth was an accident, and death was a
welcome relief. What happened in between was meaningless. A Mote couldn’t
expect justice from other humans, so they didn’t expect it from Gods either. As
the acolytes moved closer to Teaka, she realized that the healer was transfixed
by them. Her eyes moved from the young woman’s face to her coin purse. Her hand
was still outstretched as if to help Teaka clean her pants. She almost seemed
to be holding her breath. It would be so easy to step closer, slice the bottom
of the purse and take what fell into her hand. Teaka would be gone before the
healer realized she’d moved. Teaka looked at the woman’s face again and saw
that her eyes were rapidly scanning the faces of the acolytes, as if she could
penetrate the darkness of the cowls. 


Teaka
heard her whisper “One two three – now you’re free.” She felt a chill on her
neck at hearing the old children’s rhyme in this setting. This woman made it
sound like a spell instead of nonsense words. Whatever she’s doing, Teaka said
to herself, I want no part of it. 


She
stepped back, unconsciously trying to put distance between herself and the
young healer. The splash of her boot in the puddle broke the silence. The last
of the alms makers swept by, and the healer shook herself as if waking from a
dream. The Market business resumed as if it had never known silence, the
merchants chanting louder than ever, shoppers talking with each other. The
woman leaned in toward Teaka, stepping into the puddle. Her voice rose over the
din. “I can help, k’halli. Stay a moment.” She used the old Votale word
for child, even though she had to be at least three years younger than Teaka.
She reached a brown hand out. “It was your left side; you fell on your left
side, and something’s wrong there…” 


Teaka
took another step back to avoid her touch and almost fell. “Thank you, Ray —”
The healer grabbed Teaka’s hand, steadying her. They were only inches apart.
“Ray Burningwood.” Her voice was low and clear. “Hush now; stand still.” One
hand gripped Teaka’s shoulder as the other felt along her side. “There is an
old wound here and a tightness.” Her voice trailed off. At that moment Teaka
felt heat seep into her like she was slipping into a hot bath. The warmth made
her forget to wonder why a citizen would know how to speak Votale. The warmth swallowed
her; she was consumed by light. Teaka sighed; she hadn’t felt magic in years. 


Given
her line of work, Teaka was fortunate not to have needed more than an
occasional trip to the Apothecary. In Tolount there was always a waiting list
for magical healing. Citizens and Motes who could afford better than an
Apothecary were forced to pay the Surgeons or wait like everyone else. It was a
favorite topic of discussion at Teaka’s house – how had the Surgeons gained the
upper hand? Thieves are a paranoid lot anyway, but no one could deny that just
a few years ago no one had even heard of the College of Surgeons.


Teaka
was suddenly conscious of a sound. The young woman in front of her was humming
quietly as her hand moved down Teaka’s side. The healer seemed to have blocked
out the Market, and Teaka felt certain that they could have been alone in a forest
and the healer wouldn’t have done anything differently. A few people noticed
what was happening, pausing in their shopping to watch the healing, and two
young boys, one white and the other copper, stood gape-mouthed beside Teaka.
“What’s the lady doing?” one said loudly to the other. An old woman stopped
beside the Ray. She put her hands to her mouth, “We are blessed. We are
blessed! The holy Father has sent us an angel.” She looked around at the moving
crowd. “An angel! Everyone, listen!” But thankfully most shoppers ignored her;
they were immune to promises of miracles.


Teaka
tried to suppress a groan. Any second a patrol would arrive to see what the
fuss was. Teaka’s whole livelihood was built on being invisible to patrols. “I
didn’t even ask for this,” she muttered. The young woman looked up at her. “Did
you say something?” Teaka shook her head quickly. The last thing she wanted to
do was offend the Ray. She might call for the patrol herself if she felt
insulted. Teaka bowed her head.  “Excuse me please, v’dant, I spoke out
of turn.” To show submission and respect, she used the Rhoshundari word for
“elder”.


“No,”
the woman pulled her hands away. “No, that is not what I meant, not at all. I
couldn’t hear what you said.” She noticed the old woman and the young
boys. “It is a crowded place, Tolount.” She motioned for Teaka to walk with
her, and her short brown hair fell forward into her eyes. She absently tucked
it behind one ear. “I must properly introduce myself.” She stuck out her hand.
“I am Indira Burningwood.”


“I’m
Teaka Mote,” Teaka replied quietly. She hated to have to say her last name
aloud. It was probably obvious that she wasn’t a citizen, but Teaka hated to
confirm it. “Please tell me your full name,” the young woman said, “in case we
meet again.” 


With
so many Motes throughout Orishea, each had to use his or her full name for
official records. “I am Teaka Rocuro Shinalli Mote,” she said quietly and gave
a half bow, which she found both fitting and a little ridiculous. “Thank you
for the healing.” They were finally at the edges of the Market, and it was
quieter. 


The
healer said, “If you can spare a few minutes, I could use a guide.” She
absently fingered an amber pendant. “I have not been to Tolount in many years,
and I have lost my way to the Chapter House.” She stopped, “But you are
probably working.”


“I
have time. I’m a courier, mostly.” It was Teaka’s usual lie. “And indeed you
have lost your way. The Chapter House is that way. You were headed toward
Northhome.” She turned to point over her shoulder and suddenly felt a little
dizzy. She put out a hand to steady herself. “I’ll show you the best way. It’s
longer, and with the weather, you might get wet, but it’s quicker than fighting
the Market crowd.” Teaka touched the healer’s arm lightly. “This way, your
holiness.” As she let go, Teaka let her hand graze her left side where an old
wound had occasionally bothered her. She didn’t think it ever would again.


The
healer studied her for a moment. “First please, would you show me to an inn?
You should eat something and that will be my payment for your guidance.” Before
Teaka could protest, she continued. “I will not allow you to say no.”


“As
you say, v’dant. I know just the place. It is citizen-owned, but they
allow Motes as well.” 


#


The
Brindled Hound was quiet; it was not quite lunch time. Soft light shone through
the many windows and played across the pictures on the wall. Glossy, green
leafed plants climbed the walls and draped the rafters. Even blindfolded Teaka
would know that she was in Tolount. The inns here are like nowhere else on the
continent of Sarana. The scent of lemon mixed with the pungent smell of the
goldavin vines. The servers, in crisp white aprons, whisked by, looking busy
even if they weren’t.


Grig,
the innkeeper, put them on the second floor at Teaka’s request. She didn’t
frequent the Hound, as she felt more comfortable in all-Mote establishments,
but Clellan liked it and Teaka would meet him here sometimes to talk business.
As they waited for the servant, Teaka looked at her companion. With her dark
hair and brown skin, she must be from southern Orishea, near the Vatiban border.



The
window by the table wasn’t latched properly, and the wind stirred the healer’s
hair. She shivered, and Teaka reached over to close the window. The servant
said, “Don’t work proper. The latch. You could move.”


“I
like the view,” Teaka said to the healer. “Do you mind if we stay here?”


“Of
course. I am not very cold,” she said, but she rubbed her arms.


“I
can tell you the specials,” the server said. “You want t’ eat, right?” She
looked from Teaka to the healer. “Um, I mean your holiness would like to eat,
right?  Ma’am?” The girl screwed up her face and fell silent. The Ray smiled at
her. “Yes, thank you, child. We do want to eat. Tell me the specials.” 


“We
got a rice dish,” the girl said. “Veytah, ‘course. Supposed to be
good? Cook puts in raisins and apples, but it smells powerful spicy, too. Comes
with greens?”


“That
sounds just fine, for me.” The healer looked at Teaka, “What are you going to
have?”


Teaka
hesitated and then asked, “What’s the meat today?” She was hungry, and she
wasn’t going to let the Order intimidate her into eating something she didn’t
want. The girl looked from Teaka to the healer. “The meat?”


“Yes!
What does Grig have roasting today?”


“We
got chicken, begging your pardon ma’am,” she said to the healer. “The master
says we’re to cater to all kinds.” Then she turned to Teaka. “We got roasted
chicken.” She bobbed her head as if indicating that it wasn’t half bad.


“I’ll
have that.” But as the servant turned away, Teaka had a moment of doubt. Should
she have ordered veytah, in deference to the healer? Don’t be silly, she
said to herself. She knows that some people eat animals. You’d be untrue to yourself
and your heritage if you ordered anything else. Teaka stared out the window for
a moment. “Fasht,” she cursed softly in Votale and pushed her chair
back. “Your holiness, excuse me a moment.”


“Please
call me Indira. Where are you going?”


“I
need to change my order. I shouldn’t – I mean, it’s not fair to eat meat in
front of you.”


“Teaka,
may I call you Teaka? Sit down, please. We’re all God’s children.” 


Teaka
didn’t move. “But you shouldn’t have to pay—”


“You
ordered what you wanted?” She looked at Teaka for confirmation. “That is what
you want to eat? A chicken?” Teaka half nodded. “Then it is not for me to say.”
Indira’s tone implied that the discussion was over. 


 As
she sat downTeaka said, “I’m just – it’s what I eat.”


“Enjoy
your food, as I will enjoy mine.” Indira sat back and rubbed her arms again.
Rain spattered against the windows. After a moment, she turned to look down at
the ground floor of the inn. Teaka focused on the faulty window latch; she
pulled the window in sharply, hoping to force the latch to catch. After three
tries, she gave up and sat quietly. She still regretted ordering the chicken.
She wasn’t even hungry anymore. 


The
servant brought them cider, and Teaka took a small sip for something to do. She
told herself that she had to make one glass last through lunch. The last thing
she wanted was for the healer to feel that Teaka was taking advantage of her
generosity. The silence stretched. Teaka stole a glance at Indira. She seemed
to be happy simply looking around the inn. Maybe, Teaka thought, she’s from a
small town and hasn’t ever been to an inn with a second floor. 


She
cleared her throat. She was suddenly afraid that if she didn’t find a topic of
conversation, Indira would start talking about the Order, and Teaka would end
up with a hymnal in her hands. Some Motes did embrace the Order, but Teaka had gotten
along just fine without any help from any Gods, and she saw no reason for that
to change. She broke the silence. “Does Tolount look different than when you
were last here?” 


“It’s
been years since I was here.” Indira gave a small smile. “I was young when we
came through here, maybe eight years old. It was so big!” She rubbed her arms
again. “It’s still big – bigger. When I was little, I thought every building
was a palace, and the people, they were strange. So loud and busy. Always
busy.” She paused, “We only stayed one night.” She looked down at the table
tracing the wood grain with one finger. Her dark hair fell in front of her
face. 


When
she didn’t continue Teaka said, “I haven’t spent much time in southern Orishea.
What’s your region?” 


Indira
smiled and shook her head, “I’m from the east – Balmerton.”


“Oh,
sorry, I just thought with your name and coloring that you were from the south.”
Teaka looked out the window, embarrassed.


Indira
tucked her hair behind her ear and spread one hand on the table. “I have been
rude to my guest, and she must accept my apology.” After Teaka smiled, she went
on. “And please, will you tell me about being a courier? Have you ever traveled
anywhere, anywhere outside of Orishea? Balmerton is close to Sulesia, but I
have never been across. I have never been anywhere, but I would like to see
some of Sarana. One day.” She paused, “Probably not Sulesia, though. We are so very
different from them, would you agree? Those machines of theirs and the Mezza –
why don’t they approve of magic use? I cannot understand that.” 


Sulesia.The
face she’d glimpsed at the market was someone she had known in Sulesia. Teaka
took a sip of cider. “I saw a Sulesian machine not long ago.”


“Here?
In Orishea?” 


Teaka
nodded, “A friend of mine—” Teaka suddenly thought it would be rude to tell a
healer about the machine she’d seen since it was used to mend a broken bone.
Instead she said, “A friend of mine had it.”


Their
food arrived, and Teaka plunged headlong into a story, stealing an idea from a
book she’d read. “The only time I crossed the border into Sulesia, I was
supposed to deliver a letter all the way to the capital – to Burgbrogen…” As she
wove her tale, Teaka began to relax in the healer’s company. Later she realized
that she’d been so involved with her story that she’d eaten the chicken without
feeling self-conscious. 


#


As
they walked to the Chapter House, Teaka told Indira some of the history of
Tolount. It had been years since she’d spent time with someone who wasn’t a
criminal or connected to the Houses in some way. “The Market District,” she
pronounced the capital letters and waved her hand like a tour guide, “is the
area most people see first when they visit and second on the list is, of
course, the Chamber. Everyone wants to see where the laws are made, but it’s so
boring that no one stays.” Indira smiled at that but didn’t speak.  


They
walked a few paces, and Teaka pointed down a side street, “Over there is a
statue of First Citizen Stormsea. Can you see it? He looks pretty good,
considering all the birds that sit on him all day.” She led Indira along the
main street. “I want to take you by the Hall of Words! It’s a little out of our
way, but a learned like yourself will appreciate the grand…” Teaka searched for
the word and failed. “The grandness of it,” she finished lamely. She stole a
glance at Indira to see her expression. It was solemn and attentive. 


“My
tutor, Brother Gideon, used to talk about the Hall of Words, but I never
thought to see it, and I did not remember it was here, in Tolount.”


“Did
you know that the Librarian employs a fulltime staff of ten buyers? They roam
across the whole of Sarana looking for rare and unusual books to add to the
collection. Wouldn’t that be a job! I hear the Scribe room is as large as an
inn.” 


Indira
looked confused. “But Teaka, you live here, surely you know—” She put her hand
to her mouth. “I am sorry.” 


Teaka
interrupted her quickly. “They open the Hall at Summerfest, and Motes can enter
and browse the collection. I just never have. I love to read,” she added. She
didn’t want Indira to think she was illiterate. “But, somehow one day a year
wouldn’t be enough, so I haven’t gone. Besides I couldn’t actually check out
books, so what’s the point?” She fell silent, biting her lip. Why did
everything in life come back to caste? 


It
began to rain again, a gentle rain that Tolount only gets in spring. Indira
looked up at the library and said, “It looks magnificent. If I can, I will come
back and spend a few hours inside. If Gideon found out I was this close…. But,
I do not know what my superiors will have me do.” She gestured at herself. “My
time is not my own.” 


Teaka
suppressed a frown. This was clearly not true. What had Indira been doing in
the Market, anyway? And headed away from the Chapter House. Maybe she’d
gotten lost, as she’d said. But it was easy to get to the Chapter House from
the Market, and any guard would have given her directions. Add to that, she’d
bought lunch for a stranger, and here we are stopping to look at the famous
library of Tolount. “Yes! Of course,” Teaka clapped her hands together. “We
need to get you to the Chapter House and out of this rain! It’s not far.” She
started to walk, and Indira grabbed her arm. “Thank you, Teaka Mote for being
my guide in the city. I am in your debt.”


Her
tone was heartfelt, and Teaka felt embarrassed that she’d ever considered
robbing Indira. “Don’t mention it. I mean, you’re welcome; I’ve enjoyed our
time together.” As she said it, Teaka realized it was true. She added, “There’s
something about showing the city to a stranger. It makes it new again.” 


She
started to walk again, moving into the flow of people near the library. “And to
think that we might not have—” Teaka stopped short. Coming toward them was
Cotter, a thief she knew and the last person she wanted to see. Teaka started
to pull up her hood, but Cotter saw her and saw Indira, too. He grinned, biting
his tongue slightly between his teeth. He tugged his right ear which meant
I’ll swing behind, to the right and distract her while you make the pinch. 


Without
thinking it through, Teaka waved her hand as though she saw a friend. “Brinda!
Over here!” She cupped her hand under Indira’s elbow and turned sharply. “I
would like you to meet my friend, holy one. She was talking about going to the
Surgeons, if you can believe that!” Teaka was careful to keep her body between Indira’s
money pouch and Cotter. People flowed by them, including Cotter, who wore a
confused expression on his face. 


“Of
course, I have time to meet your friend. And remember, call me Indira.” She
touched Teaka’s arm lightly. “Titles are so… limiting.” 


Teaka
acted as though she were scanning the crowd and then said, “Ah, I was wrong.
That’s not Brinda. Some other old woman.” Teaka tried to sound disappointed.
“Who knows – she probably has gallstones, too!” She laughed with relief that
she’d outwitted Cotter. Indira looked confused. “My friend Brinda,” Teaka said,
“she has gallstones and was thinking of getting cut by the Surgeons. We all
tried to talk her out of it.” Teaka was conscious that her little lie was
becoming unwieldy. 


“Is
she Sulesian? Otherwise, why not wait for a healer? Why are Surgeons even allowed
in Orishea? They should go back to Sulesia where I can only hope they do some
good.” Indira shook her head. “The ignorant Sulesians – no, they are not
ignorant, just superstitious – if the common people could lose their fear of
magic, if they could embrace it, all of Sulesia would benefit.”


Teaka
wanted to challenge the healer. Indira had never even been to Sulesia so how
could she dare to— Teaka bit her tongue; this was not the time to argue with a
citizen – as if there was a good time to challenge the proclaimations of
citizens, as if this was the first time a citizen has spouted off about
something she knows nothing about. 


Teaka
wanted to get away from the crowd, in case Cotter circled back around, so she
said, “Let’s turn down this street. We’re almost there.” She turned onto a
small street that was almost all residential. Each building had a second floor
balcony which provided shelter from the rain. A few of the first floor
apartments had window boxes, and Teaka could smell the soil and flowers. 


“It
is a lovely city,” Indira said. “I wish I had more time to enjoy it.” She had
stopped walking and was looking up at the scroll work on the opposite side of
the street. Her hand was at her throat.


“It
is a good place to live,” Teaka agreed. “But I could do without some parts.”
When Indira made no move to start walking again, Teaka said, “Are you alright?”


“Yes,
my apologies, k’halli. I was remembering.” She moved her hand, and Teaka
saw that she’d been playing with the amber pendant again. “Lead on, and thank
you again, Teaka.” 


Teaka
started walking and after a few moments she turned to make sure the healer was
following. “We’re about to come to another main street. Stay close, please.
Tolount has no shortage of beggars and thieves. Some ask for a hand out and
others just take it.” She gestured across the street where a man sat slumped
against a doorway. “People in need on every corner. That’s why the Surgeons are
here, I think – too many ills, not enough healers. In fact, I think it is a
miracle that you don’t have a line of beggars asking for healing.” 


Indira
stopped short. “I’d welcome it! The Father gave me this gift, and I will use
it. I mean,” she lowered her voice, “it is His will that I use it.” 


“But
you can’t help every—” Teaka stopped herself. It was not her place to argue
with a member of the Order. Just then it started to rain harder, and Teaka was
quite ready to get back to her day. “As you say v’dant.”  She gave a
half bow and then pulled up the hood of her cloak. “Your talents must bring
peace to many in need. Let’s get you to the Chapter House without delay. It’s
just up and around the corner.” 


The
healer spoke quietly, “I have enjoyed our time together,” she said. “I am sorry
if I seem… strident. It has been a strange few days Teaka, and magic – it is
all I have.” She shook her head and went on softly. “Everything else crumbles
and fades. It’s shifting beneath me, and I don’t—” She stopped. “I don’t know
why I said that. Never mind. Thank you for guiding me. Thank you for helping a
stranger, Teaka Mote.”


“Please,
call me Tee. All my friends do.” 


“Thank
you. I could use a friend.” Indira paused. “Tell me, would you mind, I mean, if
you have time tomorrow, I would enjoy learning more about the city. The Grand
Park, the Rose Bridge, and all the other places that travelers see when they
come to the capital.” She smiled which made her whole face light up. “Yes, and
the Chamber, too. As my only friend in Tolount, would you show me these
things?”


The
healer looked lost and helpless, standing there in the rain. Where was her
cloak? Teaka opened her mouth to say “No” and found herself agreeing to meet
the next day. 
















 


 


 


 


Chapter 2


 


When
Teaka parted ways with Indira, she found herself moving back to the Market. Without
quite realizing it, Teaka had decided to try for a pinch. If she worked the
outer Market Cotter wouldn’t object, especially if she gave him a cut, and if
she came home with a heavy bag, it would forestall any complaints he would have
about his failed attempt on Indira. Out of all her House members, Cotter was
the one that Teaka clashed with the most. They seemed to go out of their way to
disagree.


She
let her eyes roam through the crowd. She saw two likely victims, just ahead at
a cabbage cart at the far end of the market. In that part of the square, it is
mostly Mote merchants. The rents are cheaper, and bargains can be found. The
woman was muttering as her hands wandered over the cabbages. “Cabbage was good
enough for his mother, huh? Cabbage every day, says he! But his mother didn’t
have to sleep next to his farts, did she? Gassy bag of wind…” The man clutched
a market basket and every time his wife spoke, he tightened his grip on the
basket, turning his knuckles white.


Teaka
slid between them. “Excuse me. Just want to…” Her hand slipped and several
cabbages started to roll toward the man. He made a valiant try to stop them as
Teaka seemed to fumble with one cabbage while grabbing his purse at the same
time. The pouch was surprisingly heavy. “Thank you, I’m so clumsy!" she
said. "My husband always says.” 


Teaka
made a show of almost dropping the cabbage on the ground but then set it back
on the cart. “My husband! I hope he didn’t see!" Teaka craned her neck to
look around. "Oh, darling, over here!” She waved, called out and melted
into the crowd. Not your best work, she told herself, but you can’t argue with
the result. When she was safely two streets over, Teaka opened the purse just
slightly and spied a healthy glint of silver. It would be more than enough to
appease Cotter and give her a little money for her meeting with Indira.


#


“Here
she is!” Cotter’s voice rang out over the dinner conversation. He pointed a
blunt finger at Teaka and growled, “You owe me, girl.” He turned back to his
audience. “Like I said, there she was practically in the pocket of a healer,
practically eating rays of sunshine out of her ass and then – nothing. Tell me
Tee, did you have one of your famous feelings? Did you just know
somehow that a guard was watching?”


Clellan
patted a free spot beside him, and she sat down. “Really now,” he said, “a Ray
of our Heavenly Father? What company you're keeping these days.”
His voice dripped with sarcasm. “Good money there. Pity to waste the chance. Do
tell me what happened. Perhaps you have a bigger plan?” Conversation died down
around them as people listened in.


“Nah,
no plan but I got this.” Teaka dropped a small bag of coins beside his plate.
“I couldn’t rob her. First,” she held up her thumb. “It’s my day off. Second,
she wasn’t a stranger. Third…” Her voice trailed off. Clellan bumped Teaka with
his shoulder. “Third?” 


“It
just didn’t feel right,” she mumbled. “But I’ve made it up to you, brother,”
Teaka called to Cotter as she tossed a small coin purse at him. 


“I
didn’t know you knew anyone from the Order, Teaka,” said a voice to her right.
It was Yon, one of the younger thieves. His black eyes blinked up at her.


“Well,”
she stretched her arms out, “I didn’t when I woke up this morning. But now I
do, and we don’t steal from friends, do we?” She reached for the bread bowl. 


“Only
because we don’t have any rich friends,” Clellan muttered under his
breath. 


Teaka
stifled a laugh as she tore a roll in half and turned to give Yon her full
attention. “She even healed me,” she said and shot a side glance at Cotter.
“That made me doubly beholden to her – friend and healer, eh?” 


Brinda’s
voice rose over the dinner noises. “Sisters of the Order take a vow of poverty
anyway, so good on you, Tee! There are some,” she glared at Cotter, “who will
take a penny from a blind baby. But you did right. A sister is a flower of God,
growing in a field of sin. She casts her light in the darkness!”


Before
Brinda could launch into the full hymn Teaka interrupted. “Oh, no, Brinda, not
a sister – she’s a Ray. Very nice. She’s a nice woman.” Teaka’s voice trailed
off as she thought about this new person in her life.


After
a moment conversation began to flow again, and she saw that Cotter was counting
the coins from the purse she’d thrown to him. Clellan fingered the coin pouch
Teaka had dropped at his plate. “As you pointed out, it’s your day off, so
what’s this?” 


She
shrugged. “Eh, just some good luck.” 


“Good
luck,” he said as he weighed the pouch. “You can never have too much good luck.
I appreciate your efforts. Now, tell me about your new friend.”


“It
was just a chance meeting, Clellan. In the market district. She actually
knocked me off my feet. I landed in a big mud puddle, and she bought me lunch
to apologize. That’s all.” Teaka suddenly didn’t want to tell Clellan that she
was meeting Indira in the morning. But why should he care? It wouldn’t
interfere with her duties. She could fulfill her obligations to him and show
Indira the city at the same time. 


Clellan
didn’t respond, so Teaka pushed her brown hair back from her forehead and continued.
“I’d planned to take her for a few coins. I mean, I’m not stupid – I saw
her robes. So I acted like my pants were ruined. I figured she would offer to
replace them for me, but she misunderstood – thought I needed healing, and she
insisted on trying to heal me, right there in the street.” She shrugged. “After
that, it just didn’t feel right.” 


She
took a few bites of the stew. “Clellan, you’re a citizen, but you eat meat.Weren’t
you raised to follow the Order?” 


He
sighed. “My family still follows the tenants of the Order, including the
dietary parts.”


“But
you don’t.”


“I
don’t have time for superstitious notions about animals.” He pushed his plate
away. “I don’t care what people eat.” He folded his hands and then smiled. “I
take that back: what did you eat at your little luncheon? I’d like to
know that.”


“I
ate chicken. I took her to the Hound. Grig makes a nice roast chicken.”


His
mouth twitched. “You ate meat in front of a healer? Impressive.”


“She
said she didn’t mind.”


“Did
she? Did she really?” He had a faint smile on his face. When he didn’t say
more, Teaka pushed away from the table. 


Upstairs
in her room she sat by the open window. Even though the rains had returned, the
nights were mild, and Teaka left the window open as much as she could. No one
could complain because it was her room and hers alone. Even after five years,
she still felt a thrill when she said the words “my room.” 


She
hadn’t been smart enough to insist on a private room when Clellan first hired
her. It was just luck that her roommate got arrested six weeks after Teaka
arrived. When Clellan approached her about Mishawn’s replacement, Teaka
protested. All her life she’d had to share, and she wasn’t going to give up her
new privacy without a fight. Surprisingly Clellan dropped the idea.


Teaka
had a novel called The Glass Shattered open on her lap, but she couldn’t
focus on the words. The story of a Vatiban princess battling a Rhoshundari
magician suddenly seemed silly. Instead she thought about the events of the day.
She looked out at the night sky and wondered if Druv would stop by. Druv liked
to call himself the “thief of her heart,” and Teaka enjoyed his company, but
the declarations of love annoyed her. Still they'd been seeing each other
exclusively for almost a year. They had met on a job. It was rare, but
sometimes Houses pool resources. Clellan and the Weaver had worked out some
arrangement to split the proceeds from a job on Sweetwater Avenue and that’s
where Teaka met Druv. He’d been struggling to cut a painting out of a frame,
with a kitchen knife, and she had loaned him her own blade. She didn’t realize
in the dim light that he had blue eyes and a lazy smile. At that moment he was
just a struggling thief and soon to be a liability if he didn’t move faster
with the painting. 


Later,
back at Clellan’s house, Druv found her taking inventory. He handed her the
knife. “Thanks for the loan back there. You saved my hide.”


“You’re
welcome, but I was saving my own hide. This is my job, start to finish.” 


“Your
job? You designed it?”


“Try
not to act so surprised,” Teaka said dryly as she inspected the blade for new
nicks. It looked fine. “Thanks for returning this. I’ve had this knife a long
time.” 


“So,
do you design a lot of jobs? I mean does Clellan trust you that much?” 


“Are
you always this charming? Or maybe this is your first time talking with a
woman.”


He
looked startled and that made her smile. He returned the smile, and his
expression changed to relief. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’ve just never met
such a smart and beautiful woman, and it has me a little turned around.”


“That’s
better.” She liked his eyes and his smile. His copper-tinted skin told of
Rhoshundari ancestry. “What’s your name?” She put down her inventory checklist
and sat on the work table. “Tell me all about yourself.” 


Fast
forward a year, and if his work allowed, Druv would stop by each night. Lately
he’d started talking about them setting up their own thief House. “Clellan and
the Weaver would help us get set up in, say, Lashand or somewhere west like.
What do you say, Tee? Your brains and my brawn, think about it.”


“Not
interested,” Teaka said the first time he brought it up. After the fifth or
sixth time, she had to listen; he made some good points. “Think about the
money, Tee,” he’d brought it up again last night. “No more quarter shares, our
money.” His voice was soft with desire. “In a few years, we’ll have enough to
buy a house or start to build.” He’d slipped into bed and snuggled up behind
her. She could feel how hard he was. “I see you got your hammer ready.” She
rolled over on her back. 


“Beautiful,
beautiful Teaka,” he buried his face in her hair. She had sighed as his strong
hands caressed her breasts. She sighed again at the memory, her hands absently
holding the book open. 


“Are
you pining away for the thief of your heart?” Druv poked his head in the
window. Despite a recent accident, he came into her room the way he always had,
through the second floor window. Climbing was a point of pride with him, and
he’d taught Teaka how to navigate rooftops. He shook rain out of his hair like
a dog. “Druv! My book! And your wrist – should you be climbing? And in the
rain?” He pulled back the sleeve of his shirt to reveal a leather wrap with
white plaster peeking out beneath. “Dry as a bone.” He pulled her from the
chair. “And feeling strong.” As he pulled her up, he gave her a long slow kiss.
She laughed and dropped to the bed. “Sit down; stay awhile.”


He
shook his head. “I’m doing some scouting for the Weaver tonight.” His eyes were
bright. “I get to design this one. So I can’t stay, shune
shay.”



She
hated when he called her that, but she bit her lip and said, “Druv, that’s
great. What is—” 


“I
don’t need your help. I got this.” He squeezed her hands. “I just need to make
sure that Jax doesn’t screw it up. I swear, Tee, I will kill him if he messes
this one up.” He paused, “Maybe I should kill him now, do you think?
Preventative, like?” Teaka knew it was a serious question, but he didn’t give
her time to answer. “If this job goes well it’s just the beginning for us.” He
kissed her knuckles. “Gotta go. Darkness is draining away while I’m talking
with my future wife and partner in crime.” 


Teaka
opened her mouth to protest, but he was already over the ledge. “See you
tomorrow, Tee. Sleep tight knowing your man is making a name for himself. Your
man is going places!” She laughed and made to shove him off the sill. “Fine. Go
places. I’m going to bed. Alone.”


She
lay back on her bed. Truthfully she wasn’t upset that he’d left. It had been a
strange day, and she was glad to be alone with her thoughts. Druv had called
her his “future wife.” That was something he’d started doing lately, and it was
starting to grate at her. Druv never asked; he just assumed, but maybe
she didn’t want to be a thief forever. The choice is yours, Teaka. She
nodded. Yes, she thought, exactly: it is my choice. Today I chose to say
yes to Indira. Who knows what I might say yes to tomorrow? She drifted to sleep
thinking about past choices.


That
night Teaka had a dream. It was an old dream – one that returned from time to
time.  She was leaning out a window in her childhood home. It was deep night;
everyone was asleep. As she looked out the window, instead of seeing the side
of the shed and fields beyond, she was looking at a cobblestone street lined
with houses. The stone glowed in the moonlight. Teaka’s hands gripped the
windowsill as she leaned out to see far down the street. She wanted to leap out
and range through this city. It was a city she knew; somehow she knew its
streets like the beat of her heart. She always woke up just as she was about
the climb out the window. This time, as she started to move, a woman’s voice
said, “It’s waiting for you.”


She
woke up with the sun and quietly carried her boots downstairs to the common
room. The fire was banked, so she peered into the kitchen. It was bright and
warm. Two young girls chopped vegetables while Tanvi, the cook, was kneading
dough. Her light brown skin was covered with a dusting of flour. “Tee? You just
getting in? Where you been, girl?”


“Just
getting up, Tan – yeah, I’m up to see the sun. What do you think of
that?” Teaka knew that her friend would have an opinion. 


“What
do I think?” She grunted as she lifted the dough into a bowl. “I think
you’re up to something.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “But that usually
means money flowing into the House, so you won’t hear me complain about it. I
suppose you wanna eat?” Her attention was caught by a movement at the chopping
block. “Quit giggling and get chopping! I swear you going to lose a finger,
Fassy, and I won’t even care. Sweep it right into the stew!”


Teaka
smiled; she was used to Tan’s threats. “Is there anything already made? I don’t
want to be a bother.” 


“Pah!
Too late for that, girl. You’ll eat porridge and like it!” She reached for a
bowl and shoved it at Teaka. “People comin’ into my kitchen at all hours
wanting to be fed. Anyone tell Tan? No, they just show up!” She turned
to the girls snapping her fingers. “Fassy! Get an apple and some walnuts. Now,
girl! One of your betters is hungry. Dice the apple. I swear you were
switched at birth.” Tanvi laughed at the look on Teaka’s face. “All the
yelling, it makes the food taste better.” She grabbed the bowl from Teaka’s
hands, swept the diced apple and walnuts into it and ladled in oatmeal. “Here,”
she said with a smile, “now get out my kitchen.”


#


The
morning light was bright, and Teaka almost bumped into a donkey cart before her
eyes adjusted to the sun-drenched streets. It was early enough that the
delivery carts and wagons were still out, finishing their rounds. The clop of
hooves and the creak of wooden wheels accompanied her on her way. When she got
to the Chapter House, Teaka expected to see Indira Burningwood waiting for her,
even though they hadn’t set a time to meet, but the steps were empty. The
disappointment she felt surprised her. She told herself it was just a job, but was
it so bad that she wanted to spend time with someone who wasn’t a thief? No, it
was more than that, she had to admit to herself – she wanted to spend time with
Indira. 


Teaka
decided to walk around the block a few times to give Indira time to come out of
the house. She’s probably just finishing breakfast, Teaka thought to herself. Then
she thought about her own breakfast – it had been veytah. As pure as the
Order could ask for – apples and oatmeal. She smiled. “I should make sure the
Ray knows that,” she said aloud.


Her
mind drifted back to yesterday. Why had Indira gotten that look on her face at
seeing the Hag’s acolytes? She seemed to be looking for someone, but why? The
Hag’s Palace – properly called the Mother’s Temple – doesn’t allow visitors.
Citizens were invited to view a body prior to burial; no one walked up to the
doors and knocked. She got a sudden chill as she spied the Tower in the
distance. It isn’t the same Temple; she had to remind herself. Still
Teaka didn’t think she’d ever forget the time she’d spent as a guest of the Hag.
The army had condemned Teaka to death and then freed her on the same day, but
not before she’d spent a week in that Temple’s cold rooms. 


#


She
was separated from the other Breckenful refugees. As two Orishon soldiers bound
her hands, Teaka saw the look of confusion on the older woman’s face, the one
who’d tried to comfort her with Becken scripture. She shrugged as if to say “I
don’t know why they’re doing this.” But she knew why. Operation Dragonfly had
failed and someone in charge wanted to know the reason why. 


They’d
traveled for almost two full days before crossing into Orishea. Teaka thought
she knew where they were when she spied a large lake to the west. It had to be
Lake Bellock. They’d shot through the mountain gap between the lake and the
Sulesian town of Kessa. It’s just what Teaka herself would have done. 


As
night was falling, they came to a small village. The Orishon army had
commandeered the Mother’s Temple as a temporary command center. It was the only
building in town with stone walls. Teaka knew the Temple’s cold rooms normally
held dead bodies, and the longer she sat on the floor with her back against the
wall, the more she wondered if they were just going to let her slowly
transition from living to dead. First thing they had cut off her hair and notched
her earlobe. Teaka was both relieved and upset by the wound. It meant that they
believed that she was an Orishon soldier, but the only people with notched ears
were former soldiers who’d been sentenced to prison while serving in the
military.


She
had a jug of water, a chamber pot and the drain in the middle of the floor.
That first morning, after they’d cut her, one of the men had given her a ragged
end of bread. She hadn’t gotten solid food since then. Once there was a bowl of
oat gruel and other times a thin soup. The bowls were pushed through the barely
cracked door. No words, just the sound of the bowl sliding on the stone floor. 


On
the first day she had told them about Balco and shared her suspicions about his
girlfriend, Amyl. Her flower stand must be more than it seems. She gets flowers
and plants from all over the region, she told the man, even from Orishea. What
else might she import?


She’d
had no contact since then, no conversations, pleasant or otherwise. Teaka
looked at the stack of bowls by the door. Once they talk to Ironstone, she told
herself, they’ll understand. That became her prayer.


 “And
this major, Major Ironstone, he’s in Lashand?” The man
in front of Teaka folded his hands in front of him. “And he can explain
everything, is that right?”


“Yes
sir.” Teaka licked her dry lips. The water jug hadn’t been refilled in hours.
“I explained this already to the other officer, on the first day.” This man had
a captain’s leaf; the first man hadn’t had any insignia, but Teaka gave him
rank to be safe. “The other officer?” The man cocked his head. “There are no
other officers here.” 


“He
was here – he never said his name and—”


“That’s
another
fanciful story. You are full of them, aren’t you?” He leaned against the wall
and crossed one leg in front of the other. “How can I help you if you don’t
tell me the truth? Can you, for a moment, forget your caste and simply tell me
the truth? You may even develop a habit of veracity.” His mouth twitched with
amusement. “That’s another word for honesty.”


Teaka
bit her lip and nodded. He wants you angry. “Are we in Midfall? That’s three
days’ ride from Lashand.”


“I’m
sure,” he said slowly, “that your Sulesian masters gave you a lot of
information that was helpful for your betrayal. Don’t expect me to fill in the
gaps.” The officer pushed himself off the wall. “Let’s talk about Balco Mote.
Where is your accomplice?”


Lost
in memories, Teaka circled the block twice and found herself in a crowd of
school children who were waiting to cross the street. She could see the Chapter
House up ahead, and off to the side in the distance, she could again see the Hag’s
Palace with its tall tower. Her eyes traveled to the short spire of the College
of Surgeons. The College shared a wall with the Palace, an arrangement that
Teaka couldn’t imagine happening anywhere else in Orishea. No one said it
aloud, but the Order was not happy to lose souls to the Surgeons, even if it was
just people needing healing. 


Teaka
had seen the Surgeons’ work up close just a few weeks before. She and Druv had
been climbing roofs near the Market when he slipped. She felt him fumble and
then his body hit the roof and slid. She didn’t think she’d ever forget the
sound of his fingernails dragging down the tiles. He was able to slow his
descent by grabbing the gutter. The Surgeon later said that’s what broke his
wrist, and since Druv also broke his leg, maybe it wasn’t worth the effort of
grabbing the gutter. 


Like
a good thief, Druv only let out a small grunt as he landed. When Teaka found
him, he’d pulled himself toward a shadowy doorway. As she helped him finish the
distance, he cradled his wrist. “You’re hurt,” she whispered and reached toward
his arm. He shook his head. “Leg.” She saw that his leg was twisted. “What are
we going to do? Can you walk?” He shook his head and hissed when his wrist
moved too. Teaka sat on her haunches and looked around. “Druv, I don’t know. I
could run to your House and—” 


“No.
We’re close to Dustman’s Alley.” He tried to reach into his left pocket with
his right hand. “Here,” she said. “What do you need?” He shifted to make it
easier for her to reach into his pocket. “Token. Show it to Daybright. Green
door at the far end of the alley.” Teaka looked at the coin in her hand. It was
stamped with a W stylized to look like a grappling hook. “The Weaver’s mark,”
Teaka rubbed her thumb across the design. 


Druv
swallowed. “Show him. He’s – he’s a Surgeon. He’ll come.” Teaka patted her own
pocket where Clellan’s coin sat. In all this time she’d never needed to show
it. She caressed Druv’s face. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 


Daybright
sent two servants back with Teaka, and he was ready when they arrived. The old
man patted the table and the servants laid Druv out. He peered into Druv’s
eyes. “Shock,” he muttered. He looked up at Teaka. “What happened?” 


Druv
lifted his head a little. “I was cli—”


“Does
it matter?” Teaka broke in. She picked up the coin on the Surgeon’s desk.
“You’ve seen the mark.” The man stared at her for a long moment. “Right. You
are quite right.” He shook his head. “Quite right.” He ran his hand down the
front of his nightshirt. “Silvio, please remove the boot. Nithe, I need the
Glove, if you don’t mind.” He chewed on his knuckle for a moment. “That’s for
the best,” he said to himself. 


Teaka
saw the servant reappear holding what looked like a leather glove with wires
sticking out everywhere. There was a small vial on top, resting where the edge
of the glove meets the skin. Daybright took the object gingerly and stepped
closer to Teaka. “This,” he whispered, “is the Glove.” He gently flipped it
over so that she could see the underside. Thin wires traced out from the palm
to each fingertip. “It’s a tool of my trade, and I can heal our friend here.
Knit his bones as neat as you please.” He waved at Silvio standing beside the
table. “I’m afraid we must cut his trouser leg. I need bare skin.” He glanced
at Teaka again. “We will follow the seam and no doubt, the pant leg can be
repaired.” He coughed a small laugh. “Repaired as I am about to do. Pants and
bones: repaired.”


“And
his wrist! He hurt his wrist in the fall.” The moment the words were out of her
mouth Teaka regretted it, but the Surgeon didn’t seem to notice. “Oh yes,
yes-yes. There is a method to my,” he paused, “method.” He peered up at
Teaka and let a smile play across his lips. “We start with the grievous
injuries and work out from there.” He slid his hand into the glove as he spoke.
With his free hand he pressed a button on the vial. The liquid inside began to
glow green, and Daybright stepped closer to Druv’s leg. He gently touched the
swollen area below Druv’s calf. He let the glove move slowly down the leg.
Teaka peered over his shoulder. “I don’t see any change.”


“This
is science, my dear! You don’t see because it’s all happening inside.”
He turned his back more firmly to her so that Teaka’s view was blocked. She
walked quickly to the other side of the table. She watched in silence for a
full minute as the Surgeon moved his gloved hand up and down Druv’s leg. “It’s
still swollen. Why is it still swollen?”


Daybright
continued his work for a few more seconds and then pressed the vial’s button
again. The light died. “There has been much trauma – do you know that word?
It’s like injury only worse. And the muscles will need time to recover.”



Teaka
crossed her arms and leaned forward. “So the glove didn’t work.” 


He
looked shocked. “Of course it worked!” He gently touched the glove with his
left hand. “This is the finest machine yet from Tayben’s workshop. Tayben –
he’s one of the teachers at the College, and he is quite the inventor.” He
smiled down at the glove. “Quite.”


“Tayben?
Is he Sulesian?” In response to Teaka’s question the Surgeon frowned and
flapped his left hand. “You would rather he change it to a traditional Orishon
name? He should echo nature and be a Riverstone or a Greenleaf?” He touched his
chest, “A Daybright?” He shook his head, “That distinction matters as much or
as little as you want it to. We have Sulesia to thank for the College at all.
If not for them, we’d still be relying on Rays and Apothecaries!” He touched
his chest. “I was a mere Apothecary three years ago, and when I saw the
techniques that the Surgeons brought south, I was a convert.” He shook his head
quickly. “Not a convert. I don’t practice Beckenism.” He lowered his
voice. “I’m sure the Prophet was a very nice man. I just – I’m a man of
science.” 


Teaka
rocked on her heels for a moment, trying to quell her frustration. “Fix his
wrist. Fix it, and we’ll get out of here.”


“He’ll
need help walking for a few days,” Daybright said, and Teaka sighed. The
Surgeon hurriedly continued, “We have these marvelous sticks – crutches they’re
called – and they will help.” His voice trailed off as he touched Druv’s wrist.
“Of course, one normally uses one’s arms to work the sticks.”


“Never
mind. I think we’ll take our chances at the Chapter House.” Teaka reached for
Druv’s good arm to pull him up. Daybright’s eyes widened. “Oh no, he could be
weeks waiting for a healer!” Teaka shrugged and said, “I don’t see that you’ve
done anything to help us.”


“His
wrist is a simple break. Let me show you again what the Glove can do.” With
that he pushed the button, and the vial glowed green once more. “I want the
Weaver to—” He stopped speaking as he tried to push back Druv’s sleeve with one
hand. 


“Let
me help.” Teaka gently worked the cloth up and exposed Druv’s forearm, her
white skin stark beside his copper. 


“Thank
you, my dear.” The Surgeon smiled at her. “In a moment you’ll see a different
kind of miracle – one born of science!” He put the glove on Druv’s arm, and the
light faded and died. 


“What
happened? I didn’t see anything.”


“Oh
dear, it’s the power source. Silvio! Have we got another battery?” Teaka
reached across the table and grabbed Daybright’s shirt. “It’s broken? Is that
what you’re trying to say?” 


“It’s
a machine! It needs power!” He held up both hands, and Teaka loosened
her grip on his shirt. “Power,” she repeated. “Like a water wheel?” The Surgeon
nodded and said, “The two concepts are not unalike actually—” 


“Save
the lecture for your College. Get your power and let’s be done.” Teaka’s anger
flared back full force. 


Daybright
tugged at the glove’s fingertips and pulled his hand out. He pressed thumb and
forefinger at the base of the vial and lifted it clear with his other hand. He
started to speak and then seemed to reconsider. 


They
waited in silence for the servant to return.  Druv stirred. “Tee? Are we done?
I want to go home.” She held his right hand. “Almost,” she said.


Silvio
came to the threshold and braced his arms on each side of the doorframe. He
shook his head silently. Daybright muttered, “Oh dear.” He placed the vial on
the desk behind him. “Bring me my bag.” 


To
Teaka he said, “Don’t worry. This is why the Weaver hasn’t replaced me
yet! I used to be the best bone-setter in the city. I’d wager I still am.” His
words actually comforted Teaka. A bone-setter was something that she
understood. 


“You
have to buy another one of these gloves?” Teaka touched it with her finger.


“It
just needs a new battery – that’s what you call the little vial.” He sighed.
“They are expensive, but the results, well they speak for themselves.”


When
he was done setting and wrapping Druv’s arm, Daybright made him drink a cup of
willow bark tea. To Teaka he softly said, “There are a few additional ingredients
– my own recipe! I’ll have Silvio make up a bed for him here. Your friend won’t
be able to go anywhere today.” He squinted across the room. “And I see it is
now day and not still night.” He patted Druv’s shoulder. “He needs rest.
You can let the Weaver know—”


“Send
a messenger. I’m not leaving.”


#


Teaka
smiled remembering the look on Daybright’s face. She stood at the bottom of the
Chapter House steps. It took a moment to register the fact that they were still
empty. Teaka looked around and then up at the sky. It was now full morning and
where was the healer? She felt a burning in her stomach. Maybe Indira changed
her mind; maybe she regrets— Teaka’s thoughts were interrupted by a cough. She whirled
around, expecting to see Indira. Instead she saw a young man with the shaved
head standing on the steps. His scalp was pink from sun exposure. He was
obviously an acolyte of the Father, probably not yet twenty. “You are the Mote
that Ray Burningwood spoke of?” He sniffed slightly as if Teaka smelled. 


“Yes
Brother. She asked me to—”


“Your
services are not required.” He stared at Teaka, and she stared back. “You may
go.” He waved his hand slightly as though sweeping crumbs from a table. Then,
remembering himself, he mumbled, “The Father’s blessing on you, my child.”  


Second
son, Teaka quickly diagnosed. Can’t expect to inherit; can’t expect to marry well,
so what’s left? If not the army, then the Order is a good choice. Teaka
shuddered to think of a man like him in the army. She’d had a few officers cut
from that same cloth. He’s young; he may surprise himself and you.
The thought came unbidden, and Teaka paused as she turned away from the Chapter
House. Then she shook her head. “No. He’ll turn out to be a bitter
disappointment to everyone he knows,” she whispered. “Even to healers he just
met.”


She
felt like she was skulking away, but a Mote has few options and usually none of
them are good. She couldn’t demand to see Indira. Motes don’t demand
anything. The brother would have laughed her across the street and to the next
block.


She
changed her mind, Teaka told herself. That’s all: Indira changed her mind. Or her
superiors have duties for her. That thought made Teaka feel better. After all,
Indira herself said that her days were not her own. 


Or
she’d thought better of her actions yesterday. Teaka couldn’t help but
entertain the idea. Maybe Indira realized she’d been too free with a low caste
person. You could have made a better impression, Teaka chided herself. 


A
spring wind whipped down the street, and she hugged her arms to her chest. “Well,
my day is now my own. What should I do?” Teaka got to the end of the
block and stopped to think. She felt tears in her eyes, and she tilted her head
up. Stupid. She’d let herself think that she had befriended a citizen. Indira
had acted so friendly and open, and after those first few minutes Teaka hadn’t thought
about caste because Indira seemed different. 


Her
throat felt tight with disappointment and anger. She looked at the people
passing by. Their lives were simple. Mote and citizen, they all seemed to flow
down the street without burdens. Why them and not me? She sighed heavily. “I
can’t do this anymore,” she said aloud. And at that moment she realized she
should just marry Druv. He’s a good enough man, she told herself, probably
better than you deserve. He has the drive and the nerve to be a good thief
master. She knew that was true. 


It
began to rain as Teaka stood there imagining her new life. She’d miss some of
the people and the places she knew so well. But she’d left places that felt
like home before, and she could do it again. It’s the right decision, Teaka
told herself. I could do worse than Druv. 


 She
was suddenly aware of a noise above her, and she looked up to see Indira leaning
out a window. The healer held her finger to her lips and dropped a piece of
paper at Teaka’s feet. She was gone so quickly that Teaka blinked, wondering if
she’d seen Indira or not. She ducked into a doorway and opened the note. Be
here, at dawn. I need your help to escape. I believe God brought us together
for His work. Please come & I will explain. It was signed with a large
letter “I”. 


Teaka
folded the note and shoved it in her pocket. Your God brought us together, she
mused as she walked away. God pushed me into the mud? Tell the meat eater that God
has plans for her. Teaka smiled to herself. What is it about citizens – always
ordering Motes around and expecting nothing but immediate agreement? She did
say Please. Teaka snorted out a laugh at the thought. “Yes,” she said
aloud, “it was a polite command.” 


Teaka
read the note again. Escape? The last thing Teaka needed was trouble
with the Order. She crumpled the note and almost tossed the paper into the
gutter. You can’t keep running away. The thought was almost like a voice
in her head, and it stayed her hand. She turned and looked up at the second
story windows. “I’m just being cautious.”


#


Tolount
is a city in four parts. The Market dominates the east quadrant and the Chapter
House, the west. Straddling them is the Hag’s Palace and the College of
Surgeons and then to the south, the university and the Hall of Words. Teaka
headed north, into the main residential district. The people who live there
call it Northhome. The people who work there call it the Quad. The houses
nearest the Market are small, drab, and crowded. As the streets rise into the
hills, the houses get bigger and more colorful. Roadways grow wide, and trees shade
the pathways. The sound of birdsong is everywhere. 


Teaka
didn’t think she had a destination in mind, but it seemed her feet had their
own idea. At the crest of Merken Hill, one can see far out into the countryside
or with a turn, see all the way down to the Market. Many people enjoy the
views, and there are benches set up for just this reason. Teaka smiled to think
that she was heading there again. She used to stare out over the plains and to
the far mountains, straining to see the peaks of Sulesia – looking back at where
she’d been. Maybe that’s only natural, given the circumstances. Then one day
she switched benches and began to watch the city, and that’s the day she had
met Clellan. 


All
she noticed at first was that a thin, well-dressed, older man had taken the
bench opposite her. After a few minutes of silence he put his walking stick
beside his knee and leaned toward her. She was certain that he was going to ask
her to lunch at his house and to “stay” for the afternoon. It wouldn’t be the
first proposition she’d gotten. Instead he had left her speechless when he
smiled, laid his arm along the top of his bench and said “Hello Sergeant Mote.”
When she didn’t immediately respond, he went on, “I would like to hire you,
Teaka. I could use someone with your specialized skills in my organization.” 


Teaka
stood up on shaky legs. She thought she’d been anonymous in the city. “You
don’t know anything about my skills. Not interested.” She shouldn’t have walked
away from a job offer – any job offer – but was it too much to ask for a clean
slate? She didn’t look back at the bench. 


Three
days passed, three more days without purpose. Teaka had thought that she’d find
work easily in Tolount. She told herself that if things got dire, she could
find work as a laundress. That had proved to be wishful thinking. Her too-short
hair and wounded ear told her story before she could open her mouth. Her money
was almost exhausted; she had two choices, return to her mother’s house on the
coast or hear out the old man from Merken Hill.


When
she returned to the hill, he was on the bench with his hands resting on the
head of his walking stick, looking as if he’d been waiting all this time for
her return. She stood over him trying to find the right words. “You could sit
down,” he squinted up at her. “I’ll stand,” she replied. He laid his stick
aside and leaned back on the bench. “My organization is one of several in the
city and hiring you will give me an edge, just the edge I’m looking for.” 


Teaka
nodded. “Private security firm?” She could easily handle that kind of work.   


“Ah,
no, not exactly.” He smiled. “Why don’t we take a walk, my dear?” They moved
slowly down the street. “Most people would call me a thief.” He glanced
sideways at Teaka. “There, I’ve just compromised myself to someone who might
very well be planning a career in law enforcement.” 


Teaka
touched her wounded ear. “You know I can’t.” He nodded his head as if truly
disturbed. “Such a shame, that dishonorable discharge. Such a waste of
potential, don’t you think? A decorated soldier, a proven leader, that – and
more.” He smiled again. “And here you are, reduced to… to what? What are
you reduced to, Teaka?” 


She
didn’t reply. It was a mistake to seek this man out; he was toying with her.
She started to turn away when a firm hand gripped her arm. “I’ve upset you. But
I had to, you see? What does the future hold for you, Teaka? I’m
Clellan, by the way. May I call you Teaka? 


“It’s
too bad,” he said after a slight pause, “what happened at Breckenful. I
don’t believe it was your fault.” He looked at her closely. “But maybe you do.”


Teaka’s
heart began to pound. The day had gone from bad to worse. “I’m not going to
talk about Breckenful.” She waved her hand between them. “We are not
going to talk about Breckenful,” She didn’t walk away though. To save money she
hadn’t eaten that morning, and she had to find some way to make money. 


He
seemed to sense her uncertainty and said, “Your memories are your own, on my
honor. Share them as you like.” He resumed walking. “But too bad the army
couldn’t see what they were throwing away. Obviously they had to blame someone.”
He paused and then said, “Operation Dragonfly.” He let the words ride in
the air for a moment. “No doubt, it was convenient to lay the blame at your
feet.” He titled his head and smiled at her. “What I am offering you is a
chance to be useful again, Teaka. I don’t care that you’re a Mote.” He looked
intently at her face. “That is the truth. You’ve been lied to enough.” 


She
wanted to trust this man. For the first time in weeks she had a glimmer of
hope. “Only ‘some people’ would call you a thief?” 


He
laughed at her question. “I am sure that most people consider me a
thief. I prefer to think of myself as a man who likes to know things.”


“Know
things. Not a man who likes to take things?” 


He
smiled and wiggled his eyebrows. “People say all sorts of things.” He reached
over and gently touched her torn ear. “The key is knowing what to believe.”


#


 That
was five years ago, and it all came back to Teaka as she sat on the bench
looking down on the city. Why are citizens always cajoling others into helping
with their plans? There’s this though, she said to herself, Indira’s not a
criminal. She touched the note in her pocket. “God’s work,” Teaka murmured,
reminding herself of what the note said. 


Teaka
slouched on the bench. “But I’ve got a good life here. Plenty of money,
interesting work.” She had almost made up her mind to throw away the note, when
she noticed a soldier walking down the hill. You have unfinished business, and
it’s not in Tolount.


She
thought about the face she’d spied in the market the day before. “Maybe my unfinished
business has come to me.” Teaka watched the soldier until she was out of sight.
First things first, she decided. I seem bound to help Indira Burningwood, and that
means I need information. You can’t hope to take on the Order without a plan,
Teaka Mote. 


As
she walked down Merken Hill, she ran through the list of informants she knew by
name, as well as the ones she only knew by sight. Clellan was more concerned
with politics and art than religion. Did he have anyone inside the Chapter
House? He must – Teaka just didn’t know the name. Yet. But she couldn’t just
walk up and ask him for help – that’s not Clellan’s way.


Teaka
had just resolved to ask Tanvi for help when she spotted her young friend Yon. He
was leaning against a building with one foot braced on the wall. She leaned up
next to him. The brick felt warm on her back. “Do you always stand here?”


“Only
on sunny days. It’s warm, and I can keep an eye out for Zahir.” 


Teaka
pursed her lips. “You know Zahir?” The boy only shrugged. “I know him,”
Teaka said. “We work together sometimes.” In fact, Teaka had an appointment
with him that afternoon. 


Yon
looked up. “I carry messages sometimes. And if I’m fast, really fast, he gives
me a bag of nuts.” Teaka nodded, looking straight ahead at the people walking
by. “Nuts are good.”


She
had to be careful. Yon might be able to give her the information she needed,
but she didn’t want him to know it. “Do you want me to teach you some Silish? Zahir
deals with lots of foreigners, and he doesn’t speak a word of Silish.” She
stretched out her arms. “A guy who can run fast and knows some Silish?
That’s a guy worth knowing.” 


Yon
was silent for a moment. “What do you want in return?”


Teaka
laughed. “You’ve been around Clellan too long. I don’t want anything except to
help my friend.” She walked over to a low wall and sat down. Yon joined her. “We’ll
start with the basics. Peysha. That means ‘Thank you’. And if you want
to say ‘You’re welcome’ you say Besse mir.”


“Bestamir”
Yon fumbled over the strange words. 


“Bess-ah.
Besse mir – like a mirror.” He nodded, mouthing the words. Teaka patted his
shoulder. “It takes time, but we can practice together.” She nodded, “That’s
the important part, Yon. Practice. It helps if you can practice every day.” She
snapped her fingers as if just remembering something. “Do you ever go to the
Chapter House? I think there’s a lady there from Sulesia. I bet she’d love to
hear someone say hello to her in Silish. Grueta. That means ‘Hello.’”
Teaka paused, “Let’s practice for next time you’re there.”


“Sometimes
I go there. There’s a lady who works in the gardens, but she’s Orishon.” 


“Oh,
yes I know who you mean! She’s very nice. Her name is—”


“Sybell.
You go there, too?” Yon looked up at her. “Clellan told me if I ever see
someone from the House to come back later. He said Sybell would understand.” 


Teaka
hadn’t seen her friend Sybell in a good year. She had no idea that she was
working at the Chapter House, or that she’d shifted alliances. Teaka looked
down at Yon and nodded wisely. “That’s exactly right. We – me and Clellan –
don’t want to give away all our secrets.” She smiled at Yon. “Let me teach you
the proper way to say ‘Thank you.’ In Sulesia it’s not just about what you say,
it’s how you say it.” She turned to face him. “Put your right hand on
your left shoulder like this.” She put her hand flat against her collarbone. 
“And then you say peysha. To say ‘You’re welcome’, you also put your
right hand to your shoulder but then you pull it away and down toward the other
person while you say besse mir.”


Teaka
spent ten minutes teaching Yon some Silish words and phrases. She was just
getting ready to make an excuse to leave when Zahir wandered by. “There’s your
next assignment. Get to it!” She ruffled Yon’s black hair and watched him run
to Zahir. She turned her thoughts to the Chapter House and to her old friend Sybell.



#


Teaka
stopped at an Apothecary she knew and bought a thimble of malmuth. She wanted
an expensive herb but nothing too exotic as her gift to Sybell. She found her
way to the back of the Chapter House where she saw a gray haired, brown-skinned
woman bent over a row of green shoots. “Sybell?” Teaka bent next to the woman
and spoke softly, “It’s been too long, friend. Clellan sent me.” She put the
container of malmuth in the woman’s hand. “He wants to thank you for the
information.” 


Sybell
placed a bundle of weeds on the side of the row and opened the jar. She sniffed
at the red flakes and used her pinky to dab one on her tongue. “You’ll want—”
Teaka began. 


The
woman spat the flake out. “Malmuth,” she said as she weighed the jar. “And a
nice bit of it, too.” She clicked her tongue against her teeth. 


Teaka
smiled sheepishly, “You’ll get feeling back in it soon.”


“You
could have warned me, Teaka Mote!” Sybell stuck the jar into her apron. “And
what information is it that I’m being thanked for? I haven’t seen Clellan himself
in oh, it’s been two months, it has.” 


“You
have a young healer here – Indira Burningwood. She’s been confined. Why is
that?” Sybell frowned at Teaka and began to pull weeds again. “Make yourself
useful, girl.” That was all she said for a few minutes. Teaka concentrated on
weeding, trusting that the information would flow in good time. “Since when,”
Sybell broke the silence, “does Clellan care about the Order?” Teaka shrugged
and kept weeding. “She is something, though,” Sybell said. “She’s powerful
special.”


“Powerful
or special?”


“Both!”
Sybell stopped weeding and leaned close to Teaka. “They magicked her here!”
Sybell raised an eyebrow. “That’s what Seloris said.” 


Teaka
nodded, but inside she was thinking that didn’t sound right. She had seen
Indira yesterday. No magic spell had whirled her from one place to another. She
traveled to Tolount on her own feet, just like anyone else. “What did she do, I
wonder?”


“Broke
the rules, didn’t she! No one’s seen the Father Superior that riled in years.” Sybell
pulled a few more weeds. “Little Jasie – she’s going to marry my Ranel – told
me that she heard from one of the other maids that the Ray had disobeyed a
direct order.” Sybell shook her head and dropped her voice to a whisper. “A
direct order. Why would she do such a thing?” She leaned away from Teaka and
wiped a smudge of dirt from her apron. “Such a pretty little thing, too. She
doesn’t look like she’d say ‘Boo’ to a ghost.” 


They
weeded in silence for a few more minutes. Teaka realized that their
conversation was over. “Thank you for talking with me, Sybell. Clellan
appreciates your continued help.” The other woman nodded and bent to her weeds.
“See that he does.” She snatched at a large weed. “Story like that deserves
more than a twist of second rate malmuth.”


Teaka
walked away from the garden with a lot to think about. Could they truly magic
someone from one place to another? She tried to imagine what that would feel
like, zooming through the air. That sounded like something a Sulesian would invent
– a machine for travelling through the air. 


Teaka
frowned and brought her mind back to the problem at hand: she still didn’t know
what was Indira running away from, and there was a second important question,
Teaka reminded herself, and that was why she was still even thinking about
helping Indira. Even if the Order didn’t cast a spell and transport Indira from
who knows where to Tolount, now that she was here, they wanted her to stay put.
And if that’s true, are you sure you want to wrangle with the Order, she asked
herself. You tried that with the Orishon army and see how well that worked. 


“She’s
in trouble,” Teaka muttered to herself, “and she doesn’t have anyone.” She
rubbed the scar on her ear. “I know how that feels.” She wore her hair long
these days, and Teaka thought most people never even noticed her damaged
earlobe, but the memories were always there when she looked in the mirror. 


#


She
owed her life to one man: Major Ironstone. He arrived at the Temple a week
after Teaka’s arrest. Her interrogator, the unnamed officer, had been
threatening to hang her and when the door opened that morning, Teaka had been
certain that they had come to do just that. She had only met Ironstone in
person once. She didn’t recognize him, and he had to
tell Teaka her Sulesian name before she would believe his identity. “How did
you find me?” She scrambled to her feet out of respect, and she couldn’t keep
the wonder from her voice. 


“I
keep an eye on all my agents.” He looked at the bare room and the collection of
empty bowls by the door. “They have spared no effort with your comfort, I see.”
He stood beside the one chair in the room. “Why don’t you sit down?” he said.


Teaka
waved her hand. “No, that’s for – I don’t know his name. He comes everyday to
ask me questions, and he never seems to believe me.” 


“And
yet, you’ve told the truth from the beginning.”


The
tightness in Teaka’s chest broke free. “You believe me? You believe me about
Balco, about his betrayal?” 


He
nodded. “It has been confirmed.” Before she could reply, Ironstone held up a
finger. “So why are you still here? I’ve been in Tolount asking that very
question, and the answer I keep getting is—”


“She’s
guilty, too.” 


He
let out a sigh. “Yes. Exactly. Your guilt is a given because of your name. So I
came here to at least oversee your release.” He looked at his feet. “It’s the
least I can do.” 


Teaka
shook off the memories and headed toward the Chamber and her afternoon
appointment. She had a little time before her meeting, so she slipped into a
tea shop. She took a pot of tea to a far corner and sat down. If you help
Indira, what does that mean exactly? Teaka tried to see the puzzle from all
sides. She can’t stay in Tolount. And if you leave Tolount, what do you tell
Clellan? And Druv? Teaka pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes.
Inspiration did not come. Assuming you even leave Tolount, she told herself, you
could be back in a few days. Who says that you have to tell anyone? Her tea sat
untouched as she considered the situation. 


You’ve
already made up your mind, and you’re going to be late to your meeting.
Teaka looked out the window; the light was beginning to fade. There was a light
drizzle, so she flipped up her hood as she left the shop and hurried across the
plaza. She only slowed her pace when she neared the grand staircases that led
up to the Chamber. Diplomats hurried by. Couples strolled across the plaza. A
few older people sat feeding the pigeons, and a weather-beaten man was selling
bags of hot nuts. 


She
didn’t see the men she expected to see. Clellen had been typically vague about
the details of the meeting of the Sulesian ambassador and the Orishon
councilman, but Teaka was used to that. Part of her job was to fill in all the
little gaps in Clellan’s knowledge, and by withholding details he ensured that
his people never missed a thing. 


Although
she’d only seen the Ambassodor at a distance, Teaka knew Councilor Bentwood by
sight. She searched the plaza again and finally spied the Councilor, alone by the
far staircase. “Clellan’s rarely wrong, but maybe this is one of those times,”
she muttered to herself. Teaka caught up with the nut vendor as he wandered
through the crowd. “I’ll take a bag, old man.” She fumbled with her coin purse.
“Have you seen Ambassodor Malgroen, Zahir? Has he been here?” 


“Who
you calling old, girl?” Zahir laughed and then shook his head. “Haven’t seen a
thing. Your Sulesian, he hasn’t showed yet. But his boyfriend, that Bentwood, he
hasn’t moved more than an inch since he got here. He’s nervous about something.”
The man wiggled his eyebrows at Teaka. “What’s your guess, girl? Lovers quarrel?”


“Are
they lovers?” Teaka hadn’t known that Counselor Bentwood was puhtari.
“Does Clellan know?” The man chuckled in response. Teaka swatted his arm.
“Zahir! Are you teasing me?”


Zahir
shook his head and then spat. “God’s truth. Been going for months now,” he said.
“Never understood it myself. Only one use for my bunghole.” He hitched
up his pants. “And only one sheath for my dagger. Half the women in Tolount can
tell it true.” His teeth shone white against his dark skin.


Teaka
ate a few peanuts and laughed. “A real swordsman, are you, ‘Hir?” 


“If
I were twenty years younger, you’d know it firsthand, shanti.” He butted
Teaka with his tray of nuts. “Here comes the Sulesian. Taking a risk don’t you
think? Word got back to Burgbrogen—”


“About
the sex or the secrets? Either way, he’s in trouble.” Teaka studied the two
men. “Not sure I wouldn’t take the Mezza over Clellan. You don’t want to give
that man any leverage.” Clellan hadn’t lied to Teaka all those years before – in
truth, he was a man who liked to know things. What Teaka hadn’t understood in
those early days was how valuable a few bits of knowledge could be, valuable
and so easily discovered, stored, and sold. 


Orishon
politicians and Sulesian diplomats, Clellan spied on both. He had no loyalty –
none that Teaka had ever seen. Bentwood was meeting with Ambassador Malgroen
and whatever the reason, Teaka was there to hear it. She strolled toward them,
and as she got closer, she realized they were speaking Silish. She strained to hear.
“It is vital,” Malgroen was saying to his companion, “that the proposal is
approved.”


Teaka
paused near them to break open a peanut shell. She tossed the peanuts one at a
time to a pigeon pecking at the stones. Out of the corner of her eye she saw
Bentwood shake his head. “It’s not that simple,” he replied in Orishon and then
continued his thoughts in Silish. 


“We
can put something in his pocket now,” Malgroen replied, “and he will
forget about later.” Teaka couldn’t help but smile as she moved past them to
sit at the base of a statue. Bribery and politics go hand in hand. They
continued their discussion, and Teaka listened, slowly feeding the pigeons.
When Malgroen finally walked away, Teaka brushed peanut husks from her hands,
stood and stretched. It was time to head home. 


Clellan
was out when Teaka got back to the house. She encoded the details of the Bentwood/Malgroen
conversation and slid it into the lockbox outside his room. Duty fulfilled, it
was time to consider her next move. Teaka realized that the healer would need
clothes. She couldn’t be a Ray, not once she’d run away from the Order. Teaka
inspected her clothes with a critical eye. She couldn’t give Indira old
clothes; she didn’t want the healer to think that all Motes dress in rags. Teaka
found a decent pair of pants and decided to include a shirt with a delicate pattern
embroidered on the collar. “She will look pretty in this,” she said, holding
the shirt up to the light. The idea of Indira wearing her shirt gave Teaka a
momentary chill. She shrugged it off as she jammed the clothes into the bag. It’s
just a shirt, Teaka, and she will probably discard it when she has a chance to
pick her own outfit.  


She
lifted the bag, judging the weight. I need a few things for myself, Teaka
thought, just in case I have to help her out for a few days. In went a change
of clothes and the cloak that Druv had recently given her. It was a pretty
shade of green with gold stitching.


Teaka
lifted the bag again, thinking about what else Indira would need. She put an
old army map of Orishea into her pack and slipped an extra dagger and sheath in
as well. She didn’t know if Indira would be willing to use the dagger, but she
felt better knowing that the healer would not be unarmed. With that addition
Teaka went down the stairs to the kitchen. 


“Dinner
ain’t ready!” Tanvi looked up and saw Teaka. “You again? What do you want?” 


“It’s
nice to see you, too Tan. Listen, I got a hot lead, and I may not be home for
dinner – or breakfast. Can you fix me up with a few rations? Just simple stuff
that will keep – you know, fruit or nuts. Don’t bother with meat.” Teaka tried
to keep her voice light.


“What’s
his name, this hot lead of yours?” She crossed the kitchen and opened a
cabinet. 


“I’ll
keep your secrets if you keep mine.” 


“Huh.
Now we got secrets?” Teaka shrugged in response, but Tanvi was looking in the
cabinet and didn’t notice. “No meat. What fool thing…” Tan muttered to herself.
After a moment she closed the cabinets. “You getting religious on us, girl?”
When Teaka didn’t answer, she went on, “I’ve been experimenting. Makin’ a
travel bar, like. Something that’ll keep. Something you can eat hot or cold.
Got to keep my House on their feet in all kinds of situations.” 


She
waved Teaka over and held up a bar about three inches long and two inches
thick. “It’s oats, oats and nuts and dried fruit. You can eat it cold or dump
it in some hot water, and you got porridge.” Teaka sniffed it and took a
nibble. “Kinda dry.” When she saw the look on Tanvi’s face, she hurriedly
added, “But good! Dry, but good. That’s what I was trying to say.” Teaka
quickly grabbed four bars. 


“Wrap
‘em up, you crazy fool! Here,” she shoved a cloth at Teaka. 


Teaka
walked out of the kitchen, carefully putting the bars in her pack. She paused
at the bottom of the stairs. She had hours before it was time to meet Indira. She
didn’t want to stay at the House, and she didn’t want to see anyone she knew,
especially Druv. He would ask questions. She decided to spend at least a few
hours at the Blue Goose Inn, down by the university. No one she knew ever went
there, and she might be able to pick up gossip for Clellan. You never know what
the intellectuals might be talking about over ale. She ran back upstairs and
grabbed the novel she’d been reading. A quiet dinner and a chance to read The
Glass Shattered, that’s a nice change, she thought. 


The
inn was not crowded when she got there, and Teaka sat at the end of the bar
with her book. She generously tipped the bartender when she ordered her glass
of ale with lemon, and he made sure other patrons left her alone. Later as the
inn began to fill up, Teaka closed her book and looked around. She ordered
another glass of ale, grabbed a table in the corner and dropped her pack at her
feet. It was a good spot, away from the bar and main traffic area where Teaka
could watch and listen without attracting notice.


There
was a bank of windows on the nearest wall, and it seemed like most people
avoided sitting there because of a draft. Still, within an hour she had
rebuffed three men who wanted to keep her company. It’s going to be a long
night if this keeps up, she thought to herself. She looked at the other
patrons. I need a man, but not one who’ll get the wrong idea. She spotted what
she hoped was the perfect candidate, an older man who was drinking with a group
of younger men. She liked his scruffy beard and the way his white hair stuck
out on the sides. With the hair and his clothes, she pegged him as a teacher. When
he got up for another pitcher, Teaka met him at the bar. “Do you like history?”



“I’m
sorry – history?” He leaned toward her. Teaka leaned in as well, and spoke in
his ear over the din of other voices, “History. I need a history lesson.” She
straightened up and smiled. “And you look like a teacher.” He smiled
uncertainly. “It’s a compliment,” Teaka assured him. Teaka waved at the bartender
and ordered two glasses of ale. As he placed the glasses in front of them, the
bartender said to the man, “Don’t bite off more than you can chew, Olivar.”


Teaka
led him to her table in the corner. It was the only quiet spot in the now
crowded inn. “The Goose does a good business, doesn’t it?” Teaka sat down. “You
come here a lot, Olivar?” 


“How
did you know I was a teacher,” he asked as he sat down. Teaka wiped the
condensation from her glass. “First off, we’re in the university quarter;
you’re sitting with a group of younger people; and you’re doing most of
the talking.” She ticked the points off on her hand as she spoke. 


He
wagged his head as if to signal mild disagreement. “I could be a student – an
older student.” Teaka shook her head. “You bought the last two pitchers.”


He
bowed his head, “Guilty as charged. Now, why would I want another student, even
a pretty one?” 


Teaka
realized that was a very good question; she hadn’t thought that far ahead.
“It’s just me and my little sister, and she’s thinking of joining the Order.”
Teaka shrugged, “I thought I’d get advice from someone smart, some who knows
the history. What do you think of that idea?” 


Olivar
took a sip of ale. “I almost hate to tell you that ancient languages are my
specialty. We were getting along so well, and now you’ll banish me back to my
young friends.” 


Teaka
followed his glance to the table of students and noticed a man walking toward
the door. His hair was cut close to his scalp, and he was clean shaven, but it
was Balco Mote. She felt like she’d plunged into an ice cold river. The ghost
she thought she saw in the Market was here again and no ghost at all. “Excuse
me,” she said as she pushed away from the table. In three strides she was
across the room, but Balco was gone. She stood uncertain for a moment. What was
he doing in Tolount? What was he doing anywhere? 


#


She
was trying to free Balco’s shirt from the windlass when the world shattered to
pieces. She first heard a whistling noise, followed by a thud and then a boom
as an Orishon raft blew up. She and Balco were showered with water. The cold
water as much as the noise brought her into motion. She shook the water away,
and Balco laughed, “Chalk one up for the grenadiers.” He moved toward Teaka,
tugging at his shirt. “See? Orishea and her outdated thinking are history.” Balco
clapped his hands under her nose. “Last chance. Are you with us?” She shook her
head, unable to speak. “I’m a bad enemy to have, Teaka Mote,” his voice was a
growl. 


Blindly
Teaka pushed at Balco’s chest. She realized she was saying “No” over and over.
He pushed back with a single mighty shove, and her bare feet had no grip on the
cool cobblestones. The fall jarred Teaka’s spine, and she tasted blood. Balco
ripped his shirt free of the windlass. “Enemies it is,” he said as he kicked at
her face. Luckily it was a weak kick, but the glancing blow still sent Teaka
sprawling. As she rolled, she used the extra moments to get her dagger in hand.


 She
was on her hands and knees when he spoke again. “I don’t want to kill you. We
can forget the last five minutes ever happened.” He moved closer. “You weren’t
thinking before, but now you understand that I am trying to SAVE YOUR LIFE!”
His voice was a roar over the sound of fighting.


Her
hair hung down in front of her face, and she tried to catch her breath. Around
them the sounds of battle grew louder. She felt exhausted as she gained her
feet. “I trusted you,” she whispered. “I trusted you, and you lied!” Instinctively
she backed away from him. She risked a glance over her shoulder and saw water. Balco
was between her and the town. The only way out was past him.


Balco
laughed at her expression. “Oh lass. I am sorry. You were such a pretty girl.”
He moved his hand, and a short stick appeared as if by magic. He was about five
feet away and that suddenly wasn’t nearly enough room. Teaka raised her dagger
and stepped back. “Balco. Please.” 


As
she stepped away, he flicked the stick, and it became a three foot long staff. “Nice,
isn’t it? More Sulesian technology.” He moved toward her with sudden speed. “Say
goodbye now,” he said as he whipped the staff through the air. Teaka dodged to
the side, feeling the wind of a near-miss on her face. 


With
the staff, he had a range that her dagger couldn’t match. She studied him for a
moment, looking for a way out of the fight. She didn’t see how she could get
past him without injury. She had almost resigned herself to losing an eye or
getting a crushed nose as the price of escape when suddenly, she knew what to
do. The sounds of battle faded from her ears, and her toes flexed against the
stones, finding traction. Teaka circled to her right, moving even closer to the
river and putting distance between them. Balco shook his head. “Oh no. No, no.
I don’t have time for games, girl. Balco needs to be somewhere.” As he spoke,
he moved closer, staff swishing in the air. 


Teaka
waited until he was in mid movement, the staff in a forehand position so that
if it hit her, it would land on her less important left side, leaving her right
arm to attack. She stepped back, as if cringing, and then two running steps and
she slid into his legs, slashing upwards with her dagger. Balco fell on top of her.



That
was a flaw in her plan, Teaka realized too late. While Balco and she were about
the same height, he was heavier. He knocked the wind out of her as he landed,
and she felt a sharp pain along her left side. For a long moment Teaka was too
panicked to do anything except gasp. In a rush her breath
came back, and she began to push and punch. Her momentum had taken her partway
under his legs, and quickly Teaka was able to turn on her side and squirm free.



Standing
over him, panting, Teaka realized her shirt was wet. In the faint torchlight it
looked black, not red. Balco was trying to get up, cursing her with every
breath. Teaka knew she didn’t have time to assess her own wounds; she had to
trust that wherever she was bleeding, it wasn’t critical. She curled her hands
into fists in case Balco tried to rise and with that action, she realized she
was empty handed. Her dagger was on the ground, by Balco’s knees, and she
couldn’t risk getting too close. 


Teaka
saw that Balco was kneeling in a spreading puddle of blood. He was trying to
get up, one hand jammed between his legs. She gave a wordless cry and kicked
him in the stomach as hard as she could. Balco went down with a grunt; her
dagger spun away. She chanced a look around. There was fighting on the river
and in the streets, but no one was paying attention to them. Balco was on his
side, with his hands cupped to his crotch. “I can’t believe you cut me. You bitch.
I think you cut my balls off.” Teaka kept her eyes on him as she reached for her
dagger, stretching her fingertips to their limit. 


He
panted for a moment and then in a pleading tone he said, “Teaka, Kat – help me,
please? Stop the bleeding. I can’t – there’s too much.” She took a step back,
shaking her head. He raised his head to see where she was. “Don’t you leave me,
girl!” He roared out the words and let his head fall. “Don’t leave me,” his
breath now came out in small bursts. “I’m dying.”


Teaka
blinked away the memories. Balco had told her that he was dying, but he had
just walked out of the Blue Goose, very much alive. Why should she be surprised
at one more lie? 


She
felt a hand on her arm. “Are you alright? Did you see someone you know?” Teaka
turned to see the teacher Olivar standing beside her. She shook her head,
saying “I was mistaken.” She smiled at him and said, “We were talking about the
Order – you were about to give me your opinion.” They walked back to the table.
Teaka touched her pack with her foot, assuring herself that it was still there.



“Actually
I had just admitted to you that I’m not a history teacher – or a religion expert.
I’m not sure I can offer any advice to your sister.” He picked up his glass,
waiting for her to speak.


Teaka
took a deep breath to banish Breckenful memories and said, “I don’t want her to
commit to – what if she gets in with the wrong sort of people?”


“We
are talking about the Order, aren’t we? Let me explain something.” He
patted his chest and then pulled a long shiny object from an inner pocket. He
pulled it apart and put the object on his face. Clear glass covered his eyes.
The glass was held in place by metal and seemed to rest mostly on his nose.
Olivar must have noticed the shocked look on Teaka’s face. He touched the
object. “Have you not seen spectacles before? It is fairly new
technology.” He pulled them off, and Teaka saw that the ends folded down when
not in use. “Sulesian, of course. They help me see.”


“But
they block your eyes.”


“Have
you ever noticed,” Olivar help up his glass of ale, “that glass can distort
what you see? Well these spectacles – likely from the Rhoshundari word
for visionary – distort what I see too, but in the right way.” He put
them on again. “Up close, objects are blurry and these make them clear.”


Teaka
peered closer. She remembered seeing Daybright heal Druv. “Where is the power
source?” She tapped her fist on the table. “It was a strange word… batter?
Battery, I think.”


Olivar
furrowed his brow. “These don’t have power. I have heard of some Sulesian objects
– wondrous things – that do require some sort of power source, but these lenses,”
he took the object off his face, “simply sit in front of my eyes.” 


“You
could have gotten healed instead.”


“To
go to the Order for such a paltry thing?” he shook his head. “No, and
truthfully, the technology interests me. I’m thinking that it could be an
interesting field to study. What is it about Sulesia that makes it ripe for
these sorts of ideas?” His eyes looked large as they peered at Teaka through
the lenses. After a long moment she shrugged in response. 


“Yes,
quite. Now, about the Order…” Olivar pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket
and sketched a star, labeling the various points: the Father Superior, the
Reader, the Justiciars, the Rays, and the Brothers and Sisters. When he
finished, he sat back. “There are numerous checks and balances in place. I
don’t think your sister would be in any danger. The structure, as I understand
it—” He stopped to stare at his drawing. “It’s a pyramid, really,” he said as
he crossed out his first diagram. “Everything builds on the work done by the
laity.” He wrote “Sister/Brother” and “Guard” and drew a line. “As you rise
higher on the pyramid,” he wrote the word Ray and then Justiciar and drew
another line, “there are fewer slots to fill. The Reader and the Father Superior
are like the keystones of an arch that hold it all together.” He paused, “Well,
that’s mixing metaphors, but the sentiment is sound.” Olivar traced his finger
over the word “Sister”. “I assume that she’ll be here?” 


Teaka
nodded, thinking about the unfamiliar word “Justiciar”. She tapped it. “I know
the Order has some sort of guard corps. What’s this?”


“The
Guard serves several out-facing functions, as I understand it. The Justiciars
however… they work on internal disputes.” Olivar shrugged. “That’s their way.”


“What
religion needs to patrol its own people? Doesn’t sound very appealing, in my
opinion.” Teaka bit her lip, thinking about her dawn appointment. She’d been
worried about city guards and their patrols, but maybe she was worried about
the wrong thing.


He
frowned. “Everyone has an opinion. I see yours isn’t very favorable toward the
Order.” He took a sip of ale and cocked his head, “You don’t want your sister
to join.” Teaka crossed her arms and gave a half shrug. “But,” he continued,
“how is that any different than you joining the army?” At his words Teaka
uncrossed her arms and put her hands on the table. She stared at him. Olivar
grimaced in response. “It’s the little piece out of your ear.” He unconsciously
touched his own earlobe and went on hurriedly, “Most people would probably
never notice, and there are dozens of reasons for how it happened, I’m sure.” He
took off the spectacles and placed them back in his pocket.


Teaka
nodded silently for a moment. “It’s a funny story – well, no, it’s not, but it
has a good ending.” She drained her glass and handed it to Olivar. With her
other hand she sketched a circle in the air. “Why don’t you get a round for us,
and then I’ll tell you the story.” She nodded again. “You deserve that, I
think.”


As
Olivar weaved through the crowd toward the bar, Teaka grabbed her pack and slipped
to the bank of windows. A barely upright man looked up from his ale as she
undid the window latch. Teaka put her finger to her lips and winked. He saluted
her with his glass. She chuckled as her feet touched the pavement outside the
inn. Dawn was still a few hours away, but she had learned more about the Order
– it was a happy chance that she’d picked Olivar from the crowd.


As
she hefted the pack to her shoulder Teaka had a moment’s pause. He had been
nice to her, and she had just slipped away without any thanks. “I’ll come back
in a few days and thank him then.” She strode along the length of the inn
toward the main road.


A
shadow reached out and grabbed her pack, almost pulling her off her feet. She fell
against the inn wall, and a voice whispered in her ear, “Aren’t you just the
picture of health?” Teaka struggled to stand upright. The shadowy figure was in
front of her, blocking the street light. “Do I know you?” She tried to sound
annoyed, but she knew the voice and she should have expected the attack the
moment she saw him leave the inn. 


He
laughed and leaned in. “Uncle Balco has come home to roost.” Teaka smelled ale
on his breath. “Like a big, fat hen.” He poked her shoulder to emphasize the
last three words.


“Where
you go is your business,” she said dismissively as she slid a few inches along
the wall. He nodded vigorously. “It is. And where you go is my business,
too.” 


She
could see his face now. He looked older; his face was fleshy. With a quick pop
of her arm she had her dagger in her left hand. She held it flat, out of sight.
“Balco, the war is long over.” She stepped toward the street light. “And for
what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re alive.”


He
made a grab for her shirt. “You left me to die like an animal, like a
slaughtered pig. And now you have the gall to say you’re glad I’m alive.”
His voice was a hiss. Teaka backed away and held up her right arm in a helpless
gesture, keeping the dagger ready in case he rushed her. Behind her a voice
said, “Is everything alright?” 


Teaka
glanced over her shoulder and saw Olivar. She stepped backward toward him. “Everything
is fine,” she said. “This man thought I was someone else.” Olivar moved to her
side. Just then a group of people left the inn, their happy voices cutting the
night air. 


“Yes,
my mistake. In the dim light, she looked like someone I used to know. Someone I
very much wish to see again.” Balco looked from Teaka to Olivar and nodded. “I
wish you and your wife a good night.” 


“The
same to you, sir,” Teaka replied and put her left hand behind her back. She
didn’t want Olivar to see the weapon. Balco turned away and Olivar called after
him, “I hope you find her!” Balco paused. “No doubt,” he said, “the one I seek
is here, in Tolount. She’s probably not far away, and I simply need to look
harder.” 


“What
an odd man,” Olivar said. “I wonder who he is.” She barely noticed his comments;
she had seized that moment to stuff the dagger into her boot. As she
straightened Teaka looked at Balco’s retreating form. What had his girlfriend’s
name been? The red head who ran the flower stall? The name was on the edge of
her tongue. Was she here? No, Teaka thought to herself, even if she survived
the war, why would she be here? Balco never stuck at anything, especially
women— That’s what he told you. 


 “Why
did you run away?” Olivar lightly touched her shoulder. “I don’t care about the
army. You don’t have to tell me anything about that. I shouldn’t have asked.”
He shook his head. “Sometimes scholars are too eager to be right and don’t
consider the consequences.”


“Olivar,
my life is very tangled right now and—” He held up his hands to stop her. “You
don’t need to explain,” he said. “Look, I’m here a few times a week.” He waved
at the Blue Goose. “You have a friend, if you need one.” He smiled a small
smile. “I don’t often meet people like you – non university people, I mean.
It’s a nice change.” He held out his hand to her. “Olivar Greenleaf. But you
never told me your name.” 


She
shook his hand. “I was Sergeant Teaka Mote once. But you can call me Tee. My
friends call me Tee.” 


He
looked into her eyes. “You don’t have a little sister, do you?”


“I
do, actually. But she’s not thinking of joining the Order – not that I know of.”


“Then
why the question? Did you just need to—” he waved his arms as if at a loss for
words. Teaka broke in, “I’d say it was for a job interview, but you wouldn’t
believe me.” 


He
started laughing. “I think I actually believe you.” He put his hands in his
pockets. “There are two soon-to-be warm glasses of ale inside,” he gave a comic
grimace. “And if you don’t have anywhere to be, we could finish our
conversation inside.”


“I
wasn’t lying about my life.” 


Olivar
shook his head. “We’re just two friends, sharing a drink. No expectations.” He
took a few steps toward the inn. “Teaka Mote,” he said softly. “Can I
ask – do you speak any Votale?” He continued quickly, “I have a theory that Votale
is older than Rhoshundari, and the dialects are the key.” He rubbed his head,
mussing his hair even more. “Is it rude to ask? I never know anymore. Societal
rules…”


“I
do. I also speak Silish and – shouldn’t you write this down?” Teaka caught
herself and tamped down her annoyance. He had just saved her life. “You
answered my questions, Olivar. I’ll answer yours.” She pointed to the inn’s lighted
doorway.


They
settled back at their table, and Olivar put a blank bar tab on the table. “Do
you mind if I take a few notes?” He looked so eager that Teaka laughed and
waved her hand in acceptance. “If this is about dialects, you’ll want to know
where I grew up. I’m from Alistia. Small place, maybe four day’s ride from here
– along the west coast.” She surprised herself by telling this near stranger
the truth. 


Olivar
looked up, “Wendock’s Bay.”


“True.
I could almost see Sulesia from my house.”


“Which
is why you speak Silish, too.” Teaka nodded affirmation. “I have a list,”
Olivar patted his pockets. “I didn’t bring it with me! I have a list of words
that I check whenever I meet a Mote. The subtle differences in pronunciation…”
He thumped his fist on the table. “I can’t believe I don’t have it.” 


Teaka
patted the space between them. “There will be other times. Tell me about your
theory.” 


He
sat back in his chair, obviously pleased to share his ideas. “Some of my early
work was translating letters between – well it doesn’t matter who – and one of
them mentioned an ancient story of ‘The Five Hundred.’ It was a toss-off line,
and in context it seemed to denote exceptional bravery. Today we might use Corporal
Redtree and his story in much the same way.” Olivar touched his warm glass of
ale and smiled. “I was ambitious, young and ambitious. I don’t know if you will
believe me, but scholarship is a blood sport.” 


Teaka
coughed on her ale. “I’m sorry,” she said as she wiped her face. “I have never
heard it described that way. It’s all musty books and pens scratching on paper.”


“You,
who know the ocean, will understand when I say the undercurrents are deep and
treacherous.” A smile played across his face. “Scholars dig through the
historical texts like miners looking for gems.” He shook his head. “I’m not
telling this right. I needed something that no one else had. And this story of
‘The Five Hundred felt promising. It’s the sort of thing that scholars dream
about – a thread of history that will yield years of scholarship.” He nodded.
“The mining analogy is apt. Very apt.” 


He
fell silent, and Teaka coughed politely to rouse him. “The important point,” he
said, “is this: The Five Hundred were Motes.” Teaka sat forward,
suddenly interested. “They weren’t called that, of course. Within the old
Empire caste was meaningless. Still, in Rhoshundari they were called Tin-tuah.
The set-apart. Set apart from Rhoshundari by their own language and culture.
Motes. Who else could they be? And so I have devoted my life’s work to
analyzing Votale looking for the places where it overlaps with Rhoshundari.”


Olivar
held up his hand. “I know what you’re thinking. ‘Why don’t people know about
this?’ People – citizens – don’t want to imagine that Motes were ever anything
but servants.” He shrugged. “Servants and laborers. And on the opposite coin
face, thieves, smugglers, beggars.” He traced a circle on the table. “That
is the realm of Mote.”


“Honor,
valor, sacrifice… they are outside the realm.” Teaka’s voice was quiet. 


“According
to society,” he said. “And yet, there’s you. You were a soldier. We have
progressed somewhat. Or, more apt again, to say we have returned to this place
of The Five Hundred.” With his hands Olivar mimed scooping up something and
moving it to another spot.


“How
did it happen?” Teaka’s mind was alive with questions. 


“Oh,”
Olivar waved his hand dismissively, “information is constantly being lost.”


“No,
how did we – why are we set apart?” 


Olivar
cocked his head. “You know the stories as well as I – better, I’m sure.”


“Stories.
I want history, not legend. Why did this happen to me, to us?”


“I
think,” Olivar began slowly, “that religion was the original impetus.” Teaka
shook her head, “Motes aren’t religious!”


“Not
now,” he jabbed his finger to the table. “But then. The Empire grew up
around them. And they set themselves apart. For a people to be
segregated so completely – religion seems the only thing strong enough to do
that.” He brushed the table with the flat of his hand. “Have you ever wondered
where the word Mote comes from?” He leaned in. “There are several
possibilities, none of which make sense – not yet. Do you know the Rhoshundar
word motakah? It means hammer. Perhaps there’s an etymylogical
connection – Motes as laborers. Perhaps they specialized in some handful of
professions, like smithing.”


Teaka
frowned for a moment. “I never thought about my last name. There is the Voltale
word motesh—”


“Stung.
Yes, I thought of that. Obvious choice. The ending clipped. I can’t fault the
logic, especially since I’m treading the same ground with my ‘hammer’ theory. But
why stung? Unless it has some religious connotation that has been lost
to us—”


A
bell clanged and the bar man yelled, “Lights out! Drink up, friends, and good
night!” 


Olivar
looked out the window. “It’s almost dawn. Do you have – you must have a place.
I mean—”


Teaka
smiled. “I do.” She reached over and held his hand for a moment. “Thank you,
Olivar. I promise to come back in a few days. I want to hear more about your
theories, and we’ll go through that list of yours.”


“I
don’t live very far; we could…” His voice trailed off as Teaka shook her head.
“I have that job interview, remember?”
















 


 


 


 


Chapter 3


 


The
streets were almost empty as Teaka made her way to the Chapter House, but at
the crossroads of Market and Bay, Teaka almost walked into a patrol. She wasn’t
doing anything illegal exactly, but a Mote out alone in the dawn hours? It would
be suspicious. She backtracked and, using a drainpipe, she climbed to the roof
of an apartment building. The whole area from the university to Northhome had
been built up over the years, and Teaka could practically step from rooftop to
rooftop. 


It
was still dark when she got to the Chapter House. Teaka inspected the side of
the building. The window that Indira had leaned out of was only about twelve
feet off the ground. Low enough that Teaka could help her climb out. She looked
up and down the street. All was quiet. 


She
paced off the strides below the window. With ten steps they could be in a dark
doorway where Indira could change clothes. Teaka dropped her pack there, and as
she started back she saw a form at the window. “Hisst!” Teaka tried to catch Indira’s
attention. 


The
healer looked down and broke into a beautiful smile. “Feet!” Teaka whispered as
loudly as she dared. She waved her hand. “Hurry!”


Indira
nodded and lowered one leg over the sill. Her robe rode up to her thigh as she
pulled her other leg out. In seconds Indira was on the street, and Teaka led
her to the doorway. “Quickly,” she said, “put these on.” 


“Pants?
I don’t remember the last time I wore pants. Are you sure this is—” 


“Yes!
Please change clothes.” Teaka turned around so that Indira could have privacy.
A few moments later Teaka felt heavy cloth land on her shoulder. She bundled
the robe under her arm. 


She
leaned out of the doorway, looking left and right, considering their options. There
is a gate to the west, not far from the Chapter House – but that’s the first
place anyone would look for a runaway, she thought, so Teaka decided against it.
She touched Indira’s shoulder and asked softly, “When does the Chapter House
serve breakfast?” 


“You
want breakfast? I need to leave here.”


“I
need to know how much time we have. When will they know you’re gone?”


Indira
looked down. “I am sorry. I didn’t – probably at least two hours before they will
knock on my door.”


Teaka
grabbed Indira’s hand and hurried down the street, away from the western gate
and toward the Market. When they were a few blocks from the Chapter House,
Indira stopped in the mouth of an alley. “Stop, please. I want to talk to you!”
She tugged at Teaka’s sleeve. “I want to thank you for coming. I wasn’t sure
if—” 


Teaka
put her finger to her lips and whispered, “Don’t mention it, your holiness. Talk
later. Keep moving.” Teaka was anxious to reach the Market. 


“Call
me Indira, please,” she laid a hand on Teaka’s arm and leaned in, putting her
face to Teaka’s shoulder. Speaking softly she said, “Earlier, I should have
understood what you were asking.” 


Teaka
shrugged in response and started down the street. Indira held her arm. “I don’t
want to cause you any trouble,” she continued. “If you can get me to the Market,
I can take it from there.”


“What
is your plan?” Teaka felt the slightest disappointment at the idea of Indira
leaving so quickly.


“I
will ask a wagoneer for a ride out of the city and then head west.” She cocked
her head. “If that doesn’t work I will hide in one of the market wagons as it
leaves the city. I should be able to slip on and slip off pretty easily.” 


Teaka
didn’t point out that it would be hard to sneak around after walking up to a
carter and asking for a ride. Instead she looked up anxiously. “Indira, please
just follow my lead. We don’t have much time.” Teaka pointed at the brightening
sky.


Even
pressed for time, she took a long way to the Market. It was habit for Teaka to
think of a route and then twist it into knots. You never know who might be
following. She hadn’t planned it, but Teaka’s path took them behind the
Mother’s Temple. It is a beautiful place, beautiful and stark. By tradition,
there are always torches burning on each side of a double doorway. Every
entrance to the Temple is lit this way at night. The firelight made the white
brick shimmer. “Wait, where are we?” Indira stopped short. Teaka moved to the
far side of the alley, away from the light. “Nowhere. Just an alley.” 


Indira
stood looking up at the brick façade. “This is the Mother’s Temple.” She stared
at the windowless wall as if her eyes could see through it. 


Teaka
tried to slow her racing heart. There is nothing here that can hurt you.
“I wish I could believe that,” she said under her breath. Teaka gathered her
courage and left the shadows. “Whatever it is that you want from this place,”
she whispered to Indira, “it’s going to have to wait.” 


“I
didn’t think it would be like this.” Indira was still looking at the Temple. “I
thought—” But she didn’t say what she thought, instead she turned to Teaka.
“You are right. It will have to wait a little longer. It’s waited this
long.”


Teaka
suppressed a shiver. For just a moment Indira had sounded like a tired old
woman. Don’t be foolish, she told herself. She’s a tired young woman.
There’s not that much difference, and come to think of it, you are a
tired young woman, too. Teaka became aware that she was holding the bundled
robe tight to her chest like a frightened child. Embarrassed, she stuffed the
robe behind a rain barrel. “My robe!” Indira had turned away from the Temple to
see Teaka’s movements. “I will need that.” She strode toward Teaka.


“You
won’t. It’s evidence of who you used to be. It stays here.” 


“It
isn’t that simple – I can’t stop being who I am!” Indira’s voice rose. “People
can’t stop being who they are.” 


Teaka
thought about the aftermath of Operation Dragonfly. “Yes, they can. Sometimes
they don’t have a choice. Sometimes—” Teaka realized her voice was rising.
“Sometimes,” she said softly “it’s the only way to survive.” The sky seemed
lighter. “We’re wasting time. Come on.” Indira seemed to want to reply, but she
didn’t.


They
kept to the shadows as they approached the Market. The darkness seemed to amplify
sound, and Teaka could hear horses shuffling in their stays, men and women
lifting and dropping loads of goods, and the murmurs of buying and selling long
before she saw the torches of the Market. 


The
Market Gate, the east gate, is always open to accommodate the early morning
deliveries. Some of the stalls were already open for business, catering to the
inns and taverns in the city. Teaka moved along the shadowy front of a
building, Indira in tow. She could smell that they were near the fish stalls,
but she was looking for a baker’s wagon. Bakers were done with the work day before
most people got out of bed, and Teaka was certain they could find one heading
out soon.


Figures
moved in and out of the light, depositing bags of produce, bread, and grains.
Hushed laughter mingled with the sounds of footfalls. Occasionally a voice rose
above the quiet din. Teaka was familiar with the scene playing out before them.
There had been lean times when Clellan had been reduced to simple thievery to
keep the House together. Teaka’s nose filled with the memory of spilling an
overripe pot of whey cheese all down the front of her clothes as she ran down a
winding street with an angry merchant at her heels. Luckily he slipped in the
mess, and Teaka got away, but the cheese smell had lingered all day, and Cotter
teased her for weeks. 


Indira
seemed restless, and Teaka put a hand to her shoulder. “Patience,” she
muttered. 


“I
don’t see why I don’t just offer that man,” Indira whispered and pointed at a
man with a sack on each shoulder, “some coins to take me out of the city when
he goes.”


Teaka
turned to face Indira. “That is a bad idea,” she whispered softly. She held up
a finger to forestall Indira’s response. “Even if he says yes, takes your
money, gives you a ride all the way to Midfall, by tonight patrols will be
asking all the carters if they saw anyone suspicious, and your new friend
will—”


“Yes,
I see.” 


Teaka
could hear frustration in Indira’s voice, and she leaned in closer. “Leave this
to me,” she said. With that she turned back to survey the area. Sometimes
drivers would finish with their morning’s labor and duck into The Drover for a
quick mug of hard cider. Teaka waited for just such a chance. While the wagon
was untended, she would put Indira and the pack into the back and cover her
with a tarp. 


As
she thought through her strategy Teaka realized that she hadn’t included
herself in the plan. Indira would be fine, and besides, she couldn’t want a
Mote to come along. She’s a citizen; she’ll get outside the city and make her
way to – Teaka realized she had no idea where Indira planned to go. “I have a
pack for you. With a map.” Teaka kept her voice at a whisper. 


Indira
nodded. “I will look at it,” she said quietly, “when we have more time. When
we’re outside the gates.”


Teaka
crouched against the wall, taking advantage of the shadow of a wagon. “Are you
sure you want me—” Indira cut her off, “Of course. I thought this was settled.”


“Well,
I wasn’t sure,” Teaka voice came out as a hiss. 


“Is
this about—” 


“No,”
Teaka said. “We can talk about that later.” It was her turn to interrupt
Indira. She was sure that the healer was about to offer her money, and Teaka
didn’t want this to become just a job. Undeterred Indira continued, “If this is
about the robe, I’m not mad.”


Teaka
blinked in surprise. “No, I – we just need to find a wagon.”


“What
about this one?” Indira pointed at the one in front of them. It had a narrow bed
and was hitched to a pair horses. The bed looked empty, and it already had a cloth
stretched over the top. Teaka put her head under the tarp. It smelled like the
sea. Memories of the first Sulesian war swirled in her head as she took in the
smell. She could almost hear the shouts of the men on the burning boat. She
gave a quick shake to clear her head and looked around the end of the wagon.
“The driver is gone right now, but—” Before Teaka could finish the sentence,
Indira had climbed in. Teaka shook her head in disbelief. Then she looked at
the growing dawn and shoved the pack under the tarp. Memories be damned, this one
will have to do. 


Teaka
stretched out beside Indira and closed her eyes. In her mind’s eye she could
see the Sulesian man o’ war Baron’s Bolt burning in the bay. She had
gotten a medal, but she never saw the sea the same way again. The seafood odor
was overpowering, but Teaka considered the positives. The wagon had a tarp; the
bed was long enough to be comfortable, if a little rough, and best of all,
there were some chests in the bed already, so their added weight would not seem
strange to the carter. The horses would notice, but hopefully they would pull
as usual and not baulk at the extra load. 


Teaka
and Indira lay there, side by side in the wagon. Neither one spoke. About ten
minutes after they crawled in, Teaka felt the front dip as the driver climbed
up to take his seat. He called out, “Ready Jassie? Ready Bill?” As the wagon
pulled away from the curb, cold water from one of the chests splashed out and
across the bed. The water seeped into Teaka’s pants, and the cold water made
her stiffen in surprise. She heard Indira hiss as the chill water hit her too.
Teaka tilted her head as much as she could toward Indira. “Shhh, it’s just
water.” Ice cold water, Teaka admitted to herself, but she had taken the brunt
of it without a sound.


The
wagon rocked and creaked down the cobble street. Teaka tried to gauge how fast
it was going so that she would know when they had cleared the gates. She allowed
herself a sigh of relief. She hadn’t been altogether sure how this would all
pan out. In those first few moments at the Chapter House she hadn’t been sure
what Indira would do or say. Teaka was thankful that she’d been compliant. The
biggest trouble was with the stupid robe. 


Maybe
I was wrong to leave it, Teaka thought, but she can’t have it both ways. She
can’t run away from the Order and still be a member of it. The robes had to
stay. Maybe it was fitting that Teaka had left them outside the Palace – it was
like Indira, the Ray, had died and been born as Indira, the—  Again, Teaka
realized she had no idea what Indira’s plans were. What did she honestly know
about the woman beside her, beside the fact that she seemed to have an
obsession with the Hag? Teaka pressed her left arm against her side, reassuring
herself that the dagger was in its sheath. 


After
a while the movement of the wagon began to make her sleepy. She fought the
drowsiness, forcing her ears to listen for any clue as to how far they had
come, but even her wet pants couldn’t keep her alert. She sighed again, and unexpectedly
she felt Indira’s hand find hers and grip it tightly. 


Without
meaning to, Teaka fell asleep holding Indira’s hand. She woke with a start as a
beam of light pierced the gap in the tarp. She had no idea what time it was,
but it was past time they left the wagon. She tapped Indira on the shoulder and
rolled slowly toward her. It was light enough that Teaka could see her face. Indira’s
eyes were closed and her mouth slightly open. Her breathing was slow and even.
Teaka leaned over to breathe in her ear, “Time to go.” Indira woke with a
start; her hand found Teaka’s again. 


Teaka
gave it a small squeeze and then focused on the sounds outside. She shouldn’t
have fallen asleep but too late now. She listened, hoping for clues as to their
location. The wheels moved smoothly along the road. That combined with the
bright sunshine reassured Teaka that they were well outside Tolount. 


The
tarp was taut across the bed so Teaka couldn’t hope to turn around and leave face
first – not without making noise. She turned to Indira and put her finger to
her lips. Then she pointed at herself and to the end of the wagon. Indira
nodded. Teaka put the pack on her stomach and slowly scooted toward the end of
the bed. Her shirt got caught on a splinter but the wood came free without
ripping the fabric. 


She
paused at the edge of the bed. This was the most dangerous moment – Teaka had
no idea where they were and who might be nearby. As she was about to slide off
the bed and hope for the best, the wagon wheels clopped across wooden planks.
The sound was unmistakable: they were crossing a bridge. Teaka craned her head
to try to see out the back of the wagon. A river bank would minimize their
exposure to other people on the road. 


The
moment the sound of the wheels changed back to road Teaka pushed so that her
legs were free of the bed. Then she quickly twisted her torso and slid the rest
of the way out on her belly, the pack in one hand. She landed on her knees and
quickly turned her head – there was no one behind them. Crouching, Teaka ran to
the edge of the road, where the bridge met the dirt. 


Where
was Indira? Teaka was about to drop her pack and run back to the wagon, which
was slowly lumbering along the road, when she saw Indira begin to emerge. She
tried to twist as Teaka had done, but she landed on her side in the dust with
an audible “Umph.” Horse and driver paused at the sound. The driver turned on
his bench and saw Indira. “Hey! Who the blazes are you? Come back here!” He
pulled on the reins to check the horses. Indira got to her feet, saw Teaka and
ran to the edge of the bridge. Teaka grabbed her hand, and they ran down the
bank to the river. The driver yelled after them, but they didn’t hear him
again. 


They
hurried along the river for a few minutes and then stopped to catch their
breath. Teaka looked behind them. There was no one chasing them. In fact, they
had run far enough that they couldn’t even see the road. Teaka sat down and
patted the ground beside her. “It’s alright,” she said. “We’re alone.”


Indira
sat down and then fell back, stretching out in the cool grass beside Teaka.
Indira whispered “Thank you, Heavenly Father.” 


Teaka
wrapped her arms around her knees. After what she hoped was a suitable delay
she said, “We should eat, have some water and then talk about plans.” She
opened the pack and handed Indira one of Tanvi’s travel bars.


“What’s
this?” Indira turned it upside down and then sniffed it. Teaka took a bite.
“It’s a travel bar. Friend of mine makes them. It’s veytah,” Teaka
reassured her. 


Indira
took a small bite. “It’s very good. Thank you.” She held the bar in her lap. 


“You
should eat. It’s not going to improve with age,” Teaka said between bites. “Tan’s
a great cook, but this is not her best work.” 


Indira
smiled. “Thank you,” she waved the bar in the air. “For everything.”


“I
don’t think I’ve done anything.” 


“You
have! Thanks to you I’m not stuck in Tolount.” She looked down. “Thanks to you
I don’t look like a member of the Order.” She smiled. “But the pants are a
little dusty.” Indira patted the dirty spots, trying to clean them. She pulled
her shirt away from her to inspect it. “This is a pretty shirt. It’s yours,
isn’t it?” Indira’s finger traced the embroidery along the placket. She looked
sidelong at Teaka. “It suits you.”


Teaka
felt her face get warm. “The pants are a little long. Stand up please, your
holiness. I’ll fix the cuffs.” 


“Please,
Teaka – call me Indira. Robes or no, if you go around calling me ‘your
holiness’ someone might suspect.” She stood with her arms out. 


Teaka
laughed. “True. I’ll remember, Indira. I promise. And you can call me
Tee.” She brushed some dried grass from Indira’s shoulder. “Not bad considering
the spill you took leaving the wagon.” She knelt down and rolled Indira’s pant
legs up a couple of turns so they wouldn’t drag. Indira tugged at one cuff,
using Teaka’s shoulder to balance. Her hair brushed the side of Teaka’s face, and
Teaka’s heart raced. 


When
Indira was upright again, Teaka pulled away as if to inspect her. “You look
like a normal girl. Nothing magical about you.” Indira grabbed Teaka’s hands
and pulled her up. “And you look exactly like you did in Tolount – smart, confident,
and more than able to take care of yourself.” 


“That
reminds me,” Teaka reached into her pack and laid the sheathed dagger on the
ground. “You should take this.” Indira crossed her arms. “No. No thank you.” 


Teaka
offered the dagger to her. “I’m not saying you have to use it. I just think—”


“I’m
a healer. Not the other way around.” She unfolded one arm and pushed the
weapon back at Teaka. “You keep it. I don’t even know how to use it.”


“But
you can’t just traipse around the countryside without protection!” 


“I’m
not helpless.”


“That’s
not what I said.” Teaka took a breath. “Fine,” she tossed the dagger on top of
her pack. “I’m going to get some water.” The cool water helped calm her
emotions. “I didn’t think to bring a water bag – you should have some before—”
As she spoke, Teaka turned to look at Indira. She broke off when she realized
that Indira was laying down with her hands over her eyes. Teaka suppressed a
sigh. She’s young and scared and alone, Teaka told herself. Be gentle with her.
If she’s not crying now, she will be soon unless you handle this just right. 


“I
can’t help you if—” Teaka gently sat down beside Indira. “Never mind – I don’t
need the whole story – not right now. Just – where are you headed? We can
follow the river south for a while, but then we’ll have to tell me where you’re
going.” Indira didn’t respond. Teaka stood up. “Come on, we can talk and walk.”


Indira
sighed and put her arms over her head. Her shirt pulled up at the waist,
exposing the light brown skin of her stomach. Teaka looked at Indira’s face and
noticed that her amber pendant had fallen to the side. Sunlight was hitting it
just right, and the stone glowed, capturing Teaka’s gaze. 


“Don’t
you want to know why I ran away?” Indira gave a half laugh. “It sounds like I’m
a child trying to escape punishment.” She fell silent. Teaka held out her hand.
“I’ll hear whatever you want to tell me.”


They
walked silently along the river bank for the better part of an hour before
joining the Southern road. Spring flowers scattered across the fields and a few
even grew between the ruts in the road. The trees were shooting out buds from
every limb. 


Indira
finally broke the silence. “Are your pants still damp?” 


Teaka
had decided to let Indira tell her story in her own time and in her own way,
but the question startled her. “From the wagon? The ice water?” Teaka felt
along the back of her thigh. “A little bit. How about you?” 


“No,
they are dry now. I think you got the worst of that. How did you stay so calm?
I almost screamed.” Pleased with the compliment but also embarrassed, Teaka
just shrugged. “Worse things have happened to me,” she said. 


“Me
too,” Indira said quickly. 


“That’s
not—” Teaka sighed. Before she could go on, Indira said, “I’m sorry. You’re
just so composed. I feel like a child. Over my head. Sca—”


“Everyone
gets scared. The trick is to keep going anyway.”


“Thank
you,” Indira nodded. “I will remember that.”


Her
serious tone annoyed Teaka; she wasn’t anyone’s teacher. “Why don’t you tell me
which way you’re headed? We can’t walk along the river forever.”


“Of
course.” Indira paused to tuck her hair behind her ear. “Have you heard of Maidenfont?
No? I’m not surprised – it was a popular pilgrimage when the Order was young.
People aren’t pious in the same way anymore.” After a long moment she
continued, “The closest town is Dunstel – maybe you’ve heard of it?”


Teaka
nodded and her right hand reached over to her left side. Funny that Dunstel
would come up since that is where she’d gotten the wound that Indira had sensed.
“I know where it is.”


“I
don’t know what to expect at Maidenfont – the wars devastated that whole area.”


“Yes,”
Teaka nodded, “yes, they did – including Dunstel depot.”


#


  Dunstel
depot was one of Teaka’s first missions, before she found out that Army
intelligence is rarely accurate. The captured depot was supposedly unoccupied
even though the Sulesian army was all over the area. 


“My
Lady Mote, why don’t you put your sneak skills to work and scout ahead?”


“Jos,
if you—”


“That’s
Sergeant
Raintree, now isn’t it? Remember that.” Jos’ voice cut across Teaka’s
complaint. She sighed and moved forward. Ever since they were recruits together
Jos had insisted on calling her “Lady Mote.”


 The
war with Sulesia had created a demand for more people on the front lines, Motes
included. Citizens had insisted on separate barracks and formations. They got
the barracks but not the formations. The squads and units were integrated, but
the citizens in charge of the mixed formations were teased by their
counterparts. They in turn took their frustrations out on the troops. The abuse
usually ended when it reached the Motes themselves, and many Motes vented their
frustrations the only place they could: the battlefield.


Under
orders from her freshly promoted sergeant, Teaka crept forward to survey the
area. They’d arrived in the dead of night, and the town was quiet as she
approached the south side of Dunstel. Their order was to set afire the captured
weapons depot. Orishon military command didn’t want Sulesia to have access to
the stockpiled weapons, and the Orishon army couldn’t hope to transport the
equipment in the unstable environment. Teaka, like her squad mates, had a small
bottle of oil and a fire starter. They would rely on the wood of the depot
itself as the main fuel. 


In
the distance Teaka could see the building. A few torches lit the area, creating
deep pockets of shadow. There were no guards patrolling – none that Teaka could
see. She took her time watching the building, and her eyes kept returning to
two large horseshoe-like structures that were mounted near the dock of the
depot. They were shrouded in shadow, and Teaka had never seen anything like
them.


She
returned to her squad. Shaking her head Teaka said, “The dockyard looks empty.”
She held up her hand to stop Jos from speaking. “But there’s something wrong.
It’s a trap or something. There are two large—”


“No
Sulesian born can outwit an Orishon man. If they’ve laid a trap, we will sidestep
it like the clever hare.” His white teeth flashed in the darkness, and he went
back to stringing his bow.


“Jo
– Sergeant, I don’t think it’s that simple. These are big, metal – I’ve never
seen anythi—”


“We
will all have to take a closer look. Char, you and Lady Mote move up.” Jos
pointed at Charly Blackwood. As he joined Teaka, he gave her a sympathetic
look. But for his last name, he was as poor as any Mote. 


Teaka
brought him to the cover that she’d used before. She pointed to the metal U’s,
and then pointed at herself. Crouching low, she advanced closer, using a parked
wagon as a place to hide for a moment. She could see the U’s better now and see
that there were cables running to them. Teaka frowned in thought; what could
they be? She turned to catch Charly’s eye and ran to a pallet of crates that
was closer to the objects. When she turned, he had taken her old spot. 


Again,
she scanned the yard and saw no one. It was impossible to see if Jos and Jatin
had moved closer, but Teaka wanted to signal them in some way. She was just
about move back to her original position when she heard a loud humming noise.
She was yanked off her feet. Later she would piece it together, but in the moment,
all Teaka knew was that she’d slammed into something.


The
impact knocked the wind out of her, and for a long moment, her focus was on
breathing. Suddenly there was shouting. She tried to move and realized that she
was firmly held to one of the U’s. No ropes or hands held her. It must be
magic, she thought, but Sulesians hate magic. 


As
she tried to understand what was happening, Teaka realized that her oil flask
had broken on impact with the horseshoe. The side of her cloak was soaked. If
anyone came near her with flame, she knew she’d light up like a bonfire. 


Her
first thought was to pull away. Her legs swung free, and she could move her
left arm. Her right wrist was stuck to the U, and all of Teaka’s might could
not move it. As she tried to move her right hand, the metal bracer she wore on
that wrist bit into her flesh. With a grunt, Teaka gave up on trying to move. 


Action
was happening around her. She heard swords clashing, shouts. “I need to get
into the fight.” She tried to roll to the right, using momentum from her left
arm to give her extra leverage, but she was stuck, fixed to the U like an ant in
honey. Metal, she realized suddenly. It has something to
do with metal. She fumbled with her left hand for the belt that cinched the metal
byrnie to her chest. In her haste to remove the belt, Teaka bent back her
fingernail and shook her hand in pain. A blow landed in Teaka’s midsection and
would have broken her hand if it had still been at her belt. Luckily the buckle
took the brunt of the blow. Suddenly a Sulesian was before her, a heavy stick
in hand. Instinctively Teaka let out a yelp and kicked out with her right leg.
It caught the soldier on the side of the knee, and he went down. 


She
almost reached for her knife but then realized that it would probably fly out
of her hand and stick to the horseshoe. Instead Teaka worked at the belt buckle
while keeping her eyes on the soldier she’d kicked. Too soon the man was on his
feet again and limping toward Teaka; he was using the stick like a crutch. He
kept just out of range of Teaka’s legs and because his stick was short, that
meant that he couldn’t hit her. “Come on,” Teaka baited the soldier, “I’m a
girl – you can’t be afraid of me!” His eyes went wide because she’d spoken in
Silish. “I can’t even move, and you won’t come near me. Are all the Sulesians
such cowards?” The man’s mouth firmed at her words, and he lifted the stick to his
shoulder. Teaka spat as hard as she could, aiming for the soldier’s face and
that got him moving. 


He
came at her with the stick raised high. She pulled up both legs and grabbed at the
man’s midsection, scissoring her legs around him. With her left hand Teaka
reached for the stick as she butted the man’s head with her own. He tried to
pull away with his hands to his nose, but Teaka’s legs held him tight. When she
had a firm grasp of the stick, she swung it at his face with all her might. It
was an awkward angle because the soldier had pulled to the right, and the blow
landed mostly on top of his head, but it was sufficient. Teaka felt his body go
limp, and she released her legs. 


She
gripped the stick longwise in her mouth and went back to loosening the belt. She
risked a look around her. She could hear fighting, but she didn’t see her
squad. She finally got it undone, and the belt fell to the ground. She grabbed
the stick and raised her left arm, holding the stick straight up like an
extension of her arm. Then she collapsed and felt herself begin to slide out of
the chainmail vest and her oil-soaked cloak. Teaka’s right hand didn’t move,
but she had enough range of movement with the rest of her body that she dropped
her legs lower and pivoted away from the horseshoe as far as she could. Thanks
to the weight of her lower body, she had the leverage needed to pull her right
hand free of the horseshoe. As her hand came free Teaka fell backwards. At the
same time her head scraped out of the last of the chainmail, which was held
fast to the U. The right side of her face burned from long scratches, and she
felt like her right ear had been torn off, but Teaka was free.


Teaka
scrambled away on her behind for a few feet – she didn’t want the horseshoe to
capture her right wrist again. Then she looked out at the dockyard. She saw
Charly fighting with a Sulesian. Where were Jos and Jatin? As she stood Teaka
felt a burning along her left side. A moment later an arrow flew past her head,
and she heard a grunt. A spear-wielding Sulesian was behind her with an arrow
in his shoulder. He dropped the spear and staggered backward. Teaka could feel
blood running down her side. She grabbed the spear and ran to help Charly.


The
arrow had bought her a few seconds reprieve. The arrow – she hoped that meant that
Jos was still alive. Whatever else you could say about him, the man was a fine
shot. Teaka reached Charly. The Sulesian soldier saw that he was outnumbered
and tried to retreat. Teaka tripped him with the haft of her spear, and Charly
kicked the soldier in the head. They crouched behind a wooden crate; it barely
concealed them both. “Jatin?” Teak felt out of breath, and her side hurt. One
word was the best she could muster. 


Charly
shook his head. “No idea. Jos must be up. Saw the arrow.” He looked at her,
“You’re hurt.”


“Do
you still have your oil?”


“You’re
thinking about the depot? Teaka, you’re hurt. We need to leave while we can.”


“Give
me the oil. And your cloak.” Teaka was looking at the horseshoe that still held
her byrnie and cloak. Charly handed her both items. “There’s a lot of blood,
Teaka. I think—”


“I
can’t throw very far. Not right now. You need to do it.” She gave him the
bundled cloak. 


“I
thought you were cold. I thought—”


“Aim
for the pallet to the left of my – of the U.”


As
Charly stood to throw, they heard a shout in Silish. It was in the distance,
but the shout was answered by a closer voice. “Do it,” Teaka hissed. Charly
hesitated for a moment and then took two running steps toward the dock and
threw the bundle. It hit the side of the pallet, and Teaka thought she heard
breaking glass; she hoped that she’d heard breaking glass.


As
they turned to run, Charly saw Jatin off to the right. “You’re hurt. Find Jos.
I’ll help Jat.”


“Here,”
she gave him the spear. He smiled and took off running. 


Uncertain
where to go, Teaka stood listening for a sound. To her left came more Sulesian
voices. She put her hand to her side and ran to where she thought the arrow had
originated. In the shadow of a doorway she heard Jos chuckle. “I thought I was
going to have to shoot you. You were stuck to that thing like a—” 


“I
need fire. I want you to shoot my cloak. It’s soaked with oil.”


“Fire
makes a man noticeable. I don’t think we want that right now. We need to slip
away while we can.”He began to move away from the depot.


Teaka
grabbed his arm. “Don’t you want to salvage this mission,”she asked. “Just
think, we could have that depot blazing if—”


            “Teaka? Are
you alright?” Teaka realized that Indira was looking at her closely. “It is
hot. Should we rest? Let me check your side.”


            Teaka
backed away. “I am fine. Just lost in memory.”


“You’re
holding your side, and I thought—”


She
hadn’t realized her hand was pressed to her side; the memory had been so real.
Focusing on the present Teaka said, “Dunstel is east of here. Closer to Tolount
than to Balmerton. We’re going the long way.”


She
sensed that Indira hesitated before saying, “It’s a long story—”


“I
said I wasn’t going to pressure you, but if I’m going to come along…” Teaka was
about to ask Indira if she’d been magicked to Tolount when she heard the sound
of a wagon coming up behind. 


“Let’s
give our feet a break and ask for a ride.” Indira said. 


“I
don’t know,” Teaka replied, “we’ll need a story…” The idea of resting her legs was
attractive, though. “Cousins,” Teaka nodded firmly. “We could be cousins going
home for a visit.” As an afterthought she added, “But I’ll do the talking.”


“Why?”
Indira stopped walking. “As you can tell, I am capable of speaking. I’m quite
good at it, you know.” She folded her arms across her chest. 


“This
is not the time!” Teaka tried to keep her voice low. “I simply assumed that it
might take you a few days to adjust to your new, humble role, so the less you say,
the better, your holiness.” 


“Teaka!
Don’t be silly,” Indira said and tossed her hair out of her eyes. “I’m very
humble! And quite able—”


“Only
sisters fight like that. Am I right?” An old man was driving the wagon; although
he had a hat on, his copper skin was dark from the sun. He pulled up beside them
and stopped. His eyes shifted between Teaka and Indira. “Or just friends?
Whatever the matter: it’s a beautiful day, too beautiful to be fighting,” he said
with a smile. “Sethen Mote and I am at your service.”


“My
cousin is being stubborn, Sethen. Comes by it naturally from her pa though.
That’s what my mother says. Teaka Mote.” Teaka pointed at herself. “That’s
Indira.” Teaka cocked her head toward her companion. “I wanted to ask you for a
ride, but she doesn’t want to be beholden. We’re heading south, and we’d
appreciate getting to ride even a few miles, if you can help us out.” She
smiled brightly.


“I
work a farm down the road a piece. My word is my bond. Any citizen knows me
will tell you.” He waved a welcome to join him on the wagon seat. “We’ll ride
together a ways, eh? Mote hospitality. You call me Seth now.” 


“Much
obliged, Seth.” Teaka swung up beside him on the driver’s bench and Indira
followed. As Teaka put her pack down, the top gapped, and her dagger was
clearly visible.  


“And
how do you earn your daily bread?” His voice was cautious.


“I
help out at the stables at an inn,” Teak said. “Do you get to Tolount much? The
Blue Goose Inn? Big place near the university.” 


He
shifted on the bench. “Get some tough customers there, do ya? Well, and the road’s
not always safe, eh? Not for Motes.” He got the horses moving with a flick of
the reins. “Work a farm outside Danville. Can’t take you farther than that, but
you’ll have ten miles less on your shoe leather.” He leaned forward and peered
at Indira. “You OK there? Don’t fidget. Old Molly doesn’t like fidgeting.”


“I’m
fine and thank you for the ride. We—” 


“Appreciate
your help, Seth.” Teaka glared at Indira. Don’t talk! She tried to communicate
silently with Indira.


“Simple
charity, girls. We’re all Motes and that means we’re family – down the road
somewhere back, anyways.” He squinted at the sky. “Weather’s turning nasty
again. You’ll stay for supper and the night. We got a snug barn, and a good
breakfast will set you on your way. And, the wife, Elisel will be pleased to
have company. She gets lonely out there.” He was silent for a moment. “You’ll
cheer her up. She had a sister once.” After that he seemed content to drive the
wagon, and they rode in silence.


Seth
and Elisel lived in a small house on a good parcel of land. The soil was well
tended, as was the house. Teaka could see as they approached the house that it
had been whitewashed recently. The fences were in good repair, and the barn
looked new. “Who owns the land, Seth?”


He
shrugged in response. “Been bought and sold more times than you know. When I
was a boy, we were Greenfield’s. Then the son, he lost us in a card game. Been
three, maybe four since then.” He spat over the side of the wagon. “Some better
than others, but the land is solid.”


Their
house was one large room, with herbs drying in the rafters and quilts hanging
over the windows to keep out the draft. Teaka studied the room, which was not
so different than the place she grew up. Seth must have noticed. “Been here my
whole life, man and boy.” He patted the main support timber.


His
wife Elisel paused while setting the table. A worried look crossed her face at
Seth’s words. Teaka noticed that Elisel’s fingers were swollen and twisted. The
quilts must have been from an earlier time. She couldn’t imagine Elisel holding
a needle with those fingers. 


Indira
must have noticed too, because she hurried over to her side. “My cousin Tee,
she’s not very good in the kitchen, but I’m happy to help. It’s the least we
can do for imposing on your kindness. Let me finish setting the table for you.”
She took the plates before Elisel could protest. 


Freed
from that chore, Elisel went to the hearth fire and lifted the cover on a big
pot. Whatever was cooking in there smelled wonderful to Teaka and then her
heart sank. It was meat.  Of course the food wasn’t veytah. She walked
over to the hearth. Quietly she told Elisel, “Indira’s mom, she married down.”
Teaka used the usual Mote expression when a citizen married a Mote. “And she kept
her religious ways at home. Indira, she still can’t abide meat.” Teaka rubbed
her belly. “Soft stomach. But we’ve got food for her.”


“I
have bread and greens.” Elisel went to the table and hugged Indira. “Poor lamb!
You won’t starve under my roof.” Indira looked confused. “I’m a little tender,
too,” Elisel continued. “But that Seth, he wants meat at every meal, when he
can get it.”


When
the food was ready, the four of them sat down. Indira looked at Seth and
Elisel. “Thank you for taking us in. I hope we’re not a bother.” Elisel put her
hand over Seth’s. “No bother,” she said. “It’s nice to have more voices in the
house. We never had girls of our own—” 


Seth’s
spoon clattered to the table. “That’s a blessing, isn’t it? Makes the leaving
easier.” Elisel silently patted his hand. 


“What
do you mean, leave?” Indira looked at both of them. “It’s been sold?” Teaka’s
voice was quiet. 


“Sold
or lost in a game, doesn’t matter in the end,” Seth said. “New man said he’s
got his own Motes to take over.” Elisel squeezed his hand, her knobby knuckles
were white. “That’s where I was today, scouting upriver for work. Some Motes we
know up Hanver way.” His voice trailed off.


“Everyone
knows Seth’s a good farmer, but there’s not much I can do anymore—”


“Not
true! There’s no better cook. Eat up, girls. No more sad talk. Indira what do
you do with yourself in the big city?” 


Before
Indira could open her mouth Teaka said, “She’s learning to be a seamstress.”
Indira frowned at her, and Teaka raised her eyebrows in response. It was the
first thing that had come to mind. 


“I
can still knit some, but I do miss plying a needle.” Elisel’s voice was
wistful. “Can you tell me about the fashions?” 


“Um,
truth be told, I’m still an apprentice.” Indira ducked her head as if
embarrassed. Her foot found Teaka’s under the table, and she gave it a hard
nudge. She leaned toward Elisel. “But right now the ladies in town are all
wearing dark green. Last year everyone wanted lace.” She sighed, “Now – not a
scrap of it can be seen on any of the high ladies dresses and woe to her shows
so much as a lace handkerchief!” She patted the table as if to emphasize her
words.


Seth
and Teaka looked at each other. “It was a mild winter, at least,” Teaka said
knowing weather was a safe topic for farmers.


“Mild
sure, but she lingered! The Hag just wouldn’t let go.” He blew his nose with a
broad handkerchief. “Whichever God might care about Motes – if there is such a
God – he dropped the reins this winter.” At his words Indira looked over. Teaka
gave a slight head shake, and they each refocused on their conversations.


 It
was getting dark when Seth escorted them to the barn. As they neared the
chicken coop they heard commotion. “Damn fox back again!” Seth stooped to grab
a rock from the path. Teaka dropped the blanket Elisel had given her and groped
in her bag for the dagger, in case it wasn’t a fox. 


Teaka
and Seth crept close as the chickens clucked with alarm. “Damn it all!” Seth
voice was tight, “a bobcat. I need a stout stick. Long.” He was turning back
toward the coop when a ball of light zipped past and hit the cat between the
eyes. It yowled and ran away. Teaka whirled around and there was Indira with
her left hand clutched to her chest. “Indira?” Teaka didn’t know what to say. 


“I
didn’t want him to get hurt! I didn’t want him to kill the chicken, either.
It’s just light. That’s all – a simple spell. It will wear off in a
minute or so.” Seth looked at Indira and let the rock fall from his hand.
“Seamstress, huh?” 


“It’s
complicated…” Teaka started to explain. Seth patted her arm. “I’m sure it is.
I’m sure it is, and it will wait ‘til morning. We’ll see you girls for
breakfast.” He unlocked the barn and waved goodnight before turning back to his
house.


As
soon as they were alone in the barn, Teaka whirled on Indira, “You couldn’t
wait to do magic!” 


“You
were going to kill that cat!” Indira pointed an accusing finger at her. “And
maybe get hurt yourself. The spell was just there in my mind, ready.” 


“Is
this how it will be? You doing magic whenever you want? Whenever you
think it’s appropriate?” When Indira didn’t respond Teaka got angrier. “You’re
not special; do you know that? That machine I mentioned at lunch the other day?
It heals people, too. Yes, the Sulesians made a machine that does what you do.”



“I
see,” Indira’s voice was quiet. “It makes me glad to think that more people
will be helped, but no machine could ever replace magic. As if the Gods could
be replaced by machines.” With that, Indira pushed two hay bales together and
laid her blanket down. 


Teaka
arranged two hay bales for herself. “Look,” Teaka said, “I’m sorry I got angry.
I shouldn’t have, but you’re exposed now. We’re exposed. Regular people
don’t cast magic spells. They’re bound to find out – the Order. Indira, I know
about the Justiciars.” Her voiced dropped to a whisper on the last word.


“Goodness,
Teaka – they’re not monsters! I’ve survived one meeting with a Justiciar; I can
survive another if I have to.” She sighed. “It’s sad what’s happening to them.”
Indira gestured toward the house. “He’s lived here his whole life.”


“It
happens every day.” Teaka’s voice was flat. She focused on making up her bed.


“Don’t
you care about them? Don’t you want to help?”


Teaka
gave a tired laugh. “You can’t help them. No one can: they’re Motes and that’s
all there is to it.” She sat down on a bale. “The only person who could help
them is the one who caused this. The citizen who owns all this.” 


Indira
sat down beside her. She said, “Maybe I could talk to him—”


“Equal
to equal? The two of you discussing Seth like he’s some tool that you own?” Indira
shrank away at Teaka’s harsh tone. “No, that’s not what I imagined,” she said
quietly. “Maybe he just doesn’t know.”


“Oh
he knows! Whoever he is, he knows what he’s doing. He sat his fat ass down at
his antique desk and wrote out an eviction notice with his heirloom pen set.”
Teaka looked at Indira. “And he considered it a job well done.” Teaka pulled at
a strand of hay. “He probably hasn’t given them a thought since. And he won’t
unless they don’t move out fast enough. Then he’ll send some thugs out here
with clubs, and if Elisel takes too long packing up her belongings, they’ll
beat her. And Seth will watch and do nothing, unless he wants a beating too.” 


Indira
put a hand on Teaka’s knee. “Not all citizens are—”


Teaka
exploded off the hay bale. “Yes you are! Your life – you have it so easy. Citizens,”
Teaka spat out the word. “You sit in your nice houses, drinking your tea and
discussing The Mote Problem.” In a high voice she said, “However can we
help them, Salinda? They insist on having too many babies and living in
squalor—”


“They’re
not all like that!” Indira stood up. “They don’t all—”


Teaka
threw her hands up. “Stop saying ‘they’! Stop acting like you’re different.”
She shook her head. “Maybe you’re not signing evictions, but—”


Indira
wrapped her arms around her waist. “I’m not a citizen,” she said quietly. Teaka
frowned and said, “Being part of the Order doesn’t change—”


“I’m
a Mote. I was born a Mote.”


“No
you weren’t. Don’t be stupid.” Teaka looked at Indira, who hadn’t moved. “You
can’t – Motes can’t do magic, and I felt it – you healed me.” Teaka shook her
head again as she sat down beside Indira, “I don’t understand.” 


Indira
touched her forehead to her knees and mumbled something. 


“What?”
Teaka leaned over. “I didn’t hear you.”


Indira
sat up and clasped her hands together. “I said my father did something bad. He
did something… evil and then we weren’t Motes anymore.” She started to
cry. “And I am afraid – I am afraid it’s too late to fix it now. But I was just
a little girl! For the longest time I didn’t know.” 


Teaka
put a hand on Indira’s back. “Whatever it was, it wasn’t your fault.” In
response Indira sobbed harder. Teaka pulled her into an embrace and let Indira
cry on her shoulder. She rubbed Indira’s back and tried to understand how a
Mote could become someone else.


After
a few minutes Indira sat up and wiped her nose. She touched Teaka’s damp
shoulder. “Your shirt. I’m sorry.” 


Teaka
smiled and said, “Fay nah, k'halli” 


Indira
snorted out a laugh. “‘Don’t worry, child.’ I always thought that I learned
Votale from my nursemaid.” She waved her hand, “Of course that’s what my
parents told me, and I believed them. I should have known; I should have
remembered.”


Teaka
nodded saying, “People see what they want to see.” As the words left her mouth,
she knew they were accurate. Her years with Clellan had shown her that. She
teased another piece of straw from the bale. “And going to Dunstel – it has to
do with this?” Indira put her hand to her mouth and nodded. She seemed likely
to cry again. Teaka smiled at her. “It’s been a long day,” she said. “A very
long day. Get some sleep, and we’ll talk in the morning.”


Indira
nodded. “I’ll explain everything tomorrow, and you can decide if you want – you
can decide what you’re going to do after that.” She dropped her hand and rubbed
her face. She looked older. “No, that’s not right. You can decide what you’re
going to do right now. I’ve asked too much of you already.”


“Morning
is soon enough to decide,” Teaka said, as she pulled up the blanket and closed
her eyes. Sleep eluded her for a long time.
















 


 


 


 


Chapter 4


 


            That night
Teaka had a dream about her father. Teaka was standing at his side, and her
head only came to his elbow. She tugged at his pant leg, anxious to go. She
heard laughter and someone said, “Give her a piece of candy.” Her father handed
her a hammer, saying “Nothing sweeter than hard work to a Mote.” Teaka began to
cry because the hammer was much too heavy for her small arms to hold. 


            She woke
the next morning with the weight of the hammer still clear in her mind. She
remembered her father’s words, her dream father’s words. Teaka didn’t
think he’d ever said that to her in life, and often enough she’d been at his
side while he traded. 


A
rooster crowed. How long has it been since I heard a rooster, Teaka asked
herself. Ten years? More? Time had flowed by while she prowled the streets of
Tolount, just as it had flowed as she marched across the roads and fields of
Orishea and Sulesia. The rooster crowed again, and Teaka was struck with a
sudden homesickness. Her parents’ place was not so different than Seth’s. She’d
had fourteen good years on the farm, and then her father died and they had to
move. After that no other place felt like home. She had called a few
home, Clellan’s being the latest and best. No, Teaka was untethered, had been
since the army. 


It’s
good to be outside the walls of Tolount, she said to herself, and good to be
thinking of something besides crime. When she rolled over, Teaka saw that
Indira was awake, too. Indira gave her a small smile. “Did you sleep well?”


“Mostly.
You?” Teaka grabbed her blanket and began to fold it. “Let’s get packed and be
on our way.”


“Are
you sure? You haven’t heard—”


“You
can tell me about… Dunstel as we walk.” Teaka shouldered her pack. 


“But,
Elisel and Seth – breakfast. Aren’t we going to eat with them?” 


“It’s
better if we move on now, while it’s early. After last night, I bet they’ll be
glad to be rid of us as well.” 


“No.”
Indira put her folded blanket on top of Teaka’s and picked them both up. “I
have something very important to do, and I hope you will join me or wait until
I have done it.” She shouldered open the barn door. Teaka caught up with her as
she knocked on the house door and entered without waiting for an answer.


 Elisel
and Seth were getting breakfast ready. Indira put the blankets on a chair and
turned to Elise. “I am sure that your husband told you about last night. About
the magic?” Elisel nodded. “The Gods have granted me powers of healing, and I
want to help you. With your hands, I mean.” Elisel’s mouth opened and then she
burst into tears. Indira wrapped her in a hug. 


Seth
looked alarmed, and Teaka crossed the room to him. She patted his shoulder.
“She’s a healer, alright. Part of the Order, and she’s not—” Teaka started to
say that Indira was not a Mote but a citizen, but she settled for repeating
that Indira was a healer. He shook his head. “Won’t do any good. It’s been years
now since we tried that. This other Order healer, he said he couldn’t help her.
Said that his God had willed it so.” He let out a breath. “And I’ll be damned
if I’ll pay some Sulesian so-and-so for some cockamamie cure.” He stared at
Indira’s back for a moment. “But if she can help Elisel, I might look at the
Order in a different light.”


Indira
sat at the table, talking to Elisel as she examined her hands. “I imagine your
hands may still ache a bit in cold weather, but through me, the Father will
warm your joints, tendons, muscle and bone.” As she listed them, her fingers
touched spots on Elisel’s right hand. 


Healings
that Teaka had previously witnessed had been battlefield affairs where the Rays
were simply doing their best to keep men and women alive long enough to get
back to camp for extensive help. There was gentleness and a languid quality to
Indira’s movements, and Teaka moved closer so that she could look over Indira’s
shoulder. Seth joined her on the other side. Indira must have sensed them,
because she turned and looked over her shoulder at Seth. Her voice was soft.
“All is well.” 


She
turned back to Elisel and placed her hands on the table, palms up. Softly she
said “Please, put your hands in mine and relax. Breathe and listen.” Indira
breathed in and out a few times. When she spoke, her voice was a whisper. “In my
mind I see your hands. I see them whole, strong and active. We are warmed by
the blessings of the sun; the Father is with us.” She paused, “And I ask for
the wisdom to help you be the woman you want to be. I see you, here, in this
room. Kneading bread and stirring stew and sewing quilts.” As she spoke, Indira
moved her hands so that each covered one of Elisel’s hands, her brown skin a
deep contrast to Elisel’s white. As Indira squeezed and gently kneaded the
older woman’s hands her voice became a little louder: “I see you, Elisel. He
sees you, and you are gathering herbs and chopping wood and your fingers… Your fingers
obey every command.” Her voice was growing stronger. “Your hands are deft and
strong and at your command! So God wills it, and His will be done.” 


The
room was silent for a moment. No one moved until slowly Elisel pulled her hands
from Indira’s grasp. “My hands are warm!”


“Yes.”
Indira’s voice was barely a whisper.


“They
feel good,” Elisel said as she flexed them and held them in front of her face. The
swelling was gone, and her fingers were straight. “I can make a fist. I don’t
remember the last time – oh Seth! Look. Will you just look!” His eyes were
bright with tears. “Yes, Ell. I see.” He touched her hair. “I see, shune shay.”



Indira
stood up and leaned into Teaka. “We should go.” She said this quietly, but
Elisel responded, “Oh no! You’ll have breakfast. We’ve got porridge, and I made
muffins. Please stay.”


After
breakfast Seth walked them out the road. He was swinging a bag in one hand.
“You girls be careful. We’re not all that far from the border and treaty or no,
we get those damned Sulesians down here sometimes. Smugglers or raiders, I
don’t know, and I don’t care to know!” He shook his head. “So, you keep your
dagger sharp.” He patted Teaka’s shoulder and turned to Indira. “And you keep
those light balls ready! One of those to a man’s eyes, and he’ll be blinded long
enough for you to run away.” He paused, “I mean no disrespect.” 


Indira
took his hand. “Fay nah, vata,” she said with a smile.


They
had reached the main road, and Teaka pulled out three silver coins. “Please
accept this for your hospitality. You were kind, very kind to two strangers.” 


He
waved his hand. “No, but thank you for the gesture. Me and Elisel, we owe you a
great debt. Some food and shelter for the night is little enough.” He handed
the small pack to Indira. “Oh, and of course, I can’t forget this little gift
for the healer. Elisel couldn’t but notice that you are traveling mighty light,
and last night she filled this little pack up for you. She used to make them to
sell at the market. Real clever with a needle, my Ell.” He patted the bag.
“This is the last one she had and to think, last night we thought it was the
last one ever.” He stopped and shook his head. 


Indira
opened it. “Oh goodness! Water, a blanket, apples!” She put her hand to her
heart. “Thank you, thank you so much. This is so… I mean, people don’t—” She
stopped and took a deep breath. “What I mean to say is this is so kind.
Please thank Elisel for me.” 


Seth
grinned and said, “She added a little pouch of herbs, too. That was this
morning. It’s just a few things that local wise women use, lavender and clover
and the like. She figured they might come in handy for you.” Indira shifted the
pack on her back, adjusting the straps. She said, “Please tell her it’s
perfect.”


As
they walked Teaka studied Indira’s new pack. It was a clever design with straps
on both shoulders to distribute the weight evenly. If only she’d had that when
she was marching across Orishea and half of Sulesia. She almost said as much to
Indira, but instead she asked, “Do you like Elisel’s pack?”  


“It
is very light and comfortable. When we stop next I want to look at herbs.” In a
low voice she added, “I doubt that there’s anything useful.”


“Truly?
I thought healers use herbs sometimes – has it gone out of fashion?”


“No,
it’s not that. All healers learn basic first aid in school, and I always carry
a kit with me for simple things like bee stings. I just have no idea what wise
women in Danville think is useful. I hope there’s mugwort. Mugwort is a
treasure, good for headaches and toothaches in particular. Hen’s bane, if you
throw on the fire, will keep insects away.” She waved at a fly. “I can
certainly pick things myself when we stop for rest breaks.” 


They
lapsed into silence again. Two heavy wagons passed them heading north, but
otherwise the road was empty for the moment. Teaka suddenly remembered the name
of Balco’s girlfriend in Breckenful. Amyl, her name was Amyl. When Balco said
he was looking for someone, he couldn’t have meant Amyl. Why would she be in
Tolount? 


Indira
broke the silence saying, “Teaka, whatever you ask, I – I will answer truthfully
– whatever you want to know.” 


“I
don’t know where to begin. I have too many questions.” Teaka took a sip of
water. “You must be tired after healing Elisel.”


“Oh
no, I am fine.” She touched the pendant at her throat. “I planned for healing her.
I am not tired.” 


“But
last night, with the ball of light, you were clutching your chest like you were
in pain or something. Does light drain you in a way that heal
doesn’t? But that doesn't make sense either. I've seen healers on...” Teaka’s
voice trailed off. Indira doesn’t need to know about your past, she told
herself.  


Indira
nodded. “I can explain. I think I can explain – it is very personal, magic. This
morning I knew I was going to heal Elisel. So during prayers, I set
aside that energy for her.” She cupped her hands. “I get it from the Gods. It
just flows through me. Does that make sense?” Indira picked a stone off the
road. “We learn early on to store some energy for unknowns that might happen
during the day, and you store that power in something.” She held up the pebble.
“Everyone finds their own vessel, if you will – a ring or necklace or
something.” She dropped the pebble and held up the disk of amber. “I use a
necklace. Robes, too, they help hold the energy. It’s so hard to explain this!
Everyone has energy – magical energy – well, most everyone. Anyway, some people
have more than others and—”


“What
do you mean most everyone has magic? I have magic? Then why do they always say
that Motes can’t use magic?” 


“Most
people can’t cast spells. Some people have a lot of magic, and we seem to be
born knowing how to tap into it, and people like me can be taught techniques to
help manage the flow. With time and study, we can become healers or mages.” She
put her hand on Teaka’s arm. “Before you ask, I don’t know if I am special or
if other Motes can learn to cast magic. I spent most of my life thinking I was
a citizen.” She fell silent, and Teaka worked up the courage to ask, “How did
you find out?” 


Indira
ran her hands through her hair. “I don’t know how to begin.” But then she said,
“You know the Willow Song?”


Teaka
gave an involuntary shudder. She’d heard Indira utter part of it in the Market
the day they met. She’d made the simple rhyme sound so sinister. “Of course,”
Teaka said. “It goes da dada dada da.” She was irrationally afraid to say the
words.


Indira
didn’t seem to notice. “Yes – Dance around the willow, twisted fellow.” She
sighed. “I have only tried to explain this once. I was travelling to Sumerson –
it’s a tiny place southwest of here, I think.” Indira stopped walking, and held
both hands in the air for a moment before pointing off to her right. “Yes, that
way. I was going from Long Lake—” she paused to look at Teaka. 


“I
know where Long Lake is,” Teaka smiled.


“It’s
not important. I don’t know why I think that you have to know – There are many
vineyards down that way, and slowly the fields gave way to houses, and I knew I
was getting to Sumerson. As the road crested a hill, I could see the town in
the distance. Off to the left was a small farm, and I could see two girls
playing together under a big oak tree. From their movements it looked like a
skipping game, and soon enough I could hear their words. ‘Dance around the
willow, twisted fellow. One, two three – now you’re free. The Winter Hag is
coming – all fall down!’ I knew those words. I’d played the game when I was
little.” 


Teaka
nodded in agreement. She remembered joining hands in a circle with her sister
and brothers, dancing, singing, and falling down in fits of giggles.


“The
song stayed with me all night. A memory – something about the song – niggled at
me, just out of reach, and I barely slept.” Indira drank and passed the water
bottle back to Teaka. “I spent the next day healing people in Sumerson. The
little towns – often they are neglected, and I had more patients than I could
help in a day. I arranged with the inn to stay another night, and they sent out
a plate of food and a glass of their special lemon cider.


“Memory
is a funny thing,” Indira brushed the hair from her eyes. “I took a sip of the
cider, and it was as though a glass had cracked. The memory seeped into my
mind: my little sister and me singing the song, and my mother telling us to
hush because we were in the common room of an inn.”


Teaka
realized after a moment’s silence that Indira expected a response. She nodded.
“You realized you’d stayed at that same inn as a child.”


“No!
My sister—”


“Your
sister stayed at the inn?”


“Teaka
– I don’t have a sister!” Indira frowned. “I mean to say, I didn’t
remember until that moment that I had a sister.”


The
hair on Teaka’s arms rose. What had Indira said? My father did something
evil and then we weren’t Motes anymore. “Shade magic,” she whispered.


Indira
didn’t seem to hear. She put her hands to her face. “How I could live my whole
life and not remember? If you had asked me two weeks ago, I would have sworn
that I’d never set foot in Tolount.” 


Teaka
stopped walking. “I thought you were in Sumerson.”


“I
was. We were in Tolount then.”


Images
of blood rituals, shade sacrifices, bone curses – all the midnight stories of
Teaka’s childhood – swirled in her mind. “You were cursed. He made you forget.”


“I
don’t know. Maybe, but maybe I wanted to forget. After,” Indira paused, “after Tolount
we stopped living in a wagon. I went to school, made friends, sang skipping
songs with other little girls.”  Indira looked at her hands. “If I’m not
cursed, maybe I should be. How could I have looked at my father for years and
not remembered what he did? Not remember seeing him holding mother as she cried,
his bloody hands leaving stains on her nightgown…?” Indira gave a small sigh. “Have
you ever forgotten something so big? Has anyone?” 


There
were times during the second war when Teaka had blacked out and only later
would hazy memories surface. Without thinking, she said, “I’ve seen it happen. In
combat you forget things and maybe they come back to you days or months later,
or not at all.” Suddenly Teaka realized what she was saying, but she felt
comfortable talking with Indira. “When you are in the middle of it, in battle,”
Teaka sketched a circle in the air in front of her, “you focus on your
immediate surroundings. Your best friend could be dying right beside you, and
you’d never think to turn your head to see it. Only later do you remember. And
then, you can’t ever forget.” 


Indira
shivered. “I didn’t know you had been a soldier. Did you fight in the war?”


“Both
of them.” Teaka felt overwhelmed by memories and took a drink of water to cover
her confusion.


“Do
you want to rest for a few minutes?” Indira’s voice was quiet. “It’s getting
hot, and I think we should risk a few minutes rest.” Indira didn’t wait for an
answer but walked to a stand of trees and sat down. She took an apple from her
pack. Teaka joined her. The shade was nice, as the sun had come out strong. Birds
flitted by, chasing insects. Otherwise the road was quiet. 


They
sat in silence until Indira gestured to the trees and laughed. “It sounds like
the leaves are whispering in the wind. It is a welcome change from my voice, no
doubt. Your ears probably want a break as much as my feet do. I have walked
many miles these last few days.” 


Here
was a chance for Teaka to ask about the magic spell that brought Indira to
Tolount. “I heard—” She broke off as Indira leaned close and touched her head.
“You have a flower petal in your hair.” Teaka could feel Indira’s breath on her
cheek. “What did you hear?” Indira asked as she held up a small white petal.


“I
heard—” Teaka suddenly lost her nerve. She didn’t want to bring up magic again.
Indira might tell her what happened to her little sister, and Teaka would never
be able to unknow it – whatever had happened. “I hear that the Order has more
rules than the army.” 


Indira
put one hand in front of her face. “Don’t remind me!” 


After
a few moments of silence Teaka said, “We need to plan our route. We’re too far
west, and we have to assume that the Order is looking for us.”  


“It’s
us now?” Indira cocked her head. Her eyes were a deep, dark brown; Teaka
hadn’t noticed that before. “Yes.” She felt sure, but then suddenly Druv and
Clellan flashed in her mind, and she shook them away. “Nothing to keep me in Tolount
right now.” She looked sideways at Indira. She didn’t quite understand it, but
Teaka wanted to spend more time with this young woman. The idea of parting
ways… “I want to know how the story ends,” she said.


Indira
thought Teaka was talking to her. “I will tell you,” she said. “But first you
tell me what you’ve heard about the Order.”


“Oh,
that. A good thie – a good theme to use in life is gather intelligence,
know what you’re getting yourself into…. So that’s what I did.”


“Hmm,
I cannot wait to hear what you found out.” Indira rested her head on the tree
trunk and closed her eyes.


“I
have it on high authority that the Order is a pretty strict place. They don’t
like folks runnin’ off in the middle of the night.” Indira laughed. “‘High
authority’ huh?” She opened her eyes and smiled at Teaka. “I hope you didn’t
pay much for that ‘intelligence’.” 


“He
was just a guy I picked up in a bar last night.”


“Oh.”
Indira sat up quickly.


“That
didn’t come out quite right. I needed a place to – I needed to pass the time in
an out of the way place, and at the same time, I learned a little bit about the
Order. All to the good, as it turns out. He was a scholar – I was out near the
university – and I bought him a few drinks, and he told me all about the Father
Superior and the Reader. I even have a diagram!” Teaka reached for her pack. 


“I
don’t need a diagram but thanks.” Indira reached out to stop her from getting
the paper, and she held Teaka’s hand for a moment. “Thank you, Teaka Mote. I—” 


Teaka
squeezed Indira’s hand and said, “Let’s figure out the easiest way to get to
Dunstel.” She reached into her pack for the map she’d stowed. She spread it
across her legs. Indira leaned in. “I think we’re about here,” Teaka put her
finger on the map.


“We
could take the road east,” Indira said, tracing with her finger. “But that
would—” 


Teaka
finished for her. “Be too risky.”


“It
might be the last thing they'd expect,” Indira’s voice was thoughtful. “Or we
use a boat? Boats travel Clear Deep all the time, but that's risky, too.”


“True,
I don't want to get caught on a boat with nowhere to run.”  Teaka ran her
finger along the blue line. “We'll continue on this road and when it veers south
toward Rangtoh and the Sea of Tears, we’ll go east, cross country if need be.
It will take longer, but it's our best bet.” 


“No,”
Indira laid her hand on the map, “that takes us too close to Long Lake. I was
just there. In Long Lake, I mean. Healing.”


“We'll
give the town a wide berth. But we have to cross the Clear Deep River to get to
Dunstel, and that’s the best place to do it.”


Indira
kept one hand on the map as she traced her other hand eastward. Indira’s hand
felt warm on Teaka’s leg – warm but comforting, just as it had in the wagon. “I
don’t see Maiden – oh, there’s Dunstel.” Indira put her finger on a spot northeast
of the river. 


“I
doubt we’d find Maidenfont on any map. I’ve never heard of it before, and I
know that area,” Teaka held her hand above the spot, “very well.” She turned to
look at Indira. “What does this have to do with your …” Teaka ran through
several ways to describe what she knew about Indira’s story. She settled on
“problem.”


“For
over a century it was a sacred place. From what I know it is not visually
striking – just water tumbling down from an unbroken rock wall, but the Father
made it to please a young maiden – so the story goes. And people journeyed from
all over Orishea to drink the holy water.” Indira tucked a strand of hair
behind her ear. “There are several miracles associated with the site.”


Teaka
nodded. “And you think the water—”


“That
water will free Minu – my sister – from the curse.”


“She’s
not dead?”


Indira
pulled away to look at Teaka. “No, of course not!”


“I
thought you said – your father – the bloody hands. I thought— well, where is
she?” Teaka was sputtering with confusion.


“I
think I know, but I have to go to Maidenfont first all the same.” Indira’s
voice held a note of finality. Teaka drank some water, and Indira lapsed into
her own thoughts. 


“Indira,
I will go with you, but I need to know why.”


After
a long silence Indira spoke. “It was like a dream, a waking dream.” A bird
landed on the ground a few feet from them and Indira seemed to focus on it. “The
light was bright, like sunshine reflecting off water, and the water was silvery
on her dark hair.” Indira turned toward Teaka, but she wasn’t seeing her; her
eyes were focused elsewhere. “She looked like mother.” With that Indira lapsed
back into silence. 


“Who
looked like your mother?”


Indira
seemed to rouse. “I saw my mother five days ago. Yes, I think that’s right.”
She looked down at her hand. “When I walked through the front hall and into the
house, I just felt ill. All the lovely things, Teaka. The rugs and paintings,
all of them had been bought with Minu’s future. All the beautiful things that
I’d taken for granted, they all seemed to stand in judgment of me.” 


“You
don’t have to tell me this.” 


“I
want to. I feel safe with you,” Indira paused and looked at Teaka and then gestured
back to the road. “And if you are coming with me, you should know it
all, but I warn you – some things don’t quite make sense to me, but I trust
that He’ll make it all clear in time.


“When
the memories of my little sister broke through, I had to see my parents. I went
to Balmerton, but my father was not home. I found my mother in her greenhouse,
sitting in a big chair with a book in her lap. She set aside the book and held
out her hands. ‘Indira? Look at you! You’ve grown. But where are your beautiful
robes? What are you wearing?’ she said to me.


“I
said, ‘I just travelled three days across Orishea, Mother. I am not concerned
with clothes.’ She made some comment about me looking like a lay sister. It’s
always this way with her.”


Indira
paused and Teaka felt like she had to say something. “Your life was so different
than mine. My mother – she had too many worries. What I wore didn’t concern her
in the least.” Teaka felt tears in her eyes thinking of her mother and
hurriedly took a swallow of water. “Go on,” she prompted Indira.


 “About
then,” Indira said, “a servant brought in tea and sandwiches and that gave me a
moment to look at Mother. She is still beautiful. I haven’t seen her in over a
year, but she looks the same.” Indira reached for an apple and took a bite. “And
then we were alone again. I had no idea how to begin and blurted out: ‘I know I
had a little sister. I know about Minu.’ Saying her name gave me resolve. I
said, “How could you let him do it?’ 


“Mother
was still for a moment. Then she put her hands over her face, and I knew it was
all true. I wanted to cry, because until that moment I had hoped I was wrong. I
leaned toward her and whispered. ‘Tell me why! I remember his bloody hands. Was
it his own blood? Her blood? How could he do it, and how could you let him?’
When she didn’t respond, I went on. ‘I remember. He told me to forget
that I had a little sister. But now I remember. What happened to her, Mother?’ 


Mother
didn’t speak for what felt like a full minute. I was starting to get alarmed
when she finally spoke without moving her hands from her face. She said,
‘You’re my only child, Indira.’


‘That’s
not true,’ I said, ‘and you know it!’ 


Mother
dropped her hands to her lap. ‘We gave up Mi – we gave her up.’ Her voice was
flat and lifeless. ‘The Temple accepted her, and her ties with the world were
severed.’”


 Teaka
blinked in surprise. “You think she’s in Tolount?” Teaka remembered
quite well the procession that went by the day she and Indira met and how
Indira reacted to it. Teaka shifted to look at Indira. “We just left
Tolount!”


Indira
nodded and said, “I told you that I have to go to Maidenfont.” She didn’t look
up. “But you don’t. You can change your mind, you know.” Her voice was
soft. 


“It’s
not that. It’s not. But—”


Indira
rubbed her thumb across the apple in her hand. “This is my journey; I know
that.” 


“And
you were in Tolount because of the Hag’s Palace? Did you expect to walk in and
ask for her?”


“The
Mother’s Temple, Teaka,” Indira said mildly. “Actually I was sent to Tolount by
the Order, though I planned to go there anyway.” She took a bite of apple. “My
old tutor Brother Gideon lives with my parents still. I think Father enjoys
having the company. They play Greshont. Father says that everyone else lets him
win.” She smiled again and then it was gone just a quickly. “But I can’t talk
about Father right now. Not yet.” 


Teaka
watched her face for a moment. Indira looked bereft. “And this Gideon, did he
tell you about Dunstel?”


“No,
I’m getting to that. Gideon – Brother Gideon – pointed out that I had
broken Order law by leaving Sumerson without permission and that I would need
to go to the local Justiciar.” She pointed at the bottle. “Is there any water
left?”


“Here,
finish that and I’ll fill it before we leave.” 


Indira
drank from the bottle. “When Gideon said I had to report to the Justiciar, I
refused. I wasn’t scared, but the last thing I wanted was to go give myself
over to the Order. I needed to focus on finding Minu. I tried to explain, but
Gideon pointed out that they have scryers everywhere, and they’d find me soon.”


“Scryers?
What are those?” 


“Scry
is a spell that lets you see and talk over long distances. It’s a devil of a
spell for a mage to master, but the Order makes sure that it has a scryer in
every major town.” Indira ran her hands through her hair. “As usual, Gideon was
pointing out the obvious. It was better for me to go myself instead of being
dragged from the house by the Order Guard. I agreed to go the next day and
submit myself to their punishment.”


“And
this Brother Gideon, he sent you to Tolount on your own?” 


Indira
shook her head. “Of course not!”


“But
when we met you didn’t have an escort. You weren’t bound, hand and foot. We had
lunch! So they obviously trusted you to go alone.” 


“No,
I was bound. I was bound, actually. It’s a spell. Justiciar Wilkton is
not a trusting sort.” Indira took another bite of apple.


“Gideon
went with me to the Order House, but he didn’t help matters. Maybe it was my mother’s
fault. That morning, at breakfast, I told Mother that I had to go to the Justiciar’s
office. She asked Gideon if we could just make a donation to the Order so
they’d forget about my ‘little adventure.’ She drives me mad sometimes. Do you
know – she didn’t want me to join the Order, but once I did, she wanted to let
everyone know that I was going to be a Ray. Do you like your mother?” She
looked at Teaka. “Is it bad of me to dislike mine? I don’t hate her, but Bhecka
Burningwood is a force of nature.” 


Teaka
shrugged, unsure how to respond. After a moment she said, “I’ve never heard of
a bound spell. I wonder why patrols don’t use it when they jail people.
They could have mages on staff to cast the spell. Maybe they could do away with
jail cells altogether.” 


“The
Order considers it a sacred spell; only Justiciars know it and cast it.
Truthfully, I don’t know much about it for that reason. I can tell you how it
feels, though. It’s like a yoke on your shoulders, and you want to put it down
as soon as you can.”


“No,”
Teaka shook her head and ticked off points on her hand. “Again – we had lunch.
I showed you the library… You didn’t seem to be in a hurry.”


 Indira’s
eyes lit up. “Justiciar Wilkton didn’t choose his words very carefully, which
is surprising because he was a man who liked to hear himself speak. He said I
was to ‘make all haste to Tolount and then report to the Chapter House.’ That’s
how he phrased the spell: haste to the city but not necessarily once I
was there.” She shrugged. “Who knows, I maybe could have spent a day or two in
Tolount before the pressure of the spell became too great.”


“What
would have happened?” Teaka couldn’t keep the horror from her voice. 


“I
don’t honestly know, but I think that the pressure would have become
unbearable, and I would have gone to the Chapter House just for the sheer
relief it would have given me. As it was, getting to the Chapter House was a
bit like putting down a very heavy load. I was relieved of a great
burden, even as I was giving myself over to punishment.”


“That’s
some spell,” Teaka murmured. 


 “To
add insult to injury,” Indira continued, “I got a lecture as well! Wilkton
droned on about how duty is the lifeblood of the Order and what would happen if
everyone ran off when they wanted? Gideon tried to help, but he was obviously
annoyed with the justiciar – and he’s not one to lose his composure. They’ve
known each other a long time, and Gideon obviously thinks the justiciar is
dim-witted.”


“Just
what you need: bad blood.” Teaka put her hand on the water bottle. “We should
go soon. Give me a moment to fill this up.” She walked down a slight hill and
crouched at the edge of a small stream. Suddenly Indira was beside her, taking
off her shoes. Teaka said, “Could you get downstream, please?” She
couldn’t keep the irritation from her voice. Without a word, Indira got up.
Teaka focused on the water and didn’t realize that Indira hadn’t sat down on
the other side. 


She
capped the bottle and stood, expecting to see Indira, but she was nowhere
around. Teaka hurried back to the road, trying to keep her panic down. Had
Indira stumbled into a patrol? She touched her dagger. How many would they
send? Could she take on three? Not all at one time, but if— 


 Her
thoughts carried her to the road, and there was Indira sitting on a rock with
her knees drawn up to her chest. She looked so young and lost that Teaka
couldn’t be angry at her. “Don’t wander off like that. I was worried. I didn’t
know where you were.” 


Indira
looked up, and Teaka saw tears on her face. “What’s wrong now?” she squatted
beside the rock so that they were eye level. Indira shrugged but didn’t speak.
Teaka looked at her for a long moment. “Indira? What is the matter?” 


Indira
closed her eyes and fresh tears flowed down her cheeks. “When you yelled at
me—”


“I
didn’t yell at you. I just told you to move to the other side so that
we’d have fresh water for drinking.”


“You
barked at me. But you were right to. I wasn’t thinking. I just wanted to sit
beside you, and I then I thought to bathe my feet and…” She finished with a
shrug.


Teaka
patted her knee. “I didn’t mean to sound harsh. I’m sorry for that.”


“No,
I’m sorry. I didn’t think to bring food or water. If you weren’t here – I just
thank the Father that you’re here.” She brushed her hair back. “That’s all.”


“I’m
glad to be here.” Teaka said as she tried to stand. Her muscles cramped, and
she stumbled. Indira jumped off the rock and put her hands on Teaka’s sides.
“Are you alright? What is it?”


“I
lost my balance,” Teaka said. “But I’m fine now.” Indira’s hands didn’t move.
“Are you sure,” she asked.


“I’m
sure.” Teaka stepped backwards to break the contact and looked at the sky.  “We
should get moving.” 


There
was only walking traffic on the southern road so the birdsong was loud and
joyous. Sometimes a bird would skitter across the road in front of them, diving
for the brush as they got closer. “What are those funny birds?” There was
delight in Indira’s voice. 


Teaka
didn’t answer right away. She could still feel Indira’s touch, and she didn’t
know what to think about that. Reluctantly she said, “They’re called fox
sparrows. You can find them in the city, too. There are some near my house –
where I live – and I’ll throw out crumbs sometimes.”


“I
haven’t lived in one place since I was sixteen – when I went away for school.
What is it like to live in such a busy place? Tell me—” 


Teaka
did not want to talk about Tolount, or anything else, so she quickly said,
“Tell me more about Brother Gideon. I think you said that your tutor and the Justiciar
didn’t like each other.”


“That’s
putting it mildly. The Justiciar had a lot to say about people who don’t do
their duty to the Gods… Let’s just say it was an hour of my life I’ll never get
back.” Indira shook her head. “I guess I was naïve to think that I wouldn’t get
punished. Wilkton sent me off, saying that the trip to Tolount was necessary.
An audience with the Father Superior was just what I needed. He said, and I
quote: ‘A strong hand in this time of growth is just what your bright young mind
needs.’


“He
cast his spell, and that was that!” She stroked her necklace. “The spell was
carried here. I can’t explain it any better than that. Gideon felt badly about
how the interview had gone – it was obvious – and he offered to book my passage
on the boat while I returned home to tell Mother the news.” Indira’s mouth
twisted as if she’d tasted something sour. “She was waiting for me. She burst
into tears and told me, ‘Everything we did, we did for you.’ 


“‘I
didn’t ask you for any of this,’ I told her. Teaka, I looked around the living
room. All those beautiful things weren’t beautiful anymore. I didn’t want them;
I wanted my sister.” Indira put her hand to her chest.


“When
I told her as much, my mother said, ‘Darling, it’s not like that. The Hag
granted your father’s wish in exchange for your sister’s life. We can’t give it
back. It’s too late. She is bound in her servitude.’ 


“I
had to laugh at the irony. I said, ‘She’s bound; I’m bound. Are you
bound, Mother?’ I grabbed her shoulders, shaking her. She didn’t speak for a
long moment. My mother just stared into my eyes. Finally she said, ‘Yes, I am.
I’m bound to your father.’”
















 


 


 


 


Chapter 5


 


The
sun was low in the sky when Indira stopped and looked around. “Where are we?” The
road was deserted. They hadn’t passed anyone or been passed in the last hour. “We’ve
kept a good pace,” Teaka said. “We’re likely ten miles north of the Long Lake junction.
Not bad, considering how the southern road twists and turns. But,” Teaka swept
her arm out, “you can see we’re in the middle of nowhere. Ever slept under the
stars?” She tried to keep her voice light, but she was worried about how Indira
would react to sleeping on the ground.


 “Of
course, I travel for a living, you know.”


“Yes
but Rays – I thought you must sleep at an inn every night.”


“Not
always.” Indira put her hands on her hips and stretched. “I do usually have provisions
and gear – the Order sees to that,” she paused. “Obviously not for this trip.”
She put her hand to her head. “I should have planned.”


“Except
for getting some scant rations, I didn’t plan either. I didn’t think—”


“You
didn’t think what?” 


Teaka
had been about to say that she hadn’t planned on traveling with Indira, but for
some reason she didn’t want to say that aloud. “I didn’t think about how far
we’d be travelling. We can get supplies tomorrow or the next day.”


“I
like that about you,” Indira said. “Nothing is a problem for you.” Teaka
glanced at her sharply, but Indira seemed to be sincere. 


As
they talked, a single heavy laden wagon had passed them. In the distance Teaka
saw a group of riders approaching. Indira suddenly grabbed her hand. “Those
men,” she nodded to the group, “they could be Order Guard. Let’s get off the
road.” 


“Calm
down!” Teaka hissed at her, yanking Indira’s hand like she would the reins of a
skittish horse. “They don’t care about a couple of dusty women on the road.”
She nodded to the lead horseman as he went past. “Act innocent and people
assume you are. Soon, we will leave the road and find a spot for the
night. There’s still plenty of light.” 


“We
shouldn’t go now?”


“Indira,
it’s important that our movements be relaxed and natural.” Teaka kept her voice
measured. “Scurrying off the road when you see people ahead is neither relaxed nor
natural.”


Soon
Teaka led them off the road and into light brush. After a few minutes of
walking single file in the forest, Indira said, “Did you hear that?” Teaka
turned around, and saw that Indira was facing off to the side of the game
trail. “No,” she replied, “I don’t hear anything.”


“It
sounded like…” And she walked off toward a clump of bushes. Teaka cursed under
her breath and followed after Indira, her hand on her dagger. No telling what
was there. 


Soon
Teaka found her, kneeling down. “Tee, come here, please. Look. It’s a pig.”


Teaka
came up behind and saw that Indira had one hand on a wounded boar. It was a huge
creature, almost as long as she was tall. It lay on its side, heaving. 


 


Teaka
could see a wound at its haunch, a spear thrust most likely. Indira began to
breathe slowly and whisper under her breath. “What are you doing?” Teaka
hissed. “This is a wild boar. You can’t heal it.” Indira ignored her. Teaka
turned around to scan the area and then bent low to speak softly. “How long ago
was he injured?” 


“I
don’t know, an hour maybe. Now shush.”


“But
you—”


“Sshh.”
Indira didn’t even look up; her eyes were on the boar.


Walking
a few yards in each direction, Teaka looked for footprints or other evidence
that men had been nearby. It was unlikely they’d been here – if they’d come
this close, they would have spotted the blood and finished off the boar, but
she searched anyway.


Satisfied
that they were alone, Teaka turned her attention back to Indira, who was
humming to herself as her hands passed over the boar’s body. The bristly hair
barely moved under her touch. As she watched, the skin come back together, with
only the slightest sign that it had ever been split. It was miraculous and
frightening to think of the power flowing through Indira’s hands.


With
a start Teaka realized that the boar was moving. He was struggling to get to
his feet. Once he was upright he might charge at them. She grabbed Indira from
behind and tried to haul her up and run backwards at the same time. Teaka ended
up falling down with Indira on top of her. “What are you doing?” Indira cried. “Let
go of me!”


“Wait.
Just wait.” Indira’s hair was in Teaka’s mouth. “That boar needs to get up and be
gone, and he doesn’t need your help to do it.”


“Hmmm.
Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic?”


“You
saw the size of his tusks. I’ve seen a boar gut a man with one swing.”


“He
won’t hurt me,” Indira sounded sure of herself.


“Shush
yourself, now. Is he gone?” Indira leaned up to look. “It’s fine,” she said. “Let
me go.” 


Teaka
loosened her arms, and Indira rolled off. Teaka got to her feet, ready to scan
the brush for a charging boar. To her surprise the boar hadn’t moved. Indira
held out her hand, and the boar moved to her, nuzzling her. She laughed as she scratched
his head, and then she bent low and said to the animal, “You go back home now
and watch out for hunters!” Indira patted the boar’s back as he turned and
trotted away. Indira gave a half wave as her legs folded beneath her.


Teaka
quickly knelt beside her, and then recognizing the look of a tired healer,
said, “This is a good spot. We’ll camp here.” She would have preferred a
fireless night, but Teaka remembered that the light and the warmth of a fire
helped healers revive more quickly. She propped Indira up by a tree and
gathered wood and brush. “You don’t need to do that.” Indira’s voice was weak.
“I’ll be alright soon.”


“A
good soldier takes care of her healer. One of the first things they teach you
in basic training.”


Indira
stood up slowly and came over to the fire. “It does feel nice. Thank you.” She
paused, “You’re not mad, about the boar?” 


“I
think you’re impulsive,” Teaka rolled a log closer to the fire. “Sit down and
I’ll get some food together. I don’t know how to cook veytah, and we
don’t have anything to cook, so it’s good that I have two of Tan’s bars still.”
Teaka was cutting an apple in half when she had a thought. “Do animals have
magic?”


Indira
nodded, and her eyes were soft in the firelight. “Yes, they do. That’s why we
don’t eat them or take anything from them. They are individuals in God’s eyes.”


“But
many people eat animals – it’s not just me.”


“The
Order teaches us to live by example and gently teach the truth. Even those who
are not in the Order deserve a chance to do better. It is a web – animals and
humans – we are the same.” Indira held her hands up and laced her fingers. “We
are all the same.”


Teaka
shook her head. “I know I’ll never look at pork the same way.”


“I
hope that’s true,” Indira said quietly. “Everyone finds their path, Teaka. The Gods
guide our steps.”


They
had been eating quietly for a few minutes when Teaka said, “Indira, how did you
find out about Maidenfont?”


“I
forgot to tell you that. The scholar. On the boat from Balmerton. A young
scholar of the Order told me about his travel plans. One of the places he
planned to visit was Maidenfont.”


“Huh.
Who was this scholar?” It sounded too coincidental to Teaka. 


“Brankel
or Brindel, something like that.” Indira waved her hand dismissively. “It was
pure chance that we talked. He got off the boat the next morning.” Indira
yawned as she finished her sentence.


Teaka’s
suspicions were further aroused at hearing his name. If he truly was in the
Order then he wasn’t a Sulesian, no matter what his last name implied. She
looked at Indira. Now was not the time to press her for additional details. She
was barely able to keep her eyes open. Teaka stood and stretched. “I’ll keep
watch for a few hours. Get some rest.”


“You
don’t need to. I can cast a little spell to watch.”


“A
what?”


“It’s
a little spell, called watch. I have enough energy to cast it, I’m sure.
It watches while you sleep.” Teaka shook her head in amazement. “Watch? How
many spells do you know? It seems like you have a spell for every situation.”


“Not
true!” When Indira didn’t go on, Teaka said “So, how does this one work?”


“It
uses me; part of me is awake and watching. But it only covers a small area, so,
um we’ll need to sleep together, to nestle like spoons.” Indira went in
hurriedly, “It’s meant for one person, for the caster, I mean. Once we are
settled, I will cast the spell.” 


They
lay down on their sides, not touching. Indira was behind Teaka. After a long
moment Indira said, “It will be warmer this way.”


Teaka
was quick to agree. “We used to sleep this way sometimes on campaign. Just
sleep of course – men and women.” Another moment passed and Teaka felt Indira
move closer and slip her right arm around Teaka’s waist. Indira lifted her arm
for a moment, and when Teaka looked up she saw a shimmering dot bobbing a few
inches over their heads. Indira settled her arm back around Teaka and pulled up
the blanket. Quietly she said, “Good night, Tee. Thank you.”


“For
what?”


“For
everything. For not killing the boar. For understanding.”


#


Teaka
woke to a misty morning, the cobwebs of a dream dissolving as she sat up. She
and Indira had been walking up a long staircase, the treads stretching up into
darkness. Teaka had been in front, protecting Indira from – from what? She
couldn’t remember now. What she did remember was the feel of a sword in her
hand. It felt good and real; her fingertips tingled with the memory of the sword
grip. She held her hand to her face looking for evidence that it had been more
than a dream.


“Good
morning!” Indira’s voice broke the silence. 


Teaka
groaned as she sat up. “Do all the Father’s children greet the dawn?”  


“No,
some are very grumpy in the morning and would rather sleep late.” Indira’s
voice turned serious. “I was looking at your map. We could go farther south to
cross the Clear Deep, don’t you think?”


“That
would add at least two days to our journey. Better to use the bridge past Long
Lake to cross the river and then follow Salmon Run all the way to Dunstel.”
Teaka stretched. “We’re almost to Long Lake.”


“You
have forgotten that I should not go near there. I spent a week there healing
the people. It wasn’t that long ago – they will remember me.”


“I
have thought of that, which is why we’ll be in disguise.”


Indira
crossed her arms. “What did you have in mind?”


Teaka
thought of her old friend Zahir. “You work with what you have at hand. And what
do we have? A couple of days on the road. Wet clothes. Mud. Not very much food.
No one looks at people down on their luck.” 


Indira
nodded thoughtfully. “That might work.”


“’Might’?
It will work. I’ve used this bit a hundred times.” Teaka was thinking
about their trek into Long Lake and hadn’t considered her words. 


“What
do you mean? When you were in the army?” 


Ah
well, Teaka said to herself, you knew this was coming, might as well get it
over. “No,” she said aloud, “when I was a thief.” Indira raised an eyebrow but
didn’t speak. “That’s been my most recent job. Mostly I work as a sparrow, and
– Indira, I swear, I’ve never stolen from you.”


“No,
of course not,” Indira said softly, “why would you?” She put her hand to her
mouth for a few moments and stared off. “So. How does this work? With the mud,
I mean.” She squatted down to poke at a puddle of water. 


“You
can ask me questions. I don’t mind.” Teaka moved closer to her, but Indira kept
her head down. “I should have told you sooner. I just couldn’t find the right
moment…” 


Indira
waved her hand, dismissing Teaka’s words. “As it says in the Folio: ‘For all
have sinned by falling short of their mark.’”


Teaka
stared at her, but Indira had her head down, concentrating as she gathered mud
into her hands. The words stung, but Teaka realized the truth in them – if you
believe in sin, stealing would fall on to that list. She thought of some of her
actions of the last few years, including her army days, which ones were sins?
She had lied, stolen, and killed at the command of her officers, were those
sins? Or did it just become a sin when there was no one giving the command? 


Zahir
always dismissed any talk of sin. “Ever seen a sin,” he’d say. “Ever held one
in your hand? It’s just a word, just an idea.” He’d tap his head. “Citizens and
preachers plant it right here. Just shackles. Words are just shackles, girl.” 


#


That
first day at the House, Clellan brought Teaka over to meet Zahir. “Got a new
one for you ‘Hir. Teach her well.” The old man was sitting on a hard bench by
the fire. “White girls,” he said to Clellan, “they don’t make good thieves,
shondo.”Clellan
laughed as he walked away. “She might surprise you, old man.”


 He
was silent for a moment and then said, “You might as well sit down. I don’t
plan on getting a stiff neck, and you probably don’t want me talking straight
at your cunny.” She sat down quickly and Zahir chuckled. “What do you know,
girl? About thieving! What do you know?” Teaka must not have answered quickly
enough because Zahir mumbled, “You must know somethin’, or Clellan’s thinking
with his cock again.”


“Clellan
explained about sparrows – I know about that.”


Zahir
nodded. “Good, good. With Clellan, it’s all about your specialties. Spying, you
know, sounds like. Besides sparrows, we got mantles, mirror men, and
pepperpots.” He ticked them off on one hand. “Then you got the journeymen jobs.”
He held up his other hand. “Slashers, dashers, stickyhands, and chains. Though,
pepperpots – there’s no skill, no finesse there. Any no-ass, fuzzy faced kid
can throw a handful of pepper at a mark and steal their purse.”


“Say
them again. Slashers, dash—” 


“Names
don’t matter. Ability that’s what matters.” He
tapped his finger against the side of his nose. “You can sniff out a
secret – nothin’ wrong with tha—”


“It’s
not – I was in the army,” Teaka was anxious to explain.
“I’m not some nosey maid.”


“M’
mother was a maid, eh?” He laughed at the expression on Teaka’s face. “She was.
And a damned nosey one, too! 


“Sparrows
see out all sorts of things that a man finds useful. Mirror men, for them if
it’s shiny, pretty, and small, it’s worth stealing. Some folks call them window
men. Mirror, window – who the hell cares? They end up at the same place: the
mantle. Mantle, he’s the one that buys your goods.” Zahir held up a finger. “I
don’t know why they call ‘em mantles, girl so don’t ask me. Maybe because they
dismantle stuff.” He shrugged. “Don’t know; don’t care. You got something you
can’t spend, eat, or use yourself, you go to the mantle.” 


“Yes,
I understand. And the other ones?”


“Just
as their name implies, eh? Cut purse, runners, pickpockets and – well, chain’s
a two man job – two or three. One handles the mark and the other does the
deed.” He shrugged, “Could be anything – distracting someone to make it easier
to slit their money pouch, steering them to a good, quiet spot, causing a
commotion.” When Teaka looked confused, Zahir explained more. “Let’s say you
got wagons coming down the lane, heading to Market. You overturn a cart or
loose a dog on a cat, get a rousing argument going – something that’s gonna
stop traffic. While the drivers and carters are trying to watch the argument or
helping to clear off the cart, couple of dashers run off with a bag or crate –
whatever they can carry.


“They
ain’t all big or profitable, girl. Sometimes it’s about feeding the belly, feeding
the family. Clellan knows that. We seen some lean times, we have.”


Sometimes
you do things you’re not proud of, Teaka said to herself, but is it a sin? How
do you condense five years of living into three letters? “Indira—” Teaka
stopped herself. Why bother trying to explain? What’s it matter what Indira
Burningwood thinks? Just help her get the water and then, go home, Teaka Mote. 


Teaka
watched Indira scoop up some mud. “With the mud,” she said, “you want it to be
natural.” She bent down beside Indira and dipped her fingers in the puddle. “That’s
the mistake that people make – it looks like they dabbed it on. Get some on
your fingers. Not too much! And then act like you’re brushing your hair from
your eyes. Good. Now, scratch an itch beside your nose.” 


Indira
straightened up. “What do you think?”


“It’s
good. Very natural,” Teaka said as she swatted an imaginary fly on her arm,
leaving a smear of dirt. “But we do need to do something with your hair…”


“What’s
wrong with it? Don’t make me cut it, please! It’s just – I’m trying to grow it
out.”


“No,
it’s not that,” Teaka frowned, “it’s too clean – both of us. If we’ve been
sleeping in the woods for days...” She searched the area around them. Mud would
be too much – no one walks around with mud caked in their hair; no one sane. Sap?
No, that would be too much trouble to remove later. She ran her hands through
her own hair, seeking inspiration. “Oil,” she said and snapped her fingers.
“That’s the best, quickest way that I can think of to get that truly dirty
look.” Teaka opened her pack, glad that she’d brought the little tin of salve. 


When
she saw the look on Indira’s face, she said “Don’t worry. I have a surprise for
you just past the Deep Clear Bridge.”


“I
don’t like surprises.”


“There’s
a hot springs that I know.” Teaka twisted open the tin and dabbed some salve on
her fingertips. “We’ll go there and get clean, gloriously and thoroughly clean.”


Indira
got a faraway look. “I don’t remember the last time I had a hot bath. A truly
hot bath. That sounds lovely.” She dipped a finger into the salve and pushed it
through her hair. “Ugh. Is this enough? How do I look?” 


Teaka
laughed and with both hands mussed Indira’s hair. “There,” she said as she
smoothed Indira’s hair back down. “If I saw you coming toward me, I’d hope that
you didn’t smell as bad as you look.” 


“Let’s
just get this over with.” Indira brushed the front of her shirt. “The sooner
we’re across that bridge, the better.”


“Oh,
one more thing.” Teaka pointed to Indira’s feet. “Your shoes are too clean.”


They
walked into Long Lake before noon, and as Teaka had hoped, the guards let them
into town with only a “No begging allowed” warning. Once inside, Teaka asked a
street sweeper where they could buy supplies. 


“You
Motes? Murren will sell to your kind. At the inn.” He jerked his head to the
right. “’Round back, mind. You can’t go inside.” He spat and almost hit Teaka’s
foot. When they were out of earshot, Indira said, “You were right. He didn’t
recognize me.” 


“You
know him?” 


“Yes,
I healed his goiter.” 


“Hmm,
could you put it back?”


“Teaka!
Don’t even joke about such a thing.” Indira swatted at Teaka’s arm. “I remember
him being a nice man, although obviously the Father could teach him a lesson in
charity to strangers.”


An
alley brought them back behind the town’s one inn. At the mouth of the alley
Indira stopped short. “I don’t know, Tee. The sweeper was one thing. But this –
this is too risky. I stayed here. I stayed here for a week! A little mud won’t fool
Murren. She’ll remember me.”


“First,
it’s likely that we won’t be talking with Murren herself, probably the cook or
something. And second, you underestimate the power of caste. No one wants to
look closely at the face of poverty, not even other Motes. You would think bad
luck was a disease.” When Indira didn’t answer, Teaka said “I’m not saying you
have to trust me, but—”


Indira
brushed her hair back from her eyes. “I do trust you. I have trusted you with my
life.”


Teaka
had been about to step out of the alley, but Indira’s words brought her up
short. “I guess that’s true.” She looked at Indira. “I—” 


“Why
don’t you do the talking?” She touched Teaka’s shoulder. “And I will be right
behind you.”


Teaka
knocked at the kitchen door. Inside she heard a response but not the words.
After almost a minute, the door opened. Teaka felt Indira tense as a woman came
to the threshold. This must be Murren, Teaka said to herself. If Indira can
just keep calm.... “We’d like to buy some supplies.” Teaka held out four silver
coins. “We can pay.” Murren peered at the coins in Teaka’s hand. “Huh,” she
said, “might be I have extra.” She sniffed. “That won’t buy you much, friend.”


Teaka
had expected to pay a high price; the question was how much could they get for
their coin? She smiled and nodded, “Simple fare for simple folk. Oats, bread,
apples.” Teaka kept her hand steady.


“For
four silvers might be I could let go a bag of oats.” Indira gasped. Murren
squinted at her, saying, “You got a problem, sister? I don’t have to sell you
anything. Come banging on my back door. Decent folks would come around front
with their custom, eh?” Before Murren could expound on her theme, Teaka spoke
up. “A bag of oats and half a dozen apples.” Every shopkeeper she’d ever known
loved to haggle. Murren was no different: “Three apples.”


“Done!”
Teaka set the silver on the railing. 


“Wait
here,” Murren said and wiped the coins into her hand. 


Teaka
could feel that Indira was ready to burst. “Later,” she muttered. She looked
into Indira’s eyes. She mouthed the word later.


They
waited quietly in the backyard. Ten minutes later Murren was back with the
supplies. As she handed Teaka the bag, she said, “Six apples there. They’re
small but sound. Can’t ask for better.” Teaka nodded curtly, “Obliged.”


“You
need supplies again, you can come back, hear?”


Indira
nodded too, saying, “You have our thanks. Father bless you.”


“Indeed
he has.” Murren stayed on the steps, watching until they left the yard.
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They
were crossing the Clear Deep River, and Teaka was enjoying an apple when Indira
finally spoke. “That was the worst experience of my life.” 


A
joke died on Teaka’s lips when she saw Indira’s face. “That innkeeper, she has
a lot to mind,” Teaka said, “a lot of responsibilities. She probably has
beggars at her door three times a day. You can’t take it personally.” 


“We
did not beg. We paid good money, and I can’t believe that you are
defending her! She looked at us like we were dirt. And then practically stole
our money! One silver would have bought a bag of oats.” Indira shook her head.
“The Murren I thought I knew would have invited us to the kitchen, given us a
hot meal and a bag of oats.” 


“Indira,
think about it – if she did that for us, she’d have a line of people at her
back door every day. She made a hell of a profit on our transaction, but we got
what we wanted, too. And extra apples in the bargain!” Teaka tossed the core
over the railing. “It’s a few miles to the hot springs, and then we stop for
the day. We’ve done enough for one day.”


Teaka’s
unit had bivouacked near Long Lake more than once, and she knew the area well.
As expected, the hot spring was deserted. Not many people travel on foot with
the Salmon Run River so close by. “It’s been a few years since I was here,”
Teaka cautioned Indira. “And hot springs are fickle; sometimes they change
temperature and location, even.”


 The
spot she was looking for was still there – one large pool beside a smaller one.
“What I like about these is that this one,” Teaka pointed at the smaller pool,
“is nice and hot. And that one is cooler, in comparison anyway.” 


Indira
looked at the pools and at Teaka. “There aren’t other pools? We have to share?”


“Yes,
we have to share! I told you, I’ve been in these pools. There’s plenty of
room.” 


“But
you have to get naked.” 


Teaka
had already started undressing. “Indira honestly, you don’t have anything that
I don’t have. Hurry up!” She turned her back to Indira and quickly unstrapped
the sheath from her arm. She pushed the dagger and sheath into her empty boot.


“You
know, my clothes are pretty dirty. I’m just going to hop in.” Indira pulled off
her shoes and jumped into the larger pool. Teaka gathered up her clothes and
stood looking down at the healer for a moment. Indira’s wet shirt clung to her
body, outlining the curve of her breasts. Teaka felt a weird twist in her
stomach as she thought about seeing Indira naked. “I’ll – I’ll be over to join
these in a few minutes,” Teaka said and dropped her clothes in. 


When
Teaka climbed into the larger pool ten minutes later, Indira had taken off her
clothes. Teaka was careful to keep her eyes above Indira’s shoulders. She gave
a heavy sigh and settled into the pool.


“Teaka,
you have spent your life being cheated and shunned by shopkeepers and town guards
and who knows who else. How do you just shrug it off?”


Teaka
dropped her head below the water before answering. “It’s not always like that. Many
Motes are happy and prosperous, look at Seth and Elisel. They’ve got their
little farm…” Teaka suddenly remembered that their farm had been sold from
under them. She started again, “When you grow up somewhere, and your family is
respectable, local people treat you just fine. Does that make sense? To Murren,
and all of Long Lake, you and me, we’re strangers, just mouths to feed. But if
we lived there, we could be valued members of the community – assuming we were
providing value to the community.” Teaka slapped her hand on the water. “Being
a Mote just means you have to work three times as hard as a citizen, be twice
as nice and always be the first to volunteer for the dirty jobs.”  She groaned
and stretched her arms over her head. “It’s not a bad life, once you understand
the rules.” She laughed out loud. “I used to tell new recruits that very same
thing about army life.” 


Indira
looked troubled. After a moment she said, “It’s just that, well, this could
been my life, except for what Father did. No tutor, no pear trees growing in
the courtyard, no library and certainly no Healing House.” She was silent for a
moment. “For the first time since I found out about Minu, I almost understand
why he did it.”
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Indira
and Teaka sat by a small fire, wrapped in blankets as their clothes dried. “I
estimate that we’re a day’s walk from Dunstel,” Teaka said. “So I need to know
everything about this Maidenfont.”


“Maidenfont.
I don’t know anything more than what I told you. According to the scholar, a
little town grew up around the Fountain. So I expect we’ll find what we want in
the center of the ruins.”


“And
when we find the Fountain, we just need a bottle of water? Do you have to cast
a spell? Say a prayer?” 


Indira
looked pained. “I – I’m not sure it makes sense.” 


Teaka
waved at the drying clothes. “Indira, I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. I’m
listening.” 


She
pulled her blanket tighter. “When I heard the scholar mention Maidenfont, there
was… an echo of a memory. As if I remembered that I knew about it.” She looked
at Teaka intently. 


“I
guess that’s possible.”


Indira
nodded. “I did spend most of my time at the library at the Healing House. Maybe
I read about it there. Maybe it’s something Gideon taught me – I learned a lot
of church history.” She fell silent for a moment. “When I heard the name, an
image appeared in my mind. I saw myself pouring water from an ornate metal
pitcher onto a woman’s head, and although I couldn’t see her face, I knew it
was Minu.” She chewed her lip. “I need that water.”


“After
you get the water, where will you go?”


Indira
furrowed her brow. “Oh. I thought we – I mean, I think I will to go back to Lashand.”
She leaned forward to poke at the fire. 


Teaka
felt a pang of disappointment. “That’s where the Healing House is. Surely your
sister—”


“I
am not certain where she is, but that is my mystery to solve, isn’t it?”
Indira bit her lip and stared at the fire. “You can’t be expected to put your
life on hold for me. We barely know each other.”


Teaka
turned toward her. “You should come back to Tolount with me. Once we—”


“I
am not a child! Don’t use that placating tone with me.”


“Indira,”
Teaka took Indira’s hand in both of hers, and as her hands closed around it,
Teaka felt a jolt. She saw torches flare up outside the Winter Hag’s Palace, a
sword glinting in torch light, black with blood. She saw Indira hunched against
a wall, hugging herself. She saw the wide, dark staircase from her dream and a
shadow on the stairs above; she saw Indira holding up a twisted staff. 


Teaka
wanted to pull her hands away from Indira’s, but she couldn’t move. The images
kept coming. Men with swords standing beside a trickling waterfall. Arrows with
black fletching. A dead man, face down on the road… And then, just as suddenly
as they’d arrived, the images left her, and Teaka fell back with a yell.


“Tee!
Are you alright?” Indira knelt and touched her face. Tears streamed out of Teaka’s
eyes, making her ears wet. “I don’t know what happened,” she said. “I don’t
know…”


“Can
you sit up?” Indira’s voice was sharp with concern. “It was a seizure. You went
rigid and—” Her blanket slipped down, and Indira gathered it back over her
shoulders. “Let’s get you up.” She patted Teaka absently. 


With
one hand clutching the blanket, Indira helped Teaka to her feet. Once she was
back on the rock she’d been using as a stool, Teaka said, “It was real, so
real. I saw things, felt – the sword – I felt it in my hand.” Her voice trailed
off, and she began to shiver.


“What
do you mean you saw things? Did you – did you have a vision?” Indira looked
deep into Teaka’s eyes. “I wish we had some tea,” she muttered. “You’ll need a
good hot liquid.” She cupped her hands on either side of Teaka’s face.


Teaka
began to shake. “What is this?” she asked through chattering teeth. 


“It’s
the Godhead leaving you. Your body needs time to balance out. Um, imagine you put
something cold in a hot glass – the glass shatters. You have to warm it up
slowly.” 


“That.
Is not. Comforting,” Teaka managed to say. 


Indira
whipped the blanket from her shoulders, pulled it around Teaka and rubbed her
arms to create warmth. “It’s just an analogy. We just need to think….” She
crouched naked in front of Teaka, absently rubbing. Suddenly she stood up. “We
need to get you back into the hot springs!” 


After
she felt warm again, Teaka told Indira everything that she remembered from the
vision. She tried to describe the staff that she’d seen in Indira’s hands. “It
was tall – about your height – and the wood was twisted like a root. There was
a stone set in the top, but I don’t know what color. It was a dark stone; I
know that.”


“That
doesn’t mean anything to me – I have never used a staff in my life. That’s a
mage tool. Healers need to be up close. What I do with my hands, mages do with
the staff. It focuses the magic. Or maybe better put, it focuses you. The staff,
I mean. It focuses.” Indira stopped speaking and pushed the hair off Teaka’s
forehead. “I was worried about you, Teaka. How do you feel now?” 


“It’s
unlikely that I’m going to shatter, so that’s good news.” 


A
small smile played across Indira’s face in response to the joke. “I would put
you back together.” She paused, “Tee? Tell me again about the men, the men with
swords and the dead man you saw. Do you think God sent us a warning?” Indira put
her hand to her face. “Don’t be stupid, Indira,” she said aloud. “Of course it
is a warning!”


“Forewarned
is forearmed. That’s how it works in battle.” Teaka took a deep breath.
“Whoever they are, we know about them, and they don’t know that we know. The
question is how to capitalize on that.” She tapped her chin in thought. “The
arrow – the arrow in the vision had black feathers. That’s not standard
military issue.” She started to ask Indira about the arrows, but Teaka realized
that she wouldn’t know. Why would Indira Burningwood know what color fletching
the Order Guard uses? 


Teaka
yawned. “In the morning, we’ll know more.” She yawned again. “I suddenly feel
so tired.” She stretched out by the fire. 


Indira
patted her shoulder. “I’ll build up the fire. You sleep.”
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The
sun was bright when Teaka woke with Indira’s arm tight around her waist. Her
stomach grumbled, and Indira stirred. Teaka sat up and reached for her boots.
“I need to do some investigating.”


Indira
stood and put her hand on Teaka’s shoulder. “You are not going anywhere. We
haven’t talked about this. You’re still recovering from the vision! I forbid
it.” She crossed her arms. “As your healer, I forbid it.”


“Thanks
for the order, but no. We need information, and I’m going.” She held up a
finger to keep Indira from responding. “Don’t. I was doing this when you were
still in pigtails. I know what I’m doing.”


Indira
raised her eyebrows. “Just how young do you think I am? I’m twenty years old!
Almost twenty one.”


Teaka
stood up. “And I’m twenty five. An old twenty five, so you have to
listen to me.”


“I
don’t believe that you were in the army when you were ten.” She stood looking
at Teaka for a moment. “Fine” Indira said, “although I think we should plan it
out, we can go. Let me ge—” 


“You
stay here. That’s your job.” Teaka didn’t want to have to worry about Indira
during her scouting trip. She’d move faster and more quietly on her own. She
turned sideways and pushed her left sleeve up to put on her dagger.


Teaka
grimaced at the thought of returning to Dunstel. There were no good memories of
the town. She knew where it lay from here, but she didn’t know where this
Maidenfont was in relation to the town or in what part of the ruin she’d find
the water. In fact, she thought wryly, I have no idea about any of the things
that are vital to surviving this operation. You like adventure, so don’t
complain. Teaka smiled at that. Don’t complain! As if I would say a word to
Indira. She would jump on anything I said as an excuse to keep me at camp. 


Teaka
grabbed an apple and made sure that she had the bottle – this was supposed to
be a survey, but if she had an opportunity to get the water, Teaka would take
it. She said to Indira. “I might be gone a whole day. Good scouting takes time.
But I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”


“Here,”
Indira held out her hand. There was a little piece of string in her palm. “I
made this for you.”


“What
is that?”


“Put
it on – it’s a link. See?” She showed Teaka a loop of string around her
own finger. 


Teaka
held up the loop. “I’ve heard of these, but well, only officers wear them.” She
put the string over her middle finger. Indira nodded, “Except that officers no
doubt use real metal rings and not knotted string. But you’re our officer, and
this way I can at least know that you’re healthy.” She put her hands on Teaka’s
shoulders and smoothed the fabric. “If you get hurt, I can find you, and I’ll
come as fast as I can. As fast as I possibly can.” Indira’s fingers lightly
touched Teaka’s face. Softly she said, “We’ll get the water; we’re meant to get
the water, so we will.”
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Teaka
jogged east, keeping the river partially in view. Her face felt warm where
Indira had touched it. “You need to focus,” she said aloud. “Think about Indira
later.” She followed a tributary that branched off from the main river. The
banks were choked with reeds, and the water moved lazily. As Teaka rounded a
curve, she almost ran into a goose and three goslings who were perched at the
top of the bank. The goose hissed at Teaka as she veered to the far left to
avoid them. 


It
felt right to follow the creek. This Maidenfont has to get its water from
somewhere, she told herself. But at the thought, Teaka clenched her hand in frustration.
I need information, and it’s the thing that’s eluding me. Maybe it’s foolhardy
to do daylight scouting, but I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t sit and wait. “Even if
I find the whole damned Order Guard camped in Maidenfont, at least I’ll know something.”


She
looked down at the string around her finger. You wanted to be an officer, she
thought mockingly, and look – you are. “An officer in an army of two,” she
muttered, “with command over one. Not very impressive, Teaka Mote, but it’s
what you deserve.” Dragonfly wasn’t your fault. 


Teaka
took no comfort in the thought. “Bah. It had to be someone’s fault. Balco
wasn’t there, and one Mote is as good as another. Kashun chelli veckun,”
she said. Grab the bird close at hand. And after the Dragonfly disaster how
could they promote me? She tugged at her scarred ear. “You are damaged
goods, Teaka, and it’s time you scurried back to Tolount.” 


Your
actions betray your words. “Betrayal is a Mote specialty. Now
be quiet,” Teaka chided the voice in her head, “and let me work.” She slowed to
a walk and then stopped to scoop a few handfuls of water from the creek. I
don’t know why I’m doing this, she thought to herself. The world sees Indira as
a citizen, no matter her background. What can you possibly gain from helping
her? All the usual answers, like money, favor, or friendship didn’t ring true
to Teaka. They were good reasons, but they weren’t her reasons. She kicked a
stone along as she walked. “Adventure. Let’s say that I had to get out of
Tolount and that’s why I’m in the middle of nowhere looking for a place that no
one’s visited in a hundred years.”


The
creek grew wider as Teaka followed it. Eventually it joined the main river
again, and within an hour she could see the Dunstel walls in the distance. She
kept between the town and the water on the assumption that the ruins would be
close to the river. Besides, she had no desire to visit Dunstel again.


People
dotted the riverbank: women washing clothes; men casting small nets along the
shallows; a few small children digging in the sandy soil. Teaka walked along
with a handkerchief open in her palm. She would stop occasionally to pull up a
root or pinch off a flower. It was slow-going this way, but no one seemed to
notice her. An armed man galloped by, his horse throwing up clumps of wet earth
in his wake. Several people, Teaka included, stopped to watch him pass. She
watched the rider dwindle to a speck, her mouth open slightly. She hadn’t looked
too closely, but his gear had been unfamiliar to her. He wasn’t regular Orishon
army, but that didn’t mean he was Order Guard either. 


When
she’d left the people and town walls behind, Teaka took stock of the situation.
She was south of Dunstel and no ruins. She kept following the river east,
walking and thinking. During her ill-fated raid on Dunstel, Jos had led them
down from the north, above Dunstel. It had been twilight, but Teaka felt
certain that if there had been ruins, she would have noticed them. She touched
her side, thinking of the old wound. Better not to dwell on it, but sometimes
Teaka still felt galled about that mission. If she’d been in charge— 


Suddenly
Teaka could see ruins ahead on the left. She was shocked to realize that she knew
the place. She’d been here during a small skirmish early in the first war. A
Sulesian squad had penetrated this far inland, and Teak and her unit were
dispatched to remove the threat. She remembered wondering what possible reason
the Sulesians could have for stopping there. To her knowledge there was no ore,
no oil, nothing that they could use for their machines. The best idea she had
come up with at the time was that they had been planning a surprise raid on
Long Lake, which was two day’s march west. It was prosperous, and as a trading
hub, news of an attack on Long Lake would travel fast, sowing fear in the heart
of Orishea. That was before she learned about the Dunstel weapons depot.


Ahead
Teaka saw two men. They had swords and armor, so she veered back toward the
river. Her herb gathering guise had served her well earlier. Soldiers or no,
she hoped that she would seem beneath their notice. She could approach
Maidenfont from the north and see how things lay. It had been six, no seven
years since she’d traveled this area, and she couldn’t rely on hazy memories of
a single mission.


After
twenty minutes of walking along the riverbank, with occasional pauses to gather
herbs, Teaka headed north in a wide arc, well away from the ruins of
Maidenfont. She scoured her memory for any scrap of information about the
ruins. Her unit had snuck into an old stone building, half fallen down – and
that had been from the river side. From there they were able to assess the
Sulesian position and— With a start Teaka remembered the little waterfall they
had used for water. It poured out of a wall in the ruins. “How odd,” she said
aloud. “I drank water from the Maidenfont.” 


Teaka
knelt by a ring of mushrooms and picked a few as she tried to picture the
layout. She thought she remembered the location of the waterfall. If she could
find the watch tower, she could get her bearings. She had patrolled the area
every day for a week because during the fighting two soldiers had been hurt,
and they had waited in the ruins for a healer to arrive.


She
folded her napkin around the picked mushrooms and stood up, scanning the ruins.
There was the watch tower, showing its top, off to the right. Teaka closed her
eyes. If you walk out of the watch tower, she remembered, the waterfall was
ahead and a little left. 


Out
of the corner of her eye Teaka saw a sentry. She ducked low and studied him. His
tunic was a dusty shade of red, and his collar, as far as Teaka could tell, was
bare of insignia. As he turned on his patrol route and headed back toward her,
she saw a golden eye stitched over his left breast. Teaka frowned. She had
recognized the sun emblem on Indira’s robes – everyone knew what a Ray’s robes
looked like, but what was this eye? Was this an Order Guard or someone else? 


She
crouched lower and shifted toward a bush to remain hidden from view. Why was
anyone here? If it was the Order Guard, were they just after Indira because
she’d run away? Teaka subconsciously shook her head: that just didn’t seem
right. That would be a tremendous use of resources for one disobedient healer. 


They’re
not Sulesian – at least, they aren’t wearing Sulesian uniforms. And if they
were, why would they be here, of all places? You stumbled on Sulesians here
once before. Is it so hard to imagine? That was war, Teaka told herself. This
is… undeclared war? Teaka frowned at the uninvited thoughts in her head.
But I don’t care about Sulesia, she thought. I’m never going back there,
and if Orishea and Sulesia want to keep fighting, they’ll do it without this
Mote.


As
she watched the soldier patrol, Teaka couldn’t help but think of the dead man she’d
seen in her vision. He had stumbled into something and paid the price. She
wouldn’t make the same mistake. She looked longingly at the sword strapped to
the sentry’s side. Teaka would like the extra power of a sword if her situation
became dangerous, but a dead or unconscious soldier could alert others that
someone was here. Her dagger and close-in fighting would have to suffice, if it
came to that. 


Don’t
let it come to that, Teaka told herself. She shook away the idea of fighting.
One man, that would be an easy fight – he wouldn’t expect any resistance. Two
men would be risky, and more than that would be suicidal.


Teaka
could see a portion of wall in front of her, marking the boundary of the ruins.
She crawled toward it, keeping well away from the patrolling soldier. The wall had
crumbled in some places and was covered completely with blackberry in other
places. The thick blackberry stalks created a living wall as impenetrable as
anything a man could construct.


Slowly,
quietly Teaka followed the wall to the left. She could just see the top of the
watch tower and it inched closer as she moved. That meant that she was getting
closer to the waterfall. She paused; the wall was more stone than stalk here
and only about five feet high. It might be the best place to breach the ruins
and get the water. 


The
sun was past its zenith; it would be dusk in a few hours. I could go back to
camp and get Indira, or I could get the water and be done. Teaka crouched with
her back to the warm stone wall. From this vantage she could barely see the
sentry. Was it possible that they only had a handful of sentries? “Who is they?”
Teaka mumbled. “If I knew that, I could answer some of these other questions.” 


She
straightened up and looked down over the wall, into the ruins. The waterfall
was almost below her, trickling out of the wall. She could climb over, scramble
down a few boulders and be at the water in seconds. There is no better time
– get the water. The thought blasted through her mind, and it was so
compelling that Teaka was moving before she had time to think. She was vaulting
over the wall as her body flooded with fear. Who is controlling me, she
thought. Who is that inside my head? Her feet navigated the rocks and almost by
reflex she thrust the water bottle under the stream of water. 


“Indira,”
Teaka silently addressed the voice, “is that you?” Silence. “If this is some
vile mage—”


The
answer is right in front of you.


“What?”
Teaka was startled by the response and spoke aloud.


“I
said, you’re not allowed here.” The soldier was standing ten feet away. He has
his hand on his sword pommel. Teaka could clearly see the golden eye on his
tunic. She nodded curtly and said, “Almost done. Wait your turn.” 


“Are
all Motes hard of hearing? I told you to leave.” Teaka could hear the creak of
leather as he shifted his grip on his sword.


“I’m
no Mote – no more than you are! My pa served Orishea in the wars. Proudly wore
the green he did. Wounded twice, too.” The water bottle was almost full. “What
kind of fancy pants unit you in, wearing red that way?”


“Who
are you? Where did you come from?” His voice was firm and unafraid. 


Teaka
smiled broadly as she capped the water bottle. “Name’s Brinda. Me & Pa are
camped up.” She jerked her head past the wall. “Come through sometimes to trade
at Long Lake. Good water’s hard to find, friend.” She put the strap over her
shoulder so that the water bottle hung securely at her side. “Anyways, I’m
done.” Teaka stepped toward the boulders. “Water’s all yours.”


“I
can’t let you take that water.” He stretched out his hand but didn’t move. “Put
it down and come with me.” Teaka looked at him hard. “Huh. Never seen a water
soldier before.” She stood on the first boulder. “What’s it pay?”


 “This
isn’t a game. Don’t move.” He gripped his pummel tighter, but he hadn’t drawn
his sword yet. Teaka feigned uncertainty. “I surely don’t want trouble.
Certainly not over a scant of water!” Teaka looked beyond the soldier and raised
her voice. “Did you fellas hear me? I don’t want trouble!” 


The
soldier turned to look over his shoulder, and Teaka whirled and starting
scrambling up the boulders. It was risky to turn her back on the solider, but
it was her best plan. Teaka heard him shout “Stop!” and then “Help, intruder!” 


As
she vaulted over the wall she thought, now we’ll find out where the other
sentries are. Teaka headed straight north at a dead run. She could hear shouts
behind her and to her left. She resisted the urge to bear away from the shouts,
better to take the fastest route past whatever perimeter was set. The
undergrowth was thick, and Teaka had to slow her pace or risk falling. She had a
stitch in her side, and her gasping breath was the only sound in her ears. Years
of working in Tolount had conditioned Teaka for short, intense bursts; this
countryside running would kill her.


Teaka
slid to a stop on the far side of a fallen tree and dropped down to look behind
her. She tried to control her breathing so that she could listen, but her heart
was pounding so hard, it was difficult to hear anything else. After a few
moments, her breathing slowed and she could hear shouts in the distance, but
they seemed to be behind her. 


The
short rest gave Teaka a new burst of energy and she headed west at a light jog.
She’d need to keep up a steady pace as long as she could. Twice she thought she
spotted red clothing through the trees off to her left, but no one pursued her.
When Teaka stopped to rest again, she stretched out amid an explosion of ferns
and used a frond to wipe the sweat from her face. The water bottle dug into her
side, and she pulled it around front and held it up. As she did, Teaka noticed
the string on her finger. “If I were injured,” Teaka pulled out her dagger and
laid it along her arm, “she could find me.”
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Hours
later, when Indira found her, Teaka was sweaty, bloody, and thirsty. It felt
like days had passed since Teaka had left Maidenfont. She’d run west and then
south, angling to try to be close to their campsite without being too close to
any patrols. She was ragged from her run, bloody from the cut on her arm, thirsty
because she didn’t want to drink the holy water, and she knew that no story of
herb gathering would work. She looked like what she was – a thief on the run.


Teaka
tried to keep still while she waited to see if Indira would come. A few birds landed
near her, and a squirrel stood up by her foot, his paw resting on her boot. Birdsong
was all around her, and Teaka realized that she had missed the sound. Some
birds thrived in the city, but here she was surrounded by dozens of different calls.
She looked up at the leafy canopy; it seemed foolish to be stationary when
there might still be soldiers looking for her, but how could Indira find a
moving target, even with link? Teaka needed to be in one spot, and
hopefully this was a safe place. 


It
was agony to have water and not be able to drink it, but Teaka couldn’t drink
the water from the Maidenfont. She had to assume that Indira would need all of
it for her… ritual? Spell? Thinking of spells reminded Teaka of the voice
inside that had urged her to get the water. What had she said? “The answer is
in front of you.” Teaka shook her head. “It’s not in front of me now,” she
muttered. 


Night
was falling but there was enough light for Teaka to see Indira approaching. She
looked comical clutching a small twig in her hand – as if that little stick
would hurt anyone. Then Teaka saw that she was waving the stick back and forth;
Indira must be casting her link spell. Before Teaka could speak, Indira
came right to her, even though she shouldn’t have been able to see Teaka in the
gloom. “Here you are, finally!” She knelt down. “I was frantic at first, when my
link buzzed. But when it didn’t get worse, I figured you were hurt but
not in danger of, of dying.” 


Teaka
held up her left arm. “No – it’s not too deep.” 


Indira
put her hand under Teaka’s arm and looked closely at the wound. “All the same,
I need to cast light. I need to see for myself.” She put Teaka’s arm
down gently and raised her own. Teaka grabbed her arm before she could cast the
spell. “Don’t do that. It’s too dangerous. I made sure it wasn’t a deep cut.
Sit down and be quiet. I think we’re safe here.”


“What
do you mean, you ‘made sure’?” Indira sat back on her heels. 


“Shush,
I made the cut myself,” Teaka spoke softly. “I couldn’t think of a better way
to get you to come find me.”


“What
were you thinking?” Indira lowered her voice before going on. “It’s irresponsible!
If you knew—”


“I
got the water.” Teaka held up the bottle. 


“That
doesn’t excuse this.” Indira pointed her hands at Teaka’s arm. “Tell me
everything while I heal you. I won’t cast light, but I am going to purify
the wound before I cast heal. Even a small cut can get dirty.” 


Teaka
remembered telling Indira the beginning of the story, but at some point she
dropped off to sleep and only woke briefly when Indira cast her watch
spell and snuggled next to her. In those few moments Teaka thought she saw a
woman standing nearby, but she couldn’t wake up enough to speak clearly. Her
tongue felt too big for her mouth. She tried to point; she had to warn Indira. “Sshh,”
Indira said as she pulled the blanket over Teaka and brushed a strand of hair
from her face. “Purify makes you sleepy, so rest.” Her voice was soft in
Teaka’s ear. “Rest,” she said, “you need it.”
















 


 


 


Chapter 6


 


Teaka
woke up thinking about the woman she’d seen the night before. Had she been real
or was it a vision? Was she some accomplice of Balco’s? Or a scout for the
soldiers of the golden eye? You don’t even know if she was real, Teaka told
herself. She sat up. “Indira, last night—”


Indira
looked up and smiled. “Oh good, you're up. We should get moving. Those soldiers
might be still looking for us.”


“Last
night,” Teaka suddenly felt nervous, “did you see a woman. Here in camp, I
mean.” Indira looked confused. “No,” she said. “Of course not.” Teaka stood up
and walked to where she thought she’d seen the woman. “There should be
footprints—”


“Don’t
be silly. There is no one here. We have the water, now and I think you’re
right: we need to get back to Tolount. But maybe not by a direct route...” She
slipped on her pack. “Oh! Before we go let me see your arm.” She walked to Teaka
and touched her arm. “I just want to check. The spell should have—”


Teaka
jerked away. “I'm not sure I'm ready to go. I'm not even sure I am going. What am
I doing out here in the middle of nowhere with you? I've known you less than a
week, and you’re trying to run my life! I was fine, my life was fine before you
crashed into it and upset everything.” Teaka had no idea where this anger had
come from, but it felt good to speak.


“Your
life as a thief?” Indira stepped back as if to assess Teaka. “Oh wait, no – you
mean your life as a courier. Or are you a soldier? I just can’t keep
up.” Indira stopped herself and put her hand to her mouth. “Alright, let’s talk
about this. Right now.” She stabbed a finger downward. “Let’s talk about
my life! I had one, too, you know and not some shadowy half-life. I was
a respected healer. I was good at it. I am good, and I can help people.
I did help people until my world turned upside down in one day.” She held up a
finger and then jabbed it at Teaka. “And I am going to get back to that world,
once I am done here. I can’t make you come with me, but I just have to say that
you are a part of this, just like me.” 


Indira’s
chest was heaving. She threw her hands up. “Honestly, Teaka. Look at you. Why are
you out here in the middle of nowhere with a complete stranger? Someone you met
by chance five, no six days ago?” Indira gestured to Teaka’s arm. “You had the
perfect chance to be rid of me forever and what did you do? You cut open your
arm so that I would come find you. Explain that to me.” She sat down on a log.
“Explain, because I would very much like to understand.”


Teaka
didn’t know what to say, and as the silence lengthened, the birds began to
chirp again. A dozen thoughts rolled through Teaka’s mind, including every
chance she’d had to turn away, from the very first moment in the Market to
right now, this exact moment. Stand up, she thought, stand up and walk away. In
a few days you could be back to your old life with Druv, working for Clellan,
prowling the streets of Tolount. It’s been your life for five years, and you
could go back. Just get up and go. Images flowed through Teaka’s mind.
Overwhelmed, she put the heels of her hands to her eyes and pressed. Daughter,
soldier, thief, lover. Do any of those fit me anymore? If I stay, what will I
be? Bodyguard? Servant? Who will I be? A quiet voice inside her whispered Teaka.
Startled, she said, “What?”


“Teaka.
Talk to me, please?” Teaka opened her eyes, and Indira was squatting in front
of her. Teaka nodded and said, “I don’t know why I’m here. I don’t know much of
anything, but I do know we’re both heading to Tolount. Let’s start with that.” 


“Yes,
good, but we can look for this woman you saw – I mean, if you want.”


Teaka
glanced at the undisturbed ground. “Nah, you’re right – we need to go.” As
Teaka lifted her pack, she said, “It’s a long way back to Tolount, no matter
how we slice it. Horses would help us get there a lot quicker.” 


“I
don’t know,” Indira grimaced. “I don’t feel good about that. I don’t know how
they’ve been treated… I wish we could get Order horses, then I’d know – and
Teaka, where would we even get them; we don’t have very much money.” When Teaka
didn’t answer, Indira stood. “I know that you have more experience with this
than I do.” She waved her hands, “Soldiers are always galloping about.”


Relieved
that they weren’t going to argue again Teaka said, “I was a soldier, you
know and a damned good one. Decorated. I would have been an officer but for my
caste.” 


“I
didn’t think that was supposed to matter anym—” 


“What
politicians say and what actually happens are two different things,
alright?” Teaka took a deep breath. “Now, when we come to a road, we’ll head northeast.
That’s what they’ll least expect, and we’ll hit Mortown at some point. It’s a
good sized town, and we can get horses there.” 


“The
idea of riding instead of walking… it’s tempting. It is,” Indira said. “But
that’s not how we do it in the Order. We don’t just buy animals. They
choose to serve the Gods with us.”


“Indira,”
Teaka rubbed her neck, “the animals – they matter, but we need to move fast,
and I have connections there. The horses will be fine. I promise.”


“You
lived in Mortown?”


“No,
but I have family there.”
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A
gentle rain fell during the two days they made their way to Mortown. Teaka
insisted that Indira wear her cloak. “I’ll use the blanket until we get to
town. I’m used to it.” They met no one on the road, and they reached the town
after dusk on the second day. “What town is this, sir?” Teaka asked the guard.
When he told her she was in Mortown, Teaka slapped Indira’s arm. “My cousin and
I are going home to Balmerton,” Teaka told the gate guard. “I told her
we were going the wrong way. We were taking a short cut.” She emphasized
the words and rolled her eyes toward Indira so the guard would understand the
source of her annoyance. 


He
coughed a laugh and said, “Short cuts make for long roads. That’s what my
granddad always said.” 


“My
name’s Burningwood. Teaka Burningwood. We’ve got coin, but it has to last a
long while. Where’s a good, cheap place for the night?”


“My
mam takes in travelers. Charge you fifteen pennies and that includes a hot
breakfast.”


“Can’t
say fairer than that,” Teaka shook his hand. “Which way to your mam’s?” When they
were out of earshot Teaka said, “You don’t mind, do you? That I borrowed your
name? I knew that we’d have to be citizens to get a decent room somewhere, and
I should have thought about it earlier. It was—”


“I
don’t mind. Considering how my father acquired it, I have no room to deny
anyone access to my last name. I’m more a Mote than you are a Burningwood. I
mean, I’ve been a Mote playing at citizen my whole life, so how can I begrudge
you?”


The
guest house was a tidy little place a few blocks from the gate. Teaka knocked
on the door. “Mrs. Bilburg? Ligand sent us. We’re the Burningwoods, cousins traveling
to Balmerton.” 


The
woman’s face lit up. “Well, come in! Dinner’s done but I have leftovers I can
warm. Mind you that’s an extra five coppers, but my food’s good and filling. My
husband was Sulesian so I always have meat on the table, every meal. He
insisted.” She sighed. “He was a good man, for all that, I’m sure. Girls, you
have to make sacrifices in marriage. If he’s a good man, you’ll learn that— Oh,
listen to me! You’re hungry and footsore, I’m sure. Come have some food.” She
led them into the dining area.


“I’m
a Sister of the Order,” said Indira. Mrs. Bilburg turned around. “We don’t get
many of your kind traveling.” 


Teaka
spoke up, “Special allowances made – her ma is sick.” 


“You’ll
be wanting to eat veytah then, I’m sure.” The woman looked a little
bewildered. “Both of you?” 


Teaka
shrugged, “I’ve spent some time in Sulesian.” She shot a look at Indira. “I’m
not religious myself.”


“Well,
that’s nice then. Dinner is settled. As to sleeping, I got a snug little room
at the top of the stairs. Perfect for cousins as it gets a might cold and two
in a bed stay warmer than one!” Mrs. Bilburg smiled at them.


Teaka
did not relish the idea of sleeping with Indira again. She had been fairly
quiet on the journey, but their fight the other morning seemed to have changed
something in Indira. She was sullen and withdrawn. “That’s just fine, ma’am,
and we don’t need any dinner, but thank you very much.” Teaka was hungry but
angry enough at Indira to want to punish her for saying she was of the Order.


“Well
now, where are you girls from? Heading to Balmerton and all by yourselves!” Her
eyes went from Teaka to Indira. 


“Yes
ma’am,” Teaka replied quickly before Indira could speak. “Heading home to
Balmerton. We got word that her ma is sick.” Teaka jerked her head toward
Indira. “I figured she could use a hand, and truth be told, Long Lake just
hasn’t panned out for me.” 


Indira
jumped in. “She’s a seamstress, but she could only get piecemeal.”


The
woman’s eyes traveled between them, and Teaka could tell she was trying to see
a family resemblance. “Well that won’t keep body and soul together, I’m sure. But,
I have some mending that needs doing, if you have a mind…” 


Indira
coughed, and it sounded like she was trying not to laugh. “That’s kind of you,”
Teaka said, “but we need to leave at first light, if we can.” She gestured to
the kitchen. “If that suits the house schedule, I mean. We don’t know what is
wrong with her ma, so we need to put a lot of miles behind us before the sun
sets again.” Teaka reached for her coin pouch. “And speaking of breakfast, I’ll
pay up now, if that’s acceptable. Cash on the barrelhead, just like my pa
taught me.”


“That
is kind.” Mrs. Bilburg held out her hand. “Thirty pennies. Or if it’s easier,
make it half a silver, and I’ll throw in some bread and dried fruit for traveling
food.” 


“Do
you have an extra water bottle, we can buy?” Teaka asked. “Somehow one just
isn’t enough.”


“I
can find one, I’m sure.” She pointed to the stairs, “Let me show you girls to
your room.” As Teaka grasped the banister, she noticed the string on her
finger. Is the link is still active? Would I even want Indira to come
find me? When she’s not looking, Teaka decided, I’ll throw it away.


The
room was small, and the bed was large. Teaka shuffled to the far side of the
bed, which practically hugged the wall, and sat on the edge to pull off her
boots. Without a word, she got into bed. She lay on the far edge, giving Indira
most of the bed for herself. Teaka felt her sit down, and a few moments later
she blew out the candle. The moon was just past full, and there was enough
light coming through the small window to keep the room from being pitch black.


 They
both lay still, and just when Teaka thought Indira might be asleep, she said
quietly “I am sorry, Teaka, about our fight. I was wrong to question you that
way.” Teaka didn’t respond, but she felt Indira shift and roll toward her. “I
just, I guess I want this to be over, and when you got the water so easily, I
just wanted to be on the road right away.”


“You
can be very bossy,” Teaka said finally. 


Indira
laughed a little. “Is that my mother’s influence showing up again?” She reached
over and touched Teaka’s shoulder. “I am used to getting my way. People – patients
– listen to me and follow my orders.” She shifted closer. “It’s not an excuse
but rather an explanation.” When Teaka didn’t respond, Indira whispered, “Would
you please talk to me?”


“I
don’t know what to say,” Teaka said in a tight voice. “I don’t know what I
feel. I – I’ve had more fun with you in these last few days than I have in a
long time. When this is over, you’ll go back to your life and that means I go
back to mine.” 


Indira
didn’t answer for a long time, and then she said, “Maybe. Maybe not.” 


Neither
of them moved. “Do you want to spoon?” Teaka asked. She rolled onto her side,
facing Indira. Her face felt hot. “If you don’t want to, I understand – I had
just gotten kind of used to it.” 


“No!
I mean, yes. I want to.”


“I’ll
be on the outside this time, alright?” Teaka moved toward her slowly. 


“Yes.”
The bed creaked as Indira rolled over. Teaka put her arm over Indira’s side and
rested her hand flat on the bed. Her face was level with Indira’s head, so she moved
down a little and placed her head near the hollow of Indira’s shoulders. “Good
night,” she said softly, as she breathed in the scent of Indira’s skin. A few
minutes later she felt Indira’s breathing change, and later still Teaka fell
asleep wondering what she was doing.


Breakfast
was as good as Mrs. Bilburg had boasted it would be. There were meat sausages
on the table, and Teaka casually said, “I’ve had these in Sulesia. I wonder if
they’re as good.” She didn’t look at Indira as she picked up two. They ate in
silence, and it was only as Teaka speared the last piece of sausage on her
plate that she had a thought. “Mrs. Bilburg, do you know, is this pork
sausage?”


“Oh
yes. Isn’t it lovely? There’s a Mote butcher down the street, and he has his
own special recipe.” She looked at Indira, “Begging your pardon, I’m sure.”


Teaka
thought of Indira’s boar and put the uneaten sausage down. She was careful not
to look at Indira. “Thank you for breakfast.”


Mrs.
Bilburg smiled. “Happy to have you girls here. Now, here’s your traveling food,
and I did find a canteen for you. One of Ligand’s from his troop days.” Her
hand rested on a cloth wrapped object about the size of a melon. “My husband
always said that this was the best traveling food a man could ask for and
seeing as you had some sausage, I wrapped it up for you. It’s cow’s milk cheese.”
She said to Indira, “The Order would approve, I’m sure. It’s from a Mote family
one over, and the Father knows they love their cows! Treats them nice as can
be.” She brushed at the cloth wrap. “It’s not something I eat all that often,
but Ligand likes it and a few of the regulars. If the road gets rough, I just
want you girls to have it.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “I hope you don’t
mind that it’s Mote-made. I’m not one to judge – the Father shines His face on
us all.”


Indira
shook her head. “No, we don’t mind about the Motes, but we don’t need it.”


The
woman handed the cheese to Teaka. “I can help two girls on their journey, can’t
I? And besides, the Motes give me a good price. It’s a fact – they have to keep
their prices low to get any buyers ‘sides other Motes.” Her voice trailed off
as she looked at the cheese. “Friends begged me to move when we heard they were
moving in. But I say ‘Handsome is as handsome does.’ I told them those Motes
would turn out to be good folk, and I’ve been proved right!” She pointed her
finger at Teaka. “You girls keep that in mind. Not all Motes are cheats
and thieves.” 


Teaka
could feel her face getting red, but before she could speak Indira stepped up
to Mrs. Bilburg and took her hands. “We are in your debt, Mrs. Bilburg.” 


As
they came out on to the street, Teaka muttered “Thanks.”


“For
that? It was nothing. People just don’t think. I never did, but now I won’t
ever take my last name for granted.” When Teaka didn’t respond Indira brushed
the hair from her face and said, “So, you actually have family here?”


“All
thieves are related. We tend to group into communities in cities and towns, and
we call those groups ‘Houses’. I just need to find one of my kin and then we
can get a couple of horses for a good price and without the gossip.”


“How
will you find a thief? We don’t have to get robbed, do we?” 


“Nothing
so dramatic. It’s easy if you know what to look for.” 


“I’ll
follow your lead,” Indira said as she took the food bag from Teaka. As they
walked she pulled the cheese out of the bag and dropped it in a rubbish pile.


“What
are you doing? Even if you won’t eat it, someone will!”


“No
one should eat it.” Indira closed up the bag and put it over her shoulder.
Teaka walked over to the pile and picked up the cheese. “There are hungry
people here. Motes. We—”


“No
one should eat that.” Indira put a hand on it. “Please trust me. Cow’s milk
is food for baby calves not for humans, Teaka. We shouldn’t take it from them. I
don’t know a better way to explain.” Teaka nodded and let the cheese drop to
the rubbish pile again. It was easier than starting another argument.


They
walked in silence for several minutes until Teaka suddenly quickened her pace.
There was a young man walking slowly up the street ahead of them. Mortown was
not big enough to have a full market square, and the few shops were clumped
together near the inn. “You see that boy? The one with the shaved head? I bet
you a silver, he’s a thief.” 


They
got closer, and Teaka became more certain. He had one hand lightly cupped. “Stay
away from his left hand,” she muttered to Indira. Teaka took a few long strides
and came even with him. She covered her mouth and nose and knocked his left
hand up. Black pepper filled the air. He started sneezing violently. Teaka
whirled him around and out of the pepper cloud. In the next moment, she grabbed
his ear, twisted and said “Hi Cuz. I hope you’ve learned a valuable lesson
about being a pepperpot.” He twisted out of her arms and would have taken off
running, if Indira hadn’t tripped him. Teaka glanced around to make sure that
no one had seen and raised her voice. “Cousin! When did you become so clumsy?”
In a lower voice she said, “Hard to see with all that pepper in your eyes, eh?
Don’t be stupid. Stay still or, do you want me to call the guards?” Teaka
leaned on him with all her weight and then stood up, offering her hand. “We’re
new in town. Why don’t you take me to the head of your House?” 


He
didn’t move, and Indira dropped to one knee. “I’m sorry I tripped you. Are you
hurt? Let me help you… Oh! When did you last eat? I can feel the strength
ebbing in him, Tee. Give me some bread.” Teaka sighed but pulled a loaf from
her and tore off a third. “Here.”


“Pah!
Give me the whole thing!” Indira held out her hand. 


“Indira.
Look, he probably eats just fine. We need to conserve our rations.” Indira’s
hand didn’t move. “Fine. But you,” Teaka pointed her finger at the boy, “walk
and eat.”  


Five
minutes brought them to a small house, and they followed the boy around back. A
woman was gathering firewood. She straightened up when she saw them. Teaka
raised her hand. “We’re from a Tolount house, and we bring no trouble. We want
two horses, good enough to get us back at a good pace. We can pay. Name’s Teaka
Mote. Clellan’s my head. Clellan Redrock.” She held out Clellan’s coin for the
woman to see. 


The
woman sucked her teeth for a few seconds. “Mugs. Call me Mugs. I can help. Grab
some wood for me, why don’t you? And you, get back to work.” She made to
throw a log at the boy, who took off running. Once inside, her demeanor softened.
“Need something hot in your bellies?” 


“No,
thanks. We ate at Mrs. Bilburg’s. Just your help with the horses.” 


She
nodded. “Woman gets right to business. I like that. What about you?” She looked
at Indira then looked at back to Teaka. “She always this quiet?”


“Yeah.
Better that way, eh?” 


Mugs
chuckled. “Men are easier to handle, but I won’t lie – there’s times I’ve
considered,” she raised her eyebrows, “the alternative.” 


Teaka
felt her face get hot. “We—”


“We
do appreciate the help, Mugs.” Indira stepped forward. “About—”


“About
the horses,” Teaka pulled out her coin purse, “we want ‘em healthy and gently
used.” She nodded to Indira. “She’s a tender one, especially when it comes to
horses.”


“Love
‘em myself, girl and that’s a fact. So happens I know a man needs to unload a
few horses that are not his in the strictest legal sense. He’s a good
man, if I know anything, and I do.”


After
a few minutes of haggling, Teaka and Mugs agreed on a price to offer the man
with a nice commission for Mugs. “Let me get m’ bonnet, and I’ll take you to
the stables. Hate the weather this time of year. Don’t know to rain or shine,
so it does both.”
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As
they walked the horses through town, Teaka told Indira her plan. “I want to
head north, toward The Darrows. There’s an old road we can take. Then it’s a
straight shot southwest to Tolount. No one will be looking for us that way.”


“So
it’s ‘us’ again? Are you sure you want to help me?” Indira’s voice sounded neutral,
but Teaka thought she heard emotion. 


“I
said I’d help you get to Tolount, and I will. Let’s leave it at that for now.”


“Can
I ask you something else, something that has nothing to do with you or me?”
When Teaka didn’t answer she went on. “Did you see the dead man? From your
vision –the dead man with the arrows. When you got the water, did you see him?
He haunts me. I mean, I’m haunted by the idea that someone died because of me.”


“How
do you know he died because of you?”


“Teaka
please,” Indira’s voice cracked. “I just know it.” She put her hand to her
chest. “I feel it. You’re here because of me and if something happened to you—”


“No,
I didn’t see him.” Teaka stroked her horse’s cheek. “But he could be anywhere.
And maybe, because we haven’t seen him yet, maybe it won’t come to pass. Maybe
it was just a warning.” Indira didn’t answer.


They
mounted up outside of town and rode in silence for several miles. “The horses
seem happy and healthy,” said Teaka. “I wonder if they aren’t Order horses
after all.”


Indira
shifted in the saddle. “From your mouth to the Gods’ ears. But tell me, Tee –
if you don’t mind – Mugs, she seemed more like a fish monger than a thief. And
your House – a citizen at its head? I did not know that ever happened.”


“We
don’t talk about the House, outside it. If they found out that you weren’t one
of us, we’d both be in trouble.” Teaka brought her finger across her throat and
smiled grimly. She was feeling prickly. “So let’s keep that to ourselves,
right?” Teaka turned her horse down a narrow path and Indira followed. They
rode in silence and when Teaka sensed that Indira was about to speak again, she
asked, “Have you ever heard of The Five Hundred?”


Indira
shook her head. “The Five Hundred what?”


“Motes.
Soldiers. Back during the old Empire.”


“I
don’t know Mote history at all. Will you tell me about them?” Indira gave Teaka
a small smile.


“I
don’t know anything more than what I’ve said.”


“Where
did you hea—”


“It’s
not important; I’m sorry I brought it up.” Teaka slouched in her saddle. Why
had she asked Indira about The Five Hundred? What was that supposed to
accomplish?


Indira
angled her horse close to Teaka. “I’m not sorry. I love history, and I will ask
Gideon about The Five Hundred when I see him next. He will know.” Indira
touched Teaka’s knee. “Teaka, what Mugs said – about women, about alt—”


Indira
didn’t finish her sentence. They’d come to the rise of a hill and below them on
the road a man lay crumpled. He was about twenty yards away at the bottom of
the hill. Indira was off her horse and running to him before Teaka could react.
Indira slipped off her pack as she ran. It was a scene Teaka had witnessed too
many times on the battlefield: healers racing to help a fallen soldier, not
thinking about the consequences. 


Indira
reached him before Teaka was even off her horse. She knelt down to roll him
over, but Teaka saw her freeze. An arrow slammed into the man. “Get down!”
Teaka roared. She hadn’t yelled like that since the army, and her throat was
immediately raw. Indira flopped to the ground with the man’s body as
protection, and she clutched the amber pendant. A moment later a golden glow
flowed over her.


Teaka
had to concentrate – there was an archer who needed her undivided attention.
Teaka headed left toward the trees, the arrow had come from there. She didn’t
know how long Indira could keep up her spell, so she needed to remove the
threat quickly. As Teaka moved into the trees, she tried to remember everything
she could about archery. Jos Raintree was the only archer she’d ever known, and
he hadn’t said much. One thing she knew – no archer wants to have to fight
hand-to-hand. In the Orishon army they are issued a dagger or short sword,
depending on preference, but as a rule, close combat makes them nervous. Teaka
smiled because close was exactly what he was about to get from her. 


When
Teaka judged that she was about fifteen feet from the road, she began to move
slowly out in a circle. What would I do, if it were me in the woods on ambush
duty, she asked herself. You’ve taken down one person. You have a second one
pinned out in the open and what do you know about the third? You know there’s a
third because she was stupid enough to yell. Teaka could have kicked herself
but those recriminations were for another time, after the immediate threat was
dealt with. What do you have going for you? Nothing, except that they probably
think that I’m running away. 


Teaka
looked at the string on her finger; she’d forgotten to take it off. “Too bad it
doesn’t work both ways.” She could only hope that Indira was safe. Teaka stopped
to listen. She heard the wind in the branches and birds flitting around but no
other sounds. She moved on as quietly as she could. At a break in the brush she
saw Indira’s spell glowing, and relief flooded Teaka’s heart. 


She
was almost parallel with Indira now, and an archer would have to be closer than
this range to be accurate. She moved forward, dagger in her right hand,
trusting her instincts. At that moment she wanted to kill the archer; she
didn’t care that he might have information. He’d almost killed Indira. “Just as
blood thirsty as ever, eh Teaka?” she muttered to herself.


 The
archer spotted Teaka before she spotted him, and it was only luck that his aim
was off. The arrow grazed her shoulder. Another three inches and it would have
gone right through her throat. He’d made a risky move, and since he missed, he
wouldn’t have much time to nock another arrow or to grab his blade. Teaka
abandoned stealth and charged at him, yelling. She leapt at his midsection and
crashed him to the ground. They rolled over a few times, and his
superior weight brought him out on top, but then he realized that Teaka’s
dagger was below his ear and he relaxed his body. “It wasn’t me” he said. “I
didn’t shoot your friend. Please, I was just following orders. Please don’t
kill me.”


Teaka
stared at the golden eye embroidered on his chest. “About these orders: you are
going to tell me everything, but first, you need to get off me. I want you to
put your hands on top of your head and move off me to the right. My dagger can
punch a hole in your brain faster than you can blink so do be careful. Slow and
careful.”  When he was kneeling on the ground and she had her dagger to his
throat, Teaka called out to Indira. “It’s safe. Come find me.”


When
they questioned him, he didn’t know much. “We weren’t supposed to kill anybody.”
He looked at Indira. “Bring you in, unharmed, if we could.” 


“Oh,
so that’s why you aimed an arrow at my throat?”


“Her.
Not you.” The man looked down. “And I was aiming for your heart, actually.” 


Teaka
snorted. “I appreciate honesty in a man. So you weren’t to kill unless you had
to?”


The
man shook his head. “There wasn’t supposed to be a need! You’re supposed to be
alone! The Father Superior said.” Indira and Teaka exchanged looks. 


“You’re
with the Order Guard then?” Teaka flicked the eye on his jacket with her
dagger. The man swallowed and nodded. “Varji shot the man. It wasn’t me.” Teaka
turned to Indira. “Is he dead?” Indira nodded silently. 


“Now
why would he do that?” Teaka’s kept her voice low. “Why would Varji shoot
someone?”


“I
don’t know! He was on the other side of the road. The man came down the road.
Varji shot him, and then ran away.” 


Teaka
squatted beside the man. “Who are you, in truth? You don’t expect me to believe
that you’re actually a soldier in the Order.” She slapped his shoulder with the
back of her hand. “You stole the jacket.” 


The
man opened his mouth to protest, and Teaka suddenly realized that this was a
familiar scene, except that last time, she’d been the one questioned. Memories
of her time at the Temple in Midfall came back in a flash, and she lost her
taste for interrogation. She glanced up at Indira. The healer’s mouth was a
thin line, and her arms were pulled tight around her body. “I’m not going to
hurt you,” Teaka told the man. She fell silent wondering what to do next and
then inspiration struck. “But, in the Mother’s name I ask that you tell us what
you know.” She pointed at Indira. “She is doing God’s work. Why would anyone,
let alone the Order, want to stop her?”


“They’re
my orders, ma’am! I don’t know why. They told us to come here, in case she came
this way.”


Indira
sat down on the ground facing him. “What’s your name? I’m Indira, and I want to
understand why you shot an arrow at me.”


The
man shook his head. “Dennet. I didn’t mean to – it was reflex. You came running
into view, and my arrow was gone before I had time to think.”


With
that, they had exhausted the man’s information. Teaka tied him to a tree with
one of Indira’s bandages. “He’ll be able to work it loose in a day or so,”
Teaka assured Indira quietly as they walked away. “Tell me about,” Teaka
sketched a vague circle over one breast, “the eye symbol. The soldiers at
Maidenfont had it, too.”


“The
Order does use that symbol. Justiciars, too. It’s the eye of God.”


While
they talked Indira searched the man on the road. “I can’t be certain, but I
think it is the scholar, the scholar on the boat.” 


“The
one who told you about Maidenfont?”


“Yes.
I think so. I only saw him a few times, but…”


“Does
he have anything on him? Letters, papers?” 


She
shook her head. “Nothing. That’s strange, isn’t it?” Teaka didn’t answer but
looked down at the body. “What are we supposed to do with him?”


Indira
sighed. “He died without a witness – the man who shot him doesn’t count – and so
he should have last rites.” Indira knelt beside his head. “The Mother’s people
do this. I don’t know—”


“I
actually meant, should we bury him?”  


“I
don’t have – mages have a spell that melts the flesh and leaves the bones,
but—”


“I’ve
seen that spell,” Teaka said quietly. Indira nodded and after a moment went on,
“I don’t have any magic that would help us in this. We don’t have shovels.”


Birds
were beginning to chirp, and the wind was picking up. Teaka stood with her
hands on her hips. “And we don’t have time to gather stones.” She looked at
Indira. “But we can at least get him off the road.”


Slowly
they carried the dead man to the side of the road. They were both breathing
heavy from the exertion. “Thank the Gods he wasn’t a big man.” Teaka nodded and
said, “We can at least cover him with branches. Give me a moment, and I’ll cut
some boughs.” She put her hands on her thighs and leaned over to rest.


“Tee!
Your shoulder. You should have told me you were hurt.” 


“It’s
fine.” Teaka looked at her shoulder. Blood was crusted to her undershirt. “It’s
not even bleeding anymore.”


“Still,
let me look.” Indira stood on tiptoe to look at the wound. “You’re going to
have sit down for me.”


Reluctantly
Teaka walked several paces away from the body and sat down while Indira kneeled
beside her. “I wish I was handy with a needle – the arrow ripped your shirt.”
Her fingers gently pulled at the undershirt. “I need to see this. If you can
just pull—” Indira stopped when the fabric wouldn’t stretch. Her fingers went
to Teaka’s shirt front, touching the top button. Teaka thought her heart would
pound right out of her chest as Indira’s fingers grazed her skin. Their eyes
met as she unbuttoned the top hole. “There,” Indira’s voice came out as a sigh
as her finger hooked the yoke of Teaka’s shirt and slid it off her shoulder.


Teaka
winced in pain as the fabric pulled the wound open again. “You lied to me!”
Indira’ voice was incredulous. “This is a deep cut, Teaka.”


“I
didn’t want to worry you.” Teaka tried to shrug with one shoulder.


 “I
am sorry that I got you into this.” Her hand rested on Teaka’s shoulder. Teaka patted
Indira’s hand. “I’m not.”


“You
will have a scar.” Indira paused for a moment and then said, “Your lover will
wonder what you have been up to.” 


Teaka
gave a half laugh. “I hadn’t thought about that. I haven’t thought much about
home.” She shrugged and winced in pain. “Being with you…” Teaka’s voice trailed
off.


Indira’s
hand gripped Teaka’s shoulder. “Has been a distraction, I know. But you’ll be
back when – tomorrow?”


“Maybe
tomorrow night, if the weather holds, if we can finish with our friend there. We
should be on our way soon, if we want to try to reach Tolount tomorrow.”


“I
should heal this, but I don’t think I could do anything else today. The shield
took a lot of my reserves. I could bandage it now, and cast the spell in the
morning, if you prefer.” She sat back on her heels.


“I
don’t particularly want to stay here,” Teaka wrinkled her nose. “He’s already
beginning to smell.” 


#


They
walked the horses for a while to keep Teaka’s wound from reopening. Then they
rode through the afternoon. The light began to fade around them and still they
continued on. Neither one seemed anxious to stop. Teaka was thinking about what
Indira had started to say earlier – before they saw the dead man. Don’t bring
it up, Teaka told herself. Not unless you want Indira to confirm that she’s puhtari.
Teaka felt her stomach flip over at the thought. What do you care? You’re not puhtari,
she told herself. But if that’s true why do I feel dizzy when she touches me?


As
dusk was settling in Teaka broke the silence. “Tell me about the Order Guard.
Do they often ambush members of the Order?”


Indira
brushed the hair from her forehead. “No, I don’t think so. And why were they at
Maidenfont? There’s nothing special about the water – not to anyone but me. You
said yourself that you drank from it when you were camped there years ago.”


“But
there is something special about it. There must be. Your vision,” Teaka
mimed pouring water. “It must have some mystical property.”


“Perhaps
but the Order doesn’t know about Minu! I’ve only told that story twice, to you
and—” Indira pulled the reins and stopped her horse abruptly. Her hands went to
her head, and she slid off the saddle. 


Teaka
yanked hard on her reins and reached for her dagger. “What’s wrong? Are you—”
Teaka’s heart froze. Was she being attacked by magic? Indira had her fingers to
her temples and she was muttering to herself. Teaka had no idea how curses work
– was she seeing one in action? She searched the horizon at a loss about how to
help. “Indira?” Teaka slid from her horse and grabbed her by the shoulders.
“Indira!”


“But
that doesn’t make sense,” Indira was talking to herself. “Why would he try to
stop me? He knows what is at stake!” Blindly Indira grabbed hold of Teaka’s
arms. “He knows.” Her hands tightened on Teaka’s biceps. 


“Who
knows?” Teaka realized she had shouted, but it felt like Indira was very far
away. Indira blinked as if waking up, and after a moment, she started sobbing. She
collapsed in Teaka’s arms. Indira’s body was wracked with sobs; it was the
grief of the bereaved, and Teaka held her tight because there was nothing else
to do. 


Indira’s
crying finally ebbed, and she raised her head. As she wiped her eyes she said,
“Your shoulder. It is bleeding again. Did I do that?” 


Teaka
didn’t bother to look. “It doesn’t matter. What was that? Are you alright? You
weren’t – that wasn’t a curse, was it?”


Indira
barked out a laugh. “No, but I think I am going to be sick.” She dropped to her
knees. 


“Just
put your head between your legs and take slow breaths.” Teaka knelt beside her
and put her hand on Indira’s back. “This I understand. If I had a coin
for every time someone heaved before battle – if I had a coin for every time I
did…” She rubbed Indira’s back. “You’re talking about Gideon? He knows what
you’re doing, or at least the broad strokes, and you think he told the Order?”


Indira
nodded and sat up. Her eyes were red and her nose was running. She swiped her
arm across her nose. “I must look horrible.” 


“You
look beautiful,” Teaka put a hand to Indira’s face and with her thumb, wiped
away a fresh tear.


 Indira
shut her eyes tight, as if in pain and more tears ran down her face. “We’ll
camp here, is that alright, Indira?” Teaka started to rise. Night was falling
fast now, and she wanted to get a fire started. 


Indira
held tight to Teaka’s hand. “Gideon is like a father to me. Do you understand?
But he has his own agenda; that is obvious.”


“You
can’t know why he’s done what he’s done.” If he’s done anything, Teaka finished
silently. “All we can do is what we set out to do – to try to help Minu.”


“You’ll
see it all the way through with me?” Indira’s eyes glinted in the dying light.
“You have decided?”


“I
have. I will.”


#


Teaka
was standing on a balcony, and as she looked over the side, she could see waves
crashing into the building. It was violent, like the ocean in a storm, and she
was afraid until a woman’s voice said, “It’s not what you think.”
She looked over and a robed man was there beside her. 


At
that moment, Teaka woke up. It wasn’t even light out yet, but she felt wide
awake. She rolled away from Indira and the watch spell that covered them.
Indira had insisted on casting the spell before falling into a deep sleep. In the
time before dawn Teaka sat in front of the embers of last night’s fire, turning
the words over in her mind.


The
sky was growing light before Teaka realized it; her eyes had adjusted to the thin
light of the embers. She heard Indira sit up.  “Tee? Where are you? What’s
going on?”


“Nothing.
Everything’s fine. It’s not yet light. Go back to sleep.”


“No,
I need to do my devotional. It will be dawn soon.” 


Teaka
made to rise. “Do you need privacy? I can move.”


“No,
of course not. And once I am ready, I will heal that shoulder of yours.
It’s not a bad wound, but it is in a bad spot. I’ll do that and leave enough
for truth.” 


Teaka
frowned, “Truth?”


“It
is a spell that we might need,” said Indira. “When we are in the city. And I
think I told you, if I can prepare my mind ahead of time – for the magic – it’s
not nearly so draining.” She stood and shook out the blanket.


“Do
you have an invisibility spell? That would be handy.”


Indira
smiled. “Afraid not. This spell is called truth. I use it with patients.
Children lie, well no, everybody lies to a healer. They want to
exaggerate their pain, or downplay it. They don’t want to admit how much they
drink or eat, and the truth spell, well, it makes them tell the truth.
It is a handy spell.” She sat down beside Teaka.


“It
sounds useful.” Teaka tried to keep her voice neutral. “Have you used it on
me?” 


“No!
That would be wrong. I tell people that I’m going to cast it.” 


“I
actually believe you. But I swear being around you has made me more open with my
words. And that can only be magic.”


“I
have finally won you over,” Indira said and broke into a grin. Teaka laughed
and said, “You pray and I’ll make some breakfast.” She held up the bag of oats.
“What do you say to some oatmeal?”


Indira
turned to go and then stopped. “Will you tell me about that healing machine?
The Sulesian machine you saw?”


Teaka
wanted to kick herself for ever mentioning Daybright’s healing glove. You
wanted to hurt her, she thought to herself, and you succeeded. Teaka shrugged.
“It was nothing. Forget it.”


“You
were telling me the truth, I know it. So please – I want to know.” Teaka sighed
and nodded. “There is an apothecary – well no, I guess now he’s technically a
Surgeon. His name’s Daybright.” With that Teaka told Indira the story of how
Druv’s broken leg was healed. “My friend, he hurt his arm, too and when it came
time to fix it, the power on the glove was used up.”


“The
glove uses power? How?”


Teaka
shrugged again. “I don’t really understand it.” She held up thumb and
forefinger. “He had this little vial and he said that was the ‘battery’ – which
must be a Sulesian word for power.”


“What
happened to his arm? Did you get him to a healer?” 


“Daybright
set it – used his apothecary training.” Teaka smiled, ready to end this
conversation. “I am sorry that I brought it up. There will always be a need for
healers.” She thought about Indira’s gentle touch on her wound. “No machine can
do what you do.”


They
broke camp early. Teaka was silent as they rode, lost in her own thoughts. Once
they reached Tolount, their difficulties would begin in earnest. If Minu had
been given to the Hag, why would they tell Indira where she was? She and Indira
would need to find that information on their own – or get Clellan’s help.
Clellan. She’d been absent for a week, without a word to him about where she’d
gone. That should be our first stop, she decided. No, you can’t take Indira to
the House. Send word to Clellan, meet at an inn and introduce him to Indira
that way. 


“What
are you thinking so hard about over there?” Indira’s voice was amused. 


“I’ve
been thinking about what do to once we reach Tolount.” Teaka shook her head.
“We need information. Before we do anything.”


“Do
you – you must have—”


“Yes,
I know a man who might be able to get us some information about Minu. That’s
what we need more than anything else.”


“Teaka,
how did you – I mean, you were a soldier and then you became…” Indira’s voice
trailed off.


“A
thief.” She started to deflect Indira’s question and then changed her mind.
“When I got out of the army,” she decided to tell one story at a time, “I went
to Tolount. Crossroads of the old Empire – isn’t that what they say? I
couldn’t find work. I tried all the avenues open to a Mote.” Teaka found
herself touching her torn ear, and she turned it into pushing her hair away
from her eyes. “I met Clellan, and he was impressed by my language skills.”


“How
many languages do you speak?”


“Orishon,
of course and Votale. And Sulesian.” Teaka looked at Indira. “I told you that I
spent time in Sulesia?” Indira nodded, and Teaka added, “I know a little
Rhoshundari, too.”


“And
that helps you…? I’m sorry, Teaka. I want to understand, but stealing is wrong!
How can you— no, never mind. I’m sorry.”


Instead
of being annoyed by Indira’s questions, Teaka tried to answer them truthfully.
“It was hard, at first. Especially the Motes. But even hard things
become easy if you do them enough, whether you want to do them or not.” She put
her hand to her chest. “I’m not lazy. I couldn’t even get work in the
laundries! And I have experience.” Without realizing it, Teaka slowed her
horse. “It was either take Clellan’s offer or beg.”


Indira
touched Teaka’s leg. “I didn’t know—”


“Of
course you didn’t know! I’m not proud of it – that’s not true. I take pride in
being good at it, but I would do something else if I could.” Teaka looked off
into the distance. She could just make out the haze that floated above Tolount.
“But there’s nothing else. Not for me.”


“People
change, Tee. How long – have you lived in Tolount?” Teaka could hear the pause;
she knew that Indira wanted to know how long she’d been a thief. 


“Five
years. I’ve worked for Clellan for five years.” She urged her horse to speed
up. “Maybe people do change, but their past doesn’t.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter 7


 


They
were in the outskirts of Tolount as night was falling. The area outside the
walls of the city had expanded as housing prices in Northhome had grown. The
manor houses of the rich merchants and minor nobles blazed with light. Seeing
the houses again reminded Teaka that she’d be back to her old life soon. She
and Indira would find Minu, and when that was done, Teaka would never see Indira
again. She’ll be off helping people, and you’ll be back in your room at
Clellan’s designing robberies and spying on politicians. Only if that is
what you choose, Teaka; you can change your life. “Change it how?” Teaka
muttered under her breath. 


As
they drew near the city, Teaka began thinking about how to get Indira into
Tolount. Before they reached the gates Teaka said, “Let’s stop here for a few
minutes. I want to get ready for the guards.” She pulled out the cloak Druv had
given her. She hadn’t needed it since before Mortown. She handed it to Indira.
“I want you to put this on.”


Indira
felt the thick fabric. “Thank you, but I am not cold.” She made to hand the
cloak back. Teaka held her hand up. “It’s not for that. I want you to cover
your face and hunch forward on your saddle. Can you scrunch your hands? Like
Elisel’s – only worse.” Teaka made her own hands like claws. “You are going to
be my aged mother. I’m bringing you home to live with me.” Teaka sensed
Indira’s reluctance. “This is theater, not lying.” Teaka rearranged her
pack as she thought of how to explain better. “We have to assume that the
guards have been told to look for you at the gates. If the Order Guard was
willing to send soldiers to cover the roads, they will surely have thought to
check the gates of Tolount.” 


Indira
nodded and pulled the cloak on. “Once inside,” Teaka continued, “we’ll head for
an inn, and I’ll send word to Clellan. I think we can trust him.” She paused,
“Or at least I know he’s bribable. We need information, Indira – we can’t rely
on dreams, visions and gut feelings anymore. This is the endgame.” 


Teaka
led Indira off the main road to practice her role. She dismounted and as Indira
trotted back and forth on her horse, Teaka coached her. “You’re in pain or sick
or something. And if you have to talk, be hoarse and whispery. You should cough
too, but just once or twice – you’re old and sickly and desperate to see the
Surgeons – that’s what I want the guards to think.” A few more passes and Teaka
pronounced her performance perfect. “You look like the Hag herself,” Teaka
joked. “We should to stay away from the Palace or they will—” Teaka was
suddenly struck by a memory.


“Tee,
what is it? What’s wrong?” Indira sat up, poised to jump off her horse.


“I
think I know how someone could get inside the Palace – the Temple, I mean.” She
shivered. “If any Gods are listening—”


“The
Gods are always with us,” Indira said quickly. Teaka nodded grimly, and as she led
them back to the road, an old marching song came to mind: Sword and shield,
road and field. For the Father we fight, for Orishea's might. Our foes will
quake – victory we take – because He is with us!


Within
a few minutes they were at the gates of Tolount. A guard stepped up as they
approached. “What business do you have?”


Teaka
dismounted and said, “We’ve had a long road, and I want to get my mother home.”
Teaka patted Indira’s horse. “Let us pass, please.” The guard crossed his arms
and widened his stance. “You live here? What’s your address?” 


Teaka
touched the gold coins nestled in her pocket. She pulled them out of her
pocket. “I live on Gold Street,” She said and held up the coins. Then she put them
in her palm and held it to the guard. The metal flashed in the torchlight.


“Think
you can bribe me? You should keep that gold and buy some decent clothes.”
Despite his words, the guard grabbed the coins in Teaka’s palm and stepped
back. 


Once
through the gate Teaka could feel the cobblestones under her feet. She breathed
deeply, happy to be back in familiar surroundings. They might look for us, she
reassured herself, but they don’t know Tolount like I do. As she mounted her
horse Teaka mentally ran through a list of possible inns to use for the night,
and she settled on going to the Cup of Mirth, which was an inn not far from the
library. She rarely went there, in fact it was often deserted, and that’s one of
the reasons it sprang to her mind. 


The
Cup is even close to the eastern gate – just up Halmon Street, but Teaka took
the long way there. Their horse’s hooves seemed loud on the quiet streets. Traffic
through Tolount’s east gate slows once the offices and classrooms shut down for
the day. Teaka passed Halmon without turning; it was habit to always add a few
twists to her route. After a few minutes Teaka reached over and patted Indira’s
leg. “How are you doing?”


“Are
we almost there?” she whispered. “I’m getting stiff all hunched over like
this.”


“A
few more minutes.” As Teaka said that, she noticed a figure coming toward them.
When he got closer she realized it was Druv. He started to address Indira and
then saw Teaka. “Tee? Who’s wearing your cloak?” His voice was tight. “Where
have you been?” He hooked one hand through her horse’s bridle. 


She
felt nothing seeing him, Teaka realized with sadness. It was good to see a
friendly face, but there was no thrill being near him again. “That’s a long story.
Right now we are going to The Cup.” She paused, “What are the chances, Druv –
us meeting like this?”


He
stroked her horse’s nose. “I had a mage put a little finder spell on the
cloak before I gave it to you. It’s not much, I mean it doesn’t have much
range, but I thought it would be useful when we’re on jobs together.” He looked
down. “First time it worked, I wanted you to be surprised, but—”


“You
were always so thoughtful.” She reached out to touch his hand, and he jerked it
away. “But you left me anyway!” he said. “Without a word, you left me. Are you
opening your own House? That’s what everyone is saying. I’m the laughingstock
of two Houses because of you.” He took a step away her.


“My
own House? Of course not, Druv.” She kept her voice calm. “I got a job, you
see? Sudden, last minute and I had to go.”


Druv
jerked his head toward Indira. “Is that him? Your job? You don’t need me
anymore. Is that what you think?” Druv rolled his shoulders. “I take no man’s
leavings.” He moved toward Indira, who sat up and pulled the hood off her face.
“My name is Indira Burningwood.”


“A
citizen! A citizen and a woman!” Druv doubled over with laughter for a
moment. He shook his head. “This gets better and better. You go behind my
back—”


“I
did not go behind your back!”


“You
weren’t in Mortown? Running deals, making connections.”


Teaka
instinctively moved her horse toward Druv. “How did you know—”


“You
think you’re the only sparrow? I’m not dumb. You think you’re smart, but not
this time.”


She
took a deep breath. “You got the cast off your arm. How is dear Daybright?”


He
pointed a finger at Teaka. “Don’t change the subject. We’re talking about you
and your new partner.” He pulled out a long thin knife. “Didn’t forget my knife
this time, did I?” He lunged at Indira, and his thrust went wide as Indira’s
horse shied at the sudden movement. 


Indira
gave a startled cry and tried to rein in her horse. Teaka slid off her horse,
dagger in hand, saying, “If you take issue with my actions, Druval Mote, you
talk to me.” She moved away from Indira, circling to flank him. “Look,” Teaka
continued, “I don’t know what you think you know, but you’re going tell me
everything.” She shifted the grip on her dagger as she approached him. “And
you’ll tell me now.” 


He
smiled and dropped to a crouch. “No. I’ll see you dead first.” He nodded at
Indira, “And then I’ll kill her.” He pulled a short sword from the scabbard on
his hip. The sword would afford him more reach, but Teaka knew that even on his
best day Druv was slow. He held the sword in his left hand, and she hoped that
his recent injury would make him clumsy with the heavy blade.


“We
can stop this right now,” Teaka took a few steps to the left, trying to draw
him away from Indira. “Let us go, Druv. I’m no threat to you and neither is
Indira. We—”


“You’ve
changed, Teaka Mote.” Druv swayed and bounced on the balls of his feet. “All
cozy with a citizen.”


“Druv,”
Teaka turned sharply hearing Indira speak his name. “Teaka is telling you the
truth. I asked her to help me—”


“I
was talking, and I don’t like being interrupted!” Druv rushed at Indira with
his sword raised.  Teaka gave a cry and sprang at him. At the same time, Indira
threw a ball of light in his face. Druv cried out, dropped his sword and knife
and put his hands to his eyes. 


Teaka
was already in motion, and she hit him sideways with her dagger out. She
punctured his side, and they both went down. Teaka landed on top of him and
quickly pulled out the dagger and stabbed at his heart. The light on his face
was blinding, and Teaka hit too high. Druv struggled under her. He slapped Teaka’s
face and tried to get his hands around her throat. She pulled her upper body
back from his hands, one hand shielding her eyes, and tried to stab his chest
again. The blade glanced off a rib. With a wordless cry, Teaka closed her eyes
and stabbed down, using both hands on the blade. She didn’t stop stabbing until
she felt blood hit her face.


Druv’s
arms reached out. “What did you do?” he said faintly. One hand patted his
chest, “Bleeding.” He groped for something with the other hand. “Teaka.”


She
climbed off of him, blinking because of the afterimages behind her eyes. She
swept her foot out, trying to locate his weapons. Druv coughed and tried to
speak. Indira came up beside Teaka. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do.”



“Sshh.”
Teaka picked up the knife and concentrated on finding the sword.


“He
doesn’t have to die.” Indira started to kneel beside him, and Teaka grabbed her
arm. “No! Don’t – don’t touch him.” For all she knew, he’d try to strangle
Indira, would strangle her if she healed him. He was a dangerous man; he’d be
dangerous until the moment his heart finally stopped. 


Teaka
lifted her face to the night sky. She hadn’t wanted to kill Druv; she hadn’t
even thought about how he might fit into her plans for returning to the city. “Give
me the cloak.” Teaka’s voice sounded harsh in her ears. “Give me the cloak, please.”
Indira took it off and handed it to her silently. Teaka dropped it beside
Druv’s body. “Let’s go.”


“We
can’t just leave him!”


“A
patrol will be here soon. Someone must have heard our fight. They can’t find
us.” Teaka grabbed her horse’s reins and walked to the mouth of an alley. She
turned for one last look at Druv. The light spell was fading, but she
could just make out his face. “Shenu de mei’lak pa’shah,” she
said softly. “Walk among the stars.” It was something that Rhoshundari would
say to their children as they tucked them into bed.


They
silently walked the horses through the quiet streets. After a few blocks Indira
said, “Did you get hurt? Let me see; I want to help.”


“No,
the blood is his, all his.”


“He
was your lover?” Indira’s voice sounded uncertain. When Teaka didn’t answer
right away, she said, “I shouldn’t pry. Forget I asked.”


“No,
you just saved my life. That entitles you to… I just don’t know how to answer.
Druv, he was someone I spent time with. I wasn’t in love with him, if that’s
what you’re asking.” 


Two
or three minutes later, Indira said, “How much farther to this inn? I feel
exposed.”


“Change
of plans. Druv knew too much. I thought we could trust Clellan or bribe him,
but I’m just not sure.”


“So
where are we going?”


“I
need to find my scholar.”
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Teaka
led them to the Blue Goose Inn. Olivar said that he was there often, and Teaka
had to trust that was true. Even if he’s not there, she told herself, it’s
better to be farther from the east gate and Druv’s body. The Cup would have
been a little too close to the scene.


When
they were about a block from the inn, Teaka stopped at a shadowy doorway. “It’s
been a long time since I… since I’ve been in a fight like that. Will you do the
talking?” Indira nodded. “Get us a room. Some food. You know the routine – cousins
traveling.” Teaka rubbed her forehead. She had to try to think three steps
ahead, and it suddenly wasn’t easy. “Ask for a teacher named Olivar. Say that
we have word from his cousin Teaka, the sergeant in the army. Do you
understand?”


“Yes.”
Indira reached for the drinking water. “First let me clean you up a bit.” She
grabbed a bandage from her pack and wet it. She stepped close to Teaka and
dabbed at the blood spots on her face. Indira looked beautiful in the
moonlight, and Teaka had the sudden urge to kiss her. “Indira,” Teaka’s voice
was a whisper. 


Indira
stepped back, to study Teaka’s face. “I think I got all the blood.” She stepped
back a little more. “But you should change shirts. There is blood on that one
and once we are inside…” She opened her pack, which was strapped to her horse.
“Here,” Indira tossed the extra shirt to Teaka underhand. “Go on. I won’t
look.”  She turned her back. 


Teaka
stood still for a moment, letting her heart rate return to normal. “That was
probably a bad idea anyway,” she muttered under her breath and pulled the
stained shirt over her head. She dropped it at her feet and put on the clean
one. “All done,” Teaka said as she bent to pick up the discarded shirt. 


“I
don’t know if the blood will come out.”  


Teaka
balled it up and walked over to shove it in her pack. “I don’t have very many
clothes, so I have to try.” Indira opened her mouth and then shut it without
speaking. “What?” Teaka was suddenly irritated at her. “It’s nothing,” Indira
said. “Let’s get you to the inn.” Indira put her arm through Teaka’s as they
walked and in spite of her irritation, Teaka was glad for the comfort and
support.


The
inn was crowded. Indira unhooked her arm from Teaka’s as they approached the
bar. “Good sir?” she said, “I am Matia Brightlilly from Long Lake, and this is my
favorite cousin, Vesta.” She swept her hand down her front. “We’ve been
traveling, and I must change. A suite of rooms for the night.” She put
five silvers on the bar. “And hot water for a bath. Thank you so much.”  Her
voice had a bored quality as though this were a tedious transaction. The
innkeeper rubbed his chin. “Inn’s pretty full up, missy. I don’t know that I
can help…” 


Indira
placed a gold coin on the bar. “I forgot – our horses need stabling, too. The
black with two white feet and the russet. This should cover hay and the like.”
She waved her hand airily. “Treat them as if they were your own.” She put her
finger back on the coin. “Dinner in our room, as well. My cousin is delicate
and of the Order. This is a Godly establishment, I trust?” Her voice took on an
icy tone.


“Of
course, ma’am, we keep veytah. Being so close to the university, we—”


“Thank
you. Would you show us to our rooms now?” 


“Right
away, Miss Brightlilly. Right away.” He turned away to fetch a key from the
rack. Teaka turned to look at the crowded common room, and her eye noticed a
red haired woman sitting by the fire. Red hair – that’s unusual in Orishea. The
last time she’d seen a red head was—


Indira
snapped her fingers. “Oh, Mr. Innkeeper – I don’t believe I got your name, good
man.”


“Hornwood,
ma’am. Jalel Hornwood, at your service.”


“Hornwood?
Hornwood. No, I don’t think I know any Hornwoods… No matter, I just
remembered a dreadful errand, and I so need your help. Is there a
scholar named ‘Olivar’ here tonight?”  She gestured at the crowded tables. “One
can’t just ask each man, like a common messenger.”


“Ha!
‘Olivar the old’ we call him.” Hornwood pointed toward the fire, and Teaka saw
Olivar with a group of younger men. Indira frowned at the sight of him and put
her hand to her chest. “Oh! He’s not at all what I – no, never mind! One must
help one’s friends. Please ask Mr. Olivar to call on our room in half an hour.
I have news of his cousin Teaka, some army sergeant or other.” She lowered her
voice, as though sharing a secret. “Dreadfully common, the both of them, I’m
sure, but when Bhecka Burningwood asks a favor….” With that Indira started
walking to the stairs, and the innkeeper scurried around the bar to lead the
way. Teaka suppressed a smile. That was quite effective; the poor man didn’t
have time to ask any questions.
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Dinner
was surprisingly good. Teaka speared a piece of bright orange squash and held
it up. “Is this pumpkin?”


“It’s
in the same family,” Indira said, “but it’s firmer. I don’t know what it’s
called. I’m not a cook, not by any stretch.”


“Did
you ever eat meat? You must have – I mean before.”


“You
know, I really don’t know. I guess we did, but all I remember is eating this
way.”


Teaka
ate a piece of squash. She felt her cheeks burning. She didn’t know why she
felt suddenly embarrassed. Indira reached across the table and touched her
hand. “Everyone has their own journey, Tee. People who are not of the Order,
what they eat – I want everyone to be veytah; I want them to be closer
to God. I don’t care if they’re Motes or Sulesians or live in trees in Vatiba!”
She absently traced a finger along Teaka’s thumb, and Teaka felt a lump in her
throat. “You can always ask me questions, Teaka. Do you know that? I won’t ever
lie to you.” There was a knock at the door. Indira pulled her hand back and called
out, “Yes?”


“It’s
Olivar Greenleaf, my lady. Hornwood said you had news of my cousin?” Teaka
trotted to the door. “Hello, Cuz. Come on in.” She pulled him inside and shut
the door. “Teaka!” He sounded glad to see her. “How are you? Why are you acting
like a rich lady? Who’s this?” 


She
was so relieved to see him that Teaka rolled her eyes at Indira and said to
her, “Scholars. Always a hundred questions.” She turned back to Olivar. “Thank
you for coming upstairs. I wasn’t sure…”


“I
told you that I’m your friend, and I meant it. Now tell me what’s going on.”


“First,
did you notice the woman with the red hair? She was sitting near you, near the
fire.”


Olivar
wrinkled his brow. “I don’t think so.” His eyes lit up. “Red hair, you say?
Sulesian? Do you think she speaks Sulesian? I was just wrestling with a
translation—”


“No,
never mind. Stupid question. I thought I might know her.” Let’s not get
distracted, she told herself. What does one red-haired woman matter? It’s not
likely that Balco is making the Goose his base of operations – it’s not likely
that Balco is still in Tolount, Teaka told herself.


She
hurriedly introduced him to Indira. She explained to Olivar where they’d been,
all the way up to arriving in Tolount. He doesn’t need to know about Druv, she
told herself. 


He
listened to her story intently. “I have reason to believe,” Teaka told him,
“that the thief Houses know about us. Combine that with the Order, and we’re
sorely in need of friends.” She spread her hands on the table. “Knowing all
this, I won’t blame you if you walk out right now. Just please keep our
secret.”


“Olivar,
may I call you that?” Indira paused waiting for his nod. “I’m not a mad woman
or some Sulesian double agent. I don’t have a grand plan. I just want to free my
sister.” 


He
nodded. “Oh, yes, I understand. That’s assuming that your sister is still
alive, of course and that she wants to be free.” 


“Of
course she does! She was given away, raised by strangers—”


“Who
are now the only family she has. That’s all I’m saying.” He held up his hands,
palms out. “I’ll help you in any way that I can. But I need to make sure that
you think this through. Your sister…?”


“Minu.”
Indira crossed her arms.


“Minu.
She was six or seven when this happened? It is very possible that she wouldn’t
recognize you. You may have passed her on the street in Tolount – assuming that
she is in the city – and not recognized her. I think you need to prepare
yourself for that possibility.” 


Teaka
reached her hand across the table toward Olivar. He was so sincere. “I
understand what you’re saying, Olivar but I think Indira knows what she’s
doing. She’s been given – we’ve both been given visions. I think we would know
if Minu didn’t need rescuing.” 


Olivar
covered Teaka’s hand with his. “I can see that God has given you a hard path to
tread, my friend. I will help, any way that I can.”


Indira
pushed away from the table and walked to the window, looking out. “It’s obvious
that you’re a man of learning. Can you offer us any guidance?” She
turned around to look at him. “I would owe you – my family would owe you a
great debt.”


“You
don’t have to offer me money, Miss Burningwood.”


“It’s
Ray Burningwood, actually. I can see that you are not here because of
money. I just want you to know that I understand what I am asking of you.” She
looked intently at him. Olivar kept eye contact but was silent. To break the
tension, Teaka smiled and put her other hand on top of his. “I don’t suppose
you know anyone at the Winter Hag’s Palace, by any chance?” 


Olivar
turned his attention back to Teaka. “Sadly, I do not.” 


“If
she’s in Tolount,” Indira said, “it stands to reason that Minu would be at the
Temple, doesn’t it?” Olivar inclined his head in agreement. “Maybe,” Teaka said
hurriedly. “But we can’t just knock on the front door.” Her stomach burned at
the idea of being inside a Temple again. 


“But
Teaka, you said you thought you knew how someone could sneak into the Temple.”


“It’s
nothing,” she said. “Forget I mentioned it.”


“I
will not! Teaka Mote, tell me right now – what’s your idea.” Indira had her
hands on her hips. 


Teaka
shook her head and shrugged at the same time. “Maybe there’s a tunnel between
the Surgeon’s and the Temple.” She held up a hand. “But I’m probably wrong.”


“I
have an idea,” Olivar stood up. “I’ll come back tomorrow, and I just might have
some answers for you, for you both.” He bowed to Indira and smiled at Teaka.


Indira
walked with him to the head of the stairs, and Teaka heard her call down to the
servants, asking for hot water. When Indira came back to the room, Teaka said,
“What did you say to him just then? He’s just trying to help, you know, and you
treated him like a servant!”


Indira’s
brow furrowed. “I only wanted to tell the servants to bring up the bath water.
That’s all. I had no ulterior motive to walking him out! I simply thanked the
man.” 


“Well,
I didn’t like your tone with him. You sounded—” Teaka suddenly needed air. She walked
to the window and looked out at the dark city. After a few moments she turned
to look at Indira. “Look, I just – you need to tamp it down. I can count the
friends we have in this city on one finger. We need to make friends, not lose
the one we have.”


Indira
looked down. “Tee, I didn’t mean to – he rubs me the wrong way. He is arrogant,
superior. He’s… He was pawing all over you.” She looked at Teaka. “He was – you
can’t deny it!” 


Teaka
crossed the room in three strides and grabbed Indira by the arms. “You need to
hear what I’m about to say. Are you listening, Ray Burningwood? First,
I’m not your property. Second, you don’t control me. Third, I can take care of
myself. If I want to be touched, I’ll decide who and when.” Teaka
let go. “Am I clear?” 


“Yes,”
Indira nodded. In a quiet voice she said, “Very clear.” 


Teaka
nodded in response and walked out of the room. She started down the stairs but
then remembered that she was the sickly cousin: Vesta with the delicate
constitution. As Teaka reentered the room, Indira looked up and opened her
mouth. Teaka held up her hand to keep Indira from speaking: “I’m just here
because I don’t have anywhere else to go,” she said. There was a knock on the
door. “Enjoy your bath. I’m going to bed.”
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The
stones felt damp as Teaka’s fingers brushed against them. In the near darkness,
she kept one hand out for balance. She couldn’t risk flame, not here, so she
had to creep along the tunnel. She looked up suddenly – yes, she was in a
tunnel. 


Just
out of sight, in the inky darkness ahead, there was a scraping sound. Part of her
knew she was in a dream; the main part of Teaka, however, felt the hair rise on
the back of her neck. She moved forward, slowly following the natural curve of
the tunnel. Ahead she could now make out faint light, and she hurried her
steps. She saw a door and knew that the scraping sound was the door shutting.
Teaka didn’t want to be trapped in this tunnel, but as her hand touched the
door, there was a loud BOOM.


Teaka
woke up angry that she’d had another dream. I don’t want to think about Indira,
Minu or the Hag’s Palace right now. I want to forget that I ever met Indira
Burningwood, she thought bitterly. When she closed her eyes she saw Druv laying
in the street, bleeding. She remembered the feel of his body against hers as
she stabbed him. 


He
would have killed you, and Indira, she told herself. “Only because he didn’t
understand. I didn’t have time to explain. If I’d had time…” But even as she
said the words, she knew they weren’t true. She squeezed her eyes tight and
tears ran down and pooled in her ears. What’s done is done. You left Tolount
without a word, and this is what you reap. “This isn’t what I wanted,” she said
aloud. “I didn’t set out to have this adventure; I didn’t set out intending to
kill Druv.” Actions have consequences, all the same. 


Fine,
she told herself, if actions hurt then I will stay in bed. “I can’t hurt anyone
if I just stay right here.” But within a minute Teaka hit the bed in
frustration. “I can’t just lay here for the rest of my life.” As she got up,
she smelled breakfast, and her stomach growled. Teaka opened the bedroom door
to find Indira at the table with Clellan. He put down his cup, smiled and said,
“Why Miss Brightlilly, aren’t you the picture of health!”


“Damn
it! How—” Teaka checked herself, realizing that the serving girl was still in
the room. “Why, Mr. Redrock, how lovely to see you.”


“I
was just telling your charming cousin that although it is bad manners to call
so early, I just had to say hello to my old friends.” Clellan’s voice was light
and friendly. Teaka sat down smiling. Indira’s fake name had flown out of her
head at seeing Clellan. “Cousin, dear,” she said to Indira, “won’t you pass the
carafe, please?” 


A
few moments later the serving girl was gone. Clellan put down his cup and
frowned. “Teaka. I must say that I was surprised that you didn’t come to me
directly. We can help each other, you know.”


“What
kind of help are you offering, exactly?” Indira asked him. 


He
smiled. “No doubt, young lady, Tee has told you about her line of work – our
line of work. My intelligence network can provide more information, and faster,
than one middle-aged teacher.” Indira gasped at his words, and he had the
decency to suppress a triumphant smile. “Tell me how I can help, and I’ll tell
you what I’d like in return.”


“What
could you want besides money?” Teaka crossed her arms.


“Let’s
just say, it’s not only money.” 


“Olivar
was right about a few things,” Teaka said to Indira. “We don’t even know if
Minu is here. We have to know that before we move, otherwise it’s just a waste
and a risk. A risk we can’t afford to take.” She turned to Clellan and gave
him, with Indira’s help, all the information they could about a little girl
named Minu who had been given to the Winter Hag twelve years before. Clellan
took detailed notes as they talked, and as he closed his notebook, he said, “Is
there anything else?” 


“Yes,
I need a sword. Doesn’t have to be new, just needs to be sharp. I like a slim
blade, about six pounds is good.”


“Not
a fan of daggers anymore, hmm?” 


He
couldn’t know about Druv, she told herself; he’s just probing for information.
“No, I’ll feel more comfortable with a true blade in hand.” Clellan cocked his
head to the side. “A thief with a sword? Interesting.” Teaka shifted in her
seat and said, “Now, what is it that you want?”


 “I
want you to steal something for me,” he said and spread his hands wide. “What
else would one thief ask of another?”


“From
the Temple?” Indira frowned. 


“Indeed,
my young friend. I would like to have the Hag’s flail.” He was talking about
the ceremonial flail that the Mother’s Temple used during public ceremonies.
Since the Goddess was supposed to separate the soul from the body, the flail
was the perfect symbol of office.


“The
flail?” Teaka started laughing. “The actual solid gold flail?”


“Well,
I do wonder if it is solid gold. If it were, it would be quite heavy and—”


“And
all but impossible to fence.” Teaka interrupted him. 


“Ah!”
he held up a finger, “but the prestige. Now, here’s what I know about the
flail.” He handed Teaka a sheet of paper. “You’re serious?” She looked at the
few lines on the paper. “You don’t know much, do you?”


“Enough.
It’s just a simple job. No need for your usual elegance.” He rose from the
table. “I’ll be back in a few hours with more about your little sister, Ray
Burningwood. Don’t you fear.” He turned away and then pivoted back. “One more
thing, Tee – I almost forgot.” Teaka froze half out of her chair. Clellan was
famous for these last minute jabs. “You were messy with Druv. I took care of it
for you and that simply must be negotiated separately, hmm?” He smiled
and walked out. Teaka realized that she’d been holding her breath, and she let
it out in one big push.


 “It
was self-defense, Tee. I can pledge it.”


“No,
Clellan won’t tell anyone. It’s better for him to have this bond with me. It’s
a lever that he can use to move me where he wants me to go.” She slumped in her
chair. “Just like old times.”


“No.
Not true! We’ll steal his stupid flail while we are in the Temple – Father
forgive me – but he will not control you.” Indira put a hand on her arm. “We
will not let that happen.”


Teaka
resisted her initial urge to lash out at Indira. In her own way, she thought,
Indira wants to control me, too. “Thank you, Indira. I know.”  She pulled away,
stood up and stretched. “Since I’m the ‘delicate’ one, you’ll have to tell
Hornwood that we’re staying an extra night. Even if we get solid information
from our sources, we can’t do anything until this evening anyway.”


While
Indira went downstairs, Teaka looked at the small bookshelf. She needed
something to fill the next few hours of waiting. The choices were slim, and she
settled on a collection of religious poetry. It was better than the children’s
story about the Maid of Long Lake and the smart shepherd or the Economic
History of Orishea from 400 to the Present, which looked as though it had
never been opened. Teaka took the book, Praise & Penitence, to the
table. If she read in bed, she’d fall asleep, and she wanted to be alert when
Olivar or Clellan returned. 


She
was still on the introduction when Indira came back. “What are you reading?” Teaka
held up the book. “Praise & Penitence. By the,” she turned to look
at the cover, “by the ‘most holy Reader, Brother Alleven Stormsea.’ Hmm,
Reader? That’s one of the high offices, isn’t it?”


Indira
nodded. “Stormsea was brilliant. His analysis of the moral code was
groundbreaking. He was a cousin of the Cedaric Stormsea – the First Citizen.”


“Huh.
The one with the statue.” Teaka smiled and tapped the book. “This is just
poetry. I wanted something to keep me occupied while we wait. Somewhere between
Long Lake and here, I lost my novel.” 


Teaka
turned her attention back to the book. The introduction was mostly about early forms
of religious poetry, so Teaka opened the table of contents. The poems were
grouped by themes, and with Clellan’s words still fresh in her mind she flipped
to the “penitence” section. “Winter’s Chill Embrace” sounded perfect for her
mood.


When
winter’s chill embrace surrounds you— fingers of wind grip your heart. 

When winter’s lined face is before you— eyes burn a place in your heart.

When winter’s hand guides you— dark dreams, dark deeds, dark halls!


Arise
thou, arise yet still dreaming and walk in winter’s strength, flames bright. 

Aid the Pilgrim, staff-burdened and lost. Aid the souls searching ever. 

Awakened Warrior, in tunnels deep, with your rightful sword gain the stair!


Teaka
shut the book, then opened it again, found the poem and looked at the date. It
was written in 983. She looked for the name of the poet and was shocked to see
the name “Welinda Mote.” She held up the book to Indira. “Did you know that
Motes wrote poetry? I mean, of course they, we, write poetry – we do everything,
but did you know that someone published Mote poetry?”


“Oh
yes, some of the most beloved poems in Orishon history were written by Motes.
What’s the name?”


“Welinda
Mote. This poem…” Teaka shook her head.  


“The
name is familiar – Gideon made me memorize a lot of poetry.” Indira crossed to
look over her shoulder. “The poetry, it helps your mind learn spells by heart.
Something about the structure, the cadence, I guess.” She took the book and
flipped to the back. After a moment she said, “Oh, yes! I do remember her! She
had an interesting life. She was a candle maker, and one day she sat down and
started writing poetry, astounding poetry, at least for her time. Back then the
poetry mostly rhymed, very standard sound: duh, da, duh, da, da-da.” She
paused. “You see?”


Teaka
shrugged. “Sure, I guess.” She smiled, hoping that was enough of an answer
since she had no idea what Indira was talking about. Indira turned back to the
book. “It says here that she often didn't remember writing the poems, and I
remember reading that at first she tore up the papers because they didn't make any
sense. But then she had a dream. She claimed that the Mother visited her” 


Teaka
couldn’t help but smile. “What everyone wants – a visit from a Goddess.”


“You're
making fun, but it was momentous. Imagine being God-touched like that. Your
vision – what if it happens again? What if the Gods singled you out?” 


“That’s
not what happened.” Teaka feigned indifference. 


Indira
furrowed her brow and looked down at the book. After a few moments she said,
“Her poetry – I remember it, now. It was simple and powerful. Which poem did
you say were you reading?” 


Teaka’s
head was spinning. The dreams, the woman she saw at the fire, the voice in her
head – it couldn’t be. Why would a God – any God – use a Mote? Why not pick a
general or a great statesman? “I don’t even believe,” she muttered. 


“Teaka?”
Indira was looking at her. “Are you alright?”


“Of
course.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “Think about it: a Mote being
published in a book. Times sure have changed. The things I could have done, if
I’d lived then.” 


“Hmm?
What do you mean?”


“Well,
it's just so hard now.” Teaka pointed at the book. “She lived in a different
time. Now the castes are set in stone. There’s just no way a Mote could publish
a book now.” Indira cradled the book in her arms. “I disagree,” she said. 


“Of
course you disagree! What do you know about being a Mote? What could you
possibly know about it?”


“More
than you think. Let me ask you this, Tee – what makes you a Mote?” Teaka’s
hands tightened in anger. “It's my name,” she said curtly. “That says it
all.”


“Then
change it.” 


Teaka
laughed out loud. “It’s not that simple, and you know. Otherwise—” She started
to say “Otherwise your father wouldn’t have done shade magic,” but Teaka bit
back the words.


“I'm
serious, Teaka. What do you want your new name to be? Do you want mine? You
have as much right to be a Burningwood as I do.”


“I
don't need your charity or your pity!” She started toward the door and realized
that she couldn't leave. “You are impossible. You think everything is
easy.”


“It
is easy. God watches over me, and you know what?” She put her hands on
her hips. “He watches over you, too.” 


Teaka
went over to the bookshelf. “Maybe history is a safer book to read.” She felt Indira’s
eyes on her. “Look, I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She grabbed the
history book and sat down. 


“Too
bad, because we’re going to talk about it. Ever since I've known you, you've
carried your name around like a burden. It's just a name! You don't like it –
change it. What would you think of someone who complained that her shoes were
too tight but never bought new shoes?  Someone who just wore the tight ones and
complained about it? You'd think she was pathetic.”


“You’re
saying that I'm pathetic?” Teaka felt her face getting hot. She slammed the
book on the table and stood up quickly. The chair scraped back. Her hands were
clenched. Indira stepped back, startled. “Let me tell you something about myself,”
Teaka said in a low voice. She grabbed the history book and squeezed it. “I've
done more in my twenty five years than most people do in their whole lives.
I’ve been alone behind enemy lines. I’ve led men and women in battle. I’ve
faced death, more than once, and I'm still here.” She thumped her chest. “Does
that sound like the actions of a pathetic person?” She almost slammed the book
on the table again, but instead she tossed it lightly onto the table. “Does
it?”


“No,
it doesn’t.” Indira’s voice was soft. “And that's what I'm getting at. I
know who you are. You—” 


“You
have no idea who I am!” Teaka started to move toward Indira and then caught herself.
She wanted to smash something, so she paced to the other side of the room to
get away from Indira. “I’m not who you think I am. Let’s put that out on the
table. You don’t even know why I left the army. Indira, I’ve done things…” She
shook her head, as tears threatened to fall from her eyes. 


Yes,”
Indira said, “I’ve seen some of the things you’ve done.” Her voice was soft and
close. Her hand touched Teaka’s shoulder. “I’ve seen you be brave and resourceful,
kind, gentle and generous. Does anything else matter? The Father sees all, k’halli,
and He loves us as only a father should love a child.”


Teaka
shrugged her hand away and went back to her chair. In a low voice she said, “I
killed a man last night. He’s just one of dozens. Maybe that one was
self-defense.” Balco’s face rose up in her mind. “But I’ve fought good men
because they stood between me and my goals. How many fathers – and mothers –
have I taken from their children?” Her voice rose as she thought about the
past. “All that killing and for what? Look where I ended up. It was supposed to
be different.” She brushed a tear away. “I was supposed to be a hero, but I ended
up a shadow.” 


#


 “What
are you muttering about over there, Kat?” Her friend Faddie was at the next vat
over, stirring the dark clothes. Teaka sighed. “Arguing with myself, Faddie. Do
you ever do that?”


“Is
it that husband of yours again? He’ll come back to you once the war is over.
Mark my words.” Faddie leaned over and patted her arm. 


“Keep
stirring over there! No gossiping! You’re here to work.” The laundress snapped
a towel that she was folding for emphasis. Faddie turned her head toward Teaka,
made her eyes big and scrunched her mouth up tight. Teaka frowned and bent to
her task. Without Faddie to distract her, Teaka’s mind went back to the problem
that consumed her: the governor’s children. Balco said they had to die, and
Balco was in charge of Operation Dragonfly. 


Teaka
ran through the points of her plan to handle the children; she couldn’t bring
herself to name it for what it was – assassination. Her cover story would be
that Sanditha called for a cup of tea in the middle of the night. Teaka had an
empty cup and a slightly used taper for props. If anyone saw her, she could say
that she was on her way back to the kitchen, and her taper blew out. 


That
night Teaka slid from the bed, careful not to wake Faddie. The invasion was
tomorrow night, and this was her last chance to practice her route. The stones
were cold on her feet, but she didn’t want to make noise by putting on shoes
and she certainly didn’t want to slip because she was wearing socks. She padded
quietly to the door and lifted the latch. Two staircases up and one hallway
over and Teaka was at Sanditha’s room. Waltose was up one floor and over.


She
sighed as she surveyed the dark staircase. It was risky to be on that floor. If
someone caught her – You have to do it, she chided herself. Tomorrow there will
be no room for error. Her taper cast large shadows on the wall and every creak
of the floorboard sounded like a shout to her ears. Teaka hugged the wall as
she came to the corner opposite Waltose’s room. Her heart was pounding as she
peered around the corner. His door looked like all the others, but she was sure
it was his. She’d followed him surreptitiously once. 


The
house stayed quiet as Teaka made her way back to the servants’ area. She slid
back into bed a mere forty minutes or so after she’d left it. Faddie stirred as
Teaka pulled the covers up. “Wha? Kat?” Her voice was muffled by the pillow. 


“Sshh,
stomachache.”


“You
barely ate your...”


“I’m
alright. Sleep.” Teaka whispered, trying to sound drowsy. 


When
she did fall asleep, Teaka dreamed of torchlight reflecting on the water. She
was running along the market dock, and the flames were so bright she had to
squint. She was running because she was late. In her dream, when she reached
the portcullis, Balco was dead, but the gate was open. Teaka stood over his
corpse, and as she looked, he opened his eyes. “I didn’t need you,” he said.
“They helped me.” He pointed to a group of Breckenful guards. 


She
woke with a start and heard a short, high scream. I’ve gotten the dates wrong,
was her immediate thought. The invasion happened while I slept. But when she
opened her eyes, Teaka saw the other women getting dressed. No one seemed to be
in a panic. “Did I hear a scream?” Teaka tried to sound casual. Faddie reached
over her to get a sock. “It was just Gerd. She saw a spider. I swear she’s too
young to be in service.” Teaka let out a breath. “I had the worst dream.” She
lay still for moment; when she closed her eyes, she could still see the flames
reflected in water. “It seemed real,” she murmured. 


“Always
the way: bad dreams stay with you, and the good dreams never last long enough,
eh? Eh, Kat?” Faddie tugged at her arm. “Get up, you lazy bones! You’re not
leaving all the laundry to me!”


All
day Teaka felt like she was standing still, and the world was flowing around her.
When she closed her eyes, she saw Sanditha’s face. Was she really going to kill
a ten year old girl? That night, undressing for bed, Teaka decided: Waltose
first, then Sanditha. She reasoned that he would be easier to kill, being
older. Once she’d done that, she’d have to kill Sanditha because she had already
killed her brother. As she lay in bed waiting for middle night, Teaka changed
her mind half a dozen more times before settling back on her plan to kill
Waltose first. 


She
slipped from bed only to hear Faddie say, “Where are you going?”


“Bad
dream,” Teaka whispered. “Going to the kitchen for a few minutes.”


“See
if your bad dream has a friend for me.” Teaka could see Faddie’s grin in the
darkness, and she squeezed her foot through the blankets. 


As
with the night before, Teaka saw no one on her trip up the stairs. She felt as
though she might be the only person awake in the whole house. The thought gave
her shivers. What if a killing shadow had descended on the house and smothered
everyone in their beds— Stop it, she told herself, you are not a child.


Teaka
held the props in her right hand so that her left was free to receive her
dagger, if she had need. She let that hand trail lightly along the wall. Touching
something solid helped, otherwise the stillness and darkness would unnerve her.



Too
soon Teaka was at Waltose’s door. She barely remembered the stairs that had so
troubled her the night before. She placed the cup and taper on the floor beside
the door. “Both hands,” she murmured, “in case he struggles.” She grasped the
door handle and pressed down on the latch slightly. It should have been enough
to open the door, but it wasn’t. Doors are never locked in the governor’s
house. But they could be locked, she reminded
herself, and a teenaged boy might have reason to lock his bedroom door. 


Teaka
held her breath and pressed a little harder with her thumb and the latch
lifted. She could feel sweat trickling down between her shoulder blades even
though the house was chilly. The door swung without sound, and she slid into
the room and brought the door back to an almost closed position. 


The
bed clothes seemed to glow in the moonlight, and she moved toward the lump on
the bed. With a quick twist, the dagger was in her palm. She stepped closer.
Her bare feet suddenly sunk into thick carpet. No movement from the bed. I am the
shadow that kills, she thought. She shifted the dagger
to her right hand, deciding that she should muffle his mouth with her left and
slash his throat with her right. 


Her
knees were almost touching the mattress. She didn’t think she’d taken breath
since entering the room, and she had the wild thought that she was underwater.
It’s magic she told herself. If I try to breathe, my lungs will fill with water,
and I’ll drown right here in Waltose’s bedroom. Do Sulesians believe in sorcery?
Will they wonder what happened to me? 


As
these irrational thoughts were running through her mind, the lump on the bed hadn’t
moved. Teaka waited for five heartbeats to see if her instinct was correct and
then pulled back the covers – the bed was empty. Pillows had been arranged to
look like a person sleeping. Why had Waltose chosen this night to go
tomcatting? Teaka was equal parts annoyed and relieved until she remembered
Sanditha. Just because the boy is gone doesn’t mean you can ignore the girl. 


She
clipped her dagger back into the holster. “You just have to do it, Teaka. No
one else is going to do this for you.” Those were her mother’s words. How many
times had she heard them as a child? She crossed to the window and looked out
on the city. She could see the city walls in the distance but not the river. Nevertheless
Teaka knew that the Orishon army was out there waiting, waiting for her to do
her duty. 


As
Teaka got to Waltose’s bedroom door, she heard a whisper of fabric that told her
someone was passing by. She didn’t see a glow of taper or candle which meant
someone else didn’t want to be noticed. “Just stay out of my way, and I’ll stay
out of yours,” she said softl.y She forced herself to count to one hundred
before leaving the room. The cup and taper were where she’d left them. 


She
moved slowly down the hall, feeling with her hands like someone whose taper
just blew out. In fact, her eyes had adjusted quite well to the darkness. At
the head of the stairs, she paused to listen. All was silent as Teaka moved
slowly down one flight. She paused again at the bottom: nothing. She had to go
partway down the hall to reach a connecting corridor that would take her to Sanditha’s
room. She’s not there; they know your plan, Teaka thought wildly. And that’s
why Waltose was gone; they know! The thoughts rattled in her mind as she reached
the T of the corridors. Teaka paused trying to control her thoughts and her breathing.
She was almost panting with rising panic. 


She
peered around the corner. Sanditha’s door was shut tight. That doesn’t prove
anything. The guards will be on the inside, waiting for
the assassin. “Stop it,” Teaka hissed out loud. The thoughts would drive her
mad. 


She
forced herself down the hall to the door by thinking of the Orishon soldiers
waiting outside the river gate. It was worse for them – she knew that from
experience. Once again she put down her props, took a few shallow breaths and
grabbed the door handle. No resistance this time – the latch lifted right away.
Teaka slid into the room. There was a single candle burning, and the flame
danced from the slight breeze Teaka had created. Shadows played across the
ceiling. Teaka froze, fears about an ambush rose to her mind again, and then she
remembered the kitchen gossip that Sanditha was afraid of the dark. 


Teaka
looked at the bed. Sanditha had thrown off the bedclothes. They were in a heap
at the foot of the bed. Sanditha was sleeping sideways. Her mouth was slightly
open, and her hand clutched one of the pillows as Teaka gazed down at her. Teaka
fingers rubbed the pillowcase. Did I wash these linens? Who will rinse them
when I’m done? It occurred to Teaka that she could smother Sanditha. That would
be cleaner. But the girl might make noise; she might thrash. Teaka imagined the
ways she could kill the child, considering and rejecting each one.


With
a start Teaka realized that time had passed, but she had no idea how long she’d
been standing over Sanditha. The girl hadn’t moved. Her breathing was deep and
even. Teaka resisted the urge to cover her sleeping form. Sanditha was tall for
ten. One long leg was tucked under the other. I used to wake up like that,
Teaka thought. My bed wasn’t as big or as nice, but I’d wake up and find myself
sleeping sideways, my nightshirt a tangle. Teaka carefully pulled the covers
over the girl, tucking them in loosely so they wouldn’t crumple to the floor
and get dirty. She stood for another moment before turning away from the
sleeping girl.


In
the hall, Teaka almost tripped over the tea cup and taper. She suppressed a startled
scream. Now I know that I’m no assassin, she thought to herself. As she fled
down the stairs to the kitchen, Teaka wondered how she would explain the
failure to Balco. 


The
memories had burst on Teaka like a wave, and she put her head in her hands. Indira’s
hand touched her head. “Sshh. It’s going to be alright.” 


Teaka
swatted at her. “It’s not alright; it isn’t going to be alright. It
hasn’t been alright for a long time.” She wiped her running nose on her
sleeve. “I can’t change who I am. I know that.” She took a deep breath. “So
we’ll go to the Palace and play our roles.” Teaka pointed at Indira: “Hero.”
She pointed at herself: “Thief.” 


Indira
shook her head silently for a moment. “No, I don’t accept that. You say you’re
a killer and a thief. Those are just labels that you gave yourself and—”


“The
army gave those names to me. The world gave them – I didn’t want
them!”


“Then
drop them!” Indira’s hands curled into fists. “Why can’t I heal this? Father, I
ask you. I pray – let me heal her!” 


Teaka
was shocked out of her black thoughts by Indira’s prayer. No one ever does
anything for me. That’s not true. A hundred faces flashed through her
mind, and Teaka realized that she’d gotten help many times in her life, from
friends and strangers. Some of them, like Clellan, wanted something from her,
but others, like Ironstone – and Indira, Teaka reminded herself – only
wanted to help. If that’s true, what does it mean? Her chest was tight, and she
could barely breathe. What if I was wrong? What if things can be different? You’ve
been in prison long enough. The voice was gentle, like a mother’s.


 “Teaka?”
Indira was squatting beside her chair. She put her hand on Teaka’s knee. “I
know you are a good person. I know it, and I think you do, too. Tell me,
tell me one good thing you know about yourself. Just one good thing.” Teaka
wiped her face and looked up in thought. Inside, the voice said I am strong.
Teaka said aloud, “I am strong.”


“Yes,”
Indira nodded, “anyone can see that about you.” Her hand gripped Teaka’s knee.
She whispered, “Tell me something else. Something you know deep down.” 


I
am free. Teaka’s chest felt tight. Those aren’t my words,
she thought in panic. I can’t say those words. But then she looked at Indira who
was kneeling, eyes closed beside her. “I am...” Teaka stopped. 


When
she didn’t go on, Indira caressed her leg and asked, “Who was that famous
general,” Indira’s voice was quiet. “The one who ordered his troops to be brave
in the face of overwhelming odds, what was his name?” Teaka let out a breath
that she didn’t know she’d been holding. “General Seagrass,” she said.


“Right,
Seagrass. ‘The Dune Fox.’ Be like Seagrass and order yourself to be brave.”
When Teaka didn't respond, she went on. “I’ve had to order myself to be brave.
Everyone does sometimes. I didn't want to tell my mother that I wasn't going to
marry the man she'd chosen for me. I didn't want to tell Father that I was joining
the Order. But I had to do those things or end up living someone else’s life
and that was unthinkable.” 


“I
can't imagine you married.” Teaka gave a half smile.


 “Apparently
Mother was the only person who could imagine me married,” Indira said
dryly. “Father was so supportive, until I explained to him that I was joining
the Order. Then he exploded, threatened to disown me.” She paused, “Do you
understand now why my last name is not that important to me? I was ready to
give it up, would have given it up in order to fulfill my purpose.” She smiled
and touched Teaka’s face. “You see, I had to be brave or risk losing myself.”


 “I’m
scared,” Teaka whispered. “I’m not brave.”


Indira
hugged her which made Teaka begin to cry. “Only you can do this,” Indira
whispered as she held Teaka, and when Teaka’s sobs died away, she said, “I’m
going to get you some water. And then, I want you to get into bed for a few
hours and rest. I’ll cast a drowsy spell. A nap will do wonders for
you.” 


Teaka
managed another small smile. “Healers are so bossy.”
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She
woke up feeling hungry, empty, and wrung out. She heard voices in the other
room and wondered if Clellan was back. As she started to get up, there was a
knock at the door and Indira’s voice: “Tee? You awake? Clellan sent a package.
I bet it’s the sword you asked for.” 


Teaka
fell back on the bed. “What am I going to do?” The voice inside her head was
silent. She covered her face with her hands. Tell me what to do, she said
silently. There was another knock on the door. “Be right there,” she called.
Teaka tried to think logically: what are my skills? I can kill and rob, and
don’t forget, I can sneak. She held out three fingers: soldier, thief or spy.
“That’s pretty limited,” she said aloud. Never mind the past. What do you
want to do now? 


Looking
in the mirror Teaka said, “I can tell you what I don’t want. How about that?
It’s a start.” She opened the door. “I’m not going to be a thief, not anymore,”
she said aloud. 


Indira
looked up in surprise. “That’s good to hear. Wha—”


“I’ll
steal the flail for Clellan, but that’s repaying a debt. It’s the last time
I’ll steal. Ever.” She sat down at the table and looked at the long wooden box
without really seeing it. “That’s what I know right now.” 


After
a few moments Indira said, “Are you going to open it?”


“Hmm?
Oh, the sword.” she didn’t realize that she’d been sitting with her hand
resting on the box. When Teaka removed the lid, she couldn’t believe her eyes.
Inside was a beautiful silver sword, a matching scabbard beside it. It was
dual-edged with a slightly long grip and a diamond shaped pommel. It was thin
and sharp and beautiful. She picked it up. 


“It
looks deadly.” Indira came closer. “Is it what you wanted?”


“Yes,”
Teaka managed to say. “It’s an Infantry officer’s sword.” She gently picked up
the scabbard and slowly slid the blade in. On the scabbard was a blank spot
where the officer’s name should go. Teaka’s finger traced an outline. Dimly she
heard Indira say, “There’s a note. It says, ‘The blade is used, but I had them
add a new scabbard. Just in case you want to claim it as your own one day.
Consider it a gift from an old friend.’” She handed Teaka the note. “What’s he
mean about the scabbard?”


“There’s
a place,” her voice sounded hoarse, “a place on the scabbard where the officer
gets his or her name engraved. I think Clellan is suggesting I get my name
engraved on it.” Teaka put the sword back in the box. “That was very – generous
of him.” She sat back, hands in her lap. “Thanks to him I have a sword.” She
suddenly said, “Where’s the book? The poetry book?” She flipped to the poem and
read aloud. “‘Rightful’ sword. Do you think – that is, since I got a sword, do
you think maybe you will get a staff?” Indira gave no reaction, so Teaka
reminded her, “You had a staff in my dream.”


“Yes,
but I don’t use a staff.” She glanced at the poem over Teaka shoulder. “I think
it is interesting, but likely it is coincidence.”


“How
can you say that? You, of all people, how can you dismiss this? You’re
the one who suggested that the voice in my dreams might be God!” 


Indira
shrugged. “I do believe in signs from God, but I just don’t think that a three
hundred year old poem is going to really be much guidance.” She turned away.
“As for your dreams… the Father will show us the way.”


“You
don’t think the Mother might be trying to correct—”


Indira
whirled around. “How can we know? You think my father cast a spell on Minu—”


“You’re
the one who said that – not me!” 


In
a quiet voice Indira said, “I don’t know what I saw. It was so long ago. It seemed
like magic, but—”


“Indira,
that’s what I’m trying to say.” Teaka stood up. “Maybe we’re getting a chance
to fix the past, or—” 


“Maybe
this is all Her fault! Did you think of that?” Indira’s fists were clenched. “She
judges the living and the dead. She surrounds Herself with death and decay.”
Indira’s voice grew louder. “I don’t know how the Temple gets acolytes. Maybe they
have to take children young and raise them to Her ways.” She put her fingers to
her temples. “Otherwise why would my father do it? Only because he had no choice;
he must have had no choice.” Just then there was a knock on the door. Indira
jumped up and ran to her bedroom. 


Olivar
was at the door. “I know it’s later than you wanted, but I think you’ll feel
that it was worth it.” He spread papers on the table. “Oh, you got a sword. May
I?” Teaka nodded, and he pulled the blade free of its sheath. “It’s a zevtoh.”
He saw the look on her face. “That’s what this style blade was originally
called. At first swords had one sharp edge, and then later the dual edge came
in and then all these little improvements. The zevtoh was the pinnacle of those
improvements.” He touched the blade lightly. “It’s got the small unsharpened
space here at the top of the blade – in case you need a little more control.
The fullers are quite nicely done… This is fine workmanship. I bet this is a Blackrock
blade.” 


Teaka
started laughing. “I’m guessing that you’ve made a study of weaponry at some
point in your career?” 


He
smiled and shrugged. “A boyhood obsession. But later I did study metal craft with
a focus on bladed weapons of the old Empire.” 


“You
are an unusual man, Olivar Greenleaf.” Teaka looked down at the papers,
suddenly embarrassed that he might think she was flirting with him. “So. What’s
all this?” 


“You
were right; the College of Surgeons and the Temple are connected by a tunnel. The
plans confirm it. How did you know?” 


Teaka
shrugged. “I don’t remember – I probably heard it somewhere. And it makes
sense.” She traced a finger on the paper. “They share a wall. One place makes
dead people; the other processes them.” He lifted an eyebrow and said, “I’ve
never heard it put quite like that. But it is apt.” He placed a finger on the
paper. “Here’s an access spot. You can reach the tunnel from behind the Temple.”


“Olivar,
thank you for all this work.” Indira came toward him smiling. “I’m sorry, truly
sorry for how I acted last night. Please forgive me.” 


“Of
course Miss – I mean, Ray Burningwood.”


“Please
call me Indira.” She held out her hand to him. 


“No
apology needed.” He shook her hand. “You are under a lot of stress.” Then he
gestured to the table. “And it’s about to get worse.” 


Indira
looked at the plans. “I heard you say something about the tunnel?”


“Yes,
you can access the tunnel that runs between the College and the Temple. It’s
the best chance to enter quietly. Once you are in there,” he pulled a new set
of papers on top of the others, “once you are there, well it depends on what
your sister does as to where she is. There are six floors in the
building, six plus the basement. They are connected by a staircase. They call
it the ‘long stairs.’” He pointed. “That’s where you’ll start – in the
basement, in the morgue. The ground floor is the public area – the viewing
rooms and the like, then the kitchens, dorms and classrooms. The last two
floors are the senior staff living quarters and the meditation room.” 


“That’s
what I care about,” Clellan said as he joined them at the table. “The
meditation room is where the flail is kept.” 


Indira
crossed her arms. “I don’t remember hearing a knock.”


“It
was unlocked, and I didn’t want to interrupt our scholar.” He patted Olivar on
the back. “I don’t believe we’ve met. Clellan Redrock at your service.” 


“Olivar
Greenleaf. And I know you by reputation, certainly.”


“A
scholar who keeps up with the crime world? How delightful, how very charming.”
His voice had a dangerous quality Teaka knew too well. She quickly said,
“Clellan, thanks for coming. And thank you,” she gestured to the box, “for the sword.
The scabbard was… unexpected.”


“I
thought you’d like it, Teaka.” He took her hand. “I hoped you would.” She
couldn’t help but smile. She said, “You honestly mean that. I can tell you do.”



“I
think my part is done.” Olivar cleared his throat. “I can’t leave the plans
here – I’m sorry about that. Someone might miss them. Do you want to look them
over one more time?” 


Teaka
spent a few minutes more looking at the layout of the Temple itself before
walking Olivar to the door. “Thank you again. You’ve helped so much. I don’t
know if I can ever repay you for your help.”


“Just
come out of there in one piece. That will be enough.” He hesitated. “I mean it.
Please be careful.”


When
she came back to the table, Indira and Clellan were looking at another copy of
the floor plans. “Where did you get those?” Teaka looked from one to the other.



“I
brought them.” Clellan smiled. “I didn’t pull them out though because I didn’t
want your young man to feel badly. It sounds like he went to some trouble to
procure them.” Before Teaka could respond, Clellan went on, “As I was telling
the Ray, my sources tell me that there is a senior staff member who fits the
general description of Minu. Same coloring, right age, different name, but
that’s to be expected.”


“Senior
staff? Are you sure?” 


“Yes,
I’m sure. She must be gifted, little lost Minu.” Clellan waved his hand at
Indira. “But then, look at her sister. She’s quite an exceptional healer. Only
one in a hundred has the spark of magic, so they say. And of those, perhaps ten
in a hundred have the capacity to heal.” Clellan looked intently at Indira. “But
Indira Burningwood, she is something altogether different. Someone of your
talent,” he said to Indira, “comes along once a generation.”


Indira
didn’t respond but instead, crossed the room and sat by the fireplace. “Mr.
Redrock, would you sit down. I have a proposal to make.”


“Of
course, my dear. And let’s not stand on ceremony, Indira. Please call me
Clellan.”


Indira
inclined her head in agreement. “I’m not sure how much you know about magic,
Clellan…”


“Enough.”


“There’s
a spell I want to cast on you. It’s called truth and, well, it makes
people tell the truth.” 


He
started to chuckle and then realization crossed his face. “You’re serious.
Hmmm, it’s a lot to ask.” He paused, “No, I won’t do it. Not that. As Teaka can
tell you, information is one of my main products. A shopkeeper doesn’t give
away the key to his store in the course of a transaction.” He folded his arms,
“I’ve told you what I can. Take it at face value.”


Indira
opened her mouth, and Teaka jumped in before she could speak. “I won’t steal
the flail unless we can confirm this information on Minu.” She wasn’t going to
the Hag’s Palace unless she absolutely had to. 


“You
have changed. Huh.” Clellan thought for a moment, slapped his hands on
his thighs and stood up. “Our business seems to be done. Good day to you both.”


“What
about the flail?”


“You’re
right,” he said, “it’s probably not solid gold.” 


As
Clellan passed by her Teaka said, “In five years I learned a lot of
things about a lot of people.”


He
stopped and raised an eyebrow. There was a slight smile on his face. “If you
were a different person, I’d think you were trying to blackmail me, Teaka
Mote.” 


She
crossed her arms. “I guess that means I’m a different person. We just don’t
have time to waste following a false trail.”


Clellan
gave a heavy sigh, but then he smiled. “It’s just what I would do in your
shoes.” He bowed to Indira and sat back down by the fire. “I am ready,” he said
and folded his hands in his lap. She pulled her chair close to his saying,
“I’ll need your hand. We have to have contact for the duration of the spell.”
He put his hand out and then drew it back. “I know many, many things. Do
I have your word that you will only ask about this situation?” 


“Of
course, I swear on my holy vows. Now close your eyes, please.” She took his one
hand in both of hers. She breathed deeply and relaxed her shoulders. After
nearly a minute of silence Indira said, “Clellan, can you hear me?” He nodded. “What
makes you so sure that Minu is a senior staff at the Temple?”


“The
description matches very well,” he said. “The age is right, and the timing is
right. The Order keeps very good records, and Dara was given over about the
right time – based on your memories of the event. If I had more time I could
have gotten visual confirmation, but I am almost positive that Dara is your
Minu.”


“What
is her job? What does she do?”


“She
teaches the new acolytes, prepares bodies and works closely with the Surgeons.”


“With
the Surgeons?” Teaka spoke in surprise.


“Yes,
that’s where I got a good amount of information.” He lowered his voice to a
whisper, “we have people in the College.” Teaka nodded. Of course he has people
in the College. Clellan has people everywhere. “Assuming that this Dara is the
woman we seek,” said Teaka, “where will we find her?”


“Senior
staff has living quarters on the fifth floor. Her bedroom is the first one at
the top of stairs.” Teaka shuddered at the word ‘stairs’, thinking of her
dreams.


“Did
your people tell you if, if she’s happy with her work?” Indira’s voice was a
little shaky. 


“Oh
yes! As I said, she has risen rapidly through the ranks, like her beautiful
sister.” He smiled at Indira. “I like holding your hand,” he whispered to her. 


“Let
me think for a moment,” Indira said. Teaka could see that Clellan’s comment had
rattled her. She looked at Teaka, “Anything else?” she mouthed. Teaka shrugged.
“Thank you, Clellan,” Indira said. “I’m going to release your hand now, and you
will open your eyes feeling refreshed.” 


Clellan
opened his eyes and stretched. “That was one of the most pleasant experiences
of my life! It was like being drunk and in a warm bath all at once!” His face
grew serious. “You believe me now?” 


Teaka
nodded. “I just had to be sure. This is a dangerous thing we’re doing.”


“Indeed.
I do hope that you know what you’re about. I’d like my chief field agent back
in one piece – if you want that, of course.” He cocked his head. “Teaka my
dear, you always have a place, if you want it.”


After
Clellan had left, Indira was silent for a few moments. “Her name is Dara.
She’s a teacher?” Indira had a helpless look on her face. “Am I doing the right
thing, Tee? What – what if she doesn’t need rescuing? What if Olivar was
right?”


“He’s
not right. He can’t be right. Your vision, my dreams, the poem – all this tells
us that we have to go to the Palace – the Temple.”


Indira
silently chewed her lip for a moment. “What if her life is a lot like mine?
What if she’s happy in her work and fulfilled by it? Who am I to—”


“You
can’t think that way. We have to go there. We have to see this through to the
end. We don’t know what will happen when you pour the water. Maybe, maybe she’ll
remember you and…”


“Give
her big sister a hug? Come home for Summerfest?” Indira sighed, “I just need to
think this through.”


“There’s
nothing to think about,” Teaka said. “We are going to the Temple tonight, and
we’re going to finish what we started.” Before I lose my nerve, she finished
silently. “We should both try to sleep. It will be a long night.”


But
Teaka couldn’t sleep. She reviewed what she had learned about the tunnel and
the building and tried to fit her dreams in where she could. At eleven she was
up and ready to get the night started. As she buckled on the sword, Teaka
looked in the mirror, realizing that she should have asked for some light armor
– even a leather jerkin would have been better than a cotton shirt. You’ll
just have to avoid getting stabbed. “Very funny,” she mumbled. 


“The
sword looks good on you.”


“Indira!
Are you ready?” 


“I
wish I had my robe.” She looked down at her clothes. “I feel wrong without it.”
Teaka laughed. “And here I was, just wishing for some armor. Well, the Gods
will have to take us as we are.” Indira opened her mouth. “I didn’t mean take
us” Teaka said quickly. “I meant that clothes don’t make the man, or woman. I’m
still a warrior, and you’re still a healer, even without the robe.” 


“You
called yourself a warrior. I don’t think I’ve heard you do that before.” She
stepped closer to Teaka, smiling. “I like it.” 


Teaka
suddenly felt uncomfortable, like she’d been caught talking to herself. “We’ll
go out the back way and to the Pal – the Temple. I need you to listen to me. If
I say ‘stop’ you stop. I mean it, Indira.” Teaka made eye contact with her to
make sure that Indira understood her request. Then she touched the scabbard. “I’ve
got the sword. You’ve got the water? And you’re rested? I mean, if I need—”


She
smiled and touched her necklace. “If you need healing, I’m ready.” She lightly
touched Teaka’s arm. “Teaka, I don’t know how to thank you. All you’ve done for
me – I feel like I’ve known you my whole life. I was so alone and then I
wasn’t….” She stopped herself. “And now I’m babbling. It’s just – in case
something does go wrong tonight, I just wanted to thank you.” She gave a half
smile and continued, “I wish I had more time to tell you how I—” 


Teaka’s
heart was in her throat. “We will have time. Soon. And then, whatever you want
to tell me, I’ll listen.” She touched her sword hilt and silently told the
voice in her head, “I’ll listen to you, too.”
















 


 


 


Chapter 8


 


As
Teaka stepped onto the sidewalk the warm night air seemed to close around her.
She frowned: it was the first truly warm night of the year, and warm nights mean
busy streets. The last thing we want is people and patrols in our way, she told
herself. I need another route to the Temple. “We’ll circle around behind the
university. As much as we can, we must look like just two people out for a
walk.”


Indira
looked up as she settled the water bottle strap on her shoulder.  “Cousins.” She
smiled, “I think I know this story by heart.” 


I’m
glad she can make a joke, Teaka thought. My stomach is in knots, but it
always is before a battle. “This is not a battle,” she murmured. But it’s the
unbearable buildup that tears at you anyway. “A story – that’s a good idea,”
Teaka said. “Talking is natural. People talk and walk all the time.” They
walked in silence for a block until Teaka said, “Why don’t you tell me about
the first person you ever healed?”


“The
first person… I don’t remember who that was. But here, I have a story for you. He
was, well I didn’t even heal him – not exactly.” Indira laced her arm
through Teaka’s. “I’m not making sense – let me explain,” she said. “When you are
in training, for the longest time you do not learn spells. You learn all about
the body, the muscles and organs. Some students can’t pass the tests, and classes
get smaller as time goes on.” She patted Teaka’s arm absently. “I wonder if the
Surgeons have rigorous testing.” She sounded thoughtful. “I would like to know
that.”


“You
can ask one, one of these days,” Teaka said. “But not tonight. I don’t want to
stumble on any Surgeons tonight.” Teaka pressed Indira’s arm to her side to get
her attention. “We’re going to cross this square and head toward the Market.
Keep talking. It’s helping my nerves.” As they crossed the square Teaka noticed
a figure on the other side of the street. He was going the opposite direction,
and he hurried along, seemingly oblivious to other people. Teaka slowed to look
over her shoulder. That was Balco, she thought. He looked like Balco. 


Don’t
be silly, she told herself. It’s just a man hurrying home to his family. It’s
late and dark and how could you know for certain? And he’s going away
from you. “That’s exactly what he’d want you to think,” she said softly. “Isn’t
that what I’d do, if it was me? Circle around?”


Indira
was talking, “When you finally get to learn some magic, even then, you spend a
year or more studying the techniques before you ever cast a spell. Anyone
caught trying to heal without permission is expelled. I was anxious to try my
hand, of course but I was afraid of getting caught, so I followed the rules. 


“At
the time, I didn’t understand, but now I do. As a healer – as a spellcaster – I
can access enormous power. Some people crack under the strain.” She looked at
Teaka. “And I don’t mean they fail a test – think about it, if I can heal
someone with my thoughts, I can just as easily hurt. They’re two sides of the
same coin.” Her voice trailed off. 


“You
see that in the army, too,” Teaka said softly. “Some people join just for the
killing. It’s best to weed them out right away.” She suppressed the urge to
turn around and scan the street for Balco.


“Yes.”
Indira’s voice sounded far away. “A coin. That makes sense to me now…” She
cleared her throat. “Finally the day came when I got to accompany one of the
healers on his rounds. At the Healing House, they hold open calls three times a
week. It is a great way for new healers to get practice on a wide range of
ills. Even though Lashand isn’t huge, there is never a lack of patients waiting
at open call.


“I
think it was my second time with Ray Sandstone. The patient was an older man
named Thaddeus. It was obvious to me that he had been in before. Ray Sandstone
has a gentle, joking style with his patients, but with Thaddeus, he was
different.” She added softly, “That must be why I did what I did.”


“Indira,
we need to turn here and quickly!” Teaka pulled her into a side street. “I see
a patrol up ahead, and I don’t want questions. I should have hidden the damned
sword instead of putting it on like a soldier!”


“But
you are a soldier,” Indira said. “I’m glad you’re wearing the sword.
‘Your rightful sword.’ Isn’t that the line? Maybe you are right – maybe that poem
is about us.”


“Indira,
do you – do you truly think that I could be a soldier again?” 


“Oh
Teaka. I told you: you are a soldier. Who cares what the world thinks?” Indira
touched Teaka’s face and then kissed her. Her lips were soft and warm on
Teaka’s mouth. Their kiss deepened. Indira leaned in close. Teaka’s hands
twined in Indira’s hair, and she felt Indira’s hands on her hips. Teaka opened
her mouth a little more and took Indira’s lower lip between her teeth, which
made Indira moan softly and press her whole body against Teaka. A thrill travelled
up her spine, and Teaka gasped. After a moment she said, “I’ve never kissed a
woman before. I mean, I’m not – I don’t think I’m puhtari.” 


“But
was it – I mean, did you like it?” Indira touched Teaka’s face, tracing one
finger across her lips. “I don’t care if you’re puhtari or not; I have
wanted to do that for a long time, Teaka. Teaka.”


“Yes,
I liked it,” Teaka whispered. “I didn’t know—” 


Indira
wrapped her arms around Teaka. “How could you not know?”


“I
didn’t know how much I’d like it,” Teaka finished. Indira laughed and looked at
Teaka intently. “I wanted to do that now,” her voice turned serious, “in case
something happens tonight.”


“We’re
going to be fine; I promise. I’ll protect you, Indira.” Teaka touched her face.
“I want to kiss you more. I do. I could stay here all night, but if we are
going to the Temple, we need to get going.” Indira nodded and brushed her hair
back. “What would my mother think about me accosting a soldier in a dark
alley?” Teaka smiled at the joke. “My lips are sealed,” she said as she grabbed
Indira’s hand.


They
came out of the side street at the edge of the Market. “This is perfect.” Teaka
squeezed Indira’s hand. “We’ll circle around, turn left and end up behind the Temple.”
And in the process, maybe we’ll shake Balco off our scent, she finished
silently. 


Indira
looked down and smiled. “I wish we were just out for a late stroll, maybe going
home from a concert. Going home. I wish—” She stopped abruptly, and Teaka
looked at her. “Never mind. My story: Ray Sandstone was talking with the
patient, with Thaddeus, and I interrupted him. If I had been thinking, I
wouldn’t have been so rude. But I interrupted him and asked Thaddeus if he had
been a soldier. He said he had. ‘You were wounded?’ I asked him. 


‘Several
times,’ was his answer. 


“Ray
Sandstone, Father bless him, was quiet. ‘And you were never wounded where it
pains you now, is that right?’ I wanted to make sure that I understood. As I
talked, my fingers walked along his side. I cannot tell you what I was looking
for, but suddenly I knew that he had a piece of metal near his spine and that was
causing his pain. My fingertips vibrated to the pain he was feeling.


“I
could barely contain my excitement. I asked my teacher to consult with me out
of earshot, and I explained what I thought I knew. He listened gravely. ‘If
you’re right,’ he said to me, ‘you will solve a problem that’s plagued Thaddeus
and me for almost ten years! I had begun to think it was all in his mind.’ He
came back a few minutes later, having made his own examination of the area. ‘I
think you’re right. There’s a cure, thank the Gods, but it’s a complex bit of
magic – beyond my skills – otherwise I’d perform it right now. As it is, I’ll
make sure that you’re there for the healing. It’s an unusual spell and worth
your while to see. With your aptitude, you might be able to perform it, once
you understand the foundation.


“He
was right.” Indira couldn’t hide the pride in her voice. “I have only needed it
twice, but magnetic sounding is handy – you can pull small bits
of metal out of the body. You have to be careful, of course, that you don’t do
more damage in the healing than the wound originally caused.”


“Magnetic
sounding,” Teaka repeated the name. “I can think of a few times that
could have saved lives. We lost some good people to shattered swords or
shields.”


“Oh,
I couldn’t perform it on a battlefield. It’s a delicate process, and the room
has to be free of all other metal.”


Teaka
stopped walking and smiled at Indira. “Does this look familiar? We were here
just a few days ago, on our way out of town.” Indira looked up and said, “The
torches, I remember. I was looking up at them and when I turned around…” Indira
turned and marched to a stack of crates on the opposite wall. She bent down and
pulled out a wad of cloth. With a cry she hugged it to her. Teaka had to laugh.
“I know this is a miracle,” she said. “The gold embroidery alone is
worth a couple of coins, not to mention the cloth itself. That it could sit
undisturbed in this town? Unlikely.”  


Indira
began to hurriedly unbutton her shirt. Teaka turned her back and said over her
shoulder “Go ahead. I’m not looking.” After a few moments Indira said, “You can
turn around.” 


And
there she was in her robe, just like the first day Teaka met her. Her smile was
like the sun. “I know you,” Teaka joked. “You pushed me down in the Market a
few days ago!” She looked around. “Where’s a patrol when you need them? Guards!”
Teaka whispered a shout. “Arrest this woman!” Then she laughed.


Indira
laughed too and put her hands over her face. “Teaka, you don’t know how happy I
am. These last few days have tested my faith, and I should never have doubted.”
Teaka smiled, but inside she suddenly thought, “She looks different. Is she
still Indira when she’s wearing that robe? Or am I about to put my life in
danger for a stranger named Ray Burningwood?”


Only
she can answer that. Teaka nodded as she lifted the grating
Olivar had shown her on the Temple plans. “If you’re ready, we can go.” Teaka
pointed at the hole. “I’ll climb down and when I know it is safe, I’ll come
back for you.”


“Teaka,
don’t be silly!” Indira adjusted the water bottle strap, hitched up her robe
and started to lower herself. 


“Your
holi—” Teaka caught herself. “You’re to stay behind me and safe.” 


A
few moments later, they were both in the tunnel. Teaka lit her dark lantern,
handed it to Indira, and pulled her sword free of the scabbard. It was odd to
finally be there in the place she’d dreamed about. “Indira, remember, I want
you to stay behind me,” she said softly. “But, if we get into trouble, please
feel free to fling one of your light balls.”  She crept forward, careful
to step softly, just like in her dreams. The tunnel curved and then
straightened out. Consciously Teaka did not put one hand on the wall. This is
not my dream, she told herself.


Ahead
was a door and she tightened the grip on her sword, again experiencing the odd
sensation of dream memory. Gently she touched the door knob, almost expecting
it to melt away. Instead the door swung forward silently. 


As
Teaka stepped across the threshold, Indira whispered in her ear. “How far to
the long stairs?” Teaka bobbed her head right in response and whispered,
“Morgue.” Then she pointed left, “Store room,” and then pointed her sword down
the hall, “Stairs.”


There
was an intersection just past the morgue door that branched off left. Teaka
remembered looking at the floor plans and wondering if anyone patrolled the corridors.
The intersection was a stress point becauseTeaka wouldn’t see anyone until it
was too late. She might be forced to fight. Well, she thought, if my dreams are
true, my sword does get bloody somewhere in this adventure. 


She
crept closer to the intersection and stopped. Footsteps, unmistakably footsteps
in the hall. Teaka shuttered the lantern and whispered to Indira, “Don’t move.”
Indira’s eyes were wide, but she simply nodded.


“Relax.
Breathe,” Teaka reminded herself in barely a whisper. She rolled her shoulder
muscles and adjusted the grip on her sword. The dagger would be better for this
sort of work, she realized. Too late to put it away in favor of the smaller
blade – the sound of sword on scabbard would make too much noise. Instead Teaka
moved quietly to the corner where the corridors met, and waited. Finally the
footsteps came closer. A faint glow grew stronger as the footfall got louder.
As his back came into view Teaka saw that the man was dressed in robes. Perhaps
he’s a teacher on night patrol, or he’s the steward of the Temple on his way to
count bags of flour. Whatever his duties, he’s in the way. Teaka let him get
three steps ahead of her and readied herself to pounce. When he was almost to
the store room door, Teaka took two long strides and bashed him on the head
with her sword pommel. As Teaka stood over him, she felt Indira’s hand on her
back. “You didn't kill him,” she said.


“I
try not to kill people,” Teaka replied as she slipped her hands under the man’s
arms. “Help me move him into the store room.”


“Good
idea – I'll do a strong sleep spell, and he won't wake up until tomorrow
night.” 


They
settled him on the floor of the store room, and Teaka opened the lantern’s
shutter wide for maximum light. While Indira knelt beside the man and cast her
spell, Teaka looked around. There were shelves of dry goods, as expected, but
she also saw a canvas trolley piled high with clothes. She was reminded of the
start of her army career and her months working in the laundry at the
governor’s house in Breckenful. “I could have done without seeing that,” she
muttered to herself. Teaka turned away to block the clothes from her view and
saw a staff propped in the corner. It was partially in shadow, but Teaka could
see that it was tall, and she thought it was twisted. She walked toward it as
if it were a sleeping snake. 


Indira
called to her softly, “What are you doing? I’m ready; we need to go.” Teaka
silently pointed at the staff in response. “What have you got there?” Indira asked
as she came closer. “I think,” Teaka said, “I think this is the staff from my
dream.” 


“Nonsense.”
Indira reached for it, saying, “Why would it be here?” 


“It
was waiting for you,” Teaka whispered.


At
Teaka’s words, Indira stayed her hand and then slowly let one finger touch the
twisted wood. She pulled it back as if in pain. 


“Are
you alright?” Teaka kept one eye on Indira and the other on the staff. 


Indira
had her finger in her mouth as though the staff had burned her. She stared at
the staff and then turned to Teaka. Her eyes grew wide, and she stepped past
Teaka to grab something from the pile of clothes. “A better question is what's the
matter with this?” Indira touched one of the pieces. 


“What
are you talking about? It’s a dress.”


“You
can't see this? You don’t see the sparks?” Indira held it up and then laid it
out over the other clothes. She smoothed the wrinkles. “I don’t understand,”
she said softly. 


“Sparks?”
Teaka touched the fabric. “Is it dangerous?”


“I
don’t know how to answer that.” Indira walked back to the staff and put her
hands on her hips. She pointed at the staff. “You saw this staff in your
dream?” Teaka nodded. Indira let out her breath and grasped the staff with her
left hand. Teaka instinctively braced for some reaction. She didn’t expect
Indira simply to grunt and say, “It’s heavier than I expected.” 


Teaka
realized she was clutching the dress. She dropped it on the ground as though it
was on fire. Indira bent and picked it up with her free hand. She shook the
dress slightly to untangle it. “This dress shimmers. It’s alive – with life
force. I see that now.”


“I
don’t see anything. Indira,” Teaka tried to keep her voice calm, “I don’t see
anything.”


“It
is the staff, I expect.” She gave a slight shrug. “I don't know how to describe
it except to say that I can feel life flowing all around us. And see it, too –
at least a small part.” She put the dress on top of a box. She looked up at Teaka.
“I would guess that the woman who wore this dress died tonight, and this is just
the remnant of her – her spirit, perhaps?” 


The
hair on the back of Teaka’s neck rose. She started to step back. “Indira, this
is wrong. No one should know; no one should see—”


“It
doesn’t feel wrong, quite the opposite.” Indira put a hand on Teaka’s waist.
“You saw it in your dream, remember?” Her hand felt warm through the thin
fabric of Teaka’s shirt, as if the staff was heating Indira’s whole body. “It
feels,” Indira continued, “like it belongs in my hand.”


Teaka
tried to keep the fear from her voice. “There are good and bad things in the
world, and—”


“Just
as there are good and bad people, Teaka. And sometimes it takes time to know
the difference.” Indira took a step toward her. “Trust me, as I have trusted
you these last days.”


She
managed a small nod, but inside Teaka was thinking that there was an odd
quality to Indira’s voice suddenly. How much do you know about her? Think about
the power she wields. She said herself that spellcasters sometimes can’t
control themselves. Sometimes they crack; sometimes they— “Alright,” Teaka
spoke aloud to squelch the voice inside. “We should get moving.”


They
left the room, Indira with the staff still in her left hand. Teaka dropped her
dagger into her hand. She could get her sword if she needed it, but the dagger
felt comfortable in her hand. Teaka turned toward the stairs. She started
thinking over the layout as they walked slowly up the hall. We just have to get
to the living quarters. Minu – no, she thinks her name is Dara, Teaka reminded
herself – Dara is close, now. Indira must have been thinking the same thing
because she whispered in Teaka’s ear, “What am I going to say to her?” In
response Teaka felt for Indira’s free hand and gave it a squeeze. It was the
only answer she could think to give.


At
the bottom of the staircase Teaka stopped and said softly, “There shouldn’t be
anyone in the public rooms, so I want to risk moving more quickly. The night will
spin away if we aren’t careful with our time.” Indira nodded but didn’t speak. 


Teaka
only caught a glimpse of the public area as they passed the first floor landing.
It looked somber and rich, a perfect place for citizens to mourn for a loved
one who is gone. The funeral rites of the Order were as elaborate as the burial
was plain. Teaka had read about them in a book and then later snuck into one to
see for herself. Ten acolytes encircle the body, ten for the fingers of the
hands. A senior member of the Order walks around the body three times holding
the flail and recites the good deeds of the departed. Mourners stand to the
side as witnesses to the life lived.


Teaka
wondered if she’d ever find herself here in mourning clothes and for whom? Who
did she know who would want the Temple to handle their final journey? Only Clellan
and Indira came to mind. Did she know anyone else who would expect their
lifeless body to be bathed, wrapped in a plain cloth, and placed in a box? Who
would choose to be buried in the ground? Motes had their own rites and, when
the fires burned down, the wind and rain disposed of the ashes of those who had
lived and left the world. She thought of the bonfire for her father. As was
custom, family and friends provided the wood for the fire. Every single person
in their village brought a log for the fire, and it burned for two days and a
night. How long would her own fire burn? 


Suddenly
Indira tapped her on the shoulder, and Teaka leaned back. “People,” Indira
whispered. “Two, I think. Above us and getting closer.”


“How
do you—” Indira raised the staff in answer. Teaka took a deep breath and changed
dagger for sword. She couldn’t help but mutter, “Now comes the blood.”


“We
could try to hide.” Indira’s breath was hot on her neck. 


“No
time.” Teaka hissed.She could hear voices now, at least two men coming down the
stairs. Their voices arrived well ahead of their shadows. “…More opportunity to
grow!” 


“Yes,
but we have been careful, and that’s the key to our success so far.” 


The
other voice answered, “Tevan, don’t be an ass. She agrees with me. We can
increase the rituals without risk. We need more product! Our friends to the
north are eager for more.” 


Tevan’s
voice was urgent in response: “There is risk! Mat’yamust is—”


“An
ugly word and that’s why we don’t use it. Sometimes patients die, even the Order
loses patients sometimes.”


The
men stopped at the sight of the two women. One stepped forward. “What are you
doing here?”


The
other said, “It doesn’t matter, Tevan – two more for Dara.” He grinned and
pulled something from his pocket. “I know how to treat trespassers.” 


 “Dara?
She’s part of this?” Indira’s voice was shaky.


“That
one, first,” he said, pointing to Indira. “She talks too much.” 


The
one called Tevan pulled out his sword. He bounced it slightly as he walked down
the steps. Teaka stepped in front of him with her sword raised in front of her
face. “Me first.” 


Their
weapons met with a clink. Indira stepped to the side, just avoiding the blades.
Teaka realized she was at a disadvantage, being lower on the stairs. She moved
sideways to entice him to her level. Instead the man’s swings came down like a
blur. Teaka could barely keep the blade at bay. Why didn’t I keep up sword
practice, she thought to herself. Try a different tack. She took a deep
breath and hit harder, gaining one step as her opponent lost ground. He licked
his lips and put distance between them. He was obviously a swordsman and not a
soldier, and Teaka’s strong blows were affecting him. She could see sweat on
his brow. 


Her
arm was getting tired, but Teaka could see that her foe was breathing heavily.
She retreated half a step so that she could look for Indira. She can’t face the
other man, she thought, not on her own. As Teaka turned her head, she couldn’t
believe that she was seeing Indira moving up the steps toward the second man. She
heard the man say, “A Ray! What are you going to do, heal me?” 


Teaka
gave a ragged cry and thrust at her assailant, hoping for a single devastating
blow. Her sword went under his blade and straight into his stomach. Suddenly
she was close enough to kiss him. He sputtered as she pulled out her sword and
let him down to the stairs. Out of the corner of her eye Teaka saw a flash. She
turned to see Indira slump against the wall. 


“She
faced a mage and lost.” The idea was in Teaka’s head before she had time to
process. Without another thought, she lunged up the steps and landed beside Indira.
Only then did she consider the other man. A quick glance didn’t reveal him, and
Teaka laid down her sword. She saw Indira’s eyelids flutter. “Are you injured?
When I saw you fall, I thought…”


“No,
I am alright.” She pushed herself up a little, using the staff for leverage.
“Are you alright?” Her voice was suddenly alarmed, and she grasped Teaka’s
arms. “Do you need healing?” 


“No,
no I’m fine.” Teaka shook her head quickly. With Teaka’s help, Indira stood upright
with her back to the wall. Teaka bent to pick up her sword, and Indira
collapsed. She was huddled against the wall, not in pain or fear but in horror.
Teaka’s memory stirred. She had seen this in her vision. She looked at the
blood on her sword. “Indira, I had to kill him.” Indira shook her head mutely.
“I know it isn’t what you want—” Teaka broke off as Indira pointed past her. 


The
pile of ash was still glowing at the center. “Is that the other man?” Teaka
asked as she stepped closer and poked at the ashes with her sword tip. “You
melted his sword.”


“I
– you don’t understand. I had to—” Indira’s voice was ragged. “It’s called sear.
I always wondered if I could kill, and now I know the answer.” Indira covered
her face with one hand and slumped closer to the floor. “I killed him; I was
glad to kill him.” She leaned forward. “What does that make me?” She looked up
at Teaka with a tear stained face. “Teaka? Who am I now?”


“You’re
Indira, and you’re alive.” Teaka knelt and touched her face gently, wiping away
a tear. “They would have killed us. We had to defend ourselves.” Indira nodded,
but after a pause she said, “That changes nothing.”


Again
Teaka heard something different in Indira’s voice, but she pushed that aside
for the more pressing concern. “He used Dara’s name. Could she – she couldn’t
be part of this, could she?” 


 “I
think they are – were – Surgeons,” Indira said. “How easy it must be for them:
their victims come to them asking for help.” Indira pushed herself off the
floor and picked up the staff. Looking at it, she said, “I would not have
accepted them. I don’t care if that’s wrong.”


“What
are you talking about? Accepted what?”


“You
didn’t see? A blue light left their bodies as they died, and the staff – the
staff took it. The light traveled up the twists of the staff and to the gem.
She judged them and now they’re gone.” Indira traced her finger along one twisted
path and then she said, “The skipping song. Tee, the skipping song! It makes
sense now. ‘Dance around the willow, twisted fellow. One, two three – now
you’re free…’ Don’t you see? It’s about this staff. It explains what
happens to you – to your soul – when you die.” She looked at the staff. “I’m
beginning to understand. Why was I so blind before?”


Teaka
rubbed her eyes. They felt dry and tired, and suddenly she was facing more than
trying to convince a young woman that her real name was Minu. “Free from what?”


“Free
from your mortal body, from pain and fear. Free to join the Gods.” Indira’s
thumb rubbed the wood. “It’s all clear to me now. I never knew, until now.” 


“What
about all the other people who die? Ones who don’t have a healer with some
magic staff nearby?” 


“The
staff is just a metaphor, really. When someone dies—”


“When
a citizen dies,” Teaka corrected her. 


Indira
shook her head. “Do you think that the Gods care? When anyone dies,
their spirit is gathered and released. It’s beautiful, Teaka. Like a field of
wildflowers.” Her face hardened. “And when someone thwarts that – when
someone—”


“Are
you saying the Surgeons use shade magic?” Teaka dropped her voice to a whisper.
“But why?” 


Indira
shook her head, “It is forbidden. I can’t talk abo—”


“Indira,
I deserve an answer.” Teaka looked down at the blood on her sword. “This has
gone beyond just you and me.” She waved a hand at the dead man on the stairs. “Someone
is going to want to know what happened to these men. I need to know what we’re
facing.”


After
a moment Indira spoke. “Mat’yamust.” She let the word hang in the air,
but Teaka just shook her head. It meant nothing to her. “It’s a Rhoshundari
word,” Indira said. “Translated literally it means ‘evil dying.’ In the days of
the old Emp—”


“Don’t
give me a history lesson, Indira!” Teaka grabbed her arm and squeezed. “Tell me
what this means.”


“Death
magic. They trap the spirit of the dead or dying and use it to perform magic. What
is meant for God, they steal. And then they can cast
a spell from miles away or make a spell that will last for months, and other
things that I can’t even imagine.” She shuddered. “It is beyond evil and into
some other realm.”


“Why
would the Sulesians do this? They don’t trust magic.”


“Sulesians?
Teaka, not all Surgeons are Sulesian.”


“One
of them said something about customers in the north. The only thing north of us
is Sulesia.” 


“I
guess that’s true,” Indira’s voice was thoughtful. Teaka resisted the urge to
say, “And what does your sister have to do with this?” Instead she said, “This
ritual – if it’s as evil as you say, why is the Order—”


“These
men are not of the Order!” As she said the words, a look came over Indira’s
face. “I know what you’re trying not to say. Minu is involved in some way. If
so, she’s been cursed, and the water will break the spell. Or maybe Dara is not
Minu. We won’t know until we find her.” 


Teaka
looked at the body on the stairs below them. “What about him? What if someone
sees?”


“It
will have to wait. I need to meet this Dara.”


They
passed the kitchens and dorms without incident. Teaka was thankful – if they
had met anyone else she wasn’t sure if Indira would have burst into tears or
reduced them to ashes. And for her part, Teaka’s mind was occupied as well. For
the second time in two days she’d taken a man’s life in single combat. It’s
different on the battlefield where chaos, noise, and violence surround you. Last
night, with Druv and now, with this Surgeon….just me alone with only the sound
of their dying gasps. You won and that’s the important part. She shook
her head to chase away the thoughts, but another one came unbidden: I might
need to kill the woman I’ve crossed half of Orishea to save. 


The
first door at the top of the landing had a heavy brass handle. Teaka didn’t
remember seeing it in her dreams, but it was familiar all the same. She knew
that it would turn smoothly and silently. As she slowly pushed the door open, the
first thing Teaka saw was a desk with an open ledger and a few pieces of paper.
An open bottle of ink and a pen completed the picture. As the door swung wide,
Teaka could see more of the room. There was a bed with a chest at the foot, and
a woman in a nightgown standing at a dresser, her back to the door. 


“I
told you that I’m not in the mood tonight, and I meant—” The words died on the
woman’s lips as she turned and saw Teaka in the doorway. “Who are you? What are
you doing here?” Her voice sounded thunderous in the quiet of the night.


Teaka
put her finger to her lips and stepped into the room. Indira followed and shut
the door. Amazingly Dara obeyed Teaka’s directive and remained silent. Teaka
had a moment to look at her. She looked like Indira. They shared the same nose
and the same curve of the mouth. “We’re looking for Dara,” Teaka said softly. “Have
we found her?” 


The
woman’s voice was wary. “Why don’t you tell me why you want her?” Indira came
forward but before she could speak, Dara cried out “Where did you get that
staff?”  


“It
belongs to the Goddess. You know it, don’t you, Minu?” Indira’s voice was soft.
“I am your sister, Indira, and I came to rescue you.” She stepped closer. Dara
didn’t move or speak; she seemed frozen in place. Indira stepped closer still.
“You are so beautiful. You look like Mother. I am sorry, sorry I didn’t come
sooner.”


“I
don’t have a mother, or a sister.” Dara’s eyes suddenly blazed with anger. “Now
get out of here, healer. You don’t belong in this house.” She took a
stride toward Indira, and Teaka stepped in front to protect her, sword raised. “I
don’t want to hurt you, Minu. We just want answers.” Teaka tried to keep her
voice even.


“Minu?
I’m a jewel, am I? I don’t think I told you my name, so stop trying to give one
to me.” She stepped closer to Teaka and held up her hands. “You’re not afraid
of me, are you?” Her voice was soft. “You’re the one with the sword.”


“I’m
not afraid.” Teaka heard Indira’s voice to her left. She’d stepped out from
behind Teaka to face her sister. “Mother named you Minu because she said your
eyes were like jewels.”


Dara
gave a half laugh. “There’s only one jewel in this room, and I would have it
for my own.” Her fingers darted out, and to Teaka’s eyes it looked like they
reached all the way to Indira’s necklace, even though she hadn’t taken a step.
Indira clutched her throat and dropped to her knees. Teaka let out a cry and
reached for Indira instinctively. She felt movement to her right and fear
flooded her body – in her concern for Indira, Teaka had forgotten to watch
Dara. As Teaka turned toward Dara, the woman said “I have marked her as mine.”
There was a bright flash, and when Teaka could see again, Dara was gone. 


Teaka
dropped her sword and knelt to help Indira, who was still on her hands and
knees, coughing. After a moment, Indira said, “I will be fine. Where is she?” 


“Gone.
I don’t know how.”


Indira
slowly shifted to a sitting position and touched her neck gingerly. “I told you
Mat’yamust makes powerful magic.” 


“Let
me look at that.” Teaka blinked, trying to clear away the bright afterimages
from her eyes. “Your necklace is gone. The skin’s not broken, but you will have
a nasty bruise for a few days.” 


“Do
you think she was going to kill me?” 


“I
don’t know.” Teaka rubbed her eyes. “I couldn’t protect you. She moved like a
snake.”


Indira
patted Teaka’s leg and let her hand rest there on her thigh. “You did protect
me. I owe you my life.” She smiled. “How many times have you saved me since we
met?”


“I
don’t know. We can renegotiate my contract tomorrow. Right now,” Teaka groaned
as she stood up, “right now, we need to steal a flail and get out of here. It
will be daylight soon.”


“Not
steal. It is given to you.” There was a woman standing in the doorway. She was
gray haired and handsome, and she walked toward them, smiling. “I am the Mother
Superior, and you have my thanks.” 


Teaka
blurted out, “Are you real?” 


Indira
stood up hurriedly and bowed low. “Mother Superior, I, we are sorry that we did
violence in this house of peace.”


“Child,
everything you did tonight you did for the Mother. Her will be done.” The woman
turned to Teaka.  “I am Teryl Whitewood, of the Mother’s Order, and I am real,”
she said as she took Teaka’s hand in her own. “You have my thanks, Teaka Melana
Rocuro Shinalli Mote.” 


“She
got away,” Teaka lowered her eyes. “I don’t deserve your thanks.” The woman
raised Teaka’s chin so their eyes met. “You have stopped a great ill tonight.
Yes, Dara – who you call Minu – escaped, but you will catch her soon enough.”
Teryl took Indira’s hand too, saying, “All things happen for the best. You were
not meant to stop her tonight.”


“You
could have told me that earlier.” Teaka mumbled. Teryl burst into laughter.
“You are a delight. I see why She chose you. Go and fetch your sword, warrior,
and I’ll get the flail for you.” 


She
returned a few moments later with the flail cradled in her arms. As she handed
it to Teaka she said, “It’s not solid gold. Clellan will be
disappointed.”


“Is
there anything you don’t know?” Teaka was bewildered.


“Much
and more. But come, I’ll walk you out and tell you my small part.” She hooked
her arms through Teaka and Indira’s. “You’ll leave by the front door, as
befitting invited guests. Because you see, I prayed for you to come.” She
cocked her head to see Indira’s reaction. “Yes, when I discovered what Dara was
doing, I tried to stop her. But she’d gotten too strong.” She shook her head.
“Her magic, child, it is strong. You will need all your talents and the Gods’
grace to stop her.” She smiled, “In my folly I prayed to the Mother to give me
strength. Thankfully She is smarter than I– She sent you two.” 


“I
don’t understand,” Teaka said, “all we did was make a mess on your stairs and
drive Dara away. Is anything solved?” She tried to keep disappointment from her
voice.


Teryl
hugged Teaka’s arm. “Yes. You killed the worst of the Surgeons, and Dara is on
the run. That alone ensures that for now the people of Tolount will live until
it is their time to die, and when they die, they will be judged by the Mother
and sent on their way.”


“Mother
Superior, I need to ask your forgiveness.” Indira pulled her arm away from the
older woman and bowed her head. “Can you explain how Minu – Dara, she is
Dara – how she came to be here? My father – he did a blood ritual and pledged
her to the Mother’s service. I know that much, but – how is that allowed?”


Teryl
pursed her lips. “Yes, people sometimes do things in God’s name – foolish,
dangerous, selfish things. The women who have worn these robes before me have
not always been the Godliest, and I am certain that your father paid a sum of
money, bled from his wrist and went home thinking he’d made a pact with the
Mother – who some call the Hag.” She sighed. “What he did – what happened to
him afterwards – it was none of Her doing. If his wishes came true,” she
shrugged, “that was fated, not divine intervention.” She sighed, “We do always
need recruits. Most children don’t grow up wanting to join the Order in the
Mother’s service. Tending the dying, preparing bodies for burial – not the most
glamorous of callings, but we each play a part in helping others on their
journey.”


“Speaking
of that,” Indira stepped in front of the Mother Superior, “these belong to you,
I think.” She held out the staff and the water. Teryl grasped the staff, and
Indira released her hand saying, “It’s heavy!” She shook her hand in relief. 


Teryl
smiled and said, “It’s as heavy as it needs to be for the one who weilds it –
one of the mysteries,” Teryl touched Indira’s face. “Motherhood is one burden
after another. From Maiden to Mother to Hag, it is one long journey. And even
those who do not give birth can be mothers, child.” 


Teaka’s
mind felt tangled. “But the Maid of Spring – that’s just a children’s story.”


Teryl
turned to Teaka and smiled, “All stories are children’s stories at their
heart.” She gestured to both of them. “Two girls journey through a great forest
and have adventures.” She laughed. “And the Mother, She is all women, Teaka. You
of all people know that women bring life and shepherd it out again.


“As
to the canteen,” Teryl smiled at Indira, “the cleansing that was needed has
been done.” She closed her hand around Indira’s, but her eyes met Teaka’s. “It
is done.” 


They
reached the ground floor, and Teryl walked them to the front door. She put her
hand flat on the door, as if to keep it shut. “Your journey doesn’t end here,
child,” Teryl told Indira. “I know,” Indira sounded tired. “We have to find
Dara.”


“And
you will.” She stepped away from the door and reached into a closet. “Here is
something you need, Teaka.” She handed Teaka a bag. “For the flail – we don’t
want someone to try to rob you!” She laughed softly. 


“Are
you sure about this? I feel badly taking it.”


“It
is your debt to pay. The Mother gives it gladly.” Teaka started to protest
again, and Teryl stopped her. “She has work for you, Teaka Mote. You have a new
life to live, and you feel that you must pay this debt to be free.” She
put her hand on Teaka’s heart. “No one else laid this on you. No one else can
remove it. Go in peace.” 


Indira
grabbed Teaka’s arm and pulled her through the door before she could speak. As
they went down the steps to the street Indira called out “Thank you, Mother.
Thank you!” 


“We
will meet again!” Teryl called to them, and there was laughter in her voice.
















 


 


 


 


Chapter 9


 


The
sun was breaking through the mist when they arrived back at the Blue Goose.
They barely avoided the sleepy cook’s helper who was gathering firewood and
arrived at their rooms without being seen. As they walked up the stairs, Teaka
said, “I think the Brightlilly cousins need one more day at the inn. At least
the ‘delicate’ one would like a nice long rest.” As she opened the door, Teaka
added: “Indira, if you need—” She stopped short, seeing an older man sitting by
the fireplace. 


 “I
took the liberty of starting a fire,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind. I thought
you would like a little comfort when you got back from the Temple.” He stood up
and clasped his hands in front of him. “Hello Bug.” He took a step toward them.
“I can explain everything.” 


“Gideon.”
The look on Indira’s face was unreadable, so Teaka moved closer to the man with
her hand on her sword. Gideon seemed to notice Teaka for the first time. His
eyes grew wide for moment and then in a mild voice he said, “You must be Teaka,
Teaka Mote. Your reputation does not do you justice. I send an army to assist,
and you manage to dodge them at every turn.”


“What
do you mean ‘assist’?” The red marks on Indira’s neck stood out. “Don’t try to
tell me that you were helping us because I won’t believe you.” 


He
grimaced. “I was told that my help could only be indirect – it’s a long story.
But I thought that an escort back to Tolount, once you had the water…” His
voice trailed off.  


“And
the scholar from the boat?” Indira’s tone was harsh. “His death, was that more
of your assistance?”  She backed up. “I want you out, Gideon. Now,
before I do something that I might regret.” She pointed at the door.


“Indira,
I was very sorry to hear about Brankel’s death. He was a good agent, but
sometimes soldiers die in war.” He spread his hands out. “I wish you’d let me
explain.” When Indira didn’t answer he said, “I was afraid this might happen. I
left some papers for you to read, later when you feel like it.” He started to
walk to the door. “Oh, and this,” he pulled an envelope from his inner pocket.
“This is your pardon, signed by Morden Greenbriar, the Father Superior. If you
burn my papers without reading them, at least go see Morden. He can explain and
maybe you’ll believe him.” Indira took the envelope mutely. Gideon reached out
to touch her face, and she dodged. He said, “I am glad that you’re safe. Truly.”



When
he left, Teaka locked the door and leaned her back against it. “That was
Gideon?”


“That
was Gideon,” Indira agreed. When she didn’t go on, Teaka asked, “Are you going
to look at the papers?”


“Not
now. I can’t think about that right now.” She walked slowly to her room. She
paused at the threshold but then continued on and closed the door. 


Teaka
almost went to her then. She thought Indira might want company – if nothing
else, someone to hold her while she slept. “I was about to suggest that,” Teaka
said to herself, “but Gideon…” Gideon, why did he look familiar? She had
seen him somewhere, and recently. Had he been at the Blue Goose the night she
met Olivar? 


It
will come to you, she told herself. Just let it be. Teaka stared at the fire.
She remembered what it felt like – that first killing. She could have used a
friend that night, but Indira was different, and Teaka told herself that if
she’d wanted company, she would have asked.  


As
she watched the flames Teaka’s mind went back to that time. It was during a
scouting mission, an easy trek along the northern border, when she first took
someone’s life. She was 17.


#


No
one had warned her about the cold. Days ago Teaka was sweating in the corps laundry,
and now, she thought to herself, now the wind cuts through me with a blade of
ice. “Try to remember the heat of the vats,” she whispered to herself. “Imagine
your face blasted by hot air as you stoke the fire. Imagine—”


“Pay
attention there, girl. Don’t close your eyes! Scouts don’t close their eyes,
not if they want to live to see the dawn.” Sergeant Blackfen’s breath was warm
on Teaka’s ear as she leaned over Teaka’s shoulder. It was just the two of them
on this trip to scout the path ahead.


“Yes,
ma’am.” Teaka swallowed and scanned the field in front of them in earnest. The
sergeant settled down beside Teaka. “Do you know why women make the best
scouts? It’s because we notice when something is out of place.” She shrugged.
“I don’t know where it comes from. Maybe we learn from our mothers as babes in
arms.”


They
scanned the field for a few minutes, and then the sergeant said, “Trust that
niggling feeling you get at the back of your mind. Guarantee it will save your
life out here.” She pointed to the left. “What do you see? Besides trees.”


Teaka
stared hard at the area. What did she see? What was there to see except trees?
She let her eyes sweep slowly from one side to the other. There was something
to see otherwise Blackfen wouldn’t have pointed her attention there. After two
minutes Teaka was ready to give up. Her eye kept returning to one stand of
trees, but she didn’t know why. One tree was taller than the others and missing
some of its branches.


“Time’s
up, recruit. What’s the answer?” Sergeant Blackfen had a slight smile on her
face. I can’t tell if she wants me to succeed or fail, thought Teaka. “You said
to look for something out of place. The only thing I see is that stand of
trees. The one tall tree—”


“Very
good! It is missing branches because someone removed them to make it easier to
climb.” She nodded, “The Sulesians are here. Now the question is what do we do
about it?”


That
night Blackfen led the team closer to the suspected Sulesian camp. “They will
be on their guard, so we need to be extra careful,” she had told the group
before they broke camp. Teaka looked at the five of them in a semi-circle
around Blackfen. Six people against who knew how many Sulesians? 


As
though she’d read Teaka’s mind Blackfen said, “This is a scouting mission. We
don’t draw steel unless we’re attacked.” She looked at all of them, “Is that
understood?”


As
they approached the area, Teaka was at the back, serving as the rear sweep, and
the skirmish began before she realized anything was happening. The Sulesians,
by fate or design, had started to move toward the Orishon camp and the two
groups met on the field. Teaka’s eye was drawn immediately to the left, where
two Sulesians were fighting with Sergeant Blackfen. The sergeant was barely
keeping the two of them at bay. 


Teaka
charged in, drawing her sword as she ran. She didn’t time it well, and she ran
into one of the Sulesians before she had her sword clear of the scabbard. She’d
been focused on getting her sword free and couldn’t stop short of impact. She was
lucky though, the soldier was much taller than Teaka and her shoulder caught him
in the solar plexus. He was on the ground trying to catch his breath as she
rolled off and to her knees. Teaka finally got her sword clear of the scabbard and
rammed it down into the Sulesian’s chest. Teaka looked at him in the firelight.
He was probably her age, and as her blade slid past his light armor, the man’s
eyes got wide and he went rigid. Teaka had no idea that blood could spurt that
far and fast. It covered her face and got in her mouth before she could react.
All that night, and for days after, Teaka saw his face, and no amount of water
could wash the taste of her blood from her mouth.


As
if in response to the memory, Teaka had an urgent thirst. She walked to the
ewer and poured a cup of water. She took off her sword and laid it on the
table. “It’s certainly mine now; I’ve drawn blood with it.” Teaka cleaned the
blood from the blade and when she was done, she sheathed it and left it on the
table. 


She
sat down heavily by the fire. Just a moment of peace, that’s all I want. She
closed her eyes and then remembered the flail. Teaka almost got up. But, no
Clellan will have to wait for his flail; I need to rest. She put her head
against the back of the chair and closed her eyes. Teaka fell asleep
remembering kissing Indira in the side street. She woke up later and saw a
woman standing at the table, her back to Teaka. She had the dark gray robes of
the Hag’s – the Mother’s Order. “Teryl, is that you? What are you doing here?”


“I
bring a gift to My beloved child,” Teaka recognized the voice from her dream.
“It’s a gift that only you can decide to take and a gift only you can give.”
Teaka started to get up, and everything went fuzzy. When she opened her eyes
again, the woman was gone. 


Teaka
sprang up and went to the table. There was her sword and engraved on the
scabbard were the words “Captain Teaka Mote.” Suddenly there were tears in her
eyes, and Teaka choked out a laugh. Her fingers traced the etched letters. This
is what I’ve wanted, for as long as I can remember, so why would I have to decide
to take it? She picked up the scabbard and sat down again by the fire, with the
sword across her lap. The words were right there; they hadn’t disappeared. What
had She said? “Only you can decide to take it and only you can give it.” 


Teaka
was still sitting by the fire later when Indira woke up. “Teaka – did you get
any sleep? I am sorry I was so short with you. I don’t know why… Are you
listening?” 


Teaka
roused herself. “Oh, yes. I rested, and that’s what you needed, too. Rest.” She
looked up at Indira. “It’s never easy – killing – but the first time is the
hardest.” Teaka touched the sword grip. “No, maybe the last time is the
hardest. I don’t know.” 


“Are
you alright,” Indira asked. “Did something happen?” Her face hardened. “Did
Gideon come back?”


“No,”
Teaka heard herself say. “I think, I think the Mother paid me a visit. Look.”
She held up the scabbard so that Indira could see the engraving. 


“Oh,
Teaka! That’s wonderful.” She came closer, and as Teaka put the sword down, Indira
grabbed her hands and kissed them. “What did She say? How did She look? I mean,
the Gods rarely show Themselves.”  


Teaka
told Indira what the Goddess had said. “I don’t understand it,” she said. “It’s
a riddle or something.” 


“It’s
no riddle at all! It makes perfect sense to me. Who you are is a gift – it’s
the gift you decide to take. Who you were born to be – who God intended you to
be – that is the gift you give to others. Don’t you see?” Teaka shook her head.
“Your name!” Indira smiled. “I have been telling you this since I met you – you
decide what your name is and then you decide what to do with it.” She
lightly touched the scabbard. “What joy,” she said quietly. “What joy to have
God tell you who you really are. What a burden, too, to decide what to do with
it.” With that she turned and walked to the window.


After
a few moments Teaka realized that Indira was weeping. Gently she set the sword
aside. “Indira,” Teaka put her arms around her. It was a relief to focus on someone
else. “What is it?”


“I’m
so alone.” Indira blurted out the words. “First Father, then Gideon, then Minu
– I mean Dara, they’ve all betrayed me.” 


“You’ve
got me, Indira,” Teaka whispered in her ear. Indira’s shoulders convulsed. “No,
I don’t! You are going to go back to your life or forward to – I don’t know, to
something. Besides, you don’t…”


“I
don’t what?” 


Indira
pulled away from her embrace. “Teaka, please don’t make me say it. If I say it,
it will be true.” She put her hands in front of her face. It seemed to Teaka that
all the air rushed out of the room. Time slowed down as she pulled Indira’s
hands from her face and kissed them. “What are you afraid to say?” She looked
into Indira’s eyes.


“That
you don’t care for me the way I care for you.” Fresh tears fell from her eyes.


“Isn’t
it obvious?” Teaka smiled. “I think I’m falling in love with you.” At Teaka’s
words, Indira tilted her head back and bit her lower lip. “But you said you have
never kissed a woman before and—”


“I
told you I liked it!”


“I
thought you were just being nice! We were about to risk our lives, and I
thought—” She stopped. “It doesn’t matter what I thought.” 


Teaka
kissed her forehead. “It does matter what you think. But we can talk
about it later.” She pulled Indira toward her room. Indira clasped both hands
to her one. “Are you sure, Tee? I don’t want to rush you.”


“Sshh.
You talk too much.” 


The
light streamed through the curtains in Teaka’s room. The daylight surprised
Teaka; it felt as if days had passed since they left the Temple. Indira’s hands
went to the buttons of Teaka’s shirt. She quickly undid them and pulled the
shirt from her shoulders. “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.


Teaka
cupped Indira’s face with her hands and kissed her hard. “You are
beautiful. I wanted to kiss you the other night when you cleaned the blood off
my face. You were so lovely in the moonlight.” Teaka’s hands undid the buttons
on her pants. 


Indira
said, “I don’t believe you! You were so distant.” 


Teaka
reached for Indira’s clothes to take them off. “Where did you get this?” She
held the edge of the sleeping gown between thumb and forefinger. Indira
shrugged. “I asked Hornwood to pick up a few things for me. Told him that we
had lost some luggage.”


“Beautiful
and smart.” Teaka lifted the gown over Indira’s head and stepped back to look
at her naked body. “So beautiful.” She touched the marks on Indira’s neck where
Dara had ripped away her necklace. “Does it hurt?”


“No,”
Indira said and smiled. “I don’t feel any pain.” Her smile dazzled Teaka who could
feel her heart pounding in her chest. “I don’t know how – Indira, I’ve never
done this—”


“Don’t
worry.” Indira quickly knelt and pulled down Teaka’s pants and underwear. She
ran her hands up the backs of Teaka’s legs. “I will show you.” She stood, and
her hands found the clasp of Teaka’s bra. Indira pulled it free and put her
mouth to one nipple. Teaka moaned, and her hands found Indira’s head.


After
a moment, Indira pulled away, smiling. “Is this a dream? Am I really here, with
you, like this?” Teaka kissed her as their bodies melted together. Indira’s
skin was warm under Teaka’s hands; she’d never felt anything so soft. 


Indira
took Teaka’s hand and led her to the bed. One hand traced the curve of Teaka’s
left breast. Indira’s mouth covered the other; her tongue flicking Teaka’s nipple.
Teaka moaned with pleasure. Indira lifted her head and kissed her lips. “Teaka,”
Indira whispered her name as she kissed Teaka’s neck and moved up by her ear. Teaka
moaned in response and said, “Don’t stop.” Teaka felt Indira smile against her
neck. “Beautiful Teaka,” she whispered. 


Afterward,
they lay side by side, holding hands. “That was wonderful,” Teaka said as she
rolled over to look at Indira. 


“Are
you sure? I—”


“Sshh.”
Teaka kissed her and caressed her stomach. Indira’s skin was a lovely warm
color. She felt Indira move under her hands. “Your skin is so soft.” She kissed
Indira’s stomach and moved down toward her hips. 


When
Teaka woke it was dusk. She lay for a moment not moving. It felt right to be
where she was. No second thoughts disturbed the calm pool of her mind. Indira
was sleeping beside her, and Teaka traced the outline of her nose and moved the
hair from her eyes. She snuggled up beside Indira, with her chin tucked into
the hollow of her shoulder, careful to avoid the raw place where Indira’s
necklace had been. 


When
she woke again Indira was looking down at her. “Are you hungry?” she asked with
a smile.


“Starving.”


“I
ordered dinner for us.” 


Teaka
sat up, realizing that Indira was dressed. “How long have you been awake?”
Indira shrugged, “I don’t know – perhaps an hour.” 


“I
should get dressed, too.” Teaka rolled over and sat up. 


“You
don’t have to.”


Suddenly
embarrassed, Teaka scooped up her underwear and pants. “I’ll be right back.”
She dressed in the common room and walked into the bedroom in bare feet. Indira
was still sitting on the bed. 


“You
don’t regret…?” 


Teaka
sat on to the bed and kissed Indira. When they broke the kiss Teaka smiled and
said simply, “No.”


There
was a knock at the door. Indira jumped up. “That must be dinner!”


 Within
minutes the servants had laid out the food. “Hornwood sets a good table,” Teaka
said, looking at the food on the table. “I’m getting used to eating veytah.
What have you done to me?” She smiled and picked up a fork.


“I
guess I’m corrupting you.” Indira sat down, and took a bite. “We had a rice
dish last night, too. I wonder if they get their rice from southern Orishea.
They must – Vatiban rice is so expensive.”


“It
all tastes great. I don’t care where the rice comes from.”


Indira
smiled. “You did work up an appetite.” After a moment, she reached across the
table, lightly touching Teaka’s hand. “We will take this slow. I don’t expect
you to—” She stopped. “I mean, you don’t owe me anything.” 


Teaka
covered Indira’s hand with her own. “I think I do because I don’t think I’ve
never felt this way about anyone.” A smile crossed Indira’s face. “But,” Teaka
continued, “I agree that we should go slowly. There is an awful lot for us to
do right now.” Teaka gestured with her head to the other room. “Have you looked
at the papers?” Indira shook her head. “You need to look at them,” Teaka said. Thinking
of the papers reminded Teaka of Gideon. “He looks familiar to me – Gideon,” she
said to Indira. “Where could I have seen him?”


Indira
frowned. “Nowhere that I know of.” 


“He
could have been in Tolount when you were. Maybe I saw him the day we met.”
Teaka moved the rice around on her plate. “He seemed to recognize me too, don’t
you think?” As she said it, the conviction grew in her heart. Gideon had
recognized Teaka, too. She looked into space, trying to will the memory to
surface. “Indira, read the papers, then we’ll decide.”


“But—”
Indira started to speak. Teaka got up and brought the papers to her. “Read.”


“No.
It doesn’t matter.” 


Teaka
threw up her hands. “Fine. I’ll read them.”


“If
you’re trying to get a rise out of me it won’t work.” Indira turned away,
sipping some tea. “Read them, burn them. I don’t care.”


Teaka
picked up the top page. It was a simple note. It said I hope this will
explain why I did what I did. I’ll be at the Chapter House for the rest of the
week. I hope to see you. All my love, Gideon.  The next page was a form. It
outlined how an informant had been approached to deal in magical goods. “I
don’t understand.” Teaka held up the paper. “This is a report, a spy report.
It’s similar to what the army uses.” She caught herself, “I mean, I only had to
fill out one of these once – when my squad met up with a Sulesian patrol.”
Teaka read aloud:  “Merchant said that he had been approached by a traveler
about passing along some ‘specialized magical gear’. Merchant is known for his
trading ties with Sulesia.” Indira made no response. “They’re all like this,”
Teaka said. “Reports.” She picked up Gideon’s note again. 


Indira
finally came over and looked at the papers over her shoulder. After a moment
she said, “Why would he have these reports?”


“You
could always ask him that question.” Teaka was glad Indira couldn’t see the
smile on her face. Indira was silent for a moment. “Fine. I will. But not right
now.” She kissed the side of Teaka’s neck. “Right now, I can think of better
things to do.”


Teaka
was thinking about getting Indira back in bed when she remembered, “We haven’t
told Hornwood we’re staying a few days. I hope he hasn’t rented the room out
from under us. Will you go play the rich lady again? He’ll listen to you.” 


Indira
laughed. “Already done. I just channeled my mother again – it was actually a
little too easy. If you take a bit of power, people will give you the rest.
It’s astonishing. I never understood before – I think she’s always gotten her
way because she expects to get her way.”


“That
could be dangerous in the wrong hands.”


“Or
useful in the right hands. Think about it.” She squeezed Teaka’s shoulders.
“Think of what we could do if we just … did it and didn’t worry about
what other people said or thought. We could help a lot of people… Captain.”



Teaka
turned around to face her. “Ho, now! That’s just a word on a scabbard! I don’t
have any authority to back me up. An army of two isn’t much of an army.” 


“It’s
a start.” Indira turned and stopped at her bedroom door. “Will you join me? I
want to see you naked in my bed.”


Later,
as they were recovering, Teaka propped herself on one elbow and looked down at
Indira. “You have to tell me about your nickname,” she said. 


Indira
smiled and twisted a lock of Teaka’s hair on her finger. “A secret for a
secret. You tell me what happened to your ear, and I’ll tell you why my family
calls me Bug.”


Teaka
rolled on her back. A lie started to form on her lips, and she stopped herself.
“Alright. I will. I’ll tell you, and I hope you’ll understand.” She sat up and
grabbed her shirt. Instead of putting it on Teaka wrapped the shirt in her
hands, thankful to have something to focus on. “When you go to prison – at
least military prison – they take a chunk out of your right ear. That way you
are forever marked as a traitor, coward, deserter – whatever the reason you
were sent to prison.” She felt Indira’s hand on her back, and she let out a
breath. “You know about the battle of Breckenful, right?”


Indira
sat down beside Teaka and didn’t interrupt as Teaka told her the full story of
Balco and her part in the battle. She told Indira about escaping Breckenful
with the wagon of refugees and being caught and held at the Temple just over
the border in Orishea. “I thought I was going to die. I really did. But then
Major Ironstone arrived, and the next thing I knew he was taking me to
Tolount.” Teaka sighed and put her head back. “All I did was follow orders like
a good little soldier – that’s all I ever did – but I was tainted. The major,
he tried to temper it, but I was damaged goods. That’s what it amounted to. The
army trusted him enough to remand me to his custody, but they didn’t
trust me.” She dropped the shirt to the floor. “My career, such as it was, was
over.” She turned to look at Indira. “Soon enough I was starving in Tolount –
hard to believe that no one wanted to hire me. Shaved head, torn ear, no
references, last name Mote.” She gave a half smile. “I was a catch. And then
Clellan found me. The army wouldn’t have me but Clellan would.”


Indira
said, “I wish I had known sooner. I am trying to remember if I have said
anything monumentally stupid about the army or your past.”


“No,”
Teaka shook her head. “Never.”


“I’m
not sure you are a reliable witness, Teaka Mote.”


Teaka
swallowed hard. “I could understand if you don’t want to see me again. I’m not
who you thought I was.” Indira got to her knees and took Teaka’s hands and kissed
them. “I’m only going to say this once. I know who you are. I have always
known. What happened to you in the past, it doesn’t matter except for how it has
made you who you are now.” She reached up and pushed the hair from Teaka’s
eyes. “I love you. I was afraid to say it before – I didn’t want to scare you
away, but it is the truth. I love you. I love what a good, kind, strong woman
you are. I see the truth of you, and I always will.”


Teaka
fought back tears. There was no answer except to kiss Indira with all her
might. As she broke the kiss Teaka whispered, “Thank you.” Indira embraced her
and they clung to each other. When Teaka felt like she could speak again she
barked out a laugh, wiped away a tear and said, “Let’s see you top that story.”



Indira
laughed. “I don’t think I can, but I do have a backlog of embarrassing
childhood stories that might make you think twice about being seen with me in
public.” She sat back up on the bed and patted the space beside her. “I think I
told you that Gideon came to live with us when I was ten. What I didn’t say is
that we had just moved to Balmerton right before then.” She picked up Teaka’s
hand and laced their fingers. “I lied to you. I didn’t want to admit I was from
southern Orishea because that is my past and it is all tied up with my last
name – with my true last name.”


“Right,
and who’d want to admit to being a Mote?”


“Teaka!
That is not what I meant and you know it.” 


Teaka
nodded, “I know; I can’t blame you for telling a complete stranger a little fib
about where you’re from.” She kissed Indira. “But don’t think you’re getting
out of telling me the story of your nickname.”


“You
probably know that we don’t get snow in the south. So the first winter in
Balmerton was the first time I had ever seen snow. I wanted desperately to go
out and play in it. Mother dressed me in several layers of clothes and let me
go out in the courtyard and play. I didn’t know it would be so slippery! Within
five minutes I was covered in snow from falling down.” She smiled to herself. “And
then, it happened: I fell over, and I couldn’t get up. It must have been just
the wrong angle or something, but I could not roll over and get to my feet. I
lay there rolling back and forth. Two of the stable boys found me and helped me
up, but they teased me and—”


“The
name stuck,” Teaka finished her sentence and then traced Indira’s lips with her
fingertip. “Little Bug. Shune khar. Can I call you that?”


“You
can call me anything you like.” She laughed and fell back on the bed. “I am
glad we talked. Glad that I told you and glad you told me about prison. Poor
Teaka. I can’t imagine what that was like, but I know that I would not have
withstood the ordeal as well as you did.” She sat up for a moment to kiss Teaka’s
shoulder. “Again you prove that you are remarkable.”


Teaka
let out a breath and fell back, too. “Can’t we just stay like this forever?”


“I
think the Mother Superior would come roust us eventually. We do have a job to
finish.” Indira sat up in bed. “Teaka, what did Teryl mean when she said the Mother
chose you?”


Teaka
froze for an instant. She had blocked that comment from her mind. “We can talk
about this later.” She started to get up, and Indira grabbed her shoulder. “We
will talk about it now, Teaka Mote.” Indira looked deeply into Teaka’s eyes.
“Are you God touched?”


Teaka
sighed. “Yes. I don’t know. I think so. I never noticed until we met, but
sometimes I know what to do, and I don’t know how. One time,” suddenly it was
as if a dam had burst and Teaka wanted to let it all spill out. “One time, when
I was in Maidenfont – just before I got the water, the voice was so strong, and
I thought it might be you somehow.”


Indira
was taken aback. “Me? How—”


“I
thought it might be magic.” Teaka shook her head. “And the voice told me then,
but I wasn’t paying attention. I was getting the water, and She told me that
the answer was right in front of me.”


“You
drank the water. All those years ago, She chose you.” Indira’s voice was barely
a whisper. “And She’s been with you ever since.” 


“But
why me? I’m not special! My whole squad drank that water. She could have picked—”


“She
picked you, my love. You are special, and I knew that the moment I met
you. I trusted you instantly. I knew that you could help me.”


Teaka
felt her cheeks get warm. Indira was saying nice things, and all Teaka could
think of was the times in the last week when she’d almost ran away and hadn’t.
That was the Goddess, not me, making those choices. Do I have free will? Could
I get up and walk out that door? 


She
looked at Indira. I can’t leave, she realized, not now. Not when I have someone
who cares about me. She touched Indira’s shoulder and traced her finger down
her arm and to the curve of her hip. Indira’s skin was warm. 


Indira
smiled and kissed her. “I am glad to know that we have divine guidance so close
at hand. However it happened and for however long it lasts.” Teaka nodded in
agreement. It’s not forever, she told herself. Use it while you have it. Some
people spend their lives praying for even one moment of grace, and here you
have a seemingly endless supply. “And all I had to do was drink some water,”
Teaka muttered.


Thinking
of the Gods jarred Teaka’s memory. “Indira, Teryl said that your father didn’t
really do a blood ritual, that there’s no such thing. But how do you explain
his money, the success?”


“I
was overwhelmed from meeting Dara and then seeing Gideon that I forgot about
that.” She was quiet for a moment. “I think… I think that my father thought
that he couldn’t fail because of his ‘ritual’ so he didn’t fail. Nothing else
makes any sense.” 


Teaka
nodded slowly. “So he changed names, moved his family, opened a business, all
the time thinking that his wish had been granted? I don’t understand why he was
successful.”


Softly
Indira said, “We grant our own wishes, maybe. If we believe them enough.”


Teaka
sighed and lay on her back again. “My wish is to be done with Clellan. I need
to finish my business with him before I can do anything else. I need to pay
that debt.”


Indira
laid a hand on Teaka’s stomach. “Do you want me to go with you?”


“No,
this should be simple. I’ll deliver the goods and be done. I do want to join
you at the Chapter House. I’m very interested to know why a lay brother tutor
from a border town has access to intelligence reports. He’s obviously got other
pursuits.”


“That’s
more delicate that I would have put it. I think he’s a liar, and I want to know
what he wants.”


“We
need to know what he knows – it might help us find Dara.” Teaka sighed
and shook her head. “I still can’t believe the Mother Superior expects us to go
after Dara. You’d think that letting her escape once would be enough to get us
fired.”


Indira
shifted to lie on her stomach. “Mat’yamust is powerful and
unpredictable. What I said about healers who can’t handle the power – I think that
is what happened with Dara.” She touched her chest. “Life and death. We are two
sides of a coin,” she said softly. “And you and I have as good a chance as
anyone to catch her, and a very worldly reason to do so. If she is providing enchanted
items to the Sulesians… well, on a purely mundane level, it is a direct
violation of the peace treaty.” 


Teaka
snorted. “And a little thing called treason.” 


“And
morally wrong,” Indira added. “But who’s counting, right?” 


Teaka
propped up on her elbow and looked at Indira. “Are you sure about doing this,
Indira? I mean, she’s still your sister.” Teaka ran her hand down Indira’s
back.


“She
is and not, if you know what I mean. I expected her to be just like me, even
though we grew up hundreds of miles apart in two different worlds… Olivar was
right – I would not have recognized her. She could have walked right by me in
the Market, and I would not have known that she was little Minu.”


“I
would have known – she looks a lot like you.” Thinking of Indira’s sister made Teaka
think of her own family. “I haven’t been home in ten years.” Absently Teaka
moved the piece of string around her finger. The link with Indira. You
had planned on throwing it away, and here it is still on your finger.


Indira
sat up and crossed her legs. “We’ll make a point of going through Alistia on
our way to the Healing House.” She touched Teaka’s face and her fingers moved
lazily from her cheek all the way to Teaka’s belly button. Teaka laughed and grabbed
Indira’s hand. “Why are we going to the Healing House? Did I agree to this?”


“I
have to go to Lashand. Nothing in my training prepared me to deal with mat’yamust.
I need to read up on it. They will have the materials. Please say you’ll come.
I can’t do this alone.” 


“Of
course I’ll come with you. But I have to know something really important.” 


Indira
looked solemn. “Ask anything you’d like. You deserve that. I couldn’t have done
any of this without you.”


“At
the Healing House – do they let Motes into the library?”
















 


 


 


Chapter 10


 


The
next morning Teaka was up early. After she got dressed in her room, Teaka came
back to check on Indira. She was sleeping in a shaft of morning light, gown hiked
up exposing her thighs. Teaka stood and stared at her for a long moment. What
are you doing, Teaka Mote? “I don’t know what I’m doing. But it feels
right,” she said softly. At the sound of Teaka’s voice, Indira shifted but
didn’t wake. Teaka leaned over and kissed her lightly. All I want to do is crawl
back into bed and make love to her. “Maybe I am puhtari,” she muttered
under her breath.


She
scribbled a note letting Indira know where she’d gone. Teaka didn’t want her to
worry when she woke up alone. As she stood at the table, Teaka looked at the
scabbard hanging on the chair. She considered wearing the sword. It’s mine;
there’s no shame in wearing it. But then Teaka touched the dagger at her belt.
The daggers will serve me just fine. She touched the sheath under her left
sleeve. “What trouble could I have that daggers won’t fix?”


The
flail was still in the bag, so she snatched it from the corner and let herself
out quietly. The streets of the university district were quiet. The students are
still snoring happily, no doubt, and the clerks and teachers, Teaka thought to
herself, won’t be in for another two or three hours. The city feels different
at this hour. Or maybe I’m different. She realized that she wasn’t looking at
gates and doorways, inspecting for sloppy security to exploit; she wasn’t
conscious of territory or worried about meeting other thieves. 


For
five years, I truly was a shadow – day and night – unseen, unheard, unknown.
And now? Teaka almost laughed aloud. Today I’m a woman with an errand, just one
of dozens hurrying through the quiet streets. 


Teaka
took a deep breath. Tolount in the morning. Druv always said this was his
favorite time to scout. He— Thinking of Druv Teaka realized that it was Balco
all over again: he made plans for me and when I didn’t agree, he tried to kill
me. Treachery, he called it. I’m sure Balco would accuse me of that, but he
changed, not me. 


#


“Hard
to believe,” Balco said to Teaka not long after they met, “that they’d set a
couple of Motes loose in Sulesia, eh? When the first war began, my sarge didn’t
trust me to clean the latrines.” They were walking through Breckenful’s market
district, and he spread his arms wide. “Now look at me, Kat. But, you know, I
almost didn’t make the cut – if you can believe it. They’d picked another man
for the job but then, when they realized he was puhtari,
they picked me instead.”


“Why
would they care who he sleeps with?”


“Oh,
k’halli,
don’t you know what Sulesians do to men who dip their cocks into other men?” He
brought his hand down in a chopping motion. He wiggled his eyebrows. “And the
ladies aren’t exempt either! They chop just as quick on your tender parts, so
don’t you go plowing any furrows, eh?”


“Balco!
Really.” Teaka shoved his shoulder. When he didn’t respond, she stopped.
“You’re serious.”


“Where
did you learn Silish?” He raised an eyebrow. “You clearly haven’t spent much
time here.”


“I’m
from a little town just south of Wendock’s Bay.”


He
nodded and threw his arm around her. “They don’t actually castrate anymore. Not
much anyway, but I can understand why the Major wanted to keep things simple.”
He shook his head. “Who’d have thought that Balco would owe all of his success
to where he puts his cock? You’d think the army would want me for my mind, eh?”


“Oh,
but I’m sure they do…” she trailed off because Balco began to laugh heartily.
“You are too, too much, girl. Do you actually believe half the stuff that comes
out of your mouth?” He shook his head. “Where did they find you? What turnip
truck did you fall out of?” 


“What’s
that supposed to mean?” Teaka felt her face turn red.


“You
don’t really think that we’re equal with them, do you?” He changed his voice.
“I can talk very proper, and I can dress very proper, but at the end of the
day, I’m still a Mote.” He walked a few more steps before adding, “And they
will never let me forget it.” Teaka was silent. “You
know it,” he said to her. “I can see the truth in your eyes, Cousin.You know
I’m right. We’re branded – inferior stock. That’s what we are.”They walked in
silence for a few moments and then Balco threw his arm around her. “Ah, don’t listen
to me, Kat. Things will change. They are changing.” 


They
left the market area, and as they walked Teaka thought about her new friend.
His moods shift with the wind, she said to herself. But he is a good teacher.
No one else ever bothered to show me how to melt into a shadowy doorway, or
blend into a crowd, how to follow a mark. No one had taught her how to scout in
a city. “It’s a wonder they picked me at all,” she said aloud.


“Not
true, k’halli. You—” Balco paused to watch a woman
pass. Teaka hit his arm. “You told me you have a girlfriend!” He hitched up his
pants and turned his attention to Teaka. “And so I do, Amyl’s a fine woman, but
it doesn’t hurt to look.”


 A
few days later while Teaka was on an errand, she saw Balco with a red haired
woman. She was a good head taller than he, but Balco strutted beside her like a
proud rooster.


At
their next “chance” meeting, Teaka mentioned the red haired woman. “Ah! You’ve
seen my Amyl, have you? She’s a fine lady. Runs a home for widows and orphans
of the war.” 


Teaka
laughed and swatted at him, “She runs a flower stall!”


“You’ve
been practicing the skills I taught you.” Balco grabbed her hand and squeezed.
“That’s a fine thing. What else can you tell me, shune
shanti?” He leaned toward her, “What else do you think you know?”


Teaka
tried to pull her hand away. “I saw her yesterday and—”


“Here’s
something you don’t know, Teaka Mote.” His voice was a low growl. “My Amyl, she
sets a fine table, and if you keep snooping around, you’ll never get invited to
supper!” He laughed and rubbed his belly. For a moment Teaka was confused and
then she laughed, too. “I can tell that she does,” she said and poked at him.
“I think you’ve gained weight since I first met you.”


“Tis
the winter chill, that’s all. A man’s body knows to pack on weight to keep warm
in the winter. You’ll see – I’ll shed it all come spring.”


“Spring
is practically here, and I don’t feel like I’ve accomplished anything. What
good is it for Ironstone to know that the governor held a state dinner on
Wednesday and served boar? That can’t matter to anyone back home.” Teaka crossed
her arms. “Maybe you’re right – this is about caste. They don’t trust me with
anything bigger than domestic information.”


“Don’t
pout, Kat. Ironstone knows how important we are!” He patted her shoulder.
“We’re good together. Your bits of information, combined with what I gather in my
own activities – it paints a good picture for them back home. We know what they
are planning, and we’re in a position to sabotage it. Notice I didn’t say
‘stop’. What can two Motes do to stop an invasion?” 


“You
think it will come to that?” She shivered, and it wasn’t just from the winter
wind.


“Of
course it will come to that! The first war ended only because Orishea was out
of money, and Sulesia was wrung out, limping from the loss of a good part of
her navy—”


“I
helped do that,” Teaka said proudly. 


“Did
you now?” Balco patted her back. “And look how they rewarded you – sending you
to spy in a laundry. Fine leadership we have. Very fine.”


“But
I got a medal. They told me – they said—” 


“Of
course they did. Plenty of fine words, the Orishon.” Balco nodded sagely.
“We’ll have war again. It’s what both sides want. The politicians made pretty
speeches and declared ‘a peace to last a lifetime.’ We know the truth, though,
don’t we? The Motes, we know it was just a pause, just a breath before the
plunge.” He waved at the Brecke River. “War will come here and soon, if I know
anything.” 


“No,
I just can’t believe it. You are wrong. You have to be wrong.”


“I’m
not wrong. The war will come to Breckenful, and, if by our actions, we can make
a hammer blow for the opening move, well,” he grinned, “the whole war – not
just the battle – is good as won.” They walked in silence for a few moments.
“Has Ironstone asked you about the children yet?” Balco’s voice was causal
which Teaka had learned meant that he was very interested. 


She
nodded. “But that doesn’t mean—”


“You
have killed before, eh?” He used his kind uncle voice. 


“Of
course, Balco! I survived the first war, didn’t I?”


“Killed
up close, personal like.” He leaned toward her like he was sharing a secret.
“Look ‘em in the eye killing, I call it.” Teaka could smell garlic on his
breath. She closed her eyes, remembering the face of a Sulesian sailor she’d
killed. “Yes, I have and I’ll do it again, if I have to.” She leaned into him
and jabbed two fingers into his gut to punctuate her words. 


He
didn’t flinch but pulled Teaka’s arm to bring her closer. “But they’re children,
Teaka, innocent children. Well, Sanditha is probably innocent. She’s what, ten?
The boy –Waltose – he’s fifteen and a handful, so I hear. Probably already
deflowered a few chambermaids; has he laid a mitt on you, yet?” He tickled her
ribs, laughed and said, “I’m hungry! Let’s find some food.”


As
they ate Balco explained the plan. As each piece was laid before her, Teaka
grew more and more amazed. “Exactly,” Balco said. “It is amazing. Who would
expect it? The garrison will be drawn off a few days prior by rumors of
skirmishes just south. Strategic assassinations will happen throughout the
city, sowing terror and confusion.” He smiled. “It’s a perfect plan, if I do
say so myself.” 


“This
is your plan? But you said they don’t trust us because we’re Motes.” Then
something hit her. “There are other spies in the city? I thought—” she stopped,
feeling foolish. 


“Of
course we’re not alone! Just as Tolount is probably crawling with Sulesians, we
have other people here.”


“Is
Amyl a spy?”


“Leave
her out of this, Kat.” He brought his glass down with a thud. “She’s what she
says she is and nothing more.” Balco held up his hand. “Sorry, that was
uncalled for. I’m just jumpy. Finally it’s almost here, what we’ve been working
towards for months. Finally, they’ll get what they deserve.”


“I
just hope I’m ready.” Teaka tried to keep the doubt from her voice.


“You
will be, Kat. Do as I say and all will be well.”


When
she got to Clellan’s Teaka slipped around the back and came in through the
kitchen. Tanvi and her helpers were up and making the day’s food already. “Welcome
home, stranger! That must have been some hot lead, alright,” Tan looked up from
her bread dough. “Tee, you are glowing. What’s his name, and does he
have a brother?”


“There’s
no man, Tan. Honestly.”


“Huh.
Fine. Keep him to yourself. You hungry?”


“No,
thanks though. Just here to report to the old man. Is he upstairs?” 


“Himself?
Oh yeah, quiet as a mouse but I pity the cat that tries to pounce on him!” 


Teaka
slung the bag over her shoulder. “Thanks Tan.” As she looked at her friend, she
suddenly realized that she wouldn’t be coming back here again. “Thank you for
everything.”


“You
sound like you’re going somewhere.” Her eyes narrowed. Teaka smiled and pointed
up. “Just upstairs.”


As
Teaka approached the main stairs, she saw Cotter coming down. Why am I not
surprised? “Where you been,” he said. “Thought we’d find you belly up and
bloated in the river.” His eyes twinkled. “What’s in the bag? Peace offering to
the old man for deserting him? Did you run off with that rich Ray? If you were
looking for excitement in the sack, I could have helped you with that, right? My
girlfriend, she—” 


“This,”
Teaka shook the bag, “is a special commission from Clellan. I’m delivering it
right now. I don’t want to keep him waiting.” She started to move past him. He
grabbed her left arm at the bicep and squeezed. “I asked you what’s in the
bag.” His voice was low.


“And
I answered you. Now let go of my arm.”


“Or?”
He smiled with just the tip of his tongue showing between his teeth. 


“Or
I’ll take this dagger, punch through your liver, and then, when you’re lying
there, slowly bleeding out, I’ll cut out your tongue.” Teaka raised her left
hand so that he could see the glint of the blade. 


He
started laughing. “Ho ho! I like a girl with spirit!” He let go of Teaka’s arm
and slapped her butt as she brushed past him. He turned at the bottom of the
stairs, pointed both index fingers up at her. “No hard feelings, eh?”


At
the landing Teaka took a moment to steady herself and replace the dagger.
Cotter had rattled her more than she wanted to admit. She shook her head to
clear it and knocked on Clellan’s door. “It’s Tee. I’m here.”


“One
moment!” He called through the door, sounding wide awake. No matter what time
of day or night, if he was in his rooms, Clellan always seemed awake and ready
to talk. “You’re here! Come in and oh, you brought me something. Splendid!”
Clellan was standing in the doorway, arms stretched wide. 


“It’s
what you asked for.” She set the bag on his desk and crossed to the fireplace.
After her walk and her encounter with Cotter, she felt a little chilled. “It’s
not solid gold.”


“Eh,
that was too much to hope for, and besides, I wasn’t going to melt it down for
bullion. It’s the thing itself which is of value.” 


Teaka
turned to watch him. His fingers moved slowly over the flail. “It really is
exquisite workmanship. Have you had a chance to examine it?” He looked up at Teaka
and studied her face. “You look different.”


“I
am different. I don’t know how to explain it, but I’m not a thief anymore.” She
looked at his face. “You’re not surprised. Do you ever get surprised?”


“I
am actually a little taken back. It doesn’t show? Hmm, years of practice, I
guess.” He came over and took her hands. “I knew that I would lose you, eventually
but this is quicker than I’d anticipated.” He searched her eyes for a moment. “Teaka
Mote.” He dropped her hands and sat down by the fire, “Join me. I want to hear
the full tale.”


Teaka
sat down. “I’m surprised you don’t already know.” 


“It’s
early yet. Reports will begin to filter in soon.” He waved his hand
dismissively. 


“I
killed a Surgeon – other than that there’s not much to tell.” And then she gave
him a quick sketch of the events at the Temple. He was silent and attentive
throughout. As she got to the part about the staff, Teaka stopped. “Clellan,
what does it mean that the Mother judges people when they die?”


He
smiled. “Getting theological now? The Order teaches that as a person grows and
makes choices in life, their soul grows and reflects those choices. When we
die, our lives are reviewed and judged.” He paused, “If you believe the
Order’s teachings.”


They
were both silent for a long moment and then Clellan asked, “And now… what are
your plans? Will you stay in Tolount? I’m not a bad friend to have. We might
need each other.” 


“We’re
going to the Chapter House later this morning. Then Indira wants to go to
Lashand, to research something called mat’yamust.”


“I
could easily get my hands on books about mat’yamust. Say the word.”


“I’m
not sure,” Teaka said, “if it’s more disconcerting that you know what it is or
that you know where to find books about it.”


“Everything
is a commodity, Tee! Everything has a price – I told you that when we first
met. It’s my job to put the buyer and the product together.” He laced his hands
together to illustrate and then smiled. “It’s a gift.”


“You
are too modest!” Teaka returned his smile and stood. She reached into her
pocket and took out Clellan’s coin. “This belongs to you,” she said. 


“Why
don’t you keep it? For old time’s sake.” Teaka thought he sounded a little sad.


As
she walked out the front door, Teaka suddenly realized she didn’t have a home
anymore. No job, no house, is this what freedom feels like? I have walked in
and out of that door for five years. The longest I’ve lived anywhere since I
left home and here I am leaving again. She paused at the stone balcony
overlooking the street. As her hands gripped the balustrade, she suddenly
remembered where she’d seen Gideon before. It was in her dream – the one where
the sea crashed against the building. She had turned, and a robed man had been
standing there – Gideon. “It’s not what you think,” she muttered to herself.
That’s what the Mother said, but who had she been talking to?


#


Indira
was ready when Teaka got back to the inn. After a quick kiss, Indira looked at her.
“Is that what you’re wearing?” 


Teaka
looked down at her clothes. “These are the best clothes I own. I gave my nice
ones to you.”


“Oh.
I – thank you. Those are clean, by the way, and since I can wear robe again…”


“Fine,”
Teaka sighed and walked to the bedroom. “Give me a few minutes.” 


Indira
called through door, “I just want to make sure that you make a good impression
on the Father Superior. He’s a prickly man, very traditional, likes rules. He
has complete control over my life, and if he doesn’t let us look for Minu – for
Dara, I don’t know what I’ll do.” 


Teaka
laughed. “You’ll run away, like you did last time.” She opened the door and
posed. “You look very nice,” Indira said. “Better than nice.” She touched Teaka’s
stomach shyly. “But, where’s your sword?”


“But
you said that he’s really tradit—”


“That
sword belongs to you. It was touched by the Mother, and that alone sends a
message to the Father Superior and to Gideon.” She cocked an eyebrow, “Wear it.
Please.”


As
they approached the Chapter House, part of Teaka was hoping that she would see
the snooty brother who had dismissed her when she was last on the Chapter House
steps. She tried to count on her fingers – when had that been? It felt like a
lifetime ago that Teaka had agreed to give a persuasive stranger a tour of
Tolount, and here they were walking up the steps like invited guests. 


A
sister whisked them into the Father Superior’s office so quickly that Teaka didn’t
have time to look for the brother with the shaved head. The first thing she saw
as she walked into the office was a huge painting of the Father. It was similar
to ones she’d seen in books: the Father as divine farmer, harvesting the good
works of His people. The artist had given the Father rippling muscles and
flowing hair. The man sitting below it was, in contrast, pudgy and bald. He
didn’t speak as they entered. Indira got within a foot of the desk and went
down to one knee, head bowed. After a moment, Teaka did the same. It felt like they
stayed in that position for five minutes. Teaka chanced a glance up to see what
was happening. The Father Superior was just sitting there. After another long
moment he said, “Arise.” He waved to chairs. “Please be seated, my children. Do
you need refreshment?”


“No,
thank you, sir,” Indira said quietly.


He
nodded at Indira’s answer. “Very well,” he cleared his throat. “Let us get to
the matter. First, Ray Burningwood. You disobeyed not one, not two, but three
direct orders. What would you think if you heard that about one of your
colleagues?” Before Indira could speak, he went on. “You would think it was a
disgrace. A disgrace!” He thumped his fist on the desk. 


“Sir,
if I may...?” Teaka spoke up. 


“You
may not!” he answered swiftly. “I am not ready for you yet.” His voice seemed
to have special menace when he addressed Teaka. He stood up. “Now, where was
I?” he mumbled to himself as he walked around the desk. “Ah yes, disgrace.
Yes, that is what I would think – if I did not know the whole story.” He
flashed the briefest of smiles. “Brother Gideon explained it all to me. Highly
irregular though, you would agree?” Indira nodded. “Speak up! You have a
tongue, I know you do. You would not stop using it last time we were in this room
together! What do you have to say, girl?” Teaka noticed that his eyebrows were
white and bushy. I bet he had a fine head of hair when he was younger, she said
to herself. 


“Father,”
Indira bowed her head. “I thank you for your mercy. I know that I did wrong in
disobeying, but I am sure you can understand why, now that you know. Know the
full story.” 


He
leaned against the front of his desk and clasped his hands. “You have a fine
mind, child. A fine mind. It’s all there, in your files.” He gestured to the
papers on his desk. “But you have a disregard for authority that will not do!
It will not serve you, not in the Order.” He leaned forward and smiled. “How do
I know that it won’t serve you? Hmm? Because you remind me of a certain young
man named Morden Greenbriar who had a lot of growing up to do before he earned
the right to sit in that chair.” He paused with his hand on his chest. “No, I
wasn’t born old and bald.Take my words to heart, child. Do that and this could
be your office one day, eh?” 


He
shifted his focus to Teaka. “Now, on to you: the sword-wielding thief.”
He pronounced the words slowly and carefully. He crossed his arms and frowned.
“There is only one thing that can explain your actions. Do you know what
that is?” He paused.


 You
have one chance to get it right, Teaka told herself. But what does he want me
to say? Blame it on prison, blame it on the Clellan? On my last name? She felt
overwhelmed by the situation; tears threatened to flow. 


“Father,
everything Teaka did—”


“No,
I can speak for myself.” Teaka’s hands gripped the arm rests. “I’ll tell you
why I did the things I did.” Anger began to rise in her heart. She could hear
it in her voice, but she couldn’t stop it. 


Before
she could continue, the Father Superior interrupted. “Oh my child, no words
could suffice. Only thing can explain it.” He gestured behind him, pointing at
the picture. “It is a miracle. The Gods inspired your actions. Do you know what
that word means – ‘inspire’? It means filled with spirit.” 


Teaka’s
hand touched her sword hilt, thinking of the engraving. “Given that,” he went
on, “there is only one course of action, if you want it, that is: join us. What
I’m offering– an offer – not a directive, not a command, an offer.” He
spread his hands out, “How can I say this? You are beloved of the Mother, and
we would welcome your gifts, Teaka Mote – all of your gifts.” He paused
as if trying to find the right words. “Go on,” Teaka managed to say. She felt
like she couldn’t quite breathe.


“A
woman of few words. I like that! I want you to join the Order Guard. The Guard
needs good officers.” He turned to his desk and selected a folder. “You will
start at a captain’s rank. I would not want to start you any lower because
there will be times, especially when you are dealing with the Sulesians, when a
little rank will go a long way.” 


“I
don’t know what to say, sir.” Teaka barely got the words out.


“Just
say yes, Tee!” Indira jumped with excitement. “It’s on your sword already! Say
you’ll go with me!”


“Did
I say you were going anywhere, Indira Burningwood?” The Father Superior raised
his eyebrows, and Indira’s face fell. 


“Sir,
if I may? If it weren’t for Indira—”


“Calm
down, the both of you. Can’t an old man have a little fun? Yes, you are both
going to track down our matjoot and put a stop to her.” He looked into
Indira’s eyes. “Painful as that may be. It must be done. The Gods will it.” 


He
stuck out his hand. “May I be the first to call you captain, Captain?” Teaka smiled
and shook his hand. “Thank you, sir.”


He
walked back behind his desk. “Now, I have other work to attend to. Gideon will
explain the rest. He is waiting in the antechamber.” As they got up to leave,
he added, “Take care of yourselves. I think the Mother, well, let’s just say I
think She has plans for you two.”


Gideon
was indeed waiting for them in the outer office. He jumped up as they entered.
“Bug! I mean, Indira, when I heard you were here…” He looked at his hands in
silence for a moment and then went on, “I’m just thankful.”


“I
am here because I needed to talk with the Father Superior, and he needed to
talk with Teaka. She has joined the Order Guard, you know. You might
think we have things to discuss, but I did not come here to talk with you.”


“Well,
I want to talk with him!” Teaka stepped past Indira, but as she stood facing
him, she was at a loss as to how to ask if he had shared her dream. He seemed
to sense her reluctance. “I recognized you,” he said. “From the dream. I didn’t
know what it meant at the time because I didn’t know who you were.”


Teaka
nodded. “The dream. ‘It’s not what you think.’ Is that what you heard too?” She
was suddenly eager to talk about it. Gideon nodded. “I knew,” he said, “that
Indira had picked up with someone – that she had a travelling companion. Then
when the rumors of your identity reached me,” he looked down. “They were
troubling.”


“You
both had the same dream?” Indira looked from Teaka to Gideon and back to Teaka.
“You never said.”


“It
was—” Teaka paused trying to remember. “It was the morning we set out for
Tolount.” She shrugged, “It didn’t seem important.” While Indira was sputtering
out a response, Teaka eagerly asked Gideon, “Did you see the water? The waves
crashing?” He shook his head. “No, we – I was walking my horse in the woods. I
heard the woman’s voice, and there you were beside me.” He frowned. “I had to
hope, of course, that the dream was sent to allay my fears—”


“I
wish I had known,” said Indira. “It would have allayed my fears.”


“Indira,
I didn’t know it was Gideon. He was – I didn’t know it meant anything.”



Indira
slipped her hand into Teaka’s and murmured, “I know.” To Gideon, she said “I
was talking to you. Do you have any idea how scared I was? How alone I
felt? You were the only one who knew, and you sent me away.” She frowned,
“Obviously my family tragedy fits into some grand plan—”


“Indira—”


“Stay
out of this, Teaka.” Indira dropped her hand. “This is between me and my loyal,
faithful tutor, the man I thought I could trust with my life.”


Gideon
sat down heavily on a chair. “I deserve that. The Gods know I deserve that. I
have made some poor choices, Indira. My plans,” he winced at the word, “didn’t
go as expected, and I am sorry.”


Indira
crossed her arms and stared at him. “Teaka said those reports you left for me
are used by spies. How long have you been spying? I want the truth. You owe me
at least that much. How long, Gideon?” 


“Since
the beginning.” 


“You
mean from when I was little?”


“Being
your tutor, Indira, that was a great cover. I could be near the eastern border,
in a household that had a lot of visitors – traders coming and going... Didn’t
you ever wonder why a lay brother was your tutor?” 


“No.
I guess I figured Father had paid you a lot of money. He buys what he wants,
why not you?”


He
smiled, “I thought I would be your tutor for a year, maybe two and then move on
to wherever the Order would put me next. But you were so bright, and it was
easy to make the case to the Order that the information I gathered was useful,
that it would help prevent a war between us and Sulesia.”


“That
didn’t work out, did it?” Indira bit her lip. “No, I can’t hear anymore. I’ve
been through too much – Father, you, Minu.”


“You
are like a daughter to me, Indira. The daughter I never had.” He reached out
his hand. “For all we’ve shared together, can you give me a chance? Let me
finish.” He waited for her response.


Teaka
had stayed silent but now she said, “I need a timeline. You were in Balmerton.
You saw Indira, found out about Dara. How did you end up sending the Order
Guard to try to find us? That is a bit of a leap.”


“I
know; it was for me, too. I had been sending reports to Morden, to Tolount,
about increased magical trade crossing the border into Sulesia. They, in turn,
had narrowed the origins to Tolount and finally to the Mother’s Temple. It was
hard to believe at first and we did nothing for far too long. Finally we took a
step and told the Mother Superior. She and her staff were unable to find conclusive
evidence to help us.” He paused, “Of course when the person responsible for the
crime is part of the investigation team, it’s unlikely that you will get useful
information.” He spread his hands. “When Indira showed up out of the blue with
this wild story about her forgotten sister, well, it was too perfect. I goaded
the local Justiciar into sending her straight to Tolount. I knew I could use
another set of eyes in the city.”


At
his words Indira gaped. “In the meeting – you were so rude! I didn’t understand…”


“I
know and I am sorry, Bug. It was the best way to get you to Tolount. I could
not tell you the real reason. Instead I trusted to old methods and encoded a
letter to Morden, to the Father Superior, letting him know what had happened
and that you would be arriving bound. I gave one letter to Brankel,
which obviously didn’t get delivered, and another to an Order courier. It
arrived too late. All Morden knew when you arrived was that he had an errant healer
on his hands. That’s why he treated you as he did.” 


Indira
frowned. “Why not tell me? Perhaps you should have let me in on your
plans. It would have turned out better.”


He
shook his head. “You would have— You did take matters into your own
hand. If you could have stayed put for just one day, Indira!”


“If
you could have trusted me, Gideon.” Indira crossed her arms across her
chest. She stared at Gideon for a long moment. “I believe you. Remembering how
you acted with the Justiciar – nothing else can explain that.”


Teaka
cocked her head at Gideon. “What do you hope to find here? What did your agents
uncover?”


“It
is a tangle of facts, lies, suspicions and suppositions. Just when we think we
have an understanding of where the artifacts come from, a shipment of different
origin will pass through our contacts and send us off in another direction
entirely. It took months of diligent work, but we finally realized that the
common denominator between the towns and cities was the Surgeons. Once we
understood that, we knew that the center of the web would be—”


“Tolount,”
Indira finished his sentence. 


He
nodded. “And, as I said, we reached out to the Mother Superior for help,
thinking if anyone could help us understand the Surgeons, it would be the
people who work closely with them.” He paused and shook his head. “It’s even
more complex now, however – a Sulesian connection is slowly coming into focus,
and it calls for a delicate hand.” At that Gideon fell silent, as though he had
shifted focus inward to work on the puzzle.


Gideon
hadn’t addressed Teaka’s question about the Order Guard. Was that on purpose or
an oversight? “What about the Guard? One of your archers almost killed me.” 


Gideon
frowned slightly. “That is… unfortunate.”


“I
would say that it is somewhere beyond unfortunate.”


“You
have every right to be angry.” He pointed a finger at Indira, who was just
about to speak. “And, I am thankful that the archer missed his shot, Indira! I
can see that you care a great deal about Miss Mote – excuse me, Captain Mote –
and I hope you, both of you, will forgive me.” He steepled his hands. “Can you
see my position? It seemed entirely too coincidental that you would have a
thief of the most powerful family in Tolount as your traveling companion while
I was drawing you into my investigation. I could not take chances, Indira. Not
with you.” He bowed slightly. “Hence, the Guard.”


“I
would have done the same, if I were in your place.” Teaka said and held out her
hand.


Indira
grabbed Teaka’s arm. “The scholar! Tee – he didn’t have a letter when we found
him!” 


Gideon
nodded. “I know. I am afraid our enemies know more than they should. That is
one of the reasons why I am going with you.” 


At
the same time Indira and Teaka both said, “What?”


“Oh,
yes, at least for part of the way. Indira, your Silish is atrocious. You need
someone who speaks fluently.”


“But
I—” Teaka began to protest that her Silish was fine, but Indira talked over
her. “The Father Superior said something about Sulesia – but, Gideon, I need to
go to Lashand. I don’t know anything about mat’yamust. I need
information.”


“There’s
no time, Bug! We are heading to the capital, to Burgbrogen. You will have
to learn on the way.”


“But
we need passports, letters of credit…” Indira sounded overwhelmed. 


“All
taken care of. Teaka – may I call you Teaka? You need clothes befitting a
captain of the Guard. Indira, you have a debt to settle at the Blue Goose.
Let’s meet for lunch in two hours. It is too late to start today, but we will
head north at first light.” 


They
both got up without hesitation. Teaka was halfway to the door when she stopped.
“What are you going to be doing while we’re away?” 


He
rubbed his hands together. “I will be raiding the library for anything I can
find on mat’yamust, matjooti, Sulesian culture, language and
geography.”


Teaka
paused, “You and the Father Superior have both used that word – matjoot
– Rhoshundari, I assume, but what does it mean?”


Gideon
sighed deeply. “It means literally one who practices mat’yamust. There
is no Orishon word for this evil.”


#


A
sister was waiting for Teaka when she was done with her fitting. The woman escorted
Teaka to a bedroom on the third floor. “Can you tell me, Sister – which room is
my friend Ray Burningwood using?” 


“She’s
on the second floor, ma’am.”


Teaka
wasn’t expecting the “ma’am”, and it threw her off for a moment. “Oh, thank
you. I’m sure I’ll see her later.”


“Will
you want lunch here in your rooms, or will you join us in the common room?”


“I
think that I’ll be meeting with Brother Gideon for lunch.” Teaka turned to go
into the room. She got one step in and then turned around. The sister was
already halfway down the hall. “Sister? Can you tell me where the library is?”


The
library was on the ground floor, but Teaka would never have found it without
the sister’s help. As they entered, she saw Gideon on the other side of the
room, up on a ladder. Teaka took two steps toward him and then stood still in
wonder. She had been in a few sizable libraries before but only as a thief, and
in that capacity Teaka had never had time to linger. As her eyes scanned the
shelves, she realized that here were more books than she had ever seen in her
life. Her heart was pounding, and she took a deep breath. The smell of the
books was intoxicating. 


The
ladder Gideon was using had a clever design where the top of the ladder
attached to the top of the shelves by a tube so that the ladder could be
wheeled around to reach any of the shelves, and as she reached it, Gideon
descended with a stack of books in one hand. “Captain,” he pitched his voice
low. “You’re early. That’s good. Very good.”


Teaka
tried to match his volume. “I was hoping to talk with you more about the letter
– the letter that was stolen.”


“Brankel’s
you mean?” He took her elbow. “Let’s go over here where we can chat.” He led her
to a far corner where there was a desk with a shelf built into the front. It
was the most private place in the room. Gideon set the books down and asked, “Why
do you ask about the letter?”


“What
do our enemies know that they shouldn’t?”


He
held his breath for a moment and then said, “You do realize that I encoded the
letter?” Teaka suddenly felt like she shouldn’t have approached him. “Look,
Gideon I—”


“No,
you are right – we have to assume that they have broken the code.” 


As
they had been talking their voices had returned to almost normal volume, and a
brother walked over, put his finger to his lips and whispered, “Quiet.” 


Teaka
blinked in confusion as the man walked away. “Do you know him?” she asked in
barely a whisper. “No,” Gideon smiled, “but it’s his job to make sure the
library stays nearly silent.” He stood, “Wait here a moment.” With that he
walked over to a desk by the entrance. He whispered to the man behind the desk
and then came back. “Let’s get some fresh air.”


Teaka
followed him to a side door. The heavy paneling matched the wood of the
shelves. Surprisingly it opened to a tiny corridor. Gideon opened a second door
to bright sunshine. “This is a little secret,” he said. “I love this
courtyard.” Teaka stepped into a green space that was surrounded on all sides
by the Chapter House. “I never knew this was here!”


“I
told you: it’s a secret. Come and sit down. I ordered some tea for us, and
Indira will join us here for lunch.” He sat down at a small table under the lone
tree in the courtyard.


“The
encoded letter – am I mentioned in it?”


He
cocked his head, “You are not. I wrote it hastily after Indira and I left our
meeting with Justiciar Wilkton. I didn’t yet know about you.”


“If
we really are pitting ourselves against Sulesia, the less they know the
better.”


“I
wouldn’t say Sulesia as a whole, just elements within the country. I agree with
you, and yet I think there is more to your question.” 


Teaka
looked up at the tree for a long moment. She traced the tip of a branch back to
the main trunk. “During the wars,” she said, “I was often in Sulesia. It seems more
than coincidence that I find myself going back.” Gideon nodded thoughtfully.
“Morden mentioned something about the Mother’s hand in all of this. The longer
I live, Teaka, the more I think we are simply pieces on a Greshont table,
waiting for the Gods to move us.” 


The
image made Teaka uncomfortable. I didn’t volunteer for this duty. Many are
called but few are chosen. Teaka’s mouth twitched in response. I am not,
she silently replied, flattered.


Gideon
was looking at Teaka. “I haven’t heard anything about your encounter at the Temple.
Anything you can tell me could help.” Gideon put his fist to his mouth and
closed his eyes to listen.


“Oh,
yes, of course.” Teaka told him everything including what she thought she saw
at the end – how Dara seemed to snatch Indira’s necklace from six feet away and
about the flash of light and her disappearance. “I don’t know where she went in
that flash, but maybe it took her all the way to Sulesia.”


“I
don’t know very much, yet, about mat’yamust.” He gestured to the
library door. “But she might well be in Sulesia already, which is another
reason for our haste.” With that he fell silent.


Teaka
let the silence spin out for a minute, and when Gideon still hadn’t spoken, she
said, “Was there something in particular you wanted to discuss?”


“Yes,
actually. I want to talk with you about Indira. Of course I knew she was puhtari,
but most healers choose to remain celibate, and I thought she might take the
traditional path.” He cleared his throat. “I can see that you care for her, and
I know Indira well enough to hazard that she feels deeply for you.” He paused,
“That’s why I need your help to explain about Sulesia, about how they feel
about puhtari—”


“I
don’t know what she’ll say about hiding.”


He
smiled slightly. “I do. She’s younger than she acts, headstrong. She will
refuse to acknowledge the political reality—” 


A
servant arrived with a tray of tea and cookies and set it on the table. She
said, “Do you want me to pour, Brother?”


“Oh
no, thank you. I have it.” Gideon lifted the lid on the pot and sniffed. To Teaka
he said, “It smells nice but believe it or not, I prefer coffee – too many
years in Balmerton. Border towns – you get the best of both countries.”


At
that moment Indira opened the door to the courtyard. Teaka stood up quickly and
took a step toward her. Then she suddenly felt shy. Indira must have felt the
same because she gave Teaka’s hand a quick squeeze and sat down beside Gideon.
“What did I miss?”


“We
were just talking about—”


“Coffee,”
Teaka finished Gideon’s sentence.


“Ugh,
coffee? You drink that stuff, too?” Indira leaned forward to peer into the tea
pot. “Oh good, you got tea.” She poured tea into a cup and sat back.


“I’ve
ordered lunch, and Bug, we need to talk about Sulesia.” Gideon paused as if
unsure how to continue.


“We
need to be discrete,” Teaka said. “About our friendship. That’s what he’s
trying to say.”


“More
than discrete.” Gideon peered at Teaka from under bushy eyebrows.


“Gideon,”
Indira patted his hand, “I understand.” He visibly relaxed. “You have my word:
Teaka and I will not have sex in the Burgbrogen town square.” 


He
sputtered, “Indira Burningwood! Be serious, please.”


“You
know there are puhtari in Sulesia,” she replied. “And it is time
that Sulesia admitted it.” Indira turned to Teaka. “You agree, don’t you?”


“Obviously
I think that it’s perfectly natural…” Teaka hesitated over how to continue. “But
we can’t jeopardize the mission. We have to make Dara the first priority.”
Teaka gave Indira what she hoped was a winning smile and said, “Then we
will liberate Sulesia from its backward thinking.”


Indira
looked from Teaka to Gideon. “You planned this, didn’t you? This is
classic Gideon.” She shook her head. “Could you leave just one thing that’s
mine and mine alone?”


Their
lunch arrived, and no one spoke while the servant doled out the plates. When
she left Gideon said, “I’m not sure what you mean, Indira.”


“Don’t
act dumb! You put Teaka up to this. She would never say that unless you—”


“Wait
a minute!” Teaka put her hand on the table. “No one tells me what to do.” She
looked at the two of them. “I’m not some chit you can pass back and forth.” She
picked up her fork and poked at the pilaf on her plate, trying to get control.
To Indira she said, “I have been on enough missions to know that personal
matters get in the way – they can get in the way. We focus Dara and
anything else is secondary. Period.” 


Gideon
raised an eyebrow but didn’t speak. Indira speared a raisin out of the pilaf
and ate it. “Fine.” She pushed the greens with her fork. “But you both should
know that I am angry that puhtari would have to hide. It is not fair.”


Teaka
reached across the table and lightly rubbed Indira’s arm saying, “I am with
you.” Indira gave a half smile and nodded. Gideon ate a few bites in silence
and then put his fork down. “That’s settled then—”


“Teaka
and I will discuss it later. I would rather talk with you about why you
lied to me.” Before he could respond, Indira continued, “You sent me off bound
to Tolount without any idea that you had a plan.”


“Bug,
I needed time to think! I was as surprised as you to learn about Minu’s
existence. If I’d thought for one minute—”


“That
she was involved?”


“No.
No, my child. If I had thought for one minute that neither of my letters would
reach the Father Superior before you… Well, I would have joined you on the
journey. As it was, I thought I had time to finish a few things there and then
come here.” He reached for her hand. “What you went through – what you both
went through – it’s my fault.”


Teaka
shook her head. “For my part, Gideon, I wouldn’t change a thing. These last few
weeks have helped me understand a lot about myself.” Indira started to speak,
and Teaka held up a finger to silence her. “If Gideon had been with you, you
wouldn’t have needed me.”


Gideon
looked at Teaka with wonder. “Quite true. The Mother’s hand guides us. That is
comforting.” He sat back, beaming.


“You,”
she jabbed her fork in Gideon’s direction, “are not off the hook.” Indira’s
words were harsh, but she was smiling. Teaka tried to hold back a sigh. It will
be a long journey to Burgbrogen if they fight the whole way.
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“Where’s
your room? Let’s go there.” They were outside the library, and Indira’s voice
was throaty in Teaka’s ear.


“I’m
on the third floor.”


“They
don’t trust us to be on the same floor.” She held Teaka’s hand and pressed it
against her body. The corridor was empty, but Teaka felt uncomfortable all the
same. “Gideon said that Rays are usually celibate.”


Indira
broke away, and they continued down the hallway. “This place is like a maze,”
she said. “We will be lucky to find any bedroom before morning.”


“You
are not answering my question.”


“You
are as bad as Gideon sometimes!” When Teaka didn’t respond, Indira frowned. “He
is right, but it is outmoded thinking, pure and simple.” They found a staircase
and climbed to the third floor. “You have seen me heal, so you know how
emotional it can be, and so there is a school of thought that says that all
emotion should be saved for patients.”


Teaka
nodded as she tried to remember which room was hers. “Obviously there must be
another school – excuse me, Sister? Can you help me find my room? I’m—”


“Yes,
Captain Mote, you’re just down here.” They followed the sister to a door. “I’ve
just brought up the rest of your things from the armory. Do you need anything
else?”


“We
might want to have dinner in,” Indira answered her. “We’re planning for a trip,
and we don’t have much time.”


“Of
course, Ray Burningwood. There’s a bell cord in the room. Let us know.” 


Teaka
walked in the room, and Indira followed. “Planning for a trip,” Teaka said. “Is
that what we’ll be doing tonight?” Indira smiled in response.


Teaka
took a look around the room; she had barely noticed it earlier. It was a small
but well-furnished room. There was a table on the left with two chairs, a big
bed and a small private bathroom on the right. Near the bed was a window that
looked into the courtyard where they’d been sitting. “Good thing you weren’t
assigned one of these rooms,” Teaka said as she looked out the window. “I’d
still be trying to free you.” 


Teaka
turned around and found Indira sitting on the edge of the bed. “I should not
have told you that I love you,” she said in a low voice. “I ruined everything.”



“Why
do you say that?” Teaka furrowed her brow.


“Well
just look at you! You are wandering around the room, looking at everything but
me. I swear you are looking for an escape route.”


Teaka
sat down beside her. “I am not looking for an escape route, but I am a
little nervous.” She picked up Indira’s hand. “No one has ever said they loved
me – well, men have said it, but they didn’t mean it.” She stroked Indira’s
hand. “I have feelings for you – I do, but I don’t know what love feels like.” Indira
nodded without speaking. “I do know how I feel when I sit beside you like this.
And I know how I feel when we kiss. Can that be enough for right now?” 


“I
know you are not puhtari, Tee, and I don’t—”


She
put a finger on Indira’s lips. “We don’t have to label everything, do we? I simply
want to enjoy today. Is that wrong?” Indira didn’t answer, and Teaka had to
wonder what would happen next. You’re pushing her away, she told herself.
That’s not it at all. I don’t want to be put in a cage; Druv pressured me and
now Indira. 


“Perhaps
I should go.” Indira stood. 


“No,”
Teaka took her hand. “I seem to remember a certain healer who was very shy at
the hot springs. We are going to take a bath.” She reached behind and found the
bell cord. 


Ten
minutes later, Teaka stood looking at a bath tub full of hot water. “Hot water
on demand. I could get used to this. Now, Indira…” She grabbed her hands and
walked backwards to the tub. Indira was in her Order robe, and Teaka looked at it
critically. “I understand why some Rays are celibate. How do I get you out of
this?”


She
smiled and cast her eyes down. “You got me out of that nightshirt just fine.”


“Turn
around for me.” Teaka moved Indira’s shoulders to prompt her. “Lift your arms
up,” she said as she grabbed the hem of the robe and began to pull it upward. Soon
the robe dropped to the floor and she kissed the back of Indira’s neck. “Get
in. I’ll just be a moment.” She quickly undressed as Indira sat down in the
water. Teaka stepped in opposite and eased down into the water. She sighed.
“This is what healing feels like – at least to me.”


Indira
smiled, “I don’t think I have heard it described like that.”


“What’s
it feel like to you?”


Indira
shifted lower in the tub so that the water came to her chin. She was silent for
a long moment, and Teaka was afraid that somehow she’d asked a rude question. 


“When
I’m doing it? Blood. It feels like blood pulsing through me.”


Teaka
traced a finger down Indira’s shin bone. “Where did you get this scar?” She
lightly touched a crescent shape. 


“Remember
when I promised to tell you embarrassing childhood stories? That is one.” Indira
pushed herself up so that her legs were underwater.


“Indira,
listen to me.” Teaka leaned forward and grabbed her hips. “I feel things with
you that I’ve never felt with a man.” She got to her knees and braced herself
on the edge of the tub and leaned in to kiss Indira. “Shune khar, no
regrets,” Teaka whispered. They kissed again, and Teaka felt Indira’s hands
slide up her sides. “Except,” she said, “that we didn’t do this sooner.” 


“Teaka,
I’ve never felt this way with anyone else either.” She made to pull Teaka down
into the water. 


“Wait,
sweet,” Teaka said. “Let’s not spill water everywhere. Come with me.” She
carefully got out of the tub and grabbed a towel. Indira stood up and
stretched. “I feel better,” she said. “I think—”


Teaka
wrapped the towel around Indira and kissed her. Her lips were soft and wet.
After a moment Indira pulled Teaka closer. Indira put her hand at Teaka’s
throat and slowly traced a path up until her fingers rested on her cheek. Teaka
took Indira’s finger into her mouth and felt a thrill run down her spine. Water
splashed against her legs as Indira stepped out of the tub. “I want you.” Her
voice was husky in Teaka’s ear. 


As
Indira stepped past, she hooked one hand in Teaka’s. When they reached the bed,
Indira said, “Lay down. I want to look at you.” 


Teaka
stretched out and said, “The bed feels wonderful. Not too soft, not like that
bed in Morton.” 


“I
remember Morton,” Indira smiled. “We were so mad at each other.” She touched Teaka’s
foot, running her finger along the side. “And you still wanted to spoon.” She
smiled. Teaka covered her face in embarrassment and said, “I don’t know what I
was thinking.”


Indira
lay down beside her. “You were right, you know – I was bossy. After all you had
done to get the water, and I never said thank you.” Her hand found the place
where Teaka had cut herself. “All better,” Indira said softly and kissed the
spot. 


“Have
I properly thanked you for saving my life?”


“Tee,
it was just a little cut.”


“I
meant with Druv. I might have defeated him – I was certainly going to try, but
the light spell—”


“I
am glad that I thought of it.”


“Me,
too.” Teaka rolled onto her side and touched Indira’s face, lightly running a
finger along her cheekbone and down to her jaw. “You are very beautiful. I
didn’t know women were so soft.” She realized that a tear was slowly running
down Indira’s face. She reached up to brush it away, and Indira grabbed her
hand and kissed it fiercely. “Teaka, I love you, and I’m not sorry.” She held Teaka’s
hand for a moment and then laid it on top of her stomach. She held it in place
with her own. “Just stay right here, just like this.”


Teaka
touched the piece of string around Indira’s finger. “Does this still work? The link
between us?” Indira held up her hand with a smile. “Yes, until we take them
off, the bond will hold.” She looked at her hand for a long moment. “Take it
off when you will. I don—”


“I’ll
keep it on.” Teaka looked at Indira, but her face was turned away. “It makes me
feel better to have it on.” She put her head on the pillow beside Indira and
put her hand back on her lover’s stomach.


When
Teaka woke up the room was dark. At some point Indira had found a blanket and
covered them both. Teaka kissed her lightly on the mouth. “Do you think we’ve
missed dinner?”


Indira
smiled. “I hope not. I am hungry.” 
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While
Teaka and Indira ate dinner, they talked about the trip. “It’s probably four or
five days to Burgbrogen from here,” Teaka said. “I’m not sure which route
Gideon is going to want to take, but either way, it’s an easy journey.”


“How
many times have you been to the capital?”


“Just
once. I’ve been near it several times, but the bulk of the time I spent in
Sulesia was in Breckenful.” Teaka swallowed hard as she said the name. Indira
reached across the table and stroked her arm. “Memories can’t hurt you,” she
said.  


Teaka
nodded, but thought to herself: it’s not the memories that worry me. Where
is Balco? Is he still in the city? She should have confided in Clellan – he
could find out for her. I have time to get a letter to him—


“Where
are you, shune shay?”


Teaka
laughed. “I don’t mind when you call me little bun. I used to hate it when—”
She started to say “When Druv called me that”, but she pushed the memories
away. Instead she said, “Gideon and I were talking about Dara. Have you ever
seen magic like that before? I have fought beside a few battle mages, and I
don’t think the things she did are normal. I think someone would have mentioned
if mages could disappear in a flash of light.”


Indira
touched the bruises on her neck. “No, that was not normal. I hope that we can
find some useful information on mat’yamust.” She shuddered a little.
“Even if I could cast sear against my own sister, I wonder if it would
work.”
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The
dinner conversation cast a somber mood over the evening. Teaka spent her time
looking over a few maps, and Indira curled up with a book. At one point Teaka
looked up from her notes and realized that Indira was asleep. She went to her
and lifted the book from her lap. It was written in Rhoshundari. “And she
thinks Silish is hard?” Teaka said softly. She touched Indira’s shoulder “Khar,
why don’t you get into bed? We have an early start tomorrow.”


Indira
sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Only if you come with me.”


“Alright
but we need to sleep. Just sleep.” She blew out the light. Teaka had been on
the edge of sleep herself. Once in bed, Indira wrapped a hand around Teaka’s
arm. “Can I say ‘I love you’? Do you mind?” Her voice was sleepy.


“I
don’t mind.” Teaka kissed Indira’s head. She lay back and closed her eyes. The
smell of Indira’s hair filled her nose. She lay still for a long moment, and
after she felt Indira’s breathing change into the slow deep rhythms of sleep,
she softly said, “I think I love you, too.”


Teaka
woke the next morning to a knock on the door. Indira was still sleeping, so
Teaka padded to the door and opened it a crack. “Yes?”


“Brother
Gideon asked me to wake you, Captain.” It was the sister from the day before. “He
requested breakfast for you early, and I’m to get you packed.”


“Of
course, wait one moment.” Teaka walked over to the bed. “Sleepy head. It’s time
to get up.”


“What
time is it?” Indira’s voice was groggy.


“I
don’t know – early. We need to get dressed and let the servants get us packed
up. We’re to meet Gideon for breakfast.” 


“Are
you sure? It seems like the middle of the night.”


“Where’s
my chipper little morning bird? Come on!” Teaka tugged at the bed sheet.


“I
don’t know.” Indira rubbed her eyes. “I cannot seem to wake up.”


“Well
you have to,” Teaka said and then she paused, “Are you alright, Indira? Should
I call someone?”


“No!
No, I just have a headache or something. A cup of tea will help.” She sat up in
bed. “I’m sorry I fell asleep. We wasted a whole night.”


Teaka
smiled. “It wasn’t a waste.”


“But
I don’t know how often we will be able to spend the night together once we are
in,” she sighed heavily, “Sulesia.”


“I’m
not worried about that, and you shouldn’t be either.” Teaka grabbed her pants.
“Get dressed.”


As
Indira was fixing her robe, the servant came in. “Oh Ray Burningwood, you are
up early. I – I will have one of the girls pack your things, too.”


“Thank
you, that is very kind. Teaka, I should go just make sure about a few things. I
will see you downstairs?”


“Yes,
I have a stop to make, too.” Teaka wanted to see Sybell. That would be the best
way to tell Clellan of Balco and ask for his help. The servant set a suit of
clothes aside for her. “These are everyday togs for you, Captain. The dress
reds will be packed away for the trip. I – I hope that is acceptable?”


Teaka
was staring at the red uniform with the golden eye sewn on the chest. The last
time she’d seen this uniform, she’d been interrogating the archer who shot her.
“And now they want me to wear it,” she said softly. She traced the outline of
the eye with her forefinger. As she did so, Teaka noticed the string tied to
that finger. “Can’t deny that there are some good reasons to wear it.” She
picked up the stack of clothes and walked to the bathroom. As she stood looking
in the mirror, she had to admit that the uniform looked good. The gold threads
stood out on the field of red. “The uniform goes with the sword, and there’s no
denying who put your name on the scabbard, Teaka Mote.” She smoothed down the
cloth and took one more look in the mirror before heading downstairs.


Teaka
found her way to the kitchen garden. It was early but Sybell was hard at work,
so Teaka knelt beside her and tugged at a weed. “Teaka! Don’t you look fine! What
are you doing here?” She kept at her weeding.


“I
just wanted to thank you again for your help with the Ray last week.”


“I
hear she’s back so it’s all for the good.”


“Indeed,”
said Teaka, “I helped bring her back safe and sound.” Sybell stopped weeding,
and sat back on her heels to look at Teaka. She touched the red material.
“You’re the captain they were talking about? Have you told, I mean you’ve
talked with Clellan then?”


“Yes,
I told him about this yesterday.”


“I’m
sure you know best.”


Teaka
smiled. “Clellan gave me his blessing, and in fact we’ll be working together
sometimes, I’m sure.”


Sybell
grunted. “Does the Father Superior know that?”


“I
have his blessing, too.” Teaka paused in her weeding. “Sybell, thank you
for always being a good friend.”


“A
fancy uniform and some title doesn’t change you – you’re still family. Goes
without saying.”


“Will
you send word to Clellan about something for me today?” She told Sybell Balco’s
name and gave a description. “Tell Clellan that Balco is…” As she searched for
the right phrase, she noticed daisies growing along the garden wall. Why do
daisies remind me of Balco? “He’s someone I knew in Breckenful.” Teaka resumed
weeding. After a few minutes she said, “We’re heading to Sulesia for a few
weeks, and we’ll be back here as soon as we can. Indira and I – the Ray and I
are trying, well we’re trying to fix something that’s broken.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter 11


 


They
made excellent time on the first day’s journey. The spring rains were passing
into the heat of early summer, and the roads were dry and firm. They rode
horses, and Indira seemed happier knowing that they were Order born and bred.
Teaka couldn’t see that there was any difference between these and the two
they’d gotten in Mortown, but she kept quiet.


The
next day there was tension between Indira and Gideon, but they both seemed to
want to please the other and so for Teaka, the morning passed pleasantly. They
crossed into Sulesia before lunch time, and by nightfall they were less than
half a days’ ride from the Sulesian town of Kessa. They agreed that it was
better to camp out and arrive in Kessa in daylight instead of pushing the
horses and themselves. No doubt, Teaka thought, this will be the pattern: light
travel, camping when necessary and mostly staying in small towns. Of course, given
variants of weather and stamina, there would be at least a few days of camping
out. Looking at the gear, Teaka couldn’t help but think that being with
the Order was miles better than running from them. 


She
went for water while Indira and Gideon got a fire going. When she got back they
were talking in low tones. She sat by the fire as they continued to talk. 


Indira
said, “I do not know what the spell was, Gideon! She didn’t say
anything. That is what I mean: how does one fight that? What chance do we
have?” 


 “The
answer is here, Bug. It is. Somehow the Rhoshundari all but eliminated matjooti,
and we have their words to guide us.”


“Their
words – Gideon, do you know what they called the soul? ‘God’s breath’.
The Rhoshundari were a primitive people with primitive notions—”


“I
taught you better than that, Bug.” He looked at Indira intently. “Didn’t I?
Think about what you just said, and then think about the power of mat’yamust.
Yes, they called it God’s breath, but think of the power of that evil magic and
then tell me that they were wrong.” He patted the open space beside him. “When
I was your age I thought it was a quaint story they told, but as I’ve grown
older I’m not as sure. Perhaps the Gods are there to give us our first breath
and to take our last one unto Themselves.”


Indira
looked at the deepening night sky. “Gideon, I am afraid. What if Tee gets hurt?
What if Dara knows how I feel and uses—”


“Now
you are just being silly! Why would she know about you and Teaka?”


“You
didn’t meet her, Gideon. She was not afraid. We showed up at her door,” Indira
turned and waved at Teaka. “Teaka literally had a bloody sword in hand, and she
barely raised an eyebrow! And then the way she disappeared – the power pulsing
through her…” Indira’s voice caught. “When you have that kind of magic, how
easy it might be to see into your sister’s heart and find the most important
thing?”
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The
day’s travel had taken a toll on Gideon – the terrain had become rocky as then
went deeper into Sulesia, so he retired early to his tent. Teaka busied herself
with gathering wood for the fire. She mulled over Indira’s words – I’m the most
important thing to her? As she sat to feed the fire, she thought, I don’t know
how to feel about that. Indira sat down beside her. “This reminds me,” she
said, “of our first night camping – after I healed the pig.”


“You
mean the wild boar?” Teaka smiled and leaned her shoulder into Indira so
that she would know she was being teased. Indira didn’t answer and Teaka went
on. “I remember that night because of what you told me about the animals. I
think I’ve been veytah – no, I take that back. I ate sausage that once,
in Mortown. I wasn’t thinking. I regret that, Indira, I do. Seeing the boar – I
know that I won’t ever eat pork again.”


Indira
laughed. “Remind me to find a cow to heal tomorrow.” When she saw that Teaka
hadn’t joined in the laughter, Indira took her hand. “I am sorry, Teaka that
was mean of me.” Teaka caressed her hand as she thought about what to say. “It’s
so easy when I’m with you, but I don’t know if I could be veytah all the
time.”


Indira
squeezed her hand. “What I remember about healing the boar was
afterwards. That was the first night that we slept side by side – with the watch
spell.” In the firelight Teaka watched her face. “I was nervous,” Indira
continued. “I almost failed the spell. But you were so calm, like you didn’t
care.” 


“Indira,
listen – it was different for me then. I—”


“Tee,
I know that!” She ducked her head. “But it makes me happy to think that we
already have stories about our … friendship.” 


They
watched the fire in companionable silence for a few minutes. Then Indira stood
up. “I am not feeling well, Tee. I think I should sleep by myself tonight. It
will please Gideon, I know.” With that, Indira started to walk away and then
stopped and touched her head. “It has come on me suddenly. I—” She looked at
Teaka. “Wait, were you saying something, Tee?”


Teaka
stood up, too. “Is it another headache?”


“Another
headache? Yes, I guess it is,” she said and walked to her tent. 


Teaka
sat by the fire. She thought about the last few weeks and about Indira and her
sister. How cruel to find out you have a sister and then find out she’s – what
is Dara to Indira? Does she think of her as a threat? But Indira didn’t raise a
hand against Dara; Teaka was almost certain about that. That doesn’t mean
she won’t, when the time comes. “That was a practice round, was it?” Teaka
said aloud.


When
she didn’t get a response, Teaka built up the fire and went to her tent. It
felt strange to sleep alone. “That’s the second headache,” Teaka muttered to
herself. “She had one this morning, too.” Don’t be a fool Teaka Mote, she said
to herself. That headache was just an excuse to shut you out. Gideon is here,
and she wants to please him. Why did you get involved with a twenty year old? The
thoughts tumbled through her mind. “Shut up!” Teaka said finally. “I want to
sleep.”


#


She
held the reins tight; the horse was galloping, and one false move would send
her flying. Teaka knew it was a dream, but she leaned over the horse’s neck all
the same. Indira – Indira was beside her, and her hands were wrapped tight on
her own reins. Speed was paramount. They were racing toward a mountain; its
glacier shone in the moonlight. Teaka tore her eyes from their destination to
look at Indira. She tried to catch her eye, to ask why they had to go so fast,
but Indira never looked at her. Teaka might have been a stranger for all the
concern Indira showed.


She
woke the next morning with Indira beside her. When Teaka roused, Indira lifted
her head, “Good morning,” she said. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


“No,
you didn’t. Are you – how’s your head?”


“I
am sorry about last night, Tee.” Indira touched her forehead. “The headache was
horrible. Perhaps I had a reaction to some flower that grows out here.”


“It
is practically summer, even as we get into the mountains, so you might be
right.”


She
rested a hand on Teaka’s shoulder. “I think I was rude last night. I am sorry
for that. We were talking by the fire, and the next minute I felt like my head
was going to split in two.” Teaka slipped her hand under Indira’s and said, “You’ve
been up for hours, haven’t you?”


Indira
laughed. “No, the headache made me groggy. I have been awake for only a little
while, but Gideon,” she grinned, “is not up yet.” She walked her fingers across
Teaka’s chest. 


“I
had a dream last night,” Teaka said abruptly. Indira’s fingers stopped, but she
didn’t speak. “We were riding horses – galloping through the night.”


“Was
it really a dream or do you think—?”


“I
don’t know. It was a fragment.” Teaka didn’t want to tell Indira about how
distant she’d been in the dream. “If it’s the Mother sending me a message, it
was short and not very clear.” Teaka stretched her arms over her head. “It’s
probably nothing. At some point, you and I will likely be galloping in the
dark.” Indira didn’t respond, so Teaka sat up and kissed her. “I’ll make some
breakfast. You wake Gideon.” Teaka could feel her hesitation, but after a
slight pause, Indira nodded. 


As
she began to get up, Indira grabbed her arm. “Teaka, I am really sorry about
last night. I will look for some skullcap today while we ride. For the headaches.”
She stroked Teaka’s arm. “Will you help me keep an eye out? Look for purple
flowers – to me they look like little people dancing on a branch.”


Teaka
couldn’t help but laugh. “Little people dancing? Anything for you, Khar.”
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After
breakfast they broke camp and continued to Kessa. The morning was peaceful, with
an eastern breeze to keep the heat from settling in. There was little traffic
on the road. They passed an empty wagon which reminded Teaka of their early
morning escape from Tolount. “What does Kessa sell?” she asked Gideon. “There’s
not much traffic in either direction.”


“They
have trees and mountains, so they sell lumber, turpentine, ginseng and some
ore. Most of the commerce goes to the north and east of them.” 


“North?”
asked Indira. “You mean to Burgbrogen?”


“That’s
right, Bug. Much of the trade for these smaller towns and villages is with the
capital or, for the intrepid merchant, with the old Empire – what’s left of the
old Empire.” 


With
that, Gideon began to talk about the Rhoshundari Empire, about their struggles
against mat’yamust. “I read into the night, last night, and while I have
barely dived below the surface, already I am inclined to think you were lucky,
Indira. Both of you,” he waved his hand to include Teaka. “Haluman the Wise
wrote of a great battle between Rhoshundar mages and matjooti. If he is
to be believed, there was a powerful matjoot named Faleck who pulled
down a mountain to destroy his enemies. Some of the mages had time to try to
save themselves, and they were turned to stone. Their very magic was used
against them.” 


“Surely
you don’t think—”


“I
don’t think anything yet, Teaka,” he said. “It is too soon to think. ‘The rash
man builds a boat to cross a stream.’” Gideon shrugged. “That’s a rough
translation, but—”


“I
doubt there are many brothers of the Order who can quote the Prophet of Sulesia.”
Teaka raised her eyebrow. Gideon inclined his head to acknowledge her words.
“And I don’t think there are many Motes who can quote Becken either.” He bowed
in his saddle, “If I may be so bold?” 


Teaka
bowed in response. “I had ample opportunity to study their religion during my
time in Sulesia.” 


“This
is all very well, but how does it help us?” Indira’s voice sounded strained,
and Teaka wondered if the headache had returned. She suggested that they stop
to eat, and Gideon insisted that they eat in the saddle. “We’ll have a fine
dinner tonight. The Sleeping Prophet – the inn where we’ll stay does veytah
very well. Vulynda, the owner’s wife, is an excellent cook.”


Teaka
had never been to Kessa. As they approached the small town Teaka saw that it
was enclosed by a high wall. She was surprised that there were no guards at the
main gate. When she mentioned this to Gideon, he chuckled. “You’ll see once
we’re inside. It’s very clever.”


As
they rode through the high arch, Teaka craned her neck to see what Gideon was
talking about. There were two large trebuchets. One was mounted high and the
other lower. Beside the lower one sat what looked like an elongated horseshoe
on its side. “Can you guess what it is?” Gideon’s voice sounded delighted. Teaka
closed her eyes. “It’s a magnet.”


“You
know it?” Gideon cocked his head to study her. 


She
nodded, “I wonder if they have perfected it yet. Its effectiveness was… spotty
during the wars.”


Indira
touched her arm. “Are you alright?”


“Just
memories.” She tightened her grip on the reins. “How far to the inn?”


“The
Sleeping Prophet is past the main square.” Gideon spurred his horse, and Indira
and Teaka followed his lead down the clean, smooth streets.


“The
prophet has to be Becken?” Indira was at her elbow. 


“Yes,
but I don’t know this story.” Teaka looked around at the town. “Did he stay here?”


Gideon
checked his horse so that he could speak to them. “You should know the story. But
it’s not a story really. Becken received his wisdom, his religious insight, in
dreams.”


Teaka
frowned slightly. I don’t want to think about dreams right now, she told
herself. How do you live a normal life when God talks to you in your head? 


She
looked at the neatly planned streets, the lace curtains in the shop windows. I
would know I was in Sulesia by these alone, she thought. Teaka rubbed the scar
on her forearm where the bracer had cut her as she pulled loose from the magnet
in Dunstel. She hadn’t thought that seeing a magnet would fill her with such
dread; she hadn’t given any thought to returning to Sulesia. The wars felt like
a lifetime ago, and yet the voices on the streets, the signs on the road – it
was all coming back to her.


Teaka
was still half in her memories when they arrived at the inn, and she was happy
to let Gideon do the talking. A young woman led the way to their rooms. Over
his shoulder Gideon said, “I got us a suite. Three bedrooms and a common room.
That will make it easy for us to communicate but also give us privacy.” He
punctuated his words with a look at Indira.


“Thank
you, Gideon. That was very thoughtful.” Indira’s voice was measured. 


As
the porter brought in the luggage, Gideon asked the woman to bring dinner to them
in the room. “Let’s just relax for the evening and get our bearings, eh?”


Teaka
slumped on the couch and took off her boots. “I am all for that,” she sighed. Indira
sat beside her, and Teaka said, “Oh, Khar, we didn’t find any of your
dancing flowers! How do you feel? How is your head?”


“Right
now, I am fine.” Indira rested a hand on Teaka’s thigh. 


“I’m
going to get my room situated while we wait for dinner.” Gideon coughed and
walked to the far door. “I’ll take this room.”


As
his door closed, Indira leaned over and kissed Teaka. “I have missed touching
you. I promise that tonight we’ll be together, just you and me.”


“That
sounds delightful, but we still have to get through dinner and probably another
lecture.”


“He
means well! He just wants to make sure that we know enough.”


“That
didn’t come out right. I like him; I do. But he can be a bit… pendantic – is
that the word I want? He can certainly belabor a point.”


There
was a knock and then food was brought in. Gideon stuck his head out. “Oh good!
I’m hungry.” He directed the young woman where to place the dishes. As he did
so he told them about the food he had ordered. “Sulesians have trouble with the
concept of a meal without any animal products. They do use fresh ingredients,
but oh they love a heavy cream sauce! I asked the innkeeper – I told you her
name is Vulynda, lovely woman – I asked her about the dinner special. Roast
beef and a vegetable casserole – that’s what they’re serving tonight. ‘We’ll
have the dinner special,’ I said ‘but hold the meat and sauce.’ She threw back
her head and laughed at me. She remembers me from last time.” He waved his
hand, “And here’s our dinner, easy as that!”


Teaka
looked at her plate. I wonder if I will lose weight being with Indira. She
sighed quietly and cut into the vegetables on her plate. The three of them ate
in silence. Teaka assumed they were as glad as she to have completed the first
leg of the journey. After dinner Gideon stacked the plates to one side and
pulled some maps from his bag. “Indira, would you cast privilege for
us?” 


“Are
you sure? You told me not to cast…”


“Oh
yes, when we’re out and about, I don’t want you to perform any magic unless
your life or our lives depend on it. The Sulesians are dead set against magic.
They don’t treat heretics kindly – what they would call a heretic,” he
corrected himself hurriedly. “Right now, though, we could use a little
privacy.” He looked around the room. “Although, if they have any listening
devices in these rooms….”


“Sulesians
have listening devices?”Teaka leaned forward. “When did they start that? What
do they look like? How do they work? Do they use that power source – the
battery?” 


“I’ve
never seen one but I hear—”


“Will
you stop with the machines?” Indira put her hand to her head. “I need quiet to
cast this spell. Please.”


Teaka
held up a finger. “Can I ask something, before you get started?” Indira sighed
but nodded. “What’s this spell,” Teaka asked. “This privilege, did you
call it? What’s it do?”


“When
you were in the army, did you ever notice that you could not hear what two
healers were saying to each other? It was privilege. The spell allows
two or three people to talk without being overheard.” She raised her hand and
then paused. “Any other questions?” Teaka raised her eyebrows at Indira’s tone,
but shook her head. Indira lowered her hand. “I am sorry, Tee. That was rude.
But, this place, these machines, and the language, and—” Her voice
faltered.


“I
know. Dara. Now that we’re here in Sulesia, it feels real.”


“Yes.
It does, and I don’t know…” They stared into each other’s eyes for a long
moment. Teaka wanted to tell her it would all be alright, but she honestly
didn’t know what would happen when they finally caught up with Dara.


“We
still have a ways to go.” Gideon broke in. “Dara’s not going to be hiding in
Kessa, I assure you. Once I’ve met with — with my friend, we’ll be able to make
plans. Now, about that spell?” Indira nodded, closed her eyes and whispered.
Everything seemed the same to Teaka, and she said, “Are you done? I don’t see
anything.”


“It’s
purposefully designed that way.” Gideon smiled. “If patients thought that
healers were conferring in private, or if children thought they were
purposefully being excluded, they might get upset and that interrupts the
healing process.”


“Why
do you know so much about it?”


“I
am a teacher. I don’t have to cast spells in order to know their purpose.”


“Gideon
has always been my teacher.” Indira smiled and patted his arm. He took her hand
and held it. She squeezed his hand and shook it slightly. “But I am mad at you
still. Don’t forget that.”


Teaka
said, “What did you want to talk about, Gideon?”


“First,
the delicate part. Girls, I know how much you care about each other, but I cannot
believe I have to remind you not to act like lovers here! I thought we had an
agreement, and yet I come in and find you practically in each other’s arms and
then, when the maid came in with dinner, you didn’t even move!”


Neither
of Teaka or Indira spoke for a moment. He is partially right, of course; Teaka
had to admit that to herself, but before she could formulate an apology, Indira
said, “How are things ever going to change if we don’t stand up for our true
feelings? If you care so much about the delicate Sulesian sensibilities you
should just eat meat because they do. Wouldn’t want to upset them and make them
think that their food is bad.”


“Indira,
I am not going to debate the politics of this,” he said. “I am simply telling
you the truth of our situation. While we are in Sulesia you cannot be open
about your feelings. I know it sounds harsh, but it is for your own good and
the good of our mission.” He looked at Teaka. “You can understand that, can’t
you? You have spent time here.”


“I—”


“Leave
her out of this!” Indira shook a finger at Gideon. “This is about you
trying to tell me how to live my life! Here, in the privacy of my own
rooms I will do as I please. A few minutes ago, when you went to unpack I
thought you were being sweet and giving us some privacy, but I see that it was
a test.” She crumpled up her napkin. “I won’t have it, Gideon. I am a grown
woman, and I will love who I want to. I don’t care what you or anyone else
says.” She flicked her fingers. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”


“Bug!
Put that spell back. Damn it! You make me so angry sometimes!”


“The
feeling is mutual.”


Teaka
looked at the two of them and said, “I understand cultural sensitivity – I do,
but I also understand wanting to live life on your own terms.” Indira shrugged
and Gideon twitched his mouth, as if biting his tongue. Teaka felt the glow of
anger begin to stir inside her. How dare they drag me into this? She wanted to
tell Indira that she was being childish and tell Gideon he was being a harsh
old fool, but what she said was, “And that is all I am going to say on the
topic.” She sat on the couch.


“I
am not budging on this, Gideon. While we are in public, I will act as you wish,
but what I do in private, well that is no one’s business.” Indira recast the
spell and said, “What else did you want to discuss?”


“I
brought out the maps,” he said, “because I thought Teaka might want—” Teaka
sighed and got off the couch. Gideon patted the rolls of paper with a
questioning smile. Teaka smiled in return and reached for the nearest map. “Do
we have a route to Burgbrogen planned already? I know that stretch of the
country pretty well.”


“I
plan going to get some advice on that very thing from my contact tomorrow, so
we can go over his ideas when I get back.”


“Who
is your contact?” Teaka looked up from the map. “Will we meet him?”


“No,
it is too risky. He has a sensitive job.” That piqued Teaka’s interest. “Sensitive
in what way?”


“If
you must know, he is with the Mezza.”


“Ah,
the Order’s religious counterpart.” Teaka said. “Now I see: he’s your friend,
but he’s the enemy, too. At least with regards to religion.”


Gideon
waved his hand dismissively. “Hardly. He’s a Yorbenite.”


“Should
that mean something to me?” Teaka turned to Indira, but her eyes were closed
tight. Teaka touched the tip of Indira’s nose. “Another headache?”


“Hmm?
Oh yes, it is. Maybe the altitude is to blame. What did you ask?” She smiled,
and Teaka felt relieved, but she said to Indira, “We’re barely in the mountains
yet. Who heals healers? What if you get sick?” 


Indira
grabbed her hand and kissed it. “You are sweet. I’ll be fine.” She sat
straighter. “What did I miss?”


“
Gideon was talking about—”


“Yorben,
the Younger – I think we studied him in your second year.”


“Yes
I think you are right.” Indira furrowed her brow. “He was an apostate, wasn’t
he?”


“Yorben
was a Rhoshundari mystic. He lived and wrote in the years following Sulesia’s
founding. His work is, in some ways, a synthesis of our religion and Beckenism.
Not unlike Becken, he claimed to have been regularly visited in dreams by an
angel who passed wisdom to him.” He spread his hands out. “But he was killed as
a heretic.”


“But
he sounds harmless,” said Teaka. “Where’s the heresy?”


“That’s
a good question. At the heart of his writing is the belief that each person
carries within himself a piece of God – the Rhoshundari notion of God’s Breath
again.” Gideon nodded at Indira.


“I
remember him now,” Indira nodded. “Ridiculous notion. The Gods are … the Gods!
They exist outside of us.” 


Outside
most of us, Teaka thought to herself. 


“Do
they?” Gideon had a slight smile on his lips. “What is the heart? What guides
our morals? What is that voice we sometimes hear inside?” Teaka cut her eyes to
Indira and shook her head slightly. No one else needs to know about the Goddess.
Aloud Teaka said, “I understand why the Order wouldn’t like it, but the
Sulesians call this heresy why?”


“You
do cut right to the heart. Yorben reasoned that if our souls are shards of God
– one God, then there are only so many people who can be born. To account for
this seeming discrepancy, Yorben came up with the idea that souls recycle, that
they are born again into new bodies after death. But, as you
know, the Mezza teaches that the soul is born with the body, and it is
nothing more or less than the directive for that person's life – a God-given
directive. And when that life is over, the soul dies with the body.”
He cocked his head. “Not unlike a broken machine, a water wheel with no water,
or an axle that has splintered. They teach that the soul has no
purpose without the body.”


Indira
was shaking her head, and before she could speak Teaka said, “Why does your
friend care? Why risk meeting with you?”


“That
is easily answered,” Indira said. “Mat’yamust. These people – whoever
they are – are doing the worst thing that any Yorbenite can imagine. Think
about it, Tee. If you belive it of course – they are taking a piece of God and using
it for their own purpose. They—” Indira stopped in midsentence and blinked. “They
corrupt it and turn it to their own purposes.” Her mouth was slightly
open, and her eyes were focused somewhere past Teaka’s head. “Indira,” she said
gently, “why don’t you go lay down?”


“No,
thank you.” Indira turned her focus to her old teacher. “Gideon, you meet with
this man tomorrow, and then we move on to the capital the day after tomorrow?”


“I
thought we might stay here a day or two, Bug. Let you both get acclimated to
Sulesia.”


Indira
got up from her chair. “I – I don’t know why, but it seems important – vital
– that we move on.” Teaka looked at her intently. “Did you have a dream?
Indira, did something happen?”


“No
but somehow I feel that we are wasting time here. In Kessa.” She paced the
length of the room. No one spoke for a moment. “So,” Teaka said to Gideon, “you’ll
meet your friend tomorrow, and if we needed to, we could leave after?”


He
nodded. “To authorities this is simply a meeting between two librarians,
exchanging books, scholarly news. You,” he gestured at Indira, “were kind
enough to make a slight detour to Kessa on our way to Burgbrogen so that your
old tutor, guide and translator could exchange news with his counterpart. Continuing
our journey the following morning would add veracity to the story, and we will
be that much closer to stopping this travesty.”


“Can
you trust him, your friend?” Indira asked. “He’s a Sulesian before he’s
anything else.”


“Is
that true?” Gideon said. “Are you of Orishea above the Order?” He paused and
raised his hands, palms up. “Faith and country.” He lifted one hand higher. “Where
is the balance? Can there be balance? Gruben and I have known each other
for almost twenty years. Whatever his reasons, he has always helped me, mostly in
small ways.” He flashed a smile. “Weeks ago I sent him a coded message, asking
him to listen for any rumors of matjooti. Tomorrow morning, hopefully he
will tell me what he can.” Gideon stood up. “Speaking of tomorrow, I am turning
in.” He paused at his bedroom door and spoke without turning around. “Sleep
where you want to. I’ve said my piece.”


Indira
and Teaka looked at each other, and Indira slipped back into her place at the
table. She muttered a few words. “We are privileged again. I want to
talk to you without him hearing,” she whispered. “He drives me mad sometimes.
We weren’t doing anything wrong! The nerve of him to give that little speech
just now.”


“He
cares about you. He’s worried about the consequences if someone finds out.”


“I
will not hide who I am! I won’t.” 


Teaka
reached across for her hand. “I don’t want you to. But I think we should view
it like using magic – we know that the Sulesians are sensitive about magic, so
you’ll refrain from using it unless it is absolutely necessary.” Teaka squeezed
her hand. “We’ll be careful when we’re in public, because that is best for our
ultimate goal.”


Indira
put her head in her hands. “I just hate it,” she said and flicked her fingers
to dismiss the spell. “This is silly. Let’s go to bed.”


 Teaka
smiled. “Yours or mine?”


#


When
she woke up, Teaka was alone. She had already gotten used to sleeping curled up
with Indira, but at some point in the middle of the night Indira muttered
something and slipped out to sleep in her own bed. Teaka sat on the edge of the
bed to dress and then pulled on her boots. The armorer at the Chapter House had
tried to give her new, stiff boots to go with the uniforms, but Teaka had
resisted her efforts. She looked down. My boots are black, per regulation, and
they fit me perfectly. No need to trade them out. 


For
the first time since the fitting, she put on her dress uniform. The Order Guard
officer dress uniform is similar to an Orishon army officer’s except for the
red color. They have rows of brass buttons, gold stitching, rank insignia at
the collar. Studying the uniform in the mirror, she saw that the only thing
missing was a place for medals. That spot held the embroidered golden eye. The
opposite side had a pocket. “Officers in the Gods’ service don’t get medals?” She
answered her own question, saying “You’ll get your reward in heaven, Teaka
Mote.” Teaka laughed softly to herself and turned to get a different angle in
the mirror. Not bad, she thought. It’s amazing what a little rest can do. She
touched her left arm. Out of habit she’d strapped on the dagger. I’ve worn it
for so long, it would be strange not to feel the weight. She tugged at the
dress coat. Truthfully she would have felt more comfortable in everyday togs or
civilian clothes, but Gideon insisted that she dress formally while they were
in Sulesia. 


“The
Sulesians believe in status and knowing one’s place in society.” He had said
that more than once during the journey. “They are brought up to defer to the
military. So you have to impress them every moment – they expect it.”


“They
might expect it,” Teaka muttered, “but I feel damned uncomfortable.” She looked
in the mirror one more time before opening the bedroom door. With the dress
uniform, her old boots looked shabby. I will have to get new ones, she
thought, no way around it. “One more piece of uncomfortable clothing. Uncomfortable,”
she muttered to herself. “Why can’t I remember the Silish word for
uncomfortable. To be in a state of discomfort… Is it ‘greckle’? Maybe it’s
‘griste’. All those g-words – they’re all running together.”


Indira
was reading in the outer room. “You can’t be asking me about Silish?”


Teaka
smiled and shook her head. “No, I was just thinking aloud. We haven’t had much
comfort in these last few weeks. I shouldn’t get used to the nice warm beds
here. Who knows what tomorrow might bring, right?” Teaka leaned over and kissed
her. Then she noticed that Indira looked lovely in a simple white robe. “I
haven’t seen you in this, but Gideon will not be pleased.”


“What?
Oh, you mean the robe? I am not going out. I ordered breakfast in for us. At
least I think I did. Have you used a speaking tube before? It would have been
faster for me to walk downstairs and ask for breakfast in person.”


Teaka
shrugged. “Some of the machines seem like good ideas, like that heater box. I’d
forgotten how nice it is to forego tending a fire in the middle of the night.”


“But
did it work? The one in my room sputtered like an old man. Maybe it needs that
battery you mentioned.”


“You
could have stayed all night with me.” She touched Indira’s forehead. “How are
you feeling?”


 “Hmm
better. I should have stayed with you.” She marked her place with a
finger. “Don’t you look fine! I didn’t know how much I’d like you in that
uniform.”


Teaka
noticed the title of the book. “You’re reading Praise & Penitence!
Did you take that from the Goose? I thought you didn’t believe.”


“I
got it from the Chapter House. After everything that happened at the Temple, I
can’t help but believe. Everything you read in that poem came true, the sword,
the staff…” 


“Maybe
good old Welinda Mote has another poem or two that can help us out. Which one
are you reading?”


“I
was hoping that something would jump out at me.”


“Something
jumped out at you?” Gideon’s voice boomed through the room. As he was settling
into a chair, a maid brought in a big tray. “Breakfast in? What a great idea.”
He jumped up and with easy tones of Silish, he directed the maid on where to
put everything. He was a heavy man, but he moved with easy grace.


Indira
sat down at the table saying, “I don’t think I will ever be able to speak as
well as you, Gideon.” 


“You
just need time, my dear. Just relax and let your mind soak up the language. It
really isn’t that hard, Bug. We’ll be in Kessa at least for the day. That
should help. You can get used to the language and the culture. Although,” he
looked around to make sure the maid was gone, “Kessa is hardly indicative of a
true Sulesian town. The food is not very good, and the technology is worse. My
radiator clanked all night.”


“That’s
what you call the heater box!” Teaka touched her forehead. “I couldn’t remember.”



Indira
shot her a look. “It seems to me that you are a little too fond of these
machines, both of you. I don’t like them.”


“Indira,
it’s not heresy. The Father’s hand guides the works of our hands. So the
radiator and the teletube,” he pointed as he named them, “plus all the things
you haven’t seen yet, He made them all.”


She
crossed her arms. “If they were at all useful, we would have them in Orishea.”


“Spoken
like a true isolationist!” He patted her arm. “Now, eat some breakfast. It’s
the best food you will get all day. At least they can’t mess up porridge.” He
rubbed his hands together. “And I have missed the smell of good coffee! Thank
you for ordering it, Bug! I haven’t had any since I left Balmerton.” As they
ate, Gideon said, “I want you two to spend some time town today. Have lunch at
the coffee shop, if you want.” 


“I’d
been thinking I’d stay in and read up on the culture,” Teaka said. Secretly she
wanted to read more in Praise & Penitence, if she could get it from
Indira.


Indira
nodded. “I had the same thought. Reading.” She gestured to the chair where
she’d left her book.


Gideon
drained the last of his coffee and wiped his mouth with his napkin. He shook
his head. “There’s nothing to be afraid of! Kessa’s not even 50 miles from the
border. They are quite used to foreigners, and many people speak passable
Orishon.” He shooed them with his hands. “Go on! Get up!” He frowned at Indira.
“Dress robes, dear. I cannot stress enough: status is everything here. So,
Captain, make sure you wear your sword.” His eyes twinkled. “I don’t know what
they’ll think of Indira, but they will be very impressed by you! You were born
to wear that uniform.” He frowned suddenly. “But I’m surprised that the armory
didn’t have boots in your size. You should find something here in town.” At the
door he paused. “Sulesians hate haggling. The price is the price, alright? And no
magic! I will see you here for dinner.”


Indira
and Teaka were silent for a moment. “They won’t know what to think of me?”
Indira’s voice was amused. “Is it my skin or my clothes? Either way, should I
be offended?” Before Teaka could answer, Indira sighed. “I will change clothes.”


As
Indira walked to the bedroom Teaka said, “I think he was talking about magic –
about how they feel about magic… when they see you in Order robes.”


“Of
course.” Her voice came through the door.


“Indira!
You know you’re beautiful. He didn’t mean—”


She
opened the door, smiled and posed for a moment. “You make me feel beautiful.”
She smoothed her robe and sat down beside Teaka. Neither of them spoke for a
moment. Teaka slipped off her boots and settled back. 


“What
did you do that for?”


Teaka
shrugged. “We have all day to wander around Kessa. Let’s talk.” Truthfully she
was worried about Indira, about the headaches and her mood swings 


Indira
sat beside her and let out a sigh, “It is strange to be here and to have Gideon
here. A few days ago we were trying to get into Tolount without getting caught
by the Order, and I was certain that Gideon was trying to kill me. And
now I am in Sulesia? It always seemed so far away – even in Balmerton where you
can go five miles north, and you are across the border.”


Teaka
smiled. “One day I’m dodging the Guard, and the next day I am one?”


Indira
sighed and looked around the room. “I don’t like it here, Tee. I feel itchy.
I don’t know how to explain it. Maybe it is the machines. Truthfully, I do find
them disconcerting, even though I used the teletube to order breakfast.” She
sighed. “I am sure Gideon would say I am foolish, but they give me chills. I
feel as though they can hear me.” She ran her hands through her hair. “I sound mad.”


“We’ve
been through an awful lot in the last few days.” Teaka cleared her throat. “We
haven’t discussed the other night. The Temple…”


“Are
you talking about the man I reduced to a pile of ashes on the stairs?” Her
voice was brittle.


Teaka
held up her hands. “I want to help. You helped me. More than you know, you’ve
helped me, and you deserve the same in return. I’ve killed more people than I
can count, and it never gets easier.” Teaka swallowed. “I wanted to kill Dara,
when I thought she’d hurt you, but even after all that she’s done, I still would
have regretted it. That’s a natural reaction – regret. It’s the only reaction
you can have to taking a life.” 


Teaka
got up and checked the coffee carafe. She poured the last of it into her cup.
“You’ve spent your life as a healer. I’m sure you have no idea how many people
you’ve saved. Those people outweigh one life.” Indira was looking down.
I have to reach her, Teaka said to herself. “Indira, we had to kill those
Surgeons. It truly was life or death, and you made the right decision. The
Mother needed your help that night – She still does, She and the Father both.
You are no help to anyone dead.”


Indira
was silent for a long time. “I wish I knew his name. It only seems right that I
know who I killed.”


“I
won’t lie to you,” Teaka took her hand. “You may have to use that spell again.
We’re on a very dangerous journey, and I don’t know what obstacles we’ll face.”
She tried to keep her voice neutral. “But you have my word, my word as – as
your friend that I will keep you safe.” Teaka had almost said “my word as an
officer” but that still didn’t seem real. “I hope you never need your sear
spell again. I’ll do my best to make sure you never have to use it. I swear by
the Mother.” As the words hung in the air, Teaka suddenly felt embarrassed, so she
took a sip of coffee. It was cold, and she set it down and picked up her boots.
“When we get back to Tolount, I’ll check with Clellan. He’ll be able to tell us
about the Surgeon – if you really want to know.” 


“It’s
37 by the way. I’ve saved 37 people from death.” She gave Teaka a small smile.
“I told you the Order keeps very good records.”


“That’s
a pretty good ratio. I promise to try to avoid becoming number 38. I’m already
far enough in your debt.” Teaka held out her hand. “Let’s go explore.” 


#


The
night before, Teaka hadn’t had much time to look around the inn. She remembered
dark wood and bright metal, nothing more. As she surveyed it now, the common
area was clean and mostly empty; only a few people were eating breakfast. She
noticed that the bright metal was brass; each table had a brass lantern. The
only natural light was from a pair of long thin windows set high above the wall
behind the bar. The bar itself had a brass foot rest that ran along the bottom
of the bar, following the curve. 


The
innkeeper, an older woman with gray hair pulled back in a ponytail, was behind
the bar working at something. Steam puffed out near her face every few seconds.
Teaka noticed a greenish light on the side of a black box. Here is another
Sulesian machine, she thought to herself. What does this one do?


Teaka
touched Indira’s arm. “I want to ask the innkeeper about the market.” She
walked to the bar and sat down. The innkeeper gave her a curt nod. “Betten,”
Teaka said, “vu mir, um boot store?” She kicked her leg up to show her
boot. The innkeeper didn’t answer. “What did you say?” Indira hissed in Teaka’s
ear.


“I
said ‘Please show me a boot store.’” Teaka cleared her throat. More politeness,
maybe? “Betten mir. Ecke vas Teaka Mote. Captain Teaka Mote, bin
Orishea.”


The
woman nodded again, and Teaka was afraid she was never going to speak and then
she opened her mouth. “Ecke vas Vulynda, nu? I am called Vulynda, and I
speak some Orishon, yes. You are with the fat one, the brother?”


“Yes,”
Teaka said, relieved. “Gideon. He went out to meet another librarian and left
us on our own.”


She
looked a little lost. Teaka tried to simplify: “We want to shop and eat. Good
prices? Good food?”


“Oh
ya. For the boots? You try Vulynda’s brother, Gunther. Fine, fine boots. For
food – you like coffee, eh? I’m best coffee in Kessa! See?” She pointed at the black
cube. “I get from, hmm, how you say – dead pants man.” Teaka shook her head
slightly and gave the woman a bewildered smile. “He owe moneys for stay? Dead
pants. That Orishon for owe money, right? He owes, give to me coffee machine.
New kind. Very special.” She moved forward as a tall man with an eye patch
walked behind her. “Some not work this machine. Very special machine.” She
pointed to the one-eyed man. “My man. Good in kitchen. Good in bedroom, nu? Not
so good with coffee machine.”


Before
she could go on, Teaka said, “I love coffee. Betten mir peshen kaffee.” To
Indira she said, “This machine uses the power source I told you about – see the
green light? That’s the battery.”


Vulynda
slapped her hands together. “Ha ha! You think you love coffee. Wait.” Steam
began to rise again and the machine sputtered. As she worked it, Vulynda said,
“Silish not so bad, Captain. Where you from?”


“I
grew up in Alistia.”


“Hmm,
ocean trades. Ya. She?” Vulynda pointed to Indira who’d joined Teaka at the
bar. 


“She
grew up in Balmerton. She doesn’t speak Silish.”


“Pah!
Balmerton border. You know Silish! Speak for Vulynda. No shy.”


“Froh-yes,
ma. Ick ah Indira Burningwood.  Um, also bin Orishea.”


Vulynda
threw back her head and laughed. “Ya, my Orishon better than your Silish!” She
pushed tiny little cups across the counter. 


Indira
wrinkled her nose. “Ugh, it smells so strong!”


Teaka
brought the cup to her nose. It did smell strong. She sipped it. It was like drinking
the essence of coffee. I understand why Vulynda serves it in little cups. Aloud
she said, “This is wonderful! Thank you. Peysha.” Teaka put her right
hand to her left shoulder, in the formal Sulesian manner. “Peysha.” 


“Bah.”
Vulynda waved her hand. “You thank me? Go see Gunther – across from big
fountain – and buy boots, buy two pair. Business is slow. When you have hunger,
come back to Sleeping Prophet, and I feed you good lunch.” She waved her hand at
Indira. “I know, I know – veytah for you, ya?”


“For
me, too, please.” Teaka drained her cup. To Indira she said, “I feel like I
could run five miles. Let’s see what Kessa has in the way of excitement.” Indira
pushed her untouched cup away from her. She gave Vulynda a curt nod. “Peysha.”


As
they walked outside Teaka said, “You’re saying it wrong. It’s ‘peh-sha’ not
‘pay-shah’.” Indira nodded but didn’t speak. “I think that if you’ll let
yourself relax a little you’ll get the hang of it. Silish is actually similar
to Orishon.”


“Not
hardly!” Indira smoothed her robe and then touched her throat. “I wish I had
thought to ask Gideon about getting another pendant before we left Tolount.
Even though I probably won’t need it, I hate to be without a reserve of
energy.” 


“Can
it be any necklace? Maybe we’ll find something you like here. Sulesians are
fine craftsmen.”


“I
don’t know if something Sulesian would work. Their feelings about magic might
seep into their works.”


“But
everyone has some magic in them. That’s what you said. If I didn’t, you
couldn’t heal me.”


She
sighed. “It is really rare,” she pitched her voice low, “but sometimes a healer
has a patient she can’t heal. They warn us about this when we’re first
learning to cast spells. There are a few people in the world with no magic in
them, and without it, they are immune to spells. It is hard to explain.” She
paused trying to find the words. “It’s like a language. I speak magic, and the
patient’s body has to understand the words. If you don’t have magic in you, my
spells are as meaningless to you as Silish is to me.”


They
walked along in silence for a few moments. Teaka was thinking about an army of
immune soldiers. If you could select for immunity, the Orishon mages would be
useless against your troops. “Do people know that they know that they don’t
have magic? It would be horrible to be dying on a battlefield and that’s when
you find out that no one can help you.”


“I
don’t think they do. I’ve only had one patient like that, and she was stunned
by the news. Bresika Mote – that was her name. I could sense that she had a
tumor that was preventing her from having children, but when I tried a reducing
spell, nothing happened. I thought it was me at first – that my diagnosis was
off.” Indira was silent for a moment, and then she said, “Tee, I know you are
good at keeping secrets. This is a secret. Don’t tell anyone about
this!” 


They
began to walk again. In the near distance Teaka could see a tall building with
a tower. High on the tower, for all to see, was a yellow rectangle symbolizing the
book of the prophet Becken. It’s been years, Teaka said to herself, five to be
exact, since I was inside a kappelen. The litany, the prayers, I bet they would
come back to me if I were to step inside. 


Teaka
looked at the town as they walked. Kessa was a small, neat place with well
paved streets. The people and the carts moved in perfect harmony – carts on the
left and people on the right. It was such a contrast to Tolount, with its stew
of people, carts and horses. You couldn’t blame it on size either: smaller
Orishon towns weren’t much better. Sulesians are just naturally orderly, Teaka
decided. 


Several
people gave her crisp bows. Their deference to the military was startling now
that Teaka was on the other side of the greeting. By the third time it
happened, she hit upon an acceptable response: a half bow with a head nod. For
each of Teaka’s bows, Indira received double the attention, but people were
more apt to look and hurry past without acknowledging her.  A few people pulled
their children close as they passed. 


They
had just reached the main square – she knew it by the big fountain that Vulynda
had described – when a young boy, no older than six, ran right into Indira. He
was playing a game of chase, looking behind him, at his pursuers, when he hit
Indira’s legs and fell backward. He almost knocked Indira down too, but Teaka
grabbed her arm and steadied her. “What—?” Indira started to exclaim and saw
the boy at her feet. “Oh goodness! Are you alright?” 


As
she knelt down beside the boy, a voice rang out, and they saw a woman racing
toward them. The woman slid to a stop and gathered the boy in her arms, all in
one movement. Indira’s hand, already in motion to touch the child, brushed his
arm as the woman gave a cry and pulled back. She almost fell over herself, in
her haste to avoid Indira’s touch. 


Teaka
barked at Indira, “Stand up. Stand up!” She grabbed her shoulder and spoke
again, trying to keep her voice even. “Stand up. Don’t touch them.” For once
Indira obeyed without a word. Teaka looked down at the woman and child. All her
Silish was gone; Orishon would have to do. “It’s alright. Don’t be alarmed.”
She took a step back, Indira in tow, and made a half bow. “Betten.”  No
response. She took another step backward so that they were now about five feet
from the woman. Teaka bowed again and clicked her heels together – she’d
forgotten that the cavalry officers would do that. Finally the woman gave a
curt nod and stood up. She turned away from them and began scolding the boy. 


A
voice to Teaka’s left said something in Silish. She turned to see an older man
smiling at her. He was short, trim and well dressed. “Betten?” she said.
He nodded and repeated himself in Silish, speaking slowly. “I said: You control
your witch very well.” 


Teaka
glanced at Indira, making sure that she no idea what the man had called her.
For that Teaka gave thanks to the Gods. To the man she replied in Silish, “I am
Captain Teaka Mote from Orishea and this is my friend, Ray Indira Burningwood,
also from Orishea.” She gestured to the golden eye on her tunic. “We are of the
Order.”


“I
am Frayne Grusthober.” He continued in Silish, bowing slightly. “The child,” he
gestured lazily, “was foolish. The woman is right to scold him.” 


Teaka
nodded. Inside she was thinking I need to check on Indira, not make conversation
with a stranger. “Thank you and excuse me. I need to see to my friend.” She
bowed, and he returned it. After a moment, he continued walking. During her
brief conversation with the man, the woman and child had disappeared. She
turned her attention to Indira. Even after all the time they had spent
together, Teaka had no idea what to say. 


Indira’s
eyes were focused on something in the distance. “Some stranger just snatched
her child away as though I were dangerous, as though I would hurt him.” She
gestured at the old man who’d spoken to Teaka. “And strange old men are
expressing their opinions about it! Teaka—” Her voice trailed away. 


“All
they saw was the robe of a magic user,” Teaka said softly.


Indira
crossed her arms, one hand rubbing the cloth covering her arm. “I love these clothes.
I have always been proud to wear them.” She gathered a handful of cloth in a
clenched fist.


Teaka
put her hand out. “Do you want to go back to the inn? Maybe we’ve seen enough
of Kessa for one day.”


She
shook her head and took a deep breath. “No. Let’s see about those boots.”


“This
was just a misunderstanding.” Teaka touched Indira’s arm to make sure she was
listening. “These people were raised to fear magic.”


“I
never thought—” She stopped and smiled. “Teaka, life with you is never boring,
that’s for sure.” Teaka laughed, relieved that Indira was making a joke. “This
is my fault?” Teaka pointed to herself. “As I recall, you pushed
me down in the market and then kidnapped me from my quiet life.” She knew that
would get a rise out of Indira. “Your ‘quiet’ life,” Indira smiled. “Hmm. Let’s
get you some decent boots.” As they started across the street she said, “Thank
you, Teaka. For just a moment I thought that woman must have seen something
inside me to fear.” Indira paused, “But I’m sure you are right – it was the
robe.”


The
boot shop building was made of brick, like its neighbors. It had one small display
window, but instead of boots, there was a set of tools spread out on a white
cloth. As they entered the shop, a bell rang and a young girl who was sitting
on the counter reading a book looked up. She stared at them for a long moment
and then closed her book. She twisted so that her legs dangled off the front of
the counter. Teaka wondered how she got up there as she was too short to have
hopped up herself. 


Teaka
glanced around the shop – no other customers. As she opened her mouth to speak,
the girl launched herself off the counter. She and Indira cried out and moved
forward, as if to catch her. The girl barely stumbled, and Teaka had the
feeling that she would have been fine if they hadn’t tried to help. As it was,
Indira caught her hand as she landed and steadied her. No one spoke for a
moment and then the girl said, in good Orishon, “You’re the soldier and the
mage. Pa said to look for you. Pa! They’re here! I’m Januel but you can call me
Janney. Everyone does.”


They
heard a man’s voice from the back of the shop. He also spoke in Orishon.
“Coming! Janney, get some tea for our guests.” At that, the girl ran behind the
counter and disappeared from view. Teaka blew out a breath and started to
speak. Indira interrupted her. “Tee, that little girl—”


“Hello!
You are Captain Mote and you must be the,” he hesitated, “you must be the
healer that Vulynda mentioned. I am Gunther Borchern. Welcome to my shop.”
Gunther was tall and had the look of a man who spends time outside. His skin
was tanned, and he had little wrinkles around his eyes. 


Indira
said, “So the teletube isn’t just inside a building? It goes outside, too?” Gunther
laughed and bobbed his head. “Yes and no – not everyone is on the tube yet, but
for my family,” he shrugged, “we thought it was important for business.”


“So
the ‘tube-eh’” – Teaka tried to pronounce it like Gunther –”let’s you talk with
people in other buildings? How does it work, Mister Borchern?”


Gunther
laughed again. “I don’t know and please – call me Gunther.” He smiled. “They
say that our voices go over wires. That’s why not everyone can talk to everyone
else – you have to have the wires, see?”


Teaka
frowned, “Wire? Like bailing wire? I don’t understand.”


“No,
the wire is thinner than used for bailing hay. Um,” he thought for a moment.
“More like thread. Thread made from metal.”


As
they talked, Janney had come in with a tray of tea cups and cakes. Indira went
to help her with pouring and arranging, all the while talking quietly with the
girl. That’s good, Teaka thought. It’s good for her to have a positive
interaction with a Sulesian to erase the incident with the mother and son. Without
thinking Teaka said, “My friend could use help with learning Silish, and I
think your daughter would be a great teacher.” As soon as the words were out of
her mouth, Teaka regretted them. I’m asking a Sulesian to let his daughter
spend time with a magic user? Have you lost your mind, Teaka Mote? 


Gunther
didn’t answer right away. He looked at Janney and Indira as they talked. They
seemed to be discussing the merits of the various treats on the tray. “Gunther,
that was a bad idea; forget I mentioned it.”


He
waved his hand. “It is a good idea! Janney needs to practice her Orishon.”


“You
don’t mind about the magic?” Teaka lowered her voice to a whisper.


“Pah!
We are traders! We leave religion to the Mezza. But… nothing is free, my
friend. Janney is a big help in the shop. How much would you give for her
time?”


Teaka
shook her head. “It was a bad idea, truly. I forgot we leave for Burgbrogen
tomorrow.” She inclinded her head, “Perhaps some other time.”


He
smiled. “Of course. Now, boots for you and the healer?”


“Indira?”
Teaka called out. “Do you need shoes? Gunther is getting ready to take my
measurements, and if you want shoes he should do you at the same time.” She and
Janney were still talking, but she looked up and shook her head. 


“I
can do veytah shoes, Miss Burningwood!” To Teaka he said, “I told you I
trade a lot with Orishea. I do a good business with the Order.”


Indira
stood up. “That is kind, but no thank you.”


“What
is the cost? How many sikka?” Teaka said, reaching for her money. “Oh,
damn. All I have is Orishon coins. We just got here last night and—”


“Five
sikka for the boots. And you can exchange some coin for letters. I’ll
give you a better rate than the moneylenders.”


 “Alright,”
Teaka said, “One pair of boots then.”


“This
will take a few minutes,” he said. “Let’s get some tea and cakes before they
are all gone.” 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


Chapter 12


 


By
the time they were done in the boot shop, it was afternoon. “We have two
choices,” Teaka said to Indira as they walked up the street. “We can try the
little café and try to get veytah, or we can go back to the inn to eat.”
Indira didn’t answer. “Thanks to Gunther,” Teaka continued, “I have sikka
– their paper money, so if you’re feeling adventurous, we can try the café.”
When she still didn’t get an answer, Teaka looked at Indira. “When you’re
quiet,” she said, “I get nervous. Tell me what’s on your mind.”


“I
was thinking about Janney.”


“I
had this great idea that she should teach you some Silish, but—”


“What?
No! That is out of the question!” Indira stopped walking.


“It
wasn’t a bad idea, but then I—”


“It
is not a good idea.” She started walking again.


“What’s
the matter? Indira? What is it?”


She
was silent for a long moment. “Let’s have lunch at the inn, in our rooms. I can
cast – I will make it like it was this morning, and we can talk.”


Vulynda
wasn’t behind the bar, so Teaka ordered lunch from her husband. She kept the
order simple: bread, greens and soup. She tried to emphasize that there could
not be meat in the soup. He wrote it down slowly, and Teaka had time to study
his face. A scar extended above the eye patch and into his hair line. When he
finished writing, he looked up. “For the sweet? And to drink?” He waved at the
black cube that Vulynda had used. “Coffee normal. Ness steam, nu?”


“Yes
normal coffee, and a sweet – a tart? Apples?” She tried to remember the Silish
word for apple. “Steingrav?” Teaka made a motion with her hand like she
was holding an apple. He bobbed his head side to side. “Ya. Good. Sweet.”


As
they walked upstairs to their rooms, Teaka said, “I have no idea what we’ll
have for dessert, but I’m sure it will be good.”


“Too
bad you will ruin it with coffee.” Indira made a face. “I will never understand
why anyone drinks that stuff!”


“Maybe
you’ve never had good coffee.”


As
they entered the common room Indira went to her room, “I am going to change
clothes. Be right out.”


“Don’t
change. We might go out again.” Her voice trailed off. It’s just a robe, Teaka.
She can change one robe for another in a few seconds. Instead when Indira
emerged from her room she was wearing pants. “I have gotten used to pants these
last few weeks. Besides in these you can see more of me.” She turned back and
forth.


Teaka
didn’t speak right away. She couldn’t help but wonder if the incident with the
little boy had influenced the wardrobe change. “You look great in anything,”
she said finally. “But if you are going to make this a habit, we should buy you
a few pairs of pants.” She laughed to lighten the mood.


Vulynda’s
husband brought lunch up himself. As he set the table, Teaka realized that she
hadn’t introduced herself. She said, “Ecke vas Teaka.” Even though she
was wearing her uniform, she didn’t want to call attention to it. His eye wound
might not be a war wound, but he was the right age to have served in the wars. 


“Stefand.
Ecke vas Stefand.” His tone was polite, no more. Teaka gave a curt nod in
response. As he was leaving he said, “Sweet and coffee later. After.”


“That
is fine,” Indira nodded.” Thank you. Peysha.” She sat down at the table.
“This looks good! I didn’t realize how hungry I am.”


“What
do you think is wrong with his eye,” Teaka asked. “Do you have a professional
opinion?”


She
shrugged. “I assume it’s a war wound, don’t you?  It is a shame he was not
captured by our side – we could have healed it.”


“You
couldn’t cast a spell now, to heal him?” Teaka stopped herself “Not that he’d
want that, of course.”


“No,”
Indira blew on a spoonful of soup. “An injury to an organ – there is only a
limited timeframe for healing. It varies depending on the injury. Something
like that, you need to heal it within probably a day, day and a half.”


“You
know I never thought about the prisoners – on both sides. Our injured people
who were captured…”


“Yes,
they would have gotten the medical help that Sulesia thought appropriate.
Whenever I meet a badly scarred Orishon veteran, I have to assume that he or
she was a prisoner of war.”


“Did
we heal people against their will?” Teaka couldn’t keep the shock out of
her voice.


“No,
of course not. The current Reader of the Order, Ray Hornwood, wrote a brilliant
paper on that. I had to defend her rationale as part of my final oral exam at
the Healing House. She defends the practice of healing unconscious prisoners
who would have died if their wounds had not been treated, but otherwise she
takes a firm stand against it.”


“You
had to defend it?”


“Yes,
as part of the final exam. There is more to being a healer than just healing
people, you know. The moral issues are complex, and all Rays have to have a
good grounding in the Order’s philosophy before they are allowed to graduate.”


As
they were talking, one of the maids came in with a large pot of coffee and an
assortment of tarts. Teaka poured herself a cup of coffee. “Now, what is the
problem with Janney? It wasn’t a bad idea, but we don’t have time for lessons.
What’s so wrong about it?”


“Let
me cast privilege. Now, about Janney: she has magic. With training she
could be a spellcaster, so I should not be around her.”


“First,
how do you know and second, if it’s true, than aren’t you the perfect
person to help her understand?”


Indira
shook her head. “You are forgetting where we are. I don’t know what Sulesians
do with magical people, hopefully nothing, but contact with me would only
awaken the magic within her.”


“Magic.”
Teaka toyed with one of the tarts on the tray. “Will I ever understand? Can you
start at the beginning?”


“It
is hard to talk about magic.” Indira sighed. “When I touched Janney, I knew; it
was immediate. She has a lot of power.”


“Does
she know? She must know.”


“Perhaps.
I didn’t know about my own abilities. A healer had to tell me. She knew that I
had magic; I didn’t.” Indira shrugged. “It happens that way sometimes.” Teaka
shook her head, bewildered. Indira took her hand and said, “The best analogy is
that magic energy is similar to ripples in a pond.” She stroked Teaka’s
fingers. “When I touch your hand, I get a slight resistance. That is your
magical field reacting to my magical field. As my field ripples out, your field
would be ripples coming sideways. When they meet, there is a disturbance. Does
that make sense?” She waited for Teaka to nod before going on. “Touching Janney
– or anyone with serious magic – that would be akin to more ripples in
the same direction. The magic amplifies.” She fell silent.


“And
if you spend time with Janney, she’s going to figure out that she’s got magic?”


“I
don’t know! But I think so. You see, Tee, when this has happened to me before,
it is a celebration. The child has been touched by the Gods and that sets plans
in motion. But what would Janney’s family say? What would you expect a Sulesian
to say about this?” She shook her head. “I won’t be the cause of her being
outcast. Or, or worse.” She touched her chest. “My training never prepared me
for this.”


“You
don’t look well, Indira. Another headache? Or was it lunch?” Teaka suddenly
worried that the soup had contained meat. Would it affect her this way?


“I
will be alright. I think I am simply feeling the pressure of,” she waved her hand
around, “being here. Being in Sulesia. Does that make sense?” 


Teaka
nodded. “I had planned that we’d take a walk now and look for a necklace for
you, but maybe we should stay in.”


“No,”
Indira sighed and stood up, “We should go. It is what Gideon wants, and I can’t
hide in this room.” She smoothed her shirt. “But, I’m not going to change. Is
that alright with you? I just want to look normal – normal to a Sulesian.”


“I’ll
change, too.” Teaka started to walk toward her bedroom door and Indira
intercepted her. “I think you look gorgeous. Don’t change.” She ran her hand
down Teaka’s back and rested it on her butt. 


Teaka
kissed her lightly. “We could stay in.” She kissed Indira’s ear and ran her
tongue up the side of her neck. “We have time,” Teaka said softly.


Indira
sighed and pushed Teaka away. “We will have time tonight. I don’t want Gideon
thinking that all I think about is sex with you.” She let out a breath. “We will
be good little girls and explore Kessa some more.” She put her hand on Teaka’s
chest. “But tonight I will make you glad you waited.” She traced her finger
down Teaka’s stomach.  


“Are
you sure?” Teaka’s breath was short, “We could—”


Indira
gave a throaty laugh. “It is exciting to think of you wanting me while we are
out in the town. And trust me: I want you just as badly.”


Walking
through the inn’s common room, Teaka saw Vulynda at a table. She had papers
spread around her, and Teaka thought that Vulynda had something on her face. As
she got closer she recognized the spectacles. Like Olivar’s the machine fit
over Vulynda’s eyes like two little glass windows, held together with metal. Vulynda
noticed them and waved, calling “Here, my friends!” 


As
they got closer, she pulled the machine off her face and set it on the table.
Teaka could see that it hooked on behind her ears. If memory served, Olivar’s
had been straight pieces that simply rested on his ears. “Good day to you,”
Teaka said in her best Silish. Indira followed suit.


“Already
you both sound better!” she replied. “Sit for a moment. Did you see Gunther?
You went to the shop?”


Teaka
nodded. In Silish she said, “We went to the shop. We met Gunther and Janney,
too. I ordered boots.” 


In
hesitant Silish Indira said, “I meet your man.”


Vulynda
nodded and said, “Present tense is OK, but past and future are easy! Past, add ter
to the front of the verb.” She picked up her pen and wrote “ter” in the margin
of one of the papers. “Future is den, and you add it to the back.” She
wrote “den” in the margin. She patted Indira’s hand. “You will learn.”


Indira
pointed at the glass machine. “What is that? You had it on your face.”


She
laughed. “I forget! Poor Orishea. These are specs, um windows for your eyes. Old
eyes not focus so good. Focus?” She made an “O” with her first finger and thumb
and held it to her eye. “Focus, nu?”


“Can
I hold it?” Teaka asked.


“Sure!
You try.” She picked it up by one ear piece and put it on. Then took it off and
handed it to Teaka. 


“These
specs,” Indira asked, “they don’t touch your eyes, do they?” The thought made Teaka
squeamish, and she paused in picking it up.


 Vulynda
laughed again, shaking her head. Teaka put it on. As the glass covered her
eyes, the world got blurry. She took it off hurriedly, relived that her eyes
could see just fine. “It was blurry! How can you use it?” 


“You
have good eyes. Good focus. To me, paper is blur. I use specs and then no
blur.”


Vulynda’s
husband approached the table. He bowed slightly to Indira and Teaka and turned
to address Vulynda. Teaka stood and said, “Thank you, thank you both. We’ll see
you at dinner.”


They
headed back toward the market area. As they passed two women with market
baskets, Teaka nudged Indira’s shoulder. “You’re a little less noticeable
dressed in pants. Except for your darker skin, you could be Sulesian.”


“It
is nice that we are not running from anyone or running to anything – at least
not at this moment.” Indira smiled and tucked her hair behind her ear. “I want
to hold your hand, but I will refrain.”


“I
haven’t seen you this relaxed since the Blue Goose.”


They
walked along quietly. As with many walled towns, Kessa’s buildings go up since
they can’t spread out. There must be some ordinance, Teaka thought to herself,
that no building is taller than the Mezza. She was constantly catching glimpses
of the yellow book symbol as they walked. The building was very tall – as tall
as any in Tolount or Burgbrogen. “More technological advancements,” Teaka
muttered to herself. She imagined being on top of the Mezza and shuddered at
the idea of finding herself falling free with no way to stop.


“Are
you alright, Tee?”


“Just
a little chill. Do you want to look for a necklace? Maybe we can find—” She
stopped midsentence because she caught a glimpse of a woman’s face up ahead,
and she looked like Dara.


“Tee?
What is it?”


Teaka
paused. What could she say? “It’s nothing. I thought I saw someone I knew.” 


“You
want to look for necklaces, but I want to buy something for you, Teaka. What would
you like?” Indira stopped and looked at her. “You don’t wear any jewelry. Did
you ever?”


Teaka
tried to see the woman again. Absently she said, “Metal is not a thief’s
friend.”


“Well
you are not a thief anymore! And besides you could wear a necklace under your
shirt.” She looked at Teaka shyly. “If I bought you something, would you wear
it? I like the idea of you having something from me.”


Teaka
felt her heart squeeze at Indira’s words. “Of course I’d wear a gift from you,”
she said softly and then pointed to a bench farther up the street. “Let’s sit
for a moment.” 


“Are
you alright, Teaka? Are you ill?” 


She
shook her head. “I just want to tell you that I love you.” The words came out
in a rush. 


“You
don’t have to say that. I don’t want you to feel that you—”


“No!
It’s the truth. I do, and I want you to know it. In case, I mean, we don’t know
what tomorrow will bring. I know that life can change in a moment, and in case
something happens, I want to make sure you know that I love you.” It was easier
to say the second time.


Indira
looked at her intently. “What brought this on? Teaka?” Her voice began to rise,
“Why are you saying this right now?” 


“Calm
down, Indira. There is no reason.”


She
was silent for a moment. “I don’t believe you.” 


Teaka
said, “You are the most infuriating person I have ever met.” 


“You
only say that because you can’t lie to me. You can try, but I see right
through you.” She crossed her arms. “What did you see?”


Teaka
let out a breath. “I might have seen Dara just now. Don’t get upset!”


Indira’s
mouth hardened, and she touched her neck. “I am not upset. Just tell me what
you saw.”


“I
don’t know – I think we should just sit for a few minutes. It was a split
second, and I’m probably wrong.” Teaka forced herself to speak calmly. “There
was a woman ahead of us a few minutes ago, and she glanced to the side and she
looked like Dara – I think so anyway. She had her head covered, but I saw brown
skin and dark hair. It was just a flash.”


Indira
was silent for a few moments. She put her index finger to her lips and murmured,
“I just don’t know enough!” After a moment she said, “There’s nothing to be
done. If she’s here, we have to deal with it. Lead the way.”


Teaka
didn’t move. “You can’t be serious! You just said—”


“I
have faith, Teaka. If Dara’s here, then we have what we need to fight her. I
believe that.” She swallowed. “I feel that we’re connected – Dara and I – and
the tether between us is tightening.”


“Like
a spell? You think she cast a spell on you!” 


Indira
smiled. “No, my love. That was a figure of speech. Meeting Dara again so soon,
it feels fated to me. I can’t explain it, but if she is here, I need to find
her.”


Teaka
blew out a breath. “Glad I have my sword.” She got to her feet. “But I’m not
sure where to go. We were just walking, and then I saw her.”


They
started walking again. Indira touched her hand. “I am glad you are here, Teaka
Mote.”


Teaka
was trying to scan the people ahead and almost missed Indira’s words. “I am,
too. There is no one I’d rather be with than you, Khar.” Teaka focused
ahead of them. We sat long enough, she thought, and Dara is safely gone. If it
was Dara, she added. Aloud she said, “The woman was wearing a light colored
blouse with a shawl draped over it. The shawl was a gray color.” Teaka
shrugged. “It probably wasn’t even her.” 


“It
was her, and I am glad you told me.” Indira gripped her arm for a moment.
“Don’t ever keep things from me.” When Teaka didn’t respond, Indira increased
the pressure on her arm. “Teaka, promise me that you won’t keep information
from me. I have to know. It is the only way—” She stopped abruptly. “Let’s turn
here.”


“What?
But we don’t know—”


Indira
turned to the left. “It feels right. I want to avoid that little market area.” 


They
had walked a few blocks when Indira spoke again. “Why is she here? It
can’t be coincidence.” Indira put her hand to her chest. “Does she feel the
connection, too?”


Teaka
had been wondering the same thing, but she didn’t want to say it aloud. She
didn’t want it to be true. “Maybe she’s taking a similar route – as Gideon
said, Kessa is the first big town once you cross the border.”


Indira
bit her lip. “No, that doesn’t seem right. There is something here that she
needs.”


“How
long do you intend to wander around?”


“My
goodness, Tee! It hasn’t been ten minutes since you spotted her. Have a little
patience.” 


“I
just think that—”


“I
see Gideon!” Indira grabbed her arm. “I don’t want him to see me in pants. I will
never hear the end of it.” She yanked hard to get Teaka to turn.


“I’m
not a horse, so don’t act like I have reins!” Teaka jerked her arm free. “I
understand,” she said calmly. “We’ll avoid Gideon. Although,” she checked her
step, “I’d love to get a peek at his contact.” She turned to look over her
shoulder and caught a glimpse of Dara again. “There she is!” Teaka saw her turn
into a doorway. Indira nodded and hurried toward the building. “But what are we
going to do?” Teaka tried to slow her down.


“What
do you mean? I will confront her.”


“She
threatened to kill us. What if she tries this time? Are we prepared to – I mean
if you have to cast sear…” 


“No.
I would put her to sleep or something. We cannot kill her. We need to know what
is going on.” She strode across the street.


“What
if we don’t have a choice? Indira!” Teaka jogged to catch up with her. 


“Trust
me. Trust the Gods.”


Teaka
bit her lip and looked at the building. It was a simple structure, three
stories tall. There were windows looking out on the second and third floors but
none on the ground floor. She could see a balcony on the third floor. Teaka’s
dream returned to her unbidden: waves crashing and the Mother’s voice saying “It’s
not what you think.” She swallowed. “I do trust.” 


Indira
took a deep breath and opened the door. “Let me go first!” Teaka muttered as
she brushed past Indira. Her stride faltered as she got inside the building. It
reminded her of the abandoned building that the Weaver used as his family House
back in Tolount. She had visited it a few times with Druv, but it was
uninviting so Teaka usually avoided it. 


The
white walls were gray from years of use. There was an empty reception desk just
inside the door. A dusty speaking tube was dangling from the wall. Two chairs
sat opposite the desk. Past the desk were stairs heading up. 


Teaka
spread out her hands to signal Indira to stop. There was no sound except their
footsteps which had echoed in the reception area. She put a finger to her lips
and then put her mouth to Indira’s ear. “We will take this slow.” She started
to pull away and then leaned in again. “Do as I say, please.” She squared her
shoulders. Silently she said to herself, “You are going to end up on that
balcony, Teaka Mote.” 


This
was not the way Teaka liked to begin a sweep. Normally she’d spend days with
floor plans, learning every inch of a building prior to ever setting foot
inside. That way she could— I am with you, child. Teaka held up a finger
to tell Indira to wait and slowly explored the ground floor. Beside the
reception area, there was a bathroom, storage closet and an office, all empty. 


Teaka
stopped at the bottom of the steps and motioned for Indira, who carefully
crossed the office and then whispered in Teaka’s ear. “Wait,” she said. 


Teaka
turned to look at her. Indira had her eyes closed as if listening intently.
Teaka watched her face, waiting for the signal that she could climb the stairs.



I’m
glad I told her that I love her, Teaka thought. Her eyes traced the curve of Indira’s
nose and the shape of her mouth. Her chest moved slightly as she breathed, and
suddenly Teaka was conscious of time passing. How long have I been staring at
Indira? She shifted forward. “Indira,” she breathed the word. No response. “We
have to move.” Indira opened her eyes, blinking as if waking from sleep. She
stared into Teaka’s eyes without speaking. 


“What
is it?” Teaka gripped her hand. “Did you see something? Sense something?” She
tried to keep her voice low. Indira blinked once more slowly. “Teaka.” Teaka
squeezed her hand and nodded. Indira’s eyes seemed to clear. “She is here,
Teaka. Dara is here.”


Teaka
silently nodded in response and let out a long slow breath. As she mounted the
first step, she closed her eyes and whispered, “Please.” It was a prayer, and
she thought the Mother would understand.


It
was a short flight of stairs connecting first and second floor and the landing
ended in a door. Teaka stood for a moment before opening it. If Dara is on this
floor, what’s the plan? Before she could answer her own question, Indira
reached past her and opened the door. Teaka wanted to yell, but she bit her
tongue. Instead she turned and looked intently at Indira, her eyebrows raised
as high as they could go. 


Indira
shrugged and took a step forward. Teaka body checked her and got in front,
whirling around so they were nose to nose. “Don’t,” Teaka mouthed. Indira gave
a half smile in response. 


Meanwhile,
the door had swung wide revealing that the second floor was a corridor of
offices. There were three doors on the left and two on the right. The foremost office
doors were directly opposite each other so Teaka had to pick one. She decided
to start on the left side and alternate left to right until they reached the
end of the hall or found Dara. As she inched toward the door, Teaka realized
that the right hand office was missing its door completely. She could easily see
that the room was empty. She turned her focus to the left office, standing still
to listen for sounds on the other side. I don’t hear anything, she thought,
which means nothing, of course.


She
took a breath and opened the door. The room was completely empty: no chairs or
tables. Opposite the door was a single open window. Teaka cautiously leaned out
to see if there was an outside staircase. She couldn’t rule out that Dara seen them
and entered the building to throw them off. “And if that’s the case,” Teaka
muttered, “she could be hiding anywhere.”


Indira
came up beside her. “She didn’t go out that way,” she said softly.


“No,”
Teaka agreed. “Not unless she flew.” She turned to look at Indira, eyes wide.
“You don’t think…?”


“We
cannot rule out any action – no matter how outlandish.” She touched Teaka’s
face and quietly said, “I am sorry that I ever got you involved in this.” Indira
stood looking at her, her fingers resting on Teaka’s cheek. “In fact, you
should go. Please. Go back to the inn and tell Gideon.”


“No!
We’re in this together. I will not leave you.” Teaka’s voice rose with her
emotion, and suddenly they heard a door close in the hallway. “Damn!” she
grabbed the hilt of her sword and stepped into the hall. Nothing seemed
different, and Teaka shook her head in frustration. “She’s here. She’s still
here. I feel it.” Indira touched her arm. 


Teaka
raised her finger to her lips. Aloud she said, “I think she went downstairs.
Let’s go!” But she didn’t move. It’s a simple ploy, and it’s unlikely to work,
but it’s a tool at hand. If I can flush Dara out with a simple trick, I’ll
thank the Gods, all that will listen. 


They
waited for a good two minutes, but nothing happened. Disappointed, Teaka motioned
Indira to follow and moved to the next door on the left. She started to pull
her sword free of the scabbard. No need to pretend, she thought. I will kill
her if I can; kill her before she has a chance to kill us.


“No!
No, no, no.” Indira’s voice was a hoarse whisper. “I want her alive! She is our
only link to the matjooti.” Teaka didn’t answer. Indira pulled hard on
her shoulder to turn Teaka around. “Damn it, Teaka! She is still my sister.” 


“What
if she tries to kill you?” Teaka’s voice was a hiss. “Am I supposed to watch
that happen and do nothing?”


Indira
glared at Teaka for a long moment. “You are so infuriating,” she
whispered. Teaka’s eyes went wide. “Me? You’re the one—” 


“I
hate to interrupt your argument, but were you looking for me?” Dara stood at
the far left door which was open. “Come upstairs where we can talk.” With that
she stepped back out of sight. 


Neither
one moved for a moment. Then Indira took a step toward the far door. “Wait!”
Teaka grabbed her arm. “We don’t know what’s upstairs. It’s a trap. I know it.”


“We
have to go. I have to go, k’halli.” 


“We
go together.”


The
far left door opened to a staircase. Teaka kept her sword in its scabbard as
she got to the threshold, but she knew she would use it if Dara tried to hurt
Indira. Indira joined her in the doorway, and they climbed side by side. The
third floor was one large suite. There were windows all around, and light
streamed in. 


Teaka
took a quick look around to get her bearings. The front of the building and a
door which must lead to the balcony were off to her left. To the right was a
long counter with cabinets beyond it. Behind them was a living area with
couches and a long, low bookshelf. Dara was by the bookshelf. “Before you ask,
it belongs to a friend. His taste usually runs to hunting dogs and mounted
heads. I don’t know what possessed him to decorate this place so tastefully, so
I should not complain.”


“Dara,”
Indira took a few steps toward her sister, “Why are you here?”


“Kessa
is a charming town. Do I need another reason? Better to ask why you are here.”
She smiled, “I thought I made myself clear at the Temple. We have nothing to
discuss.” 


“Mat’yamust.”
Indira took a step toward Dara. “I can’t allow it.”


“You
can’t allow it?” Dara’s voice was mocking. “You have no idea who I am.”


“You’ll
go back with us,” Teaka said with more confidence than she felt, “and stand
before the Gods to answer for what you’ve done. I say this in the Mother’s
name, and in the Father’s.” Teaka moved closer to Dara. “Back in Tolount,” she
said, “the Order is working to dismantle your network.”


“The
Order? Do you think that golden eye frightens me?” She flicked a finger, and
the stitching at Teaka’s breast grew hot. “They are nothing but old men and
women who don’t realize how useless they are.”


Teaka
tried to ignore the heat. It’s not real, she told herself. “They gave you a
home—” Teaka broke off because the balcony door caught her eye. It was ajar,
and a breeze blew out the curtains. “It’s not what you think,” she murmured and
almost involuntarily took a step toward the balcony. 


“Don’t
you presume to lecture me.” Dara’s voice seemed to boom in Teaka’s ear.


“Minu,
please.” Indira’s voice was like a sigh. Dara took a step toward Indira. “That
is not my name! It hasn’t been my name for twelve years.” Indira opened her
mouth but didn’t speak. Dara continued: “Yes, I remember. I remember being left
at the Temple by Father. No one came to get me. Not Mother, not you, no one. I
was alone!” Her fists clenched. “They gave me a new name, and I was glad to
have it. Minu was a helpless, scared little girl. I am not helpless, and
I am not scared.” She cupped her hand, and a ball of dark light began to form.
“I have important work to do.” 


“Mat’yamust?”
Teaka moved closer to Dara. 


“You
don’t know what that word means. If you did, you wouldn’t dare to utter it.”
She swirled her hand, and the ball of darkness grew. “I am done with you, Teaka
Mote.” 


Teaka
reached for her sword and twisted her wrist to let her dagger drop into her
left hand. “No! Teaka, no!” Indira grabbed her scabbard and pulled. To Dara she
said, “We can talk. All I want to do is talk.”


Dara
let the dark light fade from her hand. “Hmm. What do you think we have to
discuss?”


“You
don’t have to do this.” Indira waved her hand as if to encompass everything
that had happened. “We can start again.”


 “Start
again? You presume that I should change something about my life? Perhaps
you need a change.”


“Indira,
don’t talk to her.” She pulled out her sword. “We need to—” Suddenly Teaka’s
lips sealed shut. She dropped her dagger and grabbed at her mouth. It felt like
the air was gone from her lungs. 


“What
did you do to her?” Indira shrieked. “Stop it! Stop it or I swear…” Her hand
curled into a fist.


“Ah,
now we’re getting somewhere. Are you threatening violence? What happened to our
happy little reunion?” 


Teaka’s
head begin to spin. She dropped to her knees and caught herself on her hands,
her sword clattered to the floor and bounced out of arm’s reach.


“She’s
in no danger,” Dara said. “Not from that little spell.” Her voice came closer. 


You
can breathe, Teaka. Just relax and breathe. She tried to
slow her heart and lifted her head to see what was happening. The sisters were
staring at each other. You have to help Indira, Teaka told herself and tried to
reach for where she’d dropped her dagger.


“That
will not do.” Dara shot her hand toward Teaka, and the dagger flew up in
the air and slammed down into her right hand. Through the pain Teaka heard
Indira scream her name. Dara said, “You and I have somewhere to be. You can
play with your friend later.” 


Teaka
saw that Dara was creating the ball of dark light again, and she grabbed at the
dagger with her left hand, but it was wedged too far into the floor for her to
yank out one- handed. She wiggled the blade, trying to loosen it and realized
in a flash that the dagger was through the webbing between her thumb and
forefinger. The only thing between me and freedom, Teaka told herself, is a
little bit of flesh. She closed her eyes and yanked backward with all her might.
As the scream left her lips she realized that she could use her mouth again. 


Dara
turned toward Teaka, startled by the noise. The ball of light in her hand was
dark and oily looking. 


“Teaka!
Your hand.” Indira moved toward her as Teaka got to her feet. 


“No!”
Dara yelled and cocked her hand to throw the ball of light at Indira. Teaka
didn’t waste a breath on yelling but simply lunged at Dara and knocked her off
balance so that the ball left her hand prematurely. It landed and splashed up
to become a black hole floating in the air. Dara looked at the hole and then at
Teaka. “You’ll pay for that.” She turned to look at Indira and said, “Come.” 


Indira
took a step and then faltered. “But I need to help Teaka. She is bleeding.”


“Come.”
Dara held out her hand and took a step toward the black hole. 


“Give
me just a moment, please. Teaka needs me.” 


Dara
snarled and grabbed Indira’s left hand. As she did, Indira’s right hand flew
up, and Teaka made a grab for it, catching Indira’s wrist with her left hand.
She tugged to pull Indira away from the black hole. Teaka curled her fingers
into the fabric, trying to get a purchase, panting with effort. “No. No, no,” her
voice was a whisper. Instinctively Teaka added her right hand to the struggle,
and a scream ripped from her as fresh blood poured from the torn skin. Her
thumb wouldn’t work, so Teaka simply clenched her fingers and yanked. 


The
action broke Dara’s grasp, and Indira and Teaka both began to fall. Teaka saw
Dara stumble from the sudden lack of Indira’s weight. She lurched and fell into
the black hole. It shimmered and faded. 


Teaka
lay panting for a moment. Her hand throbbed, and she jammed it into her left
armpit to stop the bleeding. Then she lifted her head saying, “That – that was
a portal.” She gasped for air. “Dara was—”


“Sshh,
let me look at your hand.” Indira was sitting beside her. “Hold still. I need
to concentrate.”


Teaka
put her head back and stared at the ceiling. “You were going to go with her.”
She titled her head up to look at Indira, who didn’t answer. Her head was bent
over Teaka’s hand, and Teaka felt Indira’s fingers moving along her wrist. She
was suddenly furious. “Answer me!”


Indira
threw up her hands. “I cannot heal you and argue with you at the same
time!” She glared at Teaka. “Be still or so help me, I will knock you out. Do you
have any idea the damage you have done to your hand? Do you?” She touched Teaka’s
face. “Your sword hand, my love. I need to fix it.” Her finger touched Teaka’s
lips. “Quiet now. I wasn’t going anywhere. I promise.”


Teaka
lay back and closed her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. While Indira worked, Teaka
thought about what had just happened. Dara obviously wanted to take Indira
somewhere but where and why? She shivered at the idea that she might have lost
the tug of war. What would I have done? Would there have been time to dive
through the portal before it faded? Would that have been the best idea anyway?
Teaka realized that some time had passed, and Indira hadn’t spoken again. She
surreptitiously flexed her hand. It felt fine. She sat up on her elbows. Indira
was slouched in sitting position, her left arm the brace that kept her upright.
“Indira?” Teaka scrambled to a full sitting position and shook her. “You
overdid it, didn’t you? Healing me, you pushed yourself.” Indira mumbled a
response.


Teaka
looked down at her hand, flexing her thumb. There was a thin ragged line to
show where she’d ripped away from the dagger. The dagger! “You stay right here.
In fact, lay down.” Teaka gently lowered Indira to the floor. 


Her
dagger was stuck in the floor just a few feet away. Teaka grasped it with her
right hand and pulled. It popped free of the wood. Teaka shook her head at the blood
on the blade and floor. She looked around the room, wondering how do I get
Indira back to the inn? 


She
walked back to Indira and sat down. Indira’s breathing was deep and steady.
“Indira? K’halli, can you get up?” She touched Indira’s forehead, which roused
her. “We need to go. I don’t think it’s safe here.”


“Give
me a moment.” Indira put her hand to her head. 


“I’ll
help you. We’ll take it slow.” Teaka held her hand and when she nodded, Teaka
pulled Indira’s hand and her shoulder so that she was in a sitting position. 


“Is
your hand alright? I don’t remember finishing…”


“Yes.
Thank you. I wasn’t think—”


“Yes,
you were – you were thinking of me. I will never be able to repay you, Teaka
Mote, if you keep saving me like this.” She smiled.


“I’m
the thankful one. I’d still be bleeding and crippled but for you.” She stood
up. “Do you think you can stand? We need to get to the inn. We don’t know where
Dara went and that means—”


“I
know. Help me up.”


 Teaka
pulled her up slowly. “I can help you down to the street. From there, if you
can hold onto my arm, I think we can make it to the inn without anyone
noticing.” She draped Indira’s arm over her shoulder and put Indira’s arm
around her waist. They slowly walked down the two flights of stairs and to the
reception area. “I feel better, Tee.” Indira’s voice was faint. “I think I can
walk to the inn.”


“Let’s
sit down for a moment.” Teaka kicked one of the chairs into a better position and
eased Indira down. 


“No,
I want to get to the inn. I want to be there.” She took Teaka’s hand and pulled
until Teaka was squatting beside her. “I love you, Teaka Mote. You know that,
don’t you?” Indira’s eyes were piercing. “I want to be with you.” She stood up
and walked to the door. As she got to the threshold, Indira put a hand to the
wall to steady herself. “Just a little dizzy.”


Teaka
put a hand on her back. “We’ll go slowly.” As they walked to the main street,
Teaka realized they were close to the inn. “Once we get to the inn, and I get
you settled, I’m going to find Gideon. He needs to know what happened.”


“I
want you to stay with me. He’ll be back in a few hours.”


The
common area of the inn was almost empty. One maid sat behind the bar polishing
silverware. “You’d think they’d have a machine for that,” Teaka muttered. 


“What
did you say?” Indira sounded distracted.


“Nothing.
I think that walk was harder than you let on. Let’s get you up to the room.”
Teaka put Indira’s arm over her shoulder again and practically dragged her up
the stairs. 


Once
they were in the suite, Teaka placed her on the couch. “I’m going to turn down
your bed. I’ll be right back.” Teaka walked into Indira’s room. The bed was
freshly made, and she saw that Indira hadn’t unpacked most of her clothes. She
found the nightshirt Indira had gotten at the Blue Goose and laid it on the
bed. When she got back to the common room, Indira was asleep. Teaka hated to
wake her, but she shook Indira gently. “Sleepy girl, come get into bed.” She
pulled Indira to her feet and walked her to the bedroom. “Do you want me to
undress you?”


“No.”
Indira sat on the edge of the bed and began to pull off her pants. Teaka
started to leave, and Indira grabbed her hand. “Will you stay? Don’t leave me.”


Teaka
felt her forehead. “Should I go find Gideon? You feel warm.”


“I
just need to rest.” She scooted to the head of the bed and lay down. “Lie down
and hold me. Stay with me, please. I need you to hold me.” Indira’s voice was
pleading.


Teaka
took off her coat and sat on the bed to pull off her boots. “Of course, I will
hold you.” She crawled under the covers and put her arm around Indira.


“Thank
you, Tee.” Indira’s voice was muffled by the pillow. “I feel better knowing
that you are holding me down.” She patted Teaka’s arm.


Teaka
smiled to herself. “Go to sleep, shune khar. I’m right here.” 


Indira
fell asleep quickly, and Teaka lay beside her. She had plenty to occupy her
mind. Dara is in Kessa. Correction: she was in Kessa. You don’t know
where she is now. Teaka let out a breath. True, Dara could be anywhere.


Is
there anything you know for certain? The spell she cast was some sort of portal
– that was beyond doubt since Dara had used it herself. She had been pulling
Indira toward it. But where did it lead? She would have to ask Indira and Gideon
about portal spells. If we know where Dara has gone, or where she wanted to
take Indira, then we could try to get a step ahead.


What
had Dara said about the apartment? Someone decorated it. I could find the
building again and get the address. Once we know who owns the building, we will
know one of Dara’s allies. Teaka leaned over to look at Indira. She was
sleeping soundly, so she kissed Indira’s forehead. “Sleep tight. I’ll be back
soon!” She picked up her coat and grabbed her boots. At the threshold Teaka
turned to look at Indira and then shut the door softly.


As
she put on her coat Teaka noticed the blood stains on the arm where she’d
jammed her hand into her armpit to staunch the bleeding. “Maybe red isn’t such
a bad color for a uniform,” she murmured. Although it was a darker red, the
blood was not that noticeable. “Still, Teaka Mote, you should wear a different
coat.” She dropped her dress coat on her bed and grabbed her old jacket.


On
the stairs Teaka passed a tall woman in a white cap and black apron. Teaka
smiled at her and nodded. She thought it might be the same maid who brought them
breakfast, but it was hard to say. The woman hurried by Teaka, with her head
down. Teaka was amused, thinking that the maid was afraid that she’d ask her to
change the bed linens or something. Then it occurred to Teaka to ask the woman about
cleaning her uniform coat, but as she turned around to catch her, the maid was
gone. It can wait until tomorrow, she told herself.


Once
on the street, Teaka turned toward the market area and retraced her steps. Her
sense of direction had always been good, and even in Kessa, it didn’t fail her.
She found the building again easily and jotted down the address. For a split
second she wondered about how to get this information to Clellan and then Teaka
remembered that she had the resources of the whole Order at her fingertips. She
smiled, thinking to herself, I will have the name of the owner or renter of
this building in no time. 


Teaka
was awfully pleased with herself, and as she walked along the market street,
she let her mind wander, thinking about jewelry and steamed coffee, war wounds
and children. The streets were fairly empty. She passed a few people and
without her uniform jacket on, Teaka looked like an ordinary Sulesian. She gave
a polite nod or hand wave, which was returned. She walked the long way around the
square, window shopping for a few minutes, hoping that a necklace would catch
her eye. With a start she realized the sun was getting low in the sky. I need
to head back to the inn. If Gideon is still out and Indira asleep, I’ll have
time for reading, if nothing else. 


Vulynda’s
husband Stefand was alone in the Inn’s common room, polishing the brass on the
bar. The green light of the coffee cube flickered nearby. Maybe the battery is
dying, Teaka thought to herself and then stopped. An idea hit her so hard that
all noise faded. It was as if she had stepped into a still winter morning,
where the snow muffles all noises. She turned and looked again at the faint green
light. 


The
Sulesians are making machines that are so wondrous as to be almost magical. And
what, Teaka asked herself, sets those devices apart? The battery. She
remembered the glowing light of the battery as Daybright healed Druv’s leg. At
the time she assumed the green substance was liquid, but what if it was spirit?
What if Dara had found a new way to use mat’yamust? “No,” she said
softly. It was too much to imagine Stefand innocently polishing the bar, bathed
in the light of a captured soul. 


She
walked toward the man on shaky legs. He looked up and frowned as she
approached. “Kitchen closed,” he said in Orishon. 


Teaka
shook her head, “Nay, ecke wolte hendefest ness. Griften dee vas battery,
betten?” I would buy an extra battery from you, she said to him. She tried to
smile. He stared at her. “I have sikka,” Teaka said as she reached into her
pocket. 


He
held up his thumb. “We have but one battery.”


“I
see. Well, thank—”


“You
have not sikka enow.” He put his hand to his chest, “I have not sikka enow.
Much money for battery.” 


After
a moment he resumed his polishing, and Teaka walked up the stairs. Even if
you’d gotten a battery, she asked herself, what did you think you were going to
do with it? “We need proof.” Teaka unlocked the door. “I need to tell Indira,
and Gideon might be able to—” 


“What
might I do?”


“Gideon!
You’re back already. How was your meeting?”


“Very
good, very useful.” He stopped. “Where’s Indira?”


“What
do you mean? She’s here.”


“No,
she’s not.” He pointed to her open bedroom door and the empty bed. “She’s with
you, isn’t she?”


Teaka
opened her mouth. She was about to say that Indira had probably gone out on her
own. But even as she thought the words, Teaka knew they weren’t right. She wouldn’t
have left on her own. Teaka steadied herself with a hand to the back of a
chair. “She’s gone. Indira is gone.” 


“So
it would appear, Teaka” Gideon’s voice was surprisingly calm. “But where did
she go? We need to be logical. Let’s look in her room.”  He stopped in the
doorway. “What was she wearing when you last saw her?” Teaka didn’t answer; her
mind swirled with ideas. “Captain Mote!” He clapped his hands, “Focus! What was
Indira wearing?” 


Teaka
joined him at Indira’s bedroom door. “She was asleep when I left, Gideon. She
was in a nightshirt.” She couldn’t keep the frustration from her voice.


“And
earlier?”


“She
– when we went out again, she wore pants. She said she wanted to be less
conspicuous. Gideon, we saw Dara. She’s behind this. I know it.” 


“Dara’s
here? You are sure?”


“I’m
sure. We talked with her. She – we were walking, Indira and I, and we saw her.
We followed her into a building—”


“Where?
What building?”


“I
have the address, but she won’t be there now.” Teaka shook her head and sat on
Indira’s bed. “I shouldn’t have listened to Indira. She wanted to confront
Dara. We followed her, and she cast a spell – Dara did. Gideon, the spell, it
looked like an oily black hole in the air, and – it was some sort of portal.”
As she spoke Teaka closed her eyes, trying to remember every detail. “I was
able to keep Indira from entering the portal, but in the struggle—”


“What
do you mean you kept Indira from entering?”


Teaka
shrugged and rubbed the scar on her hand. My new scar, she thought to herself. She
didn’t want to tell Gideon that she thought Indira was willing to go with Dara.
He wouldn’t understand it; Teaka didn’t understand it herself. “It was all very
confusing. I think Indira was trying to placate Dara, and she – acted like she
was willing to go through the portal.” Teaka stood up. “She’s been taken. Indira
wouldn’t leave me. Dara is behind this.”


Gideon
looked at the dresser. “Her clothes, they’re all here.” He picked up the edge
of a simple robe. “Did you say she was wearing pants? Are you sure?”


“Yes
– she has worn them a lot in the last few weeks, of course.”


“Of
course,” Gideon echoed her words and let out a breath. “I wasn’t thinking.” He
walked around the room. “Her pack is gone – that little one that the farmer’s
wife gave her.” 


“She
told you about that? I was angry at her for revealing herself to them. It was a
dangerous, foolish thing to do.”


“You
know that nothing stands between Indira and healing someone.” He stood still
for a moment in thought. As he began to speak Gideon was interrupted by a knock
at the door. “One moment!” he called out in Silish. He hurried to the door.
Teaka followed him into the common room just in time to see an older man walk
in. She recognized him from earlier in the day. He was the man who had witnessed
the incident with the little boy, the man who had called Indira a witch.


“Brother
Goodstone,” the man addressed Gideon in Orishon, “I am sorry to interrupt.”


“Not
at all, Sesh Grusthober.” Gideon’s voice was cautious, and Teaka noticed
that he used the Rhoshundari word for leader. “But this is unexpected. I didn’t
know you were in Kessa.”


Teaka
looked from one to the other. “You two know each other?” Teaka grabbed Gideon’s
arm, “You know this man?”


Gideon
turned to her sharply. “You know Grusthober?”


The
man bowed to Teaka and then to Gideon. “Captain Mote and I met unexpectedly
today.” 


“I’m
sorry – it is lovely to see you again, but perhaps we can talk tomorrow, after
breakfast. I don’t have time right now.” Gideon cupped his hand to the man’s
elbow to guide him back to the door.


“I
know; she has been taken – your,” he paused over his words, “your mage.”


“What
did you do to her?” Teaka put her hand to her sword. “Where is she?”


“Captain,
please.” Grusthober shook his head at her, “I did not take your charge.” 


“It’s
true? Indira has been taken? When? How?” Gideon’s voice came out as croak.


“I
don’t know with exactitude, my old friend.” He gestured to a chair. “May I?”


“Of
course.” Gideon sat down opposite him. “What can you tell us? Is she hurt?”


“Again
I do not know all, but we will know more soon. I know she left in the company
of another woman and two men. She was not bound, and she did not appear hurt.”
He paused. “I have people searching for them, of course.”


Teaka
paced the room. “Were you following us earlier?” She turned to Gideon, and
pointed at Grusthober. “How do you know this man? Do you trust him?”


Gideon
held his hands up. “Teaka, calm down. Frayne Grusthober and I are –
professional counterparts.”


Grusthober
snorted. “Professional rivals is closer to the truth.”


“The
war is over, Frayne.”


“And
yet here you are in my country. Why is that, Gideon?”


In
a few steps Teaka was standing over the man. “I think my questions should get
answered first.” She ticked them off on her hand. “Were you following us? How
do I know you didn’t take her? And if you are innocent, why didn’t you stop her
from leaving?” Teaka turned toward Gideon. “Indira would never do that; she
would never leave, not without telling me.” Perhaps she was bound.



That
thought jolted Teaka, and she stared off into space. “That doesn’t make any
sense,” she murmured. “Only Justiciars are supposed to know the spell.” She
turned to Grusthober. “Which way were they headed?” Both men stared at her
blankly. “I can get several hours riding in before full dark,” Teaka said, “and
if they stop early, maybe I can catch them.” 


“Teaka,
we don’t know what we’re dealing with here.” Gideon stood and grabbed her arm.
“We need more information. They could be anywhere.” 


Teaka
shook him off. “I know all that I need to know,” she said as she strode to her
bedroom, undoing the buttons on her uniform shirt as she went. I just need to
change my shirt, she thought. No uniform for this, although the pants and boots
will be perfect for riding. 


As
she was bending over to grab another shirt, she heard Grusthober’s voice in the
doorway. “I can’t let you go, Captain.”


She
straightened up. “Try and stop me. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”


“That’s
funny; I was going to say the same thing to you, my dear Captain.”


Gideon’s
face appeared in the doorway. “Stop it, both of you! We need to work together
to bring Indira back safely.”


Teaka
ignored Gideon. Pulling her sword from its scabbard, she addressed Grusthober.
“One old man is no match for me. Stand aside.”


His
lips formed an acidic smile. “Your devotion to duty is admirable. But even if
you run your blade through me, my assistant outside won’t let you leave. Not
without my say-so.”


“You
are bluffing.” Teaka studied his face for signs.


“Do
you really think so?”


Gideon
pushed his way past Grusthober. “Enough! Captain, put away your sword this
instant! And Frayne, stop baiting my colleague. You’re acting like a junior diplomat
at his first summit.” Teaka didn’t move.  “Captain?” Gideon pointed at her
sword. After a long moment Teaka sighed and sheathed it. Gideon nodded and
said, “We need to act, but we must have information. You understand that, don’t
you, Teaka?” He pointed his finger at Grusthober, “Work with us or get out of
the way. I don’t have time for niceities.”


Frayne
crossed his arms and waved a hand at Gideon. “Fine. I’ll tell you what I know,
and in return, you will tell me why you’re here.”


Teaka
sighed audibly. “If I am stuck here with you both, I’m going to change
clothes,” she said as she pushed Gideon out of her room. With the door closed
she quickly assessed her options. Her dress coat was on the bed where she’d
thrown it before going out to find the apartment. She examined the bloodstains in
the candlelight, wondering if they would be noticeable, and then Teaka stopped
herself. I don’t need this, not where I’m going. She tossed the coat on the
floor. “I have my pack. What else would I need?” 


She
suddenly remembered that she hadn’t told Gideon about the batteries. She
started to return to the common room, but if she did, she might not get a
chance to escape again. You can’t risk it; you’ve wasted too much time already,
she told herself. 


She
crossed the room to look out the window. Leftover raindrops dotted the panes.
Full night was settling over the town, and the quarter
moon hung low in the sky. She looked at the scar on her hand. It looked too
small to have created the stains on the coat. She rubbed her left thumb over
the mark. Dara will pay for that, Teaka vowed. She’ll pay for every drop of
blood she’s shed. 


Teaka
opened the window and climbed onto the sill. She gripped the wooden frame and
prepared to climb. “I will find you, Indira.” It felt good to say the words
aloud. “And I will make your sister pay.”
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Glossary


 


Notes
on language: There are three languages spoken in the
course of The Soul Thief, with a 4th language – Rhoshundari –
mentioned a few times. The principle languages are Orishon, Silish, and Votale,
spoken by the people of Orishea and Sulesia, and by Motes, respectively.


Silish (SILL-ish) is
the language of Sulesia. Some common words and phrases used in the story are:


Besse mir = you
are welcome (Literally, Blessed [am] I)


Betten mir
peshen kaffee = Please [for] me more coffee


Bin = Of [a town
or country]


Ecke vas = I am 


Enow = enough


Griften = to
give


Grueta (GROO-tah)
= Hello  


Hendefest = food



Kappelen = place
of worship


[the] Mezza =
Religious organization in Sulesia


Nay = no


Ness = to negate


Peysha = Thank
you


Seysha = Father
or priest


Sikka = Money
(see Rhoshundari)


Ya = yes


 


 


Votale (Vo-TAL-eh) is
an ancient language related to Rhoshundari. Some common words and phrases used
in the story are:


Fasht = damn


Fay nah, k’halli
= Don’t worry, child


Khar = Bug


Kashun chelli veckun 
= Grab the bird [close] at hand


Pella ko, shanti
= Until then, girl


Shanti = Girl or
daughter


Shondo = Boy or
son


Shune shay =
Little bun (term of endearment)


Vata = Father


                                


 


Rhoshundari
(RO-shun-dari) is the language of the old Empire. It is an ancient language
that seems to share common ancestry with Votale. Some common words and phrases
used in the story are:


K’halli  = Child
or little one  


Matjoot  =
Necromancer (Plural = Matjooti)


Mat’yamust  =
Necromancy or death magic


Puhtari =
Homosexual


Sesh = Leader


Shenu de mei’lak
pa’shah = Among the stars [you] will walk


Sikka = Coin 


V’dant = Elder
or commander 


 Veytah = Vegan
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