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      Something’s wrong.

      And what was worse, she couldn’t identify whatever it was.

      Rekaré Kinslayer scowled into the tiny warming fire of dried grasses, dead sagebrush, and juniper twigs, looking for wisdom in the flickers of flame and finding none.

      Maybe it was the season that caused her worry as spring and winter fought for supremacy, the weather unsettled and raw, warm one day, bitter cold the next, all abrupt transitions that made the hair on her forearms prickle with uneasiness.

      Except that today was a nice day.

      The fires that her two tens of Mer Galad riders had kindled in this bare spot were for the purpose of drying out gloves and preparing a hot drink for the noon meal more than the need for warmth. While scattered clouds occasionally diffused the early spring sun’s rays, that soft chill was momentary. The short interruptions in sunlight didn’t pause the tiny rivulets of snowmelt trickling from under the knee-high snowbanks under the rimrocks. Mud and not ice squished under her heels. The trill of a bluebird swooping overhead testified to the presence of enough bugs for it to feed.

      So just another lovely early spring day on the sagebrush plateau. Except that worrisome tingle, which had grown to a cool tightness in her gut.

      Rekaré raised her head, tired of not finding answers in the flames. She inhaled deeply, savoring the fragrant smoke, working her fingers open and closed to help banish the chill. Nothing revealed itself in the clouds as she watched the sky, either.

      There was nothing unusual about this trip, save that it was earlier in the season than she and Katerin usually met.

      So why did she have this nagging sense of wrongness that had been tugging at her all day? The land would not be talking to her. It wasn’t hers.

      Maybe it was something amongst her people.

      Except she knew how that discord felt from past experience. That wasn’t the source of her uneasiness. Senth and Deta would have sensed any dissonance as well and moved to deal with it before her fretfulness escalated this far. So not amongst her riders.

      No. Whatever this was affected her and her alone. But what could it be?

      She looked away from the fire to check the Mer Galad anyway, even though Senth and Deta were moving from fire to fire talking to their tens, joking and chuckling, and would report any issues to her soon. Brown-skinned peoples from the nations of Larij, Medvara, Keratil, the Two Nations of Keldara and Clenda, and Saubral mixed with the gray-skinned Saubral Shadowwalkers without worry. Twenty riders, male and female, in equal numbers. All wore the blood-red cap and cowl of the Mer Galad as they warmed themselves by the fires, some squatting like her, others standing.

      Nothing out of line, certainly nothing that would fuel her uneasiness, not like it had been in the early days when it took her, Detaluna, and Sesenth to smooth out fights between riders of different nations. Their tens had ridden together without change for two years, had worked out collaborations and disagreements.

      Was what bothered her something that awaited in Chellni?

      Normally they wouldn’t be riding this far north during the mucky transition from winter to spring. But her cousin Katerin, who now led Medvara, had summoned her to the Chellni Spring Trade Fair, to report on her work monitoring the alliances between the nations of Varen.

      Chellni.

      Was that why she was nervous? Katerin had summoned her much sooner than she expected. Did this same dread haunt her cousin? She hadn’t alluded to it in her message, not using any of the codes that implied problems. The earliness of this meeting was due to Katerin’s official schedule, not anything untoward.

      What was fueling her worry? Rekaré sighed. She studied the gray-white clouds lingering high above them, returning to the weather as a cause for uneasiness. The Gods Karnoi and Cirdel could use sorcerers dedicated to them to spell up hard storms unexpectedly.

      But that sort of magic was hard to hide. She would feel it if someone attempted such a working close enough to affect them. By the Goddess’s golden tits, even Garlat, the least magically sensitive of her riders, would be uneasy if someone was meddling with the weather. Certainly, it would have interfered with the daily divinations that Kovi, Staul’s priest, performed.

      Rekaré shook her head as the anxious tingles intensified.

      What was wrong?

      Deta joined her, reaching her hands out to the flame.

      “All is well?” Rekaré asked.

      Deta nodded, rubbing her hands together vigorously. “Mostly. Quertal’s warming up after falling through the ice at the Deer Jump ford. No frostbite, thanks be to the Lady Dovré.” Her fingers traced that Goddess’s sigil in the air. “He’s down to his last pair of warm pants through sheer wear, though—and he’s not the only rider running short of clothes. Good thing we’re going to Chellni. We can restock.”

      “This has been a tough winter.”

      “The melt and icing over and over hasn’t helped. Sesenth is checking the horses.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. Basnen didn’t know of any issues.”

      Horses were the least of her worries. Rekaré had mindspoken with her mare, Basnen, one of the magic-gifted horses called daranvelii. Basnen was also the lead mare amongst the riding stock. She had reported minor scrapes from breaking through ice-encrusted snow and some strained muscles, but mostly just fatigue that would ease from this midday break.

      Fortunately, the troop all rode daranvelii, not ordinary horses, and their pack stock were daranval-bred mules. Expensive, but it wasn’t a cost that Rekaré begrudged. She wanted her riders well mounted.

      “You know Sesenth. She wants to see for herself.”

      “I do, indeed.” Rekaré exhaled.

      Attention to detail had helped the Mer Galad many times over during the past few years. The worry became a pounding in her ears. Something was happening somewhere. But what?

      Maybe the land would tell her what was wrong. And maybe it would not. Tapping into its magic was iffy. She hadn’t had the land’s magic ever since she renounced the Leadership of Medvara. And this land was Saubral, which had never been hers to draw upon.

      Her personal magic had taken her down different paths than earth magic since she walked away from Medvara. The Gods rode her with ease ever since the Hidden One who led Saubral had pronounced Rekaré as benghaalph, The One Spoken Of, the prophet meant to lead the Saubral to glory instead of the curse they had become amongst the nations.

      Well, two of the Gods rode her. One was Dovré, her mother’s patron, who had been one of Rekaré’s guides. The other was Staul of the Balance, and his voice had grown stronger as the visions that accompanied her role as benghaalph came more frequently.

      Artel and Terat were occasional visitors. The other three of the Seven Crowned Gods knew better than to disturb her.

      She would destroy them if she could.

      If she was going to tap the land’s magic, she needed to get on with it instead of brooding. Rekaré reached down and fingered the damp soil in front of her, tentative, delicate, to sample magic’s flow. She dared not be as aggressive as her Heartfather Heinmyets, who was the strongest earth sorcerer she knew. Heinmyets would press both hands hard against the ground, summoning power with ease. She wasn’t comfortable with that sort of working, never had been, and even though she was benghaalph this Saubral land was not hers.

      She extended her awareness into the earth as a slender, gentle probe, seeking a thread of the land’s magic.

      Damp. Cold. The soil frozen about a hand’s width under the surface.

      Rekaré closed her eyes to focus further. Tingles needled her fingertips, the magic in the land rousing, a different sensation from the worry haunting her.

      There.

      Something stirred beneath her touch, becoming aware of her presence. The sharp little barbs against her fingertips jabbed instead of pricking, intensifying and burning, small fiery sparks of pain lancing up her arms. The flow of magic capriciously danced against her hands. The land felt a danger—but she was not the threat, else those tiny jabs would be akin to hammer blows.

      And there it was. Her answer. She wasn’t imagining her apprehension. The land shared it, almost as if it held its breath in anticipation of something dire happening.

      Power washed over Rekaré and a vision took her.

      She was back in her wintertime childhood home of Dera, a silent observer in her Secondmother Inharise’s bedchamber. Inharise lay immobile, skin grayish under brown, her breath coming slower and slower as Healer Yevtin held one hand, taking her pulse, frowning. Heinmyets sat on the bed, face twisted with anguish as he held Inharise’s other hand. Behind him stood Rekaré’s former husband, Cenarth, the son of Heinmyets and Inharise.

      But the son Rekaré had borne for Cenarth, Linyet, wasn’t there—must be riding for Chellni, to meet me—oh Gods, she’s dying and he isn’t there.

      Agony twisted through her. Rekaré wanted to reach for them as she realized what was happening. Comfort—for them or herself, she wasn’t certain.

      Inharise is dying. Why didn’t anyone tell me before now?

      She screamed, trying to make them hear her across the distance. Nothing. No one looked at her. No one acknowledged her voice. Her shrieks grew lower, head pounding, black spots bobbing in her vision, the black spreading until the vision snapped away.

      No. No.

      She reached out. Wet. Cold. She drew ragged breaths, gasping, head pounding, suddenly aware she lay on her right side as the land’s magic still jangled through her body. The damp cold of the earth felt good against her freshly shaven head. Rekaré blinked to clear her vision, but black spots still pulsed in front of her eyes. Her legs and arms trembled, a rebuke against exerting this much power. She delicately placed her left hand on the ground to push herself up.

      “Ow!” Sharp prods zapped her palm and she yanked it away, shaking her hand. Why could she lie on her side and not be hurt, but try to use her hand to get up and this happened?

      Inharise….

      She tried again to raise her awareness, reach for Cenarth, for Heinmyets, someone in that chamber. But her magic stubbornly stayed silent, refusing to let her see more than this ridge tip.

      Sometimes magic has no logic.

      She lay there quivering as dampness formed in her eyes. The cool earth felt good to her pounding head, but she was chilling. She had to get up.

      “Rekaré.” Sesenth’s touch eased the trembling.

      Rekaré grasped Sesenth’s forearm. Sesenth’s grip steadied Rekaré as she pulled herself up and wobbled to her knees. She brushed the damp and dirt off of Rekaré’s side. Then she reached for the blood-red cap and cowl Rekaré had pulled off sometime during her vision, shaking off the crumbs of dirt and dry grass on them, then deftly replaced first cap, then cowl on Rekaré’s head. The post-vision quivers eased as Sesenth held her steady, banishing the discord of her vision and the land’s magic. Rekaré still gasped for breath but it was easier, much easier than it had been moments ago.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Sesenth took Rekaré’s face in her gray, scaly hands. They had been brown but were changing as part of the Shadowwalker transformation Sesenth was undergoing.

      Once Rekaré would have found a Shadowwalker’s touch fearful and frightening. Now it was familiar and friendly. Sesenth pressed her forehead to Rekaré’s, humming a soothing tune. Rekaré closed her eyes, focusing on that familiar contact.

      Fool. You know better than to idly reach for the land’s magic without preparation, she chided herself. What happens if Sesenth is not here? Think. Don’t react.

      Sesenth pulled back, taking Rekaré’s hands. Their eyes met. Rekaré shivered again as she met Sesenth’s yellow-flecked green eyes—Shadowwalker eyes, the eyes of an old foe.

      No. This was Sesenth. Sworn to serve Rekaré as quixnafal. Sesenth was a part of her Mer Galad, one of the Shadowwalkers who followed Rekaré. They were no longer enemies. Rekaré stared deep into that yellow-flecked green, centering herself on Sesenth’s eyes as her breathing steadied.

      Magic withdrew until she was once again aware of damp on her knees, clouds scurrying overhead, the small warmth from the tiny fire, the shuddering weakness that came over her after a vision like this one. She chuckled but it sounded faint and tinny to her ears.

      “At least I didn’t fall into the fire this time,” she rasped.

      Sesenth dropped her hands and rocked back on her heels, eyes still boring deep into Rekaré. “What did you see?”

      Rekaré sniffled and dabbed at her eyes, sorrow washing over her again.

      “Inharise is dying.”

      Sesenth’s brows shot up as she inhaled. “Then—then the time foretold is upon us,” she whispered.

      Rekaré seized Sesenth’s hand.

      “Yes.” She rose, pulling Sesenth up with her. “Mer Galad. To me!”

      She shuddered. Seven years ago, the time had not been right to punish the Witches of Waykemin for their role in the attack that had crippled Inharise. But now⁠—

      We must wait until we are certain, else we risk Artel’s condemnation.

      She didn’t want to attract the wrath of Artel the Judge. And yet—earth magic was reliable, not as quixotic as air or fire. Could she trust her vision, justify it to that stern God? She thought so.

      Time to act.

      She waited to speak until all twenty-two riders, counting Deta and Senth, stood around her, considering what to say. Surveyed her riders. Shadowwalkers. Saubral. Medvaran. Keldaran. Larij. A microcosm of almost all of the peoples of Varen on this side of the Barrier, save the Waykemese.

      How many of their kin could they summon for what lay before them? How hard would it be to integrate outsiders into more tens like this? She dared not ask the Hidden One for any more Shadowwalkers, and the Saubral Houndriders lacked the discipline needed for the task ahead. But the others—they would need more than two or even five tens to attack Waykemin. And not all would be warriors. They needed shamans. Priests. Magicians.

      But that task of raising warriors would also fall to her cousin. Inharise’s kindred.

      Katerin will raise Medvara, and Cenarth will raise Keldara and Clenda.

      Especially Clenda, Inharise’s home. Many people thought of the Clendans as peaceful pastoralists. But Rekaré had spent too many childhood winters by the story fires listening to the tales of Clendan past glories in battle to believe that assumption. Had learned battle from Clendan warriors. Had fought alongside Tletset and Mnenit of her Mer Galad, from Inharise’s own clan.

      It would have to be enough. It would be enough. She and Katerin had discussed this possibility over the past seven years, itching to be released—but now the time had arrived.

      And this was the first step. Waykemin was but a tool of Chatain, Emperor of Daran-over-Sea. Before Rekaré could take any action of her deferred vengeance against Chatain, she had to secure Varen. Otherwise, she risked Waykemin rising up to conquer Varen in Chatain’s name.

      It was time that the Ralsem family that ruled the Darani Empire—also cousins of Katerin and Rekaré—met the fate which should have been theirs thirty-six years ago.

      But first steps first. She had to share her vision with her riders.

      “The Lady Inharise of the Two Nations is dying,” she said. “That was what I saw in my vision.”

      Shocked expressions met her news.

      Kovi’s lips tightened. “Staul has been warning me that we approached a cusp. Now I understand.”

      “Yes.” Rekaré gave herself a moment to inhale, exhale. “I created the Mer Galad seven years ago to be the defenders of Varen against Daran’s colonial ambitions. Chatain’s machinations murdered my mother and daughter. His allies the Witches have brought this fate to my Secondmother. It ends now!”

      “It ends now!” Sesenth and Detaluna echoed, followed by their tens.

      “So what next?” Deta asked.

      Rekaré took another deep breath. “We meet Katerin in Chellni. Then we ride upon Waykemin. It is time for vengeance. I vow it as Rekaré Kinslayer. The Mer Galad will fulfill its purpose! We will make the world right!”

      “Rekaré Kinslayer!” Kovi, Sesenth and Detaluna roared, thrusting their left fists into the air while holding their right hands over their hearts. “Mer Galad!”

      The others chimed in. “Rekaré Kinslayer! Mer Galad! We ride for vengeance!”

      She studied her riders as they repeated the chant, searching for any signs of doubt or fear.

      None.

      The feeling of dread faded from her. She finally had a clear path and—her riders were with her.

      Waykemin was just the first step toward her ultimate goal. A faint smile quirked her lips.

      First Waykemin, for daring to support He-Who-Sits-in-Daran.

      Then he will pay. Then will I truly be Rekaré Kinslayer.

      One more thing remained. She spread her arms wide and raised her face to the sky, closing her eyes as she concentrated on this summoning, this time carefully not reaching for the land’s magic.

      
        
          
            
              
        Katerin, Katerin. It is time. We must ride.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her right index finger traced a sigil into the open air, one that would only have meaning for her cousin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            THE SECOND VISION
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      Katerin Leader felt the land’s icy teeth pulling at her as they rode along the slick river trail, almost as if the icicles dangling from the cliffs and rock faces bit into her torso and grabbed at her arms to keep her from crossing the Dry Line and leaving Medvara. It added to the growing irritation and fretfulness she had been feeling all morning.

      
        
          
            
              
        You will be all right. I have left before and returned in good time. Finniarn the High Minister is no threat to you or me. I must meet with Rekaré, for your good as well as that of all Varen. Now settle!

      

      

      

      

      

      she thought to the spirit of Medvara, annoyed.

      The sharp icy bite faded somewhat at her reprimand, though the land’s uncertainty still remained.

      Katerin sighed. Even after almost seven years of Leadership, Medvara’s magic clung to her like a small child fearful of a parent disappearing. The eleven years of Rekaré and Cenarth’s rule had not been enough to heal the damage done by their predecessors over the course of twenty-five years. She had to endure the land’s clinginess every time she left Medvara.

      But today the dread projected from the land stuck hard in her throat and sunk chill needles in her gut, as if she were facing the reddest of red opponents.

      It could be worse.

      Rekaré had never been able to leave Medvara until her abdication of the Leadership. At least the land let Katerin leave.

      Still, this was the worst fussing Medvara had done at her leaving since her first year as Leader.

      Katerin’s daranval Rainin snorted, sending her an image of an over-dependent weanling, followed by pictures of a mare driving away the timid foal to join the others of its age. Katerin laughed as Rainin’s deliberate distraction brought relief from the land’s fretting, and patted her mare’s neck.

      Gods, what would she do without Rainin? Fortunately, daranvelii were longer-lived than regular horses.

      “You would know, dear one!”

      Rainin’s boldest and most magically talented foal, Daro, now proudly trotted beside them as an adult, carrying Witmara, Katerin’s daughter, as his bonded rider. While he had never clung to his dam, two of his older siblings had been shy and anxious, requiring Rainin to chase them away when it was time to be weaned.

      Rainin shook her head and snorted, pulling a little against Katerin’s hold on her reins, then settled back into her ground-eating travel jog, hooves crunching through the thin skiff of ice over puddles in the road. Satisfaction radiated from the mare’s thoughts with every crack of ice. Medvara was never quite as cold as the upland plateaus of Keldara where Rainin had been raised. This arid chill near the Dry Line felt like returning home to both Rainin and Katerin. Especially after the clammy cool damp and dark of a Medvaran winter.

      “The land is fussing again?” Witmara asked.

      “Yes,” Katerin sighed. “I keep hoping it will reconcile itself to my coming and going.”

      Her daughter quirked one eyebrow, an expression reminiscent of her late father Metkyi. It sent a pang through Katerin. “Mother, it will take many years before the land is healed. Until then, it’s going to fuss whenever you are gone.”

      “Alas, yes,” Katerin agreed. “But once you become Leader, perhaps the land will settle.”

      Witmara winced. “And perhaps your attitude is why the land doesn’t calm, Mother. It needs a committed leader, not someone temporary. You have been good for Medvara. Of course it clings to you.”

      “It will have that leader soon. I still plan to leave my regency in six months, when you come of age.”

      Witmara’s lips tightened and she stared straight ahead. “That might be why the land is unsettled.”

      “I am no Leader, but a simple Healer.”

      Oh really? something whispered deep inside of Katerin. You, the daughter of Terani-the-God-Killer? Katerin ea Miteal? She who is the Banisher of Shadows? It has been a long time since you were anything but a simple healer.

      Witmara shook her head, scowling, and turned Daro to join the riders behind them.

      Katerin sighed. She had only accepted the Leadership when Rekaré resigned on the terms that she held it as regent for Witmara. She hadn’t been raised to lead. Hadn’t been trained in the nuances of Leadership, and had spent the last seven years wrestling with the responsibilities and details that came along with serving the people. The people of Medvara had confirmed Katerin in her position, with Witmara as her successor.

      The land insisted she was its true Leader, however.

      But it deserved someone whose entire heart was dedicated to mending its ills and making it whole again. Someone who wanted to lead its people, not an unwanted bastard child born to the head witch of Waykemin and an exiled scion of the Miteal family. Not a former circuit healer who missed those healing tasks and at times wished that the Gods had not called her to be more than Katerin Healer.

      Witmara is yet young. And even the Goddess says she is born to rule.

      She had made every effort to train her daughter in what was needed in a Leader.

      
        
          
            
              
        You cannot run away.

      

      

      

      

      

      The sword sheathed at her side stirred, purring as it mindspoke to Katerin.

      
        
          
            
              
        I am not a Healer’s tool.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        True,

      

      

      

      

      

      Katerin acknowledged.

      But she still hoped to be able to pass the shapechanging, sentient Spear of War and Unmaking now wearing the guise of a sword to someone else’s custody. She had not asked to become the Banisher of Shadows, had not asked to become embroiled in the wars between the Seven Crowned Gods, had certainly not asked to become the Spear’s custodian.

      That destiny had just managed to find her.

      Witmara’s laughter rang out from the group of riders behind Katerin. Toran must have made a joke. The Mershaunten of Larij’s youngest son was able to distract Witmara from her brooding moments. Fostering him over the past three years had been a good choice. He had become Witmara’s closest confidant, something both Katerin and the Mershaunten had hoped for.

      Perhaps she should talk to Toran privately about why Witmara didn’t want to ascend to Leadership. Worry? Feeling inadequate? Medvara’s Leadership was supposed to be Witmara’s destiny, was something she had been training for over the past seven years.

      Meanwhile, she gained nothing from brooding and arguing with Witmara. She knew better, but everything irritated her today. Why? The land’s fretfulness and demand for attention? It usually didn’t bleed over into her like this when she rode to Chellni—nearby, safe, almost Medvara.

      Katerin shook her head. Maybe a good gallop would shake off her worry and distract her from the land’s disquiet.

      She urged Rainin forward to join the lead riders. Another annoyance that came with Leadership. She couldn’t just ride, but needed to consult with the Captain of her guard before she could do something as simple as gallop along this road. She hadn’t been this constrained when she had been Alicira’s personal Healer. Heinmyets and Inharise resisted being limited, and this degree of security hadn’t been necessary in the Two Nations.

      But Medvara was not the Two Nations. Not in its histories, not in its customs, not in what it expected from its Leader.

      “Jeralte,” she called to her Captain. “Let’s gallop. This next stretch is flat and the ice isn’t too bad.”

      “Are you sure?” Jeralte guided his black gelding around the others to ride next to her. “It’s still slick underfoot.”

      Katerin rolled her eyes. “I’ve galloped on much worse in the Two Nations. This next stretch ahead is sandy and there’s no ice covering the ground. An easy hand gallop. Rainin could use it.”

      Not just Rainin.

      Jeralte nodded. Katerin touched Rainin’s right side with her heel and the mare broke into a gallop. Katerin rose in her stirrups, taking a soft feel of the reins as Rainin extended into the gait, snorting with each stride. The mare’s joy at being able to run instead of jog was infectious, sending a thrill through Katerin. They outdistanced the other riders easily, though Daro’s hoofbeats drew closer as Witmara urged him to catch them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Easy now,

      

      

      

      

      

      she thought to the mare.

      
        
          
            
              
        Remember, not all these riders and horses have our experience.

      

      

      

      

      

      Rainin eased back on her speed, though her ears flattened and she shook her head, then bared her teeth as Daro came up to her flanks. Katerin laughed as Daro yielded to his dam. She took a firmer hold on the reins as the trail narrowed to wind through rock spires.

      “Easy, girl,” she said out loud, straightening up and dropping back into the saddle. Rainin reluctantly slowed her strides. Katerin grinned at Witmara. “She still won’t let Daro run by her!”

      “And he still listens to her,” Witmara laughed back, smiling.

      Then the land screamed around them.

      Roiling sorrow struck Katerin as if she had been punched in the gut, doubling her over Rainin’s neck as the mare half-reared. She gasped for breath as sorrow, loss, pain, sorrow rolled over her, clutching Rainin’s neck as a quick image of Inharise in bed, Heinmyets screaming, Cenarth trying to comfort him, Yevtin trying to resuscitate Inharise appeared before her.

      Had it not been for Rainin’s steadying presence under her and in her mind, she might have fallen. As it were, she needed to bury her face deep into Rainin’s mane and cling hard as the vision played out, grateful that the mare stood stock-still, not twitching a muscle.

      It faded, leaving that overwhelming sense of sorrow and devastation.

      “No. Oh no,” Katerin breathed into Rainin’s mane.

      Part of her hoped that vision wasn’t real, wasn’t true, but she knew better.

      “No.”

      She blinked back tears, remembering the summers in Clenda’s canyon country riding with Heinmyets, Alicira, and Inharise as they traveled with the sheepherders grazing the Leaders’ flocks on the sunlit golden grasses of the high country.

      “No,” she whispered again, now a protest rather than denial.

      Inharise dead. That just leaves Heinmyets—oh Gods.

      At least Cenarth and Linyet were in Dera with him. But still—oh Gods.

      This death changed everything. Would launch events she had hoped would not come to pass for some time yet.

      Enough. Katerin Healer might continue to mourn. But Katerin ea Miteal, Katerin the Leader of Medvara, Katerin the Banisher of Shadows, did not have that luxury. Katerin sniffled and pushed herself up from Rainin’s neck slowly, aching in every joint as if she had been beaten. She shuddered and drew a deep breath.

      
        
          
            
              
        Metkyi, Metkyi, speak to me! Please!

      

      

      

      

      

      she called to the ghost of Witmara’s father. Sometimes he would come to her during a crisis like this.

      Silence from the shade of her beloved. His manifestations had become fewer and fewer over the past few years.

      But I had hoped….

      Still, Metkyi’s lack of response was but another signal that the time foretold was upon them.

      A wisp of cloud separated from the higher ones, descending until it twisted over the next ridge and shaped itself into Rekaré’s summoning sigil. Katerin gulped at the sight while Rekaré’s voice whispered into her mind.

      
        
          
            
              
        Katerin, Katerin. It is time. We must ride.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Of course, cousin,” she whispered, dashing her tears away with her sleeve—sleeve of finest Eastern silk smuggled from Daran by the magic ships sailed by the Sorcerer-Captains, nicer than anything she had owned before she became Leader. “Of course, cousin,” she repeated louder.

      The world had changed again.

      Katerin drew a deep breath and dropped her reins.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rainin, protect me,

      

      

      

      

      

      she thought to the bay mare. Waited until she felt the warmth of Rainin’s shielding surrounding her, the small projection of a bay mare on the edge of Katerin’s awareness.

      Then she reached for Medvara’s magic. The land, still quivering from Heinmyets’ anguished projection, seized at her presence with icy teeth, snapping and chewing in its worry. Rainin’s image stomped a foot and flicked her ears back. The intensity of the land’s projection softened, the icy teeth changing to a colt nuzzling her hand.

      
        
          
            
              
        This news means I must leave for longer than planned,

      

      

      

      

      

      she told the land flatly, shaping her thoughts and projections with an aura of stern determination to forestall any outcry or objection.

      
        
          
            
              
        Witmara will care for you in my absence. I need to do this to keep you—and all Varen—safe. The time has come.

      

      

      

      

      

      She waited. Medvara’s colt-like projection clapped its short stubby teeth at her submissively. Good. The land was taking the news better than she had hoped—then again, it had been nearly as roiled by Heinmyets’s anguish as she had.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lend me strength for the time ahead. Please.

      

      

      

      

      

      Medvara changed shape from young colt to a young, wounded warrior in leather armor leaning on a spear for support. He staggered forward and pressed his forehead to Katerin’s projection, his free right hand grasping for hers. She tightened her fingers on his as he fed power into her. At last he pulled back from her, younger and stronger but mute, staring at her with milky-white eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Witmara will care for you. I will pass the Light of Medvara to her so she can do that.

      

      

      

      

      

      Medvara nodded. The projection faded, and she felt the land around her calming, waiting.

      Katerin blinked at the sigil. Rekaré couldn’t be too far away. After all, they had planned to meet on the edges of Chellni this evening so that Rekaré didn’t need to enter the town. But if she angled to meet Rekaré on the road instead of riding to Chellni first, they could speak sooner. She could split her troop, send part on to Chellni with Witmara, and ride with the rest to meet her cousin.

      Yes. They needed time to talk and plan privately. To mourn quietly together before they had to do what was needed.

      Katerin spread her arms wide, closing her eyes as she summoned the sigil to her. Then she opened them, reached for the wisp of cloud, and traced her response into it.

      
        
          
            
              
        I ride to meet you on the road, cousin.

      

      

      

      

      

      She tossed the sigil into the gray sky overhead.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you, dear Rainin,

      

      

      

      

      

      she thought to the bay mare’s projection. The small shape shoved her nuzzle hard against Katerin, then faded.

      Katerin blinked. Time to switch magics, though this next one was easier and less draining. Depending on how far Rekaré had come on the Southern Road, she could meet her by early afternoon. Best to figure that out now. She rested her fingertips on the hilt of her sword and traced a circle, then wavy lines on its hilt.

      
        
          
            
              
        Show me where Rekaré is,

      

      

      

      

      

      she commanded, visualizing a map of the Southern Road. This spell didn’t always work through the Sword. Sometimes it was more effective in its Spear shape.

      For once working through the Sword succeeded.

      The map unrolled in her mind’s eye. Her small figure hovered on the River Road. Rekare’s shape appeared, not on the Southern Road yet, but not far from it. It looked like she and her Mer Galad had cut across ridges and canyons after crossing the Nixyin River—probably following trails known to the Shadowwalker members of Rekaré’s Mer Galad riders.

      Katerin and her riders weren’t far from a trail that split off from this river path to bypass Chellni, connecting with the Southern Road not far from where Rekaré would eventually reach it. It would take hard riding but nothing out of her ability, especially if she took the faster riders of her troop. That would move their meeting up from evening to late afternoon.

      Katerin traced the route. It split off from their current road after they crossed this ridge. She had ridden it before. Doable.

      She dismissed the map with a snap and shook her head, refocusing on the world about her. It took a moment to come back from the map, the vision, all of it and realize she was still on the River Road, still within the bounds of Medvara—and the land had calmed, was less anxious. But she quivered from the intensity of her magical exertions.

      She untied the smaller leather flask from her saddle horn and took a swig. The Coos berry wine’s richness burned pleasantly down her throat, warmth spreading from the magic within it, giving her further strength.

      “Mother?” Witmara’s voice brought her back the rest of the way. “We’re here. Are you back from the vision?”

      She and Daro were on Katerin’s right side, Toran on her left, ready to offer support if she required it. “Yes. Thank you. We need to change plans. Jeralte.”

      “Yes?”

      “I need to meet Rekaré before she reaches Chellni. I want you and ten other riders to come with me. The rest go on to Chellni with Witmara and Toran.”

      “Mother, what’s happening? I felt the land’s reaction but—not why.”

      Katerin took a deep, ragged breath. “Inharise has died.”

      Witmara’s eyes opened wide with shock. “Oh, no.”

      Katerin nodded. “I can’t wait until tonight to talk to Rekaré. We need to plan. This changes things. I need you to go to Chellni and prepare things there. Speak to Headwoman Mohanisha. Send messages to Medvare for troops to come by sternwheeler. I’m not certain how quickly we’ll be riding on Waykemin, but….” Katerin swallowed hard, suddenly unable to speak.

      Witmara grasped her shoulder, all business, dark brown eyes firm with determination. “I will prepare the way for you and Rekaré, Mother. I’ll organize riders and sternwheelers, get your magical supplies. Glimmer dust?”

      Relief poured through Katerin. “As pure as you can find. Neutralizing paste for healing. I’ll restock the rest of my supplies from the Healing House in Keldara. Chellni won’t have everything I need.”

      “I will gather as much as I can,” Witmara said.

      “I’ll contact my father,” Toran said.

      “Thank you, Toran, but I don’t know if he can get forces shifted in time to help with Waykemin.”

      “Uncle Haran and Orlanden are currently in Nixyin,” Toran said. “There’s a brigade with them. Both would take it poorly if they did not have the opportunity to take vengeance on Waykemin for Inharise’s death.”

      Oh Gods, Haran and Orlanden were getting to be old. She didn’t think she could face the possibility of losing them in Waykemin. But Toran was right about their desire to be a part of avenging Inharise’s death—wait.

      There was another important role they could play without going to Waykemin. Another power to consider, and one reason why Witmara needed to be in Medvara. Waykemin’s allies were Medvara’s foes—the primary one being Chatain, Emperor of Daran-over-Sea. Chatain, their distant cousin, had struck at Medvara once before through his spy Chiral, bringing about Rekaré’s abdication. Chatain might well have a role in Inharise’s death. He would not hesitate to support Waykemin. And his Gods had not constrained him as Artel the Judge did Katerin and Rekaré.

      “Medvara will need a defense to call upon,” she said after a moment’s consideration. “While we’ve not heard of Chatain preparing an immediate attack on Medvara and Varen, it doesn’t mean that’s not possible once we strike at Waykemin. This would give him an opportunity. Ask them to help you set up Medvara’s defenses.”

      Witmara nodded. “If Chatain wanted to attack—it’s a seven-day sail from the Ourigny Islands for the Sorcerer-Captains. Two more days than that for traditional ships, according to Setkin.”

      Nine days before Chatain could respond to an attack on Waykemin or the reports of their preparations to attack Waykemin, then. Perhaps fewer than that if this were a coordinated attack between Waykemin and Daran. Inharise’s failing health wasn’t a secret, after all, and neither was the knowledge that the God Artel had restrained both Katerin and Rekaré from attacking Waykemin until her death.

      Katerin chewed her lip thoughtfully. “What are the odds that they’ve already launched?”

      “I would think that one of the Sorcerer-Captains could warn us before now.”

      “True,” Katerin conceded. “Send five tens with me. The rest you keep for Medvara’s defense.” Katerin scanned the riders. “Jeralte. Pick the riders to come with us. The rest ride with Witmara. We’ll cross the ridge and turn off on the trail there.”

      Jeralte nodded. As he selected riders, Katerin turned back to Witmara and Toran. “Rekaré and I will ride into Chellni tonight. I want to supply in Chellni. It’s the end of winter and the Two Nations won’t be able to meet the demand. Figure two days before we leave. It will take you that long to organize sternwheeler traffic.” She winced at the thought. Water traffic was not pleasant for magicians or daranvelii—but it couldn’t be helped. Sternwheelers upriver were faster than riding across the land, and even with water’s detrimental effect on those with magic, boat travel was still less draining than a hard ride cross-country.

      “I will send messages to my father as well as Haran and Orlanden,” Toran said. “Once we strike at Waykemin, then Chatain will know that we plan an invasion for certain.”

      “Agreed,” Katerin said. Even though four of the Seven Crowned Gods supported them—the other three Gods were behind Waykemin and Chatain. Artel, Terat, Dovré, and Staul had scruples. But Karnoi, Cirdel, and Nitel were bloody, vengeful Gods with a desire to walk the reddest of blood roads.

      Jeralte rode back to Katerin. “We are ready.”

      “Good. I will lead. I know the pathways we need to take.”

      “We will follow.”

      Katerin reached under her tunic and pulled off the Light of Medvara, the citrine pendant worn by the Leaders of Medvara. “Witmara. Wear this while I am gone. I pronounce you as my Regent-Designate.” She tugged the Regent’s ring off of her left finger and held it and the Light to Witmara. “Wear this, too.”

      “Thank you,” Witmara murmured as she placed the chain that held the Light of Medvara around her neck, then slid the ring onto her finger. “Ride safely, Mother.”

      “I will.” Katerin turned Rainin away from her daughter and urged the mare into a fast trot toward the intersection with their trail.

      It took longer than Katerin wanted to negotiate the rocky point. But at last they dropped down into the next draw, and she saw the path leading south.

      “Ride carefully and fast!” Witmara called to her. “I will have things ready in Chellni!”

      “Ride safe!” Katerin answered.

      She urged Rainin into a canter. The bay mare happily extended her stride, her hoofbeats a counterpoint to the buzzing of Katerin’s thoughts.

      A part of her felt relieved that at last the time had come. No more waiting for Chatain to make a move on Medvara from the west while Waykemin festered to their east.

      But oh Gods, what a price they had to pay for this to happen. Her fear had been that the first attack would come from the west, and then Waykemin would move from the East.

      She just wished that the Gods would make things clearer. That her late beloved Metkyi would speak to ease her mind. She could use a little of his support and strength right now. Gods, she needed him to help boost her courage before returning to Waykemin. Just thinking about going back to her birthplace made her shudder.
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      “Well,” Toran said to Witmara as her mother cantered away from them, Jeralte and half their entourage riding after her. “It looks like we are in for it now. Attacking Waykemin.”

      “Yes. The timing is—interesting.” Witmara looked over who was left as her escort as Daro pranced impatiently. She stroked the Light of Medvara. The gem didn’t glow like it did when her mother wore it. Still, her sense of the land’s presence was stronger than it had been before she put it on.

      
        
          
            
              
        I am here,

      

      

      

      

      

      she sent to the land, as she had learned to do from her mother.

      
        
          
            
              
        I assume title as Regent. I will guard you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The Light of Medvara pulsed gently against her chest and hand, quietly accepting her as caretaker.

      “Six months more and you would be Leader, not your mother,” Toran said as she dropped her hand from the pendant.

      “I think she hoped for that outcome,” Witmara grumbled. “This gives her an excuse to make it happen.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Do? I am Regent for her right now. Someone has to keep Medvara safe—and that is me. I can’t walk away from this responsibility.”

      “I’d be the last one to suggest you do that.” Toran rested his hand on hers. “Are you going to change your mind about permanently becoming Medvara’s leader?”

      She shook her head. “The land will speak for itself if that happens. But—” she drew a deep breath— “it will not come to that. I sense that I will not become Medvara’s Leader. Not if what we hear from Daran is true.”

      “If it is true. That’s the problem.” He squeezed her hand, then pulled it away. “Nonetheless, I will support whatever you choose. You know that.”

      “Thank you.”

      At least she had Toran’s backing. He might be the youngest son of the Mershaunten and unlikely to become Mershaunten himself—but his aid and what he had learned growing up in his father’s court meant more than she wanted to admit.

      Witmara studied her escort again. Ten more riders, mostly young and less experienced, as well as a string of three pack mules and their handler. She didn’t foresee any problems.

      “Let’s ride for Chellni,” she called, projecting her voice. “Elenari, I’ll lead,” she said to the ranking rider. “You keep an eye on what’s happening behind us. We should be good, but who knows what will happen once we cross the Dry Line and drop into Chellni. Shouldn’t run into any problems with raiders but I still want you watching behind us.”

      Elenari saluted Witmara and turned her daranval back to ride with the pack string. Witmara tucked the Light underneath her tunic. Despite its exposure to the cold air, Medvara’s sigil was warm against her bare skin, another sign that all was well and that the land accepted her as caretaker.

      It wasn’t a burden she really wanted to acquire. And yet—right now there were no options but for her to step up and lead. After Waykemin⁠—

      After Waykemin Rekaré will drag Mother to Daran. Chatain waits, and Rekaré yearns for vengeance. And you?

      That was the question. She had known for years that her future did not lie with Medvara. But getting her mother to consider that option…. Empire was something one did not bring up lightly, and the nations of Varen did not have the resources to back an offensive against the might of Daran. But if Chatain brought the fight to her….

      Not yet time.

      For now, she needed to think about Medvara. Witmara nodded to Toran and raised her rein hand, squeezing her calves against Daro’s side to send him ahead. Daro lunged into a half-trot, half-canter, reluctantly coming back to Witmara’s command as she tightened her gut and squeezed her left hand on the reins until he picked up a jog again. She opened her hand slightly to ease the pressure on his mouth. Daro mouthed his bit in protest at their slowing, chomping on the bar and flicking the roller mounted in the curb’s port, sending her impatient pictures of cantering off like his dam had done.

      
        
          
            
              
        We must wait for the others,

      

      

      

      

      

      she sent to him, thinking privately that perhaps she could find a place to let him gallop. Daro enjoyed a rousing hard run, just like his dam, and that little stretch before the land had roiled wasn’t enough for him.

      Daro sent back pure annoyance, no pictures. She eased her hand on the reins more to let him extend the trot a little bit, posting to the faster pace. A period of long trot wouldn’t hurt any of the riders with her, or even the pack string. He fussed a little then settled into the quicker trot.

      Once Daro was trotting smoothly, she felt the presence of the God Staul, a faint smoky scent in her nose, the squeeze of bony fingers on her right shoulder.

      
        
          
            
              
        This temporary leadership of Medvara is the final test of your worthiness for the fate ahead of you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Witmara tightened her lips, catching her breath, grateful that at least the God had waited for Daro to settle before demanding her attention.

      
        
          
            
              
        What does that mean, Lord Staul?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You and your mother are right to be concerned about the possibility of attack from Daran while she deals with Waykemin—as Betsona has warned you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Chills ran down Witmara’s back. She knew the likelihood of invasion from Daran was strong, more than her mother admitted. One of Chatain’s bastard sisters had approached them to warn of this possibility two years ago, sending a letter via Setkin’s smuggler connections.

      
        
        Cousins,

        I am Betsona ea Ralsem ei Vespla, and I want you to know that not all your Darani kin think ill of our distant relatives. Some of us even admire those women of our family who follow in the path of our ancestress Elithtra.

        Know that I am no Chiral ea Ralsem to seek your confidence and betray you. I abhor and condemn that branch of the family. I have also been told that you seek  information about our family’s history in Daran and Varen. I can send manuscripts to you via Sorcerer-Captain Setkin.

        He will vouch for who I am and can establish secure linkages. It is unlikely we will ever meet due to my poor health, but I would have my distant kin be aware of events here in Daran for your own good.

        Best,

        Betsona

        Lanivar, Ourigny Islands

      

      

      Neither Katerin nor Rekaré had wanted to respond, fearing another Chiral. But something about the letter—perhaps the offer to share manuscripts—had attracted Witmara’s attention, enough to consult first Staul and then Setkin.

      
        
        She is dedicated to Dovré and is the youngest daughter of the late Emperor, the God had told her. Dunaran wanted her to become Empress. But a magical accident caused by Chatain left her crippled and unable to rule. She is scorned by Chatain and his followers because her mother was one of Dunaran’s body slaves. She and Chatain are Dunaran’s only survivors. Chatain has murdered his other siblings, but Betsona survives thanks to her wits and magic skills. She is trustworthy.

      

      

      Setkin added more. “The common people love Betsona. Chatain keeps her in exile, bringing her out once a year to be seen at the Commemoration of his crowning, but does not move against her.”

      “Then why does she not supplant Chatain and rule Daran herself?” Witmara asked.

      Setkin shook his head sorrowfully. “She has the heart to rule but not the health and strength. Chatain only needs to wait for her to die to be rid of her threat.”

      Witmara had taken both Staul and Setkin’s information to her mother. After exchanging letters with Rekaré, Katerin had approved Witmara’s careful correspondence with Betsona. They had written to each other regularly over the past two years. Witmara had a better idea of what life in Daran was like, especially in the artistic circles that Betsona patronized. One of her few outlets was a regular visit to the great Festival of Plays in Adalane. She sent copies of the winning plays to Witmara.

      Literary and artistic references also proved to be an effective cipher, especially as Witmara read more works from Daran.

      But still—could she trust Betsona? Was Betsona was intended to lull her suspicions, distract her from the real challenges?

      
        
          
            
              
        There are times when I wonder what Betsona’s real purpose was in contacting us,

      

      

      

      

      

      she said now to the God.

      The God laughed, a mixture of humor and menace in his tone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you not trust the source I sent you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        One must always question what comes from Daran! Chiral came from Daran and look what ill fate she brought. Betsona has been reliable—so far. But I have not met her face-to-face and she is his sister, even though he’s exiled her.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        True, true about Chiral. Still, Betsona does not deceive you in this. I confirm the veracity of what she says so far. I vow this to you who is the daughter of the Banisher of Shadows and my most beloved left hand, Metkyi.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you tell me more?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Not without angering Artel the Judge. I press my limits already. He draws near. I must go.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her sense of the God’s immediate presence faded, though she could tell he lingered nearby.

      Toran rode quietly beside Witmara as she brooded about what lay ahead of her. Preparations to enable her mother and Rekaré to lead the battle against Waykemin. Securing Medvara against possible attack. Physical or magical? The more things she considered necessary to do, the longer the list of tasks became.

      “Gods,” she said finally. “So much to do in so little time.”

      “I have the latest records in my saddlebags.”

      “Good.” Not that she expected any less. They were supposed to do an audit of the Medvaran tens assigned as part of Chellni’s multinational protective forces. Six months ago, her mother had delegated the supervision of military preparedness and provisions to Witmara while she focused on trade agreements. She had recruited Toran to help. “Let’s run through the list. Magical supplies. I should have your uncle obtain them for us.”

      “He does have leads on the best sources,” Toran said.

      “Communications.”

      “I don’t know if we have enough express riders.”

      “Messenger birds. Mother and Rekaré will use some magic but we can’t depend on them for everything. We need to send a full complement of messenger birds. Where should we get them, Chellni or Nixyin?”

      “Chellni.”

      And so they continued to plan. It was almost a surprise when they topped the last hill and dropped down into the wide plain below the stark rimrock cliffs that was Chellni. She had lost track of where they were.

      “Will you go back to your father or return to Medvare with me?” she asked as they rode toward the mass of tents and longhouses that was Chellni during the Spring Fair.

      “Do you think he’d reject the opportunity to have me riding by your side as a close advisor? My father would be a fool to recall me, especially since he already has Aldan to succeed him and Neath after him—and he is no fool.” He grinned at her. “I expect you’ll still want to keep seeing my reports before I send them on?”

      “I’d be a fool not to know what you’re telling my fellow Leader.”

      Toran laughed. “You’re not a fool.” He sobered. “Who’s riding toward us?”

      Witmara squinted to identify the five riders. The lead rider seemed small and young.

      Linyet?

      She hadn’t known that her cousin was coming to Chellni for Spring Festival.

      Daro pricked up his ears and snorted. He danced sideways, then nickered.

      A familiar nicker answered Daro—Yaranei, Linyet’s daranval.

      Dread tightened Witmara’s gut at that confirmation.

      Linyet.

      Did he already know? She couldn’t imagine her cousin not being aware of his grandmother’s death—not when it had roiled the lands so much. As they drew closer, she noticed that his face was tight and hard, and that his braid had been roughly shorn.

      He knows.

      When they were three strides away, he waved at those riding with him to stay back. Witmara also signaled her riders to remain behind as she and Toran rode on ahead. She approached Linyet in the way of Inharise’s people, riding Daro up to Yaranei. Yaranei dropped his head submissively without squealing or striking after the two stallions touched noses, acknowledging Daro’s high rank amongst the daranvelii. Daro snorted in acknowledgement.

      Witmara moved him forward so that the two stallions stood right-side to right-side, nose-to-flank, both quiet since rank had been established. She extended her right hand and clasped arms with Linyet. Linyet’s hand closed hard on Witmara’s arm as he blinked back unshed tears, looking younger than ever.

      “I am sorry for your grandmother’s passing,” Witmara said.

      His fingers tightened even harder on her arm, then released. “Thank you. Where is your mother?”

      “She rides to meet Rekaré. They plan to come into Chellni together later this evening.” She was careful to refer to Rekaré by name instead of “your mother” to Linyet. As far as she knew, he still denied the relationship.

      Linyet nodded sharply. “That is good. Rumors run wild in Chellni. I—Grandfather had sent me with messages for Rekaré, and a bracelet linked to him for quick communication. Not necessary now.”

      “So your grandmother was ill before you left?”

      “Fading, but not in immediate danger. Nonetheless, Father did not expect her to last until winter.” His lips tightened. “What has happened is far too similar to what happened—that summer. You know which one I mean.”

      Witmara nodded, remembering the summer when everything changed. When first Alicira, then Melarae died. When Chiral as Chatain’s tool, along with the support of Waykemin, brought about the attack that weakened Inharise.

      “I remember,” she said, her voice low and choked. “How bad was she?”

      “Just like Alicira that last month. Failing but not dying. Father and Grandfather both thought it safe for me to come with the Wickmasa riders, to see Mo—Rekaré, to bring her messages. That Grandmother would still be alive when I returned. And then—” he released her arm to gesture about them— “this. No word that she was in danger of dying this soon. No indication of trouble. Just gone.”

      He drew a deep, shuddering breath and Witmara reminded herself that for all his apparent maturity he was still barely fifteen, even though he rode on his own authority in the name of the Two Nations.

      And yet—some nerve on her part to judge him for being young, she who was only six months away from her eighteenth birthday. True, he had attained the age of magical majority. Was older than his parents had been when they were on the run, hiding from the wrath of Rekaré’s father Zauril, the then-Leader of Medvara. But still—Linyet was young.

      Rekaré was my age when she became Leader of Medvara.

      “My mother plans to ride for Dera as soon as she can,” Witmara said. “Rekaré sent her a sign after the land roiled. I have tasks to prepare for them riding out. I am to guard Medvara. But for now—I am here, cousin. If you have no other duties, it would be a pleasure to have your company and advice while I go about my duties.”

      “Thank you.” Another deep, shuddering sigh from Linyet.

      “Who rides with you?”

      “Traders from Wickmasa, mostly. Yetklet and his kin. We rode sternwheelers downriver.”

      “All right. The sooner I get to my tasks, the sooner I can finish them, and we can talk,” Witmara said. “Let’s ride.”

      Linyet nodded and waved to his riders. They fell in with hers as the three of them led the way toward the main part of Chellni.

      “I would ask to ride with your mother back to Dera,” Linyet said. “I don’t see the need for the traders to come back with me. Do you?”

      “I wouldn’t think so.” Witmara swallowed hard. “But I won’t be there. One of us needs to hold Medvara. The land is—needy.”

      “That is too bad. I wish you were coming with us.”

      “So do I. But someone has to hold Medvara, and that has to be me.” She sighed, deciding not to tell him about the possibility of attack from Chatain’s forces. Though he was vowed to eventually lead the Two Nations, Linyet had been born in Medvara after all, and might feel the need to join her in its protection. “Tell me about Keldara and Clenda, the grasslands, the canyons, the mountains,” she said instead. “I miss them horribly.”

      And I fear I will never see them again, if my fate holds true.

      Gods, she would miss the land where she had grown up. As Linyet spoke of the last summer he had spent with his father and grandparents in the high ridges over the great canyons where she had been born, the longing became more tangible.

      Farewell, the high ridges over deep canyons of Clenda.

      Farewell, great mountains surrounding the round valley of Keldara.

      Farewell, grasslands of the Two Nations.

      Who knew what her future would bring?
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