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    What a long, strange trip this has been! And it's not over yet.


Thank you for taking it with me. All of you.
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Chapter One
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The eastern sky was still streaked with golds and pinks when Treesi came out onto the part of the Palace wall that Jehan called the Water Walk. To the west, out over the sea, the sky was deep indigo blue, and she could still pick out a few stray stars that were behaving like errant children trying to stay up past their bedtimes. She tugged her shawl tighter around her shoulders and started along the walk to the overlook. From the Water Walk, she could see the entire harbor, and far out to sea. It was, according to Jehan, the best place to watch the ships coming into the harbor.

Except there had been no ships coming into the harbor in days. No ships...and no canoes.

Jehan was at the overlook already, leaning his elbows on the wall, staring out over the water. 

“You’re not sleeping, are you?” Treesi asked as she joined him. She looked down at the water, but already knew what she’d see – the same ships and canoes she’d seen the night before.

“Memfis makes sure I sleep,” Jehan answered without looking away from the sea. “And he’s already warned me that he’s putting me to bed early tonight, so we’re ready to ride out early.”

“We’re really going to leave without them,” Treesi murmured. It wasn’t a question. They couldn’t delay the Progress anymore, not without risking Aria giving birth somewhere en route. 

Jehan sighed. “We don’t have much choice.”

“I know,” Treesi said. “It’s just...where are they? They should be back by now!”

Jehan nodded and looked at her. “I know,” he said. “They’ll come back. Tomorrow, or the next day. They’ll just miss us. And Aleia and Othi, they’ll catch up to us in Terraces.”

Treesi swallowed, looking out at the sky that was starting to turn a brighter blue, at the sea that looked somehow as smooth as a mirror. “Keep saying that?” she said without turning. “If you keep saying it, maybe it will come true.”

“Why do you think I said it?” Jehan stood up, putting one arm around her shoulders. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go and find some breakfast. We still have work to do. How’s Owyn?”

“He was still asleep when I left,” Treesi answered, letting Jehan steer her away from the wall. “But he was nervous enough that he had trouble falling asleep. What’s so terrible about the Smoke Dancer testing?”

“I haven’t any idea,” Jehan admitted. “Memfis won’t tell me. All he’s told me about today is that I should stay close to the room where Meris does the testing, just in case.” He snorted as he stepped forward to open the door for Treesi. “Which is why I think every healer in the Palace will be waiting outside that door.”

Treesi nodded. “I don’t think you’d be able to get Alanar away from the door with a harnessed team of plow horses.”

Jehan chuckled, closing the door and starting down the stairs. “How is he?”

“Possibly more nervous than Owyn, enough that he’s lost all ability to hide it,” Treesi answered. “I don’t think he slept at all. He was in the sitting room when I left, and he’s snappish. Not knowing what’s going to happen only makes it worse. And having him this nervous is only going to make it worse for Owyn when he wakes up.” She ran her hand down the railing and followed Jehan down the stairs. “Is there anything you can do?”

“Well, it’s too early in the day to take him and get him drunk,” Jehan answered. “Maybe I’ll borrow the basket of kittens from the kitchen and pour them on him.”

“He’d love it until they started to make him sneeze,” Treesi said. 

“Didn’t know that he got cat-sick.” Jehan stopped on the landing and waited until she caught up to him. “You really don’t think he’ll leave the doors?”

“I doubt it.”

Jehan nodded slowly. Then he smiled. “I know. Let’s take a walk.”

“Where?” 

“The practice yards.”

They headed down more stairs, and out into the Palace courtyard. It was already busy, full of people running this way and that, doing the million little jobs that kept the Palace running. They’d added people to the staff, and Treesi didn’t recognize half of the faces. 

“By the time we come back, I’m not going to know anyone!” she complained as she followed Jehan around the Palace and through the healer’s garden. “There are so many new people.”

“The Palace needs all of them,” Jehan said, holding open the gate. She followed him out of the garden, and they walked around the wall to the practice yards. She could hear Karse shouting instructions, and the clash of metal on metal as the guards drilled. She looked around, and caught sight of Del. He’d been up with her every morning for days, but when she went to the Water Walk, he came here to practice his archery, and to learn falling stars from Skela. At the moment, Del was on the archery range, holding a crossbow, and as Treesi watched, he raised it and fired, and the quarrel pierced the center of the target with a heavy thump.

“He’s gotten very good at that,” Jehan said. 

“Aria says that it’s part of the Air sense. Having extra awareness of balance helps with aim,” Treesi said. “She told me when she tried to teach me how to use her javelins.”

Jehan smiled. “And are you any good?”

“Not at all.” Treesi laughed. “I’m not allowed to use them anymore. I’ll stay with my blowgun.”

Jehan chuckled. “Where’s Karse?” he asked, looking around. “I hear him...there he is.” He waved.

Treesi looked and saw Karse waving at them, then coming toward them. The Guard Captain had lost weight over the past two weeks, enough that he was starting to look gaunt. And he hadn’t yet lost his habit of looking to his left when he needed to make a decision. 

As far as they knew, Trey was alive. But the last time Owyn had danced, he’d spent six hours in trance and frightened all of them to the point that Meris had forbidden him to dance again until after he was properly tested. Which meant that they had to wait until he was strong enough to do so.

Which brought Treesi right back to today.

“Jehan,” Karse said, coming up and catching Jehan’s hand. “What are you doing up this early?”

“We were on the Water Walk,” Jehan said. “Still no signs. And I need your help.”

Karse frowned. “Doing what?”

“Distracting Alanar,” Jehan answered. He looked around. “You know, we’re leaving the Palace tomorrow. I think Alanar needs to drill with his staff fighting. Don’t you?”

“Why are we distracting Alanar?” Karse asked.

“Because Meris is testing Owyn this morning,” Treesi answered. “And it’s scaring the piss out of Alanar.”

“Oh,” Karse murmured. “Well, do you honestly think we can get him out here?”

“Jehan, maybe having him come out to fight isn’t a good idea,” Treesi said. “He didn’t sleep. His patience is already frayed. It might not be safe.”

“I won’t let anyone hurt him—” Karse started. 

Treesi shook her head. “It’s not Alanar I’m worried about,” she said. “It’s the guards you put against him. Alanar has a temper.” She looked up at Jehan. “Did we warn you about his temper?”

Jehan looked thoughtful. “I don’t think...wait. Wait. Breaking Teva’s arms?”

“I wasn’t in Terraces yet,” Treesi said. “Marik told me about it. But yes. He was angry at Teva because a practical joke went badly and Malani got hurt. And he broke both of Teva’s arms.”

Karse whistled. “Right. Let’s not get him angry, then.” He glanced at Jehan. “Drunk?”

“It’s too early,” Jehan answered. “Thought of that, though. And if I send him to sleep, he’ll never forgive me.”

Treesi turned when someone touched her arm. She smiled when she saw it was Del.

“How was practice?” she asked.

“It’s going to rain, and that means Skela’s bones hurt. No falling stars today,” Del signed. “Which is good, because I’m tired of hitting myself with the practice stars. What are you talking about?”

“Alanar,” Treesi answered. “He didn’t sleep because he’s worried about Owyn, and you know how nervous Owyn is about today. When he sees how Alanar is reacting, he’ll be even worse.”

Del frowned slightly. Then he nodded. “Can I help?”

“You have an idea?” Jehan asked. “One that doesn’t involve alcohol, kittens or sex?”

Del snorted. “My ideas never involve sex,” he signed. “And...maybe? I’m not sure he’ll say yes.”

“Care to tell us?” Jehan asked. 

Del shook his head, then looked at Treesi. “Where is he?”

“Last I saw, in the suite,” Treesi answered. “He was waiting for Owyn to wake up.”

“Is anyone else there? Are Aria and Aven still asleep?”

Treesi frowned. “I think so. They were when I came out. But Aven’s been getting up early to swim because of his hip, so he might be up and out by now.”

Del nodded. “I’ll go see if I can distract Alanar.” He walked back toward the Palace. 

Karse watched him go, then turned to Jehan and Treesi. “Any idea what that was about?” he asked.

“None,” Jehan answered. “But I trust Del.”

Karse nodded. “Yeah. He’ll do something. Jehan, do you know if Owyn will be able to do anything after today?” He looked from Jehan to her, and the hope in his eyes was almost painful. “Treesi, do you know?”

“Neither of us know what’s involved in the testing,” Jehan said gently. “Or if Owyn is going to be able to keep making contact with Milon.”

“He’ll keep trying,” Karse said. “I know him. He’ll burn himself to ash trying. And I don’t want that. But...” He looked to his left, then flinched and closed his eyes. Treesi reached out and took his hand, and he shivered. 

“Come walk with me,” she said softly. “Take a moment.”

“Yeah,” Karse mumbled, his voice thick. “Yeah, all right.” He looked down at the ground, then at Jehan. “Keep an eye on them, will you? They know what to do. Just...make sure they don’t cut their feet off or anything.”

Jehan nodded. “I’ll handle it. Go.”

Treesi tugged on Karse’s hand, leading him back toward the healer’s garden. There were benches tucked away inside the fenced area, and she brought him to one and drew him down to sit with her. She started massaging his left hand, kneading the callouses and the ridges that marked where he’d broken bones. 

“Tell me about Trey,” she said, focusing all her attention on Karse. 

“You know about him,” Karse said. “Owyn’s told you about him.”

“I want to hear about him from you,” Treesi insisted. “Tell me about him.”

Karse shrugged, looking down at the hand she was massaging. “Can you tell I broke that one?”

“I can feel where the bones healed,” Treesi answered. “And you’re not answering me.”

“Trey,” Karse murmured. “Known him...nearly four years now. Memfis introduced me to him when he’d just gotten away from Fandor.” He took a deep breath. “You know about Fandor? About Trey being one of his brothel boys?”

“I know enough,” Treesi answered. “You don’t have to tell me the details. I can wait for Trey to tell me if he wants me to know.”

Karse nodded. “Trey was a year under his majority. Fandor could have claimed him under guardian rights, and we knew that would mean he’d end up dead. So to keep him safe, we kept Trey hidden in Memfis’ forge for a full year. I’d see him sometimes, when I went in to visit with Mem and Owyn. And we’d talk, sometimes. I think I’m the reason he got it into his head that he wanted to be a guard.” He smiled. “He told me the night we got married that he’d been in love with me since about halfway through that year. And I never noticed, not once. Took me until the beginning of last winter to see what I had in front of me.” He snorted. “We were dealing with someone selling doctored paradise flower. You know that one?”

“I know paradise flower,” Treesi answered. “We use it in healing, when we can’t use healing trance for some reason. It’s safer than dreamflower.” She pointed. “It’s growing right over there.”

Karse coughed. “Really? Are you keeping an eye on it so no one makes off with it?”

“Do we have to?” Treesi asked. “Paradise flower is harmless. As a lotion, it isn’t strong enough to do more than relax someone’s muscles, and if you make tea from it, you fall asleep before you can drink too much.”

“That’s normal paradise flower,” Karse said. “Not doctored.”

“Doctored how?”

Karse took a deep breath and blew it out. “If you soak paradise flower leaves in alcohol, you get a tincture, right?” 

Treesi nodded. “That’s right. That’s how we make the lotion. The tincture gets mixed into melted beeswax and a neutral oil.”

“Yeah, but some smart person down in Forge figured out that if you boil off the alcohol, you get concentrated paradise flower oil. And if you soak more paradise flower in the concentrated oil for a few weeks, then dry the leaves and use them like pipeweed, it’s hallucinogenic and very addictive. They call it diceweed. Addicts are called diceheads.”

Treesi stopped massaging his hand. “It’s what? Really? That’s horrible!”

Karse nodded. “Surprised you didn’t know that. But it might not have made it up to Terraces. They’ll have it now, I warrant. With all the refugees? They’ll have had someone bring it in.” He rubbed his forehead with his free hand. “So, we had someone bring it into Forge. Someone smart. Someone who knew how to hide from us. We finally found them working out of a warehouse off Tannery. My men and I went in to put a stop to it.” He paused, and Treesi felt his hand shake in hers. “There were guards. We were expecting that. We weren’t expecting them to be as well armed as they were, or as good. They were too good. They...most of the time, we went in after drunks and addicts, their guards are hopped up on the shit, and their weapons are trash. These group? Fuck if I know where they got the weapons, but they were quality. And they were all sober. We were damn near wiped out. And Trey...well, he took a knife meant for me.” He stopped again, ran his finger diagonally from his left shoulder to his right hip. “He’s got a scar from here to here. Lost a lot of blood. Meris took him in, took care of him while he was healing. We don’t have healers like you in Forge. We didn’t, I mean. When there was a Forge. Our healers are your healing assistants. So Trey was laid up for the entire winter...when you and Aria got to Forge, he’d only been back on duty maybe a month. Just in time to get people evacuated.” 

“I remember that scar. I saw it when Jassic shot him in Terraces. Jehan said he’d ask about it.”

Karse nodded. “He did. He never told you?”

“No. I had no idea,” Treesi murmured. “I couldn’t even tell when I met him. He didn’t move like he was hurt. And he was...so cheerful.”

“He is. He’s cheerful even when there’s nothing to laugh at.” Karse smiled. “I told him that the only thing that stops him from being the happiest man I have ever met is that he makes me happier.” His hand shook violently as he shuddered. “I can’t lose him. I can’t. I wasted so much time not seeing him. Not realizing what I had. I can’t—” His breath caught, and Treesi twisted on the bench so she could wrap her arms around him as he crumpled. 

“We’ll find him,” she crooned into his short hair. “We will find him.” She looked up, then gently tugged on him. “Come with me. Let’s go where it’s private.”

Karse stumbled to his feet and let her lead him by the hand through the door that led into the healing center. It was quiet inside, and Treesi led Karse into one of the examination rooms. She led Karse to sit down, then went back and closed all the doors. 

“We can stay here as long as you need. As long as you want,” she said as she closed the examination room door. She sat down next to him, and took his hand, resting her other hand on his thigh. “And I’m here for whatever you need.”

He nodded. Then she felt his heartrate spike. He stared at her. “Whatever I need?” he repeated. “Treesi—”

“If that is what you need, Karse,” she said gently. “I’m a Healer. It’s part of what we do.”

“But...Treesi, I’m married.” He tapped the bracelet on his left wrist. “Fire tribe, we don’t take this lightly. We don’t marry like this. Not unless it’s really, really serious.” He ran his fingers over the bracelet. “I’m married. And you...I’m not even sure what you are, other than a Companion.”

Treesi started massaging Karse’s hand again. “What I am is a Healer. Does this hand bother you when it’s cold?”

“Not much. When I get older, it probably will, but I...” He stopped and shook his head. “No. Thank you, but no. I’m not...I’m not replacing my Trey with you. And...and what about Othi? He’s my friend.” He blinked. “Honestly, he’s dizzy over you, girl!”

“I know,” Treesi said. “And I’m worried about him. He should have been back by now.” She paused, dragging her attention back to Karse. “And that’s not what I meant. I’m not looking to replace Trey in your heart or in your life. You’re in pain, and I want to help you. Help you manage the pain until he comes back to you.” She paused. “Oh. I’m an idiot. You’re all Fire, aren’t you? I thought you were born in the Palace, but you’re all Fire?”

“Yeah. Born here. But grew up mostly in Forge. I think I was five when everything happened, and my mother took me to Forge.” Karse nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’s about right. What does that have to do with it?”

“It means I should have remembered what the Fire tribe thinks of Healers. Healers the way we are in Earth,” Treesi answered. “By your tribal laws, Earth Healers are whores—”

“Now, I never said that!”

Treesi smiled. “You didn’t, but I’ve read your laws. Well, had them read to me. It was part of my training, because we know that there was a healing center in Forge once, and that there might be one again. The healers who might be stationed there needed to know. Now, despite what Fire thinks of us, Earth Healers occasionally work horizontally. Because sometimes, the best way to start easing emotional pain or stress is by release. And the easiest release is sex.” She smoothed the skin of his palm with her thumbs. “Sometimes it helps.”

Karse frowned. “And sometimes it just makes things complicated.” He took a deep breath. “I understand now. I think I knew that, once. But it’s been a long time since I last thought about it. It never was an issue in Terraces, and you caught me by surprise. So...thank you, for offering. But until my husband is back and safe, I’m sleeping alone. I’m not sure how he’d react, so I’m not doing anything like what you’re offering.” He looked at Treesi and smiled. “I do appreciate you offering.”

“Even though I made a mess of it?” Treesi asked. “I’m not usually that inept. I promise.”

“I didn’t think you were,” Karse answered. “And let me tell you. If you had given me that opening two years ago? I’d have had you on your back in a minute, and don’t think I wouldn’t!”

Treesi giggled. “Well, that’s a relief.”

Karse took her hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed her wrist, right over the pulse. “I do mean it, Treesi,” he said as he lowered her hand. “Thank you. I’m feeling less raw. So maybe the shock helped.”

“That wasn’t what I was planning,” Treesi said.

“I didn’t think so.” Karse stood up, letting her hand go. “Come on. I need to get back to my trainees before they mutiny. Or get lazy.” He led the way back out into the garden. As he held open the gate, he asked, “Speaking of plans, what do you think Del is planning?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Treesi answered. “He has good ideas, though. I think whatever it is, it’ll help.
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Chapter Two
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This was a horrible idea.

Del stood outside the suite door and closed his eyes. Somewhere between the practice yards and here, he’d started worrying that this would only make things worse. That it would make Alanar angry. That he’d go to Steward, and Del’s secret would be out. 

But he had to do something. He’d told the others he would. And this...well, Alanar himself had given Del the opening. He just needed to take it. 

And maybe it would help them both.

He let himself into the suite, and smiled when he saw Alanar sitting in one of the overstuffed chairs, his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankle. His eyes were closed, but Del could tell he wasn’t asleep. He whistled softly, and Alanar smiled.

“Good morning, Del,” he said. “Owyn is still asleep. Aven went out to swim. You just missed him. And I’m not sure where Aria is. Possibly still asleep.”

Del nodded, then grimaced. He let out a long breath, then took Alanar’s hand, tugging on it. Alanar arched a brow. 

“You want me to come with you?” he asked, and stood up. “Where are we going?”

Del tugged Alanar’s hand and led him across the suite and through the door marked with the Air sigil. When he closed the door behind them, Alanar folded his arms over his chest.

“Why are we in your room?” he asked.

Del licked his lips and took Alanar’s hand again, bringing him over to a chair. He looked around his sitting room. It was comfortable, even though he rarely spent a lot of time here during the day. He had a pair of comfortable chairs, and a low table. There were shelves that held his books and keepsakes. His blue-green tea bowls were displayed on one shelf, with Captain standing between them. It was a nice room. A safe room. He was safe here. And Alanar was safe. He could do this. He clasped his hands behind his back and closed his eyes.

“Ah...” he slowly said, trying to enunciate clearly. “Ah...ned...hep.”

Alanar sat up straight. “I thought we weren’t doing this?”

“Wan...try.” Del took a shaking breath. This was harder than he’d thought it would be. Harder, and more terrifying. He was sweating, shivering like he had the ague. He wanted to run, to hide, to cry. 

“Del,” Alanar breathed, and stood up. He held his arms open. “Come here, love.”

Del fled into his arms, burying his face in Alanar’s chest. Alanar hugged him tightly, smoothing his hair with one hand. 

“Oh, Del,” he murmured. “Del, are you sure you’re ready for this?”

Del nodded, his cheek scraping against Alanar’s shirt.

“I want you to understand what you’re getting yourself into, Del,” Alanar said softly, his breath ruffling Del’s hair. “It’s going to take a lot of time, and a lot of work. I’m not sure we’d be able to keep it secret on the Progress.” He rubbed one hand up and down Del’s back. “But we could wait. It could wait until we get back from the Progress. And that will let you think about it. Be absolutely sure.” His hands went still. “This is upsetting you so much, and we’re just talking about it. I don’t want to upset you anymore.”

Del nodded again. Then he turned, hearing Owyn’s voice out in the sitting room.

“Allie?”

Alanar tensed. “He’s awake. I need to get him to eat something. Come help me?” He let go of Del and stepped back. “Del, I will absolutely help you with this, if that is what you truly want. But I want to know that you truly want it.” He frowned slightly. “Come and tell Owyn. Try not to speak to him in his mind. He needs to stay balanced for his test.”

Del took Alanar’s hand and led him back out of the room. Owyn was standing near the table, and turned to them as they came out. 

“There you are!” he said, smiling. “What were you doing?”

Del looked up at Alanar, then signed to Owyn, “I was asking Alanar to help me learn to talk again. And I had to talk to him to ask.”

Owyn’s eyes widened. “You asked him?”

“He did,” Alanar said. “And I’ll tell you what I told him. I want to be absolutely certain this is what he truly wants. Because just asking upset him. So we’ll make it very clear how much work is involved, and what the exercises entail. And then we’re going to wait until after the Progress.”

Owyn went over and tugged the bell-rope to call for breakfast. “Why so long?” he asked as he turned back.

“Because I don’t want anyone knowing I’m doing it,” Del signed. “I don’t want my father knowing I’m doing it, because then he’ll know I was keeping it from him. And how will I keep it secret on the Progress?”

Owyn nodded. “Makes sense. Allie, have you eaten?”

“Not yet, no. And I’m sure Del could eat again.” Alanar tugged Del into a one-armed embrace. “How was practice?”

“Just archery today,” Del signed. “It’s going to rain, so Skela’s bones hurt.”

Alanar nodded when Owyn translated. “Maybe later we can go down to the canoe and see if I can help ease the pain,” he said. “Once the testing is over.”

Del could feel Alanar growing more tense, so he raised his hands. “How will I know what the exercises are? Are there books?”

Owyn studied Del, then translated. Then he added, “Allie, maybe after breakfast you can take Del down to the library?” he suggested. “You can tell him what to look for, and he can take those books on the Progress.”

Alanar nodded. “This afternoon,” he said. “After you’re done....” His voice trailed off, and he turned to Del, a quizzical expression on his face. “Del? Were you trying to distract me?”

Owyn groaned. “And I just fucked it up, didn’t I?”

Del sighed. “Yes, and sort of no,” he signed, and Owyn translated. “Yes, I was trying to distract Alanar. And I do want to try, and see if I can learn more. I may not talk to anyone but you, but I want to try.” He shivered, and Alanar hugged him closer. “It seemed like a good idea when I thought of it. A better idea than getting you drunk.”

Owyn laughed. “Whose idea was it to get him drunk?”

“Jehan. And Karse. They both thought of it.”

Owyn translated, and Alanar burst out laughing. “Have neither of them ever noticed that I don’t drink to excess?” he asked. “It completely destroys my sense of where I am. I can get lost in an empty room. I have gotten lost in an empty room.”

“Who is getting drunk? And at this hour of the morning?”

Del couldn’t see Aria until she came past Alanar. She went first to Owyn to kiss him good morning, then came over to him and Alanar. “Who is getting drunk?”

“Apparently, there’s an idea being bandied around by Jehan and Karse to get me drunk, so I won’t worry about Owyn and his test,” Alanar answered.

Aria laughed. “They mean well, I’m certain.”

Alanar nodded. “They do. So I won’t be angry at them. Annoyed, but not angry.”

Aria stepped closer and kissed Del on the cheek. “Were you practicing this morning?” she asked as she sat down at the table. Del pulled out of Alanar’s embrace and caught his hand, bringing him to join her.

“Archery today,” he signed as he sat down next to Aria. “No dancing. It will rain today. I need to practice when we travel, though.”

She nodded. “That’s a good plan. Now, are you packed?” she asked. When Del nodded, she looked across the table at Owyn and Alanar. “Are all of you packed?”

“I think so,” Owyn answered. He sat down next to Alanar and leaned over to kiss his husband. “I’ll look again later, make sure I didn’t miss anything.” He frowned, looking at the door. “I’m not sure what I should eat.”

“Well, are you likely to purge?” Alanar asked. “If you are, then you want a lighter meal.”

Owyn shrugged. “Not sure, Allie. I didn’t the last time, but I’m different now.” He closed his eyes. “Del, if you’re trying not to be in my head, it’s not working. I can hear you thinking about what you’re going to sign, right before you do it.”

“I asked him to try not to,” Alanar admitted. “I didn’t want there to be any added stress on you today.” 

“Thank you, Allie. I’m fine. A little nervous, but fine. Honestly, I think you’re worse than I am. I can feel you.”

Alanar grimaced. “Maybe I shouldn’t be outside the door, then. I’ll be a distraction.” 

Someone knocked, and a servant came into the suite. Behind him was Lexi, who bowed formally, then smiled.

“Good morning,” she said. “Shall I bring breakfast, and for how many?”

“I am not certain when Aven or Treesi will be back,” Aria said. “Should we have something up for them, or let them ask when they come in?”

“At this hour, Aven will probably eat with the cousins,” Del signed. “But Treesi may be back soon. She was with Jehan and Karse at the practice yard.”

Aria nodded, then turned back to Lexi. “Bring for everyone, please. Aven may eat with his family, but he may not.”

“Very good,” Lexi said with a nod. “I’ll have everything brought up right away.” She paused on her way to the door, then turned back to the table. “Aria, will you have time after breakfast to go over our instructions for while you’re gone? Since Steward seems to be so intent on going with you. Mother only knows why — we might as well paint a target on his back!” Owyn snorted, and Lexi blushed. “I apologize,” she said. “That was uncalled for.”

“No, that was very much called for,” Owyn grumbled. “You’re right. But there’s not a lot of choice. He has to go with us, right?”

“He does,” Aria agreed. “He has to be seen by the people. They have to hear from his own lips that the Usurper is no more, that his name has been forgotten. They have to see that Steward is true to me, and they have to see him by my side.”

“Yeah, so that no one gets all notional and tries to rise up in his name,” Owyn added. “We’ll just need to make sure he’s got like...half a dozen bodyguards around him at all times—”

Del leaned his elbows on the table and rested his chin on one upraised hand. There was something wrong with Owyn’s logic, but he wasn’t certain what. His stomach growled, loud enough that Alanar laughed.

“Well, I think that’s a clear enough signal,” Lexi said with a smile. “I’ve lingered long enough. I’ll go see about your breakfast.” She bowed again and left the suite, closing the door behind her.

Aria laced her fingers together and rested them on the table. “We can’t assign him a half a dozen guards, no matter how much we want him to stay safe,” she said. “It will look as if he’s under coercion, or is a prisoner. One guard, perhaps. But that would be true of all of us. Each of us should have a guard when we leave the others. No one should go anywhere alone. But a half dozen guards? No, that’s excessive.”

Del nodded and sat up. “And he won’t stand for it. Not even if you order him to.”

Aria sighed. “I’m sorry, I missed the first part. I wasn’t looking.”

“He says Steward won’t stand for that many guards, even if you tell him to.” Owyn answered. He nodded. “Del’s right.” He rubbed one hand over his face.

“Owyn, what can we expect from today?” Aria asked softly. “Knowing something — anything!— will help all of us, I think.”

“He won’t tell you,” Alanar grumbled. “He won’t tell me anything.”

“I can’t tell you!” Owyn protested. “You can’t know what happens once that door closes. Not until it’s your turn, Aria.” He took a deep breath. “And Allie? I want you outside the door. You won’t be a distraction. Unless you completely panic, so don’t do that, all right?”

Alanar took Owyn’s hand, kissing his fingers. “I will try very hard not to panic. But what can you tell us about what will happen leading up to the door closing?”

Owyn looked startled. “I...yeah, I suppose I can talk about that. Granna says they’ll come and get me. I’ll go down to the room where we're doing this just like this.” He gestured to himself, the plain shirt and trousers he was wearing. “Nothing fancy. When we get there, Mem will meet us, and he’ll challenge me—”

“Challenge you?” Aria interrupted.

“Yeah, it’s part of the ritual,” Owyn answered. “You’ll see that part. Once I answer the challenge, he’ll let me in. And then the door closes and that’s all you get to know.”

“Do you bring your smoke blades with you?” Del signed.

Owyn shook his head. “No. Mem took them, and I won’t get them back until I pass the testing.” He tugged his hand out of Alanar’s, then folded his hands on the table. “I really don’t know what to expect. No one has ever done this before. Retesting, I mean. Granna says there’s never been a need to retest anyone. So it might just be going through the motions.” He paused. “And I’m getting too close to telling you stuff I’m not supposed to tell you, so I’m going to stop talking now.”

The door opened, and Treesi came inside, followed by Aven and Jehan.

“Good morning!” Treesi called. “Have you eaten yet?”

“Not yet,” Aria answered. “Lexi will be bringing breakfast up soon.” She tipped her head back as Aven came to lean down over her, touching his forehead to hers. Then he kissed her and straightened, wincing as he leaned on his walking stick.

“I hunted with Melody, and ate with the cousins,” he said. “But I could eat again.” He turned to share breath with Del, then kissed him on the cheek before limping around the table to Owyn and Alanar. Once he’d greeted them, he came back to take his usual chair on Aria’s other side. Treesi followed him around the table, kissing everyone good morning. 

“Owyn, how are you this morning?” she asked as she reached him.

“Calmer than I expected,” Owyn answered. He tipped his head back to kiss Treesi, and as she sat down, he looked over at Jehan. “So, you’re getting my husband drunk? Without telling me?”

“No, we decided that it’s too early for that,” Jehan answered. “Del, you told them that?”

“They figured out I was trying to distract Alanar.” Del answered. “Alanar thought it was funny that you and Karse thought of the same thing.”

“Jehan, I don’t drink to excess,” Alanar added. “One glass of wine, maybe two. That’s my limit.” He smiled. “But thank you for trying to take care of me. Even if it means you’d have had to nurse me through being completely lost until I was sober.”

“Come and sit, Jehan,” Aria said. “Have breakfast with us.”

A few minutes later, Lexi led a parade of servants into the suite, carrying trays laden with covered bowls and platters, pitchers and teapots, and plates, bowls and cutlery. They loaded the table and the sideboard, and Lexi nodded her approval as the last cover was whisked away to reveal the fragrant rice-and-fish dish underneath.

“Very good,” she murmured. “Now, you all prefer to serve yourselves, so I’ll leave you to it.”

“Thank you, Lexi,” Aria said. “We will ring if we need anything.”

Lexi bowed and led the servants out, and Aven stood up, picking up an empty plate. 

“Who wants what?” he asked.

They ate, and talked about the Progress. Del looked around the suite.

“I’m getting tired of settling in and then having to leave again,” he signed.

“I think we all are,” Aven agreed. “We’re comfortable here. But we have to do this. Even if it wasn’t required, we’d still need to go. We need to be seen.”

“And we need to see,” Aria added. “We need to see what’s out there.”

Del nodded. “It will be nice to get back to Terraces, though. I miss Rhexa and Pirit.” He glanced over at the door. “And I think I’m not the only one who missed Rhexa.”

Aria looked amused. “Del, are you gossiping?” Her smile widened. “Is it very good gossip?”

Del grinned. “Fa has been sending a lot of letters out with Destria on the regular message runs to Terraces. A new letter every run.” He looked at the door again. “He’s started carving again. He hasn’t done that since Mama died.”

“Carving,” Owyn repeated. “You mean like Captain?”

Del nodded. “He would carve little figures, and give them to Mama. They made her laugh. The last time he touched his carving tools was when he tried to make a new soldier for me.” He smiled. “I think he’s making a present for Rhexa.”

Alanar laughed. “Owyn, you said it, didn’t you?”

“What, that at some point Steward might ask Auntie Rhexa for something more than a night?” Owyn nodded. “Yeah, I did. And if it happens, I’d have absolutely no objections.” He paused. “Except that Steward might end up moving to Terraces. Because I can’t see Auntie Rhexa moving here. She and Lexi would be like two cats in a box.”

Del sat up. “You think he’d leave?” he signed, and saw Owyn wince. “Oh. Sorry. Did I shout?”

“Just a little, love,” Owyn answered. “Still echoes when you do that. And I don’t know. And I don’t think we should worry about it, either. Whatever happens, happens.” He looked down at his plate. “Jehan, can I have some more of that rice? It’s really good. I need to learn how to make that.”

“Ask Lexi,” Jehan said. “She’ll give you the recipe. And you may have a little more, but only because there’s fish and eggs in it.”

Owyn started to reach for the serving bowl, only to stop when someone knocked on the door. When the door opened, Afansa was in the corridor.

“Owyn,” she said. “It’s time.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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The corridor they wanted was right off the main entryway, which was empty when they reached it. That alone was odd — there were always people in the entryway, servants and guards and visitors passing in front of the ornate double doors that led into the Hall. But now, there was no one, except for a single person standing before the door at the end of the corridor. Owyn knew it was Memfis, even though he couldn’t see his adoptive father’s face. No one else in the Palace would have the right arm of their shirt pinned up to their shoulder so it wouldn’t hang loose. Memfis was dressed head to toe in gray, and wore a gray veil that obscured his face.

“What is he wearing?” Aven whispered. 

“He is the Smoke,” Owyn whispered back. “It’s part of it.” He turned to face them. “This is where I leave you. I’ll see you on the other side.” He forced a smile. “I’ll be all right. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“You realize that saying that only makes me worry more?” Alanar asked. He pulled Owyn close. “I wish I knew what you were going to be doing. I wish you could tell us.” Owyn felt him shiver. “I wish I understood.”

“I’m sorry, Allie,” Owyn whispered. He hugged his husband tightly, then stretched up to kiss him. “Does it help if I tell you that the last time I did this, it took under an hour?”

“No,” Alanar answered. “Because the first time you danced in the caves in Terraces, it took about three-quarters of an hour. This last time, it took you six hours to wake up.”

Owyn grimaced. “Sorry. I thought it might help. I just...I just keep making it worse.” He hugged Alanar more tightly. “I...I don’t have to. I can...I can just not do it.”

“No,” Alanar said. “No, you have to. We need to know how to control the heart visions before they kill you.” He shivered again. “I...I’m not helping at all. Maybe I should have let them get me drunk. Or knock me out. Or...or something.” He laughed, sounding strained. “I love you. I’m scared—”

“I know,” Owyn said. “I know. I love you, too. And I told you my new waking vision. You’re stuck with me for a long time yet.” He tugged out of Alanar’s arms, looking around. “Aven, would you—” He paused, looked up at Alanar. “I don’t need four healers here. Jehan can stay. You and Treesi, you take Alanar back to the suite. You take care of him.”

Alanar looked shocked. “You...I...what?”

Aven rested his hand on Alanar’s shoulder. “Only if he agrees, Mouse.”

Owyn smiled and nodded, then tugged Alanar down so he could whisper in his ear. “Let them take you back to the suite. Let them take care of you. And let them help you.”

“Take care of me?” Alanar asked. 

Owyn laced his fingers into Alanar’s short hair, tugging gently. It was enough to make Alanar shudder, and Owyn smiled. “Yes, take care of you.” 

Alanar snorted. “I thought you wanted to be there to watch when that happened,” he whispered back.

“I’m patient,” Owyn laughed. “Really patient. We won’t have a chance to do that again until we’re back. So go do it now, and you can tell me about it later. Bedtime stories.”

Alanar laughed again. It had a wet sound to it, almost like a sob. “Bedtime stories,” he said with a nod. He kissed Owyn, hard enough that their teeth clicked together. “You had better be awake for them.”

“I’ll do my best,” Owyn promised. “Fishie?” 

“We’ll take care of him, Mouse,” Aven said. He kissed Owyn, then took Alanar’s hand. “Come on. Let’s see if I learned anything.”

Treesi threw herself at Owyn and hugged him tightly, then kissed him. “You be careful,” she warned. “Or...or I’ll turn your ears around.”

“Turn my...” Owyn burst out laughing. “What kind of a threat is that?”

She made a face at him. “I'm horrible at threatening anyone. I’ll come up with something better later.” She kissed him again, then let him go and went to take Alanar’s other hand. Together, Aven and Treesi led Alanar down the corridor and away. Once his husband was gone, Owyn sagged.

“Well, now that I don’t have to keep the brave front up anymore,” he said softly. “Right. I’m going. I’ll be done when I’m done.”

Aria held her hands out to him. He took them, and let her pull him into a tight embrace. For the second time, he hesitated. Did he really need to do this? He was already a Smoke Dancer. He didn’t have to test again.

But he was more than a Smoke Dancer now, wasn’t he? What, he wasn’t sure. Maybe this would tell them.

Alanar was right. He had to do this. He had to know.

“Don’t you worry about me,” he said softly. “There’s nothing to this, really. You’ll see.”

“In a year or two, it will be my turn,” Aria replied. “And will you be the one who stands at the door as the Smoke?”

He smiled. “If you want me there. I’d be honored.”

She kissed him, gently at first, then with more heat, and he pulled her tighter to him, holding her closer, breathing her in. She drew back slightly, resting her forehead against his, breathing with him the way she would with Aven. “That’s not the only place I want you.”

Owyn chuckled. “I’d be honored,” he answered, and she giggled. “But perhaps not tonight. I’m not sure what state I’ll be in, and Alanar is going to want to be sure I came through safely.”

Aria stepped back, nodding. “I understand.” She looked past him, at the door, and the figure standing there. She nodded. “Go on. Does...does one wish a Smoke Dancer good hunting or good dancing?”

Owyn laughed. “I don’t know. We’ll ask Granna later.” He kissed her again, then turned to where Del was standing. “Thanks, for trying to distract him.”

Aria blinked and turned to Del. “How were you trying to do that?”

“I asked his help with some research,” Del signed.

In Owyn’s mind, he heard Del growl in annoyance, and realized his mistake. He reached out and rested his hand on Del’s shoulder, tugging him closer for a quick hug.

“Sorry,” he whispered. “But thank you.”

Del snorted. He nodded and kissed Owyn on the cheek, then stepped back and took Aria’s hand. Owyn smiled at them, then turned back toward the door and the Smoke. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and walked forward. He knew what to expect.

As he approached, Memfis shifted, barring the way. “Who seeks the Smoke?”

The first time Owyn had done this, he had been nervous enough that he nearly forgot his name. Now, he had an entirely new name, which he once again nearly forgot. “Owyn,” he stammered. “Owyn Jaxis, son of Huris of the Smoke. Son of Dyneh. Son of Memfis of the Smoke. I’ve come to claim what the Smoke holds and hides. I have come to claim the Smoke for myself.”

The figure tipped his head to the side, and Owyn could almost picture Memfis smiling at him. 

“The Smoke will not be claimed by force,” he answered. “The Smoke chooses to claim only those who are strong enough to bear it.” He stepped out of the way, and opened the door to reveal billows of smoke inside the room. “Enter, and see if the Smoke will claim you.”

Owyn bowed, then walked forward. The last time had been in a cave that had smelled of hot iron, sulfur, brimstone and something that he never really could explain. This time, he couldn’t identify the incense that had filled the room with scented clouds, but the smell was close. Close enough. He stepped inside, hearing the door closing behind him, plunging the room into near darkness. The only light came from a brazier in the middle of the room. In the dim glow, he could see the veiled figure seated on the other side. He walked forward, and went to one knee in front of the brazier.

His smoke blades were on the floor in front of him. When he’d done this at the beginning of his training, there had been no blades — he hadn’t yet earned them. What were they doing here? It took all of his will not to reach down and pick them up. He bit his lip, took a deep breath of the heavy, scented air, and looked up at the veiled figure.

“I am Owyn Jaxis, and I come to speak to the Smoke,” he said. 

“The Smoke listens.”

It was Meris’ voice...but it wasn’t. She was the Lady of the Smoke. Owyn shivered, even though the room was warm.

“I have seen things that were not,” Owyn said. “And I have seen things that will be. The Smoke calls me.”

“Then you must listen,” the Lady of the Smoke answered. “What does the Smoke say? Where lies your end?”

Owyn smiled. “I will die old,” he answered. “In my own bed. In my own time, and with my loved ones with me.” All at once, he realized that Alanar hadn’t been in that vision. Would Alanar die first? He swallowed. “The Smoke knows I have died already,” he added. “I died, and was reborn.”

“The Smoke knows,” the Lady agreed. “And now we must see what the Smoke says. Come closer to the brazier and sit.”

Owyn shifted, moving his smoke blades to the side and sitting cross-legged on the floor on one side of the brazier, watching as the Lady threw a handful of something onto the coals. It hissed, and gave off another billow of fragrant smoke. This wasn’t what had happened the last time. He had no idea what was going to happen now.

“You have danced the Smoke.”

Owyn nodded. “I have. I was named a Smoke Dancer already. And after I died and was reborn, I danced again, and saw my new end. I am a Smoke Dancer still.”

The Lady held her hand out over the brazier. “Take my hand. We will seek the truth in the Smoke together.”

Owyn coughed. “I—” He swallowed. If he objected, they were done. There were no second chances when the Smoke called. He reached out and took the Lady’s hand, feeling the rising heat from the coals against his skin. 

“Breathe, Owyn Jaxis. As you were taught.”

Owyn closed his eyes and took his first deep breath. 

His skin tingled. 

His second deep breath.

Every hair stood on end.

He took his third deep breath, and fell through the floor and into darkness and smoke. He could still feel a hand in his, and he clung to it. The Lady was his anchor. If he lost her, he’d never find his way back.

He heard laughter, and headed toward the sound, bringing the Lady with him.

“I was wondering when you’d come again.”

Owyn would have smiled if he’d had a face. “Hello, Milon. How are you?”

“Glad to touch your mind, my boy,” Milon said. “And, to answer your question, hungry, cold and worried. They took Trey out quite a while ago, and I don’t know why. I can’t hear anything.” He paused. “We’ve stopped, and we’re not in the cart anymore. I’m not sure where we are. Some kind of a cellar, I think. The walls are damp and cold. Trey says that there is an air vent, but it is up too high for him to reach. I...” He paused again. “I...are you...is there someone with you?”

“I’m being retested,” Owyn answered. “Did Trey tell you I died, and that Aven brought me back?”

“Yes,” Milon said. “Funny, that. I’m told I did the same.”

“You what?” Owyn squeaked, and felt a surge from the Lady.

Clearly, Milon felt it, too. “Owyn...who is with you?” he asked slowly. “I...no. No, it can’t be. They told me she died!” 

Then, Owyn heard another voice. “My darling. I thought I’d lost you. Oh, my darling boy.”

“Grandmother—” Milon’s mental presence shattered, and Owyn knew he was alone in the dark with the Lady. 

“Come back,” the Lady said. “Come back and let me look into you. Let me see the truth in the heart of your world.”

Owyn turned back to the Lady, and felt her mind meet his. Felt her warmth, the depth of her love for him. Had this been what Milon had felt? He could understand why he’d lost his control and fallen out of their connection.

No, he needed to focus. He drew himself back, basking in the Lady’s warmth. 

“The paths of your heart are like thoroughfares,” she murmured. “And the threads that bind you to your loves are like cables. It’s no wonder that you’re so open to their minds. Your barriers are as clear as glass.” She paused, then laughed. “Nerris, who loved with his whole being, and who knew the heart of the world as he knew the palm of his own hand.”

“What’s that?” Owyn asked. “Sounds like a verse.”

“It is,” the Lady answered. “It is, and I’d forgotten it. Come back now, my Owyn. We’ve been here long enough.”

Owyn started to follow, and felt a tug. The tug turned to a pull, and the pull to a jerk that pulled his hand free, dragging him away from the Lady and into the darkness.

He opened his eyes to green — dozens of shades of green, more than he ever knew existed, painting the grass and the leaves and the moss on the rocks, and even the buds of flowers not yet open. He rolled onto his knees and looked around. This wasn’t a vision. This was real. And it was nowhere he knew. He slowly got to his feet.

“Owyn.”

He turned, and saw a woman sitting on a rock. He blinked — he’d just looked at that rock, and there had not been a woman sitting there. She seemed familiar. Older than Rhexa, younger than Meris. She reminded him a little of Aleia.

“I...hello?” he said slowly. “Where are we? And...ah...do...do I know you?”

She smiled, and her smile was full of warmth and love and laughter, and her eyes were the bluest he had ever seen. And all at once he realized who she was. Who she had to be, to have pulled him out of the Smoke like this. 

He dropped to his knees and ducked his head. “Mother. I’m sorry. I didn’t know—”

Her laughter was like bells. “There’s no reason you should have known, my son. It’s been a very long time since I last spoke to any of my children like this.” She paused. “You’re very quick. You are very much like him, you know.”

“Like...who?” Owyn looked up. “Who am I like?”

“Nerris. Your distant father.” She held one hand out. “Come closer, my son. I won’t hurt you.”

“Didn’t even think that for a minute. Never even crossed my mind. But I bet you knew that,” Owyn said. He got up and moved closer, sitting tailor-fashion at the Mother’s feet. He took her offered hand, and felt warmth racing up his arm. He sighed and closed his eyes. “What are you doing, though?”

“Resettling your new gifts,” she answered. “You are unbalanced, which is why it’s hurting you to see so deeply. That was not what I intended, and I’m making it right.”

“Oh,” Owyn murmured. “Thank you. And...you did that? Why?” He tried to think, but the warmth was making him relaxed and sleepy. Could he sleep here? No, Owyn. Focus. “Jehan said you changed us. All of us. You made me have heart visions, and you made Aven a level five healer.”

“I did change you,” she answered. “But at the same time, I did not. You had the potential. You all did. I honed it.”

“You refined it,” Owyn said, opening his eyes as the warmth faded. “I think I told that to Jehan once. That you were refining us, like burning the impurities out of ore.”

She laughed. “Yes, you’ve said that before. You are correct. I had hoped that I would not need to act thus. I thought that perhaps one of my chosen might be able to succeed without intercession. But this has become too urgent.” She paused, then shook her head. “I did not act on my chosen daughter Yana, and I failed her. I cannot fail my chosen daughter Aria, or the Companions who walk with her. We no longer have the luxury of time.”

“What?” Owyn asked. “Why?”

“Because Adavar has lost patience.” the Mother answered. “He began to wake when our daughter Tirine died. He is awake now, and not pleased. If nothing is done, if the Firstborn falls, or his Heir, then Adavar will rise.”

Owyn frowned, then remembered Aven saying something. “Father Adavar rolling in His sleep,” he murmured. “That’s what the Water tribe calls a quake. Aven said we don’t want Him to wake. And...and Mem said He was close to it. Close to waking.” He swallowed. “He’s awake already? What...what happens if He does rise?”

“He is awake. And watching. And if He rises, then everything ends,” the Mother answered, her voice barely a whisper. 

“Everything ends?” Owyn repeated 

The Mother nodded. “There,” she said as she let go of his hand. “You shouldn’t feel as much of a strain when you use your gifts now. It will still drain you, but not as much.”

“I...thank you. I mean...thank you for making it so I don’t fall on my face every time I dance. But what do you mean everything ends?” He frowned. “Aleia thinks that Aven getting tortured triggered the storm, and me dying triggered the Smoking Mountain blowing up and destroying Forge. If Aria or Milon dies, everything blows up?”

The Mother nodded. “They must be protected.”

Owyn smiled. “We’re doing that. With Aria, anyway. And we’re going to find Milon. Trey will take care of him until we find them both.”

The Mother met his eyes. “Trey can no longer protect him. We no longer have the luxury of time, Owyn.”

“Trey can’t?” Owyn looked down at his hands, his mind racing. Trey was alive. He was sure of that. But... “I...can’t you stop her? Risha, I mean. Can’t you...do something?”

She shook her head. “Risha has turned her face from me. She is no longer one of my children. Which means I no longer have power over her.”

“That...” Owyn frowned. “That seems like a big problem. If you don’t mind me saying that.”

She smiled ruefully. “It has never been one before. Hopefully, it will not be again. Now, I must send you back, before your grandmother grows too worried. She fears that she lost you in the Smoke.”

“May I ask you a question, before you send me back?” Owyn asked. He folded his hands in his lap. “I...I was wondering. My parents. My real parents. I don’t remember them at all. I have a lot of people telling me what they think Dyneh and Huris would think of me, but...you’d know, wouldn’t you? They went back to you.”

The Mother smiled. She leaned forward and kissed Owyn on the forehead. “Your mother and father love you very much, Owyn Jaxis.”

Owyn blinked. “They do? I...but—”

“They do. And one day, you’ll meet them. I promise you that. But for now, it’s time to go back.” She reached out and touched his forehead, right between his brows. “You will not remember our conversation. Not now.”

“But—”

“Soon, Owyn. You will remember soon. Now, go back.”

Owyn gasped and opened his eyes, seeing Meris sitting on the floor next to him, looking down at him. She smiled wearily. “There you are,” she said. “I thought I’d lost you. How do you feel?”

“I...” Owyn sat up slowly and looked around. There was a lamp burning, and the drapes were open, filling the room with light. The windows were open, too, and the smoke from the brazier was clearing. “No, I’m all right.” He turned to Meris. “I feel fine. Did I pass?”

Meris laughed. “You did, indeed. And I have a better idea of what is happening to you now. I’d forgotten that old verse. Now, I need to find it again.” She patted him on the knee. “Help an old woman off the floor, and we’ll go tell everyone you’re perfectly fine.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four
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Aria looked up as the door to the meeting room opened, reaching out to touch Del’s shoulder. He jerked, and she realized that he must have fallen asleep sitting on the floor next to her. He’d insisted that she sit down, bringing a chair out of one of the other meeting rooms. Then he’d sat down next to her and leaned his head against her leg. To keep her from getting back up to pace, she assumed. She hadn’t expected him to fall asleep. Now he scrambled up to his knees, blinking furiously. Across from them, Jehan and Memfis both straightened, intent on the opening door.

Owyn came out, his smoke blades cradled in his left arm, and with Meris on his right. He looked at them, then grinned.

“Well, I...sorry, I decided to be boring today.”

Memfis coughed. “Be boring? Did...Meris, did it not work?”

Meris patted Owyn’s arm. “It worked beautifully. Our Owyn will be just fine. Whatever it was that unbalanced him so badly seems to have resolved itself in the testing. Now, I will need to do some research, see if I can find the original text to The First Companions. Do you know if there’s a copy in the library here?”

Del started signing, and Owyn smiled. “Del says there are three. And one of them is kept in a locked case. Steward says it’s old enough that it may be the original, and no one handles it without gloves on.” He shook his head. “I want to see that. I didn’t know books could be that old.”

“We’ll see it later, my darling,” Meris said, patting his arm again. “Now, go see to your Heir.” She looked around. “And your husband. Where’s Alanar?”

“I sent him off with Aven and Treesi, because he was close enough to panicking that we were worried he’d tip me over the edge,” Owyn answered. “So I should go see what they’re up to.”

“And eat something. You should eat something,” Aria added. “Come, and we’ll go find them, and see what there is to eat. And we’ll let them know you’re safe and well.” She held her hand out, and Owyn left Meris’ side and came to her. He ignored her outstretched hand, handing his blades to Del before pulling Aria into a tight embrace. She wrapped her arms around his neck and closed her eyes, relief washing over her. He was safe. He was whole. And he was still hers.

“What happened in there?” Jehan asked. “I know you said he’s fine, and I can tell he’s nowhere near as off-balance as he was when he went in. I don’t even need to touch him to tell that. What did you do? What did the testing do?”

Meris shook her head and laughed gently. “Jehan, you know I can’t tell you that.”

“Even if I swear to treat it with healer confidentiality?” Jehan asked. “This might help someone else.”

“There’s no one else like our Owyn,” Meris said.

“No,” Aria agreed. “There is no one else like my Owyn.”

***
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DEL HELD OWYN’S HAND all the way back to the suite. He also carried Owyn’s blades, because Aria refused to relinquish Owyn’s other hand.

“You know, I have no idea what kind of mischief they’re going to be up to in there,” Owyn said as they reached the suite. “Maybe we should let them be? Go down to the kitchens for a bite, come back later?”

“Aren’t you curious?” Aria asked. “I am.”

Owyn looked at her, and laughed. “You just want to watch.”

Aria blushed. “And what harm is there in that?”

Owyn turned to look at Del. “Will this be uncomfortable for you?”

Del shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know. If it is, I can go to my room.”

Owyn nodded. “All right. Then let’s go see.”

Aria opened the door, and they entered the empty sitting room. Owyn looked around, then shook his head. “Aven’s room, or mine, or Treesi’s?”

“Probably yours,” Aria answered. “Especially if there is mischief.” She looked at Owyn. “What sort of mischief, do you think?”

“No idea,” Owyn admitted. He let Del’s hand go, and turned to him to take the smoke blades. “I know what Allie likes, and I know how curious he is. So I’m thinking that pretty much anything Aven thinks of will be fine by him. Especially since I can’t think of what Aven might know that Allie doesn’t.”

The door marked with the Fire sigil opened, and Treesi peered out, then burst out laughing. “I told you I heard him!” she called over her shoulder. The door closed; when it opened again and she came out, she was tying the sash of a dressing gown. She glanced at Del, and he realized why she’d bothered.

Del smiled. “You don’t have to cover up because of me,” he signed. “I’m getting used to it.”

“I don’t need to make you uncomfortable, either,” Treesi answered. “I got it, didn’t I?” When Del nodded, she laughed. “I’m getting better at this!” She looked over her shoulder, then grinned. “Want to see? Aven has interesting ideas, and Allie—”

“Likes being watched,” Owyn finished. “Del? You’re welcome to come look.”

Del hesitated. Normally, watching the others didn’t appeal to him, but hearing Treesi say that Aven had interesting ideas? He was curious to see what those ideas were. He nodded, so Owyn put his blades down, and Del followed the others into the Fire suite. Owyn went through the bedroom door first, and Del heard him burst out laughing.

“You used every rope we had, didn’t you?” he asked.

“What?” Aria followed him inside. “Oh!”

Now, Del was definitely curious. He peered around the door, and stared.

The bed in Owyn and Alanar’s room was wide, and had tall posts at all four corners. Aven had used rope to create a web between the posts at the foot of the bed. Woven into that web was Alanar, arms and legs spread wide. Owyn was on the bed, kneeling in front of his husband, a silly grin on his face.

“Like this, do you?” he asked, and reached out to run one hand down Alanar’s side. Alanar whimpered and pulled on the ropes, but it was clear he wasn’t going to be able to free himself from them.

“This is impressive, Aven,” Aria said. She moved over to stand with Aven, who was standing by the far bedpost, a coil of rope in his hand. He had removed his shirt, but was still wearing his kilt, and there was a prominent tenting in the front of it. “Are you not finished?” Aria asked. “Do you need more rope?”

“I wasn’t sure,” Aven admitted. “I was checking the connections and the knots, making sure it wasn’t going to be too tight.” He ran one hand down Alanar’s outstretched arm, prompting another moan.

Del stepped closer, studying the knots. “This is like canoe rigging,” he signed, and heard Aven laugh.

“A little, yes.” Aven laid down the rope he was holding. “Del...I’m not even sure what I’m asking. Are you...?”

“I’m fine,” Del signed. “Just...I’ve never seen anything like this before. This is...isn’t this very elaborate? It must have taken a long time.” Curiosity got the best of him, and reached out and ran his hand down the length of Alanar’s spine. Alanar whined, loud enough to startle Del back a step.

“He liked that,” Owyn said. “Del, you can touch him again. He liked it.”

Del met Owyn’s eyes. “He likes this?”

Owyn grinned. “A lot. And he really liked you touching him.”

“Yes,” Alanar groaned. “Yes, please. Just touch.”

Treesi cleared her throat. “Maybe...we should let them be?” she suggested. “Aven, we can...go back to my room. Or...or your room?”

“Or mine,” Aria offered. She nodded toward the coil of rope. “And bring that.”

Aven’s brows rose. But he didn’t answer. Instead, he moved to press against Alanar’s back. “Shall I leave you with them?” he asked. “With Owyn and Del? Wrapped up nicely for them?”

“A present for me? And it isn’t even my naming day,” Owyn crooned. Then he laughed. “Not that I know when that is.”

Aven laughed. He kissed Alanar’s shoulder, then stepped back and picked up the coil of rope. “My Heir?”

Aria laughed. She went to the bed and leaned past Alanar to kiss Owyn. She kissed Alanar, then kissed Del. Instead of her usual light kiss on the cheek, she kissed him on the lips.

“If this interests you, my Air, then perhaps we can explore it further,” she whispered. She ran her nails down Alanar’s spine, making him yelp. Then she left, taking Aven and Treesi with her.

“Well,” Owyn murmured. “Del, if anything makes you feel weird, you don’t even worry about it. You just go.”

“I’m fine,” Del repeated, this time in Owyn’s mind. “I...will he like it if I touch him again? Does he want me to do that?”

Owyn smiled. “Allie, Del wants to know if you want him to touch you.”

Alanar shifted in the ropes and Del realized he was pulling against them. Pulling toward Del.

“Yes,” he groaned. “Yes, please. Del, please.”

Del blinked, his mouth suddenly gone dry as he realized something.

Alanar would never hurt him. Not intentionally. He knew that. But like this?

Alanar couldn’t hurt him. He couldn’t move. Which meant...he was safe.

“Owyn? Help? What do I do?”

“Just touch, love. That’s all you have to do.”

***
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AVEN DROWSED ON THE bed, a beautiful woman on either side of him. Aria seemed to be deeply asleep, but Treesi was awake. He’d have liked to hold them, but Aria had lashed his wrists together and tied them to the headboard.

“Do you wonder what they’re doing, across the suite?” Treesi murmured. She started tracing the edges of his chest tattoos with her nails.

“I’m more interested in what we’re doing on this side,” Aven answered. He looked up at the headboard. “And if you have other plans for me.” He tugged on the ropes. “Trees, I forget. Who’s supposed to be in the healing center this afternoon? We’re not ignoring our duties, are we?”

“Your father took this afternoon,” Treesi answered, and rested her head on his chest. “So stop fussing. You’ll wake Aria.”

Aven sighed and closed his eyes. “Don’t tickle,” he murmured. “I’d like to have us all in one bed before we leave. I doubt we’ll have a chance to do that again before we get back.”

Treesi nodded, her hair sliding against his skin. “I’d like that,” she answered. “Aven, do you think they’re all right?”

Aven blinked. “I...you’re not talking about Owyn and Alanar and Del, are you?”

“No,” Treesi shifted so that she could look at him. “I’m worried about Othi.”

Aven nodded. “Ah. I should have known. Fa told me you’ve been keeping him company.” He took a deep breath. “Trees, I don’t know. I’m worried, too. And we’re leaving. If they don’t catch us in Terraces, we won’t know anything until we get back. I don’t like that at all.” He looked toward Aria. “But we can’t wait.”

“We cannot,” Aria murmured, and raised her head. She stretched up to kiss Aven, then leaned across him to kiss Treesi. “I don’t want to stay in ignorance for so long either, but we cannot delay the Progress anymore. We’ve waited long enough as it is.” She smiled. “And we should not delay our preparations any more, as lovely as this is. We have work to do today.”

“Oh, does that mean I don’t get to stay tied to the bed all day?” Aven asked, grinning. Aria made a face at him, then dragged her nails over his ribs, making him yelp, “No tickling!”

Laughing, Treesi reached up and untied the knots. Once he was freed, Aven stretched and gathered both women to his sides. Aria kissed him again, then pulled away and got out of bed, stretching and flaring her wings wide.

“Aria, how long before you can fly again?” Aven asked. “Once the baby comes?”

“A few weeks,” she answered. “Am I obvious? I miss flying.”

“You’re not obvious, and I miss watching you fly,” Aven said. He sat up and stretched again, wincing as his hip spasmed. Next to him, Treesi grimaced.

“I felt that,” she said. “We’ll work on it again. I really have no idea what you did when we rode out. It shouldn’t still hurt like that.”

“I’m going to ask Grandmother to look at it when we get to Terraces,” Aven said. “Fa said I should.” He looked at the door. “Now, are we all curious?”

“We’ll go and check on them once we’re all ready,” Aria said. “Are we bathing together, or going to our own baths?”

They separated to bathe and dress, and met in the sitting room. Without saying anything, Treesi went and knocked on Del’s door. When no one answered, she looked at them.

“He must still be with Owyn and Allie,” she said. “Do we check on them?”

Aven looked over at the closed door. He nodded. “I’ll go.”

He let himself into Owyn and Alanar’s rooms, walking carefully through to the bedroom door. He could hear nothing from inside. For a moment, he thought about knocking. But Alanar hadn’t slept well the night before, and Owyn needed all the sleep he could get. So waking them would do no one any good. He cracked the door open gently and looked inside.

No one had closed the curtains, so sunlight dappled the bed, showing clearly the three curled around each other. Aven smiled and closed the door.

“Are they all right?” Treesi asked as he came back out to the sitting room.
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