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Pronunciation Guide


Ailith: A-lith 
Andriana:An-dree-ana, or Dree, for “Dri” 
Asher: Ash-er 
Azarel: Ah-zah-rell 
Bellona: Bell-oh-na 
Chaza’el: Chazah-ell 
Kapriel: Kah-pree-ell 
Keallach: Key-lock 
Killian: Kill-ee-un 
Raniero: Rah-near-oh 
Ronan: Row-nun 
Tressa: Treh-suh 
Vidar: Vee-dar 
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We disappeared the same day we arrived. Even our parents couldn’t tell you where we’d been taken. 

Children of subversives, we were born in different corners of the world, but every one of us emerged on the seventh day during the seventy-seventh Harvest after the Great War. And every one of us carried the Ailith Strain.

Our coming was foretold for years. The elders spoke of children who could change the future, change the world, just as the planet teetered on the edge of darkness. Born on the prophesied day with birthmarks in the form of a crescent moon, they knew us immediately. Swaddled and screaming, we were spirited away by those who hid us, trained us, and kept us safe until our time came.

They poured their lives into us. Some died to save us.

None of us knew where the others were, but we knew we were not alone. We could sense one another, even from afar, and the need to be together was like a slow burn, intensifying until the Hour was reached.

And now we, the Remnants, protected by Knights of the Last Order, have gathered.

We are warriors, set to right so much that has gone wrong.

Called until we breathe our last…to save the world.
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The elder likened the Hour of our Call to a tidal pull, the first birthing pangs of a pregnant mother…but to me it felt like a scream building inside. Excitement and glory, swirling in a ball within my chest. Electrifying. Mobilizing. 

I sat up straight in my bed and looked out the window. Through the mists that plagued our planet even during the season of Harvest, I could see the dim glow of a crescent moon. Our mark. The Maker was calling us to rise, to gather, to begin at long last.

At last. At last. Was I truly ready?

Part of me felt it was perfect. The culmination of everything I’d dreamed about and prepared for. Relieved that the wait was over. That it was finally beginning.

Part of me felt unready. So. Not. Ready.

Slipping from my bed, I forced myself toward my clothes and strapped a dagger to my calf, yanked my long johns to my waist, then the ratty long-and-loose brown trousers I wore every day. I reached for my bra-band and tee, followed by a dark blue, long-sleeved woolen shirt, knowing the day would be cold, as it always was. I stared hard in the mirror while brushing my dark hair. Mom always loved this shirt on me. Said it brought out the blue-green color of my eyes.

Mom. Dad.

I swallowed hard, against the lump in my throat. I couldn’t think about my foster parents—not now. It was as if we’d already been pulled a distance apart in that waking moment, making me longingly glance over my shoulder in their direction from the other side. They’d know it too. At least, I hoped they would. It would make our parting one of destiny. Bittersweet, but sure.

By the dim light of the moon, I put on socks and laced up my boots, then stuffed my hairbrush, toothbrush, box of baking soda, several changes of underwear and socks, another T-shirt, a cami, and thick sweater into my backpack. I tugged on a long, oilskin coat, strapped on my sheath, then reached for my sword on the wall—which had been there ever since I was a babe in my protectors’ arms—and slid it into the sheath on my back.

The wall looked curiously blank without it, and I took one last, slow glance around the room I’d had my entire childhood. I’d heard that some of the warlords’ kids still grew up with images of Winnie the Pooh or Beatrix Potter on their nursery walls. Characters from precious books my mom and dad had read to me from tattered pages, making up the story for me when a section had been lost. I pondered that for a second, the idea of a pristine room, clean and freshly painted.

But I’d always been destined for this, this night among nights. A girl with a sword on her wall from birth.

Mom and Dad were outside my room. Dad lit one of the candles on the wall and then turned to stand beside Mom. They appeared drawn and tired, fear lurking in the lines of Mom’s face, but with encouragement and love fighting it back. Dad looked at me with compassion and was first to pull me into his arms. “You are brave, Andriana. Capable,” he whispered. “What a privilege to be a part of preparing you for this moment. Go. Go and make us proud.”

“I will,” I said, suddenly choked up, feeling the loss within him, the pain this was causing, as well as a fierce sense of pride. “Thank you, Dad. Thanks for … everything.” I tried to memorize the warm feel of his embrace, the last I’d likely ever have from him. Because we were going away.

Most likely very, very far away.

That was when I felt my first pang of panic.

Mom pulled me into her arms next. She was shorter than me, but she still felt strong. In her, I sensed the tearing too; the grief, as well as a measure of fear. “I’ll be okay, Mom,” I said, swallowing hard, trying to convince myself as much as her.

“You’d better,” she said with pretended threat, hugging me harder and then pulling away to put a delicate hand on either side of my face. “We raised you to do nothing but this, Andriana,” she said, staring into my eyes, willing me to understand, to remember. “You have what you need within you to do what you must. The Maker saw to it. In him you will find strength and courage and direction. Remember that.” Her head shook back and forth a little, as if she were arguing within herself, reassuring herself, like she wanted to say more.

“I will, Mom,” I said. I embraced her again, and then turned toward the door, feeling an Ailith—someone like me, born with the strain that destined us to be either Remnant or Knight—even before we reached it. We could all do that—know when another of our kind was near. But this one felt special to me. More known than the others. Ronan.

I opened the door to my tall knight, his finely muscled arms bulging out from a sleeveless shirt, worn despite the night’s chill that made his breath fog before his face. Ronan’s fingers twitched nervously over the hilt of the dagger at his waist, making me seek the deep shadows beyond him. Normally, he was steady regardless of what we faced, but tonight even the air around him was tense. His green-brown eyes met mine and he gave me the barest of nods, then slicked back his long dark hair from his face. “They’re coming. They feel it too,” he whispered, too low for my parents to hear.

The Sons of Sheol. The dark ones. The elders had warned us.

He reached past me to shake my father’s hand with both of his own and then embrace my mother, as if they were his family, not mine. Even though they’d never met—by careful design—and never would again. “You’ve served the Maker well. Thank you. She will be safe with me.”

In his arms, Mom broke. “Do take care of her,” she managed to say with a strangled voice, nodding quickly and forcing a smile, even as her lip began to tremble and her shoulders began to shake. As if that would make me think she was fine. I reached out to hold her hand.

“With my life,” he said tenderly, backing away so she could see the pledge in his eyes. So kind to my mom, it made me catch my breath. “Andriana is strong,” he said. “But together we will be even stronger.”

“May your words be true,” Dad said.

Before I could nod in agreement, a shiver ran down my back. My eyes met Ronan’s, and together we searched the bank of dark trees that lined our village of twenty homes.

“What is it?” Mom whispered.

“They’re coming for us,” Ronan hissed. “We must be away.”

Never had we felt our enemy this close. A few times, they’d entered the Valley, scouting, but never come this far…

“Go, Andriana,” Mom whispered, tears running down her face. “Dri, go,” she said, but her body and tone screamed at me to stay. Stay!

I looked back at her, tears running down my face as well, fear for those I loved almost immobilizing me. We were trained to battle the dark, born for it, in a way. My parents were not. And never had our enemy come this close to our village.

“You must go too, now,” I said. “Into hiding. Far from here. Far from anything that ties you to me. Do not wait. Do you promise?”

“We promise,” Dad said. “Go.”

Mom nodded as Dad wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

Comforted, I quickly pulled them to me one last time, kissed their wet faces, then turned to take Ronan’s offered hand. He was immediately in a full sprint.

Directly toward our oncoming enemies.

I fought the urge to pull my hand from his as we ran into and through the forest. But there was only one reason my knight would head toward them. “You brought the bike?”

“Just over the hill,” he grunted. He’d often stashed his dirt bike in a copse of aspens, waiting for me at the forest’s edge to escort me to training. There were times over the years I’d felt him near, keeping watch, even when I hadn’t expected him. It’d made me smile, warmed by his presence even a thousand feet away. His fierce protection. The first day we’d met, on our decade-and-second birthday, he took my hand in both of his and stared into my eyes, and I’d learned the full meaning of the term bonded. Training together every day since had only strengthened our connection. Now, in the early hours of our decade-and-seventh birthday, we moved out to claim our inheritance, our birthright as Ailith warriors. Finally, finally fighting back against the dark that threatened to overtake us.

We ran crouched over, feeling the rising pressure of fear within our chests entwining with the warm pull of the Ailith’s Hour as we hurried across fallen logs and through brush.

Ronan abruptly stopped by a huge tree and pulled me up short, then tightly against his broad chest. I remained as still as I could, panting, as he edged his face to the left, ever so slowly peeking around. He straightened and sighed, closing his eyes in frustration. His arm around me tightened. “Scouts,” he whispered, close to my ear. “Two.”

I couldn’t believe it. We’d felt the Call but an hour before. Had the Sheolites somehow known the Hour was upon us? And if we couldn’t get to our meeting place—if the Sheolites managed to capture or kill us—what then?

Oh no. No, no, no. We didn’t go through all this, do all this … My parents sacrificed so much … I shifted, wanting to tear into these spies like a banshee, but Ronan held my arm. As if he knew I’d want to rely on myself rather than the Maker. I shook my head and closed my eyes and tried to concentrate as our trainer had taught us. To hear the Maker in my very breath, focusing, remembering we were not alone. 

A minute or so later, a mudhorse—bred for our rainy, wintery conditions—snorted, and I visualized the rider in a wide saddle atop it, a mere five feet away. I listened intently for a few seconds but heard only silence.

Ronan looked down at me and I nodded. If we were to escape and not be followed, if Mom and Dad were to be safely away, these two had to die. Our trainer had warned us. There would be no skirmish with these dark knights; it would be a fight to the death. The Sheolites’ charter had always been to seek out and kill anyone with the high gifting. Ronan tapped me on the shoulder and pointed with two fingers, directly west. He wanted me to run as bait. Before my heart had time to drop, he took my hand and placed it on the hilt of my sword, and I smiled. While I would play the rabbit, any wolf that chased me would soon find this rabbit had teeth.

I set off immediately, running as fast as I could toward Ronan’s favorite place to stash his bike. I tore through the brush like I was in a blind panic, just as our trainer had shown us. Making plenty of noise so they would follow, and so Ronan could cut them down from behind. Though as I crested the next hill, with no sound of pursuit behind me, I turned and faltered.

Because clearly, no one was coming after me.

My heart sank. Ronan.

Could he defend himself against two of our enemies at once? I turned and ran back through the brush, slowing as I reached the first hill, hiding beneath the wide, broad branches of a fern as I searched for him in the crescent moon’s light. I could see and hear nothing. Our forests had long been devoid of birds and other creatures, hunted out decades before, but the mudhorses had been right there, stocky, short, strong, snorting in the misty night. Right there.

I could make out the dark outline of the big tree where we’d paused. But nothing else.

The silence was liable to send me into sheer panic, my heart now pounding more from fear than from my running. Had they managed to take Ronan? Or gone the other way?

I turned to the left and pushed through huge ferns before I ran right into the flank of a mudhorse and fell back. The creature whinnied and shied away, then reared, but as I struggled to rise, her rider turned toward me—nothing but a terrifying, flying shadow, leaping toward me.

I moved without thought, finding my feet and drawing my sword. The shadow became flesh and blood as he fell upon me. He came down so hard and fast that he was fully impaled upon my sword. I gasped at his weight atop me. He reached out to grip my throat, his fingers ice-cold, even through the long gloves he wore. I felt his chest heaving for breath against my pinned arm, and I pried at his strong fingers before he groaned then gasped, the sound raspy and wet with death.

He took one last breath and seemed to freeze, his hand still on my neck. I shuddered and pushed and pulled until I could scramble, crab-like, away through the soft, loamy soil of the forest, then to my feet. I stood there, trembling, trying to absorb the fact that I’d killed my first enemy. I lifted my sword and warily turned in a slow circle, wondering where the other was. Where Ronan was.

But then I heard it. An enraged scream. The metallic clash of swords. Six, seven strikes. Another guttural cry. Then silence.

I forced my body into motion, running toward them, sweeping through the great, wet ferns, desperately hoping I was in time to help. What I found was Ronan in a clearing, rising above another body, wiping his lip of sweat and wearily sheathing his sword. I ran into him, practically tackling him in my relief.

“Easy there,” he said with a gentle laugh, panting while settling an arm around me. “Whoa, you’re shaking.” He turned fully toward me, dropping his sword and placing both hands on the sides of my face. “Andriana, are you all right?”

“Fine, fine,” I said, pushing his hands away, embarrassed by my weakness. What had I thought we were training for? Day after day? I swallowed hard. “What happened?”

“They didn’t take the bait.”

I thought I saw a flash of white teeth as he smiled. I loved the way he smiled, like he was in on the best of secrets. It made me smile too. But then I sobered. “Ronan, they must’ve known. They knew our break-and-bait plan as soon as I set off.”

“Looks like it,” he said, grabbing my hand firmly again and pulling me along. “They didn’t even think of going after you at first. As soon as they cornered me, the other went looking for you.”

I let him drag me forward even as my mind raced back over his words. They knew. “They got to a…They got to a trainer?”

“Maybe,” he said, never pausing. “Or worse, an Ailith.” He let go of my hand, leaving me to trudge behind him as if he needed a moment to digest the idea himself.

I tried to swallow but found my mouth dry as I stumbled after him. If they’d gotten to a trainer, how much did they know? Of our skills? Our tactics? Of us? Such thoughts were foolish, however. There was no way they got our trainer. He was too good, too strong. And he would’ve died protecting our secrets, as he always said every trainer would.

But had they captured one of our fellow Ailith? On this night of nights? I slowed to a stop, feeling the slip of mud beneath my boots.

“Hey,” Ronan said, pausing to turn toward me. “Don’t worry,” he said, reaching up as if he wanted to touch me, then thinking better of it and dropping his hand. “We fought ’em off, didn’t we? And we’ll learn new tactics. This is just the beginning, Dri.”

Just the beginning. His words echoed through my mind.

This was the first night. The first hour.

But if this was the first hour, what was yet to come?
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Iclung hard to Ronan’s waist and leaned with him as we curved up the old remains of a road on the dirt bike. I leaned my head between his shoulders in the V formed by the swords on his back, closing my eyes, inhaling the scent of oil and leather and dust, feeling the taut muscles of his torso tense with each turn. The blowing strands of his dark hair, tied in a ponytail at the nape of his neck, tickled my cheek as the wind blew past. 

I knew I wasn’t supposed to feel the way I did. Ronan was my knight. My guardian. Nothing more. Anything more than kinship was expressly forbidden among the Ailith, and our trainer had drilled it into our minds from the start.

For a long while, we’d been nothing but brother and sister, companions learning to defend, to attack, to intuit, to respond. Learning the ancient words by heart, the process of meditation, the use of every weapon. But last year, as we practiced at what our trainer called “hunter and prey,” I’d managed to come upon Ronan from behind. More silent than ever before, refusing to let my soft boots betray me. Just as he sensed the Ailith in me was near, I’d pounced, leaping onto his back, laughing in victorious glee.

He’d been rising and managed to grab me and pull me around. But my weight upset him, and we tumbled far down a mossy, fern-covered bank, over and over again. When we came to a rest at the bottom, laughing and groaning, Ronan was above me, his arms on either side of my body. I could see it now, in the moonlight, as if I’d returned to that place. His face a foot away, his hair coming loose from its tie in a dark, shining wave. I moved to get up but he held me still, staring into my eyes, not laughing as I was. I paused, confused, wondering what he was up to, if he was claiming Hunter when he’d clearly been Prey. It was only as he slowly leaned toward me, searching my face as if he were asking permission, I knew.

He was going to kiss me.

But I’d ruined it.

Laughed in panic. Squirmed away.

“What are you doing?” I sputtered, scrambling to my feet. Half-angry, half-exhilarated. Brushing off my pants and examining a new tear—all in an effort to do anything but reach out and pull him to me again. To kiss him.

“I was just checking you out, making sure you were okay,” he’d said, turning so I couldn’t see his face. “Let’s go.”

I sighed at the memory and repositioned my arms as we rounded another corner, closing my eyes, appreciating the chance to be this close to him again with excuse. Because since that day, he’d not tried again, even though I’d given him more than a few chances. It was as if in that moment among the ferns, he’d decided to do as our trainer had taught him to do. To give his life for me, if necessary. To love me more than himself. But never to love-love me.

My heart ached at the thought of it. In admiration of his inner strength, fortitude. And in misery that he’d never be mine in a way that I wanted so much.

No one could know. Ever. What would they do to me if they found out? To him? Because it wasn’t an Ailith’s path to marry, mate, bear children. Our task was bigger. Greater.

We were born to save the world and all that. I gave my head a little shake, hearing our trainer’s words, spoken every time we met. You were born to do as the Maker bids. To fight the dark. To fight for the light. To save the world, one step, one person at a time.

We reached the end of the road as the moon crested above us, and parked beside the rusting remains of a train track that cracked and twisted as if some giant had reached down and cut it short.

“You sure this is the right place?” I whispered when Ronan cut the engine.

“Somewhat,” he said, getting off. He moved over to the old train tracks, and I saw what made him cautious. The metal had been harvested, most likely cut and hauled away as fodder for cave-housed bullet factories.

I tensed in tandem with Ronan as he rose. Because the warlords who still bore bullet-bearing weapons were a different breed altogether. Could there be some of them so close to us? Right here, in the Valley? Ronan moved ahead of me and lifted his chin, searching the dark silhouette of the mountain ridge above.

My heart was pounding. Not from fear—but rather from the growing presence of Ailith. Strong and true, almost as if our hearts pounded in unison. “Feel that, Ronan?” I whispered, trying to cover my excitement.

“Yeah,” he said, still studying the ridge. He took my hand and squeezed, and I looked up to where he seemed to be staring. And saw the figure of a man. Slowly, the man raised his right arm, his hand closed in a fist. Greeting us. Welcoming us in the way of the Community, as our trainer had himself.

“This way,” Ronan said. I followed him, even though I knew he was guessing. As we rounded a boulder, four men surrounded us, emerging from behind other rocks.

“Peace,” said one, even though he held an automatic weapon and I could see two swords strapped across his back, as Ronan wore his. “You are expected.”

I felt Ronan take my hand. There was no mistaking these men as our own, but he was taking no chance we’d become separated again. He pulled me after him in a way I was coming to expect, even when we slipped through a slit in the mountainside, entering sheer darkness at an angle. At times the crevice became so narrow, I wondered how Ronan managed to squeeze through. Ahead we glimpsed light, due to torches lit along the wall. I welcomed their glow, but it was something else entirely that beckoned us—the warmth of it pulling us to its edge like a warm fire after a cold, wet trip.

We passed pair after pair of guards, many of them bearing guns of all sorts—automatic rapid-repeaters as well as ancient rifles, pistols. My mind whirled, trying to make sense of the fact that I knew not one of them—when I thought I’d known most in the Valley. But I paid them little heed as Ronan and I fought the urge to break into a run, so eager were we to reach them…our brothers and sisters.

The other Ailith set my senses on alert, but the Community—drawing close to them was like nothing I’d ever experienced anywhere else. With them even near me, I felt whole. Awake. Known. More myself. Excited and at peace, all at the same time. It was like being back at home in the village, but better. More like being with a hundred brothers and sisters instead of only Mom and Dad and a few of our neighbors. I wished my parents were with me to meet this extended family. All awaiting us, welcoming us.

We could hear the murmur of voices, and as we emerged through the last bit of tunnel, a cheer went up. I froze, and Ronan turned back to me, but soon he was looking up and around as well. Around us, in a tight, steep beehive of an auditorium carved from the rock, forty or fifty elders sat clothed in robes. I’d never been with so many people, all at once, in one place. And never with people so old, many of them with gray or white hair. They stood, clapping slowly, with big, exaggerated movements, faces alight, as if they gained strength solely by the sight of us.

On the floor, three young people turned to face us, and I immediately knew two of them as Ailith. We reached to grip arms with each of them and they welcomed us. A dark, stocky guy introduced himself as Vidar, all big, white teeth against olive skin as he smiled into my eyes. Bellona, his knight, flipped her long brown braid over her shoulder as she reached for my arm. She was a couple inches taller than Vidar, my height, and didn’t smile, but I didn’t care. Given our encounter with the Sheolites, I figured the more tough warriors who joined our side, the better. And while she acted gruff, I knew her as sister as soon as our eyes met. It was like a knitting, a connection within the heart. A knowing, as surely as I knew Vidar as brother.

The last was Raniero. “Niero, they call me,” he said, sliding his arm into mine, every nuance of movement embodying ease, peace, utter assurance. He was beautiful, powerful, massive, and yet as graceful as a dancer, and I think I had to tell myself to shut my mouth when I felt it drift open. “Or you can call me Sir,” he said, the hint of a smile behind his dark, knowing eyes set in tawny skin. Ahh, I thought. So here is our leader. He was older than we by a few years, and…not Ailith. I didn’t feel the same pull in him. And yet he was special—unlike any other person I’d ever met, and so clearly bearing authority that I fought the compulsive urge to kneel. He unmistakably belonged with us, Ailith or not.

My eyes followed him as he moved on to greet Ronan. Niero had golden-brown skin and tight, dark curls that he wore closely cropped to his head. Just a couple inches shorter than Ronan, but more elegant force than brute strength. Some would call him the perfect example of man—the crossroads of all our ancient cultures, in physical form.

Out gleaning once, among a long-abandoned village, my dad and I’d discovered a pile of colored books in flimsy covers. “Magazines,” Dad had called them, picking one up. Half had long been penetrated by mildew and mold, disintegrating in our hands, but I’d squirreled away a few. They were filled with people in odd clothes—people from the olden days. Smiling, clean people, in bright homes. The words did not tell one story. They were like little stories, a page or two long, and addressed things like dating, job hunting, eating healthy meals. Things they did in the olden days.

As I watched him over Vidar’s shoulder, I decided Raniero reminded me of the men pictured within those ancient magazines, tending to bright green grass—lawns, they called them, according to Dad—or hovering over a smoking grill. Or showing off a crisp shirt that would never have been usable now, as it would soak up rain rather than warding it off.

But unlike those men in the magazines, who often looked harsh or cold, Raniero seemed to be the kind of guy who ended up with a house full of people and yet somehow managed to scrape together enough soup for all. The kind of guy who convinced you to do things his way, and made it seem like it had been your idea all along.

I breathed a sigh of relief. With him beside us, I immediately felt more ready, more qualified, even as we left behind our parents and trainers. And as I watched the others, I knew they did too.

“Ailith warriors, welcome to the Citadel.” My eyes moved to a wide chair in the middle row of the auditorium, where a man of seven decades lifted his right hand in a fist to quiet the chatter around him. Gradually, the entire hall grew quiet as everyone copied his gesture.

Ronan turned to him in deference. “So, we are not to wait? For the others?”

“It has not been disclosed where they are, or when they will arrive, or if you are to go in search of them,” said a gray-haired elder, a woman of perhaps six-and-five, at the man’s side. “But we all recognize the Call, do we not? I imagine they do too, regardless of where they rest this night. It is our prayer that they are in other pockets of Community, receiving their own blessing until you all are united.”

We nodded. Every hair on my arms and legs, as well as my neck, seemed to be rising. Because in that moment, the air felt energized, as if the Maker himself was present, flowing about us, around us, through us in spirit form. I glanced toward Vidar and he was grinning. He felt it too. The warmth. The presence. We all shared a moment of silence, looking at one another, Ronan and I last. This—this was the moment, the time, the culmination of what we’d all awaited. It was stunning, really. On one hand, I felt unready, too young for that asked of us—we’d not yet celebrated our second decade, still three seasons of Hoarfrost and Harvest away. On the other, I knew we could not feel any more ready.

“Kneel, Ailith,” the man said, taking a wooden box from the woman and slowly climbing down the steps. “Alternate Remnant and Knight before me. Kindly remove your coats and sweaters. Your arms must be bare.”

We did as we were told, aided in removing our outer garments by elders who respectfully took the jackets and long-sleeved shirts and sweaters from us and set them aside. Clothes were of significant value, and I tensed until I saw that mine were but five paces away. I shivered in the chill, glad for the warmth of so many bodies. Even though we were in the season of Harvest, it was still chilly in this fortress carved from stone. I glanced around again. How had they managed to create this place, especially without anyone in the Valley finding out? How long had it taken? Decades? Centuries? There was a sense that those here had been born within the Citadel’s walls. Maybe they had.

A table was brought forward, and I saw the older man carefully, reverently open the wooden box. “These bands were forged the night the Ailith were born.” Behind him, a line of women stood waiting. The hair on the back of my neck stood up again as the air buzzed with excitement. Joy, I decided. Promise. Hope. Had I ever felt such a thing? In such purity? The Maker, I thought. This is what it is to be surrounded by the presence of the Maker.

The elder pulled out the first item, and I gasped as he raised it to the ceiling as if dedicating it. The bands were crafted with the design of an eternal knot, one wrapping into another—in silver and gold—each strand an inch wide. Worth a thousand harvests. I’d never seen a hundredth of such precious metal, as it was the currency of the richest traders, often the only thing they’d take for a sack of meal, salt, grain. And there was little to go around…most of it in the warlords’ hands, melted and placed in bricks for their coffers, or adorning the inner sanctums of their palaces.

The elder handed it to the first woman behind him, then reached into the box. He pulled out another. I couldn’t help it; I gasped again as he lifted it to the ceiling, muttering, as if in prayer, then handed it to the second and reached for another. With the combined wealth that appeared to be in that box, we could rule a kingdom.

As each woman received an armband, she came to kneel to the right of a Remnant or stand to the right of a Knight. When there was someone beside each of us, the old man spoke while slowly circling around, head bowed, arms folded behind his back. “You were chosen whilst still in your mothers’ wombs and trained from the day of your birth on. The tasks you face ahead are grave indeed. The future of our people, of the world itself, rests upon your shoulders.”

I glanced up to watch him, watery eyes narrowing, the loose flesh on his face folding around a frown. “But you go with the power of the Maker within you. These armbands are the symbol of his eternal connection with you and everyone in Community. Regardless of what you encounter—what terrors, what strife, what trauma—trust in that.” He looked up to meet my eyes. “Trust in that.”

He paused between Bellona and Ronan. “My young friends, here it begins. Remember that you have the power of the Maker within you to do what you must. He shall not abandon you, no matter how dark the night.”

“Remnants and Knights of the Last Order,” Raniero said, standing in the center of our circle, “place your right hand on your comrade’s shoulder. While each of you exhibit the beginnings of a unique, high gift, tonight, through tongues of fire, you become marked as one.” I swallowed hard at his warning tone, as well as his words tongues of fire. I placed my hand on Ronan’s shoulder, then felt Bellona place her hand on mine. Across the circle, I looked into Vidar’s brown eyes. He was a Remnant, like me. What was his gift?

Vidar’s eyes never wavered, and there was no trace of humor in his face now. “No matter what happens, sister, you keep your eyes on me,” he whispered. “It will be good, what comes. I’m certain of it. There is only good here; hope, light, promise.”

I nodded once.

At our sides, each of the elders unclasped the armbands on a delicate hinge and held them open, like jaws ready to clamp down around our biceps. Four in all, for Bellona, Ronan, Vidar, and me.

“And now the power that was, that is, and is to come is invited here, among us,” said the sage elder, nodding. He lifted his aged face to the curved stone ceiling. “Long have we waited for this day, Maker. We commit these Ailith kin to your care, to your call.”

Every inch of my skin felt tingly, my hair raised and surges running through my body from head to toe. Vidar could feel it too; I saw it in his eyes. The Knights? I dared not look to the side. Vidar began to whisper the words with the elders, and I did the same, feeling the power of each one as we called upon the Maker.

“Maker, long have you been forgotten among our people. But now you shall be known again. Come and abide with the Ailith. Work through them for your purposes. Seal them with your power so that they might combat those of the dark. Preserve them, Maker. May it be as you promised. May it be so…” As the Community continued to repeat may it be so, I could see the flames rising around us, licking up toward the ceiling, interlinking across it, warming the auditorium until it actually felt hot. Filling us, heating us from within. Making us almost unbearably hot now. Tongues of fire…

With each successive refrain, an elder clasped shut the armbands of those around me.

I felt Ronan shudder and gasp. As if time had slowed, I saw Vidar’s mouth open, his eyes widen in pain. Felt Bellona’s hand shudder…just as I received mine.

I stared hard at Vidar, wanting to seize what I saw in his eyes and hold on to it. For in them was wonder. Overwhelming wonder. Glory.

Against searing pain.

Bright light seemed to flood the room, blinding me. And yet my heart surged simultaneously with such joy—such sheer, breathtaking happiness—that I could not think of the pain or of my blindness. It filled me to a place of overflowing, until I thought the feeling must be actually taking shape and oozing from my very pores. That I might be swelling with it all, a rising flood wave about to crest and spread out onto opposing shores.

And then, when I thought I couldn’t possibly feel anything more, I felt…nothing.








  
  
[image: ]



Icame to a moment later, held firmly in Ronan’s arms. I glanced down and knew the armband was more than just clasped shut around my arm in a perfect fit. It was seared onto my skin. One with it. As if it had been made for me alone. And somehow, I knew that it had. 

The elder kneeled before me—as if waiting for my eyes to focus on him—and then gave me a smile. “Good. Very good, Andriana. You will likely feel pain the most, for your gift is of empathy, which your trainer surely helped you discern. From here on out, you shall feel every emotion thrice as intensely as before—both good and bad. Even another’s emotion shall become your own, whether it be sorrow or glory. Because of this, others will be drawn to you, because you connect with them in a way that is beyond most of us.” He shook his head. “This will allow you great access but also put you in greater danger, because those who wish to rule this world will recognize the power within you.”

I swallowed hard. So it was both really, really good and really, really bad. I knew it was an honor. The Maker had chosen me and chosen this day to fully reveal it. But given that thousands upon thousands exhibiting the high gifts had been executed in the Trading Union since the Great War, hunted down by Sheolites originating in Pacifica, having my own high gift become more recognizable was…concerning.

The elder struggled to rise, and two women helped him complete his task. He turned to Vidar. “And you, son. What is it you felt in the moment of sealing?”

“Joy. Peace,” Vidar said, mouth half open and working as if he sought the right descriptors but couldn’t stop. “Love. Hope. L-light? Light. I felt light in and through me. Around us.” He looked around, eyes wide, as if wishing he could recapture it.

“Indeed, yes,” nodded the old man, chin in hand, eyes smiling. “For you have the gift of discernment. From here on out you shall have a clearer sense about those cloaked in darkness as well as those open to the light, even at a distance. Tend to your gifting and it will serve you and the other Ailith in time. For you all will need every edge you can gain against the Sheolites.” His smile faded at the dreaded name. He whispered the last of it, as if uttering the word might summon them from the very crust of the earth.

“So, uh, my trainer didn’t really talk up the pros and cons of this gift thing,” Vidar murmured out of the corner of his mouth. “Did yours?”

I smiled.

“But do not rest in your gifting,” said the elder, shaking his finger at him. Clearly he hadn’t overheard Vidar. “For your gift shall make you all the clearer their enemy. It shall be you, first, they wish to destroy. For you shall warn your brothers and sisters in every battle.”

“Boo-yah,” Vidar said with a satisfied nod, folding his arms before his chest and lifting his chin. “Let ’em come.”

The elder shook his head and shared a long look with Niero, then back again. “There is no place for bravado among your ranks, young Vidar. Courage, yes. But do not get ahead of the Maker.”

Vidar’s face settled into a very serious expression. His arms fell to his side, and he nodded once, lips pressed together. 

“Now, rise, Remnant and Knight, and circle ’round with Raniero.”

Vidar, Ronan, Bellona, and I stood up, and dutifully wrapped our arms around the others. The elders from above us came and placed their hands on our shoulders, and others beyond them on their shoulders, until the entire floor was filled with those of the Community, each laying a hand on us or those closest to them.

I smiled as joy again pervaded my heart, surrounded me. So pure. So right. A glimpse of the afterworld itself. At least the afterworld as I hoped it would be, as the elders depicted it.

At our center was an old woman. She lifted the remaining bands from the chest and turned in a circle, looking each of us in the eye. “Your first task is to find the other Remnants and their knights. A healer, a seer, and one of uncommon wisdom should be among them. Together, you will find increased strength and protection. There are two others—each with miraculous powers…” Her delicate, gray brows lowered and she shook her head. “It is unclear to me whether they still live or have been hunted down.”

We stared at her. Was she a seer too? And was it possible? That some of the Remnants were already dead, before we’d even begun?

She handed the precious bands to Raniero and he tied the bulging satchel to his wide belt, as if she had said nothing out of the ordinary. As if he did not now carry the wealth of a nation.

“Where do we find them?” Niero asked.

“Along the path toward your ultimate goal, in freeing Kapriel,” she said. I puzzled over the name, even as my heartbeat picked up over this mention of our task. “The Maker shall reveal them to you in time.”

Raniero bowed his head a moment, chin in hand. “Seek within,” he said to us. “Ask the Maker where we are to go in order to find your fellow Ailith as well as free our prince.”

“Our…our prince?” I sputtered. It was a moment before I realized I’d done so aloud.

Raniero looked up at me, and a slow smile spread across his face. “Yes. Pacifica seeks to subjugate us all. Our prince will unite those who can fight against them. But that is but one portion of our mission. First and foremost, we go where the Maker leads and do as he asks of us.”

I blinked, slowly, but an overwhelming sense of truth settled around me. This was part of our call? To be Kapriel’s rescuers as well as his guard? “But who imprisoned him? Where is he?”

“That is unclear; rest in what you know and allow the remaining to be revealed in time.” The elder shook his head grimly and raised a finger. “But do not try and free him until you have gathered the other Remnants.”

“We must be at our strongest,” Raniero said, nodding, understanding what he’d left unspoken. “Together in body and spirit. So now let us be about our first task—finding the other Ailith by asking the Maker to reveal to us our first steps.”

We did as we were told, as our trainer had taught us: closing our eyes, calming ourselves, centering on the Maker. The room became silent as the Community joined with us.

But I didn’t like what practically shouted to me in response.

I sucked in my breath and blinked rapidly. Zanzibar? Impossible. I furtively looked around, hoping I hadn’t really heard anything, as the word alone struck fear in my heart and mind at the same time.

Niero looked right at me. “Tell us what you heard, Andriana,” he said gently.

“Zan-Zanzibar,” I said, clearing my throat, wondering if they’d all think me crazy. “She’s in Zanzibar.” She. I didn’t know where that came from either. “Our healer.”

But Vidar, Bellona, and Ronan were all nodding at me, in solid, grim assent. As if they’d heard the same thing. It scared me, this strange, spooky commonality, this intrinsic understanding. Almost as much as the thought of going to Zanzibar. All our growing-up years, we’d only heard stories that made it seem like the last place we wanted to go. Ever.

“There is no place for fear, Ailith,” Niero said, easily reading it in our faces. “Guard against it. The presence of fear denies the power of the Maker and invites the enemy to use it for his own purposes. And where the Maker sends us, we are to go in complete trust. We have been called.” He put out his hand, using the leading phrase our trainer had always used.

We all placed our hands atop his. “And we shall answer,” we said as one.

“So, they couldn’t have tossed us an easy one first, could they?” Vidar said, hiking up the straps of his old military backpack, speaking just loud enough for Niero to hear. But our leader ignored him, trudging forward as we had throughout the night. The sun was just beginning to rise, casting the mountains around us in a rosy glow through the mist. “Couldn’t it have been just some Mudhorse Weed,” Vidar went on, “close to the bank? You know, since this is our first time and all outside of the Valley. But no. We get to go and retrieve our healer from among the sickest kingdoms in trader territory. Zanzibar.” He let out a long, slow whistle.

“I suppose if we wanted easy, we should’ve ditched the call,” I said, readjusting my own pack as I walked alongside Vidar, all the while studying Niero’s back, just beyond Bellona ahead of us. Ronan brought up the rear guard, and I could feel him listening in. “But that would’ve about torn me apart anyway, ignoring it. How about you?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, tucking his thumbs to relieve the pressure of his shoulder straps. All five of us carried many supplies—items that would gain us acceptance among the traders. For if we gained acceptance with them, we’d likely gain access to any village, outpost, or kingdom in the Union. If they helped us secure safe-passage papers, that was.

“Are you wondering what’s inside these packs, like I am?” Vidar whispered over his shoulder. “I mean…it must be good.”

I shook my head, staring at the path before me. “I’m trying not to think about it. Otherwise, I might be tempted to run away with it.”

“You and me both, sister.”

I wasn’t joking. My mind ran rampant with possibilities and settled on canned corn, something I’d only had once. Sweet, delicious yellow kernels, popping in my mouth, juicy with a taste I’ve never had since. Focus only on the path, Andriana, I reminded myself, staring at the trail that led us lower and lower. Soon we’d reach the mouth of the Valley, the only home I’d ever known, and see the desert sprawling before us, no mountains in sight for miles. How did one know where they were without mountains in sight?

I dropped back a few steps until I was next to Ronan. I sensed no fear in him, only excitement. I’d long felt in tune with him, but now I really felt his emotions, as if they were my own. He’d always wanted to see what was beyond the Valley. He was finally getting his chance, and he was fairly bursting with energy.

“Hey,” he said, looking down at me with a small smile. “Need me to carry your pack a while?”

“I’m all right,” I said, shifting the straps again. Truth was, the flesh around my armband burned more than the flesh beneath the pack’s weight. The elders had rubbed a healing ointment on our skin and then coated the band itself with a mixture of dirt and oil, making the precious metals look cheap, like tin, in the end. They knew there were many ahead that would gladly cut our arms off for the metal alone. We’d welcomed the thick grime, as well as our long-sleeved shirts and sweaters. I partially resented the band and how it might endanger us, and I partially loved it, feeling like a crowned royal with something so extraordinary upon my person. My mom had had a gold locket, once. She traded it for food one harsh, desperate Hoarfrost, when I was little. No one I knew had owned anything so precious since.

They’d given me films for my eyes, delicate material that turned my blue-green irises brown. I hated them, feeling like I wanted to scratch my eyes out one minute, wiping away agitated tears the next. But there were many places ahead that viewed women as a commodity, and since brown eyes were the norm, any other colors were apparently prized. “The last thing you want is to end up in the harem of Zanzibar’s warlord,” said an elder woman, handing me the colored films again when I tried to give them back.

I shuddered when she said it. I’d heard the stories, knew the truth behind them. Three families had disappeared from the valley, when they’d gone on a journey to trade and wandered too near the walled city. Simply disappeared. Children my age, those I used to play with. Mothers and fathers. One grandfather. Gone. The story told was that they were taken for the women, the others likely killed. Which was apparently why Ronan didn’t have to disguise his true eye color. The men of Zanzibar treated their women as property—something to be obtained, traded, kept. 

I had no idea where the elders had found the films. But it made my mind go wild with possibility about the packs on our backs again. If the Community’s reach allowed them such lenses, what else might be traveling with us? Ancient survival instincts kicked in, making me want to break and run, keep my precious stores for myself. If Mom and Dad had had such gifts, how much different might our lives had been these last years? Perhaps I could sell my films too. I smiled at the thought.

“They don’t suit you,” Ronan said, seeing me wipe my watering eyes again. “I’ll miss your true color while it’s hidden away. But you’ll get used to them soon enough.”

“Easy for you to say,” I said resentfully, ducking my head so he didn’t see me smile over his partial compliment.

“And if they keep you safe—”

“I know, Ronan, I know.”

“You’ll stay close to me, right? With what’s ahead…”

“Right by you,” I promised.

He smiled down at me, his expression like a gentle hug, and I gave him a small smile in return.

As we walked, we found out that Vidar and Bellona had narrowly escaped two other Sheolite scouts at the Hour of our Call.

“How’d they know, boss?” Vidar tossed out in Raniero’s direction. “How’d they know to be here, in the Valley, at that time?”

Niero turned and walked backward, his dark eyes flicking from one to the other of us. “The Sheolites have never been far from our valley’s door. They routinely sent scouts, seeking you out, and I, aided by your trainers, routinely denied them. But last night, when you were revealed, when they could fully sense you as Ailith, we could not be everywhere at once.” A small smile tugged at the corner of his full lips. “Rest assured, we were busy taking care of many others.” With that, he turned and continued walking, and I stared at the twin, crescent-shaped blades on his back, imagining them at work cutting down our enemy. Was it thanks to Niero that we all reached the Citadel at all? How long had he been our silent guardian?

“Wait,” I said, hurrying forward, past Vidar. Niero glanced over his shoulder at me, then turned forward again, never pausing. “So you…You knew our trainer? Is he well?”

“I know not. His mission is completed. He was to relocate immediately, just like your parents.”

I swallowed hard, disappointed that he couldn’t reassure me. And at mention of my parents, I frowned. If there had been so many Sheolites in the Valley last night…

I slowed, and Vidar nudged me with a playful smile. “Chin up, sis. We have deserts to cross. Enemies to slay. Horrific cities to explore. Impossible missions to accomplish.”

“You’re the one who is impossible,” Bellona grumbled, frowning from me to him. I felt her motherly concern and knew I must look scared, stressed. “Can you please shut up?”

“Ahh, you’d miss the sound of my voice, Bellie, if I did,” Vidar said cheerfully.

“Don’t call me that,” she growled.

Vidar tossed me a wry grin. Clearly, he knew just how to agitate her.

We eventually reached the mouth of the Valley at noon and stopped to eat. Dried meat, along with Mudhorse Weed—long, slimy grasses we competed with the beasts for, but we ate ours only after it’d been dried by the fires and salted. The horses gladly waded in, chewing the wet cud like the moose of old. The meal ended with a single slice of dried orange from some distant land. I’d not had one for years and took tiny bites of it, letting it reconstitute and melt across my tongue.

“Pine needle tea,” Niero said, offering me a cup. “Keeps us well. Guards against the Cancer, as well as the Scurves.”

I accepted the tea, but what I wanted was another slice of orange from the few he had left in his hand. And secretly, I hoped that as an Ailith we’d be granted additional shares in the days to come. Maybe this Call won’t be all bad, I thought, sitting back and popping the last of my slice into my mouth. Though who am I fooling? I thought, daring to look Ronan’s way. There wasn’t anywhere else I could possibly be. The thought of him leaving, going without me somewhere…Well, it was pretty much impossible to imagine.

And yet for all our years of training, this was the longest period of time we’d spent together. We’d had nights in which we trained. Afternoons. Mornings. But not all through a night and into a day. And it felt good, so good, to be with him that long. To know we didn’t have to separate soon. As if we were escaping, getting away with something. Even if we were heading into the lion’s den.

“What’s a lion’s den?” I said to Ronan, the words running back through my mind. It was a phrase I’d heard my dad say forever, and I knew it meant danger. But I didn’t understand the image itself. “A place the lions rested back in the olden days?”

Ronan shrugged.

“Yes. Often a cave,” Niero said, from ahead of us.

I nodded, a little embarrassed by my naïve question. At least I knew what a lion was, having read about them as a child, as they’d long since vanished from the earth. But Niero was kind in his response; no judgment in his tone or words. For all the education afforded me as an Ailith—from birth onward by my mom and dad, intent on the task—it had been mostly reading and writing and arithmetic. Critical thinking. Pre-Great War history, seven generations past, from a basic children’s book yellow with age and long parted from its binding. From that time forward they’d taught me oral history, as best they knew. There’d been precious few sources on the wildlife that once roamed our earth before the bombs fell and destroyed so many or eventually choked them with poison. Fewer resources still on geography, none of which my parents could ever lay hands on, forcing them to teach me from what they could remember.

New ancient books made their way to our home every week, spines long gone, as well as many of their pages. A few encyclopedias—the F, I, and N volumes, the only ones we had. Nonfiction books on politics and society, biographies of people—scientists and politicians and leaders and philosophers, good and bad. But my favorites were novels; the only downfall was that so many were ragged with age. It was more aggravating to turn the last page and yet find the story was incomplete, the ending long since torn away and lost. Still, I could not keep from reading about proper young ladies in a land called England, girls among the sun-dried, swaying grasses of a place named Africa, or men in uniform fighting on great sailing vessels across massive waterways called seas. Anything I could read, I read. And when the stories ended prematurely, I did as my parents did with me as a child—I finished the end how I saw fit, in my imagination.

I smiled, remembering my treasured books as we moved out again and began walking behind Niero in pairs, then single file. On and on we walked. And by midafternoon we left the trees of our youth behind us and were surrounded by a vast land filled with short, clumpy grass and sand thick with the drizzle falling from the sky. The sand stuck to our boots and slowed our progress. But it didn’t matter to me, because I was amazed and in no rush. Never in all my life had I seen such wide, flat land, spreading out in so many directions. Over and over again, I turned in a full circle, trying to comprehend such sprawling openness when I had always been surrounded by the inclines of the Valley.

Niero bent and brushed back some grass, took ten paces, and bent again. He’d picked up a trail, which led us to the deep ruts of a road moving south.

We’d found our road to the trader camp.
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Niero looked through a long tube he called a “looking glass,” and when he saw my expression he handed it to me.

“Close your other eye, so you can see better,” he said, standing close enough to wrap his arms around me from behind and twist two dials at the center, bringing it more into focus. “Let me know when you can see it.”

“There,” I breathed, as two circles became one, clear view. I was aware that Ronan hovered at my other shoulder, and I felt a wave of strange emotion from him, but I was distracted by seeing what I could through Niero’s collapsible tube, dropping it from my eye to view what I could normally then comparing it to the looking glass’s perspective again. “That’s amazing,” I said, handing it back to him. The trader guards appeared a hundred times closer when peering at them through the odd tube.

He quickly folded it back together and shoved it into his pocket. “Follow my lead,” he said over his shoulder. The mudhorses and guards gradually drew closer, guns casually slung across their arms as they came up beside us, passed by and circled around, constantly moving even as we instinctively gathered in a group, backs together as we’d been taught. If attacked, we would face our enemy to our front and protect our brother or sister’s back. But Raniero had not drawn the crescent-shaped swords strapped across his back. So neither did we.

“You got papers?” said one camp guard on horseback, edging past me, so close I felt the horse’s flank brush past my shoulder.

“I have what I need to see your boss,” Niero said, staring dead ahead, not turning to watch the man. He carefully pulled out a map and opened it. “You are of the Nem Post, aren’t you?”

“Who’s asking?”

“Raniero of the Valley.”

“So, Raniero of the Valley,” the man said, his eyes flicking over to me, Ronan, Vidar, and Bellona. “What is your business?” His eyes stayed on Bellona, and he kicked his horse in the flanks, edging nearer to her, looking her up and down, then flicking over to me. “You trading women? My boss isn’t interested but I know—”

“They are not for sale today,” Niero said idly, as if we might be tomorrow. “They have not yet completed their second decade.”

“Now age has never been an obstacle for us before.” He leered at me.

“We have other goods. Take me to your boss. I will discuss it with him.”

“You ought to rethink it,” said the man, now admiring Bellona. “Fine, sturdy stock as these…”

I felt the gathering rage within Bellona. If she broke, attacked them, we’d be done before we started.

The trader looked over his shoulder at Niero. The man was weak within. Playing a role, not exploiting true power. I felt his hesitation, barely concealed. “Don’t care what you got in those packs. Girls like these would be worth a year’s pay in—”

I broke our circle and faced him, edging in front of Bellona before she gave in to her fury. “We are not for sale, and you feign authority where you have little,” I said steadily. “Now do as my boss has asked and take us to yours. Now.” It pained me to use his weakness; I felt his inner wince and flush of humiliation. But I knew it was the only way to stave off the confrontation almost upon us.

Surprise registered in his eyes. He was well past his fourth decade—or perhaps only appeared that way. And my words seemed to slice into him. His brown eyes widened and he lifted his hands. He forced out a thin laugh. “I take it back,” he said, staring at me, and I felt his hatred then, his fury and humiliation. “Woman-flesh is only valuable to those who buy if said woman-flesh knows her place.”

I felt Bellona move behind me and glimpsed Vidar casually reaching out to grasp her arm.

“Ha,” croaked the man, catching Vidar’s movement too. “There you go, man. Show yer woman her place.” He turned his back on them, resting in his companions’ ability to guard him. Displaying power to try and show me I was wrong. Trying to retrieve some of his pride. We let him complete his drama, even though every one of us would have paid a whole gold coin to see him in a ring with Bellona.

“C’mon, then. You better be worth letting into camp, or the boss won’t feed us tonight.”

We continued our trek forward, the three men on either side of us casually riding their mudhorses as our legs grew rubbery with weariness. We’d walked through the night and most of the day, the longest I’d ever walked in my life, even after years of training.

“Let me have it now,” Ronan said, pulling the pack from my shoulders before I could complain. Bellona didn’t ask to carry Vidar’s, and I felt a little guilty about it for a time. But mostly I felt relief as the ache spread from my neck down to the center of my back.

“So that one’s yours?” said the nearest trader, edging near Ronan while looking over at me.

“Yes, she’s his,” Niero barked. “Now leave her be.”

I bit my lip as my face flamed with embarrassment, not daring to look at him or my knight. So this was what we’d be forced to do? Cowering behind our men? That won’t sit well with Bellona, I thought, catching her clenching her fists and sharing a look with Vidar.

But then we were entering the post, a gathering of tents shielding the traders from the constant rain and wind. I knew from my education they could survive under tarps instead of behind stone because traders had what every warlord and villager wanted: goods. The guns upon every shoulder and in every holster—plus the backing of kingdoms who wanted them in place—kept the marauding Drifters away. To take on a trader was to take on at least one kingdom that backed them. Which didn’t keep them entirely safe.

A couple of the guards carried rusty old rocket launchers, hoisted on their shoulders. At least I thought they were rocket launchers. I’d only seen them in our trainer’s drawings. My gaze shifted to the horizon. What were they prepared to defend themselves against?

People came out as we passed, following our every step with weary, steady eyes. Men, mostly. When we reached the largest tent at the center—twice as high and five times as long as the rest—we paused. “You can leave your weapons here,” he said, gesturing to a wooden barrel and a guard standing outside the tent entrance, apparently on duty. “My compatriot will make sure they don’t walk off while you’re with Tonna.”

We did as he asked, gradually filling the barrel with our assorted weapons: Niero’s crescent blades, Vidar’s halberd—along with two pistols I didn’t know he carried in his belt—Bellona’s bow and quiver of arrows, and an assortment of swords from the rest of us. I knew that each of us kept hidden daggers upon our person, unwilling to go in completely unarmed. We waited for several more minutes on our escort, whom we could hear murmuring inside.

Finally, the guard reemerged, and behind him, his boss.

I looked to the right, so she wouldn’t recognize my surprise and read it as disrespect. She was as short as she was wide, with dark skin and slitted eyes, and she walked right to Niero, not looking at the rest of us. She recognized him as leader. “Name’s Tonna,” she said, offering her arm.

“Raniero of the Valley. Niero, to my friends.”

“They grow ’em tall in the Valley,” she grunted, looking up at him and then each of us. “But there’s not much up there other than people, right?”

“Just the right number, as far as we’re concerned, harvest to harvest. We’ve been gleaning. Found a stash in a forgotten village we’d like to trade,” Niero returned. “Care to see?”

“Sure, sure,” she said. “Bring it in.” She turned and we followed her through the flaps of the tent. I took in what was inside. To one side was a curtain—her own private area, I decided—and I just glimpsed a cot and blankets. An oil lamp. Books. A bundle of incense beside a tray with a small portion slowly burning, sending a tendril of sweet smoke into the air. Beneath the table was a wide, shining, copper tub. My eyes lingered on the tub, suddenly aware of the layer of the grime on my skin; I could smell my own stink.

Before us on four tables were a stack of blankets that reached shoulder high, sacks of what I guessed were rice and oats, as well as baskets of dried pears, bags of dried apples, and lye soap. She made a dismissive gesture and her men set to work, placing the goods to the side, making room for our packs.

“Not many venture from the Valley to trade,” she said, folding her fat arms across her ample chest.

“Not much to trade,” Niero said evenly.

“There was a family that came by last year,” she said, lifting her chin, appraising him. “They had some decent items. Perhaps there is more up there than you say.”

“That family never made it back,” Niero said. And it was then that I knew they both spoke of the clan that left my village. “For most of our people, it’s safer to remain at home.”

Tonna appraised the group of us, then shrugged and waved to the table. “Let’s see what you have.”

Niero went first, unpacking in a steady, assured manner. Twelve cans of sardines, the labels torn and faded. Six boxes of thread. Twenty skeins of wool. And a contraption with all the letters of the alphabet on small black keys.

She grunted, running her fingers over them. Pressing one. A small metal arm sprang upward and slammed against the roller. “Well, I’ll be. You have any ink in those packs, Niero? Or paper?”

“Sadly, no,” Niero said.

“Pity. But a typewriter’s a novelty, sure enough. The warlords would love it.”

“I thought so.”

She gestured for my pack, and I unloaded it. I felt her eyes on me, studying me. She was wary of me, for all her casual, in-charge manner, and I worked to do nothing to make her warier, moving methodically. Inside my pack were more skeins of wool, twelve cans of soup, and ten more of something called tuna fish. My mouth watered and I wished we’d sat down and had at least one feast before carrying on. Surely these traders wouldn’t have missed a few cans from each of our packs…

“Tuna. Haven’t seen this in ages,” she said, picking up one. She glanced over to Niero. “Where were you gleaning? This is quite the haul.”

He gave her a slow, knowing smile. “Well, if I told you that, I’d lose a bit of my trading power, wouldn’t I?”

She smiled back, her small eyes practically disappearing. I thought her to be about five decades. And she liked Niero. That was good. That was really, really good.

The rest did as I had before them. In the end, two whole tables were full of our goods. Soft cloth, perfect for diapers. A pack of bone needles, tiny and sharp. Two women’s dresses that looked a hundred years old yet finer than anything I’d ever worn in my life. Five sweaters, meticulously woven. Cans and more cans of food—so enticing I didn’t dare to read their labels, fearing I’d discover corn and try and steal one. A radio—another enticement for the warlords, even though any radio towers had long been dismantled or destroyed or abandoned. Three shiny silver discs that Niero called “CDs.” Neither he nor Tonna had the device to play them, but they were pretty, casting iridescent rainbows under the candlelight.

Tonna’s eyes surveyed the bounty and flicked back to him. “What is it you seek for your goods, Niero?”

“We seek safe-passage papers. From kingdom to kingdom. In turn, we shall return to you every time we draw near, bringing you more goods.”

She stared at him, puzzled. “What business would you of the Valley have in the kingdoms? Your people have avoided the warlords since you retreated to your godforsaken mountains and trees and rain.” She looked up and around at us again. “That other clan came through here and never returned. You all appear in good health, a feat in itself these days. Is it best not to simply remain in your Valley and come and trade with me on occasion?”

Raniero said nothing for a moment. Then, “We have our reasons for seeking entry…and exit.”

Slowly, she crossed her fat arms and peered up at him with squinty eyes. “The warlords grant us passage through their gates for one reason only: to trade. Should you or yours”—she paused to glance over the rest of us—“decide to pursue other activities, they’ll come after me.” She pointed a thumb to her chest. “You’ll tell me where you’re going and what you’re after, or we’re done here.”

“We’re heading to Zanzibar,” he said without hesitation.

“Zanzibar. After…” Tonna’s eyes moved to me and Bellona again. “Best leave them here with us while you go. That city is no place for a woman, whether or not she’s reached her second decade.” She huffed a laugh. “Even I barely get in and out unmolested.”

“We’re going after a girl in there. She’s probably in hiding. And we go together.”

Tonna cocked her head and cast a shrewd eye upon him. “Only a few places to hide in Zanzibar, as a woman. Places a gentleman wouldn’t go. Or maybe I’ve misjudged you,” she said, a slow smile curling up her round cheeks. She was missing two teeth on the bottom; the rest were yellow.

Niero paused. “We shall find who we seek and depart.”

Tonna considered him, then cast calculating, greedy eyes over the goods. She sighed and threw her hands upward. “It is not for me to protect you from your own idiocy. I can grant you safe passage in. But you’ll likely not get out. Not once they see these girls—or the one you seek. You will burn my passage papers upon entry, and when you get back to me, if you get back to me, I shall give you new ones. Do you understand?”

She waited until Niero nodded, then turned away and looked to her man at the door. “See them fed and give them bedding for the night. In the morning they leave.” She disappeared behind her privacy curtain without further word.

Apparently, we’d been dismissed.
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