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  One by one, all the tribes surrounding Tequende fell to war, diseased by the twin plagues of greed and power. People who had once lived in peace

  now enslaved one another’s children, ravaged sacred sites, and murdered the arts and learning that had flourished for millennia. Queen Four of Tequende prayed and fasted to Mother

  Machué, offered gifts of crop and beast to Intiq, danced in vigil under Elia’s sacred light…all in hope of saving her realm from the same fate. Finally, the Diosa, the great

  spiritual leader of the realm, offered this counsel to the queen:




  Let the beloved firstborn children remain at home to learn their family trade, tend to aging parents, and inherit the land and property of their birthright. This will show our warring

  neighbors that you are not so desperate to steal the first fruit of a family, and it will prove to our people that you honor their traditions and their legacy. But peace demands a high price from

  her followers. You must require each family of the realm to surrender a second-born child upon reaching the age of reason and skill: fifteen harvests. Train them to be the mightiest soldiers in all

  the lands, and your borders shall stand, your people remain free. In one hundred years’ time, the renown alone of these second-born guardians shall act as a great wall to the suffering

  outside of it. Do this, and Tequende will not fall.
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    In the Realm of Tequende, on the full moon of the new year, all second children of the land having reached the age of fifteen must report for

    service to the Crown; and thereafter solemnly swear to uphold the Oath of Guilds to serve and protect their Queen, at all costs, above all else. After a year of military training, the finest

    among them join the ranks of the Second Guard, the mighty army of Tequende, until the age of nineteen. Those not chosen, however, must become indentured servants of the realm until the age of

    twenty-one. This great sacrifice made by each family is seen as an honor, not an obligation, and is borne by all in equal measure: a truly noble gift I’ve witnessed nowhere else in the wide

    world, save this remote highland realm.




    —M. DE SAAVEDRA, 

    The Rise of Tequende: A History
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  Tali stared at the full moon through the open porthole, listening to the gentle slap of waves against the boat’s hull. The milky white light

  of the Goddess Elia shone across the worn planks of the small cabin. For years Tali had been waiting for this moon, waiting for her chance to serve the Queen, as her mother had before her. She

  ought to have been exhausted by the day’s preparations and the evening’s farewell party, but sleep would not find her.




  “You win, Goddess,” Tali whispered out the porthole, then rose from her narrow bed. She paused over the still figure of her sister in the bed opposite hers, wrapped in the warm

  blanket of sleep. Mouser, the six-toed cat, lay nuzzled beside her, nesting in the spoon of her body. For a brief moment, Tali’s heart tightened inside her chest. Nel was a vision of peace.

  Leaving her behind the next morning would cut worse than the Blade of Tequende.




  Tali took a deep breath and turned away. She quickly pulled on her father’s old pants and tunic, wrapping the leather belt around her waist twice so that it would buckle. During the day

  she dressed the part required of a merchant’s daughter: bold colors to attract the trade they so relied upon. But she felt more comfortable, more like herself, in her father’s worn

  castoffs. She braided her hair into a thick rope, then slid on soft leather boots that made no sound as she climbed the wooden ladder up to the main deck. How empty and stark it seemed, with only

  the river’s sloshing waves to break the silence.




  Normally crates, baskets, and barrels covered the deck, but earlier in the day all had been cleared to make way for the party…and a grand party it had been. Hired musicians had played one

  merry song after another for raucous, appreciative guests. Cups of mountain ale had been raised high and often, toasting Tali’s name and the numerous titles now bestowed upon it: Talimendra

  Sanchez Kalloryn of the Magda River Traders, Second-Born of the Sun Guild, Sworn Servant and Protector of the Realm of Tequende. Tali couldn’t help but feel a rush of excitement every time

  those words rang out. The first full moon of the new year had finally come. Tomorrow Tali would leave the only life she had ever known to seek honor for her family, just as her second-born mother had done twenty

  years before.




  Tali stepped over bits of litter, remnants of the festive streamers, flower garlands, and paper lanterns that Nel had labored over for days. The best sister in the realm, she thought, pulling up

  a plank near the prow and withdrawing a well-worn sword. Agile as a trade cat, she leapt onto the railing of the boat, only a handspread in width, and circled her way around the deck, practicing

  thrusts and parries under the moon’s watchful eye.




  The wind picked up, making the boat’s movements more erratic, but Tali’s sense of balance, honed from years of practice and a life on the river, took over. Her arms shot out as the

  boat keeled. Knees bending slightly, Tali forced herself to circle the boat faster, then once backward. Her breathing came quickly now, matching her small, sure steps. She cartwheeled off the

  railing on the last turn, imagining an opponent trying to disarm her.




  With the help of an empty ale barrel, she hopped to the cabin roof to practice the movements she’d been taught by the combat maestros in Porto Sol. Whenever her father had been able to

  afford a lesson and an extra day at dock, Tali had learned what she could about swordsmanship and archery, eager to memorize every move from the maestros so she could later practice them on the

  boat. The sword sliced down, left then right, then diagonally across her body.




  Tali gave one last lunge with the wooden sword, then sat to catch her breath. The Magda River looked luminous, reflecting Elia’s light like a shimmery veil across the water. Theirs was the

  sole tradeboat docked in the small port town of Girado; the party guests had all taken advantage of the night winds to sail into Porto Sol, where the morning market would be brisk. Her father would

  lose a good day’s trade, but Tali’s new horse was stabled in town, and she would have need of it in a few short hours.




  She had to get some sleep.




  As she stood and stretched her aching arms, a flash of light from upriver made her turn. She peered through the darkness to make out the vessel: by the size of it a tradeboat, but the lights

  were strange. In addition to the usual prow lantern, a more intense light blazed from the stern. Tali sprang from her perch and ran to the railing.




  Fire!




  The other tradeboat approached fast, propelled by the wind, which blew flames up the main masthead. A man appeared near the prow, a small child crying in his arms.




  “Aid me!” he yelled. “The rest of my family is trapped below!”




  Tali’s heart pounded. “Intiq, have mercy,” she muttered, kicking off her boots and shedding the heavy belt and sword. “Father! Awake!” she yelled, then dove into

  the icy water. The current was strong, but Tali swam with sure strokes toward the boat, which now blazed like a torch down the river.




  “Quick, the child!” Tali reached to the man, whom she now saw was not much older than she. The child in his arms began to cry, and clung to him like tribella vines.




  “Larisa, you must let go,” the young man pleaded, peeling her off and lowering her into Tali’s waiting arms.




  “I’ve got her,” Tali yelled, holding tightly to the flailing toddler.




  The young man nodded and ran to the cabin. Tali struggled to keep her head above water as Larisa thrashed. After a few seconds of wrestling, Tali finally managed to pin one of the girl’s

  arms beneath her own and gain some control. Slowly she fought her way back across the current, the child’s terrified screams ringing in her ear. Tali saw her father dive into the river in his

  nightclothes, while Nel quickly lit the lanterns on their boat.




  Tali kept her eyes on those lights, willing her free arm to keep slicing through the water.




  Not much farther now. Finally, her muscles quivering, Tali reached the rope ladder Nel had tossed over the side. Her sister gathered up the wailing child and bundled her into a

  blanket.




  At times it’s a grace, Tali thought, hauling herself onto the deck, that Nel cannot hear. She turned back to the railing to see her father swimming with a young boy on his back. The boy

  looked as terrified as his younger sister, but mercifully, he remained quiet. Not far behind them, the young man and his father were helping a woman through the current, who appeared to be far

  along with child.




  “Is that everyone?” Tali called.




  “Sí, m’ija,” replied her father. In times of stress, he often reverted to the Far World tongue of his parents.




  Tali leaned over the side and gave each a hand as they struggled up the rope ladder. Nel had managed to work her magic; Larisa now clung quietly to her shoulder, sniffling softly. When the girl

  saw her big brother, she reached out her arms, and he folded her into his chest.




  A short while later the children and their parents sat on deck wrapped in warm blankets that Nel had rummaged from the boat’s stores. Mugs of hot coffee were poured and honey rolls divided

  between the children. The young man’s eyes followed Nel’s every move as she circled among them, making sure each one was comfortable. “My gratitude to you and your family,”

  he said to Nel as she refilled his coffee. “Thank the Gods your little sister had not yet gone to bed.” Nel nodded politely and looked at Tali for help.




  “You’re welcome, of course. But I am no little sister. She and I are the same age…identical twins, actually,” Tali said, speaking for Nel.




  “Twins?” he repeated in surprise.




  And no wonder, thought Tali, suddenly conscious of her own soggy appearance. We hardly look like mirror images at the moment. I must resemble a river rat instead.




  She still wore her father’s worn clothes, now dripping, and her braid ran thick with river mud. Nel, on the other hand, looked like a prize in her peach nightdress and hand-painted fringed

  shawl. Her sun-bleached hair seemed golden in the lantern light, her bronzed face still adorned with charcoal lining around her hazel eyes, her lips stained roseberry red for the party. She was a

  vision of loveliness. But truth be told, Nel always looked lovelier, even when the girls dressed alike and wore their hair the same way. This had never made Tali jealous, as others often

  suspected. While Tali knew some sisters competed mercilessly, it had never been their way; perhaps because she and Nel had been both mother and sister to each other for so long.




  “What is your name?” the young man asked Nel, clearly smitten.




  Again Nel looked at Tali.




  “Her name is Nel,” Tali answered, “but she does not speak aloud. River fever took our mother—and Nel’s hearing—when we were four. She can read the words on

  your mouth, though.”




  “Oh, I’m sorry…” the young man began.




  Nel turned to Tali and made a sign with her fingers.




  “She asks your name,” Tali said.




  The young man stood and faced Nel, offering his left hand, palm toward the sky, in the formal greeting of Tequende. “I am Paulo, firstborn of the Lake Chibcha Traders,” he said,

  bowing slightly.




  Nel placed her right palm on top of his and returned the bow. When they both lifted their heads, Nel’s warm smile seemed to cast a spell on Paulo.




  Tali raised an eyebrow and grinned. Her twin frequently had this effect on young men, bedazzling them with her gentle manner and quiet beauty. If only they knew what you were truly thinking

  beneath that innocent face, Tali often teased. She loved to hear Nel’s twinkly laugh in return, never begrudging her sister the constant trail of would-be suitors. Perhaps the arrival of

  Paulo and his needy family was a blessing in its own way. At least they would provide a good distraction when Tali took her leave in a few short hours.




  The moment was broken by one last groan of the burning tradeboat as the Magda River swallowed it whole. Tali loved the river, but right now it reminded her of a bloated black snake.




  Paulo’s father stood at the railing, watching. Tali ached to see the despair in his eyes, the slump of his shoulders.




  “How did the fire start?” she asked gently.




  The tradesman hesitated and exchanged a look with Tali’s father. “It was an accident,” he replied.




  “What kind of accident?” Tali continued, wrinkling her brow. While she had been in the river, she was so intent on reaching the crying child, she’d had no time to focus on the

  boat itself. But now a picture of the burning vessel came to mind. “I saw things sticking out of the cabin roof, like arrows,” she said slowly. “It almost looked like you’d

  been attacked.”




  The tradesman looked worriedly at her father, while Paulo stared at his feet, his hands clenched into tight fists at his sides.




  “That’s enough, Tali,” her father said. “No more questions. Our guests are tired.”




  Tali bit the inside of her cheek and nodded. She turned toward Nel to exchange a silent word, but Nel’s concerned gaze rested on Larisa, who had started to cough.




  “It looks as if you hosted a party here tonight,” said the mother, fingering a broken streamer that dangled from the rail.




  “Indeed we did,” Tali’s father answered, his voice resuming its warmth. “Tali here rides for the Alcazar at first light.”




  “To serve in the Second Guard?” Paulo asked.




  “If I am so honored, yes,” Tali answered.




  “So honored?” Paulo repeated, his eyes darkening. “To serve as one of the queen’s henchmen?”




  “Silence, Paulo!” It was the tradesman’s turn to be stern.




  “What do you mean by henchmen?” Tali asked, but her father cut her off just as Paulo’s had.




  “I said enough. You must rest before your journey, Tali,” he said, ignoring her question. “Go on now.”




  Tali gave a quick bow of departure and headed to her cabin to change. As she stood in the darkness, a chill crawled down her back like a frost spider. Her mind lingered over Paulo’s bitter

  words. The queen’s henchmen? Nonsense. The Second Guard was the noblest army in the Nigh Worlds; everyone knew that. But Paulo’s father did know something more about the fire, she was

  sure of it. For some reason, he seemed frightened of the truth. And whatever that truth was, it troubled her father as well.
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    The Second Guard army is charged with defending the borders of Tequende and maintaining peace across the realm. The troops are highly trained

    and revered throughout the Nigh World. While other kingdoms would be tempted to exploit such a fighting force for conquest and spoils, the Tequendian army provides a haven from the disease of

    war, despite its readiness for it. In addition to scores of sentry posts placed strategically throughout the realm, their primary fortress, the Alcazar, lies on an island in Lake Chibcha.




    —M. DE SAAVEDRA, 

    The Rise of Tequende: A History


  




  





  [image: ]




  Intiq finally lifted his head from the cloak of night. First along the edges of the world, then slowly in the bowl of the sky, a pale blue light

  chased away the last bits of darkness. It seemed like days ago that Tali had lain awake in her bed while Nel and Mouser slept curled up across the cabin. After the fire and rescue, no one had even

  attempted sleep, save the younger children. Tali’s father and Nel had said their good-byes at the stable in Girado while it was still quite dark.




  As she followed the dirt road league after league, a jumble of questions vied for Tali’s attention. Why wouldn’t Paulo’s father tell the truth about the fire? What was the

  truth? How would his family survive, now homeless and without means to provide for themselves? Where would they go? And why did Paulo speak so ill of the Second Guard? Even the silver gown of the

  Moon Goddess lighting her path and the soft, rhythmic sound of hooves offered no peace.




  Fortunately, the golden chestnut mare had been so well trained that she proved almost effortless to ride. Tali was grateful that her father had insisted on buying the horse in Girado, where the

  best horse maestros in the realm kept their stables. As Intiq took command of the sky, the horse seemed to come alive, tossing her blond mane and tilting her head toward Intiq’s rays. Tali

  smiled and leaned over to run a hand along the mare’s smooth neck. “Flirting, are you?”




  Although Tali had taken riding lessons over the years, life on the boat had limited her time atop a horse. After an hour in the saddle, she already felt a creeping ache across her back and legs.

  She would certainly need to improve her riding skills if she expected to earn a position in the Guard.




  “But you’ll help me with that, won’t you, pretty girl?” she said, running her fingers lightly through the white-gold mane. The mare nickered in response, making Tali

  laugh. “All right then, let’s get started and quicken the pace a bit.” She gave the horse a quick squeeze with her soft boots and the mare moved into an easy trot.




  As the day lightened, the forested path gave way to highland farms, and Tali was amazed by the varieties of green that undulated across the landscape. Coffee plants with bright red berries lay

  in rows to the right of the dirt track, while the leafy heads of potato crops ran up and down for leagues on her left. Behind the rolling fields, deep green mountains stood like sentries in the

  distance. A half league to the east, a windmill turned lazily, easing itself into the new morning.




  The scene reminded Tali of a painting she had seen in the markets of Porto Sol, and she slowed her horse to a stroll again to enjoy the quiet beauty. Surely no place in all the worlds, Far or

  Nigh, could be more peaceful than Tequende. Last night’s fire had been a mere accident, she told herself. And Paulo’s harsh words about the Guard had been spoken in haste by an

  exhausted young man. She would dwell on them no longer.




  They passed a field of grazing alpacas, their long woolly hair nearly ready for harvest, and a fluffy white yearling followed them for several minutes, trotting alongside them like a playful

  pup. The alpaca’s ears seemed to work separately from the rest of his face, popping up and down in random intervals, and the absurdity of his expressions made Tali laugh aloud.




  When it became clear that the yearling seemed intent on following them for the entire journey, Tali sighed and pulled on the reins. “Come along,” she called, turning her horse

  around. “Let’s go find Mama.”




  Though it was time she could not well afford, Tali backtracked until she found the yearling’s mother at the edge of a wooden fence, bleating for her baby’s return. A young Earth

  Guild girl, nearly lost inside a frayed, mud-colored poncho, ran forward and thanked Tali with a grin, displaying several missing teeth.




  Tali smiled in return and raised her fist in the sign of her guild. “May Intiq warm you.”




  The girl dipped her head and placed a small hand over her heart. “May the Mother hold you.”




  Tali nodded to acknowledge the blessing, then urged her horse forward. She knew the traditional Earth Guild words were meant to be a comfort, but she could never hear them without feeling a

  sense of loss. Mother Earth was no replacement for a real mother, no matter what anyone said.




  By midday, she finally reached the Queen’s Paseo, the wide stone-paved loop that connected all the major cities of the realm before running straight down the southern

  bridge to the Alcazar. The Paseo had been designed to accommodate a full Second Guard legion: five columns of twenty soldiers on horseback. Tali had seen the legions pass a few times in her life,

  and on each occasion a tingle had traveled her spine, knowing that one day she might wear their coveted blue uniform. If she were good enough, she might even be named one of the red-sashed

  centurios who helmed the legions, their left arms adorned by iron brassards studded with firestones to signify their years of service.




  Tali’s hand now dropped to the hilt of her sword as she remembered her father’s parting gift. The sword had been a surprise. “This was your mother’s, given to her by

  Queen Twenty-one,” he’d said, pulling it from a leather sheath and handing it to her. The blade was a bit longer than Tali’s arm and felt heavy in her grip, but not overly so. The

  hilt was made of forged steel, but the pommel and crossguard were both plated with silver. The smooth, round pommel had been engraved with the last queen’s mark, XXI, the foreign numerals

  another import from the Far World along with horses and ironwork. Intricate filigree decorated the crossguard, intertwining all three guild symbols of earth, sun, and moon.




  “I’ve had it polished and sharpened,” her father said as Tali ran her fingers along the flat of the blade. “Take care with it, my girl,” he added, his voice growing

  quieter. “This is no practice sword.”




  “Yes, Father,” Tali said, replacing the sword carefully. Her father took the sheathed sword and leaned forward to buckle it to her belt, as if she was still a little girl. His eyes

  dropped and his face went slack. She wondered if he’d had the same look on his face twenty years ago, when he’d seen his young betrothed off to serve the realm.




  When the sword was securely tightened, Alondro Sanchez set his hands atop Tali’s slim shoulders. “You are a brave daughter, an honorable sister. Your sacrifice will not go unnoticed

  by Intiq.”




  Tali blinked back tears. She did not wish her father to regret his words, to second-guess a decision made long ago. She was ready for this.




  He gripped her shoulders tightly then, as if reading her thoughts. “Listen, my child. Do not let pride get in the way of reason. I know you dream of becoming a warrior like your mother,

  but there is no shame in service. Your sister and I value your safety above any military honor the Queen could bestow.”




  Tali swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to smile. “You worry too much, Father. The Second Guard is a peacekeeping force, not one of those bloodthirsty armies of the Far World.

  Besides, you know me, I’d make a terrible servant. I’m much better at fighting than cleaning.”




  Though Alondro’s eyes softened, he did not laugh at her attempted joke. “You’re as stubborn as Cora,” he said, shaking his head, as if he wasn’t sure whether to

  feel pleased or distressed by what he was going to say next. “She was a fighter, your mother, until the very end, and if she were here, she’d tell you this: If you wish to excel as a

  warrior, you must always know what it is you’re fighting for. You must know it, and believe in it. Otherwise you are not a warrior, but a hired hand with a blade.”




  Tali nodded. “I understand.” Gods, how she would miss the somber man before her. She threw her arms around him in a fierce embrace. “I will live up to her name, I

  promise.”




  “I’ve no doubt,” he’d said. “But above all, remember your own name, Talimendra. Do not live as I have these eleven years. The shadow of the dead is no place for a

  young girl to dwell.”




  Tali’s horse strained at the reins, pulling her back to the present. She heard the sound of another horse’s hooves trotting up from behind, and she turned in her saddle to see who

  approached. A young man on a white stallion neared, and when he lifted a hand in greeting, Tali brought her horse to a halt.




  As he pulled up beside her, Tali tried to keep her expression neutral, though inwardly she felt a stab of surprise. She had met many Moon Guild men, with their pristine white clothes and closely

  shorn hair, but never had she laid eyes on one nearly so striking, or perhaps, she let herself admit, so handsome. His eyes radiated a golden light from within a warm, brown face. His riding

  posture was sleek and elegant, his tall, trim form obvious even atop his horse.




  “Good day,” he said, smiling as he held out his left palm in greeting. “I am Zarif Baz Hasan, second-born of the Araby Scribes.”




  Of course, Tali thought. He’s an Arabite.




  Although she had never seen one, she had heard many tales about the sophisticated Far World immigrants from Araby, with dark skin and scholarly minds. They had settled mostly in Fugaza, the

  capital city, and registered with the Moon Guild as doctors and scientists, archivists and teachers. Queen Nineteen, it was said, had encouraged and aided their immigration to Tequende after

  meeting an Arabite refugee in neighboring New Castille. The man had been her consort for twenty years after that, until her death. And no wonder, thought Tali, if he was as striking as this

  Zarif.




  Tali returned his smile and reached across to place her palm on his. “I am Tali, second-born of the Magda River Traders.”




  “I am honored by your acquaintance, Tali,” he said, bowing his head. “You ride for the Alcazar?” His voice carried the refined accent of the capital, with just a slight

  hint of his foreign roots.




  “Yes,” Tali answered. “Do you also pledge service to the Second Guard this full moon?”




  “I do,” said Zarif. “I believe we’ll catch sight of the Alcazar just beyond that rise.”




  “Praise Intiq,” Tali said, patting her horse’s neck, as if the mare too would be comforted in this knowledge. “It has been a long journey.”




  Zarif laughed. “And praise Elia. We have also had a long ride, from Fugaza,” he said, reaching down to scratch his own horse.




  A few moments later they reached the crest of the rise, and both halted to survey the view. Below them, the Paseo switchbacked down the hill several times until it joined a mighty stone bridge

  that extended a quarter league into a vast lake. At the end of the bridge emerged an oval island, dominated at its far end by a sprawling stone fortress that looked as if it had risen straight from

  the depths. The Alcazar. Its pale gray stones appeared violet in the afternoon light, reminding Tali of the Moon Temple in Porto Sol, although the building in front of her was many times larger.

  From this view, the fortress resembled an arrowhead, with three large towers at each point. The towers, at least ten men high from the ground, were connected by ramparts and battlements, and for a

  moment, Tali imagined herself on top of them.




  Several smaller outbuildings and fenced areas dotted the rest of the island, each with an obvious function: stables, practice yards, an armory. The entire compound bustled with activity as

  servants and guards attended the business of training the realm’s army. The island itself seemed small, however, compared to the lake surrounding it. Lake Chibcha appeared endless. Even from

  this high vantage point, Tali could not see across it to the distant shores of Oest Andoria.




  “Have you ever seen anything like it?” asked Zarif, breaking the silence.




  Tali shook her head. “I’ve only seen it from the lakeside, many leagues out.”




  “The renderings do it no justice,” Zarif agreed.




  Tali held her breath and took one last look at the view below. For as long as she could remember, she had dreamt of this moment, this chance to bring honor to her father and Nel, to prove

  herself worthy of her mother’s name. The time had finally come.




  “Race you down there!” Tali called, then kicked her horse without waiting for a response. The mare went flying down the road. Tali nearly lost her balance as she looked back to see

  if Zarif was following. He and his horse were closing fast, obviously amused by the challenge. Soon their horses ran neck and neck, Tali hanging on for dear life, but exhilarated by the speed.




  As they neared the end of the bridge, Zarif raised a hand and shouted “For Tequende!” He gave his horse one last kick, then easily took the lead. Tali was still laughing by the time

  she caught up to him at the tall wooden gates of the Alcazar grounds.




  “It’s about time you two got here,” Zarif said, already dismounted and smiling widely.




  “We demand a rematch!” Tali said, swinging down beside him.




  A loud slam interrupted their good humor. “The Queen’s Paseo is no place for games,” barked a burly man who appeared from a small iron door in the gates.




  Tali swallowed her smile and dropped her eyes to her boots. In trouble already and I have yet to set foot on the island. Brilliant.




  “Yes, sir,” she said.




  “Excuse us, sir,” Zarif added.




  The scowling sentry was in no mood. After finding their names in the leather-bound register he’d pulled from his vest, he proceeded to give them a dizzying number of directions.




  Tali’s tired mind tried to keep track of it all: where to stable her horse, how to find her room in the Alcazar, when to report to the Great Hall. Zarif looked equally overwhelmed. When

  they were finally ordered off to the stables, the two spoke little as they navigated the busy grounds. Once the horses had been unsaddled and left with the stable hands, the two new pledges

  separated with a formal good-bye, palm to palm.




  “The Gods’ protection upon you,” Zarif offered.




  “And to you,” Tali answered.




  Tali made her way to the east entrance of the enormous fortress, as instructed by the sentry. She moved slowly beneath the weight of the packs slung over her shoulder.

  Occasionally she would pass a fellow pledge and exchange a polite nod, but everyone was too burdened by bedrolls, packs, and bags to stop for the customary greetings. I suppose there will be plenty

  of time for that later, Tali thought, and concentrated on the maze of hallways and stairwells inside the Alcazar.




  Sunshine struggled through the building’s small, triangular windows, casting dim patches of light every few feet. The hallways smelled of lavender, which had been strung from the ceiling

  to ward off bad vapors, or perhaps the smell of warriors. More than once Tali lost her way and had to backtrack until she could orient herself again. She decided to draw herself a map, if she ever

  managed to find her room. Finally, she arrived at a curved wooden door with a tagua tree etched upon it. She shifted her packs and pushed it open.




  A sickly, pale girl looked up from across the room. She stood over a cot, her hand atop a tidy pile of clothes. The girl’s simple hair and plain clothes marked her as an Earth Guilder, but

  she seemed too young and small to be a pledge.




  “Forgive me,” Tali said, closing the door behind her as she let her heavy packs slide to the floor. “I should have knocked. I am Tali of the Magda River Traders,” she

  said with a smile, then crossed the room and extended her left hand.




  The girl did not return the smile, but placed a bone-thin hand over Tali’s. “Brindl of the Zipa Salt Miners,” she said softly.




  A miner, thought Tali. No wonder she looks so small and ghostly.




  Both girls bowed, but when they arose Brindl kept her eyes on the stone floor. The silence suddenly felt as thick as the fortress walls surrounding them. Tali struggled to think of something

  pleasant to say, but Brindl turned abruptly and started packing her meager items inside a threadbare bag.




  “You’re not leaving, are you?” Tali asked. “Look, there are two cots, one for each of us. I believe we’re to share this room.”




  “Not any longer,” the girl replied, buttoning her pack. “I have been granted my request.”




  “Your request?” Tali asked, puzzled by the girl’s odd behavior. “Do you wish to room with another Earth Guilder?”




  Color rose in Brindl’s milky cheeks, and she flashed Tali a quick look of resentment.




  Oh Gods, can I do nothing right today? Tali’s mind raced, trying to determine what she had said to offend the strange girl. Picking up one of the satchels at her feet, Tali began

  to unpack to cover her discomfort.




  “I am moving to the kitchens quarters,” Brindl said stiffly, moving toward the door. “I will serve my six years there.”




  “Six years in the kitchens…” Tali said, confused. “Will you not try for a place in the Guard?”




  “Why should I?” Brindl asked, her voice resigned and bitter, like someone much older than fifteen. “Girls like me have no training for the Guard. I’ve never even held a

  practice sword,” she said, her eyes skipping across Tali’s fine clothes, her Queen’s sword, the bulging packs at her feet.




  Tali’s ears suddenly felt hot. “I…I didn’t know, I—”




  “It doesn’t matter,” said the girl, pushing open the door. “Even if I could fight, I have my own reasons for staying close to the kitchens. May the Gods bring you

  luck.”




  “And to you,” Tali said, with a polite bow.




  “I need no luck to scrub pots,” Brindl said, and pulled the door closed behind her.
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    Religious beliefs are considered a private affair in Tequende, and all citizens are free to worship gods of their own choosing. Most natives,

    however, are devout believers in the Trinidad: Machué, Intiq, and Elia, the three patron deities of the guilds. Indeed, many of Tequende’s immigrant citizens have chosen to give up

    the gods of their homelands in favor of the beneficent Trinidad, whose devout followers have been blessed with a peaceful and prosperous realm.




    —M. DE SAAVEDRA, 

    The Rise of Tequende: A History
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  Tali woke with a start. Alone in the small dark room, she felt disoriented, almost dizzy. Where was her father? And Nel? A sharp knock on the

  wooden door cleared her thoughts. Of course. She was in her room at the Alcazar.




  “Tali? Are you in there?” called a voice behind the door. Tali grinned, recognizing the stately accent.




  She rose from her cot and opened the door. “However did you find me? I feel like I’m in the middle of a maze.”




  Zarif laughed. “I like mazes. But I forgot that your room would be marked with a tagua tree. I had to knock on twelve other doors in the women’s tower before I found

  yours.”




  “Oh, how dreadful,” Tali said, with a mock look of horror. “Having to speak with all those young ladies. What a nuisance!”




  “Indeed,” answered Zarif, taking a golden-colored candy from the tin box Tali offered him and popping it in his mouth. “Gods, this is delicious. Is that honey I

  taste?”




  Tali nodded. “My sister’s invention. She calls them sun babies. Go on, have another. She sent me off with enough sweets to feed the entire Guard.”




  “Did you tell her you’re training to be a soldier, not a candy merchant?”




  “If Nel were queen, she would have everyone put down their weapons and pick up soup spoons instead. There’s no problem she can’t solve with a hot meal or a tin of sun

  babies.”




  Zarif laughed again, then looked around the stark room. “No roommate?”




  “I scared her off,” Tali said with a small frown, then settled back onto her cot and gestured for Zarif to sit on the other.




  “How so?” he asked, taking a seat across from her.




  “She was an Earth Guilder. I said something to offend her.”




  “Ah,” said Zarif, nodding in sympathy. “My roommate, Chey, is of the Earth Guild as well. They have a different way of thinking.”




  “So I discovered,” Tali said, picking up her sword and sliding her fingers across the leather sheath. “The girl, Brindl, had already requested placement in the kitchens. Why

  would anyone choose to be a servant?”




  “It is not as uncommon as you might think. A number of girls do the same, as do many Earth Guilders, male and female.”




  “Why not even attempt it? They have a whole year to train, just like the rest of us.”




  “But you and I have been training since we were children, yes? Think on it, Tali. You arrived on your own horse with a fine sword hanging from your belt, which I’m sure you already

  know how to use. Most Earth Guilders spend their childhoods working on their family farms or down in the mines.”




  Tali sighed. “But four years of the Guard versus six years of servitude? I would at least try to win the better of that deal, even if the chances were slim.”




  Zarif nodded. “I confess, it’s hard for me to understand as well, Tali. If I were in their position I’d like to think I wouldn’t give up so easily.”




  “And what of your roommate?” Tali asked. “Will he default to the kitchens, too, or perhaps the stables?”




  Zarif stared at the wall a moment, then shrugged. “Chey is not happy to be here, but I think he will train.”




  “Good for him,” Tali said, standing up and starting to unload her gear onto the cot. “At least he will try…and maybe you can help him.”




  Zarif gave a rueful laugh and lifted his feet so Tali could shove a wooden case under the cot. “I doubt he wants any help from me. I too have managed to already offend my

  roommate.”




  Tali turned and lifted an eyebrow. “I thought you Moon Guilders were highly skilled in diplomacy.”




  “Not this time, I’m afraid.”




  “Don’t keep me in suspense! How did you manage it?” Tali asked, unbuttoning her bedroll and spreading the blanket across the straw-stuffed cot.




  “I offered to share my books with him.”




  “But that is generosity, not insult!”




  “It is to one who cannot read,” replied Zarif, walking over to the window.




  Tali could tell by the slump of his shoulders that he felt miserable about his error. “But how could you have known? It’s not your fault.”




  Zarif frowned. “I should not have made the assumption.”




  A peal of bells rang out, as if the bell tower was directly above them. Tali put her hands over her ears and made a face at Zarif. His serious expression turned to a grin. “I

  believe,” he shouted over the noise, “we’re being summoned.”




  Fifteen minutes later, Tali entered the Great Hall. She was amazed by the number of pledges milling about the cavernous space and looked around the crowded room, vowing to memorize

  every detail to share with Nel. It felt so strange to be without her twin, as if she’d forgotten to pack her own left hand. For fifteen years they had spent their lives side by side. Who else

  but Nel would share her astonishment at such an enormous hall, after a lifetime of cramped quarters aboard a tradeboat?




  Like the other pledges, Tali had entered the hall through giant double doors, burnished with the insignia of Tequende: a triangle with the earth, sun, and moon at its points, connected by three

  arms of river and vine. Triangular windows like those in the hallways, only bigger, punctuated the long room and a dozen massive chandeliers attached to a pulley provided additional light.




  Most of the pledges spoke in hushed voices, but together the individual conversations created an almost rhythmic din that reverberated between the high stone walls. Tali scanned the crowd for

  Zarif, who had promised to meet her there once they’d both quickly changed. She had no trouble picking out the Moon Guilders in the crowd. The sons of Elia were all dressed in white linen

  robes, their hair neatly cropped like Zarif’s, while her daughters wore white silken gowns that flowed gracefully to the floor, their long hair laced with small white blossoms. So elegant,

  Tali thought, and so unlike the rest of us.




  Her fellow Sun Guilders, of course, had clad themselves in all manner of brightly colored pantaloons, vests, jackets, and scarves. The children of Intiq liked to dress up, the more extravagantly

  the better, like mountain parrots showing off their plumage. The more fashionable among them wore embroidered leather boots up to their knees, their hair twisted in intricate braids and decorated

  with beads, ribbons, and feathers.




  Tali glanced down at her own simple gown of red and gold, and suddenly felt plain by comparison. Life on the Magda River demanded more practical attire of the trade-boaters, and Alondro Sanchez

  had never given much weight to fancy accessories. “It’s the goods that matter, not the packaging,” he’d always said, whenever she or Nel admired another girl’s dress

  or bauble. Let’s hope I’ve got the goods then, Father, and that my training will prove more impressive than my frock.




  The Earth Guilders in the room saved Tali from feeling any shame in her appearance, however, as all of them, male and female alike, wore sand-colored tunics and long pants, completely devoid of

  decoration or color. Their hair was cut in the same simple style, chin-length, with no adornment save a few leather cords here and there. The only concession the sons and daughters of Mother Earth

  made to the formality of the occasion was the green, ivylike ink designs that spiraled their forearms like bracelets. Tali found them quite beautiful, and wondered if the pledges painted their own

  arms or if someone else did it for them. She would have to ask Zarif. Maybe he would know.




  Tali stood on her toes and searched through the field of pledges, one thousand strong at least, to find her new friend. It wasn’t long before she spied his tall, lean form near the

  opposite wall, his dark face contrasting sharply against his white robe. As she made her way over, a host of servants in gray entered and began to assemble a raised platform at the far end of the

  hall. Some of the pledges began to move toward the platform, and Tali hurried to reach Zarif amid the stirring crowd. When she was but a few paces away, his golden eyes met hers, and he waved her

  over, clearly relieved by her arrival.




  “There you are, Tali,” he said, with a small bow. “I’ve someone for you to meet.”




  Tali bowed at Zarif in return, then turned to the Earth Guild pledge next to him. “You must be Chey,” she said with a smile. “Zarif has told me about you.”




  The young man nodded politely in return, though at the same time cast an inquisitive look at Zarif, as if wondering what Tali had been told. Zarif opened his mouth to say something, then just as

  quickly closed it. Tali cursed herself for creating more tension between the two roommates.




  “I am Tali of the Magda River Traders,” she said hurriedly, holding out her left palm to Chey.




  “Chey Maconde,” he replied, “of the Batenza Farmers.”




  As he placed his palm upon hers and bowed, Tali took a deep breath to compose herself. Chey made her feel nervous, as Brindl had, with his serious, intense expression. He was only slightly

  taller than Tali, though he seemed much larger. His shoulders were strong and wide, and he had the rugged, muscular build of a farmhand. His straight brown hair was pulled back from his face with a

  leather string, letting a few rogue strands fall into brown eyes that matched his hair. A heavy brow made his face seem even more brooding. The tan, solid hand he placed on top of hers felt like

  the trunk of a tree, its green-inked leaves circling his wrist all the way to his elbow.




  “I’ve heard the Batenza hills are very beautiful,” Tali finally said, gently withdrawing her hand. “I hope to see them someday.”




  Chey’s expression softened and a small smile spread across his lips. “Some say the hills are sleeping giants, covered in green blankets.”




  “I would hate to be there when they wake up,” Tali said, returning the smile. “Have you ever traveled that far north, Zarif?” she asked, trying to draw him back into the

  conversation.




  “No, I haven’t,” Zarif replied, then proceeded to ask Chey a question about potato farming. Chey answered agreeably, as if glad to find a topic of mutual interest. Tali

  listened to them speak, adding a few words here and there to encourage the conversation between the two. She knew little about farming, but Zarif seemed quite educated on the subject, and Tali

  noticed that Chey’s expression brightened as they spoke. Perhaps Zarif’s earlier misstep would be forgotten, and the two roommates would become friends. She hoped so. A roommate would

  be a comfort this next year.




  A loud chime sounded, halting the conversation between them and quieting the room. As the great double doors opened, the crowd pulled apart to create a path down the center of the hall to the

  platform. Tali knelt in reverence along with the other pledges as a man entered the hall. Commander Jorge Telendor strode imposingly through the crowd, the legendary Blade of Tequende hanging from

  his side, his blue uniform emblazoned with the Queen’s mark above his heart.




  For the past twenty years, Telendor had served as the Queen’s Sword, a title that ranked him above all but the Queen herself and gave him command of the Second Guard. Four helmeted

  centurios in red sashes followed him into the hall and onto the platform, where they stood in perfect formation behind their commander. The excited whispers of a thousand pledges turned into uneasy

  silence. Telendor swept a scrutinizing gaze across their ranks and motioned them to rise.




  “Second-born sons and daughters of Tequende,” he finally boomed, his deep voice echoing throughout the hall. “You are here to serve the Queen of Tequende, as commanded by the

  Oath of Guilds. At year’s end, two hundred of you will be chosen to join the Second Guard, bringing honor and glory to your family and realm until your nineteenth birthday and beyond, if you

  so desire.”




  Tali swallowed and looked around at the crowd. Only one in five of us will make it, she thought. Not the best odds, especially for those without training. She glanced quickly at Chey, but his

  face was carved in stone.




  “Those released from the Guard at any time during training,” Telendor continued, “will be assigned servant placement within the realm until their twenty-first birthday. Anyone

  here who believes himself physically impaired or otherwise ill-equipped for military training may request immediate placement in the servant ranks of the Alcazar until further assignment from the

  Queen’s Steward.”




  Again, Tali looked around at her fellow pledges. Several of them exchanged glances, and Tali wondered how many would make the same decision as Brindl. Now that they were standing before the

  stern-looking commander and his centurios, reality had begun to sink in. The year ahead would be no game.




  “Tequende has enjoyed centuries of peace due to the strength and renown of our army,” continued Telendor. “Though none has yet dared wage war against us, we must not take ease

  from this, but stand stronger instead. Outside our borders, the Far World continues its conquest of neighboring realms. We must not be one of them.”




  Telendor paused then, and Tali felt herself stand taller under his sweeping gaze, her body stiffening with resolve. She had never been prouder to be a Tequendian than this very moment.




  “Those of you who pledge to protect this realm will spend the next year training with the best of my centurios,” continued Telendor, gesturing to the four warriors behind him, who

  bowed in unison. “They will train you in weaponry, horsemanship, hand combat, and endurance. I expect complete obedience to their methods. Your life and honor depend on it. First, I introduce

  your instructor of weaponry, Centurio Jessa.”




  The slightest of the centurios stepped forward, and Tali was shocked to see a female face with short gray hair appear as Jessa removed her helmet. She must be older than Father, Tali thought, as

  several pledges murmured their own surprise. Jessa’s fierce blue eyes blazed, as if daring them to even think her too old for service. In one fluid movement she unsheathed a large

  dagger from her belt and flung it across the hall. The weapon somersaulted through the air in a perfect arc, landing with a thunk in the mouth of a growling puma, whose stuffed head had

  been mounted on a beam over the double doors. The crowd of pledges gasped. Centurio Jessa nodded curtly and stepped back without a word.
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