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Chapter One

 


 


Mankind destroyed itself. Desire snapped the
end of a sweet, crisp carrot between her teeth with the thought,
chewed hard, and kicked aside another dead branch. Her father’s
stories always began with those words. Her memories held full of
the upheaval accounts as he reported them. Yet Desire knew very
little details about how or why the disasters happened. The exact
time the world changed had also been muddled through the years. The
one fact Desire knew beyond doubt was only four generations
separated her from a very different existence.

What was so wrong with questioning the story
facts? Why had her father felt the need to raise his voice as if
she were a child? She had no doubt what he said held mostly truth,
but for some reason, she couldn’t accept it as absolute unbending
fact anymore. He’d changed too many of the rules. Then he wondered
why she wouldn’t go home.

Four generations before her, life changed as
they knew it, but somewhere at the start of that generation line,
one of Desire’s ancestors saw it coming, or felt it. Somehow. One
of her mother’s ancestors, not her father’s. None of her maternal
family remained living to satisfy her roaming qualms.

Desire dragged her heavy one-wheeled cart
through a stream, its clear water licking her boots, seeping in
around the buttons and laces. Her feet were already wet, nothing
she wasn’t accustomed to. What she didn’t look forward to was the
skin irritation the pollution in this water would cause. Sinking
sunrays glowed ahead, revealing the grassy field between her woods
and the citadel. Her destination.

Maybe it was true. Her prolonged visits to
the citadel did make her question how things were done at her birth
home. She didn’t believe they should adopt anything of the citadel
culture, but seeing the life in it, hearing the tales from the
troops who traveled from the west, she couldn’t help questioning
the beliefs pounded into her head. And she couldn’t help thinking
her ancestor hadn’t wanted things as closed-minded as they
were.

A grandmother or grandfather, she didn’t
know, but her ancestor began teaching in the early turn of the
twenty-first century. Teaching how to survive in a destroyed world
without things they took for granted everyday while stockpiling as
much technology as they could. Things in Desire’s
great-grandmother’s books. Something called the World Wide Web was
the hardest for her to understand. No electronic webs existed in
any known position now though she knew it once had for certain. The
one working computer remaining in her family’s compound gave hints
of some such system. Telephones, those she understood. She knew the
location of each communication post, had been to the one in the
compound just ahead and witnessed its use herself. Electricity
existed only because of the sun, wind or water.

Shouts sounded from the field. She halted. A
training order to stand at attention. She recognized Darvid’s
booming voice and furrowed her brow. He rarely trekked into the
field for training, preferring to stand watch in the citadel tower
and view his majors in action with the junior officers.

She tugged the cart forward beyond the
water’s reach. Through a wall of twisted and thorned tree limbs and
withered brush, she saw a group of men numbering larger than those
she left five hours ago. No group so large in need of training
resided at the citadel. Unless…

Reinforcements from the interior lands
weren’t the best hope for any of them. They weren’t taught to
fight. They were recruited by government, made promises, and sent
east. The truth of it ground hard against her already tight nerves
as she watched the pathetic excuses for fighters practice battle
swings in the sun streaked and muddy field. Each spring, summer and
autumn, men and sometimes a few women would arrive from the inland
garrisons by the hundreds with false notions and false confidence
that they could handle anything. Those who kept those notions
turned up dead within a month. Those willing to change and learn
usually lasted longer. But not always.

Desire crunched another bite of carrot
between her teeth and chewed her thoughts. Darvid didn’t have time
to train and he had few men intelligent and able enough to teach
anymore. The Oceaners had evolved their ships quickly over the last
year and were hitting the coast fast and hard more often than ever
before. It also meant they were killing more than before.

She wrapped the strap of her cart in her
fist and hooked it over her shoulder as she moved from behind the
trees and brush. The cart-full, included with what she previously
stored that morning, held precious few vegetables for those she
knew to reside in the citadel, not for new arrivals, but it would
have to do. She would check her traps again, see if she could stir
up some protein for the new troops, but the field crops had little
left ready to give for at least a week.

Darvid shouted to the dozens of men before
him, his domineering form casting a deep shadow over her path as
she passed. He glanced her way, his eyes narrow in the sunlight.
She shot him a quick, tight-lipped smile. She had no doubt he would
complain of her absence during the reinforcements’ arrival. He
always wanted her there to gauge each junior officer so she could
later advise what garrison to place them with, the north or south —
or keep them there.

She scanned the new juniors, most of them
too malnourished and gray haired for her comfort. Dressed in
leathers or fur it was hard to judge muscle mass. That she could
only tell by watching them in action. The majority held their gazes
low at their own feet or the twisted and crimson-stained grasses.
Few met Darvid’s demanding stare as he paced before them. At his
silence though, more cast their eyes upward. Some spotted her.

Timid farmers she guessed. Nowhere near
warriors. She hated to tell Darvid such, but she would. He would
have to keep them north or in the back lines if he hoped to keep
any new arrivals for more than a few battles.

Tom Washman stood against the citadel’s
outer wall, its sun bleached wood just as pale as his thick hair
above water-blue eyes. Age curved his slight shoulders.

“Wha’cha got good for me this eve, Miss
Scout?”

She pulled a few bundles of tender orange
carrots from the sack, placed them on top then dug into the second
pouch for potatoes and into her pockets for the clusters of wild
onions she unearthed.

Tom waved a carrot at his mouth and sniffed
deeply. He smiled at the onions and lifted the still dirty clumps
from her hand.

“Oh, these will go quite nice with them deer
you brought in this morn and what I’ve got rationed,” he said. “I
can smell the big pots of boilin’ stew already.”

She handed him the thick cart strap. “I
stashed four other loads in the storeroom when you were out, added
to what I saw in there, if we’re careful, it should be enough to go
around for two days or so.”

“You know, if you’d show me where you’s
gittin’ these pleasantries, it would save you from haulin’ all this
in for me. Might not be able to bring in the game you do, but I kin
dig roots.”

Desire smiled. At least once a week, Tom
tried to whittle the location of the crops out of her.

“Now, Tom, how many times have I told you I
won’t do that?”

“Ah, but Miss, what if, God forbid,
somethin’ were to happen to ya. The rest of us would starve.”

She chuckled. “You know that can’t happen,”
she said and patted his shoulder as she walked away. He didn’t need
to know she had arrangements with Darvid if she would ever fall. He
knew the location of papers with directions to others who knew of
the hidden crops, and Darvid was the only person at the citadel she
knew who could read them. Telling anyone before she was dead wasn’t
an option as far as she was concerned. It would take only one
greedy person to seize too much and destroy it all. They didn’t
know her family had been nursing the fields, working the dirt,
collecting seeds in the fall, doing it all for no less than seven
decades to yield the sizeable variety of crops they had. It held
strong to feed the several hundred head in the citadel she
pretended to call home, and the eight hundred at her birth home,
but wouldn’t if more was taken.

A careful balance. A balance too many people
didn’t understand. Desire couldn’t help believing the human
condition of take without giving back had contributed to their dire
way of life now and would completely destroy them if they weren’t
careful. She trusted that message from her father’s stories.

“And, ya know, Miss Scout, if’n I’d been
diggin’ these roots, you wouldn’t be in fer the steamin’ Darvid’s
apt to give you fer not bein’ here to inspect them new
juniors.”

Desire twisted on her heel and grinned,
nearly laughing.

“You really are getting
desperate there, Tom, to even think Darvid could give me a
steaming.”

Tom lowered his head and shook it through a
hearty chuckle. Desire hurried over the stone passage to the well
and reached around a group of several resident roosters and hens,
ignoring their noisy protests and flapping wings. Thirst raked her
throat raw. She pulled up the wooden bucket and dipped the tin
scoop deep. The water was warm, but clean and wet, coming from one
of the few less contaminated underground rivers and run through
filters and conditioners kept in the citadel foundation. The
waterways were slowly clearing, though few were yet totally safe
for consumption without extensive filtration.

The crunch of stone under many feet sounded
behind her. She turned to find Darvid leading dozens of human forms
through the stone archway followed by more. Counting them wasn’t
her agenda. She wanted to see their faces. They each stopped by the
citadel records keeper who set up a chair and small folding table.
He filled out a form for each of them, handed them their government
issued supplies, consisting of a tin plate and fork and folding
knife, before directing them away.

She wiped water from her lips and shook her
head at Darvid Squire. He acted as if he led a herd of bovine. The
hint of amusement creased his thin lips.

“Took you long enough,” he said, speaking
from the corner of his smirk.

“You should’ve called for me.”

“Now why would I do that? My scout should
always know when she’s needed just by using her skills.” He tapped
his cheek below his eye and then his ear.

“Even when I sleep.” Desire couldn’t stifle
her smile.

“Since when do you sleep? I’ve never seen
it.”

“That’s because you sleep like the dead more
often than any mortal should need.”

Darvid chuckled. “Enough with the evening
insults and tell me what you think. Any hope we’ll keep any of
these for long?”

Desire scanned the dozens of new faces, all
lined with age or wear or both. She stepped around Darvid, staying
in his shadow. She studied their eyes but too many refused eye
contact. She spun from them.

“Timid,” she said. “Should listen to you
with no argument though.”

“Unlike you.”

Desire watched Darvid from the corner of her
eye. He had sounded as if that was a bad thing. He knew she
listened to no one but herself. He knew it when he asked her to
unite with him in his cause to protect the thousands of people
struggling to reestablish a civilization close to the one of old on
a devastated continent. Desire still wasn’t sure his goal was a
smart one. Not considering what she knew of their original
demise.

Someone closed in from behind. Desire moved
quickly, spinning to the two who approached. She recognized Jacob
instantly. A man only a few years older than her own from the far
shores of Tennessee. She’d known him since he crossed the citadel’s
west gates three years prior. A good fighter with a sharp eye and
quick reflexes, he’d survived longer than most others who joined at
the same time. He held one of the highest ranks now, Sergeant.

The man beside him, she didn’t know, nor had
she ever seen his face before. She furrowed her brow; she’d missed
this one entering the compound. He certainly wasn’t old or timid.
His deep brown eyes shined below a lengthy fringe of dark hair and
settled on her, then Darvid.

“I wanted to introduce my brother first
hand, Sir,” Jacob said.

Darvid nodded to the pair and shook hands
with the new recruit. Desire slipped behind Darvid and closer to
the wall into early evening shadows.

“Good to have you,” Darvid said.

“Rand Caldair’s the name.”

Unusual from a family whose first son they
called a solid biblical name, Jacob. Desire blinked away the
thought and climbed two dozen steps to the wall overlooking the
field. Her own name fit no such pattern in her family so she had no
right to judge that of another. She slipped inside the south tower
and up steep narrow stairs to her room. Night would soon fall but
not stay long and she had much territory to scout come dawn.

 


***

 


Rand blew out a breath when the massive man
Jacob called Commander Darvid finally left to speak with the
others. It wasn’t hard to see why Darvid ruled the largest group of
garrisons in the states.

“See, that wasn’t so bad,” Jacob said.
“Helps that he likes me.”

“And you just had to single me out,” Rand
said.

For as far back as Rand remembered, Jacob
always insisted on strutting him around in front of people. Their
mother told him it was because he was a proud big brother. Rand
didn’t care; he simply wished it would stop. Jacob slapped a firm
hand to his shoulder and pushed him forward, not saying a word
about where they were headed next.

“I didn’t single you out for nothing. I’ve
introduced, my next step is to ask you be added to my troop. We
don’t usually have a choice, but I’m hoping he’ll take my input on
this. Can’t hurt to let him see we’re on speaking terms.”

Rand rolled his head side to side,
stretching his stiff neck. For a month he walked with the group,
carrying his large pack with what little clothes and weapons he
had, all self made.

“We doing that now?”

Jacob laughed. “No, I do know the art of
timing. Right now we need to find you something to eat, at least
some jerky.”

“Great, something I haven’t had constantly
for weeks.” He groaned, not looking forward to chewing more
leathered meat.

“Fresh stuff is a bit rare out here and kept
for evening meals. I’ll warn you though, the cook stretches
everything to the max, so don’t expect much.”

Rand scratched his itching scalp. Muck from
swamps, then dust from the road and dry grasses of the fields had
plastered to his flesh and added stiff weight to his clothes.

“What about that girl, she had a fresh root
in her hand,” Rand said, though the root hadn’t been all he
observed about her. He noticed her the moment she stepped from the
woods and strode across the field before all of them with not a
second’s hesitation in her stride, her shining crow-black hair
blowing behind her in the breeze. The cart she led appeared heavy
on its single axle, but she showed no sign of it. Her dark,
scrutinizing eyes had halted him in position even through several
rows of men. She pierced them all with a mental syringe, though he
wasn’t sure anyone else noticed.

Up close he saw an exquisitely designed and
vicious looking short stone-handled battle axe against her right
thigh, some kind of sheathed blade on her left, both held tight to
her long, black-trousered legs by golden rawhide the same shade as
her wrapped shirt. The shirt was clean, but showed signs of
repaired tears at the arms and down one side. The skin of her arms
and face was flawless, though tanned or maybe of the Hispanic race,
though these days, with so few people and such strong intermixing
through the years, it was hard to tell. She hadn’t stayed long
enough for him to catch much more about her, not even her name.

Jacob huffed. “Oh, that’s
Scout. Not sure she qualifies as a ‘girl’ exactly. She’s a lot
annoying, comes and goes and does as she pleases when and how she
pleases and no one complains. Not right, especially for a female.
Darvid uses her as an advisor. He wouldn’t take the crap she does
from anyone else here though. Not sure how she gets away with it
all, but I doubt she does anything special for him like some say.
Some say she wears witch symbols on her weapons. Sometimes I doubt
she’s even human.”

She didn’t seem odd to Rand in the
slightest, but he wasn’t about to argue. “So that’s her name?
Scout?”

Jacob shrugged. “That’s what she’s called
around here. You’ll be hard pressed to find someone other than
Darvid and the head cook who’s actually talked at length with her.
You won’t see her much and if you do, you most likely won’t notice
her. You’ll never have to deal with her. Here, this’ll be your
room. I have the top bunk on the left, the bottom is open.”

Rand peered past the dirty curtain his
brother held aside into a dank little area with three bunk cots
barely big enough for a full grown man. He suddenly wondered if
leaving the prairie farm was the smart thing to do. Sure, things
had been sparse, the house small, but not near as depressing as the
huge stone and wood expanse surrounding him. The smell of dust and
must mixed with sweat and some underlying hint of rot created a
mood he could only describe as despair.

He spent years fighting off the few Oceaners
dumb enough to try travel inland along the west coast, only five of
those years in the Tennessee Guard. He’d heard tales stating what
was once called the south east of the United States was under
water, but not so far under to let huge vessels pass far north to
dry land without at least a day’s trek through reptilian infested
swamps. So many ships had sunk, they made their own blockade and
the confrontations there had dwindled to nearly none.

Boredom struck. He wanted adventure, wanted
to do more with a chance of accomplishing something larger than a
winter’s worth of food. And he wanted to leave ugly memories
behind. When the recruiter made his yearly visit from the capital
in Kentucky in search of men to help hold the east walls secure, he
grasped at the chance. Maybe too fast.

Jacob left three years earlier and their
mother had cried. Jacob was the one his parents expected to take
over the family farm. When Rand spoke the news of his leaving, she
shed some tears, but also admitted she had expected as much. All
they asked was for him to send word as often as possible of his and
Jacob’s well being. Jacob had never been one for the written word.
Rand didn’t mind it.

Now he wished the stories he read from
yellowed paper bound between hard covers in the small town library
had satisfied his restlessness. Or maybe he was just weary of the
month long constant change and uncertainty.

He stepped into the room and tossed his
meager pack onto his cot, drooped in the center. His back ached
from the sight of it.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Desire propped her boot-clad feet on the
edge of the slab table and rocked the wooden chair back on two
legs. She dug another berry from her pouch and popped the juicy
morsel into her mouth. This time of year, berries and nuts in the
woods were plentiful, a simple enjoyment, though one she reveled in
entirely. She was glad to finally put up her wearied legs. Both
throbbed from hard use and she’d lost feeling in her toes from the
cold and chemical irritation again but she wouldn’t show Darvid
that. He paced before her, his gaze seemed anchored to the wide
open window, the cold air washing in to sweep over him, ruffling
his tightly curled black tresses.

“What about the northern shores, any
approaching from there?”

“Good God, Darvid, I don’t have wings.
You’re lucky I got word of the south shores and managed to walk
most of the east. Chances of them coming from the north are near to
none. There’s a lot of ice still in those waters.”

“Not so much lately. Why else would they be
coming in such numbers? They’ve congregated somewhere, found
supplies to build their ships.”

Desire eyed her friend and wondered just how
small he thought their world to be. The land on which they now
stood was just a miniscule part of a larger continent wrenched
apart by floods, earthquakes and human abuse. What remained above
sea was so small in comparison and often poisoned by pollution from
the old days. World communication had been lost, but she was
certain the same had happened to all the continents.

Climates changed, some said from human
activity, some said just the natural occurrence of things, storms
stewed, waters rose, continental plates shifted, crashing into one
another, breaking and buckling land, destroying and drowning cities
and settlements, but not all. Just as some had survived on the
continent she knew, she felt certain others had survived on theirs.
For better or for worse. The fact Oceaners had found what they
needed to build and gain strength didn’t surprise her in the least.
But she knew the eastern world, or what it had once been, from
books and things called magazines her family had hoarded since
before the fall of humanity.

“Maybe from the African continent, it was
very large, or somewhere in Europe, maybe even South America below
us. Some of all of these continents surely survived, and more,
though Russia, another large one is surely frozen solid just like
our Maine down to New York states and what was known as
Canada.”

Darvid swept around, seemingly spun by his
wind mistress. Deep shadows carved the creased space between his
brows. “The things you speak of, Desire, I would swear you are some
supernatural thing.”

She grinned. “Never said I wasn’t. Just said
I don’t have wings or far seeing sight like you act sometimes.”

He narrowed his brown eyes. “Sometimes I
wish I could figure more about you.”

“You know what you need.”

“Do I?”

His blunt comment flew like a spear.

“Are you doubting me now? After how many
years I’ve given you assistance and smart advice, busted my ass for
you and this army.”

“And caused me to lay awake in the dark
night, wondering where you were off to, who you’re sneaking away to
see.”

She pulled her feet from the table and let
the chair drop to all fours with a bang. “I have no problem going
if that is what you want.”

“Sit down,” Darvid said, his sigh deep with
the hint of disgust. “Getting yourself all riled over a simple
comment.”

“Trust is not so simple a thing. You either
have it or you don’t. Sounds as if your trust in me is
faltering.”

“Not trust, you crazy woman.” Darvid kneaded
his knuckles to his brow. “Worry is all, you traipsing around these
woods and wild lands by yourself. Times aren’t what they once were.
Even you can never tell when trouble might fall. Alone you don’t
have a chance.”

She laughed. Times not what they once were.
How ironic of a statement.

“I have to wonder, old man, why you never
once delved into studies of history.”

“Agh, here we go. Since when does worry
about a friend warrant dredging up old arguments of studies that
have no relevance to the here and now, huh, tell me that.”

“Because your worries are totally unfounded
and based on ignorance easily cured by a little study. If you knew
more than the boundaries of the revealed land now, knew what lay
beneath the seas and northern ice, you wouldn’t worry so much over
areas I know to be impassable. The seas are receding somewhat,
shallowing.”

“You are young enough to be my daughter, and
ornery enough to suit too, worry is a given.”

Except she already had a father who worried
far enough for her liking.

“Never asked for it. And maybe it is time
for me to take leave.”

“My worry exists because I’d be lost out
here without you,” he said. His voice hung quietly on invisible
drapes around her.

“Yes, the great leader of the United States
Eastern troops relies on a rogue girl unknown to the government he
serves.”

“I haven’t been a girl in quite a few
years,” she said, resenting the word. “And you wouldn’t be so lost
without me.”

“Oh wouldn’t we? For food you refuse to tell
me how you come by. And how is it your traps yield game when all
our attempts fall short?”

“You don’t think like the game,” she said.
“Your trap placements are lame. One falling to them would have to
be disoriented or lost.”

“Then why won’t you teach us?”

Desire groaned. “I do no teaching. I do
actions. If any of you paid attention or cared enough, you’d learn
it on your own.”

Darvid sighed and dropped into a chair by
the window. “Maybe you’re right. These men are lazy, many here
because fighting and dying is easier than most anything else one
can make a living at, which is why we’re losing grip on these
walls. I honestly don’t know how much longer we can hold.”

Desire watched Darvid rake his hair flat to
his scalp. His years showed too vividly in his tired features.
Nearing his mid forties, maybe more.

Two weeks had passed since the new recruits
joined them, and few showed great promise.

“Have you written about the dire need for
decent men?” she said.

He nodded. “But we can’t force the ones who
want to work from working the lands for food. Can’t pull any more
from the factories. We need our weapons and food too.”

But if they fell to the Oceaners, no amount
of weapons or food would help them.

“What about the mountain westerners?”

Darvid coughed a sarcastic laugh.
“Government won’t stoop so low as to turn to them.”

Once a single nation, the Mississippi Sea
now divided. And the westerners, it was rumored, were run by women
more rugged than some of the eastern men. She’d also heard rumors
about them being witches with real magic. Desire had always
wondered about that. Still, none of it seemed a good enough reason
to ignore them as a source of assistance. She knew something Darvid
didn’t though. Just under twenty miles from the citadel surrounding
her, they had help. Help which had stopped several attacks in the
last month, though she chose not to tell him. Over three hundred
hard working men and women as stubborn as she who could accomplish
twice as much as the group at the citadel. Her kin and friends of
kin. The witches and ghosts of the mountain forests, they were
called.

“Do you trust me?” she said.

“If I didn’t, would I ask for your
input?”

“Yes or no.”

“Of course, yes.”

“Then trust me when I tell you, you are not
alone.”

Darvid raised his weary head, his eyes
bloodshot under heavy lids. “Some kind of your magic again,
Desire?”

“If you wish to think it as such, so be
it.”

The heavy outer door swung inward. Tasarah,
the keeper of Darvid’s quarters and wellbeing, folded her hands at
her stomach.

“Jacob wishes to speak with you, Sir,” she
said.

Desire drummed her fingers on the back of
her chair, its wood still warm from her presence. Jacob again. He
was up to something lately and she didn’t like the feel of it.
Usually he never spoke until spoken to by Darvid, but the last two
weeks, since the arrival of the reinforcements, he’d popped up at
the most peculiar times, asking of tactics and troop placements. It
had something to do with his brother.

Darvid stood and wiped his face. “Send him
in,” he said.

Tasarah bowed her head to him, her hair
glistening with blond highlights, so rare these days. She was a
warrior’s daughter, brought east with him because they had no other
family. Both Tom and Darvid were happy for her help around the
citadel, though, just twenty, she was orphaned at eighteen.

Jacob stepped through the door, rubbing his
hands to his thighs, his eyes shifty.

“Speak quickly Jacob, we both should be
heading for sleep soon.”

“Yes, Sir. I was simply wondering… well, I
noticed you’ve sectioned the reinforcements to head off north and
south.”

“Put much thought into it all.”

“As you always do. But I —
not that I’m complaining at all —
but I noticed my brother is assigned to the south
walls.”

Darvid paced before his window again. “Yes,
he’s strong, somewhat skilled and is a good asset for that
border.”

“Well, see, I had hoped to keep him
closer.”

Darvid stopped pacing.

“He is good, at least as strong and skilled
as I am and would be a great asset to me or one of the others and
these east walls. We do need more good men here, Sir.”

“Jessup in the south has just as great a
need.”

“But Rand tells me the south west wall has
seen no attacks in over a year since the passage fell blocked to
their sinking vessels. Maybe the same will happen soon here along
our southern strip.”

Desire shook her head but bit her lip. Most
men didn’t take well to hearing a woman’s ideas, especially when
she knew more than the man. Jacob was no different.

“You have something to say, say it,” Darvid
said.

She glanced up. Darvid at least heard her
words. “That won’t happen here. The south west is shallow, much
shallower than our south east.”

“And you’re sure of that?” Darvid said.

“Of course I’m sure. Positive.” Her
ancestors had explored the shore line and the ocean floor in the
beginning years. She had studied their reports many times.
“Besides, it’s not wise having family too near in battle.”

Jacob’s brown brows puckered with obvious
frustration. “With all due respect, I really don’t understand that
last comment,” he said.

“What’s not to understand?” Desire said.
“It’s too simple. If things get bad in battle, you’re more apt to
lose your head while running to assist family, especially a younger
sibling.”

“And you’re qualified to make such
assumptions how?”

“Enough,” Darvid said. “The simple fact is,
it’s better to spread our strengths evenly over the walls. But your
request is at my attention now. Go.”

Darvid waved Jacob back through the door.
Desire waited for Tasarah to close the heavy slab.

“You can pull more from the north,” Desire
said. “The threat is not so dire there. As I’ve suggested
before.”

“Yes, and I can put together two strong
brothers here in this citadel.”

She shrugged. She didn’t know Jacob or his
brother well enough to judge their ability to fight side by side.
Her own brothers managed it well enough though more than once she
witnessed them fall to each other’s hand over some stupid dispute
so she wasn’t sure they worried enough to watch after each
other.

Darvid sighed. “I can’t win either way most
days.”

“As Jacob said, what do I know about
brothers? Do what you want, it’s no matter to me.”

“It matters to the parents of those two
boys. And those boys matter to this citadel.”

Desire closed the door without a reply.
Darvid’s problem was that he cared too much about each soul he met.
His greatest skill of all was hiding it so well.

 


***

 


Heavy folded paper slapped the table next to
Rand’s dish. He jumped, startled from his daydream, and looked up
to find the grizzly Darvid himself standing before him.

“I hear tell you’re interested in staying at
the east walls,” Darvid said. He held his eyes a bit narrow, his
arms folded over his broad chest. “Is it true?”

Rand eyed the paper. He’d gotten one just
like it several days before instructing him to travel to the
southern walls within the week. He’d heard disagreeing with an
order never turned out well.

“Well,” Darvid said. “I know you can
speak.”

“I’ll follow your orders, Sir. But I had
hoped to stay on here. Word is the east is the most
vulnerable.”

“And the fact your brother is here holds no
worth?”

Rand cringed, suddenly feeling as if Jacob’s
efforts had hurt more than helped. “Brother, friend, it’s no never
mind to me, Sir. This here is the first I’ve seen or heard of him
for three years. I imagine, if meant to be, we’ll meet back up
eventually.”

Darvid stared.

Rand knew nothing more to say. He poked his
government issued three-pronged fork at what remained of his
stew.

“Well, then, consider your new order issued
and ignore the last.”

Darvid turned more fluidly than Rand thought
possible in a man so large. Rand shoved out his chair with a loud
grind of wood against stone and clambered to his feet.

“One more thing, Sir,” he said and cleared
his throat.

Darvid hesitated then turned only slightly
to look back at him.

“The paper, Sir. I know it’s a rare thing,
but I was hoping, if I may, to keep a little. See, my parents
haven’t heard from Jacob since he left home, and I’m sure they
would appreciate word from us. I know suppliers travel from the
inlands twice a month, I would like to send the note with them to
post.”

Darvid turned fully to him. “I can’t let
paper touched by official orders leave these grounds,” he said.

Rand cringed. He tried to cure enough hide
to use, but so far his attempts had failed. The only paper he had
seen throughout the citadel came when the orders were delivered.
Darvid stepped to him again and leaned forward

“Can you write?” Darvid mumbled.

The question sounded too casual, catching
Rand off balance for a moment. He nodded. “Yes Sir, read and
write.”

“Good to know. There’s a room in the far
south wing, the door with the word ‘private’ carved into it. Find
it soon.”

He turned and left too quickly for Rand to
ask anything more. Several men at a near table shook their heads at
him, all of them long time residents of the citadel. One clucked
his tongue.

“You started out well enough, boy. Just need
to learn when to stop.”

Rand swiped his orders from the table and
headed for the south exit of the dining hall though calling it that
seemed a bit much for him. Dining was what he’d done in his
parents’ house with his mother’s cooking and friendly, intelligent
conversation and manners. He’d seen few manners and heard even less
intelligent conversation in the huge, smoke saturated dank room
where he consumed the resemblance of food now.

He opened the flap of the paper he held and
read what he had guessed as he strode. He was now to defend the
east walls at all cost. A cold wet wind snapped at him when he
pushed through the door onto the high wall walk. Men stood a few
steps higher at watch alcoves notched into the stone blocks every
few feet. Several eyed him as he passed, but none said a word.

Clouds boiled dark overhead, casting an ugly
gray over everything in the muddy courtyard below. The forced
whoosh of windmill blades high on a nearby northern hill drummed
the air. Fires burned in a few pits, the biggest at the
blacksmith’s corner. The smell of ash and smoke painted the stiff
breeze. The clang of metal against metal rattled against wood and
stone walls. Voices hummed on the wind, some shouts, some laughter.
Silence never hung true through the citadel. He tried to find it,
hungrier for silence and solitude than anything else the last few
days.

The south tower was a narrow one, though the
tallest. He found only stairs when he stepped inside its walls. He
glanced up, then down, having no idea on what level he would find
the door. He decided to climb up first since the top appeared
closest. Stacked square blocks of stone encircled him. Small
openings, watch ports maybe, let the harsh wind flow in from the
field. It squealed with a gust, then exhaled with a huff. He
hesitated on the wooden step. It shifted slightly under his weight,
its nails loose at the corners. No light shined ahead. He felt sure
he had nearly reached the roof. He glanced down where gray daylight
hung dull and decided a few more steps wouldn’t hurt. He rounded
the curve.

The door stood dark in
shadow, the scribbled letters spelling PRIVATE darker than the rest. He
slapped his paper order against his left hand and looked down the
winding stairs wishing he’d asked more questions. He hated doing
anything unprepared and had no idea what he would find beyond the
door.

Something clicked and it flew inward on
silent hinges.

“You going to stand there all day?”

Scout, or that was what Jacob called her.
He’d seen only glimpses of her since the first day.

“I... ah, Darvid—”

“Yeah, I know.” She walked away, leaving the
door wide to a large circular room with four tall windows of glass.
Thick shutters hung to their sides along the inside wall.

Rand watched her for a minute then stepped
over the threshold.

“The door’s there for a reason, use it,” she
said.

He puzzled over her words, then pushed the
slab closed, hoping that was what she meant. Its latch clicked. She
didn’t complain.

She pointed to a small table under a north
facing window. A clean flat sheet of brown paper lay in the center
next to something he couldn’t quite place. It looked like a stick
with a point but wasn’t a sharpened chalk stick. Several books
stood spine out on a stand next to the table along with a fire pot,
most likely used for light.

“I was told you know how to use it,” she
said. She held her gaze steady on him, full of confidence.

“Chalk,” he said. “We always used
chalk.”

She grinned, a subtle upturn of her soft
lips. “Well, this is ink, works the same way, just doesn’t smear in
water and your letter is very likely to get wet at some point in
its journey west. Make yourself comfortable.”

She pulled out the simple wooden chair then
crossed the room and sat on the east window ledge. Her axe and
knife lay sheathed on the floor under her, a neatly rolled bed mat
in the corner. Her boots fell open a few buttons on the top and her
hair hung loose to drape her shoulders. She paid him no attention
at all, only watched toward some distant point.

Rand slid his order onto the table and
gingerly sat on the chair to test its stability. It didn’t wobble
or squeak. The paper was brown but unused. In his town, each sheet
was a precious commodity, used over and over until worn too badly,
then it was shredded, reprocessed. If ink didn’t wash away with
water, the sheet before him would require immediate reprocessing.
It seemed such a waste. But he had to get word to his parents. He
promised them he would. They most desperately needed to hear Jacob
was well.

Rand lifted the small stick, realizing it
was a thin tube. He poked the tip to his finger, a bit surprised to
find it left a black dot behind. Ink with no inkwell. He’d seen ink
used for art dipped onto brushes then applied to things like wood
and stone. He also read of the use of things called fountain pens
but hadn’t ever seen one himself. He wondered how they contained
such a liquid to a writing point. He pressed it to the top of the
paper, dated it. July 18th 2122.

The tip slid so smoothly over the pristine
parchment he took few precious moments to write down his thoughts.
There was so much he wanted to tell them, but such a small amount
of space, he kept things simple and promised to write again as soon
as he could. He folded it in thirds, wrote their name and town on
the outside. He held it and wondered what chances it had of
reaching them.

Then he realized the silence. Blessed
silence. Only the wind hushed over the window panes, lending a
chill to the room, but not much worse than anywhere below. He
shifted in the seat, sinking more comfortably into it. The books
stood but a few inches from his hand. Books were a luxurious thing.
He had access to many tomes at a library his town had put together.
Most of those books were old, crumbling, and not near enough in
number to suit him, but he’d read every one and also some from the
Jackson library when he traveled there. He wondered if the volumes
before him were of anything familiar or something completely new.
He wondered if she would notice if he looked. He tapped his index
finger silently on the table inches from them.

“Darvid reads,” she said.

Rand pulled back his hand. Her shadow swept
the table.

“I’ve been trying for years to get him to
read these. He refuses.” She pulled a blue bound book from the end.
“Says they aren’t relative to today.”

The spine thumped on the table and he found
himself staring at a page full of brilliant blues, browns, greens
and words. Pacific Ocean, Atlantic Ocean. North America, South
America, Canada, Africa, Europe, Australia and so many more.

The sight of it gripped him, pulled him
closer. The page felt glossy under his fingers.

She tapped the eastern side of the shape
labeled North America.

“We’re here,” she said.

The shock of it forced his eyes to her. She
looked totally calm. Serious, unblinking.

“What is this?” he said.

“A map of our world. Only this was made in
2002. It shows the land masses as they were then.”

Rand looked again. He had studied maps of
their current continent many times, but in the colored page he
spotted nothing he recognized. She pulled the book from under his
hands. He clenched his fists to keep from reaching for it. She
flipped through pages, stopped, and placed it on the table again.
This time, only the shape of North America showed, inside it an
array of colors and outlines.

“Here,” she said. “This right here is about
where you’re from. The Tennessee shore. It was once about the
center of the continent. And that’s why the Oceaners have such a
hard time getting their huge ships anywhere near. The Mississippi
Sea wasn’t always there, it was only a river. If they don’t go just
right, if they miss this big river mouth here, the sea is much too
shallow. But it won’t happen so much here, they can get too near us
on the east, and to the south. The Atlantic Ocean currents washed
away much of the land east of the Appalachian Mountains. Least
that’s what we figure from studying all these and bits of what
remains of it.”

“How did you get this?” he said.

She smiled. “Don’t you know, I don’t answer
questions about those types of things.”

“Will you answer me this then, can I read
it, study it?”

Her dark eyes showed him nothing. His gut
twisted at the thought she would refuse him.

“They don’t leave this room or my sight,”
she said.

“Does anyone around here give straight
answers?” He bit his tongue the instant the words escaped. She
laughed.

“I suppose it is a bad habit isn’t it? If
you come here, yes you can read them, but I would rather no one
else know about them. I know of no one else here besides Darvid who
could understand them but I bet quite a few would love to slip them
into the market. Books like this would gain a pretty price, but
wouldn’t stand up to much handling. This room’s only open if I’m
here, usually around this time of day.”

She held her hand out for the letter he’d
just written.

“The traders, they come in a week if I
counted my days right.”

She shook her head. “Left to them, it
wouldn’t find its destination. I’ll take care of it. I do have to
head out now though.”

Rand nodded, taking the hint. He stood,
remembered his order, and stuffed it in his belt.

“Can I ask one more thing?” he said.

“So long as you don’t expect an answer.”

A bad habit she had called it. “Your
name.”

She raised one brow as if surprised and for
the first time, her unfaltering gaze slipped from him.

“No one else seems to know it,” he said.

“No one needs to.”

“May I?”

“For what reason?”

“Just to know,” he said. “Is that a crime,
to want to know the name of the person you’re speaking with?”

The slight hint of a grin rounded her cheeks
again.

“It’s best I remain nameless,” she said.
“Keep that in mind. If government asks about me, it’s a lot harder
for them to track down a nameless ghost.” She propped one foot on
the seat he had vacated and fully fastened her boot.

Even though her answer made a certain amount
of sense to him, disappointment nagged his nerves.

“I can keep quiet when I must. Just a
farmer, no one asks me much anyway.”

She straightened, her gaze full and steady
on him again.

“My given name,” she said. “Desire. Though
if you ever utter a syllable of it to anyone else, you can expect
awful things to come of it.”

Rand bit his lip to keep from repeating it.
He held out his hand to her. “Nice to officially meet you,” he
said.

She looked down at his hand. Finally, she
returned the gesture, her grip strong, firm, not uncertain in the
least. Her skin felt soft, but not like the girls from home. Her
fingers were powerful. Her hands knew hard work.

“I’ll see you tomorrow then. For the
book.”

She dipped her head once in approval. The
stairs didn’t seem so dark and dank when he descended. Images from
the book raced through his mind along with the name. Desire. He
wondered what other things she would teach him.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Dust fell loose in Desire’s hand when she
yanked the wood and chain latch of the small door set inside the
right corner of the large gate. The guard dressed in metal and
leather sat sharpening a small knife, his concentration centered on
it, though she knew once she left, he would secure the door again.
For anyone else he would open it, but not for her. As far as they
all thought, she left without official permission, roaming too
freely.

She was a woman in a man’s position. When
she first arrived nearly four years before, the men had scoffed,
some had threatened, all made it clear a woman shouldn’t be in the
citadel unless she cleaned, cooked, and mended or fought beneath a
male commander who could teach her properly. Desire did none of
those things, nor would she ever. She looked after only herself.
Darvid had made orders, threats even, for her to be respected. In
the end he had to send several of the original troops to the
southern walls because they refused to follow orders from a man who
took battle advice from a woman.

She stood with her back to the door, the
wind-brushed field waited before her. When the chains banged and
clanked, telling her the door was again secure, she moved toward
the forest.

Now, she was largely ignored by all inside
the citadel and she liked it. The only men who spoke to her were
Darvid and Tom, though Tom, she was certain, wouldn’t if it wasn’t
for his need of her crops. Darvid, she didn’t quite understand.

October four years before, she found him
wounded and struggling in the forest south of the citadel. He had
only a day or two to survive if he didn’t receive thawed drink,
food and warm shelter. The coastal climate held cold even in the
summer months, but October often fell downright bitter. She didn’t
speak to him at first, she simply dumped what dried berries and
cooked meats she had in her pack at the time and strapped together
limbs and leaves to make him a tent of sorts against the wind. When
she finished, she went off to hunt and brought him back a small
pheasant to roast and a pot to melt ice. She’d meant to leave him
then, but he started with questions.

His ignorance baffled her and shocked her
into answering. His attempt to scout the outer edges of the wall
had nearly gotten him killed. He’d been too unprepared for the
savage lands that lay outside the barriers protecting civilization.
Poisoned salt waters in bogs strangled much life leaving wicked
foliage along the coast where erosion swept away soft sands and
soil to bare a slicing slate, limestone, and sandstone base. The
forests closest to the wall regained some of the native species of
old, maples, aspens, locusts but also sprouted others she hadn’t
ever identified. Maybe new species of hardier kinds, though she
couldn’t be sure. She grew up among them, learned to survive in the
savagery of it all.

Darvid nearly begged for her advice. Her
father had warned her of the men inside the walls, he had once
lived there, but something about Darvid won her trust then and held
it still. He was a unique man sometimes puzzling her like no other
she would ever meet she was sure.

Until Rand. Just the farmer.

She ducked under the drooping limbs of a
narrow pine and scanned the leaf, rock, and limb covered grounds.
Nothing moved under its own power. Only the wind stirred, swaying
limbs and the tips of browned ferns. She didn’t expect any
different this close to a polluted stream. Everything near it
reeked of suffering and want.

The look of complete want she saw surface in
Rand’s expression when he eyed her books clung to her. Hunger, as
if he were a starved child inches from a holiday bird with all the
fixings. His eyes shined with life, with fire and dreams, not
despair and anger like all the others. It would lead to his quick
death.

Men who didn’t have undying anger didn’t
flail weapons and fists in fury. Or maybe they did. Her kin did.
They fought for hope and dreams of a better time. She halted in the
dried leaves and glanced back the path, through dead foliage and
twisted and thorned trunks, to where she knew the citadel stood.
He’d called himself a simple farmer, but even then, something in
his tone struck different against her. He was a farmer, though
simple was far from truth.

She decided to watch more closely when Rand
trained. Losing him to death quickly would be such a waste, one she
hoped could be avoided at least until she could solve the puzzles
around him.

Ocean waves exploded with a roar and a hiss
over rocks. She only heard it from where she stood. She glanced
into the high tree tops. Brittle leaves clapped in the wind.
Several yards ahead, a shadow slipped around the side of a branch.
So far north.

“I’ve got a task for you,” she said, not
sure who would join her.

A hoot sounded behind her and she rolled her
eyes. She’d missed Jase again. She whirled in time to grasp his
hand in mid slap.

“You didn’t see me again,” he said.

“I’m still quick enough to stop the
blow.”

“Not if it were a long sword.” He smiled,
his lips tilting higher on the right, a hint to his mischievous
inner thoughts.

“Anyone using a long sword to strike me down
would be using lame steel and it would break.” She pushed his hand
away.

“Still believing you have bones of iron,
Desire? Haven’t you broken enough to snuff that myth?”

She smiled at the sound of John’s
unmistakable voice, a mix of deep ocean and huffed wind. Born only
two years after her, she understood and felt more comfortable with
this brother.

“I never said any such thing. I meant
against my axe.”

John tilted back his head with a laugh. “I
remember it a bit differently. What is it you need this time? I
hope not more crop already.”

She shook her head. “No, they could use it,
but it won’t hurt them to go without.”

“Good, we’re storing it and I’m still aching
from hauling it all up here for you.”

“Getting old are you?” Desire said.

“You best watch it or I’ll make you come
down for it yourself next time,” John said.

Desire cringed at the thought of having to
enter the canyon even though she knew he only teased. She slid her
pack from her shoulder and pulled Rand’s neatly folded letter from
the side pocket. She held it out to him. John took the paper
between two strong fingers, flipped it to see the address.

“Middle Fork, Tennessee? That’s an odd
destination.”

“It’s not a fort or citadel,” she said.

He raised his left brow cynically.

“Just pass it along, will you. It’s very
important the family who lives there receive it and there is no
other way for me to be sure it will reach its intended target.”

“What makes you think we can accomplish
such?”

“You’ve never failed before.”

John sighed. She knew he couldn’t refuse
her. “But it’s always been citadels or forts before and those are
far from towns. One of us strutting cloaked through the towns
around Middle Fork won’t be so easily ignored. It’s near Jackson if
my memory serves right. Jackson, the largest city in
Tennessee.”

“Just to the nearest post, silly. I don’t
expect anyone to hand deliver it. The post is reliable enough. It’s
getting it to a post master that can be tricky. And your memory
serves well.”

“Who do you know from there?” Jase said.
“Darvid’s from Ohio, isn’t he?”

“None of your business. It’s a request from
Darvid.”

“Not his handwriting,” John said. He
unfolded the top flap. “Too neat. This penman works fast, but is a
more controlled hand and proper spelling, sentences.”

Desire clenched her teeth, suddenly longing
for the disinterest strong throughout the citadel.

“Would you quit being so nosey. I didn’t say
he wrote it. He requested I help the author of it get it to where
it’s going.” Not the full truth, though close enough. Darvid had
asked her to assist Rand in the letter’s creation.

“Not the whole of it,” John said. “Your eye
twitched.”

“Dust,” she said. “Do you all suddenly
believe me the enemy or something, why the drilling?”

“Sorry I asked a simple question,” Jase
said. “I was just curious.”

“You’re testy today,” John said. “I’ll see
it to Pittsburg. The post there should be able to get it to
Tennessee quickly enough.”

“Thank you.”

“Will you come see Pa for a bit?”

Desire’s blood chilled at the request. Kaden
wasn’t near or he would have made himself known for certain. “Is he
ill?”

“Heck no, but he wonders about you,
especially since you left so heated last time. He’ll agree to meet
you up here again, I’m sure.”

“Maybe soon,” Desire said and tossed her
pack onto her back.

“All he’s been doing is asking after you,”
Jase said. “Drives Ma crazy.”

Desire couldn’t stop the smile, though she
wouldn’t say anything aloud to her younger brother. It was partly
his mother’s fault she had gone, unable to stand the nagging and
constant speeches about women of her stature and appearance and how
they should act like ladies, marry, bear children, ensure
civilization continued. Desire wouldn’t — couldn’t — do it. Her
mother had fallen victim to those beliefs and had died young and
unsatisfied.

Desire refused to do the same. She wanted to
die doing what she loved. She said her thanks to her brothers again
and then her farewells and hiked toward the ocean. She would make
her quick daily scan of the near shores to be sure all stayed well.
The sea seemed unusually vicious with its roars and froth capped
waves. A storm brewing off shore, she guessed. She ignored the
whispers of visions growing in her mind.

 


***

 


Rand hit the ground, the dusky sky glaring
down at him. His ribs squeezed from the force. Blood coated his
tongue with its ugly taste again, too oddly sweet, too warm. He
spit into dried grass and mud thick with an odd shade of crimson.
The stain of deaths.

“Get up,” the man demanded. They called him
Bargos, a tall, bulbous-nosed brute. Rand had been assigned to his
troop, not Jacob’s, not that he cared. He had no need to work with
his brother, but the arrogant bastard before him wasn’t pleasing
him either.

“That’s the second time you sucker punched
me,” Rand said.

“What of it?”

“Means I expect to be spoken to by my
sergeant, not to defend myself against him. Otherwise you wouldn’t
get the chance.”

Bargos rolled his top lip back over yellowed
teeth in a snarl, looking too much like the crazed dogs Rand saw on
the prairies at home.

“Is that so?” Bargos said.

Rand stood and wiped away more blood with
his wrist. His jaw hurt, both sides now.

Bargos spat at Rand’s boots and continued
down the line. Word was he only treated new recruits with
brutality. And Rand was the only new recruit added to his company.
Others in the group chuckled and mumbled words of distaste.

Despite the open field surrounding him, Rand
felt strangely cornered. A penned boar after tasting the
deliciousness of freedom. Freedom he found in the room with Desire.
Only an hour for each of the past three days, it wasn’t near
enough.

The gates clanged and creaked, moaning open
in the signal that training was over, at least for now. The stone
citadel held dark in shadows behind the pale and rotting curtain
wall. Rand waited for the others to file in front of him. They
peered at him with squinted, hate-filled eyes. The twenty foot
space between the curtain wall and the citadel held dark. Chickens
pecked the ground to the right.

Heaviness pressed in behind him, an odd
sensation, a threatening one. His blood steamed hot, rushing deep
through his chest. He ducked, felt wind from a missed punch, and
whirled, turning on his outstretched palms against the ground to
kick the legs from under his attacker before he pulled his feet
fully under him again, hands clenched. Chickens screamed and
scattered.

Bargos glared up from the ground, mud
splattered on the side of his face. He howled and charged. Rand
easily dodged the hulk, no longer caring that Bargos was his
superior. He slammed his elbow to Bargos’s spine, ducked a blow
from another man, and landed a fist to Bargos’s big nose. Someone
grabbed him from behind. Rand gripped arms and heaved the weight
over his shoulder, kicked, whirled, dodged another blow and
retaliated, landing a solid hit.

Hands grasped his wrists and familiar brown
eyes bore into him. His dark hair hung wet and fringed between
them, but Rand still saw Jacob, still recognized him. He pulled
back his fists, shook his head to clear his roaring mind.

“Enough,” Jacob said. “You hearing me now?
Enough.”

“I hear you.” Rand swallowed to slow his
breaths.

“What?”

“I hear you,” Rand said, almost yelled. “You
heard me the first time, you know I don’t like repeating
myself.”

Jacob narrowed his eyes. “You will not speak
to your superiors this way.”

“Superiors my ass,” Rand said.

“You’re not listening. I said enough, get a
grip on yourself before you land in a heap of trouble.”

The only people to land in trouble would be
the next so called ally who chose to strike at him. Rand had taken
all he could of the citadel men. Bargos and several others moved
behind Jacob and filtered away. Rand didn’t hear what they
said.

Jacob shook his head. “I thought you’d grown
out of that temper of yours.”

“I did,” Rand said. “Unless I’m pushed too
far and that…that … He pushed way too far.”

“Okay, all right.” Jacob pressed on Rand’s
shoulder as if holding him down. “But the fact is, no matter how
hard you’re pushed, you’re supposed to take it here, to take
orders.”

“To pretend this place is anywhere near
disciplined with orders is nuts,” Rand said. “The Tennessee guard
was a lot more organized, more….” Rand threw his hands in the air.
He had no word for it.

Jacob sighed. “Things aren’t as dire there
either, are they? Fields with loads of crops are close, individual
residences, remnants of vehicles, hell, all of civilization is
close there. Out here, it’s not. Half these men have gone crazy
from it. I can’t promise you they won’t slice your throat in your
sleep given half a reason and less of a chance. And you just gave a
few of the craziest a reason.”

Rand slid his wrist across his upper lip. He
didn’t care.

“I would’ve warned you if I would’ve known
you were coming,” Jacob said. “I would’ve told you how awful it is
here.”

Rand shook his head. “It’s not that,” he
said. “I can deal with all of it, just not men like Bargos.
Arrogant—”

“Yes, yes, I know.”

“Not right for him to act like that.”

“Not your place to say.”

“I’m not less than either of you. I don’t
mind serving under you if respect is given.”

Jacob shook his head. “You really haven’t
changed in the last three years, have you? Sometimes you’ve got to
be the grunt in this world.”

“Rand Caldair!” Darvid’s voice boomed from
inside the citadel gate.

Jacob squeezed his eyes shut. His forehead
wrinkled emphasizing his distinct look of dread.

“After everything I did to get you in here
and you blow it.”

Rand faced Darvid, not ashamed, but angry.
Angry Bargos was allowed to lead other men and act the way he did,
angry he was expected to be their fun or risk getting thrown out.
He gritted his teeth, chewing down each word he wanted to spout at
the commander.

Darvid held his chin just a little high so
he peered down his nose. His bulging arms stretched the seams of
his shirt where his muscles folded, locking together across his
chest, reminding Rand of battering rams on trucks he had seen
depicted in books.

“Follow me,” Darvid said. Chuckles and
scoffs filled the barracks until Darvid stopped, doing little more
than glancing at each of the men. They scattered like pheasants
from a fox.

Darvid strode silently through the halls to
what was known to be his own personal quarters. The plank door Rand
had only seen glimpses of opened to reveal a room of stone and wood
like all the others, but this room was tidy and smelled just a
little fresher. Rand closed the door behind him. Darvid unfolded
his arms.

A girl rounded a corner from the opposite
side carrying a silver flask. She slid the container onto a small
table with four chairs around it, bowed her head to Darvid, and
retraced her steps away.

“So,” Darvid said. “What do you have to say
for yourself?”

Rand chewed the side of his tongue, not sure
he trusted himself to speak yet. Anger remained to boil in his gut.
He paced his breaths. High windows cast dark shadows to all the
corners and at the base of the walls, but the table glowed with
fading daylight. Two tin cups sat beside the flask.

“Again, I know you speak. Playing mute won’t
help you, son.”

“Nothing,” Rand said.

“Nothing what?”

“Nothing to say for myself.”

“Really? Anything to say for anyone
else?”

Rand stared into his commander’s eyes. He
knew the man was honorable, a man to be respected, but not at the
cost he felt he would have to pay.

“With all due respect, Sir, I don’t believe
I’m the one you should be speaking with.”

Darvid’s jaw twitched and he slightly
puckered his lips. Maybe to stifle a yell. Rand chose not to add
anything more to his comment.

“Others dispute that fact,” Darvid said.

“I’m sure they will, Sir.”

“Oh, for God’s sake Darvid, give him a
break.”

Dread ran like ice and drowned Rand’s anger.
His heart stumbled a beat. Desire slipped from the shadows.

“Woman, I don’t recall asking for your input
just now.”

“You know you’ll get it from me anyway.”

Darvid whirled on his heels to face her. He
stood at least a foot taller than she with twice as many of her
years of age yet she didn’t so much as blink at his firmness.

“You saw the same I did. Don’t torture him.”
Desire shook an odd sack between her hands. She pulled out a chair,
pointed at it and ordered Rand to sit.

Rand felt his brows pull tight under total
confusion. Junior officers never sat before a commander when being
reprimanded.

“You better listen, son, or she’s liable to
put you there herself.” Darvid folded his arms across his chest
again, though more loosely.

“Only because you men are too stubborn,
stupid, or senile to do it for yourselves.” She eyed Rand, her dark
hair sliding forward to hide her right eye.

He watched the bag she shook. She grabbed
his forearm and yanked him down to the chair. She pressed the bag,
ice cold, to his face before he had a chance to adjust his
position. She slipped her hand under his chin, turned his face one
way, then the other. Rand winced at the small tweak of pain the
motion caused.

She lifted his hand and slapped it to the
bag against his cheek, sending another spark of pain through his
jaw.

“Hold it there till I tell you to let go,”
she said. “I need another one of these or your jaw’s going to swell
too much for you to eat. Nothing’s broken though.” She poured
liquid from the flask into one of the tin cups and forced it into
his empty hand.

She slammed the door behind her, her
presence resonating through the room even more powerfully than the
bang. Rand gazed into the rippled liquid, clear and clean.

“Some of the men here don’t think highly of
my consulting with a woman,” Darvid said. He paced the short length
of the table, his eyes shifty. Then he stopped and studied Rand as
if he waited for an answer to an unasked question.

Rand shifted the ice sack. Coldness
penetrated to the inside of his mouth. He sipped the liquid
surprised to taste some kind of tang flavor. It burned but didn’t
taste all that bad.

“I can see where some would,” Rand said.

Darvid didn’t move.

Unwanted angst gnawed Rand’s gut. He drank
more in an attempt to wash it away. He had no idea what Desire had
witnessed, nor the commander. He had little idea of what really
happened himself. When his anger flared, everything broke loose,
old frustrations and fury enforced by years of study in defense and
offense. He sank against the chair, realizing a trip back to
Tennessee was fairly imminent.

“You train in the Tennessee Guard?” Darvid
said.

Rand nodded only slightly.

“Learn all that there?”

“All what, Sir?”

“I’m meaning what you did out there at the
gate.”

Rand pressed harder to the ice, hoping it
would help numb his mind as thoroughly as it had his jaw. “I really
don’t know….”

“I’ve seen two other people move like that
in all my years and it weren’t your brother or anyone with your
namesake.”

Rand bowed his head to avoid intense
scrutiny. He had no clue what Darvid wanted.

“Do you realize you knocked down four of our
top fighters without taking one hit from them?”

“Sorry, Sir.”

Darvid huffed. A laugh. “Don’t go
apologizing. Bargos would’ve laid you flat, maybe had it in his
mind to knock you clean out of this citadel, but you moved without
facing him. From what I saw, you didn’t face — didn’t see — any of
them when they struck out at you, yet you took no damage from
them.”

“Might explain why I don’t rightly remember
it all,” Rand said. “A problem of mine. I really shouldn’t go on
like that.”

Darvid held silent, so silent Rand had to
look up. Deep creases of shadow striped the older man’s forehead,
puckering his brow to nearly hide his eyes. Again, uncomfortable
angst gnawed. Rand squeezed the ice pack, bunching it to his palm.
It didn’t feel so cold now, but his fingers tingled numb.

The door swung open and Desire strode in,
another sack in one hand.

“Back so soon?” Darvid said.

“I fly, remember?” Desire pressed the second
pack to Rand’s face. A strange herbal taste coated the inside of
his cold cheek.

“Rand here’s been apologizing,” Darvid
said.

Desire smiled. “Doesn’t surprise me.”

Rand raised his gaze to her. He hadn’t told
anyone about his visits to her room, the books. She mostly napped
on her meager bedroll while he read, though lately, watching her
had pleased him more than the text.

“Why do I get the feeling that comment comes
from more than your observations about the grounds?” Darvid said.
“You keeping something from me, woman?”

Rand winced at the word. At home, “woman”
was a word of order and always seemed a bit degrading to him when
he heard it used. His own father never used it demandingly, only
teasingly right before he would pull Mother onto his lap or swing
her into his arms.

“Not keeping it,” she told Darvid. “You just
haven’t asked the right questions.”

“Consider the right question asked and
answer it.”

“He took a liking to the books I brought in
for you,” she said. “Reading the third now, an hour a day. Takes
his lunch.”

Darvid whispered something to himself.
“You’ve only been here seventeen days.”

“Only had the books for three. He’s a fast
reader,” she said. “And he is reading them, even talks about them
some.”

Rand squirmed in his chair. He suddenly felt
mute, his aching jaw numbed so deeply he couldn’t feel it enough to
find his tongue.

Darvid stood and paced again. “He reads, he
fights. But I can’t keep him on here now.”

Desire sighed.

Darvid scowled. “You do realize that, son,
don’t you?”

Rand considered nodding, then simply
shrugged. He wanted to plead his case, promise he would never lose
control of himself like that again, and hoped he could keep that
promise.

“Bargos alone is now out for your throat,
add his other four officers…. You won’t be able to walk without one
of them hunting you, let alone sleep.”

Rand stared and wondered if he’d heard
right. It didn’t sound as if he was being reprimanded as much as
protected.

“So you’re going to let him go just because
of them,” Desire said. Her voice sounded deeper, hushed. “I say
keep Rand and ship out the others.”

“Of course you would. You never could
understand the fact of power in numbers.”

“That’s because it’s bunk. Those men … oh
never mind.” She slid from her seat on the table and walked toward
the shadows, her face raised to the windows, but all they showed
for Rand to see was sky.

“See, Rand, I know a bit more about the
things going on here than you think,” Darvid said. “I know those
who should be whipped and hung, I know those who I should send
home, but the hard fact of it is, I can’t do that. Too few men
remain to protect these walls. I understand your frustration with
how this citadel is run, and share it, even if it doesn’t always
appear that I do.”

Rand directed his gaze from Darvid,
realizing somewhere along the line the man had heard a conversation
or two he had with Jacob.

“Some, like your brother, do follow strict
orders and remain honorable, for that I’m thankful, but there are a
few like Bargos. I can’t toss them aside. I need their strength and
fighting skill. So I’m in a bind here. If I keep you on, I risk
your death and having to prosecute them for it. Best bet is to
reinstate my first order to send you south and hope you find better
there.”

Desire huffed. “You know damn well there’s
more of Bargos’s type there than here. You sent them there.”

Darvid leaned his elbows on the table. “Yes,
I did, to save another neck from being sliced.”

“They never would’ve gotten close enough to
touch me.”

“Who said I meant your throat? You and that
axe would have cost me more men than I can spare.”

“After the first couple, they might’ve
learned.”

Darvid raked his big fingertips through his
hair. “So what’s your fix on all this, woman?”

Rand dropped the right ice pack from his
jaw. “Must you?”

Desire turned from the wall. Darvid squinted
his eyes.

“What’s that?”

“Talk to her like… Call her that,” Rand said
and realized he made very little sense. He squeezed his eyes closed
against the weird sensation sinking through him. Desire leaned
close.

“Darvid, how strong did you have Tasara mix
your water?” Desire touched her fingertips to his cheek then
slipped both packs from his hands. “Let me guess, you have a high
tolerance for pain.”

“What pain?” Rand said, drinking in her
nearness.

“None for sure now,” she said.

“Only as strong as usual,” Darvid said. “You
telling me it was too much?”

“You drug me?” Rand said. She slipped oddly
out of focus.

“No,” she said. “Just a little spike for
pain, but it’ll make you drunk if it’s more than you need.”

“Well, woman, if you wanted it different,
you should’ve said as much.”

“You did it again,” Rand said, and knew he
should shut up. “She’s not your servant or some stray dog.”

Desire straightened before him. Her
beautiful lips parted slightly.

“Woman?” Darvid said.

“She has a name.”

“Whoa.” Desire chuckled. “I believe it’s
time for you to sleep. Good thing you didn’t drink all of
this.”

“He looks sober to me,” Darvid said. “And
you didn’t do what I think you did, did you?”

Her name, no one was to know it. He was
never to utter a syllable of it.

“Scout, right?” Rand prayed his voice
wouldn’t deter from his thoughts.

“Get him to your bed, he’ll sleep it all off
quick enough,” Desire said.

Someone stood above him, Rand knew that
much. The burning taste, odd but perfect, had coated his mouth and
throat, covering the taste of blood.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


Desire took both ice packs to the small
kitchen Darvid had set up just for him. She dismissed Tasara and
set about washing out the sacks with hopes staying busy would keep
Darvid from hounding her too closely.

She squeezed excess water from the empty
sacks and turned to find Darvid standing firmly in the entrance.
The rough wood beams framed his figure perfectly.

“You told him,” he said.

“Told him what?” she said.

“Don’t play stupid, Desire, you’re too
clever for me to believe it.”

She sighed and hooked the sacks over the tin
sink to let them drip dry. “So what?”

“I told you the day I asked you to come here
that you best stay a ghost, leave nothing for any of these men to
grasp if they decide to spout off to my superiors about a woman.
Without a name, anyone who claims your existence will be thought
crazy.”

“Name or no name it makes no
difference.”

“A name as unique as yours, yes, it
would.”

She shook her head again, wishing he’d take
the hint. She never traveled anywhere that anyone findable would
know her as a female. Only her family and other folk in her village
knew her that well. Only men risked travel into other communities.
Men were believed when they told people they were rogues or hermits
living alone in the old forests. She passed as a young man enough
when she had to and never used a name anywhere near her own.

“Not that it matters or is any of your
business, but as intoxicated as he was, if he managed to hold it
together enough then, he’ll manage under all other circumstances
and won’t breathe a letter of it.”

Darvid shook his head. “What bothers me more
is why you told him.”

Discomfort tightened in Desire’s chest. She
had asked herself the same question, but couldn’t answer in any way
she liked. She had never let anyone sweet talk her into anything
before, but somehow Rand had pulled it out of her without sweet
talk, without anything more than his eyes and sincerity.

“It just came up,” Desire said. “Don’t read
more into it than there is.” She pulled her small pack from her
belt and shuffled through the tiny bags inside it. She found the
anti-inflammatory herb mixture.

“And why did it come up?”

“I don’t know. I don’t record my
conversations. Here, mix this with some water, make a sort of tea
out of it and give it to him when he’s awake. No more alcohol,
apparently he’s not too accustomed to it. Now move, I’m late making
my rounds.”

Darvid crossed his arms over his chest,
concealing the entire pouch in one fist. Desire clenched her
teeth.

“Two kicks and I can have you down,
whimpering for a week. Don’t push it.”

“He’s smitten with you,” Darvid said. “Not
hard to understand, a boy that age.”

“You — you have no clue what you’re talking
about. Too many years since you were that age.”

He shook his head. “No matter how old a man
gets, he doesn’t forget a woman who stirs that sort of
emotion.”

Desire rolled her eyes. “A romantic sap you
are.”

“It can get dangerous out here, Desire. For
him and you.”

“No, it can’t because you’re imagining
things.”

“I did not imagine what he said or the way
he looked at you.”

“Drunk. Any man will say and do sappy things
when they’re drunk. Even I know that. How much longer are you going
to hold me up over this nonsense?”

Darvid lowered his head and stepped aside.
She hoped he would keep his mouth shut and forget even thinking
what he had insinuated.

“Tread carefully, Desire. You can get in
over your head before you even know it happened.”

She closed the door. The dim hallway stood
before her, a path to the same routine, an ordinary day. She
reached the field, heard the door clank closed and locked behind
her and realized she hadn’t noticed anything around her as she
walked the citadel. She stubbornly told herself the familiar
monotony of it all had finally caught up with her. The citadel and
those it held was getting old.

Images of Rand knocking men to the ground,
moving as if wind controlled him, as if it whispered to him, raced
through her mind. Seeing it erased all worry she had of his losing
his life to an Oceaner any time soon. Any finding themselves before
him would have a challenge. The faint nagging worry about his being
sent away, she wouldn’t acknowledge. No man would ever occupy much
of her thoughts, that much she had promised herself and had kept
true to for twenty five years. She wouldn’t break the promise
now.

 


***

 


Ache filled his head, from his jaw to the
top of his skull. Rand tried to shove away conscious thought, tried
to hold onto the mask of sleep but pain gripped him and pulled him
mercilessly to the surface of awareness. He wanted it to go away.
He lifted his hands, felt hair, no coarse or wet bandages, no
gaping wounds. Strange because he remembered the blow, remembered
walking the deserted field, the only one left of his friends, and
wondering how he would survive to the next settlement.

“Here,” someone said. “Drink this.”

Rand pulled his eyes open just a little. The
blurred image of Darvid in candlelight snapped his memories into
arrangement. Not the field in south west Tennessee. He was no where
near there. No longer a boy.

He slipped his hands down to his stiff jaw,
surprised to feel it the same shape as always, just a little
tender.

“I think I’d rather not,” he said.

Darvid chuckled. Rand opened his eyes a bit
farther, shocked to hear a commander show such amusement.

“Can’t say I blame you, but this is
different. Had Tasara mix it exactly to Desire’s instructions. Some
sort of tea. I tried it myself to make sure. Not bad, but I will
admit I like my concoctions strong. Too many old wounds it has to
mask for me.”

Rand sucked his dry tongue from the roof of
his mouth. “Don’t have any plain water?”

“Sure, if that’s what you want, but I
promise, this will do more good.”

Rand pushed himself upward, rubbed his head
again.

“Could help if that old wound of yours is
hurting too.”

Rand smoothed the back of his hair down. He
kept it cut longer than most men he knew to be sure it would cover
the scar. He shook his head in answer then wished he hadn’t. He
pressed his palm against his right temple.

“Old one doesn’t hurt. What the hell did you
two feed me?”

“Desire calls it weakened moonshine, though
I usually take it a bit stronger than she advises. Keeps my joints
moving on bad days.”

“You like feeling like this?”

Again, the laugh. “Doesn’t make a person
feel like that once they’re used to it. Didn’t occur to me you
wouldn’t be needing it so strong.”

Rand sucked in a long controlled breath.
Blood pumped too hard against his temples. He exhaled just as
controlled, repeated the process. The pain diluted a bit.

Desire, her name. Darvid had said it twice.
Rand opened his eyes to the big room around him. The air hung cool.
Fire snapped complaints in the corner behind a chain screen. Rand
didn’t recognize anything about the room or the wooden walls. It
wasn’t the south tower, too large in diameter.

“My quarters,” Darvid said. “In case you’re
wondering. I needed my own space to stay sane around here. I gave
Tasara the next room over when she arrived, had been my sitting
room, den, whatever you want to call it, but the girl couldn’t stay
anywhere accessible to the other men. She wouldn’t stand a chance
against them in the dark of night.”

Rand wondered why Darvid spoke so blatantly.
It seemed as if he saw Rand as some long lost friend on a tavern
stool. And he wondered about the blond girl and Desire and their
relation to the big man. Darvid held out the tin cup he claimed
held tea.

“Smell it, if you don’t trust it, I’ll
understand, but I need to tell Desire I at least tried.”

Rand clenched his teeth, drinking in the
pain. “Who?” he said.

Darvid’s dark eyes seemed to deepen. “We’re
past that,” he said. “You didn’t spill it, but I’m an old man, I
pick up on these things. And some others.”

Rand took the cup just to have something to
look at besides the other man. The smell of something mild and
green drifted warm and soothing over his face. He pulled it closer,
sniffed, touched it to his lips.

“I really, I don’t know….” Rand squeezed the
cup, sipped again. He couldn’t out right lie by telling Darvid he
knew not of what he spoke.

“For four years she’s been here, never once
uttered a whisper of her name to anyone. Does concern me a
bit.”

“You know it.”

“Because we have a bit of history outside
this citadel. I knew it before I invited her inside these walls.
Sometimes I do speak it when we’re alone behind stone walls.”
Darvid stood and pulled up a wooden chair. Rand felt his shoulders
tense. Darvid had no plan to leave or stop talking any time
soon.

Rand sipped more tea, hoping it would knock
him out again, maybe land him in a coma, there he would be
safe.

“You’ve been asleep a few hours. Quite a
few. And still, I don’t know what to do with you. Part of me knows
I need to ship you south for your own sake, maybe Desire’s also.
But if I do, there’s a chance you’ll talk of her there and verify
the myths of her. Might verify it enough the government will
actually start looking for her. For them it’s not so much that
she’s a woman as it is she’s not on their records, not in their
control. If I don’t send you, you’ll likely be killed in your bed
before week’s end. And that would be a shame. You’ve got family.”
Darvid stretched his big arms, sighed. “But on the other hand, you
could be a great asset to me. Like I said, in all my days, I’ve
only seen two other people move the way you did today. One a man I
knew from back home. His entire family consisted of veterans. A
small guy, but more vicious than any wild beast in battle. He told
me they studied something called martial arts.”

Rand sipped more tea. He didn’t want to
reply, but Darvid applied his crushing stare with the silence. Rand
squirmed against the plush pillows at his back.

“I’ve heard of it,” he said.

Darvid shook his head. “No, you’ve studied
it. Some form of it anyway.”

“No Sir, I promise I never did.”

“Then how’d you learn to fight like
that?”

More tea, but he had a hard time forcing it
down his constricted throat.

“It’s crazy,” he said, his voice a
whisper.

“I’ve heard crazy before.”

“Watching the wild cats on our farm,” Rand
said. “I mean, they could smell a person before you got near them.
I did read about martial arts, but it never made much sense. The
cats though, they made sense. Hit fast, hard, never stay still, be
aware of your surroundings. Been doing it since I was a kid.” Since
the years after the Oceaners snuck up on him and his three friends
along the shore. All they were doing was fishing to put something
different on the table for dinner. He was the only one to walk away
alive that day. “Told you it was crazy.”

Darvid blinked, then sighed. “No crazier
than Desire’s explanation. She said the wind taught her. Said she’s
a daughter of the wind and water and trees alone in the
forest.”

Wind and water. Rand could see both in her,
her serenity, though he could also sense the other side of her, the
stormy side everyone else complained about — the part that scared
the men of the citadel and infuriated them. In this day and age,
Desire wasn’t following the rule of a typical woman and maybe it
was why he thought of her as someone beyond the reach of day and
age, or maybe it was her knowledge of the yesteryears a century
before.

He wondered where she was but wouldn’t ask.
Her whereabouts were none of his business and he knew it.

“Doesn’t help me decide what to do with you.
So what’s your input on the situation?” Darvid said.

“You’re asking me what to do?”

Darvid shrugged. “No. I’m simply asking for
some input. I’m still your commander and still make the final
call.”

“I’d like to stay,” he said.

“Your reason being?”

“I’m already here, getting used to the
place, the people, the flow of things. Just got a routine.”

“A routine including lunch in the south
tower with Desire.”

Rand swallowed the verbal punch.

“Just books, Sir. I read a lot back home
too, but Desire, she has books I’ve never seen before in any
version.”

“You’ll finish reading all she has soon.
Will the visits stop then?”

Rand swallowed the last of the tea. He
nodded and hoped he would never reach the point of finishing all
her books. “Of course. No need to be there if I know all that’s in
them.”

 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


Wicked storm wind salted with grains of sand
and thick, heavy raindrops snaked through Desire’s hair, pulling at
her sleeves, shoving against her solid stance, feet apart. She held
her axe firmly in one hand. Force of habit. It was no match for
what she saw.

The whispered visions in her mind had told
truth again.

Dawn rose slowly, bringing only bleak
daylight raising the gray mists just enough for her to see
blackened forms of sails and wide bellied ships against the
frothing sea caps. Oceaners.

She’d seen enough of them in the past three
years to know their vessel at a glance but she did more than glance
at the masses before her. She counted twenty with more dark forms
bobbing in the distance, handling the frothing, furious sea with
ease. Over twenty with each able to carry over 100 men. Rage and
fear plunged through her. The time had come. The Oceaners had done
just what she warned. They were barbarians but not stupid. They
found the weakest spot, the slightest cliff with the deepest
waters, and pooled all their forces. Darvid and his troops had no
chance to stop them.

“Sentanta, give strength in speed.”

She whirled in the wind and ran, axe still
in hand. She dipped and dodged below and around tree limbs, jumped
streams. The cold rain-laced air sliced deep into her lungs, chewed
her lips raw, scratched at her eyes. The branch of a pine tree
snapped against her face, but she felt nothing. She swung the axe
twice, cutting away in seconds a large limb she had walked around
for months. Her path had to be straight.

The break to the field came none too soon.
She yanked the red streamer from her belt and waved it toward the
wall. Shouts sounded instantly. The gate swung inward just before
she reached it. She stumbled through, her breaths wheezing,
painful.

Darvid grabbed her shoulders.

“How many?” he said.

“More than twenty.”

“Men?”

“Ships.”

He paled and released her. “That’s….”

He never was the best at figuring.

“Two thousand at least, maybe twice that or
more. There were ships far back on the horizon, I couldn’t count
them all. We can’t fight that many Darvid, you mustn’t even
try.”

“So what do we do now, retreat and let them
run down the land?” Darvid said, his voice a hoarse whisper against
her cheek. “I’m stationed here to lead these men and make sure
these walls remain standing and unbroken.”

“Darvid, I swear to you, what I saw, if you
try to stand against it, all here will fall, no question, and the
wall will be lost forever. You can choose the intelligent option.
Then we work to pull the north and south here, work to cut their
numbers down from behind, split them slowly without giving them a
chance to strike us too hard. I know this land, I know we can do
it.”

Darvid nodded, his dark eyes heavy on the
motion behind her.

“We move out, you men get your troops
together and head south as fast as possible.”

Bargos growled and pushed Desire aside. She
flipped her axe in her hand, too ready to use it.

“Is that what your scout advises?” Bargos
said, his tone dripping with ugly contempt.

“That’s what I order,” Darvid said. “We keep
our numbers, pool together with the south and come back to hit them
fast and hard from behind.”

Bargos scowled at Desire. “What do you know
of battle? A woman.” He spat at her boots. “Weak, cowardly.”

“If she did advise it, she’s right.”

The voice sliced tension fogging Desire’s
thoughts. Rand, though he wasn’t supposed to be there. He was only
a junior officer. Dark bruises still covered his face from Bargos’s
beating, but Bargos also wore deep bruises, black under both
eyes.

“And she knows it because she’s studied it
from books. I’ve read them too, and it’s sound logic, it’s worked
in history to help in the fall of unbeatable armies. One called the
Romans.”

Desire blinked, feeling too unsteady, wild.
She hadn’t realized Rand read so many of her books. She usually
slept while he read. She nodded, remembering the battle of which he
spoke. Rain drops drummed the ground, starting slowly but she knew
the full storm would reach them soon.

“Yes, the Germans, thought to be unorganized
and weak, they whittled away 15 thousand men of the Roman army said
to be unbeatable at the time.”

“The germ what?” Bargos said. “Stupid.”

“No. It’s not.” Darvid’s voice boomed clear,
unfaltering. “Order your men to grab the best weapons and supplies
they can and clear out. Out the west wall, south into the thick
forest.”

“I have no intentions of hiding,” Bargos
said.

“That is my official order! Now move. It
won’t take them long to reach our gates.”

Desire slammed her shoulder against Bargos’s
bicep as she passed him and ran for the south tower. Shouts and
chaos erupted around her. She hopped sideways to avoid Tasara
rushing with Tom toward the store room.

“Tom, leave it!” she yelled, spinning around
to view him and be sure he heard her. “Leave it all.”

Fear seemed to stretch his face, erasing all
wrinkles of age. Tasara pulled him from the store room door and
into the rushing stream of warriors. Desire climbed the tower
stairs, two at a time. She kicked open the door, smashed the fourth
floor board from the east window with her axe and heaved the heavy
box from inside it.

“What’s that?”

She whirled, swung her axe.

Rand leaned back, just dodging the razor
edge. Desire swore and halted the axe in mid swing.

“Go with your brother.”

“I’m making sure you do the same.”

“I don’t have to.”

He squinted his right eye ever so slightly,
something she noticed he did when preparing to protest. He was a
clever man. Some were smart, but not so clever. Rand was both. He
knew how to work things, get what he wanted.

“Somehow I knew you’d say that,” he
said.

“I’ve told you before, do not question me.
No time to argue, get moving.”

He shifted a big sack on his shoulder. “I am
ready, just as soon as you head the same direction.”

“You’re disobeying a direct order from your
commander.”

“So are you.”

She didn’t have time to argue. She dropped
to one knee and smashed through the wooden box lid with her axe.
She slipped her weapon into its sleeve at her side, lifted the
compound bow from the box with several shafts. She yanked the
firepot from her table, dropped one match into it and loaded a
powder filled tube onto a rag-tipped shaft. She dipped the twisted
brown tuft into the pot, kicked the window. Glass rattled broken to
the floor. Smoke curled from the fabric. She pulled up, aiming
first at the forest path, then up at the treetops. She hoped she
could shoot the distance despite the weight. She released and
stooped instantly for the next arrow.

The first explosion rattled dust from the
tower. She squinted against its brightness, aimed farther north and
released the second.

“What the hell is that?” Rand dropped down,
his back straight against the wall.

“Hell fire,” she said. “It’ll slow them at
least a little but won’t burn too much with this rain coming.” She
released another explosive until forest vanished into the raging
inferno feeding off fuel splattered by the blasts. She shoved her
arms into a deer-hide trench coat, long and sealed against water,
and yanked up the wide hood. She pulled a quiver full of broadhead
tipped arrows from the box, strapped it to her back, and ran for
the table. Her books she wrapped in a blanket and tucked into her
pack, aware they would add much weight to her load, but unwilling
to let them behind for the Oceaners.

She grabbed the back of Rand’s jacket and
dragged him from the window. He raced beside her down the narrow
steps. She leapt through the bottom exit, slamming into two others,
shoving past them. She needed to find Darvid again. The west gates
hung open, the weedy landscape and wide mud road oddly serene
beyond. Air hissed between her teeth full of too much anger to form
voice when she heard Bargos and Darvid’s screamed words.

Bargos called for the brave who wished to
stand and fight. Darvid continued to issue his orders.

She slapped her hand to the center of
Darvid’s back.

“Must move now.”

Thankfully, some were already nearing the
river, part of the stream to the ocean that ran south east through
the wild lands. Trees stood twisted and scarred from poisons in the
ground, leaves withering, whipped by rain. Deep forest shadows
swallowed the dozens of troops scurrying into them.

They had precious few minutes to put miles
between themselves and the Oceaners. She had no idea if
accomplishing the distance was possible.

 


***

 


Rain hit in torrents masking everything with
gray. Rand held his right forearm above his eyes to fend off
foliage torn from stems and sticks too heavy with leaves to hold to
trunks. Rain-blurred, human forms streaked around him, all moving
south through the callous forest as quickly as possible, which
wasn’t fast at all. Premonitioning whispers hot with intensity
slithered up his spine despite icy rivulets of rain chasing them
down. The Oceaners were close with their maces, flails and short
bronze swords. He knew the feel of them, the ocean-sweat smell of
them. The smell of demons, their evil emanating in currents to
paralyze any near creature.

He stopped at a tall stump to peer back
through the storm, trying to gauge their distance. Someone gripped
his shoulder.

“Keep moving,” Desire said.

He pumped his muscles hard to keep up with
her. The soaked fabric of his trousers grated against his knees and
thighs. Her dark coat bubbled the water, repelling it as if made of
glass. The bottom flowed back from her powerful legs, slipping
easily over the logs she jumped.

Howls pierced the air from some not so
distant point behind them. Oceaners.

“Move!” Desire yelled, running by other men
who turned toward the sound. “You must make the next gully.”

Rand spit sour rain from his mouth, jumped a
fallen log and dodged a tree. The soil felt soft beneath his feet,
unsteady, stealing away speed. Heavy smells of decay and mud
saturated the air.

“What’s in the next gully?” he said. Desire
held a few lengths ahead.

“Shut up and move,” she said.

She pulled something from inside the long
coat, then blew into a wide horn to produce a low, ominous drone.
Rand jumped a bush and landed beside her.

“Ready your weapons!” Darvid’s voice carried
through the storm.

The ground seemed to vibrate; foliage
trembled, shaking tears. Rand gripped the ends of his double edged
short swords, each only three feet long, but made of the strongest
steel he could shape. He knew from experience things would get
tight and short blades were much easier to maneuver in small
places.

He wondered where Jacob was.

Desire blasted her horn again. A signal of
some sort though it didn’t seem she meant to gather the troops now
fleeing south. Something about it seemed odd to his ears, nothing
he’d ever heard before. He thought maybe the troops of this citadel
answered to it. Darvid stood ahead, facing back. Desire halted
beside him. Rand paused, turned to look back, then forward again.
He didn’t see any Oceaners, but they were there.

“What’s that you’re doing?” Darvid said.

“You move slow already, old man, keep it
going.” Desire grabbed his arm and dragged him forward a few
steps.

Darvid glared at her. Rain dripped from his
brow. “Then you tell me quick what you’re doing.”

“Getting help,” Desire said. “Come on, you
don’t trust me now?”

Darvid moved forward, jogging, turning his
head side to side as he ducked his huge form under low branches and
through dripping vines.

“Help?” Darvid seemed to choke on the word.
“From your tree spirits?”

All the other men had raced ahead. Rand eyed
the area to the east. Dark shadows hung like curtains. Movement
swarmed, though none seemed to carry toward them.

Fluttering above. Rand felt more than saw
it. He pulled his blades up, ready to slice. But Oceaners weren’t
tree dwellers at all. He scanned the lower branches against the
horizon as he ran beneath them. Nothing appeared, but he felt some
presence there just beyond sight’s reach.

Rand’s legs ached. He had no idea how far
they’d run, but the distance was great. He coughed for breath, his
lungs sore. He let the downward lay of the land carry him. Desire
held out her arm, halting him. He blinked away rain and saw the
steep but shallow ravine before them. Others stood around them,
lining the edge of the gully.

Desire hummed something to Darvid, her words
washed away by the hammering rain. Darvid slipped through the
liquid drape and vanished. She turned. She wore some kind of
glasses, yellow tinted lenses wrapped along the sides of her face.
He saw her blink, the lenses not dark enough to repel sunlight. She
wiped her face with one sleeve, her heavy breaths causing fine
spray from droplets falling to her lips.

“We hold here, can’t outrun them any
farther, so choose your place, next to a big tree is best to keep
them off your back. Stay alert.” She patted his shoulder and rushed
away, pausing at the men she passed for only a second.

Rand turned to face the forest behind him.
Daylight struggled to slice dreariness. Rain slapped hundreds of
trees and even more bushes and plants, masking any sounds with its
racket. He hated the noise of it, strained to hear the cracking of
sticks under many feet. Oceaners were a raucous bunch, more used to
wide open seas than thick woods. But with the heavy rain, no sound
could be heard — until its maker stood too near. He tightened each
finger around the handles of his blades. They felt slick as if they
would wash from his grip with the slightest motion.

He glanced to his left and right, but
couldn’t see the expressions of the men nearest to him. One held a
long sword and wore spikes on his wrist. The other had an axe and a
short blade. Neither was Jacob.

Rand focused ahead again. Distant screams
floated on the storm’s surface.

Desire appeared several lengths ahead at the
place where the forest began its downward rush, closer to the
screams. She turned full circle, her gaze brushing him, lingering,
then she faced away. He scanned the others around him, seeing no
one in the forward line with her.

She pushed her long coat away from her hips,
pulled her weapons free, her axe glistening, the red handle of her
blade crimson in her left hand. She stooped and placed each on the
ground, then pulled her bow from her shoulder and an arrow from the
quiver. She slid the arrow shaft into the rest and hooked her
fingers over the thick string in one smooth movement. The wheels at
each end rolled fluidly as she pulled back, her hold steady and
smooth. Rand’s heart strummed his ribs, hammering his already
aching lungs. One person with an arrow would do little good against
the hoard of Oceaners she had described. She held still, the
elegantly arched bow motionless in her grip. Her coat fanned around
her. Rain puddled in its creases. Rand stepped ahead, readied his
legs for a run to reach her if an Oceaner suddenly appeared.

She yelled a single word, or syllable,
something with an odd but beautiful ring. A male returned the sound
from somewhere above. Rand looked up.

Fully cloaked forms stood in every large
tree, each with a bow as meticulously designed or even more so than
Desire’s and each held an arrow at the ready, angry silver-colored
broadheads tipped each one. All aimed up the hill to where Desire
waited, their height in the trees surely putting them level with
her.

Rand shook his bangs from his brow in an
attempt to clear his view. The men beside him both peered up into
the trees, their jittering footsteps showing uncertainty just as he
felt.

The rain seemed to slow, not in intensity
but in speed. Each drop took form as a silver streak, slicing his
view of Desire into millions of pieces. The rush of blood roared in
his ears. He heard not the scream of the Oceaner as one crested the
hill.

Desire yelled another word, let loose her
arrow, but shot over the man’s shoulder. The second in view flew
back, arms and legs flailing. Desire sprang and the closest
Oceaner’s throat changed colors above his brown seaweed vest. His
eyes seemed to glow white as he fell. Dozens more arrows whizzed
through the rain, dropping Oceaner’s as they crested. Desired
whirled, her coat a slashing blade behind her, her weapons moving
wickedly in her hands, twirling, spinning with awesome speed and
power.

More arrows hissed through the rain drops,
shattering liquid slivers as they flew to land in chests and heads.
The horizon filled with dirty skinned Oceaners, long unkempt hair
whipping wildly with their motions, some bald heads shining like
polish, their dark faces streaked with blood and soil. Snarling
lips revealed yellowed and decaying teeth. Shrieks and howls mixed
with growls. They flowed as fluidly down the hill as the rain, some
falling in the wet leaves. A wide lifeless circle formed around
Desire.

Sound suddenly broke through and Rand heard
everything from the slosh of mud to the huff of his own breaths. He
plowed forward, heard the hiss of more arrows.

The first Oceaner he caught, he tossed over
his shoulder, slicing with his blade as the man fell. Behind him,
he slashed another, whirling to catch the two charging his sides.
Desire hadn’t been wrong with her count, not from the carpet of
beast-humans rolling over the forest toward them. He kicked and
swung, careful to keep all at a manageable distance. His muscles
burned, so much energy spent already in the long run. The black
cloaked figures dropped from the trees and long, curved, mirror
blades appeared, slashing fluidly down on enemies. Rand struggled
to keep from tripping into the cloaked one closest to him. The huge
hood fell back.

A man, of course, a man, but his motions
seemed spirit like, too smooth and perfect. He whirled and Rand saw
his face, a young face, barely a man, now sprayed in rain-diluted
blood. The boy didn’t seem to notice him.

The snap of cloaks yanked by perfect
movements mixed with screams and grunts and slapping rain.

Rand hit the ground, thrown by a punch, and
slashed at a knee before knocking the foe down. Another citadel man
slammed his long sword through its chest. Rand refused to see them
as human, not with how they lived, with what they did.

Rain eased its attack. Tears from leaves
fell on the chaos around him. He jumped over a fallen Oceaner,
slammed another. His mind numbed, his instincts alone driving his
actions. He slashed at a huge Oceaner, its height several inches
more than his own, its bulk twice as powerful. Its punch hammered
him to the ground.

He found Jacob.

His brother lay on his back in the mud, his
eyes focused on the sky through an opening in the trees. A broken
blade pierced his chest low and to the left.

Childhood laughter rang in Rand’s mind, the
sound of his friends before the Oceaners caught them from behind.
He hadn’t been able to save them.

Jacob wheezed and blinked.

Rand jumped to his feet with a challenging
scream. The big Oceaner held the hilt of a broken blade in his
warped fist. Rand pulled his long sword from the pack on his back
and swung at the wrist first, then the head. He hefted the long
blade above his head, letting its weight create more power in his
swings over and over. Then no one remained standing to strike.

He stood still, sliding his eyes side to
side, watching closely everything in his peripheral vision as well
as directly ahead. Black cloaked people shifted through the
carnage. Rand lowered his weapon. Weariness gripped him viciously
and he dropped to his knees, then quickly crawled to Jacob.

Jacob smiled. “Guess I always knew you would
be better at this than I am.” He coughed and writhed in the
mud.

Blood filled the ridges in the muck under
him, pumped from around the bronze blade embedded in his flesh.

“Move south,” Darvid’s harsh voice sliced
through Rand’s thoughts. “We need to reach the south citadel before
more find us.”

Rand hung his head.

“Go,” Jacob said. He pushed weakly at Rand’s
arm. “Mom and Dad need one of us back to help on that farm.”

Rand couldn’t swallow, couldn’t exhale. He
wanted to pull the blade free from his brother, but didn’t know how
without hurting him more. Citadel men rushed around him, charging
into the ravine. Some grabbed weapons from the ground as they
moved. One paused above Jacob and made the sign of the cross before
dashing away.

“I’m not leaving,” Rand said.

Jacob opened his eyes and wrapped his fist
in Rand’s jacket collar, he yanked him close.

“You go. Now. Get yourself south and then
head home, you hear. Mom and Dad are going to need you more than
ever now. The Oceaners will not stop at this coast. You can’t leave
them alone.”

Rand shook his head.

Jacob swung a closed fist and flung Rand
backwards from the blow. Rand gripped mud and stood.

“I can still help you.”

Jacob closed his eyes again. Color leaked
from his flesh. “No time.”

Rand turned away from the weakening words.
He watched the backs of men he’d gotten to know over the last few
weeks, some from the trip east. All quickly vanished in mist and
shadow. An eerie stillness filled the woods, just the drips from
trees above showed the world still functioned. He faced Jacob
again, found Desire staring at him.

Jacob lay silent and still.

 


 


 



Chapter Six

 




Rand’s eyes shined dark with sorrow, but he
didn’t say a word. Desire pulled her glasses down from her face,
removing the yellow tint from the world around her. Grayness
settled in again, blurring shapes and depths. She surveyed Jacob’s
form, finding only one major wound. She stooped and shoved her hand
under his back. The blade hadn’t penetrated. She pressed her other
hand to the wound, staunching the flow of blood as much as she
could.

A quick glance over both shoulders, and she
knew her brothers and friends had all retreated to their perches.
It seemed every other live soul had moved ahead. None remained
standing. Only Rand. The corners of his jaw twitched as if he
struggled to not say something, or struggled to hold back emotion.
Only his eyes showed a mixture of anger and sorrow. She wanted to
tell him to retreat with the others but knew he wouldn’t and
wasting energy on arguing wasn’t an option. Not all the Oceaners
had attacked yet. She guessed they left over half their force at
the citadel, taking it as their own. Others would follow the first
rush.

“John?” she said.

Rand furrowed his brow and glanced side to
side.

“I’m watching,” John said. He slid around
the side of a tree, stepping onto a branch twenty feet above.

“I need a little help,” she said. “Will
you?”

John jumped from the limb, grasped it to
slow his fall, then let himself drop beside Rand. Rand still
gripped a blade in one hand. He didn’t look directly at John, but
watched from the side. John stepped large and stooped beside her in
one flowing motion. He yanked the broken blade aside, breaking it
closer to the wound. Her hand ached under the strain of holding the
remaining edge tight.

He shook his head. “Nothing here will help,”
he said.

Desire nodded. She knew that. Jacob needed
blood and most likely surgery to repair the damage and stop any
internal bleeding.

“He’s a good man,” she said.

John pointed one thumb over his shoulder.
“And him?”

“His brother. The author of the note going
to Tennessee,” she said. Rand’s penmanship and word usage had
impressed John. John gauged a person’s worth by the skill to some
extent.

John lowered his gaze.

Rand moved forward, then back, his steps
uncertain.

“Might be a match then, huh?” John said,
though she knew him well enough that fact wasn’t the only one
filling his mind.

“Most likely.”

“You full brothers?” John said.

Rand rubbed a blood splattered wrist over
his forehead, brushing aside his bangs. “What?”

“You and him, are you full brothers, the
same mother and father?”

“Yeah,” Rand said, his tone full of
uncertainty.

“Any idea what blood type you both are?”

“I’m AB, so’s he as far as I know. Had it
confirmed when we enlisted.”

“Ah, smart boys,” John said. “Think you can
spare a bit?”

Desire tried not to see all the open wounds
Rand wore. The chance he could part with much and stay standing was
slim.

“We need to move them both, John. You know
the Oceaners won’t stay back long.”

John sighed. “Can’t let him see where we’re
going.”

“I can handle it. We can’t let them out here
like this.”

John surveyed the grounds surrounding them.
“Sure we can. We’ve done it before, you’ve done it before.”

“Not to honorable men, I haven’t.”

One of the others jumped from a tree behind
her. Desire didn’t flinch when Jena and Jase lifted Jacob from the
mud. Jena worked fast to wrap a bandage around him, taking care not
to dislodge the remaining muddy blade tip. Jacob would need a good
dose of antibiotic if he survived. Desire released her hold on the
wound only after Jena pulled tight, ready to apply the same
pressure with the tension of the bandage.

Desire turned her full attention on Rand.
Jena quickly inserted the needle in Rand’s arm without a word. Rand
asked nothing. He flexed his fingers, closed his eyes. Desire moved
closer, wishing Jena had at least let him sit. The small, sealed
bag filled quickly. Others already had Jacob lifted from the ground
and onto a moveable cot. It took Jena seconds to arrange the
necessary tubes and they all headed off.

“What are they doing?” Rand said. He swiped
a hand over his brow again. He had paled, his gaze grew glassy.

“Taking him to a hospital.”

Rand swayed on his feet. Desire led him to a
log sloped down from its shattered stump and quickly dug through
her pack for her small stash of raspberries. The bit of juice, she
hoped, would help him grow steady again.

“A hospital out here?” Rand said. “There’s
nothing on this shore outside the walls.”

The wall linking the south, east and north
citadels wasn’t a solid mass of stone, but almost. It stood half a
mile inland from where they sat, the east citadel situated outside
it with the intention of seeing trouble before it hit.

“It’s not as advanced as the ones inside the
walls, but it is there. They get most of their supplies from the
Pittsburg hospital.”

Rand gazed up at her, his eyes unfocused.
“Is that where all those people came from, the ones in the
trees?”

Desire shrugged. “Sort of.”

“Another one of the no answer things?”

“Sort of. Think you can move?”

“Think they can help Jacob?”

Desire paused, not sure how much to say. “If
he fights for it, yes. I’ve seen people recover from worse.”

“And die from less.”

He no doubt knew the ugliness of war as well
as she did.

“We need to go. We’ll follow them in, make
sure you get there with him and get yourself taken care of.”

“I’m all right,” he said. “Just tired.”

“I’ll have to blindfold you,” she said.

Rand’s dark eyes instantly focused on
her.

“If you ever want to leave again. We can’t
allow departure of a person who’s seen the passage in. When you
leave, you’ll be escorted back here. Hopefully with Jacob.”

“You leave,” Rand said. “And you’re not
blindfolded.”

“I belong there, was born there. It’s
different.”

“That man,” Rand stood. “John, you trust
him?”

“With my life,” Desire said. She dug a long
strip of fabric from her sack and folded it in half. She held it up
to cover his eyes. “Ready?”

He closed his eyes and stood perfectly still
as she draped the fabric around his head and tied it in a tight
knot careful not to tangle his hair. She pulled his fist toward
her. He relaxed his fingers just a little in her hand.

“We’ll take it slow,” she said.

“Not yet,” he said. He closed his fingers
around hers, pulling her a step closer. She studied him, the
bubbling gash on his collar bone, the cuts on his forearms, marring
his jacket.

“Rand, we must go.”

“More are coming.”

“I’m sure of it.”

“No, I mean right now, listen.”

Desire looked up the hill, past the carnage
into the tallest trees. A distant bird screamed a complaint.
Thumping. Heavy footsteps. She whirled back to Rand. How he heard
before she did, she didn’t know.

“This way,” she said and tugged his arm.
“Lift your feet high enough to clear a body, I’ll warn you of
anything more.”

“Sure,” he said.

She led him down the ravine, slowly at
first, though he seemed to move as surely as he would without the
blindfold. Up the steep other side, he used his free hand several
times to scale the incline, not pulling on her at all. She had no
intention of moving far until the Oceaners moved on. She only
wanted to reach the cave.

 


***

 


Rand focused his mind, listening to Desire’s
footsteps, the sound telling him what to expect under his own. He
held her hand only to know when she turned or stopped. Her fingers
felt soft, but stiff fabric covered her palm. Behind him, the rise
of charging Oceaners grew louder. Desire stepped into stones with a
crunch, the ground more solid. Something rough slid over him.

The air felt chilled and the smell turned
damp with old wetness, maybe molds, surely humus and mineral
sediments, not a totally unpleasant odor, just different. Desire
stopped, pushed him back against something hard and uneven. She
yanked the blindfold down around his neck.

“I can’t risk one of them stumbling in here
and you being blind to it.”

Rand opened his eyes. He hadn’t tried to
see. He didn’t need to see. Oceaners often attacked in the dark,
some said they could see in the night like cats. At twelve, after
watching his friends killed, butchered, and harvested like
wildlife, he had practiced navigating at night with his eyes
closed. He taught himself how to see in the dark just like Oceaners
did — with all the other senses.

Desire stood in the shadows next to him,
wearing the glasses again. She held her axe and blade at the ready.
Black, fingerless gloves covered her palms and wrists.

“If we’re lucky, they’ll pass right by
without noticing us.” She spoke in a quiet whisper.

Rand glanced above to a damp orange and
brown stone ceiling. Spikes hung down, dripping water to spikes
protruding from the floor. The smell hung heavy, possibly heavy
enough to mask their scent.

Warrior screams cut through the area beyond
the shadows. Sticks cracked under slapping footfalls of a hoard of
two legged beasts. Grunts and hollers mixed with the racket.

Desire moved slowly to stoop against the
wall, her eyes alert behind yellowed lenses. Rand closed his eyes
again, focusing on the motions around him.

Several stampeding humans thundered a few
steps ahead, leaving the ground for a moment before hitting hard
and running again. Jumping from a ledge or hillside and landing
just a few steps away. Rand squeezed his blade and opened his eyes.
If one of them discovered the opening behind heavy foliage, chances
were high more would follow, too many more for the two of them to
handle.

He sucked in a slow breath and forced a
silent exhale, fighting against the agony his tromping heart
inflicted on his lungs. He couldn’t guess how many passed before
the space between steps and grunts increased. The racket
diminished, fading to a distant rumble.

Desire tilted her head, looking up to him,
her dark hair cascading over her shoulders and down her back. Her
long coat arced around her, rising perfectly with her. She pressed
one extended index finger softly to her lips.

Someone or thing remained, hovering almost
silently beyond the foliage door. Hissing breaths mingled with the
brush of wind and slaps of dripping raindrops from the trees. The
slosh of moving vines swept through the shallow cave and gray
daylight sliced a shard against a rounded back wall.

Desire slowly lowered her head and tilted it
so her hair fell forward, shadowing her face from the new light.
Rand turned his face away, held his breath.

The man spoke, raised a syllable louder.

Desire whirled, smacking the tall Oceaner
across the throat with her fist. He choked on his next word and
fell under her axe. She pulled a strangely curved and ribbed horn
from her pack, blew through it. An eerie growl reverberated from
the cave walls. Rustling sounded beyond the green curtain, murmurs
of fear. Desire shook her axe, casting a splatter of blood toward
the entrance. Shouts sliced through the leaves, then shuffles moved
away, leaving silence except for the crying woods. The rain had
stopped, but humidity hung as a thick misty veil. It swirled
through the cave, curling from beyond the vines.

She stood still for a long moment more then
kicked the corpse hard, sending it rolling out the entrance.

“Think there will be more?” he said.

“Probably.” She wiped her axe on a rag and
hooked it beneath her coat.

“Should we move?”

Desire paced the length of the vine curtain.
Slivers of daylight and shadow swayed over her, glistening on her
rain soaked hair and clothes. She raked her tresses behind her
ears.

“I don’t know.”

Her tone sounded too uncertain in Rand’s
ears, something he never heard from her before.

“I find that hard to believe,” he said.

She glanced over her shoulder to him for
only a moment. “I can’t take you any nearer my home without the
blindfold. But the Oceaners are swarming, the chance of running
into them is high. Everyone of mine has fallen back to protect our
walls.”

“Then don’t blindfold me,” he said.

She shoved her hair from her face with both
hands, her coat pulling up with the motion.

“I told you why.”

“You don’t trust me?”

She turned fully to him, the look in her
eyes draining his breath. He feared her answer, wanting nothing
more than for her to trust him. From the moment he met her, he knew
there wasn’t a thing in the world that could cause him to harm her
in any way.

“I know what you told me,” he said. “And I
do understand it, even from what little I know, I get it. Respect
it. But if you trust me, I can help you so we’ll both get out of
this. I promise you, no matter what I find on your end, I won’t do
anything to screw it up.”

She shook her head and turned back to the
curtained view of the forest. Shrieking sounds, both human and
animal, echoed in the wind. Rand leaned back against the cold wall
and chewed the sour taste of rejection.

 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


 


Forest sounds hummed to her, but something
else hung heavy, something more than wet clothes and rain-sodden
foliage. Something was wrong. Not wrong like the threat of
Oceaners, wrong in another way she couldn’t pinpoint and she didn’t
want to move Rand from the relative safety of the shallow cave
until she figured it out.

Blindfolding him again, she wouldn’t do. If
the others didn’t like it, they would have to deal with her. His
life depended on it, both in her getting him there and in him being
able to fully defend himself at all times. She strode from the
entrance.

“Should take care of your wounds. Won’t
reach the hospital for a few hours even if everything goes
well.”

She pulled what bandages she carried with
her from her pack.

“You have everything in there?” he said.

“Just about.”

She stood but froze when she found him
watching her, unblinking. She’d never met a man with eyes as dark
and intense as his. He spoke volumes in his gaze, though she hadn’t
yet figured out how to translate him. She looked away.

“I’ve survived worse,” he said. Something in
his tone struck her curiosity. She quickly quieted it and unrolled
the bandage in her hand.

“Still. Can’t leave you bleeding like
this.”

“And you don’t need anything?”

She answered with the shake of her head. The
coat was heavy leather, sealed against the weather, but also able
to stop the blow of blunt blades. She’d managed to deflect all
direct hits, though her shoulder ached from the last blow she
inflicted. She’d no doubt knocked a vertebrae or muscle out of
place again.

She dipped a bit of honey-salve from her
sealed container, pulled his sleeve down from his collarbone with
her other hand and dabbed it on. He didn’t flinch, but she felt the
heaviness of his watch. His soft breath feathered her cheek.

The whole situation had gotten out of hand.
She should have separated herself from him the very first time he
sat in her room. Now she was more alone with him than ever and
leading him to her home. She couldn’t make herself strand him or
wish him harm in any form. No matter how much she hated it, she
couldn’t shun him to keep from feeling what she felt. She smoothed
the makeshift bandage over his shoulder, his strong muscle tensing
under her touch.

“I want you to wait here while I go check a
few things,” she said. “I’ll get back as soon as I can.”

His hand closed around her wrist, softly but
so quickly he startled her. She let her axe fall back into her
belt.

“I follow,” he said, his voice a husky
whisper. “I’ll watch your back.”

“I’m going to scout a bit,” she said, “Not
to land myself in any trouble.”

“Something you’ll learn about me real fast
is my impatience,” he said. “Asking me to wait anywhere is pretty
much torture.”

“Five minutes, that’s all. But I must do it
alone to concentrate.” She needed to gain her footing on what was
going on in the forest. She’d never felt so off center in her own
territory before.

Rand eased his grip on her arm, slid his
fingers over the back of her hand. She clenched her fist, wanting
the feel of his touch to dissipate quickly, hating that it felt so
good.

“Five minutes,” he said. “And if you need
anything, you holler.”

“If you hear anything other than my direct
call, you stay put,” she said.

He nodded but didn’t look directly at her
with the answer. She left her pack with him and slid her glasses
back over her eyes when she pushed through the vines. Yellow and
blue hues grew distinct and crisp with detail, easier to decipher.
She doubted Rand would stay if he heard too much commotion, doubted
he would let her be gone more than the promised five minutes too.
She scaled the first near tree with low branches and climbed twenty
feet above ground. Smattered mud and filth-covered bodies littered
the forest floor, a horrible mix of humus and flesh. The smell of
it sickened her. She stood against the tree, trying to feel and
smell only its clean bark and green leaves. Few sounds drifted to
her ears, but she felt some kind of odd presence in her gut. A
yearning mixed with fear.

“Lugh, grant me your light and wisdom,” she
whispered. She so desperately needed to understand what lay in
wait. Something did. She couldn’t ignore the whispers in her mind.
Yet, not all of it was fear.

Far right, a twig snapped, too large and
green with life to be a natural break. Just one. Then silence.
Tension coiled her spine. Whatever was wrong, it was more wrong
than an Oceaner or even a swarm of them. She slid swiftly from the
branches. She had to reach Rand again and move away as quickly as
possible.

She shoved through the wilting vines into
the shadow of the cave, grabbed her bag and motioned for Rand to
follow her. She pressed her fingers to his lips when he parted them
to speak.

He pulled two blades from his pack,
understanding without words. He followed as quietly as she moved
and for that she was grateful beyond words. Rand the farmer was
much more than he appeared, more like a skilled fighter than any
farmer she’d ever met. She led him down a path through the trees,
staying away from the noisier bushes. She rounded a curve in the
path and stepped into the deep shadow of a fur covered man. She
shoved one hand to Rand’s chest and drew her axe ahead of her,
ready to swing.

The man stood tall and dark both in shadow
and color. Gray peppered black hair and brows above slitted eyes
surrounded deep wrinkles of age and wisdom. His thin mouth seemed
forever locked in a frown above the bulk of fur collar.

“Desideria Sakari, you best put down that
blade.”

Desire swore and raised the axe tighter in
her fist. She tensed her muscles against the shake growing in her
arm.

“Child, don’t make me take that from you.
Especially after what I went through to give it to you in the first
place.”

“Back off,” she said. The axe, her axe, had
always been hers, from the time she was a baby. Where it came from,
she never asked. She had long worn the full version of her name
from its bone handle. How the bulk of a man before her knew it, she
didn’t know or care.

The old man sighed and slouched his
shoulders forward. “Zacarias. Does the name mean nothing to you,
child?”

Desire held firm. The man wasn’t a typical
Oceaner, his clothes more hides and fur than scales, but he
appeared as unkempt, hard and angry as one. And the name Zacarias
was known in her village but not fondly.

“What about Chelinde? Surely you’ve been
told of her.”

Her gut twisted. A mother she’d never known.
She felt Rand’s arm loose around her waist. She turned and pushed
him back with her steps, needing as far from the old man as she
could get.

“She was my daughter,” the man called to
her. “Lost so long ago, but she had one child, Desideria. You.”

“Stop!” Desire whirled, slashing her axe
through the air.

A long silver blade flashed into daylight
and clanged against hers, stopping her blow too abruptly.

“I held you,” he said.

Desire gritted her teeth, gripped the axe
with both hands and shoved the old man. She had no maternal family,
none left, all killed by the Oceaners the day her mother fell
wounded.

“I suppose I shouldn’t have expected Kaden
to tell you of me.”

“He told me everything of that day, old man,
so don’t try to fake any relation to me.”

“My wife slaughtered, my son and his family
gone, my only daughter mortally wounded, my grandchild born too
soon, too tiny. I did the only thing a man could. And now I’m back
with all the information we need to keep the Oceaners from harming
our home ever again.”

 


***

 


Rand searched the misty grounds for others
with the old man, but he seemed to be alone. A foe or ally, Rand
couldn’t quite decide. He kept his arm around Desire, hating how
unsteady she suddenly felt.

“Just hear me out, Desideria, please, that’s
all I ask.”

“You have nothing to say I want to hear,”
Desire said. Her usual authority vacant from her voice.

The old man tilted his head to the side, his
eyes glistening, near tears. “You look so much like her, you do.
More even than I expected, though you’re a few years older than she
was when she fell. You were twenty five this past March, right? The
15th.”

Desire grumbled something under her breath.
Her muscles tensed against him. Rand held her tight and pulled back
another step. He turned a bit to the side to put himself on level
ground with the old man.

“I felt you the moment I stepped on this
shore, a bit surprising to find you so far from home. I’m not
unhappy though.”

“Zacarias.” Desire said the name, her tone
twisting with disgust. “The villager who chose to leave these
shores with the Oceaners, to be one of them?”

“Do not judge that of which you know not all
facts.”

“No way you are getting anywhere near us
again.”

“They are a plague, Desideria.”

“Quit calling me that! It’s Desire, always
has been.”

“Not always.” Zacarias blinked. “They are a
plague run by tyrants, and not only to this land. They want all
natural resources, they take it all when they can, and here is rich
in those resources. Wildlife is thriving, water is cleaner, more
mines are running. That’s why they’ve chosen to hit so forcefully.
They’ve already overrun several other lands overseas. I’ve seen the
lands, as green and dry as these. They won’t be easy to stop, but I
think I have a way.”

Desire pulled free of Rand’s hold, standing
tall and forceful again. “For you to think any one of us would
trust one filthy word from your mouth is far too much. Now leave
before I give the signal to have you killed on the spot, or do it
myself.”

Zacarias shook his head. “They’ve all
retreated, probably to tighten security on the ridge. None hover
near enough for any signal from you.”

“You’d be surprised,” Desire said.

Zacarias raised only his gaze to the trees.
“I don’t think so,” he said, though Rand heard a lack of
conviction.

Cracks of sticks and slosh of mud under many
hurrying feet drifted faintly through the air. Desire didn’t
flinch, but he knew she had to hear it just as clearly as he
did.

“Those won’t be friends from the village,”
Zacarias said. “We must move.”

Desire turned to fully face Rand. She didn’t
speak, didn’t move, just looked at him, her dark eyes solemn, but
steady. The distant racket grew clearer.

“They’re scouring the woods for the force
that cleared out their first wave,” Zacarias said. “They won’t stop
until they find and murder them all. These woods are dangerous
now.”

Desire tightened her jaw. The smooth curve
below her ear quivered. She finally pulled her gaze from Rand and
glanced in the direction of the pounding footsteps. Maybe a hundred
yards away.

Desire spun, her hair fanning in the air,
the side of her axe struck Zacarias’s face and she pressed her boot
to his spine, holding him flat to the ground as she bound his
wrists together with gold rawhide. She leaned down, close to his
ear.

“You make one wrong sound, this axe, no
matter where it came from, will dislocate your head before anyone
or thing hears, got it? On your feet and quietly forward.”

“No worry, except I’m an old man, rising
from this position is sure not to be quiet.”

Rand hooked his arm under the old man’s and
hauled him to his feet in one quiet swoop, not willing to waste any
more time. He followed Desire quickly under rain-drooped, leafed
limbs and down a washed out path. Mud water ran black through rich
humus, trickling over bared roots and washing away soil. Its
whisper also masked most of their footsteps.

“Jump,” Desire said, her tone a husky
whisper and she vanished through a floor of leaves. Zacarias stood
at the rocky edge, gazing around.

“So much is different,” he said.

“So much is new, get going before I shove
you.”

Rand hesitated only a moment after the
leaves sprang up to cover Zacarias’s fall. He centered his
concentration and leapt. Leaves slapped him as he fell, adding cold
drops of rain on his already soaked skin. He landed on his feet,
but dropped to one knee to lessen the jolt to his shins.

He raised his chin to find Desire standing
beside him. Pounding footsteps grew heavy, grunts grew clear. Then
voices. Desire reached for Rand’s arm and slowly guided him against
a hillside. A lip of stone covered them and helped leaves create
deep shadow. The Oceaners spoke their own language, one Rand never
did fully learn. He gathered enough to know they had heard
something, found footprints. Desire held her axe steady in her grip
just inches from him. He slipped his hand around the handle of the
knife he tucked into his belt. Cold settled deep into his muscles,
pumping forward shivers he hoped he quieted enough. His joints
ached from the icy dampness, his wounds burned. He bit his bottom
lip to quiet his breaths.

Someone stood directly above them. A stone
dropped to the mud inches from Desire’s feet. Zacarias squirmed
against the stone. Rand didn’t like it, didn’t feel good about the
man’s presence at all.

A huge form plunged through the leaves and
everything moved at once. Rand struck from the side, Desire from
the front and the man fell bloody at their feet. Another followed,
swinging. A cap tipped the end of his weapon’s sheath. Desire fell
back against the wall. Zacarias launched in a blur from somewhere
left and plowed the Oceaner back, shouting something in their
language, a curse from what Rand could tell. Desire held her hand
to her shoulder.

“Mine!” Zacarias shouted, finally in
English. His hands were no longer bound, the golden rawhide gone.
“Both of them are mine,” he said.

“Where you come from? You not with us.”

“Of course I was with you, you blind bat.
Now back, others went east. These two I’ve claimed. You hear
Carbod? I’ve set my claim here.”

Someone above coughed a huff. “You say more
go east?”

“I managed to snag these two from the back
lines, many more ran ahead.”

Carbod above gurgled something to the
others. The Oceaner before them scowled, his brow harsh and
straight in a shadow slash above hateful eyes. He slapped Zacarias
to the side and stomped away.

Rand held his blade tight, ready to use it
against Zacarias, but when the old man turned back to them, his
eyes slanted too deeply with worry. He rushed to Desire and pulled
her hand from her shoulder. Her fingers dripped scarlet.

Desire shoved Zacarias away.

“Please, child, you must let me look.”

“I haven’t been a child for many years old
man, and I’m fine.”

“But it’s not so simple, that Oceaner, he
uses poison on his weapons, keeps drops of it in a pouch at the
base of his sheaths.”

Rand slid his weapon securely into his belt.
“Can I?” He reached for the collar of her jacket, but she slapped
his hand away and strode from the shadows.

Zacarias shook his head, sorrow deepening
the lines in his aged face and storming up worry in Rand. Zacarias
was old, but he’d also proven he was still quick and powerful both
in body and mind. He was a man who knew what he spoke of before
opening his mouth. And Rand had seen the sheath. He knew.

“Help me keep an eye on her, boy. If she
begins to falter, it’ll be too late. My only hope is he used his
blade on another before striking her.”

“How far do we have to go yet?” Rand said.
If there really was a hospital near, he wanted to get her to it
quickly.

Zacarias huffed. “I figured you an outsider.
Miles, boy. Miles.”

Rand pulled his blade free again and
followed Desire from the rock. His brother had fallen, maybe to
death, and Desire was wounded. Uncomfortable sorrow always present
pulsed stronger in his chest. The memories he so desperately needed
to escape had followed him and turned real again.

Desire’s dark hair hung like a midnight veil
over her coat and down her back, shimmering wet in the misty
daylight. She moved quickly and efficiently enough. He prayed for
Zacarias’s hope to be true, prayed there was no poison to worry
about. Though who he prayed to beyond the forest and rain spirits,
he didn’t know. He’d lost faith in a higher power the day his best
friends bled into the fishing stream.

 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


Full moon. It hung as a silver shield in the
dark sky, painting the tops of clouds in ghostly hues. Rand sat up
from his spot against a log. He’d fallen asleep, though he didn’t
know how. He felt no comfort in any direction, and even less with
the realization he’d slumbered. Zacarias stooped a few steps away.
Moonglow dripped over his broad back and fur clothes leaving
patterns of shadows.

He turned when Rand moved. Rand’s blood
raced with new worry. Desire lay on her side under Zacarias. She
looked comfortable, as if she only slept. She always slept on her
side when she napped in the tower.

“Fever,” Zacarias whispered. “Hot enough I
can feel it without touching her.”

Rand crawled over the damp ground. Moonbeams
painted her too pale. She’d been infected but with what, he
couldn’t be sure. Several of the virus poisons caused fever.

“This means she was dosed, though not
strongly. It means I must get her to the canyon quickly, and I
don’t dare go near. They might assume I felled her and possibly end
me before I can tell them how to help her.”

Rand held his hand above Desire’s. The
sliver of cold air filled with strange heat. He jumped to his
feet.

“What direction?” Rand said.

Moonlight glinted on Zacarias’s eyes.

“The canyon, what direction?”

“Strangers can’t get near, especially with
Oceaners crawling these woods, you’ll be struck down.”

“Not if I can find the one she called John.
He saw me with her.”

Zacarias mumbled the name under his breath.
“I recall no one of that name.”

“I need to try. What direction?”

Zacarias pointed to the left. Rand studied
the stars, picking out a cluster he could recognize. He left
everything behind but his small blades and moved quickly. The moon
shared its glow, showing him fallen branches, rocks, and uneven
ground, aiding in his speed. He didn’t slow until unease tingled on
the back of his neck, the feeling of hidden eyes watching him. The
moon hung low, filtering through trees in the west. Rand swallowed
hard several times to harness his thumping heart and heaving
lungs.

“John?” he said.

No one answered. Somewhere to his left
something small and fast scampered up a broken limb and vanished
into moon cast shadows covering the east side of a tree.

“John, please, Desire needs help.”

A twittering whistle sounded above, followed
a moment later by one farther away. A dark shadow surrounded by
fluttering cape dropped from a tree. Rand swallowed a gulp of air
at the surprise. He hadn’t thought anyone was so near.

“Desire never needs help.”

It wasn’t John. The voice was too sharp,
younger.

“She does now. She fell to a fever, some
kind of poison from an Oceaner’s weapon.”

“Desire doesn’t fall,” the boy yanked down
his hood and raked a head of ruffled hair to his shoulders. The boy
from the battle. Recognizing him as an ally eased Rand’s aching
thoughts a little.

“Then why isn’t she with me?” Rand said. “I
had to leave her behind with hope I could find someone to
help.”

The boy shoved his fingers through his hair
again. He mumbled something to himself then turned with his hand to
his mouth, creating the whistle. One returned.

“This way?” the boy said and pointed back
the way Rand had come. Rand nodded.

The boy looked into the trees. “Tell Father
I’m going ahead, directly northeast.”

“He won’t like it.”

A female somewhere near.

“I feel it in my gut, something isn’t right.
I have to go.”

“Nothing’s ever right where you’re
concerned.”

The boy hissed toward the bodiless voice
through gritted teeth. “Just tell him, and toss me your bag.”

A blob shadow flew from a tree several feet
away. The boy caught it against his face.

“Females,” he grumbled.

“I’d watch it, Jase, or you’ll be lacking me
at your side when you return.”

“Just tell Father where I’m going,
please.”

“I’ll tell him. But I’ll also tell him I
don’t agree with your going.”

Jase shoved Rand. Rand stumbled, wanting to
retrace his steps, but not certain how much help Jase could be.

“I was hoping to find John,” he said.

“Yeah, well, John’s getting old, had to go
crawl in his warm bed and sleep. I’m it right here right now for a
few more hours.”

Hours. Rand knew he couldn’t wait that long.
He hurried back the way he’d come at least knowing Jase could help
him carry Desire through the rough terrain.

The moon vanished but daylight rose too weak
to lighten the forest floor when Rand reached the small cove where
he left Desire. Jase dropped to his knees beside her, raking his
hair and mumbling words Rand didn’t recognize. There was no sign of
Zacarias.

Jase gently pushed Desire’s shoulder,
rolling her to her back. She flinched and weakly swatted his hand
away when he pressed his palm to her forehead. He gripped her wrist
in his left hand and wiped her hair from her cheek with his
right.

“You’re not so fast this morning, Desire,”
Jase said.

Desire curled her left arm and pressed her
fist to her wounded shoulder. “What are you doing out here?” she
said, her voice hoarse.

“Oh, I just got the feeling you weren’t
where you should be. Thought I’d check. What’d you get yourself
into?”

“Nothing.” Desire clenched her fist again.
She opened her eyes, but squinted in the near darkness as if it
were too bright. “I’m all right.”

“And steel blades can’t break your bones, I
know.”

“I never said that,” Desire said. “That’s
John’s words.”

Jase pulled several things from the large
pack he carried. He unrolled paper packets onto a cloth, wrapped
them and pressed it to her forehead.

“At least you’re still talking sense,” Jase
said. “Or as much sense as you ever do.”

Rand was glad to hear Jase understood her.
Her words sounded clear enough, just weary.

Desire tried to shove Jase’s hand away, but
he held firm. Rand paced a few steps near, wanting to help but not
sure how. Jase pushed her hand away each time she pulled at the
cloth.

“I’m not relenting with this,” he said.

“It’s too cold.”

“It’s cold because you’re too hot. Much too
hot.”

“And what would you know?”

“More than you think.”

Desire opened her eyes again but didn’t
fight Jase more.

“How’d you get so big?” she
said. “You’re the little pest who tailed me all the
time.”

“I grew up, just like you did,” Jase said.
“I’m no one’s tail anymore and I don’t know much, but I know you’re
in bad shape right now.”

“Fine, only tired,” Desire mumbled.

Jase looked up at Rand. Rand stopped pacing.
“Any chance you’re carrying clean water?” Jase said. “I don’t need
much. Just enough to make a few more of these wraps.”

Rand hadn’t packed any, but Desire had. He
searched a few steps left, then right. Her pack appeared beside a
tree, not where it had been. Rand moved farther than he needed and
glanced quickly behind the tree. Zacarias held a finger to his lips
and pointed to her bag. A leather bladder sat beside it. Rand
lifted both bags and stooped down beside Jase. He poured a few
drops on each cloth Jase held out.

“Desire, I think you should take the coat
off too.” Jase pressed two packs over her head and dabbed another
to her face and neck. She shook her head against him, mumbled about
it being cold again. Jase pulled the left sleeve of her long
coat.

“Get her other arm, will you?”

Rand took her right hand. The heat he felt
plunged his heart. He knew severely high fevers could be dangerous
and she felt much too hot in the cold morning. He eased the fabric
of her coat from her shoulder and elbow. Blood stained the shoulder
of her blouse. Jase furrowed his brow at the sight of it.

“What were you thinking, Desire, huh, you’re
faster than that, how’d you mess up?”

“Didn’t…” Desire said, but her words faded
on her lips.

“Didn’t what?” Jase pulled her blouse open a
bit to reveal the slice at the base of her neck. He rummaged
through his pack. “Desire?”

She didn’t answer. Rand clenched his teeth
and wiped his hair from his forehead. He looked back toward where
he’d found Jase.

“I like it better when you argue with me,”
Jase said. “C’mon Desire, I know you still hear me.”

Whistles sliced through the morning silence.
Jase jumped to his feet. Rand released Desire’s hand and stood to
scan the forest floor.

“Here!” Jase said.

“Don’t you know enough by now, boy, never
shout.” A large man moved from behind a tree, his strides powerful
and unfaltering. Gray peppered the hair at his temples but few
wrinkles carved his face. His dark eyes moved side to side, his
gaze stopping first to cut into Rand, then found Desire. Several
more cloaked people jumped from trees both to the right and
left.

The first man dropped to his knee next to
Desire and mumbled something softly to her.

“Fine,” she said, her voice a whisper.

“No child of mine is going to lay there ill
and lie to me, Desire. I let you go a lot of times, but this won’t
be one of them.”

A loud grunt and shuffle sounded behind the
huge tree. Rand stepped back, knowing someone had found Zacarias.
He glanced around the group beside him, recognized John and a
similarity in facial structure to Jase and one of the other two
men. All three of them were nearly blond.

“Kaden.” A tall, dark man shoved Zacarias
into the clearing and held a curved blade to his throat. “Found him
hovering. Oceaner?”

Kaden straightened tall beside Rand, both
fists clasped at his sides. Zacarias squinted his eyes and lifted
his chin from the blade.

“Worse,” Kaden said.

“Do I end him?”

“No,” Rand said too quickly and he knew it.
All eyes turned toward him.

Kaden studied him from head to ground. “What
would you know of it?”

“Nothing,” Rand said. “Only that he told me
he knew how you could help Desire. Shouldn’t end anything till you
figure out if it’s true or not.”

Kaden faced Zacarias again. He nodded.

Zacarias sucked in a deep breath when the
blade moved from his throat.

“You best talk fast, old man.”

“You know I wouldn’t wish her harm, Kaden.
It’s a poison the Oceaners have started to tip their weapons with,
a plant extract that acts as a virus. That’s why there’s fever. Her
body is fighting it.”

Kaden leaned toward John and spoke, though
not in a language Rand understood. John nodded and he and the other
man pulled something from under their coats.

“Bind his arms,” Kaden said. “Behind his
back, and make sure it’s tight. Wrap his elbows too. His hands are
too small for the size of his wrists, so he’ll get loose if you
don’t watch it.”

“What about a blindfold?” the darker man
said.

“Doesn’t need it. He already knows the way.
This one’s the one to worry about.”

Rand stepped back from the men, his mind
racing with thoughts of enemies and allies. The line had muddied a
bit at the citadel but felt totally amiss now. John held up a thick
cloth folded in half.

“Or you can stay out here,” John said. “It’s
your only two choices, this or fend for yourself out here.”

Rand suddenly felt his chances were better
with the forest even among storming Oceaners but John had taken
Jacob. Now Desire would follow. The thought of not knowing where
either of them was didn’t pleasure him. He closed his eyes and held
still for John. In the darkness, he sorely missed the feel of
Desire’s hand in his.

 


***

 


Desire vowed to curse Jase when she could
speak loudly enough again. His reasons as to why he had involved
Kaden escaped her. The cold packs, maybe she had needed them, but
she didn’t need Kaden. She’d been ill before, had known of the
Oceaners’ use of the newest poison. The trick was to let the fever
cure it, take just enough herbs to keep it from soaring too high.
But she carried too little of the herb powder to make the right
dosage. She hadn’t worried too much. She’d grown somewhat immune to
the poison, which was why she jumped ahead of Rand to take the hit.
The chance of him being tolerant to the poison was nil.

She didn’t expect anyone else to understand
why she had taken such a chance. There was always the possibility
Oceaners had found something new to use, something more potent.
She’d done it for Rand. Though she knew his skills, the cold and
rain had shaken shivers loose from his hands. She had always
promised herself never to give so much for another. She’d broken a
lot of promises to herself lately.

She tried again to roll onto her side, but
the cloth cot they carried her in hindered her movements. She
gripped the sides, the rocking motion aggravating her stomach and
head with each sway. Constant crunching of sticks into mud mixed
with the murmurs of her brothers’ voices. Sometimes she truly hated
having such a big family.

The cot swung wide, tilting her to the
right. She shoved with her left hand to spin herself free and
landed on her feet in soft mud. Jase halted, but not before he
bumped into her shoulder. She stumbled, a little unsteady, but not
as badly as the first time she’d been dosed. She bumped Jase back,
stifled a cough and tried to ignore her family’s gazes. Kaden, in
the lead, halted and turned back. She held her hand up, one finger
extended.

“Not one word,” she said.

Kaden shoved by John, his brow dipped, a
sure sign a fight was on the horizon. Desire wiped her hair from
her damp forehead. The fever was beginning to break. She pulled her
water bladder from Jase’s arm and gulped the cool liquid. She
wanted her throat well dampened for the confrontation.

“Last I knew, parents, not children, were
the only ones to make such a demand,” Kaden said.

“Well, I’m neither and I don’t want to hear
it.”

“It does not matter your age, you are still
my child.”

“But age does give me the right to be
treated with respect, does it not?”

Kaden raised his eyes to peer at the heavens
and sighed deeply. “Please,” he said. “Rest while we travel.”

She shook her head. “Motion like that is far
from what I need.” She shivered. She spotted a part of her coat
under Jase’s arm and yanked it free, shook it and shoved her arms
through the sleeves. She felt ill and she was certain she looked
ill enough, but no worse than before. The only difference was that
she’d been alone all the other times. On purpose.

She took note of the faces around her. John
and Jase, Kaden and Abram, four of the Sakari-Blake clan. And
Cordell Teague from the south village. He’d grown much since she
last saw him. He held a rope wrapped around Zacarias at the waist
and wrists. Rand followed behind that, a wide and heavy strip of
fabric over his eyes. She gritted her teeth to keep from cursing at
the sight. And they put him at the end. She chewed her lip to keep
from complaining. The most she could do now was keep an eye on him.
Alone she could have neglected to blindfold him, but there was no
way Kaden would let him near the canyon without it.

“We must tend to your fever.”

“Already done,” she said, turning back to
Kaden. “Fever is good for it, helps it dissipate more quickly. Do
you really think I would neglect to take the serum?”

Kaden squinted his eyes a bit at the
corners.

“Yes, yes, I know, new plant and herb mixing
is dangerous and should not be done. Problem is, Mara is good at
it. She hasn’t killed me or anyone I’ve treated yet.”

Kaden swore and stomped to the head of the
line. Herbology, taxonomy, all of it was forbidden beyond proven
things in the books as far as Kaden was concerned. Problem was most
wild plants had begun to evolve. New varieties grew in the new
climates and conditions. Mara studied them all as her parents had,
mostly for medicinal purposes. She’d found extracts to mix with and
improve the effects of feverfew, white willow and bee honey among
many others. The findings though were one of the multiple things
Kaden refused to acknowledge in the canyon.

“You are coming to the village,” Kaden said
without looking at her.

“For a bit,” Desire said. “I need to
restock.” It wouldn’t be because he ordered her to, though she
wouldn’t admit the rest available ahead was also something she
longed for.

She would see Rand got treatment for his
wounds, rest herself, restock, but then she would head south. She
needed to find Darvid as badly as she needed supplies.

 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


 


Rand felt his toe snag again and hopped to
catch himself with his other foot before he fell. The group moved
much faster and the rope he’d been handed to hold onto yanked him
more often than not. His mood had soured deeply by the time they
stopped again. He’d been thrilled when he heard Desire’s voice, but
he quickly learned she wasn’t boss here among this company. The
tone of Kaden’s voice left nothing to be imagined. Hearing the way
he spoke to her and the others cleared up a few mysteries about her
and where she came from. He fully understood her ability to handle
the men of the citadel.

The sun was high, evident to him only by its
heat on his dark hair. He scratched his cheek under the blindfold
and wondered what they would do to him if he yanked it off.

“Let it. Just a little farther.”

Desire’s voice, he knew, even from a
whisper. He felt her fingers over his and a canteen slid between
his palms. He raised it and gulped one mouthful.

“You’ll feel a sinking motion, just hold on
to this and wait till someone guides you.”

She squeezed his fingers tight over a
vertical branch, at least that’s what it felt like. Others spoke a
few steps away. He wondered why Desire whispered. One of the men
shouted a grunt. The false ground beneath his feet shifted and
dropped a few inches before sliding smoothly.

“It’s a lift,” Zacarias said from somewhere
near. “Usually the way in is to climb, but since I must be tied and
you blind, they took pity on us, we get a free ride.”

Rand would rather climb if they gave him a
choice. His stomach sickened from the descending motion. He took a
deep slow breath and pushed the corner of the blindfold up.

“Better watch they don’t catch you doing
that,” Zacarias said.

The sun shined dimly off brown, gold and
black layers of rock just inches from his curled fingers. He did
hold a branch though it shined with some sort of finish and was
fastened to several horizontal branches to make a sort of railing
around the platform. A thick and braided rope slid inside metal
braces pounded into the rock, one length of it moving up, the other
attached to the cart he stood in, slid down. Sunlight grew dim, far
away. Rand looked side to side, seeing the same rock surrounding
him in all directions.

“Are they so deranged they would kill me for
it?” Rand said. They’d dropped more than a hundred feet, he knew,
with no sign of stopping.

“With Kaden in charge, I couldn’t tell you.
The way things were when I ran it, not a chance.”

Yellow light oozed around the edges of the
floor. Rand sensed solid ground close beneath them and straightened
the edge of the blindfold.

“I wouldn’t have killed you, but you
wouldn’t leave again.”

Rand swallowed that. He hoped the old man
wouldn’t go telling the others he’d taken a peek at the sides of
their tunnel. Not that he could tell much from what little he saw,
it simply gave him enough to stay steady against the unnatural
movement. The lift jerked to a stop and hands clasped around Rand’s
wrists. The man, for it had to be a man with hands as big as his
were, dragged him down an incline and then yanked the blindfold
fully from his head.

Bright daylight stung his eyes. He squinted
at the women before them. Some leaned toward others, whispering in
each other’s ears. He kept his gaze low and glanced about. Zacarias
was gone and there was no sign of Desire, Jase, or John. No faces
seemed familiar. A stark tower of solid wooden planks stood twenty
feet tall, its top walls solid flaps of wood, two propped open to
reveal the plain interior. It stood on huge stilts leaving a space
to walk through over twice as high as any normal man. A tall fence
topped with steel spikes spread out from the tower’s sides and
butted tightly to the cliffs effectively closing him in a half
circle area of 100 square feet.

“You Jacob’s brother?” A firm woman asked.
Her brown hair was clipped close to her scalp, her bangs a blunt
dark line high above stark brows and startling eyes. He nodded
once.

“Follow me.”

The group of girls parted. Rand sidestepped
down the narrow human passage and took up a fast gait behind the
woman. She led him down a drawbridge gate laid open at the base of
the tower and into a stone archway beyond. Tall glassless windows
to each side let shine the sun and blow the breeze, but thick vines
enclosed the top. The woman’s waistless, ankle-long dress of brown
with a gray apron tied tightly around wide hips swept dried leaves
from smooth silver stones at their feet.

“Is he…?” He paused, not sure how to
ask.

She stopped short and turned to glare at
him. He doubted she could do anything less than glare.

“Is he what?” she said.

“All right.”

She huffed and started off again. “Off
course he is. They brought him to me.”

Rand wiped his stinging eyes, relieved to
hear it despite the woman’s snide tone. She stepped from the
passage into stark sunlight again. This time Rand halted, though
not fully aware he had.

Huge cut stones lined a river’s banks.
Arched rock bridges, spaced evenly over the ribbon of silver water,
seemed to float in reflected sunlight. Buildings stood multiple
stories to each side of the river and beyond, their bases stone,
but their upper stories wood with whitewashed siding. Sunlight
reflected off east facing windows. How they managed to get four,
seven, even several with nine stories to stand so solidly, he
couldn’t fathom.

The woman paused a few yards ahead and
scowled. “I don’t have all day,” she said. “I have a baby to
deliver, last rights to give, and some bones to set.”

Rand nodded and moved to follow her again.
He didn’t stop eyeing the buildings, no two exactly alike. Some had
wide porches and wrap-around stairs at their front doors. Some had
extended roofs and balconies at each level.

He’d seen tall buildings in Jackson, though
some were so old they’d been condemned, the supplies and equipment
needed to repair or upkeep them no longer available or operable
with the limited fossil fuels remaining. What little they did have
went directly to the farming industry and factories.

He crossed a wide bridge several steps
behind the woman. The stones forming the expanse had been cut into
wedges and fit together like a puzzle. He couldn’t see any mortar
between them but they felt and looked solid, their surface well
worn from many years of use. Dirt streets lined the ground beyond,
a grid with tall buildings situated in city-like blocks. Low but
wide stone pillars flanked the end of each bridge. He glanced back;
the smeared mud caked in the center of each elaborately carved post
seemed odd. Signs with symbols he didn’t recognize stood atop tall
poles at each intersection and hung on buildings.

He couldn’t read the one hanging from a post
outside the hospital, but he recognized the long four-story
building easily. Windows filled the lower floor. Several wooden
wheelchairs lined the porch area just outside wide open double
doors.

“This is Constantine,” the woman said before
Rand stepped two paces inside the building. The young woman smiled
and curtsied, her pale dress cut more flattering to her form than
the older lady’s. The sleeves hugged her arms to her wrists, deep
pleats decorated the skirt.

“I’m happy to be at your service,” she said.
Her light brown hair flowed softly along her oval face. “If you
follow me, I’ll show you to Jacob’s room and stitch up those wounds
for you.”

 


***

 


Air hung silent and cool in the interior
room. Only candlelight lifted the heavy darkness, brushing the
edges of curved rafters with dancing gold. Glints of green and blue
glass flashed along the ceilings. Allowed to daylight, the glass
dome shimmered in colors with shapes of trees, clouds, birds. Her
mother had loved the colors and images. Her father had buried
it.

Desire never met her mother in person or saw
the dome in sunlight. Instead, she saw it through her mother’s
eyes. Multiple tablets of Chelinde’s handwritten journals were
locked away in chests at home. Her mother’s homestead. Desire found
them years ago while exploring the ghostly house, abandoned to
forever hold its secrets silent in its wood. Some secrets were
revealed in the journals. Desire felt as if she knew her mother.
She read her mother’s deepest fears, dreams, likes and dislikes and
daily memories so many times she sometimes pretended she heard her
mother’s voice reciting them to her.

She raised a match to the post, struck it to
life and lit another candle before kneeling before it. Light
flickered from stone faces and symbols. She petitioned none of
them. Her thoughts were with her mother. Just a talk asking for
guidance and understanding. She felt her mother’s spirit much
closer than that of any otherworldly deity.

What she needed now was strength to find
truths. If Sentanta, god of strength, would grant her such. She
didn’t want to trust Zacarias but if he told truth, he was her
grandfather, her mother’s father. In all her mother’s journals, she
spoke highly of him, a kind man, a man who knew more than what was
within him. A man who saw things from different perspectives. A man
who led the canyon village into greatness. Not solid isolation. Not
a man who turned Oceaner.

Her mother had never written his name, just
called him “Father.” But somehow Desire felt it deep in her gut, a
strange awakening. The emptiness, an emptiness she had always known
but never knew how to explain, had faded.

Doors creaked and daylight slashed the
divine wall, then instantly faded. Desire slipped from the railing
and headed for the far right passage, hoping to avoid whoever had
entered. Only a few ever visited the temple these days.

“They told me you were back.”

Desire stopped and turned to the shadowed
form.

“I thought I’d find you here when you
weren’t at the cabin.”

Tears sprang unwanted to Desire’s eyes at
the sound of the voice, a voice she imagined sounded much like her
mother’s. Mara had been her mother’s best friend.

Candlelight flashed against Mara’s
outstretched hand. Desire met her in the center aisle and let the
woman pull her into a hug.

“I heard too that you were ill,” Mara said
to her cheek.

“It’s nothing.”

“I don’t believe that for one moment, but
now I know it’s far from your worst pain.”

“Zacarias,” Desire said but stopped when her
voice faltered. Mara pressed a palm to her cheek. Her hand felt
soft but strong.

“Yes, I heard that too, and I figured you
would have many questions at his return.”

“Is he?”

Mara sighed. “Let’s walk, shall we, it’s a
beautiful day, too beautiful to spend in shadows.”

She gently tugged Desire into following her
from the hidden sanctuary onto the stone path. Enormous oaks stood
aged, their outstretched limbs full of deep green leaves. Desire
always felt them as welcoming, like she imagined grandparents would
be. Dappled sunlight carpeted the back passage leading to quiet
gardens and a slower turn of the river.

Mara’s dark hair shined with shimmering
silver hinting of age but it only enhanced her beauty. She was a
slender and elegant woman, also proud and uncommonly wise. Many
times Desire wished her father could have married Mara after her
mother’s death instead of Freya. Though, for Mara’s sake, she
doubted it was a bad thing.

“I talked to Zacarias,” Mara said. “He’s
very sorry he startled you like he did, but he truly thought Kaden
would have told you about him, at least a little. Zacarias knew
only a hint of the slanders against him and didn’t believe they
would run so deep as to harm you.”

Desire stopped to watch the river. “Father
told me they were all dead, that the Oceaners killed them all.”

“I know,” Mara said with a nod. “I should
have told you what I knew, but I wasn’t at all certain Zacarias
still lived by the time I realized what Kaden taught you and I
didn’t want to raise any hopes you might have or confuse you, or
turn you from your father.”

“Hopes?” Desire spun, wanting to laugh, but
nearly sobbing. “He’s an Oceaner, I saw him with them, heard him
speak their language. The stories were true.”

Mara shook her head. “The stories are
heartless gossip started by people like Freya. You should know how
gossip can go even in a community as small as this.”

“Danuwen isn’t small, it’s large after
you’re outside it for a while.”

Mara smiled, though sadness swam in her
hazel eyes. “I wish you would have let me meet you at least a few
times. It’s been far too many years since you’ve been down
here.”

Desire dropped to sit on the soft grass
carpet. “You know why I didn’t.”

“Yes, your lack of faith in me to move
around without Kaden or Freya knowing. Both Jase and John would
have helped the meeting along. You know that.”

But Desire also knew her father and
stepmother and how miserable they would have made Mara if they ever
found out about a meeting. She feared her father would make things
difficult for Mara simply because he now knew Desire used her
herbs.

“What are they going to do to him?” Desire
said. They had treated Zacarias as a prisoner, and prisoners they
usually executed quite quickly.

“I’m not certain yet. Your father still
fears Zacarias.”

Desire spun at that. Her father feared no
one.

“I can’t say for sure, but Kaden may even
believe Zacarias has the power to return and haunt him if he kills
him.”

“Why…What?”

“Not only tales of his defection to the
Oceaners exist, Desire. Zacarias was once a great leader of this
canyon. He followed in his mother’s footsteps, descended from the
first family to reside here, your family. It is said they were not
just any family. It’s said the Great Spirit shined brightly on them
and gave them the shelter of this canyon and the power of insight
and future visions. I’ve seen the same in you.”

Desire swallowed sour emotions. She had read
hints of those tales in her mother’s journals. She’d always felt
like a freak because of her foretelling though. As a child, before
she learned to keep her visions quiet or ignore them, she’d often
upset Freya, telling her of some simple happening, a falling dish,
a bee stung child, once even that John would fall from the barn
loft just minutes before it happened. She’d learned to keep her
thoughts to herself when she reached her teen years, but by then,
Freya had already developed distaste for her.

“I didn’t foresee this,” Desire said.

“Nor did Zacarias foresee the attack that
took your mother, cousins, and uncle. No, I think what you have is
an ability to see things for what they are and sense some things to
come. Not a power but a sense like sight and smell. Not one as
forthcoming as a power.”

Mara leaned back, letting the sun caress her
face and bare neck.

“Zacarias isn’t afraid. The information he
has, well, I don’t see him being hung anytime soon. I certainly
won’t add to a majority vote. In fact, I have a feeling, once word
gets out that he’s returned, he has an excellent chance of
regaining his position as head of Danuwen.”

“But—he’s an Oceaner.”

“I don’t believe that for one minute. He was
with them, yes, learned their ways, yes, to gain information. Only
with knowledge can we conquer them. I’ve known that man since I was
old enough to walk. His soul is as pure as they come. And I do
think you will get a chance to talk to him if you want.”

Desire faced the river again. Waves stirred
by the current flashed a constantly changing silver and sun-gold
glitter. Did she want to talk to Zacarias? She had no idea what she
would even say.

“You have much time to think on that. On a
lighter note, Zacarias also told me something else. He said you
weren’t alone in the forest. Despite the fact you are said to
always be alone up there.”

Desire closed her eyes. She didn’t want to
talk about Rand. As far as she was concerned, the moment he dropped
out of sight on the lift, he had vanished from her life.

“It was nothing, just a man from the
citadel. His brother fell to a sword, so I asked John to bring him
here. They’re good fighters. We can use the help.”

The river continuously whispered its secrets
in the air. A chorus of birds cried and chirped high in the trees
above her. Desire glanced from the corner of her eye and found what
she suspected. Mara sat silently watching her.

Desire clapped her palms to her thighs,
wiping away dust and hopped to her feet.

“I’ll think about what you said. Maybe I’ll
talk to him, right now I just don’t know and I have a lot I need to
do. The citadel leader headed south, but he still needs my
help.”

Mara stood beside her and hooked her arm
through Desire’s elbow.

“So be it, but not until you come have some
of my tea and a good meal. You really are a bit too pale.”

 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


 


Rand stared straight not truly seeing the
back entrance of the hospital and not at all happy at Constantine’s
habit of following him around. He’d found his way to fresh gardens
behind the hospital, not too far from Jacob, but somewhere he
thought he could get some peace, yet Constantine had announced
herself and proceeded to nag until he finally gave in. He winced
when she dabbed foul cream to stitches in his shoulder again. Once
a day was fine for him, but she insisted on three times.

“It’s healing quite nicely,” Constantine
said. “Won’t leave more than a bit of a scar.”

Rand straightened his shirt collar and
buttoned the top button. He refused to speak to her, hoping his
silence would be enough to inform her of his feelings.

“I’m glad to see you are obviously feeling
better. Quite a walk from your room to here. Thought maybe you
might like some new air, some new scenery anyway. The harvest
festival dance is tomorrow night if you would like to come with
me.”

Rand struggled to keep his expression as
blank as he could. He had no intentions of attending any festivals.
Not with her anyway. She wasn’t unattractive, quite the opposite.
But her demeanor, her sloppy hints to him about things he never
knew a woman could dream up so quickly after knowing a man for only
a few hours, overrode her outward appearance. She also seemed to
talk more about herself than any person he’d ever met.

“Well, you can think about it. Let me know
when I bring up your dinner.”

She curtsied and bustled into the hospital.
Rand rubbed his face and shoved back his hair. He felt trapped
again, only this time he truly was at the mercy of others. He’d
seen no familiar face other than his brother’s for two days. He
asked about Desire at first, but Constantine hadn’t reacted well to
the request and no one else would speak English to him.

“She has nerve. You really are not a
prisoner here.”

Rand spun, falling from the bench and
scrambling away from the cloaked woman who emerged from a thicket
of evergreens. She raised her hand to pink lips and giggled.

“So sorry,” she said. She pulled down her
hood with her left hand and held her right to him. Her dark hair
sparkled with silver but few wrinkles showed on her exquisite face.
“I do forget how quietly I tread sometimes.”

Rand brushed his pants off but pretended not
to notice her outstretched hand. He needed no other woman friends
in this town.

“Rand, correct?”

Rand peered at her and wondered. She had
dark hair like Desire’s.

“Maybe,” he said.

The woman smiled. “I’m assuming, since I do
not recognize your face. Zacarias also mentioned a woman might find
you attractive. Which leads me back to my first comment. There are
other places for lodging nearby. Certainly close enough for you to
visit your brother often. And I would suggest you leave in haste
before Constantine begins your wedding arrangements.”

Rand hissed a breath through his teeth. “You
people are insane. Who are you?”

Her smile deepened. “Oh heavens, where are
my manners? Mara Taite-Andras is my name.” She held her hand out to
him again. He wondered what kind of contract shaking it would get
him into. She clasped her fingers together at her stomach. “Some
would say I’m Desire’s crazy mentor.”

“Desire?” The sound of her name alone sent
an awakening jolt soaring through his thoughts.

“Yes.” She nearly laughed again.

Rand glanced at the hospital and the
flowering shrubs surrounding him. Mara hadn’t come through the
building but through the seemingly solid wall of pine limbs.

“How crazy are you?” he said.

“Well, that depends, how crazy do you think
Desire to be?”

“Not at all,” he said. “Is she here? I
haven’t seen her and anything I’ve asked after her was
ignored.”

“Oh, you won’t see her here, nor will anyone
speak her name on these grounds. You see, Constantine and Freya run
this hospital. They both also view Desire as a … well, a bit of a
hazard, same as they do of me, though for different reasons. I
threaten their medicine, she threatens their household, or so they
think.”

“And that makes no sense to me at all,” Rand
said. “But I guess that’s a community thing, liking to play with
people’s heads?”

“Oh, I like you. And I’m sorry if I seem
encrypted. Freya is Desire’s stepmother, therefore she feels
threatened. Kaden will not forsake his firstborn, you see, and
since Desire looks much like her mother, it causes some friction.
Constantine is Desire’s younger half sister. You’ve met them both,
must I explain why Constantine feels threatened by Desire?
Especially with you in proximity.”

That, he didn’t like. His stomach tightened
with knots and he suddenly felt more like a bull being cornered for
breeding than a human.

“Look, I’m just here for my brother. Once
he’s well enough to move, that’s what we’ll do, move.”

“Certainly.”

“Nothing more.”

“Doubtful.” Her tone sounded crisp, accented
by a sharp single nod of her head. She held her eyes steady on him.
Rand stepped away though he wouldn’t turn his back.

“You may speak one thing, but I see
something different in your eyes. Please, come outside these walls
and walk with me for a bit. I am quite forward in my old age
especially where Desire is concerned and since she plans to leave
here again in haste, I certainly don’t want to waste time being
subtle.”

“Leave?” The word rode through him on a bolt
of shock before he could stop it.

“Come.” Mara ushered him forward with a wave
of her thin fingertips. “I suspect Constantine is either watching
now or will be soon and would rather conduct our conversation well
beyond her ears.”

Rand glanced at the hospital, certain
himself her suspicion was correct. The promise of escaping
Constantine’s surveillance also enticed him into following Mara
through the slight gap in the bushes. He slapped aside sharp
needles and emerged onto a cobblestone pathway shaded with trees
and vines of deep green. Pale blue trumpet blooms dotted the vines,
each drinking in brightness from the noon sunlight.

Mara walked beside him for several yards,
leading him around a bend, toward the river he’d crossed to the
hospital.

“Where are we going?” he said and hoped she
wouldn’t lead him too far from Jacob.

“Just for a walk. It is a beautiful day for
it.” She drew in an exaggerated breath and hummed in exhale.

Rand eyed her clothes, her hands, everything
about her. She seemed well tended, her clothes of exceptional
quality, deep greens and blues embedded in the fabric.

“You never explained why the hospital people
think you a hazard.”

Mara flashed her hazel eyes. “You are
observant, aren’t you? Yes, I’m a hazard, simply because I practice
different medicines than they do. I’m a bit more modern I suppose.
And that’s bad for their business.”

“Modern?”

“I study and use plants as they are now,
some evolved from plants of old. The hospital uses only the old.
But that really isn’t why I sought you out. To be honest, I wanted
to see you, hear you, and judge you for myself. Desire is the
daughter of my dear friend, you see, and I promised Chelinde just
moments before she passed that I would watch over Desire till my
very last breath.”

She waved to another woman as they passed
and remained quiet for a few steps. “Little did I know Desire would
inherit her mother’s tenacity ten fold. This is the first I’ve seen
her in over two years and I find her ill and wounded.”

Rand winced. He’d heard Desire’s voice and
her discussion with her father. At the time a huge weight had risen
from his gut, but he hadn’t completely missed the sound of
weariness in her words.

“I see thoughts tumbling through you. Would
it be too presumptuous of me to ask after them?”

Rand watched the path as it opened to him.
She didn’t lead him across the river, but alongside it. Buildings
stood only two stories tall ahead.

“I was there when she got hit,” he said.

“Yes, I heard.”

“I can’t stop wondering why she did it. I
mean, there was no reason for her to be hit like that. And….”

“And you hope she’s all right.”

He nodded. Mara sighed again.

“Something I’ve learned about Desire these
last few years, the last seven perhaps, since she turned eighteen
is how much she needs to be protected from herself.” She stopped at
the bottom of a narrower street and dug something out of her front
skirt pocket. She handed him a woven satchel made of what looked
like corn husks. “You’ll know what to feed these to when you get
there. Ask after Desire at the top of the hill. You’ll most likely
find Jase or John in the field.”

Rand watched her continue down the path, his
brow aching from the tight furrow. She’d left him with another
riddle and a bag of questions heavier than the husk satchel he held
in his fist.

“Oh,” Mara turned to walk backward. “In case
you’re asking yourself what I meant by that comment. All I can say
is, Desire doesn’t know why she did it anymore than you do.”

Rand stood alone on the path, only Mara’s
departing form in sight. Trees, slight inclines, and curves in the
road worked collectively to hide all but some of the rooftops from
view. The sky hung a brilliant blue overhead with streaks of high
transparent clouds. It was beautiful, a paradise in the derelict
lands outside the east walls. From the time he was a young boy he’d
been taught how nothing could exist in the wilds beyond the walls.
Now he stood in a very functional and beautiful village. All of it
filled with more intrigue and mystery than Desire herself.

He wanted to see Desire, though he wasn’t
sure she wanted to see him. Mara leaving him with such vague
directions felt too much like a huge set-up for a big fall.

He took a few steps up the hill on a
well-worn footpath then hesitated again just as he had wavered on
the steps of the south tower. That outcome, his meeting Desire
alone, had more than made up for the small moments of uncertainty.
And Jacob had just fallen asleep. Chances were he would stay
sleeping for a few hours.

The ground beneath his feet showed dark and
smelled rich with nutrition, perfect for farming. Feather tipped
grass grew deep green and knee high on each side of the path,
dotted with gold and purple blooms. Bees hummed as they flitted
from one blossom to the next. He crested the top of the foothill
and found row after row of tall corn to one side. The stalks were
all but hidden beneath vines and leaves of bean plants and ground
hugging squash. An abundance of vegetables hung on each plant.
Rustling and snapping of corn ears yanked from stalks by many hands
filled the air. No voices mingled with the work.

He scanned the shaded profiles of many faces
as he stepped along the end of the field but recognized no one. At
least five people were visible in each neatly aligned row, woven
baskets at their feet on either side of them.

Five rows from the end two men stood stooped
just inside the field. One held his head low, his back toward Rand,
taking stock of the full basket under him. The second man, one
unfamiliar to Rand mumbled something. John twisted on his heel and
rose. He wiped corn silk from his fingers.

“I see you’ve met Mara,” he said.

A conspiracy. Rand wondered if everyone knew
who he was and what Mara was up to.

John grinned. “The bag. She’s the only one
who can weave them so small and neat. She also doesn’t hand them
out too often.”

Rand had almost forgotten about the satchel
he carried.

“Any idea what it’s for?” he said. “She just
handed it to me.”

John shrugged. “Can’t say for sure, maybe to
keep you from getting mauled. You looking for Desire, I take
it?”

“Mauled?”

“Just kidding. There’s a path about halfway
back the field row ahead. Not real used, but you should find it
easy enough. Desire’s back there.”

Someone yelled for John near the front of
the field. He patted Rand’s shoulder and left him. Rand twisted the
husk sack around his finger. He really needed to improve his skill
of reaping information from people.

He kicked a lump of dust and walked down the
row. Withered feather grass showed signs of wear between two huge
trees, their bark dark and coarse against his palm as he moved
through. The slight hill grew steeper under the tree roots. Dried
leaves, ferns and dainty pale flowers carpeted the loose black
soil. The tree line ended at the edge of a grassy field. Rows of
low and twisted apple trees numbering in the dozens lined the
horizon all covered with red or yellow apples. He scanned each tree
as he approached thinking maybe Desire waited in one. He very
easily envisioned her sitting comfortably cradled in the branches,
an apple in hand. She didn’t materialize in any of the trees, but a
square, two-story cabin came into view. A small version of the
first corn field grew behind it. A yard of low growing green
surrounded it, leading to a barn and a fenced in garden. Thin wisps
of smoke wafted from the stone chimney.

Rand looked each direction, seeing no other
possible building anywhere close. The worst that could happen was
he would meet more of the canyon’s wily residents. He reached the
corner of the fenced garden when something sleek and black pranced
from the barn’s shade. A dog. It held its head low, top fangs
showing just seconds before the hair-raising growl.

Running wasn’t an option, but Rand had to
fight his every urge to stay still. Nothing tall enough to climb
stood anywhere near. He raised his hand, the weight of the satchel
tightening the string around his finger. He unwound it, yanked the
satchel wide and sighed at the two chicken bones. He pulled one
free and tossed it to the dog. It hopped back a step, growled
again, then sniffed. Its brown eyes under golden wedges of fur
contrasting against black turned toward the bone. Fangs covered, it
sniffed again. Rand tossed the second bone at the dog’s feet. The
animal snatched it from the dirt and pranced away, though it kept
its head turned, floppy ears perked, still watching him.

A door banged shut and Desire appeared on
the wide shaded porch, a towel in hand. She wore a white blouse,
untucked and billowing in the breeze around her hips clad in tan
trousers. He walked toward her, glancing at the dog only once.

“Rand Caldair,” she said with a sigh. “What
did you do to my dog?”

He shrugged and held up the satchel, now
empty. “Only what I was told to do.”

Desire shook her head and flipped the towel
onto her shoulder. Rand stood in the green below her, looking up,
not knowing if he should ask to climb the steps or just do it.

“Nice place,” he said, hoping she would give
him a hint of what he needed.

She nodded. “Yes, it is.”

“Yours?”

Desire gazed toward the orchard. “No, not
really. I suppose it belongs to Zacarias.”

“You tended all this and the citadel?”

Desire smiled though she seemed just a bit
sad. “Now you sound like Darvid, and I’ll tell you what I tell
him.” She directed her gaze to him again. “I’m not some
supernatural thing. Can’t be in two places at once. Jase did most
of this for the last few years. Told him not to bother, but he
doesn’t listen well. So what is it you need?”

“Need?”

“You didn’t find this place just strolling
along.”

Rand considered that but had no real answer.
“Just wanted to see a familiar face, I guess.”

“How’s Jacob?”

“He’s good, better everyday, though not in
the best moods, strapped on his back.”

“Good to hear. He’ll heal fast enough,”
Desire said with a nod, then turned to the door. “You’ve seen your
familiar face. Guess you can be going now.”

Rand nearly choked on unspoken words, words
he didn’t have the courage to say to her. The door opened easily on
well oiled hinges and banged softly closed.

 


***

 


Desire leaned against the sink and closed
her eyes. Rand stood behind her, had followed her. She wasn’t
surprised but had hoped against it. She recognized the satchel in
his hand, probably as well as Awen had recognized the tender
chicken bones. She didn’t want to ponder what Mara told Rand. Or
maybe she hadn’t told him much of anything. Mara was peculiar that
way. Sometimes she revealed everything, other times, nothing.

“Look, Rand, I’ve got some things I need to
do—”

“She said you’re planning on leaving
soon.”

Desire clenched her teeth. Mara had told him
more than nothing. Rand hooked one thumb on his belt, a natural
habit of his when his mind ran with many thoughts. He stood with
his strong shoulders backlit by sunlight. So right as if he’d
always been there. Her breath snagged in her lungs. She blinked to
force the vision away.

“Need to find Darvid,” she said and turned
back to the sink. She didn’t want Rand in her house or anywhere
near. It was getting dangerous. Just as Darvid said.

“You look tired.”

“I’m fine,” she said a little too sharply
and she knew it. Part of her wanted to apologize, but she bit her
tongue.

“I know, just, maybe you need to give it a
little more time.”

“I have and I will, don’t need you hounding
me. There’s enough of that going on around here.”

“I suppose that’s because they know how
stubborn you are.”

Desire spun from the sink. Rand had moved
forward, too close.

“Like you have any right to talk about
that.”

He shrugged. So nonchalant. Who did he think
he was, walking into her house with attitude?

“Who invited you in here anyway? I don’t
have any books for you here.”

“You walked away before I was finished. It’s
too much of a hike up here for me to leave after a few words. When
are you leaving?”

“None of your business. It’ll be long before
Jacob’s well enough to move.”

His dark eyes pierced her, raising a silent
scream in her mind. How did he see so much of her? Or did she
imagine it?

“It wasn’t just the books,” he said. Her
heart swelled too tightly against her ribs. She needed him to shut
up.

“There’s a library just down the street from
the hospital. I’m sure Constantine will get you as many as you want
if you have time to read before the festival.”

He narrowed his eyes a bit. She’d hit some
kind of nerve, though it seemed more like anger than she expected.
Freya had thanked her for introducing such wonderful young men for
her daughters to marry, had boasted about Rand’s eager acceptance
of Constantine’s invitation. Constantine, of course, was the
perfect young woman to serve as a wife. She did all the things a
woman of her stature should. She acted the part of a high ranking
family’s daughter. She would behave as she should and do her part
to carry on Danuwen’s population in all its glory. She was also the
most annoying of the siblings, in Desire’s opinion.

“The less I see of her, the better,” Rand
said, his voice too deep and measured. She guessed right about the
anger.

Why she had believed one single word dripped
from Freya’s mouth Desire didn’t know. She felt sick. Four years
away from Freya had gotten her out of practice for dealing with the
woman.

“You should,” Desire said. “She’d be good
for you, the perfect —”

“I don’t need to be told what I should or
shouldn’t do,” he said. “No more than you do, and I’d be much
obliged if you would shut up about it. Or should I think you worked
this trap to feed me to these insane people?”

Anger blazed through her thoughts. “All I
did was save you and your brother. I warned you what was here.”

“All right then, why are you being so
vicious?”

“You came in here.”

“You didn’t give me a choice.”

“Told you to leave.”

“No, you insinuated I should go if I was
done. Wasn’t.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You said ‘Guess you should be going’ — a
little vague there and doesn’t specify that I shouldn’t be
staying.”

Damn books. Men who didn’t read and study
and think too much into everything weren’t so talented with words
or at twisting their meanings. Rand did it all, his mind always
churning.

“Fine, I’m saying it now. Leave. Blunt
enough for you?”

He held his gaze steady, just watching.
Tension twisted through Desire, wrenching her aching muscles and
pumping new pain into her headache. She jammed her fingertips to
her right temple, trying to rub away the ache.

“Why’d you do it?”

“What?”

“Through the entire first wave you didn’t
take one hit, not one. I’m good, but even I took a few slight ones.
Don’t think I wasn’t watching you. You’re more agile than I am,
smaller, harder to hit. Then against one, you take a blood hit.
I’ve been thinking a lot about it, I was slow at that point, you
weren’t. You were in your element, but a deflecting blow from your
axe probably wouldn’t have knocked his swing totally off course. He
saw me as the biggest threat, no doubt. And I remember seeing the
sheath, the difference in the bottom of it. I’ve seen it before and
so have you. You knew what his blade was tipped with.”

“You’re imagining things.”

He shook his head, his long bangs falling
forward into a silky fringe just above his left eye. “I don’t think
so. I’ve got a good memory, just needs time to stew sometimes. So
why’d you do it? You could’ve let the hit fall as intended.”

“It would have killed you.” She bit her
tongue. The headache muddled her thoughts.

“So?”

She closed her eyes against the pain. A
residual effect of the poison, she knew. She’d felt it all before,
but before she didn’t have people pestering and prodding her.

“It was a dumb moment. Guess I felt bad for
you, didn’t want to have to tell Jacob you died to rot in the
woods.” She knew she didn’t sound convincing.

“Sit,” he said, his hand on her back. He
pulled the kitchen chair from the table and turned it to one side.
“The headache won’t go away with you on your feet all stressed out
no matter what fancy medicines you take.”

He was the stress.

“Then leave.”

“No, because I leave and you’ll keep pushing
yourself. Unless you would rather me find Mara for you.”

Desire lowered her head to rest on her
folded arms. “I want you all to go away.”

“Sure you do. Water good to drink straight
from the tap?”

She turned her head just far enough to
squint at him. “Of course.”

“And this place has electricity but no lines
and no windmills or solar panels just like all the other
buildings.”

“Not all of them have power, what does that
have to do with anything? You’re annoying.”

“Thank you.” He set a full glass down in
front of her and pulled another chair over to sit beside her. She
buried her face again, trying to pretend he left.

“The headache is a lot worse when a person
is dehydrated. Fluid helps flush it all from the system.”

“Mara doesn’t know anything about this.”

“Maybe not, but I do.”

His tone pulled her head up, that hint of
something more in his voice again, only this time, the words did
more than hint.

“A farmer?” she said, repeating his
description of himself.

“A farmer’s son. Haven’t wanted to farm
myself since I was twelve except when I had to help at home. I’ve
been focused on vengeance since then. Walked into my share of
Oceaner traps on purpose just to kill them off. Probably have a
higher tolerance to more of their poisons than you do.”

He pushed the crystal glass against her
hand. She barely felt it, her thoughts toiling to comprehend what
he said.

“Or do I have to hold you down and dump it
down your throat?”

“You — no, they haven’t been on your shores
—”

“Much in the last six years. I started
hunting them when I was thirteen. They didn’t die out completely
till I hit twenty.”

“They don’t let anyone in the service that
young.”

“Who says I was in the service? Drink.”

She sipped but could barely do more than
stare. What he was saying didn’t make sense. The west coast was the
easy coast, its shores more bountiful than the east, less tortured
by the past.

He sat too close, his knee nearly touching
hers. She felt cornered and confused. His shirt hung loosely,
revealing part of the bandage on his shoulder and too much of his
tanned chest. He had the strong build of a farmer. He had the
ability and desire for knowledge of a scholar and the moves and
skill of a warrior.

“Doc told my parents I should’ve died at
twelve. Nobody knows why I didn’t.” He shrugged. “Personally, I say
it’s because I wasn’t leaving without killing them. I’ve got a
strong stubborn streak myself. Either that or Jacob’s right, I have
a steel skull.”

Desire held her breath, his gaze crushing
with too many roiling emotions.

“I was dosed the first time then, across the
back of the skull. Woke up to — they carved my three friends for
their dinner. They thought I was dead too, but I rolled into the
sea, washed up a few miles south and walked home. Didn’t wake up
again for two months. Then I told everyone I didn’t remember
anything. Even Jacob doesn’t know what I saw. I’ll never forget it.
What they did. The second dose didn’t take me down for more than a
day with fever, a bit longer with the headache. I wiped out their
entire camp over three nights. Fifty three of them. Funny, they
aren’t immune to their own concoctions. I was a lot smaller then.
They never saw me coming. I knew when I caught something new from
one of them because it made me a little sicker. Mom thought it was
the flu, she never knew I left the house. That’s when I figured out
lots of liquid lessened the headaches. Works even better when you
drink lots before you attack. I only joined the guard when I was
twenty because my coast had gotten a reputation Oceaners steered
clear of. I got bored. You really should’ve let me take the
hit.”

She desperately wanted him to leave. He
wasn’t lying, wasn’t stretching the truth, and why did he have to
tell her? Why did he even have to be there? What was she suppose to
say? She couldn’t tell him to leave, not with all he bared before
her.

“You rest,” he said. “Won’t do any good to
push yourself. You took a heavy dose. I know it even if Zacarias
didn’t. I saw the Oceaner pull his weapon. Fresh.”

“Why didn’t you ever say anything? I mean,
they would’ve put you in a top position, not in this citadel, maybe
even one of your own.”

“I never wanted that, I work better alone,”
Rand said. “And I don’t need anyone to know what I did. My parents
wouldn’t be able to take it, to know I deliberately hunted to kill,
that’s just not done.”

“Then at least tell Darvid, he saw something
in you, otherwise he would’ve sent you away.”

He shook his head. “I don’t want any special
treatment.”

Fevers never flared a second time but she
felt as if it had. She didn’t want him to say anything more of his
needs or wants or anything at all. His voice, his presence, made
her ache for something she’d never wanted before. She lifted the
glass and stood. If she couldn’t make him leave, she could leave
herself. Surely he wouldn’t follow her to her bedroom, a room so
strange to her now.

“I’ll drink, but I am tired. I’m going to
rest now.”

She closed the door as softly as she could
and leaned against it, lifting her face to keep the tears from
escaping her eyes. Rand the farmer wasn’t that at all. She ached
for him in too many ways. She didn’t wish him hurt, but she
couldn’t give him anything of herself.

She set the glass on the wood nightstand and
lifted a clean shirt from the bottom drawer. She would leave at
midnight.

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


 


Desire climbed shadows, mostly by memory, up
the canyon wall. The stones were smooth and free of debris, easily
gripped. Still the pain in her head and shoulder slowed her more
than she liked. At the top, she scaled four steep steps through
twin pillars of angry goddesses; the personifications of Danu and
Brigit. Danu known as the goddess of the river, Brigit the goddess
of fire, agriculture, healing, inspiration and much more; Danu the
patron of Danuwen, Brigit, the patron of the Sakari family. The
stone carvings of windblown gowns, hair and angry expressions held
their forces between their hands. Danu held water, Brigit, stone
fire so sharp it could prick blood from a finger.

Her father hadn’t defaced these carvings.
The angry expressions and clawed hands threatened anyone who dare
enter without invitation. Desire whispered her thanks to the
goddesses as she passed by. Several yards ahead, the white stone of
the god Lugh shimmered in starlight against the rough bark of old
trees.

Lugh, the shining one. It was said he fought
all evil. As a child she had pretended his stone form would come to
life and conquer any evil thing crazy enough to cross near him. The
carving stood ten feet tall, a full representation of the god, the
sun in one hand, a blade of justice in his other. Weather had
softened the features, but in moonlight, the eyes shadowed like
deep soulful holes ready to devour any unworthy thing.

“Light my path,” she whispered as she passed
by him with little more than a glance at the sculpture. “Guide my
way.”

She walked softly on the littered trail. It
was never cleared, meant to look deserted and unused. She had a few
mile walk ahead before she could turn south and avoid the rigid
cliff tops. Stone gods and goddesses stood in angry forms all
around the edifice, casting an eerie dead feel through the forest.
To her knowledge, no outsider had trekked behind the stone forms.
Some talk existed through the citadel of a haunted and horrid place
where old statues had survived the 2050 upheavals, cursing the area
because no one who entered came back. It was possible some had
crossed the borders only to fall to their deaths half a mile in at
the first 100 foot drop. If they managed to scale down that first
ledge, the next ridge jutted outward over a concaved wall making
climbing impossible and deadly things, thorny poisonous plants,
covered it. She’d heard stories of venomous snakes too. Her plan
was to walk just inside the boundary of the god and goddesses,
plenty safe from the first ledge.

She wasn’t running from Rand, not really.
Not at all. She repeatedly rehearsed the plea that Darvid needed
her if she could find him. She hoped he’d found safe passage to the
south citadel. She knew the way, had walked to it with him months
ago but hadn’t entered. This time she would.

Watchers rustled in their trees. Two dropped
several paces ahead, their capes fluttering around them. They both
left their ropes hang from the limbs. She paused, wondering who hid
beneath the hoods.

“It’s just me,” she said.

“That I know,” Darius Taite-Andras said.

Desire cringed. Mara’s son less than a full
year younger than she. Marcus Taite, a decade older, stood tall
beside him.

“Then clear my path,” Desire said. “You both
know I can ground you with two swings.”

“I have no aim to tussle with you,” Darius
said. “I’m just curious as to what your intentions might be.”

“I’m headed out, not in, my purpose is my
own.”

Darius shook his head. “Why?” he said.
“Leave now? When we all need you so much?”

“No need of me.”

“I’ve sat at council. I’ve heard the words
you refuse to hear. We do need you to take your rightful place now,
Desire, more than ever before.”

Darius, patriarch in training, was ready to
step into council seat the moment Mara chose to hand it down to
him. Desire had a position in that council, but she hadn’t been
able to attend since learning of her father’s banishment of the
gods and goddesses. He’d rewritten the laws and creed, mudded over
the lines of thanks and pleas for guidance etched into the bridge
pillars, had boarded and buried the glass temple, a temple
unbroken, unmarred for nearly a century. He’d forbidden their
influences in the new hospital just as he had the new
medicines.

“I have no place there anymore,” she
said.

“You have more place there than your
father,” Marcus said. “Don’t think any of us have forgotten that.
He was only to lead council until you were of age. You’ve been over
17 for plenty enough years now. It’s time you take that place.”

Desire stepped right and passed Marcus. He
wasn’t a council member, just married into it, married Mara’s
niece. Desire didn’t want to talk about the council or her place in
anything. She belonged in the woods, aiding Darvid and the citadel
men.

“Desire, please, they need your help to
reinstate Zacarias,” Marcus said.

Desire halted. Marcus wouldn’t have attended
any council meetings. Mentioning such a thing as overthrowing the
lead of council before death or handing down teetered on the edge
of heresy.

“What?” Her breath sounded as a hiss in the
dark.

Darius sighed. “You should have been at
council tonight, Desire. My mother called a secret meeting, but I’m
sure you knew of it.”

“She mentioned it, yes.”

“We need you. We need you to step up, take
your rightful place and remove your father. Only then can we vote
to reinstate Zacarias, then you can return to your in-training
state.”

The headache haunting Desire’s temples
pulsed again. Mara had mentioned the chance Zacarias could regain
his position. Desire hadn’t really thought her serious.

“I’m a good ten years older than you,”
Marcus said. “I’m old enough to remember what it was like when
Zacarias governed us. A lot of people remember it well. They were
good times, Desire. He’s a good man.”

“Who’s been with the Oceaners for the last
twenty-five years.” Desire stomped back to him. “You can’t ignore
that.”

“They haven’t,” Darius said. “Zacarias was
brought to the meeting. He knows so many things, their weapons,
their tools, their training, where they come from. He infiltrated
them nearly to their highest ranks. The things he knows, we can use
it all. But the chance of Kaden stepping down to him is nil,
Desire, you know that.”

Desire rubbed her eyes. She should have
taken a different path, followed the ridge more closely and risked
losing her footing. Doing so wouldn’t have been as torturous as
hearing Darius and Marcus.

“Kaden has destroyed what this village was
built on. You know that as well as I do,” Darius said. “We need
Zacarias to bring us back together again, to heal the rifts.”

“Or make them bigger,” Desire said.

“You are the rightful leader, Desire. When
Zacarias left, that was the condition. Kaden is not a Sakari. He
was only put into council to act in your behalf until you were
able. But when that time came, you left.”

She hadn’t left, not at first. She had tried
to work with her father, had tried to reissue the true creeds and
laws of Danuwen as they were written by the founders. The only
thing she had accomplished was driving away her father.

“The town council meeting is the day after
festival,” Darius said. “Stay just that long. Please, I’ll beg you.
Then you can do as you please where you please, just like
always.”

Festival was two days, starting at dawn.
Lummas, the festival of Lugh. She strode several steps back the way
she had come. The stone representation of Lugh still shined a
different shade through the trees. She had asked for his guidance
as she passed. And this was what she found.

“Did Mara put you up to this?” she said,
still watching the smooth stone through the dark, ragged
trunks.

“No,” Darius said. “In fact, she’ll not be
happy if she finds out I spoke to you. She didn’t want to pressure
you. She thinks we can reason with Kaden, but everyone else knows
he’s beyond reason. He’s too angry with everything. Your absences
only enhanced his anger.”

She faced Darius again. “So you want me to
overthrow him for you?”

Darius shook his head. “No, not at all. You
simply need to order him to stand down. You have that right, that
power. Without you, we may have to overthrow him, but that is not
the way it was ever to be done here. You’ve studied the history I
have, you know what things like this can do to a community. We
respect Kaden, we all do, but… he’s not what Danuwen needs in a
leader.”

The cold she hadn’t noticed before, wrapped
tight around her, slowly icing every nerve from her flesh deep to
her lungs. She had studied all the history available to them, the
Egyptian Pharaohs and European rulers the most potent in her
memory, the mysteries, hints of murders within families,
conspiracies. She always felt so sad for those long dead
leaders.

“And what happens if I deem Zacarias
unworthy,” Desire said and turned back to the men. Neither moved,
their expressions held dark.

“Then you lead us,” Darius said, his voice
quiet. “We would follow you just as loyally as we will Zacarias.
You are a rightful leader. A Sakari by blood.”

Desire sucked in the cold air slowly,
letting it sink deep into her.

“And you, you would restore what’s gone
astray in Danuwen,” Darius said. “None of us doubt that. Not for
one second.”

He had no idea what he was asking of her.
She’d never felt so strongly the need to run from the canyon and
everyone it held. She’d lost a connection with her father five
years earlier in her first attempt to gain some power. She missed
the close connection they once had, but in truth, she knew it would
never heal and had only grown wider, deeper as time passed. Freya
helped; the woman had a tongue like a whip with words as steel
spikes. Desire still felt the sting from things she knew were
untrue but couldn’t quite shake loose. That she was a menace, a
freak, and good for nothing.

Desire turned from Darius and Marcus and
walked back to the stone god. Acid churned in her stomach, burning
up the ice. She suddenly felt everything, the pain slicing through
her so deeply tears bubbled in her eyes. For whatever reason she
was born to take the path before her, she didn’t yet know, but she
would weather it to discover the reason.

Her mother always wrote about bad times and
ended her most desperate passages with four words Desire repeated
silently in her mind. There’s always a reason.

 


***

 


“What’s up with you?”

Jacob’s voice startled Rand. The room was
dark, though his eyes had long adjusted enough to disinter shapes
and dimension. He rolled his head against the wide window frame and
faced his brother.

“What?”

“You and that window. You do have a bed, you
know. It’s not the best, but it’s got to be better than that stone
ledge.”

Rand straightened his aching spine and
lowered his feet to the cold floor. The sill wasn’t at all
comfortable, but he needed to see the view. The room held center on
the fourth floor. The river glowed as a silver ribbon under
starlight. All the bridges and streets had been deserted for hours
except for the occasional lonely soul with a lantern.

“It’s not just that,” Jacob said. “You’ve
been restless all day, bad-tempered too.”

“It’s nothing,” Rand said and stepped into
his shoes. He stood in front of the window and wished it faced the
hill toward Desire’s house. He couldn’t help feeling something was
amiss. She wasn’t herself at all.

“Three years hasn’t totally erased my
memory. It’s a lot more than nothing chewing at you.”

Rand turned to Jacob again. He still
believed they were in Pittsburg. Rand didn’t know how long Jacob
would be confined to the bed, but there would come a time when he
actually saw the town and he would know in an instant. Rand pulled
a small chair over beside Jacob’s bed. He kept his voice low and
watched the door.

“Things are messed up,” he said. “It’s hard
to explain. So many things no one is supposed to know. You have to
swear to me you won’t speak a breath of this to anyone else.”

Jacob stayed silent.

“I’m not kidding.”

“Fine, okay, but sheesh, what’s the
deal?”

“This isn’t Pittsburg, nowhere close. You
wouldn’t have lasted to Pittsburg. Darvid and the others moved
south, but I stayed behind.”

“Stupid,” Jacob muttered, rolling his head
against the pillow. “You never listen. Never.”

“I couldn’t leave you there. Desire stayed
behind too.”

“Who?”

Rand stretched his flesh over his aching
forehead. “Scout. She does have a name, Desire, but don’t ever
speak it to anyone else, got it. She has to stay unnamed.”

“Scout?” Jacob said.

“Yes. The cloaked people who helped with the
Oceaners, they are with her. And this is their village.”

“How long have you known her name?”

Rand leaned back against the chair. “Long
enough,” he said.

“Well, she didn’t stay behind with you for
nothing, I’m sure, not her. She’s always ahead, always a few steps
away from Darvid.” Jacob swore and rubbed his face. “I’m blind.
Totally blind. What the hell are you thinking?”

“She didn’t stay behind on purpose. She got
hung up, then she found you, us. By the time she talked her brother
into—”

“Brother?” Jacob nearly sat up.

Rand shoved Jacob’s shoulders to the bed and
eyed the door. If Constantine heard him, she would barge in. The
knob stayed still, the hall beyond silent.

“Brother, she … she’s never ….”

“At least two, but I’m pretty sure
more.”

“So I guess that means she knows more than
she let on about family,” Jacob sighed. “She’s good, I’ll hand her
that, good at keeping a stone face. Sneaky little … And you, the
most sought after and disinterested man in our town. Mom always
said you’d fall hard when you finally fell. I should’ve seen it.
That very first day, you asked me about her. I should’ve seen
it.”

Rand shoved the chair back and paced along
the window. He could tell Jacob the thought was crazy, deny it
totally, but it was useless. Lying never worked for him.

“Why did it have to be her? You could have
your pick of dozens at home, some not too shabby either. But you
have to fall for a crazy one. You know, she could dislocate your
head just as efficiently as Bargos. I sure wouldn’t want to be in
the same room with her the first time you do something stupid and
annoy her. It’ll happen you know, no matter how hard we try, we do
it anyway.”

“I still have my head,” Rand said. But he
felt hollow. His breath steamed the window for a short second.

Jacob huffed. “I guess that means you’ve
already done something stupid.”

“What’s that suppose to mean?”

“Two things, you’ve gotten yourself tangled
with her, and you annoyed her.”

“You know,” Rand pushed from the window
sill. “I would’ve thought you’d be more concerned about where we
are than what I am or am not doing.”

Jacob swatted air. “I already knew that. How
dead do you think I am? My ears still work, they don’t even speak
English here in the halls. And as far south as we were, Pittsburg
wasn’t really possible. Didn’t know about Scout... her involvement,
but should’ve guessed it. She had to come from somewhere.”

Rand faced the window again.

“She shove you off?” Jacob said. “Is that
why you’re so miserable? The one girl you fall for, and she’s
colder and harder than stone.”

Rand closed his eyes. She wasn’t cold, not
at all.

“She’s hurt,” Rand said. “But she won’t come
here, something about a family feud.”

“And you chose to be here with me?” Jacob
said. “Don’t expect me to believe that one, the way you’re pacing,
acting like that window is a barred door.”

A shadowed figure appeared on the bridge.
Rand stood still to watch more closely. The person didn’t carry a
lantern. A man or woman, he couldn’t tell. The build was small,
petite, but he’d only seen one woman not wearing a dress in
town.

“It’s more this place,” Rand said and wiped
his breath from the window. The figure on the bridge stood
motionless, facing down river. He squinted, trying to see detail.
“Constantine hounding me, all the questions hanging. This place is
beautiful, but it feels infected somehow, I don’t know, something’s
festering. I’ve met a few outside of here, and they all speak in
riddles.”

“They planning on sacrificing us?” Jacob
chuckled.

Rand leaned closer to the window. The figure
paced a few steps from one side of the bridge to the other,
stopping to watch the water below each time. Then she dropped down
on the edge and reclined back so quickly her hair fanned around
her. Rand straightened from the window, slapped by the shock of it.
Desire, it had to be her.

“You get some sleep,” he said, reaching for
the door. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

He ignored Jacob’s hoarse whispers demanding
an explanation and peeked into the dim hall. Electric wall lanterns
glowed from globes every few feet and showed an empty chair at the
nurse’s desk. He pulled the door closed behind him, clenching his
teeth against the click of the latch. He jogged for the wood
stairs, not waiting to see if anyone heard.

More dim globes lined the stairwell walls,
shedding little light. He hopped down the flights by memory,
keeping his eyes on the doors. An icy surge of air shoved against
him, but he pushed through it onto the front walk. He crossed the
narrow street in two strides and stood at the edge of the bridge.
Desire lay on her back, face up to the stars. She held a bottle in
one hand, rocking its base back and forth on the stone.

Rand stepped forward, afraid to say
anything. She rolled her head to the side and moaned.

“What are you doing here?”

“I’ll answer if you do. I’m a lot closer to
my bed than you are to yours.”

“Who taught you to read?”

Rand halted just three feet from her. She
sounded a bit off.

“I mean, really, you wouldn’t be such a pain
in the ass if you weren’t so good at twisting the meaning of
things, has to be a throwback from all your reading.”

Rand stooped down watching her movements,
her starlit expression. “My mother. But I’m probably a pain in the
ass mostly by genetics. I take after my mother. Stubborn.”

Desire sat up. “Found a way to get rid of
the headache,” she said. “For your future reference.” She held up
the bottle. Rand reached for it slowly, not knowing what to expect,
but she didn’t pull it back. He sniffed the spout.

“Didn’t figure you for a drinker. How much
does it take to get rid of the headache?”

She shrugged. If she was drunk, it wasn’t by
much. “Two bottles,” she said. “For you, maybe half of one.”

“I’ll remember that. But I’m not sure
getting rid of it for a few hours is worth the hangover in the
morning.”

“Don’t drink enough to get drunk. Then you
won’t have the hangover.”

“Two bottles?” Rand said.

Desire faced the river. Starlight glittered
on her cheeks. “Not enough of that in this town to get me drunk
tonight,” she said, her voice colder than the air. Rand
shivered.

He set the empty bottle on the bridge. She
didn’t drink it all because of a headache. She wasn’t sitting in
the middle of a stone bridge with no jacket and no weapons in the
middle of the night because of the drink either.

“So,” he said. “Back to the first question.
What are you doing here?”

Desire sighed and climbed slowly to her
feet, stumbling slightly. Rand rose quickly beside her, the sharp
edge of the bridge a little too close. He reached for her shoulder,
but she spun and held her hand out, palm flat, inches from his
chest.

“Keep your distance,” she said, though she
didn’t sound angry. “Just, stay there.” Her tone quivered to a
whisper.

He clenched his fist, never aching so much
to touch anyone before.

“Please answer me,” he said. “I’m happy with
just talking.”

“I tried to leave,” she said and whirled
from him to face away from the hospital. Houses lined the riverside
street below the cliff. The tall, spiked fence encircled the stilt
supported tower and what he guessed to be the lift he and Zacarias
had ridden down. “I was out tonight, gone.”

Rand chewed down the ache rising in his
throat. When he left her house that afternoon, he feared she would
vanish by morning.

“But you’re here,” he said when she didn’t
go on.

“Yep, I’m here. Ready to destroy the one
thing I have to fix everything else.” Her words shook with
restrained sorrow. A blade twisting in his heart couldn’t feel so
bad. He shoved his hands in his pockets to keep from reaching for
her again.

“Life really has a way of screwing things up
for some people,” she said. “It digs in its claws and doesn’t stop
tearing. And you know, sometimes, sometimes a person just can’t
take it anymore. But it doesn’t stop.”

He had no idea what she was talking about,
but the emotion in her words, the pain she felt, poured freely to
wash over him.

“Desire, I ….”

She whirled. “Don’t!” She stumbled away from
him, both hands out to halt him if he tried to move closer. “Just,
don’t. I’ll be fine. I’ll do what I need to do, then I’ll leave and
never have to come back.” She faced the opposite shore again. “It
doesn’t hurt so much when I’m not here.”

“I doubt that,” Rand said. He had to find a
way to keep her talking. “I’ve met at least three people who would
say otherwise.”

“No,” Desire shook her head. “What I have to
do will fix it all.”

“I really don’t think Mara cares what you
fix or don’t fix, or Jase, or John.”

“Go away, Rand, please, just go.”

“Okay,” Rand said. “I’ll go if you tell me
what’s going on.”

“Oh, no, I’m not falling for that,” she
waved her hand at him and walked away, her steps steady enough.
“Don’t get yourself tangled in the thorns, Rand. Go to your
brother, sleep.”

She turned right at the street and vanished
into darkness. Rand stood watching the shadows, feeling better at
seeing her and more torn apart than before. If he let her go, there
was a strong chance she would vanish and he’d never find her again.
The possibility of it sickened him as much as old memories of lost
friends. He should’ve told her more at the cabin, or maybe not. If
he managed to put feelings into words, he really didn’t know if it
would make a difference.

“Here.”

Rand jumped, whirling to find Jase beside
him, holding something out to him. Rand eyed the dark form of the
hospital, the empty street in front of it. Jase shook out a
cloak.

“It isn’t much but it’ll at least keep you
warm.”

“Where’d you come from?” Rand took the cloak
and snuggled into it.

“I’m notoriously her tail,” Jase said. “I
say I quit, but I’m still good at it. And thanks.”

Rand blew on his hands, his thoughts
shattered, too focused on Desire. “For what?”

“For pointing out I don’t care what she
does, only that she’s here.”

Jase had been that close?

“Why didn’t you?” Maybe she would have
talked more with Jase, maybe he could have comforted her where she
wouldn’t let Rand.

Jase shook his head. “She’s stuck in her
misery right now. She’ll snap out of it. But until she does, it’s
best just to keep some distance. Not too much, mind you, she has a
habit of trying stupid things, like leaving here in the shape she’s
in.”

“You knew she left?”

“Sure. Would’ve stopped her myself but two
of the others beat me to it. She’s so out of it, I was only ten
steps behind her at one point and she didn’t know it.”

“Can’t Mara help her?”

“Not the way she needs help,” Jase said.
“She’s healing fine physically, but Zacarias being here just blew
some long brewing things totally into the forefront. She’s too
preoccupied with it all.”

“And you know what’s preoccupying her?” Rand
said. If Desire wouldn’t tell him, he hoped Jase would.

“That house,” Jase nodded to the house
directly ahead, shadowed by the watch tower. “That’s where Kaden
lives, all of us at one point, though John’s moved out. Desire
hasn’t lived there for years, moved out when she was fifteen. That
house is the Blake house. Not Sakari.”

The house loomed huge in the darkness,
definitely one fit for a mayor or governor or whatever Kaden was
considered.

“You familiar with politics? Jase said.

Rand wiped cold from his face. “Some, I
guess.”

“Come on, I want to make sure she’s headed
where I think she is. We can talk.”

Rand wrapped the front of the cloak tight
over his chest and followed Jase, not at all sure he could stay as
silent as Jase in his surveillance. But he definitely wanted
whatever information Jase had.

“Anyway, this town, Danuwen was built in the
2040 to 2050s. Four original family names are tied to its creation,
Sakari, Andras, Taite, and Teague. The first Taites were
responsible for the health system, the Teagues for the agriculture,
food basically, the Andrases for the technology and arts and at the
head of them all, creating it all, the Sakaris. There’s always been
strong healthy bloodlines of these families to head the council.
Not like other governments, mind you, they really do work with the
people, we just need them to keep things organized is all.”

“I thought, I mean, Mara introduced herself
as Taite-Andras.”

“Oh, Mara, well, to keep the family names
recognizable, no matter male or female, the name bearer always
keeps it. That’s how Kaden became a Sakari, he married one. But
he’s truly a Blake. Mara complicated things when she married an
Andras, they couldn’t drop either name.”

“Desire is a Sakari.”

“Yes.” Jase sighed. “The only one left,
until Zacarias showed up.”

“But... How did that happen? Surely there’s
more relatives.”

Jase shook his head. “You’ve been up to the
cabin farm. It’s the very original farm. Two other houses once
stood on that property. Kaden and Chelinde, Desire’s mother, owned
one. Chelinde was Zacarias’s oldest child. He had a son too, and
his wife and aunt. I think there were two other grandchildren.
Problem was, that part of the canyon had a rock wall easily
climbed. The Oceaners found their way in there and started killing
at those houses. They burned two of them.”

Rand stopped. His stomach lurched too
violently. Jase halted beside him but didn’t seem to notice
him.

“Zacarias and Kaden were down here that day.
Somehow they got wind of what was going on and they managed to get
the troops up there and kill back the assault. Chelinde survived
for eight days, long enough to have Desire.”

Rand couldn’t breathe. He huffed into his
hands, his thoughts roiled.

“By that time, it was obvious the Oceaners
were going to be a huge problem for our survival here. Zacarias
decided something had to be done, and since he was darker skinned
than anyone else, he left to take up with them, to learn about
them. See, Danuwen is based on knowledge. Knowledge is power. But
there were no other Sakaris to lead. Mara tells me Zacarias put
Kaden in charge until Desire came of age, only it didn’t work that
way.”

“And you want her to take that on now?” Rand
said. “That’s why she’s so miserable? She has to stay here to
lead?”

Jase stood quiet for a moment. “She did go
to Mara,” he said with a sigh. “I was hoping she would. And no, to
your question, not really. Zacarias is back now. Problem is Kaden
won’t relinquish the council seat, not willingly. Desire is the
only one who can remove him without causing a huge upheaval.”

“Where does that leave you and John in all
of this?”

“We’re Blakes,” Jase said. “And to be
honest, I don’t think there’s one of the sixteen of us who cares,
course, guess I shouldn’t speak for the little ones.”

“Six … sixteen?” Rand said.

“Yep, John’s the oldest, then there’s
Constantine, Lucianna, me, Abram, Carson, Haden, Sharaline, Micah,
Samuel, Britianna, Aine, Rylan, Galvan, Amara and Mason. Mason’s
the youngest, a year old now. That’s six girls, ten boys. We joke
Mom wanted to make sure the Blake family line had a huge chance of
surviving.” Jase chuckled. “It’s the younger ones I worry about
though. They don’t have Desire to keep their heads on straight,
well, not that she managed any good with Constantine either, but
Lucianna, down to Britianna who’s nine, they both respect her more
than Mother. Desire has a solid head, just a very comforting way of
looking at the world. Mother can be a bit … odd.”

If Freya was anything like Constantine, Rand
understood. “I think I met her, maybe.”

“Freya?” Jase said. Rand nodded. “Doubt it,
she doesn’t actually work inside the hospital at all, she just runs
things from the house. Who you met was probably Delara, the
hospital governess and lead surgeon.”

“Maybe,” Rand said. “She wasn’t the most
pleasant of types.”

“Freya has that effect on people. Wasn’t
like that when Mara ran the health system. She was only pushed out
of it five years ago, so even I remember it.”

“Pushed out? But if she’s a Taite-Andras,
she should have more sway than anyone else.”

“Exactly,” Jase said. “Should is the word
here. Dad, he really is a good man, but he’s haunted somehow. He’s
angry. This canyon was to be a haven, but it has one bloodbath in
its history and I think he decided, to keep it from happening
again, everything needed changed. But the changes are tearing us
apart.”

Rand felt exhausted both from the cold and
the onslaught of information. He ached for Desire. He wanted to
help her.

“So that’s why there’s so much tension.”

“Tension is putting it nicely. Word that
Zacarias is back has the older citizens in an uproar. They remember
him. They want him in Council.”

“Then why does Desire have to be involved,
if he’s back?”

“Because he handed his privileges to Kaden
when he left. He can’t take back his seat, it has to be given to
him. I can guarantee you, that won’t happen. Dad wouldn’t even give
it to Desire when she came of age. But Desire can take the seat.
It’s hers by right.”

Rand fought against a shiver. He knew too
little about Desire’s life, but her misery, what he did know, he
doubted she wanted to take over her father.

“John, he says they share each other’s pain.
And he says Dad is pulling away every time she questions him.”

“Think she’ll stay with Mara,” Rand said. He
didn’t know which house belonged to Mara but each one looked
inviting even in the dark.

“Most likely. Mara won’t let her roam around
at any rate.”

“Good,” Rand turned back to the hospital.
They’d walked a long path. Hopefully long enough. He needed some
time alone to digest everything before he slept.

 


 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


Desire rolled from the window, the daylight
on her face painful even before she opened her eyes. She felt
beaten, bruised through to the inside. But it was dawn. She wanted
to hike out of town and back to her farm before the town filled too
solidly with people. Pulling her flesh from the fresh sheets almost
proved unbearable. She propped her still aching head in her
hands.

“Good morning,” Mara said.

“Nothing good about it.” Desire shoved her
hair back and held it at the nape of her neck.

“I made you some tea.”

Desire pulled her lashes apart, spied the
silver cup and saucer on the nightstand.

“Thank you.” She loved Mara’s teas. She
managed to hold the cup steady in her hand and swallow. At least
some things still worked as they should.

“I took the liberty of bringing down a dress
for you to wear to Lummas.”

Desire held up her hand. “Oh, no, no, not
this time.”

“Come,” Mara said. “It will do you
good.”

“So will two quiet days on the farm,” Desire
said.

“The dress was your mother’s. Laureen,
Darius’s wife, she’s actually quite an impressive seamstress, she
helped me alter it for you last night. Took the measurements from
your clothes.”

“You really don’t get it do you?” Desire
finished the tea. “I’m not going.”

“John would really love to see you there, as
would the others. Britianna still asks about you, how long since
you’ve seen the younger ones?”

Desire slapped her hands to her face and
threw herself back on the bed. The mattress creaked in protest.
“I’m miserable enough, quit adding acid to it, please.”

The mattress sank on one side as Mara sat
beside her. Desire turned from her touch when she swept her hair
from her cheek.

“Miserable mostly by your own doing,” she
said.

Desire scrubbed tears from her eyes.
“Thanks, that helps. I really didn’t ask to be the last in my
family line, or to have my father in council, or to have a
grandfather trip into my path.”

“I’m not referring to those things,” Mara
said. “You are right about that, you are in a miserable predicament
there.”

“Your talks are leaving a lot to be desired
lately, just so you know.”

Mara laughed. “Maybe, or is it because I’m
not saying what you want to hear? You really need to stop pushing
away the people who care about you.”

Desire eyed Mara. “I’m here, aren’t I,
though you’re really making me wish I would’ve gone home last
night.”

“I’m not talking about me. You couldn’t push
me away, young lady, so get that straight. I’m talking about John,
Jase, Lucianna. A certain young man.”

“Let it alone, Mara.”

“Not in my nature.”

“Not any of your business really.” Desire
rolled from the blankets and forced her legs to work. Her head spun
in protest but she managed to tame it. “Thank you, really, truly, I
appreciate it but I wish you wouldn’t have gone to all that
work.”

The dress gleamed in the morning light.
Desire turned from it, the deep blue fabric simple in its elegance.
She remembered the dress. It hung in her mother’s closet. She’d
tried it on over the years in private. Or maybe once with Mara
present. She really couldn’t remember.

“Answer me this then,” Mara said. “This one
thing. Then I will leave you be and not pester any more.”

Desire faced her friend. She respected her,
loved her, and trusted her as a mother.

“One thing?” Desire said, though in her
heart she knew it wouldn’t be anything simple. Nothing about Mara
was simple.

“One. You have my word, none after it. I
will leave you be.”

Desire dropped into the rocking chair Mara
had vacated. With the daylight to her back, her eyes didn’t throb
so viciously. “Fine, then I’m going.”

“I want an honest answer as to why.”

Silence. Desire looked up. “Okay, why
what?”

“Rand followed you last night. Jase told me
of your conversation with him on the bridge. You cannot be blind to
the poor boy’s feelings for you. So I want to know why you held him
at arm’s length. I’ve met him, you see, and I’m a rather good judge
of character. I think you could have found great comfort in him if
you would have let him.”

Desire unclenched her teeth. Jase had taken
up his old ways of torturing her.

Mara held up her index finger. “Remember, I
want an honest answer and a full answer.” She sat too straight on
the soft bed, her eyes steady and clear.

“Answer this first.” Desire leaned back in
the chair. “What’s it to you?”

Mara narrowed her eyes, just a little, but
Desire saw it anyway. She hated angering the woman, but if she had
to answer something so personal, she wanted to know why she was
doing it. Mara stood.

“It is my concern because of my suspicions.
I’m not only a healer of physical wounds, Desire. I study the mind
also. I’ve seen your family change. I’ve witnessed your father’s
change, and I know why he’s done what he has. I understand why
Freya is the way she is. And in my heart of hearts, I see you and
your perception of it all. My only question is, do you fear losing
Rand will destroy you or losing you will destroy him?”

Desire shook her head. “I don’t need the
complications of it, too many things.”

“Excuses,” Mara said. “Maybe you’ve
convinced yourself of it.”

“What good would it do anything?” Desire
swallowed her anger, ashamed it flashed in her tone so fully. “I’ve
got a lot of work to do, both in this canyon and beyond. I don’t
have days to waste. The Oceaners don’t care at all what I’m dealing
with. I don’t have the luxury of some romanticized fling. I did not
look for it, I did not ask for it.”

“Honest answer,” Mara said.

Desire bolted from the chair. “What good
does it do? Fine, you want the honest answer, you’re not totally
wrong. I don’t need him. I’m solid in my own right. I don’t need to
worry about either of those two situations. I don’t need to let him
close enough either one of us would be destroyed.”

“Deprivation isn’t damaging?” Mara said.

“Now you’re pushing it. There is no
deprivation of anything. I answered your question. I have things I
need to do.”

“In the dark of night, your father has the
memories to hold onto,” Mara said. Desire dodged a dining room
chair. The front door never seemed so far away before. “And he has
you. If he had not either of those, do you think he could hold to
his own as well as he has?”

Desire slammed the door. Not that she really
meant to slam it exactly. She jogged down the path to the street.
Voices drifted from the town center. Banners fluttered in the
breeze, two posted on poles anchored to the two closest bridges. In
most of the residences, foods of all kinds were being prepared for
the celebration of harvest. The scents of fresh goods filled the
valley. It had been a good year, the fields full and rich with
food. The livestock benefited as well. For two days, most everyone
would set aside their worries and enjoy friendly conversations,
reminiscing of the old times, laughing at old trials and
misgivings. Her thoughts and concerns wouldn’t be set aside.

Throughout the day, the troops would switch
shifts. She wondered what shift Jase would choose after staying
awake all night. He wasn’t anywhere in sight now. Not like last
eve. At first she hadn’t sensed him following her, not until she
started her descent back down the cliff. She should have chased him
off then, but his quiet surveillance had strangely comforted her.
Until Rand showed up.

“Desire?”

Desire pushed thoughts away and focused on
her surroundings. Caren stood a few steps away, older, more
shapely.

“It is, well, I know Mom told me you were
here.” Caren rushed to her and wrapped her arms around her. Desire
returned the gesture as well as she could. She felt stiff, frozen
by Mara’s words.

“It’s so good to see you. You look …
tired.”

Desire laughed. Caren was blessed with her
mother’s bluntness.

“Yes, that I am,” Desire said. “Uh, tell
your mother I apologize, she’ll know what for, and I’ll—”

“Oh, no. I haven’t seen you in two years and
then not for near long enough, you always drop in and out too
quickly, this time you’re sticking around at least enough for me to
hear some of your adventures first hand. And maybe you can meet
Cinnie, she’s three already and doesn’t even remember you.”

“Three?” Desire swallowed that. Caren’s
daughter had been a baby the last time she saw her. Caren looked
wonderful, her dark hair shoulder length and shimmering.

“Yes, please, sister-in-crime, grant me the
pleasure of your company for a few hours at least.” Caren took her
hands. “And maybe we can do something about how tired you feel,
huh. The old swimming hole probably will be empty at this hour. Can
you still touch bottom you think?”

Desire pulled back when Caren led her down
the hill, but Caren didn’t relent. “You know, it’s been very boring
around here without you. I should be mad at you for sticking me
here while you go off rescuing men in distress, leading a force of
your own.” Caren hummed a sigh with a fake swoon.

“You’re still the clown as always,” Desire
said.

“Someone has to keep some kind of animation
around here. And did you hear? News is there’s some handsome new
boys in town.”

“Ren, you’re married,” Desire laughed. Caren
scowled.

“I know that, and quite happily. Does that
mean I have to be blind too?”

Desire let Caren pull her toward the river.
She hadn’t known where she was going or what she would do anyway.
She had two days to waste. Visiting with Caren wouldn’t be the
worst way to spend part of that time.

 


***

 


Rand heard the door creak open, then thump
shut. He pulled the covers closer to his face, hoping Constantine
would think him sleeping.

“Jacob, are you awake?”

It wasn’t Constantine. Rand opened his eyes
to sandy blond hair braided down a woman’s back.

“I’m Lucianna, Constantine had some other
things to take care of this morning. How are you feeling?”

“Don’t think you really want me to answer
that,” Jacob said. His voice sounded grated over sharp stones.

Rand sat up behind Lucianna. She stepped
back and smiled to him. She held a dish of cream in one hand and
white cloths over her wrist. She didn’t rush closer to either of
them, didn’t babble on about crazy things.

“Hope you both slept well.”

Rand rubbed his face and raked his hair
flat. “Good as expected I guess. So you’re Lucianna.” He counted
through the sleep cobwebs in his mind. “Sister number three?”

Lucianna smiled. “Depends which way you’re
counting. Down from Desire or up from Amara.”

“Down,” Rand said.

“Yes, I’m the third sister, my appearance
give it away?”

“Not really, just remember Jase mentioning
the name.”

Lucianna drew in a teasing breath through
her teeth. “You’ve met Constantine and Jase, the two opposite
extremes of the family. Hope you don’t judge us all by them.”

“Hope you’re more like Jase.”

Lucianna laughed. “Constantine isn’t all
that bad, is she? Well, maybe here with mother staring over her
shoulder through the glass all day.” Lucianna gestured to the
window. “You’d be surprised how much can be seen. So I best get to
work. Rand, is it? How’s the shoulder?”

“Fine.”

Where Constantine would have taken it upon
herself to pull back his shirt, Lucianna waited patiently. She
looked it over without touching him.

“How’s Desire?” she said. “I mean, Jase said
you’ve been with her up top. Is she all right out there? This looks
like it’s healing well, would you like the cream or skip it
today.”

Rand smiled at the family trait of rambling,
for it had to be a trait.

“I can skip it?” Rand said, a little
shocked. Constantine hadn’t given him a choice.

“Of course, the cream is mostly just to ease
the discomfort of the stitches. Very little antiseptic in this
concoction.”

“I’ll skip it then. And Desire’s fine.”

“Well respected?”

Rand nodded. “By the people who count, yes.
And she doesn’t much care about the others.”

Lucianna turned back to Jacob. “No, she
wouldn’t care.”

“Sister,” Jacob said. “She has sisters too,
as well as brothers?”

“You don’t know?” Lucianna said and neatly
rolled the sheet down to his waist to open the front of his white
hospital shirt. She set the bowl and cloths on a bedside table and
carefully worked loose the adhesive around the blood tinged
bandage. Rand stepped to the bottom of Jacob’s bed. He wanted to
see the wound for himself this time.

“I didn’t get the chance to talk to her
much,” Jacob said. “She ranked higher above me. And I’ve known you
for only a minute, but I can guess that look on your face isn’t a
good one.”

Lucianna finished pulling the soiled bandage
free. The wound wasn’t as wide as Rand expected, but the stitched
flesh around it appeared enflamed and tinged with yellow.

“How bad?” Rand said.

Lucianna straightened her shoulders. “No,
not at all really, it’s just.” She drew in a deep breath. “As I
said, this concoction has very little antiseptic property.”

She stood, rounded Jacob’s bed, and washed
her hands in a tiny basin with a pump handle.

“So what’s that mean?” Rand said. Infection
wasn’t something to toy with, that much was common knowledge. Jacob
glanced between Lucianna and back to Rand. He was older, his
features much more defined than Rand remembered, but he was the
same brother, the same Jacob who’d hauled him out of fist fights,
mud holes, and his own stupor.

“It means I need some different supplies.
Let that wound open to the air, be careful not to touch it, so you
just lay still, relax and I’ll return in a few minutes.” She rushed
out the door.

“That’s encouraging,” Jacob said and plopped
his head into the pillow.

“Well, at least this isn’t Constantine. I
think she slathered that stuff on us more just to get her hands on
us than anything.”

Jacob laughed, then winced. Rand pulled a
clean shirt over his head, tied his shoes, picked at the food cart
Lucianna had brought in with her. Jacob refused everything.

“At least drink,” Rand said.

“When I can sit up, lay off.”

Rand raised his brows. “Sorry,” he said. He
didn’t mean to annoy, but the silence felt too uncomfortable. He
paced beside Jacob’s bed.

“Take up post at the window again,” Jacob
said. “You’re not so irritating over there.”

Rand stopped. He didn’t want to see out the
window this morning. He lowered into the bedside chair.

“So, you going to clue me in to what caught
your heels on fire last night?”

Rand focused his restless energy into his
fingertips, tapping them together. “Nothing really, just thought I
saw someone. Ran into Jase.”

“So what’s he like?”

“Normal,” Rand said. “A bit energetic I
guess, but he seems fine to me.”

“Depends on what you call normal,” Jacob
said. “Your normal may not be mine, you certainly aren’t
normal.”

“Thanks.” Rand feigned being hurt.

Jacob smiled. “You’re welcome.”

Shouts. They sounded muffled at first, then
grew louder, two women or more. Rand stood. The voices grew
clearer. He recognized one of them.

“What is that?” Jacob said.

“Tension boiling over,” Rand said. “I think
we’re going to witness some of it.”

The door swung inward and Mara stood on the
threshold, a black shawl over her shoulders instead of a hooded
cloak. Her long green skirt hung neatly around her, enhancing her
height and foreboding form. He hadn’t noticed how intense she was
before, not under the cloak, but then he thought maybe the stern
look in her eyes and straight line of her lips now added to the
feeling.

Two women stood behind her, both shouting in
a different language. Lucianna followed, her head held low.

“Enough!” Mara said. She held up her hand,
fingers extended. “You two, be gone, shoo. Lucianna, assist
please.”

Lucianna hurried into the room and closed
the door behind Mara. Mara slid her shawl from her shoulders.

“I do apologize,” she said and smiled. “This
must be Jacob?” She held her hand out to him. “I’m Mara, sorry we
have to meet under these circumstances. Rand, dear, please be kind
enough to stand at the bottom of the bed, and please both of you,
if Freya shows up, try to ignore the scene she’ll cause.”

“She will come,” Lucianna said.

“Of course she will, but maybe she’s busy
enough I’ll catch her outside and spare everyone her antics.
Anyway, she isn’t my concern here.” Mara scrubbed her hands in the
sink and shook them dry. She pressed her long fingers to Jacob’s
sides, his back, asked him too many questions for Rand to keep up.
While she worked, Lucianna pulled an array of containers from a bag
Mara had carried, twisted off each lid, and set them on a table
beside Mara.

“The surgery went fine,” Mara said. “Delara
was kind enough to inform me of it all, but she also worried about
infection. We don’t treat many foreigner inflicted wounds. It
doesn’t seem the strain has set deep, not a vicious strain either
from the appearance of it and not causing you too much pain.” Mara
worked swiftly, applying a coating of yellowed cream to a clean
bandage. She carefully pressed it to Jacob’s abdomen. He winced for
a moment.

“Lucianna, regardless of what floor they put
you on, I want you to do this twice a day for him, at least until
the inflammation is down.”

“Understood.”

“Rand, you keep this bag with your things.
They most likely won’t have the nerve to remove it if they think it
might be yours.”

Rand eyed his pack and weapons under the
bed. Lucianna quickly closed the containers and slid them each into
an individual pocket before handing him the sack. He slid it
carefully between his weapons and torn pack.

“Feeling better?” Mara said. Jacob
nodded.

“Strangely,” he said. “Burns a bit.”

“In truth, that does mean it’s working. If
you have any increased discomfort, any change for the worse at all,
please have Rand fetch me. You do know where to find me,” she said
and looked over her shoulder at Rand.

Rand thought hard for a moment.

“You stood just below my house last night.
It’s green in the daylight. The only green two story there. Now,
let me bow from here in hopes of keeping Freya’s rage outside the
hospital walls.”

She brushed her palm against Rand’s cheek.
“I’m going to have Lucianna bring you some clothes in a few hours.
I would love for you to be dressed and at the garden by evening
hour.” She stepped into the hall.

“Wait, what for?”

“You’re coming to the festival with me, of
course,” she said and closed the door.

Lucianna piled pillows for Jacob and poured
him tea from a container not of the hospital.

“Okay, any clue to what that means?” he
said.

Lucianna glanced up from the cup. “She means
exactly what she said. She wants you to attend the evening
festivities with her. The food is delicious, the music grand.”

“I don’t get the luxury of accepting or
declining?” Rand said. Mara’s boldness hadn’t crossed the line till
now. He despised being told what to do, didn’t care for big parties
either, especially not ones he knew so little about. They called it
Lummas to some god they worshipped.

“Well, I suppose it never occurred to her
you would decline being that her daughter convinced Desire to be
there. Mara seemed to think that would please you. Desire put in
for the afternoon ridge watch, but she will be down by 5
o’clock.”

Jacob lifted his cup to his lips, but didn’t
pull his gaze from Rand. Thoughts rushed through Rand’s mind. He’d
met with Desire twice and each time she’d pushed him away. Doing
the routine again wasn’t something he wanted to repeat soon.

“He’ll go,” Jacob said.

 


 


 



Chapter
Thirteen

 


 


Desire snuggled against the tree, thirty
feet from the ground. Leaves of the aspen chattered around her but
didn’t hinder the fresh air with just a hint of sea. Things were
quiet, had been for twenty four hours, but she wasn’t ready to
declare the woods safe again. Not for a long time. Even if the
Oceaners had retreated to the East Citadel or pushed south, they
would return.

Whistles drifted forward from the ridge.
Shift change. Desire stayed seated, watching the far reaches of the
forest. Slanted sunlight sliced through branches and danced among
ferns and thorns.

“Psst, hey.”

Desire ignored the watcher. The tree
enveloped her with comfort, comfort she didn’t want to release.

“Desire, hey.”

Desire leaned forward and looked down to the
next branch.

“You sleeping up there?”

Desire shook her head at Jena.

Jena slouched “Come on, Desire, you know the
rules, no more than six hours of watch. Yours are up.”

Desire sighed. Jena wouldn’t let her have
any more peace. She gripped the limb with one hand and let herself
drop, swinging just enough to land on the limb beside Jena. Jena
gasped and gripped the tree trunk as the branch swayed.

“I hate it when you do that. You’re as
reckless as Jase is.”

“And that’s why you love him. Where is the
pain anyway, thought you two always watched together.”

“Not today. He was too tired.”

Desire pulled her rope from her pocket,
clicked the switch to hook the end around the limb at her feet and
leaned back, putting all her weight on it.

“Tell him to quit following me all night and
he won’t be so tired.” She jumped from the branch, smiling at
Jena’s silently moving lips. She landed solidly in leaves and
sticks, flipped the switch to release the rope end and let it hiss
into its case. She waved at several other watchers as she passed
them to the steps. Kaden had doubled the watch along the path.
Smart. There were things he thrived at. She hoped he would stay in
command of security. She or Zacarias would greatly need his help
there. She reached the canyon ridge with the last of the departing
watchers waiting for the return of the lift. John stood to one side
and smiled when he saw her.

“Told Jena to make sure you came in.”

“Pest,” she said and watched into the small
crowd.

“Meet me and Shana at the hall, please, we’d
love to have your company.”

Desire shoved back her long coat to prop her
hands on her hips. “Didn’t you already hear? Caren suckered me into
going, but just to eat. So you can stop now.”

“Still would like you to join us, Caren and
her husband too.”

“Fine.”

John smiled. “There was a time I didn’t even
have to ask. Now you act like it’s torture.”

“Only because you’re going to argue with me
when I’m finished with my fill and try to get me to stay.”

John sighed, crossed his arms over his chest
and cleared his throat. “I’ll make a deal with you,” he said. “If
you really want to go when you’re finished, you can go. I won’t
argue.”

“Can I have that in blood?” She smiled then.
The lift creaked to a halt and the watchers filed onto it. Desire
stepped onto the ledge and pulled John on with her. She really did
look forward to talking with him and his wife. They were expecting
their first child in four months. Danuwen did hold some good and
dear things for her. Things she had nearly forgotten.

 


***

 


“What are you doing?” Jacob said. He sat
propped up on half a dozen pillows. Rand pressed the fingertips of
both hands together, trying to organize his thoughts. Nothing
helped.

“Do you have any clue what time it is?”

Rand nodded. He’d walked downstairs several
times and sat in the gardens. Words tumbled through his mind.
Everything Jase told him grew clearer, louder. Desire wasn’t just a
scout. She was a sister, daughter, leader. Stupidity ranked high if
he thought for one second he had any right to feel the way he did.
He knew so little of her life, nothing of the place she came
from.

“Then what’s the problem?”

Rand winced. He had tried to avoid the room
and Jacob, but as the day passed, more people filled the areas all
around the river. So many people. Hundreds of all ages from babies
to old. He’d heard bits and pieces of conversations, some about
Zacarias but more about Desire. Word of her return had caused more
than a few cheers. Everyone seemed to know her.

“Hey, you in there?”

“Drop it.”

Jacob pushed into his pillows with a deep
sigh. He moved a little easier since Mara’s visit that morning and
had regained some color.

“Want to talk about it?”

“No.”

“Your memory go blank?”

Rand narrowed his eyes. All he wanted was
some peace and he couldn’t find it anywhere.

“Sherry?” Jacob said.

Rand leaned back in his chair.

Jacob sighed. “Don’t think I wouldn’t rather
you forget that.”

Rand chuckled, the memory of Jacob arriving
home after a brutal rejection from Sherry Tompson diluting a little
of the day’s tension. Jacob hadn’t handled it well at all.

“It’s not so bad, and to be honest, I’m glad
I at least took the chance. Take the chance.”

“You told me less than twenty-four hours ago
how nuts I am.”

“Now I’m telling you to get dressed. You
look like hell wearing those.”

There was nothing wrong with what Rand wore.
He didn’t care the hems were fraying. The seams held strong.

“Look, life doesn’t stop just because devils
invade our coasts. I guess being in that citadel for so many years
made me forget that. And maybe that’s why we all fell apart at the
citadel. We stopped living. I’ve thought about it all day, and I
can’t say I blame you. I just never took a step back to look at her
without everyone else’s opinions influencing what I saw. You never
were one for listening to anyone else. Besides, she’s really just
as crazy as you are. If anyone can battle it out with her, it would
be you.”

Rand sank into the chair, his stomach
churned. Eating anything, no matter how delicious, wouldn’t be an
option.

“I really do not want to be dumped in the
middle of these people. I mean, did you see the numbers out
there?”

Jacob cocked one brow. “My brother worried
about numbers?”

“Shut up.”

“What is it about this place? It really has
you off kilter.”

Rand leaned his head back on the chair to
stare at the ceiling.

“I don’t know.”

“Is it that bad out there?”

“No.”

“That nice?”

Rand swallowed.

“So, that’s the problem. You actually might
like it.”

“No, it’s just. It’s like a whole different
world, a whole different era of life going on.” And Desire had a
huge hand in preserving it. The safety of it. The pureness of it
all. He’d walked the streets in the dark beside Jase, talking at a
casual pace and hadn’t once looked over his shoulder or felt the
heaviness of memories. At home, even when he knew beyond doubt no
Oceaners or any other threats were near, he’d felt it all just the
same. He couldn’t remember sleeping as soundly as he had the last
few nights. What he couldn’t decide was if he was so muddled with
his feelings for Desire, or if the place really created a cocoon of
safety strong enough to penetrate even his deepest apprehensions.
Too many different angles, too many different things.

A knock sounded on the door. Jacob answered
and it pushed inward. Rand laid his head back again, relieved to
see Lucianna and not Constantine. She walked backwards, carefully
maneuvering a wooden wheelchair over the threshold.”

“I brought this up, just in case you are
feeling well enough to try a little travel. Mara thinks a stint
beyond this room would do you good. I agree, of course.” She
turned, holding a shirt and slacks over her forearm. Her eyes
widened.

“There you are!”

Rand squeezed his eyes closed.

“Mara has been looking all over the place
for you. She thought maybe you got tangled up in the crowd.”
Lucianna’s words quieted. “I um, I just wanted to check and make
sure all is good, no lingering pain.”

“Feels better than ever,” Jacob said.

“Would you like to try —?”

“I would love to get out of here,” Jacob
said. “Driving me nuts hearing it all second hand through him. And
he’s coming too.”

Rand shook his head. He helped Jacob dress
in the loose fitting clothes and helped him settle into the
wheelchair, but crawled onto his bed when the two left. He wasn’t
hungry, not in the least. And crowds, he couldn’t stand, not this
time. Each mention of Desire lifted his heart, but then crushed him
when he realized how far from reach she was.

He stared out the window at the darkening
sky. For the amount of people he had seen, they were amazingly
quiet though he still heard some laughter and the hum of many
conversations. Shadows filled the room and he remained still,
begging for sleep, but thoughts tore through him, repeating,
growing deeper. When the door opened, he hoped it would be Jacob,
but it closed too quietly and then Mara stood at the bottom of his
bed.

“Lucianna reported you weren’t feeling
well,” Mara said.

“Tired.”

“But not sleeping.”

She pulled gloves from her hands and pressed
a palm to his forehead. He rolled from her and sat up.

“I’m fine.”

“Well, you do have to understand, someone
who may not feel well in this building is not a good thing. You
can’t expect me to not at least inquire about it. Your wound?”

“It’s fine.”

“May I see for myself?” Something clicked
and lights flickered on in two corners.

Rand clenched his teeth but yanked the
shoulder of his shirt down. He knew she wouldn’t relent until he
did. Her fingers were warm against his flesh.

“It does look to be healing well.”

He pulled his shirt closed. She stepped back
and leaned against Jacob’s bed.

“I am sorry if I seemed too abrupt today.
Truly. I wouldn’t have left so quickly with so little explanation
if it wouldn’t have been for Freya. Your brother didn’t need to see
her for his first impression of Danuwen.”

“Not a problem,” he said.

“Then what is?”

Rand averted his gaze from hers.

“Constantine?” Mara said. “She stopped me
downstairs, asked me to pass on her apologies. The poor girl is
quite distressed over Jacob’s infection. Mild as it was, she did
notice it coming on but hoped the cream used here would heal it.
She also wished for me to tell you she will no longer be tending to
either of you. She has arranged for Lucianna to see to this
floor.”

Rand nodded. The news should have comforted
him more than it did.

“But that still isn’t a problem, is it?
Desire herself, perhaps?”

“I don’t care for crowds much.”

Mara clasped her hands in her lap. “You seem
to have adjusted to Danuwen well enough before. You stood just
below my home last night, walked away on your own. The crowd, yes,
but you don’t strike me as one to be intimidated by such.”

“I guess I proved you wrong.”

“Desire is there.”

Rand tried to push away the ache he felt at
the sound of her name. “I’m sure she’ll be much happier not to have
to see me.”

Mara raised her brows. “Is that what you
believe?”

“She’s made it clear several times.”

“Has she?”

He didn’t like her tone. Sneering.

“I seriously would like to get some
rest.”

Mara sighed. “Do you remember the first day
we met, what I told you about Desire?”

Rand shrugged.

“She is her own worst enemy, dear boy. She
will deprive herself of her wants every time.”

Rand stretched out on the bed and turned to
watch out the window. Clouds hung gray in the deep sky.

“Why is it, do you think, she was so
distraught last eve?”

“Because you people want her to dethrone her
own father or some such thing.”

“Ah, but that has been a long time coming.
That she could have handled. That she spoke little of when she came
to me.”

Rand stared at the ceiling.

“She was more troubled by the fact she could
not leave. It was then I discovered she desperately wanted to run
from something. She has been running from things here, you see, for
many years. But this time seemed more urgent. So I pried. What she
is trying to run from is something new here. You.”

Rand covered his eyes with his forearm.

“My only question to you now is, are you
going to allow her to do so? Maybe I did misjudge, but I thought
she meant a bit more to you than that.”

“Do you always meddle in other people’s
lives like this? Rand said.

“No. But I’ve seen far too much damage come
from the tragedy of Chelinde’s death already and I can’t stand to
see more. She was far too special a woman to rest easy in her grave
with all this torment happening because of the memory of her demise
instead of the memory of her life.”

Rand had little idea what she meant. He
pulled his arm away and found Mara standing beside him holding the
clothes Lucianna had brought in earlier, a simple white shirt and
black trousers.

“You are welcome to wear anything you like
of course, I’m just offering these. I’m asking for you to join me
for a meal, and if you feel at all inclined, to talk to Desire and
judge for yourself.” She left him alone then.

Rand straightened the long sleeves of the
white shirt and followed Mara through the hospital doors. The
clothes fit almost too well, moving with him like air. The cool
night washed over him, humming with voices and glowing with dim
fire lights strung around in lanterns. The fresh smell of the fast
moving river rose through the streets.

Mara hooked her elbow over his and led him
down a path curved around several buildings away from the river and
then down to a huge opening in the cliff. Small fires in stone pits
lit the interior where many people stood talking, some holding
plates heaped with foods, meats, fruits, breads, desserts. Children
ran about, jumping in a small stream, clear, unpolluted, and
giggling at the sparkling sprays. Mara called to them with a smile
and they chanted back to her. She laughed and led Rand to the back
of the cavern. Music full of string guitars sounded quietly,
muffled by stone.

“We’ve decided to hold our loudest
festivities inside the great hall this year to keep from being
heard by any unwelcome guests,” Mara said and released Rand’s arm
to move in front of him. The passage was narrow and several couples
were exiting. Mara greeted them by name. Rand stepped carefully
over the smooth rock floor. After a length, the passage widened and
spilled into a huge cavern. A band of six stood on a ledge at the
far end, too far away to see faces clearly. They strummed guitars,
a violin, one tapped a set of drums. A crowd of at least eighty
people danced on the level floor beneath them. Tables spread out to
each side of him, all filled with folks and platters of heaping
food. Sweet scents hung in the cool air. Roasted meats, fresh
juices.

Mara took his arm again. “Come, I’ll
introduce you to my daughter and her husband.” She led him down two
stairs onto the smooth parquetry floor. The rock appeared marbled
with black and orange stone, seamless to the inlaid wood. He found
Jacob seated comfortably at a round table beside Lucianna first.
Then Desire rose from a chair at the opposite edge of the same
table. She pressed one hand to John’s shoulder and spoke in his
ear. He laughed. A girl about the age of nine wrapped her arms
around Desire’s thin waist. Desire hugged the girl and spun her
around on her finger, moving to the beat of the song.

Rand paused, pulling back on Mara, the sight
of Desire knocking him harder than any Oceaner’s attack. She wore a
shimmering blue dress, almost black, low on her shoulders and snug
around her hips. The sleeves twined tight around her arms and
flared just a bit at her wrists. A black satin necklace shimmered
against her neck. She wore her hair up, silken strands curled and
loose around her cheeks. Her smile, a laugh as she tilted her head
back, was more beautiful than anything he had ever witnessed.

“You really hate me,” he muttered.

Mara patted his hand. “Trust me,” she
said.

 


***

 


Desire lowered into her chair with her
drink. Caren with her husband, and John with Shana had escaped to
the dance floor, each couple close as Brant strummed the single
guitar, slow and melodious. Perfect. She meant to leave when she
finished the meal, meant not to enjoy the crowd. Too many friendly
faces had welcomed her, reminded her of good times. Times before
she shoved them all away. She smiled, watching Caren, John, and
spied Jase and Jena. Jase dipped Jena low, twirled her and kissed
her neck. They would marry soon. Desire had to be sure to attend
their reception.

She felt the heat of someone behind her then
smelled his luscious scent. Rand. She stiffened. She’d lost track
of him minutes ago, and now he stood inches away.

“I would rather you sink your axe through my
heart than refuse, but if you grant me just one dance, I’ll leave
you be. You’ll never have to talk to me again.”

Desire’s throat ached, tension climbed her
shoulders.

“Rand, I …”

“One dance,” he said and held his hand palm
up over her shoulder, reaching for hers, but not touching her. What
he did was worse. If he touched her, she could relish the contact
and feign anger, but without, her heart cried. Her insides
trembled. Her only hope was to dance with him and turn away. Then
all would be put right.

She had touched his hand before to lead him,
but this time he closed his fingers around hers and pulled her
close. She pressed her palm to his chest, just beside the clasps of
the shirt he wore, in an effort to keep some distance. He looked
down to her, his hair shimmering in the light and feathering his
brow. She tried to avoid his ever intense gaze as he moved with her
to the music, music she barely heard. Somewhere, it had to be a sin
to have eyes as deep and feeling as his.

“Thank you,” he said. His breath swept her
cheek. She looked out into the crowd of faces she knew, every part
of her aware of Rand, so strong, so good. He slid the fingers of
his left hand softly between hers, held his right against her
back.

She tried to hear the music, tried to focus
on every cord, but he devoured her with his warmth. She felt, heard
and saw nothing else. She closed her eyes, but he grew more
intense. Her cheek nearly touched his. He leaned her back, his hand
between her shoulders supporting her, his eyes swimming with
hunger, too close. She found it very hard to breathe.

Rand pulled her tight again. She loved the
feel of his hands, the firmness of his chest, the heat of his
cheek. He turned slowly, his cheek pressed softly to hers, his lips
hot and so very close. She couldn’t pull away. Her body disobeyed
her mind, her will, only now she knew it wasn’t her will at
all.

His feather-soft kiss melted her to her
core, erasing years of determination and loneliness. He tightened
his fingers around hers. She held onto him, hated when he slid his
hand from her back. When he touched his palm to her cheek the
pleasure ripped through her, dislodging feelings lost for years. He
slid his fingers to the nape of her neck and kissed her more deeply
stealing all of her resolve leaving nothing behind but her hope she
could forgive herself for breaking her pledge to never let her mind
linger on a man.

 


 


 



Chapter
Fourteen

 


 


Desire stepped from the cavern underneath a
sky of bright stars. Brighter than she remembered them. Or maybe
she hadn’t looked before. Jase whispered something and Jena
giggled. They walked snuggled together, Jase holding his arm around
her shoulders. Everything felt so fresh, new somehow. Dew tasted
sweet in the air.

“You staying in town tonight?” Jase
said.

Desire looked to him, heard him, but it took
a moment for things to gather in her mind. She felt dizzied. She
reached back and slipped her hand into Rand’s. She hadn’t said
anything to him, didn’t know what to say, but she had guided him
from the caverns and he followed without question.

“At Mara’s,” she said. She needed to reach
the house quickly, the darkness of it, the silence. She needed
total silence to gather herself again.

Jase nodded. “Good, keep you close for
once.”

Desire gazed at the stars again. She felt
free, open. Too open. A shudder ripped through her.

“Hey,” Jase said.

Fear spiked her mind. Desire gritted her
teeth, stared hard at Jase, tried to hold onto him. Darvid’s scream
echoed in her thoughts. Faces flashed. Bloodied bronze weapons
swirled.

Jase spoke again, Rand too, but she couldn’t
hear their words. She felt for her axe, found empty air and Darvid
stood too many miles away for her to help. She choked on the
impossibility of it. Swallowed a scream at the reality of it. She
breathed deep, beat back the images.

“Desire, stay with me,” Jase said. She
nodded, tried so hard.

“It won’t stop,” she said.

Jase pushed Jena away. “Go get Mara.
Now!”

Desire wrenched back her thoughts. Strong
arms held her, not Jase but Rand. She turned and gripped his
shoulders. She’d lost control. Nothing remained harbored, not her
emotions and no longer her thoughts.

“Darvid,” she whispered to Rand. “They’ve
reached the south citadel.” The Oceaners had. She hadn’t been there
to warn him. Rand held her tight, but couldn’t stop the torment she
felt too real. Pain, hundreds of blades.

Darvid fell, hands bound behind his back.
Oceaners surrounded him. Blackness oozed over his form, and
receded, pulsing, breathing. Not dead. Worse.

Mara stood there, Desire smelled herbs.

“Breathe deep, Desire, deep.”

Desire nodded, but when her senses cleared,
panic broke. Her friend in the hands of Oceaners. Not dead. He had
needed her, fell because of her absence. She screamed her
frustration through clenched teeth. More people surrounded her.
Desire found Mara, gripped her arms.

“Make it stop, please make it stop,” she
said. She chewed hard on the powdery pill and forced a swallow,
held onto Mara’s arms and felt herself sink slowly into safety.

Everything swirled. John’s voice, Mara,
Kaden arguing. Kaden wanted her in the hospital. Desire didn’t want
the hospital. She held onto John, how she ended up in his arms, she
didn’t know. Then silence, the rush of the river. Her mind cleared
when John steadied her on her feet just inside Mara’s house.
Constantine rushed to her side.

“You all right to stand?” John said.

She nodded.

“I can take you into the room.”

“I’m all right.” Her vision swirled with her
first step. Emotions ripped through her, all of them she hated.

Constantine opened the door to the guest
bedroom. Desire let her help as she dressed in a warm sweater and
slacks, letting the gown fall to the floor. She curled up in the
plush chair by the window.

“I’ll go mix some tea,” Constantine said.
She pressed a damp rag to Desire’s forehead. The coolness of it
helped focus her thoughts. She took the rag from Constantine’s
hand.

“Things are all right. You are safe
here.”

Desire nodded, not bothering to tell
Constantine safety wasn’t an issue. The door drifted closed with a
click. Candlelight flickered. Desire breathed deep to gather
herself, but the images clung true. And she’d seen them with Rand
present. Her gut twisted. She wanted to be rid of him before. Now
that she reveled in his touch, he most likely would vanish. She
squeezed the cloth to her head, wishing to scrub away the thing in
her mind, the crystal ball.

She heard the hum of voices beyond the door.
Mara, Constantine. A minute later the door opened a few inches.
Desire raised her gaze and felt her emotions toil again. Rand held
his head low, looking at her as if he feared her.

“May I?” he said without stepping over the
threshold.

She nodded, wanting to laugh at him for even
asking but nearly crying. She pressed the cloth to her eyes.

“How are you feeling?” he said. He tucked
his hands in his trouser pockets.

“Fine,” she said. The sedative made her
sluggish. She shook her head, wishing for the right words. “I’m
sorry.”

“For what?” He sounded surprised. He stooped
down in front of her. She couldn’t escape his gaze.

“For, for this,” she pressed her fingers to
her temples. “For not being who you thought.”

Rand brushed hair from her cheek and
smoothed it behind her ear. “I came to terms with knowing I
wouldn’t discover all of who you are for a long time,” he said.
“Never thought otherwise.”

Desire tried to pace her breathing. Tears
burned the ridges of her eyes.

“I will get to know all of you, but that
won’t happen in a few short days or even months, I’m sure. Just
like you won’t know all of me.”

“But I’m sure you don’t posses some
lingering freak gene,” she said. Her voice held strong and full of
odd anger in her ears.

“Neither do you.”

“I will understand if you want to go. You
don’t owe me anything, really.” She wiped at the tears threatening
to spill into view. He gripped her free hand.

“Not an option,” he said. He brushed his
left palm over her cheek. She leaned into him, not knowing how a
single touch could feel so good.

The door swung open. Candlelight flickered
wildly and Mara strode in, her full skirt swishing around her. Rand
stood, but Desire held onto his hand. He moved to stand beside her
chair.

“Some chamomile and tagara root tea,” Mara
said. “Just the way you like it.” She lowered a steaming silver cup
into Desire’s hand. The smell alone cleared Desire’s fogged
thoughts.

“Thank you.”

“Now, I’ve brought you something else you
need if you think you’re up to it. Some information that may help
you.”

Desire raised her gaze to Mara.

“Zacarias,” she said. Her stomach protested
the tea, twisting when she said the name.

Mara nodded. “Please see him.”

He most likely held many answers to long
asked and untended questions. Desire nodded, but gripped Rand’s
hand more strongly when Mara tried to usher him from the room.

“It’s fine,” Zacarias said. “He can
stay.”

Desire raised her gaze to eyes that caused a
touch of recognition, something similar to her own.

Zacarias pulled several large scale books,
leather with ring bound spines, from a bag he carried. He settled
into a chair by the door, just watching her. He had shaved, his
grey hair looked shorter, groomed. He no longer wore the burly coat
but his build wasn’t much smaller. He had to be in his early to mid
sixties, but he didn’t look the age.

“I never once thought Kaden would neglect to
tell you so many things,” he said.

Desire watched him, his voice too calm,
nearly mesmerizing.

“Mista would not be a happy woman,” he said.
“Mista, your great, great grandmother. She died when I was
twenty-one, but by then, she was well embedded in my memory. She
and all her stories. My mother wrote them down. I passed them on to
Stephen when the twins were born and to Chelinde for you.”

“Mista?” Desire said. The sweet flowing
sound of it nearly ripped apart her last resolve.

Zacarias nodded. “Mista and Mathew Sakari,
the creators of this all.” He reached over the wide expanse and
handed her the thinnest of the books. She took it, pulling its
heavy weight into her lap. The cover showed her nothing. The first
page choked long embedded tears from her throat. A timeline. Mista
Sakari was born in the year 2004.

Desire turned the page.

Mista suffered her first bouts of seer sight
at age five, but didn’t understand them until she was twelve. Her
parents encouraged her to ignore them, though she refused. She was
a teacher.

“You knew her?” Desire said, her voice
smothered to a whisper.

Zacarias smiled. “Very well,” he said. “She
insisted she be my teacher from the time I could walk. Summer, my
mother holds a special place in my heart of course, but Mista,” he
sighed. “She was spectacular. I don’t remember Mathew as strongly.
But Mista isn’t one anyone could forget. And when I look at you,
Desire, I see her spirit.”

He leaned back in his chair. “My mother
passed shortly before the Oceaners attacked. I always thanked the
Great Spirit she didn’t have to witness their evil. But it was my
memory of Mista and her teachings that drove me to leave, to do
something. I left with confidence you would be well looked after.
And what I find is you were deprived of the very things I insisted
you be taught. I am sorry, child, I chose the wrong hands to leave
your teachings to.”

Desire flipped more pages, drinking in the
information, the family names, some she remembered from her
mother’s journals.

“I’m told you’ve only been taught to smother
the sight,” he said.

Desire shook her head. Zacarias furrowed his
brow.

“In Freya’s house, of course, but not in my
own,” Desire said.

Zacarias leaned forward, confusion swam in
his eyes.

“Mother taught me,” she said. “In journals.
I just never made it wide knowledge.”

“She wrote journals?” Zacarias said. Pain
surfaced in his eyes, floating like film on water. “She knew?” he
whispered and his gaze dropped to his lap. “She knew.”

Desire studied him, the deepening creases
twisting on his forehead as he mumbled something more like a curse
than a prayer. The whisper of a warning she couldn’t quite place
drifted over her thoughts. She nodded in answer to his question.
She had used her psychic sight many times to help Darvid with his
tactics and planning in the beginning.

“Then why the trouble now? If you learned so
well.”

“Because I tried to forget it,” she said.
She thought she had learned all she could from it. She wanted to be
normal among the men of the citadel. And she didn’t want to grow
weak and dependent on the sight because as helpful as it sometimes
was, it could also be blinding to those who didn’t read it
correctly. All had seemed viable reasons when she first began
ignoring the visions.

“And now I need to do something,” she said.
“I need to retake your seat in council. Then … I need to
leave.”
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