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      This changes everything.

      Betsona ea Ralsem stared down at the severed head of her half-brother, the Darani Emperor Chatain. The force of his killer’s blow had sent Chatain’s head rolling almost to her floor-level box seat in Adalane’s Great Amphitheater.

      Is it really over? Just—like this?

      Betsona kept her gaze on Chatain’s bewildered expression, his eyes still blinking, his mouth still moving, as if he hoped that one last, forbidden spell would somehow reunite head and body. His eyes met hers, lips forming the words Betsona, please, begging her to work that magic.

      Not that it mattered. Chatain’s divine patron who might have been able to make that miracle happen, the Goddess Nitel, was also gone, banished by their distant cousin Witmara ea Miteal while Chatain battled his killer, Rekaré Kinslayer.

      Betsona sneered at him.

      Death to you, tyrant. Death for what you did to Larien. To my mother. To—oh Gods, so many of our family, leaving only me.

      Death for what you have done to the people and the magic of the Darani Empire.

      Death. Death. Death.

      She didn’t say the words out loud—he couldn’t hear them anyway, as chaos erupted around them, though the cries seemed to come from far away. But her lips formed the words.

      It felt good to finally be able to say what she thought.

      A horrified expression crossed Chatain’s face, followed by rage as he muttered something that made Betsona shudder.

      A death curse. By the Gods, I hope it fails.

      But something malign smacked through her, leaving foreboding behind. Betsona glanced around, worried, as she secretly signed avert with her good left hand. How strong had the curse been? Or had Chatain aimed his curse only at her?

      Then his eyes went dull and his facial muscles slackened. The sense of doom faded. Maybe avert had worked, though in her experience it was mere superstition and social commentary, not effective magic. Maybe he died before finishing the curse. Maybe Chatain hadn’t realized that Nitel was gone, that his curses lacked a Goddess’s support to give them power. In any case….

      He is truly dead.

      I am free.

      Betsona’s awareness of the cacophony from the crowd wailing and screaming now crashed over her as Rekaré collapsed into convulsions from a scratch she had received from Chatain’s poisoned blade.

      Betsona didn’t look at Rekaré. Not yet. That meant sorrow, and⁠—

      I want to savor the moment. The joy.

      Victory is mine.

      Perhaps Chatain’s curse was just tied to Rekaré’s death. That was it. Rekaré had taken the curse upon herself. But it meant Betsona wasn’t doomed, that Witmara wasn’t doomed, that Daran wasn’t doomed, which also meant….

      Victory is mine.

      In spite of Chatain’s scheming. In spite of everything he had done to her since the magitech explosion that had crippled her for life.

      Victory is mine.

      And yet—there was one last regret.

      I wish I had been strong enough to strike that killing blow.

      But she wasn’t. Hadn’t been since that magitech accident, thanks to Chatain.

      It took Rekaré—and their cousin Witmara ea Miteal, the new Empress-to-be—working together to end Chatain’s despotic rule. Rekaré to take down Chatain, Witmara to banish his divine patron, the Goddess Nitel. Rekaré and Witmara, working magic they had honed in Varen-over-Sea, had achieved what others could not.

      Let us hope that Witmara can rule.

      And with that thought Betsona released her private joy. Now she could look at Rekaré’s crumpled body, and at Witmara, kneeling beside Rekaré.

      Let herself understand what it had cost to be rid of Chatain.

      She exhaled and struggled to her feet, fumbling for her canes. Rekaré’s companion, the Shadowwalker Sesenth, steadied Betsona until she had her canes in place. Then Sesenth bolted to the stone fighting floor. Witmara moved aside to let Sesenth claim Rekaré’s body before hugging both of them.

      Hard to believe Witmara managed to banish a Goddess. Especially Nitel. Witmara’s so young! Barely eighteen years.

      But that battle more than proved Witmara’s fitness to be the new Empress. At least as far as magical ability was concerned. Politics of Empire, now⁠—

      We shall see.

      Witmara straightened up, raising her staff high, magic radiating from the carved goodwood that seemed to bear the image of the Goddess Terat. The crowd began to chant her name.

      “WIT-MAR-A! WIT-MAR-A!”

      A pause, then, “BET-SO-NA! BET-SO-NA!” Weak, from a few voices.

      “WIT-MAR-A! WIT-MAR-A!” came back, louder than ever. But the volume of the chant for Betsona began to rise, the two chants competing with each other.

      Betsona shivered.

      The Empire could still be mine.

      Then the agony of remaining upright needled sharp burning pain through Betsona’s withered right side. She wobbled on her canes while stepping out of her box seat. Before the magitech accident, she might have mastered the magic present in the land of Daran.

      Not now. Not with her disability.

      Daran and its Empire needed a stronger hand than hers to repair Chatain’s destruction of its magical foundations. Witmara, as the sorcerer who had managed to banish a Goddess, had earned the right to be the one to attempt these fixes.

      Daran was more important than who held power within it. For if Daran fell apart—its magic shaped the world, at least the parts that Betsona knew about.

      It is not about me. It is about what is best for the land. The people. That means Witmara rules, not me.

      Betsona took a deep breath, then hobbled toward Witmara. The young woman did not turn to face her, still holding her staff high—giving me the opportunity to betray her, if I so choose.

      If she chose to challenge the strong magic radiating from Witmara’s staff, carved by Witmara herself from goodwood.

      But a sorcerer who was powerful enough to banish a Goddess would trample any challenge to her power—and besides, Betsona was tired. It would be a relief to step back, to let Witmara wrestle with the problems presented by Daran’s twisted magic.

      No betrayal. I can go back to my old life. Only better, because I’m no longer subjected to my brother’s whims.

      Witmara turned as Betsona stopped. One crutch fell as Betsona’s right knee wobbled when she tried to kneel. Witmara dropped her staff and grabbed Betsona’s hands to pull her upright.

      Betsona shook her head, collapsing onto her knees. “I recognize you as my Empress, Witmara ea Miteal.”

      The crowd fell silent as Betsona kissed Witmara’s hands to acknowledge her words. Then they erupted into loud shouts of their names. “WIT-MAR-A! BET-SON-A! WIT-MAR-A AND BET-SON-A! WIT-MAR-A AND BET-SO-NA!”

      “Betsona, you don’t have to do this—” Witmara’s voice was low, shaky.

      “I give thanks for what you and Rekaré have done, my lady Empress. You have saved Daran—and that is what matters.”

      “Rise,” Witmara commanded, more firmly. “Stand by my side. You are my heir, until I have one of my own. You will be Regent should something happen to me before my child is old enough to rule.”

      Heir.

      Betsona shivered as Witmara gracefully helped her to her feet.

      Heir.

      She had never expected this to happen. Never. Not to Betsona ea Ralsem ei Vespla, daughter of Emperor Dunaran’s concubine Vespla. Not to a golden-skinned half-Ternarese, half-Aireii, no matter how royal her ancestry. Not to a sorcerer who, though powerful in her own right, lacked the body strength to manage and wield her full magic.

      Never. Ever.

      This changes everything.

      A wave of sudden heavy, hot, oppressive weight sent both Betsona and Witmara to their knees as the crowd fell silent once again.

      Artel the Judge, head of the Seven Crowned Gods, manifested before them, somber in his black robes. A deep drumming sensation vibrated through Betsona as the remaining five Gods appeared.

      First, Dovré the Blessed, patroness of Betsona, her long silver hair almost touching the ground and twisting around her blue and silver robes. Then Dovré’s lover Staul in his skeletal form as the Destroyer, not the Balancer. The other three followed quickly. Terat of the Waters, a sea-green watery veil flowing around her. The quixotic Twin Gods, Karnoi of War and his sister Cirdel of Chaos, backed by the shadowy forms of their wolf-like pack of followers.

      “On this day we welcome a new Goddess to the Seven.” Artel bent down to Rekaré’s body.

      Staul and Dovré eased Sesenth away from Rekaré.

      Rekaré lay quiet in death, eyes staring up, unresponsive, as Artel touched her.

      “Rise, Lady of Sorrow, she who was once called Rekaré Kinslayer.”

      Betsona gasped as a shimmering silver light moved over Rekaré, transforming her into a much younger woman, without the tense tightness that had marked the woman she had known as the Kinslayer and her Champion. Rekaré’s eyes snapped open, confusion spilling across her face as she frowned at the God.

      I’ve only read about the making of a God or Goddess. I never expected to witness it.

      Rekaré rose slowly, carefully, to her feet, poking at the arm that had received the poisoned slash. She coughed, then straightened up, meeting Artel’s measuring gaze steadily.

      “I am not worthy of this honor, Lord Artel. I am no Goddess, even though my father possessed the ambition to become a God. I am but a dead woman. Not a Goddess.”

      Artel laughed. “Who better than to replace Nitel than the Lady of Sorrow? You were named Sorrow at your birth. You will be a comfort to those who struggle with loss, and the champion of those who are downtrodden. Who better to replace our late foolish sister than you, Lady Rekaré, who walked away from the Leadership of Medvara to fight for others?”

      Who better to replace Nitel, indeed? And yet Rekaré continued to argue with Artel until the shades of those Rekaré had lost over the years spoke to her. Betsona could not hear what was said, but she knew when Rekaré yielded to their arguments. A great golden light shone forth from her.

      Rekaré turned to face the crowds. She grew taller, taller, until she was the height of the highest seats in the Great Amphitheater, still dressed in her bloody fighting leathers.

      “Carry these tidings far and wide, all of you. There is a new Goddess amongst the Seven. And be warned. The Lady of Sorrow will not tolerate ill treatment of the downtrodden. Look to those you have oppressed and enslaved, oh people of Daran. End slavery. Stop your oppression of other nations. Restore balance to make the world right. This is a new world. And Lady Witmara⁠—”

      “Yes.” Witmara straightened up, still kneeling, though she reached for her staff, holding it upright. Her voice echoed in the stillness of the Amphitheater.

      “Empress of Daran. Go forth and do what is right and needful. Do not forget your earliest lessons from your Heartfather Heinmyets, and his bondmates Alicira the Blessed and Inharise the Wise.”

      “I will not forget them.” Witmara’s voice was stronger than ever. “Nor will I forget what my mother Katerin Healer, Katerin the Leader of Medvara, has taught me. I will not forget the lessons I learned in Medvara.”

      Rekaré laughed. “Well-spoken, cousin. Well-spoken, as a true daughter of Katerin ea Miteal and Metkyi the Messenger of Staul. May you be as great a healer of the land of Daran as your mother has been for Medvara—and what she continues to do as the Banisher of Shadows.”

      “If I can only do half of what my mother has achieved that will be great, indeed,” Witmara said.

      Did her voice quaver at that?

      Betsona wasn’t certain.

      She is just eighteen years old, remember. I will do whatever it takes to help Witmara.

      After all, she was ten years older.

      Rekaré glanced at Betsona, and smiled as if she had heard Betsona’s thoughts. Then she stooped over to rest her hands on Witmara and Betsona’s heads.

      “For my first action as Goddess, I give my blessing to your reign. Stay true to what you believe.” The joy in her expression faded. “You will both be put to the test, many times. Stay true.”

      The Gods vanished. Witmara rose, then turned to help Betsona up. Betsona drew a deep breath as she saw that Rekaré’s face had replaced Terat’s on Witmara’s staff.

      Now our work truly begins.

      This changes everything.
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      Heinmyets, Leader of the Two Nations of Keldara and Clenda, slowly made his way along the winding trail leading to the top of the high ridge overlooking the Two Nations’ capital, Dera. The brisk wind of a late mountain winter fingered at the flaps of the heavy, knee-length bearskin coat that was fastened with deer antler buttons and tightly belted around his waist. He paused at each switchback to catch his breath. It seemed that the climb grew more difficult with each day that passed. Not surprising, considering the recent sorcerous attack by the Witches of Waykemin that still impaired him and had killed Inharise. But⁠—

      I need to know how the battles are going.

      Whatever knowledge he could glean once he reached the top of Vision Ridge made it worth the long hike. His connection with the Two Nations’ magic was strongest there.

      There had been a time when he ran up this trail. Or it would be a brief morning gallop on his stallion Elantai, one of the magic-gifted breed of horses called daranvelii, as part of the daily inspection of their country. Heinmyets and Elantai would scan the world around them, sample the portents brought by weather and their combined magic, then return refreshed and enlightened to the Leader’s House, ready for a day’s work.

      The walk now consumed most of Heinmyets’s mornings, especially now that he was in recovery from the attack. But he still did it. Especially now, with those he loved most fighting battles in faraway places.

      Those close to him who still lived included his grandson and heir Linyet. Along with Katerin, Leader of Medvara and former healer to Heinmyets’s beloved bondmate Alicira, Linyet fought the eldritch Divine Confederation in the land of Keratil, far to the southeast. Linyet’s mother Rekaré and Katerin’s daughter Witmara battled the Confederation’s powerful ally over the sea, Chatain, Emperor of Daran. And there were the other fighters with Linyet, Katerin, Rekaré, and Witmara—not just the powerful but friends and their sons and daughters. People he had helped train.

      He dreaded losing more dear ones to death. Too many gone.

      His beloved bondmates Alicira and Inharise. His son Cenarth. His granddaughter Melarae. Inharise and Cenarth were recent losses, thanks to the Witches.

      Like Elantai, who had chosen to make that solitary trip of no return to the deep Clendan canyons two winters ago. He ached to know what became of those daranvelii who retreated to that one canyon to die—but no human ventured there.

      He still raged at being left alone. The one left behind.

      I can’t be that old!

      But he never, ever, let others see his anger. Would they understand? Too much depended on public perception that Heinmyets of the Two Nations was a calm, quiet, rational man. Dependable. Steady. He’d lashed out at Rekaré when she brought Cenarth’s body home—and while they had reconciled before she left for Daran, he still regretted that one lapse.

      And as for bonding with another daranval, like Linyet and Cenarth had argued for him to do, before Cenarth’s death? He didn’t have many years left. Wiser not to leave a bonded daranval bereft of their human companion, or so he argued with himself on lonely nights. He didn’t need a daranval to sample magical portents these days.

      Oh, he had those who cared for him here. Advisors. Friends. But nothing like the bond he had shared with Elantai. Nothing like the ties with Cenarth, Alicira, and Inharise.

      Granted, there was the nameless, club-footed, cream-colored daranval who hobbled half a switchback behind him. The three-year-old stallion was small for his age, slight enough to be mistaken for a yearling. The foreleg without the club foot had a perpetually swollen knobby knee and a twisted cannon bone.

      This daranval would never win fame and fortune for his speed and agility. He would never carry a rider.

      But he was the last foal sired by Elantai. Conventional wisdom decreed the little stallion should be culled for being small and deformed. Part of Heinmyets’s reluctance to geld or kill the little daranval was due to another old tradition that silvery cream-shaded daranvelii like this little stallion carried more magical ability than their plainer counterparts. Legend held that the first daranval, bonded to the great Clendan leader Ninneti, had been a little cream-colored, nameless stallion like this one.

      True or not, in spite of his physical ailments, the cream-colored daranval carried himself proudly, head high, blue eyes full of mischief and intelligence. It took him longer to get anywhere that his herd wandered, but the colt was tireless, capable of traveling farther than many others his age and older. Even if he was slower.

      Somehow, the little stallion also managed to dominate the other horses and daranvelii in his herd, holding his own against his larger, more able-bodied kin. His coat was sleek and shiny, even in winter. If there was some mischief happening in the herd, this little cream-colored stallion was likely to have played a part in making it happen. If the colt wanted to escape a stall or pen, he would get out, no matter how many magical locks and bonds were placed to confine him. He found his way to the best grass, the sweetest water—and his herdmates treated the young stallion with the same respect they had shown his sire. Magical power roiled around him, stronger even than what Elantai had possessed.

      Heinmyets stopped three-quarters of the way up the ridge. He waited for the young stallion to reach him, scratching under the colt’s forelock, admiring his silver mane. The more silver in mane and tail, the more magically powerful the daranval was.

      And yet—the cream-colored stallion had not chosen to share his name with anyone yet. Unbonded daranvelii of this magical strength were rare. Whoever would benefit from a bond with this colt must be someone special. Unusual.

      But the young daranval hadn’t shown an interest in anyone in the Two Nations. Or the neighboring nations of Medvara or Larij. The colt regularly rejected anyone that came to the Two Nations looking for a daranval—not that an unrideable daranval was what anyone sought.

      “I wonder who you are going to bond to?” he mused, his hand moving back to the young horse’s withers.

      The colt snorted and tossed his head, whipping it in a sinuous motion, and pawed the ground. He rolled his eyes at Heinmyets, projecting a combination of amusement and impatience.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stop thinking, old man. Good grass on the top! Let’s get moving!

      

      

      

      

      

      came to Heinmyets, as clearly as if the cream-colored daranval had spoken the words.

      Heinmyets laughed. “All right, all right. Let’s keep going.”

      Another sign of the colt’s magical strength. Few daranvelii were capable of mindspeech with humans that they had not bonded with, much less do so using human language instead of images. Was this young horse was meant for him, to ease his last years?

      But while the little stallion spoke to Heinmyets, he remained aloof from any behavior that resembled bonding, other than this daily procession to the top of the ridge. He would leave the herd to walk with Heinmyets at this time—and no other. He would come if Heinmyets called at other times—but only if it matched his desires.

      Strong-minded young daranval.

      They walked together for the rest of the trek to the top, Heinmyets resting his hand on the crest of the young daranval’s neck for support. He dropped his hand off the colt once they meandered onto the narrow point of the ridge that provided the best view both to east and west, barely wide enough for two horses to stand nose-to-tail.

      Normally, the little stallion wandered off to graze while Heinmyets studied the rugged landscape to the east, seeking any sort of sign that the Divine Confederation might have chosen to breach the barriers provided by the rugged canyons and high flat meadows of the Clendan country. Then Heinmyets would turn to the west, to look for any possible messenger bringing news. Finally, he would lower himself to the ground to sample the magical currents pulsing through the land, seeking information about those he loved.

      This morning was different.

      The cream-colored stallion remained standing next to Heinmyets, head high, nostrils flaring as he gazed to the east. Then he turned to face west, mane rippling in the slight morning breeze. His nostrils widened even more, showing the inner red membranes, and he blew a long, rolling snort, just like his sire used to do. A warning.

      Heinmyets tensed. Linyet, Katerin, and the warriors from the Two Nations fought at the Nerean Gate, to their southeast. However, the cream-colored stallion faced due west.

      West—to the neighboring land of Medvara.

      West—to the ocean.

      West—to Daran.

      Where Rekaré and Witmara had gone.

      Is he warning me about another attack from the Darani Empire?

      It hadn’t been that long since an assault had led to Witmara’s kidnapping and Rekaré’s pursuit of her across the ocean.

      “What do you see?” he asked the daranval.

      Pressure almost knocked him off of his feet, and he had to steady himself by resting one hand on the colt’s withers. He became aware of the presence of his patron, Artel the Judge, and then….

      Images flooded over him. Chatain, the current Emperor of Daran. Rekaré. Witmara. Witmara’s bondmate Toran.

      But the image that lingered was of an unfamiliar woman. Golden-skinned, brown hair cut short. Scars marked her face, and she hunched to her right side, that arm withered and frail.

      The colt snorted, and the strange woman’s appearance became even clearer. She sat in an amphitheater’s private box seat at ground level, next to a veiled woman. Despite her frail body, intelligence—and magical skill—glimmered in her golden eyes.

      Like Alicira. Injured and fragile, but still carrying power, almost too much for her body to contain.

      Like the colt standing next to him.

      Who was this woman, and why did the colt continue to focus on her?

      How is he doing this? Gods, I didn’t realize this young stallion possessed this much power.

      The land shuddered underneath them. Heinmyets dropped to his knees and placed his hands on the ground, seeking the Leader’s connection with his land to find out what was wrong. Luckily a line of power was nearby. He visualized reaching deep inside the earth to seize it, working the earth magic skill that had come to him at a young age.

      As always, Keldara responded eagerly to his touch, offering up that thread of power willingly, Clenda whispering softly due to its distance from Dera. The images of the woman and those around her steadied as Heinmyets seized the line, pulling it to the surface as Artel’s power surged through him, the land’s magic augmenting the strength fed to him through the God.

      Now he saw everything. Chatain stood in the center of a magical fighting circle in the amphitheater where the golden-skinned woman sat. He faced someone who was and yet wasn’t Rekaré. That person wore the visage of a young male dandy. But the sword he lifted was Rekaré’s, one Heinmyets had given her when she turned thirteen…how did he get that sword? Did he kill Rekaré for it?

      The likeness of the young man faded, revealing him to be Rekaré. She raised her free hand high, chanting, and began dueling with Chatain, a mix of swords and magic. Heinmyets caught glimpses of Witmara and her bondmate Toran, both cloaked under guises like the one Rekaré had worn, waiting nearby⁠—

      
        
          
            
              
        Grandfather! I need strength!

      

      

      

      

      

      His grandson Linyet’s call broke into those images, superimposing visions of Linyet battling the dead-that-walk that were empowered by the Divine Confederation.

      Heinmyets groaned, pressing closer to the ground. If only Elantai were here, to lend his power so that they could feed it to Linyet—and just how did he reach me from so far away? The battle must be going wrong if I can hear him….

      No. Linyet was his acknowledged heir, and a sorcerer in his own right. He would sense Heinmyets’s draw upon the land and reach out for support. That had to be it. But sending power to Linyet would be difficult⁠—

      The colt touched his nose to Heinmyets’s back. Unlike the usual magic sharing between human and bonded daranval, Heinmyets didn’t feel the shared awareness with the colt, the merging of identities that powered the human-daranval magical connection.

      All the same, power flowed through him from the cream-colored stallion. Heinmyets gave it freely, as Linyet rallied to aid the other fighters.

      His awareness was rudely yanked away from Linyet, to Rekaré’s battle with Chatain. Rekaré staggered slightly as Chatain struck her upper arm, a glancing, shallow blow that shouldn’t have had that much effect. Not hard enough to make her grimace with pain.

      The cream-colored stallion pressed his nose harder against Heinmyets.

      
        
          
            
              
        Look closer.

      

      

      

      

      

      More power surged through Heinmyets. Yellow-green vapors rose from Rekaré’s injury.

      Gods. Essence of Darsnai.

      Heinmyets shuddered. Essence of Darsnai was a horrible, painful, fast-acting poison.

      Not another loss! Oh, my Heartsdaughter, my Heartsdaughter, I don’t want this kind of death for you.

      Witmara moved forward, then—Rekaré straightened up, straining, and she bellowed. Heinmyets couldn’t hear her yell—vision only, no sound. Rekaré swung her sword hard, and Chatain’s head went flying. Rekaré sagged to her knees, then fell to her side, convulsing as she stopped fighting the poison.

      Linyet’s further demands for support drew Heinmyets’s attention back to that battle. But relief mixed with sorrow pounded through him. Chatain was dead, if this vision was true. Perhaps Rekaré could survive the poisoning. She had survived many other attacks that should have killed her.

      Now if only Linyet⁠—

      He couldn’t see anything more, only feel Linyet’s need for support. Heinmyets collapsed on the ground, unable to hold himself up. The colt’s nose remained pressed hard against him as they fed power to Linyet, focusing only on shoving more, more, more strength to Linyet.

      And then, exultation as the leaders of the Divine Confederation fell.

      Sorrow, then joy, as he witnessed the Gods raising Rekaré from death, honoring her as one of their own.

      Alicira’s daughter has become one of the Gods? In all my wildest dreams⁠—

      The power draw was almost too much. Darkness swooped down on Heinmyets, but⁠—

      An image of that mysterious woman, injured but still powerful was the last thing he saw before passing out.

      Betsona ea Ralsem, something whispered to him.

      Betsona ea Ralsem. So who was this woman?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Heinmyets startled awake with a sharp intake of breath. The cream-colored colt stood over him, muzzle pressed against his back. The world quavered around him, vibrating with exultation. He could picture Rekaré riding with the Gods, mounted on her daranval mare Basnen.

      “Artel, is this vision true?” he asked his patron, Artel, the Judge of the Gods.

      The daranval colt snorted.

      
        
          
            
              
        All of this is true,

      

      

      

      

      

      he answered, his mindvoice now sounding like the God’s.

      
        
          
            
              
        The world has shifted, and you are one of the fortunate witnesses.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Linyet?” Heinmyets choked. Bad enough that Rekaré was gone, Alicira’s daughter not his of blood but of the heart, sired by a different man. But if his grandson—Rekaré’s son—Cenarth’s son—if Linyet had joined his parents in death, then what did that leave for him?

      The mixed voices of the God Artel and the colt’s answered him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Linyet Lightbringer, son of the Lady of Sorrow, brought triumph to the battle against the Divine Confederation. His story is not yet completed. He is an agent of change in the world to come. Just as you and Betsona ea Ralsem will be.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Who is Betsona ea Ralsem?” Heinmyets asked. “Why is she important?”

      An impatient shove from the colt’s nose was his only answer. The world settled into its normal state, now just another cool, windy day hovering on the edge of spring in the high mountain country. Heinmyets pushed himself to hands and knees, exhaling as he tried to summon the strength to stand.

      He almost wanted to collapse back to the ground. Let the chill and damp guide him into a fatigued sleep from which he might not awaken. Join his beloved dead. End the raw ache of loneliness that possessed him at night.

      The colt snorted and tugged at Heinmyets’s coat when he would have eased himself down. He moved close and lowered his head so that it was easy for Heinmyets to wrap his arms around the daranval’s neck for help in rising. A behavior only common amongst bonded daranvelii and trained warhorses; not anything that Heinmyets had taught the colt.

      I suppose the Gods have more for me to do.

      Especially since Artel had spoken through the little stallion. Heinmyets exhaled heavily, resigned. He grabbed the young stallion’s neck, gathering his legs under him so he could stand.

      Looks like I’m not dying today.

      He was surprised by the colt’s strength as the daranval slowly, carefully, lifted his head. The young stallion did not move away as Heinmyets rose, waiting until the human was steady before shifting so that Heinmyets leaned on his back instead of his neck.

      Heinmyets used the cream-colored daranval as support as they returned to the city of Dera and the morning’s responsibilities. But his heart was somewhat lighter at the thought that his grandson survived, even as questions remained—mostly about Betsona ea Ralsem.
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            TRANSITIONS
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      No sooner had Chatain’s body been hauled out of the Great Amphitheater—the Imperial Guards had to swarm around his remains to protect them from being abused—than it was time for Witmara to perform the dedication ceremony for the Adalane Spring Festival of Plays. Which…was also a renewal of the land’s magic.

      A time for cleansing and renewal for the Festival as well, since Chatain had insisted that Nitel, not Dovré, was the Goddess being honored when he took control of the Spring Dedication.

      Well, no more of that.

      Witmara was not one of Nitel’s devotees. Staul claimed her, though Betsona had seen both Staul and his lover Dovré riding Witmara.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Witmara murmured to Betsona. Her fingers clenched the staff tight, knuckles white under brown skin.

      Temptation. Again.

      It would be so easy to take over the role she had held during the last years of her father Dunaran’s rule, then the first years of Chatain’s reign. After that, because she was becoming too popular, Chatain banished her to the small island of Lanivar in the Ourigny Islands. Lanivar was the furthest away Chatain could send Betsona without crossing the ocean to Varen, like their grandfather had done to their Miteal kin.

      Not that Chatain would have sent her to Varen. Not given its rebellious nature, which would have allowed her to recruit an army to come back and depose her brother.

      Chatain would have killed her first.

      She almost said, I can do this for you as the Heir. I know what has to be done. You have enough to get through right now.

      The words trembled on her lips, wanting to be spoken. And something else exulted in her hesitance, carrying the feel of that malign sensation that had blown through her when Chatain pronounced his death curse.

      Then Betsona remembered Rekaré’s first statements as Goddess, warning that they would both be tested. She made a subtle avert sign to drive those words from her thoughts.

      This is my test.

      I can’t do this. It’s reaching for power that isn’t mine, and Witmara needs to be the one performing this ceremony, as Empress.

      Disappointing—or was that disappointment tied to the foreboding she had felt before Rekaré’s ascent as Goddess?

      Betsona took a deep breath before she spoke, reluctantly pushing away those words. The impression of doom faded.

      “Kolkex—the impresario for the Spring Festival—has the ritual book. He will bring it to you.” She glanced at the opening closest to them, where Kolkex usually waited for her summons.

      Yes. He remembered her instructions from past years. Kolkex wore the blue and silver robes of his office, holding the silver-edged ritual book with lapis stones embedded in the cover. Silver and lapis, which meant he held the Book of Dovré. Not the red and black of the Book of Nitel.

      Mild satisfaction rushed through her. Witmara might be performing the ritual, but it was Betsona’s training, Betsona’s structures, that guided the ritual. She still had a role. Behind the scenes and as a supporter, but—it was more responsibility than she had possessed under Chatain.

      Betsona gestured to Kolkex. He processed formally toward them, one of his young aides swinging a metal incense burner with strongly scented smoke wafting around them.

      More ceremony than the bare bones that Chatain demanded.

      Again, just as she had trained him. Ah, Kolkex was a canny man, with good instincts. A new Empress rising under these circumstances would require all the ritual they could create, for the best blessing possible.

      Witmara already has the love of Adalane, from all the cheers. But Daraelen….

      Let the worries about the Court at Daraelen come in its own time, Betsona! We are in Adalane now.

      The acceptance of Adalane’s people was what counted at this moment.

      Kolkex bowed, first and deepest to Witmara, then to Betsona. “I have the book for the consecration ritual, my lady Witmara. Do you need guidance?”

      “Probably.” Witmara’s voice was tight and scratchy but her hand no longer seized the staff in a tight grip. “I have read the Spring Consecration ceremony before—a version of the Book of Dovré survives in the Leader’s library in Medvara. Not even Zauril the Cursed dared to destroy it. My mother had reinstated the Spring Consecration in Medvara. However, I do not know how much the ritual has changed since Alexran brought the Book to Medvara.”

      “Not much,” Betsona said softly. “I am certain of that.”

      “You will need to stand here.” Kolkex gestured to where Chatain had stood on the fighting floor.

      Witmara’s nostrils flared. Then she glided over to the blood-splattered stone, setting her staff firmly in the center.

      Betsona took a deep breath. Time to return to her seat. This task was Witmara’s to perform.

      “Betsona. Join me.” Witmara’s voice was soft.

      “This is a ritual for the Empress alone.”

      “You are my heir. It is only right that you stand with me. Toran.” Witmara raised her voice and turned to her bondmate, who stood with those who had served as Seconds to the battle with Chatain. “You are my Consort. Join me as well.”

      A change from tradition…but one that Betsona was not about to reject.

      It was time things changed in Daran—a lot of things. Perhaps Witmara would make them happen.

      Kolkex raised his brows. “If the lady Betsona stands with you as Heir while you swear, does this mean she takes the title of Princess of Adalane?”

      Betsona caught her breath. Where did he learn about that?

      It had been years since the Heir to Daran had been known as the Prince or Princess of Adalane. It went back to the treaty lifebond between the Princess Minekka and the future Emperor Elendor of Daraelen that established the original Darani Empire. The use of the title Princess of Adalane had faded out long ago. Kolkex would know about the tradition; it was part of the training for all Adalane impresarios, but all the same…what inspired that suggestion?

      “That is an interesting suggestion.” Witmara frowned thoughtfully. “But not the usual state of affairs.”

      Kolkex coughed. “No, it is not. But—our newest Goddess spoke to me, and reminded me of that long-forgotten tradition.

      Witmara nodded. “This is a good idea. The title is appropriate for Betsona. After all, like Minekka, Betsona’s mother is Ternarese. And like Minekka, Betsona will be part of a change for Daran.”

      “Do you agree, Betsona?” Kolkex asked.

      She was too surprised to do anything more than nod.

      Princess of Adalane.

      Where had Witmara learned about that ancient title? In yet another book that her ancestor Alexran had taken with him into his exile to Medvara? That had to be the source, because she had never sent Witmara anything about Minekka’s history during their secret correspondence, before Chatain had Witmara abducted and brought to Daran.

      What other lost, hidden gems lurked in the Medvaran libraries? Oh, if only she could manage to travel there! But fourteen days over the ocean…insurmountable, given her health and how water travel affected sorcerers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ceremony went well. Witmara’s pronunciation of Old High Aireii was slightly off, but Dovré’s tokens flared bright on the pillars at the top of the Amphitheater when she finished, brighter than Betsona had ever seen them glow before.

      A good omen.

      They had to wait for the first performance to begin while workers cleared the mess left by the Challenge.

      No more of that sort of thing for a while. I hope.

      Challenges had been rare before Chatain became Emperor—but a yearly event during his reign, as he murdered almost every other descendant of the Empress Elithtra⁠—

      Except the descendants of those who escaped to Varen, like Witmara and Rekaré.

      And me.

      I managed to survive.

      I MANAGED TO SURVIVE.

      She still had a hard time realizing that.

      Betsona settled Witmara and Toran in the seats next to hers, while Sesenth pleaded fatigue and a desire to mourn Rekaré’s transition to Goddess in private, retreating to Betsona’s house. It took longer than usual for the first production to set up—not surprising, since everything was most likely chaotic backstage, given the morning’s events.

      She recognized the one act play—it had premiered in her father Dunaran’s era. Normally this first production would be something new that honored the current Emperor, perhaps poking a little fun at those who held power, from the safe perspective of artistic license. Things had changed under Chatain, so that the first production needed to praise him. Understandable, since Betsona had approved one performance that…might have skated a bit too close to criticism of Chatain during her last year presiding over the Festival.

      This one was an older play from her father’s era. Much safer given the current situation, substituting Witmara for Dunaran. If Betsona hadn’t sat in on rehearsals, and given some advice to the author during its composition, she wouldn’t have noticed the rough places where the replacement of references to Witmara instead of Dunaran didn’t quite work.

      All the same, she enjoyed it. Willnei en Markan was one of her favorite playwrights and, frankly, Betsona thought that, even with the awkward moments, this mildly humorous play worked better with Witmara as Empress instead of Dunaran as Emperor.

      But she could just imagine the scurrying around happening backstage to adjust to the change in leadership. The Spring Festival plays always offered critical commentary on Darani politics, old and new, protected for the most part by divine patronage.

      With Chatain dead and Nitel no longer a part of the Seven Crowned Gods, everything needed to change. Different plays to be offered, depending upon what was in the repertoire of the current actors, plus props and costumes that could be repurposed. A renewed focus on honoring Dovré instead of Nitel. Giving respect to the new, unknown, Empress instead of carefully skewering Chatain.

      Hawkers announced a new Festival program toward the end of the first play. Betsona snatched one for herself and scanned it quickly. A very different schedule from the previously planned productions. There were even some old plays dating from her great-grandmother Elithtra’s era. Not surprising, since Witmara also claimed descent from Elithtra.

      Then it was the first intermission, the traditional time for the ruler to leave before returning for the evening performance which would include their welcoming speech. The rest of the daytime performances were for the masses, the lower classes for whom the plays reenacted events from Daran’s history for teaching purposes.

      “Let’s return to the house.” Betsona rose slowly, now eager to see her beloved Seijina. Of course Seijina would already know that they had won—the word would have flown around Adalane that Chatain had fallen.

      Witmara raised a brow. “Is it appropriate for us to withdraw?”

      “Absolutely,” Betsona said. “You have a speech to write for tonight’s production. You’ll need to rest and prepare since—” she gestured at Witmara’s breeches and tailcoat. “You need to wear formal attire, not the fighting disguise you wore for the Challenge. The people will expect to see you in celebration mode. And then there’s the Coronation. It should happen on the Fifth Night of the first sevenday. That’s usually when the greatest spectacles happen, at least until Final Night when the competition winners are announced. But Final Night’s nearly six sevendays from now, and the Coronation needs to happen sooner. We normally don’t have a Coronation during Festival, but…this time it’s entirely appropriate.”

      “And here instead of Daraelen?” Witmara named the actual capital of Daran.

      “There will be time enough for Daraelen.” Betsona grimaced as pain jolted through her. She had been sitting in one place too long for her aching joints. “But Adalane is the spiritual capital of Daran—or, at least, it used to be.”

      Daraelen. The longer they could stay away from that cursed place and the cynical, scheming Court there…the better. The schemers in Adalane were bad enough.
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        * * *

      

      Betsona’s steward Althen was already swamped by requests from assorted nobles to meet with Witmara by the time they reached her house—and it wasn’t even midday.

      “I am not meeting with anyone until after we bury Chatain, and have gone through the Coronation,” Witmara pronounced. “I need time to prepare.” She frowned at the list that Althen handed her. “Betsona, how many of these petitioners will take offense at this decision? Are any of these people sufficiently important that I should make time to meet with them before I am crowned?”

      Betsona took the list from Witmara, skimming it quickly. “Most are avoidable. Minor partisans. The more prestigious nobles know better than to petition you right away.” She frowned. Too many of these names were the corrupt leeches who had attached themselves to Chatain in hopes of significant profit. “I can review the list and tell you who is important and who is just hoping to gain status and money.” She scanned the list again. “I’m sure some of them are hoping to gain positions on your Council.”

      “Approving a Council that isn’t laden with Chatain’s hidden supporters is going to be a challenge. I can already see that.” Witmara groaned softly, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I need a secretary immediately. I appreciate your help, but you have your own tasks as the Heir and Princess of Adalane. Oh by the Goddess’s golden tits, this bureaucracy looks worse than what Mother had to deal with after Rekaré resigned as Leader of Medvara.”

      Gods, she needed to teach Witmara about what oaths about the Gods were acceptable in Daran. That one definitely wasn’t.

      “I can loan you Seijina.”

      That is, if she could find Seijina. Her headwoman was nowhere to be seen.

      Why?

      “I’m sure you have plenty for her to do already. Besides, who knows what she wants to do once she’s freed? No. Thank you for the offer, but you need her, too.” Witmara exhaled. “However. Toran, can you meet with Seijina and review this list? Betsona, since I have to give this speech tonight, would you help me write it, so I don’t say the wrong things? Especially since my common Darani is not as good as my command of the Old High Aireii, and I want to use the people’s language, not Court speech. Then help me find a secretary I can trust?”

      Betsona stifled a smile.

      She might simply be the Heir right now.

      But—she was this Empress’s major source of information about the workings of the Empire. And that was priceless, indeed.

      Perhaps this makes me even more powerful than I would have been as Empress, without the same degree of effort.

      “I suggest Deomar en Tiramarn as your secretary,” she said. “He is the heir to a vineyard near Daraelen, and understands the dynamics of Court.”

      Witmara smiled faintly. “And he was one of Rekaré’s Seconds in the fight against Chatain, plus he has already given me good advice.” She raised a brow. “Also, wasn’t he a part of your spy networks during Chatain’s rule?”

      She remembered that detail from when I first told her about Deomar and his friend Kithry. Chatain would have forgotten.

      Oh, things were going to be very different under this Empress.

      “Yes,” Betsona admitted. “He is very good at extracting information from others without their awareness.”

      Witmara nodded. “I have noticed that about him. I like Deomar, and he’s already staying in your house, so it will be easy to start working together. Thank you, Betsona.”

      And…Deomar might continue to be my source of inside information.

      Which she might very well need with this new Empress.
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        * * *

      

      Once Betsona settled in her mechanical wheelchair back at her house, she went looking for Seijina. To her surprise, she found her headwoman huddled on her pallet in Betsona’s dressing room, crying.

      “Seijina—“

      “What happens to us now?”

      “What do you mean?” Betsona frowned. “Witmara intends to free all slaves, which will include you of course, silly! Then I’ll start paying you market rate.”

      Will you still be my love? Or will you reject me?

      Just because their relationship had started before Seijina’s enslavement didn’t mean it would continue. Especially now.

      Seijina brushed back a strand of dark hair, sniffling. “Then what happens to my family’s lands? My cousin Setkin is a Sorcerer-Captain now and he would be the most likely heir except for that.”

      “Your brothers⁠—“

      “Are dead.” Seijina’s voice was flat. “I am the only one left of the Nerast family. It falls to me to regain the family lands. The family honor.”

      “Being my headwoman—and my love—isn’t enough?”

      Seijina swallowed hard. “Before you saved me from the slave auction, I made a vow that I would restore the heritage of the Nerasts. That I would have my vengeance on those who destroyed my family and stole our land. I swore it not just to Artel but to Staul.”

      “Oh, Seijina.” Betsona’s heart sank. A double vow, to Artel and Staul no less. Vows to two Gods, especially those two, could not be violated. She swallowed hard. “I will do what I can to help you. Meanwhile, please stay with me, Seijina. For this transition to Witmara’s rule, if nothing more than that. I—I need my trusted headwoman at my side.”

      “I will stay with you—for now,” Seijina said.

      But the reluctance in her voice worried Betsona.
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        * * *

      

      The next surprise came when she helped Witmara draft her First Night speech. All she needed to do was provide appropriate word choices in common Darani and make small grammar correctionsThe young woman also had a diplomatic skill in saying just the proper thing.

      Much better than what Betsona could create on her own.

      “I worked with my mother to draft her proclamations and presentations as the Leader of Medvara from the beginning of her rule, because she expected me to become the Leader once I turned eighteen,” Witmara explained. “Occasionally my mother would speak plainly, but her background as a Healer before she became Leader of Medvara shaped her ability to—soften truths when needed.” Her lips tightened. “And her experiences growing up as the daughter of Terani-the-God-Killer in Waykemin also made a difference.”

      Sounds like quite the upbringing.

      Witmara’s childhood might not be as elaborate and ornate as what Betsona had experienced at the Court in Daraelen. But Witmara’s young years before Katerin became Leader of Medvara were spent in the homes of Alicira ea Miteal and her spouses, the leaders of the Two Nations of Keldara and Clenda. Betsona had heard many good things about the Three Leaders of the Two Nations.

      It was a different sort of royal upbringing from hers—but royal, nonetheless. And it explained why a woman so young possessed the leadership knowledge of someone twice her age.
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        * * *
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      Heinmyets didn’t need to break the news of Chatain’s death to his people—Dera was giddy with celebration when he finally made his way off of the trail to Vision Ridge and entered the city. Rekaré had appeared there, along with the other Gods, to announce her ascension and the death of Chatain.

      But—they only knew of the end of Chatain. Nothing about the battle in Keratil. Concern about that battle threaded through the celebration as his people crowded around him and the nameless daranval, until the colt started snaking his head and herding them away from Heinmyets as they walked.

      Two questions kept repeating.

      “Leader Heinmyets, is there word from Keratil?”

      “What happened to our people in Keratil?”

      At last, he stopped in the central square, where he could be heard by the most people. Heinmyets rested a hand on the cream-colored stallion’s withers to settle him as the colt became more agitated by the crowd pushing closer, while Heinmyets waited for the area to fill to capacity. Then he raised one hand, waiting for his people to fall silent—as he had always done when he wanted to speak to them. Those nearest to him raised their hands in acknowledgement, the action spreading in waves until only the newcomers to the square were noisy.

      Once silence ruled the space, he was ready. “Linyet reached out to me,” he announced, projecting his voice and speaking slowly so that all could hear. “The Divine Confederation has been defeated. That’s all we will know, until we receive more information from messenger birds and couriers.”

      He repeated the message several times, adding a request that those present spread the word to those who could not be there.

      “Now let us through,” he added. It was not a request, but their Leader speaking.

      His people listened, and moved aside, so that Heinmyets and the colt could hurry to the Leader’s House.
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        * * *

      

      Heinmyets immediately called the Council into session once he had settled the colt and had a quick bite to eat. He held the session in the Great Chamber, where the Governing Tapestry that he had woven with Alicira and Inharise still hung. This—seemed to be an appropriate place for this meeting, rather than their usual council chambers. The Tapestry needed to be present for a gathering of this magnitude.

      Before his councilors joined him, while the staff from the Leader’s House quickly brought in chairs for them, he stood before the Tapestry. It was tattered and faded—but when he reached out to gently stroke it, the fabric rippled under his touch like an affectionate cat being stroked.

      He peered closely to see what the ever-changing Tapestry now showed him. It didn’t portray Linyet in Keratil, but in the upper right corner—he spotted a faint image of Rekaré riding her golden daranval Basnen, facing inward as if she galloped over the land. And was that Cenarth on his daranval riding next to her? That image was fuzzy, so Heinmyets couldn’t be certain. He gulped, nonetheless. It was comforting to think that even though his Heartsdaughter was now a Goddess, his son had been reunited with his beloved Rekaré in some form after their deaths.

      “Place the chairs here, with mine in front of the Tapestry, please,” he directed the workers. Then he settled in his chair. Knowing the Tapestry was behind him provided a comfort he hadn’t expected. It was almost as if Alicira and Inharise sat next to him, just as they had for so many years, before all those deaths….

      Heinmyets dismissed those thoughts. A distraction he didn’t need right now.

      Chief Herder Vellnet, from Clenda, was Senior Councilor this month. He bowed low to Heinmyets.

      “Leader Heinmyets. Great portents are happening. You have news?”

      Heinmyets nodded. “Chatain the tyrant has fallen—at Rekaré’s hands. She died in the process, but was raised by the Gods—you are aware of that, correct?” Even though he was certain that his councilors had observed the appearance of the Gods, all the same he wanted to make sure.

      Nods from the men and women facing him.

      “Linyet reached to me for assistance, and Artel aided me in giving it to him. The Divine Confederation has lost this battle, which I saw in a vision. I know nothing more than that.” Heinmyets raised his hands. “I assume we will be receiving messages soon.”

      “Your visions have always been useful,” said Vellnet. “Even without Alicira and Inharise to support you.”

      Heinmyets nodded toward Vellnet—one of Inharise’s cousins. “Thank you, Vellnet.”

      “And there is more. A new Goddess, from one of our own. Let us hope that this means she looks fondly upon the Two Nations,” said Orelyets from Wickmasa, head organizer of the great trading caravans that the Two Nations regularly sent to the Trading Fairs in Chellni and Nere. Wickmasa had also played a significant role in Rekaré’s past.

      Warmth wafted from the Tapestry behind him. Gasps of surprise from the Council.

      “Know that the Two Nations will always be dear to me.” Rekaré’s voice. Heinmyets swallowed hard. Not the tone of the bitter Kinslayer she had been these past few years, but—almost—that of the young woman who had fled with Cenarth rather than submit to Zauril the Corrupt. The young woman who had become the Leader of Medvara—until her daughter’s vile death, caused by one of Chatain’s agents.

      The Council members slipped from their chairs and knelt. Heinmyets slowly turned before he knelt, hoping, yet dreading, what he might see.

      Rekaré dominated the tapestry, wearing the bloody fighting leathers from his vision. But she smiled at him.

      “My Heartfather Heinmyets rules here. My son Linyet Lightbringer will rule after him. I have a whole world to consider these days, but—know this, oh councilors of the Two Nations. This land is the place of my birth. Where I spent my first years. I will always keep you in my heart. I speak to you now, because our world is changing. Remain true, oh Keldara and Clenda. Remain the Two Nations. You will bring hope to the world.”

      “How will we do that, oh Lady Rekaré?” Heinmyets asked.

      Rekaré laughed, the clear notes of her youth, not her cynical maturity. “That, oh Heartfather, is still unfolding. I cannot tell you more—I received a special dispensation from Artel the Judge to speak to you. There are several possibilities, but know this. Hold true, all of you. Hold true to your love of the land and your dedication to Keldara and Clenda working together. Do not falter.”

      Then she faded away.

      Silence, except for the rustling as the Council rose to sit in their chairs once more.

      “I think,” Orelyets said, voice shaky, “that Wickmasa should erect a shrine to Rekaré at the place of her birth. I will send a rider to advise Headwoman Imnari.”

      “If she is not doing that already,” said Yevtin, the head of the Healing House.

      Orelyets nodded. “True. Imnari sees and knows much. If you agree, Leader?”

      “Absolutely so.” He paused. “Also, there should be a shrine at the place where Alicira diced with Staul and Zauril over who would have custody over Rekaré—Alicira, or her father Zauril the Usurper.”

      Another incline of the head from Orelyets. “I will let Imnari know.”

      “Thank you.” Heinmyets took a deep breath. “Meanwhile, while we wait for news, we need to prepare for our fighters’ return.”

      “We won’t have any details until the first couriers arrive,” said Orelyets. “Messenger birds from Keratil have to fly north through Medvara, then east to us. Five days at best, and those messages will only have basic information. Nine days for a courier to get here.”

      “We’ll need to prepare for both overland and river arrivals,” said Kitnari, Chancellor for Transportation and Communications.

      “We need casualty reports from Keratil as soon as possible to prepare for treating the wounded,” said Yevtin. “The injured will most likely come by water rather than overland, and arrive at Keldarasit. How many will need to be treated at Keldarasit’s port before they can travel further up the Keldara River to Dera? We can set up a temporary Healing House to deal with the wounded as they come off the paddlewheel steamboats but I need to know how many Healers to send there.” He sighed. “And supplies, both at Keldarasit and here.”

      “And wagons to transport them,” Kitnari inserted. “I have sent couriers by way of steamboat to Medvare-the-city and Chellanasit, both mounted and message bird handlers. But birds and riders will barely give us enough time to be ready, given how quickly the steamboats travel up the Chellana.”

      “Wickmasa offers its expertise to organizing travel from Keldarasit for all those who return by the Great River,” Orelyets said. “How many will return from Keratil by land? Do we need to prepare for them?”

      “Most will travel with the Saubral. That’s how they got to Keratil in the beginning.” Heinmyets pressed his fingertips together. “It took two sevendays for them to reach Keratil, riding hard. The return journey will take longer, without the need to arrive as soon as possible. The riders and horses will be tired from battle.”

      “At least two and a half sevendays, and that doesn’t account for them stopping to be feted by the Saubral in Gulter,” Orelyets said. “Caravans take three and a half sevendays, but more slower-moving wagons and animals travel with a trade caravan than with fighters. Depending on the number of wounded traveling overland, of course.”

      “If they travel overland,” Yevtin said. “Anyone with anything but the most minor wounds is more likely to be traveling by ship, not through the Saubral desert lands.”

      The discussion continued further. At the end, however, the Council and Heinmyets had settled the major concerns—for now.

      Heinmyets went to his quarters and sat alone, brooding, staring into the fire, sipping on his wine.

      So many things to consider.

      That appearance by Rekaré.

      You will bring hope to the world.

      What did that mean? His Heartsdaughter had always been plain-spoken in life, but it appeared that her speech as Goddess would be as obscure and enigmatic as any other of the Crowned Gods.

      Riddles. Cloaked meanings.

      The world was changing—well, the world had always done so. Hadn’t it?

      He sighed, drained his cup, and poured himself more wine. Celebration, of a sort, coupled with the desire to numb himself to his recent losses that now included his Heartsdaughter—yes, she was a Goddess but she was still amongst those now lost to him.

      But he couldn’t allow himself too much numbing. He needed to consider his role in the logistics of dealing with the return of the Two Nations’s warriors.

      In his youth he probably would have gone to Keldarasit himself to coordinate arrivals. A younger version of himself would have had the strength to make the frequent rides necessary between Dera and Keldarasit. But he was needed more in Dera, and he didn’t have a daranval to ride, which would make the trip shorter.

      At least the land remained quiet. He thought it would warn him of anything that should be of dire concern in a timely manner. It would have been helpful if Katerin had given him and Linyet speaking squares, one of the cloth-based magics supported by the Goddess Dovré that allowed brief face-to-face conversations before needing to be recharged by someone with sufficient magic. He would have loved to talk directly to his grandson.

      And yet—much as he wished otherwise, there were good reasons why Katerin hadn’t given them speaking squares. Given the Divine Confederation’s chaotic magic, those squares could have led to potential disasters if they had fallen into the hands of the Outcast God and his supporters. Better to avoid the risk of the Confederation using the squares to twist and corrupt the magic guarding the rest of Varen.

      Bad enough that the Divine Confederation had gained a tenuous foothold in the land of Waykemin, next to Clenda, separated from the Two Nations by the deep gorge of the Kitskan River. Even though Katerin and Rekaré had banished that evil, Waykemin still wrestled with the shadows of the dead-that-walked and the devastation wreaked on that land by the witch-rulers who came from the Divine Confederation.

      He would not wish that fate on his lands, much less any others.
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