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1

Futility

 

Illera shifted on something soft, still drifting in sleep. Her mind refused to focus on anything. The world could wait a while longer before it intruded on her. Her body ached in places, but that too didn’t rouse her. She pressed her face against the pillow, willing herself to fall completely back to sleep.

For a time, she succeeded. Her thoughts grew vague as dreams called out to her. Colors swirled around her in mad designs that sometimes looked like circle patterns, but mostly were nonsense. That didn’t stop her from trying to discern circles in the designs. If there were patterns, her mind was too tired to form any.

Abruptly, green dominated. The other eight colors hovered at the edges while the green pressed down on her. It felt angry. Illera shivered as she tried to pull away from the green.

“You failed.” The voice came from nowhere and everywhere at the same time, booming around her.

Illera grabbed for her sword hilt, only to find it wasn’t there. Her pockets were empty of preiginds too. She had no way to defend herself. She took a step back, hands raised before her. “I tried. I almost killed her.”

“Almost is not good enough.” The voice sounded familiar now. It was Noshe; it had to be, with the way the voice sounded a little like rustling leaves. “The Sun will rise now.”

“Rekei stopped me!” Illera glared at the green light around her, suddenly furious. “You never said that Tashrin had Rekei protecting her! You might have warned me! Or did you expect that I could defeat a spirit on my own?”

The pressure around her decreased, and the green seemed to pull away. “That is not relevant.”

Illera snorted. “Oh, of course it isn’t. I thought all I had to deal with were altered human bodyguards and a sleeping girl. I managed all of that, if you didn’t notice. If the Sun spirit does revive, you’re just as much at fault as I am!”

She woke so suddenly that at first she didn’t know she was awake. Illera stared at the plain, stone ceiling above her, unable to identify it. Warmth surrounded her, and softness. She wasn’t in the encampment in Altland anymore, but that was all she could deduce.

A rustling came from her side. Illera tensed, which made her entire body ache, especially her shoulder and thigh. When Banof’s face appeared above her, she thought she must surely still be asleep.

“Welcome back,” he said softly. He perched on the edge of the bed, close enough for her to feel his warmth but far enough not to jostle her. “You appeared in Paserad yesterday. I came as soon as I heard. I take it you were unsuccessful in killing Tashrin?”

Illera grimaced. “I might have been, if anyone had warned me that Rekei protected her.”

“Ah.” Banof looked uncomfortable. “I suppose I could have explained, after Rekei attacked Teg in Rildivmor. Rekei has long been an ally to the diemthe. He is especially protective of diemthe children – protecting all children is his nature, but we hold a special place in his heart. It had not occurred to me that he would guard Tashrin, or I would have warned you. Hean must not have thought of it, either.”

“Noshe forgot too.” Illera shifted so she sat up in bed, leaning heavily against the pillows around her. She remembered her fight now, and her escape to Paserad. Since returning here, someone must have healed her, or her aches would have been far worse. “I am still to blame for Tashrin being alive, it seems.” That came out more bitter than she’d intended, but she didn’t take it back. She’d spent enough time listening to Nikilaus and Banof strategize to know how important information was. If the spirits had intended for her to succeed, they should have told her about Rekei. She could forgive Banof for not mentioning the Water spirit – he’d only been able to write her a short letter – but Hean or Noshe should have said something.

Banof caught a strand of her hair that had escaped the braid. He twined it around his fingers and pressed a kiss to it. “I am glad you are back. Despite everything, I am also glad that you did not kill Tashrin.”

Illera looked away. “Someone has to stop her. I had the best chance.” As Noshe said, it didn’t matter that Illera had no desire to kill Tashrin. The new empress had to be stopped, no matter the price. A lifetime of guilt over killing a child was a small price when weighed against the entire world burning.

“We will find another way to stop Tashrin.”

“I did learn a few things, while hiding in her room. The boy that has the Moon spirit inside him? He lives in Landwater, apparently.”

Banof nodded, still playing with her hair. “That is good to know. Our foes cannot easily reach Landwater. No illusion would hide the altered humans, and a diemthe would act awkward. We will increase the guards around Landwater, particularly at the Travel Patterns. Anyone who enters the city will be questioned. Meanwhile, we will work to discover the identity of this boy. If we know who he is, we can protect him, move him somewhere Tashrin can never find him.”

Against her will, Illera grew calm. When Banof spoke so soothingly, so rationally, how could she do anything but believe what he said? He made it sound so easy. She shifted as much as her aches and pains would allow, moving closer to him. Soon their sides touched. “You aren’t mad, then? That I failed?”

Banof sighed. “How can I call it a failure? You survived and returned. Tashrin lives too. Perhaps I should want her dead, but I do not. I know her. She is our enemy now, but I am still glad that she lives.”

“You won’t convince her not to revive the Sun spirit. She won’t listen to you or anyone.”

“Probably not. And perhaps trying to find a way to stop her that still keeps her alive will be our doom, but I want to try anyway. Do you remember, Illera? Before we invaded Daranvirmor, before we freed Sonon. We were still in Paserad, discussing the war. I wanted to keep as many of my people alive as possible, and you agreed. It does not matter that they stand against us. They are still my people – our people. I will fight to keep them all alive and well.”

Illera could still remember those early, giddy days. They seemed an awful long time ago now, though it had been less than a month. With the thirty-first rabet defeated and Paserad safe, anything and everything seemed possible. It had been easy to hunger for not only victory, but a complete and largely bloodless victory.

She knew better now. Victory always came at a price, one that both victor and loser equally paid. She was tired of paying a price. “Do you really think we can find a way to stop the Sun spirit from being revived?”

“We will.” Banof held her gaze. “We will find a better way than killing Tashrin.”

“The spirits couldn’t think of another way.”

“Then we shall do them one better and find such a way. I believe a solution exists. Tashrin is not evil as her mother was. She lacks the resources her mother had too. We will find something.”

Illera had to smile. “When did you become so optimistic?”

“When Mitek fell but all the people I cared about most survived. I never thought that could happen. Not really.”

“The diemthe are a mess now. Lots of them died when Daranvirmor fell. They don’t know what to do with themselves.” She keenly remembered the diemthe children she’d seen, how their parents kept such close watch over them, as if they were constantly terrified of losing their children. All parents were protective of their children, of course, but what Illera saw in Altland went beyond that. The diemthe no longer felt safe. Their world had crumbled around them. Now they feared it might happen again, only this time it would take them with it.

Banof sighed. “I think we needed to fall. My people have been all-powerful for far too long. It has blinded them to the rest of the world. I wish that fewer diemthe perished when Daranvirmor fell. I believe that those who survived may be more willing to talk peace. We have not attempted to negotiate with Tashrin. Perhaps we should.”

Illera shook her head. “Didn’t you hear what I said? Tashrin wants to free the Sun spirit more than anything. We can’t talk her out of it.”

“I had no intention of mentioning spirits in our opening negotiations. I only meant we could try peace talks. Tashrin knows how tenuous her position is. Without fearing that our army could attack at any moment, perhaps she will slow down her plans to revive the Sun.”

“And if us playing friendly doesn’t stop her?” Illera asked with an eyebrow raised. She knew little of Tashrin, but she didn’t think any amount of peace would change the girl’s mind. 

Banof tilted his head to one side. “Peace is still peace. Is it not worth it on its own merit? I am tired of fighting, Illera. Most of all, I am tired of fighting my own people. Even if there is only a chance for peace, I want to take it.”

How could she argue against that? So what if peace wouldn’t fix all their problems. It would fix some of them – maybe even most of them. She had been fighting for far shorter a time than Banof had, but she too was tired. It was worth trying. “Who do we send to negotiate? The diemthe won’t listen to a human, and they hate the lianthe. If you went into the encampment in Altland, they’d just execute you as a traitor. They’d do the same to our other diemthe allies.”

“I have been thinking about this for some time. I think I have a person the diemthe will listen to. And we will not send them to Altland. We need a neutral location, somewhere neither of us has power.” He leaned down and pressed a kiss to her brow. “Nikilaus, Mrenthet, Teg, and I will discuss it. You should rest. A day or two and your injuries should heal.”

Illera sighed but let Banof ease her back into the bed. She knew little of battle strategy, most of it gleamed from listening to Banof and Nikilaus over the past month. She knew even less of how to negotiate for peace. However much she wanted to be part of the conversation, she wasn’t needed.

Now that she no longer held the karyon, she wasn’t needed for anything.

That thought might have kept her up for some time, but Banof whispered a sleep circle over her and she drifted off.

* * *

Though Iwen had only been away from Leanmarei for a few days, it felt like a lifetime. He couldn’t help the broad smile as he walked the quiet streets. That, he tried to ignore: the lack of people. Many of the residents of Leanmarei had fled south, to Bilthan where most of the other northerners hid. With the diemthe pushing harder than ever in the north, Bilthan was far safer.

Like Iwen, they were starting to return.

Every person he passed, he greeted, and they all smiled back. He was well known around the city. “Is the empress really dead, Commander?” a middle-aged man called out.

“Daranvirmor has fallen!” Iwen called back. He couldn’t say that the empress was dead. The former empress, the monster, was gone, but a new empress had taken her place. From what he had seen in Altland, Tashrin wouldn’t be nearly as awful as her mother had been. Assuming she lived long enough to be any kind of empress, of course.

As Iwen continued through town, many other people asked him similar questions, and he always answered the same way. They would hear about the new empress soon enough. Daranvirmor falling was the important part, and they needed to focus on that.

The thirteenth had once sat just outside the city of Leanmarei, doing a whole lot of nothing. That rabet was gone now. Iwen had been in Altland, and he knew. The commander was dead, and Loger had taken most of the remaining troops away before Iwen left. Those men and women could return to their homes now, and Leanmarei could exist easier, knowing it was free.

When Iwen reached the duchess’s mansion, he grinned. He hadn’t had a chance to update Aminda on everything, but she clearly knew a few things already. The flag of Komein flew prominently over the mansion, an orange crown on a red background. The imperial symbol, a black mountain on gold, no longer marred this flag. Leanmarei was free now. If Iwen had anything to say about it, it would stay free.

The guards outside the mansion opened the gate to let him in. Not everyone had fled south. Some citizens stayed behind and so had some of the guards. Iwen didn’t want the mansion vandalized or looted. The mansion itself already bustled with more people than the rest of the city.

He found Aminda in her office, surrounded by paperwork. Without looking up, she motioned for him to sit. “Only half the populace has returned so far,” she said, writing quickly. “The rest will return in the next few days, I hope.”

“They will be here. This is our home.” Bilthan hadn’t been too bad, but Iwen was glad they didn’t have to stay there for long. The camps had overflowed with people, too many pressed together in too small a place. The Sononans and Twin Summers did what they could to help, but only so much could be done with that many refugees. Half the reason Iwen had spied on the north was to keep away from the press of people in Bilthan.

He hadn’t been there in a few days. Surely Bilthan had already lost most of the refugees. No one would stay there if the alternative was their home, safe for the first time in a century or more. The southerners eagerly spread the news about Daranvirmor’s fall. The whole world must know about it by now.

At last Aminda put down her pen and look up from her work. “Did you find anything in Altland?”

Iwen grimaced. He pulled the bag off his back and poured out the papers within. “I took these from the new general’s office.”

Aminda pressed her lips together at that. Unlike most of the citizens of Leanmarei, she knew about the new empress and all the other information Iwen gathered. After staring at the papers for a moment, Aminda started glancing through them. The further she went, the unhappier she looked. “This is all in nuthe.”

“I know.” Iwen sat. He had hoped some of it might be in human. It had been a foolish hope, and he never thought it might be true. “We have nuthe allies now. I’ll ask some of them to translate.”

“Ask the lianthe,” Aminda said sharply.

Iwen bowed his head. “Yes, of course.” She knew about his strange relationship with Riol. He told her everything. He was her loyal servant. How could she rule Leanmarei and protect the resistance without his information?

It had been days since Iwen saw Riol. He had thought he would surely see the diemthe in Altland. Illera was there, but she was no spy. The south must want information about the remnants of the empire, and who better to send than Riol? To the humans and altered humans, he would be yet another diemthe. Illera had a circle that could change her features. Surely Riol knew the same circle; he would be able to hide from the other diemthe.

Well, since Iwen didn’t know where to find Riol, that meant he would have to ask a lianthe. There were other diemthe traitors, but he didn’t know who they were or where to find them.

A quick rummage through the papers found the one he wanted. “I’ll start with this one. I think it’s dates.” The words he couldn’t read. Nuthe used a different alphabet, so he couldn’t even sound it out. The numbers were the same, though. He saw a list of years, then a word he didn’t know, followed by numbers that ranged between one and ninety: obviously the days of the months.

“Do you think the diemthe kept a list of former commanders?”

There were other numbers on the list, from one to thirty-three. There were thirty-three rabets in the world, or until a few days ago there had been. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

“The empire is vast — was vast. The diemthe could probably keep track of their commanders, since there weren’t that many of them, but surely, they had to keep records for everything else. I know my officers, but our records include their names as well as other details. Surely the diemthe did the same.”

He scowled down at the paper. Whatever else, the diemthe had been organized about their empire. It reveled in cruelty, but it ruled with an iron grip. It had to be organized to manage that.

“We only need three names.”

Aminda leaned back and ran a hand through her auburn hair. Hints of gray mixed through it, but Aminda had never looked old before now. “Sometimes I think we’ll never find those diemthe. It was over three hundred years ago.”

“Three hundred years is nothing to diemthe. Those three probably still live.” Iwen shook his head. “Lots of diemthe died when Daranvirmor fell, so maybe some of them are dead. I have to believe that at least one still lives.”

“We’re free now, Iwen. We no longer suffer under the diemthe, the rabet is gone, and we decide our own fate. Does it matter if we can’t find those three?”

Iwen stiffened, clenching his hands into fists. “The ghosts of thousands of dead Komeini scream for justice.” There were ghosts, unless they had all faded into oblivion by now. The diemthe razed all the fields of Komein, executing thousands. Many of the survivors then starved to death. Those who starved received proper burials, but not those executed or killed in the fires. Some Komeini had slipped out to free those people, but the rabets worked to prevent that. Of those who tried to help, most died. Soon no one tried.

“We can’t do anything to help them. No anymore. It’s too late.”  Aminda took the papers Iwen brought her and sorted them into a neat stack, the one with dates on top. “Shouldn’t we focus on the living?”

“We can do both.” Forcing his hands to relax, Iwen leaned closer. “We are free now. Of course, we have to first take care of the living. But the diemthe and the empire are not defeated, not truly. Right now, they’re focused on making a home for the winter and consolidating what few allies they still have. It won’t last. Maybe not in our lifetimes, but the diemthe will strike back. The monsters who destroyed us probably still live. Do we want our children to suffer the same fate as our ancestors?”

Aminda closed her eyes and breathed deep. “No. No, we don’t. You’re right. We should at least try to learn who razed Komein and whether they still live. If they do… Well, Komein was strong once. It will be strong again. The diemthe need to know that.”

Iwen smiled. He knew it wasn’t a kind expression. “We will make sure that Komein stays safe through our lifetimes and into the future.”

“Wood Day is coming.” A calendar hung on the wall next to Aminda’s desk. “By then, the residents of Leanmarei should have all returned. We will hold a celebration, larger than most years. All the children will receive a free sweet. We have much to celebrate, and so we should. After that, go south and find a lianthe who can translate for us.”

Iwen stood and saluted. “My pleasure.” They could take a few days before moving forward with their plans. He had seen the encampments in Altland, and he knew the diemthe were in no condition to attack anyone. After he burned down most of the general’s office and after Illera’s attack on Tashrin, the diemthe would have even more problems to worry about.

The people of Leanmarei needed a chance to celebrate. Wood Day was the perfect time for it. After that, Iwen could resume his hunt.

At least one of the diemthe who destroyed Komein must still live. Iwen would learn who they were, and he would find them. Even if he had to return to Altland. Even if it cost him his life. The ghosts of Komein deserved that much justice.

* * *

Westey sat on the balcony, listening to his parents arguing in the next room. The doors stood open and their voices carried. Normally they tried to make sure Westey didn’t. Today must be bad if they weren’t being careful.

“—can’t have someone in the house,” his father said.

“There have been attacks all over the country! Twin Sun River, too! They’ve run out of room in the Air temples and hospitals and barracks. There are hundreds of injured soldiers who need somewhere to go. His life is no longer in danger. We can offer one room. It’s our patriotic duty!”

Westey’s father sighed. “It isn’t about patriotism. I want to help our injured soldiers. But we can’t allow that. This man might see Westey. If he gets visitors, other people might see Westey too. We can’t allow that.”

Westey closed his eyes. His lolled on the high back of the chair. With his eyes closed, he didn’t see darkness. He saw gray, the same color he saw in all his dreams. Most people saw other things. The servants told him so when they read him stories and help him. It was yet another way that Westey was different.

As if he needed something else.

Noise came from the street below. Most days, Westey watched the outside world. Not today. With his parents so upset, he couldn’t think of anything else. Even the wonders of humanity held no interest for him today.

“We’ll make a contribution to the Air temple,” his father said. “The hospital, too. That’s as good as opening our house. It’s better. It’s all we can do. You know we can’t lead normal lives.”

“We can’t make a contribution! That would be reported on our taxes! We can’t have our taxes looked at too closely. Someone could learn about Westey!”

That made Westey press his lips together. His wheelchair had preiginds on the armrests, right under where his hands rested. He said, “Move,” and the chair turned around and headed off the balcony. He stopped his chair at the door to his parents’ bedroom.

For a moment they didn’t notice him, continuing their argument. Then his mother gasped, her dark eyed wide. “Westey! How long have you been here?”

“Sorry,” he said. What he apologized for, he wasn’t sure. Maybe for overhearing them. Maybe for being born so pathetic and useless.

His mother hurried forwards, knelt beside his chair, and wrapped her arms around him. “No, sweetie, we’re the ones who should be sorry. You know we love you, don’t you?”

“Of course.” Everything they did, they did for him. However much it frustrated him at times, he never doubted their intentions. He shifted his head, resting it as close to his mother as he could.

He burst with wishes. He had so many of them that even a normal person would need a few lifetimes to fulfill them all. Today, what he wished the most was that he could hug his mother back. It didn’t matter how much he wished it. His hands stayed where the servants had placed them, as motionless as ever.

His father crouched at the other side. “People can’t learn about you, Westey. The Air priests and Elementalists tried to heal you as a child. They couldn’t do anything then. They were already talking about taking you away for testing. We won’t let anyone take you away from us, even if they think they can help you. You have to stay here, where no one knows about you.”

“A soldier wouldn’t betray me. They’re the best and bravest people in the world. We can help one man.”

Westey saw soldiers from his balcony sometimes. They were a wondrous sight, powerful and confident and ready to help anyone who needed it. Sometimes he wished he could be a soldier. He also wished he could be a sailor and an explorer and a sprinter, among many other jobs that he could never have.

His parents shared a look. “I think it would be better to make contributions…” his father started.

“No.” Westey shook his head. “All the Twin Sun Kingdoms have been hurt. We lost the palace and the king and queen. You can help the army, but I can’t. I want to help, too. Let a soldier come here to recover. I’ll help him get better.”

His mother smiled. She tightened her arms around Westey’s shoulder. He felt it as if from a great distance. He knew she touched him, but he didn’t really feel it. He couldn’t really feel anything below his neck. His mother remembered a moment later, because she planted a kiss on his forehead. “You are the sweetest boy in the world. I didn’t know you wanted to help.”

Westey nodded. “I hear things from outside. The servants tell me things, too. The south is in great danger, and we all have to work together to make it better. There isn’t much I can do, but I can do this.”

“That’s my boy.” His father ruffled Westey’s messy curls. “You’ll be a pillar of the community when you grow up.”

When Westey grew up, he’d still probably be confined to the second floor of the house. He almost never left it. A few times a year, usually on holidays, two of the servants carried him downstairs. If he had ever been outside the house, he couldn’t remember it.

He smiled anyway because he wanted his parents to believe that. If they believed it, maybe one day he’d believe it too. “Please, can we help?”

“Yes.” His mother rose, face set. Westey knew that was the end of it. When his mother got that look on her face, no one argued with her.

With a sigh, his father nodded. “Very well. We keep Westey away as the soldier is brought inside. And he can’t have any visitors when Westey is around!”

“We can do that.” With a flare of her long skirt, Westey’s mother turned and hurried off. A few moments later, he could hear her walking down the stairs and calling to the servants.

When her voice vanished, Westey’s father turned a solemn expression on him. “I know you want to help, and that’s a good thing. But please don’t get too close to this soldier, Westey. He’ll only be here a few days, and then you’ll never see him again. Remember, the only people you can trust are me, your mother, and the servants.”


 

 

 

2

A Boy

 

When Nikilaus led Nithanael inside the Landwater Elementalist Guild, his brother said, “Here?” as if he expected to see diemthe jump out from the shadows.

Nikilaus nodded. “That’s what Illera said.” He couldn’t blame his brother for being nervous. He wanted to search the shadows too, and the skies, and every nook and cranny in the city. Twice now in recent days Landwater had come under attack, both from sources that couldn’t easily be stopped.

The first attack came through the Travel Pattern. Thanks to Riol, they had known the attack was coming and had been ready for it. There had been minimal damage. Nikilaus still wanted to shiver every time he thought of an attack coming through the Travel Pattern. An incoming traveler couldn’t be stopped, couldn’t be identified before they appeared. Before, he’d thought of Travel Patterns as modern wonders of convenience, logistics, and communication. Now he saw them as the vulnerabilities they were. The Travel Pattern in Landwater had been changed since the attack, as had most of the southern Travel Patterns. Nikilaus knew how easily the diemthe could learn the new patterns. The solution was temporary at best. Another attack could come at any time.

The second attack had been far worse. Nikilaus still had nightmares about watching destruction reign down on Paserad, the source of the attacks impossible to find. They had known that attack was coming too, but it still devastated Paserad. The lone air ship to escape did far worse to Landwater. He prayed daily that the diemthe had no more invisible air ships – or even visible ones. Never before had he feared the open sky. Now he did.

There was no defense against attacks from above. It was almost impossible to stop an unseen enemy. Nikilaus never again wanted to have to fight a battle like that.

He had wanted also to avoid Landwater. Seeing the city in ruins made him ache, even if he avoided looking at the hole where the castle once stood. This was his home. He didn’t like seeing it like this. There were too many memories here, all of them still raw. 

“So this boy, whoever he is, has the Moon spirit inside him? I thought the Moon spirit was dead?” Nithanael sat very straight in his chair, which stood in the center of the room. They were in a conference room not far from the Travel Pattern. With twenty guards, the room felt stifling. No one had suggested fewer guards. Nithanael already constantly glanced in the direction of the Travel Pattern, obviously wishing he wasn’t here. Nikilaus couldn’t blame him. No city could be truly considered safe anymore, but he knew he felt more comfortable in Paserad.

Teg sat across from Nikilaus and Nithanael. He’d brought only Mel, Veiyond, and one other lianthe with him. Nikilaus hoped that meant Teg was confident they wouldn’t be attacked. If so, that confidence hadn’t spread to anyone else, but Nikilaus hoped it would – and soon. “Spirits do not ever die. The Moon does not truly live inside this boy. We will never have Lirka back. But the remains of her soul are there, deep inside the boy. If Tashrin kills the boy with the karyon, the Sun spirit will be freed from his prison.”

Nikilaus and Nithanael shared a look. “And no one thought to mention that the Sun spirit could be revived until now?” Nithanael asked harshly. “Because that’s pretty important.”

Scowling, Veiyond said, “While the karyon was lost, it hardly mattered. Without both the boy and the karyon, the Sun spirit was safely locked away.”

“Then perhaps you should have mentioned something before you let Illera meander into Daranvirmor, where she could lose the karyon!” Nithanael snapped. Nikilaus winced at that. He hadn’t liked the idea of sending Illera into Daranvirmor, but it had seemed a reasonable risk at the time. The karyon was needed to kill Empress Mitek, he’d thought. They’d all thought.

“Forgive me,” Teg said, spreading his hands wide. “I didn’t think to mention the danger. I was not thinking clearly at the time.”

Nithanael leaned back in his seat. He didn’t look any less angry, but he didn’t say anything else. Nikilaus couldn’t blame him. It was hard to yell at Teg, not only because he was the emperor but also because he acted like that. Didn’t he know that royalty wasn’t supposed to take the blame when things went wrong?

“Look, it’s done now,” Mel said, “so there’s no point in bitching about it. How do we find this boy? I don’t suppose he glows silver or anything obvious like that?”

Veiyond said, “Nothing physical, I fear. There should be proof inside the boy’s mind – traces of silver. Send your Elementalists to inspect every boy between ten and eighteen, Your Majesty, and we will find the boy.”

Groaning, Nithanael rubbed his brow. “Do you have any idea how many boys of that age live in Landwater? There must be thousands! My Elementalists are busy healing the injured and repairing the city. We don’t have enough to conduct a search.”

“Then you would rather Tashrin find the boy first?” Veiyond raised an eyebrow. “She has the karyon. She can scry his location precisely. She may already know his face and his exact location, and only needs to sneak someone into Landwater to pick him up.”

“I have tripled the guards on the Travel Pattern,” Nikilaus said, “and at the city gates. Every person who enters the city will be thoroughly searched, questioned, and checked for illusions. A diemthe might be able to slip past us disguised, but their accent would give them away.” He’d yet to meet any nuthe who didn’t have an obvious accent. Even Teg, who sounded more human than the others, still spoke like a northern human.

Veiyond said, “I can lend you some lianthe to help with the search. It is imperative we find the boy quickly.”

“That will help.” For the first time since coming to Landwater, Nithanael lost the sour look on his face. “I don’t want to cause a panic in the city. Say that the Elementalists are looking for injuries and trauma. Say also that they’ll inspect everyone, but they’re starting with the boys. If people think it’s part of the other restoration efforts, I think they’ll accept it.”

Nikilaus nodded. That sounded like a reasonable explanation to him. “Did you hear from Banof about these peace talks?” He’d received a letter, but it hadn’t included many details. Illera was safe in the south again, and Nikilaus had to be relieved about that.

“Yes. He’s coming here. He should have been here by now,” Teg said. He cocked his head, as if listening. Nikilaus wondered if his hearing had improved since he’d lost his vision. He’d heard that good hearing was common for blind people. Perhaps that only worked for those blind from birth. Or perhaps Teg hadn’t been blind long enough.

Mel stood. “You’ve already got the extra troops asking questions. He probably got held up. I’ll find him.” She left the room, and the lianthe Nikilaus didn’t know followed her. Nikilaus wanted to ask her what it was like to live among lianthe. She was the only human alive to have seen their cities. Maybe later he’d get the chance.

He had expected it would be some time, but Mel returned in less than a minute. Banof, Mrenthet, and Katlen all trailed after her, as well as the other lianthe. Nikilaus sat up and stared at Mrenthet and Katlen. He hadn’t seen either of them in days, not since Katlen had gone to visit Mrenthet. Did they get along now? Did they still love him? Did they love one another? He couldn’t tell by looking, and the mystery made him want to scream until he got answers. It didn’t help that he still didn’t know what he hoped for. The selfish part of him wanted them both, which he supposed meant they should care for each other as well. Otherwise they would all be miserable.

When Katlen sat beside him and Mrenthet on her other side, he first felt hopeful. Then he realized those were the only chairs open, save for the one on Mrenthet’s other side near Mel, which Banof took. Refusing to be discouraged, he flashed a smile at both women. Katlen returned it, and Mrenthet nodded shallowly. He took both as good signs.

Nithanael’s soft huff drew Nikilaus’s attention back to the present. His brother eyed both the diemthe with distaste. He covered it well, but even with two years apart, Nikilaus knew Nithanael’s expressions well. He hoped Banof and Mrenthet couldn’t tell. “You think it’s possible to make peace with the other diemthe?”

“I believe we must try.” Banof kept his hands pressed flat against the table. A moment later, Mrenthet copied him. That made all the guards relax an iota. “Tashrin is not Mitek. She has no particular dislike of humans. Until recently, I doubt she had ever met one. Furthermore, her position is not as secure as Mitek’s was. She has three, perhaps four northern countries still allied with her. Her army is a fraction of what it was. If we offer to talk, I think she will at least listen.”

“And what is the point of having talks if nothing will come of them?”

Banof didn’t blink as Nithanael’s tone grew more hostile. “Surely it is always worth trying for peace. If we are talking, then hopefully we are not fighting. If nothing else, perhaps peace talks will distract her from searching for the boy here in Landwater.”

Nithanael didn’t look much more pleased by that. Before he could speak, Teg said, “We need a neutral place for these talks. I suggest Rankin, in northern Komein. It was a major city, five hundred years ago, but it was destroyed during the latter part of the war. There still a small village there now, and nothing else for kilometers. It also has a Travel Pattern.”

Nikilaus had to shake his head at the idea of a small village having a Travel Pattern. In the south, Travel Patterns were rare. They had to smuggle their resonite from the north, and there was never enough of it. Only major cities had Travel Patterns. Now there was more resonite in the south, thanks to Olizen and decades of lying to her superiors in Daranvirmor about how much the mines in Fillam produced, but it would be a long time yet before even medium-sized towns had Travel Patterns. 

“I want this village inspected before any meetings,” Nithanael said. “It must be free of rabet influences. And there must be nowhere the diemthe can hide a surprise attack.” He grimaced as he said that. He was thinking the same thing Nikilaus was: destruction falling from a clear sky. Could they ever be sure a place was safe from all attacks?

“You don’t need to fear the locals, Your Majesty,” Teg said. “You’ll find nowhere that the diemthe are more hated than northern Komein. The people of Rankin know why their land produces so little, and what happened to the rest of their city.”

There was a story behind that. Nikilaus repressed a shudder – a horrible story, he was sure. He knew little of northern history after the war. So little of it reached the south, and northern books couldn’t be trusted to hold the truth. He knew that much of the Komeini plains had been scoured during the end of the war. So much powerful Elementalism had been used there that the ground may never bear crops again, or at least not good crops.

Enough northern history had filtered south for Nikilaus to know that, shortly after the diemthe conquered Komein, the people had risen in a huge rebellion. It was the only large-scale revolt the north ever saw, because the diemthe demolished the entire country for it. Something like half the Komeini population had died in the revolts, and yet more of the land was ruined. Once the most powerful and rich country in the world, Komein now depended mostly on fishing and sea trade. Little of its population lived away from the coast, save for the pocket of civilization and safety that was Rildivmor.

“So we have a location,” Nikilaus said. He hoped he didn’t have to go to Rankin. As a boy, he’d been curious about the north. Now he wished not to see any of it. It would be too sad, and he’d want to help the northerners. He had only enough time and energy to help his own people, so he’d rather not see the suffering in the north. “Who do we send to talk with the diemthe? Who will they listen to?”

Mrenthet and Banof shared a look. “Banof thought Vereim would make a good choice,” Mrenthet said at last.

Nikilaus frowned. The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it. “Vereim was assigned to assist the twenty-ninth,” Banof explained. “We captured him after defeating the twenty-ninth in Relerio. Since then, he has provided useful information, he helped convince many of the altered humans to help us, and he fought beside us at Daranvirmor. He is one of the most powerful diemthe, and respected by most. Mrenthet and I would be ignored, because we are young and we have always had wayward opinions. I believe the other diemthe would listen to Vereim. He can be persuasive.”

“Can he be trusted?” Nikilaus asked. “How did he join your rebellion?”

Mrenthet looked away, but Banof remained didn’t flinch. “We forced him to. I admit that. We placed a circle on him, forcing him to obey Mrenthet’s commands. Perhaps that is all that kept him loyal at first, but he has worked long and hard for us since. He risked his life at Daranvirmor and saved many others by destroying the Travel Patterns.”

Now Nikilaus remembered. He had heard the reports that, after Mareth fell, Vereim took over slowing down the altered humans that streamed out through the Travel Patterns. Nikilaus had even seen Vereim work, though he hadn’t remembered his name at the time.  He started, “I suppose he is accept—” When he saw the expressions on Teg’s and Veiyond’s faces, he stopped.

He had seen Veiyond angry before, but this was the first time he’d seen it on Teg. Nikilaus shivered, an involuntary reaction he couldn’t stop. It didn’t matter that Teg’s anger wasn’t directed at anyone here. He was by far the most powerful person alive, and he rarely grew angry. Only someone like Empress Mitek should be able to elicit such a response in Teg.

“What’s wrong?” Mel asked. She stared wide-eyed at Teg. If she was that concerned, Nikilaus didn’t feel as bad about feeling the same.

“Vereim is the former commander of the sixteenth rabet,” Teg said tightly. “That is the one positioned in Vokarin in Komein. He is the one who destroyed Komein, he and the commanders of the thirteenth and the fifteenth. He is responsible for more deaths than anyone else alive.”

Something twisted inside Nikilaus. He’d known, on some distant level, that someone had ordered the destruction of Komein. He’d even known that it must have one or more of the rabet commanders from that time, perhaps with permission and blessings from Daranvirmor.

Maybe Nikilaus didn’t have the time or energy to worry about the people of the north, but he worried anyway. It made him feel sick, that he’d stood that close to a monster like that. It made him want to vomit, thinking that just moments ago he’d felt grateful for Vereim.

“I killed the other two,” Teg continued, “but Vereim retired from his post before I could get to him. You did not mention before that he was the one helping you.” He scowled at Banof.

To Nikilaus’s amazement, Banof didn’t look afraid of Teg. Perhaps he just hid it well. Nikilaus felt afraid and Teg’s anger wasn’t even directed at him. “If we turn aside help from everyone who has done something wrong, we will have few allies left.”

Veiyond pounded a fist against the table. “You speak as though he made mistakes. His actions were deliberate! You cannot execute a tenth of a country by accident! Neither can you starve half of what remains without intending it! He knew what he was doing! He is as great a monster as Mitek or Wirek or Garlon! He was one of the main diemthe we planned to kill!”

Knowing rumors was one thing. Hearing facts was worse. Nikilaus pressed a hand over his mouth, trying to hold down his breakfast. 

“I spoke with Vereim many times after we captured him,” Banof said softly into the silence. “I – we – have always known what he did. In truth, what he did is no more than most rabets are charged to do. When we leave Daranvirmor for our posts, we promise to raze our foes, in an inferno like the one that will descend when the Sun shines again. ‘The whole world will burn soon,’ Vereim said after we captured him. ‘What is the point of fighting against it?’ He is a believer. Most diemthe do not worship the Sun spirit, or only in words. And many do not realize what bringing the Sun back will mean. They think inferno is a metaphor, that the Sun will bring only life and light and happiness.”

He shook his head. “I have always understood the truth. Vereim has, too. He did not find joy in the thought of burning the world, but he believed it was inevitable. So he did nothing to fight against it. Whether he has regretted his actions in Komein, I do not know. Whether it matters if he regrets, I cannot say. I do know he now believes that the Sun can be stopped. I know too that he does not wish the Sun freed. He will fight to stop that. He has already done so.”

“That is not enough,” Veiyond said. “Komein is no longer haunted. After so many years, all his victims have faded into oblivion. It does not matter that they are no longer here. They still deserve justice. You should execute Vereim – if you do not, we will do so for you!”

Banof stiffened. “You would walk into our encampments, planning violence? Our rabets will not appreciate that, Regent. They barely trust lianthe. They will defend themselves.”

“If they would defend a monster like Vereim, they deserve death! They—”

“Stop.” At Teg’s command, Veiyond mouth shut with an audible click of teeth. “We will not fight each other. For the moment, Vereim lives with you. So be it. I will not fight that today. But I will also not accept him in peace negotiations. We shall use Meinfan instead.”

Slowly, the tension in the room eased. Both Veiyond and Banof sat back, though they still watched one another closely. Nikilaus noticed that Mrenthet watched Veiyond, too. Relief shot through him that Veiyond hadn’t started a fight with the diemthe. If a fight did flare up, he couldn’t pick a side. The lianthe had been the allies of the Twin Sun Kingdoms forever, and only a fool would wish to stand against them. But he loved Mrenthet. She did not need aid, and there would be little he could do against Veiyond, but he would wish to defend her regardless.

A hand rested on his arm. It was Katlen. She didn’t look at him, didn’t clutch at him, merely touched him. Her other hand held Mrenthet’s.

“I had considered Meinfan,” Banof said, drawing Nikilaus’s attention again. “I worried that she would be considered a traitor now, too. Since Vereim was taken captive, he would not have such a stigma. Meinfan has always done as she pleased, though. I am unsure if she would agree. She has other concerns at this time. Riol is still badly damaged.”

“Ask her if she will do this for us,” Teg said. “We would much prefer her to Vereim.”

Banof inclined his head. “I will ask her.”

Nithanael stood. “I must head back to Paserad. Let us speak again in two days. Perhaps we can have the Sononans, Relerions, and Giramites join us. If we are trying for peace, they will want a say.”

That signaled the end of the meeting. Nithanael took most of the Twin Sun guards with him, and Mel and the lianthe soon left too. “Is Illera recovering?” Teg asked Banof before he left.

“She should be fine soon.”

“Good. She needs to visit Lirufenleilmor as soon as possible.” Teg nodded, then let Mel and Veiyond lead him from the room. Nikilaus felt a thrill – he thought he knew what that was about. He hoped so, at least. If Teg wanted to name anyone other than Illera as his heir, Nikilaus would have words for him.

Banof lingered in his chair for a moment, looking like he intended to wait for Mrenthet, but she waved him on ahead. When only Nikilaus, Katlen, Mrenthet, and a few guards remained in the room, Mrenthet said, “We three will need to speak in private soon. You know where to find me.” She gazed at both of them for a long moment, then she too left.

Katlen accompanied Nikilaus from the room. She kept quiet as Nikilaus gave the Elementalists and all the guards present their instructions – she wasn’t from Landwater, and the people here didn’t know her competency. It was a simple enough task to assign. Landwater kept excellent records of its citizens, records that fortunately hadn’t been kept inside the palace. They’d been in the taxation office down the block, which had emerged from the air ship attack unscathed.

“How do we know if we find the right boy?” asked one of the Elementalists for the fifth time.

Nikilaus made to reach for his forehead that he might rub his brow, but Katlen’s presence at his side stayed his hand. “Look into his mind. You have a circle for that – Inspect Miel, was it? Look at the colors. If you see any silver, you have the right boy. Silver doesn’t normally appear in a mind.”

The Elementalists still looked confused – neither Nikilaus nor anyone else had told them why a boy would have silver in his mind – but they seemed confident about what they needed to do.

“Remember to keep calm about it, and if anyone asks, explain that we want to make sure that no one was effected mentally by the attack. If any parents are worried for their children, you may inspect them as well. Doing this, as well as checking incoming travelers for illusions, is the only thing you need to focus on right now. Everything else can wait.”

When he turned his attention to the masters, they nodded. Nikilaus smiled, confident the masters would make sure the operation went smoothly. He could return tomorrow too, to make sure there were no problems. By then, the lianthe should have arrived to help, so Nikilaus needed to visit regardless. They were trusted allies, but their presence could still be disruptive. They couldn’t afford distractions right now. They needed to find this boy before the diemthe did.

At last, he felt he could leave Landwater to its own devices. He took Katlen by the arm and fled through the Travel Pattern, back to Paserad. A tightness he hadn’t noticed before eased when he smelled the sea air. He hadn’t thought Landwater made him as nervous as it had Nithanael, but it seemed he was wrong.

Paserad was no safer from attacks than Landwater – if anything, it was in more danger, because it was further north and easier for the diemthe to reach. Somehow, separate from all reason, it felt safer to him.
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