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1

An Alliance of Spirits

 

“They can’t find the boy? Not anywhere?” Illera couldn’t keep the dismay from her voice. She didn’t care enough to try.

“No.” Banof threw the papers down on the table with a disgusted look. “They have checked the entire city and most of the neighboring villages. Nikilaus is confident they missed no one in the city, but he plans to have his people check again regardless. The people of Landwater will begin to suspect there is something other than a mysterious illness, but that cannot be helped. We must find the boy.” He sat behind his desk, arms crossed over his chest.

Illera reached over his desk and caught his hand. “We’ll find the boy somewhere. I’m sure we will.” Her stomach twisted in and around itself. She should have slipped back to Altland after Meinfan spoke with the altered humans. By now, Illera could have found a way to stop Tashrin. She’d been a fool to assume they could prevent this mess by not killing the new empress.

She still didn’t want to kill Tashrin, but every day she feared there were no other choices. If there was another way to stop Tashrin, she hadn’t thought of it yet. She didn’t think Banof had either; if he had, he hadn’t shared his plan.

On the chair beside Illera’s, Mel snatched up the papers and flipped through them. She’d come back with Illera from Yofenonmor, muttering something about needing a break from lianthe. Illera thought she was just desperate for something to do. They all were. They had so little time.

Tashrin could find the boy with the karyon. She could scry to learn what the boy looked like and where he lived. If the boy had left Landwater, she would know. She would be able to track him no matter where he went. Illera and her allies could only follow Tashrin and hope to stumble across the boy first. Just thinking about that made Illera want to run to the Travel Pattern, go to Landwater, and search the city herself. She’d probably have no more luck than anyone else, but at least she’d be helping. What good was she doing, stuck here in Banof’s office?

“Mrenthet is helping Nikilaus?” Mel asked as she scanned the pages. “Is that a good idea? Won’t the people of Landwater freak out if they see her?”

“Mrenthet wished to help Nikilaus,” Banof said.

Illera suspected it was more than that. Last she’d seen, Nikilaus and Mrenthet had been mostly interested in eying one another up. She tried not to feel disapproving. She had thought Nikilaus loved Katlen. While she liked Mrenthet almost as much as Katlen – and maybe would like her as much once she got to know her better – she disliked the idea of Mrenthet stealing Nikilaus from Katlen. Perhaps it wasn’t like that; Illera didn’t know many of the details. All she knew was that she liked both Katlen and Mrenthet and didn’t want to see either of them hurt by Nikilaus – just as she liked Nikilaus and didn’t want to see him hurt people who cared for him.

“I suspect she has not been on the streets, testing boys or asking questions,” Banof added dryly.

Mel snorted. “That’d be haunting hilarious, at least til someone tried to kill her. Oblivion, you’d think finding a kid with a spirit inside him would be easy.”

“That is not our only problem, either. Your friend Iwen sent a letter,” Banof said to Illera.

She tensed and gripped the arms of the chair tight. She wasn’t sure she wanted to count Iwen as a friend anymore, though that was a topic she didn’t want to think about today. “What did he say?”

Banof pulled some papers out of a drawer and pushed them towards her. “A war is brewing in the northeast, between Sulindra and Tongar.”

“What?” Illera snatched up the papers, staring at them in horror. Iwen had included a map on the second page. It showed the border between the two countries, with the approximate locations of the two armies on it. “What in oblivion are they thinking?” She gripped the pages so hard she nearly ripped them.

“Sulindra and Tongar have hated one another for centuries.” Banof leaned back in his chair, looking tired. “The rabets there spent just as much time keeping them from attacking one another as they did repressing any rebellions or instilling order. If war does break out, it may not stay between those two countries. The northeast is a difficult area. Minnro and Dimaria will join in too, perhaps allying with one of the others, perhaps forming their own sides. Even Zei may become involved.”

That would put the entire northeast into a massive fight.

“Are they stupid?” Illera slapped the papers on the table. “They’ve been free of the rabets for – what? – fifteen days? Less? And this is how they celebrate their freedom?” If she was close to the northeast, she’d march out now and give those rulers a piece of her mind.

So they didn’t like their neighbors. Fine, they didn’t have to. But for the first time in centuries, the northeast was free from imperial rule, and they couldn’t think of anything better to do than start a war? Her fingers bit into the edge of Banof’s desk as she imagined shaking those rulers until they saw sense.

“It is stupid, but we should have foreseen this. The northeast has had no armies for two hundred years. The rabets permitted only small police forces and an honor guard for the royals. Nonetheless, most of the population has experience fighting. They were forced to serve in the rabets, the same as everyone else in the north. They also had a scare recently, when many of their reserves were called to help fight battles in the south. Freedom, plus no real experience with war, plus plenty of soldiers who suddenly have nothing else to do?” Banof shook his head. “Of course, this could not have ended easy.”

“It is stupid, and they have no excuse.” Illera glared at Banof, daring him to contradict her.

He smiled suddenly, and Illera’s stomach flopped over. They were going to marry soon. The thought frightened and excited her. Every time it popped into her head, she could think of nothing else.

“It is stupid, but it is true,” he said.

A few blank pieces of paper sat on the edge of Banof’s desk. Illera snatched one and a pen and composed a reply to Iwen. She asked for any additional information he had and promised that they would do what they could to stop the conflict before anyone got killed. The two armies hadn’t met yet, as far as Iwen knew. Since he worked for Duchess Aminda, Illera thought his information should be accurate. Whether she, the lianthe, and the south actually could do anything to stop this stupid war, she felt less confident.

She used Banof’s Post Pattern to send the letter to Iwen, then settled back in her chair. “Are there any other problems stewing that we don’t have time for?”

“Nizel’s been hanging out in Daranvirmor,” Mel said.

“What?” Illera whirled on her with a glare.

Mel smirked. “You didn’t hear while we were in Yofenonmor, I take it? The kids told me. She isn’t the only one there. Your friend, Chirim, has been spending lots of time around Daranvirmor too, but he’s actually supposed to be there. Well, I hear he’s been going back and forth between Daranvirmor and Fillam. He’s hoping to find more resonite, but all the stores are gone. We won’t be building any new Travel Patterns for a while.”

Illera thought again of the war brewing in the northeast. According to Iwen’s map, there were a number of small towns and villages along the border. If a tiny village like Rankin was anything to judge by, some of those towns should have Travel Patterns. If they needed to bring troops to the north, they could do so.

So long as the Travel Patterns were safe to use. She should have asked Iwen about that. Illera sighed and penned a follow up letter. “Do you think Nizel is causing any trouble in Daranvirmor?” she asked once she’d sent the second letter.

Mel shrugged. “It’s Nizel. Probably. She let you get named heir way too easy. Watch. She’ll cause trouble soon, I promise you.”

Illera didn’t argue with that. She had hoped Nizel might accept her, but she hadn’t expected it. “Well, we have other, more important things to worry about now. Nizel can wait.” I hope, she added to herself. She didn’t think Nizel could do something that would make her heir instead of Illera. Not now, after Teg had named her in Yofenonmor and the lianthe had confirmed it.

She could spend hours and days stewing over those thoughts and not get anywhere. She didn’t know enough about the lianthe to guess if Nizel had something planned that might win her what she wanted. So Illera forced Nizel away from her thoughts. Between Tashrin plotting in Altland, the Sun spirit being freed, a boy they couldn’t find, and a war in the northeast, Nizel was the last of Illera’s worries.

Banof’s Post Pattern shimmered with nine colors, and some papers appeared. Illera spread them out on the desk so they could all read them. Iwen wrote replies quickly when he wanted something. He included some estimates of how many troops both Tongar and Sulindra had. As Banof had predicted, the numbers were high, since most of the rabet soldiers had gone home. He listed Elementalists too, which Illera hadn’t thought about but should have. He also included five Travel Patterns from towns along the border or close to it.

He ended his letter saying, ‘The lianthe should take care of this. If they want to reclaim their empire, this is the perfect place to start.’

Illera made a face. That made it sound far too similar to what the diemthe had done for her taste. If they went northeast to help – and she assumed they would – they would be there to help, not to build a foothold. Now that Iwen mentioned it, she wondered if the people of the northeast would see it that way.

Another question sprang to mind. How exactly did one stop a war? If they went north with a large chunk of the lianthe and Twin Sun army, would that even help, or would it just make things worse? That was just as likely to turn it into a three-way battle. Or the Sulindran and Tongaran armies would join forces against them.

They had tried to stop wars before, with no success. She could see no way that this one would turn out any better than the last few. In many ways, it would be worse, since the people of the northeast were supposed to be allies – or at least not enemies.

The door slammed opened. Illera jumped and whirled, ready to attack. Not that she suspected an assassin in Banof’s encampment, but because she’d spent too much time in danger of late. She saw Banof and Mel tense too, so it wasn’t just her.

Azeha strode inside, dragging Riol behind him.

Illera blinked, the attack circle gone from her mind. This was the first time she’d seen Riol moving since Daranvirmor.

A massive grin stretched across Azeha’s face. “He is talking!” Azeha pulled Riol close to him, draping an arm around him. “Show them, Riol. Say my name again.”

“Azeha,” Riol said. His gaze focused on the far wall, and he spoke with no intonation, but he did speak.

“See? He is better! He will recover!” Azeha hugged Riol tight. He didn’t seem to care that Riol didn’t return the embrace.

Illera smiled. “That’s wonderful. Has he said or done anything else?”

“He does not need to do anything else. Riol.” Azeha pulled away and made Riol look towards them. “There is Banof. Do you remember him?”

Even with Azeha pointing his head in the right direction, Illera wondered if Riol saw Banof. Slowly, his gaze seemed to sharpen as he stared at Banof. “Banof,” he said at last.

“Perfect!” Azeha pecked him on the cheek. “A month or two more, a year at most, and he will recover! Just wait and watch!”

Illera thought that Riol needed far longer than that to recover, but she didn’t say anything. She couldn’t dampen Azeha’s joy. She wanted to share it. This was more than Banof had expected. Maybe if they tried healing Riol again, he could make more progress.

“So does this mean you’re ready to go spying for us again?” Mel asked.

Azeha sniffed. “Riol needs me. I cannot leave him. Anyway, what is there that you do not know? Tashrin is empress and seeks a boy in Landwater. I do not know where to find this boy. Even Tashrin might not know. How much do you think I could learn at the third and fourth encampments that we do not already know from Illera?”

Many things had probably changed since Illera attacked Tashrin. If nothing else, the diemthe would have changed their Travel Patterns. It would be useful to have someone there, to keep them apprised of the situation. But Illera didn’t have the heart to tell Azeha he should leave Riol behind and go, even if they did have a way to get him to Altland.

“We know a few things, thanks to Rukeni,” Banof said. At Illera’s confused look, he said, “I had planned to mention it earlier, but the news of the conflict in the northeast distracted me. Umagun is in Hillgrandia, finding the remnants of his people. He is having more trouble than expected, as the altered humans abandoned their cities and moved into the wilds. While in Highland, he met an altered human named Rukeni, who is one of Tashrin’s bodyguards.”

Illera remembered Tashrin’s bodyguards. She also remembered Rukeni from his discussion with Meinfan. “Has she made any progress? Did Rukeni say?” If the altered human was loyal to Tashrin, surely he wouldn’t divulge that information.

“Tashrin placed a command into his mind to guarantee his loyalty and protection. Meinfan told him about it when they met in Rankin. He was troubled enough by knowing about it that he sought help. Since the other altered humans could not help him, Umagun asked me for help. Rukeni eventually allowed me to look into his mind. I took care of the command, but I may have looked at other things while there.” Banof smirked.

Illera smiled.

Mel snorted. “You’re a gray bastard. So what is the news?”

“As of yesterday, they had not found the boy either. However, Jirvek, the commander of the nineteenth in Enatren, is heading south. He did not go directly to Landwater, because the Travel Pattern is being watched. Instead he travels overland, hoping to pull shadows around him and slip into the city at night. I warned Nikilaus, but it will do little good. Landwater is a large city. They cannot watch every spot on the wall, especially for a diemthe they will not be able to see.”

The smile fell from Illera’s face. She felt like she’d never smiled before or would again. “Will Jirvek be able to find the boy?”

“Not on his own. He travels south with resonite. Not much, but enough to build a small Travel Pattern. All he needs is an empty house to hide it in, and there are plenty such houses in Landwater after the attack. With a Travel Pattern in place, Tashrin can safely come to Landwater. She has the karyon. She can scry for the boy with accuracy.”

Illera rubbed her arms. “How do we stop that?” She couldn’t think of any way to stop this Jirvek. Stopping an invisible enemy was almost impossible. She should know, she’d been on both sides of that. Perhaps if they already knew where the boy was, they could stop Jirvek, but Landwater was too large a city to cover all of it. She turned desperate eyes to Banof.

He lowered his head. “I do not know. I have been pondering it, but I have thought of nothing yet.”

Mel looked between Illera and Banof. “So, what? You’re just giving up? You’re going to let Tashrin destroy the world? There has to be something we can do!” She punched Banof’s desk.

“Azeha?” Banof asked. “Can you think of anything?”

“It is possible to see through shadows. I did it, when chasing the last air ship west from Landwater with Chirim.” Azeha held Riol close to him. “But I knew where to look for the air ship – it left a trail of destruction. Later, we saw its shadow. Jirvek will not attack anything, and he will move at night. Do we know where he will cross into Landwater?”

Banof ran a hand through his hair. Even with it messed up, he still looked pretty. Illera wished she could spend the day appreciating Banof’s hair. “He is coming from the north, so likely on that side of the city. But that helps little. There are three doors on the north side of Landwater and over twelve kilometers of wall.”

Azeha shook his head. “If I do not know where to look, I cannot help.”

“How did you not mention this earlier?” Illera hissed at Banof.

He sighed. “What would you have me do with this information? Tashrin will acquire the boy. At this point, we must accept that and plan accordingly.”

“We’re going to have to go to Altland again, aren’t we?” Illera’s stomach sank. She knew she should have followed Rukeni when he and the other two altered humans left Rankin. “Do we know any of the new Travel Patterns? Did you see them in Rukeni’s mind?”

“I caught a vague design but not enough specifics to be useful.”

“Oblivion.” Illera slumped in her chair.

Mel stood and grabbed the maps Banof had left lying out on the table. She found one that showed Altland and Hillgrandia and spread it out on Banof’s desk. “So we can’t get to Tashrin directly. I assume the Travel Pattern at Firol Rabetmor will also have been changed?” She tapped the city on the map. The third and fourth had been marked beside it.

“Even if they do not know that is how Illera escaped, they will have changed it by now. It is probably better watched too,” Banof said.

“So we’ll have to do like Jirvek and travel overland. The closest city is Highland. Or is Lowland better?” Mel’s finger wandered south, into Hillgrandia. Highland sat in the center of the country. Lowland, the only other city marked in Hillgrandia, hugged the coast, further south. The countryside around Highland was filled with hills. While Lowland was further away, if the land was flat, it’d be easier to travel that way. Even air barges moved faster over plains and beaches than hills. It meant fewer things to maneuver around and avoid hitting.

Illera leaned closer. “We could even go to Daranvirmor.” She used her fingers to measure the distance. The former diemthe capital was even closer to Firol Rabetmor than Highland, but the Northern Mountains stood in between. “Daranvirmor is our territory now. It’s safe.”

“I saw Highland when Umagun brought me to help Rukeni,” Banof said. “It is deserted, all the altered humans gone. He said Lowland looks much the same. I would not venture the mountains this time of year. The wilds of Hillgrandia are also better avoided, especially since the other altered humans are hiding there somewhere. Lowland is further, but probably safest and fastest.”

“How far is that? How long would it take for an air barge to travel it?” Mel asked, trying to measure distance the same way Illera had. Since the coast didn’t travel in a straight line, measuring wasn’t easy.

Banof said, “Over one thousand kilometers. It would take at least fifteen hours by air barge, maybe more.”

Illera jumped to her feet. “That isn’t that long. Let’s get some supplies and go. Maybe we can reach the encampments before Jirvek finds the boy.” It was already dark here, and it’d be dark along the coast of the Setting Ocean too. That didn’t matter. If anything, that should make it easier to arrive unseen if Tashrin had spies along the coast.

“I’ll tell Teg where we’re going. And I’ll update him about the disaster in the northeast. Be back soon, don’t leave without me.” Mel ran from the office, almost bowling Riol over on her way out.

“Nikilaus needs to be informed as well.” Banof grabbed a piece of paper and started to write quickly. “We may need to contact others after we leave. Illera, there is an air barge with a Post Pattern in it. It cannot be used while moving, but we may need it. Have Bristan help you with the supplies.”

She nodded. Before she could leave, Azeha stepped forward, holding Riol’s hand. “We are going too.”

Banof frowned. “Azeha—”

“No. You will need stealth. No one is better at that than me. You need us.”

“I would be happy to have you accompany us.” Banof barely blinked as he spoke. “But Riol cannot come. He is only beginning to recover. It is too dangerous for him to go into danger. He cannot take care of himself.” When Azeha didn’t lose the stubborn set to his jaw, Banof added, “You would let him get close to Tashrin after what she did to him?”

Azeha balled his free hand into a fist. “That is why we will go. She did this to him. Maybe she can fix him. Tashrin loved Riol once. Maybe she still does. He might be able to get through to her even if no one else can. Or are we planning to kill her now?”

Illera frowned as she listened. She wanted to agree with Banof, that bringing Riol north was too dangerous. He was like a child; he was worse than a child. He didn’t know how to move quietly or how to protect himself. Until today, he couldn’t even speak.

To her surprise, Banof sighed and bowed his head. “If you are convinced, I will not argue. I hope he is not further injured.”

“I will protect him,” Azeha said.

“You can help me with the supplies,” Illera said, pulling Azeha and, therefore, Riol out of the office. Banof had lots of writing to do, so she should leave him to it. She wondered if he should travel to Landwater himself to update Nikilaus, as Mel had gone to Yofenonmor to talk to Teg. It might be faster. Of course, that would also give Nikilaus a chance to argue and object, so maybe it wouldn’t be faster. Teg might argue too, but he was blind. Mel could leave him with Veiyond even if he objected.

She found Bristan near the armory and asked him for help. “Banof said you have an air barge with a Post Pattern on it?”

“Half the air barges do,” Bristan said. “Post Patterns are easy to make, and this area has only a few Travel Patterns. We needed ways to get information from patrols – and from our spies.”

That caused Illera to make a face, but she didn’t comment. After being betrayed by Fidelgo and Makenzie, she had a dislike for spies. Even though Banof, Azeha, Riol, and Iwen had acted as spies too, she couldn’t shake her innate distrust.

One the outlying buildings in the encampment held numerous air barges. Bristan walked straight past the first few, then stopped at one that looked no different from the others. “The preiginds on this one are the most recent,” he said.

Illera placed a hand on the side, feeling the wood under her hand. “What else do we need?”

“Enough food for two days, extra weapons and preiginds, maps, blankets and pillows.” Bristan ticked each item off on a finger.

In less than half an hour, they had everything they needed loaded into the back of the air barge. Bristan found some maps of the coast. Though not as detailed as Illera had hoped, it should be enough to get them to Firol Rabetmor.

“There’s a road there,” Bristan said, pointing to the gray line that ran alongside the coast. “It isn’t the busiest supply route, since there’s nothing in Firol Rabetmor but the rabets and a small port, but it is used. There might still be people using it, so keep watch.”

“No one will see us,” Azeha said, patting the side of the air barge. He had waited with Riol beside the air barge while Illera and Bristan collected supplies. “Gretvend is not the only one who can make invisible vehicles.”

Illera noticed new preiginds on the hull, stuck beside and around the old ones. She recognized the circle on them too: Furpenles-Banilir Furmrenthet, Enveloping Shadows Surround. There had to be at least two dozen of the preiginds on the air barge.

She shook her head. “Where did you get those preiginds?” She hadn’t thought they had any copies with that circle.

Azeha shrugged. “I made them. There has been little else to do, with Riol asleep most of the time. I got bored.”

Illera laughed. “You should get bored more often.”

“I would rather not,” Azeha said, looking at Riol.

“Azeha,” Riol said as if in response.

Illera’s cheer fled, as it always did when she spent too much time around Riol. No wonder Azeha had distracted himself with making preiginds. It must be much worse for him. She glanced around, hoping for a distraction. For a moment, she saw only rabet soldiers minding their own business. When she spotted Mel, Teg, and Veiyond stepping out of the building with the Travel Pattern, at first she felt relieved.

Then she wondered why Teg and Veiyond had come here, and her stomach tied itself in knots again.

Mel jogged ahead; Veiyond was leading Teg and couldn’t move as fast. “The diemthe already got the boy,” she called as she approached. “A few hours ago.”

“How did they find him? Who was he?”

“Some rich, paralyzed kid.” Mel shrugged. “I didn’t catch his name. But since he’s paralyzed, he wasn’t in school and his parents hadn’t registered him for taxes and he never left his house. That’s why no one could find him. The diemthe knew exactly where to go. He jumped down, knocked out the soldier who’d been convalescing there and keeping the boy company, snatched the boy, and was away in less than a minute. No one saw him leaving Landwater, but he has to be back north by now. He wouldn’t hesitate, not now that he got the kid.”

Veiyond and Teg finally reached them. Veiyond wore a disapproving expression as he surveyed the encampment. “Prince Nikilaus is trying to determine more details as we speak. The mother reported the incident – she heard her son screaming as the diemthe took him away. I doubt that any of the details matter now. The diemthe have the boy. They will kill him within a day, if not less.”

Illera clutched at the side of the air barge. The wood was smooth and sleek and offered no purchase. She ended up only with scraped nails. “Then we don’t have time to reach the encampment? Banof said it would take, what, fifteen hours to get there from Lowland?”

Azeha nodded. “At least. It is over one thousand kilometers.”

“We need to leave now!” Illera said. “We have to try to get there! Get Banof!”

Bristan nodded and ran off.

Illera turned back to Teg. “How do we stop Tashrin? How do save the boy and Tashrin both? There must be a way!”

Teg stared off into nothing. Illera should have grown used to his vacant gaze by now, but it still unnerved her. “She will kill the boy close to noon, local time. That is when the Sun is at his strongest.”

Illera did some quick computations. It was evening now. Since Firol Rabetmor stood on the west coast, it should be an hour or two behind. That gave them over half a day. Maybe they could get there in time. They had to try. “What then? How do we stop Tashrin? If we can’t stop Tashrin, how do we stop the Sun?” She hated herself for saying it, but she had to ask.

“Stopping a spirit is not easy, even when you have another spirit on your side.” Teg shook his head. “I have had no contact with Jala since before Daranvirmor. I believe he’s still recovering from the injuries he took when Rekei attacked us. Fuiyo can’t be counted on, either. Banof has Hean. Perhaps that will be enough.”

Azeha clutched at Riol’s arm. “We have Shuo, too. He has an alliance with Riol. Banof and I convinced him to help us once. Perhaps we can do so again.”

“I can ask Noshe,” Illera added.

The Wood spirit had promised to never speak with Illera again when she failed to kill Tashrin. Noshe had already broken that promise, by appearing in Illera’s mirror in Rankin. Perhaps now, at the end, the spirit would listen to her. Whether Noshe would do anything useful, Illera doubted. Perhaps Hean or Shuo could convince her to help.

“Can we reach any of the other spirits, like Light or Shadow or even Miel? And don’t forget about Rekei. He protects Tashrin.”

“I don’t know where Daran or Banil are,” Teg said. “I’ve tried to find references to them, but nothing’s ever come of it. After the way Mitek abused Miel, I doubt she’ll want anything to do with people. Our priests are trying to contact her for help, but don’t count on it. As for Rekei…” He pressed his lips tight and pressed a hand to his side.

Illera wondered if he was still injured. She hadn’t been among the people who healed him after Daranvirmor, so she didn’t know. She did know he’d gone into battle with injuries from Rildivmor. She doubted those had fully healed yet, as they’d been inflicted by Rekei. Had anyone even looked? Or had they been too distracted by his loss of vision to check everything else? Her hands twitched, but she restrained herself from checking now. She had other things to worry about than Teg’s health.

“You have Hean and Shuo. Together, they should be able to handle Rekei. Neither are weak against water.”

Illera nodded. “And what about the Sun? Does he have any weaknesses?”

“Once Vijeth was weak against the Moon, but Lirka is dead, Tashrin holds the karyon, and the boy is a helpless captive. Rekei or Banil are strong against the Sun too, but they will not help you. You will have to stop Tashrin before she frees the Sun. Even if it means killing her.”

“Teg—”

Teg raised a hand. “I know you don’t want to kill her. I commend you for that. I hope you can find another way. But Illera, there might not be another way. We cannot allow the Sun to escape his cage. He must be stopped, no matter what the cost.” He fixed an intense look in her general direction. “Promise me you’ll stop her.”

Illera swallowed hard. “Teg, I—”

“Promise me!” His voice, suddenly sharp, made Illera jump. Azeha, Mel, and even Veiyond jumped too. Only Riol remained passive, and Illera doubted he even noticed the conversation. “There’s no point in you going north if you aren’t prepared to do whatever it takes. I can’t go with you. I’ve already been touched by the Sun. I’d be useless against Tashrin.” Teg touched his cheek just below his right eye. “Promise me, Illera. I will hope and pray that you find another way, but you must be ready to do what you must.”

“I promise,” she whispered. What was the point of trying so hard to find a way to stop Tashrin without killing her if they assassinated her now? She didn’t want to kill Tashrin. But neither could she say no to Teg. Equally she couldn’t break her promise to him, not now that she’d given it to him. She could only hope it didn’t come to that.

Mel kicked at the ground, a disgusted look on her face. “This haunts. It’s all because of the gray karyon. If that thing wasn’t around, none of this would be a problem! Too bad you didn’t break it as a kid, Illera.”

“What?” Illera stared at Mel, her mouth hanging open. “Say that again!”

Mel blinked. “Say what? That the karyon caused this mess? Because we all know that’s true.”

“No. You said I should have broken it.”

“Well, yeah. Without the karyon, Tashrin can’t free the Sun, even with the Moon kid, right?” Mel shrugged. “I mean, if you’d broken it years ago, you’d have died before you left Wallen, but at least we wouldn’t have a problem now. And you—”

Teg put a hand on her arm, silencing her. “You are brilliant, Mel.” He smiled. He had realized the same thing Illera had.

“Am I? Well, of course I am.” Mel puffed out her chest. “How does that help now?”

Illera laughed. “It’s easy. We can stop Tashrin by destroying the karyon.” It was so obvious. How had she never thought of it before? Well, she knew why she’d never thought of it before. She still missed the karyon, still craved its power. Even knowing she could never have it again, she wanted it. The idea of destroying it had never occurred to her, not even before she knew what it was. Back then, it had been a beloved keepsake and the secret to her heritage. Later, it was too powerful to give up.

Well, she couldn’t have the karyon again. Better to ensure that no one else ever used its power either.

“Can the karyon be destroyed?” Azeha asked. “I thought it was the remaining power of the Moon, preserved by God. A spirit can never die, so does that not mean the karyon cannot die either?”

“We can try,” Illera said. She guessed no one had ever tried to destroy it.

Why would they, when it was so useful? She had felt the karyon, had worn it around her neck for hundreds of years. She’d kept it hidden under her shirt and jacket, not only to keep it out of sight but also so it wouldn’t get bashed around while she moved. It always felt solid when she held it, like stone. A rock could be split or even turned into rubble if placed under sufficient pressure.

“We’ll think of something. We have a fifteen-hour trip to plan.”

“Not anymore.” Banof exited the main building, Bristan and Jakie and Gwel at his heels. He had a few pieces of vellum clenched tight in his grip. “We are not without allies, it seems. Since he left to find his people, Umagun put his Post Pattern in my office. A letter came through minutes ago.” He held out the papers.

Two Travel Patterns covered the pages. “What are they?” Teg asked.

“Travel Patterns,” Veiyond said. He gave Banof a sharp look. “From the encampment in Altland?”

Banof nodded. “This is the main Travel Pattern in the third rabet. This is the one at the fourth’s encampment.” He tapped first the one on the right, then the one on the left. “They came from Umagun’s cousin, Grinelda.”

“Are they genuine?” Illera asked, finally feeling confident. Traveling overland would take fifteen hours, when they had less than a day total. Perhaps they could reach the encampment in time, but Illera doubted it. A Travel Pattern would get them north instantly. 

“I believe so,” Banof said. “They came with an apology and a farewell.”

Illera shot him a surprised look at that but didn’t ask. They didn’t have time to worry about one altered human. She hoped Umagun’s cousin didn’t have anything dire planned, and if she found him she hoped she would be able to help him. For now, they had greater concerns.

Veiyond said, “The Travel Patterns will be guarded. As soon as you appear, you would be attacked.”

“Not us,” Azeha said, gesturing between himself and Riol. “We are diemthe. The humans and altered humans standing guard would assume we are allies.”

“The humans in the rabets must know by now that some of the diemthe are traitors,” Veiyond said. “You are not expected. They may attack you regardless.”

Azeha shook his head. “I know rabet soldiers. I have visited many rabets over the years. Rabet soldiers fear diemthe. Even if they doubt us, they will hesitate to attack. I need only an instant.” He pulled a few preiginds out of his pocket.

“Don’t kill them!” Illera said. “They’re only doing their jobs! We want to have peace with them – we even promised not to launch any attacks!” This didn’t count, of course. Whatever peace agreements could be reached – and at the moment, they had only vague promises not to attack one another – freeing the Sun spirit had to be considered an act of aggression. They had no choice but to attack and stop Tashrin.

With a sigh, Azeha put his preiginds back in his pocket and then took out new ones. Illera recognized the circle on them: Loshwen, sleep. “Unless they attack us, they will live,” Azeha said. “The rest of you may follow a minute later.” He pressed half the preiginds into Riol’s hands. Riol took them and held them, but didn’t seem aware of them. Illera doubted he had the clarity of thought to use preiginds, but if Azeha wanted to waste his preiginds, that was his choice. He had plenty more preiginds, and he could use the circle without preiginds too.

As a group, they walked to the Travel Pattern. They left the air barge with its supplies behind. They wouldn’t need them. Illera patted her pockets and felt them stuffed with preiginds. She had her sword too, and a knife. She wore preigind armor under her jacket. Ever since she got the armor, she put it on every day. Banof, Mel, and Azeha were armed and armored too. Riol had armor too, but no weapon other than the preiginds Azeha gave him. Illera wished again they could leave him behind, but Azeha thought Riol could be useful.

Five people seemed a pitifully small group to stop Tashrin. Illera wished they could bring Teg with, even though he said he couldn’t do anything against the Sun. He was blind, and would be even more of a burden than Riol, but she wanted him and his power anyway. She wanted to bring Veiyond and Chirim and Mrenthet and as many other lianthe and diemthe they had. She wanted Nikilaus and Perry and Sera and Vawrence and even Iwen. She wanted altered humans and the entire southern army behind them.

A smaller group probably made more sense. They weren’t an invasion. They needed only to convince Tashrin to stop or to destroy the karyon. Only if that failed would Illera consider killing Tashrin. She had promised Teg, and she would do it if they had no other options. They would not kill anyone else, not if they could help it. She dreamed of peace, and the next day would not be conductive towards that. Maybe if they avoided fatalities, peace could still be achieved.

“Are you going to the northeast?” she asked Teg.

Veiyond said, “As soon as you leave for Altland.”

“If we fail, the war won’t matter,” Mel said from Teg’s other side.

“We must assume success. We must assume that the world will continue and that we must continue to care for it. Otherwise we will never move,” Veiyond said. He glanced around at Gwel, Jakie, Bristan, and the other nearby soldiers from the thirty-third. “If we want peace, we have to fight for it, all of us. I would ask for help, but I think rabet soldiers in the northeast would not help.”

“No,” Banof agreed.

They reached the doors to the Travel Pattern room. It had been a slow walk, since Teg couldn’t move fast. Another reason not to bring him to fight Tashrin, though Illera still wanted to. Banof put his hand on the door and was about to open it when screams sounded from within.

For a moment, everyone froze. Then Banof shoved the door opened and dashed inside, Illera right behind him. Mel and Veiyond stepped in front of Teg, while Azeha tugged Riol to the side. As her heart pounded in sudden fear, Illera expected to see an attack. She expected diemthe or altered humans standing on the Travel Pattern, soldiers from the thirty-third lying dead or dying.

There was no one dead inside. The soldiers and Elementalists standing watch over the Travel Pattern had fallen back, as far away from the Travel Pattern as they could get. They gripped weapons and stared fearfully, but they were uninjured.

Rekei sat on top of the Travel Pattern, getting the floor of the entire room wet. Illera and Banof screeched to a stop just inside the room, staring also. Rekei sat with one coil balanced atop another, dripping everywhere. Even his scales seemed to drip off his body. He watched them all, gaze calm.

“Rekei,” Banof said. He lowered his sword and preigind. “Why are you here?”

“I do not like Tashrin anymore.” The spirit’s voice was high-pitched, like a young boy’s. When he spoke, moisture dripped out of the side of his mouth. “She wants to kill Westey Fixer.”

“Westey Fixer? Who’s that?” Illera asked.

Rekei shook his head slowly. “The boy with the Moon. He is only fifteen. I like him. He is very brave. When I told Tashrin not to kill him, she did not listen to me. Then she attacked me!” He shivered, spraying drops of water everywhere. Now that Illera looked closer, she saw gold patches scarring his hide. They looked like little burns, even if they were the wrong color. The water that seeped around Rekei avoided those patches.

Illera took a step forward, arm held out, intending to heal him. Rekei shifted away from her, his blue eyes wary. “I’m sorry.” Illera stopped and lowered her hand. “Can we do anything to help you?”

“You can stop Tashrin. I do not want Vijeth free.”

“That is what we intend to do now,” Banof said. “Travel north and stop Tashrin. I take it you will not try to stop us?”

“No.” Rekei slumped down, his coils sagging. More water covered the ground. When Illera glanced down, she saw it came up to her ankles. “Tashrin is an adult now. She decided it. And she wants to kill Westey even though she likes him, too.”

That didn’t make much sense to Illera, but she didn’t care. They had one less obstacle in their path now.

“Rekei,” Teg said. He shook off Veiyond’s hand and stepped forward. When Rekei looked at him, Illera thought the spirit seemed nervous: he looked at Teg sideways and ducked his head. “You said you do not wish Vijeth freed. Will you help us stop that? We wish to destroy the karyon.”

Rekei blinked. “Destroy the karyon? Can that be done?”

“It is possible.” Heat bloomed suddenly from beside Banof. A red coil of fire appeared, twisting around. It settled on the ground, and all the water on the floor nearby instantly evaporated. The fire took a serpentine shape, and a moment later Hean was there. He was the exact same size as Rekei. Though neither was as large as the spirits could get, they still had to be meters long. With them both present, they left little space in the room for people. Sparks flew off Hean’s body as more water evaporated. Everyone nearby pulled away from him and the heat he emanated. Only Banof stayed still, untroubled by it.

The two spirits watched one another warily. Water and Fire were opposite elements. They never combined, not even in nuthe Elementalism. Illera didn’t know what that meant as far as the spirits were concerned, but she didn’t think they were friends.

“The karyon cannot be destroyed by mortal Elementalism,” Rekei said. “Nor by physical means.”

Disappointment flashed through Illera. So much for her plan of bashing it against a stone wall until it split in half.

Hean nodded. “But we could destroy it if we worked together.”

Rekei hissed, another miniature waterfall tumbling from his mouth. The ground on Hean’s half of the room was warm and dry, but water still surrounded Rekei. A fine line separated the two, as if the spirits themselves were being careful not to push too hard against one another. “We have not worked together since Vijeth and Lirka were with us. Without them, Miel said, we should maintain separate existences.”

“Then maybe you should take this chance to speak to one another again, to work together again,” Teg said.

“We need help,” Banof said. “If we cannot destroy the karyon, we need someone who can.”

Illera nodded. “Yes. Help us, please.”

Rekei shifted atop his coils. “Fuiyo is unhappy with me. Jala too.”

“They will forgive you,” said Hean. “Eventually.”

Rekei ducked his head under his coils and spoke from there, his voice muffled. “Miel is still injured. She does not wish company. She will not come speak with us. Without her, we will never agree.”

“If she will not come to us, then we should go to her.” Hean tossed his head back, sending sparks into the ceiling. They didn’t burn the wood or even scorch it – Hean was being careful not to do any damage. “I am tired of this. I am tired of fighting and ignoring the others. I thought killing Tashrin would help. I was wrong.” He glanced for a moment at Illera and Banof. “I have learned from the mortals. Perhaps it is time the rest of us learn too.”

“Maybe.” Rekei didn’t pull his head out of his coils. “You can speak with Miel if you want, but she does not like me either. If she asks for me, and if she promises that she and Fuiyo and Jala will not be too mad, I will come.”

Suddenly, his entire form glowed blue. With a splash, he turned liquid, falling to the floor in a large wave. The water seeped into the ground and was gone. A moment after he left, it was like he’d never been there. Illera could see no water on the ground, not even a drop. The wooden floorboards showed no sign of water damage either. Like Hean, Rekei too had been careful.

Silence filled the room after his departure. Hean sat back on his coils, the sparks weaker than they’d been earlier.

“Will you speak with Miel?” Illera asked him. “Can the spirits destroy the karyon and stop the Sun?” Did that mean she and her friends didn’t have to travel north? If they couldn’t destroy the karyon, what was the point of going there?

Hean sighed. “I know where Miel is. I will speak with her, but she may not listen. We do not often work together. Miel has spent years held captive by Vijeth. That will have left her with burns. She will dislike me too, though I hold no more love for Vijeth than anyone else.”

“Perhaps find some of the other spirits before you speak with Miel,” Banof said. “Jala has helped us, and so has Shuo. Perhaps even Noshe.”
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