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1

Learning

 

Hemol stared at the circles that covered the vellum, frowning at the lines. “Do they work?”

Gretvend sat without permission. “Of course they do.” Hemol raised an eyebrow at the commander of the third. Gretvend winced, scratching his chin. He was older than most commanders, nearly nine hundred. Normally, Hemol wouldn’t have allowed someone to command a rabet to that age, no matter how talented, but he made an exception for Gretvend. Talent like Gretvend’s couldn’t be taken for granted. Anyway, the third was posted in Firol Rabetmor in Altland, the training rabet. If that post couldn’t be considered secure, nowhere could. “They should work.”

Meaning Gretvend hadn’t fully tested the new circles. Now, Hemol knew why Gretvend had come in person with his report. “Who do you want to help you?” He would need at least two diemthe from the first or second, maybe three. These were nuthe circles now, even if they had been based on altered human circles.

“Mraslik and Chaflin,” Gretvend said without hesitation. He’d obviously given some thought to it.

Hemol nodded. “Tell Sajesh and take them.” Mraslik and Chaflin were among the most promising of the young diemthe in the first and second rabets. Though still young and inexperienced, both had considerable potential. Mraslik would be a good commander in another fifty years or so, and Chaflin would be one of their top Elementalists. Getting out of Daranvirmor and seeing another part of the world would be good for them.

Gretvend didn’t get out of the chair, though he chewed at his lip.

“You want someone else, too.” Hemol narrowed his eyes. “Who?” It had to be someone he would object to. Gretvend wasn’t the hesitant type.

“Tashrin.”

“No.” He didn’t have to think; the answer came by instinct. “Are you mad?”

“She needs experience!”

“She needs to stay in Daranvirmor, where she is safe!”

Gretvend scowled. “Do you want the next empress to know even less about humans and the world than the current empress?”

“Mind your words!” Hemol looked around his office, the room suddenly feeling even colder than usual. He and Gretvend were the only ones here of course. That didn’t matter much in Daranvirmor. Mitek didn’t need to be close to hear words spoken against her. She also probably didn’t need to be near to hear thoughts about her. Hemol looked around again, but no circles came to strike them down. Perhaps Mitek was busy at the moment, or perhaps the Shadow Retreat distracted her. He could hope.

“It is hardly a secret. Everyone knows her problems.” Gretvend didn’t look afraid. He must have spent too long away from Daranvirmor, Hemol thought, if he could speak openly like that about Mitek.

He had to mop away the sweat he found on his brow. He couldn’t speak like that about Mitek, could barely think like that about her. “The empress will not permit Tashrin to leave Daranvirmor. Anyway, she is not yet five hundred. She is too young to leave.” Both Mraslik and Chaflin were over five hundred, if barely.

“If she does not learn about the world now, when will she?” Gretvend leaned forward. “She is part of the second now. You may order her around without asking permission.”

Hemol let out a strangled laugh. Clearly Gretvend didn’t know as much as he thought he did. Hemol commanded all the rabets, decided all imperial strategy. Every soldier in a rabet answered to him, it was true, and he could order any of them to their deaths.

He answered to Mitek though, and he never forgot that. She took his advice because he was better with strategy than she was. Sending Tashrin out was probably good sense, but it was good sense Mitek wouldn’t hear. When it came to her family, she couldn’t help but worry.

Considering who hunted in the shadows and killed far too many good diemthe, her worry wasn’t unfounded.

“Tashrin stays. Lianthe have left their new cities, Gretvend. They walk openly in the Twin Sun Kingdoms. The time is coming, and soon he will return. The world is too dangerous right now. Tashrin stays here.”

“When better to leave than when the world is dangerous? We did not become the people we are now by hiding. I survived the War of Paserad. You survived the War of Ascension. Those wars made us who we are, and we are stronger for it. Tashrin needs strength.”

Hemol looked away. “It is too dangerous. I will find another way to force her to grow into strength.”

With a sigh, Gretvend stood and saluted. “As you wish, sir. I will return Mraslik and Chaflin in a few days. Running tests should not take too long.”

“You will stay away from the humans, yes? Even your altered human bodyguard?”

Gretvend sniffed. “I have never needed a bodyguard in the past, and I will not suffer one in the future. I am not the type who invites trouble, sir. Why should anyone attack me, when I have such a painstaking reputation for not caring and doing nothing?”

Hemol grinned. “Why indeed?”

All humans saw the third at some point in their lives. Every human in the north had to serve in a rabet, which meant training at the third rabet. While soldiers trained for a full year, even support troops had to train for a month. Altered humans trained there too, because while they needed no help with combat, they did need to know how to fight and work alongside regular humans.

Gretvend didn’t try to hide himself. In fact, he made himself more visible than most other commanders. He sat outside in public, reading books and eating snacks and making disparaging comments about the trainees’ progress. As most of the actual training of the troops came from the altered humans posted to the third, Gretvend’s sloth didn’t affect the effectiveness of the imperial army. Once a month at least, he killed the least competent human in training, so that the humans would remember to fear diemthe.

If his ways made humans also think diemthe stupid for all their power, Hemol didn’t mind. So long as the humans feared diemthe, Hemol didn’t care what else they thought. The world viewed Gretvend as useless, no threat to anyone, and that was how Hemol wanted it.

Gretvend needed a place to do his research, and Daranvirmor lacked the resources he required. That meant he had to command a rabet. The third was safest and easiest. Added to his negligent reputation, and, unlike other commanders, Gretvend was never threatened. That meant in the evenings, when the troops had down time, Gretvend could get on with his real job.

Hemol touched the circles drawn on the vellum again. There were five of them. He couldn’t believe they would all work. Their effects were similar to one another, which surely meant Gretvend didn’t yet know which would prove best. No matter. So long as one circle worked as promised, Hemol would have no complaints.

The time was coming. Every day, he marked it on his calendar though there was no way he could forget the day. They had to be ready. Hemol had hoped the war could remain in its current state until the time came. It was safer that way, with most of the world already under their control and the lianthe and Twin Sun Kingdoms focused only on defense. If parts of the empire rose up every few decades in rebellion, Hemol didn’t care. The time was coming when none of that would matter.

That time wouldn’t come soon enough. He saw that now. The lianthe were beginning to move, the south had won a major battle, and someone might have discovered the karyon. He couldn’t afford to wait. Soon, war would rage again across the world. Not the localized conflicts that defined the last five hundred years, but true war, the sort that hadn’t been seen since the War of Ascension.

He would be ready. Better if that war waited a little longer, but if it came early, he would be ready. All of his plans revolved around this.

“Tell Sajesh before you take Mraslik and Chaflin,” he reminded Gretvend again. If Gretvend borrowed those two without first telling their commander about it, Sajesh would complain to Hemol about it for days.

Gretvend waved a hand as he stepped out of the office.

Alone again, Hemol leaned back with a sigh. On the bottom of the vellum with the pictures of the circles, he made a note to find a way to get Tashrin experience. The time was coming, and no one knew exactly what it would bring. Mitek worked to ensure that Tashrin would be ready to take over if she failed. Hemol made sure Tashrin had plenty of time in her schedule to accommodate her lessons with Mitek. Sun spirit willing, they wouldn’t have to rely on Tashrin. The next generation should see the glorious future Mitek wove for them before they had to take over ruling the world.

The sun would burn bright again, bringing joy and prosperity to the world. If a few sacrifices had to be made to return the sun to the world, it was worth it. Hemol was tired of feeling cold.
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Faithful

 

Banof walked into the Elementalist Guild in Paserad, Mel and Teg beside him. He found he was quite eager to see his rabet again. He had sent two carefully phrased letters to them that were so generic as to be largely useless. He'd received no replies; it wasn't safe for them to write back to him. He was confident that they were well.

He still worried, though. He worried that his rabet wouldn't be comfortable fighting the twenty-ninth, even indirectly. He worried that his rabet would be unable to work with the resistance movement. Mel had seemed confident the previous night, and the plan was that his rabet and the resistance would rarely interact directly, but it still felt like it could fall apart any moment. He worried too about Riol and Azeha. Illera had promised to look after them today, and he hoped they wouldn't cause any trouble. Illera had released him from his vow to stay near her earlier this morning, and Banof could still feel the difference. He felt lighter, looser.

The Travel Room was empty when he arrived, and Banof felt a rush of gratitude towards Nikilaus. He was glad now that Teg had forced him to admit who he was to Nikilaus. The prince was proving to be a true and effective ally. Practical too, which Banof always appreciated.

Since there was no one around, Banof dropped his disguise, once more appearing as himself. He smiled faintly, pleased. If only he could remain as himself. If only he could walk as himself throughout the south or wherever he wished. There were few places he could go as himself, and his home was one of them. Compared to that, he shouldn’t let the south bother him.

He glanced towards Mel. “Have you ever activated a Travel Pattern before?”

“No,” Mel said cheerfully. She might not have much power – she was no practicing Elementalist, so she didn't need much, though he thought she had become more interested in Elementalism recently – but everyone had enough power to use a Travel Pattern. It didn't require much. She pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket. Banof had given her, Illera, and Teg the pattern to his rabet's encampment this morning. He expected he'd have to give a copy of the design to Riol, as well. “Well, here goes.” Mel stared closely at the design, her brow burrowed. She bit her lip and a moment later the nine colors of the Travel Pattern whirled, shifting and changing. Then they were at the thirty-third's encampment.

Umagun, Jakie, Gwel, and Bristan were waiting for him, because Banof’s letters had been just specific enough to contain a date and a time. When he saw them, Banof was surprised to find he’d missed them. They saluted as one, the palms of their right hands held beside their heads, while warily eying Teg and Mel.

“Welcome back, sir,” Umagun said. He glanced again at the other two, paused, then said, “Your letter did not mention any company.”

“There was much my letter did not mention, that we must now discuss. I fully trust both Teg and Mel,” Banof said. He stepped off the Travel Pattern and through the room. Teg and Mel followed, Mel looking every which way in fascination.

Umagun stared for a moment but all he said was, “Yes, sir.”

Banof turned to Jakie as they walked through the hallways. “Have you found the twenty-ninth’s encampment?” Though he'd sent no orders to look for it in his letters, he was sure Jakie had been searching for it anyway. Even if duty deserted him, Jakie would always be curious.

Jakie nodded. “We think so. There’s a blank spot in western Relerio, right in the foothills of the Arch Mountains.”

“I had two of our spies go check the area out,” Bristan added. “They left yesterday, so I should hear back from them soon.” Banof raised an eye at that. Bristan smiled weakly and said, “After Ferdrick's death, I took over as Spy Master.”

“Very good.” Banof nodded. He should have assigned someone, but he'd been rather distracted before he left. Bristan would do an excellent job, though, as he did with everything else. He reached his study and sat down. Though he'd been gone only a few days, it felt like being at home. Banof couldn’t go to Daranvirmor, but this was almost as good. “You remember Teg from the resistance?” he asked, gesturing to Teg. His captains nodded, and Jakie smiled at Teg. Banof pointed towards Mel. “That is his daughter, Mel. She is also a part of the resistance. I have gotten to know both of them well during our stay in Paserad.”

Mel smirked a bit and waved at his officers. “Hey,” she said. Gwel looked amused, while Bristan and Jakie eyed her a bit warily.

Scowling, Umagun said, “I assume you have some sort of plan, sir?”

“I do.” He unrolled a map of the south on the desk so everyone could see it. “Prince Nikilaus of Twin Sun Plain and I have planned a war to free the south of rabet control.” None of his officers commented on that. They knew him well. “I will be staying in Paserad to coordinate attacks. The largest force will be sent into Sonon under the command of Mareth, the lianthe ambassador.” Gwel whistled softly, and Jakie looked nervous. “Another, smaller force will be sent first into Relerio and then Giram to fight the twenty-ninth. That force will be under the command of Prince Nikilaus. Nikilaus knows who I am, and I promised him that you would assist him.

“However,” he continued, before Umagun or Gwel could say anything, “I will not command you to fight fellow northerners. The plan is to set up ambushes, with you acting as bait. The only ones to actually fight the twenty-ninth will be Nikilaus's men and the local resistance groups. Mel will visit here regularly to coordinate these ambushes.” He paused and waited for a moment. Into the silence he said softly, “If you have any objections, you may speak them freely.”

“I don't want to fight my own people, even indirectly,” Umagun said. “It's one thing to hate other diemthe, sir, and to turn traitor because of that. But most rabet soldiers are not there by choice. I couldn't lead them into traps.”

Banof nodded. “There is a second part to the plan as well. Do you know any of the altered humans in the twenty-ninth?”

Umagun blinked. “Yes, sir. I know many of them quite well. I haven’t had contact with them recently, though.”

“Are there any you trust enough to meet with you in secret, without telling their superiors?”

“Yes, there are many Hisano's in the twenty-ninth,” Umagun said, frowning. He was of the Hisano clan, as were all green-skinned altered humans. “Does this mean we aren't just going to ambush them?”

“No, we will be doing much more.” Banof stared out at his officers. They were all from the most loyal areas in the north. Umagun and the other altered humans had served the diemthe for centuries, since the very creation of altered humans. Jakie was from Milenreithe, which had sided with the diemthe since before the War of Ascension. Bristan was from Ijta, which had also sided with the diemthe during the War of Ascension; there were complications with Ijta, but most humans didn’t know. Gwel was from Locino in western Komein, which was less loyal, but she had lived most of her life in Ijta.

Even they - who had grown up feeling safe in the north, who had been taught since birth that the diemthe were allies, and who had chosen a career in a rabet beyond their required service - even they were loyal first to him, then to the other troops of the thirty-third, and to the empire as a very distant third.

“I have already turned traitor against the diemthe empress. I mean to make the rest of the north – humans, altered humans, and diemthe alike – also rise against her. Will you help me as well?” He caught each of their gazes in turn.

Umagun smirked. “Sounds like fun, sir.” Jakie’s brow furrowed, but he also nodded. Gwel merely saluted, while Bristan smiled merrily.

“Good.” To Umagun he said, “Contact your cousins in the twenty-ninth and give them the design for the Travel Pattern in eastern Relerio; that is a safe place, and the twenty-ninth should not know of it. Meet with them as soon as possible. At the meeting, make clear that the twenty-ninth will soon be under attack. I hope that will help motivate them to turn traitor.”

Frowning, Gwel asked, “If they only turn traitor to avoid being killed, how can we ever trust them?”

“We may not be able to. We will likely have to hold them captive. But every soldier who turns by choice is one we can add to our ranks. Those who turn merely to save themselves are one less soldier we must fight. Here in the south, our numbers are closely matched. We will soon take this war to the north. Each of you must know how difficult that battle will be.”

“You mean to pull the entire world into war, sir?” Bristan asked softly.

“The entire world is already at war,” Banof said, just as softly. “It has been for five hundred years, though none of you have seen a large battle during your lifetime. What I hope to do is convince most of the world to join us, or not to stand with Daranvirmor, that we will not have to fight another War of Ascension. The world cannot afford another such war.”

“Yes, sir,” Bristan said.

Banof then turned to Jakie. “Do you know any circles that can heal Miel?”

“Er, a few,” Jakie said. “I have a few books in the library that I can check.”

“Please do so. Teg can help you look through them. You know what we need.” Teg grinned and followed Jakie out of his study. Banof pulled out detailed maps of Relerio and Giram. “How often does the twenty-ninth venture out into the countryside?”

“Not very often,” Bristan said. “When they do, they don't go far from Obarvanid or Giram City. Never more than twenty kilometers.” He shook his head. “They've only been here a few days, and the cities are still giving them enough trouble that they haven't the troops to worry about the countryside.”

“Do you know any of their patrol routes around town?”

“No, sir. I haven't asked for any such information.” Bristan winced, ducking his head a bit. “We're mostly been trying to keep a low profile. I'm sorry, sir.”

Banof waved off his apology. “It is better to stay hidden until we are ready to strike. Hopefully, the local resistance movements will be able to supply us with more detail. If the twenty-ninth does keep mostly to the cities, we will set up our ambushes there.”

“Will they try to attack us, sir?” Gwel asked. “They may not know you turned traitor.”

“They know,” Banof said. If he'd had any doubts of that, Riol had dispelled them. Daranvirmor might keep secrets from the humans and even some of the other commanders, but this they wouldn’t keep secret. He pulled out detailed maps of Obarvanid and Giram City. “The safest places for ambushes are the warehouse district and the ports. There are plenty of places to hide troops and fewer civilians in the area.”

“The Liberation Party can also send word ahead of time for people to avoid the area,” Mel added. “People know us, and they'll believe us.”

“Good,” Banof said. “The ambushes will have to be staged carefully so they will not appear as ambushes.”

“The twenty-ninth patrols in small groups, usually between three and seven soldiers,” Bristan said.

Gwel grinned. “With those numbers, we may not even need an ambush. We can take that many, even if most of them are altered humans.”

“Let us not be overconfident,” Banof said. He didn’t think Gwel appreciated how dangerous altered humans were, even after years of working with Umagun; there were only a handful of altered humans other than Umagun in the thirty-third. “If possible, though, I would prefer to take prisoners rather than kill. That too will be easier with small patrols.”

Mel leaned over the map. “The resistance has a hidden entrance over here,” she said, pointing near the casinos. The spot had already been marked; Ferdrick had found the locations of all the resistance's hidden passageways. “There's also lots of alleys. Seems like a good spot to see how well we work together.” She cocked an eyebrow at Umagun and Gwel. “Unless you don't think your soldiers can manage it.”

Umagun drew himself up even though he already loomed over everyone. “We are always ready,” he growled slowly. “One or two ambushes are easy.” Gwel crossed her arms over her chest and nodded.

“Oh, I hope so,” Mel said, still smirking. “I'd hate to see you fall to pieces now that we're on the same side.” Umagun bared his teeth, and Gwel looked angry. Even Bristan frowned.

Banof rubbed his temples. He hadn't expected this alliance to be easy. Did Mel have to be this… Mel-like? How did Teg put up with her? “Mel,” he said, “find out from your comrades the best time for an ambush. We will do the rest.”

“Great,” Mel said. She hopped to her feet. “Well, pleasure doing business with you.” She waved and left his office.

“Sir—” Umagun began.

Banof held up a hand to stop him. “Do not be fooled by her, Umagun. She is far more competent than she acts. She enjoys vexing people. Will you be able to work with her when I return to Paserad?”

“Certainly, sir,” Gwel said. “You don't need to worry about us.”

“I know.” And he smiled softly. His rabet's ability had become one of the constants in his life, and he couldn't imagine what he would do without it. He hoped never to learn.

As much as he was determined to save as many diemthe as he could, he wanted just as much to save the thirty-third. Too many had died already. They were his people to command and his people to protect. He would not fail them.

* * *

“Why does Banof want books on curing Miel injuries?” Jakie asked, as he led Teg into the library. It was a small room, as most of his Elementalists went north to one of the guild houses if they needed a reference. Fortunately, Jakie liked having references nearby, plus a room that smelled like books. Now they needed it, because none of them could openly return to the north. He found the shelf with healing books and handed some to Teg for him to check.

“We have some diemthe allies now,” Teg said. Jakie jerked and stared at him in shock. Teg grinned. “It's true. Azeha was injured, though. The diemthe empress did something to his Miel. It almost killed him. Banof and Illera were able to save him, but he's still very unstable.”

Jakie sat down with his stack of books and flipped open the top one. “That doesn't seem like Banof. He hates the other diemthe.”

“No,” Teg said softly, checking the index of his book. “He used to hate the other diemthe. But when the thirty-first rabet attacked, he killed his friend Lirson. That changed him. Really, I don't think he ever hated most of the other diemthe. He hates the empress and maybe a few others. But he was different from most of the other diemthe, and he felt isolated. So he convinced himself he hated them.”

Jakie stared down at the page, not really seeing it. “You must have spent a great deal of time speaking with Banof,” he said. He'd served under Banof for thirteen years, and he hadn't thought any of that.

Teg smiled softly. “You were right that he's a good man. He plans to have the other diemthe turn traitor, too. I don't know if he can manage that, but I hope he can. I have spent most of my life thinking of the diemthe as enemies and oppressors. I'd like to think otherwise in the future.” He grinned suddenly, looking young and excited. “Can you imagine it, Jakie? A world where the diemthe and lianthe get along? Where southern and northern humans get along?”

“I can't imagine that,” Jakie said, shaking his head. “We've spent generations fighting each other. That sort of hatred isn't so easy to just push aside.”

“As long as we hate each other, we'll never stop fighting,” Teg said, looking down at his book again. “But look at us. We have friends who are northerners. We have friends who are southerners. We have both lianthe and diemthe friends. Prince Nikilaus of Twin Sun Plain has already forgiven – as northerners, can we do any less?”

Jakie swallowed the lump that appeared in his throat. Part of him wanted to argue with Teg. Teg might have friends in all those groups, but Jakie didn't. Jakie knew some southerners, but they barely tolerated his presence. He'd met Illera, but she'd been a captive at that time. He liked to think that Illera would be friendly to him if they met again. She'd already accepted Banof. He thought too of Teg's daughter, Mel. She'd be working closely with him and the rest of the rabet for a while. If she was anything like her father, he'd get along well with her.

The thought of such friends was terrifying and wonderful at the same time. He thought too of the Prince Nikilaus that Banof had mentioned and with whom Banof clearly got along. Jakie had tried to make friends with the Relerions and Giramites. He'd been sure getting along with a Twin Sunner was impossible.

Even without such friends and potential friends, he thought Teg was right. The world had been divided for far too long. Someone needed to be the first to reach out and accept those they'd hated and fought.

He just wasn't sure if he wanted to be that person.

Banof had implied that Jakie's part in this coming war would be to convince other northerners to turn traitor, or at least to keep out of the war. That would surely require powers of persuasion that Jakie didn't possess. He thought of the Elementalists he knew who worked in other rabets. Most of them hated their posts. They resented using their power in service to diemthe, who were usually cruel and contemptuous. They resented having to spend ten years of their lives serving rabets, years that could be better spent in their guilds.

They were treated better than supply troops and paid better than soldiers, but still most Elementalists hated having to serve in rabets. Even most Elementalist Captains who, like Jakie, had chosen to serve beyond their required ten years didn't enjoy working in a rabet.

Maybe he wouldn't need great powers of persuasion to convince his fellow Elementalists to turn traitor. He shook his head and focused his attention back on the book. Finding a way to heal a diemthe’s mind had to be easier than thinking up ways to persuade northerners to turn traitor.
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The Hidden City

 

Illera cautiously pricked her forearm with her knife. No blood yet. Stone Armor was still working. She glanced over to the far side of the room where Riol was quietly speaking in nuthe to Azeha. She didn't think Azeha was listening to him, from the way he was humming softly to himself, but Riol continued to speak to him anyway. Because of them, she hadn't used the karyon to amplify Stone Armor.

Teg had told her to practice it, anyway. Her time using it was still inconsistent. Sometimes, she could hold it for almost a full hour. Twice though she lost it after barely thirty minutes. Teg and Banof both assured her it was merely a matter of practice, not a lack of power, but it still bothered her. She didn't like making mistakes. With a war coming on, she couldn’t afford mistakes.

She'd made the circle over forty-five minutes ago, and it was still working. She hoped she'd done it properly this time. She looked back over at Riol and Azeha. She should be working through the books Teg had left her, but she needed a break. “So, why did you two decide to become stealth experts?” she asked.

Riol glanced at her, scowling. “That does not concern you.”

Illera frowned back at him, closing and putting aside the book. “Why not? We're allies now, aren't we? And it doesn't seem like something you'd want to be.”

“It was decided for us,” Azeha said, grinning broadly. “Hemol saw our skill and had us learn from altered humans.” He giggled to himself. “We are much better than any altered human.” Considering his condition, Illera sometimes marveled that he could still speak human. Maybe whatever Mitek had done to him only affected his attention span and ability to process, not any of his skills or knowledge.

“I see,” Illera said, managing not to wince. She was glad she hadn't been born diemthe. She didn't care for the idea of someone else deciding what she was going to do for a career. “And you just went along with it? Rather than leave the military instead?”

Riol crossed his arms over his chest. “It is not that simple,” he said softly. “Northern humans are required to serve in rabets. So, too, are diemthe.” Illera sat up at that. Banof had never mentioned anything about that. If he had, she had forgotten. “All diemthe serve in either the first or second rabet from age five hundred to six hundred. Those who wish to make a life in the military continue after that as majors and commanders. The rest resume civilian lives.”

“Does that mean you're not yet six hundred?” Illera asked. Banof had said he was six hundred thirty-something.

“I have lived five hundred and seventy-eights years. Azeha has lived five hundred and sixty-one. Even without our... change in fortune,” Riol said delicately, “I doubt we would continue to serve past six hundred.” He paused to consider. “Then again, we are still the only ones left trained in stealth. The option of retiring may not have been offered to us.”

Illera folded her legs beneath her. “Sounds like being a nuthe is complicated. I think I prefer being raised human. I'd say the lianthe are better off than you, but after talking with Nizel, I'm not so sure about that.”

Riol canted his head to one side. “Nizel is likely to be the next lianthe empress, from what I heard,” he said.

“I heard the same,” Illera said, wrinkling her nose. “Many times. Even my uncle Mareth said so, although he didn't seem very happy about it. But he said Nizel was the best option available.” She wondered at the state of the lianthe, that Nizel could be the best choice. Maybe they just used very different standards. She didn't really know what made Nizel the best candidate.

“When I wandered the streets of Paserad, I heard many people speak of Nizel,” Riol said. “The humans like her, although I could not determine a specific reason why.”

Illera snorted. “Yes, well, I liked her for a long time without a reason either. I’ve seen through her smiles and lies now, and I know who she is. She's a gray bitch.” Then she laughed lightly at herself. “Listen to me! I've definitely spent too much time with Mel. I never use words like that.”

“The next empress of the diemthe will be Tashrin,” Riol said. Azeha's head was resting against his shoulder, his eyes closed. Riol sat very still, careful not to disturb him. Watching them together, Illera wondered if they were a couple. Among humans, same sex couples were common enough. She wondered if they were as common among nuthe. She recalled what Nizel had said about nuthe being required to try and have children, and doubted it. “Tashrin is the daughter of Mitek and Zaresh. She is not the official heir yet – she is still too young. But she is powerful and clever, and will likely find no opposition to being named heir when she turns five hundred.”

“Well, for your sake, I hope she's nothing like her mother – or Nizel. Someone deserves a good ruler,” Illera said.

Riol said, “Tashrin will be the best empress yet,” and Illera thought his tone sounded funny. For a moment, Azeha lost his smile, which he hadn’t done since Riol appeared. He got it back a moment later, once again too wide for sanity.

Something between them? Illera didn’t understand, didn’t know enough about either one of them or diemthe customs. She thought they were sweet. Anyway, they needed the two of them to care about one another. Banof might trust Riol without Azeha, but she didn’t. Riol might only stay loyal so long as Azeha needed a place to stay safe and people to heal him.

One day, Illera thought, I’m going to have someone I can be that sweet with. Part of her hoped it would be Banof, though she knew that was foolish. It didn’t matter that she liked Banof. He was diemthe and focused on his own goals. Even if he felt the same way, it wouldn’t work out. She should find a pretty, smart lianthe man to smile at. They couldn’t all be as rude as Presin.

Enough of that. She had better things to do than swoon over a love that couldn’t be, especially since it wasn’t a love and never would be. She asked Riol, “If we defeat Mitek, what will happen to Tashrin?”

Riol shrugged. “Banof assured me he would not harm her. If he does become emperor, perhaps he will try to take her as his consort.” He snorted. “Of course, if he kills Mitek, Tashrin would refuse such an offer. Likely she would refuse, anyway.” He sounded a bit smug.

“Yes,” Illera said. Killing their parent wasn't a good way of winning someone's affection. And Banof deeply desired Mitek's death. As long as he focused so strongly on Mitek, he would never see Illera. She was fine with that, she reminded herself, because she would find someone better and more appropriate than Banof, and she’d fall in love with that man.

Her heart could be weak, but in this, it wouldn’t have its own way. Illera would be rational about who she loved and when, and Banof wasn’t going to be that person.

She nodded, decision made. Why then did her chest ache?

* * *

Nizel followed a few steps behind Mareth, chin up. Defiant even now.

A good sign, in Mareth’s opinion. The one who would one day be their empress could not be easily cowed. Not even by the prospect of an angry parent.

It was just past dawn, when Yofenonmor was at its most beautiful. Faint rays of sunlight cut through the trees and made the grass sparkle. There were few straight lines in Yofenonmor. The dirt paths between buildings meandered around trees and bushes. The buildings themselves had sloping, wooden roofs and few walls and grew out of the trees that surrounded them. It seemed very rustic, compared to the splendor that had been Rildivmor. Some of the older lianthe complained, even though they knew that they would soon return to Rildivmor.

Mareth thought it was worse for the young lianthe like Nizel. They had never seen Rildivmor. Even if they went there today, Rildivmor lay in ruins, built over again by humans. It was nothing like it had been in Mareth’s youth. One day soon, this war would be over, and there would be time to return Rildivmor to its former glory.

Until then, Mareth would be content to live in Yofenonmor. Even if it did not shine in the moonlight like Rildivmor, it was not without its beauty.

He led Nizel to the building in the very center of Yofenonmor. The building was larger than most, formed between two oak trees. Precious gems lined the wide doorway, held tight in the wood; without circling, those gems wouldn’t come loose. There was no door – the lianthe did not cut themselves off from nature like the humans did, but embraced it and coaxed it into aiding and comforting them.

Veiyond waited for them inside. He sat on an ornate, legless wooden chair; it was not a throne. Not quite. He wore a loose, pale green robe, his short white hair gleaming faintly from sunlight drifting through a window. His hands were folded in his lap, and he was not smiling.

Mareth spread his hands wide but kept his eyes open; Veiyond ruled Yofenonmor, but he wasn’t the emperor. “Veiyondkamlinared Targedas, my Regent.” Then he took one of the chairs that faced Veiyond, folding his legs beneath him.

Nizel did not bow. She scowled fiercely at her father and took the other chair. Veiyond ignored her and said to Mareth, “The karyon has been found then?”

“It has. I saw it.” It looked the same as it had five hundred years ago when he’d last seen it, not worn at all by time. “Illera is determined to give it to no one save the emperor himself.”

“The Twin Sun Kingdoms are planning to restart the war,” Veiyond said. “They have been speaking with leaders of the resistance movements from Sonon, Relerio, and Giram?”

“Yes, I had the chance to speak with many of those leaders.” Veiyond scowled, and Mareth said, “They may not have armies, but that does not mean they will not prove helpful. We are in no position to turn away aid, regardless from where that aid may come.”

Veiyond pressed his lips together in a thin line. “You are correct, of course. And the humans wish our assistance in their premature war?”

Mareth sat up straighter. “They do. I believe we must give them assistance. It is not much premature. We would have begun our own offensive in half a year regardless of whether the humans were ready to join us. What difference will it make if we begin early?” He paused then added, “I agree with the assessment of the situation by Prince Nikilaus of Twin Sun Plain. Without any help from us, he achieved a great victory at Paserad. The rabets, especially the southern rabets, are in a disarray for the moment, but not much longer. Already new rabets have been assigned to the south to help contain the chaos. The longer we wait, the more time they will have to consolidate their rule. The time to strike is when the enemy is still preparing for battle.”

Veiyond let out a breath. “You are correct, of course. I will speak with General Irisen so that she may look for volunteers. The main army is not yet ready to move.”

“Will you be accompanying us, Regent?” Mareth asked.

“Not at this time.” Veiyond shook his head. “I will wait here until the time is right.” 

Mareth nodded. After some of the decisions Veiyond had made, his position was not strong enough for him to leave Yofenonmor. He had made many enemies during his tenure as Regent, many of whom would be eager to supplant him if he should leave. None would openly turn against him while he stayed here, but many people whispered complaints about him.

Veiyond finally turned to Nizel. “You were in Paserad for days. In all that time, you did not have the chance to inform me about the karyon?” His voice was sharp, and his gaze cold.

Nizel raised her chin and glared back. “If I told you about it, you would have sent someone running.” She glanced darkly at Mareth. “I was very close to obtaining it.”

Mareth pretended he hadn’t seen her glare. From what he had seen, Illera had been nowhere close to handing the karyon over to Nizel and was no closer now. All Nizel had accomplished was to make Illera dislike and distrust her fellow lianthe. Since she did still hold the karyon, that could prove difficult in the days to come.

“You must stop trying to obtain it,” Veiyond said. “It is not for you.”

Nizel flushed pale indigo. “I had no intention of keeping it! You think I would not happily hand it over to the emperor, Father?”

“Happily?” Veiyond raised an eyebrow. “Not happily, no.”

“Willingly,” Nizel said, avoiding his eyes. “I am loyal to the emperor, as we all are. But I need his approval, his attention! Or he may look me over and choose another as his heir!”

Veiyond sighed and sat back in his chair, rubbing a hand across his forehead. Much more gently, acting as her father now and not merely her regent, he said, “Who else is there? Of all the young lianthe, you are the most powerful and the most skilled with Elementalism. I have taught you what little I know of ruling. You are my daughter. Wenos is unwilling, and Chirim is disgraced. There is no one else.”

Nizel bowed her head, staring at the floor. Her long hair hid her face from view. “I am all those things, but is that enough? I am not of the Rilvangar bloodline.”

And that was what it all came down to. The emperor was the last of the Rilvangar family, the family that had ruled for generations, even before the formation of the empire. With no heir of his body, he would have to choose another as his heir. A choice he had yet to make.

Mareth wondered too if he would choose Nizel. He himself did not want to accept Nizel as his future ruler, not as she was now. He hoped that she would grow into the ruler the lianthe needed and wanted, but she was not there yet.

“Stop being foolish. The Rilvangar family is all but gone. The emperor knows that. He does not expect you to be a Rilvangar.” Veiyond shook his head. “As I said, you are the only choice. He will have to pick you.” Then he snorted. “Which is not to say he will not try to reshape you, because he does love to meddle, both with people and countries. But he will pick you, nonetheless.”

Nizel glanced at Mareth then turned back to Veiyond and said, “I am not the only one. Not anymore. There is Illera.”

Mareth said up very straight. “Illera never mentioned any desire to rule.” He had not asked her such a thing. He had not needed to. Illera did not burn with the need for power as Nizel did.

“Yet she is qualified,” Nizel said with a scowl. “She is powerful. She is ignorant, yes, but not stupid. Ignorance is easily cured. She is your niece. She all but ruled her human village, and Nikilaus has been teaching her how to rule properly; he gave her authority in Paserad when he left for a few days. And she holds the karyon!” Trembling, she turned desperate eyes to Veiyond. “Father, when the emperor returns, he will notice her. He must. Unlike me, she knows humans. That is an advantage I cannot overcome. How do I defeat her?”

Mareth stared at the ground. He wished he was not here for this conversation. He had not considered Illera before – how could he have, when he had only just met her? But what Nizel said was true. Illera had power and intelligence and experience. She had the karyon. And, as Nizel had said, she could deal with humans.

The emperor did not merely rule over the lianthe, but the humans as well. He would spend far more time keeping the humans corralled than ruling the lianthe. Both the current emperor and his father had always worked well with humans; sometimes Mareth thought they preferred humans to lianthe. Half the reason the world was such a mess now was that Mitek could not or would not deal with humans.

Nizel could not be blamed for dealing poorly with humans. She’d only first met with humans less than a year ago. This whole incident with Illera and the karyon would not help her, especially since many influential humans now deeply disliked her.

Mareth wondered if he should hope that Illera might defeat Nizel to become the next empress. He thought Illera would do well, better than Nizel ever could. Maybe he was prejudiced in her favor, but he liked what he’d seen of Illera. She knew little of lianthe, true, but she could be taught easily enough. He thought the other lianthe would like her once they got to know her. She was sensible, tough, and kind, and would win the other lianthe over soon enough.

He thought too Illera might be willing to become empress. She didn’t care for Nizel. If he pointed out that the best way to avoid being ruled by Nizel was to become empress herself, he thought she might eagerly take on the responsibility.

For now, the emperor was still out of reach, as he often was. Until he contacted them, the council had the most influence to decide the heir. Veiyond favored Nizel. Mareth now favored Illera. Irisen and Feilis, like him, had largely accepted Nizel, but didn’t care for her. He wondered if he could get them to meet with Illera sometime soon. Feilis would stay behind in Lirufenleilmor, but Irisen would leave with the army. Mareth could work out a meeting between her and Illera.

“Does this Illera wish to rule?” Veiyond finally asked. Mareth looked up. From the look on his face, he thought Veiyond had also considered everything Mareth had. Veiyond glanced towards him with a scowl, already knowing Mareth favored Illera over Nizel. They knew each other well enough to guess one another’s thoughts. Mareth briefly regretted this, because he didn’t need another obstacle between him and Veiyond. As children, they had been friends.

“She is not overly ambitious and does not desire to rule at this time,” Nizel said slowly. “But she could be talked into it. If she thought it necessary, I think she would accept it. She has a strong sense of duty.” If resentment crept into her voice, no one mentioned it.

Veiyond turned to Mareth. “I would speak with my daughter in private, if you do not mind.”

Not a very subtle way of getting Mareth out of the room so Veiyond could discuss with Nizel how to beat Illera. But Veiyond was not often subtle, another reason his rule was not as secure as it could be.

Mareth stood regardless. He could take this opportunity to speak with the other councilors, especially Feilis. “Shall I have Irisen speak with the troops?” he asked mildly, as if the rest of the conversation had never occurred.

Veiyond nodded. “Yes. Ask her and Feilis to meet here tomorrow so we may discuss this war in more detail.”

Mareth spread his arms again then left, pleased. This would give him time as well. He had no experience in ruling, unlike Veiyond. But he could be subtle. Nizel had effortlessly made her way to the top of the young lianthe, never having to learn hard lessons along the way. She had made terrible mistakes with Illera and the people of Paserad.

Those mistakes would come back to haunt her. Mareth would make sure of that.


 

 

 

 

 

 

4

Breaking the North

 

Nikilaus stood on the wall, looking down over the barracks of North Paserad. The barracks were full again, but with southerners this time. The last of the Twin Sun soldiers had arrived through the Travel Pattern, and they stood ready for deployment.

Most of the soldiers were assembled in ranks on the parade ground in North Paserad. As Nikilaus stepped forward, he wondered how often rabet soldiers had stood waiting in this same parade ground. He had no choice but to make his speech here. The parade ground in South Paserad wasn't big enough, and he wanted all the soldiers grouped together.

“I welcome you to Paserad,” he said. One of his Elementalists had put a circle on him so that his voice would carry to all the assembled men without his having to shout. “In two days, we will be heading out to Sonon and Relerio, in order to free the south from diemthe tyranny.” He paused as the men cheered. “The Twin Sun Rivers divisions and the first through fifth divisions from Twin Sun Plain will be heading west into Sonon. The sixth through eighth divisions will be going into Relerio.” He looked towards the division captains, standing at the front of the lines. Dasid had spoken with all of them already, and they knew the basics of the plan.

“I thank you for your willingness to fight, not just for the people of the Twin Sun Kingdoms, but for all the people of the south. I am confident that, with your help, we can rid the south of all rabets!”

He raised his hand in the air as the men cheered loudly. He stayed that way for a few moments before stepping off the wall, the cheers still sounding. “How was that?” he asked Dasid.

“Very well done, sir,” he said.

“Motivational,” Drian spoke up abruptly. Nikilaus glanced towards his bodyguard, surprised. Drian was a man of few words. He had a faint grin on his face, and a light in his eyes. Nikilaus shrugged to himself. He shouldn't complain if Drian was eager for action. He'd be part of every battle Nikilaus fought, shadowing his movements.
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