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1

Acts of Kindness

 

Umagun Hisano barged straight through the outer castle gates. The guards took one look at his face and wisely stepped aside. “They’re learning,” Gwel said, cocking a thumb in the direction of the guards. Umagun scowled and shot his companion a dark look. Gwel shrugged, unrepentant, but at least she didn’t make any more cracks as they made their way through the courtyard and into Jethan Castle.

The structure rose into the sky, immense and splendid. Columns of marble ran all along the perimeter of the first floor. The main entrance had elaborate designs carved into the double doors, and a fantastic fresco of Jeth Giramson, merchant founder of the city some seven hundred years ago, covered the wall just above the entrance. The windows on the upper floors were also designed in intricate detail, some inlaid with gold. Flags snapped in the breeze – a green leaf on a red background, with the empire’s insignia of a black mountain on a gold background on the bottom middle. The roof sloped gently downward, occasionally interrupted by towers. The first time Umagun had come here, he’d had to pretend not to be impressed and very nearly gave himself away. He’d seen pictures of some of the grand palaces in the north, but he’d never seen any of them in person, and there were no places like this in his homeland of Hillgrandia.

There were more guards stationed at the entrance to the palace itself. Umagun glared at them. “I am here to speak with First Minister Davin,” he growled slowly at them.

The guards exchanged nervous glances, the spears they held swaying with their movements. They wore red vests over green shirts and trousers. If they wore preigind armor beneath, Umagun couldn’t tell. He doubted it; in a country like Giram, preigind armor would be an extravagant expense. Umagun continued forward, undeterred; the guards would let him in. He only told them of his errand in the hope that someone would notify the Minister so he wouldn’t be forced to wait for the worthless man to get ready. From the corner of his eye, Umagun saw Gwel fingering her sword-hilt.

The guard who wore a badge proclaiming him a Lieutenant jumped as Umagun drew even with him. “Allow me to escort you to the First Minister’s audience chamber, sir.” He motioned and the other men opened the large palace doors for them. “Run and tell the Minister we’re coming,” the lieutenant instructed one of his men, barely more than a child, and the boy scampered off.

The inside of the palace matched the grandeur of the outside. Lush carpeting covered all the hallways that Umagun had seen. Tapestries – beautiful works of art, all of them – covered the walls. Statues of Jeth Giramson and former First Ministers stood at intersections of corridors, and ceramic vases with intricate geometric designs stood in indentations in the walls and at corners. Called First Ministers and elected anew every ten years from the powerful nobles of the country, the rulers of Giram were wealthier than many kings and the palace stood as a showcase of that wealth.

Umagun had to walk hunched over, his head still nearly scrapping the ceiling. He scowled darkly at the wealth on display. All that, but they still had low ceilings.

Their guide finally brought them to First Minister Davin’s main audience chamber – there was another audience chamber too, for when the First Minister was being less formal. Umagun had only been in that one twice, and he didn’t feel like remembering either occasion. Since it was the afternoon, the First Minister would be holding court here in the larger chamber. It would normally be full of nobles, ministers, merchants, and petitioners, but since a messenger had been sent saying that he was coming, the more timid and the more cautious had doubtless fled by now. Sure enough, when their guide led them through the elaborately embellished gold-plated doors, the audience chamber was less than half full what it normally would be.

The doors were almost three meters high, but Umagun came close to hitting his head on the frame every time he entered. For a long time, the doors had offended him, until Gwel had pointed out, quite reasonably, that doors in the south were designed for normal humans to walk through, and not altered humans.

“Good afternoon, First Minister Davin,” Umagun spoke slowly as soon as he cleared the doors. The minister had been listening to a petitioner, but Umagun’s mission took precedence over anything else. The petitioner – who had to be a fairly wealthy merchant, since his high-collared jacket was made of velvet and heavy in embroidery – turned around, took one look at Umagun, blanched, and scurried away. The others left in the room backed as far away from him and Gwel as they could. As for the First Minister himself – a pudgy man in a maroon tunic and off-white vest – Davin drew himself up on his throne, puffed out his chest, and sent Umagun an annoyed look for his interruption. His hands were trembling on the arm rests of the throne. The man looked terribly pale for his reddish brown skin tone. Gwel said he was normally a healthy color, and Umagun only thought he appeared pale because the minister got scared whenever Umagun was around.

During the first few years that he had been stationed here, Umagun had felt self-conscious in public. Gaping stares, screaming women, trembling men, and crying children confronted him whenever he came into Giram or Obarvanid or one of the smaller villages in the two countries in this region. He got less of that now than thirty-five years ago, but it had hardly stopped. He looked nothing like regular humans did, after all. Besides being much taller, his skin was green, and his hair would have been a darker shade of green if he didn’t shave it. He had an impressive musculature to match his height, making him look rather over-muscled to other, normal humans. A large tattoo covered his head, a protective circle in case his preigind armor failed. Other tattoos covered his torso and upper arms and legs, though his black and gold uniform covered those.

To southerners, and even many northerners, he was a hideous freak, a monster. But his countrymen in Hillgrandia had looked like this for generations, ever since a group of diemthe made their ancestors more than human. Umagun was the pinnacle of all that his people envisioned, and having ignorant northerners look down on him and terrified southerners treat him like a beast annoyed him. And, as the whole rabet knew, it wasn’t wise to annoy Umagun.

Personally, Umagun thought there were altered beasts – animals that had undergone transformations similar to his own, either recently or far in the past – that were, from a purely aesthetic point of view, much more frightening to look at than he. Such creatures were rarely seen in public, even in the north, since they didn’t bred as well as altered humans, so he didn’t get much chance to argue that point. Anyway, sometimes it was nice to have people afraid of him.

He took in the audience chamber. Due to long familiarity, he knew a number of powerful nobles, ministers, military leaders, and party leaders in Giram. Many of them were present, including, he noted from the corner of his eye, a number of people from the Giram Liberation Party. The leader of the Liberation Party and Liberation Minister, Alizabeth, stood not far from the First Minister, her arms crossed over her chest and a scowl on her narrow face. Among the group clustered around her was Mok. Mok, supposedly Alizabeth’s personal secretary, only rarely attended audiences. Umagun made sure not to pay him too much attention.

“Captain Umagun,” the First Minister began in a loud voice, “why are you here today, unannounced?”

“I am here for your benefit, First Minister Davin,” he said, still speaking slowly. Though all humans, whether they hailed from the north or from the south, spoke the same language, accents varied considerably. Most southerners could barely understand him, so he’d gotten in the habit of speaking as slowly as he could whenever he left the rabet encampment. The politeness came later, and with considerably more difficulty. Politeness costs you little, Commander Banof said, but can win over allies. Yet another thing the commander had been right about. So Umagun tried to be polite, even to idiots like the minister. “Your information network is sorely lacking.”

The First Minister frowned. His information network consisted of members of the guard and the army who wandered the capital city, named Giram just like the country, or the countryside to keep the minister knowledgeable. Umagun suspected that all the minister really wanted to know was the condition of each year’s crop. It would account for the ineffectiveness of the network when a situation arose. Giram primarily subsisted on exported produce, so the condition of crops was of utmost importance to the minister and his officials.

“And what have my people failed to report that is so terribly important?” Davin asked with a scowl.

“There are bandits to the north,” Umagun said. “They are camped in the mountains above the pass between here and Relerio.” He stopped as a worried murmur spread through the room.

That pass was the only overland route to safely get from Giram to Relerio, its capital of Obarvanid, and then the rest of the world. One could travel by ship or Travel Pattern, but land routes still remained popular, especially among small-time merchants. There were rumors – and there had been rumors for hundreds of years – about passes through the Arch Mountains further to the south, but Umagun didn’t believe it. The Arch Mountain range had many sharp cliffs and drops which could easily turn fatal. Even if there were passes, they were likely too narrow for an air barge. Bandits in the Fruit Pass – so called because the country of Giram was filled with orchards – could mean losses of profits up to thirty percent this year by Bristan’s estimate. Since Bristan had become supply master, his numbers had never been wrong, so Umagun believed him.

“Are you sure there are bandits at Fruit Pass?” someone asked from Umagun’s right. He turned and recognized Duke Millden, Produce Minister and wealthy merchant, almost as wealthy as the minister. The chubby man wasn’t usually so vocal, but he quickly gained a spine when his own purse became involved.

“We are quite sure. Gwel—” he nodded at his companion. Many people in the room threw disapproving, angry, or hateful looks at Gwel. These southerners couldn’t understand why a normal person would ever voluntarily continue to serve in a rabet when past their five years of required service. They apparently didn’t see a problem with one such as Umagun in a rabet. Umagun continued as if he hadn’t seen the looks. “–here has seen them personally.”

“Yes. The bandits are five hundred strong, and fortified in a well-protected series of caves. They have been holed up there since mid-Rit. In a month, when the weather starts to turn warmer, they will come out to raid. We want to take care of them before that.” Umagun shook his head. No matter how many times he heard it, it still sounded strange to his ear. Rit should be spring, but here in the south the months were backwards. Here, Rit was autumn, and Dar, the current month, winter. Dar in the south was cold, but it had nothing on Ban in the north. “It will be no easy task to chase them out.” Gwel, brave soul that she was, had never looked bothered by the disdain given her here.

“Five hundred?” Minister Davin wrung his hands. “Your rabet only has fifteen hundred soldiers in it, right? How can you take care of the bandits if they’re in a secure location?”

That was the one useful thing Davin’s information network had discovered: the exact strength of the rabet, if only the number of warriors. There was another one hundred in specialized units: Elementalists, spies, priests, physicians, and engineers. And yet another two thousand in support personnel – the rabet was self-sufficient and had its own land. Serving in a rabet was mandatory in the empire, but one didn’t have to be a soldier. And of course there was the commander, but Umagun didn’t think any of the minister’s spies had dared to get close enough to Banof to find out much about him, and didn’t blame them. He had no idea when those pathetic spies had ever gotten close to the rabet long enough to count the number of warriors, seeing as how the rabet was encamped in the forests far to the west of Giram City, in an area devoid of any farms or orchards. When he’d brought the subject up with Banof once, the commander had smiled and said something about giving sweets to unruly children. Umagun then stopped worrying about how the spies had gotten the information, since Banof had clearly meant for them to find that information.

“It is true that we have only three times as many warriors as they do,” Umagun said, making the natural rumble in his voice more distinct, conveying that having to explain annoyed him. The minister was certain not to realize what it meant, but would be frightened nonetheless. “However, we are better trained and better equipped, and we have little… surprises… that the bandits know nothing about.” Umagun smirked.

“Surprises?” Millden waved his arms. “You think a few little surprises will make a difference? I’m about to be sent to the poorhouse, and you talk of surprises!” The man was actually in tears. Umagun growled and fingered his sword hilt.

“Ah, I think he means that the rabet has Elementalists at its disposal,” Davin said quickly, realizing that Umagun’s mood was rapidly deteriorating. “I’ve certainly never heard of a bandit gang with Elementalists!” He tried to laugh, but it came out choked.

“Indeed,” Gwel said, glancing at Umagun, trying to calm him. “There are a number of Elementalists in our rabet, including Umagun here. And there are none who can match Elementalism with the commander.”

“Ha!” Millden exclaimed. “Empty promises! Your rabet is nothing but a nuisance to us! You’ll be instituting the draft before long! Well, I hope that you and the bandits kill each other! And I hope most of all that your commander gets killed first!”

Umagun was across the floor as soon as the words were out of the man’s mouth. He grabbed Millden by the collar of his fine velvet jacket and yanked him off the ground until Millden’s face was next to his. There was screaming and people running around, but Umagun paid it no mind. “How dare you speak that way of the commander?” he growled, so angry that he could barely speak and be understood by Giramites. “Ask forgiveness, and maybe I won’t kill you.”

Millden shook like a leaf in a storm. His mouth opened, but nothing but a whimper came out. “Release him immediately!” Alizabeth shouted from somewhere behind him. Not sparing her a glance, Umagun drew his sword with his other hand and calmly slashed it through Millden’s neck. He tossed the body away from him before the spurt of blood could stain his uniform, careful to keep his long, loose coat out of the way. He pulled out a small cloth and cleaned his sword off before returning it to its sheath and the cloth to his pocket.

He turned to look at the First Minister. “We will be attacking the bandits on Ascension Day.” That was three days hence. “By then, the pass should be thawed enough. If you don’t want any of your merchants caught in the way, tell them to avoid the pass that day.”

“Of… of course.” Davin managed to stammer, his eyes never leaving the remains of Millden. “Thank you for the warning. I’ll make sure to spread the word.”

Alizabeth glared at him, her hands fisted at her sides. Her whole body shook as she tried to hold herself back. The Giram Liberation Party talked big, but rarely did anything while in sight of rabet soldiers. Beside her, Mok stood calmly, only his eyes giving away his fury. Umagun looked away from him.

He turned to the minister and nodded politely. That promise to spread word was the reason he’d come here. Without another glance, Umagun strode from the audience chamber, Gwel at his heels. Neither of them spoke until they reached the Travel Room at the Elementalist Guild, which wasn’t far from Jethan Castle. Umagun barged to the front of the queue, ignoring the merchants and other travelers waiting to take the Travel Pattern.

Travel Patterns had been invented sixty years ago, based on Post Patterns. Post Patterns were simple to make and simple to use, and these days everyone had one, but nothing living could be transported through them. Then a special type of stone had been discovered in Fillam in Ijta. Resonite had special properties that made it work well with Elementalism. It took five powerful Elementalists to set a Travel Pattern once the pieces of stone had been placed in the right order, measured and colored, but once a Travel Pattern was set anyone could activate it. 

He gave the Elementalist stationed in the Pattern Room a cold look. The man winced, scurried into the far corner, and looked away. A person could travel from one Travel Pattern to any other Travel Pattern in the world, so long as the person knew what both Patterns looked like. Travel Patterns were quite complicated, so one side of the room was covered with a list of other Travel Patterns. The Travel Pattern for the rabet encampment was not listed, so all the members of the thirty-third rabet had to have it memorized.

Sure that the Elementalist on duty wasn’t looking, Umagun and Gwel stepped inside the Travel Pattern. The Pattern was a complicated design over four meters in diameter, large enough to take an air barge through. The resonite tiles that made it up lay in the middle of the room. The Giram City Travel Pattern was mostly made of triangles, but some used squares or pentagons or no straight lines at all. The shapes that made up each Travel Pattern varied, but each used all nine elements.

It was a testament to how backward this region was, that only Giram City and Obarvanid had Travel Patterns, and not any of the other towns in the two countries. The rabet was always careful not to let their Travel Pattern be revealed to anyone in Giram or Relerio. The rabet disapproved of visitors; if there was important business, they went to the southerners, not the southerners to them.

 When he stood in the center of the circle, with Gwel to his left, Umagun activated the Travel Pattern. The Pattern came alive in a swirl of colors and designs, and, in the time it took to blink twice, Umagun and Gwel were back at the rabet encampment. Gwel turned and started walking away. “Bye,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m going to review the troops, make sure that Dar didn’t ruin their instincts.”

A preposterous idea. The rabet troops were always in good form. But men got bored, and needed constant training to stay in shape. Gwel, as the calmest and most mild-mannered officer in the thirty-third rabet, was the one the troops liked best. Her training sessions were nowhere near as painful as Umagun’s were. Umagun smiled fondly after her and went off to find the commander. 

The encampment consisted of six large buildings. Two were the barracks where most of the soldiers and support staff lived with their families. The next building housed the officers in larger quarters, as well as any soldiers and their families that didn’t fit into the other barracks. The Elementalists, healers, engineers, and other specialized troops also had their own building, and the Travel Pattern was in a large room near the center of the ground floor. That building also included the kitchens, the laundry, the smithy, and so on. There was also a large storage building for any equipment, and a training hall for the men to practice their skills when there was bad weather. Umagun headed for the third building, where his own rooms were down the hall from the commander’s. Like all rabets, the thirty-third’s encampment was built simply and practically, all straight lines devoid of ornamentation. Preiginds covered the buildings and the walls around the encampment. Farm land stretched out beyond the walls, and only rabet troops worked those fields.

The insides of the buildings were well-lit but utilitarian. The only decoration was what men might put inside their own rooms. Unlike hallways in Giram City, the ceilings were built with altered humans in mind, and high enough that Umagun didn’t have to duck. When Umagun reached the commander’s study, he knocked politely. He was bade to enter, and did so. As soon as he was inside, he began his report.

“I saw Minister Davin today about the bandits,” Umagun said. He went down on one knee upon the floor and placed a hand on his sword hilt. Even kneeling like this, Umagun was still taller than many people, except another altered human. If Banof had stood, he would still have been shorter than Umagun kneeling, if barely. However, the commander rarely bothered to rise for Umagun’s reports, not bothered by his captain’s size. Umagun had learned, up in the north when he had first begun to serve in the rabets, that he should always kneel before his commanding officers. When he was still young and without a high rank, Umagun had served briefly under human captains — normal humans who were always intimidated by the way he towered over them. Commander Banof, being a diemthe, had no reason to fear Umagun’s height or strength. Umagun knew Banof didn’t need him on his knees to know which of the two of them were in charge and, in fact, Banof probably wouldn’t care if Umagun didn’t kneel at all. But altered humans always showed their respect to diemthe, even ones who weren’t their commanders. The sun would sooner shine brightly in the sky than would an altered human betray a diemthe. 

“That man is completely worthless,” Umagun continued. “He didn’t want to believe that there were bandits in the mountains to the east. I was half tempted to ignore him and just send out the troops without his knowing.”

“But you did not?” Banof asked. He had a sheaf of papers held in front of him but he didn’t seem to be reading them, merely mulling something over. If it was important, Umagun would hear it in good time.

“Of course not, sir,” Umagun said calmly. “The man may be an idiot, but since the presence of the bandits affects him and his little country, I did tell him. I know your policies regarding information. I merely brought it up to say that his information network is sorely lacking, but the minister believes its reports whole-heartedly.” Umagun paused to consider the wisdom of his question. No, he didn’t think Banof would mind if he asked. “Sir, why is he so stubborn about these things, when our information has never yet proved to be wrong?”

Banof finally looked up at him. His expression was calm and thoughtful, like always, though he raised one delicate black eyebrow, as if Umagun’s confusion amused him. “He refuses to believe because we and he are enemies.”

Umagun frowned. “You mean, sir, he thinks we might make up a story about bandits to cover some other activity we had going on that we didn’t want him to know about?” Banof nodded. “We’ve never done anything like that! As far as rabets go, we’re down-right understanding and friendly! We commit very few atrocities and we even help with problems. Unappreciative southerners!” he spat, suddenly angry. “We should deal with them exactly the same way we deal with northerners. We should be like other rabets! That would show them!”

“No, Umagun, we should not deal with these southerners as we would deal in the north.” Banof cut through his anger effortlessly, his voice still level and cool. “We must not allow another situation like Paserad to arise.”

Umagun ducked his head. “Of course, sir.” Paserad was to the west of Obarvanid and a bit further south. It was the only other place here on the southern continent besides Sonon where the rabets had a presence. Since Paserad was the northern-most town in the Twin Sun Kingdoms, the only place in the world that wasn’t part of the Empire, the outpost there had to constantly deal with uprisings from the citizens and outright war every few years. At the moment, the Twin Sun Kingdoms were trying to regain sole possession of Paserad again and war would doubtless break out again within two years at the latest. Whenever news about the situation in Paserad reached Giram or Relerio, it was the talk of every town for months. Because the people of Paserad resisted invasion so strongly, the rabets had only gotten further south once. That one time – almost one hundred years ago now – was the rabets’ worst defeat since the War of Ascension five hundred years ago. Some people whispered that the rabets purposefully didn’t try to subdue Paserad as hard as they could, for fear of a repeat of that defeat all those years ago.

“The reason Paserad continually causes problems for us is because the thirty-first commander does not recall that Paserad is in the south,” Banof said. Umagun hid his surprise quickly. All rabet commanders were diemthe. It was not the first time Umagun had heard Banof speak against his own race, but it still amazed him every time he heard it. That a diemthe would… disapprove of the actions of another diemthe, and then express those sentiments before someone who wasn’t a diemthe was… unthinkable! And yet, Banof had done so a number of times in the past, and Umagun thought he would do so again in the future. It was a mark of the loyalty and respect his rabet held for him that his superiors in Daranvirmor never heard that he sometimes spoke against them. But then, the thirty-third rabet was the best post there was, and everyone in the empire knew it. The men were not foolish enough to spread rumors after being lucky enough to be assigned to the thirty-third.

“Southerners wish to be wooed in allegiance, not forced to change sides and ideals at sword-point. The ways of the north are foreign and frightening here in the south, and if we are ever to win the south, we must do so slowly and gently, that they may come to love us,” Banof continued, his eyes again on the papers in his hand. “Unlike Commander Kazrun who is posted in Paserad, I will tread softly with these timid and high-idealed southern-folk. As recompense for this generosity, I do not have open war outside the city walls, nor do I have chaos in the streets.”

Umagun nodded. Even when he didn’t always understand what Banof was saying, Banof always proved to be right in the end. And so Umagun believed, wholly and without question, beyond even what was natural from an altered human to his diemthe commander. “However,” Banof said, “there are some things which cannot be allowed, north or south. Expediency is the lesson to those who would succeed and luck–” here Banof smiled, and Umagun shivered involuntarily “–the lover of those who are favored.”

A timid knock sounded at the door. Umagun always made his reports in Banof’s study, and they were rarely interrupted. “Come,” Banof called, not seeming upset for being interrupted. Rekaro Disrani hesitantly poked his head in. The other man was from Highland in Hillgrandia, same as Umagun. Rekaro’s skin was blue, but like Umagun he was tall and covered in tattoos. Also like Umagun, he had chosen to remain in the rabet past his five years’ required service, which was why he was now a lieutenant.

“You wished to see me, Commander?” Rekaro asked. His large stature contrasted harshly with his cautious voice and hunched stance. Umagun wondered if that was what he looked like when talking with Banof.

“Yes. I have an errand for you. Pick any twenty you wish to accompany you, and leave at dawn tomorrow.”

“Twenty soldiers?” Umagun asked, taken aback by the number. “Tomorrow morning?” They would be fighting the bandits in three days, and the loss of twenty men could prove fatal for them in battle. “Why so many, sir, when we have bandits to take care of? They will be ill-trained and ill-prepared, surely, but do we not want to be at full strength anyways? Why don’t we just send–”

Banof glanced at him with a frown. Umagun immediately stopped talking. Banof calmly turned back to the other man. “Rekaro, you will pick any twenty you wish. This is far more important and more dangerous than a mere bandit gang. You will go to the village of Wallen.” He passed a folded up map to Rekaro. “Take an air barge to speed up the trip, and do not linger overlong in the towns between here and Wallen. There should be a young lady there with white hair. Bring her back, preferably alive. Kill all those who would interfere. But be cautious and careful; the young lady might be very dangerous.”

Rekaro straightened and saluted, his right hand held palm out beside his head. “As you command, sir, it will be done. I will be back with the girl as soon as possible.” Umagun watched him leave. He had not yet been dismissed. Banof began telling him the plan for the attack against the bandits in three days, and Umagun forced his attention back to what his commander was saying, trying unsuccessfully to quench his curiosity. He’d never heard of Wallen – it must be one of the many small villages that littered the Giramite countryside. And there was a girl there who was more dangerous than a bandit gang? And how had a white-haired girl come to live in Giram? The people native to this area of the world had reddish brown skin and dark hair. Only those from the far north had pale hair.

There was something very strange going on, and he had a feeling of sudden dread about it.


 

 

 

 

2

Dream of Discovery

 

Vague, half-formed shapes shifted. Some slowly drifted off to become nothing while others sharpened, edges becoming distinct outlines of almost recognizable forms.

Illera frowned and squinted, trying to force her eyes to see more clearly. Slowly, with a fluidity that should have been disturbing, silhouettes began to resolve themselves. Yes, it almost looked like a group of people heading towards her. Fifteen, twenty, perhaps twenty-five people total; her mind couldn’t quite keep track of numbers. The people were lined in red against a dark sky.

She leaned back and waited while they approached. Part of her was perfectly calm and expectant, not in the least worried about what these people might be bringing with them. Another part of her, a smaller nearly silent part, was screaming that she needed to get away now, before it was too late.

The group drew closer, and the quiet voice grew louder as a shiver ran down her back. There was definitely something wrong. She squinted again. There, it was the figure in the middle. Either he was very tall, or the others were children.

No, of course the others were just children. No one was that tall. Why, if she was scaling it right, the middle figure would be nearly three meters tall! It was a group of young children then, with one adult looking after them.

Something glinted brightly in the faint red light that still outlined the group. Something long and thin and... pointed? Illera felt herself stiffen involuntarily as her hand dropped to rest on her sword hilt. That one child on the left was carrying a sword! And... so was that child. And that one too.

She dropped back a pace. All the children had weapons, weapons that were already drawn and held in experienced grips. No children carried weapons! And besides that, if they were close enough for her to make out the weapons, then didn’t that mean they were taller than children? But that would mean the figure in the middle...

 Her eyes jumped. The tall man had a sword too, and he really must be almost three meters since the others weren’t children. And the red light behind them, wasn’t it fire?

Illera drew her own sword. “Who are you?” she said. “What do you want?”

A soft, eerie chuckle rose from the group, a group that was now almost on top of her. She backed up a few more steps. “We are here for you,” came a whisper. It was a multitude of voices, all speaking in harmony.

 “For me?” she breathed. “Why?”

 A louder chuckle this time. The middle figure stepped forward and the fire blazed in the background, highlighting his face. She couldn’t make out precise features, but his skin was blue. “Lianthe,” he hissed alone. “We are here for you, lianthe.”

She screamed and kept screaming as she sat up in bed, panting and hugging the blankets to herself. As her sight adjusted to the familiar darkness of home, she tried to slow her breathing. It had just been a dream. Nothing more.

But her dreams had a tendency to come true.

Moving slowly, she got out of bed and pulled a blanket around her shoulders. It was mid-Dar, winter, and even with heating preiginds across the walls, the house felt far too cold this early in the morning. She turned and looked at the pocket watch sitting beside the bed; about seven in the morning. She’d slept late.

She opened the front door of her little house to find a pail of water waiting for her, the heating preigind on the side keeping it from freezing over. Right; today, the merchant Fidelgo would be coming, so unless she slipped away right now, she’d be stuck indoors all day. With a sigh, she picked up the pail of water and brought it inside. She filled up a tea kettle and set it on the stove. She touched the preigind, the pre-made circle, on top of the stove, saying, “Heat.” The preigind activated, glowing red as the cold water began to warm. She was far too strung up to do anything without a cup of tea first.

Sitting down in front of the stove, she stared moodily at the tea kettle.

This wasn’t the first time she’d had a strange dream, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last time either. Five times before, she’d had a dream like this; one with stark details that made her oversleep but tremble upon waking. Five mornings before, she’d sat shivering in front of her tea kettle.

The first time she dreamed of days of rain that caused the river to rise and nearly wash the village away. Two days later it had started to rain and didn’t stop for five days later. The devastation had been appalling. Two times she dreamed of a group of altered beasts that had come attacking. And the day after each dream, a group of altered beasts, of a type to match the ones in the dreams, had come down from the Arch Mountains and devastated much of the village before she’d been able to kill off the last of them. The fourth time she dreamed a terrible fever, which a mere three days later she began to diagnose. By the fifth time, she knew well to heed these dreams, and the village had been ready for the bandits that rode into their midst two days later.

None of her foretelling dreams had ever been of anything good. Then again, she supposed one didn’t need to be warned of something good happening soon, because no one would try to prevent it.

 She closed her eyes and deliberately ran the dream through her mind again to recall as many details as possible before she forgot. Within a few days, a group of armed men – somewhere between fifteen and twenty-five – would come here. Their leader would be a monster, an altered man. Worst of all, they would know her secret.

The shrill cry of her tea kettle shook her out of her thoughts. She quickly pulled it off the stove and poured herself a cup. The first cup she drank in one long, scalding gulp. Her tongue regretted it right away, but the rest of her was glad for the drink. Anything to make her feel warmer. She poured herself a second cup that she drank more slowly.

This was bad. This was very, very bad. Her secret had gotten out. She wasn’t sure how; for the last thirty-five years, ever since the rabet had settled in Giram, no outsiders had been permitted to stay in the village for longer than a day, lest they see her. The outsiders who had seen her before the rabet, she’d personally gone and checked on, to be sure they would say nothing about her to anyone. Had there been anyone she missed?

No. Wallen was a small village on the very edge of the world, convenient to nothing. Barely anyone came here, save the occasional merchant, itinerant priest, and tax collector. The merchants, priests, and tax collectors hadn’t known about her to begin with; she was no fool. For her entire life, she had been acutely aware that knowledge of her existence could cause her death, as well as the deaths of everyone in Wallen.

“Gray oblivion,” she swore quietly and pushed those thoughts away. It didn’t matter how her secret had gotten out; it had. Now she had to figure out how to survive with her enemies knowing about her.

She got up, put her clothes on, and rubbed away frost to peer out the window. It didn’t look like Fidelgo had arrived yet. Good. She spied young Oser Pashoson teasing the chickens behind Ronert Fallison’s barn, shirking his chores, as usual. She marched up and grabbed his arm before he even knew she was there.

He yelped as she pulled him to his feet. “Illera,” he said, turning to look at her. He put on the innocent, I’m-doing-as-I-was-told-really look that she’d learned all children mastered as easy as breathing. “Today isn’t a school day. I’m helping Raymin fix Ronert’s fence.”

The fence was on the other side of the barn. “Of course you are,” she agreed. It wasn’t worth arguing over, not today. “But if you’d be willing to give up your hard work to do me a brief favor, I need to talk to Gershin.” She paused and considered. “And your brother, too.”

Oser’s eyes went wide. “How come?”

“Business. Now go.” She gave him a soft push, and he ran off around the barn.

Illera sighed and retreated back into her house, drawing the curtains shut. Then she paced back and forth, waiting for Gershin and Raymin to show up. Her house felt smaller than it usually did. The bed was off against one wall, next to the chest of clothes. Along the next wall was the table and kitchen area. The third wall held her bookshelf, with exactly two hundred thirteen books, next to her desk, next to her shelves of medicine ingredients. The fourth wall just had the window and the door. She kept walking too close to the pail of water, and finally put it back outside, emptying it impatiently. She’d read all about plumbing, but she couldn’t design any of it without the necessary preiginds.

She made another circuit of the house, absently fiddling with her necklace. A small, smooth ball hung on the long chain, the writing on it worn but still legible. She couldn’t read it – she assumed the language it was written in was what the lianthe and the diemthe spoke – but she treasured it regardless. When Brahk had found her as a baby, he’d found her wrapped up in a wet blanket with the necklace tangled in one of the folds. One day, this necklace would help her find her people, and maybe even her family. So she wore it always, even in bed and in the bath.

When the polite knock came at her door, she was half-way through another round of her house. She sighed in relief, and called, “Come in.”

Gershin marched in the door, followed by Raymin, who thoughtfully closed the door behind him. They both shed their coats and knocked snow from their boots. Gershin was well into his fifties, his hair flecked with gray. Raymin was younger; at eighteen, he’d only passed his adulthood trial this past Dar. Both of them had reddish-brown skin with dark hair and dark eyes, like everyone else in the country of Giram. Illera always felt like a ghost walking around the village. No matter how much time she spent in the sun, her skin stubbornly remained white. Her long hair, too, was white, and her eyes were a pale gray. Nowhere on her was a hint of red or brown, like all humans had. Even the palms of her hands, the soles of her feet, her lips and her mouth were as white as the rest of her skin. There was no mistaking her for human, much less a local. Growing up, there had been nothing she wouldn’t give to be even a little darker.

“What’s the matter?” Gershin asked, brow furrowed.

Illera sighed and gestured him to a chair. “This will take a while. Please, have a seat.” The two men settled themselves in, and Illera poured them both a cup of tea, refilling her own at the same time.

“Is this going to take a long time?” Gershin asked. “Fidelgo will be arriving any minute now.” He fidgeted in his seat.

“Fidelgo can wait. This can’t,” Illera snapped. Then she sighed. “I will be leaving Wallen tomorrow.”

“To go up into the Arch Mountains again? When will you be back?”

“Would you like some assistance?” Raymin added, his eyes bright with anticipation.

She gave them a look that silenced them right away. “I’m not going into the mountains, and I’m not coming back. Ever.” She waited a moment for this to sink in. “I’m leaving Wallen for good.”

Gershin gaped at her, his jaw hanging open. Raymin managed to find his voice first. “But... why?”

“I had a dream.” She didn’t have to add that it had been a special dream. Everyone in the village knew about her dreams. “In it, an altered human appeared, and called me lianthe.” She gave them another solemn look. “My secret’s out. For your safety, and my own, I need to leave, and as soon as possible.”

“But you can’t leave!” Gershin clawed at his jacket’s high collar. “Without you, what will we do? Who will teach our children? Who will cure our sick? Who will fight off altered beasts and wild animals? Who will make our apples perfectly ripe every season?”

“You’ll have to do that for yourselves now.”

“But–”

She glared. “Which would you rather do? Fight off altered beasts without my help, or a group of rabet soldiers, including an altered man, with my help?”

Gershin shut his mouth with an audible click.

“I don’t like the idea of leaving either,” she said in a softer tone. “But I haven’t really got a choice in this. I can’t defeat an entire rabet on my own, or even a small group of rabet soldiers. The best I could hope for is that they’d kill me in battle. If they managed to capture me...” She trailed off, not wanting to vocalize that. Everyone knew what happened to lianthe captured by rabets, even if it hadn’t happened since just after the War of Ascension, five hundred years ago. It wasn’t the sort of thing people forgot, no matter how long ago. It was something she sincerely wished she could forget; it would surely be haunting her dreams for the next few nights

“But where will you go?” Raymin asked, chewing his lip. “If the rabet really does know about you, they won’t just give up if you aren’t here. They’ll hunt you down.”

She shivered again and took a fortifying gulp of tea. “I’ll head for the Twin Sun Kingdoms. There are no rabets there.” It was the only place not part of the empire, the only place completely free of rabets. There were rumors that the lianthe who had survived the War of Ascension were hidden somewhere in the Twin Sun Kingdoms. According to Behind the Wall, one of Illera’s books, there was a whole nation of lianthe in the Twin Sun Kingdoms.

“How will you get there?” Raymin persisted. “The only way through the Arch Mountains is Fruit Pass, and that’s on the other side of the country, past Giram City.”

“I’ll go to Giram City then. There’s a Travel Pattern in the Elementalist Guild there, and if that doesn’t work out, I can take a ship. And, yes, I could even go overland through Fruit Pass.”

“But, the rabet,” Gershin said.

Illera sighed. “I’ll have to risk it. I’m just one person, and Giram is a big city. Spirits willing, I can get out of town before they even know I’m there.”

Raymin touched the hilt of his sword. Illera frowned; she hoped he wasn’t getting any ideas about accompanying her. He was the only other person than herself who could fight. He’d be needed here in Wallen, in case the village needed defending. He finally put his hand back on the table, but he now looked almost as worried as Gershin.

He said, “And what happens if the diemthe helps his rabet hunt for you?”

Illera closed her eyes and slowly straightened her back. She wrapped her fingers cautiously around her tea cup. “Then I run as fast as I can, for as long as I can. And I pray. That’s all I can do.”

It really wasn’t fair. Diemthe and lianthe both were long-lived and powerful, far more so than humans. They had a different method for Elementalism, a way that, according to everything Illera had read, was much better than how humans did it. If she’d grown up with the other lianthe, then she’d know that different method of Elementalism, and she’d be a match for the diemthe commander of the rabet. But she didn’t know how lianthe used Elementalism. In a backwards village like Wallen, she barely knew how humans used Elementalism.

Haunt it all, she cursed mentally and wished Brahk hadn’t lived in the middle of nowhere. Haunt it all the way to oblivion and back again. Why hadn’t she left years ago, before the rabet arrived thirty-five years ago, when it would have been so much safer for her? She’d been planning it since she turned four hundred, after she’d hit puberty, but she kept putting it off and putting it off, and now leaving the village would also involve risking her life.

She added a few more mental swears for good measure. Being angry was nice. It was far better than being afraid.

“Well, that’s that,” she said, shaking herself. “I want to leave as soon as Fidelgo’s gone, so I need to start packing.”

Gershin and Raymin stood up, Raymin finishing off his cup of tea first. “You will write, once you’re in the Twin Sun Kingdoms?” Gershin asked, lip trembling.

She patted his arm kindly. “And from anywhere else that I can find a Post Pattern,” she said. Gershin nodded and stumbled vaguely from the house.

Raymin lingered behind. “Will you be alright, going alone?”

“I’m a big girl, I think I can manage,” she said with a smile. 

“I’ll miss you. And I’d go with you in a second if you’d let me.”

She reached out and clasped his hand. “I know, Raymin. I shall miss you too, more than anyone else in Wallen.” She tightened her hand for a moment before letting go. “Now go. Kessel was telling me that he wanted to buy an instrument from Fidelgo, and he won’t want to without you.”

He smiled. “As if I know anything about music.” He turned and left, closing the door gently behind him.

Illera turned and surveyed her home, and began to catalog which things she could leave behind forever.


 

 

 

 

3

A Future Realized

 

The morning dawned crisp and clear and thoroughly beautiful. Illera dressed quickly in black pants and a tight, brown vest over a green shirt that buttoned up on the left side of her chest, finishing with a green jacket with a high collar. Next she tied a wide scarf over her head, and left her hair beneath the jacket. Darin Relgerson had given her his wide-brimmed hat when she asked him late yesterday. It would have been nicer to have a hood, but hoods were only popular in the north – Darin’s hat was originally from Relerio; Giramites preferred head scarves or nothing.

It wouldn’t be enough to keep strangers from noticing that she was pale of skin and hair, but it might help. She had an idea for a circle to help conceal her features, but the clothes couldn’t hurt. All the people in Giram had copper skin and dark hair, and if she didn’t want to stick out while traveling, she’d better not be pale. As far as humans went, only northerners were pale, and it was northerners who hunted her.

She stared at her bags. She’d managed to reduce her entire life into two bags. She wished she could take more, especially some of her books, but she would be walking all the way to Saragh, if not further, and she needed to travel light. Anyway, most of the books she had memorized, after reading them again and again for a few hundred years. She had three sets of clean clothes, her medicine kit, and maps in one bag. The other bag held only food, and the bag itself had a preserving preigind and a lightening preigind stuck on it, so it should be easy to carry, despite its size. The food would only last her five days – with maybe another day if she rationed it carefully. It was a three day journey walking to Saragh, the nearest town. From there, she could catch the train and be in Giram City in another two days. The train stopped in other towns, and she should be able to buy more food there.

Her sword was already belted around her waist, a knife was strapped to her thigh, and her necklace hung snug beneath her shirt. Her wallet she’d slipped in the inner pocket of her jacket; there was pitifully little money in it. And that was all she was taking with her.

She gave her bookshelf one last, wistful look before firming her jaw. “I’ll miss you,” she said aloud then wondered who she was talking to. “Stupid. They’re just things. And, anyway, you can buy all the books you want in the Twin Sun Kingdoms.” Without looking back, she left the only home she’d ever known in five hundred years of life.

A harsh breeze touched her face, and she was glad she’d waited until morning to leave. Not that there had been much of a choice; Fidelgo hadn’t left until late in the afternoon yesterday, and she wouldn’t have been able to get very far before dark.

In the village square where they’d gathered yesterday for the merchant, the entire population of Wallen stood, milling about aimlessly, all dressed in their best finery, albeit with heavy coats over top. When she strode out, her bags were met with horrified and frightened looks.

“Illera! Do you really have to leave?” asked Ginda Fallison. At eighty-nine, she was the oldest person in the village. Or, rather, the second oldest. Illera could still remember scolding Ginda when she’d been a little girl and Illera a gawky adolescent.

The question was taken up by the other villagers, the lot of them protesting with all their hearts. Illera sighed and put her bags on the ground. “Yes, I really am leaving,” she said. “I haven’t got much choice, and I’m not about to change my mind just because you cry at me.” She gave them a fierce look, and many of them quickly wiped their eyes. Sera Dargendson pulled out a handkerchief and loudly blew her nose. “That’s better.”

“Can’t you at least stay long enough to tell the story?” Trandon Abbinson asked. “It is the Lianthe Memorial, after all.” His suggestion was received with a chorus of nods and murmurs of agreement.

Illera sighed briefly. Well, she should have time for the story, if she shortened it a bit. It wasn’t like she didn’t want to celebrate; the Lianthe Memorial meant more to her than to anyone else here.

Today, 89 Dar 5308, was the four hundred ninety-fifth year anniversary of the day the War of Ascension ended. Up north, where people acquainted the end of the war with victory, it was called Ascension Day. Here in the south, it wasn’t a happy day, but it was a day on which people remembered to have hope for the future.

She could use some hope.

Illera sat down on the ground and motioned for everyone else to join her. “Alright, but I’m telling the short version of the story.” The history of the War of Ascension was in many of her books, which the other villagers often read, but the children liked her telling them the story aloud.

The kids all cheered, and the adults finally smiled, so she couldn’t feel guilty about the delay. She paused to gather her thoughts and launched into the tale.

“Once the Sun and the Moon shone bright and lived in harmony and everything in the world was good. That was a long, long time ago. About five hundred years ago, the evil diemthe and the good lianthe fought a terrible war. The humans from the south, many of whom were your ancestors, fought with the lianthe, while the humans from the north and the altered humans were lured in by the wicked diemthe and fought for them. The war raged for hundreds of years, and almost everyone died, and many beautiful places were destroyed. It was a very sad time for everyone."

“Like Giram City?” Pretir Connorson asked, taking his thumb out of his mouth.

Giram City, if the pictures in the newspapers were anything to judge by, wasn’t exactly a place that could be called beautiful. “No,” she said, “most of the war was fought in the north. I don’t think it ever reached Giram, or even Relerio.

“Anyway, the worst part of the war was the very end. The diemthe king was very evil and powerful, and he possessed a weapon that used Elementalism, called the karyon. With this weapon, he was more powerful than anyone else, even though his strength in Elementalism wasn’t that much. The only person who could hope to defeat him was the lianthe emperor, who was a good man and a very powerful Elementalist. During the very last battle of the war, which happened this very day in 4813, the diemthe king and lianthe emperor fought. It was a very long and difficult battle, but finally the lianthe emperor won. He killed the diemthe king and won the karyon.”

“Then how come the diemthe won the war?” Lia Tillronson asked loudly. Her mouth was set in a distinct pout.

“I’m just getting to that,” Illera said. “The lianthe emperor won the battle, but he was hurt badly, and the lianthe had fewer troops than the diemthe. Then came the worst part, the woman who was second-in-command of the diemthe. She was a priest, not a warrior, but she was a powerful Elementalist, so the other diemthe listened to her. She took the injured lianthe emperor captive. The other lianthe were forced to retreat. And sometime during that confusing battle, the karyon was lost.

 “The lianthe went to hide somewhere in the Twin Sun Kingdoms where they still live today.” I hope, she added mentally. But what, other than the power of the lianthe, could keep the diemthe out of the Twin Sun Kingdoms for all these years? “The diemthe priest, who named herself the diemthe empress, took the lianthe emperor to the dreaded diemthe castle in the north, Daranvirmor. No one who isn’t diemthe has ever lived to see that place and come back to tell about it. No one except for the lianthe emperor, that is. You see, even though the diemthe empress did many horrible things to the lianthe emperor, he eventually escaped.”

“How did he escape?” Pretir asked. He asked every year without fail, as if he hoped one year she would have a new answer.

“I don’t know. Maybe no one except the emperor knows." Illera shrugged helplessly, as she had every year Pretir asked. Her history books were full of speculation about his escape. All of them concluded that the truth remained unknown. “Maybe when he comes back you can ask him.”

Pretir brightened. “Yeah, I’ll do that!”

 Young Hinnie Shoemson blinked in confusion. This was the first year she was old enough to really understand the story. “The emperor is coming back?”

 Illera nodded. “That’s right. After he escaped, he heard from the other lianthe that the karyon was lost. In order to defeat the diemthe and their empress, he needs the power of the karyon. So he left his people to go looking for it. One day, he’ll find the karyon and return to defeat the diemthe. Then we’ll all live in peace and prosperity.”

She listened more closely to her words this year. She remembered her dream, and wondered if the emperor was real. What if he was just a tale told to children? Or what if he had lived, but was already dead? What if there was nothing in the world that could stop the diemthe? Would there come a day, in her lifetime, when the diemthe ruled the entire world?

Thirty-five years ago, she’d barely given a thought to diemthe, and then the rabet had come to Giram. It had been without warning, and little resistance. She recalled what she’d read in the newspapers over that year, the first year of imperial rule in Giram. There had been some armed resistance, both here and in Relerio, none of which had been enough. The diemthe commander of the rabet had taken the battlefield only once, but that once had been enough. He hadn’t been seen in public since, trusting his underlings to interact with the people of Giram and Relerio for thirty-five years. He had been more merciful than anyone had expected. They had thought the two countries would soon be like Paserad or the northeast, but the rabet largely left people in peace. They wouldn’t do so indefinitely.

“How come it’s taken the emperor so long?” Oser Pashoson asked. He was older than the children who listened closely to every word of the story, and at the age when he started questioning everything. “Shouldn’t he have already found the karyon by now?”

Illera found herself smiling. The children could think of the same doubts as herself, doubts that were easier to answer when voiced by another. “Five hundred years isn’t so long for a lianthe. After all, I’m five hundred years old!” Oser blinked in surprise as he remembered that fact. “Besides, it’s a good thing the emperor hasn’t found it yet, because that means the diemthe haven’t found it either. We would be in ever so much trouble if the diemthe found it first. But the emperor will be the one to find it,” she added in a comforting tone for the younger children, “maybe even in our lifetimes! That will be a sight to see!”

Well, it would almost certainly happen in her lifetime. The emperor was obviously older than she was, since he’d fought battles to the death when she was still a baby. Yes, she thought. There was a good chance that, one day, she might see the emperor. He did exist, she believed. The diemthe trembled at the mere mention of him, everyone knew they did. Why would they tremble over a legend, or a dead man? No, if his enemies believed in him, then he must exist.

“And now,” she said regretfully, “I need to leave.” She stood up slowly, feeling more confident than she had earlier. It wasn’t impossible to defeat a diemthe, or escape a diemthe. If the emperor had done it, then she could too. Hope was a good thing.

Gershin stepped forward and took her hands gently. “Take care of yourself,” he said, his voice so soft she could barely hear it. “And, if at all possible, please send us letters so we know how you’re faring.”

“Of course,” she said. She’d already agreed to write often. She glanced over at the post box. She had placed the circle in it, almost two hundred years ago now. The Post Pattern was a simple one, but it worked. She was prouder of that bit of Elementalism than any other circle she’d ever done, save for the circle she invented. It had taken her fifty years of trial and error before it worked, so she had no intention of changing the pattern of the circle now that it did work.

She pulled her hands back from Gershin and made to pick up her bags, but Jasson Freganson was in her face before she could. He gave her a bear hug then turned away to wipe away tears. Behind him came his wife Corin, and beyond that everyone else in the village. Illera gave a mental sigh, but not a very strong one. She’d wanted to be away as early in the day as possible, but she supposed that would be impossible. She couldn’t very well leave without saying good-bye to everyone. Neither did she want to leave without saying a proper good-bye to the people she loved.

Throughout her farewells, an anxious feeling mounted in the back of her mind, reminding her of her dream. Delaying her departure was dangerous. The feeling continued and deepened as the villagers took longer and longer to bid her farewell.

That feeling intensified almost painfully as she patted and soothed Ronert Fallison, who was openly crying. A shout came from just beyond the edge of the village. She looked around wildly, when suddenly the sky started to turn dark. Not gradually, as it did during dusk, but abruptly. The darkness started at the ground level and worked its way across the sky, creating a dome of black above the gathered villagers.

 People cried out in terror, and mothers snatched their children and ran inside their houses for some measure of protection. The men fell back awkwardly, unsure what they should do. A few quickly located rakes and shovels, and Trandon brought out his long bow. She found Raymin by her side, with his sword drawn, as hers was.

 She knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that this was what her dream had foretold. She hadn’t managed to leave soon enough, and now they would all pay the price for her tardiness.

Slowly, out from the road that led eastward from the village, the same direction that the merchant Fidelgo and priests Villiem, Elward, and Roshelle came from every year, a group of shapes formed and drew closer. There were twenty figures total, with the one in the very center towering over the others. Illera’s mouth went dry as her dream continued to fulfill itself.

The group was comprised of warriors, each with their sword already drawn and a confident gait. They wore tight gold shirts with black buttons up the center and black trousers. They had long, loose black coats with gold edging and slitted sleeves on top. The uniforms bore the insignia of their rabet on the left breast of both the shirt and the coat: the number thirty-three for the rabet stationed over both Giram and Relerio. And, sure enough, the figure in the middle was clearly an altered human. He stood nearly three meters in height, and his skin and hair was a bluish hue. He bore a gigantic sword and a dangerous, almost hungry look in his blue eyes.

Illera’s breath caught in her throat for a moment, and she stood perfectly still. She felt terribly cold, and her sword arm trembled. The darkness made it hard to see, although she could usually see well at night. Beads of sweat trickled down the side of her face.

Then she pushed all that aside and took a step forward. “Who are you, and what business do you have in Wallen?” she called. Her voice echoed oddly in the dome of darkness, but she thought she sounded reasonably brave.

The altered human’s gaze traveled over their ragtag group before focusing solely on her. “I have come for you, young lady,” he said. His voice was deep and gravelly with a heavy accent, almost a growl, that made him hard to understand. “I am Lieutenant Rekaro Disrani.” He offered a brief, ironic bow at the waist. “We are from the thirty-third rabet. Our commander has business he would like to discuss with you.”

A shiver ran down Illera’s spine and her hands shook. “Your commander?”

The altered human laughed. “He is a great man, and many would call it an honor to speak with him. Of course, perhaps I should not call him a man, because he is diemthe.” He grinned evilly at Illera. “As you are lianthe, I’m sure the two of you will have much to discuss.”

And that was the final proof she needed that the worst of her dream had come true. Others outside of Wallen knew of her existence, and, of all the people she didn’t want to find out, she least of all wanted the rabet to know. The lianthe and diemthe had been enemies for years, long before the War of Ascension had started. The diemthe commander of the rabet knew of her existence. Knew it to be fact, and not fiction or rumor.

From where he stood near her, Gershin called, “How did you come to know a lianthe lived here?”

“I have no idea,” Rekaro said, rolling his shoulders easily. “The commander does not confide his sources in me. All he told me was that a young lady with white hair lived here. It was only when I saw her that I knew she must be lianthe.” He laughed again, and there was nothing nice in the sound.

“Grey shit,” Gershin cursed under his breath. The other villagers shifted nervously, afraid and wanting to flee, but unwilling. Next to her, Raymin adjusted his grip on his sword, his arm trembling. A thought came to Illera that made her feel sick to her stomach. Maybe, if she went with Rekaro willingly, the rabet soldiers wouldn’t harm any of the other villagers.

It was the scariest thought she’d ever had. She had heard many stories about the cruelty of diemthe, and their hatred for lianthe. It would mean years of torture if they got a hold of her. She began to shiver visibly. She could hear her teeth chattering.

She tried to push her fear away again, less successfully this time. So she glared as hard as she could at Rekaro; that helped, somewhat. “Go away!” She didn’t sound very intimidating.

Rekaro threw his head back, chuckling loudly. “You really think we’re going to leave just because you want us to?”

“I mean it,” Illera said, a little steadier this time. “If you don’t, I shall use my Elementalism on you, and kill all of you where you stand.” She hoped they didn’t realize that such a feat of Elementalism was far beyond her capabilities.

Her mind raced, a dozen thoughts intruding all at once. She had talent with Elementalism, certainly. She was quite good at healing. She could also influence the weather to some extent, enough to ensure that Wallen had good crops every year. And she knew a few circles that could be used in combat; she’d had a lot of practice with those against altered beasts. But she didn’t know any circle that could kill twenty men at the same time.

Her impression from reading many old stories was that all lianthe and diemthe were very powerful Elementalists. All humans could do at least a little Elementalism, though some people were more skilled than others and some people were more powerful than others, but, according to the books she’d read, humans performed Elementalism differently than lianthe and diemthe. Through the years, some of the books she had acquired – or had others acquire for her – were about how to do Elementalism. Unfortunately, the books were instructions for human Elementalism. This was probably why she wasn’t very skilled with her Elementalism. Too, the books said that a teacher was needed beyond what was written in them, and that the circles described within should not be attempted without supervision.

She’d already learned the hard way that the warning was accurate. The first time she’d ever used a combat circle was when an altered beast had been rampaging through the area. She was just over two hundred at the time, still a child, young enough to be optimistic and hope the warnings weren’t real. She attacked the beast with a fairly basic offensive circle that caused it to be enveloped in fire. The circle indeed worked, incinerating the monster quickly. Unfortunately, she clearly did something wrong. The entire area around her in a fifty meter diameter – she checked, later – had also been incinerated just as quickly. Worst of all, she had been affected by the circle too. To this day, her entire torso was covered with burns that had faded not a bit over time or after numerous healing circles.

None of her other attempts at Elementalism had proved quite as disastrous as the first. Either she had become more cautious, or had learned the circles better, or maybe even it was just that one’s first attempt at Elementalism was especially dangerous. She didn’t know which, but was grateful for it, nonetheless. She didn’t care to ever again have an experience like her first circle. It had put a large damper on her willingness to experiment, since Elementalism had seemed simple and easy before that.

Elementalism altered nature in some way, using nine of the eleven elements that made up the fabric of the world. The major elements were Fire, Earth, Water, and Air. The minor elements were Wood, Metal, Light, and Shadow. The center element was Miel, which meant mind or spirit. The final two elements were the poles, Sun and Moon, which could not be used in Elementalism. To perform Elementalism, a person made a circle. Some circles preserved a current state, like the preiginds that kept food at an appropriate temperature. Some circles restored something to a previous state; her healing circles, for example, could make a person return to their former state of health. And some circles could push something into a new state that hadn’t yet been achieved, like making a newly planted seed sprout into full growth. As long as a state existed in nature, Elementalism could be used to influence that state, by influencing the elements that made up a person or thing.

The theory she knew was not terribly complicated, nor was learning actual circles. A circle was comprised of an incantation, which was usually a few stanzas that described what the circle actually did, followed by the name of the circle, which also partly described the effect. The Elementalist also had to mentally envision a pattern to go along with the incantation. The patterns were circular in shape – hence the name circle – with different colors for each element. Most circles used just one element. Two elements could be used if the circle included a major element and one of the minor elements adjacent to the major element. And she’d invented a circle that used three elements.

In all of her attempts at Elementalism, she had never used anything but healing circles on other people.

But Rekaro was smirking at her, and she started to rethink her morals. The thought of killing someone – even a monster like Rekaro – made her stomach roil, but it was either him and his men, or her. And anything was better than being captured. Anything was better than everyone in the village dying. Anything was better than years of torture. She began trembling again.

“I don’t think you know any circles like that, miss,” Rekaro said. His tone was almost polite, save for the mocking undertone she could discern despite his accent and growl. “I know some Elementalism myself, but I know no circles that can kill twenty men at once. And how have you learned Elementalism anyway? You live here in the middle of nowhere. You can’t have found a teacher. And even if you have, it would have been a human teacher. Everyone knows that humans and lianthe use Elementalism differently.”

Some part of Illera noted down what he said to use for future reference. It was good to know that most of her hypotheses were correct. Most of her, however, broke down into a panic because he hadn’t believed her bluff.

She thought of the most powerful circle she knew. “I can use powerful Elementalism,” she told him, in a surprisingly strong voice. “Attack me at your own peril. This is your last warning.”

She couldn’t seem to think beyond the frantic pounding of her heart. So she acted on instinct; she’d faced the prospect of death many times before, and had overcome it. This was no different than all those other times. If she didn’t look at Rekaro, then maybe she could believe that.

Closing her eyes to block him from her sight, she grasped her necklace with the hand that wasn’t holding her sword. Give me power, she prayed to God and the guardian spirits. I don’t care how, or at what price, but I can’t let anyone die. And I don’t want to be captured. Please, somehow, give me the strength to win.

She formed the pattern of the circle in her mind, red for Fire and orange for Metal. She opened her eyes, focusing on the rabet soldiers. At the same time, she whispered the incantation as quickly as she could,

  “Come fire to entrap.

  “Come metal to pierce.

  “Envelop and consume,

  “Rip apart and raze.”

Rekaro yelled, “Grab her! Kill anyone who resists!” The other warriors streamed forward ahead of him.

Illera barely heard any of it. She was caught up in the flow of Elementalism, as the fluid power spiraled into her. It was warm and reassuring, like a hot bath on a cold day. The power filled her completely; she was aware of nothing else. Finished with the incantation, she breathed, “Field of Destruction,” and felt the circle spiral back out of her in a rush of heat, flashing red and orange.

Field of Destruction was the most powerful circle she’d come across in her readings. Supposedly – and she wasn’t entirely sure since she’d never used the circle before – it used Fire and Metal to blow up a chunk of land. A powerful Elementalist could destroy an area ten meters in diameter. It wasn’t a circle meant for moving targets, but she hoped she could catch all her enemies regardless. She’d aimed it just ahead of Rekaro, so some of the warriors out front might survive.

Would it be enough?

A loud explosion rent the air, followed by screams that were abruptly cut short, followed by a brief sizzle, which ended in an ominous silence. The dome of darkness overhead vanished, and she could see clearly now. Before her, spread out on the ground, lay twenty charred bodies. One body, further back from the others, was noticeably larger than the others. The ground was a smoking crater at least thirty meters across; she’d barely missed blowing up the Fallisons’ house. “God’s gray spirits,” she whispered.

A breeze stirred and brought with it the scent of burnt flesh. Exhaustion swept abruptly through Illera’s whole body, and her legs gave out beneath her. She collapsed to the ground in relief and horror. The smell made her choke and heave, and her eyes watered from the smoke. How had she ever managed something that powerful? Never before, except in her first attempt at Elementalism, had she come anywhere close. Even her first circle, powerful as it had been, had been nothing in comparison to this.

Around her, she could vaguely hear the men talking. A few shouts followed, and the pounding of feet. She sat perfectly still, her mind blank. Her stupor lasted for some time; she wasn’t sure how long, precisely.

Hands roughly shook her shoulders, finally bringing her back to the here and now. Raymin knelt before her, brow furrowed deeply. “What’s wrong?” she managed to croak out. Her voice sounded awful, like the rest of her felt.

“There was one more soldier hidden down the path,” Raymin said scowling. “He got away before we could stop him. We saw him jumping into an air barge, after which we lost him. Within a few days at most, he’ll make it back to the rabet and report everything that happened here.”

“Oh no...” Illera whispered before finally blanking out in exhaustion.


 

 

 

 

4

Thoughtful and Rash Decisions

 

The taste of powerful Elementalism flew through the air. It smelled like a blacksmith’s: metal on fire. It soaked Giram, bright and strong.

Up in Fruit Pass, distracted for a moment from the fight with the bandits, Umagun looked up in surprise. He had to refocus his attention on the fight right away lest he get skewered – as an altered human who stuck out, he made an excellent target for adversaries. Afterward, though, he contemplated what he'd sensed for a very long time. He was a powerful enough Elementalist to tell the direction and approximate distance of what he sensed. There had been Elementalism in southern Giram: potent beyond anything he’d ever felt.

He shook the worry off. It could be anything. There was no need to worry about Rekaro and the other soldiers in the south. The rabet had a victory over the bandits today: only two rabet soldiers injured and most of the bandits taken prisoner. They’d eventually give the prisoners over to First Minister David, to face Giramite justice. Umagun didn’t want to worry today.

* * *

“You can’t expect to go alone. Not after this morning,” Gershin argued.

Most of the adults had gathered together where Illera still sat on the ground. The few who weren’t there were minding the children, far away from the remnants of the rabet soldiers. Illera had been too rattled to leave after the morning’s encounter and was glad for any delay. It had taken the men over two hours to clean up the remains of the bodies, which they insisted on doing before letting the children come outside. Illera had not offered to help for the clean up, and no one had asked her to.  It was now early afternoon, and it seemed Illera wasn’t going to be leaving Wallen today. Part of her was relieved by that.

There was a foul taste in her mouth when she looked at where the bodies had been. She had well and truly slaughtered the rabet soldiers. She looked away, and tried not to think about it. She was alive, and all the other villagers were alive. She had merely been protecting herself and the people she cared for. Killing in self-defense wasn’t murder. It wasn’t. Surely it wasn’t.

“But I can’t have anyone come with me either,” Illera said half-heartedly.

She had always known that northerners would want her life, if they learned of her existence, something she’d reminded herself of every day for the past thirty-five years. Before today, it had been something she’d known, but never fully appreciated. The rabet was willing to kill – and to die, by her hand – in order to get her. Was there anything they would shy away from in order to capture her? It wasn’t a reassuring thought.

And it made it certain that this would not be the last time she’d kill a northerner. If they came after her again, what choice did she have but to fight back? Her stomach churned as she glanced again at blades of charred grass. She would have to do that again. She would have to murder again. No, by oblivion. It wasn’t murder. It wasn’t.

“You need someone traveling with you,” Corin said gently. “At least as far as Giram City. Why, you’ve never been far from the village, you may not even know the way!” She placed a kind, distressed hand on Illera’s arm.

“I’m sure I could figure it out,” Illera said dryly. Honestly, once they gained children of their own, some people forgot she was older than they were. Corin, kind woman though she was, couldn’t seem to get it through her head that Illera was far older, and far wiser, than she was. Or perhaps she thought Illera was already getting senile.

And Illera had been far from the village, thanks very much. Or, farther than Corin had been, at any rate. She sometimes spent an entire month wandering around in the Arch Mountains. Traveling to Giram City would be notably easier than that. As the capital of the country of Giram, and the largest city in the vicinity, it was easy to find. She’d have to walk to Saragh, a town southeast of Wallen, along the coast. There was no choice but to walk to Saragh, a journey of three days in good weather. Once there, she could take the air train the rest of the way to Giram City. Although Saragh was nearly seven hundred kilometers away from Giram City, the trip by air train would only take two days.

It was hardly a taxing or dangerous trip. Here near the Arch Mountains, she’d have to keep an eye out for any altered beasts, but the closer she got to the coast, the less of those she’d see. And the air train was fast, reliable, and affordable. A few people from Wallen had gone to Giram City over the years. Merchants weren’t allowed to sell or buy preiginds, so they had to be bought directly from the Elementalist Guild. She remembered that Ronert had gone that way a few times when he was younger, but he was far too old to be traveling that sort of distance now. Gershin had gone up that way twice, but she didn’t think he’d be willing to leave his family or the village. Jasson and Kessel had traveled there three years ago. Those two also weren’t considerations; there was no way Corin would let either of them walk into such danger.

Because, for her, the trip would be dangerous. The rabet was hunting her. She’d rather face a hundred altered beasts than a dozen rabet soldiers.

She crossed her arms and gave the assembly of villagers a pointed look. “I would greatly appreciate help on my journey,” she began with complete honesty. “Before today, I didn’t truly appreciate just how dangerous this would get. Now that I know better, I’m not going to turn down help. However–” she raised her voice loudly when she saw Corin, Gershin, and Trandon all ready to add something of their own “–I won’t take anyone who’s not willing to go with me, or anyone whose family needs him or her more than I do. Those are my conditions.” She leaned back with her arms crossed over her chest as the arguing began.

Who was needed here, and who wasn’t? Who really was willing to accompany her, and who was just getting pressured into it? The debate would last some time, she knew. At times like this, living in such a small village could be a hassle. Everyone knew everyone else, and nothing stayed private for long. Her real condition, which she hadn’t mentioned in as many words, was only to take someone who volunteered. With the very real danger awaiting her, she would settle for nothing less. If the other villagers didn’t agree with her, she could slip away during the night. She would, if it came to that.

Just as she started to plan exactly how she could sneak away with none the wiser, a voice was raised above the others. “I’ll go with you, Illera!”

She closed her eyes regretfully. Of all the people here, he was the most likely to be willing, and the one she least wanted to take with her. She’d first started teaching Raymin how to fight when he was eight, after his father died. He’d proved a good study with a sword, and they’d become close. When he turned thirteen and she judged him ready enough, she started taking him with her when she went to hunt down altered beasts that roved down from the mountains. Traveling through the wild, with only his sword between himself and death, Raymin had come alive like he’d never done tending to the orchards around Wallen.

He was her dearest friend, dearer than any of the friends who had already grown old and died. But he was needed here, in Wallen. His mother needed him, to help provide for the family, and the village needed him, to protect them in her absence.

She could see in light in his eyes, and knew he wouldn’t be easily deterred.

Beryl, who was seated next to her son, stared at Raymin. Worry shone clearly on her stern face. “What are you saying?” she asked. “You can’t leave. Oser and I need you. The whole village needs you! Without Illera, you’re the only one who knows how to fight!”

“Mother, I’m sorry,” Raymin said, “but I have to leave. Illera can only take someone who can take care of themselves. She’ll be too busy defending herself to worry about another person too. That means I’m the only choice.”

He was right, Illera reflected ruefully. She really couldn’t afford to mind someone with no skill in battle. Somehow, Raymin always managed to think of these little details before anyone else. It made him a bad person to argue against.

Raymin continued in a gentler tone. “I’ve always wanted to see the rest of the world, Mother. Please let me have this chance. I’ll only be gone a few days. And I’ll only go with Illera as far as Giram City. Once we get there, we can talk to the Giram Liberation Party. I’m sure they’d be willing to help Illera.”

Another thing Illera hadn’t even considered. In her defense, she’d never paid much attention to gossip from Giram, except that which directly mentioned the rabet. Now that Raymin brought it up, she had also heard of the Gilp. The party did what it could to limit rabet involvement in politics and any actions of the rabet against the local population. They firmly opposed the beginning of the draft, not that there had been any attempts yet to start the draft in Giram or Relerio. There were rumors that the Gilp also helped out people who had caught the rabet’s attention and that the entire party was just a cover for an underground resistance movement.

“You don’t really need me anymore,” Raymin said. “Oser is getting old enough that he can help you with the harvest and around the house. Even if I’m not here to fight, Trandon knows how to use a bow, which is just as good as a sword.” Trandon nodded in agreement, shouldering his bow. “And if you need any extra help, I’m sure many people would be willing.” Raymin gave the group a rather pointed look. Half the village hastened to assure Beryl they would help her in any way they could, the other half of the village following in good order.

Illera smiled faintly. It would be nice to have company for her journey, and even nicer to have a friend. Wallen should be able to last a few days without herself or Raymin watching over it.

One of the rabet soldiers had gotten away. The rabet would surely be looking for her. They would probably guess that she’d flee Wallen and try to escape to the Twin Sun Kingdoms. But they’d be looking for a lone female traveler. In a group, she might have a bit more anonymity.

In the midst of the wave of assurances, another young voice spoke up. “I’ll help you too, Illera!” Kessel jumped to his feet and stood proudly. His lower lip jutted out petulantly; he knew that his parents would have far more to say about this than Raymin’s mother had.

Before Corin or Jasson could speak, though, Raymin spoke. “I appreciate that you want to help us, Kessel. You’re a true friend. But you don’t know the first thing about fighting. You’ll just get in the way.”

Kessel glowered. “So what if I can’t fight? I’ve been to Giram, and you haven’t. I know where things are. When Dad and I were there before, we even went past the Liberation Party’s headquarters.”

“Doesn’t everyone know where it is?” Illera asked. The Gilp wasn’t exactly a secret. “I’m sure I can get directions.” Kessel had his new fiddle with him, and was clutching it tightly. He wanted to be a musician in the Entertainer Guild, which was also based in Giram City. Illera smiled. “But, if we have to look around to find the Gilp, three people can look faster than two.”

“Thank you!” Kessel said.

Corin was frowning. “I don’t like it. Kessel needs to stay here and help with the harvest. Anyway, he’s too delicate to travel all that way.”

Illera managed to turn her snort into a cough. “Kessel did go to Giram three years ago with Jasson,” she reminded Corin.

Corin opened her mouth to protest, but Jasson put a hand on her shoulder, and she said nothing. “You have our blessing, son,” Jasson said. “Go out and do us proud. We know you won’t let Illera or Raymin down.” He smiled. “And don’t just believe anyone who says they’re with the Liberation Party. The rabet is tricky.”

“I won’t,” Kessel said, and his face shone with relief and pride.

Illera nodded her own private approval. So long as he knew what he was getting into, and didn’t plan on joining in any battles, she wouldn’t object to Kessel joining her and Raymin. A third person might really come in handy. She didn’t think it would be wise for her to be roaming the streets of Giram City by herself. The rabet was tricky, and Giram was a large, diverse city. There would be northerners there aplenty, and not all of them would be associated with the rabet. She’d have to keep her guard up constantly. She might be able to use a circle to help disguise her features, but that would get exhausting, and soon.

It would, indeed, be nice to have company.

She glanced up and noticed that the sun was slowly beginning to set. “We’ll leave early tomorrow morning,” she told the two boys. “Bring only what you need and meet me here before dawn.”

* * *

Illera squinted happily down the road. She shifted her shoulders, adjusting the bags on her back. She took a deep breath of freezing, pre-dawn air. Her long, green jacket was buttoned up tightly, heat preiginds stitched into the cotton to keep her extra warm. The sky was still clear and, from what she’d observed, should stay nice for another three days. It was a good day to start a journey, for the middle of Dar. She could see the full moon, hanging pale to the west, less brilliant than the few stars that still scattered across the sky.

She turned to her two companions. “Ready?”

Raymin grinned. He was practically dancing in place, and he kept fingering the hilt of his sword, as if he was already anticipating an attack. Kessel, on the other hand, uttered a barely audible mutter of acknowledgment and hunched further down in his jacket. His new fiddle hung from a strap around his shoulder.

All three of them turned one last time to wave goodbye. The whole village had come out to see them off, although a few people were almost as asleep as Kessel. She fixed the picture in her mind: the low wooden houses, the apple trees crowding around everything, the smiles on faces, and the tears in eyes. This was a memory she’d carry with her for the rest of her life, even if she lived five thousand years. She would not forget these people. Her people.

Finally, she forced herself to turn away and start down the road with Raymin and Kessel. She’d been down this road a few times, although less often than the game trail leading into the mountains. It curved and meandered and bare trees shut it in on all sides. Snow crunched underfoot. In mere minutes, the village of Wallen had disappeared behind a bend, and all Illera could see were trees. She glanced up, but could barely see the still pale sky through the thick, snow-covered branches.

They wore snow shoes attached to their boots. The road from Wallen was packed hard from footsteps, but only for the first few meters. This deep into winter, no one wandered far from home if they didn’t have to. Visitors like Fidelgo came in air barges, which didn’t touch the snow. Illera could tell where the rabet soldiers had left their air barge, because their footsteps started suddenly there, and a rectangular indentation covered most of the path.

It was quiet and still and lonely and vaguely unsettling. Illera placed her hand on her sword hilt and felt reassured. The Arch Mountains were never quiet or still. There was always some animal nearby making noise. Here she could hear nothing, not even bird song. No birds lingered during winter, but they might chance across an altered beast. Altered beasts often roamed down from the Arch Mountains during Dar, looking for food. At least Illera could see no footprints from large animals in the snow.

She nodded for Raymin to take point, and she fell back to the rear, keeping Kessel between them. Raymin had his sword close to hand too, and Illera felt a quick flicker of pride in his training. Kessel had a bow and arrows with him, and was a fairly decent shot, but he wasn’t used to danger the way Illera and Raymin were.

At least they wouldn’t have to worry about running into any rabet soldiers yet. It took a full day to get from Wallen to Yilth in an air barge, according to Fidelgo, who was from Yilth and traveled the route often enough to know. Giram City was only fifty kilometers past Yilth, and who knew how much further to the rabet encampment. As far as she knew, no one knew exactly where the rabet encampment was, although the newspapers guessed it lay somewhere in western Giram. The rabet should only now be learning of yesterday’s events, and it would be another full day before any troops could reach the area. Then, they would really have to be on their guard.

Starting tomorrow, Illera planned to travel across country. The trees clustered closely together and might slow them down. The road meandered and turned enough that they’d make up any lost time. Snow covered the road as much as anything, so cross country wouldn’t be any harder to walk. And, hidden in and amongst the trees, they should be invisible to any rabet soldiers or spies. Unless the rabet had people who could track her through snow drifts - Illera tried not to think about that.

It would take three days for them to reach Saragh if the weather held. Once there, they could take the air train. Part of Illera worried about taking the air train. If rabet soldiers attacked her there, she’d be trapped. But it would take at least thirty days to walk all the way to Giram City, far too long. There should be many other people on the air train, enough so that hopefully Illera didn’t stick out.

They set a fair pace starting out and were half way to the next village by the time the sun was fully visible between bare branches. It was 61 Dar, the middle of winter. Hardly the best time to travel, but Illera had no choice. So long as it didn’t snow before they reached Saragh, Illera would be content with the weather.

Around midmorning, Illera heard rustling to her right and spotted something dark moving off the side of the road. “Stop,” she whispered to the boys. She dropped her bags to the ground and drew her sword, shifting her stance. Raymin mirrored her actions and Kessel drew an arrow and prepared to shoot his bow. Squinting through the trees, she finally caught sight of the altered beast. It had the head and torso of a deer, with the legs of a wolf, a more stable combination than many altered beasts. Its head came up as if it sensed her watching it. Its ears twitched a few times before it turned and loped away.

Illera sheathed her sword, picked up her bags. It was nice to meet a shy, peaceful altered beast. She and the boys continued walking.

They reached the neighboring village within about four hours’ time, shortly after seeing the altered beast; as good of time as one could expect to make. The group skirted the edge of the village, not going in. No one seemed to notice their passage. It was too dangerous to go inside a small village, in case the rabet starting making inquiries. At least they had enough food to last them until Saragh, where they could safely buy more.

Illera wondered distantly how much it would cost to buy provisions. She also had to budget in her air train ticket. She had a fair amount of money with her – two hundred imperial dollars and twenty sun marks. Sun marks had been used in Giram until the rabet came, conquering Giram and making it part of the empire. Now dollars were the standard currency, although lots of merchants still accepted marks. No one in Wallen had much need for money, since they traded goods and favors amongst themselves. Dollars and marks were only needed for taxes and Fidelgo, and even he traded most of the time. She really had no idea how far her money would go. And she didn’t just have to worry about the trip to Giram City. Her money would have to last all the way to the Twin Sun Kingdoms and maybe beyond. She hoped she had enough.

They stopped for lunch about halfway between villages, in a small clearing along the side of the road. They brushed snow from a felled tree and sat. Raymin took a large bite of his apple, and made a face. “This looks just like home,” he complained. 

Illera smiled. “We aren’t that far from Wallen yet,” she said. “It will be some time yet, I imagine, before we see anything unusual.”

She wondered what Giram City looked like, beyond the pictures she’d seen. She felt more cheerful and bit into her own apple vigorously. It would be nice to see things she’d never seen before. Perhaps she might even enjoy some of this trip.

“Even Saragh doesn’t look that much different from Wallen,” Kessel said with authority. He’d finally perked up and his step had taken on a distinct bounce. “Just bigger, and with walls.”

Raymin frowned. “What are we going to pass before we get to Giram?” he asked.

“Not the rabet encampment,” Illera said, thinking aloud. “That’s supposed to be somewhere west of Giram City, isn’t it? We won’t have to go anywhere near there.”

“But what other places do we have to pass?” Raymin asked again.

“Just lots of little villages and a few larger towns.” Kessel shrugged.

Illera pulled her maps out of her pack and spread them out on the tree trunk. She found Wallen’s approximate location – it wasn’t actually on the map, since it was too small to be of consequence – and started tracing their route with a finger. They’d be going southeast until Saragh, where they’d reach the coast. The air train followed the ocean, traveling north and east till Giram City. There were a number of towns along the way, and the air train stopped at each of them. She studied western Giram, but didn’t see the rabet encampment labeled. No surprise there.

She shifted aside the map of Giram and pulled out a larger map that showed the southern continent. The country of Giram was cut off from the rest of the continent, surrounded by the ocean to the north and east, and by the Arch Mountains to the south and west. There were only three ways out of Giram: Fruit Pass, which was west of Giram City and cut through the Arch Mountains into Relerio; the Travel Pattern in the Elementalist Guild in Giram City; and a ship, which could be found in both Giram City and Justir, on the northern coast.

No matter how she traveled out of Giram, getting to the Twin Sun Kingdoms would be a problem. As the one last place free of all imperial domination, the Twin Sun Kingdoms guarded their borders zealously. Ships weren’t allowed past the docks and air barges were unloaded next to the borders and turned around before they could get any further. The designs of the Travel Patterns within the kingdoms were unknown to anyone outside. A person couldn’t even walk in from Relerio, because a wall ran along the entire length of the border. Supposedly, there was even a wall along the edge of the Arch Mountains, in case anyone did manage to find a path through them.

Her map offered no suggestions. It showed few details in the Twin Sun Kingdoms, and Illera wondered if the cities were even where the map labeled them.

She rubbed her hands together, warming them; she should have left her knit gloves on to eat. Then she rubbed her forehead, kneading her temples. Thinking about how she was going to get to the Twin Sun Kingdoms was giving her a headache. But it had to be possible. She had to believe that. Hopefully, someone in Giram City or Obarvanid, the capital of Relerio, would know a way in.

Raymin sighed and pulled back from leaning over the maps with her. “Somebody’s got to have a way to get there,” he said, echoing her thoughts. “I mean, they trade with us, right? So maybe there are merchants who know.”

Kessel nodded. “Merchants know everything. We’ll find one for you to ask.”

“Oh, so I’ll just find some random merchant, ask for help, and when he asks why I need help, I should tell him what exactly?” Illera asked tartly.

Kessel hunched his shoulders and tried to look smaller. “Er, I don’t know.”

Raymin waved a hand and tossed his apple core over his shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll come up with something. Or the Gilp will. We’ve got days to come up with a good idea.”

“Thanks,” smiled Illera.

“In the meantime,” Raymin continued, “we’ll need a cover story while we travel to Giram. If the rabet starts asking around, we don’t want to stick out.”

Illera snorted. “We’ve already got a cover story, or have you forgotten already? We’re headed to Giram City to buy more preiginds. We shouldn’t need more than that, should we?”

Raymin chewed his lip thoughtfully. “I don’t know. Once we get to the bigger towns, we might want to ask some questions, about the rabet, and about the Gilp. Will people remember us if we ask questions like that?” He turned to Kessel, who was the closest thing they had to an expert on people outside Wallen.

“I don’t think so,” Kessel said. “Everyone always talks about the rabet. And we’re from the country, so if we ask about the Gilp, people might just think we’re ignorant. So long as we don’t ask any weird questions, I think we’ll be fine.”

Standing up decisively, Illera quickly folded up the maps. “Well, we should get moving again. We want to be in Saragh as soon as possible. Up to it, boys. We have many hours of daylight remaining.”

Kessel groaned as he stood. “Are we really going to walk all day?”

“Until we reach Saragh, yes,” Illera said in a voice that brooked no argument.

Kessel made a face. Raymin laughed and punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Come on, at least it’s more interesting than picking apples all day. And the hours are just as bad.”

With one last dirty look at his best friend, Kessel shouldered his pack. “I’m going to have some serious blisters if we keep this up.”

“I brought some cream with me. You can use it tonight,” Illera offered with a smile. Kessel brightened and looked less tired.

Which was good. She intended to get them to Saragh as soon as possible, even if it meant walking through the night. Couldn’t get too exhausted, she warned herself. If the rabet came looking for her, she couldn’t be caught off guard, and she had to be awake enough to take measures. An image flashed through her mind of the charred ground where she’d burnt the rabet soldiers to death. She set her jaw. She would take measures, no matter what those measures were. She would get to the Twin Sun Kingdoms, even if she had to climb over a wall of dead rabet soldiers to get there.

* * *

Illera slumped off her feet as the last of the sunlight vanished over the naked trees. Her knees ached, worse than usual when she went traveling. When she ventured into the Arch Mountains, she went during summer; late spring or early autumn if she had to. No one traveled during winter if they could avoid it. Besides the cold, it was harder to walk. Even the snow shoes didn’t help that much.

At least the one altered beast they encountered in the evening had been easy to drive away. It came upon them an hour or so ago, creeping low to the ground, its ribs visible over skin that had little fur. Illera used Sphere of Fire, aimed at the creature’s feet. However hungry it may have been, the wolf-life beast didn’t care for fire. It slunk away, and Illera forced them to walk further before stopping. She didn’t want to encounter any altered beasts during the night.

They didn’t talk as they set up a small camp off the side of the path in a space surrounded by pines. When Raymin snatched up a branch, Illera shook her head. “No fire. We don’t need it.” Raymin nodded but Kessel groaned. Illera didn’t care.

So what if the rabet couldn’t possibly be looking for her already? She refused to make foolish mistakes. She’d already made enough mistakes.

They ate bread and apples and jerky, hunched in close around one another for extra warmth. The blankets had warmth preiginds attached to them, as did the small tent. Even still, Illera couldn’t avoid the cold. She hadn’t felt her nose since morning.

The moon waxed in the sky. It was so pale, barely brighter than the stars around it. Once, so long ago that even the lianthe and diemthe couldn’t remember it, both the Sun and the Moon had been bright. The Sun spirit killed the Moon spirit though, paling its silver light. For the crime, God banished the Sun spirit below the earth, so its light too had faded.

If they were both bright, would the world be warmer? Illera didn’t know. All her life, she had known cold. Even in the middle of Ban, summer, it never got warm enough in Wallen to not wear a jacket. In the islands, according to her books, people sometimes shed their jackets during summer, but she had a hard time believing that.

With a sigh, Illera finished her apple and lay down on the blankets. Kessel pressed against her side, Raymin on his other side. With the tent flap pulled tight against the bitter night winds, it was comfortable inside, or as comfortable as it could be, wound so tight with two other people.

Illera closed her eyes and told herself to sleep. Her body ached and her nose dripped, and tomorrow would be just as wearying as today.

It still took her a long time to drift off. The smell of burnt flesh haunted her dreams.


 

 

 

 

5

His Strongest Ally

 

Eron f’Solamar sank slowly to the floor, exhausted. Umagun watched him in shock, barely able to believe what he’d heard. Beside him, Gwel had her hands over her mouth and a deep furrow between her brows. To Gwel’s other side was her husband Bristan v’Treece, who was frowning and counting something on his fingers. Counting the number of letters he’d have to send to the families of the deceased, probably; Bristan was supply master because he could keep track of details like that. Beyond Bristan sat Jakie v’Jiras, who was visibly shaking. The Elementalist captain, more than any of them, was the most worried. On Umagun’s other side, though, Banof was completely cold, showing no emotion at all. To the commander’s other side sat Ferdrick d’Hainon, who was here for a change. The brown-skinned spy master from the island of Hainon was chewing his lip and shifting around in his seat. He probably thought he’d be blamed for this debacle. Umagun wished he would be, but it was unlikely; Banof didn’t play blame games like some commanders did.

“Are you sure about this?” Umagun asked. He could easily hear the amazement in his own voice. “Everyone else – all twenty of them, even Rekaro – was killed? And with just one circle from the lianthe?”

Miserably, he remembered Rekaro. He’d been somewhat close to the other altered human. Sometimes, they would get together and drink and recall Hillgrandia in the far north, from which they both hailed. Sometimes they just talked about how difficult it could be, surrounded by normal humans. Even northerners had problems with altered humans. It could be difficult, but Umagun had always said, and Rekaro had agreed with him, that it was better to be misunderstood and feared as an altered human than to live life without all of the advantages that came with being altered. Those advantages were many: greater strength, greater speed, greater stamina, greater power with Elementalism, faster healing rate, higher intelligence, and a doubled lifespan. Most normal humans didn’t know just how different altered humans were, especially the higher intelligence part.

Rekaro had told him long stories about his family, his brother who wanted to be a master in the Elementalist Guild – even in the north, few guilds ever let altered humans in, much less become masters – and his pretty girl whom he hoped to marry when he went back. Rekaro would never go back to marry her now, Umagun realized. He wondered if he should write to Rekaro’s family and friends to tell them what had happened, even though, with Bristan doing so, he could squirm out of the task. After all, Rekaro had always listened in turn when Umagun told his own stories. Umagun had spoken of his problematic first posts as a rabet soldier. He’d argued far too often and was punished accordingly. Though still very young at only thirty-seven, he’d become bitter about the army, a bitterness that lasted until he’d happened across Banof’s path. He’d managed to impress the diemthe enough that he was made a member of this rabet – which, since they’d met about thirty-six years ago, had only been forming – right away. It hadn’t taken long for Banof to discover Umagun’s other talents, as an Elementalist and as a leader of troops, and eventually promote him to captain and second-in-command. He’d been Banof’s bodyguard before that, but he was better as his captain, no matter what his family thought. Rekaro had even listened when Umagun went on for hours about how wonderful Banof was, and how much he wanted to impress him and serve him. He had been a good friend. Umagun decided that he would write that letter. Rekaro’s loved ones deserved to learn the full truth of how he had died from someone who’d been Rekaro’s friend.

Eron nodded weakly from where he sat on the floor before his superior officers. “That’s definitely what I saw. Lieutenant Rekaro had me stay back, with the air barge, just in case. I saw everything. That lianthe didn’t have time for more than one circle. She said she would kill them all with one circle, and she did.” He trembled and wiped a hand across his brow. It would be some time yet, Umagun thought distractedly, before Eron was good for battle again. Perhaps he should even be given leave to go back home up north, where he could relax and regain his emotional balance. “I did the only thing I could by running away!” His voice took on a more pleading note now. “I couldn’t defeat the lianthe and the villagers all by myself! And I knew you would want to know what had happened, sir.”

Banof nodded. “The actions which you performed were not incorrect, Eron. I am not angry.” He leaned back in his seat, looking thoughtful. Eron sagged to the ground in boneless relief. Banof wasn’t one to take his anger out on underlings, but then no one in this thirty-third rabet had known as thorough a defeat as Eron just had.

“How could this lianthe have such powerful Elementalism?” Umagun asked softly. “If she has lived among humans her whole life, and in such a deserted village, which is what the report indicated, how could she know such a circle? Even I only know one circle that powerful!”

“There are five circles that could cause destruction like that,” Jakie offered. He folded his hands together and stared at them. Giving an academic report seemed to sooth his nerves. “All five are very obscure, and not written down in any books. They are passed down by word of mouth from master to apprentice, and kept very firmly in the Elementalist Guild’s control. The circles are carefully protected enough that when I signed my contract with this rabet as a master, the guild made me add that I would not use those circles in the rabet’s service. There is no way the lianthe could have learned those circles, or even have heard of them. And even if she did, I doubt she could master any successfully, as it seems she is without a proper teacher.” He sighed and flickered a glance towards Banof. “Beyond that, isn’t it true that nuthe–” he used the word, not well known except among Elementalists and academics, which referred to both lianthe and diemthe “–have little talent with human Elementalism?”

“That is true,” Banof said. “Very few of us can do more than simple human circles. Human Elementalism comes with great difficulty. I myself can only perform a handful of human circles, and I have more talent with human Elementalism than most of my people.”

Umagun knew that was true. When the rabet had just been established here, Banof had asked him to teach him some human Elementalism. He’d said knowing some would surely come in handy. The teaching had been a long process, and Umagun had seen firsthand that Banof had little to no talent with human Elementalism. Banof was best with circles that used Fire, so most of the human circles Umagun had taught him used Fire.

“We have proof, though, that she did use a powerful circle. We shouldn’t ask how she learned the circle,” Gwel said. She could be depended on to be the practical one. “Instead, we should ask how she did make the circle, since she shouldn’t have been able to. We also need to ask what else she can do, and how we are to stop her.”

Jakie shook his head in defeat. “I have no idea how she could make a circle like that. But, given what she could do, I would guess there is little she can’t do. We should consider her as powerful an Elementalist as myself, if not more so. She might be as powerful as the commander.” He gestured towards Banof and wisely didn’t suggest that the lianthe might be the more powerful of the two. “The best way to defeat such an Elementalist is to take them by surprise before they can make a circle.”

Umagun nodded. He too knew many ways, including and beyond Elementalism, to stop an enemy Elementalist. “We shall set some traps for her. Private Eron, you said Rekaro called the girl a lianthe?” Eron looked up and nodded, but stayed silent. “Then she knows that we know of her existence, and where she lives. Doubtless, she will flee the village, and probably run to the Twin Sun Kingdoms. She knows she would be safe there. But there are no passes in the Arch Mountains, save Fruit Pass. If she wants to get to the Twin Sun Kingdoms, she will have to pass through Giram City first, though she may continue on to Justir. It is more likely, I think, that she will stay in Giram City. The only way out of Justir is to go back on the road, or by ship, but Giram City has all that and a Travel Pattern too. However, we need to be waiting for her at both places to make sure she doesn’t slip past us.”

“I will notify all of our spies throughout the city and the country,” Ferdrick said. “There are only four who are based in Justir, so I will send some more. I’ll have my people on the way to Giram City keep an eye out for her too. Wherever she goes, we will find her and track her until our trap is ready.”

“Don’t be too hasty,” Umagun warned him sharply. Ferdrick was a talented spy, and he kept the spies beneath him – all eighty of them, some dark-skinned northerners, but most from nearby in the south, motivated solely by greed – well under control and organized, but he wasn’t too keen on military strategy. “She will guess that we are looking for her. She will be disguised, at the very least.”

Ferdrick looked annoyed. “And if she uses Elementalism to disguise herself, what should I do? I have but two Elementalists – one of them a local – working for me as spies. I don’t trust my Elementalists enough to look for the lianthe without supervision. And my other spies wouldn’t know what to look for.”

“The other rabet Elementalists and I can scry for her,” Jakie said. “It’s not likely to work, but we can try. There aren’t enough of us to help you keep an eye out for her, but if we get lucky, we might pick up her power signature. Certainly, if she used a circle like the one against Rekaro, we will be able to pinpoint her location. It’s the best we can offer.” On Ascension Day, while they’d been fighting bandits in Fruit Pass, a distinct taste of Elementalism had filled the air, coming from somewhere to the south. Despite the distance, it had been very powerful. Umagun had checked later, with Jakie and his Elementalists, and they’d felt it too. With Eron’s report, he now knew the lianthe had been the source of the feeling.

Umagun growled softly under his breath. If that was the best they could do, there was a good chance she could slip right past them. He had scried before a few times, and knew how unlikely it was they could find her, especially in a country with many other active Elementalists who all had unique power signatures. On the other hand...

“She will almost certainly go to Giram City,” he thought aloud. “She will be heading for the Twin Sun Kingdoms, which is closed to most outsiders. She cannot get in there without help. There is a resistance movement based in Giram City, hidden in that useless Liberation Party; it’s common knowledge. Ferdrick, do you have spies in the resistance movement or just the Gilp?”

Ferdrick scowled. He leaned around Banof to better glare at Umagun. “Of course I have spies in both,” he snapped.

“She will look for the Liberation Party. And we won’t stop her from finding them. As soon as she does, Ferdrick, you have your people tell us. We’ll know exactly where she is, and we can take care of the resistance movement at the same time.” Umagun sat back. It was still basic, but the idea had a good chance of succeeding.

“How can we be sure that Ferdrick’s people in the resistance hear about her before she leaves?” Gwel asked after a pause in which to consider Umagun’s plan.

Ferdrick waved a hand. “I have local spies among the higher-ups in the resistance movement. One of them, if not all, will hear about her before she leaves, I guarantee it. The resistance will have to involve most, if not all, its people in order to get her past us. The men I’m paying will definitely learn about her.”

“What of our original information source?” Jakie asked cautiously. “He knows the people of Wallen. Perhaps he can be useful again.”

Umagun smiled evilly. Jakie rarely had any ideas that didn’t pertain to Elementalism, but when he did, the ideas were always excellent ones. “Good idea. We’ll offer him more money for any information. He might just prove handy.” He chuckled briefly, the sound grating to all ears but his own. “Now we need to think of a trap that will catch a powerful lianthe.”

“Can we just hit her over the head while she’s asleep?” Ferdrick asked. Umagun briefly acknowledged to himself that the simplest ideas could be the best, even though the thought of using one of Ferdrick’s ideas vexed him.

“That would be nice,” he said, “but there’s no guarantee we can catch her asleep. We need a few fall-back plans too.” He paused to think. “If your people can tell us she’s with the resistance soon enough, Ferdrick, we can post a guard at every exit from the city, and catch her as she’s coming out. We can even have some of your people lead her through a ‘secret’ exit. Then we can greet her at the other side.”

“We can give her something to eat or drink that will knock her out,” Gwel added. “Better that she’s not conscious to use circles against us.”

Umagun nodded and continued, “We can even get the whole city to turn against her! We’ll tell the minister that if he and his men don’t help us, we’ll raze the whole city. Then the resistance will move more slowly and we’ll have more time to set our traps.”

“Would the minister believe you, if you said that?” Gwel asked. “We’ve been here long enough that he knows we don’t operate like that.”

“Maybe I can’t convince the minister.” Umagun turned to look hopefully at Banof. “But he’d believe it if you said it, sir. I know you don’t like to involve yourself closely with these southerners, but it would be very helpful.” He gave Banof his best pleading look.

“As you wish,” Banof sighed. Umagun mentally cheered at his success; Banof held his opinion in greater regard than that of anyone else in this rabet, and perhaps anyone else in the world. It was a source of pride for Umagun, that he was acknowledged and trusted by Banof. The commander didn’t seem to be paying much attention to the plans, though. “Eron,” he said softly.

The man sat up straighter, trying to look alert, though it was clear to Umagun that he hadn’t been listening to one word of their plans. Eron’s brow creased in worry at being addressed again. Clearly, he thought he’d already told everything he knew. “Yes, sir?”

“When the lianthe made the circle, what was she doing?”

“What do you mean, sir?” Eron asked. “She was just standing there.”

Why is Banof still worrying about the circle? Umagun wondered. They could find a way around her Elementalism, no matter how powerful it was. Shouldn’t they just get over that question, as Gwel had suggested?

“I want to know her mannerisms,” Banof said. “How did she stand? Did she close her eyes? What of her hands?”

“Err...” Eron took a deep breath then closed his eyes to recall the situation. “She was standing really stiff, like she was scared. Lieutenant Rekaro said earlier that her threat of a circle was a bluff, which at the time I thought was true, because she was standing really still, but shaking. As soon as she was done with the circle, I thought she looked surprised. Like she hadn’t thought the circle would work either. Umm... her eyes were closed, and she was frowning, like in thought. Her hands... Uh, one was holding a sword, and it looked like she could use it. The other hand... I don’t remember... No, wait, her other hand was about here.” He raised his own hand up to his chest, about midway down. “I noticed because I thought she was kind of flat. It looked like she was holding something.” Eron finally opened his eyes and slumped again. “That’s all I remember, sir. I’m sorry.”

“That is enough,” Banof said. “Thank you, you may leave now.” More softly, he added, “You may wish to speak with Chephen.” Chephen v’Treece was the Metal priest assigned to the thirty-third. After the experience Eron had had, talking with a metal priest would do him good.

Eron, relieved, saluted and hurried off. Banof raised his own hand up to his chest, at the same level that Eron had, and pantomimed holding something there. He was frowning.

Umagun forced himself to look away from his commander. “Well,” he said to the others, “it will take a while yet before she reaches us. Eron said there was no transportation in Wallen, so she must be walking. It will take her at least five days to reach Giram City, six if she’s going to Justir. We have plenty of time to think of new ideas. So I guess we’re done for now.”

“Couldn’t you ambush her on the road?” Bristan offered a suggestion for the first time.

Gwel shook her head. “If she’s as powerful as we think she is, that’s a bad idea. Anyway, there are tons of places to hide along the road. We may not be able to find her. Better to wait till she gets here then attack. It’s enough to monitor her progress for now.”

Everyone got up to leave. “I’ll spread the word among my people, and find some to send to Justir,” Ferdrick said and left.

Gwel followed him out, murmuring beneath her breath. Bristan said, “I’ll send out notices,” and followed Gwel out. He had no concept of strategy, but he kept the rabet moving on a day-to-day basis.

“I’ll look into ways that might knock the girl out,” Jakie said. “Then my Elementalists and I will start scrying.”

Umagun nodded. “Thank you.” Jakie left, and Umagun was alone with the commander. He watched Banof as he thought. Watching Banof was something he enjoyed doing. He guessed that the diemthe had thought of something that none of the rest of them had. He continued to watch as Banof gasped faintly in surprise, his hand coming back down from his chest.

“Could it be?” he whispered. “It would explain many things...”

He stood suddenly, Umagun scrambling to his feet to follow. Banof strode from the conference room to his study rapidly, Umagun on his heels. When he got there, Banof held up his right arm and closed his eyes. He said something which Umagun didn’t understand. It must be the nuthe language. Umagun could only gape in shock at what happened next.

Banof’s arm was wreathed in corkscrew of fire. Though the fire touched him, it did not burn, not even his clothes, even though Umagun could feel the heat of the fire from where he stood. The fire settled upon Banof’s wrist and formed into a snake-like shape. The shape solidified, becoming a real serpent, if a serpent made of fire.

The snake raised its head, a long tongue flickering out. It hissed, sounding similar to when Banof had spoken the nuthe language. Banof said something back to it. The snake twisted its head to one side, as if in question. Banof spoke for a long time then the serpent nodded its head once. Its body turned back into liquid fire. The fire whirled around Banof’s arm in reverse and floated off into the air in front of him. It circled around three times and then disappeared in a bright flare. After it was gone, it left no trace it had ever been there, save for a faint scent of soot in the room.

Umagun lowered his arm from where he had raised it to cover his eyes when the creature disappeared. “Sir,” he gasped, “what was that?”

“That was my strongest ally,” Banof said. “I had a question for him. It is of no consequence to you.”

“Yes, sir,” Umagun said reflexively.

Banof left the room and Umagun had no choice but to follow. He did glance back once, though, wondering. What could that creature have been? Banof called it an ally. The shape and the fire made Umagun suspect an answer, but he wasn’t ready to make it an official guess yet. Banof was powerful, but could even he command the attention of a spirit?

Umagun shook his head angrily and focused his thoughts on catching the lianthe. He had more important things than snakes to think about, like trapping a lianthe and writing a letter. He thought about how little he knew of consoling people. Planning out traps would probably prove to be the easier of the two.

But Rekaro’s Disrani clan was a long and firm ally of his own Hisano clan. If his friendship with Rekaro wasn’t enough to warrant a personal letter, that was.

It would have been so much easier to leave it up to Bristan. Perhaps he could help him out a bit. Umagun sighed mentally and went to find the supply master.


 

 

 

 

6

New Roads

 

Three days of walking and within an hour of reaching Saragh, and still Illera had neither seen nor heard anything from the rabet. It was disconcerting. She hoped it was because she’d kept away from the road, but she was beginning to suspect that they weren’t chasing her around the countryside because they were planning an ambush for her somewhere, probably in or near Giram City.

She was getting twitchy. Her stride was stiff, her feet felt like they were on fire, where her bags bit into her shoulders wasn’t much better, and she jumped at every little sound. The cold barely touched her; her nerves kept her warm. She had reached the point where she hoped the rabet would just attack already and get it over with. Maybe that was part of their plan: put her so off balance and get her so tired of watching for them, that when they finally showed up, she’d be too tired to put up a fight.

Already she could fall asleep on her feet. She’d set a hard pace, and they’d often gone kilometers out of their way, not wanting to get too close to the road. Normally, she would have been fine with three days of walking, but between the speed and her nervousness and the extra effort of tramping across snow, she was ready to drop. At least their preiginds kept them warm at night.

Sunlight suddenly cut through the dense tree cover around her and the boys, and she squinted. They stopped at the top of a ridge and stared downward. There, ahead of the them on the road at the bottom of a valley, lay what had to be the town of Saragh.

Illera gaped shamelessly at it, straightening despite her exhaustion. It draped across the landscape, completely filling a small valley. Why, it must be kilometers across! She had heard that well over one thousand people lived in Saragh, though she could barely imagine that. The town was completely enclosed by a wall, and inside seemed to be an uncountable number of wooden, snow-covered roofs. They were still an hour’s walk from the walls, but Illera could hear and smell the town even from this far away. She wrinkled her nose and grimaced. If this was what a town was like, she didn’t want to see Giram City, which was probably even worse.

Past Saragh, she could see the Endless Ocean, covering the entire eastern horizon. She’d only seen the ocean once before, almost sixty years ago. The water glistened in the sunlight and the air smelt fresher – ignoring the scents from Saragh, of course.

North of Saragh, just outside the town walls, sat the air train station. She was still too far away to see it, but she knew it was there. They’d get to Saragh well after dark, probably too late to catch the train to Oswagi.

Despite her tiredness and the desire to constantly look over her shoulder, Illera felt herself grow cheerful. She was making progress. With any luck, she’d be in Giram City in two days, and hidden amongst the crowds of people. And she’d really be away from home and off seeing the world. However dangerous it might be, it would also be exciting.

The last of the dense tree covering fell away, and they’d have to travel openly to reach Saragh. Since they couldn’t stay hidden anyway, they walked towards the road. Unlike the road up till now, it had been mostly cleared of snow.

Raymin said, “We have to go into town. We’re getting low on food and we have to buy train tickets.”

“I’d like to sleep in a bed,” Illera said wistfully. A nice, very long sleep, if at all possible. “And maybe have a nice bath. A warm supper would be good, too.”

“Can we stay for the night?” Kessel asked. “I mean, we’re in a hurry and all, but it’d be nice to stop early for once.”

Raymin and Illera shared a thoughtful look. “You did say we only needed to hurry until we reached Saragh,” Raymin said. “It would be nice to go to bed early.”

She really was going fast, if both Raymin and Kessel were tired. She shrugged. “I don’t think it will be a problem if the two of you go in. But I’ll stick out, even with the hat.” She tipped the brim pointedly.

All three of them stared silently at her white hair. Anyone standing close to her could see it easily, along with her white skin. Illera wished, as she’d wished many times, that she was capable of tanning. The hair she could cut off, but there wasn’t much she could do about the skin.

“You said you might be able to use a circle do to something about how you look,” Raymin said.

“I did,” she nodded, “but I’ve never tried it before. It might not work. It’d be easier if the two of you went in to town then came back out and met me when you’re done.”

Raymin gave her a look. “You’re going to have to go into Giram City, at least. We don’t want to discover that your circle doesn’t work when we get there, and have the rabet jump on us.”

“So experiment here,” Kessel said.

She sighed, but resigned herself to it. She just hoped it worked.

Illusion circles used the most difficult element, Miel, the balance between mind and spirit, that which made each person unique. The circle she’d mentioned to Raymin was called See The Expected, and it affected other people’s perceptions of her appearance. In Giram, a country where everyone had copper skin, dark hair, and dark eyes, she too would appear to be copper skinned with dark hair and eyes, if the circle worked.

She had made a few circles over the years that involved Miel, but tried to avoid it. Miel circles were complicated and tricky and required absolute attention to detail. Many Elementalists, according to one of the books she’d left behind in Wallen, could only master one or three circles that involved Miel. It was just too hard. For the circle See The Expected, for example, Illera would have to devote a significant part of her attention at all times to maintaining the circle or the illusion would disappear.

Every circle, besides having an incantation and a name, had a pattern associated with them, which was how Travel Patterns, Post Patterns, and preiginds were possible. Along with reciting the incantation, the Elementalist had to concentrate on the words, the effect the words would have, and the pattern of the circle. It was hard, concentrating on all three things at once, and took a lot of mental discipline to master.

The pattern of a circle was circular in shape. Within each pattern was a variety of lines: straight lines, curved lines, diagonal lines, curly lines, and so on. The simple circles had fewer lines and complicated circles had more. The color of each line represented the element being used.

The patterns for Miel circles were horribly complicated. See The Expected was actually one of the simpler Patterns that Illera had found, since it only contained twenty-four lines. Miel circles had to be more complicated than other circles: they affected everyone around the Elementalist.

That is a lot of people, she thought, looking at Saragh. At least having to keep the pattern of the circle in her mind meant she could devote less of her attention to worrying about the rabet.

Her few books on Elementalism all agreed that Miel was the hardest element to use. The physical elements were easy to predict. So long as the circle was used correctly and wasn’t blocked in any way, it performed exactly as advertised. With Miel, there were so many variables to take into account that it was tricky at best. And a lot of people to fool meant a lot of variables.

It occurred to her that she’d be in trouble if she had to use another circle for some reason. She doubted she could pay attention to two at once, so she’d have to drop the illusion if she needed to use another circle. Well, chances were that if she had to use another circle, her illusion would have been insufficient, so it wouldn’t matter if she dropped it.

She shook off her superfluous thoughts and focused just on See The Expected. The indigo design appeared in her head as she chanted,

  “I am like you.

  “I am like him.

  “Let your eyes drift past me,

  “And your Miel submit to mine.”

“See The Expected.” She reflexively glanced at her hands, which looked the same, of course. She wouldn’t think she looked any different. An Elementalist could never see their own illusion. She turned to the boys.

“Well?” she asked.

“Well what?” Kessel asked, blinking.

Very slowly, she bit out, “Did the circle work?”

Raymin winced as he looked at her. “You don’t look any different to me. Sorry.”

Haunting oblivion. “It’s not your fault it didn’t work. See The Expected is a hard circle. Obviously, it’s beyond my abilities.”

“But,” Raymin said, “how are you going to get into Giram City? I mean, you can’t–”

“Wait!” Kessel said, eyes bright. “Illera, that was called See The Expected, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it makes people see what they think they should see, right?”

She nodded. “Yes. If it worked, people should see me looking like everyone else.”

Grinning broadly, Kessel leaned closer. “But why would I expect you to look like everyone else? I know you’re Illera, and I know what you look like.”

Illera and Raymin stood dumbfounded for a moment. Then Raymin exclaimed, “You’re brilliant!” and slapped Kessel heartily on the back.

“Then... maybe it did work?” Illera said.

Raymin gestured towards Saragh. “Let’s go find out. And if the answer’s no, you run away as fast as you can, and we’ll cover for you.”

“Thanks, guys,” she smiled. It was good that she hadn’t come on this trip alone.

Saragh stood at the intersection of six different roads, with the route to Wallen being the smallest and least traveled. They had still not seen another traveler thus far. From where she stood, Illera could see the other five roads connecting in Saragh, and there were travelers on all of them. Why, the road leading to Giram had four air barges on it. She was also close enough now to see the air train station. There weren’t many people there. It seemed they’d have to wait till morning before leaving for Oswagi.

“Come on then,” Kessel said. “Let’s get going!” He bounced a bit and led the way down the ridge towards Saragh. Raymin quickly followed. Illera paused to tighten the scarf and push the hat down further. She stuffed her hands into her jacket pockets. No point making the illusion harder. She could already feel a faint sheen of sweat on her brow.

As they continued down the road, the path broadened and smoothed out, becoming a proper road, and not just the dirt path it had been. Bits of it had even been shoveled. Merchants and travelers, Kessel told Illera and Raymin earlier today, frequently used the road here, so it was better kept up.

They reached the front gates of Saragh at dusk. The gates stood wide open, and a man stood casually at guard to one side. He wore no uniform, only heavy leathers dotted with heat preiginds. A bow rested casually against his shoulder. Illera resisted the urge to pull her scarf even tighter, although she did pay more attention to the circle pattern in her head.

“Hello,” Raymin said, sounding a bit nervous. He had never been away from Wallen either.

The guard smiled. “Hello. Where are you kids from?”

“Nearby village,” Kessel said when Raymin didn’t answer. “We’re headed to Giram City, the Elementalist Guild.”

“Ah,” the guard nodded. “I hear they’ve upped their prices. I hope you brought enough money with you.”

Kessel made a face. “Thanks. Will we be able to catch a train tonight?”

The guard pulled out a pocket watch. “Last train of the day is leaving about now. You should stay for the night, take the first train in the morning.”

“Thanks,” Kessel said again.

The guard motioned them through the gate. As soon as they were on the other side of the wall, Illera let out a breath she didn’t remember holding. The circle had worked after all! She was dripping with sweat, but it had worked!

Truly confident for the first time, Illera smiled and took in the town. From the inside, it seemed even larger than it had from the road. Streets branched off in every direction, with names labeled at intersections. All the streets here had been cleared of snow and ice. Most buildings had preiginds attached to the walls, to provide light. They glowed white. There were people everywhere, over thirty of them nearby, and Illera felt a bit claustrophobic. But this was good, she reminded herself firmly. Lots of people meant she could hide in plain sight.

“I think the market area was that way,” Kessel said, pointing to a street to their right. When Illera frowned, he added, “We do need to buy supplies, right? And we can’t leave till morning anyway.”

With no better route to take, Illera and Raymin followed Kessel. The street meandered, sometimes angling oddly between low wooden buildings with gently sloping roofs. The buildings looked mostly like homes, but Illera wasn’t sure what else a building might be for, other than for storage or to house animals. Kessel had to pause a few times to orient himself, and made two wrong turns, but he found the market area without too much trouble.

Illera felt her eyes go wide again. The buildings on this street were all stores. The people of Saragh apparently didn’t grow any of their own food, but had to buy everything from these stores. Kessel walked confidently up to a building with a sign indicating it sold jerky. Raymin followed him but Illera stayed outside, hovering near the doorway. Kessel and Raymin could buy enough for her too, and she’d pay them back tonight.

She rested her back against the store wall, let out a deep breath, and stared at the people milling around. Some walked quickly and with purpose, others strolled aimlessly, as if they didn’t know what they needed to buy. Most of them barely noticed Illera, and none gave her a second look. When no one was looking at her, she quickly wiped a hand across her forehead. It came away wet with sweat.

Kessel and Raymin came out of the shop after a few minutes, with Raymin looking vaguely shocked. Kessel chuckled and moved on to a cheese store.

“What’s wrong?” Illera asked, pulling Raymin next to her.

He shook his head. “It’s just weird, is all. I mean, there are people who sell jerky, and never do anything else? The storekeeper told me he bought it from merchants and sells it to people, and he makes money that way.”

Illera frowned. “Was it very expensive?”

“No, it was about what we pay Fidelgo. Apparently, the merchants sell to storekeepers at lower prices than us, so the stores can keep in business.”

“Huh,” Illera said, and released Raymin’s arm. He followed Kessel into the cheese store. She supposed it was easier for merchants, to just sell to one or two people rather than everyone in a town this size. Faster too, probably. Still, it was weird.

Kessel and Raymin finished buying supplies soon, and by the end Raymin was as casual about it as Kessel was. Illera shook her head over them.

There was an inn a block away from the market area, and they headed there next. The sign proclaimed it Apple Cider, and through the frosted window Illera could see a dozen people sitting around tables. By the time they reached it, Illera was sweating hard.

Kessel strode confidently through the doors, the other two following him closely. The inside was well lit in white by numerous preiginds, and was filled with tables and chairs. Warmth filled the inn, none of the patrons inside wearing coats. People sat in small groups, chatting and drinking. A fat man in a dirty apron hurried up to them from the kitchen.

“Rooms for the night, sirs, miss?” he asked. He must be the innkeeper, Illera guessed.

Kessel nodded. “Yes, please. We’d like one room with three beds, if possible.”

The innkeeper let his eyes travel over their little group. He didn’t react when he saw Illera, and she felt herself relax. “Of course. You’re in luck, sir. I have just the room.” He dug into his pocket and came out with a key. “Room number seven. It’s up the stairs and down the hall on the left. Will you be wanting dinner also?”

“Yes, and baths also, if they’re separate and warm.” Kessel reached for the key.

The innkeeper drew his hand back first. “One room, three dinners, and three baths. That will be ten dollars, sir.”

“Right,” Kessel mumbled. He fished around in his wallet and found the right amount. The innkeeper took it and handed him the key in return.

“The baths are at the end of the hallway,” the innkeeper said before bustling off. The three shared a brief look before heading up the stairs. Room seven did indeed have three beds, which were fairly comfortable, though not as nice as Illera’s feather mattress back home. Better than sleeping on the ground, at least.

“I’m going to take a bath first,” Illera said, dropping her pack on the ground next to one of the beds. She yanked off her coat and wiped sweat from her forehead. “It should be empty this early. Could you bring me up some dinner later?”

“Of course,” Kessel said. “It might take a while though. Try not to fall asleep while you’re alone.”

Illera gave him a look that said just what she thought of him saying that. The boys headed back downstairs, while Illera made her way down the hallway, room key in hand and sword still at her hip.

There was a lock on the bathroom door, to her relief. Her skin and hair looked the same as ever, despite the illusion, and she wondered if it would cover her whole body. She forced herself to bathe quickly, lest anyone see her, and hurried back to the room.

She closed and locked the door behind her then promptly dropped the illusion. She collapsed on her chosen bed, limp. She just laid there for a while, trying to catch her breath. Barely two hours and she’d only just managed to maintain the circle the whole time. The book she’d found it in had said the circle was hard, but it never said anything about it being so exhausting!

After some time, she finally felt like she’d recovered, and she sat up to gaze around the room. Other than the door, the three beds, a narrow window, and a small dresser with a basin of washing water, the room was empty. It’d be at least an hour before the boys came back with dinner.

If she could barely maintain her illusion long enough to shop, how could she keep it up for the entire journey by air train? She’d have to hope she could keep her hat pulled down low enough to cover her face. And that no one was searching the train for her.

She sighed and rubbed her temples. She wasn’t looking forward to tomorrow.

* * *

Morning dawned clear and cold and problem-free over Saragh for Illera and the boys.  They were at the air train station before dawn, well before it opened. It was almost seven in the morning before a balding man opened the ticket counter.

“Are there private compartments?” Kessel asked the man.

“Ten dollars for a private room to Oswagi,” the man said in a bored voice.

“We’ll have that,” Kessel said, handing him money.

Illera sighed in relief. A private room was exactly what she needed. She had her illusion up already, and, even though she’d only been awake a short time, she was already tired.

They stepped aside so the other people could buy their tickets. The air train sat on the ground just outside the station, ready to leave. It was long, at least thirty meters, and very simple. It was a wooden box with windows along the sides. Most of the train was comprised of benches on each side of a central aisle. Preiginds covered the sides: green ones, for Wood, to keep it from rotting, and yellow ones, for Air, to make it float and so it would move. The words Giram Air Train had been painted along the side in yellow. The private rooms were at the front of the air train. They showed their tickets to a woman then found their room. Inside were two cushioned benches, a large window, and shelves overhead for their bags. Raymin locked the door behind them and they settled down.

It was about a half hour later before the last passenger boarded. The air train slowly lifted into the air, about a meter off the ground. Once it was afloat, it started moving. The air train moved amazingly fast, easily fifty kilometers an hour. They’d reach Oswagi before noon. Illera leaned back in the seat, watching the world zip past. The air train flew just beside the road, and they were often passed by air barges. There were also a few people walking, probably people who lived in nearby villages.

It was warm in the private compartment, and Illera let her illusion drop. She kept her broad-rimmed hat on. If anyone barged suddenly into the room past the lock, she could duck and put her illusion back up.

She was mostly glad that the fare hadn’t been too high. She’d have plenty of money to reach Giram City, and hopefully enough to continue on to the Twin Sun Kingdoms. After about a half hour, Illera turned and asked, “Did you learn anything interesting last night?” Raymin had brought her up some food, only to go right back downstairs. By the time the boys had called it a night, Illera had gone to sleep without asking any questions.

Raymin shrugged. “Not too much. The day before we were attacked, some rabet soldiers were seen passing through town, but that was it. The people are still worked up about that.”

“They haven’t seen or heard anything about the rabet since,” added Kessel. “And they talked about the rabet without any prodding from us, so it’s probably true.” He shrugged. “I didn’t think we’d hear too much that was interesting.”

Illera sighed. That was unfortunate. “I don’t like the idea of walking into Giram without knowing anything about what the rabet’s planning.” And they were planning something. Of that, she had no doubt.

“Too bad there’s no one we know well enough to ask more questions,” Kessel said.

Raymin perked up suddenly and snapped his fingers. “Idiot!”

“What?” Kessel said, giving him a filthy look.

“No, we’re all idiots,” Raymin said, waving off Kessel’s ire. “How did we forget? There are people we know outside of Wallen: Fidelgo and Villiem, Elward, and Roshelle.”

Illera blinked. She’d thought about those four along the way, but she’d never considered going to visit them. “Fidelgo lives in Yilth, which is just outside Giram City,” she said, mentally reviewing her maps, “and the priests live in Oswagi, don’t they?”

Raymin nodded. “So, while we going through, we could stop by and get some help. Ask a few more questions than we could ask strangers.”

“But would they know anything?” Illera asked, crossing her arms.

“Maybe not, but it won’t hurt to ask anyway,” Raymin said with a shrug. “They know us, and they travel a lot, so they should be well informed.” 

“Fidelgo knows everything,” Kessel said confidently. He lowered his voice and added in a conspiratory tone, “And he knows lots of things about the Liberation Party.”

“So?” Raymin asked.

“So, don’t you think there might be a reason he knows so much?”

Illera shrugged. “The Gilp is based in Giram City, and Fidelgo lives closer. It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

Kessel glowered. “Or it could mean that Fidelgo is a member of the Gilp, or at least knows people who are. Maybe he’s even part of the resistance side!” Illera and Raymin continued to look doubtful, and Kessel threw up his arms in exasperation. “Oh, come on! It’s possible! And you’ve both been saying that we need to find the Gilp once we get there! Well, we might take hours to find them on our own, and there were dozens of rabet soldiers in Giram City last time I was there. We don’t really want to wander around. This is the safest way to find where it is, and more.”

“You have a point,” Raymin said. “If Fidelgo knows where it is, that will help. And if that’s all he knows, then that’s all he knows and no harm done.”

“I think you’re both forgetting something rather important,” Illera said snidely. “Neither Fidelgo nor the priests have ever met me. They don’t even know I exist. How exactly are you planning to explain me? ‘Oh, yes, she’s shy, that’s why you haven’t met her before. And she can only stay for an hour or so, until she has to drop her illusion.’ That’ll go over really well.”

Silence settled over the group, and Kessel sagged in disappointment. Raymin got a thoughtful look, and he began to chew his lower lip. Illera sighed and looked out the window again. It had been a good plan, too, although she wasn’t sure she wanted anyone to know that they were deeply interested in the rabet and the Liberation Party, much less a resistance movement hidden within the Liberation Party. Fidelgo and the priests were, to her, as much strangers as anyone else they met on this trip. She didn’t want to trust them.

No, she shouldn’t think like that. Sooner or later, she’d have to trust someone. From all she’d heard about them, there was no reason to believe that Fidelgo and the priests weren’t worthy of trust, so might as well start with them.

Raymin opened his mouth then shut it and started shifting in his seat. Illera frowned at him. “You’ve just had an idea I won’t like, haven’t you?” she said.

“Well... yes,” Raymin said. “What if Kessel and I go visit Fidelgo and the priests alone?”

Illera raised an eyebrow. “And what am I supposed to be doing while you’re visiting?”

“You could wait near the train station,” Raymin said. “We won’t be gone for long, a few hours at most.”

“I don’t know if separating is a good idea,” Illera said half-heartedly. She’d be all alone in a strange town, trying to keep up her illusion. There might be any number of rabet spies out looking for her. But they did need information, and Fidelgo and the priests were safer to ask than random townspeople. Much as she didn’t want to be left alone, she really didn’t want to walk into Giram City blind.

“Fine,” she said, rubbing her forehead. “But only if you two promise to take care of yourselves and only if you promise not to breathe a word about me or that we’re interested in any resistance. No matter how much you trust them.”

“It might be weird, asking questions about the Gilp,” Kessel said. “Fidelgo would want to know why we’re so curious.” Illera glared at him until he shrunk back. “Right, right, not a word about you. I promise.”

Raymin nodded. “I promise, too. Don’t worry, Illera. We can take care of ourselves.”

She turned her attention back to the white world outside the window. “I suppose you can.”


 

 

 

 

7

Dreams and Obligations

 

Oswagi was over twice as large as Saragh had been, possibly closer to thrice the size of the other town. Other than the size, though, the town looked the same as Saragh to country-bred eyes. Illera stared at it eagerly as the air train approached. She was amazed how quickly they’d gotten here. It wasn’t yet noon and they were already at Oswagi. Walking, it would have taken them ten days to reach Oswagi from Saragh.

“There’s the Major Elements Shrine,” Kessel said, pointing.

Illera followed his finger. The building sat in the center of Oswagi, two stories tall. Many larger towns had Major Element Shrines and big cities, like Giram City, had temples to all nine elements. She could see the south and west sides of the shrine, which were colored red and yellow, for Fire and Air. The north side would be blue for Water, and the east brown for Earth.

Priests of each sect had different responsibilities. Fire priests, like Villiem, performed marriage ceremonies. Water priests, like Elward, performed birth ceremonies. And Earth priests, like Roshelle, performed funerals. Since most small villages like Wallen didn’t have priests, priests from nearby towns would travel from village to village, performing their duties. Marriages were always scheduled for their visits. Deaths and births couldn’t be scheduled, of course, so the rites were performed when the priests came by. Villiem, Elward, and Roshelle came to Wallen three times a year, during spring, summer, and autumn.

There would also be Air priests at the shrine.  As healers, Air priests were far too busy to go traveling through the countryside.

Priests of the minor elements had duties too. Metal priests served in armies, seeing to the mental health of the soldiers and helping with funerary rites for those who perished in battle. Wood priests saw visions. Shadow priests preached, and Light priests devoted themselves to charity. And Miel priests were scholars. A handful of minor element priests might hang around the Major Elements shrine, but probably only a handful.

Since Illera always had to keep hidden, she’d never met a priest. Over the five hundred years she’d been alive, twelve people from Wallen had left to become priests. It was a more common calling among city folk, since so few people could be spared in the country.

The air train stopped just outside Oswagi and lowered slowly until it rested on the ground. Illera waited until most of the other passengers disembarked before she and the boys left their private room. She put her illusion back up and tugged her hat lower.

According to the schedule posted at the train station, the next train to Hisska would depart at two in the afternoon.

“That gives us plenty of time to visit the shrine,” Raymin said. He pointed to a bench alongside the train station. “Why don’t you wait for us there?”

There were other benches nearby, most of them taken. So hopefully she wouldn’t stick out too much. Illera nodded, resigned. “Don’t you dare be late,” she said.

Kessel grinned. “We won’t.” The boys left her and headed towards the shrine.

Illera sat down on the bench to wait. It was a pleasant day, and she was in a new place. She wished she could relax and enjoy the experience. But she was convinced that every person who walked past was a rabet spy. Even if no one gave her a second look, she couldn’t help but think that.

Even though she’d only had it up for a few minutes, the illusion was already making her tired. She wasn’t sweating yet, but she could only imagine the state she’d be in when the boys got back.

She sighed. The illusion was a major problem. She would have to go into Giram City, and that was where she needed the illusion the most. She’d lasted maybe two hours in Saragh. How long would she have to hold it up in Giram City? With a groan, she closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall of the train station.

Abruptly, she remembered the dead rabet soldiers, scorched down to piles of ashes that had blown away by the next morning. Her stomach roiled, and she was suddenly glad that she hadn’t had much to eat.

Would she have to do something like that again? She’d sworn to herself that she’d do whatever it took to reach the Twin Sun Kingdoms. She told herself she didn’t care how many rabet soldiers she killed. But now, alone in a strange town and hunted, she couldn’t stop thinking about those soldiers.

They had just been doing their jobs. They had no choice in their jobs – everyone in the empire except southerners had to serve five years in a rabet. Draft dodgers got posted to the front lines in Sonon and Paserad. Had they really deserved to be killed? Rekaro, the lieutenant, maybe. He had seemed eager to do various unpleasant things to her. The others, though, they’d just been there, obeying orders. Had they really done anything for which they deserved to die?

She firmed her jaw and shook her head. She had had no choice. If she hadn’t killed them, they would have killed or, worse, captured her. It was self-defense.

She trembled. The thirty-third, like all rabets, was under the subjugation of a diemthe. The diemthe were the cruel and terrible rulers of the empire, working under their ruthless empress. The diemthe here in Giram and Relerio was supposedly better than most, but he was probably just playing games with them, like a cat toying with a mouse before devouring it. The diemthe commander of the rabet was the one ultimately responsible for the deaths of the soldiers. He was the one who had ordered them to come capture her. He was the one who was oppressing the country of Giram, and Relerio. And he was the one who wanted to capture her, then torture her, and finally kill her.

Briefly she wondered what sort of man the diemthe commander was. Calculating and manipulative for sure. Cruel to both his enemies and his men. Probably easily angered, and even crueler when angry. She pictured a face in her mind, of a man who looked a little bit like herself – because she’d heard the diemthe and lianthe looked alike – but dark where she was pale. The face she constructed was ugly and frightening and full of hatred. She could see the diemthe commander laughing harshly as he tortured some poor prisoner.

That probably wasn’t accurate. The diemthe commander of the thirty-third was nicer than most. All the newspapers agreed on that. Even here, in the outer-most region of the empire where there was no draft, the thirty-third rabet had a reputation for being the best rabet to be assigned to. Strange as it sounded, that was what everyone said. It was why Giram and Relerio weren’t being oppressed the same way Paserad was, or Sonon or the northeast. She shook her head. A kind diemthe? Impossible. The two terms were opposites and could never go together.

Even if the local diemthe commander was... kinder... it wouldn’t make a difference for her. Everyone knew what diemthe did to captured lianthe. Better to die than to be taken beneath the diemthe palace Daranvirmor, and the terrors that waited there. 

With a groan, she hit herself on the head. That wasn’t any better to think about than the rabet soldiers she’d killed. She had to stop thinking like that, or she’d go mad.

She leaned back against the wall and folded her legs beneath her on the bench. She rested her hands on her knees and let her head fall back, resting against the wall. Eyes closed, she sought to empty her mind of everything that distracted her. In one of the Elementalism books she’d procured, it described meditation techniques. Meditation, the book claimed, was essential to becoming an accomplished Elementalist. Elementalism worked better with a clear mind, a Miel uncluttered with extraneous thoughts, and a good Elementalist was someone who had absolute control over his or her thoughts.

Never had she attained perfect control of her thoughts, but the techniques in the book did help clear her mind. After using the techniques, she would feel more relaxed and at ease, even if circumstances hadn’t gotten any better. She’d gotten good enough that she could put herself into a trance, as the book had termed it, in very little time.

In the darkness behind her eyes, she focused on one image and that alone. When she had first started meditating, she had debated what image to use, as many proved insufficient or distracting. Eventually, she decided on her necklace. It wasn’t such an odd choice. Her necklace symbolized everything she didn’t know about herself and everything she wanted to know. It was also a simple shape and easy to envision, and so it was what she focused on to meditate.

In little time, Illera had slipped off to her happy place, and the distractions and worries of the world slowly floated away. With some practice, she’d learned to spend hours in this state. Sometimes, she’d only been pulled out of it by someone shaking her. Twice, she’d been meditating so deeply, even that hadn’t been enough to jar her out of it.

It was hard to tell how much time went past while she meditated. She called it her happy place in jest, but there was truth to the term. Perhaps not so much happy as content and at peace.

She couldn’t watch the passersby like this, but maybe it was better this way. At least she wouldn’t be tempted to guess which were rabet spies.

* * *

Kessel and Raymin walked together through Oswagi. Kessel grinned at the way Raymin gawked at everything. Oswagi was larger than Saragh, but had the same general feel to it.

“Do you think they’ll even be in?” Kessel asked as they walked.

“I hope so,” Raymin said. Kessel nodded. The priests spent much of their time on the road. Some priests would be at the shrine, but he didn’t want to ask his questions of strangers.

It took just a few minutes to walk to the Major Elements Shrine. It was larger than most of the buildings in town, since many priests lived and worked there. Serpentine figures had been carved into the wood of the building. Other than that and the different colored walls, it lacked decoration. Just before they stepped inside, Kessel grabbed Raymin’s arm as a horrible thought occurred to him. “Do you remember their last names?” he asked desperately.

Raymin stood still. “No,” he said. Last names were rarely used, save on special occasions and for official documentation, and had only come into style in Giram seventy years ago. Before that, only nobles had last names. “Hopefully we won’t need to know them.” Then he strode firmly inside the shrine, Kessel at his heels.

Inside stood a small desk, a woman sitting behind it. Her hair was graying, and she wore yellow priest robes: open at the front and without sleeves. She was an Air priest. “How may I help you?” she asked, smiling.

“Yes, we’re looking for some priests who travel through our village, if they’re in. They’re Villiem, a Fire priest, Elward, a Water priest, and Roshelle, an Earth priest,” Raymin said. He already sounded confident, and Kessel pushed down the sudden spike of jealousy. Why couldn’t he ever sound that confident?

The woman’s smile broadened. “Villiem is my husband,” she said. “I can take you to him, but I’m afraid Elward and Roshelle are out of town though.”

Raymin sighed. “No, just Villiem is fine. Thank you, Miss, er—”

“Ysabell Tharenson,” the woman said. She rose from behind her desk and motioned for them to follow her. The inside of the shrine was simple but clean and homely. As they walked, Kessel saw the large healing hall. There were a few patients and Air priests inside the healing hall. He saw a staircase leading up. As his look, Ysabell said, “That leads to our living quarters.” She led them to a small office on the south side of the shrine and entered without knocking.

Villiem looked up from behind a desk covered in ledgers. He was an older man, gone mostly bald and slightly pudgy. There were laugh lines at the corners of his eyes, and he wore a red priest robe. “Hello, dear,” he said. Then he caught sight of the boys and he grinned. “Raymin and Kessel, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir,” Raymin said. “I hope you don’t mind us intruding on you?”

“Of course not! Sit, sit!” Villiem waved them into chairs and pushed aside some of his ledgers. “I was working our budget. Any interruption is a good interruption!” He laughed heartily.

Ysabell said, “I’ll see you later, dear,” before leaving the boys alone with Villiem.

“So what problem are you having that requires a Fire priest?” Villiem asked, giving Raymin and Kessel a measuring look. “I thought you boys were just friends.”

Realizing what he was implying, Kessel felt his cheeks grow hot.  Raymin said quickly, “No, nothing like that! We wanted to talk to you because we know you!”

“We’re heading to Giram City,” Kessel said, trying to force down his embarrassment. “We need more preiginds. And, well, we’ve heard that the rabet has been causing trouble lately. Since we had to stop in Oswagi for a few hours anyway, we hoped you could give us some more information.”

Villiem leaned back in his chair and folded his hands before him on the desk. “I’m afraid there isn’t much I can help you with,” he said. “I don’t go to Giram City very often, and neither do the other priests here. The newspapers have been full of rumors, and the city has been nervous. Duke Millden was killed in front of the Minister himself on 87 Dar.”

Kessel shivered at that. 87 Dar was only three days before the rabet had shown up in Wallen. “How?” he asked.

“That altered human who negotiates with the Minister killed him,” Villiem said, all but spitting. “According to the papers, the duke was just asking some harmless questions, and that monster cut him down in front of the entire court and parliament. You boys promise me to keep away from any rabet soldiers in Giram City, you hear?”

They nodded. “Has anything else happened since then?” Kessel asked.

“No murders, thank the spirits,” Villiem said. “I hear there have been more soldiers seen in town, more intimidation going on. But no more violence.”

“Have any rabet soldiers come through Oswagi lately?” Raymin asked.

Villiem narrowed his eyes. “No. Why would they?”

Raymin and Kessel shared a look. “Well, we heard there were rabet soldiers in Saragh a few days ago,” Kessel said. “The whole town was talking about it.”

“Gentle spirits!” Villiem exclaimed softly, shuddering. He shook his head. “No rabet soldiers have been through Oswagi recently. Oh, I hope they didn’t hurt anyone in Saragh.”

“It didn’t sound like they did,” Raymin said.

Kessel wondered how the rabet had reached Saragh, if they hadn’t gone through Oswagi first. They’d had an air barge. They might have flown overland from their encampment, crossing central Giram. He doubted it, though. Central Giram was almost completely uninhabited, covered by wild forests filled with altered beasts. Perhaps they hadn’t taken their air barge through Oswagi, though, going around it instead. It wasn’t like they needed to stop in town.

“Thank you for everything, Mister Villiem,” Raymin said, standing. Kessel gaped at him. They hadn’t asked anything about the Liberation Party yet. “We’ll see you next time you come to Wallen.” Raymin grabbed Kessel’s arm and pulled him up as well.

Villiem nodded, smiling. “It was very nice seeing you boys. Take care in Giram City, and stay safe.”

Raymin gave him once last smile then dragged Kessel out of the office with him. Kessel pouted at him but didn’t say anything until they were out of the shrine. Then he hissed, “We didn’t ask about the Liberation Party!”

“I know,” Raymin said. “But why would we ask about them? He thinks we’re just going to Giram to buy preiginds.”

Kessel scowled, kicking a rock on the street. “What’s the point of asking people if we don’t actually ask any of our questions?”

“I don’t know, alright?” Raymin snapped. Then he sighed. “If you can think of a reason for us to ask about it, great. But until then, don’t talk about it.”

“Fine,” Kessel said, slouching. “I’ll think of something.”

* * *

“Hey,” a familiar voice broke Illera out of her meditation. She twitched then opened her eyes to see Raymin and Kessel had returned and were seated on the bench beside her. Raymin pulled out some apples, cheese, bread, and jerky for lunch, and handed them around.

She slowly stretched out her legs and pulled out her pocket watch. They still had an hour before the train to Hisska left. She bit in her apple and asked, “Did you find out anything useful?”

“A little,” Raymin said. “There’s been at least one death in Giram City, and rabet soldiers have been all over town. No rabet soldiers came through here, though.”

Kessel said, “Raymin wouldn’t let us ask about the Gilp. He doesn’t think it’s safe.”

Illera frowned and turned to Raymin. He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. “We’re supposed to be traveling to buy preiginds. Why would we care about the Gilp?”

“I suppose,” she said. “Maybe you could at least ask for a map of Giram City. That way we can at least find it when we get there.”

“I guess,” Raymin said, staring down moodily at his food. Illera wondered what was wrong with him, but this wasn’t the place to ask. She didn’t think anyone was close enough to overhear their conversation, but it wasn’t a risk she wanted to take.

She wiped a hand across her brow. She was sweating heavily, despite the cold. She had another hour yet before she’d be able to take down her illusion. With a sigh, she returned to her lunch. She’d be in Giram City soon enough, and would meet the resistance movement. After that, hopefully she wouldn’t have to worry about the stupid illusion circle.

* * *

It was evening when they reached Hisska. The town was about the same size as Saragh, and when Illera first saw it, she wasn’t amazed or intimidated at all. She shook her head over how worldly she felt.

Illera sighed and put up her illusion as she got off the train, pulling her jacket closer because it was even colder than the last few days. They found a small inn a few blocks from the train station. The main room was filled with people laughing and chatting and drinking.

“I’d like to stay downstairs for a while this time,” Illera whispered to the boys.

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Raymin hissed back.

Illera pointed towards a table in a corner. “That table’s all in shadows, and there’s no one else sitting there. I should be fine sitting there, as long as I don’t stay too long.”

Raymin shrugged. “Well, if you say so.”

“I do,” she said and sat herself down at the table.

A young woman came out to their table after a few minutes. Her shirt was hanging off her shoulders, her top few buttons undone. Illera frowned at the sight. “What would you like to eat?” the woman asked, smiling at Raymin and Kessel.

“Three apples, three soups, three slices of bread with cheese, and three ciders,” Kessel ordered without hesitation. He grinned at the woman when he spoke.

The woman winked back at him before sauntering away, swishing her hips more than was necessary.

“You’re planning to have cider while there are loose women around?” Illera demanded, trying to keep her voice low.

Kessel flushed. “I... I was just talking to her! It’s not like I was planning to... to...” he fell silent, his dark face further aflamed.

“Everyone’s drinking, Illera,” Raymin said. “It’d look weird if we had tea.”

She glanced around the room and saw that he was right. Everyone had cider, sometimes more than one cup. “Very well. But only one! You are not getting drunk!”

The woman came back soon with their food and winked again at Kessel. This time, he stared down at the tabletop and didn’t try to smile back. Left alone in their little corner, Illera sat back in her seat and surveyed the crowd around her. Most of the other patrons of the inn had the look of merchants, although she also saw a well-dressed family sitting at a large table. The atmosphere of the inn was jovial and noisy, and Illera felt her spirits rise.

She had been looking around for a few minutes before she noticed a man in a priest’s robe going from table to table. The man’s sleeveless robe was green; he was a Wood priest. She frowned and watched him. He would stop at a table and ask a question. Sometimes he would immediately move onto another table. When he stayed at a table, he spent a few minutes speaking after people gave him money.

The Wood priest left another table and started towards where they sat. Illera tensed up, fingering her sword hilt beneath the table. The priest was middle-aged with small eyes. His robe was worn and dirty. When he reached their table, he smiled and rubbed his hands together.

“Greetings, young sirs, miss. I am Piridan Poranganson. Would you like me to tell your future? Only a half dollar each.”

Illera raised an eyebrow at that. Wood priests were visionaries, granted the power to see briefly, if vaguely, into the future. It was a sacred thing; walking around an inn fortune telling for money surely demeaned their power. Her dreams of the future were a gift from the Wood spirit. She’d wondered sometimes what she’d done to receive such a gift – she’d made no priestly vows. Perhaps it was because she was lianthe.

“Sure. Tell me my fortune,” Kessel said with a grin. He handed over a half dollar.

Piridan stuffed the money away in a pocket then leaned down until his face was level with Kessel’s. “You have begun a long journey,” he said in a slow and steady tone. “At your destination, you will find everything you long for. But be careful: there will be dangers too. An old acquaintance will show up. If you avoid this acquaintance, fortune, fame, and happiness will be yours.”

Kessel stayed silent for a long time after Piridan had finished. Then he smiled brilliantly. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll remember you when I become famous.”

Nodding to Kessel, Piridan turned his attention to Raymin and Illera. “Would either of you like your fortune told as well?”

Raymin and Illera shared a look. “I don’t know...” Raymin said. “I mean, I don’t think there’s going to be anything exciting.”

“Oh, come on,” Kessel said. “It’s fun. And it might be helpful.” He gave them both a pointed look.

With a sigh, Raymin began rummaging for his wallet. “Oh, fine,” he grumbled. “But I don’t think he’ll say anything I don’t know.”

Piridan turned his attention to Raymin after taking his money. “You have a large decision in front of you. If you follow your heart, you will find what you desire, but you will also find sadness. If you do not follow your heart, you will regret your decision, but you may be happier for it.”

Raymin blinked. “That’s my fortune? I don’t even know what any of that means! And how could I be sad if I had everything I want?”

“That I cannot say,” Piridan said, spreading his hands helplessly. “That is just what I saw.”

“What a waste of money,” Raymin said, but he said it quietly enough that only Illera heard him.

At last Piridan turned his attention to Illera. “And yourself, miss?”

Illera fidgeted. He seemed harmless, and she was confident that her illusion still held. And perhaps, just perhaps, he might say something that could help her survive. That chance, however slim, was worth a half dollar, she decided, digging her money out.

Piridan stayed on the far side of the table and simply stared at Illera for a very long time. She twitched, wondering if he could see through her illusion. She wondered if he could see something in her future that made her identity clear. He hadn’t taken this long with Kessel or Raymin. She shifted in her seat and wondered if she should ask for her money back.

Finally, he spoke, and there was an odd light in his eyes. “You...” he whispered. “You are the greatest hope of the exiled.” And, though she waited for him to say more, that was all he said. He gave her another long look then turned around and moved on to another table.

Kessel and Raymin turned to stare at her. “What was that all about?” Kessel asked.

Illera shook her head faintly. “I have no idea.”

“Who’s the exiled?” Raymin asked. “I mean, it could be you, because you don’t live with your people. But you’re your own greatest hope? That’s just weird.”

“I’m going to bed,” Illera said, getting up quickly.

“But you’re not done yet,” Kessel said, pointed to her half full cup of cider.

“You can have it,” Illera said then hurried up the stairs and to the room they had reserved for the night.

She shut the door firmly behind her and locked it. She let her illusion drop then sat down on one of the beds. The exile’s greatest hope? She didn’t know what that meant, but it gave her a funny feeling. It made her feel scared and worried, but at the same time excited and joyful.

She huffed loudly and told herself not to put any weight to the man’s words. He was probably just a charlatan. She’d read newspaper stories about people who went around claiming to be priests. She knew what a real foretelling was like.

But as she waited in the room for Raymin and Kessel to come up, she couldn’t help but wonder what he might have meant.
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Five days out from Wallen, they reached Yilth. Kessel brightened eagerly as soon as he caught sight of the town. They were almost to Giram City.

The road teemed with travelers, this close to the capital. Most were merchants, with air barges and mercenary guards, but there were a few others also. Kessel stared eagerly out the train window at everything. When they arrived in Yilth, Kessel and Raymin again left Illera behind near the train station. Unlike the previous train stations, crowds filled this one.

Kessel glanced, bored, at the walls that towered over his head. Yilth was at least twice the size of Oswagi, but it seemed small and quaint compared to Giram City. Raymin gaped at the walls like a yokel, and Kessel grinned at him. A short distance from the train station was a group of beggars, holding out their hands and crying for alms. Kessel quickly looked away, pretending he hadn’t seen them. Raymin stared at them until Kessel elbowed him.

Last time he’d been to Yilth, Kessel and his father had stopped by Fidelgo’s house. The merchant had been out at the time, but Kessel still vaguely remembered where he lived, so he led Raymin confidently down the winding streets.

After only three wrong turns, the boys found themselves in front of a large house. It was two stories tall, the walls painted white so they gleamed in the sunlight. On the east side of the house, a tower peaked up another two stories. Snow covered the expansive lawn and the bushes that hugged the low wall. A man in a fur coat dumped seeds everywhere, and birds flocked around him. The houses around it were just as grand.

Kessel whistled in appreciation. One day, he would like to be half this rich. “I never thought Fidelgo was this wealthy,” Raymin echoed his thoughts aloud. “How come he never comes with guards?” Other merchants had come to Wallen in the past, usually with one or two guards, but Fidelgo was always alone.

“Maybe that’s part of how he got so rich,” Kessel said. “Thriftiness pays off, or something like that.” Bodyguards couldn’t possibly cost that much, could they? There wasn’t much danger in and around Wallen, apart from the occasional altered beast. Since Fidelgo had an air barge, altered beasts wouldn’t concern him.

Raymin reached up to open the gate, but before his hand got halfway, a man was before them. He wore a plain black shirt and jacket and shiny black boots. Kessel guessed that he was the butler; he’d read about such things. “May I help you?” the man asked politely.

“Yes,” Raymin said, not sounding intimidated at all. Finally. Kessel snickered over the memory of how tongue-tied Raymin had been at the beginning of this journey. “We’d like to talk with Fidelgo, if he’s in. He does know us. We’re from Wallen, I’m Raymin, and he’s Kessel.”

The butler studied them thoughtfully then nodded. “I will inform Master Fidelgo of your presence.” Then he was gone, as quickly and silently as he’d appeared.

Mere minutes later, the butler came back, and Fidelgo was with him, looking deeply concerned. Kessel stood up straight for him, Raymin following his example. “Why are you here?” the merchant asked them as he hurried closer. He wore a blue jacket over a yellow shirt and brown trousers. Strangely, there was embroidery at the cuffs, the hem, and the high collar of the jacket. There were streaks of gray in his hair and his skin was a yellowish hue, his black hair straight and fine. The butler reached the gate before Fidelgo did, and opened it, gesturing for the boys to come inside.

“We’re headed to Giram City to pick up preiginds–” Raymin began.

“Anything you didn’t have, you could have done without!” Fidelgo cut him off, throwing his hands up. “Don’t you know how dangerous it is in Giram City right now? The rabet has been seen in Giram constantly for the last six days at least!”

Kessel shivered in fear but felt relieved that they’d come to Fidelgo. If the rabet was stalking the streets of Giram, then he was sure Fidelgo would do everything in his power to help them.

Raymin tried to voice a few excuses, but Fidelgo ushered them inside, refusing to listen. He pulled them past many extravagant rooms that Kessel had time only to glimpse. They ended up in a fancy sitting room, where Fidelgo pushed them into plush chairs. A servant appeared, and handed them cups of warm cider. Kessel wrapped his hands around the cup and leaned back in his chair, feeling warmly contented. Raymin was still trying to make excuses, but Fidelgo wouldn’t even let him form a complete sentence.

“Now,” Fidelgo said once he got Raymin to stop talking, “you children will spend the night with me, and then I’ll see you on the road back to Wallen as soon as possible. I can send some of my people into Giram City tomorrow morning to pick up whatever preiginds you need.”

“Oh, no, we couldn’t inconvenience you like that,” Raymin said. “We’ll be fine in Giram City.”

Fidelgo gave him a level look. “No, you won’t be. Didn’t you hear me? The city is covered in rabet soldiers. People have died! Please, my people know how to take care of themselves. Let me get the preiginds for you.”

Raymin and Kessel shared a look. It didn’t seem like Fidelgo was going to relent any time soon. They were going to have to tell him the truth, or at least part of it.

“Fidelgo,” Kessel said, “we have to go into Giram City, and not just to get preiginds. There was some... trouble, back home. We need to see the Liberation Party.”

Fidelgo waved the servants out of the room then sat down across from the boys. His brow creased with worry. “Why might you need to see them?”

“There have been some incidents with altered beasts,” Kessel said in a moment of inspiration. Raymin stared at him blankly. “From what we’ve heard, the rabet sometimes comes to take care of things like that. We don’t want them to.”

Finally catching on, Raymin nodded. “Yes, we can take care of ourselves. We’re hoping the Gilp can keep the rabet away from Wallen.”

Fidelgo frowned and scratched his chin. “Certainly you wouldn’t want rabet soldiers near your village, but would you rather be overrun by altered beasts?”

“We aren’t in that much trouble.” Raymin placed a hand on the hilt of his sword. “I can fight them off, and so can other people in Wallen.”

From the look on his face, Fidelgo clearly didn’t believe that claim, but he didn’t argue about it. “As you say. Why then did you need to speak with me?”

Kessel said, “My father and I were in Giram City a few years ago, and we saw the Gilp headquarters, but I don’t remember where it was exactly. We were hoping you could give us directions.”

“Certainly.” Fidelgo walked over the desk and rummaged around for a moment before pulling out a map and a pen. He made some quick marks on it.

“Oh, can you put the Elementalist Guild on the map too?” Raymin asked. “We will be going there too.”

“The less you wander around the city the better,” Fidelgo said. “But I suppose I can’t stop you from going where you wish. Can I offer you a lift to the city? The air train is such a pain.”

And leave Illera behind? “No,” Kessel said. “We’re fine on the train. But we appreciate the offer.”

Fidelgo passed them the map. Kessel looked at it. It showed all of Giram City, with the Elementalist Guild and Liberation Party headquarters clearly marked. “Surely there’s something I can help you with,” Fidelgo said. “Do you need any supplies? Some money?”

Kessel and Raymin shared a glance. “We could use some food,” Raymin said cautiously.

“Excellent.” Fidelgo picked up a bell from the desk and rang it. A moment later a servant appeared. “Take Raymin to the kitchen,” Fidelgo said. “He can take whatever he’d like.” The servant nodded and ushered Raymin from the sitting room. Then Fidelgo went back to his desk and started counting out bills.

Kessel stared at the money, his eyes growing wider and wider. “Mister Fidelgo, that’s way too much,” he finally managed in a strangled tone. “We’re only going to Giram City.”

Fidelgo raised an eyebrow. “And going back to Wallen afterward?”

Kessel’s face heated. “Yes, that too, of course.” He grabbed his fiddle, running his fingers carefully over the side.

“You don’t need to lie to me, Kessel,” Fidelgo said, sitting back down. “I know how you feel about music. I made sure to get the best fiddle I could find for you.” He pressed the money into Kessel’s hand. “It’s not shameful to want to join the Entertainer Guild.”

“Was it that obvious?” Kessel asked, still staring at his fiddle.

“You’ve never talked to me about anything except music,” Fidelgo said gently. “I take it you didn’t ask your parents for permission to join the guild?”

Kessel sighed. “No. But they know it’s my dream. They’ll forgive me eventually.”

"You’re a bit old to be an apprentice," Fidelgo said.

Kessel’s spirits instantly dropped. Surely not! After all his dreams and hopes and practice, the guild couldn’t just ignore him because he was too old! It wasn’t his fault he had been born in the middle of nowhere! Fidelgo’s chuckles brought him out of his anger.

“Don’t just jump to conclusions,” said Fidelgo. “You’re old, but the guilds do make exceptions now and again. Usually for youngsters, like yourself, who come from the countryside. Don’t worry. I’ve heard you play, and I’m sure they’ll want you.”

Kessel grinned, and his heart beat easier. “Thanks.”

“Assuming, of course, that all this trouble with altered beasts and the Gilp goes well.”

Kessel frowned. “Why should any of that matter? It’s not like we’ll be joining the Gilp. And, once I join the guild, I’ll live in Giram City and never have to worry about altered beasts ever again.”

“You won’t have to join the Liberation Party, no, but word may get around that you were involved in something. While some guilds openly support the Gilp, the Entertainer Guild has always been strictly neutral.”

Well, Kessel hoped that wouldn’t be a problem. It wasn’t like he was going to announce that he’d helped a lianthe escape the rabet, and, if the people running the Gilp had any brains, they would keep the fact that Kessel, Illera, and Raymin had visited them a secret.

“Well,” Fidelgo said, interrupting his thoughts, “just don’t spend a lot of time at Gilp headquarters. Everyone there hates all northerners, even those who aren’t associated with the rabet.”

“Your family’s from the north, isn’t it?” Kessel asked. He was pretty sure Fidelgo had said something to that effect once or twice. And Fidelgo wasn’t a Giramite - his pale features made that obvious.

Fidelgo leaned against the window and stared out, scowling. “My parents were from Sulindra. They left when they were teenagers, before they were drafted. Even though I’ve lived my whole life in Giram, people don’t trust me because of my looks.”

Kessel nodded, looking at Fidelgo’s pale, yellowish skin without a hint of red. No one in Wallen cared if Fidelgo looked strange. After all, they had Illera, and she looked much stranger than Fidelgo.

He remembered his last trip to Giram City. He had seen a few people there who clearly weren’t natives. Giram City was the place of choice for refugees from the eastern part of the northern continent, islanders, and Sononans, prevented as they were from going to the Twin Sun Kingdoms.

“Most Giramites are bad, but the Gilp is the worst,” Fidelgo said. “After all, the whole reason they exist is because they hate northerners. Honestly, even after I started contributing to them, most of them still won’t tell me what day it is.”

Kessel started then tried to pretend like he hadn’t reacted. “Mister Fidelgo, you’re part of the Gilp?”

“Barely,” Fidelgo said, scowling harder. “I mostly just get invited to fund raisers. Well, there was that one time they wanted me to become a spy. Most of the party members are idiots, but the higher-ups can appreciate opportunities when they’re given to them. But the less about that the better.”

Kessel tried to look sympathetic but inside he was close to cheering. That the Gilp had asked Fidelgo to spy for him meant that they were involved in more than just politics. And that they might help people in trouble with the rabet, like Illera.

“Well, Raymin’s probably done finding supplies now. We should go. We don’t want to miss our train.” He stood. “Thank you for all your help, and the money, and the advice.”

* * *

They had finally run across some good luck. Illera could hardly believe it. Her smile as she sat on the air train was wide and dopey, she could tell just from the feel of it. She wouldn’t have to wait outside the gates of Giram City while Raymin and Kessel searched for the Gilp for her. They knew exactly where to look, thanks to Fidelgo. She was confident that her disguise would hold up long enough for them to reach the Gilp headquarters.

“It’s a good thing Fidelgo’s part of the Liberation,” she said for the fifth time since they’d left Yilth. 

“We know,” Raymin said, grinning. “You’ve said.”

“Well, I’m saying it again,” Illera said with as much dignity as she could. “I don’t know what we’d do if he wasn’t.”

Kessel nodded. “Yeah, he’s the best. Generous, too.” Fidelgo had given him nearly three hundred dollars, most of which Kessel had given to Illera. She now had enough money to live off of for almost a month; a good seventy-five, eighty days, surely. “Too bad we couldn’t accept a ride from him.”

“Well,” Illera said, “maybe you can get him to take you back to Wallen when we’re done here. It’s almost time for him to be going that way anyway. I’m sure he’d give you a lift.”

Both Raymin and Kessel made vague sounds of agreement to that and looked away. She shook her head. It was obvious what both boys were thinking. They were planning on staying in Giram City and trying to get into a guild. She wondered if they could. If they did manage it, they would definitely stay. Wallen, it seemed, had just lost three citizens, not just one. It could ill afford to lose both herself and Raymin, the only two with experience fighting off altered beasts and other dangers.

She didn’t say anything to try and convince them to go back home. They were old enough to make their own decisions, and, if they were truly set on staying in Giram City, nothing she said would change their minds. But she wished they would both go back home. Wallen needed them. Or at least Raymin.

The air train was a good half hour away when Giram City appeared on the horizon. Both Raymin and Illera gaped shamelessly out the window. Tall buildings rose far up into the sky, glinting dully in the sunlight. The Nisen River slowly meandered west of the city; it wound through the city too, though Illera couldn’t see that from here. Walls surrounded the city, at least five stories tall.

She had thought that Oswagi and Yilth were big, but both were small compared to Giram. Some twenty thousand people lived in Giram City, so she’d heard. Seeing the city now, Illera thought she could believe that so many people lived there. The city seemed to be divided into a few different areas, although from this far away, she couldn’t tell what was in each area. In the very center of the city, she could see a large building that must be Jethan Castle, where the First Minister lived. 

“Get your staring done now,” Kessel snickered. “You don’t want to look like a hick when we get off the train.”

Illera nodded, still staring. “How do the people get places?” she asked. “It’s too big to walk that far. Do they all have air barges?”

“A lot of people do have air barges, but most people take the sky train,” Kessel said. “You can’t see it yet, but you will when we get closer. It’s three stories above the road, and it goes everywhere in the city. It stops every few blocks. If you took it from one side of the city to the other side, it’d take about three hours, with all the stops it makes. Most people don’t have to travel that far, so it’s great for them."

She shook her head. “Amazing... What it must be like to live here.”

“It’s pretty incredible,” Kessel agreed, as if he had any idea what it was like to live in Giram. “We should go to the Elementalist Guild first and buy those preiginds we need. Then we can head for the Gilp headquarters. They’re not very close to each other, so we’ll take the sky train. According to Fidelgo’s map, there’s a sky train terminal just after we enter the city.” He glanced at Illera. “I don’t think the sky train has private rooms. Will you manage for that long, with all those people?”

Illera tugged down the brim of her hat. “I’ll have to, won’t I?”

Over the next half hour, they got closer and closer to the city, until it dominated Illera’s field of vision. She stared at the city walls, now close enough that she couldn’t see the city beyond them. What would she find beyond those walls? Would she find everything she needed: the Gilp and a way to escape the country and get into the Twin Sun Kingdoms? Or would she find the rabet waiting for her around a corner?

She groaned and closed her eyes briefly. She had to stay confident.

The air train finally arrived just outside of Giram City, a short walk from the southern-most gate. Illera and the boys waited till the other passengers got off before exiting the train. The road that the train had followed alongside of ended at the gate too. The passengers from the train had to slip between and under the air barges before entering the city. Not even a trace of snow or ice lingered on the road here, and Illera and the boys hung their snow shoes from their packs.

The city gates were open and guarded by ten soldiers wearing the green shirts and trousers and red vests of the Giram army. Illera glanced at them, wondering if they wore preigind armor beneath their shirts. The guards didn’t seem too worried by anyone who was entering or leaving, barely giving anyone a second glance.

Above the city gates, red flags with green leaves snapped in the breeze, and Illera stared at the insignia of the empire – a black mountain on a gold rectangle – in the bottom center of the flags: a permanent reminder that Giram was no longer free.

Illera walked between Raymin and Kessel and hunched her shoulders as she walked. Her illusion was firmly up, and she wasn’t tired yet. She just hoped she could hold out until they reached the Liberation Party’s headquarters.

Just beyond the city gates stood a terminal for the sky train, as Fidelgo’s map promised. Kessel led the way, and they climbed up three flights of stairs until they reached the top. They bought three tickets that would allow them to travel wherever they wanted on the sky train for the entire day, then boarded. The sky train was made of a series of ten wooden boxes connected end to front. Each box was three meters high and twenty meters long. Yellow and green preiginds dotted the outside of each box along with the words Giram City Sky Train. Illera didn’t have much time to study the preiginds, but they looked like the same ones used on the air train. Inside was a long aisle down the middle with a bench wide enough for two people on each side of the aisle. Illera sat next to a window with Kessel beside her. Raymin sat across from them.

The sky train swept into motion just after they sat, faster than the air train. She looked out the window. Below, she could see the road, which was clogged with air barges, none making as good of time as the sky train. She couldn’t see anything that was keeping the sky train off the ground, but she’d seen the preiginds on it when she’d boarded. One circle used Air to keep it floating above the ground. A second circle used Wood to keep the train from rotting. Both circles were repeated many times along the sky train’s length, that way, in case one circle should fail, there would be others to take over. Most preiginds that were constantly in use, as these were, only lasted about two years before failing.

They passed many different neighborhoods, the sky train making frequent stops. Some looked to be primarily residential, while other areas held shops. There were other buildings whose purpose she couldn’t even begin to guess. None of the other passengers took much notice of Illera, but she took notice of them, and she saw two passengers who shocked her.

The two passengers boarded together, and Illera stared at them in shock. Raymin and even Kessel stared too, but the other passengers barely seemed to notice. Judging by their coloring – a soft brown – and the short robes they wore instead of coats, they were from the Sonon, which was north of Twin Sun River. Both looked quite comfortable being in Giram, and Illera couldn’t help but gape.

She had heard many times that Giram was a cosmopolitan city, full of diversity and foreigners. She’d assumed foreigners meant people from Relerio and Sonon and maybe a handful from the Twin Sun Kingdoms, and perhaps that term included rabet soldiers too. She had heard once, from before the rabet came here, that people from conquered nations would flee to Relerio and Giram, the Twin Sun Kingdoms being barred to outsiders. That must have been how those two came to live here.

Shaking herself out of her shock, Illera quickly looked away before they noticed her staring.

The two foreigners got off a few stops before Illera and the boys did. When the sky train finally reached the Elementalist Guild, the three of them got off, as well as a few other passengers. As they descended three flights of stairs back to ground level, Illera started gaping again.

The Elementalist Guild was a series of buildings grouped together and connected by hallways built on the ground or up in the air. She’d heard enough about it that she was fairly sure she could identify the buildings. The main building had the administration offices, preigind sales, the Travel Pattern Room, a cafeteria and souvenir shop, and the testing center for youngsters hoping to become apprentices. Three other buildings were living quarters; many of the Elementalists and masters lived elsewhere, but many lived at the guild. One whole building was dormitories for the apprentices. Three other buildings were classrooms, workshops, and laboratories. The massive building looming behind the others had to be the preigind mill; almost all the preiginds in Giram would be made there, drawn by Guild members too weak or with too poor of memories to be fully fledged Elementalists. The final building was the one that made her itch to go inside: the library.

How many books do they have? she wondered, almost drooling. It was seven stories high, and she could almost smell the books even from out here. Oh, if only she could go inside, even for a few minutes!

Raymin and Kessel entered the main building, leaving her outside on the street. She moved to one side of the doors and sat down on a bench cleared of snow. Next to it stood a bare tree, the only tree in the area. She couldn’t take her eyes off the library; it was like it was calling to her. Could people who weren’t part of the guild enter?

No, she told herself fiercely. She couldn’t think like that. Even if she was allowed to enter, it would be a very bad idea. She had no idea how well her illusion would work on Elementalists, and she couldn’t risk it, no matter how much she wanted to get her hands on those books. Her hands twitched, and she folded them tightly, forcing herself to sit still and look calm.

A constant stream of people headed into or out of the main building. Most wore Elementalist robes, with the distinctive long, loose sleeves. Others were dressed normally; customers, she assumed, coming either for preiginds or the Travel Pattern. Many drove air barges towards the large door on the side; merchants, planning to transport their goods via the Travel Pattern. A handful of people lingered outside like she did, so no one seemed to notice her.

A stir came from inside the building, and Illera turned away from the library to see what was going on. The double doors flew open and out marched a column of pale men in long black coats over gold shirts and black trousers. Her back stiffened involuntarily. Rabet soldiers! No altered humans among them, just northern men and women, and none wearing Elementalist robes, which was a relief, but not much of a relief.

Trying to act casual in case anyone was looking, Illera put her hand on her sword hilt. She also started muttering under her breath the incantation for Ice Storm. If she finished the circle, she would have to drop her illusion, but if she was forced to finish the circle, it would already be too late. There are only eight of them, she told herself, trying to calm down. Eight she could probably manage without too much trouble. Hadn’t she already killed twenty with one attack? So, eight would be easy.

Her stomach twisted as she recalled the twenty rabet soldiers she’d already killed. Please, spirits, let them walk past without noticing, she thought. Then she wouldn’t have to kill them and they wouldn’t have to die. It would be better for everyone. Please, God, let them keep going!

To her surprise, they walked right past her without a second glance. She watched them, still tense, until they turned a corner and were out of sight. Then she flopped back against the bench, exhaling in one large huff. How lucky could she get? They really had gone right past her! Her illusion was a complete success!

Now, if she could just continue to be this lucky, she might just reach the Twin Sun Kingdoms after all.

She allowed herself a broad smirk. Take that, rabet! They weren’t so powerful after all, if they could miss her that easily! And, in just another few minutes, they wouldn’t have the chance of finding her again. She’d be off and hiding with the Liberation Party, and well beyond their grasp.

Illera chuckled softly. This could work. It really could.

Her glee lasted for some minutes, until Raymin and Kessel came back out of the building.

“You look happy,” Raymin said, slipping the sheaf of preiginds into his front jacket pocket. “What happened?”

She motioned the boys closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Rabet soldiers came past here a few minutes ago from inside. You must have missed them.” The boys’ eyes went wide, but she laughed at their expressions. “They walked right past me! Didn’t even notice me!”

“That’s great,” Kessel said. “Then we’ve finally made it!”

“We have,” said Raymin, looking dazed. “So, all we need to do is get you to Gilp headquarters, and we can head back to Wallen.”

Kessel raised an eyebrow at that, but Illera simply smiled. The three of them went back to the terminal, climbed the stairs, and boarded another sky train.

As Illera sat, she folded her hands tightly to keep from drumming her fingers. Now that she was so close to the end of the first part of her journey, she wanted to yell at the sky train to go faster. She wanted to get up and run to the front as if her movement would mean she could speed the sky train up. It was an effort to stay still, but she couldn’t afford to move. This close to safety, she couldn’t mess up.

But it was hard.

The sky train made yet another stop, and passengers got off the train, walking so slowly that Illera wanted to scream at them. She tightened her grip on her fingers and bit her lip. She must remain unobserved. The illusion was getting hard to hold onto, but that was nothing compared to just sitting there quietly.

She turned from the window and stared at the floor of the sky train. It was dark wood and dirty with footprints and thoroughly uninteresting. She forced herself to stare at that, instead of the other passengers or out the window. Perhaps she’d feel less impatient if she couldn’t tell where she was or how fast people were moving.

It didn’t help much.

Despite her impatience, it didn’t take that long to reach the stop for the Liberation Party’s headquarters, perhaps thirty minutes. Kessel got up, and Raymin and Illera followed him off. As they descended the stairs, Illera looked to her right and saw a large building, wider than the ones around it and six stories high. As she walked out of the terminal, she saw a sign in front of the building that said Giram Liberation Party Headquarters. Her heart skipped a beat. They’d made it!

Other than its size, the building itself was fairly unremarkable. It was made of dull gray bricks, with windows starting at the third floor. Above it flew Giram flags – proper Giram flag, with just the green leaf on red and no insignia of the empire. Illera drew in a sharp breath at that brazen sight. It was newer than most of the buildings around it, but then there had been no need for a Liberation Party until thirty-five years ago. Two men with swords stood outside the door. One held open the door for them but otherwise seemed bored.

It was early in the evening when Illera and the boys stepped inside. Past the doors was a large atrium. On the far side sat desks holding rather bored looking secretaries. There were racks against each of the walls which held many different pamphlets. Illera caught sight of some of the titles as she walked past: ‘Free Giram!’, ‘Why does Liberation Matter to Me?’, ‘The Rabet is Interested in Me. What do I do now?’ and ‘Become a Donner!’ Kessel grabbed three of the ‘The Rabet is Interested in Me. What do I do now?’ pamphlets.
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