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1

New Allies

 

There was no more light in Tashrin’s world. The Sun was lost to her forever.

“Your eyes have not healed yet,” said Eishketh, disapproval clear in her tone. She probably frowned – even when delivering good news, Eishketh mostly frowned. “I fear the retinas have been permanently burned.”

From Tashrin’s left, Gretvend tsked. Then he cleared his throat. “The empress shall need extra bodyguards, and servants to act as her eyes while she heals. I fear we have few diemthe left to us. Some of your bodyguards will have to be humans or altered humans.”

Tashrin nodded. “Of course.” No one spoke after that. She heard the rustle of clothing and feet moving further away. From the direction, she thought it was Gretvend, not Eishketh. It could be someone else in the tent. Dimvir had left earlier, but she thought Beshlov might still be around. She couldn’t check and she refused to ask. She would have to learn a way to determine where people were without sight.

Her vision was gone. Even before Eishketh confirmed it, Tashrin knew she wouldn’t heal. She had used a Sun circle the first time she also used the karyon. The karyon always extracted a price, and so did the Sun. She had been reckless, she could admit that now. If she could go back and change things, she would do it all over again.

The Sun had seen her price, had seen the strength of her conviction. She could not see it, but Vijeth could see her. He would know her heart. When she needed his help, he would come to her aid. Even now, in the shade of the tent in the evening, she could feel the heat of the sun. That heat would give her strength.

Vision was a small thing. If she got vengeance for her mother and uncle, it would be worth it.

More movement came from nearby, many footsteps walking in a steady rhythm. She thought they came from outside the tent. A patrol keeping watch, probably. She smelled meat cooking on a fire. Was it dinner time already? She had no way to check.

“My empress.” Beshlov’s voice came suddenly from before her. She hadn’t heard him approach, his footsteps muffled by the louder noises outside the tent. To keep herself from jumping, she pressed her hands tight together in her lap. “Would you know the state of your army?”

Tashrin sat straighter in her chair. “Yes.”

“We have five rabets here in Komein: my eleventh, Dimvir’s twenty-second, Eishketh’s fifth, Gretvend’s third, and Hungten’s ninth. We have twenty-three hundred regular troops, plus one thousand reserve troops. We also have two hundred reserve altered humans.”

“What else?”

Beshlov coughed. “Ah, that is all, my empress.”

Tashrin scowled. “That cannot be it.”

“Of course not!” Beshlov spoke quickly. “The fourth is still in Altland, of course. We need them farming more now than ever before. The twelfth is still in Locino, the fifteenth is still outside Rildivmor, and the twenty-fourth is still in Fithian.”

“Why are they not here?” Tashrin wished she had pen and paper to keep notes. Not that it would do her much good, not now. She would have to work on her memory. She knew the basic placement of all the rabets. All diemthe were expected to know such things. As heir, Tashrin had been expected to know more than her peers. Since the war started, she had learned even more while running errands for her mother and General Hemol.

It was all abstract to her. Until a few days ago, she had never left Daranvirmor. She had visited Kaemessi for a few hours with Gretvend, and now she had seen the northern plains of Komein. Apart from that, the world was a foreign place to her. Now, she would see no more of it. Perhaps she would hear the bustle of Milenreithe or smell the ocean in Locino or feel the mountain winds in Arundul. She would never see them.

She wished she had spent more time pouring over maps. She knew where everything was in the empire, as well as basic geography of the Twin Sun Kingdoms. Until now, that was all she had needed. Now she was empress and general. There was so much she needed to know. There was nothing she could confirm for herself. She depended entirely on others.

Her mother’s ghost would be watching, appalled. Mitek had trained Tashrin to be self-sufficient. One day I will be gone, as will your father and your uncle. You must find a few people you can trust, but check everything for yourself. Remember that you are surrounded by diemthe. Above all, they desire power. Be cautious in how much you give away. Her mother’s words rang through her head, advice that had been often repeated.

Her father still lived. He should be with the rest of the diemthe, in Altland near Firol Rabetmor, where the third and fourth had their encampment. Who else did she have? She didn’t know the fate of most of the diemthe in her age group. Had her friends escaped Daranvirmor before it fell, or were they buried beneath it?

She pressed her lips tight. She could not afford to show weakness, not now. Not when she was newly crowned and newly blinded.

“General Hemol wanted those rabets to stay,” Beshlov said. “There have been stirrings of rebellion throughout the northeast. We could not afford to fight on another front.”

Tashrin nodded. “Have those rabets come to Altland as soon as possible. We will head there too as soon as the troops can be moved.”

For a moment, she heard nothing from inside the tent. Movement still came from further away, and human speech. The humans spoke quickly to one another, and Tashrin could discern little of what they said. She would have to improve her language skills, too. Mitek had held herself away from the humans. Tashrin could not do the same.

“My empress.” Beshlov sounded further away. Perhaps he had backed up, or perhaps he spoke more quietly. Tashrin wasn’t used to depending only on her ears – she couldn’t tell which. “Are… are you sure that is wise? If we move them, we will lose the northeast.”

She smiled grimly. “We are losing the war and the entire empire. The northeast is of little concern right now. We lost many rabets in the battle at Daranvirmor. Many other rabets have disappeared or turned traitor.” At least six rabets had betrayed them. She had seen that in Riol’s mind. The thought of Riol made something twist inside her.

What had happened to him? Had he died in Daranvirmor? If he had survived, would he stay true to her, or would he try to betray her again? Azeha lived. She guessed that Azeha had turned traitor first – he had always been wild. Where Azeha went, Riol would follow, especially since Velki was dead.

Riol loved those two. He loved Tashrin too, but those two held a higher position in his heart. She might have wondered before, but she had seen into his mind. He did care for her, just not as much as he did Azeha and Velki. As long as Azeha lived, Riol could never be hers.

It was a bitter thought. Not long ago, they had been young and in love, without a care in the world. They had to be cautious with their feelings, since Riol was a hundred and fifty years older than Tashrin, already an adult. Their feelings were true though, and Tashrin never once imagined making anyone other than Riol into her future consort.

When Riol joined the second rabet, everything changed. Less than a month into his service, Hemol put him in a special unit with Azeha and Velki. After that, Tashrin didn’t see him for a long time. When she did see him again, she had lost him to those two.

She pushed Riol from her mind. She couldn’t worry about him right now. “We need to gather our forces together and assess what we have. Only then can we decide what to do next.”

“As you command.” She heard a rustle of clothing from Beshlov’s direction, then footsteps, moving out of the tent.

She was alone now, save for Eishketh and the altered humans. She thought there were four altered humans in the tent but couldn’t remember. For such massive beasts, they made little noise. It made it impossible for her to keep track of them. She had the affairs of the army sorted for now. That left one more thing that she needed to do. “Eishketh,” she called.

“Yes, my empress?” Eishketh’s voice came from her left.

“You will escort me outside the tent.” Tashrin stood and held out her arm.

No touch came. “I… do not know if that is wise, my empress. As you said, there have been many traitors. We cannot be certain that they all escaped to the south. Some might linger here, waiting to cause damage. We dare not risk you, not when you are helple—” Eishketh bit off the end of the word.

Helpless, she was going to say. Tashrin pretended she hadn’t heard it. “It is not yet dark.” She could still felt the heat of the sun, slowly draining away as evening progressed. “I need to see the sun.”

“Yes, my empress.” A hand touched her arm but didn’t grip it. “You and you! Escort us!” Eishketh shouted in human, presumably to two of the altered humans. As Eishketh led Tashrin out of the tent, one heavy set of footsteps preceded them, another coming from behind. She knew already how quiet altered humans could be. Did these two walk loudly so she would know where they were?

Eishketh walked slowly, barely applying pressure to Tashrin’s arm. Even without her aid, Tashrin knew the moment they stepped out of the tent. The heat increased. Though she saw only darkness, Tashrin smiled and lifted her face to the sky. Without looking, she knew exactly where the sun was. In less than an hour, it would be gone for the day. She thought it felt weaker, perhaps because she was on the plains instead of in the mountains. Or maybe because it was setting.

She shook off Eishketh and closed her eyes. Can you hear me? she called out silently. It is Tashrin, ready to do your will.

Something smoldered in the back of her mind, as if a fire had caught. Tashrin. The voice rumbled through her, deep and distant. She had never heard it before, but she had no doubt who it was: Vijeth, Sun spirit. Will you serve me, Tashrin?

I intend to. I know your time is nearly here. It would come sometime in the next year. She didn’t know the exact date – her mother had never told her. No matter. Vijeth could tell her everything she needed to know. What preparations do I need to make?

You must find the Moon spirit.

Tashrin frowned. You killed the Moon spirit thousands of years ago. She is dead.

The fire in her mind sparked. It felt pleased. A spirit can never truly die. The moon still hangs in the sky. Lirka still exists. You carry her power with you around your neck.

Tashrin raised a hand. She forced herself to stop before she touched the karyon. It hung on a chain around her neck, hidden beneath her ripped and dirty jacket. Only a few people knew she had it: Gretvend, Beshlov, Dimvir, and the humans and altered humans who had been in the tent at the time. Eishketh didn’t know – she had been summoned to the tent after Tashrin used the karyon. Perhaps she suspected, as she was the one who had attempted to heal Tashrin. Tashrin did not intend to ask if she knew. Now, she regretted that a handful of humans and three other diemthe knew. Given the choice, she would keep it secret from everyone. What else is required?

You possess the power. The mind still exists too. Every thousand years, it is reborn in a person.

Every thousand years? Lirka is reborn as a human? Tashrin asked. Not a nuthe? Nuthe lived for over two thousand years, baring accident, so it had to be a human.

Lirka has always been fickle. The lianthe still honor her, but she ignores them. She lives again, as a human born a few years ago. You must find this human and bring them to me. Only then can I escape my prison.

Tashrin nodded. Where is this human? What is their name? How do I find them?

No answer came. The fire banked in her mind as the heat outside decreased. She could feel the sun setting. She waited until all its heat was gone, hoping for a response. Only when it was gone did she tell Eishketh, “Take me back inside.”

With an even looser touch than before, Eishketh led her back inside the tent, the loud steps of the altered humans accompanying them. Eishketh took Tashrin back to her chair, at which point her hand vanished. The sounds of the altered humans died down too, until Tashrin could only hear the rest of the camp. She could be alone in this tent for all she knew.

She had no one to depend on. Gretvend, Eishketh, Beshlov, and Dimvir could turn on her at any moment. She was newly crowned as empress, too young and disabled. Weak rulers didn’t last long with nuthe. She had to be strong and sure.

For a moment, she wished her father was here. It sounded like he had escaped Daranvirmor, though she wasn’t sure that anyone had checked – and she refused to ask. He was the son of king Janrik and consort of Mitek. Too weak to be named ruler himself, he nonetheless knew about power and politics. More than his knowledge, he was someone she could trust without reservation.

If he lived, he would be here soon. He wouldn’t leave her alone for long. But he wasn’t here now, and Tashrin wondered if she would survive the night. There were traitors in the camp – humans, altered humans, and diemthe. Her Elementalism was as good as any diemthe, but offensive circles needed to be aimed. She was vulnerable.

A faint creak came from her right, the sound of metal scrapping against leather. “Come here,” Tashrin said in human.

“Me, Your Majesty?” The voice was male and deep but came out quiet.

“Yes.” Tashrin pointed in front of her. She heard footsteps, delicate, and wondered if she’d picked out a regular human by accident. When the footsteps stopped, she heard more creaking – the man must have knelt before her. “Stay still.”

Tashrin reached out. It took a few moments before her fingers encountered flesh. She felt a noise and eyes, both large. He must be an altered human. She coasted her fingers along till they rested at his temple. She felt no hair there, only smooth skin; altered humans often shaved their heads so they could place tattoo preiginds there. Closing her eyes, Tashrin envisioned the pattern and said, “Darlen-Engor-fen-Silenir Miel,” Miel that Obeys my Will. Without sight, she saw red, white, indigo, and black twist and swoop as the circle took effect.

The man’s mind opened up before her. It was neatly ordered, the sign of a good education and training. It twisted in ways that Tashrin didn’t expect, made connections where before she had seen no link. She had only touched the minds of diemthe before, never a human. It took her longer to read him than it would a diemthe – the words of his mind were in human, shaped inward where she was used to outward.

His name was Rukeni Fessano. He was forty-two years old and had grown up the youngest of five siblings in Lowland. He served in the fourth but had been transferred two years ago to the twenty-second. Like most altered humans, he was skilled in combat and Elementalism. He had tried for years to make something greater of himself, but had risen only to the rank of lieutenant. His parents thought more highly of his siblings than him and routinely wrote to ask why he hadn’t made captain. He had a long-term lover who served in the thirty-first. Rukeni hadn’t heard from her in some time, and he worried constantly that she’d been killed.

Tashrin shifted angles, looking for his present. At last she found it. He didn’t understand most of what had happened over the last few days. From the other altered humans in the twenty-second and from his cousin in the eleventh, he’d heard how many of his people had turned traitor. He knew no one personally who had abandoned their rabet, and he considered the traitorous altered humans scum. He wanted to fight the south and the traitors. With few troops in the area, he’d been proud when Dimvir ordered him to take shifts guarding the command tent. He hoped it might lead to a promotion.

He never questioned orders, though his post had largely been a quiet one. Tashrin both frightened and amazed him. He marveled that she was the empress – and trembled, knowing she could order his death. He didn’t understand how she had come to be blind, but he had seen it happen. When she didn’t weep or scream over it, something protective had surged within him. He saw her as a girl who needed protection.

Tashrin smiled. He was perfect. “I need someone to be my eyes. Will you serve me, Rukeni Fessano?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” His mind shivered with pride and determination. He would die for her. Tashrin could see it plainly.

“Good. You belong to me now, not the twenty-second.” She still held his mind in her hands. She didn’t doubt him – everything about his past and his present suggested he would be loyal. But Tashrin was all alone and couldn’t take chances – and humans were a mystery to her. She had to be certain he would remain her servant.

She wove a chain of indigo, braiding it slowly and carefully. It could have no flaws, no points of weakness. It had one sentence, one command, repeated over and over again: Do whatever you must to protect me from harm. She thought it a good command – specific enough to work, but general enough to allow him the freedom to make decisions. She had no need of a mindless bodyguard. When it was complete, she draped it around his mind, so that it held him tight. Not too tight – she didn’t want him injured. Now even the most tempting offer of betrayal would fall on deaf ears. He would forget his comrades in the twenty-second. The approval of his family and the affection of his lover would come second. She was his world now.

When she released him, exhaustion swept through her. She shouldn’t be surprised. She hadn’t slept in over a day. Just hours ago, she’d been in a battle. “I wish for privacy.” Speaking in human came easier now. After immersing herself in Rukeni’s mind, the language didn’t seem so odd.

“Leave,” Rukeni said. She heard him stand. “The empress wants to be alone.” No one argued, though Rukeni repeated his instruction after a minute. She heard him speaking to someone outside the tent, his words muffled. When he returned, he placed something on the table beside her. “Dinner, Your Majesty. Shall I taste it for you?”

She had never considered poison. She would have to, now. Nodding, she waited for him. She heard him chew and swallow, the sounds loud in the quiet tent.

“It seems fine, Your Majesty,” he said after a minute. He pressed a fork into her hand, placing her other hand on the bowl. Unlike Eishketh, he didn’t hesitate to touch her. He existed to aid her. Having him fear her would only frustrate her.

Tashrin leaned over the bowl as she ate, wondering how much of a mess she’d make. She tasted beef and vegetables mixed together with a salty sauce. It was nothing she had tasted before. Any other day, she might have refused it. Today she ate without comment, trying to ignore the sharp aftertaste it left on her tongue. When she finished, Rukeni took the dish away then wiped her face with a bit of cloth.

As he finished, a rustle of cloth came from the direction of the tent flap. Smells and sounds wafted in, so many that Tashrin couldn’t discern one from another. “The empress wishes to be alone right now,” Rukeni said. “Leave now, commander.”

“My empress.” Gretvend, his voice tense. “I made plans for a bodyguard for you – a diemthe bodyguard.”

“You will leave now,” Rukeni said. The sound of a sword drawing filled the tent.

Tashrin raised a hand, halting any violence. “Rukeni is the bodyguard I want, Gretvend.” She had to remind herself to use his name, rather than his rank. She had more power than him now. “In the morning, perhaps I will consider another. For now, leave me.”

Gretvend said nothing at first. “Very well. As my empress commands, I obey.” The sounds of outside came again, then were muffled.

“He is gone, Your Majesty.”

“Good.” Tashrin slumped against the back of her chair. “Keep the other diemthe away from me when I ask, but do not harm them. Not unless they try to harm me. I need them. I have few allies.” She pushed herself out of the chair, hanging on to the arms. “Is there somewhere to sleep in this tent?”

“Ahh… There are cushions from the chairs which could be pushed together. But that is no place for an empress to sleep! You will ruin your back!”

A smile stretched Tashrin’s face, the first since Daranvirmor. “It will do for tonight and for as long as we stay here. We will leave soon.”

“Where will we go?”

“Firol Rabetmor, the third and fourth’s encampment.” Her earlier conversation with Beshlov had been in nuthe – Rukeni hadn’t understood any of it except maybe the place names. She’d seen no memory of it when she looked through his mind, though she hadn’t looked for that specifically.

Sounds came from around the tent: Rukeni moving around, light-weight items falling to the ground. Twice Rukeni tutted as he worked, which was followed by the noise of fluffing. Tashrin committed those sounds to memory. She had context now, to understand that Rukeni was fussing with the pillows. Next time, she might only have sound to go off.

When Rukeni finished, he returned to Tashrin’s side and took her by the arm. He led her to the make-shift bed. As Tashrin reached to unfasten her buttons, she paused. She was undressing next to a strange man. That he was bigger and stronger than he caused her no fear. His mind would not permit him to harm her. But he was still a man – and a human.

She was almost an adult. At four hundred sixty-three, she had finished growing. At five hundred, she would be officially an adult, with all the privileges and responsibilities that entailed. She should not have become empress till she was five hundred. Under better circumstances, her father would have acted as her regent until she came of age. But a war waged, they had lost Daranvirmor, and her father wasn’t here.

Most diemthe her age had engaged in intimate acts. They were supposed to wait till they were adults for sex, but most didn’t. Waiting was old fashioned. Tashrin had kissed both boys and girls and liked it, but she’d never done anymore. She had kissed Riol many times, but they never did more, not with her still a child; Riol feared Mitek too much to try anything else. Probably other diemthe didn’t want to displease her mother either – though she had never shared their fear, Tashrin understood the effect her mother had had on everyone else. So, she had only kisses and a few cautious touches as experience.

Rukeni would be the first to see her naked. Almost, she stopped. But her clothes were filthy, covered with sweat, blood, and dirt. She wanted to be clean. Rukeni was human – he didn’t count. She made herself continue, stripping off one layer after the next, grateful to be rid of them. Soon only the karyon on its chain remained – that, she would never remove.

When she was finished, a damp cloth was pressed into her hand. Soap tickled her fingers, and she breathed in the faint scent of lemon. Tashrin scrubbed herself down by feel. “More on your arm,” Rukeni said, tapping a finger. She rubbed there again, then moved on to the next place he indicated. When he judged her clean, he took the soapy cloth and handed her a wet one. She rinsed herself off, then accepted a cloth to dry herself. “This will keep you warm.” Rukeni placed a heavy piece of fabric around her shoulders. It didn’t feel like clothes. Maybe it was a rug from the floor. Tashrin didn’t care. She flopped down into the nest of cushions. 

Sleep came immediately.

* * *

Illera walked through the camp, trying to look casual. Rabet troops surrounded her on every side. It didn’t help that they sat and talked and laughed and ate. They were her enemies. If they grew suspicious of her, what could she do? A handful of soldiers she could defeat with no problems, but doing so would only bring more soldiers down upon her.

There were diemthe here, too. She hadn’t seen any of them yet, thank the spirits, but they were here. The disguise she wore could be penetrated – Mareth had annulled the circle while Banof wore it. She doubted most diemthe had the power or skill to do so, but the possibility made her walk stiff, which only served to make her look more out of place.

Remember the karyon, she told herself. Her hands twitched at the thought. She wanted to hold it again, wanted to feel its slight weight around her neck. It brought a hunger out in her, a hunger almost strong enough to drown the fear. The hunger kept the fear in balance at least and let her walk normal.

It had sounded so easy when she concocted her plan in Sonon. Throw up the disguise and take a Travel Pattern north to Komein. Once there, she could search for Tashrin. If the girl was dead, great. It would be for the best if she lay buried under the remains of Daranvirmor. That hungry part of Illera rebelled at that – if Tashrin was under Daranvirmor, the karyon likely was too. Better for it to be buried than serving a new master.

Tashrin might live. Illera and her friends had escaped Daranvirmor, and they headed out of the collapsing palace long after Tashrin had. Perhaps Azeha had caught her before that, but Illera couldn’t just assume that and let things lie.

If Tashrin lived, if she had the karyon, and if Illera had truly lost it, then Tashrin might be its new master. That was a lot of if’s – too many for taking a risk like this, Banof would say. Illera hadn’t asked him, in part because he’d tell her not to. It was stupid and likely pointless, but she had to know.

And if Tashrin truly did command the karyon now, Illera had to do something about that. She couldn’t reclaim it – Teg had said the karyon would not serve the same person again if they lost it. That didn’t matter. She couldn’t allow a diemthe to have it. Certainly not a diemthe like Tashrin.

She remembered feeling Tashrin touch her mind. It was like going to sleep in a soft bed, happy and comfortable and utterly willing. Illera had thought she’d had her will taken from her before, but she’d never experienced anything like that until Tashrin. Whatever circle Tashrin used hadn’t just made it impossible to resist her, but it also made Illera want to obey Tashrin.

It was disgusting. Illera wanted to take a bar of soap to her mind and scrub it down until no traces of Tashrin remained. No wonder Riol and Azeha still seemed off even after they were healed from Mitek’s tampering.

Thinking of Azeha and Riol made Illera aware anew of her circumstances. For a few brief moments, she’d walked easy. Now her limbs threatened to tighten again. She had to fight not to glance around constantly, checking to see who looked at her. How did Azeha and Riol do it, anyway? They made the whole spying thing sound so easy.

They’d been trained in it, unlike Illera. Since they used a circle to hide among the shadows, they didn’t have to worry about acting casual. If anyone saw them, it was already too late.

Illera wished she’d used that circle. Azeha taught it to her, though she’d never used it. She was slow with nuthe circles, too slow to use them in combat. She’d had time for it before walking into the camp, but it hadn’t occurred to her then. Now it was too late – she couldn’t just vanish from sight.

At least she wasn’t the only one not in uniform. She could have found a rabet uniform before leaving Sonon – between Banof, Mrenthet, and their rabets, she could have found something that fit. It hadn’t occurred to her. She’d thought that so long as she looked like a northern human and kept her mouth shut, she’d have no trouble. She hadn’t been thinking very clearly. Her friends would be more exasperated by her lack of planning than her spontaneous decision to leave.

After what felt like years, Illera reached a part of camp with fewer people. It was early evening, and most of the soldiers were chatting and eating dinner around campfires. Tents stood clustered close together here. She saw a few soldiers sitting out front or huddled inside, but it was much quieter here. As soon as no one was in sight, Illera ducked into the first tent.

The uniform was far too large to fit her – an ill-fitting uniform would stick out more than none at all. She slipped into the next tent and the one after. The fourth contained a man sleeping, but the fifth had a uniform that fit her well enough. Illera folded her other clothes under her arm and continued on. Maybe this spying malarkey wasn’t so hard.

She trekked deeper into the camp. The diemthe commanders should be stationed somewhere near the center. She had picked up some strategy and logistics from Banof, Nikilaus, and Mareth. She’d also visited many a rabet encampment, all of which were laid out along similar lines.

As she moved further in, the number of soldiers increased. Unlike the ones earlier, these didn’t relax. They had their weapons near to hand and looked constantly about. Illera made sure not to move too close to anything that appeared important. One soldier gave her a salute as she walked past. Illera nearly dropped her bundle of clothes as she raised her right hand palm out beside her face. After that, she held her clothes in her left hand.

Large tents stood at the center of the camp, with guards watching motionless outside. Just beyond, Illera saw a Travel Pattern. As she walked past, trying to appear casual, Illera saw a male diemthe walk from one tent to another. He had an eleven on the left breast of his uniform. Banof had provided a list of all the rabets and their commanders, but Illera couldn’t remember most of the names. She couldn’t even remember the names of all the commanders she’d met in battle.

Without thought, she turned away and hunched her shoulders as the diemthe strode past a short distance away. Immediately, she wished she hadn’t. She was trying to be inconspicuous. When the diemthe vanished into another tent, one of the guards caught her eye. The man smirked and winked. “He’s gone now, relax,” he whispered as Illera passed.

She managed a smile back, all the tension seeping away. Acting nervous around a diemthe was normal.

If Tashrin was here, she was probably in one of these tents. Illera couldn’t linger around to find out – she didn’t belong here, and someone might ask after her identity. The uniform she’d stolen had a twenty-two on it. She didn’t know who commanded that rabet or even where it was located. The northeast, probably – most of the twenties were in that area. Beyond that, she didn’t know.

She continued on, past the command tents and to the other side of the camp. She passed more tents and then fires beyond that. What did she do now? Soon the soldiers would go to sleep. Illera wore a uniform from the twenty-second – she’d be expected to sleep with her comrades. The soldiers from the twenty-second would surely realize she didn’t belong here. She had to avoid them most of all. Where then did she go?

Too gray rash, she thought harshly. For the better part of the past month, she’d been surrounded by some of the best strategists in the world. She learned a great deal about planning. None of which, it seemed, had sank in.

She was stuck here now. None of the guards at the outer perimeter had looked at her closely when she came in. She entered along with other soldiers who’d been in town for the day, as well as two air barges. Getting in was easy – rabets had little to fear from northerners walking around in their encampments. Getting out surely would be harder.

With no better options, Illera continued wandering through the camp. As the sun set, soldiers wandered back to their tents. They may not have eaten in their rabets, but they seemed to sleep that way. All the soldiers Illera passed in this area had a three on their uniforms.

Maybe she could pretend that she’d been ordered to stand guard tonight. So long as she avoided anyone from the twenty-second, no one would know she didn’t belong here. That was fine for tonight, but she couldn’t keep that up for long. Eventually she’d need to sleep, and what then?

It might be easy to leave the camp. If many soldiers did venture into town during the day, Illera could join them and then sneak away. She didn’t want to leave – she couldn’t leave. Not yet. She had to at least learn if Tashrin was here.

She could use the circle Azeha taught her and hide in the shadows. If she picked a spot between tents, where no one would step on her in night, she could rest and stay with the army. The idea didn’t appeal to her. She had no idea if the circle would stay active while she slept. It might be her only option.

Just as she was beginning to think she’d made a horrible mistake coming here, she saw something. A familiar face, if only vaguely, that slipped into the edge of her vision only to vanish a moment later. Illera turned. A man with brown hair and broad shoulders walked the other way. Something about the man – perhaps the sideways comb to his hair, perhaps the measured way he walked – still seemed familiar.

Illera walked after him. She kept at a distance, never taking her eyes off the man. He turned without hesitation through the maze of tents. He wore a rabet uniform too, though since Illera only saw the back she didn’t know what number he had.

Suddenly he veered into a narrow space between two tents. He knew she was following him. Illera forced herself to continue. She could always pretend to be lost. When she ducked between the tents too, she exhaled loudly in relief. The man faced her now, and she knew him.

It was Iwen v’Leanmarei. He had traveled north to get information on the rabets in Komein – she recalled that only now. Though she grinned at him, he scowled and gripped his sword hilt. “Do you have a problem with me?”

He didn’t recognize her. She wanted to slap her forehead for forgetting she still wore her disguise. The jacket of the rabet uniform had a hood. Illera drew it up slowly, making no fast motions that could put Iwen on edge. Her back was to the path between tents. With the hood up, only Iwen could see her features. Safe now, Illera let the disguise circle fall away.

“Illera?” She nodded. Iwen sighed, letting go of his sword. “What are you doing here? What happened at Daranvirmor?”

“Not here. Is there somewhere safe to talk?”

“I have a tent. Follow me.”

Illera said, “Jarenir Mitherek,” Change Appearance, and brown, white, and indigo shimmered around her. With the disguise circle safely around her again, she let Iwen slip out ahead of her. Iwen stepped back out onto the path, Illera walking so close behind she nearly stepped on his heels. He wasn’t trying to lose her, she reminded herself. If anything, Iwen walked too slowly.

They wound eastward through the camp. Soon they found themselves among the thirteenth. There seemed to be fewer soldiers than most of the rabets Illera had passed. Not all rabets were the same size – maybe the thirteenth was one of the smallest. She tried not to stare too much.

Iwen ducked into a tent. When Illera stepped in after him, she almost went for her weapon. Another man already sat in the tent. He had sandy brown hair and powerful muscles. And he had four bars on the left breast of his uniform – he was a captain. “Iwen—” Illera said, aiming for casual but probably missing. Maybe he had to report first. In that case, she didn’t want to give his identity away. He could have warned her, though.

“Calm down.” Iwen wrapped his hand over Illera’s to keep her from drawing her sword. “This is Loger v’Leanmarei. He’s a friend of mine – a good friend.” He emphasized the last bit.

Illera let the tent flap close behind her. She let go of her sword hilt and sat on the blankets on the ground. Loger eyed her with a frown but said nothing. “Is he—”

“He’s a member of the resistance.” Iwen winced. “I don’t like saying it aloud. There are many diemthe here, and altered humans. Anyone could be listening.”

“I can help with that.” Illera rummaged through the pockets of her coat and pulled out the stacks of preiginds. She kept them separate now – the human ones on the left, the nuthe ones on the right. That made it easier for her to find the right preigind during battle. She placed a few lianthe wards around the tent, hiding them under blankets. A few were diemthe too, since Illera had been given preiginds by many people. “There.” She sat back down, moving the rest of her preiginds to her rabet uniform jacket. “Now we can talk. I’m here looking for a specific diemthe. She’s young, not yet an adult, and she has short hair.” Illera held up a hand just above her shoulder, indicating the length. “She wore an unmarked rabet uniform before, but she might have changed. Her name is Tashrin, and she’s the empress’s daughter.”

“No, she’s not,” Loger said.

Illera frowned. “Yes, she is. I met her in Daranvirmor.”

“Maybe she was the empress’s daughter. Now she’s just the empress.”

“What?” Iwen clamped a hand over his mouth when the exclamation came out too loud. “When did this happen?”

“While you were talking with your other contacts.” Loger shook his head. “She came through a Travel Pattern just a few hours ago. I heard less than an hour ago. I haven’t seen her, but she’s probably being kept near the center of the camp, where the other diemthe are.”

Illera rubbed the bridge of her nose and leaned back. Tashrin lived then. She probably had the karyon too – that wasn’t something a person just cast aside without a thought. Whether she could use the karyon was another question.

If Illera had lost it, surely she should know. There should be colored lights everywhere and a gaping maw in her stomach. “I need to see her.”

The men frowned. “What for?” said Loger.

“That’s far too dangerous,” Iwen said. “If she’s empress now, she won’t go anywhere without bodyguards. She probably won’t stay here long either. Why would the new empress stay close to us humans?”

“Daranvirmor is gone.” Illera stared up at the top of the tent as she considered. From that angle, she could still see Iwen and Loger gape. “It isn’t safe for anyone anymore. This place isn’t very safe either, and there’s no point in this army just waiting here. You’re right. Tashrin won’t stay here long. Where will she go?”

Loger shrugged. “That’s not something I concern myself with. Even captains don’t have access to that type of information.” He kicked off his boots and lay down, pulling blankets above him. He turned his back to them and appeared to sleep.

“Is he normally like that?” Illera asked.

“He’s a rabet captain.” Iwen shook his head. “You think that’s an easy thing? Even captains who don’t have divided loyalty are always frustrated. The diemthe commanders don’t tell them anything, not until they have to know. Some keep their captains uninformed even going into battle. It’s a game to them, one they know how to win. If they lose a few pieces along the way, it makes no difference.”

“It’s not a game – not anymore. And right now, they’re losing.”

Iwen stared at her for a moment, then shook his head again. “You’re right. Daranvirmor did fall. It’s so strange. Even having heard it, I can hardly believe it. Until now, diemthe have been unstoppable. I didn’t think they could die till I met you.”

“Remember it.” Illera clenched her hands into fists. “The diemthe live long lives and are clever and powerful, but they can be killed. They can be defeated – they have been defeated. This? This is just clearing up after.”

A faint snore came from Loger. Iwen glanced at him for a moment. “Why did you come here, Illera? Being here for me is a risk. I’m from the north. I know my way around rabets. You don’t. You could get caught easily. You can’t have just come to see whether the new empress was here, especially since you didn’t know she was the empress.”

“I should have guessed she was.” She had seen Mitek’s dead body, perhaps had even dealt the final blow. She might not have – when one nuthe killed another, they absorbed part of the power of the nuthe they killed. When Illera killed Yeihel in Sonon, for two days afterward she’d burst with energy. It was like her body refused to get tired. In the hours since Mitek’s death, she’d felt nothing like that. Perhaps it hadn’t hit yet. Or perhaps she’d been too busy to notice. If she couldn’t sleep tonight, that would be a good indication that she had taken some of Mitek’s power.

The thought of possessing even a fraction of Mitek’s power stirred something in Illera. That gnawing void, left behind with the loss of the karyon, hungered for power. If it couldn’t have the karyon, it would gladly take Mitek’s power. For five hundred years, the entire world trembled at the thought of Mitek. If Illera could possess power like that, she need never fear for herself or her loved ones again. She could go wherever she wanted, whenever she wanted, and know that no one could touch her. She could defend Wallen and Giram City and Paserad, all the places important to her. She could watch over the entire south, even the parts she’d never been to before. With power like that, she could rule the world.

Illera clenched her eyes shut. She sat there, drawing slow and steady breaths. The thought of ultimate power was heady – and false. She of all people should know that. She’d held the karyon and known how useless the thing could be. So what if she inherited some of Mitek’s power? That wouldn’t make her all-powerful. There were plenty of people with more knowledge and skill. Played intelligently, that could make up for the deficit. That was one of her first lessons upon leaving Wallen, when Banof had defeated her with ease.

Besides, even if she did get all of Mitek’s power – which she wouldn’t – and gained in knowledge and skill, it might still not be enough. Mitek had all of that, and she ended up dead, her empire crumbling down around her.

“Are you well?” A hand cautiously touched her shoulder.

“I’m fine.” Illera shook her head. All diemthe crave power. Banof told her that many times. Lianthe, they since learned, weren’t all that different, though they were perhaps more subtle about how they pursued power. Illera was raised human, but she was nuthe enough to want power. That wasn’t a bad thing. Power could be used for good. Elementalism hurt more easily than it healed, but Illera always preferred healing circles.

If she had power like Mitek, she would be responsible with it. She’d heal as many people as she could, she’d see her enemies defeated, and she’d rebuild everything that had been destroyed in the south.

She didn’t have that power, though. Having felt such desire for it, Illera wondered if perhaps she didn’t want it. She would use it wisely – she thought she’d use it wisely. Maybe it would be better to never find out how she’d use that sort of power.

“I need to see Tashrin.”

Iwen chewed his lower lip. Deep furrows marred his brow. She worried him, she could tell. For the moment, there was nothing Illera could do to fix that. She had to focus on the present, which meant Tashrin. “You want to speak with her?”

“No.” If Tashrin had mastery of the karyon, Illera needed to be cautious of her. “But I need to get close. There’s something she has, or I think she has. I have to know for sure.”

“If you say so.” Iwen pushed the tent flap aside and peeked outside. “It’s too late now. You go wandering around the empress’s tent, and there will be questions. Best wait till morning. You can spend the night here, there’s plenty of room.” He pulled out two extra blankets and tossed them to her. Then he took off his boots, his sword belt, and his jacket, and laid down to sleep.

There was barely room for three people to sleep in the tent. Illera kept a gap between her and Iwen, who slept between her and Loger. She lay on the blankets, staring up at the darkened tip of the tent. A campfire burned a short distance away, giving off just enough light to paint shifting shadows on the canvas.

Illera couldn’t sleep. Her mind spilled over with too many thoughts. She thought about how she might learn whether Tashrin had mastered the karyon, and what to do about it if she had. She wondered if she should send word to her friends. She’d left so abruptly; did they even know where she was? If they learned, would they foolishly come to help her? One person could hide easily enough. Three or four or more would be much harder.

When she thought of her friends, her heart ached for Mareth. He was dead, killed in the battle. How many other people that she cared about were dead? She had no idea what had happened to most of her friends. Even those who had been in Daranvirmor with her might have taken a turn for the worse. Riol and Perry had both been badly injured.

Mostly she thought about power. She couldn’t sleep. Was that because too much troubled her or because Mitek’s power ran through her? She’d spent most of the day fighting a battle. She should be exhausted. Her body did ache, but still she couldn’t sleep.

Eventually, she gave up on sleep and meditated instead. That would rest her body and calm her mind. It was a fight to push all her worries away, but Illera had centuries of practice in meditation. Calm eventually came, and with it relaxation.


 

 

 

 

2

After the Battle

 

Banof woke to pain. He pressed his lips together to hold in the hiss and lay back down. Pain was common enough in his life. He knew how to deal with it. His center ached, from just below his armpits down to his hips. The right side was the worst.

Part of a wall fell on him. Probably part of the ceiling too. He couldn’t recall all the details – he’d been too busy ducking and trying to protect himself. He remembered looking up to see pieces of Daranvirmor raining down around him. He remembered the fierce gust of air which made everything worse. He remembered trying to help Illera and Teg kill Mitek.

He couldn’t remember if he had helped them. He thought so – he recalled using circles. Everything was hazy. He thought he also remembered Illera helping him climb down many stairs while more of the palace fell down around them. How they got away, he couldn’t say.

At last he opened his eyes. He knew he was in a desert – the air was flat and dry and far too hot, so hot he probably didn’t need a blanket covering him. He was probably among allies – he had been last he’d known. But he had been in many situations in his life. In the last month or so, most of those situations had been unpleasant. It wasn’t safe to assume that he was still with friends.

First, he saw dull bricks. Pale tan and wide, suited for a desert climate. High up, to give the heat somewhere to go. He tried to turn his head, to see anything but the ceiling, but the movement caused a lance of hot agony to flare down his right side. This time he couldn’t repress the hiss of pain.

A face appeared above him: white skin and white hair and pale gray eyes. Lianthe. Banof couldn’t help but stiffen at the sight. One short month of having lianthe allies wasn’t near long enough to overturn a lifetime of hate and mistrust. He tried to reach for a weapon, but his hands only twitched and flopped about.

He recognized the woman a moment later. Wenos, Illera’s cousin and Mareth’s daughter. He had avoided her – he’d avoided most of the lianthe as best he could. It had been easy enough when they still thought him human. After that, he saw little beyond the prison cell under Pasenkeep.

A hand pressed soft against his chest. Though it exerted no pressure, it still sent another fissure of pain through him. Banof fought to keep his face blank. He would not show weakness before a lianthe, not even his lover’s cousin. “Forleneth,” Wenos said softly, Soothing. Yellow, white, indigo, and black patterns ran over his torso.

When the colors faded, so did much of the pain. It didn’t disappear entirely, but it became manageable. He could move a little now. He didn’t try to shift or sit up. He raised a hand and felt along his body. Bandages covered him, thick and tight. His ribs tried to shift when he touched them, but the bandages held them in place. Banof sighed. He knew he’d been injured badly. He would be stuck recovering for at least six days.

“Drink this,” Wenos said in nuthe. She tipped water into his mouth. When Banof finished the cup, she sat back. “You have four broken ribs and much bruising besides. Some of your inner organs were damaged too. You should not have been moved – it made things worse.”

Banof raised an eyebrow. “Had I not been moved, I would now be buried under Daranvirmor.”

Wenos’s face tightened, and she looked away. “They could have found a way to carry you out. You are fortunate to have survived. One of your broken ribs could have punctured your lungs.”

“I do not recall much of our escape, but I think none of us were capable of carrying a stretcher.” He couldn’t help the acidic tone, didn’t try to stop it either. Through the haze of memory, he recalled seeing Illera’s face covered in indigo blood. He thought he’d seen Teg supported by Jakie, unable to walk on his own. 

Wenos ignored him. She gathered some things together then left another cup of water beside him. “You will not move for two days at least. I will be back later to check on you. Try to sleep.” She stood and walked quickly from his bedside.

Banof glanced darkly at the cup of water. He was thirsty already, but he didn’t think he had the strength to pick up the cup. Even if he could lift it, he’d probably dump it all over his face.

He repressed another groan, though this one held as much frustration as it did pain. He hated being injured. It always seemed like bad things happened when he was injured, things he then couldn’t do much to stop. Daranvirmor had fallen, Banof remembered that much and Wenos hadn’t contradicted him. Illera, Teg, and Jakie were probably alive. Beyond that, he knew almost nothing.

He hated not knowing. It was worse even than being injured.

Pressing his lips together to hold in the pain, Banof raised his head to look around. He was in a small room in what looked like a barracks. This was Sonon, and the walls weren’t craved from rock. He was at the old thirty-second encampment. He had thought so, but now it seemed more likely. A second narrow bed stood a short distance from his. A diemthe slept there, motionless. The man’s head was turned away from Banof, so he couldn’t tell who it was or how badly the man was injured. The door stood open, and he could hear conversation and movement not too distant.

He leaned back against the pillow. Sunlight streamed through the window. The room was bare save for the beds. A thin coat of dust was everywhere. Until they took over the encampment just before the battle at Daranvirmor, it stood empty for half a month. They were fortunate that the encampment was in as good a shape as it was. When the thirty-second went to join the thirtieth, they left many of their possessions behind: like beds and pillows.

Heavy steps approached from the hallway. A moment later a large shadow filled the doorway. Banof smiled as Umagun stepped inside the room. He didn’t have to duck to enter – rabet encampments were built to accommodate altered humans. “Sir. How are you?”

“Well enough, I suppose.” Banof waved a hand then winced. “Tell me what happened.”

Umagun sat on the little stool at the bedside. Wenos had sat there too, though Banof had barely noticed at the time. He grimaced – being injured was no excuse for failing to observe details. If he’d woken somewhere else, not noticing could have gotten him killed. The wooden stool groaned under Umagun’s weight, disappearing under his bulk.

“Daranvirmor fell – literally. There’s not much left other than rubble now. The empress is dead, killed by Illera or the emperor. I’m not sure which.”

“What of our casualties?”

“The thirty-third only lost twenty-five soldiers and four Elementalists. They were on the far side of the battle. The Twin Sun troops lost a few hundred, I believe, and so did the Sononans. The Giramites and Relerions fared better, with about a hundred casualties between them. The altered humans took the worst of it. Sir, there are only four hundred altered humans left, counting both sides. When the palace fell, most of them were crushed.” His voice broke.

Banof remembered looking out at the battle. He’d seen it for a moment only, but it didn’t surprise him that the altered humans had taken the worst damage. The diemthe brought altered humans into Daranvirmor and had them fight at the gates. If he hadn’t seen it, Banof might not have believed it. No humans ever came to Daranvirmor, including altered humans. Someone must have made an exception.

He could guess how it had happened. The diemthe needed someone to fight the southern army. The first and second rabets weren’t large enough or strong enough. They were also comprised of diemthe, a full age-group of diemthe. No one in Daranvirmor would risk losing all those diemthe in battle. Not if it could be helped. Given the choice between those diemthe and hundreds of altered humans… Well, it wasn’t much of a choice. If he’d been commanding the battle on the other side, Banof would have made the same decision.

“We won, then?”

“Yes, sir.”

Banof closed his eyes. It had sounded that way, but he needed to hear it. Even having heard it, he wasn’t sure he believed it. Mitek was dead, many of her supporters with her. He’d dreamed of it all his life. Knowing that it had happened – it seemed too good to be true.

In the end, he hadn’t killed Mitek. He’d dreamed of that too, especially after Lirana’s death. For a while, killing Mitek was all he could think about. He wanted her power for himself, but mostly he wanted the pleasure of her death by his hands.

It must have been Illera, Teg, or Jakie who killed her – probably Teg. He couldn’t resent that. They’d only gone to Daranvirmor because of Teg. Attacking Mitek without him would have been suicide. Banof was angry and obsessed, not stupid.

He felt no resentment now that he hadn’t killed Mitek. Perhaps in the coming days he would. For now, there was only relief that she was dead. She couldn’t hurt anyone anymore. That had to be counted as a success, one he hadn’t believed possible. Not really.

More memories of the battle came back – or perhaps the pain faded enough for him to think clearly. “What about Mrenthet and Riol and Azeha? Are they well? What of Perry and the lianthe? Or Mel and Nikilaus and the southern armies?”

Umagun frowned. “Mrenthet is fine – she won the battle. Riol came back with you and the others. He hasn’t woken yet.” He titled his head towards the other bed. “The healers say his mind took a lot of damage. Veiyond is fine, and so is Mel, mostly. Nizel and Nikilaus were injured, but the healers think they’ll be on their feet a few days before you. Master Perry isn’t well. The healers have been fussing over him and frowning. I haven’t seen Azeha.”

Banof stared at the other bed, hardly hearing most of it. From what little he could see of his roommate, it could be Riol. If he was here, that must mean Azeha either wasn’t here or was injured too. Otherwise Azeha would be by Riol’s side.

The rest of Umagun’s list finally sank in. It surprised him how relieved he felt to know that Perry and the lianthe had survived. Until recently, they had been his enemies. They weren’t friends and likely never would be. But they had gone into battle together, fighting terrible odds. After that, he couldn’t hate them.

“Sir.” Umagun’s voice was soft now – or as soft as it could ever be. “I want to request a leave of absence.”

Banof frowned. “What for?” Then his brain, still slow, provided the answer. “You want to help the other altered humans.”

“Yes, sir. Not all of them were at Daranvirmor. Some of those in rabets that weren’t at the battle should still live. Others stayed behind in Hillgrandia. Even still, we’ve been devastated.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “There are four hundred of us here. I doubt there’s more than two thousand in the north. In one day, we lost almost everyone.”

A shiver traveled down Banof’s spine, which caused a flare of pain in its wake. The diemthe too must have taken serious losses. He wondered how many. His goal had been to save as many of his people as possible. By killing Mitek, he’d hoped to do just that. Instead, his actions led to the destruction of Daranvirmor and probably the deaths of hundreds, if not thousands, of diemthe. 

They would hate him forever. They’d be right to hate him.

In his fantasies, he imagined himself taking over as emperor after Mitek died. He would be a good ruler – certainly better than Mitek. That wouldn’t happen now. Even without the fall of Daranvirmor, he saw that it had been unlikely. He was a traitor to his people. That he’d had reasons – good reasons – didn’t matter. He betrayed them, he helped the lianthe work against them, he killed many of them, and now he brought destruction to them.

“You may take as much time as you need,” he told Umagun. “Your people need a strong leader – and someone who can protect the captives.”

Umagun frowned. “I’m no leader, sir. Not really.”

“Of course, you can lead. You have always done an excellent job as my first captain. Everyone in the thirty-third respects you. And you were the one who won four of the clans to our cause. The southerners and lianthe will listen to you before any other altered human. Whether you want to be their leader or not, you are. Accept it and fight for them.”

“Yes, sir.” Umagun bowed his head for a moment. Then he straightened and saluted, right hand palm out beside his head. When he stood, the small wooden stool groaned. He paused at the door. “You should know also, sir. Illera left yesterday.”

Banof tried to sit up again. The pain drove him back down. “What?”

Umagun didn’t look at him. “All I know is that she left.” He stepped out of the room. It seemed empty without him, and much larger. Banof slumped against the pillow, turning to look again at Riol. Azeha wasn’t here. Perhaps Illera had gone looking for him, or someone else lost during the battle. Maybe she was running errands, helping to keep all the disparate forces together. She was one of the few people here that everyone liked.

All those possibilities could be true, were even likely. Banof couldn’t believe them. If she’d left for even a day or two, Umagun wouldn’t have bothered him with the news. Illera often left. She was powerful and skilled now. He shouldn’t have to worry about her. He did worry. He worried about Illera, about Azeha and everyone else that Umagun hadn’t mentioned.

Haunt his injuries. He should be out in the encampment, seeing how the armies fared, caring for his friends, and making plans for the next few days. Nikilaus was injured too, Umagun had said, and Mareth was dead. Who then commanded the armies? Mrenthet couldn’t be in charge – the lianthe and the southerners wouldn’t accept her. None of the Sononan, Giramite, or Relerion leaders were strong enough to keep the army together. Teg? He’d never attempted command before. Veiyond was well – he and Teg together could surely keep things under control. 

He still wanted to be out there. Banof didn’t like leaving things to other people, even people he knew and trusted. He wanted to work, to know everything he could. He didn’t want to be stuck here another two to three days, waiting for his ribs to heal.

“Riol?” His friend didn’t move. His face was turned away from Banof – was he asleep or awake? “Riol?” he called again, louder this time. Still no response. With a groan, Banof lay silent.

He knew so little. Nor would he learn anything of substance until he recovered. Sleep was the best cure. Wenos had used a healing circle on him – no point in him repeating her work. Healing circles needed at least a few hours in between to have any affect. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep. It was a long time coming.

* * *

Chirim wandered between splintered trees, ghosts his only companions.

The mountains seemed far too quiet. He wondered if they were always like that. He didn’t know – he’d only come here for the first time a day before the battle. In that short time, he heard bird calls, seen a few small creatures scurry past, trying to stay away from him. There was none of that now. It was as if, when Daranvirmor fell, it took the entire surrounding area with it.

Every minute or so, he had to stop and look at the remains of the castle. It caught the eye, commanding even in death. Black stone and rock covered the mountainside and much of the plain before it. It lay in uneven heaps, far more concentrated on the east side. When he thought back to the battle, he tried to remember if that side had collapsed first or if the palace had tilted that way as it fell. He couldn’t remember. He’d had other things on his mind during the battle.

He was still amazed he’d survived. He shouldn’t have. The tent where most of the lianthe worked their Elementalism had been destroyed, killing all those within. It was by chance that Chirim hadn’t been among them. He had seen altered humans come through the Travel Patterns in the camp. Like a fool, he went out to investigate without telling anyone else. He would have reported back in less than a minute – he wasn’t that great a fool.

Less than a minute after stepping outside the tent, it blew up. Chirim’s memories after that were vague. A rock had struck his head, knocking him down. He was far enough to the side of the valley that the battle missed him. At times during the fight, he had been awake. At least he had images of people fighting around him, altered humans rushing everywhere, the moment when Daranvirmor finally turned to rubble.

Chirim touched the back of his head. It was still sore, even two days and multiple healings after the battle. Maybe the wound had been worse than he thought. Or maybe, with so many injured worse than him, the healers hadn’t done as good a job on him.

The trail leading up the neighboring peak seemed rougher than it had been a few days ago, when Chirim last followed it. Even here, far from the actual battle, signs of destruction littered the area. Trees lays in pieces, the ground was broken up, and scorch marks covered everything. Chirim had to keep his eyes on the ground, to watch where he was going. He had to stop letting Daranvirmor itself distract him.

An air barge flew a few meters behind him. He could hear Natthew Cooper, Frant Walker, and Rindsey Bricker talking softly. They found everything fascinating. They speculated incorrectly about how the battle had progressed, then moaned about missing it. All three had been among the reserve troops waiting in Sonon at the former thirty-second encampment. All three, therefore, were well rested and uninjured. That was why Chirim brought them with him.

He could have told them how the battle went – or at least the parts of it he knew. He could have scolded them for wishing they’d been here. It had been a terrible, bloody battle. They should consider themselves fortunate to have missed it. He wished he’d missed it.

With one last, steep curve, the trail reached the ridge that overlooked Daranvirmor. Or, rather, it reached the remains of the ridge that overlooked where Daranvirmor used to be. Chirim knew he wouldn’t find much here – he’d been conscious long enough to know that this position was one of the first that the diemthe destroyed. During the battle, he’d seen the damage through a mirror.

Seeing it in person was different.

A large crater covered most of the area. It had multiple valleys – more than one circle destroyed this ridge. There were no rocks or trees or body parts in the impact area, though Chirim could see trees that looked like they’d been thrown meters. It meant that area around the ridge was a disaster too. Far to the side, rammed between two large spruces, Chirim saw the remains of a catapult.
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