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1

Grief and Rage

 

Wind howled, whipping Hemol’s clothes and hair, robbing him of any dignity. He closed his eyes briefly then stood straighter, pretending to listen. Mitek’s voice barely carried over the wind as she spoke of the bright afterlife that even now Kazrun and Lirson were surely enjoying.

There few pitifully few in attendance. Kazrun’s father, Jafril. Lirson’s parents, Dasvon and Chashrak, and his full-sister, Lirana. Wirek and Zaresh. A few friends and distant relatives. Seventeen people in all, standing in a loose circle on the roof of Daranvirmor, all lost in their own miserable thoughts.

Hemol clenched a fist. He wanted to shout at the sun, demand to know when what should have been a simple, straight-forward situation had suddenly turned horribly fatal. How much of it had been his fault? He had assigned them to Paserad, knowing it was the most dangerous post in the world. He had never placed more diemthe there, assuming that the stalemate would continue on for decades. And he had sent them after a known traitor without properly equipping them.

At the thought of Banof, his fist trembled. He had trained Banof, he had supported Banof in all his mad reforms, he had encouraged Banof’s insane plans in the south, and this was how Banof repaid him? He would find Banof, one day. He owed it to Kazrun and Lirson. He would find Banof, and teach him why no one, no one, turned against the diemthe.

“Kazrun and Lirson are now at rest in a land of eternal sunlight, devoid of shadows,” Mitek finally finished speaking, lowering her arms, staring at her feet.

Chashrak whimpered, and Dasvon pulled her against him, his face blank. “Thank you for your words,” Lirana said to Mitek, her voice subdued.

“Of course. If you require some time to yourself...” Mitek said.

Lirana shook her head. “I shall go back to my rabet tomorrow. I would rather keep busy. I—”

“Where are the bodies?” Jafril suddenly demanded. He turned to Wirek, furious. “You were so quick to flee, did you even stop to confirm that Kazrun was dead?”

“I am sorry, but she, they, are dead,” Mitek said, laying a hand on his arm. “I have looked to Paserad and seen their remains.”

Jafril trembled. “How? How did they die?”

“Kazrun by the sword, Lirson by fire,” Mitek said. Wirek had earlier shared what details he knew with Mitek and Hemol. He knew very little. It was clear what had transpired, though. The traitor Banof had met up with the lianthe, who came to Paserad to save his worthless life. The lianthe had killed Kazrun and Lirson and most of their rabet, overrunning North Paserad. And Banof was still somewhere in the south. Mitek glanced at Lirson’s family. “Nothing remains of Lirson to bring back.”

“And what of Kazrun?” Lirana asked. “It is not every day that humans have a dead diemthe. Who knows what hideous things they have done with her!” Lirana and Kazrun were the same age and, Hemol recalled, had been very close.

“What would you have me do?” Mitek asked. “We cannot attack Paserad at this time merely to retrieve a body.”

“Then destroy the body,” Lirana said. “Better there are no remains, like Lirson, than that the humans have her.” Jafril nodded.

“That may be difficult,” Mitek said. “Paserad is very far away.”

“Let me,” Wirek said. Hemol, Mitek, and the others turned to him in surprise. He scowled and looked away. “I know Paserad. I can get close long enough to destroy the body.”

“Be careful,” Zaresh said. Wirek nodded.

Jafril briefly placed his hand on Wirek’s arm. “Thank you.” There was silence for a long time. Finally, Lirana reached out and wrapped an arm around Jafril’s shoulder. She drew him over to her parents, and the four stood vigil together, the only sound Chashrak’s quiet sobs. Zaresh stood a short distance away, his head lowered solemnly. The friends and relatives hovered a short distance away, not wanting to intrude too soon on their grief.

“We should leave them be,” Mitek finally said to Hemol and Wirek. “Come.” She walked slowly off the roof, her gold robe snapping around her legs and reflecting the sunlight. Wirek followed. Hemol spared one last look at the families before he too left.

Mitek led them to the sitting room in her apartment. Her daughter, Tashrin, lay sprawled on the carpet in front of the large window, boneless as only an adolescent can be. She scrambled to her feet when the three adults entered, brushing a strand of short hair behind her ear. Mitek pulled her into a hug. “I know we were going to spend time together today, but you need to leave for a time.”

“Could I not stay? I will not be a bother. And if it is important business, should I not know? One day, I will be empress.” She bit her lip and said softly, “You are always so busy, and I know how to keep secrets.”

“This is not pleasant business. You do not want to hear it. I will join you and your father tonight. And Wirek will as well.” Mitek threw Wirek a pointed look.

“Yes. We shall all have dinner together,” Wirek said.

“Will that be acceptable?” Mitek asked.

Tashrin pulled away from her but smiled. “Yes. Thank you.” She saluted Hemol then slipped away, closing the door behind her. Hemol sighed in relief. Tashrin only had a few more years as a child; she should be left to enjoy them, keeping busy with her friends, learning from Mitek, and serving with the second rabet.

Mitek sat down on a cushion, motioning for Wirek and Hemol to also sit. She turned to Hemol, her eyes flashing. “What will it take to regain Paserad?”

Hemol folded his hands to keep the shaking from being too obvious. He had known this would come up soon and was prepared for it. He was less prepared for Mitek’s anger. One could never truly be prepared for Mitek’s anger.

“It is not merely Paserad we need to worry about,” he began. “We have lost Relerio and Giram as well. News will travel quickly, and incite uprisings in Sonon, the islands, and the east as well.” The eastern countries on the northern continent – Sulindra, Tongar, and Minnro, and Dimaria and Zei to a lesser extent – as well as the region in Komein around Rildivmor had been conquered territory for nearly two hundred years, but it had never sat well with the humans in those places. There were uprisings every decade or so. And the islands and the south were even worse.

“Then, what do you suggest?” Mitek asked, her voice gone cold.

“First, that we move the mobile rabets to the east, the islands, and the south to discourage rebellions. A war on a second front is the last thing we need right now. We should also send one of the mobile rabets to Relerio and Giram. There is little armed resistance there, and retaking the area should not require too many troops. Paserad will prove more difficult to retake.” He paused then added, “Especially because it is not merely Paserad we must worry about. Banof is running around free in the Twin Sun Kingdoms and has likely met up with a number of lianthe.”

Wirek nodded. “There was at least one during the fight that killed Lirson and Kazrun. I am sure there are more by now.”

“Banof must die,” Mitek said with a scowl. “Before he can betray too many of our secrets.”

“More importantly, the karyon may be in the south,” Wirek said.

All three were silent for a moment. The karyon in the south. The very thought made Hemol want to weep. If it was not already in the hands of a lianthe, it soon would be. And from there, it was only a matter of time before the lianthe emperor held it. More than anything else, they could not allow that to happen.

“As I hope you remember, my empress,” he said, his hands clenched tighter, “over the last few decades, we have been training some diemthe in different specialties beyond standard combat and strategy.”

Mitek frowned. “You spent some time among the altered humans, watching their training, and came up with some ideas, yes? How could being a bodyguard come in handy?”

Hemol finally unfolded his hands. Mitek had begun to calm down. “While many altered humans have made excellent bodyguards, they have had other interesting ideas as well. In particular, warriors that specialize in stealth.”

“Altered humans are huge,” Wirek snorted. “What would they know of stealth?”

“That was my first thought as well,” Hemol said with a nod. “But stealth, it seems, is often nothing more than timing and distraction. And a few useful circles, of course. Riol, Velki, and Azeha have been specially trained for fighting in the dark, moving without making noise, and hiding. I had thought to make them into spies, but I have found other uses for them as well. They were the ones who killed the resistance in Zei a few years ago.”

“How would they get into the south?” Wirek asked. “The humans have become very good at detecting illusions over the years.”

Hemol nodded. “And any lianthe might also see through an illusion.” He pulled out a map of the southern continent and spread it out where they could all see it. “The humans and the lianthe will know that we will plan on retaking Paserad, especially when new rabets show up in Sonon, Relerio, and Giram. They will doubtless send extras troops to Paserad and the area around it. What I suggest is that we do not attempt to retake Paserad right away.” He pointed west of Paserad, along the border of Twin Sun River and the Sonon Desert. There was a wall there too, all the way into the Cursed Mountains, but there were not as many troops along the border as there were at Paserad. “This is Sorham,” he said, pointing just north of the wall, near the middle of the Sonon Desert. “It is a small town near an oasis. It has some strategic worth, as one of the few towns along the wall. It also sees a decent amount of trade.”

“We are already planning to send more troops into Sonon,” Mitek said.

“Yes, but Sorham can be of great use to us. What I suggest is we send a few hundred troops to Sorham, and from there attack the wall. Since there are fewer southern troops here, we stand a better chance of winning than in Paserad. However,” he held up a finger, “if we cannot win, it does not matter. I want to use this fight as a diversion.”

Wirek smirked. “There is little time during a fight to check for illusions.”

“Indeed. During the fighting, we send Riol, Velki, and Azeha over the wall during the battle. Once they are in the south, no one should be checking closely for illusions. They can easily pass as humans. When they reach Paserad, they can find Banof and any information on the karyon.” Hemol had watched carefully over his stealth warriors and knew well their abilities. The initial insertion was the only difficulty, and Sorham neatly solved that problem.

Mitek stared at the map silently for some time, a slight frown on her face. “What chance do they have of succeeding? I had Banof’s mother’s blood, but it was lost with Lirson and Kazrun. How are they to track him? He may not be anywhere near the karyon.”

“Banof at least will be near the lianthe, and the lianthe will not be in hiding. If they find the lianthe, they will have found Banof. I thought to order them to investigate for the karyon first. But if the southern humans and the lianthe do not know where the karyon is, then we have no method for tracking it.”

“Very well. I suppose it will do for now, but I also wish to add more troops around Paserad. I want to retake North Paserad as soon as possible,” Mitek said.

Hemol nodded. “Of course.” He began refolding the map.

“Also, the three diemthe you plan to send on this mission — you will first send them to me.”

Hemol froze, the map only half refolded. “May I ask why?” he said very carefully. Mitek was frightening under the best of circumstances. When she was angry, she was terrifying. But there were times when she was worse than terrifying. “Are you still upset about—”

Mitek leaned back, a faint smile on her face. “That has nothing to do with this, Hemol. You are such a good strategist, and yet there are things you simply do not notice. There is a chance, however faint, that these young diemthe may find the karyon. And if so, I hope they will be able to take it from whoever currently holds it. Which would mean they would hold the karyon. I do not care for the idea of some young diemthe trained in stealth running around with the karyon. Riol especially.”

Somehow, despite the way his hands shook, Hemol got the map folded and put away. “Then what do you plan on doing?”

“I merely wish to speak with them,” Mitek said, voice soft, a sweet smile on her face. “Surely you have no objections to that?”

“No, no, of course not. I will send them to you tomorrow, if that is acceptable?”

Mitek’s smile broadened. “Yes, it is. Thank you. You may leave now.”

Hemol scrambled to his feet, spread wide arms that shook badly, and got out of there as fast as he could, walking quickly to his office, nearly running. He wrote letters to Shalon and Mrenthet, commanders of the eighteenth and twenty-first rabets, two of the mobile rabets. Lirana commanded the third mobile rabet, the twenty-ninth, and she was already in Daranvirmor. He decided to send the eighteenth rabet in the northeast the twenty-first to Sonon and the islands, and the twenty-ninth to Relerio and Giram. He hoped being posted in the south proved beneficial to Lirana – and, being so close to Paserad, she might also have a chance to take revenge for Lirson and Kazrun. That would appeal to her.

He kept himself very busy for the rest of the day, thinking very hard that he did not want to know what Mitek would be discussing with his stealth warriors. He did start to plan how he would replace them.
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Horror and Beauty

 

Illera rubbed her shoulder, kneading the kinks out. She felt like she’d been moving constantly for the last ten days. She smiled briefly. She had been moving constantly for the last ten days, very nearly. But finally, finally, she might have a chance to rest.

Most of the wounded from the battle had been seen to, and the bodies of those who hadn’t made it had been burned and staked with metal and buried. There had been relatively few of the latter. Illera winced at the thought; not too long ago, less than a month, even one or two deaths would have seemed an extreme amount. When exactly had she become so… pragmatic?

She glanced over towards Banof, who was leaning against the wall less than a meter from where Illera sat. She could blame him, perhaps should blame him, but she couldn’t find it in herself to do so. Yes, Banof had pursued her, frightened her, caused her injury, and caused the deaths of people close to her. But, if not for him, she’d have never made it this far. To Paserad, a city that had seemed impossibly far away less than a month ago; to her people, recently arrived from the south, new and amazing and alien and wonderful; to safety.

Not just safety for herself. She managed not to place a hand over where the karyon lay hidden under her clothes, barely. She had other things than just herself to worry about these days.

“All done in here?” Mel asked, entering the small room, Teg a step behind her. The scent of burning flesh blew in with them, and Illera’s stomach roiled. Teg closed the door behind him, and the scent disappeared. Illera tried not to be too relieved. She smelt funeral pyres before – the customs for the dead in Wallen, where she’d grown up, were similar to the customs here in Paserad – but never this many at once. 

They were in the barracks just past the wall in South Paserad. Illera had seen to the last wounded soldier here, in his room. He’d thanked her and rushed off to check on his friends moments earlier.

“I think so,” Illera said, leaning back in the chair. It wasn’t a very comfortable chair, but it felt magnificent to her tired muscles. Mel, shameless as ever, flopped on the bed. Teg leaned against the wall not too far from Banof. “He only had minor injuries. God and spirits, I can’t wait to get some sleep.”

Mel smirked. “Not yet. And even if you are tired, surely thoughts of Nizel would keep you up.”

Illera swatted at her, only making light contact with her leg. “Be nice.” She stared into space for a moment. “I should write to Wallen, let them know what’s happened.” It had been days since her last letter, before she even reached Paserad. She wondered if Raymin had gotten home yet. Her gut twisted. She wondered if the people of Wallen had gotten her last letter yet, with news of Kessel’s death in Giram City. “Maybe I should write one to Mok and Perry too?”

Mel waved a hand. “Me and Teg’ve been keeping the Gilp informed,” she said. “Although, they wouldn’t mind hearing from you, too.” She sighed and sat up on the bed. “We haven’t written since before the fight. They don’t know about Harl.”

Illera winced. Another casualty in the battle for her safety. How many more would there be? She tried to push the thought away and turned to Banof. “What about you? Is there anyone you need to write to?” she asked carefully. He would keep in contact with his rabet, she assumed, but she couldn’t say that aloud here, where anyone might overhear or walk in unannounced.

“I will write as soon as I am somewhere private,” he said. It was, Illera thought, the most he’d said in some time. He couldn’t speak freely in Paserad, lest his accent give him away as diemthe. He’d been extra broody since the battle, she thought. Maybe he was thinking about Lirson, the friend he’d killed.

“You did well,” Teg said abruptly. Illera, Banof, and Mel turned to look at him. He smiled at them. “All of you. And don’t forget it.” Mel flopped back down on the bed, bouncing a little. Banof remained standing, his stance less tense than it had been a moment before. And a smile crept over Illera’s face entirely against her will.

“Don’t you go acting all fatherly around me, young man,” she said in the tone she used with grandparents back in Wallen, people she’d taken over her knee and spanked when they were still toddlers. “You aren’t the oldest person here, you know.”

“Go on and act fatherly,” Mel said brightly. “Really, Illera just likes to act all-knowing.”

“A little fathering is not bad at times,” Banof murmured. He and Mel glanced cautiously at each other. Illera watched them, wondering if she should intervene somehow. This was, as far as she knew, the first time Mel and Banof had agreed on anything. There was still some caution between them, but the hostility that had been there before – most obviously on Mel’s part, but Illera was fairly sure that was only because Banof was better at keeping his feelings to himself – was no longer present.

“You’re not a nice guy, and I still don’t like you,” Mel said to Banof. “But you helped Illera and you killed your friend, Lirson or whatever.”

“You are too reckless, but capable.” Banof glanced briefly at Teg. “I should never have assumed otherwise.” They both nodded, almost in unison. Teg beamed his approval.

Illera couldn’t help herself. She laughed aloud. Sometime in the last few days, quite without her noticing it or requiring her assistance, her allies had become friends. And with each other as well. It seemed a battle could be useful for one thing at least.

“What’s so funny?” Mel asked, arms crossed and slouching grumpily.

“Nothing,” Illera said, wiping away stray tears. “It’s just, the four of us, we’re a force to be reckoned with, don’t you think?”

Mel, skilled in fighting, far more than she seemed to be at first glance, and always underestimated. But she made sure that people underestimated her and hid her skill far better than she ought to be able to, plus she had that preigind tattoo to give her insane speed. Teg, quiet and easy to overlook and a terrible Elementalist. But he had a preigind for literally every occasion, a way to get past any obstacle, one surprise after another, and the Air spirit Jala as an ally. And Banof, whom Illera had never made the mistake of underestimating, their secret weapon. Before, at Teg’s urging, she had chosen to believe he was on her side. Now, she truly believed it.

And last, her. Not long ago, she would have been the weak link, but every day she grew stronger, more knowledgeable, and more confident. She’d held her own against Kazrun, even if she hadn’t fought alone. She too was capable and dangerous. And that was not even taking the karyon into account. Maybe, one day soon, she wouldn’t have to use it in fights anymore.

She felt a twinge of regret at the thought. The karyon was dangerous and terrifying and had exacted a high price for its limited use. But it was hers to use and hers to guard, at least until she found the emperor. And, having already met some lianthe, that day wasn’t too far off. She shouldn’t get too used to the karyon.

She stood from the chair, pushing aside her exhaustion “Well, shall we meet Nizel?” Just the thought of talking with a fellow lianthe made her quiver.

“Wouldn’t you rather talk with her in private?” Mel asked.

“No. We’re a group, the four of us. Nizel will have to talk with all of us together. So come on.” She headed out of the room, head held high so she would feel confident, and didn’t even cringe too much at the scent that greeted her beyond the door. Mel fell in beside her, almost bouncing – and wasn’t that too much energy, even for Mel? – Banof and Teg, a step or two behind.

A group of soldiers stood together not too far away. They waved cheerfully at Illera, so she walked over to them. “Excuse me, but do you know where Princess Nizel and her friends are? Or where Prince Nikilaus is?”

One young man, who looked barely sixteen, said, “I heard the lianthe are in the general’s study.” The other soldiers nodded.

Illera smiled. “Thank you.” She glanced towards Mel, who had had more time to learn her way around Paserad than Illera, since she’d been stuck hiding most of the time. Mel cheerfully led the way, barging through the door without first knocking. Sure enough, Nizel and her retinue were there.

Nizel sat at the desk which was covered in maps and other pieces of paper. Her white hair gleamed in the light from the torch preiginds that dotted the ceiling. Beside her stood one of the male lianthe. A large sword hung over his shoulder, and he was pointing something out on one of the maps. The other five lianthe were spread out across the large study, watching everything. All the lianthe, including Nizel, wore silver and indigo robes. Illera wasn’t sure which were male and which female – their loose robes and long hair made it hard to tell. She only knew the one with the long sword was male because of his deep voice. One lianthe that Illera thought might be female smiled softly at Illera. There was also a human soldier – an officer, from the knots on his uniform – standing near the desk.

“Illera!” Nizel said, looking up and immediately smiling. “I was hoping you would be here soon. Do you know Colonel Dasid Parker?” She gestured towards the human man, who stood up straighter. He had three gold earrings and his curly hair was cut very short.

“I don’t think so. Hello, Colonel,” Illera said.

The colonel pressed a fist over his heart. “Thank you for all your assistance in the battle, Lady Illera. And afterward as well.” Although he stood perfectly straight and kept his expression blank, his voice was warm.

“It’s no problem,” Illera said, glancing away.

“Colonel Dasid has been apprising us of the details of the situation here,” Nizel said. She laughed. “I am afraid we knew little when we left Lakebreeze yesterday, and much has happened since then. Presin,” she indicated the male lianthe standing to her right, “refuses to let me wander around until we know more.”

“I am in charge of your safety. I will not take chances,” Presin said. His accent was much heavier than either Nizel’s or Banof’s was. It occurred to Illera that, for nuthe, the human language was their second language. It seemed some spoke it better than others.

Nizel pushed away from the desk. “I will leave the military discussions to you, as always. Illera, come sit and speak with me.” There were three couches sat off to the side of the office. Nizel sat down on one, effortlessly elegant. Illera took the couch beside her, back straight, legs crossed demurely at the ankles. Even though she’d just sat down, she already had to fight the urge to fidget. Nizel’s soft smile made it a little easier. Mel sat beside her, constantly shifting, Teg calm and quiet on Mel’s other side. Banof leaned against the wall next to the couch, where he could see all the lianthe. He was, Illera suspected, too nervous around so many lianthe to sit. 

“So you grew up in Giram?” Nizel said.

Illera took a deep breath. It seemed like she’d told her life story at least a dozen times over the past few days. “Yes, in a small village in the south called Wallen, right near the Arch Mountains.” She laughed, a bit weakly. “No one’s heard of it. Not even most of the friends I met in Giram City.”

“You shall have to show me where it is on a map,” Nizel smiled wide, showing all her teeth. “I fear I know little of where anything in Giram is, apart from the capital. Most of my geography lessons were focused elsewhere.”

“Yes, I supposed they would be,” Illera said, reminding herself not to mumble. Giram, for all it had been the center of her world for five hundred years, was of little importance to the world at large. It was hardly a great political or economic power that would be of interest to royalty.

Nizel leaned a bit closer. “I hope your time there was full of joy.” Her pale eyes shone, her white hair falling about her shoulders in waves. Growing up, Illera had thought her own white skin and hair freakish. She’d only had Giramites to compare herself with, who were coppery-skinned with dark brown hair. Other people had told her she was pretty, but Illera still had trouble wrapping her head around the idea. Looking at Nizel, she finally saw that white could be attractive.

“Everyone else was human,” Illera said then silently cursed herself. She shouldn’t be making bizarre, seemingly unrelated statements to someone she’d just met, someone she wanted — needed — to impress. Someone who wouldn’t, no matter how good her intentions, understand.

But Nizel reached out and grasped her hand. Her grip was stronger than Illera had expected, and there were calluses on her hand. She was no pampered princess. “I met a human for the first time last month, when my friends and I came to Lakebreeze. They were fascinating and interesting and intelligent and strange and sometimes frightening. Every day, I learned something new about them. Some were things I had learned before, from my books and lessons and older lianthe who are more familiar with humans. But it was different, because now I know.” Her finger brushed against Illera’s knuckle. “Humans and lianthe are very much alike and very much different. Even if I should live ten thousand years, I would still not completely understand.”

“How long do lianthe live?” Illera asked without thinking. “I am about five hundred, near as I can figure.”

“We live about twenty-five times as long as humans,” Nizel said. “So usually till around twenty-two hundred. I am four hundred eighty-seven. Lianthe reach the age of majority at five hundred.” She grinned, showing off perfect teeth again. “We are the same age, you and I.”

Illera laughed. She had, quite without noticing, relaxed back into her chair. “I have so many questions, I barely know where to start.”

“Ask as you will. There are some things I should not discuss with humans nearby—”  she looked over at Banof, Mel, and Teg “—not because there is anything wrong with humans, of course, but some things are private, yes? I also do not know everything, so you may find my knowledge lacking on some topics. Please forgive me if I cannot give you a full answer.”

“Of course.” Illera shifted a bit, trying to pick which question to ask first. “I’ve always wondered about my family. When Brahk found me, I was just a baby, so I don’t remember them. Is there any way to find out, even with me not knowing their names?”

Nizel smiled. “No need to worry, Illera. There are ways to discover such things. It is not uncommon for a lianthe to not know who her father is. So there is a circle which can be used to determine bloodlines.”

Illera frowned. “Why wouldn’t a person know who their father is? Is adultery very common?” she asked, unable to keep the note of disapproval out of her voice. It was one thing for same-sex couples to have children outside of marriage, but not for anyone else. She heard Mel snort, and thought perhaps that was just her country upbringing speaking. And maybe it was, but that didn’t mean cheating on one’s spouse was acceptable.

“Ah, lianthe do not marry. We live such a long time, sometimes as long as twenty-five hundred years. It is rare to be with the same person for such a long time. We care deeply for our partners even beyond a relationship, but we have no marriage as humans do.” Nizel reached out and patted Illera’s arm. “I am sorry if that troubles you, but that is our way. You must get used to it.” She smiled sweetly. “Later, if you wish, I can use the circle to determine your bloodlines. It is important to know. Hopefully, you will be purebred lianthe, as I am.” Her nose scrunched up, as if she smelled something distasteful. “There are some lianthe with diemthe blood.”

“I see,” Illera said, not sure how she was supposed to react to that. “Um, about that circle? Why can’t we do it now?”

Nizel blinked. “Ah, it is not merely a circle, and this is not an appropriate place for such things.” At Illera’s blank look, she said, “The circle requires a few drops of blood.”

Illera stiffened immediately in her seat, all sense of relaxation gone. Blood was a powerful thing. Just yesterday, she’d seen Lirson use blood against Banof and very nearly kill him with it.

Seeing her reaction, Nizel said, “The blood is destroyed during the circle, so it could not be used against you.” She clasped Illera’s hands between her own and leaned in very close. “Illera, I would rather kill myself than bring any harm to you. You must believe me.”

Illera caught her breath as she felt something well up inside her. “Thank you. I do,” she managed to say around the lump in her throat. She swallowed and smiled weakly back at Nizel, her eyes watery. She’d found her people at last, and they were wonderful and kind and powerful and as perfect as she’d imagined. They would never harm her.


 

 

 

 

 

 

3

Suspicions and Plans

 

The colors of the Travel Pattern fluttered away, and Riol was in Sonon. The heat of the desert hit him like a physical blow, but Riol didn’t allow himself to react. He didn’t look to see if Azeha or Velki had reacted either, trusting that they hadn’t.

The thirtieth’s encampment had been built directly into the side of a mountain. The walls were solid rock, sculpted and shaped by Elementalism. The walls of the Pattern Room were straight and smooth – it all looked as well formed as Daranvirmor, which should be impossible since Daranvirmor had been made with the aid of the karyon. Yeihel stood just beyond the Travel Pattern, flanked by two altered humans. Other soldiers and Elementalists filled the room, pointedly not looking at Riol, Velki, and Azeha.

“Welcome to Jorn,” Yeihel said in nuthe. “I trust you do not plan to stay for long.”

Riol frowned. Beside him, Azeha chuckled and slunk forward. He ignored the altered humans and wrapped an arm around Yeihel’s shoulders. “Are you not overjoyed to have us visit?” The altered humans glowered down at Azeha, looking like they wished they dared attack. “We make lovely house guests. Why, just think of all the fun we could have together.” He winked at Velki, who covered her giggle with a hand.

“I am not interested in fun,” Yeihel said, shaking off Azeha’s arm. “Nor should you be. You are here on an important mission. I already have an air barge ready to take you to Sorham.” He turned and left the Pattern Room. Azeha walked behind him, nearly stepping on his heels. The altered humans looked unhappier still. One walked behind Azeha, the other behind Riol and Velki.

“You have only fifty soldiers in Sorham,” Riol said. He’d seen the reports before leaving Daranvirmor. “You will need to send more. Have the thirty-second send troops, too.”

Yeihel stopped and whirled around, the black and gold coat he wore despite the heat billowing out as he turned. “You believe my rabet cannot take care of this mission without help?”

“The thirtieth and the thirty-second always work together.” Riol raised an eyebrow. The thirtieth and the thirty-second never worked together. “The twenty-first is coming to Sonon to help you coordinate.”

Azeha smiled and put his head on Yeihel’s shoulder. Yeihel stood very still. “That at lease must sound like fun. Just you, Forkom, and Mrenthet, together in the desert. Just think of it: three diemthe, rolling around together in the sand, completely naked.” He looked directly at Riol and Velki as he spoke, making it clear he didn’t really mean Yeihel, Forkom, and Mrenthet.

With a grunt, Yeihel shrugged Azeha off his shoulder. “Some of us have more important things to worry about than sex games.”

Velki stepped forward, her hands clasped together. “Forgive him, Yeihel. Azeha is only teasing. And forgive Riol too – he thinks only of duty. We know you are busy and would like us to leave as soon as possible. If you will gather together fifty more soldiers to send to Sorham, we will leave with them in the evening.” She smiled sweetly, tilting her head so the ribbon in her hair hung down against her neck.

Yeihel’s shoulders relaxed minutely, and he nearly smiled back at Velki. “The soldiers and support have gathered already. They are gathered in the parade ground. Come.” He turned and continued on down the corridor. Azeha still walked far too close to him, but he didn’t pester him beyond that.

“Thank you,” Riol murmured to Velki as they followed.

“Of course,” Velki said, that gentle smile still on her face. Riol could only manage smiles like that when alone with Azeha and Velki, but Velki wore such expressions as second nature. She was so sweet and kind, people naturally let their defenses down around her. Even when she killed a person and stood drenched in their blood, she still wouldn’t lose that soft look.

The corridors of the thirtieth’s encampment were dim and narrow. The soldiers they passed stared at them in shock for a moment before saluting – they’d probably never seen so many diemthe, let alone all at once. Yeihel seemed barely to notice as he stalked down the hallway, but Azeha waved and Velki smiled.

After a few turns the corridor ended in a large, inside parade ground that spanned two stories. Riol paused for a moment, looking down at the soldiers practicing. He’d seen humans fight many times, but he didn’t spend much time around altered humans. He’d expected the power and precision, but not how lightly they moved. He wouldn’t care to fight one, he thought as he watched.

Of course, Riol rarely liked fighting. Azeha enjoyed a good tussle and Velki never lost her smile, but Riol preferred to remain overlooked. He killed often enough, but not often in a fight. His victims didn’t usually see him coming.

The others had already headed down the staircase. One of the altered humans, a hulking brown male with preiginds tattooed on every visible bit of skin, lingered behind with Riol, scowling and shifting from one foot to another. “The commander is ahead,” the altered human finally said.

“I know,” Riol said. He turned from the parade ground and walked down the stairs, refusing to hurry. He’d seen enough of how altered humans fought. If he needed to, he could kill one. He doubted he would need to, but he wanted to be prepared. His success relied on him being prepared and patient, and he led because Velki didn’t prepare and Azeha had never heard of patience.

Large double doors stood at the far end of the parade ground. Six air barges sat before them, filled with supplies, equipment, and soldiers. The air barge in the center only had soldiers in the back, none on the driver’s bench. Azeha hopped up behind the steering stick, Velki climbing beside him with more dignity. Riol counted the soldiers to make sure there were fifty.

“You truly intend to sneak into Twin Sun River?” Yeihel asked before Riol could climb on.

Riol raised an eyebrow. “Yes.”

“You will be dead in days.” Yeihel glanced at him, Azeha, and Velki in turn. “The south is far more dangerous than you can imagine. The humans will find you and kill you.”

“Thank you for your concern.” Riol sat on Azeha’s other side. “We are not like you. The humans cannot kill what they cannot see. No one sees us unless we wish to be seen.”

Yeihel scowled. “Banof will kill you then. He is more powerful than each of you, and I hear he has lianthe allies.”

Azeha huffed softly and Velki smiled. “Power is not everything,” Riol said. “Now open the door.”

Turning, Yeihel motioned to a soldier standing beside the door. The human moved a crank, and the doors slowly creaked outward. Yeihel had almost looked offended, Riol thought. Most diemthe would, to hear that there was more to life than power.

Working together, Riol, Azeha, and Velki could overpower almost anyone – and Velki was only a little less powerful than Banof. Riol didn’t expect they’d need to work together. Banof wouldn’t even know they were there. No one ever did.

Azeha tapped the preigind beside the wheel, and the air barge rose into the air, floating slowly out the doors and into the harsh desert sunlight. The other air barges followed at a distance. Riol leaned back and breathed deeply, absorbing the heat. He liked being in new and interesting places. The Twin Sun Kingdoms would be the most interesting yet, and he was looking forward to it.

It was almost a shame he couldn’t stay for long, but it shouldn’t take more than a day or two to track down and kill Banof.

* * *

The door to Harolt’s study opened, distracting Illera from her conversation with Nizel. Nikilaus strode in, his bodyguard Drian at his heels, just like always, both still covered in dirt and dried blood, tears across their yellow and green shirts, showing off the preigind armor underneath. When he saw both Illera and Nizel, Nikilaus let out a loud breath. “You’re both here. Good.”

“Has something happened?” Illera asked, rising from the couch.

Nikilaus scowled. “Yes.” Illera’s face tightened, and he quickly added, “Not more fighting, not now. Most of the rabet soldiers have been killed, taken captive, or have escaped. No, this is… something different.”

He seemed disturbed, Illera thought. She still had trouble reading Nikilaus, despite their recent camaraderie. But he was acting like he’d just had a nightmare. “What is it?”

“Seeing would be easier than describing. Come with me.” Nizel stood up to come as well, but Presin moved in front of her. Nikilaus scowled. “Paserad is secure, Your Highness, and you need to see this more than anyone.”

Nizel nodded. “Please forgive Presin, Your Highness. He worries for me.” She touched Presin’s arm and said something softly in the nuthe language. Presin, after a few moments, nodded. Illera glanced briefly at Banof. She reminded herself to ask him later what Nizel had said.

Nikilaus left the study, his steps quick. Illera had to jog a bit to keep up with his longer legs. There were more soldiers outside the study who surrounded the group, and they exchanged wary looks with Nizel’s bodyguards, all of whom had apparently decided to come with Nizel. As they walked, Nikilaus said, “Of the two diemthe you and your friends killed, Illera, one of the bodies was destroyed in the fight.”

“Yes,” Illera said. Banof had burned Lirson’s body until mere ashes remained. She hadn’t gone into detail with Nikilaus about the battle and didn’t intend to.

“The other body was mostly intact, and I had planned on displaying it for the motivation of the troops.” Nikilaus glanced at her, slowing down a bit. “Does that bother you?”

Illera bit her lip. “I know they were our enemies, but that’s really not appropriate…” With the body intact, would Kazrun haunt Paserad? She’d been bad enough alive. Illera shuddered to think of the damage she could cause as a ghost.

“Diemthe are practically legendary,” Nikilaus said softly. “They’re creatures of nightmares. Parents tell their children that if they don’t behave, the diemthe will come in the night and do terrible things to them.” He paused and gave her a solemn look. “At least, parents in the rest of the Twin Sun Kingdoms. No one tells stories like that here in Paserad, because here, the diemthe are real.”

Illera shivered involuntarily. There were stories like that in Wallen, too. She herself had told such stories, at least up until thirty-five years ago, when Banof’s rabet had taken over Giram and the stories became too real for her, too.

“My men need to know that diemthe can be killed, have been killed. They are powerful and long-lived and frightening, but they are not invincible.” Nikilaus punched his palm. “And now this happens.” He strode out of the barracks and into the parade ground. Smoke from the funeral pyres still filled the air, blocking out the early morning sunlight and casting everything into a strange twilight. “That,” he said, pointing, “is where the body was.”

“Was?” Illera said. Then she saw.

A raised platform stood on the near side of the parade ground, where she assumed that Kazrun’s body had been. Now, there was nothing but a large pile of ash with a few scraps of black and gold cloth – the remnants of a rabet uniform. Banof made a faint sound, but when Illera turned his way, he was straight faced as usual.

“One moment, the body was there,” Nikilaus said, fists clenched at his sides. “I was going to have some of my people dissect it – imagine what we could learn! We had eleven iron knives stuck in it; there was no danger of a ghost. But then, without warning, it was just enveloped in a bright light, and now it’s gone! Two of my better Elementalists are off hiding under their beds now,” he finished, disgusted.

Nizel shivered and wrapped her arms around herself even though it wasn’t cold. “What colors were the light?” she asked.

Nikilaus turned to a soldier who was standing next to the parade ground. “Did you see it?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” the soldier said, fist pressed over his heart. “I saw red and orange and white, but that’s not possible, is it?”

Another soldier stepped forward and said, “I saw those colors too, and also indigo, sir. It was very bright.”

“Thank you,” Nikilaus said. He turned back to Nizel. “I’m no Elementalist, but I know the basics. No one circle can use four elements. Could this have been some joint attack? And did you sense anything?” He included Illera in that last question.

“I didn’t sense anything, but I wasn’t really paying attention,” Illera said. She also wasn’t very experienced yet. She’d done well enough at sensing Elementalism when practicing with Perry back in Giram City, but she’d not tried it since.

As to his first question, she knew it might have been a nuthe circle that destroyed Kazrun’s body, since nuthe circles used more than two elements. From the colors, it had apparently used Fire, Metal, Miel, and Light, although the order of Metal and Light might be reversed. But she only knew that because of Banof, so she couldn’t tell Nikilaus.

“I also sensed nothing,” Nizel said, shaking her head. “Did you?” she turned to her bodyguards. Two shook their heads while the others stood silently. Nizel sighed. “Other than very powerful Elementalism, it is hard to sense anything, unless one is concentrating or very close by. As for the circle itself, it could have been two or more human Elementalists working together, but more likely is was a diemthe. Like us lianthe, they use multiple elements in their circles and always include Miel.”

“Can you guess what circle was used by the elements and the effect?” Nikilaus waved a hand at Kazrun’s remains.

Nizel wrinkled her nose. “Unlikely. There are many circles that use those four elements, some of which have similar effects. Besides,” she added, her tone turning haughty, “I know lianthe Elementalism, not diemthe.” And she turned her back on Nikilaus and spoke quietly in nuthe with Presin and the lianthe who’d smiled at Illera earlier.

“Well, that’s usef—” Nikilaus started, then visibly restrained himself. “Please excuse me,” he said stiffly in Nizel’s direction, then whirled around and stalked back towards the barracks. Illera stood rooted to the spot for a moment. She ought to follow Nikilaus, anything else would seem strange. But her friends – or, more to the point, Banof – couldn’t just stand here without her, listening in on nuthe conversations they weren’t supposed to be able to understand. And she really wanted to know what Nizel and her friends were saying.

She ran a few steps to catch up with Nikilaus and grasped his arm. “Where are you going?” she asked.

Nikilaus sighed, but stopped. He was still close enough to where Nizel and her friends conversed that Banof could stand in between and not look too obvious. “I’m sorry, Illera, I’m just frustrated. I thought we were finally getting somewhere. I mean, look at all we’ve done together! We’ve taken North Paserad and killed two diemthe! We’ve been successful for the first time in one hundred years! We have a chance to free the entire south! We’ve even got more lianthe as allies.” He glanced towards Nizel, scowling. “Haunting lot of good they’ve been so far.”

“They only just got here. I’m sure they’re just being cautious. We were cautious around each other at first too,” she said. And they still weren’t being completely truthful. She bit her lip and thought of the many, many things she was still keeping secret from Nikilaus.

“I know, I know. But I’ve been getting reports. We’ve begun interrogating some of the rabet soldiers we took prisoner. Well, I say interrogate; most of them are happy to talk. It seems there was a third diemthe in Paserad, but we’ve not found any trace of him. He might have done that.” He gestured back towards Kazrun’s body. “Now that that’s done, he’s probably gone back to Daranvirmor. I was hoping it’d take longer before the diemthe empress found out about what happened here, but it seems I’ve used up my luck.”

He kept talking, but Illera had stopped listening. There had been a third diemthe at Paserad – Wirek, if she remembered right. According to Banof, he was far and away the most powerful of the three. There was no reason for him to flee the battle if he was that powerful.

Not unless he had something more important than the battle.

She trembled.

“I’m sorry, Nikilaus, but my friends and I really must go back to our rooms in the palace for a while. It’s very important,” she said quickly. He opened his mouth to protest or to question, but Illera didn’t give him the chance to say anything. “We will speak to you later. Come on.” She grabbed Mel and Banof and dragged them along with her, Teg following. Nizel, Presin, and the other lianthe finally looked up from their conversation, but Illera barely noticed.

Outside the barracks, there were a number of air carriages and Illera waved one down. “Pasenkeep,” she said, climbing in. The driver, after staring at her for a moment, nodded and the carriage rose into the air.

“Illera, what’s gotten into you?” Mel asked, staring at her.

She shook her head. “Not here. It’s not safe to talk.” She turned away from her friends and stared out the window, wrapping her arms around herself. Even though it was a warm day, she felt chilled. She was barely aware of the drive back to the palace. It seemed to go very quickly and at the same time take forever. When they arrived, she leapt from the air carriage without thanking the driver and headed for the blue room, the suite that Nikilaus had given them for their stay in Paserad. As soon as the door was closed behind them, she whirled around. “This is a safe place to talk, right?”

Her three friends shared a look. “Harl and Banof both warded it, and I put up some lianthe paper circles as well,” Teg said. “It should be one of the safest places in the world to talk.”

“We’ve already said all sorts of things here, and we haven’t been caught yet,” Mel added.

“Yes, right, I know,” Illera said. She sank down into a chair, trying to stop shivering. She’d talked about it before, back at the Elementalist Guild in Giram City. She’d felt safe there, where there hadn’t been any wards at all. Now, even here, she didn’t feel safe.

And Teg didn’t know yet. He hadn’t been there when she’d told the others in the Giram Liberation Party. “Right. Teg, I have the karyon.”

He blinked and sat down on one of the other chairs. “That… was sudden.”

Mel sat beside him. “Illera found out when Banof captured her. She told me and Perry and Mok and Harl and Samuil and Gared after we helped her escape. You weren’t there.”

“I meant to tell you earlier, but there never seemed to be a good time…” Illera rubbed her hands over her face and groaned. Her mind kept jumping from one thing to another. “But never mind that. Banof, I’ve just had a horrible thought.”

“Yes?” He leaned against the door, watching her closely.

She got up and paced the small room a few times before sitting back down, finally feeling like she’d composed her thoughts. The others watched her silently. “When I was in Giram City, Master Perry — he’s a master Elementalist who worked with the resistance — taught me some of the basics of Elementalism, including sensing when other people use circles. He said that circles, especially strong ones and ones that are close by, can be felt by others. Obviously, it’s not just humans that can do that, but nuthe too.”

Banof nodded. “Nizel may not have sensed anything when Kazrun’s body was destroyed, but I did. It was faint, but it was there.”

“Was it the third diemthe?” Mel asked. “What was his name?”

“Wirek. I cannot say who used the circle, but Wirek is likely.” Banof glanced at Illera. “And it is also likely that he has already returned to Daranvirmor.”

Illera shuddered. “Master Perry also told me stronger circles are easier to sense. When I use—” she looked around the room, even though they were the only ones there and this was probably the safest place in the world or at least in Paserad “—you know, the karyon. That it makes my circles stronger. Would that also make it easier to sense them?”

“It does,” Banof said. “The day my soldiers attacked you in your village I sensed very powerful Elementalism from the general direction of your village. I thought perhaps the karyon might be involved, from the description I received of your actions and the effect of the circle, although I did not truly believe it was the karyon. Also, I had never sensed it before and had nothing to compare it to.” He paused. “Wirek was involved in the War of Ascension five hundred years ago. He has encountered it before and knows what it feels like. You used it during your fight with Kazrun.”

Illera brought up a trembling hand, grasping the karyon where it hung beneath her jacket and shirt. “Was he close enough to know?” she asked, voice shaking.

“Not for certain. It is difficult to know without doubt. But he will have suspicions.” He cocked his head to the side. “That is more than enough for him to report it to the empress. And she will be very interested.”

Illera swore, using some of the more colorful terms she’d learned from Mel, who also started to swear. She only stopped when she started to repeat herself — Mel hadn’t started repeating yet, and Illera made a mental note of her expressions. “And she will want it.”

“Indeed,” Banof said dryly. “If need be, she will turn the full power of the diemthe military towards getting it. But not yet. I do not think she will risk open war for a possibility. Before that, she will attempt to ascertain if it has been found and used.”

“How?” Illera’s fingers tightened around the karyon.

“That, I cannot say. Mitek is unpredictable at the best of times. She would not trust human spies to come looking for information, not about something as important as this.”

“That disguise circle of yours, Jarenir Mitherek? Are you sure you’re the only one who knows it?” Illera asked. Well, she knew it now too, but that didn’t matter.

“Again, I cannot be completely certain, but only members of my family should know. And my family would not help the empress in any endeavor.”

“Could they be forced to help?” Illera asked. The diemthe empress had a terrifying reputation, and everything she’d heard from Banof made her sound even worse than the rumors made her out to be. Illera had no doubt the empress was willing to abuse her own people to get the karyon.

“No,” Banof said without hesitation.

Illera opened her mouth to argue with him then bit her lip. Banof clearly didn’t want to talk about his family with her, and she shouldn’t push him. From everything she’d heard, the empress didn’t need a disguise circle from one diemthe family. “You said she can read minds.”

Banof was silent for a moment. “Not exactly. I do not know precisely from where or whom she gets some of her information, but there are many, many things she knows. Including things that people would never speak of to anyone, not even loved ones. It seems, at times, as if she can tell what one is thinking, but whether she actually can, I do not know, though I have theories. I do know her knowledge is more certain the closer one is. There are limited defenses one can offer, which I have to believe helped some. One reason I wished to be stationed in the south was to be as far away from her and her mysterious power as possible, so I could plan in peace.” He offered a faint, rueful smile. “Whether being in the south has proved useful has yet to be seen.”
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