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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.

“Do you really think we’ll find anything here?”

Chirim turned to see the air barge land on the ground. His three companions were solemn as they looked around, perhaps appreciating for the first time how lucky they were to have missed the battle. It was Frant who had spoken. “We have to look,” Chirim said.

The Twin Sunners clearly weren’t happy about that, but they didn’t complain as they climbed down from the air barge. Rindsey handed around shovels, and the four of them split up. The humans hugged the edge of the crater, searching for remnants that had been flung wide. Chirim ventured into the crater itself. Someone had to check this area, and he couldn’t in good conscience order one of the others to do it.

The ground wasn’t smooth. It stuck up at odd angles, bits of the mountainside sticking up through the top layer of dirt and soil. Chirim walked the area once with his shovel hung over his shoulder, looking for anything visible. He stayed far from the edge. There was a slight dip in the ground there, then nothing. After all the damage, he guessed the ground there wasn’t stable. He didn’t care to find out for sure.

His cursory exploration turned up a few things. He found scraps of clothing – Twin Sun uniforms, from the colors – bits of bone, a scorched and twisted knife. He shuddered as he crouched down beside what looked like the remains of a scalp. Dark, curly hair clumped together, mangled with blood.

Chirim pulled out his knife and dragged it through the hair. He spoke softly in nuthe. “May this metal free you from your violent death. Leave this world, and go to be with God.” A gust of wind howled past, ripping at his hair and clothes. Chirim didn’t flinch as he dug the knife deeper. “Be at peace.”

With a flick of his wrist, he cut the clump of hair into two. The wind died down as quickly as it had come. Chirim prayed that the dead from this place could move on. They had been his comrades. They deserved to be with God in death.

Standing, he continued along. He found other bodily remains. The hair, skin, and organs he pierced with his knife. The bones he tapped eleven times, once for each element. A human priest would be better for this. If he recalled his lessons correctly, Metal Priests specialized in soothing the souls of dead soldiers, as they also tended to the troubles of living soldiers. He was a poor substitute, but he hoped he would be enough. Metal Priests searched the main battle ground, far below, but none ventured up this way. Perhaps some would tend this area later.

At last, he finished his first survey of the crater. Though he found many things that made his chest ache, he didn’t find what he’d come here to look for. With a sigh, he started moving dirt aside with his shovel. He would find more on the side further from Daranvirmor, he thought. Based on the way everything was scattered about, the explosions had pushed this area away from the palace. He skirted the far edge of the crater, pushing aside dirt and bits of rock.

Every time he found a small piece of rock, he paused to examine it. Most came from the mountain itself, though one proved to be melted iron, probably from a weapon. Finally, when he had begun to think this venture would be fruitless, he found a smooth piece of stone, painted green. He knelt and ran his fingers over it, inspecting it closely.

It was resonite. Chirim grinned. Some of the Travel Pattern here had survived. He slipped the rock into his pocket and dug through the surrounding area. Soon he found more. To his surprise, some of the pieces hadn’t been broken or chipped. Others were barely more than dust.

Anything larger than his thumbnail he took. Resonite was the rarest stone in the world, far more valuable than gold or diamonds. The mines in Fillam had been emptied. Olizen said there might be more veins of resonite, deeper in the mountains, but if so they hadn’t been discovered yet. The resonite they had might be all they could ever mine. They couldn’t afford to lose any of it.

When he had all he could find piled into the back of the air barge, he smiled. At least two-thirds of the Travel Pattern had survived, by his estimate. The resonite would have to be re-cut and re-painted before it could be used again, but that took little time or effort.

His companions had found a handful more pieces than he had. They dug up a number of weapons too, intact. Mostly they found more body parts. Chirim finished his excavation in time to see them dump the last arm onto a pile on the top of a rocky rise. He stood by silently as Natthew upended a water skin over the pile. Frant pulled out a preigind which set fire to the pile.

Sweet smoke rose into the clear sky as the bodies burned. Chirim turned his head to try and avoid the worst of the smell. There was no avoiding it though, and no mistaking it for anything but what it was. The fire burned fast and bright, eating up the pieces of flesh. The humans had brought a special preigind that was designed for this purpose. Or so Natthew explained on the trip here.

When only ash remained, Rindsey used an Air preigind. A breeze picked up, scattering the ashes into the distance, away from Daranvirmor. Not everything blew away. Some ashes remained, mixed with the wood at the bottom of the pile, and the bones, which were now twisted.

They scooped dirt over the pile, burying what little remained. No one spoke. A priest should be here, Chirim thought again. A Metal Priest or an Earth Priest. All the human priests were too busy below. The dead numbered far greater in the valley before Daranvirmor. Those souls needed tending before these did. Later, Chirim hoped, priests would visit this place too.

“Do you think they’ll find peace?” Natthew asked as he put his shovel down.

“The priests will be here soon,” said Rindsey. “Any hauntings will wait. Takes more than a few days to slip into oblivion.”

Frant turned to Chirim. “Do you think they’ll move on?”

“I am sure they will.” He was sure of nothing of the sort. There was so much he didn’t know about humans. He thought he had. Only now did he understand how many differences there were.

After the battle, he wasn’t even sure what he knew about his own beliefs. Did nuthe move on to live with God? So many lianthe had fallen in the battle, people he’d been friends with for centuries. What if their souls wandered the mountains for hundreds of years, diminishing all the time until nothing of them remained? What if no amount of praying and cutting with Metal and words of peace could save them?

What if nothing could save them?

To disguise his shiver, Chirim carried the shovels back to the air barge. His companions lingered for a few minutes, watching as the hot dirt slowly cooled over the last embers. 

On the trip back down the mountain, Chirim sat in the air barge. Coming up, he’d wanted to feel the earth beneath his feet, have some distance from his associates. He had been part of the battle and they’d hadn’t. He was lianthe and they were human. All these things made it easier to walk up ahead of the air barge, his excuse being that he wanted to see the lay of the land and look for any dangerous areas.

Now, he didn’t feel so different from his companions. They had seen the horrors left behind after the battle, felt the despair of the lost souls, wondered whether there was such a thing as salvation. In all these things, they were alike.

Now he thought there was more tying them together than keeping them apart.

He felt that way around Olizen too, and Banof and Azeha. Maybe there was no one in the entire world who was that different. In the end, they all loved the same and died the same.

He’d had enough of death for a while. He wanted love instead.

It took around two hours to reach the valley. Chirim tried not to look often at Daranvirmor. It was the home of his enemies, but the sight of it reduced to rubble still made him want to cry. Like Rildivmor, Daranvirmor had been built with the karyon. Of all places, those two palaces should have endured. Neither had.

However hard nuthe tried to build things that lasted, their efforts eventually turned to dust, just as did everything built by humans. Another way they were alike.

On the way to the Travel Pattern in the valley, they stopped beside two priests. “You will have to pray over the mountain-top too,” Chirim said, pointing.

The human priests looked that way. The man was a Metal Priest, the woman an Earth Priest. “We’ll head that way tomorrow,” the man promised. He sighed as he looked around. “There are so many here. So many buried under the rubble. What can we do for them?”

Chirim got off the air barge, his companions flying it to the Travel Pattern, where they could then take the resonite back to the south. He planned to stay here longer.

“It doesn’t matter that their bodies cannot burn,” the Earth Priest said. “That is symbolic only. It helps for those inclined to lingering, but the Earth spirit grants peace to all who wish it. We will pray over them, and they will move on. Do not be afraid.”

The Metal Priest bowed his head and thrust a steel point into the ground. It looked like a very narrow sword, pointed only at the end. The wind blew fiercely when it lanced into the ground. “Depart this place,” he said, looking down. When he glanced at the strewn stones that had once been Daranvirmor, he sighed. “Perhaps they will move on, but many of the dead are altered humans and diemthe. Surely, they are more stubborn than southerners. They will need coaxing. We should burn the rocks.”

“Will they burn?” The Earth Priest squinted at the ruins.

“With enough Elementalism, they will.”

The Earth Priest raised an eyebrow. “And will the lianthe let us burn Daranvirmor?” She directed the question as much to Chirim as she did her companion. 

They didn’t even consider not performing their rites for the dead diemthe. “This is not how we treat our dead,” Chirim said, nodding to one of the nearby pyres. “But I think it would not hurt to burn Daranvirmor.” The diemthe worshiped the Sun spirit. It was a foul worship, but it was theirs. Surely, they would want to be burnt. He would find a diemthe to ask.

The dead diemthe might not care, but the living might be equally offended by both human and lianthe funerals. They could still make peace with the remaining diemthe. Chirim believed that. He had believed it before the battle. Seeing the aftermath, he believed it stronger still. He knew now that there was no great difference between the various people. If he could just find a way to share that revelation with the rest of the world, perhaps all the fighting would end.


 

 

 

 

3

Small Lives

 

“How many fingers am I holding up?” Mel raised three.

Teg stared at her, but his eyes didn’t seem to focus. The pupils looked too wide. He finally shook his head. “I can’t even see your hand.”

Mel folded in her hands together in her lap. If they shook, no one would be able to tell, not even her. “Well, that was only one healing circle. I’m sure you’ll be better soon.” She tried to force confidence into her voice. At least no one else was nearby other than Teg. It was the first time since the battle that she’d had him to herself. How often would she have time alone with him? He was the emperor – everyone wanted a piece of his time. She could spend every day at his side and never talk.

Her breath caught at that, and her heart rate accelerated. She needed Teg, needed him to continue to be her father, needed him to be near her. Her chest ached as she gasped. It became hard to breathe. She shut her eyes. In the darkness, she could feel rock walls closing in on her, could feel each breath more painful and less filling than the last. She was suffocating, just like she had when trapped in the crevasse. 

“Breathe.” A hand clapped down on her shoulder. Teg spoke the order, calm but firm.

Mel obeyed. She rarely listened to anyone, and obeyed even less frequently. She had to listen to Teg. He rarely told her to do anything. When he did, she knew by instinct to listen.

She opened her eyes as she took slow, deep breaths. The darkness slipped away, along with the walls pressing down on her. She could breathe now. Her heart slowed. She’d panicked. Mel ducked her head, as if by looking away she could hide her shame. All her life, she prided herself on her bravery. She never backed down from a fight, even when she ought to. She never hesitated, never looked back.

Until now, she’d never been seriously injured, never been close to death.

“Better?” Teg’s voice was gentle, free of reprimand. He gazed past her. If anyone had the right to panic, it was him. He couldn’t see.

Mel wiped a hand across her face. There were tears there – she pretended they didn’t exist. “I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“I’ll always worry about you.”

Before she could answer, Mel heard footsteps coming their direction. She grabbed a knife hidden beneath her jacket though she didn’t draw it. They were safe here. Mel knew that in her head. With Teg weak and her mind playing tricks on her, it felt safer to have a weapon in hand.

Two men in Twin Sun Plain uniforms appeared in the doorway. Mel tightened her grip on the knife, her heart speeding up again. The men frowned at her but stepped aside for Nithanael. The new king strode inside the small room, not once looking at Mel.

With a soft huff, Mel let go of her knife and sat back. For a few short minutes, she’d had Teg to herself. She knew it wouldn’t last for long. “It’s Nithanael,” she whispered, quiet enough that only Teg could hear.

“How can I help you, Your Majesty?” Teg asked. He looked calm – far calmer than Mel could be in his place. If she couldn’t see, she thought she’d go mad. She wouldn’t let anyone near her, certainly – well, except for the handful of people she trusted. She didn’t think Teg trusted Nithanael. He couldn’t – they barely knew him.

Nithanael sat down on a chair. They were in a small office – it had probably belonged to a minor officer while the thirty-second camped here. A stack of papers sat on the edge of the narrow desk. Numbers and reports from before they left for Daranvirmor. It was too soon after the battle for detailed reports. When they came, Mel supposed she would have to read them. Teg couldn’t.

“Empress Mitek is dead?” Nithanael asked.

Teg nodded. “Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Illera sliced her head off. Her body is now buried under Daranvirmor. There is no need to fear her any longer.”

“Good.” Nithanael’s shoulders slumped, and he sat back in the chair. “No, not good. Amazing. We’ve won, haven’t we? We won the war!” He shouted the last part.

“We won a battle, Your Majesty. I’d like to think that battle won us the war too, but I can’t believe it yet.” Teg shook his head. “Many diemthe still live, and many of them are powerful. Some of them might want revenge. We didn’t defeat all the rabets, either. The altered humans were at Daranvirmor in force, but I saw no regular humans. They must still be in Komein.”

Nithanael waved a hand. “Those are humans. We can kill humans. A few diemthe don’t matter. If they come after us, you can blast them to pieces. No one can match you in power now.”

“He can’t—” Mel bit her lip before she could say more.

“Can’t what?” For the first time, Nithanael looked at her.

She shifted in her chair. “Nothing.” Had Nithanael not noticed that Teg couldn’t see? Or maybe he thought it was a temporary thing. Mel hoped it was temporary too. She’d been here when Wenos inspected Teg. She didn’t know Illera’s cousin well, but she didn’t need to. Wenos hadn’t tried to hide her worries or doubts. Her voice had been confident enough, when she told Teg she would come by again the next day and to rest as much as he could till then. Her face was another matter entirely. Perhaps most significant, she hadn’t tried to bandage Teg’s eyes.

There were no cuts or injuries around his eyes, no burns or anything else. If Mel hadn’t looked close, she might think he didn’t have a problem. But she had looked close, and she had seen that Wenos didn’t believe her own words of comfort.

Once, not long ago, Mel had confidence. She believed she could do anything. She believed that Teg had little power but could contrive his way past any obstacle. In her youth, he’d been unstoppable, even without Elementalism.

She was an adult now, and she knew better. Legally, she’d been an adult almost two years. This was the first time she felt like one, the first time she understood mortality and suffering. Other people died, sometimes people Mel liked. It had never come close before, not ‘til now. Things were different this time. Teg wasn’t fine. Maybe he would never recover his sight. And maybe Mel would always panic when she couldn’t draw easy breaths. 

“I heard there were captured diemthe,” Nithanael said. He might have said more before that, but Mel missed it.

Teg frowned and tilted his head to the side. “I don’t think so. I can’t remember hearing that. Some diemthe escaped, probably to the west, but no diemthe were involved in the fight outside Daranvirmor.”

Nithanael leaned forwards. “I’m not talking about that – I know the diemthe hid away like the cowards they are. I mean the diemthe you brought back with you from Daranvirmor.”

“What, Banof?” Mel blurted. “He’s a friend.”

“I know about him.” Nithanael wrinkled his nose. “There was another diemthe, who was unconscious.”

When Teg didn’t answer right away, Mel realized he didn’t know what Nithanael meant. He’d been pretty out of it when he returned from Daranvirmor – or so Veiyond said when he’d been here earlier. Mel didn’t know, because she hadn’t seen it. Teg, of course, hadn’t seen anything. “I’m not sure what you mean, Your Majesty, but there are no captive diemthe here. We brought none back.”

Nithanael sat back with a frown. He perked up almost immediately. “Well, no matter. Diemthe were captured after the Travel Pattern attacks. Nikilaus has them tucked away somewhere in Paserad, I think. We can use them.”

“Use them?” Teg spoke softly. “What are you planning?”

“As you said, there are still many diemthe out there, and altered humans and other rabets. We destroyed Daranvirmor and killed the empress, but the war isn’t over. The war took so much from us. My family—” Nithanael clenched his hands into fists. “I want this war over as soon as possible. We’ve already won. The diemthe need to realize that. Now, we have leverage.”

Mel bit her lip as she finally realized what he meant. Maybe… maybe he only wanted to trade the captive diemthe. Looking at him, she didn’t think he meant that. “You can’t—” She cut when Teg touched her arm.

“We must be cautious at this time, Your Majesty. Yes, the diemthe took heavy losses. As you said, so did we. We are in no position to make demands. We should regroup first, take time to recover and rest.”

Nithanael looked at his bodyguards as if they might have answers. The men didn’t look back but continued to watch for danger. They watched her, Mel realized, but not Teg. That was foolish. However dangerous she was, Teg was by far the greater threat. Unless they knew he couldn’t see at the moment. Or perhaps they didn’t know he was blind and were afraid of insulting him.

A headache threatened. Once, Mel thought she understood politics. Maybe not intrigue and the dance of power – Mok liked using fancy terms – but she understood veiled threats. For a year, she accompanied Alizabeth to Jethan Castle in Giram City. Sometimes they went for audience sessions, sometimes to debate during the open forum, sometimes to discuss matters with other ministers. It wasn’t always Mel at Alizabeth’s side – Gared guarded her more often, since he looked scarier and that was half a bodyguard’s job. When Alizabeth didn’t want people to be wary, which was often enough, she took Mel.

Politicians weren’t like the street toughs Mel grew up with. Thieves and gang members were far more honest. If you were no threat to them, they ignored you. If you were too strong for them, they avoided you. And if you had equal power to them, that was when fights broke out. It wasn’t pretty, but it was simple.

Ministers smiled and pretended at friendship while plotting all sorts of nasty surprises. Standing and alliances changed constantly. Today’s ally would be tomorrow’s foe. Mel learned to read hidden threats, to see plans in a bland smile.

She had it easy then. Giram politics rarely turned bloody – not unless the rabet got involved. Most of the other ministers agreed with the Liberation Party, though most wouldn’t say so openly. Oh, if it meant losing something they wanted, other ministers would immediately withdraw their support. That meant the Gilp lost influence, but everyone survived.

This level of politics was different. People wouldn’t just think of ways to undercut influence. They would think about injury and death. Mel had a small taste of this before, first working with Nikilaus and then trying to help Illera get named as heir. Nikilaus was focused entirely on the war – his country and family stood behind him. His enemies were everyone else. Illera had been more complicated – especially as Mel still couldn’t figure out why anyone would want Nizel as the next empress. Lianthe were so complicated that Mel hadn’t understood most of that competition – and since Illera had been in Sonon while Mel was in Giram, she missed most of it. Even at its nastiest, Nizel never threatened Illera. Mel hadn’t trusted that the lianthe would ever accept Illera, but she was sure they would never hurt her.

Keeping first Banof, then Azeha and Riol hidden had seemed the most difficult thing she could imagine. Spying wasn’t part of Giram politics, save for wondering who might be in the pay of the rabet. By the time Mel left for Giram City, she’d lost track of who knew what and who could be trusted to know what.

Dealing with princes and so-called princesses had been hard enough, especially while drowning in secrets. Now Mel dealt with kings and queens and empires. She knew some, but she needed to learn more. Unless Teg’s eyes could be healed – and Mel doubted that was possible – he would need help. She wouldn’t be any help if she didn’t understand.

She would learn. She wasn’t one to spend hours with her nose in a book like Illera, but she wasn’t dumb. Anyway, politics was more about people than knowledge, and Mel had a good record when it came to people. She disliked Nizel from the first. She’d disliked other people who went on to become allies, but she ignored that detail now. Teg trusted people too easily. She needed to be the suspicious one.

“How many diemthe survived, do you know?” Nithanael asked. “And how many rabets?”

Teg shook his head. “Daranvirmor fell. It’s impossible to say how many were buried under the rubble. A few hundred diemthe, I’d guess. As for rabet soldiers, there were mostly altered humans at Daranvirmor, and only a few were taken captive. I saw no human rabet soldiers. I would guess most of those survived.”

Nithanael’s face twisted. “Then we’re still outnumbered. Nikilaus said there are twenty thousand rabet soldiers in the north. Some of those were altered humans, but most aren’t!” He slammed a fist against his thigh. “We can’t wait to regroup. We have to strike now, while the rabets are still weak!” He made to stand.

“No.” Teg’s voice stopped him. Nithanael slumped back into his seat, shoulders hunched. Teg had used his scary tone – even Mel winced. “There will be no mass executions of captives, Your Majesty. That won’t help anything. The rabets are not as strong as you think. They lost at least half their numbers to desertion. The reserve troops were hit worst of all. They will not attack us in the next few days. We have time to gather ourselves.”

Nithanael nodded. “As you say, Your Majesty.” He looked resentful and he stood, placed a fist over his heart, and stormed out. When the door shut behind his last bodyguard, Teg slumped back.

“And I thought Nikilaus was an ass,” Mel said. Her heart wasn’t in it – she was too busy checking on Teg.

He rubbed his forehead. “Be gentle with him. He’s new at being a king, and most of his family was killed just a few days ago. He’s still hurting.”

Mel turned her scowl to the ground. Teg seemed fine – tired, but fine. “Doesn’t give him the right to slaughter captives.”

“Most kings, you’ll find, think they have the right to do whatever they please. For the most part, they’re correct. That was why the empire first came into existence: to keep rulers in check and friendly with their neighbors.”

“Doesn’t do a very good job of that, does it?”

Teg sighed. “It did better once. During my father’s reign, everything fell apart. I like to think he did a good job even still, but sometimes I wonder. He never tried negotiating with the diemthe. Not really. By the time I became emperor, the world had been at war for over a thousand years.”

Mel had been an impatient student. Mostly she went to school because of the free lunch provided. Her school didn’t spend much time on imperial history, preferring to discuss Giramite and southern history instead. What was the point of learning about the ancient lianthe emperors and empresses? They disappeared around the time of Giram’s founding.

Over a thousand years of war. She couldn’t imagine it. For the first time, she could appreciate why the northerners were so ready to flee their homes. “How do we stop it? Daranvirmor is gone, but there are still two armies. People are still angry.”

“I don’t know. I want to make peace, but will the diemthe agree? Who’s even in charge, with Mitek gone?” Teg shook his head. “Just a few days ago, I hoped peace might be easy. It started with Banof. He was so eager to try something new, so passionate about saving his people. Meeting his friends and family made me more confident. Until Banof, I had no idea how many diemthe were unhappy with Mitek.”

“What changed your mind? Banof still wants to change the diemthe – I’m sure he does. So do our other diemthe allies. And we have lots of diemthe allies.”

“The battle at Daranvirmor happened. How many diemthe do you think were killed, Mel? It must be hundreds. And not just soldiers, but civilians. They hate us for that, as much as Nithanael hates them for the attack on Landwater. And they’ll want revenge just as badly. As long as they hate us and we hate them, we’ll be at war.”

Mel still remembered how Nikilaus looked when he returned from Landwater, when he learned that most of his family had been killed. It wouldn’t have surprised her if he started ripping diemthe apart bare handed. That was how angry he’d been – and how lost. The diemthe felt the same way now.

“How do we stop the hate?” As she asked the question, it occurred to her that she didn’t hate diemthe anymore. Once, not that long enough, she’d have been as ready for blood as Nithanael. At some point, without her noticing, things had changed. Banof started it, being all helpful and trustworthy and friendly. It got worse as she met more decent diemthe: Azeha, Riol, Mrenthet. There were just as many she would happily kill, cruel diemthe who only wanted to hurt people.

In the end, it seemed diemthe weren’t that different from humans.

“We stop Nithanael from doing anything rash, for a start. Those diemthe are held prisoner in Pasenkeep, I think, or maybe elsewhere in Paserad. There are rabet soldiers there too. I think they’d all be safer elsewhere. The thirty-third encampment got expanded. That’s as safe a place as any.”

Mel hopped to her feet. “You want me to move them now?” When he nodded, she moved towards the door. She stopped just before it. Turning slowly back around, she said, “Umm… how do I get them out?”

Teg raised an eyebrow. “A Travel Pattern.”

“No, I meant—” She waved her hands. “I can’t just tell the guards to let them go. They’ll ignore me.”

A faint smile flickered across Teg’s face – the first since Daranvirmor. “I think they’ll listen if you phrase it right. You’re an imperial princess, you know. Start acting like one.”

Her back hit the door hard. Her thighs trembled and threatened to dump her on the ground. Somehow, she managed to lock her knees. “What? Are you haunting kidding me? I’m no gray princess! I’m not even lianthe!”

His smile turned grim. “You’re my daughter, which makes you a princess. That you’re adopted doesn’t matter for this. Why do you think the other lianthe started being so polite to you after you brought me back from Rildivmor? Have one of the lianthe accompany you to Paserad and give orders out like you mean them.”

“Hey, I could be bossy. I could be worse than Nizel.” Mel didn’t move from her stance against the door. Imperial princess. She’d joked about it but thought it nothing more than a joke. Teg was serious. “A lot of the guards at Paserad know me. They won’t believe me.”

“They know you, yes, and they know me. And I’m sure they’ve heard the news about me. That’s why you take a lianthe with you. The guards will listen. If not, find Nikilaus or Katlen or someone else to back you up.”

He made it sound so simple. Mel snarked and yelled and made a nuisance of herself, but she’d never given orders. She wasn’t sure it was in her. But the prisoners weren’t safe in Paserad. They needed to be moved as soon as possible, and Teg wanted her to do it.

She pushed away from the door. “Sure. Yes, I can do that. Don’t worry, I’ll get them out, and I’ll be back before dark. So don’t go anywhere and don’t you dare get hurt again!” She slammed the door closed behind her.

She marched out of the barracks, heading towards the Travel Patterns. It was early morning, the eastern sky barely light. She hadn’t realized that she had been with Teg all night. It felt shorter. She wondered briefly why Nithanael had visited at such an early hour – maybe he was having trouble sleeping. Only a few guards patrolled the encampment. No one else was awake.

The first lianthe she saw stood talking with two Twin Sun soldiers and one Sononan soldier near the Travel Pattern. A male, with a narrow nose and chin and his long white hair pulled into a tight braid. Mel didn’t recognize him, but she knew only a handful of the lianthe. “I’m going to Paserad,” she said, interrupting the conversation. “I need you to come with me.”

For a moment, the lianthe stared at her. Perhaps she had seen him before. While Teg had lain unconscious in the red room, lots of lianthe had wandered in and out. Mel had paid them little attention at the time – she’d had more important things to worry about. She thought she’d seen this lianthe a few times during those days. “Of course. Thank you for your assistance,” he told the soldiers, then motioned for Mel to precede him. “Is it a bodyguard you require?”

“Not exactly.” Two Elementalists and twenty soldiers stood watch over the Travel Patterns. Canvas tents stood over the resonite, keeping the Patterns shaded. The Elementalists and soldiers on duty clustered under the tents even though it was too early for the worst of the heat. “Teg asked me to transport some prisoners. He thinks the Twin Sunners won’t listen to me, but they’ll listen to you and you’ll listen to me.” She gave him a stink eye.

The lianthe kept his hands folded loosely before him. “I will endeavor to do all that you ask of me. All lianthe are bound to obey you.”

A tension in her shoulders melted away. Teg was right. She shouldn’t doubt him – he was usually right – but the idea of lianthe listening to her was too preposterous. It was still preposterous, perhaps more so for being true. “Right. Great. Hey, do you know the Travel Pattern for Banof’s rabet? The thirty third?” He shook his head. “Haunt it. Right. Wait here, I’ll be back soon.”

The rabets should be on the eastern side of the encampment, with a separation between them and everyone else. When she got to the eastern side, Mel saw with surprise that the gap separating the rabet troops was gone. Their tents stood beside Twin Sun tents. Perhaps she shouldn’t be surprised. They’d fought together now, and died together. That had a way of making past differences seem less important. She knew that better than most.

Even though they were friendly now, the rabet soldiers had their own guards standing watch. Those guards glanced just as often at the rest of the encampment as they did towards the desert. They might get along now, but trust still wasn’t easy. None of the guards stopped Mel from entering their part of the encampment.

Weaving through tents and campfires, she found a diemthe near the center. “Vereim!” The name came out as a shout when she spotted him. He sat with his legs splayed before him, his back resting against a tent pole. Smoke trailed from the pipe in his hand.

Other people in the area looked up and stared – a few poked their heads out of their tents, stirred into action by her shout. Mel ignored them all as she marched up to Vereim. “I see you survived.” She stood over him, her shadow lying atop him.

To her annoyance, Vereim didn’t look up. “Why are you so upset? I helped your fight, did I not? I could have been killed, fight those altered humans.”

“But you weren’t killed.” They’d lost a lot of good people in the battle. It figured that this lazy diemthe, whom no one here would mourn, survived. “You don’t even look injured.”

Vereim sniffed. “I know how to protect myself.”

Had he helped at all? Mel wasn’t sure. He’d used at least one or two circles after she dragged him over to help defend the Travel Patterns. She didn’t know how long he stayed there – or if he stayed at all. She’d been too busy keeping herself alive to notice what he was doing.

While she fought her way past altered humans and broke resonite, at least two Travel Patterns had exploded. Maybe Vereim had been helpful. That didn’t matter now – that wasn’t why Mel had come here. “Do you know the Travel Pattern for the thirty-third? I need it. I don’t have my copy.”

“I think I have a copy.” He put down his pipe to rummage in his pockets. At last he produced a sheaf of papers. “Here.” He handed her one.

Mel glanced at it for a moment. It looked like the thirty-third’s Travel Pattern. She was no Elementalist who could memorize a dozen or more Patterns, but she’d been at the thirty-third encampment often enough that it seemed familiar. “Thanks.” She marched back the way she’d come before Vereim could annoy her further. Maybe he had helped in the fight, but she still didn’t like him.

By the time she returned to the Travel Patterns, the sun burned above the horizon. Waves of heat already emanated from out in the desert, so bad that Mel already wanted to take off her coat. Activity returned to the camp, though not nearly as many people moved around as Mel thought should. So many were injured – the barracks were filled with them. A good many soldiers were helping the healers inside the barracks, tending to their comrades and offering what comfort they could.

The lianthe waited for Mel. He didn’t look like he’d moved a centimeter – he even still had his hands folded together. Mel shook her head. Lianthe were weird. “So, what’s your name?” she asked as they stepped out onto the closest Travel Pattern.

“I am called Resol.” He spread his arms out wide.

“What, that’s it?”

“My name is Resolsandanfemlind Beshanfeir. I fought alongside your friend Illera in Sonon.”

Mel refused to blink. She was used to nonsense nuthe names – which didn’t mean she could remember them. It occurred to her that she didn’t know Teg’s name. The short version was Tergrath and his family was Rilvangar, but she didn’t know his full name. “Right. I’m Mel Zikson.”

“I know who you are.”

That made her want to twitch too. She didn’t think she liked the idea of strangers knowing her. “Fine. Let’s go. Paserad,” she said to the nearest Elementalist. The colors of the Travel Pattern swirled and settled into a new design. Mel recognized the Paserad Travel Pattern room – she’d been in it enough times.

Air carriages stood outside the Elementalist Guild. Mel ignored them all and walked to the palace. The thought of being stuck inside a small wooden box, even if for only a few minutes, made her chest ache. If that upset Resol, he gave no indication. He followed a step behind her, silent and solemn.

Huge swaths of devastation covered the city. It seemed that every time Mel left Paserad, she came back to find it in a worse state. Whole buildings had been turned to rubble. Charred timbers and stones thrust into the sky from some of the remains.

Mel had been in Paserad after the invisible air ships attacked, but she’d spent little of that time outside. She’d been so upset over Teg’s injuries that she barely noticed anything else, even when she ventured out to visit the temple complex. That had been days ago. The locals toiled, clearing away the damage. Even with them hard at work, the city still showed how it had suffered. The skyline looked different, especially to the north. Large sections of the wall were gone.

With some of the wall gone, sections of the city for the first time were no longer cast in shadow. Part of Mel hoped that the Twin Sunners didn’t build a new wall. The city was nicer without it. Anyway, the thirty-first rabet was long gone. The entire southern continent lay under their control. There was no need for a wall anymore. Better to spend time building new homes and stores and other buildings.

The palace showed less damage than some of the buildings. From what Mel could tell, it looked like the air ships had passed east of the palace. The route they’d taken was obvious from the trail of destruction. The air ships must have aimed at Pasenkeep a few times. One of the towers was gone, the roof on the western side had lost eight of its nine pyramidal tiers, and all the plants in the area were gone.

Her nerves returned with a vengeance as she approached the palace doors. What if nobody listened to her? What if Resol was useless – entirely possible, from what she’d seen so far. She wasn’t anyone important, not really. The guards might not even let her inside the palace. Her breathing sped up. It felt again like hard walls pressed down on her from every side. Mel clenched her fists and forced herself to take deep, slow breaths. 

One of the guards she recognized. The relief was so great that she sighed loudly. “Ryon, hi,” she called out. She’d met the young man shortly before the battle with the thirty-first rabet. That had been less than a month ago, but it felt like years. “I need to see the captives from the thirty-first rabet – and any other captive rabet soldiers. Are they here?”

Ryon thought for a moment then shook his head. “They were for a few days, but then the prince moved them to North Paserad.” When Mel gaped, he shrugged. “No one was using the old thirty-first encampment, and it’s got plenty of room. Might as well use it.”

Not long ago, Mel found the captives there. She had assumed they would still be there, but it was best to check. “Guess I should go that way. Thanks.”

“I’ll go with.” Ryon waved inside the palace for another guard to take his place. “People aren’t supposed to cross to North Paserad anymore. Not without an escort.” An air carriage stood waiting a short distance from the doors. Ryon had Mel and Resol climb in before him. He stared at Resol, as if expecting an introduction. Mel slumped back in her chair, saying nothing. She stared determinedly out the window, trying to forget that she was inside a box. A fancy box that moved through the air and had large windows, but a box nonetheless.

After a minute or two, Resol said, “Why are people forbidden from entering North Paserad?” He sounded disapproving.

Ryon crossed his arms over his chest. “It isn’t safe walking there. There’s so much damage around the wall. We don’t want people injuring themselves.”

Resol inclined his head a fraction then fell silent. Mel pressed her lips tight, wishing they’d start talking again. The carriage ride was bad enough. A silent carriage ride, offering her no distractions, was worse. She shifted in her seat, moving one way then back the other. She pulled the curtain back from the window, letting in as much light as possible. She had to force her breaths to stay constant.

When they reached the wall, she finally had the distraction she’d wanted. Once two walls spanned the entire area between the northern and southern cities. No one from the south could see into the north, or vice versa. Even standing atop one wall, a person couldn’t see far into the other side.

Now it was easy to see across. There was no place where both walls still stood intact. A length of the northern wall stretched perhaps ten meters unbroken. Further east, the southern wall stood for twenty meters. Those were the only good-sized pieces that Mel could see. In some places, only the top part of the wall had broken off, leaving the bottom intact. Those were rare too. Mostly the wall lay in pieces, rubble stacked messily atop more rubble.

In Paserad itself, most of the rubble had already been cleared away. No work had been done here. A kilometer lay between the south and north walls, once a no-man’s land filled with broken weapons and bits of bodies. A person could have walked across it – many had, during the fight with the thirty-first.

No one could walk it now. The air carriage floated higher in the air as it slowed. Brick and mortar lay discarded everywhere. Now unshaded by either wall, the few bits of grass poking out from within the rubble looked straggly and pathetic. Weak – it was unused to sunlight.

At least whatever damage had been done here took few lives with it.

The air carriage reached North Paserad quickly. Mel didn’t see as much rubble here. The air ships hadn’t targeted the north side of the city as they had the southern part. The old rabet encampment was in one piece. Though she saw a handful of Twin Sun soldiers watching over it, it looked deserted. It needed more than a dozen soldiers to make something this large appear occupied.

“Wait here,” Ryon told the driver as the air carriage settled on the ground. The three of them climbed out, Mel sighing when her feet touched the ground. “We’re here for the prisoners,” he said to the guards.

The four guards frowned and looked at one another. “What for?” asked a scarred man on the right. “More questioning? Don’t think they know anything useful.”

“Not when we have diemthe giving us information,” added the man beside him.

Mel stepped forward. “We’re taking them elsewhere.”

Now the guards frowned harder. “They’re secure here, miss. And there’s plenty of space.”

“Orders from the emperor. He wants them moved.” Mel put her hands on her hips, her stance wide.

Two of the guards stepped back while a third opened the door. The scarred man didn’t move. “Where to?”

“Giram. There’s space there.”

The scarred man held out a hand. “Can we see the orders?”

Mel twitched. “I haven’t got it in writing. I— He told me to move the soldiers. Fast, so there wasn’t time to write it down.” She should have faked some orders. She could forge Teg’s signature – she’d done so many times. Besides, these men wouldn’t recognize his signature anyway. So long as she wrote something that looked nuthe, it’d be fine. She hadn’t thought it, though. She wasn’t used to running errands.

The guard holding open the door shut it again. Another looked like he might reach for a weapon. Mel had to force her hands away from her knives. She couldn’t fight these men. They were allies.

“The emperor is very busy.” Resol stepped forward, a bland smile on his face. “This is something that needed to be accomplished quickly, so he sent his daughter. You should not question her.”

“You ain’t lianthe,” the scarred man said, squinting at Mel.

“You think?” she snapped.

Resol held up his hands. “Mel Zikson is his human daughter. That does not decrease her authority. She is legally his daughter, therefore we must obey her.”

Mel could feel her smirk – she did nothing to stifle it. “You heard the man. Open up and show us the prisoners.” She snapped her fingers.

With another shared look, the guards opened the door again. The scarred man led them inside, while the other three remained at their post. Inside it reminded Mel of some of the other rabet encampments she’d seen. The ceilings were high, over three meters – more than enough room for the altered humans. There was no decoration anywhere, but the rooms were large and comfortable. Maybe there were personal items inside some of the rooms, she didn’t know. If so, those items had probably been taken by the people of North Paserad.

They were in the main building, though from what Mel had seen all the buildings connected to the wall and each other. The scarred man led them down a staircase. “There’s a huge prison down here,” he said as they trooped down. “We have over six hundred captives, most from the thirty-first and the twenty-ninth. That many, and there’s still plenty of room for more. Why did the rabet build such a large prison, Your Highness? I’ve served here for years, but the thirty-first never took captives.”

It took Mel a moment to realize he addressed her. She shrugged. “No idea. Hey, are there diemthe captives here too? From the attacks through the Travel Patterns?” She knew a few of those diemthe had been taken captive. One or two, she thought, had already been moved to the thirty-third, but not all. If the human captives were in danger from Nithanael, the diemthe would be too. She should move them too, if she could.

The scarred man shook his head. “There are no diemthe here. I think they might be in Landwater. Assuming they survived the attack there.” He sounded delighted by the prospect of the diemthe being dead.

“Right.” They stopped at the lowest level, two floors down. It was damp here, and preiginds covered the walls and ceilings. More guards stood watch, and Mel saw the first few cells.

Pale, thin northerners sat inside, two to a cell. Their clothes were dirtier even than their faces. The closest ones stared at Mel, making no noise, not bothering to move. The place stank like piss, and Mel wondered how the guards could stand it. When she came here to ask after Umagun’s cousin, she hadn’t actually visited the cells.

“We are moving these people to Giram,” she told the guards. “Chain them up so we can start taking them through the Travel Pattern.”

The guards didn’t move immediately. “The imperial princess orders it,” the scarred man said, reaching for a set of keys that hung from a peg. Many other key rings hung beside it. “So does the lianthe.”

That seemed to be enough. The guards sprang into action. They had chains and manacles enough for twenty. Mel watched them secure the first few prisoners. Twenty was a good number – they couldn’t take more than that through the Travel Pattern at once anyway. “Is there an air barge so we can take them to the Elementalist Guild?”

“No need,” said one of the guards from the basement. “There’s two Travel Patterns in this encampment. There used to be a third, but it was destroyed. The closest one is upstairs.”

Half the guards stayed behind while Mel, Resol, and Ryon walked with the other half and the first twenty prisoners. The northerners moved slowly, as if they’d forgotten how to walk fast. They seemed happy to be out of their cells. None were altered humans. If there were any altered humans among the prisoners, Mel hadn’t seen them. She had only seen the closest few cells though.

The Travel Pattern, as promised, was close. It was back on the ground floor, a hallway from the staircase. Two guards and an Elementalist stood watch over it. “Stay here,” Mel told Ryon, but waved Resol to join her inside the Pattern. “Better warn them we’re coming. We’re going here.” She handed the Elementalist her copy of the thirty-third’s Pattern.

“I don’t recognize it.” The man frowned at the paper.

“I do. Now activate it.” Mel could do it – anyone could use a Travel Pattern, so long as they knew the pattern of their destination – but it was easier to have the Elementalist do it. 

With a shrug, the Elementalist stared down at the paper. The colors swirled. When they vanished a moment later, Mel saw rabet soldiers watching her. They had thirty-three on the left breast of their uniforms, so she relaxed. “We’ve got some prisoners coming through. Who’s in charge?” Banof wasn’t here, and neither was Umagun.

One of the soldiers ran off. Mel and Resol stepped off the Travel Pattern to wait. None of the soldiers made conversation with them, but they didn’t watch them either. They might not know Resol, but Mel had been here before. She poked her head out the door and whistled.

She had heard that there had been extensive additions to the thirty-third’s encampment, but she hadn’t expected anything this big. It had more than tripled in size. She saw two buildings that she didn’t recognize from her last visit. An additional fortification spread to the north and the west, where three more buildings sat. She shook her head. Good thing western Giram was mostly deserted, or the thirty-third might have run out of room.

“Mel.” She turned at the voice. It was vaguely familiar.

It took her a moment to recognize the woman. She had pale skin and brown white with hints of gray in it. “Gwel, right?”

“Yes.” Gwel smiled tightly. “What’s wrong? Is there a problem in Sonon? I just got back here a few hours ago. We thought we’d start moving the soldiers away – Sonon isn’t a place we can stay for long – but if there’s a problem—”

“Not that kind of problem.” Mel shrugged. “Probably your troops will be sent back here soon – and a lot of the other rabet soldiers too.” When the tenth, fourteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth, and twenty-third deserted, they left their encampments behind. That was why this encampment had to be expanded, so there would be room for everyone. Mel heard that the traitorous altered humans had been here for a few days too. “Your people will be back in a few days, but not yet. We have another problem.”

Gwel nodded. “What?” She sounded neither surprised nor frustrated. Maybe new problems were normal, day-to-day occurrences for her. 

Mel leaned in closer, even though only a handful of soldiers stood nearby. “The new king of Twin Sun Plain, Nithanael. With Daranvirmor gone and Landwater recently attacked, he’s got vengeance on his mind. And the prisoners from the thirty-first rabet were just sitting in North Paserad, waiting for him.”

“So you thought to bring them here, where they would be safe.” Gwel studied the encampment. “We already have many prisoners here, Mel. Most of them are from the twenty-ninth, remember?”

“Haunt it.” She did remember now. She should have remembered earlier. She had helped fight the twenty-ninth in eastern Relerio – and then distracted the Twin Sun soldiers from realizing they hadn’t taken many prisoners. Teg probably forgot about that too – he hadn’t been part of the fight against the twenty-ninth. “How much room do you have?”

“Not much – maybe two dozen?” When Mel winced, Gwel looked around the encampment. “If the new king wants to kill those prisoners, we have to do something. They can’t stay in North Paserad. And this is the only rabet encampment directly under our control.”

Mel rubbed the back of her neck. “We could use the thirtieth’s encampment? It should be deserted.” She didn’t care for the idea.

Gwel shook her head. “No. The thirtieth has plenty of room, but I’m not familiar with the encampment. Anyway, I don’t trust the thirtieth. They might have left behind some nasty surprises. Has the encampment been checked for traps?” Mel shrugged. “Right. Bring them here. We have plenty of barracks now. We’ll find a way to keep them contained. Perhaps we can even convince some of them to work with us.”

“Maybe.” Mel and Gwel walked back inside, stopped beside the Travel Pattern. Resol waited there. “Do you remember the Travel Pattern at North Paserad?” Mel asked him. He nodded. “Good. Head back and have them send the first group through.”

Resol stepped onto the Travel Pattern and disappeared. “How many prisoners are coming?” Gwel asked.

“Six hundred or so, I think.”

Gwel winced. “We will find a place to contain them.” She left the room and started shouting orders. The few soldiers around jumped at her commands. She pointed at a large barracks on the south side of the encampment – one of the new buildings. Soldiers rushed inside the building while Gwel consulted with two Elementalists.

As Mel watched, the Elementalists started chanting. Soon bars covered the windows on the new barracks. Soldiers carried out bags and moved them to other barracks. When the first group of prisoners came through the Travel Pattern, they stared at Gwel in surprise. “Welcome to the thirty-third,” she said, watching as her soldiers escorted them into the new prison. “You will be treated well here. We are on the same side, after all.”

“You mean that?” Mel asked when the prisoners disappeared inside.

With a sigh, Gwel ran a hand through her short hair. “Aren’t we? Think about it, Mel. Most of those soldiers never wanted to join the thirty-first. Given the choice, they would gladly leave the north for the south. Especially if they knew their families wouldn’t need to fear reprisals. I hope to convince many of them to join us. It will be easier for them to work alongside us rather than southern soldiers. We’ve already had much success with the soldiers captured from the twenty-ninth.”

“That’s good.” Maybe they could make peace with the north. Especially if they focused on peace, not just who was on whose side of the war. No one really liked to fight, not even diemthe or altered humans.

By the time the last of the prisoners reached the thirty-third, Mel smiled again.
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Altland

 

“We are ready to move.” Gretvend’s voice came out stilted, as if he disapproved but was trying to hide it. Tashrin wondered what sort of expression he wore. No need for him to keep his face straight around her – she couldn’t see it.

“Good. Send the first wave through.” She stood on a rise. It was covered with scraggly grass and part of it had been quite steep. Rukeni had held her arm tighter at those parts, keeping both their steps short and careful. A breeze twisted through her short hair, pushing it in her face. She hadn’t bothered to tie it back this morning.

It was noon, and she faced east. Direction and time she still knew, at least during the day. The Travel Patterns must be near here, because she could hear the troops slowly filtering past her. “The empress!” someone called out in human.

“It’s the empress!”

“She will keep us safe!”

“Victory is guaranteed!”

Tashrin smiled and stretched out her hands towards them. When Rukeni dressed her this morning, he’d said the clothes were gold with some blank, not too different from the standard rabet uniforms. She would not be the empress her mother had been. She couldn’t be, even if she wanted to.

Bereft of allies and most of her army, Tashrin could not afford to be picky. She couldn’t hold herself above the humans, because she needed them. Now that she knew Rukeni, they no longer seemed so alien. So she let her human soldiers see her as they traveled to Firol Rabetmor. That was why she had come to this rise, ignoring Gretvend’s objections.

The cheers reverberated around the valley as the army moved. It would take hours to move all of them to Firol Rabetmor. They had six Travel Patterns here, but even with that, thirty-three hundred troops could only move so fast. They had to bring their supplies too. If Tashrin strained her ears, she thought she could hear the faint creak of air barges. Air barges were silent, save for when taking off or landing. One could run her down, and she would never know it was coming.

The world was full of dangers that Tashrin had barely noticed until now.

She didn’t think they would return to this valley. It made a decent staging area, she supposed – it was big enough to fit most of the rabets, which was why Hemol had chosen it. She had fewer rabets left to her. They would also run out of supplies soon. That was why she wanted to be close to the fourth. Besides, the fourth was in southwest Altland. Other than kilometer upon kilometer of farmland and the port city of Firol Rabetmor, there wasn’t anything in Altland. There would be plenty of room for her army.

For hours, Tashrin stood on the rise, smiling down. When cheers rose up, she waved in their direction, which made the cheers grow louder. Did her soldiers know they had a new empress? She doubted many of them had seen Mitek during the brief period while Mitek had been here. Maybe they could tell she was young – far too young to have ruled for five hundred years. Or maybe not – she didn’t think humans knew much about diemthe. Even Rukeni had only noticed how young she was when he knelt before her.

The sun moved slowly through the sky as Tashrin stood there. It didn’t call out to her. Neither did she call to it. Tashrin knew without asking that Vijeth would give her no more clues. Perhaps the Sun spirit couldn’t. He knew the Moon spirit lived again, in human form. She didn’t think Vijeth paid much attention to humans. From his prison beneath the Earth, that might be all he could see.

Her legs and back ached from standing in one place for so long. She ignored them. She was used to standing still for hours. Like all diemthe, she joined the military at four hundred. Service was required until six hundred. Her first decade had involved mostly marching and standing in place and then some more marching. She complained to her mother about it once.

“It is boring beyond belief!” She’d thrown up her hands and paced across the sitting room. “We do nothing of consequence! I thought I would learn more of fighting and Elementalism, but I have not. Mother, there is no point to any of it!”

Mitek laughed as she watched Tashrin. She had reports strewn around her – reports Tashrin paid no attention to. At four hundred, Tashrin cared little for the affairs of the empire, only her own life. “Discipline is needed above all else, my love. And learning to work together. Once you have mastered that, Sajesh will move on to more interesting things. I promise you that. You must be patient. That lesson, above all others, you must learn.”

Tashrin didn’t think she’d ever learned patience. The next day, she returned to her comrades in the first and put up with more boring hours of drills. Eventually, as promised, Commander Sajesh had moved on to other things. Tashrin and the other young diemthe in the first and second mastered sword craft, including the much harder technique of fighting in ranks and not hurting one another. They learned less Elementalism than she had wished, though the diemthe in the second got more of that. It wasn’t enough, not for the future empress. When Tashrin complained about her placement, Mitek refused to let her be switched. “Only if you excel,” she said.

So Tashrin spent most of her free time learning circles. It wasn’t easy, as so much of her time away from the first was already devoted to learning from Mitek how to be empress. She had done it though – with some help from Wirek, who slipped her new Elementalism books whenever he dropped by Daranvirmor. Forty years into her tenure in the military, she was transferred to the second. That was everything she’d wanted. Not just to become a better Elementalist, but also so she could be closer to Riol.

Only after her transfer had Tashrin learned that she would rarely see Riol. He, Azeha, and Velki had finished their training in stealth fighting. They spent most of their time away from Daranvirmor, on whatever missions Hemol could dream up.

She wouldn’t think about Riol. Not now. She had other concerns.

When most of the army had left, Gretvend said, “We should leave now. I do not want to be here alone.”

Did he fear attacks here? Tashrin thought this plain was deserted, at least one hundred kilometers away from the nearest village. Perhaps she was mistaken – or perhaps Gretvend feared a traitor lurked among the remaining soldiers. She extended her arm for Rukeni and began the slow trek down the rise. She could hear Gretvend walking in her wake. The other commanders had already left. Dimvir was among the first through the Travel Pattern, and Eishketh and Beshlov accompanied their rabets.

Never again would Tashrin move fast. She stepped out slowly, feeling for Rukeni’s large feet. She placed her feet behind his, so that she wouldn’t slip. Just days ago, Tashrin had enjoyed running. She was slim and quick and liked to feel the wind in her hair. Her speed had saved her from Azeha while Daranvirmor fell. Her body could still go fast, but it wouldn’t end well. Running was another thing Tashrin had lost.

At last they reached the bottom of the rise. Flat earth beneath her feet comforted Tashrin. Rukeni moved them along faster now, though still no better than a gentle stroll. As empress, she probably should move slowly. Maybe if Tashrin convinced herself that was the reason, she could feel better about it.

No. It might make her feel better, but she didn’t want to lie to herself. She didn’t regret losing her eyes – the price was worth it.

Grass and dirt vanished beneath her feet, to be replaced by something hard and flat. The Travel Pattern. Her footsteps rang dully as Rukeni led her to the center. Besides him, she could only hear two more people walking nearby. One would be Gretvend. The last set was as loud and as firm as Rukeni’s – another altered human, probably Gretvend’s bodyguard.

What would happen if Gretvend’s bodyguard was a traitor? Against a human assailant, Rukeni would prevail. Faced with another of his kind, he might not win. Especially if Gretvend fought too. She would need another bodyguard, maybe four or five more. Rukeni was perfect, but he wasn’t enough. She would not be assassinated.

Something stirred around her, and the world changed. In the valley in Komein, it had been cool and humid, with a gentle breeze. Now the wind surged around her, and the air felt warmer. A fresh, fishy smell came with each gust of wind. They were in Firol Rabetmor now, near the Setting Sea. There had been little noise when they left Komein, since most of the army had already gone through the Travel Pattern. Sounds boomed at Tashrin from every direction, assaulting her.

She could hear marching nearby. The sound of wood striking wood came from a short distance away – practice swords being used? Conversation came from behind walls, muffled and distant but ever-present. The ocean roared too, trying to drown out everything else. While running errands for Hemol, Tashrin had visited Kaemessi. That island sat in the middle of the Center Sea. She had been at the beach there, but she couldn’t remember the Center Sea being this loud.

The Center Sea was much smaller than the Setting Sea, and calmer too. Or perhaps, with no sight left to her, noises sounded louder.

“This way,” Gretvend said. Rukeni led Tashrin off the Travel Pattern. They passed out of a room. Tashrin could tell because the noise got much louder. It beat at her, one word atop another. She couldn’t understand any of it. The human words all seemed foreign. She shifted closer to Rukeni, who ran a finger along the inside of her arm, comforting. She felt a callous on his finger, probably from decades of using a sword.

Knowing that Rukeni was beside her, protecting her, gave Tashrin strength. She kept her shoulders straight and her stride constant. Soon the general dim of conversation quieted as cries rose, welcoming her. “The empress!” her soldiers shouted.

Tashrin pasted another smile on her face. She turned her face from side to side. She could hear cries from every direction, so people must be hailing her from both sides. After a few hallways and turns, they stopped. “An air carriage,” Rukeni whispered. He placed her hand on the side of the carriage, and she stepped inside. Rukeni entered too, as did Gretvend and another large person – his bodyguard. In the torrent of noise, Tashrin had allowed herself to forget about Gretvend’s bodyguard. She mustn’t do that again. She had to work on her memory so that she knew who was near her.

The air carriage rose slowly then began to move. It must have been a fancy air carriage, with a roof, because Tashrin could only feel a slight breeze from the window. “Where are we going?” she asked in nuthe.

“Your father and the other diemthe are outside the encampment. Rather, in a connecting encampment. We will be there shortly.”

Tashrin nodded. To keep from fidgeting, she folded her hands together in her lap. Even with all the patience she’d learned, the air carriage trip seemed to take forever. Every turn lasted hours, and the straights took days. She wanted to order the driver to go faster, but they were probably already going at top speed. Fancy air carriages didn’t move very fast.

At last the air carriage stopped. It lowered until Tashrin heard it touch the ground. Rukeni moved from his seat beside her, opening the door. Then he reached back inside to help her out. Tashrin had barely stepped away from the air carriage when she heard someone call out to her.

“Tashrin!” Only one person who still lived would call her by name. Even without practice, she knew that voice. It was her father, Zaresh. She heard a rhythm of three as he moved closer – his feet and his cane. He couldn’t move fast. Neither could she, now, but with Rukeni’s aid she made it to his side.

Arms wrapped tight around her as Zaresh pressed her to his chest. He smelled of leather and lavender – he smelled of home. He had always seemed weak to her. Not that she didn’t love him or respect him, but he wasn’t powerful, he had an injury, and everyone seemed weak compared with Mitek. Now he felt strong and marvelous and safe.

She wanted to stay forever in his embrace. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and let Zaresh protect her from all the cruelties of the world. She couldn’t do that. She was empress now, and she had to be strong.

“You are well, Father?” She pulled back and smiled in his direction. “You and all the diemthe with you?”

His hands tightened on her arms for a moment – he didn’t want to let her go either. Zaresh knew about power and perception, so he released her and took a step back. “We rescued many injured diemthe before leaving Daranvirmor. Including those who left before the battle, there are almost six thousand of us.”

Six thousand. Tashrin’s heart shuddered. A few days ago, they had numbered nine thousand. In that short a time, they had lost a third of their people? She didn’t want to believe it. If she hadn’t personally seen the collapse of Daranvirmor and the war outside, she wouldn’t have believed it.

She tried to push that thought away. The living were her responsibility right now. She could allow the dead to haunt her later. “How long can we stay here?” She waved around her, indicating the encampment. She had no idea what it looked like. Was it a rough, temporary thing made mostly of tents? Or were there permanent structures here?

“I think we can manage for some time.” Zaresh paused for a moment. She wished she could see his expression. “We have time yet before winter hits, time to build walls and roofs. The third and fourth are already here. We can build off their encampment.”

“What about supplies?” asked Gretvend. Tashrin had forgotten him again. She must stop doing that. She had to remember everyone who might be near her.

“In other circumstances, food might have been an issue. But we lost most of our army, and the fourth had a good crop this year. We should be fine.” Zaresh sounded bitter. “They also have an ample supply of tents and blankets and pots and pans and everything else we shall need. There will be much grumbling throughout winter – we are used to luxury and comfort – but we will survive. We are diemthe, and we are strong.”

Gretvend scoffed. “We are weak now. We lost at least half our army, perhaps more. Our only consolation is that the lianthe should be just as weakened. I am told their forces suffered heavy losses during the battle.”

Tashrin struggled to remember numbers. Seven thousand, she thought. Hemol had estimated there were seven thousand lianthe alive, but that was before the war restarted. Even if their forces had been hit hard – Tashrin hadn’t paid enough attention to the battle outside Daranvirmor to say – they still would have taken fewer losses. The battle hadn’t occurred at their home. Their civilian population had never been in any danger.

Now the lianthe might outnumber the diemthe. Their emperor might have survived the battle at Daranvirmor – she saw him briefly, but had been careful to keep her distance. Tergrath terrified her more than anything else.

With their victory, their now greater numbers, and their emperor restored to them, the lianthe were stronger than they’d been in at least five hundred years, maybe longer. They would not remain content. They would continue their aggression, until all the rabets had been killed, captured, or turned to their side. They would want the same fate for the diemthe.

Tashrin sidled closer to Zaresh. Even his presence beside her didn’t quiet her fears. She barely knew how to be an empress. She had less of an idea how to fight a war – how to survive a losing war was beyond her.

They had one hope only to survive. They needed the Sun on their side, strong and bright. He would burn away all their enemies, leaving only his worshipers to flourish.

That must be her priority. She would not doubt again, would not be turned away from her true goal. Winter was coming. Little war would occur at that time. The lianthe might be able to handle the cold of the north, but their southern allies wouldn’t. They would wait until spring. Tashrin had time enough to find the Moon. She hoped she had time enough.

“I am certain you are needed with the rabets,” Zaresh said. “They will need time to settle – the encampment will need to be expanded. You may see to your duties now.”

“Of course, con… sort…” Gretvend drew out the last word, tone turned hesitant. Zaresh was no longer the consort, not with Mitek dead and Tashrin empress. He still had power – Tashrin supposed he would need a new title now.

After two sets of footsteps moved away, Zaresh took her arm. “This way.” He took her only a few steps before he stopped. “Does the altered human need to come with?” Though he spoke nuthe, he lowered his voice.

Already, Tashrin was so used to Rukeni’s heavy steps that she hadn’t noticed them. “He is my bodyguard. I looked into his mind. He is loyal to me. I need him, Father.”

Zaresh said nothing to that, only started walking again. More questions would come later, when they were in private. Soon the sound of their footsteps changed, echoing deeper. They must be inside a building – Tashrin could no longer feel the wind. She was amazed there was a building at all. She had thought there were only tents. Perhaps the diemthe had claimed one of the outer buildings from the fourth’s encampment. She smiled at the sound of their steps. Her own, light and shuffling. Rukeni, hard and firm. Zaresh, always accompanied by the click of his cane. It seemed right, that the three of them had distinct walks.

A door opened. Zaresh drew her inside and towards a chair. A scrapping noise came, perhaps another chair being pulled closer. The door closed with a thud, a second, softer thud coming after. “Your eyes—” Zaresh said.

“Eishketh does not think they will heal,” Tashrin answered in human. Rukeni was her ally too. She would have him well informed. She dug inside her loose jacket. It wasn’t her own – the shoulders were too broad for her. It probably belonged to Eishketh, the only other female diemthe from whom Tashrin could borrow clothes. Her outfit felt like a rabet uniform, but Tashrin had not asked. If it was all gold, as Rukeni had said, then perhaps only the jacket was part of the rabet uniform – the rest of a rabet uniform was black. When her fingers closed around the karyon, warmth suffused her. “This is mine now. My first circle with it used Sun. This is the price I paid.”

Zaresh made a choked noise. He caught her free hand and held it close. “Mitek is dead, then?”

“And Uncle Wirek too – they fought together.”

“When I realized that Daranvirmor was falling, I thought so, but—” Zaresh fell silent.

When he did not speak again immediately, Rukeni asked, “Is that the karyon?”

“Yes.” Tashrin slipped it back beneath her jacket. “It is mine, now.”

She heard the rustle of cloth – someone was moving. “Why do you need a bodyguard, then?” asked Rukeni. “You are all powerful. Do you only need me for my eyes?”

Tashrin snorted. “Would that I was all powerful. My Elementalism is powerful enough – more so now. But I cannot attack without a target, and I do not know when to defend. You must tell me when danger is near, and in which direction it lies.”

“Perhaps there is a way to defend yourself,” Zaresh said. He sounded thoughtful rather than grieved. She had given him something to distract him from Mitek’s death – something to distract them both. If she had nothing to do but sit around, Tashrin knew she would fall to pieces. “There are so many circles. Most Elementalists, even nuthe Elementalists, know only a few. Perhaps there are some that can help you sense your surroundings. Or let you see through the eyes of another.” A constant tapping sound came as he spoke. It took Tashrin a bit to realize he was hitting the floor with his cane.

“There are human circles for defense,” Rukeni said. “I know three circles that create an armor and which can be left up for a good hour.”

“Are there?” The surprise was clear in Zaresh’s voice. “Why, you humans can be most clever. I suppose an hour is a good start. Use one of these circles, altered human. You are the empress’s defender now. Know that if my daughter suffers an injury, I will make sure you feel pain a thousand times greater.”

Heavy steps moved away from the door. This time, Tashrin had remembered a location. “Sir,” Rukeni said, his voice rumbling more than it usually did, “the empress is my life. I will lose mine before I allow harm to reach her. I promise you that.”

More silence came at that. Tashrin wondered if they were glaring at one another. She waved a hand in their direction. “His name is Rukeni Fessano, Father. He will not fail me.”

Floorboards creaked. Large hands reached out to clasp hers between them. Rukeni felt warm and ever so strong. He chanted,

  “Stone to guard,

  “Earth to shield.

  “Hold me tight,

  “Keep me safe.

“Stone Armor.” Tashrin could not see the brown shimmer that would come with the circle – it would be brown; the circle obviously used Earth. Nor did she feel any different after. She wondered if Rukeni would use this circle on her every hour. That could get very annoying. It would also show those around her that she did not trust her safety around them. That could be a problem too. She didn’t trust Gretvend, Eishketh, Beshlov, and Dimvir, not completely. It would help nothing if they had proof of her distrust. Perhaps she could plan things so meetings never ran more than an hour, and have Rukeni use this on her in private beforehand.

She hoped someone found a better circle, one that lasted longer. She would wear preigind armor every day, but no armor was impenetrable. Even a circle like Stone Armor could be pierced with enough power and the right circle. She might still die.

“What should I do?” she asked. “How do I give our people strength? How do I win this war?”

“You ordered all the rabets here. That is wise, I think. We can no longer act as we have. Our resources are limited now. We cannot waste them.” Zaresh thumped his cane hard on the floor. “The northeast will be in open rebellion soon, if it is not already. We would never be able to keep them. Best to pull back now, before more of our soldiers are killed. When we are all together here, we can decide on our next move. We have until spring to decide.”

Even though she nodded, Tashrin wondered if it was a good idea. Gretvend hadn’t liked it. He was a commander, had been one for hundreds of years, past when he should have retired. For all that she loved him, Zaresh did not have that sort of experience. He had never commanded troops, not even during the War of Ascension. He hadn’t been a cripple then, but he hadn’t fought either. He had been too young, only four hundred fifty by the end of the war. His father, the previous king, Janrik, had never allowed him close to danger.

She needed a general, someone who knew strategy and how to command. It had to be someone she trusted, which left out the remaining rabet commanders. Other than these two, she had no one else she trusted.

Unless she created another such person. She had bound Rukeni to her. She could do the same to get a general, just as she would need to create more bodyguards.

Gretvend would be best. Though his third never saw action, he had fought in the War of Ascension and the War of Paserad. He was the oldest commander too, so the others wouldn’t make a fuss if she promoted him.

Having made the decision, she felt better. It was one less thing to worry about. Whether Gretvend could plot a way to victory she didn’t worry about yet. That could come later.

She reached out for Rukeni, found him still kneeling before her. “I need more guards. I am safe for now. Go find some altered humans you trust and bring them here.”

“As you wish, Your Majesty.” Rukeni stood and left the room, his movements loud. He could move quietly, she reminded herself, but around her he was noisy. When she laid the command on him, she made no provisions for politeness or consideration. The loud movements were his idea. She had picked well with him.

“Are you sure?” Zaresh asked in nuthe when the door closed behind Rukeni. “A diemthe would be better. Humans cannot be trusted.”

She shook her head. “Altered humans are better for now. Rukeni was easy to command. Diemthe are much harder.” It had taken her and Mitek working together one full day to heal Riol. He had been a challenge, fighting every step of the way. Someone had laid a command upon him before Tashrin and Mitek got hold of him, which had also been healed in the interim. That made him trickier to deal with. That was why Mitek decided they needed to erode most of his mind and then rebuild him as he should be. In the end, Tashrin had been able to do little to help. She knew how to command. She didn’t know how to create a new person. Mitek did – she had experience with captured lianthe.

Perhaps she would find diemthe guards, too. For now, altered humans would suffice. If they were anything like Rukeni, they would please her greatly.

She slid lower in the chair, allowing herself to sprawl as only an adolescent could. An empress never sprawled, but alone with her father Tashrin didn’t have to be the empress. “The Moon lives,” she said. She trusted Rukeni and wanted him well informed. This she trusted only to Zaresh. He alone would understand. “The Sun told me a human lives somewhere, possessed by the mind of the Moon. To free the Sun, I must find the Moon. But I do not know who this human is. How then can I find him?”

Zaresh made the humming noise he used when he was thinking. “You have the karyon. Perhaps we can use that to scry out a location. They are both part of the Moon – surely they must be drawn to one another. I will think on it, see if I can find any useful circles. Just as I will find you circles to make your life easier.” He caught her hand again and squeezed tight.

Were there circles that could help her? She doubted she could be healed. If there were circles that would allow her to, say, look through someone else’s eyes, she’d never heard of them. Of course, she’d never looked for such things, so they might exist. There were circles she could use to defend herself, with luck ones that would last more than an hour or two.

She smiled for Zaresh. Maybe no circles could help her, but she had people around her who could pick up the slack. Tashrin would never be the distant, independent empress Mitek was. With Mitek’s death, the world had changed. Perhaps Tashrin would do better acting nothing like Mitek. In the end, she had no choice but to be empress her way. It would have to do.

* * *

“So how many friends do you have here?” Illera asked over breakfast. Loger was gone, off to check on his troops. His commander wasn’t in Komein, it seemed, leaving such tasks to him. Where the commander of the thirteenth was, Illera hadn’t heard. Perhaps the woman had been killed at Daranvirmor. Loger hadn’t said, and Illera hadn’t asked. She only spoke to Iwen now because Loger had left.

“Not many.” They sat inside Loger’s tent, behind the protective barrier of nuthe wards. Most of the other soldiers in the camp lounged outside their tents. The weather was cool and sharp. That seemed strange to Illera – mid-Shu, in her mind, meant spring. This was the north, where Shu was autumn. And they were in northern Komein. When winter came, as it soon would, it would be long and harsh. Illera hoped someone moved the camp before then. “Most people with the resistance already left.”

Illera raised an eyebrow. “Makes it hard to spy, doesn’t it?”

Iwen scowled. “Maybe you southerners are more concerned about spying. Us northerners, we have higher priorities. Like not getting killed. The resistance members stayed long enough to help as many people escape as wanted to, then they got themselves out. Hundreds of people moved to the south, Illera – thousands! You think that many people can move without being seen? The rabets know who some of us traitors are. So no, we didn’t stay any longer than we had to.”

“Have you got any friends who could get me close to Tashrin?” Illera might wish that there were more people around who could help her. Iwen had a point though. In the same circumstances, Illera too would have left as soon as she could. Northerners, especially those in resistance movements, lived in constant fear. Illera could not fault them for wanting to find peace.

“What, you think anyone here wants to get close to the diemthe? Anyway, even if we wanted to, it wouldn’t make a difference. They only let altered humans get close to them. And we don’t have any altered human allies,” he said harshly. A moment later, he winced and glanced aside.

He knew about the altered humans who had allied with the south, Illera thought. If he didn’t want to bring it up, so be it. She depended on him though she didn’t know him that well. She didn’t want to rile him.

Before she could say anything else, noise rose from outside the tent. Iwen stepped out while Illera stood at the tent entrance. Soldiers moved everywhere. Though no one ran, there was an efficiency to their movements.

“Break camp!” The cry came from the left, and Illera heard it echoed a moment later from other side. “We move out today!”

Iwen caught the arm of a soldier with an eleven on his jacket. “Where are we going?”

The man shrugged. “West, I heard. I don’t know where. We’ll know soon.”

With a grunt, Iwen motioned for Illera to help him pack up Loger’s tent. “That’s the motto of the rabets,” he muttered as they folded blankets. “‘We’ll know soon.’ Because why tell us in advance when they can tell us later? I’d have quit the rabets only for that reason. It’s a lousy way to command, let me tell you.” He descended into incoherent grumbles, of which Illera could only make out the occasional curse.

They had the tent down and things packed quickly. All around them, the tent city vanished. Illera watched in amazement. She’d traveled with the Twin Sun army into Sonon and thought they broke camp fast. Upon seeing how quickly Sononan clan warriors could move, she’d favored them for speed. No one, she now discovered, could move as fast as a rabet soldier.

These soldiers had few things. This had never been intended as a permanent camp, so the soldiers had only a few essentials with them. And, if they took too long, they might be punished. Illera didn’t know much about rabet life, but she’d spent centuries hearing stories about how the rabets punished even their own.

Surely such punishments would stop now. The rabets had suffered serious losses since the start of Shu, and few of them had occurred in battle. The diemthe must know that they couldn’t casually kill their soldiers. Not unless they wanted to lose what little remained of their army – and, with it, the war.

The tent and its possessions fit into three bags. Iwen took two and handed the third to Illera since Loger still wasn’t around. Rabet soldiers formed into rows as the camp disappeared. Around them, Illera saw only a handful of soldiers from the thirteenth – most of the troops had eleven on their jackets. With Loger here, she assumed the rest of the thirteenth would be too. A captain should be near his soldiers.

Unless this was all that remained of the thirteenth.

Illera counted quickly. She saw perhaps seventy soldiers from the thirteenth. That couldn’t be all of them. Even with the mass desertions, there had to be more. Maybe most of the soldiers from the thirteenth had been killed at the battle at Daranvirmor.

Eventually, the line of soldiers started to move. A few air barges dotted the line, less than Illera had expected. Maybe most of the air barges were ahead or behind them. They moved towards the center of the camp, where the Travel Patterns lay. They stopped and started constantly – only a few people could go through a Travel Pattern at a time. The soldiers talked quietly as they filed forwards, falling instantly silent whenever a human with officer’s bars walked past. Illera saw no officer higher than a lieutenant, nor did she see any altered humans or diemthe.

As they got closer to the center of camp, murmurs rose along the line. Though two sergeants stood nearby, they made no attempt to quiet the soldiers. “The empress.” Illera heard the words after a few moments. It was repeated by the troops in front of her, and soon those behind echoed it.

“The empress is here?” Iwen whispered.

The woman standing in front of them leaned sideways and craned her neck. “There’s someone up there.”

Illera looked too. A short hill stood near the center of the camp. She could see people standing there, but couldn’t get a clear view yet. Too many people stood between her and the hill. As they moved forward, one slow centimeter at a time, Illera didn’t take her eyes off the rise. Finally, she got a good look.

A handful of people stood there. Altered humans crowded the edges, fierce and openly holding weapons. She caught glimpses of black too, but that didn’t mean diemthe. Rabet uniforms had black, and some altered humans were black too. That didn’t mean there weren’t diemthe on the hill, either. The talk about the empress flew constantly through the air now.

Another two steps, and something bright and sudden forced Illera to squint. The gold caught the sunlight and amplified it. Part of a rabet uniform? It seemed too bright to just be gold cloth. It was as if the sun itself glowed on that small hill.

As Illera got closer, she saw it was gold clothing, though brighter than any she’d ever seen. Where Tashrin had gotten it, Illera couldn’t imagine – and it was Tashrin standing there, surrounded by diemthe and altered humans, looking small and young. She stood there smiling, one hand raised and looking in the direction of the people walking past. Her head moved sometimes, but there seemed no pattern to it, as if she didn’t react to what she saw.

Illera didn’t take her eyes off Tashrin as she approached the small hill. Others stared at the new empress too, so at least she wouldn’t arouse suspicion. There was something wrong with Tashrin’s eyes. She didn’t blink, she didn’t focus. Though she turned her head, she didn’t seem to actually look at anything. The altered human beside her, an orange-skinned male, kept a hand at her elbow, as if afraid she’d tip over.

Tashrin couldn’t see. The revelation hit Illera so hard she almost stumbled. She should have recognized the signs earlier. Three hundred years ago in Wallen there’d been a man who was blind. Young as she’d been, Illera tried to heal Kalvin. No matter what she tried, she made no progress. Kalvin didn’t resent her – he’d been blind from birth and could cook and sew just fine. Illera embarked on her original circle to try and fix Kalvin. Reform as Whole probably couldn’t cure blindness; Illera didn’t know. She didn’t perfect the circle till over a century after Kalvin died. Since then, she’d met no one else blind to experiment on.

Less than two days ago, Tashrin could see. Something must have happened since then. Something perhaps that involved more than just her eyes. The robe she wore – it was gold, bright and lovely. But it should not be able to glow the way it did, with almost an Elementalist shimmer.

The line continued past, and Illera could no longer study Tashrin. She forced her eyes ahead, her mind spinning with information and speculation. Pieces fit together and formed a perfect picture. Not a picture Illera liked, but one she could easily believe.

Mitek had been a priest before she was empress. Even after becoming empress, she spent much of her time in Shadow Retreat, with the other diemthe priests. They worshiped the Sun spirit, wanted to revive it. The Sun spirit was trapped below the earth, and Daranvirmor was built over that place. Mitek had a means of contacting the Sun spirit.

Illera learned all that from Banof, Azeha, and other diemthe. While in the Shadow Retreat, she saw the truth of it. In that deep alcove, far beneath the mountain, there were strange circles drawn on the ground. In the middle lay a circular hole which had glowed gold. At the time, Illera hadn’t studied it closely. She, Banof, Azeha, and Meinfan had been distracted by the Miel spirit – who had been held captive with chains made of gold.

That hole looked like it went down and down for kilometers, deep into the earth. That must be where the Sun spirit languished in captivity. Mitek had an understanding with the Sun spirit. Neither Illera nor any of her allies knew the details of that agreement, though it was certainly different than the understanding Banof had with Hean or Teg had with Jala or Fuiyo. Illera guessed Mitek had used the Sun’s power to capture and keep Miel. As soon as she was free of her chains, Miel vanished from Daranvirmor, stopping some of Mitek’s power. Mitek may have received a circle from the Sun spirit too. Just before she died, she used a circle colored gold. It had hurt Teg badly – Illera didn’t know how badly. She’d left before finding out.
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