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PROLOGUE

Was it foolhardy to believe a Queen would show mercy to her would-be assassin? That had been the promise Nuna was given. Would it ring true when judgment was rendered? Could it really be so easy to just accept clemency for her murderous campaign and move on?

Nuna’s time in the infirmary bed had been pleasant enough. The pillow and covers were a welcome comfort after her defeat. After being quickly dispatched by her target, she willfully indulged in the warmth of healing hands and a soft mattress. The simple, dark green tunic and pants she had been given were nice as well, even if they were not as familiar as her armor.

Two healers assigned to Nuna spent a few hours healing her injuries until it was as if she had never gotten hurt. “I believe we’re done here. I’m sure the soldiers will want to take her soon,” one of them whispered.

Nuna avoided eye contact with them as much as she could and did not want to know their names. As she stared at the wall, she heard the pair slowly walk away from her bed.

The respite was over. The peace was dead. Winding corridors to the throne room beckoned her. The soldiers standing guard at the door summoned her from the bed. The second after she got to her feet, two were already flanking her, keeping a firm grip on her arms. Both were women. Another, a man, was at her back, following closely as they left the infirmary. They set the pace and Nuna obeyed. 

Nuna recognized all three. They were members of the Eight-Forty-Eight, the most elite unit in the Vestarii military. Their armor was not standard issue. The metal was dull silver in color, and each one wore a different cloak. The woman on Nuna’s left wore a lavender cloak with white trim and the warrior on her right, a dark blood red one. The man behind her had heavier armor, with thicker pauldrons and retractable spikes in the gauntlets. Draped down his back was a dark brown cloak textured like bear fur.

These three were also part of Liberty’s Teeth, a renowned twelve-person group within the Eight-Forty-Eight that served the Queen directly as part of her entourage. Lolly, with the lavender cloak; Titania, with the red; and Creeker, with the brown. The latter two were siblings. These warriors were further evidence that Nuna never had a chance. When her assassination attempt failed, they had been right there, ready to descend upon her at the Queen’s command. Any stealth Nuna thought she had exercised prior to the attack had been for nothing.


With her chin up, Nuna stayed in lockstep with her captors. Every new face she passed looked at her in disgust. Even servants crossed her with eyes of rage and hate without a shred of fear evident in their own. She did not care. Nuna knew people of such low station were nothing. Those in the Vestarii palace only had the chance to indulge in their liberty because of the Queen’s strength, not their own. She would have killed them for such a thing, had they been the slaves her own people kept back home.



“Assassin,” Titania said. She got Nuna’s attention. “We are approaching the royal throne room. You will use the Queen’s proper title when addressing her. You will only speak if spoken to or given permission. You will do only as you’re told. You’re alive because she has ordered it. If she says to execute you, you’ll be dead by the command’s final syllable.” An unashamed disdain grew as each word bled from her statements. “Suffice it to say, know your place. You are an insect walking into the shadow of a boot.”


“I understand,” Nuna replied. She showed nothing, covering a shadow of fear. She wanted to live. She wanted to go home. Even if she’d failed in her mission to assassinate the Queen of Vestarii, the embrace of her people’s ways was something she craved to be awash in once again. Her mother would be ashamed of her failure, and there would be beatings and bloodshed as the gifts given for it. That was fine, though. Strength could grow from such things. A doomed mission could always be attempted a second time.

After a few minutes of walking, they entered a corridor filled with royal guards. Their white cloaks and trident spears displayed their role. They stood in formation, lining up in a row on each side of the hall. At the end there was a pair of closed double doors with a cluster of twelve more guards.

“We have the assassin. We shall pass through,” Titania stated upon reaching the entrance.

One of the royal guards nodded. He wore a four-chevron Sergeant’s tab on the right of his armor’s chest plate and had a gold trim on his cloak, indicating his elevated rank. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. He waved to the soldier nearest the doors and they pulled them open.

The doorway led right into the side of the royal court. Nuna looked around at the massive auditorium. A huge wooden table with chairs wrapped around it was in the middle of the room. There were also pillars lining the walls on all four sides. Each pillar had a Vestarii flag draped from the top and boasted a pair of royal guards below. All around, totems of wars and victories from her century of reign decorated the walls, testifying to a monarch that did not know defeat. The strength and wealth of the Queen’s kingdom were preeminent, as if the room had an aura that whispered unceasingly of those two things.

Overseeing all was the Vestarii throne itself. The Queen was already there, waiting. Two marble end tables flanked her throne. On the left table sat a few pieces of paper, alongside a quill pen, inkwell, and stamp. Laid upon the other was a forest green pillow made of velvet. Atop that was the Queen’s crown with its rainbow fascia of jewels and circular body of whitish gold. It waited there, at the right hand of its mistress.

Nuna was unable to hide from the regal shadow of her captor. Her calm cooperation veiled a heart that wanted the Queen dead. Even so, she walked to the center with the proper meekness of one who had been bested. It was not like she could do more than that while standing at the foot of the Vestarii throne.

Nuna’s eyes met the Queen’s. They locked onto each other as if their irises could talk. The Queen’s face lit up with a grin. Nuna frowned and quickly looked away, turning her nose toward the half dozen stone steps that raised the throne above the rest of the room.

Both soldiers stiffened their hold on Nuna as they saluted with their free hands. “Your Majesty,” Titania announced. “We have brought the despicable.” Then, they let go of her.

Finally, Nuna was free—her arms, anyway. 

“Of course, Titania,” the Queen said. “My apologies for the craziness today.” She smiled at all three soldiers. “Creeker. Titania. Lolly. You all have my thanks. I know carrying a wounded, would-be assassin to the infirmary isn’t your favorite activity.”


Nuna did as she had been told. Only when the conversation turned to her would she join it. Everyone else in the throne room belonged there. She was just the defeated invader, riding the coattails of the Queen’s mercy. As much as she hated that reality, it was inescapable. Queen Yumi Ganeshi was an enemy to all she stood for as a proud Pax Manovan, but the chance for that to be acted upon had shriveled up and turned to dust hours earlier. If Nuna wanted more than just a death sentence, looking forward was the only way.


“It is no trouble, Your Majesty,” Titania replied.

Complete silence overtook the Queen’s immediate domain. Nuna closed her eyes and took the chance to gather herself. She could feel the centrality of her role in what was to happen. Sure, the Queen was the one in charge, but Nuna was the subject, the important matter at hand.

“So, will you tell me your name?” the Queen asked. She clasped her hands in her lap.

“Nuna Sevurir, Your Majesty,” Nuna responded quickly. She chose to make use of the Queen’s honorific. There was little sense in tempting her wrath when she was already so deep inside the lion’s jaws. If cooperation could get her out, she would grant the distasteful courtesy.

The Queen smiled. “Well, Nuna, I meant what I told you after our unfortunate quarrel. As promised, with your surrender, mercy is yours. I have only one condition.” She briefly reviewed the parchment on her left side table. “Twenty-three days from now one of my naval patrols leaves the capital. They’ll make their way to the north, getting close to Sabasay Baran and Manovan territory. You may leave with them. Free and clear. They’ll be ordered to drop you off at the northernmost port and you’ll be on your way. However, until then, I want you to stay here in the palace with me. See Vestarii. Have my friendship. And on the twenty-third day, you can make a different choice, if you want. You can stay here and join my kingdom as a citizen, pardoned for your actions. Your attack on me will be forgiven no matter what you decide.”

Nuna cocked her head to the side slightly, having to process each line for its own weight. At first, she could not believe it. But, sure enough, no one laughed or began to drag her away to a dungeon. Half of her was disgusted, the other half was grateful. She wrestled with that for several moments, being careful not to let her face give away any emotions, even if the truth of the offer was a massive relief.

“Will you take this deal, Nuna?” the Queen asked.

Nuna shook her head, knowing her silent pause had lasted a bit too long. “May I speak my mind?”

“Of course, Nuna,” the Queen replied.


“Why would you do this? It is so wrong. You cannot honestly believe I would choose you over my own people? Are you so stupid as to think this compassion will mean anything? Your kingdom may be strong with its money, its armies, and its fleets, but your ways are weak.” Nuna wanted to make the words harsher but knew better. They were already pushing the limit of what might be tolerated from her mouth.



The Queen narrowed her eyes. “Weak? I am both your victim and your judge. It’s my right to make this decision. Keep in mind, it’s people like you who murdered my family before the World War and made me a fugitive from my own home for five years. This day and the fact that you are alive is a showing of my strength you simply don’t understand.” She stopped and grinned sweetly. “Don’t worry though. I’ll teach you about it if you accept my offer. Besides, I know what you did just before you attacked me at the hospital I was visiting. Four children spotted you when you were sneaking around. Rather than killing them, you locked them in a room. I knew of your attack the whole time and didn’t even have to intervene early for their sake. You made that choice on your own, Pax Manovan. I see something in you that I don’t think you realize is there yet.”


“You are as insane as my leaders say you are. There is nothing you can teach me except new ways to despise your kingdom,” Nuna replied.

Nuna did not know the Queen had witnessed that unbecoming event with the children. Just before she made her attack, she had been seen by the group in the hospital’s interior. Against everything her people had implanted in her, she spared them. Of course, as soon as she did that, they screamed for help and alerted everyone nearby. In that moment, Nuna could not give in to the mindless slaughter the darkest parts of her heart had been salivating for. Nuna had killed many times before, but, for once, it felt like too much of a burden to hoist over her shoulders. Their little faces were not those of some conquest she needed to slay to impress those above her. They were just kids, young enough to not even fully understand how much danger they were in by being caught in the clutches of someone like Nuna. Sparing the children had been the wrong choice, according to everything she had ever known. But it was fully hers, nonetheless—the same as its consequences. The fact that the Queen was wielding it like a verbal weapon served to grate Nuna’s every fiber.


“Am I? You already know your leaders lie about my magical prowess. Maybe you should reexamine everything they’ve told you. You might be surprised by what you find.” The Queen chuckled and shook her head. “Tell me, Nuna, who built the most powerful, prosperous nation that’s ever sat upon this world? Your leaders? Or me? I don’t think anyone’s yapping is very relevant, to be honest. It certainly won’t make me lose any sleep. My results speak for themselves.”


Nuna did not want to think about anything the Queen had said. She just wanted to make a way out. The truth or fallacy of her meager words of resistance was not a hill she would die on. She had said her piece and gotten away with it. It was time to take the only next steps that made any sense. If that meant making the choice to play along and swallow her disdain, so be it.

“Well, Nuna? What say you?”

Nuna sighed, refusing to let the verbal spar go further. Deep down, she knew she would lose it in the end. “I will take your offer, if it is real. Though, your hopes are misguided, I assure you.”

“Oh, excellent,” the Queen replied, her eyes lighting up. She rose to her feet, then spoke to the three warriors surrounding Nuna. “Will you please direct a few servants to prepare quarters for Nuna? After that, establish a rotation on the room with the royal guards. I want six of them watching it each night. Also, everything she had with her, except weapons, is to be placed in the room as soon as it is ready.”

“Absolutely, Your Majesty,” Titania said. Both Lolly and Creeker nodded.

Nuna stood still, watching as her world began to change. She was trapped in the deal, stuck with little more than hope that the promised end to her semi-incarceration would actually arrive.

“And for you, Nuna,” the Queen began, “please, come walk with me. No guards. Just the two of us together. I’ll show you around my palace.”

Nuna accepted and waited as the Queen walked down the steps from her throne. If the royal guards were wary about letting the Queen leave alone with an enemy, they did not show it.


It is not like there was real danger. Nuna herself knew she was not able to kill the Queen no matter how badly she wanted to. A hundred of her could not bring down the Vestarii monarch in a fight of magic or muscle. The notion that she had any chance to succeed was a lie from Pax Manova that she would forever have to accept. Save only the Queen’s mercy having swapped the outcome; Nuna’s own people sent her on a suicide mission.


“Yes, Your Majesty,” Nuna finally replied.

The Queen tapped Nuna’s arm and beckoned her to come along, more like a best friend than a captive. Nuna complied and found herself shoulder to shoulder with the Vestarii monarch. That was the first inkling Nuna had into where the next twenty-three days would lead her. She did not plan to enjoy a minute of it.

****

As the days passed, Nuna lost the ability to think of her place in Vestarii as captivity. Other than the guards outside her door every night, she felt almost free. If she was in a cage, the door was open. If it was a prison, the cells were not locked. Once the discomfort of simply being there had gone away, it was a refreshing type of existence. She had known little more than blood soaked, dishonorable glory her entire life, and her stint in Vestarii provided a peace that she had begun to appreciate. She loathed thoughts like that but found it harder and harder to lie to herself. Every night alone in the room was worse, as the comforts tried to yank her away from her lifelong loyalties. There was conflict inside her, even in her gods-forsaken dreams.

By the end of the fifth day, Nuna had to consciously remind herself to mentally express hatred for anything and everyone she saw. By the start of the twelfth, she had forgotten that personal edict entirely and found herself falling into the Queen’s routines with ease.

On the day of the attack, the Queen had been visiting a hospital to offer her exceptional healing abilities for free. Nuna quickly discovered that it was not a one off she had happened to stumble upon when she plotted her assassination attempt. The Queen made such events a habit, even deeming the outings as important as the actual duties she exercised at the top of the Vestarii government.

The same could be said for how the Queen navigated the microcosm of politics within her own palace. Servants and soldiers were her friends. She would take the time to wash dishes with some of the galley crews one night, then help trim shrubbery with a few groundskeepers another, or perhaps spend an evening at the gates of the palace bidding well to all who were going home for the day’s end.


The Queen even knew their names. All of them. Nuna noticed the only exception to that were royal guardsmen, whose faces were usually covered by the helmets of their armored uniform.



At first, Nuna found it so awful, so wretched. She wanted to scream the first time she had to watch someone of such a high station genuinely listen to the happy-go-lucky drivel of a servant sharing recent happenings about herself and her meaningless family. The Queen had apparently attended that servant’s wedding incognito many years earlier. That servant’s name was Maya, and she was one of the most common faces Nuna had to see daily in the palace. Nuna knew her name well because the Queen had told her to use it. Apparently, greeting someone to his or her face as just “servant” was not tolerated in the Queen’s palace after you knew their name.


In addition to those of low importance, Nuna also saw some of the higher-ranking people who served the Queen’s kingdom. From the military branch heads that made up High Command, members of the Affairs Council, and even a few Vestarii Senators. It was a unique view into the inner workings of Vestarii. To her knowledge, no one in Pax Manova had ever gathered this much firsthand information. In just a couple of weeks, Nuna had mentally noted a trove of interesting, possibly useful, intelligence on several Vestarii officials. Of course, she was kept out of any real proceedings they held with the Queen during that time. Nonetheless, once she was able to return home, Nuna figured the experience would be worth something to Pax Manovan leadership.

That sense of mission blurred, though. Less and less, it was on her mind.

Nuna found herself changing in subtle ways day by day. She thought only of what happened around her. For hours at a time, she would forget all about her life with Pax Manova. Those stretches grew longer as the days went by. The Queen became less an object of her hatred and more an enigma Nuna wanted to constantly examine. Pax Manova had tortured Nuna into physical and magical strength as a child and then taught her what, how, why, and when to think as an adolescent. Yet somehow, when she judged what she found inside herself as an adult, it was all so lacking, so fruitless. What was the point of her life? To serve Pax Manova’s ambitions until she died in a pointless duel or battle? That was certainly the finale for most of her people. It was horrific to have such treasonous inquiries in her head. They had wormed their way in, and she could not stop them. The Queen had been fighting and winning another battle with her all along. By the time Nuna realized that fact, it was too late.

When the twentieth day arrived, home seemed distant, and Nuna was not sure what she thought of it anymore. As her time in Vestarii grew short, the cliffside choice of leaving the Queen and her kingdom behind loomed as dread, not desire.

****

Nuna’s attack on Queen Yumi Ganeshi had been twenty-two days earlier. Only one more sunrise would come before she had to make her choice to stay or go.

During her failed assassination attempt, Nuna had initially resisted when she had been splayed out on a stony floor, bloodied and beaten. In the first seconds after the fight ended, she only had eyes on death. She could not have imagined another option in the aftermath of her failure.

Even as the time to give the Queen an answer to her offer grew close, she was still surprised at herself for getting so far off the path she had been raised to accept.

It was the decision between a life in Vestarii or going back to Manovo and her illicit comrades in the world’s shadows.

Nuna had thus far said nothing to imply what her answer might be. Almost every day she was near the Queen at said monarch’s behest. During that time, she repeatedly witnessed the truth of who the woman was.

She saw an elf of such power be so compassionate, so filled with life and love for others, including those who rightfully should be subjugated beneath her heel. She treated others better than herself, serving those less than her. At first, it made Nuna want to gag.

However, she grew to understand that the mystery surrounding Vestarii’s unparalleled success in the world did, in fact, come from its notions of liberty, justice, and truth—as espoused in the Self-Evidence, the infamous document penned by the Queen herself.

The people in Vestarii were so different from what Nuna had expected. Even the poor were prosperous, compared to the starving destitution of Oshemel and Sabasay Bara, two nations Pax Manova dominated. From tavern stewards to politicians, something amazing abounded in the people. Even the former slave races, goblins and narasimha, had found a home worth wanting in Vestarii. Somehow, freedom was the catalyst that brought so many to life. Nuna had never seen it with her own eyes before, but the result of what happened when good was heaped upon others, rather than the evil within herself, gradually became undeniable. It was only the day prior she realized she referred to herself that way for the first time.

All of it made her seek within her own spirit to find the answers to the questions that grew out of what she witnessed—her mind’s screeches of disdain notwithstanding. Were her people worth going back to? Was all the hatred she had been taught for Vestarii and its Queen just a pack of lies? Did she even want her own people to find their long-desired victory?

None of it gave her an answer to the offer she had been given. Neither “yes” nor “no” ever entered her mind. She just watched day in and day out as the Queen kept her close.

Like a thief in the night picking the lock to her heart’s door to find what grew within, she was down to one day left, and the door was almost ready to open.

There was a knock at her room’s door. Nuna opened it to the Queen, who had appeared there every morning prior.

“Come, Nuna. It seems we have a situation on our hands,” the Queen stated.

“Of course,” Nuna replied, stepping out to join the Queen. Unlike before, there were four guards there with them. Instead of their spears, each carried an empty sack.

“We’ve got a thief in the palace. One of the servants, a fairly new one, has been pilfering food from the storehouses and taking it home with her. We found out she’s been doing it for a few weeks. I’m going to deal with it,” the Queen explained as she led Nuna down the hallway.

The Queen walked with more assertiveness, and less grace.

Servants working in the palace were hired employees of the Queen and were both paid and treated well, much more than in the other elven nations. Nuna did not see the point in allowing the lesser members of society to be free. Furrowing her brow, she wondered what the Queen would do. The thief was someone who was already a beneficiary of the Queen’s good nature yet stole from her outright. Surely the punishment for that would be truly horrible.

What about the sacks the guards were carrying? Perhaps they would be used to carry the severed limbs of the thief to a shallow grave? Or cover the person’s head as they were led away to the gallows? That was certainly what would happen where she came from.

Maybe Vestarii wasn’t so different after all.

“You’re quieter than usual today,” the Queen spoke up, breaking Nuna’s train of thought.

“I am thinking,” Nuna replied.

“I see,” the Queen said. She just smiled, not pushing any further. “We’re almost to the kitchen where some servants and guards have her detained. One of the storehouses she’d stolen from is right there as well. It’s the perfect spot to dole out what must be done.”

Nuna nodded into a slight bow as they walked. It appeared she would, in fact, witness something more akin to what she was used to.

****

The kitchen was one of many in the palace. It had a pair of ovens, stoves, wash basins, and a large pantry at the back to handle cooking and food storage. There was one table in the middle of the room for dining. Around it, numerous servants were surrounding the guilty one sitting at the end—a girl named Anya. At the door stood soldiers, keeping any newcomers out. More soldiers made a perimeter around the servants.

When the Queen arrived, everything changed. The servants and soldiers parted to let her and Nuna inside and approach the table.

Immediately, one of the servants—it was Maya—began to plead Anya’s case in a rush of words before an order of silence might befall her. She was of a higher rank among the palace servants, as noticed by the gold-colored trim in a few locations on her light gray skirt and top. Would the Queen be sympathetic to someone she trusted?

“Your Majesty, please, it isn’t greed that made Anya steal. I swear it. Her family has a lot of debt. They have two children of their own and a third they’ve taken in. Her husband is a fisherman who was out of work for many weeks due to a severe injury from a shipwreck on the rocks coming into port. His share of the boat’s cost was a lot to cover. It was badly damaged,” Maya explained.

The Queen listened, shushing anyone who tried to talk over Maya and nodded at each excuse.

The story was believable because a huge number of people in Vestarii worked on ships or docks. The country’s wealth and strength were partially built around the many industries involved in the sea, ports, and shipping. And, of course, while Vestarii was the richest nation in the world, the realities of life did not cease with the mere presence of excess gold and silver. There were still people who had to struggle to gain stability or cover their table with ample food every day. Such things were inevitable in a mortal world.

Anya appeared to be about as young as Nuna herself, somewhere between twenty and eighty—the early decades of elven adulthood. Unlike Nuna, who was only twenty-four, the servant was probably at the higher end of that range due to her motherhood. Very few elves had children prior to their fiftieth birthday, and even that was considered early.

Sitting there, Anya appeared shamed and nervous under the Queen’s gaze. She fidgeted while refusing to look up from the table. She did not seem to be terrified as she knew what could befall her—while serious—was not going to be deadly or tortuous.

Nuna could not help but wonder why. In her mind, the crime at hand was significant. She had decided earlier the foregone conclusion was that theft would be an absurd, sick behavior. Like a sheep stealing from the shepherd that kept the wolves away. Especially after Maya, speaking for the guilty one, confessed that the theft was real, and her guilt was not in question.

“Before I came here, I already confirmed the story Maya just gave me,” the Queen stated. “At least I know you’re not lying about why you stole from my palace.” She looked at Anya and smiled softly. “It’s wonderful that you would take in a third child. That is such a blessing. As elves, we only get two of our own, never more. You should consider yourself lucky, even if it’s hard.”

Nuna noticed that for someone with the reputation Yumi Ganeshi had, people sure treaded carefully when she was around. Especially when a serious matter was at hand. Not in fear, but in respect. She found it odd. The Queen did not enforce such things or act as if she was entitled to that level of fervent regard. The respect was genuine, born out of her accomplishments on the throne during her decades of sitting on it.


“However,” the Queen grumbled, “I find it insulting that you would steal from me. Of all people. Me. I just can’t believe it. It bothers me so much that one of my people would feel the need to rob my palace. It’s a hideous thing to think about.”


There was a moment of hanging quiet.

“I’m sorry. Please for—” Anya tried to speak.


The Queen held up a judgmental finger, silencing Anya. “There’s only one thing I can do, unfortunately. This transgression must be dealt with. It cannot be allowed to fester in this, in my, palace. So, therefore…” the Queen jabbed her finger at Anya and scrunched her face in anger. “So, therefore…” she paused again and her budding rage became the facade it had been all along. “I’m going to fill these four giant sacks with food and give it to you and your family.”


Nuna’s jaw dropped, as did Anya’s. A few of the soldiers laughed. They had known what to expect.

As if on cue, the four soldiers that had come with them walked to the storage area behind the kitchen and began rummaging around, fulfilling the Queen’s plan.

“Your job here is safe. Nobody will hold this against you,” the Queen said to Anya, who looked flush with gratitude. “But don’t steal scraps from me. Especially when I’ll just give you an abundance.” She looked to where the four soldiers had gone. “They’ll take it to your home for you. Lead them there when they finish.”

The Queen began to walk away; her good work was complete. She never stuck around for glory or praise for her actions.

Why did Yumi Ganeshi do anything she did? The power that elves seek, she had acquired without the genocide and world-conquering the others lusted for. It made no sense for one who had amassed such power not to wield it for her own pride and gain while lording it over others.

Vestarii was the most impressive accomplishment in history. Others were just jealous of it; they wanted a piece of what the Queen had built. She could change that. Go and sell out to the world in the ways expected of a reigning monarch. Care what other countries think or want. Make deals with her people’s liberties and prosperity as bargaining chips. Shake greedy hands and swap fire-tongued lies with other leaders. Make her own scoreboard her life’s mission. But she never did and still managed to rise to the top. That was why the world stage hated her so much.

The Queen cared more about giving food to one of her thieving servants than reveling in all she had built. How could she care so little for glory when it was sitting all around her, with her name on it?

Elves were supposed to be the ones with their boots to the throat of the world. It was their birthright. Humans, goblins, narasimha, dwarves, they were all inferior, worth only what services they could provide to the elves. At least that was what Nuna had been taught her whole life. Every duel she fought. Every spilling of blood in the name of the “Manovan Way”—the set of tenets that dictated many elves’ lives before the World War. All she endured as a child. All her tortuous training leading to her attempt to assassinate the Queen of Vestarii.

Nuna could not resist the conflict she felt as she contemplated where she stood in the world and why she stood there. What was the point of it all?

“Come, Nuna. We’ve got some more trouble to get into. Well, really, it’s just a food stall I want to go to in the market district, but you get my drift,” the Queen said, sounding more like a carefree commoner than royalty. The way she cocked her head and narrowed her eyes also said she was aware her comment had broken Nuna from deep thought.

“Actually, may I go to my quarters to be alone?” Nuna dared. She had so much to think about, especially after what she had just witnessed.

“Of course, Nuna. Just tell one of the guards if you wish to find me or need anything,” the Queen replied.

Nuna was glad for the concession and let the Queen walk her back to the room she had been staying in for the past three weeks.

Soon, they arrived at Nuna’s room. “Remember what day tomorrow is. I do need an answer from you before the afternoon comes,” the Queen said.

Nuna walked inside and left the door open behind her until the Queen’s footsteps faded in the distance. She closed the door.

****

It had been hours. Then more hours. It seemed as if time was all Nuna had.

She had stood, sat, and paced around her quarters for so long she had not registered when night fell and then bled into the glowing morning light.

Realizing the time and wondering why nobody had knocked or entered to see what she was doing, she quietly stared at the door for a few still moments. When nothing happened, she stood a while longer, blinking and breathing.

Finally, something broke.

In the corner, Nuna’s armor had hung on a mannequin ever since the guards left it in her room after the first day. She had strict orders to never don her suit and her weapons were gone.

Nuna grabbed her helmet off the head then sat cross-legged on the floor before her Pax Manovan gear.

The helmet stayed in her hands, its sleek metal gliding beneath her changing grip as she moved it around.

Behind the armor was a large Vestarii flag, something she assumed was in every furnished living accommodation within the palace. It was dark green with a big black “V” in the middle. It was a simple design, yet a renowned, infamous testament to the most powerful kingdom in the world. She could not help but grasp the irony of that as a backdrop to what she was about to do.

She studied it intently, wondering if the Queen had chosen the “V” to stand for the name of her kingdom or for the scoreboard of her reign. Victory was something Yumi Ganeshi managed to get ahold of often, much to the chagrin of the leaders of Pax Manova, and other enemies who crossed her.

Nuna looked away and sighed. She was stalling with her thoughts, her tangents, and her too-long stare at the flag.

She had made her decision. Or rather, it had been made for her after all she witnessed. It was time to walk that path.

But there were still two things she had to do, and neither would be easy. One would bring a pain of finality, even if the action itself was simple. The other, she was not sure how it would go. The Queen would decide that.

First, she held out the helmet in front of her with both hands. She took grasp of its two lower portions, the pieces of metal that jutted down either side of the jaw to create a menacing fascia for the wearer. She turned the helmet slightly to take one last look at the gashed notches on one side. They were a testament to the duels expected of her, the blood she spilled to prove her worth to those who raised her. Each one represented a battle won. Other self-serving lives taken by her to weed out the weak among those she served with and to prove that she was better.

Then, she turned the helmet to the other side.

There, etched in the metal, was a symbol of a serpent’s head with its mouth wide open. The contours of the jaws, fangs, and dimpled eyes were the calling card of Pax Manova, a sign of one who followed the way of the world they desired.

Nuna centered the helmet again and drew upon her magic power—something the guards had forbidden her from doing.

Her magic summoned fire, blossoming to life before it intensified into a supernatural heat strong enough to make the helmet’s metal falter. It flowed forth from her hands and began to turn the helmet a dull orange, flitters of flames engulfing its form and filling its eye sockets. The flesh of her hands did not burn, as the fire served a purpose only according to her will. The helmet was not so lucky, though. For it had grown weak, as it began to turn molten. It was still solid but was soft to the might of a hammer.

She muttered, “You have lost your grip on me. Even you, Mother…” Then, Nuna pulled it apart with all her strength, her muscles tensing and doing battle with the weakened, malleable metal.

The heat had done its job. The helmet slowly sheared in half from the bottom up. It was still glowing when she let the two pieces fall from her grasp and clank against the floor.

A loud knock at the door startled Nuna, breaking her from the intensity of what she had just done.

She picked up the remains of the helmet and carried them with her to the door. She knew that whoever was on the other side expected her answer for the Queen’s offer and were almost certainly there to bring her to the woman herself.

She opened the door. It was Samrose, the High Councilor to the kingdom and one of the oldest, closest friends to the Queen. Nuna had been aware of him even before accepting the Queen’s deal because he was hated by her kind, and like with the Queen herself, every member of Pax Manova was briefed on his wretchedness.

Samrose was well over two hundred years old and it showed in the slight age lines gracing his face and the tiny bits of gray hair intruding upon his head. He had served Vestarii nearly all his adult years, going back to the reign of Yumi’s parents. During the coup and purge that led to their deaths, he had survived and fought during the World War. He led Vestarii armies and fleets to numerous, crushing victories once Yumi Ganeshi snatched the throne back from the usurper who murdered the rest of her family.

“May I go speak with the Queen?” Nuna asked.

“Of course. She asked me to come get you. She’s in the kitchen you were in yesterday,” Samrose replied.

Nuna stepped out and looked around. The guards that were usually posted outside her door were gone.

Samrose glanced at her broken helmet. “Well, go on. The Queen is expecting you. She’s there with some of her early-shift servants and soldiers, but she wants you there too.”

Nuna left, and Samrose went on his way, his task of notifying her of the Queen’s summoning done. The corridor seemed to go on forever as her footsteps quietly moved along the floor. She was anxious, tired, and feeling alone.

Eventually, she reached the kitchen and stopped just shy of crossing through the doorway as she gripped the metal in her hands a little tighter. Then, she walked in, and what she saw was yet another reason the Pax Manovan in her had lost the battle of her choice.

The Queen was making pancakes. She was flipping discs of batter up and down over a large pan, the spatula in her hand carrying out the culinary will of its expert wielder. A few servants sat at one table with plates in front of them. Several enlisted soldiers were at another table, boots still dirty from their duties as gate guards or grounds patrolmen. Soon enough, the first fat stack of pancakes made their way to a large plate, which the Queen brought to the table with the servants. “Here you go, Maya. If you’ll be so kind and hand out this batch of fluffy lovelies.”

Maya did as the Queen asked.

The Queen immediately took the now empty plate back near the cooking range and set it down. After that, another servant, as if on cue, took over the duty of making the next batch of pancakes.

“Good morning, Nuna,” the Queen greeted.

Nuna looked around, still trying to process what she was seeing. The Queen—the woman the world called “Lioness of the West”—was serving pancakes to her palace servants and low-ranking soldiers. The Queen’s dark green sleeves were rolled up, and her long, blond hair was tied back. She looked so simple. So menial. So unbecoming. So servant-like. And yet, she was a picture of the profound.

“I have an answer for your offer,” Nuna stated.

The Queen walked away from the stovetop and came into the middle of the room to face Nuna. She was solemn and quiet. Nuna stepped forward and slowly dropped to her knees and bowed low, all the way, until her forehead touched the stony grain of the floor and her messy black hair draped upon it. She reached out and set down the two broken pieces of the helmet and pushed them away. They stopped at the toes of the Queen’s shoes, the serpent and gash-like markings on the two sides facing upward.

“At first, I agreed to your terms that day only to save myself from you and your soldiers. But each new morning here in this place, alongside you, I found myself confused. It drove me crazy. I saw such life in you, in your servants, your soldiers. In the people on the street, the goblins, and every shopkeeper we spoke with. The people in the hospital. Every person we met. Except for me.”

Nuna exhaled, then inhaled. She stopped only long enough for her voice to get the replenishment of that breath. “In you, I witnessed the truth about the lies I was raised to believe. My masters said you are weak. But you are not. They said your kingdom is worthless. But they just refuse to see its power. I was raised to hate you and everything you stand for and have built. I blamed you for why my life was miserable. Why I was not born into the glorious world they say elves deserve. A world that would have been made, if not for you.”

Nuna rose to her knees. “I do not know how you thought me refusing to kill a bunch of kids in my way was worth something. But…every day here, I began to grow a wanting for what you have, what your people have. Each day, I started to feel like the thousands that came before it was all a waste. A waste of life. A waste of purpose.”


She paused for a moment to see if the Queen wished to speak. When silence came, and the Queen allowed her to go on, she did, and began to say her last words as an enemy of the one before her. “There is such life here. Such worth. Such wonder. I think I would be the world’s biggest fool not to accept the offer to join your kingdom. I do not wish to return to my old masters or to the place of my birth. I want to stay here.”


Nuna had no tears. Her voice did not crack. She was not the type to suffer such things. However, her words—excessive by her standards—were sincere, and they had hit their mark.

Nuna’s eyes met the Queen’s, and the pair just looked at each other for a moment. Then, the Queen nodded.

“Two things,” the Queen started. “One, we don’t bow in my kingdom. And two, I knew I saw something worthwhile in you.” She beckoned for Nuna to stand up.

Nuna was glad to hear the offer given was indeed the truth, and that her acceptance of it was all she needed to make it so.


“Actually…three things,” the Queen added, just before grasping Nuna in a tight, encasing hug. “This is a wonderful day, and it needs a celebration.”


Better Is One Day


Prologue to The 40th Day



CHAPTER 1

The smell of salt in the air lingered in Kivi’s nose as the sails of the Vestarii cutter that had brought her to the island of Liber disappeared over the horizon. She’d watched it sway and amble away from the dock after it dropped her, and several crates of supplies, off at a tiny depot situated at the head of Liber’s seemingly abandoned port.

With the ship’s leaving, Kivi’s nervousness grew. What was excitement a few hours before now mixed with a lack of confidence. She swallowed and put her eyes on the unmanned depot. The supplies brought to the island had been placed at the stone outpost’s door, waiting for someone to pick them up. She knew they were for the unit posted on Liber, having been told as much before disembarking from the cutter.

Kivi walked up and poked around the entrance of the depot. Her curiosity did not reward her, as its interior was as barren as the outside walls. She placed her pack by the entrance and went outside to inspect the supply crates. It was mostly a silent, time-killing gesture. She hoped someone, preferably a soldier, would appear and direct her next actions.

Kivi sighed, quickly exhausting the delay of lonesome worry looking over the crates had given her. She thought about breaking into one but stopped short just as her toes stood against the closest of them. Instead, she plopped down on the crate and pulled a map out of her pocket.


Studying the creased and crinkled parchment closely, she saw markings for the tiny port, hardly ever used save for supply runs and a civilian trade ship every month or so. Then toward the center was Navan, Liber’s largest town. About five hundred people lived there and in its outlying area. The base her unit operated from was also close by. On the opposite side of the island there was another much smaller town named Darash. It had a lonesome dockyard as well but faced away from the nation’s capital and Afthonia—the first and second largest cities in Vestarii.


Down the shore a bit from where Kivi sat, a handful of sloops were moored to a second, smaller pier and were just as lonesome as she was. They were there to be put into service if the island’s residents needed to travel elsewhere in the region on short notice. Upkeeping them was part of her new unit’s duties. It’s quite mundane for what was supposed to be a steppingstone to the Vestarii Army’s magic-using elite, but she didn’t mind. If she could make a place for herself on Liber, she didn’t care what they needed her to do.

Kivi folded her map and put it away. With no one around, she’d just have to go into Navan and find her unit herself to inform them of her arrival and of the supplies.

Before hopping off the crate, a stern, female voice erupted from behind her. “Soldier!” It was lower than the boom of a yell but loud enough to convey authority. Kivi jumped up off the crate and turned to face the person who’d snuck up on her. She saluted and stood to attention. Before her was a female officer and numerous other soldiers behind her.

“Off your guard?” the officer asked, in a more relaxed tone than before.

“Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am. It won’t happen again, ma’am,” Kivi peppered out, embarrassed at her first impression upon one whom was possibly the commanding officer of the unit.

“Relax,” the officer replied. The others snickered.

The subordinates all looked to be within Kivi’s age range—at least twenty, but less than eighty years old. Such was the way for elves, even those with some human blood coursing through their mostly elven veins—like Kivi. The officer herself might be pushing a hundred years old, looking perhaps twenty-six or twenty-seven, if she were a human.

“I’m Commander Tanna. I assume you’re Private Kivi Mennos? Our newest addition?” Before Kivi could answer, Commander Tanna turned to the subordinates behind her. “The rest of you, get those supplies and bring them up. Make two trips if you have to.”

Kivi spoke up, “Yes, ma’am. That’s me. I’m sorry if you were expecting me in the town.”

“It’s fine. Out this far from the capital, there’s no telling exactly when that cutter will arrive. I keep someone watching the port the day of to come alert me when the sloop first appears over the horizon,” Commander Tanna explained, as she walked closer to inspect Kivi. “Your uniform is proper,” she added, nodding her head approvingly. “Do you have anything else with you? Oh, and, please, try to relax. No need to stand at attention just to speak with me. Out here, respect is shown with action, not a fearful gaze and standing stiff as a board.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kivi said. “And, yes ma’am, again. My pack is by the door of the depot there. Just the one. I packed light.”

“Good. Grab it, then follow me and the others. We’ll get you up to the base.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Kivi quickly obeyed and fell in line behind Commander Tanna and the other soldiers.

****

When Kivi thought of backwater places, Liber’s dusty roads and sparse homesteads beyond its two townships were what came to mind. In comparison to the grand, stone-jungle cityscapes found in the Vestarii capital city or the industrial breadbasket of Afthonia, the settlement on Liber wouldn’t even appear to be in the same nation.

As one that came from the capital, stony metropolis that it was, Kivi peered around the approaching town with a degree of unbefitting wonder. Her feet dutifully followed Commander Tanna, while her eyes scanned every which way along the spattering of simple two-room cottages, the occasional run-down storehouse, family-run stalls and stores, and what infrastructure Liber had scraped together. Beyond those fingerprints of civilization, jungle beckoned, running until land turned to ocean, which wasn’t more than an hour’s hike away, considering Liber’s unimpressive size.

Kivi wanted to ask questions but did not have the courage to make small talk with the commander. The other soldiers were busy carrying the supplies that arrived with her and were not in a place to be peppered with her curiosity.

Kivi kept walking while hiding her wonder to herself. She timidly waited for whatever would be the unit’s base to appear on the horizon.

“So, Private Mennos…not much of a talker, are you?” Commander Tanna didn’t turn back to look at Kivi, but her tone was friendly.

“Yes ma’am,” Kivi replied quickly. “Or…no ma’am. I’m just shy.”

“That’s fine. We’re all nice here, even me,” Commander Tanna said, chuckling. “We’re coming up on Navan’s town square. It’s really something to write home about, I know. You’ll be raving about Liber, I promise.” She paused as they got close to where she’d just spoken faux-highly of. “Or not. Liber is kinda crappy. It’s the unit’s home, though. We were one of the first training units Her Majesty ordered to be created for the outer islands of our territory. I’m the third commanding officer to be posted here.”

Navan’s town square wasn’t totally dead. There were several people milling about, and almost every business front looked somewhat active. Kivi could smell a few different foods roasting, their aromas mixing as they wafted out into the street. There was enough business for the average Liber denizens to get everything they needed, plus a little extra.

“It’s quaint. Nothing like the capital. I think I might like it,” Kivi said.

“There she is!” Commander Tanna said, almost beaming. “You’re free to talk at your leisure when we’re out and about like this.” She turned to look Kivi in the eyes. “See? I don’t bite. I’m the leader. Not some cruel, despot overlord.”

Kivi blushed and sucked in a short breath. “Yes ma’am. I never said you were, though,” she eked out.

“Oh, please. You were too nervous before.” Commander Tanna paused for a few moments; her attention was stolen away by the road. High, thick stone walls soon came into view on the right side of where they walked. They stretched for several hundred yards alongside the roadway and were about ten minutes from the edge of town. “We’re almost to the barracks. I’ll form up the unit when we get there and let you introduce yourself. It’s a huge place, but it’s mostly just us there.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kivi whispered. She was glad for Commander Tanna’s unexpected friendliness, but she still harbored a worming sense of nervous discomfort as her post on Liber became reality. She wanted to be on Liber, but she knew her place here was risky, even criminal.

Kivi needed confidence, and she just didn’t have it. It was about as lacking as her magical abilities, which was why being selected for a place in a unit such as Liber’s stressed her so. She knew she’d have to navigate carefully if she wanted to stick it out and make sure her lies never reached the eyes and ears of her new unit.

The barracks compound was easily the most impressive structure on the island, and its entire walled perimeter was almost as large as Navan itself. Such a sizable base seemed out of place in comparison to the size of the town it oversaw. Nonetheless, Kivi was delighted to watch them appear in front of her and see the inside of her unit’s home.

“There it is. Fort Liber. Totally boring name, I know. We drew lots to see who’d get to rename it when I took command, as was tradition. Unfortunately, our most boring member won. She then named it after the island itself. Please feel free to tease her about it at your leisure,” Commander Tanna said, between stifled chuckles as they approached the gate.

“Maybe she just loves the island?” Kivi asked, trying not to jump in on teasing a person she didn’t know.

“Nah. She’s just boring,” Commander Tanna replied.

“Oh, y’all yappin’ about Miss Monotone?” one of the soldiers carrying the end of a supply crate asked.

“Yep. And what have I told you about calling her that?”

“Only to use that nickname when you’re not around to tell me not to use it?”

Commander Tanna’s face deadpanned in petty disappointment. “Give me that end of the crate. Me and Susannah can take it. You’re gonna show Kivi to empty quarters to drop her bag off. Then bring her down to the base’s center to meet everybody.”

Kivi stepped forward, remaining quiet.

Commander Tanna put a hand on her shoulder, ushering her to the other girl. “I’ll have everyone else down in the square by the time you get done with her. Go ahead, now,” she said. She swapped places with her subordinate behind the crate.

The other girl holding the crate, Susannah, was clearly annoyed at having to stand by with her arms full just for a friendly chat to go on. She said nothing, but her glare going back and forth between Commander Tanna and Kivi gave it away.

“C’mon, Kivi, let’s go get you an empty room. There’s several you can pick from, and they’re all pretty much the same. I’m Mirai Kathka, by the way. You can call me Peppermint. Everyone, except stuffy ol’ Commander Tanna, does,” Mirai said.


Kivi cocked an eyebrow, wondering if Mirai putting her on nickname-basis so quickly was real or a silly joke to embarrass her in front of everyone later. Though, trust seemed warranted. Mirai appeared to be without guile, genuine in her demeanor. She had a rural accent, hair the color of straw, and walked like most of her days were carefree. On her right forearm, she had “Self-Evidence” tattooed in black ink. That was the name of Vestarii’s founding document. Many young people of the day were big believers in it, so it wasn’t uncommon to see such testaments.


“I see what you’re thinkin’. You’re wondering about the nickname, aren’t you?” Mirai asked. “It’s because of the candy I always buy in town. One of the shops stocks it just for me. I think it’s great. Sweet…like me,” Mirai explained, with a big smile on her face.

Kivi laughed and smiled back, happy to still not sense even a shadow of dishonesty. She nodded a few times to show her understanding, then nervously beckoned her to begin showing her around.

“Okay. Please lead the way…Peppermint,” Kivi said softly.

Mirai crossed her arms. “A little timid,” she said. She put a hand under her chin and stared into Kivi’s eyes with the deep, coal-colored irises of her own. Mirai gave her head a tiny nod, as if noticing something specific. Finally, she spoke again. “Let’s go, Kivi,” Mirai ordered impatiently in a serious, slightly deepened voice. 

After a pause, Mirai laughed at herself. “Wow, I sounded way too serious there. So not like me,” she said. “Let’s go. I’ll show you around here really quick. Then, we’re off to meet the whole gang,” she continued, holding out a friendly hand.

Seeing Commander Tanna’s back disappearing farther beyond the gate, Kivi obeyed. “Thank you, Mir—Peppermint, I mean,” Kivi replied. She took her place beside her new acquaintance and headed for the three-story barracks structure where the compound’s living quarters were. The building was front and center once inside the walls, about a hundred feet beyond the main entryway into the base. From the outside, the barracks looked like any other that might be found on an army fort. They weren’t as massive as what would be built in places like the capital, but the construction was of similar inspiration. She assumed their interior would be the same.

The quarters were as Kivi expected. They were basic but reasonably comfortable when considering what they were for. Every member of the unit received their own room, rather than bunking together. Mirai’s room was on the second floor, like almost everyone else’s.

Such was a pleasant side effect due to the small size of the units posted to the outer islands of Vestarii territory. On each one, no matter the size of the unit posted there, the barracks and base were far larger than normally necessary. The idea was that the number of soldiers posted to the island would swell dramatically if warfare in the region broke out. The full-time troops were there as a stopgap and aid to the townspeople. Units like Kivi’s were that as well, while also having a long-term, training-focused mission for their enlisted members.

Kivi wasn’t picky and chose a room near Mirai’s, glad the other young soldier was happy to become a friend. She surveyed her chosen space for a moment, shrugging at its barren furnishing: a bed, a window with basic curtains, and a small desk in the corner. It’s nothing special, but it was still a bit nicer than her room back home. She dropped her things off at the foot of the bed and walked back out with Mirai, figuring she’d unpack her personal belongings come the end of the day.

“Let’s go gather up Miss Monotone too. I haven’t seen her all day, so she’s probably cooped up in her room comparing different tea flavors or something. Her real name is Nuna,” Mirai said. She shut the door to Kivi’s new room and waved her along to their next destination.

They walked down the corridor and passed several dozen closed doors along the way until Mirai finally stopped just a few rooms shy of the staircase at the very end of the floor.

Kivi stood back as Mirai stepped up to knock on the door. To Kivi’s surprise, Mirai didn’t just knock, she pounded. Her closed fist hammered down on the center of the door, shaking it with each strike. “She’ll ignore you if you just knock on it like a normal person. You have to really get her attention,” Mirai said, pounding a few more times.

“Hey, Miss Monotone! Get out here quick! It’s important!” Mirai yelled through the door. She took a step back and crossed her arms, waiting for her demand to be fulfilled.

Sure enough, the door soon cracked slightly. Then it stopped. A quiet sigh came from behind it before it finally eased open the rest of the way. Nuna—Miss Monotone, according to Mirai—faced them with a pair of blank, uninterested eyes. Her irises were dark red, like blood, and seemed to garner a bit of life as Kivi soon noticed them start to dart back and forth between herself and Mirai.

Nuna’s hair was black, slightly messy, and cropped roughly to the nape of her neck. In quite the contrast, her skin was rather pale, even for an elf. She wore a knee-length tunic that fashionably aged her a century or more. It was dark green and trimmed with subtle lines of gold fabric at the neck and end of the sleeves. More notably, a royal seal was on the collar. It was out of regulation and couldn’t be a proper military uniform.

Nuna didn’t speak. She just looked at them, as if the people in front of her were no more a pressing matter than a speck of dust on the doorknob. If she had any feelings about the friendly intrusion, they were invisible. She looked more like a doll than a person—some rosy makeup on her cheeks, and she absolutely would have.

“Howdy, Miss Monotone,” Mirai greeted happily. “The new girl’s here,” Mirai continued, turning to point at Kivi. “Her name’s Kivi. Commander Tanna told me to show her to a room, then go down to meet the rest of the unit. I knew you’d be up here, so I decided to stop by and get you.”

Kivi gave a short, brief wave, indicating her existence.

“Hello, Kivi,” Nuna said in a tone as flat as a new sheet of parchment. “Goodbye, Mirai,” she added.

Without another word, she quietly shut the door. Mirai huffed and rolled her eyes, which amounted to nothing. Clearly, Nuna would not be joining them.

After a moment, Mirai finally muttered to herself that protesting was pointless and quickly led Kivi away, not bothering to speak with the door.

“I’ll show you a few important places in the barracks here, then we’ll go down and meet the others,” Mirai said. “And don’t let Nuna get to you. She’s like that with everyone. Except me…sometimes. She’s a cold, quiet sweetheart once you get to know her. I promise.”

“Of course,” Kivi said. “Your nickname for her fits,” she added, chuckling softly. “I’m glad I didn’t laugh about it when she said her four words to us.”

“I know, right?” Mirai replied, sounding happy that someone liked her handiwork.

The pair rounded the next hallway and made their way down the stairs to go meet everyone else. Save Nuna, of course.


CHAPTER 2

With Kivi’s arrival, the unit on Liber boasted twenty-one soldiers. Twenty of them were there in the base’s center where everyone stood in formation with the two officers, including Commander Tanna, in front. Nuna was the one lost sheep hiding away in her room.

Commander Tanna sighed in frustration when Mirai told her Nuna would not be joining them. “Even when we have a new member, she can’t show up,” she muttered.

Running the show alongside Commander Tanna was Lieutenant Kiera, her second-in-command. Normally, lieutenants would oversee the training of subordinates and handle day-to-day tasks; however, Commander Tanna confirmed that she was almost always alongside the unit’s activities and wouldn’t be found cooped up in the barracks’ study assigned to her. The unit being fewer than two dozen strong made that easy.

With a salute, followed by a handshake to Lieutenant Kiera, Kivi was directed to learn the names and faces of her compatriots. She introduced herself, then each of the others did the same.

It was embarrassing. Though, no one scowled at her. Nor did her words come out in a bumble or a stutter. It was just awkward, like the times she had to introduce herself on the first day of a new year in school. She got through it, even if remembering all the names would take a bit longer than one brief greeting.

Kivi quickly fell into the formation, finding a place on the end next to Mirai, who didn’t seem to mind her sticking close.

Addressing them all, Commander Tanna dismissed the formation a moment later, having accomplished her goal of getting everyone to know about their latest arrival.

As the briefly assembled group soon dispersed, bleeding into other parts of the base, Commander Tanna and Lieutenant Kiera pulled Kivi aside, snagging Mirai as well.

“No duties or training today or tomorrow, Mirai. You will show Kivi around the base. And then Navan. Take her to Darash, too. Make sure to show her the important stuff,” Commander Tanna stated. “And by ‘important stuff’ I don’t mean your favorite tavern or the food stall that stocks that disgusting candy you engorge yourself on.” She crossed her arms in a subtle show of semi-friendly judgment.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mirai said with a frown. She mumbled something under her breath that sounded like a sarcastic reply.

Commander Tanna had already moved on, and faced Kivi, ignoring the slight insubordination as if she’d expected it. Uncrossing her arms, Commander Tanna spoke again, “For today and tomorrow, let Mirai take you around. You two seem friendly enough with each other already, and I figure it’s smart to let you get your bearings here before jumping into stuff.” She paused, giving the opportunity for questions. When neither of her subordinates spoke, she continued, “After that, you can get into normal daily routines.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you for the consideration,” Kivi said.

Commander Tanna nodded in return. “Anything either of you need from me now?”

“No, ma’am,” Kivi replied.

“Nope,” Mirai added.

“You two best get started then,” Commander Tanna said. She turned around and walked off.

****

Kivi found Navan to be more robust than city slicker sarcasm would admit now that she got to explore it a bit. Everything one would need was there, plus a bit more for good measure. The market had numerous food stalls, storefronts, and shops to cover the things daily life required one to eventually repair or replace. The only problem, according to Mirai, was that many of them were open or closed according to the whims of the family that ran them. That was lackadaisical, rural life.

Beyond the market, there were even three taverns spread far enough apart to each have their own unique allures. The one closest to the town’s center was known to be bustling almost every day after sundown. It was the biggest hangout in Navan and was a frequent place where many in the unit spent chunks of their free time.

Once in the heart of Navan, Mirai decided it was time to really start their task. And their first stop would be the fabled food stall that she loved.

Soon, Mirai had a bag of peppermint candy in hand as the pair walked the market. Mirai rattled off about where to get what and who had the best prices in between bouts of popping a new rough-cut chunk of peppermint into her mouth. Each store or stall they passed that Mirai approved of specifically, she pointed out. From boot repair to the best snacks to which store had a magic user to keep the drinks the coldest, Kivi was soon well versed in where to spend the bulk of her money. Eventually, they moved on, Mirai leading Kivi away.

Kivi couldn’t help but glance back and forth at Mirai after they left the market. She’d almost completely stopped talking, rather than being the chatterbox she’d been just a moment before. Even only knowing Mirai for a short time, Kivi knew that wasn’t normal.

Once they were well beyond the market, Mirai stopped abruptly in the middle of the road. Kivi stopped as Mirai turned to face her.

Kivi wasn’t surprised. She wanted to know what the problem was. Was her new friend hiding something? Or was she embarrassed about something? Kivi wasn’t sure. Mirai’s new, quiet demeanor seemed to have come out of nowhere.

Mirai stepped close and stared, as if trying to study her in the same way as when they first met. Kivi noticed Mirai paying close attention to her eyes.

“Please, please, please, don’t get mad, but I have to know,” Mirai said. She clasped her hands together and forced a nervous smile.

“Know what?” Kivi asked.

“You’re part human. Your eyes aren’t a color a pureblood elf can have. You’re a…a…half-breed, aren’t you?” Mirai asked, her voice bleeding into a whispered question.


“Three-quarter-breed, actually. My father is half-human. What’s it to you?” Kivi asked, crossing her arms. She hadn’t been certain before, but she figured Mirai had noticed her eyes the very first time they’d spoken. She conceded she should’ve expected it. The question still irritated her, due in part because it reminded her of why her magical abilities were so poor.


Kivi, and others like her, had an elf’s long lifespan, superior strength, speed, durability, immunity to diseases, pointy ears, never got out of shape, and enjoyed at least some degree of guaranteed magical abilities. She unfortunately suffered on the spectrum of magical prowess, despite still being able to use it.

The humanity in her only worsened this. At least, that’s what Kivi told herself. Plenty of pureblood elves were on par with her magic—a few out there were even weaker.

However, people like her never had the eyes. Her bright blue irises were absolute proof. Elves’ eyes were always a darker shade of whatever color they happened to be, whether red, purple, green, or even pitch black, like Mirai’s. For whatever reason, mixed children between humans and elves always had the eyes of the human parent, and human eyes never looked quite elven. It was the only visible indicator, though some elves were not aware of the biological quirk.

One thing that was more common knowledge, though, was the significance of red, black, or purple eyes. In general, they were an indication of strong magical ability in an elf. Thinking about that, Kivi was already a little envious. Nuna’s irises had been red. Mirai’s were black. It was like a tiny rock in Kivi’s shoe, reminding her that she wasn’t supposed to be there.


Mirai looked worried. She was wincing and blushing as if she’d committed an awful act and risked the very existence of something precious to her. “Oh no…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like a bad thing. People like you are just so rare,” Mirai explained timidly. Though, after she talked, she seemed to calm down a bit. “I just had to know. I’ve never met one before. I don’t come from a big city, and we don’t get to see anything but elves and goblins out where I was raised. I never thought I’d serve with one.”



“It’s okay. We’re good, I think,” Kivi stated. She could accept that answer and knew there was no point in making trouble over such a petty thing. Besides, she was half-convinced that Mirai didn’t even know what malice was. “Are you from a former peasant family? Out in the country somewhere?” she asked. Kivi was still willing to exchange offensive terms with her new comrade. That was all just a part of becoming friends.


“Of course, I’m a peasant!” she exclaimed, proudly. “I grew up on a farm. Like, a real farm. Tilling fields and taking care of animals and stuff, but without slaves, like they had back when my grandparents ran the place. I got to work on the farm myself.”

“Peasant for half-breed. We’re even now.” Kivi gave a faux-sinister smile.

Mirai grumbled under her breath, “You’re as bad as the commander.”

“I hope that’s a good thing,” Kivi replied. “So, where are we going next?” She started walking in the direction they’d been going before.

Mirai quickly followed. “To see the blacksmith. Then, the local healer’s house—actually, it’s two of them, a married couple. They’re super nice. Then, we’ll visit the religious people—they all live together in some commune thing, kinda like our base. They’re sort of a cult with several sects up here in northern Vestarii. We do some stuff with them sometimes. They can be annoying, but they’re okay enough.” She paused for a few seconds as if she was checking off an invisible itinerary. “After all that, we’ll go to the dock. We’ll have a peek at Liber’s sloops—we gotta upkeep ‘em, and we use ‘em sometimes for patrols and ferrying, so you might as well have a look.”

“Makes sense. Thanks for the tour,” Kivi said, letting Mirai take a slight lead on their pace.


“Mhmm,” Mirai sounded, almost humming in reply to the gratitude given. “Tomorrow, I’ll show you the hold. And we’ll also hike to Darash. I’ll take us there using some of the trails that we train on, so you know them.” She stopped again, going back to the invisible itinerary in her brain. “Then it’s normal formation every on-duty morning for you and me. We train a lot. Both those stuffy officers that lead us are tough, so I hope you’re ready. We can stick close, though.”



“Sounds great. I think I can handle it,” Kivi said, both excited and nervous. She wanted to be thrilled by the challenge and look forward to what was next. However, worry lingered beneath. Dealing with her upcoming “out of her league” problem was stayed for one more day, but she still had no plan to deal with it. “And thanks for being a friend here. I was worried I’d have trouble,” she added, before growing quiet once more.


****

Kivi and Mirai soon found themselves at the blacksmith’s home. It also served as his place of business; his shop and forge were attached to the cottage he lived in. His name was Gregory Walsh, and he’d be considered gruff by a rich man’s standards, though he was amicable enough. Mirai had explained that the unit had many dealings with him and those he employed, so he was a face she’d be seeing regularly. He was also much older than anyone at the base, looking to be a good bit past two hundred years. His impressive, though slightly graying, beard said as much.

Mirai was obviously fond of him and his occupation. Both the irreverent way she greeted him and her demeanor among his work implied she was a routine acquaintance and was liked by him as well.

In the shop, while Kivi was introducing herself and making small talk with Gregory, Mirai was busy fondling axes, swords, crossbows, and whatever else was on the racks within reach. For a few minutes, that occupied them and gave Kivi a small chance to get to know one of the island’s residents.

Just before they left, Mirai promised to come by again soon and bring some stuff the unit needed worked on. From Mirai’s own admission, she was usually the one to do it, and she enjoyed every minute spent in the shop.

Once they were outside, Mirai looked back to make sure the door shut behind them.


“Believe it or not, I brought you here for a really good reason,” Mirai started. She leaned in close. “He can be a little bit paranoid if he doesn’t know who you are. Especially if you go there claiming to be from the army unit and asking about weapons, supplies, the two towns, or something. It’s important he saw you and knew that you’re supposed to be here. Otherwise…it could’ve been bad the first time you stopped there by yourself.” She chuckled. “Plus, that excuse gave me a chance to go there and see the goodies.”


Gregory had been pleasant, and Kivi couldn’t complain if his vice was being a little overzealous about the safety of his home and neighbors. “Well, I’d say it was a good visit,” she said.

“Yeah, it was,” Mirai replied. “Next up, we gotta go to the healers, Evander and Meera. They’re kind of old, but super nice, and we work with them sometimes too.”

Soon, Mirai pointed out the healers’ home. While not a proper hospital, it was a large house with plenty of extra room for a pair of physicians to operate out of in a rural, less populated area.

A moment after Mirai knocked on the door, they were greeted by Evander and Meera. “Good day, Mirai. And a new face to see on the island,” Evander said, welcoming them both inside.

The atmosphere was accommodating and happy, like one was visiting longtime friends. The pair of healers were both probably in their late two hundreds. Only Evander had significant gray in his hair and both were still as spry and capable as a healthy human that was perhaps around fifty.
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