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Preface


Three and three and three they came


The Mighty Ones, disgraced


With powers three and three aflame


The earth they soon defaced.


But powers three and three their foes


The Loyal Ones, embraced


The ancient evil, they exposed


The Mighty were unbraced.


The Loyal won great victory


But praise was soon replaced


By hate and fear, so they did flee


To the Land Beyond the Waste.


In their secret paradise


They stay where they were chased


Their forgotten sacrifice


From hist’ry near erased—


But if the Mighty Ones return


My child, make haste, make haste:


The meek may yet our rescue earn


In the Land Beyond the Waste.


—“If the Mighty Ones Return,” from the Rishara oral tradition









Chapter 1


The Alterran Queen


“You brought an ishra into our camp?” the Alterran in front of Rydara demanded, rounding on her brother when he noticed her face.


Rydara sank deeper into the hood of her winter cloak. Ishra was the Alterran word for her mother’s people. Her resemblance to them earned her no favor.


“She is as loyal to the Six as you or I,” her brother Aander told the soldier, his face darkening. Of the Six deities recognized by Alterra and the tribes, the Red Goddess was the most hostile to heretics, and she presided over war. Bringing an ishra into a war camp would have invited a divine curse—but Rydara was not technically ishra, having never worshiped the god of her mother’s people. She had never even met anyone who did.


If the Alterran soldier assumed heresy ran in her blood regardless, he would not be the first.


“She is a king’s daughter,” Aander added, and Rydara winced. “Mind your manners.”


“We were not informed of this,” the soldier said brusquely. “She cannot be taken to the queen without permission.”


“We will wait.” Aander’s tone was final.


Rydara rubbed her forehead while the Alterrans sent a runner to their queen. The fact that she worshiped the Six was enough. Aander had not needed to broadcast her parentage, and she had counseled him not to, because it would do nothing to raise the tribes in the Alterrans’ esteem.


But Aander just lifted his chin as if he did not notice Rydara’s discomfort or the resentful glances cast her way by the rest of their own retinue. As if his word and their blood connection could give her as much a right to be there as anyone.


Aander was everything Rydara was not. Male. Fair-skinned. His hair was raven black like hers, but his was soft and wavy where hers was coarse and unmanageable. Well-known, well-loved, and beautiful, Aander was the pride of the Noraani kingdom and the envy of other tribes. Men loved to follow Aander, and his word did count for something. When the runner returned, Rydara was allowed into the Alterran camp with the rest of their party.


A pavilion had been erected in the center of the war camp. It was nearly as large as her father’s audience chamber, and its white canvas roof rippled in the breeze.


The Alterran queen sat on a cushioned seat in the back of the tent. She was dressed in high-necked violet silks, and her face was shrouded in a black veil according to the Alterran custom. Only the Alterran king could view her beauty.


Four armed guards stood behind her, and a woman in black velvet stood at her right hand. She was a handsome woman with tightly-braided blonde hair, and her face was uncovered. She was the queen’s Voice.


The eight soldiers of their Alterran escort split to take up positions against the sides of the pavilion while their party approached the queen. Aander stopped six paces from her, representatives from other tribes on his right and left. Rydara and two retainers from their own tribe stood behind them.


All six of them bowed low.


“You may rise,” the Voice bid them. “Her Majesty understands you have traveled here from the Noraani … kingdom, and that you wish to present a petition. You may speak.”


“Your Majesty.” Aander bowed his head again, briefly. He gave the queen a rueful smile. “All the tribes of Kilethe are mere fleas beside the might of Alterra, and it may seem odd to you that we of Noraan style ourselves a kingdom. We have done so ever since my ancestor Tulaan united the tribes, though we do not hold sway over as many of them as we once did. Nevertheless, now that Rinton and Ferlore have rejoined us, we speak for half the people of the Kilethi marches, and our alliance may still grow to encompass the rest.


“I am Aander tu’Noraan, son and heir to King Cressidin tul’Noraan, who presides over this alliance, and I have been empowered to seek peace with Alterra on its behalf.”


It was a good opening. Disarming, humble—as befitted them, considering their weak position—but still a reminder to the queen of their legitimacy and the number of people they spoke for. Rydara could not have scripted the lines better herself, and Aander delivered them with the charisma and personability that only he could.


“You seek peace with Alterra?” The Voice smiled. She did not even glance at the queen, who remained motionless and inscrutable behind her veil. “Consider yourselves fortunate, then, little prince, for Alterra makes no war with you. You have traveled some way for little cause, but you may return to your father with assurance of our goodwill.”


“Yes, we understand you have no grievance with us.” Aander inclined his head, and Rydara was proud of him for keeping his attention on the queen. He had known very little of Alterra or its customs before this trip, but Rydara had been studying Alterra since she was eight. She had coached him well. “Nor with any Kilethi tribe. You are merely passing through to make war on your real enemy, Jeshimoth, which lies beyond Lanimshar, many leagues to the south.


“Noraan does not begrudge you the passage, though we have claim to the land through which you pass. Nor do we seek reparations for the crops and game you have taken or the farmland you have destroyed. Consider it our gift. We are content to go on supplying your army as long as we must.


“However,” Aander paused, glancing at the Ferlore representative beside him. The man kept his gaze lowered in deference to the queen, but his jaw was tight with anger. The Alterrans had not been kind to Ferlore in their passage. “We have heard reports of violence and destruction that far exceed the standard of necessity.” Aander returned his gaze to the queen, and his voice grew more passionate as he sought to connect with her. “Homes ransacked. Women raped. Entire villages put to the sword.


“And so, we have come to sue for peace. We entreat you to speak to your general. Rein in your army. You have no quarrel with the tribes of Kilethe, and we have no wish to quarrel with you. We are, as I have said, mere fleas beside your might, and we could not hope to expel you from our lands by force of arms, even should we wish it. But surely even fleas are better made your servants than your foes. Fleas can bite, and harry, and annoy, and though we have no wish to quarrel with you, we will do what we must to protect our people.


“So please,” Aander sank to one knee, holding the queen’s gaze as best he could through her veil, “let us supply your army. If you lack anything, you have merely to ask, and we will be most pleased to negotiate. But leave our people unharmed as you pass. We beg of you.”


Aander bowed his head, and Rydara and the rest of the retinue knelt around him, also bowing their heads.


They had no standing here, and nothing to bargain with. Rydara was not even sure if the queen had the power to enact the change they sought. She was respected in Alterra, but only the king ruled, and his general was the one who commanded his army.


When Aander and Rydara had found out that the general led from this very camp and that Alterra’s queen was currently his guest, they had been lucky to secure a meeting with her. Aander hoped to win the queen with the justice of their cause and that her advocacy would be enough to sway the general. It was a better hope than if the camp had been run by a low-ranking officer with no reason to listen to them, but it was still far from a sure thing.


It did not matter. This was their only play.


The Voice took a few steps forward, stopping in front of Aander. “We take what we must. The men may, on occasion, have been carried away where we encountered resistance. But entire villages put to the sword? In a land with which we have no quarrel? Such a thing would be beneath our honor. Perhaps someone has slandered us to you.”


The Voice returned to the queen’s side. “You may rise.” They stood, and the Voice glanced at the queen. “We will speak with General Dameires on your behalf,” she continued, though the queen had given her no signal that Rydara could see. “The king does not wish your lands destroyed or his army taxed by frivolous skirmishes with a people who are not our enemy. We will ensure the general knows this.”


The words sounded hollow in Rydara’s ears, and she could feel the Voice’s lack of conviction. It was a talent Rydara had, and the reason her father had had her trained in diplomacy and sent her with Aander on missions like these. The tribes called it the Knowing magic.


She considered whispering her insight to Aander, but her brother was not foolish enough to take the concession at face value. Nor had he forgotten the reports that brought them here.


“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Aander bowed again to the queen. “If our petition has found favor in your sight, may we carry the news at once to the people of Tessex? It is a village of Ferlore, only two miles north of here, behind your lines. A woman reached us from there with word of the villagers’ suffering. We wish to assure them that Alterra has heard our plea, and to escort any who wish to resettle away from your lines.”


“That would be most improper,” the Voice said curtly. “The villagers have no need to resettle. They are safe where they are.”


This time Rydara could sense a thread of anxiety beneath the words. The Voice, Rydara was sure, did not know that the villagers were safe, and she did not want Aander to pry.


“That may be,” Aander said, his gaze flicking to the Voice. “And yet, this report has reached us.” He returned his attention to the queen. “Your Majesty, since Ferlore has joined our kingdom, I am now prince to these people. As such, it is no less than my sovereign duty to respond to a call for aid such as this. Even if the report we received was exaggerated, I wish to make known to the people of Tessex that Noraan will not ignore them.”


“That is quite impossible,” said the Voice, shaking her head. “We cannot allow a potential—”


The queen lifted a finger, and the Voice fell silent.


“Voice.” The queen’s voice filled the pavilion, and it washed over Rydara with the gentle musicality of a wind chime, flooding her with a superficial assurance that everything would soon be put right.


Rydara could feel the lie of it. Something was wrong.


“You have much to learn,” the queen continued, chiding. “Can you not see the young prince’s dilemma?”


The queen stood, and all the Alterrans in the room—the Voice included—dropped to their knees. The Noraani followed suit.


“Don’t trust them,” Rydara whispered to Aander, kneeling behind him. “This is an act.”


Rydara did not know if he heard her. His gaze was fixed on the queen.


She walked toward him. “His people have called for a savior, and where would he have them turn, if not to himself? He cannot take our word that they are well when they have called upon him to act, and even if he could—how could they appreciate his rescue if he does not appear before them, bearing word of the favor he won from us?”


The queen stood close enough that Rydara could see through the semi-transparent portion of veil that covered her eyes. They were big and green and beautiful, and they danced as they considered Aander, kneeling before her. He was transfixed.


The queen was not merely staging an act. Somehow, she was controlling the room with her voice. Rydara could feel it, and she could see it on the faces of the men who knelt beside her, staring at the queen in awe and self-abasement.


Rydara started to sweat. She did not know what kind of power this was, but it seemed she was the only one immune.


The queen glanced back at the Voice. “See how he humbles himself before me, to beg only a brief show of heroism for his people? Can you not see how much it would mean to him? And you would have us turn down such an innocent request? No. No indeed, we shall grant it.


“Rise, Prince of Noraan,” the queen said, and Aander stood. He was a full head taller than the queen, but instead of lending him gravity, his height made him gangly and awkward in front of her. “If our word is insufficient,” the queen continued, lifting her chin to look up at him, “and you wish to see for yourself that the villagers are well, such a thing can be arranged.”


“Forgive me, Your Majesty.” Aander paused, discomfited. “I did not mean to question the sufficiency of your word. If you say the villagers are well, we have no reason to doubt you. It is just—”


The queen reached up to cup Aander’s cheek in her gloved right hand, and a chill shot through Rydara. It was unlawful to touch the Alterran queen.


“You wish them to see how you rode to their rescue.” The queen nodded as she looked up at Aander, her voice soft and intimate, her hand still resting against his face. “We understand. The people should see that you came and worked the deliverance they requested.” The back of Aander’s neck flushed red, and Rydara could sense the queen’s spell at work, making Aander look vain and foolish in his own eyes.


She did not know how to stop it.


“Yes, the villagers must see you.” The queen withdrew her hand from Aander’s face. She walked back to her chair. As she seated herself, the Alterrans in the room rose to their feet, and Rydara and the rest of the retinue copied them.


The Voice took a step forward. “But you must understand,” she said, resuming her role as the queen fell silent, “we cannot escort a foreign party behind our lines without the general’s awareness. A runner will be sent. You may remain with us while we wait.”


“We beg your pardon, Majesty,” Aander said, chagrined. “We do not need to cross behind your lines ourselves. If you could only let it be known to the villagers—”


Rydara tugged at Aander’s cloak as unobtrusively as she could. “We need to see them,” she whispered.


Aander cleared his throat and put a hand behind his back, covertly waving her off. “Let it be known to the villagers that you intend them no harm, and that they are free to come and go as they please. That is all we ask.”


The Voice nodded. “Very well. We shall go ourselves.”


“Aander,” Rydara whispered as the Voice spoke. The queen was distorting her brother’s judgment, and she needed to warn him. They had to see the village.


The queen lifted a finger, and the room fell still once again.


“It seems your ishra seeks your attention, Prince of Noraan.” The queen spoke, and Rydara went hot with shame at attracting her notice. “Do you often permit her to interrupt her betters?”


“Your pardon, Your Majesty,” Aander said, bowing his head. “She is my sister.”


He acknowledged her so simply. As if Rydara had never advised him to leave the connection unspoken, or he had never really considered it.


She loved him for it, frustrating as he was.


“Ah yes, the king’s daughter.” The queen waved her forward. “Step closer, ishra princess, and tell us what is on your mind.”


Rydara looked to Aander, who stepped aside for her. Her father would have been furious with her interruption, but if Aander felt anger or shame on Rydara’s behalf, he gave no sign of it.


That did not stop Rydara from trembling as she moved past him, feeling sick to have drawn so much attention. Every eye was on her, and the queen was waiting. Rydara sank to her knees and pressed her head to the floor in the posture of a slave. “Please forgive me, Your Majesty, but I am neither ishra nor princess. I am just an adviser. I meant only to offer a brief word of counsel to my prince.”


“So then, the king’s illegitimate daughter. And still, the prince calls you sister. Curious. Stand, girl.” Rydara rose to her feet and found the queen was leaning her head against a hand, her elbow resting on the chair’s arm as she considered Rydara. “Since you’ve interrupted us already, why not go ahead and share your counsel out loud with all of us? If, of course, the prince feels he needs any input regarding the issues at hand.”


Rydara felt the coiled power in the queen’s words before she saw their impact on Aander. His jaw tightened as he stepped up next to Rydara, his eyes cast downward. He was about to silence her and end the audience.


“We need to see the village,” Rydara said quickly, before she could lose her nerve. Technically, the queen had invited her to speak, and it was her only chance to deflect the magic at work in the room. “Forgive me, Your Majesty.” She curtsied deeply to the queen. “We are very grateful for your ruling, and we don’t mean to question your word. But since the people of Tessex have called on us for help, it is the prince’s duty to go to them himself and provide a safe escort for any who wish to leave. If you are still willing to inform the general and take us there, we would owe you our eternal thanks.”


“She not only speaks, she gives decisions!” The queen laughed, and the sound tinkled merrily through the pavilion. “You wish to see your brother recognized as a hero, little ishra?”


“N—no, Majesty,” Rydara stammered, feeling her cheeks flush. She narrowed her eyes, realizing that some of what she felt was the work of the queen’s voice. She was not fully immune, then. “But—”


“But what, then?” The queen’s voice hardened, soft and dangerous, and Rydara flinched. “You don’t mean to question my word, but still you must see for yourself? You trust the villagers are safe, but you insist on providing their escape? Which is it, little ishra?”


Rydara sank to her knees, overcome with remorse as the queen’s words rained down on her. She gritted her teeth, fighting it. “Beg pardon, Your Majesty, but everywhere your army goes, our people cry for help. The village of Caana is gone. A refugee from Byrn said the women of his city were raped, and every night another villager goes missing, never to return. A woman escaped from Tessex reports the same and begs our aid. And you would have us turn back two miles short of the village, without even a glimpse of how they—”


“Enough.” The word fell from the queen’s lips with the finality of a death knell, and Rydara choked on the end of her sentence. “Your ishra admits she is not a princess, and yet she dares to address me in this manner? Does she speak for Noraan when she brings these accusations against my army?”


The queen’s voice was thunderous in its displeasure, and Aander sank to one knee beside Rydara. “Forgive us, Your Majesty. She speaks out of turn, and I am to blame. Noraan makes no accusation.”


Rydara looked at Aander, trying to warn him of the queen’s power with her eyes. She could not speak.


It might not have mattered if she could. Rydara had the Knowing magic, and the queen’s voice was enough to command her silence. Aander was defenseless against it.


“She bears the blame herself, then. Though it puzzles me that you permit her to remain in my presence,” the queen said, her voice now a gentle purr. “You may rise, Prince of Noraan.”


Aander cleared his throat as he stood, and Rydara knew he was going to dismiss her. He would not ask to see the village. The queen might make him forget his mission to protect the tribes altogether—if she had not already convinced him there had been no need for it in the first place.


The queen spoke again, now studying Rydara. “Indeed, it puzzles me that she retains a place in your kingdom at all.”


Her voice was ice, and it chilled Rydara to the core. Eyes wide, she looked in panic to her brother, trying to speak.


Aander was the only soul in the world who loved her. Could the queen turn him against her, too?


Aander looked down at her, his expression stony and compassionless. “Leave us, Rydara.”


Rydara scrambled to her feet, her voice finally unlocking. “Aander—”


“Leave us now!” The prince commanded. He turned back to the queen. “Please forgive us, Your Majesty. Rest assured, we will reconsider her position, and you will not see her again.”


Rydara choked back tears as she left the pavilion, powerless against the queen’s sorcery.


She had never felt so alone.









Chapter 2


Tessex


Rydara fled as far as the horses, left picketed at the Alterran outpost. None of the soldiers seemed to care.


She threw her arms around her horse, a beautiful bay mare, and pressed her forehead against its mane. The horse snuffed gently and turned its head toward her.


“What am I going to do, Astral?” she whispered. Fingers of ice clawed at her stomach, and she shivered as she remembered Aander’s words.


We will reconsider her position, and you will not see her again.


What had she been thinking, speaking to the queen like that? Speaking at all, in an audience of royals? She had given Aander ample reason to revoke her position, even without the influence of the queen’s magic.


And yet, what could she have done differently? What good was Rydara’s own magic if she did not speak up to defend her brother from threats like the power in the queen’s voice?


Hearing the crunch of footsteps in the snow, Rydara turned. Her eyes found her brother’s as he returned with the others.


“Aander, I’m sorry—” she began, but he held up a hand.


“We will speak about your position later.” He gave her a cold glance as he mounted his horse, and Rydara’s heart twisted inside her.


At least he was not sending her away.


Not yet.


She kept an anxious silence as they started back toward their own army, such as it was. They had left them a two-days’ ride from the Alterran lines, overseeing the evacuation of Ferlore villages ahead of the Alterran advance.


It was too late for Tessex, but Aander and her father would save all they could.


Unless the queen convinced them to stop.


Rydara looked at Aander. He was letting her ride next to him, but he kept his eyes straight ahead. His posture was rigid and aloof.


But then, as she watched, his shoulders loosened. He checked his horse and glanced at her, his brow furrowing as the party came to a stop behind him.


“I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have said that,” he said. “We don’t need to discuss your position. Our approach to the Alterrans, maybe. But that’s all.”


Rydara closed her eyes in relief, feeling tension drain from her whole body. “It was the queen. She has magic, a kind we don’t have in the tribes.” She opened her eyes and looked around at the other riders. It was a little unorthodox for her to address them, but her point depended on their impressions. “Do you remember? When she talked about how Aander should be recognized as a hero in Tessex, did you feel ashamed, like our mission was only ever about his vanity?” She met the eyes of Kell, the man from Ferlore. “Do you still, or has the effect worn off?”


The men traded glances. They had never liked Rydara much, but everyone loved Aander.


“I felt that,” one of the Noraani retainers admitted, his ears flushing red in embarrassment. “I thought our work here was done, and that we were no better than foolish children, bringing accusations against the queen. But what did we actually accomplish? We haven’t done anything for Tessex, have we?”


“And when has our prince cared for anything beyond the welfare of the tribes?” the second retainer added.


The others nodded along, but Kell wore a worried frown. “What kind of magic could change our thoughts?” he asked Rydara.


“The Speaking magic,” Aander surmised, glancing at Rydara. “Rydara’s mother told us stories about it, though I’ve never seen it among the tribes.”


Rydara nodded slowly.


Aander remembered her mother better than she did. He had been nine when she died, and Rydara only six. He had repeated her mother’s bedtime stories for Rydara for years after her passing, and Rydara had never known where they ended and Aander’s own fancies began.


But she remembered the Speaking magic. Among the tribes, there were only three forms of magic—Knowing, Showing, and Perceiving—and no individual ever developed more than one form. In her mother’s stories, though, the ancient demons had wielded six, and they had each had access to all of them. Their Speaking magic could burst eardrums and twist the hearts of men, forcing them into patterns of thought and behavior that were not their own.


The description fit close enough.


“What do we do now?” asked Kell, looking to Aander. He was a few years older than the prince—they all were, besides Rydara—and his father had been the Ferlore chief, which made Kell something like a prince himself. But their desperation to save Ferlore had driven them into this alliance whole-heartedly, and Kell followed Aander without question.


“We need to find out what happened in Tessex,” Rydara said to Aander. “It may be too late to help, but we need to know what we’re facing.”


Aander nodded. “Best not to risk talking to the queen again. We’ll sneak past their lines. Kell, how many of us could you hide?”


Kell had the Showing magic, which meant he could Show things that were not as though they were. Its most common application was in hiding.


He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Prince Aander, but even you and me would be pushing it. Certainly no horses.”


“What if we waited for nightfall? We should take Rydara, since her Knowing may tell us where to look.”


“Night would make it easier.” Kell nodded, glancing at Rydara. He had always been a little softer toward her than the others, and now she saw some respect in his gaze. Ferlore cared less about the stipulations of the priests than Noraan, and their magic users were regarded highly. “I think I could hide the three of us in the dark. As long as they don’t have strong Perceivers.”


“Good. We’ll wait for night, then,” Aander said. “The rest of you, continue on. Father should know about the queen’s magic and the threat it poses as soon as possible.”


The men agreed, and Aander led Rydara and Kell a little farther from the Alterran lines to picket their horses and wait for night.


“You scared me,” Rydara told Aander softly while he unsaddled his horse. She traded Astral’s bridle for a halter and looped the lead rope around a tree next to Aander. Kell was seeing to his own animal, a bit farther away.


“Rydara,” Aander turned to look at her. “I’m sorry. I should never have said those things—I would never actually send you away. You know that, right?”


Rydara bit her lip as she unsaddled Astral and took out a brush, avoiding his gaze. “I know it was just the queen.” She started brushing Astral, a familiar, soothing motion. “But if her magic had worked on you—or if you ever changed your mind—”


I would have no one. Rydara’s eyes burned, and she left the thought unspoken. She knew full well that it was only Aander’s love for his little “sister” that had convinced their father to let her continue as part of their household after her mother died. Her talent with the Knowing magic helped justify her place, but she was an embarrassment to the king, and he did not care for the gossip she inspired among the tribes or the ill will the priests bore him on her account.


The king had loved her mother. He must have, to have kept her despite the priests’ disapproval and to have let her play mother to his heir. Aander’s mother, the king’s legal wife, had died in childbirth, so Rydara’s mother raised them both until a sickness took her, too.


The king may have loved Rydara’s mother, but that affection had never extended to Rydara herself. Were it not for Aander’s determination, the king would have sent her off to her mother’s people long ago, though they were strangers to her.


“Rydara.” Aander laid a hand over Rydara’s, stopping her brush. “Do you remember what I told you, when Father sent you to apprentice with the shaman in Kale?”


Rydara closed her eyes. She had been ten years old. Old enough to understand her father’s ambivalence, but too young to understand what getting trained in the Knowing magic would mean for her. She had thought her father was sending her away forever.


“You said—” Rydara’s voice broke, and she wiped moisture from her eyes, frustrated. It was not proper for the prince’s adviser to cry.


“I said as long as I have a place in the Noraani court and our father’s household, so will you,” Aander said, squeezing her hand. “I swore it to you, Rydara, and that’s an oath I mean to keep. No matter how many queens with Speaking magic try to stop me.”


Aander pulled her into a hug, and Rydara pressed her forehead against his chest.


“Thank you,” she whispered.


He mussed her hair and grinned as she ducked away, indignant. “What’s a brother for?” he asked, winking at her as she went back to brushing her horse.


He could always make Rydara smile.


After the animals were seen to, Aander had Kell practice hiding himself and Rydara. Rydara could see a slight distortion to the air while Kell worked his magic, as if she were looking at the world through water or curved glass. She had no idea how invisible they were, though. It was a one-way illusion.


Showing was a far more complicated magic than Knowing. Knowing attuned Rydara to others’ emotions, enabling her to discern more about them than they let on. There was not much skill involved, and little that Rydara had to do to activate her magic. Lies just sounded different than the truth to her, and if she paid attention, she could feel the emotions that lay beneath people’s words and sense how they shaped the speaker’s intentions.


The Knowers among the tribes varied considerably in the strength and consistency of their Knowing. Rydara ranked among the most reliable, but as far as she knew, the talent was completely innate. After basic training in how to distinguish between Knowing and guessing, there was not much a Knower could do to grow in strength.


Showing was different. From what Rydara understood, it was an exercise in memorization, visualization, and concentration. A Shower had to imagine the thing they wanted to Show before they could make it appear, and it would be only as detailed as the image they held in their mind. If their concentration broke, the image would disappear.


Hiding a small, stationary thing was relatively simple. To disguise a footprint in the snow, the Shower could simply imagine the snow unbroken and anchor that image over the footprint. To hide three people while they moved, though, was a far more ambitious endeavor. Kell had to imagine how the landscape would appear without them in it from an onlooker’s perspective at every angle and hold those images in a full circle around them, updating each one with every step.


Kell was a skilled Shower, and Rydara knew he practiced visualizations daily, but it still seemed an impossible task. Aander waited until full dark before deciding they were ready.


The illusion did not have to be perfect in the dark.


Aander let Kell take a break from his magic as they started back toward the Alterran lines. They did not risk bringing a torch. The sudden appearance of a light source would be far too conspicuous in the darkness, should Kell’s illusion fail for even a moment where a soldier might see them.


It was slow going, with each of them watching their feet and trying to make as little noise as possible. Rydara could not judge their position well in the dark, but Kell had memorized the terrain. He led them back toward the Alterran outpost, and when they could make out the soldiers’ fire up ahead, the three of them paused, and Kell raised his illusion.


They crept forward even more slowly. Kell set the pace, and he gave the outpost a wide berth. Aander and Rydara each walked with a hand on his shoulder, helping him maintain awareness of their positions in the dark.


They had to pass through the main camp to reach Tessex. The snow was trampled and melted enough that Kell did not have to worry about their footprints giving them away. Most of the soldiers were sleeping, and the camp was quiet, but lookouts were posted at regular intervals. They passed within thirty feet of one, not far outside the flickering light cast by his fire.


A twig snapped under Aander’s foot, and Rydara’s heart stopped. The lookout looked directly at them.


The three of them froze. Rydara tried to still her breathing. She made direct eye contact with the lookout, and though she could see that funny distortion in the air between them, she was convinced he could see her.


But his gaze moved on. The three of them resumed creeping forward, and soon they were through the camp.


Rydara relaxed slightly when the camp was behind them. There were many more Alterran camps—they might well stretch all the way back to Alterra—but as far as they knew, this had been the only one lying between them and Tessex.


Making their way through the forest was challenging by moonlight. Rydara kept a hand on Kell’s shoulder, impressed by his sense of direction. All the forest looked the same to her, even in daylight. But Kell had grown up in these woods, and he led them straight as an arrow.


Tessex was a minor village—no more than a collection of huts in a clearing where a handful of Ferlore families had made their residence. The place did not even have a proper road. A web of little dirt footpaths connected the buildings, dusted with snow, and a stream ran through the middle.


Rydara felt a sense of foreboding as they approached. The place was quiet. Too quiet, even for a village asleep.


“It hasn’t been torn down,” Aander whispered, optimistic.


Rydara shook her head. “There’s no one here,” she said softly. If there had been people inside those huts, she would have registered something of their emotions in her Knowing, faint and uninterpretable though it would have been.


But there was nothing.


“Surely you can’t be certain,” Kell whispered, glancing at Rydara. “Not from here.”


“We’ll check,” Aander agreed, leading them forward.


Rydara was certain, but she did not have the heart to say so. They had not come so far to turn back now. Enough moonlight reached the clearing that they did not need to rely so heavily on Kell’s guidance, though they stayed close together. He was still hiding them.


Aander slowly opened the door of the first building they came to—a single family dwelling, by the looks of it. A quick scan revealed three empty beds and a deserted kitchen area.


It was the same with the next hut and the next.


Rydara’s sense of foreboding grew, and it started to feel somehow centered. Its locus was somewhere in the woods on the far side of the village.


“There’s no one here,” Rydara repeated. The foreboding, she realized, came from her Knowing, but the source did not feel like another person—nor a poison or weapon, as she had sometimes experienced. No person or commonplace object could be the source of such dread, and Rydara wasn’t sure she wanted to see what was. “Something is happening out there, though.” Rydara stared in the direction the dread was pulling her. Her Knowing registered a much fainter emotional presence in the same direction.


She glanced at Kell. “People are there. We’ll have to be careful.”


Kell’s face was expressionless in the moonlight, but his anguish was loud in Rydara’s Knowing. It was a sharper and more desperate thing than Aander’s sorrow or her own fear. He had known these people.


“Let’s go,” Aander said, and Kell nodded.


They stole across the village and into the woods, nearly as noiseless as they were invisible. Kell picked a path for them through the trees, following Rydara’s sense of direction through her silent cues. Her apprehension grew with every step.


When the trees parted in another clearing, it was hard to see what they revealed. The moonlight glistened on snow, but the ground was lumpy and uneven. It was not grass underneath.


As they drew closer, Rydara could make out the edge of a hole dug in the clearing. A large hole, filled with…


“Oh, no,” Kell breathed, sinking to his knees. The lump nearest them, partly covered in snow, extended unmistakably into a human hand.


Someone had dug a pit here, and the pit was filled with bodies. Rydara could make out the features, now. Limbs. Torsos. Faces. Dozens of them. Some of them far too small.


“I’m so sorry,” Aander whispered. He began a prayer for the departed under his breath.


Rydara squeezed Kell’s shoulder and looked at Aander, pressing a finger against her lips. There were living people close by, she Knew—and as horrible as the pit was, it was not the source of her dread. She pointed across the clearing.


Kell took a moment to compose himself before leading them across.


They saw the light of a lantern through the trees. The sound of a female voice reached them as they drew closer. She was chanting in a foreign tongue.


Rydara had thought the pit would prepare her for whatever came next, but this was somehow worse. In the light of the woman’s lantern, she saw a body tied to a tree. The rope was secured across the man’s chest and under his arms, which were stretched back behind him. His head slumped forward, lifeless, and a dagger was driven through his chest. Blood still ran from the wound.


A man stood next to the body, stooping to hold a black crystal against the dead man’s chest, getting the crystal wet with his blood.


The man straightened as the woman ceased her chant, studying the crystal in his hands. Through the faint distortion of Kell’s Showing, Rydara recognized the blue and white uniform of an Alterran soldier. The two pairs of crossed swords in his insignia marked him as their highest-ranking officer.


This was General Dameires.


“You are behind my lines, and that pathetic thing you call a Showing does nothing to hide you.” The general’s voice carried the same coiled power as the queen’s, and he lifted his eyes to look right at them.


Rydara panicked, checking the distortion. It was still there, but it did not matter. He must have had Perceiving magic—but he also had the Speaking magic. That was impossible.


No one had more than one magic.


“So we meet again, little ishra,” the woman spoke, her voice deceptively gentle, and Rydara recognized the queen. Her face was uncovered—a violation of Alterran law, here in the presence of a man who was not her husband—but it was the same green eyes, the same violet dress, the same imperious voice.


She could see them, too.


“Kneel,” the general commanded, and the three of them fell to their knees. “Enough of that.” He waved a hand impatiently, and Kell’s Showing disappeared.


“What have you done?” Kell demanded, his voice thick with horror. “All of them? The children! Why?”


“Hush, you.” The queen flicked her wrist, and her attention turned to Rydara. “You perceived my deception and convinced these men to follow you here. Impressive, for one in your situation. But you could be so much more.”


“We don’t have time for this,” the general said, moving toward them, but the queen held up a hand.


“These are the king’s children,” she said, and the general narrowed his eyes. “Indispensable, if we want the tribes to stay quiet while we fill the crystal.” The queen turned back to Rydara. “This could go one of two ways, ishra, considering the strength of your talent. Would you consider working for me?”


Rydara’s brow furrowed in confusion. She stared at the dead man, still drooping against the rope that held him to the tree, and then she glanced at the bloody crystal in the general’s hands.


She wanted nothing to do with this evil, but Aander and Kell’s lives might depend on her. “Would you let them live?” she asked, her eyes meeting the queen’s.


“I could offer you power beyond your wildest dreams,” the queen said instead. “And immortality. All it will cost is your lingering ties to the White—the All-Color, you call him—but that shouldn’t matter if you worship the Six, should it?” The queen smiled, but the expression faded, and her mouth twisted in annoyance. “The spell requires you to agree to terms you understand, so here’s the gist: you’ll lose your conscience. Your soul, so to speak. But we’ll let your brother live, at least for now.”


“Rydara—” Aander began, giving her a look full of warning.


“Nothing from you, either,” the queen silenced him. “Only Rydara can make this deal.”


The silence stretched as Rydara tried to consider. The All-Color was the god of her mother’s people, and the whole situation seemed to have come straight from her tales of the ancient demons. Stories made up to amuse children.


Rydara sensed no deception in the queen. But if making this deal was a real option, how was Rydara supposed to price some abstract notion about her “soul” against their real and present danger?


“She won’t do it,” the general said. Rydara sensed absolute certainty in his claim, which puzzled her. “Can’t you tell? She’s been fed too many lies about good and evil.”


“Perhaps.” The queen’s mouth twisted in disapproval as she studied Rydara. “You imagine your people will love you one day if you’re good enough, don’t you?”


Rydara’s cheeks burned. The queen posed the question with such mockery, as if Rydara’s dearest, most secret wish were a child’s delusional fantasy.


“We’ll just have to discredit her.” The general crouched in front of Kell, brandishing a dagger as they stared into each other’s eyes. “Cooperate.”


The command was not directed at Rydara, but she felt its power like a physical blow. The general seized Kell’s collar and pulled him to his feet. Then he shoved him up against a tree.


Kell did not struggle, and Aander and Rydara were powerless to move or even speak as the general plunged the dagger through Kell’s chest.









Chapter 3


Fallout


The general twisted the dagger and withdrew it, still holding Kell against the tree with his left hand. Kell moaned softly, and his body sagged as the light left his eyes. The general wiped the dagger on Kell’s shoulder before letting him crumple to the ground.


Rydara felt Aander’s rage in her Knowing, and she sensed he was straining against the power that kept him kneeling beside her.


“Well, she won’t do it now,” the queen complained.


“Recruit on your own time, Lux.” The general shot the queen a look that bordered on contempt. “Altering memory is complicated, and we need this dealt with.”


Rydara barely registered the exchange. She stared as Kell’s blood spread across his shirt and soaked the snow around him, dark red in the light of the lantern.


The general sheathed his dagger. “Come with me,” he said, pulling them to their feet.


The words settled around Rydara like a vise, propelling her forward. She did not try to fight them. Aander’s efforts were futile, anyway.


The general marched them back to the camp, pulling each by an arm. The queen followed, lighting their way with her lantern. A distant part of Rydara noted that she had replaced her veil.


A pair of lookouts intercepted them as they approached the camp, and they bowed to the queen. The general issued a string of orders in Alterran that Rydara did not try to understand. Her mind was frozen on the image of his dagger in Kell’s chest.


The general pushed Aander and Rydara toward the lookouts. Aander swung a fist at the nearest one, and Rydara noticed belatedly that the general’s command no longer bound them.


The soldier blocked Aander’s punch with a swipe of his arm, but Aander’s kick to his groin connected, and the soldier doubled over in pain as Aander spun back toward the general.


Too slow. The general was taller, stronger, and more experienced, and his fist connected hard with Aander’s temple. The prince fell to the snow. The soldier he had kicked knelt on top of him and roughly pulled Aander’s hands behind his back, tying them together with a short length of rope.


Rydara just watched, letting the other soldier tie her hands without so much as a murmur. She was not a fighter, and fighting was useless when the enemy could freeze them with a word. But her mind—the part of it that had not frozen in shock—worked to trace the edges of this new threat.


Did the general and the queen have Knowing magic, in addition to Speaking and Perceiving? Is that how the queen had discerned so much about her?


If they both had multiple magics, could that mean they had all six, like the ancient demons?


Were they the ancient demons, returned?


The soldier finished tying her hands and started to pull her away. Rydara’s eyes met the general’s, and she wondered what he would do to Aander. Altering memory is complicated…


Could the general make them forget the horror of this night?


He smiled a wicked grin.


The soldier tugged her again, and Rydara stumbled after him.


He took her to a wagon, where he had a brief conversation with another lookout. Then he loaded Rydara inside.


“Our horses,” Rydara said, remembering Astral as she knelt in the bed of the wagon, her hands still tied behind her back. “We left them picketed in the woods south of your outpost. Will you send someone for them?”


The soldier did not answer. Rydara tried again in broken Alterran. The soldier just drew his knife, keeping it ready in his hands while they waited.


As if she posed any threat.


I’m sorry, Astral, Rydara thought, closing her eyes in despair. She always tied the lead loosely. Maybe the mare could break free. I’ll come back for you if I can. If I remember.


A long time later, two more soldiers came, carrying an unconscious Aander between them. They laid him in the wagon next to Rydara. One of them climbed in with him and sat, becoming their second guard. The wagon started to move.


The soldiers conferred briefly in Alterran, and then one of them leaned back against the side of the wagon and went to sleep.


Rydara stared at Aander, nervous, but his temple had not even bruised—as far as she could see in the dark—and his breathing was deep and regular. But something was not right.


Rydara remembered, then, that the general had said they would discredit her. They did not mean to alter her memories, then. Only Aander’s.


Rydara did not know of any magic that could alter memories, and she did not remember any mention of such a thing from her mother’s stories. But if Aander woke with no memory of what had happened, she would have to convince him that uniting the tribes was more important now than ever. That the Alterran queen and General Dameires had strange and horrible powers that could compel obedience and change people’s memories to accord with their lies.


“Aander,” Rydara whispered, shaking him gently.


“Quiet.” The word from the Alterran soldier watching her was filled with power, and Rydara looked up at him, stunned. “Let your brother sleep.”


Rydara tried to touch her brother again and found she could not. She tried to speak. Tried to scream.


Nothing.


“Please,” the Alterran scoffed. “Your Knowing may have impressed Lux, but it’s not enough to resist me. Don’t bother. Lucky for you, I’m just taking you home.”


Rydara stared at him, her eyes wide with terror, but he said nothing else.


How many Alterrans have the Speaking magic?


They drove through the night. Rydara did not think she would sleep after the horror she had witnessed, not while sitting next to a man who shared the magic of the Alterran queen and general. She almost envied her brother. He appeared to be sleeping peacefully, albeit uncomfortably, lying on his side with his hands still bound behind his back. When he woke up, he would not carry the weight that she did.


Not unless she could convince him to.


Rydara did sleep, despite everything. When she woke, it was daylight, and the wagon stopped so the guards and driver could rotate positions. Aander was awake, and the Alterrans let the two of them out of the wagon to stretch their legs.


“Are you all right?” Aander asked her as they stumbled out of the wagon, the transition awkward with both their hands still tied behind their backs. There was a faint worried crease in his forehead—concern on her behalf—but he seemed in otherwise fair spirits.


“Quiet.” It was a different guard who gave the order than the one who had spoken to her the night before, and Rydara did not think his words carried any power.


But the one who had the Speaking magic was standing next to him, and he smiled at Rydara.


She looked at her brother and tried to speak. She could not.


“You could untie us, you know,” Aander said to the guard, oblivious to her predicament. “You’re taking us back to our own army, aren’t you? We have no reason to run.”


“I said, quiet!” The guard took a step forward, brandishing his knife.


Aander stepped back, raising his hands. “All right, all right,” he said. “It’s fine. We’ll be quiet.” He looked at Rydara and then nodded to the guards, illustrating their ability to be quiet.


“Good,” the guard grunted. “Back in the wagon.”


Aander did not speak to her again.


The sun was setting when they reached the Noraani camp. The Alterrans unloaded Aander and Rydara from the wagon, and the Alterran with the Speaking magic explained to the Noraani soldiers who stopped them that they bore a gift and a message from the Alterran queen.


Aander and Rydara were the gift, and the Alterrans pushed them toward the Noraani soldiers.


“Behave, now,” the one with magic commanded her as they changed hands, and Rydara shuddered as the words settled around her.


“Prince Aander, are you all right? Did they hurt you?” one of their men asked, hastily cutting them loose. The drab gray uniforms of the Noraani contrasted with the sharp blue and white of the Alterrans, and the tribesmen seemed almost servile as two of them escorted the three foreigners into camp.


Rydara opened her mouth to tell them to stop, to warn them about the Speaking magic, only to find she was still choking on air. She wanted to scream.


Beside her, Aander just smiled sheepishly. “No, we’re fine. Just a diplomatic misunderstanding. Our fault, really.”


Rydara stared at him, shocked by his nonchalance. Can’t he see the panic in my eyes? She tried to grab his shoulders and found she could not.


“Where are they taking the Alterrans?” Aander asked the soldier.


“To see the king,” he said. “He arrived this morning, and he—um. The rest of your party got back shortly before you did, and he wasn’t … happy … with their report. He said he wanted to see the two of you as soon as you returned, though the queen’s message will take priority.”


“Father is here, is he? I don’t suppose we could take some time to clean up before we see him.” Aander wrinkled his nose. “It’s been a long couple of days.” The Noraani exchanged glances, conflicted, and Aander smiled, clapping one on the shoulder. “Never mind. Now it is. Are you ready, Rydara?”


Rydara felt sick, but she found herself nodding. The magic was controlling her still.


“Rydara?” Aander stopped walking, finally perceiving something was off. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?”


Rydara shook her head and tried to speak. “I…” The magic was starting to fail. She was breaking free.


“I know Father is hard on you,” Aander said. “But I’ll be right there with you. We’ll face him together.”


“It’s not that!” Rydara was finally able to say. “It’s—” Rydara stopped, staring after the Alterrans. They had gone into the king’s tent to speak with him.


The one with Speaking magic was in an audience with her father. Planning to discredit me, she realized. If she screamed for the Noraani to stop him, what good would it do? Even if they wanted to listen to her, the Alterran could just command them not to. He could do whatever he wanted, and there was nothing Rydara could say that would stop him.


That was why she was free from the magic.


Rydara’s heart sank. She turned to her brother. “Aander, the Alterran queen and general have powers we do not understand. They said they would change your memory, and they must have—you really don’t remember what they did?”


“What are you talking about?”


Rydara bit her lip, not knowing how much to tell him or where to begin. If the king did not believe her account or wish to act on it, it might only hurt her cause if Aander sided with her too quickly.


The king called them inside before she could say anything more.


“I’ll explain inside,” Rydara told Aander, shaking her head.


Sorovan, the king’s brother and right-hand man, escorted the Alterrans out of the tent. He paused to squeeze Rydara’s shoulder on his way out, giving her a sympathetic nod.


Aander frowned and stared after him. Sorovan was not an affectionate man, and he seldom noticed Rydara, but Rydara understood the gesture entirely. It filled her with dread.


Aander held open the flap of the tent’s entrance, and she followed him inside.


King Cressidin tul’Noraan was in his middle forties, and his hair was fully gray. His stature was average and his clothes, though thicker and more finely woven than the average soldier’s, were gray and brown. The fur stole draped around his shoulders was his only ornament, and the command tent was empty of furniture, so he stood.


But he stood like a king.


When they were little, Aander and Rydara used to practice standing like him. They would pace around the kennels with dinner plates balanced on their heads and command the dogs to heel, sit, and fetch as though they were battlefield commanders.


The first time the king had let Rydara attend an important meeting, he pulled her aside afterward and told her that her haughty posture drew too much attention. She had given up the practice after that.


The king’s back was to them when they entered, and he let out a deep sigh before turning around. “What were you thinking?” he asked, his eyes settling on Aander. “We spent the last six months strategizing about how to protect ourselves from Alterra, running across all Kilethe to try to bolster our alliance and stay one step ahead of their advance, all the while hoping and preparing for a meeting with someone influential like the one you had the good fortune to stumble into—and what did you do? You made a deal with them only to immediately turn around and violate their terms. By the Six, Aander. You couldn’t even wait one day? What if they had taken your little reconnaissance mission as an act of war?”


“Father, you heard the woman from Tessex,” Aander lifted his hands in a kind of shrug. “And you weren’t in the meeting with the queen. We all agreed something seemed off and we needed to see Tessex for ourselves … right?” He turned to Rydara, not knowing what to make of what she had said.


“Yes, I heard from our retainers that Rydara was quite insistent on that point,” the king said, frowning at Rydara. “I see the years of diplomatic training were wasted on you. Daughter.” The word sounded like a curse in the king’s mouth, and Rydara winced.


“The decision was mine,” Aander said, lifting his chin. He gave the king a hard stare. “I won’t pass off the blame to an adviser.”


“Blame must go where blame is due,” the king returned, eyeing his son. “As it turns out, all is well in Tessex, is it not? And you used Kell’s Showing to sneak you there after explicitly agreeing not to go. They wonder if the whole parley was a charade to get you close enough to spy out their camp unsupervised, perhaps to assassinate their queen or general—how could they not? And that after Rydara managed to offend the queen. We will make reparations.”


“Reparations?” Aander repeated, frowning. “What do you mean, reparations? We’re nothing to them. No harm was done. What could we even offer?”


Rydara pulled her cloak tighter as the king started to answer. The king beat around the bush for a while, mentioning de-escalation and gestures, but she could guess where he was headed. There was one sure way to discredit her among the tribes, and that was to remove her voice entirely. The Alterrans would not have asked for the execution of a king’s daughter.


But they could demand her exile.


“Everything is not all right in Tessex,” she whispered.


“What?” Aander asked her, interrupting the king.


Rydara raised her eyes to meet her father’s, begging him to listen before he sent her away. “Everything is not all right in Tessex. All the people that were living there are dead.”


The king’s expression darkened. “What?”


Rydara dropped her eyes, wishing she could shrink away under his glare. “Your Majesty, I don’t know what the Alterrans told you, but it’s not the whole story. I don’t want to overstep my position here, but since you had me trained as a Knower and a diplomatic adviser, I think it would reflect poorly on both your charity and my education if I didn’t at least give you my account.”


Rydara took a deep breath and glanced at Aander. He returned her gaze with concern.


“Have a care how you frame it, Rydara.” Her father tightened his lips, not quite forbidding her to speak. “You are already on thin ice.”


“Father—” Aander started to chasten him, but Rydara interrupted.


“I understand.” Rydara swallowed and considered her words. Making any direct accusations against Alterra would put the king in a difficult position, and he would not thank her for it. But if he had already agreed to make reparations by sending her away, she had to persuade him the Alterrans could not be trusted. He needed to know the danger, anyway. He and Aander both did.


If only Aander remembered what had happened. Her father would have trusted Aander, but whether he would believe Rydara over the Alterran queen’s messenger was anyone’s guess.
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