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Magic flowed through Edmath. His adrenaline pumped from the infusion of raw life force. He loved that feeling. He drew in the rest of the flowing light as quickly as he could. The magic within him gave everything living in the garden a glow to his second sight. Normally Edmath would relish such a feeling, but time was short. 

He had to move this demonstration along because he had staged it for the last moment. His class graduation ceremony drew near indeed. Unfolding his palm upward, Edmath exposed the seed he held there to the students’ eyes.

A humid breeze blew through the gardens tossing streams of early summer pollen adrift around Edmath and the students that sat on the grass around him. Edmath’s fingers caged the seed to keep it from being blown away. He breathed in as he focused on the brass-reinforced bone striker ring looped on his finger. Striking the invisible curtain of existence in a long motion with his whole arm extended, he slit open a new tear with the ring, allowing magic to flow forth. 

The raw power of life poured from the gash in the material curtain. Rivulets of the magical stream broke off immediately, flowing through shallow currents invisible until marked by its progress. Edmath’s trained Saale eyes picked out every detail of the flow. He drew it in more slowly than that of his first striking from seconds earlier.

His students watched the magic more intently than Edmath. At the moment he needed to observe them as well as work the spell. His reports on them were already written, but if these students were not trained to see the magic, if they couldn’t follow currents and movements exactly, they would have to be held back. 

Lexine Park’s proctors emphasized practical sight when watching magic. Students trained to notice the important things like the pace and direction of the flow, and leave the rest to the background. The proctors tested the classes frequently to make sure they were prepared to serve the empire in peace and in war. Edmath had endured many of their tests himself over the years. A familiar current carried the main stream of magic directly to him.  

“This spell is based on what I’ve been studying about plant growth.” He made the sign of the root by pressing the tip of his index finger to the middle joint of his thumb. The sign usually involved placing the two digits tip to tip, but not for this spell. One of the fifth year students, a swarthy member of the bear tribe, Gayaneb, narrowed his eyes as the light bloomed brighter. 

Gayaneb’s Saale sight had always been among the keenest in his class. His attention to detail was second to none. No wonder he noticed the small difference in Edmath’s form.

The technique Edmath used to make the plant’s growth stable was one most of the students likely wouldn’t pick up as quickly as usual because many of them were training to be more active in their magic use. He hoped at least one would go into crafting more permanent life, if only because it was a safer professional path than acting directly on a battlefield. 

Edmath suspended that thought and concentrated back on the spell as he worked it. The mental intricacies of the spell felt familiar, but, as always, they needed careful attending. The hand sign was less than half of a Saale mage’s spell. Most was done in pure thought. 

The seed sprouted in Edmath’s palm. He smiled at the other students as the new plant’s roots wrapped around his fingers and curled down to the back of his hand. Edmath focused back on the seed to guide its growth. He frowned in concentration. Though he kept his other hand locked in the sign of the root, he couldn’t help but smile again. Only a Saale could see what he saw now. Gleaming magic from the tear he had made with his striker just a moment ago continued to flow around him, and pulsed into the growing plant, nourishing it.

He cleared his throat with a cough as the plant began to sprout branches and small, fresh-smelling green leaves. It became heavy with new growth. The strain on his arm grew with it. Edmath looked out at his class.

“Remember, my friends, concentration allows you to bend the symbols you make to your design. Remember your signs and symbols. They are important, but not one of them is universal. The real power is in the body-gates we have opened over the course of our training, and in the mind.” Crouching down, Edmath set the still-growing sapling in the shallow hole he’d dug for it earlier. He looked up at the class. “The lesson I mean to teach is simple. Remember the fundamentals. Strike strongly. Sign firmly. Think clearly on your spells, and never take a life.” 

The last instruction could be difficult in the real world, especially given the possibility of war with Roshi. Saales sickened and could even lose their powers if they killed with magic. His eyes moved over the class. Gayaneb nodded. 

Edmath breathed in. 

“Any questions?”

Gayaneb raised his hand with a smile. 

“Aren’t you going to be late?” He pointed at the garden’s sundial. 

Edmath turned toward it. The hours advanced expeditiously as always. A few other students laughed. 

Edmath grinned. 

“Anything else?”

“Not a question,” Gayaneb said. “But good luck, Ed.” 

Other students nodded and smiled. An appreciative murmur ran through the class. Edmath straightened the black sash that crossed his chest and marked him as a commoner. 

He did not feel like a commoner today. 

“That’s Saale Donroi, as of today, my friends.”

Big Gayaneb clapped his hands loudly and bellowed a laugh.

“Not if the Roshi beat you to the principal center.”

The other students began to laugh and clap as well. Edmath waved them off and shook his head with a chuckle. 

“If you insist.” 

He glanced in the direction of the Principle Center, still grinning. The future will not wait for me, after all, he thought. And he walked to the edge of the garden where a crawling tree waited, past small birds singing the praise of the fresh summer sun in their own language. 

He did not know anyone else who could converse with those particular birds because there was no tribe for them in the Empire of Zel.

Edmath stopped at the base of the crawling tree. He reached up and grabbed the bottom branch to climb up.
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He took a breath and let it out, and wondered whether or not the administrators would wait for him if he ran late. Either way, he needed to keep moving. Part of him regretted climbing the extra few rows high to get a view of the campus as the tree carried him toward its center. 

He swung his legs down from the branch he sat upon. The breeze tugged at his tunic as he moved, gentle but loud amid the red and white-petaled flowers and green leaves. He dropped to the next branch a level down from him and continued his descent. Each level of the tree’s branches was exactly four feet down from the last one. The well-tended plant stood seventy feet tall and Edmath usually liked to ride near the top, but today he had not had the time to climb the whole way up. 

The current Saale Emperor, Haddishal Rumenha, had grown the tree, named Orpus Strodusial, outside his window during the years he’d studied at Lexine Park. 

Edmath hoped he had been right to mention the tree in his letter to the emperor, where he had requested consideration for employment.

The story went that Rumenha was only allowed to keep the crawling tree because it spent the nights hiding in the gardens. That had been almost thirty years ago, almost eight years before Edmath’s birth, and now the unique tree was Edmath’s favorite way to get around the grounds. Peering out through the leaves and the branches, his eyes traced the sloping rooftop of the Principal Center where the ceremony would take place. 

“That’s far enough, my good Orpus.” 

He looked down through the evenly-spaced branches to the ground far below. The translucent, ghosted roots of the tree roiled over and through the dirt leaving no trail. They became insubstantial as they passed through the earth, a product of Rumenha’s ingenuity, and an incredibly complex magical modification. Edmath smiled as the movements of those roots slowed. He dropped down another branch to the lowest level, less than two yards from the base of the tree where the roots issued forth.

He put a hand on the trunk by the animant symbol carved deep into the tree’s bark long ago. It formed a jagged triangle with a circle at each of its three points. The deceptive simplicity of it made many unsure of Orpus Strodusial’s ability to think when they first met it, but Edmath had been friends with the tree from his first year at Lexine Park. At the time, as a tribeless orphan among royals, he had needed friends who did not ask questions.

He knew well enough that the Orpus was intelligent, though it could not speak. His research over the last year proved that intelligence decisively. The investment of consciousness came with the same magic that made the roots ghost through the ground.

As the roots stopped moving, he dropped down to the grass below the tree. His wooden sandals clacked as he walked onto a footpath of white stone. 

He pushed his glasses up his nose. Without the school’s grant from his high entrance challenge grade, he might not have been able to afford them. But with the money, he’d not only paid for them but also earned a way onto the short path to the Imperial City of Diar and beyond. Edmath knew he had been lucky, especially after being orphaned before he could remember. 

His adoptive mother had once referred to his luck as his life’s redemption. 

No tribe. No blood family. Few young people did so well in his circumstances, and they had made his social life a challenge for a long time.

He followed the stone path to the double doors, then opened one of them and slipped inside. The principal center was a huge white stone building, a fortress dedicated to learning. Making his way through the building’s tiled entry halls lined with statues of college princes of the past, from the centuries lost Doblemane Pyul all the way to long-bearded Haddishal Rumenha and proud Amonos Nane. 

Of all the Saales and royals depicted there, all appeared fully human except for Nane, whose stocky form had been sculpted halfway into his coral tosh, showing one arm covered with the wrinkly stony skin of his tribe’s creatures. 

Edmath passed the statues and turned down a staircase at the far end of the entrance hall. At the bottom of the stairs, a long and familiar corridor led to the antechamber containing the seniors of Edmath’s class. Usually, there weren’t so many graduates. Lexine Park had outdone itself in the eyes of the Empire of Zel that year.

Edmath stepped into the chill air of the many spans long and dimly lit antechamber and looked for his place in the line for commencement along the wall. His place had been determined by his graduation challenge grades but he was fortunate. 

Grades put him exactly where he belonged; just between his friends near the front of the line. Chelka Benisar, the fierce and beautiful squid princess, stood in the lead with a gap and several other individuals between herself and the honorable Whale Prince Brosk Naopaor. 

Over their tunics, the two of them wore regas, the sashes of white that distinguished them as royalty of their tribes. Tribal royalty was far from uncommon in the nation, but both Chelka and Brosk belonged to higher families that ruled regions. Brosk stood well over two yards tall and his broad form dwarfed both Chelka and Edmath. He wore black clothes, eschewing Lexine red in favor of more somber colors except at his collar.

Chelka had swept her long black hair back from her face so it spilled onto the shoulders of her pale blue tunic. Her long skirt was the same color as her hair except for the red at the hem, both the black and the red a nod to Lexine Park’s school colors. Her bright eyes flicked from Brosk to the door at the end of the hall ahead of the line.

Edmath approached them. He raised his arm in greeting and grinned as Chelka looked from the door to him. 

“Well, I suppose this is going to be a good day.” He tightened the fastening of his black commoner’s sash, the reverse color from the regas worn by Chelka and Brosk. “Is that not true, Lady Benisar?”

“Don’t you, of all people, call me that.” Chelka’s lips turned up at the corners and she showed her teeth in not precisely a smile. “I don’t call you Monk Donroi.” 

Her eyes sparkled, looking very large, and then a true smile softened her face. She glowed with a kind of vitality visible even without second sight.

Her playful rebuke reminded Edmath again how lucky he had been to be raised in that monastery until ten years ago. They had trained him to the basics of magic and attempted to teach him etiquette. The few teachings on manners that had stuck at the time were now largely forgotten, especially when among his friends.

“You know well, I’m no monk, but they taught me some useful lessons.” Edmath’s grin only broadened as he met her dark and beautiful eyes. “My dear lady.”

“Not that I don’t respect your timing, Ed.” Brosk turned from the line and folded his massive arms. “But you are truly late this time. Why risk trouble so close to graduation?”

“The ceremony hasn’t begun yet.” Edmath adjusted his sash with one hand. “Aren’t you worrying a little more than usual, Prince Naopaor?”

“Don’t start that business again.” Brosk chuckled and pointed down the line. “I brought this up because Zuria wanted to talk to you.”

Edmath dipped his head to Brosk, and then pushed his glasses up his nose. He bowed his head in an exaggerated motion. 

“That is very serious business indeed, sir. I must go.”

Brosk shook his head with a smirk of his own. 

“Go find your sister, my friend.”

Edmath must look like a child next to Brosk. He appreciated the prince’s friendship, especially given Brosk’s reserved nature and high social standing. 

“Of course.”

“You have a few minutes,” Chelka said, “But get right back here as soon as you can.” 

“Your wish is my command, Chelka.” 

Edmath started down the row of seniors. Most of them were laughing and talking in their own friend groups. 

The six years here training to become Saales had been challenging at times, but Edmath couldn’t have argued that it was not worthwhile. Though many of his fellow students were of royal blood, he lacked any status along with his missing tosh. His parents had given him little, but the monks had managed to tell him his father’s name, Jurgat Donroi. 

The abbot had told him his father had died fighting Roshi invaders after the old monk discovered Edmath’s Saale talent. At the monastery, many monks trained as Saales, but few studied as broadly as a student at a college like Lexine Park. 

Edmath’s mind turned from the past to the present as he moved down the line of seniors. The empire’s sphere of humanity may not have recognized Edmath as a royal, but he had made it to this place nonetheless.

He found Zuria about ten people back from Brosk and Chelka. She smiled when she saw him. Her black hair was bundled into a long braid that coiled over her shoulders like a black sash counter to the white one she wore which marked her as a royal, however minor, of the Serpent Tribe. She had brushed her bangs back from her forehead. 

She looked just like her mother in a lot of ways, the mother who had adopted Edmath. He knew the old priestess would be proud of both of them. They were like a pair of gift oysters, one dark, and the other light. Of all the families in the empire that could have taken Edmath in after the monastery, the Mierzons might have been the most opposite looking, but they were also among the most kind. 

“You wanted to see me, sister? Are you ready to graduate?”

Zuria nodded, her gaze falling from Edmath’s face. She looked quite pretty there, dressed in the violet and white dress her mother had given her new for the occasion. He knew what she needed to hear. 

“Mother will be proud.”

She smiled. 

“Thank you, brother. I just got nervous when I didn’t see you earlier.”

“We’re always even.” Edmath laughed. “After all, my world wouldn’t be the same without you.”

Raising her head, Zuria smiled. She folded her hands around her rega. 

She told Edmath just a few weeks ago that she couldn’t wait to graduate. Now the fear of moving on seemed to be getting to her. When they had started at the school they had each been the only person the other had known. The two of them had arrived here together and soon they would leave together.

“You’d better get back, brother,” Zuria said. “The ceremony begins in only a few minutes.”

“Right, of course. Congratulations again.”

He strode back along the row of students as the large doors at the end of the antechamber creaked open a crack. A tall proctor came through the doors dressed in black with a red collar. Edmath got into line behind Chelka just before they started moving. 

The seniors followed the proctor out into the darkened auditorium. The crowd that packed the room was silent as the class filed inside. The speaker for the graduates came forward from the crowd. Loud applause followed him.

It was tradition at Lexine Park that a final, symbolic, lesson was held during graduation. For this year a veteran Imperial Court Saale had been chosen. The High Emperor’s legacy, and the tensions with the neighboring nation of Roshi, practically demanded it happen every now and then. 

Edmath was glad to see the white-haired little man making his way to the center of the stage in front of the class.

This man was familiar though Edmath could not put a name to his face. When the little man reached the center of the stage he lifted a bone and brass striker ring in his fingers and held it up in the lamplight.

“Greetings all you citizens,” he said in a raised voice. “As I’m sure many of you know, I am Morior Lem, an attendant for some years now to our most esteemed War Empress Hayel. I have often told others the value of long speeches and great words. Long speeches are difficult to remember and great words are few in number, so I will speak only a little. These new Saales you see behind me, proud citizens, are all students who have struggled for nearly a quarter of their young lives for this place in time, and to serve our empire. Now they are here and their effort is to be commended as well as congratulated. I know this is meant to be a lesson, but the truth is, I’m not much of a teacher. All I offer is a small story.

“I fought for Zel against Roshi during the last war. I saw the physical powers of Dawkun mages first hand. I saw the finest Saales of my generation fight for the empire. His Excellency, Haddishal Rumenha. The mighty Yaem Tabeyhi. Her Majesty, Semana Nane. I saw the burden of war on each of them. Each battle is another weight and not the kind that can be lifted by signs, or spells, or animals. Each warrior carries that burden alone. In my day, the Saales carried our empire in war, and they did not buckle under that weight.

“When we met Roshi in the final battle at Jolmaya, it took more than genius to outmatch them. It took strength of will and personal sacrifice. When the Fox Minister charged our line I was afraid.” A hush fell over the room. Lem’s intense gaze swept over the audience. “I watched a Saale, a woman whose name I will never know, stand her ground against the most feared warrior in all of Roshi. His spear was already dripping with blood.

“I wish I could remember her signs, for the skill she displayed is my envy to this day. I will never forget her stance or her words.”

Edmath felt his eyes widen as Morior turned to face the graduating class.

Lem folded his hands together. 

“She stood her ground before the rampaging Roshi and she told the bloody Fox Minister this. No matter how many lives you take, you will not see another. This unknown woman stood her ground and told the truth in the darkest moment.”

Lem bowed his head. 

“When the Fox Minister fell that day, it was by her sign. When I looked for the woman after the battle I heard she had left the field alone. She had survived the war, but her magic had been her sacrifice.

“We must be willing to give even our abilities to preserve the nation. Knowledge, skill, these things are gifts to give. Saales of Lexine Park, you have given six years. Will you give your whole lives?”

A roar of voices went up from the class as Morior Lem bowed his head. It sounded like a yes, but with this many voices, Edmath was unsure of the truth in it. On the other hand, he didn’t know anyone who would say no in this situation. He heard Chelka, standing at his left. She whispered, “Yes.”

A pit formed in Edmath’s stomach at the thought of losing his abilities. Still, if war returned, he wanted to think he would do what was needed.

After the intensity of Lem’s story, the rest of the ceremony flashed past. There wasn’t much to it, despite the widening pit in Edmath’s stomach. Morior Lem introduced the student speakers and the various school officials but it all blurred for Edmath, even when Chelka stepped forward as top student and said her piece about the value of order in magic as well as perseverance. She spoke well when she had to, but Edmath knew she preferred action over words. 

He looked into the shadows and waited. Of all the times in his life to feel nauseous and tired this was one he wouldn’t have chosen. He should stand proud today. Chelka stepped back into line and Edmath nodded at her along with Brosk. She bowed her head and smiled. The ceremony ended with a robed proctor in a wicker mask coming forward and reading the Lexine Park motto in a loud, cold voice. “Life serves life. Life breeds magic. We change what is changeable, and in doing so, we change ourselves.”

The audience applauded as the line of students moved off the stage, Chelka in the lead.  As each student left the stage, a second proctor, this one without a mask, handed each of them their papers for graduation. 

Over a hundred Saales had just been added to the Empire of Zel. They had the right to be proud of themselves and their school. Of all the places he could have studied to protect the nation from the Roshi, he was glad it had been Lexine Park. 
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In the stone tiled reception hall on the main level of the principal center, the party for the graduates went into full swing. Chelka left Edmath and Brosk at the entrance and went to find her mother and father in the depths of the crowded room. Edmath watched her go, halfway nervous that tonight would mark the end of their relationship.

Brosk whistled as she disappeared from view. 

“Appreciate that you have incredible luck.”

Edmath laughed. 

“Of that I am aware. But how do you mean, my good Brosk?”

“First you have her, the daughter of Emperor Benisar, and second you get this fine chance at a position with Emperor Rumenha, both in spite of being a commoner.”

Edmath forced a laugh as he untied the sash from the front of his graduation tunic so it hung free. 

“It’s probably my good looks.”

Brosk snorted, reminding Edmath of the whales commanded by his friend’s tribe. 

“Luck has nothing to do with looks.”

“True.” Edmath shrugged. “Anyway, I wouldn’t count my blessings yet. Besides, you’re not so unlucky yourself.”

“I am a prince.” Brosk grinned. “A sorcerer. And, keep in mind, you still owe me a fair bit of coin.”

“If I get that position with the Saale Emperor, I expect you’ll be repaid soon enough.”

Brosk shook his head, still grinning. “You’re also lucky to have me as your only creditor, Ed.”

“Very true.” Edmath gave a halfway mocking bow to his friend. “Another note. Chelka told me that Emperor Benisar is still looking for Saales to employ. And, well, I am previously engaged my good Brosk.”

As second son of the Whale King, Brosk had been allowed to study whatever he chose, and he had chosen magic, despite it moving him completely out of the line of political succession, or maybe because of it. 

“For some reason, I forget my own luck with you around.”

“Act without delusion.” Edmath put his hand on Brosk’s shoulder. “We are both fortunate men.”

Brosk gave him a nod and brushed off his hand. “Very reasonable. I knew there was cause for me to put up with your rudeness.”

He set off through the crowd and disappeared in a crush of people carrying a new jug of wine for the tables at the entrance of the hall. Edmath turned and found Zuria making her way toward him with their mother, the tiny, black-skinned, Sampheli Mierzon beside her. The two of them were talking softly. With the noises of the hall at his back, Edmath could not make out their words. Sampheli smiled at Edmath.  Her dark, wrinkled face creased still more as she swept forward smiling and embraced him. 

“I’m so proud of you son. You have come from out of the bleakest of beginnings to join the empire’s service.” 

“Only because of you,” Edmath said and hugged her back, “My good mother.”

Zuria stopped beside them as they released each other. Edmath looked at her. She beamed at him, all the nervousness from before the ceremony lost in the moment of happiness. She glanced at Sampheli. 

“Mother, come with me. Have you met Razili Nane? Ed, congratulations. I’ll see you later.”

“Of course, good sister.”

Edmath thanked her silently for distracting mother. There were things he had to do tonight that she would not approve of, and Zuria knew it. The two of them had discussed their plan for the evening the previous day before Sampheli had arrived. Not all the goodbyes Edmath needed to say could be spoken in words. 

Walking through the reception hall, he saw Zuria leading Sampheli to the table where the Nane family sat. They were royals of the Coral Tribe and each of them a formidable Saale. Unlike most tribes, coral families allowed Saales to rule as their highest representatives. Pale Razili and her twin brother Oresso were both of strong standing in the class and had been in the graduation line before Zuria. They were destined for great things, and every oracle, augury, and sphere had apparently told them so. He could scarcely stand conversing with them when the subject arose.

Still, Razili was far more bearable than Oresso when she talked to Edmath. Taking a glass of white wine and greeting several of his other friends with waves from a distance, Edmath made his way to a tall, narrow window on the far side of the room. Clouds billowed over the sea, down the hill from Lexine Park. 

“It looks like rain,” a voice said from behind him. He turned and saw Morior Lem. The short old man shook his head. “Nothing to be done. We can’t choose the weather.”

Edmath chuckled. 

“Nothing to be done? I’m actually surprised no one has worked out that magic yet. After all, the people of Tokalgo have long had some knowledge in that regard.”

“Control of the clouds may lie beyond the curtain of possibility. After all, as far as we know plants and animals have little to do with the formation of weather. In the end, I’m glad we have other tools at our disposal, probably more important than keeping rain away.”

Edmath pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. 

“Of course. But personally, I think we would figure it out if we put resources into it.”

“We’ll see, won’t we?” Morior sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t want to get philosophical this early in the evening. If you don’t mind, perhaps the weather should remain outside our conversation.”

“In that case, you picked the wrong man to talk to tonight. I get in this mood at big events. My name is Edmath Donroi.” 

Edmath thought of Chelka, and the need to find her again before the night passed and they went their separate ways the next morning. Though not for long, he hoped.

“You definitely seem distracted at the moment. What will you do when this night is passed?”

Edmath thought of the letter he’d received from Haddishal Rumenha inviting him to compete for a court position. He would need luck and skill to defeat the others who would be there, but he had no other plan. His skills were great for Lexine Park, but he was still not the top of the class. That honor belonged to dear, dear Chelka.

“I venture I’ll head out to the Imperial City. The Saale Emperor told me he could accept my request to continue my research there for as long as a year if he chooses me to be one of his Court Saales.”

“Good news. We may see each other again there. Whether you succeed or not, feel free to ask my advice while you’re there,” Morior said. “Good luck.”

Edmath stared out at the storm as Morior turned back toward the crowded room. Wind thundered against the glass of the window. The veteran Imperial Saale started to walk away. Edmath glanced after him. 

“You too.”
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Edmath decided to leave the reception hall after some few conversations with groups of other students and graduates. He circled the entire room once and then left, going down the stairs to the outer doors. His path took him outside where Orpus Strodusial stood tall near the corner of the building, roots curled up on the earth, in preparation for heavy rain. 

Suppressing a chuckle at the sight, Edmath walked past the tree and crossed the grounds. He headed towards the dormitory building on the hillside. The sun sank as he walked, and the clouds flew in from over the sea. 

He reached the dormitory, a gray stone tower four stories tall, and looked through the arched doorway. Chelka stood there, leaning against the wall on the other side of the entrance. 

The clouds and the darkness seemed like the perfect match for her appearance, dark complexion and blue cloth would not have looked out of place in the stormy night. Her eyes moved to him in silence, and his moved over her. 

No tears had stained her twilight skin yet. Still, Edmath could tell from her stance, from her enchanting, half-shuttered eyes, from the way her hands touched the stone with only their fingertips, her passions were seething beneath the surface. She must know he felt the same way. 

He approached her. 

“I guess you’re not feeling so well about the future.”

“Sorry, Ed. I don’t mean to be glum.”

“It’s all right. We all must deal with change in our own way.”

Chelka took a deep breath, slowly letting it out and folding her arms. The rega she wore over her tunic trembled as her fingers closed around it near her shoulder. She and Edmath had been a couple for the past year, but they had known each other far longer than that.

“I’m not dealing with it properly,” she said. “I’m letting it control me.”

“That doesn’t sound like Chelka Benisar as I know her. What about Benisar’s formula for happiness? Water, breath, and love? And it’s not like there aren’t places like this school out there, places to cherish. It’s not as though the Roshi are at the gates to burn the school. Any graduate can visit again.”

Chelka’s head dipped forward. Her chin nearly touched her chest. Edmath stepped through the doorway. He brushed the back of his hand over Chelka’s shoulder. Her arms fell from their fold and her hand grasped his. 

“It isn’t the place, Ed. It’s you.”

Edmath bowed his head, his light-colored hair brushing against Chelka’s dark. 

“And you,” he said, slipping his arm around her shoulders. 

She leaned against him and the two of them made their way into the dormitory building. 

“I’m not sad,” Chelka said as they climbed the steps. “Not really. I’m just sorry it will be so long before we see each other. I’m going back to Sizali and you’re going to Naren and the Imperial City. It will be amazing. We’ll both be serving the empire. But—”

“—If only we could serve ourselves at the same time. But if I fail to join the court, perhaps I’ll meet you in Sizali.”

“You won’t fail though.”

“I hope to succeed. But even if I do. Your research will likely not last all year. Whoever moves first, can move toward the other.”

“We’ll find a way.”

Chelka had not cried yet, and she didn’t now, though Edmath could see that she wanted to, even as she led the way down the hall to her room. Every reception hall filled with loud well-wishers would fall flat in comparison to this quiet stony corridor if he compared them in that moment. Chelka opened the door to her quarters and they slipped inside together. The walls hid their embrace.
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Edmath would leave in the morning. He reminded Chelka even as he lay with his arm across her bare stomach. They were a fine pair, he knew. Time apart would be hard, but the empire needed people like them. Unfortunately, not all in the same place. 

She answered him with a smile. 

“Until we meet again, Ed.”

“Dear Princess.”

“Silly, call me Chelka.”

“Dear Chelka.” 

Edmath rose from the bed. He made his way to the door, almost tearing up, with the feelings that accompanied departure as he donned his tunic and sash. Who knew what awaited in the future, except possibly for the creator of the world? Chelka was a princess, and Edmath a commoner. He had heard enough stories about how relationships like theirs would end to know things could change from how they seemed now.

He prayed to any creator who listened change would be for the better, not the worse.

Slipping on his sandals, he pushed the door open and stepped out into the corridor. He made his way down the steps and out of the dormitory entrance to walk through the night. Not far from the dormitory, a dark figure approached him. He recognized Brosk’s bulky silhouette even in the dark.

“Lord Naopaor, my good man,” he said. “What brings you out here? The party is inside.”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“But you know the answer.”

“Obviously I do. Chelka gave me a recommendation to her father and then ran off. Only I knew where. Now, Zuria and your mother are looking for you.”

“Ah, yes. Thank you, Brosk.”

“They’re in the entrance hall. Go.”

“I am going. But first, did you get a position? A chance to compete?”

“Emperor Benisar told me to visit him at court.”

“Perfect. We can travel together.”

“I was hoping so,” Brosk said. “You can give me some pointers on a few techniques. And I can keep an eye on my investment.”

“Me, an investment? You flatter me, my friend. That said, I could help you brush up on creature growth theory. I must be going.”

Brosk shrugged his broad shoulders. He turned continued across the grass toward his pool-side dormitory. 

“As you say.”

Edmath walked back to the path and followed it to the entrance. He opened the door and walked in. Zuria met him with a small smile. Sampheli turned away from examining the coral-textured statue of Amonos Nane. Zuria put a hand on her mother’s arm. 

“There you are, Edmath,” she said. “We looked all over for you.”

Edmath shrugged his shoulders. “Well, I’m happy to be in some demand. I was saying goodbye to some younger students practicing late over in the training buildings. But I think I’d better turn in. The journey will begin early. How again are we traveling?”

“We are going by levoth to Naren Peninsula, and the Imperial City.”

“Understood. Then, I shall be able to rest on the flight.”

Zuria shook her head and laughed, braids shaking. 

“Probably not. We go by sea, and we all know how sick that makes you, brother.”

“Of course, of course. I shall have to rest now, in that case, in preparation for a day of suffering.” 

Edmath almost laughed at himself. Nerves made the joke less than funny.

The idea of mocking himself for weakness bothered him at that moment. Thoughts of his station remained on his mind. His skills grew as fast as he could make them, but he would never be royal. That thought usually made him more eager to laugh at what he lacked. Not tonight. 

The prospect of leaving Chelka behind put him on edge. 

“Allow me to go rest. I will meet you tomorrow at the gates of the park.”

Sampheli smiled. 

“Sleep well, my son. Congratulations, once again.”

Edmath smiled and bowed to her. 

Out in the gathering night, bats chirped in their language, warning each other of the oncoming rain as they hunted insects. He might not be a royal, but no one else in Zel could hear the voices of bats because that tribe did not belong to the empire. His was a curious talent. Drops of rain began to fall as Edmath reached his dormitory for the final night’s sleep at Lexine Park.
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Edmath did not sleep well. He woke no fewer than five times to thunder in the night, though what sleep he managed was dreamless. Nothingness bothered him in the dark hours. He worried about being accepted at the Imperial Court. 

If he was to be a servant of the Saale Emperor, a man with a direct link to Lexine Park but also a direct rivalry with the High Emperor thanks to their positions, his position would be of great importance.

Of the four emperors of Zel, only the Saale Emperor could be trained in magic. High Emperors, War Empresses, and Hearth Emperors employed Saales, but magic was forbidden to them personally, much as it was to most high royals by custom. 

Still, Edmath would have his research and he would work with his hero for the good of the Empire. Haddishal Rumenha really was a man of much skill, yet had not been born into royalty. He had crafted Orpus Strodusial’s seed when he was barely fifteen years old and graduated Lexine Park at the age of only twenty years. Two years before most students managed to complete their training. Of all the three lower Emperors he was the most prestigious, the commander and regulator of all Saales, along with his wife who held the title of Saale Hierophant.

Years ago, Sampheli had told Edmath that Dorilia, Haddishal’s mother, was rumored to have modified Haddishal’s life structure when he was growing within her. That might well be beyond the curtain, but as he lay in the darkness, Edmath felt less and less certain of that. The rumor remained unproven and greatly in doubt by most.

The skill of the Saale Emperor could not be doubted, however. He had personally constructed the first of a new generation of aerial levoths years ago with the help of Eagle and Moth royals. The final form of the creature was the most beautiful and useful of all the larger levoths, combining moth, eagle, and elk. The darkness made that sort of beauty seem far away.

In the night, worry at the rigors of the challenges to come filled his mind. The other Saale colleges produced their own hopefuls. And only so many Saales could serve at court. 

Edmath rolled over and tried to sleep. He prayed to the unseen creator like the monks had taught him when he was only a few years old and hoping to make a good impression. At that training, he succeeded often. 

Sampheli had chosen to raise him. Chelka loved him. He drifted off again, not to wake until morning.
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When Edmath woke in the morning, it was to the sound of bells in the tower of the Principle Center. He had already packed his belongings for travel. He didn’t have much beyond his clothes and tools, regardless. Here and there, scattered in the midst of his luggage were the brightly polished and oddly structured stones he collected to study. It was true that magic didn’t manifest except from living creatures, but the idea of finding a new outlet, or maybe a new form of striker appealed greatly to Edmath.

A striker made the most sense, as manipulation of matter that had once been alive was not beyond the curtain. Normally the difference between life and death allowed for greater mysticism than simple life-arts like the ones Saales performed to protect themselves or used to conjure matter from nowhere. The combined arts could alter a being to its very core, allowing trees to crawl, and levoths and other hybrids to share traits of different animals.

The ways one could open the flow of magic were numerous and the act of striking did not always require living matter, except the constant provided by the man or woman wielding the spell. Edmath knew he would be tested greatly before he could even continue this sort of research. The stones of the earth were not alive in the same way as plants, for certain. 

Those reasons and his inexperience meant Edmath needed the good luck Brosk talked about. He knew he lacked the stamina to simply compete as a Saale Warrior as well. The Dawkun physical mages being trained by the Roshi Nation to the west were reportedly able to perform incredible feats of speed and skill over and over again, for days without rest.

They might just be rumors, but something told Edmath they were true. No Saale would dare go too long without resting and try to fight with a spell because even one second of weaker life force would be dangerous when combined with the sickness that came from using magic to kill. Some Saales had killed and continued their careers, but few dared it after the last war with Roshi twenty years ago. With all that well and taken into account, the Roshi must truly have zealotry on their side in the current war without blood. A new sort of striker could help with that conflict, but Edmath would not be the one to discover it any time soon.

Picking up his bags and the stones within them, Edmath walked to the door of his barren room and opened it. Brosk stood in the hallway, a bag slung over one shoulder and a hinged metal case dragging his other arm toward the floor. 

“You know, I considered knocking to get you up,” he said. “Come on, Ed. We could be late if we don’t hurry.”

“We’ll be fine. Isn’t this one of your father’s ferries? A sea levoth won’t depart when the Whale Prince remains ashore.”

“Yes, and I can catch up with them if they do.” Brosk chuckled. “I won’t have you, or anyone else, riding on my back though.”

“No sooner than I would want to ride you.” 

Brosk gave a snort of laughter and shook his head. 

“We must go, Edmath.”

Edmath led the way to the staircase. He took them two at a time and Brosk followed almost as quickly. They reached the doors and stepped out into the morning mist. Soon the light of the sun would burn it all away. He strode down the path with Brosk at his side. Together they reached the gates of the campus where Zuria and Sampheli waited.

“Good morning, brother,” Zuria said. “Slept in, I see.”

“Of course, I cannot sleep at sea, good sister. I must announce a fellow passenger, his highness, Brosk Naopaor the Whale Prince of Zung.”

Brosk bowed theatrically, his brown hair falling past his ears. He remained like that, broad shoulders angled like the axle of an uneven cart. Zuria shook her head, looking amused, but Sampheli came forward, smiling, arm extended.

“Let me shake your hand, young prince. I have heard over the years that you have been a good friend to my son and daughter.”

“As good as I could hope to be, and they to me.” Brosk rose from his bow and took Sampheli’s offered hand. “Now let us be on our way. A levoth may wait, but men and women become impatient with time.”

The four of them made the way down to the water quickly. Brosk suggested a few shortcuts through the village of Lexine and they made their way to the piers before the hour turned. 

A levoth waited for them there, long and thin for a creature that was mostly whale, with a transparent dry gullet for carrying the passengers. The deck of shaped bone growing along its fishy back included ridged outgrowths for a railing. The middle-aged whale royal controller met them at the end of the pier. He nodded to Brosk, dark eyes gleaming in the shadows of his wide-brimmed straw hat.

“There you are, my lord. This creature has been sitting idle for some time now. All but you have previously arrived.”

“I see,” Brosk said. “I will apologize.”

“You had a distance to come,” the controller said. “The beast needed rest. Think nothing of it.”

They boarded the creature. Zuria and Sampheli remained on deck while Brosk and Edmath took their luggage down into the creature’s dry second stomach through a large breathing hole near the head. As they made their way to the back of the gray-walled stomach, Edmath looked at the people they passed. Most of them sat on the floor, completely used to this faster form of travel rather than wooden ships. However, one young man near the middle seemed squeamish, standing off to the side of the narrow passage with a great bag on his back. His eyes were furtive and his face pinched. He looked to Edmath both terrified and still dreading something unknown. 

“Say, Brosk, did you see anyone strange on the way back here?”

“I don’t think so,” Brosk said. “But I wasn’t looking. Why?”

“There is a boy, maybe sixteen or seventeen, who looks terrified, probably just to be on this ship. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

“A little, but give it a rest, we should get back to the surface. Zuria and your mother might wonder on us, and you’ll get sick down here.”

“Of course, you are right.” Edmath set down his bags, picked a stone out of the top one, a piece of black volcanic cliff-face, and walked back toward the whole leading to the levoth’s back. 

The creature had to travel on the surface and that meant they would all be fine to stay up top. The rain from the previous night had passed through late and left this haze, so likely they would have clear swimming. Edmath looked back to see how far Brosk was behind him. He still lagged by half the length of the beast.

“Say, levoth,” Edmath said. “Can you hear me?”

“I can.” The levoth’s voice croaked out of the air loudly, too loudly, but most likely not understood by anyone other than Edmath, the controller, and Brosk because it spoke in the whale tribe’s tongue.

“Good. Be on your guard, someone might become sick down in your gullet on this trip, even if I don’t. There is a young man who doesn’t look well here.”

“Thank you for the warning, young royal.”

“Oh, I’m no royal. This skill of mine is less usual than that.”

The levoth answered with a curious hum but said nothing more.

The voice of the controller cut the air as Edmath clambered out onto the bony deck. 

“We are departing, passengers. Please respect the creature and we will all have a very calm and peaceful voyage.”

Edmath walked along the edge of the deck and met Zuria and Sampheli by the tail, looking out over the sea to the south. The islands of Sizali were in that direction, Edmath remembered. Chelka would be leaving for them later today, and the two of them would not see each other for he did not know how long. She would be fine though. She would work harder without him, and they all needed her kind of work. 

Creatures like this levoth were one specialty of hers, though not this particular form. The Benisars were royals of the Squid Tribe and heirs to a sorrowful legacy from a hundred years past. They had fought Roshi as warriors and Saales in two great battles and were now few in number. For their continuing deeds of loyalty, Zemoy Benisar, Chelka’s father, had been made the Hearth Emperor, in particular with hopes of inspiring peace in the family’s passionate blood. Zemoy accepted that he belonged to a different age and was still trying to change.

He and Edmath had talked on the subject a few times when the Hearth Emperor had visited Lexine Park. The nature of the Squid Tribe, and the Benisars, in particular, was hardly peaceable, but times change and thus the family must change as well. Just thinking of the massive, rough man, made Edmath surprised at how slight and smooth Chelka could be. He already missed her even more than he thought he would. 

Thinking on it made the whole situation worse. Edmath approached Zuria, raising his hand in greeting. The levoth sped out to sea, carrying them into deeper water.

Over the course of an hour, it began angling toward the unseen but not too distant Naren Peninsula on which the capital of the Zelian Empire had been built long ago. There it remained, after generations of High Emperors, lower emperors, and Saale Hierophants. 

Edmath sat down on the deck, leaning against the bony ridge that separated him from the sea spray. Everything out at sea was the domain of the sea tribes’ royals. Saales had just as much power, but here men like Brosk could command entire pods of whales to do their will with merely a call to their spirits. And women like Chelka had legions of squids at their command. Good luck forgetting her, he told himself, especially as you don’t really want that.

Taking the shard of black rock from his tunic’s pocket Edmath pondered the way to strike with it. Magic could be brought forth for use with a simple tool made of wood, or bone as long as one knew what creature it came from, but what kind of life could be hidden within a stone? Even among all the mysteries plumbed by the proctors at Lexine College, there was an unspoken assumption that life did not carry on in every object. 

The worm might live in the earth but that does not make the earth alive. Edmath knew the argument, and the analogy reminded him of what the monks who had raised him had told him about the father Edmath had never met. He was of the worm tribe, a man named Jurgat Donroi. Edmath wrinkled his nose at the thought of the old argument he’d had with the head of the monastery.

“Brother, are you sick?” Zuria knelt down beside him, offering a flask of water. “You didn’t eat breakfast, did you?”

“Never before traveling on the water, isn’t that right, sister?”

Zuria gave a satisfied bob of her head. “You don’t sound too bad.”

“I was just thinking. Proctor Yemon’s old lessons on striking, you know.”

“Don’t obsess, brother. It’s no good.” 

Edmath knew though he didn’t say anything. He pushed off the deck with his hands and got to his feet. Bowing his head, he brushed the hair back down from a wind gust. He pocketed the stone.

“Of course, of course. I really must be seeing where Brosk has gotten to.”

“He’s over there with mother.” Zuria pointed across the deck.

Edmath nodded and started across the deck. The controller stood near the head, dark gray cloak billowing out behind him, but besides him, the four of Edmath’s party were the only people on the deck. He approached Brosk and Sampheli. The two of them turned as he drew near.

Sampheli frowned. 

“Are you alright? You look pale, son.”

“I feel fine. Its good spring is passing. Court will be starting soon and hopefully, we’ll be there for it.”

Brosk turned and looked down into the clear water a few yards down the levoth’s side. 

“Indeed. I think later in summer might be a better time to arrive, though.”

Sampheli chuckled, small dark hands clinging to the bone ridge. 

“A better time to be late, I suppose. I think it’s good to be ahead of the Council of Kings.”

Brosk shrugged his shoulders, muscles in his arms rippling. 

“I was just thinking about the Festival of Chesh. Its only been held irregularly, ever since the last war, so I guess I’ll be glad to be there for it at all.”

“It is a worthy celebration. The bounty of the continent is great,” Sampheli said. “Saale have had our part in that of course, but not as much as the hands of the creator.”

The wind brushed across Edmath’s back, easing his tension from earlier. His eyes drifted to Sampheli.

“Of course, Mother. I feel as though our creator is with us. For if it takes a mighty Saale to bond two creatures together, think how powerful a being is who can create all those creatures from nothing, and besides the creatures, the Saales too.” 

Edmath grinned as a wave broke against the levoth’s side and sprayed water up before him. He didn’t normally spend time to think like this, but the monks had trained him well. Sampheli’s house had always been one that paid great respect to the creator. The nature of the four Saale Colleges always emphasized the Saale first and Lexine Park exemplified that perhaps the most. Leaving that place gave him a sense of freedom he had lacked before graduation. 

Sampheli smiled at him and then stifled a yawn. 

“I’m glad to hear you say that, son. If you will excuse me, I think I may go below and lie down for a while.” 

“Of course, mother. Would you like some help finding your sleeping mat?”

“Thank you, Edmath. I would appreciate it.”

Walking toward the air hole leading to the dry stomach, Edmath glimpsed a sky levoth gliding in the distance, red-feathered wings catching the sunlight. He wondered if that hollow bird was taking Chelka to Sizali, but it didn’t turn south, so he guessed it was going the same place as the sea levoth. 

He climbed down the air hole first, then helped Sampheli in her descent. The two of them headed for the back of the stomach. They passed the nervous boy from earlier going the opposite direction with his bag shouldered, and made their way to their luggage. Edmath rummaged through the packs for a minute or two. He set aside Sampheli’s personal shrine, a box which contained her holy instruments and artifacts before he found her sleeping mat. He unrolled it and laid it on the floor near the wall.

Sampheli put a hand on his shoulder and lowered herself onto the mat. 

“Thank you, son.”

“For you, it is nothing, mother.” 

“I hope you treat the Saale Emperor with even greater respect.”

“I will try.” Edmath turned and started back down the stomach, feeling a churn in his gut from only this short stay in the shifting compartment. He looked over his shoulder. “Rest well.”

As he drew closer to the air hole, a cry came from above. He could not make out whether it was joy or pain, but he quickened his pace anyway. Leaping up the air hole and scrambling the remaining distance to the top, he looked toward the tail. Zuria and Brosk stood together at the far end of the deck with the controller backing towards them, backing away from the ill-looking boy. Standing in the center of the deck, the boy turned to glare at Edmath.

“Saales, Saales, Saales,” he said. “I can’t wait any longer.”

It was then that Edmath realized the boy’s bag was empty now. He heard a whistle from above and threw himself flat. A sphere of roiling pitch black and irritated red flesh flew down from above and skimmed over Edmath, low enough to strike him if he had not ducked. He looked up at it and remembered the terrible illustration in his book of artifacts. There was no mistaking it, a protean sphere, an abomination of a magical form.

“Zuria, Brosk,” he shouted. “Do you two know what that is?”

“I think so, brother.” Zuria took a step toward the boy, pulling a double ring striker from her pocket. The striker was made of the bones of a gull. 

“You have no idea,” the boy said, advancing on her. “Let me show you.” He thrust a finger at her as the protean sphere took a position above his head. A tentacle of red and black flesh shot from the sphere, heading straight toward Zuria. 

Brosk swung a chain of metal rings lined with bone strikers out of his sleeve. The chain intercepted the tendril and sent it flying backward in a flash of light from a string of new tears in the physical world’s fabric. Brosk hunched in front of Zuria. She struck with her rings and opened a large tear of her own. Edmath watched as the magical vessel ruptured, and sent energy flooding directly toward him on a strong current. 

Reaching into his tunic, he pulled forth a single small ring of bone. With the energy almost upon him, he had to think fast for a spell. Visualizing a green fist, he concentrated on the ring and hurled it at the boy, letting go just as the magic touched him.

The ring exploded into shards of chicken bone and a green fist the same size and shape as Edmath’s own connected with the boy’s cheek. He fell sprawling. The protean sphere sent a strand to catch him, keeping his head from striking the bone of the deck.

“Saales.” The boy said the word like a curse. “You can’t all be–You are filthy!”

The controller stopped him, putting a sandal lightly on his chest. 

“You are beaten. Give these young people some credit.”

Edmath climbed to his feet and walked over to the boy, whose hand traced the spot where the green fist had hit him. Brosk and Zuria came closer, pocketing their strikers. This wasn’t the first time any of them had been in a fight. 

“This sphere is not fully in your control, I see.” Edmath peered down at the shifting red and black mass as it slipped away from the boy on the floor and floated off the side of the creature. “I suppose that means you owe allegiance to a higher power. Roshi, perhaps?”

“No,” the boy said. “I just hate, just hate–” 

The controller pressed down the boy’s chest, and the boy yelped.  

“We’ll need to look after him until we get to shore,” the controller said. “It should be another hour or two at this rate.”

“Alright,” Brosk said. “I can guard him. Where should we go?”

Edmath looked down at the boy’s narrow face, trying to determine what his tribe was. He didn’t look like any of the nobility, for certain, but Edmath couldn’t tell what he did look like. 

“Of course, you aren’t a native to this region. If you were a true Zelian, you would not dishonor us with your hatred. What is your name?”

The boy opened his mouth as if to speak, but blood came out of his mouth rather than words. His eyes closed and his shoulder slumped. Edmath didn’t need the help of the magic flowing around him to know the boy was dead. He cursed inside his head. The thought of death so close made him more than anxious. His blow must have damaged some part of the protean sphere connected to the boy. 

A haze of dizziness fell upon Edmath’s mind. No mistaking it, the magic railed against him taking a life, however unintentional the result had been. He put a hand to his head as the back of his mind started to throb with pain.

“Damn, I didn’t think you hit him that hard,” the controller said.

“I didn’t.” Edmath grimaced against the pain in his head. “I couldn’t do this to him alone.”

The controller frowned. “Are you alright?”

“To kill with a spell is a fundamental counter to all Saale magic. I would never strike to kill intentionally.” 

Edmath shook his head in pain as the controller glanced at the protean sphere quickly falling behind their levoth.  A sphere like that was the only way an untrained human could wield magic on the level needed to destroy someone’s internal organs. This thing had done it without touching the boy, but only because it had been triggered somehow. Just like the spheres of humanity at the heart of each nation, the protean spheres had no willpower of their own.

“Well, he isn’t going to be resisting.” The controller wiped his dark brows. “But I don’t like seeing kids die.”

Zuria hid her eyes and Edmath looked away, but Brosk just shook his head slowly, not saying a word, but not hiding from the body in front of him.

“Why?” Zuria said. “Why did he do it? He just said he couldn’t wait, but we didn’t even know his name.” 

“We may never know.” Edmath recovered a little from the initial wave of sickness and walked over to Zuria as Brosk and the controller picked up the dead boy’s body and moved him to the rear of the levoth’s deck. “Unless he was traveling with papers this could easily remain a mystery.”

“I recognized the sphere.” Zuria turned to Edmath, wide-eyed. “To have something like that he’d have to be someone with power, money.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Edmath closed his eyes and wished for the trip to pass and take the roiling of his stomach along with it. “But you practiced the striking well, sister. If you hadn’t been so timely we might not have survived. A sphere like that could have destroyed everyone on this levoth if used effectively.”

“I knew. I just didn’t want to think that.”

Brosk came back from the rear of the ship. His footfalls were heavy on the deck bones. 

Turning toward him, Edmath asked, “Did you find anything, Brosk?”

“No identification. No, the boy even paid in raw gold. He’s traceless.” Brosk put a hand to his heart and took a deep breath. “We could do an augury once we get to the Temple in Diar. For that, we’ll need the body, though.” 

Between his gestures and his tone, Edmath sensed Brosk’s sorrow. The controller might have said he didn’t like death as well, but Edmath knew how hard things such as this struck Brosk, who had lost a sibling to Roshi assassins when still a child.

“I was thinking along those lines. With no identification, I think the controller will let us take him if it’s for that.” Edmath glanced at Zuria. “It’s the least we could do. I have a feeling he wouldn’t have done this if we weren’t here.”

“You’re probably right,” Zuria said.

Brosk looked down the deck to the body. 

“I’ll ask.”

Edmath put an arm around Zuria and led her to the air hole at the levoth’s head. The Naren peninsula rose out of the ocean ahead of them, massive rolling hills and cliff faces just barely visible on the horizon. The wind picked up, tugging at Zuria’s braids and clothes and making Brosk’s hair whip about as well. Loud waves broke upon the rising tail of the levoth as it emerged from the water, short and ending in a powerful fluke.

Zuria broke away from Edmath and climbed down the air hole. He strode past the air hole and stood at the controller’s position on the deck’s end. With a jab of a hand into his pocket, he pulled out the stone. Black and smooth, it felt somehow wet in his hands. Perhaps it was crying for the dead boy. No, a stone cannot cry, Edmath thought. 
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They arrived at the docks of Diar as the wind rose to a gale. Edmath leaped off the Levoth’s bony ridge and landed on the pier even as the controller called it to a stop. Together they had decided to remove the body before the other passengers saw it, so as to avoid frightening anyone unduly. 

The only other humans Edmath had seen die had been ancient monks covered by the wintry sheets of their beds. A young man coughing blood on a Levoth’s back was very different. Brosk shifted into his whale even larger and more muscular tosh and donned a heavy cloak Zuria had brought up from below. His hulking grayish shoulders bore his solemn load with ease.

As a prince, it would do him no good to be seen with the body, and they had decided that Edmath, Zuria, and Sampheli should go find somewhere to stay rather than go with him. He marched away from the dock, the body wrapped in the gray cloak of the Levoth’s controller.

“It will be better this way, of course,” Edmath told Zuria from the pier. “Brosk doesn’t look much like his human self in his tosh, and he can perform the augury with the temple’s resources.”

“I’m not worried about that.” Zuria climbed onto the deck with Sampheli behind her. “I fear that this city will not agree with me any better than this death.”

“It will, sister, it will.” Edmath looked up at the slate roofs and white-stone walls that covered the hillsides around the docks. “This is the greatest city in the world. Why just on the other side of that hill is the palace of the High Emperor and the city within a city. Of course, you’re in your rights to doubt.”

“And you are within yours to be confident,” Sampheli said. “Zuria, you and your brother should both be wary. I grew up in this city, and I doubt the people here will have changed too much. While they are mostly honest, those who are not are truly dangerous. Temper confidence with caution.”

“I shall, mother.” 

Edmath helped her up from the Levoth’s back. Brosk carried the dead boy off the dock onto the stones of the street. His whale tosh’s smooth head turned and he pulled the cloak over his head with a huge gray arm. Brosk nodded at Edmath and started away down the street. Edmath watched him go and hoped his friend would get the answers they all wanted.
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It took them a few hours to find the royally owned hostel of the Serpent Tribe in the southern portion of Diar. Sampheli was born of serpent royalty and her people were under obligations to look after her and her family. Her husband, a man neither Zuria nor Edmath had ever met, had been killed in a battle with rebels on the island of Tokalgo. The serpent tribe took care of their widows, whether they were priestesses or not. They came to a sprawling building of white wood, and a huge front porch. Sampheli greeted the heavily built woman guard sitting on that pouch with a raised hand and a bowed head. 

“Why not tosh if you are a royal?” the guard said, leaning forward in her white wicker chair. “I must know for certain.”

“Yes, yes.” Sampheli’s eyes drew closer together and her wrinkled skin became smooth scales. Edmath could not see the rest of the change as it took place under her cloak, but it was clearly enough for the guard. She gave a satisfied nod.

“Welcome. What status have you in this house, if I may ask?”

“I am Sampheli Mierzon, a priestess of no great standing, but your kin and a widow.”

“Very well, my lady. There are still several rooms free upstairs for your family.”

“I am honored.” 

Sampheli led the way up the steps of the building and past the pillars made to look like the bones of coiled serpents. The doors yawned open and Edmath followed her and Zuria into the building. The staircase at the back of the wood-paneled entrance hall led them up to the second floor. The first three rooms at the top of the stairs were left with doors ajar. Candles burning sweet incense stood on the table within each one as a traditional way of welcoming guests.

Sampheli and Zuria took the first two rooms and Edmath took the third. He sat down on the bed by the window and looked out into the garden of serpents in the walled enclosure behind the hostel building. Trees and bushes remained trimmed low so the creatures that lived there would not be able to escape on a whim. One of the largest snakes Edmath had ever seen emerged from the pool at the far end of the garden, deep green in color with blue markings all down its sides.

“I see you also have an attraction to our namesake,” a girl’s voice said from behind him. 

Edmath turned and saw a young woman, around his own age, standing before him in the doorway of his room. Her hair was black but her skin was nowhere near as dark as Sampheli’s or Zuria’s, more like Chelka’s than the pallor common to the Coral Tribe. She curled her lip.

“Forgive me.” Edmath bowed. “I am not of the Serpent Tribe. Rather I am here with my mother who is. Of course, that does not mean I’m not curious about serpents in general.”

“Ah.” The girl smiled more broadly. “I suppose that explains your coloration.”

“My name is Edmath Donroi. May I ask you yours?”

“Tusami Gesa, royal Saale.”

“You are a Saale too? Interesting.”

Tusami’s eyes narrowed, her smile slipping. 

“Yes. I have just arrived to serve an emperor.”

“Our stories are much the same. I take it you have written ahead. Which emperor do you wish to serve?” 

Edmath felt the question was innocent, but Tusami must not have. Her smile vanished completely.

“I must be on my way, Saale Donroi,” she said. “There is much of this city to see, and I may not have much time to see it.”

“Forgive me for my rudeness.” Edmath started after her out into the hall.

She stopped on the stairs and looked back at him, eyes as slits. 

“You are forgiven, Saale Donroi.” Dropping down another step, she turned away from him. 

He shook his head in frustration. Edmath glanced into the room immediately next door to his. Zuria’s head peeked around the corner of the doorway. She motioned for him to come in.

“I suppose you are alright, then?” she said.

The boy’s death tugged at his stomach, making him sick even without the pain of lethal magic. Edmath closed the door behind him and wrinkled his brow. “Alright about what? I wasn’t aware of a problem unless you mean that crazy boy.”

Zuria folded her hands. 

“No, I mean Chelka.”

Edmath blinked and let out a small sigh. The issue always came up eventually. With a shake of her head, Zuria turned away from him.  He followed her further into the room. 

“I didn’t break things off with her if that’s what you mean. She and I–”

Zuria raised her hands. “Not another word. Mother mustn’t know about this. She will worry too much.”

“I know, sister. I know what I must do, and that is never to tell until I can be sure.”

“And what of Chelka? You must be certain she feels the same way.”

Edmath thought of how her lips felt against his, of her hands on him. “I am certain. As certain as I could be.”

“I will pray fate does not go against you, Brother.” 

“Thank you, Sister.” 

Edmath turned and walked out the door. Zuria followed him, closing the door behind her. Sampheli met them in the hall. Edmath fought with a smile at the sight of her. She wore a blue dress a bit too long for her small stature and carried a folded violet parasol.

“You two must change before we present ourselves to the emperor,” she said. “I doubt they would let you far enough past the gates to even see the Enchieli Guardians wearing what you have on now.”

“Enchieli,” Edmath said. “So we are going directly to the High Emperor?”

“Of course,” Sampheli said. “I spent time with Vosraan Loi when I was a girl. He was older than me, but I know how well he remembers his friends.”

Edmath grinned, astonished, not for the first time, at the connections of his aged mother. 

“Of course, of course. I will change.” 

He walked to his room and opened the door, letting himself in. Closing it behind him, he shrugged off the traveling cloak and reached for his bundled wardrobe. While he had nothing too ostentatious, he could think of many things far more high class than the old tunic and breeches he wore now. Slipping off his sandals, he dressed in a red tunic and black breeches. The colors of his school would do him honor with any luck. He put his sandals back on.

Stepping back out into the hallway, he found Zuria wearing a deep green dress with a curling white hat. She raised her eyebrows at him. 

“A little dark looking, isn’t it, brother?” 

“I prefer dark and honorable, actually,” Edmath said with a smile. “You may differ.”

“And I do. How about that?”

“That’s enough, you two.” Sampheli came up the steps, swinging her parasol over her shoulder. “I have called a carriage. It is waiting downstairs.”

“Thank you, mother, this city is massive. A carriage seems perfect for navigating it.”

“What animals does it use?” Zuria asked as she walked past Sampheli. 

“Why, four greater moths, Zuria, a fabulous contraption.”

Edmath grinned as his mother turned and led the way out to the street. This day boded well for his interests, at least since they arrived in the city. Perhaps being attacked on the Levoth suggested more pressing worries than fates. Fates and feelings would have to determine if Chelka returned to him. Edmath rubbed his knuckles with his hand, his smile slipping.

The moth carriage landed in front of the hostel took up a third of the street. Each of the great, worm-like creatures flapped its eight-feet broad, white-furred wings just to keep itself floating over the ground. The stones of the street were dusted clean by the wind they kicked up. The white-jacketed controller sitting on the edge of the carriage basket looked up at them as they came down the hostel steps.

“Ah, Lady Mierzon, you did not tell me your daughter was so beautiful.” He laughed and doffed a wide-brimmed hat, with a grin. “Serving you is truly a pleasure.”

“You are too kind, sir.” Sampheli approached the basket, opening her parasol to reveal the snake patterns on the violet canvas. 

Zuria smiled as she walked past the controller and took a seat in the basket. Edmath gave the man a curt nod. The wrinkles on the man’s face made him realize that not only was this controller clearly a moth royal, he was an old one.

“Sir, what is your name, if I may ask?”

“It is Augo, of the Vassma family, a simple man of action and veteran of the last war with Roshi, if you must know.”

“Well, that may be necessary. You see, my sister and I may be in this city for quite some time, and I would like to offer you a job.”

“Already, sir? Let me get this one done, and then we will talk.”

“Of course. Whatever you wish.” 

Edmath climbed into the basket, preferring it immensely to the feelings of the Levoth’s bones and gullet. He sat down and the moths started upward. They beat their mighty wings and carried the basket quickly off the street and over the rooftops. He turned to Sampheli, who sat beside him with her parasol shading them from the sun high above. 

“I take it this is a mode of travel common in this city, mother?”

“Only as common as Moth royals, son. The High Emperor’s lineage means there are more here than in most areas, though.”

The tethers attaching the moths to the basket spooled up as the creatures fluttered lower. Zuria gave a small cry of surprise as the basket jumped a few inches in the air. Edmath had to admit the motion jarred his thoughts as well. They fluttered up the hillside, dragged through the sky above the many rooftops rising from the slope. Those rooftops were full of decks, balconies, and terraces, all alive with motion. People came and went below, serpents slithered through cracks between buildings, and smells of all kinds of animals drifted upward to the carriage. 

Augo Vassma looked over his shoulder to Sampheli. “How far do you wish to go, Lady Mierzon?”

Edmath’s mother twirled her parasol. She peered down at the city passing below perhaps glad to have finally returned to it.

“To the palace grounds, Lord Vassma. I trust that won’t be a problem?”

“Not at all, good lady, it will be a long flight, but you have paid enough for it.”

“I am glad,” Sampheli said. “I have little money at the moment, sir.” 

Edmath looked up at the moths from under the corner of his mother’s parasol. He wanted to bring Chelka here sometime, sometime soon hopefully, and fly like this. Saales were taught to only use magic seriously but royals could fool around with as much of this manner of flight as they liked. Somewhat jealous, Edmath chuckled.

Zuria and Sampheli spent the rest of the journey speaking to each other and Augo Vassma, asking questions about the city and the palace. The moth lord answered them all, laughing as he replied to Zuria’s question about the farms where oyster cattle were harvested not far north in the sea.

“The Oyster King is visiting the palace now, actually. I’m surprised you didn’t know. The oysters are always kept close between Naren and Zung so he is here fairly often.”

Zuria leaned against the edge of the basket, looking down into the valley. 

“Of all the tribes, they have the hardest lot I think. Their animal is mostly used for food, so they must ask many to sacrifice themselves.”

Augo Vassma looked over his shoulder at her and nodded solemnly. 

“It isn’t like milking a serpent, I suppose, but then again, we don’t drink venom either.” Turning back to the front of the basket, Augo called out to the moths in speech that Zuria and Sampheli would not have understood, but which Edmath made out quite clearly. “Down moths, bring us down. The thermals are hard, so don’t get cocky.”

“They get cocky?” Edmath said. 

Augo glanced back at him, dark eyes meeting Edmath’s green through his glasses. The moth lord grinned. 

“They certainly do, but I’m a little curious how you know what I told them.”

“Oh, that,” Sampheli said. “My son has an incredible talent, Lord Vassma. You see, though he cannot use a tosh he is most capable with all languages he hears. I have yet to see him fooled by any tongue, from serpent to moth.”

“That is incredible, Lady Mierzon. You say he can understand any animal? Can he control any animal?”

“Alas, I think not. The power of the royal voice is weak if it is there.” Sampheli shrugged her shoulders, causing her parasol to dance in her hands. “However, the ability he does possess is uncanny and quite unique.”  

“I’ve certainly never heard of it before,” Augo said. “Now, please hold on. My moths are strong, but thermals must be taken by the group as one, and that is not easy.”

Edmath looked out over the hilltop. It was a broad expanse of woodland up until the city walls, and from there on was covered with white and red rooftops, tiles, and crisscrossing streets. The palace lay on the right, the side opposite Edmath. Zuria gasped when she saw it.

“That is amazing,” she said.

Turning, Edmath looked in her direction. He felt his breath intake. The four divisions of the palace stretched out beyond and below them pointing in each of the cardinal directions. Each of the four colossal white marble domes standing at the heart of the divisions sheltered the brown-stone audience hall of one of the three lower emperors. Zemoy Benisar, the Hearth Emperor, Marnaia Hayel, the War Empress, Haddishal Rumenha the Saale Emperor each had one, and the fourth was for Nelna Rumenha, the Saale Hierophant. 

In the middle of the four divisions, the palace proper had its own ring of domes and galleries and gardens, but in the very center, a mighty and sheer pyramid of white stone rose up above the entire complex. The very top of the pyramid was flat, and on that peak stood a single structure, also of white stone that towered over even the rest of the pyramid, three stories higher than the slanted walls that supported it.

“That is the tower of Zel’s greatest sphere,” Sampheli said. “I feel as though it has been too long since I last saw it.”

Edmath knew what she meant. The structure was not only incredibly tall, and seemed taller due to its position on the hilltop, but also violently bright. Considering what was kept on the highest level of the building, the nation’s Sphere of Humanity, it could not have been more fitting.

“A beacon for civilization, the proctors always say.” Edmath grinned. “I know what they mean. This is the center of our empire, of course, but also a core of our very species. Amazing to finally behold it.” He shut his mouth, feeling awkward.

Zuria turned to him with an amused smile on her face.

“It isn’t like you to rhapsodize like this, brother.”

“I’ve seldom seen anything so amazing, sister. Of course, I am awed.”

The moths finally descended upon the palace. Augo whistled as they did. 

“It has that effect on people.”

He called a few orders to the moths and the basket began falling steadily lower and lower. A flock of birds flew over the city and among them Edmath could see a man with wings gliding higher and higher, no doubt a member of one of the other sky tribes in his tosh. Circling lower and lower, the basket finally fell past the walls and landed on a grassy lawn just outside the entrance to the southern division. 

“This is the safest place to touch ground,” Augo said. “Thank you for your business, Lady Mierzon, and your good company too.”

“Excuse me, sir,” Edmath said. “How should one reach you if they have need?”

“Oh, the city is well connected by the network of serpents. Use one of them as a messenger if you must.”

“Ah, understood,” Edmath climbed out of the basket and onto the grass. His sandals almost slipped on the wet stuff. “Thank you very much.”

As Zuria and Sampheli climbed out of the basket, the hugeness of the palace struck Edmath. The outer walls were at least forty feet tall, with towers twice that height here and there within them, and the domes taller still. This city would not have been possible without the combined talents of both royals and Saales and this structure was its crown jewel.

“You are welcome, young sir.” Augo looked up at his moths and called in their language. “Home. Take us home, moths, easy going.” 

The basket bumped off the ground, leaving Sampheli, Zuria, and Edmath standing on the grass before the imperial palace of Zel, at the heart of the empire itself.
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Sampheli claimed it could take them hours to see the high emperor were it not for her connections and friendships, which seemed likely to Edmath. Sampheli talked to the guard at the front of one bridge, and he quickly let her, Zuria, and Edmath past. 

Edmath trailed behind his mother and sister on their way across a raised bridge leading through a garden to the palace domes surrounding the pyramid. Once past the guard on the front end of the bridge, he did not see a single other human. Through the rows of carved and ornate columns that lined the bridge and supported its roof, Edmath caught glimpses of the Enchieli Guardians patrolling the inner circle.

Each of the creatures was roughly humanoid but it was difficult to tell exactly how much so with the amount of each body concealed by the Enchieli’s twin sets of multicolored wings. Edmath got a view of a man’s face under one wing, but as he walked he could swear he saw a gray mass that resembled the face of Brosk’s whale tosh on another one. The incredible creatures stalked this way and that or simply sat, veiled by their wings in the fields and glades of the gardens.

They reached the end of the bridge and found one Enchieli in the red and white uniform of the imperial guard standing before the doors to the domes. It lifted a wing and a swan’s billed face peered out from it at the three newcomers. Its eyes were red, but lazy in appearance.

“Stranger, stranger, stranger,” it said, bill unmoving.

The high voice startled Edmath. He took a step back, raising an arm in apprehension. His mother put a hand on his shoulder and met the creature’s gaze with a cool smile.

“I am no stranger, creature. Are you familiar with the name of Sampheli Mierzon?”

“Mierzon? Oroto Mierzon? No. Sampheli.” The Enchieli Guardian bowed its fierce head and turned away from the group. Its eyes opened wide and it tittered with laughter, wings twitching. Finally, a deep voice unlike the first came from an unseen face somewhere on its body. “You may pass as well, children.”

The Enchieli guardian pulled the door open and dragged itself to the side, allowing the three of them past. Edmath looked up at the creature. It stood well over eight feet tall but its wings made it seem taller, the way they rose from its shoulders so feathers fell like curtains over the rest of the creature. It hung its swan head and stalked past him, eyes averted.

When they were through the door and it had closed behind them, Sampheli turned to Zuria and Edmath and gave a smug smile. Zuria smiled back at her and they kept walking down the corridor to the domed center of the structure. Edmath felt a bit nervous and looked back at the Enchieli as he passed the creature on the bridge. 

Sampheli’s smile remained confident as she walked across the white and black tiled floor. She took a passage into the space under the dome. This room was far from empty. Down a level, the garden continued in-doors, much to Edmath’s surprise, nourished by light from the transparent crown of the dome. Within the enclosed garden a dozen or so more Enchieli fluttered their wings as they sat or patrolled. 

“I suppose this was a wrong turn, but at least we’re inside.” Sampheli’s smile broadened slowly and she twirled her closed parasol before lowering the point to use it as a walking stick. 

Edmath blinked in the sunlight spilling across the floor from the dome. He wondered what manner of magic had invested the stone with its transparency. 

“Mother, perhaps we should ask for directions? Of course, I’m sure there is a human around who we’d prefer to ask than these Enchieli.” As Edmath spoke, Zuria murmured something he couldn’t quite make out. He glanced in her direction and saw the figure of a tall, but skinny and slight and shrunken old man wearing a headdress of red feathers and a long white and gray robe.

“I heard the Guardian call, stranger three times. You confused him, but it didn’t take long for me to realize it was you, Sampheli Mierzon. It has been some years since our last meeting.”

The wings of the red headdress spread around the gray hair of the man’s head and Edmath could see the three-pointed gold circlet he recognized from the coins of the nation, complete with a set of moth wings, the Crown do the Three. High Emperor Vosraan Loi’s beard bristled with brown and white whiskers bordered by long brown and gray braids on either side of his face.

“You are not trespassing obviously. The human guards trusted you so you may follow me to see the High Emperor if you wish.”

Edmath’s brow furrowed and Zuria gave him a confused look. Sampheli walked toward the man, extending a hand.

“Are you not the high emperor?” she said.

“Only in these buildings,” the image said, and it flickered. The projected light came from the floor. Edmath stared at the image, unsure of what to do. The High Emperor’s magic was strong in this place. Finally, the image waved an arm to indicate the curving hallway leading past him. “Follow me, please.”
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They followed the image of the emperor through the passages on the outside of the dome. They crossed another bridge and went down another curving hallway. Edmath wondered what sort of magic allowed the emperor to appear in more than one place. The high emperor could not be a Saale by both custom and the fact that the Sphere of Humanity would not allow anything other than an ordinary royal to be its master. Perhaps the sphere itself gave him this power, though Edmath had never heard of that ability associated with any sphere. After a short walk through another guarded door and deeper into the building, the three of them and the image reached another set of stairs leading up to a tall window facing the pyramid in the center of the palace. 

The image vanished on the steps and the three of them looked up at the throne up at the top of the steps. The man sitting on the throne had a face identical to his projection. At first, the light from the window behind him hid the color of the emperor’s clothes, but as a cloud moved behind him it became obvious he wore the same white, red, and green finery as the image, an exact double.

“Greetings Lady Mierzon,” the high emperor said, peering down the steep steps at the group. “I see you have brought your adopted son and your true born daughter with you. What occasion do you have to appear before me?”

Sampheli bowed low and lowered her parasol behind her back. 

“I bring my children to serve the empire, and I bring myself so I might speak to you, your grace.” 

“What are your names, children?” The emperor looked first at Zuria and then and then at Edmath. “The sphere of humanity is not particular about our language.”

Edmath dropped to one knee and dropped his head to hang. Zuria did the same. 

“My name is Zuria Mierzon, of the Serpent Tribe.”

“And my name is Edmath Donroi, of the Hesiatic Monks.”

“A Hesiat, but you do not wear the hair of a monk.” The emperor leaned forward on his throne and looked down at the base of the stairs. “I am also puzzled by your lack of a tribe, but I see that neither of your blood parents is among the living of this nation. I assume you did not know them?”

“I did not, your grace. Though I know my father’s name.”

“And what name is that?”

“Jurgat Donroi. He gave me to the monks when I was an infant.”

“Very well then. You children may present yourselves to the lower emperors. They have use for Saales such as you. I, on the other hand, do not.”

Edmath’s thought flared with annoyance at the High Emperor’s dismissive tone, but he hid it in his bow. He had hoped to serve the Saale Emperor regardless. 

“Your grace?” a girlish voice came from one of the corners of the white platform on which the throne sat.

“Lady Zasha.” The emperor’s voice boomed from what seemed like everywhere and Edmath realized it was he who had spoken through the Enchieli’s body when they’d been let into the domes. The high emperor’s magic was powerful indeed. “Lady Zasha is my personal Saale. I will employ no other, as is my will.” The high emperor closed his eyes. “I wish to continue this audience without your children. Send them to one of the lower emperors, Lady Mierzon.”

“As you wish, your grace.” Sampheli looked at Zuria and Edmath. “Please, leave us and return to the outer divisions.”

“No need to be so harsh.” The high emperor smiled with a crinkling of lines around his eyes and mouth. “Please, allow me to send them where they need to go.” A loud tearing sound like half-complete thunder came from behind Edmath, then rending as of metal crumpling, then the distinctive sparking of a striker opening a tear. Magic flooded around him and then, for a moment, he felt nothing at all.
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When sensation returned to his body, Edmath found himself standing at the end of a long line of people outside one of the central audience domes in one of the four outer palaces. The sun seemed to be moving past its apex now but still shone brightly out of the western sky. 

“What was that spell?” he said, as he looked down the line of waiting people. The line wasn’t as long as he first thought it to be, or maybe it was just moving quickly. With a shake of his head, he started after it. Only then did he notice the little woman standing off to one side, looking at him. She had blond hair and wore a white dress with long sleeves that trailed down past the length of her hands.  

“You reacted well to being transported.” She winked with a blue eye. “I think you were expecting it, right?”

“Of course not. I didn’t know anyone alive could do something like that.” Edmath sighed as he looked down the line. “Which emperor am I even waiting for?”

Smirking, the woman, more of a young girl actually, tapped her lips with her fingers.

“I chose Saale Emperor Rumenha. After all, you are a Saale.”

“So is Zuria. Where did you send her?”

“Oh, she is a fighter, I could tell. I sent her to War Empress Hayel. There isn’t as long a line for her, you know. Apparently many Saales prefer to serve the emperor who shares their powers.” The girl waved her head from side to side, sending yellow hair spilling around her white gown and black sash. “Anyway, I must be getting back to the High Emperor. After all, I am his only Saale.” 

She struck the air with a be-ringed hand and the sparking of the tear came immediately. She vanished and Edmath was left to follow the line slowly into the building even as more people began to arrive behind him.

He only had to wonder why he had never heard of the transportation ability of this young Saale before today. Such power could be extraordinarily useful in war, should Roshi attack again. Edmath frowned along the line of waiting Saales as he thought of Roshi. He was here to do research and serve at court, not to fight the nation to the west.
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The line moved quickly. It took less than an hour for Edmath to enter the audience chamber. Bright lights spilled through high windows on the second level, illuminating tapestries in the red finery clearly preferred by the current emperor. Edmath did not know if Saale Emperor Rumenha had approved of his request in the letter, but the entire struggle to get in and see him was also part of what it took to join his service. Serving the empire could be as good as life got for an orphan with no tribe, so this should be worth the trouble. All the research equipment, funding, and powers a Saale could want could be had working for a lower emperor. 

Still, he’d never heard that the High Emperor had such a bizarre lack of assistants, and the fact that his personal Saale was so young, and yet so powerful, made Edmath more curious than ever as to the nature of the man. The line moved. Edmath stood at the end of it, waiting before the final set of doors within the antechamber. He adjusted his black sash filled with nerves and wished himself luck.

The door swung outward and Edmath stepped inside past the guard with the helm of woven white grass who had opened it. The room was long and narrow, obviously not under the dome itself, and strangely distorted by mirrors hanging on every wall and even on the ceiling. No torches lit the room, but a chandelier ringed with candles cast flickering fires in reflection across every mirror. Beyond the chandelier, the black throne of the Saale emperor sat upon a palanquin on the floor tiles. Before he could meet the gaze of the black-haired man on the throne, Edmath stopped walking and fell to one knee, bowing. The Saale Emperor shifted forward in his seat.

“Ah, humility, a grand thing to see in the young.” Haddishal Rumenha’s voice reminded Edmath of the creaking of Orpus Strodusial’s branches, slow and even. “I see you have the yellow hair of the Worm Tribe, or perhaps of the people of Tokalgo. I see you wear a sash of graduation, not a rega. So you are not a royal, which is interesting. Yet, even in this place I can, in truth, tell very little about you without seeing your face, just as you can tell little about me without seeing mine. So raise your head.”

Edmath did as he was told. As unusual as the Saale Emperor might be personally, his word was law in this room. He looked up at the face of the aging man on the throne, a hard face, like a stone sculpture but not as handsome. A black beard hung in braids from the emperor’s chin, crossing the red and black sashes over his chest. Haddishal Rumenha leaned forward in his seat, folding his long fingers together.

“You are not of the Worm Tribe, are you?”

The question cut Edmath a little. Long ago he’d tired of people commenting on his lack of a discernible tribe. After that, he adjusted by trying to care less and less about it. Knowing he was alone in that way unsettled him, making the light from the windows seem hotter and the floor harder. He met the Saale Emperor’s eyes for a moment.

“Not that I know, Excellency. Nor am I from the island of Tokalgo. Of course, you are right that I am not a royal.”

“Go on then. Knowing what you are not does not help me understand you much, citizen. What is your name and why are you here?”

“I am the adopted son of the Priestess, Sampheli Mierzon. My name is Edmath Donroi, a Saale of Lexine Park, seeking employment.”

“So you are Donroi. This is most interesting. You are the one who befriended Orpus Strodusial.” Haddishal tapped his hand against his cheek, running his little finger up his black-bearded jaw. “According to your letter you are interested in plants and plant intelligence.”

“That is true, your Excellency.”

“Few Saales appreciate the possibilities of plants,” said Haddishal. “But I see you are not one of those who dismiss our silent companions in life.”

“The potential of incorporating plant forms into hybrids alone is astounding, as is the potential for crawling plants.”

Haddishal smiled.

“What would you prioritize in my service?”

“Crawling plants, beginning with understanding their thoughts and granting them speech.” Edmath felt unsure of his own forthrightness at that moment. He did not know a better way to answer and wished he understood etiquette better. “I would be honored to serve you, Excellency.” 

“You may take your place for the night’s interview.” He gestured to the side of his throne with a hand. “The room beyond this one has two exits. One will take you back outside. The other will take you into the antechamber to await my arrival. Once you have displayed your skills I will choose whether or not to employ you.”

Edmath bowed his head and raised it again, taking care to make the gesture slowly enough to be respectful rather than dismissive. Everything affected his chances at this point. “Very well, Excellency, thank you.”

“I wish you luck, Donroi.”

Edmath took the door into the antechamber, blessing the fates, and praying to them at the same time. The real challenge had yet to begin.
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The window of the large, bright antechamber looked out at the division’s west garden. Stone benches ran along the walls beneath the sills on either side of the room. Edmath took a seat on a bench across from the western window and watched the other Saales waiting. The serpent tribe Saale, Tusami Gesa sat by the window, dark eyes averted, which did not surprise him. The sight of the pale-skinned woman sitting on the other side of the window made him chuckle. He hadn’t expected to see the coral princess here. She looked at him in surprise, blue eyes narrowing for an instant before she smiled.

“Edmath,” she said. “I didn’t get to congratulate you yesterday, did I?”

“Of course not, Lady Nane, and neither did you tell me you were bound for the imperial city. This is a most pleasant surprise, Razili.”

“I was about to tell you not to use my title.” She brushed a strand of dark hair back from her cheek and smiled. “You fool around with titles all the time, either way, Ed.”

“Of course I do. Not having one myself I find them rather strange and wonderful things.” 

Tusami leveled a stare at Edmath. 

“Some would call that disrespectful.” 

Edmath did his best to frown, trying to look seriously, but he rolled his eyes reflexively. 

“I suppose so, though I mean no offense, as always. I am not one to insult another, at least not intentionally. In fact, I quite dislike insults in general. They do not become anyone well.”

Razili leaned her head against the wall behind her, looking up to hide a smile from the serpent Saale near her.

Tusami folded her arms and closed her eyes. 

“I take it you are trying to apologize, in your own roundabout way?”

“At least in part,” Edmath said. “Of course, it is up to you to accept or not.”

Tusami did not answer him. She might have seemed suddenly asleep were it not for the hand clenched over the place where her rega reached her waist. Razili shook her head, but with a small smile. Edmath gave a shrug of resignation. He couldn’t be everyone’s friend, true enough. He sat down beside Razili to wait.
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Edmath wondered what had happened with Brosk’s augury on the body while he and the two women waited for the Emperor. The boy had been so afraid before he’d died. Edmath sighed softly. He’d done nothing to help. The threat of that sphere had been real. He could not afford to blame himself.

As the sun set. more Saales entered the chamber and sat down or leaned against the walls to wait. When the emperor finally came down the hall there were nine of them in the room. A balding, hook-nosed man stood, arms crossed and eyes closed. Beside him, a pair of white-cloaked women sat together on the bench whispering to each other. The other three, two men and a woman were Hesiatic monks from the look of it. 

Each of the monks wore a single braid that hung at least to the shoulder, and on the woman, it reached all the way down her back. They each had at least one bundle of black petrified torite woven into their braid, and that worried Edmath, the monks would be able to use that to their advantage in the trials. He remembered the monks that had raised him wearing the braid of torite all too well, each a formidable Saale despite lacking the education of the major colleges. The three monks bowed lower than anyone else when the Saale Emperor appeared in the doorway, flanked by a pair of grass-masked guards.

“Greetings, my good Saales,” the emperor said. “I am ready to see your demonstrations now. I trust you’ll forgive me for keeping you waiting. This way.” He turned his back on them, stepped to the side, and pointed down the corridor the way he had come. “Those of you who triumph will dine with me after the trials.”

Edmath smiled, still bowed to face the floor, despite the small voice in the back of his mind telling him he could easily fail. He shut that voice out. The Saale Emperor’s motivational strategy made sense to him, and he had been getting hungry during the wait. 

He rose with the others, stole a glance at Razili and Tusami and saw them both focused on the emperors back as he started back through the corridor. The Saales followed the emperor around a corner and then another, before going up a staircase to a stone-floored courtyard beneath the starlit sky. Haddishal Rumenha and his guards marched across it and turned back to face the Saales, who stopped in their tracks.

“Form a line, good Saales.” 

Edmath and the others did as the emperor told. He ended up next to the hook-nosed man and saw, on closer inspection that his head was shaven, not bald, the sign of an initiate of some order or other, but which, Edmath could not remember. So, another monk trained in the Saale arts. On his other side, Tusami Gesa made a show of refusing to look at him.

“First, allow me to say, that I am honored to see so many of you here on one night. Of course, at the moment I, and the Hearth Emperor and War Empress for that matter, am only permitted to allow three Saales to join my direct service any year. Of course, the year is growing old, so I will be forced to make my choice soon. I have received letters from all of you, and so I can promise you a referral to the Saale Hierophant should you not pass my test.

“Each one of you produce a striker your best striker, if you can.”

Reaching to the pouch at his belt, Edmath pulled out a ring of whalebone wound with thin cords of muscle. He slipped it over his finger and looked down the row past the hook-nosed man who had produced a double ring, like Zuria’s. Further on, everyone else had a striker ring of some kind or another. Most of them were too small to see well from even at this close distance.

“Very good,” the emperor said. “Now, demonstrate for me your ability to create a plant without damaging the terrace you stand upon. Wait until I tell you to strike, and be aware of the unusual energy currents in this courtyard. Strike.”

Edmath brought his hand down through the air, opening a tear before his eyes. The bright colorless magic spilling out of it lit up the courtyard and cast his shadow out behind him, though he knew that part was only in his mind. The magic flowed immediately the opposite direction from Edmath, joining the current from the tears the others had opened, all going the same way. So that was it, the magic was all drawn toward the Saale Emperor in this place. It was only a guess, but Edmath had to make a decision. He sprang forward into the stream of magic, near his tear. Along the line, the others reacted slower but followed his lead into the stream. The Hesiatic monks did not follow, but each rent a new tear in the world behind themselves and started making magic signs with both hands.

Focusing on the magic flowing into him, Edmath drew in just enough to create a new spark, the integral part of a life art like this. Opening his ringed palm, he watched a new seed appear there, cracking with the first signs of growth. Putting a bit more magic into it, he made it grow faster. With a deep breath, he started to speak to it, coaxing it to grow. His technique for life arts was unorthodox and the plant would not be shaped heavily, but it would expand as long as he fed it mana. 

He held his hand over his head and chanted encouragement for the little green sprout in it. After a few moments of continuous growth, the plant started weighing down on him. Opening his free hand, he thrust it behind his back. A root extended in that direction. He kept it growing until it reached the floor, whispering his instructions to the newly created plant as it went. And then he repeated the process, pointing to different spots on the ground each time. Soon the plant’s weight was fully supported by the roots forming a circular cage around Edmath. He kept chanting for it to grow with his eyes closed until the emperor stepped forward, sandals clicking on the stones. 

He guided them through more shaping and summoning for the next few minutes, making them strike several times each and then calling for different arts. Most of those he focused on were life arts, and though Edmath’s arm grew tired from the striking, he gained confidence with every test. Finally, Haddishal swept a hand over his head and spoke.

“That’s enough. You have all done well, and I am ready to make my decisions.”

Edmath released his last plant from his palm just in time to hear his name. He looked at the emperor.

“Edmath Donroi, you are to be my first Saale. Come out from under that splendid tree you’ve been growing and stand before me. Tusami Gesa, join him as the second, and Razili Nane as the third.”

Chest swelling with pride and excitement, Edmath parted the roots with a wave of his hand and emerged from under the tree. He strode forward and bowed to the Saale Emperor. Tusami and Razili followed him and repeated his gesture. The emperor looked at them approvingly.

“I believe you have the most prepared and cunning minds for the work you have in store. You others.” He raised his hands and waved at the other six. “Go to the Hierophant with my blessing tomorrow and offer her your services. You are all skilled enough to work in this palace, but by law, I can only employ so many.” 

He raised his hand. Edmath glimpsed the bone and sinew-striker ring on his finger gleam in the half-light of the magic flowing around him. Haddishal Rumenha closed his eyes and the magic flowing on the terrace vanished. 

A shower of deep red and bone white flower petals appeared in the air around them, reminding Edmath of the flowers of Orpus Strodusial back at Lexine Park. He must have sealed all the tears with a single gesture. Such speed and skill made Edmath jealous, but thirty years could teach a man many things that school could not, even about magic.

The other Saales bowed to thank the emperor and slipped out of the courtyard past the already wilting plants they’d summoned. Saale summonings did not last long without a constant magical flow unless based on an existing life form. Stroking his beard, the emperor looked down at the three Saales before him. He was an exceptionally tall man, and their bowing made the difference greater. 

“Raise your heads.”

Edmath, Razili, and Tusami obeyed. The emperor’s guards retreated from him, bowing low. The rising moon sent white light flowing across the courtyard, gleaming in Edmath’s glasses. He had no idea this would be so simple once he got here. Of course, he had guessed the emperor would be interested in his ability to speak to any plant or animal, but he had not imagined it would come down to such a difference so cleanly.

“You three shall return tomorrow morning and arrangements will be made for more permanent lodgings as well as your roles now that you are in my employ, but for now, we will dine in the Ordinon.”

A dream, this was just too perfect. Then again, perhaps Edmath’s years of study and practice had simply paid off. A hushed wind blew the leaves skyward and the emperor turned his back on them, looking up over the walls of the courtyard. Edmath swore he heard tree branches moving in the wind even before the Ordinon appeared. The structure towered over the palace walls, supported in the branches of four crawling Orpus Trees. The trees were about the same size as Orpus Strodusial but the small, circular building that joined them all at the top with long white columns of stone was itself a marvel, carved and patterned with the phases of the moon on its sides.

“Amazing, they look like that tree, Ed.” Razili glanced in his direction.

Edmath grinned at her. 

“Of course they do. His Excellency grew that one as well.”

The four trees stopped moving directly over the courtyard. Tusami let out an audible sound of delight. Not being from Lexine Park, she’d probably never seen a tree like any of these before, Edmath guessed. A long coil of green root descended from the side of the Ordinon and reached the emperor. 

“You will be taken aboard,” he said. “Do not struggle.”

As he spoke, more tendrils reached down from the tree and wrapped around each of the three Saales. Edmath patted the root with one hand as it carried him up to the Ordinon’s entrance. It didn’t look as large from up here, but what impressed him more was that a man wearing a rega waited between two of the pillars holding up the Ordinon’s tiled roof. He bowed when he saw Edmath and the others and turned to the side as the tendrils carried them to the building.

When they had all been deposited on the stones, the emperor led the way into the center of the high, star and candle lighted pavilion. A table awaited there, set with a small feast.

“Sit. We have only a little business, but I want you to enjoy this.”

Edmath, Razili, and Tusami all took their seats around the table, with Haddishal Rumenha at its head. The food was much as Edmath expected, like a school feast but better. Most noticeable to Edmath was the large amount of meat that was clearly not oyster flesh. The emperor noticed his lingering gaze and caught Edmath’s eye. 

“I think you’ve noticed my taste in foreign meats, beef in particular.”

Edmath lifted a piece of the strange meat on his fork. “Of course, Excellency, imported from across the sea?”

“Indeed.” Haddishal Rumenha gave a small smile as he reached for a platter of meat cuts. “We of the bear tribe often favor our traditional prey, but many foreign animals have their advantages. In this case, taste.”

“I see Excellency. What manner of creature does beef come from?” Tusami cautiously dished up a long slice of meat.

“Beyond the sea, there lives a beast known as the cow. They are fascinating creatures, much like our elk, but larger and more powerfully built.” The emperor smiled at Tusami. “I have not yet studied them thoroughly, but my plans involve more plants than animals, as always.”

Tusami bowed her head and started at her plate. The four of them ate with the gentle swaying of the floor from the movements of the Orpus trees. Edmath tasted the beef and found it salty and with a flavor completely unlike that of the oysters he usually ate. The rest of the food was local, bread from the Naren peninsula and the nearby Hearth Nation of Hessiom along with white-pine fruits from the nearby Moth Nation of Wesser. The conversation broke off as they ate. True to the Bear Tribe’s reputation, the Saale Emperor ate hugely and thoroughly. Edmath watched him from the corner of his eye after finishing his own plate. 

To avoid being caught and seeming rude, he gave Razili a look, raising his mostly empty cup of wine from the table and swirling the dregs within it.

“How is your brother? I did not have the opportunity to see him after the ceremony back at Lexine Park.”

She lowered her own cup from her lips. 

“He is well. Earlier today he officially entered the employment of the War Empress.”

He set his cup back on the table. Razili always spoke well of her brother, though Edmath suspected they didn’t always get along. Years ago, when he had first met them, he’d seen her argue with Oresso with anger that surprised him. Normally so calm, Razili had objected to Oresso’s posturing. They had only been teenagers then. Edmath remembered the fierce black goatee and boiling blue eyes of Razili’s twin with sudden unease. 

“He is very pleased, I suppose, as of course, this role suits him.” Edmath knew how Oresso Nane loved to fight, to come within an inch of killing with his magic. Obviously, the work the War Empress’s service would be to his liking.

“Indeed, he is. I was surprised to hear he may be working with Chelka Benisar as well when he returns from his first journey to the north. I suppose her finding a seat at this court is hardly a surprise, though.”

Edmath had known Chelka would be seeking employment with one of the emperors, but she hadn’t spoken certainly of which one. As the first Saale of her class, she practically had her pick, perhaps even the possibility of working independently. He would not have guessed she would so quickly join the War Empress’ service, especially when so far away in Sizali. She had not told him how she planned to live as she worked there. The nature of her work struck him as an odd secret for her to keep at that moment. 

“Like father, like daughter, then?” Edmath said, trying to hide his discomfort behind the question.

“Perhaps that’s it.” Haddishal Rumenha set his fork on his empty plate. “I would have expected her here. Her father, I mean, Hearth Emperor Benisar would have been pleased if she had joined his court, but she must have less interest in domestic research than even her father.”

A servant went about the table, refilling everyone’s wine. Edmath picked his cup back up to drink. Of all things today, discussing Chelka came as surprise. He drank his second cup too fast. A trickle of the wine overflowed and he wiped his mouth with two fingers.

“Of course, Excellency, she likely is interested in research, but she is also very definitely a Benisar.” Edmath wiped his fingers on a napkin and felt Tusami’s eyes upon him. 

Her cold expression full of Serpent Tribe venom as well as the beauty that came with her tribe moved only slightly. Still, Edmath felt she might have detected something off in his voice. How easy could one pick out his relationship with Chelka? For her part, Tusami gave him no clues.

“War Empress Marnaia Hayel is most likely worried about Roshi, especially given recent tensions at the border.” Tusami gave a nod to the emperor but kept her eyes averted. “If I may say, she probably wants as many fighting Saale under her command as she can get, Excellency.” 

“Insight is a wonderful thing, is it not?” Haddishal Rumenha smiled at Tusami. The platform tilted slightly as the Orpus trees swayed. “I think we shall adjourn, however. Forgive me, but it is too late for my staff to prepare your rooms tonight. Find lodgings and return tomorrow.”

Tusami bowed her head. 

“Yes, Excellency. Thank you.”

Razili and Edmath nodded to him. Razili raised her eyebrows at Edmath. True, perhaps he should have bowed too. He was not a royal after all, and far from a member of a ruling family.

They all rose from their seats. The emperor motioned for the tables to be cleared and swept past the table, leading the three Saale’s to the far side of the Ordinon. Looking out over the city, the shadow of a late-arriving sky levoth crossed the star-and-torch-lit city. Edmath felt weary, but he still had business tonight. He thought of Brosk and the dead boy from the voyage. Orpus roots climbed over the platform and wrapped around each of them, then carried them to the courtyard below. 

“Go with the blessing of the creator,” the emperor said when they had all landed. 

“You are too kind, too kind to all of us, Excellency.” Razili bowed her head.

“We are unworthy.” Tusami closed her eyes and fell to one knee. Edmath wondered if she was overdoing it, but as he did, his opportunity to join the two of them passed.

“Rise and go Lady Gesa. This is no time to be scraping, I already approve of you, all of you.” Haddishal Rumenha turned his back on them and strode toward the other end of the courtyard. “The servants will show you out. Goodnight my new Saales.”
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Edmath, Razili, and Tusami walked together until they reached the outer gate of the palace, but there they parted. Razili waved goodbye as she turned in the direction of her family’s local mansion. Edmath did not want to walk with Tusami and he guessed she would be returning to the Serpent Hostel. 

He needed to find Brosk. The death on their way to Diar was not the sort of business that should wait till morning. He turned at the gate and headed for the docks down a different road from Tusami. The walk was long and Edmath did not like it, having too often used Orpus Strodusial for travel back at Lexine Park. It took him over an hour to reach the docks where he guessed the Whale Tribe’s guest houses were located. 

Walking down the street, he kept his eyes out for other people. A cluster of beggars, the first he had seen in the city, the like of which were not common in the town of Lexine, gathered around a lighted doorway near a pier. A levoth slumbered at the walkway’s deep end. He approached cautiously, reaching into his pocket for a striker and wishing that he had a bundle of torite to store magic in, like the Hesiatic monks. A gravelly voice spoke from within the light.

“Sir, I’m just happy to have something to see by.”

“We have the stars,” said a balding man who Edmath saw with a roiling of his stomach, had only one arm. “I couldn’t think of anything better to see by.”

“You are a strange one, Loyo. I bet you’ve eaten a few too many bad oysters already. Am I right?”

“I’m lucky to have any oysters at all.” Loyo laughed in a high-pitched, almost girlish way.

Approaching the cluster of men, Edmath bowed his head as they looked in his direction. Loyo waved his one arm. 

“Greetings, sir. Where are you headed?”

“Somewhere I must reach very quickly. Of course, if you can assist me in finding the Whale Tribe’s estate I will be grateful enough to reward you.”

“Well, well then, follow me,” Loyo said. “I’m a man of that place. The night air does me good, is all.” Breaking away from the group, the one-armed man led Edmath down the street. “It’s right in this direction. I’ll take you there for a coin.”

“Of course, thank you.” Edmath followed the man, warily. He had heard stories of thieves and thugs that dwelt in cities. He kept a hand on the whalebone striker in his pocket as he fell into step behind Loyo.
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Loyo led Edmath to a dark building that stood on stilts over the water, molded to resemble the jagged stones of Zung, roofed with a giant white seashell. He pointed up at a window on the second story. His empty sleeve flapped in the breeze blowing in from the sea.

“That’s probably where your friend is staying if he’s a royal anyway.”

Edmath tried not to think of what had happened to Loyo’s arm to maim him. He dropped an imperial silver into the man’s palm.

“Thank you, sir. I trust the money is in order with you?”

“Sure enough.” Loyo turned and started off down the street. “Good luck with your business.” 

Edmath watched him go, wondering about him for a moment. The man could have been a soldier, one who had fought in the last war with Roshi, maybe. Maybe his severed arm had been lost in battle, and here he was on the street. Edmath knew there was no use dwelling on it. The man might just as easily have been a fisherman or even a criminal who had run out of luck in a brawl. The idea of walking these streets alone once again filled him with dread.

He knocked at the outer gate more than was polite before a plump woman opened it from the other side. She peered out, her round face dark, cheeks wobbling.

“Traveler, eh?” she said. “Looking for a room? I heard a levoth pass a moment ago.”

“No thank you, my lady. I am looking to meet with a guest here.”

“Very well, sir. Do you have a name for this guest?”

“Of course, of course. His name is Brosk Naopaor, the Whale King’s son.”

“Ah, yes. He came in late this afternoon and mentioned he was waiting for a friend. I believe he is in the study.”

“Not sleeping then? Good.” 

Edmath bowed to the woman, an extravagant gesture perhaps, given the circumstances. She let the door open the rest of the way. “Thank you.” He walked past her, crossed the small courtyard between the door and the main building and walked up the stairs to the high-stilted porch. The whale tribe’s estates would mostly be beyond this out at sea. Brosk had told him once that the royals usually stayed partially underwater in their tosh’s when convenient. 

Passing through the doorway, Edmath looked down the wooden corridor to where a lamplight shone, burning across a small table. Brosk sat in the chair, legs folded beneath him, with a book in his hands. He looked up as Edmath approached him and set the book on his legs. He touched the long brown hair on his head and held a finger to his lips. Edmath moved quietly into the room and sat down in a chair opposite Brosk. His friend’s face was grim in the shadows. 

“It’s late. I wasn’t sure you’d make it, Ed.”

“Of course I made it.” Edmath kept his voice soft. “The Saale Emperor’s trials took time, that is all.”

“Indeed? How did it go?”

Edmath smiled. “He accepted me, as well as Razili Nane, and another. All is well there.”

“Good. I also received a job, working for Chelka’s father.”

“Good news indeed.”

“Yes, but that is the last of it for the moment.”

A breath caught in Edmath’s throat and he put a hand to his lips to cover the sound. 

“About the boy with the protean sphere. Who was he?”

Brosk closed his eyes and put his hands together over the book he’d been reading. When he opened his eyes again, there were tears in them. Edmath felt like the darkness had closed in a little with that look, though Brosk did not make another sound for a moment. After this strange day, he wished for more clues, more hints to act. Brosk opened his eyes and they glittered in the dark.

“He was a countryman, a boy of the Worm Tribe who lost both his parents in the aftermath of the last war. The augury told me that the Roshi did something horrible to him when they sacked his village near the border.”

Edmath’s mouth went dry. The Roshi nation was not known for its cruelty, at least, not usually, despite being the empire’s nearest foe. “What village was that?”

“Beliu, South and West of Dreamwater. The augury told me that it was at the very edge of the Sphere’s influence. It is no longer inhabited.” 

“Wiped out?”

“The inhabitants disappeared in a single night. I asked the priestess who assisted the augury, to give me the list of all those who lived there. It is strange, I tell you. There were no fewer than five-hundred men, women, and children there, none escaped, even with the lake right there, and a Zelian stronghold just across the Dreamwater.”

“Strange? That deserves to be called disturbing. How did the boy come to be on that levoth?”

“Yes, the boy, forgive me. His name was Yot, but the augury did not favor me with much of his motions in the world. He was not a royal, but a soldier’s son. His body bears the scars of torture all over the back, and the hands, and...” Brosk trailed off, voice breaking as tears ran down his face. “No more. Not now. This horror, he died of it.”

Edmath felt the need to reach out to the creator, to seek comfort, though he rarely heeded it. He touched his forehead with his thumb. 

“He was bonded to that protean sphere.”

“It’s too terrible. Too terrible.” Brosk hung his head, wiping tears from his eyes. “Someone put a shard of it inside him and let it grow for years.”

“Years?”

“At least four.” 

“Some time since the last war, then.” Edmath bit his lip. This development was as bad as any could be. The boy hated Saale’s, but a Saale could not have killed him, because protean spheres were toxic to them. That was a clue, perhaps.

“Yes. Someone was pulling his strings, probably the same person who made the sphere kill him.” 

The humid air pressed down on Edmath. He felt its weight like drenching rain. 

“No matter how much the boy hated Saales then, his puppeteer could not have been one of us. Taking his life would have damaged the wielder even if he could somehow control the sphere. I know no one who would do that.”  

“He died because of the thing inside him.” Brosk’s voice was deadened. “I cannot bear it, Ed. The boy was torn apart inside because he tried to fight that evil sphere.”

“Magic cannot be evil.” Edmath gritted his teeth as Brosk looked up at him. He was certain he’d said something wrong already. His friend’s face shifted from sorrow to rage, silent and cold.

Brosk shook his head. 

“Anyone or anything that would do this to a child is evil, Ed. Give your philosophy a rest, will you?”

Edmath closed his eyes. 

“Of course. Forgive me.”

“Go get some sleep, my friend.” Brosk unfolded his legs and climbed to his feet. “I, for my part, will try to avoid nightmares.”
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Edmath returned to the serpent hostel by the seaside road, watching the crescent moon sink away behind the horizon as he walked. He kept his eyes on its silver light to stop himself from looking into the shadows where his mind would place protean spheres and village-children torn apart from within. 

Brosk had not cried when the boy had fallen, but he cried now and Edmath knew why. His friend had always been horrified by careless control both in the magic they wielded but also in the politics of the world. 

This event spoke clearly of both. Someone had thrown that boys life away without even thinking about it. As he lay in his bed, having tossed his sandals to the floor, Edmath felt fear mingle with his weariness. He drifted off to sleep and dreams filled with drifting bodies, floating tendrils of red flesh, and blood oozing from open mouths.
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He and Zuria returned to the palace the next day, taking Augo Vassma’s moth carriage in the morning. Zuria beamed and talked happily about her confidence in both of them when Edmath told her about his and Razili’s acceptance. For his part, Augo laughed as he ordered the moths to carry them higher, seeming pleased to be working for them again. Sampheli and Zuria had ridden a greater serpent back to the hostel the previous day but decided that the moth carriage was more comfortable, if less traditional.

Augo thanked them for the business and let them off at the palace gates. Though he wondered how many more flights like this they could afford them unless Sampheli started teaching again, Edmath headed immediately for the division of the Saale Emperor. Zuria wished him luck as she strode toward the gate to the second division where she was meeting the War Empress, Marnaia Hayel, to confirm her new position. 

The Saales of Lexine Park were among the most valued in Zel. Edmath didn’t believe he and his friends had received their positions through coincidence alone. The other three major Saale Parks did not focus on youth and progress the same way as Lexine, though he had never visited them.

Haddishal Rumenha met Edmath, Razili, and Tusami in his throne room. They spent the better part of an hour alone with him, taking time to tell him their interests and ambitions so that he could assign them a job among the Saales he commanded. Razili wanted to help in administration more than in research while Tusami sought old knowledge more than new. 

Edmath told the emperor about his desire to perform research, to work further on plant creations and perhaps even find a way to draw life from stone. Emperor Rumenha seemed convinced by the plant research, at least, but his eyebrows went up slightly when Edmath mentioned drawing life energy from stones. He gave Edmath exactly what he had asked for when the four of them had all gathered again. In exchange for the research grants and supplies, the emperor set forth the court services for each of them to perform while they lived at the palace. Edmath had known it was coming and it was all things he had expected. 

First of all, every Saale would be required to attend to the high court regularly, and second, on the long list, each of them would be at the emperor’s disposal for the year as a representative of his court. Edmath could easily bear that for the research materials and the time he would have to study. The experience of working in court itself would be valuable as well as enjoyable.

When the arrangements had been made for their service, Edmath went with the servants to pick out his room from the various chambers open to the year-long lease of Imperial Saales. He chose one on the second level of the hall adjacent to the Saale Palace and spent the rest of the day moving his possessions from the hostel into the palace. Sampheli came back with him up to the palace to see where he would be living. They talked over the role the emperor had given him, and how Zuria had been accepted by the War Empress’s court.

Sitting on the window seat overlooking the courtyard below, Sampheli peered outside. On the other side of the room, Edmath folded the last of his tunics and placed it in a cedar chest. He had been told that every room had one, given as gifts by the Elk King forty years ago. Turning to look at Sampheli, Edmath closed the chest. She laughed with a short and high-pitched sound.

“This palace is as brilliant as I remembered. Come here, Edmath.”

Walking to the window, Edmath sat down beside his mother and looked out. The courtyard was full of soldiers on parade, pikemen in green clothes over chain armor, carrying black-bladed weapons from their barracks. The palace might not be a military stronghold but of course, there were more guards than just the Enchiel. 

“Do you know where they’re from?” He pointed at the soldiers fanning out their formation.

“Ultor, most likely,” Sampheli said. “I expect they’ve come for the new court season. Every summer most of the guard is changed if I do recall.”

“Interesting. I suppose this gives every nation more equal stake with the empire. The provinces can support themselves, of course, but the imperial army protects all of Zel.”

Sampheli’s delicately veined hands folded together as she turned toward Edmath.

“We all work to protect Zel, my son, not just the soldiers.”

Another formation came into view just behind the Ultorian pikemen. There were twenty or so of them. They surrounded a carriage pulled by a massive animal Edmath had to search his memory of bestiaries to remember, for it did not come from Zel. It was a long-eared hare, covered in black fur except for a short white tail and white patterns around the eyes, and easily the size of a very large elk or bear. The procession around it wore red tunics, but without armor, and their weapons were sheathed. One man walked in the lead. He wore a robe of pure crimson and long black hair twined with colorful beads. He called the formation to a halt with a raised hand.

“That looks like a delegation from Roshi.”

Sampheli nodded. 

“They are due. I heard the ambassador would be Kethina Nalondran.”

“Should I know that name?”

“No reason you should.” Sampheli frowned. “She is of the highest tier of the Roshi priesthood, beneath only to the Minister Regent who rules Roshi himself. It was she who led them in the last war when you were still so young.”

Edmath folded his arms. “And now they send her as an ambassador? That does not bode well.” His eyes fixed on the black-haired man in the robe. The man’s robe might well mark him as a Dawkun, one of the fearsome magic wielders of Roshi. “She brings a Dawkun with her. Perhaps she would agree with me.”

“They will stay on the palace grounds, but there is nothing to be concerned about. I doubt Roshi desires another war.”

“Let us hope they do not.”

“Yes, son. Now, I know this is a change of subject, but I have a question for you.”

Edmath looked at his mother’s dark and wrinkled face. She did not wear her usual smile, and her eyes were half-lidded. He suspected that she might have heard about him and Chelka, though he hoped her tiredness only had to do with the day’s work. Regardless, his and Chelka’s relationship wasn’t meant to be a secret but it had been that way for far too long.

“Of course. What is your question, mother?”

“Edmath, I feel as though you may be missing something from your life.”

“I know what you mean.”

“Why haven’t you sought a woman? You don’t have forever, and though I call you my son, we both know that if you are to join the fold of Zel you will need to have children of your own someday.”

“I graduated just this week. Give me some time, good mother.”

“Forgive me, son. I worry about you. That is common to all mothers, perhaps.” Sampheli rose from her seat and crossed the room. “I am going to return to the hostel. I am tired and the day is hot.”

Sampheli left and Edmath set to unpacking his other possessions. Besides his clothing, he had books and small stones. The books ranged from life art manuals through striker guides and all the way to bestiaries. He knew most of these texts by heart, but they might still be useful, he told himself. More than that, however, they helped keep his mind comfortable in this new place, where the nation of Roshi and its feared Dawkuns, seemed closer than ever. 

He drew the curtains on the windows as the sun went down.
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In the palace the next morning a servant told Edmath he would have a few days to get comfortable within the city before his duties officially began. Exploring the palace and the surrounding area took the majority of Edmath’s time that week when he wasn’t learning the ins and outs of Haddishal Rumenha’s court. 

The court usually oversaw petitions from Saales both minor and major, as they arrived from all over the empire to request funds or other assistance for their work. Occasionally more ordinary people would arrive to offer tribute for the services of agents of the court, or to make requests for such help. Haddishal ruled on most of them early in the week, with help of his loud-voiced and heavyset chamberlain, who had moved to the court with the Saale Emperor and his wife, also a member of the Bear Tribe.

The big chamberlain would call the name of each official and Saale who arrived in the audience chamber before they explained their situation. He seemed to enjoy the sheer sound he could make. The animals Edmath frequently saw in the place did not enjoy the sound as much. Edmath gathered that from the soft complains of many different species, barely understandable in their own languages, as the chamberlain bellowed in Zelian.

In particular, the small cats that prowled corridors of the palace hunting vermin seemed irritated by the chamberlain. There was no tribe for such creatures in Zel, so no royals in the city could understand them, but they served perfectly without communicating. Edmath watched them scatter with hisses and feline curses each morning as the chamberlain first rose to speak. Beyond amusement, Edmath did not quite know what to make of the little animals, and he tried not to let on that he understood them.

At lunchtime, he was always hungry. He usually went to eat at a restaurant with Brosk or Zuria but avoided going with both of them at once. The idea that they might somehow end up talking about Chelka was too great a problem for him, as the two of them had very different opinions on the matter. Brosk might lack perspective because he was a prince, but Edmath still liked his point of view better than Zuria’s. She seemed to think Chelka was out of reach and he should give up on her affections. 

She didn’t understand that he would not, for good or ill. Of course, she could be right, but the way Chelka had talked on that last night at Lexine Park had given Edmath a different idea about when to give up. He wouldn’t.

She might not have come to Diar, but Sizali wasn’t that far away. Surely their separation was not permanent, as she worked for the War Empress on something, though it seemed no one in the palace knew precisely what. Chelka’s greatest achievement in school had been her use of chemical heat, but other than applying such intense fire as a weapon, Edmath wondered what manner of task the War Empress could have her set to work in secret.

A day after his first week in court, he and Brosk were eating lunch in a small restaurant on the hillside and talking about how different things were outside school. The two-story building was half-buried in the slope. They sat on the top floor, beneath a tiled overhang of the roof with an open view of the city and the sea. Such restaurants were uncommon in smaller towns such as Lexine. Edmath was greatly pleased with the variety of options in the city, as well as the amount his stipend from the Saale Emperor’s pay allowed him to eat. Brosk plucked an oyster from his plate with his fork and ate it. 

Setting the fork down, he turned away from the view of the sea to look at Edmath. 

“Have you heard from Chelka yet?”

Edmath didn’t like to say it, but he had no choice. Lying to Brosk was not an option in small matters or large ones. He valued the whale prince’s friendship too much to jeopardize it.

“No, I have not.”

“Well, neither have I.” Brosk skewered a spinach leaf and lifted it to his nose to smell it before putting it back down. “It hasn’t been long, though I’ve heard a letter from Sizali can arrive overnight if they use a good eagle to carry it.”

“Really?” Edmath chuckled. “Perhaps I should send her a message, then.”  

“Do you know where she is?” Brosk smiled.

Brosk’s optimism infected him. He grinned and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

“Of course I do, Brosk. She is in her father’s palace...most likely. After all, that is one reason she went home to Sizali first. She did not want to come immediately to court, and I imagine that place is nearly empty, with her family living in the palace here. Perhaps there is no secret war work and she simply wants privacy at the moment.”

“That’s possible enough, Ed. I suppose you have some things you would like to tell her.”

“I do. Though truly, I wish she was here. Letters can make it so difficult to communicate one’s exact meaning. I fear I should create more problems with a message than one would solve.”

“Best to wait, then. Chelka has a way with words.” Brosk reclined in the restaurant’s high-backed wicker chair. “I for one am glad she plans to come here. Her father wouldn’t be able to bemoan her absence when she does.”

“Does he do that much?” Edmath shook his head, trying to imagine Zemoy Benisar carrying on about his daughter. He was very proud of her, but he had other children and a portion of a nation to manage along with his status as Hearth Emperor and seat on the Council of Kings. 

A flock of long-billed gulls touched down on the rooftops of the city stretched out below the restaurant. Edmath caught snatches of their voices as they screamed at each other to share the food in their deep gullets. Brosk’s eye flicked lazily from them to Edmath.

“I see you are enjoying the view. Does flight interest you, Ed?”

“Not so much as you might think,” Edmath said. “Flight would be wonderful. I’ve enjoyed a few sky-carriage rides since arriving in the city, though lately, I have been thinking more about simply vanishing one place and appearing another. The four warlords were rumored to be able to do so ages ago.”

“With magic then? I’m afraid no Saale has had enough control to do it in recent years. It’s a mighty idea though.”

Edmath put his palm on the table and leaned forward. “I didn’t tell you, although I should have. In fact, it very nearly slipped my mind altogether until this moment. You see, I met a woman who can do precisely that.”

“Here in the city, then? Are you sure you aren’t being swindled?” Brosk swung his legs onto the low railing on the edge of the balcony. “If you aren’t, then I’d advise we stop this silliness right now.”

“She is the High Emperor’s Saale. I believe her name is Lady Zasha. She struck only once and was able to transport me across the palace grounds.”

Brosk brought his legs back down to the floor and put his hands on his chin. He looked back to the gulls. 

“That is interesting. I must meet this lady, perhaps, and see if what you say is true.”

“It would be interesting to see how she became so skilled. She is even younger than we are, probably not even twenty years old yet.”

Edmath remembered the yellow-haired girl like a shadow, but it wasn’t her face that concerned him much. She might be the most powerful Saale in the empire, which put her close to being the most powerful in the world. Of all the Saale Parks only the masters of Roene seemed so interested in transportation. 

Only a single provost from Lexine Park had written regarding the Winter Park even looked into spell transportation at all. Edmath remembered from the treatise the presumed difficulties of moving objects even short distances without physical assistance. Any Saale who could try that would need several times the amount of magic Keve had been able to take in before attempting it.

Brosk looked back out at the sea. 

“Very well, Ed. Shall we go?”

“I think so.” 

Edmath got to his feet. He’d paid earlier in the meal and because of their conversation, he wanted to get back to the palace as soon as possible. Brosk had given him an idea, and remembering the High Emperor’s Saale had helped too. It reminded him of the village on Dreamwater that had vanished and Brosk had told him about. He needed to know more.
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Edmath attended court early the second week. That day, the Saale Emperor greeted a delegation from the court of the minister regent of Roshi. Uneasy peace currently reigned between the two nations, but always with Roshi ambassadors came the threat of Roshi violence.

Standing on one side of Haddishal Rumenha’s throne in the Saale Emperor’s hall, Edmath watched the ambassador approach, flanked by red-clad and hooded Roshi protectors. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, a pale woman with feathers in her hair and a cloak of horse hair. She belonged to one of the Roshi royal tribes, but no sign of which one or her status within it presented itself to Edmath.

“Kethina Nalondran, Minister of the Lion Tribe,” announced the chamberlain.

A trio of lesser cats in the doorway of a side-passage hissed, then fled down the corridor.

Edmath kept his face impassive, despite the urge to frown. On the other side of the throne, Razili nodded in his direction, almost imperceptibly. His lessons in etiquette might pay off yet.

The Lion Tribe were famous warriors, but who could say if that meant this ambassador was here for battle.

“Saale Emperor Haddishal Rumenha,” said Kethina without bow or motion of respect. “I appreciate the ceremony, but why I have come to discuss really must be spoken in private.”

“I see.” Haddishal folded his hands. “We will quarter you and your protectors here in the palace until such a time as I may speak with you. Is that acceptable, minister?”

Kethina nodded.

“It is.” She turned to go.

“One last thing,” said Haddishal. “You will show appropriate respect in the future, minister, or my hospitality may be withdrawn.”

“What respect can one pay a murderous ghost-mage?” said one of the Roshi protectors, face concealed by his hood, but voice clearly audible along with the clinks of beads in his hair.

“Excuse me?” Haddishal rose from his throne.

Kethina held a hand out to the protector who had spoken as if to silence him.

“You harbor murderers, raise ghosts for your own will. You are an abomination, as is the man who stands beside you.” The protector pointed at Edmath.

His mouth went dry. He stared at the raised finger, fighting the urge to protest the accusation.

“Minister, control your servant,” said Haddishal through clenched teeth. “My charity for your kind is limited enough as it is.”

“Likewise,” said Kethina. “Akalok,” she said to the angry protector. “Let us go.”

The Roshi delegation left the hall. Edmath sighed heavily. Haddishal turned to him.

“Don’t worry about that man. He’s just a barking dog, well and truly leashed.”

Edmath nodded, still unsettled by the exchange.

“I will remember that, Excellency.”

“See that you do. As one of my court Saales you need not suffer such abuse.”

Edmath thanked him. He puzzled over the reason the man from Roshi had pointed at him directly. He could not remember ever meeting a Roshi, let alone one of their warriors or mages before. After that day, he hoped never to meet one again.

[image: image]




[image: image]

Over the course of his weeks of initiation into Haddishal Rumenha’s court, Edmath started looking for a chance to find out more about Lady Zasha. The huge number of retainers and guards became familiar to him over time. Soon he could put names to most of their faces and even remember their positions by heart. Tusami and Razili seemed to be fitting in well. They had both started coming to court before Edmath, having jumped at the chance rather than taking as much time to rest up following their arrival.

It wasn’t that Edmath disliked court, though the overloud chamberlain was beginning to have the same effect on him as on the palace cats. More importantly, he had begun searching the gardens early the morning for samples to begin his research into plant sentience. While they lacked nerves and other sensory organs, Edmath knew plants had some kind of sentience, because of Orpus Strodusial’s ability to react to speech once a seal had awakened the tree’s spirit. Inevitably, each day he had to leave the gardens and went to court to listen to petitions and testimony.

One day, a month after his arrival in the city, Edmath found himself as the principal adviser to the Saale Emperor accepting the testimonies from two independent Saales who were each applying for research grants after their local lords had abandoned them. They were both older men, white-haired and worn-featured. The first one to make his case stood up before the court, large and pot-bellied. He spoke for the experimental herbs his work involved using with medicine. The second man, as thin as the other man was fat, explained that his work could increase the food supply of farms by doubling the growth rate of grains in large areas. At first, Edmath wanted to recommend giving the grant to the thin man. Grain was a valuable commodity. He could, if successful, keep famine at bay almost perfectly. 

“Our people do not go hungry,” he said, turning to the Saale Emperor, “But if they did we would worry less with more bread.”

“Indeed, Saale Donroi.” Haddishal Rumenha stroked his beard. “The difficulty in this is the odds of success. Many Saales can easily grow one plant, but to make thousands of them bear fruit at once is difficult.” He waved for the thin man to come forward once again. “A demonstration is in order. Lady Gesa shall oversee it tonight if both of you will please return.”

“Thank you, Excellency.” The two men rose and left the building. Edmath used an ink pen and wrote down their names on a ledger a servant handed to him. The nights here were often crowded. 

As the sunlight began to fade Haddishal Rumenha rose from his throne and called a halt to the line outside. His wife, the Saale Hierophant and he were to dine in an hour on the Ordinon. He beckoned Edmath to approach him.

“Will you please fetch my daughter from Emperor Benisar’s Court in the Great Hearth? I have need of her.”

Edmath bowed his head as he approached. “Of course, Excellency, I will go.” For the first time, Edmath felt nervous at the idea of encountering the Hearth Emperor. Zemoy knew about him and Chelka, at least a little bit, but without her around he wondered if her father would be as accepting.

Rumenha handed Edmath a messenger ring that bore his family crest. The ring made the errand official. Edmath went on his way.

As Edmath moved through the colonnades and parade grounds between the Saale Palace and the Great Hearth, he tried to put the unwelcome thoughts out of his mind. He and Zemoy had been on friendly terms, even without Chelka. Now at least, Brosk was there to help him if there was difficulty. Even so, Zemoy might not approve of his and Chelka’s relationship if he looked into it. Edmath was not terribly certain how much Chelka’s father knew about the two of them. Zemoy could disapprove, and he was a powerful man, once a famed warrior. Edmath climbed the short ramp to the gate of the chimney-ringed dome that was the Hearth Emperor’s home with as confident a stride as he could manage. The wind tugged at his black sash in the waning sunlight. 

The guards let him through the door when he showed them the ring Emperor Rumenha had given him. He crossed the cool stones of the entrance hall and followed the corridor to his right toward the Hearth Emperor’s throne room. He was looking for a fellow Saale, he reminded himself. He knew of Yezani Rumenha as a young but accomplished scholar of the life arts and of spell control. Perhaps her father had tampered with her before birth the same way his own parents may have tampered with him. Though he expected her to resemble her father to some extent, he realized with some consternation he was not sure what she looked like. 

Edmath took a deep breath. Between his nerves over talking with Zemoy and his lack of knowledge about Yezani, he was right to be worried. Concerns must not stop me, he thought.

He reached the throne room doors and then peered inside. He saw the huge, one-eyed, Zemoy Benisar sitting on the throne, flanked on his left by a young woman in a green, and by the powerfully built Brosk Naopaor on his right. Advancing into the hall, Edmath knelt before the throne. He had not been sure as how to approach the Hearth Emperor, but at least this way he would not be disrespectful. 

Zemoy leaned forward. 

“Edmath Donroi. Welcome. How are you, boy?” 

“I am well, Excellency. I have come at the command of Saale Emperor Rumenha, to retrieve his daughter for a meeting with him.”

“Very well,” Zemoy said. “I was right to assume you would be busy.” He turned to the woman in green. She had black hair, much like her father’s, and was nearly as tall. “Lady Rumenha, go and do as your father wishes. Edmath Donroi, remain for a moment.” 

“Thank you, your Excellency.” Yezani bowed. Then she turned and walked past Edmath toward the doorway. Edmath looked up at Zemoy, rising slightly from his low bow. The Hearth Emperor waved a hand at Brosk and he too left the hall, disappearing through a side-passage near the throne. Edmath hoped the Emperor didn’t see him gulp. 

When they were alone, Zemoy rose from his throne, swirling the purple cloak that identified him even here as the Squid King. He walked to the center of the deserted hall and stood, towering over Edmath.

“It’s good to see you, Ed. My daughter sent this to me. Said it was for you.” Zemoy pulled a letter envelope from within his sea-green robe and dropped it onto the floor in front of Edmath. “I didn’t open it. I trust you enough for that, but I was surprised you two were still in correspondence.”

Edmath looked at the letter, sealed with the Squid Tribe’s blue wax. 

“Of course Excellency, I mean no disrespect, nor dishonor.”

Zemoy blinked his one eye remaining, cyclopean, inscrutable. 

“I’m sure you don’t, but be careful. This place has a way of hurting people. Still, I am glad to see you here, in this room. Don’t hesitate to ask for help if you need it.”

Edmath felt the lesser part of his fear begin to melt away like ice on the eaves of a Hesiatic Temple at the end of winter. Zemoy still liked him well enough. He must not yet know. Edmath’s hands firmed and he picked up the letter. 

“Thank you, Excellency.” 

Zemoy waved off the words with a hand pock-marked by scars. 

“Go, do your duty for the Saale Emperor. Enjoy the city.”

“Thank you, of course.”

Edmath rose and backed out of the room. His hands trembled with the letter in them. Chelka had written to him which could just as easily mean she was breaking off their relationship as it might say she wanted to see him. 

Walking through the twilight gardens, Edmath glimpsed a figure standing inside the gate, slim and tall and foreboding in a deep red cloak with a mane of long black hair dotted with glimmering beads. The man was the Dawkun he had seen at the head of the force escorting the ambassador. Edmath adjusted his glasses. The figure did not move but silently stared at Edmath. 

“Greetings.” Edmath brushed past a bush to approach the tall man with beaded hair. “May I ask your name, sir?”

The wind tugged at the man’s hair and he guided the strands away from his face with one hand.

“I am Akalok Roshi, chosen by my nation to protect Ambassador Nolondran. I see by your sash you are a Zelian, but not a royal.”

“I am a Saale of the Imperial Court. My name is Edmath Donroi.” Edmath looked up at the man’s face. 

Akalok Roshi looked down at him from among the many-hued beads and black strands of his hair. 

“Donroi. I know.”

“You know?

“It is a worm tribe name. Your father’s name.

“So I am told. I am not of that tribe, however.”

“I understand. You must be a man who can speak to all animals. Are you not?”

Edmath’s eye narrowed. 

“How do you know these things?”

Akalok’s green eyes flashed. The towering man lunged toward Edmath in an instant. He hurled Edmath back with a strong, outstretched arm. 

Stumbling, Edmath fell over a bush and landed on his back. Breath shuddered in his chest. The impact point of Akalok’s blow to his sternum began to ache. The glimmer of moonlight above him flickered for an instant as Akalok strode past to stand by his head.

“What are you doing?” Edmath rolled away from the bush and sprang to his feet. “Roshi, you do not know what you do.”

Akalok advanced on him, folded hands crackling with half-concealed white light. The light reminded Edmath that Akalok was a Dawkun, a physical mage with power over raw energy. Edmath threw himself to the side. He wasn’t fast enough. One of Akalok’s fists slammed into Edmath’s chest. 

The blow threw his feet off the ground. He tumbled backward and onto the grass, dazed. He found his feet, heart pounding. 

“I have no fight with you, Roshi.”

“But you do, Saale Donroi. My people and yours are too different to live in peace.” 

Akalok stalked toward him. Edmath backed up slowly. He remembered his survival arts classes through a haze of pain. He had been terrible at almost every technique, despite their importance to battlefield Saales. He never wanted to be a warrior Saale. Now was not the time to worry about that. Throwing himself to the left, he stumbled on a stone. 

Pain shot through his toe, but in that motion, he narrowly avoided another fist from the Roshi. That blow provided the opening he needed. Pulling a striker from the pouch at his belt, he opened a tear in the air between himself and Akalok.

“Give this up.” Edmath panted as he spoke. “You could be hurt.” Magic flowed into him from the tear.

Surging forward, Akalok seized Edmath’s sash, dragging him off his feet. His other hand snaked out, catching Edmath’s right arm in a deathlike grip. Edmath’s striker fell from his grip even as his hand made a symbol with his fingers. Magic lit his view as power flowed into him. The crossed fingers of his left hand prodded into the Roshi’s ribs. 

A wild burst of roots flushed from the tips of those fingers, blasting Akalok backward, down the garden path. Edmath looked down at his aching stomach, then up at the bleeding Roshi standing ten feet away at the end of a long tree’s limb that extended from his hand. The limb began to turn black as Edmath stopped feeding in magic, and the life force fled from it. 

Akalok grunted. He stepped away from the branch. Blood dripped from the gash in his cloak, but Edmath could not tell if the man had been seriously hurt or only scratched. 

“You have injured me.” Akalok touched the bloody tip of the branch with one hand.  “No doubt your corrupt Saale sorcery gives you much lethal power, but I shall defeat you.”

Edmath felt the letter in his pocket where he’d kept it after leaving Zemoy’s throne room. 

“I’m afraid I can’t allow that.” His voice shook. “You are a servant of the Ambassador. Why did you attack me?”

“Because I am your enemy, Donroi. My family swore to destroy yours long ago. I am a Dawkun of Roshi. You are a perverse Zelian Saale.” He sprang toward a tree off to Edmath’s right. He moved so light on his feet so as not to stir the leaves on the ground.

Akalok Roshi made a symbol with both his hands. A bolt of white light shot up the tree. Edmath could not see what he had done but quickly realized it when the tree groaned as if with pain. A flame shot through the trunk, leaving a hole in it. The red fire narrowly missed Edmath’s outstretched arm. 

His striker was gone, but he could still fight, so long as this tear remained open. Akalok’s line of fire curved in the air to come back at Edmath. Edmath whirled and grew a tree’s base in his hands to block its path. The fire smoldered through it, but he ducked before it shot past. The flame burnt out behind his back. Edmath whirled, smashing the tree stump into Akalok’s on-coming fist. Splinters of charred wood flew into the air. Edmath slipped under the blow and made another symbol with his fingers.

Grabbing Akalok’s leg with his other hand, Edmath released the life art he’d just prepared. Roots curled around the Roshi’s leg and then drove into the ground behind his heel. The roots pinned him in place. 

Edmath rolled on the ground, hands over his head, to escape the rain of blood and splinters from the stump and Akalok’s fist. He got clear and climbed to his feet. Straining against his bonds, Akalok tried to turn and face him. Gasping for air, Edmath made another symbol, this time with both hands. A tree sprouted and grew into a lance of wood. He stared at the Roshi. Akalok struggled to free himself.

“You are beaten. Of course, I will not kill you.”

“Obviously, Saale you do not understand. You are out of luck even if I surrender.”

Edmath remembered that the Roshi was part of the ambassador’s delegation. Assaulting him was a crime, probably regardless of what he did first. His arms fell to his sides. Edmath dropped the half-formed vines onto the grass. He heard running footsteps and waited as guards approached, swords drawn and lamps bobbing as they moved.

“Who goes there?” someone called from down the path.

“Saale Edmath Donroi. This man is a Roshi bodyguard to the ambassador. He assaulted me.”

The guards approached Edmath and Akalok. “What is the meaning of this?” The two of them must both look battered. Edmath’s sash was pulled askew and his clothes were dirty from being thrown and punched and rolling on the ground. Akalok bled from multiple cuts, including one in the chest that the lights the guards carried showed as none too deep. Edmath massaged his pounding forehead. 

“I will explain. I was assaulted by this man the moment he heard my name. I was only just able to stop him before he could take my life.” Edmath panted his words out, breath only just returning to his lungs.

“Come with me,” the leader of the guards said, before motioning for the other two guards with him to look after Akalok. “Edmath Donroi, you are a member of the Saale Emperor’s court, are you not?”

“I have that honor, sir.” Edmath followed the guard down the path. “I was just here on an errand to visit the Hearth Emperor.”

“I see. You had better get back. The Roshi will not be happy, but the emperors even less so. I’ll sound the alarm so the War Empress’ soldiers will come along to collect this man shortly. We will let you know if we need any other information from you.”

“Thank you, soldier. I needed the help.” The words were true as anything. Edmath doubted he would have been able to hold Akalok for long.

Edmath turned and walked down the path, fishing another striker out of his pouch, just in case. The palace had to be safer to traverse than the gardens as more guard would be inside than outside. As he walked back to the Saale Palace, he kept his eyes up. He did not encounter anyone else on the way and made the way up the steps to his room in one of the smaller domed halls overlooking the courtyard. 

When the door was safely closed behind him, he carefully tugged the letter from his pocket. The seal had been broken by his rolls during the fight and lay in pale blue fragments that cast small shadows on his desk in the lamplight. Unfolding the letter itself, he brushed the pieces of the seal aside. His eyes ran over the words, liking what he saw. Chelka was working on part of a new creature for the War Empress. Part of it was squid, which made her an asset to the team, before even considering her exceptional Saale abilities. He read the last few lines out loud to himself as he leaned back in his chair.

“I hope you and Brosk are well in Diar. I hope to arrive there by the end of the summer. I can scarcely wait so long to see you again, Ed. Love, Chelka.” Edmath grinned, despite the pain of Akalok’s blows. 

He read the letter again and then left it on the desk before lying down on the bed. That Roshi had attacked him with just his name and the disturbing way he had known about Edmath’s ability to speak to animals and plants made him nervous. Unlacing his sandals, Edmath lay back down and closed his eyes. The Roshi man’s cold stare came to him through the darkness and he opened his eyes again, before finally shutting them and falling asleep.
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Rain began to fall the next morning and continued through the following week. The sky remained dark the whole while, and the city streets were wet. In some places, puddles went so deep that messenger serpents swam rather than slithered. For all the gloominess of the weather it did not affect Edmath as much as the news he heard later in the week. The guard who had found him and Akalok fighting, told Edmath the Roshi bodyguard had been released despite the attack.

“His people wouldn’t like it if we were harsh on him. We don’t need another war.” 

While Edmath agreed with the guard, it made him nervous knowing his new enemy could be around any corner. Most of the court seemed to be oblivious to what had happened. Edmath saw no place to complain, especially as such a new court Saale. Haddishal Rumenha gave him his first laboratory on the last day of the week, complete with an adjoining courtyard garden far larger than Edmath had expected. 

“Feel free to grow what you need to in here, and don’t forget to ask for plants from the other divisions if you can’t find what you need in this palace.” 

“Thank you, Excellency. I won’t forget.”

During a week of study on an immature Orpus tree the Saale Emperor had given him, Edmath gained a far better idea of how trees like the young one and Orpus Strodusial had been made in the first place. The permanent melding of plants was not easy for most Saales and the emperor’s work could not be replicated by most novices because it required such a long draw just to begin. Not every Saale could hold that much magic. Focusing all that raw power into the melding of two seeds, one of a white pine and the other of a yielding oak, would not even be the most difficult aspect to perform.

Even before the seeds were fully melded another long draw was required to create the pattern for the ghosted roots that made the tree capable of movement. Edmath felt renewed envy at the Saale Emperor’s powers. Rumenha had been able to complete one of these plants when he was only fifteen or sixteen. The skill, the power reinforced his belief that Rumenha’s position was well deserved, altered by his mother or not.

Edmath practiced for a few more days at drawing magic from tears around the courtyard until he was satisfied that he could judge the currents well enough to get all the power he needed for patterning the ghost roots. Everything else would be fairly simple when that was accomplished. The day he planned to do the task he went down to his lab, located a few halls away from his chambers. He brought the two seeds he needed out into the courtyard. 

He drew a striker, then tore three gashes to form a triangle around the spot where he planned to combine the seeds. He pocketed the striker and, holding the seeds in one hand, he made the merging sign with his other hand. Bringing the two of them together, he drew in all the magic he needed for the spell in a single rush of green and white light. He closed his eyes, picturing the Orpus Seed he would make. 

The seeds in his hand trembled, lurching toward each other. Edmath’s focus narrowed to the point where the two touched. He felt the ripple of each seed’s skin like jelly on his palm as the two combined. Still focused, eyes still closed, he pictured the living pattern of the ghost roots as more magic surged into him. His insides burned with the second draw and as he made the next symbol for the melding. Finally, he released it, breathing hard, and opened his eyes. The skin of the seed in his palm was white but swirled with red. It was perfect as far as he could tell, the perfect Orpus seed. 

Laughing, Edmath turned and walked back toward the lab gate. He had been worried, but the power had been there and he could handle it. The magic he had brought together in the seed could easily grow a tree the size of Orpus Strodusial, perhaps larger.

Setting the seed inside a wooden box on his desk just inside the lab door, Edmath looked up, still chuckling, and saw Brosk standing by the door on the far side of the room.

“Working hard today, Ed?”

“Of course, Brosk, the Saale Emperor has given me a child of his own mind to study. Orpus trees are amazing, and I think I may finally have one of my own to grow.”

“I suppose they are. I’ve heard something that may interest you.”

Edmath closed the box on the seed and crossed the room in Brosk’s direction. 

“Go on. I wonder, though. Does this have anything to do with a lady we both know?” He grinned, folding his hands in front of him.

“Sorry, but no, this is about the Roshi ambassador’s bodyguard.”

“Oh. Well, that is still interesting.” But the news would be bad, Edmath guessed. He would have much rather had news of Chelka.

“He has asked High Emperor Loi to allow him his own champion here at court.” Brosk glanced through the window looking into Edmath’s garden. He blinked and rubbed his eyes wearily. The rain had watered it well and the blue flowers on his bushes were still in bloom among the greenery.

“Did he get what he wanted? I would not think he would. He is just a bodyguard, however noble his origins.” He frowned in thought. “Though, I suppose the Palatani have a whole battalion of guards in their quarters.”

Brosk’s fingers tugged at the hair hanging by one ear. 

“I feel it would be best we looked into the matter of the villages before this new champion arrives, Ed. If you will go with me, I plan on using the coming rest days to visit a certain temple to the north of the city.”

Edmath nodded, pacing back across the lab to the desk near the garden door. He knew what Brosk meant. The temple to the north was famous, built almost a millennium ago by the Cheshian people, and now tended by the monks of a Hesiatic Order. The temple also had one other amazing property. It contained in its tall tower the only known Sphere of Fire, a beacon for ships and creatures at sea for miles at night. The sphere could uncover truth in the mind as well as the physical world with its great augury.

“I see, Brosk. Of course, I will help you with this. Are you hoping to uncover a truth at that temple? Perhaps one you would not dare to risk seeking nearer?”

“Indeed. Thank you, Ed.”

“It is no trouble.” Edmath flipped the lid of the box containing the seed open. He knew the Emperor would not be happy if he just let it languish over the rest days. It had to be planted. “Where shall we meet?”

Brosk released the lock of his hair he’d been tugging on. “I have acquired a small cart with an elk to pull it. The journey should be faster with it. Meet me at the northern gate early tomorrow.”

“I will.” Edmath picked up the seed. “If you will excuse me, I have a little more work to do before the journey.”

“You and your plants.”

“Yes, me and my plants.” Edmath walked through the door and out into the garden, hearing Brosk’s retreating footsteps behind him. He frowned as he considered Akalok’s champion. The summoning of this champion could only signify worse troubles brewing. Edmath decided to make the most of the time before this new threat arrived.
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Chelka

Chelka Benisar spent her last few days in Sizali swimming in the pools inside the squid palace walls. They were not artificial as the reflecting pond at Lexine Park. Besides the sea gates on the wall-sides, they were rough stone, not shaped by human hands. The creatures that dwelt in the pool never bothered Chelka when she swam. In fact, she liked to swim there partially so she could swim with them, shoals of silver and green fish and squids both large and small. 

Changing into her squid tosh, she dove deeper, swimming toward the sea-gate as her eyes filmed over with a waterproof glaze. She wouldn’t go outside though. It wasn’t decent for a princess to be seen naked, even if she did look half-like a squid. With the stroke of a lengthened arm, she reached the sea gate. She pushed off the rust-proofed metallic bars with her feet and floated toward the surface on her back. She had ordered this part of the palace to be deserted so she could relax and have some quiet. Nothing had disturbed her for over an hour. She skimmed just below the place where water met air.

She needed to relax. Work on the secret hybrid creature had not gone well the previous day. Neither she nor the other Saales involved with the project had figured out the last animal to merge to make the hybrid stable while maintaining magical power. 

Sunlight brightened her view as she moved out from the shadow of the wall. Gliding back toward the shore near the surface, Chelka passed under the branches of a tall tree stretched out over the water. A human shape sat in the tree where the branch met the trunk. A young woman with yellow hair peered down at her. Chelka did not recognize her but knew she wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t trouble. The guards should not have let her through. Breaking through the water face first, Chelka reverted from her squid tosh and looked up at the girl in the tree.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“I am Keve Zasha, Saale to High Emperor Loi.”

Chelka trod water, staring at the girl in the tree. She held a short, black staff in her right hand and wore a black sash, not a rega. Keve Zasha looked far too young to be a full Saale, especially for the High Emperor himself. 

“You have come with a message no doubt,” Chelka said, resting her arms on the rocky edge of the pool. “What troubles his grace?”

“Nothing bothers him more than your continued absence from court. At least, that is what he told me. If of all the new Imperial Saales in the land, the most talented is not present, the court appears somehow empty. He told me to summon you at once.”

“He did? I am honored.”

“I apologize for catching you bathing.” Keve giggled. “I will go now, so as not to drag out your embarrassment.” 

She tapped the black staff against the tree branch and struck the air with a ring encrusted hand. Chelka watched her sink into the current of the magic and vanish, leaving the tear behind her. Bright magic gushed from the material curtain, visible only to Saale sight.

Climbing out of the pool, Chelka approached the tree. Her clothes were piled under it along with her striker pouch. As she dressed, she thought of the strange way the girl had laughed at her. She had heard from her contact in High Empress’s court that the High Emperor only had one Saale of his own. The girl was powerful, clearly. She could somehow vanish like it was rumored some Dawkun physical magicians of times past, like those of Roshi sometimes had the ability to do. However, even those she had heard of could only travel through the earth. Keve Zasha had vanished into the air.

Fully dressed except for her rega, Chelka sat down on the edge of the water. Dark clouds moved in from the sea beyond the walls. It was no good putting things off any longer. She had not wanted to see her sisters and brother again so soon, but the High Emperor’s summons could not be ignored for any reason, least of all one so petty. At least Edmath would be there, but he would be the source of more trouble. Rising, she picked up her rega and fastened it on at her waist. She started walking toward the center of the palace grounds. The towers of the squid royal houses rose up before her, gleaming white against the blue sky.

She would leave for Naren Peninsula tomorrow. Today the storm remained to be weathered.

[image: image]




[image: image]

“You were raised by Hesiatic Monks,” Brosk said, as he led the elk cart to the crest of a hill. “I still have trouble with why they, of all Saales, have the ability to use personal augury without a sphere, even after years of being tested on it. Do you know, Ed?”

Edmath looked back at him from his perch where he waited atop a stone beside the path. The elk made a happy noise that even he could not understand as language. Only after a moment of thought on Brosk’s question and more of the elk’s inarticulate snorting did the answer come to him.

“Of course, it is not a skill, nor a Saale art. The ability to augury is a gift from the emperor. In fact, I imagine any Saale could perform the ritual properly. Theoretically, all they would require is the High Emperor’s permission. For now, we must make do with broader visions, you and I.”

Brosk led the elk past Edmath, who dropped down from his stone and followed along to catch up with them. 

“If augury is another part of the High Emperor’s favor then his power is truly amazing for any human, Saale or not.”

Edmath shrugged. 

“He is not so powerful. Anyone wielding the Sphere of Humanity might do the same. The Sphere of Zel may be subject to him, but he cannot do everything. He requires subjects like us to enforce his rule.” 

Brosk patted the elk’s back. “Oh Ed, getting cynical, are we?”

Frowning, Edmath followed Brosk a little faster than before. “Of course the High Emperor is powerful,” he said. “I simply believe he relies on his nation as much as we rely on him.”

“Perhaps,” Brosk said. “But it’s easy for you to say. You are not a royal, so you do not rely on him as much as, for example, I do. Anyone with a tosh relies on his will.”

Edmath caught up with Brosk and glanced at him as he passed by on the slope. 

“Your tosh is natural, not a gift from the emperor.”

Brosk’s eyes closed for a moment. He opened them and shook his head. 

“All toshes in this nation are subject to him. Many believe he controls our abilities to awaken our toshes. I try to be grateful that he trusted me.”

Edmath wanted to say something about the High Emperor’s lack of omniscience, no matter how prescient the old man might seem. He simply walked a while in silence. Brosk’s point made sense. The royals who’d sworn allegiance to the sphere all those many generations ago had bound their people’s fates to it. The power and majesty there made Edmath reluctant to argue.

In his own language, the elk said, “The emperor knows much. The emperor knows.”

Not the brightest of animals, this one, Edmath thought. 

“His grace must augury often. To share that ability with others.”

Brosk nodded. 

“Why the Hesiats I wonder?” He tugged on the elk’s rope as it came to stop for a moment. His hand slipped and the rope burned his palm. “Damn it.” He released the rope and looked at his palm. 

Edmath crossed the narrow trail in front of the elk. 

“Are you alright?”

“Just a scrape. It’s nothing.” Brosk took hold of the rope with his other hand and pulled the elk into motion again. The temple came into clear view over another gentle incline.

Its tallest and brightest tower, of course, caught Edmath’s attention first. The fire burning in the spherical crown-level made him blink like he’d looked into the sun. The Sphere of Fire inside that room never stopped burning. Brosk whistled as Edmath brought his gaze down from the pinnacle on which the flame sat and to the lower towers and tiled patios of the temple below it. The entire structure sat on a large slope leading up to a sheer cliff face overlooking a grassy plain that stretched all the way to the beaches at the sea’s edge.

Edmath and Brosk reached the temple within the hour, though the last mile felt like a great distance to cover simply because of the size of the temple looming before them made it seem closer at first. When they reached the entrance they found a trio of monks with torite bundles in their hair and a long stream of pilgrims clogging the stone gateway. Giving Brosk a glance, Edmath walked up to the nearest monk, a tall, thin man, who judging by his complexion, was from the island of Tokalgo.

“Greetings, sir,” Edmath said, stopping a few yards from the doorway where the monk stood. “Is it possible to receive some help here? My friend and I are Saales of the Imperial Court.” He had to speak up to be heard over the sound of the pilgrims as they moved through the entrance all around him. 

The monk folded his arms and looked down at Edmath with gray eyes framed by silvering hair. 

“Show me your rings, please. People try to swindle us too often here.”

Edmath motioned for Brosk to come forward as he produced the imperial signet from his pocket. The monk nodded and turned to Brosk, who did the same.

The monk waved his hand at the crowd and then led Edmath and Brosk through the crush of pilgrims. Edmath looked over his shoulder at the elk tethered to a post near the gate beside a carriage designed to be pulled by a greater serpent. Turning back to face front, he followed into the temple. Within the walls, the two-story monastery within was clearly visible. Fifty-foot-tall statues of the Six Ladies of Chesh stood, barely separated from the stone of the walls until they rose above them. 

The monk leading him and Brosk took them through the interweaving statues of the holy women and up a set of patterned steps to a patio that overlooked a garden in the center of the monastery. He bowed to the even older monk sitting cross-legged on the floor there and backed slowly back to the stairs. Edmath and Brosk bowed as well but waited for the old monk on the floor to respond. 

The monk unfolded his legs and stretched before looking up at them with pale, tired eyes. Edmath recognized the green sash he wore arranged beside his white rega. This man was not only the elder of the Temple of Fire but a graduate of Gomene Park where the Summer Saales were trained. The elder folded his hands, the end of his long braid falling into his lap.

“Good morning, young Saales. I take it you have come to consult the sphere?”

“Indeed we have,” Brosk said, looking up from his bow. “It would be an honor.”

“You are right to understand this.” The elder climbed to his feet. “You are from the Imperial City, are you not? Whom do you serve?”

“Hearth Emperor Zemoy Benisar.” Brosk raised his signet.

“Saale Emperor Haddishal Rumenha.” Edmath remained with his head bowed.

The elder blinked slowly. 

“I see. But it is a rest day.”

“We have come on our own,” Edmath said. “We only need the use of a fire augury, though the mystery we wish to bring to light is likely one that will concern many.”

“Very well,” the elder said, limping past the two of them. “I will summon a guide to take you to the tower.”
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The upper floor of the sphere’s tower was so hot, Edmath started to sweat just standing in the doorway. Of course, he had expected that much. The Sphere of Fire burned in the room, casting his and Brosk’s shadows across the walls. He had to navigate by the shadows because the fire burned too bright to look at directly.

The guide left them at the door with the explanation of the fire augury. 

He said, “Take your mystery into the chamber of the sphere and bow down. Let the flame burn away the darkness in your mind. It will uncover everything you want to know but beware. It is a hungry sphere, so keep a firm grip on who you truly are while in its presence.”

Edmath understood the explanation well thanks to his studies into inanimate magic. He remembered enough about the sphere. It entered his mind as he bowed low. Beside him, Brosk did the same, shadow flying against the wall. Edmath closed his eyes and imagined the village, Yot’s village on the Dreamwater. The shadows there were clear as his knowledge was sparse. 

No one had escaped. The thought appeared in his mind like a ray of starlight at first, before becoming the orange of burning flame. How was that possible, with a fortress just across the Dreamwater? Where did all the people disappear that night? Ruins swam into his mind. The white-wooden village was the home of an old royal family of the Worm Tribe and their allies in the Swan Tribe. 

Edmath squeezed his eyelids tighter. The people, where were the people?

Land levoths, the warriors of the worm tribe in the nearby fortress had four of the hybrid creatures. They hadn’t even known the village was under attack. The commander had been a cousin of the village elder. So they were both royals of the worm tribe, but who were they besides that? The fire in Edmath’s mind spread. He saw people running, people falling, a battle. 

A yellow-haired man riding beside the head of a great worm with teeth drove a lance into the heart of a soldier fighting on the ground below him. With a twist, he pulled it free, trailing blood. His name was Donroi too, just like Edmath and Edmath’s father. The fire burned. The name formed in his mind of the man with the lance. Jurgat Donroi, the name of Edmath’s father, a brother to the village lord of Beliu.

Why did a man of the same family as the village lord lead an attack on the village? The question needed an answer. Edmath pressed his mind toward the fire. Edmath sought, but his own fear of what he might uncover began to intrude. Was my father a traitor?  

The fire lighted hot and painful in Edmath’s mind. He pulled back, distancing himself from the heat. Stumbling, he felt his physical body move. The augury had not been as clear as he had hoped it would be, though the information was certainly powerful as well as bizarre. He had known his last name belonged to the Worm Tribe, but this was the first time he’d heard or seen of another person with it that he could remember, and he did not like what he had seen. Jurgat Donroi. Father.

Brosk came out of the augury beside him, eyes opening for a second before closing again to keep the searing light out. Edmath saw him only on the edge of his vision.

“Ed?”

“Yes?”

“I think I got what we need.”

“Good. I wasn’t so lucky.” Edmath looked down at his sweaty hands folded over his chest and thought of the man with the lance and his parent’s name killing his way through the village. Brosk, I’m afraid I can’t tell you about this. Not until I know more. 

“This is an uncomfortable place to talk,” Edmath said.

The two of them walked out into the stairwell and closed the door to keep the sphere’s light at bay. They both blinked in the less intense sunlight from the window down the stairs.

“What did you see?” Edmath asked.

Brosk put a hand on his temple. 

“I saw Roshi troops marching over the border and approaching Dreamwater. They had a battalion of Crab Soldiers with them, and were led by a man from the worm tribe.”

Edmath remembered learning about the way the Roshi haphazardly combined humans and animals, just as the ancient Zelians had fashioned the Enchieli of the palace, but with inferior skills. Crab Soldiers were common shock troops for them, mostly humanoid, with massive claws and hard shells.

“Go on.”

“Crab Soldiers came out of the Dreamwater in the night. They went into the village and carried everyone off. Those people, I think most of them are still alive.”

“From what I saw, I agree,” Edmath said. “But this evidence is hardly enough to present any of the emperors without witnesses. After all, who will stand up for the village besides us?”

“Even if there is no one else, I feel it is the right thing to do.” 

“Of course. I agree.” Edmath looked out the window. The towers and domes of the Imperial City were visible in the distance. “I am suggesting we look for more support.”

“Cautious as ever, Ed, but you may be right. Let’s go take a look around. We came all the way here. We might as well see the sights.”

They descended from the tower and spent a few hours looking around the temple. Edmath took some time to rest in one of the chapels that formed a semicircle around the monastery’s rear while Brosk went ahead to look for a fountain the monks had told them about. As he sat along the wall of one dimly lit stone room, Edmath began to think about the villagers. Five hundred people made a lot to transport overland, and the Dreamwater did not empty into any river that Edmath knew about. What’s more, the Worm Lords that controlled that area were well known for exploring underground. Tunnels would be difficult to hide from them.

He tried to shake off the feeling that they were missing something more and decided to meditate for a while. He folded his legs under himself and locked his fingers together.

After some time, he did not know how long, though it couldn’t have been more than an hour, a roar came from outside, animal and fierce. Curious, Edmath unfolded himself and stretched. He got to his feet, and then went to the door. He stepped outside just as a second roar burst through the air. Looking up, he saw the source of the noise circling over the monastery garden. He did not recognize it immediately from the bestiaries he’d studied as part of the animal arts back at Lexine Park. That in itself was strange. Brosk came running up to him, rega flapping against his chest.

“Ed, what is that beast?” 

The great creature circled back around, and Edmath could see for the first time that the creature’s wings were different than ordinary bird’s wings. They were black as coal and made of, what Edmath saw with surprise, to be smaller bird’s wings, all beating in unison. As it finally faced them head-on, he saw all six of its great red-furred heads. Though it reminded him of the Enchiel from the High Emperor’s Palace, Edmath saw so many differences the comparison seemed more ridiculous to him by the second. The six heads resembled the pattern on the flag of Roshi Edmath. They were fox heads, red, with black chins. They sat on long necks that connected them to a body that was all but impossible to see through the massive wings of the beast.

“That is a creature from Roshi, a greater animal, most likely.”

“I could tell that by myself. But its a hybrid, clearly.” Brosk stared at the creature in awe and, what Edmath guessed was a bit of fear, for he felt that way himself. Brosk drew his striker chain. Reaching into his striker pouch, Edmath took out two of his small rings of bone and sinew. He’d picked them up only a few days ago, from a Saale’s shop in Diar’s market.

“We’d best be careful. That creature is too large to be here idly.” Edmath started walking out from the chapel. “We must learn why it came this way. This could be dangerous.”  

Brosk nodded in agreement and then followed him out from the building, heading towards the monastery. The clack of their sandals on the stone tiles made Edmath nervous after only a minute or two of walking. They drew close to the statues of the Six Ladies of Chesh and Brosk looked skyward, along with the pilgrims gathered around the building.

“That creature has a rider.”

“You say what? It makes sense it has a rider. It would not come here alone.” 

Edmath craned his neck and saw a saddle on the creature’s back, in front of the wings and just behind the heads. The figure on it was impossible to make out in detail, robed in red from the neck down. Even as he watched it, the beast dropped into the garden at the center of the monastery, vanishing from sight. Edmath gave Brosk a quick look, and then he started toward doors at a fast walk. The Roshi creature could be doing anything in there. It must have had an eighty-foot wingspan too, which made him more nervous. It was almost the size of a sky levoth. Brosk followed, stopping beside him at the open doors to the garden.

“You’d better know what you’re doing.”

“I wish I did, but Brosk if anyone here can contend with that animal it is you and I.” Edmath rounded the corner. He slipped his thumb through the ring of one of his strikers and cradled another in the palm of his other hand. He might have to use one of them up immediately if there was a fight, and he could not rule out that possibility.

The creature’s strangely sweet scent hit him full on as he trudged across the path toward it, watching it fold its bizarre wings-made-of-wings. It had four legs, like those of an elk but with paws like one of the untamed greater dogs’ native to the southern lands. One of its red-furred faces turned toward him under a wing. Terrified, senses railing at the bizarrely sweet smell that filled his nostrils, he stared the creature down, unable to contemplate fleeing like he so wished he could. 

Taking a few steps forward, he kept his eyes on the yellows of the beastly thing in front of him. It turned slowly, pulling a claw from a small bush and dropping it into a pool for an instant before pulling it back out in apparent surprise. Staring at him with all six huge heads, it was very clear now that the creature could tear him apart with even one of those monstrous mouths. He kept walking, slowly, impossibly, toward the creature. 

The red-haired woman riding the beast stood in her saddle and looked down at him from the creature’s back. “Stop there if you want to live. My mirache is a proud creature and does not suffer strangers.”

Edmath studied her at this distance. She wore a short sword buckled on over her red robe, and her expression bore a hint of threat. Stopping in his tracks, Edmath lowered his gaze to the mirache. The eyes on one of its heads blinked languidly and a moment later all the others did the same. This was indeed a strange creature.

“What is a Dawkun of Roshi doing here?” Edmath said. “You have come a long way.”

“I am searching for a Saale.” Her eyes moved over Edmath’s strikers. “I see you belong to that order.”

“I do.”

“Then can you tell me where I might find Edmath Donroi? Akalok Roshi has bidden me return Donroi to the city immediately.”

“Why? What’s going on now?” Could this be Akalok’s champion? Edmath forgot his fear of the creature for a moment and stepped toward it. Its nearest head reared and glared at him. 

The woman on the mirache’s back shook her head. 

“Where is he?”

Edmath looked up at her, eyes narrowing. He closed his fingers over the striker in his palm. 

“I am he.” 

The mirache spread its wings so that one brushed a wall of the monastery. The woman stared down at Edmath as the beast advanced on him, all six heads now awake and alert. One of the necks curved downward lowering one of the central heads, as if in a bow that nearly brushed the ground.

“Climb up,” the woman said. “I will take you back.”

“Wait a moment, please. I should tell my friend.”

“No. Your friend will learn soon enough.”

He gritted his teeth. 

“You leave me no choice.” Edmath walked up to the mirache’s lowered head, eying its mouth. “I take it this is where I climb up?”

“Yes. Don’t worry, Saale. He is perfectly trained.”

The head before Edmath opened one eye and looked at him. Its mouth opened and it let out a laughing sound. 

“I might just eat him,” it said in what Edmath guessed was the fox language.

The woman on its back laughed. 

“He won’t strike unless commanded, don’t worry.”

Edmath hesitated a moment longer, but then climbed onto the head and walked up the thick neck. When he has passed between the wings, the woman looked at him sideways with gray eyes. Up close he saw how pretty she was, how even and refined her features, but her eyes were cold. 

“Hang onto the saddle. The flight won’t take long.”

Without replying, Edmath put his hands a line tying the rider to her saddle. She turned to face forward. He looked at the impossible wings one either side of the mirache’s body as they started to beat, first the small wings, then the full ones. Bit by bit they rose from the courtyard and the beast soared away from the Temple of Fire, back towards Diar.
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The huge mirache circled the Imperial Palace once before landing in the cloisters just outside the High Emperor’s inner gardens. Edmath couldn’t see any of the Enchiel Guards through the surrounding human soldiers wearing the crest of High Emperor’s moth family and a second mirache with more black than red fur, already on the ground. The woman in front of Edmath stood up in her saddle and looked down as Akalok Roshi approached from the crowd surrounding them.

“Tamina,” he called. “Excellent, you have Donroi. Now send him down here. I wish to speak with him.”

Tamina tugged on Edmath’s arm. He stood up. The heads of the mirache stilled for a moment and she led him down one of them. His mind churned with thoughts. What was going on here? Akalok could not have bribed this many soldiers of any family force and certainly not of the Royal Moth Army. Surely as a bodyguard, he did not have the status to form this gathering on his own? Edmath and Tamina climbed carefully down the mirache’s back and dropped onto the ground.

Vosraan Loi, the High Emperor, sat on a palanquin before them. Keve Zasha, his young Saale, stood on his right-hand side and Haddishal Rumenha on his left with Razili Nane behind him. An older woman wearing Roshi red stood beside the High Emperor’s palanquin, the ambassador, Kethina Nalondron. A squat, dark-haired man, also wearing Roshi red climbed down from the other mirache and fell on his hands and knees before the ambassador, Akalok Roshi and the High Emperor.

“Thank you both, my lord and my lady, for allowing me to see the man I am to fight in advance.”

Vosraan Loi gave a satisfied nod. The elderly ambassador Nalondron frowned, looking pensive. She said nothing.

Akalok Roshi stepped forward and put a hand over his heart, near the place where Edmath’s tree branch spear had struck him during their fight. 

“When the request comes from within the order how can it not be honored. Tamina, bring Saale Donroi here.”

Edmath heard the guttural laughter of the mirache behind him. One head whispered to the others just loud enough for him to hear. 

“He has come to this place not to fight, but to die.”

His eyes widened. This cannot be right, he thought. Everyone is here, like in a nightmare, to condemn me. Part of him wondered in horror if it could have anything to do with the man he had seen in the sphere of fire, the man with his father’s name. He fell to his knees and looked at the High Emperor. 

“Your Grace, what is the meaning of this?” he called, bowing his head. “Surely you do not mean to sell out one of your own people to the Roshi?”

The Crown of the Three did not move on the High Emperor’s head as he shifted on his palanquin. He did not look at Edmath, but rather at Akalok. 

“That is true, but nonetheless honor must be served. This man has a dispute with you, Saale Donroi. The laws of both his nation and ours are in agreement on this. A duel will decide your differences.”

“Differences? What could he possibly want from me?” Edmath felt tears of rage welling up from within. He hated this, the way his emotions were getting the better of him, but he could not control his temper at this unfairness.

“Hold your tongue and remember whom you address,” the High Emperor said. “You do not wish to dishonor yourself, Edmath Donroi. This matter is too important. I will hear no more appeals.” The eyeless white moth wings hanging from the Crown of the Three extended, hiding the High Emperor’s face. 

Soldiers picked up the palanquin poles and pale curtains were pulled to block him from view. Edmath climbed to his feet, staring after the high emperor as the soldiers bore the palanquin away. Keve Zasha followed them. Tamina walked past Edmath, joined Akalok and the short man who had thanked the High Emperor, the ambassador, and Akalok for summoning for Edmath. 

Haddishal Rumenha and Razili Nane approached Edmath.

The Saale Emperor folded his hands.

“I am sorry about this. The diplomat from Roshi has been insisting on this for some time. Now that Akalok’s champion is here, it is inevitable there will be a duel.”

“A duel.” Edmath glanced at Rumenha. “I suppose he is my opponent. Do I have any options? What can be done to prepare for it?”

Razili clasped her hands together and looked at Edmath with sad eyes. 

“First, relax a little. The date for it has not been set. Calm down a moment.”

Edmath took a deep breath like Sampheli had taught him. He needed to find some way out of this. Yes, the man was short, perhaps even a little spare, but that only meant he would be a stronger Dawkun physical mage. After all, Edmath thought with a sinking sensation, if Akalok wanted him dead he would have brought the best fighter he could muster.

The three guests from Roshi moved off, leading the still tittering miraches. Edmath put a palm to his head. He hated to think it out, but the duel would have to be fought, unless...Yes, there is an ‘unless’. 

“Excellency,” Edmath said, dropping his hand to his side and turning to Haddishal. “What is the matter of honor Akalok and I are concerned with?”

“Strangers! Beware! Strangers!”

The Enchiel moved in as the troops marched out of the area. The cries of the multi-winged guardians came from faces hidden behind brightly colored feathers. They clustered around the place where the mirache’s landing had crushed the grass down. Haddishal cleared his throat to be heard over their voices.

“Akalok Roshi claims that your father killed his order’s highest minister during the last war’s peace meeting in Southern Meni. The Emperor used the Sphere of Humanity to prove it, and the feud goes back far longer than that. Akalok believes his order will be vindicated if you die in your father’s place.”

“I never even knew my father, Excellency.”

“I am aware.” Haddishal Rumenha bowed his head. “We can’t let incidents like this go. There could be another war unless this is settled somehow. It is for your nation that you must fight Ursar Kiet.”

“Ursar is that man then, Akalok’s Champion. A physical mage I assume?”

“Yes indeed. Apparently, he is among the foremost duelists in his nation, a killer trained from birth.” Haddishal met Edmath’s eyes with a sorrowful look. “I’m sorry this is happening, but I cannot defy the High Emperor and put my nation at risk without the support of the Council of Kings, which will not convene again for three more weeks.”

“I understand, Excellency. Thank you for allowing me to serve you.” Edmath’s teeth clenched as he finished. He hoped his tone did not sound too bitter. “I suppose I will be dead before too long.”

Razili’s gaze broke from Edmath as he spoke. Tears appeared in her eyes, surprising him. They were friends in-passing, as they had been at Lexine Park, but he’d never thought they had even known each other well to warrant tears. 

She shook her head wiped her eyes. 

“Don’t say that. Don’t.”

Edmath hesitated and then touched her warm, bare shoulder.

“Don’t worry. I won’t just let him kill me,” he said with more strength than he had thought he had a moment ago. “If he wants a fight, I will give him one.”

Razili looked up at Edmath’s face, then wiped her tears away. 

“There is time. I want to help you prepare.”

Edmath removed his hand from her shoulder and nodded. 

“Thank you. I’ll need as much help as I can find.”
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The time of the duel was set for sundown a week later. That put it on the next rest day. Haddishal gave him the week off to prepare for the life and death combat. Of all the maddening things that plagued Edmath’s mind over the time he spent preparing the single greatest was the fact that his father, whose name came up several times in discussions with Haddishal, Jurgat Donroi had disappeared after the last war and left him alone to face men like Akalok who hated him, apparently beyond reason. 

His father had not been a well-liked man, though a powerful Saale, but Edmath was too busy trying to avoid dying to consider what he might have been like very thoroughly. Despite his attempts to focus on training, thoughts of his father occasionally harassed his free moments.

Razili and Brosk helped tutor him in combat techniques in their time off, but they were both royals and were trained to at least partially rely on their toshes in battle. None of them had much experience with fighting, though Brosk knew the most, having been around his father, the Whale King, and Zemoy Benisar long enough to have some training. Still, he could only pass on additional non-magical survival arts for the most part. 

That week was the first time in a long time that Edmath began to wish he was a royal for reasons beyond making things easier with Chelka. He felt unable to rely too heavily on magic against a faster-fighting physical mage, and not skilled enough with the short blade he had gotten from a smith in the city to trust his life to its thrust.

He told Zuria and Sampheli about the fight, of course. In the end, the best they could do for him was offer him their ears when he became frustrated with training. Sampheli almost offered to go to the palace to request the High Emperor call off the fight, but Edmath found himself explaining to her why that could not happen. He needed to do this, one way or another.

“But you didn’t even know the man who wronged him. Zuria and I are your family, not some Worm Tribe warlord.”

“Of course you are, of course, you are. I know it isn’t fair, but I’m past that.” He left the Serpent Hostel where Sampheli was still staying, now employed as part-time host, and returned to the palace in Augo Vassma’s moth carriage. 

He needed a plan, anything that could save his life against a superior fighter. The duel was in two days and he had nothing to use beyond his plants and a few of the hot-light tricks Chelka had taught him back at Lexine Park. He’d never been skilled with heat, preferring growth over battle.
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Yezani Rumenha appeared at his door on the afternoon before the duel, when he was trying hard to study a long spell, a chant and symbol combination that could freeze the air in a small area while super-heating the space all around it. Surprised, he let her in. He barely knew her, but she entered and began to pace back and forth in front of the window. 

“Brosk told me you picked him to be your second. You’re a good friend of his, aren’t you?” 

Edmath shrugged.

“Of course. We went to school together. He will probably have to fight tomorrow. After all, I don’t expect I’ll last long enough for the judge to declare the fight over when I die.”

Yezani fixed Edmath with a sad look. Her eyes were not like her fathers. Where Haddishal usually wore a solemn expression while dispensing business, Yezani’s eyes became unsteady as she looked at Edmath.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m sorry to ask you, but please, ask someone else to be your second, not Brosk.”

Surprise ran cold through Edmath like cold water down his back. She must know how deadly his opponent might be. 

“I can’t do it. He’d never give that spot up.”

“Saale Donroi, I’m sorry to be so insistent. You have to listen, please.” Yezani folded her arms. Her hair fell around her shoulders as she put a hand to her forehead. “Brosk is a fine warrior, but your foe is Ursar Kiet. He has killed two-dozen opponents in his duels and he is no older than you or I.”

Edmath gave a numb nod. He hated that his odds sounded worse and worse every day but nobody explained exactly why. Never mind that Kiet was a deadly fighter. What could the man do? How did he kill?

“Say on, but please don’t just try to depress me.”

Yezani let her hand fall to her side. She stared at him with wary eyes, figure framed by the light streaming in through the window. Bowing, she made a fist with each hand. Edmath looked at those fists, clenched so tight her knuckles turned white. She sighed heavily, like a growl in frustration. Finally, she looked up at him.

“I’ve heard Kiet has a power, a spell that required immense amounts of magic, which can shatter bones with a mere gaze. He will use this spell on you, and then he will use it on Brosk if you don’t do something about it. It is impossible to dodge, difficult to block for any Saale, and has no known counter.”

He listened to her and frowned. Ursar Kiet used a particular spell to kill opponents. That could prove important.

Edmath snapped his fingers. “Of course it doesn’t. That is exactly it. I can’t fight a feeling. I can fight a spell. Thank you, Yezani Rumenha, and don’t worry.” He walked to the door and opened it. “I won’t give Brosk a chance to fight Kiet. I’ll beat him myself.”

“But how? I just told you-”

“About a spell. All spells have a weakness, even if they can’t be blocked or countered. Magic is not perfect, and I intend to exploit that fact. Now please, I don’t have much time.” Edmath gestured toward the door. 

Yezani frowned, but then nodded and left in silence. 

Edmath had most of the night. He could study Ursar Kiet’s spell, and with a little luck, he might live through tomorrow. A spell that breaks bones through the gaze. He furrowed his brow and dug into his books.
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The next day he rose around noon, yawning with sleep. He dressed in a white tunic and gray breeches, buckled on a loaned pair of close-toed soldier’s sandals and went to eat breakfast in a small market outside the palace walls. Edmath did not like the idea of missing out on a last meal, and the duel had been set to take place just after dinner time. 

There would be no use fighting with a full stomach. He met Brosk in the afternoon and they talked strategy. Edmath told Brosk about Ursar Kiet’s gaze of death but left out where he had heard about it. What he did explain was the plan to keep it from killing him.

“He is a Dawkun, so all the life gates in his body will be open all the time, the opposite of our own. This affords him great strength and speed. Of course, the power that comes from those gates is usable by any Saale who can reach it. Say, for example, me. If I can predict which gate he uses for that spell I can drain the magic from it before he can act.”

Brosk nodded with an expression of dawning comprehension on his face. 

“I see what you mean. Most likely a spell that targets with just the eyes draws its power from the head gate.”

“Of course, the throat is also near enough, as far as I know. If I can take the power from both of those areas his spell will have no chance.” 

Brosk furrowed his brow and tapped his cheek with a finger. 

“The real problem is getting that close to him. And he will protect his throat, for certain. I suppose it depends on his tact. We don’t even know if he uses a weapon.”

Edmath remembered Akalok’s fists as they slammed into his stomach. He hated the thought of it but knew being stabbed would be worse. “He is a physical mage. He may not need one.”

“Indeed, but keep thinking. There must be a better way.”

“Well, unless you can find a way to draw magic without touching it, I don’t know if there is one.” 

They broke off their conversation an hour before the duel and headed for the fighting grounds. The High Emperor had decided on the Grand Stone in the southern palace between the High Castle of the War Empress and the Saale Palace. 

Arriving early, Edmath found himself staring at the ten-foot-tall hump of black rock that jutted up from the grassy ground. The Grand Stone was the place where the Zelian Empire had been officially founded. Clearly, the High Emperor meant to prove something by fighting here. 

Edmath’s stomach felt suddenly all too light. High Emperor Vosraan Loi’s rivalry with the Minister Regent of Roshi was well known throughout Zel. This duel belonged to the High Emperor by proxy as much as it did to Edmath directly. Perhaps that meant the Emperor thought he could win. After all, a Saale dying at the hands of a Dawkun might only embolden Roshi toward aggression. 

Edmath saw no sign of either mirache nearby. While that pleased him, it didn’t change the fact that somewhere in the growing crowd of onlookers, Ursar Kiet was preparing for combat. Edmath closed his eyes to help keep focused on the plan. He had to open a tear in the proper spot to give him enough magic to close with Kiet, then, if he got through, he would have all the power he needed from Kiet himself. The gathering crowd consisted mostly of servants setting down benches and preparing barriers of stone to keep stray magic from hitting spectators. Edmath sat down on a bench beside a sundial and waited with Brosk. They lay their swords on the ground at their feet.

Within the hour the light began to fade. The sundial darkened, and Marnaia Hayel, the War Empress appeared at the head of her court with Morior Lem, the old Saale who had spoken at the Lexine Park graduation ceremony less than two months ago. This was the first time Edmath had seen Morior since the ceremony, and the first time he had ever seen Hayel.

He recognized her at first by the great rega she wore and the Elk Tribe cloak hanging from her shoulders. She was a tall woman, with broader shoulders than most women, and younger than either Zemoy Benisar or Haddishal Rumenha, in what looked like her middle thirties. She wore her dark hair at shoulder-length with colorful cords woven into it. The War Empress raised one hand to greet the party approaching on the eastern path. That group included Haddishal Rumenha and his wife the Saale Hierophant, Nelna.

The two of them were necessary, Edmath knew. The Roshi, as foreigners, were usually guests of the War Empress, and Morior was one of Hayel’s personal Saales. By the time the Roshi themselves appeared, Razili Nane and Yezani Rumenha had arrived along with Zemoy Benisar and the rest of his court. 

Yezani’s eyes moved from Brosk to Edmath and then back to Brosk. Razili seemed to look only at him. Dark eyes bright with worry. Once again, Edmath wondered what he had done to deserve her apparent admiration.

The Roshi walked with pride, power, even some small majesty. Akalok led the way, long hair, and limbs, with the shorter Tamina and Ursar beside each other at his back. All three of them wore only red and were conspicuous for their lack of sashes and regas as well. Ursar’s short, dark hair moved like grass under the same southwest wind that made Tamina’s red locks dance the same color as fire, and Akalok’s stream with its beads, a combination of the others and burning coal. 

Behind them, Kethina sat on an open litter, braided white hair hanging at her sides. She wore an expression of boredom as if this fight could not matter any less. Edmath did not know whether to be annoyed or hopeful at her disinterest in the event.

Haddishal Rumenha put a hand on Edmath’s shoulder, startling him. 

“It’s time,” he said. “Get up. Take your sword, and fight well.”

Edmath bowed his head. 

“Thank you, Excellency.” He took his sword and stood.

The sun sank upon the horizon. Edmath rose from his seat, swinging the sword in its sheath onto his back. He left it hanging out of its scabbard enough to reveal a small length of steel that reflected red sunlight. 

Ursar Kiet stepped forward, parallel to the crowd. He turned to reveal a long wooden spear in his grip. He touched the Grand Stone with one palm, eyes closed. Edmath walked onto the stone path.

Ursar looked up at him. Small fires seemed to burn in each lethal eye. The Dawkun often did things most Saales didn’t dare. Their eyes focused many of their spells. Those were the eyes Edmath could not allow to see him when the fight began. 

A servant girl walked up behind Edmath. He turned to see her wrapping another short sword with a rope around the blade. His brow furrowed as he looked at it. What was going on? He looked back at Ursar. The Roshi planted his log-like spear on the ground while servant tied a sword to his hand so that the blade pressed slightly against the skin.   

“The duel will be one of pain, as requested by the Minister Regent of Roshi’s ambassador,” Marnaia Hayel said in a rich, loud voice. “These blades of agony are gifts from the Minister Regent. Fight with honor, both of you.” She sat down and Edmath felt the blade press against his skin, threatening to break it with its cold edge.

Realizing he would need a striker, Edmath fumbled in the pouch at his waist for a moment. It took only a second to retrieve a ring and slip it on. Still, it might not be durable enough to fight with for long. Ursar raised his spear and charged. Edmath struck the air as he ran to his left, diagonal to the charging Roshi. 

He ducked as the weapon lashed out. The handle smashed into his shoulder and sent him stumbling. Ursar thrust at him, slashing across Edmath’s forearm near his sword hand.

Magic flowed from the tear Edmath had made and reached him. Trying to ignore the blood dripping from his fresh and smarting wound, he drew in the power and tossed a barrier of growing wood from quickly rotting roots. His wooden wall stopped the next stab of Ursar’s spear. Edmath fell back a step, panting. The new wood splintered and turned ashen in color, but the spear’s point remained stuck. 

Edmath raised his short sword and slashed off the spearhead. Brief shock ran upward and through his arm. Ursar pulled back the remains of his weapon and then jabbed the broken end at Edmath’s face. It didn’t quite reach. Blood flowed freely from the cut on his forearm, but the pain was not enough to destroy his will to survive. Still, he panted in pain. 

Edmath stepped around the wall of wood and chopped another length off of Ursar’s spear. The Roshi hefted his weapon and hurled it. The broken end slammed Edmath in the stomach. The splintery impact of the handle knocked the wind out of him, and he stumbled backward. 

He must get closer. That thought, as much as it terrified him, blotted out the pain. Closer. Following him, Ursar grabbed Edmath’s left hand with his right. Pulling away, Edmath felt the blade tied in that hand slash into his palm, and then, intense pain, pain such as he’d never felt before. He howled in anguish and slashed at Ursar only for the Roshi to block with the sword tied to his own hand. The Roshi released only a small gasp of pain.  

Frantic with the pain-blade sinking deeper into his palm, Edmath threw his other sword away. He heard someone cry out in agony a moment later and his vision spun. Then he realized, lying on his back, that he was the one who had screamed. Ursar Kiet fell on top of him. His fist knocked Edmath’s glasses off with the next blow. 

Edmath hadn’t been prepared for the raw, physical, attack. He felt more than he saw magic flowing all around him. Pulling just a bit of it in, he willed a blinding flash of Chelka’s light into the Roshi’s fearsome eyes. Ursar fell backward, clutching his face with his free hand. 

Edmath struggled to his feet, pain wracking his palm where the blade cut into him. Blood dripped from the tangle of ropes that covered his fingers. He staggered away from his opponent and found his glasses in the grass. He picked them up and put them on. He turned to face Ursar as the man rose to his full five feet in height.

The trick had not won him the fight, he realized. Ursar barreled into him, apparently cured of the spell’s effects already. This time Edmath prepared himself. Hand symbols and chants formed the magic around him into new a cluster of tangled roots. The charging Roshi struck the barrier with his fist just before Edmath lost sight of him. The roots held and covered Edmath’s opponent in growth.

Looking down at his wounded hand, Edmath felt dizziness seize him. His blood was congealing rapidly on the rope and his nerves still throbbed with the pain of the embedded sword. Edmath made up his mind. That blade, his key to defeating Kiet, just as Kiet had used it against him, must be a Roshi pain blade. He’d heard tales of them, read a treatise here and there, but experience taught faster than words.

The roots shook and burst with an impact. A tremor ran through his stomach, making him gag. The barrier fell away, and Ursar Kiet’s eyes shone, black orbs of inky darkness. 

Edmath hurled himself to the ground but the force smashed through the outstretched arm with the blade tied to it. 

The pain made him scream and his hand went limp within the tattered remains of the rope. Mercifully, the blade fell away, blown out by the force of the death gaze that broke his bones. 

Kiet reached him a moment later, slashing the point of his tethered blade toward Edmath’s chest. The blade scratched across the shoulder when Edmath dodged back. Edmath’s hand snaked out, grabbing for Ursar’s forehead. Magic flowed out of the gate there even as he met the Roshi’s eyes. They were ordinary now, human, no longer deathly black, mercifully.

Edmath let go of Kiet’s head, dropping his arm out of the path of the Roshi’s blade. He brought his head forward, cracking against his opponent’s nose. Kiet fell back a step. Edmath shook his head and let the striker fall from his finger. He hurled it at the Roshi, focusing all the magic he had stolen into a fist of green plant matter. The blow struck Kiet in the chest, near the throat, and hurled him to the ground. 

The fist dried out and fell apart, drained of all power. He reared to his feet, but Edmath closed with him again. He scooped up the pain blade still slick with his own blood as he went. He put the tip of the weapon to Ursar’s throat.

“Surrender, honorable Roshi.” He gasped the barely remembered line Brosk had taught him only a week ago. 

Ursar Kiet grinned broadly, though still half-gagging from the blow to his throat. 

“I surrender Saale. Well fought.”

Someone in the crowd cried out. 

“He surrenders!” 

Edmath tossed the blade of agony to the ground at his feet, eyes watering the pain of his broken hand as the adrenaline fading. He touched the wound on his shoulder, where his tunic had been opened by the blade. He looked at the blood that came away on his fingers. Dizziness overwhelmed him. He sank to one knee even as Haddishal and Marnaia declared the end of the duel.

Razili came toward him, along with Brosk. Tusami approached at a distance. Edmath looked from them to the tree beside the path, and then down at the grass which would be drinking up his lost blood. It thought him no different than anyone else. 

He fancied he could hear the voices of each individual plant murmur as their roots claimed his rich nutrients. He knew that wasn’t true. Plants did not speak. His friends approached him. He imagined he grass whimpering as they trampled it. Usually, he could ignore the feelings of the little plants easily but now he heard them clearly.

“Abide we must. Abide we must.” The grass couldn’t talk. He knew it couldn’t.

Edmath staggered. 

“Abide we must,” he said.

He had won. The blood weeping from his left hand splashed on the stones of the path. Ursar climbed to his feet off in the corner of Edmath’s vision. He approached Edmath. The sinister look he had worn during the fight was gone, and he offered his hand.

“Calm down Saale Donroi. You just need a little help.”

Edmath’s wounded hand touched the ground and another torrent of pain flowed up it. His world swam and he felt tears on his face. The cursed wounds sent waves of agony through him, burning and chilling him at the same time. His earlier dizziness grew and his vision went dark.
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The dreams Edmath had in his darkness were not pleasant, but full of pain and salt, heat and blood. As he woke, he tore from the sheets of his bed and slammed his head on his pillow gasping for air. He looked for his left hand. It was covered in white pads and canvas and leaf bandages. Red stains on its inside showed through. His throat was dry and he felt sick to his stomach. The hand looked wrong, somehow misshapen and distorted. 

Turning away from the sight, he fell back against his pillow and looked up, seeing Chelka’s face and shoulders framed by the windowpane near the bed. At the same time, she gently touched his shoulder.

“Ed. Calm down, please. The bandages might not hold.”

The pain of the shallow cut in his chest pulsed like a second heart-beat. Edmath stopped thrashing. He turned to look at her and saw her flushed face on the verge of bursting into either tears or fury. For Chelka either was a possibility.

“Chelka? I thought you were in Sizali.”

“I just arrived. Dawkun Kiet told me what happened, what he did. He thought you might be dying. I wasn’t so certain.” Chelka squeezed his shoulder. 

“Ursar Kiet told you? Why him? Where is he?”

Edmath sat up, covers falling from his bare chest. He found his glasses, still on and pushed them up his nose. Not much time could have passed since the duel if no one had taken them off him.

“He was waiting outside with Yezani Rumenha, Brosk, and Razili Nane. Most of them had to leave a few hours ago, but he’s still here.” Her eyes grew fierce again. “So is Yezani.”

“Don’t worry about Yezani. She may be here to thank me for protecting my second. But Kiet?” Edmath shook his head in disbelief. “Say, Chelka, how long was I in the dark?”

“I arrived last night and found them carrying you here.”

Edmath gave a sigh of relief, staring at Chelka’s face even as he lay back down. 

“Good news. I couldn’t miss tending my Orpus tomorrow.”

“It’s lucky I’m here then. Emperor Rumenha says you’re not to move for three days. Obviously, he didn’t know you would wake, after what that cursed Roshi did. I won’t let them hurt you again, Ed.”

Edmath smiled and closed his eyes for a moment to better feel the warmth of her hand on his skin. 

“I know you won’t. Of course it’s a good thing you’re here.” 

Even with his eyes closed, Edmath noticed the sun rising outside the window, brightening the place beneath his eyelids more and more with every passing moment. He returned his eyes to where Chelka sat in her blue cloak and rega. She gazed back at him with the same passion she had shown at Lexine Park. 

With Chelka present, everything could be alright, even if Sampheli was suspicious and Zuria was afraid. His mother and sister only worried for him. Chelka’s arrival convinced Edmath that the two of them wanted the same thing. Chelka leaned over his bed.

“Edmath, what are you thinking about?”

“Happiness, Chelka. I’m thinking about it hard.”

Chelka grinned. She must have remembered what he remembered. Their old conversations about the future remained clear to both of them. 

“So, you think you’ve got the Benisar formula for happiness down, don’t you?”

Water made the first ingredient, and the second was love.

“Of course. I doubt I’ve got it perfect yet, but yes, in a way.” Edmath traced her cheek with his finger. 

She closed her eyes and took his hand. 

“Thirsty?”

He smiled.

“Yeah.”
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The sun dawned in a clear sky with no visible clouds. Chelka kept Edmath company for a few more hours before she went to meet her father and the High Emperor. Zemoy would have understood if she was late, but his Grace was not as likely to be tolerant. She and Edmath agreed that she should be punctual. After Chelka left, Yezani Rumenha stepped into the doorway, though she only gave Edmath a satisfied nod before she too left. Ursar Kiet, who looked none-the-worse for wear after spending the night following his duel in the hall outside, came in, grinning at Edmath.

“I heard from the women that you were awake. I’m honored to speak to you, Sir Saale Donroi.”

“It’s just Saale, not Sir Saale. Doesn’t the way you said it sound strange, regardless?” Edmath felt nervous being in the same room with Kiet, in case the Roshi held some sort of grudge for the duel. His hands fidgeted. This situation could be dangerous and he had no way of getting out of it if it was.

“Forgive me. I have never been to Zel before, and I have never fought a Saale before either.”

“Of course, that is no excuse for losing to me.” Edmath couldn’t believe the words that had just come out of his own mouth, given his desire to survive.

“I suppose not. Not a very good one, anyway.” Kiet paced across the room to the head of Edmath’s bed. “I’m just pleased to say I have some experience now. Besides you seem like a decent fellow.”

“Is that so?” Edmath said, feeling no similar satisfaction for having fought a Dawkun. Of course, this hadn’t been the first time. “Strange.”

“Not so strange.” Kiet back across the room and looked over his shoulder. “You see, I am running out of things to entertain me in a duel. I hope to spend more time with people with your fascinating talents in the future.” He grinned in a way that Edmath did not like. 

“Do you enjoy killing people?”

“Not enough to make a living out of it. No, I enjoy fighting.”

“You’re rather good at it.”

“Thank you for saying so. You still won.” Ursar sighed. “Like I said, you seem decent enough. I’m not angry.”

“But you are the one still standing.”

“Only because you showed mercy,” Kiet said and turned back around to face Edmath head on. His sandaled footfalls sounded heavy against the floor. “That’s alright. You have never killed anyone before.”

Edmath thought of the dead boy, Yot, and how he’d fallen still. He knew what Kiet said was true. 

“Yes, and I don’t plan for that to change.”

Kiet nodded and then bowed. “I will not be returning to Roshi for some time. I have Akalok and the Ambassador to thank for that. The sad truth is that he will not give up. Now that I have failed to avenge his honor he will simply find someone who won’t. I’m ashamed to say it, but you must beware of him.”

“Thank you for the warning.” Edmath felt a pinch of frustration with the Roshi. Fighting duels like this was pointless. It would not help Akalok, or anyone else move on. The deeds of past generations should be left behind in the cycle of growth. He glared at Kiet. “I doubt it will make much difference, though.”

“A shame, indeed.” Kiet turned and strode out the door, letting it close behind him. The Roshi had some odd customs and ways, but Edmath was fairly sure not saying goodbye wasn’t among them. Edmath realized with some surprise that the duelist from Roshi must simply be untutored in manners of any kind.
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Brosk visited him at lunchtime, along with a servant bearing a platter of oysters and vegetables. The two of them ate and Edmath gathered from what Brosk spoke of, that the duel had been well-received by the High Emperor.

“It sounds as if he is glad you didn’t die,” Brosk said. 

“That is surprising.” Edmath remembered the old man’s expression when he’d first met him. The most powerful emperor of Zel, the attendant of the Sphere of Humanity, had seemed entirely bored and disinterested. 

“I’ve heard the same from Emperor Benisar. He thinks that Emperor Loi is happy because he finally put one over the Minister Regent, they know each other personally.”

“Everyone knows they are personal rivals, just as their nations are rivals.”

They talked a bit longer, but Edmath didn’t remember much more after he fell asleep a few minutes after Brosk left, to wake again late in the afternoon. Two cats were prowling the hall outside, talking softly about the mice they hunted.

Edmath managed to climb out of bed an hour later and made his way to the desk across the room. His left hand hung limp in its bandages, but he could still turn pages, however slowly, with just his right.

He studied an old bestiary he’d left on his desk the previous day. He searched for the mirache and found it. The creature turned out to be one of the most exceptional of all the Roshi creations, as it combined the animals of two tribes and a significant amount of manipulation by Dawkun, especially to create the creature’s bizarre wings. 

Edmath marveled at the way a magician without as strong a tie to life force as a Saale could have created something so beautiful and powerful. Of course, the terror he’d felt when he had first seen the beastly thing had only gone now because he no longer dreaded the duel he had somehow won. It all still seemed impossible. He knew that if he ever fought Ursar Kiet again he would probably be less lucky.

He put the book aside. If he was to fight again, he decided not to do it alone. After all, he was a court Saale and had friends to call upon. He furrowed his brow at the bright sky outside his window. Eventually, he went back to reading.
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Summer in the imperial city progressed in a mixed haze of pain and joy for Edmath. He spent what days he could with Chelka when he wasn’t re-acclimating to his role in the Saale Emperor’s court and she wasn’t working for the War Empress on the far side of the palace.

His wounds from the duel healed over the course of the next two weeks but his broken hand remained in a sling all the way until the year’s first convention of the Council of Kings. The dignitaries of government convened in Diar, arriving in the sixth week of summer from all over the empire. In all, there were over twenty major members of the council, each with his or her own collection of advisers, servants, and guards.

The first day of the council, Chelka and Edmath went together to the house of a healer Saale he had decided to see about his hand. The bandages and sling on his arm were hardly appropriate for the highest council of order in the empire. He hated lacking the use of his fingers as well, though he knew that the risk involved in healing broken bones would be significant.

Saale magic could be employed as life arts to repair damage, but stopping it from going too far could be difficult. Edmath’s studies in this field often mentioned the nature of the life arts as being fundamentally about creation and growth, not repair or healing. Each form had its limitations, but a few Saales specialized in precision arts such as the healing he required.

At any rate, he had been nearly maimed fighting the duelist from Roshi and considered himself lucky that he’d be able to keep his hand at all. Chelka went to hire a carriage for them to return to the palace, as they would not be able to make the trip across the city in time without it.

Edmath stepped into the white-washed, nearly flat-roofed building. He was greeted by a hunched old woman with a rega hanging across her chest and a head of long gray hair.

“Well, well, the Saale duelist. Come right inside. Your message mentioned you wanted help with that hand of yours.”

Edmath bowed. 

“That is right, Lady Haph. I require something that will keep them together without alerting all to the knowledge of my, certainly unfortunate injury. It is the Saale Emperor’s pride at stake, you know.”

“Of course, young man. No need to get windy. Sit down.” She indicated a hard-backed chair in the back of the room with a jab of her finger. “I have just the thing for this, so don’t worry.”

Walking to the other side of the room, Edmath took a seat in the chair. His eyes moved around the, perhaps overly clean room. The white walls and heavy tabletop were all clean and free of dust. Clear water sparkled in a cup on a table by the window, and beside it, several potted plants grew upwards around small poles, more vines than trees. Edmath recognized them by more than shape. The scent of fire beans tickled Edmath’s nose and he felt as though he might sneeze.

“Are you ready?” Lady Haph came toward him from the doorway, holding a cane that was too long for her in one hand, and a glass of water in the other. 

“What manner of treatment is this, good lady?”

“Ah yes, you would want to know. You will be pleased to hear that there is a striker on this cane. I’m not going to beat you over the head with it. The water is for you to drink. We have to make sure to keep your body saturated so I don’t accidentally dry you up when I create the cushions in your hand.

“Cushions?”

“That is what I said, young man. The cushions will keep your bones from rattling around while they heal. The process is not perfect, but it will allow you to dispose of those bothersome wrappings and speed the rest of your recovery.”

“Very well.” Edmath took the glass of water from her. “Proceed.”

“As you like, as you like.” She struck the air with her striker-cane and magic flowed out of the tear and directly to her. She drew it in and touched the point of her finger to the skin of Edmath’s arm just above the bandaged area. He felt a tingle and closed his eyes. 

“Drink,” she told him. He obeyed with a splash of the glass against the roof of his mouth. The tingling faded, replaced by an awkward, dense feeling in his hand. The pain of the broken bones, which had been slight but constant until now, faded little by little until only the barest hint of it remained. 

The corners of Lady Haph’s mouth parted in a satisfied smile.

“That should do the trick. Unwrap that hand, young man.”
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When he walked out onto the street, Edmath found Chelka paying the driver of a team of moths across the street. 

She glanced at him as he approached, dark hair and tawny skin shining in the morning light. Her eyes moved to his broken, but no longer bandaged hand. She smiled like the heart of a sunflower. 

The carriage driver was Augo Vassma, the middle-aged moth lord who’d flown him, Zuria, and Sampheli to the imperial palace on his first day in the city. Approaching the carriage, Edmath bowed to the driver. 

Augo laughed.

“If it isn’t Saale Donroi! You keep the company of some beautiful women, friend.”

Chelka gave Edmath an amused glance before walking around the moth landed on the road and stepping into the carriage. He followed her, directing his eyes toward Augo.

“Lord Vassma, thank you for your service, once again.”

“Climb aboard. I hear you are in a hurry. Very important party you have waiting for you.” Augo whistled. “The Council of Kings.”

“Right you are.” Edmath climbed into the basket beside Chelka and they took off, careful not to use his newly treated hand. “Please land us near the north gate.”

“North gate, boys and girls,” Augo said in moth speech. “Let’s go.”

The moths fluttered faster. Chelka grinned as they rose over the buildings. She told him about how she had enjoyed her journey on the sky levoth to get here faster a few days after arriving. Strong wind blew over the city and through Edmath’s hair. 

When they touched down at the palace gates, Chelka and Edmath thanked Augo and hurried into the palace. Passing over the outer gardens on a columned bridge, they made their way to the King’s Dome, a great gray building that rose up from a series of pools and fountains surrounded by tall, green-leafed trees. 

After greeting the guards at the door, they found that the councilors were still entering the building. The Oyster King, Leus Ogusotha and his sizable company of advisers and bodyguards were just ahead of them. Within the gateway, Chelka and Edmath parted ways. All the Saales were to join their Emperors’ tables to support them. There were, in all, ten kings in the empire, one for each tribe. Three of them already lived in Diar, Marnaia Hayel, Zemoy Benisar, and Vosraan Loi. In addition, the three councils of elders from the other tribes each had tables to themselves within the tall chamber at the dome’s center.

The room towered three stories and was topped by a transparent crystalline dome so the sun was clearly visible in the sky above. Most of the tables were already full of the representatives from every district of the empire as well as their attendants. The ten kings and queens each had a table for themselves and their parties. Edmath passed the ones belonging to the Swan Queen, Gellia Dayull, and the newly-arrived Oyster King Ogusotha before finding the one he was to sit at. Cloying humidity pressed down on the many councilors all around the room.

Edmath took the seat Haddishal Rumenha had left open beside him for his use. He had been honored when the Saale Emperor had told him his position. As a fresh Court Saale, and, he reminded himself, after winning a duel with of honor with Roshi, he was as worthy as any. If only the group of old monks who had requested his removal from the monastery all those years ago could see him now. More than worthy. Respectable.

The square table before him was already crowded with Saales from all the different regions, from Olos in the northwest to Vishelen in the southeast, who wore both white regas and black sashes, marking them as royals and commoners alike. The Saale Emperor greeted him with a sidelong glance and half-nod before turning back to the other representatives at their table.

“I hope we will have enough here soon.” 

Razili Nane, sitting in the seat on the other side of Haddishal from Edmath, answered the emperor with a nod of her own. She lifted a book from the seat beside her and then opened it. Her eyes skimmed down the pages as she flipped through them one after another.

“Almost, Excellency. There is still the Magister of Tokalgo, and no part of the council can begin without him.”

“Right you are.” Haddishal sighed. “I think his Grace might only keep that law to annoy the rest of us. His Superiority, the Magister of Tokalgo, is always late.” 

A flicker of shadow passed over the dome, then another, and another, like streaks of slender clouds, but Edmath guessed they must be winged animals by the way they glided.  

The shadow of something massive, still serpentine, but no less than thirty feet long, eclipsing the crystal dome from sunlight for a moment before passing completely. Edmath glanced at Razili in surprise. Haddishal Rumenha did not look, instead stroking his beard with a smile on his face.

“That must be him now.”

The Magister of Tokalgo was a singularly mighty personage. As he slithered into the hall, wings folded on his back, many heads turned to look upon him. Many of the representatives and royals must have seen the magister before, but, of course, Edmath thought, one does not simply ignore the thirty-foot-long winged serpent entering the chamber with its entourage. 

Haddishal Rumenha and the other two lower emperors rose, turned to the magister and bowed, as his undulating tail carried him to where the High Emperor’s palanquin sat on a raised dais at the far end of the room. Edmath followed the great creature with his eyes. Of course, the magister was smaller than the miraches, probably only half as long, and much lighter of build, but his regal deep blue and straight silver scales shone in a way that made the hair of the Roshi creatures seem dull. Haddishal Rumenha and the other two lower emperors sat back down. The great head of the magister descended from between the wings, in a bow to the High Emperor. Vosraan Loi actually stood, his wrinkled features warm with a smile.

He reached out his veined hand and touched the great serpent above reptilian brows.

“Greetings, Jattla Worrilk, I see you have arrived with the tribute as always, faithful to the bargain our forebears made between each other.” He gestured past the magister to the train of greater eagles, and mix of winged and wingless serpents, as well as human men and women carrying baskets full of gold and fruit. “This pleases me, once again, to imagine how fine the fortune you keep for yourself is.”

The magister serpent opened his mouth and his voice boomed out across the room, deep, powerful, and disconcertingly human. 

“Your Grace, I regret my lateness, but the treasures my people bring are too great for flight, and slow travel immensely.” 

The magister threw back his head and hissed with a distinctly forked tongue before returning to human speech. 

“In the name of Serem the Creator, may this Council of Kings begin.”
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People vacated the tables and then servants cleared them away, another recent tradition due to the magister’s regular lateness, Edmath discovered. With past magisters, the council would simply stand and wait. Worrilk the Jattla was a magister of incredible slowness, but also, Zuria had assured him when they were children, of incredible intellect. 

Worrilk was said to be the only animal in the living world to have become a Saale without the knowledge of the ancient magisters which he now possessed, having taken that position. His powers were unrivaled by humans except for perhaps the High Emperors. 

This information left Edmath quite unprepared for the mighty creature’s actual presence, and he felt overwhelmed by the way the magister towered over the High Emperor’s seat while everyone else moved to their benches along the dome’s curved wall. Brief confusion ensued as to where several of the newly appointed representatives would sit, slowing things down further. Waiting left Edmath impatient. He wished he’d brought a book with him like Razili. 

When everyone was seated in their proper places, Worrilk the Jattla raised his great head and shifted his features into those of a human face, though still plated with blue and silver scales and still massive. He looked up at them, handsome, serene, and fearsome, despite the face, or perhaps because of it. 

“Let us come to order in this fine hour of the morning.”

The late morning, Edmath thought.

The magister continued, having paused for a long breath. 

“The summer sun hangs in a clear sky above us, sirs and misses, lords and ladies. Some of us have traveled far to be here on this day, and I’m afraid there is no stopping it. There are matters in this empire, which must be addressed. The representatives will hear the cases of the kings and queens now before any votes are taken up. We will all pay heed, oh highnesses.”

The first king to speak was always the ruler of the Oyster Tribe, Edmath knew from his studies of the court. The Oyster Tribe fed much of the empire, so their rights came first, as did their complaints. The pale and aging Oyster King stood in the front row of the first division and raised his arm before speaking.

“Thanks to your Superiority and a blessing on this honorable convention. I submit to you all the deepest worry of my people this year. It is on the oyster beds that our time has always been lavished. It is on these same oyster beds that feed all of our peoples, that a great slaughter is taking place. Countless times this year, the pirates of Palatan and the distant Shark Tribe of Omosot have come and carried off our greater animals in large numbers. All I seek today is assistance in defending my people’s livelihood, and our nation’s food supply. Thank you, councilors.” 

He sat down, and the speeches passed to the next division. 

The second division belonged to the Moth Tribe, and so Vosraan Loi said a few words about how prosperous his people were. To Edmath’s surprise, his speech mentioned no request. Even the High Emperor should almost always have something to say, some sort of wish for his people to fulfill, but not today. 

The next two divisions spoke. The Elk Tribe with the War Empress Marnaia Hayel as its queen disagreed with the Fourth Division’s leader. The Eagle Elder. The old Eagle Tribe woman requested the High Emperor seek lasting and complete peace with Roshi. Empress Hayel spoke of her people’s need for more land in the northwest, where Roshi held sway. They did not argue so much as spoke their opposed speeches side-by-side before passing to the next divisions.

Edmath marveled at how much composure they showed, even going so far as to turn to Razili Nane, who sat beside him. 

“Do you think they will be able to keep calm later?”

“We may find out.” She smiled at him.

The fifth and sixth divisions were the Whale Tribe, with Brosk’s father, Ahenesrude, as king of the Whale Tribe, and Razili’s mother Semana as Queen of the Coral Tribe, respectively. They agreed that piracy had increased and larger and larger raiding forces continued to sail from Palatan, just to the south of the country of Vishelen on the coast of Zel. The seventh division, ruled by the black-haired and quite young Swan Queen Gellia Dayull said she needed more time to raise troops for the imperial army and so begged for peace, at least until the next spring. 

The eighth division’s Worm King, Kassel Onoi, a grizzled, yellow-haired man in his late forties, stood and supported the others who wished for peace. His people were not ready for another war, not yet. Edmath thought of Yot, the village boy who had died hating Saales while monsters ate him from within. He suppressed a shudder, frowning. Kassel Onoi finished his piece, bowed to the crowd. Then he sat.

Zemoy Benisar supported peace and taxes for more commemoration of this age of prosperity, for the Squid Tribe in the ninth division. His speech was short. Edmath saw Chelka, sitting near War Empress Hayel, close to the bottom of the rows of raised seats, nod her head sleepily as her father sat back down. 

Rising lazily from his seat at the base of the tenth division, a Bear Elder, Yith Eeren clapped his huge hands in the silence.

“We have heard many a good argument from this council thus far,” he said. “And, as the end of our initial hearing draws closer, I wish to tell you all that the prosperity we all enjoy is growing among my people as well. All I wish for now is hope for a peaceable settlement to our age-old struggle with the Roshi people who no doubt desire the same. Thank you.” He dropped back into his seat and closed his eyes as if preparing to hibernate like an animal of his tribe’s namesake.

Edmath watched him in silence. So many wished for peace. The feeling had begun to sink in on him that their honor was most likely not as important to them as their future. He could not be sure if their honor was at stake here, or, if he was any different from them simply because of the duel, because of his father. He felt a twinge of bitterness about the duel and twitched the fingers on his damaged hand. At the very least this was the price he’d have to pay for peace. 

The eleventh Division belonged to Frog Queen Ili Rawto, who requested that the council aid her in taxing foreigners from Palatan living on the border of her land. Even though Edmath had not heard about the troubled on Vishelen’s southern side until today, he felt oddly absorbed by the discussion. The people living there would be of tribes different from those of Zel, probably plenty of Rooster and perhaps even Hare, or Rat. All those people reminded him of the size of the world outside the empire, still as vast as ever. Even so, those who dwelt in Zel could not have the powers of Royals as long as their tribe did not swear to the High Emperor’s Sphere of Humanity. 

The twelfth division was ruled by the Shoal King, whose people wanted additional fishery space further to the south. Of course, that would mean war with Palatan, which would not be as easy to dismiss as war with Roshi. The Palatani barbarians only allowed members of one tribe, the Rooster, in their government. They lacked a Sphere of Humanity as well, and that made them more difficult to negotiate into trade. Without the sphere, Palatan’s single tribe was bound only to members of its own kind.

Finally, the Magister of Tokalgo, who always represented the elders of the serpent tribe, raised his head from the floor and spoke his own piece with a mouth that looked as human as any other king or queen. He suggested Tokalgo natives be reprieved from the draft if there was a war, as they were still recovering from an insurgency following the rebellion of twenty years ago. That insurgency had claimed the life of Sampheli’s husband, Zuria’s father. When he was finished with his own arguments, he raised his head and looked up at the central dome.

“These are our desires, the desires of the tribes of Zel. Serem, aid us in determining our course of action.”

The magister’s upper body slipped back onto the floor. His great feathery wings caught the light from above and spread impressively. “This first session will adjourn until the sun moves an acre further to the west.” With that, the human features melted from his face to be replaced with the reptilian ones he’d worn upon his entrance. Edmath found them a good deal less disturbing to look at, though the magister still unnerved him, something so powerful and yet, far from human. He rose with Razili as the councilors began to disperse. They left the council chamber for the garden outside.
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The councilors went their separate ways for the next hour or so. Those dignitaries who had just arrived the previous day mostly went to walk in the gardens and talk among themselves and their highborn royal peers. Edmath and Razili met Chelka and with Razili’s brother Oresso just outside the King’s Dome. The two of them had been talking and Edmath felt a stab of irritation as the Coral Prince touched Chelka’s bare shoulder beside her rega.

Oresso Nane had the black hair of his family and his eyes were the same color as Razili’s, blue like deep water. A sheathed sword hung at his hip and he wore a rega across the emblem of the War Empress on his white tunic. He smiled when he saw Edmath and Razili approaching. 

“Good afternoon, sister. Edmath, I see you’re doing well.”

“Not so well,” Edmath said. “I suppose you didn’t see the duel?”

Oresso nodded. 

“Oh yes. Forgive me. I have been away on business for the War Empress. I hear you acquitted yourself well.”

Oresso’s expression seemed to add words to his last statement, for a commoner.

Edmath forced himself to smile and hoped the effort wasn’t obvious. 

“I think I did, of course. And I wouldn’t expect everyone to have witnessed it.”

He judged by Oresso’s raised eyebrows the Coral Prince had detected Edmath’s annoyance. Even back at Lexine Park, they had never exactly gotten along. Oresso placed so much importance on the station of birth he had been indignant Edmath had even been able to attend the same prestigious Saale college as he.

Razili walked past Edmath, eyes flicking toward Chelka. Both women smiled, and Edmath was grateful. Oresso had gotten on his nerves faster than usual this time. If he didn’t get some space to breathe he would have trouble keeping up a calm front. Frustrated at being so easily irritated, he took a long breath. 

“I suppose you have been inspecting a fortress then?” 

Oresso smirked and shook his head. 

“Actually, I built one, in the south of Olos, at the mouth of the Hen River.”

“You are truly a master of coral, good prince. Somehow I doubt you have made any more progress than I have in driving life into stone.” Edmath looked over the top rim of his glasses at Oresso.  

Oresso adjusted his rega and the shrugged. 

“Right, as usual, Edmath. I have come no closer to that impossible task. At least I do not have the misfortune of being fixated on it.”

“Fixated? This was all you talked about last time I saw you.”

“Only because I was talking to you.”

Edmath’s arm quivered, halfway to his striker pouch. Oresso was, as before, a capable verbal wit. Of course, that wasn’t what mattered. Most of his powers as a Saale were tied to the coral tosh he so prized. Otherwise, he was a virtual nothing magically, or so Edmath tried to tell himself.

Chelka touched Edmath’s hand and this time his fingers trembled honestly. Oresso raised his eyebrows at Edmath before turning to Razili. 

“Will you please go find Zuria Mierzon, good sister? I have a feeling she will want to see the rather interesting device I discovered while away.” Oresso’s hand strayed to the scabbard hanging from his belt, fingers touching the guard of the weapon it held. 

“As you like, brother. I expect to hear all about your journey soon enough.” Razili walked away into the garden.

Chelka tossed her head, an impatient gesture that sent black hair spilling across her shoulder. 

“Edmath, may I talk to you for a moment?”

“Of course, Chelka, though I think Lord Nane is preparing to show us something. Shall we leave him with no audience?” 

Chelka’s lips formed a thin line, but then she smiled. “No. Surely you heard that your sister will be here soon.”

Edmath did not assent. He didn’t like the way Oresso was looking at the two of them, the sly smile and slit eyes that opened just a little wider as they shifted to Chelka. For her part, she seemed not to notice his look. The Coral Prince drew the weapon from his scabbard. It was not a sword, or at least, it was like no sword Edmath had seen before. Chelka turned to look at it too and Oresso grinned openly.

“This is called a stethian,” he said, running his hand up the wider side of the flattened, edgeless piece of metal until his thumb touched a ball of crystal just smaller than Edmath’s fist where the point should have been, were it a sword. “It was the tool of an old Saale fisherman I found near where I built the fortress. He gave me this because he didn’t want it anymore. Given its remarkable power, I can’t imagine why that was the case, however.”

“I see.” Chelka chuckled. “So this is the artifact I heard you’d recovered. Apparently, it took less excavating than conversation.”

“Fair point, my lady.” Oresso’s eyes moved up and down the stethian. “I had a feeling it wouldn’t sound impressive when I said it.”

“Of course, it is a magical tool then? Is it some form of striker?” Edmath’s gaze passed over Oresso’s fingers. Three striker rings were looped around the ring at the hilt of the stethian. 

“A striker, I doubt, but I am not yet entirely sure. The old man who owned it would not instruct me in its use, but I feel it will not disappoint me, or her Excellency the War Empress. You see, it amplifies any spells wielded by Saales that hold it.” Oresso grinned. “In my tests, I have noted significant increases in most effects. It could be a powerful weapon in battle.”

“Very good. Now, if you will excuse us, Lord Nane, I recalled something I must tell Edmath.” Chelka took Edmath’s good hand and led him the rest of the way across the bridge. He followed without a word, letting her draw him after her. The urgent grip on his hand made him wonder at her intentions. He was quite grateful for the relief from Oresso.

Edmath did not look back. He didn’t care if Oresso was affronted by his and Chelka’s desertion of his company. In fact, the idea made him a bit smug.

The two of them made their way down some steps to the edge of a low-lying pool below a stone bridge, beside the exposed roots of a tall and green-leafed tree. Chelka released his hand and walked to the water before turning to face him. He followed her a few steps and stopped when she held up her hand.

“What’s the matter, dear one?” he asked.

“Oresso Nane.”

“Really? He is as self-involved as ever, of course, but what of it?”

Chelka sighed heavily and folded her arms. Her arms and tunic were dappled with light falling through the tree-branches high above. 

“He has asked my father about me, my eligibility to marry.”

Edmath’s stomach churned at the thought. He had considered this sort of possibility, for he was not himself a royal. As a commoner, he likely could not supersede a previous arrangement should Oresso ask for Chelka’s hand. Furthermore, Oresso of all people had made the request, so he knew his own feelings would not be of any help. Oresso might not be much of a Saale, but he was heir to the throne of the coral tribe and his tosh was powerful. Those two things counted for much compared to having no tosh at all like Edmath.

“Shall I tell you the fine thing about this?” Chelka’s glum face turned up to the tree before refocusing on Edmath. 

“I could use some fine news. Say on.”

“He has not asked to marry me. You wouldn’t be asking to supersede him.”

Light like the edge of the sun and joy far greater struck Edmath. Slowly, his frown transformed into a smile. The shadows of the tree branches above only served to outline the noonday light. Chelka’s face told him she understood his changing expression. Her smile reflected his.

“My dear, I do think you just asked me to marry you.” Though Edmath grinned his stomach churned, though not with bile, but with butterflies.

Chelka stepped toward him, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Why not, Saale Donroi?”

“But which of us can afford to use only a secret name?”

When a couple married in Zel, tradition held that either the man or the woman hid his or her surname as a secret name beneath that of the spouse.

Edmath’s heart skipped a beat as she wrapped her other arm halfway around his neck. She shrugged her head while still holding onto him. 

“Your father’s name has only gotten you into trouble, Ed.”

“That it has,” he whispered.

“Would you like to cast off that burden?”

He put his hands to her waist, feeling a tingle in his the cushioning around his bones, followed by a jolt of pain as he thoughtlessly made contact with his wounded hand. Wincing, Edmath stepped backward, forcing Chelka to release him from her arms.

“What is it?”

“My broken bones. The pain came back for a moment.”

“Oh. I hope that wasn’t any effect of mine.”

Laughter bubbled up from within Edmath. He shook his head, still overwhelmed with elation.  

“Of course it wasn’t you. My hand is still tender, that is all, and while we are on the subject,” Edmath touched Chelka’s gray sleeve with his good hand. “I accept your proposal, as sudden as it is.”

“That’s what I love about you, Ed. You’re always eager to please.” Chelka stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on the forehead. He pulled her closer with his good hand and grinned, laughing once again.

“And here I thought we wouldn’t be seeing much of each other this summer.”

Chelka laughed, and slipped away from him, face covered with sunlight.
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Holding his new secret to his heart, Edmath returned to the space under the crystal dome, alongside the dignitaries of the empire.

Council continued with lesser bureaucrats and representatives arguing for their king, or queen, or region in smaller groups at first before reconvening to discuss the wishes of the people on broader terms with the whole assembly. The Magister of Tokalgo moderated the entire day. Edmath watched High Emperor Vosraan Loi intently but the old man never said another word. Occasionally he raised his hand in a vote or nodded his head at the other speakers to allow them to take the floor. Beyond that, he seemed completely detached from the world. 

Unlike the Sphere of Fire, which was an untameable force that consumed the mind of someone whose augury grew careless, Zel’s Sphere of Humanity joined with a master, the High Emperor. Legend had it that it could be addressed from any distance by that master, and auguries were his life day and night. 

All spheres were at least partially alive but only Protean Spheres came close to the Spheres of Humanity in their sapience. Edmath shuddered at the memory of the grotesque red and black thing fading into the distance over the sea as the levoth carried him away. He shook his head, trying to clear the image and saw Razili looking at him curiously.

“What’s the matter, Ed?”

“Nothing. Don’t worry.”

“I can see you are distracted, that’s all.”

“Thank you for the concern, but I’m fine.”

“I hope my brother did not ruin your mood. He talks too much.”

“Some would say the same of me.”

“Perhaps, but you weren’t the one boasting of the potential of a new weapon.”

“True.” Edmath nodded.

Razili gave him a small smile but then turned back to the speakers below them. Edmath refocused on High Emperor Loi, and once again wondered what his mother had talked about with the majestic old ruler when he and Zuria had left her with him the first day they arrived in Diar. Could Sampheli really be on such familiar terms with him when the High Emperor treated even these kings with little regard? 

The rest of the session passed and Edmath’s question remained unanswered. As the afternoon drew on, the kings and queens and servants who had spent the previous day traveling began to tire noticeably, and even Zemoy Benisar and Haddishal Rumenha spoke shorter and less strongly. Just before the sunlight could sink away from the high windows, the Magister of Tokalgo raised his head up from the floor and shifted scales to form his human-like face.

“Darkness falls over us, good councilors. I move that we adjourn until our next session can be organized. Do any oppose?”

None did. The session had been long and everyone was eager to break for the day. Once again he found himself staring at the magister, marveling at the great serpent’s bizarre winged shape if only to distract from his giddiness over a certain event between sessions. The motion passed and little by little the councilors began to rise and leave with their entourages.

Edmath and Razili followed the Saale Emperor’s group out the doors, closely followed by the War Empress’ guards. The sky outside turned red and gold on the horizon and the world darkened. 

They crossed the bridge and took a side path through the gardens to a pool of water not far from the Dome of Kings. Haddishal stopped there and turned to look back over the small crowd of Saales and other advisers behind him.

“You are dismissed for the day,” he said. “I will call on you as I need you for the next session of the council. Go and rest.”
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One could learn a lot about plants from their disposition in darkness. Study provided Edmath with other things to think about than Chelka, Oresso, and the council of kings. He needed the time alone to recover from the excitement of the day.

That evening, Edmath followed the paths through the outer gardens for a while after light faded. His stride carried him around the palace almost full circle as the shadows of trees and bushes broadened all around him. Lights danced overhead from luminous moths mingling with the newly arrived eagles and swans of their respective delegations.

As Edmath straightened from inspecting a fern, the massive shape of a mirache rose over the High Castle of the War Empress. Its fox heads hissed and howled while it circled to climb over the walls and then flew toward the central palace. One of the Roshi had been summoned. Apparently, the High Emperor was more interested in them than the kings and queens of his own nation.

Following the creature toward the wall surrounding the inner gardens beyond which he could hear the Enchiel guardians hooting and shrieking in their mix of different animal and Zelian languages, Edmath watched the majestic monster begin its descent, tiny wings flapping inside massive ones. Little by little it sank out of sight, but not before Edmath spotted the rider on its back. Tamina Roshi, the red-haired woman who had retrieved him from the Fire Temple before the duel with Ursar Kiet. She did not look in his direction and disappeared from his view an instant later, but just seeing her was plenty to send Edmath’s thoughts into motion. 

Tamina was not the ambassador, a bodyguard not a champion. What business could she have within the central palace where it appeared that no humans but the High Emperor and his strange young Saale regularly trod? Of course, there could always be some other reason. To his understanding, the Magister of Tokalgo stayed within the inner garden when he visited. Few other locations would suit him, and he had the status for it. Perhaps the magister had summoned the Dawkun and her creature? That still raised a question. Why?

Edmath turned to move towards the path where he’d been walking. Seeing Chelka approaching at a distance, he remembered her proposal and the way the light splashed her by the pool. He’d hardly expected the event, and now he was going to be married. Now he would have to tell Sampheli and Zuria. Even Brosk did not know yet. 

His breath felt very loud coming out of his nostrils. A blessing he’d wanted for years drew nearer than ever. What did he care if the strange Roshi woman had been summoned to the inner palace? 

Chelka raised a hand to greet him, eyes bright in the shadows that partially veiled her face.

“Ed, there you are. What have you been doing?”

“Walking, and inspecting plants. The gardens here are well-tended.”

“Is that all?” Chelka walked down the path to Edmath and put her thumb to her lip. “Were you tired of sitting all day?”

“You know me, Chelka. I sometimes become anxious and need to recover. The day has been pleasant, wonderful, even, but now the future looks unplanned for me, at least after what we discussed today takes place.”

“I understand. Have you told anyone about our plans yet?”

“Not yet, though I suppose I will have to tell someone soon.” Edmath paced across the path to the far side, where a row of bushes flowered in violet. “If anything I think the plan will make my mother happy, my sister too.”

Chelka smiled broadly, following Edmath to the edge of the path. Confidence, red and burning, flashed in her eyes. She must have known as well as Edmath that their relationship could only become simpler for him once they wed.

“I’m glad. Sometimes I think Zuria doesn’t like me.”

“It’s not that, of course. She simply wanted to protect me.” Edmath laughed as he turned to Chelka. “Protect me from you. I feel silly just saying it.”

Chelka’s smile turned mischievous. 

“I can be dangerous, you know.” 

“I know.” Edmath put his arm around her shoulders and the two of them started walking down the path together. The roar of the mirache from behind them made Chelka turn first, though Edmath wasn’t much slower. The creature shot upward, clearing the inner walls. Tamina Roshi clung tightly to its back, bent low, near where its necks reached its body, red hair streaming out behind her. Chelka and Edmath broke from each other and looked up at the Roshi. 

Tamina cried out in the fox language. 

“Down. We must land now.”

Glancing at Chelka, then at the creature, Edmath realized where the mirache would come down. 

“Better get off the path,” he said, trying to gauge the enormous animal’s rapid descent. 

“Indeed.” Chelka touched his arm. 

The two of them raced off the path toward the inner walls. The mirache flew lower above them. A claw scraped a treetop as it fell slowly toward the ground. Tamina cursed in the fox language, something that translated embarrassingly in Edmath’s mind. He drew a striker from his pocket and spun with Chelka to watch the mirache come down.

The great creature landed gracefully on the path, folding its wings as it did. Tamina slid sideways out of her saddle, dark cloak streaming, and hit the grass with a crunch of plants giving way. Chelka glanced at the mirache.

“This is incredible. What is this creature?”

“A fox-tribe steed from the Nation of Roshi,” Edmath said. “Be careful and do not approach it. I will attempt to find out what we should do.”

“Can you talk to that thing?”

“Of course, but I am also worried it might be aggressive if we should try to approach.” Edmath turned toward Tamina’s mirache and spoke in the fox-tongue. “Friend?”

“Prey!” the mirache shrieked and brought up all but one of its six heads to stare at Edmath, yellow eyes wild, and tail thrashing. Its sixth head remained facing the spot Tamina had fallen.

“Not prey, good creature. I want to help your rider.” 

She was a being in need, despite her nation. Edmath frowned. His monastic studies went deeper than he’d thought. 

Edmath raised his arms and opened his hands. He slipped the striker over his thumb as he did. Its bone ridges barely gripped his skin, but Edmath couldn’t afford to make a move to steady it so close to the mirache. 

“Prey wants to help us?” one head said.

“Prey should flee before we lose patience,” said another giant fox mouth.

“I will not flee. I don’t know what happened, but your rider appears injured. You would be wise to let at least one of us see to her.”

“Trickster.”

“Prey!”

“Enemy!”

Edmath took a step backward, letting his hands fall and pushing the striker up his thumb with a nudge from his fingers. He stared at the mirache and spoke to Chelka from the corner of his mouth.

“I’m going to try to get past them. Be ready to strike.”

“Don’t be too heroic, Ed.”

“I won’t get hurt, Chelka.” A twinge of pain ran through his broken hand. 

He hadn’t asked for the Roshi to hound him and hadn’t done anything to deserve it, but perhaps if he did them a good turn they would forget about his father’s crimes. Moving slowly, he advanced on the mirache. One of its heads darted towards him but stopped just short, with teeth bared.

“No closer, prey.”

“Do you want your master to die?”

“Obviously not. He was protecting me.” Tamina stalked shakily out from behind the mirache’s wing, hand on the creature’s side and hair falling around her shoulders. She scowled at Edmath. “He knows not to let one of you approach, no matter what.”

Chelka grabbed Edmath’s arm and tugged him back from the mirache’s toothy face. He moved with her, seeing the striker appear in her hand before catching a glimpse of the hand with which Tamina had touched the mirache. It was stained red with drying blood. Chelka must have seen it too because when she spoke it was with disgust in her voice.

“What were you doing in the inner palace?”

“I am a guest here. Do not question me.”

“I am an Imperial Saale. You will answer.” Chelka released Edmath’s hand and took a subtle stance from the survival art, one foot forward, one arm extended to the side. “I do not mean to threaten you, but you must do as I say.”

“Do you think two little Saales can defeat my steed and me? No, this mirache and I will return to the High Castle now, and you will stand aside.”

Chelka’s dark brows came together, eyes narrowing. She relaxed her stance.

“Fly on, but do not go anywhere else tonight. I will inform her Excellency the War Empress of your actions if you do.” She fixed Tamina with her razor-sharp glare.

“What actions?” Tamina climbed onto one of the mirache’s head and let it lift her onto its back. She took her seat and drew her red cloak about herself. “You know nothing.”

Despite the pulse of fear he felt from being near the mirache, Edmath knew he needed to act as calmly as possible. He scratched his neck. 

“Not quite, my good Roshi. After all, I saw you enter the inner gardens. Even if your master has cause to speak with his Grace there, you certainly do not.”

Tamina stopped with her mouth half-open before giving a sigh. 
“You are right. I had a meeting at the inner palace. But you shall not speak of it, either of you.”
“What have you to threaten us with?” Edmath turned his back on the mirache and walked past Chelka. “If you fight here you will only add that to the crimes you might have already committed. Fly on, and know that this is not over.”

Tamina scowled a fierce expression that scarcely seemed less menacing on her pretty face. 

“I suppose I will.” She leaned forward to speak to the mirache. “Fly, Hurol.”

The mirache growled a reply. “Yes, mistress.”

The beast took off. Wings fluttered in unison clusters as they headed toward the High Castle.

Chelka turned to Edmath as he watched the great creature fly away. 

“That was Ursar Kiet’s second. She might be unpleasant enough as a Roshi, but I don’t think her manner tonight was entirely normal.”

“I doubt it as well.” 

Edmath glanced in Chelka’s direction. Her look told him all he needed to know. She did not trust the Roshi. Of course, Edmath did not either. Trust, he thought, had very little to do with anything involving the Roshi Nation. They had already tried to kill him. Trusting them never came into it. Chelka wouldn’t forgive them easily. He put a hand on her shoulder. 

“Chelka?” 

“Yes, Ed, what is it?” Her quirked lips and the tensed nerves made her face taut in the white starlight that shown through the cloudless sky. Above them, the constellation Gorui gleamed an abstract worm’s shape.

That constellation marked the worm tribe, his father’s tribe. But not my tribe, he thought, my father was a royal and I am not. He shook his head. 

“While I think we must be careful around the Roshi, let us focus not on them, but on the wedding.” He walked over to Chelka and glanced at the sky. The stars stretched out and gave silver light, along with the luminous moths gleamed in soft yellows within the garden. 

“You’re right. I will tell my father tomorrow.”

“And I’ll tell my mother and Zuria as well. Then we should consult Brosk about what happened tonight. He could give us a better perspective. Everything shall be well.” I hope, he added mentally.

Chelka ran a hand up her rega and laid her head against Edmath’s shoulder. He touched her side and she let out a slow breath.

“You are right again,” she said.

“Of course, I wish I was as confident in myself as you are in me.”

“Don’t worry about them, Ed. Let us go back to your quarters.”

“My dear, I would like nothing better.”
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The next morning Edmath woke up late, having slept heavily once Chelka departed the late night before. He went into the courtyard. He had only a few hours before Haddishal Rumenha would require his presence. Edmath paid one of the serpent royals outside the gate to send a message by snake to Sampheli Mierzon. In the note, he told her there was something of great importance he wanted to talk about.

It might be awkward explaining that he and Chelka had been together for so long, but now that they were to be married it was unavoidable. Finishing the note, he handed it to the serpent royal who attached it to a snake’s tail and ordered the small animal to deliver it in their shared language. Edmath thanked the royal, and then went back into the palace to prepare for the day’s court duty. 

He waited in his room, hungry but uncaring, and read in a bestiary until the sun began to rise high in the sky. Then, he walked down the stairs and made his way to his lab, where the new Orpus was growing. The tree was already quite tall from his careful enhancement of its growth rate and occasional speech to it.

Clearly, the tree was going to be successful, and the ghosted roots already allowed it to move from where he had planted it, slipping over and under the dirt just like a smaller, younger Orpus Strodusial. The thought of the old tree left Edmath tasting nostalgia. He wondered what the tree would be doing now. Perhaps another student had befriended it. Perhaps not. 

Putting those thoughts out of his mind, Edmath walked over to the desk by the door. He drew a seal on a dried leaf he’d taken from an ordinary tree in the garden earlier that day and went into the courtyard with the Orpus. Placing the seal on the bark of the twelve-foot-tall tree, he pressed it tight to the trunk. 

He drew a striker. He opened a tear and used the magic from it to transfer the seal. It was an experimental seal. If this new idea worked, he may have revolutionized the Orpus.

“Keep straight, good Orpus,” he whispered and walked back into the lab to retrieve a pitcher. Returning to the Orpus, he poured the water over its shifting roots. The seal would take time to mature and the tree still had to grow. 

He could gain a name for himself if this worked. It had been at Lexine Park that he realized that Orpus Strodusial could understand human speech. The next logical step was to make a tree that could itself speak. Of course, it might not be possible, with the physiology of trees being so different from that of humans, but Edmath remembered the stones and how life could hide even within them. 

Life from a stone would be a break of the curtain, beyond the limits of all the world’s wizards thus far, the purview of only Serem the creator. Every part of magic was alive, and thus the stone, which could never have lived, was far beyond being affected by magic, farther than even a desiccated piece of bone. 

Magic and life flowed together, the Hesiats said. Decaying flesh within strikers and wielded by living Saales could open the tears that led to the ghostly world of magic, releasing the life into the mortal world. Edmath thought of the transfer simply as borrowing from the dead when he considered the nature of the action. It was all part of the life cycle, according to Hesiats. Of course, according to the Roshi’s prophet from centuries ago and their current national faith, it was abhorrent, a violation of the dead.

Edmath took up his striker and opened a tear in the curtain near the door of the inner garden. He had been out of practice with the arts since the duel. His plants grew no slower now thanks to his tweaking of hand signs to work with only one set of usable fingers. 

He grew a vine from the magical stream flowing through the garden’s center. In rare places, tears opened naturally, and thus the Roshi conception could be proved wrong. The tears at the center of Serem’s temple in Vishelen had been open for generations, the center of the Hesiatic Orders’ tradition. 

No one could prove it wasn’t simply the product of an abnormally powerful striker, so the Roshi went on with their own ways. If they cared one way or the other, their ministers did not say officially. 

Shaping and expanding the shifting lengths of vine into a ladder, Edmath rode the growing plant to the next floor, above his lab.

The empty balcony overlooking the garden fell away beneath him and he rode the vine higher, while it supported itself against the building. He opened a new tear as he ran out of magic and poured the flow from of magic from it into the vine until he could see over the building to the palace domes beyond. His stomach lurched and air whistled in his ears. The inner garden’s walls soared over the outer courtyards and buildings. 

The morning shadows seemed vaguely ominous to Edmath. The Roshi were up to something, something that went beyond the diplomacy they officially showed and back to the uncompromising views that divided them and the Zel for so long. Surely Tamina had been up to something the previous night, or she would not have been bloody, whether from a wound she dealt or one she received.

Climbing down his vine, Edmath stepped onto the balcony of the second story. He followed the hallway outside it and through the Saale research building to a grand staircase with Brosk waiting below him on the steps. Brosk looked up from the ground.

“I presume you have been up to something since the council yesterday?”

“I have, Brosk. I really should tell you this amazing news.”

“Come out with it, then.” Brosk grinned ferociously. “I can’t wait here all day.”

“Chelka and I are to be married. She proposed yesterday.”

Brosk’s grin only broadened. 

“I had a feeling it was something of that nature, as in I overheard a snatch of words between her and the Hearth Emperor today. Her father seems happy as well.”

“I hoped he would be, but I am glad to hear it nonetheless.”

Brosk laughed loudly as he started down the stairs. Edmath followed him, thinking of how Zemoy Benisar might have reacted to the news. Chelka probably had to be tactful to keep him from raging if he hadn’t liked it. Edmath hoped it hadn’t been necessary.

[image: image]




[image: image]

Chelka

Spinning tentacles unfolded from the giant squid’s body and grasped for Zemoy. Chelka’s father, fully within his tosh and sporting four royal limbs of his own, grabbed onto one of them with one of his heavy tentacles. The squid lifted him from the water with a flick of its long limb and dropped him gently onto the port house balcony beside Chelka. 

She looked at him and he returned the gaze he as he shifted back into a fully human shape. Behind Chelka, her younger brother, Jeref laughed and pointed over the water. Father’s squid had fastened its tentacles around the supports of the pier and rose out of the water near the family.

“He’s happy,” Jeref said. “I think dad gave him a good struggle this time.” 

Chelka usually would have smiled at the squid wrestling as well. Her nerves did allow that at the moment. Father was trying to decide whether or not to allow her engagement to Edmath.

Bassa, the oldest of Chelka’s sisters, walked past Chelka and their father and spoke in a loud stage whisper of the squid language. “Aberan, you be careful with father. He is getting older, you know.”

The giant squid’s rumbling reply came back with the rise of a tentacle. 

“He is more experienced but no slower.” 

Chelka glanced at Jeref who surprised her again, for now being almost as tall as she was. He had shot up over the last three years, for sure, and he would likely be of similar stature to father. Zemoy touched Bassa’s arm and she turned back from the railing. 

“Aberan is right.” He took a towel from their mother and dried the outside of his sodden-wet shift cloak. “I’m in no danger with him.”

“Not many men, even young ones, can wrestle a squid of his greatness.” Mother handed father his sandals and he bent down to put them on. 

Then mother nodded to Bassa, who looked back from the railing all delicate features and long black hair. Chelka had always admired her for a natural gracefulness Chelka herself was only now gaining. Bassa paced around the puddles of water father had left on the stone tiles and made her way over to Chelka and Jeref. 

She put a hand on Chelka’s shoulder.

“I know fewer men that would do it after hearing his daughter is to be married.”

“Thank you, sister,” Chelka said. Her gaze stayed on her father. Water continued to drip from his arms.

Father shook his head and shrugged his shoulders, sending more water pattering onto the tiles.

“You all know I make my best decisions in the heat of battle.”

Chelka bit her lip. Her father could mean anything by that. Zemoy massaged the bent and scarred bridge of his nose. 

“Congratulations Chelka. I’m glad you’ve made up your mind.”

“Thank you, father. You honor me.” Chelka gripped her rega and bowed in his direction, in part to hide the spreading grin on her face.

He laughed. 

“My daughter, I am happy with your decision as a true Benisar, and you still bow to me like I am a tyrant. What did I do to deserve these children of mine?” Zemoy beamed and swept his dripping arm over the railing. Drops of water speckled the tiles while others rippled on the water’s surface.

Mother smiled and walked over to him, offering a hand which he took. Chelka knew her father and mother well enough to guess what each of them was thinking about. Father had approved of Edmath for a long time, but it was Mother who would be the one to plan the wedding. She accepted Edmath after a while, but never quite approved of letting matters go so long untended.

Hopefully, she didn’t see Edmath as being an inconvenience, which she might. At the moment he had little money, and would never be as wealthy as a tribal royal. Mother should not have to worry about those things. The Benisar family had prospered even more than most within the past few years and Edmath was an imperial Saale. 

“You are very generous parents.” Chelka’s answer to Zemoy’s joke came out sounding strange to her. She had more to say than she could put into words. “Thank you.”

Mother smiled gently. Father brought his hands together in a loud clap.

“Very good, now this will keep us busy for a while. Children, your mother and I should speak alone. Be scarce for a bit.”

“Yes, father.” Bassa took Jeref by the shoulder and the two of them followed Chelka into the tall dock house. Looking over her shoulder, Chelka saw her brother gazing back as well. 

Bassa raised her brows. 

“I’m sure they aren’t talking about anything to trouble you.”

“For certain.” Chelka swallowed and turned away. 

Her father had not refused the wedding date either. She and Edmath would be married next week, on the first end-day. There was just enough time to get the word out around the city, but most of the guests were already here. A royal princess marrying a man without even a tosh would be gossip to many. 

Chelka walked out into the hallway, wondering if there would be spectators or well-wishers enough for the traditional squid tribe dances. Such celebrations were always so grand back in Sizali. She decided it would be well with or without them. She and Edmath would be together.
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The week before the wedding crawled past Edmath in the steady stream of council meetings. As plans formed for the wedding, Edmath became impatient with some of the council sessions. Wedding planning involved varying groups that always included Sampheli Mierzon and her twirling violet parasol. Of all the reactions Edmath had expected from her, the incredible glowing enthusiasm was more than he’d dared hope for. 

She clearly saw his luck to be marrying a princess. He agreed with her more than he could explain. Of course, the general preparations were also overseen by Lesi Benisar, Chelka’s mother, who quickly found them a garden in the outer palace for Sampheli to perform the ceremony. The current session of the Council of Kings, meanwhile, wound down just before the Festival of Chesh began. As the week went on, Edmath realized that the wedding was going to be a larger event than he first thought. 

Brosk arrived at his room late in the fifth-day afternoon and handed him the guest-list Zemoy Benisar had compiled. The names grew from kings and queens and Imperial Saales to include both other lower emperors and the Saale Hierophant, Nelna Rumenha. The High Emperor had been invited in person by Zemoy, but would most certainly not attend. He rarely oversaw such functions in recent years.

Edmath marveled at the length and weight of some of the names. The visiting kings and queens of the oceanic tribes were invited of course. Edmath noticed Ahenesrude Naopaor, Brosk’s father, and Semana Nane and her twin Saale Children, Razili and Oresso, as well as Leus Ogusotha, the Oyster King, in particular. The Worm King, Kassel Onoi and the Swan Queen, Gellia Dayull and with her family were listed at the bottom of the page. 

Edmath wondered at the two tribes, so closely tied to each other. Their domains in the center of the empire became one long ago, even before the three warlords united the nations. Edmath lingered on the name of the Worm King, remembering what little he knew of his father who belonged to the same tribe. He’d seen the image of Jurat Donroi’s strange double attack the village of Beliu on Dreamwater through the flame augury and hated to think what it could mean.

He lowered the list, thinking quickly to change the subject.

“Say, Brosk, do you think we will need more entertainment? I feel as though these kings and queens will not attend alone and their attendants will need a diversion, you see.” Edmath looked up from the pages before him and grinned playfully. Of all things, he saw Brosk frowning.

“You may be right.” The whale prince raised his eyebrows. “I know few performers in this city, though, and his Excellency, Emperor Benisar does not seem to consider the entertainment a problem as long as people dance.”

“Of course, the squid dance. I will look into something for the reception. It would not be right to leave the guests bored after the ceremony and the feast.”

“Indeed.” Brosk took the guest list from Edmath and grinned suddenly. “I think his highness King Onoi might be able to help us. He travels with a troupe of performers known for their skills in classical comedy and stage drama.”

“Is that so? I will have to speak with him, and quickly.”

“Just don’t ask for one of his higher plays. Comedy suits the occasion better, I think.” Brosk turned and started down the hallway outside the room, avoiding a procession of servants going the opposite direction.

Edmath returned to his room and let the door close behind him. His new rega hung by the shades of his windows, pristine and white. The sash was what marked a royal from a commoner in courts of the kings and emperors of Zel. For his entire life as a Saale, Edmath had worn the black sash of a commoner, an orphan, and now he would be nobility. Everything came together with this. His father’s name would disappear. His future would be provided greater chances and his work honored, and Chelka would be at the center of his life. He had not planned on this wedding, because it would be too much to hope for, much like the rega hanging by the curtains. Edmath walked to the window and brushed the shade aside. He looked out at the palace grounds where the servants of the visiting kings and queens had set up camp. For the moment he managed to only worry about small things, like finding Kassel Onoi and his actors.
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Edmath found the Worm King by questioning the servants at the gates and taking their directions to a structure called the King’s Dome. Kassel Onoi and his retinue were wandering in the northwest gardens near the monument to the Worm Tribe. That was where Edmath found them.

The Worm King was accompanied at the time, by no men or women, but instead, by four great identical beasts that Edmath recognized as urliens from his bestiary, the two-armed greater worms created by the tribe’s early Saales as loyal servants and bodyguards many generations ago. 

Urliens had no faces but were covered in heavy scales and fur from halfway up their bodies. Bright crests of long hair emerged from their backs in colors ranging from orange to pale gold. One of the creatures danced around the monument on its large bear-like paws, holding it’s wriggling serpentine tale aloft. The Worm King clapped his hands rhythmically in time with the animal’s movements. 

Edmath watched from a distance as it spun and stepped and leapt from claw to claw. The urliens were, of course, a combination animal like the levoths and the Roshi’s miraches, but in this case, were formed from bears and worms. Turning toward Edmath, Kassel Onoi smiled.

“Do you enjoy this one’s dance?” he said. “I find it rather relaxing to watch, and as a king, I endure enough discord as to seem incredible.”

Edmath approached Kassel with a chuckle, then dipped his head in a shallow bow.

“I could have guessed that.”

“Yes, I bet you could. You are the Imperial Court Saale, Edmath Donroi. I have heard about the excitement in your life already. It’s amazing how much you have been called to do for Zel since you arrived here.”

Bowing his head, Edmath brushed the edge of his black sash. He knew Kassel was talking about the duel Edmath had fought with Ursar Kiet, but he did not want to talk about it. The scars on his recently recovered hand were still red, fresh, and not fully painless.  

“I feel my research will be fruitful.” 

“Yes, but if you had not fought that man from Roshi, we might be at war now.” Kassel Onoi nodded with satisfaction. “This nation is not ready to lose another generation in open battle.”

“Was war really that near?”

“War with Roshi is always near.”

“Who else is there who would challenge our sovereignty?”

The Worm King frowned. 

“The world is a larger place than Zel and Roshi, Edmath. There are threats without end.”

“I take your meaning, your highness. Now I come to you with something less serious on my mind.”

“What is it, Saale Donroi? I think you are not speaking openly.”

Edmath lifted his head from the bow he’d held since approaching. The Worm King proved personable. Still, he could become difficult if he did not wish to supply the actors. 

“To be open, then. I am to be married this coming first end-day. I feel the festivities risk being dull for lacking account for the number of servants that will surely accompany the guests my betrothed’s father has suggested.”

Kassel raised his eyebrows. 

“Married? Then the rest makes sense to me. Between the two of us, I find that Emperor Benisar is rather too interested in food to pay much attention to fun.”

Edmath smiled as the Worm King chuckled. Zemoy had sent Edmath a vast list of foods that no wedding day should be without earlier that week. 

“You may be right. Of course, this problem could be alleviated if you were to lend me the actors you have among your entourage.”

Kassel grinned. “Now I see it. How very like your father, you are, Saale Donroi. You see, he rarely spoke directly with me either, even when he was a Saale for my own court twenty-five years ago.”

“You knew him?” Edmath clenched his hand near his sash. 

“I did. I’m sorry his deeds have caused you trouble. I’m sure he would not have wanted that. I will, of course, allow you to borrow my players. They are skilled in all sorts of performance, though historical comedies are their specialty. They are practicing their art in the southwest gardens at the moment, but I will send word to them to prepare for your celebration.” 

Kassel turned back to the urliens dancing around the Worm Tribe Monument. Edmath watched the odd creature a moment, smiling.

“To think I’d meet my father’s old master after all these years.”

“Your parents were more than servants to me, Saale Donroi. I counted them as friends.”

Edmath glanced at Kassel. The Worm King smiled but kept his gaze on the urlien before them, a hint of sadness visible in his pale blue eyes, eyes, Edmath realized, all too similar to his own. Kassel nodded.

“I look forward to my formal invitation. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

“And you.” Edmath turned and hurried back down the path from which he’d come, recognizing the Worm King’s hinted desire to be alone. “Your Highness.” 

Edmath walked the path down to the southern gardens, wondering about the Worm King and his father, his father the Worm King’s Saale, the warrior, the dishonorable criminal.
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Edmath did not have a chance to see Chelka early on the day of the wedding. For the past week, they had been together only for moments and only as part of larger groups. He was beginning to miss her by the time he saw her in her white wedding clothes. The end-day was still bright, and the ceremony elegant, but until he saw her, he could not have described her beauty. Her hair was up over her head, unusually pinned in places, and the shadows of the bare skin along her arms and shoulders flowed with life and color.

Chelka was flanked on either side by her mother and father, while Sampheli Mierzon stood beside Edmath under the great white-flowered tree in the garden’s center. Chelka reached them with a smile lighting her face in the partial shade. Sampheli chanted in the priestly language as Zemoy and Lesi moved off to the side, allowing the rest of the gathered guests to see Edmath and Chelka together. Chanting the words he recognized as the binding rite, Sampheli touched Chelka’s hand and then Edmath’s with the tip of her index finger. She led their hands to each other and completed the ritual of joining.

“Now that these two lives have been joined,” she intoned in common Zelian. “The words of the youngest of the Zelian siblings come to mind.” Sampheli cleared her throat with a cough. “When we first walk upon the earth, our families, our parents and brothers and sisters are with us, our tribe. When we leave this earth, who then will be with us, but the family we create and also leave behind? He knew that marriage is not out of the necessity of the body, but out of the necessity of the heart. Let us pray that these two young people, dear to us all, never forget those words.”  

She finished speaking, and applause came from all down the garden path. Edmath and Chelka faced each other. He smiled. She glowed. They locked lips. The kiss was long but soft. The two of them broke apart and turned to face the crowd. They stood side by side as claps and cheers resounded. 

Chelka let out a wild whoop and pulled Edmath down the path between the guests by his hand. Edmath grabbed at his glasses with his free hand, to avoid the risk of them being swept off his face by the suddenness of the motion. He barely had time to glance back and see his mother’s beaming, wizened face. The ceremony was over, and Chelka, lovely Chelka, wanted to get to the festivities in a hurry.

The sun was on the verge of setting when they reached the clear paved courtyard set aside for the squid dance. Chelka and Edmath made it to the center as the crowd formed a ring around them. Individuals unfamiliar with the custom had been briefed in advance. 

Edmath had insisted on that. He had been on the outside once before when he had attended the absent Benisar daughter’s wedding with Chelka. Ten lines formed from the ring on the outside of the circle, advancing toward Chelka and Edmath, who continued their slow circling and occasional moments of faster twisting and turning in the center as the music of the flutists from the Hearth Palace alternately sped and slowed and kept the pace.

Edmath had a feeling he was getting much wrong. He danced, but not as well as Chelka, of that he was certain. Her enthusiasm graced her entire body and her legs moved in ways that made him want to laugh and kiss her all over again. This night they would be together, and the waiting until dusk would only make it greater for them both. Brosk approached from Edmath’s right at the end of one line of squid dancers. He laughed and threw up both hands as one of Chelka’s legs brushed Edmath’s calf, the cue for him to speed up the pace. 

The dance went on long, and intensely, the precursor to the meal and the play by Kassel Onoi’s actors. By the time they wound down, sweat ran down Edmath’s face and over his glasses. Chelka spiraled slowly down to sit on the smooth paving stones, swinging her arms wide out from herself and laughing as the lines of the other dancers broke up. Edmath crouched down beside her and offer his hand. As she wrapped her fingers around his, she shook her head, still grinning with the remains of laughter. 

“I suppose this is where I find out I’m dreaming.” She stifled her laughter with another hand. “Ed, you’ve gotten better at this.”

“Perhaps, dear Chelka, I learned by watching you.”

“And I dance because of you.” Chelka pulled herself to her feet on his extended hand. 

The crowd of guests, no longer dancing, milled about. They talked among themselves as they prepared for the feast. Servants from the Great Hearth carried tables into the courtyard and arrayed them with the food of the day. The gentle breeze from the south carried the smells of the festival food into the city. Edmath was glad the festival lasted for an entire week. He still wanted to attend it, though obviously, this celebration must be even better.

The guests began seating themselves as Chelka and Edmath walked between tables, arm in arm, and greeted every group before taking their place at the central table. The sky began to darken as the players provided by the Worm King set up their stage and the musicians piped upon their flutes. The meal set out before them vanished seemingly as quickly as it had appeared. Edmath sipped from a glass of wine throughout the evening. He took it slow. He wanted to remember this night, a night when he could not stop smiling.

He and Chelka watched as the stage rose up before them, with the actors in their costumes taking up positions even as the floor, lifted from below, carried them higher. The play was to be a historical farce, a light-hearted affair focusing on the time before Zel when the three warlords who had ruled the land had been young and more concerned with love than war. Edmath did not know the play. He had rarely had time for any of the oldest history lessons even before Lexine Park. Everyone knew about the warlords, but Edmath had never heard the deeper legend of their personal lives before.

As a pale woman in a gray shawl made her way across the stage before them, Edmath turned to Chelka. She pointed at a man in a yellow Worm Tribe cowl, and a long trailing green sash. The sight of his gaudy attire made Edmath chuckle with little help from the wine.

“This shall be interesting.” Chelka withdrew her finger and nodded at Edmath. “I think that man is the Red Lord’s friend, the jester.”

“Of course. That is why he is dressed so ridiculously.” Edmath settled back in his chair and adjusted his glasses. The Red Lord had ruled the Worm and Swan Tribe lands to the south, while the land to the west was dominated by the White Lord, right up to the Crab Tribe bays and the Hare Nation of Roshi. The final lord, the Green Lord, dwelt to the north, in the Elk Country. “If he is a jester, perhaps the three lords are at a court of some kind?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t remember.”

“You must forgive me.” Edmath drew in a breath and looked back over the actors, including a huge man with yellow Worm Tribe hair. 

Chelka stifled a laugh and shook her head. 

“Obviously, Ed. Yes, it is a court.”

Edmath’s lip turned up at the corner as he remembered the many times they had talked together about this day back at Lexine Park. They had pushed it into the future only for it to rush into the present to meet them. Chelka’s smile came across as a cool shadow. 

“The three lords were all brought up in the court of the Meresul, the king of the Worm Tribe, and back then, the Worm Tribe and the Swan Tribe belonged to the same nation, so the Swan Queen was equal to the king. She demanded that the princes of other nations be invited into the court. That is where these three first appeared.”

“Ah, I see. They were not famous then. Red, Green, and White, were nobility, but none of them were heirs to a throne, I remember that much.”

Chelka leaned in toward him and squeezed his shoulder, with a simple motion that reminded Edmath of her dancing earlier that day.   

“Right,” she whispered in his ear. “But as the story goes, they each married a princess.”

“A little like me.”

Chelka shook her head. 

“They weren’t like you, Ed.”

“I suppose I am not royal or nobility. Why else?”

She smiled.

“They did it for power.” 

Edmath put his arm around her and felt her side with his fingertips. He leaned his head against hers. Nobody could say he didn’t love Chelka. How could they? No, he thought, that was wrong. No one could say she didn’t love him. He might just be the greatest actor who ever lived.
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Night fell as the play went on. Servants and guards brought torches to lead the garden’s glowing moths to illuminate the festivities. Chelka and Edmath sat beside each other, laughing together through most of the jokes and the circuitous tale of how Red and Green got their respective princesses of the Worm Tribe to fall in love with them. All the while, virtuous White pined over the Swan Queen’s oldest daughter. 

In the end, the three married their respective princesses, but, despite his watching the whole thing, Edmath couldn’t tell exactly how they managed it. The three actors and their actress-brides bowed and left the stage. Many guests rose to leave, as servants brought the gifts out to Edmath and Chelka.

Most wedding presents were small things, tokens, and favors, but when the Worm King and his servants arrived at their table, the urliens bore more than the pouches of coins or the kind words of others. Kassel Onoi approached, taking from his creatures what looked like two long sheathed swords with fist-sized crystalline spheres at the tip of each blade. Edmath recognized the gifts, with some alarm. They were not swords at all, despite the resemblance of shape. Oresso Nane had called this sort of device a stethian, a tool for Saales. There could be no mistake. 

Kassel dipped his head slowly gaze on the stethians as he set them gently on the central table. 

“These belonged to your parents, Lord Benisar,” he said to Edmath. “One was your father’s, the other, your mother’s. I think you should have them both, as you two are both Saales as well.” 

“Thank you, your Highness. You honor us both and my parents’ memory.” Edmath leaned forward and looked over the stethians closely, taking in the wave-like patterns of their metal blades, visible through gaps in pale silken sheathes, inlaid with mosaic-like tiles of differently colored metal. Carefully, he lifted one of them and passed it to Chelka. She ran her hand up the inlaid side of the device’s edgeless blade.

“They are quite a gift,” she said rising from her seat. “I have heard a little of them before recently. They are said to be the only true Saale weapon.”

“I saw both your father and mother do much while wielding them.” Kassel shrugged his shoulders, sending his rega trembling in the wind. “I believe they will serve you well, Lord and Lady Benisar. I wish you luck all your lives.” 

“And also for you.” Chelka took the hand Kassel offered between herself and Edmath and shook it. “Your highness.” 

Kassel released her hand with a broad grin. He turned his back on them and made his way across the courtyard, followed by his servants in a trail. The War Empress, Marnaia Hayel came next and congratulated both of them, telling Edmath to keep her service in mind when looking for a future path for his career. Haddishal Rumenha, Ahenesrude Naopaor and his family including Brosk came next, then followed by what might have been a hundred other well-wishers and advisers.

Zuria and Sampheli made their way from one side to stand behind the table on Edmath’s right. Chelka’s family took their place on her left as the Coral Queen and her children came to greet them. Razili met Edmath with a small smile and a bow, while Oresso hung back. Edmath saw the stethian at Oresso’s belt, so similar to the pair of Saale weapons lying on the table between them. 

Edmath didn’t want to speak with him, not when the Coral Prince looked to be in such a state. His eyes were darkened and his brow, brooding. He approached. 

“Lady Chelka.” He bowed to her and lifted his head, turning to Edmath. “Ed.”

“Prince Nane, greetings.” Chelka smiled but Edmath could tell she was forcing at least part of it. The inviting shadows of her face were not the carefree dance of colors they had been before Oresso appeared. “My new husband and I are both glad you have come to wish us well.”

“I have come to wish you well.” Oresso closed his eyes. “Excuse me. I was rude, perhaps.”

“Perhaps you were, but no matter.” Edmath smiled at him. “All I ask is that you would excuse me as well.”

“Excuse you?” Oresso’s hand passed over the grip of his stethian. “What should I excuse you for, ahem, Lord Benisar?”

Edmath glanced at Chelka. She raised an eyebrow at him. He turned back to Oresso, a small smile on his face. 

“I never gave you a chance, really.” He leaned forward in his seat, hunching. “I’m sorry.”

Oresso took a deep breath and turned to walk away. Edmath wondered how angry he might be at this moment. How angry could he be? He had known all along about Edmath and Chelka. Oresso Nane was too clever to expect anything less from the two of them.

“I wish you well,” the Coral Prince said without looking back.

Chelka opened her mouth to reply, but Edmath missed her words in the sudden buzz that went through his mind. It was a sound unlike any had ever heard before, and yet, it had no volume, though entirely clear. Edmath presumed it’s nature from his training. This sensation belonged to the sphere of humanity. The sphere sent out another wave of magic and this time words accompanied the buzz.

“Treachery, treachery, treachery.”

At the same moment, Edmath heard the sound of great wings. Twin miraches lifted from the grounds of the palace to the northeast. Chelka froze, looking at his face, fear suddenly mingled with the joy in her eyes.

“The High Emperor is in danger. That was his voice through the sphere.” Chelka pushed back her chair. It clattered to the ground behind her as she flew to her feet. 

Edmath climbed out of his chair more carefully and looked at Chelka. Oresso Nane turned from his place next to the line, holding his temples. He returned to the table. 

“She’s right.” 

All around the courtyard people looked from face to face, as if questioning the fragment of news they had all heard. Edmath picked up the stethians sitting on the table in front of him. 

“We must find him, and quickly.” 

He handed one of the devices to Chelka. She took it and looked away from him. He knew how she felt. They had been so lucky to have this day and night, now it was disrupted. Duty came first. 

Oresso drew his stethian as Razili broke from the line to stand beside him, followed by Brosk, and Yezani Rumenha. Zuria left Sampheli’s side and came toward Edmath’s table. Her double striker appeared in her hand.

“We will need to get to the High Palace quickly,” she said. “Brother, let’s go.”

“Of course.” Edmath strode around the table, followed by Chelka, holding her still-sheathed stethian. “Oresso, how do you activate this weapon?” He tapped his stethian’s flat side.

Oresso shrugged as he started back down the milling line of guests and servants. 

“Strike a tear when you are ready. As far as I can tell, stethians activate themselves.”

Edmath addressed the line of people, feeling unreal as he did it. He couldn’t possibly be giving this sort of speech at his own wedding. 

“Thank you for attending this union, friends, and forgive us. This is the role of Imperial Saales.” 

He fell into step beside Brosk and Chelka caught up on his right. Edmath marched down the line past the half-stripped stage. Razili, Oresso, and Zuria followed the three of them in silence. The War Empress and the Saale Emperor had already left the courtyard, but Zemoy met them on the path leading toward the central palace. He looked harried and his one eye was filled with suppressed rage. 

“I will organize things here and send troops to follow you as soon as I can muster them. Protect his grace.”

Chelka bowed her head quickly. “We will do our best, father.” 

Edmath didn’t have time for his own reply, for Chelka broke into a run once she finished speaking. He raced after her, feet pounding the soft grass. They reached a wide path at a sprint with regas flapping in the cool northern wind. Edmath’s stomach thrilled with fear.

Whoever had attacked the palace was prepared for a great battle. The miraches taking flight gave him more than a small hint as to who was inside. Thinking of the Roshi brought up the twinge of pain in his left hand where Ursar Kiet had injured him.

“Be careful everyone.” He barely managed to speak between breaths while running. 

Oresso Nane put his head down, picking up the pace along with Zuria and Brosk. Razili lagged a bit, along with Yezani, but Chelka practically flew. She sprinted over the stones of the path, sandals clapping upon them.

The domes of the High Palace rose up before them, and only then, in the twilight, did Edmath see the dark shapes flitting over the surfaces of each dome. They passed here and there in the moonlight, misshapen and strangely distorted at this distance. Edmath’s heart pounded aloud, and he clutched his stethian to his side. The ball of crystal on its end felt warm as the weapon slipped in his hand and brought the end sphere closer to his fingers. What was this device, and what could it do?

Keeping his eyes on the malformed creatures moving atop the domes, Edmath watched several of them take to the air. They glided down to land at the gates before the Saales. He panted for breath and kept running. He drew a striker from his pouch but spilled another onto the path as he did. He only had three of them left on him after these. Chelka’s white wedding gown flew out behind her, streaming like a banner, pale against the darkening sky. Brosk’s arms rippled as he drew his striker chain from the loop at his belt. The metallic gleam of bronze lit up coldly with the moonlight.

“Those are not friends up ahead,” Brosk called back as he slowed his pace. “Prepare to fight.” Veering off to the left, Brosk unfolded the striker chain to fly out behind him. He dragged it in and opened a trio of tears as he did. 

Chelka struck with a ring Edmath hadn’t seen her draw, and magic flowed back down the path into him and the other four Saales. The current wasn’t with them, though. Chelka and Brosk wouldn’t have enough power to do anything major to the foes immediately up ahead. He would have said something, but they were already upon the enemy. 

He slipped his striker over one finger as the shadows became four distinct creatures, mostly human, but not quite. Dull red tendrils flowed from the first one’s impossibly humped back, and they grew as Edmath drew closer. Chelka came to a stop, making a light sign with her free hand. She had barely enough magic to pull it off.

A flash of yellow so bright it would have blinded Edmath if he hadn’t known to look away bloomed in front of them. Brosk ran past the deformed people, opening a rash of rips as he did so. Edmath ran toward where Chelka stood, long shadow cast by the bright glow of the light she had summoned. Razili and Zuria followed Brosk, but the light began to fade. To Edmath’s horror, he recognized the twisted voice of the huge man from one of the actors in the play. His jocular tone from earlier that evening was gone, and his back bulged with the shape of a conjoined protean sphere.

“Saales! This is for Beliu on Dreamwater!”

Edmath’s hand sign for the green fist faltered. He knew the man with the bulging black mass on his back was telling the truth with a certainty that made him sick to his stomach. What were the villagers from Beliu doing here? From the shadowy frames of the other performers, fast tangles of black tendrils grew, shooting at Edmath and the others at dizzying speeds.

One tendril wrapped around Edmath’s wrist and dragged him forward. Razili fell to the ground with a yell. As the last of the light from Chelka’s spell faded, Edmath glimpsed Brosk slash a grasping black tentacle off at the tip. A terrible cracking sound, like breaking bones, came from Razili, and he heard Zuria hiss as she transformed into her serpent tosh. 

Edmath swung his stethian, sending the cloth sheath flying off and brought it down on the tentacle gripping his left arm. It came apart and recoiled with a shriek of explosive flesh.

Light flared again, this time blinding Edmath as he hadn’t seen Chelka summon it. A roar like a collapsing wave came from just ahead of him, followed by a huge crashing sound of a body falling. The light dimmed slowly and Edmath heard Chelka call out. 

“Razili, get out of there!”

The body of the huge actor, no not just an actor, a villager, one of those lost at Beliu on Dreamwater lay sprawled on the path. Perched atop his chest, Razili Nane crouched, covered in the ridged and abrasive armor of her coral tosh. Her stony hands were slick with blood. The other villagers retreated along the path. One of them left a slick red trail from where he had clashed with Brosk through the dome’s open door.

Brosk shifted into his whale tosh, face becoming indistinct and shoulders broadening. His striker whip hung in his hands. The magic flowing all around them cast the whole scene in a surreal light visible only to trained eyes. He returned Chelka’s stone-faced look before glancing at Brosk. 

“Those men had protean spheres.” 

“Indeed.” Brosk’s massive shoulders sagged. “Edmath, you don’t need to tell me.”

Edmath nodded before looking behind himself at Oresso Nane, and Yezani Rumenha. They were both unhurt, and Oresso wore his coral tosh as well. Yezani had a pair of double strikers in her hands, but her expression was absolutely terrified. The horrors of protean spheres were shocking to any mage. Edmath’s own adrenaline-fueled excitement at the violence was all that kept him from looking away. The remains of the tentacle fell from his wrist.

Chelka drew her stethian from its silken sheathe. She looked down the path. 

“We need to keep moving. If there are more of these people inside then they will know we’re coming now.”

Edmath joined Chelka in the lead and went to the inner palace. They climbed the steps there carefully. He and Chelka led, and Oresso and the others followed them. Zuria hissed from her snake tosh. Her forked tongue flicked out of her mouth. 

“Brother,” she said. “We should split up if we are to find the High Emperor in time.” 

“You are right, sister. we can search twice as fast in two groups.” Edmath closed his eyes for a second and opened them to see better in the dark. “Or faster yet, in three.” He paced forward into the palace hall, followed closely by Chelka. 

Brosk waited in his path. 

“Razili and Zuria, take the right corridor and search the domes in that direction. Oresso and Yezani, can you handle the inner gardens?”

“We will try,” Yezani said. “Don’t worry about me, Brosk.”

Brosk gave her a shaky nod.

“Thanks,” Edmath said.

Brosk’s eyes, large and dark in his tosh, flicked to Edmath and Chelka. “You two, come with me. We’ll go left down the hallway up ahead.”

Edmath followed Brosk up the steps, avoiding the spreading blood trail and followed by Chelka. She drew a triple-ring striker and held it along with her stethian, throwing her train up and over one shoulder. Her eyes shifted in the dark but still, she did not assume her tosh. The squid tosh would not be overly useful in a dry place like this. It would be awkward to maneuver on land and made breathing in air difficult. Brosk jogged forward, eyes closed in the lantern-lit corridor. The curve of the hallway led them forward, following the blood trail. 

“There are more of them up ahead. I can hear them.” 

“Of course. We’ll need to break through.” 

Edmath raised the stethian in his right hand and pointed it down the corridor as he made a hand sign with his left. As he marched forward, he held out the palm of his hand. He completed the single hand sign. A luminous plant grew in his palm. 

“Brosk, you are the strongest. You should go first.”

“Indeed. Those creatures are powerful, but I trust my tosh. Is this the work of Roshi, I wonder?”

Chelka shouldered her stethian, ball-point in the air. 

“I think I can use this device,” she said, and tipped her head toward it. “I’ll have to have a spell ready though.”

“I will make sure we are not attacked from behind.” Edmath looked over his shoulder. “The others will have to be wary as well. There could be any number of foes about.” 

He walking slowly, and watched the shadows dance on the white stone of the walls. The polished floor reflected his face, a darker patch in a pool of light. Chelka and Brosk moved ahead of him, liquid-shapes maneuvering in the darkness. Overhead the cry of a mirache came in clearly to Edmath’s ears in the fox language.

“We are hunters. They are prey!”

Edmath shuddered. Roshi had taken Beliu’s people to use as their own it seemed, and now more monsters might easily arrive. Edmath’s pace quickened and his breathing became ragged. 

“The Roshi fox beasts are looking for something.” 

Brosk quieted Edmath’s whisper with a raised hand. Chelka turned and looked back at Edmath. Black hair flowed across her shoulders in the torchlight. 

“Here they are. Give me some magic and close your eyes.” 

She lowered her stethian and muttered something Edmath couldn’t hear while forming a sign with her ringed hand. Edmath struck the air. Ahead of him, Brosk did the same. The magic flowed around them and into them, but mostly toward Chelka. Mystic power rushed into her and she glowed as if someone lit a fire inside her chest. Edmath closed his eyes and made the sign of the thorn with his right hand. A cold breeze came in from a window up ahead and a roar rumbled from up ahead.

“Open up, Ed.” Chelka’s voice drew Edmath’s eyes. 

Her red and yellow spell-light built along the narrow side of the stethian. The red was something he’d not seen before, but a new, sinister flame. The spell cast Chelka’s face in fierce flashes of light and shadow.

The creatures coming toward them from the hallway were barely recognizable as human. Protean spheres had all but devoured the bodies of these people during the transformation and now their human parts hung limply from the floating orbs of black and red flesh. Tentacles flew out from the nearest creature and slashed toward Brosk. Edmath struck and opened another ragged tear before he moved to complete the thorn hand sign.

Wrapped with black ropes of flesh, Brosk’s enormous shape strained and broke several of them. His arms seethed with muscles no human without magic possessed. Edmath focused on the thorns in his mind and launched them forward, shooting long vines covered in tiny points all over the warped flesh of the creature before him. 

He wrapped his fingers around the thick, smooth vine that appeared his hand and tugged on it, making the thorns cut through the protean sphere and dragging it to the floor. With a surge of strength, Brosk broke the last of the black tendrils wrapped around him. The creature they had grown from recoiled and yelled in an all too human voice.

“You will die, Saales. All die!”

Four more monsters came down the hall toward them, bringing the number of foes to six. Chelka walked up to Edmath’s side. He didn’t dare look at her, for fear of losing his sight. The blinding light on the edge of her stethian drew the attention of the villagers and their protean spheres. The one that had been wrestling with Brosk broke away and charged Edmath, trying to get to her. 

Edmath backed toward Chelka. His fingers tugged on the roots of the thorn plant. He pulled it into the creature’s path which held it back, though only for a second. Blood beaded on the body where the thorns cut into it and then the protean sphere pushed through, tearing long gashes across its host’s chest and abdomen. The creature did not seem to notice the pain. 

A flare of light from Chelka’s stethian struck the creature in its human chest and broke through like a hot poker, setting it on fire and sending ignited blood spraying up its neck. The fire blackened and seared flesh as it went. Edmath made the thorn sign again, running past the falling villager and casting the vines around the leg of another in front of him. 

Chelka sent a blast of light through a villager on Edmath’s left, knocking the twisted man to the ground, smoking. Edmath kept running past the villager he’d entangled. The vines dragged, pulling the man down by his protean sphere. 

Brosk’s fist smashed into another, driving it back a step before Chelka’s next bolt of light set it ablaze. Edmath turned and made the sign of the root, entangling another creature so it fell. Brosk and Chelka followed him past the maimed and burning villagers at a run.

Things intensified the longer they fought. Those wounds could be fatal, Edmath knew, and the sickness that came to a Saale from killing would catch up with Chelka soon. She raced ahead of him, strong legs just as good for running as for dancing. She leveled her stethian, still alight with lethal flames, and stared straight ahead. 

“More enemies, from above,” Brosk said.

“I’ve got them.” Chelka angled the end of her stethian up. Trickles of white smoke rose from the ball at its tip. Three blasts of red and yellow light shot through the first creature as it descended from the ceiling. Edmath watched it break into ashen pieces and fall to the ground, its buoyancy destroyed.

“Don’t overdo it, my dear.” Edmath made the sign of the branch. “If you take ill this fight will become more difficult.”

“I understand.” Chelka slowed her pace and closed with the inner wall of the corridor.

Brosk swung his striker whip and knocked an approaching tentacle from the air. He dodged another coming in from above, and dropped to his knees. A spot of black blood appeared on his gray forearm. 

“Please die, will you?” A hoarse female voice came from above. “A prince and a Saale, you are. Doubly I hate you.” 

A hair-thin black line pulled free from Brosk’s arm and he gave a gasp of pain. The line retracted toward a spidery-limbed sphere descended from the ceiling with a yellow-haired woman emerging from its back, head bent over backward to glare with blue eyes at Brosk.

“You cursed mages must pay for what we have suffered.”

Edmath didn’t listen any further. He used the last of his magic and made the sign of the green fist. The huge chunk of plant matter shot from before him and into the villager woman’s sphere. The blow knocked her backward, but she recovered quickly. She floated up higher, and then shot a pair of dark lances of hair toward Edmath. The black hair-like spears were so thin he only saw them because of the light from Chelka’s spell. He threw himself to one side.

The outline of an eye formed in the protean sphere connected to the woman’s midsection and fixed its gaze upon Edmath. More hairs shot at him. He wove out of the way of the sharp points and still, the eye remained staring at him. 

Nausea hit him, almost as if he’d taken a life with magic. Someone had struck him with a disorienting curse. The curse caught him up in dizziness and he fell to one knee. Chelka’s voice came in from the haze and his wave of nausea abated along with a flash of red light.

Her bolt of light hit the spider woman and burned through the sphere’s staring eye. Brosk opened a trio of tears with his striker chain and advanced on the falling form of the villager. 

The woman lurched on the legs of her sphere. She scuttled back down the hallway where she had first appeared to attack them.

Edmath recovered his stance and advanced, keeping conscious of the survival arts as he did so. He moved one foot, then the other, and advanced down the hallway without faltering. His feet didn’t drag, but flowed with him, liquid smooth movement after liquid-smooth movement. Maybe he wouldn’t be hopeless at the arts of battle forever. The spidery village-woman did not reappear. 

He, Chelka, and Brosk advanced without delay.

Brosk winced visibly as he looked down at the wound on his arm. His whale-face contorted but he kept his pace up. The three of them made their way onto a bridge leading over the gardens to the center of the high palace. The pyramid loomed in the moonlight over the central domes. Below them, the darkened grounds of the gardens were filled with shrieks of the Enchiel and the cries of the ordinary Roshi warriors who fought with them. Two or three men with lances and more with torches would surround a single Enchieli in an attempt to bring it down, but they were already outnumbered. 

“It looks as though the Roshi are not holding their own.” Edmath panted for air as he spoke. The constant running and fighting were taking their toll on him. “We should be fine if we can find his Grace.”

“We can only hope.” Brosk tore tear after tear with his striker chain. Edmath and Chelka did the same with their own strikers. “He must still be alive.”

Fear and uncertainty tugged at Edmath. He didn’t know if they could get out of the palace themselves. His earlier words hardly reassured him. Down in the gardens was one thing, but these villagers would get them through numbers if there were too many more, not to mention the physical mages. Ursar Kiet, Tamina, and even Akalok Roshi could fight with more power than any of these protean spheres, he was certain.

“We’ll find him,” Chelka said. “We have to.”

A roar and growl came from before them. In the shadows up ahead where the bridge met the dome a pair of Echiel lay slain, great wings torn and bodies opened by terrible wounds. Edmath felt pity for the great creatures but more fearful at the prospect of facing their killer. He looked at Chelka as they came to a stop before the closed door to the dome.

“Chelka, how do you wield your stethian?”

“It’s not difficult. Just focus on it when you make the hand sign.” Chelka lowered the flickering light of her weapon. “It uses much power, so strike often.”

“Thank you. I will.”

Brosk looked up from the bodies of the Enchiel as the sound of growls intensified. Edmath couldn’t put his finger on where it was coming from, though. A pair of great red fox heads flashed down between the columns on his left and another two on his right. 

Edmath grabbed Chelka’s arm and pulled her down as he dropped to the floor. Brosk threw his back against the door and swung his striker chain at the head menacing him. The huge fox face withdrew as the chain’s sharp edge opened a gash above its eyes. Another head passed over Edmath and Chelka and then rapidly drew back, noticing them. 

Edmath sprang up and to one side. Chelka rolled onto her back, sending a blast of light at the creature from her stethian. It snaked back up out of sight and the bolt blackened a pillar near the corner where the bridge joined the wall. Edmath made the sign of the thorn and glared at the face of the mirache hovering before him.

He pointed the ball of the stethian at it and focused hard on the weapon. The vines that shot at the creature were black and long, razor-sharp blades, not really thorns at all. Edmath was too slow to grab the roots but the bladed vines hit the Mirache in a coil and opened wounds all across one side of its face, releasing blood to flow through fur. The head drew back with a loud yelp.

A thump came from the further back across the bridge. Ursar Kiet rose from his crouch and patted the mirache head he had leapt from. 

“That won’t do. My mirache is playful. He’s not the sort of creature you want to kill, is he, Saales?” He lowered the great spear he carried and stalked toward them. The heads of his steed withdrew between the columns. 

Edmath turned to face the Roshi duelist. 

“You seemed like a decent fellow.”

“A decent fellow serves his nation.”

Edmath glanced at Brosk. 

“Remember, his death gaze.”

“I remember,” Brosk said. “You two, get through the door.” 

He strode toward the Roshi. His striker chain opened tears from his striker chain with every step as he walked. Never looking back, Brosk made the sign of the stomach with his free hand. 

Edmath stared at him. Magic flowed into him from the tears his friend had opened. Chelka reacted before him. She turned, raised her stethian and shot a bolt of yellow light into the heavy wooden door. As burnt splinters fell upon the floor, Ursar Kiet grinned.

“You two aren’t worth it anyway. The Whale Prince will be a worthy opponent.” Kiet grinned with a broad sincerity that made Edmath shudder. 

“Brosk.”

“Just go, Ed. I’ll be fine.”

Edmath and Chelka looked at each other, but Brosk did not turn toward them. He stared at Ursar Kiet and suddenly a thundering sound came from above them. Torrents of yellow liquid erupted from the air in front of Brosk and shot towards the Roshi before him. He charged after the high river of bile and gave a wild yell. Edmath felt Chelka’s warm hand in his, still gripping her double striker ring. She pulled him forward and they ran through the doorway.

It was dark on the other side except for Chelka’s brightening spell-light. It took a moment for Edmath to realize he knew where they were. The internal domes were similar, but this one was just one room away from the throne room he’d seen on his first day in Diar. 

“Follow me,” he said. “We’ve got to get to the pyramid.”

“You think his Grace is still in there?” Chelka raised her stethian and pointed it out across the bridge.

“I think if he is still alive he would not leave the sphere of humanity.”

“Right. Let’s go.”

Edmath nodded and then started down the hall at a run. The fastest way to the pyramid would be through the window behind the throne. It overlooked the temple peak. He led Chelka through a corridor and up the stairs to the empty throne in the room they reached. The window was there, just as he’d expected it to be. Raising his stethian he pointed at its tall curtains.

“Allow me.” Chelka made her sign of the star and the window shades flew open, revealing the pyramid beyond.

Edmath made the sign of the branch and sent a long twisting plant flowing down from the window to form a bridge to the top of the pyramid. It took a few seconds to grow the plant but he and Chelka were running along it the moment it reached the other side. Edmath heard an inhuman cry and saw Kiet’s six-faced mirache coming toward them, completely without a rider and shedding blood from the wounds they had already dealt it. 

Chelka spun and shot a red light from her stethian. The flash of color grazed one of the creature’s heads and set the fur alight, but did not slow it down. Edmath dropped onto the stones of the pyramid steps even as the branch behind him shattered. The mirache’s great wings beat with what could have been the sound of a thousand birds. Chelka disappeared as it passed between them. Edmath’s mouth fell open even as he made the sign of years. 

A burst of growth surged through the crippled plant. Chelka reappeared on the mirache’s back as it flew in reverse from the bridge of wood. A great red head lunged from behind her and bit down. Chelka tumbled down the creature’s back, leaving her dress’ long white train in the jaws behind her. Edmath didn’t waste the time she had given him. His next sign was that of the forest, a complex and difficult one he rarely used.

Great leafy branches and round trunks rose up from the courtyard below, fueled by the magic Edmath released. The forest extended towards Chelka as she fell from the mirache. The soft-crafted leafy canopy caught her and cushioned her fall as she caught herself. Edmath sagged half with relief and half with pure exhaustion. 

The magic he’d just put to use had nearly exhausted him. He struck a tear as Chelka shot bolt of light after bolt of light after the retreating mirache. Every blast failed to hit the monster.

“Come on,” he called. “We have to find his Grace.”

Chelka looked in his direction as he extended another bridge of wood toward her. The look of surprise on her face told Edmath that she had not relaxed her attitude since the times she had learned dueling alongside him back at Lexine Park. She got carried away with fighting. It couldn’t be healthy. Still looking at her, Edmath knew he’d made the right choice to marry her. Pins that had held her hair up fell from her as she walked. He could not hear them hit the ground below.

“Don’t stare, Ed.” Chelka gave him a wild grin. “We still have a job to do.” 

She stepped off the branch Edmath had summoned and the two of them raised their stethians. They climbed the stairs.
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The first room in the tower at the top of the pyramid was lined with sputtering candles, and more burned in the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. Voices he could not trace and did not understand reverberated through the room, shouting in rage. Edmath peered through the shadows. The voices echoed around the chamber, incoherent, and ghostly. Across the room the huge circular shadow of the sphere of humanity loomed, visible through a partially translucent white curtain. 

On the left, a set of red curtains glowed in the candlelight. On the other side of the room, green curtains lay in tatters with small fires burning upon them. In the center of the piles of torn green fabric, lay a small shape, yellow hair gleaming in the candlelight.

“It’s his Grace’s Saale,” Edmath said as he and Chelka approached the girl on the floor. She lay on her back with a long black burn on her forearm. Her other hand clutched a stethian but her eyes were closed and she shook with pain. 

“Keve?” He crouched beside her. “Keve Zasha?”

“Edmath Donroi.” The girl’s voice showed no pain, only deadened resolve. “Where is Emperor Loi?”

“I don’t know. We need to find him.”

“Yes. They came here. Akalok Roshi is with his Grace, behind the white curtain. You must be careful, Saales. There are more on their way.” 

Keve Zasha propped sat up, head waving with dizziness, and propped herself on her stethian. The ball of the device trickled white smoke like Chelka’s. Edmath looked past Keve to a burned body lying against the wall. The bulging remains of a protean sphere told him the thing had not been human when it died.

“How many are with them?” Chelka approached the white curtain, stethian arm out-stretched. She stared straight ahead and kept a pace as Edmath helped Keve stand up. 

Keve looked at Chelka’s back and Edmath followed her trembling gaze. Chelka’s shoulders were exposed by the cut of her dress. She glanced over her shoulder at him and Keve.

“How many?” Chelka asked again.

“At least three, though there were four.” Keve staggered away from Edmath and lifted her stethian. “The three of us should be able to save his Grace if we hurry.” 

“Right.” Chelka threw back the side of the white curtain with her free hand and slipped past it. 

Edmath followed her with Keve beside him. The young Saale girl whimpered with pain every few paces. Edmath saw blood in her hair, hair the same color as his. He turned toward Chelka as her lighted stethian cast the large shadow the sphere of humanity across the walls. 

“This is it.” She breathed a sigh. “I wish we had Brosk. His whale tosh’s echolocation could find anyone hiding here, no problem.”

“I know.” 

Edmath blinked. Brosk could be dead by now. He remembered his promise to Yezani not to let his friend fight Ursar Kiet. Even beyond the duel, the memory stung. He started past Chelka and to the altar at the back of the sphere of humanity’s alcove. A figure detached itself from the shadows quickly followed by three more.

Akalok Roshi lit the darkness with a fire in his eyes. The High Emperor knelt at the altar before him, eyes closed and with the wings of the Crown of Three folded behind his back. Except for his upright posture, he looked unconscious, almost dead, but Edmath could see no wounds on him. 

Akalok’s voice broke the silence.

“I’m glad you made it, Saale Donroi.” 

Edmath stepped out of the way and let Chelka and Keve stand alongside him. Chelka kept her stethian pointed at Akalok even as it illuminated Tamina Roshi on his left and Kassel Onoi on his right. The Worm King rolled his eyes and gave Akalok a sideways glance. 

“You know, it is Lord Benisar now. Remember our customs, Roshi.”

Tamina gave Kassel a ferocious glare. 

“Do not misspeak, Worm King. You can die here too if you wish.”

“Hush, Tamina,” said Keve. She leapt forward, stethian glowing with green light. Her eyes were wild.

Edmath’s face flushed with angry heat as he realized Kassel Onoi held a sword. That meant he was the treacherous one the emperor had warned about. That man had seemed so understanding. Edmath had liked him almost immediately. Now, this. Why?

Keve’s stethian flared bright. Razor-sharp wooden darts shot from its point. Akalok Roshi’s burning gaze turned wood to ash in midair. 

“You are too late, Saales. His Grace has taken the coward’s way out and sent his mind into the sphere. He cannot, will not, help you now.”

“Right you are, Akalok Roshi.” Edmath gritted his teeth. “But you words show you don’t understand one thing.”

Akalok stalked around the altar, staring at Edmath all the while. His eyes burned but the orange light left a dark halo around each of them. 

“What have I misunderstood?”
Edmath made the sign of the thorn with the hand at his side and used the last of his magic to focus on the spell. 
“We came here to help him.” 

Black-bladed vines shot from Edmath’s stethian burning as Akalokok’s fire lanced forth. Black blades slashed across Akalok’s shoulders and arms but failed to strike his head or chest. 

Akalok’s anger emerged in another burst of fire. Edmath threw himself to the side and the line of fire hit the sphere of humanity behind him. Kassel Onoi started forward, sword on guard as he drew near Edmath. Keve launched a trio of wooden darts into his hand and Kassel cursed with pain.

Tamina slashed toward Chelka. She brought up her stethian and blocked with a ringing of metal on metal. She stepped around the Roshi woman, weaving her left leg around Tamina’s right. Chelka spilled Tamina to the floor. 

Edmath blocked Kassel’s next swing with his stethian, but stumbled. His back pressed against Chelka’s as Tamina returned to her feet with speed impossible without magic enhancing her every movement. Akalok whirled and shot a burst of fire at Keve, who vanished from view behind the curtain of orange flames. As he struck a tear with his free hand, Edmath felt his ring shatter from overuse. The fragments fell from his finger. Magic flowed from a new tear, surrounding Edmath and Chelka.

Kassel fell back a few steps to protect Akalok, sword on guard. Akalok’s eyes ceased burning and he made a triangle with both hands. Tamina drove Chelka back a step, pushing her back against Edmath’s shoulders. A burst of light from Chelka’s stethian blackened the stone wall behind Tamina. Akalok’s hand flew toward the High Emperor’s head. Edmath glimpsed the man’s movement and leapt forward. 

Kassel’s sword gashed Edmath’s arm below where he held stethian. Edmath gasped but kept moving out of pure desperation. Using nearly all of the power he’d gathered just a moment before he made the sign of the root. A shield of wood formed along his side. Kassel’s sword buried itself in the wood on the back-swing and Akalok’s hand smashed into it, sending splinters flying.

“Damn you,” Akalok said, and fell back a pace.

Edmath gave a fevered laugh, sinking to his knees beside the altar. His bleeding arm fell to his side as he looked at the High Emperor. The toll this fight took on him might be too much, but still, Edmath served, even tonight.

Tamina flew toward them in a blur, sword raised. Chelka leapt between the red-haired woman and Edmath, catching the Roshi’s blade on her stethian behind her back. She gave a step with a grunt, back bent. Edmath looked back at her. 

“Of course, now we die.”

“Don’t you tell me that, Ed.” Chelka’s grip on her stethian faltered and the blade of Tamina’s sword drew blood from her shoulder. 

She grimaced with pain. An odd sensation filled the pit of Edmath’s stomach, not dread, not pain, though he felt those as well. No, he truly felt the need to breathe as he never had before. He felt the need to live, the need to be free and to run and to escape. He made the sign of the ghost, a change art that represented the final state of the lifeline.

“I won’t say it again.” Edmath bowed his head, sweat pouring down his brow. “We are here to save his Grace.” 

He touched the High Emperor’s forehead with his unwounded hand and traced a symbol just below the old man’s gray scalp. Dizzy with pain, he struggled to complete a Hesiatic mind augury. 

The old man opened his eyes. 

“You again? You are so dull, boy.”

Edmath felt a gentle hand touch his back and then slip off. Chelka gave a cry as Tamina’s blade swung back upward. Keve Zasha touched Chelka’s leg and brought her head to rest against the High Emperor’s high forehead. The world burned bright for a moment, so alive that Edmath remembered no other time he had felt so much magic.

The chamber vanished and Edmath felt grass beneath his knees and feet. He collapsed onto his hands. Chelka sagged against him for a moment, hands brushing his back before she straightened and looked around. 

Vosraan Loi raised his head as Keve Zasha slid onto her knees in the grass beside Edmath and Chelka. She gave the High Emperor a small smile, face sweaty and pale, and then collapsed onto the cold grass. The stethian fell from her hand.

With a long, low breath, Edmath pushed himself back up, first to crouch, then to stand. Chelka reached for him and took his hand. Together they looked up at the starry night sky, hair and clothes moving in the gentle breeze. The familiar constellations burned across the heavens, traced by Edmath’s memory. Life went on despite the pain. Somehow, of course, life always went on. The moon shone like a tiny coin over the darkened hills that rose before them and Edmath realized they were nowhere near the city. He could not see the ocean anywhere, but instead, white pines covered half the slope where Keve had transported them.

Chelka squeezed his hand.

“We need help,” she said. “You’re hurt. So am I.”

“But how? I mean, of course, but where are we?” 

Edmath laid his throbbing head against Chelka’s shoulder and leaned on her, exhausted. The nightmarish creatures and the Roshi were gone, at least. This was the freedom he had wanted just when he thought he was going to die. He reminded himself that the wound in his arm might yet be the end of him. Vosraan Loi rose and spread the red wings behind his crown.

“Ah, Edmath, don’t you see?” He laughed. “My dear Keve has simply brought us to the place I was born, the place I told her to take me in an emergency, bless her. This is Hessiom, near my mother’s home village of Opar, if I am not mistaken.”

“Really?” Edmath turned and looked back into the nearby valley surrounded by groves of the same white pines as on the hills. “How can you say?”

“I grew up in this region before going west in my youth, boy. I will never forget this place.” The High Emperor looked down at Keve Zasha and gently touched her ear with a wrinkled hand. “Please help me carry young Lady Zasha, will you. She is light, but I am old.”

Edmath released Chelka’s hand and walked over to the High Emperor and his Saale. He bent down and lifted the slim girl onto his back. Chelka shook her head and the wind picked up her hair and tugged it around her face. She started down the hill toward the village. 

Nothing could be done but to keep moving, Edmath decided as he straightened up and followed her. Their wedding night may have been ruined, but at least they had saved the emperor, old and strange though he was. Chelka put a hand on her wounded shoulder. Edmath felt dizzy as he watched the blood trickle between her fingers. He averted his eyes and kept walking.
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They made it to the village in little time, but finding a place to stay at such a late time could have been difficult if Chelka had not thought ahead. She struck the air in the center of the village and raised her stethian. A bright flare of magical light shot upward and hung in the air, burning over the village and soon people began to filter out into the streets. When they had gathered a small crowd of villagers, Chelka waved a hand to stop their voices. Vosraan Loi strode into the center of the square to stand beside her.

“My friends, do you not recognize me?” he said. “It is I, High Emperor Vosraan Loi, come to you tonight for sanctuary. Will you not help your tribe’s king and his Saales?” 

He raised his arms and then let them fall. The crowd came together to see him more clearly and soon Edmath found Keve was taken from his back by a burly old moth lord and he and Chelka were quickly ushered to the open inn.

As a villager bandaged Edmath’s wounded arm, he looked at Chelka who’s shoulder was already tied with a patch of white cloth. Chelka’s gaze fell upon the sleeping form of Keve Zasha as the aides finished dressing Edmath’s wound and released him from where he sat. The people did not seem so much in awe of the High Emperor as they were simply dedicated to helping him. This was his native country. They must honor him more than any other nation of Zel would. 

Edmath looked around the white, pine-wood walls of the inn’s main dining room. It was decorated with moth patterns and plaques for each of the previous owners. The building looked to be positively ancient and Edmath realized it was, in fact, the Malilia, a place where the legendary three warlords once met. The current owner, the moth lord who had carried Keve into the building, sat down across from the High Emperor and spoke to him as an old friend. A few minutes into their conversation, the High Emperor turned to Chelka and Edmath.

“You two should rest. You have done enough tonight and we must return to Diar in the morning. I know what you were up to today, Lord and Lady Benisar.”

“Thank you, your Grace.” 

Edmath got to his feet, blinking with weariness. Chelka also stood up and followed a woman to the foot of the stairs and then up them. Edmath followed the two of them. He wondered what would happen now, within the nation, with the world, with the sleeping arrangements for the night. 

Shame touched his heart as he realized how ridiculous he had been thinking. There would most likely be a war now, and the new war would be worse than the last. The Roshi could not take over the nation all in one night, but if they’d been planning this, then they would have a distinct advantage in any conflict.

Edmath climbed the stairs while Chelka waited at the top, beside the door to their room for the night. She smiled slowly at him and he knew she wanted the same thing he did. Opening the door, they stepped into the room. The room was broad and spacious with one large bed in its center. 

The door closed behind them and Chelka unfastened the strap on the back of her dress and let it fall to the floor. Edmath watched her dark shape appear from beneath the cloth. She sat on the edge of the bed, eyes closed. The wind whistled through a small window over the bed and stirred her hair. Edmath unbuttoned his tunic and approached the bed. 

Chelka touched his bare chest. He sat down beside her for a moment and watched her turn slowly toward him. Her lips moved but he couldn’t hear what she was saying. They embraced slowly and then fell upon the sheets.
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Morning came in a flourish of light over the white pine forest. A breeze blew through the open windows and brought cool air into the room. It took a long time for Edmath to get up in the morning. 

Chelka rose before him and dressed in her wedding clothes from the previous day. He climbed out of bed and made his way over to the window where she stood. They looked out into the square below the Malilia Inn. The village still appeared sleepy, but Vosraan Loi had gathered five greater moths and a moth lord to lead them. Chelka turned to Edmath, looking more like a weary queen than the princess he had married. Her beauty remained obvious, her youth apparent, but her eyes had aged overnight. She creased her brow.

“I think we’re in for it, Ed.” 

She brushed the hair back from her forehead and ran a hand down the side of her rega. Edmath knew what she was thinking. It had to be even more obvious to her than to him that war was coming. She would be called into battle all too surely because of her talents and her position.

“I know, Chelka. If war comes, we must be ready.”

Edmath dressed in silence, putting on his rega and noticing, to his annoyance, a spot of blood on its side. He and Chelka looked at each other, seemingly synchronized like shoal fish. They walked out the door close to each other. He fought the urges to ask her what the two of them might do if she were called upon to fight. The very idea of it seemed even more terrifying now. All the creatures and warriors they had clashed with the previous day were likely outclassed by most Roshi war creatures. 

As he thought about the Roshi he fought a stab of guilt for having been unable to go back for Brosk. They’d left him to fight Ursar Kiet alone. Kiet had not pursued them. Perhaps Brosk won? Edmath could not manage to shake the feeling that his friend was gone, despite Brosk’s abilities. Kiet was a fearsome opponent, beyond Worm Kings or the other Dawkuns.

All the other Saales would also have been in extreme danger. Who could say how long the fighting lasted? Who knew how many had died? Edmath and Chelka made their way down the steps and found Vosraan Loi bidding the owner of the Malilia along with a newly awakened Keve. When Edmath and Chelka approached them at the bar counter, the High Emperor turned to them with a satisfied smile.

“It looks like you two slept well. I was about to suggest waking you. We must leave for Diar immediately.”

Chelka bowed her head. 

“I understand, your Grace.” 

Edmath followed Chelka’s lead but bowed even more deeply. 

“Of course, your Grace.” 

He did not know if he liked the High Emperor, but the man represented the true ruler of Zel. To him the entire nation owed their loyalty. 

Vosraan Loi smiled slowly, but Keve Zasha laughed at them, soft voice rocking her light frame. Edmath felt an inexplicable affection for her despite the insulting tone she took. The girl clearly wasn’t used to a normal life, being so young and so powerful as to be noticed and used by the High Emperor himself. She must have led an unusual life. 

“Thank you Riej,” Vosraan Loi said to the moth lord behind the inn’s bar. “Thank you for lending us your son for the journey.”

“We are your subjects, your Grace,” Riej said. He sounded more relaxed than most people who addressed the High Emperor, by far more casual in speech than Edmath would have personally dared. “Think nothing of it.”

“Very well. Be lucky.” Vosraan Loi led the other three out of the inn. 

The wings on his crown fluttered as soon as they stepped outside where the moths were resting on the ground. They were each eight to ten feet long, and all of them were saddled. The moths he presumed were meant for himself, Chelka and Keve to ride were tethered to the lead moth, on which sat a young man perhaps a few years younger than Edmath with the same heavy build as the moth lord inside.

“Mount up, folks,” the young moth lord said. “Be quick if you please. These boys and girls don’t like sitting on the ground.”

“That makes sense,” Edmath said, remembering Augo Vassma’s moth carriage in Diar. “I feel as though a winged creature would be better off in the air more than less.” 

“Right you are.” The young man said. “Ladies first, my lord.”

Stepping back from the moth he had approached, Edmath let Chelka, and Keve climb into the saddles of the first two moths before taking the last one for himself. Vosraan Loi climbed onto a moth of his own, long and white with black eye-spots, and then they all took off. 

With a long flight ahead of them, Chelka seemed uncomfortable. She did not speak, but riding such a small flier was probably her issue. Chelka always preferred to have her feet on the ground or in the water. At the very least, she did not prefer them dangling like they did over the side of a giant moth. 

They flew out of the valley and over the hills. The journey from Hessiom’s north border to Diar took over eight hours of flying for an air levoth, but on the much slower moths it took them a whole day and they only arrived as the sun was setting. After so long in the air, Edmath was exhausted. Landing just beyond the city walls, Edmath, Chelka and Keve looked to the High Emperor for his decision on how to enter the city. 

“I suppose it isn’t safe for me to simply walk in myself.” Vosraan stroked his chin and made a face. “Distasteful as it is, I think I will send you two—” He pointed at Chelka and then at Edmath. “—In ahead of me, to tell the lower emperors that I have returned. Lady Zasha will remain here to protect me.”

Chelka sat up straighter and then bowed to the emperor. 

“As you wish your Grace.” 

She climbed off her moth, looking even more tired than when Edmath had seen her by the window that morning. He followed her toward the city, fully aware that the two of them looked quite strange, as she wore her wedding dress without a cloak, and he, his torn and bloody tunic. All-in-all he thought it could be worse. If Brosk and the others were not alright, it would be worse.

They made their way through the southwest gate. He and Chelka followed the road to the Imperial Palace at the edge of the hill. There were few people in the streets on the way there, but it was the second end-day, and thus, many would be asleep already as night had begun to fall. They slipped along the red-tinted streets as the sun sank, reaching the palace gates without a word passing between them. Chelka became quiet, clearly thoughtful. Edmath had rarely seen this side of her, even over the years at Lexine Park.

The gates were closed and the white and brown banner of the Moth Nation still hung from the wall beside the green white and red of the Empire of Zel. Edmath gave a sigh of relief when he saw it and glanced at Chelka.

“At least they appear to have repulsed the attack.” His voice sounded hollow, ringing in the empty street.

“I see.” Chelka nodded her head and looked sorrowful. “I just hoped the wars would be over, Ed. I mean, I joined the War Empress’s court to stop this sort of thing from happening.” She turned toward him, tears in her eyes.

“You didn’t get a chance. I know you didn’t.” Edmath reached out to her with both hands and she lowered her head. She sniffed back her tears. He took her shoulders. “Don’t worry. Of course, there will be troubles. That’s the role we chose as Imperial Saales.”

“I know, Ed. I can handle it.” Chelka wiped her eyes, her voice hardening. “As long as we’re together, I can handle it.” She turned to the gate, then lifted the great steel knocker and struck it against the bell near the base of the door. 

A guard in moth legion livery appeared on the top of the wall. “Who goes there?”

“Imperial Saales, Lady Chelka Benisar, and Lord Edmath Benisar.” Chelka’s voice carried though she did not bellow. That would not have suited her anyway. But the sound of the bell had been little louder than her clear call. “We have come with good news for the ears of the lower emperors only.”

Edmath worried for a moment that the coup plotters had somehow taken the city but left the banners up to fool them. The guard put a hand on the top of the wall. 

“I will open the gates at once. I’ve heard rumors. The two of you were feared dead.” He vanished from sight and then a few moments later the gates began to turn inward, each pulled by a tethered greater elk. He hoped the audience would be immediate. Then an escort would go meet the High Emperor.
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In the hall of the War Empress within the High Castle, Chelka described the previous night to Marnaia Hayel. For her part, the youngest of the three emperors seemed glad to hear of the survival of the Vosraan Loi. She let Chelka finish the story and then raised her hand. Chelka glanced at Edmath as Oresso Nane and Morior Lem approached the high-backed throne the War Empress sat upon. They conversed with her softly, until finally, she waved them away.

“Prince Nane supports your story.” She stroked her chin. “I believe you as well, Lady Benisar. The attack was so strange, I have heard little from the other lower emperors about their search. The Roshi Ambassador and her party have fled. His Grace’s champion, Lord Bovet has already left the city to raise an army.”

“Forgive me, Excellency, but why the army now?” Chelka said. “The enemy has been beaten and pushed back, have they not?”

“I am afraid they crossed the central western border last night with a large Crab Tribe Army, and also faster forces from the Fox Tribe and the Hare Tribe. King Onoi’s betrayal has now made much of the Worm Tribe our foe for the time being as well.” Marnaia Hayel let out an audible sigh before continuing in her high, fine-pointed voice. “At the moment it is unknown who Queen Dayull of the Swan Tribe will side with, but the other peoples have put their armies at our disposal.”  

“Thank you, Excellency.” Chelka made a sweeping bow before the throne. Edmath watched her rise.

Hayel nodded to them.

“I will send a contingent of my personal guards to escort High Emperor Loi back to the palace. At least with him, we will be united. You may go, Saales. I know you have other business to attend to.” Marnaia Hayel hung her head and let her elbows rest across the arms of her throne. Chelka and Edmath turned and walked back out of the High Castle. On the way, Oresso Nane met them and matched their paces. Edmath’s eyes narrowed at him.

“Prince Naopaor is alive,” Oresso said quickly. “Everyone else made it through alright as well. Brosk definitely got the worst of it.” Oresso winced at his apparent thought.

Edmath couldn’t help but give him a dirty look. 

“How bad is the worst, Lord Nane?”

“Both his legs were injured and quite badly too. He will walk again, the healers say, but he may not run or fight for some time.” 

Edmath felt simultaneously sour and relieved with the news. Brosk would surely recover eventually. After being in a full battle with Ursar Kiet and his mirache that outcome could be considered lucky.

Edmath, Chelka, and Oresso made their way out of the High Castle and into the North Garden. Summer was well into the middle month and the fruits of the trees here were thoroughly ripe. Edmath walked over to one of the greatest of the apple trees near the path, an ancient and well-grown giant with branches reaching toward the ground. Edmath leapt up and snatched an apple from the lower branch. He had not eaten all day, and the hunger gnawed at him.

“Of course, I don’t think anyone will mind,” he said in answer to Chelka’s surprised expression. “I feel as though we have earned it.” 

Despite it coming from Oresso, the news of Brosk’s survival had lifted his spirits considerably. He hadn’t known how dark the world could be until he feared for his friends.

“You’re right, Edmath.” Oresso shook his head and smiled as he followed Chelka over to where Edmath stood under the tree. “I don’t know of anyone who deserves it more.”

“How gracious.” Chelka’s voice was distorted by the shifting of the back of her head as she assumed her Squid Tosh. 

Edmath had seen her transform before and the strange beauty of the tosh had some appeal to him even though he’d admit that it shocked him the first time he’d watched her change. Her arms lengthened and grew an extra joint while a pair of long tentacles emerged from her back, reaching upward to pluck another pair of apples. Chelka dropped one of the fruits into Oresso’s open palm and kept the last one for herself. 

Edmath walked to the tree trunk and slumped down beside it, pulling the stethian that had belonged to his father out of the loop of his belt where he’d kept it, and setting it on the grass beside him. “I have grown tired today. Moths are soft-skinned animals, but not easy to ride.”

Wind played with Chelka’s hair as she transformed back out of her tosh. “Too true.” She sat down beside him, dropping her stethian beside his. 

The smoke from the previous night had turned the sphere on the end of Chelka’s stethian white with collected ash. Saales were thought to have only strikers as magical tools for some time. These devices served to remind everyone of how little humans of recent days truly understood.

Both stethians had served them well last night. Edmath had watched Chelka kill one of the villagers and the attached protean sphere and she had not been ill at all. He was certain. She had been well enough to celebrate their wedding night with him, later on. The stethian must have taken the loss for her. 

His had yet to smoke, so he assumed he had not yet used it properly. Or perhaps it was because he had not dealt a mortal wound. With all the excitement of the previous day, they would need to slow down and examine these tools. If the stethians really did allow a Saale to take lives with magic they would be aptly called weapons.

“Ed? What are you thinking about?” Chelka’s hand touched his shoulder.

“Small things, dear. Just wondering how these devices work.” Edmath ran his fingers over the broad side of his stethian. He took a bite of the apple he held in his other hand. The crunch of the fruit was supremely satisfying. 

Oresso Nane walked over to them, tossing his apple up in the air and catching it. “I’ve picked up a few pieces of information about mine.” He touched the sheath on his belt. “It surely smokes when a life is taken by magic, and I believe it provides some sort of fuel, making it easier to perform greater spells. I suppose the how is still missing in this.”

Edmath nodded and took a bite of his apple and chewed it. He remembered using the forest sign the previous night. If Oresso was right then without the stethian he would have been exhausted of all his magic with that spell. Of course, he couldn’t be sure if the device had worked or not. He had broken Chelka’s fall, so it had been enough.

“You may be right.” Chelka picked up her stethian, the one that had belonged to Edmath’s mother according to Kassel Onoi, and turned it over. “Also, it may be hollow. It echoed when I blocked that Roshi woman’s sword last night. Likely the living element is on the inside.”

Edmath looked at her, tracing the outline of her face with his eyes. She looked younger now, more like the girl he had met at Lexine Park once again. Time haunted his thoughts. Together, he and Chelka moved toward the war with Roshi. He had always been told another war was inevitable. He had not wished to believe it.

Oresso Nane stopped walking a few paces from the tree and looked at them. His eyes were alight. “The sure thing about them is they give us power. I know it kept Yezani and me alive last night. My coral mirrors have never been so clear, and my walls, never stronger.”

“Did you see much fighting?” Chelka looked down at her apple before biting into it.

“Not as much as you from the look and sound of it.” Oresso furrowed his brow. “The creatures I saw were barely human. Protean spheres do horrible things to those they inhabit.”

“I know, I know. Of course, I’ve seen it before. These villagers from Beliu on Dreamwater have become monsters. I doubt anything could save them now.” Edmath clenched his hand on the apple.

His hand was still scarred where the Roshi dueling blade had bitten into his skin and the bones had been broken by Ursar Kiet. Besides that, the healer’s job had been commendably done. He felt no more pain from those wounds.

Oresso looked soberly down the gentle slope of the garden toward the Saale Palace. His deep blue eyes took on a distant appearance in the darkening evening. 

“Brosk told me about what happened to that village. The people there must have been desperate. Who knows why they would submit to becoming what they are now.”

Chelka glanced at Edmath with a question in her eyes. Edmath had not had a chance to talk to her alone for some time, and he had not told her about the boy who had died on the levoth the day after they’d left Lexine Park. She deserved to know, but he hadn’t wanted to mar their union or reunion with such darkness. Now there was no avoiding it. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t see a chance to tell you,” he said. “If I’d known they’d come here, I would have been open with it. But what happened at that village on the Dreamwater, I do not really know.”

“It’s fine Ed.” Chelka’s tone was chilly, her annoyance apparent. “For now, I have to worry more about Roshi.”

They finished eating their apples with only the crunch of their chewing to fill the silence. Edmath hoped she could forgive his secret. He had not really meant to keep it, regardless. 

Oresso walked back up the path to the High Castle without a word, leaving Edmath and Chelka under the tree. They sat that way for a while, wind tugging at their hair and regas. Finally, Chelka took the grip of her stethian. She stood up, arms folded against the cold wind. 

“Let’s go get some rest, Ed.”

“Good idea, Chelka.” Edmath got to his feet and picked up his stethian while wishing the wind would stop blowing. 

He knew it would not bow to his desires. He tentatively put his arm around Chelka as they walked and when they reached the Saale Palace, she put her head against his.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have told you about the villagers sooner.”

“That’s true, Ed. Yet, we survived. I forgive you.”

“Thank you.” He almost choked on the words. He felt as if he needed to cry. “I’m a mess.”

“You know, I think you only look better now,” she whispered in his ear.

Edmath gave a blink of his eyes. “I should bathe, at least.” They walked up the stairs into the hall with Edmath’s room. “I’m not sure about you.”

“What? his smell doesn’t bother you?”

“Except for the hints of blood and violence? No.” Edmath pushed his door open. “To be sure, I’m having a problem with that dress, two days in a row for wedding garb. That is just bad luck.” He slipped around in front of her and they touched noses, then lips, then hands. 

“Maybe we should tell our families we’re alright.”

“Maybe the War Empress will take care of that, my dear.”

“For now we could leave it to her.” Chelka nudged him backward toward the bed. “Trust me on this, Ed.”

“I trust you.” And they kissed again.

A palace cat slunk out from one side of the bed and looked up at them. “New mates,” said the cat in the cat language. “Insufferable.”

Chelka frowned at Edmath. “What did it say?”

“Oh,” Edmath smiled at her. “He wishes us well.”

The cat stalked to the door, nosed it open, then slipped outside. As the animal went, Edmath heard him murmur, “Insufferable.”
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The next day they awakened together. Chelka borrowed a fresh set of clothes from Razili Nane, while Edmath changed into a short-sleeved tunic for the humid day. They went to visit Brosk in his chamber of the Great Hearth. They were met halfway there by a messenger from Zemoy Benisar, who gave them a look of disapproval after they told him when they had returned.

“You know, your father was very worried, good Lady.”

Chelka grinned at Edmath. 

“He will forgive me.” 

Edmath chuckled. 

“I daresay he will.”

She shrugged a shoulder. 

“I am married now. Tell him not to worry so much.” 

The servant gave a nervous smile and looked between Edmath and Chelka. 

“Very well, my lady. Forgive me for overstepping my bounds.”

Edmath wondered if the messenger, a commoner with a black sash, dared say what he really felt to Chelka.

“Just don’t do it again.” Chelka didn’t stop grinning. “It could get tiresome.” She walked past the nervous servant and they made the rest of their way to the Great Hearth. 

Zemoy Benisar came out of the doors followed by Chelka’s brother, Jeref, and her oldest sister, Bassa. They all took turns hugging her and telling her how relieved they were. Every time they asked what had happened to her and Edmath since the wedding, she replied with a simple wave of her hand. 

“We protected his grace. He came back with us, and we are well.”

“You returned too late to abate our fears so easily, sister.” Bassa rolled her eyes at Chelka.

Chelka frowned. 

“It was a mistake, Bassa.”

Edmath stepped forward. 

“Of course. We were tired, far too tired. After arranging an escort for his grace, we planned to see Prince Naopaor, but our weariness was too great even for that.”

Zemoy laughed and slapped his thigh with a huge hand. 

“Still, we weren’t high on your priorities, were we, son?” He laughed again, huge frame shaking with mirth. “I understand completely. Come inside. Young Brosk is probably anxious to see you.”
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“I was worried about you, Brosk. Now I see you only injured yourself to make time for entertaining women.” Edmath stepped through the door to Brosk’s chamber where Zuria Mierzon and Yezani Rumenha sat in chairs on either side of the bed. 

Brosk propped up his head and gave a pained chuckle. His legs were tied in slings that hung from the ceiling on ropes, and there were small bandages on both his face and chest.

“You should talk, Ed.” He laughed. “You went to save the High Emperor on your wedding night, you know, like a hero.”

“But not quite an actual hero,” Edmath said as Chelka came through the door. “At least, I’m not old-fashioned enough to fight alone.”

Brosk gave a theatrical sigh, followed by an honest groan as he looked at his broken legs. “Well, I’ll recover. The merciful thing about Ursar Kiet’s spell is that at least it makes clean break. If you would be kind and tell me how you escaped with his Grace, I’d say you made my day.”

Edmath and Chelka related the story for the three others in the room. When they were finished, Zuria put her hand on the bedstead and looked at Edmath over her shoulder, a frown on her face. 

“I knew there must be some reason that little girl, Keve, would be the High Emperor’s only Saale. She has an ability no one else living possesses.”  

“Of course, I was surprised too, but it was lucky she could move us all.” Edmath walked to the window on the opposite side of the room and Chelka sat down in a chair by the foot of Brosk’s bed. “It seemed to take all she had, though, for she collapsed upon our arrival in Hessiom.”

“So interesting.” Yezani closed her eyes. “I almost wish I had been there. As it was, of course, I mostly watched Oresso Nane’s stethian in action. Those tools are deadly. I almost wish I had one of the terrible things.”

Edmath turned away from the window, putting his hands on the sill behind him. Yezani’s words were true from what he’d seen. Chelka’s stethian clearly strengthened her magic in addition to absorbing the sickness from those she killed. He shivered. Some theorized that ordinarily, Saale killing sickness came from drawing in the ghosts of the slain. Perhaps that meant the stethian absorbed the ghosts itself. He desperately did not want to bring up that theory.

“We could not have reached the High Emperor without ours,” he said.

“Say, Edmath,” Brosk said. “Kassel Onoi gave you those, did he not?”

The thoughts of stethians and Worm Kings felt dizzying. Edmath put a palm to his forehead. 

“He did. Of course, I see your point. He should have known we would use them to save his grace. What a poorly planned insurrection that was.” 

“Maybe,” Zuria said, “Or maybe, he wanted you to have them. Perhaps for some other reason, true, but perhaps he wanted you to stop him.”

“Now you are being ridiculous.” Brosk laughed from his bed. “I tell you, that battle was too large to be a fake. Enchiel were attacked, some even killed. We are all just lucky the labs of Imperial Saales weren’t a priority for them.” 

Zuria gave him a sore look and climbed out of her chair. 

“You could be more polite. After all, you barely survived, unlike the rest of us.”

Brosk’s eyes flicked to Zuria. 

“You weren’t fighting Ursar Kiet.”

Zuria rolled her eyes.

Edmath raised his hands in front of himself.  

“Please don’t argue. I’m sure there is a good explanation for why the Worm King gave Chelka and me the stethians. It is simply not worth talking about until we know more. The nation is at war. Quite likely both Chelka and I will be called to serve the army in the field, if not the rest of you as well.”

Chelka looked at him in surprise. 

“Ed, you didn’t tell me you would fight.”

He should his head and answered her look with a solemn expression. His fingers clenched. 

“If you go, I will go.” 

He folded his hands in the Hesiatic prayer sign. This was the way he’d chosen. As a man, as a Saale, he would not let Chelka fight alone. Resolve not to leave Chelka was his philosophy. Brosk might see honor in a duel, but Edmath would not see others lay down their lives for him or his nation while he did nothing.

[image: image]

Walking through his lab, alone for the first time since the wedding, Edmath wondered if the War Empress would accept him into the army alongside Chelka. After leaving Brosk’s room earlier that day, he and Chelka had listened to the messenger read Kassel Onoi’s demands to become High Emperor and be given the Sphere of Humanity. He claimed the High Emperor was dead in the letter his servant read. Zemoy Benisar had taken his most stern tone and informed him otherwise, and sent him back with a declaration of war that Empress Hayel had prepared earlier that day. 

The war would be common knowledge soon enough. Edmath touched the desk by the door and ran his hand along its polished wooden surface. He stepped out into the garden and heard a high child-like voice. 

“Maker? Maker, is that you?”

An awestruck smile spreading across his face, Edmath turned to stare at the center of the garden where the tree, Orpus Lengbyoi, stood. The seal Edmath had placed on its trunk glowed blue-green. The tree did not move toward him, but its roots coiled and uncoiled through the earth with what looked like poorly disguised glee to Edmath.

“I suppose it is.” He laughed. “You have grown quickly, good Orpus.”

“I hadn’t considered it.” Orpus Lengbyoi’s voice piped from the glowing circular seal in the center of its trunk. “But these other plants are surely slower than I. Also, they cannot move, but that is because they do not have ghost roots like you gave me.”

“Of course, you are right.” Edmath marveled silently at how tall the Orpus stood, but only due to its speech was he so surprised. The seal he had made should have slowed the tree’s growth, not accelerated it. Some of the red and white-flowering branches were a little off in distance from each other. Lengbyoi was nowhere near as perfectly formed as Orpus Strodusial, but the tree’s colors came through beautifully. It already stood over fifteen feet tall.

“Maker, I know my name is Orpus Lengbyoi, but what should I call you?”

“Oh, that is an easy question to answer.” Edmath laughed. “I am Edmath Benisar, though only of late. You see, my name was recently changed because I have married.”

“I do not understand, maker.”

Edmath thought about trying to explain to the tree about the animal habit of mating, and the more particular human custom of marriage, but decided against it. It would to the tree no good to know and could confuse it too easily. 

“Don’t worry for now. I’ll explain when we have some more time to talk.” Edmath couldn’t stop smiling. “First of all, I suppose you wouldn’t mind moving around a bit for me. I want to see if your roots are ghosting completely.”

“As you wish, Edmath Benisar.”

“Edmath will be fine. No need for my last name, my good Orpus.”

“As you wish, Edmath.” Orpus Lengbyoi rose up out of the earth, leaving no hole where it had stood and crawled across the laboratory garden to the opposite wall, branches shaking and leaves trembling, but leaving the earth completely unchanged.

“Wonderful, you appear to be moving through the earth perfectly.” Edmath shook his head with a grin. “If you will allow me to ride on your branches we can visit the outer gardens. Would you like that?”

“Like that? I would be indebted to you, Edmath.”

“Not at all. Of course, I will want your help with things every now and then, but your life is not to be spent alone in this garden.” 

Edmath walked over to the Orpus and climbed up to the lowest branch, right beside the seal. As he touched the circle of light, Orpus Lengbyoi gave a whimper. 

“Please, Edmath. I cannot see.”

“Ah, forgive me.” Edmath removed his hand from the seal. “I never knew how an Orpus tree, like you, perceives the world. I know you hear through your trunk’s internal vibrations, but never knew for sure you saw only through your seal.”

“It’s no problem.” Orpus Lengbyoi’s voice bubbled with juvenile mirth. “Hold on now. I will climb the wall.”

“Very good, you see my intent.”

“I see better without your hand in my way.”

Edmath laughed again. He had not guessed the Orpus would catch onto humor so quickly. The seal had done wonders and, with pride, Edmath remembered drawing it. He could only imagine Orpus Lengbyoi’s full potential for intelligence. The tree carried him up the wall of the laboratory and glided over the rooftop of the labs and descended onto the grounds. Edmath stared as he saw Elk Legion troops marshaled on the distant parade grounds. Pennants flew on the end of their lances. They rode broad-horned elk and wore long coats of heavy woven cloth. 

“There,” Edmath said. “Orpus Lengbyoi, take me in that direction.” 

Orpus Lengbyoi did not reply but glided over the gardens, with Edmath clinging to the branch. As they neared the parade grounds the tree squealed with laughter.

“Animals!” It came to a stop beside the dirt of the parade grounds and Edmath hung on as he lurched forward on the branch. “I’ve only seen birds before, but I think these creatures must be elk. Am I right, Edmath?”

“You are.” Edmath took a deep breath as the elk riders raced past. Apparently, the information Edmath had instilled in Orpus Lengbyoi was easily accessible. “They are preparing for battle in the south. The Worm King has rebelled against the empire, you see. I will likely join them when they go, my good Orpus.”

“Join them? You would leave me alone so soon?” Orpus Lengbyoi’s voice came out higher than before. 

Edmath turned and looked into the seal so the tree could see his face.

“I do not like it, Orpus. You see, I have responsibilities to my nation. You will know that because I put it within your seal. Of course, I do not want you to be lonely. Simply give me time to grow others like you.”

“You can only do that if you live.” Orpus Lengbyoi shifted uneasily in a way that Orpus Strodusial never had. A ghosted root rose up to the branch Edmath sat on and touched his sleeve gently. “If your duty demands you go, let me go with you.”

Edmath’s eyes widened. This great tree was no more his child than any of the small animals and plants he had grown in his life as a Saale. In spite of that, he felt responsible for it now. He thought of riding the tree into battle and thought of all the horrible, bloody things it might see with its magic eye. His heart might break to see this young life, however strange, put through such an ordeal. But how could he refuse such a caring request?

“You can be my steed, Orpus Lengbyoi. You can be my protector and I will repay you with more like you.”

“I would like that, Edmath. Don’t worry about me.”

“I will try not to, but I feel it is cruel enough that we must leave so soon. You understand, don’t you? I’ve listened to many animals throughout my life. You don’t need a human heart to feel compassion.” Edmath leaned against the branch beside the seal, head down. The elk lancers thundered past, faking a charge.
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He introduced Orpus Lengbyoi to Chelka later that day. She seemed to have sensed his excitement as he approached. She emerged onto her balcony, hair in a dark cloud around her, and looked out at him as Orpus Lengbyoi drew near. The sky turned orange overhead as evening approached. Edmath stood on Orpus Lengbyoi’s branch and waved to Chelka. She shook her head and smiled. “You couldn’t stand walking everywhere, could you?”

Edmath put a hand over his heart and grinned. 

“I didn’t know how much this tree had grown.” 

Lengbyoi remained silent as it carried Edmath to the balcony. Its seal-eye pulsed, brightening. 

“Edmath,” it said in its child-like voice. “Who is this?”

Edmath looked down at the seal from the higher branch on which he stood and raised his eyebrows. The spiral of light flashed on the bark, white and violently bright. He looked back up at Chelka recovered from her startled expression. 

“Yes, I should have said. Her name is Chelka Benisar. She recently became my wife and I became her husband.”

Orpus Lengbyoi extended its ghost roots from the ground. They couldn’t quite reach the balcony yet. 

“Amazing, Edmath. You both seem so young to be married.”

Chelka laughed, raising a hand to her chin. 

“Men and women are married much younger in the poorer parts of Zel, and in Roshi too from what I have heard.”

Edmath shrugged his shoulders, looking back down at Lengbyoi’s seal. 

“Of course, we are not old yet either.”

Chelka put her hand to her cheek. 

“Edmath, what is this one’s name?”

“It is called Orpus Lengbyoi,” Edmath said. “And it is the first tree to speak the language of humans.”

Chelka shook her head again. 

“What a name. So complicated,” she said with a sigh. “I’m pleased to meet you, good Orpus.”
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Two days later Edmath and Chelka went walking in the west garden with Orpus Lengbyoi creeping along behind them. A horn sounded from the outer walls and bells rang throughout the palace grounds. Edmath had known it was coming. The summons of the imperial army had been sent forth. Chelka was to be First Saale for Marnaia Hayel’s army, and Edmath would be her second.

“I do believe that is the call. We will leave within the hour.” Chelka didn’t look at Edmath as she spoke. 

She wore a light short riding coat but nothing heavier. Her stethian hung in the sheath at her belt and her hair was tied back to keep it from interfering in battle. More Roshi forces under a Minister General named Eberal Bullosto had crossed the border at speed along with a legion of Palatani mercenaries from the south. They had joined a group of rebels in southwestern Wesser. High Emperor Loi had ordered their advance on Naren Peninsula and Diar stopped, and Marnaia Hayel had been happy to obey with an army composed mostly of her tribe’s elk riders. 

They rode out of the gates of Diar before noon and began the march to meet the enemy. Along the way out of the city, he saw the faces of his mother and Zuria in the crowd. The war could be long or short, no one could be sure. Edmath watched the columns of troops move from his perch in Orpus Lengbyoi’s branches. 

The men and women of this force were mostly of the Elk and Bear Tribes, though the Moth Legion had detached a company of pikes as well. The greater bear cavalry in the column beside Edmath rode animals of such size that they easily came up to the level on which he sat in Orpus Lengbyoi’s branches. Just hearing their breathing made him glad he would be behind them when the battle began. 

At first Chelka rode ahead of the army with the other Saales and the War Empress, but eventually, Edmath and Orpus Lengbyoi caught up. The tree found that if it pulled more of its ghostly roots out of the ground there was less resistance when it moved forward. Gliding past the columns at an increasing pace, they found themselves beside the greater elk carrying Chelka on its back along with a royal lancer. The elk tribe soldiers held their heads high as they rode and their animals were much the same, staring ahead with proud brown eyes.

That night, he and Chelka shared a tent, though they agreed on immediate rest to keep their strength up. The army would move out at dawn again and the sound over five-hundred elk breathing within a mile radius soon became loud to Edmath. His nerves were holding alright, for the little he had expected them to do. He had never wanted to go to war, even in the service of justice. 

Survival arts came to him with too much difficulty to be useful in the past. After training with Brosk and Razili he thought himself a bit better at them, but not by much. Even so, he would be no match for a real soldier without magic. His sleep was full of dreams, but none of them were pleasant. He tried to forget them when he woke the next day and found Orpus Lengbyoi waiting outside his tent flap.  

“I was standing guard,” the tree told him. “I do not sleep, you know.”

Edmath blinked blearily and shook his head in wonder. He had not thought how much endurance the trees must have to carry on like Orpus Strodusial always had. In some ways, he’d thought of the old tree less like a person and more like a carriage with no animals. It occurred to him that Orpus Lengbyoi’s speech had made Edmath consider the tree a person immediately.

“Of course you don’t,” he said.

The column moved toward the base of Naren Peninsula. They traveled down the ancient road that led that way for another four days. On the fifth day, the road turned rough. The army turned and struck out in the direction of the Roshi’s marching path. Eagle royals reported on enemy movements regularly. Chelka passed on the reports of the scouts to Marnaia Hayel and the Bear Tribe’s general, Cersun Palanse. Early on the seventh day she and Edmath were dressing in their tent. 

“The Roshi are of the Fox Tribe.” Chelka fastened on her leg guards and finished tying back her hair.

Edmath buckled on his stethian and sword and glanced at her. 

“Do they have miraches?”

Chelka picked up the notes she’d take on the report. “Luckily, no. They are led by Eberal Bullosto, a fox royal in possession of a family of seven fox-kings.”

“How can there be so many fox kings?” Edmath laced up his boots and started toward the tent flap.

Chelka checked over the notes, her brow furrowed. “They are not royals, but greater foxes, with seven prehensile tails each.”

“Still, they are likely no match for our greater bears and the land levoths.”

“Likely not.” Chelka bent over and pulled on a boot. “I’ll tell you, though. They are almost certainly much faster on their feet. The news gets worse. Buro Vonta, a bear noble from our very nation is quite possibly allied with them along with his own force.”

“That is strange. I thought only the Worm Tribe had rebelled.”

Chelka shrugged with one hand as she fastened the straps on her boots with the other. “Vonta is one of Kassel Onoi’s old friends. He is simply supporting his claim to the sphere. Let’s go. They are no more than a dozen miles from here. The War Empress and her advisers agreed to meet them at Abitton Creek last night.”

Finally, Edmath thought. He had the worst nerves of anyone in the camp. He did not live a life of violence in the same way a soldier did. Even his magic was not suited for battle, especially without a stethian. Plants and battlefields, he thought, plants and battlefields do not go together. 

He walked out into the misty morning and then helped Chelka break their little portion of the camp before climbing up Orpus Lengbyoi. He took his seat in the top branches. The sturdy tree may well have grown a few inches since they had begun the march as he felt taller than ever despite their position at the bottom of a pass with a small stream flowing down it. 

They moved slowly down the pass but well and truly came out of it by noontime at which point the small stream had grown wider. Abitton Creek, Edmath figured. This is where we fight, somewhere on this small stream. Despite the overcast sky, the air was warm, sticky already. Edmath climbed higher when he saw a banner in the distance, a flag with six stars on it.

“Roshi,” he said. “Do you see that, Orpus Lengbyoi?”

“I see it, Edmath.” The tree’s trunk hummed as Edmath had learned it did when excited or nervous. 

“Don’t worry,” Edmath said, and stared at the army emerging from the mist in the distance. “We will be fine as long as we stick together.” 

The Fox Tribe army emerged first, arraying themselves in squadrons along the creek. A hundred yards or so further to Edmath’s right, the lesser bears of Buro Vonta’s troops arrayed themselves, though there were many fewer of them than the greater foxes that the Roshi rode upon. Edmath turned to look to his left, and a bizarre sight greeted him. Men riding great flightless birds with long red wattles came forward to join the Roshi battle line.

Edmath scowled. The men drew longbows and lances from the birds’ harnesses. Chelka looked up at him from her greater Elk’s back. 

“Palatani mercenaries on greater roosters,” she said. “Buro Vonta hired another local company of them, but just wait. One moment.” She pointed into the center of the Roshi line. A fox rider and a single greater bear came forward bearing a white flag of truce hoisted from the bear’s back, followed by a half-circle of other greater foxes. “I’m going with the War Empress to meet them.” Chelka gave Edmath a grim look. “We’ll see what they have to say.” 

She leaned forward and said something in the ear of the lancer she rode behind. In turn, the lancer spoke to the greater elk, and the animal trotted up to the place where War Empress Marnaia Hayel and the huge Bear Lord, Cersun Palanse sat upon their respective tribal animals.

Edmath couldn’t quite make out what they were saying after the point when Buro Vonta called a greeting to Cersun Palanse in the bear language. The two men clearly knew each other already. Buro’s expression betrayed surprise to see the other general at all. After a quick exchange of bows, the slender, red-haired fox lord, Eberal Bullosto said something that brought an expression of disgust to Marnaia Hayel’s face. The War Empress replied with a few curt words. 

Guiding his bear closer to the edge of the water where the War Empress’s greater elk stood, Buro Vonta said something that drew a loud shout from Eberal Bullosto. The War Empress waved her hand in Chelka’s direction and the elk she rode turned and closed with the end of the Zelian lines.

“Array for battle. Follow your commanders,” Hayel called to the leading squadron of greater elk. 

Chelka said something Edmath couldn’t make out to the lancer guiding her elk. The creature carried her closer to Edmath and Orpus Lengbyoi. “Ed, stay behind the line. This battle will be fierce, but not long.”

“Take care, my dear.” Edmath slipped a striker ring from his pouch and put it on his finger before drawing his stethian. 

With a silent glance at the ground as Orpus Lengbyoi started moving again, Edmath struck to test the current. All the magic flowed slowly toward the space between the two armies. Edmath drew in as much of it as he could and opened another tear before making the sign of the branch. Buro Vonta and Eberal Bullosto rode back toward their separate formations. 

Edmath watched as the squadrons of greater elk spread out before him. The formations wheeled to get into position with lances and bows bristling from every great hairy back. He had heard at least two-hundred of the massive creatures made up Marnaia Hayel’s personal force, and the rest were gathered from a regular legion. Each of them had two soldiers on its back.

Chelka rode along behind the first line, stethian flaring with fresh light and tears opening where she struck the air. Behind the greater elk, the two squadrons of greater bears moved up, and after them, the lesser elks and then the infantry. In total, the War Empress’s army might have a third again the size advantage over the Roshi force. Edmath began to worry about the fierceness of Roshi skills. The battle could be bloody.

Then, the bear tribe soldiers and their animals along with Buro Vonta broke ranks and retreated from the Roshi’s right flank. 

Beneath the gray sky, Edmath squinted and saw Eberal Bullosto at the fore of his fox cavalry stare with terrified surprise at where the bear cavalry had once protected his force’s flank. Edmath furrowed his brow. He was unsure what the War Empress and General Palanse had told Buro Vonta, but he was grateful for it. Buro Vonta’s forces joined the other Zelians against the Roshi.

The rooster riders on the other flank were the first enemies to retreat after the Zelian cavalry charged. In fact, their departure from the battle was almost immediate. Mostly surrounded by a ring of elks and bears, the fox cavalry lost badly and surrendered before Edmath could reach them. Except for the Palatani’s and a handful of fox riders who escaped the ring, the battle was a complete success.

Only a handful of Zelians had a fallen and the Roshi were taken prisoner all the way up to Minister General Eberal Bullosto. 

Chelka explained what had happened to Edmath after the battle. “Lord Vonta thought the High Emperor died a week and a half ago. He supported his old comrade’s claim to the throne out of misinformation, but he is only brash, not stupid. When he found out his grace was still alive he ordered his troops to pull back. The Palatani were only mercenaries in his pay. The Roshi’s victory meant nothing to them. We got very lucky.”

Edmath could tell even as the arrangements were made to sell the Roshi back to their Minister Regent. As it was, the war was too new to execute them, and their disgrace could keep them from fighting again anytime soon. A detachment of infantry was given the task of taking the prisoners to the border forts while the rest of the troops marched on toward the Worm Tribe’s crown city of Niniar.
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They arrived on a plain to the south after two more days of marching. They lit late-night campfires on the hill leading down to the seaside where Niniar lay. As Edmath and Chelka pitched their tent on the ridge leading up to the crest of the hill he wondered if the Worm King would be better prepared here. As if in answer to his unspoken question Cersun Palanse arrived nearby on his brown-furred greater bear and dismounted. 

He approached and assured them that the next fight would not be as easy as the previous battles. 

“We will have warriors enough to invade the city in the morning. Columns move by night,” he said. “I fear the Crab Tribe army has already set up their camp around Fort Ash. If nothing else, they will be difficult to shake from their position.”

Edmath remembered the Roshi crab soldiers from reading about them in his bestiary. They were one of the few human-animal combinations in the entire world, along with the Enchiel. As the flames began to rise from the great piles of wood and bark the troops had gathered, three massive shapes moving at the edge of the Roshi Camp. He started when Cersun Palanse spoke from behind him.

“Crab kings. They are the greatest weapon of the tribe, much like a single-race levoth, but even larger and more dangerous. We are lucky our own levoths will be fresh for the fight. Fortune and Serem be with us tomorrow.”

Edmath stared at the great creatures moving in the night. Their shells reflected light from the sliver of moon that hung among many stars. He picked out men sleeping on each crab king’s broad shells. Cersun Palanse moved off through the camp.

Surely the crab army would be their greatest opposition the next day. Besides Ursar Kiet, Edmath could scarcely think of a more fearsome opponent than a royal crab warrior with so many of his animals around him. He scarcely noticed Chelka rise from her place by the fire and walk over to him.

She crouched down beside him and followed his gaze into the darkness. Her hand fell onto his shoulder, making him shift slightly to look at her. She gave him a smile.

“You know, I think it’s a little more comfortable where it’s warm.” 

Edmath glanced at her and then shook his head. 

“I think it is. I only wish I cared at the moment. I mean, General Palanse doesn’t seem to mind the chance of being killed.”

“Do you, though?” Chelka sat down on the grassy slope. Nowhere in her face could he see even a shadow of humor. “I know I do.”

Edmath almost smiled at how similar Chelka’s train-of-thought seemed to his. 

“Me too.” 

Chelka crawled closer to him on the grass and kissed him on the cheek. When she withdrew he looked in her direction only to see her stand back up. 

“Come rest soon. We are to strike Fort Ash at dawn.” She rose and then walked off toward the tents. 

“Of course, Chelka.” 

He looked back at the campfire before slumping back onto the ground. Orpus Lengbyoi approached him silently from the opposite direction. The tree’s voice was soft.

“Edmath, what is the matter? I have never seen you so sad.”

Edmath sat back up and looked at the tree. The glowing blue points and ring of the seal pulsed, dimming then brightening. 

“You haven’t been around too long.” 

“I know I am inexperienced, Edmath, but don’t be sad. I can’t see how this works. Your wife loves you and you are never alone.”

“Of course, that is the problem.” Edmath got to his feet and walked over to the tree. His voice fell to a whisper as he stood under the seal. “Say, Orpus, you are lonely, are you not?”

The tree’s seal pulsed thoughtfully in the darkness. 

“For my own kind, yes, but the soldiers are company, and so are you.”

Edmath sighed heavily, feeling a weight in his throat. 

“Now, Orpus Lengbyoi, would it worse to never have a person that cared for you, or to lose someone who cared for you so much it hurt both of you sometimes?”

Orpus Lengbyoi propped up its back with a pile of ghostly roots and leaned over Edmath, seal pulsing alternately with dimness and light. 

“I think, Edmath, I understand,” it said. “You fear to lose Chelka in the battle.”

Edmath laid his hand against the tree’s smooth trunk and smiled wryly. 

“Yes, Lengbyoi, I fear to lose Chelka. That is why I came to where I am now, but I also fear to lose you.” Edmath felt overcome with weariness as he leaned his head against the trunk of the Orpus. A pair of roots slipped up from under the earth and bore him up over the ground.

“You are sleepy, Edmath. Let me return you to your wife now.” The rough wood pressed against his cheek. Edmath wondered if Lengbyoi knew how much the feeling comforted him.

“Thank you, Lengbyoi. I do hope I am wrong to be afraid.”
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The battle plan for the day was as complex as anything Edmath could remember from his Saale studies. He and the other Saales, including Chelka and the newly arrived Tusami Gesa and Morior Lem would accompany Marnaia Hayel’s elk cavalry in their attack on the flank of the crab soldiers that protected Fort Ash.

Cersun Palanse would attack the opposite flank, closer to Niniar, while Doshi Kurium’s eagle cavalry landed inside the city itself. 

In the center of the line, the Moth Legion and Sullian Bovet’s citizen army would advance with pikes in support of ten land levoths Cersun Palanse had brought with the army from Diar.

Oresso Nane had gone with the sky levoths to attack the port from above, making way for the sea levoths carrying Ahenesrude Naopaor’s troops. 

The coordination of the entire battle would be done with signal fires on the hill, in Fort Ash, and in the city. The first fire on the hill signaled the departure of the air levoths and the second, the charge of the cavalry.

The key to the entire plan was to capture or kill Kassel Onoi, who would almost certainly be inside the walls of Fort Ash with his elite guards and his Roshi advisers. The role of the vanguard to storm the fort had been given to Cersun Palanse’s force in the most likely situation. Edmath knew that meant the Saales would be responsible for a large part of the fighting within the walls because the greater bears could only go so far inside.

Fort Ash had fifteen-foot-high walls of stone. Above the stone, they were reinforced with taller battlements of wood that could not survive the charge of greater elk, or bear, or land levoth for long. Edmath and Orpus Lengbyoi took their place among the animals. Chelka and her lancer rode alongside him. Tusami Gesa and Morior Lem each rode behind another lancer, opening tears all along the charge. The magic flowed with them and they drew it in. Chelka and Edmath did the same as the formation thundered closer to the line of crab soldiers. 

In the distance a battery of ballistae fired from the walls of the fort, aiming for the troops in the center of the line. A handful of heavy bolts flew from the walls and toward the charging cavalry.

Edmath made the sign of the branch and shielded himself behind a wall of iron hardwood. He only wished he could protect the others the same way, but he heard the scream of an elk as it was hit, though he could not see the animal or its riders anywhere in the crush. Orpus Lengbyoi sped up, racing toward the enemy alongside the second line of cavalry. The crab soldiers grew larger in Edmath’s vision, huge shelled heads and bodies with tiny black eyes. Human arms bore shields and axes. Each had four legs where a human would have two. A sudden burst of light filled his vision, brighter than the rising sun.

He glanced at Chelka, his vision blurring. Her stethian unleashed torrents of smoke. A bright flame burned among the crab soldiers and blackened bodies fell to the ground in a ring around the remains of those she had struck. Edmath realized with a sense of dread that the crab kings he’d seen the previous night were nowhere to be seen.

The earth to the left of the fort shuddered and burst open to reveal a huge carapace. Edmath had only a second to stare as the thirty-foot-tall crab crashed into the far flank of the lesser elk cavalry, and then Orpus Lengbyoi’s stride hurled him into the line of crab soldiers along with the rest of the bears and elk.

Edmath raised his stethian with his right hand and pointed it from behind his ironwood shield as he made the sign of the thorn. Razor-bladed vines flew from the tip of the weapon and knocked a crab soldier already stuck on the end of a lance to the ground. He made the sign of the branch, and let fly a spear of wood into the ranks of the crab soldiers before him. The battle became a blur of signs and striking as he searched for more power. The greater elk in front of him went down with its only remaining rider stabbing at a crab soldier with a broken spear. Orpus Lengbyoi’s ghostly root pierced through the crab’s midsection and pinned it to the ground. 

The violence of Lengbyoi’s motion surprised Edmath. He swallowed hard and looked away from the kill. The tree’s voice cracked with fury over the din of the battle, loud and ferocious now, not soft or kind. Chelka’s blazing and smoking stethian cut a path through the crab soldiers. Finally, she leveled it at the wall where the human troops were massing with pikes and swords. Light shot forth.

A huge burning rent burst in the wood and spilled a section of the wall down to the ground. Crab soldiers bit and hacked at the elk cavalry but when greater bears attacked from the third rank, their resistance quickly fell away. The crab soldiers retreated or fell before the bears. 

Lengbyoi carried Edmath closer to the wall. A spearhead stuck in his shield of wood with a loud crunch of breaking bark. Standing behind the shield, he made the sign of the thorn. Bladed vines swept pikemen off the battlements. Edmath sprang out onto an exposed branch and sent a stream of nettles into the warriors before him. He ran to the wall in the ensuing chaos. The screams and stench of burnt flesh filled his senses. 

Cersun Palanse appeared beside him, his bear must have carried him up the wall, climbed with great claws. The bear lord brought his heavy-bladed halberd down on a worm soldier. Though the man blocked with a metal shield, the blow forced him to the ground. A trio of other bears hit the wall and scaled its side. 

Edmath caught a glimpse of Tusami Gesa sending a stream of black venom into the rallied crab soldiers to the left. He scrambled onto the highest level of wall, following the bears. Kassel Onoi’s high stone keep rose up before him in the center of Fort Ash. 

Behind him, the elk cavalry broke off the attack as the bears scaled or smashed the battlements at all points. Chelka flew up the wall on a summoned vine and, in a flash of light, blasted a trio of Worm Tribe pike men out of Edmath’s path. He stared at the place where the soldiers had stood. Charred shreds of cloth drifted through the air over the blackened stones.

Chelka gave Edmath a glance, her face grim. She approached him, keeping a low profile. Morior Lem dropped onto the battlements beside them. The old Saale folded the wings of his eagle tosh and struck a fresh tear.

“Careful,” he said. “Be sure you have the power left to attack.”

Chelka took cover behind a low wall of wood Edmath summoned on the inward edge of the battlements.

“I understand.” 

The worm and crab tribe archers in the center of the courtyard scattered as another wide section of wall tore away to the right of Edmath and the other Saales. Cersun Palanse’s greater bears scattered foe after foe. Soon the battle on the ground broke from organized formations to countless small and desperate struggles for survival. 

Morior and Chelka led the way along the wall, attacking with spells. Edmath and Tusami followed them, throwing out defensive spells as they went. Morior did not seem to have the same level of specialization as the younger Saales. The small, older Saale must have had time to master multiple styles. His rapid switch from a shield of flexible chitin to a torrent of bone spikes to a whirling storm of burning bile impressed Edmath. As they reached the keep, a great roar came down from the sky. The fractal-winged shadow of Tamina Roshi’s mirache heralded the arrival of the Roshi’s second army.

He glanced up at the sky and then ducked, his head turned. Behind him a crab king tore through the wall to get at the bear cavalry who seemed to finally be getting worn down by the defenders and their long pikes and arrows. The fighting bears wore chain and plate armor, but the Worm King’s soldiers had begun to find their weak points. Edmath knew he needed to turn away, to return to his own battle. He moved, but too slowly.

The mirache dove at a circle of bears, which stood surrounded in the center of the courtyard, near the breach, and sent one tumbling to the ground. Tamina flew parallel to Edmath’s position, lances of light shooting from her hand to pierce equally bears and riders. Several of the great creatures fell and Edmath’s teeth went on edge.

He needed to stop the Roshi’s slaughter of his fellow Zelians. Morior and Chelka reached the bridge leading to the keep’s middle level. Edmath drew in mana and then gave a shout as he made the sign of the thorn. 

Never before had he put such power into the thorn spell, using the stethian or not. He grabbed the roots as they appeared in his hand and the long vines streamed through the air, arcing to tangle with the mirache’s wings. Long thorns cut into the smaller wings that made them up. Tamina looked in his direction, surprise mixed with anger on her features. Edmath doubted what he had just done. He grimaced. 

Morior turned and called out to him as Edmath braced himself against the spiked edge of the battlements.

“Edmath, let go!”

Chelka’s voice joined Morior’s as Edmath’s boot slipped, dragged closer to the edge of the floor. 

“You can’t win, Ed! You aren’t strong enough to pull down a mirache!”

He gritted his teeth and poured more magic into the spell, raw and barely channeled. Blood erupted from the mirache’s fur and feathers. It spun slowly to face him. Tamina’s face showed more anger than fear. One of the fox heads bit through Edmath’s thorny vines with its teeth. 

The mirache hurtled towards Edmath just as he had rashly wished it would in the outrage he felt from seeing the bears fall. A single thought entered his mind. He did not want to die. 

With what felt like incredible slowness, he released the vines and hurled himself flat. He put his hands over his head, the cool, metal handle of the stethian crossing his neck. The mirache’s charge never came. A burst of red light at the corner of Edmath’s vision faded to reveal Chelka’s smokeless stethian and a blazing wound in one of the beast’s six heads. The wounded head fell limp. The other five roared with pain and cursed in the fox language.

Edmath picked himself up and saw Morior, already at the wall of the keep, cutting through the outer door with a blade of bone with a glowing edge. Chelka walked toward Morior, keeping her stethian trained on the mirache hovering between her and Edmath. Tusami ran along the bridge behind her and at the same moment, the mirache flew backward, smashing into the bridge. 

Chelka saw the beast coming and threw herself toward the door, out-pacing Tusami. The wooden bridge broke apart at its center. Edmath ran toward it, but too late. The two halves of the bridge fell, just as Morior pulled Chelka inside the door. Tusami fell through the air, making a hand sign. In a daze, Edmath made the sign of the branch and rode a bridge of wood out towards the mirache. He saw Tusami hit a lower tower not far below the bridge and collapse. 

That could have killed her, he knew, and the sickness he felt had nothing to do with heights. Soaring out in front of the mirache, he turned and pointed the sphere of the stethian at it while striking a tear in the air beside him. He did not look down, but where he flew, near the side of the keep, there were no bear warriors left fighting. He made the sign of the forest and gave it all he had as Tamina’s mirache flew toward him.

Roots and trunks blossomed from the ground below him, sending huge, twisted and gnarled columns of wood rising from the courtyard in a wide radius. They rose halfway up the side of the keep as he poured more power into the spell. Despite his invested magic, and the powers of the stethian many of the trees began to turn black and die in places, even as they grew in others.

The mirache snapped one of the extending branches but was hit squarely in the belly by another trunk shooting up from below. It flipped over as Edmath leapt onto a rising branch and left his original branch to fall. He struck again as he watched the mirache fall through the massive trees he’d summoned. Vertigo seized him, but along with it, the thrill of power. 

He would never have dared use this much power without the stethian, never would have dreamed he would do something like this, in battle or in peace. Guiding the growing branch beneath him with the stethian, he flew down upon it, heading through the still growing trees toward the rooftop where Tusami lay on her back.

He landed on the stone roof and ran over to her. She groaned and looked up at him. He did not see any blood near her head, which relieved him. Any Saale who had studied life arts knew the most vulnerable parts of the human body. Her right leg might be broken from the angle it jutted out, but that was the worst of it. She looked at him with an expression of disbelief on her face.

“What happened? You beat her.”

“Yes.” Edmath felt a thrill of power in his hands and heard it in his voice. “With this.” He raised his stethian. “Now, I need to get you out of here. We need to catch up with Chelka and Lem.”

He heard a loud roar from behind him and turned as Tamina’s face appeared over the wall, followed by the rest of her and her mirache below her. She drew her sword and pointed it at him.

“Edmath Benisar. You won’t escape this time.”

Edmath knew that if he didn’t move Tusami wouldn’t be able to escape either. He stared at Tamina and her maimed steed. The head Chelka had hit still hung limply and the others hissed vicious sounds that he could barely tell were words, even in the fox language.

“Kill. We must kill.”

“Insults.”

“Sticks and leaves.” 

Edmath threw himself into motion and ran along the flat rooftop. His sandals pounded on the tiles and his striker opened tear after tear with tiny flicks and pokes. The mirache chased him. He needed to get around it if he was going to get back to the trees where he might have a chance. 

The fresh morning sun was obscured for a moment by a cloud as he turned to face the oncoming mirache. The magic from his tears flowed away from him too fast for him to draw in much and he needed more power. He made the sign of the trunk and shot upward from the rooftop tiles, straight into the sky.

The mirache hit his pillar of wood and splintered it at the base, sending it tumbling down. Edmath grabbed the side of the trunk as his feet left the ground. He dropped his stethian and made the sign of the trunk again as he fell. At his will, the wood appeared beneath him and, crashed through the tiles of the roof with him atop it. He grabbed the edge of the great gash it carved in the structure, just before the disintegrating summoned matter broke into dust. 

He panted for breath as he pulled himself up through the hole. His stethian lay on the rooftop beside him. The mirache circled in the distance in the corner of his eye. Looking out at the battlefield below, Edmath thought the empire’s plan might be working. The city could fall to this attack if the fort was taken.

Edmath turned and struck so that the magic flowed directly into him. He grew a wooden shield from the remains of the first trunk he’d summoned and faced Tamina once again. Her mirache blazed in upon him, red fur matted with dark blood. He ran backward, dropping onto the roof near where Tusami had fallen and all the way to the edge of the roof, where he made the sign of the thorn with a weary breath on his lips.

Tamina and her creature burst through the wall of wood and raced toward Edmath. Shards of stone fell across the tiles. He cast the vines around one of the mirache’s heads and held on tight to the root and the blades bit into it. Dragged off the rooftop by the massive movements of the beast, Edmath gave a wild yell and took aim with his stethian. If he made a sign he would drop into the courtyard. He would never survive the fall even with his stethian’s help if he killed the mirache.

A head swooped down to bite at him and he let go of the root, even as made the sign of the vine. Hurling its spiny loop over the branch of the massive tree he’d just flown past, Edmath caught himself and dropped onto a lower branch amid the tangled thicket of towering trees he had summoned moments ago. He hunched and tried to catch his breath even as he opened a pair of new tears to fill up his power supply once again. 

He aimed the stethian not at the circling mirache, but at the tree nearest it, and made the sign of the branch. A huge spear of new wood shot forth from the trunk and struck the creature in a welter of blood. A trickle of white smoke rose from the ball of his stethian as the mirache fell. Edmath’s eyes widened at the sight. He had killed the creature.

He sank down with his back against the blackening trunk of the tree and looked down at the courtyard full of bodies and struggling warriors. Over the terrible sounds of the battle, Edmath heard a woman shriek with pain and hatred. Tamina raced toward him, springing from decaying tree branch to decaying tree branch, sword drawn. Her red hair streamed out behind her. Her torn and battered armor hung ragged on her shoulders. 

He barely found his feet before she was upon him. Her blade opened a gash in his shoulder before he could block with his stethian. He rolled forward, falling off the branch still full of power. 

Tamina followed his descent, sword pointed down at him. He grabbed another branch and swung around underneath it as she landed above him. His arms screamed with pain. He let go and grew a branch out from under the tree to catch him not far down. Tamina swung her sword down at him and the blade took a sliver from his ear even though he ducked. Red flecks drifted before his vision, blood from his fresh and painful wound.

Staggering backward along the length of the branch, he leveled the stethian at Tamina. One shot. He only needed one shot. She leapt and he traced her movement upward while making the sign of the vine. Her sword slashed out, striking the stethian out of his hand. A sudden drain hit Edmath as his weapon fell into the courtyard below.

Vines flew from his hand and trapped Tamina’s sword before she could bury it in his throat. He fell onto his back and threw her over himself, still tangled in vines. She flew off the branch and he rolled onto his back. He broke the vines by releasing his focus and let her fall. She dropped to the rooftop beside Tusami and landed without bending her legs. Turning to look back up at Edmath, she strode toward Tusami, sword drawn. Her lips twitched with rage.

Realizing her intent, Edmath grew a swift branch directly at her. Focusing, he sharpened the end of it into a lethal stake and rode it toward Tamina. She turned, body trembling with unseen power and thrust her sword at him over his on-rushing plant. He changed the branch’s course at the last moment and circled around her once, then twice, then three times, rising and narrowing the circle with every loop. Again and again, he wrapped the narrow branch around her. He stopped when he went over her head but her sword slashed through the wood, narrowly missing his foot. He leapt down and made the sign of the vine with one hand and the sign of the root with one and the trunk with the other. 

Tamina burst out of the branches, heading straight for him. The vines he summoned entwined her forearm and pushed the sword past him. The branch he summoned next shot up from the ground below her hurled her upward. Another vine tugged the sword from her hand. She leapt down and tackled him, wrestling him off the rooftop.

They fell together, her hands finding his throat and forcing the air from his lungs even as they hit the ground side by side. Edmath’s world shattered into lights and sounds as his head cracked against the dirt. Tamina’s hands clutched tighter, squeezing around his neck. He couldn’t breathe. She pulled herself on top of him and drove a fist into his face.

Edmath’s glasses skidded off. His ears rang with the force of it and his vision swam. He started to make the sign of the star with the hand pinned against his belly. Tamina hit him again and blood started to flow from his nose. Without his glasses, he could barely make out her face. He completed the sign with the last of his coordination and focused it into Tamina’s stomach. The sign of the star was one of Chelka’s favorites, he remembered through the pain. It was a shame he could never get it right when he tried it.

The flash of light from his hand overwhelmed what was left of his senses. The smell of burnt flesh reached his nose. Tamina went limp on top of him. She fell forward. Nausea filled his stomach, the intense pain of the kill. Pain he had never experienced before, the pain he had dreaded since learning of it. It stabbed him from every direction, breaking his senses with no stethian to protect him. He gave into the pain, lacking even the strength to push Tamina’s limp body off of him. His eyes were open but the world was pure light just before the next spasm of pain turned it black.
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Orpus Lengbyoi

The world was a dark place for Lengbyoi in the days after the battle at Niniar. The whole land outside now seemed cold compared to the warmth and light of the lab garden. The tree had grown little that week, not finding time to sit in the soil and the sun had not shown clearly for all seven days since the battle had ended. The conditions felt fitting to the Orpus, so fitting that it shuddered as if the cold wind were strong enough to move its branches and make it sway. 

Lengbyoi had been outside the walls when Morior Lem and Chelka Benisar had returned, supporting the injured Tusami Gesa between them. It had seen them sagging with weariness and covered in the filth of the battlefield. The black-haired moth general, Sullian Bovet greeted them at the head of his victorious troops. It had seen them shake their heads when Cersun Palanse, head bandaged and leaning on his long mace, asked them what had happened to Edmath. Chelka threw down her stethian on the grass and collapsed to her knees as soon as Tusami left her side. Lengbyoi wished it could scream and cry in pain like she did. It wished it had a rega to tear in half like she did, so it could let them all know its sorrow. 

Instead, the tree simply fell silent and slipped away from the army to climb the ruined walls of Fort Ash. No one came looking for Orpus Lengbyoi. The tree decided it preferred to be alone, at least at first. 

It picked over the fallen soldiers lying among the great, blackened, and rotting trees Edmath had grown in the center of the fort. Its seal eye dimmed and it listened to the wind pulling at tattered banners left among the Roshi and Worm Tribe troops, and tearing at the leaves on its branches. Climbing through the tangle of enormous roots at the base of Edmath’s forest, Lengbyoi turned to look at the remains of the armory that had collapsed when a greater bear had smashed through it. Its flat roof lay at an angle over the battlefield, almost all the tiles gone. Gliding to the right, Lengbyoi came across the body of the immense mirache it had seen fall during the fight.

A jagged splinter of wood had pierced through its chest and its heads lay tangled with its miraculous and now lifeless wings. The birds that perched upon the walls now were not creatures of any tribe. The scavengers would soon pick clean the bones of even the once mighty flying fox. Orpus Lengbyoi swung its branch into the wall of the keep, desperately sad and full of despair. It had never been this alone, but from now on no one would be there for it. However, Edmath could not simply disappear, even if the humans could not find him. Lengbyoi made a silent vow to find its maker even as the army withdrew from the fort.

Over the course of the next week, Lengbyoi climbed over every wall and peered into every passage. Its single glowing seal-eye cut through the darkness of the empty halls and rooms. On a night with no moon it climbed to the top of the keep and looked out over the land, not daring hope its search would ever end. It went back to work only a few moments later.
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Chelka

The journey back to Diar came as a stale horror to Chelka, but the summons of the High Emperor could not be denied. She had sat on the double mat she had shared with Edmath for the entire campaign and cried until she could not cry anymore. Returning to the imperial city alone would only hurt her more, she knew, but nothing could be helped. Edmath had been too brave. He had chosen to fight the mirache alone, even after seeing what it could do. 

Foolish Ed had killed it somehow, but now where was he? If he were not dead he would have come back to her. Who had said he wasn’t foolish enough to fight alone, to try to be a hero?

“Edmath, you damned hero.” Her voice sounded strange to her. 

She had no more strength to move, no more purpose. Chelka fell onto her back and wished the world and all its animals would disappear. 

She did not leave her tent on purpose, but after she fell asleep one night she woke inside a covered palanquin being carried down to the docks by four Enchieli. The movement woke her and she knew what had happened. The High Emperor had summoned her and the other Saales back to Diar. Riding a lesser elk alongside her, Tusami Gesa looked at her when she peeked out from the shades to see the city around her. 

“Lady Benisar, we have been summoned.”

Chelka hung her head. She had sulked too long already but she had no plans to entertain the fancy of the court anytime in the near future. 

“I know.”

“I’m sorry, about your husband.” Tusami bowed her head as she spoke. “I never liked him much. But during the battle, he fought to save me.”

Oresso Nane might try to court her again. How soon, Chelka did not know. She knew her answer for the moment, but being lonely did not suit her.

“I saw,” said Chelka.

“He was very heroic,” said Tusami. “A powerful Battle Saale.”

Chelka blinked, trying not to cry even more. Edmath wasn’t a warrior, not a battle mage. He hadn’t been prepared for this sort of conflict. What he had done was not just brave or foolish, it was insane. He had fought a mirache almost single-handedly and more, he had killed it, even if he died as well. It was the sort of fight a man could be remembered for, her father would say. She would have remembered him no matter what, so it came as no comfort to her, even though the battle had been won.

Kassel Onoi had not been in the keep, and the whole campaign had been for nought. She had heard voices outside her door before, talking about the newly appointed Worm Queen who had just sworn allegiance to the High Emperor in Diar. The sphere of humanity was healing already. Soon the nation would be ready to send troops against Roshi again if need be, but Chelka wanted no part of it. 

She lay back on the seat and looked up at the shaking ceiling of the palanquin. Everything from the light of the sun coming through the curtains, to the sway and bob of the platform beneath numbed her. She had known Edmath wasn’t suited for the battlefield. Everything about him had been gentle. She did not cry at that moment, but later she wished she had.

Even when the curtain opened and Brosk Naopaor’s appeared, leaning on a crutch, she hated the sight. Chelka climbed out and walked with him and Tusami and Morior to the sea levoth he had arrived on, but she did not hear their words or speak to them. She sagged, then lay down on the back of the levoth’s bony deck, where she sat and watched the land recede.
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The night had never held much fear for Edmath, but a tomb was dark even when the sky above was bright. He woke from the catatonia of the trance he had slipped into to cope with the pain of killing his foe. The world was cold. He was alone, lying on his back under layers of wood and stone, unable to move much beyond his head and hands. His arms were pinned and he felt with his forefinger that his striker was broken. Only in the absolute darkness, he couldn’t imagine what had happened. The pain of the killing with magic had gone but he still ached all over, his body pinioned beneath a heavy weight, but spared complete crushing doom by unseen supports still intact above him.

The battle was over, he guessed from the silence, but here he would die nonetheless. He hated himself for how Chelka must feel, hated himself for the stupid risk he had taken out of anger, hated himself, even for slaying the mirache, such an amazing creature. Dozing hopelessly, he heard his stomach growl, empty. Despite the air filtering through cracks in the rubble, he would die soon enough. Then he thought of Chelka who he would be leaving him behind, of Sampheli Mierzon and the monks who had raised him. All those people who had helped him live were going to miss him when he was gone, and he knew with tears in his eyes that he would miss them too. 

No way could he make a sign, no way to escape. Here he was. He screamed as loud as he could as often as his lungs would allow him. After hours with no response, he shifted his head to gaze up at a tiny point of blue light that appeared in front of him. The light grew wider with a groan as more rubble shifted over him. Orpus Lengbyoi’s silvery roots reached through the shards of broken roof tiles and bared Edmath to the light of the newly waxing moon. He groaned as pale light appeared before his eyes. His hands were free, then his legs and Orpus Lengbyoi’s voice sang out, high and clear.

“Edmath you were here all along. Edmath, friend, and maker, I knew you wouldn’t leave me. I knew you wouldn’t go and let me live alone. I knew it, I knew it, I knew it!” The ghosted roots slipped around Edmath’s sore body and lifted him onto the lowest branch.

The blue glow of the seal-eye cut through the night. Edmath managed a smile when he saw it this time. He massaged his stiff neck and brushed dust from his face with his other hand. 

“Lengbyoi, how?”

“I think an Orpus can hear better than a human, but I didn’t hear you for such a long time. I have nowhere to go without you, or I might have given up.” Lengbyoi’s eye dimmed for a moment. “Your wife is safe, but I haven’t seen her since the battle ended. But I did find your glasses. They’re dusty, but not broken.” The tree held them out on the end of a root. Edmath retrieved his glasses and put them on.

Edmath breathed with ragged relief and adjusted his sitting position with his hands as more feeling returned to them. They had been almost numb since he had been unburied. He wanted water and food and wondered if he might be starving to death sitting on the branch.

“Thanks, my good and faithful Lengbyoi.” Edmath looked through the breach in the wooden wall and saw no fires burning on the hill. “How long was I buried?”

“Twelve days.” Orpus Lengbyoi carried Edmath toward the hole in the walls and onto the battlefield that had been partly cleaned up already. Broken weapons and crab shells lay scattered around the opening. On the slope of the hill, the body of a crab king stood motionless, towering like a rounded mountain. 

Lesser birds had begun to pick away at the massive creature’s remains. Despite his disgust at the felling of the giant crab, Edmath’s mind returned to the same thought as the tiny birds who now fed off of it spoke.

“Tender,” murmured one.

“Juicy!” cried another.

Edmath massaged his aching stomach with one hand.

“I need to eat.” Edmath squeezed leaned close and put his head against Lengyboi’s trunk. “Please, take me into the city.”

“Yes, of course. The city fell to the attack. We should be able to go in.”

The tree turned and crept through the remains of the crab legion warriors and to the walls of the city where the flags of the War Empress’s regency flew. 

“Stop here,” Edmath said. “The two of us can’t simply invade a city like Niniar, though it belongs to our side once again. They will need to know I am alive, and a friend.” Edmath took a deep breath and waited. Orpus Lengbyoi kept its silence and Edmath watched as guards came and went above the wall carrying spears and torches.

He called to the soldiers on the wall with what remained of his hoarse voice. The guard passing by turned and looked down at him and returned his yell with a wave to come closer. Orpus Lengbyoi approached the wall at a slow slither. Edmath waved his arm to the man on the battlements.

“Guard,” he called. “I am Imperial Saale Edmath Benisar. Will you allow my tree and I to climb the wall here? We will cause no damage.” 

The guard leaned over the wall and answered him with surprised assent. Edmath couldn’t quite make him out. Orpus Lengbyoi must have understood the man better. The tree carried him to the wall and then up the side, roots sinking into solid stone and emerging without a trace of their presence left behind. The guard let out a gasp as Edmath and the tree appeared over the battlements. 

“You’re that Saale, the one who fought the fox-beast. We thought you dead.”

Edmath winced as Orpus Lengbyoi set him down on the wall with a gentle tilt of its long trunk. 

“Sense would tell you the same thing,” he said. “But fortune is on my side.”

He climbed to his feet and felt something cold and metallic touch his back. He looked over his shoulder and saw his stethian, held in one of Orpus Lengbyoi’s roots.

“I found this earlier as well, Edmath.” The tree’s seal pulsed with nervous light. “In case of danger.”

The guard backed away from them. Edmath took the stethian from the tree’s coiled grip. 

“Thank you, Orpus. Don’t panic, good sentry. This tree is my friend, Orpus Lengbyoi. It won’t hurt you. So have no fear.”

The guard swept off his moth-legion helmet and bowed his head. 

“Lord Benisar, I can scarcely believe you’re alive. Everyone was told you had fallen in battle.” 

Edmath chuckled, leaning against Orpus Lengbyoi’s trunk. Guilt rushed through him for causing his friends pain, especially Chelka, but his survival now seemed entirely too lucky for him not to laugh a little. He could go home.

“I owe this big tree my life.” Edmath patted Orpus Lengbyoi’s bark. “He dug me out of the rubble of Fort Ash’s armory earlier this night. Of course, I could do with some food and drink now. After all, it’s been almost two weeks.” Edmath felt light-headed all of a sudden. The guard took a step toward him, looking concerned as he fell into a crouch. “About your business, sir,” Edmath said as Orpus Lengbyoi picked him back up with a cluster of tentacles and set him back on a branch. “I will be fine with my tree friend to look after me.”

“If you say so.” The guard threw up a salute. “I heard you Imperial Saales were summoned by the High Emperor.”

“I will leave for Diar tomorrow.” Edmath lay back on the branch. “Don’t worry about that.” With those words, Orpus Lengbyoi carried him down the wall and into the city streets. 
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They searched for an hour or so before finding an open tavern, where luminous worms glowed in the lantern over the door. Edmath climbed off Orpus Lengbyoi. 

“Wait here.” He walked over to the door and looked back at the seal on the tree’s trunk. “I’ll need food and drink and proper rest, you understand. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Orpus Lengbyoi’s roots sank into the dirt on one side of the road beside the tavern. 

“I will wait, Edmath. I’m simply glad you’re alive.” 

Edmath made his way inside, touching his glasses with a finger. They were dusty, and a thin crack ran along the top of one lens, but that was all, even after the collapse of the roof and Tamina’s blows during the battle. Inside the tavern, the lights were low flickers of candle flame, but the bar still remained open. He walked over to it, unsure of drinking the alcohol on the wall behind the counter. He needed something though. The drowsy, slender barman raised an eyebrow at him, blinking in the dim light. 

“What’ll it be, my lord?”

Reaching to his side, Edmath felt his money pouch and found it still full, as he’d hoped. “Please, a glass of wine, my good man, and what do you have to eat?”

“All I can offer is a few scraps of bread and elk cheese at this hour.”

“That will be plenty. Thank you.”

Edmath fished in the pouch and pulled out a handful of coins. He was grateful barman did not ask questions. He needed to clear his head. Without checking the coins he set them on the table and slumped onto a stool nearby, back aching from his long time unable to move. The trance state his body entered had most likely saved his limbs as intended. He had continued to study Hesiatic trances at Lexine Park and the action had been reflexive apparently. Lacking a monk’s torite bundles, the body still grew weak over time.

The barman took his money and brought him wine, bread, and cheese. He ate in silence for a few moments and then looked up from his food. The reflection in his wine was not pleasant, spotted with dried blood and covered in dust. The barman sat down across from him. 

“Is everything alright?” The barman yawned and covered his mouth with his hand. “You look like hell.”

“This is excellent fare. But you’re right, I’m in poor condition.” Edmath brushed dust from his hair. “I will need a room as well.”

“I can offer you the last room at the end of the hall on the second floor. How long will you need it?” The barman’s tone betrayed a hint of knowledge that he had not yet shared.

“Just for the night, I need some rest before I move on.” Edmath got to his feet and wiped his mouth with a clean rag sitting on the table. “Are you aware of who I am?”

“A worm lord in Niniar? There are still plenty like you.”

“My good man, I am not of the local tribe.”

A dog barked outside the door, answered by another. As far as Edmath could determine from their guttural voices they were excited by Orpus Lengbyoi’s presence.

“Trees! Come see the tree!”

“Smell this tree!”

The barman looked over his shoulder as the barking continued. 

“What’s that about?”

There was no dog tribe in Zel, or anywhere else as far as Edmath knew. A few old texts spoke of a Wolf Tribe, but their like had not been seen in Zel for many generations. Edmath might be the only human capable of understanding canine speech.

“Nothing to fear. The animals have only noticed my steed.”

“Steed? I heard neither hoof nor paw.”

“As I was saying. I am an Imperial Saale. Edmath Benisar is my name.”

“Benisar? You were with the War Empress’s army. They thought you dead.”

“Only a slight exaggeration, my good man. I must leave for Diar tomorrow to set things right. Now, about that room key.” 

“Right.” The barman lifted a key from behind the counter and handed it to Edmath. “Return it in the morning.” 

He yawned again and lit a candle with a match. He handed the candle’s burnished metal grip to Edmath and sat down again.

Edmath raised the candle a little and smiled at the barman. He had such luck that he could find a room immediately. He might have been able to survive a night on the streets, but no need to risk that now. 

“Thank you.”

“You and yours liberated this city from the Roshi once they betrayed our former king. It’s the least I can do.” 

Edmath frowned.

“Any news of Kassel Onoi, the Worm King?” He didn’t know how he’d feel if Kassel had been slain, given the Worm King’s betrayal of the empire, and his ties to Edmath’s family.

“The traitor king escaped the city before the battle, though he tricked the War Empress into thinking he remained.”

Edmath nodded.

“I see.” Edmath sighed. “But the war is over?”

“Indeed. The people here would not stand without reason, and few of us were eager to fight our countrymen.”

“That shows good sense, if I may say.”

“You may. Respectfully, Saale Benisar, may I ask you something,” said the barman. “I heard your eyes were blue, or maybe green.”

“They are blue,” said Edmath.

The barman frowned.

“Perhaps its just the light,” he said. “Rest well, my good Saale.”

Edmath walked along the bar and down the hallway up the stairs where the barman had directed and found the last room. He unlocked it and stepped inside. A large mirror on the opposite side of the room greeted him. He walked to the mirror and saw his face once again, more clearly this time. 

Setting the candle on the nightstand by the room’s tiny bed, he saw his eyes. He knew their irises must be blue, but darkness filled them now. In fact, he saw not even a flicker of his blue in them, rather a warm blackness. Edmath shook his head, unsure of what to think, but tired and in pain. He sat down on the bed, unlaced his boots and took off his glasses. Setting the cracked lenses on the night table, he laid down on his side and fell immediately into a true sleep.

Only in his sleep, came dreams of black eyes and creeping red limbs.
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The journey to Diar took two days and a night lying among Orpus Lengbyoi’s branches as the young tree crawled north along the coast, indomitably scaling steep cliff-faces and fording even an inlet of the sea to avoid losing the straight path. The river-mouths they crossed were many as Lengbyoi carried him across the coastal plains of Ultor. 

They passed more than one vacant farm and village, still abandoned after the Roshi incursion during the Worm King’s uprising. Dismal shades drifted in broken windows. Edmath rested poorly on the way due to the motion of the tree, but his return would be worth it. His life could go back to a semblance of a plan, though being married remained a surprise. Not to mention this war. Life did not serve plans without changes.

He did his best to ignore the reflection of black eyes in the water. Something was wrong with him, something he could not place.

Autumn smells already hung in the air when Edmath and Lengbyoi passed through the southwest gate of Diar. The tree’s movements surprised the guards taking the count of passing travelers. After all the travel, seeing the city filled Edmath with joy and he sat up on the branch. The war’s end had truly come. Roshi might still be on the doorstep, but the Worm King’s rebellion had fallen and the Empire of Zel could focus outward again.

The nation of Roshi had instigated war in Zel. Even if the foreigners sought peace now, would the High Emperor allow it? His life had been in direct danger, probably for the first time in many years.

“Lengbyoi, my good tree, head for the north garden, will you? I think Chelka will be relieved to see me.”

“Surprised too.” Orpus Lengbyoi edged through the tall gates, leaves and branches brushing the doors. “She was furious that they could not find you after the battle. Perhaps we should have sent a letter ahead?” 

“No messenger would have preceded us by much, my good Orpus.”

Edmath hoped Chelka and his family members both old and new would understand that. Lengbyoi kept on crawling, though a little slower through the busy streets. Chelka’s temper could be furious and her passions under little control. 

He hoped she had not done anything she would regret. They entered the palace at one gate, drawing wondering glances from some passersby. The tree stopped crawling with a sudden lurch, seal dimming.

Brosk Naopaor stood before them, leaning on a crutch and wide-eyed. 

“Edmath, you monster! You’re still alive!” He threw up his free hand in disbelief. “I knew you were a great Saale, I mean one of the best in the class, but how could you?”

Edmath grinned down at Brosk, putting a thumb behind his dirt-crusted rega and pulling it out so it would hang more prominently. 

“It was not simply my talents as a Saale, this time.” He patted the branch he sat upon. “Rather, the loyalty of this marvelous tree is what brought me back here.”

Brosk laughed. He sank slowly to the ground, shaking with mirth. He looked up at Edmath, tears coming down his face. “Chelka may well strike you over this.”

“I feel she may forgive me if I avoid further danger.” Edmath climbed down from Orpus Lengbyoi. He slipped once only to be helped down by a root. “Now, Brosk, I don’t believe you’ve met the world’s first talking Orpus tree.” He walked forward, waving a hand out behind him and laughing. “This fine plant carried me all the way from Niniar.”

“And I’ll take you to the High Castle if you let me.” Orpus Lengbyoi’s high voice came from the seal with a pulse of light.

Brosk stepped back awkwardly, his crutch dragging on the stones. “Was that it? It’s a small voice indeed, for such a large tree.” 

“That was me.” Orpus Lengbyoi raised a trio of its roots from the ground and drummed them on Edmath’s shoulders. “My name is Orpus Lengbyoi. Pleased to meet you, Prince Naopaor.”  

With a grin, Brosk looked up at the tree and shook his head again. “You sure are a big one. How long did it take you to get here from Niniar?”  

“Two days.” Orpus Lengbyoi’s seal pulsed happily.

Brosk’s mouth fell open. 

“By land that should have taken you twice that long.”

Orpus Lengbyoi waved a root idly through the air. 

“I don’t sleep.” 

Edmath chuckled when Brosk glanced at him looking quizzical. The fact that Orpus Lengbyoi was not an animal didn’t seem to have sunk in on him yet. After the journey, Edmath would have taken it for granted were it not for Brosk’s surprise.

“I imagine Lengbyoi will need to rest in the sun for a while before its healthy enough to do that again, though.” Edmath looked back up at the Orpus and then turned to Brosk. “If it wouldn’t be a bother, would you take Lengbyoi to the gardeners and find a place for it to stay?”

Brosk shrugged his shoulders and crutched over to Orpus Lengbyoi. “No issue there. Indeed, I’m still having trouble believing you survived at all. It was too much to go through, Ed.” Patting Orpus Lengbyoi’s trunk, Brosk tipped his head with a ghost of a frowned at Edmath. “Follow me, my good tree.”

In reply, Orpus Lengbyoi scooped up the whale prince with his roots and deposited him on a branch. Brosk gave a start as he landed, glanced at Edmath, and then back at the tree trunk.

“Point where you want me to go,” Orpus Lengbyoi said. “You’d be slow with that stick holding you up.”

“True enough. Your sticks are much swifter.” Brosk pointed down the path and hung onto his crutch with the other hand. Orpus Lengbyoi carried him away down the path, shining his light over the first leaves that had fallen from the other trees in the garden.

Edmath turned and started off to look for Chelka.
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Edmath walked the path to the High Castle alone in gathering gloom. After watching the landscape moving past from Orpus Lengbyoi’s branches for so long walking seemed slow to him. He wished he wasn’t still so tired. When he reached the door to the residences, at last, the sun had sunk behind the western walls. 

He made his way through the passages to the room Chelka had been given as an Imperial Saale, before their marriage. The door was shut and the hallway outside, dark. Careful not to disturb any of the plants along the wall with his footsteps, Edmath approached and knocked. 

No answer came from the other side. Carefully turning the knob of the door, Edmath pulled it open and looked into the shadowy chamber beyond it.

“Oresso, go away,” Chelka murmured from within the darkened room.

“I’m not Oresso.” Edmath frowned. The thought that the Coral Prince might have tried to court Chelka so soon after Edmath’s own apparent death left him uneasy.

The room was still and lit by a solitary candle on the table by the bed. Chelka lay on her side upon the sheets wearing a thin gown that went up to her shoulders, but no rega. She faced away from the door. 

Edmath removed his sandals and approached the bed on silent feet. She did not turn, or show any sign of hearing him. Her breath moved her side and she rolled onto her back as he reached her.

Chelka’s sleepy eyes fluttered open as he sat down beside her edge of the sheets. She saw Edmath and scowled.

“Ghosts are no use for love. People can’t feel them.”

“Do you really think I’m a ghost?” Edmath leaned down and kissed her gently. 

She shoved him hard in the chest. He braced his foot on the floor. She fell back onto the bed, eyes still fixed on him, mouth half open. Her surprise filled her face and she flushed. Tears welled up.

“You really live? You’re really here?”

Edmath nodded. 

“I am. I’m sorry Oresso Nane beat me to speaking to you this time.”

“He’s no one to me.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Please, forgive the lateness of my return.”

“I wish I could, but I cannot promise...” Tears flowed freely. “Edmath, what happened?”

“Lengbyoi rescued me from the ruins of Fort Ash. He carried me here.”

“How could you do this to me Ed?” she shook her head and sat up, propped on her hands. “You survived but fooled everyone into thinking you dead.” She stared at him, tears running down her face as she opened her arms to embrace him. “You don’t know how I felt when I thought you were gone.”

“I want to know.”

Seldom had he been more sincere.

“First tell me how you survived the battle.”

“A hesiatic trance protected me long enough for Lengbyoi to dig me out of the rubble.” Edmath hugged Chelka back. “It took him some time to find me, even after I awakened.” He put his head over her shoulder and felt her fingers move up to his neck. He pressed her to his heart. “I hope you will forgive me, my dear.”

“Edmath, you often make me afraid for you. Of all the things in this world there are to fear, I think I know now what I dread the most. Do not make me feel that again.”

“I wish I could promise that.” Edmath released her from his arms and she lay back down on the bed. “I am not sure where this life of mine will lead if Roshi continues hostilities. You must know this as well.”

Chelka sighed thoughtfully and closed her eyes. “I do, Ed. Oh, how I do. Oresso Nane was already talking to me about what I should do since you did not come back. You must have defeated Tamina Roshi, despite the assumption you had died.” Her face turned bright with joy, but shadows hinted at new concern. “I suppose you’ve heard no news since you were rushing back here to comfort me?”

“You suppose correctly, dear Chelka. All other matters aside, I knew I needed to return to you.” Edmath lay down beside her as she opened her eyes. She turned her head to look at him and touched his arm with her fingertips.

“Kassel Onoi is still nowhere to be found,” she said. “He must have fled the city the night before the battle. The new Worm Queen is Jiena Hadoi, a cousin of Onoi’s former general, Daderon. The Roshi have not advanced since midsummer, but several of their armies remain within the borders.”

“Interesting, but what of business here at the palace?” Edmath smiled gently as she brushed his chest with her hand.

“Little has happened, really. The High Emperor assured us all that the sphere of humanity is recovering from the damage Akalok Roshi did. In all, I’d say we’ve beaten back the conflict for now.”

“What of Tusami Gesa? She was near me in the battle.”

“Alive and recovering.”

“And Morior Lem?”

“Well enough though exhausted. He has not appeared at Court, complaining of the death cost. He is old and it hits him more acutely than the rest of us.”

Edmath thought of a stethian, imagined the smoking crystal on its end. 

“Physically, you seem well.”

“Stethians are terrible tools,” Chelka said. “Especially for someone with my skills.” Chelka’s hand once more touched Edmath’s neck, tracing a circle along his skin. “What is this, Ed? This mark on your neck?”

“It is new to me that I have any mark there.” Edmath furrowed his brow. Chelka withdrew from him a few inches. Her hand dropped between them. He took her hand gently. “What is it?”

“The mark is circular, and your eyes are black, my dear. What has happened to you since the battle?”  

“I do not know. Perhaps it is a side-effect of the death drain?” Edmath furrowed his brow. “I have never taken a human life without using a stethian before.” Even as he spoke, Edmath knew what he was saying could not be it. He might be of an unusual bloodline, but the killing of another with magic should not have affected his appearance at all.

“You were buried for almost two weeks, and in a trance for most of that.” Chelka sat up and did not look in his direction as she folded her hands on her knees. “Something could have happened to you then.”

“I may never know.” Edmath closed his eyes. He sat up and put his arm around her. “But I will look into it.”

They talked a while longer, but the night became deep and dark and Edmath fell asleep lying beside Chelka when they had exhausted their conversation. 

He awoke in the night. Darkness trapped his sight as even the candle had gone out and the air was cold. The breeze blowing through the western window chilled him and he crawled further under the sheets, trying not to disturb his sleeping wife. He squirmed and wrestled with his eyes, trying to make them stay shut. His will to sleep failed him and he lay awake. He listened to the curtains moving in the window. 

The sound of flowing shades was joined by a small scratching sound as Edmath listened over the next hour or so. He fell asleep again soon after that and did not awake again until morning.
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Chelka took the next day off from her duties and the two of them spent the morning wandering the streets of Diar together. They tasted foods in the market, then placed a few bets on an elk race in the eastern hills, and eventually made their way down to the waterfront to meet with Sampheli Mierzon at the serpent hostel.

Autumn was in full strength in Diar. The winds picked up as the day went on, rustling red leaves on the deciduous trees. Snow never fell in or around Diar, partially because of proximity to the magically-warmed island of Tokalgo and partially because of its position on the peninsula. Edmath looked forward to the winter, for that was when politics slowed for the Saale and War Courts, while the Hearth Court became truly busy with supplying outlying villages where the cold of the seasonal change was felt. 

He and Chelka walked down the street where Edmath had seen his first moth carriage just three months ago. She pointed out an air levoth passing overhead, wings spread and tail streaming with the banner of the Eagle Tribe. He shielded his eyes with his hand and squinted to see the symbols on the end of the banner.

“Peace in Meni,” he read aloud. “So I suppose there is good news coming in.”

Chelka glanced at him. He shrugged his shoulders and smiled.

“I simply couldn’t help but see it. I suppose that means the war is over.”

“Likely it does.”

“Of course, you know what this means, don’t you?” The two of them stopped in front of the carved columns that supported the porch of the serpent hostel.

Chelka shook her head and smiled. 

“Go on and tell me, Ed.”

“My dear, I promised the good Orpus Lengbyoi I would grow it some company when the war was over. I still have recovering to do, but it’ll want me to follow through with my end of the bargain.”

“Naturally, I suppose.” Chelka took Edmath’s hand. “Do what you must for your trees, Edmath.”

“Of course. Thank you, my dear.” Edmath clasped her hand tight as they climbed the stairs. 

Sampheli Mierzon waited for them on the porch, half-shadowed by a pillar and focused intently on a piece of wood she was carving. Edmath greeted her. She looked up at him. Then wonder filled her eyes. 

“Edmath, my son! Oh, I’d heard rumors of your escape and had scarcely dared believe it! Chelka, my honorable daughter, how have you been this day?”

Chelka swept a fall of hair over one ear and bowed her head.

“I am well, mother, far better now that your son has returned.”

“He shocks us all. How much grief must you put your family through, my shaggy son?” Sampheli Mierzon smirked as she stood and opened her arms as if to embrace both Edmath and Chelka at once. 

He scratched his stubble and then put an arm around her shoulder. 

“Forgive me. I say I will not do it again, mother.”

Sampheli released them from her hug and sat back down on her down. She motioned for Chelka and Edmath to sit as well. 

“Promises, promises. Say these things if you will, but this is far more than a matter of words. Take better care of yourself. I’m sure Chelka would appreciate that even more than I would.” 

Chelka nodded, though her smile remained.

With a pang of guilt, Edmath sat down in a chair beside his mother and across from Chelka who sat with her chair against one of the pillars by the stairs. He had never wanted to go to war, never wanted to risk his life. He was still not a warrior. The stethian’s power had fooled him into thinking he might be one. Sampheli set her dark head back on the rest of her wicker chair and looked at Chelka.

“You indeed seem to be getting along well at the moment, good daughter.”

Chelka frowned. 

“Until Edmath returned, I would not have said so.”

“Prince Nane seems to hold you in high regard,” said Sampheli. “Or so my blood daughter tells me.”

Chelka’s face flushed. 

“Mother Sampheli, please. I never entertained him, and all those dramatics are in the past.”

“I hope so.” Sampheli’s lips turned upward at the corners. “But don’t let me trouble you further about that business.”

“Thank you.” Chelka’s color began to lower. 

Edmath put his arm around her waist. He turned to Sampheli. 

“Dear mother,” he said. “There is no need to act suspicious.”

“Right you are.” Sampheli’s eyes looked almost as reptilian as if she was in her serpent tosh. The look betrayed her continued suspicions, though the expression was directed at Edmath, not Chelka. She met his eyes, once blue but now black.

They engaged in a few minutes of small-talk. As the discussion tapered off, Sampheli got to her feet and led the two of them across the porch to where a slender, foot-long serpent lay coiled in the sunlight. The snake looked up at them. Sampheli stopped before the animal. The snake uncoiled from its place and slithered over to her, climbing up her leg, then onto her arm. 

She turned back to Edmath and held out the arm with the snake hanging from it. 

“Don’t touch him, let him come to you. I want to see if he still accepts you.”

Chelka frowned as the snake extended, touching Edmath’s hand with the end of its flat head. He looked down at it, wondering what it would do. The snake looked up into his eyes, forked tongue flicking out.

“Wrong, too wrong,” the snake said, and then bit at his hand. He pulled back just in time and the little animal’s fangs missed him narrowly, leaving the snake’s head to flounder in mid-air. Edmath stepped back.

“I suppose he isn’t having a good day,” he said. “Of course,” he added in the serpent language. “I don’t blame you, little fellow.” 

Sampheli laughed and set the snake down on the porch railing. 

“All this means is you are now known as a member of the squid tribe by your marriage.”

Edmath was not so sure. The way the snake had looked into his eyes made him wonder if his new affliction was what frightened the creature. The snake slithered away and down a pillar to the bushes below. 

Still, Edmath knew what Sampheli had been doing. Since he had been adopted into the Serpent Tribe, snakes had all been friendly with him. They had recognized his membership, but now he belonged to the nobility of the Squid Tribe. How much could his eyes matter?

He supposed he would have more influence with his new family and less with his old. Even non-royals of a tribe could benefit from simple things like a serpent that would not bite, or squid that would not crush. 

The three of them talked about the plans for Edmath and Chelka’s home once their year as court Saales was over. He remembered the way the snake had changed its mood when it looked at him. It had been afraid. He had seen that the look in its eyes, similar to the one in Sampheli’s own reptilian gaze. Whatever had turned his eyes black had also unsettled the serpent and that could not be a good sign. Perhaps the animal’s discomfort marked a greater change than his change of family.

He and Chelka shared dinner with Sampheli that night in the hostel, then returned to the palace to sleep.
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After a bath and a shave, Edmath met Chelka and Brosk outside the Saale Palace the next morning. 

Brosk still leaned on a crutch and held in his other hand what Edmath recognized as Chelka’s stethian. The Saale weapon made taking life easy. Edmath did not like that fact, or that Chelka had used her device like she had known how all along. Edmath wondered if mystic knowledge combined with survival instincts really explained the affinity she had with the stethian. Perhaps it was due to her class as a royal, or her unique style of Saale magic.

Chelka smiled at him as he approached. She took the stethian from Brosk. 

“Your mother’s words got to you, Ed?” She giggled a sound out of place, given the lethal tool she carried. “Or did you just not like the look of the beard you were growing?”

Edmath forced a smile. 

“Both those reasons, though my appearance factored in more than I first thought. A clean body makes for a clean mind. And a clean mind forms a clean aura.”

Brosk shook his head as he approached Edmath on his crutch. 

“I’d expect no less than jest from you, Edmath.”

“Really Brosk?” Edmath raised his hand and scratched the back of his head. “I thought my aura was one of my best qualities.”

“Oh, it is.” Brosk laughed. “Your overall appearance is, less so, however.”

Edmath shrugged. He knew Brosk’s jibes were just the front for the issues of the day. Beliu on Dreamwater still needed to be investigated. In case anyone was watching, as they easily could be in these gardens, they would only see three friends leaving to relax for the day.

Edmath’s stomach rumbled. They had breakfast plans at the nearby Oyster Tribe restaurant, where they were to begin the discussion of plans in earnest. Back at Lexine Park, they would have done this before any major examination or trial of skills and spells. Now the issues were real, not mere test. Lives could be lost or saved if they planned this wrongly or rightly. Edmath shivered.

“Shall we go see?”

“As you like, Ed.” Chelka sheathed her stethian and started down the path toward the gate. Brosk and Edmath followed her, staying in the shade of the trees as the sun rose higher behind them.

They left through the west gate and made their way toward the restaurant. Serpents slithered through the channels in the street, carrying early morning messages. Birds chattered on the rooftops. The smell of the sea wafted up from down the slope of the hill. 

At the restaurant, they ordered their food from a man who stood at a desk just within the open door. The three of them went up the stairs to the second floor of the building, where they had requested a private balcony. The restaurant was empty so early. Edmath wondered if their secrecy was so necessary after all, but both Chelka and Brosk knew the ways of duplicity better than he, having grown up in royal courts.

Chelka and Brosk sat in chairs opposite each other on the balcony, while Edmath paced back and forth beside their square table. He frowned at the city below, at the docks where levoths and greater sea creatures floated.

Brosk glanced at him. 

“What say you to beginning our discussion?”

“I say we must inform Chelka of what we know so far. I may have missed something as well, following my summer of troubles.”

Chelka nodded. 

“Ed, why didn’t you let me know that you were attacked on your way to the city by letter?”

“My dear, I could not be sure what it meant. And we all made it here safely.”

“But not the boy who attacked us.” Brosk sighed. “Dreamwater is far to the south, where the Worm Country can grow truly cold and snowy. I fear traveling there will soon be difficult with winter’s approach.”

Edmath nodded. In Diar, the winter never hit heavily and snow was all but unknown. The southern lands were different and presented challenges to travel for much of the year. 

“What can we do to uncover what really happened then? Clearly, the former Worm King was involved as well.”

Brosk scowled. 

“Kassel Onoi commanded villagers from Beliu in his and Roshi’s combined attempt on the High Emperor’s life, this is true. But why would they follow someone who sold them out to the Roshi’s corruption? The boy, Yot, was clearly a victim of torture. Could it be the Roshi were more behind the coups attempt than the Worm King?”

“Possible, I suppose,” said Chelka. “But the Worm King tried to take the sphere of humanity from his Grace.”

Edmath stopped pacing. He folded his arms. 

“Indeed. We both saw him there.”

“If he had taken that sphere for his own, we might all be forced to call him High Emperor at this moment.” Brosk grimaced. “He was obviously complicit in the Beliu atrocity.”

“Why Beliu?” asked Chelka.

Brosk shrugged. 

“The place is far to the south, near the border. Perhaps he thought it would never be missed?”

“Of course, that begs a different question. How did the High Emperor with his clairvoyance and powers miss the action to the south?”

“To hear you two tell it, this raid took place over two decades ago. Perhaps, at that time, his gaze was directed elsewhere?”

“Chelka, my dear. That may be the most vital clue thus far, along with the presence of my father at Beliu, who was Kassel Onoi’s personal Saale.”

“Shame we didn’t think of it months ago,” said Brosk.

Chelka flushed but shook her head. 

“Enough flattery, you two. What was happening twenty years ago to distract his Grace?”

“The war would have been over for about five or six years,” said Edmath. He felt cold as he considered the stethians Kassel Onoi had given him and Chelka for their wedding. “My mother and father both fought in that, though I know little about either of them. Jurgat, my father was a worm royal and my mother a swan royal, so either of them would know.”

“Too bad they aren’t here.” Brosk folded his burly arms. “They could enlighten us as to the events in that region.”

“We could look for anyone who lived there twenty years ago to get a similar source,” said Chelka.

“True, but that was not my point.” Edmath walked to the railing of the balcony, then turned to face Chelka and Brosk. “I think my father at least participated in the raid. In my vision at the sphere of fire, I saw a man with his name. If he was there, that was a year or two after my birth and I was already living at a hesiatic temple. But you see, the monks told me my father died among them, shortly after the two of us arrived.”

“Edmath.” Chelka met his eyes. “Do you doubt what the monks told you?”

“I trusted them. Why would they lie? Unless my father instructed them to do so.”

“You are missing another possibility,” said Brosk. “Your father was a worm royal, correct? If so, both your vision and the monks’ memories could be telling the truth.”

Edmath frowned. 

“How is that possible?”

“You forget your royal lore, I see. Ed, anyone with a greater worm tosh can divide themselves into pieces because they have more than one heart when in that shape. The copies are not perfect, but a Saale could fix that with the right magic. Those copies have a limited lifespan but are quite clever. How else do you think Kassel Onoi fooled the High Emperor into thinking he was still at Niniar when the battle began?”

Edmath’s eyes widened. 

“A copy could have delivered me to the monks, then perished. My real father could easily have lived to be present at the raid on Beliu.” He shuddered. “This is terrible knowledge, Brosk.” He turned his back on them, and hung his head, feeling tears in his eyes.

Chelka rose and put her arm around Edmath’s shoulder. He smelled her hair and felt it brush his neck. She pressed herself to his side. 

“We do not know everything, Ed. But we will find out all we can.”

He turned to face her and swallowed. She wiped away his tears with her fingertips.

His dream the previous night came back to him in a disturbing flash. Crimson gore and white worm-flesh torn apart by razor-sharp grasses and blackened bones floated in his minds’ eye. If he had seen anything like that in the waking world, he might have been sick. 

“I fear that what Brosk says is all too likely,” he said.

Chelka led him back to the table, hand on his shoulder. He sat down in the chair along the side of the table that faced the balcony, between Brosk and Chelka.

The sun rose higher, accompanied by greater moths carrying the councilors from distant villages through the sky toward the palace. They would be seeking aid from the emperors for the difficulties of the coming winter. 

“Our first season as full Saales is at an end.” Brosk shielded his eyes with a hand and traced the patterns of the moving moths with an outstretched finger. “All too eventful, wasn’t it?”

Edmath glanced at him, blinking in the bright glare of the dawn. “Of course, it could have been better.” He put his hands down on the table. “War and death are not auspicious omens.”

“A career goes where the need is.” Chelka shrugged her shoulders, then reach out and touched Edmath’s hand with hers. 

He realized his fingers had been trembling. He grew uneasy at his own mention of war, not to mention the revelation of his father’s true nature. He had not realized how the conflicts of the past could hurt him, before this summer. 

“Indeed.” Brosk looked up as footsteps came from the stairs. The sounds of sandals on stone broke through the quiet of the morning. “Ah, that seems to be the meal.”

“They are quick.” Chelka folded her hands over her chest and leaned back in her chair. Her eyes flicked to the waiter as the man approached the table. 

“Thank you, sir.” Edmath gave a long look at the food before him. 

He had nearly starved, spending so long in the trance after the battle in Niniar and the journey back. The oysters looked delicious, almost so much they could be illusory. The smell was no illusion though. He found, with his first bite, the taste was true as well.

As the three of them ate, they were mostly silent. When they finished, Brosk leaned forward and wiped his mouth with a napkin. 

“I’ve heard a few things in the Great Hearth,” he said. “Some good news for you two incidentally. His Excellency Emperor Benisar and his Grace have been talking about giving titles to a handful of Saales I know.”

Edmath lifted the last oyster from his plate and popped it into his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully as Brosk went on. “You two are to be titled, among some others, myself included. How is that for an auspicious omen, Ed?”

Chelka cleaned her lips with her napkin and set it next to her only half-empty plate. Edmath gave a little chuckle and shrugged. 

“It certainly isn’t a bad one.”

“Right.” Brosk put down his napkin and leaned back. “I’d say it’s a good sign that we will all have some plenty of job offers when our terms as Imperial Saales run out.”

The comfort of Brosk’s statement was not lost on Edmath. Despite the coming winter, the war with Roshi was surely only a matter of time now. If none of them had to fight they could still be trapped in the struggle if they weren’t careful. Roshi would be far more powerful using its main armies. The war could last a long time, and people both common and royal would suffer for it.

Chelka closed her eyes to block out the sunlight. 

“I suppose you have some worse news to tell us? Is there more about Beliu you have not shared?”

“Yes, Chelka. You see, your stethian once belonged to Edmath’s mother just as you were told. She was once a War Saale. This type of weapon was a little more common twenty-five years ago when she first served. It uses a small sphere as the focus, though I was not able to tell of what matter that sphere is composed. It’s a bit puzzling that these devices seem to have disappeared from the world with few traces after the last war.”

Edmath got to his feet and looked down at Brosk. 

“Very strange, of course. I suppose this means his Grace did not want these weapons known? He may have the ability, if he works at it, to suppress memories with his sphere of humanity. Is it possible the High Emperor knows about what happened to Beliu on Dreamwater?”

Brosk bowed his head. 

“If the High Emperor knew, then may the creator and the ladies of Chesh help us all.”

Chelka touched Edmath’s hand and got to her feet. 

“I don’t know how many of the powers attributed to the sphere of humanity by the three warlords are true and how many are simply superstition.” She and Edmath helped Brosk stand on his crutch and started for the stairs. “Your eyes trouble me, Ed. We should augury at the sphere of fire so we may find out what happened to cause this ailment.”

“I’m beginning to worry about that as well.” Edmath waited for Brosk at the top of the stairs. “You are right. We can go to the temple later today if you wish.”

“I think sooner is better.” Chelka stopped on the other side of the stairs from Edmath and Brosk passed between them. They followed him down the stairs to make sure he didn’t fall. When they reached the bottom they found a pair of cloaked figures in the doorway and no sign of the waiter or cook. 

Edmath felt a twinge of trepidation in his throat as he stepped forward. 

“Good morning. Have either of you seen the proprietors? We need to pay yet.”

“You are right,” a woman’s voice came from within the cloak. “You need to pay.” 

A snicker of steel sounded and a sword appeared in her hand. The cloak fell back from her face, and the pale features of Tamina Roshi appeared.

Edmath’s eyes widened. He had killed her. He was sure of it. The death drain had hit him after he had made the sign. She looked paler than when he had first met her, but otherwise no less alive. Impossible, he had definitely killed someone or something with the spell he last used before falling unconscious. He furrowed his brow. 

“How do you still live, Roshi?”

Chelka’s stethian flew into her hand and a double striker ring whirled around her other thumb. She leveled the stethian at Tamina along with a furious glare. She took a step forward.

“You. You won’t survive this time.”

A man’s voice came from the tall, still-cloaked figure behind Tamina, shaky with nerves. 

“She is right, I’m afraid. In your state, and with my current weakness, we—”

“Shut up!” Tamina didn’t look at the man as he pulled the cowl from his face to reveal a broad, dark brown face and a hairless pate. 

The man moved quickly, slipping in front of Tamina and pushing her sword-point gently down to the floor.

“I’m sorry, Tamina, but I don’t want to die.” He turned his back on her and faced Edmath and the others. “Forgive her, my lords and lady. She is all but mad with thoughts of revenge.” He wore no rega, and his features were clearly not any of the Zelian Tribes, yet Edmath guessed from his bearing that whatever tribe he did belong to, he was a royal. The man dipped his head in a shallow bow. “My name is Ordin Yabar, a Dawkun of the Crab Tribe.”

“I heard of you and your title.” Chelka raised her striker and passed it in front of her face. “They call you the Living Nightmare of Roshi. You were one of the royal Dawkuns at Niniar.”

“I was.” Ordin grunted and glanced to his left. 

Tamina strode past him, sword only half-sheathed. She glared at Chelka.

“Don’t pay any attention to him. After what happened to him in that battle he has lost his faith. We traveled here together, but if he won’t fight now I’ll just kill you myself.” Her eyes were hard and her face taut with hatred. 

Amid his confusion and fear, Edmath felt a touch of pity. This woman had survived against the odds and her mirache, a creature that had likely been as much a friend to her as Orpus Lengbyoi was to him, had not. Her glare moved from Chelka and over Brosk to Edmath.

“Lord Benisar dies first.” Her sword emerged from its sheath again but she staggered as she stepped forward. 

Ordin put a hand on her shoulder and put his head beside her ear. 

“Abandon this, Tamina.”

“Please listen to him.” Edmath stepped forward, shaking his head. The entire situation felt ridiculous and was only growing more so. “If you wish revenge for your fallen steed I’m afraid I cannot let you take it, but if not, our two nations are not at war yet. No one is forcing you to do this, true?”

Tamina gave an agonized cry and dropped the point of her sword. She glared at Edmath, eyes wet.

“Don’t do this.” Ordin took her arm gently. He looked up from her shoulder at Edmath. “I wish for a truce with your people. I am not of high standing in my homeland, but the two of us will require safe passage to return home.”

Chelka lowered her stethian and walked sideways over to the counter. Edmath looked in her direction as she leaned over it. 

“You can come out. There won’t be a fight.”

The waiter and the manager peeked out from behind the counter looking intensely relieved. Chelka turned back to Tamina and Ordin. 

“The two of you should come back to the palace with us. If you answer a few questions we’ll persuade one of the lower emperors to help you. But do not consider betraying our trust.”

“Thank you, Lady Benisar.” Ordin bowed his bald head. “This kindness will not soon be forgotten.”

“Of course.” Edmath stepped aside to allow Brosk to crutch past the two Roshi mages to the door. 

Brosk gave them a glance as they reached the door and went outside. 

“I guess Chelka’s paying.”

Edmath shrugged. 

“We share the same funds now.” He walked out, followed by Ordin and Tamina and then Chelka. “Married, you know.”

Brosk rolled his eyes and kept walking, putting some distance between himself and the Roshis. Edmath kept up with him despite the fact that Brosk had become quite adept with his crutches in the month since he had been injured. 

“Do you think this means Ursar Kiet is still hanging around too?” he asked. His face displayed a sour frown.

Edmath shrugged.

“I doubt it. He wasn’t at Niniar, from what I understand. Why? Do you want to repay him?”

Knowing Brosk, Edmath guessed it was just that, but he hoped the question would make him think better of the idea. Not only was he a Dawkun, but Ursar Kiet was also a professional duelist. He fought for his living. Hardly any Saales could fight a man like him and be victorious. 

Brosk’s face fell and he didn’t say a word. His stride quickened and he left Edmath behind. Edmath dropped back to walk with Chelka and the two from Roshi. Ordin gave a cautious glance in his direction. The bald man’s eyes passed over the orb of the stethian at Edmath’s belt. Before he could say anything, Ordin raised his hand, palm open. 

“That is no ordinary Saale tool,” he said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Consider yourself lucky.” Edmath adjusted his cracked glasses. 

Ordin shrugged. 

“I’m only curious.”  

“Its nature is secret of course.” 

Chelka walked past Ordin’s other side. She glared at him and Tamina, like Edmath had never seen her do to a fellow Zelian. Her face showed anxiety and hatred in equal measure. 

“My husband may sound like he is joking, but what he says is true.” She raised the double-ringed striker she had drawn back in the restaurant. “Please don’t be rude, or I may be forced to do something about you.”

Tamina Roshi threw her cloak over her shoulder, revealing piecemeal armor and padding beneath. A bandage had been fastened around her stomach where Edmath guessed his spell had hit her. Still, he knew he had felt the pain of a death. How could she be here? Tamina, very much alive, stared at Chelka heat and anger almost palpable around her.

“As if you could fight us both, Squid Princess. I’ve heard about you and your little spells.”

Chelka stopped walking. Tamina turned faced her, disgust written across her face. Ordin and Edmath continued on a few paces as if they had not noticed the two women facing off. Chelka smiled, tight-lipped. 

“I fear you underestimate me. After all, my husband defeated you once before.”

Edmath turned back to face them. A battle here would be unfeasible, but he didn’t feel the strength to step in and stop Chelka, not today with thoughts of Beliu and his father so fresh. 

Ordin groaned.

“Stop this, Tamina. We’ll get no help if you fight her now.”

Tamina hung her head. Her hand slipped from the hilt of her sword and strands of red hair fell around her eyes. She didn’t make a sound, but turned and walked past Ordin and Edmath. Her footsteps were the only sound for a moment in the morning glare that filled the street. She had a warlike personality, one of pride and anger. Edmath turned to Chelka as she approached from his other side. 

She took a frustrated breath. 

“Well, Ed? Where do you think we should take them?”

“The War Empress handles foreigners. I suppose she would be the best.”

Chelka dropped her voice to a whisper. 

“You actually want to help them?”

“We aren’t at war yet.” Edmath knew he shouldn’t have said it, not now, not with Chelka and Tamina at each other’s throats. The entire situation would be difficult if they encountered anyone who recognized either Roshi. What they needed was a little bit of discretion, a little bit of calm, and he could hope for a chance of avoiding war.
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The High Castle, seat of the War Empress, loomed over Edmath, Chelka, Brosk, and the two from Roshi as they drew near. The tall structure with its walls of polished umber-colored stone gleamed on the eastern side, even as it cast a long shadow to the west. Edmath drew in a deep breath and hoped Chelka would be able to call for an assembly.

Seeing Tamina alive made him wonder about what else had happened after the battle at Niniar. What had happened to him? He turned to Chelka as they approached the open doors to the entrance hall that led into the castle itself. She folded her arms and her eyes moved to Tamina, who limped toward the doorway with Ordin’s help. Her eyes narrowed and she scowled. 

“Those two showed up at an inopportune time.”

“Indeed.” Edmath dropped his voice to a whisper. “I doubt they know that, however.”

Brosk crutched to Chelka’s other side. 

“Do you think the War Empress will want to deal with them personally?”

“We’ll see.” Chelka’s scowl softened and she turned to Edmath. “Ed, your eyes, they changed again.”

He frowned. 

“How so?”

“They rippled,” Chelka said. “Like water in a pond, but black as the night sky.”

Edmath grimaced.

“I don’t know what is happening to me. Truly, no idea.”

Ordin raised his head and turned toward the three of them. Chelka glared at him. Tamina matched the expression from the other side. Ordin coughed into his fist to clear his throat. 

“I think I know what you Saales are discussing.”

“By all means, keep us in suspense,” Chelka said. “What do you have to say, Roshi?”

“Your husband. I noticed his eyes back at the restaurant. When did they turn black?”

Edmath turned to Ordin. 

“Immediately after the battle at Niniar.”

Chelka’s scowl softened, but still, she frowned. 

“Ed.”

Ordin bowed his head. “I thought that might the case. You see, no Saale can live for long with a protean sphere living inside them.”

Edmath’s eyes widened. The dreams of blood and twisted flesh came back to him once again. 

“You mean to say I have one of those monsters within me?” He did not realize he had raised his voice until Chelka backed away a step and Ordin wilted visibly.

The Crab Tribe man nodded. 

“I fear this is so.”

“You fear?” Chelka snapped. “It isn’t you, but Edmath your people harmed this time. I have heard enough about the Crab Tribe’s practice of corporal punishment to know you are one of their kept royals.”

Ordin’s lip twitched. 

“Kept or not. I mean to help your husband, Lady Benisar.”

Edmath put a hand on Chelka’s arm. 

“Please, my dear.”

Chelka set her jaw, but her breath came out in a sigh. 

“If you can help us, we may be able to assist in seeing you go back to Roshi alive.”

“That was my hope.” Ordin bowed his head.

Edmath glimpsed scars that ran from the back of Ordin’s head down the length of his spine. Chelka’s guess that Ordin had been disciplined and then kept, made sense. Obviously, Roshi discipline did not spare even royals the lash, especially if they were among that underclass. How old were those scars? Edmath shivered.

Chelka turned to Brosk. 

“I will go inside and request an audience with her excellency. Brosk, can you watch from the rear while Edmath leads these two?” She tilted her head to Ordin and Tamina.

Brosk shrugged. 

“I can handle that. I’m not completely helpless because of this crutch, you know. I’m very nearly healed.”

“True. You whale folk are sturdy,” said Chelka.

“More than true,” said Edmath. “I’ve always trusted you to watch our back.” He turned to Chelka. “Lead on, my dear.”

They set Chelka’s plan into motion. She led the way through the wide entrance hall of the High Castle. Edmath followed, making sure Tamina and Ordin followed behind, but not letting either of them close enough to attack him before he could strike a tear. Brosk shifted into his whale tosh and brought up the rear, looking odd with his huge gray-skinned head and shoulders as massive as ever, but his whole form supported by the comparatively spindly wooden crutch held under his arm.

Edmath wondered if what Brosk said about being almost healed was actually true. It was possible, with healers like Lady Haph who had helped restore Edmath’s broken hand present, if uncommon, in the city. Behind him, Edmath heard Tamina whisper something he could not make out, to Ordin. Ordin’s reply was equally inaudible.

He looked over his shoulder. 

“Can you two possibly be planning to betray what trust we put in you?”

Tamina glared at him. 

“We are not foolish enough to attempt anything when wounded and surrounded by Saales.”

“You seemed eager enough, earlier,” said Edmath. 

“Fool. This isn’t like earlier.” Tamina pointed past him. 

Edmath turned and found Keve Zasha before him. The High Emperor’s young Saale stood beside a pillar not ten feet away. She must have transported herself here with her unique skills, but that left Edmath to wonder how she knew what was happening in secret within the High Castle. Could the High Emperor’s eyes be watching all of this?

Keve turned toward him and the Roshi. Her eyes locked on Tamina. Edmath bowed his head to her. She smirked at him. “Do not bow to me. I only act for the High Emperor.”

“Lady Zasha.” Brosk approached closer. “How may we assist you?”

“You may follow me into the castle hall. His Grace wishes to speak with you. All of you.” 

Tamina opened her mouth to speak, but Keve shook her head. Tamina froze, mouth half open. The High Emperor’s young Saale folded her arms. 

“He wants to ensure a war does not begin today.”

Edmaths’ brow furrowed. 

“The last High Emperor went to war with Roshi more than once.”

“His Grace, the current High Emperor has no desire to wage war.” Keve rolled her eyes. “Unlike everyone else, it would seem.”

Edmath’s face flushed. He did not want war, but the Roshi had attacked Zel. If they were not repaid in kind, how else could the matter be settled? Sampheli Mierzon’s teachings about the creator returned to his mind, despite his anger. Temper is of no use in the end. Temper will only create harm. He took a deep breath. Keve turned and led him, Tamina, Ordin, and Brosk into the hall.

Marnaia Hayel sat upon the burnished War Throne, hair long down her back, glimmering against her pale green gown. Her crown of antlers and gold gleamed atop her head. She nodded to Chelka as Edmath and the others followed Keve into the room. Edmath bowed to the War Empress.

“Saales Benisar, Naopaor, and Zasha, my Saale has explained the presence of these Roshi. What I still do not understand is what brought them back to this city. Tamina of the Order of Roshi, your superior conspired with the Worm King in an attempt to kill the High Emperor and tear Zel asunder. How dare you return to this place.”

Tamina raised her head, defiant. “I am here to settle my score with Edmath Benisar.”

Ordin glanced at her from where he knelt and mouthed a few words.

Tamina met the War Empress’s eyes. 

“And to settle for peace, as a representative of the Holy Minister Regent of Roshi.”

“The Minister Regent?” Marnaia Hayel raised her eyebrows. “You two represent the highest minister in Roshi?”

“Indeed.” Ordin rose to stand beside Tamina. “His Majesty, the Minister Regent, has disavowed Akalok Roshi’s support of the Worm King’s rebellion. The Order of Roshi agrees with him. The rulers of our lands wish to maintain the peace between our two nations.”

“Peace has been fragile these past twenty years,” said Hayel. “But I would see it continue as well. We will wait to find out if the High Emperor agrees with me.” She turned to Keve Zasha. “Please, take my request of an audience to him, Saale Zasha.”

Chelka stepped forward, drawing Edmath’s eyes to her. Here at the War Empress’s court, she walked with a bearing that befitted a princess of her tribe. She bowed to the War Empress. 

“These Roshi wish satisfaction against my husband.” She motioned to Edmath. “May I request Tamina be denied her wish to settle honor with Edmath?”

“I have no doubt the High Emperor will agree Lord Benisar served us well this past summer. I will speak for your wish, Lady Benisar.”

“Another duel would not suit him.” Keve Zasha giggled. She struck with a ridged striker made of one join bone. As magic poured from the fresh tear, evidenced by flickers of pale light, the High Emperor’s Saale vanished. Only the echo of her mirth remained behind her.

Chelka glared at the place where Keve had stood, but said nothing. Hayel returned to her throne. Edmath rubbed at his eyes as if the gesture could drive the blackness from them.

The High Emperor appeared in a flash of light, flanked by two Moth Tribe guardians, and with Keve Zasha at his back. The High Emperor’s Saale bowed her head and backed away from the white-haired old man who wore the Crown of Three. Chelka fell to one knee. Brosk bowed. Marnaia Hayel rose from her throne and bowed her head. Edmath knelt near Chelka. Ordin Yabar dropped to his knees, then bowed down to the floor, to Edmath’s surprise, offering full submission. Only Tamina remained at full height.

Edmath frowned at the Roshi woman. She glared at High Emperor Vosraan Loi. The greatest emperor of Zel regarded Tamina with bored eyes. One of the guardians beside the emperor spoke, 

“Respect, Lady of Roshi. Bow.”

“You are no ruler. I have no need to show you any deference.”

“Stay your tongue, Roshi.” The War Empress stepped forward from her throne. “Or I will see it stayed.”

Tamina gritted her teeth but bowed her head. Edmath breathed a sigh. He glanced at the High Emperor and found the man looking as bored as ever. The feathered wings of the Crown of Three were folded along the back of his white robe. 

“Finished.” The voice of the High Emperor sounded strangely soft after War Empress Hayel’s indignant outburst.

Tamina did not look up at him.

“I see your first year as an Imperial Saale continues to be interesting, Saale Benisar. Or should I say, Saale Donroi?” The High Emperor’s eyes twinkled. “Your eyes show trouble. Kassel Onoi’s protean spheres are still active in Zel. He remains to be exterminated.”

“The coward fled before the battle of Niniar,” Tamina said.

“Indeed. How could one nation win against the might of my generals?” The High Emperor actually smiled. “I would wager Rathuk Inani expected as much.”

“How dare you speak the name of the Minister Regent,” Tamina shouted. Her hand flew to her sword. “Arrogant old fool.”

The High Emperor turned toward her, a beaming smile on his face. 

“You are so young. You Roshi forget that Rathuk and I grew up together. He was my father’s prisoner for years prior to the last war. So soon the world forgets its history.”

Edmath stared at the High Emperor. He had never known how close the nations had been before his birth. Vosraan Loi and Rathuk Inani had grown to rule their nations, but at one time they were only children. He held his breath as Tamina’s hand trembled on the grip of her sword. The moth guardians stepped between her and the High Emperor, swords in hand.

Chelka gripped her stethian tight in one hand but remained on her knee. She seethed with fire like that she could conjure, but hidden within. Her eyes locked on Tamina. She waited Edmath knew, for an excuse to use the Saale weapon.

Tamina averted her eyes, cheeks flushed. Slowly, she lowered her head. 

The High Emperor turned from Tamina to Ordin. 

“You will speak now, kept mage. And I will listen to what you have to say. Stand up.”

Ordin obeyed the high emperor immediately, climbing from his prone position to his feet. 

“High Emperor of Zel, my masters sent me here to carry you our offer of a ceasefire. While I stand before you at the will of the Minister Regent, he requests these negotiations take place in Roshi.” He gulped. “His Holiness will entertain your representatives in the city of Dobinar, the nearest of our great cities to Zel.”

The High Emperor smiled. 

“I like his idea. Rathuk always knew the way around his words. You must have a fine memory.”

“I have been trained as a messenger,” said Ordin, “as well as a Dawkun.”

“You are a fortunate man, despite everything.” The High Emperor turned his back on the Roshi. He looked up at Marnaia Hayel. “War Empress, see to the lodging of these two, and keep them under guard.”

“Of course, your Grace.”

Edmath closed his eyes and bowed his head. Peace might mean little, with this lethal affliction inside. He felt a steady but gentle hand on his shoulder. He opened his eyes. The High Emperor stood before where Edmath knelt beside Chelka. The wings of the Crown of Three  spread as if to embrace both of them.

“You,” said the High Emperor, “you two have brought this nation great honor in your short time as Imperial Saales. I will hear your request.”

Edmath’s eyes widened. “What request?”

His eyes twinkled. 

“I think you know, son of Sampheli Mierzon.”

“I request you capture Kassel Onoi alive. Perhaps he will be able to release me from this sphere.”

“The corruption of Protean Spheres is lethal to Saales because of your closed bodily gates.” The High Emperor looked to Chelka. “I will send out my riders and use every augury to find Onoi, but you two must promise not to pursue him yourselves. I need you here assisting the Lower Emperors.”

Edmath swallowed. 

“As you wish, your Grace.”

Chelka glanced at him, then bowed her head. 

“As you command, High Emperor.”

The High Emperor nodded to them, then turned. He walked back to his guards and Keve Zasha. 

“I return to the pyramid. I will reach you should I require your help.”

Every head in the room bowed to the High Emperor as Keve Zasha took the hands of each of the guardians. The High Emperor placed his hand on her forehead and the four vanished into a blossom of magical light.
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Edmath rejoined the court of the Saale Emperor, where the loud chamberlain bellowed each day to the annoyance of the palace cats, while Haddishal Rumenha sat upon the throne and frowned down at the petitioners. When he left court later in the mornings, he went out into the gardens where he taught Saales trained from the under colleges how to create orpus trees that could talk. 

Haddishal Rumenha’s desire to see more of the moving plants had become clear with these new orders, though Edmath suspected Marnaia Hayel had ordered at least a few of them to assist in battle. Like Edmath, the under college Saales did not have the skill to channel the huge amounts of power required to grow orpus trees quickly so all of the trees had to be planted and infused with magic over time.

Occasionally he would see other Saales he knew from Lexine Park walking in the gardens, but usually, he worked as the leader until his late lunch. In the mid-afternoon, he walked to the High Castle to meet with Chelka so they could share the meal in a restaurant near the palace. Though nerves flared when he thought of the protean sphere, the work and Chelka usually kept him busy enough he did not have much time to worry.

At night he slept in his apartment in the Saale Palace or shared Chelka’s chamber on the third floor of the High Castle. Lazy as he was, he was annoyed Orpus Lengbyoi could not deliver him to one of the keep’s second-floor windows, because the High Castle was built as a fortress. Any windows that low were sliver-thin arrow slits. Part of him felt the stairs got higher each day, and another part wondered if that meant he was getting weaker. 

Razili Nane and Tusami Gesa welcomed Edmath inside the court on a morning a month and a half after his return from Niniar. They had been talking quietly to each other, but stopped and waved to him as he approached.

“Edmath, you look cheerful this morning,” Tusami said. Her attitude toward him had been much improved following the battle. The injuries she had sustained from her fall appeared entirely healed.

“Do I?” Edmath asked. “I suppose I might. Things have been calm lately.”

Razili nodded to him, but her expression became a pensive frown. 

“Have you heard the news?” she asked.

“It would seem not. What news?”

Razili drew in a breath. 

“The High Emperor’s troops have spotted a few of Kassel Onoi’s corrupted villagers far to the south.”

“To the south?” Edmath said. “Near the Dreamwater?”

“Yes—But how did you know?”

Edmath met Razili’s eyes. 

“Brosk, Chelka, and I have been looking into a disappearance from a village on the Dreamwater near the end of the last war. The whole population of the village vanished, but they returned during the coup attempt last summer.”

“It’s awful,” said Tusami. “Some of them must be children who have lived their whole lives with protean spheres growing inside them.”

“That seems to be the case. But this news is good. Perhaps Kassel Onoi will soon be brought to justice.” 

Edmath wished he could count on that. The High Emperor’s agreement to try to capture the former Worm King alive spoke of the confidence the great man had in finding him. Even so, Edmath had very nearly begun to think there would never be a lead.

“It isn’t so simple.” Razili sighed. “The Roshi are claiming the area belongs to them.”

“Then let them give us Onoi as a sign of peace.”

“Perhaps they will try,” said Razili. “Dawkun could capture the village, even if those monsters are still living there, but if the Minister Regent truly does not have cooperation from the order it is possible the whole area will be avoided by their investigation.”

“The Order of Roshi.” Edmath scowled. “Those fools think their nation knows the truth of the world well enough to rule it.”

“And they have a grudge against your family. At least, one of them does.”

“Akalok.” Edmath folded his arms. “He and Onoi did not seem to get along when I saw them in the pyramid. If I recall, Onoi had little respect for him.”

Razili raised her eyebrows.

Tusami shook her head. 

“What good is it to speculate on the relationship between a traitor and a Roshi? They are both enemies.”

“And yet, neither is the other’s friend. I find that interesting because it could give us a way to reach them.”

“Could it now? Ed, are you devising a plan?”

“Obviously things are occurring to me.” Edmath smiled at Razili as the heavy doors of the hall swung open to admit the first of the morning petitioners. “I will think more on this.”

Razili smiled back at him, as the three of them separated. They took their places around Haddishal Rumenha’s throne. Edmath’s mind began to work on the problem of getting to Beliu on the Dreamwater, even as he listened to Razili and the Saale Emperor officiate on the petitions. 

After a few hours of attendance at court, he went out to the gardens, still wondering about the news. What passed for autumn on the Naren Peninsula had come to Diar in strength. As a result, the under college Saales helping Edmath with his orpus saplings could handle the relaxed growth process themselves. Orpus trees would easily last through the rainstorms that struck Diar in the wet season. Unlike many of the garden plants, they could ghost their roots to avoid taking in too much water.

As he walked through the garden inspecting the trees, a glimpse of a pair of white sashes attracted his eye to a gap between the trees and bushes. Walking down a path a ways off in the gardens were Chelka and to Edmath’s annoyance, Oresso Nane. They walked close to each other, too close, with Oresso leaning over to whisper something in Chelka’s ear. Neither of them had seen Edmath, apparently. He frowned as they passed out of sight behind the foliage.

Edmath took the path back the way he had come, slipping between trees to look for the place he could cross the greater line of bushes to follow Chelka and Oresso. He didn’t want to spy on them, but Chelka disliked the Coral Prince’s bluster almost as much as Edmath did. They might have some kind of business from the War Empress, and that might entail news of Roshi or Kassel Onoi. He found a gap in the long line of green bushes, long past their season of flowering, and stepped through onto the grass by the path on the other side.

Chelka and Oresso were a short distance down the path, but they had stopped walking. Edmath approached alongside the path, cautious of the sound of his sandals on the grass, hoping to hear Oresso’s whispers. His mouth was still close to Chelka’s ear, and their backs were to Edmath. Neither saw him as he crept closer. Oresso’s arm wrapped around Chelka’s waist. She turned to look at his face, startled. Oresso kissed her lips.

Edmath’s eyes widened and he stared. His heartbeat sounded loud. Chelka, what are you doing? His mind raced, but he found no good answer. Her hands pressed to Oresso’s chest, but he drew her closer to him and she did not push him away. Edmath’s whole body shook. He felt tears in his eyes. Chelka’s arms extended and Oresso stumbled backward.

“What did I tell you before?” she said.

“Nothing I remember as important.” Oresso grinned.

“My husband isn’t dead. He never was, Oresso.”

“Marriages can be annulled.”

“Some can. Some cannot,” said Chelka. “Now go ahead. Give my father the message from the War Empress without me.”

Edmath leaned against the tree, eyes still on Chelka. Forget Oresso, what was she doing kissing any other man? The Squid Tribe raised its royals to be free, and Chelka had always been full of passion, but she loved him, didn’t she? Edmath grasped the narrow tree trunk and pushed himself back. He took a step around the tree and started onto the path. Oresso was already several yards from Chelka. She turned in Edmath’s direction and saw him.

Her eyes filled with tears. He had never imagined a moment like this, and here they were anyway. 

“Chelka.” His voice broke.

“Ed.”

He shook his head. No words came to him. Edmath left the path and slipped through the gap in the bushes, both wishing he had not seen what he had just witnessed, and not knowing what he could do about it.
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Edmath returned to the gardens by the Saale Palace where his assistants had finished observing the orpus saplings. Hot tears stung, and he took off his glasses to wipe them with his hand. When he put the glasses back on, he found Zuria following the path from the High Castle toward the Saale Court. He had not spent much time with his adoptive sister since returning from Niniar, but there was no one else he would have rather encountered at that moment.

He raised a hand in greeting and stepped onto the path in front of her. Zuria smiled at him, but then saw the tears that remained in his eyes as she drew closer. Her smile disintegrated. 

“Brother, what’s wrong?”

“Zuria,” he said. “May I talk to you for a moment?”

“We had better. I must deliver news to the Saale Emperor, then I am leaving with the War Empress’s party to Dobinar later today.”

“What?” Edmath’s hope of working his way through what he had just seen on the other side of the bushes broke apart. “Today?”

“We have delayed too long as it is. The War Empress says it must be today. But quickly, tell me what is wrong?”

Edmath nodded. 

“It’s Chelka. Zuria, I saw her kissing Oresso Nane.”

“Kissing him? She doesn’t even like him.”

“If I had not seen it, I would not believe it either.” Edmath touched two fingers to the bridge of his noses and squeezed his eyes shut. “What should I do?”

“Have you talked to her?” asked Zuria.

“Well no, but what could this mean?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, brother. But if you don’t talk to your wife soon, things are only going to get worse.”

Edmath shrank inward. He nodded, but his dread filled him. These nerves reminded him of times near when he first met Chelka, years ago at Lexine Park. Back then they had been little more than children, but his nerves to talk to her had been great. Now they were married, and suddenly he felt as distant to her as if they were strangers.

“Thank you, Zuria. You had better tell Emperor Rumenha what you need to tell him. Give me a moment or two to clear my head.”

“Yes, brother.” Zuria frowned and put a hand on his arm. “Good luck.”

“And to you,” he said. “Because, by the creator, we will both need luck.”
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The War Empress’s party left through the palace gates in carriages pulled by greater elk and escorted by warriors riding greater bears. Zuria rode near the front, sitting astride a greater serpent with a high saddle. The snake was over six yards long and kept pace with the elk and bears, who all gave it a wide berth. Silent blue-green coils shifted in sunlight from the western sky, glimmered all down the snake’s back.

Some animals never really get used to each other, Edmath thought, numbly, as he watched them go from the branches of Orpus Lengbyoi. The elk remained calm, but would not approach Zuria’s serpent. The wind carried the smell of animal droppings to him from the ground left in the party’s wake.

The gates closed behind the diplomatic party. Edmath patted the tree’s branch. 

“Alright, my good Orpus. Let us return to the Saale Court’s gardens.”

“Don’t you want to go meet Chelka for dinner?”

Edmath’s heartbeat sounded loud to him, but he did not know how to answer the tree’s question. He glanced at Lengbyoi’s seal eye, then shook his head.

“What’s wrong?” asked Lengbyoi.

“I don’t know for certain, but she may not care for me as much as I thought.”

The seal eye pulsed with blue light. The tree did not have a face to look thoughtful, but a low hum issued from the seal. 

“If she’s worrying you, isn’t that more reason to speak to her?”

Edmath sighed. 

“I wish I could know talking would help.”

“I only know what you put in my mind, and what I’ve seen and heard since then. You’ll only know what you ask.”

“That’s enough, Lengbyoi. You’re right. Take me to her.”

Lengbyoi’s seal dimmed. 

“Alright, Edmath.” The tree turned and crawled toward the High Castle.

“When we arrive at the castle, leave me there. I need to do this alone.”

The tree answered with silence but started to move.

Edmath only half-hoped Chelka would be there. His stomach churned at what he might learn but Lengyboi was right. He had to ask questions to learn the truth. All Saales who studied the life arts needed to remember that fact, or they would not experiment, they would not craft animals or plants. He set his jaw and adjusted his cracked glasses on his nose.

Lengbyoi carried him to the High Castle and deposited him by the front gate of the great hall of the War Empress. He turned toward the entryway to the War Court and found a set of dark eyes locked on him from within the gathering gloom inside. The setting sun cast his shadow at his side as he walked through the doorway toward Chelka.

Her face was set and her stance was rigid, but still, her eyes burned. Edmath could not tell if they burned with passion or anger. He walked to her, feeling very thin and small in her presence, despite the fact that he had always been taller than her. She looked up at his face. He met her gaze, brow furrowed. Otherwise, he tried to keep his face blank. The fire in her eyes clouded and tears began to well up in them.

“Ed, I’m so sorry.”

“Why?” he asked. “Why did you let him?”

“He kissed me, but that’s all.”

“That’s all I thought. Why did you let him?”

“I—I couldn’t—Didn’t know what he would do.” Chelka’s fingers wrapped around his wrist. Her fingers clenched, and he felt their pressure against the bones Ursar Kiet had broken. “Ed, he’s never liked you, but he wanted me. When you were gone, he came to me. Asked if I would consider his hand.”

Edmath winced. 

“What did you say to him?”

“I told him, some day I could.”

“But not that day.”

“No.”

“Then why did you let him kiss you?”

Tears ran free from Chelka’s eyes. 

“He was insistent. And you are ill.”

“I’m not dead yet.”

“But you are dying.” Chelka’s whole body trembled. “I’m sorry, Ed.”

“You know, Onoi was seen in the South, at Beliu.” His furrowed expression broke. She took his other hand, the one not wounded by Ursar Kiet. He let her hold his hand in hers. “Chelka, I’m not going to die.”

“You think they’ll catch him?”

“I hope they will.”

“Ed.” Chelka pressed her face to his chest. “That’s not good enough.”

“For you?”

“For either of us. You don’t believe they’ll bring him back alive. He’s the only one that can release you from that monster in your belly.”

“What can I do? I have saplings to raise for the Empire.”

“While your life slips away? Ed, we might go to war with Roshi if negotiations fail, but if Kassel Onoi isn’t caught you won’t live that long.” She shook her head and sobbed. Her fingers slipped from his wrists. 

His eyes became wet. He took her shoulders in his hands. 

“Are you really that concerned about me?”

“Of course I am, Ed. I love you.”

“And I love you.” He ran one hand through hair. “Please. What can I do? The High Emperor made me promise I would not leave the palace. I’m the only one who can tutor the gardeners on raising Orpus trees.”

“The Saale Emperor can manage for a week or two if it saves your life,” Chelka said. “I’ve read about protean spheres, Ed. If this one is as far into its growth as I think, it could kill you in less than a month.”

Edmath gulped. 

“So soon.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and spoke into his ear. 

“Talk to the High Emperor tonight. Rumor has it your adopted mother knows him.”

“She got us into the palace the first day were here.” Edmath’s eyes widened. “Perhaps he will listen to her?”

“Perhaps he will listen to you? Ed, you seemed so happy. I didn’t know how to tell you how afraid I was. But I am. I’m afraid.”

“Dear Chelka, thank you. I don’t want to die. I want to live with you.”

She bowed her head against him and pressed herself into his embrace. The sunlight dappled the floor of the chamber as the last rays sank beneath the hills to the west. She stepped back from him. 

“Go find your mother. I will get Brosk. Can Orpus Lengbyoi carry us all?”

“We’ll need a carriage for a journey this long.”

“Brosk will know where to get one.” Chelka smiled through the traces of her tears. “He always does.”

Edmath reached out and brushed a finger down her cheek. He nodded to her and then turned. “I will see you after I meet with the High Emperor.” 

He strode off through the gathering darkness, toward the castle gates. Lengbyoi had returned to the gardens as he had asked. That was good. Edmath felt strong enough at that moment to take on Ursar Kiet one more time at the Stone of Zel. He left through the gates and headed to the hostel to ask his mother for help.
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Edmath found Sampheli Mierzon in the dimly lit parlor of the hostel. She set aside her needlework when he stepped into the lantern-lit room where a single long table ran almost from one wall to the other. Sampheli folded her hands.

“My son, what is the matter?”

“Mother, can you help me gain an audience with the High Emperor tonight?”

“Edmath, why do you need to speak to his Grace so suddenly?”

“I’ll tell you as we go, mother. Please.”

“Alright, son. Though you worry me with your rushing about.” Sampheli rose from her seat. “Do you have an animal or a carriage?”

“No.” Edmath’s sweat felt hot on his brow. “But speed would be useful.”

“We will ride one of the greater serpents from our garden. It will not throw me, but you will have to hold on tight.”

Edmath bowed his head, grateful, but with a roiling at the back of his mind. Am I thinking this through enough? He raised his head. Sampheli smiled as she opened the gate to the hostel’s garden. 

“You will have to hang on to the saddle. Don’t get lost.”

As they rode the writhing serpent through the darkening streets of Diar, Edmath quickly found out she was right. He gripped the saddle’s rear strap. His bare hands rubbed raw against the rough ropes even as the first sprinkling of new rain chilled him through his tunic. He thought of Chelka and his stomach felt sick with hope. He held on.  
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The inner palace was dark except for flickering lanterns along the bridges when Edmath and Sampheli arrived at the entryway to the first domed building leading inside. Enchiel guardians squawked and called in the rain-drummed darkness within the walls. His hands shook with a chill as he climbed from the serpent’s back.

Sampheli turned to the snake. 

“Stay,” she said in the serpent language, “I will have need of you soon.”

The snake slithered into the grass, leaving hissed words behind.

“Yes, priestess.”

Edmath glanced at his adoptive mother. Droplets of water fell from her bundled hair and sparkled in the lamplight. She nodded to him. They turned and walked up to the gate that led to the inner gardens. A silhouette appeared on the bridge, dark, but with feathered wings spread. Edmath squinted as he tried to see if the shape belonged to the High Emperor, an Enchieli, or someone else. The disappeared from view before he could determine to whom it belonged.

He and Sampheli stepped under the eaves, out of the rain. She did not hesitate but marched up to the doors under the domed roof. They opened before her. The voice of the High Emperor spoke through the falling rain.

“Enter, Sampheli. I am not blind to anything in Zel tonight.”

Edmath gulped. He rubbed his wet and raw hands together, but barely registered the pain. Sampheli motioned for him to take the lead.

The two of them crossed the threshold where rain dripped from the eaves. Some lanterns sputtered. Others went out completely. Edmath and Sampheli reached the other side of the bridge and stopped beneath the next dome of the palace. 

Edmath looked for the next bridge to go further into the palace.

Sampheli put a hand on his shoulder. 

“Wait, son. His grace is near.”

“How can you tell?”

“I hear the sphere’s voice.”

The voice of the High Emperor spoke once again from empty air. 

“You always were skilled in the ways of the spheres, Sampheli. Tell me. Why have you come here tonight?”

Soft footfalls accompanied the voice. As the words died in the air, the High Emperor stepped into the room from one of the adjoining bridges that toward the pyramid. He was followed by the high, floating form of the Sphere of Humanity.

The sphere swirled with deep green and brown as well as traces of lighter hues. The sphere, easily twelve feet across, followed the High Emperor as he approached Edmath and Sampheli. Edmath bowed his head. Sampheli did the same but quickly returned to her normal height.

“Vosraan,” she said, “my son wishes to speak with you.”

“As helpful as he has been, I am not interested in your son at the moment, Sampheli.” The wings of the Crown of Three folded and hid the High Emperor’s face. “Take him from here. If you wish to speak to me, return alone.”

Edmath’s stomach churned. A stabbing pain punched from within his stomach. He gritted his teeth and glared at the High Emperor. 

“Please,” he said, “I am dying.”

“What of it?” said the High Emperor. “I know your ailment, Lord Benisar. If Kassel Onoi returns to Diar alive, I will have him help you. Until then, leave my presence and do not ask for my permission.”

“Fine.” The sound of Edmath’s snarled word surprised even himself. “I will go. And I will find Onoi myself if I must.”

“If you leave this city, the Saale Emperor may release you from his service.”

“I respect Haddishal Rumenha’s decision on that matter. With all due respect, your Grace, I choose to fight for my own life.” 

Edmath put a hand on Sampheli’s shoulder. She nodded to him, and he turned and walked back across the bridge toward the outer gardens. His mother followed him.
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Chelka

Chelka watched at the window as lights flickered in the rain, crossing the gardens below. The lights marked a ceremonial procession in for the last night of autumn. There would already be snow in the far south, at Beliu on Dreamwater. She clutched her striker-ringed hand to her heart and prayed Edmath would receive the help he requested from the High Emperor.

Footsteps in the hall behind her made her turn. She hoped to see Edmath standing in her doorway. Instead, she met the dark eyes of Oresso Nane. The Coral Prince bowed to her.

“Lady Benisar.”

“Lord Nane.”

“I wished to see you.”

“You can see me now.”

“That wasn’t all. In the garden we—”

“You,” Chelka said. “You kissed me, in breach of propriety I might add.”

Oresso’s face darkened like the clouds outside. 

“Chelka, what is the meaning of this?”

“The meaning is that I have a husband, and he is ill but I refuse to abandon him.”

Oresso took a step into the room, jaw slack, but one hand clenched into a fist.

Chelka shook her head.

“Go back to your chambers, Oresso. Don’t embarrass yourself any more by carrying on.”

Oresso’s lip trembled in the dim light of the lamps around the room. He strode toward Chelka. She barely moved but formed the sign of breath with the hand over her heart. 

“Do not press this issue.”

He drew close to her. Chelka struck the air with her ringed fingers. Magic issued from the tiny tear. Oresso towered over her, face a mass of shadows. 

“Do not mock me,” he said. “You know Edmath will die before spring comes.”

“No,” whispered Chelka. “No, he won’t.”

Oresso reached toward her with one hand. She channeled the small magic from her tear into pure breath. Her powers amplified the force and a gust of wind rattled the room. Oresso took the brunt of the force and tumbled to the floor. He climbed to one knee.

Chelka shook her head.

“Go away, Oresso. I need to focus on saving my husband’s life.”

“You’ve made a mistake.” Oresso stood. He turned and strode from the room.

Chelka turned back to the window and spotted the shape of Orpus Lengbyoi moving dark across the gardens to the palace. In the tree’s branches, she glimpsed the form of Edmath, a shape she knew well in darkness. He raced toward the High Castle’s gate. Chelka went to meet him.
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Edmath descended Orpus Lengbyoi’s branches and then dropped to the ground before the closed gate. Rain dripped from his hair and rega. Drops of water speckled his glasses. After his walk to the Saale Palace and return to the Castle in Lengbyoi’s branches he knew his trousers were muddy as well. He knocked at the gate’s small door.

Instead of the usual sentry asking his business, Chelka opened the door immediately. Her eyes shone with new light. She threw her arms around his neck, heedless of his wet clothes. 

“Ed, what did he say?”

“His grace did not give me permission, but Emperor Rumenha was more amenable.”

“The Saale Emperor will let you go?”

“He will hold my position for me for three weeks.”

“So little time.”

“It will be enough to make our way south to Beliu.” He smiled despite the chill and the wet. “I still have hope.” Pain, like the pain he had felt in the High Emperor’s chambers, stabbed at Edmath’s side like viper’s fang. But this fang struck from inside. He flinched and staggered away from Chelka. He planted his palm against the Lengbyoi’s trunk.

She followed him to the tree’s side. 

“What’s wrong, Ed?”

“That sphere must be ready to mature.”

More pain, red and razor sharp in his stomach. He gasped.

“How much time do we have?” Chelka asked.

“I don’t know. We must leave tonight.”

“Ed, you need to lay down. Come inside.” She motioned to the small door in the gate. 

He nodded and staggered toward the door. His hands pressed onto the reinforced panels. Then the pain struck again.

White agony exploded in his belly, drowning all his other senses. Edmath slipped and sank to his knees. His hands slid down the panels of the doorway. 

Chelka raced to his side. 

“Ed, hang on. Ed, please.”

“It hurts.” Tears ran from his eyes. “It hurts too much.” His own voice sounded far away. Everything faded completely, replaced by scratching pain from within.
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Edmath awakened to the sound of rain striking the roof overhead. He felt empty, and his stomach throbbed with pain. His throat ran dry. He lay on Chelka’s bed in the High Castle. The dark sky out the window rolled with open and raining clouds. 

“Chelka?” he said, looking through the shadows to see a single candle on the bedside table. In a chair beside the bed, Chelka sat reading a scroll with a frown on her face. There were still tear tracks down her cheeks. “How long was I out?”

“Ed, you’re awake.” Chelka rolled up the scroll, sniffed, and stood up. “I was worried you were—It’s only been an hour.”

A hole might have formed in Edmath’s stomach and the pain had nothing to do with hunger. He gasped for air and sat up quickly, lurching through layers of heavy blankets. The sphere was eating him from within.

“No, no, no.” He coughed and looked down at his hands. His palms were pale as dry parchment. “I cannot die like this.”

Chelka slipped onto the bed, her bare feet moving over the covers and her hands finding Edmath’s even in the darkness.

“I just reread my statement to Oresso Nane. He’s the only other War Saale left in the city.” She held her hands to her chest. I told him, we are leaving.”

“Oresso.” Edmath coughed again and pulled a hand away from Chelka. “I’m sorry for being upset earlier. I know you’re doing your best, of course.” He hoped he still had time. With a grunt of effort, he threw off his covers and slipped his legs off the side of the bed so his feet landed on the floor. “Please, help me stand up.”

Chelka crawled across the bed and climbed down beside him. She helped him to his feet and he leaned on her. 

“Do you remember our plan?” Chelka wrapped her fingers around his shoulder.

“We need Orpus Lengbyoi,” Edmath managed. “If Onoi is at Dreamwater than I will have to see him. We must leave tonight.”

Chelka’s grip tightened so much her fingers dug painfully into Edmath’s shoulder. He touched her hand gently, and she loosened her fingers. She supported Edmath as they walked to the wardrobe. Edmath leaned against the wooden drawers as she helped him change into a spare set of black trousers and a red tunic. Finally, she picked up his rega from the dusty top of the dresser and slung it over his shoulder.

She wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 

“Let’s go. Brosk has a cart to keep us out of the rain, and besides, he wants to go with us.”

Edmath knew what she meant. Ever since they had first met a Beliu villager, the boy Yot, the Whale Prince had wanted to avenge that which was lost to the monsters. At Dreamwater, any number of things could happen and he could not guess whether he would return or not. Chelka helped Edmath to the door and down the steps. Pain lanced from his stomach with every movement. He winced each time but refused to cry or scream.

As they made their way out into the gardens, Edmath knew that even if they left now he might never return. Kassel Onoi was no friend, no matter what he had said about Edmath’s father. What he could give them, the chance at life was likely not something he would do freely.

He would fade away if the attempt to find Onoi failed. No other power existed to save him. At the Great Hearth, Chelka left Edmath outside and went in to find Brosk. Edmath sat on the steps, dazed and just barely out of the rain, though already dripping wet from the walk through the gardens. As he sat there, shivering, a voice came to him over the noise of the storm.

“Edmath, you’re alright. I feared the worst for you.” Orpus Lengbyoi’s silent crawl through the earth to the foot of the steps had been masked by the movement of the other plants blowing this way and that in the wind. His branches creaked and his roots waved in the wind.

“Yes, my good Lengbyoi. I do not know how long, though.”

The tree lifted its fore-roots and crawled closer. 

“Really? Edmath, you are not going to die.” 

Edmath touched the tip of Orpus Lengbyoi’s root with the end of his index finger and reclined on the steps. 

“Not if you help me.” Edmath wheezed and held his dry mouth open as if to catch falling raindrops to quench his thirst. “There will be more like you. They are growing in these very gardens. Please, I want you to pull a carriage to a village south of here. It will likely be a few days of journey.” 

The tree tipped itself forward as if bowing, roots sinking into the ground to give it a slant. 

“I will do whatever I can, Edmath. You are my friend, even if I can’t protect you.” 

Over the sound of the rain, Edmath heard Chelka and Brosk come out of the gate behind him. Orpus Lengbyoi righted itself. Brosk helped Edmath to his feet with a grunt of exertion. 

“Come on, Ed, my cart is in a stable on the other side of the palace. 

Edmath nodded, raindrops falling through his hair and glistening on his glasses. 

“Thanks, my friend.”

Chelka walked past them and put a hand on Orpus Lengbyoi’s trunk. 

“I don’t think its safe to ride in your branches at the moment, but follow us, we will need you.” 

She turned and headed off toward the stable Brosk had indicated. He and Edmath followed her with Orpus Lengbyoi taking up the rear.
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Thunder rolled as Brosk took a seat at the front of the carriage behind the ropes they had tied to Orpus Lengbyoi’s trunk. Edmath and Chelka settled in the back, under the low, woven roof. The group set off for the gate, following only the widest paths. Orpus Lengbyoi moved with what felt like more speed to Edmath. Perhaps the lurching and shaking of the cart only made it seem that way. Over the roar of the wind, Edmath heard Brosk talking to Orpus Lengbyoi.

“Remember not to go over anything too steep. The cart can’t handle it. That’s it. I’ll be right back.” Brosk turned and slipped back into the cart proper, his long traveling coat wet with wind-blown rain. He peered at the back of the cart where Edmath and Chelka sat, side-by-side. “Alright, Ed, Chelka told me the plan. I’ve been working on a healing spell that we may find useful.” Brosk glanced over his shoulder at the tree pulling them toward the gate. “Right, it is a pretty complicated hand-sign, and it takes a little bit of magic, but it should suppress the creature inside you so you don’t feel too much pain for a while.”

“Amazing, Brosk.” Edmath’s eyelids fluttered as he spoke. “I might need it soon.”

Brosk held up a hand and shook his head. 

“It isn’t like that. You see, the spell risks hurting you the longer I concentrate on it. The sphere might fight back if it notices the spell. It’ll be better to wait until we know we need it.”

Edmath didn’t want to show his fear of the pain. He gritted his teeth and then nodded. 

“Of course. I see.”

Brosk glanced over his shoulder at Orpus Lengbyoi.

“Chelka, I’ll teach you the spell when I get the chance, but it isn’t easy and the exact thoughts for it are difficult too.” Brosk turned and climbed back onto the driver’s platform. 

Chelka turned to Edmath as he closed his eyes for a moment. She put an arm around him and he opened them again. 

“I’m tired.”

“So am I, Ed. It is nighttime, after all.”

Edmath put his arm around her. In spite of his fears and the rocking of the carriage, he grew sleepy as they passed through the gate and onto the city streets. Chelka laid her head against his shoulder. They fell asleep together. 

[image: image]




[image: image]

They moved south rapidly. By dawn, they had left the rain behind and passed out of the Moth Nation. Over the next week, they proceeded down roads past harvested fields and hills covered in orange and brown leaves. Edmath’s pain came and went, but with little to do but rest, he did not have another attack.

He woke on a morning six days from Diar. Snow fell all around them.

Cold air bit at his face. He had been wrapped in a fur blanket, but it only reached up to his chin. Chelka sat on the floor of the carriage in front of him. All he could see when he looked outside the carriage was white snow and gray rock. 

“Where are we?”

She leaned close to him and spoke over the rumbling of the cart’s wheels. “We should be close to Dreamwater. Surely we will be there tomorrow.” Coming back from the driver’s board, Brosk crouched in front of him and Chelka. He opened a tear with a single striker ring. 

“I saw the mirache above us in the blizzard.” He grunted as his magic lit up and grew warmer in the center of the cart’s floor. “It has to be him. Ursar Kiet.”

“Is he following us?” Edmath asked, through his parched throat. He coughed. “Water?”

Chelka offered him a full skin and he drank from it greedily. Wiping his mouth, he stretched his legs so his sandals and toes stuck into the magic Brosk had released. He drew in some of it and focused on simply holding the power, the acute senses. He gave a calm sigh and set his head against the pads piled on the backboard. She slipped away from him and said something to Brosk but he only heard it blearily. Pain began to return, but he held on and watched the sky through the gaps in Lengbyoi’s branches. Eventually, he sank away into sleep once again.
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A creeping sensation came from within Edmath’s belly. The cursed sphere bulged and shrank, changing shape to fit within smaller and smaller areas, spreading its malignant touch through him. He knew it was happening even as he woke once again, this time, alert and in pain. Brosk crouched beside him, hands folded together. The pain receded until it seemed cat-sized, small enough to ignore.

He looked toward the light in front of him. Chelka stood on the driver’s board, with her back to him and Brosk. A coat concealed most of her form, but Edmath could see her stethian in her raised hand. 

“I just used the suppression spell.” Brosk shook gently Edmath by the shoulder. “We’ve reached the edge of Dreamwater.”

Edmath blinked and sat up. His hand found the sideboard and he pushed himself to his feet. Cold wind blew through the opening at the front of the cart as Edmath joined Chelka on the driver’s board. She glanced at him. 

“Are you alright?”

“Brosk’s spell works.”

A roar came from above him, bestial and incomprehensible. 

He scanned the blue sky slashed here and there with thin wisps of cloud. 

“What’s going on?”

Chelka didn’t answer. She held up a hand to silence him and craned her neck, looking for something in the sky. Finally, she whispered a single word. 

“Mirache.”

Orpus Lengbyoi’s branches hung heavy with ice. Snow filled the crooks on its trunk. Beyond the tree, a vast plain of ice and snow stretched out before them, the Dreamwater, frozen over with winter. Edmath squinted against the glare of the sun on the snow. The village of Beliu came into view on the far bank, smoke rising from chimneys all along its dark streets. Edmath looked up again as he heard voices, sibilant, and familiar.

“He is moving, master.”

“Prey.”

“Enemy.”

Edmath’s eyes flicked to the right of the carriage as a heavy landing threw up a huge curtain of snow. Out of the whiteness, the six faces of a mirache appeared, snarling, hissing, and glaring at Chelka and Edmath. He raised his hands and scowled at the creature. Brosk joined them on the board.

“Damn it.” 

He stared at the mirache as its rider became visible through the billows of snow. Ursar Kiet sat there. He wore a long fur coat of the same Roshi red as his summer cloak and a black woolen cowl. 

“Edmath Benisar, I thought you were dead.”

Edmath squinted at Ursar’s dark face. 

“You are not the only one. You are also not the only problem I have at the moment.”

Ursar narrowed his eyes as if he didn’t believe Edmath. 

“I have heard. Your wife informed me earlier of what happened. I assumed she lied to me simply because I am a Roshi, but I see if there is a sphere in you, it has not killed you yet.” Ursar grinned broadly. 

In spite of the cold, Edmath felt as though a Sphere of Fire burned inside him. 

“I’m not going to fight you,” Edmath said, hands trembling in the air between him and Ursar. “That duel is over.” 

If the Roshi wanted to fight he could do a lot of damage. Chelka had her stethian but Edmath and Brosk did not. 

Ursar’s grin didn’t slip a bit.

“I know. You won.” 

“Why are you here if not to fight?” 

A gust of wind blew past the cart and Edmath shivered. Ursar sat back in his saddle and shrugged his head, eyes merry with inner light. 

“I came to find that traitor Kassel Onoi. He isn’t just a criminal in Zel now, you know.”

Chelka leveled her stethian at Ursar, pulling a striker ring out of the pouch at her belt. 

“I can’t let you do that,” she said. “We need him first.”

Ursar nodded. 

“I figured as much. You know the secret to removing the sphere then. You Zelians sure can be clever when it suits you.”

Chelka tilted her face up and closed one eye, aiming her stethian. 

“Are you going to stand aside?”

“Oh, of course,” Ursar said. He leaned forward on the mirache’s back as its heads danced in the still floating powder of snow. “Just don’t take too long, or I’ll have to sink you. You are on a lake, my dear.”

Edmath clenched his hand around the center of his flowing rega. He glared at Ursar. 

“Why threaten? You can’t fight all of us at once.”

Ursar shrugged. 

“Maybe not, I’ll admit. I’ve fought two of you before, though, so I think I’ve got that much down. The bigger problem is alerting the villagers.” Turning in his saddle, Ursar looked across the lake. Dark shapes were moving on the ice, too distant to be seen with clarity. Edmath stared at them. Ursar folded his arms. “Fair warning, neither of us will be able to get the Worm King if they capture or kill you. They know I’m here already, you see.” 

Edmath squinted at the villagers moving across the ice. Some were almost totally humanoid, others less so. 

“Then I guess we’re in a bind. I had a plan for this, but it didn’t include you.” 

Ursar laughed. He laughed loudly and heartily, shaking from head to toe. After stopping to catch his breath, he looked down and spoke to his mirache in the hawk language. 

“You heard the little prey. We’d better get going.” 

The mirache took off. The beating of its wings swept more snow off the ground and into the air around it. 

“Good luck, Saales.” Ursar laughed again and the mirache circled up past Orpus Lengbyoi and into the cold blue sky.

Looking back across the lake the villagers seemed closer. Edmath reached out and touched Orpus Lengbyoi’s trunk. 

“Lengbyoi, take us closer. We want to be as near to the far shore as possible.”

Chelka glanced at him, eyebrows raised. 

“Don’t tell me you plan on breaking a hole in the ice.”

“Of course I don’t.” Edmath turned back to her and smiled. “Actually that is the worst thing that could happen to us about now. Orpus Lengbyoi can’t swim, at least not with a cart.”

“Good to know.” Brosk shifted to his whale tosh and drew his striker chain from its coiled place at his hip. His additional weight made the driver’s board creak. “What is the plan?”

“Diplomacy, my good Brosk. We can’t defeat all the villagers. That much is certain.” Edmath looked back out at the dark figures approaching from over the ice. While most of them walked or slithered a few of them floated weightlessly in the air. “I am confident Kassel Onoi would rather talk to us than fight us.”

“Why is that?” Chelka touched Edmath’s arm.

“I think he has an interest in me, maybe even both of us my dear because he gave us these stethians. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he wanted this whole thing to happen, to bring us here.”

The three of them hunkered down as Orpus Lengbyoi picked up the pace, racing over the ice and gliding straight toward the village. The speed was exhilarating, though the carriage slipped too often on the ice for comfort, and the ominous silhouettes of the villagers kept Edmath from laughter. They got within a few score yards of the nearest villagers and about halfway across the lake. Edmath pushed his glasses up his nose.

“Stop now, Lengbyoi. We’ll let them come to us.”

Orpus Lengbyoi did not reply but immediately ceased dragging itself and simply slid a few paces further forward on the ice before coming to a complete stop. The villagers swarmed around them, appearing greater in number now than they had at a distance. They reached Orpus Lengbyoi’s trunk and brushed against the sides of the cart, rocking it from side to side. With a loud cry, one of the airborne village men with an elongated body and bald head landed just above Edmath on one of Lengbyoi’s branches. He looked down at the three of them on the driver’s board. 

“You Saales have come for the master, didn’t you?”

“Not just Saales.” Edmath looked up at the villager, meeting the man’s beady black eyes. “We are diplomats, come to reason with Kassel Onoi. There is no need for hostilities unless he desires them.”

“Which he does not.” The bald villager gave a thick cough. “Can we trust you, Edmath Benisar?”

“If we can trust you, you can surely trust me.” Edmath touched Chelka’s arm and she lowered the stethian she had been aiming at the villagers at the base of the cart. “I speak for all of us here, when I say that we mean you no harm.” 

“Why did you seek us out, then, Saale? We hate Saales. Hate.”

“Why?”

“Saales betrayed our village and began our tragedy.”

Edmath nodded. 

“We are not the same as those. We came here to bargain with your master.”

“Then you will come with us, Edmath who speaks for his friends. Leave one, bring one, and follow me to the village.”

Chelka glanced at Brosk. Brosk gave her a huge nod. 

“You two go. I’ll be fine.” 

Edmath started to climb down from the cart. Chelka followed him to the side of the driver’s board. Brosk bowed his whale head as Edmath reached the icy surface of the lake. 

“I will remain here as your hostage, then.” 

“Good. You understand.” The villager floated off the branch and drifted toward Edmath. Thin tendrils of blackened flesh crept out from holes in the bulging back of his tunic. “Benisars, follow.”

The walk across the frozen lake was cold and full of slips and stumbles for Edmath. Chelka walked beside him and the villagers all around them, in every direction. They were small and large, children and grown, but none of them gave anything but the most hate-filled looks at Edmath and Chelka. When they finally reached the first buildings, Edmath shivered as yet more villagers, twisted and distorted, floated and crept around them. They made their way through the cold streets and to a longhouse of logs in the center of the village. There, in a black cloak and with a long scabbard on his belt, stood Kassel Onoi, in the doorway of a high-roofed house of logs. The sun rose high in the sky, pale beyond the house and partially blanketed by clouds.

He strode down the steps of the building, blinking in the snow’s reflected glare. 

“Edmath Donroi, now Benisar. I almost hoped they wouldn’t send you to carry out my execution. Some wishes are not to be granted.” He turned his back on them without another word and opened the log house’s door.

Edmath and Chelka made their way up the steps after him. No villagers dared approach, Edmath supposed. Kassel Onoi was their master, but in spite of this, or possibly because of it, they made no move to follow.

Inside the log house was a single huge room with a massive fire pit in the center and floorboards made out of black wood. The fire pit smoldered with a few remaining coals, lighting and warming the room. Chelka walked along the wall and touched the logs with her outstretched hand, but Edmath followed Kassel Onoi directly to the dying fire. The lines in the former Worm King’s face looked very deep in the shadows. He turned and reached out to Edmath, taking his arm by the wrist. 

“Do you know why I’d rather another man kill me?”

Edmath didn’t answer. He needed to find a way to explain his plan to this King with no nation, but somehow interrupting him seemed wrong. Kassel released his arm and sighed. 

“You know I was a friend of your father’s. I told you that. What I didn’t tell you, was how your father died.” Kassel sniffed the air in complete but distant sorrow. “He died fighting for me. Fighting against a terrible enemy beyond our borders. I, as well as every man and woman in my personal legion, owes him a great debt.”

“What does that matter now?” Edmath set his face to a determined scowl. “Of course, yesterday my father was your friend, but today your creature is inside me and soon will take my life.”

“Ah, so the rumor is true.” Kassel sighed as he stared down at the coals. “I can help you. Did you know that?”

Edmath nodded.

“We did not come here to kill you, Lord Onoi.”

Kassel Onoi shrugged his broad shoulders and looked up at Edmath. He said not a word for what seemed like too long. Edmath could feel the magic Brosk had worked on him fading. Pain began to build slowly from his belly. He needed relief from the terrible creature in his belly but could not bring himself to break the silence.

Chelka’s voice spoke into his ear as a whisper. She had crept up behind him, but now she was done being sneaky. 

“Don’t wait. We need him now.”

Edmath blinked as she stepped back from him. Kassel Onoi raised his eyes from what Edmath had thought would be an eternal stare at the tiny flame building again in the coals and locked gazes with Chelka. She bowed her head in his direction. 

“Help my husband, Worm King.”

“Please.” Edmath turned and looked at Kassel’s face. He had changed somehow, putting on a different kind of crown. Edmath closed his eyes and pictured the terrible creature growing inside him. He opened his eyes and glared at Kassel. “You must help me.”

Kassel Onoi took a deep breath, a long breath, a breath like drawing in magic. 

“I know, Edmath.”

“You know? Why?”

“My people, the Worm Tribe, are lost to me. You see, I was raised to know how to be a king, but I have no illusions about this. I cannot rule in Zel any longer, and this is where my people belong. No.” Kassel Onoi shut his eyes and whispered his next words. “They are not my people. My people are here around me, though I am not yet one of them.”

“The villagers.” Edmath felt a surge of revulsion as he pictured the malformed people, distorted and twisted in every way he could imagine. “Did you teach them to hate Saales?” He narrowed his eyes.

Kassel Onoi put a hand on his shoulder.

“They think Saales did this to them. The rivalry of Saales and the nation of Roshi goes so deep, can you honestly say what the Roshis do is not partially the fault of the Saales?”

“Everyone knows of our rivalry with the Dawkun. The rest? I’m not sure. The villagers hate us, so be it.”

“Do you hate them back?”

Edmath shrugged off Kassel’s hand. 

“I fear them.”

“The Roshi did this to them with the help of another people, the same ones who your father died fighting. Those others raised them as their own, but when they returned to Zel I made them mine.”

Chelka walked up on Edmath’s left and caught Kassel Onoi’s eye. 

“It’s unfair, isn’t it? These people have been taken by others, but never have others given them anything but pain.”

“Well spoken, Lady Benisar.” Kassel Onoi looked up at Edmath. He let out a mighty breath. “I still have enemies beyond these borders. The enemies of my new people.”

“Who are these enemies?” Chelka asked.

“No one believes the words of a traitor. I knew that if I did not succeed in my coup against the High Emperor I would never be able to make Zel see. Before Zel and Roshi there was one nation, and in that nation were tribes and animals never considered royalty since its fall. A single sphere of humanity sufficed for the entire nation.”

“But that would be a massive nation,” said Edmath. “Larger than Zel and Roshi assembled.”

“Indeed. Zel and Roshi are only part of the mighty empire that was Old Zel.”

Edmath scowled. 

“What happened to the other tribes? The ones no longer royal in Zel or Roshi?”

“They still exist, in exile.”

“Where?”

“How would a Saale put it. Beyond the curtains of life, they found a new home. I have seen it, but I do not expect you to believe me. They wield pure magic that exists everywhere in that realm.”

“Beyond the curtain.” Edmath shivered at the thought. “Magic lies beyond, and it flows forth into out world when released.” 

“They are terrible foes, and they hate all in this world. Your father died sealing them from Zel, making us safe for decades. It is more dangerous beyond the border, but I will lead my peoples away from the empire if you will help me.”

Edmath met Kassel’s eyes and returned his expression. 

“If you will answer my questions, I will help you, but not before.”

Kassel Onoi glanced down at the spreading fire in the pit. 

“You leave me no choice. You have the last of the protean spheres I know of in Zel. Without it, I cannot lead my new people.”

“I understand.” Edmath crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Why give Chelka and I the stethians on our wedding night?”

Kassel Onoi shrugged. 

“For the reasons I said then,” he said. “I wanted you to know about them, so you would be safe. My only mission was to kill the High Emperor. Vosraan Loi and I were never friends, but I respect him. I only sought to take his crown because otherwise, I fear the foes that took your father’s life will take many more when they return. They are not well known anymore, the exiles.”

“Exiles? You mean, the tribes that went beyond the world?”

“The very same, Edmath. They and their mages, called Muborque, have been plotting a return for centuries. When I am gone, it will be up to the rest of you to protect this nation from them. As your father did.”

“My father. I saw a vision in an augury, and there were two of him, here at Beliu.”

Chelka glanced at Edmath, eyebrows raised.

Kassel Onoi folded his hands together. 

“Indeed. Royals of the Worm Tribe in their toshes can divide their bodies, create copies of themselves. Usually, these are short-lived, but your father found a way of making his duplicates last longer. I believe they are all dead now.” 

Edmath nodded, mouth dry. Pain spiked in his stomach and he staggered.

“I will protect the empire.” He clenched his fists. “Just answer me one more question. Why did you send this monster after me?”

“Simple enough. I sent it to find you and commanded it not to die. During the battle, it must have been afraid, so it hid. It hid inside you. Now—” Kassel spread his arms. “I will free you from it if you will let me. Once I have this creature, you may trust me. I will never wage war in Zel again until the exiles return.” Kassel closed his eyes and bowed his head.

Chelka raised her stethian, pointing it at his chest. She shouldered the Saale weapon. 

“Save him. Then be on your way and take the misery you caused with you.”

Kassel Onoi sighed again and brought his arms together.

“I will try, Lady Benisar.” He reached down and touched Edmath’s stomach, prodding his finger in while speaking in a language even Edmath could not understand. His voice echoed in Edmath’s head. The occasional snatch of ordinary words came in through the rasping madness that was the rest of his speech. He drew the sign of the twinkling seven-pointed star in the air over Edmath’s tunic and finally dropped to the floor with one final word. “Release.” 

Edmath’s heart skipped a beat. For a moment he felt nothing. Then he felt hot surges in his gut. Tendrils scrabbled within his throat. He gagged even as breath flew from his lungs in a scream of pain. The protean sphere, small and round and black flew from his mouth and fell to the floor at his feet. 

He staggered and fell backward, landing on his side. The sphere tried to scuttle past Chelka on tiny legs but she struck, faster than light and slashed across the floor with her stethian. A barrier of energy flew up along the line she’d covered and repelled the sphere back into Kassel Onoi’s open hands. With a final mess of sounds in the rasping other language, the sphere went limp in his grip. He swallowed the sphere without so much as a gag, a rite of kingship. He rose from his place on the floor and then reached down and helped Edmath stand.

“Thank you, son of Jurgat. Bless you and your wife both.” He nodded to them with a solemn flourish of his hand. “I cannot live here, but now I can live on. As can both of you.”

Edmath’s weariness had gone. He turned back to Chelka, offering her a hopeful smile. She wrapped her free arm around him and they walked toward the door together into the cold.
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Snow continued to fall as Edmath and Chelka made their way across the icy surface of the Dreamwater. Their cloaks had grown heavy, wet with snow. The black cloth felt as though all the fire in the world might not be enough to dry it. Edmath shivered in the wind as it passed over his feet. The carriage and Orpus Lengbyoi came into view in the center of the lake, ringed loosely by villagers. 

Brosk climbed out on a tree branch in his Whale Tosh as Edmath and Chelka approached the Orpus. Edmath crossed his arms and squinted at Brosk. The whale prince raised his arm and waved them closer.

The trio of villagers standing around Orpus Lengbyoi looked up at him. One of them floated off the ice on his protean sphere. He was a young man. His protean sphere had not reached his face, which was fair, though his back bulged disgustingly. The other two, an old man and a middle-aged woman, bowed to Edmath as he approached. 

The old man’s eyes gleamed as he looked up at Edmath. 

“I am Hinath the village elder. My lord sent the message of your approach to us through our connection.” Hinath waved up to the tree. “We will escort you off the water.”

Cold wind touched Edmath’s cheek and tugged the hood of the cloak around him. He turned his back to the breeze. 

“Elder, if you know the plan then you know this is dangerous work. Of course, you also know it is necessary.”

Chelka slipped past Edmath. She put one hand on his shoulder and then let it drag across the wet fabric as she passed. The elder stopped her with a raised hand before she reached Orpus Lengbyoi.

“We cannot go directly back. That way lies closed to us.” He gestured to the young man and to the woman. “We will travel west with you until we come to the edge of the lake.”

The wind howled across the ice, unkind and full of white flakes. Edmath shivered, hunching his shoulders. Snowflakes fell across the lenses of his glasses and immediately began to melt. His stomach ached. His sandaled feet burned with cold.

“Chelka,” he said. “Help me up to the carriage.”

She turned to him. The wind blew back her hood to land snowflakes in her hair. Her hands found his and she led him across the ice with their warmth. “Ed, we’re already moving too slowly.”

“I know.”

“Really? How?” 

Orpus Lengbyoi’s root wrapped around Edmath’s waist and lifted him into the carriage. Chelka dropped down from another root beside him. He glanced at her. 

“How did you know?”

She sat down on the floor beside Brosk and closed her eyes. 

“Intuition. Ursar Kiet might not be interested in Kassel Onoi because he isn’t a challenge. He may just follow whichever group we join.” 

Shivering even out of the wind, Edmath pursed his lips. 

“Do you think so, my dear?”

Chelka looked up at him. 

“If his reputation is correct, yours is the only duel he has ever lost. He may want revenge.”

Edmath closed his eyes completely, picturing the Roshi Dawkun in his room after their duel. His expression had not spoken to Edmath of a desire for revenge, or even anger. He opened his eyes. 

“I’m not sure.” He turned to the Orpus tree. “Lengbyoi, take us toward the village.”

Chelka flew to her feet, eyes wide and lips quivering. “Edmath, what are you doing?”

His stomach trembled. He sighed, realizing how foolish he must seem to her. 

“I don’t know whether you are right or wrong,” he said. “There is one way to ensure Onoi’s escape.”

She stared at him, trembling in the cold. 

“You don’t owe him anything.” 

Edmath wondered if the former Worm King had ever relied on his father this way. He might never have known what had happened to him, were it not for Kassel.

“Maybe not,” he whispered. “But even if I don’t, we cannot fight on this lake.” He raised his voice to speak to Brosk. “Tell the village Elder to take his people and follow Kassel Onoi. We can’t use his help now.”

Chelka clapped a hand on his shoulder and blinked through her frustration. She said nothing but shook her head slowly. Then she released him and sat back on the driver’s board. Orpus Lengbyoi pulled them toward the village at the edge of the lake.
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Snow blew through the village square outside Kassel Onoi’s lodge. Edmath shivered despite his heavy cloak as he and Chelka made their way into the village square. In spite of his elation at being free of the accursed sphere, he groaned as he walked. The villagers surrounding the lodge turned and stared at him and Chelka as they passed. 

She tightened her grip on his shoulder as they walked. At first, the warped villagers did not move to allow them past, and Chelka’s hand strayed to her stethian. A moment later Kassel Onoi appeared in the doorway of the lodge. The misshapen crowd parted, all eyes fixing on the Worm King. They emerged from the circle of villagers. Edmath and Chelka stopped by the arched-roofed wooden temple on the other side of the square. 

The wind moved cold air from south of the lake and the clouds in the distance over the plains opened up. Edmath’s hands shook in the cold. Kassel Onoi leaned down and spoke quietly to a stocky village man who approached him from the side, back bulging with red and black protean-flesh. 

“Are you alright, Ed?” Chelka asked.

“Yeah.” Edmath couldn’t help but keep staring at Kassel Onoi as the Worm King raised his hands over the villagers. He wanted to say something else, to reassure Chelka, but his attention remained fixed on the strange man whom his father had known. The man who had accepted the protean sphere so gladly. Finally, Kassel spoke.

“People of Beliu,” he said. “The time has come to leave this village behind us. Find every man and every woman, and gather every child. Before sunrise, we must empty this village and begin our march west before the High Emperor can catch us.” He took a deep breath and lowered his hands. “I can only lead you if you will follow me. Will you follow me?”

The villagers let up a cheer, bestial and wild. The sound died away as Kassel Onoi descended from the entrance of the lodge and walked into the crowd. Chelka turned to Edmath with a small smile. 

“He seems to have inspired them.” 

Edmath couldn’t shake the queasy feeling in his empty stomach as he watched the crowd break up. “As long as they leave and do not return, I will be pleased. Of course, that’s a given if all goes to plan.” Edmath looked down at Chelka’s fingers constricted around his shoulder. “We should return to Brosk as quickly as we can.”

Chelka craned her neck and looked out to the plains beyond the village to the south. Thick gray clouds moved in where the light had only recently appeared. 

“You are right. A blizzard is on its way.”

She led him away from the temple and through the villagers milling around Kassel Onoi in the square. They had passed the lodge and had turned toward the lake when a loud cry came from the villagers behind them.

Edmath turned back, following the gazes of the villagers to the crest of the temple’s high, slanted roof. Three figures stood there, white and green imperial cloaks flapping in the southwest wind. Edmath squinted through his glasses, making out the young face of Keve Zasha amid her streaming yellow hair. On her right, a bald, flint-faced man Edmath didn’t recognize stood on the roof’s slope, his dark skin apparently impervious to the cold. The long white hair of old Morior Lem marked him as the man on Keve’s left. His hand rested by the sphere of Keve’s stethian, keeping it pointed down. 

“You have attempted to slay my master,” Keve shouted. “High Emperor Vosraan Loi demands you repay him, Kassel Onoi!”

The men on either side of Keve drew small rings and struck the air. Magic poured forth. Kassel Onoi stared at them from the center of the square, surrounded by a ring of villagers, with more approaching from every side.

“You don’t know what’s at stake, child!” His hand fell to the sword at his belt. “Emperor Loi is blind to the true danger!”

Edmath took a step back toward the square. This was a dangerous moment. All his training told him how impossible it would be to intervene, but all his instinct screamed that he must. He broke away from Chelka, but she caught his wrist. 

“This isn’t our fight, Ed.”

He looked back at her, seeing the same beautiful face as he had all the years he had known her. Nothing could change what he needed to at that moment. He didn’t strain against her grip. 

“They’ll kill him,” he said. “I owe him my life.”

Chelka bowed her head, the hood of her coat falling over her face. She released his hand. 

“Don’t give it up now.”

Edmath’s breath caught in his throat. She was right. If he failed in this he could be killed. He might lose his good name, his position. He could be—

Keve Zasha waved her stethian and the bald man vanished from beside her. He appeared in the square beside Kassel Onoi, a grin on his face and a dagger in his hand. 

“We finally caught up with you, Onoi. I must say, I was looking forward to this.”

Kassel Onoi made no move, but stood with perfect composure, as if no one had threatened him. He looked up at Keve Zasha.

“Your vendetta is misguided, good Saale. I am leaving this nation this very night and I have promised never to return.” 

Edmath looked from the Worm King to the Saales on the rooftop and then back again. He clenched his fists as the wind cut through his light cloak and chilled him. The gibbering villagers around Kassel turned as one to face their king, the man who would sacrifice his own humanity to be with them. Edmath gulped. 

“Chelka,” he said. “Please understand. Give me a striker.”

She took his outstretched fist in her hand. She gently unfolded it, not trying to hold him back. He looked back at her, as her hood fell back revealing her tumbling black hair, her narrowed eyes, and her set jaw.

“I trust you.” She pressed a single ring of bone and sinew into his hand. “Don’t destroy our lives for this.”

“I won’t.” 

Edmath struck the air, splitting the physical curtain with a hiss only audible to a Saale. Whatever dwelt beyond the curtain, the spirits of magic, flowed out, guided in a spiral around him by a current previously invisible to his eyes. Reaching out with his open hand he drew in the magic, feeling the energy pulsing deeper into his skin. He closed his eyes as Chelka stepped back from him. He needed to distract these Saales, needed to stop this confrontation.

He pressed the tips of his index fingers together, touched the tips of his thumbs. As magic flowed into him, he completed the sign, touching all his remaining fingertips to the end of their opposite digit—his sign of the great seed.

He fixed his eyes on a spot between the Worm King and the temple where Keve and Morior stood. With any luck, this distraction would be all it took to dampen this situation. Releasing the magic from his mind even as he took in more from the world around him, Edmath gritted his teeth with the focus. The snowy ground cracked as the growing seed burst from beneath it. Snow turned to water in a ring all around the seed even before it erupted with roots and trunk.

Edmath broke the symbol in half, tearing his hands away from each other. The seed split and its growth accelerated. A trunk shot up before the temple directly in front of Keve Zasha and Morior Lem. 

Keve shouted something and swung her stethian before she vanished from sight behind the tree. The Saale beside the Worm King glanced back at the temple. Kassel Onoi shoved him backward with a shoulder. The dagger fell from his hand even as Kassel’s gleaming sword emerged from its scabbard and poised above the fallen Saale’s neck.

Keve appeared beside the bald man on the ground, touched his shoulder, and then vanished again along with the man. Edmath scarcely believed he’d seen her, the movement happened so fast. The tree stopped growing at about a story higher than the temple roof and Morior Lem appeared from over it, riding on a greater moth.

Chelka cried a warning. Edmath looked around for the danger. Keve Zasha appeared a few yards ahead of him with the fallen bald Saale at her feet. She saw him and closed her eyes. 

“Saale Edmath Benisar,” she said. “You are healed, I presume?”

Behind Keve, the ring of villagers broke and charged toward her and the fallen Saale. Edmath took a step back to stand behind Chelka. The Saale picked himself up from the ground as villagers surrounded his and Keve’s back.

“You’re out of power, aren’t you?” Edmath sagged with the effort of his last spell. “You can’t teleport so fast without striking again.”

A ripple of movement passed through the villagers as they murmured in the accent of the borderlands. Shapes split and twisted as they revealed their protean spheres. Red and black flesh emerged from men and women all around the semicircle. Keve opened her eyes and glared at Edmath.

“Correct, Lord Benisar.”

The Saale beside her twisted his shape, flesh hardening into scales, tail sprouting from an opening in the cloak on his back, and eyes slitting like the serpent he now resembled so well. Another dagger fell into the man’s hand, a striker ring hanging from the chain at its hilt.

“Lord Savnon,” she said. “Be ready to slay these beasts.”

“As you wish, Lady Zasha.” The man called Savnon’s serpent-eyes moved from Edmath and across the circle of villagers as he turned slowly to face opposite the way from Keve.

“You won’t last long against my people,” Kassel Onoi said from the other side of the villagers. “You’d best call this off, Saale Zasha.”

Edmath took a step through the snow toward Keve, letting his striker fall from his fingers. He raised his hands. 

“Yes. Of course, we will ensure you’re safety as long as you do not choose violence now.” 

Keve looked over her shoulder at Stark and Morior Lem. She gave a frustrated sigh and turned her gaze back to Edmath. 

“Fine. Otherwise, we appear to be in trouble.” 

Kassel Onoi stopped a few paces back from the semicircle of warped villagers and gave Edmath a satisfied nod. 

“What he says is the truth. Leave now and we will not pursue.”

“Alright.” Keve glared at Edmath. “Humiliation does not suit me, Edmath Benisar. Someday...” She turned to the Serpent Tribe Saale Savnon. “Let us go.” 

Her glare turned into a grin as Kassel Onoi called the villagers back to let her past. Edmath felt her strangeness almost as much as he sensed her hostility. She must have arranged this herself. The High Emperor would not have sent her to fight. She was still a child.

She walked to the base of the tree Edmath had grown in front of the temple and, with snow falling in her hair, placed her hand on its trunk. Morior Lem descended to her on Moth wings while Stark followed past the villagers. She glanced at Kassel Onoi as the two men struck on either side of her.

“It doesn’t matter what I do. That mirache and its rider will overwhelm you without my help.” She swung her stethian and vanished into the frigid air, leaving magic flowing all through Beliu Square. Edmath turned to Chelka. Her hood had been pulled back by the wind, and her hair streamed around her face. Still frozen in their warped shaped, the villagers turned to Kassel Onoi as he walked between them.

“This is a strange turn,” Kassel said. “To be so pursued.” He came to a stop before Edmath, calm, but clearly ready for action. He sheathed his sword. “Have you seen any sign of the Roshi, Edmath?”

Folding his arms, Edmath tried to keep from shivering. 

“We encountered him on the lake. We drove him back, but he must not have stuck to his word.”

“Who is he?”

“Ursar Kiet, the champion of Akalok Roshi.”

Kassel Onoi’s hand fell back to his sword hilt. Beside Edmath, Chelka drew in an audible breath, but the former worm king did not draw his weapon. Kassel whistled and shook his head.

“He is a man who lives to kill.”

Edmath’s fingers twitched reflexively.

“Of course, we will not let him find you,” he said. “You saved my life, King of Beliu. Thus I cannot let you die.”

Kassel bowed his head like a servant. 

“I am no king. Not anymore.” 

“It’s good you understand that.” Chelka scowled at Kassel. “We have to move quickly. Confronting Ursar Kiet will not be easy.”

“And of course evading him may be impossible,” Edmath said. “He could slay many villagers, no matter how fearsome they are. Only a Saale has any hope of defeating him.”

Kassel Onoi raised his head and grimaced as a spasm ran through his body. The protean sphere must have taken root. Already it was changing the former king. The tremor passed, and Kassel straightened his back. 

“You sound as though you have a plan, Edmath.”

The snowfall intensified and the wind picked up, howling over the rooftops and through the square. Edmath shivered, his stomach gnawing at him, a personal famine. 

“I’m sure you’ve thought of it too,” he said. “You used your worm tosh to copy yourself at Niniar, did you not? Why not use a decoy here as well.”

The smile that had spread across Kassel’s face when he’d started speaking disappeared in another spasm that passed through his body.

“No.” He gasped in pain and clutched his stomach. “I cannot do it now. The change is too fast. I will not be able to use my tosh.”

Edmath rubbed his chin with his fingers. 

“This complicates matters.”

“The Roshi wants only me.” Kassel turned his back on Chelka and Edmath. He walked back through the crowd of villagers, which parted around him. Reaching the steps of the lodge, Kassel shrugged his shoulders. “I will send them away, as I planned. Then I must face him.”

Edmath followed Kassel with Chelka at his side. The villagers would not allow him past but stood as a silent wall against his movements. With a frustrated grunt, Edmath fell back a step. 

“You cannot survive that fight.” 

Kassel stopped at the door of the lodge. 

“No one can take my place and do better.”

Edmath felt a hopeless hunger in his stomach and threw himself at the wall of villagers. They pushed him back without malice. He lost his footing. Slipping in the snow, he fell to his knees. 

“My father died to protect you,” he shouted at Kassel Onoi. “I cannot let his sacrifice be in vain.”

Kassel turned back to Edmath, his face twitching with another spasm.

“What in the name of the creator who ordered all things under man would you do to save me?” He threw back his cloak, revealing black and white wicker armor over his chest and an amulet of blue stone and gold trim. “I am prepared to face him for the good of my people, and I will not suffer your death on my behalf after I betrayed you.”

“I may die,” Edmath said. “But you surely would. There is no time. You must depart if the mission you insisted on is as important as you professed.”

Kassel hung his head for a moment but then motioned for the villagers to part, allowing Edmath past. 

“I will listen to your plan, son of Jurgat.”
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Edmath stood in the doorway to the lodge with a tear open on either side of him. Each of the tears belched magic that flowed around Edmath. He did not draw any of it in. Not yet. Orpus Lengbyoi’s branches hung overhead, catching snowflakes carried by the wind. That same wind carried the sound of a thousand beating wings.

Ursar Kiet and his mirache appeared overhead just as Brosk vanished into the small temple across the square from Edmath. The trees he’d grown there earlier must have hidden him from Ursar’s eyes because the mirache descended directly toward Edmath, leaving its flanks open on both sides.

“Have you defeated all the beasts here yourself?” Ursar called. “You did not seem so bloodthirsty last summer.” 

The mirache landed in the snow between the trees with a crunch.

“Enemies.”

“Must kill.”

“Prey fears us.”

One of the creature’s huge heads turned and sniffed at the lee of the temple’s wall. Then the head recoiled and hissed, turning to Ursar. The Roshi champion raised his eyebrows and seized the haft of one of the two spears on either side of his saddle. 

“I see you’ve been preparing for me,” he said.

Edmath met his eyes, watching them narrow again slowly.

“I don’t know what you mean. Of course, I knew you’d move in when we returned to the lake.”

“Did you also know I still wanted to fight you?”

Ursar’s eyes did not burn, but rather chilled Edmath. 

He glanced down at the three bone-and-sinew striker rings he wore on his fingers. 

“Yes, but I suppose that makes you wonder why I came back.”

Ursar Kiet chuckled. 

“The question came to mind, Saale.”

The mirache might already know where Brosk was, but the creature hadn’t told Ursar yet. Chelka remained undetected too, and the tears on either side of Edmath weren’t visible to the Dawkun’s untrained eyes. The chance of surprising Ursar was the same as their chance of defeating him. The Roshi’s mirth, feigned or not, faded from his face. 

He glared at Edmath. 

“Are you prepared?”

Edmath tested the rings in his hands, tapping each upon different fingers one at a time. The tears on either side of him would provide plenty of magic until they sealed, but only if he remained on the threshold of the lodge where magic flowed. He didn’t expect to stay much longer. He flicked snow from the rim of his glasses. 

“Are you, my good Roshi?”

Ursar Kiet’s expression barely changed as he spoke to his mirache. 

“Kill him now.”

With a leap off the threshold, Edmath landed in the growing snowdrift beside it. He glanced frantically over his shoulder at Ursar Kiet, but neither the man nor his mirache had moved. That meant either the Roshi was mocking him, or Ursar was thinking a few steps ahead. A loud crack came from behind Edmath and he looked up as he backed against the log wall. A man in a red cloak sailed through the air overhead, black hair with colored beads clacking together streamed behind him. Akalok Roshi, the bodyguard from the order, now rogue. 

Edmath made the sign of the branch with his ringed hand. Wood formed and grew, carrying him up from the ground and bending to deposit him on the sloped roof of the lodge. 

Akalok looked up at him, eyes blazing. 

“A coward to the end I see. Are you bothered by my appearance, Donroi?”

“My name is not Donroi any longer.” Edmath panted and caught his breath before striking the air beside him for magic. 

A jet of fire shot from before Akalok’s eyes and seared the air just inches from Edmath’s arm. His sleeve singed from the heat.

He straightened his back and glared at Akalok. 

“You are never going to forgive, then?”

Akalok shook his head. 

“For the actions of your father against my order? Never.” 

He intensified his glare. Edmath fell into a defense art stance, trying hard to keep from slipping on the tiled slope of the roof. Ursar’s mirache took to the air again, its eyes fixed on Edmath as it rose. The creature’s voices came out in a sing-song as it flew over Orpus Lengbyoi, who remained still as any other tree, blending in easily without his leaves. 

“Monster.”

“Vile enemy.”

“Foul one.”

The mirache charged towards the rooftop. Edmath threw himself back onto the wide branch he’d just grown to carry him up. Ursar’s spear slashed through the air behind him, narrowly missing. The Roshi descended fast, crashing into the building beside the lodge. Timbers flew through the air. Edmath ducked as small chips of debris pelted his coat.

Was Chelka inside the building? He hoped she’d kept moving. Edmath gritted his teeth and made the sign of the thorn.

Without the stethian, his spell made only the green and brown vines with ordinary thorns he had been used to growing before going to war. The rope-like strands looped around a few sets of the smaller wings that made up the mirache’s larger ones and Edmath let them go. His life burned hot along with the magic in his chest.

He made the sign of the branch and grew a tree diagonally so its roots quested for the ground. Racing down a new tree’s trunk toward the snow, Edmath made the sign of the thorn once again. The magic fled him.

Akalok moved before Edmath could strike. He slashed through the air with his open palm. Fire bloomed over his skin and raced across the frigid square toward Edmath. 

Edmath dropped onto his back, spine aching as he hit the bark. He rolled off the branch and fell. Akalok yelled with frustration.

He landed in a cold, but sheltering snow drift.

Above him, the branch burned. Embers fell into the snow all around. Edmath pulled himself out of the snow and turned to face Akalok. The Roshi charged towards him, drawing a sword made of burning flame from empty air. 

“Lengbyoi!” Edmath shouted. 

He took a few paces from the burning branch to the sound of the mirache growling to his right. He’d gotten slow lately, slower and slower the whole year. Mirache jaws behind snapped behind him. Akalok closed the distance before him. Edmath found himself frozen in between.

Orpus Lengbyoi surged into action. A rush of motion to his side announced the tree’s movement. Akalok swung his sword at Edmath. The fiery blade scored and blackened Lengbyoi’s trunk. The tree squealed with pain and swung its whole bulk and lower branches at the former bodyguard.

Akalok flew across the square past the building the mirache had just ruined with its landing. He howled in pain as he landed. Edmath leapt onto Lengbyoi’s lowest branch, not daring to look back to see if the mirache still pursued.

Ursar Kiet shouted something he couldn’t make out over the sound of the wind and Lengbyoi’s movement through the snow. A root reached out to Edmath and snagged him, lifting him up to a middle branch. “That was the plan, right Edmath?” Lengbyoi said.

Edmath patted the tree branch with his unringed hand. “Of course it was.” He tore open a ragged gash in the curtain and this time the magic flowed into him all at once. “Now, let’s go for that mirache.”

“Edmath,” Brosk’s voice came from just inside the temple door. “Leave Akalok to me.”

Edmath stared at the Roshi, who had his eyes closed and seemed to be mumbling to himself, arms crossed over his chest. Whatever he was doing it couldn’t be good.

“We can’t let him finish that incantation,” Edmath said. “We do this together.”

Brosk reached the base of Orpus Lengbyoi in his partial whale tosh. He took a survival stance. His striker chain lashed around him, opening three tears where he stood. He focused on the mirache with huge, dark eyes. “As you like,” he said.

Ursar stopped mumbling and hefted his spear. “You Saales are always hiding from us.”

“I am not hiding now,” Edmath said. “Come here and fight.” He struck twice more and one of the rings on his finger broke. The two halves of the ring fell into the snow below. The loss of the striker made him nervous. Now he only had the two on his fingers, and no stethian. Edmath glanced at Brosk. “One of us needs to stop Akalok.”

Brosk nodded back. The fingers of the hand holding his striker chain flexed and then tightened.

Ursar leaned down in the saddle and urged his mirache forward. The fox-beast’s wings flattened against its sides. Ursar’s eyes turned black. The well of magic flowing from above his temples glowed above the oblivion of his gaze. Budding twigs along Orpus Lengbyoi’s branches wavered and bent, but they bent with the wind, not against it. The death gaze would not break wood like bone. Edmath swung around behind the tree as Ursar closed in. Orpus Lengbyoi’s ghost roots flew into the air between its trunk and the Mirache. Ursar roared with laughter. 

“Well done, good Saale.” 

His mirache launched itself into the air and circled over Orpus Lengbyoi. 

Edmath grew a wooden shield from the magic flowing through him and slung it over his head. 

“Brosk!” he shouted.

Brosk sprang into action, forming a series of hand-signs while murmuring an incantation. The snow in the drifts around him melted and flowed into a pool. Brosk kept his last sign together. Magic poured into him from the tears all around. The water rose, huge and unreal, flowing upward with Brosk atop it. The tiny animals he had created allowed him to control the water by moving at his command. 

The whale prince drew his sword as he approached the mirache from below. 

His first thrust opened a gash on the mirache’s leg, but the creature flew higher, escaping from his steadily growing tower of liquid. Edmath made the sign of the branch and leapt from Orpus Lengbyoi onto the new tree rising from the ground. He rode it upward toward the mirache. He had no weapon, but guiding the branch might be enough to take it down. As he approached the end of the steadily climbing branch Edmath made the sign of the thorn. 

He grew a few hand-lengths of plant and then Ursar somersaulted onto the branch before him. He raised his unringed left hand in front of his face as Ursar sought his eyes. The bones cracked and broke along the familiar lines. The pain ran through his whole arm, searing his frigid nerves. Edmath stumbled, falling backward down the branch with a cry.

Ursar followed him at a leap even as Orpus Lengbyoi broke Edmath’s fall with a pair of roots. His back ached, resisting his next movement. He threw himself onto his belly. Ursar’s spear-thrust stabbed into the roots behind Edmath’s back, tearing off his cloak in the process.

Edmath rolled over and desperately grabbed for the spear-haft as Ursar fought to free the weapon. His right hand closed around the spear’s shaft and Edmath gritted his teeth, determined to hold on.

“Brosk,” he shouted. “Get Akalok.”

With his left hand broken, he couldn’t make the sign he needed to push Ursar off the branch. Ursar’s gaze moved toward him, cracking Lengbyoi’s bark all the way to trunk. A loud screech issued from the seal eye. Edmath released the spear, but too late. Ursar’s gaze swept toward him. The pain in his left hand exploded as he used it to make the sign of the fist.

A fist of green plant matter shot upward. It smashed against Ursar’s chest and sent him stumbling backward, spear raised. Spared the execution but agonized, Edmath pushed himself to his feet with his right hand. Brosk’s striker chain wrapped around Ursar’s arm from above, cutting into his sleeve.

Edmath grimaced. 

“What happened to Akalok?”

“What happened to fighting together?” Brosk asked.

The whale prince’s strength in his tosh over-matched the Dawkun’s enhanced muscles. He ripped Ursar off his feet and dragged the man into the air. Edmath climbed to his feet with his right hand, his left arm hanging useless and full of pain at his side. The cracks in his bones must have run all the way up his wrist. 

Orpus Lengbyoi groaned.

“Edmath, it hurts.”

“I know.” Edmath glanced back at the tree, his own vision clouded by pain. The crack in Lengbyoi’s trunk ran deep. He could not see how deep the damage went with his naked eyes. “I’ll see to you once we drive them back.” He couldn’t help but wonder where Chelka was at that moment. “We will drive them back.”

He gritted his teeth as the wind buffeted him and he turned. Blood dripped from his fingers where the bone had torn through his skin. Looking at it made him gasp with dizziness. Brosk tossed his striker chain away and Ursar with it. The Roshi fell toward the snowy ground. Brosk leapt from his water spout and landed on Edmath’s fresh tree’s branch near Lengbyoi. “Are you alright, Ed?”

“Not exactly, Brosk.”

The mirache circled, crying out in the fox-language.

“Master falls.”

“Prey. Prey must die!” Then it released a mighty shriek, like the hawk that half of it was, and dived towards the snowy ground. 

Edmath staggered back down the branch and Orpus Lengbyoi carried him off of it with its roots. The tree gently placed him on a branch. Brosk leapt down beside him. 

“I couldn’t find Akalok. Did you see him?”

“No.” Edmath glared at the ground below, where Ursar stood, recovering from his fall. He unwrapped the striker chain from his bleeding arm. “Is Akalok moving again?”

Brosk shrugged.

“Must be. Do you have strikers?”

The pain in his hand jolted as the wind tugged at his fingers. Edmath shook his head. Brosk swore.

“Only one.”

Ursar Kiet sprang up toward them, dodging several of Orpus Lengbyoi’s lethal roots. He landed on the branch above them, but the deadly black had faded from his eyes and no spear in his grip. A pair of slender daggers appeared from unseen sheathes, one in each hand.

“You two fools,” Ursar said lazily. “Do you really think you’ll beat me a second time?”

Akalok fell from above and landed on the branch beside Ursar. The former ambassador’s eyes glowed with pent-up magic. He would never give up this fight. Edmath’s eyes narrowed as he met Akalok’s gaze. 

The rogue bodyguard gave a grim chuckle.

“Your eyes have changed. Once so lively. Now so dark.”

Edmath’s broken hand hurt less than those words. Still, he held his head high. 

“The opposite of your champion, then.”

Akalok shrugged his shoulders. 

“You Saales venerate even the smallest life,” he said. “Your emperor would have you take many for him.”

The monks had always been people of peace. Sampheli had taught Edmath and Zuria to fear war after her husband’s death. Lexine Park prized progress, not violence. Edmath scowled, blinking through the pain of his hand. 

“You. Akalok. Is honor worth death?”

Akalok closed his eyes and thought for a moment. 

“Sometimes. Yes.”

Ursar smirked. He flipped the blade of one dagger between two fingers to throw.

Then his hand vanished in a burst of blood and fire. 

Ursar dropped his other dagger and clutched at his charred stump. He fell to his knees but he did not scream. His eyes fixed on a point over Edmath’s shoulder and tears of rage appeared in his eyes. Chelka’s voice rang out from the top of the lodge behind Orpus Lengbyoi. 

“Edmath, you and Brosk get back.”

Edmath swung down on the branch with his right hand. His chill fingers slipped free and he fell to the ground. Brosk dropped down beside him. “Let’s go, Ed.”

Edmath looked over his shoulder to where Chelka stood on the peak of the lodge’s roof. He nodded. Brosk charged under Akalok and Ursar’s branch and pulled his striker chain up from the ground. It opened a small tear as he picked it up, but the magic flowed upward and out of reach on an unseen current.

Ursar dropped down between Edmath and Brosk, apparently recovering from the sudden loss of his dominant hand. An instant later, Edmath saw why. Glistening black material flowed from the burned stump and hardened into the shape of a long blade. He swung to the left as Brosk lashed out with his striker chain. The weapons clashed and Ursar snaked out of the way of Brosk’s next swing.

“Do you really think that weapon can match the powers of my sphere of almighty Roshi?” He snarled as he lunged at Brosk, slashing across his side with the blade. Blood ran along the blade.

Edmath winced in sympathy for his friend. He made the sign of the branch and used the last of his magic as he broke into a run. The branch formed behind and raced alongside him. Above, Akalok shouted in triumph. Orpus Lengbyoi moved gingerly towards the lodge, roots roiling despite the deep gouge in its trunk. 

“Edmath, Chelka has been wounded.”

The tree’s words reached him as he wrapped the fingers of his uninjured hand around the base of the blade that replaced Ursar’s hand. How much more violence had to be done? Edmath yelled in frustration. He drew the magic from the blade into his hand-gate. Ursar snarled over his shoulder. The blade cut into Edmath’s fingers. His remaining striker cracked and broke from the pressure, but still, he drew in the magic. The black blade cracked, then shattered along its length.

Edmath threw himself back a step, his right hand bleeding, painful and striker-less. Ursar whirled. His remaining hand sought to seize Edmath. Fingers dark with blood and red with cold grasped for his throat. Edmath swayed out of reach. Survival art training paid off. 

Brosk surged toward Ursar and smashed into his back. The wind went out of the Roshi and he fell to the ground. Edmath glowered at him in triumph. Orpus Lengbyoi’s voice came again, urgent. 

“Edmath, Chelka needs our help.”

The wind bit at his wet skin but Edmath’s need to move made him ignore it. He turned his back on Ursar Kiet. 

“Take care of him, Brosk.”

“Right.”

Edmath took off at a run through the falling snow. It rose up to his ankles all around. Only as he ran up the steps to the lodge did his lack of strikers register again. He still held the magic from Ursar’s sphere, but it would only give him two or three spells capable of challenging the Roshi before he’d need more.

He made the sign of the branch and ascended to the top of the lodge. Orpus Lengbyoi raced alongside the building, roots not quite reaching the rooftop. Edmath landed facing Chelka and Akalok. They didn’t notice him but remained locked together by their eyes. A pillar of fire moved and twisted between them. Chelka’s grip on her stethian slipped. She put her other hand on the steel shaft to steady it but fell to one knee. Edmath stalked toward Akalok, his right hand clenching into a fist.

The Roshi noticed him at the last second and threw himself out of the path of the fire he and Chelka had been fighting over. The fire sliced through the air and seared the peak of the roof, as it shot toward Edmath. He rolled down the slope, snow gathering on his cloak and chilling his exposed face and hands. His left arm jolted with intense pain, then went numb.

He slowed himself to a stop at the base of the roof. Chelka limped towards him. The mirache circled over Orpus Lengbyoi on the other side of the lodge. 

“Ed,” Chelka said, sliding down the slope to him in a crouch. 

“I’m alright,” he said, rolling onto his back. “Are you?”

“A small burn and I’m out of strikers.” She pointed to her leg with her stethian. “Where’s Brosk?”

“He’s pinned down Ursar Kiet.”

Chelka nodded and then looked skyward. 

“Akalok.”

“I know. His grudge is never-ending.”

Edmath climbed to his knees, his bloody right hand leaving trails in the snow. He looked up at the mirache, catching a glimpse of Akalok on its back as it descended lower. The snowfall had intensified. He could barely make out the Roshi’s face through the white flakes. Akalok wore an expression of disgust.

“Lord Kiet,” he said holding, out one hand. “Return.”

A luminance more like starlight than fire erupted from Akalok’s hand. Ursar appeared before him on the mirache’s back, cradling the stump of his right arm and groaning. Akalok looked over the fallen champion at Edmath.

“You have beaten my champion.” He swung his legs over the side of the mirache and dropped to the rooftop. “But you haven’t beaten me.”

“We’ve fought before.” Edmath glanced between his bloody hand and Akalok. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw clouds billowing overhead. “But now is not the time. There’s a blizzard on its way from the south.”

Akalok flexed his fingers and another fire blade flickered into life on his fingertips.

Edmath held up his wounded hand. “If we fight now then none of us might escape.”

Akalok patted the mirache’s side. “Ursar, take your beast and go.”

“Master?”

“Go back to Roshi. There is nothing left for me in that place.” Akalok turned back toward Edmath. He raised the blade.

Ursar urged his mirache to fly in an animal language Edmath understood but could not identify. The mirache ascended on its magnificent wings and then soared away from the village. 

Akalok strode toward Edmath and Chelka, eyes blazing. His eyes flicked to Edmath’s wounded hand. 

“No rings,” he said with a grin.

Chelka stepped to Edmath’s side and touched his shoulder with the end of her stethian. 

“Take it. I have no magic left, and there’s only one way to finish this.”

He nodded.

Edmath turned sideways, eyes still on Akalok. Chelka shifted her stance. His fingers closed around the grip of the stethian. He planted his feet. Akalok leapt at him with enhanced speed and power. Edmath slid down the roof away from Chelka. The flame blade slashed across Edmath’s shoulder. The fire burned hot. Just the red edge of the blade set his coat alight.

He dropped into a crouched and swept the stethian at Akalok’s legs. The Roshi jumped up from the roof, evading the blow. Edmath fell back a step and caught the stethian along the flat of its length with his broken left hand. Pain surged in his bones, but his grip held. He opened his right hand to release the stethian. 

Akalok’s fist slammed into his jaw and sent him spinning toward the edge of the rooftop. Edmath’s head rang. He stumbled toward the side of the building, where twenty feet down the snowy street awaited. He steadied himself as well as he could manage and spun to face Akalok. 

“You don’t have to do this,” Edmath said.

“You’re wrong. Only one of us can survive this day.”

The man from Roshi fell toward him. Edmath made the sign of the branch and pounded the roof of the lodge with all his remaining strength, forcing the magic into the wood below the tile.

Lances of white wood shot up from the rooftop. One of them caught Akalok through the forearm and he spun to one side. His legs shot out and kicked into Edmath’s head and chest at once. Dazed, Edmath staggered back toward the edge of the roof, unable to recover or stop his attack. Another length of wood stabbed into Akalok’s chest.

Edmath staggered on the edge of the roof. Brosk appeared on one side, Chelka on the other. They caught him together. He hung in their arms facing Akalok in a haze of pain and confusion.

Akalok hung on the two spears of wood, one through the arm and one through the chest. A final hazy breath drifted from his mouth. The end of the stethian smoked.

Brosk gave a sigh of relief, but when Edmath glanced at him, there were tears in the Whale Princes eyes.

“I don’t like it either,” Edmath said.

Brosk helped him back onto the roof, then walked over to Akalok. He broke the wooden growths with ease using his tosh’s strength. He set Akalok on the roof and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. 

“Creator’s rest, enemy. I hope to be a long time before following you.”

Edmath’s hand ached. The small fire on his shoulder had gone out. His chest and head felt like forming bruises. In spite of all the pain, somehow his mind was numb.

Chelka put an arm around Edmath’s shoulders and helped him stay standing. He lost his focus at her touch and all the magic flowed out of him. They had no more strikers, and Lengbyoi looked only barely capable of movement, let alone carrying all of them. The blizzard was coming.

“We’re still alive,” Edmath said. “What are we going to do?”
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Chelka

She had not had a choice, Chelka knew. Traveling to Beliu had been the only way to Save Edmath. She only wished there had been another. She huddled beside him inside the lodge by the burning embers of Kassel Onoi’s fire pit. Brosk sat beside the fire, still in his whale tosh. Blood had dried on all their clothes as night fell. 

If they had not fought the Roshi and their mirache they would have had a chance against the weather. Every striker broken, all the coats ripped and torn. Even Orpus Lengbyoi was unable to move. The cold closed in as the last coals dimmed and the fire went out.

Brosk knelt by the pit, two stones in his hands, trying to relight the fire. At least, with a wooden village, there was ample fuel. But with no strikers, the fire might not be enough.

Chelka’s last striker lay in pieces somewhere in the rubble of the building beside the lodge. Brosk’s chain, though sharp as ever, had lost every scrap of once-living matter needed to tear the curtain. Edmath’s broken and bandaged hand cradled the remains of a shattered flesh and bone ring. The lodge was bare from floor to ceiling. 

She released a breath into the air between her and Edmath. He inhaled audibly. 

“I’m sorry.” He tightened his arm around her waist.

Orpus Lengbyoi had told them when they’d finished that he had sunken into the ground and couldn’t lift himself out with his roots. Wind pierced the cracks in the lodge and pierced Chelka’s skin. Only in her full tosh could she think to last long in temperatures like this and in that case she would not survive in the open air. She leaned against Edmath, hearing the floorboard creak as Brosk rose, abandoned the fire, and began to pace back and forth.

“It’s not your fault we came here. I couldn’t let you die.” Chelka let out a low breath and sighed. “If we die of this cold, that doesn’t mean I regret being with you.”

Edmath kissed her hand in the dark. 

“Thanks.”

Chelka put her head against his shoulder, eyes open but surrounded only by darkness for she didn’t know how long. Minutes? Hours? Brosk settled by the dying fire. Edmath’s head rested on Chelka’s shoulder, his breath slow.

A silvery wisp of light rose on a gentle current from the remains of the fire. 

“Edmath.” She shook his sleeping form. “Brosk, Edmath, look!”
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Edmath woke, aching and shivering, to the sound of Chelka’s voice. She pointed one shadowy finger at a pale sliver of light drifting in the center of the fire pit. He stared at the paler-than-moonlight glow as it reached the ceiling of the lodge and started passing through it into the sky. 

“That’s magic.”

“But how?” Brosk said. “Where did it come from?”

Chelka pushed herself to her feet, treading over the creaking floor to the fire pit. Edmath followed her, his eyes adjusting in the gloom. She stopped on the edge of the circle, looking up at the magic as it streamed out the roof as if the wood was air. 

“A natural tear,” Chelka said. “Don’t you two remember?”

All those books, all that study, and yes, Edmath could remember. But why would a tear form now? The light spiraled up from the ground, seeming thick like a glowing fog. Something had happened in this room today that had released this magic, or perhaps something had happened on the other side. 

Brosk backed away from the magic bubbling up from the fire pit. He glanced at Chelka and Edmath. 

“Is it safe to draw in?”

Kassel Onoi had spoken of mages that could traverse the world beyond the curtain. Edmath frowned at the light, but no sign of any human cause for it. He reached out his arm and put it around Chelka’s shoulders. 

“The world is full of tears.” He slipped past Chelka, fingers brushing her cheek. “I know what to do.”

He descended into the bowl of the fire pit from which the life magic issued, reaching out one hand to grasp the free-flowing magic, to draw it in. The light dimmed as he tugged on it. He dragged more of it up from beneath his feet.

He closed his eyes and felt the flow, a flow unlike that from human-made tears. Human magic felt like a barely tactile tickle on his skin compared to this crushing, breathtaking grip. This magic did not pass his gates with a whisper, but with a roar. And he drew in all he could.

It pulsed through his body, alighted upon his nerves and scattered down his spine. This magic growled like a bear in his ear, demanding he use it. He threw out his broken left hand and channeled the magic up his arm. With his right hand, he made no sign, but he muttered the incantations he remembered from the monks, from twenty years ago. Torite was petrified wood, dead but once living. If plant remains like that could hold magic, then perhaps logs cut to form walls could too. His old theory, much-scoffed at by the proctors of Lexine Park, sprang to his mind. 

Pressure wrapped around his wrist, the grip of slender fingers. Edmath opened his eyes. Before him, in the heart of the magic, in the center of the tear, stood a figure outlined in blazing life force, a man with a brilliant shock of white hair, a strong chin, and fiery eyes. In one gloved hand, the man held a striker ring the size of a bracelet. 

“Did you think you had run out of luck,” he said. “Son?”

Edmath stared at the figure in the center of the bright tear in the material curtain.

“How?”

“Kassel told you didn’t he. There are ways to open the door between worlds,” said Jurgat Donroi.

“But you’re dead. The dead cannot work magic.”

Jurgat smiled. 

“Don’t believe everything you learned at Lexine Park.” He released Edmath’s wrist. “I can’t stay. You’d better use the flow while you still can.” He stepped back, fading from sight. “Good luck.”

Magic shook the roof of the lodge.

The wind howled through the cracks in the building as the branches bulged and turned green in the glow of the magic. Edmath stepped back up to the edge of the fire pit and raised his left arm. His arm shook, unable to contain the flow completely. Chelka raced down into the pit to hold his arm up with both of hers. As she touched his skin the magic flowed into her as well, lighting her skin like a silver lamp kindled by the sun and moon together.

Brosk joined them on Edmath’s other side. The magic flowed upward from the fire pit in a raging torrent that even the three of them could not fully absorb. Brosk grunted and staggered. Chelka clasped Edmath’s raised arm, just below the place Jurgat had grabbed for that brief moment. The magic was too much, completely beyond control. Lights bright as day shot through the cracks in the logs that made up the building.

The light flowing all around them pierced the roof. Flowers bloomed from sprouts on once dead logs. Edmath put some of his power into growing a branch beneath his feet on the edge of the fire pit. He struggled to make a sign with his lowered right hand. This magic did without direction. He and Chelka and Brosk rose toward the ceiling as timbers grew and warped beneath them. The living wood peeled away as they rose, forming a tear in the remains of the chimney. They emerged into the moonlight, moonlight dimmed by the brightness of the magic all around them.

The village was in spring. Streams of living light flowed into every building around them. The nearby temple sprouted branches from its sides, and its peaked roof grew higher and higher. Some of the smaller buildings shaped more or less into their own twisting tangles of limbs and branches, shoots and vines. The snow fell only lightly now, falling on the living village.

“Impossible,” Brosk said.

Chelka laughed out loud. 

“Amazing.”

Edmath opened his eyes, the magic still flowing through him as he looked out at the village. Father gave me one last gift this year, along with his enemies, and his weapons. The buildings rose from the snow all around. Green mixed with vibrant reds and yellows and blues as flowers both small and large bloomed across the outside of the structures. 

Awe took his speech. Magic flowed upward into the sky, into the darkness. All around him the village continued to grow, to shift and warp. The pain went out of his wounds. The slash in his right hand sealed as the magic passing through it saw fit. The bones of his left hand knit together, rejoining their partners. Chelka reached down and felt the burn on her leg, or rather, where the burn had been. Brosk’s wounds closed and he laughed the same way Chelka had. 

“I can hardly believe it. Why did this tear open now?”

He smiled as he watched the village of plants grew toward the sky. He knew it was sending its roots into the ground, knew it like the magic of this place must have known him and his father. 

“I have no answer for that, my friend,” he said. “I only directed a little.”

Spring came in winter, he thought. The creator blessed them with this chance, as much as his father had acted as an agent of that chance. Life streamed from the earth itself to rescue them.

A flash of yellow light splashed across his vision. When it faded Keve Zasha stood at the far end of the lodge along with Morior Lem and the Saale called Savnon.

“Did you do this?” Keve asked. She stared transfixed at the still growing village. Her cheeks were red with cold. “We saw the village moving and brightening from across the lake.”

Orpus Lengbyoi crawled up from the ground, Brosk’s cart still chained to his lower branches and clanking against its trunk. 

“Edmath, what is going on?” asked the tree.

Edmath poured residual magic into Lengbyoi’s trunk, healing the damage there. Edmath’s arms fell to his sides as the little tree climbed up to the lodge’s up-shooting roof. The Creator had given him a sign this night as well as saving his life. Time to return to his work, his study, his understanding. He faced Lengbyoi and shook his head, then turned to the High Emperor’s Saale. 

“No, good lady,” Edmath said. “I could not truly say I did.”
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Spring came to Diar three months later and brought with it Zuria and tidings still tense with the potential for war. Brosk told Edmath of Zuria’s return while they sat with Chelka in the gardens, each propped against the trunk of a young orpus tree. The next class from Lexine Park would be graduating soon if they hadn’t already. Edmath blinked up at the bright sky from his seat on the grass. 

“It is good there are newer Saales to fight for his Grace now.”

Chelka nodded and climbed to her feet. 

“War does not suit either of us, Ed.”

He chuckled. 

“You have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that, my dear.” He put his hand on the trunk of the slender tree behind him and climbed to his feet. “Will you walk with us, my good Orpus?”

“I would be honored,” the young tree said in its girlish voice. 

Edmath stifled a laugh. He still had not grown accustomed to hearing voices different from Orpus Lengbyoi’s coming from the trees. He, Chelka, and Brosk led the way across the garden, followed by a procession of red and white-flowered saplings. He turned to Chelka as he walked. 

“I suppose our time here is nearly up. It has been a year already.”

She met his eyes with a hint of sadness in her own. He wondered if his eyes would ever be green again. But at least he had been able to see his father because of the same affliction. Chelka’s pace quickened and Edmath fell behind by a few paces. 

“An eventful year, I only wish the events had been less painful.”

“Indeed,” Brosk said from behind them.

The cool wind from the south rustled through his clothes. Edmath shrugged. 

“I’d give my research for the sight of death becoming life again in a heartbeat.” 

Chelka smiled at him, her little pains suppressed for that moment. 

“Hmm, not too practical, Ed.” 

Edmath’s heart beat evenly. He shrugged his shoulders again, turning to look back at the parade ground before them. 

“I suppose not.”

They reached the hill overlooking the parade grounds. Orpus trees clustered around them and murmured at the sight of soldiers marching past in formation. Edmath watched for a few moments before turning to Chelka. She smiled, though a far-off look remained in her eyes. Before he could ask what she was thinking, a cry came from behind them. 

Edmath turned where he stood and squinted through the afternoon sunlight, picking out a familiar form approaching. Gayaneb looked the same as a fully Saale as he had a year ago as a student, big, dark, and wearing a full beard. He raised his hand when he saw Edmath. 

“It’s been too long, White Curtain Saale!”

Edmath raised his eyebrows, but couldn’t help himself from smiling. Chelka and Brosk and the orpuses turned to face Gayaneb as the dark-skinned young Saale approached. Edmath nodded toward him and grinned. 

“Surely there can be only one reason you are here,” he said. “You are here to join the service of the emperors. Splendid!”

“I would not say that is the only reason,” Gayaneb said. “I have also come to see my now-famous teacher, the Lord Benisar.”  

Edmath’s smile broadened and he looked at Chelka. He found her beaming as well. Gayaneb bowed to Brosk, and then to Chelka. When he looked up again he smiled at the seal of an orpus tree.

“More trees, I see.”

“We’re all orpus trees!” said the young tree beside Edmath.

“Splendid,” said Gayaneb.

Edmath shook his head. His former student remained eager to please. 

“Truly, I feel with you here all of our work for the emperors will be well seen-to over this coming year.”

A murmur of assent passed through the orpus trees, but some of them sounded almost nervous. Edmath patted one on the trunk. He could not be with them forever, but they would not forget him for some time. Chelka took his hand. There was still much world to see.
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Ursar

Ursar Kiet unwrapped the bindings on the end of his stump arm. He willed his blood to clot before it dripped on the earthen floor of the command tent. As he was a Dawkun, a physical mage of the holy nation of Roshi, it was natural his blood obeyed.

He lifted the bandages over his head with his remaining hand. His eyes fixed on the general he had led all these miles over the border to the Dreamwater and the abandoned village where he had lost his limb as well as his former master. She must see his purpose in this demonstration. Ursar hoped his gaze showed all the will he felt.

For her part, Mutrari Sinnet, sitting on her command throne in the center of the tent, arched an eyebrow. Her hands folded over her chest, languid, downplaying the power she held over life and death on this expedition. Her face, serene and framed by golden hair, belied the true fury of the fox tribe in her bloodline.

He doubted her emotions would be easy to sway.

Ursar scowled deeply, directing the expression at his ruined limb. She would see his fury, the wrong the Zelians had done to him, and Akalok. She must see his mission or he would be left bereft of restitution. The stump of his wrist could have flowed red with rage, but that blood had dried a season ago when the land was still cold. Mutrari nodded to him, but it was not she who spoke, but the woman standing beside her.

“The gardener did this to you?” said Mutrari’s protector, the Lion Tribe warrior called Kagoni. “So what? Such is battle.”

Ursar turned his wrathful eyes on Kagoni, taking in the warrior’s tawny skin, dark hair, and bright green eyes. 

“How dare you? Do you not see the slight against our nation. Warriors from Roshi fight and die and the Minister Regent does nothing.”

Kagoni shook her head.

“Kiet, your master chose his vendetta against Jurgat Donroi over reasonable sense. I would think one who has killed so many, both of his own countrymen and of the Zelians could accept the natural outcome of such a blood feud.”

“The feud was my master’s to wage by right.”

“And he paid the price for it.”

“Death is not—”

“Be still,” said Mutrari, speaking for the first time, her voice as calm as her features. She drummed her fingers on the arm of her throne. “Kiet, answer Kagoni’s question. How did you lose your hand?”

“Why did you travel all the way here if you doubt my story?”

“Reiterate your story.” Mutrari nodded to a nearby tempest scribe, standing ready with quill and scroll. “For posterity.”

“It was not Edmath who burned away my hand,” Ursar snarled. “His wife, the squid princess, crippled me.”

“Chelka Benisar.” Mutrari’s voice grew fierce when she said the burning light Saale’s name. “She wields fire like one of us Dawkun.”

“Yes, general. I would seek revenge against her for my maiming.”

Mutrari rose from her throne. She walked across the short rug leading from it toward Akalok. She stepped onto the dirt with careful feet clad in sandals as dark as her eyes were bright. She stopped less than a pace from Ursar. He lowered the bandages and bowed his head.

“Please, grant my request, general.”

“I cannot,” said Mutrari. “Only the high ministers may offer the life of a royal, even of Zel.”

“Are you not a high minister, general?”

She slapped him across the face. His head snapped upward, and he staggered in surprise. She flicked her hand to her side.

“After the battles in Zel last year, I must say I am not.” Her teeth bared in a grimace. “And you are no longer anyone’s champion, Kiet.”

“I would be yours if you could grant me my wish.”

“I would be sad, but I already have a champion. One with both hands.” Mutrari motioned to Kagoni.

Ursar glared at both of them.

“Let this be our last meeting,” he said, then turned and stormed from the tent.

As he let the entrance flap fall, he heard Mutrari say, “For your sake, I hope so.”

Outside, Ursar touched his smarting face where the general had slapped him. Not even respected enough for a closed fist. So this was what it was to suffer defeat. He glared toward the nearby copse of towering trees that had once been the village of Beliu on the Dreamwater. Edmath Benisar and his friends had created this from dead logs and frozen soil when winter was it’s coldest. Every branch was in bloom. Flowers and leaves sprang from what once had been dead wood.

Ursar Kiet stalked toward the tangled plants, fist clenched. He did not know what he wanted to do, but stripping the limbs from some of these trees would help vent his temper. He stopped in an archway formed by wooden limbs that had been the path between two buildings on the edge of the village. His gaze swept back and forth, but he saw no sign of anyone in the shadowy place beneath the branches. He continued beneath the overhanging growth.

He walked into the center of the former village, picking his way between the roots of massive trees sprung from the hewn logs used in constructing the old buildings, and now growing out of control once more. He stopped before what had been the village hall where the Worm King had waited for the Saales of the empire to strike him down, only for them to spare his life.

Miserable traitor, fool, and coward, that he was, the Worm King had escaped into the west, south of Roshi’s border. Ursar might have kicked one of these roots, but managed to repress the urge as he ground his teeth together.

“Looking for something?” asked a breathy feminine voice from within the shadows of the thicket where the hall had been.

Ursar squinted into the thicket.

“Who’s there?”

A woman stepped from behind one of the massive tree trunks. She wore a skirt and a backless tunic that left her pale shoulders exposed as well. Her shoulder-length hair was a common shade of brown, but that did nothing to diminish the beauty of her face and form. She carried no weapons, not even a dagger or sheath for one, but held a pair of crimson silk gloves in one hand.

Ursar advanced on her, brow furrowed.

“Who are you?”

“Call me Hyreki,” she said in the same oddly sensual voice.

“My name is Ursar Kiet. Are you Roshi, or Zelian?”

“A bit of both,” she said. “We who live on the borders have different loyalties, good Dawkun.”

“Is that so? I take it you’re here to scavenge through these strange ruins. Many seem to think this place has value, though a few months ago it was only an isolated village few could name.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t plan to stay here to look around. Ursar Kiet, I’m more than familiar with your name. I’m here for you.”

Ursar inclined his head away from her, keeping his stance wary. He started to direct the magic flowing from within him toward his head-gates. He would be ready if this encounter became violent.

“Don’t ever think about hurting her,” said a man from behind Ursar, close enough to speak into his ear.

Ursar stepped forward in surprise, and half-turned. A hulking man with thick dark hair and carrying two small blades, one longer than the other in sheathes on one hip, smiled at him. Terrifyingly Ursar had not heard him approach so close.

“You—”

“My name is Santh.” He smirked, lips curling beneath a black mustache.

“You’re a mage.” Ursar’s eyes narrowed. “Saale or Dawkun?”

“Not a mage at all,” said Santh. “But I’m practiced at fighting of all kinds, Kiet.”

“No need to show off,” said Hyreki. She kept her eyes on Ursar. “Santh is my servant and highly capable, but as he says, he is no mage.”

“So you came looking for me. Why?”

“You’re a famed warrior across the land, and judging by your face the general won’t be giving you a chance to pursue vengeance.”

“So.” Ursar frowned. “You’ll help me go after Benisar and his wife?”

“Our goals align,” said Hyreki. “We want to destroy their research. You want to take their lives.”

“I want more than that,” said Ursar despite the spreading grin he felt tugging at his face.

Santh tossed a purse of coins at his feet.

“You’ll be compensated in Roshi gold.”

Ursar nodded.

“Where are they?”

“Diar,” said Hyreki. “And the imperial city will be watching for you.”

“I don’t care about Zelian eyes. The cowards haven’t killed me yet,” said Ursar.

Santh sneered.

“A man only dies once.” He motioned to the stump where Ursar’s hand should be. “Will that be a problem?”

“You sure can talk when you’re not sneaking. No. It won’t be a problem.”

“Good,” said Hyreki. “Follow me. We leave at once.”

Ursar nodded to Hyreki, still watching Santh warily with one eye. He wished still had his Mirache, but the order had commanded the massive steed return, and Ursar had been powerless to stop it, as he lacked a royal voice, as a bastard of his tribe. A crossroads stood before him. Santh followed Hyreki along the path through the flowering village. Ursar picked up the coin-purse and followed them.
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Edmath will return.

––––––––
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Thank you for reading.

––––––––
[image: image]
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