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	Smoke climbed over the rooftops of Diar and drifted out to sea. Edmath stood on the bony back of the mighty levoth returning him and his party from the north after their journey. He stared the torches and figures filling the streets most of them fully humanoid, but for the occasional royal in a hybrid tosh and the animals different citizens brought with them.

	"They're rioting," said Brosk from beside Edmath. 

	Brosk wore his hybrid whale tosh for the increased perception it granted him both in air and underwater. He grimaced. 

	"I can't tell what they want, but if royals are among them it could be very bad."

	Edmath sighed.

	"I only hope we can get Durine to the palace. I fear the streets will be packed all the way from the waterfront."

	Chelka approached them from near the levoth's head where the controller, Onserun, stood.

	"There aren't enough people in Diar to fill every street. We'll find a way around, or through." She smiled. "I have a feeling our Rooster Tribe friends will be useful in that once we get to shore."

	Brosk stared at the distant streets. His small eyes narrowed in his tosh-smoothed features.

	"A good idea. I will tell Kana to have everyone ready for the moment we reach the port."

	Edmath clapped his friend on the forearm.

	"It'd be well to tell them to be on guard when we arrive. They don't know the situation yet."

	"Indeed." Brosk left them and descended into the levoth's dry stomach where the other passengers remained, except Edmath, Chelka, and one other.

	Ninafi Daderon stood beside the controller on the levoth's head and stared at the city she had never seen before. Her yellow hair streamed in the north wind. She held a hand to the red jeweled locket laying over her heart.

	"It is amazing to consider this as her first sight of the city," said Edmath softly.

	Chelka nodded. She wrapped an arm around his shoulders.

	"She's been living in the north, a child of elk and swan and winter. But winter never comes to Diar."

	"I know what you mean," said Edmath. "This city doesn't stop for a moment. I wonder. What trouble is causing these riots now?"

	"Only one way to find out," said Chelka.

	The levoth swam toward shore, nearing the pier.

	"Why am I worried our other new passenger is only going to endanger things further?" said Edmath.

	Chelka laid her head against his shoulder, making him turn to look at her.

	"It's what you just said. The empire never stops moving and changing. Not even for an immortal monster."

	A shadowy form slithered up from the dry stomach and turned toward them.

	"I would appreciate a less disgusted tone, Lady Benisar," said the raspy voice of Durine. "And please don't call me a monster." He crawled toward them on centipede legs from the insect-body hidden beneath his long robe.

	"A monster you may not be," said Edmath, "But people in the empire may not see it that way. Your kind of magic has been outlawed for a thousand years."

	"The high emperor will understand," said Durine. "I only want an end to the internecine conflict of younger days."

	"Encouraging as always," said Chelka, not masking her bitter tone.

	"And as usual you wear your heart on your sleeve, Lady Benisar." Durine hissed out a sigh.

	"We will get you to the high palace. Your audience with the high emperor is our mission now," Edmath said.

	"Thank you, Edmath." Durine turned his face, all-too-human and untouched by the ravages of time toward the shore. "This violence is not because of me, but I fear my appearance may exacerbate it."

	"Likely, true," said Chelka. "But in this, Edmath speaks for all of us. We will protect you."

	"For now. I trust you will," said Durine.

	The levoth's frog-like feet descended, anchoring them beside the Benisar royal dock in at the port. Despite a letter ahead, there was no one there to greet them but the guard at the dock house. He gave them a wary nod as they approached. Chelka went to speak to him as the rest disembarked.
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	The largest crowds moved toward the palace at the center of Diar, but rioters appeared everywhere in one form or another. Before the slope of the hill rose too far, Edmath led the way southeast along the peninsula, heading for the serpent hostel kept in-part by his adoptive mother. Chelka, Brosk, Ninafi, and Durine went with him escorted by Kana and her fellow mercenaries, planning to avoid the worst of the crowds by circling the palace.

	"We could find a way to fly in," said Brosk. 

	"Much as I hate to admit it," said Chelka, "that may be the best way."

	Durine rasped assent.

	Brosk turned to Kana.

	"Can you find us a sky carriage?"

	"It's getting dark," she said, "but I'll try." She motioned for her people to follow her. "Good luck."

	"You too," said Brosk, leaning to bring his lips close to her ear.

	Edmath didn't know if Brosk was aware of his and Chelka's awareness of the Whale Prince's relationship with Kana. Brosk had yet to tell them, so it seemed better to keep thing quiet for the moment. Edmath and the other four mages approached the Serpent Tribe hostel.

	The building was dark but for clusters of candles lighting the porch. Sitting in the chairs in the dim glow were two women, both Edmath recognized despite the shadows. Tusami Gesa, a Serpent Tribe Saale sat beside Sampheli's blood-daughter, Edmath's fellow Saale, Zuria. The two stood up as Edmath and his party drew near the porch.

	"Who's there?" Zuria asked.

	"It's Edmath. I'm with friends."

	"Edmath," said Tusami, glancing at Zuria.

	"Up the steps, brother. And quickly," said Zuria. "We don't want to draw attention from the mob."

	"Agreed," said Edmath as he climbed the stairs. "I have a feeling this unrest is going to make life difficult for the moment."

	Tusami frowned.

	"Do you know what's going on?" she asked.

	"Good Saale, we only arrived at dusk," said Edmath as the others followed him onto the porch.

	Brosk folded his arms.

	"Please, fill us in."

	"Of course, brother. Tusami, can you watch the porch?"

	"For a time," she said. "but I'll call out if there's trouble."

	"Thank you," said Zuria. She led the others to the door, then inside.

	Once within the hostel's dining room, Zuria lit a lamp but kept it covered to hide the light from the windows. In the gloom, they gathered around the ornate wooden table.

	"Is Sampheli alright?" asked Edmath.

	"She's fine. Worried, but fine. She's asleep upstairs."

	"Worried, of course."

	"It's more than the riots. It's what's behind them," said Zuria. "Edmath, High Emperor Loi has not been seen in a week."

	Edmath's eyes widened. Chelka put a hand on his shoulder. Brosk paced. Ninafi gasped. Only Durine made no move or sound.

	"So, he's gone?" asked Durine.

	"No. But who are you, sir?"

	"I am called Durine of the Grafter Tribe. I have come to swear my allegiance to the High Emperor, and to the High Emperor alone."

	"I'll have to explain later," said Edmath.

	"You know all too well," said Zuria, staring at Durine. "I take it your journey in the north was interesting."

	"Far too interesting," said Chelka. "Zuria Mierzon, allow me to introduce Ninafi Daderon, a Winter Saale we met on our travels."

	Ninafi tipped a hand to herself.

	"It is good to meet you, Zuria."

	"I wish it was under better conditions," said Zuria. "For now, the populace is uneasy, to put it mildly. The High Emperor is within the pyramid at the center of the High Palace, but he won't come out to address them, even now. There is speculation he is ill or dying."

	"But Loi is not much older than Sampheli. If he is sick, he could still recover," said Edmath.

	"There are some who may not want him to recover at all," said Brosk darkly.

	"True," said Chelka.

	Zuria nodded.

	"As far as I know the Oyster King, Leus Ogusotha has come to the city for that very reason. But he has yet to move."

	A knock came at the door to the dining room. Ninafi opened it cautiously. Kana's face became visible in the lantern glow.

	"We found a small bird carriage. The pilot says he can take a few of us if we hurry."
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	"We'll need you to take your carriage over the palace walls, but don't worry," Edmath told the Eagle Tribe lady whose sky carriage he stood beside, "this is of utmost importance to the empire and we will see to it you are not troubled by the breach of space."

	"When you put it that way," the young woman said, "I can ensure you reach the palace grounds, Lord Benisar." She glanced at Brosk and the others who stood nearby. "My only issue is the carriage won't carry all twelve of you."

	"Understandable," said Brosk. "I think Kana's team and I can find our own way in."

	"I should stay and protect the hostel," said Zuria.

	Edmath nodded, then counted quickly.

	"Can you take four of us, Lady Jion?"

	"Without the Whale Prince, certainly, but we will be slow to rise," she said.

	"We'll have to risk it. Better three Saales than two if we get in trouble," said Chelka.

	Ninafi frowned.

	"I don't have a stethian. Perhaps you two would be better escorting Durine without me."

	"No," said Chelka. "Besides Brosk, you are physically strongest in your tosh. And you're much lighter than him."

	"Very well," said Ninafi.

	"Board," said Lady Jion. "We fly quickly. My eagles can handle the dark for now, but once the moon sets that will change."

	The Saales and Durine followed her command.
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	The eagle carriage ascended over rooftops cast in silver light from the moon and stars. Below, the torches of the mob looked small. Edmath felt for them, though the night was warm, this chaos would not be good for either rioters or guards, all fellow citizens of Zel.

	Who was right? Difficult to say. Even the High Emperor owed his power, and therefore his explanations for his absence, to the people.

	Edmath held his stethian across his lap, Chelka on one side, Ninafi on the other. Durine curled in the center of the carriage floor, still concealing his lower half in his robe. The carriage controller waved the eagles on toward the palace's gleaming domes.

	Ninafi gasped as more or of the palace appeared from the hillside. Her eyes shone with awe.

	"It's so beautiful!"

	"It has that effect," said Edmath with a smile at Ninafi.

	Durine shifted to look east toward the palace.

	"The pyramid is the oldest part of the palace. That's where the High Emperor will be."

	"Can't get you that close," said the controller. "The enchieli will shred my basket, no questions asked."

	"Hmmm," said Edmath. "The palace guards are probably on great alert, indeed. Likely the ground won't be much easier to traverse."

	"If we meet with the clerks that manage appointments at the Office of Keys we might have more luck," said Chelka. "Though they likely won't receive us until daylight."

	"Certainly," said Edmath.

	"I take it you know these clerks?" asked Durine.

	Edmath's face heated up.

	"I've never met them."

	"I met two of the three in-passing," said Chelka. "I can talk to either them if they're on duty tomorrow."

	"And what about the other one?" asked Ninafi.

	Chelka's face flushed, darkening in the moonlight, still looking sickened by the flight patterns of the eagles.

	"I know her as well."

	"And?" said Durine.

	"And we aren't friends, to put it mildly," said Chelka. "She's a matron of the Coral Tribe."

	"Sea Clan," said Ninafi. "Why don't you get along?"

	"She looked after me for a year while I lived in Kidar. I was twelve when I last saw her."

	"Surely this clerk won't blame you for being...however you were back then," said Edmath.

	"I can dream too, Ed."

	"Well, two-thirds-chance it isn't her," said Ninafi as they neared the palace.

	"Quite," said Durine. He stiffened. "Beware, someone is approaching."

	"I don't see anyone," said the eagle controller. She called to the birds in their language. "Keep your eyes sharp, friends."

	Edmath frowned toward the palace. A shadow was moving on the grounds, large and undulating evidently even from this altitude, but impossible to identify. He pointed.

	"There, a wing!"

	"What is it?" asked Ninafi.

	"It’s too large to be human," he said. "a hybrid perhaps?"

	"A levoth or other sky steed?" said Chelka, holding her stomach. "I think I may be sick."
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	The shape on the palace grounds spread broad white wings, glimmering in the starlight, and launched into the night air. It flew straight toward the carriage. Edmath stood up, holding his stethian before him.

	By the light of the silver-white moon, he discerned the head of a giant swan on a long neck. All around that neck wrapped smaller tentacles, those of a squid, all tracing back to beneath the huge wings carrying the swanlear through the air.

	"It's a hybrid of my tribe," said Chelka softly, then coughed into her fist with grimace of airsickness.

	Edmath nodded.

	"We'll hold it off until you can control it. Ninafi!"

	"Yes." Ninafi was on her feet, striking with a small triangle of bone.

	Edmath drew in the magic from Ninafi's tear, letting it flow through him to briefly embolden his senses. A glint of steel on the swanlear's back told him it had a rider, one carrying a sword. He made the sign of the thorn, mostly, but held just short of completing it, letting the bird-squid close with the carriage.

	The swan's mouth opened in a loud bird call. Tentacles unwrapped form the creatures' neck and shot toward the sky carriage, reaching for the lines that kept it tethered to its eagles.

	Edmath finished the sign. Thorny vines shot from his stethian, catching the swanlear's grasping tentacles on one side, but in too-narrow a burst to entangle them all. One of  the four lines snapped, and the greater eagle attached to it soared into the darkness.

	"Damn it," said the controller in the eagle language. She called to the loose bird as the basket listed to one side, "Return!"

	Chelka shuddered against Edmath's side. He grabbed her with one arm, then pushed his stethian into her hands. She took the weapon. Edmath reached for Ninafi just as she lost her footing with a cry. Durine held on to either side of the basket, remaining stable.

	"We're over the walls," he said.

	"Take us down as fast as you can, good controller," said Edmath.

	"A little slower than that," said the eagle lady through gritted teeth. "If we lose another bird we won't enjoy the landing."

	Tentacles lashed from the swanlear's neck and belly as it peeled past them, tilting away.

	"Take the broken line," said Edmath to the controller. 

	She stared at him.

	"In your tosh, you can substitute for one of the birds."

	She shifted at once, seizing the trailing line and taking off just as another line broke, caught in the swanlear's beak.

	The controller fought to keep them aloft as the basket lurched. Chelka tightened her grip on Edmath. Ninafi held both him and the basket. 

	His teeth chattered. Only Durine remained calm as they dropped a yard, then leveled out.

	"Alright, friends," said Edmath in the eagle language. "Down we go."

	The controller glanced at him in surprise at his speaking her tribe's royal tongue. He gritted his teeth.

	"Easy as you can," he told the eagles.

	"Easy as we fly," echoed the controller. 

	The basket dropped lower, guided by three lines as the other two eagles circled overhead, occasionally darting to slash at the swanlear with beaks and claws.

	Light from magic bloomed over the swanlear's back as it circled for another swipe at the carriage. The rider must be a Saale. Edmath yelled a warning to the eagles.

	"Down! Faster!"

	The basket dipped as lances of bone shot from the swanlear's rider's extended arm, splitting to angle for the two remaining eagles and the controller. One of the birds was hit and white smoke issued from the end of a length of steel the swanlear's rider held, a stethian.

	Chelka yelled an order to the hybrid animal, one her heritage would force it to obey.

	"Catch the carriage!"

	As they lost altitude and the ground rushed toward them, Durine cut the last eagle free with the edge of his hand. They plummeted toward the palace grounds, the swanlear diving after them without its controller making a sound of his own to stop the descent.

	That's odd, Edmath thought in the final seconds before impact.
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	The swanlear's tentacles wrapped around the basket, arresting its descent sharply less than a yard before impact. Edmath lost his footing, flying upward to hit the birdlike belly of their attacker. Ninafi and Chelka hit on either side of him before falling into the basket still settling to the ground below.

	A male voice cried in the swan language, "Up! We have them!"

	Edmath hit the basket and grabbed Chelka's arm. Durine loomed, his form mountainous with shadow and cloak.

	He reached for the swanlear's belly as tentacles seized the sides of the basket. The hybrid creature beat large wings. Edmath snarled, shooting a thorny volley at the beast using the last of his magic.

	The swanlear caught a thicket of sharp edges. The great animal screamed in pain, then lifted off, dropping the basket back to the grass of the garden below. Bird and rider soared away into the night.

	"Creator, damn this," said Chelka, straightening, then standing. She aimed her stethian into the dark, then lowered with a frustrated groan. "Not enough light to aim by."

	Ninafi clutched her arm as Durine helped her up.

	"I think it’s my shoulder," she said. "Dislocated maybe."

	Edmath nodded. He hated to admit to himself the anger he felt seeing Ninafi hurt. He clenched a fist.

	"We're inside the palace, though. We need to get to the inner gardens, the pyramid."

	"Agreed," said Durine. "Are you all well enough to continue?"

	"I can handle it," said Ninafi with a grimace.

	"Only if you're sure," said Chelka. "If you can't fight, it'll be easier to protect you if you stay behind."

	"I can fight." Ninafi flexed her good hand, bone-rings shining on her fingers. "Just don't ask me to lift anything."

	Durine looked around. 

	"This way," said Edmath. He led the way to the inner palace but found the path barred by an iron gate, sealing the entrance bridge.

	Chelka squinted at the faintly glowing bars.

	"You see that? The High Emperor or his Saale has charged the bars with a magic-eating aura."

	"We can't fly in, of course, and we can't break the bars," said Edmath.

	Ninafi's brow furrowed.

	"We'll need to find someone to open this gate."

	Chelka folded her arms and frowned.

	"His Grace's clerks have an office on the grounds. They keep the keys to the inner palace."

	"Hopefully the clerks on duty will understand the situation."

	"I will make them understand," said Durine, "one way or another. Lead the way."

	Watching the dark sky for signs of the swanlear and rider, Edmath and the others made their way toward the Office of Keys.
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	The Office of Keys was dark when they arrived. Groups of guards, dressed in the red and white heraldry of the High Palace, patrolled outside. Edmath approached one squad, hands raised, stethian sheathed.

	"Who's there?" asked the leader.

	"Edmath Benisar and my companions, mages all."

	"Benisar? Mages? What is the meaning of this?" asked the guard leader.

	"We bring an envoy from the north. He requires an audience with the high emperor, and the high emperor alone."

	"Is that so? Stay where you are."

	The guards approached, hands on their swords. None drew a weapon.

	"Princess Benisar," the leader nodded to Chelka. "You I recognize."

	"Is there a clerk in the office?" she asked.

	"Yes. We can take you and your comrades to her. She will decide whether or not you should enter the inner gardens."

	"Very well," Chelka said. "You do a service for the empire."

	"Thank you, princess, but I must insist you leave those weapons here." The guard leader pointed to Chelka's stethian, then Edmath's. "We know they are tools of magic, deadly ones."

	"As you say," said Edmath. He handed a guard his stethian, hilt first. "But please, tell us precisely what transpired to draw his Grace into seclusion."

	"I cannot, for I do not know."

	"I see. He is mysterious as ever."

	"True," said the guard leader. "This way."

	The guards escorted them to the white marble Office of Keys, its dome marked by streaks of bright red flashing through the pale stone.

	Inside the office, lamp brackets lit everything in a warm glow. A massive desk, at least five feet high, stood in the center of the dome, flanked on two sides by deep wells that led to the city's subterranean waterways. An old woman sat alone behind the desk, perched atop a high stool. She turned her gaze to them as they drew near.

	The lines in her face deepened in the shadow, eyes bright and alert but set deep. She looked from Edmath and Durine to Ninafi, and finally to Chelka.

	"Princess," she said. "It is late to trouble an old woman. But you don't care for that any more than you did as a child, do you?"

	"Matron Akustotha, it has been some years."

	"It has indeed, Chelka. Kidar and the Coral Royal family have seen far less trouble since you left for Lexine Park. That is certain. Tonight, though, I am not a matron, I am High Clerk Akustotha."

	Edmath glanced at Chelka. He thought better than to question her at the moment, despite the urge. She reddened.

	"We bring an envoy to speak with his Grace, Vosraan Loi."

	"Of course you do. And an old Oyster Clerk is here simply to see you through the gates, despite the riots and the hour?"

	Ninafi glanced at Durine.

	Edmath put a hand on Chelka's shoulder. She seethed.

	"Whatever you suggest happened in Kidar is behind us, High Clerk," he said. "Please, hear our envoy out."

	"Which of you is the envoy?" Akustotha pointed at Ninafi, then Durine."

	"It is I," said Durine.

	"And who do you represent? Which land, which tribe?"

	"I speak for the forgotten of northern Zel. I am their greatest seer."

	"The forgotten? I must admit your people are well-named. I've lived for seventy years and never once heard of you or your kind."

	"These servants of Sayl wished me to conceal my nature, but I see you will not believe the rest if I do not show you, good clerk."

	Durine scuttled forward and cast off his outer robe.

	The body of a monstrous centipede led to the front half of a large black wolf, from whose back sprouted Durine's human torso. He folded his human arms as the forelegs of the wolf hung in the air and its jaws dripped saliva onto the tiles.

	"My wolf smells cured meat," he said. "Likely provisions for overnight?"

	Akustotha stared at Durine. Her eyes narrowed.

	"What are you?"

	"The great seer of the northern grafters. I remember Sayl, Mu, and Dawh from my meetings with them. It was I who waged war with the first High Emperor of Zel. And it is I who have come to offer my surrender after eight hundred years of quiet."

	"That is a grand tale, hybrid. I've never seen another like you."

	"There are others of my kind, many thousands dwell in the north."

	"If you are here to surrender, I suppose I should allow you passage," said Akustotha dryly. "But anyone who read old books could say what you've said and bear it falsely."

	"Perhaps. What can I do to convince you otherwise."

	"Tell me..." said the clerk said. "Which of the three warlords you mentioned became high emperor?"

	"None of them," said Durine. "Of course, they were all masterful mages, and they each served as a lower emperor at first. However, all three decided the power of the Sphere of Humanity was too great to entrust to any trained mage."

	"How did they decide this?" asked Akustotha, nodding.

	"I confess, even I do not know," said Durine.

	"I believe you. And to the Palace Records, your story holds true." She tossed a heavy key to Durine. He caught it in his hands.

	"Go, offer your submission to High Emperor Loi. I trust you, Durine, seer of grafters."

	Edmath's mouth hung open for a moment, speechless at Durine’s forthrightness and success.

	He followed the others to the inner garden's gate. There, the key unlocked the path and they entered. Winged hybrid-formed enchieli lined the way as they walked the bridges and domes to the central pyramid.

	They climbed the steps of the pyramid and entered the chamber at the top. Within the curtained room, the Sphere of Humanity a shadow behind the ultimate curtain, Keve Zasha, the High Emperor's young Saale, stopped them with a raised stethian.

	"Benisar and Benisar. I didn't expect you as this kind of traitor."

	Edmath met Keve's eyes.

	"We are here escorting an envoy who offers his supplication to the High Emperor, and to him alone."

	She grimaced.

	"The envoy may enter. You others may not."

	Durine bowed his head to Edmath, Chelka, and Ninafi in turn.

	"Thank you for bringing me this far. It is time for me to complete my journey."

	Keve pulled back the edge of the ultimate curtain. Durine bowed to her. Reverently, he crawled past. The curtain fell, hiding Durine from sight.

	"Go, wait outside," said Keve. "I won't share this place with you a moment longer, no matter what his Grace thinks of you."

	"Honesty is a virtue," said Edmath. 

	He turned and left with Chelka and Ninafi. They waited, dozing on and off until dawn arrived. The sun rose. At first light, the High Emperor emerged from the pyramid. He brought the Sphere of Humanity with him.

	[image: Image]

	
[image: Image]

	

	Brosk

	

	Brosk waited with Kana's people in the crowd by the palace gates. They watched as the High Emperor appeared over the wall atop the Sphere of Humanity. People pointed. People yelled.

	The crowd seethed with unconcealed energy. The citizens of Zel waited, bubbling with murmurs, as the High Emperor rode the floating sphere, its ridges looking porous despite their stony solidity, over the crowd. His white hair streamed behind him and the wings of the Crown of Three folded on his head.

	Despite his stoop and his age, he looked giant, regal, imperious.

	"This is Vosraan Loi," said Kana softly.

	"Indeed." Brosk touched her shoulder gently, then sank to one knee. All around them, the crowd did the same.

	Foreigners knelt beside Zelians.

	The High Emperor spoke in their minds, his voice carried by the power of the sphere.

	"My people, of all great tribes of Zel," he said. "I have seen a vision, revealed to me by the sphere. In the thousand years of our empire, its like has never before been recorded, an age of perils previously unknown awaits us. Dangers new and old threaten us, one and all. Zel and Roshi and every nation will feel the terror that is coming. But do not despair, for hope touched me with every scene of what is to come. We are a powerful people. As one we must face the onslaught of the future. Bless you, and be patient, for with this dawn there is news from Roshi..."

	Brosk shuddered involuntarily, unsure of what part of the message shocked him more.

	"...The last heirs of Minister Regent Rathuk Inani were murdered last night by unknown hands. With them, goes our hope for peace. Zelians, we steel ourselves for another war, a war we will not survive unscathed, but one I promise will not end our empire. Look to the kings and queens of land, sea, and sky. Look to the emperors chosen to govern war, hearth, and magic. We will emerge stronger. I do not ask you to serve. I know you will."

	The sphere descended to the level of the crowd, carrying the high emperor low. He spread his arms over the crowd, then bowed to the citizens who called him grace.

	Tears welled in Brosk's eyes.

	Another war loomed, but Vosraan Loi's wisdom would see them through it. He wiped his eyes before rising. Kana frowned.

	"Bad news."

	"You heard him too."

	"His presence commanded it." Her face fell. "Perhaps Zel is not a safe place to stay after all." She turned and started away, leading her people.

	Brosk followed them, unsure of what to say.

	[image: Image]

	
[image: Image]

	

	After watching the High Emperor's message from the walls at first light, Edmath went into the gardens looking for a glade of Orpus trees. Despite the poor sleep he'd had the night before, his desire to see Lengbyoi, Rakoi, and the other trees, won over his fatigue.

	He found most of them in the gardens near the Saale palace. The trees weren't alone.

	The trees, each empowered with speech and mobility thanks to his and the Saale Emperor's research, received him with child-like excitement, and then from among them emerged three humans.

	Haddishal Rumenha, the Saale Emperor, walked beside his wife Nelna, the Hierophant who governed the laws of magic, and their daughter, Yezani. All three were Saales, but none carried the glow of magic at the moment.

	"Ah, Lord Benisar," said Nelna with a nod. She towered over him as he approached, easily a head taller than Edmath.

	"My report is written, excellent Hierophant," Edmath said. "To what do these trees and I owe your visit?"

	"Sadly, the High Emperor's announcement has put the entire empire in motion," said Haddishal Rumenha. "I have a mission for Saales I can trust, Edmath."

	"Another mission?" Edmath frowned. "Where?"

	"Kidar," said Haddishal. "I fear Roshi will strike there first, and there is already tension afoot according to my office there."

	"What kind of tension?"

	"The Coral Tribe consul of the city accepted a Roshi ambassador a week ago. Yesterday she left the city to become a general, leaving a representative behind."

	"Do I know this Roshi Ambassador?"

	"I do not believe so. Her name is Mutrari Sinnet, the current Fox Minister."

	Edmath's eyes narrowed.

	"The Fox Tribe is among the most warlike of all Roshi."

	"Indeed," said Nelna. "Their grudge with Zel runs deep, only made worse in the last war."

	"I can leave for Kidar at once, if necessary. I need only tell Chelka."

	"Take her with you, if she is willing," said Nelna. "As ever, her skills will be of great use in battle."

	"As you say," said Edmath. He turned to the trees. "Lengbyoi, do you wish to travel once more?"

	"Edmath!" the tree said, "it would be my honor."

	"Honor now?" asked Edmath softly.

	"They've been talking with Emperor Benisar too much, lately," said Yezani with a smirk.

	"You've taken good care of them," said Edmath.

	She nodded.

	"Of course is your phrase, Edmath."

	He smirked.

	"Right you are, Lady Rumenha. And any of you should see Durine, please say farewell for me. I doubt I'll see him before I return."

	"As you say, Edmath." Haddishal waved Lengbyoi forward. "For all our sakes, hurry west."
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	The narrow eastern gate of Kidar resounded with wagons passing through. Shouts from the market on the other side echoed through the passage in the walls.

	Edmath and Chelka drew closer, riding in the branches of Orpus Lengbyoi. Commoners and royals alike gathered around the gate. The salty smell of the sea drifted on the breeze.

	"An inlet reaches across the western side of the city," said Chelka. "That's why the Coral Tribe is so strong here."

	Edmath nodded.

	"This is the first place Roshi attacked in the last war as well."

	"I'm surprised you know that, Ed. War is rarely on your mind."

	"More than it once was," he said with a sigh. "I hope Brosk catches up soon. I'd feel better knowing we could call on him should battle arrive at this city."

	"There are many powerful warriors in this city. We can trust them."

	"The Nane family rules here. Thanks to Oresso, them I do not trust."

	"His younger brother, Juro governs as consul in place of the traveling Queen. Him, I think we can rely on for support."

	"Is that so?" Edmath frowned as Lengbyoi halted near the press of people before the gates. "I ought to meet him soon, in that case."

	"We will speak to him as soon as possible," said Chelka. "Don't worry, Ed."

	He nodded.

	Lengbyoi raised a root and pointed to the edge of the crowd.

	"Look at that, Edmath, Chelka!"

	Edmath scanned over the crowd.

	"What do you see, good Orpus?"

	"A man with a strange sword at his belt," said the tree.

	"Swords will be common in the city at a time like this," said Chelka.

	"Not like this one! I've never seen a sword like this before."

	Edmath traced the line indicated by Lengbyoi's raised root. On the edge of the press of people, a man with a  broad-brimmed hat and a short scabbard on his belt craned his neck as he spoke to the passersby. Edmath could not make out his words.

	"Take us closer," said Chelka. "We've time to see who he is, given the line here."

	"I could always climb the wall if you wish to hurry," said Lengbyoi.

	"Best we avoid that without addressing the guards first, my friend," said Edmath. "People are on edge enough as it is."

	"I'm not scary, am I?"

	"You've grown large," said Chelka. "And many will not know your gentle nature."

	The tree leaned forward. Chelka and Edmath climbed down. The two of them slipped through the crowd, approaching the man with the hat and the sword. As they closed, his voice carried to them.

	"Zelians! You need defense in these dark times, a sword not for sale, but eager to serve. That is me! Roshi approaches. My skills are unrivaled, my virtue unmatched!"

	Edmath and Chelka shared a glance.

	"What is your name, good swordsman?" asked Edmath.

	"A good question! I am Dortlain, master swordsman of the Mouse Tribe."

	"There is no Mouse Tribe here!" someone shouted from the crowd. "You call yourself a Zelian?"

	"Oh, my fellow citizen," said Dortlain.

	"Be quiet, you mad mercenary," a big man said. "We're all just waiting to get through the gate. Sell your skills somewhere else."

	"Dear man, still your crude rejoinders."

	A big man with a bow on his back and bristles on his chin pushed through the crowd. He wore a white rega, the sign of royalty. He glared at Dortlain.

	"Don't you call me dear, accursed mercenary. I've studied war across this nation, and you're no blade master of Zel."

	Edmath raised his hands.

	"Good men, there is no need for such temper."

	"Stay out of this, Saale," said the bowman, hand straying to a sword hanging from his hip.

	Edmath stepped back.

	"I'll test my mettle against yours if you wish," said Dortlain. "First blood, perhaps?"

	"Don't be foolish," said Edmath.

	"Quiet, mage," said the big man. He sneered at Dortlain. "You're on, madman."

	"Mad mouse to you, my good man. There, I said good. Is that better?"

	"Too late to apologize, idiot."

	"Now, now. No need to slander one another."

	"You boastful ass. I'll do worse than that." The man drew his blade, rasping from the scabbard to glint in the midday sun. "Make room, for we duel presently."

	Chelka tugged Edmath back a step.

	"No cure for the stupidity of warriors," she said in his ear.

	"How terribly true.”

	They watched as Dortlain and his opponent cleared a space to one side of the press. Bystanders gathered in a circle, giving them room to fight. Orpus Lengbyoi crept close, seal-eye pulsing, and peered into the circle.

	The two men, one large and royal, the other small and without sash, faced each other, swords drawn. Lengbyoi had been right in what he'd seen before. Dortlain's short sword looked well-kept, but opposite the blade, a foot and a half of fine chain dangled, holding a thick ring a hand-span across at the bottom.

	"You will pay for your lunacy," said the big man, holding his longsword before him. "I am a royal of the Bear Tribe, and you are not but a common rat."

	"A mouse, my friend," said Dortlain. "I am a mouse."

	"Mouse or rat, be damned," said the bear royal. "Have at you!"

	He lunged at Dortlain, shifting into his hybrid tosh. A man once merely larger and hairier than his foe, now loomed a whole head taller than Dortlain, his face drawn back in an ursine snarl and his muscles bulging with fury. 

	The smaller man turned the blow with his blade, then ducked a swipe. He darted around the bear warrior's flank, but the man's fastidious guard kept him from striking.

	"You defend yourself well, my friend." Dortlain smiled.

	"If you are a mouse, show me your tosh!" roared the bear warrior. "But I won't wait, for I doubt you can." He pressed the attack as he spoke.

	Dortlain retreated in a circle, parrying the bear warrior's blade at every turn. People started calling out bets. Others swore in amazement. The bear warrior grew more and more furious. Every blow carried increasing force from a seemingly limitless well of strength.

	"Behold, liar," said the bear royal. "You are cornered. I am not responsible if this blow should carve you in half."

	"Now, now."

	"Be silent!"

	Dortlain's eyes narrowed for an instant. The bear warrior hefted his blade in both hands. Dortlain changed.

	His eyes became beady, his dark skin sprouted fur white as snow. From his back, a long pink tail uncoiled, emerging from the top of his trousers. The tail's end looped within the ring on the chain at the end of his sword's hilt and held it tight.

	Dortlain's block stopped the bear warrior's blow with a resounding clang of metal on metal.

	Edmath stared, not doubting for a moment the truth of the bear royal's boast he could cut Dortlain in two. But the mouse man's blade held the lethal stroke back.

	"Impossible! There is no Mouse Tribe."

	"A quiet people speak up when needed," said Dortlain. "No cause is lost when my tribe fights for it."

	In a flash, he cut a red line across the bear royal's wrist. He flicked slender stream of blood onto the dirt by the road.

	"I believe that is my victory, friend."

	"You bastard." The man's tosh subsided. He sagged on his feet, breathing heavily.

	"You fight well."

	"You also, mad mouse."

	Lengbyoi laughed. A handful of people applauded. Dortlain sheathed his blade and shed his tosh.

	"Will someone treat my honorable opponent's wound?" he said. He flipped a coin into the air. "An imperial silver to the first to step forward."

	A young woman carrying a strip of cloth emerged from the bystanders at once.

	Edmath shook his head, smiling.

	"What a strange sight."

	"Odd, indeed. How many tribes are hidden within Zel?" Chelka said.

	"Who can say," Edmath said. "It is puzzling how he can use a tosh, given his tribe is not recognized by the Sphere of Humanity."

	Dortlain turned toward them.

	"My good Saales," he said. "Welcome to Kidar."

	"Thank you for the welcome, and the demonstration, sir Dortlain," said Edmath.

	"May I offer my services to you? You may be able to use a sword."

	"Why not?" said Edmath, grinning.

	Chelka raised her eyebrows.

	Dortlain held out his hand.

	"You shall not regret this," he said.

	Edmath shook with him.

	"Your skills are impressive."

	"Ah, but they're no magic," said Dortlain. "Now, my good Saales, I offer more than a sword. I'm well studied in the best places to stay in this city. Allow me to show you."
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	Dortlain showed them to an inn with a gated garden. There they left Lengbyoi to nourish from the soil. 

	Chelka led Edmath and Dortlain to the center of the city, over bridges crossing the many streams of the delta flowing into the bay, and to the Consular Palace.

	"Juro Nane is an old friend." Chelka glanced at Edmath as they approached the gates. "With his request for help, I think it’s fortunate I was able to come here with you."

	"As you say, my dear." 

	Edmath took in the shiny brownstone, the many canals, moats, and other waterways flowing through barred gates in and out of the palace. Coral grew from the walls of every moat and the submerged supports of every bridge. Guard towers ringed everything, each one set with a ballista in the armored peak. A fortified keep with a single black marble dome at its center rose above it all.

	"I hope this Juro has not grown arrogant, governing from such a fabulous fortress," said Edmath.

	"He wouldn't," said Chelka. "You and he have much in common, Ed."

	"I hope to like him more than his older brother."

	"You will. I do."

	"Is that so?"

	Chelka sighed.

	"When I was under Matron Akustotha's ward here, he was a friend. Naturally, we got into trouble together."

	"Is that why the former Matron dislikes you?"

	"I believe so, Ed."

	Dortlain talked with the guards at the gated bridge. He turned to Edmath and Chelka.

	"My dear employers," he said. "They wish to confirm your identities before allowing us inside."

	Chelka's face flushed.

	"Good employers," she said.

	"Is that not what I said?"

	"The word dear implies a romantic relationship," said Edmath.

	"Oh, of course. Forgive me, Lord Benisar."

	"It’s no great issue," said Edmath.

	He and Chelka stepped forward, showing their regas and Chelka's signet. The guards opened the gate’s small door and allowed them inside. 

	Across another bridge, they walked to the island where the keep stood. Guards let them inside, allowing them to keep all their tools and even Dortlain's sword all the way into the hall of the consul.

	Juro Nane sat upon a simple wooden chair in the center of the hall, pale-skinned, dark-haired, and dressed in a dark tunic and trousers, both outfitted with fencing pads. Small of build, he lacked a head on Edmath and perhaps a third of one on Chelka.

	As a younger sibling of Razili and Oresso, he would have been forbidden to study magic by family tradition, the reverse of other tribe's highest royalty. 

	One day Oresso or Razili would replace their mother as King or Queen of their tribe. 

	Juro's animated smile suggested to Edmath he might well be satisfied spending his whole life as Consul of Kidar.

	Edmath, Chelka, and Dortlain bowed.

	"My lady, Chelka Benisar," Juro said, rising from his chair and approaching on bare feet over pale stone tiles. "No need to bow, any of you who travel with Chelka."

	Edmath raised his head, an unbidden smile forming.

	Chelka looked at Juro.

	"Good Consul Nane," she said. "thank you for such a pleasant greeting."

	He spread his arms wide, beaming.

	"Welcome back does not begin to explain my feelings." He hugged Chelka around the middle, pressing his head to her. He spoke softer, "I'm so glad to see you once more after all these years, my dear friend."

	"Dear," murmured Dortlain so only Edmath could hear.

	Heat rose to Edmath's face. He directed his gaze straight ahead, avoiding Chelka's eyes.

	"Juro, old friend," said Chelka. "I'm sorry you missed my wedding."

	"The wedding, indeed," said Juro, breaking his embrace from Chelka. "This man is your husband, I take it?"

	"Saale Edmath Benisar," said Edmath. "Proud bearer of her name."

	"Ah yes..." Juro turned to Edmath. "I heard Edmath Donroi was a rake of sorts, but my princely brother exaggerates."

	"Consul Nane, I take it you don't feel the same way?" Edmath said.

	"Why would I dislike you, my good Saale? I neither carry my brother's grudges or my sister's affection."

	Edmath's face burned.

	"Affection? I had no idea."

	"Oh, don't be that way," said Juro. "Kidar is a city of love. I won't judge you, regardless."

	Chelka put a hand one Edmath's shoulder. She gently brushed his neck beside his rega. He glanced at her, seeing a face as red as his own.

	Dortlain laughed.

	"A city of love! You address why I adore this place, honorable consul."

	Juro stepped back and raised his eyebrows.

	"Excuse me. Who are you?"

	"My name is Dortlain, a master of the sword."

	"Indeed? I enjoy the martial arts myself."

	"Perhaps we should measure our skills against each other at some time, Lord Nane."

	"Indeed!" Juro beamed at the three of them. "I take it you hired him?" he asked Chelka.

	“Edmath’s idea,” said Chelka. The color in her face returned to normal.

	“Good man,” said Juro. “I’m jealous. Had I known of this agreeable Dortlain, I may have hired him first.”

	“Fortune has her ways,” said Edmath. “Does she not?”

	“And luck is a lady,” said Juro with a grin. “But please, we ought to discuss defense plans for there is to be a gala tomorrow night. All of you are invited, of course.”

	Edmath laughed.

	“I see Kidar has more parties than Diar.”

	“A city of love,” said Juro. “But also of war. Let us attend to the next one, shall we?”
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	A squadron of military levoths arrived in Kidar the next morning, led by Onserun’s frog-whale. Friends arrived with the army. Brosk, Ninafi, and Kana quickly found Edmath and Chelka prior to the gala scheduled for the evening. Dortlain was out looking for fancy clothes.

	“Your people are still in Diar?” Chelka asked Kana once everyone greeted each other.

	Kana nodded.

	“I could not ask them to fight again so soon. I’m only here because of Brosk.”

	Edmath nodded.

	“Any luck finding more about that rider who attacked us, Ninafi?”

	“None,” she said. “but I doubt we’ll run into him here.”

	“One can never be sure,” said Chelka. “I hope you’re right.”
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	That night, all six of them attended Juro's gala in the Tidal Palace, a luxurious structure built so the pools within arose and diminished with natural movements of the sea. At high tide, the pools on the lower levels welled to their limits, and at low tide, they drained away.

	Edmath and Chelka dressed in fine clothes and fresh regas. They met Brosk and Kana inside the Tidal Palace while Juro Nane greeted his brother Oresso, who had arrived with the fleet to assist the defense of the city.

	Mutrari Sinnet, Fox Minister of Roshi, approached the city with her army, west of the border.

	While Edmath disliked Oresso's presence, he knew his fellow Saale from Lexine Park would want to talk with Chelka, if not Edmath. He couldn't help annoyance at the entitlement the Coral Tribe high royalty held toward their relationships with Chelka. At least Juro seemed eccentric rather purely possessive, unlike his brother.

	They ate and drank, and as the evening went on the water rose within the tidal passages below each pool.

	In the shadows, dancing with torchlight, Edmath put his arm around Chelka's waist. Each sipped a glass of western wine. Strong stuff, Edmath thought.

	Then Oresso and Juro approached them.

	"Hail, Lady and Lord Benisar," said Oresso with a flushed smile, one more painful-looking on his face than it was for Edmath to behold.

	Juro drew close, gazing at Chelka.

	"Oresso has been telling me of your exploits in the Worm King's insurrection. What an awful interruption to your wedding night!"

	"An inconvenience," she said, her arm slipping around Edmath. "We found a way through."

	"Of course we did." Edmath smiled at Chelka. "In hindsight, being offered heroism as a wedding gift seems fitting, given everything that has transpired since."

	She shook her head, blushing.

	"Ed, don't belittle what happened. People died that night."

	Edmath sighed.

	"Another day, my dear, I would agree with you."

	"We're on the verge of war again," said Oresso. "Yet it feels different this time."

	"Well-observed, brother."

	"This time we stand against Roshi alone, not rebel Zelians," said Chelka.

	"Perhaps you're right," Oresso said.

	Brosk yelled at someone on the other side of the inner balconies, drawing Edmath's attention. The normally gentle Whale Prince barked in a furious exchange with one of the generals.

	"Someone else made light of the situation, I fear," said Edmath. "Prince Naopaor is sensitive to that manner of talk."

	"As is correct," said Oresso.

	Juro nodded.

	"I will go see to this." His gaze lingered on Kana standing beside Brosk. "His lover seems unprepared to quiet him."

	Juro set off.

	Oresso sighed, swirled his drink, and looked at Chelka and Edmath.

	"A shame he showed this side." 

	"Brosk rarely drinks," said Edmath. "He handles it poorly sometimes."

	"I agree," said Oresso. "I wonder if my brother would have noticed him were it not for the Rooster Tribe woman at his side."

	"Juro has a fixation with women?" Chelka raised her eyebrows.

	"In general, yes," said Oresso. "It's a little embarrassing to watch. He is consul now."

	Edmath chuckled.

	"Give the man his eccentricities."

	"As you say," said Oresso. "He is my brother, after all."

	"Ed," said Chelka. "I'm going speak with Brosk."

	"If you think Juro needs help, of course."

	"He may." She smiled, then left them.

	"So here we stand," said Edmath.

	Oresso shrugged.

	"I'm past hard feelings, Ed."

	"Are you now?"

	"What did I just say?"

	"You said you were."

	"And such is the truth. As I was saying, however, just yesterday my brother told me he saw a beautiful woman in the city. Apparently, she drew his attention so much he approached her and asked her name despite the fact that another man already stood at her side."

	"It's more amusing when that man isn't me," said Edmath.

	"Ah, so he spoke with you and Chelka?"

	"Of course. We arrived a few days ago."

	"I see. Well, my brother told me this woman, Hyreki is apparently a Saale too. Have you ever heard of a Saale by that name, Ed?"

	All warmth drained from Edmath's face.

	"Hyreki Denyal?"

	"Yes--How did you know?"

	"She is a mage, but a Saale, I think not. She is an enemy, a foe I encountered in Diar months ago. If she is in the city, there could be trouble. Did Juro say where he met her?"

	“In fact, he did.”

	“You must take me there tomorrow.”

	“I must? Very well, then.”

	“Thank you, Prince Nane.”

	“Not like you to call me by my title.”

	“Not like you to give me assistance.”

	“Times change.”

	“Well observed.”
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	"It's the public baths. What is your plan, Edmath?" Oresso eyed the building before them.

	"You spotted Hyreki Dental, an enemy of the empire here yesterday, before the party. Remember? We must find her at once."

	"What makes you think this woman, this enemy will be here now? A public building sees people come and go as they will."

	"Of course, I performed an augury with the help of a local relic once I heard."

	"Too clever by half."

	"I've been told that before, but not by you." Edmath drew the stethian from his belt. He looped a striker over each finger on his free hand. 

	Oresso nodded.

	“Be careful. We don't know who will be in there, or how many accomplices Hyreki could have."

	"She's slim, brown-haired, and if you squint long enough you may see magic, insubstantial chains emerging from her back. I don't understand the chains. Chelka theorizes these are tools of her discipline. She's a Muborque. Their nature is still mysterious to me, but I suspect they are similar to us as mages, though they do not always need to strike to fuel their spells."

	"Very well. I shall be on guard." Oresso took his stethian in both hands. "You do the same."

	"I've fought her before. She has bird wings in her tosh."

	"Eagle? Swan?"

	"Neither. I believe her tribal tosh is a crow."

	"Crow Tribe? Never heard of it."

	"There are more things hiding than visible to our eyes."

	"I'm beginning to agree with that." Oresso held his stethian before him. "Let us waste no more time."

	"As you say," said Edmath.

	They climbed the gentle ramp to the columned entrance of the public baths. An eerie sensation settled on Edmath's spine. The attendants waiting at the top of the steps motioned to them.

	"Leave your sandals here," she said.

	Edmath glanced at Oresso. The coral prince nodded. They unfastened their sandals and went on without them.

	"Your sashes and clothes," said the attendant at the inner archway, just inside the thick marble walls. "Leave them here."

	Edmath frowned.

	"We're on business."

	"No business is important enough to corrupt this place with dust and grime."

	"Do as she tells you," said Oresso to Edmath. He turned to the attendant. "We keep the tools."

	"That is irregular, my prince."

	"I'm aware. This will be an exception." Oresso flexed his many-ringed fingers, every digit carrying more than one striker.

	Edmath slipped on the few remaining rings from his pouch.

	"As you wish, my prince," said the attendant. "But I must insist."

	"The clothes can stay with you. That's fine."

	Edmath shook his head. He leaned close to Oresso.

	"We can't go into battle naked."

	"Was I not aware your tunic can turn spells aside?" Oresso hissed into his ear.

	"Of course not."

	"Then leave it."

	Edmath grimaced. Oresso started to disrobe. The attendant took each garment he handed to her. Edmath slipped off his sash, tunic, and trousers, face hot with embarrassment.

	"You may enter," said the attendant.

	Oresso nodded. He led the way into the bath chamber. Edmath hesitated by the entrance, peering around the corners in both directions. Men and women dotted the large central pool in clusters.

	The baths smelled of lavender, hints of saltwater, and soap.

	Edmath walked to the edge of the pool, trying to keep from shivering despite the steam wafting from the hot baths on the far side of the large central chamber. No privacy presented itself. His eyes moved as he tried to find Hyreki.

	He spotted her in the hot bath, surrounded by the buzz of gossiping noblewomen. Her wet hair conformed to her slim frame and her face possessed the same pretty angles as before, smooth of skin but old of eyes. She met his gaze, then motioned to her entourage. She pointed at Edmath.

	“She recognizes you,” said Oresso.

	The hair on the back of Edmath’s neck prickled.

	“Damn it,” he said. “We must catch her.”

	“As you say,” said Oresso. He shifted into his thorny coral tosh.

	Crouching, Oresso struck. He drew in magic alongside Edmath. With so much water, most plants could grow temporarily inside the baths, but Edmath lacked his seed and striker pouch to grow anything stably.

	“We must be swift,” he said.

	“I understand.” Oresso grew a length of coral from each leg, boosting his leap into a massive spring across the main bath. He hit the tiles cleanly on the other side, near Hyreki and her hangers-on.

	Edmath raced across one of the footbridges nearby, holding the magic from Oresso’s tear tight to his being.

	Someone shouted a warning.

	“Lady Denyal!” screamed one woman. “What is going on?”

	Hyreki climbed the steps out of the hot bath at a deliberate pace. She turned toward Oresso, eyes gleaming. Drops of water sparkled on her naked form. She pressed both palms together.

	“The High Prince of the Coral Tribe. To what do I owe this honor?”

	“You owe it to your plot to murder my fellow Saales,” said Oresso.

	“Then behold my wickedness.” Hyreki laughed. “My good prince, I know nothing of what you say.”

	Edmath caught up with Oresso.

	“Don’t lie again,” he said. “I was there, Hyreki of the Cloud.”

	“Of the cloud? What titles is that?” She smiled. “I prefer the address of Crow Muborque.”

	Black bird wings unfolded from her back. Her feet shifted into menacing talons. Her hair went darker.

	“So you show your tosh,” said Oresso, raising his stethian. But it will not save you.” He made a hand sign as three large men closed with them from either flank.

	Hyreki smirked.

	“Strike if you dare, but then I’m afraid you’ll never see the Squid Princess again.”

	Edmath gritted his teeth.

	“What?”

	“A bluff,” said Oresso, drawing in more magic, needing only his will to complete the spell.

	“But you hesitated.” 

	Hyreki’s entourage emerged from the bath to join her. Most of them now wore coral toshes of their own. The men on either side of Edmath and Oresso shifted into their own toshes, all thickly muscled, though their forms varied between coral and fish. Hyreki flapped her wings, then turned her back on Edmath and Oresso.

	“Enjoy my friends,” she said and walked off.

	Edmath tensed for the fight, halfway to his first sign.

	“Traitors!” Oresso roared as he struck in fury. Spears of coral erupted from him, cutting bloody wounds into every foe they found, tosh or not. The bodyguards fell away, and the entourage scattered before him. 

	Edmath leveled his stethian after Hyreki, on her way to the exit, and made the sign of the thorn. Lengths of razor-bladed vines shot from his stethian. One of the wounded guards lurched into their path. He toppled as they struck. Hyreki leapt into the air outside the building. Her wings carried her out of sight.

	“Curse it all,” Edmath murmured as the ends of his and Oresso’s stethians began to smoke.

	A bell rang in the distance as town guards approached. It took an hour to explain the situation to the unit leader, even with Oresso’s royal clout. Edmath’s teeth gritted as he dressed once more. When the guards let them go, he and Oresso went straight for the consular palace together.
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	Chelka

	

	Chelka and Dortlain waited in the anteroom outside Juro’s audience chamber for Edmath.

	“I don’t need a bodyguard,” she said.

	“How about a friend then, good lady?”

	“It’s not like Ed to go haring off after something like this.”

	“Perhaps he’s worried this time.”

	“He must be.” Chelka sighed. "But he needs to be here before the meeting with Juro can go forward."

	"Juro isn't here either. This place is remarkably empty for midday."

	Chelka frowned at the ornate lamp on the far side of the room.

	"There are servants around. We saw guards on the way in."

	"Right of course. But if you don't mind, I would look around to see if anything odd is afoot."

	"I told you. I don't need a bodyguard. Go ahead."

	Dortlain rose and sauntered down the hall, then around a corner. His footsteps receded until fading completely. Chelka sat alone.

	She liked the right company, but time to herself had always been rare enough Chelka cherished it. She stood from the bench and walked over to the intricately-patterned glass lamp on the far side of the room. It sat on a stone plinth about at her eye-level, providing the only light in the anteroom.

	She circled the lamp and its stand. The light guttered despite a lack of airflow. She squinted, spotting small wisps of magical light rising from the fire burning within the glass.

	"Strange," she said.

	The fire went out, casting the room into darkness. 

	Chelka drew a striker and tore the veil in the same motion. A little magic flowed forth, giving her light only a Saale could see by.

	A skittering of claws similar to Durine's many legs moved behind her. She whirled but found nothing.

	"Is there someone here?" she asked.

	Shadows clung to every corner. No one answered.

	"Dortlain?" she called.

	Soft footsteps came in reply.

	"Lady Benisar." His voice was distant.

	Magic from Chelka's tear flowed down the hallway, then turned a corner and flowed into a side passage. She followed the trail, drawing her stethian as she crept quietly along.

	Another scratch of legs announced movement around the corner. She prepared the sign of the star but drew in no magic just yet. She extended the stethian around the corner.

	A towering hideous shape lurked in the bathroom where the side passage led, curtain standing open. Unlike Durine or the other grafters, this creature appeared to be a single massive centipede taller than Chelka.

	"What are you?" she asked.

	The creature turned its upper body toward her. Mandibles and insectile head folded back, peeling away from the face of a girl with damp yellow hair. She smirked at Chelka.

	"Just a mage, like you."

	"Not like me. I never saw you strike."

	"Because I didn't.”

	"Muborque!"

	Chelka drew in magic from the stream illuminating the bathroom. She finished the sign of the star but the centipede was already skittering up one wall. Chelka's flames scorched the toilet hole but left the creature unscathed.

	She reached for more magic. It wasn't there. She turned to find the last of her tear's power draining into a single glittering knife-blade. The man, big and burly with thick dark hair, cut off her way out of the side passage.

	"My name is Santh," he said. "I don't believe we are acquainted."

	"You attacked my husband before."

	"Indeed."

	A cold sensation crept down Chelka's spine. If she didn't find a way to get more magic quickly, than either this man or the centipede woman would be too much.

	"Dortlain!" she called.

	This time he did not answer.

	"Enough of that," said a smooth voice. An older man in a brown robe stepped into view in the dim light of the magic contained within Santh's dagger. He threw back his hood, revealed a face consisting of mouth, scars, and a single blue eye.

	"My name is Kiniloth," he said. "Lady Benisar, you will come with us."

	"Don't make up my mind for me." 

	Chelka struck the air. Santh's second dagger flashed into view. 

	Before she could draw in any of the power, his weapon consumed it, dousing the light.

	The sound of a hundred legs came from behind Chelka. She spun, lashing out with her stethian. The weapon connected with the insect's thick midsection. The head, shoulders, and arms of the woman appeared from the monstrous thing's head. A blow cracked against Chelka's temple. She fell to the floor, world spinning.

	The last light went out.
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	Edmath stormed into Juro Nane’s audience chamber, followed by Dortlain, and Oresso.

	The consul was on his feet, talking with Ninafi and Brosk. Kana stood to one side.

	"Consul Nane!"  said Edmath.

	"Lord Benisar, what is going on? I expected you and Chelka earlier."

	Dortlain hung back as Edmath and Oresso approached Juro and the other two Saales.

	"She was here," said Dortlain. "Someone attacked, I sensed them but by the time I returned to the anteroom the good lady was gone."

	"An attack?" said Juro, "within my own walls?"

	"It appears that way, little brother," said Oresso. "Edmath and I were just at the baths searching for his old enemy. Not only was she present, but she has a number of royals under her sway. And she threatened Chelka singly."

	"Who is this woman?" asked Juro, eyes narrowing.

	"Hyreki Denyal, of the Crow Tribe."

	"Nonsense. There is no Crow Tribe in Zel or Roshi."

	Dortlain assumed his mouse tosh and waved his tail at Juro.

	The young consul's eyes widened.

	Edmath nodded.

	"More things exist than any of us know."

	"So this...Hyreki's minions took Chelka."

	"She is a mage and the servant of a likely more powerful mage. Her master is called Kiniloth." Edmath scowled for a moment. He managed to soften his expression before he turned to Kana. "Kana, what do you know of him?"

	"Little," said Kana. "I never saw him any more than you did, but his coin bought my services back then."

	"So, a master mage," said Juro. "A Saale? Or a Dawkun?"

	"Worse than either," said Brosk.

	"They're called Muborque," said Edmath.

	Juro shivered.

	"Mages are powerful enough without needing more kinds to worry about. What a hideous name at that."

	"Indeed," said Brosk.

	"Alas, my attention was elsewhere," said Juro. "Mutrari Sinnet of Roshi is close to the city with her army. We will be forced to defend against them tonight if they seek to cross the western river. I fear for my people.”

	"We can do better than that," said Brosk. "Ed, Consul Nane, Lady Daderon and I were discussing our best bet to negotiate before any blood is shed." 

	"Please, not Lady Daderon," said Ninafi.

	Oresso arched an eyebrow.

	"Daderon? I don't believe we've met."

	"Meet later, if you may," said Edmath. "Right now, we must find Chelka."

	"When I said I knew little of Kiniloth, I didn't mean nothing," said Kana.

	"Speak, then," Edmath said, voice harsh in his ears.

	"Edmath, stay calm," said Brosk.

	Kana folded her arms.

	"Hyreki spoke of Kidar. She mentioned Kiniloth's fondness for the Tidal Palace."

	"But he can't be there now," said Oresso. "It would be too obvious."

	"Most certainly, it would be obvious," said Edmath. "However, back in Diar, Hyreki wanted both Chelka and I alive. That is Kinoloth's will."

	"They'd set trap for you?" said Juro. "For what cause?"

	"Mine and Chelka's research converged at the start of the summer," said Edmath. "Human intelligence invested in plants and biological fire."

	Brosk glanced at Kana, then at Oresso. Juro grimaced.

	"What did the two of you create?"

	"Nothing yet, but it could be extraordinarily powerful once realized."

	"A fire-controlling tree?" said Ninafi.

	"Think stranger," said Edmath. "An organism that will burn from within without being consumed, then spread its flames to great distances."

	"Creator-blessed," murmured Juro.

	Oresso grunted.

	"Is that possible? Infinite fire is beyond the curtain, Edmath."

	"No," said Edmath. "Only difficult and highly magic-dependent. A mage would be needed to fuel such a creature's physiology unless..."

	"Unless it carried magic within itself, like a Dawkun," said Brosk. "Don't tell me...Orpus Rakoi?"

	"Yes," said Edmath. "Of course, it was too vulnerable to bring here. I invested Lengbyoi with a hint of the knowledge on our way to Kidar, but it lacks the physiology to generate fire."

	"You should not keep such secrets, Ed," said Oresso. "What will it take to transform Lengbyoi into your flame organism?"

	"Time, and knowledge of fire magic," said Edmath. "I fear only plants will be capable of such abilities, due to their physiology and mystic structures." Edmath sighed. "Regardless, what we must do now is save Chelka. She is at the Tidal Palace and we must hurry."

	"I will negotiate with the Roshi," said Juro.

	"Edmath, I have to help him. It's why I was sent to Kidar," said Brosk.

	"I can go with you," said Ninafi.

	"As can I," said Kana.

	"And I, my dear employer, it is my honor." Dortlain bowed his head.

	"I understand," said Edmath, lowering his gaze.

	Oresso slapped his shoulder.

	"Get your tree, Ed. We have to save her." 
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	Brosk

	

	Brosk stood on the bridge with the Zelian forces, facing Mutrari Sinnet’s army spread across the opposite bank of the river. Juro stepped forward beside him.

	“Are you ready for this, good consul?” asked Brosk.

	“With you at my back? Things won’t get any easier. I’m almost glad my brother isn’t here. He always makes me nervous.”

	“You don’t sound nervous now.”

	“He’s not here, is he?”

	“Indeed.”

	Mutrari’s party rode forward on riding foxes and stopped at the far end of the bridge.

	“Let us go, my good Saale,” said Juro.

	Brosk nodded.

	He prayed Edmath, Kana and the others would reach Chelka safely, then focused on the moment where he stood.

	Mutrari waved them closer from the back of her fox.

	Juro and Brosk went to meet them.
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	The Tidal Palace loomed over Edmath and the others as they approached.

	“We don’t know how many allies Hyreki has in there,” said Ninafi.

	Oresso nodded.

	Edmath grimaced.

	“It doesn’t matter.”

	Lengbyoi loomed over them.

	"Surely they know we're here now, thanks to me."

	"Stealth is not an option." Dortlain whistled, hand on his sword.

	"We have to find Chelka first," said Edmath. "From there we can move to rescue her."

	"Right," said Kana, glancing at Lengbyoi. "Get me on the walls and I'll sneak inside to scout."

	Oresso pointed his stethian at the gate.

	"We'll need to distract any guards first, or they'll spot you on the branch."

	Dortlain smiled.

	"I can create such a distraction, good mage."

	Ninafi turned to Edmath and Oresso.

	"That leaves the three of us as our trump card."

	"As we should be," said Edmath. "You should strike for all three of us. Oresso and I with our stethians will be more suited for fighting."

	"I see your reasoning," said Ninafi. "I'll handle it."

	Oresso grimaced as Edmath turned toward him. Edmath nodded.

	"I never imagined it either. You and me, shoulder to shoulder."

	"It suits me for now. Ed."

	"Likewise."

	Kana and Ninafi exchanged glances. Dortlain folded his hands before himself. 

	"How wonderful," he said softly. "A new alliance is better than hostility."

	"You're full of wisdom, mouse warrior," said Oresso with a smirk. "I'd say it's time you put that sword to work so Kana can get inside."

	"If you need any help, make a loud noise," said Edmath. "And don't hesitate to run."

	Dortlain sniffed.

	"Why, my good mage, I hardly think that will be necessary. There appear to be only five warriors guarding the entrance."

	"Five?" Ninafi's brows rose. "You're one swordsman."

	"Have faith, good lady." Dortlain chuckled. "I think I'm getting the hang of these terms of address."

	Ninafi gave Edmath a  bemused glance.

	Dortlain kept his hand on his sword and marched toward the gates of the palace.

	"If they have five guards at the front, how many will be inside?" asked Ninafi.

	"We can only guess at this point," said Edmath.

	"I don't like this one bit. You said it was a trap. Yet here you are."

	"Here we are."

	"Yes. Never cease to remind me of that. I owe both you and Chelka, but I'm worried, Edmath."

	He tightened his grip on his stethian's handle.

	"As am I."

	A cry came from the distance, followed by the clash of steel on steel.

	“Dortlain,” said Edmath. 

	Lengbyoi and Kana moved in a flash. They reached the wall in a flash. Kana sprinted along the branch and dropped onto a parapet.

	Edmath peered around the corner to where Dortlain stood by the gates. Five guards lay at his feet. His tail shifted, tugging the chain and ring at the end of his sword.

	“He took them all down,” Edmath murmured.

	A slat in one of the wooden doors opened. The guard within stared at Dortlain as the mouse warrior cleaned his slender blade on the tunics of his fallen foes. A horn sounded.

	“Time to help him,” said Edmath. “We can’t let him fight the whole garrison alone.”

	Oresso shook his head, a snarl on his face.

	“No, Ed. We should use Lengbyoi and go over the walls. Then we can meet up with your mercenary and find Chelka.”

	“He’s right,” said Ninafi. “Besides, Dortlain can run if we’re not with him.”

	“You’ve convinced me,” said Edmath. “We must act swiftly.”

	“Certainly.” Oresso led the way as the three of them ran to join Lengbyoi by the wall.

	They climbed into its branches.

	“Climb the wall,” said Edmath. “And be ready to fight, my friend.”

	“I will,” said Lengbyoi.

	Ghosted roots swarmed out, effortlessly sliding through the stone of the fortified wall. The tree climbed up and over the fortification with ease, then descended the other side to the courtyard surrounding the Tidal Palace’s great ocean-side hall.

	Edmath and the others climbed down. Kana met them as they circled to the side entrance of the great hall.

	“I found Chelka. She’s alive,” said the mercenary. “Hyreki and Santh are guarding her along with thirty or forty royal warriors.”

	“That many?” Oresso whistled. “We’ll have our work cut out for us.”

	“There is one other man with them, an older mage with one eye in a robe. He has the same gloves as Hyreki. The silver-fingered ones.”

	“Another Muborque,” said Edmath. “Kiniloth, I would bet.”

	Ninafi furrowed her brow.

	“We should hurry to confront them while Dortlain has the perimeter guards busy.”

	“Quite so, Lady Daderon,” said Oresso.

	“Call me Ninafi, please,” she said.

	Oresso nodded and grinned, looking feral. The prospect of battle must excite him as much as it scared Edmath.

	They completed the circle in the courtyard. Leaving Lengbyoi outside a gate too low for it to use, they entered the great banquet hall with its long balconies overlooking the tide pools and rising waters of the southern bay. Orange sunlight scattered highlights on distant waves.

	Forty guards, all armored and dressed in Coral Tribe regalia turned in their direction, swords and spears in hand. By the balcony, the robed form of Kiniloth stood, holding Chelka’s stethian in one hand and both her wrists in the other.

	“Edmath?” she looked at him with wide eyes.

	“Lord Benisar, good to see you again.” Santh stepped forward from Chelka’s other side. Magic-eating daggers twirled in his hands. He smiled broadly, making his mustache bend at the sides.

	Hyreki detached from the shadows and joined him.

	“Admirable, you tracked us more quickly than expected.”

	Kiniloth’s scarred and twisted lips curled.

	“Time to earn your keep, warriors of coral. Take them.”

	The Coral Tribe warriors shifted into their toshes and advanced on Edmath and the others. Ninafi stepped back behind Edmath and Oresso, Kana guarding her back. She struck twice, then four times, a striker in each hand. Magic flowed into Edmath and Oressso. They readied their signs.

	A loud, high-pitched cry rang out from behind them.

	“Oh, that will be your tree,” said Hyreki. “We’ll take it with us as well.”

	Kiniloth sneered.

	“Choose who to help, Saales.”

	“Damn it.” Oresso’s coral spikes knocked down a handful of soldiers. “We can’t fight all of these and help your tree, Ed.”

	Edmath gritted his teeth. His vines and branches drove back some soldiers, but Oresso was right.

	“Good for us,” he said. “It will take more than one mage to capture Lengbyoi.”

	Another cry came from the tree, but no longer behind them. This time, the skylight of the great hall collapsed. Ghost roots cut through guards, and solid limbs hurled others through the air. Orpus Lengbyoi landed before Hyreki and Santh, blood flecking its bark in places.

	The coral warriors scattered. Kiniloth laughed out loud and struck like thunder. He enlarged the tear, tugging at its sides with silver gloves. Lengbyoi lunged at Hyreki, but she held up a sign Edmath could not decipher with both hands. Her eyes flashed.

	Lengbyoi’s roots rushed through the air, ready to impale Hyreki with lethal ease. Santh stepped forward, daggers readied. Roots darted in for the kill.

	Hyreki grinned. She, Santh, and Lengbyoi disappeared into the silver light of a vast tear spreading around them.

	The light faded. Kinoloth stepped forward, dragging Chelka with him by her wrists. His sneer made his one blue eye gleam.

	Edmath hurled a long spear-like branch from his stethian. Kiniloth raised the stethian he carried, eyes blazing and shattered the branch to splinters. Chelka pulled away from him, turning to avoid the spray of wood fragments. Shards of branch pelted both her and Kiniloth, too small to cause harm. 

	She found a rush of magic streaming to her as Kiniloth cast a clawed feline creature at Edmath. The mystic beast slashed across Edmath’s forearm as he closed with Kiniloth. He staggered to one side, arm bleeding. The cat raced by, trailing bits of his sleeve, disintegrating into fur and bone as the magic left its body. 

	Edmath hurled another volley of branches at the Muborque.

	Kiniloth grimaced and deflected them all, tripping Edmath with the length of his stethian extended by a bony limb that fractured and then faded in the air just after impact.

	Chelka surged toward Kiniloth in a martial stance, eschewing Saale survival arts for a warrior’s skill. Her face glowed with fury.

	The man blocked, ducked, and retreated, all the while laughing. Chelka pursued him, bare hands flying, but no strikes landing, only driving Kiniloth back toward the balcony overlooking the rising tide.

	Edmath made a fist. He surged to his feet. His blow struck Kiniloth in the throat, cutting off the man’s laughter.

	The Muborque recoiled from his blow, but his eyes gleamed bright, despite the loss of his voice.

	“In the end. You granted me. My desire,” Kiniloth rasped, clutching his throat.

	He released a hiss of laughter. Chelka screamed in rage, forming a sign with each hand. She shoved flames at the scarred Muborque.

	“Chelka, you can’t kill him,” Edmath called. “You won’t have protection.”

	Chelka’s fury burned, her body glowing with magic within and without.

	Kiniloth motioned her forward with the stethian, then swept it out to deflect Chelka’s fire.

	She twisted her fingers, making the fire dart around the Muborque’s weapon.

	A rush of fire caught Muborque robes and leapt to one gloved hand. Kiniloth staggered backward. 

	Chelka forced her burning beings further, driving Kiniloth with them. He dropped the stethian and it rolled to a stop against one wall. His cry of panic filled the bloody banquet hall.

	Kiniloth’s back splintered the wooden railing and he tumbled toward the tide pools below, unable to arrest his descent and burning all up his right side. Chelka’s ravenous flames spread across his every limb. He disappeared in a flare of light, ashes scattering over the water. 

	Chelka sank to her knees, streaming ribbons of cursed magic rising from her extended arms and shoulders. The magic fled her in streams that rose and vanished into the air around her. Edmath staggered toward her, crying and clutching his wounded arm.

	All along her arms the bodily gates, which all Saales sealed to allow them to wield magic, broke open.

	Oresso greeted Dortlain with a wave of his stethian arm from the entryway of the hall. The mouse warrior sheathed his sword. Ninafi looked at the place Hyreki and Santh vanished with Lengbyoi, tears beading in her eyes. Edmath wiped his face with his hand as he approached Chelka. She took his hand. Gently as he could, he helped her to her feet.

	Leaning on Edmath, Chelka limped to the balcony overlooking the bay.
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	Poised on the brink of war with Roshi, summer in Zel ended.

	No blood between the two great nations had so far been shed.

	Yet, in another, more private war, between the nations of the land, and the nations of the cloud, the first battle went mostly unnoticed by most of both sides.

	Edmath sat, watching the tide rise below him. Chelka pressed close to his side, their arms around each other.

	“We’ll find them,” said Edmath. “We’ll get Lengyboi back.”

	“We? My powers are broken, Ed. I can’t fight.”

	“I know,” he said. “You’ve protected me long enough.”

	“Not as well as I wish I could,” she said, tears beading in her eyes.

	“You need to heal. Let me protect you for a while.”
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	Edmath and Chelka will return.

	

	

	

	Author’s Note

	

		This book grew in the planning, then shrank in the telling. My apologies for taking so long with it, good readers. It’s cold where I live. As I type this, I am shivering despite my layers.

	I appreciate you all for sticking with this story over these six volumes. I hope to have book seven, “Protector Mage” out this year, but if you don’t see it in December please expect it in January 2019. 

	I am getting pickier with what I include as a writer. I wonder if you’ve noticed?

	Regardless, thanks for reading.

	Happy holidays to those who celebrate them.

	

	I’ll be back with more of this series and other tales soon.
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