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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 green 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 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. 
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	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 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 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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	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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	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 now 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.

	Had Chelka had been 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?”

	[image: Image]

	
[image: Image]

	

	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!”

	[image: Image]

	
[image: Image]

	

	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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	Author’s Note

	Hello, good reader! I hope you enjoyed the first three volumes of the Spells of the Curtain. This is the end-point of the novel I wrote almost a decade ago. From this point on the story and storytelling are going to be almost as new to me as to you.

	Edmath and his friends will be back, and the action and intrigue will go deeper still. I’m writing books four and five at the moment, and I really look forward to sharing them with you in September.

	From this point on, new books will release every 18 days. The rapid release of these first three books has been exciting and draining for me. I’m very happy people are reading and seem to be enjoying this series. Thank you all so much. Special thanks to all the people who read this story for me over the years to help me iron out the problems. This thanks goes double to Martin  Spernau, for reading it twice.

	Don’t forget to leave reviews for books you enjoy. Reviews really help authors.

	Thanks for reading.

	

	Tim Niederriter, August 2018
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