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0-Prologue: The Children Who Died
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Madh was eleven the first time he died.

As life ebbed out of him and his vision dimmed, he could see a flash of white, the boots of soldiers, and the glow from his own body. Rough hands turned him on his side, and patted him down, taking away the dagger that was secured under his tunic. He couldn’t think. His hands scrambled in the dirt, and he could feel his throat closing, before darkness took him.

When Madh resumed breathing, he was inside his home, if a one room wooden hut could be called that. Rysa sat near him, her gaze anxious. He could see the dirt and tears staining her face, and as he opened his eyes, her expression turned to relief.

“What-” he began, wheezing, as he tried to sit up, but unable to. He gasped, a scream bursting out, as the pain took over. Rysa put her hand over his mouth, stifling his screams, her eyes wide and fearful as they darted towards the door. As his screams settled into whimpers, she removed her hand, helping him sit up, and poured something down his throat. It tasted bitter, almost making him gag, but numbed his pain.

Madh examined his torso. There wasn’t even a scar on his chest where the arrow had struck him, but he could see the strange markings that had glowed so brightly as he had taken the arrow to the ribs. 

Rysa stared curiously at him. “Are they there? Did they glow?” she asked.

He nodded, as he slowly lay back down. No one could see those markings, not even Rysa, but according to her, she had markings too, and he’d never been able to see them. The pain was returning, and he wished it would disappear as easily as his wounds. Though all his wounds and injuries healed almost instantly, the pain lasted for a while. It ranged from a few hours to a few days, depending on the severity of the injury. He’d never had an arrow to the chest before, but he could guess that it would take a few days for the pain to go away.

Madh couldn’t see where Rysa was, but it was comforting to know she was near. She was the only one who understood what he was going through. Rysa had been five when she had been bitten by a snake, and had turned blue and her breath had stopped. Madh still remembered the astonished and fearful look on the face of the healer their parents had brought from the next village when she had started breathing again. The man had muttered about witchcraft and had hastily left their house, though their parents had thought she’d only fainted and that the healer didn’t realise because he was drunk at the time.

When Madh and Rysa were both eight, their parents had died in the fire that one of the passing armies had set in their village. Madh had been in the forest at the time and he’d seen the orange glow. He’d run all the way, run until his breath came in gasps and his legs ached, but when he got there, the entire village was on fire. He’d found Rysa, hiding in a ditch, shaking, ash and soot all over her hair and body. They had hidden out here since then, in the one room hut that everyone said had been built by a magician who lost a wager to the carpenter. The two of them had to stay hidden since they had no parents. If the slavers had found them, they would have taken them away- if the soldiers didn’t find them first. The hut was hidden behind trees, and wasn’t too close to the road, nor too deep in the forest. It had been there for as long as Madh could remember, behind trees that grew so thick, no one ever thought of going near them. Madh and Rysa were small enough to squeeze through the gap between the trees, and they had played there often before, when they were slacking from their chores. 

It was the first place that had come to mind when they needed to hide. All the children in the village had to learn how to hunt from the time they learned to walk, and also to help the elders around houses. Except for the fact that their parents were no longer there, neither Madh nor Rysa found living by themselves very different from before.

“I should’ve been careful,” he said, his breathing heavy. “We’ll need to leave, once I am well. What if the soldiers find us?”

“We’ll go,” Rysa said, her voice sounding distant. “But where will we go?”

“There must be somewhere,” he said, though he had no idea about it. They had never gone farther than the next village, not even when their parents were alive. “Somewhere without the war.”

“How will we get there?” Rysa asked, “There are soldiers everywhere,”

Madh didn’t know, and he didn’t answer. It was hopeless. They had no money, no weapons, no parents; his chest hurt so much, he was finding it difficult to breathe. They were only eleven, though Madh felt older, much older.

Rysa raised him slightly to pour the same bitter tasting potion in his mouth. His pain numbed, and he gave her a weak smile.

“We will find a way,” he said, hugging her. He lay back down with Rysa still in his arms, though she was careful not to be on the side where the arrow had gone in.

He thought of the potion Rysa had made. She was good that way. She was also good at making food last a long time, though they had none left now, which was why Madh had gone out. He hadn’t been able to find any, even though he had searched all over. He had picked some fruits and nuts from the woods, but they had all fallen when the arrow hit him.

Madh’s free hand wandered to his shoulder, to the mark he knew was there, but his chest hurt and he desisted. That mark was the only visible one on his body. He didn’t know what it meant, but he remembered his mother smoothing her fingers over it, whispering to him that he was special. Madh looked at Rysa where she lay in the crook of his arm, her eyes wide open and staring at the ceiling. He didn’t feel special. If he was so special, how was it that he couldn’t find food? How was it that he and Rysa had to hide from slavers and soldiers? How was it that he didn’t notice the soldiers until the arrow caught him?

He sighed. He wanted to comfort Rysa, to tell her that everything would be fine, but the words wouldn’t come out. They weren’t fine, and he didn’t know how they would survive until he got better.

In the morning, Rysa was gone, and the potion for his pain was by the side of his mat.


1-The Soldier

[image: Image]

The path was deserted, stretching out like a ribbon, and disappeared far into the horizon. It was quiet, with nothing but grass as far as the eye could see. A sea of green and brown, and the path lay in its midst, stretching almost to the foot of the hills, which could be seen as silhouettes on the horizon.

Once, there were farms here, the rider thought, as she surveyed the area. Once there were villages. Now, only a barren land awaited her, just like the futile quest she was engaged in- a fruitless search for two people who did not appear to exist. Marian had long given up the hope that the errand that her master sent her on was important, despite his insistence. It was beginning to look more and more like a fool’s quest.

Marian was a tall woman, with dark hair and grey eyes. She sat on the horse well as she surveyed the surroundings. She wore a long grey tunic that reached her knees, and breeches of the same colour. She also wore a long, hooded cloak over her clothes, which at one time was brown, but now grey with dust. Her hood was pulled down over her forehead, and she had tied a scarf over the lower part of her face, leaving only her eyes exposed, though still protected from the dust by the brim of her hood.

“They are twins,” Semil had told her, his sharp grey eyes never leaving her face. “The village in Bast where they were born no longer exists, but, there is a man in Sarshap who might know them—a healer named Moran. Find him. He might lead you to them. My spies were discovered and executed before they could talk to him. I’m depending on you not to be as clumsy. Be sure to find what he knows of them. Do not return without them.”

Marian had nodded and had left for Sarshap. She didn’t ask why, though the question was on the tip of her tongue. She was a good soldier, and she obeyed orders. She was certain that her master must have had a good reason.

Besides, she still remembered what had happened to the last man who had questioned their master. Semil wasn’t bad or unreasonable, but he didn’t tolerate others questioning him. Their lives were his; they had to obey, and Diran had forgotten that.

Now, Diran’s corpse rotted in the pit and his family with him. Semil didn’t believe in leaving loose ends. When he killed a man, he killed everyone who might seek revenge for him in the future. It was a good policy which prevented his soldiers from befriending one another. No one wanted to die for the sake of friendship.

Diran’s fate had made Marian thankful she didn’t have a family. For all that, she was still Semil’s man. She owed him everything and fool’s quest or not, she was going to chase down every lead she could find.

She had found the healer in Sarshap. He was old, ill, and his wits were wandering. Yet when she mentioned the twins from Bast, he had remembered.

“Witchery!” he had muttered. “They didn’t believe me, but it was witchcraft! She was dead, and then she wasn’t! Her parents didn’t believe me. No, they said she had only fainted. That I was drunk, but no, it was witches’ work! Only no one believed me!”

Marian had been patient through his idiotic ramblings and she had gained the names of her quarry from him. Sadly, Moran had no idea where they were, or what had happened to them. Once she realised that he had nothing more that was of any use to her, she had thanked him and had broken his neck. It was quick, clean, and far better than the painfully lingering death he might have suffered otherwise. 

Witches indeed! There were no witches in the old Empire, only magicians, though there might be witches in the lands across the ocean. Diran had talked about travelling across the ocean someday, when the war was over, but Marian had never cared for such things. Diran was dead, and if Marian had to, she would cross the ocean too, to search for her elusive quarry.

She’d tried searching for the two in Bast, but no one knew of them there. Their village had been burned down so long ago.

Marian had been to Bast, Nairiac, and Vitae so far. All the places had survivors from various villages, but no one knew anything of the twins. Now, she was on the way to Ceatin, specifically to Mirrel, which was at the farthest corner of the empire. It sat at the foot of the great mountain of Nadais, the edge of the known world. 

Mirrel had been an outpost during the days when Emperor Astillan lived, and it had developed into a thriving settlement, then a town, and later a city. At one time, there had been many other towns and villages nearby, but the war had destroyed almost all of them. No one knew if Mirrel survived or not, but many had gone there, hoping to escape the war.

It might not be a futile hope. It was Syamin, one of the enemies of her master in the war, who had ousted Semil from Mirrel. Syamin was representing a lord called Kaylas at the time, and no one knew what happened to Mirrel after her Lord Semil had sacked Albin and killed Kaylas. It was possible that Syamin had gone back to claim it, and if Mirrel was under his control, it was possible that it was untouched by the war. 

Syamin had been careful to keep the fight centred on Semil’s lands, and all her Lord’s retaliation still hadn’t succeeded in taking the fight to Syamin’s provinces. There was no active fighting any more, all four warlords holding on to their own provinces. There were a few skirmishes now and then, but there was no escalation to the way it was before. That was what allowed her to move around, unmolested, so freely. Not that she wasn’t able to defend herself, but her master had told her not to attract attention.

It was the calm before the storm, and she knew that all four were just waiting for the right opportunity to resume fighting. Her master had taken advantage of the temporary reprieve when he’d given her the task. Now, she had to go to Mirrel. The ghost-city, as some called it. All anyone had were guesses about Mirrel. No one knew if it was still there, or if the people who went seeking it reached it or died on the way.

All must die someday, and to die in the service of her master was the best death there was. She had no doubt that Semil would ultimately be successful in this war. She was rather less certain of her own success. Not that it mattered if her master won the war, but she knew he wouldn’t be pleased if she went back empty-handed. Either she had to bring him the ones he wanted or she should die in the attempt. Nothing else would do for him.

Her horse whinnied, jolting her out of her thoughts. She could hear the sound of an approaching horse, and cursed her distraction. She turned around to face the intruder, though he was still some way off. He didn’t look threatening, but she knew appearances could be deceptive. Her hand touched the hilt of her sword hidden under her cloak as she waited.

It was a man, she could see now, though his face was hidden by the hood of his cloak. He rode well, and appeared to be unarmed, though cloaks could hide daggers and swords. He also rode slowly, not hurrying, even though she was certain he had seen her.

He might just be a casual passer-by. One of the many who thought that going to Mirrel would save them from the war, but Marian didn’t believe in taking chances. He might be an enemy, sent by one of her master’s foes to stall her or slay her. She loosened her sword in her scabbard. She never took chances.

 


2-The Inn in the Middle of Nowhere[image: Image]

The rain was falling steadily, though not heavily. Bhu hugged his cloak tighter, but it was just as soaked as the rest of his clothes and didn’t help. No sign of habitation was to be seen anywhere. He peered around anxiously, trying to find some protection from the rain. The lightning that flashed across the sky made seeking shelter under a tree inadvisable. He sighed. The choice seemed between soaking to death or being hit by lightning. He shivered. At least the lightning would be warm.

The rain was getting heavier and he nearly missed the squat brown structure to his left, all but invisible in the gloom. He was so astounded at seeing it that he stood still, staring, before he could believe it was real. The building was dark, but he guessed that was because of the boarded up windows rather than a lack of inhabitants. It had no name, but the image carved on the door—a fireplace and a table with a glass of water and a bowl of fruit next to it—proclaimed it an inn. Bhu couldn’t understand how he hadn’t seen it earlier. If it wasn’t impossible, he would have thought it had appeared there out of thin air.

He made his way to the door. A fire would be most welcome in this weather. The water wasn’t necessary—he was getting enough of it, he was soaked all through with it—but the fruit might be good. Until he saw that image, he hadn’t realised how hungry he was. His stomach rumbled loudly as if to remind him of its existence. 

This was why Bhu hated being in human form. The body came with uncomfortable sensations like hunger and cold, and the unpleasant feeling of wet clothes sticking to one’s skin. Until their mission was complete, until they found the twins, they had to be in Terrin often, and that meant taking a human form. His uncles and mother could sometimes assume their true form, but Bhu and his siblings didn’t have that level of control yet. They could change their appearance to resemble their true one, though. They could also use their powers, but they chose to do so sparingly and only in emergencies. While Elemental magic itself was undetectable by humans, their auras could be found by any magician looking for them, and they didn’t want to be detected at this time.

There was an iron knocker on the door of the inn, painted the same colour as the wood. He lifted it and knocked twice. The door opened almost immediately and he wondered if the innkeep was waiting near the door, hoping for a knock. The location must make it very difficult to get custom. After all, who would expect to find an inn here, in the middle of nowhere? Add to that the weather today, and he would be waiting by the door too.

He entered the room with relief, taking off his wet cloak and hanging it on the peg by the door. The cloak dripped water into a bucket kept underneath. A prudent innkeep, obviously. A puddle of water had dripped from him on to the stone floor already. There was no innkeep to be seen, which surprised him, because if they weren’t waiting by the door, then how did the door open so quickly?

“I’m sorry about the mess,” he began, smiling, and stopped as he met a pair of cool grey eyes.

The woman spoke, “It’s all right. You can warm yourself by the fire, and dry your clothes, in there.” 

She indicated a curtained alcove. “There’s a blanket in there. You can take off those wet things and hang them out to dry.”

He nodded, still too stunned at seeing a woman running an inn all by herself in a place like this. How did she get supplies? How did she remain safe here? He might not be human, but he’d been in the human world long enough to know how unusual it was, and how dangerous.

Even as his mind was busy with speculations, he moved to the alcove. The alcove was warm due to the heated stones placed inside. He stripped off his clothes, including his undergarments, and laid them out on the stones. Steam started coming off of them. He picked up the blanket and wrapped it around himself. It should have been too hot, but it was pleasantly warm. In a human body, Bhu could appreciate the difference between such things. It chafed him, this form, this body, but he had no choice at the moment.

He came out of the alcove and sat in front of the fire where a small table was set with a bowl of soup, a leg of capon, a loaf of bread, and a mug of ale. The innkeep was mopping the floor, he noticed. Adjusting the blanket to free his hands, he took a swig of the ale. It was excellent, not watered down as was usual in most inns. He wondered if the innkeep was in league with the Thieves of Hardin- the gang of ruffians who were the terror of the heartlands. Was that how she got her supplies and was able to safely run her business here? Was that why the inn was situated here, so far off from Hardin and Gthionas both, and not on the main thoroughfare? He’d chosen this road because it was likely the people he was searching for would prefer less travelled roads. 

He studied her covertly as he tore a piece of bread that seemed to have been freshly baked- it was still hot. She was dressed in a long amber robe that indicated her calling. It was gathered at the waist by a wide belt and she had tucked in one end of the robe in the belt. He could see black breeches and rather large feet under the robe. She was of average height, plump, with regular, pleasant features, raven black hair, and grey eyes. There was nothing remarkable about her. It was difficult to imagine her in league with the Desperate Men of Hardin, but there was no other logical explanation for this inn here, or for the freshness of the food and the quality of the ale.

It was none of his business anyway and he was more than capable of defending himself against the thieves. He dipped the bread in the soup and raised it to his mouth. It was good, and he ate another piece before dipping the spoon into the bowl and having a mouthful of soup.

“So, what brings an Elemental out here in this weather, and in this form?” 

It took a moment for the question to penetrate, and he put his spoon down and looked at her, really looked at her.

“Mother,” he said, feeling cold and felt it rise to the surface, the rage that always simmered just below his smiles and his serenity. The earth shook, and the woman raised her brows in response.

“Really? A temper tantrum?” Her tone was almost a taunt. “I expected some maturity.”

She loomed over him, still leaning on her mop. She was smiling, though there was no warmth in her smile. Her face changed into that of a beautiful woman with sharp features and impassive eyes, and her form turned tall, but still curvy.

“What do you want?” he asked, refusing to change his appearance.

“Must you be in that atrocious form?” she asked, sighing.

“What do you want, mother?” he asked again, ignoring her question. He was trying to tamp down his anger, but not quite succeeding, as the earth shook again.

The front door was flung open and a tall figure loomed in the threshold. 

“Bhu?” the newcomer stopped short at seeing the woman. “You!” she said in a tone of utter revulsion.

“Div?” Bhu asked the same time as his mother said, “Hello, daughter.”

Bhu rose, holding his blanket close, so it wouldn’t slip. “What are you doing here, Div?”

“Two earthquakes in the space of a few moments: what did you expect? That none of us would notice? Or be worried?” 

She stepped into the room, light and graceful, completely ignoring their mother. She sat down by the table and pulled the food towards her.

“Do you mind?”

He shook his head, watching as she ate. His hunger rekindled and he grabbed another spoon and started eating from the same bowl.

“The two of you, you used to do that when you were young,” their mother spoke, her words angering Bhu enough to nearly cause another earthquake. How dare she talk of their childhood after what she did!

Div must have noticed that he was about to lose his temper again, because she stopped eating and looked at him, concern evident in her gaze. She turned to their mother.

“What do you want, Niya?”

“Is it so inconceivable that I might have wanted to see my children?”

“You left us,” Bhu said flatly. “Aeons ago. You abandoned us and went your way. So, yes, it is inconceivable to us. Just tell us what you want, and leave.” 

He didn’t know why it still hurt so much. Though she left them, they weren’t alone. Their uncles had taken care of them, but it still hurt and angered him that his mother just left.

“All right,” Niya sat down on a chair that suddenly appeared where she was standing. The mop started moving by itself. “I heard stories,” she began. “Rumours, of a human named Semil. A mortal who seeks to dominate the world by imprisoning the Elementals. He seeks to accomplish this by using two humans, a brother and sister, who are -” she paused for the most infinitesimal of moments, “special.”

“And what?” Bhu’s voice was harsh. “You expect us to believe you were concerned? You left. You chose to walk away. You chose to stay away. Why should you care now?”

Niya flinched slightly, “I chose not to interfere in the course of events, as my brothers are fond of doing! I chose to do what I was supposed to do: let events take their course without interference.”

“Go ahead with doing it,” Div spoke, her voice mild. “We don’t care one way or the other.”

“I intend to. I came here to ask you, no, beg you to do the same! Your uncles’ interference has already caused enough damage. You, at least, should stop and stay away!” 

She sounded passionate, and sincere, which did nothing to improve Bhu’s temper.

“We would, if Semil were not actively trying to enthral us!” He snapped. 

Why was it so difficult for her to understand? They had no choice. This was self-preservation, after all. They weren’t planning on interfering; if they were, they would have killed Semil and be done. They wouldn’t do it; all they were trying to do was to find those infernal twins before Semil. They could hide them in the Valley, if need be.

“Semil would never find you if you stayed in the ancient lands, in the shadow of Nadais! Even if he found those twins, he wouldn’t have been able to do anything, had you but stayed there! By ranging out into the world in human form, you invite Semil to enthral you!” Niya spoke with conviction.

“Mother,” Div interrupted. “You may say you were choosing not to interfere, but I remember what you told my uncles when you left. You left us, declaring that to be tied to those lands, not able to roam where you will, was a worse fate than any. Now, you ask us to do that? Do you think we will find it any less confining? We are the Elementals. It is not in our nature to be trapped, and what you are suggesting is just another form of enslavement.”

“Your uncles have trained you well, I see. You are not prepared to listen to reason.” Niya sounded upset. 

Bhu focussed on controlling himself and his simmering fury, which was looking for a vent.

“Our uncles, unlike you, have always been there for us,” Div said. “And I don’t see why you think us unreasonable. Whether Semil enslaves us, or we choose to imprison ourselves in the Valley, it isn’t freedom. Finding those two humans to forestall Semil might be our only chance at being free!”

Niya’s form sagged, and she looked weary, “I understand, but…” she straightened again. “I just want you to know that I wish you no harm, and never have.”

Bhu maintained a stony silence while Div said quietly, “You had no compunction about leaving, knowing full well that you were putting our lives at risk. Just leave, mother. Why did you even come?”

Bhu glanced away from his mother; somehow it still hurt when she left.

“She’s gone,” Div said, her voice strangely hoarse.

“Let’s get out of here,” Bhu said, as he rose, and Div followed suit.

Bhu went to the alcove where his clothes had dried somewhat and he put them on. “She could at least have dried them properly,” he muttered as he dressed. Div had finished the food and ale by the time he came back.

“What?” She shrugged as he rolled his eyes. “There was no point in wasting it, and you wouldn’t believe how much of it this body requires.”

They had their arms around each other as they walked out. Bhu couldn’t understand how, but he was comforted by the physical contact, and he hoped his sister was too. The rain had stopped, but dusk had fallen. Brother and sister stood near the darkening path, before letting go of each other. Div vanished, and Bhu started on his way to Hardin, and when he turned to look at the inn, it was gone too.

 


3-The Shaking Earth
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The courtyard rang with the sound of steel meeting steel. Two soldiers were engaged in swordplay, with a group of soldiers cheering them on. The two soldiers were clad in ordinary everyday clothes, though the swords and the shields in their hands were real enough.

A man stood on the balcony of the building, watching what went on in the courtyard, a thoughtful look on his face. He was dressed in a plain black tunic and loose pants. He was tall, broad shouldered, and stood with his legs apart and his hands clasped loosely behind his back. He had long dark hair that was gathered at the nape of his neck in a knot. There was a dusting of grey on his temples. He had a thin, narrow face accentuated by a sharp chin, full lips, straight nose and a high forehead. His grey eyes were intent on the spectacle in the courtyard, yet he turned at the footsteps that approached from behind.

“My Lord Semil.” The approaching man knelt before him. He was as tall as Semil with a barrel chest and thick limbs. He was dressed in an orange shirt and tight white pants. He also wore a mail shirt, though no armour. His face was round, with small eyes, a hooked nose and square jaw. His dark hair was cut short, and his voice was harsh but not unpleasantly so.

“Cadgen,” Semil greeted, gesturing for him to rise. “What news do you bring?” 

Semil’s voice was hoarse, as if he was perpetually suffering from a sore throat. Cadgen was used to it by now but couldn’t help a slight wince.

“Myra’s soldiers are defecting west to the Lodes.” he said. “It is reported that they are joining a new lord who has offered them victory. They are still within Nairiac though and still wears her colours. I am trying to get a few spies in there, and we should have more information of this new threat soon.”

“Myra’s not a threat. If not for that new general of hers, she would be dead by now.” Semil’s tone was dismissive. “Tell me about Syamin.”

“We have confirmed that it is indeed Syamin who occupies Mirrel, and he has fortified the city. The surrounding villages have also acknowledged him as their lord. It does appear as if he has brought the whole of Ceatin Province under him. He’s also stocking provisions in Mirrel as if preparing to face a long siege.”

“From?” Semil’s expression didn’t change as he turned away to look at the courtyard again.

“Aadron is mobilizing his troops in Hardin. I assume Syamin must have heard of it too.”

“Aadron is a fool, but a useful one nevertheless. He will weaken Syamin, which is good for us.” Semil placed both hands on the balcony railing as he leaned forward. “Do we have a spy in Mirrel?”

“We have managed to get one of our spies there, but he’s finding it difficult to gather information or get it out. Syamin’s people are watchful and suspicious.” Cadgen sounded apologetic.

“So, our usual methods won’t work?” Semil half turned his head to look at Cadgen.

“Slavers are not banned in Ceatin, but not encouraged either. Our man is now using traders’ wagons without their knowledge.”

Semil nodded as he faced the courtyard again. “Anything else?”

“The Thieves of Hardin are becoming bolder. They attacked one of our supply wagons.”

“Tell our people to take the longer road when bringing in supplies. I am not expending my people on a pointless campaign to put down a bunch of thieves.”

“The people expect it of you,” Cadgen reminded him.

“Vitae is not one of my provinces,” Semil said decisively. “It belongs to Aadron, and until I am victorious in this bloody war, I am not going to bother about keeping peace in the other provinces!” 

Sylven, the old capital of the Empire, which was under his control, was in Vitae, but he wasn’t risking a confrontation with Aadron on his own doorstep for one insignificant town.

Cadgen bowed. “You are wise, my Lord.”

“Any news of Marian?” 

Semil was anxious about her. He wished that they at least had a description of the twins, but Amrose couldn’t find them, or even what they looked like through his magic. Sending Marian had been a gamble. He was certain of her loyalty which was why he’d sent her on a mission without much chance of success, because she wouldn’t leave any stone unturned to fulfil the task he’d given her.

“She was in Ceatin, on the way to Mirrel, last we heard. There has been no news since, but that is to be expected. The foot of Nadais is a dangerous land.”

Semil stilled, and for a moment he was back in the past; he could feel the heat and the stench. Mirrel! He shook it off with an effort, and turned to face Cadgen.

“I am aware of the dangers.” He gave no indication as to what went on in his mind, even though his mind was busy speculating. Mirrel? What was she doing in Mirrel? Was she following a lead? It made sense in a way. The foot of the Nadais was one place where magic couldn’t penetrate, so it was quite possible for the twins to be hiding there.

“Has Amrose returned?” He asked.

Cadgen nodded, but Semil could see the wariness on his face. He feared Amrose, and the realization pleased Semil. Amrose wouldn’t be of much use to him if he didn’t inspire fear.

“I would meet with him. Tell him to come to my chambers,” Semil said, dismissing Cadgen with a wave.

Cadgen bowed and departed. Semil looked back over his shoulder at the figures in the courtyard, before going inside. He went to his chambers, a frown between his brows, his steps echoing in the stone corridor. He hardly noticed the rich tapestries adorning the walls or the soldiers standing straight on both sides. He was so used to this place that the paintings on the wall, the colours on the glass windows, and the draped doors were all but invisible to him. 

He entered his room and surveyed it indifferently, his eyes passing over the rich rug laid out on the floor, the gilded furniture, and the rich and comfortable furnishings. He was only looking for anything out of place, for any threats in the room. His people might be faithful and diligent, but spies were everywhere, and one could never be too careful in these times.

There was a knock on the door and a sentry entered, looking nervous.

“My Lord, the magician is here.”

“Send him in,” Semil commanded, and suppressed a smile. His people were afraid even to speak Amrose’s name.

Amrose entered and closed the door behind him. He was of medium height, slender, wearing a long robe all in white with a gold belt and mystical symbols in gold thread on the neck and sleeves. Apart from his clothes, there was nothing imposing about his appearance, being young and beardless with wide grey eyes, a snub nose, and thin lips. Still, the robe of the magician was enough to inspire fear in common people.

“Marian has gone to Mirrel,” Semil said. “I wish to know if she’s still faithful.”

“Women’s hearts are ever treacherous,” Amrose spoke. His voice was soft, and his eyes glittered. “But I believe Marian is true to you. She has proved her loyalty many times in the past.”

“Why Mirrel?” 

That was what Semil really wanted to know. Not that Amrose would have any answers, but Semil had noticed that Amrose was intelligent and had a good understanding of things.

“Mirrel is a logical choice,” Amrose said. “No one knows what happened there at the start of the war. No one even knows if the city is there or not. It is a logical choice for those who wish to hide. If the twins are in Mirrel, that would explain why I have been unable to find them. The shadow of Nadais hides all.”

The rush of memories Amrose’s words brought were so intense that Semil reeled inwardly. He swallowed hard, and nodded. 

“You may leave.”

Amrose bowed and left. Semil sat down on a chair, trying to shake off the feelings Amrose’s innocent words had aroused in him. No one knows what happened in Mirrel at the start of the war.

No one knew, except him. He knew. Four decades had passed, but Semil still remembered that day. He closed his eyes and it all came rushing back- the fire, the heat, the stench of burning flesh. And the screams; screams of soldiers and of horses. Above all other sounds, the whisper of a boy. 

“I’ll not be buried here alive! I’ll not! They’ll pay! I’ll make them pay!”

He opened his eyes. The cool breeze from the gardens caressed him, laden with the fragrance of flowers. He drew a deep breath and clenched his fists. He would make them pay. No matter how long it took, they would pay for what they did. Elementals they might be, but they wouldn’t be allowed to toy with people thus.

The earth shook. Twice. Semil’s face took on a grim aspect. He might have acted rashly. He had certainly never intended to plunge the Empire into a Civil War, but what was done was done. He needed to forge ahead and make the Elementals bow before him, if it was the last thing he did.
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Agin stared at the coals, causing the flames to leap up. He stole a sideways glance at Jala, who stood by the stream. Her posture suggested impatience. He sighed, turning his attention back to the fire. His twin had always been more impatient than him.

They were not dissimilar to look at, he and his twin. They always chose this form, for that very reason. In this form, they looked human, yet they weren’t. Only in the Valley of Serenity could they be like this; themselves and yet not; human in appearance, and yet not human. Out in the world of mortals, they had to assume human forms, not for the sake of hiding, but because the mortal world wasn’t meant to handle the visage of an Elemental in his full power.

Agin knew that their present form was pleasing to human eyes. They both had hair that was curly and thick. They both had oval shaped faces with almond shaped eyes and thick brows; their lips and their jaws were similar in appearance. Yet, their eyes and hair were different. His short hair was fiery red and his eyes were black, while she had stormy grey eyes, and long, silvery hair that shimmered in the light, as it was doing now.

“Come and talk to me,” he said. “We’re safe here from eavesdroppers.”

She turned to him. “I know.” 

She sighed as she came near the fire and sat down on a log next to it, but not too close, so as not to frighten it. 

“The shadow of Nadais protects his children. I know the tales.”

“Well, he’s not our father,” Agin said moodily. “So, maybe we’re not safe at all.”

“We’re descended from him,” she said, her fingers twisting a strand of her hair, and the fire danced away from it, leaving her shrouded in shadow. “I’m really tired of waiting here, waiting for the others. Some should at least be here by now!”

“It is still three weeks until the Solstice,” he said gently. “And while I do share your impatience, we both know why we have to be here.”

“Because Uncle Jiv thought it best,” Jala muttered.

“That’s not fair,” Agin protested. “We’re not able to disguise ourselves as effectively as the others. Our natures are too volatile. We cannot maintain these forms out there. That’s why Uncle Jiv told us to practice them, so we can learn to hold them where it’s safe. You know it’s dangerous out there. Any magician seeking to find us would be able to.”

“Let them,” she said grimly. “I’m not afraid of a bunch of mortal magicians.”

Agin sighed; Jala had always been as careless as she was fearless. Compared to her, he always felt sober. “While I agree that none of them would be able to harm us, it still won’t do if our powers go out of control and Semil starts noticing,” he explained.

“I don’t see why we have to hide from him! If Uncle Jiv hadn’t-” she clamped her mouth shut, as if aware she had gone too far.

“We’ve all been there,” Agin said. “While I agree that Uncle Jiv shouldn’t have done it, the fact remains that blaming him won’t solve the problem. Semil is an adversary to be feared, and he is determined to find a way to enslave us.”

“Can he do that?”

“Uncle Jiv thinks he can, if he gets those humans. Those twins.”

“The twins,” she repeated. “What’s so special about them?”

Agin shrugged. “That’s something he promised to tell us after the Solstice.”

His uncle, he thought sourly, was not very forthcoming, but he did promise to tell them everything after the Solstice. Whatever his faults, Uncle Jiv had never broken his word. The only thing was after the Solstice could be any time from immediately after to maybe an aeon later. Uncle Jiv was also very good at being vague.

Three weeks, he thought with a despairing sigh. Even if Uncle Jiv was going to tell them everything immediately after the Solstice, it was still three weeks to the Solstice. He did not think he would be able to wait that long. Around them, he could hear the sounds of the night. Crickets chirping, the cry of a lone wolf, leaves rustling in the breeze.

The breeze....

“Vay,” he said slowly.

“Vay?” Jala raised her brooding eyes to his.

“He’s coming,” Agin said. 

He felt giddy. Vay was the one amongst all his siblings he was closest to. Vay was just as impatient and volatile as the two of them, but he had the capacity to blend in to any crowd.

Jala cocked her head, as if listening to something. “He’ll be here by tomorrow night,” she said, smiling. “At last, we’ll have some news.”

They smiled at each other, joy and relief shining on their faces. They lay down on the sand, next to the fire. The flames danced, curling away from Jala and toward Agin.

Agin smiled as the warmth enveloped him. His eyes went to the sky where the five moons shone bright. The stars dotted the blackness. He could feel the earth underneath him. He stretched out his hand and Jala’s fingers curled around his. Her hand was cool. The breeze ruffled his hair. He felt comforted, protected; he no longer felt alone. His siblings were always with him, no matter how far away they went. He was never alone.

Inexplicably, his thoughts turned to his mother. He forcibly turned his mind away at once. She was gone, and he hadn’t forgotten what happened the last time he thought of her.

Jala’s fingers tightened around his. “You’re thinking of her again,” she said softly. Her hand was now cold, almost icy.

“So are you,” he said.

“I can’t help thinking about why she left,” she whispered, her voice so low, it might have been the sound of the river. “Why did she feel the need to leave us?”

“I think about it too,” he admitted. “And I can’t find any answers.”

The earth shook. They both sprang to their feet. Agin looked at his sister and found that her eyes were wide and fearful. His heart was squeezing in fear too. The earth shook again and was still.

They clutched each other’s hands.

“Bhu!” Agin whispered.

They screamed in anguish, their voices mingling. “Bhu! My brother!”

 


4-Two Cities
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The room was large, with white pillars on both sides leading to a raised dais that was empty. The white walls were bare of adornments. There was very little furniture in the room, and the mirror that was behind the dais covered the entire wall, reflecting the room. Together they made the room appear much larger than it was. There was a wide window on one side, to the left of the dais, which opened into a garden. Men and women in ginger coloured robes could be seen working there. Soldiers garbed in mail shirts patrolled the outer perimeter of the garden. The low wall that surrounded the entire compound gave unrestricted view into the busy city of Mirrel.

The room held only one occupant, a man who sat at a large desk near the window. Scrolls and books lay open in front of him on the desk, and he was busy writing. The desk was placed in such a manner as to get maximum light from the windows and allowed the man who sat at the desk to refresh his eyes on the view outside if he wished. The man who sat there, however, appeared to have no such inclinations, not raising his head even at the sound of loud altercations coming from the next room with its door opposite the window.

He had dark hair, and a slender build. It was difficult to ascertain his height since he sat hunched over what he was writing. He was wearing a cream coloured tunic which was stained with ink.

A boy leaned over the window from outside. He was around twelve or thirteen and he looked curiously at the man.

“What are you doing, Danyal?” he asked softly as he stared nervously at the door opposite.

Danyal lifted his head, looked at the boy, and smiled. He had very clear grey eyes and his smile was crooked due to a deformity in his front teeth. 

“Have you no work, Cathon?”

Cathon shrugged. “I’m taking a break. Tell me what you’re doing, please?”

“I’m transcribing the lore of Nadais for my master,” Danyal replied.

“The lore of Nadais?” Cathon frowned.

“It’s the story of how Nadais created Terrin and the Elementals,” Danyal explained. “It’s written in an ancient language that no one now knows, so I’m transcribing it into our common tongue.”

“How do you know it, if no one does?”

“I learned it.”

“Why does no one else learn it then?” Cathon asked.

“I don’t know,” Danyal replied. “Magicians learn it, but no one else does. Not even the priests of the Elementals.”

“Aster is not a priest, is he?” Cathon asked.

Danyal shook his head. “Aster is a Disciple of Nadais. That is higher than a priest, any priest. He’s the last of the Disciples of Nadais.”

“How does one become a disciple?” Cathon asked. “Can you become a disciple? Can I?”

“I don’t know,” Danyal shrugged. “It is said Nadais himself chooses his Disciples and marks them. He or she can be recognised by the existing Disciple, who then trains the new one, and so it goes.”

“So, Aster hasn’t found anyone yet?”

“Either Nadais hasn’t chosen or Aster hasn’t found the chosen one.”

“Can you teach me this ancient tongue? This lore?” Cathon asked eagerly, and Danyal nodded, smiling.

“Of course. I’m no teacher, but I’d be happy to tell you what I know.”

“Aster is a teacher, isn’t he?” Cathon asked. “That’s why he wears those dark blue robes, isn’t it?”

“Indigo,” Danyal corrected. “And yes, they’re the colour of a teacher. He used to be one. Before the war started, the Academy here at Mirrel was a famous place with students from all over Terrin attending.” There was a wistful note in Danyal’s voice as he spoke.

“Were you here then?” Cathon asked.

Danyal shook his head. “I wasn’t even born,” he said, sighing. “But I’ve heard stories.”

Cathon nodded. “I would have liked to live in those days,” he said.

The sound of a door opening startled them both, and Cathon ducked out of sight while Danyal bent his head, his colour high, as he tried to focus on his work. A young man rushed out of the other room, fuming. He was tall, with long, wavy, dark hair, intense grey eyes, moulded lips, a stubborn chin, and a beaked nose. He had a large scar across his right cheek, but in spite of it, and the scowl that marred his features, he was still a handsome man.

He stopped on seeing Danyal and stared at him intently. “Are you deaf, boy?” 

His voice was husky and would have been pleasing to the ear if not for the obvious anger that throbbed in it.

Danyal lifted his eyes, surprised. He was younger than the man who addressed him, but still not young enough to be called a boy. He was confused and did not know what to say. The man was being deliberately rude, and he had no idea what response was proper. The scowl on the man’s face deepened.

“I would thank you, Aadron, not to frighten my people.” 

An old man had entered the room. Though immensely old, Aster of Mirrel still stood tall and unbent and his voice, though soft, could send shivers down the spines of the bravest. His hair was white, and he was dressed in his customary indigo robes. His features bore some resemblance to Aadron’s, particularly the beaked nose and the obstinate chin. His gaze was quelling and was capable of striking fear even in the heart of seasoned soldiers.

Aadron wasn’t so easily intimidated, however. 

“This is my house, Granduncle! You live here under my sufferance! And my patience is at an end!”

“This house belonged to your father, my nephew, Kaylas. He gave it to the Order of Nadais long before he even married your mother. As the last surviving member of the Order, it belongs to me now. As I have already explained to you.” Aster was unruffled as he spoke.

“Do not think to cheat me as you did my father. I shall not be cheated out of my patrimony. Order of Nadais! My father was never a believer. Why should he have given the order this place?” Fury and contempt were intermingled in Aadron’s voice.

“I don’t wish to wrangle with you over this,” Aster replied sternly. “You have seen the deeds. They are valid.”

“You think you are safe here, don’t you? Safe from the war, especially now, but this peace is only a truce! When the fighting starts again, as it inevitably must, Mirrel’s going to be in the thick of it again!”

Aster lifted his eyebrows. “We shall see,” was all he said.

Aadron stormed out.

“Keep working, Danyal,” Aster said as he went back to the other room, closing the door behind him.

The room he entered was large and cluttered. Rich carpets were on the floor and cushioned armchairs and couches were scattered all over, along with ornamental tables and footstools. There were no windows, but a fireplace was on the far wall. A man was standing near the fire, warming his hands.

“How anyone can use a room like this is beyond me,” he remarked. He was middle-aged, dark haired, of medium height and stocky build, with a pair of humorous grey eyes. His voice was deep, and it sounded amused. “Has that fire-breather left? For a moment there, I thought he would physically attack you.”

“Aadron’s a fool,” Aster said as he sat down on a chair wearily. “But not so much of a fool as to attack me in my own house. That too in a city held by an enemy. Why you allowed him to come at all is what I can’t understand.”

“I was curious,” The man replied as he picked his way across the room to where Aster sat. “I wanted to see what he had grown up to become. I’ve heard reports, of course, but it’s the first time I’ve seen him in a long time.” He paused. “He looked really shaky when he came in.”

“Did he?” Aster didn’t sound bothered. “I didn’t notice.” He fixed the man with a piercing stare. “And you will no doubt allow him to get back safely to his city, knowing full well he means to attack you. Had you imprisoned him or killed him, his armies would have joined yours.”

The man lifted his eyebrows. “I thought he was your grand-nephew.”

Aster shrugged. “I serve Nadais. Petty human wars are of no concern to me. Oh, do sit down, Syamin. It makes me uncomfortable to have you loom over me like that!”

Syamin laughed as he sat on a couch. “Petty human wars, eh? I seem to remember saving your life in this very house once. You didn’t think it was petty, then.”

“I was younger then, and life seemed – attractive. While you did save my life, you too would have died that day had I not healed you in time.”

“Well, what did you expect? I was only ten then,” Syamin grinned.

“I remember,” Aster said drily. “You hit my attacker with a vase and he stabbed you. You were the lucky one, I always thought. That knife missed all your vitals, and I could heal you in time.”

Syamin grinned. “Always had a charmed life.” He sobered. “It’s a pity that Semil survived. Why did he attack you anyway? I thought you two were friends.”

“Semil was my student for a while. We were not friends. As to why he attacked me, I have no guesses. Perhaps he was driven insane by the death of his mother. He blamed me for not being able to heal her, that much I know. If that was why he attacked me, I don’t know.”

“His insanity plunged the entire empire into a needless war. I wish I could sympathise with what happened to him, but when I think of what he did…”

“He didn’t intend to start a war. Things just-” Aster shook his head “they snowballed. He was young, only sixteen. He couldn’t have known this would happen.”

“He’s not sixteen any more. He was the one who never agreed to any peace proposal. Even your firebrand of a grand-nephew was prepared for peace at one time. It’s Semil’s obduracy that had kept us us in a state of war for so long. Had it not been for the crushing defeat he suffered at Rhenon, we would all still be fighting each other like a pack of dogs!” He rose. “Which reminds me that I need to see what Aadron’s up to. Can’t have him attacking me while I spend my time in idle chatter.” The last part was spoken lightly.

“What happened to you both? You were very close when he was a child. Why does he dislike you so much all of a sudden?” Aster looked at him curiously.

“He grew up, I left, and...” Syamin shrugged. “He probably learned that life was not what he thought it to be.”

“If the two of you were to join forces, Semil might be forced to retreat,” Aster said.

“I thought petty human wars were beneath you.” Syamin had an amused smile on his face.

“They are, but I like you, and Aadron is all the family I have left.”

Syamin laughed. “You contradict yourself. One minute, you want me to capture or kill Aadron, the next you are concerned for his life?”

Aster smiled. “Old men can change their minds at whim. That is one of the perks of being old.”

Syamin shook his head. “I’ll try to spare the firebrand’s life for your sake, but I make no promises.”

Aster sat still for a few moments after Syamin had left. His ears still rang with Semil’s anguished shriek as he had lifted his knife to slay him.

“Why? Why did you do this? Why did you summon them to do this?”

Aster closed his eyes. He knew he could never tell Syamin the truth about why Semil had tried to kill him that night. Of the terrible choice that he’d had to make. Of the even more terrible choice that he had almost made. In a way, it was he who was responsible for the war, not Semil.
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The woman sat in the marketplace, in her usual spot. She was old, sitting hunched, dressed in a patched-up lavender robe with a hood. The wispy strands of hair that peeked from under the brim of her hood were grey and her face was wrinkled. The long sleeves of her robe covered her arms, and her hands were grimy, and shook whenever they moved. Her grey eyes were dull and lacklustre as they stared ahead. No one ever paid attention to her and it suited her just fine. The market was busy, and the only ones who paid her any mind were the occasional visitors to the shrine that adjoined the marketplace. 

Wares were spread before her on a tattered black sheet. Glass beads the colours of the Elementals, cheap glass replicas of the Bowl of Life and Death, shawls of various colours with the names of each Elemental on them. Sun and Moon; Wind and Sky; Earth and Stars; Fire and Water and a shawl of intertwined black and white squares with the names Life and Death in grey embroidered on it.

Occasionally a visitor to the shrine would pause, examine the woman’s wares and move on. Some would ask the price, shake their heads and start haggling. Finally some too would curse and move on while others would curse and buy the item. The woman seemed to come alive only while haggling; the rest of the time, she sat there with a fixed smile, seemingly uncaring of whatever went on around her. 

No one noticed how her eyes were never still, but moved constantly, always watching what was going around her. Her ears heard every snippet of conversation that happened in earshot. Behind the smiling, vacuous facade, her brain was busy in assessing what went on before her. She was Layla, the leader of the band known as The Desperate Men of Hardin or the Thieves of Hardin.

Layla watched as a drunk soldier lurched out of an inn and accosted a passer-by. “Buy me a drink!” he shouted.

The man thus accosted was young, tall, dark haired and grey eyed with the bearing of a soldier. A scar ran through his right cheek. His long hair was tied at the nape of his neck. He stood straight and looked the soldier in the eye. 

“It might be a good idea to unhand me.” His voice was icy.

“Do you know who I am?” The soldier blustered. “I belong to the troops of King Aadron! He holds this town! So you better hold your tongue and buy me that drink or it’ll be the worse for you!”

“Is that what you think? That being in Aadron’s army entitles you to blackmail the citizens of this town?” There was fury in the man’s tone as he shrugged off the soldier’s hand. “And are you so drunk you can’t even recognise your lord?” he demanded. “Who’s your captain?”

The soldier seemed to sober up almost immediately, “My Lord!” He fell on his knees. “My Lord, Aadron! Please forgive me!” As he straightened, there was a flash of a knife being thrust forward, but faster than the eye. Aadron’s hand shot out and caught the man’s hand in which was the knife, poised to strike Aadron on his heart.

“Now I see what you are!” Aadron grated out, as he twisted the man’s arm and broke it. The man swore as the knife fell, but no exclamation of pain passed him.

“You’re one of the Assassins, aren’t you?” Aadron’s eyes were narrowed. “Who sent you here?”

The man stared at him defiantly, no words escaping his lips. Aadron whistled and four of his soldiers appeared seemingly out of nowhere.

“Bring him,” Aadron said, releasing the man. “I must question him.”

Quick as a flash, the man’s other hand darted out, caught the knife and in one smooth motion, he had plunged it into his own heart before the others could even blink. Aadron swore as the lifeless body of the man hit the pavement.

“Bring the corpse,” he said grimly. “Perhaps his clothes will tell us something.”

Layla bent her head as the lord and his soldiers passed but lifted it as soon as they were gone. She watched in silence as a man detached easily himself from the crowd of onlookers and followed Lord Aadron, just as stealthily.

 


5-The Hand of Death
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“Hi there.” 

The greeting was innocent, even innocuous, and yet Marian stiffened. The man looked just as harmless as his question. He was an old man who might have been tall once but was stooped now. He had twinkling, humorous grey eyes and white hair. His horse was grey and strong, and she wondered how a man as decrepit as this one managed to hang on to a horse. Apparently, there was more to him than met the eye, and she was instantly suspicious.

“Where’s a beautiful girl like you bound to, in this lonely road?” He grinned, showing teeth that were rotting and uneven. She nearly rolled her eyes.

“I am in search of my long-lost brother,” She had the answer all rehearsed. It was a plausible cover, since the war had separated lots of families. “And where are you off to?”

“I am going to Mirrel,” he said cheerfully. “I was born there, and am wishful of dying there.”

“You don’t look as if you are dying,” she remarked. “You look quite hale.”

“Thank you, but I am old and I do feel my age; it is a weighty thing to carry around,” He smiled at her, his eyes crinkling. “Thought it was time I went back home.”

“Where were you living until now?”

“Oh, here and there. How about you?” 

His tone was flippant, but his eyes were watchful, which in turn made her wary.

“Here and there,” she replied, matching
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