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  1
Waiting for Wisdom 


Wild daisies and buttercups bobbed against her trousers as Sophia de Nieve Fresca finally glimpsed her destination. The hermitage perched atop a forested bluff, and the místicas  within should have answers. The rose-tinged light of the setting sun glinted on the arching windows of the isolated dwelling, dazzling her eyes. Her well-worn leather boots, of their own accord, hastened through the thick tangle of knee-high growth.  
A few days ago, strange news from the City had reached their village: several bakeries had vanished—along with everyone inside them. Yet Sophia’s greatest concern was for her youngest son. That fearless, impulsive boy had ventured into strange, magical lands to find Belrina, the young woman he loved. 
Sophia's vigorous arm swing startled a white-winged day moth into flight. If Belrina hadn’t discovered an injured elf near their village, or if he hadn’t spirited her away, Aurelio would now be safe at home. And no one in Nieve Fresca would have known elves and their magic existed.
She shook her head, and her long black braid thumped against her back. How often have I told my boys not to dwell on things we cannot change? she asked herself.  
A white mastiff hopped through the brambles, drawing even with Sophia. With each hesitant bound, the well-muscled dog rustled the flowering growth.  
“Good girl, Luna,” Sophia said. “We’re almost clear of the meadow.”  
Belrina’s faithful dog was a welcome reminder that many who had accompanied Aurelio on his search for the Old Ones—those tricksome wish-granters in the City—had returned home last week. And what tales they had brought with them.  
Sophia raked her fingers through the leather laces of her woven hat and yanked it off her head. She fanned her sweaty face with the wide brim. They said those tricksters were elves! And now her poor boy was relying on their magic gifts to travel to wherever the elves lived.  
For more than a month, Aurelio and seven of his closest friends had been using boots that carried them a mile in a single step. They could be in the land of the elves now, and who knew what creatures lived there?  
The persistent fear coiling in her chest slithered, threatening to strike. Sophia hammered her feet against the lush ground, refusing to succumb to the emotion.  
She raised her eyes to the periwinkle sky. Gods United, please protect Aurelio! I cannot lose another child. 
With a whine, Luna bolted, mowing through the brush. 
Sophia chased after the dog, stretching her legs in the trousers she had borrowed from her husband. She arrived at the base of the rugged bluff, breathless.  
While she regained her breath, she knelt beside Luna, searching the dog’s coat for any burrs or thorns.  
“You’re such a good girl,” she murmured, petting the mastiff’s soft ears. 
Straightening, Sophia studied the darkened steps embedded in the cliff, rising skyward. They were as she remembered them; however, her body was not as youthful or nimble as it had been when she first sought the counsel of these wise spirits living apart from the world.  
She approached the first weathered stone and stood before it. For several heartbeats, her feet remained rooted to the ground. But she couldn’t cling to safety: her boy needed her. 
Sophia climbed the first few steps, calling behind her, “Come, Luna.”  
The obedient dog scampered after her, scrabbling on the uneven, mossy steps crafted for human feet. 
Sophia’s boots soon tapped a slow rhythm: left, right, pause to breathe. How many supplicants had climbed this path before her? Left, right, pause to breathe. In her mind, their need lingered like faint footprints, resurrecting memories of the despair that had driven her here. She swallowed the sudden ache in her throat. Their time with little Edilia had been too brief.  
The stepping stones turned in the opposite direction, and her thoughts shifted with them. Her precious baby girl was in the eternal summer lands, but she could still fight for her Aurelio—if the gods would tell her how. 
Left, right, pause to breathe. She had to do something! Left, right, pause to breathe. Merciful Goddess Agua, she implored, please speak through the místicas. Give me a task.  
The gentle wind of Barba Oro caressed her overheated face, and she basked in the cool air, ignoring the steep drop on her side. Refreshed by the deity’s gift, Sophia continued her upward trek. Left, right, pause to breathe. 
She knew she was not the only mother praying the Gods United would save her children. The families of all the missing bakers must be in near panic, not knowing what had befallen their loved ones. Did anyone in the City know magic likely caused the strange phenomenon?  
Sophia shook her head. Why would the elves venture into the People’s Lands to stir up trouble when they never had before? The tension coiling in her chest quivered at the question.  
Left, right, pause to breathe. Gods United, she asked, how do we return to the way it used to be? All folk should be safe at home and all elves in some faraway land. 
On the last landing, a boisterous breeze invited her to look across the meadows and forest far below. Sophia hugged the side of the bluff, fixing her gaze on the dark stones beneath her feet. 
Left, right, pause to breathe! She repeated the chant to herself as she traversed the last stretch of stairs, gripping the dusty rocks of the cliff.  
With the wind buffeting her cotton blouse and muffling her ears, Sophia no longer heard Luna’s toenails ticking against the ancient stones. Once she stood on solid ground, she encouraged the dog's ascent until she was safely at her side. 
“You’re such a good girl,” Sophia said, running her hands over the mastiff’s head and neck. “Come, let’s meet the místicas.” 
After a short trek across a dusty, windswept trail, they entered the hermitage grounds, passing through two stone pillars encircled by flowering vines. As she inhaled the delicate scent of the petals, Sophia surveyed the bountiful garden, bursting with both flowers and fruit in the summer evening.  
On her first visit, the yard had also been bustling with gray-clad místicas, but none were now in sight. The crunch of Sophia’s slow footsteps sounded loud on the pebbled path leading to the hermitage’s door. Luna’s four padded paws were quieter than her two boots. 
Once at the arched entrance, Sophia gave the wooden door a few light raps. When only silence greeted them, she studied the broad face of the graceful building, searching for movement in the long line of windows. There was none.  
As Sophia knocked louder, the door creaked ajar. Ignoring her quickening heartbeat, she poked her head inside the spacious foyer with a smooth, domed ceiling. Where were the místicas?
With a hand resting on Luna’s shoulder, she guided the dog into the wondrous, curving space. The místicas had built their hermitage, like the garden, to honor the beauty and grace of all the Gods United. 
“Stay, Luna,” Sophia commanded before tiptoeing through a long, window-lined corridor. As she admired the view of lush, colorful flowers, surrounding forest, and snow-capped mountains, a soft voice spoke. 
“Mistress Sophia.” 
She whirled toward the voice, meeting the gaze of an older woman who stood motionless.  
“Dama, I apologize for intruding—I was concerned when no one answered the door.” 
“Be at peace.” The mística’s gentle words filled Sophia’s spirit with warmth. The lady tilted her head as if listening to a quiet voice. “You’ve been here before.”  
Sophia nodded, studying the woman’s features. She didn’t recall meeting her. 
“It’s been years since you came to us in need.” A luminous smile dawned on the lady’s golden-brown face. “You received the gift of motherhood.” 
“Yes.” Sophia beamed. “Each of my three sons is a blessing.” She stepped forward. “The youngest is in great danger.” 
The mística fell silent, her only movement a slow blink. The lady’s gray dress was rumpled, and untidy wisps escaped the dark braid coiled around her head.  
“Is something wrong, Dama?” She reached toward the lady’s arm, but drew back in time, remembering not to touch the mística without explicit leave to do so. 
“We are in vigil.” The lady seemed unaware of her own words. When she noticed Sophia again, she said, “You came seeking guidance, but we can only provide you with a place to rest for the night.” 
Fast as lightning, fear sank its fangs into her heart, spreading dread through her veins. “Please tell me what is wrong.” Her hand fumbled on a trouser leg, searching for her customary cotton skirt to grip. 
The mística’s gaze turned inward again. “The Gods United warn of a dangerous foreign force in our lands. Their warning is so great we cannot hear anything else.”  
Sophia’s mind whirled, settling on the only strange power she could name. “Are they warning us about elves and their magic?” she asked. Then what were they doing in the City? And what dangers did Aurelio and his friends face in their homeland? 
As if the mística had heard Sophia’s unspoken thoughts, compassion flooded her face, and she made the sign of the divine, circling her hand first in one direction and then the opposite.  
“We are the People of the Gods United, and we will endure.” Radiance transformed her lined face. “They wish to see you,” the lady said. “Come join us in prayer.”  
Sophia rubbed her hands on her trousers, conscious of the dust and sweat she had accumulated during the day-long hike. 
“They may give you what you seek.”  
Like magic, the words eased the coil of emotions in Sophia’s chest. When the mística turned and glided through the corridor of windows, she followed. Sophia aimed—but failed—to move as silently.  
The lady in gray led her to a smooth white oak door and, after opening it, left Sophia at the threshold of a massive, light-filled chamber. Peaked arches rose from the stone floor to brace a soaring glass ceiling. Throughout the vast silent space, hundreds of místicas prayed, even the girls who hadn’t yet coiled their hair.  
The largest number circled an ancient stone vessel holding clear water, which reflected the waning sun in a scarlet-streaked sky. Soon the moon would appear on its still surface. Flames, anchored in circular earthenware, lined the wide edge of the vessel, reflecting light in the sacred pool. 
The many become one. The words of faith sounded in Sophia’s mind. She blinked when she noticed her escort sitting before the central altar, resting her hands on her knees.  
Other místicas prayed at smaller shrines for individual deities. Before a vibrant display of fruit and flowers for Great Tierra, ladies dipped their fingers into the fertile earth from which the bounty sprang. A tower of pale, circular stones honored the goddess of peace, and místicas knelt before it, shaping their raised hands into moons. 
The voiceless surrender to prayer suffused the chamber with an energy Sophia could not name. It pulled her forward, and she glided toward the main altar on newly graceful feet. 
Once seated on the cool floor, she lifted her eyes to the sky, the domain of the goddess of truth. In this sacred space, the air vibrated with the divine, and she offered her burdened heart to the Gods United, knowing wisdom would come—if she waited long enough.






  
  2
Stronghold 


The transportation spell swept them through a formless void, abruptly depositing them in the Asthildi Empire’s most affluent and populous city. Belrina de Montañas Alejado clung to her husband, Lythk of Xymeria, nestling against his plush tunic as her travel disorientation receded. 
Overhead, raucous conduits of magic rushed, fueling the luxuries of the Capitol. The energy in her body swirled, yearning to connect with the source. She had to prevent Senator Primth from using all this power for war.  
Lythk’s hands were gentle as he cradled her, contrasting with his spiky determination in their sakitha bond. Formed by ancient magic, the connection gave them a deep sense of each other. 
His warrior-trained eyes absorbed every detail of their surroundings. They were in Primth’s stronghold now, and their survival depended on their vigilance and skills. 
Belrina poured more energy into the magic shield protecting them before raising her head. Towering constructions obliterated the cloudless blue sky, encircling the long transportation plaza. So this was the city she had long dreaded coming to. Averting her eyes from the dense jumble, she focused on the black circle beneath their feet.  
Lythk flooded their bond with loving confidence before conveying telepathically, ‘We should keep moving.’ 
She released her husband, unable to recognize him in his magical disguise. He appeared to be a member of the Builder’s Guild, wearing a single long braid. Gray eyes replaced his green ones, and he was now slim instead of muscular.  
Belrina had concealed her human ancestry behind an illusion of pale skin, blonde hair, and additional height. She also wore the fir-green tunic of a builder.  
The disguises would only protect them from the least sophisticated of Primth’s assassins. 
When Lythk offered his arm, it felt natural to accept his escort. It was one of the few Asthildi customs she had adopted with ease. He led her away from the landing circle, avoiding all others until they reached a glistening lane leading to a dark, reflective edifice. 
Belrina assessed the magic emitting from her husband’s devices, sensing its frequencies and patterns. The currents told her the purpose of the magic as clearly as if she were reading a recipe. Lythk used advanced security measures despite no longer commanding a vaxili army. 
‘How do we learn about the unrest in Rysdahl?’ Belrina asked, holding her face smooth with effort. This pretense of tranquility was her Asthildi mask, concealing her emotions from manipulative elite. 
‘Let’s watch the Crier’s Fields at the end of the plaza,’ Lythk replied. 
A swirl of magic erupted next to them, and Belrina whirled toward the potential threat. Several feet away, a red-robed Asthildi appeared on a landing circle, his eyes still closed. 
‘He’s a fellow traveler.’ Lythk injected tender feelings into their bond, soothing her nerves and guiding her along. ‘Fortunately, no one noticed your unusual reaction.’ 
She clung to her mask. ‘Nothing here is usual to me!’  
Apology flooded their bond as they passed a disjointed luminescent tower swirling in opposite directions. Ahead, a row of silvery screens was embedded in the building’s facade, and hundreds of Asthildi gathered before the Crier’s Fields, soaking in the latest news.  
When the red-attired stranger passed them, his long legs striding confidently, Belrina detected the security measures he maintained. Based on his guild color, he was a cultivator, hired by upper-echelon elite to procure specialized objects. Why would he need to shield himself? Was he concerned about burgeoning political conflict? 
As if infected by her anxiety, Lythk quickened their pace. Soon, the sound of Primth’s voice assailed them, conjuring the memory of him leering and grazing her bodice with his skeletal hands.  
Lythk placed a hand over hers, flooding their bond with his resolve to protect her. She leaned closer to him, relishing the presence she had craved when she had faced Primth alone last night. 
Tall Asthildi blocked her view of the screens, insulating her from the image of Primth’s artificial ashen face. 
“I’ve never been so wronged, mistreated, violated!” the senator said, his volume escalating. 
Most Asthildi in the crowd displayed customary elven reserve, but a few revealed their shock at Primth’s account. After she exposed his election fraud last night, how could they believe anything he said? Were criers interviewing anyone who had witnessed her alyn nola kynda spell in Rysdahl? Thousands had been outraged at the senator’s corruption, and they’d be eager to share the truth with the Empire. 
The voice of a female crier gushed, “You’ve been through a trying ordeal. What else would you like to tell us about the forest girl?” 
“She is deranged, extremely ill, and not to be trusted.”  
Several Asthildi walked away from Primth’s charade, and Belrina suppressed a smile. Her magical disguise mirrored her facial expressions, so she had to mind her composure. 
“Do you know where she is? I’m quite frightened, Senator Primth, at the thought of a criminal magician ranging the Empire. Do you think she could be—” the crier paused for dramatic effect and whispered theatrically—“on the streets of the Capitol?” 
“She could be anywhere!” Primth asserted. “If you see her, contact my associates immediately.”  
‘We won’t learn anything useful here,’ Lythk conveyed before murmuring, “We’ll be late for our appointment if we dally here.” 
Belrina turned away, rankling with dissatisfaction.  
As her husband guided her into a bustling indoor marketplace, he said, ‘At least Primth isn’t rallying the Empire to annihilate those opposing him in Rysdahl.’ 
He was targeting Belrina instead. The magic within her vibrated, poised for action. However, if that shielded the Empire from war. . .  
Lythk pulled her closer, ostensibly to avoid the press of Asthildi thronging the rows of garish displays. The hum of their conversations assaulted her ears, and she kept her feet moving to avoid brushing against anyone. 
‘Fear of civil unrest hasn’t kept Asthildi home,’ Lythk commented.  
Belrina could think of only one explanation. ‘Maybe Primth has suppressed news of last night’s events. If so, the Empire doesn’t know I’ve proved he’s a master manipulator!’ She concentrated on maintaining her Asthildi mask while evading another navy-clad attendant levitating silken-wrapped parcels. 
‘Conjecture is pointless.’ A gentle warmth accompanied his thought, softening the admonition. ‘We must wait until Senator Mnetha briefs us.’ A different sentiment in their bond slithered away before she could apprehend its meaning.  
She glanced at his face, longing to see him instead of Marlyn. Perhaps then she could understand this new tenor in their bond. Why were his feelings so difficult to decipher? The emotions of the Asthildi mirrored their complicated society! Belrina caressed his hand with her thumb. 
Lythk maneuvered them around a floating caravan of upper-echelon elite. As if aided by a divine hand, the crowd parted, opening a path for the Asthildi riding golden perches, gracefully acknowledging the attendants bowing to them. Their glittering gems and magic-illuminated robes overshadowed all else in the commercial center. 
Belrina held her breath as they skirted the impromptu parade; these affluent elite likely aligned with Primth, who was from their own ranks. At least the spectacle drew eyes away from two builders hurrying to their next project.  
She wished she could be this anonymous all the time. As the first human–elf hybrid in the novelty-seeking Empire, Belrina was a celebrity, attracting unwanted attention. 
When they exited the marketplace, she drew to a halt at the sight of a wide boulevard with speeding transports and stately chariots somehow avoiding each other.  
Lythk encircled her waist, guiding her along a pedestrian pathway untouched by the sun. Ornate silver lanterns dispelled the gloom cast by the dense thicket of looming buildings.  
“I think the journey overtaxed you, Cordelia,” he said. “Please let me assist you.” 
“Thank you,” Belrina muttered. The flickering images of an enormous Crier’s Fields caught her attention. The screens lined both sides of the thoroughfare, and Primth’s ghastly face infested most of them. Why wasn’t Mnetha countering his media campaigns?  
Belrina looked down, noticing how the elaborate pattern on the pathway shifted in response to her footfalls. Although the display was delightful, how was it superior to the natural life it had replaced? If Asthildi hadn't intended to obliterate nature, they had ignored the deleterious repercussions of their construction. Without grass, trees, or flowers, the bland air couldn’t be called fresh. 
Lythk steered her away from a fashion designer wearing a fitted fuchsia gown with jagged white stripes.  
‘I’ll contact Mnetha.’ She activated the transmitter the senator had given her in Pylena, which now seemed so long ago. 
The senator answered quickly. “I am delighted to hear from you.” 
“Good afternoon, I’m in the Capitol and ready to join you,” she said from behind a privacy screen. 
“Excellent! Which district are you in?” 
Belrina looked to her sakitha partner. 
“Ferysth,” he answered. 
“Good afternoon, Asthil Lythk.”  
Displeasure spiked in the sakitha bond as her husband reacted to being addressed without the magisthild honorific.  
Belrina infused the sakitha bond with enough energy to light the shadowy Capitol streets. ‘I’ll never forget your sacrifice to love me.’  
‘And I’ll never regret abandoning my vaxili oaths.’ 
When Lythk held her closer, the blood flowing through his veins warmed her, and his steady heartbeat murmured in her ears. She sensed every aspect of his vitality for one joyful moment before it was interrupted by Senator Mnetha. 
“In the East Jeweled Tower, visit Fairest Delights on the fifteenth story. Ask for Trystal and tell her you’re looking for a gift for Mykne. She’ll arrange transport to my estate.” A smile sounded in the senator’s voice. “I look forward to seeing you both soon.”  
“Senator, wait! Please tell me, was anyone hurt in Rysdahl after we fled the city?” 
“Conflict has eased, and Asthildi no longer openly demand an Electorate Challenge. We have a lot of work to do.” The transmitter disconnected abruptly. 
Belrina let the privacy screen dissipate, marching ahead blindly. ‘She didn’t answer my question.’  
‘Mnetha focuses more on ousting Primth than preventing civil war,’ Lythk replied.  
‘We must prevent war!’ The idea of socially accepted murder was appalling; it was an affront to the value of all life, a precious gift from Great Tierra. 
There was a tectonic shift in the sakitha bond. 
‘What is it, dear husband?’ She assessed the magic-laden air for threats. 
‘The best way to avoid war is to maintain the status quo.’ 
Belrina almost tripped over her own feet. ‘Leave Primth in power? Then how can I protect my people?’ Seer A’zine had foreseen Primth would invade her homeland to seize its natural resources; in the depleted Empire, human staples, such as whole foods and water, were luxury items.  
‘We’ll find a way, but we must proceed with caution.’ Lythk guided her around a fluorescing green grid on the avenue. It radiated magic residue like a steaming hot spring on a chilly autumn day.  
She skirted the magical cesspool designed to suck pedestrians into a subterranean tunnel before launching them onto a landing podium several stories high.  
‘We have a more immediate problem,’ her husband said. ‘The Jeweled Tower admits only the fashionable elite.’ 
Ahead, attendants in navy garb uttered cleansing spells, washing away magical script from the face of several buildings, no two of which were the same color or shape.  
‘I’ll fashion new magical disguises,’ Belrina said as they passed a large group of elite engrossed in simultaneous conversations. ‘Let’s see what they’re erasing.’ 
“Her dark, exotic beauty enthralled you yesterday, but today you think she’s a criminal?” said one youth wearing a hat constructed from blue feathers. 
“She deceived us all,” his emerald-garbed companion retorted. “She’s a talented manipulator.” 
“Let’s have no more of this dull political conversation,” a light, musical voice interjected. “I should like to know your opinion of the slippers I procured from…”  
Belrina blinked. Did this elite believe fashion was more important than conflict in a senatorial city? 
Lythk slowed to read the red script emblazoned on the fuchsia facade of a structure that undulated its way to the heavens. 
‘It states “reclaim your freedom, oust Primth.”’ He averted his eyes and lifted his chin, pretending he found the statement distasteful.  
‘The truth has reached the Capitol!’ Belrina’s elation was short-lived as she realized most Asthildi were ignoring the volatile state of their empire.  
Lythk scanned both sides of the avenue with his superior elven vision. ‘There are several more messages. An organized group is likely responsible, but they are disguising themselves as low-level criminals.’ 
Belrina had a cursory knowledge of Asthildi law. Before she asked for an explanation, Lythk conveyed, ‘Defacing the buildings is a minor crime.’ 
She studied the suede tips of her elven boots as they emerged from her floor-length skirt. ‘Ah. I would love more allies, but Primth has already labeled me a criminal.’ She shook her head. ‘If I associate with criminals . . . it seems a point he’ll capitalize on.’ 
‘You understand him well.’ 
A tangle of emotions rippled through their bond.  
‘I wish I didn’t . . .’ Belrina could say no more as she relived the moment Primth seized her mind, pulling her into his deformed mental landscape. Suffocated by the foulness of his malice and cruelty, she had succumbed to its power. She froze with her hand pressed against her mouth, fighting a surge of nausea. 
“Belrina.” Her husband leaned close, whispering, “Be here with me.” He held her shoulders and gazed into her eyes.  
She listened to her husband’s heartbeat and focused on the warmth radiating from his fingertips. 
“Pardon, Asthils,” a navy-cloaked attendant said from a respectful distance. “May I be of service? Shall I summon a lakri?” 
Lythk turned to face the stranger, lowering his arm to cradle Belrina’s back. “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary,” he said. “We recently arrived, and Asthil Cordelia found the journey to the Capitol tiresome. She needs a moment to rest.” 
“May you recover speedily.” The unnamed attendant bowed to Belrina before resuming her work. 
Belrina stiffened her spine and suppressed her memories of Primth. “Let’s go, Asthil Marlyn,” she said, her voice breathy. She did not have time for weakness; preventing Primth from harming others was all that mattered.  
She imagined trapping her emotions in a box and sealing it with magic. Tension in her body eased, and her strides became steadier. 
As they passed the kind stranger, Belrina thanked her. Would this empathetic Asthildi support them against Primth? Was it possible she sympathized with the messages she erased? 
At the next intersection, Lythk strode away from the main avenue and its Crier’s Fields, placing them on a narrower, but no less animated, pathway.  
‘We’re almost at the Jeweled Tower, and we need suitable attire.’ 
‘Oh! I’ll render some now.’ Belrina crafted their disguises, borrowing from aspects of the clothes worn by the fashionable group they had encountered earlier. ‘How should I change our appearances without attracting attention?’ 
‘Paranoid elite disguise themselves on the streets of the Capitol. Before entering the Jeweled Tower, we’ll pretend to deactivate devices and reveal our true selves—which will be the new disguises.’ 
Belrina nearly sighed. The scheme was only possible in the overly complicated and hierarchical Asthildi society.  
Ahead, a pair of criers sauntered, their vibrant yellow capes swaying, and Lythk quickly steered them onto a different avenue. Would this detour cause a delay?  
Lythk was using a device to navigate the Capitol’s endless streets, and she began replicating the spell for herself. As she analyzed the residue of magic attached to the navigation tool, Belrina realized the enchantment that had created the device resembled magic she had used during the sakitha ceremony. When her mind drifted to more pleasurable moments from the night they had forged their partnership, she blushed. 
Her husband looked down at her, his interest piquing their bond. ‘Your mind is always active.’ 
At her feet, the silvery patterns on the pathway undulated and sparkled. ‘I haven’t had centuries in which to cultivate mental control.’ It was another unfair advantage Asthildi had over humans.  
‘Your mind is brilliant as it is.’ 
‘And you are an expert at flattery.’ 
“We have arrived,” Lythk said aloud, a bit too quickly, as he halted before wide metal doors etched with flowing designs. A pair of navy-clad footmen stared ahead, ignoring them.  
Are those without wealth or influence not worthy of their attention? Belrina held her head high while she and Lythk intoned together, “Ophedyn.”  
The chant wasn’t a true incantation. Belrina released the magic always circulating in her body, directing it into the patterns she desired with focused thought. Learning magic as an adult had enabled her to manipulate energy without chanting. 
When the swirl of magic receded, her husband looked like an emerald-eyed youth wearing a teal robe and a close-fitting black tunic that displayed a slender torso. Tall boots lengthened his lean legs.  
Varied hues in Belrina’s aquamarine gown shifted like moving water, and she appeared to be a lithe, platinum blonde.  
“Good morning to you both,” Lythk said to the footman, adopting a languid manner of speaking. 
In response, the attendants bowed, bending forward with their upright palms resting against their waists. In unison, they chanted, and the doors dissolved. 
Belrina inclined her head at the footmen, refusing to discount them as they had her. As she stepped inside the Jeweler’s Tower, the dark floor padded her steps despite gleaming like polished marble. While her feet faithfully followed her husband’s escort, her eyes roamed freely. A host of silvery orbs lit the vast chamber, milling lazily as if dancing to majestic music. Elite clustered around displays of diamond-dripping necklaces and elaborate gemstone rings. 
When she realized she was gawking, Belrina said, “We’re walking much too hastily, Asthil Marlyn. I should like to enjoy the spectacular sights.” She kept her voice low to conceal her methodical way of speaking Elvish—the result of listening to a telepathic translation first. 
“I’m only eager to show you the superior designs on the upper stories.”  
Belrina looked through her eyelashes at Lythk. “If they’re not superior, you shall be indebted to me.” 
Surprise touched their bond, and he smiled down at her. “I promise, Asthil Cordelia, you won’t be disappointed.”  
Lythk led them to a mirrored wall laced with invisible magical energy. At his chant, the smooth surface sliced in two, opening into a small velvet-lined compartment. When they stepped inside, the wall regenerated behind them.  
Her husband intoned the Elvish word for fifteen, and as the ardhendir sailed upward, she gripped his arm. A real elite wouldn’t have done so. Before they reached Senator Mnetha, would someone report them to Primth? 
‘You’re doing well, Belrina,’ Lythk assured her. ‘In fact, I was wondering how you learned elite mannerisms.’ 
She replied with a single thought: ‘Myrin.’ On the karth to the Capitol, she hadn’t escaped the company of the young Kalehala elite enamored with her. 
Anger flared in their bond, and Belrina didn’t douse it. Myrin had assaulted Vaxili Amirtha and delivered Njal, her dearest Asthildi friend, to Primth. 
The ardhendir stopped, and its front section dissolved, spilling light into a shadowy corridor. The richly-hued velvety walls faded into impenetrable darkness. Belrina released Lythk’s arm, freeing them both to engage in combat. 
They stepped forward together, and as the ardhendir disappeared, blackness engulfed them. Belrina probed for pernicious spells, encountering a complicated network of swirling energy. There were hundreds of enchantments to identify!  
When she sensed her sakitha partner creeping forward, she followed him and continued to analyze the magic surrounding them. After several paces, the shimmering outline of a door materialized to their right. At its center, an image of an enormous diamond shimmered as if created with starlight. 
As Lythk kept walking, she asked, ‘That wasn’t it?’ 
‘Maybe, but there should be other options.’ 
In the stillness, she could hear both their heartbeats as they tiptoed through the darkness. A subtle shower of magic energy accompanied the appearance of a glittering door on the left. Sparkling pinpoints formed the likeness of an elf covered only by her long, silvery hair.  
They padded deeper into the unlit space, searching for Senator Mnetha’s jeweler. When a shimmering outline appeared in their direct path, diamond-shaped light cascaded on the dark backdrop, transforming into leaves on a sparkling tree beside a luminescent lake.  
‘How beautiful!’ she conveyed to Lythk. ‘And it’s the likely choice of a Conservationist senator.’ 
When he intoned the chant for activating a magic device, the artistic imagery dissolved, exposing a glowing chamber. Wariness surged in the sakitha bond as he stepped through the door first. Close on his heels, Belrina entered the boutique, ignoring the beautiful jewels to survey the Asthildi in the room. Two patrons watched a circling display, oblivious to their entrance, and a single attendant waited to serve them.  
“Welcome to Fairest Delights,” the navy-clad Asthildi said with a bow. A teardrop diamond sparkled on her forehead, dangling from a delicate platinum chain woven through her light hair. “How may I assist you today?” 
Belrina returned her smile while sifting through the currents creating the store’s security measures and fanciful displays. The jewelry also emitted a substantial amount of magic residue.  
“Thank you,” Lythk replied, inclining his head. “I’m looking for a gift for my sponsor.” He smiled, feigning affection. “Mykne is advanced in years, and I have heard that Asthil Trystal excels at finding appropriate pieces.” 
The attendant bowed again. “I will summon her for you.” 
Finally, their escape from the Capitol was imminent. Belrina relaxed, allowing her eyes to wander. The graceful projections from the twirling displays seemed familiar . . . they were stylized trees! But the inanimate objects only hinted at the vibrant reality of nature. One day, she’d take Lythk to her home, and he’d experience a living forest.  
A note of melancholy must have entered the sakitha bond, because her husband gazed down at her.  
Belrina smiled softly. “While you’re conducting your affairs, I’ll enjoy myself,” she said in her best elite accent. 
Her warrior-husband injected the emotional equivalent of a frown into their bond, communicating his distrust of the semblance of safety.  
She flooded the sakitha bond with confidence as she drifted away from him, steering clear of the Asthildi enthralled with the glittering designs before them. Without pretense, Belrina admired the jewelry. Each piece seemed an entire universe unto itself; how many hours could one spend gazing at the delicate details, admiring the harmony achieved between gems and precious metals?  

    
  Ablessedly short time later, Belrina boarded an enclosed transport as gracefully as she could, using an enchantment to manage her flowing gown. Once Lythk joined her on the plush bench, he launched the vehicle with a chant. Compared to a karth, its speed was sedate as they cruised the interminable avenues of the Capitol. 
Although she had been in the prosperous senatorial city for only hours, she better understood its powerful distractions. Through the transport’s window, she studied every Crier’s Field they passed. Most displayed Primth interviews, but occasionally, they showed Asthildi bathed in yellow light after invoking her alyn nola kynda spell. None depicted violence between those freed from Primth’s influence and those loyal to the senator. Yet, she had experienced the outrage on both sides, and conflict had felt imminent. 
Although there weren’t signs of it in the luxurious Capitol, war threatened the Empire—as long as she continued to challenge Primth’s power. Somehow, they had to preserve the peace and divest Primth of his ability to harm others. Only then could everyone be safe. 






  
  3
The First Thousand 


His wife’s poise crumbled like an unshielded first-year recruit hit with a vaxili pulse; revulsion rippled across Belrina’s warm-colored face and plowed into him through the sakitha bond. 
Lythk clenched his fists. If Senator Mnetha weren’t present, he’d enfold his partner in his arms. He settled for flooding their bond with the tenderness he longed to express through touch. 
“A thousand died in Rysdahl last night?” The soft words escaped from Belrina’s motionless body. “How?” She seemed so small in her modest burgundy gown, dwarfed by the oversized cerulean chair she sat on in the senator’s study. 
They had dispensed with their disguises once they had passed through the arduous security protocols at the senator’s country estate. Half a day without seeing his sakitha partner had been too long—like the hours it had taken to get the accurate news she craved.  
As magisthild, he’d have immediate access to intel, but as a civilian, he had no resources to offer Belrina. Being forced to rely upon others—especially power-mongering politicians—chafed like Kalehala sand in his boots. 
Rising from his seat, Lythk stood beside his sakitha partner, resting a hand on the upholstered back of her chair. Although his fingers were inches from her shoulder, he sensed her rapid heartbeat and shallow breathing.  
He didn't know what else to do to ease her pain. As a healer, his wife’s instinct was to battle death, and she experienced any loss of life as a defeat. 
Mnetha eyed him before answering Belrina. If the politician assumed Lythk was undisciplined without his vaxili oaths, it might benefit them if he indulged the assumption. Without his magisthild regalia, only his brute strength would intimidate upper-echelon elite. 
“Most died trying to escape the conflict between Primth’s detractors and supporters,” the senator explained. “The crowd stampeded in panic.” 
“Why aren’t criers reporting this in the Capitol? Instead of spreading Primth’s lies?” Belrina had regained control over her expression, but she hadn’t yet mastered her voice, and its rawness unsettled Mnetha.  
Not that discomfort showed on the senator’s manicured features; she exposed the sentiment by leaning back in her chair as if expecting an explosion.  
“Primth always dominates reports in the Capitol. He’s very generous to all criers who please him.” In her lap, a graceful hand twitched on her silken coral robe. “We’re fortunate Primth is pretending the alyn nola kynda spell—and the resulting unrest—never happened. He could have blamed you for the tragic deaths.” Mnetha lowered her voice. “It’s best not to call attention to the Asthildi who lost their lives.” 
“How can we ignore the truth?” Belrina’s deep blue eyes shone with tears. “The families and friends of those who died cannot.”  
The ache in the sakitha bond hollowed his chest.  
“You can privately reach out to the survivors,” he said to his wife. 
Looking up at him, she smiled, and their bond erupted into intense shared emotion. All too soon, however, it dissipated under the weight of present circumstances. 
“Has the violence in Rysdahl ended?” he asked. 
“No.” Mnetha glanced at the white surface of her desk, displaying the intricate plaits in her blonde hair. “Emotions run deep on both sides.”  
The senator’s voice seemed dispassionate, but Lythk recognized the concern in her eyes. 
“We must reestablish peace! We should go there now.” Belrina placed her hands on the chair arms as if to stand. 
“And what of Primth?” Mnetha asked.  
His wife froze. 
“He’ll bury all reports of your alyn nola kynda spell while you’re in Rysdahl. We’ll lose this opportunity to remove him from power with an Electorate Challenge.” 
Lythk resisted the urge to interject, allowing his wife to speak. 
“I cannot ignore the Asthildi dying in Rysdahl.” Belrina shook her head, stirring her loose, waist-length hair. “I’m responsible for their deaths! It was my spell that incited unrest.” 
“It’s Primth who is at fault,” he said. “He should have accepted—instead of denied—responsibility for his crimes.”  
“Indeed,” the senator added. “You exposed Primth’s fraud to the Empire, but it was his corruption that inspired thousands to challenge him. We’re only beginning to understand how many.”  
Mnetha uttered an incantation, and three image-captures appeared on the irisean screen behind her desk. “An unknown group distributed these missives throughout the Capitol,” she said. 
“We saw similar messages earlier today.” He read them aloud, as his wife hadn’t yet devised a spell to read Elvish script. “‘Belrina is our savior. She will set us free’; ‘Primth manipulated us’; ‘Remove Primth and live well.’”  
“What’s a savior?” Belrina asked. “I didn’t understand the translation.” 
Lythk let the senator answer; he was no master of words. 
“One who rescues others from suffering or death,” Mnetha said. “Often, prophecy is involved.”  
“Prophecy?” Belrina sat upright. ‘Do you think the Zealots had a hand in this?’ she asked him. 
The Zealot society, guided by prophetic texts, was another faction trying to influence his wife. Although the secretive organization seemed unlikely propagandists, their motivations were so cryptic, he couldn’t rule them out.
Before he could reply, she said to Mnetha, “Are you attempting to identify this group?” 
The senator nodded, her hair catching the light. “My associates are working on it, and I’ll inform you of any leads.” 
If Primth found the propagandists before Mnetha, he’d annihilate them. 
"Thank you." Belrina straightened in her chair. “Before I leave for Rysdahl, I’ll do my best to stop Primth’s false narrative.” Her resolve seemed a palpable force. “We don’t have time for an interview, but I can record several messages.” 
Mnetha blinked twice as she studied his immovable sakitha partner. “I must beg you to reconsider. Authorities in Rysdahl will ensure a peaceful resolution. If the public sees you amid the conflict, you may lose their support, and you’ll no longer have the social standing to challenge Primth.” She stopped to draw breath.  
“I never sought social standing, Senator.”  
Silence followed Belrina’s swift response. His wife didn’t yet understand a sakilyn’s influence and how to leverage it to battle Primth. She saw only its inconvenience for daily life. 
Undeterred, Mnetha continued, “Also, if you support the anti-Primth group now, Primth may endorse the opposite faction, leading to the very civil war you wish to avoid.” The senator leaned toward Belrina while her words continued flowing. “With Primth’s current dominance of the media, most Asthildi would side with him. We would lose!” Mnetha’s hands twitched as if she longed to form fists. “And I failed to mention Primth’s assassins are likely waiting for you in Rysdahl.” She shook her blonde head. “There are too many opportunities for disaster.” 
“For my first message, I’d like to avoid speaking of an Electorate Challenge,” Belrina said. “After all, I’m not a politician.” 
Mnetha leaned back in her chair, staring at his sakitha partner. The effort of keeping her face expressionless would soon exhaust the senator.  
“Perhaps Belrina should start recording,” Lythk said. Mnetha might continue her arguments for hours, wasting precious time. 
The senator tilted her head, eyeing him. “A fine suggestion, Asthil Lythk.”  
He met her level gaze. She had emphasized his new honorific, reminding him he was no longer a magisthild. Even without an army at his command, he wouldn’t change his manner when dealing with elite seeking to use Belrina.  
Mnetha produced a fresh smile as if conjuring a flower by incantation. Politicians seemed to have that talent—particularly if a crier was nearby. The senator stood, asking Belrina, “May I arrange the setting and your styling?”  
The moment his wife consented, Mnetha created an illusion, replacing the upscale furnishings with a wooden perch before a plain gray wall.  
It was an interesting choice. Without understanding the senator’s vision, Lythk excused himself, erecting a privacy screen to speak with Mathim. He hoped the lakri were permitting the recovering vaxili to use a transmitter. They could be strict nurses. 
As he waited for the connection, Lythk resisted the impulse to bat at the hair falling over his shoulder. Not wishing to approximate his magisthild braids, he had opted for this inconvenient style. He gave his lightweight cloak a satisfying swish. He could almost forget it wasn’t the peridot color worn by vaxili. 
After several seconds, he contemplated deactivating the transmitter.  
“Asthil Lythk, I’m pleased to hear from you.” The vaxili’s deliberate speech was the effect of a potent healing spell. 
“Vaxili Mathim, I wish to thank you for your service and bid you a speedy recovery.”
“I merely did my duty. I’m happy the rescue mission was successful.” 
“As are we.” Lythk paused. “I enjoyed working with you, Vaxili. Perhaps we can collaborate in the future after you have recovered?”  
“To the extent permitted by my vaxili oaths, certainly.” 
Lythk nodded. Mathim was a loyal vaxili, and he would be circumspect with the intelligence he shared. “Belrina is safe now. However, the Capitol is teeming with support for Primth.” Providing information often induced disclosures.
“Most in Kalehala support her, but I don’t know the situation in Halith.” 
The remote senatorial city wasn’t likely to influence politics in the Capitol. “Do you know Seer Lazbith’s whereabouts?” She had helped Mathim rescue Belrina’s friends from Primth, but she hadn’t been in contact since. The enigmatic Zealot had sought to intrude on their affairs from the day they met. Lythk had been expecting her appearance all day.  
“No, I remember nothing after sustaining my injuries.”  
“Any updates on Myrin?” The question escaped despite knowing the vaxili would guard any intel about a fugitive. 
“I cannot say.” After a pause, Mathim asked, “Has Seer A’zine given you currency? Do you have adequate resources for Belrina’s defense?”  
Lythk relaxed into a forward fighting stance. Given Mathim’s concern, the traitor must still be at large, free to act on his obsession with Belrina. He gazed at his wife as she spoke before a recording device. Her vibrant face and golden skin outshone Asthildi beauties. 
“Belrina had the foresight to duplicate all the vaxili devices lent to me,” he said. “We’re well-equipped.” 
“If there is something you need that is in my power to provide, please ask.” 
“Thank you, Mathim. Rest well.”  
As he deactivated the privacy screen, Belrina’s resounding words washed over him, lightening his spirit. 
“All Asthildi deserve to live freely. The truth can be difficult to accept, but without it, how can we enjoy full, meaningful lives? My hope is for every Asthildi in the Empire to experience peace, love, and happiness.” 
“Ophedyn,” Mnetha intoned. “Beautiful! With this material, my team will engineer several captivating campaigns.” She uttered an incantation, dispatching the recording device to her associates. “Of course, an interview with a crier will have greater impact. If we prepare tonight, you’ll be ready for one tomorrow.”  
“Are you satisfied with the recordings, Belrina?” Lythk asked the question the senator had neglected. His wife had transmuted her gown into a more fashionable garment with gleaming light-blue fabric. However, it couldn’t rival the sheen of her dark hair cascading in lush waves.  
“I’m not a crier or a politician, but I said what I wanted to the Empire,” she replied.  
“Criers and politicians don’t have your authenticity,” Lythk said. As magisthild, he wouldn't have voiced this sentiment for fear of offending Mnetha. “Your message will resonate with many Asthildi.” A fair number, but the opposition had millions supporting him. “It’s in sharp contrast to Primth’s personal attacks,” he finished. Now he realized Mnetha had showcased Belrina’s innocence and simplicity to distinguish her from Primth’s artifice and opulence. 
Belrina stood, dispelling the illusion Mnetha had created. “I’ll return as soon as possible, Senator.” 
As Lythk strode to his partner’s side, the politician stared at him.  
“You know how dangerous Rysdahl will be, Asthil Lythk,” she said. 
“She’ll be safe, Senator.” Belrina had escaped from Primth on her own, despite the unfair advantages the scoundrel had employed. Now, he could help his wife.
The determined politician turned to his petite wife, who carried the burden of Mnetha’s hopes. “Belrina, will you promise to conceal your identity in Rysdahl at all times?” 
Emotions raced through their bond as his wife considered the senator’s request, which would aid his security efforts. 
“I will,” she promised.   
“And you must attend an interview in person tomorrow and memorize all my instructions in advance.”  
Mnetha sounded like a parent addressing her child. Lythk shifted his weight, drawing her attention. 
“I apologize for giving orders,” she said in a rush before regaining her composure. “I’m disappointed we haven’t had time to discuss all urgent matters. For instance, it’s crucial we control the narrative of your sakitha partnership. Primth can weave a damaging tale of secretive conspiracies, broken oaths, vaxili impersonation—” 
“It will wait until tomorrow,” Lythk interjected. 
“Senator, there is nothing more important than preventing further violence,” Belrina said. “If I can prevent one individual from being harmed, I must.” 
Mnetha gazed at his partner, her expression inscrutable. “I often forget how different the Asthildi Empire is from your human homeland. You were a healer, and it feels natural for you to cure ills, but Primth’s crimes sparked outrage and wild impulses. Those manipulated by him now seek revenge. How can anyone heal this? The most skilled lakrimaster couldn’t do it.” 
“Worse will happen if it festers.” Lythk thought he had spoken mildly, but the senator’s face froze and her eyes darted away from him, seeking his wife’s less menacing countenance. When would she understand where the real power lay? “Don’t underestimate Belrina’s abilities," he said. "She’s the only one in the Empire with the ingenuity and talent to execute a spell like alyn nola kynda.” 
Although doubts planted by Mnetha swirled in their bond, Belrina said, “Senator, I have survived in the Empire by trusting my instincts.” Her voice grew stronger. “I promise I won’t compromise our campaign against Primth, and I’ll be ready for an interview tomorrow.”  
Lythk glared at the calculating senator, clenching his jaw. Despite his repeated warnings, Belrina sought to please self-serving elite, and if he didn’t intervene, Mnetha would exploit her. 
His sweet wife glanced at him, puzzling over the source of his displeasure. 
Mnetha pointedly ignored him. “To ease my concerns for your safety, will you please take this?” She summoned a device, offering it to Belrina. “It will give me your exact location so I may send help.” 
Lythk chanted, transferring the device to his hand. After he inspected its inscriptions, he pocketed the black cube. “Thank you, Senator,” he mumbled. If circumstances were dire, he would humble himself to protect Belrina.  
‘Can you transport us to Rysdahl?’ he asked his wife telepathically. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a universal transporter. 
Belrina raised her deep blue eyes to his. 'I could improvise.'
‘It’s best not to experiment with transporting spells.’ He studied Mnetha, who should have the means to travel with an entourage to all senatorial cities. 
“Senator,” he said while attempting a friendly expression. His long years as a vaxili had eroded whatever social grace he’d once had, but he would gracelessly ask for favors if Belrina needed them. “May we use your transporter to Rysdahl?”  
Mnetha’s lips twisted upward. “It is tempting to say no. Instead, I’ll laugh at the irony that I’m giving you the means to do what I oppose.” She summoned another black cube into her upturned palm. “This will take you to a hillside overlooking the main plaza.”  
Belrina retrieved the device without magic, touching the senator’s hand. “And by doing so, you prove your friendship.” She smiled, suffusing the chamber with warmth and light.  
If you betray her trust, Mnetha, you’re as callous as Primth. As Lythk led his wife away from the senator, he activated several security devices. 
When he faced Belrina, she had transformed into Cordelia, and the hands grasping hers were Marlyn’s. They closed their eyes, and their surroundings dissolved as Belrina activated the transporter. Magic swept them into a nebulous world where consciousness existed separately from physical form.  
In the next instant, they emerged from the silent space, their minds and bodies snapping together. They stood, breathing in unison, in a small, circular pavilion, and they were not alone.  
Lythk whirled, pointing his extended hands at the slight, gray-eyed Asthildi peering at them.  
“Good evening, my friends,” she said. “I have been waiting for you.” In a dark, plain gown, the stranger was unassuming in appearance, like all the best assassins. 
“Pardon, but we weren’t expecting any friends,” Lythk said. The energy for a vaxili pulse vibrated from his shoulders to fingertips. A device alerted him to the unnamed Asthildi’s power, but it also indicated that she used magic only for a defensive shield. 
“Rarely am I expected,” the stranger said, looking at Belrina. “I am known for my habit of deciphering sacred texts.” 
His wife bowed as if to an elite. “I will always be glad for your company.”  
Before bowing to the Seer of Xorth, Lythk surveyed their immediate surroundings, which appeared safe for the moment. “Should we expect anyone else to join us?” he asked.  
“No, I came alone.” 
“How can we stop the violence?” Belrina asked, breathless. 
“If you seek a single spell, I know of none. However, one may yet be invented.” Her gaze lingered on his sakitha partner.  
‘This seer is as manipulative as a senator,’ he warned Belrina, before saying aloud, “Perhaps you can inform us of the current situation?” 
“You may see for yourself,” the seer replied, walking to the silver railing, which glimmered in the setting sun. As she chanted, a pair of irisean screens appeared, blocking their view of the empty plaza. One became invisible, and it roamed over the city. The images it captured flickered onto the receiving screen: row after row of glistening streets devoid of life.  
Last night, throngs of Asthildi had gathered in these same streets to witness Primth introduce Belrina to the Empire.  
“Residents are sheltering in their homes,” the seer said. 
“Where are the vaxili?” Lythk asked. “Patrols would subdue the conflict.” He would have had half his army monitoring the streets. 
Lazbith glanced at him. “There was a crier’s report this afternoon questioning the local vaxithild’s methods, but he declined to provide an interview.” 
“I don’t understand,” Belrina said. “The vaxili aren’t doing everything they can to stop the fighting?” 
When he was silent, the seer answered. “The vaxithild may be in league with Primth, who knows you’ll return to Rysdahl to quell the violence.” 
“They’re placing Asthildi lives at risk for the chance to capture me?” Belrina clutched her belly. 
His own stomach soured at the thought of Primth’s intimate knowledge of his wife’s mind. He had failed to protect her from him once, and he'd forfeit his life before he failed again.  
Movement flickered on the receiver. “Stop the capturer, please,” he said.  
A group of yellow-clad Asthildi marched across the irisean screen. After an incantation from the seer, the capturer followed them. 
“The yellow signifies they’ve invoked the alyn nola kynda spell,” Lazbith said. “They’re looking for Primth’s followers, who represent their allegiance by wearing orange. They cannot unleash their anger on the senator, but they can on his supporters.”  
“And are Primth’s people roaming the streets, too?” Belrina asked. The sakitha bond roiled with her trepidation.  
The seer nodded. “They wish to silence all who criticize Primth,” she said while studying his wife’s face.  
“Senator Mnetha said the most skilled lakrimaster couldn’t heal the emotional wounds,” Belrina whispered. Her preoccupation with finding a solution pulled on their bond. 
On the receiver, a procession of orange-attired Asthildi formed a line, barring the other group’s passage. They outnumbered Primth’s detractors three to one. Although the screen conveyed no sound, it was clear the groups were exchanging heated words. 
“Seer, can you prevent this from escalating?” Belrina asked. In her distress, she had undermined Lazbith’s disguise by naming her. 
“By oath, I’m prohibited from intervening in political conflict.”  
Belrina turned to him, her lovely face hidden behind the Cordelia glamour. “Can you alert the local vaxili?” 
He shook his head. It was one of the many advantages he had lost when he resigned his position, and he would always strive to compensate for the loss.
His wife gripped the railing and stared at the irisean screen. “Under the law, I may protect others if they face imminent and significant danger.” Her brow furrowed. “Without seeing or sensing the magic, I can’t gauge the threat.” 
She flinched as an invisible blow knocked an anti-Primth protestor to the ground. In response, shimmering strikes raced toward the senator’s supporters. Before the missiles landed, a ring of fire flared around the smaller group. 
‘Before you intervene—’ he said to Belrina as a device chimed, signaling his wife’s use of magic. Too late! 
The flames displayed on the receiver vanished without searing any skin. 
“Friend, can you eliminate the traces of Belrina’s spell?” Lythk asked. Primth’s associates were likely monitoring the city for large expenditures of power.  
Instead of answering, Lazbith uttered a quick incantation. 
‘Belrina, invoke this device to mask your energy.’ He handed it to her and said aloud, “We must change our location immediately.” 
“I’ll heal them all first,” Belrina said, raising her hands toward the screen. 
A device registered incoming enchantments, and Lythk erected a deflective panel over them, shouting, “They found us!”  
A second later, his wife gasped. “My shield—” she paused for breath—“is under attack.” Her body tensed as she combated the powerful energy. 
Lythk activated a tracker to pinpoint the origin of the magic threatening Belrina. 
“I’ll eliminate this threat.” The seer intoned a series of chants, her voice rising and falling rhythmically.  
“Exclude me from your shield if you must,” Lythk said to his beleaguered partner. 
She shook her head, pressing her lips together. Her concentration in their bond was as intense as it had been when she battled Primth. 
The seer’s frenetic chanting stopped. “It is a powerful transportation spell. I can alter it so that we travel to a different place than they intend.” 
“Can you conceal the location from them?” he asked.  
“No.” 
“Can we use a transporter instead?” 
“Not without . . . releasing . . . my shield,” Belrina panted. 
“I have their coordinates,” Lythk said through clenched teeth. “I can launch an attack.”  
‘No! We can’t start a war,’ her thought whipped through his mind. 
“Any ideas, friend?” Lythk clutched his useless devices, ignoring the rigid corners pressing into his palms. 
“I can create a portal,” Lazbith said, inspecting their surroundings. “A short distance would be best. Where would you like to go?” 
Belrina pointed to the screen, which now depicted an outright brawl.  
“No.” Lythk crossed his arms over his chest. 
“It is the last place they’ll expect,” the seer said. Concern filled her gaze as she looked at Belrina. “We need to leave now.” 
“Can you create a dome of invisibility for us?” Lythk asked the seer. 
“Of course.” 
“Do it and then take us there.” He nodded toward the irisean screen before wrapping an arm around Belrina.  
The seer’s eyes narrowed. 
“Please,” he added lamely. 
After lifting her chin, Lazbith pointed a finger and intoned, “Zymikth.”  
Lythk stroked his wife’s smooth brow. ‘Did you invoke the energy-replenishing device?’ he inquired telepathically. 
‘Yes.’ She gripped his tunic. ‘He didn’t have anything this effective yesterday.’ 
‘We will adapt, too.’ He flooded their bond with confidence, having nothing else to give.  
A short, oval door materialized where the seer had pointed, standing on its own, and he released Belrina.  
“I’ll go first,” he announced. Lythk pressed the gate’s mechanical lever, which was marked by a dark square. As the portal opened, he ducked his head and slipped through a shimmering veil, joining the clashing factions somewhere in the city below. 






  
  4
Axioms 


Cesario de Nieve Fresca focused on the distant sun-drenched horizon as the arid landscape streamed across the karth’s window. In mere minutes, elevated plateaus dotted with yellow scrub had replaced the craggy mountains and sand dunes of Kalehala. 
The crisp detail was miraculous! Since childhood, everything beyond the pages of a book had been hazy. Now that the lakri had corrected his vision, he knew the richness of the world. 
He shifted his gaze to the turquoise sky while his athletic friends discussed how to entertain themselves on the journey. Had they asked him, he would have told them they needed education more than entertainment. Belrina had advised them to learn as much as they could about the Asthildi Empire.  
Cesario frowned, puzzled by the absence of clouds. 
Several minutes later, he spied a minuscule white puff. It passed by so quickly, he couldn’t be sure . . . he needed to verify his observation. When he finally saw another cloud, he called to their Asthildi tutor, “Rakti Za.”  
The elegant, black-clad Asthildi strode toward the expansive window, his long, straight hair fluttering behind him. “Has something else caught your attention?” he asked in an accent that softened familiar words. 
“Yes! Why are the clouds artificially smooth?” With each word, a blue gem on his elven tunic pulsed, and a reedy voice translated them into Elvish. He listened to the foreign language dominated by consonants, trying to understand it. 
“They are?” Victoriano joined them at the window, gripping his stomach. Traveling on the lightning-fast metal transport didn’t suit him or Cesario. 
Rakti Za stared at his friend instead of answering the question. Most people enjoyed beholding Victoriano’s delicate features and irrepressible curls, and young women in particular found it difficult to curtail their enjoyment. 
“Are you ill? Should I summon a lakri remedy for you?” The rakti touched Victoriano’s elbow. 
“I’m fine.” His pretty friend ignored the bejeweled elf, and they scanned the bright skies in silence. 
When another white formation appeared, Victoriano exclaimed, “You’re right, Cesario! That tiny cloud was too round.” 
“We harvest all sources of water,” said the rakti, conveniently ignoring the fact that his answer was belated. “Spells—too sophisticated for me to explain—channel any moisture in the air to a reservoir. Then we distribute water based on predetermined allotments. We also control the weather in the Empire.” 
Cesario whirled toward the rakti, forgetting to avoid sudden movements. “Elves control the weather?” His words flowed despite his spinning head. “There must be disastrous consequences somewhere in the Empire.” 
“Please refer to us as Asthildi,” Rakti Za corrected, his tone patient.  
“My apologies,” Cesario said in Elvish, squeezing his eyes shut until the dizziness receded. How had he forgotten a basic principle of Asthildi etiquette? During their first lesson, the rakti had explained that “elf” was an offensive term. His cheeks grew warm.  
When the rakti chanted and clasped his shoulder, Cesario tore his eyes open. The porcelain-faced Asthildi was inches away.  
“Drink this.” Za held a vial with clear liquid to his mouth. “It’ll ease your disorientation.” 
Cesario plucked the cylinder from the rakti’s hands as if it were a fragile flower. “It’s a lakri remedy?” He sniffed it, detecting an astringent odor. A single sip would purportedly cure him for hours. 
Za nodded, his smile a subtle shifting of his face and a warming of his large blue eyes.  
After a quick taste of the bitter liquid, Cesario handed the vial back. 
“Please keep it,” the rakti said with a graceful wave of his hand. “Imbibe a little each morning, and you’ll have no further troubles. Do you feel better now?” 
Cesario moved his head experimentally. “Yes!” He peered at the vial in his hand, speculating as to its ingredients. 
Za stepped away. “How did you know there are undesirable consequences to manipulating the environment? We funnel the tumultuous effects to less populated regions of the Empire, all of which are compensated well.” 
Cesario ran his thumb over the smooth vial as he considered how to explain. “Powerful forces generate the weather,” he said. “Disrupting them can only invite disaster.” He glanced at the rakti studying him. “Nature operates by rules, and breaking them is dangerous.” 
To alter the principles of nature, did magic rival the power of the Gods United? He gripped the lakri remedy. If elves wished to harm the People, how could they stop them? 
The rakti cocked his head. “You belong in the Academy, my friend.” 
“What is that?” Victoriano asked. 
“A place for scholars who dedicate their lives to a field of study.” 
Cesario turned back to the window, imagining magnificent, endless libraries holding all the knowledge Asthildi had gained since the dawn of time.  
“Sounds perfect for you!” Victoriano said to him. 
“What would you want to study?” Rakti Za asked. 
“Everything.” He buried his fists into his voluminous sleeves. He needed to help Belrina protect their people. 
The Asthildi now smiled like a human, showing even, white teeth.  
Cesario tugged at the plush fabric in his hands. “I suppose that’s overly ambitious.”  
Za laughed, and the single melodious peal silenced the room. Since arriving in Kalehala, the Forest People had heard no laughter besides their own. 
When his friends looked at him for an explanation, Cesario shrugged. 
“May I ask what you found funny?” Epifanio performed a small bow for the rakti, as if begging forgiveness for an offense. They all struggled with Asthildi etiquette, which had more rules than a chicken had feathers. 
Za tossed a handful of his light chestnut hair over his shoulder. “Cesario is endearingly amusing.” 
“Because he said he’s ambitious?” Victoriano asked, his puzzled expression enhancing his prettiness. 
“I . . . I have a lot to learn about Asthildi.” Epifanio rubbed the back of his neck. “Sometimes, I feel like Gavino must have felt when traveling to the City.” 
How can he compare himself to his timid younger brother? Cesario faced his tall, wide-shouldered friend and said in a light tone, “Are you frightened of Asthildi humor?”  
Epifanio stood straighter. “When you say it like that, it sounds ridiculous.” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “I guess saying ridiculous things makes you ‘endearingly amusing.’” 
“Quite so, Epifanio,” Rakti Za replied, sharing his Asthildi smile with them both. 
Soft elven slippers whispered at the entrance to the leisure compartment, announcing Aurelio before he shuffled in. Vaxili Xmenara trailed him, silent in her knee-high boots. Dressed in white from head to toe, her lithe frame had an aura of coiled power as she strode into the room. 
If a cougar had sauntered into their midst, Epifanio and Victoriano would have reacted similarly; they had witnessed the vaxili suspending Aurelio over the edge of a cliff when they had trespassed into elven territory. Without Seer A’zine’s intervention, they all may have been imprisoned—indefinitely.  
Before they boarded the karth, Xmenara had apologized to Aurelio and begged to learn more about the Gods United. Now she hounded him as if only he knew what she wished to know. 
When Cesario realized he was frowning, he smoothed his face and called to his weary-looking friend. “Why don’t we sit?” He gestured to a nearby faux-wood table with two beige-cushioned benches.  
Aurelio nodded to the rakti before moseying toward the table, displaying none of his prize-winning speed. Cesario took his seat well before him. 
When his exhausted friend collapsed on the same bench, Victoriano and Epifanio were quick to sit on the opposite side, blocking the vaxili. She smoothly pivoted, displaying the peridot exterior of her silken cloak. As she adopted a wide-legged stance next to the entrance, Za transported a chair across the room with an incantation, positioning it at the end of the table to join them. 
“Did the seer’s examination do this to you?” Cesario twisted in his seat to view his friend’s golden-brown face.  
Aurelio rested his dark head in his hands. “No, I didn’t sleep well.” His wavy, chin-length hair fell over an eye, and Cesario’s fingers itched to smooth it aside.  
“I can’t stop thinking about why Belrina asked for help,” Aurelio said. “What danger is she in? What’s threatening the People?” 
Cesario grasped his best friend’s shoulder, offering him the vial. “Why don’t you try a lakri remedy?”  
Aurelio shook his head, dislodging the errant locks. “What I need is to see Belrina. Only then will I know she’s safe.” 
When the rakti stared at the hand Cesario still had on Aurelio, he withdrew it.  
“If we knew how the seer’s experiments will help Belrina, we might learn something about the dangers we face.” The long list of unknowns niggled at Cesario’s mind, more irritating than an itchy bug bite. 
“When it’s your turn, you may ask, but her explanations aren’t always helpful,” Aurelio said, stifling a yawn.  
Cesario drummed his fingers on the table. Seers were at the pinnacle of Asthildi society, and few questioned them. “Rakti Za, do you know why the seer is studying Forest People?”  
“I haven’t the slightest idea,” he replied. “Of course, mystery always surrounds seers.” His smile was a slight curve of his plump lips. 
Cesario raised his chin. “Hmph! If I stopped explaining myself, I’d be mysterious, too.” 
“You? Mysterious?” Epifanio laughed, tilting his head back.  
As his merriment resounded in the narrow compartment, Victoriano giggled, covering his mouth. “Rakti Za was right,” he said. “Cesario is amusing.” 
He swallowed a retort as their tutor stared at him again. His smooth face was unreadable, but Cesario was learning to read the expressions in his bright eyes. 
Aurelio shifted his head in his hands, hiding another yawn. When his lids closed, Cesario rose from the bench. “You need to sleep,” he said. “Epifanio, help me get him into his compartment.” He gripped his friend’s elbow. 
“I’ll gladly take myself there.” Aurelio stood, using the table to push himself up. 
Epifanio grabbed his other arm. “But a journey is always better with friends!” 
Aurelio smiled in response, and as they exited the leisure compartment, Cesario sensed Za’s eyes on his back. When Aurelio wrapped an arm around his shoulders, he forgot about the appraising Asthildi. 
“Thank you, my friends. What would I have done without you on this journey?” Aurelio’s voice sounded distant.  
Cesario studied his best friend’s handsome profile. When would his poor heart be free from worry?  

    
  The next morning, after a bland breakfast of nutritive vials and cold flatbread from their magic satchels, the young men sat in a circle around the rakti. Cesario’s memories of jam and butter lathered on pan-fried bread kept intruding on the lesson. 
“Yesterday, we discussed the seven echelons of Asthildi society and the main guilds.” Za surveyed them all. “Who can tell me the title, robe color, and rank for a particular citizen, and demonstrate the proper greeting?” 
Noelio rose to his feet. Elven apparel, which alternated between being floppy and clingy in all the wrong places, didn’t seem to bother him. “Well, you, Rakti Za, wear a black robe, and your title is rakti,” he said. He bowed from the waist until his torso was at a forty-five-degree angle, pausing in the pose. “This is how we should greet you.” 
“Correct. And where do I rank?” 
“Seers, senators, vaxili.” Their mustached friend counted on his fingers. 
The raki shook his head, agitating his waist-long hair. 
“I missed one?” Noelio looked at his friends for help as he sat down. 
“Commanders, then vaxili,” Cleofas said, his voice conveying his pride at remembering the hierarchy.  
“Very good.” The raki paced around the circle with his hands behind his back. “For the rank of guild members, it’s easier to start from the bottom, Noelio. Try again, please.”  
“Oh! Only Asthildi not yet in guilds, like apprentices and children, are below you. So
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