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1

Old Tactics

 

Hemol sat at the conference table in his office with three other diemthe, though the small office barely had enough space for them all and the table. A map of the world covered the table. He glared at the southern continent. It felt so far from his reach. It always had, but that had never bothered him before.

“The south has fallen. Very soon, the lianthe and their human allies will attack the north. The war we have been waiting for has begun. So far, we are not winning.” Zaresh paused and looked around the table, meeting every eye in turn. Hemol gazed back at him solemnly. “That will now change. There is no longer any need to hold back. Let us show the lianthe and the humans the full force of our military.” He clenched a fist and pounded the map.

Sajesh leaned forward, tracing a finger along the coast of the southern continent. A number one adorned the left breast of his uniform, a two on the right. “We lost the south too easily. Kazrun and Lirson were killed. Lirana failed. Yeihel and Forkom failed. Even Lafren and Vereim were defeated. There were more lianthe than we first realized, true, but I believe the true reason we lost the south was Banof.” He turned to Hemol. “General, he knows our strengths and weaknesses, he knows our strategies and secrets. We have tried to kill him and failed. If we wish to win without heavy losses, we must change our approach. What strengths do we have that Banof does not know about?”

“Very few,” Hemol said with a grimace. He sat down and folded his hands before him. He’d trained Banof himself, had groomed him to become general after him. Banof knew about most of his little experiments – what few he didn’t know about weren’t worth using or hadn’t yet come into fruition, like Gretvend’s latest circling trial.

He wished someone had managed to kill Banof sooner. No sense in sending assassins after him now – he’d surely already given most of his information to the lianthe. “We may not be able to avoid heavy casualties.” Their numbers were far greater than the south’s. In a straight battle, they would win. Hemol remembered such battles from the War of Ascension and the War of Paserad. Such battles he would prefer to avoid, if he could.

“You think like children,” Garlon said, leaning back in his seat. Hemol repressed his scowl. He hadn’t invited Garlon to this meeting to be insulted. “You think in terms of warfare and battles, forgetting what won us the War of Ascension.” He smiled at that, showing off three missing teeth.

Hemol forced himself to look at Garlon. It wasn’t easy. Like all elderly diemthe, Garlon’s head was properly shaved. He left his bald head uncovered, displaying the twisted burns that laced most of his upper body. As if he knew how uneasy it made Hemol, Garlon ran the fingers of his only remaining hand down the left side of his face, lingering over the remains of his ear. Garlon lived as a legend, the only diemthe to survive a direct attack from the lianthe emperor. He’d been general before Hemol and was the mastermind behind the War of Ascension.

After the massive loss that ended the War of Paserad, Garlon had retired and Hemol took over as general. He’d chosen different tactics than his predecessor, deliberately so. Garlon’s plans might win wars, but they left little behind over which to rule. “Surprise and the karyon won us the War of Ascension,” he said. That they’d barely survived their victory, he didn’t say. Before the War of Ascension, the diemthe had numbered well over twenty thousand. Now they had barely nine thousand.

Garlon finally stopped playing with his scars. “Surprise and the karyon helped, certainly, but there are many ways to win a war. Our victory was assured the day the war started, and the day we destroyed Rildivmor.”

Closing his eyes, Hemol could still remember that night. Rildivmor had once gleamed upon the Rilrek River, the foothills of the Eastern Mountains rising behind it. Its walls, built of iron and amber, had shined orange even on that moonless night. He remembered watching Janrik raise his arm, the karyon clutched in his fist. The walls of Rildivmor had shook once more then turned to burning liquid. The city melted, dissolving just slow enough for the inhabitants to scream out their agony before dying. None had survived that attack. In one night, the diemthe had killed nearly two-thirds of all the lianthe.

“What are you suggesting?” Sajesh asked, leaning slightly away from Garlon.

“We have Travel Patterns for the Twin Sun Kingdoms, yes?” Garlon said. Hemol nodded. “Then we can attack at any time. Let us go to cities without lianthe, where none can stand against us, and kill as many humans as possible. Let us burn their fields, kill their children. We can avoid their army and still defeat them.”

Just like the War of Ascension. Whole swaths of Komein, Ijta, Siron, and Sulindra still lay fallow, even after five hundred years. Hemol stared at the Twin Sun Kingdoms on the map. He’d never been south of Paserad, but he’d heard of the beauty of the south. Their exports covered the entire world, making their way even here to Daranvirmor. Hemol was particularly fond of wine from Lakebreeze. He didn’t want to destroy their entire kingdom. He wanted them defeated and obedient, not dead.

On the far side of the table, Zaresh stood slowly. He leaned heavily against the table instead of his cane. “The karyon is in the hands of our enemies,” he said softly. “I would rather not destroy the entire south, but we have no choice. Given enough time, the lianthe emperor will regain the karyon, and we will lose. Hemol, Sajesh, organize raids immediately. For every diemthe sent south, send at least six altered humans as well. We cannot afford to lose any more people.”

“So be it,” Hemol said. With Mitek indisposed in the Shadow Retreat, Zaresh ruled in her stead. He turned to Sajesh. “Let us observe the first and second rabets, that we might find suitable candidates.” The young diemthe who comprised the first and second rabets would be eager for such an opportunity. Most found Daranvirmor boring and would leap at the chance to see real action. And there was little danger in attacking humans. He nodded to Zaresh and left the conference room with Sajesh. He did not care for his orders, but that didn’t matter. He would carry them out, and the south would learn the consequences of rising against the diemthe empire.

They turned a corner and reached the training grounds. Young diemthe filled the large room, some practicing with swords, some using Elementalism, a few more jogging along the perimeter. Three hundred diemthe comprised the first rabet and another hundred the second. Every diemthe between four hundred fifty and six hundred had to serve; only those who became commanders in that time left the first or second. Hemol stared at them. He’d seen the young diemthe practicing many times, but they’d never looked so young to him before. They wouldn’t all volunteer to attack the south, mostly just those who wished to become commanders.

For a moment, he wanted to stop the entire thing, to not attack the south. How could he send these children off to ruthlessly kill humans, to slaughter children? He commanded them; he ought to protect them. But war was coming to the north, and their youth would not save them from it. Better to strike a blow against the south now than lose more of these diemthe later.

“How many Travel Patterns are there in the south?” Sajesh asked. He motioned for a few of the diemthe to join them.

“There are four Travel Patterns in Twin Sun River and five in Twin Sun Plain, discounting Paserad.” Paserad was too dangerous to attack; there’d be lianthe there. Hemol considered for a moment then said, “There are five Patterns left in Sonon, after the ones at the twenty-first, thirtieth, and thirty-second encampments were destroyed. And there is one Pattern in Relerio and another in Giram.”

Sajesh glanced at him sideways. “No one mentioned Sonon, Relerio, or Giram.”

“The Twin Sun Kingdoms are no longer our only enemies. If we intend to attack, we should attack everyone.” Hemol’s stomach twisted but he ignored it. He could live with himself after ordering the deaths of hundreds of humans. He couldn’t live with himself if his inactions caused many diemthe to die. The young diemthe around him and Sajesh looked at him so expectantly. He forced himself to meet their eyes, to look confident and untroubled. “There are ten here. We shall require six more.”

Nodding, Sajesh quickly surveyed the room and called over a few more diemthe. Others also came over, to see what was happening. Soon, a group of thirty stood before Hemol. “Now we can have volunteers,” Sajesh said quietly, so only Hemol could hear.

He inclined his head briefly then raised his voice. “I need volunteers to kill humans. You will travel outside our control, to the south. Once through the Travel Pattern, you will burn the cities and surrounding country, causing as much wide-spread damage as you can. Stay for only a few minutes before returning to Daranvirmor. You will have altered humans to guard you while in enemy territory. Who will go?”

The original ten that Sajesh called over all raised their hands immediately. Slowly, four more hands came up. Finally, two last diemthe stepped forward. Hemol stared at the last one. Sajesh took the other fifteen aside, to give them the Travel Patterns and more detailed orders, but Hemol had Tashrin stay behind.

“You cannot volunteer,” he told her, holding up a hand. “We will find another.” Or someone could attack two cities.

Tashrin squared her shoulders and set her jaw. She looked, Hemol thought, very much like her mother. “I would like to help win this war,” she said. “Even now, my mother exhausts herself trying to stop this war, to win this war earlier. How can I not do everything in my power to help?”

Hemol pinched the bridge of his nose. “This mission is dangerous. Death is unlikely, but it is a possibility. If you were injured or killed, your mother would never forgive me.” His mind shuddered away from imagining how Mitek would react to Tashrin’s death. “You are the only candidate for heir. We cannot spare you.” He looked over Tashrin’s shoulder. “Chaflin!” he called. The young diemthe stepped forward, saluting with the palm of his right hand held beside his head. He and Mraslik had only returned from helping Gretvend in Altland two days ago. Mraslik was among the first to volunteer for this, but Chaflin had been busy across the room and probably still tired. He would do. He was a better choice than Tashrin. “You will go to the south.” Chaflin nodded and joined Sajesh. Hemol turned back to Tashrin. “There are many things you can do here to help. With Mitek unavailable, Zaresh has many duties. Help him if you feel frustrated.”

“I do help Father,” Tashrin said. She tried to hide it, but Hemol could see the anger in her dark eyes. “I still wish to do more. There is none in the first or second more powerful than me. I am not afraid to fight.”

Sighing, Hemol clasped her briefly on the shoulder. “I know, and your bravery is to your credit. But I still cannot let you leave Daranvirmor. Your power will have to be used here.” He left her and joined Sajesh in organizing the young diemthe. They’d have to find altered humans to accompany them before they could be sent south. Two days, Hemol thought, should be enough time to prepare. The sooner the better. This would be the best chance they got for an attack like this. Afterward, the south would be far more careful about leaving Travel Patterns in public places. Even if they changed the Travel Patterns after this, Hemol could send Riol south to find the new Patterns. Riol was due to report to him later today; he’d send him south before the attack, so he could get a better sense of the damage.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw Tashrin still standing where he’d left her. Her fists shook at her sides and she listened intently to Sajesh’s instructions to the other diemthe. Dread filled Hemol as he watched her. Would she disobey him and go south anyway? If she told one of the other young diemthe to give her a Travel Pattern, they would obey instantly. He would have to keep careful watch over the Travel Pattern until the attack, to make sure she didn’t slip past. She was young enough to still be rash; he wouldn’t put such a move past her.

How much longer, he wondered, before Mitek emerged from the Shadow Retreat? He hoped soon, but feared it might be a month or more. He should tell Zaresh about Tashrin’s behavior. If he ordered her to stay in Daranvirmor, she might obey.  With how busy Zaresh was, he might not have time to watch constantly over Tashrin.

If no one else could watch over her, Hemol would. She was their future, and he would not see her lost.
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Family Secrets

 

Chirim raced after Nizel. She walked quickly and would leave him behind if he let her. She strode inside the Paserad Elementalist Guild, looking neither right nor left. The Twin Sunners stared at her in worry and awe and only looked mildly annoyed when she pushed them aside to reach the Travel Room. “Sorry,” Chirim said since Nizel hadn’t. The humans smiled at him too, and he had to look away.

He barely reached the Travel Pattern before Nizel activated it, sending them both to Yofenonmor. Nizel immediately stepped off the Travel Pattern and headed left – towards the council chambers and her father’s office. The twisted trees of Yofenonmor immediately felt like home, each meandering path and circled opening familiar. Human cities were sch strange places, almost cut off entirely from nature. 

Nizel still didn’t look at Chirim as she hurried around trees, and he wondered if she’d even noticed him following her. No guards stood posted outside the regent’s office – and Chirim had apparently spent enough time among humans that he found the sight strange. However much the lianthe might grow upset with Veiyond, they would never dream of harming him. And Yofenonmor was safe from any outside attacks, its Pattern and exact location known only by lianthe.

Regent Veiyond sat behind his desk, a stack of paper before him. The desk rose from the ground, part of the maple tree as much as everything else in the tree’s opening. He looked up in surprise when Nizel barged in. “Illera is consorting with diemthe,” Nizel said as Veiyond opened his mouth. “She tried to hide two of them in Paserad. Ambassador Mareth intends to keep them alive for now.”

Slowly Veiyond sat back, lacing his fingers together before him. Chirim leaned against the doorway to his office, studying him. He could usually read people easily. He’d known right away that he could trust Illera, that she would not hate him for his past. He knew now that Illera didn’t hate him for dealing with diemthe because her own dealings were far wider and more serious.

He’d spent his youth watching those around him, trying to determine their thoughts and how he might best gain an advantage over them. Despite being born of weak, unimportant families, Chirim burned with ambition. The thought of spending his life as a farmer or a craftsman disgusted him. Soldier was better than that and Elementalist better still, but even those weren’t enough for him. His whole life he’d known that the emperor lacked an heir. His family had discouraged him, telling him he’d never win the competition. He had power aplenty, but Nizel had been favored by the council nearly from her birth.

He had never listened to those who told him to set his sights lower. He studied hard, fought hard, learned how to make those around him love him. Only Nizel’s strongest admirers hadn’t cared for him. Still the council, and particularly the regent, favored Nizel over him. He could remember standing before the council on the five hundredth anniversary of his naming day, presenting a case for why he should be the heir. Mareth was sympathetic, but Veiyond and Feilis dismissed him outright. Irisen eventually dismissed him too.

Never before that day had he hated anyone, but that day changed his life. Ever since, he’d burned with hatred for Nizel, for Veiyond and Feilis, for everyone who dismissed him because of his family. He’d told himself he still had a chance, could still become heir. He merely had to accomplish some incredible feat. The War of Paserad had already passed by, with no other great conflict in sight. When he heard about resonite, and how it could be fashioned to create Travel Patterns, he’d thought it a gift from God and the spirit of the Moon.

First he plotted to steal resonite, but the diemthe and their rabets watched over it too carefully. He met some humans in Precht and, in exchange for them bringing a letter to Commander Olizen of the eighth rabet, gave them preigind weapons and preigind armor. He suspected those humans had been part of the Prechtan resistance, but he’d never asked. Precht wasn’t an easy place to defy the rabets, having been a diemthe ally since the War of Ascension. Soon, he found himself in communication with Olizen and they found a bargain that benefited them both.

He returned to Yofenonmor, pleased with himself. Perhaps he might have been made heir if he hadn’t been such a fool. The council had been thrilled with the resonite, and even Veiyond had seemed impressed by him. But then he proved himself foolish and told them without prompting how he’d gotten the resonite. Even now, he tried to defend his stupidity by telling himself that he’d been impressed by Olizen. All the stories and histories he’d grown up with painted diemthe as terrible monsters, powerful and cruel and beyond reason. Olizen had been quite reasonable, friendly and intelligent in her correspondence. In their later letters, she composed beautiful poems about sunrises over the Northern Mountains and the waves crashing against the Ijtan shores and so many other things. In return, he wrote about the Mikaneir Forest and the Cursed Mountains. None of his words did justice, but in her letters Olizen seemed pleased that he shared her love of natural beauty. He still had all her poems, hidden away in a locked chest in his room in Yofenonmor.

He assumed the council would be equally thrilled to learn that at least one diemthe was a decent person.

He’d been wrong. The council declared him without honor, very nearly named him a traitor. His chances to become heir disappeared that day, and Nizel won the competition handily, waiting only until she turned five hundred for the council to confirm her as favorite. Only the emperor of course could make her the official heir, but the council would never let him consider Chirim.

For years, Chirim had drifted, his drive withered away and all his passion spent, unable to even hate Nizel anymore. When Irisen called for volunteers to help the Twin Sun army fight the diemthe, he’d been the first to step up. Then he heard about Illera, and what she held. He instantly decided to make her fight Nizel to become heir. At the time, he hadn’t cared what type of person Illera might be – she wasn’t Nizel, and only that mattered.

Upon finding her to be intelligent, caring, and powerful, he’d been delighted. For the first time in decades, he felt patriotic. He’d finally found someone he could happily follow and serve. When Illera was revealed as Mareth’s niece, Chirim felt confident he could make her heir.

Since his disgrace, he’d learned a thing or two about subtly. He played up his fondness for humans in front of Illera – he genuinely did like humans, but he made sure she saw it. He encouraged her friendship with Wenos, he taught her anything she wished to learn. And he made sure she confronted Nizel. Nizel did the rest of his work for him, annoying Illera enough that she decided for herself to challenge her.

It had all been going so well. Looking at Veiyond now, he knew whatever chance Illera had of beating Nizel had vanished. 

“Interesting,” Veiyond finally said. “We should join Mareth in Paserad as soon as possible. I should like to question these diemthe, too.”

Nizel stiffened. “Surely, Father, we should kill them as quickly as possible. The only good diemthe is a dead diemthe.”

Veiyond smiled thinly as he stood. “There are still things you must learn, Nizel. I am sure these diemthe knows many thing useful to us. They will do us no good dead.” He patted her on the shoulder. “They will be dead soon enough, never fear.” He finally seemed to notice Chirim, and his voice turned cool. “Why are you here?”

“I... know the diemthe,” Chirim said slowly. Veiyond narrowed his eyes, and Chirim had to pause and swallow his fear. He couldn’t afford another disgrace. “I met them shortly after the battle with the twenty-ninth rabet in Relerio. I believe they do not mean us harm.”

Thinking back to his journey to the thirty-third encampment, he could barely suppress a shudder. Carrying on a friendly correspondence with a diemthe was one thing. Being in close quarters with four diemthe was quite another. Illera had shown no signs of worry, though she’d obviously not known Mrenthet or Vereim. Watching her, how could Chirim do any less?

He barely knew Banof and Azeha, but Illera knew them, trusted them, considered them friends. That was good enough for him. “Banof has been discussing strategy with Prince Nikilaus for some time,” he said. Looking back, he wondered why no one had asked where Nikilaus got all his information from.  “He has been a willing ally for many days. He defeated both the diemthe in the twenty-ninth. After all that, we still wish to kill him?”

“Are you that great a fool?” Nizel asked with a sneer. “Everything he has done has been for his own sake. He pretends at loyalty, while plotting his own schemes. He will remain true to Illera as long as it suits his purposes, and then he will kill her without regret. We cannot allow that to happen to her!”

Nizel wouldn’t shed a tear if Illera died, Chirim thought but didn’t say.

Veiyond pulled a loose silver robe over his indigo robe. “Let us travel to Paserad. I am eager to meet these diemthe.” He strode from his office. Nizel smiled at Chirim and followed her father closely. Chirim sighed and rubbed the base of his palm against his eye. Then he hurried after them. Veiyond and Nizel couldn’t be allowed access to Banof and Azeha alone. He didn’t trust them not to kill the diemthe.

Even if he was there, he wondered if he’d be able to stop them. Illera wouldn’t be able to. Perhaps Nikilaus could, but he had many other things to worry about. Mareth was the closest thing Banof and Azeha had to a powerful ally, and he would not regret their deaths.

Knowing any pleas he made would be ignored, Chirim joined Veiyond and Nizel at the Travel Pattern. He still believed the lianthe had to make peace with the diemthe one day. If offering a meager and pitiful protection of Banof and Azeha was all he could do, it was still worth it. He wanted the war done with as much as anyone else, but sometimes he thought he was the only one who dreamed of the war ending without bloodshed.

Veiyond activated the Travel Pattern, and Chirim found himself in Paserad again. There had to be something he could do to help. He thought of Mrenthet, who the lianthe still didn’t know about. He thought too of Olizen, who he’d never met but who wrote lovely poetry in her letters to him. He still had her Post Pattern, assuming she hadn’t changed it. Maybe he should write her a letter.

Maybe if they won a few more diemthe allies, the other lianthe might consider other ends to the war than genocide. A slight hope, but it was all he had.

* * *

Illera looked around Wallen once more. The sight brought tears to her eyes. Thinking about how much it had changed since she left made her throat feel tight. Thinking about how quickly it had moved past needing her made her want to shout protests. Thinking about how long it might be before she saw her people again made her want to go back to her old house and never leave.

“You really want to help the diemthe,” Raymin said, standing beside her next to the small Travel Pattern. It wasn’t a question. He followed her gaze and together they watched a diemthe boy chase Raymin’s younger brother Oser beside Ronert Fallison’s garden. “That’s Vakrek. He and Oser have been all but inseparable since the diemthe got here.” He shook his head. “Vakrek barely speaks human, but Oser adores him. He’s been teaching him. You aren’t the only one who loves a diemthe, you know.”

She flinched and pressed a hand against her cheek. “Is it that obvious?”

Raymin chuckled. “I know you too well, Illera. If those captured diemthe were just friends, you’d still be worried, but nothing like this. He must be quite a fellow, to catch your interest. He didn’t seem that bad, when I met him.”

“He is.” She tried to fight down her blush and knew she hadn’t. “Without Banof, I’d be dead a hundred times over.”

“Without Banof, you might still be here in Wallen with none the wiser. And Kessel might still be alive.”

Illera closed her eyes. She didn’t know how to answer that. She could list a thousand ways things would be better if Banof had never found her here. At times since leaving Wallen, she had listed all the ways. She had no wish to cover that list again. She had enough regrets in her life without inviting more. Banof had found her, and her life had changed instantly. When she left Wallen, she’d never imagined herself as she now was. “I have to help Banof and Azeha,” she finally said. She glanced at Raymin. “And I do... care for Banof. Does that trouble you?”

“It would have, just a few days ago.” Raymin kept his eyes on Oser and Vakrek. Finally, he nodded. “Go and free him. Just promise me you’ll take care of yourself.” He gripped her upper arms.

“Of course, I’ll be careful. I always am.” She gripped Raymin’s arms in turn then stepped inside the Travel Pattern. She knew this Pattern now and could return whenever she wished, she told herself. Of course, she knew it wasn’t that easy. Nothing ever was. She activated the Pattern and shifted to Paserad.

As she walked out the Elementalist Guild, one of the masters, an elderly man with a mess of curly gray hair who she vaguely recognized, stopped her. “Lady Illera, three lianthe just came through a few hours ago. It was Nizel and Chirim and an older one, too.” The Elementalist shook his head. “The older one walked like a man in charge.”

A shiver ran down Illera’s spine. Nizel had gone to bring her father to Paserad, and Chirim had gone with her. She’d heard many times about Regent Veiyond and none of it made her eager to meet him. Not when he’d surely be eager to kill Banof and Azeha. She set her jaw. If Veiyond thought she’d step aside and let him kill Banof and Azeha just because he was the regent, then he was gravely mistaken.

“Thank you,” she told the man and hurried from the Elementalist Guild. A few air carriages sat outside; a man quickly ushered her inside and headed towards Pasenkeep. Illera accepted as graciously as she could – she still couldn’t get used to being recognized, to having people eager to help her. The air carriage flew swiftly through the light traffic, darting around slower air barges.

As she sat, she wished she wouldn’t have to confront Veiyond alone. Mel and Teg had gone back to Giram, and Nikilaus was in Obarvanid, negotiating with High Minister Keish. I won’t be alone, she reminded herself sharply. Mareth would be there, and probably Chirim and Katlen, too. It hurt, knowing that she couldn’t count on Mareth’s support. He wouldn’t kill Banof and Azeha right away, not when he still knew they had useful information. Sooner or later, they’d run out of secrets, and Mareth wouldn’t hesitate to kill them. Her hands clenched in her lap. With Veiyond in Paserad, she wondered how quickly that time would come. She had to do something to save them, but she still couldn’t think of anything.

Her hand closed briefly over the karyon, where it lay hidden beneath her jacket. Veiyond knew she held it. She wondered if he would ask her to give it to him. She wondered too if the karyon might buy Banof and Azeha’s lives. Banof had forbidden her from trading the karyon for his life, but she could. Would giving it to Veiyond really be so bad? She forced herself to release the karyon, lacing her fingers together tightly in her lap. She didn’t want to give it up, but she could. Veiyond wasn’t her enemy, and the karyon wasn’t worth Banof’s life.

When she walked inside Pasenkeep, she held her head high and told herself that she would find a way to save Banof and Azeha. She went to the strategy room, but no one was there. Banof and Azeha would have been moved somewhere secure, she realized. She found a guard and asked him where Mareth was. He led her down, into the lower levels of the castle where Illera had never been. Even though it wasn’t cold, Illera shivered as she walked past storage rooms. They turned a corner, and Illera saw ten Sunner soldiers standing guard outside a room. Swallowing, she thanked her guide and walked past the soldiers, who opened the door for her.

The room was lined in empty shelves and was obviously intended for storage. She hadn’t thought there were any cells in Pasenkeep, and it seemed she was right. Pale lines on the back wall showed where other shelves had been removed. In their place hung chains. Illera’s hands clenched at the sight of Banof and Azeha in manacles. Azeha sat in a small ball, arms wrapped around his knees, looking away. Banof stood calmly, arms crossed over his chest, looking oblivious to his chains. His gaze flickered over to her and his shoulders relaxed minutely, and Illera knew his confidence was just an act.

Four lianthe confronted Banof and Azeha: Mareth, Nizel, Chirim, and a man Illera didn’t know. Faint frown lines crossed his forehead, making him look old. He wore two robes, one indigo and one silver, and his white hair reached all the way down his back. “Regent Veiyond?” Illera asked.

He turned. Hard, pale eyes raked over her. “Illera, I presume?” he said. Like Mareth, he spoke human with barely an accent. She nodded. “Your allies had been very useful thus far.” He smiled, but there was no warmth in the expression.

“Of course they are.” Illera clasped her hands behind her back and stepped closer to Banof. If Veiyond wanted to hurt him, he’d have to get past her first. “You’d killed them if they weren’t.” Mareth held a map with notations – the location of every rabet, she saw. He had pages of notes too. In the few hours she’d been gone, Banof had clearly already told them a great deal. “Of course, none of this is new information to me,” she said, inspecting the map. It looked a great deal like the one in Nikilaus’s strategy room. “Banof told us all this days ago.” She’d spent enough time staring at the maps that it all looked painfully familiar. She couldn’t check Mareth’s notes for anything new, since they were written in nuthe. Thanks to Chirim, she now spoke a little and could recognize the letters, but she couldn’t actually read it.

“Do not presume to scold me, Illera,” Veiyond said. “You are little more than a child.” She opened her mouth to argue, but Veiyond continued. “You think it wise to argue? If you knew more, you would be facing exile right now. Given your unique circumstances, you will likely only receive disgrace.” Behind Veiyond, Chirim cringed at that while Nizel looked like Wood Day had come early.

Illera’s hand tightened behind her back. She wanted to step away from Veiyond, to leave the room, but she refused to be cowed. She’d fought and killed diemthe, she reminded herself. Veiyond did not scare her. “I’ve never been to your cities, and I have no desire to live in either of them.” That wasn’t entirely true – Chirim had regaled her with descriptions of Yofenonmor and Lirufenleilmor, and she longed to see them both. She wasn’t going to tell Veiyond that. “Is exile supposed to be a threat?”

Veiyond’s eyes flashed, and Mareth coughed loudly. “Illera, exile is a very serious thing,” he said, moving to stand between her and Veiyond. “You would be forbidden from any inheritance, you would not be permitted to set foot in our cities, and you would have no rights.”

“Interesting,” Banof said. “We do not have such a custom. I wonder, when you exiled your emperor, did you place the same restrictions on him?”

Mareth, Veiyond, and Nizel all looked furiously at Banof. Even Chirim appeared annoyed. Illera stepped heavily on his foot. “What are you doing?” she hissed.

“Trying to save myself,” Banof whispered back.

Veiyond stepped closer. He looked at Banof as if he were something very disgusting and very poisonous. “That is another matter entirely, and none of your concern, diemthe. If you think you can help Illera, you are deeply mistaken.”

Shrugging, Banof said, “I think you will see, Regent, that your emperor does concern me.” He turned to Mareth. “Would you not agree, Ambassador?”

Mareth twitched and grimaced. Illera stared at him, wondering what Banof could mean. He should fear the lianthe emperor, shouldn’t he? Nizel and Chirim looked equally confused, and Veiyond turned a suspicious gaze on Mareth. “What does he mean?” Veiyond asked softly.

“His name,” Mareth said slowly, “is Banilofidekas Felimarim.”

This time Veiyond twitched, although Nizel and Chirim still looked blank. “Felimarim,” Veiyond said, spitting the name out as if it was a curse. “You think your family matters to me?”

“Not to you, no, but it matters to other people,” Banof said.

“Hold on,” Illera said, holding up her hands. “What are you talking about? Why does Banof’s family name matter? And what does it have to do with the emperor?” Banof had been reticent on the topic of the emperor. She’d asked him a few times but didn’t complain when he would quickly change the subject. She’d assumed Banof feared the emperor and just didn’t like to talk about him.

Veiyond and Mareth shared a look. Watching them, Banof nodded. “You do know. That makes things easier. Illera, the Felimarim family is related to the Rilvangar family. I am the emperor’s first cousin, once removed.”

Illera’s jaw dropped. Chirim jumped, and Nizel stared at Banof in horror. “Seriously?” Illera asked. “You’re related to the emperor? Since when?” Banof gave her a look. “You know what I mean! Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

“Would it have made a difference earlier?” Banof shrugged. “This is the first time I have ever admitted it. Until now, being related to the emperor has not been an advantage.”

She nodded slowly. Being related to the lianthe emperor definitely wouldn’t help a diemthe. Considering how much Empress Mitek was supposed to hate the emperor, it was a wonder Banof was still alive, and more of a wonder that he’d achieved a high military rank. She narrowed her eyes. “Do the other diemthe know?”

Banof snorted softly. “Of course not. Even my uncle and cousin do not know. My mother used her maternal name for a reason.”

“Your mother?” Mareth said. “I assume she was the daughter of Omgin?” Banof nodded. At Illera’s blank look, he said, “The third empress, Afiza, had two children: Omrim, a lianthe, and Omgin, a diemthe. She had two lovers, neither of whom was her consort,” he added when Illera scrunched her brow in confusion. “Afiza’s lovers often quarreled, and the brothers did as well. The diemthe were already drawing away from us at that point, but it may have been a friendly split. The brothers hated each other, and Omgin grew to despise all lianthe. When Empress Afiza died and Omrim became the fourth emperor, Omgin was given the karyon.” He shook his head. “Afiza must have believed giving Omgin the karyon would have made things easier for him, so that he would not resent his brother as much. It had the opposite effect. Omgin left Rildivmor with the karyon, the diemthe, and most of the half-bloods.” Mareth finally looked at Banof. “Emperor Tergrath mentioned your mother, Kirish, to me once, but I never thought about her much. Neither did I know she had a child.”

“My mother was very young when Omgin vanished in the Northern Mountains,” Banof said with a shrug. “That is why she did not rule. When Janrik became king of the diemthe, he told her to keep her mother’s name for her own safety.”

Illera placed a hand on Banof’s arm. He acted casual enough, but she knew he didn’t like to talk about his mother. She wanted to ask him so many things, like why Omrim and Omgin had hated each other so much. Why Janrik had hidden his mother, when she surely should have been a threat to him. And how exactly his mother had died. This was not the time for such questions, she thought as Nizel stepped forward, face flushed indigo with fury.

“Kill him now, father,” she said, standing beside Veiyond. “Now, before anyone else can learn who he is.”

Chirim glared at her. “Have you already forgotten why we have been questioning him? Or do you not wish to learn diemthe secrets?”

Nizel sneered. “What secrets could he tell us that would be worth his life? Besides,” she glanced at Azeha, “we have another diemthe to ask.”

Illera gasped suddenly. “You want Banof dead because you think the emperor will name him the heir,” she said. Nizel stiffened, and Illera knew she was right. It hadn’t been hard to guess – nothing made Nizel irrational quite like the prospect of losing her position as presumed heir. “Banof’s related to the emperor – doesn’t that make him a better choice than you?” She wasn’t entirely sure how most monarchies worked, let alone the lianthe, but being related was important. The only reason Nizel had a chance of becoming heir was because the emperor had no family left. Well, it seemed he did have family still.

“He is diemthe,” Nizel said, nearly spitting out the word. “No one would accept him. And the emperor does not know about him. After we kill him, he will never know about him.” Mareth and Veiyond looked away, and Nizel tensed. “Father,” she said slowly, “does the emperor know about this diemthe?”

“He is aware of the Felimarim family,” Veiyond said slowly, looking like the admission hurt him physically. Illera couldn’t help smirking at the sight.

Mareth nodded. “He told us about his Felimarim relatives years ago, shortly after the War of Ascension, before he left us. He does not know about Banof, but he does know the family.”

“Then he can still be killed,” Nizel said. “Surely the emperor is ashamed of his diemthe blood, as are any with mixed blood. If we kill this diemthe now, the emperor need never learn about it.”

“Oh, I think someone would mention it to him at some point,” Illera said pointedly. If no one else did, she would. Sooner or later, the emperor would come for the karyon, and she could tell him then. “Are you so sure he’d be pleased by Banof’s death?”

Nizel opened her mouth to argue, but Veiyond held up his hand and she fell silent. “This diemthe is no threat to you, Nizel,” he said. “That he is of the Rilvangar line matters not. He is diemthe, and our people would never accept him as our emperor. The emperor knows this. You are still the best candidate for heir, so be calm. Knowing you had the chance to kill his cousin but let him live will please the emperor.”

Illera’s heart skipped a beat. “Does that mean you aren’t going to kill Banof?”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Veiyond said, “The emperor will be pleased to find he still has family. Having this diemthe might bring him some comfort. I suppose we shall let him live after he has told us everything he knows.”

Illera leaned back against the wall, relief making her feel light headed. For now, Banof would live. Then she saw Nizel’s face and wondered if she could relax yet. Mareth and Veiyond wouldn’t kill Banof for now, but she couldn’t trust Nizel to hold back. And no one had said anything about Azeha. He still sat curled in a ball, his head pressed against his knees. He hadn’t reacted to the conversation that she’d noticed, and she wondered if he’d even heard any of it.

“We were discussing the second rabet,” Veiyond said. “You said the diemthe of that rabet are specialized troops. Do you mean Elementalists and healers?”

“Yes, but more besides,” Banof said. “Azeha was of the second, and he was trained in stealth: spying and breaking into secure places, and assassination.” Mareth took up his sheaf of papers and started writing. “General Hemol also has a group with whom he discusses new forms of warfare. Last I know they were trying to improve air barges, to make them fly higher and faster, that they could attack enemies from the air.”

Mareth frowned deeply. “Did they succeed?”

Banof shook his head. “Not that I recall, but Hemol has not kept me informed about all his projects since I was assigned to the south thirty-six years ago. Even so far from Daranvirmor, I think I would have heard had they perfected such a thing.”

Veiyond asked Banof about the older diemthe – how many with high power levels still lived and how many might fight again. Illera leaned closer to Banof and closed her eyes, not listening. She’d never really plotted or schemed before, but now she had to. The way Veiyond had spoken of the emperor worried her. He made it sound as if Banof would be a pet to him, something to amuse him when he was bored. A picture rose in her mind, of a lianthe wearing magnificent clothing, patting Banof on the head as if he were a young child. Banof would never stand for such a life.

And still no one had spoken of Azeha’s fate.

She turned her head into Banof’s shoulder so no one would see her wince. How could she manage all of this? She had to keep Azeha safe from the lianthe and Banof safe from Nizel. Really, she needed to find some way to free them.

She’d been thinking about that for awhile now, and she still had nothing.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3

New Alliances

 

Nikilaus looked around the rabet encampment, trying not to feel intimidated. These are my allies, he reminded himself firmly. He’d have felt better if Banof were here. Surrounded by northerners, altered humans, and diemthe, how could he be anything but nervous? It didn’t help that he barely knew any of these people. Teg had accompanied him to the thirty-third encampment, but he didn’t really know Teg. For a moment, he wished he had Drian with him before he remembered that Drian was dead.

“Do you have enough room?” he asked, stepping closer to Mrenthet. He didn’t know her either, not really.

Mrenthet laced her hands together before her. “It is tight, but I think we will manage.” Her altered human bodyguard moved between her and Nikilaus, glaring down at him. He shrunk back.

The twenty-first and thirty-third were already stuffed together. Some of the captured troops from the twenty-ninth had pledged their loyalty, and Mrenthet had accepted them. The rest were imprisoned here and in Paserad, along with the prisoners from the thirty-first. There’d been few captured from the thirtieth or thirty-second, and they were being held in Sonon. “Should we give the captured rabet soldiers in Paserad a chance to serve you as well?”

“Perhaps,” Mrenthet said. She wore her black hair long and loose. It looked far softer than Katlen’s hair, and Nikilaus had to fight down the urge to reach out and touch it. “Some may be willing to fight for us, but the thirty-first never had a reputation for loyalty. I dare not take in anyone I do not trust. Only one spy needs to escape to the north for our plans to be discovered.” Her lips pressed together in a thin line. Even like that, she was lovely. “I have enough trouble already. The thirty-third will obey me, but I wonder about the twenty-ninth. I keep a large guard on the Travel Pattern.”

Nikilaus nodded. Ten rabet soldiers and two Elementalists had met him and Teg there. “What can I do to help?” Mrenthet stared at him. Behind her, her red-skinned bodyguard, whose name Nikilaus didn’t know, looked equally amazed. Nikilaus tried to keep Mrenthet between himself and the altered human; the way the monstrous woman loomed over him made him want to curl up in a little ball. The altered human, in turn, tried to stay between him and Mrenthet, as if he’d attack the diemthe. It was becoming an elaborate dance. “You can’t be that surprised,” Nikilaus said without thinking. “We are allies now, and we need each other. Of course, I want to help you.”

Mrenthet walked them over to a large parade ground where soldiers from both rabets practiced together. Her bodyguard mirrored her pace perfectly, constantly looking about for danger. Nikilaus wondered if the red altered human distrusted the thirty-third. Soldiers from the two rabets seemed to be working well together, Nikilaus thought, though they did eye one another cautiously. “I am unused to such generous offers,” she finally said. She offered him a weak smile. “I hope I have not offended you. Rabets are meant to be independent, that we do not have to rely on the regions we rule. We are also independent of one another. Sometimes nearby rabets will work together, but unless ordered by Daranvirmor, such endeavors are rare.”

“That’s a good thing for us,” Nikilaus said. “If the rabets spent more time sharing information, we would not have gotten this far.” Mrenthet’s bodyguard made a faint rumbling sound deep in her throat, and Nikilaus decided he’d had enough. “I’m not going to attack anyone, you know,” he told her. “If anyone here should be afraid, it’s me. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t kill Mrenthet.”

The altered human bared her sharp teeth at him. “Calm down, Fovara,” Mrenthet said, holding up a hand. “As he said, Prince Nikilaus is our ally now. Acting overly suspicious does us no good.” Fovara leaned back, crossing massive arms across her chest, arms that could effortlessly crush Nikilaus. Her glare dimmed a little, though.

He saw movement from the side and turned to see Teg approaching with Umagun and a northern human Nikilaus didn’t know, though he was clearly an Elementalist by his robe. “Your Highness, Commander,” Teg said, holding his hand palm out for a moment. He even smiled at Fovara. “This is Jakie v’Jiras, Elementalist Captain. He’s agreed to travel to the north with me.”

Nikilaus raised an eyebrow. “Why do you need to go north? Do you intend to get more rabet Elementalists to defect?” He recalled that Teg had helped convince the Elementalists from the thirtieth and the thirty-second to defect.

“Among other things, yes.” Teg paused and ran a nervous hand through his graying blond hair. “I have been trying to think of ways to help Banof. I think perhaps there might be something in Rildivmor that can help.”

“That’s good,” Nikilaus said. He’d been avoiding thinking about Banof. He hoped to return to Paserad tomorrow to plead for Banof’s life, but he didn’t think the lianthe would pay him much mind. When it came to diemthe, lianthe were thoroughly unreasonable.

It surprised him, how much the thought of Banof’s death hurt. They’d known each other less than a month and yet in that time, Nikilaus had come to rely on Banof more than anyone else. Sometimes that made him feel guilty – surely his closest confidants should be his parents or Nithanael or Katlen or one of the Twin Sun generals. He did trust all those people, but Banof was different. Maybe he trusted Banof because Banof first trusted him. Or maybe he was just overly fond of Banof because they’d planned a war together.

He couldn’t say why or how, but he valued Banof and, more surprising, liked him. He deserved better than being executed by the lianthe for being diemthe, especially after betraying his own people.

“Rildivmor,” Mrenthet said, narrowing her eyes. “Who are you? And what in Rildivmor could help a diemthe?”

“This is Teg v’Rildivmor, a friend of Illera’s,” Nikilaus said. “He’s an Elementalist and a spy for the Giramite resistance. He’s also a friend of Banof’s,” he added, since he wasn’t sure Mrenthet would care about the rest.

Teg smiled. “Your cousin and I have shared many an interesting conversation. I never liked diemthe till I met him. He spoke highly of you. I hope you don’t disappoint.” Mrenthet stared at him, her eyes wide. Nikilaus shook his head – that had almost sounded like a threat. Teg was a weak Elementalist; surely he didn’t think he could harm Mrenthet. Fovara clearly took it as such too, because she touched her sword hilt as she scowled down at Teg. Teg seemed not to notice, though how anyone could miss someone so big, Nikilaus’s couldn’t imagine. “As for Rildivmor, well, there are many things hidden in the ruins of the old city if you know where to look.”

Nikilaus stared thoughtfully at Teg. He didn’t really know the man – Teg didn’t say much, and he’d spent little time in Paserad. That he was a spy bothered Nikilaus sometimes. It shouldn’t bother him. He had plenty of spies in his own employ, and he’d accepted Riol and Azeha even after they attacked him and Katlen. Maybe it was just that Teg was a northerner that made Nikilaus nervous.

He couldn’t help but wonder what hidden treasure in Rildivmor might help Banof and Azeha, and why Teg hadn’t said what it was. If there were any old lianthe treasures in the ruins of Rildivmor, he doubted they’d be much help freeing Banof and Azeha. 

He could think of nothing to help, and he couldn’t turn down any possibility, no matter how remote. He nodded. “Go then, but come back quickly. Banof’s already told us most of what he knows about the rabets. I don’t think the lianthe will let him live much longer.” Mrenthet scowled at that, and Umagun growled softly. Nikilaus hid his worry at their reactions. If the lianthe did kill Banof and Azeha, he could see this whole alliance falling down around him.

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Teg dipped his head and placed two fingers against his left temple. Nikilaus didn’t recognize the gesture – it must be a northern thing. “We should be back in a few days.” He turned and walked towards the Travel Pattern. Jakie offered a weak smile then hurried after him.

When they disappeared, Mrenthet said, “Do you think they will find anything?”

Nikilaus shook his head. “I hope so.” He imagined again Banof and Azeha being killed by the lianthe. Would Mrenthet attack the lianthe if Banof died? He didn’t know her well, but the possibility frightened him. He had to concentrate his attentions on the north. If Mrenthet waited till most of his soldiers moved to the north, she could cause a great deal of damage. He couldn’t risk that. “What will you do if we cannot find a way to free Banof and Azeha?” Not subtle, but he didn’t have the time to waste on subtlety.

Mrenthet didn’t flinch from his stare. “You still fear me, then?”

“Shouldn’t I? You are a powerful diemthe. You have two thousand soldiers loyal to you or Banof, many of them altered humans.” He glanced at Fovara and Umagun and wished they wouldn’t stand so close.

“I have no quarrel with you, Prince Nikilaus. I know that you have been a friend to Banof and that you have done what you could to save him.”

He folded his arms across his chest. “But?”

She shrugged. “I do have a grudge against the lianthe, and they with me. If they do kill him, my quarrel will become very personal. Surely you realize that I cannot allow them to live after killing my cousin.”

“We would attack, too,” Umagun said. “The thirty-third loves Banof and would do anything for him.”

“Didn’t he order you not to attack?” Nikilaus asked.

Umagun bared his teeth, teeth that were nearly as long as Nikilaus’s fingers. “If the commander of the rabet should fall, their second takes over until a new commander can be assigned. If Commander Mrenthet does not give the order, I can.”

Nikilaus pressed a hand to his temple. “Is there anything I can say or do to stop you? I know you hate the lianthe, but we need them. Remember that the diemthe empress is our true enemy. The lianthe hate her just as much as you do.”

“Indeed I hate the empress, but she has never killed someone I love. If the lianthe do, I will hate them more. Perhaps I will be reasonable if Banof dies and not attack the lianthe, but I doubt it. He is everything to me. Should I lose him…” She trailed off and looked away, closing her eyes tightly. Nikilaus thought he saw tears in her eyes and looked away. Fovara moved closer to Mrenthet, till she stood at her back. After a minute or so, Mrenthet spoke, her voice cold again. “I am sorry to trouble you, Prince Nikilaus, and I know that your position is rational. But I cannot lose Banof and act logically. My hatred and anger would overwhelm me.”

Watching her, Nikilaus nodded. He had thought Mrenthet harsh and merciless before. He put himself in her place, imagined that Nithanael or Fessica or Rossel had been captured by northerners. If they were killed by northerners, he would do anything to avenge them, even if the northerners were supposed to be his allies. The mere thought of his siblings being killed made him want to fly into a rage, and he had to take a few slow breaths to calm down.

“Then we must do what we can to save Banof and Azeha, before it is too late,” he said. He shouldn’t give up, even if he didn’t think Teg could find anything useful in Rildivmor. “Perhaps it is finally time to make our alliance clear.”

Mrenthet frowned. “You intend to tell the lianthe about me?”

“Why not? They know we need as many soldiers on our side as we can get. At some point, they will learn where the missing rabets have gone. Why not now, when we can use your presence as leverage? The lianthe do not know the Travel Pattern here, so you and your troops are safe.” He liked the idea. Sooner or later, the lianthe would have to get used to the idea of fighting alongside northerners. The revelation could not wait till they moved the battle to the north.

He wondered how many southerners he’d lose when they found they had to fight beside northerners, altered humans, and even diemthe. He thought of how well most of the southerners had taken the idea of helping the rabet support troops defect to the south with their families. Most southerners didn’t know how many soldiers had joined the support troops, of course, and his soldiers kept a close eye on them in Bilthan. It was easy for southerners to accept northern support troops, since they were no threat and hadn’t joined the rabets by choice. The soldiers were harder, but he thought his people could be brought around to it.

Accepting altered humans and even diemthe might be too much. Mrenthet, Fovara, and Umagun were the face of the enemy, the terrors that southern mothers used to frighten children. He’d gone to great lengths to try and keep Banof hidden. Even after everything Banof had done to help the south, the lianthe still wanted him dead.

Perhaps he should accept that his allies could never work beside one another, but he didn’t want to accept that. He had to try and make it work. Mrenthet still looked hesitant, so he said, “Why not tell them? What else do we have to lose?”

Her lips thinned. “Indeed. Very well. If you believe it may help, tell as many people as you wish. I hope it does not make things worse.”

Nikilaus winced. “How could things get any worse?”

* * *

Riol had never visited the third rabet. The third rabet was one of the smallest, and it was in Altland, a place best avoided. While primarily used to train new recruits, a handful of soldiers did serve in that rabet too. Mostly humans who specialized in training others, a few had unusual skills too. Altland was considered the best place for training. Not only were the trainees already in Altland, the diemthe always thought that if the humans could survive a year’s training in the harsh, deserted northern plains, everything else would seem easy. The philosophy worked well enough. Despite recent setbacks, rabet soldiers were still the best trained and prepared in the world.

From everything Riol had heard about it, he expected that the third encampment would be big but plain. While it only had three hundred soldiers and fifty support in the third, each year saw thousands of recruits pass through the third. The third’s encampment wasn’t far from the fourth’s. The fourth was the farming rabet, and so the fields and pastures stretched kilometers in each direction. The two encampments abutted one another, adding more to the size.

Because the two rabets were both specialized, Riol had assumed the encampment would contain barracks, training halls, storage buildings, and probably one building just for administration. He hadn’t thought to see much of anything else.

When he stepped off the Travel Pattern and into the open, he barely silenced a gasp as he looked around. The encampment was bigger even than Banof’s; Riol wondered how it compared to the former thirty-first’s encampment, which should have been the biggest. Riol hadn’t ventured into North Paserad, so he hadn’t seen it.

The number of buildings shouldn’t have surprised him, considering the number of people here in training. Since Altland was for training and farming, of course there were plenty of practice areas and warehouses. Even knowing that, Riol thought he saw too many warehouses as he stared out the window. Sure, the fourth grew lots of food, but surely there weren’t that many stores, were there? He could see ten of them, each large enough to hold twenty air barges, easily. Tall too: at least three stories. The warehouses had no windows and massive doors that were locked with chains and preiginds.

Finally, Riol pulled his gaze from the window. He was diemthe; among humans, he should never look surprised. Sajesh emphasized that during training in Daranvirmor. He turned to a sergeant leaning against the door to the Travel Room, ignoring the soldiers and Elementalists closer to the Travel Pattern. “Where is Commander Gretvend?” he asked in human.

The soldier barely looked up at him. “Over at the laboratory, I think. That way, past the warehouses.” He waved vaguely.

Riol scowled. If he hadn’t already turned traitor, he’d have spoken to Gretvend about this farce. It didn’t matter that no one would ever attack the third or the fourth. There should be some standard of professionalism. Riol almost wished he could get other rabets to mimic this. The south could easily overrun a rabet like this. They wouldn’t attack the third, though, or the fourth. There was no point in such an attack. There was nothing of value here.

He walked in the direction the soldier had indicated. As he passed the warehouses, he studied them as closely as he dared – much closer than he would have in any other rabet. The warehouses had better security than anything else here, and that worried him. No matter how he looked, he couldn’t see inside the warehouses.

The laboratory huddled between two warehouses, squat and narrow compared to the buildings around it. Two soldiers stood outside the door. They saluted Riol and held the door open to him. Long tables ran along the walls inside the laboratory. Humans sat at the tables, fiddling with things that Riol couldn’t identify. He thought at first all the humans must be engineers, but he saw some wearing Elementalist robes, a few dressed as priests, and three who looked like support troops.

Gretvend sat at a table near the center of the laboratory with two humans. Preiginds covered the table. As Riol walked up, Gretvend activated a preigind. After a beat, the piece of paper sparked and a burst of fire erupted from it.

“I would get that fixed,” Riol said. Gretvend jumped and looked up. He had short hair and frown lines across his temples – he was the oldest rabet commander. Every other commander had to retire after one hundred years, but not Gretvend. He was in no danger and so didn’t need to retire. Rather than his uniform, he wore a loose white shirt and trousers.

“Riol. I did not notice you.” He put down the preigind, and the fire extinguished itself. “Why would I get it fixed?”

Riol tilted his head to the side. “It is clearly getting old. It did not work instantly.” Preiginds eventually wore out. Just before failing completely, they would activate slower than they ought to.

Shrugging, Gretvend turned to one of the humans with him. “It needs more work. Perhaps glue will help.” He handed the woman the preigind. As he did, Riol thought he saw something on the back side of the preigind, but the human took it before he could be sure. Gretvend led him to one side of the laboratory. Two human Elementalists and two altered humans sat together. Preiginds covered their work table too, and Riol stared at them. Those were nuthe preiginds! And not just any nuthe preiginds. The circle was Furpenles-Banilir Furmrenthet, Enveloping Shadows Surround. Only he, Azeha, and Velki should know that circle, and now Banof and Illera.
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