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ELARA

The merchant prince was lying.

Elara could feel it in her magic, that particular discord that came when someone spoke false words while standing within one of her truth wards. The sensation was like biting down on something rotten—sharp, immediate, impossible to ignore. It set her teeth on edge and made her magic writhe beneath her skin, demanding she call out the deception.

She didn’t. Instead, she shifted minutely in her seat at the negotiation table, careful not to let her expression betray what she sensed. Diplomatic poker face, Theron called it. Six years of practice had made it second nature.

Across from her, Prince-Merchant Valco of the Copper Republics continued his impassioned speech about fair trade and mutual prosperity, his jeweled fingers gesturing grandly. He wore the traditional copper-threaded robes of his office, and the afternoon sun streaming through the chamber’s tall windows caught the metal in his clothing, making him shimmer like a religious icon. His face was all righteous sincerity, his voice pitched perfectly to convey wounded dignity at the very suggestion of impropriety.

But her magic knew better.

Beside her, Theron was taking meticulous notes, his pen scratching across parchment with the steady rhythm she’d come to associate with his deepest focus. To anyone watching, he looked calm, scholarly, completely absorbed in documenting the negotiation. But Elara had been reading her husband’s subtle tells for eight years now. She caught the almost imperceptible pause in his writing, the slight tightening around his eyes that meant he’d noticed something in Valco’s words. Some historical discrepancy, probably. Some number that didn’t match the records he’d been studying for weeks.

They’d been in the Copper Republics for two months now, trying to prevent a trade war between the four merchant states from escalating into actual bloodshed. The situation was complex—layers upon layers of tariffs and trade routes and old grievances so thick that even Theron, with his gift for untangling historical messes, had needed weeks to map the full scope of the problem. And now, just when they’d finally brought all parties to the table, when peace seemed within reach, this pompous fool was lying through his perfectly maintained teeth about his city’s stockpiles.

“And so,” Prince-Merchant Valco concluded with a flourish, spreading his arms as if to embrace them all, “the Copper Alliance proposes these revised terms in the spirit of true partnership. Terms that honor the old ways while building toward a prosperous future for all our people.”

Representative Mora from the Iron Coast leaned forward, her weathered face deeply skeptical. Mora was everything Valco wasn’t—practical, direct, with no patience for flowery language or elaborate robes. She’d spent forty years managing trade routes before being elected to represent her republic, and she had a merchant’s eye for bad deals.

“These terms assume equal distribution of copper reserves across all four republics,” Mora said bluntly. “Can you verify those numbers, Prince-Merchant?”

“Of course.” Valco’s smile didn’t waver, didn’t even flicker. “Our records are transparent and accurate. I would be happy to provide documentation—”

Another lie. Sharper this time. Elara felt it like a blade against her magical senses.

She caught Theron’s eye. He gave the smallest nod—barely a movement at all, just a tiny dip of his chin that anyone else would miss. He’d caught the discrepancy too, probably from the historical trade documents he’d been poring over in the archives. They’d need to address this, but carefully. Diplomatically. Calling out a prince-merchant for lying in open negotiation would destroy months of careful groundwork, would offend the other Copper Quarter representatives, would quite possibly end these talks entirely.

And then the war they’d come to prevent would become inevitable.

“Perhaps,” Theron said smoothly, setting down his pen with deliberate care, “we could take a brief recess. These are complex terms and everyone would benefit from time to review the specifics. To consult with advisors.” He smiled, all friendly scholarly earnestness. “I find that the best agreements are made when all parties have had time to consider the implications fully.”

It was a perfectly reasonable suggestion. No one could object without seeming rushed or unreasonable themselves. Elara watched relief flicker across several faces around the table—the representatives from the Southern Quarter looked particularly grateful for the escape.

“An excellent suggestion,” Representative Mora said firmly. “Shall we reconvene tomorrow morning?”

Murmurs of agreement. Chairs scraping back. The formal session dissolved into smaller conversations as representatives gathered their papers and began to drift toward different corners of the chamber. Valco was already moving toward his advisors, his expression still confident, still certain of his position.

Elara wanted to destroy him with her magic. Wanted to wrap binding spells around his lying throat until he told the truth.

She stood instead, gathering her own notes with steady hands.

“Walk with me,” Elara murmured to Theron once the chamber had cleared enough for privacy.

He nodded, falling into step beside her as they left through the garden entrance. They’d learned early in their conscription that the best conversations happened during walks—moving targets were harder to eavesdrop on, and the appearance of casual strolling made everything seem less suspicious.

The gardens of the Merchant Council were beautiful, Elara had to admit. All terra-cotta architecture and climbing vines heavy with jasmine blossoms, the air thick with the scent of flowers and the ever-present tang of copper from the nearby smelting districts. Palm trees cast dappled shade across carefully maintained paths, and fountains tinkled pleasantly in the afternoon heat. It should have been peaceful. Relaxing, even.

Instead, Elara felt the familiar weight of exhaustion settling into her bones like an old friend taking up residence.

They found a secluded terrace overlooking the city—gleaming copper domes catching the light, narrow streets winding between close-packed buildings, the distant shimmer of the desert beyond the walls. Somewhere down there, people were going about their lives completely unaware that war might be just a few lies away.

“He’s lying about the reserves,” Elara said once they were alone, letting her carefully maintained composure slip just a fraction. “My truth ward caught at least three major falsehoods in that last speech alone. Maybe four—one of them was layered oddly.”

“I know.” Theron pulled a folded document from his leather satchel, the one that never left his side on missions. “I found discrepancies in the trade records. Multiple discrepancies, actually. Valco’s republic has been stockpiling copper for at least two years, far more than they’ve reported to the Alliance. The numbers I found in the archives versus what he’s claiming now don’t even come close to matching.” He unfolded the paper, showing her a chart covered in his neat handwriting, numbers and dates in careful columns. “They’re trying to corner the market before signing any agreement. Once the treaty is in place, they’ll control most of the copper supply and can set whatever prices they want.”

“Which means the other republics will never agree to these terms. Not if they know.” Elara rubbed her temples, feeling a headache building behind her eyes. Magic headaches were the worst—they started deep in her skull and radiated outward like cracks in glass. “And when they find out about the deception...” She didn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t need to.

“War,” Theron agreed grimly. “The Iron Coast will feel betrayed. The Southern Quarter will panic about resource access. And the Western Holdings...” He shook his head. “They’ve been looking for an excuse to break from the Alliance for years. This would give them exactly the justification they need.”

Elara looked out over the city, watching smoke rise from cooking fires and forges, seeing people moving through the streets far below. Women with baskets of goods. Children playing in the squares. Old men sitting in the shade. Regular people who just wanted to live their lives, who didn’t care about trade disputes or diplomatic maneuvering or the mathematical probabilities of war.

Six years into their conscription now. Six years of missions exactly like this one—preventing disasters, holding broken systems together with magic and diplomacy and sheer stubborn will. Six years of being the ones who stood between conflict and peace, who made impossible things work through careful negotiation and even more careful application of her binding magic.

She was thirty-six years old and felt twice that. Some mornings, she woke up feeling ancient, like her bones had forgotten they were supposed to be young.

“We’ll figure it out,” she said, because that’s what they always did. What they always had to do. “We always do.”

Theron’s hand found hers, warm and familiar and solid. Real. His fingers intertwined with hers automatically, the way they had for years now. “We always do,” he echoed.

But as they stood there in the fading afternoon light, neither of them mentioned the toll it was taking. The way her magic left her drained for days after major rituals, hollow and aching like someone had scooped out her insides. The nightmares Theron had been having—she’d woken to find him sitting up in bed three times last week, staring at nothing, his face pale with whatever he’d seen in his dreams. Dreams of failed negotiations and burning cities, he’d said when she pressed. Dreams where they couldn’t save everyone.

Dreams where they failed.

The distance that had been growing between them, inch by inch, as duty consumed more and more of their lives. They were partners, best friends, lovers—had been for eight years now. But lately, they felt more like colleagues who happened to share a bed. Functional. Professional. Efficient.

But not quite whole.

They didn’t talk about it because talking about it felt like admitting defeat. And they couldn’t afford defeat. Not when so many lives depended on their success. Not when failure meant people died.

So they stood together in silence, holding hands, gathering strength for whatever came next.

Unaware that everything was about to change.

Unaware that in three days, Theron would be taken from her.

And Elara would have to make an impossible choice.



The walk back to their quarters was quiet. They’d been given rooms in the diplomatic wing of the Merchant Council complex—small but comfortable, with windows overlooking the gardens and all the amenities visiting dignitaries might require. Elara had woven protective wards around the space within an hour of their arrival two months ago. Standard practice. She refreshed them every week, checking for any signs of tampering or magical surveillance.

Tonight, the wards were intact. Undisturbed. That was something, at least.

Their rooms smelled of the jasmine incense that burned constantly in this part of the world—supposedly to honor the old gods of trade and prosperity, though Elara suspected it was more about covering the smell of the smelting works that operated day and night in the industrial districts. She’d grown used to it, mostly. The way you grew used to anything if you lived with it long enough.

Theron immediately went to his makeshift desk—a repurposed dining table covered in stacks of documents and books—and began organizing his notes from the day. He did this every evening, transcribing important points, cross-referencing with his historical research, building the case they’d need to present when the time came.

Elara watched him work for a moment. His reading glasses had slipped down his nose again. He pushed them back up absently, making a notation in the margin of one document. His green-hazel eyes moved rapidly across the text, that particular intensity of focus that meant he was seeing connections others would miss.

He was still beautiful. That much, at least, hadn’t changed. Eight years of marriage, six years of brutal diplomatic work, and she still got a flutter in her chest sometimes when she looked at him. Still wanted to run her fingers through his dark hair, pull him away from his research, remind him that they were more than just diplomatic assets.

But she was so tired.

“I’m going to refresh the wards,” Elara said instead.

“Mmm.” Theron didn’t look up. “Good idea. Especially now. If Valco suspects we’re onto him...”

“He does suspect. That speech was partly for us. A warning.”

Now Theron did look up, his expression serious. “Then be careful. Please.”

“Always am.”

She wasn’t. Not really. But it was the lie they told each other, the comfortable fiction that kept them functional. Be careful. I love you. We’ll get through this.

Elara moved through their quarters, checking each ward she’d placed. The protection on the door—still strong. The privacy screen over the windows—intact. The truth-binding around the perimeter that would alert her if someone tried to enter with hostile intent—solid as the day she’d cast it.

Everything was fine. They were safe.

So why did she feel like she was missing something?

Elara shook off the unease and returned to find Theron still working, a fresh stack of parchment beside him covered in his neat handwriting. He wrote quickly when he was onto something, his pen flying across the page, pausing only to dip more ink or consult a reference document.

“Find something?” she asked.

“Maybe. There’s a pattern in the export records from three years ago. Right around the time Valco would have started his stockpiling. Shipments that appear in one republic’s ledgers but never show up in another’s. Small discrepancies, but consistent.” He looked up at her, and there was excitement in his eyes now—the thrill of solving a puzzle, of seeing the hidden pattern emerge. “I think I can trace the missing copper. Prove exactly how much Valco has been hoarding and where he’s keeping it.”

“That’s brilliant.”

“That’s my job.” But he smiled when he said it, pleased with himself. Pleased that she was pleased. “I’ll need another few days in the archives, though. The records are scattered across multiple collections, and the archivists here are... territorial about access.”

“I’ll talk to Representative Mora. Get you formal clearance to work through the night if you need to.”

“The night?” Theron raised an eyebrow. “Ambitious.”

“We don’t have time for anything else. The next formal session is in three days. If we can present this evidence then, backed by both magical truth-sensing and historical documentation...” Elara’s mind was already racing through the possibilities. “We can force Valco to admit his deception. Restructure the agreement to account for actual copper distribution. The other republics will be angry, but at Valco, not at the negotiation process itself. We can still salvage peace.”

“It’ll work,” Theron agreed. “But Elara—if we corner Valco like this, he won’t go quietly. Men like him never do.”

“Then we’ll be ready for whatever he tries.”

Would they though? Elara pushed the doubt away. They’d handled dangerous situations before. Angry warlords and corrupt officials and territorial disputes that had turned violent. They’d survived all of it through careful planning and mutual support.

This would be no different.

Theron stood, stretching. She heard his back crack and winced in sympathy. Too many hours hunched over documents. Too many nights sleeping on uncomfortable mission beds. Too many years of this grinding work.

“Come here,” Elara said softly.

He came, and she pulled him into an embrace. He was taller than her by half a head, and she fit perfectly under his chin the way she always had. His arms came around her automatically, and for a moment, they just stood there, holding each other in the lamplight.

This was real. The missions and the negotiations and the constant travel—all of that could be a nightmare, could be someone else’s life. But this, Theron’s heartbeat against her cheek, his hand stroking her hair, the familiar scent of ink and old books that always clung to him—this was real.

“I love you,” she said into his chest.

“I love you too.” His voice was soft. Tired. “We’re going to finish this mission. Prevent this war. And then we’re going to go home and sleep for a week.”

“A week?”

“At least. Maybe two. Maybe we’ll just become permanent fixtures in our bed. Future archaeologists will find our fossilized remains and wonder what happened to us.”

Elara laughed despite everything. “That’s dark.”

“That’s realistic.” But he was smiling. “Come on. Let’s eat something that isn’t negotiation food and get some actual rest. Tomorrow’s going to be long.”

They ate cheese and bread from the basket the servants had left, drank watered wine, and talked about nothing important. Books they wanted to read. Gardens they might plant when they finally had time. Daveth’s latest letter, full of gossip from his merchant travels and questions about when they’d finally give him a niece or nephew.

Someday, Elara thought but didn’t say. When they had time. When they weren’t exhausted. When their lives belonged to them again instead of to the endless needs of warring factions and failing peace.

Eight more years on their contract. Eight more years of this.

It felt like forever.

They went to bed early—for them, anyway. Elara fell asleep with Theron’s arm around her, his breath steady and even against her neck.

And she dreamed of copper and blood and choices she didn’t want to make.

Unaware that soon, very soon, she’d have to make the worst choice of her life.

Unaware that duty and love were about to collide in a way that would break something fundamental between them.

Unaware that the war they’d come to prevent was nothing compared to the war about to happen inside her own heart.



End of Chapter 1
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THERON

The archive of the Copper Alliance was three hundred years old and smelled like dust, old leather, and secrets that had been buried just deep enough to be forgotten but not deep enough to be gone.

Theron loved it.

It was late—past midnight, judging by the way his body ached and his eyes burned behind his reading glasses. He’d lost track of time hours ago, the way he always did when he was onto something. The elderly archive keeper had locked up and gone home around sunset, but not before granting Theron special access with a key and stern warnings about not disturbing the organization system and absolutely no food or drink near the documents.

Theron had promised faithfully. Then immediately violated the drink rule by bringing in a flask of water, because he wasn’t a barbarian and he needed to stay hydrated during long research sessions.

Now he sat surrounded by stacks of trade ledgers, manifests, and diplomatic correspondence, all carefully arranged in his own organizational system that made perfect sense to him and would probably give the archive keeper heart palpitations. Three oil lamps burned around his makeshift workspace, casting overlapping circles of golden light across aged parchment and faded ink.

He had three days to find the evidence they needed before the next formal negotiation session. Three days to build an ironclad case that would expose Valco’s deception and give the other republics grounds to demand a fair treaty.

Three days to prevent a war.

No pressure.

Theron pushed his reading glasses up his nose—they’d slipped down again, the way they always did when he was reading—and made another notation in the margin of his document. The patterns were becoming clearer now, sharper, undeniable. Prince-Merchant Valco’s deception went far deeper than simple stockpiling.

There were payments to mining operations that didn’t officially exist. Shipping manifests that appeared in one republic’s records but vanished entirely from another’s. Trade routes that seemed to disappear from documentation after the plague year, as if someone had carefully excised every reference to certain shipments.

It was elegant, really, in a deeply corrupt sort of way. If you didn’t know what to look for—if you didn’t have access to archives from multiple republics, if you didn’t understand the old trade protocols well enough to spot the gaps—you’d never notice.

But Theron had spent six years learning to see the spaces where history had been carefully edited. Six years of diplomatic missions had taught him that the most important information was often what people tried to hide.

He’d found three separate ledgers tonight that didn’t quite match up. The Iron Coast’s export records showed shipments of iron ore going to the Copper Quarter. The Copper Quarter’s import records showed those same shipments arriving. But the Southern Quarter’s transit records—which should have documented the ore passing through their territory—had no mention of them at all.

Which meant one of three things: the Iron Coast was lying about exports, the Copper Quarter was lying about imports, or the Southern Quarter was lying about transit.

Theron was betting on option four: everyone was telling the truth about their own records, but someone was using transit routes that weren’t officially documented. Secret routes. Hidden shipments.

And the only reason to hide trade routes was if you were moving something you didn’t want anyone to know about.

He pulled out the map he’d been working on—a hand-drawn overlay of the official trade routes versus the actual movement of goods based on what he’d pieced together from conflicting records. The pattern was clear once you saw it.

Valco had been diverting copper shipments for at least two years. Small amounts at first—fifty tons here, a hundred there—but steadily increasing. The missing copper added up to thousands of tons. Enough to corner the market. Enough to make the Copper Quarter the sole supplier for the entire region once this treaty was signed.

Enough to start a war when the other republics found out they’d been cheated.

Theron sat back in his chair, pulling off his glasses to rub his tired eyes. This was bigger than he’d thought. This wasn’t just dishonest negotiation tactics. This was systematic theft on a massive scale, planned and executed over years.

Elara needed to see this. Tonight, probably. They’d need to decide how to present it, how to confront Valco without triggering the very conflict they’d come to prevent.

He started gathering his notes, organizing them into a coherent narrative. Evidence first, then the pattern it revealed, then the conclusion. Make it impossible to dispute. Show them the numbers, walk them through the logic, leave no room for doubt.

The archive door creaked open behind him.

Theron looked up, expecting to see the archive keeper come to chide him for staying so late. The old man did that sometimes, appearing at odd hours to check on “his” documents like a mother hen with particularly valuable eggs.

Instead, three men in dark clothing entered. The door closed behind them with a decisive click that echoed through the silent archive.

Theron’s hand went automatically to where he’d keep a weapon if he were the kind of person who carried weapons. He wasn’t. He was a scholar. An archivist. Someone who solved problems with research and diplomacy and carefully constructed arguments, not violence.

For the first time in six years of diplomatic missions, he genuinely wished he’d listened to Elara’s repeated suggestions about basic combat training.

“Archivist Veylin,” the lead man said pleasantly. His accent marked him as from the Copper Quarter—the particular drawl that came from growing up in Valco’s district. “Working late, I see.”

The man was tall, broad-shouldered, with the controlled movement of someone trained in combat. He wore dark clothes with a copper pin on his collar—the mark of Valco’s personal guard. The two men behind him were similarly dressed, similarly dangerous-looking.

Theron’s heart was hammering now, but he kept his voice steady. Years of diplomatic negotiations had taught him to project calm even when he felt anything but. “Research for tomorrow’s session. I have authorization from Representative Mora to access these archives.”

He said it firmly, as if invoking Mora’s name would protect him. As if these men would care about proper authorization.

“Ah, yes. That’s actually why we’re here.” The lead man stepped closer, and in the lamplight Theron could see his face more clearly. Mid-thirties, with a scar along his jawline and eyes that showed no warmth at all despite the pleasant tone. “The Prince-Merchant has concerns about the nature of your research. Questions about whether you might have... misunderstood... certain historical documents.”

Theron’s mind raced. This was intimidation. They wanted him to back off, to stop digging, to accept Valco’s version of events without question. Which meant he’d found something worth hiding. Something worth threatening a diplomat under treaty protection to keep secret.

Good. That meant he was close to something that mattered.

“I assure you,” Theron said carefully, keeping his hands visible on the table, “my research is thorough and accurate. I’ve been trained in historical analysis for fifteen years. If there are concerns about my methodology, perhaps Prince-Merchant Valco should address them through proper diplomatic channels tomorrow—”

The man moved fast. One moment Theron was seated at his research table, making what he thought was a reasonable diplomatic point. The next, he was on the floor, pain exploding through his skull like lightning, the world tilting sickeningly.

He’d been hit. Someone had hit him.

Theron tried to process this information—tried to understand how the negotiation had turned to violence so quickly—but his thoughts were scattered, his vision blurring at the edges.

“The Prince-Merchant,” the man said conversationally, looming over him now, “prefers more direct communication.”

Theron tried to get up, tried to call for help, tried to do anything. But there were hands on him now, rough and impatient, pulling him upright. His legs didn’t want to support his weight. The room spun.

He needed to think. Needed to plan. Needed to—

Another blow, this time to his ribs. The air left his lungs in a rush and he would have collapsed if they weren’t holding him up.

“We have questions,” the lead man continued in that same pleasant tone. “About what exactly you’ve discovered in your research. What you’ve told your wife. What you’ve told Representative Mora. And you’re going to answer them. One way or another.”

Theron’s training kicked in—the diplomatic protocols he’d memorized years ago. “I’m a diplomat,” he managed to gasp out. His voice sounded wrong, thready and weak. “Under treaty protection. If you harm me, there will be consequences. Magistra Verin herself will—”

“Magistra Verin is five hundred miles away in the capital,” the man interrupted. “And won’t know anything’s happened until it’s far too late. As for your treaty protection...” He smiled, and it was the coldest thing Theron had ever seen. “Accidents happen in old archives. Especially late at night. Shelves collapse. People fall. Hit their heads. Very tragic.”

They were going to kill him. The realization came with crystal clarity through the pain and confusion. These men had been sent to silence him permanently.

Which meant Valco was desperate. Meant the evidence Theron had found was even more damaging than he’d thought.

Good. Let it be damaging. Let it destroy Valco’s plans entirely.

“The research,” Theron said, forcing the words out, “is already documented. Copies sent to Mora. To my wife. Killing me won’t make it disappear.”

It was a bluff. A desperate, transparent bluff. He hadn’t sent copies to anyone yet—had been planning to compile everything first, present it as a complete case.

But maybe they’d believe him. Maybe they’d—

“Liar,” the younger of the three men said, stepping forward. He couldn’t be more than twenty-five, with nervous energy that suggested this was his first time doing something like this. “We searched your workspace in the diplomatic quarters. Saw your notes. Everything’s here. You haven’t shared it with anyone yet.”

Damn. They’d been thorough.

“Then you know what I found,” Theron said, trying a different approach. “You know that killing me won’t stop the truth from coming out. Representative Mora has access to these same archives. Eventually, someone will—”

“Eventually isn’t now,” the lead man interrupted. “Now, the Prince-Merchant needs time. Time to restructure his position. Time to prepare alternative explanations. Time that your inconveniently thorough research has compromised.” He nodded to his companions. “Bring him.”

They dragged him toward a side door Theron hadn’t noticed before—hidden behind one of the larger shelving units, probably a service entrance for moving documents. He tried to resist, tried to dig in his heels, but they were stronger and he was still dizzy from the blows.
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