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1

Watching Shadows

 

Nikilaus slumped against Katlen, letting her help him back to his room in Pasenkeep. Guards surrounded him, often glancing at him in worry, but none said anything. Doubtless, they wondered what had happened in the blue room. Nikilaus pressed his lips together. He’d seen it all, and he still wondered what had happened in the blue room.

His limbs felt weak. Was he still recovering from the paralysis, or was it the injuries? Perhaps he was only tired. Whatever it was, it annoyed him, and he couldn’t wait for it to pass.

When they finally reached his room and left the guards behind, Nikilaus let out a loud breath. He and Katlen stumbled towards his bed, and it was a wonder they made it there without falling. Katlen helped him tug off his weapons and boots, then they both stretched out on the bed together. Nikilaus put his hands around Katlen’s hips, holding her close and smelling her hair.

A thin scar stood on the side of Katlen’s neck. Nikilaus pressed a kiss to it, and Katlen shivered. “You aren’t hurt, are you?”

“No, I’m fine. He barely broke the skin.”

“That isn’t what I meant.” Nikilaus shook his head. “You could have died. I almost lost you. Aren’t you afraid? Aren’t you mad that I didn’t punish the diemthe?” By the end, Nikilaus realized he was shouting. He clapped his lips shut, not wanting to worry the guards beyond the door.

Katlen pulled back, just enough that she could see him. She ran a hand through his curls, her touch so gentle. “Of course I’m afraid. I’ve been working with a diemthe for days, I’ve been surrounded by diemthe for days, and I didn’t know about it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I understand why you didn’t say anything. If I had known… Well, I don’t think I’d have said anything either.”

“Then… you trust Banof?” He couldn’t believe that.

“I didn’t say that.” Katlen stared up at the ceiling. “I understand why you allied yourself with him. He’s useful. He knows everything about the rabets and the empire, and he knows more about fighting than you do. More than any of our generals. I worked with him enough to realize how skilled he was. No one who worked in the Giramite army could be that knowledgeable, know more than we did.”

That had been Illera’s lie, the excuse for Banof’s knowledge. Nikilaus couldn’t help but grin. Katlen was nothing if not patriotic. She might not know much about the Giramites, but she couldn’t believe them better than the Twin Sunners. From what Nikilaus had seen, she was right in that belief. Giram hadn’t fought the rabets as the Twin Sun Kingdoms had. Of course, they didn’t know as much. No amount of theory could compare with actual experience in battle. He knew that now.

“And the other two?” He didn’t name them.

“I’m sure they’ll be as useful as Ban. As Banof.” Katlen bit her lip for a moment. “If the circle will keep them loyal, I can’t object. We need as many allies as we can get for this war.”

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“I know.” Katlen wouldn’t look at him.

Suppressing a sigh, Nikilaus pulled her close again. He couldn’t force her to like the situation. She didn’t trust Riol and Azeha. Nikilaus didn’t trust them either, and he was the one who told them to stay. How Katlen could accept even this much after Riol threatened to kill her, Nikilaus couldn’t imagine.

“You’re amazing.” He’d always known that. From the day he first met her, he knew that Katlen was intelligent and caring and capable. No one loved Paserad the way she did. When Nikilaus took over control of the city from her father, she could have left, gone to Greenfield with the rest of her family. She worried too much about Paserad to leave it. In the two years that Nikilaus was here, Katlen had done far more for Paserad than he had. Perhaps he fought the wars and saved Paserad from the thirty-first, but Katlen kept the city together on a daily basis. She saw that the people were happy and prosperous and safe. She listened to their concerns and soothed their fears and worked hard to keep them content.

Paserad was blessed by the spirits to have Katlen. So was Nikilaus.

“I love you.”

Her hand brushed through his hair again. “I love you, too.”

“In Relerio, I looked at many women.” He hadn’t meant to say that, but it just slipped out. The days had been long, and he missed Katlen keenly. There were plenty of pretty women in Relerio, fascinated by the foreign prince come to save them. He even kissed one or two.

“That’s fine. You never do anything else.”

The kisses weighed heavy in his mind, but he didn’t mention them. Just as he never asked Katlen about her lovers, past or present. He didn’t think she had any women she regularly took to bed anymore. He hoped she didn’t.

“If you took a lover when away, I wouldn’t complain,” she said softly.

“I don’t care for men. Not like that. You know that.” Sometimes, he wished he did. It could be lonely, having only one lover. As it was, he probably shouldn’t bed Katlen since they weren’t even engaged, but neither could he resist her. Anyway, he would marry her one day, assuming his father gave him permission. He cupped her face between his hands.

“A prince doesn’t have to be lonely.” Since she couldn’t look away, she had her eyes closed.

Nikilaus let her go, his stomach suddenly painful. The men of his family were rarely lonely, it was true. His brother had a string of men in Greenfield — and a few women too, if the rumors Nikilaus heard were true. His father had entertained a number of lovers over the years. The same was true of Nikilaus’s uncles and cousins and grandfathers and so on. At sixteen, his father even explained it all to him and Nithanael.

‘You will marry one woman and one woman only,’ he told them, holding them close in a way he hadn’t since they were children. ‘It will be a woman of noble blood, perhaps from Twin Sun Plain, perhaps from Twin Sun River. She will be kind and intelligent and beautiful, and you will love her. You will have children with her, and she will help you rule. A wife has many duties, my sons, and your wives will understand that. You will love each other, but you will not always desire one another. All women will desire you, but you must not let them sway you. Take only other men to your beds.’

‘What if I really want other women? There are ways to ensure there are no children,’ Nithanael said. At sixteen, he’d had many strong opinions.

Viktur smiled and shook his head. ‘It is good for you to desire your wife. If you fancy her more than any other woman, that’s even better. But you will desire other women, too. You will not take a mistress, no matter how sure you are that she will not become pregnant. There must be no questions in the line of succession. As for your male lovers, keep them quiet, away from your wife. She will know you have lovers, but you mustn’t parade them in front of her. She is your partner, remember, and the mother of your children. You must honor her, so keep your lovers away from her.’

After that talk, Nikilaus flirted with a number of women in Landwater. There were many beautiful women in the capital, and they all seemed eager for him. He did no more than flirt, since he was an obedient son, but he loved having lovely women nearby. At first, Nithanael refused to engage with anyone, because he was determined to love only his wife. Then, Nikilaus met twins from Lakebreeze in Twin Sun River. How was that not perfect? It didn’t take long for Nithanael to agree with him, and they spent almost a months with the twins. Though he never asked, Nikilaus was fairly sure Nithanael had sex with one of the twins. After that, Nithanael let the pretty young men of Landwater take his fancy. Those, he took to bed openly.

Since coming to Paserad, Nikilaus chatted with many of the women. Though the court here was smaller than the one in Landwater, it didn’t lack for lovely young women who smiled and fluttered their lashes at him. His first month here, he stole kisses from many of them.

Katlen caught his attention in a way the other women didn’t. She didn’t lack in beauty, but she didn’t flirt the way the others did. She was only concerned about Paserad and what Nikilaus could do to help the city and its people. Because of that, she fascinated Nikilaus in a way no woman before her had.

Soon he rarely noticed the other women, too distracted by Katlen and trying to understand her. Soon, he wanted to make her like him.

Eventually, he did win her over. He learned to love Paserad, and with Paserad came Katlen. Nikilaus never regretted that. Even when Illera appeared, even more fascinating that Katlen, he couldn’t give Katlen up. Illera couldn’t be his wife: she was lianthe. They couldn’t have children together. Anyway, much as Nikilaus had flirted at first, he never felt about Illera the way he did about Katlen. Soon he stopped trying, and he was glad for it. Illera was far better as a friend than a lover.

He sat up. He didn’t look away from Katlen as he captured her hands, held them tight between his. “Will you marry me?”

Katlen stared. “You— What?”

“Will you marry me? I’ve failed you, and I’m sorry for it. You’re the best woman I’ve ever met, and I can’t imagine marrying anyone other than you. My parents won’t object.” Katlen’s family was more than important enough to make her an acceptable wife. “So? Will you marry me?”

Slowly, Katlen sat up, too. Her hands clenched around his. “I do love you, Nikilaus. I’d love to be your wife. I— I will. I will marry you.”

Nikilaus grabbed her and held her tight. He had never felt so happy before in his life. All the exhaustion and worry from earlier fell away. How could he feel anything other than joy, knowing that Katlen wanted to marry him? He pulled her closer and kissed her.

Ardor filled him, happiness at her acceptance and relief that they were both still alive. Katlen met him, her passion as great as his. The Relerion women had been exotic and sweet, but they couldn’t compare with Katlen. No one could compare to her.

It wasn’t until much later, when they lay quiet and wrapped around one another, that Nikilaus realized he’d never promised not to flirt with other women and that Katlen hadn’t asked.

* * *

Riol opened his eyes to see Azeha leaning over him. He blinked, wondering why his body ached and why Azeha's brow was creased with concern. Azeha rarely thought long enough and hard enough to worry about anything – that was Riol's job. “What—” he said, but Azeha interrupted his question by throwing his arms around him.

“We are cured, Riol,” Azeha whispered into his shoulder.

“Cured? Cured of what?” Then he remembered in a rush. He remembered the Twin Sun woman – he didn't know her name – say something about Illera using the karyon. He'd felt a moment of shock then his mind had seemed to constrict and shift. Part of him had remained aware as his body moved without him willing it, as he nearly killed the Twin Sun women to get the karyon. Azeha, Banof, and Illera finally stopped him.

Thinking of the karyon now brought no irrational greed. Some greed, yes, but what diemthe did not crave the karyon? He twitched his fingers, just to make sure he could. His mind, again his own, spun.

Illera had the karyon, and Mitek nearly killed him and Azeha to get it for herself. She had killed Velki. Knowing about the karyon, her desperation made sense. Mitek wouldn't want another diemthe to hold the karyon, even for a short period of time. She needed a guarantee that they'd hand their prize over to her when they returned to Daranvirmor. The command constricting his Miel had disappeared, but now he knew what it had been. If he hadn't been cured, he'd have killed the woman, taken the karyon from Illera, and surrendered it to Mitek. If he hadn't been cured, this war would probably already be over.

He shuddered, holding Azeha tightly. “You are cured too?” He vaguely recalled Banof and Illera using healing circles on Azeha, but the whole event had a distant, dream-like quality to it.

Azeha nodded, pulling back enough to see him. “We are better now. So now, we must make reparations for our actions.”

Riol couldn't help the short laugh. “Since when do you care about consequences?”

“We were in desperate need, and we received the help we needed and more. In return, we attacked our allies, nearly killing them. We were instantly forgiven for our actions, even by people who barely know us.” Azeha looked away. “Velki would be upset with us if we did not try harder in the future.”

“She would be,” Riol said softly. Of the three of them, Velki always had the strongest sense of responsibility. Thinking about her still hurt. Oh, how he wished she'd lived long enough to be cured. If only he'd done something about her acting strange earlier. “She would be most upset at our earlier actions,” he said, his voice cracking.

Azeha took his hand. “Velki is gone, and we can only hope God forgave her suicide and did not condemn her to haunt the earth as a phantom. Riol, we are alone now. Can we be only two where we were once three?”

Riol gripped Azeha's hand tightly. “We can be. I am sure of it. It will not be easy, but we will make it work. I promise you that.”

“I promise too,” Azeha said, smiling.

The door to the side room opened, and Illera poked her head in. She smiled. “You're awake. Good. We need to talk.” She stepped inside, and Banof followed her in. “Nikilaus and Katlen don't seem too upset.” She laughed and scratched the back of her head. “Nikilaus is far too eager to have a spy in Daranvirmor to be upset, I think.”

“Katlen. Is that the name of the woman I threatened?” Illera nodded, and Riol bowed his head. “Please give her my apologies.”

“You should apologize yourself,” Illera said, crossing her arms over her chest.

Riol gazed at her steadily. “Do you truly think Katlen wishes to have me anywhere near her?” Illera looked away. “I thought not.” He glanced out the window – it was dawn. Assuming he hadn't been unconscious too long, it was 25 Shu. Velki's funeral had been twelve days ago. “I need to return to Daranvirmor,” he said, standing slowly. Azeha stood with him, still clutching his hand. “Given the circumstances, I have taken all the leave I can take.”

“Be careful,” Banof said, “and stay away from the empress. If she looks at you too closely, she will see that her command is no longer in place.”

“I intend to keep well away from her,” Riol said, repressing his shudder. “Be well,” he told Azeha and stepped away from him. He wanted to stay longer, but if he did, he didn't think he'd be able to pull away. He left the side room, and Illera followed him out. She continued with him out of the blue room as he pulled the shadows around himself. “Did you need me for something?” he asked.

Illera shook her head. “No, but it's time I got back to Sonon. I thought we'd go to the Elementalist Guild together so I could have the Travel Pattern room empty for you.”

He doubted she could see him, but he still looked away from her. “Thank you,” he said softly. If only all lianthe were like Illera, he thought. Then, there never would have been a need to war against them. They walked to the Elementalist Guild together, Illera having to stop frequently as locals greeted her warmly. He didn't mind her holding the karyon, he decided. He could think of far worse people to hold it: the diemthe empress to start with. The lianthe emperor too would cause only trouble for Riol. No, better for it to be with Illera.

When they reached the Pattern room, Illera shooed out the few Elementalists on duty and motioned for him to go first. Riol let the shadows drop away and transported himself to Daranvirmor. “Ilferair Miel,” he said, Shield Miel. It was more important than ever that Mitek not see too closely into his mind. He could only hope the circle was strong enough to hold her back.

Despite the early hour, Hemol was already in his office. Riol stepped inside and saluted. “I am ready to return to duty, sir.” He hoped Hemol didn’t ask where he’d been the last few days.

Hemol studied his face for a long moment. At last he nodded. “Action can be useful to get through pain,” he said, not unkindly. “I know you have no affection for the south, Riol, but I need you to go back there. Lafren and Vereim are already there, but...” He paused. “Well, Lafren can get caught up in things. Having another person keeping an eye on him, as well as Yeihel and Forkom, eases my mind. Vereim enjoys his work too much, and Mrenthet has been less effective than I had hoped.”

“Given the situation in Sonon, being effective is not easy.”

“True.” Hemol nodded. “More importantly, we need information. You can move freely among the humans. Watch the lianthe carefully but keep far away from them. I cannot afford to lose you.”

“Yes, sir. Is there anything else?”

Hemol briefly glanced at a map of Sonon that lay on his desk. “No. Lafren is at the thirtieth encampment. He is expecting you. Take care.”

Riol saluted then left Hemol's office. He hurried back to the Travel Pattern as quickly as he could, eager to get as far from Mitek as he could. If only all his trips back could be this quick and only involve dealing with Hemol. Then he might survive spying on Mitek.

* * *

Iwen stood in stone office, exhaustion seeping through every part of him. He had been awake late the last few days, helping the reserve troops recover from the debacle in Lunway. Fewer of them had died than he first feared, as casualties had been higher in the thirtieth and thirty-second. Still, in Iwen’s opinion, even one death was too many. The reserve troops weren’t his soldiers in Leanmarei, but who else did they have to look after them other than him? Lafren certainly didn’t care if they all died.

“Have the troops settled in yet, Captain?” Lafren asked, emphasizing the title. He leaned back in his chair, oh-so casual.

Iwen kept his face expressionless. “Yes, sir,” he said.

“Good.” Lafren nodded before turning back to the other three diemthe who sat around the table with him. “Your encampment is wonderful, Yeihel. Thank you for letting us stay here.” He smiled coolly.

Yeihel twitched, glancing towards Forkom. The other diemthe sat as far away from Lafren as he could, holding himself stiffly. Iwen thought he still seemed weak, though he showed no obvious injuries. “Of course,” Yeihel said. He hadn’t volunteered his encampment as a place to stay for the thirty-second and twenty-first rabets or for Lafren’s troops. Lafren casually suggested it, since it was the furthest west and most easily defended. Iwen could still remember Yeihel’s face at that time. He hadn’t tried to argue, though. Iwen could almost feel sorry for him.

Since the disastrous battle at Lunway, they’d gathered together all the troops here, in the thirtieth’s encampment. It lay near the western coast where the Cursed Mountains met the desert. The walls of the encampment had been built directly into the mountains, using the mountains as extra fortification. The grounds inside were enormous, kilometers wide, so that there was plenty of room to keep the livestock and grow fruit and vegetables – what few crops could be grown in this area, at least.

Despite the size, the encampment should have felt cramped. It was only designed to hold the thirtieth rabet, which numbered one thousand soldiers and another thirteen hundred support. Some soldiers had been lost in the battle of Lunway – close to six hundred, between the four groups. But the thirty-second rabet was the same size as the thirtieth, the twenty-ninth had one thousand soldiers but few support, and Lafren had brought another thousand soldiers with him.

The encampment still felt roomy. They only had to pack two men to a room, rather than the three or four that Iwen had expected. He was no farmer, but there didn’t seem to be nearly enough livestock. He’d gone to the fields to count, earlier today, and there also didn’t seem to be enough support troops. He’d seen less than fifty people in the fields.

It was possible that the encampment was bigger than Iwen thought it was, or that there were other fields outside the encampment where the rest of the support troops could be found. He doubted it. Something else was going on here, and Iwen was determined to figure out what. Equally, he was determined to keep his discovery from Lafren and the other diemthe.

Lafren leaned forward, placing his hands on the stone table; everything in this encampment seemed to be made of stone. “We need to adjust our plans,” he said. “Our enemy is far stronger than we anticipated.”

“Our information was inaccurate,” Yeihel said, frowning. “We were told there were less than ten lianthe with the Twin Sun army.”

“We will soon have better intelligence,” Lafren said. He raised his head and called out, “Riol!” A moment later, a shadow in the corner shifted, and a figure appeared. Iwen jumped, instinctively grabbing his sword hilt. The three altered human bodyguards drew their weapons.

Out of the shadows stepped another diemthe. He glanced at the altered humans and raised a black eyebrow. The female altered human put her sword away first, and the two males followed a moment later, though all three still looked nervous. Iwen couldn’t blame them. Four diemthe were bad enough – now there was a fifth? This was far more than a person could be expected to handle.

It was little comfort that Yeihel and Forkom also looked surprised to see the new diemthe. Mrenthet, the female diemthe, didn’t look surprised at all. The new diemthe – Riol, apparently – stopped closest to her chair.

“General Hemol has kindly loaned us Riol to help gather more intelligence on the lianthe,” Lafren said. “You already have some information for us, yes?”

“I do,” Riol said. “I have been in Lunway to count the lianthe. There are forty-six of them. They are mostly young.”

Forkom shivered, and Yeihel snapped, “Age hardly matters when there are that many! Clearly, the lianthe mean to resume the war for real. We must bring the first and second rabets down from Daranvirmor.”

“No,” Lafren said. “I spoke with General Hemol before coming here. He said it is too early still to send out the full might of the empire. I do not think he will have changed his mind yet.”

“One of those lianthe is Mareth,” Mrenthet said. Her hands clenched. “He would be quite a prize. I, for one, do not wish to share him.”

Yeihel and Forkom shared a worried look, but Lafren smirked. “You are not the only one here who wishes to hunt down Mareth. I want you to watch him closely, Riol. If he ever goes off alone, tell me immediately.”

Riol nodded. “Of course.”

“For now,” Lafren continued, “we will stay here. The Twin Sun army will have to send patrols out into the desert to try to find us. We will set up ambushes for them and work on ways to trap Mareth or the other lianthe.” He stood and headed out of the small conference room. Iwen hurried after him, glad to be away from the other diemthe.

The corridors of the thirtieth’s encampment were dark and narrow but high, tall enough for an altered human. The walls were made of dark stone, and the light preiginds attached to the ceiling were few and far between. Iwen followed Lafren to the room he’d chosen as his office – it had belonged to Yeihel, but Lafren kicked him out.

“Run the men through some exercises, Captain,” Lafren said, pausing with the door open. “Have them all work together, no matter which rabet they belong to.”

“Yes, sir,” Iwen said, saluting. Lafren entered his office and closed the door behind him. Iwen sighed, running a hand across his brow. It was cooler inside this encampment than when they’d been camped in the middle of the desert, but he still wasn’t used to the heat. It felt wrong to walk around with his coat unbuttoned.

He made his way to the large parade ground enclosed by the encampment. He saw mostly soldiers from the thirtieth there, but there were a few from the thirty-second and his own group. Oddly, there were no soldiers from the twenty-first. Maybe they’d gone off to practice elsewhere. He walked up to a brown-skinned altered human. By his uniform, he was a captain of the thirtieth.

“I am Iwen v'Leanmarei,” he said, managing a smile. Dealing with altered humans wasn’t much better than diemthe, but what choice did Iwen have? “I lead the reserve troops. Lafren sent me to here to have all our troops practice together.”

The altered human stared down at him silently for a long moment. Iwen stood straight, refusing to back down even if he had to crane his head far back. Then the altered human nodded and said, “I am Pefani Larfeno.” He turned to the soldiers and barked, “Form up! All of you!” The soldiers from the thirtieth jumped immediately into line. The others glanced around but quickly fell into formation as well.

Iwen and Pefani mixed the troops up and ran them through drills for the next few hours. Iwen found more soldiers from the thirty-second and the reserves to add to the group as well, but he still didn’t see any from the twenty-first.

They dismissed the troops shortly before dinner. Iwen thanked Pefani for his help, since only a fool wasn’t polite to an altered human. Then he decided to go exploring. The twenty-first soldiers and the support troops had to be somewhere.

He searched through the entire encampment, looking for hidden rooms or fields or a training ground just outside the walls. He found lots of old storage rooms, but nothing more exciting. Outside the walls, he saw desert, the Cursed Mountains, and the Sunset Ocean to the far west. There were no fields outside the walls, and no soldiers in sight, save a few guards.

Frowning, he headed back towards the center of the encampment, where his own room was, not far from Lafren’s. Maybe the twenty-first had left most of their troops at the campsite in the middle of the desert, or maybe they’d moved to the thirty-second’s encampment. He’d heard no discussion of any such move, but he may have missed it. Maybe most of the support troops were in those places, too.

As he walked, he saw four support troops – three herders from the thirtieth and a cook from the thirty-second – walking down the corridor together. They carried large, bulging bags and glanced around constantly. Iwen frowned as he watched them. He was far enough back and the hallway was dark enough that he didn’t think they’d seen him.

Slowly, he crept down the hallway after them, walking as quietly as he could and keeping to the shadows. After making a number of turns, the support troops ended up in the Travel Room. To his surprise, there were no guards stationed at the Travel Room. He hurried forward and slammed open the door just in time to see the support troops vanish in a swirl of color. There were no guards or Elementalists on duty inside the room, either.

He checked the board on the side of the room, where the Travel Patterns for the entire empire were posted. He couldn’t remember the details of the colors he saw upon entering the room, though, so he couldn’t guess where they went. He heard the door open behind him and turned to see an Elementalist from the thirty-second enter. “Are you on duty tonight?” Iwen asked sharply.

The Elementalist jumped at his tone. “Yes, sir.”

“Where were you?” Iwen asked, narrowing his eyes. No one really worried about an attack coming through the Travel Pattern, but there should also be someone watching over it just in case. Most rabets had soldiers on guard as well as an Elementalist.

“Ah, I was in the loo, sir,” the Elementalist said, scratching his arm. “I was only gone for a few minutes. Do you need something?”

Iwen scowled. “No.” He left the Travel Room. Maybe he was making too much of a little thing. Just because some support troops had used the Pattern while the Elementalist on duty was away didn’t mean something was wrong. Added together with everything else – namely, the location of most of the support troops and the twenty-first – he couldn’t help but think something was afoot.

He entered his room, turned on the preigind light overhead, and closed the door behind him. He saw something dark move out of the corner of his eye, and he whirled on it, drawing his sword and putting his back to the door. Riol, the diemthe he’d seen earlier, stepped forward, the shadows seeming to curl around him. Slowly, Iwen lowered his sword but didn’t put it away. He didn’t know this diemthe, and he didn’t want to be alone with him.

“You have had an interesting evening, Iwen v’Leanmarei,” Riol said.

Iwen twitched. Lafren hadn’t said his name during the meeting earlier, but that was because Lafren probably didn’t remember his name. That this diemthe had already learned it meant he’d been watching Iwen for some time. “It’s my job to keep the soldiers fit and ensure the smooth running of all the rabets.”

Riol nodded, stepping closer. Iwen tensed but didn’t raise his sword. “You must be a talented man, to have become commander of the Leanmarei army at your young age. A close confidant of Duchess Aminda as well.” He tilted his head to the side. “Yet your rabet record is thoroughly standard.”

“Do you mean to accuse me of something, sir?” Iwen asked stiffly, trying to calm his wildly beating heart. Riol had done far more than just watch him today if he knew all of that.

“Hidden among your possessions are copies of the Travel Patterns in Sonon, Relerio, and North Paserad,” Riol said, moving till he was within arms’ reach of Iwen.

Iwen froze. It wasn’t a crime for a soldier to have Travel Patterns, or even all that unusual. He’d brought them with in the hopes of getting away from Lafren long enough to make contact with the Twin Sun army. He hadn’t had a chance yet. Those Travel Patterns weren’t enough to expose him as a traitor and a member of the Leanmarei resistance, but diemthe rarely cared about getting proof. Even if Riol didn’t know who Iwen really was, he knew enough to be a danger to him, especially if he shared his suspicions with Lafren.

But Riol hadn’t attacked him, and it didn’t seem like he’d told Lafren. He was here, speaking with Iwen in private. Iwen narrowed his eyes. He’d heard that diemthe liked to conspire against one another, which was why most rabets had only one diemthe. Perhaps Riol was plotting against Lafren, or one of the other three, and was planning to use Iwen in his plans.

“I haven’t done anything wrong,” he said after a moment, keeping his voice steady. “I will not spy on Lafren for you.”

“Spy?” Riol asked, and laughed. “I have no need of spies. You can help me, all the same.” Faster than Iwen had expected, he lunged forwards, grabbing Iwen’s wrists and slamming them into the door, trapping him in place. “You have done nothing wrong yet, but you plan to. So do I. We can help each other out.”

Iwen tried to free himself from Riol's grip, but the diemthe was stronger than his slim frame suggested. Riol's cold, pitch black eyes stared at him, unblinking. “What do you want?” Iwen asked, giving up his struggles.

“For now, very little,” Riol said. His breath felt warm against Riol's neck as he leaned closer. “Continue your duties. Travel away with your Patterns if you wish. You may even look for the missing soldiers and support troops. Whatever conclusions you reach, do not share them with Lafren or the others. That is not so difficult, is it?”

“No.”

Riol let him go and stepped back. “That is all I wish of you for now, Iwen v'Leanmarei. Do as I ask, and I will not share information about you with Lafren.” He smiled. “I trust we have an understanding?”

Iwen rubbed his wrists. He'd have bruises where Riol had gripped him. “We do.”

“Good.” Riol walked past him and out of the room.

When he was gone, Iwen locked the door and sank to the floor. “God and spirits,” he whispered, trying to stop shaking. “He knows what I am.” How Riol had learned of Iwen's association, he didn't know. In the end, it didn't matter. Riol knew, and he could tell Lafren at any time. Or he could just decide to kill Iwen himself. His death would be an inconvenience at best to Lafren.

After a long time, Iwen pulled himself off the ground, falling into his bed. The terror had finally faded enough for him to think. Why hadn't Riol killed him? Perhaps he didn't know for certain that Iwen was part of the Leanmarei resistance, but diemthe didn't need proof. Surely, he should have at least questioned Iwen.

Iwen's eyes narrowed as he considered Riol's orders. He wanted Iwen to keep any conclusions about the missing troops to himself. Thinking about it, Iwen wondered if Riol knew where the missing troops were. Maybe then if he found the missing troops, he'd know what Riol wanted.

Then he might be able to think of a way to keep Riol from killing him.
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Different Directions

 

“So once I healed him, Nikilaus and I discussed tactics for a while,” Illera said to Mareth. They sat together in a small office in the Tilat – a large building that was used by the clan heads as the seat of government in Lunway. Gauzy yellow curtains fluttered in the breeze, which brought the scent of the ocean with it. Illera wasn't sure she liked Sonon – the people were friendly enough, if odd, but the dry heat seeped all her energy. Even the ocean breeze didn’t do much to help. She was considering taking off her jacket entirely.

Earlier today, Mareth moved most of the soldiers from Bilthan into Lunway, since there was more room here and to help rebuilt the city after the battle. Some of the soldiers had been left in Bilthan, to help transfer the troops that defected from the rabets.

Mareth nodded, but didn't look up from the papers in front of him. There seemed to be a permanent crease between his eyes these days. “Did he have any good ideas?” he asked.

“I think so,” Illera said carefully, reviewing what Mareth knew and what he didn't. It had been such a relief to no longer have to keep secrets from Nikilaus and Katlen. But Mareth still didn't know everything, and she absolutely couldn't tell him. Nikilaus might be able to accept Banof and the other diemthe, but she didn't think Mareth ever could. Maybe later, once Banof, Riol, Azeha, and Mrenthet had done more to prove themselves, they could tell Mareth. The more people she shared her secrets with, the less she liked keeping secrets from others. She had no choice but to keep her secrets, however much it frustrated her. “He had an idea for maybe luring one of the diemthe into a trap.” She couldn't say Lafren specifically. She didn't think Mareth knew the names of any of the diemthe in the south, and nor should Nikilaus know.

“What manner of trap?” Mareth finally put the papers down.

Illera licked her lips. “Well, you attacked the Elementalist Guild, and there was a seeing mirror there. The diemthe probably saw you coming and recognized you.”

Mareth smiled grimly. “I am well known to the diemthe.”

Illera managed a weak smile at that. She wanted to keep as anonymous as possible when it came to the diemthe. The idea of all of them knowing her face and her power was terrifying. Mareth was more powerful and more experienced than she, and had less to fear. Too, he didn't have to worry about losing the karyon. “Well, not all of the support troops have left the thirtieth or the thirty-second, because they wanted to pass information on for us. If we can get some of them to give information to the diemthe about seeing you alone somewhere, Nikilaus thought the diemthe might risk attacking you.”

That hadn't sounded so bad in her head, but saying it out loud was awful. Surely Mareth would see the flaws – the support troops didn't act as spies, and where would they get the information from, anyway? She really wished Mareth knew about Riol. A human bringing in information like that would be questioned, but not Riol.

Mareth stared at Illera solemnly for a long time. She was almost sure he could tell she was keeping secrets from him. She shouldn't be; they were family, and she did love Mareth. But she had no choice; he wouldn't understand. He hated all diemthe. Finally, Mareth turned back to his papers. “You wish me to act as bait? Very well. Make plans with Nikilaus and whoever else needs to be involved. Say when and where, and I will be there.”

“Thank you,” Illera said, briefly grasping his hands. Mareth was wonderful like that. He could tell she was keeping things from him, but he still helped her out, still trusted her. She stood and left the office, so he could finish going over his reports in peace.

Just outside the door waited Chirim, and Illera barely repressed a sigh. She'd wanted to be alone for a while with her guilt. Maybe it was better to be distracted, though. She could do something useful with her time.

“Did Mareth approve the plan?” Chirim asked.

“He did,” she nodded. She'd told him the details of the plan before Mareth. Lying to him hadn't bothered her nearly as much as lying to Mareth had, and that also made her want to squirm in guilt. How did Banof live with himself, keeping so many secrets for so long? “Now we just need to find a good place to let them ambush him.”

“I have some ideas,” Chirim said, walking with her down the hallway. Rather than having paintings, statues, murals, and other decorations like she'd gotten used to seeing in Pasenkeep, the Tilat had only colorful pieces of fabric everywhere. The carpet was green, the curtains yellow, red awnings hung over most doorways, and blue fabric hung in long swoops from the ceiling. Sononans certainly seemed to love lots of color. Chirim continued, “There are only a few places that are deserted enough that they will think he is alone, but close enough to a Travel Pattern that the diemthe can easily reach him.” They entered a small rock garden. Benches were set up along the walls, and they sat on one. Chirim pulled out some maps of Sonon and spread them out between them. “Here,” he said, pointing to a dot in the middle of nowhere. He grinned, his eyes glinting. “We just received reports earlier today about this oasis. A rabet was using it as a camp site.”

Illera drew in a sharp breath. “Which rabet?”

“There were no permanent structures, so likely the twenty-first,” he said.

“Which troops found the encampment?” Illera asked, trying to sound casual.

“The Twin Sun fourth division, I believe. Why?”

“Ah, no reason,” Illera said, looking firmly at the map. Banof was still in Paserad, coordinating attacks and communication. She had little doubt that he'd been the one to send the fourth division to that area, and that Mrenthet or Riol had given him the exact location of the encampment.

After a moment of silence, Chirim said, “The only problem that I can see is how the support troops would believably receive information from the old encampment. There is no one there now.”

“Well, we're hoping the diemthe are so eager to kill Mareth that they don't stop and think about things like that,” Illera said. “He would be quite a prize, and the diemthe who killed him would get power and fame. All diemthe crave such things.”

“You sound very certain about that,” Chirim said softly. Illera jerked her gaze up to meet his. His expression was solemn but free of censure. “You barely know anything about lianthe, yet you say such a thing about diemthe and with such confidence. As if you know more about diemthe than lianthe.”

Illera swallowed hard. “Chirim, I—”

He held up a hand. “Do not lie to me, Illera. I am no fool, and neither is Mareth.” She frowned at that, wondering if he'd listened in on her conversation with Mareth. “If you do not want to say, you do not have to. But remember, that I too have had dealings with diemthe.” He paused and glanced around, even though they were the only ones in the rock garden. “I still have contacts with Olizen, commander of the eighth” he said, barely above a whisper.

And at that moment, Illera was desperately tempted to tell Chirim everything. Chirim wasn’t like other lianthe – he could work with diemthe, thought that both people would be better off reunited. If there was one lianthe who would understand her relationship with Banof, Azeha, Riol, and Mrenthet, it’d be Chirim. She was close, terribly close, to telling him. But she bit her lip and kept her silence.

Chirim had only made a deal with a diemthe. He had probably never spoken to the diemthe in person, using humans as intermediaries. Illera had done far, far more. If it was just her and her own reputation in question, she’d tell him without hesitation. But if Chirim didn’t take it well, it could mean death for Banof and the others. She couldn’t risk that.

At the same time, though, they couldn't keep this secret forever. The longer they kept it, and the further this war went, the harder it would become to keep them hidden. Especially if, as Banof hoped, they could lure commanders and their rabets to their side. Sooner or later, the lianthe would find out about Banof and the others. Too, while the rabets on their side had to stay hidden, they couldn’t fight as effectively. By keeping secrets, they were holding back some of their best resources. They really did need to say something, and soon.

She had no idea how, and she didn't know how to bring up the topic with Banof, either. He still hated lianthe, still feared them. The others wouldn’t be much help either: she’d never met Mrenthet, Riol and Nikilaus were busy, and she didn’t think Azeha would be very good at coming up with helpful ideas. She was on her own with this, and if she messed it up, her allies and friends might die.

“I’m sorry,” she said to Chirim. It wasn’t enough, but it was all she could give him.

* * *

Mel sat at the side of the Siswen square, staring at the rubble. The bodies had been removed by now, but holes dotted the ground and four stands were in pieces.

She could have been killed in the attack. It was chance that she’d been elsewhere in Obarvanid at the time, near the docks. She had thought to check Balmy Nights, the restaurant that the Relerion resistance used as a cover for operations. She found nothing amiss in Balmy Nights or anywhere nearby. When the explosions started, even though Mel was over two kilometers away, she heard. She ran to Siswen square as quickly as she could, outdistancing all the soldiers and some of the air barges.

Like always, her speed didn’t matter when she needed it most. By the time she reached Siswen square, the fires had tampered down, though smoke still clogged the air. Only the groans of the wounded echoed as Mel stood at the edge, her heart beating frantically. To her shame, the first thing she thought was, At least this didn’t happen in Giram.

She didn’t even arrive soon enough to see how Nikilaus fared. One minute difference, and she might have stopped Nizel before she could send the prince back to Paserad. “He was dying,” was all Nizel told her before moving off.

Now Nizel commanded the army. No one argued with her, not even Ronert, who Mel had assumed would. Most of Nizel’s orders had been reasonable: care for the wounded, take away the dead, calm the citizens who came to see what had happened, keep the Relerions officials informed, secure the city. Part of Mel wished that Nizel had screwed this up, however much it would hurt the army and Obarvanid. She knew that wish was foolish and she did want Obarvanid safe and secure.

Didn’t mean she didn’t want to see Nizel make a huge mistake.

Young Relerions in Twin Sun uniforms cleaned up the square. They were the recruits who had joined up as the army traveled through Relerion. Mel hadn’t been with the army for that, and she marveled over how many Relerions had joined the army. There had to be three hundred just in the square, and she’d heard there were many others elsewhere in Obarvanid. If the Twin Sun army marched through Giram, would the same number of people join? Giramites were just as strong as Relerions. No, they were stronger. Stronger by far.

Footsteps approached from the opposite side of the square, many feet. Mel tensed and reached for her sword. Just because no one had spotted any rabet soldiers so far didn’t mean they weren’t around, hiding until a good opportunity to attack presented itself. When a group of people with Relerion features and Relerion fashions appeared, she relaxed and released her sword.

The Relerions joined the Relerion soldiers. They came armed with rakes and brooms and saws and hammers. As Mel watched, some started to sweep away the last of the rubble while others helped to rebuild the ruined stands.

“We need more wood. Go fetch some!”

Mel had to blink thrice. That was Quigly, standing among the other Relerions, broad-rimmed hat pushed back on his head. Some of the Relerions hurried off, presumably to get wood. It shouldn’t surprise her, seeing Quigly here. He loved Relerio more than anyone she knew.

She didn’t have to think. She climbed up from her crouch and walked over to Quigly. He saw her as she approached. “I should have known you’d be here. You weren’t hurt?”

“No. I was near the docks when the trap went off.”

Quigly glanced around then leaned closer, lowering his voice. “What happened to Prince Nikilaus? Is he really dead?” Lines appeared on his brow.

“Of course not!” Mel glared at him till most of the worry left his face. “He had to return to Paserad to get cured, but he’s fine.” She had no idea if Nikilaus was still alive or not. Thanks to Nizel, he might die. What was the point in sending him away? There were plenty of Elementalists and Air priests here with the army. If humans couldn’t heal Nikilaus, surely one of the lianthe could.

“Good. Without him, who would defeat the twenty-ninth for us?”

“We would. All of us: Relerio, Giram, and the Twin Sun Kingdoms. You’ve got to stop thinking about just yourself, Quigly. We’re all in this together, win or lose. If one of us falls, the rest of us need to step up. Nikilaus is helpful, but it’s all of us who will win this war.”

“Yes.” Quigly stood straighter. “You’re right. I was afraid before, when I saw everything Nikilaus was planning. I’m not afraid anymore. The twenty-ninth has tried to destroy our spirit, but they won’t. Relerio is stronger than ever. When it comes time to attack them directly, Relerio will be there. And we will win. We— No, don’t just throw it out! It can still be used!” Throwing up his arms in exasperation, Quigly walked over to the people cleaning up one of the ruined stalls. He had to wrest a chair missing a leg from a young man, who had been ready to chuck it.

Mel smiled as she watched. All her life and more, Giram and Relerio had been allies. They depended on one another and liked one another. Until now, Mel considered Relerions rather odd and not very useful, but mostly kind people who tried their best. Today her opinion of them rose. They were just as strong as Giramites in their own way. She couldn’t ask for better allies.
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