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Description
 
Caina Amalas cheated death and escaped certain doom.
So did her mortal enemy, the sorcerer Cassander Nilas. 

Now the city of Istarinmul teeters on the brink of civil war and sorcerous annihilation. Unless Caina summons all her bravery and cunning, Cassander's dark spell will kill millions of people.

Starting with the people she loves...
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Chapter 1: Heirlooms
 
“Beware the fire.”
Caina’s eyes jerked open.
For a confused instant she didn’t know where she was. 
She lay alone in a bed, the air cool, almost cold, against her face. To the left she saw a hearth of rough stone, a bed of dying coals within it. The walls were built of rough-mortared stone, and wooden beams stretched overhead, layered with shadows in the dim light. 
A wave of disorientation went over her. 
This wasn’t right. 
Rumarah, she should have been in Rumarah. And the Red Huntress had been waiting for Caina, her hard fingers clamping over Caina’s mouth, her blade slamming into Caina’s back… 
With a surge of fear Caina sat up, pushing aside the blanket. She should have seen the bloody wound on her chest, should have seen Kalgri’s ghostsilver blade jutting from between her breasts.
Instead, the skin was smooth and unmarked.
Bit by bit her confusion drained away. She was in the village of Drynemet, in the Kaltari Highlands, and this was one of the guest rooms in the headman’s hall. Nasser and the others had brought Caina here after the fighting in Rumarah. Kalgri had mortally wounded Caina, but…
She remembered silver fire ripping through her, erupting from her flesh and consuming the world.
Caina closed her eyes and let out a long breath, the blanket scratchy against her legs. 
Kylon had saved her. The Elixir Restorata should have killed her, but somehow Kylon had realized that Morgant’s wedjet-dahn would blunt the Elixir’s power. Kylon had taken her back to Drynemet, watching over her as she lay unconscious and healed from the ordeal. 
And then…
Caina smiled. 
She looked at the side of the bed where Kylon had been sleeping and wondered where he had gone. He must have slipped out without her noticing. Maybe he had changed his mind. Maybe he regretted their night together, and had decided to leave before she woke up…
Caina rebuked herself. Kylon had risked his own life in a horrendous gamble to save hers. After everything they had been through together, he deserved her trust. Likely he had just went to get some water. For that matter, it was almost dawn.
But if Kylon hadn’t awakened her, what had?
A voice. She had heard a voice, warning about a fire. The Kaltari roofed their stone houses with thatch or pine logs, and a fire would tear through the village like a storm. 
Caina whispered a curse, stood up, and realized that she was still naked. She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders like a cloak, crossed the room, and opened the door a few inches. The corridor beyond was quiet and dark. Through the window at the end of the corridor Caina saw the darkened hills of the Kaltari highlands, the eastern sky just starting to brighten a little. 
Nothing was wrong. 
Caina closed the door and went to the hearth, peering into the coals and up the chimney. There was no danger of a fire. Though it had gotten a bit chilly in the room. Caina dropped a few more pieces of wood into the hearth and stirred the coals with an iron poker until the wood caught fire. 
“Beware the fire,” she whispered, and a new dread settled over her. 
Caina had heard a voice that wasn’t there, and then wandered around the room in a state of fear. 
It was possible, Caina realized, that she was no longer entirely sane.
The necromantic poison of Kharnaces had made her hallucinate, seeing dead enemies from her past. The Elixir’s silver fire had healed her, but it should have ripped her apart, and Caina wondered how complete the healing had been. Perhaps it had left her mind damaged. Certainly she knew that the Elixir had not left her unchanged. 
The white light around her left wrist proved that. 
With her eyes of flesh she saw the pyrikon wrapped around her wrist, currently in the shape of a delicate ghostsilver bracelet. Yet now she saw the flow of arcane power around the thing, manifesting as a white glow. The pyrikon was not really a bracelet. It was a spirit of the netherworld, specifically a spirit of defense, bound in physical form. For years, ever since the necromancer Maglarion had wounded her as a child, Caina had been able to sense the presence of sorcery.
Now she could see it. 
If she concentrated enough, she saw the distant glow of Annarah’s pyrikon. The last loremaster of Iramis was in a room down the hall. Caina also saw the harsh glow around Morgant’s weapons, or the strange light around Nasser’s left hand, or even the mighty power wrapped around the valikon Kylon carried. 
Annarah said that Caina had become a valikarion. In the days before Iramis had burned, warriors of Iramis had undergone a trial of skill and valor in the netherworld. Those who failed never returned. Those who survived gained the power to see the flows of sorcery, the sight to pierce spells of illusion, and immunity from divinatory spells. They had proven themselves worthy to carry a valikon, the swords forged to destroy spirits and pierce spells, and so had been named the valikarion. 
And Caina, it seemed, had become a valikarion. The ordeal she had endured in Rumarah, combined with her own sensitivity to sorcery, had been enough to work the change. She should have died in Rumarah. Sulaman had predicted her death with grim certainty. 
Yet she had not, and she had become a valikarion in the process.
A burst of dizziness went through her, and Caina gripped the side of the hearth to keep her balance. She closed her eyes, breathing hard, and slowly the dizziness passed. It had been less than a day since she had awakened, yet she had noticed that if she used the strange vision of the valikarion for too long and too intensely, the vertigo became overpowering. 
Even when she forced it back, the ability to see sorcerous auras never quite went away entirely, so she saw the aura of power approaching her door. 
Caina straightened up as the door swung open and a man stepped into the room. He was about thirty, with brown hair and brown eyes. He was barefoot, wearing only trousers and a shirt, yet had taken the time to sling a baldric over his shoulder, a sheathed sword with a curved blade strapped to his back. To Caina’s eyes the sword burned with leashed power, white fire that could drive back the shadows of the netherworld. The man’s clothes were loose, but Caina knew the strength of the limbs beneath them.
Come to think of it, she knew that better than she had yesterday.
“Kylon,” said Caina with a smile. 
Kylon of House Kardamnos smiled back. “I should have known better.” He lifted a clay carafe and set it upon the table. “No water in here. Thought you might be thirsty when you woke up.”
“That was thoughtful,” said Caina. “Know better than what?”
Kylon snorted. “To think that I could sneak out and return without you noticing.”
“No,” murmured Caina. “Especially not now.” In addition to the sorcerous aura of the valikon, she also saw Kylon’s own aura, the sorcery of water and air that he commanded to make him stronger and faster in battle. It was a peculiar silvery-blue in color. 
If she closed her eyes, she could still see the auras. However the vision of the valikarion worked, it did not depend upon her physical eyes. 
“I suppose you can sneak up on me whenever you want,” said Kylon.
“You still can’t sense me?” said Caina. Kylon’s water sorcery allowed him to detect the emotions of those around him. Apparently a valikarion’s immunity to divinatory sorcery extended to that as well.
“No,” said Kylon. He took her left hand in his right. His fingers were strong and hard and callused, the fingers of a master swordsman. “Unless I touch you. Is there something wrong?”
“Bad dreams,” said Caina. There was no point in lying to him, not any longer. “I almost died, Kylon. I should have died, if not for you. That…takes some getting used to, I think.”
“Yes,” said Kylon, a flicker of old fear in his eyes. Caina knew what it felt like to watch someone you loved die in front of you.
They both did. 
“But let’s not talk of that,” said Caina. “Kiss me.” 
He blinked and started to say something.
“No, don’t talk,” said Caina. “Kiss me.” 
He did, softly at first, and then with more heat. 
“I wanted to do that for a long time,” said Caina when they broke apart for breath, her voice a little unsteady. “Now I can do that whenever I want, so I’m going to enjoy it. Kiss me again.”
He did. 
“A long time?” said Kylon when they paused again. “Just how long?” 
She looked down, embarrassed. “When I saw you fight in the Ring of Cyrica, the day we met Morgant.” 
Kylon blinked, and she saw his lips twitch as he tried not to laugh. “Really? That was it?” 
“Well.” Caina ran a hand along his chest. “I like strong men.” She noticed his left hand was closed. “What’s that?”
“Ah,” said Kylon. “You gave me something, and I only thought it fair to return it.” 
“What is it?” said Caina. 
He opened his hand. A heavy golden ring rested in his palm, connected to a slender leather cord that could serve as a necklace. It was the signet ring of a Nighmarian lord, and it looked old and worn, as if it had passed between many hands over the generations. 
Caina blinked, her eyes starting to burn a little. 
“You gave it to me at the Corsair’s Rest, before you went to confront Cassander,” said Kylon. “To remember you, you said. Since you’re here, you should have it back.”
“Thank you,” whispered Caina, taking the ring and hanging it from her neck.
“What is it?” said Kylon. “I saw you with it in…Catekharon, I think. And Calvarium, and New Kyre. It must be important.”
“My father’s signet ring,” said Caina. “He…died when I was a child.” The habit of secrecy made her hesitate, but the need for secrecy with Kylon had passed. “My mother murdered him. She…was a student of Maglarion…”
“One of the Moroaica’s disciples,” said Kylon. “My sister mentioned him once or twice.”
Caina nodded. “My father found out and my mother murdered him. This…this was all I had left of him. I thought I had lost it when the Corsair’s Rest burned.”
“You didn’t remember?” said Kylon.
“I…don’t remember everything that happened clearly,” said Caina, looking away. “I remember Kalgri laughing. The silver fire. Forcing myself down the stairs to Cassander. And then…nothing until I woke up in that bed yesterday.” She smiled at him. “Thank you for keeping this.” She took a deep breath, trying to get her emotions under control. “I…thought I had lost this. Thank you.” 
“I was going to give it back yesterday,” said Kylon, “but we got distracted…”
“Distracted?” said Caina, slipping out of his grasp and taking several steps back. “Is that what we’re going to call it? You just brought a tear to my eye, Kylon of House Kardamnos. What are you going to do about it?”
With a dramatic flourish she tossed aside the blanket, leaving herself dressed in nothing but the pyrikon and the ring. Again she felt the urge to cover the ugly scar below her navel, but she stopped herself. He had already seen it, and that scar had pressed against Kylon as they had lain together last night, and he hadn’t seemed to mind. 
Kylon crossed the room and joined her, and a moment later she had him out of his clothes and they were atop the bed together. Caina had almost died at Rumarah. Perhaps she should have died at Rumarah, had been destined to die in the Corsair’s Rest. 
But right now she felt very alive.
“When was it for you?” said Caina once they had finished, resting her cheek on his chest. 
Kylon grunted. “When was what?” 
“When you first wanted to,” she searched for a word, “kiss me. To use a euphemism.” 
He laughed at that, and then was silent for a moment.
“Catekharon,” he said at last. 
Caina blinked in surprise and levered herself up on an elbow. “Catekharon? Truly?”
“I never really got a good look at you in Marsis,” said Kylon, his eyes distant as he gazed at the ceiling, “and that…was a bad day. I was distracted. Then in Catekharon you were dressed as a merchant’s daughter, um…”
“Anna Callenius,” said Caina after a moment’s thought. She had used so many false names she could not keep them all straight, and she had not used that one in a long time.
Not since Sicarion had murdered Halfdan in Marsis. 
“That was it,” said Kylon. “I thought you were beautiful then, but dangerous. And the Empire and New Kyre were at war, and you were with Corvalis, so I gave it no further thought. Then I married Thalastre, and after the day of the golden dead, I thought I would never see you again.” 
“But we both lost everything,” said Caina. 
“And then we met again in exile,” said Kylon. 
They lay together in silence for a moment. 
“Sometimes it feels as if my head is split in two,” said Caina. “I wish Corvalis hadn’t been killed. I wish Kalgri hadn’t murdered Thalastre. I wish I had never come to Istarinmul, and that I was still in Malarae. But I am…I am so glad we found each other again. I am so glad this happened.”
Kylon snorted. “I understand. When I was a child my sister and the Archons always seemed so certain of the right course. I wonder if they had as many doubts and regrets as we do.” His arm curled around her. “But I am glad, too.” 
“I love you, Kylon,” said Caina. 
His arm tightened against her. “I love you, Caina Amalas.” 
Something within her shivered, and she had to close her eyes for a moment.
“Look at me,” she said, rubbing at her face. “One brush with death and I become a weeping hysteric. If I try to start writing poetry, please stop me.”
“You could always take up painting,” said Kylon. “I’m sure Morgant would be happy to teach you.”
She stared at him for a moment.
“That was a joke,” said Kylon. 
Caina laughed and lay down against him.
“Nasser wants to talk to us,” said Kylon after a while.
“He does?” murmured Caina.
“He wants to talk to you, I expect,” said Kylon. “We need to decide what to do next. The Staff and the Seal cannot stay here.”
“They cannot,” said Caina. Her night with Kylon had made her forget about the Staff and the Seal of Iramis, the long-lost sorcerous regalia of the Princes of Iramis. She had carried those relics out of the Tomb of Kharnaces with great pain and nearly at the cost of her life. 
In a way, it was a reminder of Caina’s own insignificance. If she had died at Rumarah, Istarinmul would continue towards civil war. Grand Master Callatas would continue working towards his Apotheosis, murdering slaves and creating wraithblood. Worse, Kalgri had escaped Rumarah, and she knew that Caina and Nasser had the Staff and Seal. She would run straight to Callatas, and when Callatas learned the truth, nothing would stop him from claiming the regalia. He would kill everyone in Drynemet, everyone in Istarinmul, to claim the Staff and Seal for himself. 
They did not have much time. 
In fact, they were likely out of time. Caina had been unconscious for so long that Kalgri must surely have reached Callatas with the news by now. It was possible that Callatas himself had left Istarinmul with every ally and soldier he could muster, and was even now coming to descend upon Drynemet. She felt a twinge of guilt. If she had not been unconscious for so long, if the others had not waited for…
Caina shoved that aside. For a time she had blamed herself for Istarinmul’s impending civil war, but that war would have come even if she had died during her first day in Istarinmul. There was too much at stake for Caina to waste time in needless self-recrimination.
“We cannot stay here,” murmured Caina, staring at the door to the room.
“Would you want to?” said Kylon. 
She knew, practically and realistically, that they could not stay here. Callatas was coming for the Staff and the Seal. Istarinmul was about to rip itself apart in civil war. 
Caina didn’t really want to stay in Drynemet. 
She just wanted to stay here with Kylon. 
“If I asked you to run away with me, would you?” said Caina. “If I asked you to leave it all behind…the Empire, the war, Callatas, wraithblood, all of it, would you come with me?”
“Of course,” said Kylon. 
The answer warmed her. “Thank you.”
“But you won’t, though,” said Kylon. 
“You know what I’m thinking now, do you?” said Caina. “You can still sense my emotions when you touch me.”
His hand slid up her bare back. “I can. But I don’t need to, not for this. You won’t give up. You won’t turn back. You’ve seen too many terrible things to pretend that you have not. You will see this through to the end.”
“With you?” said Caina. 
“With me,” said Kylon. 
They lapsed into silence after that. Caina felt herself drifting off to sleep. Soon, she knew, she would have to get up, to face what awaited her once more. Callatas and Kalgri would not have been idle while she recovered from Rumarah. But for now, for just a few moments, she wanted to lie quietly with the man she had come to love…
“Beware the fire.”
Caina shot out of bed so fast that she did not remember standing up. She snatched one of her throwing knives from the table and stood motionless, every muscle tense, her ears straining to hear anything.
“What is it?” said Kylon. He had gotten out of bed, the faint shimmer of air sorcery flickering around him, the valikon a shaft of white fire to Caina’s eyes.
“Did you hear that?” said Caina.
“I didn’t hear anything,” said Kylon. 
“A voice,” said Caina. “I heard a voice, saying ‘beware the fire’. You didn’t hear that?” 
Kylon shook his head. “Nothing.” 
Caina let out a long breath.
“I think,” she said, “that I might be hearing voices.” 
 
###
 
A short time later Caina walked through Strabane’s hall, Kylon at her side. The hall was gloomy and splendid in a barbaric sort of way, and Caina could imagine the ancient Caerish kings who had warred against the Emperor holding court in such a hall, surrounded by their blue-painted warriors. Flagstones covered the floor, and wisps of smoke rose from the dying coals in the central firepit. Dozens of Kaltari men lay scattered around the floor, wrapped in their cloaks, sleeping off last night’s revels. Strabane had called his men to arms, gathering the clans of the Kaltari Highlands to march to war. Last night he had feasted his men, the meal accompanied copious amounts of liquor. Apparently it had been quite the revel, but Caina hadn’t noticed. 
She had been preoccupied. 
Caina had donned the clothes of a Kaltari woman, a sleeveless green dress with a broad leather belt, a cloak bound over her shoulder with a bronze brooch, and a dagger at her belt. She missed her ghostsilver dagger, the weapon that she had stolen from Callatas’s Maze, but for some reason Kalgri had taken it with her. Likely she had kept it as some sort of macabre trophy. 
Kylon walked next to her, wearing his leather armor, a pair of daggers at his belt and the valikon slung over his shoulder. 
“Strangest thing,” muttered Caina.
“What is?” said Kylon, and he smiled. “That you’re walking through the hall of a Kaltari headman with an exiled Kyracian noble?”
Caina laughed a little. “That is very strange. You making jokes is also strange. You never make jokes.” 
“Perhaps I’m in a good mood,” said Kylon. “Rare as that may be. What is strange?”
“Your sword,” said Caina. “It’s glowing…but I don’t think I could see by it. If I was in a darkened room with no other light, I couldn’t use it to read. Yet the light is still there.”
Kylon shrugged. “Maybe it’s not really light, but your mind interprets it as light.” 
Caina nodded. She hadn’t asked to become a valikarion, but now that she was one, she would learn to make the most use of her new abilities. 
They might be useful. 
A broad stone terrace ran behind the back of the headman’s hall, overlooking a sheer cliff plunging into the valley below. It was a cloudy day, and mists wrapped the hills surrounding Drynemet, the pine trees rising from the haze. It was a wild and beautiful sight, and reminded Caina of the Disali hill country around the Vineyard, where she had trained as a Ghost nightfighter all those years ago.
Another memory flashed through Caina’s mind. She had reconciled with Claudia here, and after they had defeated the Red Huntress at Silent Ash Temple, Claudia had urged Caina to move past Corvalis’s death, to find someone else. 
She glanced at Kylon. Claudia had been more right than she had known. 
Claudia had also thrown one of the Umbarian Order’s Silent Hunters to his death from this terrace with a spell of psychokinetic force.
Caina hoped that Claudia was well. It had been nearly nine months since the fight at Silent Ash Temple, and Claudia’s child was due soon. Cassander Nilas was dead, but the Umbarians would send another ambassador to the Padishah’s court, and one of the Umbarians’ favorite tactics was to kidnap the children of their foes as leverage. A little shiver of rage went through Caina at the thought. If they tried to kidnap Claudia’s son, Corvalis’s nephew, she would make sure that the Umbarians bitterly regretted their folly.
She glanced at Kylon again. It seemed he had been right. She was not ready to flee from the fight. 
Four men and one woman awaited Caina and Kylon upon the terrace, sitting at a table built of rough-hewn pine planks. One of the men rose and approached Caina. He looked to be in his late fifties, his gray hair close-cropped, his blue eyes pale in his gaunt, lined face. He wore black boots, black trousers, and stark white shirt, and a long black coat that hung to his knees, a sword belt wrapped around his waist. A sheathed scimitar and a dagger with a red gem in the pommel hung at the belt, and to Caina’s eyes both weapons glowed with sorcerous power. 
The dagger’s red glow was almost painfully sharp. 
Caina stopped, folded her arms over her chest, and met the black-coated man’s pale eyes. He titled his head and grinned at her, the expression making his face look almost skull-like. 
Kylon only frowned at him.
“Well?” said Caina.
“Well what?” said Morgant the Razor, assassin of legend, artist of skill, and a man who enjoyed probing those around him for weakness. 
“You look like you have something clever to say,” said Caina.
“I always have something clever to stay,” said Morgant. “It’s one of the many benefits of my great age and wisdom. Why? Do you expect me to say something clever? About something in particular, perhaps?”
Caina opened her mouth, closed it again.
She had walked into that one. 
One of the other men stood. “If you are quite done amusing yourself, Master Markaine,” he said, his voice deep and smooth and calm, “perhaps we can attend to the business at hand.” He was tall and strong, with dark skin and a shaved head, his lips framed with a beard trimmed to precision. A black leather glove covered his left hand, and Caina saw the arcane power waiting in the sorcerous crystal that had replaced Nasser Glasshand’s left hand. 
“Nasser, Nasser, Nasser,” said Morgant, turning, “perhaps we should let them rest first. They look tired. Perhaps they didn’t sleep well.” 
The man sitting next to Nasser snorted. He was middle-aged and gray-haired, with the solid, muscled look of a veteran of the Legions of the Empire of Nighmar. “The noise from the hall, no doubt.” 
“Undoubtedly, Laertes,” said Nasser to his lieutenant. 
“I slept for a month,” said Caina. “It’s time to get to work.”
“Well spoken, Master Ciaran,” rumbled the huge man sitting at the head of the table. He was Kaltari, and wore chain mail and leather, his face and thick forearms and heavy hands marked with scars. Three human skulls hung from his belt, trophies taken in the Kaltari style. The hilt of a greatsword rose over his shoulder, and Caina had seen him use that to cut down Immortals. 
“Thank you, headman,” said Caina.
Strabane barked out a harsh laugh. “Though it’s not Master Ciaran, is it? I will always think of you as that. Never thought I would meet a woman as clever as you.”
“Should I take exception to that, lord headman?” said the woman sitting next to Nasser. She was tall for a woman, her skin the same shade as Nasser’s, her eyes bright and green. Despite her long silver hair, Caina thought Annarah was no more than thirty-five years of age. At least that was the age of her body – she had spent a century and a half trapped in the timeless prison of a netherworld sanctuary while Morgant had sought for a way to rescue her. 
“You are a loremaster of Iramis,” said Strabane. “That is different.” He waved a thick hand in Caina’s direction. “Just as she is one of the valikarion of old returned to the waking world, if you are to be believed. Though after we fled through the netherworld and fought the Huntress, I would have believed Master Ciaran was a valikarion.”
“I wasn’t,” said Caina. “Not back then.” Vaguely she wondered what the netherworld would look like to the eyes of a valikarion, and decided she never wanted to find out. 
Strabane grunted. “We live in peculiar times. Omens and portents and legends of the past walk under the sun once more. Hard to know what to do in such times.”
“The same thing a man does in any age,” said Morgant, walking back to his seat. “Find his enemies and kill them.”
Strabane barked out a laugh. “Well-spoken. For a man who talks far too much, you sometimes have good ideas.” 
“Speaking of our enemies,” said Nasser, “let us discuss the best ways to confound and hamper them.” 
“That would be killing them,” said Morgant, sitting down with a flourish of his black coat. 
Caina sat on the bench near Annarah, and Kylon sat next to her. Strabane’s bondwomen emerged from the hall, laying down plates of food and cups of drink, and then bowed and returned to the hall. The serving platters held bread and sausage and Kaltari cheese, which usually had too much garlic for Caina’s taste. Kylon helped himself to some of the food. Caina only took a cup of hot cider. She should have been hungry, she knew, but she did not feel like eating.
Still. The cider was good. 
“Now that Caina has recovered from her injuries,” said Nasser, “I suggest we depart Drynemet and the Kaltari Highlands at once.”
“How soon?” said Kylon.
“Tomorrow morning if at all possible,” said Nasser. “The sooner we are gone from Drynemet, the better. The Staff and Seal are here, and I do not want to leave them here a moment longer than necessary. Both for their own safety, and for the safety of the village. Callatas will not hesitate to kill anyone who stands between him and the regalia.”  
“Where are they now?” said Caina.
“In my strong room,” said Strabane. “Safest place in the village. Of course, it wouldn’t stop thieves of our caliber. But the door’s a foot thick and the walls are solid stone. Anyone tries to break into there, we’ll likely hear the noise.” 
“Callatas must know that the Staff and the Seal are here,” said Caina. “Kalgri fled from Rumarah. She would have gone straight to Callatas and told him.” 
“That was my first thought,” said Nasser. “It would, indeed, be logical. But it seems that the Huntress has not yet told Callatas of the discovery. At the very least, I do not believe that Callatas knows that we are here.” 
“Why not?” said Caina. 
“Because the Teskilati spies are more interested in us than in you,” said Strabane. “The Padishah’s secret police have been trying to creep into the villages of the Kaltari ever since the Inferno burned. The fools are worried that we shall march to join Tanzir Shahan in the south.”
“Because you are,” said Caina.
“Because we are,” said Strabane. “The clans of the Kaltari have met in moot, and have decided to join the emir Tanzir and march to restore sound government to Istarinmul. The stormdancer has been useful in hunting down the spies and the demon-worshippers who support Callatas. Even saved my life once or twice.” Kylon offered a grim nod. It seemed that hunting down Teskilati agents and Kaltari demon-worshippers had been how he had passed the time while waiting for Caina to awaken. “When we’ve interrogated prisoners, they claim to have been sent south to spy upon the Kaltari and Tanzir’s allies. Not a word about the Balarigar or these ancient relics of yours.” 
“That…doesn’t make sense,” said Caina, puzzled. “Kalgri followed us for months. She knew everything. Surely she would have realized we had gone to Drynemet, and she would have gone to Callatas with the news.” She felt herself frown. “Unless…”
“Unless the Huntress did not return to Istarinmul,” said Nasser, finishing the thought.
“Why would she do that?” said Caina. For an awful instant the memory of Kalgri’s blade plunging into her flesh felt as visceral and real as if it had happened again. Caina’s heart sped up, and she wanted to spin and make sure Kalgri wasn’t standing behind her. 
“Because she is a madwoman,” said Kylon. There was venom in his voice. “Because she delights in suffering and death. Likely she is following us to kill Caina and avenge her failure at Rumarah.” 
That thought sent another wave of fear through Caina, but she forced it aside, forced herself to think.
“No,” said Caina. “Well. Maybe. But she’s not insane. Twisted and cruel and evil, yes, but not insane. She always does things for a reason, and that reason is to kill as many people as possible. She might be following us to kill me and salve her pride, but she wouldn’t put herself at risk to do it. No, if she hasn’t gone back to Callatas and she hasn’t come after me, then...”
She thought for a moment, the others watching her without impatience. She supposed they had seen her puzzle through things often enough by now.  
“Then,” said Caina at last, “she is only delaying because she thinks a delay will allow her to kill even more people.”
It was a dark thought, but it made sense. 
“Perhaps the Huntress wishes to steal the relics for herself,” said Laertes.
“I doubt it,” said Caina. “She’s not a sorceress. She couldn’t use them.”
“Then to steal them, lay them before her master, and take the credit?” said Strabane.
“Maybe,” Caina conceded. “Were it anyone else, I would agree. But Kalgri doesn’t care about the credit. I don’t think she cares what Callatas thinks of her. The only thing she cares about is killing. She’s worse than Sicarion was.”
“Sicarion?” said Annarah.
“An assassin,” said Kylon. 
“Like me?” said Morgant. 
“Not like you,” said Kylon. “Worse than you.”
“Well,” said Morgant. “He must have been bad indeed.”
“He was a necromancer,” said Kylon. “A disciple of the Moroaica. Ah…I think she was called in Iramis…”
“The Herald of Ruin,” said Caina, still thinking about Kalgri. The Huntress was planning something, Caina was certain. She just could not see what it was, and that could be fatal. Twice before Caina had misjudged Kalgri’s plans, and she had nearly been killed both times. 
Life rarely offered second chances. It would not offer a third.
“The Herald of Ruin,” said Kylon. “She taught Sicarion the necromancy of ancient Maat. One of the spells let him graft flesh stolen from his victims to heal his wounds. If you cut off his hand, he could take a hand from a victim and affix it to the stump of his arm.”
“Truly?” said Strabane, taken aback. 
“I saw him do it,” said Caina, still thinking about Kalgri. 
“A useful spell,” said Strabane.
“You would not wish to employ it, lord headman,” said Annarah. “Such a spell corrupts the will of its user. That style of Maatish necromancy induces moral insanity, along with an insatiable lust for violence and cruelty and death. You would quickly become a far worse man if you employed such a spell.”
“That explains a great deal about Sicarion,” said Kylon. 
Caina nodded. “What you’ve said makes sense, Nasser. Kalgri must not have told Callatas about the Staff and the Seal yet, though the gods only know why. We’ll have to assume that she’s going to come after me and come after the relics at some point.”
The very thought of facing Kalgri again made Caina’s stomach twist. She had beaten Caina at Rumarah. She had failed to see the signs, and had fallen into the Huntress’s waiting arms. If not for Kylon and the Knight of Wind and Air, she would have died at Rumarah. 
They all might have died, and Kalgri was still out there, spinning her webs and laying her traps. 
“If the Huntress has chosen to delay,” said Nasser, “then we shall use the delay to our advantage. We must make for Catekharon with all speed.”
“How?” said Caina. “Traveling overland?” That would be a long journey. They would have to leave the Kaltari Highlands, cut across the plains of Akasar, and then both Istarish Cyrica and Imperial Cyrica. From there they could cross the Sarbian Desert and the grasslands of western Anshan to reach the free cities of the west and then Catekharon, or follow the Kyracian colonies along the coast to reach the City of the Sages. Such a journey, Caina suspected, would take at least three weeks, assuming all went well.
It would give Callatas and the Huntress ample time to chase them down. 
“I considered it,” said Nasser, “but it is too risky. If the Huntress is following us, she will have many opportunities to attack, to say nothing of the risks of banditry or rapacious local nobles. No, I think our best course is to proceed to Istarinmul, enter the city secretly, and hire a trustworthy ship. Once we are on the Cyrican Sea, we shall be isolated and can reach Catekharon in…”
“Two weeks,” said Kylon, in the tone of a man who had done it before. “Maybe eleven days. Assuming we hit the winds and the tides properly.” 
“Catekharon will be a safe place for the relics?” said Laertes. “The Sages have a…peculiar reputation.”
“It will,” said Caina. Her sensitivity to sorcery had given a constant headache while in the city, and she was not looking forward to seeing Catekharon with the vision of the valikarion. “Not even Callatas will be able to force his way into the Tower of Study. The Staff and the Seal will be safe there.”
“Will the Sages listen to us?” said Annarah. “Master Laertes is right. Even in my day, the Scholae had a reputation for aloof indifference to the affairs of the world.”
“They will,” said Caina. “They owe me a large favor. Kylon, too.” 
“Then it agreed,” said Nasser. “We shall proceed to Istarinmul, charter a vessel, and sail for Catekharon.”
“How fine and splendid to be in agreement,” said Morgant. His Caerish accent, Caina noted, often became thicker when he was about to say something insulting. “So we’ve locked up the relics and Callatas cannot claim them. What then?”
Nasser looked at Strabane.
“When you leave tomorrow,” said Strabane, “my warriors and I will depart from Drynemet. We will join the other clans, and meet with Tanzir Shahan’s host. Then our combined army will march for Istarinmul. We will seize the city, depose Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku, and kill Grand Master Callatas.” 
Silence answered him.
“And then what?” said Morgant. 
Strabane shrugged. “I am uncertain. The nobles will choose a new Grand Wazir to oversee the government of Istarinmul. Tanzir Shahan, most likely. We will also try to find the Padishah and his sons. They have not been seen in public for years, and likely Callatas has them rotting in a tower somewhere. If they are all slain,” Strabane shrugged, “then I suppose the nobles will have to elect a new Padishah. The men of the Kaltari Highlands do not care who rules Istarinmul, so long as he honors the ancient laws and is not as tyrannical as Callatas and Erghulan. For Callatas’s folly has laid Istarinmul waste. Had he not required so many slaves for his precious Apotheosis, whatever the devil that is, he would not have roused the southern emirs to revolt.” 
Caina shivered, and took another sip of the hot cider. She had spent two years trying to discover what Callatas intended with his Apotheosis, gathering bits and pieces of knowledge, and the Great Necromancer Kharnaces had told her the final truth. Callatas intended to destroy humanity and replace it with something he considered superior, with possessed humans augmented by the powers of the malevolent nagataaru. The wraithblood he distributed to the poor of Istarinmul had lowered their resistance to possession. The Staff of Iramis would summon countless millions of nagataaru, the Seal of Iramis would bind them, and the Star of Iramis that Callatas carried would provide the power for the colossal spell. The nagataaru would possess the wraithblood addicts, transforming them, and Callatas’s creatures would rampage across the world in an orgy of blood and death. 
But if they kept the Staff and the Seal away from the Grand Master, none of it would come to pass. 
“A splendid plan,” said Morgant, “though I do wonder just how you intend to kill Callatas. A sorcerer and a Master Alchemist of his power is not likely to surrender meekly.” 
Nasser smiled. “With that.”
He pointed at the valikon slung over Kylon’s shoulder. 
“Me?” said Kylon, blinking.
“Or, more precisely, the sword you carry,” said Nasser. “A valikon can pierce a sorcerous ward of any power. It can destroy any nagataaru bound within Callatas. We shall go to Catekharon…but we will return with all haste, and join Tanzir and Strabane and their host as they lay siege to the walls of Istarinmul.”
“And you really think we can kill Callatas?” said Caina.
“We must,” said Nasser. “Even if we simply chase him from Istarinmul, he still holds the Star of Iramis. He will travel to a new land and begin his evil anew, perhaps find a way to work the Apotheosis that will not require the other two relics of the Prince’s regalia. If we can kill him, if we can strike him down, we can reclaim the Star of Iramis and put an end to his dark dreams for all time.” 
“If,” said Caina, “we can kill him.” The thought of facing a sorcerer of Callatas’s power in battle was not a pleasant one. 
“The effort must be made,” said Nasser. “He destroyed Iramis. If left unchecked, he will destroy Istarinmul, the Kaltari Highlands, even the Empire and the Umbarian Order.”
“Pity you didn’t make that little speech to Cassander Nilas,” said Morgant. “Rather than wasting time chasing the Balarigar, he might have been more useful fighting Callatas.”
“Alas, even my stunning eloquence would not have been sufficient to sway Cassander to our side,” said Nasser. 
“The Umbarian Order would wreak harm on the scale that Callatas dreams,” said Annarah, “if only they had the power. They do not, not yet.” 
“Perhaps we will be fortunate and the Umbarians and Callatas may yet hinder each other,” said Nasser. “Well, we have our tasks. I suggest we should be about them.” 
Nasser, Laertes, and Strabane headed for the headman’s hall, speaking in low voices. Caina remained sitting, as did Kylon and Annarah. Morgant stood and wandered to the railing, gazing at the hills. He never did seem to go far from Annarah. He had spent one hundred and fifty years trying to keep his word to her. Perhaps he had decided to make sure she lived long enough to accomplish her task. 
“How do you feel?” said Annarah.
“Better than I should,” said Caina, “given that I was stabbed through the heart and asleep for a month.” 
Annarah waited.
Caina sighed. “Some headaches. Some vertigo, if I look at something with a sorcerous aura for too long.”
Annarah nodded. “I thought that might happen. You underwent a great and wrenching change. You will have headaches for a while, though they will pass in time.” 
“I hope so,” said Caina. 
“Think of your mind as the map of a city,” said Annarah. “Some of the streets in the map of your mind have been rewritten. It takes time to adjust. Headaches are normal in a valikarion during that time.”
“What if I am hearing voices?” said Caina. 
“Oh, nothing,” said Morgant. “It just means you’ve gone mad, that’s all. Happens all the time.” 
Annarah sighed and gave the gaunt assassin a long-suffering look. Morgant only smirked and looked back at the hills. 
“Do you ever want to punch him?” said Caina.
“I am a loremaster of Iramis,” said Annarah, “and the Words of Lore are only to be used for knowledge and healing and defense.”
“That doesn’t answer the question,” said Caina. 
“No,” said Annarah. “But there are more important matters. You are hearing voices?”
“Just once,” said Caina. “I couldn’t recognize it. It said to beware the fire.”
“Sound advice,” said Morgant from the railing. 
“Did you recognize the voice?” said Annarah. 
“No,” said Caina. “I don’t think it was Samnirdamnus, if that’s what you mean.” The djinni had appeared to her and Kylon and Morgant, more than once, playing some game of his own.
Annarah nodded. “Then I fear you shall simply have to be vigilant, and wait to see if this voice was real or a product of your own mind.” She hesitated. “It…is possible you hallucinated the voice. You were mortally wounded, and your blood was full of Kharnaces’ poison. The Elixir Restorata strengthened the poison, and would have slain you had Lord Kylon not intervened.” The loremaster sighed. “I have never seen such a combination before…”
“So you can’t predict what the long-term effects might be,” said Caina.
“I fear so,” said Annarah.
Caina nodded. “So be it, then. I will be vigilant.”
She looked at the headman’s hall, at the stone walls and the wooden roof, at all the shadows and corners.
All the places where Kalgri could hide, waiting to finish what she had started with Caina.
Yes, it would not be hard to remain vigilant. Not at all. 



Chapter 2: Long Games
 
Kylon of House Kardamnos awoke in the middle of the night and could not get back to sleep. 
He ought to have been tired enough to sleep. Most of the day had been spent in preparation for tomorrow’s departure. Then he had returned to Caina’s room and kissed her, and one thing had led to another. 
If nothing else, that should have worn him out enough to sleep.
Instead grim thoughts chased themselves through his mind. 
He looked at Caina. She lay curled on her side next to him, her eyes closed, her breathing slow and steady. The hard edge often in her expression had vanished, and she looked peaceful. He touched her shoulder, and her emotions flickered through his arcane senses. They were quiet and subdued, the random flickers produced by dreams. 
Kylon leaned against his pillow, staring at the ceiling.
He wasn’t sure what to make of his own churning emotions. 
There had been women long before he had ever met Caina. After Marsis, after he became the High Seat of House Kardamnos, he had realized he needed to marry and father an heir, and Thalastre had been a suitable choice. She had set out quite cold-bloodedly to seduce him, and she had succeeded. Kylon had fallen in love with her, and she with him. It had not been feigned – with their arcane abilities, they could not hide their emotions from each other. He had fallen in love with her, slowly at first, but faster, and she had become pregnant with his child and then…
And then the Red Huntress had murdered her. 
Kylon had never thought to take another lover after that. He had set out for Istarinmul, intending to find Malik Rolukhan and Cassander Nilas, to kill them in vengeance for Thalastre’s murder. Exiled and destitute, he had financed his way by fighting in gladiatorial games until he reached Istarinmul. 
And then Caina had walked into his room and back into his life.
He stared at her sleeping face.
After the day of the golden dead, he had never thought to see her again. He had been glad to see her, of course. Her cunning, her brilliance, would help him avenge Thalastre. Then she had shown him that they were fighting for more than revenge, that Thalastre had been killed by the outer edge of the evil that Callatas had created in Istarinmul. He had seen Caina stagger out of the Tomb of Kharnaces, dying from the Great Necromancer’s poison, had stood guard over her as she sweated and raved through the poison’s hallucinations.
He had seen her dying upon the Red Huntress’s sword. 
He had seen her perish in the explosion of silver fire, his own heart turning to ashes within him as the Corsair’s Rest burned. 
And then, in defiance of all logic, she had staggered from the explosion. He had waited over her as she lay unconscious in Drynemet. 
Now she was alive and unharmed, lying in the bed they shared. She was Caina Amalas, the Ghost he had tried to kill in Marsis, the woman who had helped him save Thalastre from the necromancy of Caer Magia, and Kylon loved her with an intensity that had driven him to gamble his life and the lives of their friends (and maybe even the lives of the world, if Callatas had claimed the regalia) to save her life. 
He had told her that it was his fate to see the women he loved die in front of him. His sister had died. His wife had died. 
But Caina hadn’t died, had she? 
Yet he still saw her dying upon the Huntress’s sword, saw the silver fire consuming the Corsair’s Rest, saw her mind burning in the wrath of Kharnaces’s will. 
She would have died, if Kylon had not saved her. 
No. More precisely, she would have died if the Knight of Wind and Air had not showed Kylon how to save her. 
Why? 
He could not understand it. He was grateful, but he did not understand, and that gnawed at him. 
Suddenly he wanted to be alone with his thoughts. Kylon stood, the air cool against his skin, and tugged the blankets over Caina. She sighed and shifted, and one blue eye opened to look at him.
“I’m going to stretch my legs,” he said in Kyracian. It was always a relief to speak Kyracian with her. Kylon doubted anyone else for a hundred miles spoke it as fluently. “I’ll be back soon.” 
He kissed her forehead, and Caina murmured something and fell asleep. Kylon looked down at her for a moment, and then dressed in a shirt and trousers, slinging the valikon in its sheath over his shoulder. He hesitated, remembering that awful night when he had left Caina alone in her room at the Corsair’s Rest, only to return to find the red-masked Huntress standing over her. Still, he supposed Caina was safe enough. There was nowhere in the room the Huntress could have hidden, and the doors of Strabane’s hall were thick. Even the Huntress, wielding the sword of the nagataaru, could not get through the doors without making a racket that would wake half the village. 
Kylon slipped into the corridor and closed the door behind him, laughing a little at himself. He had become the sort of man who jumped at shadows…but he knew what lurked in those shadows. 
But that was just as well.
Because the next time he saw the Red Huntress, Kylon was going to kill her. He would strike her down without mercy or hesitation. Kylon had no doubt that the vile creature had earned such a death a hundred times over before he had been born, before even his parents had been born. 
But for now, the headman’s hall was quiet.
Kylon moved in silence through the great hall, the flagstones cold beneath his feet. He passed through the rear door and onto the broad terrace where they had eaten breakfast with Strabane. The clouds had passed and a hundred thousand stars blazed in the darkness overhead. Kylon stared up at them, remembering all the months he had spent at sea looking at those stars.
Something cold and hard brushed his arcane senses.
“Can’t sleep?” 
Kylon turned, starting to draw the valikon from over his shoulder. Morgant leaned against the stone wall, a dark shadow in his black coat, his arms crossed over his chest. Kylon let out a long, irritated breath and slid the valikon back into its sheath. Part of his mind noted that the weapon’s blade was dark. The sigils carved into the ghostsilver blade only burned with white fire in the presence of spirits, which meant the Huntress and her nagataaru were not nearby. 
Unless, of course, the Huntress was wrapped in her shadow-cloak. 
“You shouldn’t startle a man carrying a sword,” said Kylon. 
“You should pay better attention,” said Morgant amiably. He pushed away from the wall and strolled over, moving in utter silence. “I’ve surprised a lot of men carrying swords, and their weapons didn’t save them.” 
“Is that friendly advice, or is that a threat?” said Kylon.
“Why, neither,” said Morgant. “Just an observation. You may do as you like. I am, after all, not your master.”
“No,” said Kylon. He started to turn. The last thing he wanted to do right now was listen to Morgant’s never-ending stream of barbed remarks. Caina always had a clever answer for him, but Kylon was not so quick with his tongue. 
“Though I am surprised to see you here,” said Morgant.
Kylon stopped and sighed. “Why?” 
“I figured that you and the Balarigar would be tangled together in a pile of sweaty limbs,” said Morgant, “or lying in an exhausted stupor after your exertions.”
Kylon just stared at him. 
“Oh, don’t deny it,” said Morgant. “That is obviously what you two were doing. The others might have been too polite to point it out…”
“But you are nowhere near polite,” said Kylon in a flat voice. 
“It’s one of the many benefits of my great age,” said Morgant. “I can indulge in candor and claim it is wisdom.”
“Go find some Kaltari youths and lecture them,” said Kylon. “I’m sure they will be delighted to listen to your wisdom. Likely they will find some clubs and use them to express their deep appreciation.” 
Morgant barked a laugh. “Better! Your wit improves, Kyracian. I am impressed. I didn’t think you would have enough blood left in your brain for rational thought after what…”
Kylon let out a disgusted sound and turned towards the hall. He feared for Caina, yes. He didn’t know if he could protect her, didn’t know how to stop the Red Huntress if the murderess returned. Yet he did not want to discuss that with Morgant the Razor. He started walking away…
And stopped, something occurring to him.
He could sense Morgant’s emotions. The assassin’s emotional sense always felt a bit…off to Kylon, older and harder and colder. Like an ancient oak that had hardened to the strength of cold iron. Or determination that had grown into something more unyielding than mere human emotion. There was malicious amusement in his sense, of course. There almost always was. 
Kylon was sure that Morgant wanted something. 
“What do you care?” said Kylon at last.
“She turned you down, then?” said Morgant. “That is surprising. The way she chased after you at the Ring of Cyrica. And the things you did to save her! Pouring that Elixir down her throat when you knew it would kill her. Stealing that wedjet-dahn from me, and stealing from someone like me is a very bad idea. And making Annarah pull you into Caina’s mind! I would wager you saw some unsettling things in there.”
“Yes,” said Kylon.
“Then she didn’t turn you down?” said Morgant. “Well. That is reassuring. If a man cannot win a woman’s heart by entering her mind to fight a necromantic poison…”
“You didn’t answer the question,” said Kylon. “For a man who I have never once seen display the slightest interest in women, you are remarkably interested in prurient details.” 
“Ah,” said Morgant. “I’m a very old man, Kyracian. Much older than I look.” His smile was hard in the darkness. “The djinni might have kept me alive and fighting fit, but I am old. When I was your age, I found a different woman every month. Sometimes every week, when I was bored.” He shrugged. "After the first century, I simply lost interest in the pleasures of the flesh. Other things seemed more important.”
“Like keeping your word?” said Kylon.
“Precisely,” said Morgant. “Wisdom comes with age.”
“Or just age,” said Kylon. 
Again Morgant grunted a laugh. “Perhaps you’ll live long enough to find out.”
“Then you’re not in love with Annarah?” said Kylon. 
“No,” said Morgant. “It would be such a splendid tale, would it not? The man who spent a century and a half questing to free his imprisoned love? Sadly, the truth is rarely so poetic. I promised Annarah I would return for her, and so I returned. That was that. It took longer than I had hoped, I will admit.”
“And now?” said Kylon. “Why haven’t you left? Gone off to paint pictures and kill people for money?” 
Morgant shrugged. “I always thought the world deserved to die. Perhaps it does not. I shall see this through to the end, Kyracian. After all, I’ve been part of it for far longer than you have.” 
Kylon stood in silence for a moment.
“Then you’re really not in love with Annarah?” he said.
Morgant let out a sound that was half-exasperated, half-amused. “Gods and devils, boy, but you’re thick. Just as well you’re so determined. Else I would wonder what the Balarigar sees in you. Most women want a rich man who can give them a comfortable life. Not her, though. She needs a warrior. Someone to fight her enemies with her. And you’re a determined warrior, I’ll give you that. But prone to regrettable thickness.” 
Kylon considered that. Morgant was making a point, albeit in his usual convoluted way, though Kylon could not figure it out. 
“And Annarah?” said Kylon. 
“Haven’t you realized it yet?” said Morgant. “She’s married.”
Kylon frowned. “To Nasser? No, that’s not right. I saw Nasser’s wife. Callatas’s spell…it turned her into a statue in a fountain in the Desert of Candles.” He looked at the assassin. “Annarah was married…and her husband died in Iramis, didn’t he?”
“A hundred and fifty years ago,” said Morgant. 
“But not for her,” said Kylon. “That century and a half seemed like only a few moments to her. The loss…it must still be fresh.”
Yet he had sensed nothing of the sort from Annarah. There had been fear and anger and pain, and bursts of sorrow, but for the most part the loremaster’s emotions seemed calm and controlled. Kylon wondered if that was a discipline the loremasters had studied. Or perhaps Annarah’s pyrikon helped to shield her emotional aura from his arcane senses. 
“She has a secret,” said Morgant. “She and Nasser both. Something they both know that no one else does.”
“And just what is that secret?” said Kylon.
“I don’t know,” said Morgant.
“That’s it?” said Kylon. “You don’t know? What happened to the wisdom of age?”
“I’m wise, not omniscient,” said Morgant. “I was wondering if the Balarigar knew. She’s good at figuring out this sort of thing.”
Kylon shook his head. “If she has, she hasn’t mentioned it to me. She trusts both Annarah and Nasser.”
Morgant grunted. “That might be unwise.”
“Why?” said Kylon. “Just because Nasser doesn’t like you?”
“I killed someone he liked in Iramis a long time ago, and he tried to arrest me,” said Morgant. “It didn’t go very well. That doesn’t matter any longer. That man has been dead for a century and a half. If he had lived to see his grandchildren, they would have been dead for decades by now.”
“So what does matter?” said Kylon. He felt Morgant’s emotional sense grow sharper and colder, and suspected that the assassin was reaching his point.
“Why,” said Morgant, “did the Knight of Wind and Air work so hard to save Caina Amalas?” 
“The Knight?” said Kylon. “You mean the djinni. The spirit that calls himself Samnirdamnus.” 
“Yes,” said Morgant. “And he told you how to save Caina, didn’t he?”
Kylon said nothing. 
“There’s no need to be coy, Kyracian,” said Morgant. “I was there, remember? She was about to die. You knew that the Elixir Restorata would kill her and blow up the building. Yet you took the wedjet-dahn from my pocket, put it on her, and poured the Elixir down her throat. Why did you do that?”
“The Knight,” said Kylon. He had never told anyone the entirety of what he had done that day, not even Caina, but there seemed no point in lying now. “He said…no, he never came out and said anything clearly. He appeared to me in the middle of the fight, while Nasser was stalling Cassander. The world went frozen and gray…”
“Yet you saw the Knight,” said Morgant, “wearing the form of someone from your past, and speaking in riddles and half-truths that convinced you to take the wedjet-dahn.” 
“I did,” said Kylon. “He took the form of my sister.”
“Your sister?” said Morgant. “Didn’t the Balarigar kill your sister?”
“No,” said Kylon. That, at least, was not a tale he wanted to tell Morgant. “She…suffice it to say, her own pride killed her.” 
“That’s what does for most people in the end,” said Morgant. “But you’re overlooking the obvious.”
Kylon sighed. “And that is?” 
“The Knight told you to take the wedjet-dahn and use it to save Caina,” said Morgant. “And the obvious question is…”
Kylon considered that. “Why was the wedjet-dahn there in the first place?” 
“There we are,” said Morgant. “The obvious question.” 
“You took the wedjet-dahn from the Inferno, from the Halls of the Dead,” said Kylon, remembering, “because…Samnirdamnus told you to do it.”
“He said I had a choice,” said Morgant. “If I left the wedjet-dahn behind, the world would die. If I took it with me, the world would live. Do you not realize what that means? The Knight foresaw what would happen. Somehow he knew that the Balarigar would die, or was destined to die, in Rumarah. So he made preparations. He made sure I took the amulet from the Inferno. He made sure you gave her the Elixir Restorata…” 
“She stole the Elixir from Callatas,” said Kylon. “From his laboratory in the Maze, before I came to Istarinmul or she had met you. She told me about it. Samnirdamnus is bound to guard the Maze, but she and Nasser figured out a way to bypass him…”
“Did they?” said Morgant. “Or did the djinni let them pass so Caina would have Elixir at hand when the moment came?”
“He told me I would have to choose between Caina’s life and the world,” said Kylon. 
“So you chose her,” said Morgant. 
“Obviously,” said Kylon.
“Over the entire world, Kyracian?”
Kylon gave an irritated shake of his head. “What does that even mean? That the world is going to end because the Huntress escaped to tell Callatas of the regalia? She would have escaped anyway. If Caina hadn’t drunk the Elixir, Cassander would probably have killed us all, and then Callatas would have killed him and taken the Staff and the Seal. No, Samnirdamnus wanted us to save her. He was just manipulating us into doing it, probably because he cannot openly act against Callatas’s interests.” 
“Why?” said Morgant. “Why go to such efforts to keep her alive? If I am correct, the djinn have kept me alive for a century and a half to first rescue Annarah and then to save Caina. Surely it wasn’t simply to provide you with a new lover.” 
Kylon shook his head, so focused upon the question that he barely noticed the barb. “I don’t know.”
“One woman cannot be worth such efforts,” said Morgant.
“She can,” said Kylon.
“You say that because you are in love,” said Morgant. “The Knight is not.” 
“Samnirdamnus saved her because…he wants her to do something,” said Kylon.
“Like what?” said Morgant. For a moment a flicker of frustration went through the assassin’s rigid, ancient aura. 
“I don’t know,” said Kylon. “But you’ve seen what she can do. We went into the Inferno with her, and the Inferno is now rubble and ashes. She defeated the Sifter. And before....” He shook his head. “She killed the Moroaica. She tricked and defeated one of the Great Necromancers of Maat in the ruins of Caer Magia. She slew Rezir Shahan in Marsis, and if not for her, likely Marsis would be an Istarish emirate today.” 
“She truly slew Rezir Shahan?” said Morgant. “She claimed to have done it, but I wasn’t sure I believed her. So Caina killed your sister and his brother, and you’re both now her allies. Is that her preferred method of making friends? She kills a brother or a sister as a means of introduction?”
“Caina didn’t kill my sister,” said Kylon. “As I told you, Andromache destroyed herself. And Rezir…Tanzir does not miss him. I half-wanted to kill Rezir myself, and we were allies at the time. And if I recall correctly, you killed his grandfather.” Or his great-grandfather. Kylon could not recall which from Morgant’s interminable rambling stories. 
“Mmm,” said Morgant. “He did deserve it.”
“You claim only to kill those who deserve it,” said Kylon, “but I’ve noticed that extends to quite a few people.”
Morgant grinned. “That’s the secret, Kyracian. Nearly everyone deserves it for some reason or another.” The cold grin faded. “So. What do you think the Knight wants with her?”
“He wants her to do something,” said Kylon. “That has to be it. Something only she could do.”
“Then you really do believe it,” said Morgant.
“Believe what?”
“That she is the Balarigar,” said Morgant. “The demonslayer. The bane of sorcerers and tyrants. Sent by the gods to terrorize the wicked.”
“I was there when it began,” said Kylon. “Rezir Shahan started taking slaves from Marsis right away. She killed him in front of his soldiers and the slaves. Some of them were Szaldic, and they started shouting about the Balarigar. I suspect the legend spread from that.”
“That doesn’t answer the question,” said Morgant. “Do you really believe that she is the Balarigar?” 
Kylon was silent for a moment. “I don’t know if there is such a thing as the Balarigar or not. But if there is…it would be her.” 
“Then you do believe,” said Morgant.
“I believe,” said Kylon, “that I’m not going to let anyone hurt Caina. I believe that if the Huntress returns, I’m going to kill her. And I believe that you talk too much.” 
“It is a failing,” said Morgant. “But a man of my great experience is entitled to the occasional eccentricity.” 
“You may have exceeded your entitlement,” said Kylon. 
He started to walk away.
“Think about what I said, Kyracian,” said Morgant.
Kylon nodded, but he did not look back. His head whirled as he walked in silence through the hall and back to Caina’s room. Nasser and Annarah had a secret between them. The Knight of Wind and Air had spent decades scheming, all of it apparently to save Caina’s life. The Huntress was still out there somewhere, and if Callatas knew that the Staff and Seal were in the village of Drynemet, he would turn the Kaltari Highlands to a smoking wasteland. 
And Caina Amalas was at the center of it all. 
He slipped into the room and closed the door in silence. Caina had not moved since he had left, her breathing still slow and regular. Kylon watched her for a moment. Her decisions had changed the fate of nations and started and ended wars. She had thrown down powerful sorcerers and corrupt lords. She had even killed the Moroaica, the author of so much misery across the centuries. 
Yet, to look at her now, it all seemed so unlikely. She looked like a pretty young woman, her black hair stark against her pale neck, her lips parted, her chest rising and falling with the draw of her breath. He felt a sudden urge to seize her hands and to feel the pulse in her wrist, to make sure that it was still there. 
It was impossible that she was still alive, but she was. Thanks to the manipulations of Samnirdamnus. 
Kylon didn’t know why, but he was grateful for the help.
If anyone wanted to come for her, they were going to have to go through him and the valikon first. 
As he undid his baldric and propped the sword next to the bed, a thought occurred to him. 
Nasser and Annarah might have a secret between them.
Did that mean Morgant had a secret of his own as well?



Chapter 3: Soon To Burn
 
Claudia’s ankles hurt. 
She did not feel well. The muscles of her back ached, and her belly strained against her gown. Any day now her child would come, and she felt tired all the time. The Istarish sun blazed overhead like a furnace, and while her headscarf kept it off her head and face, the streets radiated heat like a baker’s oven in the morning. Claudia Aberon Dorius was tired, a little nauseous, and sore.
Yet her ankles still bothered her the most of all. It was an odd thing, but there it was. After the baby came, she hoped her ankles would stop hurting, or at least hurt less. 
It was hard to think of anything else. She knew that Istarinmul was about to burn in the fire of a civil war. The destruction of the Inferno had been the final straw. The Grand Wazir, idiot that he was, decided to blame the southern emirs, and the southern nobles had responded by marching north with an army. 
If that was not enough, her husband’s life was in danger. Cassander Nilas, the Umbarian Order’s ambassador to the Padishah, disappeared after a disturbance at the docks of the Alqaarin harbor, but the Order’s embassy remained in the city, holed up in their fortified mansion in the Alqaarin Quarter. The agents of the Umbarian Order would not hesitate to kill Martin Dorius if the opportunity presented itself. Every time her husband left, Claudia did not know if she would see him again, if some Silent Hunter might take him from her. 
The Order wouldn’t kill Claudia, though, if they got the chance. They would take her captive, use her to force Martin’s cooperation with their schemes. It was one of the Order’s favorite tactics, and the pregnant wife of an Imperial Lord Ambassador would make a fine lever to insure Martin’s compliance. If she gave birth while in captivity, all the better. The Umbarians might send one of the child’s fingers or toes to Martin to make their point. 
And if all that were not bad enough, the threat of Callatas’s Apotheosis lay over everything like a storm cloud about to burst. Claudia didn’t know what Callatas intended, but she saw it in the starving wraithblood addicts that swarmed through the streets of the dockside districts, their eyes like blue flames licking the bottom of a pan, their hands shaking as they begged for wraithblood. Perhaps Caina had figured it out by now. Though Caina, too, had disappeared, vanishing from the city on some errand or another. She ought to have returned by now. She might be dead. That, too, was cause for fear. 
Claudia knew she ought to fear all those things, but only one thing dominated her thoughts.
Her child was coming soon.
It would be any day now. She could feel it in her bones. It had been almost nine months since their journey to Silent Ash Temple to claim the valikon and use it against the Red Huntress, and Claudia knew she had become pregnant either at Drynemet or during the approach to Silent Ash Temple. Certainly she had been pregnant when they had arrived at Silent Ash Temple, when the Emissary of the Living Flame had looked at her and spoken the truth. 
Right now her life was divided into two halves. The time before her baby came, and the time after. She knew that was not logical, that even after the child came her enemies would still remain.  
But right now she just wanted to have the baby and get it over with. Maybe then her ankles wouldn’t hurt so much. 
The rest of the world would not wait upon her, and Claudia had work to do. 
So she walked through the Cyrican Bazaar, flanked by several Imperial Guards. 
“I must state again, my lady,” rumbled Dromio, “my objection to this plan.” Her husband’s seneschal was a middle-aged Nighmarian man of common birth, paunchy and bald, clad in sober servant’s black. They had been in Istarinmul for nearly a year, yet Dromio had never lost his suspicion of foreigners, which given the number of spies who had tried to infiltrate the Lord Ambassador’s mansion was probably a good thing. He ran the household with an iron hand, and Claudia had come to find his help invaluable.
“I agree completely,” said Tylas, the centurion in charge of Martin’s deputation of Imperial Guards. He wore the black plate armor of the Guards, a broadsword at his belt and a massive shield upon his arm. A cloak of Imperial purple hung from his armored shoulders, and a purple plume topped his helmet. Nine other Guards surrounded Claudia, watching the crowds filling the Bazaar with suspicious eyes. 
“Ah, well,” said Claudia. “When the two of you agree, the world must be coming to an end.”
The centurion and the seneschal shared a look.
“I must say, my lady,” said Dromio, “that I have always found Centurion Tylas’s security arrangements to be sensible and prudent.” 
“And I approve of the orderly way Seneschal Dromio manages Lord Martin’s household,” said Tylas. “The efficiency is almost military.”
“Thank you, Centurion,” said Dromio.
Claudia sighed. “I was trying to make a joke. It didn’t work. Besides, we need supplies.” 
If the civil war began, if Tanzir Shahan assaulted Istarinmul, the city might devolve into chaos. Almost certainly Tanzir and his allies would provide Istarinmul with a better government, one friendlier to the Emperor and more hostile to the Umbarians. Of course, if Erghulan Amirasku heard the slightest hint that the Empire favored the rebels over him, he would expel Martin’s embassy from the city. Or the Grand Wazir would run right into the arms of the Umbarians, which would be a catastrophe. If Istarinmul allied with the Order, the Umbarians would send their fleet through the Starfall Straits to attack Malarae itself, and that would be the end of the Empire.  
Claudia didn’t know what would happen. Every possible disaster seemed likely. 
So it was wise to stock up on as much food and water as possible. The Lord Ambassador’s residence was a small but well-fortified mansion in the Emirs’ Quarter, and Martin thought they could hold out there for some time. Martin spent every day with Erghulan Amirasku and the court of nobles and magistrates surrounding the Grand Wazir, making sure Erghulan did not decide to side with the Umbarians. He was having some success, given Cassander Nilas’s extended absence. But the duties of the Lord Ambassador took up the entirety of Martin’s time.
It fell to Claudia to prepare for a potential siege.
And, perhaps, to eliminate a few Umbarian agents in the process.
She strode through the Cyrican Bazaar, and the crowds filling the market parted around her, thanks to the escort of Imperial Guards. Well, she tried to stride anyway. The child in her belly had thrown off her center of gravity, and the pain in her ankles made it hard to stride. At best she could manage sort of a hasty waddle, but she hoped it was a dignified waddle. Claudia reached the bakery at the far end of the bazaar. Istarinmul had dozens of bakeries. Some focused on preparing delicacies for the emirs and the wealthy merchants, cakes and tarts and pastries and the like. Others made as much bread as cheaply as possible, selling it to the Wazir of the Treasury to distribute to the city’s poorer citizens. Claudia had a suspicion that a good deal of sawdust and dead beetles turned up in those loaves. The bakery of Kassam Aydin had a good reputation, and Claudia had purchased a large quantity of bread from him over the last few months.
And if she was right, the Umbarian Order had noticed that.
The Guards opened the door for her. Tylas and Dromio went in first. The centurion’s hand hovered near the hilt of his sword, and even Dromio had taken to wearing a short sword, though Claudia didn’t know if he knew how to use the thing. She went up the steps to the door, trying not to grunt as she did so, and entered the bakery. 
It was always hot inside Master Kassam’s bakery, thanks to the rows of brick ovens lining the walls of the large square room. A score of slaves in gray tunics toiled at the long wooden tables running the bakery’s length, kneading dough and preparing the loaves for the ovens. At the rear of the room, upon a raised dais, stood the work area of the more skilled bakers, most of them freeborn journeymen. They made the elaborate cakes and pastries that Master Kassam sold to his wealthier customers. 
Kassam Aydin himself hurried across the floor, bowing with every other step as he did so. Claudia had yet to meet a baker who did not carry an extra thirty or forty pounds, and Kassam was no exception, though he was tall enough that the extra weight made him look vigorous rather than plump. He had a bushy black beard, stark against the bronze skin of his face, and black hair turning to gray.
“My most noble and august lady Claudia,” said Kassam, bowing over her hand and placing a dry kiss upon her signet ring, “you do me great honor. What can Kassam bake for you this day? I see you are very close to the blessed day of birth. What a splendid day that shall be! Perhaps I can bake a cake to celebrate the occasion, frosted in the colors of your lord husband and your noble Emperor.” 
“That sounds pleasant,” said Claudia with a smile. Truth be told, a sweet cake did sound nice. The Istarish liked so much turmeric and cumin and garlic in their food that Claudia often had a hard time keeping her meals down. “But I fear my needs are far more prosaic. Several thousand loaves, delivered to the Lord Ambassador’s mansion in the Emirs’ Quarter. My seneschal has the details.” 
Dromio produced a letter containing the exact specifications for the order, all of it written in formal Istarish by one of Martin’s scribes. Kassam scrutinized it, nodded, and began haggling. Of course, it was beneath the dignity of an Imperial noblewoman to haggle with a mere tradesman, so Dromio stepped forward to handle the negotiations. Claudia found the whole thing annoying. She would rather have signed a contract for future deliveries, but the Istarish considering it insulting to bypass the haggling. 
Still, it had its uses. 
Claudia remained aloof and silent as Dromio and Kassam argued, but her eyes swept the bakery. It was possible one or more of the slaves were Umbarian spies, passing information to the Order in exchange for money. She didn’t think any of the slaves would be Silent Hunters, though. Most of the slaves working the ovens had stripped down to loincloths to cope with the heat, and the distinctive scarring of a Silent Hunter would have been visible.  
The journeyman bakers, though…
Yes. That seemed likely. There was a man standing near the dais, speaking to one of the journeyman bakers in a low voice. He could have been Caerish or Cyrican or Saddaic or a member of a dozen other nations, and wore the nondescript clothing of a caravan guard or a prosperous mercenary. 
He was exactly the sort of man Claudia would not have expected to find in an Istarish bakery. 
She kept her face aloof, but cold satisfaction closed around her.
At last Dromio and Kassam finished their negotiation, with Dromio remaining polite and formal, and Kassam growing more and more animated. It would have been funny to watch, had Claudia not been sure someone was going to try and kill her in a few minutes. At last the seneschal and the baker reached an agreement, and Dromio counted out Kassam’s payment from his coin pouch. The money, at least, was not a problem. The Empire was fighting for its survival against the Order, and Martin’s embassy to the Padishah’s court had been well-funded.
Considering what might happen if that embassy failed, the coin was money well-spent. 
“Thank you, my lady Claudia,” said Kassam, bowing again. “Truly, you are too generous to this humble baker.”
“Not at all,” said Claudia. The nondescript man, she noted, had slipped out the back. “You bake an excellent loaf, Master Kassam. It is a pleasure to purchase your wares.” 
Kassam bobbed his head. “Thank you, my lady. Ah…concerning the matter of the delivery…”
“I will send my own wagons to pick up the bread tomorrow,” said Claudia. If the Umbarians decided to take offense at Kassam selling to the Lord Ambassador, they might arrange for his bakery to suffer an “accidental” fire, or for Kassam and his wives and his children to be murdered in their beds as a warning to anyone else.
Kassam smiled with relief. “Thank you, my lady.”
“I won’t even demand a discount for it,” said Claudia.
Kassam’s smile widened. 
A few moments later Claudia and her escort left the bakery, heading through the streets towards the Emirs’ Quarter and the Lord Ambassador’s mansion. Dromio offered to hire a sedan chair for Claudia, and she wanted to take him up on it. Yet if she did, her quarry might decide to hold off. Claudia wanted to look helpless, wanted to look like an exhausted woman in the final stage of pregnancy, unable to pose a threat to anyone. 
That was mostly the truth.
Mostly, because before Claudia had become the wife of the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador to Istarinmul, she had been a sister of the Imperial Magisterium. Claudia had left the Magisterium, but the skills of an Imperial magus had not left her, and as they walked she made small gestures with her hands, focusing her will and casting a minor spell. The spell let her sense the presence of other spells, of gathered arcane forces and enspelled objects. While she held the spell, she could not focus it with any degree of accuracy, but she could detect any active spells around her.
The attack came as they left the Cyrican Quarter and entered the Emirs’ Quarter. The Lord Ambassador’s mansion was large, but it seemed like a shack compared to some of the gleaming palaces that Istarinmul’s emirs had raised, sprawling, massive edifices of white marble and slender towers and rippling pools and gleaming domes, all of them maintained by armies of slaves. Little wonder that Callatas had begun his grim work in Istarinmul. Slaves filled Istarinmul, even more slaves than Claudia had seen while in Cyrioch. Callatas needed lives, expendable lives, to create his wraithblood and prepare his Apotheosis, and Istarinmul was full of expendable lives.
Claudia now understood why Caina had terrorized the Brotherhood of Slavers. She still was not convinced that had been a good idea, that it had been anything other than Caina’s way of dealing with her grief over Corvalis’s death. But after looking at all the slaves filling Istarinmul, after learning what Callatas intended to do with them, Claudia understood why Caina had done…
Something brushed against Claudia’s spell. 
She kept walking, but focused her will. There was a locus of necromantic force approaching from the street ahead, moving towards her left. She glanced in that direction, but saw nothing unusual. 
Claudia had known that she would not.
“Centurion,” she called out. “The left.”
Tylas spoke an order, and the Imperial Guards on the left parted.
Claudia whirled, her hands coming up as she drew upon arcane power. When she had first become pregnant, when the morning sickness had set in, her ability to draw arcane power had become erratic, fluctuating between a trickle and an overwhelming surge. After her stomach had settled, she had found that she could draw more power than before. Claudia suspected that her unborn child had latent sorcerous talent, and she was unconsciously drawing upon it to augment her own strength. Maybe that was why so many children of sorceresses developed arcane abilities themselves – their mothers’ own spells started to develop the talent of the unborn children. 
On the other hand, Claudia had often been able to draw more power when she was angry.
And she was very, very angry. 
She flung out her right hand, her will shaping the sorcerous power into a wall of psychokinetic force. Claudia could not see her target, so she could not unleash a focused hammer of force. Instead the spell erupted in an expanding cone that would hit anyone in its path with a powerful but non-lethal blow. 
She heard a startled cry of pain, and a little puff of dust rose from the street.
“Now!” roared Tylas. 
The Guards surged forward, rushing towards the puff of dust. They reached the spot and started stamping with their armored boots. Claudia started another spell, and as she did she heard the crack of breaking bone, followed by another cry of pain. She focused upon the noise and cast a spell of dispelling.
There was a flash of silver light and a naked man appeared on the street beneath the Imperial Guards, his mouth bloody and his chest covered with bruises. The Imperial Guards had managed a few good hits on their invisible adversary. Sigil-shaped scars covered the man’s chest and shoulders, still glimmering with silver light from the collapsed invisibility spell.
The Silent Hunter started to raise his dagger, and one of the Imperial Guards brought his boot down with contemptuous ease. The sound of the Silent Hunter’s shattering wrist echoed through the street, followed shortly by the assassin’s scream of pain. 
Claudia felt no pity. The Silent Hunter would have killed her and her unborn child. Ordering Tylas to kill the man would have inspired no emotion in her but a vicious satisfaction. 
Yet she might have a use for the assassin.
“Nudity in front of an Imperial noblewoman,” muttered Dromio, shaking his head. He seemed more offended by that than the assassination attempt. “Disgraceful.”
“I’ll send a strongly worded letter to Lord Cassander,” said Claudia. 
Two of the Imperial Guards hauled the Silent Hunter to his feet, gripping his forearms and shoulders. The assassin flashed with silver light and turned invisible, only to reappear a few seconds later. 
“Oh, don’t bother,” said Claudia. “We know where you are. I assume you came here to kill me? That was a mistake. Better men than you have tried and I am still here, and better men than you defend me.”
Once she would have been horrified at the thoughts of using her spells to kill a man. Now she only just kept herself from using a burst of psychokinetic force to crush his skull. Her time with the Ghosts had hardened her. 
The war with the Umbarian Order had hardened her further. If anyone tried to hurt her husband or her child, then by the gods they were going to suffer for it. 
The Silent Hunter sneered and tried to spit at her, only to miss. Tylas stepped forward and backhanded the assassin until the bottom half of his face gleamed crimson. 
“Where is Cassander Nilas?” said Claudia.
The assassin tried to smile and only managed to wince. “Bringing about…bringing about the downfall of your Empire.”
“Where is Cassander Nilas?” said Claudia.
“Bringing victory to the Order.”
“Centurion,” said Claudia, “start cutting pieces off him until he talks. Save his tongue for last. We’ll need that.” 
Tylas nodded and drew a dagger. The other Imperial Guards moved into a circle around the captured assassin, ready to shield his torment from the eyes of anyone who passed by. Not that anyone was likely to intervene. Erghulan had made it very clear that the Imperial and Umbarian embassies were not to shed blood in the streets, and no one would come to the Silent Hunter’s aid. 
Especially since the assassin had tried to kill a pregnant woman. The Istarish held that as an especially heinous crime, and in those gloomy epic poems they loved so much the villains often established their wickedness by ordering the death of the hero’s wife in the ninth month of her pregnancy, a death usually accompanied by several stanzas of maudlin verses. 
As inconvenient as it was, Claudia had to admit that pregnancy sometimes offered advantages. 
“Wait!” said the assassin, his eyes fixed on the dagger. “Wait. Wait!” 
Tylas seized the Silent Hunter’s wrist, holding his hand steady. “Which finger, my lady?” 
“Surprise me,” said Claudia.
“What do you want to know?” said the Silent Hunter. 
“Where is Cassander Nilas?” said Claudia.
“I do not know,” said the assassin. “He left the city after the fighting at the Alqaarin harbor.” 
“What happened at the docks?” said Claudia. She had heard differing accounts, all of them contradictory. 
“An ambush,” said the Silent Hunter. “For the Balarigar. Lord Cassander knew the Balarigar would be there, so he laid a trap for her. Yet she eluded him, and he left the city in a rage the next day, I know not where.”
“Pursuing the Balarigar, I presume,” said Claudia.
“Yes,” said the Silent Hunter, bobbing his head. “The red woman told him where to go.”
“Red woman?” said Claudia, a little chill running down her spine.
She remembered the Red Huntress’s mask of crimson steel, remembered the woman slashing through the Immortals at the Court of the Fountain like a wolf savaging sheep. 
“The red woman,” said the Silent Hunter. “Lord Cassander did not tell us who she was. Yet she visited him often, and after her last visit, he gathered many Adamant Guards and Silent Hunters and sailed from the Alqaarin harbor.”
“Did he say when he would return?” said Claudia. 
“No,” said the Silent Hunter. “There has been no word from him since. The other magi of the embassy have been…restless.”
“Probably slithering around each other like snakes in a bucket,” muttered Claudia, remembering some of the brothers of the Imperial Magisterium that she had met. Ranarius and her late half-brother Torius Aberon would have made fine candidates for the Umbarian Order. She would have thought her father an Umbarian as well, if not for the fact that the Order had spent the last two years trying to kill him. 
“There has been some…discord,” said the Silent Hunter. 
“Undoubtedly,” said Claudia. If the Red Huntress was after Caina again, she had to be warned. Yet Caina had departed nearly a month and a half ago, and Cassander had disappeared soon after. Their confrontation had likely already happened. 
It was possible that Caina was dead, that Cassander was on his way in triumph to Istarinmul. Erghulan Amirasku had promised to open the Starfall Straits to the Umbarian fleet if Cassander slew Caina, and the thought filled Claudia with fresh dread. Caina had been certain the Huntress would not return for at least a few more years, and if the Huntress had taken Caina off guard…
The fate of the Empire might already have been decided. 
It was out of Claudia’s hands. She had to deal with more immediate problems.
“My lady,” said Tylas. “What should we do with him?”
“I answered all your questions,” said the Silent Hunter. “I...I was helpful.”
“Yes,” said Claudia. “You were.”
Her hand settled upon her belly. 
She saw the panic flash over the assassin’s face as he realized his fate.
“Centurion,” said Claudia, “please kill that man.”
Tylas was good at his work. The Silent Hunter barely had time to scream. After it was done the Guards dumped his body in an alley, and they continued to the mansion. Claudia walked in silence, her mind upon something other than her aching ankles. She had just ordered the death of a man without blinking, without even looking away. Five years ago that would have been unthinkable for her. 
Now she had done it without hesitation…and without the slightest hint of regret. 
Her hand stroked the front of her gown.
She hoped the gods would have pity upon anyone who threatened her husband or child, for Claudia would surely not.
 
###
 
That night Claudia sat at her desk in the solar, writing letters. 
By tradition, the senior wife of an Istarish nobleman handled his social engagements and correspondence. Claudia was damned certain she was going to remain Martin’s one and only wife, so the duty fell to her. Most of the letters came from various minor nobles and wealthy merchants, cautiously wondering whether the Empire would favor Erghulan Amirasku or Tanzir Shahan in the coming civil war. Those she passed off to Martin’s scribes, and they wrote more or less the same reply, that the Emperor wished for friendship and amity with the Padishah of Istarinmul, and that how the Padishah and his nobles chose to govern their realm was no concern of the Emperor of Nighmar. A few the letters dealt with more sensitive matters, and Claudia answered those in her own hand. She could write quickly and accurately when she put her mind to it, and as a child she had begrudged all the hours spent with her handwriting tutor.
Now she was grateful for them. 
The door to the solar opened, and Claudia looked up, her hand already starting to work a spell. 
But it was Martin Dorius.
“Husband,” said Claudia, getting to her feet, her pained ankles for a moment forgotten. 
Martin Dorius was tall and strong, with gray eyes and black hair that seemed to acquire more gray with every passing day. He looked tired. Claudia understood why. The fate of the Empire and millions of lives might depend on what happened in Istarinmul.
“Wife,” said Martin. “You should be sitting.”
“Then I could not do this,” she said, and she hugged him as tightly as her belly would allow. 
“I am glad you are well,” said Martin. “Tylas said there had been another attack.”
Claudia nodded. “Just one, this time. The Silent Hunter wasn’t terribly competent. Tylas and the Guard made short work of him.” 
“We have killed so many Silent Hunters,” said Martin. “You would think the Order would run out of them sooner or later.” 
“It appears the necromantic spell to create them is rather simple,” said Claudia, “and can be worked by even a magus of mediocre skill. I fear as many of the Silent Hunters as we kill, the Umbarians can simply create more of them.” 
“Did he know anything useful?” said Martin. 
Claudia sighed. “Only things we already suspected. Cassander had indeed set a trap for Caina in the Alqaarin harbor. She must have escaped it, because Cassander left the city in pursuit of her.” Claudia hesitated. “The Silent Hunter claimed there was a woman in red armor with Cassander, advising him.”
Martin frowned. “Red armor?”
Claudia nodded. “Like the Huntress.” 
“We shot her with a ballista bolt and she fell off the side of a mountain,” said Martin. “It is hard to see how she could recover from that.”
“The Huntress’s nagataaru could rebuild her,” said Claudia. “Caina thought it could, anyway.”
“She thought it would take several years,” said Martin.
“Apparently, she was wrong,” said Claudia. “Did she tell you why she was leaving Istarinmul?”
Martin shook his head. “She told me the same thing she told you. She had found something that would disrupt Callatas’s Apotheosis, and had gone to find it. If the Huntress has been advising Cassander, she must have sent him after her. I suppose there is nothing we can do to aid the circlemaster. It is out of our hands, and we have our own problems.”
“How was the day with Erghulan?” said Claudia.
Martin’s mouth twisted with disgust. “Gladiatorial games. The realm of Istarinmul totters upon the brink of ruin, and the Grand Wazir decided to spend the day at the games.”
“Likely he sponsored them to appease the populace, to keep them from rioting,” said Claudia.
“Likely,” said Martin, “but Tanzir and his allies are marching for Istarinmul. If Erghulan is not careful he shall find himself deposed as Grand Wazir and his head upon the executioner’s block. He ought to be gathering troops and allies. Instead he spent the day at the games with all the ambassadors and wazirs, telling his interminable hunting stories over and over again. The man is a fool.”
“A fool, perhaps, but a confident one,” said Claudia. “He will not act because he believes Callatas’s sorcery will destroy the rebels utterly.” 
“He may be right,” said Martin. “If he is, then we are the fools, not Erghulan.” He sighed. “Yet perhaps that will aid our mission.”
“How?” said Claudia. 
“With Erghulan and Callatas focused upon the rebels,” said Martin, “they have paid no heed to the civil war within the Empire. The Starfall Straits have remained closed to the Order. Cassander has been gone for nearly two months now. Without Cassander whispering in the Grand Wazir’s ear every day, I doubt Erghulan has spared the Umbarians more than a thought since the destruction of the Inferno. Our task was to make sure that the Padishah did not ally with the Order.” He shrugged. “If Cassander gets killed chasing Caina, we may succeed through Erghulan’s sheer laziness.”
“Unless Cassander slays Caina,” said Claudia, “and Callatas keeps his promise to open the Straits in exchange for her death. Or Callatas finishes his Apotheosis and destroys us all.” 
“Sorcerous catastrophes are beyond my authority,” said Martin with a flicker of humor. “Let us hope that Caina kills Cassander, or that he chokes upon his dinner.”
Claudia laughed, harder than she expected. The image of Cassander Nilas, the grim lord and magus of the Umbarian Order, choking to death on a piece of fruit was more absurd that she would have expected. “We are not that fortunate, husband. If we were, then…”
A spasm went through her back muscles, and she grimaced, grabbing at the edge of the table for support.
Martin was at her side in an instant. “Is it time?”
Claudia blinked. “What? No, no. The baby’s not coming. Not yet, anyway. My back seized up a little, that’s all.” She sighed. “I wish the baby would come already. Gods, but I want to get this over with.”
“I wish you were safe back in Malarae,” said Martin. “I wish I had not brought you here.” 
“No,” said Claudia. “If you hadn’t brought me, the Silent Hunters would have killed you months ago. No, we shall see this through to the end. Together.”
Martin nodded and took her hand, and she squeezed his fingers. 
She left unspoken the very real possibility that they might die together.



Chapter 4: Victorious
 
Cassander Nilas felt…off. As if he had been shattered and put back together incorrectly. 
That should have troubled him. He knew it ought to have troubled him. 
Instead he found the sensation fascinating. 
He walked across the arid plains of the Trabazon steppes, the grass crunching beneath his boots, his long black coat rippling around his legs in the dry wind. He had not seen anyone else today, whether travelers or nomads or bandits, which was a pity because he really wanted to kill someone. 
That was new. 
Cassander had been in the Umbarian Order for most of his adult life, rising to high rank, and an Umbarian did not reach high rank without a great deal of ruthlessness. Cassander had killed enemies, repeatedly and without hesitation, and had no qualms about killing people if it was the most efficient way of achieving his goals. True, he had enjoyed killing his enemies, but the killing itself had simply been another chore to be done, like lacing his boots or maintaining his defensive wards. 
Now, though…he enjoyed killing on the visceral level that some men enjoyed drink or drugs or sharing a bed with a woman. 
It was possible that he had done something to himself. 
He smiled at the thought.
The motion hurt. The explosion at the Corsair’s Rest had cost Cassander his left arm and most of the left side of his face. A reservoir of life force in one of his bloodcrystals had kept him alive and lucid. He had stumbled away from Rumarah and into a band of Istarish nomads. 
Cassander had killed them all…and from their corpses he rebuilt himself.
He smiled again, flexing the fingers of his new left hand. It was a little bigger than his original hand, and his balance was off. Yet it functioned without any problems. Using necromancy, he had taken the arm from a dead Istarish nomad and grafted it to his charred shoulder, the necromantic power weaving together flesh and bone. He had done the same for the damaged side of his face, grafting skin over the charred flesh. 
It hurt quite a lot. Yet the pain seemed…abstracted. Almost as if it was happening to someone else. He found the pain fascinating now, the same way death fascinated him. 
It was possible, Cassander supposed, that the necromancy had warped something within him, had given him a lust for violence and death that he had not previously possessed.
It was just as well.
Unless Cassander missed his guess, he was going to have to kill a lot of people soon. 
“You keep smiling,” said a woman’s voice, low and sardonic and amused.
Cassander looked at his companion. She was a young woman with a pretty face, her eyes bright and blue and her hair long and blond. The woman wore armor the color of blood, and a Ghost shadow-cloak hung from her shoulders, rippling and snapping in the wind like a haze of shadow. 
She looked young and harmless, but Kalgri the Red Huntress was neither. 
“And why should I not?” said Cassander. He knew Kalgri was dangerous, that he should not trifle with her, but for some reason he could not make himself care. “It is a fine and lovely day, and I am walking through the countryside with a beautiful woman at my side.” His voice had changed as well, becoming a hard rasp. Likely some of the silver fire had damaged his throat. 
Kalgri smiled. “Flattery was more effective before you burned half of your face away.” 
“I didn’t burn it,” said Cassander. “Caina Amalas did that.” Rage stirred within him. “And you failed to warn me.” 
She offered an indifferent shrug. “If you failed to notice the obvious, that is not my fault. Perhaps you should have realized something was amiss when I ran out the door.”
His fury subsided. She did have a point. “Perhaps.”
In hindsight, he realized what had happened. Caina must have stolen a vial of Elixir Restorata from an Alchemist. Yet Cassander had spent a great deal of time studying Caina Amalas, and knew that her mother Laeria Scorneus had sold Caina to one of the disciples of the Moroaica. Obviously Caina had survived the experience, but her time with the necromancer must have damaged her aura. Alchemical Elixirs often reacted badly when ingested by those with damaged auras. Mortally wounded by the Huntress, Caina must have realized that her death was at hand, and had decided to perish in a blaze of silver flame.
Taking her enemies with her. 
It had almost worked. All of Cassander’s Adamant Guards and Silent Hunters had been killed in the explosion. He assumed that Nasser Glasshand and Kylon of House Kardamnos had escaped in the chaos, taking the Staff and Seal of Iramis. That could prove a problem. Kylon had sworn vengeance upon Cassander for the death of his wife, and he had an Iramisian valikon that could penetrate any defensive ward. For that matter, Cassander still wanted to get his hands on the Staff and Seal of Iramis. 
With their power, he could humble many, many enemies. 
The smile spread over his scarred, aching face again, and he laughed, drawing a cautious look from Kalgri. 
He could deal with those problems later. Far more enjoyable work awaited him now.
For Caina Amalas was dead. 
It had not happened as Cassander would have wished, true, but the woman who had terrorized the Brotherhood of Slavers, who had burned the Widow’s Tower and the Craven’s Tower, who had destroyed the Inferno, was dead. Kalgri carried the dead Ghost’s shadow-cloak and ghostsilver dagger as proof. When Cassander presented them to Grand Master Callatas, the Master Alchemist would open the Starfall Straits to the Umbarian fleet, and the Order would seize Malarae, kill the Emperor, and bring the entire Empire under their control.
Or Callatas would renege upon their deal, as Cassander had always suspected he might.
He laughed and felt Kalgri’s wary glance.
Cassander had always suspected that Callatas would betray him, and he had made preparations. 
He almost hoped the old Grand Master would betray him.
He wanted to see the look on the pompous old fool’s face once he realized the truth.
“What,” said Kalgri, “is so funny?” 
“I was thinking about history,” said Cassander.
“History,” said Kalgri in a flat voice. 
“Yes,” said Cassander. “Iramis had such a long history, did it not? Stretching back for all those centuries to the very dawn of ages. So many centuries, so many names, loremasters and Princes and valikarion, all them written into the pages of that history. And yet Grand Master Callatas became the last name in Iramisian history on the day he held the Star of Iramis aloft and watched the city burn.”
“I know,” said Kalgri. “I was there. Long before you were born.”
Cassander smiled at her. “Perhaps I shall be the last name in Istarinmul’s history.” 
Kalgri said nothing, yet something like shadow and purple fire shivered through her blue eyes. Cassander had her attention, and he had the attention of the malevolent spirit that lurked behind her eyes. 
“What are you saying?” she hissed. For a moment he heard something else in her words, a snarling, alien hunger beyond anything human as the presence of her nagataaru bled into her voice. 
“Callatas promised to open the Starfall Straits if I slew Caina Amalas,” said Cassander.
“Yes, I know,” said Kalgri. “I was there.” 
“Now Caina Amalas is dead by my hand,” said Cassander.
Kalgri said nothing, but touched the ghostsilver dagger at her belt, the dagger Caina had carried in life. Likely the Huntress kept that and Caina’s shadow-cloak as trophies. 
“So Callatas will keep his word and order his dog Erghulan to open the Straits,” said Cassander. “Yet you have known the illustrious Grand Master for far longer than I have, my dear Huntress. Do you really think he will keep his word?” 
Kalgri let out a scornful laugh. “He will betray you the instant he thinks it advantageous. Surely you have realized that by now.”
“Of course I did,” said Cassander. “From the moment I met the man. And do you think I have not made preparations? If Callatas betrays me…what do you think I will do?”
“Nothing,” said Kalgri. “Callatas is your superior in sorcery. Challenge him and he will crush you.”
Cassander laughed. “Are you so certain of that, Huntress? For I promise you that the Umbarian fleet will sail through the Starfall Straits before the year is out.”
“And if Callatas reneges on his promise to you?” said Kalgri. 
“Then you will see death on a scale that even you cannot imagine,” said Cassander.
“Indeed?” said Kalgri, and again her eyes flashed. “For I can imagine a great deal of death. What are you…”
She went motionless, as motionless as a spider in its web.
“You’re going to destroy Istarinmul,” she said. “Not conquer it. Not kill Callatas and the Grand Wazir. You are going to destroy the city.” 
“Death,” said Cassander, “beyond imagination.”
“How?” said Kalgri. “You don’t have the power to work something on that scale.”
“I don’t,” said Cassander, “but I know where to get it. But there is a more important question we must answer first.” 
“Which is?” said Kalgri.
Cassander lifted his right hand and pointed it at her. A gauntlet of black steel covered his right hand, a crimson bloodcrystal pulsing on its back. Powerful spells crackled around the gauntlet, and it gave him the ability to use pyromancy without the sorcery of fire burning away his sanity. 
Kalgri went very still again. 
“Are you going to warn Callatas?” said Cassander.
“No,” said the Huntress.
Fire snarled to life around the gauntlet, harsh and bright, and a strange mad smile went over Kalgri’s features. 
“You know,” said the Huntress, “I think I like you better now.” 
“That doesn’t answer the question,” said Cassander. 
“I don’t care about Callatas,” said Kalgri. “I don’t care about the Apotheosis. I don’t care about the Umbarian Order and your war with the Empire.”
“What do you care about?” said Cassander, though he knew the answer.
“Death,” said Kalgri. She grinned. “Death on a scale I cannot imagine.” 
“Follow me,” said Cassander, “and you will have all the death you want and more.” 
She was silent for a moment, and then looked to the north. 
“You might have the chance to start now,” said Kalgri.
Cassander frowned, wondered if she intended a trick of some kind, and then saw the dark shape of horsemen upon the horizon. 
“Ah,” he said, dismissing the fire around his gauntlet. “I see. Well. We have had a long journey from Rumarah. Would you care for a little refreshment?” 
“Be sure to leave some of the horses alive,” said Kalgri. “I would prefer not to walk the rest of the way to Istarinmul.”
“Quite sensible,” said Cassander.
The horsemen drew closer, about twenty strong. As they approached, Cassander took the opportunity to cast a few defensive spells around himself. Kalgri simply stood and waited, her arms crossed over her chest, that disturbing smile on her face. The horsemen drew into a circle around them and reined up. They wore chain mail and carried swords and whips and chains. Every man wore a vest of black leather adorned with a bronze badge shaped like a hand holding a curled whip. The men were Collectors, the lowest rank of the Slavers’ Brotherhood, scavengers who spent their time looking for captives to sell upon the auction block. Between the thousands of slaves Callatas had murdered to create his wraithblood and the terror the late Balarigar had inspired in the cowled masters of the Brotherhood, the price of slaves had exploded, and the Collectors had grown desperate for new inventory.
This group had grown desperate enough to make the final mistake of their lives. 
“You seem lost,” said the lead Collector, a thin, hatchet-faced man. 
“Certainly not, good sir,” said Cassander. “I know exactly where I am.”
“Ugly fellow, aren’t you?” said another Collector. 
Cassander smiled. “You should have seen my opponent.”
A nervous laugh went up from the other Collectors. The smarter ones would have realized that something was amiss by now. The others were staring with open lust at Kalgri. Likely it had been weeks since they had seen a woman. Kalgri looked right back at them, that unsettling, anticipatory smile still on her face. 
“Boss,” said one of the warier Collectors, “maybe we should…”
“Take them,” said the lead Collector. “The ugly one is strong enough, so we’ll get a good price for him. The woman…well, she’s likely not a virgin, but she’s pretty enough to get some coin. You can each have a go with her, but don’t leave any bruises.”
“Can I beg for my life?” said Cassander.
The lead Collector sneered. “Say whatever you like. It won’t make a difference.”
“A spell, perhaps?” said Callatas, lifting his armored gauntlet. 
“A spell?” said the Collector. “What are you talking about?”
He never found out. 
Cassander’s blast of pyromantic sorcery turned the Collector’s skull and most of his neck into smoking charcoal. The headless corpse slumped to the ground, smoke rising from the charred stump between his shoulders. For a moment the Collectors gaped in astonishment at their dead leader, and Kalgri exploded into motion. The Huntress leaped into the air, her ghostsilver short sword in her right hand and Caina’s dagger in her left. In three heartbeats as many Collectors fell dead, their throats slashed. 
And then the killing began in earnest. 
For a brief, pathetic moment, the Collectors tried to fight. Kalgri moved through them in a blur of crimson and shadow, and Cassander cast another spell. Psychokinetic force exploded from him and flung several Collectors to the ground. He thrilled at the sound of their bones shattering, at their lives ending in the grip of his sorcery. He had never hesitated to kill…but never before had killing brought him such joy. 
After that, the survivors tried to flee, and Cassander amused himself by seizing the Collectors in grips of psychokinetic force and yanking them from the saddle. He dashed them against the ground with enough force to kill or cripple, and Kalgri finished off the wounded ones as they begged for mercy. 
He laughed the entire time. 
A few moments later all the Collectors were dead.
Kalgri strolled towards him, her movements slow and languid, her expression satisfied. The deaths would have made her stronger as her nagataaru fed upon the carnage around her, transferring some of that stolen power back to her.
“I’m beginning to see,” said Cassander, “why you enjoy this so much.” 
Kalgri all but purred as she smiled at him. “Perhaps you do. So, Cassander Nilas. Show me how you shall work the death of Istarinmul.” 
They retrieved several of the Collectors’ horses and rode north, leaving the dead to rot in the hot Istarish sun.
 
###
 
Several days later, Cassander rode through the streets of Istarinmul, making his way to the Umbarian embassy in the Alqaarin Quarter. 
Getting into the city had almost taken more bloodshed. The walls were manned and the gates garrisoned. Erghulan Amirasku had summoned his allies to his side, making ready for Istarinmul to fend off the assault of Tanzir Shahan and his rebel allies. The guards at the Gate of the Southern Road had almost refused to admit Cassander, but one look at the golden medallion adorned with the winged skull sigil of the Umbarian Order had convinced them otherwise. 
Cassander looked at the seething crowds as he forced his way through. Soldiers patrolled every street, and he saw wraithblood addicts lurking in every alley. The city was tense, and everyone went about armed. Istarinmul reminded him of an old barn stuffed full of kindling, waiting for the spark that would set it ablaze.
He smiled at the thought.
Something more powerful than a spark was coming for Istarinmul. 
He reached the gates of the Umbarian embassy, the Huntress riding at his side. A few miles from the city Kalgri had discarded her crimson armor, changing it for one of the dresses she had worn in Rumarah. All trace of the deadly Huntress had vanished, and now she seemed simply a pretty young woman in a cheerful yellow dress and headscarf. 
Rather like a poisonous spider lurking within a bright flower.
Cassander laughed at the notion and swung down from his saddle. 
Four Adamant Guards stood at the gates to the mansion, their torsos wrapped in carapaces of steel, their foreheads marked with the winged skull of the Order. He saw the recognition go over their faces, saw the flicker of surprise and even fear. Adamant Guards, by design, felt very little emotion, and it pleased Cassander that he could still inspire fear in them. 
“Who has been in command during my absence?” he said.
“Lady Nicephorus, Lord Cassander,” said one of the Guards with a bow. “The situation has been…ah, unsettled.”
“While the cat is gone, the rats fight, is that it?” said Kalgri. 
The Guard gave her a wary look. None of Cassander’s minions knew what she really was, and most of them thought Kalgri his mistress or perhaps his advisor. Those who had seen her fight knew enough to respect her. “It is not my place to comment upon the decisions of magi of the Order, my lady.”
“Indeed not,” said Cassander. “Where is Maria Nicephorus now?”
“In the dining hall, my lord,” said Guard. 
“Splendid,” said Cassander. “I have instructions for her.” 
He walked past the guards, across the small courtyard, and entered the fortified mansion that served as the Umbarian embassy. Within the dining hall a long table stretched the length of the room, illuminated by enspelled glass globes hanging from the ceiling. Maria Nicephorus stood at the table, speaking with several centurions of the Adamant Guards and a half-dozen lesser Umbarian magi. She wore the black leather greatcoat favored by the magi of the Order, enspelled to the strength of steel, and her black hair had been pulled into a braid, giving her face a stark and forbidding look. 
Then she saw Cassander, and the severity vanished, replaced by fear.
“Lord Cassander,” said Maria, stepping back. “You have returned?”
“Surprised?” said Cassander, Kalgri waiting behind him. “Or disappointed. Not disappointed, I hope.”
“Of course not, lord,” said Maria. “You sent no word for weeks. We feared you had been slain or shipwrecked.” Her eyes flicked over the patchwork scars on the left side of his face, and to her credit, she did not look away. “It seems you encountered…difficulties.”
“They have been overcome,” said Cassander. “I return victorious. Caina Amalas is slain.” He gestured, and Kalgri raised the Ghost’s shadow-cloak and ghostsilver dagger. “Proof of her death.”
“Congratulations, my lord,” said Maria. “This will earn you great prestige among the brothers and sisters of the Order, perhaps even the favor of the High Provost herself.”
“It will also earn the defeat of the Empire,” said Cassander. “In exchange for the death of the Balarigar, Callatas promised to open the Straits to the Order’s fleet.”
Maria’s gray eyes widened. “This is tremendous news, my lord. If the Grand Master keeps his word, Malarae will fall within the year.”
“Indeed,” said Cassander. “Summon the scribes. I wish a proclamation written and posted in every bazaar and pinned to the door of every shop in Istarinmul. Announce that the Balarigar has been slain, that the Umbarian Order has killed Caina Amalas. Then send a messenger to the Grand Wazir to ask for…no, to demand an audience three days from now. I will meet with the Grand Wazir in the Golden Palace, and the Grand Master shall keep his promise to the Order.” 
“It will be as you command, lord,” said Maria with a bow.
“Yes,” said Cassander. “It shall be.” 
And if not, Callatas would learn to his sorrow what happened to those who crossed the Umbarian Order.
 
###
 
The woman who now called herself Kalgri listened to Cassander’s commands with half an ear, her mind elsewhere. 
Specifically, she was thinking about a compass she had seen long ago, a very special compass. A needle of ghostsilver had floated on a bed of enspelled mercury, housed within a brass casing carved with sigils. The needle had swung back and forth constantly, but Kalgri thought it might be pointing in one direction now. 
She might need it later. 
The Voice hissed and snarled and whispered in her thoughts, slithering within her like a restless serpent. The Staff and Seal had been found, the nagataaru seemed to say, and she ought to go to Callatas at once. Then there would be death, so much death, and she could feast as she never had before…
Kalgri was not so sure. 
There might be opportunity for more death first. 
For Cassander was wrong. Caina Amalas was still alive, healed or perhaps even resurrected by the explosion of silver fire in Rumarah. Kalgri did not entirely understand how it had happened. Yet she knew Caina was alive, and if Kalgri’s suspicions were correct, the Ghost would be far more dangerous than before.
She was not someone Kalgri wanted to confront directly, not yet. Especially not while Kylon of House Kardamnos followed Caina around with that damned valikon. 
And now Kylon had twice as much reason to wish Kalgri dead. 
She smiled a little at the memory of Kylon’s scream of fury as his pregnant wife had died, of the look on his face as he burst through the door to see Caina dying upon Kalgri’s sword…
Her smile soured.
Caina had survived. Somehow, she had survived.
Perhaps Cassander was the solution to that. 
For Kalgri had told Cassander the truth upon the steppes. He hadn’t understood it, of course, else he would have tried to kill her then and there. Not even Callatas completely understood. Kalgri did not care about Callatas and his Apotheosis. She did not care about Istarinmul or the war between the Emperor and the Umbarian Order. 
She only cared about feasting upon torment and death.
And in Cassander, she saw an instrument to bring about a tremendous amount of death.
The Voice hissed its approval.



Chapter 5: To Catekharon
 
Caina awoke before dawn, Kylon asleep next to her.
She felt…rested. 
Better than she would have expected, really. She looked at Kylon and saw the faint shimmer of his power around him, saw the white light waiting within the pyrikon at her wrist. Caina’s fingers strayed to the golden ring hanging from her neck. That, at least, did not put off a glow of sorcerous power. 
She had changed. 
Maybe it was time to see just how much she had changed.
Caina swung out of bed, stretched, and started working through her unarmed forms, moving through the High strike, middle block, lower kick, and a score of others. The Ghosts of the Vineyard had taught her the movements long ago, and she had practiced them every chance she could get, over and over until they had been imprinted upon her muscles and she could perform them without thought. They had saved her life time and time again, allowing her to move a half-second before her enemies could react.
As far as she could tell, she could still perform the unarmed moves correctly. Of course, that could just be her imagination. There was another way to test her strength, so she dropped to the floor, spread her arms, and started doing pushups. The last time she had practiced the unarmed forms, on Murat’s ship as they approached Pyramid Isle, she had been able to do one hundred and six pushups before she had to stop.
Today, she got to one hundred and thirteen. 
Caina pushed away from the floor and sat at the edge of the hearth, breathing hard, and wiped the sweat from her forehead. She shouldn’t have been able to do that. Kalgri had stabbed her through the heart, and then Caina had spent nearly a month in bed. She should have been barely able to walk. She should not have been able to flawlessly work through the unarmed forms and then do one hundred and thirteen pushups. 
The Elixir Restorata was potent.
Caina shook her head, pushing the damp hair from her face. Callatas had put a bounty of two million bezants upon her head. She wondered how he would react if he knew one of his vials of Elixir Restorata had saved her life. Annarah had told her that Callatas had once been known as Callatas the Wise, that he had been the most respected loremaster and physician in Iramis. 
Then he had gone to Pyramid Isle and met Kharnaces, and become the man who had unleashed wraithblood upon Istarinmul… 
“Do you always exercise naked in the morning?”
Caina blinked, pushing the sweaty hair out of her eyes. Kylon was watching her from the bed. 
“Not that I am complaining,” said Kylon. “There are worse ways to wake up. When I was learning the sword, the master of blades awoke us every morning by dumping buckets of cold water over us.”
Caina laughed and rose, stretching as she did. “I am preferable to a bucket of cold water? That is high praise indeed.” 
She crossed to the bed and looked at him. His face was unshaven, his eyes a little bloodshot. There were old scars on his chest and arms, likely from before she had met him. 
If not for him, she would have died. 
“Kylon,” she said. “Thank you.”
He blinked. “For what?”
“For saving my life,” said Caina. 
“I’m not sure I can take all the credit for it,” said Kylon.
“What do you mean?” said Caina.
“I was wondering about it,” said Kylon. “I could only save you because Morgant had the wedjet-dahn and you had stolen the Elixir from Callatas. And we only had that…”
“Because Samnirdamnus had told me to steal the Elixir and Morgant to take the wedjet-dahn,” said Caina. 
“Yes,” said Kylon. “He’s been manipulating you. He was manipulating me. He’s been manipulating Morgant since before either of us were born. I would like to know why.”
Caina was silent for a moment. “He said he has been looking for someone like me.”
“What does that mean?” said Kylon.
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “You know how he talks. Riddles and allusions and games. Yet…he has not steered me wrong. His advice hasn’t led me to ill.” 
“Then what does he want?” said Kylon. “He went to all this effort to save you. Why?”
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “And he didn’t save me. You did.” He opened his mouth to reply, but she kept talking. “You put the wedjet-dahn on me. You made me drink the Elixir. And you were the one who went into my mind when Kharnaces’s poison tried to kill me. I…suppose you saw some strange things in there.”
Kylon shifted. “Less than you might think. It was like your mind had…had fractured into your past selves. I saw you as a child, as a younger woman, as other paths your life might had taken.”
“And all those paths would have ended in the Corsair’s Rest if not you, Kylon,” said Caina. “Thank you.”
“You don’t need to thank me,” said Kylon. 
She grinned at him. “Yes, I do. And I think I know just how to do it.”
“Oh?”
“Just lie there,” said Caina, “and I’ll show you.”
 
###
 
Later that morning they left Rumarah, heading north to depart the Kaltari Highlands and return to Istarinmul. 
Caina knew they were heading into danger. She knew that powerful enemies awaited them. Callatas was preparing his Apotheosis, and the Huntress lurked in the shadows. Tanzir Shahan marched on Istarinmul, and the Padishah’s realm was about to burn with civil war.
Yet for all that, she was in a very good mood. 
She thought over her time with Kylon at Drynemet and smiled at the recollection. Istarinmul was just as dangerous as it had been, and her enemies just as powerful. 
Yet it seemed better with Kylon at her side. 
As she prepared to depart, again she felt the overwhelming urge to simply leave, to ask Kylon to come with her to…somewhere, anywhere, far from all this. Yet she would not. She had her duty. She would not abandon the Ghosts of Istarinmul, Damla and Nerina and Agabyzus and Claudia and the others. If Callatas succeeded, he would kill uncounted millions. No matter how much she wanted to turn away, Caina could not. 
She dressed as a man. It was easier for travel, especially given the unsettled state of the Istarish countryside. She chose one of her usual disguises, that of a caravan guard with heavy boots, dusty trousers, leather armor studded with steel rivets, and a ragged brown cloak. Her hair hung in greasy curtains before her face, helping to disguise her features. She wrapped a sword belt around her waist, donning a short sword and a dagger. Caina usually carried her ghostsilver dagger, but Kalgri had taken the weapon. Given its ability to penetrate sorcerous wards, Caina suspected she would miss the dagger sooner rather than later. Kalgri had also taken her shadow-cloak. The cloak protected her from sorcerous observation, though if Annarah and Kylon were right, divinatory spells could no longer detect Caina. 
She blinked and looked at the wall. If she concentrated, she could make out the glow of Annarah’s pyrikon somewhere within the hall, or the light from Nasser’s hand or Morgant’s weapons. Caina squeezed her eyes shut and looked away before the vertigo could overtake her. 
Just how far did the vision of the valikarion extend? She could distinguish between types of sorcery – the silvery-white glow of Kylon’s spells of air and water looked different from the light of the pyrikons or the glow around Morgant’s weapons. Would other kinds of sorcery look different? 
Caina didn’t know. She needed to find out. Her ability to sense the presence of sorcerous force, as uncomfortable as it had been, had saved her life on numerous occasions. Her new abilities might do the same, if she understood their limitations. 
She collected her pack, holding the items Laertes had taken from the Corsair’s Rest before the silver fire had destroyed it, and left the headman’s hall. The village square was crowded, and Caina saw men leaving their homes, swords and spears and shields in hand. Some of them lingered to say goodbye to wives and children waiting at the doors. 
Kylon stood near the doors, arms folded over his chest, the valikon waiting in its sheath over his shoulder. He watched the mustering of Drynemet’s warriors with a distant expression, and blinked as she approached. Then he smiled.  
“Even after everything,” said Kylon, “I didn’t recognize you at first.”
“I suppose it would look a bit odd if you kissed me just now,” said Caina. She grinned. “Though we did that already.”
“And again later,” murmured Kylon.
“Yes, indeed,” said Caina. “Where’s Nasser?”
“With Annarah and Morgant and Laertes at the gate,” said Kylon. “He wanted to speak to Strabane before we left.”
“We’d better join them,” said Caina. 
Kylon nodded and picked up his pack from where it rested against the wall. “I’ve seen this before.” 
“What?” said Caina.
“The mustering,” said Kylon. “The men saying farewell to their wives and sons and daughters. They know they might never see each other again.”
“Aye,” said Caina. “I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”
“No,” said Kylon. She knew that he understood. They had both lived through it, after all. “But it was the same every time. The men went to war. They didn’t want to, but they did.”
“Because it was their duty,” said Caina.
Kylon nodded. “Most of the men who went to Marsis never came back.”
“I had something to do with that,” said Caina.
Kylon shrugged. “And most of the men in the western Imperial fleet never came home. I had quite a lot to do with that.”
“Do you regret that?” said Caina. 
“No. And yes,” said Kylon. They reached the edge of the square, following the street that led to the village’s main gate. The round Kaltari houses rose over the street, and each house had skulls waiting over the doorway. Perhaps the warriors of Drynemet would return with new trophies to pass onto their descendants. “I wish they hadn’t died. But the Empire would have destroyed New Kyre, if it could. I do not regret defending my city and my people.”
“Nor do I,” said Caina. 
“Yet…I wish no one need have died,” said Kylon. 
They walked in silence for a moment. 
Caina laughed.
“What about this is funny?” said Kylon.
“Nothing,” said Caina, “but you and I have a very odd history, do we not?” 
Kylon stared at her for a second, and then burst out laughing. “Gods of storm and brine, I suppose so.”
“If someone wrote it into a Nighmarian opera, the audience would reject it as too implausible,” said Caina. 
“I thought implausibility was the nature of Nighmarian opera,” said Kylon.
“When did you see a Nighmarian opera?” said Caina.
“Before the day of the golden dead,” said Kylon, “when I came to Malarae to escort the Emperor to New Kyre. It was part of the Emperor’s welcome to us. It was…overwrought, let us say. And loud.”
Caina smiled. “I think it’s something of an acquired taste.” 
“When did you listen to an Imperial opera?” said Kylon. “I didn’t think that would be to your taste. You would prefer a thick book and a cup of coffee.”
“Didn’t Theodosia tell you?” said Caina. “When I was younger, I worked for her. She taught me about makeup and wigs and disguises. Accents, too. The Grand Imperial Opera thought I was her maid, but we did the work of the Ghosts together.” 
“Really?” said Kylon. He seemed half-amused, half-incredulous. “You were an opera singer’s maid?”
“Technically,” said Caina, “I was the maid of the leading lady of the Grand Imperial Opera. Theodosia would be quite insistent upon that.” 
“You have had an unusual past,” said Kylon.
“I suppose I have,” said Caina.
He smiled. “I look forward to hearing more about it.” 
She smiled back, forgetting for a moment about her fears and doubts. “I look forward to telling you.” 
They reached the square below the village’s gate. Strabane’s chief warriors stood there, grim in their chain mail and leather, the skulls of their ancestral enemies hanging from their belts. Laertes waited near the gate, holding a string of a dozen horses. As ever, the supplies and mounts had been well-organized. No wonder Nasser relied upon the former centurion so much. Nasser and Annarah stood talking with Strabane himself, Morgant waiting behind them like a dark shadow. Nasser held a leather-wrapped spear in his right hand, topped with a length of razor-edged steel. 
It wasn’t really a spear. 
The vision of the valikarion proved that.
To Caina’s altered gaze, the Staff of Iramis blazed with power in Nasser’s hand. The spells were powerful and incredibly complex, woven with skill beyond Caina’s ability to grasp. A wheel of similar light rested against Annarah’s chest, hidden beneath her dress. Nasser had given the Seal of Iramis to Annarah to carry. Splitting up the two pieces of the regalia made it less likely Callatas or Kalgri or some opportunistic sorcerer could carry off both of them.
“The Divine go with you, my lord headman,” said Nasser. “I hope to meet you soon at the gates of Istarinmul.”
“Safe journey, Glasshand,” said Strabane. “Hasten to Catekharon and return to us. We’ll throw Erghulan out on his ear and show Callatas how the Kaltari deal with sorcerers.” 
“And how do the Kaltari deal with sorcerers?” said Morgant. 
“In a way you’d approve,” said Strabane. “With two feet of steel down the gullet.” His hard eyes turned to Caina. “The man who became a woman has become a man again.”
“Easier to travel in these clothes,” said Caina.
Strabane grunted. “And to run for your life.”
“That, too,” said Caina.
Strabane scowled. “How the devil do you do that? I look at you know and would swear you were a man, except for the voice. Which you can change, I know.”
Caina shrugged. “Posture, stance, costume, some makeup.” She glanced at Kylon. “I spent some time with an opera singer who had a gift for costuming when I was younger.” 
Kylon’s lips twitched at that. 
“Well, if your trickery helps us defeat our foes, I am all for it,” said Strabane. “Safe travels, Glasshand. I hope to raise a cup of wine in the Golden Palace of Istarinmul before the year is out.”
Caina found her horse, climbed into the saddle, and followed Nasser and the others as they departed Drynemet. 
 
###
 
“This,” announced Morgant, “is an immense waste of time.”
Caina shrugged. “Do you have anything better to do?”
Morgant let out an irritated grunt and turned his attention back to his notebook. He propped it open against the horn of his saddle, letting his mount follow the others as his pencil flickered over the pages. He had been sketching the first time she had met him in the Ring of Cyrica, and all his acerbic boasting aside, he really was a skilled artist. She might have been content to watch him draw, but she had other things to do.
Specifically, finding out the limits of a valikarion’s abilities. 
The road wound its way through the Kaltari Highlands, following the slope of the hills and dipping through valleys as it made its way to the Trabazon steppes. Nasser and Laertes took the lead, Laertes guiding the remounts and pack horses with a confident hand. Annarah rode behind them, her eyes distant as she gazed at the hills. Caina rode next to Morgant, and she could not see Kylon at the moment. 
She still knew exactly where he was.
A rocky hill rose to her left, its boulder-strewn slopes dotted with bushes and thick, tough pine trees. It offered ample opportunities for concealment, and if Caina had wanted to, she could have remained unseen at a dozen different places on its slope. The shadow-cloak would have helped with that, but Caina had lost hers and she didn’t know how to get another one. 
Right now, she focused upon finding someone else. 
Caina watched the silvery-white glow moving back and forth behind the hill. From time to time a pulse of blue light surrounded the aura, dimming after a few moments. She waited, watching the glow as it began to draw nearer. 
“This is a waste of time,” said Morgant. 
“No, it’s not,” said Caina. “I don’t know what the valikarion could do, and it’s not as if there are any valikarion left to teach me. So if I’m going to have the damned headaches from the vision, I may as well learn what the vision can do.” 
“And what practical things can it do?” said Morgant.
“Your dagger is in your right interior coat pocket,” said Caina.
Morgant raised an eyebrow.
“I can see it glowing,” said Caina. 
“Or its weight pulling at the cloth” said Morgant.
“That, too,” said Caina. 
“You would have liked the valikarion,” said Morgant, turning his attention back to his notebook. “They had your same inflexibly rigid sense of justice.” 
“You knew valikarion?” said Caina.
He smiled briefly. “If you want to call it that.” 
Caina decided not to think about that further. A moment later Kylon jogged down the slope. He came to a stop next to Caina’s horse. Despite his exertions, he wasn’t breathing very hard. 
“Well?” said Kylon.
“You ran behind the hill, using the sorcery of air to enhance your strength,” said Caina, remembering what she had seen. “You almost came to the crest of hill, not high enough that I could see you. Then you went back down the slope, and you cast the spell of water to enhance your strength…five times, I think?”
“Six, actually,” said Kylon.
“Six,” said Caina. “Then you released all the spells, circled through that ravine, and rejoined us here.”
“And you saw the…glow the entire time?” said Kylon. 
Caina shook her head. “Almost. You disappeared for a little while. How far did you go?”
“About a mile, I think,” said Kylon. “Maybe a little further. I didn’t want to go too far in case you came under attack. And you saw the…glow the entire time?” 
“A mile, then,” said Caina. “The sight of a valikarion extends for a mile.”
“It might go further,” said Kylon. “I am not particularly powerful, and my spells are not that potent. If Nasser wandered off with the Staff, perhaps you could see that from a greater distance.”
“No,” said Caina. “Nasser shouldn’t wander off with that.” She shrugged. “When we reach Istarinmul, perhaps I will be able to see a wraithblood laboratory from a distance, or a Mirror of Worlds. That could be useful.” 
“Then these experiments of yours have a practical point?” said Morgant. 
“Yes,” said Caina. “It occurs to me that I need to carry an enspelled object with me. Something marked with a powerful spell, but one that doesn’t do anything.”
“What use would that serve?” said Morgant.
“A beacon,” said Kylon.
“Aye,” said Caina. “Drop that in a man’s pocket, and I could follow him anywhere. Through a crowd, through the spectators at a gladiatorial game or a chariot race, anywhere. Even a wall wouldn’t hide the aura. I could follow him through floors and stairs and houses. So long as he stayed within a mile, he couldn’t get away.” She looked at Morgant. “That would have been useful when I was trying to find you.” 
Morgant snorted. “It would work, I suppose. Though as I recall, you saw the Kyracian sweating and fighting in a loincloth, and you went running off after him. Rather a nice bit of foretelling, wasn’t it?”
Kylon scowled, but Caina answered before he could speak.
“I went after him,” said Caina, “and you went after me. Now what did that foretell?”
“That I’m damned fool, if nothing else,” said Morgant. “Come along, Kyracian. It’s time we had a look around. It would be a grim fate, if an amusing one, if we were taken by bandits while you and the Balarigar were playing games.”
Kylon looked at Caina. 
“For once, he’s right,” said Caina.
“Just don’t talk too much,” said Kylon.
“The young should be honored to listen to the speech of their elders,” said Morgant. 
“That’s why he never stops talking,” said Caina. “He’s so old that he has forgotten how to shut up. If you go with him, you can cut down any foes that are drawn by his rambling.” 
Morgant gave her a sour look. 
Kylon laughed. “As usual, you are right.” Caina handed him the reins to his horse, and he swung up into the saddle. For a man who had spent much of his life aboard a ship, he rode quite well. 
“Tell me, Kyracian,” said Morgant. “Did I ever tell you about the time I killed a Kyracian thalarchon?”
“Please don’t.”
“Well,” said Morgant, “it would have been about a hundred and sixty-five years ago. I happened to be in Istarinmul, and…”
Kylon sighed. Morgant’s voice trailed off as he followed Kylon into the hills, still talking. 
Caina rode alone for a while, watching the glow from Morgant’s weapons and Kylon’s valikon until they vanished from sight. As she had guessed, they disappeared after about a mile, which seemed to be the effective range of a valikarion’s sight. The valikon’s glow remained visible for several moments longer. Likely the spells upon the valikon were far more potent than those upon Morgant’s scimitar and dagger. She glanced at the pyrikon bracelet around her left wrist. Her mortal eyes saw the ghostsilver, but the sixth sense of the valikarion saw the steady power of the spirit within, waiting to be called forth. 
For a moment her skin crawled at the thought. She had hated sorcery for more than half her life, yet it was now a part of her more than ever before. Now that she was a valikarion, it had been woven the fiber of her being. 
Her hands tightened against the reins, the knuckles shining white beneath her skin. 
“How goes the practice?”
Nasser’s sonorous voice cut into Caina’s dark musings, and she rebuked herself for inattention. Nasser dropped back to ride next to her, the disguised Staff laid across his saddle like a lance. Annarah had ridden ahead to join Laertes, and from the sound of the conversation, Laertes was explaining his difficulty finding suitable husbands for all his daughters. 
“Well enough,” said Caina. “I think I can see sorcerous auras for a mile in all directions, regardless of any obstacles.” She reached over and tapped the leather-wrapped Staff with one finger, and her hair all but stood on end in reaction to the mighty power within the ancient relic. “I haven’t lost my old sensitivity to sorcery, either.”
“A rare gift,” said Nasser. “Most people are completely unaware of the presence of a spell until it does them harm.” 
“I wish you knew more about the abilities of the valikarion,” said Caina. “Or that Annarah did. Any advice would be helpful.”
“The valikarion were quite secretive about their abilities,” said Nasser. “Their task was to guard the loremasters, yes, but they had responsibilities beyond that. Sorcerers who abused their powers or turned to the forbidden sciences might find the valikarion arriving upon the doorsteps. It often caused problems with neighboring nations. The Magisterium, in particular, was not at all fond of the valikarion or of Iramis.” 
“I can imagine,” said Caina. She considered for a moment. “You said the valikarion guarded the loremasters. Did their responsibilities include…policing the loremasters?” 
“Yes,” said Nasser. “It was rare for a loremaster to abuse his power. But all mortals are fallible, are they not? The valikarion kept an eye upon the loremasters as well.”
“How did they miss Callatas, then?” said Caina.
They rode in silence for a little while. 
“I do not know,” said Nasser. “Nor do I know what happened to…change him so. Not even Annarah knows, and she was perhaps closer to him than anyone, but that was not very close.”
“What does that mean?” said Caina. 
“Callatas was not close to anyone,” said Nasser. “He had a towering reputation, true, and was renowned as the greatest healer and loremaster of Iramis. Certainly his skill had earned him the title of Callatas the Wise. Yet he had no family, no close friends. Only influential admirers and students.”
“What did you think of him?” said Caina. “Before he destroyed your homeland, I mean?”
“He had already been a loremaster for decades when I ascended the Prince’s throne,” said Nasser. “To be honest, I thought him pompous and rather full of himself. And…brittle, too.”
“Brittle?” said Caina.
“Brittle,” repeated Nasser. “He had a vision of how the world ought to be, a world of perfect justice and fairness. I need not tell a circlemaster of the Ghosts that such a world is simply not possible.”
“No,” said Caina. Halfdan had been fond of saying that from the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing could be made, quoting some long-dead philosopher or another. Caina had not yet seen anything to disprove that. 
“Then one day he left Iramis,” said Nasser. “We knew not where he had gone. A few years later he took command of the College of Alchemists of Istarinmul and proclaimed himself the Grand Master. Later, of course, we learned that he had gone to the Tomb of Kharnaces and learned dark secrets there. He had stolen the Star of Iramis, and demanded the Staff and the Seal. I refused him…and, well, you know what happened next.” 
“And you don’t know what drove him to it?” said Caina.
“No,” said Nasser. “He told no one. Kharnaces told you the Apotheosis is about destroying the old humanity and replacing it with a new, superior one, at least one that he considers superior. Maybe it has been his goal for so long that he himself has forgotten why he started upon his path.”
“And you?” said Caina. “You’ve been working as long as he has. Have you forgotten?”
“No,” said Nasser. “My goal is far simpler. To stop Callatas, to keep him from destroying any more nations the way he has destroyed Iramis.” 
“It’s a good goal,” said Caina. 
“One that drives you as well, I think,” said Nasser.
Caina shrugged. “My homeland hasn’t been destroyed.”
“But your home was, was it not?” said Nasser. “When you were a child.”
Caina said nothing for a moment, her eyes sweeping the hills.
“Yes,” said Caina.
“By a sorcerer of some kind, unless I miss my guess,” said Nasser. “You acquired that sensitivity to sorcery from somewhere.” 
Caina sighed. “You’ve had nearly a year and a half to observe me. I suppose it was inevitable you would figure out more about me than I might wish.” 
“Now you are a valikarion,” said Nasser, “and more attuned to sorcery than ever.”
“I didn’t ask for that,” said Caina, the words coming out sharper than intended. 
“It must be a challenge to adjust to it,” said Nasser.
“It is,” said Caina. 
“Not for quite the reason you might think,” said Nasser. “You truly hate sorcery, do you not?”
“I did,” said Caina. “I hated it so much it was like a fire in my blood. Ten years ago if you had asked me to work with someone like Anaxander, I might have killed him out of hand. I would have had trouble trusting Annarah.” She rubbed her jaw for a moment, remembering the feel of the ghostsilver sword plunging through her chest. “Now, though…”
“Now the only reason you are still alive,” said Nasser, “is because of sorcery.”
“Yes,” said Caina.
“And the vision of the valikarion means you are more sensitive to sorcery than ever,” said Nasser. “That must be difficult to accept.”
Caina nodded.
“Though I would be remiss if I did not point out,” said Nasser, “that your hatred of sorcery is sometimes rather selective.”
Caina frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You seem quite fond of Lord Kylon,” said Nasser, “and you seemed fond of him even before the incident at Rumarah. Remarkable, given that he is a sorcerer.”
Caina opened her mouth, closed it, and tried to find the words. “He’s not mainly a sorcerer. He doesn’t consider it his profession. He uses it to augment his strength and speed in battle.” 
“Nevertheless, he is still a sorcerer,” said Nasser. “It is something of an inconsistency, is it not?” 
Something Theodosia had once said flashed through Caina’s thoughts. 
“I’m a woman,” said Caina. “I’m allowed some inconsistencies.” 
Nasser blinked, and then threw back his head and laughed. Both Laertes and Annarah looked back at them. 
“I suppose you are at that,” said Nasser. “Truly, you do remind me of my daughter. A pity you never got a chance to meet her.”
“I was born a century and a half too late for that,” said Caina. 
“Regrettably,” said Nasser. “You have a gift, Caina Amalas, for seeing that which is invisible to others. You saw the way to escape from the Maze and the Inferno.” 
“I didn’t see Kalgri coming,” said Caina. Her hand twitched toward where the ghostsilver dagger should have waited at her belt. 
“No one is infallible,” said Nasser. “Now you see a little more clearly, that is all.” 
They rode in silence for a while. Caina looked to the west and saw three distant points of light. The valikon, and Morgant’s dagger and scimitar.
“They’re coming back,” said Caina. She still found it uncanny that she could know it. “Not in a hurry. I don’t think they saw any foes.”
“Capital,” said Nasser. “The sooner we reach Istarinmul, the sooner we can journey to Catekharon…and the sooner we can return to put an end to Callatas’s schemes once and for all.” 
“He is a good man, you know,” said Caina.
“Who?” said Nasser. “Surely not Callatas.”
“Don’t be glib,” said Caina. “Kylon.”
“Of course he is,” said Nasser. “He followed you into the Craven’s Tower and the Inferno. He gambled to save your life, and he won. In retrospect, it was obvious that he was in love with you for some time, probably before he himself realized it.”
“Yes,” said Caina. “He deserves someone better than me.”
Nasser gave a disapproving look. “False modesty is hardly becoming.”
“No,” said Caina. “I…can’t have children. That’s why I do all of this, I suppose. If I could have children, I would have had them by now, and I would have left the Ghosts behind. Kylon is a Kyracian nobleman. He deserves a woman who can give him children…”
“Perhaps,” said Nasser, “you should let Lord Kylon determine that. It seems his mind is already quite made up.” 
A moment later Kylon and Morgant came into sight, steering their mounts up the slope to rejoin the road. Kylon had an expression of mild exasperation on his face. Morgant was still talking.
“And then, of course, I had to get off the ship,” said Morgant. “It wouldn’t do to be found standing over a dead thalarchon. So I seduced his daughter. Seems he was an old tyrant, and none of his children cared for him. She smuggled me off the ship in an empty cask of brandy, and I…”
“Gods of storm and brine,” said Kylon. “Was any of that true?”
“Well,” said Morgant. “About half of it.” 
“You can find the true parts and paint them as a picture,” said Kylon. 
“Anything?” said Nasser.
“Nothing,” said Kylon. “We saw some Kaltari warriors, but they were moving in haste through the hills. I doubt they will trouble us. Likely they are going to join Strabane’s moot.” 
“Capital,” said Nasser. “For once, I would like an uneventful journey.”
Morgant snorted. “If I ever have one, I will be sure to let you know.” 
Caina started to say something, and then frowned as a thought occurred to her.
“What is it?” said Kylon.
“I…don’t know,” said Caina. “Nothing serious. A stray thought.”
Something Nasser had said stuck in her mind. Caina might have been cleverer than most people, but she had still missed Kalgri’s trap. Was she missing something else?
“Beware the fire,” the voice had said in Drynemet. 
Was Caina overlooking something just as important?



Chapter 6: Broken Promises
 
Claudia’s clothing was not remotely comfortable. 
It was possible to find formal garb that accommodated her pregnancy. It simply wasn’t possible to find a formal gown that accommodated her pregnancy and was in any way comfortable. The sleeves and shoulders of her black-trimmed green gown were too tight, and that in turn made her back ache, which did nothing for her ankles. At least sandals were acceptable to the Istarish on formal occasion, thank all the gods.
Yet she barely noticed the aches at the moment. 
The piece of paper in her hand commanded the entirety of her attention.
“Do you think it is true?” she asked her husband. 
“I don’t know,” said Martin. 
They rode together in their coach, the wheels clattering against the streets of Istarinmul. No one in Istarinmul traveled by horse-drawn coach, and the wealthy nobles and merchants preferred either to ride on horseback or sit in sedan chairs carried by burly slaves. Yet the nobles of the Empire traveled by coach, and so the Lord Ambassador of the Emperor had to have a coach. Of course, Claudia soon discovered an excellent reason why the Istarish did not use coaches. The blazing sun rapidly transformed the enclosed wooden box into a wheeled oven. It never rained in Istarinmul, so Dromio (who turned out to be a surprisingly adept carpenter) had removed the roof and replaced it with an awning of cloth. It kept the sun off Claudia’s head, let the air circulate, and gave her enough light to read. 
At the moment, though, she wished she could not see the document clutched in her hand.
It was a formal proclamation, written in Istarish, Anshani, and Caerish, the three most common languages of Istarinmul. The winged skull sigil of the Umbarian Order marked the top of the paper. Claudia had always thought the sigil looked stupid. She knew it was supposed to represent sorcery leading man from death to immortality or some such rot, but she thought it looked like the badge of a particularly juvenile pirate. 
The text of the proclamation was no laughing matter.
In it, Cassander Nilas, Lord Ambassador of the Umbarian Order to the Padishah’s court, announced that he had found and killed the thief and rebel known as the Balarigar. Cassander had discovered that the Balarigar had been a woman named Caina Amalas, and he had tracked and killed her in the town of Rumarah to the south. The Umbarian ambassador would present himself at the Grand Wazir’s court with proof of Caina’s death, and demand the reward offered for the death of the Balarigar. 
Cassander’s scribes had been busy. Copies of the proclamation had been posted in every public place in Istarinmul. The city buzzed with rumor. There had been a huge and ever-increasing bounty upon the Balarigar’s head for the last year and a half, and numerous people had tried to collect it, but the Balarigar had been as elusive as a wisp of smoke.  
Until now, it seemed. 
“What proof of her death do you think he will offer?” said Claudia. “Her corpse?”
“That would be the final proof,” said Martin, his voice grim. He wore the formal black coat, black boots, black trousers, and white shirt of a Nighmarian nobleman, a sword at his waist. Claudia supposed the clothes were just as uncomfortable as her gown, but none of it showed on Martin’s expression. “Yet the proclamation doesn’t mention the sorceress that was supposed to have accompanied Caina…”
“Annarah,” said Claudia. “A loremaster of Iramis.” Claudia wasn’t sure if she believed that or not. She had never met Annarah. Caina claimed to have found her in the Inferno, but Iramis and its loremasters had been destroyed a century and a half ago. The Magisterium had once been terrified of the loremasters and the valikarion, Claudia knew, but that had been long ago. 
“Or any of the others who would have been with her,” said Martin. “Certainly Nasser Glasshand would have gone with Caina, and there is a notable bounty on his head. Surely Cassander would have boasted of it.” 
“Maybe,” said Claudia, gazing at the proclamation. The winged skull’s eyes seemed to stare back at her. “But Cassander doesn’t care about money, does he?”
“No,” said Martin. He stared out the window at the streets of the Emirs’ Quarter, the domes of the Golden Palace rising in the distance. “He is after far bigger game than mere money.” 
“Yes,” said Claudia, her voice flat.
A surge of frustration and anger went through her, and she threw the proclamation out the window. If it was true, if Caina Amalas was indeed dead…
It hit Claudia harder than she would have thought. 
She and Caina had not always seen eye-to-eye, and after Corvalis’s death in New Kyre Claudia had never wanted to see Caina again. Yet they had made peace after escaping the Huntress at Silent Ash Temple, and even become friends of a sort. Certainly there was no one else in Claudia’s life who would give her the unvarnished truth the way that Caina Amalas would. 
Caina’s death was a loss. The consequences of her death would be far worse.
Grand Master Callatas had promised Cassander Nilas to allow the Umbarian fleet through the Starfall Straits in exchange for Caina’s death. If Cassander had indeed killed Caina, then the Empire was about to suffer a grievous blow, perhaps a fatal one. The Imperial Legions were stretched to their limits holding against the Umbarian armies in the Disali provinces and at the walls of Artifel. If the Umbarian fleet sailed through the Straits, they would attack Malarae itself. Either the capital city would fall, or the Emperor would have to abandon the entirety of the eastern Empire to defend Malarae. 
Either outcome might cause the Empire to collapse. 
“This is bad, isn’t it?” said Claudia. “We’ve failed.” She wiped at her eyes with irritation, pain and fury surging through her. “All that work and we have failed…”
Martin caught her hand. 
“The situation is grim,” said Martin, “but it has not yet become dire. We yet have one unwavering ally.”
“Who is that?” said Claudia.
“The treachery of Grand Master Callatas,” said Martin. 
“Against us?” said Claudia.
“Against Cassander,” said Martin. “Istarinmul is in no shape for a war, and a war is what they’ll have if they open the Straits.” 
Claudia shook her head. “The Emperor has no forces left to send against the Istarish.” 
“There are other methods of waging war,” said Martin. “If Callatas opens the Straits, the Emperor might offer letters of marquee to any ship captains willing to attack Istarish shipping. He might encourage the governors and nobles of the Cyrican provinces to arm private militias of their own and attack Istarish Cyrica and Akasar. He might send letters to the Shahenshah of Anshan and mention that with Istarinmul embroiled in civil war, perhaps this might be an excellent time for Istarinmul to become a new satrapy of Anshan. Erghulan knows all of this.”
“He might know about that,” said Claudia, “but Callatas might not, and Callatas is holding Erghulan’s leash.”
“Callatas doesn’t care about the Emperor’s war and he doesn’t even care about the Istarish civil war, not really,” said Martin. “If we’re right, he cares about his Apotheosis, and he needs Istarinmul stable to do his murderous work. Involving Istarinmul in a foreign war would not achieve stability.” 
“And opening the Straits to the Umbarian fleet,” said Claudia, “would not help achieve stability.” 
“No,” said Martin. “That would pull Istarinmul into the war between the Emperor and the Order, whether Erghulan wants it or not. And Callatas definitely doesn’t want that.”
Claudia blinked. “Then you think Callatas will betray Cassander?”
“I know nothing for certain,” said Martin. “But I strongly suspect Callatas will renege on his agreement with Cassander. Nothing was signed, was it not? The Padishah did not have a formal agreement with the Order. If Cassander wanted to kill Caina on his own initiative, well and good. He can apply to the Brotherhood of Slavers for his reward. But the Padishah and Istarinmul are not bound to anything.” He shook his head. “Even if Cassander dumps Caina’s corpse at Erghulan’s feet, Callatas will find a way out of the agreement.” 
Claudia shuddered a little. “That is not something I wish to see.” 
“I am sorry,” said Martin. “But Cassander is not a fool. I doubt he would lie so blatantly about Caina’s death, not unless he had seen her fate with his own eyes.” He let out a long breath. “I fear that the circlemaster is indeed dead.”
“Gods save us,” muttered Claudia. “I never thought she would die. She took such risks, and she did such amazing things.”
“I saw some of them,” said Martin. “Caer Magia and that Great Necromancer.” 
“Or the day of the golden dead,” said Claudia. “Or the Huntress. I thought…well, I suppose no one lives forever.”
“We’ll find the truth soon enough,” said Martin, “and I fear we must prepare ourselves for another danger.”
Claudia let out a bitter little laugh. “What is one more at this point?” 
“We need to consider,” said Martin, “what Cassander will do.” 
“I can’t imagine,” said Claudia, “that he will take Callatas’s betrayal calmly. Not a man like him.”
“I suspect Callatas hasn’t considered it either,” said Martin. “Perhaps that is a risk when a man like him lives for centuries. He loses the ability to consider lesser men a threat. Perhaps he thinks Cassander will simply give up and go home. Or maybe he thinks that Cassander isn’t a threat.”
“Is he a threat to Callatas?” said Claudia.
“You’ve met him,” said Martin. “What do you think?” 
Claudia considered, trying to push aside the tangle of warring emotions in her head. She remembered how Cassander had almost taken her captive at the Golden Palace, smoothly seizing the chaos of the Huntress’s attack to work towards his own goals. If Caina had not been there, Cassander might well have taken Claudia prisoner. 
“I think he’s underestimating Cassander Nilas,” said Claudia in a whisper. “I think he’s making a mistake. What should we do?”
“I don’t know,” said Martin. “I do not think we should warn Callatas.”
“No,” said Claudia. “You’ve seen the wraithblood addicts. You know how many people Callatas had to murder to create them. If Cassander can hinder his work, all to the good.” 
“But if Cassander can actually kill Callatas, he’ll be able to seize control of the city,” said Martin. “Or maybe part of the city long enough to allow the Umbarian fleet passage.” He rubbed his face for a moment. “It is impossible to make a plan. We shall have to see what happens and react as best we can.”
Claudia frowned. “You told me that the man who takes the initiative on the battlefield, who forces others to react to him, will likely take the victory.”
“I did,” said Martin. “Unfortunately, Cassander Nilas has the initiative. We shall have to see what he does, and what Callatas does, before we can decide upon a plan of battle.” 
“A plan of battle,” murmured Claudia. “That’s not going to be a metaphor, is it?”
“Perhaps,” said Martin. “Perhaps not.” The coach came to a stop. “We will soon find out, I fear.” 
Claudia looked out the window and saw a wall of snowy white marble rising over them like a cliff of pale ice, albeit ice adorned with geometric designs of intricate beauty. 
They had arrived at the Golden Palace, seat of the Padishah of Istarinmul. 
Claudia took a deep breath as the Imperial Guards opened the door. Martin got out first, adjusting his coat, and Claudia followed. To her great irritation, it took her two tries to get to her feet. Gods, but was she really that weak? If she lived through both the childbirth and the next few weeks, she resolved to take more exercise. More than once Caina had offered to teach her the principles of the strange form of unarmed combat she used, but Claudia had always declined. Perhaps she ought to have accepted if only to make herself stronger and fitter. 
Now, if Caina was truly dead, Claudia would never have the chance.
She accepted Martin’s help getting out of the coach. Tylas and a dozen Imperial Guards surrounded them, faces grim, hands hovering near their sword hilts. Claudia was grateful for their vigilance. If Cassander Nilas was indeed coming to the Golden Palace, he would have an escort of Adamant Guards, maybe even Silent Hunters and some of the other pet horrors of the Umbarians. One of them might get ambitious and try to kill Martin. 
Yet for now the broad avenue beneath the Palace’s outer wall was orderly. Istarish nobles in robes and turbans or armor strode through the gate and into the Court of the Fountain, escorted by their bodyguards. The embassies of other powers came as well, the ambassadors from Anshan and New Kyre and the Alqaarin sultanates and the free cities. After a year in Istarinmul, Claudia knew them all by sight, and also knew a great deal about their wives and children and mistresses.
Four black-armored Immortals stood guard at the archway, their faces concealed beneath their skull-masked helmets, an eerie blue glow shining from their eyes. The alchemical elixirs they ingested gave them superhuman strength and speed at the cost of a constant sadistic bloodlust. Of course, there were fewer Immortals in Istarinmul than once there had been. The Immortals had been trained in the Inferno, and the Inferno had burned to ashes.
Claudia wondered if that fire would spread to consume all of Istarinmul. 
The Immortals permitted them to pass, and a plump slave with a robe of gray silk and a silver collar directed them to their place. They walked into the massive Court, the walls rising around them like hills. A huge three-tiered fountain bubbled in the center of the courtyard, adorned with statues of naked women. Claudia remembered the first time she had seen Cassander Nilas here, the day the Huntress had attacked. She had thought the Red Huntress had come for Martin, but the nagataaru-infested assassin had actually been after Caina. Claudia and Martin had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Caina had saved Claudia’s life, disguising them both as the scantily-clad dancers that had been part of the evening’s entertainment. Claudia wondered what the costume would look like on her now that she was nine months’ pregnant, and the thought was so ridiculous that she laughed aloud. 
“What is it?” said Martin.
“Old memories,” said Claudia. She had been too embarrassed by that incident to tell Martin the entire story of their escape. A wave of sadness went through Claudia as she thought of it. If the Balarigar had indeed met her final end in Rumarah…well, maybe she was with Corvalis now. Caina had never really seemed to recover from his death. As far as Claudia knew, she had never taken another lover. 
Claudia and Martin walked to their assigned place near the fountain. A group of a dozen Immortals moved around the circumference of the fountain, and stopped facing the gate to the Court of the Fountain as the other embassies took their place. A band of armored nobles followed the Immortals, wearing chain mail and carrying swords, and Claudia saw Erghulan Amirasku walking at their head. The Grand Wazir of the Padishah’s court was in his late fifties, yet his love of hunting and fighting had kept him lean and fierce. His receding gray hair was close-cropped, and his nose resembled the beak of a proud bird of prey.
One of the younger nobles stepped forward, a man Erghulan had appointed to serve as his herald. 
“Behold!” boomed the herald. “He comes! He who is the Emir of the steppes of Trabazon! He who is Captain of the Towers of the Sea! He who is the magistrate of magistrates, the Wazir of the Wazirs, and the strong right hand of the Most Divine Padishah Nahas Tarshahzon! Erghulan Amirasku comes!” 
Claudia had heard the formula so often that she could have mouthed along with it, but that might have caused an incident. Erghulan’s pride was as large as Istarinmul itself, and he would not tolerate any jokes about his office. 
Behind Erghulan walked a shorter man of about the same age, clad in the brilliant gold-trimmed white robes and turban of a Master Alchemist. He had the gaunt face of an ascetic, with a close-cropped gray beard and hard gray eyes like disks of steel. A slender gold chain hung from his neck, supporting a chunk of crystal about the size of a man’s fist that rested against his chest. It seemed to gleam with a pale azure light.
A star…
A jolt of terrific fear went through Claudia. Suddenly she recognized the man. She had seen him once in Catekharon, years ago, but only from a distance, yet suddenly she knew who he was. 
“Husband,” she hissed. “Is that him?”
Martin nodded, and the herald started to declaim again.
"Behold!" he boomed. "He comes! He who is the Grand Master of the Alchemists! He who is the Most Divine Padishah’s trusted advisor and counsellor! He who is the Destroyer of Iramis and the master of all the mysteries of sorcery! Callatas comes!"
Callatas, Grand Master of the College of Alchemists and the creator of the wraithblood, stepped to Erghulan’s side, watching the proceedings with a faint expression of distaste. Claudia worked a minor spell, moving her hand in a quick gesture. She cast the spell to sense the presence of sorcery, and the aura that surrounded Callatas almost knocked her over. Defensive spells ringed the Grand Master like fortress walls, giving his robes the strength and resilience of steel, and he carried several other enspelled objects as well. Yet even those mighty spells were as nothing against the power of the Star of Iramis on his chest, sorcery as strong as anything Claudia had encountered in Caer Magia or on the day of the golden dead. According to the story, Callatas had lifted the Star and burned Iramis to ashes, destroying all his enemies with one spell.
The Grand Master’s gray eyes shifted in her direction, and with a surge of alarm Claudia realized that he had sensed her spell. For a moment she was terrified that the Grand Master would order her arrest, or worse, would lift his hand and call upon his sorcery to destroy her. If he had worked the spells that warded his robes and rings, he could crush her without exerting himself. 
Yet Callatas only stared at her. His expression did not change, and at last the Grand Master’s gaze turned towards the gate. 
“What was that about?” said Martin. 
“I don’t know,” said Claudia, still shaken. 
“That is not a man whose attention you wish to draw,” said Martin.
“I know,” said Claudia. The dread would not leave her. This was the man that Caina had sought to defeat? Claudia was not sure that Callatas could be defeated. No single magus of the Magisterium, not even the high magi, could have challenged Callatas for long. Maybe someone like the Moroaica or the Great Necromancer Rhames could have defeated him, but they were both dead. 
“Here he comes,” said Martin. “Be ready.”
Claudia turned her gaze from Callatas as the first of the Adamant Guards marched into the Court of the Fountain, their steel-shod boots ringing against the flagstones. Her skin crawled at the sight of them. The Adamant Guards looked as if they wore close-fitting cuirasses of overlapping steel plates, but Claudia knew better. Those enspelled steel plates had been grafted to their flesh, and the spells gave them superhuman speed and strength, even as it dulled their emotions and made them susceptible to the orders of the Umbarian magi. 
Claudia wondered if those Guards had been the ones who had chased her through the vast gleaming labyrinth of the Golden Palace. 
After the Adamant Guards came a tall, blond-haired man in a greatcoat of black leather, a golden medallion of a winged skull resting against her chest. Claudia felt herself scowl as she recognized the familiar, hated features of Cassander Nilas, and…
She blinked.
Something was wrong with Cassander. 
For all that she hated him, for all that she would have killed him if given the chance, she had to admit that he was a handsome and charismatic man. 
That had changed.
The right side of his face remained unchanged. The left side…it looked as if it had been patched together from ragged strips of leather. No, that wasn’t quite right. It looked as if he had rebuilt the left side of his face with pieces of skin cut from corpses. His right eye remained a clear, crystalline blue, but the left had turned a venomous orange-yellow color, almost like molten sulfur. 
He looked like…he looked a lot like…
“Gods, husband,” whispered Claudia. “Do you remember Caer Magia?”
“Sicarion,” said Martin. “The Moroaica’s pet assassin. It seems that Cassander had to resort to necromancy to heal himself.”
“Caina put up a fight, then,” said Claudia. Yet her heart sank into her stomach. If Cassander had suffered this much injury and still been victorious…
It was true. Caina was dead…and the Ghost circle that she had created in Istarinmul might be all that stood between the Empire and catastrophic defeat. 
Cassander stopped before the fountain and offered an elaborate bow to the Grand Wazir. As he straightened up, his mismatched eyes flashed across Claudia and Martin, and she saw the malice there. No, the Umbarian magus had not forgotten that she had escaped him once. She doubted a single grievance had ever escaped Cassander’s steel-trap mind.
At least until it had been washed clean in blood. 
“Lord Cassander,” said Erghulan. “So good to see you again.”
“And to see you once more, my lord Wazir,” said Cassander, his deep voice raspier than it had been before. He spoke better Istarish than Claudia could manage. It was petty, but she hated him for that, too. 
“It seems you have suffered some…setbacks since last we enjoyed the honor of your presence,” said Erghulan.
“Scars of battle, my lord,” said Cassander. “I had hoped to tell you the tale when I was next summoned into your august presence.” 
“In point of fact, my lord Cassander,” said Erghulan, “you invited yourself into our august presence with your little…publication. You were not invited. In fact, the last time you were summoned to the Golden Palace was to explain the riot at the Alqaarin harbor, and you fled the city before you could account for yourself.” 
“A trap, Grand Wazir,” said Cassander. “As I told you when I first arrived in Istarinmul, the Balarigar was in fact a Ghost nightfighter named Caina Amalas, sent by the Emperor to destabilize the realm of Istarinmul.” Again his mismatched eyes glanced at Martin. “I laid a trap for her in the Alqaarin harbor, but she was able to elude me. So I left in pursuit of her at once.” 
Callatas shifted, his gaze fixed upon Cassander. 
“And did you find her?” said Erghulan.
“Indeed I did,” said Cassander. “I tracked her to a town named Rumarah, a den of smugglers on the coast of the Alqaarin Sea.”
“I have heard of it, yes,” said Erghulan in a dry tone. 
“There we fought,” said Cassander. “Her reputation for cunning was well-deserved, and I took the injuries which are obvious to your eyes.” He gestured with his black-armored hand, the red bloodcrystal on the back of the gauntlet flashing. “Yet in the end she took refuge at an inn, and I burned it down around her. I watched her burn alive before my eyes. Caina Amalas is dead, Grand Wazir. The Balarigar has been slain.” He smiled, the damage to his face making the expression look grisly. “Perhaps you ought to summon the cowled masters to the Golden Palace, so they may rejoice to learn that the lone woman who almost brought Istarinmul to its knees has been slain at last.”
“Do not presume to command me,” said Erghulan. “I am the Grand Wazir of Istarinmul.”
The rebuke should have stung. Yet Cassander only smiled. He looked…eager.
Almost hungry, really. 
“Do forgive my impertinence, noble Grand Wazir,” said Cassander. “Alas, my enthusiasm is simply overflowing.”
“These claims you bring before the Grand Wazir,” said Callatas, speaking for the first time. His voice was dry, dusty, scholarly, and put Claudia in mind of some of the libraries she had visited in the Empire. “Do you offer proof?” 
“Ample proof,” said Cassander. He beckoned, and one of the Adamant Guards stepped forward, holding a bundle of cloth. Cassander unwrapped the bundle, and Claudia caught a glimpse of silvery metal. “Behold.”
Cassander lifted a dark, rippling shape from the cloth, and Claudia did her best not to flinch. It was a cloak of strange dark fabric that seemed to blur and shift, trying to merge with the shadows. Claudia had seen a cloak like that many times before.
“The shadow-cloak of a Ghost nightfighter,” said Cassander, “once worn by Caina Amalas.” He lifted a gleaming dagger of ghostsilver from the bundle, the same ghostsilver dagger that Claudia had seen Caina use. “And a ghostsilver dagger, both of which were carried by Caina Amalas before I killed her.”
Callatas scowled. “That dagger was stolen from my library.”
“By the Balarigar,” said Cassander. He tossed the weapon to himself and caught it by the hilt. “I found it when I killed her. You are welcome to have it back, if you wish.”
“So you claim to have killed the Balarigar,” said Erghulan. “Well and good. How very civic-minded of you. I suppose you are here to claim the reward?”
“The two million bezants?” said Cassander. “I confess I might think of a use or two for the money, my lord, but I have no need of the coin. No, I have something else in mind for my reward.”
“And that is?” said Erghulan, his voice low and dangerous. 
“The simple fulfillment of your promise,” said Cassander, his eyes turning toward Callatas. “I have rid you of the Balarigar. I ask that you open the Starfall Straits to the Umbarian fleet, my lord Wazir. Simply let the fleet of the Order pass. We do not ask for aid in our war to restore sound governance to the Empire. We do not ask for provisions or weapons or troops or support. Simply let our fleet pass, and you shall have the lasting friendship of the Order. Our goodwill has already rid you of the Balarigar. What else might our friendship accomplish?” 
For a moment Erghulan said nothing, his face hard. Claudia waited, her heartbeat drumming in her ears. Uncounted lives hung on what the Grand Wazir might say next. Erghulan glanced to the side, and Callatas offered him a shallow nod.
A fresh wave of dread went through Claudia. Callatas had decided to keep his bargain. The Umbarian fleet would attack Malarae, and…
“Where is the body?” said Erghulan. 
Claudia blinked. 
“The body?” repeated Cassander.
“The corpse of Caina Amalas,” said Erghulan. “I wish to look upon this woman who has caused us so much trouble.” 
“She is ashes,” said Cassander. “She burned in Rumarah.”
“Ah,” said Erghulan. “How very convenient.” 
“I offer proof,” said Cassander.
“A dagger and a cloak,” said Erghulan. “Those could have come from anywhere.” 
“Are you saying,” said Cassander, “that I am lying?”
“I think,” said Erghulan, “that you are trying to defraud the Padishah’s magistrates, my lord Cassander. I think you failed to kill the Balarigar at all, and I have even greater doubt that one foreign woman could have caused all this trouble. I think you are trying to drag Istarinmul into the petty war between the Emperor and the Order. Istarinmul has enough troubles of its own, my lord Cassander. We require none of yours.”
Cassander lifted his chin. “Then you are calling me a liar, my lord Wazir?”
“Did you fail to notice?” said Erghulan. “I shall be blunt. You will not gain military aid for Umbarian Order by passing this…this ridiculous fraud upon us, Cassander Nilas. The Padishah will not take sides in the Empire’s civil war, and that is all there is to say upon the matter.” 
A quiver of relief went through Claudia. Her husband had been right. Callatas’s own treacherous nature had defeated Cassander’s ambitions. For herself, Claudia had no doubt that Caina was dead. Yet she realized that the actual death did not matter. Even if Cassander had dumped Caina’s body at Erghulan’s feet, Callatas would have still reneged on the agreement. 
Martin had been right. The question was, of course, how Cassander would react to this betrayal. 
She looked at Cassander, expecting to see rage, to see cold, affronted pride. 
Instead, the Umbarian magus looked…pleased. Gleeful, even. Again she was reminded of the way that Sicarion had looked as he killed, the perverse delight that had filled the scarred necromancer’s features. 
“So,” said Cassander, “it is time for blunt speaking, is it? I am glad to hear it, and I thank you for the harsh words, Erghulan Amirasku. I would speak with the ruler of Istarinmul now.” 
Erghulan stepped forward, his anger plain. “I am the ruler of Istarinmul. In the name of our noble Padishah, of course. But I am the ruler of…”
Cassander laughed, mocking and loud. “Indeed, Erghulan? So might a puppet painted to be a king think that he is the true master of the kingdom, heedless of the strings upon his arms. For you are a puppet, and your puppeteer’s arm is so far up your rear that I am surprised that you do not taste his fingers upon your tongue.” 
“You will retract that insult,” snarled Erghulan, “or I shall have you…”
“Grand Master Callatas!” said Cassander. “Why don’t you step forth and speak plainly? We all know that you are the true ruler of Istarinmul. After all, Erghulan and the Brotherhood of Slavers have so devotedly carried out your policies that they have driven all the southern emirs and many of the northern ones to rebellion against the Grand Wazir.” 
Callatas said nothing, contempt upon his expression. 
“Come now, my noble lords,” said Cassander, gesturing to the crowd of emirs and ambassadors and bodyguards. “Would you not like to know the truth?”
“Umbarian,” roared Erghulan, “you will be…”
“The reason for the civil war is quite simple,” said Cassander. “Callatas has been producing wraithblood in great quantities. Alas, wraithblood can only be made from the blood of a murdered man, so the Brotherhood obtained vast numbers of slaves for him, which he then murdered to produce the drug to addict the poor of Istarinmul. The Balarigar disrupted this cozy little arrangement with her campaign of terror against the Brotherhood, and all of Callatas’s servants could not rid him of Caina Amalas. So he made a deal with me – if I killed the Balarigar, he would open the Straits to the Umbarian fleet. Alas! The Alchemists are known for their powers of transmutation, but it seems that not even alchemy could transmute the word of Grand Master Callatas into something valuable.”
Shocked murmurs rose up from the crowd, some of them angry. Many of the emirs looked at Erghulan and Callatas, fear and disgust on their faces. There were already countless dark rumors about Callatas. The man had destroyed Iramis, boasted of it openly, had even commissioned a mural showing him lifting the Star of Iramis and using its power to murder hundreds of thousands of people. It was not a far leap to believe such a man would murder slaves to feed their enspelled blood to his own people for some dark purpose.
Especially since every single one of Cassander’s accusations were true. 
“What is he doing?” said Martin. “Is he trying to provoke a fight with Callatas right here?”
“I don’t know,” said Claudia. Certainly Erghulan looked furious, but the cold fury of Callatas seemed more dangerous by far. “Husband, if…if he does, if Cassander and Callatas start casting spells at once another, we must run. A sorcerous contest between them would destroy the Court of the Fountain and kill everyone within.” 
“Men,” said Martin to the Imperial Guards, “be ready to cut your way out. If Cassander and the Grand Master begin fighting…”
“Well?” said Cassander. “What do you have to say, old man?”
Callatas drew himself up. “Everything I have done has been for the greater good. Nothing I have done requires forgiveness, regret…or explanation to my inferiors.” 
“Truly?” said Cassander. “It seems that Tanzir Shahan and his allies would disagree. Perhaps they would welcome the assistance of the Order.”
“Enough,” said Callatas. “Erghulan, deal with this. Now.”
“Cassander Nilas,” said Erghulan, his face dark with fury. “You are hereby banished from Istarinmul, and the Umbarian embassy is expelled from the realm of the Padishah. You shall have one week to gather your possessions and servants and be gone from Istarinmul. Should you remain in the city after that time, your servants and soldiers shall be sold into slavery, your property seized, and you shall be executed as an enemy of the Padishah.” 
“Do be silent, puppet,” said Cassander. He looked at Callatas. “Come, Grand Master. Speak to me directly. No need to use a mouthpiece.”
“Get out of my sight,” said Callatas, his voice cold and deadly, “and if I ever see you again, you will curse your mother for the day your birth.” 
“Ah.” Cassander smiled. “Plain speaking at last. Very refreshing. Farewell, my lords. By the way, Erghulan? Your hunting stories were the very essence of boredom. Listening to a man take credit for the kills of his slaves is the uttermost exercise in tedium…”
That did it.
Erghulan roared in rage, drew his scimitar, and stalked forward, the weapon raised. Cassander grinned and lifted his armored right hand, flames dancing over the black metal of his gauntlet. The Immortals hesitated, and then started after Erghulan, drawing their scimitars or their chain whips. The Adamant Guards spread around Cassander, lifting their weapons.
“Go,” said Martin. “To the gate, quickly.” He reached for his sword. “Protect Lady Claudia. I…”
The Grand Master’s voice exploded over the Court like a thunderclap. 
“Enough!” 
Everyone froze. Cassander stood motionless, smirking, the flames still swirling around his gauntlet.
“Depart with your life,” said Callatas, “and be grateful I have permitted you that much.” 
Cassander gestured, and the flames vanished from his gauntlet. He offered an exaggerated, mocking bow to the Grand Master and the Grand Wazir, and then turned and strode for the gate. The Adamant Guards followed him, and the Umbarians vanished into the street. 
Claudia let out a long breath, quivery, fluttering fear filling her stomach.
“Has he gone mad?” she said.
“I don’t know,” said Martin.
“He…he just handed us victory,” said Claudia. “There is no way Istarinmul will ever allow the Umbarian fleet through the Straits. Even if Callatas is pulling the strings, Cassander just insulted him. He will never permit Istarinmul to offer even the slightest crumb of aid to the Umbarians now.”
Martin nodded, still gripping the hilt of his sword. 
“Then why,” said Claudia, “did Cassander look so pleased?” 
“Gods, I don’t know,” said Martin. He sheathed his sword and raked a hand through his hair. “These are deep waters, wife. I wish more than ever that Caina were here. She had a talent for digging the truth out.” Claudia nodded. “She left us directions on how to contact the other members of Istarinmul’s circle if she were slain. Perhaps it is time to do so. We need to discover what Cassander plans to do…”
“Husband,” said Claudia.
An Immortal walked towards them, a towering figure in black armor, and the Imperial Guards tensed. 
“Lord Martin Dorius,” said the Immortal.
“I am,” said Martin. 
“The Grand Master requires your presence,” said the Immortal. “Your wife shall accompany you.”
“He does?” said Martin. “Why?”
“The Grand Master requires your presence,” said the Immortal in that dead metallic voice. “You and your wife shall come with me. Now.” 
Claudia looked at Martin.
“We shall of course be honored to speak with the Grand Master,” said Martin, taking Claudia’s arm. Claudia swallowed her fear and nodded. If Callatas had decided to kill them, he wouldn’t bother sending an Immortal with an invitation. She walked with Martin to the fountain, the Immortal leading the way. Erghulan stood some distance away, ranting at the other emirs, who nodded at his every word. Evidently the Grand Wazir did not appreciate having his prowess as a hunter questioned. Callatas stood motionless near the base of the fountain, a white shadow against the churning waters. The Grand Master turned his head at his approach, and Claudia was struck by how old he seemed. 
How old, and how…arrogant, as if contempt had been written into the deep lines of his face. 
“Grand Master,” said Martin, offering a deep bow. “You wished to speak with me?”
The Grand Master acknowledged Martin with a shallow nod, and then his cold gray eyes turned to Claudia. “You are pregnant.”
Claudia hesitated. This was the man who had created wraithblood, who had murdered slaves in his laboratories, who had killed hundreds of thousands of people in Iramis. This was the man who had sent the Red Huntress after Caina, nearly getting Claudia and Martin killed in the process. What was she supposed to say to him? Denounce him for his appalling crimes? Play along in hopes that he would reveal useful information?
“I am,” said Claudia at last.
“Nine months, I deem,” said Callatas.
“Yes,” said Claudia. 
“I was a physician,” said Callatas, “long, long ago. Before I understood.” He gazed at the gate, seemingly lost in thought.
“Understood what?” said Martin.
The cold eyes turned to Martin. “She is dead, you know.”
“Who?” said Martin.
Callatas scoffed. “Do not play coy with me. The Balarigar. The woman called Caina Amalas. The Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, the woman the Huntress failed to kill. I know she is dead.”
“How?” said Martin. 
For a moment Callatas tilted his head to the side, as if listening to a voice that only he could hear. The Huntress had done that a few times, likely listening to the nagataaru that had given her such savage strength and blistering speed. Callatas had created the Red Huntress. Did that mean he was possessed by a nagataaru as well?
Suddenly Claudia wanted to get as far away from the old man as possible.
“Her destiny thread terminated at Rumarah,” said Callatas. “It was a powerful thread. Her fate warped the threads of others. She might have been able to stop me. But she is dead, and there is no one to take her place.” A thin smile went over the bearded lips. “Perhaps you are wondering why I am so candid with you. I know full well that you knew the Balarigar, that you aided her schemes.”
“Because you believe we are not a threat to your plans,” said Martin. 
“Belief is not required in the face of certain fact,” said Callatas. 
“Then if we are not a threat to you,” said Martin, “why did you wish to speak with us? Did you wish our help against Cassander? The Emperor would be glad to offer any aid he can, if Istarinmul remains neutral against the…”
“You should kill yourself,” said Callatas to Claudia.
Claudia blinked, and Martin scowled. “What?” 
“Or the child within your womb, at the very least,” said Callatas.
“Why?” said Claudia, her anger overriding her fear. 
“Because you will bring the child into a world diseased and blighted by humanity,” said Callatas. “Look at Istarinmul, at the cesspit of corruption and ignorance it has become. It is the very nature of civilization that corrupts and taints man. Would it not be better to do away with it entirely? Would it not be better to embrace that which is perfectible about man?” 
“And what is that?” said Martin. 
“We are predators,” said Callatas. “Killing is our nature. Everything else about humanity is corrupt and flawed. Yet our nature as killers is our truest essence. That alone can be perfected.” He looked back at Claudia. “You should kill yourself now, rather than subject your child to what is to come.”
Claudia took a moment to make sure her voice was calm. 
“I think you are talking nonsense,” she said, “and if you try to hurt my child, I will kill you myself.” 
“Only if I have not killed you first,” said Martin.
She expected anger or threats or bluster. Instead, Callatas seemed only…indifferent. 
“No,” said Callatas. “You shall not. And I will not harm the child. No. You shall, by bringing him into this wretched world. Though perhaps he will live long enough for the world to be made new.”
With that, the Grand Master strode towards the Golden Palace proper, his white robes and cloak sweeping behind him. Claudia stared after him, furious and terrified and puzzled all at once.
Curiosity mostly won out. It seemed she really was a Ghost. 
“What,” said Claudia at last, “was that all about?” 
“I don’t know,” said Martin. “Caina said his Apotheosis was some grand plan to remake the world. Perhaps he is confident that it will soon come to fruition. Regardless, I think it is past time we were gone from here.”
“Agreed,” said Claudia. She took his arm, and they moved with as much haste as dignity permitted to the gate. She considered suggesting that Martin go speak with Erghulan, but she discarded the idea. The Grand Wazir was still in a fury, and would react badly to any suggestions at the moment. Once he had calmed down, Martin could visit him again, and point out that all the Empire had ever wanted was for Istarinmul to stay neutral in the war against the Order. Given Cassander’s strange behavior today, convincing Erghulan to stay neutral would be all the easier. Though that still didn’t answer the question of what Cassander intended to do, or what Callatas planned with his Apotheosis…
Well. One problem at a time. 
They reached the street without incident. Their coach remained where they had left it, tended by the nervous-looking coachman.
“Lord Martin, might I have a word?” said a rusty voice in Istarish.
Martin stopped, and Claudia turned. A thin Istarish man in late middle age walked towards them, his gaunt face marked with deep lines, his beard more gray than black. He wore the fine robes and turban of a minor functionary in the Padishah’s government. The Imperial Guards moved closer to Martin and Claudia. The Silent Hunters would not disguise themselves, but the Kindred assassin families were capable of employing such a ruse.
“Yes?” said Martin. “What do you wish of me?”
“I fear we have business to discuss,” said the thin man. 
“Well?” said Martin. “Out with it.”
The man cleared his throat, and began speaking in High Nighmarian. “Beware the shadows, for in the shadows lies treachery.”
Claudia blinked. The line was from an old Nighmarian opera. Caina had used it to set up signs and countersigns among the Ghosts of her circle. 
“But in the shadows is concealment,” answered Martin in the same language.
The thin man spoke the third line of the sign. “For the tyrants and the slavers should beware the shadows.”
“Spread out and give us some space,” said Martin to the Guards. “My wife and I will need to speak with our visitor alone. Do not let anyone approach.”
The Guards nodded and obeyed, moving into a wide circle around the coach.
“I apologize for approaching in this fashion,” said the thin man, switching back to Istarish, “but my news is urgent, and if the circlemaster truly is dead, then I must seek help elsewhere.” 
“You are a Ghost, plainly,” said Martin. “Who are you?”
“My name is Agabyzus,” said the thin man. “The circlemaster rescued me from prison some time ago, and I have served her ever since. My lord, I suggest we go to a location where we can talk quietly. If I am right, then both Istarinmul and all our lives are in very great danger.”



Chapter 7: Polite Requests
 
Caina looked north across the broad sweep of the Trabazon steppes. 
They had left the Kaltari Highlands behind, moving north along the Great Southern Road. During Caina’s past journeys, the road had been filled with merchant traffic as trade flowed back and forth between Istarinmul and Anshan. Now the caravans had slowed to a trickle, all of them surrounded by scowling, hard-eyed mercenaries. Bands of soldiers moved north and south along the road, some heading to Istarinmul to bolster the Grand Wazir’s army, others moving south to reinforce Tanzir Shahan. Bands of Istarish nomads circled the edges of the road, seeking for travelers to rob, and parties of Collectors searched for inventory to sell in Istarinmul. 
The Collectors were the most aggressive. A band of a dozen rode up and attacked without any warning. Kylon killed three of them and Morgant two in the first moments of the fighting. That convinced the surviving Collectors to flee in search of easier prey. 
“I suggest that we would do well to avoid the road,” said Nasser. Caina watched as Kylon cleaned the blood from the blade of the valikon, crimson against silver. Morgant busied himself by searching the bodies and helping himself to any coins. “It seems to be drawing predators like maggots to raw meat.”
“Agreed,” said Caina. Istarinmul was starting to come apart at the seams. If this continued, the countryside would become a patchwork of warring fiefdoms ruled by petty emirs and opportunistic warlords. Or the Shahenshah of Anshan would conquer Istarinmul. Or the Umbarians, now that Cassander was dead, would decide to discard diplomacy and attack Istarinmul in hopes of forcing open the Straits. 
“To the east or to the west?” said Laertes, forcing Caina’s grim musings back to more immediate problems.
“East,” said Morgant and Caina in unison. She looked at him, and the assassin sighed and gestured for her to proceed. 
“The Collectors are coming from the north, out of Istarinmul,” said Caina. “The mercenaries are coming from the west, from Cyrica and Akasar. To the east of the road is nothing but some grassland and then the Desert of Candles. We might run into nomads on the eastern side of the road, but they’ll probably ignore us. We don’t look like we have anything valuable.”
“Aye,” grunted Laertes. “We just look like vagabonds. Not like we’re carrying two of the most valuable relics in the world.” 
“Obfuscation is a useful defense,” said Nasser. “To the east, then.”
They left the dead Collectors to rot, though Laertes added their horses to the supply train, and then rode four miles east. After that, they turned north, riding through the grasslands, the Desert of Candles a hazy wall to the east. They did not see another living soul, and after another fifteen miles stopped for the night. 
“We are making good time,” said Nasser as Laertes built a small cooking fire. The lack of fuel on the steppes made for small fires. Plus the smoke might be visible for a long way. “Another two or three days, I think, and we shall reach the city proper.”
“Barring further trouble, of course,” said Caina. 
Nasser’s white smile flashed across his dark face. “Why, my dear Caina. How cynical you have become.” 
“She’s been associating with you too long,” said Laertes.
“Fear not,” said Kylon, brushing down his horse. “She was suspicious long before she met any of you.”
Caina flashed him a smile. “I’ll take first watch.” 
After dinner Laertes extinguished the fire, and the others went to their bedrolls. Caina sat alone in the darkness at the edge of the camp, rolling a throwing knife over her fingers again and again as she watched. The stars blazed overhead, and far to the east she could pick out the faint blue glow from the Desert of Candles. The “candles” were crystalline pillars nine feet tall, glowing with their own inner light, and Caina suspected that they were the echoes of the people of Iramis, their deaths frozen in crystal at the moment of Iramis’s destruction. 
She wondered what she would see if she looked at them through the eyes of the valikarion. 
Her mind turned to the Staff and the Seal. The plan ought to work. If they could hire a ship and depart Istarinmul before Callatas noticed, they could reach Catekharon and leave the relics in the Tower of Study. Then Caina could return to Istarinmul and help Tanzir and Nasser and the others defeat Callatas once and for all.
Unless the Red Huntress told Callatas about the regalia.
Unless Kalgri was coming for Caina right now, this very night.
Again Caina remembered the ghostsilver sword erupting from her chest, remembered Kalgri’s voice hissing with triumph in her ear. 
She closed her eyes, waiting for the terrible dread to pass. Her hands did not shake, and she kept rolling the knife across her fingers without cutting herself. That was odd. It felt like her hands ought to shake. 
Caina let out a long breath and opened her eyes, watching the plains for any sign of movement.
Nothing. They were alone.
Just as she was sure she had been alone in her room at the Corsair’s Rest…
“Get some sleep.” 
Morgant stepped next to her, wrapped in his dark coat, his face ghostly in the starlight. 
“It’s not your turn at watch,” said Caina. “Though I suppose in addition to their greater wisdom, the elderly need less sleep.” 
“This is true,” said Morgant. “Whereas you are young and full of vigor, and so need your rest. I suppose the Kyracian is waiting for you. Though I suggest you restrain your natural urges, seeing as we do not have tents. Unless you feel like putting on a show for the rest of us.” 
Caina sat in silence for a moment.
“You,” she said at last, “are really quite a filthy-minded old man.” 
Morgant scoffed. “Facile.” 
“Except,” said Caina, her thoughts turning over one another, “you’re not really a filthy-minded old man. You’re a cold, aloof, murderous old man who cares a great deal about keeping his word. That’s the point of all the insults and little jokes. You’re testing the people around you, making sure they’re strong enough to help you keep your word.” 
“This is entertaining,” said Morgant. “Go on.” 
“So you think my…relationship with Kylon might impede you from keeping your word,” said Caina. 
“Will it?” said Morgant. 
“But it can’t impede your ability to keep your word because you’ve already kept your word,” said Caina, gesturing with the knife like a teacher making a point to a pupil. “You rescued Annarah from the Inferno.” Her eyes strayed to the loremaster’s sleeping form. “So you kept your word. You could have gone. But here you are.”
“I decided the world didn’t deserve to die,” said Morgant. 
“That’s why I’m still alive, so I’m glad,” said Caina. Her thoughts turned faster, the way they did when she was on the verge of figuring something out. “But that’s not enough, not for a man like you. Which means…”
She stared into the darkness for a moment, and then the answer came to her.
“You have another secret,” she said.
“Oh?” said Morgant. “What is it?” 
For once, there was no acerbic edge to his words. 
“You have another promise to keep,” said Caina. “You gave your word to somebody else…and you still have to keep it. That’s why you’re here.”
“For someone so young,” said Morgant, “you really are damnably clever.” 
“What did you promise?” said Caina. 
“I’ve listened to you and Nasser talk,” said Morgant. “Secrets are your armor, was that not it?”
“You don’t need secrets,” said Caina. “Which mean you’re protecting someone else. Part of your promise, I think.”
Morgant said nothing.
“Who is it, then?” said Caina. “If you can’t tell me what you promised? To whom did you give your word?”
“A dead man,” said Morgant. “Or, at least, I think he’s dead. If he’s not dead by now, he probably wishes that he was.” 
“That’s very clear,” said Caina. She hesitated, slipping the knife’s handle into her hand. “Does that mean you’re our enemy? You’ve been working for Callatas the entire time?”
“Don’t be absurd,” said Morgant. “I can tell you this. The man I am protecting is not your enemy. He is, in fact, on your side. Upon that, I give you my word.”
Caina considered that. “And Morgant the Razor always keeps his word.” 
“You have seen that with your own eyes,” said Morgant. 
Caina sighed. “I’m surrounded by secrets. What’s one more?” She slipped the throwing knife into its sheath and stood. “You can have the watch. Please don’t stab us in our sleep.”
“Do try to keep your natural urges in check,” said Morgant. “The sounds and resultant odors might draw jackals, and…”
“Good night, Morgant,” said Caina, and she walked into the camp. Kylon lay in his bedroll near the fire. Caina retrieved her blanket, lay down next to him, and squirmed under his arm. He muttered something in his sleep, his arm settling around her shoulders.
Caina rested her head on his chest, closing her eyes. She had forgotten how much she enjoyed not sleeping alone. It had never occurred to her during the first eighteen years of her life, but then she had seduced Alastair Corus in Malarae. That had been a serious mistake, but later with Corvalis she had realized how much she enjoyed sharing her bed with a man. How she much preferred not to sleep alone. 
In the dark months after Corvalis had died, until Claudia had helped Caina realize her death wish, she had forgotten that. 
Again she felt the urge to ask Kylon to leave with her. 
But no. She had her duty.
Her thoughts chased each other around her head, and at last the warmth of Kylon’s body and the silence of the steppes lulled her to sleep.
 
###
 
And in her sleep, Caina dreamed.
She found herself in the House of Kularus, the coffeehouse she had built and owned in Malarae. She stood upon the main floor, the tables empty. Several levels of balconies rose overhead where customers could converse in private booths, and all of them were empty as well. Strange gray light came through the windows. Caina looked down at herself and smiled. She wore a blue dress with black trim upon the sleeves and bodice, the neckline just low enough to meet propriety, a silver necklace with sapphires glinting at her throat. Caina had worn that dress on the day she had met Kylon in Catekharon, during the Masked Ones’ ill-advised attempt to sell Mihaela’s glypharmor. Odd that she should think of the dress. Yet in the peculiar dream-logic, she understood. Catekharon had been the first time Kylon had seen her as something other than a faceless shadow or a cold-eyed killer. At the time, that had meant nothing to Caina. 
Now it meant much more.
She turned, and the House of Kularus shifted around her. Suddenly bookshelves lined the walls, holding thousands upon thousands of volumes. It reminded her a great deal of her father’s library when she had been a child. As she looked closer, she realized that it was his library, the same books in the same order upon the same shelves, just transplanted into the House of Kularus. 
Caina knew that she was dreaming, but she had never experienced a dream quite like this before. Did that mean someone or something was trying to communicate with her? So many spirits and sorcerers had spoken to her dreams that sometimes she wished she could simply store pen and paper inside her thoughts so they could leave messages in a less cumbersome fashion. But…
A booming knock rang out from the House’s doors, and Caina spun, skirts swirling around her legs. 
“Beware the fire,” murmured a dry, sardonic voice.
Caina knew that voice. 
She walked towards the door. She was wearing high-heeled boots, and the heels clicked against the polished stone floor with every step. Spirits and sorcerers had always forced their way into her thoughts, taking command of the dream, though she had often been able to seize control back. This, though…it felt as if she was in complete control. It felt as if she could have dismissed the dream if she chose, or altered anything she wanted.
She looked at one of the tables and concentrated, and it changed. Suddenly a steaming pot of coffee appeared there, accompanied by a set of clay cups and a tray of small cakes.
Again the knock boomed through the House of Kularus, echoing off the high ceiling.
“Beware the fire,” said the dry voice again. 
If she was in control of this dream, then perhaps she could get some answers.
Caina strode forward, her heels striking the floor like hammers, and threw open the doors.
Beyond she should have seen the Imperial Market, the most prestigious market in Malarae, paved in marble and lined with shops selling costly luxuries. Instead she saw a lifeless plain, the ground cracked and dry, thousands of jagged crystalline pillars rising from the earth.
The Desert of Candles.
Alexius Naerius, the Emperor of Nighmar, stood just outside the doors. The Emperor was an old man with close-cropped white hair and a trimmed white beard, his face lined from years of care and worry. He wore only a simple black robe, despite his rank, and his eyes…
His eyes looked as if they had been fashioned from smokeless flame, the glow giving his face a harsh cast. 
Which, of course, meant that he wasn’t the Emperor of Nighmar at all.
“Samnirdamnus,” said Caina.
“My darling demonslayer,” said Samnirdamnus in his drawling, sardonic tone. “So good to see you alive. I confess I doubted for a moment or two, but you have rallied with magnificent aplomb.” 
Caina stared at the djinni. Kylon had saved her life, but Samnirdamnus had made sure that Kylon would have the tools he needed to do it. The djinni had convinced Morgant to take the wedjet-dahn from the Inferno, had arranged to let Caina steal several vials of Elixir Restorata from Callatas’s Maze. That Elixir had saved Kylon’s life in the Craven’s Tower, which in turn had allowed him to save Caina’s in Rumarah. Had Samnirdamnus planned all of that? Or had he improvised, setting up situations that would give him at least some benefit regardless of what happened?
A more immediate question occurred to her.
“Why are you knocking?” said Caina.
“Because I am polite,” said Samnirdamnus, “as befits a djinni of the Court of the Azure Sovereign.”
“No, you’re not,” said Caina. “You’ve popped into my dreams whenever you’ve felt like it. You’ve even spoken to me in the waking world several times. So why are you knocking now?”
“What do you think?” said Samnirdamnus. “Come, my clever demonslayer. Surely you can puzzle it out.”
Caina wished people would stop telling her that. 
Yet why hadn’t Samnirdamnus just walked into the House of Kularus? Caina assumed that the House represented her mind. 
Curious, she took several steps back, watching the djinni. 
“Why aren’t you coming inside?” said Caina.
“I cannot.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” said Samnirdamnus, “I require an invitation in order to do so.”
“An invitation?” said Caina. “You never needed an invitation before. Except…” She thought for a moment. “Except I have never been a valikarion before.”
Samnirdamnus smiled, his eyes flashing. 
“And a valikarion cannot be detected by sorcery, the way I could not be detected when wearing my shadow-cloak,” said Caina. “When I was wearing the cloak, the Sifter had a harder time finding me, and Kalgri’s nagataaru couldn’t sense me. And that means…you can’t enter my dreams. Not any more.”
“Not without an invitation,” said Samnirdamnus. “I do hope you will extend one.” 
“Why?” said Caina. 
“Because,” said Samnirdamnus, “I fear we have urgent matters to discuss.” 
Caina laughed. “Oh, that’s clever. ‘Beware the fire?’ You can’t speak in my dreams, but you can make me curious. Fine. You may enter.”
Samnirdamnus stepped over the threshold and into the House, the black robe flowing around him. “That was trusting.”
Caina shrugged. “If you wanted to kill me, you could have neglected to tell Morgant about the wedjet-dahn. You could have made sure I didn’t steal the Elixir from the Maze.” She thought back. “You could have refrained from warning me about the daevagoths in the Widow’s Tower. Or you could have killed me when Nasser and Anaxander summoned you beneath the Shahenshah’s Seat.” She shrugged. “If you’re trying to kill me, you aren’t doing a very god job of it.” 
“Splendid,” said Samnirdamnus. “Well, then. Shall we take coffee in the Istarish custom and discuss the news of the day?”
He seated himself at the table where Caina had imagined the coffee, and she sat across from him. She poured two cups and passed him one. 
“This is surreal,” she said. “You’re not really here. Even if you were really here, you are a spirit, and have no more need of coffee than of water or food or air.” 
“Come, now,” said Samnirdamnus, taking a sip of the coffee. “I am a guest in your mind. It behooves a guest to respect the customs and mores of his host. Though I observe you take your coffee with neither cream nor sugar. Dark and bitter. How very like the Balarigar.” 
“As enjoyable as it is to listen to your riddles,” said Caina, “I assume you have a point in coming here?” She sipped her imaginary coffee. It was dark and strong and bitter, just the way she preferred it. Apparently her subconscious mind had strong opinions about coffee. 
“You are right,” said Samnirdamnus, “in that I have gone to considerable lengths to preserve your life, my darling demonslayer.”
“Why?” said Caina.
“Because,” said Samnirdamnus with a smile, the eyes of smokeless flame flashing, “you might be the one I have been looking for.”
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina. “What does that mean? I know you are bound not to give direct aid to the enemies of Callatas, but a direct answer would be pleasant. And surprising.” 
“It means that you might be the one I have been looking for,” said Samnirdamnus, “or that you might become the one I have been looking for. If you lived long enough. And you have taken a long step in that direction. For you have become a valikarion, the first valikarion to walk upon the face of this world for a century and a half.” 
“Is that significant?” said Caina.
“More than you can imagine,” said Samnirdamnus. “The name itself is insufficient. ‘Valikarion’ is only the Iramisian word for ‘bearer of a valikon’. Yet the valikarion were more than that, far more. Can you understand the dread that the valikarion inspired in sorcerers? For no spell can locate a valikarion. No illusion can fool a valikarion. No mind-control spell can work upon a valikarion.”
“Though a skilled enough sorcerer,” said Caina, “could simply pick up boulder and crush a valikarion with it.” 
“Your stalwart stormdancer,” said Samnirdamnus.
The change in topic threw Caina. “You mean Kylon?”
“I spoke to him, before you went to the Tomb of Kharnaces,” said Samnirdamnus. “I told him that he would have to make a choice. He could save the world, or he could save your life.”
Caina blinked. “What did he do?”
“He punched me.”
Caina threw back her head and laughed. 
“It was not that amusing,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“Actually, it is,” said Caina.
“He is not as clever as you are, of course,” said Samnirdamnus, “but, ah, that man is determined. He was going to save you, and nothing would stop him. Not the Huntress, not Cassander Nilas, not Morgant, not the Elixir, and not even the depths of your own mind.”
“No,” said Caina, a wave of emotion going through her. “I…” Her voice trailed off, and she stared into her coffee for moment. “Maybe you should look for someone else.”
“Doubt, at this late stage?” said Samnirdamnus. “How unlike you.”
“Kalgri beat me,” said Caina. “I should have died in Rumarah. I would have died in Rumarah, if not for Kylon and all your games. Maybe I’m not the one you are looking for…whatever it is you are seeking.”
“I have the advantage of perspective, my bold Balarigar,” said Samnirdamnus. “So I have come to warn you.”
“Of this fire,” said Caina. 
“Precisely,” said Samnirdamnus. “It is, of course, much more difficult to behold your future now. But there is fire in your future. Fire that will devour all of Istarinmul, if you do not stop it.”
Caina frowned. “That is more direct than usual for you.”
“Alas, I am bound to speak no word that will harm Grand Master Callatas,” said Samnirdamnus. The Emperor’s bearded face smirked. “Fortunately, I am not bound by this restriction when one of Callatas’s other enemies plots his downfall.”
“Other enemies?” said Caina. “Who?”
“You have already met him.” 
“This fire,” said Caina. “Where is it coming from?” 
“The servants bound to the throne,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“Which throne?” said Caina. 
“The throne of a man dead before you were born,” said Samnirdamnus, “but you have already felt his burning hand upon your life.”
“His burning hand?” said Caina. “An odd metaphor.”
“Perhaps it is not a metaphor,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“Why are you telling me this?” said Caina.
“To warn you,” said Samnirdamnus. “For the end is coming for us, very soon. One way or another, I shall learn if you were the one I have been looking for.” 
“What if I’m not?” said Caina. 
“Then I am afraid,” said Samnirdamnus, “that Grand Master Callatas shall obtain everything he desires.” 
Caina let out a long breath. “Why? Why warn me?”
“You cannot be the one I am looking for if you are killed,” said Samnirdamnus, his sardonic tone growing sharper. “Surely that is obvious.”
“No,” said Caina. “Why warn me? Why save me? Why…look for someone in the first place? Why do all of this?” 
The djinni considered for a moment, taking a sip of his coffee.
“I could grow used to this,” he said. “A pity it is wholly a construct of your imagination.” 
“That doesn’t answer the question,” said Caina.
“We are very much alike, you and I,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“How?” said Caina.
“Who are you?” said the djinni, his burning eyes flashing with new fire.
“Caina Amalas,” said Caina.
“And what are you?” said Samnirdamnus.
A dozen different answers came to her lips. Sebastian’s daughter. Halfdan’s student. Kylon’s lover. A woman who was damned tired of games.
“The Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul,” she said at last. 
“And what is the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul?” said Samnirdamnus. 
“The leader of the Emperor’s spies in the city,” said Caina. 
“You are not just spies, though,” said Samnirdamnus. “A mere spy would gather reports and send them to his master. You do things in the shadows. A simple spy would have reported the fall of Marsis to the Istarish. A spy would have reported that Ranarius had destroyed Cyrioch. Yet Marsis remains part of your Empire and Cyrioch still stands because of decisions you have made.” 
Caina considered that. She knew that the spirits of the netherworld had their own kingdoms and empires and orders, often organized on principles that mortals would have found incomprehensible. Yet in the mortal world, kingdoms and empires often went to war with each other. They had armies and captains and…
And spies.
“You’re a spy?” said Caina, incredulous. “You’re…a Ghost for the Azure Sovereign? Is that what you are saying?” 
“Well.” Samnirdamnus sipped at the coffee. “Spirits of the netherworld are bound by our own laws. Yet sometimes the Azure Sovereign requires something to happen quietly, outside the structure of the law. That is my duty.”  
“Then what are you trying to arrange?” said Caina. 
“Why, precisely the same thing you are,” said Samnirdamnus. “Even if you know it not.”
 
###
 
Caina jerked awake.
She looked around, blinking. It was just about dawn, and the sky to the east had turned a hazy pink, drowning the blue glow from the crystalline pillars in the Desert of Candles. Morgant still stood at the edge of the camp. With the coming of daylight, he had produced his notebook and was sketching in it. Kylon squatted next to the ashes of the fire, frowning as he kindled it for breakfast. His head turned, and his eyes met hers. 
“Bad dreams?” he said. 
That made her smile a little. He could no longer sense her emotions unless they were in physical contact, but he was still pretty good at guessing her thoughts. 
“Oh, yes,” said Caina. “Samnirdamnus had another warning for me.” 
That made Kylon scowl. The last time Samnirdamnus had given them a warning, bad things had happened. 
“What is it this time?” said Kylon. “Trouble?”
Morgant snorted. “Haven’t you been paying attention, Kyracian? When do we ever have anything else?”



Chapter 8: Dangerous Patterns
 
“You are sure, then, that the circlemaster is dead?” said Agabyzus.
“I cannot draw any other conclusion,” said Martin. 
Agabyzus sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. 
Claudia sat in one of the guest chairs in Martin’s study. It was the safest place in the Lord Ambassador’s mansion for a conversation. The Imperial Guards watched the gate to the mansion’s courtyard and patrolled the grounds. Claudia had placed warding spells over the main gate, the doors to the mansion’s entry hall, and upon each of the windows. The spells were not powerful, but if a Silent Hunter tried to pass, the ward would collapse his invisibility. The doors to Martin’s study were locked and barred, and a dozen warding plates, lead disks about the size of a dinner plate, encircled the walls. Claudia had enspelled them with specific warding spells. Once again, they were not powerful, but they would keep any divinatory spells from functioning in the study. It would stop someone like Cassander Nilas from listening, but it might not block a sorcerer of Callatas’s prowess.
Though Callatas seemed strangely indifferent to anything the Empire or the Order might do. 
“Did he have a body?” said Agabyzus.
“No,” said Martin, pacing back and forth before his desk. “A shadow-cloak and a ghostsilver dagger, though. As far as I know, no one else in Istarinmul possessed a shadow-cloak. I recognized that dagger. She carried it, and I only imagine Cassander could have gotten it if he had killed her.”
“Callatas said that she is dead,” said Claudia. “I doubt there are many secrets that could hide from his spells.” Though he had not yet found the Staff and Seal of Iramis. “If he is certain that the circlemaster is dead…then it seems Cassander was telling the truth.”
Agabyzus sighed, his shoulders slumping. “That is grievous news. Grievous.” 
“You knew her long?” said Claudia.
“She saved my life,” said Agabyzus. “The Teskilati wiped out the city’s previous Ghost circle, and I was a prisoner in the Widow’s Tower when she rescued me. I learned that she had saved my sister’s life as well, and rescued my nephews from slavery. My sister hoped that Cassander’s proclamation was a lie…but it seems it was not.”
“She saved my life, too,” said Claudia. “I had been turned to stone by an earth elemental, and she found a way to restore me.”
Agabyzus blinked. “Truly? People can be turned to stone? That sounds like a child’s fable.”  
“It’s not,” said Claudia. “Believe me, I know that first hand.” 
“How curious,” said Agabyzus. “Yet I am not surprised. It is exactly the sort of thing the circlemaster would have found herself doing, I expect.”
Claudia laughed a little. “It is at that.”
“Caina Amalas may be dead,” said Martin, “but the best thing we can do now is to carry on her work. You said you had news, Master Agabyzus?”
“I do,” said Agabyzus. He lifted his satchel. It was made of finely tooled leather, the sort of thing minor magistrates used to carry legal documents to the courts of the wazirs. “If I may, my lord?” 
Martin gestured at the desk. “Please.”
Agabyzus stood and opened the satchel, bringing out several bundles of documents. Claudia craned her neck, trying to see the papers, and then realized that she could not from the chair. She sighed, grunted, and heaved herself to her feet, a fresh spasm of pain going through her ankles and calves. Thankfully, both Martin and Agabyzus pretended not to notice her ungraceful movements.
Or maybe they weren’t pretending. The documents seem to have captured Martin’s full attention. 
“Where did you get these?” said Martin.
The documents seemed innocuous. Claudia had a harder time reading Istarish than she did speaking it, but most of the papers looked like bills of sale for various houses throughout the city. Others were copies of deeds for houses and pieces of land. 
“I have many friends among the scribes of the magistrates, the hakims and the wazirs who govern the city and administer the Padishah’s business,” said Agabyzus. “These are bills of sale for houses in the city, along with copies of the deeds. Under the Padishah’s law, all such sales must be recorded and a copy of the bill of sale deposited in the archives of the Wazir of the Treasury for assessing taxation.”
“The Emperor employs a similar method,” said Martin, “and I assumed the Padishah would do the same. Yet I fail to see why this is of importance to the Empire.”
“For two reasons, my lord, my lady,” said Agabyzus. “First, every one of these houses have been purchased by the Umbarian Order.” 
“What?” said Claudia. A flicker of dread went through her. Cassander had seemed so…pleased at the Court of the Fountain, so delighted that Callatas had thrown the bargain back in his face. Had Cassander been preparing a secret plan all this time? “Why?”
“More to the point,” said Martin, “why would the Padishah’s magistrates allow the Order to purchase property in the city, other than the embassy itself? I know if I tried to buy land in Istarinmul for the Empire, I would be sharply rebuffed.”
“Because,” said Agabyzus, “all the purchases were made through surrogates or false fronts.” He unrolled a map of the city. “This house first aroused my suspicions.” He pointed at a spot in the Alqaarin Quarter, not far from the Umbarian embassy itself. “A certain pawnbroker purchased a house across the street from his shop.”
“Why should that be suspicious?” said Martin.
“Because I knew that pawnbroker, my lord,” said Agabyzus. “He was a sluggard and a drunkard, and had squandered his money in riotous living. In fact, his debts had reached such a severe state that he was in danger of being sold upon the auction block as a slave. Yet suddenly his debts had been paid and he had enough money to buy a house. I investigated, and I found that the money had come from Cassander Nilas and the Umbarian Order.” 
“He must have wanted it as a safe house for his Silent Hunters and his spies,” said Claudia.
“That was my first thought as well,” said Agabyzus, “so I investigated further. I found numerous buildings purchased throughout the city, all by Istarish merchants or minor nobles. Yet the money had always come from Cassander Nilas.”
“How many houses?” said Martin.
“At least a dozen,” said Agabyzus. “It is likely that I have missed some.”
“A dozen?” said Claudia. “Husband…he must be concealing troops in the houses. Preparing a surprise attack to seize the Towers of the Sea.” The Towers of the Sea guarded the Starfall Straits themselves, north of the Tomb Quarter, and were the most heavily defended fortresses in all of Istarinmul, bristling with siege engines and thousands of jars of Hellfire. If Cassander’s men seized the Towers, they could hold them long enough to allow the Umbarian fleet to pass with or without the Grand Wazir’s permission. 
“Maybe,” said Martin, rubbing his jaw. “But it would make more sense to conceal a force in the Tomb Quarter. Why buy a dozen houses across the city? Any Umbarian troops would have to fight their way through the streets to reach the Towers of the Sea. Erghulan could easily rally a defense.” 
“Are there troops in the houses?” said Claudia. 
“Aye, my lady,” said Agabyzus. “My informants have kept an eye upon some of the buildings. They have seen Adamant Guards entering the houses, along with several Umbarian magi and men who were likely Silent Hunters. As you said, I first assumed that Cassander wished to obtain safe houses for his spies and Silent Hunters. Yet there were too many houses, and the presence of the Adamant Guards and the lesser magi pointed to a greater danger. I decided to bring my discovery to the circlemaster and seek her guidance.”
“When did you see Caina?” said Martin.
“The day before she departed the city with Lord Kylon and Nasser Glasshand,” said Agabyzus.
“Then Lord Kylon did go with her?” said Claudia. The last time she had seen Caina the circlemaster had mentioned that Kylon had ended up in Istarinmul, though Claudia had yet to see him. 
“He did, my lady,” said Agabyzus. 
“Have you had any word from him?” said Claudia. “Or from Nasser Glasshand?”
“None,” said Agabyzus. “We must assume they are both dead, along with anyone else who accompanied her. Lord Cassander would not have spared them.” 
“When you spoke with Caina,” said Martin, “what did she make of these purchases?”
“I suggested to her that the houses were a hiding place for an army or a small assault force,” said Agabyzus. “Instead, she thought the houses would be used in a spell.”
“A spell?” said Claudia. That made no sense. “Why would she think that?” 
“The location of the houses,” said Agabyzus. “Behold.”
He ticked them off one by one, pointing to their locations on the map. Claudia stared at the map in puzzlement. And then…
“A circle?” she said, surprised. “The houses form a circle.”
“A near-perfect circle, too,” said Agabyzus, “if my efforts at geometry are correct.” 
“And the Golden Palace is at the exact center of the circle,” said Martin.
“Not quite, my lord,” said Agabyzus. “Both the Golden Palace and the Grand Master’s palace form the center.” 
“You are the magus among us, my wife,” said Martin. “What sort of spell might Cassander be attempting?”
“I…I do not know,” said Claudia, shaking her head. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. It’s almost like he’s trying to draw a huge summoning circle across Istarinmul.”
“The Umbarian magi summon elementals to their side in battle,” said Martin, “and some of the Magisterium have begun copying the practice. Could he be trying to summon some…titanic elemental? Like the one that Ranarius tried to awaken in Cyrioch?” 
“Maybe,” said Claudia. “But…it’s not possible.”
“Could you explain further, my lady?” said Agabyzus. “I fear my knowledge of sorcery is limited.”
“All right,” said Claudia, trying to gather her scattered thoughts. “There’s our world…the mortal world, the material world. Then there’s the netherworld, the world of sorcery and spirits. Usually you can’t cross from one to the other, but several different kinds of sorcery allow it. The Alchemists can transmute a properly prepared pane of glass into a Mirror of Worlds, allowing physical entry to the netherworld.”
Agabyzus nodded. “I have seen such mirrors in the Grand Master’s wraithblood laboratories.” 
“Those mirrors allow us to enter the netherworld,” said Claudia, “but it’s harder for spirits to enter our world. They have no physical form, so they need to acquire one. That said, a powerful spirit could create a form for itself, associated with its nature. An earth elemental would appear as a giant of rock and stone, or a fire elemental as a pillar of flame.” 
“Like the earth elemental we fought at Caer Magia,” said Martin. 
“Exactly,” said Claudia, shuddering a little as she remembered that battle. “Sometimes the spirits can possess corpses, or they house themselves in the bodies of living people. Like the Huntress, for example. The nagataaru need physical hosts to come to this world. And it takes power, a lot of arcane power, to summon a spirit from the netherworld to the material world.”
“Hence the summoning circle,” said Martin.
“Yes,” said Claudia. “Summoning circles are designed to channel and focus the power of a summoning spell. Except,” she stared at the map for a moment and shook her head, “except this wouldn’t work. It’s too big. The bigger the summoning circle, the more force it needs. The power requirements go up exponentially.” 
“So make the circle twice as big and it takes four times as much arcane power,” said Martin.
Claudia nodded. “That’s right. Four times as big, and it takes sixteen times as much sorcerous power to function. For a circle this big…if Cassander possessed that kind of power, he would have become the High Provost and conquered the entire Empire by now. He wouldn’t need to bother with Istarinmul.” 
“Could he have used the circle in the casting of some other spell?” said Agabyzus.
“Probably,” said Claudia. “But the same problems would apply. A circle of that size would require staggering amounts of sorcerous power. It would be like the day of the golden dead all over again.” 
“It is likely that Cassander knows something that we do not,” said Martin. “Before the day of the golden dead, most of the nobles of the Empire and the brothers of the Magisterium assumed that the arcane sciences of pyromancy and necromancy and others had been lost. Then the Umbarian Order emerged from the shadows, and we were proven wrong.”
“We would be fools to assume otherwise,” said Claudia.
“May I ask a question, my lord?” said Agabyzus.
“By all means,” said Martin. “Please, speak freely. We are entering unknown dangers, and we need counsel.”
“What exactly happened when Cassander met with the Grand Wazir?” said Agabyzus.
“Cassander said that he had slain Caina Amalas,” said Martin. “He offered both the shadow-cloak and the ghostsilver dagger as proof, and demanded that Erghulan open the Straits to the Umbarian fleet. When Erghulan refused, Cassander insulted both him and the Grand Master, so severely that Erghulan expelled the Umbarian embassy from the city. “
“He seemed…pleased,” said Claudia. “As if he expected that Callatas would renege on their deal.” 
“As if he had planned for it,” said Martin.
Agabyzus nodded. “My lord, my lady, I believe this is Cassander’s plan.” He gestured at the table. “We just do not know what it is.”
“It will be something to force open the Starfall Straits,” said Martin. “That was Cassander’s entire reason for coming to Istarinmul.”  
“And it will have to be soon,” said Claudia. “He only has a week to do it.” She looked at Martin. “Could you go to Erghulan, warn him of this?”
Martin hesitated, and then shook his head. “I doubt it. Cassander might have made an ass of himself, but Erghulan and Callatas know that the Order shall send another Lord Ambassador. The Grand Wazir will think I am just angling for an advantage. He will do nothing without proof.”
“Then let us find proof,” said Claudia, gesturing at Agabyzus’s papers. “If we can find something in here that proves he intends to harm Istarinmul, that will force Erghulan to act.”
Agabyzus shook his head. “This alone is not enough. If pressed, Cassander will claim some innocuous reason for purchasing these houses. Gifts to bestow upon his followers, perhaps. Yet the houses themselves may contain the evidence we need.”
“You suggest we break in and look around?” said Martin. 
“Yes. An opportunity to do so has presented itself,” said Agabyzus. “Do you know the name Fariz Terdagan?” 
“It is familiar,” said Martin. “A minor emir, I believe?” 
“He holds some small lands south of Rumarah, near the border with the Alqaarin sultanates,” said Agabyzus. “He has been a loyal supporter of Erghulan for many years, but lately has grown disenchanted with the Grand Wazir’s leadership.”
“An awakening of conscience?” said Claudia. 
Agabyzus offered a thin smile. “An awakening of avarice, let us say. The emir Fariz feels that Erghulan has not appreciated his years of loyal support. Lord Cassander, by contrast, has been most appreciative…and quite liberal with gifts of coin.” 
“A traitor, then,” said Martin.
“I suspect the emir Fariz thinks of himself as a friend of the Umbarians,” said Agabyzus. “Before he left the city, Cassander gave Fariz a gift of money, and Fariz used it to purchase himself once of the smaller palaces in the Emirs’ Quarter. He just moved in this week, and the palace is undergoing extensive remodeling.” 
He tapped the map. The palace was in the northeastern portion of the Emirs’ Quarter, which would make it part of Cassander’s giant circle. Whatever Cassander was planning, Fariz Terdagan’s new residence was likely part of it.  
“Then you suggest,” said Martin, “that we infiltrate the palace, perhaps disguised as masons or carpenters, and learn what we might.”
“I will undertake this task, my lord,” said Agabyzus. “I have some practice at disguise. In addition, there are many people with talents of questionable legality who owe the circlemaster favors. She entrusted me with their contact information before she died, and I think it is time to call in those favors.”
“Very good,” said Martin. “Proceed, and return to me as soon as you know more.” He hesitated. “And if you need more…direct methods, let me know. If necessary, I will take my Imperial Guards and seize the palace.” 
Claudia frowned. “Won’t that enrage Erghulan?”
“It will,” said Martin, “but he will forgive us if we find proof of what Cassander plans. The matter is too grave for half-measures, my wife. If Cassander succeeds, the Empire will fall, and he will kill thousands of people in Istarinmul in the process.”
Agabyzus bowed and began gathering up his papers. “I will return as soon as I know more.”
“One question, though,” said Martin. “You are Istarish.”
“I am, my lord,” said Agabyzus, tucking away his documents.
“Why are you a Ghost, then?” said Martin. 
“Because I fear for my countrymen,” said Agabyzus. “I started upon this path because my brother was a Ghost, as our father had been before him. Later, as Nahas Tarshahzon’s health declined and ambitious men did as they pleased, only the Ghosts stood up to them. And I have seen the interior of a wraithblood laboratory, my lord. Callatas shall spread the evils of his wraithblood laboratories across all of Istarinmul, maybe even all of the world. That is why I remain a Ghost. No one else is fighting Callatas. No one else even knows. The Teskilati, the emirs…all those who should have been defending the Istarish people instead serve Callatas. Only the circlemaster opposed him, and now she has been slain. So we must carry on her work in her stead.” 
“Very well,” said Martin. “Good fortune, Agabyzus.” 
“If the Living Flame wills it,” said Agabyzus, “I hope to return soon with news.” 
He bowed and left the study. The Imperial Guards let him pass, and Claudia watched through the window as he crossed the grounds and disappeared into the street. 
“Do you think we can trust him?” said Claudia.
“I believe so,” said Martin. “The loyalty in his voice when he spoke of Caina…either it was authentic, or he was an actor of superb skill. And she did have the ability to inspire that kind of loyalty.”
“Aye,” said Claudia. “Look at us, after all.”
She sighed and closed her eyes, trying to ignore the throbbing in her ankles and lower back. 
“How are you feeling?” said Martin.
“Not well,” said Claudia. “My back hurts, my ankles hurt, and…the baby, Martin. The child is going to come any day.” She shook her head, her eyes stinging as she opened them. “Any day. This city is a pile of dry kindling, and Cassander is running towards it with a torch. And I am about to have a child in the middle of this war.” 
“I wish,” said Martin, “that I had left you in Malarae.” 
Claudia laughed a little and took his hand. “Then I would spend all my time worrying about you. That would not be an improvement, husband.”
“I suppose not,” said Martin. He lifted her hand and kissed it. “Still, the mansion is well-stocked and well-fortified. If Cassander attacks the city or unleashes some spell, we should be secure enough here.”
“I hope so,” said Claudia. “I wish we did not have to put it to the test.”
She looked out the window at the splendid domes and soaring towers of the Emirs’ Quarter. The sun was setting to the west, and the white marble of the palaces seemed to absorb the harsh light. 
For an instant, it seemed as if the towers and spires burned.
Claudia shivered. She hoped it was not a premonition. 



Chapter 9: Pyromancy
 
Cassander sat at the head of the table in the embassy’s dining hall, tapping the fingers of his right hand against the gleaming wood of the table. The metal of his black gauntlet clicked against the table, again and again, like the drumbeat of a marching Legion.
There was so much work to be done.
Slaves and soldiers alike hurried through the dining hall, carrying out their tasks. Cassander had executed a few of the slaves since his return, burning them alive as the others watched, and he found it had inspired a marvelous new diligence in the survivors. 
The fact that he had enjoyed the deaths had been a bonus. Or it might have been the main point. Before Rumarah, before he had used necromancy upon himself, he would have considered such deaths wasteful. Slaves were not cheap. 
Now he wished to kill more.
The metal fingers of his gauntlet tapped his impatience against the table.
Soon. Very soon. He would kill until he was sated. 
Maria Nicephorus approached his chair and bowed, the golden medallion of the Umbarian Order sliding against the black leather of her greatcoat. 
“Well?” said Cassander, lifting his eyebrows. Or his remaining eyebrow, anyway. 
“The Brotherhood of Slavers has responded to your invitation, my lord,” said Maria. She kept a calm face and voice, but he saw the muscles twitching near her eye. “They will gather at their dockside compound this evening and await your arrival.”
“Indeed?” said Cassander. “They do not fear to be seen with a man banished from the city?”
Maria shrugged. “They wish to stay on good terms with the Umbarian Order, for we are both a supplier and a purchaser of slaves. They…ah, likely they know the Provosts will dispatch another ambassador to the city once you depart.” 
“Oh, of course,” said Cassander. “How very prudent of them. I’m sure they will want to maintain good relations with the Padishah, wherever his bloated carcass might be hiding.”
Maria shifted, her face a bloodless mask. Cassander wondered how she would react if she knew the truth, if she knew that within a few days the Umbarian Order would never need to send another ambassador to Istarinmul again. 
Well, she would find out soon enough.
“Of course, my lord,” said Maria at last. 
“What of the other preparations?” said Cassander.
“Underway,” said Maria. “The additional Adamant Guards have been quartered throughout the circle, and undead forces and cataphracti have been housed with them. We shall be ready whenever you give the command.”
“Good,” said Cassander, watching her.
She met his gaze, trembling only a little. He could tell his new scars unsettled her, but she did her best not to show her fear. Maria Nicephorus was a lovely young woman. Cassander had forced her to sleep with him more than once, though she never complained, of course. Complaining about one’s superiors in the Umbarian Order was not a route to advancement. Cassander still found her attractive, and yet…
He found the thought of killing her more exciting than the thought of sleeping with her. 
Death excited him more than the carnal appetites of the flesh.
Perhaps that should have worried him. 
“Tell me,” said Cassander. “Have you figured out what the plan is yet?”
“Obviously,” said Maria. “We have gathered a force to seize the Towers of the Sea. Once we do, we can use the Hellfire stocks within the Towers to keep the Istarish at bay long enough for the fleet to traverse the Straits.”
“I see,” said Cassander. That wasn’t a bad plan. He had considered it himself before deciding upon his current course. 
The door to the dining hall boomed open. Cassander looked away from Maria and saw a ripple of fear go through the soldiers and the slaves. A red-masked form moved through them, a shadow-cloak hanging from her shoulders, a scimitar slung over her back and a ghostsilver short sword and a dagger at her belt. 
The Red Huntress had returned. 
“Leave us,” said Cassander, raising his voice. “All of you. I shall speak with our guest alone.” 
Maria bowed and withdrew, and the others followed suit. After a moment Cassander was alone with Kalgri. She drew back her cowl and tossed her steel mask upon the table. It left a little scratch in the wood, which would have annoyed Cassander, but since the table was going to be destroyed in a few days, it hardly mattered. She stared down at him with cold blue eyes, so similar to the eyes of Caina Amalas, and Cassander smiled and stared right back. 
The grafted skin upon the left side of his face felt tight and cold. 
“I am surprised,” said Kalgri at last, “that you are still alive.”
“An Umbarian magus is difficult to kill,” said Cassander. 
“Very few people have spoken that rudely to Callatas and lived to tell the tale,” said Kalgri. “Most of them are standing in this room.” 
“Callatas,” said Cassander, “has his hands full. Half of Istarinmul is rising in rebellion, if you hadn’t noticed. Killing me would earn a reprisal from the Order. It would be difficult to make his wraithblood and work on his precious Apotheosis while fighting off both the rebels and the Order.” 
“He summoned me,” said Kalgri, “soon after you provoked Erghulan Amirasku to that little tantrum. I suspect he’s rather displeased with you, and would prefer it if you suffered a fatal accident of some kind.” The purple fire and shadow twisted behind her eyes. 
“Have you come to arrange that accident?” said Cassander. The prospect of fighting her no longer daunted him, now that he had seen the extent of her abilities. Still, she was dangerously clever, and he wasn’t sure he could win a fight with her. 
“Perhaps,” said Kalgri. “I haven’t yet decided.” 
Cassander smiled. “And on what basis will you make your decision?” 
She sat at the edge of the table and leaned closer to him, her eyes glittering like chips of ice. “Death.”
“Any death?” said Cassander. “I could kill one of the slaves, if that would entertain you.” 
“You promised me death, Cassander Nilas,” murmured Kalgri. She leaned closer. Any closer and he could have kissed her, though he knew that would have been a tremendously bad idea. “Death on a titanic scale, the death of all Istarinmul. Instead I see you shuffling troops about the city and hiding them in houses purchased under false names.”
“That will end up killing a lot of people,” said Cassander.
“Boring,” murmured Kalgri. “You promised me the death of the entire city. And a girl so hates to be disappointed.” 
The shadow and purple fire pulsed behind her eyes, and Cassander could feel the malevolent attention of her nagataaru. 
“You want death, Huntress?” said Cassander. “What if I told you that before the week is out, all Istarinmul will die?”
“How?” said Kalgri. 
“Istarinmul will burn,” said Cassander.
“How?” repeated Kalgri. “You do not have the power.”
“I’ll show you,” said Cassander.
He stood up abruptly, just to see what Kalgri would do. 
She jerked back so fast she became a blur. The ghostsilver short sword appeared in her right hand. Cassander’s coat was armored with spells to turn aside blades and sorcerous attacks, and he kept more wards active around him at all times, yet that ghostsilver sword could have torn through them like paper. Idly he wondered where she had found the thing. Likely from some long-dead Ghost nightfighter. 
The sight of the Red Huntress with sword in hand should have alarmed him, yet Cassander only felt a peculiar, vicious thrill. Kalgri, too, understood the joy of killing. 
She would appreciate what he was about to do.
“There is no need for alarm,” said Cassander. He beckoned with his armored hand. “Come. I shall show you.”
Kalgri’s eyes narrowed, but she sheathed the blade and followed him across the dining hall. Cassander reached the doors to the cellar, disarmed the wards upon them, and produced a set of keys to undo the three locks.
“Tell me,” he said as he worked, “what do you know of the Second Empire?” 
Kalgri gave an indifferent shrug. “Ancient history does not interest me.”
“Indulge me,” said Cassander.
“You are the Umbarian magus,” said Kalgri. “You tell me.” 
“The scholars call the current Empire of Nighmar the Fifth Empire,” said Cassander, undoing the last lock. “The Second Empire was a predecessor to the current Empire. Smaller, weaker, and due to the necessities of survival far more martial. The Second Empire’s final enemy was the dominion of the Saddaic people, ruled by a caste of sorcerer-priests who called themselves the Ashbringers.”
He pushed open the doors, revealing a set of stairs descending into the earth.
Kalgri let out a nasty laugh. “That name I do know. They were pyromancers. Worshipped the Burning Flame, and sought to burn all the world in his name. The old Emperors wiped them out.” She laughed again. “Except they didn’t, did they? Your Order began as the remnants of the old Ashbringers.”
“It did,” said Cassander, starting down the stairs, Kalgri following him in perfect silence. “In time, the Umbarian Order cast aside the false superstitions of religion, and instead embraced the pure study and mastery of the arcane sciences, the pyromantic science among them. The Emperors believed that they had destroyed the Ashbringers, and we let them believe that, for the Umbarian Order remained hidden in the shadows, concealed within the Magisterium, until the time was right. We therefore kept safe many of the relics and books of the old Ashbringers. Do you know the name of Corazain?”
“No.”
“He was the last king of the Saddai…and the last and greatest of the Ashbringers,” said Cassander. “When the Emperor’s armies encircled Rasadda, at the brink of his defeat, he drew upon his powers and unleashed a firestorm that destroyed himself, Rasadda, and the combined armies of the Empire. The Second Empire fell into chaos and civil war for a century until the Third Empire arose.”
“So what?” said Kalgri. 
“The Order does not have all of Corazain’s relics,” said Cassander. “The Book of Corazain, the tome that contained his spells and teachings, was lost. No one knows what happened to it. But we do possess some of his more powerful relics. And I brought one of them to Istarinmul with me.”
They reached the cellar. Cassander had converted it to a laboratory and a workshop, with long wooden tables holding a variety of bronze and glass instruments useful in the working of sorcery. An elaborate summoning circle marked a portion of the floor. Cassander had summoned the Sifter there, and bound the ifrit to hunt down and kill Caina Amalas. In way, he mused, the spirit’s failure had led him to this day. 
To the thing that waited behind the door on the far side of the laboratory. 
“And what relic is this?” said Kalgri. “His sword? His staff?”
“His throne,” said Cassander, unlocking the door. 
“His throne?” said Kalgri with derision. “What good is that? Shall you take your ease upon it? I…”
Cassander threw open the door, and had the satisfaction of seeing Kalgri shocked into silence. The room beyond was a large vault, the walls marked with warding sigils to deflect and obfuscate arcane observation. Another ring of warding symbols had been carved upon the floor, glowing with a pale blue light. A fiery glow marked the walls and ceiling, and a blast of hot air came from the door as Cassander opened it.
Both the fiery light and the heat came from the object in the center of the circle.
It was a massive throne fashioned from a single jagged piece of obsidian, its back rising like a spiked shield, its arms jutting forward like claws. The fiery glow blazed within its depths, ribbons of fire dancing within the black stone like ropes caught within a wind. Even without using a spell, Cassander could feel the titanic power the Ashbringers of old had bound within the relic. 
“Behold,” said Cassander, “the Throne of Corazain.” 
Kalgri prowled around the Throne, though she kept well away from the warding circle upon the floor. She tilted her head to the side, listening to her nagataaru. 
“What does it do?” she said at last.
“It was designed to summon elemental spirits,” said Cassander. “Specifically, fire elementals. Ifriti.” 
“How many elementals?” said Kalgri. 
“Why,” said Cassander, “as many as you like. It depends upon the amount of power fed into the Throne, of course. But there is no upward limit.”
Kalgri spun, her eyes narrowed. “You have no means of controlling the elementals.”
“Of course not,” said Cassander. 
“Or the power to summon that many,” said Kalgri. 
“I told you I know how to get it,” said Cassander. “The day of the golden dead left cracks in the walls between the worlds, weak spots where spirits and sorcerous power seep from the netherworld and into the material world.”
“I know,” said Kalgri. 
“And it occurred to me,” said Cassander, “that if one were to link the Throne with such a weak spot, tremendous power would flow into the Throne. Enough to summon millions upon millions of fire elementals. They would not stay in our world for long, of course, no more than a few moments. Since the elementals would be impossible to control, the ifriti would rage, destroying and consuming everything in their path. Such a firestorm would only last a few moments, but I imagine it would be enough to…oh, destroy an entire city in the blink of an eye.” 
Kalgri stared at him, her gaze as intense as the fire within the Throne. 
“You’re going to burn Istarinmul,” she whispered. 
“Like chaff upon the threshing floor,” said Cassander. “Every building, every house, every palace and temple, every man, woman, and child. Istarinmul shall be smoking rubble and its people shall be ashes. The entire world shall look to at smoking rubble and tremble at the power of the Order, and our fleet shall sail past the charred shells of the Towers of the Sea to assail Malarae.” He smiled. “Would that be enough death to suit you?”
Kalgri kept staring at him, but he saw the fierce eagerness in her face. The idea had caught hold in her mind. 
“It would,” she said, “be a start.” 
“So,” said Cassander. “Will you run to Callatas with news of my treachery? Will you strike me down as the Grand Master wishes?”
Kalgri snorted. “If Callatas did not wish to make an enemy of you, he should have killed you a year past. As for warning him, you don’t need me to tell him anything. A spell on this scale will draw his attention almost at once. It will draw the attention of anyone in Istarinmul with even a flicker of arcane ability. Once it does, Callatas will blast your mansion to ash, and that will be the end of your plan.” She circled the Throne once more and let out a harsh laugh. “For that matter, you cannot control that many elementals. The ifriti will burn you with everything else.” 
“I have no wish to control the elementals,” said Cassander. “A simple warding circle will suffice to keep them at bay. The ifriti will turn their rage against everything else in their path, and I shall stand within the circle and watch Istarinmul burn. And you are quite correct that Callatas will retaliate as soon as he realizes what is happening. Likely he will blast the embassy to rubble. Which is why, of course, the Throne will not be in the embassy.” 
“Where, then?” said Kalgri.
“The Brotherhood of Slavers has a fortified compound on in the Cyrican docks, on the other side of the city,” said Cassander. “I think it is about time someone put that to better use, do you not?” 
Kalgri laughed again. “And the fact that the Brotherhood has so loyally supported Callatas and Erghulan has nothing to do with it?”
“In the final moments of their lives,” said Cassander, “in the very last instant before the flames consume their flesh, I like to think that both Callatas and Erghulan will reflect that they should not have opposed the Umbarian Order. Perhaps other lords and princes will take the lesson to heart.” 
“Or you’ll have to kill them, too,” said Kalgri.
“I do not think that would disappoint you,” said Cassander. “What do you think, Red Huntress? Shall you watch Istarinmul burn? Or shall you run to Callatas to stop me?”
He watched her, a dozen different spells ready at the forefront of his thoughts. She might well decide to reveal his plan to Callatas, which meant he would have to kill her. On the other hand, she had made it clear she had no loyalty to anyone or anything except her own lust for slaughter. 
The gauntlet on his right hand rasped as he opened and closed the fingers. 
Kalgri glanced at the gauntlet, a smile flickering over her lips. Likely she knew everything he had just thought. 
“If Callatas wanted to stop you,” said Kalgri, “he should have done so himself.” 
Cassander inclined his head. “I am so glad you see things my way.” 
“I imagine the Brotherhood of Slavers will disapprove of your plan,” said Kalgri.
“Their approval is of no consequence,” said Cassander, “as they will soon cease to exist. Do you care to assist me?” 
Kalgri’s smile widened, her eyes flashing with purple fire. “It shall be enjoyable.”
 
###
 
The Voice hissed and murmured in Kalgri’s thoughts as Cassander called his Adamant Guards, gathering them for the attack upon the Brotherhood’s compound. The nagataaru was restless. It did not approve of Kalgri’s delay in answering Callatas’s summons, and it wanted her to return to Callatas and tell him that the Staff and the Seal had been found. Or, barring that, it wanted her to hunt down Caina Amalas and Nasser Glasshand and take the Staff and Seal from them. 
Kalgri thought that a bad idea. For one thing, Kylon of House Kardamnos still had a valikon. The closest Kalgri had ever come to death had been when facing opponents armed with that damned sword, and the recollection alone was enough to still some of the Voice’s hissing complaints. 
Until she was ready, until she was absolutely ready, she did not want to confront Caina and her allies again. 
Besides, she knew where Caina was going. The Balarigar and her allies would try to take the relics to Catekharon, and they would return to Istarinmul to hire a ship. All Kalgri had to do was wait, and Caina and the relics would come to her. 
Unless she timed it right…
Kalgri smiled behind her steel mask.
If she timed it right, Caina and her allies would be in Istarinmul when Cassander destroyed the city. 
That would rather neatly take care of the problem. Kalgri wanted to kill Caina herself, but watching the Balarigar burn with the rest of Istarinmul would be almost as satisfactory. 
Assuming Cassander could pull it off.
She watched as Cassander gave orders to his men, preparing for a stealthy assault upon the Brotherhood compound. Kalgri cared nothing for the Brotherhood of Slavers, and would rather enjoy watching the expressions on the smug faces of the cowled masters as they realized that death had come for them.
Yet she was also certain Cassander was no longer sane. 
His newfound bloodlust proved that. Not that Kalgri objected to bloodlust. Yet when bloodlust overrode caution, that might prove a problem. Kalgri had not survived for over a century and a half by allowing her lust for killing to overrule her thinking. That had saved her life in Rumarah. Cassander had strode boldly into the Corsair’s Rest, certain of his inevitable triumph. Kalgri’s instincts had screamed a warning, and so she had fled a moment before the silver fire of uncontrolled Elixir Restorata had devoured the building. 
She tapped the ghostsilver dagger at her belt, thinking. Cassander had given the blade back to her after his failed audience with Erghulan, having no further use for the shadow-cloak or the dagger. Kalgri had not yet told him that Caina Amalas lived.
She would not. Not yet, anyway. Not until it gave her the greatest advantage.
Not until telling Cassander would kill as many people as possible.
Kalgri shivered a little with anticipation at the thought of all those deaths. 
Again her thoughts turned to the brass compass with the ghostsilver needle.
Kalgri was not certain, but she thought she could find Caina Amalas anytime she wished.
And when she did…
Perhaps Cassander and Caina could kill each other then.



Chapter 10: A Sword Is Not Enough
 
Kylon needed to practice his sword work against someone.
He had practiced the sword almost every day for as long as he could remember, almost since he had been old enough to walk. Kylon had trained under the finest stormdancers and swordsmen of New Kyre, and as he had approached manhood he had put that training to use, first aboard the ships of the Kyracian fleet, and then against the Empire in the war that Andromache and Rezir Shahan started. 
Then the Red Huntress murdered his wife, and Kylon had fought for coin the gladiatorial arenas of Anshan and Istarinmul. Now he found himself in a different kind of a war, a war of spies and shadows and spirits and sorcerers. But a war was still a war, and he needed to keep his reflexes fresh. So he practiced with the valikon whenever the chance presented, but practicing by himself only did so much.
Kylon needed someone against whom he could spar. 
Laertes would have done it, but the veteran centurion fought like a veteran centurion. He was formidable, but Kylon had killed men like him by the dozens during the war against the Empire. Morgant refused, which was just as well. Kylon wasn’t sure what the valikon would do against Morgant’s enspelled dagger, and both weapons were too valuable to risk in pointless experimentation. 
For that matter, Kylon could tell that both Laertes and Morgant regarded sword work as a tool, something to be used and maintained, rather than mastered for its own sake. 
Fortunately, Nasser had a love of swordplay for its own sake just as Kylon did, and he was one of the more formidable swordsmen that Kylon had seen. As the sun rose, they strode a hundred yards from the camp and dueled in the dim dawn light. 
The valikon clanged against Nasser’s Anshani scimitar, ghostsilver scraping against the fine steel. Nasser stepped back, cat-quick, his left arm folded behind his back, his right extended as his curved blade flickered back and forth, picking off the thrusts of Kylon’s valikon. It was an admirable defensive posture, Kylon had to admit. If he took the valikon’s hilt in two hands and tried to batter down Nasser’s defense, it gave Nasser more than enough time to skewer him. In a real fight, Kylon could have used the sorcery of air to propel himself faster than Nasser could react. In a sparring match, Kylon used only his own strength and speed. He did not want to grow reliant upon sorcery. He had seen the clever tricks someone like Caina could employ against a sorcerer who grew too dependent upon his spells, and he did not want to share that fate. Sicarion had been able to block Kylon’s power, forcing him to rely upon his native skill, and Kylon never knew when he might encounter a sorcerer with similar power.
Besides, it would be unsporting to use his power in a sparring match. And if he did, Nasser might feel obligated to club him to death with his crystalline left hand. 
“I note,” said Nasser, circling around Kylon, “that the technique of Kyracian swordsmanship has not changed greatly since my day.” 
“Your day?” said Kylon. “If you’ve been alive for nearly two hundred years, you’ve seen quite a lot of days.” He followed Nasser’s circling movement, trying to move on Nasser’s left side. Nasser was too fleet-footed for the movement to work, though, and he kept his right side facing Kylon. 
“Alas, I should have been dead for a hundred and fifty of those years,” said Nasser, “so my day was when Iramis still stood in the Desert of Candles.” Kylon attacked again with a flurry of thrusts, and again Nasser retreated, flicking his scimitar back and forth to deflect the blows. 
“Then you met stormdancers from that era?” said Kylon. “The final days of the Fourth Empire?” He launched another pair of thrusts, gauging Nasser’s reaction time. 
“Indeed,” said Nasser, snapping his scimitar back up to guard position. “It was a most unsettled time. The Fourth Empire had split into three factions – the Magisterium, the loyalist magi, and the Emperor himself. Iramis kept itself neutral in the conflict, but all three factions tried to enlist the aid of the Istarish and your ancestors, and Istarinmul and New Kyre allied itself with one or another faction at various times. Therefore many Kyracian ships came to the harbor of Iramis, and I had the opportunity to speak with numerous Kyracian stormdancers.” The white smile flashed across his dark face. “Perhaps I knew one of your ancestors and knew it not.” 
“A small world,” said Kylon. He thrust again, and once more Nasser deflected the strike. 
“Surprisingly so, at times,” said Nasser. “At any rate, most of the magi of the Magisterium destroyed themselves at Caer Magia in the final year before Callatas burned Iramis. That put an end to the civil war within the Empire, and the remaining magi swore fealty to the Magisterium and the Emperor. The Fourth Empire ended, and the Fifth Empire began.” 
“It is strange to think that Caer Magia was living history to you,” said Kylon. Once again he attacked, and again Nasser deflected it. “When I saw it, the place was a ruin, haunted by the shadows of those killed in the Magisterium’s folly.”
Nasser raised his eyebrows. “You have seen Caer Magia, then?”
“About four years ago,” said Kylon. “Before the Empire’s war against New Kyre ended.”
“I assume this was one of your past excursions with Caina?” said Nasser.
“I…ah,” said Kylon, and he smiled despite himself. “That’s for her to tell, not me.” Ever since Nasser had realized that Caina was a woman, he had been making polite and discreet inquiries about her past to Kylon. He could see why Caina had always gotten on so well with the last Prince of Iramis. Beneath Nasser’s genial charm, he had the same sort of cold, analytical mind as Caina…complete with the same insatiable curiosity. 
The downside of that was the constant polite questions about Caina’s past. 
“Commendably loyal,” said Nasser, deflecting another thrust. 
“Well,” said Kylon, “both of you are always talking about how secrets are another form of armor. I’m not going to give away her armor.”
Nasser laughed. “Are you saying that we have become repetitive? Much like your attacks, I imagine…”
Kylon thrust again, but this time as Nasser deflected the blow, Kylon surged forward, both hands clamping around the valikon’s hilt. He rolled his wrists, snapping the blade up, and Nasser jerked back, getting his sword up in guard. Kylon had the momentum, and he attacked, hammering the valikon down with rapid, shallow two-handed swings. Nasser retreated, unable to deflect the swings one-handed, and finally had to rotate his body, getting both hands around the hilt of his scimitar. Kylon struck once, twice, three times, and Nasser caught the swings on the flat of his blade. On the third attack Nasser twisted his sword, and the valikon skidded down the scimitar’s curved blade. Kylon lost his momentum and stepped back, raising the valikon in a defensive posture. 
“That,” said Nasser, “was unexpected. Rather like Caina being a woman, in fact.” 
“She fooled you that profoundly?” said Kylon.
“Profoundly and completely,” said Nasser. “Which is remarkable. If I may be candid, she a lovely young woman, but she disappeared into the role of ‘Ciaran’ the Ghost. Had she less of a strong sense of purpose, she would have been a superb actress or one of the greatest swindlers of our age.” He laughed. “I do not like to admit when I have been fooled, but fooled I was.” 
“She’s good at that,” said Kylon.
“Did she really try to kill you the first day you met?” said Nasser.
He swept the scimitar into a flourishing, spinning two-handed attack, raining blows on Kylon from a half-dozen different angles. Kylon retreated, using the valikon to parry. The scimitar’s curved blade let Nasser alter the angle of his attack at the last instant, and it took every bit of Kylon’s skill and attention to block them. 
At last Nasser’s momentum played out, and Kylon moved out of reach, hoping to use his valikon’s longer blade. 
“Perhaps,” said Kylon.
“Your discretion is commendable, but unnecessary in this matter,” said Nasser. “She already mentioned that you met during the battle of Marsis a few years past.” 
Kylon sighed. “Fine.” He took a looping swing with the valikon, forcing Nasser back a step. “We captured her in the initial attack. She outwitted Rezir Shahan and got away from him, and my sister sent me to chase her down. First she pushed a stack of crates filled with pottery onto me. Nearly crushed me to a pulp. Then she tricked me into a house and almost burned it down on top of my head. When I found her again, she lured me into a puddle.”
“A puddle?” said Nasser, blinking in surprise. The surprise was not enough to hold him in place when Kylon attacked.
“A puddle,” said Kylon. “I had a sword of storm-forged steel, strong enough to withstand a freezing aura. She lured me into the water, and it froze around my feet long enough for her to get a dagger at my throat and my sword at hers. And that was how I met Caina Amalas.” 
“Truly,” said Nasser, “it is remarkable that you are both still alive.”
“I cannot argue,” said Kylon. Sometimes he had wondered what would have happened if he had killed her in Marsis. It would have been a catastrophe. Rhames would have unleashed the Ascendant Bloodcrystal in the ruins of Caer Magia, or the Moroaica would have destroyed the world. And now that Kylon had taken her into his bed and his heart, the question grew all the sharper. 
“Though the tale is almost…operatic, really,” said Nasser. “I have heard songs of women one might wish to kill or to bed at differing times, but it seems you have met one in truth.” 
“I never thought I would bed her,” said Kylon, watching Nasser’s scimitar. “I never thought I would be here in Istarinmul.”
“Neither did I,” said Nasser. He feinted, sidestepped, and swept his scimitar around in a sideways blow. Kylon parried and shoved, using the motion to push himself out of Nasser’s reach. “But no one can see the future. Not even the Balarigar.” 
“She was convinced she would die on the journey to Pyramid Isle,” said Kylon. 
“She almost did,” said Nasser.
“Some oracle or prophet put the idea in her head,” said Kylon. “If I ever meet the man, I might beat some sense into his head.” 
“She would have died,” said Nasser, “but you averted that fate.”
Kylon shook his head. “If I had paid better attention, it would not have come to that. And Samnirdamnus saved her, not me.” 
Nasser snorted. “The spirit accomplished little without help. The djinni might have provided you with the tools to save her, but you were the one to use them. Do not rebuke yourself, Kylon of House Kardamnos.”
“I would disagree,” said Kylon.
“And that,” said Nasser, “is why you have done nothing to rebuke yourself with.” 
Kylon opened his mouth to argue, and then a hoarse voice rolled out from the camp
“You two!” Morgant’s voice echoed over the grasses. “Are you going to play at swords all day? We have work to do!” 
Kylon glanced back at the camp and saw that the others were awake. Laertes and Caina were tending to the horses, while Annarah occupied herself starting the fire and making breakfast. 
“Stalemate again,” said Kylon. 
Nasser shrugged and sheathed his scimitar, and Kylon returned the valikon to its scabbard. “I suspected if we fought in earnest, it would be a very short affair. Either you would overwhelm me with a burst of speed…”
“Or you would cave in my skull with that glass fist of yours,” said Kylon. He had seen Nasser punch his left hand through an Immortal’s helmet without slowing down. “Does it hurt when you do that?”
Nasser grimaced and flexed his gloved fingers. “It is, in point of fact, quite excruciatingly painful. The point where the crystal touches the living flesh of my arm feels as if it had been infected. Yet I have had a hundred and fifty years to get used to the sensation. And it has certain other advantages.”
“It won’t let you die, for one,” said Kylon. “Caina told me the Huntress shot you through the chest at Silent Ash Temple.” 
“I cannot recommend the experience,” said Nasser as they started back to the camp. 
Kylon frowned. “So what would happen if someone cut off your left hand?”
Nasser laughed. “I confess, I do not know. I haven’t been eager to attempt the experiment.” 
They walked back to the camp. Nasser went to help Laertes load the horses. Kylon started to go after him, but Caina reached him first. She was wearing her caravan guard clothes, but her black hair hung loose about her face, swaying in the hot wind that blew across the steppes. 
“Here,” she said, handing him one of the biscuits. “Breakfast.”
“Thank you,” said Kylon, and she gave him a quick kiss. He caught a flash of her emotions from the physical contact, a mixture of affection and…
Trepidation?
“We should reach Istarinmul today,” announced Laertes, checking a saddle strap on one of the horses. 
That likely explained the trepidation. 
“Capital,” said Nasser. He lifted the Staff of Iramis from a pack horse, still disguised as a leather-wrapped spear. “I will proceed to the Cyrican harbor and hire a ship at once.” 
“I’ll need to check in with the other Ghosts of the circle,” said Caina. “They will have news, and might know a trustworthy captain.” She reached up and tied back her hair. “I wonder if Claudia had her baby yet.” 
“We should not split up when we reach the city,” said Kylon. “If the Huntress is waiting for us in Istarinmul, she might try to strike while we are separated.” Caina’s lips thinned for a moment, but she showed no other reaction. “Or if she has told Callatas of the regalia, we might find a hundred Immortals and a half-dozen Alchemists waiting for us at the gate.” 
“She won’t show herself,” said Caina in a quiet voice. “Not while you have that valikon. That sword and Annarah’s spells are the only weapons we have that can permanently hurt or even kill her. She won’t risk a confrontation. She might try to steal the regalia, or send the Immortals after us, but she won’t attack us directly. Aye, Kylon’s right. We don’t dare split up.” She looked at Nasser. “When we get to the city, we should first go to the Cyrican Bazaar and then a coffee house called the House of Agabyzus. I have friends there, and they can tell us how matters stand in the city. If we need to conceal the relics, Nerina and Malcolm Strake’s workshop is not far from the coffee house, and there are ward plates within their shop.” 
“Agreed,” said Nasser. “If there are no objections…”
There were none.
“Then let us return to Istarinmul,” said Nasser.
 
###
 
Caina rode next to Kylon as they returned to the Great Southern Road, their little column joining the wagons and horsemen and men on foot traveling towards the city. A strange emotion went through her, a peculiar combination of relief and dread, and it took her a moment to figure out why.
She had never expected to see Istarinmul again. When she had left for Pyramid Isle, Caina had been sure that she was going to her death, that she could never again see Damla and Nerina and the other friends and allies she had made. 
Caina wondered what Sulaman the poet would say when he saw her. He had predicted her death, to his great sorrow, and so far the prophetic warnings and signs he had given her had been accurate. Maybe he hadn’t been able to foresee the effects of the Elixir Restorata. Maybe her survival had been so improbable that no one had been able to predict it. Of course, now that she was a valikarion, he likely could not read her future at all. 
Once again she wondered who he really was. He said his only goal was the welfare of the people of Istarinmul…
“A lot of traffic,” said Laertes.
Caina blinked. The Great Southern Road was always crowded, though less so as Istarinmul had grown more chaotic. There were far more wagons upon the road than she would have expected. 
“I think,” she said, “that traffic has stopped.”
“Would the Grand Wazir have closed the city?” said Kylon. 
“Or,” said Morgant, “they’re questioning and searching everyone coming through the gate. Like, say, someone found priceless relics somewhere, priceless relics that the Grand Master really wants for himself. If I was the Grand Master, I would put a huge bounty upon the relics, and set my gate guards to looking for them…”
“Hell,” muttered Laertes. “Makes sense.” 
“Let’s get off the road and circle to east,” said Caina. “We’ll have a good view of the caravanserai, and we can see the gate as well.”
“An excellent idea,” said Nasser. “This way.” 
They left the road, circling to the east. After a few moments the walls of Istarinmul came into sight, and Caina saw the domes and towers of the palaces of the Emirs’ Quarter and the Masters’ Quarter in the distance, along with the less ostentatious towers of the tenements of the Anshani Quarter. Istarinmul’s caravanserai sprawled outside the Gate of the Southern Road, a vast campground where caravan masters could camp and organize their columns, where caravan guards and porters and drivers could come in search of work. 
The gates were open, but the caravanserai was packed. Caina saw a troop of Istarish soldiers guarding the gate, accompanied by dozens of black-armored Immortals. As she watched, a caravan moved through the gate, and the soldiers started speaking to the next caravan in line. 
“It looks like,” said Nasser, shading his eyes with his gloved hand, “they’re questioning everyone entering the city.” 
“Are they looking for us?” said Annarah.
“Possibly,” said Nasser. “Or the Grand Wazir seeks rebel spies and agents. Tanzir has a large army, but Istarinmul’s walls are strong, and its siege engines can fling Hellfire against any attackers. His best chance is to have a spy open one of the gates and allow his forces into the city.” 
“And we’re not suspicious at all,” said Morgant.
Kylon frowned. “Actually, we’re very suspicious. If I was in charge of the gate, I would question us…”
Morgant sighed. “That was sarcasm, Kyracian. Another area in which you are not particularly gifted.”
“He has better qualities,” said Caina, watching the gate. “I think we need more information.” She looked at the edge of the caravanserai, at a row of waiting wagons, and spotted something that looked promising. “And I know just where to get it.” She had tied her hair back to keep it off the back of her neck, but she undid it now, letting it fall of greasy curtains before her face. Gods, but she needed a bath. “Wait here.” 
“Where are you going?” said Morgant.
“To lose some money,” said Caina. She dropped down from her saddle, adjusting her sword belt, and Kylon passed his reins to Laertes and joined her. 
She headed towards the edge of the caravanserai, Kylon walking at her side in silence. 
“You should probably let me do the talking,” said Caina.
“That was the plan,” said Kylon. “You’re better at it anyway. The Istarish language has too many consonants. What are we doing?” 
“Rolling the dice,” said Caina, digging in a pouch at her sword belt. 
“If we’re going to take a risk,” said Kylon, “then maybe…”
Caina blinked, and then held up the wooden dice she had taken from the pouch. “I meant that literally.”
Kylon frowned, then laughed as he understood. With the caravans stalled outside the gate, the guards had started wandering together in groups. Caravan guards tended to be younger men, and when they gathered they drank and gambled.
Caina tossed the dice to herself, and in short order joined one of the games at the edge of the caravanserai. She made sure to lose money, listening to the talk while she did so. The rumors were wild and inconsistent. Some said that the Umbarian Order had seized control of the city, or that the Grand Wazir had expelled the Umbarian ambassador from Istarinmul. That seemed unlikely. Caina doubted that the Order had sent another ambassador so soon after Cassander’s death, or if they had even learned of Cassander’s fiery demise yet. Other rumors claimed that the Grand Wazir had gone on a rampage, executing hundreds of nobles suspected of supporting Tanzir Shahan in the south. Yet all the rumors agreed on one thing. Istarinmul was preparing for a siege, and the gate guards were questioning and searching everyone who entered the city, seeking for rebel saboteurs. Nasser’s suspicions had been correct.
Caina lost a little more money, then collected her dice and walked with Kylon back to Nasser and the others. 
“So,” said Morgant. “Did we learn anything from this little bout of gambling?”
“Yes,” said Caina. “One, dice games are an excellent way to lose money.” Laertes snorted at that. “Two, the Grand Wazir’s soldiers are questioning everyone entering the city. It’s a wait of four or five days to get into the city. It seems that Erghulan Amirasku is terrified that the rebels are trying to sneak men inside the walls for a surprise attack, so he’s taking steps to keep that from happening.”
“It makes sense,” said Kylon. “Rezir Shahan did the same thing at Marsis. He spent weeks sneaking his men into the city and hiding them in warehouses near the Great Market. I was surprised the Ghosts did not realize what was happening.”
Caina shook her head at the memory. “The Ghost circle of Marsis was in bad shape at the time. And we were focused on Naelon Icaraeus. Your sister and Rezir caught us completely by surprise.”
“A fascinating little bit of history,” said Morgant, “but hardly relevant to the problem at hand.” 
“No,” said Caina. “Nasser, you’ve been in Istarinmul much longer than I have. You too, Morgant. Do you know of a quiet way into the city? A smugglers’ tunnel, perhaps?” 
Nasser and Morgant shared a look.
“There is a tunnel under the eastern wall,” said Nasser, “but the Teskilati know about it. They permit it to exist as a trap when important prisoners try to escape the city.”
“If you want to wager,” said Morgant, “it’s a safe wager that the Teskilati are watching that tunnel right now.” 
“Could we not simply ride through the gate?” said Annarah. “A small band of travelers seeking refuge in the city is hardly unusual in trouble times like these.” 
“It might work,” said Caina. “But if the slightest thing goes wrong, we’ll be in trouble. If they take the wrapping off Nasser’s spear and see the Staff, they’ll try to confiscate it. Or if they search Annarah and find the Seal. Or if they recognize Annarah. Your appearance is distinctive, and Callatas still has that bounty upon your head. If anything goes wrong, we’ll have to fight, and I don’t know if we can fight past that many men at once. For that matter, I don’t want to lose four or five days waiting to enter the city.” 
“What would be ideal,” said Nasser, “if we could join another group and enter the city with them. Another group of caravan guards, possibly. I wonder if we could hire on to another caravan.”
“Maybe,” said Caina, her eyes wandering the caravanserai. “But when the guards question the caravan master, he’ll mention that a new group of men joined his caravan as they waited outside the gates. If that isn’t an obvious cover for spies, then nothing is. We’ll…”
She fell silent. A group of wagons waited at the edge of the caravanserai. Most caravan wagons took on the color of the dust of the road, but these wagons were painted in colors of bright red and blue, and someone had gone to a lot of work to keep them that way. Some of the wagons held cages containing various beasts, lions and boars and giant lizards, and in one of the wagons Caina saw a rolled-up pavilion of red cloth. 
“What is it?” said Kylon.
She had seen that pavilion somewhere before. 
Then the recollection hit Caina, and she grinned. 
“Master Cronmer,” she said.
“Who?” said Morgant.
“Master Cronmer’s Traveling Circus Of Marvels And Wonders,” said Caina. “I thought they had left Istarinmul.” 
“What does a circus have to do with anything?” said Morgant.
“It’s how we’re going to get into Istarinmul,” said Caina.



Chapter 11: Natalia of the Nine Knives
 
Kylon held up the blanket, shielding her from sight. 
“Thank you,” said Caina, and she started pulling off her clothes as quickly as she could. She stood next to one of their pack horses, hoping the animal and the blanket would keep any of the milling caravan guards and porters from seeing anything. Of course, Nasser and Morgant and Laertes and Annarah had already seen her naked when she had stumbled out of the wreckage of the Corsair’s Rest, but Caina had no wish for them to repeat the experience. 
Kylon, though…
“You can stare if you want,” said Caina over her shoulder to him as she dropped her shirt. 
“We can start with staring,” said Kylon in a quiet voice.
Right. They hadn’t been alone together since departing Drynemet, and it gratified Caina to know that Kylon had apparently felt the absence just as keenly as she had. Well, that could be rectified once they were in Istarinmul. Assuming they could actually get inside the city. 
Caina pulled on a blue dress, cinching it around her waist with a belt of black leather. Her hair was a mess, but she had to cover it with a blue headscarf, so that was all right. She wiped down her face as best as she could, tied her caravan guard clothing in a bundle, and tucked it away in one of the saddlebags. 
“I wish I had a mirror,” muttered Caina. 
In answer Kylon drew the valikon and held it out before him, the flat of the blade facing Caina. Despite the Iramisian sigils cut into the blade, it made a passable mirror. Caina grinned at him, and then took a moment to check her reflection. She looked tired and disheveled and travel-worn, which was good, because that would help her story. 
“I am sure,” said Kylon, “that the ancient valikarion would be amused to know that one of their legendary weapons could be used as a mirror.”
“I don’t think they’d object,” said Caina. “The valikarion seemed like the practical sort.” She hooked a sheathed dagger to her belt, concealed some throwing knives up the dress’s loose sleeves, and donned a pair of sandals. Kylon lowered the blanket and returned it to the horse, and they rejoined the others. 
“Now,” said Morgant, “how is a circus going to get us into Istarinmul?”
“False names,” said Caina. “You’ll need false names. The circus knows me as Ciara, and they think I have a brother named Marius and a half-sister named Nuri. Kylon, you can be Milartes.” He nodded. It was the alias he had used in Calvarium. “Morgant, you’ve been Markaine of Caer Marist for a century and a half, and another evening shouldn’t hurt. Laertes, we’ll call you Corio. It’s a common enough Nighmarian name.”
“Had a centurion named Corio once,” said Laertes. “Laziest bastard I ever knew.” He grinned. “If I’m going to play the part, suppose I’ll have to start getting drunk and sleeping on the job.” 
“Annarah, we’ll call you Nadirah,” said Caina. “You look Anshani, except for the eyes, and that’s a common Anshani name. Nasser, we’ll call you…”
“Vitrum?” said Nasser. Caina laughed in surprise. That was the High Nighmarian word for “glass.” 
“Good enough,” said Caina. “Our story is that my sister Nuri married a Cyrican merchant, so my brother and I took her to Cyrioch to settle with her new husband. My brother remained behind with her, and I traveled alone back to Istarinmul. We are companions chance-met upon the road, and along the way I was swept off my feet by a dashing Kyracian mercenary.” She grinned at Kylon. 
“That’s a terrible cover story,” said Morgant.
“Why?” said Caina. 
“Because the last part is true,” said Morgant.
Caina smiled. “The best lies always have some truth to them.” 
“I assume,” said Nasser, “that your plan is to ask the circus master for a job, and then accompany the rest of his performers as they enter the city.”
“Exactly,” said Caina.
“Why would the circus master hire you?” said Annarah with a frown. 
“Because he already did once,” said Caina.
Silence answered her. 
“All right,” said Morgant. “Now this I have to hear. How did you get hired as a circus performer?” 
“It was right after I came to Istarinmul,” said Caina. “The sons of a friend had been kidnapped by a member of the Brotherhood for Callatas’s wraithblood laboratories. The slaver had just ascended to the rank of a Master Slaver, a cowled master, and so hired Master Cronmer’s circus as part of the festivities. I needed to get into the cowled master’s palace, so I joined the circus…”
“Ah,” said Nasser, nodding. “We are talking about Master Ulvan, are we not? The first cowled master to be terrorized by the legendary Balarigar?” 
“Yes,” said Caina. 
“Will the circus master be glad to see you?” said Laertes. “Seems to me that he might have gotten some blame for Ulvan’s trouble.”
“He didn’t,” said Caina. “Ulvan knew who had caused his trouble.” In a fit of rage or madness or both, Caina had called herself the Balarigar when she had flung Ulvan off his balcony, and the entire myth of the Balarigar in Istarinmul had exploded from that. “And I stayed in touch with the circus for a few weeks after that. I quit and said I had gotten a job working in a coffee house. I doubt Cronmer and Tiri and the others ever realized I had any connection to the Balarigar.” 
“They would have turned you in for the bounty, I imagine,” said Laertes. 
“Undoubtedly,” said Caina. “Shall we find out if this is a good idea or not?”
They headed for the Circus’s encampment, Laertes leading their pack horses lest someone try to steal them. As they approached the wagons, a sense of familiarity settled over Caina. Before coming to Istarinmul, she had never been part of a circus. She had, however, spent several years with Theodosia at the Grand Imperial Opera, spying for the Ghosts of Malarae, and there had been many similarities between the opera and the circus. There had been the same endless intrigues and petty spats and romantic entanglements among the performers, the same sense of barely controlled chaos, and the same frantic pressure as the deadline of a performance approached. Caina supposed performers, whether opera singers or actors or acrobats or lion tamers, were the same the world over. 
To her surprise, Annarah was smiling. 
“Oh, I like circuses,” said Annarah. “I always have. Sometimes traveling circuses came to Iramis, and I would watch them. I liked the acrobats. When I was grown, I would take my son and daughter to see them. They always laughed at the elephants.” 
Caina blinked. “You…have children? I never knew.” Then she realized that Annarah’s husband and children must have burned with Iramis, as Nasser’s family had. “I’m sorry.”
Annarah’s green eyes wandered over the circus wagons. “A reminder of better times.”
“What is this?” 
A thin Nighmarian man, handsome in a gaunt sort of way, stomped towards them. He wore a brilliant red coat, red trousers tucked into gleaming black boots, and a crisp white shirt. In his right hand he held a coiled whip. “Be off with you! Master Cronmer’s Traveling Circus Of Wonders And Marvels has claimed this spot! If you wished to be closer to the gate, then you should have arrived sooner. Be off with you, or you shall taste the lash of Vardo himself!”
Morgant started to reach for his weapons, but Caina stepped forward and smiled. “Have you forgotten me so soon, Vardo?” She offered a theatrical sigh. “All those fine and honeyed words you offered me were just empty wind? I am saddened.”
Vardo looked at her, and then his eyes widened. “Ciara?” 
“Then you do remember my name?” said Caina. She smiled again, reached back, and took Kylon’s hand, who looked surprised. “It is just as well I have found comfort in the arms of another.” 
Vardo offered a florid bow. “Do forgive Vardo’s grievous lapse, my lovely Szaldic rose.” He bowed again over Caina’s free hand and planted a kiss upon her knuckles. “Alas, the transcendent splendor of your beauty so overwhelmed his power of reason that Vardo could not recall your face to his mind.”
“Eloquent,” said Morgant. “But, then, I suspect it would take very little to overwhelm your power of reason.” 
Caina could not tell if he meant to insult her or Vardo. Probably both, she decided. Fortunately, the insult had sailed right over Vardo’s head. 
“You are a lion tamer, Master Vardo?” said Nasser. 
“A lion tamer?” said Vardo, drawing himself up, Caina forgotten. “A lion tamer? My dear sir, Vardo is the master of all beasts! At the snap of his fingers, birds fall from the sky to perch upon his shoulders. At the crack of his whip, lions dance for the amusement of his audience. At the sound of his voice, wild boars march after him like Legionaries following the Emperor into battle…”
“Did Cronmer ever buy you that elephant?” said Caina before Vardo could ramp up his monologue.
Vardo deflated. “Alas, no, my lovely northern rose. Cronmer cited the cost of the elephant’s provender or some such rubbish. Vardo’s genius is not appreciated.”
“Where is Cronmer?” said Caina. 
Vardo waved his coiled whip. “Somewhere towards the front. Likely preparing for the performance tonight.”
“You’re performing tonight?” said Caina. That might be helpful. 
“Yes. Now, Vardo must commune with his beasts to prepare them for the audience.” He bowed against and walked towards a wagon containing a pair of cages. The cages housed two Anshani grass lions, the beasts watching the crowds around them with aloof indifference. 
“If birds truly land on his shoulders,” said Morgant, “they’re going to ruin that jacket.” Annarah raised a hand to her mouth to cover a laugh. 
“Come on,” said Caina. “Let’s find Cronmer.” 
She led the way through the circus’s wagons. Around them the laborers and carpenters of the circus were busy assembling sets or preparing costumes. A familiar hoarse voice rose over the mayhem, shouting imprecations and commands in Caerish. 
“No, I don’t give a damn about the color of the wheels,” said the voice. A huge titan of a man stood near one of the wagons, taller than Kylon and Nasser, his chest like a barrel despite his impressive paunch. He had gray hair and a drooping gray mustache. “We’ll worry about it once we’re in the city. Right now go find Tozun and tell him the clowns need two more inflatable bladders. They should be in the wagon with the acrobats’ costumes. Go, already!” The big man sighed and turned, and his eyes fell upon Caina.
“Greetings again, Master Cronmer,” said Caina. “I hope you are well?”
“Who are you?” said Cronmer. “And what do you…wait.” He blinked, and his seamed face split in a wide grin. “Well, I’ll be damned. If it isn’t Ciara! Natalia of the Nine Knives herself! Thought you’d gotten too respectable for circus work.” 
“And I thought you had left Istarinmul, Master Cronmer,” said Caina. 
“We did,” said Cronmer. “Had a good tour out in Akasar and Istarish Cyrica.” He scowled. “But, gods, the countryside has gotten dangerous. Collectors everywhere, and none of them too picky about where they find their slaves. We actually had to fight off a group of them. Then the Inferno burned, and it’s all gone to hell since. We are getting into Istarinmul, hiring a ship, and going back to the Empire. Well, the western Empire, anyway, since crazy sorcerers are ruling most of the eastern Empire now. Tiri!” He turned his head. “Tiri! Guess who just wandered into our camp.”
A short Istarish woman of middle years emerged from one of the wagons and walked to Cronmer’s side. Cronmer towered over her, and the two of them bickered constantly. Yet they had been married for over twenty years and had six children, so clearly something had worked. 
“The Living Flame does send surprises,” said Tiri. “Ciara! I never expected to see you here. How is your sister?”
“Married,” said Caina, “and living in Cyrioch now. My brother and I took her there with her new husband, and he stayed with Nuri.”
“Who are your friends?” said Tiri.   
“Companions I met on the road,” said Caina. “Vitrum of Istarinmul.” Nasser offered one of his elegant bows, and Tiri smiled. “Corio of Malarae, Markaine of Caer Marist, Nadirah of Anshani, and…” She let herself stammer a little when she got to Kylon, as if nervous, and she touched his hand. “And this is Milartes of New Kyre.”
“Ah,” said Tiri with a knowing smile. “I see. Well, a pleasure to meet you all. Will you attend our performance tonight?” 
“Performance?” said Caina. “Out here in the caravanserai?” 
“Out here in the caravanserai,” rumbled Cronmer. “It seems the Grand Wazir is terrified of rebel saboteurs making their way into the city. So the guards at the gates interrogate everyone who enters. Enough traffic passes this way that the line extends for days. Therefore the hakim of the Anshani Bazaar has commissioned the circus to perform every night until we are allowed to enter the city.” Cronmer smiled behind his bushy mustache. “It has been quite lucrative, really.” 
“About that,” said Caina. “Do you happen to have a knife-throwing act?”
“Not at the moment,” said Cronmer. “We had a good one for a while. Unfortunately, he impregnated some minor emir’s daughter in Istarish Cyrica and had to flee for his life. Never saw him again. Hope he got away.” He shook his head. “Poor lad.”
“He should not have seduced that foolish girl,” said Tiri.
“I think she rather wanted to be seduced, dear.”
“Anyway,” said Caina, before Cronmer and Tiri could start arguing, “I was wondering if I could join the circus for a few days. I’ve got to visit family in Malarae, but after traveling to Cyrioch I find myself shorter on funds than I might like.” 
“That is the trouble with funds,” said Cronmer. “They’re always too short.” 
“If you need a knife-throwing act,” said Caina, “I would be happy to help out. In exchange for a reasonable fee, of course.” 
“Of course,” said Cronmer with a snort. “Can you still throw knives?”
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “You tell me.” She rolled her wrist, a knife sliding from its sheath and into her hand. Her fingers gripped the flat of the blade, her arm snapping back, and then she stepped forward, her arm cracking like Vardo’s whip. The blade whirled from her fingers and landed between Cronmer’s boots, quivering a little.
Cronmer raised an eyebrow. “A few feet higher, and you’d have left my wife a very disappointed woman.”
Caina smiled. “I wasn’t aiming for that.” 
“For which I am duly grateful,” said Cronmer. “It seems you’ve been motivated to keep in practice.”
Caina thought of all the fights she had seen since that night at Ulvan’s palace. “You’ve no idea.” 
“Pity your sister isn’t here,” said Cronmer. “Now that was a compelling show. We tied her up and you threw knives at her.” Morgant raised an eyebrow at that. “Watching a pretty woman throw knives is one thing. Watching one pretty woman throw knives at another…that gets the audience going.” He looked at Annarah. “What about you, madam? Would you like to perform?” 
“Now, now,” said Tiri. “Do not trouble the poor woman.”
“You mean,” said Annarah in a quiet voice, “I…could be in the circus?”
Caina looked at her. Annarah was a loremaster of Iramis, a woman who had faced tremendous dangers without flinching, and one of the most sensible and sober people that Caina had ever met. Yet for a moment, just a moment, she looked almost as excited as a child at the prospect of appearing in the Traveling Circus Of Marvels And Wonders. 
“For the gods’ sake,” muttered Morgant. 
“Certainly,” said Cronmer. “If you trust Ciara to throw knives at you and miss.” He stooped, plucked out Caina’s knife from the ground, and handed it back to her. 
“I trust her considerably more than that, sir,” said Annarah. 
“Then it’s settled,” said Cronmer. “Go talk to Tozun, and he’ll find you some costumes…”
“It occurs to me,” said Morgant with a malicious smile, “that we can make the show even better.” 
“Oh?” said Cronmer. “And just what you know about showmanship, ah…”
“Markaine of Caer Marist,” said Morgant. “I am a painter. And I happen to know quite a bit about showmanship. It’s not something most people understand. They don’t appreciate the artistry of it, the showmanship, the flair. Holding the attention of an audience is hard work.” 
“It is,” said Cronmer. “Not many people understand that.” 
“You have to tell a story,” said Morgant, “if you really want to hold the audience’s attention. So let’s tell a story.” He pointed at Annarah. “She’s tied up.” He pointed then at Caina. “She’s throwing knives at her.” He grinned and pointed at Kylon. “And he comes to rescue her.” 
Kylon blinked. “Me?”
“Yes, you,” said Morgant. “You are paying attention, aren’t you?”
“And just how I am supposed to rescue her?” said Kylon. He seemed half-amused, half-incredulous about the entire thing. 
“This man used to be a gladiator,” said Morgant.
Cronmer grunted. “Truly?”
Kylon grunted. “I needed the money.” 
“And when he was a gladiator,” said Morgant, “he had a useful trick. He could deflect a throwing knife with his sword.”
“Truly?” said Cronmer again.
“It was the damnedest thing I ever saw,” said Morgant. 
“Now this,” said Cronmer, “I have to see.” 
“What do you think?” said Caina. She had no doubt that Kylon could do it. With the sorcery of air, he moved fast enough to avoid an arrow, to say nothing of deflecting a throwing knife. And Caina had to admit it was a good idea. The more impressive the show, the easier it would be to gain Cronmer’s trust, and the more likely he would let them accompany his circus into the city. 
“Why not?” said Kylon. “I suppose it can be no harder than fighting in the gladiatorial ring.” He looked around, and then pointed at a covered wagon with blue-painted walls. “I’ll stand there. If you miss, the knife will hit the wall and won’t hurt anyone.”
“Miss?” said Caina, raising an eyebrow. 
“Well, you are throwing knives at him,” said Morgant. “I expect he would prefer that you miss.” 
She was briefly tempted to throw a knife at him, just to see how he would react, but pushed aside the thought. Kylon turned before the blue wagon and drew the valikon over his shoulder, the blade flashing in the noon sunlight.
Cronmer whistled. “Hell of a fancy sword, son.” 
“I used it in gladiatorial matches,” said Kylon. “It’s just a layer of chrome over the steel. The crowds loved it, especially when it could catch the sunlight after a victory.”
He was getting better at lying. It was, Caina reflected, probably her influence.
“Ready?” said Caina.
Kylon nodded, and she saw the shimmer of silvery-blue light around him as he drew upon the sorcery of air, the light mingling with the valikon’s furious white aura. Caina closed her eyes, concentrating her mind, and found that she could still see the silvery-blue glow even with her eyes closed. 
It was a damned peculiar sensation. 
She opened her eyes. “Ready?”
Kylon nodded, both his hands on the valikon’s hilt. 
Caina drew back her arm and flung the knife. Her throw was perfect, and for a horrible moment she was afraid that it had been too good, that the blade would strike Kylon in the throat. Her throw had been perfect, but Kylon was just as good. The valikon snapped up, and Caina’s knife rebounded from the ancient weapon with a clang. 
Cronmer grinned and clapped. “Well done! They’ll pay extra to see that!” 
Tiri frowned. “It might have been a fluke, though.” 
“Watch this, then,” said Caina, rolling her wrist again.
She flung three more knives at Kylon, and every time he deflected them, the valikon blurring back and forth as the blades rebounded from the sword. 
“Now that,” said Cronmer, “is a neat trick. Where did you learn to do that?”
Kylon shrugged. “I had good teachers.” 
“I’ll say.” Cronmer stooped, collected Caina’s knives, and handed them back to her. “Well, you’re hired. Now, as for the matter of payment…”
After that, it was all over but the haggling.
“Well done,” murmured Nasser after Cronmer and Tiri went to attend to some other crisis. “Well done, indeed. If we are seen to be part of the circus, we shall have no trouble gaining entry to Istarinmul.”
“Circus performers are above suspicion in Istarinmul?” said Laertes.
“Beneath it, rather,” said Nasser. “Rather like gladiators, slaves, and servants. The wealthy and the powerful tend to overlook them. It is why the Ghosts often recruit informants from their ranks.” 
“It is,” said Caina. “Let’s hope it works this time. Annarah, come with me. We should find Tozun and have him get some costumes for us.”
“Costumes?” said Annarah.
“Yes,” said Caina. She hesitated. “I probably should have mentioned that.”



Chapter 12: Paid As Traitors Deserve
 
“Lord Cassander,” said the Collector at the gate. “Welcome. You do the Brotherhood great honor by coming here.”
“I assure you,” lied Cassander, “the honor is entirely mine.” 
He stood at the gates of the Brotherhood’s private dock, flanked by a half-dozen Adamant Guards, Kalgri silent at his side. He had to admit that the Brotherhood’s private dock made for a formidable fortress. A thick stone wall topped with iron spikes surrounded the entire complex, and beyond rose a mansion crowned with a five-story tower, the windows high and narrow enough to serve as arrow slits. Eight private quays jutted into the water, and here the ships of the Brotherhood came to unload their fresh cargoes of captives harvested around the world. A faint stench hung over the complex, a mixture of sweat and excrement and old blood and despair. 
The smell of the thousands upon thousands of slaves who had passed through this place over the centuries. 
“This way, Lord Cassander,” said the Collector, gesturing to the mansion. “The cowled masters await you and your…ah, companion in the dining hall.”
Kalgri said nothing as she looked at the Collector with cold blue eyes. She wore her crimson armor, though not the shadow-cloak or the steel mask. The Collector was perceptive enough to recognize the danger, and he looked away as he swallowed. 
They walked across the courtyard. It looked a great deal like a cattle stockyard, with pens lining the walls, though very few stockyards had yards upon yards of iron chains and shackles pinned to the walls, or steel cages to hold the more valuable slaves. Cassander glanced back as the gate swung shut with a metallic clang, the Collectors returning to their guard posts. 
He could not see the twenty Silent Hunters who had followed him into the courtyard, but that was unimportant. They had their tasks. The compound had only one gate, but there were men at the docks, and some of them might have the wit to take boats and escape into the Cyrican harbor. 
Cassander’s plan required that no one leave the compound. 
Two more Collectors stood guard at the double doors to the mansion, and they bowed and opened the doors. Cassander strode past them without looking. Inside the dining hall of the cowled masters was decorated to the point of comical ostentation. A gleaming mosaic of wilderness scenes clicked beneath Cassander’s boots. Ornate frescoes covered the walls, showing the triumphs of the cowled masters. One fresco displayed field slaves toiling under the supervision of the cowled masters, raising grain to feed Istarinmul. Another showed gladiators training in the Arena of Padishahs. A third showed a beautiful woman standing naked upon an auction block, emirs bidding upon her. A long table of gleaming wood stretched the length of the hall, covered with polished plates and glasses of delicate crystal. 
The cowled masters of the Brotherhood of Slavers sat at the table, each one of them clad in their ceremonial garb of mantles and cowls of black leather. The garments looked hideously uncomfortable, and unlike Cassander’s coat, had not been enspelled to deflect weapons. 
“Masters of the Brotherhood,” announced the Collector, “I present Lord Cassander of the Umbarian Order.”
He bowed and withdrew, closing the doors behind him, and as one the cowled masters rose to their feet and applauded. 
“Three cheers!” said one of the cowled masters, an old, paunchy man named Kazyan. “Three cheers for the man who slew the Balarigar!” If Cassander remembered right, Caina had robbed Kazyan, drugged him, and sent him naked onto the sands of the Ring of Thorns. Kazyan had been a laughingstock for months after, and poets had even composed ballads about his humiliation, despite Kazyan’s vigorous efforts to prosecute anyone caught reciting such libelous poems. 
Cassander could hardly blame Caina for that. Kazyan managed to be both tedious and irritating, a rare feat indeed.
The plates of his gauntlet rasped as he opened and closed his fist. 
“Well done!” rumbled an enormously obese Master Slaver, the only one who had not gotten to his feet. Caina had flung Master Slaver Ulvan off his own balcony, a chain wrapped around his legs and tied to the railing. The fall hadn’t killed Ulvan, but it had broken his legs and dislocated one of his hips, and the he had never been able to walk properly since. “Well done, indeed, my lord Cassander.” 
“Did she suffer?” said another Master Slaver, a whip-thin, scowling man named Konyat. The man brutalized his slaves beyond even the general standards of the Istarish, so when Caina had left him hanging upside down from his bedroom ceiling, it had been nearly a day before his slaves had summoned the courage to enter his chambers without permission. “Did the bitch suffer? Tell me that, Lord Cassander.” 
Cassander smiled, the grafted flesh tight against the left side of his jaw. “She burned to death.”
“Ah,” breathed Konyat. 
“Was that suffering enough for you, Master Konyat?” said Cassander.
“No,” said Konyat. “I would have handed her over to the Teskilati torturers, to let them work their arts upon her.”
“Is that all?” snapped a middle-aged cowled master named Markut. If Cassander recalled correctly, Caina had left him hog-tied in his own slave cells. “I would have handed her over to the Immortals, let each and every one of them have their way with her. Then I would have marched her into the arena and loosed starving lions upon her…”
The other cowled masters chimed in, each offering their own preferences for the grisly death of Caina Amalas. Cassander felt a surge of irritation go through him as he listened to the fools prattle. He wanted to summon arcane power and start striking with spells.
He felt Kalgri’s eyes upon him, saw her faint smile. She knew what he was thinking. 
“I would have crucified her upon the walls of the Golden Palace,” said Ulvan, “but smeared her flesh with honey to draw flies. Slaves would give her water, to keep her alive longer and draw out her torment…”
“Alas,” said Cassander, “I regret that I lack the imagination of the cowled masters of the Slavers’ Brotherhood. One would assume that being burned alive would be a sufficient punishment for the woman, but clearly not. Perhaps you can resurrect her and torment her anew.” 
The Master Slavers gaped at him, and then burst into laughter. 
“Forgive us, Lord Cassander,” said Ulvan, waving a thick hand at his peers. “We have all been wronged by that…that woman, that criminal, and every last one of us would wish to take personal vengeance upon her. We appealed to the Grand Wazir for justice, and he was able to do nothing! For two years that vile woman ran free in the city, and look what she wrought! The slave market has all but collapsed, the Inferno was destroyed, and the Padishah’s realm sunders into civil war.”
“If Erghulan had roused himself sooner,” said Konyat, his scowl unwavering, “then the Balarigar would have been slain soon after her unjustified attack upon Ulvan, and Istarinmul would be in a far better state than it is now.” 
“I quite agree,” said Markut. “It is disgraceful that the Grand Wazir was not able to rid Istarinmul of such a threat to our business and our very lives.” 
“Yes,” said old Kazyan. “You have our lasting gratitude, Lord Cassander. Now that the wretched woman is dead, we can rebuild our business and stabilize the slave trade across the world once more. Know that you and the Umbarian Order have our lasting gratitude.”
“How very splendid,” said Cassander, glancing towards the doors. 
“In my opinion,” said Ulvan, “it is disgraceful that Erghulan banished you from Istarinmul.” 
“Though,” said Konyat, “perhaps you should not have been so…vigorous…in your criticism of him.” 
“Ah, well,” said Cassander. He heard a scuffling sound from outside the door. “I did not kill the Balarigar as brutally as you would like, and I did not lick Erghulan’s fingers as enthusiastically as you would wish. Truly, you are impossible to please.”
The cowled masters gaped at him.
“Lord Cassander,” said Ulvan. “I…”
“But I cannot blame you for that,” said Cassander, “for you are Erghulan’s dogs, and a dog must serve his master.”
A little rumble of discontent went up from the masters of the Brotherhood. 
“Lord Cassander,” said Kazyan, “that is…”
“Entirely true?” said Cassander. He started to circle around the table, Kalgri following him. The Adamant Guards positioned themselves by the door. “You see, you have done Erghulan’s bidding, but Erghulan himself is just the servant of Callatas.” Again the cowled masters protested, but Cassander cut off their protest. “Come, cowled masters, you know I speak the truth. After all, I am banished from the great and glorious city of Istarinmul. I may speak more freely than any of you.” 
Silence hung over the long dining hall. 
“Did you know why Callatas had Erghulan buy so many slaves from you?” said Cassander. 
No one answered him.
“Work gangs,” said Konyat at last. “To dig up Iramisian ruins in the Desert of Candles…”
“Some of them,” said Cassander, “but most went into the Grand Master’s laboratories, and there were murdered to produce wraithblood.”
“A preposterous slander,” said Ulvan, but his voice held little conviction. 
“Oh, you knew,” said Cassander. “You transported all the slaves for him, delivered them to his wraithblood laboratories, and you knew they never came out again. Perhaps you only suspected, true. But you knew what he intended with those slaves, and you were content to collect your money.”
“You presume to judge us?” snapped Kazyan, shaking a liver-spotted fist at Cassander. “The Umbarian Order hardly treats its own slaves any better. I have heard the tales of your Undead Legion, the men slaughtered to be raised as undead soldiers, or the men twisted into monsters.” His gaze turned towards the Adamant Guards, who looked back without expression. 
“Judge you?” said Cassander. “Do not be absurd. I admire men who do what needs to be done, regardless of the cost. I intend to follow your example. I, too, have a great work that needs to be done.”
“And what is that, pray?” said Ulvan. 
“It is not your concern,” said Cassander. “Masters of the Brotherhood, I have killed Caina Amalas for you, and I require one thing, only one thing, as my reward.”
“And what is that?” said Kazyan. 
“This building,” said Cassander. “Oh, and the courtyard and the attached docks. So, two things, really.”
Shocked silence hung over the hall for a moment, and then the cowled masters erupted with laughter. 
“Surely you cannot be serious, Lord Cassander,” said Markut. 
“I am quite serious,” said Cassander. “Deadly serious, you might say.”
“Why do you want the dock?” said Ulvan. 
“That is not important,” said Cassander. He stopped pacing as the doors opened, and a centurion of the Adamant Guard walked into the dining hall, his armored carapace and drawn sword spattered with blood. 
“What is this?” said Kazyan. 
“Do you know,” said Cassander, gesturing at Kalgri, “who this woman is?”
Ulvan sneered. “One of your concubines, I assume. Though you have peculiar tastes to dress her in such an outlandish costume.” 
Kalgri only smiled as she produced her shadow-cloak, slinging it over her shoulders. She donned her serene mask of red steel, drawing up the cowl of the shadow-cloak. The net effect of the armor and the cloak seemed to transform her into a bloody shadow.
A few of the masters realized what was about to happen. 
“That,” said Markut, his voice hoarse, “that is…” 
“The Red Huntress,” said Cassander. “The assassin of myth and legend, but the legend is quite real, I assure you.” He glanced to the Adamant Guard. “Centurion?”
“The gate is secure, Lord Cassander,” said the centurion. “The docks and the boats, as well.”
“What is the meaning of this?” thundered Markut, shoving to his feet. 
“Very good,” said Cassander. “Centurion, secure the mansion. No one is to leave.”
“Understood, my lord,” said the centurion.
Kalgri sighed a little in pleasure, rolling her shoulders.
“We will not be intimidated!” said Kazyan, shoving to his feet. “We will not be bullied. We are the cowled masters of the Brotherhood of Slavers of Istarinmul.” His old face was a mask of righteous fury. “And we shall not…”
His face kept its furious expression right up until Cassander blasted his head to smoking coals. Kazyan’s body fell with a thump to the bright mosaic of the floor, smoke rising from the charred crater that Cassander’s pyromantic spell had left between his shoulders. 
For a moment stunned silence filled the hall. 
Then the screaming began.
Kalgri surged forward, her ghostsilver sword and a steel dagger in hand, and she killed three cowled masters before they even realized what was happening. Cassander cast another spell, his will becoming a fist of psychokinetic force, and his spell picked up Konyat and flung the screaming man against the ceiling with enough force to shatter every bone in his body.
Konyat fell to the table with a wet thump, his blood spilling across the gleaming plates and the rich food.
Some of the cowled masters tried to fight. Markut vaulted over the table, a dagger in hand, charging until Cassander set him aflame. The cowled master fell screaming to the floor, rolling as he tried to extinguish the flames. Others tried to run, making for the doors to the courtyard or the stairs. The Adamant Guards cut down those trying to reach the courtyard, and Kalgri slaughtered any that tried to run for the stairs. 
Cassander laughed with delight as he killed, the joy of it filling him. Granted, he had always found the Brotherhood to be pompous fools, and would have enjoyed killing them even before Rumarah and the Corsair’s Rest. But this, the sheer delightful joy of watching them scream and beg and die…it was as good as a woman and as intoxicating as wine. 
Soon all the cowled masters were dead save one. 
“No!” screamed Ulvan, trying to pull himself from his chair, his slipper-clad feet skidding against the smooth floor. “No, please, don’t, don’t, I’ll do anything, please, please…”
Cassander sent a blast of fire into him, and Ulvan screamed as his clothes and skin erupted into flame. That at last gave him the strength to stand, and he managed a few steps, wailing all the while. Then he fell, bounced off the table, and lay in a motionless, burning heap.
The smell was absolutely horrendous.
Cassander sighed, breathing it in as if it were the finest incense. 
He turned his head and saw Kalgri staring at him.
“Go search the rest of the mansion,” said Cassander. “Likely a few of the slaves or the Collectors are hiding. They won’t be able to conceal themselves from the senses of the nagataaru. Once you’ve finished, join me on the top level of the central tower.”
Kalgri said nothing, but she drew back her cowl and vanished up the stairs. 
“A guard has been posted at the gate,” said the centurion, who had watched the slaughter of the Brotherhood with cold indifference. 
“The men are disguised as Collectors?” said Cassander.
“Yes, my lord,” said the centurion. “Should any visitors arrive, we shall tell them that the cowled masters are meeting in council, and will not see anyone until their deliberations are complete.” 
“Good,” said Cassander. It was a feeble ruse. The Brotherhood headed a vast commercial empire scattered across both the Cyrican and the Alqaarin seas, and the cowled masters could not absent themselves from it for more than a few days without their absence becoming noticeable. 
Of course, by the time anyone noticed, Istarinmul would be ashes. 
Cassander supposed the Brotherhood’s network of slave routes would collapse, and the Order would likely take over the slave trade in the Alqaarin sea. It would be another achievement Cassander could claim once he returned to the Provosts in triumph, once Malarae had been seized and the Emperor defeated. 
Still. One problem at a time.
“Send word to the porters,” said Cassander. “Have them bring the wagon with all speed.” The Throne of Corazain had been loaded into a specially prepared wagon, ringed with warding spells to conceal its powerful aura. 
“My lord,” said the centurion. He bowed and departed, shouting orders to the other Adamant Guards. 
Cassander stepped over the corpses of the cowled masters and took the stairs, climbing higher into the mansion. Here and there he found the corpse of a slave or a Collector. Kalgri had been thorough. Cassander found the stairs to the tower and climbed, the plates of his gauntlet rasping as his fist closed and opened again and again. 
Killing the cowled masters had been satisfying, but he already wanted to kill more.
He reached the top floor of the tower. It had been built as a massive solar with a domed roof, the sun shining through an oculus at the apex of a dome to reflect off the polished golden-green marble of the floor. High windows covered the circular wall, offering a splendid view of the Cyrican sea to the west and the vast sprawl of Istarinmul to the east. Cassander saw the houses and businesses of the Cyrican Quarter, the merchant halls of the Old Quarter and the fortresses of the Tower Quarter, the brilliant domes and towers of the Emirs’ Quarter and the gilded domes of the Golden Palace itself.
From here he could watch as the entire city burned. 
He smiled at that thought. 
Yes, that might be enough death to satisfy him. 
A boot clicked against the marble floor, and Cassander turned as Kalgri strode into the solar. Drops of blood fell from her ghostsilver sword as she walked, the shadow-cloak streaming around her like a veil of smoke. 
“Were there any survivors?” said Cassander.
“What do you think?” said Kalgri. 
“Good,” said Cassander, turning back to the windows. “The Throne will go here.”
“Here?” said Kalgri. She let out a disdainful laugh. “Sorcerers and towers. What is it with sorcerers and towers? Could you not pick a more obvious location?”
“Callatas and anyone else who might interfere,” said Cassander, “will target the Umbarian embassy, and by the time they realize their error, it will be too late to stop the destruction of the city. Besides, I will need to see the rift.”
“The rift?” said Kalgri. 
“The power source for this little spell,” said Cassander. “I promised you death, Huntress, and you shall indeed see death on a scale that shall change the course of history. I will cast the preparatory warding and summoning spells as my servants bring the Throne. It would be helpful if you were to guard the compound and make sure anyone attempting to visit suffers a fatal accident.”
“You presume to give me orders now?” said Kalgri.
Cassander smiled at her. “Follow me, Huntress, and I shall indeed show you death like you have never seen before.”
For a moment Kalgri said nothing, and he got the impression that she was communing with the nagataaru in her skull. He wondered if he would have to kill her. Well, in another day, not even the Red Huntress would be able to stop what he had planned for Istarinmul. 
“We shall see,” said Kalgri at last.



Chapter 13: Circus Games
 
The drumbeat echoed through the costume tent. 
“You know,” said Caina, looking at herself in the mirror, “the last time I wore this was two years ago, and it still fits.” 
Annarah laughed. “That is always a pleasant surprise, is it not?” 
Outside came the steady boom of drums, and the glow of bonfires leaked through the cloth walls of the tent. Cronmer’s circus had assembled itself for the performance like a Legion erecting its encampment for the night, with Cronmer and Tiri and their eldest son Tozun barking out commands like Legionary centurions overseeing their troops. The circus had a score of different acts, from Vardo’s animals to acrobats to sword swallowers and numerous others, and Cronmer intended to show them all to the merchants and caravan guards waiting outside of Istarinmul’s walls. Some merchants and minor nobles had even come from the city to watch the circus, while others stood upon the battlements of the southern wall. If all went well, Cronmer said, he hoped to be invited to perform within the city, perhaps even before the Grand Wazir himself.
For Cronmer’s sake, Caina hoped things did not go that well. If Erghulan had sealed the city to keep rebel saboteurs from entering, the man was not in the mood for merriment. 
The costume tent boiled with activity. The female acrobats and dancers helped each other into their costumes, which were adorned with a lot of feathers and fake jewels, likely to make up for the lack of fabric. In one corner the clowns helped each other apply their makeup in stylized patterns of white and black. From time to time Tiri poked her head through the flap and shouted instructions to someone. 
Caina turned away from the mirror, a small makeup brush in her hand.
“Where did you learn to do this?” said Annarah, closing her eyes as Caina finished applying lines of kohl. 
“When I was a girl,” said Caina, dabbing the brush below Annarah’s eyelids, “I spent some time working for the leading lady of the Grand Imperial Opera. She taught me about costumes and makeup and how to disguise myself, and how to use an accent to mask my voice. She couldn’t teach me to sing, though.”
“You have other talents,” said Annarah. “I always wanted to listen to a Nighmarian opera.” 
“Really?” said Caina. 
Annarah smiled. “I imagine it is a great deal like the circus, just more stylized.” 
Caina laughed. “The performers are, anyway. I think Vardo managed to mention that he would be alone in his wagon tonight and that I would be welcome to visit him three or four times.”
“He never mentioned that in front of Lord Kylon,” said Annarah.
“Vardo’s lecherous,” said Caina, flicking the brush once more, “not stupid. All done. Have a look and tell me what you think.” 
Annarah got to her feet and examined herself in the mirror. She was a costume that was vaguely suggestive of something an Anshani noblewoman might have worn, albeit in a highly imaginative way. Her golden vest came to the bottom of her ribs, leaving her stomach and arms bare, and a long skirt that had been cut to mid-thigh. Costume jewelry glittered upon her arms and her wrists, and she wore a brilliant diadem of false gold, her silvery hair piled up in an elaborate tower. 
“I look,” said Annarah at last, “like a very expensive prostitute.” 
“That is the point,” said Caina. “If the Teskilati are looking for the last loremaster of lost Iramis, they probably will not expect her to disguise herself as a circus performer.” 
“Probably not,” said Annarah. “The high loremasters would have been appalled. Though I suppose if I have the permission of the Prince of Iramis, they wouldn’t mind.” She touched her right hand. Annarah had donned the Seal of Iramis, and to the sight of the valikarion, the ring blazed like a wheel of sorcerous fire around Annarah’s finger. To Caina’s mortal eyes, the priceless relic looked like just another piece of gaudy costume jewelry. 
Sometimes it was best to hide in plain sight. 
Caina remembered helping Theodosia to prepare for her performances in the Grand Imperial Opera, and a wave of homesickness as sharp as a knife rolled through her. Her life had been simpler then. She hadn’t exactly been an innocent, true, but she hadn’t known about the Moroaica and her disciples. She hadn’t seen war, and hadn’t known about Callatas and the wraithblood and the cold, deadly cunning of the Red Huntress.
Again the memory of the sword erupting from her chest flashed through Caina’s mind. 
She wondered if Kylon would come with her to Malarae if she asked, if she put the thought out of her mind.
Annarah was still talking. “I am astonished that I am actually nervous.”
Caina shrugged, the night air hot and dry against the skin of her shoulders and back. “It’s normal to feel nervous before a performance like this.” 
Annarah looked around and lowered her voice. She also began speaking in Iramisian, which save for Nasser, Callatas, and possibly Morgant, no one else still living could speak. Until Kharnaces had shoved the knowledge of the language into Caina’s head. 
It was a damned peculiar sensation to understand a language she had never learned. 
“I spent a hundred and fifty years in the netherworld,” said Annarah. “I saw Iramis and the Inferno both burn, and I went with you into the Tomb of Kharnaces. I am a loremaster of Iramis, and I underwent and survived the seven trials in the Tower of Lore. I have survived all that…and I am still nervous about appearing in a circus performance.”
Caina grinned. “Aye, but you’re used to being a loremaster and walking into deadly danger.” The Iramisian words felt strange on her lips, and she had to pronounce them carefully. “You’ve never done this before.”
“You have,” said Annarah. “You’re so calm.”
In truth, Caina did feel nervous, but admitting that wouldn’t help Annarah, especially since Caina was about to throw knives at her, so she only shrugged again. “I’ve had more practice.”
“Forgive me from saying so,” said Annarah, “but if I had to go before a crowd in that costume, I might well die of embarrassment.”
Caina looked at herself in the mirror again.
“Well,” she said, “at least there’s not much costume to get embarrassed about.”
Annarah laughed. “No, I suppose not.” 
The costume was the same one Caina had used during her last stint with the circus. She wore a skirt of red silk knotted over her left thigh, leaving her left leg bare, the waist high enough to conceal the ugly scar beneath her navel. An intricate net of red silk encircled her neck and chest and did a marginal job of concealing her breasts, leaving her back and shoulders and stomach bare. Costume jewelry glittered upon her wrists and ankles and ears. The last time Caina had done this, she had shaved her head in the depths of her grief over Corvalis, so she had donned a red wig. This time, her black hair was long enough that she had piled it in an elaborate crown like Annarah’s, and she had shifted her pyrikon to its diadem form to complete the costume. 
She suspected the ancient loremasters had never suspected someone would use a pyrikon quite like this. 
Makeup made her eyes look larger, her cheekbones sharper, her lips redder. All trace of the caravan guard disguise was gone. All trace of Caina Amalas was gone, in truth. In their place was Natalia of the Nine Knives who had so beguiled the cowled master Ulvan that he had invited her to his bedchamber…
Caina laughed at the memory.
“What is it?” said Annarah.
“The last time I did this,” said Caina, “it was in front of one of the cowled masters of the Brotherhood. He enjoyed the performance so much that he ordered his Immortals to take me to his bedchamber.”
“How did you escape?” said Annarah.
“I was wearing a wig,” said Caina, “so I took it off, started scratching, and complained about the lice.”
Annarah burst out laughing. “That would do it. Though in truth, I think you have a different audience in mind than the one outside.” 
Caina frowned. “What do you mean?”
Before Annarah could answer the tent flap opened and Tiri entered. She wore a red dress with a black collar, the skirt patterned with roaring lions worked in black thread. It was exactly the sort of garment one might expect a circus master’s wife to wear.
“Ciara, Nadirah, you’re up next,” said Tiri. “Once the clowns finish their pantomime. Are you ready?” 
“Yes,” said Caina, and Annarah only offered a quick nod. 
Tiri strode forward, scrutinized Annarah, and then peered at Caina. “Who did your makeup?”
“I did,” said Caina. 
“Oh, good,” said Tiri. “That was well done. Better than most of our dancers can do, honestly. Some of them seem to think the paintbrush was invented to apply makeup. I’ll send Timost when we’re ready. He has your knives, too.”
“Thank you,” said Caina.
“Oh, and if you need work and you’re tired of appearing in costume,” said Tiri, gesturing at Caina’s relative lack of clothing, “then you can work for me applying makeup. The Living Flame knows we need someone competent around here.”
“I’ll think about it,” said Caina, but Tiri was already gone, so she switched back to Iramisian. “What were you saying?”
“About what?” said Annarah.
“Audiences,” said Caina.
Annarah smiled. “The whole point of this is to get us into Istarinmul, but I do not think you would object if Lord Kylon saw you in this costume.” 
Caina opened her mouth, closed it again. Cronmer kept separate costume tents for his male and female performers, and so Caina had not seen Kylon since Cronmer had led him off to find suitable garb for a Kyracian hero. 
“I…we haven’t been alone together since we left Drynemet,” said Caina. “There wasn’t a chance for it.” She hesitated. “I don’t really know who I am anymore, Annarah. Not after Rumarah. I feel like I died there, like someone else woke up in Drynemet, and I don’t know who that is. I think…I think that Kylon deserves better than that…”
“I think,” said Annarah, “that Lord Kylon is quite capable of making up his own mind upon the matter.”
“Nasser said almost exactly the same thing,” said Caina.
“The Prince is a wise man,” said Annarah. “And you underwent a terrible ordeal in Rumarah.”
“I survived,” said Caina. “I should have been crippled or dead, but I’m neither. How is that terrible?” 
“You can survive an ordeal, but its marks will still be upon you,” said Annarah. “And you survived several ordeals. Kharnaces’s poison. The tongues of the Maatish and the Iramisians being forced into your mind. The loss of your memory. The Huntress’s attack. The silver fire. The shadows in your mind. After surviving all those things, it is little wonder that you feel yourself changed.” 
“I love Kylon,” said Caina. “And…I wish he had not come here. He only came to Istarinmul because the Huntress murdered his wife. I…”
Her voice trailed off. Perhaps it was the unfamiliar Iramisian tongue, but she could not find the words to describe the mixture of fear and guilt and love that had twisted within her ever since she had awakened in Drynemet.
“You are so wise,” said Annarah, “that sometimes I forget how young you are.”
“What does that mean?” said Caina. 
“It means you want Kylon to see you like this,” said Annarah. “I understand what it is to love a man like that.” 
“You do, don’t you?” said Caina. “Forgive me. I am whining about my own minor difficulties while your husband has been dead for a century and a half…”
“And you understand what it is to lose someone, too,” said Annarah. “I can see it in your aura. Or at least I could before you become a valikarion. Kylon came to Istarinmul in pain and loss, and you did too, I think.”
“So what do I do?” said Caina.
“What you’ve always done,” said Annarah. “Be the Balarigar.” 
Caina snorted. “There is no such thing.”
“I don’t know,” said Annarah. “I was there when the Balarigar threw down the Inferno and escaped from the Tomb of Kharnaces with the regalia of lost Iramis.” She grinned. “I think you remember that. And I think that once we finish here, you should find Kylon and…”
Caina did not hear the rest of Annarah’s advice. The tent flap swung open, and Cronmer and Tiri’s oldest grandchild (and Tozun’s oldest son) Timost stuck his head into the flap. When Caina had met him two years ago, he had been eleven years old, and sober and dutiful as his father. Since then he had grown a foot and a half. Caina felt bad for him. The poor boy no longer knew where to put his eyes when talking to her. 
“The clowns are about halfway through their pantomime,” said Timost, staring at the ground. “You should come out now. I’ll have the tray with your knives.” 
“Thank you, Timost,” said Caina. The boy started to look up at her, jerked his eyes down, and beckoned for them to follow him.
The laughter of the crowd filled Caina’s ears as she picked up her sandals and followed Timost, the dusty ground of the caravanserai pleasantly cool against her bare feet. The wagons and tents of the circus stood off to one side, while the acts took place in the center of the caravanserai. Cronmer’s carpenters had built huge bonfires, using large metal mirrors to focus brilliant light upon the acts.
“By the Divine,” murmured Annarah, gazing at the clowns. “There must be thousands of people watching.”
Caina nodded. Thousands of spectators ringed the circus, laughing and hooting at the antics of the clowns. “I don’t think there is much else to do outside the city.” 
She watched the pantomime, and realized with a little shock that she recognized the story. A dozen clowns had dressed up as caricatures of the Balarigar, dressed all in black with black masks painted upon their faces, filmy black cloaks hanging from their shoulders, and silver-painted wooden swords in their hands. They faced off against a dozen clowns dressed up as mockeries of the cowled masters of the Slavers’ Brotherhood in billowing robes and turbans and beards. As Caina watched, the Balarigars started to drive back the cowled masters. One of the slavers fell forward, landing upon his belly, his rump in the air, and one of the Balarigar clowns smacked him across the backside with the sword as gales of laughter rose from the spectators. 
Well. Caina had never done that.
“Is that what I think…” said Annarah. 
“Aye,” said Caina. “Cronmer would never get away with showing that in the city.”
“Grandmother did think it was too daring,” said Timost. He was watching the clowns, though he did sneak glances at Caina and Annarah every so often. 
Movement at the edge of the crowd caught her eye as someone forced their way through the tents. Nasser, maybe, or Morgant? Cronmer, like any good entertainer, employed a troop of bouncers to keep the riffraff away from his performers and his property, and several of the men oved towards the disturbance. 
“Ciara!” 
Caina knew that voice. 
A moment later Nerina Strake burst from the crowds. She was a thin, pale woman with ragged red hair and the ghostly blue eyes of a wraithblood addict, her green dress and headscarf dusty and disheveled. She stopped a few yards away as the bouncers closed around her, her eerie eyes fixed on Caina, her mouth hanging open in surprise.
“You’re…not dead?” said Nerina. “But you look dead. I calculated it highly probable that you were dead, but my calculations were in error. So were the proclamations, apparently.” 
“Easy now, miss,” said one of the bouncers. “Why don’t you go…”
“It’s all right,” said Caina. “I know her.” 
Nerina’s husband Malcolm shoved through the crowd next, a short, broad-shouldered Caerish man with gray-shot brown hair and beard. In defiance of Istarish mores, he always dressed in Caerish-style clothing, a jerkin and trousers and boots. He, too, looked surprised to see Caina. 
In fact, both of them appeared astonished. Caina had told them to assume that she was dead if she hadn’t returned in four months, and it had been just over two since she had left Istarinmul. 
The bouncer looked at Caina.
“Him, too,” said Caina.
The bouncer grunted and let Malcolm pass. 
For another moment Nerina stared at Caina, her expression both puzzled and concerned and relieved. Caina had been with Nerina in some very dangerous places, and she had never seen Nerina look so stunned. In fact, the last time that Nerina had looked that surprised had been…
When they had found Malcolm, still alive, in the depths of the Inferno. 
Nerina let out a little cry, jumped forward, and caught Caina in a hug.
“You’re not dead!” she said. “It appears mathematically certain that he must have been wrong. Though if you are a spirit, shade, or malevolent revenant, you are solidly corporeal.” She blinked a few times. “Also very oddly dressed.” 
“We shouldn’t talk about this here,” said Caina, and she caught Nerina’s arm and drew her towards the costume tent, Malcolm and Annarah following. “I’m glad to see you, too…but what the hell are you talking about?” 
“The proclamation,” said Malcolm. “The Umbarians published it, and posted it throughout the city. It said that you were dead. You, personally.”
Caina opened her mouth to ask another question, and then Timost jogged over to her.
“Mistress, the clowns are almost finished,” he said. “Grandfather will be expecting you and Mistress Nadirah.”
Caina hesitated. Nerina was an established locksmith in the city, and the gate guards would let her reenter without any trouble. Perhaps the entire ruse at the circus was unnecessary, and Caina and the others could return to the city with Nerina and her husband. Yet the guards would get suspicious if Nerina and Malcolm returned with six strangers in tow. No, better stick to the plan.
“I have to go,” said Caina. “Nerina, Malcolm, go find Nasser. He’ll be watching somewhere nearby. Tell him what you would have told me. I’ll rejoin you as soon as I can. Understand?” Nerina and Malcolm both nodded. “Good. I’ll see you soon.” 
Caina slipped on her sandals, wobbling a bit as she caught her balance in the high heels. Annarah followed her and Timost, and they stopped at the edge of the circus’s little camp. Cronmer himself paced in the center of the cleared space, clad in a brilliant coat and red trousers, his stentorian voice booming over the crowds like thunder. 
“Tonight we have gathered travelers from every nation and city under the sun,” said Cronmer. It never failed to amaze Caina how loud Cronmer could be without the aid of a spell. The man had lungs like the bellows of a blacksmith. “Tonight you shall witness a spectacle of brilliance and skill! Behold, she comes to us from the frozen wastes of the barbarian north, from the beyond the northern boundaries of the vast Empire of Nighmar itself. Once she ruled a hundred thousand screaming Szaldic savages with a rod of iron, and nations beyond count trembled beneath her jeweled sandals. Yet she was deposed, and now comes to display her prowess with a blade for your amusement. Men and women of Istarinmul and all nations, behold Natalia of the Nine Knives!” 
“Ready?” whispered Caina. 
Annarah gave her a shaky grin. “Well, I’ve been in worse places, haven’t I?”
A group of the carpenters rotated one of the mirrors, sending a shaft of fiery light toward Caina. She strode towards Cronmer, Annarah trailing after her, Timost following with a tray of throwing knives. Caina threw back her shoulders, her chin raised as she left a mask of aloof indifference upon her features. It was the way a Szaldic warrior-queen of old would have walked, or at least it was the way the crowds would have assume a Szaldic warrior-queen would have walked.
She spotted Morgant at the edge of the crowd, stark in his black coat, one eyebrow raised in amusement. His notebook was propped open in his left hand, and a pencil flickered back and forth in his right with the speed of a bee zipping over a field of flowers. Gods, was he drawing her? She hoped not. 
“Perhaps you think that I, Cronmer of the Traveling Circus Of Marvels And Wonders, am lying!” said Cronmer. “Perhaps you look upon our fair young barbarian maiden and believe that those delicate hands cannot fling blades with enough force to kill, that her lovely face could not look upon the features of a man she has just slain. Let us put it to the test, then!”
He reached into a pocket of his voluminous red coat, lifted a shining red apple, and then tossed it high into the air with a lazy throw. Caina whirled, letting her skirt billow around her in a dramatic motion, and snatched one of the throwing knives from Timost’s tray. She fed the motion of her spin into the power of her throw, and the knife hurtled from her fingers. 
It struck the apple with enough force to bisect it, and the knife and both halves of the apple fell to the ground. 
A round of applause went up from the spectators. 
“A fluke, you say!” said Cronmer, responding to an imaginary heckler. “Well, let us see if our Natalia can prove otherwise!”
He tossed another apple into the air, and another. Caina flung two more knives, hitting each of the apples, and the applause grew louder each time. In truth, the feat was far less impressive than it looked. The apples were not moving that fast, and they were not far from her. 
But viewed from a distance, though…
The cheers grew louder with every apple she hit.
At last Cronmer flung the last of his apples, the pieces rolling across the ground. One of the halves bounced against Caina’s left foot. She stooped, picked up the apple, held it over her head for a moment, and then lowered it to her mouth and took a bite, flicking the rest disdainfully at Cronmer.
A chorus of laughter went up from the crowds, followed by more cheers. 
“So!” shouted Cronmer. “It seems Natalia of the Nine Knives can direct her blades against apples! Perhaps we should up the stakes a bit, eh? Perhaps we should put something valuable on the line. And what is more valuable than royal blood?”
He gestured, and the carpenters spun one of the mirrors to shine upon Annarah, the light glinting off her costume jewelry and the Seal of Iramis. 
“Behold Nadirah!” said Cronmer. “A princess of the Anshani royal blood, one of the daughters of the Shahenshan of Anshan’s wives! Our barbaric Natalia has come down from the frozen north and taken this daughter of the desert captive, and now the lady of the Nine Knives shall demonstrate her skill upon the captive.”
More of the carpenters rushed forward, carrying a wooden plank the size of a door. They set the plank upright and tied Annarah too it, her hands bound over her head while Annarah shouted threats. Alas, deception was not one of Annarah’s many virtues, and her outrage seemed a bit forced. Fortunately, the crowd did not seem to care. One of Tiri’s drummers came forward and began to beat a slow, steady beat on the drum. Caina circled around Timost, swaying a bit as she did (the heeled sandals made that easy), letting her stride fall in time to the beat of the drum. 
The drumbeat came faster, and reached a rolling crescendo. 
Caina whirled, skirt flaring around her, snatched another throwing knife from the tray, and flung it. It spun from her fingers and struck the board an inch from Annarah’s left temple. Annarah let out an unfeigned gasp, her green eyes wide, and Caina flung a second knife, the blade thudding into the board an inch from the right side of Annarah’s head. 
A roaring cheer went up from the crowds. 
Of course, it was all trickery. Or at least partially. The “board” that held Annarah was actually soft cork, painted to look like rough wood. The throwing knives sank into it easily. Additionally, powerful lodestones had been hidden into the cork, arranged in the outline of Annarah’s body. The lodestones drew the steel of the blunted knives, allowing the dull blades to sink deeper into the cork than they would have otherwise. The knives had not been sharpened, but if Caina missed, she could still nonetheless hurt or even kill Annarah.
So she didn’t miss. 
The drumbeat came faster and faster, and she whirled around Timost, emptying his tray of knives into the board. The cheers grew louder, and for a moment Caina almost forgot the challenges that awaited them in Istarinmul. 
For brief instant, she understood why Theodosia sang upon the stage of the Grand Imperial Opera night after night. 
The final knife leapt from her fingers and quivered next to Annarah’s shoulders, and the loremaster let out a long sigh of relief. 
“Alas!” said Cronmer. “Will no one defend our kidnapped Anshani princess? Will no one guard her honor? Will a champion come forth?”
Another round of cheers came from the spectators, and Kylon stepped from the tents of the circus, the valikon in his hand. 
 
###
 
His armor was ridiculous. 
Cronmer’s costumer had a very specific idea of what a Kyracian champion was supposed to look like, an idea that had no relation whatsoever to reality. So he wore an ornamented cuirass that might have passed for the archaic style of Old Kyrace in bad light, and an ashtairoi’s helm with a plume of black and gold. The customer had tried to give him a huge round shield, but Kylon had refused. Below the cuirass he wore trousers and boots reinforced with steel greaves, a final concession to the customer. 
A huge crowd surrounded him, thousands and thousands of people. Annarah stood tied to a board, wearing in a peculiar golden costume that looked vaguely Anshani. Caina stood before Annarah, clad in a red skirt that revealed almost all of her left leg and a halter that concealed some of her chest but little else. 
She looked…good. Really, really good. Distractingly so. 
Kylon strode forward, the valikon loose in his right first. The gaze of the crowds did not trouble him. In a way, it reminded him of the gladiatorial games. Those had the same sort of elaborate rituals around them, the same large, cheering crowds. Though a man was more likely to be killed in the gladiatorial games than in the circus, unless one of Vardo’s lions ran amok. 
“Behold!” said Cronmer in his thunderous voice. “A champion of the Kyracian people, come to defend the royal daughter of Anshan! Can the valor of the champion defeat the cruel steel of Natalia of the Nine Knives?”
Cronmer’s grandson rushed forward with another tray of those blunted knives, and the drummer’s beat began again. Caina met his eyes across the field, and a quick grin flashed across her face, a wild and delighted expression. 
Kylon strode forward, both hands coiling around the valikon’s hilt.
The drumming reached a peak, and Caina whirled, the skirt flaring around her waist, and she seized a knife from the tray and flung it at him. A burst of the sorcery of air went through Kylon, and he whipped the valikon up. Caina’s knife clanging from the blade to land at his feet.
A stunned silence went over the crowd, and then they erupted with cheers. 
“Luck or skill?” said Cronmer. “Let us discover the truth!”
Kylon began circling Caina as she circled the boy with the tray, and she plucked another knife, and another, flinging both of them at him in rapid succession. Kylon used short bursts of the sorcery of air to deflect the blades, enough that his inhuman speed would not be obvious to anyone in the crowd. The cheering grew louder. He saw Caina watching him, saw her smile as she threw another knife at him. 
He could not sense her emotions without touching her, but he could tell that she was enjoying this.
Gods of storm and sea, Kylon supposed he was enjoying this as well. 
Five more knives came at him, and he deflected every one of them, the blades spinning away. One more knife came at him, and Kylon snapped the valikon up, the knife clanging to the earth. Then he stood only two yards away from Caina, her eyes fixed on him.
She was out of knives.
“The Kyracian is victorious!” said Cronmer, and the roar of the crowd sounded like the surf pounding against the shore. 
Caina stared at him for a moment, her eyes blazing, and before Kylon could react, she crossed the distance between them, leaned up, and kissed him long and hard upon the lips. Her emotions flooded through him, a mixture of tension and exhilaration and love and raw attraction. 
A gale of laughter went up, followed by more applause. 
“It seems,” said Cronmer, “that our Kyracian champion has conquered more than Natalia’s knives, that his valor has found its way into the citadel of her heart.”
“He has,” murmured Caina into his ear before she stepped back. She gripped his free hand, and Kylon returned the valikon to its sheath. Together they offered a deep bow to the crowds as the carpenters untied Annarah from the board. 
“Was that Nerina Strake I saw with you?” said Kylon.
“Yes,” said Caina. “But come with me first. Just for a moment, just for us.” 
The acrobats began tumbling their way across the open space, and Caina led Kylon to the maze of wagons and tents that housed the circus’s equipment and possessions. They ducked into one of the costume tents, and Caina kissed him again, harder than before. Some part of his mind pointed out that a costume tent probably was not the best place for this, but the rest of him did not care. A single jerk of his hand pulled aside her halter, and then a moment after that he was out of his armor and lying on the ground, Caina atop him, the red skirt bunched around her hips.
The next several moments were intense. 
After they finished, Kylon slumped back, trying to blink the sweat from his eyes. Caina still sat atop him, breathing hard, and she leaned forward, bracing her hands against his chest to keep her balance. 
“Can’t breathe,” coughed Kylon. 
Caina leaned back, blinked, and laughed. “Right. Yes. Not thinking clearly just yet.” She grinned at him. Her hair had fallen out of the ghostsilver diadem, and she pushed it away from her face, her emotional sense deep with affection and satisfaction. “Oh, Kylon. Kylon, Kylon, Kylon. I…” 
The tent flap opened, and Vardo stepped inside, clad in his crimson finery. Caina’s arms jerked up to cover her chest.
“Mistress Ciara,” he started, “your performance was most…”
He froze in mid-step. 
“Vardo,” said Caina. “This really isn’t a good time.” 
Stark embarrassment flooded through Vardo’s sense, and he all but fled from the tent. 
Caina and Kylon looked at each other, and a moment later they both erupted with laughter. She rolled off him and lay next to him, still laughing.
“Why is that funny?” said Caina. “That shouldn’t be funny.” 
“You saw his face,” said Kylon. “If one of his lions ever eats him, he’ll look just like that right before the end.”
That set her off laughing again, and it took a few moments for both of them to calm down.
“Oh, gods,” said Caina, wiping sweat and tears from her face. “Gods.” She sighed and gripped his hand. “We really should find the others.”
Kylon nodded. “But we ought to get dressed first.”
She laughed again. “Yes. True. That is an excellent idea” She hesitated. “I…love you, Kylon.”
He felt the surge of affection that went through her, and something deeper and stronger than mere affection. There was fear there as well. She was afraid of losing him. She knew what that would feel like, just as he did. She was afraid of the future, of what awaited them in Istarinmul. 
So he pushed back her hair, his thumb stroking her cheek.
“I love you,” said Kylon, “and I will see you to whatever end awaits us.” 
Caina nodded, closed her eyes, and gripped his hand, resting her head against it. 
“Let’s find the others,” she said after a moment. She smiled a little. “Also, something to drink. I’m really thirsty.”
“I can’t imagine why,” said Kylon.
For some reason, that set them both to laughing again.
 
###
 
Caina stared at Nerina Strake, unable to process what she had just heard. 
“That can’t be right,” Caina said at last.
She stood next to Kylon at the edge of the circus’s tents, Nasser, Laertes, Morgant, Annarah facing Nerina and Malcolm. Caina had recovered her blue dress and headscarf, though she was so obviously disheveled that it would have been easy to guess what she and Kylon had been doing. 
Right now she did not care.
“There are hundreds of the proclamations posted in every public place in Istarinmul,” said Malcolm.
“I counted two hundred forty-seven of them,” said Nerina. “All were identical. They announced that Lord Cassander Nilas of the Umbarian Order had slain Caina Amalas, the rebel and insurrectionist who claimed to be the Balarigar. Cassander intended to call upon the Grand Wazir to receive his reward.”
“Opening the Starfall Straits to the Umbarian fleet,” said Caina. 
Malcolm snorted. “Would not the two million bezants be enough?” 
“But he’s dead,” said Caina. “Cassander is dead. Did you actually see him?”
“Only from a distance,” said Nerina. “A man seventy-five inches in height and two hundred and five pounds of weight, wearing a long black coat and a golden medallion.”
“We watched as the Umbarians went to the Golden Palace,” said Malcolm. “Lord Cassander did look heavily scarred.”
“It couldn’t have been him,” said Caina. “Cassander Nilas is dead. I was there when he died. He could not possibly have survived. He…”
Caina fell silent, trying to get her emotions under control. The news that Cassander Nilas might still be alive had hit her much harder than she would have thought. Caina had almost died at Rumarah and was still not sure of herself, but at least Cassander Nilas had been dead. Knowing that the Umbarian ambassador was dead had been a consolation.
A false one, as it turned out.
“We did not,” Morgant pointed out, “ever see his body.”
Laertes grunted. “There didn’t seem a need. The explosion completely destroyed the Corsair’s Rest. We saw Adamant Guards blasted out of the windows, their flesh burned away. It was impossible for anyone to have survived inside the common room. They would have burned to ashes.”
“She survived,” said Morgant. 
“Do you remember what happened in the Corsair’s Rest?” said Kylon. 
“No. Parts of it, anyway, and none of them clearly,” said Caina. “The last thing I can remember for certain is falling to the floor of my room. Then…only bits and pieces until I woke up in Rumarah.” 
“Then you do not remember,” said Nasser, “if Lord Cassander was in fact killed in the explosion.”
“We did not see a body,” said Laertes, “but neither did we see him leave the wreckage.” 
“The Huntress,” said Kylon. “We saw the Huntress escape. Could she have saved him?”
“Kalgri would never lift a finger to save anyone,” said Caina. “She must have realized what was about to happen. That’s why she fled, though gods know why she took my dagger and shadow-cloak.” Caina let out a long, ragged breath, getting her seething emotions under some semblance of control. “And it’s not…impossible for a sorcerer to have survived what should have been certain death.”
“Are you sure of that?”
“If I listed all the examples I have seen, we would be here until morning,” said Caina. There had been the Moroaica, who had died so often that she had regarded death as a vexing inconvenience. Sicarion, who had grafted stolen flesh from corpses to heal his injuries. She had killed or helped kill Ranarius repeatedly, and his spirit had moved to a different body each time. 
And Kalgri had not been a sorceress…but Caina had seen her fall from the cliff below Silent Ash Temple, and she had returned to stab Caina in the back at the Corsair’s Rest. 
Again that awful memory burst through her mind. 
Laertes’s voice snapped Caina out of the dark reverie.
“We didn’t see Cassander leave the wreckage,” said Laertes.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Caina, her voice quiet. “There are many ways for a sorcerer to cheat death. He could have moved his spirit to a new body. Maybe he had a vial of Elixir Rejuvenata he stole away from a Master Alchemist somewhere. Maybe he had a warding spell that allowed him to escape, or maybe he did something I’ve never seen before. No matter what happened…we have to assume he’s still alive.”
“This complicates matters considerably,” said Nasser in a low voice. He held the Staff in his right hand, still disguised as a spear. Annarah waited next to him, clad in her usual brown dress and headscarf once more, the Seal hidden on a chain around her neck, just as Caina wore her father’s ring beneath her collar. “If the Huntress followed us for months…”
“We have to assume she did,” said Caina. 
“Then she was the one who brought Cassander to Rumarah,” said Nasser. He hesitated. “Mistress Strake, Master Malcolm. I urge you to keep secret what you are about to hear. Our enemies are willing to kill everyone in Istarinmul to learn these secrets.”
“We are Ghosts,” said Malcolm. “We took the oath.” 
Nerina nodded. “The probability that I will reveal any information voluntarily is exactly zero.”
Voluntarily, thought Caina, was the key. If Cassander or Callatas suspected that Nerina knew anything, they would make her tall. 
“Very good,” said Nasser. “We must assume that Cassander Nilas knows about the Staff and Seal as well, and it is possible he has communicated the information to the rest of the Order.”
“He wouldn’t have,” said Caina. “And I don’t think the relics are his main priority right now.” 
“And just how can you know that?” said Morgant.
“Because,” said Caina. “Kalgri didn’t tell him that I am still alive.”
Silence answered that.
“Perhaps she thinks that you are dead,” said Kylon at last.
“No,” said Caina. “She wouldn’t have been fooled. But she didn’t tell Cassander that I’m dead. Else he wouldn’t be shouting it from the rooftops in Istarinmul. He would have gone to Drynemet, killed us all, and then gone to the Grand Wazir to claim his reward.” She shrugged. “Once he has opened the Straits and sent the Umbarian fleet to attack Malarae, he’ll have high standing in the Order. He’ll have leisure to hunt down the relics.” 
“So why didn’t the Huntress tell Cassander that you are dead?” said Morgant.
“I have no idea,” said Caina. “But it would be for the same reason she does anything. So she can kill more people by doing it.”
Maybe Kalgri wanted to see the Empire fall. Perhaps she wanted to revel in the slaughter that would be unleashed if the Umbarian Order seized Malarae and rampaged through the western provinces. Yet as far as Caina knew, Kalgri had never shown any interest in the Empire. 
Did she have something else in mind? 
“Before we proceed,” said Nasser, “I suggest we enter Istarinmul with the circus tomorrow and contact the Ghost circle. We are in dire need of better information.”
“Yes,” said Caina, looking at the walls of Istarinmul. 
She knew that both Kalgri and Cassander Nilas awaited her within the city. 
And Caina did not know if she was strong enough to face them again.



Chapter 14: Still Not Dead
 
The next morning, the guards at the gate admitted Master Cronmer’s Traveling Circus of Wonders And Marvels to the city of Istarinmul.
After everything that Caina had done to prepare, it was almost anticlimactic. 
A hundred of Erghulan Amirasku’s soldiers manned the gate, backed by a score of Immortals in their skull-masked helmets. Malcolm glared at the Immortals until Caina told him to stop, so he settled for glaring at the ground. The soldiers more or less waved Cronmer and his wagons through. One of the soldiers asked Caina a few bored questions about her background. She started to say that her name was Ciara, that her sister had been married in Cyrioch, but soldier only grunted and waved her through. 
Caina walked into the Anshani Bazaar, and stopped for a moment to look around. The Bazaar was not as crowded as it had been before the destruction of the Inferno, but rows of booths and stalls still filled the vast space. Merchants sold practically every item under the sun here to travelers. The air smelled of spices and cooking food and animal dung. Over the western side of the Bazaar rose the Shahenshah’s Seat, now half-rebuilt, where Caina had fought the Sifter and met with Nasser a score of times. Even though construction hadn’t finished, the inn was thronged with merchants and guards buying food and drink. Under a false name Caina was a part-owner of the Seat, so she supposed she ought to be pleased it was doing well. 
“What is it?” said Kylon in a low voice, hand twitching towards the valikon’s hilt.
“Nothing,” said Caina. “It’s just that…I hate this city. All the slaves, how the Istarish celebrate cruelty. And yet I am so glad to see it again.” 
“Because you thought you were going to die,” said Kylon. “Because you thought you would never see it again.” 
“I suppose so,” said Caina. “I guess Cassander wasn’t the only one to cheat death.”
“He might have cheated it,” said Kylon, his voice hard, “but he won’t get away from it. I’ll make sure of that.”
“I know,” said Caina, a flicker of guilt going through her. Cassander Nilas, Malik Rolukhan, and Kalgri had arranged for the death of Kylon’s wife. In her shock over Cassander’s survival, she had forgotten that. “But…that’s how I’m different from Cassander.”
“Oh?” 
“Cassander didn’t have someone to save him,” said Caina, meeting his eyes. 
For a moment they looked at each other. The recollection of last night flashed through her mind, and she smiled at the memory. Gods, but her moods had been veering back and forth lately. 
Coming within a hair’s breadth of death seemed to have that effect. 
“Well,” said Kylon at last. He stepped closer and offered her his arm. “You have another difference from Cassander.”
“What’s that?” said Caina, threading her arm through his.
“You look nothing like him.”
Caina burst out laughing. “Such high praise, sir, such high praise. Since the Kyracian champion defeated Natalia of the Nine Knives, I suppose it is only fair that he can take her on a walk to see some friends.” 
“The Kyracian champion,” said Kylon, “in his anachronistic and inaccurate armor, would be glad to do so.”
“We should say farewell to Cronmer first,” said Caina. “I want to stay on good terms with him. Never know when we might need his help again.” 
Kylon nodded, and Caina walked through the crowd of the circus and its wagons, past the bickering carpenters and acrobats. She caught a flash of Vardo’s red coat, and the man’s face turned as crimson as his coat before he ducked behind a wagon. Caina tried not to laugh. For a man who never hesitated to use an innuendo, she seemed ready to die of embarrassment. Or maybe he was just afraid of Kylon. 
She found Cronmer and Tiri at the head of the column, both of them arguing, while their eldest son Tozun calmly directed traffic, Timost hovering at his side.
“Master Cronmer!” said Caina, and Cronmer and Tiri looked up. “I fear this is where we must part ways.” 
“A pity, my dear,” said Cronmer. “Natalia of the Nine Knives was brilliant. Natalia of the Nine Knives combined with a Kyracian champion…ah, that was splendid! I have rarely heard the crowd cheer so. You are welcome to rejoin us at any time. A pity family business takes precedence.”
Tiri pointed at Kylon. “Look after her, young man.”
Kylon inclined his head. “I’ll do my best.”
“If you come to your senses and decide to rejoin the circus,” said Cronmer, “you can find us at the Inn of the Crescent Moon in the Cyrican Quarter.”
“I remember,” said Caina. “We met there the first time. Isn’t that a little expensive for the entire circus?”
Cronmer grinned behind his bushy mustache. “Not when the hakim of the Bazaar is footing the bill! Our performance was so popular that it has boosted his prestige, and so he has commissioned the circus to stay for another week.”
“May the cheers be loud and the coins abundant,” said Caina. 
She left Cronmer and Tiri to resume their argument while Tozun did most of the work, and rejoined Nasser and Annarah and the others. They had taken shelter near the gate, out of the stream of traffic. Morgant looked calm and relaxed, but his pale eyes never stopped roving over the crowds, and his hands were never far from his sword belt. 
“We need to take the relics someplace safe,” said Caina.
“One of your safe houses?” said Annarah.
“No,” said Caina. “Kalgri followed me for months. She would know them all. No, it would have to be someplace I visited before I came to the Huntress’s attention.”
“Before we robbed the Maze, then,” said Nasser. 
“Aye,” said Caina, and the answer came to her. “The Gilded Throne. Can you still get rooms there?” 
“Easily,” said Nasser. “The owner still owes me a favor or three.”
“The Gilded Throne?” said Kylon.
“An inn located in the Masters’ Quarter,” said Caina. “Istarinmul’s finest inn.”
Laertes grunted. “The most expensive, too. Good wine, though.”
“Since it is the place where minor princelings stay when visiting the city,” said Morgant, “I imagine the Teskilati keep close watch over it.”
“They do,” said Caina, “but I’m less worried about the Teskilati and more concerned about the Huntress and Cassander, but the last time I visited the Gilded Throne I had not yet come to Kalgri’s attention and Cassander hadn’t arrived in Istarinmul. They won’t think to look for me there…and more importantly, they won’t think to look for the Staff and the Seal there.” 
“A logical plan,” said Nasser. “I can think of nothing better. Though your plan has one flaw.”
Caina frowned. “What is it?”
“What will you be doing?” said Annarah. “I hope you are not thinking of making yourself bait for the Huntress or for Cassander. If…”
“You do,” said Nasser, “have a habit of trying to sacrifice yourself.” 
“No, nothing like that,” said Caina. “I need to check in with the Ghost circle, and let them know I’m still alive. They might well have news for us. I’ll rejoin you at the Gilded Throne after sundown.”
“I’ll go with you,” said Kylon.
“Of course you will,” said Morgant. 
Nasser’s white smile flashed across a face. “He is the logical choice. Caina remains the Huntress’s chief target. So long as Lord Kylon carries the valikon with him, the Huntress will hesitate before attacking.”
“What about us?” said Nerina.
“You and Malcolm should go back to your shop,” said Caina. “I assume you were contacted once Cassander proclaimed my death?” Both Nerina and Malcolm nodded. “You should have protocols for getting in touch with the rest of the circle. Use them, and let them know I am not dead. Once we know what Cassander is planning, we can get ready to counter it and get the relics on a ship as soon as possible.” 
“I suggest we move at once,” said Nasser.
“Wait,” said Nerina.
“What is it?” said Caina. 
Nerina swallowed, blinking her pale eyes. “I have to talk to you. Alone.” 
Caina nodded. “Of course.” 
“Let’s go,” said Nasser. “Mistress Strake, Master Malcolm, a pleasure to see you both again. I am most pleased to see that you are still alive.”
Malcolm grunted and clapped Nasser on the shoulder. “And you, Glasshand. Thought you all were heading to your deaths when you left the city.” 
“We came regrettably close to proving you correct a few times,” said Nasser, beckoning. Morgant, Annarah, and Laertes moved after him.
“Suppose the old skeleton in the black coat helped keep you alive, eh?” said Malcolm.
Morgant gave him a cold smile. “You’re dangerously direct, Master Malcolm.”
“A magus damaged my mind when I was a child,” said Malcolm. “What is your excuse?”
Morgant laughed at that, and Caina moved off to the side with Nerina. Kylon watched them, as did Malcolm, but they were far enough away that they would not overhear. 
“What is it?” said Caina. “What’s wrong?” 
Nerina took a deep breath. “Is your name really Caina Amalas?” 
“Yes,” said Caina. “Please don’t tell me I wronged your father and now you have to take vengeance.” 
Nerina let out a hiccupping little laugh. “No, no. I detested my father. If you had wronged him, to balance the equation I would have to repay you. I…am very glad you are still alive. I have cried three times in the last seven years. When I thought Malcolm was dead, when we found him against in the Inferno…and when Malcolm told me about the Umbarian proclamation.” 
“Nerina Strake,” said Caina. For a moment she was too touched to say anything. “Thank you. You’ve stuck with me through some very dangerous times.” 
“I…calculate that you went into something even more dangerous than the Inferno,” said Nerina. “Something bad happened to you, didn’t it?” 
Caina swallowed. “How did you know?”
“Your shadow,” said Nerina. “The one I can see around you.”
Caina’s throat went a little drier. “The…wraithblood shadow, you mean?”
She did not know why, but wraithblood addicts saw a shadow around her. Caina had no idea what the shadow was, and she had not been able to find anyone who knew. Even with the eyes of the valikarion, she had not been able to see the shadow, and neither Kylon nor Claudia nor Annarah had been able to detect it with their spells.
Yet it was there. Wraithblood addicts recoiled with fear when they looked at her, screaming in horror at the shadow. The ones so far gone in their addiction that they had lost their sanity started babbling in fear. Nerina was sane, or mostly sane, yet she could see the shadow nonetheless.
“Yes,” said Nerina. “It…has changed.” 
“What do you see?” said Caina. “How has it changed?”
“It…is difficult to express in precise mathematical terms,” said Nerina.
“Please try,” said Caina.
“It has gotten…thicker, somehow, and wider,” said Nerina. “Darker, too. The angle…you know how a man stands before a fire, and the length, angle, and depth of his shadow will depend upon his precise location in relation to the fire?” Caina nodded. “It’s like…you’re closer to the fire.” Nerina made a frustrated sound. “I cannot express it more precisely. That is what the shadow resembles. Like you are standing in front of a fire, and you have moved several yards closer to it.” 
“I see,” said Caina, trying to make sense of the statement. She had assumed the shadow had something to do with her sensitivity to sorcery, that the wraithblood addicts had somehow been able to see it. Of course, now that she knew what Callatas intended with his Apotheosis, it made more sense. Wraithblood addiction destroyed the mind’s natural resistance to possession, and Callatas intended to use the Staff and the Seal of Iramis to summon and bind thousands of nagataaru, housing them in the bodies of the wraithblood addicts he had created. 
Likely her experience in Rumarah, the necromantic poison and the mortal wound and the Elixir Restorata, had altered the way her invisible shadow looked. 
And yet, that explanation felt wrong. Something else was happening…
Caina blinked as another thought occurred to her. 
She had always sensed a faint sorcerous aura around wraithblood addicts. She felt it from Nerina even now, a slight tingling, crawling sensation against her skin. Yet if Caina was a valikarion, then she should have been able to see a sorcerous aura. But she could see nothing.
Unless…
“Nerina,” said Caina. “Before the wraithblood. What color were your eyes?”
“Green,” said Nerina. 
Caina looked into Nerina’s eyes for a moment, nodded, and then closed her eyes. Darkness swallowed her vision, but she could saw the strange white non-light of her pyrikon, the glow surrounding Kylon’s valikon and Morgant’s weapons, the terrible white fire stirring within the Staff and the Seal of Iramis. Yet if she concentrated, she saw more of each of those objects, their auras becoming sharper and clearer to the strange sixth sense she had acquired.
So she focused on Nerina…and realized that she could still see the eerie blue of Nerina’s eyes even with her own eyes closed. It was as if a sphere of pale blue light glimmered behind Nerina’s eyes, filling the inside of her head with that strange light. 
Caina blinked her eyes open, stunned. A sharp wave of vertigo went through her, followed by a headache, and she closed her eyes again and pinched the bridge of her nose, waiting for the vertigo to pass. 
“Are…you all right?” said Nerina hesitantly. “You closed your eyes and frowned, and probability indicates the likelihood of an unpleasant emotional reaction…”
“I know why your eyes changed color,” said Caina.
“The wraithblood,” said Nerina.
“No, why the wraithblood changed your eyes,” said Caina. “Your eyes didn’t change color at all. It’s an arcane aura that damaged your mind and lowered your resistance to possession, an arcane aura potent enough that people can see it. That’s why your eyes changed. It’s the sorcerous aura of the damage to your mind’s defenses. The entire point of the Apotheosis is that the Grand Master wants to replace humanity with something new. The wraithblood damages your resistance to possession. Remember? That’s why the nagataaru tried to possess you when we fled from the Maze. You were the easiest target.”
“Then if Callatas summons thousands of nagataaru,” said Nerina, “that means…”
“They’ll seek out wraithblood addicts and possess them,” said Caina. 
“Oh,” said Nerina. “There are tens of thousands of wraithblood addicts in Istarinmul. That is…that is…” Her face tightened as she did the math. “Very bad.” 
“Yes,” said Caina, her mind turning over this new information. There was a secret here, she could tell. Something important, something she hadn’t yet realized. This was another part of that secret, another crack in the armor surrounding it. 
Something else started to occur to her, something about the nature of wraithblood. 
“You calculated that,” said Nerina, “by closing your eyes?”
“Yes,” said Caina, her mind elsewhere. “I could see the aura with my eyes closed.”
“Oh,” said Nerina. “What exactly happened to you?” 
“Well,” said Caina, “I’ll tell you the entire story someday, but suffice to say I was forced to drink a lethal poison, stabbed through the chest, and had a building blow up around me.”
“You seem improbably healthy after all that,” said Nerina. 
“I agree completely,” said Caina. “Nerina, thank you. I think I just realized something important. We’d better go. Head back to your shop with Malcolm. I’ll be in contact soon – I think we will need your help.”
“The shadow, though,” said Nerina. “Can you calculate its cause? I cannot.”
Caina hesitated. “Not yet.”
They rejoined the others. Nasser, Annarah, Morgant and Laertes left the Bazaar by one street, heading for the Gilded Throne, while Nerina and Malcolm took another, making their way to the Cyrican Quarter. Caina stood next to Kylon, watching them go.
“Where are we going?” said Kylon, rolling his shoulders. 
“The House of Agabyzus,” said Caina. “Damla will know how to get in touch with Agabyzus, and he will have been keeping an eye on the Umbarians.”
“You had an idea, though,” Kylon said. “I know that expression.” 
Caina nodded. “I know why the wraithblood addicts’ eyes change color. It’s the damage the wraithblood does to their aura, to their minds’ defenses against possession. The damage is so severe that the aura becomes partially visible to the mortal eye…which is why their eyes change color.”
“Truly?” said Kylon.
“That has to be it,” said Caina. “It’s why I never realized it before. It wasn’t until I looked at her just now that I understood the truth.” 
“The eyes of the valikarion,” said Kylon.
Caina nodded. “And I realized something else. What’s the best way to damage someone’s aura?”
Kylon shrugged, watching her face.
“The way I know best,” said Caina. “A bloodcrystal. We need to make a stop before the House of Agabyzus.”
“Where?” said Kylon.
Caina gave him a tight smile. “I need to buy some wraithblood.”
 
###
 
Kylon walked with Caina through the back allies of the Anshani Quarter. 
The Quarter was safe enough during the day, so long as one stayed to the main streets. At night it became far more dangerous, as the various Anshani clans that inhabited the Quarter carried on their endless blood feuds. They were not above robbing and killing anyone who happened to wander into their territory, or taking captives and selling them to the Brotherhood. He had gone with Caina to the Anshani Quarter before, but she had never come here dressed as a woman. 
Well. If anyone made trouble, he would just have to discourage them. Though it would be difficult to do that without drawing attention. 
At the moment, Caina did not seem to care. Her face was hard and tight as she strode forward. She had either figured something out that had been bothering her, or there was about to be trouble. 
Kylon kept the valikon loose in its scabbard. A group of young Anshani men pushed away from a doorway and started drifting towards them. Kylon looked at them, and drew the valikon an inch or two from its sheath. The men met his gaze, and just as quietly drifted back into their doorway. 
Caina turned a corner, and Kylon found himself in a reeking alley between two towering tenements. To judge from the odor, the residents used the alleyway as a toilet. An Istarish man in a ragged brown robe and turban stood within the alley, humming to himself, and his dirty face brightened as Caina and Kylon approached. 
“Ah, lovely lady,” said the Istarish man. “Have you come to me seeking pleasure?” He licked his lips and grinned. “I have much pleasure to offer…”
“I know,” said Caina, her voice cold. A coin flashed in her fingers. “One vial of wraithblood. I know you’re supposed to give it away for free, but give me the vial, take this coin, and go get a drink at the Shahenshah’s Seat. Don’t come back for an hour.”
“Lovely lady,” rasped the Istarish man, “the wraithblood is best enjoyed with company. I can make sure you do not hurt yourself while in the throes of the vision.” He gripped her shoulder. “And I can…”
Before Kylon could intercede, Caina moved fast, so fast she almost seemed to blur. Suddenly the Istarish man was on his knees, his eyes bulging with pain, his arm twisted at an uncomfortable angle as she stood behind him. 
“You can give me a vial of wraithblood and take my coin to have a pleasant drink at the Shahenshah’s Seat,” said Caina, jerking her chin at Kylon, “or he can cut your head off. Decide now.”
“Coin,” croaked the man. 
Caina released him, and the man stumbled to his feet, eyeing her as if she were a rabid animal. She handed over the coin, and dropped a small glass vial of dark fluid in her outstretched hand, and then sprinted away as if all the demons in the world were on his tail.
“He keeps running like that,” said Caina, holding up the vial of cloudy glass before her eyes, “his heart’s going to give out before he can enjoy that drink.”
Kylon’s first thought was that the wraithblood dealer might have given her a fake vial, but he reached out with the sorcery of water and felt the aura of arcane power gathered within the cheap glass. It was indeed a vial of genuine wraithblood, made from the blood of a murdered slave, and Kylon had sensed such a malevolent aura before in the Grand Master’s wraithblood laboratories. 
“What do you see?” he said at last.
“Something I should have realized a long time ago,” said Caina. “Could you draw the valikon and hold it level, please? I need to try something.”  
Kylon nodded and drew the ancient sword, the blade rasping against the leather of its scabbard. He held the weapon out before him, and Caina plucked the wax stopper from the wraithblood vial. 
“It doesn’t boil when you touch it,” said Kylon. “Not the way the Elixir Restorata did.”
“That’s because it’s not completely an Elixir,” said Caina. “Gods, but I should have realized this sooner. Callatas is a Master Alchemist, so I assumed wraithblood was a kind of Elixir. But it’s not. It’s something worse. Watch this.” 
She tipped the vial over the blade and let a few drops fall against the valikon. They hissed and snarled, sizzling like fat dripped onto a griddle. Caina stared at the sizzling drops for a few moments, then nodded and swept her hand across the flat of the blade, scooping up the wraithblood. For an instant Kylon feared that she would burn her hand, but Caina didn’t flinch.
“Look,” she said in a soft voice, holding out her cupped hand. 
A small pile of ash rested in her palm. It looked as if the ashes were glittering, yet as Kylon looked closer, he saw that she wasn’t holding a handful of ashes. Instead she was holding something like salt that glittered in the sun, something like…
“Crystals,” said Kylon.
“Thousands and thousands of tiny bloodcrystals,” said Caina. “That’s what wraithblood is. That’s what it always has been. Thousands of tiny bloodcrystals, suspended in a minor alchemical Elixir to make it addictive.”
“What kind of bloodcrystal?” said Kylon. He felt a faint necromantic aura from the dust in Caina’s hand, but not a powerful one. He supposed it didn’t need to be powerful. If the wraithblood was addictive and the effect was cumulative, the individual bloodcrystals could be weak while their total effect added up over time.
“I’m not sure,” said Caina, frowning at the dust, “but I think…it looks like a smaller version of the Conjurant Bloodcrystal I saw in the Tomb of Kharnaces. Callatas must have stolen the design from him.” 
“The Conjurant Bloodcrystal was designed to destroy the barrier between worlds,” said Kylon, “so these smaller ones must be fashioned to wear down the mind’s resistance to possession.” 
“That’s why Callatas needed the blood of murdered slaves,” said Caina. “He must have planted some of the base crystal in each of the murdered slaves, and then grown the wraithblood within them. The metal troughs we saw in the laboratories were to harvest the wraithblood as it fell from their veins.”
“Grown?” said Kylon.
“Bloodcrystals have to be grown from the blood of either a living victim or a recently dead one,” said Caina. “Callatas would have need an original bloodcrystal, one he grew from the blood of his first victim. A base…”
Her voice trailed off, and her eyes widened.
“What is it?” said Kylon. Another idea must have come to her. He often had trouble following her deductions, but her logic was almost always sound.
“Kharnaces told me that every bloodcrystal must be grown from the blood of an original victim,” said Caina. “That’s called the base. The blood of other victims can be added later, but there always has to be a base…and if you provided the blood for the base, you’re immune to the effects of the bloodcrystal.” 
“Really?” said Kylon. “How did you find that out?”
“The hard way,” said Caina. 
She did not seem inclined to elaborate, so he did not press. “So someone provided the blood for the very first vial of wraithblood, and this blood has been the base for every single vial of wraithblood since?” 
“I think so,” said Caina. “Bloodcrystals are grown, not manufactured. Every wraithblood laboratory must start with…oh, a seed vial, one from which the rest of the wraithblood is grown in the body of murdered slaves.”
“So if you found this original bloodcrystal,” said Kylon, “and you destroyed it…would it undo the rest of the wraithblood?”
Caina blinked. “It might. I don’t know for sure. But it might.” She smiled. “That could stop Callatas in his tracks. Forget the relics. If all the wraithblood was undone by destroying the original bloodcrystal, he could summon all the nagataaru he wanted, but they wouldn’t have anywhere to go.” 
“Could Callatas have used himself as the base for the bloodcrystal?” said Kylon, intrigued by the possibility. Caina might have just puzzled out a secret that no one but Callatas himself knew, a weakness built into the foundation of his plans. If they could exploit that weakness…
“Maybe,” said Caina. “I don’t think a necromancer can use a bloodcrystal created from his own blood, at least not for very much. I think Callatas would have used someone else as a base for the bloodcrystals in the wraithblood.”
“Who, then?” said Kylon.
Caina sighed. “I have no idea. Could you hold out the valikon again?” 
Kylon complied, and Caina dumped the dust in her hand upon the blade, and the crystalline grains crackled and flared and became smoking ash. She upended the rest of the vial over the sword, and the wraithblood sizzled and hissed, becoming the crystalline dust, and then crumbling into inert ash. Kylon shook the sword, and the dust blew away down the alley.
“Vile thing,” muttered Caina. “Good riddance.” 
“Ten thousand more vials to go,” said Kylon, returning the valikon to its sheath, “and we’ll be done.” 
“I’m missing something, Kylon,” said Caina, shaking her head. A stray lock of black hair fell from her headscarf. “This is important, but I can’t see how. I’m missing something important, something huge.” 
“You don’t have enough information,” said Kylon.
“Something that’s starting me right in the face,” said Caina. 
He caught her elbow, and she looked up at him, blue eyes wide. 
“Let’s go to the House of Agabyzus,” said Kylon, “and see if we can find more of that information.” 
“Yes, you’re right,” she said, and she smiled. “It would be grimly amusing if we survived Pyramid Isle and Rumarah only to get mugged in an alley in the Anshani Quarter.” 
“Not if I have anything to say about it,” said Kylon. 
She smiled again, and they left the alley and headed for the Cyrican Quarter.
 
###
 
Caina looked around the Cyrican Bazaar. 
The first time she had come here had been over two years ago, just after she had been banished from the Empire. She had been in near despair, and had nearly drank herself to death the first night in Istarinmul. Then the Master Slaver Ulvan had taken Damla’s sons, setting Caina on the path that had led her to Silent Ash Temple and the Inferno, to Pyramid Isle and that room in the Corsair’s Rest at Rumarah. 
She shivered a little at the memory of the Huntress’s sword.
But that path had also led her to Kylon, just as his path of pain and loss had brought him to her. Out of grief they had found each other. Maybe that was a hopeful thought. 
“Maybe,” said Caina aloud, “I am thinking too much.” 
“What?” said Kylon. 
She smiled and gave him a quick kiss. “Let’s visit Damla. We’ll find some information, or at least some of her excellent coffee. I’ve wanted a cup of her coffee since about four hours after we left Istarinmul.”
Kylon laughed. “If I had known you would take to coffee so thoroughly, I might have taken you to a tea house in Catekharon instead.” 
“Coffee was a better choice,” said Caina. “There aren’t any tea houses in Istarinmul.” 
They threaded their way through the crowds of the Cyrican Bazaar. The bazaar was not as large as the Anshani Bazaar, but with the lack of trade to the city it was more crowded, with merchants selling their wares from their booths and stalls, lamps and carpets and knives and pans and a thousand other things. She saw many Istarish soldiers in chain mail and their distinctive spiked helms, scimitars upon their belts and steel-studded shields upon their backs. Some had the plumed helms and ornamented cloaks of khalmirs, of officers, and scowled at everything in sight. Caina made sure to stay away from them. They would have been sworn to the Grand Wazir, and if they knew who she was, they would arrest or kill her on the spot.
Of course, the Balarigar was supposed to be dead. 
The House of Agabyzus stood on one side of the Bazaar, three stories of whitewashed stone with a flat roof. Rented rooms occupied the top two floors of the coffee house, and the common room itself and the kitchens filled the bottom floor. Tall windows rose on the ground floor, the shutters thrown open to admit the air and sunlight. 
Caina stopped at the front door. There were a number of notices and proclamations nailed to the door, including several bounty notices for the Balarigar and the sorceress falsely claiming to be a loremaster of lost Iramis. Over them all she saw a poster adorned the winged skull seal of the Umbarian Order, proclaiming that the woman known as Caina Amalas had been brought to justice by Cassander Nilas, and that the Umbarian ambassador would soon call upon the Grand Wazir for his reward. 
A chill went through her. That reward might lead to the Umbarian fleet sailing to Malarae and the Umbarian army destroying the Empire. 
“I suppose it’s true,” said Kylon, tapping the Umbarian notice with a finger.
“What’s that?” said Caina, shaking off her dark thoughts. 
“You really can’t believe everything you read.”
Caina laughed at the absurdity of reading about her own death. “I do believe you are right.”
She pushed open the door and stepped into the House of Agabyzus. At mid-morning, there was still a good crowd, with merchants lingering over their breakfasts at the low round tables, sitting cross-legged upon cushions in the Istarish style, while others sat in the booths ringing the walls. Serving maids carried out trays of coffee and cakes for the patrons, moving back and forth from the kitchen. Once Damla had owned slaves, like every other merchant in Istarinmul, but after her ill-fated encounter with Ulvan’s Collectors, she had released her slaves and hired freeborn maids instead. Most of the freed slaves had elected to work for Damla, which in Caina’s opinion spoke volumes about her. 
Damla herself hurried over as they entered, a fit woman in her middle thirties, clad in a widow’s black headscarf and dress. “Welcome, welcome, to the House of Agabyzus. Please, sit and take your ease, and…”
She froze, her dark eyes widening. 
“Damla,” said Caina. “I cannot tell you how good it is to see you again.” 
Damla let out a startled little cry, hurried forward, and caught Caina in a hug. 
“By the Living Flame,” said Damla. “By the fires of the Living Flame. I thought you were dead. I was certain you were dead. All those awful proclamations all over the city…”
“Well,” said Caina, grinning. “You really can’t believe everything you read.”
“Yes,” said Damla, dabbing at her eyes. She pulled herself together, looking around as if fearing that she had made a scene. “Of course. And you, Master Exile. It is good to see you as well. Come, sit, sit. You can tell me of your journeys.”
“I will,” said Caina, “but I need to talk to Agabyzus as soon as possible.”
“Then fortune smiles upon you,” said Damla, “for he spent the night here.” She lowered her voice. “He is in great agitation. Something is happening in the city, though he had not told me of the details.”
Caina thought of Cassander, of the demands he would make of Erghulan. “I can imagine.” 
“The city is…well, Agabyzus can tell you more,” said Damla, ushering them to an empty booth in the corner. “Bayram!” Damla’s eldest son, a sturdy-looking lad of about eighteen, emerged from the kitchen. He wore a leather apron and a studious, sober expression on his face, his fingers dusted with flour. 
“Mother?” said Bayram. He looked at Caina, and his eyes widened a little. He hadn’t seen Caina’s face during his liberation from Ulvan’s cells, but the boy wasn’t stupid, and Caina suspected that he had figured out who she really was. 
“Go upstairs to the guest room and fetch our visitor,” said Damla. “Tell him who has returned.”
“You had better go with him,” said Caina to Kylon. “He will be suspicious. If I turn up when I’m supposed to be dead, he will suspect a trap.” 
“Oh,” said Damla. “I had not even thought of that. You aren’t an impostor, are you?”
“If she is,” said Kylon, “she has fooled even me.” He walked to Bayram. “Come on, lad.” The two of them disappeared up the stairs, and Caina and Damla sat in the booth. One of the maids returned with a tray of coffee, and Caina took a clay cup.
“Thank you,” said Caina, and she took a sip, sighed, and closed her eyes with contentment. “You have no idea how much I have missed this.” 
“I am glad you are here,” said Damla. “We have keenly missed your guidance.”
“I was gone…a bit longer than I had hoped,” said Caina. She took another sip. “But I’m back now.”
“Did you fake your death?” said Damla. “To escape from Cassander?”
“No,” said Caina, her fingers coiling around the warm clay of her cup. “It’s a long and unpleasant story. Suffice it to say that Cassander Nilas had every reason to believe that I was dead.” Her fingers tightened against the cup. “I had every reason to believe that I was dead. I should have been dead.”
“How did you escape?” said Damla.
“I didn’t,” said Caina. “The Exile saved me.”
“Ah,” said Damla. “He would, wouldn’t he? Given how that he is obviously in love with you.”
“Yes,” said Caina in a quiet voice, smiling into her coffee.  
“Oh.” Damla grinned. “Good. I am glad for you.” 
“Tell me,” said Caina, “do Istarish women enjoy matchmaking as a pastime? You all but told me to seduce him.”
“I didn’t ‘all but’ tell you to seduce him,” said Damla. “I flat-out told you to seduce him.” Caina laughed. “And I am very pleased you heeded my counsel. I want you to have some joy in your life. Why should you not? You have done so much for my family.” She lowered her voice. “That writ of exemption from conscript you made for us?”
“Forged, technically,” said Caina. 
“I had to use it,” said Damla. “One of the Grand Wazir’s officers came to the House of Agabyzus and thought to draft Bayram and Bahad to fill his quota. Fortunately, I had the writ, and that convinced him to depart. We have had no trouble since.” She shook her head. “Even from afar, you watched over my sons.” 
“I’m glad,” said Caina. “I’m very glad.”
“Besides,” said Damla, “the Exile is good for you, I think. Someone like you…you don’t need a merchant or a scholar or a priest at your side, nor do you need a wealthy man to take care of you. No. You need a warrior.” 
Caina raised an eyebrow. “Someone like me? Dare I ask what that means?” 
“The Balarigar,” said Damla, “the demonslayer, like the Szalds say.” 
“There’s no such thing,” said Caina. She’d had this conversation with Damla before. 
“Maybe not,” said Damla, “but if there were, you could convince me.” 
Caina had no answer to that, so she took another sip. It was excellent coffee.
Bayram returned, Kylon following him. Behind Kylon came a gaunt middle-aged man in the ornamented robes and turban of a minor magistrate in the Padishah’s government, a leather satchel for legal documents slung over his shoulder. He looked a great deal healthier than when Caina had first met him locked in a cell in the Widow’s Tower, but she suspected the ordeal would leave Agabyzus looking a bit sickly for the rest of his life.
His eyes met hers, and he stopped in the middle of the common room, his hands falling to his sides.
That was the closest she had even seen to total shock from the crafty old spy. 
Then Agabyzus blinked, gathered himself together, and crossed the common room to sit next to his younger sister, his eyes still on Caina. Kylon sat next to her, facing Damla and Agabyzus.
“Thank you, Bayram,” said Damla. “I will join you in the kitchens shortly.”
Bayram looked back and forth between Caina and Agabyzus, nodded, and disappeared into the kitchens.
“If you are an impostor,” said Agabyzus at last, “you are a very good one.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. 
“But you might be an impostor,” said Agabyzus. “The Umbarians have Silent Hunters, able to turn themselves invisible. Why should they not have agents able to take the forms of the dead?”
“The very first day I met you,” said Caina, “was in a cell in the Widow’s Tower. I had taken shelter from Ricimer’s daevagoths in your cell, and I hadn’t expected to find you. You asked me to kill you.”
Damla blinked and looked at her brother. 
Agabyzus inclined his head. “How did you persuade me otherwise?” 
“I said that you wanted to know the secret,” said Caina. “You wanted to know what Callatas had hidden away in the Widow’s Tower. If we were going to die anyway, we might as well learn the truth before we perished.” 
“And then,” said Agabyzus, “you blew up the Widow’s Tower.”
“To be fair, I didn’t meant to do it,” said Caina. “I was just trying to set fire to Ricimer. Or to Ricimer’s corpse, since his nagataaru had possessed it and was coming to kill us. The fire got…somewhat out of hand.”
Agabyzus stared at her, and then let out a long breath.
“By the Living Flame,” he said. “It really is you. I had long since ceased believing that the gods cared enough about us to offer miracles…but how are you still alive?” He blinked several times, the lines sinking deeper into his face. “Could Cassander actually have been bold enough to lie to the Grand Wazir’s face?” 
“He thinks I’m dead,” said Caina. “I didn’t exactly fake my death, but…well, he has every reason to believe I am dead. And I believed that Cassander was dead. I was certain of it. I still don’t know how he survived.”
Agabyzus grunted. “Whatever you did to him, I think it almost killed him. He looked badly scarred when he approached the Grand Wazir.”
“Scarred?” said Caina. “Burned, you mean?”
“I did not see him myself,” said Agabyzus. “Some of the other Ghosts did, and they said it was as if Cassander had cut pieces from corpses and grafted them to himself to heal his injuries.”
Caina went cold, and shared a look with Kylon.
“Did his eyes happen to turn orange?” said Caina.
“Yes,” said Agabyzus. “His left one, I believe. How did you know?” 
“Sicarion,” said Kylon, his voice grim. “That’s how he survived. Just as Sicarion survived Marsis and Caer Magia.” 
“Sicarion?” said Damla. “Is that…not a High Nighmarian word?”
“He was an assassin and a necromancer,” said Caina, her voice hard as she remembered. Sicarion had murdered Halfdan in Marsis. “He had a spell that let him…harvest body parts from his victims. The first time we met, I saw him lose a hand, only to cut another hand from a corpse and use a necromantic spell to reattach it to his wrist.” 
“The Living Flame preserve us from such a ghastly creature,” said Damla. “He is here in the city now?”
“No,” said Caina. “Sicarion died on the day of the golden dead. A friend of mine cut his head off. He might have been able to recover from nearly anything, but he couldn’t heal from that.” 
“Few do,” said Agabyzus, his voice dry. 
“Cassander must know a similar form of necromancy,” said Kylon.
“It would not surprise me, Lord Exile,” said Agabyzus. “It seems the Umbarian Order preserved many secrets of forbidden arcane science thought lost by the Magisterium, secrets they now use as weapons against the Empire.” 
“Or to survive certain death,” said Kylon. Agabyzus inclined his head at that.
“What happened when Cassander returned to Istarinmul?” said Caina. “I know he posted that damned proclamation everywhere – I saw a dozen copies on my way here.”
“His behavior was…peculiar, to say the least,” said Agabyzus. “He demanded an audience with the Grand Wazir, and the Grand Master was there as well. Cassander requested that the Grand Wazir honor their agreement and open the Straits to the Umbarian fleet. Erghulan refused, claiming that since Cassander could not produce a body, there was no definitive proof that you were dead.” 
Caina laughed. “The man actually managed to do something intelligent for once.”
“The proverb about the stopped clock comes to mind,” said Damla.
“He did have a ghostsilver dagger and a shadow-cloak,” said Agabyzus. “I assume they were yours.”
“They are,” said Caina, sharing a puzzled look with Kylon. Kalgri had taken Caina’s shadow-cloak and ghostsilver dagger in the final instant before the silver fire of the Elixir Restorata had destroyed the Corsair’s Rest. The Huntress must have given them to Cassander. 
Yet if she had given them to Cassander, why hadn’t she told him that Caina had survived? Maybe Cassander had killed the Huntress and taken the cloak and dagger before she could tell him, or perhaps Cassander had taken them and forced the Huntress to flee. Yet neither possibility made sense. It was unlikely that Kalgri was foolish enough to put herself in a position where Cassander Nilas could kill her.
Cassander was up to something…but so was Kalgri.
But what? 
“What did Cassander do after Erghulan refused him?” said Caina. 
“He insulted both the Grand Wazir and the Grand Master, apparently at considerable length,” said Agabyzus. “He announced that Callatas had created the wraithblood before the Grand Wazir’s entire court.”
“And he’s still alive?” said Caina.
“The Grand Wazir was furious,” said Agabyzus. “He expelled the Umbarian embassy from the city and gave them a week to leave Istarinmul and never return.” 
“Then…Erghulan will never open the Straits to the Umbarians,” said Caina. “Callatas would not want to disturb his work with a foreign war, but he might have been persuaded for the right price, I think. But now Cassander has poisoned the well. Even if the Order dispatches another ambassador, Erghulan might not even receive him.” She scowled into her coffee. “But why would Cassander do something so stupid? Unless…”
“Unless,” said Agabyzus, “he no longer cared what the Grand Wazir or the Grand Master thought…”
“Because,” said Caina, “he had a plan of his own to open the Starfall Straits.” 
“That was my thought,” said Agabyzus.
“Those houses,” said Caina. “Before I left the city. The Umbarians were buying all those houses in a ring around the Golden Palace.”
Agabyzus nodded. “The Order continued purchasing houses secretly in Lord Cassander’s absence.” He reached into his satchel and drew out a bundle of maps, deeds, and writs of sale. 
“Your friends among the scribes of the hakims and the wazirs have been busy,” said Caina, eyeing the documents.
“I sometimes think our business is in favors,” said Agabyzus, spreading out a map of Istarinmul, “in both dispensing them and in gathering them. And many people owe you favors.” He tapped the map with a bony finger. “The houses have been marked.” 
Caina considered the map. The marked houses indeed formed a massive circle around the Golden Palace…and the Grand Master’s own palace, she noted. She had been so focused upon finding first Annarah and then the Staff and Seal of Iramis that she had not been able to spend as much time as she might like on this mystery. 
“What have the Umbarians been doing with the houses?” said Caina. “They’re in the wrong position to be safe houses.”
“I agree,” said Agabyzus. “The Umbarians have been moving soldiers into the houses, both regular fighting men and Adamant Guards. Some of the lesser Umbarian magi of the embassy have been going from house to house, casting spells and moving on.”
“Do you know what kind of spells?” said Caina.
“I fear not,” said Agabyzus. “I have no expert in sorcery among my informers, though it seems they have been casting the same spells at each house.”
“The same spells,” murmured Caina. “Like a sorcerer placing lit candles around a…ritual circle, a summoning circle, something like that.”
“If it is a spell circle,” said Kylon, frowning at the map, “it would be impossibly large and require a stupendous amount of power. I don’t think all the stormsingers of New Kyre working in harmony could empower it.”
“No,” murmured Caina. “But Cassander has been planning this from the beginning, hasn’t he? Probably from the first moment he set foot in Istarinmul and realized that Callatas was the one truly ruling Istarinmul. If he could convince Callatas to open the Straits, well and good, but he needed a fallback position.” She ran her finger over the circle the houses formed upon the map. “This is his fallback position…whatever it is he intends to do with these houses.” 
“And it will have to be within a week,” said Kylon. “Before the Umbarian embassy has to leave the city.” 
“I agree,” said Agabyzus. “When Cassander issued his proclamation, I concluded that you were in fact dead, and I followed the directions you left me. I contacted Lord Martin Dorius and Lady Claudia Dorius.”
“They are still alive?” said Caina.
“They are,” said Agabyzus. “The Silent Hunters made multiple attempts on their lives during your absence, but Lady Claudia has grown rather adept at detecting them. Unfortunately, there are always more.” 
“And Claudia’s child?” said Caina.
“She is still great with child,” said Agabyzus, “though I understand she will likely give birth any day. We did not discuss the matter, though. I presented Lord Martin and Lady Claudia with this same information, and they came to the same conclusion. Cassander plans to force open the Starfall Straits with a work of great sorcery. And he needs these houses to do it.”
“Have you been able to look around any of them?” said Caina.
Agabyzus shook his head. “No. The houses are too well guarded, and we have no nightfighter in our ranks.”
“You do now,” said Caina. “What did Martin and Claudia decide to do?”
“Lord Martin felt that both Istarinmul and the Empire itself faced a grave danger from the Umbarians,” said Agabyzus, “and resolved to take swift action. He decided to take some of his Imperial Guards and storm one of the houses to learn what secrets were hidden within.”
“Truly?” said Caina. “That is a great risk.”
Agabyzus shrugged. “The Umbarians and Cassander himself are in poor favor at the Padishah’s court. Likely Lord Martin could do whatever he wished to the Umbarians without drawing Erghulan’s ire, so long as he did not make too much trouble.” 
“Which house did Martin choose to attack?” said Caina.
“This one,” said Agabyzus. “In the northeastern part of the Emirs’ Quarter, the palace of Fariz Terdagan.”
“I recognize the name,” said Damla. “An emir, is he not?”
“He is,” said Agabyzus.
“He’s a toad,” said Caina, “and a traitorous one, too. He’s one of Erghulan Amirasku’s most loyal supporters, but a penurious one, so he has been doing tasks for Cassander Nilas in exchange for money. I assume Cassander bought him that palace in the Emirs’ Quarter?”
“You assume correctly,” said Agabyzus, his voice dry. “Within the last month, as it happens. The Umbarians have been moving men and Adamant Guards into Fariz’s palace, and Umbarian magi have been casting spells around it.” 
“When is Martin launching his attack?” said Caina.
“Tomorrow night,” said Agabyzus.
Caina looked at Kylon. “We had better talk to Martin as soon as possible.”



Chapter 15: Broken
 
Claudia squinted at the paper laid at before her, her head throbbing, her eyes itching. She had spent all morning writing letters. Cassander’s expulsion from the Grand Wazir’s presence and impending banishment from the city had raised the profile of the Empire among the Istarish nobles, and a score of invitations had arrived. Claudia had been writing answers to the letters, and she had also composed a letter to the Emperor. The Emperor and his advisors and the lords of the Imperial Curia needed to know what had happened in Istarinmul. 
If Cassander’s plan succeeded, if he somehow forced open the Starfall Straits, then the Empire needed to prepare itself. 
A twinge of pain went through her, and Claudia reached for her belly, wondering with terror and relief if the moment had come at last. 
But it was only her back. The muscles of her back had been tight and sore today. Even sitting, her damn ankles still hurt. At last Claudia put down her pen with a sigh, sealing her jar of ink and putting away her blotting sand.
She heaved herself to her feet, her legs aching, and walked to the windows of the solar. From here she had a good view of the gardens within the courtyard, and the domes and spires of the Emirs’ Quarter beyond, the golden domes of the Padishah’s palace rising like golden shields over the city. 
A deep sense of dread settled into Claudia as she looked at Istarinmul.
Cassander was doing something. Right now, at this very moment, he was preparing an attack that would strike at both Istarinmul and the Empire. She had no idea what he intended, but she was certain that it would kill a great many people.
And her husband and her unborn child were in this city.
Claudia closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the warm glass of the windows, her hand brushing her stomach. Her child would come soon, perhaps this very day. Her child would come, and she would bring her baby into a world ripped apart by war, into a city that might see the Grand Wazir’s forces fighting the Umbarians in the streets. 
Gods, gods, but she wished she was in Malarae. She wished that Martin was there with her. Or that they had stayed in rural Caeria Ulterior in Calvarium. Caeria Ulterior was far from Istarinmul, far from the eastern Empire where the Order ruled.
Claudia tried to think of something hopeful, but could not. 
“My lady?” Dromio’s polite voice cut into her thoughts.
Claudia rebuked herself and straightened up, blinking the tears from her eyes. She was the wife of the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador to Istarinmul, and she would not weep in front of the servants. She had to set an example of confidence. Besides, she had faced dangerous times before. The poor decisions she had made in Catekharon, for one, or the terrible dangers of Caer Magia. The horror of the day of the golden dead, or the blood lust of the Red Huntress.
Yet she hadn’t been pregnant during any of those fights. 
“Yes, Dromio?” said Claudia, straightening up. “Has Lord Martin returned?”
“Not yet, my lady,” said the seneschal, stark in his black coat. “There are some…unusual visitors.”
Claudia frowned. “Who? Someone from the Grand Wazir?”
“No, my lady,” said Dromio. “A man and a woman. The man is Kyracian, and did not give his name. The woman claims to have a message from Marius of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers.” 
Alarm flashed through Claudia. “Marius of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers” had been one of the many aliases and disguises that Caina Amalas had used, and she had visited Claudia under that guise several times. 
For someone to claim that alias now…
Could it be a messenger from Agabyzus? No, if Agabyzus had news, he would come himself. He might not have even known about the “Marius” identity. Caina had been good at keeping secrets. A darker possibility occurred to Claudia. Cassander had not bothered to reveal all the details about Caina’s death, and he might have been able to interrogate her before killing her.
These visitors could be Umbarians. 
“I see,” said Claudia at last. 
“Shall I send them away?” said Dromio. 
“No,” said Claudia. “Separate them. Keep the man in the dining hall. I will meet with the woman alone, here.”
Dromio was too-well trained to show disapproval, but Claudia heard it nonetheless. “Alone, my lady?”
“If she is an Umbarian agent,” said Claudia, “I shall deal with her.”
“Very good, my lady,” said Dromio. He bowed and went to carry out her instructions.  
Claudia walked to the corner of the solar, which was the most defensible location and would give her the longest amount of time to cast a spell against any attacker. She had always been good with warding spells, and she cast one now, a ward to turn aside any steel blades before they could reach her flesh. A second spell stood ready in her thoughts, ready to unleash a hammer of psychokinetic force at an attacker. Depending on where the spell hit the foe, it might shatter his ribcage or crack his skull like an amphora dashed against the ground. 
She waited, and at last the door swung open. A young woman in a blue dress and headscarf stepped into the room, and…
Claudia stared at her.
It was Caina Amalas.
“Claudia,” said Caina. “I’m glad to see you are well.”
“You’re dead,” said Claudia before her brain could catch up to her shock.
“Not yet,” said Caina. 
Caina looked nearly the same as she had the last time Claudia had seen her, before she had left the city with Nasser Glasshand. Yet there were differences. Her face seemed a little sharper, as if she had just gone a long time without proper meals. Her blue eyes were bloodshot with dark rings beneath them, as if she had not slept well the night before. Claudia had known Caina for years, had seen her in every mood, and something about Caina seemed…wilder. 
Madder, even. 
As if Caina had seen some terrible thing, or endured some grievous trial, and had not yet quite recovered from it. 
Of course, it might not be Caina at all, not really.
Claudia took a cautious step forward, and then another, spell held ready. Caina watched her without moving. Claudia stopped in front of her, reached out, and tapped Caina’s forehead with a finger. 
The skin felt smooth, solid, and a little cool. 
“Well,” said Claudia at last, “you’re not a spirit, at least. So either you’re Caina Amalas, or…”
“A very well-disguised impostor,” said Caina, a faint smile going over her face. She spread her arms. “Go on.”
Claudia cast the spell to sense the presence of sorcerous power. Save for her own ward and the wards around the mansion, she detected nothing. Claudia released the spell and began a different one, this time a spell to sense the mind of another. She was not very skilled with the spell, but she got a dim sense of the minds in the mansion – the servants and maids going about their duties, the Imperial Guards upon patrol. She could even feel the half-formed mind of the child in her womb, a sensation that always filled her with wonder. 
Yet she felt nothing from Caina, nothing at all. 
It was as if the other woman…simply wasn’t there.
“Go on,” said Caina. “You’re almost there.”
Frowning, Claudia cast a spell right at Caina, a spell to reach out and touch her mind.
Nothing happened.
“That’s…not possible,” said Claudia. “You’re not wearing a shadow-cloak. Your pyrikon isn't shielding you, and I can't even detect it. I should be able to detect you.”
“Valikarion,” said Caina.
Claudia remembered the ghostsilver sword Nasser and Caina had wielded against the Huntress at Silent Ash Temple. “The bearers of the valikons in old Iramis, the guardians of the loremasters.”
“They were more than simply bearers,” said Caina. “They were immune to divination and mind-affecting spells. Spirits could not sense them. And they could see the currents of arcane power.”
“What do you mean?” said Claudia.
“When I came in,” said Caina. “You warded yourself against steel. You held a spell ready. Psychokinetic force, I think, to attack me if I was an Umbarian agent.”
“You could sense that,” said Claudia. “You could always sense sorcery.”
“Your child summoned power when you did,” said Caina. “Your spells have been stronger lately, haven’t they? A child with arcane talent might manifest it before birth, just as some children kick within the womb.”
“You’re right,” said Claudia. “How could you possibly know that?”
“I could see it,” said Caina, her voice soft. “Even if I close my eyes, I see the power of your ward.”
“I suppose if any more Silent Hunters show up,” said Claudia, “that will come in handy.”
Caina laughed a little. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“How did this happen to you?” said Claudia. “You hate sorcery. I can’t imagine you would do anything like this voluntarily.”
“I didn’t,” said Caina, staring out the windows of the solar. “The Huntress had been following me for months.”
“The Red Huntress?” said Claudia. “We thought it would be years before she could heal herself…”
“I was wrong,” said Caina, her voice soft, “and it almost cost us everything. The Huntress had been following me, and I was too stupid to realize it. At Rumarah she stabbed me in the back, right through the heart.”
“That should have killed you,” said Claudia.
“It should have,” said Caina, “but it didn’t. Kylon was there. He poured one of my vials of Elixir Restorata down my throat. There was an explosion. It ripped apart the building we were in.”
“I suspect,” said Claudia, “that explains what happened to Cassander’s face.”
“I thought he was dead,” said Caina. “I already had a necromantic poison in my blood. The Elixir healed that, too, but it took time. I was unconscious for nearly a month. When I woke up…I could see arcane auras. Apparently the valikarion of old undertook trials in the netherworld to gain their abilities, and what had happened to me was enough of a trial.” 
“I see,” said Claudia, trying to make sense of the strange tale. It seemed too elaborate for a ruse, but Claudia remained cautious. “I am glad you survived.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t have,” said Caina.
Claudia frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“We found the relics, the Staff and Seal of Iramis, the final pieces Callatas needs for his Apotheosis,” said Caina, “and we almost lost them. Kalgri knew about them for weeks, but she hasn’t yet told Callatas for some reason. And I didn’t realize she was following us. If I had died, maybe it would have…”
Claudia burst out laughing, her final doubts vanishing. “You really are Caina Amalas, aren’t you?”
Caina blinked, looking at her. “What do you mean?”
“For the love of all the gods, shut up about how you should have died,” said Claudia. “You’re a genius, and you’re brave beyond all boundaries of sanity, but you…you have this incredibly irritating death wish.”
“Irritating?” said Caina.
“We were at Silent Ash Temple,” said Claudia. “You tried to sacrifice yourself to save the rest of us. I don’t know what happened at the Inferno or the Craven’s Tower, but I wager you tried to sacrifice yourself to save somebody else. That’s probably what happened at Rumarah, too. Or wherever you went to find the relics. You tried to sacrifice yourself to save others, again.”
Caina opened her mouth, closed it again. “That’s…”
“Corvalis always used to say that you had a death wish,” said Claudia. “That you had lost so much of yourself that you would try to sacrifice yourself to save others.”
“He did always not say that,” said Caina.
“Well, not always,” said Claudia. “But he was right. You know he was right. You are too ready to sacrifice yourself, and too ready to blame yourself for things that cannot possibly be your fault.”
“You’re feeling very candid today, I see,” said Caina. 
“My back hurts, my feet hurt, and I have a headache,” said Claudia. “My husband is going into danger and I cannot protect him. Cassander is going to do something terrible in this city, and I am going to give birth. So I do not give a damn for anything but the truth. And the truth is that I am very, very glad to see you. We need your help. I need your help."
“You’ll have it,” said Caina. “Whatever I can give you.” 
“Good,” said Claudia. She sighed and stepped away from Caina. “Because we need your help. I think Cassander is planning to do something terrible. The look on his face at the Court of the Fountain…”
“He is scarred?” said Caina. “As Sicarion was?”
“He is,” said Claudia. “What did you do to him, exactly?”
“The explosion from the Elixir caught him,” said Caina. “It should have killed him, but he must have had a warding spell or a device that allowed him to escape. Apparently he knows the same spell that Sicarion used to heal himself.”
“The scars were exactly the same as Sicarion’s,” said Claudia, shuddering at the memory. “He looks like he carved someone else’s face up and used it to rebuild himself. And the things he said…Caina, I think he planned all of this from the beginning. He was taunting Callatas and Erghulan as if he had been looking forward to it for months. I think he knew they would turn on him and made preparations from the moment of that realization.” 
“I agree,” said Caina. “Agabyzus showed me the map. He has been looking into this since just after the destruction of the Inferno. Whatever Cassander is planning, he’s going to do it soon.”
Claudia nodded. “Martin agrees. He’s sending a troop of our Imperial Guards to attack Fariz Terdagan’s palace tomorrow night…”
“Agabyzus told me,” said Caina.
Claudia laughed, which turned into a cough. “So much for keeping a secret.”
“I am the circlemaster of Istarinmul,” said Caina. “Maybe I can help.” 
“Yes,” said Claudia. “You said Kylon of House Kardamnos was with you?” Caina had mentioned that he had come to Istarinmul, though Claudia had not seen the exiled Kyracian noble yet. “We could use his help as well.”
“He will give it,” said Caina, “I am sure. Perhaps we should join him and wait for Lord Martin to arrive. We can lay our plans then.”
“Agreed,” said Claudia. She straightened up, rubbing at the small of her back. “It may not be my place to say so…”
“When has that ever stopped you?” said Caina. 
Claudia laughed. “Martin would agree with you. But Kylon. What does he think of you?”
“Why do you ask?” said Caina.
“Well,” said Claudia, “he always seemed fond of you, and…”
Caina let out an exasperated sigh. “Why does everyone always say that? Everyone assumes that we’re lovers, or that we were in the past. Why? Half the Ghosts of Istarinmul who have met him have said the same thing to me. Do my eyes sparkle when I look at him?”
“I doubt your eyes have ever sparkled in your life,” said Claudia. “But you and Kylon always worked well together. Mihaela and Rhames found that out the hard way, and I assume the Lieutenant of the Inferno discovered that as well. There’s always been something between the two of you…”
“That I haven’t noticed?” said Caina. “For the gods’ sake. You remember those costumes we wore to hide in the Golden Palace?”
“The dancers’ costumes?” said Claudia. “All too vividly.”
“Then are you suggesting that I put on a costume like that and lure him into my bed?” said Caina. 
Claudia rolled her eyes. “If you like. I’m not going to…wait. Wait.” She stared at Caina, and after a moment Caina started to smile. “You already did it! When did this happen?”
“After Rumarah,” said Caina. “It would have happened before Rumarah, but…well, I had been convinced that I was going to die…”
“Death wish,” said Claudia.
Caina scowled, but then shrugged. “Maybe you have a point. Anyway, I thought I was going to die, but when I didn’t…” She smiled, and it looked genuine. It was almost unsettling to see Caina Amalas, the Balarigar and Ghost circlemaster, look happy. “And when I didn’t, I thought maybe I had been wrong about refusing to take some risks.”
“So you slept with Kylon,” said Claudia.
“If you must put it so crassly, then yes.” 
“I am happy for you,” said Claudia, “and to be blunt, I think you need someone like Kylon. Someone to help protect you, and someone to hold you back when you want to go too far.” 
“You seem to be full of bluntness this morning,” said Caina.
“Perhaps I am tired and cross,” said Claudia. “Or perhaps you told me hard truths when I needed to hear them, and I admire you enough to return the favor.” 
Caina hesitated. “Thank you. Someone willing to say an unpleasant truth is rare.”
“Depending upon how unpleasant the truth is,” said Claudia, “you may not thank me.” 
“Which is another unpleasant truth, I suppose,” said Caina. 
“Aye,” said Claudia, easing herself towards the solar’s door. “Let us join your Kyracian and wait for my husband. Then perhaps together we can plan the downfall of Cassander Nilas.” 
“My Kyracian?” said Caina. 
Claudia shrugged. “From what you’ve said, apparently he saved your life against the Huntress. If he’s willing to do that, you can safely say that he’s yours.” 
Caina stared to answer, and the door swung open. Dromio poked his head into the solar, cast a mildly disapproving glance in Caina’s direction, and then turned to Claudia. “My lady, pardon the intrusion, but Lord Martin has returned, and is speaking with the Kyracian in the study. He asks that you join him at your earliest convenience.” 
“Thank you, Dromio,” said Claudia. “Once we’ve joined Lord Martin, can you see to it that we are not disturbed?”
“Of course,” said Dromio, and Claudia left the solar, Caina and Dromio following as she descended the stairs to the main hall and made her way to Martin’s study. 
Martin stood by the tall windows overlooking the gardens, and next to him waited a Kyracian man in leather armor, with close-cropped brown hair and brown eyes, a familiar sword slung in a sheath over his shoulder. He looked to have been talking comfortably with Martin, which surprised Claudia, but she realized it should not have. The fastest way for a man to gain her husband’s trust was to stand by him in battle, and Kylon of House Kardamnos had walked with Martin into the horrors of Caer Magia and had fought alongside him on the day of the golden dead. 
“Your guests, my lord,” announced Dromio, and he bowed and withdrew. 
“Circlemaster,” said Martin, and he smiled. “It seems you are an exceedingly difficult woman to kill.”
“So I’ve been told,” said Caina, and she looked in Kylon’s direction. “I had help, though.” 
“I assume Claudia and Agabyzus have told you of our plans?” said Martin.
“Yes,” said Caina. “It’s a good plan. We have to find out what Cassander intends, and the palace of Fariz Terdagan is the best place to discover the truth. Whatever he plans will almost certainly force open the Starfall Straits for the passage of the Umbarian fleet.” 
“I wonder if he wants to summon an earth elemental,” said Martin. “Like we faced in Caer Magia. Something that could destroy the Towers of the Sea. If he wrecks the Istarish fortresses facing the Straits, the Umbarians could sail right past.” 
“Maybe,” said Caina. “Whatever it is, we need to stop it. Your plan is sound, my lord, but we can strengthen it further.” She gestured at Kylon. “Kylon has the valikon, and he can use it to strike down any Umbarian magi who try to stop us. We also have the help of a loremaster of Iramis, and she can defend your Guards from any spells the Umbarians wield against us. And we can help in other ways.”
“How?” said Martin.
“We can make sure the Guards arrive at Fariz’s palace unseen,” said Caina. “There are Silent Hunters watching the mansion right now.” 
Martin frowned. “Where? Within the grounds?”
“I’ll show you,” said Caina. “Can I borrow a crossbow?” 
“Of course,” said Martin, crossing to the door. 
He shouted some commands, and a moment later Tylas and four men of the Imperial Guard arrived. One of the men produced a loaded crossbow and handed the weapon to Caina. She nodded her thanks and then headed for the door. 
“I was never very good with these things,” said Caina, stepping through the door as Kylon opened it. “Easier with throwing knives. The last time, I think, was in Marsis, under Black Angel Tower…”
She shook her head and started across the grounds, Claudia and Martin and Kylon and the Imperial Guards following. It made for a rather odd little parade. 
“There are Silent Hunters inside the grounds?” said Martin.
“No,” said Caina. “Lady Claudia’s wards prevent that. They’re outside the walls, watching the mansion. Likely Cassander wants to keep an eye on you. The Silent Hunters can only stay invisible for an hour a day, so they must be working in shifts.”
She reached the gate, and the Guards swung it open. The street beyond was empty, or at least appeared to be that way. Caina looked back and forth, nodded to herself, raised the crossbow, and squeezed the trigger. The crossbow of an Imperial Guard was a powerful weapon, and the jolt made Caina sway, the stock slamming against her shoulder. 
The quarrel came to a sudden halt in midair a dozen yards away. For an instant the bolt simply hovered there, as if held by an invisible hand. Then silver light flashed and pulsed, and a naked man appeared out of nothingness, his chest and stomach covered with scarred sigils, blood pumping from the quarrel-inflicted wound on his side. 
“Take him!” thundered Martin. The Imperial Guards surged forward, but it was hardly necessary. The Silent Hunter fell to his knees, his eyes rolling up into his head, and pitched over into a spreading pool of his own blood. 
“Good shot,” said Kylon. 
“How…did you do that?” said Martin. “The man was invisible. Have you become a sorceress in your absence?” 
“Lucky shot,” said Caina with a mirthless smile. “There will be one more on the other side of the mansion, and we should dispose of him. Then, my lord, I suggest you prepare for a disguised departure. It’s time for you to meet some old friends again.”
 



Chapter 16: The Voice Of The Nagataaru
 
Cassander stood at the windows of the solar atop the Brotherhood’s tower, gazing at Istarinmul.
Or, at least, the tower that had once belonged to the Brotherhood. 
Since the cowled masters lay rotting in their own dining hall, Cassander supposed that the Istarish Brotherhood of Slavers had become extinct. Not that it was immediately apparent to anyone outside the fortified compound. It was, he mused, like a mighty oak tree hollowed out by rot, ready to collapse into moldering splinters at the first push. 
Or to burn at the first spark.
Cassander liked that metaphor better. 
He gazed at the city for a moment longer, at the docks and warehouses of the harbor, the shops and houses of the Cyrican Quarter, the domes and towers of the Emirs’ and Masters’ Quarters, the looming tenements of the Anshani Quarter, and imagined it all in flames.
Imagined the lives that would end in the inferno that he would unleash. 
It was a pleasing thought. 
Cassander allowed himself one more moment to consider the carnage he would unleash, and the turned away from the window. There was still work to be done. 
The Throne of Corazain stood in the center of the chamber.
Harsh orange-yellow light seemed to dance and writhe within the obsidian depths of the rough throne. It looked hot, as if it should have radiated more heat than a foundry. The Throne gave off pyromantic sorcery, and that pyromantic sorcery could unleash more fire than a thousand foundries. 
Three concentric rings of symbols written in green fire encircled the base of the Throne, burned into the very marble of the floor itself. The warding sigils of necromantic power served a dual purpose. They shielded the Throne from divinatory spells until it was too late for Cassander’s summoning spell to be stopped, and they also linked the Throne with the spells hidden in the ring of houses the Order had purchased throughout Istarinmul. The spells within the circle of houses would feed power into the Throne, even as the Throne augmented the power to an exponential degree. Cassander couldn’t possibly control the amount of power that reaction would create.
The entire Umbarian Order, working in concert, could not control that kind of power. The entire Imperial Magisterium, before the civil war had split the Empire, could not direct that kind of arcane surge. 
But Cassander didn’t need to control the power. He didn’t even need to direct it. He just needed to summon it, and then get out of its way. 
“Well, my dear Huntress?” said Cassander. “What do you think of this instrument of death?”
Kalgri’s blue gaze turned towards him. She sat comfortably in one of the high windows, mask in her lap, her back against the frame, her crossed legs stretched out before. Her red armor made Cassander think of a crimson spider waiting for prey to stumble into her web. Kalgri had sat there as the Throne had been brought to the compound, as Cassander and the lesser Umbarian magi prepared the spells binding the ancient artifact. Cassander would have thought her more enthusiastic, given the amount of people the Throne was about to kill.
Maybe she was planning to betray him. 
Cassander opened and closed his armored fist, the gauntlet’s plates rasping. 
If she was planning to betray him, he would just have to kill her first. 
“Surely you have an opinion,” said Cassander. “You seem to have an opinion upon every other topic under the sun.”
Kalgri gazed at him for a moment, and then turned her head towards the spiral stairs descending towards the mansion proper. 
“My opinion,” said Kalgri, “is that you have visitors.” 
Cassander frowned, and then heard the click of boot heels upon the stairs. Maria Nicephorus strode into the solar, followed by a pair of Adamant Guards. Her face was a cool mask, but her eyes strayed towards the Throne of Corazain and its fiery light. Even her icy control could not conceal the unease she felt around the Throne. 
Fear was the proper response to something like the Throne.
Cassander turned his gaze upon Maria and waited for her to speak.
“The work at the emir Fariz’s palace is finished, my lord,” said Maria. “The spells are in place, both the wards and the channeling sigils.”
“The echo rift?” said Cassander.
“Stable,” said Maria. “I do not believe it will close.”
“It will not,” said Cassander. “In fact, it cannot. Not until the primary rift collapses. By then, of course, it will be too late to stop.”
“Yes,” said Maria, her eyes straying to the Throne again. “It is an innovative theory, my lord. Bold, even. Yet…”
“You have doubts?” said Cassander, the scars on his face tightening as he smiled.
Maria swallowed. “It will summon a titanic quantity of arcane force, my lord. The summoning…surely so many spirits cannot be controlled.”
“You are correct. They cannot,” said Cassander. Had he been able to obtain the Staff and Seal of Iramis, he could have summoned and bound as many spirits as he wished. Still, there would be ample opportunity to find the relics after Istarinmul had been reduced to ashes. “But they need not be controlled, only…aimed. Fear not. Soon we shall be victorious.”
“Of course, my lord,” said Maria. “I never doubted it.” 
“What of our embassy?” said Cassander. 
“It has been emptied,” said Maria. “A few Adamant Guards remain to create the illusion of occupancy, but our men have dispersed and our treasures and funds moved to the compound here.” 
“Good,” said Cassander. “Once Callatas realizes what is happening, he will attempt to retaliate, and the embassy is the logical place to strike. By the time he realizes it is empty, it will be too late for him.” 
“Of course, my lord,” said Maria. “What commands do you have for me?” 
“Fariz Terdagan,” said Cassander. “Does he realize what we intend?” 
Maria hesitated, a mixture of contempt and uncertainty flickering across her expression. “No. The man is too stupid to grasp the subtleties of the arcane sciences. Yet he realizes we intend something…and he knows our embassy was banished from Istarinmul. He may sell us out to the Grand Wazir in order to gain favor.”
“I thought as much,” said Cassander. “Return to his palace and watch over him. If he tries to betray us, kill him and his entire household. Once our work is complete, he will be of no further use.” 
“My lord,” said Maria, bowing. She left the solar, her escort of Adamant Guards following. Cassander turned back to the Throne, intending to begin the final sequence of warding spells that would link to the wards Maria and the other lesser magi had cast in Fariz’s palace.
“Does she know,” said Kalgri, “that you intend to abandon her?”
Cassander offered an indifferent shrug. “She is intelligent enough to realize what the spell will do. If she fails to take precautions to survive, well…that is her own affair.” 
“Mmm.” Kalgri leaned against the sill, her eyes half-closed, though he knew that she was watching him. Perhaps she was waiting for something.
Well, if she was waiting for him to lower his guard, she would be disappointed.
Cassander began another spell, preparing for the moment he would unleash the might of the Throne.
 
###
 
The Voice hissed and seethed in Kalgri’s thoughts, like a ravenous serpent slithering through its lair in search of prey. It wanted to go to Callatas and tell him of the Staff and the Seal. It wanted to kill Cassander, to kill everyone in the fortified compound, to kill, kill, kill…
Kalgri understood and agreed.
Yet for now, she did nothing. 
Cassander’s plan, she judged, had an excellent chance of success. Another day and a half, and Istarinmul might become ashes. Kalgri shivered at the thought. Istarinmul was an ancient city, full of history and the work of generations. Nearly a million people lived within its walls. 
Soon, most of them would be dead.
What would it feel like when that many people died at once? 
Oh, but she wanted to find out. She needed to find out. All she had to do was nothing and watch Cassander go about his murderous work. 
And yet…
In the longer term, Callatas could kill far more people with his foolish plan to create a new and better humanity. Cassander would destroy Istarinmul. Callatas would kill the entire world. 
And what would that feel like?
She did not think Cassander’s plan would destroy Callatas, not really. The old Grand Master was too well-protected, too well-warded from sorcerous assault. If his life was in danger, he would flee. All his work in Istarinmul would be destroyed, of course, but Callatas would begin again somewhere else. The Voice wanted her to warn Callatas, but Kalgri saw no reason to do so. 
Besides, it was Callatas’s own fault. The old man was brilliant and far-sighted, but an utter imbecile when it came to politics. Had he not alienated Cassander so badly, none of this would have come to pass. Callatas should have either given Cassander what he wanted, or killed the Umbarian magus on the spot. Offending an enemy as powerful and clever as Cassander Nilas and leaving him alive was a recipe for disaster.
It wasn’t Kalgri’s fault if Callatas was too blind to see that. 
Though there was one thing Cassander had overlooked.
He didn’t know Caina Amalas was still alive. Though that might not prove an obstacle to Cassander’s plan. There was no way that Caina could know what Cassander intended. For all Kalgri knew, Caina might not even be in Istarinmul. 
And yet…
Caina should not have been able to defeat Kalgri at Silent Ash Temple. Caina should not have destroyed the Inferno. Caina should not have survived Rumarah.
But all those things had happened. 
Perhaps it was best to let Cassander’s plan proceed simply because it might kill Caina and all her allies. Yes. That was best. All Kalgri had to do was to wait, and then…
The voice exploded inside of her head.
It was not her nagataaru, the creature she called the Voice. It was not even a voice, not really. Death did not have a voice. Agony and torment could not speak in words. Alien hatred beyond the capacity of the human mind to comprehend could not form speech. 
Yet if they could, they would sound like the voice that now thundered inside of Kalgri’s skull.
KALGRI THE RED HUNTRESS.
The Voice let out a howling wail of terrorized obeisance. For a moment fear gripped Kalgri, and then she understood. The nagataaru, like mortals, had a society. They organized themselves into a kingdom, with lords and nobles. The Voice was a lord of the nagataaru.
The thing speaking inside of Kalgri’s skull was their prince. 
The creature that Istarish myth named Kotuluk Iblis, the sovereign of the nagataaru, was addressing her. 
CHILD OF MURDER. ONCE YOU WERE A SLAVE. ONCE YOU WERE A MURDERESS IN THE PETTY FASHION OF MORTALS. NOW YOU ARE MORE. 
The Voice gibbered in obeisance, the way the emirs prostrated themselves before the Padishah’s throne. Assuming they ever saw the Padishah again. Kalgri wondered where Callatas had hidden the old wretch, and then realized that her thoughts were reeling in fear. 
She glanced at Cassander, but he was busy casting his warding spells. He hadn’t realized what was happening. 
YOU SHALL BE A FITTING INSTRUMENT FOR MY PURPOSE.
The thunderous voice sent pain through her skull, but Kalgri ignored it. She knew pain. She had been stabbed, shot, burned, and flung from the top of Silent Ash Temple to smash against the valley floor a thousand feet below. Pain alone could not daunt her.
Kalgri concentrated, and spoke to the voice using her thoughts.
“Your purpose?” she said. “I am not a nagataaru. You cannot command me. My purpose is my own, and not yours.”
For the first time in Kalgri’s recollection, the Voice was shocked into silence. 
The laughter exploded through her head.
YOU ARE INDEED A FITTING INSTRUMENT. YOUR DEFIANCE HAS MADE YOU STRONG. IT HAS TORN AWAY YOUR MERCY AND COMPASSION, AND WROUGHT YOU INTO THE IMAGE OF THE NAGATAARU. 
“Image or not,” said Kalgri, “you cannot command me.”
PERHAPS YOUR NAGATAARU WILL TAKE CONTROL OF YOUR MORTAL FLESH.
“Try,” said Kalgri.
The Voice attempted it. Its rage and hate surged through her, attempting to shove aside her own will and seize control of her body. The nagataaru had tried this many times before, and Kalgri was ready. She fought back with determination, fending off the Voice’s furious attacks, and the nagataaru subsided, retreating into her mind to hiss and spit impotent threats.
She was the master here.  
“Do you think to dominate me?” said Kalgri. “I carved my own path across the centuries. I slew my victims and grew strong upon their pain and death. I am the Red Huntress, and I have killed and killed!”
THE BALARIGAR DEFEATED YOU AT THE TEMPLE.
Kalgri shuddered with remembered rage. “And I stabbed her in the back at Rumarah.”
WHERE SHE WAS REBORN AS MORE THAN ONCE SHE WAS. 
“I will not debate with you,” said Kalgri. “Speak your business, and then depart.”
YOU SHALL BE MY INSTRUMENT. 
“You cannot compel me,” said Kalgri.
IF YOU COULD BE COMPELLED YOU WOULD NOT BE A WORTHY INSTRUMENT. 
“Then what do you offer me?” said Kalgri.
THE DEATH OF THIS WORLD. THE DEATH OF COUNTLESS OTHER WORLDS BEYOND YOUR KNOWLEDGE.
“Explain,” said Kalgri.
THE PLOT OF THE UMBARIAN SHALL SUCCEED BETTER THAN HE IMAGINES. HE SHALL BURN ISTARINMUL, AND YOUR WORLD SHALL ESCAPE MY GRASP. 
“And why should I care?” said Kalgri. 
BECAUSE YOU CAN KILL THIS WORLD. YOU CAN FEEL IT DIE. YOU CAN FEAST UPON ITS DEATH. THE UMBARIAN WILL GIVE YOU THE DEATH OF A CITY. I SHALL GIVE YOU THE DEATH OF A WORLD, AND WORLDS BEYOND COUNT. 
She laughed in her thoughts. “What if I refuse?”
YOU SHALL NOT.
“You seem so very certain.”
FOR I KNOW YOU, RED HUNTRESS. MORTALS WERE MADE IN THE IMAGE OF THE DIVINE. YOU HAVE CAST ASIDE THAT IMAGE FOR ANOTHER. YOU ARE NOW WROUGHT IN MY IMAGE. YOU ARE ONE OF MY CHILDREN, AND MY CHILDREN SLAY AND SLAY. NEITHER COMPULSION NOR BRIBERY ARE REQUIRED. YOU SHALL DO AS I BID FOR IT IS IN YOUR NATURE. 
“And what do you bid?” said Kalgri.
STOP THE UMBARIAN MAGUS. PERMIT THE GRAND MASTER’S PLAN TO REACH ITS FRUITION. FOR HE SHALL OPEN THE WAY FOR ME, AND THEN I SHALL DEVOUR THIS WORLD. STOP THE UMBARIAN, AND YOU SHALL SEE THIS WORLD DIE.
The terrible voice faded away, leaving Kalgri with a fierce headache. The Voice muttered and twitched in her thoughts, urging her to act. Cassander kept circling the Throne, unaware that anything had happened. Kalgri watched him for a moment.
Her thoughts returned to the compass she had seen a long time ago, the bronze compass with a needle of ghostsilver, and she made up her mind.
Kalgri waited until Cassander circled out of sight on the far side of the Throne, then drew the cowl of her shadow-cloak over her head. Before Cassander came back into sight, she surged forward in silence, using the power of the Voice to hurtle towards the stairs. 
As far he would know, she had just disappeared. 
A few moments later Kalgri left the compound, making for the College of Alchemists. 
 
###
 
By the time night had fallen, Kalgri moved alone through the College of Alchemists.
The College was a sprawling maze, almost as large as the Golden Palace or Callatas’s palace, and it was easy for Kalgri to remain unseen, especially with the Ghost shadow-cloak hanging from her shoulders. She walked through a tall corridor of gleaming white stone, light coming from stones set in the arched ceiling overhead. The stones had been transmuted to give off light, and they would glow for a long time. Likely they would continue glowing after Callatas had destroyed humanity and Istarinmul had become a desolate ruin. 
Here and there crystalline statues stood in niches, images of naked men and women. Of course, they were not really statues. The Alchemists’ power allowed them to transmute flesh into crystal, and any slaves who displeased their Alchemist masters became a permanent part of the College’s artwork. 
The corridor opened into a wide, pillared hall. Stone plinths stood in rows, supporting display cases of gleaming glass and wood. Inside each of the cases lay some enspelled artifact or another. The Alchemists stored their most powerful relics and Elixirs in a fortified vault guarded by Immortals in the heart of the palace. This chamber displayed curiosities – minor trinkets of academic interest or curios of the College’s long history. One case held a crumbling Maatish scroll, a charter from a Maatish pharaoh when the College had still served the Great Necromancers of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun. Another case held a crystal hand, the relic of a Master Alchemist who had botched a spell and transformed half his flesh to crystal. A third held a tarnished silver goblet that had the singularly useless power of transmuting any wine it contained into saltwater. 
The object Kalgri sought rested in a dusty case in the corner, long-forgotten and neglected. 
She gazed at it for a moment, a hard smile spreading beneath her mask…and the Voice hissed in excitement. 
The compass looked just as she remembered it, a flat bronze disc about the size of her hand with a crystalline face. Within lay a bed of mercury, and upon the bed of mercury floated a jagged needle of ghostsilver. The last time Kalgri had seen this compass, the needle had swung back and forth constantly.
Now it was motionless, pointing to the northeast.
She drew upon the power of the Voice, summoning a blade of shadow and purple flame, and sliced open the case. Her gloved fingers curled around the compass, and she lifted it, walking in a circle around the plinth. 
The needle turned in a circle as she did…but it never stopped pointing to the northeast. 
Her guess had been correct.
A long time ago, an Alchemist with an interest in necromancy had created this compass in an attempt at self-defense. Fearing the wrath of the Iramisian valikarion, he had devised a way to detect the valikarion based upon the disruption they caused in divinatory spells, creating a compass that pointed at the nearest valikarion. Unfortunately for the Alchemist, at the time there had been hundreds of valikarion traveling back and forth across the world, and the needle had spun back and forth constantly. It failed to save him from the valikarion, and the compass ended up in the College’s hall of curiosities. 
Most of the valikarion had been dead for a century and a half, burned to ashes with Iramis, and the few survivors died long ago. 
The valikarion had been extinct…but a new one had been born in Rumarah, just as Kalgri had guessed. The compass would point unfailingly towards the one remaining valikarion in the world.
Which meant Kalgri knew just how to find Caina Amalas. 



Chapter 17: The Umbarian Circle
 
“What do you think?” said Caina, looking at the sprawling building.
Kylon grunted. “It looks expensive.” 
He had never been at ease with luxury. As a child in House Kardamnos, he had been expected to become a warrior, and so had spent most of his childhood training in the arts of war and sorcery. Later he had spent his days aboard the triremes of New Kyre’s navy, fighting pirates and privateers of other nations, and had been comfortable sleeping upon the deck of a ship. When he had become the High Seat of House Kardamnos and an Archon of the Assembly of New Kyre, luxury had simply been part of his duties, though he had never been at peace with it.
And the Gilded Throne looked very luxurious. 
Unlike most of the palaces of Istarinmul, it was built only on one level, a maze of domes and pillared colonnades. Kylon realized that each of the domes belonged to a miniature Istarish palace. A visiting noble or wealthy merchant could rent one of those miniature palaces and pretend to live like an Istarish emir for a few weeks. 
It seemed like a waste of money.
“Oh, it is,” said Caina. “So it’s a perfect place for a gang of thieves to hide.”
“Good thing Nasser has been a thief for a century and a half,” said Kylon. “He’d need that long to save up the money for a single night here.”
Caina laughed. After speaking with Lord Martin and Claudia, they had returned to the Sanctuary of the Ghosts behind the House of Agabyzus long enough to obtain better disguises. Caina had dressed herself in an ornamented robe and turban similar to the outfit Agabyzus employed, marking her as a minor functionary of the Padishah’s court. A bit of makeup to age her face and add the illusion of stubble completed the disguise. It would draw more attention than her usual caravan guard disguise, but a common caravan guard would likely be captured by the Grand Wazir’s roving press gangs and enrolled in the Istarish army. Kylon had disguised himself as the magistrate’s bodyguard, with chain mail, a spiked helmet, and a black tabard adorned with the Padishah’s sword-and-crown sigil in silver thread. 
They had drawn some stares, but no one stopped them, and no one had attacked them. 
Kylon kept a close watch on their surroundings, the valikon ready in its scabbard. If any attackers showed themselves, he would be ready.
If the Huntress returned, he would be ready. 
They entered the Gilded Throne’s outer courtyard. Slaves in silk robes hastened over. Caina gave them a false name, and one of the slaves led them through the gleaming white colonnades to one of the miniature palaces. They waited until the slave departed, and then Caina raised her fist and knocked. 
A moment passed, and one of the doors opened a crack. Laertes stood within, a crossbow cradled in his arms. He scowled at Caina, looked at Kylon, blinked with recognition, and then look back at Caina. 
“Good evening, Laertes,” said Caina. “Please don’t shoot me.” 
Laertes snorted. “Didn’t recognize you until I saw the Kyracian. Gods, you have a knack for disguise. I felt the fool when I realized you were a woman, but at least you put the work into fooling us.” He opened the door and let them into the outer courtyard of the little palace. A fountain bubbled at the center, and the open ceiling showed the stars overhead. 
“I’m relieved I don’t have to bother any longer, at least in front of you and Nasser,” said Caina. “Pretending to be a man for weeks on end was very tiring.” 
“I can imagine,” said Laertes. He considered. “Actually, I can’t. I’ll leave the clever lies to you and Nasser. They’re waiting in the dining hall.”
“Wait a moment,” said Caina. “Could you send Nasser out here? I want to ask him something before we start.” 
Laertes considered that. “What is it?”
“Something that might be dangerous to know,” said Caina. 
“Very well,” said Laertes. He crossed the courtyard and disappeared into the door on the other side of the fountain.
“You have an idea,” said Kylon. 
Caina nodded, her eyes staring at nothing in particular. “Maybe. I think so. If it is…well, we’ll see if Nasser knows or not.”
The door opened, and Nasser Glasshand walked alone into the courtyard, wearing his usual dark clothing, his scimitar at his belt and his left hand concealed beneath the glove and bracer. In his right hand he carried the Staff of Iramis, still disguised as a common leather-wrapped spear. 
“Caina Amalas,” said Nasser, his white smile flashing across his dark face. “I would kiss your hand in greeting, but I fear that would rather spoil your disguise.” 
“Indeed,” said Caina. “I learned something today. Wraithblood isn’t an alchemical Elixir.”
Nasser blinked. “What is it, then?”
“Bloodcrystals,” said Caina. “Thousands upon thousands of tiny bloodcrystals, suspended in liquid. I think Callatas based them upon the Subjugant Bloodcrystal Kharnaces had in in his Tomb.”
“I see,” murmured Nasser. “Yes. That makes an alarming amount of sense. Maatish necromancy always relied upon blood.”
“Kharnaces told me that bloodcrystals are grown from a base,” said Caina, “the blood of an original victim, and the original victim is immune to the effects of that individual bloodcrystal. I’ve had firsthand experience with that.” Kylon thought of the scar below her navel, and wondered if that had been acquired as a result of that experience. “All the bloodcrystals in the wraithblood would have been grown in the laboratories from the original bloodcrystal…”
“And if we can find and destroy the original bloodcrystal,” said Nasser, “then it is possible the wraithblood will become inert…and the damage done to the wraithblood addicts may be reversed?”
“That is my hope,” said Caina. “It is a long shot, I know, but if we’re right…Nerina’s eyes, Nasser. The eyes of the wraithblood addicts. They change color because they are glowing. We just never realized it. If we can destroy the wraithblood and undo its effects, then Callatas cannot work his Apotheosis. Even if Callatas kills us and takes the relics, he won’t be able to finish the Apotheosis. He can summon all the nagataaru he likes, but if they don’t have host vessels they’ll be pulled back into the netherworld.” 
“A daring thought indeed,” said Nasser. “Once we secure the relics in Catekharon, we should investigate this further. However, I do recall you said you had a question for me.”
“Is the Star of Iramis a bloodcrystal?” said Caina.
Kylon looked at her in surprise. The Star was one of the three pieces of the regalia of the Iramisian Princes. Annarah and Morgant had hidden the Staff and the Seal in the Tomb of Kharnaces. Callatas had stolen the Star, and used its power to destroy Iramis. Yet the thought that the loremasters of Iramis would have permitted the Prince to carry a necromantic bloodcrystal seemed unlikely.
“No,” said Nasser.
“Then what is it?” said Caina. “The Staff can summon spirits, and the Seal can bind them. What does the Star do?”
“I confess that I have no idea,” said Nasser. “I believe it is a source of arcane power, a wellspring from which a sorcerer can draw tremendous strength. Certainly that explains how Callatas destroyed Iramis. Yet as to the precise nature of the Star, I can offer no explanation. I fear Annarah would not know, either. The high loremasters would have known, but Annarah had not yet reached that rank.” 
Caina sighed. “It was just a thought. If the Star was a bloodcrystal, I wondered if Callatas had used it to grow the wraithblood. It would have been too easy to defeat the Apotheosis by shattering the Star with the valikon.”
“Alas, victory is rarely easy,” said Nasser. “You know that as well as I do. Shall we plan our next one together?”
 
###
 
Caina followed Nasser and Kylon into the dining hall. 
The others had gathered there, with food and wine and coffee already upon the table. Annarah and Morgant sat at one end of the long table, Morgant with his boots propped up on the table as usual. Claudia and Martin had arrived via sedan chairs, disguised as Istarish nobles, and sat opposite the loremaster and the assassin. Claudia looked wan and tired, her green eyes glittering fever-bright, but was discussing the Words of Lore with Annarah. Caina wished that Claudia had remained at the Imperial embassy, but Claudia had insisted on coming.
She was just as stubborn as Corvalis had been. 
Nerina and Malcolm sat further down the table, Malcolm eating with enthusiasm from a tray of stuffed mushrooms. Behind them stood a towering man in the sand-colored robes and turban of the Sarbian desert nomads, the hilt of a two-handed scimitar rising over his shoulder. A gray-shot black beard shaded his jaw and chin, and scars marked his face and hands. His expression was hard, but he smiled at the sight of Caina. 
“Azaces,” said Caina. “It is good to see you.”
“He insisted on coming, once he learned you had returned,” said Malcolm, gesturing with one of the stuffed mushrooms. Given that Azaces had once betrayed Malcolm to the Inferno on the orders of Nerina’s father, the two men had a reasonably civil relationship. “Besides, he’s good at chopping off heads, and I suspect we’ll need a lot of that before this is over.”
“The probability approaches one hundred percent,” said Nerina. 
Azaces approached, scribbling with a piece of chalk on a small slate. His tongue had been taken as a boy, but Annarah had been teaching him to read and write. He turned the slate towards Caina.
“You returned,” it read. “You thought death awaited you.”
“It did,” said Caina, remembering her last conversation with Azaces before leaving Istarinmul. “The Exile saved me.”
Azaces looked at Kylon, bowed, and scribbled something new upon the slate. 
“This is well,” it read. “The Balarigar has returned. The time for great deeds is now.”
“I hope so,” said Caina in a quiet voice. 
“Now that we have all arrived,” said Nasser, stepping around the table, “we can attend to business.” 
“Were you able to find a ship?” said Caina. 
“Unfortunately, no,” said Laertes. “Every ship we could find in the Cyrican harbor has been hired up. It seems the Empire has been hiring everything that floats in the Cyrican sea to bring grain from Cyrica. Since there are no Umbarian ships in the Cyrican sea, it’s easy, safe work. None of them would break their contracts for a trip to Catekharon.”
“Catekharon?” said Claudia, wrinkling her nose. “Why would you want to go back there?” Caina could not fault her reaction. Neither of them had enjoyed their visit to Catekharon. 
“We found something Callatas needs for the Apotheosis,” said Caina. She and Nasser had decided not to tell anyone else about the relics who did not already know. What they did not know could not be wrung from them by torture. “We’re taking it to Catekharon and giving it to the Scholae. Once it’s in the Tower of Study, not even Callatas will be able to get his hands upon it.” 
“A good plan,” said Claudia. “The Sages are indolent and foolish, but I don’t think even Callatas could break into the Tower of Study.”
“What about the Alqaarin harbor?” said Caina. “We could hire a ship there, pay the toll to pass through the Starfall Straits, and sail to Catekharon.”
“I checked,” said Nasser. “Unfortunately, there were no ships available in the Alqaarin harbor. All were already taking on cargoes.” 
“For the gods’ sake,” muttered Caina. “A thousand ships come to Istarinmul a month, and the first time in two years that I need one they’re all hired out.” 
“You may have used up all your good fortune at Rumarah,” said Morgant.
Again Caina remembered the Huntress’s sword erupting from her chest, the pain exploding through her, and she did her very best not to shudder. She didn’t want to show weakness in front of the others, and especially not Morgant. 
Which was probably why Morgant had said it. 
“Maybe,” said Caina. “I suppose we’re going to find out. Until we can hire a ship, we should focus upon whatever Cassander is planning.” 
“What have you learned?” said Martin.
“We walked past Fariz Terdagan’s palace on our way here,” said Caina. “It’s not a large place, but there are a lot of wards around it, and I think the Umbarian magi were casting additional spells inside.” 
“What manner of spells?” said Annarah. 
“Warding spells,” said Caina. “Both to shield from arcane observation, and to sound an alert should any intruders enter the gate. I think one of them was a summoning spell as well.”
“Summoning?” said Martin. He looked at Nasser. “Could Cassander be attempting to summon something?”
“Perhaps,” said Nasser. “That is what we hope to discover.” 
“I think,” said Caina, “that we can break into the palace and take the Umbarians within unawares. The palace grounds have only one gate. If we overcome the gate guards, hold the gate, and send the Imperial Guards into the palace, we can make sure no one escapes to warn the other Umbarians or Cassander himself.”
“A good plan,” said Morgant. “Just how are we going to accomplish that?” 
“I can get past the wards,” said Caina. 
“How?” said Claudia.
Caina gave her a tight smile. “For the same reason that your spells can’t detect me any longer. Once I open the gate, the valikon will collapse the warding spell, and the Imperial Guards can storm the palace. Then we shall take a leisurely look around and figure out what Cassander is planning to do.” 
“What if there are Umbarian magi?” said Laertes.
“The Words of Lore can turn aside their spells,” said Annarah, “and shield us from harm.”
“And this,” said Kylon, tapping the hilt of the valikon, “can penetrate their wards, if they refuse to surrender.” 
“We should take prisoners if it all possible,” said Martin. “Examining their work might tell us much, but interrogating prisoners will tell us much more.” 
“Agreed,” said Nasser. 
“We will strike tomorrow night,” said Martin. “The Imperial Guards are ready. I shall leave half the century to guard our embassy, and bring the other half to Fariz’s palace. Nasser has shown us a route through the sewers, and the Guards and I can move in secret through the tunnels.” 
“I must come with you,” said Claudia.
“That is a very bad idea,” said Martin. “You should stay at the mansion.”
“I agree with Lord Martin,” said Caina. 
“With respect, Lady Claudia,” said Nasser, “in your condition it would be unwise to enter a battlefield. Giving birth upon a battlefield sounds poetic, but I imagine it would be rather less pleasant in reality.” 
“You are correct,” said Claudia, “but this entire city is about to become a battlefield. There is no safe place here. You might need my spells.” 
“Annarah will be going with us,” said Martin.
“Annarah is one sorceress,” said Claudia. “How many magi might the Umbarians have at Fariz’s palace? Everyone is needed.”
“Claudia,” said Caina. “This is madness.”
“It is,” said Claudia, “But you understand madness, don’t you?”
Caina said nothing. She did understand. Claudia’s husband was going into battle, and it was painful to stay behind and do nothing. But it was just as hard to go into battle with a loved one. She had gone into the netherworld with Corvalis on the day of the golden dead, and only Caina had returned. 
“Why not?” said Caina at last. “I suppose you’re right. We need all the help we can find.” 
The rest of the planning went quickly. Once they finished, Claudia and Martin left, as did Nerina, Malcolm, and Azaces. 
“What are we going to do with the Staff and the Seal?” said Caina. “We can’t take them with us.”
“Nor can we leave them behind,” said Nasser. “There is no safe place in Istarinmul to hide them. Lady Claudia has a point. She may as well come with us, because she is no safer with we leave her behind.” 
“A pregnant woman?” said Morgant, his voice sour. “Even by the standards of our usual plans, this is reckless.” 
“Claudia’s right,” said Caina. “We might need her help. We don’t know what’s in that palace, and if Cassander is about to unleash some titanic spell upon Istarinmul, she’s no safer in the mansion.” 
Depending upon what Cassander planned, there might not be any safe place left in the world. If he succeeded, if he allowed the Umbarian fleet through the Straits, then the Empire would fall. 
Unless Caina and her friends stopped him. 
The last time Caina had faced Cassander, it had not gone well.
Yet again the memory of Kalgri’s sword flickered through her thoughts. 
Caina didn’t know if she could prevail against Cassander, but she was going to find out.



writChapter 18: Rift Echo
 
Kylon watched as Caina prepared herself. 
They had spent the day watching Fariz Terdagan’s palace from concealment, with Caina using the senses of the valikarion to watch the unfolding spells around the palace, while Kylon used the sorcery of water to monitor those entering and leaving the grounds. They had counted nearly thirty Adamant Guards entering the palace, along with a number of men Kylon suspected were Silent Hunters. An Umbarian magus accompanied them, a woman with a cold expression on her sharp features, clad in the black leather greatcoat favored by the Umbarian magi. Likely the coat had been enspelled to make it as strong as steel. 
As soon as the Umbarians entered the palace, they vanished from Kylon’s arcane senses. Caina said that warding spells sheathed the palace like armor. The spells were neither powerful nor complex, but it was far easier to block a divinatory spell than to work one. 
Yet his eyes told him that a strong force awaited them. Thirty Adamant Guards were a formidable force, to say nothing of the Silent Hunters and the spells of the Umbarian magi. Yet Kylon and the others had their own advantages. They had Kylon’s skills and the power of the valikon slung over his shoulder. They had the spells of Annarah and Claudia, the deadly skill of Morgant the Razor, the cleverness of Nasser Glasshand. They had Caina’s new valikarion senses. 
Perhaps more importantly, they had the clever, deadly mind of Caina Amalas. 
Kylon’s own task was simple. He was going to keep her alive, and the gods have mercy upon anyone who tried to stop him. 
They had returned to the Sanctuary of the Ghosts, the hidden underground refuge of the Ghosts beneath the dry fountain in the little square behind the House of Agabyzus. It was not safe, not truly. The Huntress had been following Caina for months, and likely knew all of Caina’s safe houses. Yet so far the vile creature had showed no sign of herself. 
The Sanctuary was as likely to be as safe as anywhere they could find. Certainly the Huntress could not cut her way through the door without making a tremendous amount of noise. The stone walls of the Sanctuary were thick, light coming from enspelled glass spheres on iron stands. Long wooden tables held supplies and cosmetics and clothing of every kind, and tall cabinets stored more clothing. Kylon had stayed here the first night after Caina had found him in Istarinmul, recovering from the wounds he had taken in their fight with the Kindred and the Adamant Guards and the Sifter. 
Caina stood before a table holding a variety of weapons, donning the clothes she used as a Ghost nightfighter, her reflection showing in a small mirror standing atop the table. She pulled on black trousers, black boots, and a black jacket lined with thin steel plates to deflect blades. A belt holding throwing knives, lockpicks, and a collapsible grapnel with a slender coiled rope went around her waist, and more throwing knives went up her sleeves and daggers into sheaths concealed in her boots. She dressed and armed herself with practiced, smooth motions, moving with the efficient calm of someone who had done it many times before. 
There was one difference, though. This time, she had no shadow-cloak, nor a ghostsilver dagger upon her hip. The Huntress had taken both items. Instead Caina donned a mask of black silk that concealed everything except her eyes, and then a black mantle with a deep hood. It did a good job of concealing her features and helping her to hide in the darkness.
Though not as good a job as her shadow-cloak would have done.
“I thought you would have chosen another cloak,” said Kylon, coming up behind her. His own preparations were simpler. Chain mail, trousers, and boots, the valikon in its shoulder scabbard, and a row of daggers sheathed at his belt. 
She drew back her cowl and pulled off the mask, reaching up to tie back her black hair with a leather cord. It had gotten long enough that it would get in her way if she didn’t secure it first. 
“No,” she said. “Too heavy. It would be too easy to get tangled up in a normal cloak. The shadow-cloak weighed almost nothing, and it blended with the shadows. Made it easier to hide.” She smiled a little. “It also protected me from divinatory and mind-reading spells, though I suppose I don’t need to bother with that now.” 
“No,” said Kylon, coming to stand behind her. Caina leaned against him with a little sigh, reaching up with her left hand to pull his right hand close. The contact of her skin brought her emotions against his arcane senses. He felt the usual cold ice of her mind wrapped around the fire of her heart, the low level of anger that never quite seemed to leave her, the anger that sometimes blazed into the wrath that had defeated Rezir Shahan and the Sifter and so many others. 
Now, though, the fire had burned low. A thread of something wove its way through the ice of her mind. Fear, maybe? 
No, not that. It was doubt, uncertainty. 
The Huntress’s attack had left its mark upon her.
“Reading my mind?” said Caina, her voice soft.
“I can sense your emotions,” said Kylon. “I can’t read your mind. I’ve seen you keep a perfectly calm expression and level tone while angry enough to kill someone.” 
She smiled a little. “I had a good teacher.”
“And a lot of practice,” said Kylon.
“That, too.” 
“I can hide almost anything from anyone,” said Caina, “but not from you, not anymore.” Her fingers squeezed his. “I don’t know if I can do this any longer.”
“Do what?” said Kylon. For a grim moment he wondered if she meant that a Ghost circlemaster could not afford to take a lover, but then he realized she was talking about something else. 
“If I asked you to leave with me, would you?” said Caina.
“To go where?” said Kylon. 
“Anywhere,” said Caina. “Somewhere far from Istarinmul, far from the Empire. Far from the wars. Maybe one of the free cities. Someplace where we could live anonymously and quietly.”
“I don’t think you would ask that,” said Kylon. “Just as you would not have asked me to stay with you in Drynemet.” 
“Maybe not,” said Caina. “But if I did ask that, if I asked you to leave Istarinmul…would you come with me?” 
“Yes,” said Kylon. 
She closed her eyes, resting the back of her head against his chest. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Kylon. After Rumarah…something changed, and I don’t understand what.”
“Before Rumarah, you were convinced you were going to die,” said Kylon. “Then you were poisoned, had part of your memory removed, two new languages stuffed into your head, stabbed, and almost consumed by the shadow of a Great Necromancer, and for some reason the process made you into a valikarion. If surviving all that didn’t change you, then something would be wrong.” 
“I suppose,” said Caina.
“And we’ve had this conversation before,” said Kylon.
He saw her blink in the mirror. “When? You mean at Drynemet?”
“No. After the Inferno burned, after you destroyed the Subjugant Bloodcrystal and freed the Undying,” said Kylon. “You said you were tired of death, of fighting. If you felt that way before Rumarah…”
She closed her eyes and let out a little sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. “What happened at Rumarah wouldn’t have changed my mind.” 
“No,” said Kylon. “But you won’t run.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” said Kylon, “you’ve seen the truth. You know what is happening in Istarinmul. You cannot turn away from that. No more than I can.” 
“Is that why you’re still here?” said Caina.
“Partly,” said Kylon. “I came here to avenge my wife. Then I saw that Thalastre’s death was only part of the evil that had festered in Istarinmul. That was how it began for me. But the main reason I stayed is for you.” 
A little shiver went through Caina, and he felt the surge of her emotions. 
“I love you, Kylon,” she said, her voice very, very soft. 
“I love you, Caina,” he said, and her hand gripped his so hard that it hurt a little.
“I forgot what it was like,” whispered Caina, “to have someone who you couldn’t hide from. To have someone I could tell these things.”
“I suppose it was always like that for me,” said Kylon.
She frowned at the mirror. “What?”
“You could tell where I had been by the dust on my boots or what I had eaten for dinner by the crumbs on my sleeve,” said Kylon. “Or I would say something, and you would reason out what I was thinking. So it is only fair.”
She turned and looked up at him. “I am really so obnoxious?” 
“Insightful, let’s say,” said Kylon.
Caina laughed and kissed him. “I’m not the only one who is insightful, it seems.” 
Kylon shrugged. “I’ve had a long time to watch you now.”
“Some more insight,” said Caina, stepping back. “I used to have a friend who said that the best cure for sorrow was work. Let’s go ruin Cassander’s plans. That sounds like a good night’s work.”
Kylon nodded and followed her to the shaft at the back of the Sanctuary. Caina unlocked and lifted the grate, revealing a rope that climbed down into Istarinmul’s maze of sewers. They descended into the tunnels and started making their way through the malodorous darkness to the Emirs’ Quarter. 
His breath came slow and steady, his mind preparing itself for battle.
Kylon might have found a higher purpose than vengeance, but he had come to Istarinmul to kill Malik Rolukhan and Cassander Nilas. Rolukhan’s ashes were entombed in the wreckage of the Inferno, but Cassander Nilas had escaped Rumarah. 
Kylon did not intend to let the Umbarian magus escape a second time. 
And if the Huntress showed herself, he would not let her harm Caina again. 
 
###
 
Darkness hung over Istarinmul as Caina heaved herself out of the sewer grate. Kylon lowered a hand, and she gripped it, and he pulled her up the rest of the way. She shot a quick look around the alley. It ran between the back walls of two smaller palaces, and as far as she could tell, it was deserted. 
Yet through the wall she saw the shimmering haze of the Umbarians’ warding spells. The sorcery of water and air that Kylon wielded looked like silvery-blue light. The Words of Lore commanded by Annarah seemed like a blaze of white flame. Claudia’s wards were like glowing walls of gray steel. The Umbarian spells were veils of thick mist, designed to conceal whatever lurked beneath them. 
Not even the sight of the valikarion could penetrate that haze. 
“Anyone?” whispered Caina. Kylon gave a sharp shake of his head. His arcane senses detected no one nearby. Caina nodded, paused long enough to pull on her mask and cowl, and led the way around the alley and across the street.
The palace of Fariz Terdagan rose against the starlit night, a wide dome of white marble surrounded by two wings, twin slender towers flanking the dome itself. A wall of white stone, ten feet tall and topped with iron spikes, encircled the palace’s relatively cramped gardens. Four men stood guard at the gate, wearing long cloaks and the spiked helmets of Istarish soldiers. Beneath their cloaks Caina saw the ghostly green glow of necromantic spells. 
The men were Adamant Guards…and behind them she saw the greenish-silver gleam of Silent Hunters wrapped in their invisibility spells. Two Silent Hunters, she thought, invisible in the illusion spells the Umbarians had granted them.
Of course, when dealing with a valikarion, the Silent Hunters were not necessarily the ones doing the hunting. 
A shadow moved near Kylon, and Caina turned, reaching for her weapons. The shadow resolved into the gaunt shape of Morgant the Razor, his black coat buttoned to the throat, scimitar and dagger ready at his belt. He carried a rough leather satchel, the strap across his chest. 
“Such a touching sight,” said Morgant. “Two young lovers out for a stroll. Though you really aren’t dressed to allure, and…”
“You can indulge your pretensions to wit after we are successful,” said Caina. “Are the others here?”
“In position,” said Morgant. He tapped the satchel. “Merely awaiting our signal.”
“Good,” said Caina. “Four Adamant Guards at the gate, two Silent Hunters, both invisible.”
“I don’t sense anyone else on the palace grounds,” said Kylon. 
Morgant grunted. “Best to wait until the Silent Hunters burn up their invisibility, then.”
Caina shook her head. “I don’t think they will.”
“Silent Hunters can only remain invisible for an hour a day,” said Morgant.
“I’m not sure,” said Caina, considering the greenish-silver glows, “but I think…I think the Umbarians improved the spells. If a Silent Hunter is moving, he’ll use up his hour. So long as he remains motionless, though…I think he can stay invisible indefinitely.”
“They were dangerous enough already,” said Kylon. “Now they can lie in wait for their prey as long as they don’t move.”
“They’re not dangerous to me,” said Caina. “I’ll deal with the Silent Hunters. Can you take down the Adamant Guards before they can raise the alarm?” 
Kylon nodded, and Morgant grinned. “We’re going to find out, aren’t we?” 
“Western side of the wall,” said Caina. “Let’s go.”
She led the way around Fariz’s palace, keeping to the shadows and out of the sight of the Adamant Guards. So far, the Guards had given no sign of alarm. Caina preferred to have both the Guards and the Hunters think that nothing was amiss right up until the blade entered their hearts.
She stopped halfway along the wall’s western side and nodded. Kylon jumped with a flicker of the sorcery of water, grabbed the iron spikes, and pulled himself up. Caina jumped next, and Kylon pulled her to the top of the wall with a smooth motion. Morgant scrambled up next, and caught his balance with fluid grace. Despite his great age, he never seemed to have difficulty with extended physical exertion. Perhaps it was a gift of the djinni who had extended his life. Or perhaps he was so old that there was nothing left of him but bone, gristle, and sinew. 
Caina jumped into the garden below, legs collapsing to absorb the shock. The grass of the palace’s gardens made no sound against her boots. The emirs and wealthy merchants of Istarinmul liked to have lush gardens around their palaces to flaunt their wealth, which Caina always appreciated, since it was much easier to move in silence across grass than gravel or flagstones. Kylon and Morgant landed next to her, and Caina led the way forward, making her way from tree to tree and bush to bush. The gardens were dark, but the glow of the spells surrounding the Silent Hunters and the Adamant Guards meant that she could find them with ease.
They could not escape her.
A peculiar mixture of uneasiness and a fierce thrill went through her at the thought. Perhaps this was why the sorcerers of the ancient world had so feared the valikarion and their blades. What could Caina had done if she had possessed the sight of the valikarion earlier in her life? She might have been able to save Halfdan and Corvalis. Perhaps she could have stopped the Moroaica long before the day of the golden dead, or…
Caina put the wild speculations out of her mind. The past was gone. She ought to focus upon the present before it killed her. 
She glided behind the Silent Hunters and beckoned for Kylon and Morgant to move to the right. They did so in silence, drawing their weapons. Caina slid one of the daggers from her belt and eased towards the nearest Silent Hunter’s glowing form.
Then she reached up, seized the invisible man’s hair, jerked his head back, and opened his throat. Blood sprayed into the night, and the Silent Hunter appeared in front of her, naked and scarred and dying as he collapsed to the ground. 
For a moment no one noticed.
Then the Adamant Guards stared to turn, and Kylon and Morgant attacked. Kylon struck first, moving with the speed granted by the sorcery of air, the valikon a silvery blur in his hands. The blade nicked one of the Adamant Guards on the arm, and the Umbarian soldier staggered as the ghostsilver sword disrupted the spells binding him, forcing him to feel the full weight of his armored carapace. Kylon’s next blow drove the valikon halfway into the Umbarian soldier’s neck.
Morgant was already moving, his crimson scimitar in his right hand, his black dagger in his left. He parried the first swing of the Adamant Guard nearest to him, rocking back as the Guard’s broadsword rebounded from his crimson scimitar. The Guard prepared another attack at once, but Morgant was already moving. He slashed his black dagger down, and the enspelled blade sliced through the Guard’s steel carapace like soft butter. The Guard reeled, the severed edges of his carapace glowing white-hot, and collapsed to his knees. 
The second Silent Hunter turned, preparing to spring upon Kylon. Caina acted first, snatching a knife from her sleeve and throwing it at the silvery-green outline. The Silent Hunter staggered back as the knife sank into his right thigh, and a moment later he appeared as he charged at Caina, dagger in hand, the scars upon his chest and arms flashing with silver light. She slashed at the Silent Hunter, and by instinct the assassin dodged, his weight going upon his injured right leg. The limb went rigid, the Hunter stumbling, and Caina drove her dagger between his ribs. The Silent Hunter fell dying, and Caina ripped her dagger free and turned towards the others.
Kylon finished off the last Adamant Guard as she turned, the Umbarian soldier falling upon the soft grass. Morgant stepped over the corpses and strolled to the gate, slashing through the chain and locks with a few flicks of his black dagger. He pushed open the gate, and it swung open as he sheathed his weapons and began rummaging in his satchel. Caina turned towards the palace itself, retrieving her throwing knife from the dead Silent Hunter. As far as she could tell, no had noticed their presence save for the guards, and they were in no condition to warn anyone. 
“Anything?” whispered Caina.
Kylon shook his head. “No one is in the gardens. But I can’t sense anyone in the palace proper.” 
Morgant produced a torch and a small vial of clear fluid Caina had given him. He dumped the liquid over the torch, tucked the vial into his satchel, and ignited the end of the torch. It burst into bright purple flames, throwing an eerie glow over everything. 
“Nice trick,” said Morgant, waving the torch back and forth. 
“It’s used in Imperial opera,” said Caina, looking between the palace and the street. “Sometimes the script calls for a villainous sorcerer to appear in a flash of purple smoke. I just altered the formula a little.”
Figures appeared on the far side of the street, and Morgant extinguished the torch. A row of Imperial Guards came into sight, hurrying forward with their shields raised and their broadswords in hand. Lord Martin walked at their head, clad in the armor of the Guard, a plumed helmet upon his head. After the Guards came Nasser, Laertes, Nerina, Malcolm, and Azaces, all of them screening Annarah and Claudia. Annarah had shifted her pyrikon to its staff form, the bronze length of metal glimmering with white light. Claudia seemed energetic enough, but again Caina wished that she had remained behind. 
A stray memory flashed through her mind. Nearly five years earlier, she and Ark had accompanied the men of the Imperial Legion as they attacked Lord Naelon Icaraeus’s lair in Marsis. That had almost ended in disaster, and the entire struggle against Naelon Icaraeus’s band of slavers had so occupied the attention of Caina and the Ghosts of Marsis that they had not realized Rezir Shahan and Andromache planned to attack the city until it was too late. 
Was she missing something of similar importance now? 
The answer likely waited within the palace of Fariz Terdagan. 
“Were you discovered?” said Martin, gazing at the white façade of the palace.
“I don’t think so,” said Caina. There were no lights in any of the palace’s windows. A row of low windows encircled the base of the dome, and from time to time they flickered with a peculiar yellow light, as if a fire burned beneath the dome.
No, not yellow light. Golden. 
“Very well,” said Martin. “Tylas. Detail four men to guard the gate and make sure none of the Umbarians escape to warn Cassander.” Claudia was already casting a spell, and gray light pulsed around her fingers and sank into the stone arch of the gate, invisible to any eyes except Caina’s. The ward would collapse the invisibility of any Silent Hunter passing through the gate. The spell would not last for long…but in Caina’s experience, battles like this were almost always over quickly.
They just felt like an eternity. 
“We’ll check the doors for traps and wards,” said Caina. “If they’re clear, Lord Martin…we can storm the palace.”
“Tylas,” said Martin to the Guard centurion. “Prepare to storm the building.” 
“Kylon,” said Caina, and he nodded and came to her side.
She didn’t ask Morgant to follow her, but he came anyway.
 
###
 
Kylon walked with Caina to the palace’s double doors, the valikon ready in his right hand. Morgant walked on her other side, his stance casual, but his weapons were ready in his hands and his emotional sense was cold and sharp as an icicle. Behind them the Imperial Guards moved in a spearhead formation, ready to storm the palace. 
Caina went up the shallow steps, her head turning back and forth as she scrutinized the doors. 
“No traps,” she muttered. “No spells, either.”
Kylon sensed nothing from the doors. Of course, the warding spells the Umbarians had laid over the palace blocked his arcane senses. Yet he was close enough that he detected bits and pieces from within the palace, and he caught bursts of tense emotion, hints of alarm and fear. He suspected the Umbarians had realized that something was happening.
And then Kylon sensed something else, something familiar, and a burst of dread went through him.
The last time he had sensed something like this a lot of people had died.
“Wait,” he said, and both Caina and Morgant stopped. 
“What is it?” said Caina. 
“The Surge gave me the ability to detect nagataaru,” said Kylon, and Caina nodded. “I can also sense the cracks in the walls of the world, the weaknesses left over from the day of the golden dead.” 
“There’s one inside?” said Caina.
Kylon nodded. “I think so. But…it’s wrong, somehow. Different. Or twisted? I won’t know until we can get past these masking spells.” 
“Could Cassander be trying to summon nagataaru himself?” said Caina.
Kylon didn’t know. It was the sort of vengeful thing that Cassander Nilas would do. Expelled from Istarinmul, he would summon the nagataaru and create an army of kadrataagu to take his vengeance upon the Grand Wazir and the Grand Master. Even as the thought crossed his mind, Kylon realized that it made no sense. Such an act would force the Grand Wazir to ally with the Emperor against the Order, regardless of what Callatas thought. Cassander had never struck Kylon as a man to waste time with empty gestures of revenge. He was ruthless and brutal, yes, but everything he did had a logical reason. 
Unless his injuries in Rumarah had driven him insane. 
“You know,” said Morgant. “I think they’ve realized we’re here.” 
“How do you know?” said Caina. 
“If you weren’t so busy exchanging ominous remarks,” said Morgant, “you could listen.” 
Even through the mask and the cowl, Kylon saw Caina roll her eyes, but she did fall silent. Kylon turned his attention towards the door, and heard faint sounds filtering through the thick wood. The tap of scabbards against the floor, the rasp of metal boots, the hissing of swords drawn from sheaths. 
The sounds of soldiers preparing themselves for battle. 
“They’re coming,” said Kylon.
Caina nodded and spun. “Lord Martin! Prepare yourself! They come!”
The doors boomed open.
“Run!” shouted Kylon, grabbing Caina’s arm and urging her forward. She sprinted down the stairs towards the Imperial Guards, Morgant racing after her, and Kylon followed them. As he did, he shot a glance over his shoulder. He saw a row of Adamant Guards charging forward, grim in their steel carapaces. Behind them bounded a trio of hulking, misshapen creatures unlike any that Kylon had ever seen before, and he glimpsed the dark shape of an Umbarian magus behind them. All of them looked dangerous, the strange creatures especially so. 
Yet the golden light held his attention. 
From within the palace, probably underneath the dome itself, came a flickering golden glow, pulsing like flames in a wind. 
And Kylon had seen a light like that somewhere before.
“Shield wall!” Martin’s voice boomed over the gardens like a thunderbolt. “Shield wall! Meet the enemy!” 
 
###
 
“Those men are possessed, are they not?” said Annarah in a low voice, that peculiar bronze staff flickering with white fire in her fist.
Claudia nodded, already casting her first spell.
As she had lain awake last night, considering the battle to come, she had wondered if she was a fool. Claudia was nine months pregnant. Her child could come at any moment. Going in a fight in her condition, with the birth imminent, was the starkest madness.
Yet as the huge beasts shot forward with a roar, their jaws yawning wide, Claudia was glad she had come.
None of the creatures looked quite alike. They all vaguely resembled a mixture of man and bear, albeit a bear that had been twisted and misshapen. Thick bands of muscle corded their torsos and limbs, and their brown fur rose up in greasy spikes. Claws the size of daggers tipped their paws, and their jagged yellow fangs could punch through steel armor with a single bite. The huge creatures were terrifying on the battlefield, and could tear their way through a shield wall of Legionaries without much difficulty. They were neither immortal nor invincible, but they could wreak ghastly casualties before they were taken down, as many Legionaries had learned to their sorrow.
Yet there were easier ways to deal with the damned things. 
“Ursamorphs,” said Claudia, a blue spark snarling between her fingers, “possessed by a spirit of fury and hunger.”
“Such a thing,” said Annarah, “is a violation of the Words of Lore.” 
The Adamant Guards surged down the stairs, but the ursamorphs bounded before the Umbarian soldiers. There was a silvery flash as Kylon charged to meet them, the valikon starting to glimmer in his hands as the weapon reacted to the presence of the malevolent spirits within the creatures. Nasser and Morgant and Azaces ran to aid him, the Imperial Guards forming into a shield wall. 
A creature like an ursamorph had been forbidden under the laws of the Magisterium as well, which had forbidden summoning and binding spirits. Once Claudia had believed in those laws, had believed in the power of sorcery to guide and shape and rule mankind. Now she had seen too much battle and too many corrupt sorcerers to believe that anyone could be trusted with that kind of power. Regardless of the laws or the Words of Lore, the ursamorph was still an abomination, a thing made to kill.
Fortunately, Claudia knew just how to deal with it.
She focused her will upon the nearest ursamorph and cast a spell. The blue spark flared with light, leapt from her fingers, and soared across the garden. Years ago, when she had fled her father, she had feared the wrath of his lieutenant Ranarius, and Ranarius had delved deep into the forbidden sciences of summoning elementals. To defend herself, Claudia had practiced spells of banishment. They had not been enough to protect her from Ranarius.
Nevertheless, she had gotten quite good at banishment spells.
The blue spark slammed into the nearest ursamorph, and the creature reared back with a booming howl as fingers of blue lightning shot up and down its muscled limbs. Claudia felt the pressure of the malevolent spirit straining against her will, but she held fast, holding her mental defenses and power in place. For a moment the spirit of fury shivered against her mind, and then all at once the pressure vanished as her spell drove the spirit back into the netherworld. The ursamorph staggered, went to one knee, and shrank and collapsed into itself, blurring into the form of a gaunt, naked man with ragged hair and insane eyes.
Annarah shouted and struck the end of her strange bronze staff against the ground, and a shaft of brilliant white flame lanced from its end. It struck the Imperial Guards, and for an awful moment Claudia was sure that Annarah had miscast her spell. Yet the fire passed through the Guards without harming them, and instead the shaft raked across the charging ursamorphs. The creatures staggered, howling in pain as the white fire cut a charred line across their furred hides. 
“I will distract them,” said Annarah, casting again. “You shall banish them.”
Claudia nodded and began casting her banishment spell again. 
 
###
 
The Adamant Guards crashed into the Imperial Guards, steel ringing on steel. Blue sparks and white fire flashed overhead as Claudia and Annarah worked their spells, bringing their power to bear against the twisted creatures that had emerged from the palace.
The creatures held the entirety of Kylon’s attention.
He had never seen anything like them, nothing like this peculiar hybrid of man and beast. They reminded him a little of the hideous abominations that had arisen upon the day of the golden dead. Yet these things had not been created by necromancy, but by summoned spirits within their flesh. He could sense the spirits within the hulking things the Imperial Guards called ursamorphs. The nagataaru were spirits of malevolence and hunger, the ifriti like the Sifter spirits of flame and fury. The spirits within the ursamorphs were creatures of furious, feral hunger, predators who desired to destroy and kill and feast. 
The ancient Iramisians had made the valikons to deal with such creatures, and in the hands of a Kyracian stormdancer, a valikon could be put to good use. 
Kylon faced one of the ursamorphs, the valikon blurring back and forth before him. The creature lumbered after him, moving faster and striking harder than a normal man could have attacked. Kylon’s sorcery of water did not make him as strong as the ursamorph, but the sorcery of air made him just as fast, perhaps even a little faster. He dodged the swipe of the creature’s claws, sidestepped, and brought the valikon down with both hands. The blade flashed with white fire, and the force of his swing drove the blade through the ursamorph’s outstretched arm, severing its paw at the wrist. The ursamorph reared back with a horrible scream of fury, and Kylon struck again, sinking the valikon into the creature’s chest. The symbols upon the blade pulsed with white fire, and the ursamorph screamed as the ancient sword destroyed the spirit bound within its flesh. An instant later the ursamorph shrank, becoming a gaunt, ragged looking man with insane eyes, his mouth opening and closing as he collapsed to the grass to die. 
Kylon ripped the sword free, moving to find the next ursamorph as the Adamant Guards and the Imperial Guards clashed. 
 
###
 
Caina circled around the edges of the fight, heading for Claudia and Annarah. 
She might possess the sight of the valikarion, but without a ghostsilver dagger that did little good against the Adamant Guards and the ursamorph creatures. The sight of the valikarion would let her see the spells upon the Adamant Guards as they crushed her skull to a pulp, but little else.
Fortunately, Caina could employ her abilities in other ways.
The Silent Hunters were going after Claudia and Annarah. 
Both sorceresses had their full attention upon the ursamorphs, even as Kylon and Morgant and Nasser battled the hulking creatures. Malcolm and Azaces stood guard over Annarah and Claudia, even as Nerina calmly sent crossbow quarrel after crossbow quarrel into the Adamant Guards, but none of them would be able to see the Silent Hunters.
To Caina, they stood out like a torch in the darkness. She could even see them if she closed her eyes. 
The Silent Hunters hadn’t figured that out yet. 
She ran past the battle, following a silvery-green shape running towards Annarah and Claudia. Caina slipped a throwing knife into her hand and flung the weapon, adding her momentum to the force of her throw. Her aim was true, and the blade sank into the Silent Hunter’s left calf. The man stumbled and went sprawling with a cry, flashing back into visibility, and Caina sprang upon him with a dagger before he could recover. 
She got back to her feet and kept running before the Silent Hunter finished dying. 
Another silvery-green outline circled behind Claudia and Annarah, preparing to spring upon them. Caina took a step forward and flung her bloodied throwing knife. This time the weapon caught the invisible Silent Hunter in the side, and the man flinched. He appeared in a flash of silver light, and Caina charged at him. The Silent Hunter slashed his dagger, but Caina saw the blow coming and dodged, stabbing as she did so. Her dagger plunged between the ribs in his left side, and the Silent Hunter stumbled again, wheezing. His next attack came slower, and Caina finished him off with another stab between the ribs.
For all their powers of invisibility, the Silent Hunters were still naked men with daggers, and it was much easier to kill a naked man than an armored one or even a clothed one. 
Their invisibility was their advantage, and they trusted too much in it.
Caina retrieved her throwing knife and dagger and went after another Silent Hunter.
 
###
 
The last ursamorph collapsed in the blue lightning of Claudia’s banishment spell. The malevolent spirits seemed to drive their hosts insane, and those who survived simply squatted on the ground, muttering to themselves and pawing at their filthy hair. Kylon wondered if the men were volunteers who had asked the Umbarian magi to summon the spirits into their flesh, or if they were slaves forced to undergo the transformation against their will. Either way, the banishment of the spirit seemed to leave their minds a broken ruin. 
Perhaps it would have been a mercy to kill them, but Kylon left the broken men alone.
With the ursamorphs defeated, he turned his attention to the Adamant Guards. The Umbarian soldiers were locked in battle with the Imperial Guards. The Adamant Guards were stronger and impervious to pain, but the Imperial Guards were superbly trained and clad in the finest armor the smiths of the Empire could forge. The two shield walls strained against each other, a dozen dead Imperial Guards and Adamant Guards lying upon the grass, but neither side gained an advantage.
It was time to change that. 
Before the Adamant Guards reacted, Kylon charged them from behind, wounding two men with the valikon. He did not kill them, but he did not need to bother. The Adamant Guards he had wounded stumbled beneath the terrible weight of their steel carapaces, their spells of strength disrupted, and the Imperial Guards seized the moment to land killing blows of their own. 
Morgant struck as well, his black dagger ripping open an Adamant Guard’s back like a knife slicing through the rind of a melon. Nasser simply punched a Guard in the back of his head with his gloved left fist, and the unfortunate soldier’s head shattered in a grisly spray. 
The Umbarian line wavered, and then collapsed as the Imperial Guards surged forward, taking advantage of their enemy’s distraction. Within a dozen heartbeats as many Adamant Guards lay dead, and then the survivors fled for the doors to the palace. 
“Take them!” shouted Martin. “Don’t let them fortify themselves!”
One of the fleeing Guards charged at Kylon, and he deflected the blow of the scimitar and swung the valikon with both hands, all his strength and the sorcery of water fueling his blow. His strike shattered the Guard’s shield and sank into the soldier’s left arm. The Guard stumbled as the ghostsilver disrupted his spells, and Kylon killed him with a quick slash across the neck. 
He turned towards the palace’s doors as the remaining Umbarian soldiers fell back towards it, intending to kill as many of them as possible before they could fortify themselves within…
Fire exploded from the palace’s doors.
Kylon came to a stunned halt, raising a hand to shield his eyes. He heard the screams as the Adamant Guards were devoured by the fire, and for a moment he thought the Umbarian magi within the palace had unleashed a pyromantic firestorm. Then he felt the malevolent will and power within the fire.
It was a fire elemental, an ifrit. The Umbarian magi had summoned the spirit and loosed it upon them.
The ifrit erupted from the palace as a pillar of flame, the doors crumbling into charcoal around it. The elemental left only the glowing steel carapaces of the Adamant Guards in its wake, their flesh and bone burned to ashes. The spirit swelled, its fire spreading along the palace walls. The heat was terrible, and Kylon drew upon the sorcery of water to shield himself from it. If he got close enough, perhaps he could strike with the valikon to drive the ifrit away, but the fire elemental’s form was simply too hot to approach.
A blue spark, almost invisible against the ifrit’s glare, shot over the heads of the Imperial Guards and struck the fire elemental.
There was a surge of power, and the ifrit winked out existence, as fast as someone blowing out a candle. Kylon blinked the sweat from his eyes, and a stunned instant of silence fell over the gardens.
“Pathetic,” Claudia announced, her voice offended. “A child could have done a better job of summoning that elemental.”
Kylon sprinted forward, using the sorcery of air to augment his speed. He dashed through the gray haze of smoke in the shattered doors and found what he expected. The female Umbarian magus he had seen earlier leaned against a pillar of white marble, struggling to regain her concentration after Claudia had shattered her summoning spell. The woman started to raise her right arm, her hand covered by one of those black gauntlets that allowed the Umbarians to use pyromancy without going mad, but Kylon was faster. The valikon came to rest against the woman’s neck, and she stiffened, glaring at him with bloodshot gray eyes.
“No, don’t bother,” said Kylon. “This is ghostsilver. Your wards won’t work against it.”
“Kylon of House Kardamnos,” spat the woman in Nighmarian-accented Istarish. “The exile. The craven who could not save his wife and child from assassins.” Kylon’s hands tightened against the valikon’s hilt, but he said nothing. “It seems you did not die with the Balarigar.” 
“As it happens,” said Kylon, “you are entirely correct.” 
Armor clattered as the Imperial Guards rushed into the pillared entry hall, but no other foes showed themselves. The Umbarian magus looked back and forth with a scowl. Kylon risked a brief glance over his shoulder and saw Caina’s black-clad form hurrying towards him. 
“Don’t kill her,” said Caina. “She might know something useful.” Before Kylon could answer, Caina reached across the valikon, seized the golden medallion with the sigil of the Umbarian Order hanging against the woman’s chest, and yanked it from its chain. The Umbarian magus flinched, her cold gaze promising death to Caina. “She can use this to contact Cassander. He doesn’t need to know what happened here.” Caina tossed the amulet away with a clatter. 
The woman’s smile was cold. “It is already too late.” 
Caina did not answer. She was staring past the entry hall, towards the strange, flickering golden light beneath the dome. 
“Lord Martin,” said the Umbarian woman. “Have you decided upon folly at last? The Grand Wazir will not tolerate bloodshed in his city.”
“Maria Nicephorus,” said Martin in a grim voice. “Given that the Grand Wazir expelled your master, I doubt he will mind very much.” 
Maria sneered. “And you bring your pregnant wife to battle with you, Martin Dorius?”
“Aye, I’m pregnant,” said Claudia, walking to Martin’s side with Annarah. “And I’m also very annoyed. That summoning spell was simply juvenile.”
“Next time,” said Maria, “I’ll make sure to do better.”
“You won’t have the chance,” said Claudia in a voice like ice, her emotional sense just as cold. 
“Tylas,” said Martin, “secure the building. We will search it from top to bottom. Whatever Cassander plans, we will find the answers here…”
Maria laughed, mocking and derisive. 
“Oh, no,” said Caina. 
Kylon turned his head, and saw Caina outlined by the flickering golden light, a stark shadow against its glow. 
“No, no, no,” said Caina, her voice soft. “What has he done?”
 
###
 
Caina took a cautious step forward. 
The grand hall of Fariz Terdagan’s palace was a round, cylindrical chamber, the domed ceiling rising overhead. A wide circle of symbols had been written upon the floor, glowing with the green fire of necromantic sorcery. 
In the center of the circle, hovering in the air, was a rift between the worlds. 
It looked like a slash, a crack, carved in golden fire. The thing seemed to pulse gently, almost as if it was breathing, and Caina saw the weave of arcane power that sustained the rift.
She had seen that rift before. On the day Corvalis had died, on the day of the golden dead, the Moroaica had used her own arcane strength and ancient relics of power to rip open a rift of golden fire in the skies above New Kyre. She had ascended into that rift and entered the netherworld, intending to move to the world beyond the netherworld, the realm of the gods, to bring them to account for the suffering of mankind. 
She had failed, and her rift had vanished. 
And now, it seemed, a smaller yet otherwise identical rift had appeared in the palace of Fariz Terdagan.
“What did Cassander do?” whispered Caina, staring at the rift.
“That is…unusual,” said Martin. Caina turned as Martin, Claudia, and Annarah entered the grand hall, followed by Nasser and Morgant. 
“What is it?” said Annarah. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”
“Husband,” said Claudia, her voice low and full of dread. “Do you not recognize it?”
Martin hesitated. “Wait. Is that…no, it cannot be. It was so much bigger.” 
“It’s the rift from the day of the golden dead, the rift that filled the sky,” said Claudia. 
Caina said nothing, staring at the ribbons of sorcerous force writhing within the circle and around the rift. She had not possessed the sight of the valikarion on the day of the golden dead, and so did not know what the spells powering it had looked like. Yet she had felt it, and she was sure that this miniature version of the rift seemed…wrong, somehow. 
Had Cassander altered it? For that matter, why had he created it at all?
“Lord Kylon,” called Martin. “If you could bring the prisoner, we have questions that require answers.”
Caina turned as Kylon shoved Maria Nicephorus into the hall, one hand gripping her arm like a shackle, the other holding the valikon at her throat. Her brother, Caina recalled, had once been the Lord Governor of Rasadda, had nearly driven the province into revolt with his rapacity. She wondered if he had been part of the Umbarian Order. 
“I suggest that you talk, Lady Maria,” said Martin. “I am not in the mood for games…”
Maria laughed at him. “Games? You have been playing a game with Cassander for the last year, and you have lost. Why should I not tell you everything? You have already been defeated.” 
“Why?” said Martin. “Why is Cassander doing this? Why is he trying to reopen the way between the worlds?”
Maria sneered. “Is that why you think he is doing?”
“No, he’s not,” said Kylon, and Caina lifted her eyes from the glowing rift to look at him. “This is…Lord Martin, I think this was already here. The day of the golden dead left…cracks in the walls between the worlds, weak points. Sometimes spirits slip through the cracks to enter the material world. I saw it happen in New Kyre and in the Kaltari Highlands.”
“So did we,” said Claudia. “Those kadrataagu the Huntress commanded came from somewhere.” 
“Then Cassander exploited the damage left over from the day of the golden dead to make this…this thing?” said Martin. 
“No, not exactly,” said Caina as the answer came to her. “Close, but not quite.”
“And who is this?” said Maria. “A Ghost nightfighter, I expect, but without the ubiquitous shadow-cloak.”
Caina walked towards Kylon and Maria, and drew back her hood and yanked off her mask as she did so. Kylon frowned, and Maria’s eyes narrowed. Then a dawning suspicion spread across her face.
“You,” Maria said. “You…you’re her, aren’t you? Caina Amalas.” Her lip curled with contempt. “The Balarigar.”
“If you like,” said Caina.
“You’re dead,” said Maria. “Lord Cassander killed you.”
“No, he really didn’t,” said Caina. “He lied about that. I would wager that it makes you wonder what else he might have lied about. Like, for example…that you would survive whatever he intends to do to Istarinmul?” 
Maria lifted her chin. “The Umbarian Order does not abandon its own.”
Claudia let out a derisive scoff. 
“Until it’s convenient, I’m sure,” said Caina. “So when Cassander leaves Istarinmul, do you think he’s going to come back for you? That he’s going to share the credit with you in front of the Provosts? I’m sure he made you promises…just as he promised the Grand Wazir that the Balarigar was dead.” 
Maria said nothing, but Caina saw the doubt. 
“It might be more prudent,” said Morgant, gesturing with his black dagger, “to start cutting pieces off her until she talks.”
Maria’s gray eyes shifted to Morgant, who offered her one of his toothy smiles. That seemed to unsettle her more than the death of her Adamant Guards. 
“There’s no need,” said Caina. She pointed at the burning rift. “That’s an echo, isn’t it? An echo of the original.” 
“Ah,” murmured Maria. “You do have some understanding.”
“An echo?” said Martin. 
“The Moroaica’s spell almost ripped apart the barrier between the material world and the netherworld,” said Claudia, understanding dawning over her face. “It left the weak points Lord Kylon mentioned, but it also created…sorcerous echoes, like the echoes that linger in a cave after a loud noise. That’s what you mean, isn’t it? A clever sorcerer could capture those echoes and use their power to make weak points of his own wherever he wanted.”
“Weak points,” said Caina, “that would be far more amenable to control than ones that happened naturally.”
“And when arranged and linked in a circle,” said Claudia, gesturing at the glyphs upon the floor, “they would…”
“Feed into each other,” said Caina. “Like a ball going faster and faster as it rolls down a chute.” 
“That would…that would reopen the original rift,” said Claudia. “But only for a little while. That much power would be fantastically unstable. The whole thing would collapse after a few hours. But why? Why call that much power? Cassander couldn’t possibly control it. The entire Umbarian Order couldn’t control it. Gods, every sorcerer who ever lived, working in concert, couldn’t direct that much power.”  
“A summoning spell,” said Annarah. “That is what all this is for. A single summoning spell of tremendous power. Such a spell would not need to last long, only long enough to pull the summoned spirit into this world.” 
“But what manner of being,” said Nasser, “would require so much power to be summoned? Some sort of elemental prince? A nagataaru lord? A god?” 
Caina looked at Maria, who smirked. 
“Go on,” said Maria. “You’re very close.” 
Caina stared at her, at the wreckage of the palace’s doors, at the charred stonework and the greasy spots on the floor that marked the dead Adamant Guards. Maria had a conjured an ifrit and sent it after them. The elemental spirit had not been as powerful as the Sifter, but it had been deadly nonetheless. 
“What did you do with Fariz Terdagan?” Caina heard herself say, her mind racing. 
“I killed him,” said Maria with a faint smile. “His whining had grown tiresome, and his usefulness would soon expire in any event.” 
A summoning circle. Likely each one of the secret Umbarian houses held an identical rift echo, joined together in a single massive summoning circle. The circle was huge. Large enough to hold something enormous, but that was impossible. Spirits did not have material bodies, and were as large as the hosts they possessed. Yet elemental spirits could create bodies for themselves out of their associated element, and…
Caina blinked. 
The circle wasn’t designed to hold one single spirit after all. 
“The power isn’t for summoning one spirit,” said Caina. “It’s going to summon thousands of them. Thousands and thousands of them all at once.”
“Hundreds of thousands, if Lord Cassander’s calculations are correct,” said Maria. 
“How?” said Caina. 
“Tell me, Balarigar,” said Maria. “Have you heard the name of Corazain?” 
Caina’s fear got worse. 
Much, much worse.
“Who the hell is that?” said Morgant.
“An Ashbringer,” said Annarah. “One of the sorcerer-priests who ruled the Saddaic peoples in ancient times. They wielded tremendous spells of pyromancy, and inevitably went insane from its use.”
“Corazain was the last of them,” said Caina, remembering her own near-disastrous brush with Corazain’s legacy. “The greatest of them…and the maddest. In the final days of the Second Empire, the Emperor Crisius defeated the Ashbringers and stormed Rasadda. Corazain waited until the Legions had entered the city, and then unleashed his final spell. The pyromantic firestorm killed him, killed Crisius, wiped out the Legions, and turned Rasadda to ashes.” She looked back at Maria. “The survivors of the Ashbringers founded the Umbarian Order…and that means you have something of Corazain’s, don’t you? Some relic, some weapon, some secret.”
“The Throne of Corazain,” said Maria. “It has been in the hands of our Order since the destruction of Rasadda and the fall of the Second Empire. It was one of Corazain’s most potent creations, and we have mastered it to an extent he never dreamed.”
“What does the Throne of Corazain do?” said Caina. 
“It is an instrument of summoning,” said Maria. “The spells upon it allow its possessor to summon fire elementals, the spirits the Istarish call ifriti, in prodigious numbers.” 
“How many fire elementals?” said Caina.
“Why, as many elementals as the Throne has the power to summon,” said Maria. “I understand there is no practical upper limit.”
“And it can draw on the circle of rift echoes for power,” said Caina, looking at the wreckage of the doors. One ifrit had done that. Claudia had stopped it, but if she had not, the ifrit would have burned down the palace and turned the Imperial Guards into piles of ashes and half-melted armor. Caina couldn’t even guess how much more damage the ifrit might have done if it had broken free of Maria’s control and rampaged through the Emirs’ Quarter. 
If Cassander and the Throne summoned hundreds of thousands of ifriti at once…
“Gods,” said Caina, looking at the blazing rift again. “We’ve been blind.”
“Truly,” said Maria, her voice dripping with smugness. 
“We have known that Cassander was up to something…” started Claudia.
“Don’t you see?” said Caina, turning back to face her. “We thought Cassander wanted revenge on Callatas and Erghulan, or that he had some spell to force open the Straits for the Umbarian fleet. But he’s not taking revenge on Istarinmul. He’s going to destroy Istarinmul utterly, burn the city to ashes just as Corazain burned Rasadda and the Legions. No more Callatas, no more Erghulan, no more Towers of the Sea, no more Istarinmul. The Umbarians won’t need to force the Starfall Straits because there will be no more Istarinmul to close the Straits.”
“A twofold victory for the Order,” said Maria. “All the world shall see our wrath and tremble at the fate of Istarinmul. And when our fleet reaches the Imperial capital and our armies seize the Imperial Citadel and dispose of the doddering old fool who calls himself the Emperor, the Empire shall be reunited under the hand of the Order, and our true work can begin at last.” 
Caina glared at the Umbarian magus, fury and chagrin warring within her. It was monstrous, as terrible as anything Maglarion and Kalastus and Ranarius had ever dreamed of attempting. At least Callatas had some grand vision of reforming humanity, however twisted and sick. Cassander would murder hundreds of thousands of people simply because they were in his way. 
And Caina had not seen it coming.
She should have. All the pieces had been there before her eyes. She had known Cassander had been ruthless. Agabyzus had warned her about the purchase of the houses. Even Samnirdamnus had told her to beware the fire. Yet Caina had not seen the truth. She had been too preoccupied with Sulaman’s prophecy of her death, too determined to die to save her friends, too confused about what had happened to her in Rumarah.
She had missed the truth…and a lot of people might die because she had been too foolish and too preoccupied. 
“A million people,” said Caina, her voice tight and quiet. “You’re going to murder a million people.” 
Maria lifted her chin, her expression cold and confident. “And ten million more might learn the lesson and heed the wishes of the Order.” 
Caina took a step forward, and Maria Nicephorus flinched in Kylon’s grip. She wanted to draw her dagger and plunge it into Maria’s throat. Yet that would accomplish nothing, and they might need more answers from the Umbarian magus before this was over. 
“We have to find Cassander and stop him,” said Caina, “and destroy the Throne if possible.”
“He…will have to be somewhere outside the circle,” said Claudia. She looked at Caina like a woman contemplating a loaded crossbow. “The structure of the spell requires it.”
“He will have chosen a secure location,” said Kylon. “Somewhere fortified that will protect him as he casts the spell.”
“The Umbarian embassy,” said Maria, unprompted. 
Caina glared at her. “Why would you tell us that?”
“Because,” said Nasser, his voice dry, “she is so utterly confident of success that it does not matter if she tell us.”
“Exactly,” said Maria. “And it doesn’t matter. You’re too late. It’s already beginning.”
Caina stared to answer, and then the rift echo pulsed with golden fire as arcane power blazed through the room.



Chapter 19: Set To Burn 
 
Cassander Nilas circled the Throne of Corazain one final time, the fiery glow from the ancient artifact throwing flickering shadows around the solar. Outside he saw the scattered lights of Istarinmul at night, the palaces of the emirs and Alchemists and wealthy merchants glowing with alchemical light in the darkness. 
Soon the city would become far brighter.
Pyres were always bright.
He tried to keep his mind dispassionate as he considered the intricate maze of spells around the Throne. A single error in the spells, and the misplaced energy might blast the entire fortified dock to molten splinters. Yet Cassander could not repress a growing excitement. After a year and a half of frustration and setbacks and pain, success was in his grasp. The Provosts had given Cassander the task of opening the Starfall Straits, and his victory was at hand. 
That he would get to take vengeance upon that querulous old fool Callatas and that pompous braggart Erghulan made it all the sweeter. That he got to kill smug Martin Dorius and his bitch of a wife at the same time was a splendid bonus. That he also got to annihilate the remnants of the Ghost circle still in the city was even better. 
And he would get to destroy Istarinmul. This miserable, wretched, stinking city of useless vermin would burn, would sink into the dust of history. How he hated this place! How he yearned to see it all in flames. 
His newfound bloodlust sang within him. He felt as eager with anticipation as he had before the first time he had lain with a woman. Cassander had killed before, killed since his change in Rumarah. 
But he had never killed so many people at once.
Cassander supposed few people in history had ever killed so many at once.
But none of that would happen if he made an error, so he checked and rechecked the maze of wards and spells binding the Throne and linking it to the rift echoes. He found no flaw with his work, and none with the spells of the lesser magi. 
Cassander was ready. When the spell started, of course, Callatas and the Alchemists would try to stop it. They would rush to the Umbarian embassy, and by the time they realized their error, it would be too late. If they tried to attack the fortified dock, he had enough Adamant Guards to repulse any assault. He had taken other preparations as well, and when the spell began, those preparations would unleash chaos throughout the city, and his enemies might be too paralyzed to act. 
By the time they recovered, he would have called the ifriti, and Istarinmul would be ashes. 
Only one thing troubled him.
Where the hell had the Huntress gone?
Her disappearance did not surprise him. Kalgri came and went as she pleased, rather like a large, murderous cat. Yet he could not imagine why she had left. She knew what he intended, and she knew that Istarinmul would burn. If she was caught outside the wards of the Brotherhood’s compound, she would burn with the rest of them. Perhaps she had gone to warn Callatas…but if she had, Callatas would have counterattacked by now. 
Perhaps she had gone to find a better view of the coming firestorm. 
It didn’t matter. The spells were ready, and the time had come.
Cassander raised his right hand, the crimson bloodcrystal on the back of his black gauntlet flashing with a harsh glow, and began a spell. Flames snarled around his armored fingers, and the three rings of sigils encircling the Throne began to burn as well. The fire imprisoned with the Throne flared, glowing brighter through the black obsidian, and it writhed in time to the flames dancing around Cassander’s armored hand. For a quarter hour he cast the spell, feeding power into the maze of spells around the Throne. It grew hot and stuffy in the solar, the glow of the Throne filling the chamber with hellish light. The windows of the tower would shine like a beacon in the night, but that didn’t matter.
Soon the good people of Istarinmul would have something else to occupy their attention. 
Cassander finished his spell, and a shaft of fire burst from his gauntlet to strike the Throne.
 
###
 
Caina took a step back, eyeing the rift echo. 
It burned brighter, the golden fire starting to flicker madly. A dull howling noise came from the rift, like the roar of the blast furnaces she had seen in Ark’s foundry in Malarae. Currents of power flowed through the rift echo and into it, and Caina thought of a ball rolling down a curved chute, spinning faster and faster until it reached the bottom.
She suspected it would be a good idea to be as far away from the rift echo as possible when the power reached its climax. 
“We have to get out here,” said Caina.
“I concur completely,” said Nasser.
“Guards!” shouted Martin. “Withdraw! Back to the doors! Back to the…”
“Wait!” shouted Caina, her mind racing as she thought of Agabyzus’s map of Istarinmul. The palace’s doors faced west, which would put them inside the massive circle Cassander planned to draw across Istarinmul. Caina had a strong suspicion that getting trapped within the activated circle would be unwise. “Not that way. Go east. If we go west, we’ll be stuck inside the circle.”
Martin did not hesitate. “Centurion! Recall the men at the gate.” He pointed to a door on the far side of the grand hall. “That door. Move! Move!” 
The Imperial Guards hastened past the rift, Annarah helping Claudia along. The Guards who had been watching the gate at the outer wall sprinted into the palace. They gaped a little at the rift echo, but they were too well-disciplined to stop and kept running. Nasser, Laertes, Morgant, Nerina, and Malcolm came after, and Kylon brought up the back, still pushing Maria Nicephorus along. 
“You should kill her,” said Morgant as the Imperial Guards filed through the narrow door. The howling roar from the rift echo grew louder. “If you or the Kyracian don’t want to do it, fine. But she knows too much to leave alive.” 
Morgant’s grim logic rang true. Yet Caina didn’t want to murder the woman in cold blood. The part of Caina’s mind that often agreed with Morgant’s grim logic pointed out that Maria had been perfectly willing to murder everyone in Istarinmul in cold blood, and would help Cassander finish his plan if she escaped. 
“Go…” she stared to say, and then the rift blazed with golden fire. 
“Run!” said Kylon, and he released Maria, sprinting to Caina’s side.
Morgant groaned. “Idiot! I…”
Maria laughed, raising her gauntlet as it began to burn with pyromantic fire. “Fools! Istarinmul shall burn, and you will be the first!”
“No,” said Kylon. “We won’t.” His voice was confident, his expression hard. “You really should run.”
Maria sneered and started to cast a spell, and then the rift exploded. A sheet of golden fire, nearly a hundred feet tall, erupted from either side of the rift echo, curving through the grand hall. The sheet of fire ripped through the walls and the domed ceiling, shattering the heavy stone as if it was brittle ice.
The wall of flame tore through Maria, incinerating her in an instant. Caina had the briefest glimpse of Maria’s skeleton as her flesh burned away, and then the smoking remnants of her black gauntlet bounced across the floor.
The palace groaned as the dome started to collapse, and pieces of stone fell into the wall of fire, only to crumble into ash. The wall of flame had slashed through the palace like a giant knife, and Caina realized the entire thing was about to collapse.
“Go!” she shouted, and she raced for the door, Kylon and Morgant following her. They ran through a narrow slaves’ corridor, across the kitchens, and then burst into the palace gardens just as the building gave one final groan and collapsed into splintered white rubble. 
The curved wall of fire stretched away in either direction as far as Caina could see, and it had smashed its way through palaces and buildings without stopping. The circle of rift echoes had become a single massive circle of golden flame, sealing off the core of Istarinmul from the rest of the city. 
 
###
 
Cassander watched the circle of golden fire blaze into existence in the heart of Istarinmul. 
It appeared as if drawn by a giant hand, leaping from rift echo to rift echo. The wall of golden fire that marked that circle tore through stone and wood and brick and adobe with equal ease. Flames crackled at the edges of the circle as the discharge of sorcerous force ignited anything flammable in its path. The fires alone would do considerable damage to the city. 
A dull rumble came to his ears as the wall of golden fire stabbed into the Crows’ Tower, the citadel that housed the headquarters of both the watchmen and the Teskilati in the heart of the Tower Quarter. The masters of the Teskilati, Cassander knew, would have met to discuss their plans if the Umbarian embassy refused to leave the city. 
He hadn’t originally planned for the circle to pass through the Crows’ Tower, but once he had realized that it would, there was no reason to stop it.
In the fiery gloom, he saw a plume of dust and smoke rising from the wreckage of the Crows’ Tower, and he smiled at the thought of all the Teskilati and watchmen who had just died in the collapse.
The huge circle of golden fire filled the center of Istarinmul, throbbing and snarling with tremendous power drawn from the rift echoes. Anyone who attempted to cross it would find themselves incinerated in the space of a heartbeat. It would not last long, and would soon collapse beneath the weight of its own immense power. 
But it would last long enough for what Cassander needed, and for a short time, the circle could be used to draw even more power to itself. 
He turned to face the Throne and began another spell, drawing upon more and more pyromantic force.
 
###
 
Kylon looked at the burning rubble of Fariz Terdagan’s palace, stunned by the destructive fury that Cassander had unleashed. The curved wall of golden fire rose from the rubble, a hundred feet tall, stretching before him in either direction as far as he could see. 
“Gods,” said Martin, stunned. “I never knew Cassander could wield that kind of power.”
“He can’t,” said Caina. “It’s not his power. It’s like he’s starting an avalanche. He doesn’t need to control it. All he needs is to get out of its way.” She turned to Martin. “Lord Martin, we have to get to the Umbarian embassy as quickly as possible. Our only chance of stopping this is to kill Cassander before he can finish his spells.” 
“Agreed,” said Martin. “Tylas, we’re moving out.” He rubbed at his face beneath the black helmet. “With the circle, we can’t go there directly. We’ll have to cut through the Masters’ Quarter, and then the Saddaic Quarter and the Alqaarin Bazaar.” 
“I counsel haste, Lord Martin,” said Nasser. “I suspect it will not be long before Cassander finishes his spell.” 
“I agree,” said Martin. 
Kylon looked towards the wall encircling the ruined palace, wondering how long it would take for the Imperial Guards to go over it. Perhaps he and Caina ought to race on ahead and let the others catch up. Perhaps they could break into the Umbarians’ mansion and take Cassander unawares. 
But his fears were unfounded. The curtain of flame had shattered the wall, and it would be no challenge for even a woman in the final month of pregnancy to climb through the rubble. And Claudia’s help had been invaluable against the ifrit. If the Umbarian magi conjured more such elementals…
A surge of arcane power cut off his line of thought. It was vast beyond imagination, as if he were standing in an invisible wind of fire. Kylon wondered how Cassander could possibly control such power, and then realized that Caina had been right. Cassander was like a clever commander arranging for an avalanche to bury the enemy army. The Umbarian ambassador could not control the avalanche.
He need only trigger it. 
Caina looked at the sky, and Kylon followed her gaze.
A ribbon of golden fire twisted in the darkness over the circle, just as the Moroaica had opened her rift over the Pyramid of Storm on the day of the golden dead.
“It’s beginning,” said Caina.
Then a voice thundered from the rift, booming like the words of a god. 
 
###
 
Cassander finished his spell and turned from the Throne, looking through the solar windows.
The rift was opening.
He laughed aloud, watching the ribbon of golden fire crawl across the darkness. For that had been the entire purpose of the circle, the function of the rift echoes. The day of the golden dead had left weaknesses in the wall between the material world and the netherworld. By channeling the power of the rift echoes into a recursive loop, by feeding the power into itself, Cassander had generated enough arcane force to rip open the rift once more. 
And when the rift was open, the Throne of Corazain would summon countless ifriti to descend upon Istarinmul in a firestorm. 
All he need do was wait until the rift opened, and the Throne could begin its summoning. But there was one last thing Cassander could do to guarantee his security until the victory was complete, one final gesture of spite to make against his enemies. 
It was a simple matter to alter the rift slightly, to make it vibrate in time with his voice. Cassander worked the spell, stepped to the window, and started to speak.
“Citizens of Istarinmul!” said Cassander, and his voice roared down from the rift. “Hear me! I, Cassander Nilas, magus and ambassador of the Umbarian Order, today decree your execution! For your nation has betrayed the Umbarian Order, and therefore earned death. Look to the skies, and see your fate! Men of Istarinmul, you shall burn. You shall see your wives burn in front of you. You shall hear your children scream as the flames consume them, and nothing you do will save them.”
If he listened, he thought he could hear the distant roar of riots starting across Istarinmul. That was just as well. The chaos in the streets would slow down anyone trying to stop him, and he had sent some of his servants to kill anyone they found in the streets. 
There was one last amphora of oil to throw upon the bonfire.
“Rejoice, men of Istarinmul!” said Cassander. “For your own rulers have acquiesced to your fate. Both Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku and Grand Master Callatas have joined the Umbarian Order, and have consented to your destruction. To punish Istarinmul for its impertinence and rebellion, they have surrendered you to the fury of the Umbarian Order. Think well upon your sins, men of Istarinmul, for the fire comes to claim you!” 
He ended the spell, the echoes of his words fading, and this time he could indeed hear the sound of screaming as the panic and the riots began. 
Very soon, he would insure victory for the Order over the Emperor…and he would have the distinct pleasure of seeing this wretched city and its pathetic people burn.
Cassander smiled and watch the rift widen across the sky. 
 
###
 
Fury radiated through Caina as the echoes of Cassander’s final taunt faded. 
If she found him, she vowed, he would regret this. 
Mixed with the fury came guilt. This was her fault. If only she had died in Rumarah, perhaps she could have taken Cassander with her and not brought this hideous catastrophe upon Istarinmul…
Caina shoved aside the thought. It wasn’t helpful. If they did not act now, she could make an accounting of her failures before the gods themselves soon enough. 
“Lord Martin,” said Caina. “We’re going to the Umbarian embassy as fast as we can. We’ll try to break in and stop Cassander. Once you arrive…do as you think best. I can offer no other counsel.”
Martin nodded. “We shall be right behind you.” 
Caina nodded and turned back to Kylon. Nasser and Laertes approached, weapons in hand, as did Morgant and Annarah. She sent Nerina and Malcolm and Azaces back to guard Claudia. Claudia’s banishment spells were their best hope for dealing with any remaining elementals. 
“Our cause is just, as few causes have ever been,” said Annarah, her pyrikon staff glimmering with white fire. “The Divine will aid us.”
Caina didn’t know if any gods cared what would happen here tonight. 
But gods or no gods, she would not let Cassander committ this hideous crime without a fight. 
“Come on,” said Caina, and she clambered over the ruined wall and broke into a run, the others following. 
 
###
 
Chaos ruled Istarinmul’s streets, but Kalgri moved through it like a wolf through sheep.
The sheep were panicking. 
Cassander’s pompous little speech had made sure of that. People choked the streets, fleeing towards the gates, the harbor, desperate to get away from the impending destruction in the sky. Fighting had broken out in several bazaars, and some of the more enterprising souls had taken the opportunity to go on a looting spree. In places both men and women had fallen to the ground, weeping with fear, and some were on their knees, imploring the Living Flame or whatever god they worshipped to save them.
The fear and the horror washed over Kalgri, and she savored it like fine wine. Again she wondered what it would be like to feel an entire city die at once, and for a moment she almost returned to Cassander.
No. Cassander could give her the death of a city.
Kotuluk Iblis and the nagataaru could give her the death of a world. 
And the first step to kill the world was to find Caina Amalas.
Kalgri kept running, following the needle of the compass. 



Chapter 20: Creatures Of Sorcery
 
Caina sprinted through the narrow alleys of the Alqaarin Quarter as Istarinmul fell apart around her. 
Mobs filled the streets, surging for the gates and the harbors. Some of them clutched bags of possessions, while other carried wailing children. Caina wondered if they could get far enough away from the city before the rift opened, or if Cassander’s ifriti would consume the surrounding countryside. Certainly they would incinerate any ships still caught in the harbor. 
Chaos ruled the city. Caina saw slaves sprint away from their masters, leaving their sedan chairs in the street. In places men fought over wagons of possessions. Caina headed into the alleys, avoiding the main streets. The streets were choked, and they could move quicker through the alleyways. Though predators lurked in the alleys, thieves and fleeing slaves looking for the opportunity to relieve the fleeing citizens of Istarinmul of their possessions. 
One look at the fire crackling up and down Annarah’s staff usually persuaded them to seek victims elsewhere. 
Caina ran into a small courtyard behind two houses and skidded to an alarmed stop.
A dozen corpses lay upon the ground. It was night, but thanks to the hellish light of the golden rift, she had no trouble seeing them. The dead men wore the gray tunics of common slaves, the rough cloth wet with blood. Caina looked around, seeking for signs of their attackers, but the courtyard was deserted. 
The others fanned around her, weapons in hand.
“Those wounds are recent,” said Kylon. “They haven’t been dead for more than ten minutes.” 
“Thieves, most likely,” said Laertes. “I’ve seen this before when I was in the Legion. When a city is about to fall, its people go mad and scramble for safety.”
Caina scrutinized the ground, examining the marks of the battle in the dust. “Boots. They were attacked by men in boots, and those are sword wounds.” Yet the boot tracks did not seem as deep as they should have. “We can’t linger. If we don’t stop Cassander, a lot more people are going to die. Keep an eye out for any thieves.”
Caina stepped around the dead men and ran down another alley, drawing nearer to the Alqaarin Bazaar. The mansion that housed the Umbarian embassy was only a few blocks from the Bazaar. If they hurried, they could reach it in another few moments. Then they would have to find a way into the mansion, past whatever guards and wards Cassander had posted…
She sprinted into the Alqaarin Bazaar and came to a shocked halt.
Screaming people fled from the Bazaar in all directions. Armored shapes moved through the crowds, killing at random. The creatures looked like leathery corpses clad in the chain mail and helms of Imperial Legionaries, broadswords in their bony hands and shields upon their arms, ripples of green fire flickering up and down their wasted limbs. Caina saw the powerful necromantic spells upon them, animating the dead flesh and giving it a ghastly imitation of life. Claudia had told her about the Dead Legion, the soldiers animated by the Umbarians’ necromancy, but Caina had never seen one with her own eyes. 
Yet the undead soldiers were not the most threatening thing in the Bazaar. 
“Again?” said Morgant. “How many of those damned things does Cassander have?”
“More than one, apparently,” said Caina.
A cataphractus lumbered its way through the Bazaar, smashing the booths and stalls in its path. 
The grotesque creature looked like an enormously muscular, fat man, albeit a man that had been stitched together from raw meat. In lieu of skin, it had plates of steel grafted across its glistening body, albeit in a much more haphazard and random fashion that the insect-like symmetry of the Adamant Guards. A cone of steel armor enclosed its squat head. A bloodcrystal of green fire pulsed and flickered in the center of its chest, painting the meat around it a rancid emerald color. It was an undead thing like the withered Legionaries, but vastly stronger and more powerful. The Umbarians used the cataphracti as mobile siege engines, hammering their way through enemy fortifications. 
“Same as before, Kyracian?” said Morgant.
Kylon nodded, lifting his sword. 
“If I might inquire,” said Nasser, spinning his scimitar in his right hand, “how did you defeat a cataphractus the last time?” 
“Morgant’s dagger can cut through anything, even the armor on its knee,” said Caina, watching as the cataphractus lumbered back and forth, pursuing fleeing victims. “He attacked its knee until its leg bucked, and then Kylon put the valikon through the bloodcrystal in its chest.” 
“A dire battle,” said Nasser. 
“It guards the street that leads to the Umbarian embassy,” said Laertes. “We will have to go through it.” 
“Why not go around it?” said Annarah. 
“She’s right,” said Caina, pointing at the houses lining the street. “We’ll break into one of the houses, go over the roof. With luck, the cataphractus won’t notice us, and…”
A hideous, snarling roar boomed over the Bazaar, and the cataphractus spun, lumbering towards Caina and her companions, and she saw the spells on the thing shifting and twisting. It had detected the auras of sorcery around Kylon and Annarah. Likely Cassander had commanded the creature to attack any wielders of arcane force that entered the Bazaar. 
“Or,” said Caina, “it’s going to sense Annarah and come to kill us.”
“Well, then,” said Morgant, raising his weapons, “we’ll kill it first. The Kyracian and I will handle this. The rest of you distract it and try not to get…”
A second gurgling roar rang out. Another cataphractus burst from a side street, staggered to a halt, and turned to face them. Several of the undead Legionaries started to turn, following the two cataphracti as they lumbered forward. 
“You were saying?” said Nasser. 
“Fine,” said Morgant. “You distract the second one. The Kyracian and I will deal with the first one.” 
Kylon nodded and raised the valikon, and Caina drew a throwing knife, though she knew the weapon would do no good. 
The cataphracti charged, the undead Legionaries running before them.
 
###
 
Kylon took a deep breath, drawing upon as much of the sorcery of storm and wind as he could manage. 
Then he shot forward, charging into the mass of the undead Legionaries.
The valikon flashed with white light in his hand and he struck, the sword swinging right and left with terrific speed. The undead soldiers wore the typical armor of Imperial Legionaries, a steel cuirass over a layer of chain mail, but there were gaps, and he drove the valikon into those gaps. He did not need to keep the sword there for long, just long enough for the ghostsilver blade to disrupt the necromantic power. It was enough to send the undead things collapsing to the ground, their spells broken. Kylon carved a path through them, but more of the undead Legionaries surged around him as he charged.
Hopefully Caina and Nasser and the others could deal with them.
A cataphractus thundered towards him, the ground shaking with every massive step. In its right hand it held a club the size of a tree trunk, its length banded in iron, and raised the weapon. Kylon waited until the last moment and jumped aside, the club thundering to the ground. He swept the valikon down, the ghostsilver blade flashing between the armor plates upon the creature’s arm to sink into the raw, reeking flesh. There was a harsh sizzling sound as the valikon carved a smoking wound into the corrupted flesh, and the cataphractus let out a metallic snarl. Kylon ripped the valikon free as the cataphractus straightened for a second blow, and as he did, Morgant darted behind the cataphractus and lashed at its right knee with his black dagger. The blade sliced through the armor plating without noticeable resistance, the edges of the metal glowing white-hot. The cataphractus turned towards Morgant, raising its club, and Kylon struck, aiming the valikon for a gap in the armor. 
The huge creature whirled, and Kylon had to duck, the top of the club missing his head by maybe three inches. He jumped back, and as he did, he saw the second cataphractus draw nearer. Kylon didn’t dare split his attention between two of the creatures at once…
White fire lanced across the Bazaar, and Annarah cast a spell into the second cataphractus, the creature staggering under the assault. For an instant Kylon hoped her power would be enough to dispel the necromantic aura upon it, but the undead thing loosed a furious roar and charged, turning towards her. 
Morgant lashed at the first cataphractus’s leg again, and Kylon continued his attack.
 
###
 
Caina braced herself, preparing to dodge the attacks of the charging undead Legionaries. She drew daggers in either hand, ready to parry or dodge as the attack required, her muscles tensing as she made herself ready to move…
The undead ran right past her, making for Annarah as Nasser and Laertes fell back to defend the loremaster. 
For a moment Caina was too astonished to react, and then she realized the truth. She was a valikarion now, undetectable to spells of divination and the vision of spirits…and the undead things could only sense the living through spells. Their eyes were nothing but empty sockets illuminated by an occasional flicker of green fire. Whatever malign necromantic force animated the dead soldiers couldn’t see her, wouldn’t have any idea that she was there, and neither would the cataphracti. 
Caina stared to turn, to run to aid Kylon against the cataphracti, but forced herself to stop. She could do nothing to aid him. None of her weapons could truly hurt the cataphracti. Her ghostsilver dagger would have annoyed the giant creatures, but Kalgri had taken the weapon. 
She could not help Kylon, and she had to trust that he could take care of himself. 
Instead, she could help Nasser and Laertes defend Annarah. 
Caina’s daggers were useless against the dead Legionaries, so she returned the blades to their boot sheaths. Instead she ran to a destroyed merchant booth and plucked up one of the wooden rods that had once supported the awning over the counter. The sturdy length of wood had hardened with age, and would make a serviceable club. 
A mob of the undead soldiers closed around Nasser and Laertes, and Caina attacked. She whipped the club back and swung it with all her strength, and it cracked into the side of an undead warrior’s head. The blow landed with enough force to pop the Legionary’s head off its shoulders in a spray of dust, and the corpse collapsed motionless to the ground. Caina attacked again, her club slamming into the back of a Legionary’s knee, staggering the creature long enough for Nasser to crush its skull with his crystalline fist. Laertes swung his heavy shield, knocking an undead Legionary back. By then the undead had started to realize that something was amiss, and she jumped back as they sought of her.
She felt a mad smile spread over her face, despite the deadly danger. The damned things couldn’t find her. She had always trained to use daggers and throwing knives in a fight, weapons of speed and precision. To club something with all her strength was almost absurdly satisfying. 
Nasser and Laertes attacked in the dead Legionaries’ moment of confusion, striking down three of the creatures before they recovered, but Annarah’s attack was more effective. She raised the pyrikon staff high, its bronze length shining with white fire, and brought it down with a shout. A ring of blazing white flame erupted from her, visible to both Caina’s mortal eyes and the eyes of the valikarion, and it rolled across the ground of the Bazaar. The undead Legionaries burst into white fire wherever the power of the Words of Lore touched them. The creatures went into twitching, writhing dances, and finally collapsed to the ground, crumbling into ash. 
Caina spun as another wave of undead soldiers ran at them. 
 
###
 
The cataphractus’s club smashed into the ground, and Kylon seized the weapon, the sorcery of water surging through his muscles, and jumped. There was no way he could pull the club from the creature’s iron grasp, and he didn’t even try. Instead he leaped over the club and lashed out with the valikon, the ghostsilver blade biting deep into the cataphractus’s arm. The wound sizzled and smoked, and again a howl of fury came from the undead hulk. It started to turn, but by then Kylon had already regained his feet, landing another hit on the cataphractus’s leg as he did so. 
A shaft of white fire burst past him and slammed into the second cataphractus, knocking the monster back a step. Annarah’s spells seemed unable to do more than stagger the cataphracti, but so far the Words of Lore had kept the second cataphractus from joining the fray. Her spells proved far more effective against the undead Legionaries, and ring after ring of white fire had destroyed the creatures, while Caina and Nasser and Laertes dealt with the rest. 
“Kyracian!” shouted Morgant, running around the cataphractus’s leg. “Now!” 
The cataphractus started to turn, but Morgant was already moving, driving his black dagger deep into the glistening raw flesh of the cataphractus’s knee.
And as he did, he called upon the dagger’s power. The blade had generated tremendous heat as it sliced through the cataphractus’s thick armor, soaking up that heat like a sponge drinking water. Now it released all that heat at once, and the cataphractus’s right leg exploded into a pillar of fire as Morgant wrenched the dagger free. The huge creature staggered as the corrupted flesh of its right leg turned to charcoal, and the leg collapsed beneath it, causing the cataphractus to fall to its knees. 
It was the opening that Kylon needed.
He surged forward, the valikon raised over his head, and jumped. The cataphractus started to lift its club, but Kylon was already in motion. He brought the ancient sword hammering down, and it slashed into the green bloodcrystal embedded in the undead hulk’s chest. The valikon ripped through the bloodcrystal with a flare of white fire, and the crystal shivered and crumbled into ash. 
The cataphractus bellowed, its furious cry becoming a reeking gurgle, and Kylon jumped away. The huge creature shivered, groaned, and then fell forward as the necromantic spells upon it unraveled. In that moment it transformed from a foe of speed and power to a heap of moldering flesh encased in rusty armor.
The second cataphractus charged, climbing over the pile of rotting carrion that had been first creature, and brought its club hammering down. Again Kylon dodged, the club striking the ground with enough force to make the earth tremble. He caught his balance, preparing to dodge before the cataphractus could strike, but there was no need. A burst of white fire slammed into the creature’s midsection, the corrupted flesh beneath the patchwork armor sizzling. Kylon risked a glance over his shoulder, wondering how Annarah could spare her attention from the other undead, but most of the undead Legionaries were down, and Caina and Nasser and Laertes held the remaining few back from Annarah. 
Another burst of white fire ripped across the cataphractus’s flank, sending the creature reeling…and a volley of blue sparks slashed up its chest, and the undead thing’s necromantic aura started to flicker.
The blue sparks had been a dispelling attack.
Kylon turned and saw the Imperial Guards hurrying into the Bazaar. 
 
###
 
Claudia gathered her will, focusing her arcane strength for another spell.
“Ugly damned thing, isn’t it?” said Malcolm, squinting at the reeling cataphractus. “Looks like a drunken butcher put it together.” 
The man was compulsively honest. Claudia would have been annoyed, but she recognized the symptoms. A magus had attempted to mind-control Malcolm as a child, and the damage from the attack had left him unable to lie. Nevertheless, Malcolm was a useful companion. He hefted his massive sledgehammer as if it had been made of paper, and swung it with enough force to turn an undead Legionary’s head to powder. 
That had been helpful as the Imperial Guards forced their way through the press in the streets. Cassander Nilas had unleashed both the Dead Legion and the cataphracti upon the streets, instructing them to attack anyone in sight. Likely he thought the chaos would prevent anyone from assaulting the Umbarian embassy until he finished his bloody work. 
“You’re not wrong,” said Claudia, and cast another spell. Again a burst of blue sparks shot from her hands, attacking the necromantic power on the cataphractus. She could have dispelled an undead Legionary with ease. The spells upon the cataphractus were far more complex and powerful, and Claudia gritted her teeth with the strain. 
The white fire of the Words of Lore hit the cataphractus again. Claudia pushed her will to its limit, the blue sparks blazing as they shot from her hand, and she felt the necromantic spells buckle. 
The cataphractus heaved once, and then all at once collapsed, becoming nothing more than a heap of dead meat, leather stitches, and rusting steel armor. It bounced against the ground, its armor clanging, and then went still.
The sound of fighting faded, but Claudia still heard the screams and the fires rising from the rest of the city. 
“The smell,” said Nerina Strake in a quiet voice, “is really quite incalculably awful.” 
The Imperial Guards moved into the Bazaar, keeping their shields raised and their swords ready. Claudia followed at the back, Nerina, Malcolm, and Azaces flanking her. The big Sarbian wielded a two-handed scimitar that was almost taller than Claudia. Where Malcolm had smashed the undead Legionaries, Azaces had simply beheaded them. 
Caina had always possessed a gift for finding useful allies. 
“Good timing,” said Caina, stepping over one of the formerly undead soldiers. 
“We’re only a few blocks from the embassy,” said Martin. “Best we go together.”
Caina nodded. “Those undead soldiers are everywhere.”
“We avoided several cataphracti,” said Martin. “I suspect Cassander unleashed them to stir up chaos and distract from his plans.” 
“Have your Guards deal with the undead Legionaries,” said Caina. “Kylon, Morgant, Annarah, and Lady Claudia can handle any cataphracti.”
“How much time do we have left?” said Martin, glancing at the golden rift spreading across the sky. It had gotten slowly but steadily bigger as they forced their way through the streets.
“An hour, Lord Martin,” said Annarah. “Maybe two. It is difficult to say.” 
“If we march directly to the embassy,” said Nasser, “I fear we shall almost certainly draw Cassander’s full attention.” He had a peculiar leather-wrapped spear strapped to his back, though he had used his scimitar and his gloved left fist in the fighting. Claudia wondered why he bothered to drag the spear around with him. 
Martin nodded. “Are you suggesting we act as bait?” 
“Perhaps,” said Nasser. “Not to the point of sacrificing yourselves, of course. But if you were to draw Cassander’s attention while we break into the mansion unobserved…”
“It might be our best chance of stopping him,” said Caina. “If we take him unawares, Kylon can cut him down with the valikon before he can react. Likely the whole framework of spells empowering the circle is centered on him. With him dead, the rift will collapse and we can destroy the Throne of Corazain.” 
“Very good,” said Martin, pointing with his broadsword. “Centurion! We…”
Claudia staggered, suddenly unable to breathe. 
“My lady?” said Nerina, taking her arm.
“I…” rasped Claudia. Every muscle in her torso seemed to contract at once, like a huge invisible first was squeezing her. For an awful moment she thought that an Umbarian magus was about to crush her in invisible bands of psychokinetic force, and then she felt something hot and warm flowing down the inside of her legs. 
“Oh,” said Claudia, catching her breath. “Oh.” She berated herself for coming on the attack. Yet her spells had saved lives…and there was no place safe in Istarinmul, was there? 
“What is it?” said Caina as Martin hurried to her.
“I think it’s time,” said Claudia. “I think the baby is coming.”



Chapter 21: Remember Who You Are
 
For a moment Caina stared at Claudia, trying to think of what to do, only to come up with nothing. Caina wanted children, had wanted children ever since she had been a child, and while she hadn’t exactly made peace with the fact that she would never have them, she had at least learned to live with it. When she had been at the Grand Imperial Opera, some of the costumers had given birth in the cellars of the Opera, and Caina had tended to them until the midwife from the temple of Minaerys arrived, so she knew what was involved in childbirth. 
Yet a battlefield had to be the worst place to give birth, and Caina could not think of what to do. For an absurd moment, she felt a surge of raw irritation at Claudia, but shoved it aside. Claudia’s help against the ursamorphs and the ifrit at Fariz’s palace had saved many Imperial Guards, and even if Claudia had stayed secure in the Imperial embassy, nothing would have changed. The baby would still have come tonight. 
And the baby would burn with everyone else unless they stopped Cassander. 
Annarah hurried forward. The loremaster went to one knee before Claudia, placed a hand upon her belly, and whispered a spell, white light flashing around her fingers. 
“The child is coming,” said Annarah.
Claudia groaned. “I could have told you that.” Malcolm and Nerina held her arms, and if not for their help, Caina suspected Claudia might have collapsed. 
“Nothing seems amiss,” said Annarah. “I think it will be quick birth, and a relatively easy one…but you must lie down at once.”
“Not here,” said Claudia, her face glittering with sweat. “Not out here.”
“There,” said Caina, pointing at one of the shops lining the Bazaar. If she remembered right, it sold shoes, but the door had been thrown open and the shutters smashed, the interior dark. Likely the owner had fled for his life, and the looters had moved over the shop and passed on. “That’s as safe as we are likely to find.” 
“Agreed,” said Annarah. “Malcolm, Nerina, please help Lady Claudia into the shop. Lord Martin, she will need something to lie upon, so I counsel sending men to quickly secure blankets. Also, clean water, or at least watered wine.” She cast a worried glance at the rift in the sky, and then back at Claudia. “Quickly, please.” 
Lord Martin barked orders to his men, and Nerina and Malcolm started helping Claudia to the gutted shop, Azaces following. Annarah was usually so soft-spoken, and did what Caina or Nasser asked without a word of complaint. Yet something like iron authority had settled over her in the last few moments, the authority of a loremaster of Iramis. 
Or the authority of a loremaster of Iramis who had delivered a great many children. 
“We cannot stay here,” said Kylon in a low voice.
“I know,” said Caina, watching Claudia. 
“You will have to convince Lord Martin of that,” said Nasser. 
“No, he knows his duty,” said Caina. “He’ll leave Claudia here with some men to guard her. We should leave Annarah here as well, along with Nerina and Malcolm and Azaces.”
“We might need Annarah’s power against Cassander,” said Nasser. 
“Claudia needs it, too,” said Caina. “Annarah’s the only one of us who has ever delivered a baby. And if more undead Legionaries or another cataphractus shows up…at least they’ll have a fighting chance.” Claudia and her helpers disappeared into the shop, Lord Martin following. “Wait here. I’ll get Martin, and then we’ll head for the Umbarian embassy.” 
“Annarah is right,” said Nasser. “Hasten.”
Caina nodded and ran into the shop.
The interior was a mess, with overturned tables and smashed shelves. Yet the Imperial Guards had cleared a space, and had somehow located blankets. Claudia lay upon them, breathing hard and sweating, her face tight with pain. Martin knelt next to her, gripping her hand. 
“There’s a wine cellar, my lord,” said one of the Imperial Guards, “but it’s locked, and the door’s too thick to break down.”
“There is a high probability the lock is of dubious quality,” announced Nerina. She reached into her dusty brown coat and produced a lock pick. “I will have it open within one hundred and eighty-nine seconds.” 
“Keep an eye on her,” said Martin, and Malcolm and Azaces followed Nerina to the stairs at the back of the shop. He looked at Caina and grimaced. “I know, I know. We have to go.”
“You must,” said Claudia, her voice a tight croak. “You must. Gods, I wish you could stay. I wish we could be anywhere but here. But you have to go. You…” She closed her eyes and winced, gripping his hand so hard the knuckles shone white. “You have to. Cassander will…Cassander will…”
“I will stop him,” said Martin.
“Promise me you’ll come back,” said Claudia.
“I will,” said Martin, “even if I have to cut down every one of Cassander’s damned abominations with my own hands.” 
Claudia closed her eyes and nodded, and Martin leaned forward and kissed her. Then he took a deep breath, got to his feet, and pulled his helmet back on. 
“I will leave ten men to guard this shop,” he said to Caina. “We shall have to make do with the rest.”
Caina nodded, and Martin strode back to the Bazaar, already calling for Tylas. She started to follow him. 
“Wait a moment,” said Annarah. “I want to cast wards around the shop. They should obscure us from any undead still in the city.”
“And thieves and looters?” said Caina. 
“The Imperial Guards have more expertise in that matter,” said Annarah. “Stay with her. I will be just a moment.”
“Do you,” said Claudia, swallowing, “do you really know what you are doing?”
“Yes,” said Annarah. “In Iramis I delivered hundreds of children. I bore two myself, before Callatas burned Iramis. I promise you, Claudia Aberon Dorius, that if we live I will see you to the other side of this.” 
If they lived. 
“Thank you,” said Claudia.
“Don’t thank me yet,” said Annarah, and she vanished out the back door. A moment later Caina saw the flare of power as Annarah began working spells. Caina knelt next to Claudia, and to her surprise Claudia’s hand reached out and seized hers. 
“I would wager,” whispered Claudia, wincing, “that you’re grateful you can’t have children just now.”
“No,” said Caina. “Pain doesn’t frighten me.” 
“I am frightened,” said Claudia. “I’m so frightened. Not of the pain, though gods I do not enjoy it. My child is coming on a battlefield, in a city that is about to burn. Gods. What kind of world I am bring this child to?” She shook her head, sweat sliding down her jaw. “I should have stayed back, I should…”
“You saved men who might otherwise have died,” said Caina. “No one else could have dealt with that fire elemental as swiftly.” 
“And there is no safe place in Istarinmul,” said Claudia. “Not now. Maybe not ever. Oh, I wish Martin could stay. I wish…”
“I’m sorry,” whispered Caina.
Claudia blinked. “What?”
“It’s my fault,” said Caina. “All of this.” 
Claudia stared at her.
“What,” she said at last, “the hell are you talking about?” 
“I should have died in Rumarah,” said Caina. “If I had died in Rumarah and taken Cassander with me as I planned, none of this would have happened. Cassander would never have come back and summoned that circle.” 
“Caina,” said Claudia, but Caina kept talking, the worlds tumbling out of her. The rational part of her mind pointed out that this wasn’t the best time to talk about such things, but she could not make herself stop. 
“And I was a fool, a stupid, blind fool,” said Caina. “I was too focused on Callatas and the wraithblood to see what Cassander was doing under my nose. And then when I came back, I didn’t know myself anymore. I should have died but Kylon brought me back, and it changed me.”
“Caina,” said Claudia again. 
“I don’t know what I am any longer,” said Caina, “and I failed. I didn’t see what Cassander planned, and now Istarinmul is going to pay the price for my failure. I should have seen it coming, I should have realized the truth sooner, I…”
Claudia slapped her, hard enough that Caina’s head jerked to the side. 
For a moment Caina was too astonished to speak.
“You hit me,” said Caina at last.
“Because you are saying foolishness,” said Claudia. “For the gods’ sake! This isn’t your fault! You want someone to blame, then blame Cassander.”
“But I should have…” started Caina.
“Shut up!” said Claudia. “This is not your fault. Cassander Nilas is the one who’s going to try and murder everyone in Istarinmul, not you. You’re the one beating herself up because she can’t save everyone in the world.”
“That’s not true,” said Caina.
“Bah,” said Claudia. The sound was filled with derision, or pain, or most likely both. “Yes, it is. I know you too well for that. And you’re a valikarion now. You’re scared because it’s a change and you don’t completely understand how it works. Well,” she waved a hand at herself, “you’re not the only one.” 
“I’m sorry,” said Caina. “I…”
“If you’re really want to apologize,” said Claudia, “then go stop Cassander. Go cut off his wretched head and save the city. Go be the Balarigar and save the day.” 
“There’s no such thing as the Balarigar,” said Caina.
“Rubbish,” said Claudia. “There’s you. The only reason anyone ever talks about the Balarigar is you. So go be the Balarigar. Go save my child. Go save everyone’s children. It’s what you do.” She leaned up a little, a strange light in her eyes. “Go save Corvalis’s nephew. It’s what he would want.”
Something sharp and painful twisted in Caina. “That’s cruel.”
“It’s true, isn’t it?” whispered Claudia. “You’re not the only one who’s frightened. My husband and child are about to burn alive, and I will do anything to save them. And if reminding you of my brother is what it takes to snap you out of this nonsense, that I will keep doing it. Corvalis. Corvalis.” She kept repeating his name. “Corvalis. Corvalis. Corvalis…”
She sounded so petulant that Caina laughed. 
Claudia fell silent, letting out a long breath. 
“Claudia,” said Caina at last. “Thank you. I…may have deserved that.” 
Claudia closed her eyes and said nothing. 
“Also,” said Caina, “that was a really terrible slap.”
Claudia opened her eyes again. “I didn’t hit you that hard.”
“That’s what I meant,” said Caina. “It was an… incompetent slap.”
“Incompetent?” 
“You should have locked your wrist more, not let your hand flop about like a dead fish,” said Caina. 
“Alas,” said Claudia, “I was distracted by the knowledge that I am about give birth to my first child!” She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, squeezing Caina’s hand. “If we live through this, I shall be delighted to slap you over and over again until I finally master the proper form.” 
Caina started to answer, and then Annarah returned. Malcolm and Azaces came with her, both carrying jugs of watered wine, while Nerina had somehow found another blanket. 
“We are ready here,” said Annarah. “Go.” She offered a smile. “We shall await word of your victory.” 
“Hopefully I can tell you of it in person,” said Caina. She squeezed Claudia’s hand once more, stood, and started to turn towards the door.
And as she did, something tumbled through one of the broken windows, a small, dark, shadowy shape. Caina stepped back, drawing a dagger, and Annarah’s pyrikon leapt back into the form of a staff, shining with white fire. Claudia raised her hand and started a spell, or tried to, but she winced and slumped against the blankets. 
The dark shape was a shadow-cloak, rolled up into a tight bundle. Caina nudged it with her boot, and the cloak unfurled, revealing…
Her breath caught in her throat. 
She remembered the sword erupting from her chest, the pain flooding through her. 
A ghostsilver dagger rested in the cloak. 
Caina’s ghostsilver dagger, the weapon the Huntress had taken from her at Rumarah. 
Which meant that Kalgri was here right now.



Chapter 22: Huntress and Prey
 
A flicker of motion caught Kylon’s eye, and he stared to turn, wondering if the undead Legionaries had scaled the roof of the ruined shop and planned to attack from overhead. 
Then a familiar presence brushed against his senses.
A familiar presence, pulsing with malevolence and power and hunger. 
The valikon shuddered in his hand, and started to burn with white fire. 
It was her.
Kylon whirled, bringing his sword up, and saw the Red Huntress standing not twenty yards away, the shadow-cloak rippling around her in the warm wind blowing through Istarinmul. She had drawn back the cowl, which was why he could sense her, and the serene mask of red steel gazed at him. He felt the malignancy of the nagataaru within her, the hunger and the power and the fury. 
It was no match for his own rage.
This was the creature that had murdered Thalastre and their unborn child. This was the creature that had nearly killed Caina in Rumarah, laughing with glee as she lay bleeding to death on the floor. This was the monster that had carved a trail of murder and blood and misery for decades before Kylon had been born, gorging herself upon despair and death and laughing at the torment of her victims.
“To arms!” roared Kylon. “The Huntress! The Red Huntress! To arms!”
The Imperial Guards spun, turning towards the red-armored assassin. They had faced her before, Kylon realized, when she had attacked at the Golden Palace. He took a step forward, the valikon snarling with white fire. It would end here. Right here, right now, he would avenge Thalastre and his unborn child and make the Huntress pay for her countless crimes…
“Stay where you are!” said the Huntress, her voice booming over the Bazaar. 
The shadow-cloak billowed out behind her, and Kylon froze.
The Huntress held a child. 
The child was about a girl about a year old, maybe old enough to walk. The Huntress held her cradled in her left arm, fingers clamping over the girl’s mouth to keep her from crying. The poor child’s black eyes rolled back and forth in terror, and had her mouth been free she would have loosed the piercing, wailing cry of a child frightened beyond all reason. Her emotions, her sheer, unthinking terror, pounded against Kylon’s arcane senses.
In her right hand, the Huntress held the sword of the nagataaru an inch from the girl’s face. The shaft of writhing shadow and purple flame could cut through solid stone. The little girl’s head would not slow it down at all. 
“Stay right where you are,” said the Huntress, and Kylon heard the gloating satisfaction in that hated voice. “Stay right where you are, or the child dies.” The serene steel mask turned in Kylon’s direction. “And the poor former Archon has already seen one child die in front of him, hasn’t he?” 
The valikon remained motionless in Kylon’s hands, though the flames along the blade howled in in time to his rage. 
“And you, Razor,” said the Huntress. “You stay right there.” Morgant stepped to Kylon’s side, black dagger and red scimitar in hand. “All these noble heroes might care about the little brat, but Morgant the ruthless Razor would not. You would kill a thousand children to keep your word. Think of how your precious loremaster and your noble Balarigar would look at you if you sent this child to her death.”
Morgant grinned that toothy, skull-like grin at her. “You put your faith in a thin shield indeed if you think such things matter to me.”
But he did not step past Kylon. 
“That’s better,” said the Huntress. “Shall we chat, Lord Kylon? It’s been such a long time. The last time we met, you were spattered with the blood of your wife and child. Tell me, do you like exile? Istarinmul is so much drier than New Kyre. You’ve traded seawater for sand.” 
“What do you want?” said Kylon, looking at the little girl. He wondered if he could move fast enough to strike the Huntress before she killed the child, but even with the sorcery of air, it was just too far. 
The Huntress had planned this well. She always planned things well. 
“Just to talk,” said the Huntress. “There’s never any time to talk. Everyone is in such a hurry these days. Though I do wonder something. Have you taken the Ghost into your bed yet? She really wanted you to, you know. One night she even got all dressed up and went out to seduce you, but changed her mind at the last minute when she saw a little present from me.”
“Those damned curved knives,” said Kylon. 
The Huntress giggled. It was a reedy, coquettish sound, the sort of giggle an insipid young woman might make. Not an ancient creature drenched in the blood of countless victims. 
“Oh, you know how our Caina thinks,” said the Huntress. Her voice switched to a mocking impression of Caina’s. “Our ruthless enemies are after me. Sooner or later they’ll find me and kill me. I’d better keep to myself to save my precious friends…and oh, dear, who is that waiting for me in the shadows?”
“You,” said Kylon.
“Yes, me,” said the Huntress. “She should have died at Rumarah. How did you save her, by the by? That Elixir Restorata should have killed her and everyone else for a hundred yards.”
“Perhaps,” said Morgant, “you should have been a little more ruthless.” 
The Huntress stared at him for a moment, and then the red mask turned again. 
“Glasshand!” she shouted. “You should have been dead long ago. Tell me, how did Caina survive?” 
Nasser stepped forward, the white smile on his dark face like the gleam of dagger’s edge. “As I recall, my dear Huntress, you tried to kill Caina Amalas at the Golden Palace, Drynemet, Silent Ash Temple, and Rumarah. Perhaps it is less a question of her survival and more a question of your gross incompetence.” 
The Huntress did not move, but the blade snarled in her hand, and Kylon felt her nagataaru’s rage like heat from a furnace. 
“What do you want?” said Kylon. “If you were here to attack, you wouldn’t have bothered with the talking. You’d have struck from the shadows.” A splinter of agonizing memory burned through him. “Just like at the Tower of Kardamnos.”
“Straight to the point?” said the Huntress. “How tedious your lovers must find you. Very well. I’ve come for Caina Amalas. I know she’s here.”
“No,” said Kylon. “You…”
“Kylon.”
He risked a glance to the side.
Caina walked from the ruined shop, holding something dark in her hands. Her face was a bloodless mask and her eyes were like chips of ice as she stared at the Huntress.
“Ah,” murmured the Huntress with satisfaction. 
 
###
 
Caina stopped next to Kylon, the ghostsilver dagger in her right hand, the shadow-cloak draped over her left arm. Kylon stared at the Huntress, the valikon blazing with fury in his hands, the white light throwing his face into harsh relief. He looked angrier than she could ever recall. 
She understood, because she was terrified.
Her heart hammered against her ribs like the boom of a drum, and her mouth had gone as dry as the Desert of Candles. It seemed she could think of nothing but that awful night in Rumarah, of Kalgri’s sword ripping into her flesh, of dying upon the floor as Kylon knelt next to her. 
For a moment the fear threatened to overwhelm her.
Yet Caina was still alive. Kalgri had failed…and something was wrong here. The Red Huntress did not boast. The Red Huntress did not gloat and brag. The Red Huntress struck from the shadows and killed without mercy, discarding petty pleasures like gloating in favor of feasting upon the agony and death of her victims. 
What was Kalgri doing? 
The red mask turned towards her, the shadow-cloak streaming behind Kalgri. The child lay motionless in her left arm, too terrified even to move. 
“Well,” said Kalgri. “The Balarigar herself.”
“Where?” said Caina. 
“Where is what?” said Kalgri.
“The little girl,” said Caina. “Where did you find her?” 
“She is of no importance,” said Kalgri. “A slave’s child, fleeing the city with her mother.” She turned her head a few degrees to the right. “You may come out now.”
The wrecked stall behind Kalgri shifted, and an Istarish slave woman in a gray dress crawled out on her knees, her wrists bound before her, her mouth gagged. Her black eyes were filled with desperate terror as she stared at her daughter in Kalgri’s grasp. 
“Why?” said Caina. 
“A way to make sure you behaved long enough to have a parley,” said Kalgri. “Kylon of House Kardamnos has already seen a child murdered in front of its mother. I’m sure he wouldn’t want that again. And poor, barren Caina Amalas will never have a child of her own, so she risks herself to save everyone else again and again. Would you like to see a child die? I can arrange that, if you like.”
She twitched the blade of force closer to the terrified girl’s face, and the slave woman screamed into her gag.
“You won’t kill that girl,” said Caina, keeping her voice cold and hard. Theodosia would have been proud of how Caina kept the fear from her tone. 
“And just why not?” said Kalgri.
“Because that is the only thing keeping you alive right now,” said Caina. “Because if you kill that girl, Kylon is going to take the valikon and cut out your black heart, and you know what that valikon will do to you and your nagataaru. It wounded you at Silent Ash Temple. Would you care for a greater experience of it?” 
Kalgri laughed. “How splendid.” Her right hand moved in a blur, removing her mask, and Caina flinched as a jolt of memory went through her.
The Huntress’s face had changed. When Caina had first met Kalgri, she had looked like an Istarish woman in her thirties. Now she looked Szaldic or Nighmarian, with blue eyes, a lean face, and thick blond hair. In fact, she looked a great deal like Caina. 
Caina had forgotten that in the aftermath of Rumarah. 
“Gods of storm and brine,” muttered Kylon. “She looks like…”
“Your blond sister,” said Morgant. 
“The Voice has a sense of humor,” said Caina. “Gods. You even got shorter. You’re exactly my height.”
“Annoying, isn’t it?” said Kalgri. “I admit I do like the eyes. So cold and hard. Do you like her eyes, Kylon? Do you look into them as you take her? Or do you think of your dead wife as…”
To her own surprise, Caina laughed. She had endured similar japes from Morgant ever since she had met him. Kalgri had already stabbed her through the heart. After that, a few insults about her relationship with Kylon were feeble. 
Kalgri seemed to realize her mistake, and for a moment purple fire and shadow flashed through her eyes. 
“What do you want?” said Caina. 
“The kingdoms of the world, and all the lives within them,” said Kalgri. 
“You’re not getting them today, though,” said Caina. “If you don’t start running, you’re going to burn with the rest of us when Cassander finishes his spell. You ought to be with him, laughing as the city dies. Or running as fast as the Voice will carry you. But you’re here. You gave me back the shadow-cloak and ghostsilver dagger. Which means…”
The answer came to her.
“You want,” said Caina, “to help me.”
“I really don’t,” said Kalgri.
“I don’t want to talk to you, but here we are,” said Caina. “You know we’re going after Cassander. So that means…you and Cassander had a disagreement.”
“Alas, what can hide from your keen insight, mighty Balarigar?” said Kalgri. “I put on my prettiest dress and my shiniest jewelry, and Cassander didn’t even glance at me. So to salve my spurned heart, of course I came to you at once to kill him.”
“No,” said Caina. “All you care about is killing people.” Again that pulse of purple fire and shadow went through Kalgri’s eyes. She looked so much like Caina that it was unnerving. Caina hoped she never had that hungry, half-mad expression on her face. “You ought to be at Cassander’s side, watching the city burn. But you’re here instead, and that means…you think that by stopping Cassander, you’ll have the opportunity to kill even more people in the future.”
Kalgri smiled, her cold blue eyes glittering in the rift’s fiery light. 
“The Apotheosis,” said Caina. “If Cassander destroys Istarinmul, he’ll kill all the wraithblood addicts and destroy all the wraithblood laboratories. If that happens, Callatas will never finish his Apotheosis.”
“It is such a pompous name, isn’t it?” said Kalgri. “The Apotheosis. The ascension of a new humanity to replace the old. Of course, that means killing the old humanity first.” She smiled. “I’m looking forward to that part.” 
“But it won’t happen if Cassander burns Istarinmul,” said Caina. “So why don’t you go kill Cassander yourself? You could do it. You don’t need my help for…ah.” She laughed.
“Is something funny?” said Kalgri.
“You’re not sure you could beat Cassander,” said Caina. “So you’re going to get me to do it for you.” She blinked as a thought occurred to her. “Which is why you didn’t tell Cassander that I’m still alive. Just in case you needed to get rid of him.” 
“You know better than that,” said Kalgri. “What is the point of having enemies if you cannot use them against each other? Cassander might kill you for me, and Callatas will just have to start over somewhere else. Or you might kill Cassander, and the Apotheosis will come to pass. Or perhaps you will kill each other, which would be splendid.” 
“Fine,” said Caina. “You want to help. How?”
Kalgri smiled. “You’re going to the wrong place. The Umbarian embassy is empty. Clever of him, really. Cassander knew someone might try to stop him. So he left a token guard at the embassy, enough to put up a convincing fight. By the time you break into the mansion and find it empty, it will be too late.” 
“So where is he?” said Caina.
“At the fortified dock of the Brotherhood in the Cyrican harbor,” said Kalgri. 
Caina frowned. “The Slavers’ Brotherhood wouldn’t consent to this. Not even…ah. He killed them all, didn’t he?”
“Every last one,” said Kalgri with a cheery smile. “I helped, of course. No one escaped, so the rest of the nobles and the merchants think the cowled masters locked themselves away to find a way out of their difficulties. Currently they are rotting in their dining hall. The smell has gotten quite unpleasant.”
“A good hiding place,” said Caina. 
“If she’s telling the truth,” said Kylon.
“Poor befuddled Lord Kylon has a point,” said Kalgri. “I might be lying to send you all to your deaths.”
“Maybe,” said Caina, thinking hard. “But maybe not.”  
Kalgri was capable of profound deception. She had masqueraded as a serving maid at the House of Agabyzus for months, following Caina and studying her every movement. Her game with the curved knives had taken just as long, pushing Caina to isolate herself until the moment came when the Huntress could strike. Both times Kalgri had nearly been successful. There was absolutely no reason to trust a single word that came out of Kalgri’s mouth.
And yet…
The Red Huntress was a brutal and merciless killer, yet she was not insane. A dark logic underlay all of her actions. She wanted to kill as many people as possible, and Caina noticed that she always took steps to guarantee her own survival. Those two goals took priority over everything else. There was no reason, no reason at all, the Huntress would not help Cassander burn Istarinmul. No amount of personal contempt for the man would keep Kalgri away from that much killing. So the only reason, the only possible reason, that Kalgri would betray Cassander was because she thought she could kill more people in the long run if she did.
Which, in turn, meant she was telling the truth. 
“Fine,” said Caina. “I believe you.”
“I cannot tell you what an overwhelming comfort that is to me,” said Kalgri. She glanced at the weeping Istarish slave woman. “I may fall to my knees and sob like a pathetic child.” 
“You do?” said Kylon. 
“She wants to kill the world,” said Caina. “Why help Cassander kill a city when helping Callatas will kill the world?”
Kylon glared at the Huntress, but said nothing. 
“You will find Cassander in the solar atop the central tower of the Brotherhood’s dock,” said Kalgri. “With him is a relic called the Throne of Corazain that…”
“Summons ifriti through the rift, I know,” said Caina. “We had a chat with an Umbarian magus.” 
“Very good,” said Kalgri, “though you failed to learn where the Throne is hidden. When you confront Cassander, I expect he has made himself the locus of the summoning spell, so killing him should cause it to unravel.” She glanced at the rift spreading ever wider across the sky. “Or you can destroy the Throne of Corazain. Either the ghostsilver dagger or the valikon could do it, though the valikon would be quicker about it.” She shrugged with her right shoulder, the sword of the nagataaru twitching before the face of the child. “I have told you the truth. Choose what fate you will.”
“Leave the child and her mother,” said Caina. “Unharmed.”
Kalgri grinned. “And if I don’t?”
“Then to hell with Istarinmul and to hell with Cassander,” said Caina. “Kylon and I will hunt you down right here, right now. Do you think you can dismiss your sword and draw on the Voice’s power fast enough to get away if you harm that child?” She gestured at Kylon. “Especially since he has been ready to attack since the moment you appeared.” 
Kalgri laughed. “Then Istarinmul will burn while you chase me in a futile quest for vengeance.” 
“Oh, yes,” said Caina. “You and I will burn together. As I intended at Rumarah.” 
She met the eyes of the Red Huntress for a long moment without blinking. Kalgri licked her lips, her tongue running over her teeth, but her cold blue eyes did not waver as purple fire and shadow pulsed behind them. She tilted her head to the side, as she did when listening to the counsels of the Voice, of the nagataaru that suffused her and granted her its terrible power. 
“As you believe me, I believe you, Caina Amalas,” said Kalgri, stepping back. The Istarish woman let out a terrified little cry. “Don’t try to follow me. You do not have the time to waste chasing me. Cassander’s spell is very nearly done.” 
“Fine,” said Caina. “Leave the child and her mother, unharmed, and go. We shall settle our differences later.”
Kalgri giggled again. “If you survive.” She rolled her shoulders. “Well, I…”
“Huntress.” 
Kylon’s voice was hard and flat and sharp as the valikon’s blade.
“He speaks!” said Kalgri. “Caina, you should put a tighter leash on him. He might start thinking for himself.” 
“This is not over,” said Kylon. 
“Of course it isn’t,” said Kalgri. “If you survive, I will come for you both one day, and…”
“No,” said Kylon. “If we survive, I am going to kill you.”
Kalgri laughed. “To avenge your pregnant wife?”
“The only reason you are alive right now is because that girl and her mother deserve life more than you ever have,” said Kylon. “The only reason I’m not going to kill you the minute you put her down is because there are hundreds of thousands of people in this city who deserve life more than you do. But once this is done, once you come for us again, I am going to kill you. To avenge Thalastre and my child, yes. And to avenge all the people you have murdered and to protect all the people you will murder if you survive.”
Caina stared at him, at his hard face and his unshaking hands, and for an instant was so proud of him that her heart felt as it if would burst.
“You?” said Kalgri, and there was something like a serpent’s hiss in her voice. “You think you can take me, stormdancer? Do you know how often I have heard such words? How often men have boasted such things to me? I have left their corpses in my wake and feasted upon their deaths. I have slain lords and princes and Master Alchemists and great sorcerers. And you think to kill me? You? A wretched exile far from his home, a man who failed again and again, and you think to kill me? You could not save your sister from her own folly. You could not save your pregnant wife from me, and I laughed to see your face when she died. You have taken a barren termagant into your bed to replace her, and you could not even protect her from me. Only a fluke in the laws of sorcery saved her, not you.” Kalgri let out a hissing laugh, her eyes flickering with shadow and fire. “And you, Kylon of House Kardamnos, you think you can kill me?” 
“Yes,” said Kylon, pointing the valikon at her. 
“Foolish boy,” said Kalgri. “I killed men mightier than you before your grandfather was born. What makes you think you can kill me?”
“You think so, too,” said Kylon. “Else you would not have kidnapped a child to use as a shield.” 
For a long moment Kalgri said nothing, the shadow-cloak stirring behind her in the hot wind. Caina wondered if she would attack, if she would kill the child and her mother in a fit of spite, of if she would fade away without saying anything. She looked so much like Caina that it was like looking into a distorted mirror. There was something of Claudia in Kalgri’s features as well, but…
Caina blinked.
Kalgri was Caina’s height. She was Caina’s exact height. 
And a plan blazed like lightning through Caina’s mind.
“Kalgri,” said Caina. “If you really want me to kill Cassander, there is one thing I need from you.”
“Oh?” said Kalgri. “Do amuse me.”
“I need,” said Caina with a hard, mirthless smile, “to borrow some clothes.”
Kalgri blinked, and then a malicious smile spread over her face as comprehension came.
Caina hoped she didn’t look like that when she smiled.



Chapter 23: A Commission
 
Kylon cut the slave woman’s bonds and helped her to stand. The valikon’s blade was dim, the white fire fading from the sigils. 
The Huntress had indeed departed after handing over the item Caina had requested…or she had simply donned the shadow-cloak and watched them unseen. Though Kylon suspected the former. Istarinmul was about to burn, and the Red Huntress would flee to escape the firestorm. 
The slave woman let out a little cry and snatched up her daughter, who started to wail as she clung to her mother. The story tumbled out of her in a rush. The woman’s name was Kirzi, and she was a kitchen slave in the household of some merchant or another. The circle of golden light had ripped through her master’s palace, and she and her daughter barely escaped with their lives as the palace collapsed around them, hoping to join her husband where he toiled in their master’s forges. 
Then the demon-woman had found them and brought them here.
Somehow, Caina realized that Kirzi had helped several slaves deliver their own children, and she sent Kirzi to help Annarah. The news that a woman was giving birth seemed to steady Kirzi, and she pulled herself together, taking her daughter along, and vanished into the shop.
Maybe Caina’s old teacher had been right, and work was the best cure for sorrow. 
“Lord Martin,” said Caina in a quiet voice. “I need to ask something of you.”
Martin nodded, his emotions a mix of fear for his wife, rage at Cassander, and a grim, steely determination to do his duty. “You want me to take the Guards to attack the Umbarian embassy while you go to the Brotherhood’s dock.”
“Yes,” said Caina. “I think Kalgri was telling the truth…but she has fooled me before, more than once. It could all have been a twisted game upon her part. We might get to the dock and find it empty. Or an Umbarian trap waiting for us. But you are right here. The Umbarian mansion is no more than a few blocks away, and there aren’t any cataphracti in the way. We can look in both places at once.”
“There isn’t time, is there?” said Martin. “To get the Imperial Guards across the city to the Cyrican harbor.”
“I don’t think so,” said Caina.
Kylon looked at the sky. The rift had doubled in width since they had left the smoldering wreckage of Fariz’s palace, covering the city in its eerie, flickering glow. It did not quite look like the rift the Moroaica had opened in New Kyre, not quite yet. But it was still growing, and Kylon did not know how much larger the rift had to grow before Cassander could summon the ifriti. 
“So be it,” said Martin. “Go. My men will attack at once. May we meet again on a field of victory.”
“I hope so,” said Caina. Martin gave orders to his men, who formed up and started for the far end of the Bazaar. Caina hurried back towards the ruined shop to where Nasser, Morgant, and Laertes waited. 
“I assume we are headed for the Brotherhood’s dock?” said Nasser. 
“Where else?” said Caina. “The five of us can cross the city far more quickly than Lord Martin’s Imperial Guards. We can sneak into the dock, ambush Cassander, and kill him.” 
“Once again,” said Morgant, “I seem to be following you into certain death. The Craven’s Tower, the Inferno, the Tomb of Kharnaces…this is getting to be an appalling habit.”
“I’m the madwoman who keeps going to these places,” said Caina. “You’re the one who keeps following me. What does that say about you?” She took a deep breath, adjusting the shadow-cloak that now streamed from her shoulders. She had missed the thing more than she cared to admit, along with the ghostsilver dagger at her belt. “Let’s go.”
 
###
 
Caina turned and ran from the Bazaar, the others following. They raced through the streets, keeping close to the line of the circle and its blazing wall of golden fire. The panic did not subside as they passed through the city. If anything, it seemed to have gotten worse, and Caina heard the sounds of fighting and shouting. She hoped Damla and her sons and Agabyzus were safe. The House of Agabyzus should have been far enough from the circle to avoid destruction, and she hoped the looters stayed away. There was no way to know, and Caina did not dare stop, not with the rift crawling its way through the night sky. 
Fortunately, the streets near the burning circle itself were deserted, and Caina and the others made good time, following its curve from the Alqaarin Quarter, through the Tower Quarter and the Old Quarter, across the northern edge of the Anshani Quarter, and then to the Cyrican Quarter and the Cyrican harbor. Caina hurried down the streets sloping to the harbor proper, past the rows of brick warehouses. Wraithblood addicts cowered in the alleys and against the walls, staring at the fire in the sky, though some of them paused to gape in terror at Caina, likely seeing the darker shadow that Nerina had mentioned. She remembered walking through these streets on her first day in Istarinmul, exhausted and full of despair, looking with loathing at the miserable city around her. 
She had never dreamed that two years later she would be sprinting along these streets, desperate to save that same city. 
They dodged into an alley between two warehouses, making their way through the gloom, and stopped to look at the fortified dock of the Slavers’ Brotherhood of Istarinmul. Kylon used a burst of the sorcery of wind and air to scramble up the wall of the warehouse, likely to examine the dock from a higher vantage point. 
Laertes grunted. “Doesn’t look good.”
Caina nodded. 
She had contemplated breaking into the dock several times over the last few years, but had always discarded the plan simply because the Brotherhood’s private dock and mansion were simply too well fortified. A tall stone wall encircled the mansion, crowned with spikes, and a fortified tower rose from the center of the mansion. Fiery light flickered and danced from the windows of the solar atop the tower, likely from whatever spells Cassander worked within. 
That was something, at least. Kalgri had not lied to them. 
Yet Caina glimpsed the dark forms of men upon the roof of the mansion’s wings, likely Adamant Guards. Four men stood guard at the gates, swathed in heavy robes, but she caught the glint of metal at their collars. More Adamant Guards, likely. 
“Can you see anything?” murmured Nasser. 
“No,” said Caina. “The whole place is wrapped in concealment spells.” She saw them shimmering over the entire dock like a veil of gray mist. “The sight of the valikarion can’t penetrate them. Likely Cassander wanted to keep his plans secret until it was too late to stop them.”
Kylon landed again with a grunt, a bit of icy mist swirling around his hands from his climb.
“There are at least a hundred Adamant Guards in the courtyard,” said Kylon. “Maybe more. Some sort of spell to block divinations is over the entire compound. I couldn’t sense anything.”
“It appears our best course of action,” said Nasser, “is to use the harbor. We can swim to the dock and enter through stealth.”
Kylon shook his head. “There are Adamant Guards at the piers. They must have anticipated the danger. And do any of you know how to swim quietly?”
“No,” said Caina. She knew how to swim, though she hadn’t practiced much. Certainly she could not swim in silence, not while carrying her weapons. 
“We’ll have to fight,” said Laertes.
“A hundred Adamant Guards?” said Morgant. “And Silent Hunters? And maybe a few more of those bear creatures? If you want to kill yourself, there are far less painful ways to do it.” 
“We need a distraction,” said Nasser. “Something to hold their attention while we enter.”
“A splendid idea,” said Morgant. “That means we just need to find something more distracting than a giant glowing crack in the sky.” 
“Perhaps you could try offering a useful suggestion,” said Nasser with genial calm. “My heart might stop from sheer shock if you did not have a smart remark ready at hand.” 
Caina ignored them, staring at the darkened mass of the Brotherhood’s mansion, at the fiery light in the top level of the tower. 
“A distraction,” she muttered. “Something to hold their attention. Something they don’t expect.”
The others fell silent, looking at her.
“They think I’m dead,” said Caina. 
“No,” said Kylon at once. “You’re not distracting them so the rest of us can get to Cassander.”
“They would kill me on sight and then overwhelm you,” said Caina. “That wouldn’t be much of a distraction.”
She thought for a moment, an idea coming together in her thoughts.
“Do we have anything that might serve?” said Laertes.
“We don’t,” said Caina. “But I know where we can hire one hell of a distraction. Come on!”
She led the way, running down the alley away from the dock.
 
###
 
Kylon vaulted over the low wall and landed in the courtyard of the Inn of the Crescent Moon. 
Chaos ruled in the inn’s courtyard, but it was controlled chaos. Cronmer, Tiri, and Tozun stood near the stables, directing traffic as the carpenters and the laborers toiled to load the wagons. The Circus Of Wonders And Marvels was preparing to flee the city. They would not get away before the ifriti descended from the sky to set Istarinmul ablaze, but Kylon could not help but admire their determination. 
“The circus?” said Morgant, incredulous. “We’re going to the damned circus?” 
“Oh, yes,” said Caina. 
Kylon had seen that look on her face at the Craven’s Tower, at the Inferno, at the spell-cursed ruins of Caer Magia. She had that look when her brilliant, buzzing mind had seen a path to victory.
Caina Amalas had an idea. 
She ran across the courtyard, Kylon and the others following. 
“Go!” yelled Cronmer, shaking a fist. “If the sets won’t fit, leave them. We can build new ones. Wood’s cheaper than our lives.” He turned, and his eyes widened as he saw Caina. “Ciara? Milartes? What the devil are you doing here?” 
“Ciara?” said Tiri. “If you wish to travel with us you are welcome, but you must flee at once. You heard what that vile sorcerer said. He claimed the city was about to burn,” she shot a quick look at the pulsing rift, “and I feared he told the truth. He…”
She fell silent as she saw Caina’s shadow-cloak, and Kylon felt the puzzlement and alarm spread through her sense.
“What are you wearing?” said Tiri.
“I lied to you,” said Caina. “I’m sorry. My name’s not Ciara. It’s Caina Amalas. I’m the Balarigar.” 
Cronmer’s jaw fell open. “What? No, that’s not possible…”
“It is,” said Caina. “That’s how I got into Ulvan’s palace. That’s why I joined the Circus.”
“You used us,” said Tiri, folding her arms over her chest. 
“Yes,” said Caina. “I’m sorry. But it saved a lot of lives…and we can save more yet.” 
“What on earth are you talking about, girl?” said Cronmer. 
“Why are you here?” said Tiri.
“To hire you,” said Caina, “to save Istarinmul.” 
“What?” said Cronmer, puzzled. Kylon understood how he felt.
Before anyone else could speak, Caina sprang onto the back of a wagon, the shadow-cloak billowing behind her in the torchlight. It made for a dramatic sight.
“Hear me!” roared Caina at the top of her lungs, her voice cracking through the courtyard like a whip.
Every eye in the courtyard turned towards her. Kylon glimpsed Vardo, blinking in astonishment.
“You know me as Natalia of the Nine Knives,” said Caina, “but my true name is Caina Amalas, the Balarigar.” 
A ripple of annoyance and scattered laughter went through the crowd. 
“Impossible,” said a burly carpenter. “You…”
Caina flung a knife. It landed quivering between his feet, and carpenter fell silent.
“You’ve seen the proclamations!” said Caina. “You know what the Balarigar has done. The night I joined the circus, I humiliated Ulvan and freed his slaves. I terrorized the cowled masters, and they could not lay a hand upon me. I burned the Craven’s Tower and the Widow’s Tower, I brought the Inferno crashing down upon Rolukhan’s head, and I robbed Callatas’s palace itself.” 
Stark silence answered her. She had their attention, at least.
“And do you know why I am telling you this?” she said. “There’s a bounty of two million bezants upon my head? Any one of you could be rich if you killed me right now. So why am I speaking my mind to you?”
No answered her. 
“Because,” said Caina, “Cassander Nilas is about to kill you all anyway.”
Another rumble went up from the men and women of the circus.
“It is too late!” said Caina. “The spell is nearly finished. Even if you abandon all your possessions now and sprint for the gates, you won’t get away in time. The city is going to burn. Cassander is going to kill you, your wives, and your children, all for his own glory. He is going to kill every last man, woman, and child in Istarinmul, and you cannot escape him.”
“Is that it, then?” shouted the carpenter, eyeing the knife between his boots. “You came here to tell us we’re going to die?”
“You can’t escape Cassander,” said Caina, “but we can kill him.” 
“How?” said Cronmer.
“By the Living Flame, girl!” said Tiri, her emotional sense veering between terror, confusion, and sheer exasperation. “We are not assassins. We are not even soldiers. We are circus performers!” 
Caina grinned at her, a wild, mad grin. 
“Cassander Nilas said he killed me,” said Caina. “I thought he lied, but he didn’t. He wasn’t lying. He was mistaken! He thinks the Balarigar is dead at his hand. So what do you think he’ll do if at the very threshold of his triumph the Balarigar returns? If five Balarigars return? If twenty Balarigars come to taunt him?”
The Circus Of Wonders And Marvels gaped at her in silence, and Kylon felt the shift in their mood. He had seen it happen before on the eve of battle, when a charismatic commander had convinced troops to follow him into desperate odds. Caina Amalas was not a sorceress, but she was casting a spell on them. No, it was far more profound than that.
She was making them believe. 
Well. She had made Kylon believe, hadn’t she?
“That’s why I’m here,” said Caina. “Cassander is going to kill you and your families. You cannot run from him…but we can save your lives. We can save your wives and children. We can save everyone in Istarinmul!”
“Dear gods,” muttered Morgant. “She went mad. The Elixir drove her mad, and it is contagious, for we are following her into his madness.”
“Do you have a better plan?” said Laertes.
Morgant just sighed. 
“Master Cronmer!” said Caina. “I have come to hire the circus. A hundred thousand bezants I will pay you!”
“A…hundred thousand?” said Cronmer. 
“One hundred thousand for the greatest performance of your lives,” said Caina. “We’re going to save the city! One hundred thousand for the performance that is going to save your lives, your families, and all of Istarinmul!”
And to Kylon’s lasting amazement, the Circus Of Wonders And Marvels burst into cheers.



Chapter 24: I Am The Balarigar
 
Cassander gazed into the sky, watching the rift swell and feeling the titanic currents of power flowing through it.
At last, the moment had come. 
The rift was ready. It blazed across the sky like a second sun, the flickering golden light illuminating Istarinmul. The spell would not last for much longer. Already the flows of power from the rift echoes grew unstable and erratic. The rift was like a massive boulder perched upon the edge of a precipice, just beginning to tip forward as gravity took hold. 
That didn’t matter. Cassander only needed a few moments with the Throne…and then that boulder would land upon Istarinmul.
He turned to face the Throne of Corazain, gathering the summoning spell in his thoughts. The ancient relic glowed with pulsing light, an inferno dancing within the dark crystal. A colossal amount of sorcerous force surged through the Throne, drawn from the rift overhead. Cassander need only work the spell to summon an ifrit to the material world. The Throne would augment the spell a thousand times and feed it into the rift, which would itself augment the spell a thousand times…
Oh, he looked forward to seeing that, and at last the moment was at hand.
Cassander raised his right hand, focusing power upon the gauntlet, and as he did, a flash of light caught his eye. 
A flash of light from outside the tower. 
 
###
 
“Ready?” said Caina. 
Cronmer let out an amused grunt. “Girl, you might be the Balarigar, but I have been giving performances since before you were born. If your performance displeases an Anshani satrap, there’s always the chance he will cut off your head.” 
Caina nodded. She stood in one of the narrow dockside alleys, Kylon on her left and Cronmer on her right. Behind them waited a half-dozen of the circus’s acrobats. Nasser, Morgant, and Laertes had each taken charge of a group of acrobats, leading them to different alleys in the maze of warehouses surrounding the Brotherhood’s dock. 
“Remember,” said Caina. “Don’t try to fight them. Once the Adamant Guards come out, run as fast as you can. You…”
Again Cronmer snorted. “I’m not stupid. I’m not even going to try to fight an Adamant Guard. I might be old and fat, but I can still run like hell.”
“You can?” said Caina.
Cronmer grinned behind his bushy mustache. “Well, sooner or later you do offend the Anshani satrap, you know…and I’m still alive, aren’t I?”
Kylon laughed at that. 
“Ready?” said Caina. 
Cronmer drew himself up, adjusting the long black cloak he wore. “The circus is always ready to perform.” 
Caina looked at the acrobats waiting nearby. They too wore long black cloaks with deep cowls. The circus’s clowns had worn those cloaks during their pantomime of an army of Balarigars terrorizing the cowled masters of the Brotherhood. 
Caina hated clowns, but she could put their costumes to good use. 
There was a flash of light from the roof of a nearby warehouse. The others were in place.
“Then let the show begin,” said Caina. 
Cronmer nodded, stepped forward, and started to declaim in his booming voice, the echoes ringing over the street. “Men of the Umbarian Order, hear me! For I am the Balarigar, the slayer of demons, the liberator of slaves, the bane of sorcerers! Cassander Nilas has deceived you, and I have returned at last to take my terrible vengeance of righteousness upon you! Weep and despair, for stern justice has overcome you at last, and your many crimes and iniquities shall at last meet…”
It was a little overdone, but it worked. 
The Adamant Guards at the compound’s gate spun, drawing broadswords. As they did, Caina reached into the satchel she had taken from the circus, her hand brushing against the metallic thing she had taken from Kalgri, and her fingers closed around the small glass vial of a smoke bomb.
Caina flung the bomb, and it landed halfway between the warehouse and the dock’s outer wall. The vial shattered with a bright flash, shooting a plume of brilliant green smoke into the street. Kylon took another bomb from the satchel and threw it with a surge of the sorcery of water to enhance his strength, and the vial soared through the air, over the wall, and burst in the courtyard, another flash throwing stark shadows against the mansion and the tower. 
“Go!” said Caina. 
The acrobats sprinted past her, black cloaks flaring around them, faces hidden beneath black masks, and they started to flip and tumble through the street, the flickering light of the rift and the haze from the smoke bomb transforming them into strange, shadowy figures. Cronmer kept shouting threats and challenges to Cassander, and then Caina heard Vardo’s voice ring out from another alley, announcing that the Balarigar had arrived to kill Cassander. 
She kept lobbing smoke bombs into the street, and Kylon flung them over the wall. The Adamant Guards fell back to the gate, unwilling to fight superior numbers in the smoky haze, their swords ready. 
Nasser’s voice rang out in imitation of the Balarigar, and then Laertes’s, more flashes going off in the street.
“Come on,” muttered Caina, looking at the tower. If the Umbarians decided to ignore the entire display…
But they weren’t. She heard the shouts of alarm from inside the courtyard, heard the clatter of boots as Adamant Guards ran to meet the unexpected threat.
 
###
 
Cassander stared out the window, incredulous. 
“Balarigars?” he said, baffled. 
The idea was ridiculous. Caina Amalas was dead. Yet there were five or six deep voices shouting out threats against him, and he saw dozens of black-cloaked figures running through the streets and scrambling over the rooftops. The black-cloaked shapes moved with fluid grace, doing somersaults and spins and…
Cassander blinked. One of them had just done a backflip.  
A volley of flashes went off, both in the street outside the wall and in the courtyard, and Cassander’s hands closed into fists. 
He was under attack. 
Caina Amalas was dead, but somehow the Ghost circle of Istarinmul had followed him here. Well, they were too late. The spell was almost finished, and a band of prancing fools in black cloaks could not fight their way past the Adamant Guards.
Footsteps rang on the tower stairs, and a centurion of the Adamant Guards ran into the solar.
“Lord Cassander,” said the centurion. “The enemy comes.”
“Yes, I’d noticed,” said Cassander. 
“It is the Balarigar herself, returned from the dead!” said the centurion. “My lord, what should we do? Can we truly fight spirits?”
“What?” said Cassander. “Don’t be an idiot. It…”
He blinked. There was dread on the centurion’s face. The spells upon the Adamant Guards made them stronger and faster and more resilient, but also deadened the emotions.  The centurion should not have been feeling fear. Yet there was nonetheless dread upon his face. The centurion, Cassander realized, had believed the insipid legend that had grown up around Caina Amalas, the idea that she was a Balarigar sent by the gods to slay the wicked and overthrow proud sorcerers. 
A wave of molten rage went through Cassander, and he almost drew upon his sorcery to strike down the centurion. 
“The Balarigar has not returned from the dead,” he spat. “The Balarigar was a woman. Think it through. Those are men shouting those threats, are they not?”
The centurion pulled himself together. “What are your commands, my lord?”
Cassander hesitated. The Ghosts knew that he was here. They had called him out by name, had they not? Yet they had not assaulted the compound. His lip twisted with contempt. They could not assault the compound. A band of fools in black cloaks could not overcome hundreds of Adamant Guards. Likely they thought to lure him out with this stupid trick. Maybe even exiled Lord Kylon was there with the valikon that had terrified the Huntress, thinking to avenge his wife and child. Cassander smiled at the thought. Kalgri had mentioned in passing that Kylon had been in love with the Balarigar, so the exiled Kyracian had twice as much to avenge now. 
Well, once Kylon burned with the rest of Istarinmul, he could meet his dead wife and the dead Balarigar in person and apologize for his failures. 
“Chase them off,” said Cassander. “Take as many men as you think necessary. This childish nonsense is meant to lure me out so they can disrupt the spell. The wards on the tower are sufficient to keep the Ghosts out, especially since they have no sorcerers. If they are doing anything that looks dangerous, kill them.” He supposed the Ghosts might have stolen a catapult and an amphora of Hellfire to fling against the tower, but he could think of nothing else they could do to stop him. 
No, the display outside was meant to lure him out, and he would not take the bait. 
“As you command,” said the centurion. 
Cassander returned his attention to the Throne, beginning the summoning spell anew. 
Let the Ghosts attempt their tricks. They would burn nonetheless. 
 
###
 
“Behold, for I am the Balarigar, and I bring justice swift and terrible!” thundered Cronmer. “No evildoer escapes my terrible sword of righteous thunder! Cassander Nilas, I have come for you!” 
“I don’t actually have a sword of righteous thunder,” muttered Caina.
“Poetic license,” muttered Cronmer back. 
Kylon watched the compound through the haze of the smoke bombs, the acrobats running back and forth before the walls as they flung more vials into the courtyard. He couldn’t sense anything from within the dock thanks to the concealing spells, but he heard the commotion within. It seemed the circus’s little demonstration had indeed inspired surprise and fear among the Umbarians. Though since the Balarigar was supposed to be dead, Kylon could see how her return might cause alarm…
The gate swung open. 
“Here they come,” said Kylon, and Adamant Guards poured into the street, swords in hand. As they stepped free from the concealment spells hanging over the compound, their emotions brushed against Kylon’s senses, and he felt the uneasy fear that danced in their minds. The situation had unsettled them, though once they realized that the cloaked figures were simply costumed acrobats, that fear would quickly turn to killing rage. 
“They’re coming,” said Kylon, and Caina nodded to Cronmer.
“Come then, Umbarian dogs!” roared Cronmer. “Come and die!” 
That phrase was the signal. The acrobats whirled with dramatic flourishes of their cloaks, scattering into a dozen different alleys. 
“Run for your life,” said Caina. 
“You too,” said Cronmer. “I really hope you know what you’re doing.”
“So do I,” said Caina. “I guess we’re about to find out.” 
Cronmer sprinted down the alley at remarkable speed for a man his age. Caina dashed into the street, into the billowing curtains of smoke, and Kylon followed. They ran along the wall, circling to the back of the compound.
“Here,” said Caina. “This should be good enough.” 
Kylon nodded, drew on the sorcery of water to strengthen himself, and jumped. The wall was ten feet high, but the sorcery let him manage the jump, and he grabbed one of the iron spikes and perched on top of the wall. He tossed down a short length of rope he had taken from the circus wagons. Caina grabbed it, and he pulled her up with a few quick tugs, and together they jumped over the wall and into the courtyard.
The entire thing had taken maybe five seconds. 
The Circus’s ruse had worked. Across the courtyard the Adamant Guards rushed to the gate, but this area was clear. As Caina and Kylon ran closer to the mansion proper, they passed the circumference of the concealment spells, and Kylon almost tripped as he sensed the raw pyromantic power swirling around the tower. It had to be the relic that Maria Nicephorus and the Huntress had mentioned, the Throne of Corazain. Kylon’s distant ancestors had battled against the pyromancers of the Saddaic empire, and the old histories had spoken of their terrible, destroying power. 
Power that Cassander Nilas now commanded.
Caina glanced up at the tower once, her eyes enormous, but kept running. There was a narrow slaves’ door at the back of the mansion, likely leading to the kitchens. It was locked, but Kylon kicked it open, and together they ducked into the darkened corridor, Caina closing the door behind them. It was obvious that the door had been forced, but by the time the Adamant Guards noticed, the fight would be over one way or another. 
“The tower,” said Caina. “Cassander will be up there.”
Kylon nodded. “We keep to the plan?”
“It’s our best chance,” said Caina. She grabbed his hand, and her emotions flooded over him, a mixture of fear and rage and cold focus. “Kylon. Whatever happens, however this ends, whatever happens to us…I love you, and I’m grateful for the time we’ve had together.” Her voice dropped to a quiet, pained whisper. “However long it is.” 
He pulled her close and gave her a quick kiss, and she shivered a little. 
“You’re mad and bold and dangerous,” said Kylon, “and I love you. After everything that happened to me, to both of us…I’m glad we found each other. And I want to stay with you until the end, whether that is in fifty years,” he glanced at the ceiling, “or the next five minutes.”
Again he felt a wave of near-uncontrolled emotion roll through her, just as it had on their first night together in Drynemet. Then, as if by an effort of will, her sense turned cold and focused again as she turned her mind to the task at hand.
“Well,” said Caina, “let’s see if we can show Cassander just how mad and dangerous I can be.”



Chapter 25: Smoke And Mirrors
 
The stench of rotting flesh filled the mansion of the Slavers’ Brotherhood. 
Caina moved through the silent corridors, her ghostsilver dagger in her right hand and a throwing knife in her left hand. The weight of the dagger against her fingers felt familiar, comforting. She hadn’t realized how much she missed the weapon. It had served her well in the Maze and the Inferno and the Tomb of Kharnaces and a score of other dangerous places, and she was glad to have a weapon capable of penetrating sorcerous wards. 
Especially now that she could see the wards with the sight of the valikarion. 
Though even the most powerful ward seemed as nothing compared to the blaze of pyromantic power swirling around the tower. The pulse of arcane force washed over her, making her skin crawl with pins and needles, her stomach clench with nausea. 
“Anyone?” whispered Caina.
Kylon shook his head. “No one.” He grimaced in the gloom. “Though from the smell, it seems like no one is left alive in here.”
“Aye,” said Caina. They went around a corner, through a doorway, and into the dining hall of the cowled masters of the Slavers’ Brotherhood of Istarinmul. 
It had become their tomb. 
“Gods,” muttered Kylon.
The dining hall reeked of rotting flesh and congealed blood. The cowled masters sat slumped at the table or lay motionless, the walls and floor splashed with blood. Some of them had been burned alive. Some of them looked as if they had been crushed, likely from Cassander’s psychokinetic spells. Some of them had been killed by cuts of eerie precision, far more precise than a sword of steel could manage. 
That would be the work of the Huntress. 
“The Brotherhood,” said Caina. “I terrorized them until they asked Cassander to kill me for them…and he slaughtered them all. The damned fools.” 
She spotted Ulvan’s corpse at the head of the table, his face distorted with the terror of his final moments. The decay of his body had bloated him further. Ulvan had started all of this by kidnapping Damla’s sons. In response, Caina had threatened his petty little empire of misery and despair, and Ulvan had turned to Cassander to save him. 
Caina hadn’t killed any of the cowled masters. Yet if anyone had deserved such a dire fate, it had been the cowled masters of the Brotherhood.
“Why?” said Kylon. “Why did Cassander kill them?”
Caina shrugged. “He needed their dock. They were loyal supporters of the Grand Wazir, and he hated the Grand Wazir. Maybe he just did it out of spite.” 
There were stairs in the wall behind Ulvan’s corpse, stairs that spiraled upwards. Caina hurried forward and moved up the stairs in silence, Kylon following her. The stairs led into the round tower, and Caina passed through an empty room floored in green marble, and then another. The howling power of the Throne grew nearer with every step, and she saw the flicker of a summoning spell. 
They were nearly out of time. 
They reached the fourth floor, and Caina came to a sudden stop.
“What is it?” whispered Kylon. They were close enough to the upper chamber that Cassander might be able to hear them.
“Necromantic ward,” she whispered back. She saw it shimmering across the top of the stairs like a sickly curtain of green light. “It’ll kill any living thing that walks through it.”
“Even you?” said Kylon. “Spells can’t target you.”
“It doesn’t need to target its victims,” said Caina. “It just kills anything that passes through it.” She looked around, her mind racing. “There. The windows. We’ll go up the outside of the tower.” 
Kylon nodded, and they crossed to the windows. Most windows in Istarinmul were closed with shutters. The Brotherhood, being rich beyond measure, at least before Caina had half-crippled their business, had filled their windows with glass treated by Alchemists to make it stronger. She pushed open the window, and it swung silently on well-oiled hinges. Caina jumped onto the sill, and Kylon followed her, slipping the valikon back into its scabbard. The stonework was ornate, carved with geometric patterns, and she had no trouble finding handholds as she climbed to the tower’s top level.
Then she heaved herself onto a windowsill, looked into the solar, and saw the Throne of Corazain.
It was a grim, ugly thing, wrought of black obsidian or some kind of dark crystal. It glowed as if fires blazed inside it, the light pulsing and flickering in time to the golden rift. Cassander Nilas stood before the Throne, a dark shadow in his long black coat, his back to her, fire burning around his armored right hand as he cast a powerful spell. 
Caina looked back at Kylon. He nodded, and started to work his way around the circumference of the tower, moving to a window out of Cassander’s direct line of sight. Caina needed to keep Cassander’s attention from Kylon and the valikon he carried at all costs.
Kalgri had given her an excellent way of doing just that.
Caina took a deep breath, reached into her satchel, and drew out of the mask of the Red Huntress. 
It was a thin piece of crimson steel, worked with a great deal of skill into a calm feminine face, with a leather strap that went around the back of the head. It had no spells upon it, no hidden needles or anything that Caina could see. Yet the metal felt colder than it should have, and Caina could not shake the feeling that the mask had been dipped in blood to gain its crimson color.
She wondered who had made it. She wondered if Kalgri had killed the smith who had wrought the mask, and wondered how many people had seen this mask in the final moments of their lives.
Caina put the mask on, pulling the leather strap over the back of her head.
The mask of the Huntress fit her perfectly. 
Caina drew up the cowl of her shadow-cloak and tugged on the tall window, swinging it open. A blast of hot air blew past her, the heat from the Throne sinking into her. She dropped over the sill and into the solar, making sure her boots made no sound against the green marble of the floor, and closed the window behind her.
Still Cassander did not notice her, gesturing as he cast his summoning spell upon the Throne. Caina saw the bands of power swirling around him. Kalgri had been right. Cassander might have used the other Umbarian magi to prepare the spells around the rift echoes, but the summoning spells were centered upon him and him alone. If she killed him, the entire thing would collapse.
Perhaps she could kill him. He still hadn’t noticed her. If she got close enough and cut his throat with the ghostsilver dagger, this would end right now. 
A third of the way around the room she saw one of the windows open, saw Kylon pull himself inside. He was quite a bit larger than Caina, and the window was a tighter fit. As he moved into the room, the hilt of the valikon tapped against the frame.
Cassander stiffened, and Caina stepped forward, letting her boots click against the marble. For a moment Cassander remained motionless, and then he turned to face her.
It was just as well Caina wore the Huntress’s mask, because it concealed the flinch that went over her face.
Cassander Nilas now reminded her a great deal of Sicarion. 
He had been handsome in a stark sort of way, with strong features, blond hair, and icy blue eyes. Now the left half of his face looked as if it had been stitched together from old, pale leather to create a tangled maze of scars. His left eye was a poisonous-looking shade of orange, and there was a strange hunger to his expression that hadn’t been there before. Sicarion had possessed that expression, too, just before he killed people. 
“Huntress,” said Cassander, his raspy voice heavy with sarcasm. “You have deigned to return.”
Kylon got to his feet. A little closer and he could attack Cassander in one smooth leap across the solar. 
Caina had to distract Cassander for just a few seconds.
 
###
 
Kylon took a long, slow step forward. He would have berated himself for making noise, but there was no time.
He had one chance to get this right. 
“Observant,” said Caina in a passable imitation of the Huntress’s arrogant tones. It helped that the mask added a metallic quality to her voice. 
“You have finally chosen the course of wisdom, then?” said Cassander. Pyromantic fire burned around the black fingers of his gauntlet. Kylon could not sense Cassander’s emotions, likely due to the warding spells around him. Yet suspicion was written upon his scarred face.
“Burn Istarinmul for me,” said Caina. 
“I am going to burn it,” said Cassander, scowling. 
Kylon took another silent step forward. Another few yards and he would be close enough to strike. 
“But you already knew that,” said Cassander. “And it is most curious that you turned up just when the Ghosts played their foolish little trick with the Balarigar. Did you tell them where to find me?”
Kylon drew the valikon, taking the hilt in both hands. The blade made no sound as it slid from the scabbard. He took another step, gathering the sorcery of water and air for speed and strength. 
“I knew you would turn against me eventually,” said Cassander, pointing his burning gauntlet at Caina, “so I was prepared. Istarinmul is going to burn, but you’re going to burn first.”
Cassander started to cast a spell, and Kylon was out of time. He sprang forward, raising the valikon over his head to bring it down with all the strength he could muster.
Somehow Cassander saw him coming. Maybe light had flashed off the blade of the valikon. Cassander whirled, his dark coat swirling around him, and his mismatched eyes widened. Caina yanked the ghostsilver dagger from her belt and charged, and Cassander let out a howl of fury and gestured. 
Psychokinetic force exploded from him in all directions. It caught Kylon in mid-air and sent him sliding across the floor, and he just barely managed to stop himself before he touched the ring of necromantic sigils encircling the Throne. Caina hurtled backwards and slammed into the wall between two windows. 
Kylon sprang back to his feet as Cassander began another spell.
 
###
 
Fury pulsed through Cassander as he summoned killing power. 
The damned Huntress had betrayed him. The whole point of the little show with the fake Balarigars had been a distraction, a ruse to let her back into the tower without attracting his attention. 
Well, she had his attention now. She would regret it sorely.
Though he was astonished that Kylon of House Kardamnos would work with her. Kalgri had murdered both Kylon’s wife and Caina Amalas. Kylon should have attacked the Huntress on sight, not cooperated with her. Perhaps his lust for revenge had deranged him. 
Regardless, they were both deadly enemies. Cassander had seen firsthand the Huntress’s prowess, and Kylon had that Iramisian valikon, to say nothing of the skill and speed of a Kyracian stormdancer. 
Cassander decided to kill him first. He had gathered a tremendous amount of pyromantic force to work the summoning spell, but he could spare some of it to incinerate his enemies. He thrust his right hand, the bloodcrystal on the back of the gauntlet flashing, and a burst of flame leapt from his fingers. It should have burned the stormdancer to ashes, but Kylon was already on his feet, circling around the Throne for cover. The blast struck the marble floor with enough heat to rip glowing chips from the stonework, but it missed Kylon entirely. 
Very well. Divide and conquer, then.
Cassander made a slashing gesture, and the fire erupted into a pillar, and then spread into a curtain behind the Throne, cutting off a third of the room from the rest of the solar and trapping Kylon behind the wall of flame. Kylon had some skill at sorcery, but a Kyracian stormdancer would not be able to dispel that. 
By the time he broke through, Cassander would have dealt with Kalgri, and could turn his full attention his remaining foe. 
He turned towards the Huntress, calling more fire into his grasp.
 
###
 
Caina caught her balance, snatching a throwing knife from a hidden sheath, and flung it with all her strength. Cassander flinched, but the blade struck his enspelled coat and rebounded without a scratch, clattering across the floor. She flung two more knives, and both weapons bounced away from his coat and his warding spells.
“Pathetic,” he snarled, and made no effort to dodge as she threw another knife at him.
So he wasn’t prepared when she hurled her ghostsilver dagger at him. 
The dagger hit him in the left shoulder. His wards and the spells upon his coat were useless against the ghostsilver blade, but the thick leather of the coat absorbed most of the force of Caina’s throw. Nevertheless the blade bit into his flesh, and Cassander rocked back with a grunt, his scarred face tightening with pain. 
Caina sprinted at him, hoping to get her hands around his neck. Cassander was bigger and stronger than she was, and Caina would not last long in a physical fight with him. Yet she could distract him long enough for Kylon to break through the wall of flames. 
Cassander snarled, ripped the dagger from his shoulder with his left hand, and threw it at her. It was an awkward throw, yet Caina lost a half-step when she dodged, and that was all the time that Cassander needed to recover. Again he cast a spell, a quick, unfocused burst of psychokinetic force that rolled across the solar. It hit Caina like a giant pillow, throwing her across the room to slam against the wall. Cassander grimaced, and the invisible force held in Caina in place. She tried to struggle forward, but Cassander’s spell felt like a giant canvas tarp pressed against her. She could move, but the spell kept her from moving a few inches from the wall. 
Cassander raised his right fist, flames snarling around the black gauntlet. Caina saw the flows of power surrounding him, the sheer amount of effort it took to maintain both the spell of invisible force and the wall of fire across the solar, to say nothing of the half-completed summoning spell. He was at the limit of his concentration. 
She had to do something to distract him. 
“I thought,” murmured Cassander, “that it would have been harder to kill the Red Huntress.”
“It would have been,” said Caina, and she yanked off Kalgri’s mask.
 
###
 
Cassander stared at the Huntress, confusion surging through his mind.  She looked different, her face subtly altered, and for some reason she had dyed her hair black. Why the devil had she dyed her hair black? Was…
Confusion snapped into cold clarity, and shock erupted through Cassander.
“You,” he whispered.
It was her. 
It was impossible. 
It was utterly impossible! Caina Amalas had died at Rumarah. She had burned with the Corsair’s Rest. This had to be a trick. She couldn’t possibly have survived…
But Cassander had survived, hadn’t he? 
And he had never seen Caina’s body. He had assumed that she was dead, that no one could have survived the fire at the Corsair’s Rest. And he had come to that conclusion because the Huntress had brought him the shadow-cloak and the ghostsilver dagger…
The bitch had lied to him.
“You!” roared Cassander. 
How the hell had she survived? How had she survived the Sifter? The Huntress? The Inferno? The silver fire at Rumarah? How was that damnable, vexing irritation of a woman still alive? She had no sorcerous talent, no weapons beyond a ghostsilver dagger and a shadow-cloak and a bag of stupid tricks like the nonsense with the smoke bombs and the fake Balarigars in the street. Caina Amalas ought to be dead. She ought to have been dead a hundred times over. 
Yet she was standing right in front of him. 
Her survival enraged him beyond all measure, and his newfound bloodlust screamed through him, demanding that he kill her now, right now, without delay.
Cassander drew back his right hand, the fire blazing to life around his fingers, and summoned enough pyromantic sorcery to burn Caina Amalas to ashes and blast through the wall behind her.
 
###
 
Kylon prepared himself, drawing as much of the sorcery of water as he could. 
It would not be enough. Cassander far exceeded him in arcane skill and power. Kylon thought he could shield himself with the power of water well enough to get through Cassander’s wall of flame…but he did not think he would live for very long after he passed through it.
But maybe he would function long enough to land a killing blow on Cassander. 
That would be enough. He had seen Thalastre die in front of him. He was not going to let Caina die. No matter what it took, not matter what it cost him…
Through the flames he saw Caina throw aside the mask of the Huntress, saw Cassander stiffen in shock, heard Cassander howl in fury and draw all his power to strike her dead.
And as he did, his concentration wavered, and the wall of flames dimmed.
Enough to let Kylon get through it.
He leaped, drawing every bit of the sorcery of water and the sorcery of air that he could hold, and slammed into the wall of flames. The heat seemed to consume the entire world, threatening to swallow him whole, but his power held. Kylon burst through the wall of fire, the flames streaming through the haze of freezing mist that surrounding him, and hit the floor next to the Throne. He sprinted forward, drawing the valikon back to strike. 
Cassander spun, slashing at the air with his left hand, and an invisible blast of psychokinetic force hit Kylon like a club.
He lost his balance and fell, the valikon bouncing from his hand.
 
###
 
As Kylon fell, Caina pushed away from the wall, snatching up the ghostsilver dagger from where it had fallen. Kylon slid across the floor, clawing to a stop a few feet from the wall of flames, the valikon spinning from his grasp.
Cassander turned towards Caina once more, the fires brightening around his gauntlet, pyromantic forces and necromantic energy swirling around him. She saw that the wound in his shoulder had already healed, likely restored from bloodcrystals hidden beneath his coat. Even if she stabbed him in the throat or heart, the protection of the bloodcrystals would regenerate his wounds, healing him and letting him blast both Caina and Kylon to ashes. 
The gauntlet blazed with pyromantic fire, both to her mortal eyes and the vision of the valikarion.
Pyromantic fire…
He shouldn’t have been able to throw around fire like that. The Ashbringers of old had done so, and inevitably their pyromantic power had driven them insane. Yet the Umbarians had improved upon the powers of their predecessors, developing the black gauntlets that allowed them to wield pyromancy without losing their reason. 
Cassander was drawing a tremendous amount of pyromantic force through his will.
Could he do it without the gauntlet?
Caina decided upon one final gamble. 
As Cassander turned, Caina gripped the dagger’s handle and drove it at Cassander’s chest with all her strength. Cassander sidestepped, thrusting his burning gauntlet towards her, and as he did, Caina shifted her aim. 
The point of the ghostsilver dagger slammed into the red bloodcrystal in the back of Cassander’s gauntlet. The weapon turned hot against Caina’s hand as she lost her balance, the blade ripping through the plate of black steel like paper, and she fell to one knee in front of Cassander. 
The damaged gauntlet fell from Cassander’s hand, and his eyes went wide as the fire sank into the flesh of his arm. 
 
###
 
Cassander had a moment of horrified realization as the ruined gauntlet clanged against the floor, as the pain flooded through his arm, and desperately he tried to dismiss the currents of pyromantic force blazing through his will before they burned away his sanity. 
Then, suddenly, it did not seem so urgent.
Suddenly the pain in his arm did not seem important. 
It seemed…
Beautiful.
Just as the flames dancing up his arm seemed beautiful. 
He gazed at them, fascinated. The fires raging within the Throne were visions of stunning splendor, and the golden rift blazing across the sky was transcendentally beautiful. The ring of golden light had left smoking rubble across Istarinmul, and the dancing fires in the damaged buildings were like gleaming pillars.
But none of it was as beautiful as the fires devouring his right arm.
Cassander lifted his hand, gazing with delighted wonder as his skin blackened and crisped, falling away from his charring flesh. It was beautiful. It was so beautiful. How had he never noticed before?
He started to laugh, a reedy, high-pitched sound. Some part of his reeling mind tried to point out that something was wrong, but he didn’t care. How had he never noticed such beauty before? He would spread the beauty, set all the world to burning, transform this wretched world into a temple of flame and smoke and ash…
Then pain exploded against the side of his neck, and he had the strangest sensation of falling.
And then nothing but blackness awaited him.
 
###
 
Caina scrambled backwards as Cassander’s corpse collapsed to the floor, blood spurting from the stump of his neck, his head rolling away to bounce against the wall, his right arm wreathed in flames. Kylon stood over the dead man, the valikon in both hands, his face charged with some furious emotion she could not quite identify as he looked at the corpse of the man who had planned the murder of his wife. Rage? Satisfaction? 
Then he looked at her, shook himself, and hurried to her.
“You’re hurt?” he said, holding out a hand.
Caina gripped his hand and let him pull her up. “No. Well, a little. Bruised mostly. Could be worse.” 
“What did you do to him?” said Kylon, looking at Cassander’s corpse. “He was…laughing at the end. Almost giggling. I don’t think he even saw me coming.”
“Broke his gauntlet,” said Caina, looking at the broken plates of black steel upon the floor. The red bloodcrystal had turned to ash, the spells upon it unraveling. “Cassander was pulling in so much pyromantic force that without the gauntlet, I think his mind just…burned away.”
“Good,” said Kylon, some of that hard emotion flashing over his face once. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. “The Throne?”
Caina looked at the ancient relic. “The spells on it are unraveling already. I think if you plunge the valikon into it, the entire thing will collapse and…”
A snapping sound filled the solar, and a crack shivered through the Throne, a crack that blazed with fiery light. A wave of hot air howled through the solar, so hot that Caina felt as if she had stepped in front of an opened oven. The flows of power around Throne started to shudder and unravel, fraying under the weight of the colossal amount of sorcerous force coming from the rift. 
“What is it doing?” said Kylon. “The power…”
Caina blinked. “Think of a rope under pressure when the knot is cut.”
“The line snaps,” said Kylon. 
“Cassander was the knot,” said Caina, “and…”
Three more cracks spread across the Throne, pouring out heat and light and flame. 
The floor began to vibrate beneath Caina’s boots, matching the flare of light coming from the blazing Throne of Corazain. The heat was becoming intolerable. 
Though it would be nothing compared to what it would be like when the Throne released its power. 
“We need to get out of here,” said Kylon. 
“The ward,” said Caina. “The ward is still on the stairs.”
“The window, then,” said Kylon. “We’ll climb down.” 
Caina nodded and ran to the window, slipping her ghostsilver dagger back into its sheath as Kylon returned the valikon to its scabbard. She pushed open the window, and the gust of cool air felt almost icy compared to the heat radiating from the Throne. Caina swung out on the sill, and together they scrambled down the ornate stonework as fast as they could manage.
The tower started to shake under her fingers. The windows blazed with yellow-orange light, even as more and more pyromantic power swirled around the solar. 
They were not going to make it.
“Do you trust me?” shouted Kylon over the deafening roar from above.
Caina looked at him. “Always!” 
Kylon nodded, grabbed her arms, and then kicked off the side of the tower. 
Caina just had time to shout in surprise, and then they hurtled downward. For an awful instant she was certain they would smash against the courtyard far below, but the power of Kylon’s leap carried them in an arc from the tower, towards one of the wings of the mansion. It was a fall of nearly forty feet, and Kylon twisted as they fell, glowing with the blue-silver light of the sorcery of water as he pulled her close.
They hit the flat roof of the mansion’s wing, landing upon Kylon’s right arm. The sorcery of water gave him the strength to survive the impact, and they rolled along the roof to absorb their momentum, flipping over each other again and again. Every bone in Caina’s body seemed to vibrate with the roll, and she feared their momentum would carry them over the edge of the roof. 
At last they came to a stop a few feet from the edge. Kylon landed on top of her, breathing hard, his weight braced upon his hands and his face tight with strain.
“Nice landing,” croaked Caina. 
Kylon pushed off her and landed on his back next to her. “If we’re still alive, then…”
The tower exploded. 
It erupted in flame and smoke and rubble as the Throne of Corazain finally succumbed to the titanic forces ripping through it. The tower seemed to rip in half like a man opening the front of a jacket, and rubble sprayed in all directions as a pillar of flame shot into the sky. Caina started to shout for Kylon to take cover, and then realized there was no place to take cover on the flat roof. So she threw her arms over her head, and Kylon pulled her close. She realized that he was trying to shield her from the debris, and she wanted to shout for him to save himself, but it proved unnecessary. Chunks flame-wreathed stone fell around them, smashing holes into the roof, but avoided Caina and Kylon. A fist-sized piece of stone hit her left arm, pain shooting through her shoulder and chest, and she saw another strike the side of Kylon’s right leg, but the worst of the debris avoided them. As the tower shattered, Caina saw the flows of power around the Throne snap, lashing across the skies like burning whips. 
At last the deafening roar of the explosion faded away, leaving only the sound of flames crackling through the mansion.
Kylon recovered first. “Come on.” He stood, wincing a little as he put his weight on his right leg, drops of sweat carving lines through the soot on his face. “We had best get out of here before the whole mansion collapses.”
“Aye.” Caina accepted the hand he offered to help her stand, and got to her feet, wobbling a little as she caught her balance. The burning pieces of the tower had ripped gaping holes in the mansion’s roof, setting the interior ablaze. “I think my rope survived the fall.” She patted the coil on her belt. “We ought to…”
Golden fire flashed across the sky, and Caina’s eyes moved to the huge rift over Istarinmul. For a moment it seemed to swell, yawning wider like a mouth about to engulf the city. In that moment, Caina saw through the rift and into the gray plain and black skies of the netherworld beyond the circles of the material world, and in the sky of the netherworld she saw the ghostly white and gold towers of Iramis, the echo left from Callatas’s destruction of the city.
Then the rift shrank, collapsing into itself with a sound like a rushing river. There was a brilliant flash of golden light and a thunderclap, and the rift vanished as if it had never existed. A moment later the great golden circle shimmered and vanished from sight, leaving only rubble and flames where it had marked the city. Caina watched as the mighty web of spells that Cassander and the Umbarians had woven faded away. 
Caina let out a long breath.
It was over.
“That city,” said Kylon. “That…city in the sky. Did you see it, or was I imagining things?”
“Iramis,” said Caina in a soft voice. “When Callatas destroyed Iramis, the spell was so powerful that it left an echo of Iramis in the netherworld. If you enter the netherworld near Istarinmul, you can still see the echo.” 
“A fate,” said Kylon, “that Istarinmul will not share this day.” 
Caina looked at the city, a city she had expected to see in flames before the dawn, and a surge of emotion went through her. Satisfaction? Relief? Joy? Terror that it had so nearly ended in disaster?
Mostly, she felt very, very tired.
“That’s two of three,” she said. 
“Of what?” said Kylon, blinking. 
“Cassander Nilas,” said Caina. “Malik Rolukhan. Kill the Huntress, and you’ll have avenged Thalastre.” 
Kylon snorted. “Aye. Well…that’s why I came here. And if I wished to make myself feel noble, I would tell myself that I killed Cassander to save Istarinmul.” His eyes met hers. “I killed him to save you.” 
Caina smiled. “I think that sounds plenty noble. Though it is selfish of me, I know.” 
“We should go,” said Kylon as a crackling sound came from the mansion beneath them, “before you finish burning down yet another building.”
Caina blinked, but unhooked the rope from her belt. “What does that mean?” 
“The Craven’s Tower,” said Kylon as Caina hooked the grapnel to the edge of the roof, “the Inferno, the Corsair’s Rest…”
“That one was your fault,” said Caina. “You made me drink the Elixir.”
“Before Istarinmul,” said Kylon, “there was that warehouse in Marsis, that carpenter’s shop in Catekharon…a lot of buildings burn down when you are nearby.” 
“This one,” said Caina, letting the rope drop to the courtyard below, “was Cassander’s fault.” 
“As you like,” said Kylon, but there was a glimmer of amusement in his eye as he said. 
“And I can think of no better fate for the Brotherhood’s private dock,” said Caina. “We can continue this conversation when we’re not in danger of burning alive.”
They descended the rope. Her muscles were tired, and her shoulders and arms screamed with the effort, but she made the descent. Then Caina and Kylon fled the courtyard. The Adamant Guards had not yet returned from their wild chase of the false Balarigars. Likely most of them would not survive the night. The Umbarian Lord Ambassador was dead, and Caina had no doubt the people of Istarinmul would turn against the Order and its servants. 
She and Kylon vanished into the night as the Brotherhood’s mansion collapsed into flaming rubble.



Chapter 26: Generations
 
As the sun rose in the east, Caina approached the gate of the Imperial embassy’s mansion with Kylon. A sort of stunned stupor had fallen over Istarinmul as people gazed suspiciously at the sky, or started picking through the rubble or the burned-out buildings left by the golden circle and the riots. Caina knew that would not last. The rage would come once the shock had worn off. Cassander had claimed that Erghulan and Callatas had defected to the Umbarian Order out of sheer spite, and once the people recovered from their shock, their rage would focus upon the Grand Wazir and the Grand Master. 
Caina didn’t know what would happen then, not with Tanzir Shahan’s army marching up from the south. Cassander Nilas had failed, but in a single night he had brought catastrophic change to Istarinmul. The Grand Wazir’s political power had been crippled. The Grand Master had been widely feared, but now he would be hated as well. Tanzir might have been a rebel, but Cassander’s pronouncement had created a hundred thousand willing allies for the rebels. The Slavers’ Brotherhood, the financial backbone of Istarinmul, had been annihilated. 
Istarinmul had been heading for an explosion before last night. And now…
Caina didn’t know what would happen next. 
Four Imperial Guards stood watch at the gate, swords and shields ready. In their midst stood a tall, dark-skinned man in black clothing, his head shaved, his lips framed by a trimmed beard, a leather-wrapped spear in his hand. Nasser Glasshand stared at Caina and Kylon, and then his white smile flashed across his dark face. 
Then he started to laugh. 
“By the Divine,” said Nasser. “By the Divine!” 
To Caina’s utter and lasting astonishment, he caught her in a tight hug, and did the same to Kylon, who looked nonplussed. Laertes came out after his employer, 
“I was utterly certain that you were dead,” said Nasser. “The destruction of the Brotherhood’s dock was visible from half the city. Then the rift collapsed and the circle vanished, and it was over. I feared Istarinmul would burn as Iramis had…but that was not to be.”
“Cassander’s dead,” said Caina, “and the Throne destroyed. That was the explosion.” 
“Well done,” said Nasser. “Well done, indeed. A deed worthy of the great valikarion of old in ancient days.” 
Valikarion. 
Caina shivered a little at the word. That was what she was now, like it or not. And like it or not…the abilities of a valikarion had helped her to find Cassander Nilas, had helped Kylon to kill him. And if she had not…
If she had not, everything around her would be ashes now. 
“It was a very close thing,” said Caina. “Very, very close.”
“I never doubted you would prevail,” said Nasser.
Caina smiled. “Liar.”
“And you, Laertes?” said Kylon.
Laertes snorted and raked a hand over his close-cropped gray hair. “I thought we were dead.”
Caina laughed. “Spoken like a true centurion.” Her laughter faded. “Claudia. Is she…”
“Inside,” said Nasser, urging her forward. “Lord Martin seized the Umbarian embassy without incident and set it ablaze. Finding it empty, he returned to the shop and took Lady Claudia and the child back to the mansion for their safety.”
“Child?” said Caina. “And then…”
“Annarah tells me it was a very quick birth,” said Nasser. “Especially for a first child. Lady Claudia is quite tired, but will wish to speak with you at once.” 
They went into the mansion’s entry hall, past more Imperial Guards standing watch. Nerina, Malcolm, Azaces and Nerina stood facing Kirzi and her daughter. Nerina was talking and gesturing, while Kirzi looked dubious.
“It is not surprising,” said Nerina. “Based on my calculations, Lady Claudia’s hips possessed the optimal angle and width to ensure a speedy delivery.” 
Malcolm snorted. “Sometimes, wife, you think too much.” 
“I am certain the correlation can be charted mathematically,” said Nerina. “If you were to measure pregnant women, and then time their births, allowing for factors such as health, weather, and emotional distress, I am certain a statistical correlation could be discovered…”
“If you say so, noble mistress,” said Kirzi, blinking. 
“Ciara!” said Nerina, smiling. “I mean, Caina. I shall never be able to remember your proper name, which is a peril of using aliases, I suspect.”
“Sometimes I can’t even remember who I’m pretending to be,” said Caina. 
Using aliases would be harder now. There had been hundreds of people in the Circus, and she had announced herself before all of them. Certainly some of them would talk. Once Callatas realized that she was still alive, once he figured out that Nasser and Annarah had the Staff and the Seal, he would come for them. 
“It is easier not to lie,” said Malcolm. “Though often inconvenient. We are very glad you are not dead.”
Caina laughed. “And I know you’re not lying.”
A narrow door near the stairs opened, and Annarah stepped into the hall, her silver hair tied back, her green eyes bloodshot. She seemed tired, but otherwise unharmed, and she smiled when she saw Caina. 
“I knew you would return,” said Annarah. 
“You may have been the only one,” said Caina. “I certainly did not.”
“Lady Claudia will want to see you,” said Annarah. “Just you, though. No one else. Both she and the child are tired and must rest.” 
Caina nodded and followed Claudia into the room. It had been set up as a delivery room, no doubt at Lord Martin’s command, but it had been converted into a nursery. Claudia sat in the bed, propped up by pillows, wearing a loose robe. Caina had heard poets and singers describe new mothers as radiating and glowing, but Claudia only looked absolutely exhausted, with dark circles under her eyes and a touch of pallor to her face. She looked the way the Imperial Guards did after battle.
In her arms rested a small, red-faced infant, his eyes closed, his hands pulled into little fists as he slept. 
Claudia looked up at Caina and let out a tired little snort. 
“You’re alive,” she said. “Well, none of the rest of us are dead, so I suppose you were victorious. Cassander is dead?”
“I broke his gauntlet,” said Caina. “The pyromancy burned away his mind, and Kylon cut off his head. The spells on the Throne broke down and it exploded.” 
“Oh, good.” Claudia closed her eyes and rested her head against the pillow, letting out a long breath. “I suppose I should say something more profound, but…I really am very tired. And very glad that Martin and my son are not dead. Thank you.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. “I think…I think you told me what I needed to hear.”
Claudia blinked. “I did?”
“In the shop, when you slapped me,” said Caina.
“Oh, right,” said Claudia. “I remember. Forgive me. It was a very long night.” 
“What was it like?” said Caina.
“Painful,” said Claudia. “And messy. Not just the blood and everything else. I swear I have never sweated so much in my life, not even when we crossed the Sarbian Desert on our way to Catekharon. And it hurt. Oh, dear gods, did it hurt. I don’t ever want to do it again.” She looked down at the child and smiled. “But I’m going to.” 
“Annarah and Kirzi were a great help, then?” said Caina.
“They were,” said Claudia. “We found Kirzi’s husband, by the way, on our way back to the embassy. I think we will take them into our household as free servants. Their owner might well be dead anyway.”
“Good,” said Caina.
Claudia smiled. “Would you like to hold him?” 
A dozen emotions burned through Caina’s mind all at once. There was jealousy that she would never know what Claudia was experiencing right now. Shame that she was jealous. And mostly just an overwhelming relief that both Claudia and child were safe and well.
“Yes,” said Caina. 
She stooped, and Claudia passed the child to her. Caina cradled the baby, his head resting against her aching left arm. His eyes blinked open, the vivid blue of a newborn, and for a moment she was sure he would start to wail. Instead he regarded her calmly, his expression puzzled. 
“I think he likes you,” said Claudia. 
“My natural charm, no doubt,” said Caina. There was a faint glow around him, similar to one of Annarah’s spells, now that she looked closely. 
“Well, you did save his life even before he was born,” said Claudia. 
“Annarah put a spell on him,” said Caina.
“She did,” said Claudia, a little fear in her voice. “There are so many diseases that can carry off a child before the second year. The Iramisian loremasters have a ward against at least some of them.”
“Good,” said Caina. Damla had told her once how a pox had nearly taken Bayram before his second birthday, and the shadow of the old fear had been visible upon her face. “It is good he will be kept safe.”
“You did it first,” said Claudia. “So we named him after you.” 
Caina’s gaze snapped to Claudia. “What?” 
“I’m joking,” said Claudia. “Caina would be an odd name for a boy, wouldn’t it? No. We named him Corvalis.” 
“Oh,” said Caina. Suddenly her eyes were very hot. “That’s…a good name. A very good name.” She blinked for a few times until her voice was controlled. “I’m surprised Martin approved.”
“Well, it is traditional for a Nighmarian lord to name his firstborn son after his father,” said Claudia. “But Martin and Lord Dorius haven’t been on speaking terms for years. And Martin met Corvalis at Caer Magia and on the day of the golden dead in New Kyre, you remember. He knows my brother helped save the world. What better name for his first son?” 
“What better name, indeed,” said Caina, watching as the infant’s eyes darted back and forth. 
“You should give him to me,” said Claudia. “I want to feed him. Then maybe he’ll fall asleep, and I can get some sleep.”
“Of course,” said Caina, and she handed Corvalis back to Claudia. “I suppose I should get you a gift. I understand that is traditional.”
Claudia took her son and smiled at him. “You did kill the man who tried to kidnap me to use as leverage against my husband. That seems a splendid enough gift. You could bring me his head, though no doubt it burned to ashes with the rest of the dock.”
Caina frowned. “How did you know we burned down the dock?” 
Claudia paused. “You did?” 
“Well, yes.”
Claudia laughed. “That was a joke. I didn’t know! You really burned down the Brotherhood’s dock?” 
“Martin must have told you,” said Caina.
“He didn’t,” said Claudia, grinning. “I just assumed that you burned the building down. It’s what you do.”
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina, rolling her eyes. “If you keep that up I’m going to have to slap you.”
“A nursing mother?” said Claudia. “So much for the legend of the Balarigar.” 
“And the sooner we are rid of it, the better,” said Caina, turning for the door.
“Caina,” said Claudia.
She stopped, glanced back at Claudia and her son.
“It’s not over, is it,” said Claudia.
“No,” said Caina. “We saved Istarinmul today, Claudia. Hundreds of thousands of people, all of them alive because of what we did. But I think Cassander might have taken Istarinmul with him in death. Or, at least, the old order of things in Istarinmul. Istarinmul’s about to explode, and I don’t know what will happen next.” 
Claudia nodded. “We shall be ready.” 
Caina considered her. In Caina’s time with the Ghosts, she had done some hard things. Yet in that moment, looking at Corvalis cradled in Claudia’s arms, she had no doubt that Claudia could match each and every one of those harsh acts upon anyone who threatened her son. 
“I don’t doubt it,” said Caina, and she stepped into the hall, closing the door behind her. 
She found Lord Martin standing next to Kylon. The Lord Ambassador turned as Caina approached, smiling with relief. 
“Well done,” said Martin, “Well done, indeed.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. “I must offer you twofold congratulations, my lord. First upon the birth of Corvalis Dorius.” 
Kylon lifted his eyebrows, and then smiled. 
“Thank you,” said Martin. “Mistress Annarah assures me the birth went well, though there was a great deal of screaming.”
“Oh, that’s quite normal,” said Annarah, Kirzi nodding her agreement.
“We slew the Adamant Guards left at the Umbarian mansion, but it was deserted, so we set it aflame,” said Martin. “At that point, we knew our fate was in your hands, so I returned to the ruined shop. As we did, we saw the explosion in the Cyrican harbor, and then retreated to our embassy. Lord Cassander is indeed dead?”
“Kylon cut his head off,” said Caina. “Then the Throne blew up next to his corpse. Sicarion couldn’t have recovered from that, and neither would Cassander.”
“Good,” said Martin with some heat. “The orphans and widows he left in his wake throughout the provinces of the eastern Empire will rejoice at the news.” He hesitated. “You said you had more congratulations?”
“On the success of your embassy,” said Caina.
Martin snorted. “How were we possibly successful?”
“Because,” said Caina, “there is absolutely no chance that Istarinmul will ally with the Umbarian Order now.” 
Martin blinked, and then he burst out laughing, along with Nasser and Laertes. Morgant leaned against the wall nearby, scribbling in his notebook. He glanced at them, snorted once, and returned his attention to the notebook. 
“No,” said Martin. “No, I suppose it will not.”
“Cassander might have done us a favor with his spite,” said Caina. “I think he hated Erghulan Amirasku and Callatas so much that he wanted to twist the knife once more. Hence that little speech he made to the city about letting the Grand Wazir and the Grand Master join the Umbarians.”
“Behold, it seems the ancient proverb is correct,” said Nasser. “The scoundrel may do good that he does not plan.” 
“Istarinmul will not ally with the Umbarians,” said Martin in a quiet voice. “But Istarinmul is about to rip itself apart, isn’t it?”
“I fear so,” said Caina. “After last night…Erghulan’s reputation will be destroyed. When Tanzir Shahan arrives, he’ll have thousands of people eager to help him within the walls. Callatas will know that. There’s no telling what he might do.” 
“We will need to be prepared,” said Martin.
“Yes,” said Caina. She looked at Nasser. “I have to leave as soon as possible. You know why.” Martin nodded. “The sooner we can get those objects out of the city and out of the Grand Master’s reach, the better.”
“Unfortunately, every ship in both harbors fled at Lord Cassander’s announcement,” said Nasser. “They will return when word spreads that Cassander failed to destroy the city, but that will take some time. For now, both harbors are empty.”
“Empty?” said Caina, astonished. Both the Cyrican harbor and the Alqaarin harbor handled hundreds of ships a day, sometimes thousands when the harvest came in Akasar or Istarish Cyrica and the farmers sent their crop to market. 
“Let us say that the captains and masters of the vessels displayed excellent prudence,” said Nasser. “Perhaps we ought to follow the Circus to Cyrioch.” 
“Cronmer and the others left?” said Caina.
“I paid them the money you promised,” said Nasser, “and a handsome bonus besides for their excellent performance. Cronmer seemed keen to leave Istarinmul behind as soon as possible, which seemed the path of wisdom. He planned to lead the Circus to Cyrica Urbana, and then to charter a vessel to Malarae.”
“The Empire would be safer for his company,” said Martin. “I shall send letters to the Emperor asking that he be welcomed in Malarae.” He scowled. “When we can find ships to carry the letters, of course.” 
“Perhaps it would be best,” said Nasser, “if we followed his example and hired a ship from Cyrioch.”
“Maybe,” said Caina. “There are smaller ports along the way. We could hire a ship there.” She shook her head. “Kalgri used us to get Cassander out of the way, and now that he’s dead, there’s no reason for her not to tell Callatas what we found.” 
“Let her try,” said Kylon, his voice hard. 
“I’d rather she not get the opportunity,” said Caina. “We…”
She blinked. The room had started to wobble a little around her, and Caina realized that she was exhausted. 
“We should make arrangements to depart as soon as possible,” said Nasser, “but we must rest first.” 
Caina sighed. “You’re right.”
“You are all welcome to stay here,” said Martin. “And if the Grand Wazir wishes to attack…well, I suspect not even Callatas wants to gain the enmity of both the Empire and the Order in a single day.”
 
###
 
Caina dreamed as she slept, and in her dream she heard the knocking again.
She turned, the skirt of her black-trimmed green dress swirling around her. She stood again upon the main floor of the House of Kularus, the balcony lined with the shelves of books from her father’s study. As before the coffee house was deserted, but through the windows she saw the bleak, dead plains of the Desert of Candles, the crystalline pillars shining with their eerie azure glow.
The knock came once more.
Caina sighed, crossed the floor, and threw open the double doors. 
Samnirdamnus, the Knight of Wind and Air, stood outside the doors, this time wearing the form of the Emperor Alexius Naerius, the smokeless fire of the djinni glinting in the Emperor’s white beard. 
For a moment they stared at each other, the cold wind of the Desert stirring Caina’s skirts and blowing the dust into the coffee house. 
“My darling demonslayer,” said Samnirdamnus in his sardonic drawl. “I am very pleased to see you alive and unburnt. May I enter? Though I do not require material sustenance, I do enjoy drinking your coffee.”
“Beware the fire?” said Caina. 
“And you did,” said Samnirdamnus. “You did quite excellently. I can tell, on account of how you are still alive.” 
“You could have just warned me,” said Caina. 
“I did, didn’t I?” said Samnirdamnus, putting on an affronted air. “Beware the fire. And you did.”
“A little more detail would have been nice,” said Caina. “A lot of people died.”
“And far more people didn’t,” said Samnirdamnus. “You know the rules, my daring Ghost. I am limited in how I can act…and I have given you quite a lot of aid, haven’t I?” 
Caina sighed. “Fine. Come in.”
Samnirdamnus offered a crooked smile and followed Caina into the House of Kularus. A pair of coffee cups had appeared on one of the tables, and Samnirdamnus drew out a chair for Caina, offering a mocking little bow as he did it. Caina gave him a look, but she sat in the offered chair, and Samnirdamnus seated himself across from her, lifting one of the cups and taking a sip.
“Given that the beverage is not real,” said Samnirdamnus, “it is quite pleasant. I can see why you enjoy it so much.” 
“Apparently I can imagine a good cup of coffee,” said Caina, taking a sip of her own cup. “Damla’s. The best in Istarinmul, if you are curious.” 
“Oh, I am curious about many things,” said Samnirdamnus. “About you, especially.” 
“Because I might be the one you have been looking for?” said Caina.
“I grow more certain of that by the day,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“To do what?” said Caina. “Why have you been looking for me?”
“It is interesting,” said Samnirdamnus. “You recall how the Sifter saw the world?”
“Like a tapestry,” said Caina. “Every mortal wove his own thread into the tapestry of the world. The Sifter called them destiny threads.”
“Sometimes they pull upon each other,” said Samnirdamnus, “and you have pulled many threads around yourself by your choices. The threads of everyone in Istarinmul, for instance, and perhaps the threads of everyone in your world.” He let out a mocking laugh. “It is causing much distress among those with skill in divinatory sorcery.”
“How?” said Caina. 
“Because they cannot see you,” said Samnirdamnus. The eyes of smokeless flame flashed. “You are valikarion, so no divinatory spell can find you. Callatas, for instance, still believes that you are dead, for his divinations cannot discern whether you yet live or you have perished.” 
“Then Kalgri hasn’t told him yet,” said Caina. “She will, though.” 
“You hardly need me to give you warnings,” said Samnirdamnus, “when you can see the truth for yourself. You will likely need to act very quickly.” 
“I know,” said Caina. “You’re a spy, aren’t you? You told me as much during our last meeting. You’re the Azure Sovereign’s…quiet left hand, I suppose. Making things happen that need to happen when the Sovereign cannot act himself.”
“That is a close enough metaphor for our purposes,” said Samnirdamnus. “After all, the Emperor did not command Lord Martin to kill Cassander Nilas. No, he merely commanded Lord Martin to ensure that Istarinmul would not ally with the Order. Yet I suspect your Emperor would not punish you for Cassander’s death.” 
“So,” said Caina. “The Azure Sovereign uses you to do things quietly.” She leaned forward. “Why do you need me for that? You said were looking for someone like me, that I might become the one you had been looking for. Did you arrange all this in order for me to become a valikarion?”
“It is just as well that you became a valikarion, is it not?” said Samnirdamnus.
Caina frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“Of old, the valikarion were guardians,” said Samnirdamnus. “Their task was to guard the loremasters of Iramis from assault, but that was not their sole duty. They were also to serve a shield, to defend from the misuse of sorcery. Sorcery puts great power into the hands of an individual mortal…yet mortals so swiftly abuse their power. You know this well.” 
“Yes,” said Caina. 
“A man’s conscience may check the abuse of his power,” said Samnirdamnus, “but fear serves just as effectively. And the sorcerers of the ancient world feared the valikarion. Consider your victory over Cassander. Would it not have been more difficult without your newfound vision?”
“It…would have been,” conceded Caina. It would have been far harder. She had been able to see through the spells of the Silent Hunters. She had been able to see the web of spells around the rift echoes, and move unseen through the undead Legionaries. “That doesn’t answer the question, though.”
“What question is that?”
“If you arranged for me to become a valikarion to help with your task,” said Caina. 
“Alas, if I could exert that degree of influence over events in the material world,” said Samnirdamnus, “I should need no help at all.” 
“Then if the whole point of this wasn’t to give me the abilities of a valikarion,” said Caina, “then what is it? Why were you looking for me?”
“I think,” said Samnirdamnus, “that you may be the one who will allow me to fulfill my purpose. I am not yet certain. But I grow more confident of that.”
Caina sat in silence for a moment.
“The shadow,” said Caina.
“The one wraithblood addicts can see around you,” said Samnirdamnus.
“It became sharper and darker after Rumarah,” said Caina. 
“Of that,” said Samnirdamnus, taking another sip of his imaginary coffee, “I am entirely unsurprised.” 
“What is it?” said Caina.
“A shadow cast by a fire,” said Samnirdamnus.
“I don’t understand,” said Caina.
“A fire awaits in your future,” said Samnirdamnus, “and the shadow has been cast backwards in time by that fire. That is the shadow that the wraithblood addicts see around you. And you may discover what that fire is very soon.”
It should have been hard to sleep after that, but Caina was so tired that she sank into a dreamless sleep nonetheless.
 
###
 
The next day Kylon and Caina went to the House of Agabyzus while Nasser and Laertes sought a ship. Kylon kept the valikon loose in its scabbard, his eyes and arcane senses roving over the streets as they walked. Large portions of the city had been damaged, and bands of watchmen stood here and there, keeping an eye on traffic. Yet Kylon saw no trace of the Grand Wazir’s soldiers, no sign that Erghulan Amirasku had taken any interest at all in what had happened in his city. Kylon wondered if the Grand Wazir had been killed in the circle of golden light. Maybe even Callatas himself had been slain.
Though Kylon doubted they would be that lucky. 
Annarah and Morgant accompanied them, and Caina stopped long enough to see Nerina, Malcolm, and Azaces back to their shop. The shop had expanded since the last time Kylon had visited, with Malcolm adding a blacksmith’s forge in the next building. It looked as if someone had attempted to break into the shop, repeatedly, but Nerina’s locks had withstood the assault with ease. 
Then they headed into the Cyrican Bazaar.
It was more subdued than Kylon remembered. A few of the braver, more enterprising, or more reckless merchants had opened their stalls, but not many. Merchants and their apprentices and slaves stood guard over their shops with clubs and staffs and knives, watching each other with suspicious eyes. Even without using the sorcery of water, Kylon sensed the tension in the air. 
The House of Agabyzus, however, was open. A pair of mercenaries in chain mail and spiked helmets stood guards, crossbows in hand. Within Kylon saw customers seated at the low tables, talking to each other in quiet voices. 
“I wonder if they seized the building,” said Morgant, flexing his fingers.
“No,” said Caina. She had changed to her caravan guard disguise again, leather armor and rough cloak and dusty boots. The mercenaries gave her blank looks as she approached. “You’re friends with Agabyzus, aren’t you?” 
One of the mercenaries nodded. “You can go in. He said someone like you might stop by.” 
Caina grinned. “He was ever the optimist.” 
Inside the House of Agabyzus seemed no different than Kylon remembered, though he sensed the dull shock from the patrons drinking coffee and exchanging news. He had felt the same sort of thing from men on the aftermath of battle, in New Kyre after the day of the golden dead. Damla and Agabyzus stood near the dais, talking to each other, while Damla’s sons waited near the kitchen.
All four of them, Kylon noted, were armed.
Damla brightened as she saw Caina, and hurried over and caught the younger woman in a hug.
“By the Living Flame,” she murmured. “It is good to see you. I thought the world was about to end. I thought the day of the golden dead was about to repeat itself.” 
“The world didn’t end,” said Caina, “but Istarinmul very nearly did.” She turned towards Agabyzus. “Agabyzus, my friend, thank you.”
The gaunt, gray-bearded man blinked. “For what?”
“You saw the truth,” said Caina. “Before any of us did, when the Umbarians started buying all those houses, and you warned us. If you had not seen the truth, if you had not warned us, when Cassander cast his spell we would have been taken off guard. He would have destroyed Istarinmul and the Empire would have fallen to the Order. And all of that evil has been averted because you did your duty magnificently.”
Agabyzus offered her a deep bow. “For all that you have done for my family, the mere fulfillment of my duty is an insufficient payment. I have additional news that you shall wish to hear.”
Caina nodded. “Go on.”
“I believe the Teskilati have been crippled,” said Agabyzus. 
Caina blinked. “How?” Kylon wondered if Cassander had wiped them out as he had butchered the cowled masters.
“It was commonly known that the masters of the Teskilati met regularly in the Crows’ Tower,” said Agabyzus. “They were meeting there last night, and Cassander’s circle of golden fire cut the Crows’ Tower in half. The entire citadel collapsed on itself, killing hundreds of watchmen…and every single master of the Teskilati. Many of their informants have fled the city.”
“Gods,” said Caina. “What about the Grand Wazir?”
“He has shut himself up in the Golden Palace and has not come out,” said Agabyzus. “One rumor claims that he is preparing to flee the city for the sultanates of Alqaarin as soon as a ship can be found. Istarinmul is in utter disarray…and Tanzir Shahan will never have a better chance to seize the city and put an end to the Grand Master’s wicked plans.” 
Caina nodded. “I have to leave the city for very good reasons as soon as possible, but I will return once my errand is done. Perhaps Lord Martin can send a message to Lord Tanzir, telling him to hasten. Or…Nasser will know how to contact him. Sulaman the poet would, certainly.” 
“The poet?” said Morgant. 
“I have not seen him at the House of Agabyzus since you departed for Rumarah, I fear,” said Damla. 
“Well, Nasser will know how to contact Tanzir,” said Caina. “I will have a few instructions for you both before I depart.”
“Of course,” said Damla. She turned to Kylon and Morgant and Annarah. “Would you care for some coffee while you wait?”
“Of course, madam,” said Morgant. Damla smiled at him. The old assassin could be charming when he felt like it. Annarah sat in a booth with view of the door, and Morgant sat next to her, reaching into his coat. Kylon sat across from them, laying the valikon across his knees so he could draw it quickly. 
“A good woman,” said Annarah, watching as Damla disappeared into the kitchens with Caina and Agabyzus.
“Mmm,” said Morgant, drawing out his notebook. He started to scribble in it with a stub of pencil. “There’s no such thing.”
Annarah raised her silver eyebrows. “She fights to defend her children.”
“Everyone does that,” said Morgant. “It’s the most common thing in the world.” He grinned at Kylon. “Except for the Balarigar, eh? Can’t have her own brats, so she goes forth to save everyone else’s, is…”
Kylon’s constant irritation with the man’s glib tongue reached a breaking point, and he badly wanted to punch him. 
“For the gods’ sake,” he said instead, “what are you always drawing in that damned book?”
Before Morgant could react, Kylon drew upon the sorcery of air for speed, reached out, and plucked the notebook from Morgant’s hands. The book landed on the table between them, and Kylon found himself looking at…
“Kyracian,” said Morgant, a bit of a rasp in his voice.
Kylon was looking at himself. 
One page held a drawing of a fat man in turban and robes that Kylon did not recognize. The other page showed a drawing of Kylon, valikon in hand, the flames of the sword throwing stark shadows across his face. It was so lifelike it was almost eerie. Stunned, Kylon started flipping through the notebook. One page showed Caina kneeling over Kylon as he lay dying in the Craven’s Tower. Another showed Annarah confronting Malik Rolukhan in the Inferno, the power of the Words of Lore blazing around her pyrikon staff. Another showed Caina in the Inferno, wreathed in her shadow-cloak, the Subjugant Bloodcrystal burning in her fist.
“Gods,” muttered Kylon.
“Yes, I know, you’re in awe of my skill,” said Morgant. “I’ve had a very long time to practice. But you really should give me that back now.” 
Kylon turned one more page and froze. 
He saw himself in the drawing, standing next to Caina. She looked up at him, smiling as she rarely smiled. Most of the time she wore her expressions like masks, concealing her feelings beneath them. Yet sometimes she smiled in truth, a deep smile that seemed to reach all the way down to her bones. 
Morgant had captured that look. Somehow Morgant the Razor, the ancient, cynical, sneering unrepentant old murderer, had captured that rare expression on Caina’s face. 
“If you’re curious,” said Morgant, “that really happened.”
Annarah looked at Morgant, her expression wondering. 
“When?” said Kylon.
“Right before we left for the Inferno,” said Morgant. “I watched you and Caina for a little while outside of this very coffeehouse.”
“Why did you draw it?” said Kylon.
Morgant shrugged. “I don’t know. Why do I draw anything? Because I was bored. Because I liked the way the light and shadow hit Caina’s face. Because…it seemed significant.”
“Significant?” said Kylon. 
“Like I was witnessing history,” said Morgant. “I’ve witnessed enough damned history, I ought to know what it feels like by now. It seemed like…oh, like I was witnessing a moment that would decide the course of hundreds of thousands of lives. Like everyone in Istarinmul, say.”
Kylon stared at him.
Morgant grinned his toothy grin. “I’m really very perceptive.”
Kylon nodded, reached down, and folded the edge of the page.
“Wait,” said Morgant. “Don’t…”
Very gently and very slowly, Kylon tore out the page with the drawing of Caina smiling at him.
Morgant let out a long sigh. “If you’re going to give it to her as a gift, at least buy proper wood for the frame. Oak, not beech, and for the gods’ sake not pine. And I can show you how to use a fixative oil to keep it from smudging.”
“Thank you,” said Kylon. 
Morgant rolled his eyes, closed his notebook, and returned it to his coat.
“Morgant,” said Annarah with delight. “After all these years. I had no idea that you were a romantic.”
The old assassin stared out the window for a moment.
“No,” he said. “I’m not.” 
 
###
 
One of Damla’s maids returned with a tray of coffee, and Morgant lifted one of the cups and took a sip. 
That had been rather closer than he would have liked. 
Well, all men had their weakness, and Morgant supposed his compulsive need to draw was his. It was a better weakness than drinking or whoring – Morgant could make money painting when needed, which was rather harder to do with an addiction to strong drink or prostitutes. 
He listened with half an ear as Annarah teased him. She understood him well, but not, unfortunately, quite as well as she thought. He was so old now, and so many of things that had been important to his younger self – pride and wine and money and fame and women – had simply ceased to hold his interest, like a layer of soft stone eroding away to reveal the granite beneath. Keeping his word mattered. Only killing those who had earned it (and there were many men and women who fit that criteria) mattered. And, in the end, he did not think the world deserved to die. Or he had forgiven the world – it made little difference in the end. 
Annarah understood him well enough…but Morgant understood her better than she understood him.
For instance, he knew that she had a secret, a secret she shared with Nasser. Morgant hadn’t been able to unravel that secret, so he had left hints, seeing if Kylon and Caina could figure it out. They hadn’t. Well, Caina was young, for all her cleverness, and the Kyracian had strengths other than his intellect. 
Morgant knew that Annarah had a secret…but she hadn’t guessed that Morgant had one final secret of his own.
None of them had, not even Glasshand, who should have known better. Caina knew that he had a secret, but she just hadn’t figured out what it was. She would, though. All the pieces were there before her eyes. 
Morgant thought of the drawing of the fat old man in the robes and ornate turban, the drawing that Kylon hadn’t recognized. Just as well his sister Andromache was dead. She would have recognized the drawing. 
For Morgant the Razor would keep his word.
No matter who he had to kill to do it. 
 
###
 
A short time later Caina left the House of Agabyzus with Kylon, Annarah, and Morgant, heading for the Cyrican harbor to see if Nasser had found a ship yet. 
Caina knew what she had to do now. 
Like it or not, she was a valikarion, and there was desperate need for her new abilities. She would travel to Catekharon and make sure the Staff and Seal were safe within the Tower of Study. Then she would return to Istarinmul and see Callatas driven out.
She would not have to do it alone, though.
“Thank you,” said Caina.
Kylon blinked. “For what?”
“Everything,” said Caina.
He smiled back at her, and they headed for the Cyrican harbor.



Epilogue
 
Kalgri stepped onto the rooftop of the palace of Grand Master Callatas, a broad golden dome rising overhead and glinting in the sun.
The compass rested in her left hand, its ghostsilver needle motionless. Unless Kalgri missed her guess, Caina was somewhere in the Cyrican Quarter at the moment. Likely her next stop was the Cyrican harbor, hoping to find a ship to take her and the Staff and Seal of Iramis to Catekharon. There was little chance of that. The ships had fled the city like rats, hoping to escape Cassander’s wrath, and would not return for a few days.
Kalgri needed far less time than that.
She lifted her face towards the sun, smelling the smoke from the fires scattered across the city, and smiled.
It was time to kill the world. 
The Voice shivered with pleasure at the thought. 
A walkway encircled the base of the dome, an ornate marble railing guarding the edge. Kalgri strolled along the walkway until she found Grand Master Callatas leaning against the railing, his white robes rippling around his slight form in the hot wind. He gazed at the mass of the city, his face tight and hard and angry beneath the jeweled turban. 
The Star of Iramis rested against his chest, a fist-sized lump of azure crystal that shone with titanic force to the Voice’s senses. 
Kalgri let her boot click against the floor, and Callatas turned towards her, his gray eyes hot with fury.
“Father,” said Kalgri, “it is so very good to…”
“I am not your father,” said Callatas. “Do not call me that.” A shiver of fury went through him. “And where the hell have you been?” 
“Wandering about,” said Kalgri.
That set him off. 
He stalked forward and slapped her, much harder than she would have expected, and Kalgri stumbled against the base of the golden dome.
“I told you,” said Callatas, “to find Caina Amalas and kill her. When you failed at that, I let you assist Cassander for the purposes of finding her and killing her. I did not tell you to assist Callatas as he went on a rampage through Istarinmul!”
Kalgri shrugged. “People die. It is their purpose. It’s what they do.” She smiled at him. “You taught me that.” 
Callatas slapped her again, and Kalgri grinned. She had not seen him so angry in a very long time. He was so angry, in fact, that the purple fire and shadow of the nagataaru pulsed in his gray eyes, and the Voice quailed in fear of the creature that inhabited the Grand Master. 
“I have invested nearly a century and a half of work in Istarinmul,” said Callatas. “Work I cannot employ if Cassander burns the city to the ground!”
“Perhaps you shouldn’t have insulted him,” said Kalgri, “if you didn’t wish him to burn down the city.”
Callatas let out an exasperated growl. “That was Erghulan’s work, the damned fool. His damned pride will be the end of him. Even now he is hiding in the Padishah’s palace, expecting me to wave my hand and save him from Tanzir Shahan.” 
“Then perhaps,” said Kalgri, rubbing her jaw, “you should not have promised Cassander to open the Starfall Straits to the Order when you had no intention of doing so.” 
Callatas started to shout again, but a cold hardness fell over his face. “Perhaps.”
“Alas, father,” said Kalgri, “you may be a brilliant man, but political games are not your strength.”
“Do not,” said Callatas, “test my patience.”
Kalgri laughed. “If it will make you feel better, Cassander is dead.” 
Callatas grunted. “You killed him?”
“No,” said Kalgri. “Caina Amalas did.”
“Do not be absurd. Caina Amalas is dead,” said Callatas.
“Cassander thought that, too,” said Kalgri. “Look at where it got him.” 
Callatas just stared at her. She had been one of his first creations, and he had given her a great deal more freedom than he intended. He could not kill her, and could not compel her to obey him, though she usually did in the end. Yet she could not lie to him. 
“She is alive,” said Kalgri. “It seems when Cassander tried to kill her, he made a botch of it and she became a valikarion. The first valikarion to walk the face of this world since you burned Iramis.” 
“A valikarion,” snapped Callatas. “The last thing I need. I hope Cassander died in agony for his folly.” He gave a sharp shake of his head, stalking back to the railing. “I may need to abandon Istarinmul and renew the work of the Apotheosis elsewhere. The Teskilati are destroyed and the Brotherhood slaughtered. I can make no additional wraithblood, and my supplies will soon be expended. I could defend the city from Tanzir Shahan with my spells, but I would wind up destroying Istarinmul in the process.” He struck his fists against the stone railing. “A century and a half of work ruined! Damn Cassander, damn Erghulan, and damn Caina Amalas!”
Kalgri laughed. “Do not be so morose, father. Victory is at hand…and the Apotheosis will come soon. Perhaps even this very day, if you wish it.”
Callatas glared at her, shadow and purple flame gathering in his hands. “What nonsense are you babbling?”
“All you need to finish the Apotheosis,” said Kalgri, “are the Staff of Iramis and the Seal of Iramis.”
Callatas said nothing, his eyes narrowing. “I have spent a century and a half searching for the regalia of the Princes without success. What of the Staff and the Seal?” 
Kalgri smiled and lifted the compass. “Would you like to know where they are?” 
THE END
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