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Description
CAINA AMALAS is the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, leader of the Emperor's spies in the city. She has defeated powerful foes, but more dangerous enemies lie before her.
A sorcerous catastrophe threatens to destroy Istarinmul, and the only the mysterious sorceress Annarah, last loremaster of lost Iramis, knows how to stop it.
To rescue Annarah and save Istarinmul, Caina must brave the Inferno, the hellish fortress of the sinister Immortals.
But those who enter the Inferno never return...
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Chapter 1: Something Always Goes Wrong
 
Caina Amalas expected something to go wrong. 
No matter how carefully she planned, no matter how thoroughly she prepared, something always went wrong. It was simply the nature of her business. She was the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, the leader of the Emperor’s spies in the city, and she played a deadly game with millions of lives at stake. At any moment disaster could fall upon her, and she had to be ready to improvise.
So Caina was not entirely surprised to see Nerina Strake sprinting past the brothel at full speed, her bodyguard Azaces running after in grim silence.
Caina was not surprised…but that made her no less alarmed. 
She cursed and pushed away from the window, her boots sinking into the room’s lush carpet. Today she was dressed as a Cyrican merchant of middling prosperity, clad in a bright robe of blue and red, a fake beard and makeup adding fifteen years to her age. She had started growing out her hair, but since her turban concealed it entirely, it didn’t matter. A scimitar and sheathed dagger rested at her belt, and she had throwing knives hidden up her sleeves and daggers in her boots.
The disguise made her look exactly like the sort of merchant who would frequent the Crimson Veil, the most exclusive brothel of Istarinmul’s Old Quarter. 
The room was richly furnished with crimson curtains hanging from the walls, a thick carpet, and a large bed. It would have been impressive had Caina not seen the opulence of the Padishah’s Golden Palace and Grand Master Callatas’s palace, and the scent of incense could not quite drown out the odor of sweat and other things. The room possessed one unusual feature, installed by the brothel’s owner to deal with troublesome patrons. A large wardrobe stood against the wall, and it concealed a secret door into the next room.
The room, as it happened, that her target had rented for his enjoyment. 
Unfortunately, if Nerina and Azaces had been forced to flee, something had gone wrong. Caina cursed again as she hastened across the room and opened the door. The hall beyond was quiet. The Crimson Veil did not transact much business during the day. One of the brothel’s guards, a towering, grim-eyed man in chain mail, looked down at her. His chain mail, turban, and scimitar looked expensive, but he had the thick arms and callused fingers of a man quite comfortable killing with his own hands. 
“Your girl hasn’t been brought up yet,” he said. “Guests are to remain in their rooms.”
“Bad fish,” gulped Caina, breathing hard. “Ate some. Going to be sick. I…” 
A disgusted look came over the guard’s face. “Damn it. Out the back.” He jerked his head at the end of the hall. “Go in the alley. If you throw up on the carpet we’re adding it to your bill.”
Caina nodded, lifted a hand to her mouth, and sprinted down the hall. She raced down the stairs and pushed open the door to the alley. The alley was much less opulent than the Crimson Veil, and lacked incense to cover the underlying stench. The door closed behind her, and Caina abandoned the pretense of illness and dashed into the street. The Crimson Veil itself had a modest exterior of whitewashed stone, a single lantern with panes of red glass hanging over the door. On either side of the street stood more respectable taverns and coffee houses where the merchants and factors of the Old Quarter went to conduct their business. It was not yet noon, but already the harsh Istarish sun blazed overhead, so hot that the street beneath Caina’s boots seemed to give off waves of heat. 
She looked around, trying to spot Nerina.
The plan had been straightforward enough. Nerina would wait until the emir Kuldan Cimak entered the Crimson Veil. Caina would then drug Kuldan into unconsciousness once he had taken his pleasure with the Veil’s prostitutes. After that, Kylon and Morgant would take Kuldan prisoner, and Nerina would then fire a specially-prepared quarrel from her crossbow, shattering the jar of oil Caina had hidden on the roof last night. In the chaos over the cry of fire, Kylon and Morgant would disappear with the real Kuldan Cimak, while Caina disguised herself as the emir and joined the Immortals awaiting their new commander in the Old Bazaar. 
It was a bold plan, but if it worked, Caina would march south with the Immortals and gain access to the Inferno. 
But the bolder the plan, the more easily something could go amiss. 
Caina spotted Nerina at the north end of the street, running towards the Old Bazaar. Nerina, like Caina, was dressed as a man. Specifically, she was disguised as a nomad of the Sarbian desert, with a long sand-colored robe and a turban of similar color to conceal her ragged red hair. She was too pale to pass as Sarbian, but the towering man running behind her was Sarbian, his dark face marked with scars, an enormous two-handed scimitar strapped to his back. He was a dozen yards behind Nerina, and Caina had the distinct impression that he was chasing her.
Both Nerina and Azaces ran towards the Old Bazaar.
To where a hundred Immortals waited to escort their new commander south to the Inferno.
So why were Nerina and Azaces running towards the Immortals?
Caina raced after them, shooting a look over her shoulder, wondering what could have possibly caused Nerina and her silent bodyguard to run towards the Immortals. Another troop of Immortals? Perhaps the Silent Hunters or the Adamant Guards of the Umbarian Order, or a nagataaru-possessed assassin? Or maybe the Teskilati, the secret police of the Padishah, had caught up to the Ghosts?
But the street was deserted. 
Nerina was moving at a good clip, and Azaces was fast, but Caina was faster than them both and she started to overtake them. She did not dare call out. They were almost to the Old Bazaar, and the Immortals might overhear. Yet Nerina started shouting at the top of her lungs, over and over again. 
“Malcolm!” screamed Nerina. “Malcolm!” 
Caina was so surprised that she almost stopped running. 
Malcolm was the name of Nerina’s husband, but he had been dead for three or four years. Caina had never gotten the exact date out of Nerina. Caina would never get an exact date because Nerina had been using so much wraithblood at the time that she had lost the ability to discern between hallucination and reality. The sorcerous drug wraithblood was many things, but it was also a potent hallucinogen that induced terrifying delusions. 
Such as seeing a dead husband returned to life? 
Caina whispered a curse and ran faster.
“Nerina!” she shouted. If Nerina had started taking wraithblood again and had hallucinated her dead husband among the waiting Immortals, she was going to get killed. The alchemical elixirs that gave the Immortals their inhuman strength and stamina also gave them a taste for sadism, and the Padishah’s elite soldiers could do whatever they wished within Istarinmul. If Nerina annoyed them, they would not hesitate to kill her.
After enjoying whatever torments their twisted minds could imagine. 
Nerina burst into the Old Bazaar, still shouting Malcolm’s name, and Azaces finally caught up to her. He seized one of her shoulders, his meaty arm going around her waist, and picked her up as if she weighed nothing at all. Nerina shouted again, trying to twist free of Azaces’s grasp, but it was like fighting a boulder. 
Caina skidded to a stop next to Azaces, and the big Sarbian gave her a relieved look.
“Let me go!” said Nerina. “Malcolm!” 
“Nerina,” said Caina, “what the…”
She fell silent as dark figures walked closer, and Caina realized that they were in a lot of trouble. 
Normally the Old Bazaar would have bustled with activity as women and slaves went from shop to shop and stall to stall to purchase goods. Now the shops were closed and the stalls shuttered. Nearly twenty wagons stood in the square, each pulled by a pair of oxen and tended by slaves in gray tunics, their beds laden with supplies. The wagons had not closed the Old Bazaar. Far more traffic than that passed through the Bazaar every day. 
The hundred Immortals guarding the wagons had driven away the merchants.
Five Immortals walked towards Caina, Azaces, and Nerina. They wore black armor of steel plate and mail, scimitars and coiled whips of chain at their belts. Their helms enclosed their heads, and the faceplates had been wrought in the likeness of grinning skulls. A pale blue glow shone in the eyeholes of their skull-masked helms. The same elixirs that gave them their strength and cruelty caused their eyes to shine with that ghostly blue light.
Nerina’s eyes were the same color, but they did not glow. Wraithblood did not have that effect.
The Immortals stopped a few paces away as Nerina struggled, and Caina felt a drop of sweat slide down her back. 
“Disturbances in the Bazaar,” said the lead Immortal in Istarish, his helm making his voice cold and metallic, “are unwelcome.”
“You have my husband,” said Nerina, still struggling against Azaces. Caina had never seen Nerina display this much emotion before, her eyes wide and wild, her face flushed. “You have my husband! Let me go, let me go, let me go!” 
“The woman makes accusations,” said the Immortal, amusement entering the dead voice.
That was very bad. Caina knew how the Immortals found their amusement.
“Forgive my servant, most noble soldier of the most divine Padishah,” said Caina in a disguised voice, offering her most florid bow. “As you can see, her mind has been addled by overuse of wraithblood. Honestly, I do not know why I employ her.” Caina reached into her belt, drew out some coins and one other object from a belt pouch. She held out the coins in her left hand, palming the small sphere in her right hand. “Please accept this small remuneration for your trouble, most noble soldier.”
“A bribe?” said the Immortal. The amusement sharpened. “You think to offer a soldier of the Padishah a bribe, little man?”
“Of course not,” said Caina. “Merely a small token of my esteem for the noble warriors of the most divine Padishah.” 
“You have my husband!” said Nerina. “Let…”
The Immortal stepped forward, his steel-clad fingers clamping around Nerina’s jaw. Caina tensed. She knew the terrible strength of the Immortals, and if the Immortal felt like it, he could have ripped off Nerina’s jaw like a man opening a peanut.
“The eyes of a wraithblood addict,” murmured the Immortal. “She has gone mad, I fear.” He tilted her head from side to side. “But she is pretty enough, if overly scrawny.” The glowing blue eyes shifted to Caina. “She shall amuse us on the road until we tire of her.” He raised his voice. “Kill both the men. The shorter one, take his coins and stuff them down his throat before you kill him. Let all Istarinmul see what happens when a man tries to bribe an Immortal.”  
The other four Immortals reached for their scimitars. The Immortal holding Nerina’s face shoved, and the push sent Azaces stumbling several steps. Azaces could not draw his sword without putting down Nerina. The big Sarbian was a formidable fighter, but even he could not take five Immortals at once. 
“Eyes!” shouted Caina, drawing back her right hand.
Azaces closed his eyes and looked away, one hand clamping over Nerina’s face. Caina flung the small clay sphere in her right hand. The lead Immortal’s skull-masked face turned towards her, the clay sphere shattering against his helmet, and Caina squeezed her eyes shut.
An instant later the liquid inside the clay sphere erupted with a brilliant white flash, blinding even in the glare of the sun. Caina had found the materials to make smoke bombs in the Sanctuary of Istarinmul’s Ghosts, but she had altered the formula to generate less smoke and more flash. Smoke had its uses, but so did the dazzling flash, which proved its worth when the Immortals rocked back with cries of fury, their armored gauntlets coming up to shield their eyes. 
“Go!” said Caina, spinning and opening her eyes. “Follow me!”
“Take them!” roared the lead Immortal. Already the other Immortals in the Bazaar were stirring, their attention drawn by the shouting. Unlike the first five Immortals, they had not been dazzled by the smoke bomb. “The men and the woman. Kill them!”
Caina sprinted down the street towards the Crimson Veil. Nerina still struggled in Azaces’s grasp, shouting Malcolm’s name, but Azaces’s grip did not loosen. He slung Nerina over one shoulder like a sack of flour and raced after Caina, Nerina’s head bouncing against his back. That probably hurt, but dying upon an Immortal’s scimitar would hurt much more. 
Immortals raced after them, swords in hand, armored boots clanging against the street. Despite their bulk and the weight of their black plate armor, they began to draw nearer. Caina and Azaces could not outrun the Immortals, and they definitely could not outfight them. 
So Caina would have to outthink them.
She dodged right and raced into an alley between two coffee houses. The air smelled better than the alley behind the Crimson Veil, the scents of roasting coffee and cooking bread coming to her nostrils. The clatter of running boots filled her ears, drawing closer. Caina turned again and came to another street, one lined by houses. The houses stood four stories tall, their walls covered in brilliant white plaster, most of them built around a square interior courtyard. Compared to the sprawling palaces of the Emirs’ Quarter these houses were modest, but they were palatial compared to the tenements of the Anshani Quarter. 
They were also perfect for what Caina had in mind. 
She dashed across the street, Azaces a half-step behind her, and pointed. 
“There,” she said. “That door. Get…”
Azaces ran to the door, raised his boot, and started kicking. On the third kick the lock splintered free, and the door shuddered open just as the first Immortal emerged from the alley behind them. Azaces pushed through the door, and Caina hurried after him. The entry hall was empty, a thin film of dust covering the floor. The house’s owner had been killed four years earlier during the battle of Marsis, and Caina had learned his heirs were suing each other over possession of the house. She had considered establishing a safe house here, a refuge stocked with supplies and weapons, but had never gotten around to it.
Just as well. The Immortals would butcher anyone who got in their way, but there were no innocent people here for them to kill. 
She looked at Azaces. He was breathing hard, but did not look exhausted yet. 
“Can you run?” said Caina to Nerina.
“Malcolm,” she whispered. She was crying, tears falling from her eerie blue eyes. “It was him. I swear…”
“Go,” said Caina, and she ran for the stairs at the end of the entry hall.
They got to the third floor by the time the Immortals smashed their way through the door. Memories flashed through Caina’s mind, and she remembered fleeing from the Immortals on the streets of Marsis during Rezir Shahan’s doomed attack, on the night she met Nasser Glasshand, on the night she had fled from Grand Master Callatas’s palace after stealing the journal of the loremaster Annarah.
Gods, but she was sick of running from Immortals. 
On the other hand, it had kept her alive, so she shouldn’t complain. 
They reached the top floor and Caina looked around, her heart pounding like a drum against her ribs. If she had chosen wrong, they were about to die. But, no, she hadn’t been wrong. The Istarish often spent the cool of the evening upon their rooftops, and whoever had built this house had been no different. A ladder rose against the wall, leading to the roof.
“Azaces,” said Caina. “The roof, quickly.”
Azaces scrambled up the ladder. Caina had never seen anyone climb a ladder while carrying a grown woman over one shoulder, but Azaces did it with aplomb. He scrambled onto the rooftop as Caina heard the boots of the Immortals upon the stairs. She hauled herself up the ladder, rolled onto the roof, and kicked the trapdoor shut behind her. It was thick and heavy, but it would not stop the Immortals for long. 
Caina got to her feet, saw Azaces staring at her, the question plain on his scarred face. 
“We run,” said Caina. “Can you jump from roof to roof while carrying her?”
Azaces hesitated, then managed a nod.
“No.” Nerina’s voice was a croak. “No, he can’t. The amount of force he can generate is insufficient to bear our combined mass over the alleyways. But…I can run. I can run. Put me down.” Azaces lowered Nerina to her feet, and she wavered as she regained her balance. “Oh, I am a fool, Ciara. I’ve gotten us all killed, haven’t I?”
“Probably,” said Caina, grabbing Nerina’s arm and urging her forward. “Shut up and run.”
They sprinted to the edge of the roof and jumped, making for the next house. Nerina wobbled a bit, but she made the jump. A crash filled Caina’s ears, and she saw the Immortals haul themselves out of the trapdoor and onto the roof. 
“Oh,” said Nerina in a small voice, her eerie eyes wide. “I calculate that we cannot outrun them.”
“No,” said Caina, looking around.
Azaces drew his two-handed scimitar, the steel flashing in the morning sunlight.
“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” said Nerina. “But it was Malcolm, I swear it was Malcolm. He was with the slaves, I am mathematically certain of it. I…”
“Quiet,” said Caina, yanking one of the throwing knives from her sleeve and gripping the blade between her fingers. It wouldn’t help much. She was very good with throwing knives, but the Immortals were armored from head to foot, and hitting one of their unarmored spots would be difficult.
“Why did we go to the roof?” said Nerina. 
“Because,” said Caina. “No one ever looks up.”
Nerina blinked. “The Immortals did.”
Five of them advanced across the roof of the abandoned house.
“Aye,” said Caina, looking at the street below, “no one ever looks up…unless they’ve been warned.”
She saw a blur in the corner of her eye. 
“We should run,” said Nerina. “What are we waiting for?” 
Caina felt a mirthless smile spread over her face.
“A storm,” she said.
The Immortals jumped over the alley between the two houses, and then a gray blur slammed into the Immortal on the right.
 
###
 
Kylon’s life had once been filled with certainty and purpose, but in the last two years it had dissolved into chaos.
Once he had been a stormdancer of New Kyre, using his skills with blade and elemental sorcery to defend the Kyracian people, acting as his sister Andromache’s strong right hand. Then Andromache had perished in Marsis, slain by her own folly, and Kylon had become the High Seat of House Kardamnos. He had led the fleets of his nation in battle, negotiated peace with the Empire, married an honorable and kindly woman, and become a leader of his nation.
All that had ended in a single day, dying with Thalastre and his unborn child upon the sword of the Red Huntress. 
So Kylon had come to Istarinmul to die. 
The Master Alchemist Malik Rolukhan and Cassander Nilas, magus of the Umbarian Order, had arranged for the Red Huntress to murder Thalastre and Kylon’s guests. Kylon had come to Istarinmul to avenge his wife and unborn child. He hadn’t expected to succeed, hadn’t even expected to survive the process.
He wouldn’t have, either. He should have died beneath the Craven’s Tower as it burned around him.
Instead, Caina Amalas had saved his life…and Kylon had realized there was far more at stake than his vengeance. Malik Rolukhan and the Red Huntress were but the outstretched hand of the ancient evil that had festered in Istarinmul, an ancient evil that would devour the world. 
Kylon was certain of so little now.
He was, however, entirely certain that he would not permit the Immortals to kill Caina. 
So he drew on the power of water sorcery to fuel his strength and leapt into the air, the spell giving him the strength of a tidal wave. He timed his leap exactly right and slammed into the Immortal closest to the street. The impact knocked Kylon towards the roof, but it also sent the Immortal tumbling to the ground.
The sound of clanging armor and cracking bone came from the street below.
Kylon hit the roof, rolled, and whirled to his feet, the sorcery of air lending him speed. The remaining four Immortals landed at the edge of the roof, and Kylon spun, driving his fist with all the strength and speed his sorcery could grant. His blow landed in the center of the nearest Immortal’s cuirass, and the strike threw the Immortal backwards and sent him tumbling to the alley.
Again the crack of shattering bone echoed out. 
The Immortals were deadly warriors, and they drew their scimitars and charged with admirable speed. They spread out around him, one coming from his left, another from his right, and one straight at him. The men had obviously fought as a unit before, and knew how to attack without getting in each other’s way. 
Kylon leaped backwards, the sorcery of air fueling his jump, and landed a dozen paces away. That gave him the time he needed to draw his sword and dagger. Once he had carried a blade of storm-forged steel, wrought by the stormsingers of the Kyracian people, stronger and sharper and lighter than any other blade. It had been no match for the Red Huntress, and the sword of the nagataaru had cut through the blade as if it had been made of straw. The Nighmarian dagger and broadsword that Kylon now carried were good weapons, but they were simply not the equal of a stormdancer’s blade. He had been able to sheathe his blade of storm-forged steel in killing frost, but if he tried that with his current blades, they would shatter like glass from the intense cold. 
But that was all right. 
He had seen how Caina used her wits, rather than main force, to defeat her opponents, and it had occurred to Kylon that he could do the same. Kylon would never be a powerful sorcerer, but he had been underutilizing what powers he did have.
He raised his sword and dagger, calling on the sorcery of water, and freezing mist swirled around the dagger’s blade. A rime of frost covered the weapon. Had anyone else touched it, their skin would have frozen at once, but Kylon’s command over water sorcery protected him. The cold also made the weapon incredibly fragile, and one good tap would shatter it. 
The Immortals hesitated at the sight, and Kylon threw the dagger.
It struck the chest of the Immortal on the left and shattered into a thousand glittering splinters. The white mist rolled over the Immortal’s cuirass, and a rime of frost sheathed the black armor. The plates covering the Immortal’s sword arm disappeared beneath a thin layer of ice. It would not last long beneath the harsh Istarish sun, but for just a moment, the Immortal’s sword arm was locked in place. 
That moment was all Kylon needed.
His broadsword stabbed forward, sinking into a gap in the armor, and the skull-masked warrior let out a groan of pain, blood spraying from his helmet. Kylon ripped his blade free and spun to face the remaining two Immortals. The one on his right attacked, and Kylon parried, his blade blurring as he deflected the Immortal’s furious swings. 
The second Immortal pulled the chain whip from his belt and swung it. Kylon raised his left arm and drew on the power of water to strengthen himself. The chain coiled around his left forearm, biting into the leather of his bracer. It would have shattered the bones of his arm if not for his strengthening spell. He yanked with all his strength, and the Immortal jerked forward, surprised by Kylon’s maneuver.
He fell right into the path of the Immortal on Kylon’s left, and the scimitar crunched through black armor. The Immortal with the whip bellowed in surprise and pain, and Kylon snapped his sword around and finished the warrior, yanking his arm free from the chain whip. The final Immortal started to rip his sword free from his dying companion, but Kylon was faster. He swept his sword around, smashing into the side of the black helmet. The blade did not penetrate the black steel, but the blow stunned the Immortal, which was all Kylon needed.
He surged forward in a burst of speed and knocked the Immortal from the roof.
No need to kill the Immortal himself when the long fall would do it for him. 
Again he heard the clatter of an Immortal landing in the alley and turned around, shaking the drops of blood from his sword as he did so. 
Nerina Strake stared at him, her mouth hanging open in surprise. Azaces gripped his scimitar with both hands, his dark eyes hard. All men were water, in the end, and Kylon’s arcane abilities gave him the ability to sense emotions. Both Nerina and Azaces were stunned. Kylon realized they had likely never seen a Kyracian stormdancer in battle before. 
Caina’s eyes met his. He might not have recognized her, had he not been looking for her. She wore the robe and turban of a Cyrican merchant, her face shaded with a false beard and makeup. He was amazed at how thoroughly she could transform herself into so many different disguises. Yet by now he knew those cold blue eyes anywhere.
A strange flicker of emotion went through her. Usually her emotional sense was like cold ice wrapped around an angry fire, but lately there had been something different in it, something he could not quite identify. Like a fracture running through the ice.
“Good timing,” she said.
“The timing would be better if we left,” said Kylon, looking at the street. More Immortals were running into the abandoned house. Any minute they would notice the corpses in the street. 
“Agreed,” said Caina, heading for the trapdoor in the center of the roof and pulling it open.
Morgant the Razor, the most famed assassin in Istarinmul, was waiting for them. 
 
###
 
Caina stepped to the side as Azaces and Nerina hurried down the ladder.
Morgant smirked at her.
He was over two hundred years old, but he did not look a day over fifty-five. As usual, he wore black trousers, black boots, a stark white shirt, and a black coat that hung to his knees. Beneath the coat he wore a sword belt around his hips, a sheathed scimitar hanging on the left side and a dagger with an enormous red gem in the pommel upon the right. His eyes, pale and cold beneath his close-cropped gray hair, met hers. 
“I forget,” said Morgant, his Istarish carrying a thick burr of a Caerish accent. “We were trying to assassinate Kuldan Cimak, correct? Or were we trying to kidnap him? Though attacking his Immortals in the Old Bazaar wasn’t a good way to do either, really. If you wanted to kill yourself, there are more convenient ways to…”
Caina felt an overpowering urge to punch Morgant, but ignored it. They had larger problems just now, and she had a great deal of experience resisting the urge to hit him.
The man gave her no end of opportunities to practice.
“We need to get out of here,” said Caina. “You can amuse yourself after we’ve escaped from the Immortals.”
“Sound counsel,” said Morgant, beckoning. He hastened through the house, descending the stairs to the cellar. Caina saw neither slaves nor residents as they followed him. Likely Morgant had frightened them all off.
“Why are we going to the cellar?” said Nerina. “It is statistically likely that we shall be trapped without escape.”
Morgant scoffed. “Bah. You think like a bookkeeper, Mistress Strake.” They reached the house’s cellar, the brick walls dusty, barrels and sacks stacked in piles. “Whereas I am an artist, and can therefore imagine possibilities that…”
“He’s going to use his dagger to cut a hole into the sewers,” said Kylon. 
“Typical,” muttered Morgant, stamping his feet and listening to the sound his boots made against the stone floor. “Typical for a Kyracian. No artistry. Little wonder your nation prefers the crude art of sculpture to the mastery of painting.” 
He stepped back and drew the black dagger from his belt, the red gem flashing in the gloom of the cellar. Morgant knelt and spun in a circle, plunging the dagger down. The blade sank into the hard stone floor as if it had been made of soft cheese, and Morgant cut a circle into the stone, the edges growing red-hot. Morgant stood, stepped back, and stomped one foot onto the circle. 
It fell loose, vanishing into the narrow brick tunnel of the sewers with a loud crash. 
“How did you do that?” said Nerina. “The tensile strength of steel is insufficient to cut stone, and even if it were, you would lack the muscular strength to…”
Caina heard the thump of boots on the floorboards above her head.
“Quiet,” she hissed. “Into the tunnel, quickly.”
Kylon went first, followed by Morgant. Azaces jumped into the tunnel next, and caught Nerina as she climbed down. Caina took one last look at the cellar stairs, sheathed her dagger, and jumped. She expected to land on her own, but Kylon caught her about the waist and lowered her to the floor without a thump. 
His hands were very strong, and he caught her without the slightest hint of effort. 
“Thanks,” said Caina, taking a step back before her mind explored that line of thought any further. She looked around the tunnel and got her bearings as Morgant produced a small lamp and lit it. “This way, I think. The sooner we are gone from here, the better.”
“What went wrong?” said Kylon. “We were waiting for the brothel to catch fire, but instead we heard fighting, and I saw you fleeing over the rooftops.”
“I expect it will be an interesting tale,” said Morgant. Caina led the way, Morgant’s flickering lamp throwing back the shadows. “Though I always thought you were clever. But after you attacked a hundred Immortals in broad daylight, I may have to rethink that.”
“Something went wrong,” said Caina. “Something I did not expect.” She looked at Nerina, who would not meet her eyes. “But I’m going to find out what happened.” Her gaze shifted to Morgant. “We’re not finished yet. We’re going to find a way into the Inferno, we’re going to rescue Annarah, and we’re going to stop Callatas and his Apotheosis.” 
“Such optimism,” muttered Morgant. “We will find out if it is warranted.”
“Yes,” said Caina. “We shall.” 
She knew just how close they had come to disaster today. If she had been a half-second slower, they would all have been killed. 
Sooner or later she would be too slow, or she would make one mistake too many.
But not, she vowed, before she stopped whatever Grand Master Callatas intended with his Apotheosis.



Chapter 2: Wraithblood
 
Morgant the Razor leaned back and rested his boots upon the small round table, simply because he knew it would annoy their host. 
Of course, the man who called himself Nasser Glasshand was far too practiced to let the annoyance show upon his expression. His dark face remained calm as ever, the lines of his beard trimmed with precision, his black clothing crisp and neat. Yet Morgant noted the faintest twitch of a finger as Nasser lifted his cup of coffee. 
A very long time ago, Nasser had tried to kill Morgant and failed. Well, Nasser ought to be grateful that Morgant was too clever for him. If Morgant had been dead, Callatas would have hired someone else to kill Annarah…and then Nasser would never get his chance to stop Callatas and his Apotheosis. 
On the other hand, Morgant needed Nasser now, if he was going to keep his word to Annarah.
Morgant lived by two rules. He never killed anyone who did not deserve it, and he kept his word. He had given his word to Annarah a century and a half ago, and he was going to keep it.
The woman who was Morgant’s best chance to keep his word sat cross-legged on a cushion, a cup of coffee in hand. 
“I’m not sure what went wrong,” said Caina. 
Morgant looked back and forth between Nasser and Caina, considering. Nasser’s old hideout had been at the Shahenshah’s Seat, a ramshackle tavern near the Bazaar of the Southern Road. Then an Umbarian magus had conjured an ifrit to kill Caina, and the Seat had burned down in the resultant battle. Now Nasser worked out of rented rooms over a sculpture works in the Old Quarter. Morgant was reasonably sure Nasser had chosen the location specifically to irritate him.
He looked at Caina. She still wore the disguise of a Cyrican merchant, her fake beard and her makeup flawless. Even her voice and accent changed, and almost anyone who met her would see a man. Her skills of disguise were excellent, but they had not fooled Morgant. They had, however, fooled Nasser and his associates, who still believed Caina to be a man. 
Morgant looked forward to Nasser’s reaction when he finally figured it out.
Of course, Caina had not figured out who Nasser Glasshand really was yet. He suspected she would do so soon. 
All the pieces were there, right in front of her. The leather glove that constantly covered Nasser’s left hand, and the inhuman feats he could perform with that hand. His ability to recover from apparently mortal wounds. His deep knowledge of Iramisian history…and the fact that he knew Morgant personally.
“Move your boots,” said a man’s voice, rough with a Nighmarian accent. 
A man of middle years looked down at Morgant. He had the build and stance of a Legionary veteran, his receding hair close-cropped, his arms heavy with muscle. He held a tray of food in his hands, and his hard eyes did not blink as they looked at Morgant. It was the sort of gaze that promised death if Morgant made trouble for Nasser.
Well. Nasser had always inspired loyalty in his men. 
“Of course, Laertes,” said Morgant, dropping his feet to the floor. “I am ever the soul of courtesy.” Laertes snorted and set down the tray, and Morgant helped himself to a date. 
“Now that the obvious lies are out of the way,” said Nasser in his smooth, deep voice, “perhaps we can learn what went wrong.” 
“Nerina saw her husband,” said Caina. 
Morgant glanced at Nerina Strake. She stood in the corner of the sitting room, arms wrapped tightly around herself. Azaces stood behind her like a storm cloud. Laertes’s hard eyes might have promised violence to anyone who threatened his employer, but Azaces’s scowl guaranteed it. 
Kylon of House Kardamnos stood near the door, arms crossed over his chest, his brown eyes looking at nothing in particular. He was a young man of average height, strong and quick, with brown hair and the tanned skin of a Kyracian who had spent quite a lot of time at sea. He was, in Morgant’s estimation, not particularly bright, but he was nonetheless one of the most formidable swordsmen that Morgant had ever met.
And that was even without Kylon’s powers of elemental sorcery. 
“Your husband?” said Nasser, his eyebrows climbing.
“Yes,” said Nerina, staring at the floor.
“Please forgive my ignorance, Mistress Strake,” said Nasser, “but I was given to understand that your husband has been dead for some years.”
“Four years,” said Nerina. “It was four years ago. He was dead. Murdered by my father’s numerous enemies, shortly after my father himself was murdered. Or…it may have been the other way around.” 
“Yet you saw him with the slaves in the Old Bazaar,” said Nasser.
“I did,” said Nerina, closing her eyes. “I was waiting on the roof, and occupying myself by calculating additional trajectories for my crossbow bolt should the wind change. I happened to look into the Bazaar, and I saw Malcolm. At first I thought I had experienced some sort of cognitive failure, but it was him. I am certain it was him.” She shivered a little. “Then I…I am afraid I lost my head.”
Morgant snorted. “An understatement.”
Caina glared at him and he fell silent, though he kept his smirk in place. Morgant was afraid that Nerina Strake had become a problem, and Morgant would have to deal with her before she jeopardized his task. Best to have Caina’s support when he acted. Caina was clever and efficient, but so regrettably sentimental. 
“I had to get him,” said Nerina. “I had to go to him, just as an equation has to balance out in the end. I…thought I could convince the Immortals to release him, or maybe that I could buy him away…oh, by the Living Flame.” She rubbed her hands against her face. “I was a fool. I should have thought it through and devised an equation with a better chance of balancing. Instead I nearly got us all killed.”
“True,” said Morgant. 
“It would be difficult,” said Caina, her voice quiet, “to keep your head if you saw a dead loved one return.”
“Difficult,” said Morgant, “but not impossible. Especially when that dead loved one is surrounded by Immortals.” 
“Nasser,” said Kylon. “Those slaves with the Immortals. They were going to the Inferno, were they not?”
“They were,” said Caina before Nasser answered. “The first caravan was heading to the Inferno, carrying supplies and slaves. Kuldan Cimak was going to follow tomorrow, once he had finished with his amusements in the Crimson Veil.”
Laertes snorted. “Given that Cimak is going to serve as a khalmir under the Lieutenant of the Inferno, I cannot blame him for that.” 
It had been a good plan, Morgant had to admit. Malik Rolukhan, the Master Alchemist in command of the Inferno, had never actually met Kuldan Cimak. Kidnapping the emir and having Caina take his place would allow them entry to the Inferno. With luck, they could enter the Inferno, rescue Annarah from her Sanctuary, and escape before anyone noticed.
That was before Nerina had ruined the plan, of course. 
“Very well,” said Nasser, setting down his coffee and tapping his fingers together. As ever, he wore a glove of black leather over his left hand, his left forearm concealed beneath a bracer. “We have suffered a setback, but the plan can be adapted. It is a long way from Istarinmul to the gates of the Inferno. Cimak can be abducted easily enough in the countryside.”
“He will have Immortals with him,” said Laertes.
“We can hire mercenaries for the task,” said Caina. “Between the two of us we have enough money to manage it. Kazravid and Shopur’s company, maybe. There’s another mercenary company I know from Rasadda, the Black Wolves. They used to work for the Magisterium, but came here to avoid the war between the Empire and the Umbarians. They would be willing to take the job.” 
“Cimak will not travel quickly,” said Nasser. “We can overtake him.”
“Battles are always chancy,” said Kylon. “Is this worth the risk?”
Morgant started to answer, but Nasser spoke first.
“I fear it is, Lord Kylon,” said Nasser. “No new officers have been sent to the Inferno for two years, and this is the first man that Malik Rolukhan has not known personally. This is a perfect opportunity, and I fear we will not have another chance.” He shrugged. “Risky, yes, but there is no profit without risk.” 
“Before we proceed with these fine plans,” said Morgant, “we need to settle another matter first.”
“And what matter is that, master painter?” said Nasser.
Morgant pointed at Nerina. “Her.”
Caina frowned. “What about her? That she saw her husband? If he is among the slaves in the caravan, we…”
“You are overlooking the obvious,” said Morgant. “Her husband is dead. Wraithblood induces hallucinations. The most probable explanation is that despite the danger, despite knowing the risk, Strake took wraithblood and hallucinated that she saw her husband among the Immortals.”
Azaces’s eyes narrowed, and Nerina’s mouth fell open.
She started talking. “No. That’s not true. I didn’t take any wraithblood. I have not consumed any wraithblood for over two years.” She shuddered. “I stopped even before I knew that Callatas manufactured it from the blood of murdered slaves. I did not hallucinate Malcolm. He was there, I am certain of it.” 
“Are you?” said Morgant. “You’ve seen the wraithblood addicts at the docks? You’ve heard them begging for money even while they rant at their hallucinations? Have you seen the things they’ll do for even a drop of wraithblood?” 
“I did not take any wraithblood,” said Nerina. “I know what I saw.” 
“I believe her,” said Caina.
“You’re an optimist,” said Morgant.
“Really?” said Caina, her eyes narrowing. “Since when?” 
“Since you risked your life in a completely unnecessary way to save the Kyracian at the Craven’s Tower,” said Morgant. He was curious how she would react to the barb. Her attraction to Kylon was just as obvious as her denial of it. Hopefully it would not distort her thinking. 
“Given that Kylon just kept the Immortals from killing me,” said Caina without missing a beat, “I would say it was a wise decision.”
Morgant grunted. “Good answer.” 
“Pardon,” said Nasser, “but while I do not presume to doubt Mistress Strake’s word, perhaps verification is at hand.” His dark eyes turned to Kylon. “Lord Kylon, can you tell if she is lying?” 
 
###
 
Kylon blinked and straightened up.
“I’m sorry?” he said.
“Can you tell if Mistress Strake is lying?” said Nasser. “I am given to understand that stormdancers have the ability to sense the emotions of others.”
“I do,” said Kylon. He had pulled back his senses to their minimum, just enough to let him know if any attackers entered the courtyard of the sculpture works. That was still enough to let him sense the emotions of the others in the room with him. Nasser was cool and focused, though Kylon sensed a fierce, burning eagerness within him. Laertes was vigilant, his eyes never still. Morgant felt…old and hard, his emotions cooled, but filled with iron determination. Azaces was cold and grim, his sense tinged with something like regret. Perhaps he had been friends with Malcolm. 
Yet as ever, Kylon found his senses turning towards Caina. While he could sense her emotions, he could never tell quite what she was thinking. Her mind almost always felt cold, but there was fire within the ice, old rage and fury mingled together. He suspected that anger had driven her on for years. Right now her sense felt charged with tension. She believed Nerina. 
“Well,” muttered Morgant. “Remind me to never gamble with you.”
“A stormdancer of New Kyre cannot sense lies,” said Kylon. “I can sense her general emotional state, yes. That does not tell me if she is lying.”
“Then sense it,” said Nerina. “I am telling the truth. If that helps balance the outcome of the equation in my favor, so be it.” 
Kylon nodded and stepped closer to her. Nerina looked at him with her eerie blue eyes. Her emotions were…strange, almost distorted. He suspected it was a permanent effect of long-term wraithblood use, even if she had stopped taking the drug. He had sensed something similar from other wraithblood addicts he had encountered since coming to Istarinmul. Other than that, her emotions were a boiling cauldron of pain and fear and shame and…hope, desperate, terrible hope. Kylon understood that hope. He had seen his wife murdered in front of him, and if he had seen Thalastre as a slave in that Bazaar, he would likely have acted much as Nerina had.
“She’s telling the truth,” said Kylon. 
“Or she thinks that she’s telling the truth,” said Morgant. “Perhaps the delusions of the wraithblood fooled her.”
“I have not taken wraithblood,” Nerina spat. “Not now, not ever again. My father addicted me to it. And I know it is made from the blood of murdered slaves. I will never take it again.”
Her sense pulsed with certainty.
“She speaks the truth,” said Kylon.
“Or she thinks that she does,” said Morgant. “We…”
A flash of surprise went through Caina’s sense.
“Shut up,” she said, standing. “We’re idiots. We should have thought of this sooner.” 
“The obvious?” said Morgant. “You mean that she took wraithblood and cannot remember it?”
“No,” said Caina, stepping to Kylon’s side. “Even more obvious than that. We ask Azaces.”
The big Sarbian blinked, and Morgant rubbed his jaw.
“The damned obvious,” said Morgant. “Nothing is so hard to find.”
“I don’t understand” said Kylon.
“In the Bazaar, Azaces,” said Caina. “Was that really Malcolm that Nerina saw?”
Kylon frowned, and then felt like a fool. Azaces would have known both Nerina’s father and her husband. Azaces could neither speak nor write and did whatever Nerina or Caina told him to do without hesitation or protest. Sometimes Kylon forgot that he was there at all.
Azaces looked at Caina, and a strange flicker went through his emotional aura, regret and pain and sorrow. 
At last he nodded once.
“I see,” said Nasser. “I suppose that settles that.”
“Those slaves came from the Inferno, as did those Immortals,” said Caina. “They came here to obtain supplies and then return to the Inferno.” Her eyes turned to Nerina. “I thought you said that Malcolm was murdered.”
“He was,” whispered Nerina. “I was…I was so sure of it.” She rubbed her face, her fingers sliding through her ragged red hair. 
“How?” said Caina.
“My father’s enemies,” said Nerina. “They murdered him.”
“Before or after they murdered your father?” said Caina.
“I…don’t remember,” said Nerina.
“A peculiar sort of thing to forget,” said Morgant.
“I was taking so much wraithblood at the time,” said Nerina. “The last year, before Azaces took me to the Sisterhood of the Living Flame, I cannot remember much of it clearly. I know my father was murdered. I saw a Kindred assassin stab him to death. Malcolm…Malcolm was murdered. I’m sure of it…yet I saw him today.”
“Did you see the body?” said Caina. 
Nerina shook her head. “I don’t remember.”
“Ragodan Strake,” said Morgant.
Caina looked at the assassin. “Nerina's father. What about him?”
“He was friendly with Malik Rolukhan,” said Morgant.
Kylon felt his eyes narrow. “How do you know this?”
“Because Nerina’s father, while a tedious boor, did have good taste in artwork,” said Morgant. “He purchased several of my paintings. And I know he was friendly with Rolukhan. So.” He pointed at Nerina. “Imagine you have a crazy but brilliant daughter who brings in a lot of money with locksmithing skills. Now, imagine she marries a man you don’t like, a man who threatens to take away your income. You could have him killed…or, if you are a tedious boor like Ragodan Strake, you could have him enslaved. Especially if he had a useful skill.”
“What did Malcolm do for his living?” said Caina.
“He was an armorer,” said Nerina. “The best armorer in Istarinmul. His family fled here when he was young to get away from the Magisterium. His father had offended Decius Aberon the First Magus…”
“I see,” said Caina, old rage flickering to life in her emotional sense. Her lover Corvalis had been the First Magus’s bastard son, and likely Decius Aberon’s cruelty has left its mark upon Corvalis. 
“Malcolm was injured by a spell,” said Nerina. “It broke part of his mind. He was quite intelligent, and had remarkable powers of concentration…but he was incapable of speaking a lie.”
“Truly?” said Caina. “I’ve heard the mind-altering spells of the magi can have effects like that, but…”
“I find social situations unpleasant because they do not conform to precise mathematical principles,” said Nerina. Her expression became almost wistful. “Malcolm…he found socializing even more difficult than I did, since social mores require a great deal of polite lying.”
“Dear gods,” muttered Morgant. “The two of you together in conversation must have been a spectacle.” 
“That was how we met,” said Nerina. “Father wanted to buy some armor from him. Malcolm observed that I was shorter than average and below the normal weight for my height, which would make it hard for Father to find me a husband, since my hips were not the optimal width for childbearing. I demonstrated that I was well within the median range for height among Istarish women, and we wound up discussing the mathematical principles of sound armor construction until well after dawn.”
“A love story for the ages,” said Morgant. 
“An armorer,” said Caina, her emotional sense darkening. “The best armorer in Istarinmul. The Inferno is where the Immortals are created and armed, and Malik Rolukhan is the Lieutenant of the Inferno. If Nerina’s father was friendly with Rolukhan, and he wanted to get rid of Malcolm…why not get rid of Malcolm and do a favor for Rolukhan at the same time?” 
“All this time,” whispered Nerina. “He was in the Inferno all this time, and I never knew it.” She looked at Caina. “Will you look for him when you go to the Inferno? If you can, will you bring him out?”
“I shall,” said Caina.
Morgant started to make another barbed remark, but Nasser spoke first.
“To that end,” said Nasser, “I suggest we make our plans. Mistress Strake, please accept my apologies for doubting your word.”
“It is all right,” said Nerina. “One should not believe things without mathematical proof.”
“This will distract from our true purpose,” said Morgant. 
“I fail to see how,” said Nasser. “Our task is to enter the Inferno and rescue Annarah. To do that, our best path is still to kidnap Kuldan Cimak and have Ciaran replace him. If we happen rescue Malcolm along the way, well and good. We will then have a man with intimate knowledge of the Inferno.”
“Very well,” said Morgant with a disgusted shake of his head. “You’re the military commander, not me. What would I know of such matters?”
Nasser’s expression did not change, but Kylon’s senses caught the flicker of fury that went through him. 
“If my knowledge of Istarinmul’s geography is correct,” said Caina, “then it seems our best chance to catch Cimak is on the road to the Vale of Fallen Stars, between the Desert of Candles and the Trabazon steppes.”
“I concur,” said Nasser. “Both the Trabazon steppes and the Desert of Candles are ideal locations for banditry. If we catch Cimak’s column there, we can overpower it and take him captive without anyone interfering, especially if we ensure that no survivors make their way to the Inferno and carry news to Rolukhan. Four hundred men would be best. Shopur’s company, and these Black Wolves of yours, I think.”
Kylon frowned. “Four hundred men is a formidable force. Will they not attract notice?”
“I hadn’t considered that,” said Caina. 
“No,” said Nasser. “We shall not draw undue notice.”
Caina looked puzzled. “Why not?”
Morgant snorted. “Haven’t you realized yet, Ciaran?” He used Caina’s alias with a hint of scorn. “You’ve broken Istarinmul.”
The unease in Caina’s sense deepened. “What?” 
Nasser sighed. “The reason that four hundred armed men crossing the countryside will not draw notice is because four hundred men is an acceptable escort for a traveler these days.”
“The Collectors, you see,” said Morgant. “The errand boys of the Brotherhood of Slavers. You’ve put the fear of the gods into the cowled masters, but Callatas needs slaves, and he does not accept excuses. So the Collectors are taking slaves wherever they can find them by kidnapping travelers and attacking caravans. They’ve even begun kidnapping peasants from the lands of the southern emirs.”
Caina glanced at Nasser. “I had heard that Kaltari raiders were attacking the slave caravans coming up from Anshan.” 
More likely than not, Kylon suspected, Caina and Nasser had a hand in arranging that. 
“Which has also made the Brotherhood even more desperate,” said Morgant. “The southern emirs have complained, but Callatas wants slaves for his wraithblood laboratories, and Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku is a puppet upon Callatas’s strings. The emirs of the Vale of Fallen Stars and the other southern emirates are just about ready to take matters into their own hands.” He grinned, his pale face almost like a skull. “You’ve stuffed Istarinmul full of kindling, and it will only take a single spark to set it all ablaze. Have you ever started a war?” 
“I helped once,” said Caina, her emotional sense darkening further. “Stopped a few others.” She shrugged. “This would have happened anyway. Sooner or later Callatas would have overreached…and either the emirs would overthrow him or he would drown Istarinmul in blood. All I did was hasten the inevitable.”
“But if we find Annarah and obtain the Staff and Seal of Iramis before Callatas,” said Nasser, “then we can defeat Callatas and stop his Apotheosis.” He offered a shrug. “If an army becomes necessary to defeat Callatas and depose the Grand Wazir…then that is what is necessary, I fear.” 
“You knew,” said Caina, her eyes narrowing. “That’s why you sent Strabane to the Kaltari Highlands, and that’s why you told him to raid the Brotherhood’s caravans. To put pressure on the Brotherhood and deny Callatas slaves to kill for wraithblood, yes, but to prepare for this.” Her sense turned cold as certainty washed over her. “You’ve been planning to overthrow the Padishah all along.”
“Not necessarily,” said Nasser. “My goal is to defeat Callatas and stop his Apotheosis. If I could do that by working with the Padishah Nahas Tarshahzon and his magistrates, then I would gladly do so. But the Padishah and his heirs vanished years ago, and Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku governs Istarinmul for the benefit of Callatas and his designs. You have your secrets, Ghost, and I have mine.”
“Civil wars are always the bloodiest,” said Kylon. 
“They are,” said Nasser. “But it will be bloodier by far if Callatas finds the Staff and the Seal and works the Apotheosis. Perhaps we may have a chance to avert all of it. Does your conscience trouble you, Lord Kylon? Do not let it, I urge you. Civil war might well have come to Istarinmul even if Ciaran had never set foot within the city…and Callatas would continue his bloody work unhindered.”
Kylon shook his head. These games, these wheels within wheels and machinations within machinations, they were not his strength. Perhaps if they had been, perhaps if he had been better at it, maybe he would have seen Cassander’s and Rolukhan’s trap coming. Perhaps he could have saved Thalastre and their unborn child from the Red Huntress’s blade. 
But that was in the past. If he could avenge Thalastre and stop the deaths of countless thousands in her name, then he would follow Caina’s lead. 
“I will do what I must,” said Kylon.
“Capital,” said Nasser. Kylon was not a good politician, but he suspected that Nasser had been. “This, then, is what I propose. We shall leave Istarinmul in two days…”
 
###
 
Night fell by the time Caina left the sculpture works and made her way through the streets of the Old Quarter to her safe house. 
She had changed her disguise, removing the turban and the beard and throwing back the robe to make a cloak, revealing the leather armor and ragged boots and trousers she wore beneath it. It was a simple trick, but a useful one. Now instead of a merchant, she looked like a caravan guard who had stolen a fine cloak. A disguise was the thinnest of shields, but it had kept Callatas and the Teskilati and the Brotherhood of Slavers from finding Caina for nearly two years. 
Nevertheless, she felt much safer with Kylon walking next to her. 
“There might be another way,” Kylon said, his voice quiet.
“Oh?” said Caina. “Another way to do what?” 
“You have the valikon,” Kylon said. “If we wait until Rolukhan returns to Istarinmul, we can ambush him. The valikon will both kill him and his nagataaru.”
Caina said nothing as she looked up at him. In the nighttime gloom she could not see much of his face, but his expression was hard and set. She knew how he felt. Rolukhan had helped orchestrate the murder of his wife. Caina knew that kind of rage, that need for vengeance.
She knew it very well.
“I don’t think it would help,” said Caina.
“Thalastre would be avenged,” said Kylon. 
“She would,” said Caina, “but we wouldn’t be any nearer to entering the Inferno.” She looked around, made sure that no one was within earshot. “And it is too risky.”
“And sneaking into the Inferno is not?” said Kylon, a bit of humor in his tone.
“Well,” said Caina. “There are degrees of risk.” She took a deep breath. “You could do it. If I gave you the valikon, you could kill him. But you might get killed in the process. After what happened at the Ring of Cyrica, Rolukhan doesn’t go anywhere without a guard of Immortals, to say nothing of his own spells and whatever powers his nagataaru gives him. Even if we kill him here…you will avenge Thalastre, yes, but that won’t accomplish anything. Annarah will still be in the Inferno. We’ll still have to find a way inside.” 
Kylon said nothing for a while. Caina wondered if she had pushed him too far, and then he sighed and shook his head. 
“You are right,” said Kylon. “I wish you were not, but you are.”
“You’re a warrior,” said Caina. “You think like a warrior. I’m not. I’m a spy. I have to work in the shadows. I think the best way to handle Rolukhan is to defeat him before he even knows what has happened.” 
The safe house came into sight. It was an old boarding house, the plaster of its walls cracked and crumbling. Caina had safe houses scattered throughout Istarinmul, refuges stocked with weapons and supplies. For this one, she had disguised herself as a courier and paid several years’ worth of rent for a room on the top floor, claiming that she needed a place to stay while in Istarinmul. 
“Do you think Nerina is right?” said Kylon.
Caina blinked. “That her husband is alive? Yes. After the things she saw in Callatas’s wraithblood laboratories, she’ll never touch a drop of the stuff again, no matter how much she might want to.” 
“Not about that,” said Kylon. “That we can save Malcolm.”
Caina said nothing for a moment. They walked into the alley, to the rickety wooden stairs that led up the side of the building to her room.
“That’s what she wants you to do,” said Kylon. “To save her husband from the Inferno.”
“Morgant wants me to save Annarah from the Inferno,” said Caina. “What’s one more?” 
“Do you think we can do it?” said Kylon.
“Maybe,” said Caina. “Maybe not.” She stopped at the base of the stairs and looked at him. “Maybe we can’t do this at all.” There were only a very few people to whom Caina could admit her doubts, and Kylon was one of them. Too many other people in Istarinmul’s Ghost circle relied on her, and allies like Morgant would interpret doubt as a sign of weakness. “Perhaps Morgant is right, and I have been driving Istarinmul to ruin and destruction. I…”
“No,” said Kylon. “Callatas was driving Istarinmul to ruin and destruction. You just got in his way.” He shook his head. “Morgant and Nasser might have opposed him, but you were the one to make them effective. Otherwise Nasser would have plotted in the shadows and Morgant would have waited for someone worthy of his secret until Callatas finished his Apotheosis. And I would have gotten myself killed going after Rolukhan. If Callatas is going to be stopped, it is because of you.”
“There is no need to be kind,” said Caina.
“I’m not,” said Kylon. “I wasn’t a very good politician and I don’t know how to lie like one.”
“Then thank you,” said Caina. “And I will save Malcolm, if I can. It…you and I, we understand what that did to her. What it is to lose someone.”
Kylon nodded, and as the silence stretched between them Caina felt her mouth go dry.
They were alone. Part of her, a larger part of her than she expected, wanted to invite him up with her. They would be alone up there, too. Or maybe he would ask to come up…
He smiled instead. “Good night.”
Caina nodded, a wave of relief going through her. Inviting Kylon into her safe house would have been a terrible idea.
Another part of her felt disappointment. 
“Good night,” she said. “Meet me the day after tomorrow in the Cyrican Bazaar.” 
He nodded, sketched a courtly little bow in imitation of the nobles of the Empire, and left.
Caina watched him until he disappeared into the street, and then climbed the stairs to the door.



Chapter 3: Warnings
 
Sleep did not come for Caina.
She lay on the cot, staring at the weathered rafters and crumbling adobe of the ceiling. The room was pleasant enough, and the windows even admitted a decent breeze if she opened the shutters, though she only had a view of the alley. Given the number of people who wanted to kill her, a view of the alley was probably for the best. She had a ladder that led to the roof, and Caina had stocked the room with rope, weapons, and other supplies. If her enemies came for her here, she could barricade the door and make a quick escape over the roof. She was not truly safe anywhere in Istarinmul, but this was as close to safe as she could manage. 
Still sleep did not come, and doubt gnawed at her.
Had everything she had done since coming to Istarinmul been a colossal mistake? 
Everything Morgant had said made a horrible amount of sense. Slaves were the foundation of Istarinmul’s economy. Tens of thousands of them toiled in the mines and the great plantations of Istarish Cyrica and Akasar. Even the small shopkeepers and the small farmers of southern Istarinmul often owned two or three or four slaves. 
Callatas’s secret mass murder of slaves had driven the price up, and then Caina’s campaign of terror against the cowled masters of the Brotherhood had driven the price far higher. The demand for slaves was greater than the Brotherhood could meet. Little wonder the Brotherhood’s Collectors were kidnapping people to sell upon the block. Little wonder the southern emirs were outraged. Caina had not traveled much of Istarinmul outside of the Padishah’s capital, but she knew that the northern Istarish emirs and the southern Istarish emirs hated each other. The northerners looked upon the southerners as rustic primitives, while the southern nobles considered the northerners to be decadent fools, weaklings supported by the labor of their slaves. If the southerners’ peasants were kidnapped as slaves for the northern nobles, the southern emirs would revolt. 
Civil war would come to Istarinmul.
And it would be Caina’s work.
She stared at the ceiling for a moment longer and sat up. 
Caina was a Ghost, a spy of the Emperor. She was supposed to work in the shadows, not start wars. She knew what war was like. She had been at Marsis when Rezir Shahan and Andromache launched their attack upon the city. Caina remembered the screams and the blood, remembered the desperate fear that had gripped her as she searched for Ark’s and Tanya’s young son amongst the chaos.
Sometimes she still had nightmares about it. 
Had she prepared such a nightmare for the people of Istarinmul?
Claudia had accused her of recklessness, of charging forward in her pain over the death of Corvalis, heedless of the damage she might cause. Much of that accusation had been Claudia’s own bitterness over Corvalis’s death, bitterness Claudia had set aside after they survived the Red Huntress at Silent Ash Temple. Yet there had been truth in that accusation, more than Claudia herself had known. In her sorrow over Corvalis’s death, at least part of Caina had wanted to die with him, even if she herself had not fully realized it at the time. 
So then she had thrown herself against the Brotherhood of Slavers and Callatas’s plans, had allied with Nasser to stop the Apotheosis…and she had indeed almost gotten herself killed. Kalgri the Red Huntress had almost slain her. Cassander Nilas had conjured an ifrit and sent it after her. 
Caina had survived, but only barely. Her recklessness had almost brought death upon her head…but would it bring civil war to Istarinmul?
Would her decisions bring ruin on others?
She lay back down, staring at the shadows upon the ceiling. 
Perhaps she had brought war upon Istarinmul, or perhaps not. Maybe Nasser and Kylon were right. Perhaps Istarinmul would have exploded without her. Callatas had murdered tens of thousands of slaves to make his wraithblood, and would work his way through tens of thousands more if given the chance. Sooner or later he would push too far and war would break out…or he would complete his Apotheosis and destroy Istarinmul just as he had destroyed Iramis a century and a half past. Callatas had wrought appalling crimes, and unless he was stopped, he would do far worse. 
Caina rubbed a hand through her hair. She had started growing it back, and it had just reached her ears. The web of lies that sustained her life was a thin one, and Kalgri and Cassander had penetrated it, but other than that it had worked so far. Most of Istarinmul thought that the Balarigar was a man. Nasser and his circle of associates thought that Caina was a man. Nerina knew that Caina was a woman, but she didn’t know Caina’s real name. Damla and Agabyzus both knew Caina’s real name, but they were Ghosts of her circle. Martin Dorius and Claudia knew who Caina really was, but Martin was the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador to the Padishah. Morgant knew who she was, but he was dangerously clever, and…
Caina blinked.
Kylon knew who she was, too.
She let out a long breath.
What was she going to do about Kylon?
She had been glad to see him, glad to see someone she had known from before her exile, and horrified by Thalastre’s murder. Then they had faced the Sifter and survived, and Caina had found herself drawn to him. She had always been drawn to strong men, to fighters and killers, and Kylon was one of the best fighters she had ever met. He was also a good man, dutiful and determined, still grieving for his murdered wife…
A wave of guilt went through Caina. Thalastre had been murdered. Corvalis had died saving the world from the Moroaica. How could Caina even begin to think that way about Kylon? It was a betrayal of Corvalis, a betrayal of Thalastre.
But they were dead, and Caina and Kylon were not. 
She rubbed a hand over her face, trying to clear her mind and failing once again. 
Why hadn’t she invited him into the safe house with her? If she was honest with herself, she missed having a man in her bed. She was drawn to Kylon, admired his strength and courage. It was not as if she could bear him a child. They could enjoy each other’s company while they could.
Caina closed her eyes and ticked off the reasons it was a bad idea. 
She could not do such a thing casually. Perhaps some women could, but Caina knew she could not. If she took Kylon into her bed, she would give him her heart. She had done so with Corvalis, and losing him had almost destroyed her. 
Caina could not go through that, not again. And given the enemies she faced, men of deadly power and purpose like Grand Master Callatas and Cassander Nilas and Malik Rolukhan, such a distraction could be fatal. 
Perhaps she was simply fooling herself. Kylon was drawn to her, she was certain of that. But perhaps he still mourned for Thalastre and could not contemplate another woman. Perhaps he thought of her the way Morgant did, as a dangerous madwoman who made a useful ally. 
Or perhaps…
She shivered a little.
Perhaps Kylon knew that he could find someone better. He was still a Kyracian nobleman, even in exile. Maybe he wanted to marry again, to a woman who could bear him children as Caina never could. Perhaps he wanted a woman who was not scarred by the battles she had fought, a woman who was not haunted by the horrors she had seen…
“Gods,” muttered Caina in disgust, sitting up again. She laughed at herself. The fate of Istarinmul and perhaps the entire world hung in the balance, and she lay in her bed fussing like a petulant child. She had to get some sleep. The next two days would be busy, and then they were leaving to pursue Kuldan Cimak.
Caina rose, stretched, and started working through the unarmed forms. She had learned them half a lifetime ago at the Vineyard, and the motions came without thought now. High kick, middle block, palm strike, wrist throw, side kick. Again and again Caina worked through the forms, the unarmed moves that had saved her life many times. She practiced until her limbs trembled with fatigue, until sweat made her shift stick to her back and chest. 
Usually exercise calmed her, but still her mind roiled. 
She sighed, reached under the room’s table, and drew out a small wooden cask. Caina opened it and poured an inch of amber liquid into a clay cup. Caerish whiskey was useful for cleaning cuts and wounds, so Caina usually stored some in her safe houses. She avoided drinking it, not because she found it unpleasant, but because she enjoyed it too much. It clouded her mind, dulled the sharp edges of her dark memories. She had almost drank herself to death her first night in Istarinmul, and she could easily see herself drinking herself into a stupor once a week, then every other night, and then every night. 
So she avoided it, but she wanted to sleep. 
Caina swallowed the whiskey in one gulp, winced as it burned against her tongue and throat, and pushed the cup and the cask under the table. The drink went right to her head, and she felt dizzy and flushed. She sat down, the cot creaking beneath her, and laughed. Just as well she had not invited Kylon up. The cot wasn’t nearly strong enough to support their combined weight.
The floor looked sturdy enough, though. Or the table. Or perhaps propped up against the wall…
Caina scowled, rebuked her overactive imagination, and lay back down.
And this time, sleep found her.
 
###
 
So did the dreams. 
Once again, Caina dreamed of a place that she had dreamed before.
She stood in the bleak gray plain of the Desert of Candles, the wind moaning and whistling past her, grit blowing past her boots and making her skirt ripple around her legs. Around her stood thousands of the strange crystalline pillars that gave the Desert its name, jagged shafts eight or nine feet tall that shone with a pale blue glow. In the gloom the light seemed eerie and unnatural, like the glow of dead spirits come to walk the earth. 
Before Caina rose the fountain.
Its broad basin of white marble was thirty yards across, dry and empty, the dust of the Desert blowing across it. Despite the endless wind, the white stone was as smooth and crisp as if it had been carved yesterday. A wide stone plinth rose within the fountain, and upon it stood eight statues wrought of the same blue crystal as the jagged pillars. Seven of the statues were children, and the eighth was a woman of stunning beauty, clad in an ornamented gown. Her expression was tight and hard, her hair thrown back from her head as if caught in a wind. Her arms were thrust before her, as if to ward something away.
Or as if she was reaching for someone. 
Caina had seen this place and this fountain before. Once, Caina had learned, the fountain had stood within the heart of Iramis, and had been enspelled to provide water for the city. Then Callatas had burned Iramis, killing its people and transforming its fertile farmlands into the desolate Desert of Candles. Iramis had burned, yet the fountain somehow remained, including the crystalline figures atop the plinth in the fountain’s center. 
The crystalline figures were important, though Caina was not sure how.
And she had the strangest feeling she had seen the woman before, somewhere in the waking world, but she could not quite place it.
“The star is the key to the crystal,” Caina whispered.
The spirit of the Moroaica’s father had given her that prophecy after Corvalis’s death. Those words had haunted her ever since, burned into her mind. Slowly she had been able to uncover their meaning. The “star” meant the Star of Iramis that Callatas wore on a chain about his neck, one of the three relics of the regalia of the Princes of Iramis that he needed to work his Apotheosis. 
The “crystal”, according to the Emissary of the Living Flame that Caina had met at Silent Ash Temple, meant this fountain. More precisely, she suspect it meant the eight crystalline figures atop the plinth, the woman and the children. 
But why? Why were they important? Just what was this fountain?
Caina didn’t know. It was more than a little frustrating.
A voice cut into her thoughts.
“The Moroaica.”
It was Kylon’s voice, but the words had a sardonic, mocking drawl to them, a tone Kylon had never taken with her. Caina turned and saw Kylon of House Kardamnos walking towards her. He looked a little younger and far less grim, the way he had looked before Thalastre’s death and the battle of Marsis. The way he had looked, she realized, on the day they had met and they had tried to kill each other. He wore the gray leather armor of a Kyracian stormdancer, a cloak the green-blue of the western sea streaming from his shoulders, a sword of storm-forged steel on his left hip. 
His eyes were smokeless flame, hot and bright, painting the skin of his face with fiery light.
The image standing before her was not really Kylon. The spirit wore Kylon’s form because it reflected her subconscious thoughts. Or, more likely, the djinni had chosen to wear Kylon’s form simply to rattle her. 
“Samnirdamnus,” said Caina.
Samnirdamnus, Knight of Wind and Air and djinni of the Court of the Azure Sovereign, stopped a dozen paces away, the sea-colored cloak rippling in the wind. He had spoken in Caina’s dreams ever since she had come to Istarinmul, and she was still not sure why. Callatas had bound the djinni to guard his Maze, the labyrinth protecting the entrance to his private laboratory, so Caina supposed Samnirdamnus wanted to be free of Callatas and take vengeance upon the Grand Master. 
But the djinni wanted something else, she was sure. Something that he thought that she had, though Caina did not know what. Samnirdamnus liked to speak in cryptic riddles, but his counsel and warnings had saved her life more than once. 
“The Moroaica,” said Samnirdamnus, a mocking smile on Kylon’s face.
Caina felt a chill. “Why do you call me that? The Moroaica is dead.” 
“You have the right to the title,” said Samnirdamnus. “Or would you prefer another one, perhaps? She had many names. The Szalds called her Jadriga, the Sword-Queen of War. The Anshani named her the Bloodmaiden, and the Kyracians called her the Bringer of Dust and Ashes. The Iramisians called her the Herald of Ruin, and I am not sure what the solmonari of the Szalds called her because she killed them all. But the priests of ancient Maat, the priests of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun that she burned…they called her the Abomination, the Destroyer. So many names, and all of them yours by right.”
“I am not the Moroaica,” said Caina, puzzled. The Sage Talekhris had made the same error, mistaking Caina for Jadriga, but Jadriga’s spirit had been trapped within Caina’s flesh at the time. A strange idea occurred to her. “You said I was the one you were looking for…but were you really looking for the Moroaica the entire time?” She laughed. “If so, you are too late. She is dead.”
Samnirdamnus made Kylon’s mouth move in a lazy smile. “I am not so sloppy, my darling demonslayer. You are not the Moroaica, and I have not sought for her. But, ah….it is such a pity you cannot see your own aura. So dark, so scarred, so heavy with the shadows cast by both your past and your future. If you could see yourself with the eyes of the spirit, then perhaps you could understand why someone might mistake you for the Moroaica.” 
“The Sifter,” said Caina. “It said something similar when it tried to consume me.” 
“The Sifter failed to understand you as I do, dark child,” said Samnirdamnus. “Consequently you defeated the ifrit.” He scoffed with disdain. “The ifriti were never all that clever. When one’s attention is focused entirely upon one’s next meal, I suppose that is inevitable.” 
“What is this about?” said Caina.
“About?” said the djinni. “Must it be about something? Can one not simply enjoy a pleasant conversation?”
“Not you,” said Caina. “There’s always a reason, always a purpose. Your counsel has aided me before. The daevagoths in the Widow’s Tower, or against the Red Huntress at Silent Ash Temple. So you have a reason for talking to me now.” 
“The stormdancer,” said Samnirdamnus, the burning eyes brightening in Kylon’s face. “What do you think of him?” 
“You’re in my head,” said Caina. “You can find out for yourself.” 
“Interesting,” said Samnirdamnus. “You cannot even admit the truth to yourself.”
Caina start to bite out an angry response, and then pushed back her temper. “Thank you for that insight. Do you have more counsel for me, or shall I listen to one of your obscure monologues?” 
“I believe,” said Samnirdamnus, “that you might be the one I have sought. I have been looking for you, or at someone like you, for a very long time. Look at the things you have done. You defied the Moroaica herself, the Herald of Ruin that the Iramisians of old so dreaded, and you even slew her for the final time. You went into the Maze and came out with your life and freedom and even your sanity. Such as it is. You defeated the Red Huntress, and you defeated the Sifter. You indeed may be strong enough to be the one I have sought.”
“We’ve been playing this game for nearly two years now,” said Caina. “I am either the one you have sought or I am not. Which is it to be?”
“Why, my dear Balarigar, my darling demonslayer, my clever dark child,” said Samnirdamnus. “You will either become the one I have been looking for, or you shall not. And in the next few months, I shall find the answer.”
“Why?” said Caina.
“Because you will either be the one I have sought,” said Samnirdamnus, “or you shall be dead.”
Caina felt a chill. “From what?” 
Samnirdamnus smirked, his eyes of smokeless flame flashing. “Think of all the enemies so eager to slay the Balarigar. All the foes you have collected. All of them are hunting for you, now, even as we speak. Your enemies hate each other as much as they hate you, but they will still have you dead.”
“Then do you have anything useful to say?” said Caina. “Or shall you give me vague warnings about perils I already know I face?”
“Only this. Do work out what you feel about the stormdancer,” said Samnirdamnus. “Very soon, now. For the silver fire is your only salvation.” 
“My salvation?” said Caina. “No. It was Kylon’s. The Surge told him those words, but it was a message for me. One of the vials of Elixir Restorata I stole healed him from the Sifter’s wounds.”
“His salvation?” said Samnirdamnus. “Are you so certain? You may wish to be clear on that before you enter the Inferno.” 
“You know something about the Inferno,” said Caina. 
“It is an old place,” said Samnirdamnus, gazing at the dry fountain. “Old and stained with the blood of countless innocents. Callatas thinks himself the fortress’s master, but he is wrong. It is older than him, older than Istarinmul, and the necromancy within it does not serve him.”
“Necromancy?” said Caina. 
“Why, of course,” said Samnirdamnus. “Are you surprised? The pharaohs of ancient Maat built the Inferno. It was the northern fortress of their realm, the frontier of their dominion. You know the power of their necromancy. The first wound that set you upon the path of the Balarigar, the first scar upon your aura, was carved across your flesh in the name of Maatish necromancy.”
“I remember,” said Caina. She did, all too well. 
“Callatas thinks the Inferno is his,” said Samnirdamnus, “but it belongs to the dead hand of the Maatish necromancer-priests of old. And you, too, Balarigar…the mark of the Moroaica is still upon you, even if you wish it were not. Think upon that.” 
He turned to go, the cloak swirling around him.
“Wait,” said Caina. “Annarah’s Sanctuary. It is in the Inferno?”
Samnirdamnus nodded. 
“Can we bring her out again?” said Caina.
“You can,” said Samnirdamnus. “If you are clever enough. Yet the Inferno is filled with the bones of those like you, those who tried to escape from it and failed. You are either the one I have sought…or your bones shall gather dust in the Inferno.”
The dream dissolved around Caina, and she knew no more.
 
###
 
Caina awoke to sunlight in her eyes and a throbbing headache in her temples, her mouth dry and papery. She winced, took a deep breath, and sat up with a groan.
“Gods,” she muttered. “I cannot hold my liquor.” 
Caina drank half the carafe of water she kept near the bed and started to prepare. She had a busy day ahead of her, and it didn’t matter if she had a headache or not. She washed herself and then dressed in a blue dress, sandals, a leather belt, and a blue headscarf. Her hair was still too short to do anything with it, but since most Istarish women covered their hair with a headscarf, that was just as well. The ghostsilver dagger she had stolen from Callatas’s library went on her belt, and she concealed throwing knives up the loose sleeves of her dress. 
She hesitated, and then drew out two more items from beneath the cot.
The first was a small leather pouch lined with lead foil. Inside rested three small, thumb-sized crystalline vials containing Elixir Restorata. Callatas had made the Elixir in his laboratory, and it had the power to heal any wound taken within the last year and day. Caina could not use them herself. Thanks to the injuries she had taken from sorcerous attacks, the Elixir reacted violently to her presence, drawing in too much power and destabilizing. If she drank one of the vials of Elixir, the resultant release of power would likely kill her and anyone for fifty yards in any direction. 
It was something to remember in case Caina’s enemies ever surrounded her without chance of escape. 
She hooked the pouch to her belt and lifted a sheathed sword. It was shaped like a classic Anshani falchion, though most falchions did not have a double-edged blade. The weapon was lighter than a sword of its size should have been, and Caina felt a faint thrum beneath her fingers, a legacy of the mighty spells wrapped around the blade. The sword was a valikon, a weapon forged by loremasters of ancient Iramis. Wrought of ghostsilver, the sword could penetrate any warding spell, and the wards upon it could destroy a nagataaru. 
If one of Callatas’s disciples came for her, Caina would need the weapon. The Emissary had appointed Caina the valikon’s custodian, and Kylon would need it to kill Rolukhan and the nagataaru within his flesh. 
She wrapped the valikon in an old cloak, tucking it under one arm to complete her disguise. Now she looked like a young woman going about her errands for the morning, a bundle of laundry in the crook of her arm. Hopefully the various hunters seeking the Balarigar and the bounty of two million bezants would never dream that the Balarigar was in fact a young woman with a bundle of laundry. 
Caina left the room, locked the door behind her, and descended the stairs to the dusty alley. A half-hour’s walk would take her from the Old Quarter to the Cyrican Quarter, and then…
She froze. 
Something gleamed in the dust at the foot of the stairs.
Caina stooped and brushed away the dirt, revealing a slender knife. 
It was a short knife, and looked a great deal like the throwing knives she used on a regular basis. Yet the blade was curved, which would make it useless as a missile weapon, and it was far too short and fragile to be useful in a fight. Her next thought was that it was a fisherman’s scaling knife, but it was too short. A skinning knife, then? It looked like a skinning knife, but the blade was too thin and the handle too narrow. If someone tried to skin a cow or a donkey with it, the blade would snap off.
People, though, had thinner skins than animals.
Caina shuddered as she realized the knife’s ideal purpose. A Teskilati torturer might find such a knife useful. 
So what was it doing outside the door of her safe house?
The weapon looked new. There were no nicks upon the blade, no scratches, no rust. Given how Istarinmul’s populace tended to immediately steal anything left in public, Caina was surprised that it was still here. The steel would fetch a few coins. Caina saw no trace of any poison upon the blade. She held a hand a few inches from the weapon, but felt no aura of sorcery around it.
There was nothing. No spells, no poison, no signs of use or anything at all suspicious. Just a curved knife lying in the dust. 
A curved knife lying in the dust outside of her safe house.
Caina hated coincidences. They were almost always signs of an underlying pattern that she had failed to see.
A brief search through the rest of the alley failed to turn up anything useful. Most of the dust had been trampled to rock-like hardness, and what little loose dust remained bore hundreds of footprints. At last she sighed, tucked the little knife away with the valikon, and left the alley. 
She had work to do, and she could not waste time jumping at shadows.
On the other hand, the shadows concealed a lot of people who wanted to kill her.
No one disturbed her as she joined the crowds upon the streets and made her way to the Cyrican Quarter.



Chapter 4: Old Friends
 
A short time later Caina came to the Inn of the Crescent Moon. 
It was one of the Cyrican Quarter’s nicer inns, cheap enough that even merchants of middling prosperity could stay here, yet expensive enough to keep out wandering peddlers, caravan guards, and the poorer sort of mercenaries. It stood five stories tall, with the usual whitewashed walls and arched windows of Istarish architecture, though mosaics of gazelles and lions ornamented the doorframes. A wide courtyard surrounded the inn, ringed by a low stone wall.
A stray memory flickered through Caina’s mind. Here she had pretended to be a circus girl named Ciara, her skills with throwing knives winning her a place among Master Cronmer’s Traveling Circus Of Wonders And Marvels. She had donned a skimpy costume of red silk and thrown knives as the crowd roared in approval, and Caina had used that disguise to enter the palace of the cowled master Ulvan, freeing his slaves and destroying his reputation in the process. 
The thought cheered her. She had freed Damla’s sons that day, saving them and hundreds of others from a grisly death in Callatas’s wraithblood laboratories. Perhaps Morgant was wrong. Perhaps Caina had indeed done some good since coming to Istarinmul.
She nodded to the robed footmen at the door and made her way into the common room. Each table had its own gleaming brass lantern, with more hanging from the high ceiling. A balcony of polished wood encircled the room, and the floor had been worked in an elaborate mosaic showing a pair of Istarish noblemen hunting tigers through the Kaltari Highlands. A score of foreign merchants sat throughout the room, eating their breakfasts while grim-faced bodyguards stood watch.
A man in late middle age sat at one of the booths, wearing the turban and ornate robe of a minor magistrate of the Padishah’s government. He was thin, far thinner than a man of his age should have been, his cheekbones stark against the seamed bronze skin of his face. A close-cropped graying beard marked his jaw and chin, and he sorted through a pile of letters before him, his bony fingers twitching like the legs of a giant spider. 
Caina sat across from the robed magistrate, who looked up at her and nodded.
“It is good to see you,” said Agabyzus, the current nightkeeper of the Ghost circle of Istarinmul. 
“And you,” said Caina. Agabyzus had once been the circlemaster of Istarinmul’s Ghosts, but after Tanzir Shahan negotiated peace with the Empire, the Teskilati had wiped out the circle in one bloody strike. Agabyzus had been taken prisoner, and had languished in the Widow’s Tower until Caina rescued him. The ordeal had ruined his health, but Agabyzus was still a master of disguise, and he had a head full of secrets and a network of contacts scattered throughout Istarinmul and the Padishah’s domains. 
He could no longer wield a weapon, but Caina knew firsthand that a secret was often more dangerous than any blade. 
“This is a pleasant enough inn,” said Agabyzus, taking a sip from the coffee cup at his side. “Not as good as the coffee my family makes, of course, but I cannot complain.”
“That is good to know,” said Caina. She took a deep breath. “I am leaving the city in two days, and I do not know when I shall be back. Until then, you will oversee the circle.”
Agabyzus nodded. “I will do what I can. Is it the…business you have mentioned?”
“It is,” said Caina.
“A risky venture,” said Agabyzus, “but since your recklessness saved my life, I cannot object. I do have some business related to your proposed venture.”
“The gold,” said Caina. “You gave it to him?” 
“The Kyracian?” said Agabyzus. “Yes. He met me at the lamp seller’s booth in the Cyrican Bazaar and gave me the code phrase. Just as you said, he proved his identity to me by freezing a cup of wine solid.” He snorted. “A useful skill when the days are hot. I haven’t had chilled wine in years.”
“He is a useful man to have around,” said Caina. With that gold, Kylon would make his way to the Alqaarin Quarter and hire the Black Wolves. Caina had dealt with the mercenary company in Rasadda, and their captain Dio was a ruthless and clever man. Given the enormous bounty upon her head, Caina would prefer that he not remember the black-cloaked shadow that he had met in Rasadda. 
“I shall ask no more upon the matter,” said Agabyzus. “What else would you have of me?”
“Kuldan Cimak,” said Caina. “What do you know of him?” 
“A minor emir,” said Agabyzus at once. “His ancestral lands are along the northern edge of the Trabazon steppes, a bit south of the Alqaarin Road. The estates are poor and support little more than subsistence farming, so Cimak himself is on the edge of impoverishment.”
“What is he like?” said Caina. “Cimak himself, I mean?”
“A wastrel and a drunkard with literary pretensions,” said Agabyzus. “His tastes in wine and women aggravate his perpetual poverty. I suspect that is why he was forced to accept the position of one of the Lieutenant of the Inferno’s khalmirs. Probably to pay his debts, or most likely to protect him from his creditors. A magistrate of the Padishah’s government cannot be prosecuted for debt until his term of office expires. Which is why so many of the hakims and wazirs hold onto their magistracies as long as…ah.”
His dark eyes narrowed, and he nodded.
“What is it?” said Caina. Agabyzus was clever, and had a knack for discerning the truth from scraps of information. Given the other things she had asked him to do, it was likely he had realized what she planned. 
“You don’t care about Kuldan Cimak,” said Agabyzus in a low voice. “You are more interested in his new office.”
Caina nodded. “The less you know, the better. We are playing a game with high stakes.”
“I understand,” said Agabyzus. “And if your work is indeed taking you to the Inferno…you are playing a surpassingly deadly game.”
“What can you tell me about the Inferno?” said Caina.
“Very little myself,” said Agabyzus. “Only rumor and hearsay. It is a name of dread among the Istarish, for those who enter the fortress never return. But that is why you had me bring Moryzai here, was it not? To speak with him of his experiences?”
“It was,” said Caina. “I would like to talk to him at once, if possible.”
“It has been arranged,” said Agabyzus, gathering up his papers.
“Wait,” said Caina, thinking of some of the things Morgant and Samnirdamnus had told her. 
Agabyzus went motionless. 
“How likely,” said Caina at last, “do you think the possibility of civil war within Istarinmul?”
Agabyzus considered the question. “Increasingly likely.”
“Why?” said Caina. 
“Because we have no Padishah,” said Agabyzus. “At least not one who exerts a visible hand. Nahas Tarshahzon disappeared years ago, as did his sons. The Grand Wazir and the Grand Master claim to rule in his name, but…well, they are not the Padishah. If we had a Padishah, a strong Padishah, he could bring the emirs and the Brotherhood to heel. Erghulan Amirasku likes to think of himself as first among equals, but the other emirs…”
“Place rather more emphasis on the ‘equal’ part, I imagine,” said Caina. 
“You imagine correctly,” said Agabyzus. “And Erghulan sides with the interests of the Brotherhood and the Grand Master. The southern emirs have never liked the northern nobles, and Erghulan is of the north. Sooner or later Istarinmul is going to explode.”
Caina nodded, closed her eyes, and opened them again. “Did we do this?”
“I’m sorry?” said Agabyzus. 
“Did we start the civil war?” said Caina. “With the…things that we have done?”
With the things that she had done, the choices she had made. 
Agabyzus mulled the question for a moment.
“Start it?” said Agabyzus. “Well, no war has begun yet. We haven’t started anything. Did we accelerate it? Certainly. War would have come eventually, but I daresay we sped it up.”
“I see,” said Caina, keeping the guilt from her face. 
“But it is better this way, I deem,” said Agabyzus. “If the southern emirs had risen against the Brotherhood and Callatas a few years ago, they would have been crushed utterly. Now, though…now the Brotherhood has been weakened, and in their desperation they have made many enemies. When the war comes, Callatas and Erghulan and the Brotherhood shall have far fewer allies.” He lowered his voice. “And we know the true reason for the Grand Master’s actions, do we not? With that knowledge, we have a better chance of victory.”
Caina nodded. She had not considered it in that light. Part of her wondered if it was a simple justification, but Agabyzus’s logic rang true. 
“One other thing before we talk with Moryzai,” said Caina. She drew out the curved little knife from the valikon’s bundle and placed it on the table. “Do you recognize this weapon?”
Agabyzus squinted at it. “I fear not.” He grimaced. “Ugly little thing. It looks…somewhat like the skinning knives the Teskilati torturers use in their work.”
“Then it’s a Teskilati weapon?” said Caina, alarmed. She had eluded the Padishah’s secret police so far, but if the Teskilati had been watching her safe houses…
“No,” said Agabyzus. “It’s much too small for that. Too fragile.” He scratched at his bearded chin. “I would say that it’s the sort of knife a physician would use for surgery, but…”
“But those kind of knives are usually straight,” said Caina, remembering the collection of blades that her teacher Komnene had used for medical work. 
“Where did you find it?” said Agabyzus. “It doesn’t look as if it has ever been used.” 
“In the street outside one of our safe houses,” said Caina. “The one in the Old Quarter, a bit north of the Bazaar.”
“Perhaps someone thought to send you a message,” said Agabyzus.
“They should have left a damned note,” said Caina, shaking her head. “But a message from whom? If it was the Teskilati or the Kindred or the Umbarians, they wouldn’t play games like this. They would have just kicked down the door and killed me. Why leave a knife on the ground?” 
“Maybe someone accidentally dropped it,” said Agabyzus.
“Do you really believe that?” said Caina. 
“No. Not under the circumstances,” said Agabyzus. “I shall have enquiries made among our friends in the Old Quarter. Maybe one of them know something. Perhaps it is just as well that you are leaving the city for a time. If someone is indeed following you, it would be easier to elude them in the open spaces of the steppes…”
“Or to find and trap them,” said Caina. “Come. Let us speak to Moryzai. I would not want him to get impatient and leave while I brooded upon my fears.” 
Agabyzus snorted. “I forgot you have not yet met Moryzai. I fear it would take more than impatience to make him leave his dinner.” They stood, Agabyzus tucking his letters away in a satchel. “I should warn you. His manners are rather…uncouth.” 
“It takes more than uncouth manners to frighten me,” said Caina. Agabyzus nodded and led her to the corridor that opened into the Inn of the Crescent Moon’s private dining rooms. Merchants who wished to conduct their business in privacy typically rented them, and Caina had used them herself more than once. Agabyzus walked to the third door and pushed it open, and Caina followed him inside. The smell of spicy Istarish food filled her nostrils. A gleaming table dominated the room, its surface covered with dishes, and an enormous man sat at the far end, eating curried rice and lamb with vigorous enthusiasm. Standing up, he would not have been much taller than Caina, yet he had to weigh three hundred and fifty pounds. He wore a robe that could have served as a tent, and sweat trickled from beneath his turban. To judge from his lack of eyebrows and beard, the man was likely a eunuch. Denied one indulgence of the flesh, eunuchs sometimes turned to others, which explained the food piled upon the table. 
“Moryzai,” said Agabyzus. 
“Ah,” said the big man, looking up from his food. His voice was high and phlegmy and gurgled as he spoke. Despite that his Istarish was clear and formal, even stately. “So this is your mysterious employer? Am I am last to be granted the honor of an interview?”
“She is,” said Agabyzus. “This is Moryzai, the finest forger in all of Istarinmul. He creates fake writs and proclamations so detailed that not even the Padishah’s own scribes can detect the forgery. I have employed his services for our business on your behalf many times.”
“Bah,” said Moryzai, gesturing with his fork. “The Padishah’s own scribes are clumsy imbeciles. The great danger of my work is that I shall create a forgery so perfect that the lack of incompetence will immediately proclaim it a fake.” He speared a bit of lamb upon his fork, swallowed it with a sigh of pleasure, and then pointed the utensil at Caina. “Just as you, my dear, are obviously fake.”
“Oh?” said Caina. 
This ought to be amusing. 
“Our mutual acquaintance,” Moryzai nodded at Agabyzus, “does not share the details of his business, but it is quite clearly illegal, and I have no wish to speculate upon it further, lest I be overburdened with knowledge and become a liability to your organization. But an organization such as yours, whatever it is, is almost always governed by a hard and ruthless man. The thought of a pretty young woman in her twenties ruling a criminal organization is, frankly, too ludicrous to believe. You ought to be on the arm of some fat merchant or dancing for the pleasure of an emir.”
“That’s very sweet,” said Caina. She glanced at Agabyzus. “You didn’t tell me he was a charmer.” 
“It is indeed tragic my manhood was taken as a child,” said Moryzai, taking another bite of rice. “Truly, my wits would have made me one of the greatest seducers in history. Ah, well.” 
“Alas, I can conceal nothing from your keen wit, master Moryzai,” said Caina. “Suffice it to say, I represent my employer, and he wishes me to ask some questions of you.”
Agabyzus was too practiced a spy to smile, but she caught the faint twitch of amusement near his eyes.
“Fair enough,” said Moryzai. “Say on, then.” He stabbed another bit of lamb on his fork.
“What do you know,” said Caina, “about the Inferno?” 
The bit of lamb froze halfway to Moryzai’s mouth.
“I know that you once worked there,” said Caina. “I know that soon after you were trained as a scribe, you were sold to a new owner, and you accompanied him to the Inferno. I also know that you escaped at some point, made your way to Istarinmul, and established yourself as a forger here.” 
“Mmm,” said Moryzai. He put down his fork and glared at Agabyzus. “You know far too much about me.”
Agabyzus shrugged. “I merely observe. One cannot fault a man for that.”
“No,” said Moryzai.
“All that is true,” said Caina, “yet fails to answer my question.” 
“Clever as well as pretty,” said Moryzai. “Where did your employer find you? One can buy pretty women easily enough on the block – at least until the Balarigar destroyed the market for slaves – but they usually have nothing but hot air between their ears.”
“That is very flattering,” said Caina, “but still does not answer the question.”
“No,” said Moryzai. “Very well. I shall tell you what I know about the Inferno. But you will first tell your employer one thing.”
“What is that?” said Caina.
“That he is an utter fool,” said Moryzai. “I do not know if you are thieves or foreign spies or something else, but if your employer is wise he shall stay far away from the Inferno. All that awaits you within its walls are torment and death if you are fortunate…and torment and unending death if you are not.” 
Caina’s unease grew. Not for the first time she wished Annarah had picked somewhere else to hide. Yet her stratagem had worked. Callatas had searched for a hundred and fifty years and still had not found the Staff and Seal of Iramis. 
“I will convey that message to him,” said Caina. “Please, continue.”
Moryzai scoffed, but kept speaking. “You must understand something first.” He considered for a moment, and Caina waited. “I was born a slave upon an estate in Istarish Cyrica, and I thought I would spend my life toiling in my master’s fields. But I was clever, and I taught myself to read. So as a boy I was made a eunuch and trained as a scribe, yet I do not regret that in the slightest. Do you know why?”
Caina shook her head, fascinated by the strange fear on Moryzai’s face. 
“Because,” he said, “I saw what happened to the slaves who were sent to the Inferno to become Immortals. I do not think they have souls once the training is finished. Certainly they no longer have consciences.”
“Go on,” said Caina.
Moryzai blinked, shaking away the memories. “As I said, I was trained as a scribe, and sold from master to master. None of them had any complaint with my work. Then I was sold to Kurzir Shahan.”
Caina blinked. “Rezir Shahan’s father.” 
“Aye,” said Moryzai, surprised. “You knew him?”
She remembered the pain and shocked fear in Rezir’s eyes as she had killed him.
“I met him once,” said Caina. 
“Rezir had a reputation for cruelty,” said Moryzai, “but he was only a pale shadow of his father. I knew fear as Kurzir’s scribe, and lived in dread of making an error. Then Kurzir was appointed as the Lieutenant of the Inferno. I thought I had known fear before, but then I accompanied my master to his new post at the Inferno.” 
He fell silent, staring at the congealed sauces upon the nearest plate as if he had lost his appetite.
“Go on,” said Caina. 
“The Inferno is a fortress,” said Moryzai, “but it is entirely underground, beneath the southern mountains of the Vale of Fallen Stars. All the histories say the Maatish were master necromancers, but they were also superb engineers. They carved the Inferno out of the bones of the mountains, and it has never fallen to an army. Do you know why we call it the Inferno?”
Caina did, but she shook her head so Moryzai would keep talking. 
“Because it is the furnace,” he said, “where living men are destroyed and reforged as Immortals in the service of the Padishah. Or, more accurately, in the service of the Grand Master of the College of Alchemists. There are alchemical laboratories within the Inferno where the vile elixirs are prepared. There are halls where the slaves are forced to kill each other for the amusement of the Lieutenant, so their souls and hearts become inured to blood and death. There are chambers filled with instruments of torture, where those who fail in combat are taught the meaning of pain so they can become strong. Thousands have died inside the Inferno over the decades, thousands and thousands beyond count. Those who survive, those who endure the training and the torture and the elixirs of sorcery…they come out as something colder and harder and more malevolent than human.”
“Immortals,” said Caina. 
Little wondered Rolukhan served as Lieutenant of the place. Nagataaru feasted on death and pain, feeding some of that stolen energy back to their hosts, and the Inferno would be an eternal fountain of pain and misery. 
“Yes,” said Moryzai, his voice fading to a whisper. “The Immortals call the Inferno the Iron Hell, and they are not wrong to name it that. But even that, even all the tortures and horrors of the place, were not the worst of it. The dead walk the deepest halls of the Inferno.”
“Dead?” said Caina. “You mean undead?”
“Like the golden dead,” said Moryzai. “The Inferno was originally a Maatish fortress, remember, and the pharaohs and necromancer-priests commanded vast armies of the undead. According to legend, the Bloodmaiden destroyed Maat two thousand years ago, but not all the fortresses fell. Some held out and tried to carve petty kingdoms for themselves. In time the Inferno was abandoned, but its undead remained.” 
“Then the Inferno is filled with ancient Maatish undead?” said Caina. That was a disturbing thought. The undead Rhames had been a Great Necromancer of Maat, and if Caina had not stopped him he would have killed half the Empire and conquered the rest. “Why have they not overrun the fortress?”
“Because they remain confined to the lower halls,” said Moryzai. “No one can command them, not even the Grand Master himself. Yet they never leave the lower halls. Sometimes the Lieutenant will order a troublesome slave thrown into the lower halls as punishment. The undead slay their victims in short order, and the victims rise themselves as undead.”
Caina frowned. “So whoever is killed in the Inferno rises again as an undead creature? How does the Lieutenant keep the undead from overrunning the entire fortress?”  
“Pardon,” said Moryzai. “I was not clear. Only those slain in the lower halls, the Halls of the Dead, rise again. Those who are killed in training in the upper halls, or executed at the Lieutenant’s command, do not rise again. They, at least, get to escape the torment of the Inferno.” 
“As you did,” said Caina.
“By accident,” said Moryzai, his gurgling voice growing fainter. “It was a mistake. I…well, I have never been particularly graceful. The peril of using one’s mind to earn one’s bread, I suppose. My master Kurzir gave me a message to deliver, and as I hastened, I lost my balance and fell from one of the walkways and into the Halls of the Dead.”
“How did you escape?” said Caina.
Moryzai offered a sickly little smile. “I ran. I ran as fast as I could. I was younger and lighter in those days, and I could still run. The undead…they called out to me as I ran. The oldest demanded that I stop in the name of their pharaoh and his gods. The younger ones screamed the manner of their deaths and demanded that I share their fate. I managed to climb my way out and I fled the Inferno. By Istarish law, a slave who deserts his master is crucified, but I thought crucifixion preferable to remaining another moment in that awful place. I fled to the city and turned my skills to less legal but more profitable ends. I feared Kurzir’s vengeance, but in time he died and his son Rezir ascended to the Emirate of the Vale of Fallen Stars. I suppose he had other matters to occupy than my fate, and then the Balarigar slew him at Marsis, may the Living Flame roast his black soul. His brother Tanzir became emir in his place, and Tanzir was a bookish, quiet sort. Though I have heard he found his backbone of late, and is most angry with the Brotherhood of Slavers.” 
“Thank you,” said Caina. “I know it was not pleasant to revisit those memories, but your help is appreciated.” 
Moryzai’s account of the undead troubled her. Of all the tales she had heard of the Inferno, none of them had mentioned the undead. Of course, Samnirdamnus had hinted at it with his talk of ancient Maatish necromancy. Caina suspected that there was a Maatish relic buried somewhere in the Inferno, something that raised the undead and commanded them to defend the fortress. Though if that was true, she wondered why Callatas hadn’t claimed the relic or destroyed it. 
Maybe he didn’t care. 
No – even if he didn’t care, he would have destroyed the relic or claimed it to prevent his enemies from using it against him. 
Maybe the relic was too powerful for him to control or destroy. 
Or, worse yet, perhaps the relic was under the control of something else. Maybe one of the undead Great Necromancers of ancient Maat still lurked in the depths of the Inferno. The priest Rhames had been one of the Undying, and his sorcery had been so terrifyingly powerful that he had defeated the Moroaica in a battle of spells. If another sorcerer of Rhames’s potency waited beneath the Inferno… 
Moryzai was speaking. Caina rebuked herself and turned her thoughts back towards him.
“It is no trouble,” said Moryzai with an airy wave of his thick hand. “Your employer is paying for my fine dinner, after all.”
“A sum that could have bought food for five grown men,” said Agabyzus, eyeing the table.
Moryzai grinned and slapped his belly. “A sum that could have brought food for five lesser men, sir. I am may be a eunuch, but no man has a stomach as strong as mine.” His smile faded. “Tell your employer to take care, madam. I would not return to the Inferno for any reason. Not if you offered me every golden bezant in the Padishah’s treasury.”
“I shall,” said Caina. “Thank you.” She turned and left the private dining room, Agabyzus following her. 
“He is right, you know,” murmured Agabyzus. “To warn you against going to the Inferno.” 
Caina nodded.
“Is it truly vital that you do this?” said Agabyzus, glancing towards the common room. “To go to the Inferno?”
“It is,” said Caina. “If we survive it, I shall tell you more. But…it is vital. It is absolutely vital. The fate of Istarinmul and maybe the rest of the world depends on it.”
“I see,” said Agabyzus, his gaunt face hardening with understanding. He had seen the wraithblood laboratory in the Widow’s Tower, had seen the nagataaru possess Ricimer’s corpse. “Then may the Living Flame be with you.”
“May the Living Flame be with us all,” said Caina. “For I fear we shall surely need all the help we can find.” 



Chapter 5: Instructions
 
Kylon walked through the Cyrican Bazaar, watching the crowds.
No one noticed him.
He felt a faint sense of wonder at that. In another few weeks it would be two years since the Red Huntress had murdered Thalastre and he had been exiled from New Kyre. Sometimes it felt like an eternity. Sometimes it felt like had just happened yesterday, and he could still hear the screams, feel the hot blood spattering across his face, see the harsh purple flame of the blade the Red Huntress had conjured. 
Just now, though, it seemed distant.
He was still not used to the sensation of walking unnoticed through a crowd. 
Kylon supposed it was a common thing, but he still marveled at it. He had been born to one of the most powerful noble Houses of New Kyre, and after his mother and father had been killed, his public role had increased. He had been at his sister Andromache’s side as she performed the duties of a High Seat and later Archon of the Assembly. He had trained as a stormdancer and served upon the war vessels of New Kyre, fighting pirates and privateers. When Andromache died in Marsis, Kylon became High Seat and later an Archon in turn. He had been one of the most powerful men in New Kyre. Everyone he had gone, he had been attended by slaves and retainers, and a large portion of New Kyre’s population knew him on sight. Kylon had rarely been alone, and he had never been anonymous.
Now he was. 
The anonymity, at least, was…refreshing. 
He found he enjoyed it. All his life he had been surrounded by slaves and servants and luxuries, and he did not miss them. That had been, he supposed, why he had enjoyed serving about the warships of the Kyracian fleet. There had been no politics there, no slaves, no scheming, simply duty and purpose. 
He walked past a booth selling carpets, the merchant engaged in a furious haggling match with a pair of elderly women. Neither merchant nor women looked up as he passed. Kylon was simply another man in the crowd, a Kyracian caravan guard in leather armor with a sword and a pair of daggers at his belt. 
But that wasn’t true. He was only pretending to be a caravan guard. Kylon had a mission and purpose here. Vengeance for his murdered wife and child…and a mission to stop the evil that had killed his wife from claiming others. 
His anonymity was only a tool to that end.
Nonetheless, it was pleasant. 
Kylon stopped at a booth long enough to buy a pair of wooden skewers loaded with cooked vegetables and meat. He paid the merchant and kept walking, the skewers in his left hand, his right hand free to draw his sword. Caina was the one with the colossal bounty upon her head, yet Kylon knew that neither Malik Rolukhan nor Cassander Nilas had forgotten him, and he would not be surprised if Kindred assassins or Silent Hunters turned up in the Cyrican Bazaar.
Best to be prepared if they did.
He stopped near the booth of the lamp seller, his eyes roving over the crowds. At this time of day, most of the crowds in the Bazaar were slaves and women, the men at work in their shops or workshops. Kylon took a deep breath, keeping his arcane senses under control. Men were but water, and his sorcery gave him control over water, permitting him to sense the emotions of others…and sometimes the emotions of a crowd grew overwhelming. It had taken him years to learn the discipline necessary to function in a crowd, to function in a battle. Though he supposed a battle was simply a crowd that was trying to kill itself…
“Kyracian.”
Kylon turned, his right hand inching towards his sword hilt. The lamp merchant, a short, sour-looking man with a well-trimmed beard and a garish robe and turban, beckoned to him. The man was grinning, which seemed out of place in his gloomy face. 
“Yes?” said Kylon. “What do you want?”
“You are waiting, yes?” said the lamp merchant. “You are waiting for your kizalkadan?”
Kylon blinked. In the five months he had spent in Istarinmul, he had learned quite a bit of Istarish, and Caina had gone out of her way to teach him more. Yet there were so many words he did not know, and “kizalkadan” was one of them. Sometimes he thought he would never get his head around the damned language.
“My what?” said Kylon.
“Your kizalkadan,” said the merchant, still grinning. “You have made a very good choice, my friend.” Kylon extended his arcane senses, but felt nothing threatening from the little man, only amusement and a desire for profit. “You should purchase a lamp.”
“Why would I do that?” said Kylon.
“Because you could give it to your kizalkadan as a gift,” said the merchant. “It could be a…symbolic gift, yes? That she brings light to your life or some such rubbish. Women enjoy such gifts, my young friend.”
Kylon stared at him for a moment.
“What,” he said at last, “the hell are you talking about?” 
The merchant sighed. “Foreigners. Are they all so dense? You should be wary, for if you cannot keep your kizalkadan, a bolder man will take her.”
“What is a kizalkadan?” said Kylon.
A woman’s voice laughed. “He means me, I fear.” 
Kylon turned as Caina walked towards him, the mixed cold and fire of her emotional sense washing over him. She was dressed as a common Istarish woman today in a dress and headscarf of bright yellow with black trim on the hems and sleeves. The ghostsilver dagger rested in a sheath at her belt, a satchel slung over one shoulder. Beneath her arm she carried a bundle that most likely contained the valikon. She looked like a pretty young woman going about her morning errands. No one who looked at her could possibly think she was the shadow-cloaked Balarigar who had terrorized the slavers and thrilled the commoners.
Kylon supposed that was the point. 
She smiled at him, that odd flicker going through her emotional sense. She was glad to see him, which he found oddly touching. 
“You see?” said the lamp merchant, waving his hands. “You should educate him, mistress. Your Kyracian friend is ignorant.”
“Well, I do try,” said Caina. Her tone was light and airy. She stepped forward, and then to Kylon’s astonishment, she leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “Come along, yes? Let us go for a walk.” 
She threaded her left arm through his right and guided him into the press of the Bazaar. Physical contact meant he sensed her emotions with more clarity, and he felt the cold ice behind her smiling, cheerful façade, felt the deep rage that had hardened into something stern and terrible within her heart.
Yet, nonetheless, she was glad to see him.
And there was something else, something…
He blinked.
Embarrassment? 
“What,” he said at last, “does the word ‘kizalkadan’ mean?”
“Ah.” She looked down and smiled. “It is a slang term in Istarish. Roughly translated, it means…unmarried female lover.” 
“I see,” said Kylon. “I apologize.”
“Whatever for?” said Caina. “It is a perfect disguise. We are just another couple talking a walk. No one would take a second look at us.”
“Yes,” said Kylon. Now it was his turn to feel embarrassment. 
Unmarried female lover…
Gods of storm and brine, what was wrong with him? Thalastre had barely been in her grave for two years. This was Caina Amalas. She was a Ghost circlemaster, the Balarigar, the bane of sorcerers and slavers. Not the sort of woman one took as a lover. 
Kylon wasn’t sure what to do.
Andromache had sent him slave women on a regular basis, arguing that a stormdancer and a noble of New Kyre had the right of comfort. After she had been killed, he had stopped. While he could not deny that he had enjoyed it, the experience had left him feeling cold and empty. Then he had married Thalastre, and had never thought to take another woman into his bed for as long as he lived. 
And now…
He was acutely aware of the feel of Caina’s arm, firm and warm, against his own. 
And what should he do now?
“You should have some breakfast,” said Kylon, handing her one of the skewers. “You always forget to eat.”
Caina raised an eyebrow. “Do I?”
“I’ve spent the last four months chasing shadows with you,” said Kylon. “You forget to eat. It has…it has…”
She waited, her expression unchanging.
Kylon sighed. “Do you mind if we speak Kyracian?”
Caina laughed. That wasn’t fake. He felt the amusement, utterly devoid of malice, flash through her sense. “Of course not.” She switched to fluent Kyracian without missing a beat. “I should keep in practice. There is not much opportunity to use Kyracian here. Though you should still practice your Istarish.”
“Very well,” said Kylon. “But only if you eat breakfast.”
“Fair enough,” said Caina with another laugh. She took a bite off the skewer. “You haggle like a Kyracian merchant, though.”
“I am Kyracian,” said Kylon. “It is in my blood.” 
“I cannot argue with that,” said Caina, taking another bite. She chewed and swallowed, her emotional sense changing. “Did you get the gold to Dio?”
“I did,” said Kylon. “He and the Black Wolves were quite amenable to the contract. Evidently the Umbarian Order has made the eastern Empire inhospitable, so they came here in search of richer waters. He will await us with Shopur’s company tomorrow at the Bazaar of the Southern Road.”
“Good,” said Caina. “Thank you. He never saw me without a mask, but he’s not stupid, and if he realizes who I am, he will not hesitate to turn me over to the Grand Wazir for the bounty.”
“This Dio seems an extremely ruthless man,” said Kylon. “I would not trust him.”
“I won’t,” said Caina, “but he is a man of his word.”
“How did you even meet him?” said Kylon. They walked through the crowds, drawing near to a white-plastered coffee house three stories tall. The Sanctuary of the Ghosts was hidden behind it, where he had slept and recovered from his wounds the first night after he had met Caina in Istarinmul.
“Oh, it was years ago,” she said, her eyes growing distant with memory. “In Rasadda, in the Saddaic provinces. He’d been hired to kill me, but I killed the magus who hired him, and he worked for me instead.” 
“Something of a dubious way to meet a man,” said Kylon.
“I don’t know,” said Caina, and she grinned at him. “I met you the same way, didn’t I?”
He laughed, surprised. “You did your best to kill me, too.” He had never thought he could laugh about anything that had happened at Marsis. Yet now here he was walking arm in arm with the woman he had tried to kill and who had tried to kill him during the battle. 
A woman with whom he was thinking about…
About what, exactly? 
He didn’t know. 
“What is it?” said Caina. 
“Life is strange,” said Kylon in a quiet voice. “Is it not?” 
“I cannot argue with that,” she said, pulling her arm from his. “Wait here. I have some business in the coffee house, and I’ll return shortly.” She hesitated, looking up at him with those cold blue eyes, and then kissed him on the cheek again.
Kylon blinked in surprise, both at the gesture and at the peculiar ripple in her emotional sense. 
She smiled again and headed for the coffee house’s door, disappearing inside. Kylon watched her go, and then turned his head as something cold and rigid brushed against his senses.
Morgant the Razor strode from the crowds, stark in his black coat.
 
###
 
Caina stepped into the common room of the House of Agabyzus.
She was relieved to see that it had not changed since her last visit. Low tables dotted the room, ringed with cushions. Booths lined the walls, and tall windows looked onto the Bazaar, the shutters thrown open to admit light and the air. At this hour of the morning, the House of Agabyzus was mostly empty, save for a few merchants lingering over their coffee as they discussed business. 
Once the House had belonged to Agabyzus. After the Teskilati had taken him prisoner, his sister had inherited the business and run it ever since. At the moment, Damla stood in the center of the common room, staring at Caina in shock. She wore a widow’s black dress and headscarf, her dark eyes wide as she stared at Caina.
“What’s wrong?” said Caina, looking around. She half-feared that she had walked into a trap, that Kindred assassins would erupt from the booths. Or had something happened to Damla’s sons? Had Ulvan decided to take vengeance upon Damla? 
“Nothing,” said Damla. “Nothing. I was just…startled, that is all. Please, let us sit and share coffee and news.” 
She led Caina to a booth with a view of the door and the windows overlooking the Bazaar, and one of Damla’s maids appeared with cups of coffee. Caina flicked a quick glance over the young woman as she propped the valikon’s bundle against the wall. The maid looked Istarish, three or four years older than Caina, with long black hair hanging in a braid beneath her headscarf, her black eyes downcast. Caina saw no sign of weapons, and as far as she could tell the woman was no threat. Yet Kalgri had disguised herself as one of Damla’s maids for months, watching Caina’s every movement, and Caina had not suspected anything until the Red Huntress had almost sent an arrow through her throat. 
The maid left, and Caina took a sip of coffee. 
“That’s good,” she said. 
“The beans are fresh,” said Damla. “Alas, it is growing difficult to obtain fresh coffee. There are so many rumors of bandits and brigands and rebel emirs to the south that the prices for everything keep rising. It is just as well the roads to Akasar and Istarish Cyrica are still open. I fear we might have riots otherwise.” 
“I think that things may get worse,” said Caina, “before they get better.” 
Damla nodded. She, too, was a member of Istarinmul’s Ghost circle, and her sons had almost been sent to one of Callatas’s wraithblood laboratories. Damla did not know everything, but she knew that Callatas was plotting something deadly, that his plans were the root of Istarinmul’s recent troubles. 
“Aye,” said Damla with a sigh. “But is that not always the way of things?” She took a sip of her own coffee and steeled herself. “What would you have of me?” 
“Nothing too onerous,” said Caina. 
“Your idea of onerous and mine are quite different,” said Damla. “Shall we don scandalous costumes and join a circus?”
“To be fair,” said Caina, “the last time, during that business with the hakim of the Cyrican Bazaar, I was the one who had to wear the scandalous costume.”
“Yes,” said Damla. “You might have a use for that costume if…” She shook her head. “You usually have a reason for coming here. Is there trouble?”
She seemed distracted, or curious, as if there was some subject she was not quite sure how to broach. Caina decided to ferret it out later. 
“Nothing that involves you,” said Caina. “I am leaving the city for a time. If all goes well, I’ll only be gone for a few weeks, but it could be as long as two months.” She reached into her satchel and drew out an envelope. “If I haven’t returned in three months, open this and follow the directions inside.” She had given a similar note to Agabyzus. If Caina died while trying to enter the Inferno, Damla and Agabyzus would go to Martin Dorius and Claudia Aberon Dorius. Together, they would choose a new circlemaster and try to find a way to stop Callatas and his Apotheosis. 
Damla started at the envelope. “And if you do not return…then I am to assume that you have been killed?”
“Yes,” said Caina. 
“Is there nothing I can do to help?” said Damla. 
“Not with this, no,” said Caina. She would have gone to the Inferno alone, if she could have managed it, but there was no way she could rescue Annarah without help. “If the circle needs your help with anything, Agabyzus will contact you. Otherwise…do what you have always done. Run the House of Agabyzus, sell coffee, and keep an eye out for anything unusual.” 
“I shall,” said Damla. “May the Living Flame go with you, for all you have done for my family.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. 
Damla sighed and slid the envelope across the table. 
“There’s something wrong, isn’t there?” said Caina. 
“Well,” said Damla, “no, not precisely.”
“You should tell me,” said Caina. “If it’s something I can help with, I could…”
“It’s not that,” said Damla. 
“Or if you saw something unusual,” said Caina. “Anything at all, no matter how insignificant. The smallest thing can be a sign of something dangerous.”
Damla let out a long breath. “It is…not my business, I fear.”
“Damla,” said Caina. “After all we’ve been through together…you can tell me.” Dread started to churn inside her. What had happened? Had Damla drawn the attention of the Brotherhood or of the Teskilati? Caina could not imagine how, but if Callatas or the Teskilati thought Damla was in any way linked with the Balarigar, they would not hesitate to kill her and burn the House of Agabyzus to the ground. 
“Very well,” said Damla, taking a deep breath. 
Caina braced herself. 
“Who was that man you kissed?” said Damla. 
Caina blinked. Her brain caught up with her surprise. She had walked with Kylon to the door of the House of Agabyzus, and then on pure impulse she had kissed his cheek before entering the coffee house. After all, it had helped maintain the disguise. Of course, the coffee house’s shutters had been open, and Damla had seen.
“Ah,” said Caina at last. 
“Is he…” said Damla, her voice trailing off as she tried to find the correct phrasing.
“He’s a friend,” said Caina. 
“Another Ghost,” said Damla.
“No, he’s not a Ghost,” said Caina. “We knew each other from before I came to Istarinmul.” She sighed. “An assassin murdered his wife and he was banished from his homeland, and he ended up here. We met again by chance a few months ago, and he has been helping me ever since.” 
“I see,” said Damla. “Forgive me, but I was sure that you were…ah, together.”
Caina sighed. “Everyone says that. Do you mind if I ask why?” 
“You…looked so happy when you kissed him,” said Damla. “You looked so happy that I didn’t recognize you.”
“Ah,” said Caina. 
Damla hesitated again.
“Come on,” said Caina with a laugh. “You can be honest with me.”
“This man,” said Damla, “this Kyracian…”
“Call him the Exile,” said Caina. It was the title Kylon had given to other Ghosts in their work over the last few months.
“The Exile,” said Damla. “How well do you know him?”
“Quite well,” said Caina. “He tried to kill me in Marsis.”
Damla’s eyes widened. 
“We made peace,” said Caina. “He helped me with some business in the free cities after that. Then I helped him save his wife when she was poisoned. He helped to stop the golden dead.”
“Is he your friend?” said Damla.
“Yes,” said Caina.
“Do you trust him?” 
“Yes.”
“Then,” said Damla, “why do you not seduce him?” 
Caina said nothing, staring into her coffee. 
“Forgive me if it is none of my business,” said Damla. “I am becoming a meddlesome old woman.”
“No,” said Caina. “I keep telling you that you’re not that old. And you’ve earned the right to be honest with me.”
“So why do you not seduce him?” said Damla. “Or let him seduce you? He is a friend and you trust him, and you are clearly drawn to him. I may not be as clever as you, but I am not blind, either.”
“It wouldn’t be a good idea,” said Caina. 
“Why not?” said Damla. 
“Because we’re in too much danger,” said Caina. “We both could be killed at any time.” She took a sip of coffee. “Losing Corvalis was almost too much for me, Damla. If…” She shook her head. “It’s been barely two years since his wife was murdered in front of him. That’s not…it’s not the sort of thing a man recovers from, not really. Corvalis, at least, died saving the world. The Exile’s wife died for nothing, only to satisfy the cruel whims of the assassin sent to kill him. I don’t think he could stand to lose someone else like that. It would…”
She realized that she had started rambling and fell silent. 
“It is not my place to offer counsel,” said Damla.
“I wish you would,” said Caina. “I don’t have many people who can offer me advice.” 
Damla considered for a moment. “I understand what you are thinking.”
“I know,” said Caina. Damla’s husband had been conscripted into Rezir Shahan’s army and had died in the fighting at Marsis. 
“You are right,” said Damla. “All the risks are very real. You might lose him, and he may lose you. With all the risks you run, you might well get killed.” She took a deep breath. “Losing my husband was one of the worst things that happened to me. Yet if I had known it would happen, if I had known from the beginning how things would have ended when I met him…I still would have married him. I regret losing him every day. I would regret never having met him even more.” 
“I see,” said Caina. “Thank you.” She liked that counsel. It was what she wanted to do, in truth. 
But she couldn’t do what she wanted to do. If she could work her will, she would return to the House of Kularus in Malarae, run the coffee house, and leave behind all the blood and the death and the sorrow that had followed her through the Ghosts. Yet if she did that, there would be no one to stop Callatas. She could not turn her back on Istarinmul, not when she knew the truth. 
Trying to take Kylon as a lover would be a dangerous distraction. 
Besides, she thought, Kylon was a nobleman of New Kyre. Would he be content to settle down with a woman who wanted to be a coffee merchant? Especially one who could not have children?
“Thank you,” said Caina. “I will think on what you have said.”
“Good luck,” said Damla. “With everything. I will watch the door, and hope to see you walk into my common room. Then I shall give you as much free coffee as you can drink, and you will tell me of your travels.” She smiled. “And anything else interesting that might happen.”
“I look forward to it,” said Caina, and she picked up the wrapped valikon and stepped into the Cyrican Bazaar. Kylon still stood where she had left him, and she saw the dark-clad figure of Morgant standing near him. Morgant seemed amused. Kylon’s face was calm, but she knew him well enough to see the annoyance there. She couldn’t blame him. Morgant was good at a lot of things, and annoying people was chief among them. 
That, and killing people.
She stepped forward and stopped as the gleam of metal caught her eye. 
Something small and metallic lay in the dust.
Caina went cold.
A small curved knife rested near the door to the House of Agabyzus. 
 
###
 
“I don’t drink coffee,” said Morgant. 
“Don’t you?” said Kylon. 
“It makes you too jittery,” said Morgant. “Ruins your nerves. Why, I remember once, I was in Cyrioch, and I…”
Kylon suppressed a sigh. Morgant would interpret a sigh as a sign of weakness, which would only encourage him to talk more. It amused the assassin to put on the guise of a rambling, absent-minded artist, but Kylon could sense the cold flicker of the ancient assassin’s emotions, and the icy iron of his sense never wavered, his pale blue eyes keeping constant watch on the crowds around them.
“You could make bad decisions,” said Morgant. “Come down in the world like a brick dropped into a pond. Go from one of the most powerful men in a small nation to a caravan guard standing in a bazaar next to a stall selling,” he glanced over, “glassware of questionable quality.” 
“If you are so subtle,” said Kylon, “I shall never grasp your point.”
“I suppose I shall have to use shorter words,” said Morgant, “considering my audience.”
“Or your skills lie in painting,” said Kylon, “and rhetoric is quite beyond you.” 
Morgant’s teeth flashed in a grin. With his pale, gaunt face, it made his features look almost skull-like. “That’s better, Kyracian. I thought your wits might have abandoned you after drinking so much coffee. Made you forget things.”
“Such as?” said Kylon, wondering where this was going. 
“Your wife, for one,” said Morgant.
Anger blazed through Kylon like a wildfire, and he almost drew his sword and ran the assassin through. Almost. He heard something creak and realized that it was the knuckles of his sword hand, which had balled into a fist. 
He met the assassin’s pale eyes. “Go on.” 
Morgant smirked. “I suppose a Kyracian nobleman is used to certain comforts of the flesh. You could buy a slave woman, but the price has gotten prohibitively expensive. Perhaps you could go to the Crimson Veil and rent a room for an hour or two. Or you could continue to charm our mutual friend, though that seems like so much work.”
The rage pulsed through him. “Jealous?”
Morgant scoffed. “Not at all. She’s pretty enough, aye, but she’s dangerous. There are flowers in southern Anshan that are stunningly beautiful, their colors more vivid and bright than anything found anywhere else in nature. One brush from their thorns is enough to bring about an agonizing death.”
“Is that what you think she is?” said Kylon. “A poisoned flower?”
“Perhaps,” said Morgant with a shrug. “It’s not my concern. You’re the one who keeps staring at her, Kyracian. Especially at her backside.”
“Why are you talking about this?” said Kylon.
“A man needs to know his reasons for doing a task,” said Morgant.
“Then your reason must be to catch my fist in your face,” said Kylon, “because that’s what is going to happen if you bring up my wife again.” 
Morgant grinned at that. “I know my reasons, Kyracian. I am going to keep my word. What is your reason? Because you want to seduce her? Or you want vengeance for your wife?”
Kylon scowled…and then it clicked. 
“Gods of storm and brine,” he muttered. “That’s what you’re worried about? You think my wish for vengeance might disrupt your promise?”
“If you want to get yourself killed avenging your wife, well and good,” said Morgant. “You can do what you wish…but if your desire for vengeance or your lust for the Balarigar interferes with my ability to keep my word, then I will kill you.”
“No,” said Kylon. “Malik Rolukhan and Cassander Nilas murdered my wife…but they were just the tools of Callatas. This isn’t going to be finished until his plans are broken and he is dead at my feet.”
“Good,” said Morgant. “Clarity of purpose is always refreshing, don’t you think?”
“Try to kill me if you wish,” said Kylon, “but you will not like how it ends. Not at all.”
Morgant’s smile only widened at that. Damned madman.
Kylon turned back towards the coffee house as Caina emerged from the door. Relief flooded through him. She was better at handling Morgant than he was, and always seemed to have a witty answer to his endless verbal barbs. Maybe…
Caina froze on the front step of the coffee house, and he felt the jolt of alarm go through her sense. 
“What is it?” said Morgant. He was no stormdancer, but he too had noticed Caina’s alarm.
“I don’t know,” said Kylon, looking around. The traffic and business of the Bazaar proceeded uninterrupted. A few watchmen strolled through the crowd, but they merely seemed vigilant, not alarmed. Kylon saw no sign of any enemies. 
Caina bent and picked up something small and shining from the ground. Kylon walked to join her, and Morgant followed him. 
“What is it?” said Kylon said to her.
“This knife,” she said, holding it out. It was a small, curved, delicate-looking weapon. Kylon would have thought it was a throwing knife, but the curved blade made it useless for that. “Did you see who dropped it?”
Kylon shook his head. “It was in the dust?”
“Stupid thing,” said Morgant. “It would snap if you used it for anything serious. I suppose you could use it to cut canvas for a painting, but it wouldn’t be good for much else. Slicing soft cheese, perhaps.” 
Caina shook her head. “This is the second one I’ve found. There was an identical one outside one of my safe houses yesterday.”
“What is the significance of that?” said Kylon. 
“It means,” said Morgant, “that someone is trying to send her a message. Are all Kyracians so inept at intrigue? Little wonder New Kyre didn’t win the war…”
“Two hundred years old and you don’t recognize this kind of knife?” snapped Caina. “Be quiet unless you have something useful to say.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, and Kylon was surprised at the strength of her reaction. She rarely let any emotion show unless it was part of her disguise. Finding the knife had disturbed her more than she wanted to let on. “No. We’ll just have to keep our eyes open.”
“What now, then?” said Kylon. It didn’t make any sense. If one of Caina’s enemies had found her, why bother leaving knives in the dust? Why not just show up with a century of Immortals and kill her? 
“We’ll keep to the plan for now,” said Caina. “I want to leave tomorrow to catch Kuldan Cimak’s caravan, and if someone is following me…well, a few hundred armed mercenaries might teach him better manners. Let’s go.” 
Kylon nodded, and they walked from the Cyrican Bazaar, Morgant trailing after them like a shadow. 
No enemies showed themselves.



Chapter 6: A Little Task
 
The next morning Caina walked into the Bazaar of the Southern Road, adjusting her threadbare cloak. 
Today she had returned to one her most useful disguises, a ragged caravan guard in leather armor with a dusty cloak and boots and worn old trousers, sword and dagger at her belt. A cheap turban covered her short hair, aiding her disguise and having the pleasant side effect of keeping the sun off her head. Countless caravans passed through Istarinmul, and every single one of those caravans hired guards to ward off bandits and raiders. One more caravan guard would not draw notice. 
Especially now that the countryside was so unsafe. 
The valikon rested under her arm, wrapped in its bundle. Upon her left wrist she wore a bronze-colored bracelet of delicate design. It had been Annarah’s pyrikon, and the thing had been linked to Caina ever since she had stolen it from the laboratory of a Master Alchemist. Perhaps she would soon have the chance to return it to Annarah.
She threaded through the crowds filling the Bazaar of the Southern Road. The caravanserai waited outside of Istarinmul’s southern wall, and the merchants filling the Bazaar catered to travelers, selling boots and bread and weapons for prices three times higher than could be found in the rest of the city. Foreigners, mostly Anshani and Alqaarin, with a sprinkling of Sarbians and Cyricans, moved through the stalls, buying and selling. On one side of the Bazaar rose the wooden framework and stacked bricks of a half-constructed building. Once the spot had been occupied by the Shahenshah’s Seat, an inn and tavern favored by the caravan guards and the teamsters coming up the Great Southern Road. Then it had burned down when an ifrit had attacked the inn.
Caina felt bad about that, since the Sifter had been coming to kill her. So she had arranged through a variety of intermediaries to fund the owner’s efforts to rebuild, and the Shahenshah’s Seat would arise anew. That also let her slip a reasonable bribe to the builders. When the Shahenshah’s Seat was finished, it would have a few concealed rooms within its walls. 
A Ghost circlemaster could never have too many safe houses.
She spotted Kylon standing near a booth, wearing clothes similar to hers. Granted, he was taller and much more muscular than she was, so he made for a more formidable caravan guard. He looked at the knives on display in the booth, shook his head in disgust, and walked away.
“Something wrong?” said Caina. 
Kylon frowned, his eyes narrowing as he looked at her, and then he smiled. 
“I didn’t recognize you,” he said. “You’re good at that.”
“Practice,” said Caina. “Was something wrong?”
He laughed. “No. Just that the scoundrel in the booth wanted to sell me a knife for three times what is was worth.”
“Gouging travelers is an ancient tradition,” said Caina. They walked through the aisles of booths, the knife merchant shouting at Kylon as they passed. “And you’re obviously Kyracian, so you must be a wealthy merchant with a fleet of ships and a warehouse full gold. Surely you can afford to buy the poor man’s inferior and overpriced knife.” 
Kylon shook his head. “When I was High Seat of House Kardamnos, I would not have permitted my seneschals to buy such inferior knives.”  
He fell silent, looking over the crowds.
“Is it hard?” said Caina. 
Kylon blinked. “I’m sorry?” 
“You had so much,” said Caina. “Lands and titles and offices and money. Now you are practically a vagabond in a foreign city.”
Kylon snorted. “It’s not as if I am begging for my bread. Winning gladiatorial contests was quite lucrative.” He let out a breath and shook his head. “I…never really considered the matter. I was never comfortable as High Seat. I was happiest on a ship, away from the city.” He looked at her. “What about you? You had the House of Kularus, a life in Malarae. You lost it all, too.”
“I did,” said Caina. “But…the money didn’t mean anything. Neither did the House of Kularus, in the end.”
“The people,” said Kylon, his voice soft.
“Aye,” said Caina.
They walked in silence for a moment. 
Kylon laughed a little.
“What?” said Caina.
“It was just as well Morgant isn’t here,” said Kylon. “I was just imagining his comments.”
“He has a way with words,” said Caina. 
Kylon opened his mouth to say something else, and then fell quiet. They had nearly reached the half-rebuilt Shahenshah’s Seat, and two figures in sand-colored robes walked towards them. One was a towering giant of a man, scarred and grim-faced, the hilt of a two-handed scimitar rising over his shoulder. The second was much shorter and carried a crossbow slung over one shoulder and a leather bag of tools. 
“Azaces and Nerina,” said Kylon.
“Ah, Ciara,” said Nerina as they approached. “I am pleased to see you. We are nine minutes early, so I am glad we did not miss you.”
“It never hurts to be early,” said Caina. Nerina never looked particularly healthy, but she looked worse than usual, her eerie blue eyes bloodshot, her eyes themselves ringed with dark circles. Azaces remained grim and silent as ever. “You haven’t slept well, I take it?”
“No,” said Nerina. “I never sleep well. The balance of probability is that insomnia is a long-term effect of wraithblood abuse, much like the color of my eyes.” She took a ragged breath. “And I have not slept for more than an hour at a time since the Crimson Veil.”
“Malcolm,” said Caina. 
“I cannot think of anything else,” said Nerina. “Sometimes I convince myself that I must have imagined it, but…no. It was him.” She swallowed. “Thank you for letting me come with you.”
“Your skills will be useful,” said Caina. “They were in the Maze and at the Craven’s Tower.” 
“I know Morgant does not want me to come,” said Nerina. “Nor does Nasser. They think my presence will be a negative variable on the equation of our success.” 
“They do,” said Caina. They were not entirely wrong, either. If Nerina saw Malcolm in the Inferno and reacted the way she had at the Crimson Veil, it would be disastrous. Yet Caina could not blame her. If she had seen Corvalis reappear, she might well have reacted the same.
A small part of her mind pointed out that she had threatened to kill Morgant when he had refused to help Kylon in the Craven’s Tower. Morgant knew where to find Annarah, who in turn knew how to find the Staff and Seal of Iramis and stop the Apotheosis, but Caina had been willing to throw all that away to save Kylon. 
Was she any different than Nerina in the end? 
Caina ignored that part of her mind for now.
“They do,” said Caina again, “but I don’t. We’re going to go into the Inferno and come out alive again, and we’re bringing Annarah and Malcolm with us.”
Nerina blinked. “You truly mean that?”
“I do,” said Caina.
Azaces let out a long sigh. 
“I think what Azaces means to say,” said Kylon, “is that you are determined to do this, or die in the attempt.” 
“I suspected that was the meaning,” said Nerina, “but I did not want to point it out.” She brightened. “See? Social mores. I am capable of sometimes grasping them.”
“Miracles abound,” said Caina. “Let’s go.” 
She led the way past the half-rebuilt tavern, through the Bazaar, and out the southern gate of Istarinmul. Beyond the gate the Great Southern Road rolled away across the dry plains. A sprawling caravanserai lay outside the southern walls, a maze of tents and ox-drawn carts and horse-pulled wagons. The smell of manure filled the air, and Caina heard the snort of oxen and arguments conducted in a dozen different languages. 
She kept walking until she saw the small army gathered at the southern edge of the caravanserai. 
There were two groups of mercenaries, all of them mounted. The nearest company was entirely Anshani, clad in the black-and-red patterned robes favored by Anshani anjars, noble-born warriors. Beneath their robes the Anshani horsemen wore chain mail, and most of them had spiked helmets with a neck guard. They carried short recurved horse bows, and scimitars waited at their belts. 
The second company was more varied, a mixture of Caerish, Ulkaari, Saddaic, Mardonish, and Nighmarian men. They had a mixture of chain mail and plate, but all the mercenary soldiers were well-armored and well-armed. Over their armor they all wore vests of black leather. Caina recognized several of them from Rasadda. 
“The Company of Shopur,” said Caina, “and the Black Wolves.” 
“That many horsemen,” said Kylon, “must be expensive.”
“Aye,” said Caina. She had access to quite a lot of money, most of it stolen from the cowled masters of the Brotherhood of Slavers, and even with Nasser’s funds it had taken a good chunk of that money to hire both the Company of Shopur and the Black Wolves. Caina hoped the investment would pay off. 
She walked to the head of the horsemen. Nasser waited there in his usual black clothing, Laertes silent and grim at his side. Morgant stood a short distance away, speaking to no one, his eyes roving back and forth. Caina recognized Dio, the captain of the Black Wolves, a villainous-looking Nighmarian man with flat gray eyes, close-cropped black hair, and an oft-broken nose. Next to him waited Shopur, the captain of the Anshani mercenaries, a big man resplendent in fine robes and expensive chain mail. Kazravid stood next to Shopur, his black hair and beard oiled, his robes clean if worn, a short bow in his hands. Kazravid was a womanizing gambler with a tendency to land in debt, but he was one of the best archers Caina had ever seen. 
“Let me do the talking,” murmured Caina.
Nerina opened her mouth to say something.
“Don’t point out the weight and height of the mercenaries,” said Caina. “It will not be helpful just now.”
Nerina sighed and closed her mouth.
“Ah,” said Nasser. “Capital. The final members of our little enterprise. Shopur, you will recall Master Ciaran and the Exile from our previous ventures.”
Shopur snorted. “That I do.” He spoke Istarish with a thick Anshani accent. “Profitable venture, but a fiery one.” 
“Ciaran,” said Kazravid. “What madness do you have planned for us this time?”
“Just a quick jaunt across the countryside,” said Caina. “Lovely weather for it, isn’t it?”
Kazravid snorted. “A beautiful day to kidnap an emir.”
“It really is,” said Caina. 
“I suggest,” said Nasser, “that we move out at once. Cimak will be traveling slowly, but best not to let the grass grow under our feet.”
“That is unlikely,” said Nerina, “given that the horses will consume the grass at a rate of…”
Kazravid sighed, and Morgant scoffed a little, shaking his head.
“Let us depart,” said Nasser.
 
###
 
Morgant was in a foul mood.
For one, he did not like horses. He preferred to operate from the shadows, striking from concealment. It was much harder to hide on the back of a horse. Nor was he fond of the open countryside. A man could lose himself on the steppes of Trabazon, that was true, but the steppes offered precious little in way of concealment. Still, while he had been born in the city, raised in the city, and had spent most of his extremely long adult life in the city, he knew how to survive in the wilderness, but he still preferred a city. 
But those were annoyances. He had endured far worse than that. 
That was not what had put him in a foul mood.
He rode in silence, watching the others. Nasser rode at the head of the column, conferring with Dio, Shopur, and Kazravid on a regular basis. Morgant was amused to see how easily Nasser had taken command of the little army. No doubt Shopur and Dio thought themselves independent men, tough-minded and hard, but Nasser Glasshand had the sort of charisma that made men obey his commands willingly.
Morgant snorted and looked at Nasser’s gloved left hand. Glass hand, indeed. He wondered how Dio and Shopur would react if they knew what was really under that black glove and leather bracer. He wondered if Caina had figured out who Nasser really was yet. She was too clever not to notice the truth, sooner or later.
Especially if their path took them toward the Desert of Candles. 
His eyes wondered towards Caina Amalas. She rode competently enough, though he could tell that she preferred her own feet. Sensible, really. At least she rode better than the Kyracian, who had obviously spent more time on the deck of a trireme than upon the back of a horse. And Kylon still rode better than Nerina, who was all but strangling her mount in an effort to keep upright. Shopur and Dio thought that Caina, Kylon, Azaces, and Nerina were part of Nasser’s retinue, though likely the mercenary commanders wondered why Nasser had chosen such inept horsemen for his bodyguards.
Kylon said something to Caina, and she laughed, smiling at him. For just a moment, there was a glimpse of emotion through the disguise she wore around her like a cloak. He doubted anyone else had seen it. Well, the Kyracian likely had, but it had been aimed at him.
Morgant wondered if that would complicate his task.
That was what put him in a foul mood. 
He had only two rules. He did not kill someone unless they deserved it, and he kept his word. Everything else had fallen away from him over the centuries, but he still had his two rules. He had promised that he would help Annarah, and had spent a century and a half trying to find a way to do so. He had also promised Caina that if she defeated the Sifter, he would give her the knowledge she had sought, a way to find the Staff and the Seal of Iramis. Of course, to find the relics before Callatas did, she needed to help Morgant rescue Annarah. 
A neat and tidy solution.
Or so Morgant had thought.
Looking at Caina with Kylon, looking at the flashes of happiness that sometimes came over her face while she talked with him, Morgant wondered if he had made a mistake. 
Oh, she was clever, no doubt. Brave to the point of madness, true. She had bullied the Sifter into submission, and Morgant had absolutely no doubt that she would have run herself through with the valikon in order to destroy the Sifter. She was strong and clever, exactly what he needed to infiltrate the Inferno and rescue Annarah.
But these moments of weakness she showed…
The Kyracian. The wraithblood-addicted locksmith. The mute Sarbian warrior. The widowed coffee merchant and her grim brother. Caina surrounded herself with damaged people. Morgant had seen some of the other Ghosts of the circle she had assembled in Istarinmul, more than Caina had intended for him to see. 
She cared about them too much. To rescue Annarah, to keep his word, Morgant would have been willing to sacrifice every single Ghost in Istarinmul. Caina was not. That was a serious weakness, and one that would lead to her death someday. 
Worse, it might make Morgant fail to keep his word. 
Well, the dice had been thrown. It only remained to see how they landed. In the end, Morgant could not enter the Inferno on his own, and he needed allies. He had met many powerful sorcerers over the decades, many capable warriors, and many cunning thieves, but he had never met anyone who had quite the combination of Caina’s brilliance and sheer recklessness. She would get herself killed sooner or later, undoubtedly sooner, but she could help him rescue Annarah first. 
One problem at a time. 
First they had to kidnap Kuldan Cimak and deal with his Immortals. Then Caina had to impersonate the emir. In the meantime, Morgant supposed he could amuse himself by playing the Black Wolves or the Anshani archers at cards or dice. Or he could play Kylon at cards. That would be an interesting challenge. A Kyracian stormdancer could sense emotions, but Morgant controlled his well enough to keep Kylon from having any advantage. It would be amusing, and perhaps instructive, to see how Caina reacted to Morgant humiliating out Kylon of every last coin. Her infatuation with the Kyracian might cloud her judgment at a critical moment…
“Does the world deserve to die?” 
A cold jolt went down his spine.
He knew that voice, but its speaker could not possibly be here. Which meant…
Morgant looked up.
All the color had drained away, leaving the world painted in endless shades of gray. The horses stood frozen in mid-stride. Nasser still conferred with Dio and Shopur and Kazravid, his right hand motionless in the middle of a gesture, his gloved left hand gripping the reins. Caina stared at Kylon, just the hint of a smile starting on her lips. It was an oddly striking sight, like the first crack of the ice upon a frozen lake. It would have made for a compelling painting. Any other time, Morgant might have reached for his sketchbook. 
Instead he turned his head.
Annarah stood a few yards away, her white robes a brilliant flare against the shadowed world around him. She was a tall woman, and though she was young her hair was the color of platinum, stark against her dark skin. In her right hand she held a shaft of bronze-colored metal as tall as she was, her pyrikon in staff form. 
Her eyes should have been black.
Instead they burned with smokeless flame. 
“The Knight of Wind and Air,” said Morgant. For some reason the djinni preferred to appear to him in the form of Annarah herself. Why, Morgant had never understood. Some obscure joke, no doubt.
“Morgant the Razor,” said the Knight of Wind and Air with Annarah’s voice, the words heavy with sardonic mockery. Annarah had never spoken like that. She had been gentle almost to the point of ineffective diffidence. “I see you still haven’t managed to answer your question.”
“And what question is that?” said Morgant.
“Does the world deserve to die?” said the Knight. “Two hundred years of life across a dozen different nations, Morgant the Razor, and you still don’t know the answer to that question.” Annarah’s face twisted into a mocking smile, the light of the smokeless flame playing across her face. “If I took a weapon of fell power, a thunderbolt that could burn every city in the world in a single instant, if I took that weapon and placed it in your hand…I do not know if you would use it. I do not think that you know if you would use it or not.”
“So does the world deserve to die?” said Morgant. “Answer me that.” The question fluttered at the edges of his mind. He didn’t know. On some level he didn’t care. He had seen so much death and suffering that it no longer meant anything to him. Yet it still repulsed some part of him. Perhaps the world did deserve to burn.
He had asked that question to Annarah, he knew. She had given him an answer…and he had forgotten it. More precisely, she had taken it when she had modified his memory to keep him from remembering the location of the Staff and the Seal. Perhaps she had done that on purpose, to make sure that he would come back to rescue her. 
“Why do you ask me?” said the Knight. “It is not my world, is it? It’s yours. And hers.” The staff pointed at Caina, still frozen in the moment. “Tell me. Does she wish for the world to die?”
“You could ask her,” said Morgant.
“I have,” said the Knight of Wind and Air. “She may well be the one I have sought ever since Callatas stole the Star. But your answer also interests me.”
“Is immortality truly so boring?” said Morgant. 
“Not in the least,” said the Knight. “I have my purpose, and I have followed my purpose since before you were born, before your world congealed out of the dust of the cosmos. You have your purpose, do you not? Your two rules. You do not kill anyone who doesn’t deserve it, and you keep your word. Tell me, then. What would Caina Amalas say? How would she answer the question? Does the world deserve to die?” 
Morgant snorted. “I did ask her. She told me some nonsense about the innocent and children. As if anyone is innocent. Children are only the seeds of future villains. I suppose if I asked her now she would say the same thing, but she would be looking at the Kyracian as she said it and thinking about luring him into her bed.”
The Knight raised one of Annarah’s eyebrows. “Indeed. Is that jealousy?” 
“No,” said Morgant. “She will lead the Kyracian to his death. Or she’ll die trying to save him. I have my word to keep. The children can play games with each other.” 
“An interesting answer,” said the Knight of Wind and Air. “What if I told you that the power to kill the world shall soon come to your hands?”
“Then I would assume that you are drunk,” said Morgant.
“I am an immaterial spirit,” said the Knight. “I require neither food nor drink for my sustenance.”
Morgant waved a hand. “Or you’re…whatever the equivalent of drunkenness is in a spirit.” 
“No,” said the Knight. “Very soon now, you will have the chance to kill the world. If you wish it.”
“And just how shall I accomplish such a feat?” said Morgant. 
“You will have a choice,” said the Knight.
“I suppose you will not be any more specific,” said Morgant.
“I shall be very specific,” said the Knight, the smokeless fire in Annarah’s eyes flashing brighter. “Soon you shall find a relic of sorcery. A torque wrought of gold, marked with hieroglyphics, a scarab carved of green jade at its center.”
“This relic,” said Morgant. “Let me guess. It is some dire weapon of ancient Maatish sorcery that will destroy the world if used.”
“Not at all,” said the Knight. “It is, in fact, reasonably harmless. But a tremendous fate lies upon it and you.”
Morgant laughed. “Yes, a sorcerous relic of doom. How terribly likely. If I repent of my sins and swear to be good and kind forevermore, will I avert the dreadful fate that awaits us all…” 
“No,” said the Knight, and there was a note of iron in Annarah’s voice that had not been there before. “Hear me well, Morgant the Razor. Time is a tapestry and destiny is a thread, and your thread is about to cross the paths of many others. Soon you shall have a choice about what path you will walk for the remainder of your days.”
“And what path is that?” said Morgant.
“When you find the torque, if you take it with you, your fate is uncertain,” said the Knight. “That is one choice. There is a second. When you find the torque, you can leave it behind. And if you do…you will kill the world.”
“By leaving a torque behind?” said Morgant, letting scorn fill his voice.
Yet the burning stare filled him with doubt. 
“Yes,” said the Knight. “Do you doubt me? You should not. For I am the Knight of Wind and Air of the Court of the Azure Sovereign, and the djinn of the Court do not perceive time as mortals do. The choice is yours, Razor. Take the torque and you may save the world. Leave it behind, and you will kill the world.”
Morgant let out an exasperated sigh and opened his mouth to answer.
The world around him erupted into motion and color once more as Annarah disappeared. The vision or hallucination or whatever the hell it was had ended. Morgant sighed, shook his head, and adjusted the reins. The damned djinn had been playing games with him for years. A century and a half ago, he had saved a djinni bound to an Anshani occultist, and in exchange the djinni had granted him unnaturally long life. At first he thought it had been the simple caprice of the djinn. Later he suspected the djinn of the Court of the Azure Sovereign had wanted him kept alive for some reason of their own. 
Looking at Caina, he knew the reason.
They wanted him to help her.
They wanted him to rescue Annarah. 
Why? It did not make any sense. What did the djinn care about the affairs of mortals? 
And how the devil could one torque kill the world? That didn’t make any sense either. From the description, it sounded like an ancient Maatish relic. The Great Necromancers of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun had indeed created relics with the power to destroy nations. Yet a torque? That seemed unlikely…
Did Morgant want to kill the world?
Why not? Why not kill the world? Surely it deserved death. Morgant had seen so many tyrants, so many murderers, so many villains of every description. If he could end it all, why not burn this miserable world to ashes?
“Something amiss?” 
Morgant shook his head, rebuked himself, and saw Caina staring at him. She had pulled her horse alongside his, her face neutral behind the dust and the makeup of her disguise, though her cold blue eyes were narrowed. 
“We are planning to kidnap a nobleman, replace him with an impostor, and infiltrate the most dangerous prison and fortress in Istarinmul,” said Morgant. “Why would anything be wrong?” 
“The djinni,” said Caina, glancing around. “The Knight of Wind and Air. Was he talking to you?”
Morgant stared at her. She was too damned perceptive. “Yes.” An idea came to him. “Did he appear to you, too?” 
“A few nights ago,” said Caina. 
“What did he say?” said Morgant.
She didn’t hesitate much, just enough to let him realize that she wasn’t telling the entire truth. “He warned me about the old Maatish necromancy within the Inferno.”
“He wasn’t wrong,” said Morgant. He could not remember the Inferno, not clearly. Whatever Annarah had done to take the location of the Staff and Seal from his mind had also damaged his memories of the Inferno. He remembered escaping, and he remembered the Hall of Torments, where Annarah had opened the gate to her Sanctuary in the netherworld. 
He also remembered the undead that stalked the halls. 
“What did the Knight tell you?” said Caina.
“The same thing,” said Morgant. “Evidently he is most eager to have Annarah rescued.” 
Caina nodded, apparently mollified by the lie. 
What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.
Unless, of course, he chose to leave the torque behind. 



Chapter 7: Something Else Goes Wrong
 
“This afternoon,” said Nasser. “We shall overtake our target this afternoon, unless something goes amiss.”
Caina nodded, adjusting her turban and squinting into the glare of the sun. 
They had ridden for six days, traveling alongside the Great Southern Road, passing caravan after caravan. The caravan guards gripped their swords and bows as they passed, and did not relax their vigilance until the Black Wolves and the Anshani archers were out of sight. Caina did not blame them. Again and again they had passed corpses lying strewn alongside the Road, the air filled with the reek of putrefaction, dozens of vultures circling overhead. 
They had seen a lot of corpses. 
Twice roving bands of men wearing the coiled whip badges of Collectors had attacked. The first time a volley of arrows from the Anshani horse archers had sent them running. The second group of Collectors was better armed and armored, and they had closed with eagerness. Then Dio ordered his men to attack, and a charge of heavy horsemen scattered the Collectors. Shopur’s men amused themselves shooting down the fleeing Collectors until Nasser had called them back. Kazravid himself had killed five Collectors, sitting with perfect calm in his saddle and loosing arrow after arrow. The man knew how to handle a bow. 
“Yes, your worship,” said the Istarish tribesman they had hired, a ragged little man in dusty brown robes. Nomadic tribes of Istarish horsemen wandered the Trabazon steppes, and the recent chaos had disrupted their flocks and campsites. That meant the tribesmen were amenable to mercenary work, and Nasser had hired one band to work as scouts. “They are perhaps six miles ahead. A hundred men in the black armor of the Immortals.” He scratched at his ragged beard. “Foolish to wear black armor in this sun. Perhaps if we wait long enough they shall roast in their armor like a ham in an oven.”
“A striking image,” murmured Morgant. 
“Alas, I fear the Immortals consider heat and cold alike with indifference,” said Nasser. “Steel shall prove more effective against them.” 
“I hope your worship’s steel is up to the task,” said the tribesman. “Among my kin, it is said that the Immortals are demons clothed in human flesh.” 
“They aren’t entirely wrong,” said Caina. 
“Wagons,” said Nerina. “Did you see any wagons?” 
“Some,” said the tribesman. “Attended by slaves. Perhaps a dozen wagons, I think.” He looked up at Nasser. “We will not help you fight the Immortals. Every time my kin have fought the Immortals, it has not ended well.”
“Very well,” said Nasser. “You have earned your pay. Go now, or else you may find yourself pulled into the battle.” 
The tribesman nodded and rejoined his kin. They mounted their little steppe horses and galloped away to the west, deeper into the grasslands. 
“Well,” said Dio. “Seems that we have a hundred Immortals to kill. Any ideas on how to go about it?”
“We’ve two hundred men,” said Shopur. “Two hundred horsemen against a hundred footmen makes for winning odds.”
Kazravid gave a vigorous shake of his head. “Not if those hundred footmen are Immortals. They fight like devils, and regard pain and injury with contempt. If they have a chance to form into proper ranks, they might overcome us.” 
“Then we do not permit them to form into proper ranks,” said Shopur. “Even with their inhuman strength, they cannot outrun a horse.” He patted the neck of his mount. “We shall harass them with arrows, turn them into pincushions from a distance. The Immortals may be devils, but they are still men of flesh and blood, and not even the finest soldiers can stand motionless under arrows forever. Sooner or later they shall break. Then Dio’s lads can run them down.”
“Don’t kill Cimak,” said Caina. “The entire point of this is to kidnap him.” Actually, she supposed, kidnapping was hardly necessary. They could just kill Cimak and have Caina take his place. Yet Cimak might know useful information about the Inferno and Rolukhan, information that might let Caina avoid making a critical error when it came time to impersonate Cimak before Rolukhan himself. For that matter, she had no wish to kill an innocent man, and Kuldan Cimak might well be ignorant of Callatas’s plans.
Morgant was not the only one who refused to kill people who had done nothing to deserve it. 
“Agreed,” said Dio, scratching at his beard. “Can’t ransom a man who’s dead.” Nasser had given Dio and Shopur the impression that the plan was to kidnap Cimak and hold him for ransom, and Caina saw no reason to correct that misapprehension. 
“I fear that we shall need to kill all the Immortals, though,” said Nasser. 
“Agreed,” said Kazravid. “They will fight to the death regardless of what we do.” 
“We would also prefer to leave no witnesses behind,” said Nasser. That, too, was necessary. Any Immortals who escaped the battle might make their way to the Inferno and tell Rolukhan what had happened. 
“The slaves, too?” said Shopur. “It will be necessary to kill them all?” He did not sound troubled by the prospect.
Nerina made a choked noise, and Caina gave Nasser a hard look. 
“No,” said Nasser. “We have a different plan for the slaves, mind. It is possible all the slaves were sent ahead, and that Cimak is traveling without any. But if it comes to it, make sure that both Cimak and the slaves are kept alive.”
Morgant shook his head. 
“You have counsel to offer?” said Nasser. 
“Battles are rarely so controllable,” said Morgant. 
Dio shrugged. “Don’t give a damn. We do what we’re paid to do. You want to kidnap the emir, we’ll kidnap him. You want to kill the emir, we’ll put an arrow in his gullet.” He grinned. “So long as you pay us once the job is done. Otherwise we’ll have a disagreement.”
“Fear not,” said Nasser. “So long as the job is completed, you shall be paid on time and in full. Ask Shopur if you disbelieve me – I have employed his men in my enterprises before, and I have always paid on time.”
“Then we had best move,” said Shopur. “We can be done with this business by tonight.”
The mercenaries moved out, Caina and the others riding with them.
 
###
 
Kylon squinted at the darkening sky, the wind tugging at his horse’s mane and tail.
“What is it?” said Caina. 
“He’s missing the water, of course,” said Morgant. “Take a Kyracian out of the sea, and he’ll dry out eventually. Like a sponge.” 
Kylon ignored him, as did Caina. 
“There’s something wrong,” said Kylon.
Caina glanced around. “What is it? The mercenaries? You think they’ll turn on us?”
“No,” said Kylon. With his arcane senses, he detected flickers of emotion from the warriors around him. They were not good men, and they would happily murder him in a heartbeat. Yet both the Black Wolves and the Company of Shopur followed their own peculiar code of honor. They would kill Kylon and Caina and Nasser and all the others, but only if Kylon gave them reason or if they had been paid to do so. 
He hoped that Kuldan Cimak did not have deeper pockets than Caina and Nasser. 
“No,” said Kylon with another shake of his head. “It’s this countryside. It’s…”
“Too flat?” said Morgant. “Inadequate space for proper concealment. Give me a crowded, reeking slum any day. A man can disappear between two heartbeats if he’s clever.” The assassin grinned, his pale face and gaunt frame making him looking almost skeletal. “Or if he’s stupid enough to offend the wrong men.”
“You would know,” said Caina. 
Actually, Kylon rather liked the flat, open countryside of the Trabazon steppes. It reminded him of the open waters of the western sea, with the same flat, rolling vistas meeting his eye in all directions. On his right, to the west, stretched the brown grasses of the Trabazon steppes. On his left, to the east, the ground grew harder, barren, and emptier. 
And dustier. 
The Desert of Candles. 
The desert itself did not trouble him. 
The dust did, though. 
“A storm’s coming,” said Kylon, squinting into the wind coming from the east.
Caina shrugged. “It shouldn’t slow us down. It hasn’t rained in Istarinmul for a century and a half, or so the histories say.”
“Rain might be an improvement,” said Kylon, “compared to what is coming.”
Caina frowned. “A windstorm?”
He looked back at her. She hadn’t seen the danger yet, but to judge from his grim expression, Morgant had. Not surprising, given that he had lived in Istarinmul for two centuries. 
“No,” said Morgant. “Think it through. If gale happens to blow across the steppes, the horses get annoyed and the archers cannot fire with any accuracy. That’s bad, since it ruins our plan. But if the same wind blows across the Desert of Candles…”
Her eyes widened. “Oh.”
“A dust storm,” said Nerina. They all looked at her. “Father used to complain about them. If one came up unexpectedly, it slowed the slave caravans coming from Anshan for weeks. Or if he had special cargoes brought in from the port of Rumarah on the edge of the Desert. In fact, he had me prepare an equation to calculate exactly how much profit he lost on each day a caravan was delayed so he could garnish the wages of the teamsters for…”
“How bad are these storms?” said Kylon before Nerina could embark upon one of her mathematical tangents. 
“Depends on the wind,” said Morgant. “The good ones are over in a few hours. A bad one can last for weeks. The wind drives the dust with enough force to blind a man, to pack his nostrils and mouth and asphyxiate him, or simply to strip the skin from his flesh. Some of the tribes of the Trabazon wait for dust storms, and then tie criminals naked to wooden stakes in the desert. Once the storm settles, the criminals are either choked, buried alive, or stripped to the bone.” He offered a cheery smile. “Depends on the angle of the wind.”
Azaces grunted and pointed with a thick finger, but Kylon had already seen it. 
To the south, the sky was growing visibly darker. Had they been upon the water, Kylon would have assumed they were sailing into a storm. But the dark clouds were far too low to be thunderheads. Kylon realized he was looking at massive quantities of dust blown up by the wind. 
Ahead one of the horsemen shouted, and both the Black Wolves and the Company of Shopur came to a halt. 
“Looks like Nasser has seen it,” said Caina. “We’d better decide what to do next.” 
She tugged her reins and steered her horse forward. Kylon shrugged and followed her, and Morgant fell in alongside him, Nerina and Azaces following. Nasser had reined up, and was conferring with Shopur, Dio, Laertes, and Kazravid. 
“What in the hell is that?” said Dio.
“A dust storm, Captain Dio,” said Nasser. “Quite dangerous to the unprepared.”
Dio grunted. “Never had those troubles in the eastern Empire.”
“No,” said Caina, and the mercenary captain looked at her. “Though if you had stayed in the eastern Empire, you’d have been drafted into the Umbarian army by now.”
“I’ll take my chances with the dust storm,” said Dio. 
“It’s a bad one,” said Shopur.
“Agreed,” said Nasser. 
A burst of frustration went through Caina’s emotional sense. “And Cimak and his caravan are right into the middle of it.”
“It would seem so,” said Nasser. “Immortals on foot, burdened with heavy wagons and the emir’s palanquin chair…no, they would not have been able to move fast enough to avoid the storm. The khalmir of the Immortals would have been clever enough to take cover, though, and they would have brought provisions to ensure they could shelter against a dust storm.”
“Then we wait out the dust storm and attack,” said Caina. 
“That could take days,” said Nasser. “I suspect…”
“Unfortunately,” said Morgant, “it’s not an option.”
“Why not?” said Caina. “I think you of all people would be eager to reach our goal in haste.”
“I have spent too long trying to reach that goal to get myself killed in a burst of childish impatience,” said Morgant. He stuck one finger into his mouth and then lifted it up, feeling the direction of the wind. “Also, the wind is coming out of the southeast. The storm is moving northwest. If we stay here and wait…”
“We shall be right in the path of the storm,” said Dio. “Damnation.” 
“Then we circle around the storm,” said Caina. “West or east?”
Nasser shook his head. “Not west. That would take us deeper into the Trabazon steppes and closer to the Kaltari Highlands.”
Kazravid snorted. “I thought you had friends among the Kaltari barbarians.” 
“I do,” said Nasser, “but there are more raiding parties than those of the Kaltari upon the steppes. Better instead, I think, to head east into the Desert of Candles.”
Caina’s expression did not change, but a jolt of emotion went through her at the words, a peculiar mixture of dread and curiosity. Kylon wondered what significance the Desert had for her. Callatas had burned Iramis there. Perhaps she saw the Desert as a warning of what would happen to Istarinmul if Callatas was not defeated. 
Shopur made a displeased noise. “I do not approve. The Desert is both cursed and haunted.” 
“Is it?” said Morgant. “That must make it crowded. Do the curses and the haunts fight each other for supremacy.”
Shopur pointed at Morgant. “Your smart tongue will earn you a beating someday, old man.”
“Probably,” said Morgant. 
“The Desert has that reputation,” said Nasser, “but I can assure you that it is not cursed. As for a haunting…it is only haunted by the memory of Grand Master Callatas’s many victims, nothing more. Consequently it has an evil reputation, and we can cross it without encountering any foes.”
“Callatas has men in the desert,” said Caina. “Searching the ancient Iramisian ruins for treasure.”
“Those locations are known to me,” said Nasser. “We can avoid them easily enough. I rather doubt the slaves or their guards will wander off from the ruins. We can pass through the hills on the southern edge of the Desert, circle past the storm, and resume the pursuit. In fact, depending upon how long the storm lasts, we might reach the Vale of Fallen Stars before Cimak, and can take him from ambush rather than from a chase.”
“Ah,” said Shopur, white teeth flashing in his black beard. “I like that thought. I prefer not to fight fairly whenever possible.”
“Wise words,” said Caina. 
“Then we are agreed?” said Nasser. “Our best course of action is to circle around the storm through the Desert?”
No one argued. Kylon could think of any number of things that might go wrong, but that was true of any plan. He supposed the worst outcome was if Cimak broke free of the storm and reached the Inferno before they could catch him. If that happened, Caina would simply have to devise a new plan to enter the Inferno. 
“Very well, then,” said Nasser. “Let us proceed.”
 
###
 
As the sun began to set two days later, Caina saw the first candle. 
Water was scarce on the Trabazon steppes, so the mercenary companies had prepared an ample supply for their journey. That was just as well, because water was nonexistent within the Desert of Candles. The ground was dry, hard-packed dirt covered by a layer of ever-present dust. From time to time the wind moaned and whistled past them, blowing up flurries and curtains of dust, and soon Caina had a fine coating of grit upon her face and clothes. She didn’t complain, though, as it was nothing compared to the massive dark curtain of the storm to the south. As Morgant had predicted, the storm was drifting northwest, out of the Desert and onto the steppes. They had gone far out of their way to avoid it, but the loss of time did not trouble Caina. The Desert was flat, broken up with occasional hills, and once the damned storm ended they could make good time on the hard-packed earth. 
“This is good soil,” said Kylon, squinting at the ground from the back of his horse. “With a little irrigation, this could produce quite a crop.”
“And you know about farmland, do you?” said Morgant. “An odd thing for a Kyracian nobleman to know.”
“Not really,” said Kylon. “House…”
Caina gave him a look, and then cast her eyes over the nearby mercenaries. He caught the hint.
“My family owned estates outside the walls of the city and near some of our colonies,” said Kylon. “Some were productive, and some were not.” 
“I suppose the matter could be mathematically quantified,” said Nerina. “It should be possible to devise a formula to factor average rainfall, soil quality, local weather, crop type, and other such variables. Then we could predict with perfect accuracy the yield of any individual acre of land.” 
“Unlikely,” said Morgant. “There are always too many variables. The world is too complex to quantify with your chalkboard scribbling.”
Nerina gave a vigorous shake of her head. “Inaccurate. That simply means we need a better equation…”
Caina ignored the argument, trying to find the cause of the peculiar unease she felt. Some of it was the cold. The sun still blazed overhead, but the Desert of Candles was cold, far colder than the surrounding steppes. Some of it was the eerie sense of familiarity. She had never visited the Desert of Candles in the flesh, but she had seen it many times in her dreams. Samnirdamnus took her to the Desert in her dreams to offer cryptic riddles and warnings. There was something else, too, something that brushed the edges of her awareness.
Suddenly her stomach clenched, and a wave of pins and needles rolled up and down her arms. 
Caina whispered a curse. She had been able to feel the presence of sorcery ever since she had been wounded by a necromancer as a child, and the sensitivity had only sharpened as she grew older. Right now she felt sorcery ahead, powerful sorcery…
“What’s wrong?” said Nerina. 
Caina turned in the saddle, saw Kylon’s face turn grim, his hand falling to his sword hilt.
“You, too?” said Caina. 
“I don’t know what it is,” said Kylon, drawing his sword with a steely hiss. “It’s powerful, though. Extremely powerful.”
“What are we talking about?” said Nerina, blinking at the sword in Kylon’s hand. Azaces scowled and drew his weapon. The nearby mercenaries, seeing something amiss, drew their own blades or strung their bows. 
“Sorcery,” said Caina and Kylon in unison.
They looked at each other, and then Caina turned towards the front of the column. “We had better warn Nasser and the captains…”
“No need,” said Morgant, urging his horse forward. “There’s no cause for alarm, beyond the overall insanity of our enterprise, but you’re about to see why this wasteland is called the Desert of Candles.” 
Caina frowned. She already knew why the desert had gotten its name. The candles were the jagged crystalline pillars she saw in her dreams. Was she about to see one of them with her waking eyes? 
Curiosity overcame her alarm, and she rode forward, Kylon and Morgant following. Nasser and the captains rode at the head of the column, speaking in low voices. In the distance, as the sun sank to the west, Caina glimpsed a pale blue glow. 
“What the devil is that light?” said Dio. 
“Do not worry, captain,” said Nasser with glacial calm. “The light is neither a curse, nor a spirit, nor a sorcerous spell.”
“What is it, then?” said Shopur.
“A candle,” said Nasser, glancing back. “Ah. Ciaran, Exile. I thought you might be the first to notice. Come with me, if you please. I think you shall find this interesting.” 
He spurred his horse forward, and Caina and Kylon followed. No one had invited Morgant to follow, but he came anyway. He had been there, Caina remembered, on the day Callatas had burned Iramis and created the Desert of Candles. She looked at Nasser and wondered if he had been there, too.
An idea started to scratch at the back of her mind. 
“What is…that?” said Kylon a moment later. Caina tried to halt her horse, and managed to stop the beast on the third try. 
A pillar of rough, jagged crystal about nine feet tall rose from the earth a dozen paces away. It shone with a pale, eerie blue glow, a ghostly and unsettling light. Behind the crystalline pillar Caina spotted three more, and then dozens of others scattered across the plain…and still more in the distance.
There were thousands scattered across the desert, she knew, maybe tens of thousands.
Tremendous arcane force radiated from the crystalline pillar, sorcery of a type she had never sensed before. Yet even as the thought crossed her mind, she realized that she had sensed it once, nearly two years ago, on the night she had disguised herself as Natalia of the Nine Knives and infiltrated Ulvan’s palace. The Star of Iramis around Callatas’s neck had given off a similar aura, though it had been quieter, more subdued. 
“No one knows,” said Caina at last, since neither Morgant nor Nasser seemed inclined to answer Kylon’s question. “They appeared when Callatas used the Star of Iramis to destroy Istarinmul a century and a half ago.” The pillars were also the same color as the Star, Caina realized, the same pale azure. She felt a…connection between the pillars, a ribbon of sorcerous force that joined the pillars together in a single massive web. “I don’t know what they are, or what they do. Only that they appeared when Callatas called his fire and burned Iramis and its farmlands to ash.” 
She dropped from the saddle, feeling the crystalline pillar’s aura wash over her like a wind of needles. Its presence hurt, but she was used to that kind of pain. The peculiar light within the crystal pillar seemed…compelling, almost. 
“I’ve never sensed anything like this before,” said Kylon, frowning. “It reminds me a little of a summoning spell.”
“Can you sense any spirits within it?” said Caina, her voice faint. The blue light was fascinating. 
“No. I…” Kylon shook her head. “Wait.” He closed his eyes, the veins pulsing in his temples as he concentrated. “I would say that I do feel something like a spirit within the crystal, yes…but…”
“But what?” said Caina. 
“It’s…frozen,” said Kylon, opening his eyes and meeting her gaze. His eyes were brown, but this close to him she saw amber flecks scattered throughout the irises. It made for a compelling color, yet the strange light in the crystal column continued to draw her attention.
“Frozen?” said Caina. “What do you mean?” 
“The spirits I have sensed earlier have been in…in flux,” said Kylon. “I’m not sure why.”
“From what I understand, it is their nature,” said Nasser, who had been watching them intently. “Spirits are timeless, as is the netherworld. When spirits enter our world, the material world, they enter time and therefore can touch it to some extent. It is against their nature, though, hence the flux.”
“How very learned for a simple thief,” said Morgant. 
Nasser offered a lazy smile. “One hears things now and again.” 
“If that is true,” said Kylon, “then I would say I’m sensing a spirit that is still in the netherworld. The nagataaru I’ve sensed were always in flux. So was the Sifter. But these spirits are frozen. As if they were still in the netherworld.”
“Callatas burned Iramis,” said Morgant. “I know. I was there. These crystals appeared in the moment Callatas lifted the Star and burned the city. Why would he bind spirits into crystalline pillars at the same time? Seems rather an excessive amount of work.”
“For the same reason he does anything,” said Nasser, a hard edge to his voice. “To further his work and his Apotheosis. Lord Kylon. Can you tell what manner of spirit is bound within the pillars?” 
The light seemed to burn into Caina’s eyes, sinking into her mind and heart as the sorcerous aura tightened around her. 
“I fear not,” said Kylon. “I have not possessed this ability for very long. I know what a nagataaru feels like, or an ifrit after that business with the Sifter. Other than that I can only guess.”
“Pity,” said Morgant. “Well, I think…”
Caina reached out and touched the crystal. It felt cold, icy cold, beneath her fingers.
“No!” said Kylon. “Don’t…”
The world vanished around her.
Suddenly she stood in a square of golden stone, a grand gleaming palace rising before it, its golden domes trimmed with white. Screams and shouts rose around her, people in strange robes fleeing in all directions. A man in ornate silvered armor sprinted for the doors of the palace, shouting and reaching out his hand. A woman of stunning beauty ran toward him, children running in her awake. The armored man reached for her with his hand…
Callatas’s voice thundered from overhead.
Fire exploded from the sky.
Fire exploded from the earth. 
Fire exploded from the air.
Caina screamed in agony as the flames chewed into her flesh, the screams of uncounted thousands filling her ears…
“Ciaran,” said a man’s deep voice. “Ciaran!” 
Caina took a deep breath, and the vision unraveled into nothingness.
She was lying on her back, Kylon kneeling over her, Nasser and Morgant staring down at her. Kylon looked alarmed and Nasser looked concerned. Morgant merely seemed confused. Caina just felt foolish. She should have known better than to touch the damned thing. 
“Ciaran,” said Kylon. “Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” said Caina, and Kylon helped her sit up. “I just…” She shook her head. “That was quite a shock.” She looked at the others. “Don’t touch the crystals.” 
“I could have told you that,” said Morgant.
“What happened?” said Kylon.
“I had a vision,” said Caina. “Of Iramis. I was…I was someone in the city. The day Callatas destroyed it. I saw the city burn. I saw a man trying save his family. Then they burned. They all burned. They…” 
She scrambled to her feet, putting as much distance between her and the crystal as she could. Her legs wavered a bit, and she felt Kylon’s hand tighten about her arm. 
“A memory,” she said. “Gods, the crystal’s a memory. A memory, frozen in physical form. The memories of everyone Callatas killed on that day.” The thought made her shiver. “There were a quarter of a million of people in Iramis, and the gods know how many in the countryside. So many people.”
“You see, then,” murmured Nasser, “the depth of his evil. Why I have spent so many years opposing him by whatever means I could.” 
“The Desert of Candles?” said Caina, trying to shake of the shock of the vision. “The wrong name. The Desert of Corpses. Not candles.” 
“North of here,” said Morgant in a quiet voice, “in the far northeastern Empire, in the marshes of the Ulkaari and the Iazyn, sometimes rotting plants are trapped beneath the waters, and the gases catch aflame.” His words did not carry their usual mocking bombast. “The Ulkaari shamans call them corpse candles and believe that the flames mark the locations of the cursed dead. Behold, then.” He waved a hand at the thousands of crystalline columns stretching away to the east. “Corpse candles beyond count. The Desert of Candles.” 
“Gods,” said Caina, trying to pull herself together. “I can see why the tribesmen believe it is haunted.”
“In a way,” said Kylon, his fingers still resting on her arm, “it is.”
“Fortunately,” said Nasser, “that will ensure we are not troubled. Come. Let us locate a campsite. We shall rest, and then proceed in haste tomorrow. If we do not wish Callatas to work another atrocity on this scale, then we shall need to catch Cimak before he reaches the Inferno.”



Chapter 8: Glass Hand
 
Caina lay down with a sigh, wrapping the blanket around her. 
She had not bothered to remove her leather armor or her worn cloak or any of the rest of her caravan guard disguise. It was chilly in the Desert of Candles during the day, but at night it became frigid. Her clothes stank from days in the saddle, but they helped keep her warm. Caina very much wanted to strip off all her clothes and sit in a hot bath for an hour or so, but such a luxury would have to wait until they returned to Istarinmul. 
For now, she settled for her blanket and her tent. The encounter with the crystalline pillar and the subsequent vision had left her exhausted, and even lying on the hard ground in her small tent felt wonderful. 
She wondered if she would have nightmares, but instead she fell asleep at once. 
Caina did dream, but the images were broken, disjointed, confusing. She touched a pillar of blue glass and saw her father die again, but this time Callatas held the glittering knife instead of Maglarion. The rift of golden fire ripped across New Kyre’s sky, and Caina seized the Moroaica’s shoulder and spun her around, only to see Kalgri’s harsh face smirking at her. 
Again she ran through the streets of Marsis, but instead of seeing Andromache’s lighting snarl over the sky, she saw nagataaru, thousands upon thousands of nagataaru, flowing across the sky like rivers of shadows and purple flame. Kylon pursued her through the streets, intending to kill her, but when he caught her, he kissed her hard upon the lips, his mouth like silver fire against hers. 
A shadow watched her, inching closer step by step. 
No matter what happened, no matter what she saw, the shadow came closer. Caina saw it…yet it never seemed to register in her thoughts. For some reason she didn’t seem to notice the thing, even as something within her screamed warning.
Smokeless fire flashed through her vision.
“Wake up!” It was Samnirdamnus’s voice, yet thin and faint, as if coming across a great distance. As if the djinni strained against the bounds that Callatas had laid upon him. “Wake up. It is almost too late! Wake up! Wake…”
The voice crackled into nothingness, and Caina’s eyes shot open. She was alone in her tent, the blue glow from the crystal pillars casting faint radiance through the cloth. Everything was silent save for the moan of the wind, and…
And…
Caina gasped and sat up, yanking a dagger from beneath her bedroll. 
The shadow from her dream stood at the flap of her tent. She drew back the dagger, preparing to throw it…
The shadow was gone. 
Caina blinked. Had it ever been there at all? Maybe she had just imagined it. 
The tent’s flap jerked aside, and Kylon was there.
“What’s wrong?” he said. He had the valikon in his right hand, and the ghostsilver blade glimmered in the gloomy light of the crystal columns. 
Caina blinked. “How...how did you know?”
He smiled a little. “Stormdancer, remember. I can sense when you are alarmed.” The smile vanished. “I thought someone was about to attack you.”
“I did, too,” said Caina. She felt foolish. She was too old to jump at shadows…but considering the number of people that wanted her dead, keeping an eye on the shadows was prudent. “I was sure of it. I thought I saw someone.” A thought occurred to her as she got to her feet. “Did you sense anyone?” She tucked the ghostsilver dagger into her belt.
“No,” said Kylon. “But if someone was at your tent, and they had enough emotional control, I might not have noticed them. You did it, a few times.” 
“Really?” said Caina. “That’s good to know.” She stepped past Kylon and looked around, scrutinizing the dusty ground. It should have been too dark to see anything, but the constant glow of the pillars gave off enough light. She squinted at the dust on the ground, trying to make sense of the patterns. Around them the camp was silent, the tents standing in orderly rows. Both Shopur and Dio had posted sentries, but other than that the men slept. 
“A shadow-cloak is best, though,” said Kylon. “I couldn’t sense you at all when you wore one. Are you looking for tracks?” 
“Trying, anyway,” said Caina, scowling. “Too many footprints. I can’t make sense of them. I should have thought to rake the dust in front of my tent.” She stared at the ground for a moment longer. There had been enough footsteps and hoof marks to obscure the tracks of anyone who had been standing in front of her tent. And yet…
“There,” said Caina, pointing. “Tracks, going this way. I think…I think a man stood outside my tent, and went that way. I’m not sure, though.”
“Worth following, anyway,” said Kylon. 
“Aye,” murmured Caina. Part of her felt foolish. She had not really seen anything, had she? Just a shapeless shadow at her tent flap and nothing more. It could have been anything. A horse walking in front of one of the crystalline columns. One of the mercenaries heading out of the camp to relieve himself. Even a veil of dust thrown up by the endless cold wind. 
Yet her instincts screamed that something was wrong.
On impulse Caina stooped, searching the dust around the tent.
“What are you looking for?” said Kylon.
“A curved knife,” said Caina, her voice grim.
But she found nothing.
At last she straightened up, brushed off her hands, and shook her head. “Nothing. Let’s follow those tracks.” 
“Very well,” said Kylon, and Caina took the lead, following the footprints. Or trying to, anyway. Keeping track of them in the trampled dust was a challenge. 
“Thank you,” said Caina a moment later.
“For what?” said Kylon.
“For humoring me,” said Caina. 
Kylon shrugged. “You’re usually right about these things. Given the enemies we face, it is best to be cautious of shadows.” His voice grew harder. “The nagataaru can command shadows.”
“Nagataaru,” said Caina. A cold jolt went through her. “Do you sense one?” Caina had killed the Red Huntress at Silent Ash Temple, but Kylon had already killed her a year before that at the Tower of Kardamnos. Kalgri would be back, someday, and Caina had no doubt the Red Huntress would seek vengeance. 
“No, nothing,” said Kylon, and a flicker of relief went through Caina. “Just those damned pillars.” 
They reached the edge of the camp. One of the Black Wolves stood guard, shield on his left arm and spear in his right hand. The mercenary soldier hadn’t lit a watch fire, but the light from the crystal columns made that unnecessary. In fact, Caina thought, the light would make it difficult for anyone to approach the camp unnoticed. 
“Where are you two going?” said the mercenary. Nasser had taken overall command of their expedition, and the mercenaries seemed to have decided that Caina, Kylon, Morgant, Azaces, and Nerina were Nasser’s personal retinue, a fact which annoyed Morgant to no end. 
“Out,” said Caina. “Heard something. Want to have a look around.”
The guard grunted. “You following Nasser, then?” 
Nasser had gone out? Alone? 
“Aye,” said Caina. “He told us to follow him after a few minutes. Didn’t say why. Likes to play his cards close to his chest.”
The guard snorted. “That one plays his cards to close to his chest that he might as well slide them between his ribs. But so long as he pays on time, it’s not my problem.”
Caina nodded her thanks and strode into the Desert of Candles, Kylon at her side. As they drew farther away from camp, the trail of Nasser’s boots became clearer. He had indeed gone alone into the desert. But why? Even if bandits held the Desert in superstitious fear, jackals and lions and other predators might not. Though perhaps the pillars might frighten off wild animals. Caina had not seen any animals at all since they had entered the Desert. 
“What is he doing?” muttered Kylon.
“I don’t know,” said Caina. Nasser had kept faith with her through some terrible dangers, but she knew very little about him. She had gathered together bits and pieces from observing him over the last year and a half – he was married, he was a skilled military commander and a natural leader, he kept his word, he knew a great deal about Callatas and ancient Iramis, and at some point a sorcerous attack had laid a powerful spell around his left hand, causing him to sheathe it in that black glove…and giving Nasser Glasshand the strength to crush skulls with that hand. 
Glass hand. 
The words rattled around her head for some reason.
“I think you trust him too much,” said Kylon. 
“Probably,” said Caina. “But he has his reasons for his secrets. So do I. Secrets are a kind of armor. I haven’t told him nearly everything about me. He knows that I am a Ghost, that I am the circlemaster of Istarinmul…but little else. He and Laertes and Kazravid still think that I am a man.”
Kylon snorted. “Then he is a fool, if he can look at you without seeing your beauty.”
Caina felt her mouth go a little dry. “Oh?” 
“Ah,” said Kylon. “Perhaps I phrased that inelegantly.”
“No, no,” said Caina. “I thought it quite elegant.”
“You’re quite good at disguises,” said Kylon. “Do you remember the Hall of Assembly in Catekharon?”
“All too well,” said Caina. “I was almost killed there. You were, too.” 
“In Catekharon I didn’t recognize you at first,” said Kylon. “In Marsis you were just a cloaked shadow. I never really got a good look at you. So when we met again in Catekharon, you were wearing a gown and jewels, and I didn’t know you. I thought you were a merchant’s pretty, empty-headed daughter. Then I sensed your emotions, and I knew. That and the eyes. I would recognize those anywhere.”
Caina smiled. “I’m told they’re distinctive.”
“They are,” agreed Kylon. 
She hesitated for a moment, and then the question fell from her tongue before she could stop herself. “You really think me lovely? After all the things you’ve seen me do, after all the people you’ve seen me kill, all the different disguises I’ve worn? You’ve seen me dressed as a man more often than as a woman.” She shook her head. “All the blood on my hands? Everything that I’ve…I’ve had to do, and you can still say that?”
“Can you doubt it?” said Kylon, his voice hoarse. 
She stared at him, a dozen emotions battling for dominance within her. He was only five or six years older than she was, but already they had so much history together. They had started out as enemies in Marsis, and later had become allies, and then friends. Now they were in exile together. 
What came after that?
Kylon took a step closer. She realized that he was going to kiss her. She realized that she wasn’t going to stop him…
All at once the nearest crystal pulsed with blue light, and Caina felt a surge of sorcerous power crackle through the air. 
Her head snapped around, and for a wild moment she thought that the crystalline pillar had somehow responded to her emotions. Yet none of the power radiating from the crystal touched her. Kylon turned, his sword leaping into his hand, and Caina saw that all the jagged crystals were glowing brighter. 
“Quite a show,” said Kylon, the ghostly light playing over his face. 
Caina wrenched her thoughts back to more immediate concerns, rebuking herself for her foolishness. The middle of the Desert of Candles was not to place to sort out what was happening between her and Kylon. 
Later. After they returned from the Inferno, assuming they survived. 
“It’s a web,” she said, focusing on the crawling sensation against her skin. “A lot of power is moving…that way, towards the east.” Had Nasser actually been a sorcerer all along? A darker thought occurred to her. Perhaps a sorcerer had attacked Nasser. “Let’s go. He might be in trouble.”
She broke into a run, slipping a throwing knife into her hand, and Kylon followed. They ran to the east, the jagged pillars growing thicker, and the cold wind started to carry the smell of the sea. They had gone far enough into the Desert of Candles that they had almost reached the shores of the Alqaarin sea itself. Which meant, Caina realized, they were standing upon the spot where Iramis itself had once stood. 
The crystalline pillars thickened around them, until it seemed as if they were walking through a forest of gleaming blue glass. If Caina’s guess was right, if these crystals were some sort of memory or shadow of the murdered people of Iramis, then they were nearly to the city’s heart. 
Suddenly the pillars thinned, and Caina entered something like a clearing, an empty space perhaps a hundred yards across. Something white gleamed in the center of the clearing, more crystals rising from its center…
She froze in shock.
She had seen this place before, this exact place, in her dreams.
 
###
 
“Caina?” said Kylon in a low voice. 
She didn’t answer him, her eyes locked upon the dry fountain.
It was utterly incongruous to find a fountain in the middle of this waterless desert. The broad white basin with its intricate symbols did not seem at all damaged by the dusty wind that had undoubtedly blown across it for decades. A plinth rose from the center of the fountain’s empty basin, and atop the plinth stood eight statues carved from the same blue crystal as the jagged columns around them. Seven of the statues displayed children of varying ages. The eight statue was of a woman of stunning beauty, her gown tossed around her as if in a terrible wind, her hands reaching out as if to seize someone. Kylon sensed tremendous sorcerous power within those statues, and the entire web of arcane force over the Desert and its Candles centered upon that fountain. 
He was more concerned about what he sensed from Caina at the moment.
“Caina?” he said again.
“The star is the key to the crystal,” she whispered, grabbing at his right arm for balance. “The star is the key to the crystal. The Moroaica’s father told me that.” She waved a hand at the fountain. “That’s the crystal, right there.”
“I see,” said Kylon. Her emotional sense all but burned with something between horror and fascination. Her sense was cold, colder than the Desert of Candles. He had never wanted to tell her, but the only other time he had felt emotional senses that cold had been when fighting hardened killers.
But for just a moment, when they had talked and he had admitted that he found her lovely, that ice had started to crack a little. 
Now the strange fountain held the entirety of her attention, and something else brushed against Kylon’s senses.
“Nasser,” he said in a low voice, gesturing at the dark-clad figure at the edge of the fountain. Nasser stood a few yards from the fountain’s low, decorative wall, gazing at the crystalline statues. His back was to Kylon, and he caught a flicker of the man’s emotions. There was quiet contemplation there, weariness, and…
Regret? Sorrow? He wasn’t sure. 
“Ibrahaim Nasser,” said Caina, the words slow. “Nasser Glasshand. Glass hand…”
Her voice trailed off, and suddenly her eyes grew wide as a jolt of stunned realization shot through her sense. 
“Oh,” she said. “Oh, I’m an idiot. A blind idiot, Kylon.”
“You’re really not,” said Kylon.
“I should have seen it sooner,” said Caina. “All the little things. A glass hand! It was right there before my eyes. And when we summoned Samnirdamnus before the Maze. To taunt Nasser, he took on the form of the woman in the fountain. Idiot! I should have realized sooner. ”
“If you feel like a blind idiot,” said Kylon, “imagine how I feel, because I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
She looked up at him, and her aura went cold and icy all over, the way it did in a crisis. “I’ll show you. Come on.”
Caina hurried across the clearing, heading towards the fountain, and Kylon shrugged as he followed her. She made no effort to hide her footfalls, and Nasser turned well before they reached him. The master thief was a shadow in the gloomy light from the crystalline statues atop the fountain, his expression calm and untroubled, though Kylon felt the unease in his emotions. He hadn’t expected to see them.
“Ciaran, Lord Kylon,” said Nasser. “I trust nothing is amiss?”
“Your left hand,” said Caina. “You never move it.”
Nasser lifted his eyebrows. “You’ve seen me punch through an Immortal’s skull. I daresay that qualifies as movement.”
“Fighting for your life is one thing,” said Caina. “But when we’re not fighting, when we’re planning or drinking coffee or simply talking, you never move your left hand. You don’t use it for anything.”
Nasser shrugged and flexed the fingers of his gloved left hand, his expression unchanging. 
Had Kylon not been focused upon him, he would not have detected the faint ripple of pain that went through Nasser’s sense at the movement. 
“You don’t use it unless you have to because it hurts,” said Caina. “There are other things, too. The sorcerous aura around your hand. How you know so much about ancient Iramis. The mortal arrow wound you survived at Silent Ash Temple. Your personal grudge against Callatas. The fact that Morgant hates you.”
“Morgant hates everyone,” said Nasser. 
“He doesn’t like anyone,” said Caina. “That’s because he’s lived for too long and seen too much. You, however, he hates specifically and personally. Which means it happened when he was still young enough to feel strong emotion, before Callatas sent him after Annarah…and that means you’re as old as he is. Maybe older.” She stepped closer to Nasser, and Kylon tensed, wondering if Nasser would react violently. But Nasser remained motionless, his expression calm. “But there was something else.”
“Ah,” said Nasser, closing his eyes and then opening them again. “Your ability to sense sorcery. I should have realized.”
“That woman in the fountain,” said Caina. “She’s reaching for something. Or she was reaching for someone when she was killed.”
Still Nasser said nothing.
“I think she was reaching for you,” said Caina. “I think you touched her, just now. That was why the crystals gave off that…that spike of power, or whatever it was. It was like touching two lodestones together.”
“I don’t understand,” said Kylon.
“I think,” said Nasser with a sigh, “that you might.”
Caina stepped forward, gripped Nasser’s left forearm, and lifted it. He offered no resistance as she undid the leather bracer and pulled away the black glove, revealing the hand beneath it.
Kylon felt his eyes widen in astonishment. 
Nasser’s left hand and forearm were made of glowing blue crystal.
Caina released his hand, and for a moment she and Nasser stared at each other. 
“That crystal is…grafted to your arm?” said Kylon. 
“It’s not grafted,” said Caina. “It is his arm.” She looked back at Nasser. “You’re the last Prince of Iramis, aren’t you?”
Nasser sighed, took his bracer and glove back, and started to pull them on. “Lord Kylon, take note. I have no doubt that you shall return to a position of authority, if we survive our current enterprise, and when you do, beware of surrounding yourself with clever men like Ciaran.” He closed the bracer and pulled the glove over his hand, wincing as he flexed his fingers. “They have a knack for discovering secrets that you would rather remain hidden.” 
“Then these statues,” said Caina, looking at the fountain. “They…were your family?”
“Yes,” said Nasser.
“I’m sorry,” said Caina. “How are you still alive?”
“I’m not entirely sure,” said Nasser. “We knew an attack of some kind was coming. The loremasters had cast their wards over me. I was going to take command of the valikarion and the soldiers and lead them against Callatas. I had just come to the gates of the palace when Callatas used the Star against us. I reached for my wife and children as the fire consumed the city,” he looked at the statues, his calm face giving no indication of the emotions Kylon’s sorcery sensed within, “and I touched her hand just as Callatas’s fire reached us. The city burned around me, and every living man, woman, and child within was turned to crystal. Except for me.”
“Partially,” said Caina.
Nasser nodded. “The hand still functions, though I can feel nothing through it, and moving it causes considerable pain. I suspect Callatas’s curse only partially touched me, giving me the longevity and resilience of these crystalline pillars while retaining freedom of movement.” The gloved hand clenched into a fist. “Ever since then, I have sought a way to defeat Callatas. For vengeance, yes, but vengeance alone cannot keep a man going for a century and a half.” He gestured with his hand of flesh at the crystalline pillars. “I fight him to keep this fate from befalling other nations. For he shall do to Istarinmul and all the world what he did to Iramis.”
“Then you were the one,” said Caina. “You sent Annarah away with the Staff and the Seal of Iramis. The royal regalia…gods! They were your regalia all this time.”
“Callatas had demanded them,” said Nasser. “He had already stolen the Star, and he sent a message demanding that we surrender the Staff and the Seal to him. I refused. I didn’t know about his Apotheosis in those days, though his message was full of madness about perfecting mankind and remaking the world. I had hoped to find Annarah again…but she disappeared. Later I learned that Morgant the Razor had killed her, but that the regalia had vanished. I searched for Morgant, but could never find him, and eventually I assumed that he must have died. Then, a hundred and fifty years later, you strolled with him into my rooms. Now I am here to rescue Annarah and secure the lost relics before Callatas can claim them and work evil.”
“That was an eventful day,” said Kylon. “Lord Prince…”
“Do not call me that,” said Nasser. “I no longer have the right to that title. I was the Prince of Iramis, but Iramis perished long ago.”
“I am sorry for your losses,” said Kylon.
Nasser inclined his head. “Thank you. You of all men would understand. I have come to terms with the loss…but your words are kind nonetheless.” His eyes turned back to Caina. “You understand why I could not tell you? Callatas knows I yet live, and his hatred of me has not wavered. If you were taken and made to talk…”
“Say no more,” said Caina. “I understand…and I am sorry.”
A white smile flashed over Nasser’s dark face. “Why? As I said, you are clever, and I knew you would puzzle out the truth eventually.” He opened and closed his left hand. “And you are quite fond of your dramatic gestures.” 
Kylon kept himself from laughing. The gods of storm and sea knew that was certainly true.
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina. “I’m a spy. Dramatic gestures are the last thing I should do.” 
“Said the man who robbed half the cowled masters of the Brotherhood and blew up the Widow’s Tower,” said Nasser. He beckoned. “Come! We should return to camp. I wished to pay my respects to my wife and children, and have done so.” He took one last look at the statues, nodded to himself, and turned away. “Work lies before us, and I suggest that we get a good night’s sleep. The next few days, I suspect, shall be eventful.”
He looked and sounded calm, but Kylon sensed the old grief and regret behind his mask. He understood. Even if Kylon lived for two centuries, he knew the grief and the regret of Thalastre’s death would never leave him. 
“Very well,” said Caina. “I suppose you have other secrets.”
“But of course,” said Nasser. “And you have yours. Though I suppose you would not be willing to share a few of them now?”
“No,” said Caina. “I did the hard work of finding yours. You can do the hard work of discovering mine.”
“Well.” Again Nasser’s white smile flashed over his face. “A man needs challenges in his life. Would you not agree, Lord Kylon?”
“In all candor,” said Kylon, “I think we have enough challenges.”
 
###
 
Caina pulled the tent flap closed and lay down to sleep.
Part of her wanted to go to Kylon, to continue their discussion from earlier, but she was too exhausted to contemplate the possibility. She also knew this was not the time. Later, once they had returned to Istarinmul, once they had rescued Annarah. Not now, not in the midst of this dangerous gamble. 
But if they died in the Inferno, she would never have the chance.
Caina closed her eyes, her mind whirling with the things she had learned.
In all the activity, she had almost forgotten about the shadow. She must have imagined it, or it must have been a passing horse or mercenary. That was the most likely explanation.
The unease remained with her until she finally sank into a black and dreamless sleep.



Chapter 9: Sparks
 
“We may have a problem,” said Nasser.
“Oh?” said Caina. “Just the one?” 
Six days had passed since they had departed the haunted, crystalline pillars of the Desert of Candles. They had avoided the dust storm, swung through the southern Desert, and returned to the steppes of Trabazon and the Great Southern Road. From there the Road continued through the Plains of Izmri, scrublands and patches of small forest that were nonetheless far more arable than the steppes. Peasants and small freeholders farmed these lands, and they watched the Black Wolves and the Company of Shopur pass with hard eyes, weapons ready in their callused hands. Caina saw many burned-out houses and abandoned farms, proof of the ravages of the Collectors. 
Soon after the elevation began to rise, the Road climbing into hills, and the temperature dropped while the lands around them grew greener. Caina knew that the Great Southern Road passed through the mountains, under the watchful eye of the fortresses known as the Seven Towers, and then into the Vale of Fallen Stars. The Vale was the best farmland in southern Istarinmul, and it was the most direct route from Istarinmul to Anshan, making it a locus of trade. 
It was also the emirate that had once belonged to Rezir Shahan, at least until Caina had killed him. It had passed to his brother Tanzir, whose life Caina had saved several times in Malarae. She wondered if Tanzir would be glad to see her if their paths happened to cross. He had been bookish and quiet and easily flustered, but the rumors claimed he had found his backbone. Perhaps he would blame Caina for the chaos that had come to Istarinmul. 
“An immediate problem, let us say,” said Nasser, sweeping his hand towards the mountains the filled the horizon to the south. “We are almost to the Seven Towers. I suspect any moment now that one of Shopur’s scouts will return with a report of an army in our path.”
“An army?” said Kylon, adjusting his sword. “Why?”
“Because,” said Caina. “Tanzir and the other southern emirs have taken their defense into their own hands. Two hundred heavy horsemen will draw notice.”
“So would a hundred Immortals and an emir from the north, I calculate,” said Nerina.
“You are correct, Madame Strake,” said Nasser. “However, Kuldan Cimak is a representative of the Padishah’s government, while we are merely…”
“Brigands, assassins, and thieves,” said Morgant. He grinned. “The sort of scum any well-meaning ruler wants kept well away from his lands. Oh, did I ever tell you? I may have killed one of Tanzir Shahan’s ancestors.”
“That is a story you should keep to yourself,” said Kylon.
“But it’s a funny one,” said Morgant. “The emir commissioned artists to create a book full of pictures of his concubines and harem slaves, all of them unclad. Of course, he liked to lick his fingers before turning the pages of his book. Uncouth habit, really. So all I had to do was to smear poison across the pages, and…” 
Azaces let out the short, harsh grunt that was his equivalent of a laugh. 
“Ah,” said Nasser. “Here comes the scout. I suggest we join the captains.” 
He urged his horse forward, and Caina, Kylon, Morgant, Azaces, and Nerina followed. Shopur and Dio called for a halt, and the column of horsemen reined up, the supply wagons creaking to a stop behind them. One of Shopur’s archers galloped down the road, a small plume of dust rising behind his mount, and came to a stop before the captains. 
“You have a report?” said Kazravid, who had taken on the role of Shopur’s lieutenant. 
“Aye,” said the scout. “A large band of armed men has blocked the road ahead.”
“Bandits?” said Dio.
“No,” said the scout. “They have chain mail and spiked helms, and both the footmen and the horsemen conduct themselves with discipline. They are Istarish soldiers, I deem. They fly a banner marked with the symbol of seven towers arrayed in a ring.”
A flicker of unpleasant memory went through Caina. That was the personal sigil of the House of Shahan. Rezir’s personal guards had worn it in Marsis, and she had seen Tanzir wearing a brooch with that sigil in Malarae. 
Shopur grunted. “Those would be the emir’s men, then.”
“I think the emir might be with them, sir,” said the scout. “They were led by a horseman in expensive armor.”
“Either the emir himself or one of his khalmirs,” said Dio. 
“Capital,” said Nasser.
“Capital?” said Kazravid. “Capital? How is that possibly good? If Tanzir’s kept a firm hand on his lands, he won’t be happy to have two hundred mercenaries riding across his Vale.”
Dio shrugged. “Maybe he won’t mind. Shopur and I were on our way to the Vale to take service with the emir before Nasser hired us. Rumor has it the emir’s hiring mercenaries left and right. Wants an army of his own to deal with the Brotherhood’s Collectors.” 
Caina blinked. “The Collectors.” Something else came together in her mind. “Nasser. You know Tanzir, don’t you?”
“Not personally, no,” said Nasser, “though I expect that is about to change. Our mutual friend Strabane of the Kaltari Highlands is an acquaintance of the emir, and we have exchanged correspondence with Strabane acting as intermediary.” 
Caina remembered the papers Nasser and Laertes had taken with them when the Sifter had burned down the Shahenshah’s Seat. 
“It’s not just Tanzir who is building an army. You are, too,” she said in a quiet voice. 
Dio snorted. “Seems like we might be part of the emir’s army before all is said and done.”
“A moment, Ciaran,” said Nasser. “I wish to speak with you alone.”
Caina nodded and they rode ahead a few paces as the scout finished delivering his report to the captains. 
Nasser drummed the fingers of his right hand upon the pommel of his saddle. “I take it you know the emir Tanzir? I guessed as much from some of the things you have said.”
“Yes,” said Caina. 
“From what I understand, the Balarigar killed his brother,” said Nasser. “It may be best to keep yourself concealed.”
“He hated his brother,” said Caina, “and I saved Tanzir’s life several times.”
“Truly? Capital, then,” said Nasser. “He will be all the easier to persuade. Let us return to the captains and proceed.”
“If you need me to talk to Tanzir,” said Caina, “tell him that I have a message from Sonya Tornesti.” That had been the name Tanzir had known her by in Malarae. 
“A Szaldic name,” said Nasser. “Might I ask who Sonya Tornesti is?”
“A Ghost that Tanzir met in Malarae,” said Caina. That, at least, was entirely true. “She saved his life, and I suspect he will remember her favorably.” She hoped that part was true. 
“I see,” said Nasser with a slow nod. “And you remember her favorably, then?” 
“I’m sorry?” said Caina.
“You have dug into my past,” said Nasser, flashing his white smile at her, “so it seems only just that I repay you with the same coin. I suspect you lost someone of significance to you before coming to Istarinmul. Was this Sonya Tornesti a lover, then?”
Caina blinked in astonishment, and just barely kept herself from erupting with laughter.
“Sonya Tornesti?” said Caina. “Oh, aye, I fear you’ve caught me out. I took one look at her and I was mad with passion.” Nasser’s eyebrows started to climb his forehead. “That long blonde hair, those blue eyes, and, gods, she had strong legs…”
“There is no need,” said Nasser, “for excessive…”
“You did ask,” said Caina. “I was mad for her. Maybe it was the accent. I could never resist a woman with a Szaldic accent, you know? We took each other morning, noon, and night. It was never enough for me. We…”
“Despite how annoying you find Morgant,” said Nasser, “I begin to see why you two work so well together.”
“Now that’s an insult,” said Caina, grinning at him. 
Her smile faded as they returned to the mercenaries. Someday, perhaps, she could tell Nasser the truth, and he would understand the joke. Not today, though.
First they had to live through today. 
“What was that about?” said Kylon. 
“Sonya Tornesti,” said Caina, and Kylon nodded. He had known her by that name from when he had visited Malarae to escort the Emperor to New Kyre. “Nasser wondered if Tanzir would remember her.” 
“Who the devil is Sonya Tornesti?” said Morgant.
“A coffee merchant’s mistress,” said Caina. “Wore too much makeup, too much jewelry, and dresses that were too tight and too gaudy. You really wouldn’t have liked her.” 
Morgant snorted, and Caina felt a twinge of sadness. Morgant would not have liked Sonya Tornesti…but Caina had liked pretending to be Sonya Tornesti, had enjoyed the dresses and the jewels. She had enjoyed running the House of Kularus even more, had enjoyed living with Corvalis. 
It was the happiest she had been in her adult life, and she had lost it all. 
She felt Kylon looking at her. No doubt he had sensed the emotions roiling within her skull. Gods, but she had been wound up lately. 
“Let’s go meet the emir,” said Caina. 
Nasser conferred with Laertes, Kazravid, and the captains for a moment longer, and then the horsemen started forward again. Shopur and Dio passed orders down the lines of horsemen, commanding them to sheathe their weapons and not to draw them unless they came under attack. Neither mercenary captain wanted to risk irritating an Istarish emir. Given that the emir might become their employer in the near future, Caina understood.
A few minutes later the Istarish soldiers came into sight. The footmen had formed a shield wall across the road, blocking it, and archers waited behind the shields. Wings of horsemen stood on either side of the road, ready to screen the archers’ flanks. A group of horsemen waited behind the archers, lances in hand. The standardbearer held a lance with two standards. One banner displayed the crown-and-sword sigil of the Padishah himself, while the other showed the seven towers of the House of Shahan. 
“Hold!” thundered the standardbearer, a tall man in plate armor with a spiked helm that concealed his face. “In the name of Tanzir of House Shahan, Emir of the Vale of Fallen Stars and Captain of the Seven Towers, stand and identify yourselves.” 
“Best put that silver tongue of yours to use,” said Kazravid.
Nasser nodded and steered his mount forward with his knees, his hands raised. 
“Greetings!” he called out. “I seek audience with the noble emir of the Vale of Fallen Stars. Is he among you?” 
“You will identify yourself,” thundered the standardbearer. 
“I am a messenger,” said Nasser. 
“Indeed?” said the standardbearer. “A messenger that requires such a formidable guard? For whom do you carry a message?”
Nasser glanced at Caina, and she nodded, bracing herself.
“Tell the emir,” said Nasser, gesturing back at Caina, “that I come bearing news from Strabane of Drynemet, and that that this man has a message from Sonya Tornesti of Malarae.” 
That got a reaction.
One of the horsemen snapped a command, and a quiet conference took place behind the archers and the shield wall. Caina waited, feeling sweat trickle down her back. If Tanzir decided that it was a trap, or if one of his khalmirs was in command of the soldiers instead…
“The messenger from Sonya Tornesti,” said the standardbearer at last. His voice had not decreased in volume, but now he sounded thoroughly confused. “What color are his eyes?”
Nasser blinked. “Blue.”
“You will accompany us to the First Tower,” said the standardbearer. “The messenger will meet alone with the emir there, and we shall then decide what to do with you.”
“Very well, then,” said Nasser. “By all means, lead the way.” 
 
###
 
Two hours later, Caina stood alone in the highest chamber of the First Tower.
The First Tower looked a great deal like the Craven’s Tower, at least until she and Nasser and Nerina had blown the Craven’s Tower to smoking rubble. The fortress perched on a hill over the road, grim and strong. It had the same central drum keep and curtain wall, though unlike the fortresses in Istarinmul itself, there were no Immortals upon the walls. It would take a small army to besiege it, and an even larger one to actually conquer it. Tanzir’s men had gone into the Tower, while the mercenaries waited outside.
Caina had gone alone into the First Tower with Tanzir’s men. 
Kylon had not been at all happy about that. Neither had Caina, but she hadn’t seen a way around it. Undoubtedly Cimak had already reached the Vale of Fallen Stars. The plan had been to snatch Cimak and replace him before his caravan had even reached the Seven Towers, but that would have been easier on the chaotic steppes than in the Vale. 
If they were going to pull this off, if they were going to rescue Annarah from the Inferno, they needed Tanzir’s help. 
So Caina stood alone in the tower room and waited.
She suspected that Tanzir had spent a lot of time here recently. A table stood in the center of the room. Books and scrolls had been piled on the table and stood in stacks around the floor. Most of them were in Istarish, but some were in Anshani or Kyracian, and there was one written in High Nighmarian. Caina recognized that book at once. It was a history of the Emperors of the Nighmarian Empire, and Corvalis had given it to Tanzir during his visit to Malarae. 
All the other books were histories of war.
It seemed Caina was not the only one who expected civil war.
The door to the tower opened. Caina looked up, expecting to see Tanzir himself, or maybe more soldiers. A jolt of surprise shot through her, and only long experience kept the shock from showing on her face. 
The last two men she had expected to see walked into the room. 
The first was squat, with the musculature of an experienced blacksmith. He scowled constantly behind his thick black beard, a scowl that did not waver when he saw Caina. He wore a plain turban, chain mail, and carried both a scimitar and a small drum at his belt. The second man was tall and wore a simple robe and turban, a close-cropped graying beard shading his lean, ascetic features. It was hard to tell his age. Caina would have guessed about forty, but he could easily have been older or younger. 
“Sulaman?” said Caina, astonished. 
The poet Sulaman and his bodyguard Mazyan came into the room. Caina had met Sulaman during her first night in Istarinmul nearly two years ago. Somehow he knew things about her, and had given her aid and counsel more than once. He had the peculiar ability to see glimpses of the future, and had warned her against the Red Huntress. 
He had also told her where to find Morgant the Razor, though she had not realized it at the time. 
“Master Ciaran,” said Sulaman in his quiet voice. 
“I suppose this explains why Damla was unable to hire you to recite in the House of Agabyzus,” said Caina. 
He smiled. “You have your secrets, and I have mine…”
“And our secrets protect us,” said Caina. “You told me that before.” She considered. “Am I about to learn some of yours?”
“Not unless you puzzle them out for yourself, I fear,” said Sulaman. “I had business of my own with the emir, and he mentioned that his men had found a man claiming to be one of the Ghosts. Before he spoke with you, he wished to make sure that you were not a Kindred assassin or a Teskilati informant.”
“And you could tell that simply by looking at me?” said Caina.
“Yes,” said Sulaman. 
There was no boasting in his voice, no arrogance. Merely a simple statement of fact.
“A useful talent, I imagine,” said Caina.
“The legacy of my blood, the sight I am given,” murmured Sulaman. “It is often more curse than gift, more pain than benefit. But for sifting truth from falsehood, it is most useful.” He bowed. “I shall tell the emir that you are who you claim to be.”
“Wait,” said Caina. Mazyan’s scowl deepened, and he reached for his sword, but Sulaman stopped him. “Since you are so well-informed, you have probably guessed what I plan to attempt.” 
“Some of it,” said Sulaman. “You are with Nasser, so likely you share the same goal.”
Caina wondered how much Sulaman knew about Nasser. Did he know that Nasser had once been the last Prince of Iramis? Nasser and Sulaman had clearly worked together in the past. How much did Nasser know about Sulaman? For that matter, did Tanzir know about either of them? And that did not even factor in whatever game Samnirdamnus was playing with her and Morgant. 
No wonder Caina had been so agitated lately. She was in the middle of a web of secrets and lies, and though she had constructed much of it herself, she could not see all of it. 
“Any counsel you can give me?” said Caina. “You’ve aided me before. Against the Huntress, and when I sought Morgant the Razor.”
“Yes,” said Sulaman. “I heard that you had found him. Tell me, Master Ciaran. Do we share the same goal?”
“You told me,” said Caina, “that you wanted to protect the people of Istarinmul. If Callatas is not stopped, he will kill the people of Istarinmul. That alone, I think, should be reason to help me.” 
Sulaman inclined his head. “Very well. When you go to the Inferno, you must do as you have always done, or you shall perish.”
“And what have I always done?” said Caina. 
“Break the chains,” said Sulaman. “Shatter the bonds. Free the slaves.” 
“I don’t understand,” said Caina.
“You shall,” said Sulaman, “when the hour is upon you, for it is in your nature. That is all the aid I can give you for now, I fear.” He hesitated. “One secret I shall share with you, and one only.”
Mazyan growled. “Master…” 
Sulaman raised a hand, and the hulking bodyguard fell silent, though he kept glowering at Caina. 
“Callatas knows of me,” said Sulaman, “and he suffers me to live, for he thinks he may have need of me in the future. Yet if he realizes that I am his enemy, that I have aided his foes, he will either kill me or imprison me in a place like the Inferno. So I am limited in what I can do. Those words, scanty as they are, are all the aid I can give you for now.”
“I understand,” said Caina. “And your aid has saved my life more than once before. Thank you.” He had told her where to find Morgant the Razor, which in turn had led her to finding Kylon in the Ring of Cyrica. And if she had not found Kylon and Morgant on that day, if she had been alone, the Sifter would have killed her. 
“I am glad,” said Sulaman. “May the Living Flame watch over you.” The poet bowed to her, and she bowed back. Sulaman left the room. Mazyan glared a little longer, and then turned and departed as well.
A few moments later Tanzir Shahan, emir of the Vale of Fallen Stars, walked into the tower chamber.
He had changed so much that Caina barely recognized him at first. 
In Malarae he had been fat, so fat that he had trouble walking long distances. Tanzir had lost a great deal of weight since then, and while he was still stout, the climb up the tower stairs had not winded him. He wore chain mail and plate armor without discomfort, as if he had grown used to it. His face was harder, leaner, with fresh lines marking his bronze-colored skin despite his youth. He looked, in fact, like his dead brother, and Caina felt a twinge of alarm. Just how much like Rezir had Tanzir become?
Then he stopped and stared at her, the astonishment plain upon his face, and Caina remembered the terrified young man that had come to Malarae to negotiate peace between the Padishah and the Emperor.
“Sonya Tornesti?” Tanzir said. “It truly is you?”
Caina bowed. “My lord emir. It has been a long time.” 
Tanzir started to pace back and forth. That was new, too. He had never preferred to stand when a chair was at hand. “When my khalmir told me that the mercenaries claimed to have a message from you, I was sure it was a trick. Or a trap. The Living Flame knows that the Teskilati have tried to have me killed a half-dozen times since I had my mother and brother exiled…”
“My lord emir,” said Caina, but Tanzir kept talking. He had used to stutter, but that seemed to have become a tendency to ramble. 
“Though I should have guessed,” said Tanzir, still pacing. “All those stories coming out of the capital about a black-cloaked master thief terrorizing the Brotherhood? A thief who called himself the Balarigar? It had to be you. Who else could it have been? But for my life I could not imagine why you would be in Istarinmul, not when the Empire was ripping itself apart in civil war.” 
Caina opened her mouth to speak, but Tanzir kept talking. 
“I suppose it has something to do with the Umbarian Order,” said Tanzir. “That must be why you’re here. To make sure the Padishah does not ally with the Umbarians against the Empire. Of course, the Padishah disappeared before I returned to Istarinmul, and no one knows where he is. You’ll have to deal with Callatas, and Callatas…the man has been a malignant blight upon Istarinmul for decades, and he has been growing worse. He’s unleashed the Collectors upon the southern emirates, and if something isn’t done soon Istarinmul will have its own civil war.” His face hardened, and he looked more like Rezir than ever. “And we shall be right to do it! Callatas and his demands are ripping Istarinmul apart.” He blinked several times and focused upon Caina. “Oh. I forgot. Is Anton Kularus with you? I have some questions for him.”
Caina swallowed. “He’s dead.” 
“Oh.” The energy seemed to drain out of Tanzir. “I am sorry. When…”
“The day of the golden dead,” said Caina. “He…died valiantly.” 
“I am sorry,” said Tanzir. “I had hoped to ask him about the Kindred of Istarinmul. You see, to my chagrin I have become something of a leader to the southern emirs, and so the Grand Wazir has hired the Kindred to kill me. I’ve evaded them, but a man’s luck will only last for so long.” 
“Actually,” said Caina, thinking of Morgant. “I have an expert on the Kindred with me. Perhaps he can tell you something of their techniques.” 
“Good,” said Tanzir. “Thank you, yes. That…ah, that will be helpful.” 
They stood in silence for a moment. 
“How have you been?” said Caina. “Since you returned, I mean. You seem…”
“Thinner?” said Tanzir.
“Different,” said Caina. 
Tanzir snorted. “A diplomatic way of putting it. But I’ve had nothing but diplomacy for the last four years. That, and people trying to kill me.” He shook his head. “I took your advice and exiled my mother and my brother as soon as I returned, and set about…oh, cleaning house, you could say. I got rid of my mother’s loyalists and installed my own men throughout the magistracies of the Vale. Then the day of the golden dead happened, and all has been chaos since. The Vale of Fallen Stars is the most powerful emirate of the south, and the other emirs traditionally look to the House of Shahan for guidance. Which means me. By the Living Flame! If I had known all this was going to happen, I would have stayed in Malarae. The book shops were most pleasant.”
“I wish I was still in Malarae, too,” said Caina, “but I fear that is not possible.” 
He hesitated, stared at the ceiling for a moment, and then looked at her. “Why are you here? Istarinmul is about to explode, and suddenly you turn up at the border of my lands.” 
Caina took a deep breath. “Because I need your help.”
At once he looked guarded. “Why? I will not aid the Ghosts against Istarinmul. Nor will I argue that Istarinmul should join the war against the Umbarian Order. The Order is as vile as the Great Necromancers of old or the Magisterium of the Fourth Empire, yes. But Istarinmul should stay neutral in that war.”
“I’m not going to ask for that,” said Caina. “I will ask for two things. That you allow us to pass through the Vale, and that you do not warn the Inferno or anyone in Istarinmul when we kidnap the emir Kuldan Cimak.” 
She had just thrown the dice. She hoped her assessment of Tanzir was correct. 
Tanzir blinked. “You want to kill Kuldan? Why? He is quite harmless. A bit too fond of his own poetry, to be sure…”
“Not to kill him,” said Caina. “Kidnap him. Then I will masquerade as him and enter the Inferno.”
“Why?” said Tanzir. “That is utter madness. The Inferno is where men are tortured into Immortals. It is an evil place, and the Master Alchemist Rolukhan is cruel even by the standards of the College of Alchemists. Why would you want to infiltrate the place?”
Caina took a deep breath. “I could tell you…but the answer would put you in danger.”
“Why?” said Tanzir again, meeting her eyes. He had indeed grown since their last meeting. Once he would not have been able to look her in the eye. Now she saw only a weary determination there. 
“Because Callatas would kill me for what I know,” said Caina.
“To say nothing of the two million bezants upon your head,” said Tanzir. 
“That, too,” said Caina. “But far more dangerous is the knowledge I have stolen. He would kill me to keep his secrets…and he would kill you as well.”
“I expect he already wants me dead, anyway,” said Tanzir. “What is one more reason? Tell me.”
“So be it,” said Caina. “The reason Callatas has sent the Brotherhood to kidnap slaves from the southern lands is because of wraithblood.”
“Wraithblood?” said Tanzir, wrinkling his nose with disgust. “That drug taken by the poor of the city? It causes delirium and madness. What would Callatas want with it?”
“He makes it,” said Caina, “from the blood of murdered slaves. That’s why he wants so many slaves, and that’s why the price of slaves has risen so high. Callatas has been murdering them by the thousands to produce wraithblood.”
Tanzir blanched at that. “Why? That is stark madness.” 
“Have you heard of creatures called the nagataaru?” said Caina.
“Nagataaru?” said Tanzir. Some of his old manner returned as he searched the vaults of his memory. “It is an Iramisian word, I recall. The name for some manner of malevolent devil or demon conjured up from the netherworld. According to legend, the seven Demon Princes that ruled what is now Istarinmul were all possessed by great lords of the nagataaru. The Iramisian loremasters of old were founded to fight the nagataaru.”
“The nagataaru are real, not myth,” said Caina. “I’ve seen them and fought them.” Memories of Ricimer and the Red Huntress flashed through her mind. “Callatas is preparing a great spell to bind and summon millions upon millions of them at once, a working that he calls the Apotheosis. I’m not sure what his purpose for the spell is, not yet, but he needs the wraithblood addicts to do it. Maybe to provide physical bodies to house the nagataaru. I don’t know.”
“Why cast this spell?” said Tanzir. “According to ancient history, he destroyed Iramis in such a matter. Does he think to do the same to Istarinmul?”
“I’m not sure,” said Caina. “Perhaps he thinks it will bring him additional power. Maybe he has some other purpose. Whatever his reasoning, the nagataaru are malevolent, and they feed upon pain and death. If millions of them are summoned to our world it will be a catastrophe on the scale of the day of the golden dead.”
“What does this have to do with the Inferno?” said Tanzir. 
“There is a prisoner there,” said Caina, choosing her words carefully. She did not think Tanzir would do anything harmful with the knowledge of the Staff and the Seal. If he was taken prisoner and the knowledge was tortured out of him, the results could be catastrophic. Tanzir and Sulaman had their secrets, but Caina had hers, as well. “Callatas doesn’t know that the prisoner is there, else he would have killed her already. But she has knowledge that could stop the Apotheosis and defeat Callatas.”
“So the plan,” said Tanzir, “is to attack Cimak’s caravan, kill all his Immortals, impersonate Cimak, and then you flee the Inferno with this female prisoner.”
“Yes,” said Caina.
Tanzir scowled. “Why do it in the Vale? I’ve tried to keep order in the Vale during the chaos of the last few years, and I’ve mostly succeeded. I do not appreciate private armies battling upon my lands.”
“We meant to attack him on the Trabazon steppes,” said Caina, “long before we ever neared to the Vale. Unfortunately, a dust storm arose, and before we could get around it, Cimak and his caravan made it to the Vale.”
“Hmm,” said Tanzir. “Just as well. This conversation explained a great many details about the Grand Master’s peculiar behavior over the last few years. What do you intend to do with Cimak? Are you going to kill him?”
“We were going to hold him prisoner somewhere,” said Caina. 
“No,” said Tanzir. “Give him to me. He was a friend of mine when we were younger, and I might have need of him. We shall need every man of noble blood we can gather to our side.” 
“You will?” said Caina. “You’re…planning to overthrow the Grand Wazir, aren’t you?”
“I suppose it is obvious at this point,” said Tanzir. “We are loyal men of Istarinmul and would never rebel against the Padishah, but the Padishah disappeared soon after I returned from Malarae. Erghulan Amirasku has not lifted a finger to aid us, and he has done nothing to stop the Brotherhood’s depredations. We mean to see him replaced and sound government returned to Istarinmul.” He sighed and looked at his books. “Though, historically…revolutions do not tend to end well.”
“Especially when the Grand Wazir is a puppet for a sorcerer with Callatas’s power,” said Caina. 
“True,” said Tanzir. “Yet I fear we are left with no choice. Callatas and Erghulan Amirasku are destroying the nation. The Brotherhood of Slavers is waxing fat and rich, but their wealth comes from plundering the countryside and kidnapping our peasants to sell upon the auction block. Because of the fighting, trade is drying up. If something is not done soon, the situation will become dire. We must remove Erghulan and find the Padishah, or at least appoint someone competent as Grand Wazir, someone who will not jump every time Callatas snaps his fingers.” 
“You’ve made an alliance with the Kaltari tribes, I assume?” said Caina. 
“How did you know that?” said Tanzir. “Oh…yes, right. You’re a spy. The Kaltari have been the backbone of the Padishah’s armies for centuries, along with the small farmers of the southern emirates. They’ve organized under a former gladiator named Strabane, and the Kaltari have been fighting back, attacking the Collectors and waylaying the Brotherhood’s caravans whenever they can. Strabane has the Kaltari tribesmen at his call and a growing army of free slaves. If it comes to it, if civil war begins, they’ll march with us.”
“You think it might not come to war?” said Caina.
“I have sent emissaries to the Grand Wazir, demanding that he put a halt to the Brotherhood’s raids,” said Tanzir. “But I fear matters have gone too far for that. There is going to be war. Istarinmul is stuffed full of kindling, and all it will take is a single spark to set it alight.” He sighed. “Such as you breaking into the Inferno and making off with a prisoner.” 
“Then you will help us?” said Caina.
Tanzir sighed again. “Actually…I fear I don’t have a choice in the matter. I have to help you. If you can weaken Callatas, if you disrupt his plans, the opportunity is too good to pass up. And if you can disrupt the Inferno, for that matter…it is a powerful fortress, and Rolukhan is not a man with whom one should trifle. The Inferno is too powerful of a stronghold to leave unguarded in our rear, if we must march upon the city.” 
“Sound military thinking,” said Caina. 
Tanzir waved a vague hand at the piled books. “All the histories say so. Fortunately, I have khalmirs with practical experience. A few of them even escaped Marsis.”
“Veterans, then,” said Caina, the cold memory of the battle flashing through her mind. 
“Indeed,” said Tanzir. 
“Then you will help us?” said Caina. 
“As I said, I don’t have any choice,” said Tanzir. “How shall we begin?”



Chapter 10: Epic Poetry
 
Two days later Kylon stood in the predawn gloom and looked at the village. 
“Korundush,” announced Tanzir Shahan, reining up his horse. 
Kylon nodded, looking around. 
Compared to the farmlands around New Kyre and the other free cities west of Anshan, the Vale of Fallen Stars was arid. Compared to the Trabazon steppes and the Desert of Candles, it was a lush paradise. There were not many trees and only a few rivers, but an intricate maze of canals descended from the mountains and fed snowmelt from the peaks and into the fields. Everywhere Kylon looked he saw waving fields of grain, groves of olive trees, and vineyards heavy with grapes. According to Tanzir, who never wearied of expounding upon the history of Istarinmul, the canals had been built thousands of years ago, when the Maatish pharaohs still ruled this the Vale as one of the outer satrapies of their far-flung empire. After the fall of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun, the ancestors of the Istarish had settled here, and every successive emir had expanded and improved the system of canals. 
Certainly the Vale was the most prosperous region Kylon had seen since coming to the Padishah’s realm. The city of Istarinmul was filled to overflowing with beggars and slaves and impoverished free citizens subsisting on the Wazir of Grain’s bread ration, and the countryside had been a chaos of raiders and brigands, but the Vale looked prosperous. Kylon suspected the Vale had Tanzir to thank for its stability. There was a constant current of low-level fear running through Tanzir Shahan’s emotional aura, but he had it under control, and despite his scholarly and rambling demeanor he kept his men and officers under tight discipline.
He reminded Kylon a little of Rezir Shahan, though without the emir’s rampant love of cruelty. And hopefully without the overweening pride that had led to Rezir’s death at Caina’s hands. 
Oddly, Tanzir bore Caina no ill will for that. His emotions whenever he spoke to her veered between a healthy respect, outright terror, and infatuation. Had Tanzir been a bolder man, Kylon supposed, he would have tried to have seduce Caina long ago.  Of course, had Tanzir been a bolder man, he might already have started a war with the Grand Wazir and been crushed for his trouble. 
Kylon pushed aside the musings and turned his attention to the village. Plots and politics and schemes were not his strength. Fighting was his strength.
A battle was about to begin. 
“Kuldan Cimak has stayed here for two days?” said Caina. 
“So my spies tell me,” said Tanzir. “You see, there is, ah…quite a reputable brothel here, one that caters to wealthy merchants and noblemen traveling along the Great Southern Road to Anshan or Istarinmul. Cimak stopped here, sent his wagons on ahead with some of his Immortals, and stayed here to…entertain himself, I suspect.” 
To judge from the embarrassment that flickered through the emir’s sense, he had sampled the brothel’s wares himself more than once. Yet Tanzir had the self-control to keep it from his expression. 
“Just as well,” said Caina, squinting at the village. “That means fewer Immortals for us to kill.” 
“The village is a strong place,” said Laertes. “It will not fall easily if the gates are closed against us.” 
He was right. Kylon had seen more battles upon water than on land, but he knew a good fortification when he saw one. A wall of stone surrounded Korundush, the gate in its western wall closed and barred, and all the whitewashed houses within had been built of stone. The village itself sat on a low hill in the midst of its fields and irrigation canals. A small pond lay at the northern foot of the hill, and the eastern and southern slopes were too steep to climb. Any attackers would have to assail the gate, which would make them easy targets for the Immortals. 
“It will not,” agreed Tanzir. “Fortunately, we have an advantage.”
“What’s that?” said Dio.
“Me,” said Tanzir. “This is my village, and its elders know me. At my command, they will open the gate, and then we can stroll inside and attack. Is it really necessary to kill all the Immortals?”
“It is, I fear,” said Nasser. “We cannot permit any of them to escape and carry warning of our plans to our foes. Above all, we must take Cimak alive.
“Oh, don’t worry,” said Morgant. “I think I can help with that. Assuming the Exile is willing to lend a hand.” 
 
###
 
It only took Morgant a few moments to prepare for what he had in mind. 
He buttoned up the front of his black coat to the collar, concealing his white shirt. He readjusted his sword belt, and then donned a worn bronze ring he had found long ago, placing it on the third finger of his left hand. It rendered him undetectable to any seeking spells of divinatory sorcery. Not that he expected Cimak to have a sorcerer in his retinue, but it never hurt to be prepared. Morgant would have worn the ring constantly, save for the fact that falling asleep while wearing it could cause homicidal insanity, which the ring’s original owner and creator had failed to appreciate until too late. 
He tucked a few other items he might need into a satchel, hooked a coil of rope with a collapsible grapnel to his belt, and rejoined Caina and Kylon. 
“What are you intending to do?” said Caina, giving him a dubious look. Around them the Black Wolves and the Company of Shopur marched up the road towards the gate, Tanzir and his soldiers at their head. 
“Why, I am going to enter Korundush, retrieve Kuldan Cimak, and return with him,” said Morgant. 
“You’re an assassin,” said Caina. “We need him alive.” 
“No need to worry,” said Morgant. “Kidnappings are easy. They’re just a subset of assassination. This will be easy. All I’ll do is lie to him a little.”
Caina looked at him for a moment, and then her eyes turned to Kylon.
“Go with him,” she said.
“I do need him to come along,” said Morgant.
“Why?” said Caina. 
“He can jump higher than I can,” said Morgant. “Younger knees, I expect.” 
Kylon looked at Caina, and Morgant rolled his eyes. Those two had gotten quite good at communicating without any words. He wondered if they had started sleeping together yet, and then decided that it did not matter. So long as it did not interfere with Morgant’s promise to Annarah, Caina and Kylon could do whatever the hell they wanted. A pity that Caina could not have children. She had considerable energy and intellect, and had she married into the Nighmarian nobility as her birth dictated she would be well on her way to having a brood of clever sons and scheming daughters who would one day dominate the Empire between them. That was clearly what she would have wanted from life, yet that had been denied her.
It was a cruel world, and that was far from the darkest cruelty Morgant had seen in his two centuries.
Did the world deserve to die?
If the Knight had told the truth, Morgant might have the chance to decide that soon. 
He realized that both Caina and Kylon were staring at him, and he made himself smirk at them.
“You look like you’re about to kill someone,” said Kylon.
“Do I?” said Morgant. “Well, good for you, because I am. Coming, Exile?” He turned to Caina. “Have your mercenaries deal with the Immortals. I’ll bring you Cimak.” He thought for a moment. “In fact, I will bring you Cimak…and he will thank you for kidnapping him, and thank Tanzir as his deliverer from certain death.”
Caina raised an eyebrow. “And just how are you going to accomplish this?”
“Lies and flattery, of course,” said Morgant, and he described his plan. 
“I think that would work,” said Caina. “And if we can get Cimak on our side, that will make our task all the easier. Tanzir would appreciate his cooperation, too.” 
Morgant smiled. “Then you are planning to overthrow the Padishah and the Grand Wazir?”
The cold blue eyes looked at him without blinking. “I am going to do what is necessary to stop Callatas.” Her lips thinned. “If that includes overthrowing the Grand Wazir, so be it.” 
“Well, then,” said Morgant. “Let’s see if the Kyracian and I can deliver you a tame emir.”
Caina nodded. “Be careful.”
She wasn’t talking to him, Morgant knew.
“I always am,” said Kylon. 
Caina snorted. “Liar. But, then, so am I.” She turned her horse back towards Nasser and the mercenary captains.
Morgant and Kylon stared at each other for a moment. 
“Come along, Kyracian,” said Morgant. “I suspect we might need to kill a few people before we find Cimak.”
Kylon did not look pleased, but he followed Morgant as they circled to the south, making their way alongside a field full of ripening wheat. Tanzir had passed orders that the men were to avoid trampling the crops. Morgant had to approve of his foresight. More people died of famine and plague during war than of swords and spears. 
Tanzir was definitely smarter than some of his ancestors. Especially the ones Morgant had killed.
They reached the hill’s south side, and Morgant considered it for a moment. The Immortals had not bothered to place a guard upon the ramparts or outside the village. No doubt they thought themselves secure in the heart of the Vale. Since the village watchmen were currently opening the gates for Tanzir, the Immortals would soon learn otherwise. Morgant flicked his eyes over the houses rising within the village’s walls. The inn was the largest building in the village, four stories tall with a flat roof. Morgant had passed through Korundush before, and he knew that the brothel occupied the top floors of the inn. 
Kuldan Cimak would be there, in the inn’s most luxurious suite.
“There were are,” said Morgant. “Jump to the top of the wall and then throw down the rope.” He passed Kylon the coiled rope. 
“That’s it?” said Kylon. “That’s why you wanted me along?”
Morgant shrugged. “That and the stimulating conversation, of course. Do hurry. I suspect Nasser and his friends are going to start killing Immortals any second.”
Kylon ran to the wall with a burst of speed, climbing up the steep slope. Morgant hurried after at a slower pace. As he drew nearer, Kylon jumped, leaping far higher into the air than a normal man could manage. He kicked off the wall about two thirds of the way up, the momentum driving him further, and seized the battlements and heaved himself over. The stormdancer hooked the grapnel to the stone, and Morgant scrambled up, his palms gripping the rope, his boots rasping against the wall. 
It occurred to him that this would be an excellent time for Kylon to kill him, yet Morgant knew the thought would not occur to Kylon himself. Kylon Shipbreaker was not the sort of man to murder in cold blood. Unless Kylon thought that Caina was in danger from Morgant, of course. Then Morgant would never see the blow coming. 
“Now,” said Morgant, pulling up the rope and coiling it anew. “The rooftop of that inn against the wall.” He took a look around. None of the villagers seemed to have noticed them, most likely because everyone was watching the armed men filter into the village square. Whatever else the Black Wolves and the Company of Shopur might have been, they made excellent distractions. 
To his credit, Kylon did not hesitate, but nodded, grabbed the rope, and jumped again. He hit the inn somewhere around the third floor, and to Morgant’s mild surprise, Kylon climbed up the smooth wall with ease. The reason became clear a moment later. White mist swirled around Kylon’s hands, and when he touched the wall a patch of thick ice appeared. The cold likely would have frozen off the skin of a normal man, but Kylon’s power protected him, and he scaled the wall with ease.
A handy trick. Morgant had never seen a stormdancer do that before. A moment later the rope came down, and Morgant scaled the wall rather less gracefully. Still, he was over two hundred years old. Allowances had to be made for age.
“Will you cut through the ceiling with your dagger?” said Kylon, voice low as he retrieved the rope. A mass of black-armored Immortals marched into the village square, coming to confront the mercenaries.
“No,” said Morgant, crossing the roof. “I’ll use the trapdoor. Much less noisy.” He dropped to one knee and opened it, revealing a ladder descending to the inn’s top floor. “Feel free to cut through the roof if you want.” 
A shout rang out, followed by the roar of men charging as they flung themselves into battle. Morgant saw that fighting had begun in the village square, with the Black Wolves and Tanzir’s horsemen charging into the Immortals. Shopur’s archers scrambled up to the ramparts of the village’s walls, sending volleys of arrows into the skull-masked warriors. Morgant saw Kazravid loose an arrow, sending an Immortal sprawling to the ground with the shaft jutting from the eyehole of his masked helm. 
“Splendid,” said Morgant. “The timing is perfect. Follow me, and be ready to fight.”
He hurried down the ladder, drawing his red scimitar and his black dagger the minute he got to the bottom rung. Morgant found himself in a corridor with doors on either side, the walls paneled in gleaming, polished wood, crimson tapestries hanging here and there. The air was heavy with the scent of last night’s incense and perfumes, and his nose caught the aroma of baking bread as the kitchen slaves prepared breakfast for the guests. Morgant beckoned, and Kylon drew his sword and followed him. 
He turned a corner and stopped. The inn’s most luxurious suite was at the end of the hallway, its door closed. Four Immortals stood guard there, starting forward as they heard the screams and the shouts coming from the village square. 
They stopped as they saw Morgant and Kylon. 
“Take the ones on the left,” hissed Morgant, and Kylon gave a sharp nod.
“Identify yourselves,” said the first Immortal as the others drew scimitars or chain whips. The whips would be clumsy in the confined space of the hallway, but the Immortals could swing them with sufficient force to crush bone.
“Greetings, loyal soldiers of the Padishah!” said Morgant, striding forward, his fingers tightening around the hilt of his black dagger. “I’m here to kidnap your emir and kill you all. Will that be a problem, or can we get on with it already?” 
The Immortals stared at him. 
Morgant sighed and glanced back at Kylon. “People are so offended by honesty. That’s the big problem, you know. People simply cannot handle honesty.”
Kylon gaped at him. 
“Kill them,” said the lead Immortal, raising his chain whip.
“Ah!” said Morgant. “That’s more like it.” 
Kylon raised his sword, drawing a dagger with his left hand. Morgant strolled forward, weapons hanging loose at his side, his posture relaxed and unconcerned. The lead Immortal took one quick step, snapping his heavy chain whip towards Morgant’s throat.
Morgant ducked, flicking his black dagger to the side. The blade sheared through the chain lash as if it had been made of soft cheese, and the end fell to the floor, the severed links glowing. The dagger jolted in Morgant’s hand, and the Immortal staggered at the sudden change in his weapon’s weight, the truncated whip bouncing uselessly against his left arm.
In that moment of confusion, Morgant struck. 
He sprang forward, lashing the dagger down in a single vicious slash. The Immortal had not yet recovered from his swing, his arm still pressed against his chest. The black dagger tore through the Immortal’s helm, opened his cuirass and his chest, and severed his right arm. Blood spattered across the gleaming wooden walls, and the ripped edges of the Immortal’s black armor glowed white-hot from the sorcerous power of Morgant’s dagger. The Immortal fell dead, and the warrior behind him charged. Morgant retreated, snapping up his scimitar to parry the blows of the Immortal’s sword.
Something white and deadly cold shot past Morgant’s head and slammed into one of the Immortals on the left. The dagger shattered as it struck the Immortal’s shoulder, but the white mist sheathing the blade spread into a layer of thick frost over the Immortal’s armor. The Immortal started to break the ice, but Kylon was already moving, his sword stabbing to plunge into a gap in the Immortal’s armor plates. The warrior fell with a snarl of fury, and Kylon ripped his blade free to face the second Immortal on the right. 
Morgant retreated, falling into a rhythm has he parried and blocked the furious attacks. The Immortal was stronger than he was, and with every step Morgant had no choice but to fall back. The Immortal raised his scimitar for a killing blow, and Morgant angled his crimson scimitar to block the strike.
At the last minute he twisted, dropping his scimitar and raising his black dagger. The Immortal might have seen the danger, but by then the black-armored warrior had committed to the stroke. The black dagger sheared through the Immortal’s scimitar an inch above the hilt, and the weapon shattered. The Immortal stumbled, and Morgant drove his dagger through the Immortal’s helm and into the skull beneath. 
He ripped the dagger free and turned to aid Kylon, but the stormdancer had already prevailed. The last Immortal lay upon the floor, blood pooling beneath him. Kylon took a deep breath and shook the bloody droplets from his blade. 
“Good work,” said Morgant. 
“All that noise has probably alerted Cimak to our presence,” said Kylon. “He will not come willingly.”
“Oh, we’ll see about that,” said Morgant, lifting his black dagger. The hilt was getting warm beneath his fingers. The spell upon the dagger worked by nullifying friction, letting the weapon cut through almost anything. Unfortunately, the sorcery stored all that heat in the blood-colored gem within the dagger’s pommel, and sooner or later the heat had to be released. 
Morgant knew right where to put it.
He stepped over the dead Immortals and cut open the lock with a slash of his dagger. The door swung open, revealing an opulent bedroom with a thick carpet, silken hangings upon the walls, and an enormous bed large enough to hold six at once. A young, plump Istarish man in a disheveled robe lay on his back across the bed, his mouth hanging open, his snores filling the air. From the windows rose the sounds of the fighting in the square. 
“He’s asleep?” said Kylon, incredulous. “He actually slept through all that?”
“Depending on how much he drank last night, he might sleep through the Apotheosis itself,” said Morgant, looking over the room. A small desk stood near one of the windows, and a sheaf of official-looking documents sat atop it. “Take the papers. The Balarigar will want to have a look at them. Let me do the talking.”
Kylon went to collect the documents, while Morgant crossed to the wall, touched his dagger to the silken wall hanging, and released the stored power. At once the curtain caught fire, the flame spreading to the wall. He walked to the bed, reached down, and pinched Kuldan Cimak’s nose shut. A moment later the emir started thrashing, and Morgant removed his hand as Cimak sat up, cursing and sputtering.
“What is the meaning of this?” said Cimak. “Who are you? What…”
His black eyes widened as he saw the flames spreading across the room.
“Men have come to kill you, my lord emir!” said Morgant. “They will burn down the inn around our ears. We must flee, quickly!” Kylon slung a satchel of papers over his shoulder. 
“What?” said Cimak, looking back and forth as his alarm struggled with his hangover.
“Master Alchemist Malik Rolukhan commanded the Immortals to kill you!” said Morgant. “They’ve set fire to the inn and are waiting for you at the door. The emir Tanzir sent us to rescue you. Quickly, my lord emir, quickly.” He hauled the pudgy young man to his feet. “We must flee before the Immortals come to you.”
Cimak gaped at him, his foul breath on Morgant’s face, and nodded. “I knew it. I knew it! Those Immortals were up to something the entire time.” 
“That is exactly right,” said Morgant. “Fortunately, Tanzir Shahan in his farsighted wisdom saw through the dastardly plot and hired us to rescue you. My associate and I arrived in the nick of time.”
“Yes,” said Kylon in a flat voice. “What he said. That is what happened.”
Gods, but that man was a terrible liar. Fortunately, Cimak was too frightened to notice. 
“We must hasten, my lord,” said Morgant. “The emir Tanzir and his men await us below. I’m afraid we’ll have to go through the window.”
“Just as Istarr did when the Demon Princes of old sent their dire assassins to slay him!” said Cimak, his eyes wide. He swayed a little, and would have fallen had Morgant not caught his arm. 
“Exactly like that,” said Morgant, steering the emir to the window. 
“I’ve written several epic poems upon those very events,” said Cimak, stumbling as Morgant pulled him along. Kylon embedded the grapnel into the windowsill and threw the rope out. 
“I’m sure you have,” said Morgant. 
“I shall write my own poem of these events!” said Cimak. “Five acts, with sixteen stanzas each, cast in the traditional style of the Istarish epic! I…”
“Let’s make sure you live to write it,” said Morgant, suppressing his irritation. He only killed people who deserved it, but listening to Cimak’s poetry surely qualified. “Kyracian, help him down.”
“So that was the real reason you wanted me along,” said Kylon. 
Morgant shrugged. “If you’d prefer, you could help the emir compose his epic.”
Kylon sighed, got one arm around Cimak’s waist, and lifted him over the windowsill. 
 
###
 
The battle was over by the time Kylon and Morgant returned with Kuldan Cimak. 
Caina looked over the village square, the stench of blood and fire filling her nose. The Immortals had been in an impossible position. Dio and Shopur knew their business, and they had sealed off the square, trapping the Immortals. Shopur’s archers had scaled the rampart, pouring arrows into the Immortals. Even without hope of escape, the Immortals had put up a ferocious fight. They had killed seventeen of Dio’s men, nine of Shopur’s, and twelve of Tanzir’s before they had at last been defeated. 
Eighty dead Immortals, twenty-five dead mercenaries, twelve dead soldiers…and if the civil war did indeed begin, this was just the beginning. It was too late to turn back now. She would see this through to the end. 
No matter how bloody.
Morgant and Kylon walked to Tanzir’s horse. Between them walked a short, pot-bellied Istarish man in a disheveled robe, his eyes bloodshot and his face unshaven. He was about Caina’s height, but he was at least fifty pounds heavier, his skin considerably darker. 
Well. If Malik Rolukhan had never seen Kuldan Cimak, Caina supposed she could impersonate him well enough. 
“My lord emir!” said Morgant, his voice ringing over the battlefield. “As commanded, we have rescued the honorable and noble emir Kuldan Cimak, and have brought him into your august presence.”
Tanzir blinked, looked at Caina and then at Morgant, and she saw the understanding come over his face. 
“Kuldan, my friend,” said Tanzir. “I am very pleased to see you unharmed I was quite concerned for you. You are so unworldly, and you were thrust unprepared into the snake pit of our nation’s politics.” 
“I knew it had to be a plot,” said Cimak. “Just like in the ancient epics.”
“Ah…yes,” said Tanzir. “I fear that Grand Wazir Erghulan and the Brotherhood saw you as a potential obstacle to their goals, and sent you to the Inferno to have you assassinated.”
Cimak nodded, his bloodshot eyes wide. “I had heard rumblings of discontent in the southern emirates, but I had no idea matters had advanced so far.” He drew himself up, trying to look as dignified as a hungover man could look while wearing a disheveled night robe. “I will pledge myself to your cause, to rid Istarinmul of the tyranny of the Grand Master and the Grand Wazir!” 
“Splendid,” said Tanzir. 
“Perhaps I can compose an epic of our glorious victory to come,” said Cimak. 
Tanzir did an admirable job of concealing his flinch.
“That would be splendid,” said Tanzir, turning to one of his officers. “Khalmir! See to it that the honorable emir is given proper accommodations.” 
Two of Tanzir’s soldiers escorted Cimak away as the emir looked around in bewilderment. 
Tanzir let out a long breath. “I suppose that went well.” 
“As well as can be expected, anyway,” said Nasser. “Dio, Shopur. You have my thanks, and you shall have the agreed sum, along with an additional death bonus for each man that you lost. Laertes will have your gold.”
“And since you are unemployed now,” said Tanzir, “I am looking to hire good fighting men, and there are not many fighting men that can stand against Immortals.” 
Dio and Shopur both agreed, and Tanzir sent them with another of the khalmirs to sign contracts and receive payment. For a moment, Caina was alone with Tanzir, Nasser, Laertes, Kylon, and Morgant. 
“Thank you for your aid,” said Caina in a quiet voice. “This would have been harder without your help.” 
Tanzir nodded. “If you can do something to weaken Callatas and his allies, it will be worth the loss of the men. The way to the Inferno should be clear now. I will keep my men here, along with the Black Wolves and the Company of Shopur. That way if there are any spies among them, they will not reach the Inferno to warn Rolukhan before your arrival.”
“A good plan,” said Caina.
“I will await news of you here,” said Tanzir. “Whether success or failure.”
“I suggest we rest here for the night,” said Nasser, “and then continue south to the Inferno in the morning. It is four days from Korundush to the Inferno, and we shall need to make preparations.”
“Agreed,” said Caina, dropping from her saddle. Kylon had a satchel full of documents, likely Cimak’s official papers. She needed to have a look at them, and then prepare her disguise…
She froze.
A gleam of metal caught her eye. 
Kylon was at her side in a second. Likely he had detected the alarm flooding through her. 
“What is it?” said Kylon.
Caina picked up the knife that had been half-hidden in the dirt of the square. It was a short, slender knife, its blade curved. The weapon was smooth and gleaming and unmarked, and looked as if it had never seen use. 
“What is that?” said Tanzir, peering at it. “What a useless knife. Too thin for battle, I think. I suppose you could use it to cut parchment or scale a very small fish.”
“I don’t know,” said Caina, her mouth dry. “I don’t know what it is.” She looked at Nasser. “Someone is following us.” 
“If so,” said Morgant, that cold gleam in his pale eyes, “they will regret it bitterly.” 



Chapter 11: The Master Alchemist
 
Four days later Caina climbed the mountain road, her gleaming leather boots clicking against the stony ground, her rich robes stirring around her in the cold wind coming from the snowy peaks overhead.
She wore the ceremonial robes and jeweled turban of an Istarish emir, a jewel-studded scimitar and dagger at her belt, a long cloak of black hanging from her shoulders. She wore a false beard, a layer of makeup upon her face making her look older and more weathered. Hopefully the disguise would fool Rolukhan, though it made climbing the mountain road difficult. 
“This,” said Nerina, breathing a little hard, “is quite a lengthy climb. Over four thousand nine hundred and twenty-nine steps so far, and I estimate another two thousand before we are finished. Little wonder they prefer to use horses.” 
“Aye, but you have short legs,” said Morgant. “It is fewer steps for the rest of us.” 
Caina looked at the others.
She was disguised as Kuldan Cimak, and they were disguised as the emir’s retinue. Nasser, Laertes, Morgant, and Azaces had donned the chain mail and spiked helmets of Istarish footmen. Kylon was dressed as a gladiator, with ornate leather armor and a Kyracian helmet. Often Istarish nobles included former gladiators in their retinues, to act as bodyguards and enforcers. Since Rolukhan knew Kylon on sight, Caina had insisted that he don a fake beard, and she herself had applied the makeup to give him a fake scar and age his features. Nerina was not strong enough to bear the weight of chain mail for long. So Nerina instead was disguised as Kuldan Cimak’s mistress, with a dress and headscarf of gold and black, jewels upon her fingers and in her ears, her face shaded with makeup and blush. 
Caina had applied that, too. Nerina had never considered using makeup in her life. She looked nervous and tired, her fingers constantly plucking at her belt. Given that Malcolm might be imprisoned within the Inferno’s walls, Caina did not blame her. Additionally, the fear would enhance Nerina’s disguise, given that anyone would be nervous upon entering the Inferno. 
Caina looked back at the stone road that zigzagged its way up the side of the rocky foothills. It was in good repair, though obviously ancient, patched here and there with newer stonework. A few yards ahead rose a stone stele of about Caina’s height, its weathered surface carved with ornate hieroglyphics and diagrams. A chill went through her at the sight. The first time she had seen Maatish hieroglyphics had been upon an ancient scroll, and that scroll had led to her father’s death. The spell upon that scroll had almost killed everyone in Malarae when Maglarion used it. 
“What is that?” said Nerina.
“A milestone, Madam Strake,” said Nasser. “Posting the distance back to the ancient city of Khaset, once the capital of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun. It praises the glory of the pharaoh that first constructed the Inferno.”
Morgant snorted. “You read ancient Maatish now, do you?”
“No,” said Nasser, “but I know the history. In ancient days the Maatish pharaohs constructed the Inferno as one of the border fortresses of their realm. In the final days of Maat, one of the Great Necromancers ruled the Vale, a sorcerer named Kharnaces.” 
“If this Kharnaces was anything like the other Great Necromancers,” said Caina, remembering the terrible power Rhames had displayed in Caer Magia, “he would have been a terrible foe.”
“He was worse than the usual Great Necromancers,” said Nasser. “From what the histories claim, he was brilliant, but nonetheless a madman. The other necromancer-priests of Maat named him the Great Heretic, for he spurned the worship of Anubankh and the other traditional gods of old Maat. They waged war upon him and destroyed him…and then the Bloodmaiden arose and destroyed the Kingdom of the Rising Sun in her fury.”
“I’m sure you’ve heard that story,” said Morgant, smirking at Caina. 
“Once or twice,” said Caina. 
“The Inferno was abandoned when Maat fell, and in time the Padishahs claimed it,” said Nasser. The white smile flashed in his dark face. “If we survive and return to Korundush, I’m sure the emirs would be happy to recite epic poems of the tale.”
“And recite,” said Laertes, “and recite, and recite, and recite.”
“You do not approve?” said Morgant. 
“Brevity is a virtue,” said Laertes. “One you would do well to cultivate.” 
“At my age it would be a crime to deny the world the benefit of my wisdom,” said Morgant. 
“Should you acquire any,” snapped Nerina, “I shall then try to divide by zero, for clearly the fundamental laws of nature shall have altered.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, and Azaces moved to her side. “I apologize. I am…overwrought.” 
Caina nodded. “Just let me do the talking when we get there.” She fought off the urge to scratch her false beard. “I would tell you to pretend to be afraid, but that hardly seems necessary.”
Nerina nodded, her eyes miserable, and Azaces hovered behind her like a guardian storm cloud. 
“What is that smell?” said Kylon, lifting his face. “It’s familiar, but I can’t place it.”
Caina smelled it, too, a sharp, harsh smell, like the air after a storm. 
“Hellfire,” she said. “There must be an engine for manufacturing Hellfire within the Inferno.” 
They kept climbing in silence, passing the milestone steles every so often, and a few moments later they reached the top of the hill. The air was cold and stark here, the wind whistling down from the snow-capped mountains. A pair of stone watchtowers rose nearby, and a bridge extended from the top of the hill, reaching over a deep chasm to the face of the mountain itself. A gate had been carved into the cliff face, flanked by Maatish sphinxes, sealed by massive doors of wood and steel. 
The gate to the Inferno. 
Little wondered it had never fallen to an attacking army. The defenders within the Inferno need only to seal their gates and wait for starvation and disease to take their besiegers. 
A door opened in the base of one of the watch towers, and a half-dozen Immortals came forth, grim in their black armor and skull-masked helms. 
“Here we go,” muttered Caina. “Follow my lead.”
No one argued with her.
She took a deep breath, squared back her shoulders, and strode towards the Immortals, her robe and black cloak billowing around her. The Immortals came to a halt, their blue-glowing eyes fixed upon her.
“Identify yourself,” said one of the Immortals in a hollow voice, purple stripes upon his black armor making him as a khalmir. 
“You there,” said Caina, imitating Cimak’s formal Istarish as best she could. “I demand to speak with the Lieutenant of the Inferno at once.”
“Identify yourself,” repeated the Immortal khalmir. 
“I have been set upon by bandits,” said Caina, “delayed by dust storms, and been forced to leave behind the city of Istarinmul, the shining light of civilization in the world, and instead decamped to these desolate and frozen heights. Yet all this I do willingly, nay, even joyfully, for the honor of the Most Divine Padishah Nahas Tarshahzon and the glory of the Istarish nation.”
The Immortals stared at her as if she had grown fur.
“Identify yourself,” said the Immortal again. 
“Do you not recognize me?” said Caina, throwing back her cloak with a dramatic gesture. “I have been dispatched from the capital to serve the Most Divine Padishah on the borders of his realm, to report to the Lieutenant of the Inferno as his loyal khalmir. Really, fellow, you ought…”
The Immortal khalmir took a step forward, armored hand falling to the handle of his chain whip.
“You. Will. Identify. Yourself,” grated the Immortal. 
Caina swallowed and made no effort to conceal the fear that went over her face. Many of the nobles of Istarinmul feared the Immortals, even those nobles the College had granted the honor of an Immortal bodyguard. “I am Kuldan Cimak, emir of Istarinmul, dispatched by the Padishah to serve as a khalmir under the Lieutenant of the Inferno.”
“You will have documents,” said the Immortal. “Produce them.”
Caina snapped her fingers. Nasser stepped forward with an elaborate bow, proffering up the satchel of documents. She drew out Cimak’s official commission as an officer of the Inferno and handed it to the Immortal. The black-armored warrior took it, unrolled the scroll, and scanned the lines of formal Istarish. 
“Can you even read, fellow?” said Caina, putting noble hauteur into her voice. “One of my men can read it to you, should it prove necessary.” 
The Immortal khalmir took the scroll. “You shall wait here.” 
“Make haste,” said Caina. “The Lieutenant will not like to be kept waiting, and nor shall I.”
The Immortal moved away with a marked lack of urgency, and Caina settled in to wait.
 
###
 
Kylon waited, going through the exercises to calm his mind and prepare himself for battle. He had learned those exercises long ago as a child to control his arcane senses, to keep the emotional auras of others from overrunning his mind, and he had found them useful to prepare himself for a fight. 
Hopefully there would not be a fight.
Not yet, anyway.
He felt the cold emotional sense of the Immortals. They had the same sort of ice in their minds that Caina did, but while her ice surrounded rage and passion, the ice of the Immortals ringed a black, malignant cruelty, a love of pain and death that Kylon had rarely felt anywhere else. The Immortals were monsters. They had once been men, but something had twisted them into monsters. 
That twisting had happened within the Inferno. 
Caina paced back and forth, muttering extravagant curses in Istarish, including several words that Kylon had not yet actually learned. He was always amazed at how thoroughly Caina could transform herself. Had he actually not known her, he would have assumed that an Istarish emir stood before him, an arrogant and petulant fool of a man. Yet none of the emotions on her disguised face reflected in her aura. She was concentrating on maintaining the masquerade, accompanied by the coldness he knew meant she was preparing for action. 
He also sensed tremendous dread coming from Azaces, though the silent warrior remained impassive. Perhaps he feared that Nerina might lose her head if she saw Malcolm again, that she might panic and get them all killed. 
The massive gate to the Inferno swung open with a groaning boom, and the ozone smell of Hellfire grew stronger. A troop of Immortals marched out, their steel boots clanging against the stone bridge. At their head walked a tall, gray-bearded Istarish man in a gold-trimmed white robe and turban, a dagger in his sash. His face was proud and stern, with a crooked beak of a nose, and black eyes that flashed like chips of obsidian. 
A wave of uncontrollable hatred rolled through Kylon, and in that blazing moment he wanted nothing more than to draw his sword, summon all his power, and cut down the white-robed man. For that was Malik Rolukhan, a Master Alchemist and the Lieutenant of the Inferno. With Cassander Nilas, he had brought the Red Huntress to New Kyre, and the Red Huntress had murdered Thalastre. 
It took all of Kylon’s strength to hold still, to keep his face impassive. He might have been able to cut down Rolukhan before the Master Alchemist brought his potent sorcery to bear, but there were at least forty Immortals with him, along with however many more waited in the watch towers. 
For that matter, Kylon was not sure he could have killed Rolukhan.
He sensed the nagataaru stirring within the Master Alchemist. 
It was a nexus of power, of alien emotion, rage and fury and malicious glee wrapped together in a tangled knot. The touch of its aura was nauseating, and Kylon wondered how Rolukhan could stand to have the vile thing inside of him. Perhaps the power it offered made its presence endurable. The Red Huntress had been possessed by a nagataaru as well, and it had given her superhuman strength and speed and healing. Rolukhan’s nagataaru would give him all that, and it would likely lend him power to pour into his spells. 
Unless Kylon struck him down with the first blow, Rolukhan would kill him…and then he would kill Caina and all the others as well.
Patience. Patience was a warrior’s first virtue, his teachers had always said, and Kylon had never seen anything to contradict that. He had to wait for the right moment to strike, to avenge his wife and unborn child. That moment had not yet come. Not when attacking Rolukhan would lose their chance of rescuing Annarah and stopping Callatas and his Apotheosis.
Not when attacking Rolukhan meant Caina would die. 
Her potential death, he realized, meant more to him than the faceless millions who would perish in the Apotheosis. Perhaps that was folly, but it made it no less true. 
Rolukhan stopped a dozen paces from Caina, the disdain plain upon his face. In his right hand he held the rolled-up letter of commission, tapping it against his left palm every so often. It took all of Kylon’s self-control to keep from staring at the Master Alchemist. Rolukhan knew what Kylon looked like, and he had seen Caina in the tunnels below the Ring of Cyrica. If he recognized them, if he saw past the disguises, they were going to die right now.
Yet there was no suspicion in the Master Alchemist’s sense, only a combination of annoyance and amusement. For a moment Kylon wondered how Rolukhan had missed the obvious. But missing the obvious was how Caina had remained free and hidden in Istarinmul for nearly two years, despite the enormous bounty upon her head. People generally did not look beneath the surface, especially powerful men like Malik Rolukhan. He expected to see a minor emir and his retinue…and so he saw a minor emir and his retinue. Not the Balarigar and Kylon Shipbreaker. 
Kylon wondered how many times he had been that arrogant. 
“So,” said Rolukhan, his voice resonant and deep. “You are Cimak, I understand?”
Caina offered a deep bow. “I am the emir Kuldan Cimak, and it my honor to meet you at last, my lord Alchemist.”
Rolukhan folded his arms over his chest. “You are nearly two weeks late, my lord emir. You were also supposed to bring a hundred Immortals to reinforce my garrison, and I note a distinct lack of Immortals among you.” 
“There were…ah, difficulties, my lord Lieutenant,” said Caina. “First a dust storm out of the Desert of Candles made travel impossible for several days. My party was scattered, and the nomads of the steppes took the opportunity to launch attacks upon us. I lost all my remaining Immortals in the fighting, along with most of my baggage and all of my horses, and had to make my way here on foot.” 
Rolukhan snorted, both the contempt and the amusement in his sense growing. “Some of your wagons arrived with supplies and slaves, along with the smiths we need to continue the work.” A jagged spike of hope and fear went through Nerina’s sense. “Just as well you are not here to command troops. It is obvious you would make an ineffectual leader.”
“I…see,” said Caina. “What is to be my role here, then?” 
“To be the seneschal,” said Rolukhan. “To manage the Inferno, more or less. The Grand Master expects much of our work here, and that commands my full attention. Such trivialities as the account books or the grain inventory are not worth my time. Erghulan said you had a head for letters and numbers, so you shall take over the day-to-day governance of the Inferno while I continue with more important duties. You shall perform this task admirably and well.” He smiled behind his gray beard. “If you do not, I’ll hand you over to the Immortals for their sport.” 
Caina drew herself up. “I am an emir of Istarinmul. You cannot talk to me in such a manner!” 
“I just did, and I shall do much worse if I choose,” said Rolukhan. His cold smile widened. “I urge you to be reasonable. Work diligently for me, and you have nothing to fear, and once your term of service is up you can return to Istarinmul with the Grand Wazir’s favor and your political position strengthened. Disappoint me and things will not go so well with you.” His black eyes moved over Nasser and Morgant. Kylon forced himself to remain motionless and expressionless as Rolukhan looked at him. He feared the Master Alchemist would recognize him, but neither Rolukhan’s expression nor his sense changed. A strange flicker of exhilaration went through Kylon. Was this how Caina felt when she walked unnoticed among her enemies in disguise?
Then Rolukhan’s eyes fixed on Nerina Strake.
“A woman?” he said. “You brought a woman to the Inferno?” He let out an ugly laugh. “Tell me, do you hate her so much? This is not a place for women.” He smiled. “Save for the wretches who sate the Immortals’ appetites.”
“She is my…companion,” said Caina. “I did not wish to be without her company, so I brought her along.” 
Nerina shivered and looked away, refusing to meet Rolukhan’s gaze. 
“A wraithblood addict, too,” said Rolukhan. “All the better.” His eyes turned back to Caina. “Fail me, and I’ll give her to the Immortals. You can watch what they do to her before I hand you over to them.”
The nagataaru within him seemed to hiss in pleasure at the thought, like a snake stirring in its den.
“You have a unique way of motivating your subordinates, my lord Rolukhan,” said Caina. 
“Ah,” said Rolukhan. “So you do have a bit of backbone. You see, the Grand Master and I understand. There is only one thing that makes men good. The only thing that makes them excel.”
“What’s that?” said Caina.
“Fear,” said Rolukhan. “Come. Bring your attendants. I shall show you the Inferno and your new duties.”
He turned, and the Immortals fell in around them.
 
###
 
Caina walked alongside Rolukhan as they crossed the bridge, her mind racing. 
She might have done Cimak a favor by kidnapping him before he could reach the Inferno. Rolukhan was a powerful man with no patience for fools, and Cimak would have irritated him. Given that the nagataaru fed upon pain and death, Rolukhan might well have killed Cimak and saved himself the bother. 
Now Caina just had to keep Rolukhan from killing them before they escaped from the Inferno with Annarah. 
The opened gates yawned before them, and beyond Caina saw a high, vaulted tunnel, its walls adorned with Maatish reliefs and hieroglyphics. Far in the distance she saw a sullen crimson light, and she felt the prickle of powerful sorcery against her skin. It was the aura of a Hellfire engine, the sorcerous apparatus that manufactured the deadly elixir. 
There was another aura, too, one that seemed to come from deep within the mountain. It was ancient and cold, and made her skin crawl at its touch. It was the aura of Maatish necromancy, powerful and deadly. Maglarion had used it, Rhames had used it, and so had the Moroaica.
“What a peculiar odor,” she said aloud.
“The smell of Hellfire, my lord emir,” said Rolukhan. “Among my other tasks, I supervise the production of Hellfire. Should any of the disloyal southern emirs attempt to seize the Inferno for themselves, they shall regret their folly. Briefly.” 
They walked into the tunnel, the smell of Hellfire growing sharper, the harsh red glow of the Hellfire engine shining brighter in the gloom. The sorcerous auras around Caina grew stronger and sharper. A faint vibration shivered through the floor beneath her boots, likely from the Hellfire engine itself. 
“Behold,” said Rolukhan as the tunnel ended and they stepped through another archway. “The Hall of Flames.”
It was a huge domed chamber, carved from the living rock of the mountain. It reminded Caina a great deal of the domed Chamber of Ascension in Caer Magia, and Caina wondered if the magi of the Fourth Empire had built their chamber in imitation of Maatish architecture. Elaborate reliefs and hieroglyphics covered the walls, and the domed ceiling had been carved in an intricate reproduction of the heavens, the stars represented by crystalline chips.
The hellish light transformed the crystalline chips into stars of burning blood. 
A circular hole filled perhaps two-thirds of the chamber’s floor, ringed with a railing of carved stone. Caina realized that she was on a balcony of some kind, that the chamber was actually the top of a massive shaft. 
“Impressive architecture,” she said. 
“Indeed,” murmured Rolukhan. “The ancient Maatish raised it, and they were both superb engineers and skilled necromancers. Once this was the stronghold the Great Necromancer Kharnaces, but now it belongs to the Padishah. Come, my lord emir.” He gestured to the railing. “Come, and you shall see a sight that few have ever been privileged to witness. You shall see the creation of Hellfire itself.” 
Caina had seen the process before, but she nodded and followed Rolukhan and his Immortals to the railing. 
The cylindrical stone shaft below the railing was at least four hundred feet straight down. A wave of vertigo went through Caina, but she kept it from her face. Far below, at the bottom of the shaft, she saw the Hellfire engine, a massive construction of glass tubs and metal valves and bronze gears and smoking ceramic vats. The huge thing was at least five times larger than the machine Caina had seen in the Widow’s Tower, and she thought it might be larger than the House of Agabyzus. She felt waves of potent sorcery radiating from it like heat from a blacksmith’s forge. Dozens of gray-robed acolytes moved around the machine, tending to it and filling and sealing clay amphorae with Hellfire. More acolytes carried the amphorae to dark halls opening in the curved walls, and Caina saw row after row of amphorae-laden shelves stretching into the darkness. 
She had never seen that much Hellfire in one place before. 
“An impressive sight,” said Caina. 
“One of the highest achievements of alchemical science,” said Rolukhan. “An elemental spirit of fire is trapped within the apparatus, and its essence is extracted and bound within the Hellfire to create one of the most potent weapons of war known to man. The Grand Wazir has ordered a tremendous amount of Hellfire to defend the city from the rebellious emirs, and so the acolytes have been working night and day for weeks. You may take a closer look, if you wish.” He raised a hand. “But two words of warning, my lord emir.” 
“My lord is gracious,” said Caina. 
“Do not interfere with the production of Hellfire,” said Rolukhan. “It is delicate and dangerous work, and the Immortals have orders to kill anyone interfering.” His cruel smile widened. “And do not descend deeper into the Inferno than the level of the Hellfire engine.”
“Why not?” said Caina, though she knew the answer. 
“The ancient dead still walk the lower halls, the galleries we call the Halls of the Dead,” said Rolukhan. “They are left over from the time of Maat, former servants of the Great Necromancer Kharnaces. Kharnaces himself was defeated long ago, but still his undead slaves guard the Inferno. Additionally, anyone who is slain in the lower levels, or any corpses left there, rise again as undead slaves, bound to defend the Inferno for all eternity.” He smiled. “Consider it an added motivation not to fail me.” His eyes wandered back to Nerina. “For if you do fail me, once the Immortals have finished with your concubine I’ll throw her corpse to the ancient dead. Then she can rise as one of them and remind you of your failure for eternity.” 
“Tell me,” said Caina. “Does you service carry any rewards? Or merely threats of failure?”
Rolukhan laughed. “That is better! Serve me well, Kuldan Cimak, and you shall have all the favors that a Master Alchemist can bestow. Elixir Restorata to heal any wound or any illness. Life far beyond than the traditional span of mortal life. Riches and power beyond imagination. All that shall be yours if you serve me well. Come. Let us see the rest of the Inferno, and then I shall show you the Hall of Records, which shall be your area of responsibility.”
Rolukhan led them along the circular balcony, pointing out the various Halls that branched off from it. The Hall of Forges was filled with bins of coal and iron and blacksmiths’ forges, a cunning maze of steel ventilation shafts overhead carrying away the smoke. It was a full-sized foundry, and hundreds of enslaved blacksmiths and armorers worked there, producing the black steel armor of the Immortals. A dozen gray-robed acolytes labored among them, casting the alchemical spells that made the black steel harder and lighter than normal armor. Nerina peered into the smoke and the fiery light of the Hall of Forges, trying to find Malcolm, but there seemed to be no sign of him. 
They kept walking, and Rolukhan showed them the Hall of Torments. The space was huge, the size of a magistrate’s basilica in the Empire, and filled with implements of pain and torture and death. Racks and wheels stood in regular rows, and cages hung from chains overhead. A dozen dying slaves had been strapped to the devices and hung there whimpering or sobbing or in deathly silence, their limbs broken, their flesh gashed and torn. Nerina peered at each of those slaves, but still gave no sign of recognition. 
Caina glanced at Morgant. The gate to Annarah’s sanctuary in the netherworld was in the Hall of Torments. Morgant claimed that Annarah’s pyrikon would open the way. They just had to sneak into the Hall of Torments, retrieve Annarah, and get away before Rolukhan noticed. 
Somehow.
“The Hall of Proving,” said Rolukhan, gesturing through another archway. The hall beyond looked something like a combination of an arena and a gladiatorial school, with rows of seats facing fighting pits, racks holding spears and swords and axes and every other imaginable weapon. “Here those chosen to become Immortals are trained in the art of war, and here they undergo their final test.”
“The final test?” said Caina, though she had a dark suspicion of what that involved.
“Upon surviving their first two years of training,” said Rolukhan, “every Immortal is given a female slave to do with as they wish. At their fifth year of training, to pass the final test, they must kill the slave with their own hands. If they refuse, both are thrown into the Halls of the Dead. If the potential Immortal obeys, he passes the test, and is given the Elixir of Transformation to complete his training, to make him one of the finest warriors to ever walk the world.” 
“I see,” said Caina, trying very hard not to look at the escort of Immortals around them. Little wonder the Immortals called this place the Iron Hell. She had never felt guilty after killing Immortals, but perhaps slaying them had been a mercy. 
She wondered how many other would-be Immortals had perished during the course of their training, how many corpses had been thrown into the Halls of the Dead to rise anew as undead defenders of this horrible place. 
“Here is the Hall of Records,” said Rolukhan, gesturing through another arch. The vast hall beyond looked like a combination of a library and scriptorium. Unlike the flickering, hellish light of the Hall of Flames, the Hall of Records was well-lit by glass lanterns of alchemical light, no doubt to aid the scribes in their work. A dozen slaves sat at the desks, sorting through papers and writing letters. Given that hundreds of men lived or were imprisoned within the Inferno, Caina supposed that they all needed food and water and clothing and other supplies, to say nothing of the vast quantities of coal and iron consumed in the Hall of Forges. Likely keeping track of it all was a monumental task. 
“I see why you wish a seneschal,” said Caina. 
“I am pleased you have at least that much perception,” said Rolukhan. “We shall see if you are as clever as you think you are.” He waved a hand at the back of the Hall. “The seneschal’s quarters are back there. One the slaves will see you to it. There will be bunks for your retainers. I recommend keeping your concubine there.” He glanced at Nerina, and then back at Caina. “Some of the men here have not seen a woman in years. Best to keep her out of sight.”
“I will keep that in mind, my lord Alchemist,” said Caina. “Thank you for the counsel.”
“Indeed,” said Rolukhan with a thin smile. “You may begin your tasks tomorrow. I look forward to seeing your work.”
By the end, Caina promised herself, Rolukhan would regret saying that.
“Yes,” said Caina. “I look forward to it, too.”



Chapter 12: The Iron Hell
 
The seneschal’s apartments were more opulent than Caina would have expected.
No windows, of course, since they were hundreds of feet beneath the face of the mountain. Yet there was a dining room, a study, a well-furnished bedroom, and a small barracks for slaves and servants. The glass lanterns of the Alchemists lit everything with their harsh glow, and Caina felt the constant low-level power from the spells upon them, mingling with the aura of sorcery around the Hellfire engine and the dark radiance of the ancient necromantic spell far below.
Caina barred the door and walked through the rooms, making sure there were no listening spells, while Morgant and Nasser checked for hidden doors or spyholes.
Then they gathered in the dining room to plan.
“We must act tonight,” said Nasser.
“So soon?” said Laertes. “Perhaps it would be better to wait, to play our roles until Rolukhan’s suspicions have waned.”
“No,” said Caina. “His suspicions won’t wane. A man does not become a Master Alchemist without a generous helping of paranoia. He knows the southern emirs are uniting against Callatas and the Grand Wazir. Sooner or later he will realize that I am not Cimak, and he’ll have us killed.”
“That nagataaru in his head, too,” said Kylon. “I don’t think he realizes how much it alters his behavior, how it urges him to kill and feed. The sooner we accomplish our tasks and depart from here, the better.”
“We need access to the Hall of Torments,” said Nasser. “Annarah created the gate to her sanctuary there, is that not correct?”
Morgant said nothing, his expression distant.
Nasser snapped his fingers. “Morgant? This is hardly the time to let your attention wander.”
Morgant blinked several times and shook his head.
“What’s wrong?” said Caina. “If you have the slightest suspicion of anything, tell us now. A single mistake here could be fatal.”
“I’m remembering,” said Morgant.
“Remembering what?” said Kylon.
“My last visit here,” said Morgant. “When Annarah hid herself away in this damned hole.” He rubbed his forehead for a moment. “She took parts of my memory, made sure I couldn’t remember where she had hidden the Staff and the Seal. I also lost some of my memories of the Inferno in the process.” He scowled. “The Halls, the Halls of the Dead, everything Rolukhan told us, all of it…I used to know that. But I lost it.”
“And now it’s coming back?” said Caina.
“Yes,” said Morgant. “Parts, anyway.”
“Perhaps you’ll remember something useful,” said Kylon.
“I’ve forgotten more useful things that you’ll ever know, Kyracian,” said Morgant. “And as it happens, I do remember something useful. I know how we can get to the Hall of Torments without fighting our way through a hundred Immortals.”
“Just how shall we do that?” said Nasser.
For once, Morgant did not smirk. “By crossing through the Halls of the Dead.”
“That is madness,” said Nasser. “There must be hundreds of undead down there.”
“Thousands,” murmured Caina. The others looked at her. “The aura…the necromantic aura is easily powerful enough to sustain thousands. If the Lieutenants of the Inferno have been dumping corpses down there for centuries…”
“Would it be possible to sneak past them?” said Kylon.
Nasser shook his head. “From what I understand, undead creatures of the sort the Maatish created do not perceive the physical world in the same way that we do. Ciaran has a Ghost shadow-cloak, and that would allow him to get past. But the rest of us? The undead would perceive the heat of our living flesh, the beat of our hearts, the energy of our lives. It would be like throwing a bleeding man into a pack of sharks.”
“I know it can be done,” said Morgant.
“How?” said Nasser.
Morgant pointed at Caina’s wrist. “With Annarah’s pyrikon.”
Caina pulled back the ornamented sleeve of her robe. The bronze bracelet rested against her wrist, intricate and delicate. It gave off a constant low-level aura of sorcerous power, and she had almost forgotten it was there. Yet the thing had more power than it displayed, and it seemed to have a will of its own. It had protected Caina from the sword of the nagataaru that Kalgri wielded, the blade of shadow and purple flame that could cut through anything, and it had kept the Sifter from possessing Caina.
Could it also shield her from the undead?
“It might just protect me,” said Caina. “What about the rest of you?”
“It didn’t just protect Annarah,” said Morgant. “It protected both of us.” He scowled and rubbed his temple, his annoyance and frustration plain. “She shifted it to the form of a staff, and it gave off white light. The undead surrounded us, but they would not step into the light.”
Caina looked at Nasser. “What do you think?”
“It makes sense,” said Nasser. “The loremasters of Iramis had powerful wards to protect against necromancy and the malevolent spirits of the netherworld.”
“How will we even reach the Halls of the Dead?” said Kylon. “It will look suspicious if we simply walk into them.”
“Ah,” said Morgant. “That’s the entire point. Most of the Halls have stairwells that directly link to the Halls of the Dead.” He pointed. “Including to this little apartment. That door in the anteroom?” Caina nodded. “The stairs within descend to the Halls of the Dead.”
“Then we can cut through them and climb to the Hall of Torments?” said Kylon.
“Not quite,” said Morgant. “The Hall of Torments does not connect to the Halls of the Dead. I don’t know why. I think Hall of Torments was originally the...throne room, I expect, of Kharnaces. Probably didn’t want anyone sneaking up behind him.” He shook his head. “But the Hall of Forges connects to the Hall of Torments. We can cross through the Halls of the Dead to the Hall of Forges, and then enter the Hall of Torments.”
“If we enter the Hall of Forges,” said Nerina, Azaces standing grim and motionless behind her, “I can look for Malcolm. The balance of probability is that the forge slaves keep their quarters in the Hall of Forges.”
“No,” said Morgant. “Absolutely not. We must pass through the Hall of Forges as quickly as possible. There are hundreds of slaves there. We wake them up, we’ll have a riot on our hands. Then the Immortals will get involved, and we will be killed.”
“I have to look,” said Nerina. “I have to know if Malcolm is here.”
Morgant scoffed. “And you’ll get us killed for nothing. Maybe you and Malcolm can die in each other’s arms? Wouldn’t that be romantic? Maybe that idiot Cimak can make a poem of it.” He leveled a finger at Nerina. “I will not risk breaking my word in order to find your husband.”
Nerina trembled, her mouth pressing into a tight line, and Azaces took a menacing step closer to Morgant.
“Perhaps after we retrieve Annarah from the netherworld,” said Nasser, “we can return to the Hall of Forges and…”
“No,” said Caina. “We’ll look for Malcolm as we pass through the Hall of Forges.”
“That is folly,” said Morgant.
“As much as it pains me to agree with Morgant,” said Nasser, “he has a point. We…”
“No,” said Caina. “Morgant might keep his word, but I also keep mine. We will look for Malcolm in the Hall of Forges, and we’ll do it quietly.” Both Morgant and Nasser started to protest, but Caina pointed at them. “You need my help to do this. You’re not getting through the Halls of the Dead without Annarah’s pyrikon, and the pyrikon listens to me.”
“Perhaps you should heed Ciaran’s counsel,” said Kylon. “How long have both of you spent fighting Callatas? A century and a half? You would not have gotten this far without Ciaran’s help.”
Caina wanted to give him a grateful look, but she kept her eyes on Morgant and Nasser.
“Folly and madness,” said Morgant.
“As compared to walking into the Inferno?” said Caina.
“Fine,” said Morgant. “We shall do it your way, Balarigar. But if we fail and get ourselves killed, I hope that the satisfaction of your righteousness is consolation enough.”
“Let’s not find out,” said Caina. “Once we get to the Hall of Torments, how do we open the gate to Annarah’s sanctuary?”
“The pyrikon will do it once you’re close enough,” said Morgant. “The gate is on the dais against the back wall of the Hall of Torments. Draw close enough, and the pyrikon will open the gate. Then we can pass through and rescue Annarah.”
“And hopefully get the hell out of here with all speed,” said Laertes.
“How long will it take to pass through the Halls of the Dead?” said Caina.
“An hour, likely,” said Morgant. “Unless we stop to look at something unusual.” He grinned at Nerina. “Like, say, if your husband was thrown into the Halls of the Dead and now walks them for eternity.”
“No,” said Nerina. “No, he is too skilled. They would not kill him for…”
“Did you not just meet Rolukhan?” said Morgant. “Did you not hear the things he threatened to do to you? Can you imagine that he would not hesitate to kill Malcolm for the slightest…”
“Morgant, shut up,” said Caina. “You wanted my help, and you’ll get it, but if you didn’t want to do this my way, then you should have come here alone. Let’s go.” She looked at Nerina. “Get changed into trousers. You can’t run in that dress, and we might need to run before this is done.” Kylon removed his pack and handed it to Caina. “Thank you. The rest of you, get ready.”
Caina did not wait for an answer, but walked to the bedroom and closed the door. She stripped out of the robe and donned clothes from the pack, the clothes she wore as a Ghost nightfighter. Black trousers, black boots, black gloves, a black jacket lined with thin steel plates to deflect knives. A black mask covered her head, concealing everything but her eyes. A belt with knives and other useful tools went around her waist, and she hid more throwing knives up her sleeves and tucked daggers into her boots. Her ghostsilver dagger went in a sheath at her belt.
She pulled out a long, black-wrapped bundle from the pack and opened it. The bundle contained two things. The first was a leather pouch lined with lead foil. It held three of crystalline vials of Elixir Restorata that she had stolen from Grand Master Callatas’s library, Elixirs that could heal any wounds.
Caina hoped she would not need them. Not that she could use them herself. The same old wounds that let her sense sorcery also caused the Elixir to become dangerously, explosively unstable when it touched her. If she ingested it, the resultant explosion would be impressive.
The second thing was the valikon. The sword was wrought of ghostsilver, and wound with spells that made it lethal to the nagataaru. If necessary, they could use it to kill Rolukhan and his nagataaru with one stroke, though Caina hoped to escape the Inferno without fighting anyone. She had promised Kylon to help kill Rolukhan and avenge his wife, though the interior of the Inferno, the heart of Rolukhan’s power, was certainly not the place to do that.
Both the valikon and the pouch of Elixir had been wrapped in her shadow-cloak, and Caina slung it around her shoulders. She didn’t know if Rolukhan or his nagataaru would have been able to sense the weapon or the Elixir, but best not to take chances.
Caina took the valikon, crossed the dining room, and returned to the anteroom. Nerina had changed to trousers and leather armor, her crossbow and a quiver of quarrels slung over her back. Azaces waited next to her, his expression grimmer than usual, his face drawn and tight beneath its scars.
“Here,” said Caina, handing Kylon the sheathed valikon. “Maybe you’ll have the chance to use this.”
Kylon nodded and hooked the valikon to his baldric, the hilt rising over his shoulder.
“Try not to get yourself mortally wounded this time,” said Morgant.
“It’s not an experience I’m keen to repeat,” said Kylon.
“No,” said Morgant, opening the door in the wall. Beyond yawned a dark archway, spiral stairs descending into the earth. A cold breeze blew out of the stairs, the air musty and carrying a faint scent of crumbling bone and mummified flesh.
Rhames had smelled much the same way.
“Well,” said Laertes. “Here we go again.”
“It can’t be any worse than the time we went to the netherworld,” said Nasser.
Kylon looked at him. “You went to the netherworld?”
“While escaping from Grand Master Callatas’s palace,” said Caina. “I wouldn’t recommend it.” She took a deep breath, the musty smell flooding her nostrils. “Let’s have some light.”
She held out her left hand and focused upon the pyrikon, asking it to take the form of a staff. The bracelet unwound and expanded, lengthening until it became a staff, white light shining from the end.
“Yes,” said Morgant. “That’s how the pyrikon looked the first time.”
“Let’s hope it knows what we need,” said Caina.
“I’ll go first,” said Kylon.
“No,” said Caina. “If the light repels the undead, I should go first.”
“If it doesn’t,” said Kylon, “you’ll need help.”
Caina hesitated, nodded. “Aye.”
She took another deep breath, regretted it again, and started down the stairs.
 
###
 
Silence reigned in the Halls of the Dead.
Kylon walked alongside Caina, the valikon in his right hand. The sigils upon the sword’s blade remained dark. As far as he knew, the sword’s symbols only burned with white fire in the presence of spirits. He hoped the weapon would prove effective against the undead.
Because he was certain that they would encounter the undead sooner or later.
The air around him crawled and throbbed with the cold, corrupting presence of necromantic power. He sensed the power radiating from the stone beneath his boots. It tainted the air like poisoned smoke.
That reminded him of Caer Magia.
“A bloodcrystal, do you think?” said Kylon in a quiet voice.
“Probably,” said Caina, the pyrikon staff in her left hand, the white glow throwing back the darkness. The staff’s light revealed the high, wide corridor rising around them, the walls carved with row after row of hieroglyphics. Kylon idly wondered what they said, and decided he was better off not knowing.
“An Ascendant Bloodcrystal?” said Kylon.
“No,” said Caina. “If there was an Ascendant Bloodcrystal down here, it would have killed us already.” She shook her head. With the mask and the shadow-cloak, he could not see her expression or detect her emotions, but he knew her well enough to hear the strain in her cold voice. “And it doesn’t feel like an Ascendant Bloodcrystal. Something else, I think. I don’t know. Let’s not find out.”
“Agreed,” said Kylon.
“How much farther?” said Caina.
“Not far,” said Morgant. “Three more galleries like this, I think. Then the stairs to the Hall of Forges.”
“We have not seen any undead yet,” said Laertes. He had his broadsword in hand and his Legion shield upon his arm, his eyes roving over the shadows.
“Oh, we will,” said Morgant. “Sooner than we might like. You’ve seen battlefields before?”
“More than I can recall,” said Laertes. “I was a centurion of the Legion.”
“Ever seen a battlefield where the corpses rise again?” said Morgant.
“I have missed that privilege,” said Laertes.
“We’re about to rectify that,” said Morgant.
Something rattled in the gloom ahead.
“What was that?” said Nasser.
“It sounded like bones tapping together,” said Nerina.
“Exactly,” said Morgant.
The gallery ended in archway and then opened into a large hall, much like the massive halls Kylon had seen branching off the Hall of Flames above. Dust coated the floor, and cobwebs hung from the carved walls and ceiling.
Hundreds of corpses walked with slow, limping treads within the hall.
Many of them were withered and mummified, leathery flesh clinging to ancient bone. Some of had crumbled to skeletons, their bones held together by glowing wisps of necromantic force. The empty eye sockets of the corpses glowed with the same eerie green light, and as Kylon looked at them he saw ghostly images superimposed over the undead flesh, images of living men and women and children.
Images, he realized, of the living men and women and children that the undead had been in life.
As one, every single one of the hundreds of undead filling the hall turned to look at them, a chorus of moans and hisses and maddened words in a dozen different languages filling the air.
“There are hundreds of them,” said Laertes.
“One thousand four hundred ninety-seven, to be precise,” said Nerina, her voice quavering.
The undead surged forward in a wave of leathery flesh and crumbling bone, skeletal toes tapping against the floor, the green light flaring and pulsing.
“Stay where you are, all of you,” said Caina. “Stay where you are!” She leveled the pyrikon staff, the pale white light shining around them in a dome. “We’ll see if Morgant was right or not.”
No one said anything to that. Kylon took the valikon in both hands, bracing himself. Every instinct screamed for him to attack, or to move to a more defensible position, but he dared not. The undead charged forward, raising hands hooked into claws…
And then they came to a sudden stop, slamming into the pale white glow as if it had been a solid wall of iron.
A hiss of fury went up from the undead, a cold wind blowing around Kylon. The undead spread around them in a ring, but the white glow from the pyrikon stopped them.
“Well, assassin,” said Laertes. “Seems your memory held after all.”
“Good thing,” said Morgant.
“Ciaran,” said Nasser. “See if you can move forward. The rest of you, stay within the light.”
Caina took a step forward, and then another. The undead retreated before the staff’s glow, flinching away from the light. Two more steps, and the undead backed away, the cold wind snapping at her shadow-cloak.
“It’s working,” said Nasser.
“All right,” said Caina. “Everyone stay with me. We’ll do this slowly. One step at a time.”
She took another step forward, and the wind gusted, throwing back the cowl of her shadow-cloak. Suddenly Kylon felt her emotional sense again, a mixture of cold determination and stark terror.
And as it did, a ripple of shock rose from the undead. They quailed back, every single one of the creatures staring at her.
“It is her,” hissed one of the creatures, speaking Istarish with a peculiar accent. The creature had neither lips nor tongue, but Kylon heard its words nonetheless. “It is her. She has come at last!”
“Her?” said Nasser, giving Caina a puzzled look. “They have mistaken you for a woman?”
Caina shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“I can see you!” growled another corpse. “I can see your aura, I can see your shadow. I see the marks upon you. You are her. You are her!”
A dark realization bubbled up in Caina’s aura. “I think…”
“You are the Destroyer,” said a withered corpse.
“The abomination,” said another.
“The liberator,” said a third.
“The breaker of chains.”
“The Bloodmaiden.”
“The Bringer of Dust.”
"The Herald of Ruin!" 
The titles rose around them, whispered and shrieked and snarled.
“Oh,” said Caina.
“What is it?” said Nasser.
“They think that I’m the Moroaica,” said Caina.
“The Moroaica?” said Laertes. “That’s a Szaldic myth. A legend.”
“No, she is real,” said Caina, her aura churning with memory and dark emotion. “Or was real, as it happens.”
“They think you’re the Moroaica?” said Morgant. “Now why would they think something like that?”
“Because,” said Caina. “I was possessed by the Moroaica’s spirit for about a year.”
“Truly?” said Nasser.
“Truly,” said Caina. “I think it…left a mark, one that they can see.”
The undead backed away, all of them still staring at Caina.
“Come on,” she said. “If they’re afraid of me, then we can get out of here all the faster.”
Caina led the way, holding the pyrikon staff, and the undead retreated before the light in her hand, still whispering the names the Moroaica had accumulated over the millennia. Her emotions churned with dread and loathing, but she kept walking, the staff raised.
The undead parted, and they entered another hall, its lofty ceiling supported by dozens of thick pillars. It created the illusion of walking through a stone forest, albeit a forest whose trunks had been carved with Maatish hieroglyphics. Niches lined the distant walls of the hall, and in those niches rested treasures. Helmets and swords and armbands of gold, some of them adorned with jewels of multiple colors. All of them radiated arcane auras, some of them necromantic.
“This must have been Kharnaces’s treasury,” said Nasser. “Or armory, perhaps.”
“Maybe,” said Morgant, something strange entering his emotional sense. “Not that it matters now. I think…”
He froze, staring at the wall.
 
###
 
“Morgant?” said Caina. “Keep moving.”
There was a note of absolute command in her voice. It was impressive, really. At some point she had enjoyed lessons from a capable teacher. Certainly she had fooled Nasser into thinking that she was a man, even with the evidence right in front of his eyes.
Morgant didn’t care.
Right now, right before his eyes, resting in a niche in the far wall, was the torque that the Knight of Wind and Air had told him about.
The torque that could save the world.
Or kill it, if he left the torque behind.
The torque looked exactly as the Knight had described it. An armband of gold, its sides scribed with Maatish hieroglyphics, a jade scarab adoring its center. It looked valuable, certainly, and if the gold were melted down and sold, it could likely feed a large family for a few years or so.
But to keep the world from dying? That seemed unlikely.
“Morgant?” said Caina again.
For all that, the Knight had never lied to him. The Knight of Wind and Air enjoyed speaking in allusions and riddles and metaphors, as did all the djinn of the Azure Court. Yet the Knight had never told him a lie, and the djinni had said it plainly and simply.
If Morgant took the torque, the world would live.
If Morgant left the torque here in the darkness, the world was going to die.
As it perhaps deserved to die.
Did the world deserve to die?
“That torque,” Morgant heard himself say. “What sort of spell do you sense around it?”
Caina shrugged. “A powerful one. A…warding spell, I think? I’m not sure. I’ve never sensed one quite like it before. Whatever it is, it isn’t worth stopping.”
“No,” said Morgant. “I suppose not.”
If he left the torque behind, he was going to kill the world…and that was not an entirely disagreeable thought. For did not the world deserve death? He had seen so many tyrants over the centuries, so many men and women like Callatas who matched the Grand Master in cruelty if not power. So many murderers and thieves and slavers and liars who had succeeded in their crimes, who had died rich and fat and happy in their beds, escaping any punishment for their misdeeds. He supposed Caina would say that the common people were more virtuous, but Morgant knew that was nonsense. A poor man could be just as cruel and greedy as a rich one, and the only thing that kept a beggar from wreaking the havoc of someone like Callatas was simple lack of opportunity.
Nothing would ever change. Even if Caina fulfilled her little crusade and killed Callatas and stopped his Apotheosis, some new tyrant would arise. It was the nature of man. Those who overthrew tyrants became tyrants in turn themselves, and men killed and enslaved each other simply because they could. The world was a kind of hell, and mortal men and women were the devils who made it so.
It did deserve to die.
“No,” said Morgant. “You’re right. It’s not worth the trouble at all.”
He started to turn and stopped.
The world deserved to die…but what if it died before he kept his word to Annarah? 
He had not considered that possibility. 
The world was a misery and humanity a cancer upon it. Both deserved to perish, yet that did not matter. Morgant would keep his word. No matter what he had to do, he would keep his word.
“Oh, to hell with it,” he muttered, raising his crimson scimitar and black dagger. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”
“Morgant!” said Caina. Her voice did get higher when she was angry. Morgant wondered how long it would take for Nasser to figure out the reason for that. “Get back…”
He stepped out of the light and sprinted towards the niche.
At once the nearest undead turned towards him, reaching for him with skeletal hands. Undoubtedly the undead creatures were used to attacking unarmed, terrified slaves, not a man carrying two blades bearing spells of surpassing power. Morgant spun, hacking the hands from the nearest undead. The creature fell back with a shriek, and Morgant charged into their midst, slashing and spinning and sprinting.
He reached the wall, snatched the torque from its niche, and kept running. The gold torque seemed to vibrate beneath his fingers, the metal strangely cold. He took the head from a withered corpse, tore his dagger through the chest of another undead, and stabbed at a third. The undead started to circle around him, and he feinted left, went right, and rolled across the ground.
The undead surged after him, and then recoiled as Morgant rolled into the dome of light shining from the pyrikon.
He grunted, got to his feet, and brushed off his coat.
The others stared at him in astonishment.
“Why did you do that?” said Caina.
“Looks pretty,” said Morgant, raising the torque. “Doesn’t it?”
Nerina scowled. “You complained that I wanted to rescue my husband, and you risked your life to steal a stupid torque? You are a…a…” She shook her head in fury. “An unbalanced equation!”
“Probably,” said Morgant.
“Why did you do that?” said Caina.
“I think I might need it later,” said Morgant.
“What does it do?” said Caina.
“Damned if I know,” said Morgant. He shook the torque at Kylon. “You’re the closest thing we have to a sorcerer among us, Kyracian. Figure out what it does.”
Kylon’s eyes narrowed, but he ran a hand along the torque. “Ciaran was right. It’s a kind of…warding spell, I think. Not harmful. If it had been a necromantic spell, it would have withered you to ash when you touched it.”
“And wouldn’t that have been unfortunate,” murmured Nasser.
“A ward?” said Caina. “What does it ward against?”
“I’m not sure,” said Kylon. “Whenever I try to sense deeper into the torque, it siphons away my power. I think…I think it was designed to defend against arcane attack. A shield against spells.”
“Could be useful,” said Caina. “Why risk your life to get it, though? It might stop Rolukhan’s spells, but it won’t keep the Immortals from killing us.”
Morgant shrugged. “A mutual friend suggested I claim it.” He grinned. “A windy knight, let’s say.”
He had the distinct satisfaction of seeing surprise go across her face.
“Might we discuss the matter when we are not surrounded by one thousand four hundred eighty-two animated corpses that wish to kill us?” said Nerina.
“Sound counsel,” said Laertes.
Caina stared at Morgant, and he could guess her thoughts. She was wondering if he planned to betray her somehow. She was wondering if she ought to ask Nasser and Kylon to kill him. Actually, she wouldn’t need to bother with anything so crude. She would need only to pull back the staff a few inches, and the undead would tear him apart.
“Fine,” said Caina. “We’ll discuss this more later, if we live through this.”
“Why, I look forward to it,” said Morgant.



Chapter 13: A Man Who Should Be Dead
 
“There,” said Caina, finding the hidden catch.
The stone door slid open without a sound. 
A blast of heat struck her face, and dull yellow-orange light washed over her eyes. Caina blinked until she could see again, shaking her head to clear it. She had restored the pyrikon to its bracelet form as soon as they cleared the Halls of the Dead, fearing that the light from the staff might leak through the door. Fortunately, it seemed that fear had been unfounded. The door to the Hall of Forges opened into a row of wooden carts. Black coal dust coated the carts, and most of them were missing wheels or cracks. Likely the enslaved blacksmiths put the broken carts here and repaired them later. 
“The Hall of Forges,” said Morgant, stepping past one of the carts and looking around. Beyond him Caina saw the shimmering yellow-orange glow of a dozen forges and a half-dozen blast furnaces. 
“They burn the forges all night?” said Caina. 
“Not completely,” said Laertes. He pointed. “Likely they banked the fires for the night, and will work them back to full strength tomorrow morning.” He shrugged. “I am sure that Rolukhan would run the forges day and night if he had the men to do so, but skilled smiths are simply not that common.” He shook his head. “And if he is wasteful enough to execute his men for simple mistakes, his difficulties are his own fault.”
Caina glanced back at Nerina, saw her swallow.
“The Hall of Torments would be that way,” said Morgant, pointing at the far wall. Past the forges and the brick domes of the blast furnaces, another archway opened in the dim light. 
She nodded. “After we check the slave quarters.” Morgant grimaced, but nodded. “Where would the forge slaves sleep?”
“I don’t know,” said Morgant. 
“Oh, indeed?” said Caina.
“I haven’t been here for a hundred and fifty years,” said Morgant. “How the devil should I know where the slaves sleep?” He squinted into the gloom. “But if you are insistent upon this folly…there, I suspect. That barracks in the corner.” 
A wooden barracks had been constructed in the corner of the vast Hall, large enough to house fifty or sixty men. She wondered why Rolukhan would have gone to the trouble of constructing it, and then saw the thick doors and narrow windows. Likely the men needed someplace to sleep where they would not choke on cinders or asphyxiate in the smoke rising from the fires. 
Two Immortals stood guard before the door, silent and as motionless as statues of black steel. 
“Can you take them quietly?” said Caina. 
“Probably,” said Morgant. “The horns might prove a problem, though.” Each Immortal carried a war horn at his belt. No doubt in the event of trouble the Immortals would sound the horn and summon reinforcements. 
“Fine,” said Caina. “Kylon, with me. We’ll draw off one and kill him. Morgant, you kill whichever one remains behind. The rest of you, meet us at the door to the barracks once we’ve dealt with the Immortals.” 
“What about the bodies?” said Morgant. “There is bound to be a search once those two go missing.”
“We’ll conceal the bodies in the broken carts,” said Caina. “The guard shift will not change until morning. Hopefully we will be long gone by then. If not, if we are discovered, we can retreat to the Halls of the Dead. Not even Rolukhan will be able to follow us there  so long as we have the pyrikon.”
Morgant nodded and started forward, moving with utter silence, and Caina took a broken axle from one of the carts and gestured to Kylon, who followed her. They made for the wall of the barracks, the guttering light from the forges and the furnaces painting everything with a hellish glow. She pressed herself against the barracks wall. Kylon followed suit, and she leaned close and whispered in his ear. 
“Be ready,” she hissed. A part of her mind noted how much she would enjoy standing so close to Kylon in different circumstances. The rest of her mind focused on the grim business of survival. “I’ll draw him around the corner. Strike as soon as he is in sight. As quietly as you can.”
Kylon nodded and drew a dagger, pale white mist swirling around the blade.
Caina took the broken axle and threw it. The axle landed just at the corner with a loud clang. Kylon glided forward, the valikon in his right hand, the mist-wreathed dagger in his left. A moment later one of the Immortals came around the corner, and Kylon flung the dagger. The blade shattered against the Immortal’s skull-masked helmet, filling the eye holes with ice, frost sheeting over his head and shoulders and arms. The Immortal staggered, the ice muffling his groan, and Kylon struck with superhuman speed, the valikon darting out. He stabbed once, twice, three times, and the Immortal started to fall. Caina darted to his side and caught the dying Immortal, lowering him to the ground without making a noise. 
She straightened up and hurried around the corner only to find that Morgant had already dealt with the remaining Immortal. The black-armored warrior lay sprawled on the barracks’ stairs, the white-hot edges of the gash Morgant’s black dagger had carved through his cuirass already cooling. 
“Ah,” muttered Morgant as the others hurried over. “Took you long enough.” 
“I suggest we in fact conceal the bodies in the stairwell to the Halls of the Dead,” said Nasser, grabbing one end of the nearest dead Immortal, while Laertes took the other. Kylon and Azaces grabbed the second Immortal. “I doubt the stairs are used at all, and it will take longer to find the Immortals once their absence is noticed.” 
“Do it,” said Caina. “Nerina, Morgant, with me. We’ll check for Malcolm.” Morgant scowled but did not say anything, and Caina pointed at Nerina. “Be quiet about it. Let me do the talking, if necessary.”
Nerina opened her mouth, closed it, and then nodded. 
“And just what will the black-cloaked shadow say to put their fears to rest?” said Morgant.
“I’ll think of something,” said Caina. The barracks door was locked. No doubt the Immortals locked the slaves in for the night. Caina considered having Morgant cut through it, decided that would be too conspicuous if the alarm was raised, and instead drew a lockpick from her belt. The lock was massive but simple, and she had it released in short order. The heavy door swung open, and Caina stepped into the barracks.
She expected to find herself in a large hall lined with bunk beds, slaves sleeping beneath thin blankets. Instead she entered a small wooden anteroom. Another locked door stood in the far wall. Massive slates hung from two of the other walls, covered in intricate chalk drawings of armor and helmets. Before the slate on the left stood a short, broad-shouldered man in a ragged, soot-stained tunic and trousers, thick sandals covering his feet. He had a shock of brown hair and a tangled beard, both of which had premature gray streaks, and deep gray eyes under a heavy forehead. He turned as they approached, his frown deepening.
“Who are you?” he said to Morgant. He had a harsh voice and a thick Caerish accent, much like Morgant’s own. “You are too old and frail to be of much use here.” He scowled at Caina. “And who the bloody hell are you supposed to be? If this is an attempt at a joke you must know that I do not actually have a sense of humor.”
Nerina had gone white as sheet, her hands to her mouth. 
“And you,” said the man, looking at Nerina, “you…you are…”
“Malcolm,” whispered Nerina. 
The bearded man’s jaw fell open, his bloodshot eyes widening. 
“My wife,” he croaked.
Nerina sprinted across the anteroom and flung herself into his arms. She was not large, and Malcolm did not even sway a little from the impact. 
“I knew it,” said Nerina, “I knew it was you in the Old Bazaar, I didn’t hallucinate it, I didn’t…”
“I thought I heard you there,” said Malcolm. “But how are you here?” He scowled. “Has your rogue of a father sold you into slavery as well?”
“He has been dead, Malcolm, for years,” said Nerina. “We’ve come to rescue you.”
“Among other things,” said Morgant. 
“Who are these men?” said Malcolm.
“The Balarigar and Morgant the Razor,” said Nerina. 
“That is highly implausible,” said Malcolm.
Nerina sniffled and rubbed at her eyes. “They are mathematically implausible sort of people.” 
“We have to go, now,” said Caina. “No questions. If you want to stay with your wife, if you want to get out of the Inferno, stop talking and follow me right now.” 
“But the others,” said Malcolm. “I cannot leave my men here.”
“Your men?” said Caina. 
“The other forge workers and blacksmiths,” said Malcolm. “The Lieutenant put me in charge of them, for I am the most competent, and I have been able to organize them well enough that we make our quotas without working ourselves to death. I cannot abandon them.”
“I knew it,” said Morgant. “I knew it.” He pointed at Caina. “I knew you would get sucked into some useless crusade to save slaves or children or something. You forget our purpose. We came here to rescue Annarah, not to save random blacksmiths.”
Malcolm scowled. “By what right do you get to decide who lives and who dies, old man?”
Morgant gestured with his weapons. “These help.”
Malcolm’s scowl deepened, and he took a step towards Morgant, Nerina grabbing uselessly at his thick, muscled arm.
“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t, he’ll kill you without…”
“Shut up, all of you,” hissed Caina. “If you wake up the rest of the workers, they’ll try to break out, the noise will rouse the garrison, and we’ll all get killed. Follow me.”
She turned and headed out the door and back into the Hall of Forges. Morgant, Nerina, and Malcolm all followed her, thankfully without any bickering or violence. She had no doubt that if Malcolm attacked Morgant, the assassin would not hesitate to kill him. Morgant claimed to only kill people who deserved it, but she noticed that restraint did not extend to anyone who attacked him. 
A rule that Caina herself often followed, she had to admit. 
But she would not let Morgant kill Malcolm, not after Nerina had thought him lost for so long. Not that she could stop him alone, but she doubted Morgant would want to fight Nasser, Kylon, Laertes, and Azaces all at once. For that matter, Morgant would not turn on them unless he had any other choice. Caina still had Annarah’s pyrikon, and he could not keep his promise to Annarah without that pyrikon. 
So long as they kept heading toward Annarah, Morgant would cooperate. 
Nasser and Laertes had returned when Caina stepped back into the Hall of Forges. 
“We have disposed of the Immortals,” said Nasser. “The others should be returning as soon…ah.” He caught sight of Malcolm. “I see you were successful in locating Mistress Strake’s husband. Curious that he was awake at this time of night.”
“I was working on designs for new cuirasses,” said Malcolm. “Many Immortals have been slain or wounded as of late, and our quota for armor has consequently risen. Just who are you?”
Nasser offered one of his sweeping bows to Malcolm. “I am known as Nasser Glasshand.”
“The master thief of legend?” said Malcolm, incredulous.
“The one and the same,” said Nasser. “May I presume that you are indeed Mistress Strake’s husband?” 
Malcolm nodded, Nerina still holding on to him. Perhaps she was still trying to convince herself that he was real. “I am.” 
“Might I say that for a man who is supposed to be dead you look remarkably healthy?” said Nasser.
“Dead?” said Malcolm. “Why would you think that?” 
“Father said you had been murdered,” said Nerina. 
“Your father?” said Malcolm. “I am glad he is dead, otherwise I would kill him myself. I was betrayed. Your father feared I would convince you to give up wraithblood and leave Istarinmul for the Empire. So he had his thugs kidnap me and sell me to Malik Rolukhan.” He gave a furious shake of his bearded head. “Likely he increased your wraithblood dosage at the time to make you more susceptible to his lies.” He looked at them all. “Though I find it implausible that the Balarigar, Nasser Glasshand, and Morgant the Razor have all come to my rescue.” 
“Direct fellow, isn’t he?” said Laertes.
“I cannot speak a lie,” said Malcolm. “A magus damaged my mind when I was young, and consequently I am incapable of falsehood.”
“Must be an inconvenience during business dealings,” said Morgant.
“It really was,” said Malcolm. “While I am grateful for your help, I would like to know what is going on.”
“All right,” said Caina. “You’ve suffered enough, so you deserve the truth. The wraithblood that poisoned your wife?” She looked around. Where were Kylon and Azaces? “Grand Master Callatas manufactures it from the blood of murdered slaves. He’s using it as part of a spell called the Apotheosis, a spell to summon millions of evil spirits and work a tremendous sorcerous catastrophe. Sealed within the Inferno is the last loremaster of old Iramis. She knows how to stop Callatas’s plan. So we’re going to rescue her, stop the Apotheosis, and kill Callatas.” 
“An admirable summary,” said Nasser.
“An implausible story,” said Malcolm. “And yet…it rings true. The Lieutenant has said similar things to his acolytes when he thinks that he cannot be overheard. The Inferno is preparing for war, raising as many Immortals and manufacturing as much Hellfire as it can.” Caina spotted Kylon and Azaces coming around the barracks and sighed with relief. 
“It is true, my husband,” said Nerina. “It is all true. Every word of it is as true as a perfectly solved equation. I have seen a laboratory where slaves were murdered and their blood turned to wraithblood. I saw the nagataaru filling the sky, millions of them, more than I could count. Callatas has done many terrible things, and exponentially more are mathematically inevitable should we fail here.” 
That seem to shake Malcolm more than anything else he had heard. 
“How did you know I was here?” he said at last. “If Ragodan Strake told my wife that I was dead?”
“We didn’t,” said Caina. “She saw you in the Old Bazaar in Istarinmul a few weeks ago.”
“I was there to oversee iron purchases for the blast furnaces,” said Malcolm. “I was the only one Rolukhan trusted to do it right. None of his acolytes or the other Alchemists have an eye for proper iron. Of course, he sent me under heavy guard so I could not escape.” 
Nerina pointed at Morgant. “I told you. I told you that I saw him.”
“I’m two hundred and six years old,” said Morgant. “A man of my age and dignity is entitled to a lapse of perception every so often.”
“You use your age as an excuse quite often, I note,” murmured Nasser.
“Two hundred and six?” said Malcolm.
Kylon and Azaces came back into sight.
“It’s done,” said Kylon. “We had best move. I…”
“Azaces!” said Nerina. “I was right. Malcolm is…”
Azaces remained motionless, his expression grim. 
“You,” spat Malcolm, fury filling his voice as he stepped away from Nerina. “You treacherous, murderous dog. What are you doing here?” 
Azaces gave no reaction, his face still solemn.
“Malcolm?” said Nerina. 
Malcolm snarled, seized the broken axle from where Caina had dropped it, and charged at Azaces.
Azaces made no move to defend himself.
 
###
 
Kylon froze for an instant, his mind trying to catch up to the sight before him.
The short, muscular man charging at Azaces had to be Nerina’s husband. His emotional sense felt…off, somehow. As if it had been damaged, or perhaps constrained. Nerina had said her husband’s mind had been damaged so he could not speak falsehood, and Kylon had sensed similar things from victims of mind-altering sorcery in the past.
Right now rage flushed Malcolm’s sense, filling it like molten iron in a furnace.
Azaces bowed his head. There had been grief and regret in him before, but now they swelled out of control, holding him immobile as Malcolm raised the broken axle to crack Azaces’s skull.
“Kylon!” said Caina. 
Kylon moved, the sorcery of air lending him speed. He caught Malcolm’s right wrist and twisted, the bar falling from the disheveled man’s hand. Malcolm snarled and drove his left fist around, and Kylon ducked. Malcolm was stronger than Kylon, strong as only a smith could be, but Kylon had better leverage and could draw upon the sorcery of water.
He twisted again, and Malcolm fell to his knees with a grunt.
“Stop!” shouted Nerina, running towards him. “Stop, you’ll hurt him!” 
Azaces remained motionless through the entire fight.
Kylon released Malcolm and stepped back, his hand lingering near his sword hilt. 
“What are you doing?” said Nerina, dropping to her knees next to Malcolm. “Azaces helped me! He spent the last few years looking after me. He saved my life, he took me to the Sisterhood of the Living Flame to help me stop taking wraithblood…” 
“He’s the one who kidnapped me,” said Malcolm, glaring at Azaces. 
Azaces did nothing. 
“What?” whispered Nerina. 
“Who did you think did Ragodan’s dirty work for him?” said Malcolm. “He did. He was Ragodan’s loyal dog for years. He got you started on wraithblood. Ragodan gave him money to purchase wraithblood, and Azaces put it into your food.”
“No,” said Nerina, shaking her head. 
“It is true,” said Malcolm, glaring at Azaces. “You know I cannot lie. To you, or to anyone else.”
“Azaces?” said Nerina.
The big man nodded, once.
Nerina swallowed and looked away. “He…he had to do it. He didn’t have any choice. I couldn’t say no to Father, either. He…”
“He also kidnapped me and sold me to Rolukhan,” said Malcolm. “He and a few other of Ragodan’s dogs, not long after we were married. I was on my way to the docks of the Cyrican Harbor, and Azaces snatched me off the street. Ragodan himself gloated over me for a while, and then sold me to Rolukhan in person. He said that you would be told that I was dead, and that was that.” 
For a long moment no one said anything. 
“Is that,” whispered Nerina, “is that true?”
Again Azaces nodded once, his regret roiling against Kylon’s senses.
“You knew?” said Nerina. “All this time you knew that Malcolm was alive, and you didn’t try to tell me?” She started to shake, not from grief or weakness but from pure fury. “I know that you can’t speak or write, but you could have found some way to tell me! All the time I spent screaming in the Sisterhood’s hospice, all the times I tried to kill myself, all the times I cried myself to sleep, and you knew he was alive?”
Azaces gave a single nod. 
Something snapped in Nerina Strake then, and she flew at Azaces with a scream, pounding at him with her fists. She might as well have tried to punch through a stone wall. Malcolm pulled her back as Nerina screamed and ranted, while Azaces simply stared at her.
Suddenly Caina was next to them, clamping a gloved hand over Nerina’s mouth. 
“Be silent,” she hissed. “Did you forget about the Immortals?”
Nerina struggled for a moment, and then her pale eyes went wide with alarm.
“That’s better,” said Caina, removing her hand.
“I’m sorry,” said Nerina, fury and fear churning in her sense. “I just…I…”
“We should kill Azaces,” said Morgant. “Now. We’ve delayed far too long.” 
“Would he be a spy for Rolukhan?” said Caina. Kylon could not detect her emotions through the shadow-cloak, but her voice was cold and hard and clipped. 
“I do not know,” said Malcolm. There was no fear in his strange aura, only rage. At least not fear for himself. He dreaded the thought of anything happening to Nerina, and that dread inspired fury, which focused upon Azaces. “Rolukhan might recognize him on sight, though.”
“He didn’t earlier,” said Kylon. 
“We were disguised,” said Laertes.
“No,” said Caina. “A man like Rolukhan regards slaves and soldiers as furniture. Simply part of the background. Or tools only to be noticed when he has need of them.” She looked at Azaces. “Why did you do this?”
Azaces said nothing, closing his eyes.
When opened them a moment later, they shone with a pale blue glow.
The others reacted at once, drawing weapons and pointing them at the silent warrior. Only Caina remained still, a motionless shadow in her cloak. Kylon looked at her and wished he knew what she was thinking. He was certain, though, that Azaces was not a threat. There was no hint of aggression in the man’s aura, only regret and pain. Even without his arcane senses, Kylon would not have believe Azaces a threat. He had the look of a beaten man.
“You are an Immortal?” said Malcolm.
Azaces shook his head. 
“It doesn’t matter,” said Morgant. “We’re wasting time, he’s a threat, and he’s admitted to betraying Strake. Kill him and let’s go.”
“I agree with the strange crazy man in the black coat,” said Malcolm. “Kill him.” 
“Kylon?” said Caina.
Kylon hesitated, and then shook his head. “No. There’s no anger in him. He…doesn’t feel like an Immortal, despite the eyes.” The blue glow was already fading from Azaces’s dark eyes. “Only grief and regret.”
“And just how do you know that?” said Malcolm.
“He’s a stormdancer,” said Nerina. 
Malcolm shook his head. “You have kept some peculiar company since I was kidnapped, but I am grateful. Perhaps your powerful friends kept Azaces from murdering you.”
Again the silent warrior shook his head. 
“Enough,” said Caina. “We’re not killing him.”
Both Morgant and Malcolm protested, and Caina raised a gloved hand.
“He’s one of mine,” said Caina. “One of the Ghosts.”
“Ghosts?” said Malcolm. “The Emperor’s spies?”
“Yes,” said Nerina. “I joined them, too.” 
“We’ll figure out what to do once we escape the Inferno,” said Caina. “If we fight amongst ourselves now, we’re finished.” She pointed at Azaces. “If we are attacked, will you side with Rolukhan and the Immortals?” He shook his head. “Will you fight alongside us?” A nod. “To the death?” Another nod. “Very well, then.”
“Stay away from me, though,” said Nerina, her voice harder than Kylon had ever heard it. “I don’t care why you did it, but you did. You let me think my husband was dead for years. Whatever happens here, we are done. If we escape alive, I never want to see you again. Ever.” 
Again Azaces nodded, the grief twisting inside of him like a living thing.
“The longer we stand here discussing this little drama,” said Morgant, “the less likely we are to escape the Inferno alive.” 
“You’re right,” said Caina. “Let’s go.”
 
###
 
Caina led the way through the Hall of Torments.
The Hall was gloomy, lit only by alchemical lanterns scattered upon stands here and there. The air smelled of rotting meat and clotted blood, the faint buzz of flies audible in the distance. The reason for the smell became plain when she saw the chunks of flesh still stuck upon the various implements of torture, the corpses hung from chains or stuffed into iron cages. It was as bad as the torture chamber she had seen in the Widow’s Tower and as grisly as the wraithblood laboratories. In some ways it was worse than the wraithblood laboratories. As terrible as they were, the murders committed there at least had a purpose, done according to whatever twisted vision Callatas followed.
This was merely killing to sate Rolukhan’s cruelty, to feed the gluttonous nagataaru within him. 
Oddly, the Hall of Torments was more ornate than the others they had seen, the floor covered in gleaming marble, the reliefs upon the walls and columns more intricate and detailed. Perhaps this had indeed been the throne room of the heretical Great Necromancer Kharnaces. Maybe the contrast of the instruments of torture with the elaborate artwork appealed to Rolukhan. 
“There,” said Morgant once they reached the end of the Hall. A broad dais rested there, its sides carved with hieroglyphics. Once it had likely supported an impressive-looking throne, but now it was empty. “She opened the gate there.”
“Do you sense anything?” said Caina. 
“Nothing,” said Kylon. “I…”
Caina took one more step, and then pyrikon vibrated against her left wrist. The bracelet began to give off a gentle white glow, and she felt a tingling sensation as it drew in power. A similar white glow appeared over the dais.
“What is that?” said Malcolm.
“I believe, Master Malcolm,” said Nasser in his calm voice, “that you are looking upon a gate to the netherworld.”
Caina took three steps closer to the dais, and the gate opened. 
A shimmering curtain of white light, perhaps ten feet by ten feet, appeared atop the dais. Beyond the curtain she glimpsed a plain of rippling gray grass, the sky covered in writhing black clouds, and a bolt of dread went through her.
The netherworld.
Three times before had she entered the netherworld in the flesh. None of them had been experiences that she wanted to repeat. 
“There,” breathed Morgant, his face tight with some emotion that she could not identify. “At last.” 
He started towards the gate.
“Wait,” said Caina.
Morgant stopped and looked back at her, a dark shadow outlined against the gate’s pale glow. 
“I think,” she said, concentrating upon the pyrikon’s aura, “I think that the gate is only powerful enough to let two of us go through.”
“Fine,” said Morgant. “You and me.” 
Caina nodded. “Kylon. Give him the valikon. The last time I entered the netherworld, the nagataaru almost killed us. We might need it.”
Kylon gave Morgant a hard look, but unbuckled his baldric and passed it to Morgant. He pulled it on over his black coat, adjusting the strap, and drew the sword. The sigils upon the ghostsilver blade remained dark, which was good. It didn’t sense the presence of any nagataaru. Of course, she didn’t know if the valikon could detect nagataaru beyond the gate. For all she knew, ten thousand nagataaru awaited a single step into the netherworld. 
“All right,” said Caina. “Listen to me, all of you. We won’t be gone long. Time runs differently in the netherworld than it does here. We’ll either be back within an hour or not at all. If we’re not, try to find a way out of the Inferno by whatever means you can. Claim that Cimak sent you out on some errand.”
“We will not leave you,” said Kylon, but Caina kept speaking. 
“Keep watch for any Immortals,” said Caina. “Also keep an eye on Azaces, if it turns out I’m wrong about him.”
“May fortune and all the gods go with you, Ciaran,” said Nasser. “You do a noble deed today, though you know not how noble.”
Caina hesitated. “You knew her, didn’t you? Annarah, I mean?”
“I hope to see her again very soon,” said Nasser.
“You will,” said Caina, taking a deep breath. “You’ll either see her in a few moments, or not at all.” She looked at Morgant. “Ready?”
“For a hundred and fifty years,” said Morgant.
“Ciaran,” said Kylon. 
She looked back at him, saw his face working. “Be careful.”
Caina pulled up her mask long enough to grin at him. “I always am.”
He smiled a little at that. “Liar.” 
Caina nodded and walked with Morgant to the gate. He drew his weapons, the black dagger in his left hand, the valikon in his right. 
Then they stepped into the gate, and gray mist erupted from everywhere to swallow Caina.



Chapter 14: Sanctuary
 
Caina had the sensation of falling, of tumbling endlessly through the void. Gray mist hurtled past her, and it felt as if she were traveling some unimaginable distance. White flashes of light flickered and pulsed in the mists, light the same color as the glow shining from her pyrikon. 
Then the gray mist vanished, and Caina found herself in the netherworld once more.
She staggered a few steps and looked around, her heart racing.
The bleak, rolling plain stretched away in all directions, the gray, colorless grasses rippling in a wind that Caina could not feel. Black clouds writhed and danced overhead, moving faster than the wind could drive them, arcs of green lightning jumping from cloud to cloud. Strange objects floated overhead – an upside down tree, its roots waving like tentacles, a stairwell that went nowhere, a statue of green marble, a fountain made of gray stone, three upside-down pillars of Nighmarian design. Caina’s shadow-cloak snapped and billowed behind her in the nonexistent wind, and the pyrikon vibrated against her wrist, shining with white light. 
She drew her ghostsilver dagger. The blade flickered with pale white fire, responding to the sorcerous power surging through the netherworld. 
“Morgant?” she said, and spotted him a few paces away. The black dagger in his left hand out let a steady crimson glow, but the valikon shone in his right hand like a torch, the sigils upon the blade burning with the same light. 
Morgant stared up at the sky, his pale eyes wide.
“What is it?” said Caina, though she realized there were any number of things around them that could have alarmed Morgant.
“Iramis,” he said. “It’s Iramis.”
Caina looked up and saw the golden city beyond the clouds. 
It was a beautiful city, built of golden stone, its towers and arches and domes graceful. It floated past the clouds, the image wavering and flickering like a mirage. The cloud-wreathed city was a vision of stunning beauty. 
“Iramis,” said Morgant, his voice a little hoarse. “It looked exactly like that on the day Callatas burned it.”
“It’s an echo,” said Caina. “The spell Callatas used was so powerful it left an echo in the netherworld, an imprint.”
“That gash,” said Morgant. “I don’t suppose you know what that is?”
“I do,” said Caina. 
Beyond the city blazed a massive gash of golden fire, a crack ripped through the sky itself. Caina had first seen it two years ago in New Kyre, on the day the Moroaica had finished her great work and raised the golden dead. The Moroaica had been slain and her great work undone, but like Callatas’s spell, it had left an echo behind in the netherworld. 
“A rift,” said Caina. “A weakness in the walls between the worlds. The nagataaru can come through them sometimes.” The vibration on her left wrist grew stronger, the pyrikon glowing brighter. “Listen to me. I wanted to tell you this back in the mortal world, but I didn’t know how long the gate would last, and we have more time here.”
“Because of the time difference,” said Morgant, tearing his gaze from the image of the lost city overhead.
“Aye,” said Caina. “You’ve never been here before, have you?” 
“I fear I have missed that particular pleasure,” said Morgant.
“The netherworld is psychomorphic,” said Caina.
“Psychomorphic?” said Morgant. “You mean it molds itself to my thoughts?” 
“Yes,” said Caina. “Like quicksand. Slowly at first, but faster and faster the longer you stay here. You can control it, if you concentrate.” She focused her will upon the ground, commanding it to heed her, and suddenly part of the ground became part of the dusty Cyrican Bazaar, complete with a merchant’s stall.
She had the distinct satisfaction of seeing Morgant flinch in surprise. 
“What was that?” Morgant said. Caina released her will and the Cyrican Bazaar dissolved back into the featureless gray grass of the endless plain. 
“Psychomorphic,” Caina said. “Also, keep watch for spirits.”
“Nagataaru?” said Morgant.
“Aye,” said Caina, looking around the plain. “Phobomorphic, carchomorphic, and other kinds. The nagataaru. I suppose the Sifter might want some revenge, too.” She lifted her ghostsilver dagger, the blade streaming pale flames. “Ghostsilver can harm spirits. I think the valikon can probably destroy any spirit here, so hopefully they’ll avoid us for easier prey.”
“Good thing you thought to bring it,” said Morgant.
The pyrikon’s vibrations grew stronger, the white fire flaring. It didn’t hurt, not precisely, but it was pulling in a lot of power. Suddenly she wondered if taking the pyrikon with her into the netherworld had been a good idea. The ghostsilver weapons and her shadow-cloak reacted oddly to the netherworld, but perhaps the pyrikon would have a more violent response. 
Best to get on with it. 
“Which way to Annarah?” said Caina.
“I’m not entirely sure,” said Morgant. 
“You don’t know?” said Caina.
“I didn’t go through the gate with her,” said Morgant. “She said she would cast her sanctuary here, and then she entered the gate.”
“The pyrikon,” said Caina. “It was linked to her. It must know…”
Even as she spoke, the pyrikon unwrapped itself from her wrist and floated into the air. The glow grew brighter until it seemed as if the pyrikon had transmuted itself into white light. The pyrikon expanded and swelled, growing larger and larger, and then took a new form.
A human form. 
It was a warrior covered in in plate armor, a massive shield upon his left arm and an Iramisian falchion in his right hand, a towering helm concealing his face. The warrior looked as if he had been carved from white flame, and Caina felt arcane power swirling around him. 
“Has it ever done that before?” said Morgant.
Caina shook her head, and the warrior turned back and forth, looking for something. On sudden impulse, Caina drew back her cowl, and the helm turned to face her. 
“Demonslayer,” said the glowing warrior, his voice like thunder. 
“You’re Annarah’s pyrikon,” said Caina. 
“Correct, demonslayer.” 
“So…that’s what the pyrikons are, aren’t they?” said Caina. “Spirits. Bound spirits.”
“Incorrect. We are not bound,” said the pyrikon. “We are summoned, and we come of our own will. If the summoner is worthy, is the summoner holds true to the oaths of the loremasters, then we permit the use of our power. For as there are spirits of fire and spirits of air, so too are there spirits of death and pain, those you call the nagataaru. Once the Court of the Azure Flame opposed them, but they were hindered. Yet my kindred continue to oppose the nagataaru, for we are spirits of defense, and our purpose is to defend the mortal world.” 
“So you’ve been walking around with a spirit on your wrist for a year and a half?” said Morgant.
“Evidently,” said Caina.
“You are the Balarigar,” said the pyrikon. “You are the demonslayer, and perhaps you may be the liberator. I seek to free my mistress from her imprisonment. You must return her to the mortal world.” 
“Then take us to her,” said Caina. 
“Come, mortals,” said the pyrikon spirit, gesturing with the falchion. The glowing sword looked identical to the valikon in Morgant’s hand. “Time is fleeting, and my mistress is but mortal. The nagataaru have come for her, and she has but little time left. Hasten!” 
The pyrikon turned and ran deeper into the rippling plain, and Caina and Morgant followed. She pulled up the hood of her shadow-cloak back as she ran. It blocked the ability of spirits to detect her, even in the netherworld. Of course, a spirit possessing a mortal host would be able to see her. Kalgri had been able to see Caina, even if the shadow-cloak had blocked the Voice’s ability to detect her. Even so, Caina suspected a spirit of sufficient power would be able to find her even with the cloak. 
Best to be gone from the netherworld by the time that happened.
They kept running, and started up a small hill. White light flashed ahead, and Caina heard a hissing, serpentine whisper.
“Spirit,” said Caina. “How much farther? Is it…”
The netherworld blurred and shifted around her. 
The twisting, writhing sky remained the same, but the landscape morphed. Suddenly Caina stood atop a mountain overlooking a deep valley, a stairway cutting back and forth on the cliff face below her. A broad stone terrace stretched on either side, and before her rose a sprawling edifice of courtyards and halls carved from the living stone of the mountain. The fortress had an outer and inner courtyard, both courtyards encircled by long colonnades of stone. Domed towers rose from the corners of the courtyards, and in the center of the temple stood a high fane of weathered stone, topped with a tall domed tower. Caina gazed at the pillars and towers and saw the reliefs covering their faces, stylized, abstract designs of swirling lines and intricate geometric patterns. Each of towers had been carved with a specific sigil, a pyrikon ring wrapped around a seven-pointed star.
“The sanctuary of my mistress,” announced the pyrikon. 
“Silent Ash Temple,” said Caina, looking around. Of course, it wasn’t the real Silent Ash Temple, but only a reflection of it in the netherworld. Yet it was close enough to the real thing that she felt a shiver of dark memory. 
“You know this place?” said Morgant, looking at the colonnade as the valikon burned in his hand. 
“Aye,” said Caina. “It’s a monastery in the Kaltari Highlands. Found the valikon there. Fought the Red Huntress there and we beat her, though it was close. Why does Annarah’s sanctuary look like Silent Ash Temple? Nasser said that it used to be academy that trained loremasters. She must have been here as a child, before Iramis fell.”
“Does it matter?” said Morgant.
“It might,” said Caina. “Spirit. Take us to Annarah, quickly.”
The pyrikon did not answer, but instead strode for the outer gate’s colonnade, beneath the wall where Nasser had come within a hair’s breadth of killing Kalgri with the valikon. Through the archway Caina saw a flash of white light, followed by the vibration of a powerful spell.
Then a curtain of shadow swept before the gate, a shadow lined with flickering purple fire.
The nagataaru were there.
Caina broke into a run, Morgant keeping pace next to her. 
 
###
 
Morgant ran through the gate and into Silent Ash Temple’s broad outer courtyard. Beyond he saw another colonnade, taller than the first, slender towers of Iramisian design rising overhead. It was an eerie counterpoint to the ghostly image of Iramis itself floating in the twisted sky overhead.
The battle raging through the courtyard held his full attention.
A ring of shadows and purple flames snarled through the courtyard. Sometimes they seemed to take individual shapes, like hooded specters in robes of shadow and eyes of purple fire. Sometimes they flowed together like a river, looking like a flood of black water trying to drown Silent Ash Temple, but they never quite managed to close the ring. 
Within the ring of nagataaru stood twelve armored shapes of pale white light and ghostly fire, identical to the warrior shape that Annarah’s pyrikon had assumed. They held their massive shields raised, wielding their swords with vigor. Whenever the blades touched the nagataaru, the dark spirits retreated with angry hisses. The nagataaru answered with tendrils of shadow that wrapped around the glowing spirits, sapping away their light and forcing them to retreat, closing the ring tighter.
The nagataaru were winning, forcing the pyrikon spirits back inch by inch.
In the center of the ring of spirits stood Annarah, the last loremaster of Iramis.
Morgant had not seen her for a hundred and fifty years, and a peculiar spasm of memory shot through his mind. A century and a half and she had not changed, not even a little. She was a tall woman, at least as tall as Kylon, and somewhere in her early thirties. Her dark skin was smooth, and made for a marked contrast with her long silver hair and the white loremaster’s robe she wore. Strain and exhaustion marked her face, her bright green eyes bloodshot, and flickering white fire surrounded her outstretched hands. Pulses of white light burst out from her, pushing the nagataaru back and strengthening the pyrikon warriors. Morgant was not a sorcerer, but he had been in a lot of fights, and he could see that Annarah was about to lose hers.  
How had she held out for so long? It had been a century and a half…
Then Morgant realized that she looked exactly the same because there had not been time for her to change. A century and a half had passed for him…but thanks to the peculiar nature of the netherworld, no more than a few moments had passed for her.
“My mistress requires aid,” said the pyrikon spirit, pointing its glowing sword. “Aid her.”
“Morgant,” said Caina. “The valikon. It can kill nagataaru.”
Morgant nodded, sheathed his black dagger, and took the valikon’s hilt in both hands. He walked forward, raising the sword, the weapon thrumming in his grasp. Some of the nagataaru burst free from the ring and flowed towards him like wraiths of smoke and shadow. Annarah’s pyrikon charged forward, striking with the curved sword of white flame. The nagataaru recoiled from the pyrikon’s blows, but the spirit seemed unable to destroy the nagataaru. 
The valikon had no such problems.
Morgant swung the blade, and it met no resistance as it touched the nagataaru’s dark form. Yet the nagataaru exploded into a spray of dark smoke, smoke that quickly vanished into nothingness. A scream of fury rose up from the surrounding nagataaru, and more of the dark ring broke off to charge at Morgant. He didn’t know what would happen if the spirits touched him, and he had no desire to find out. The valikon swept before him in a blaze of white fire, its touch unraveling the nagataaru, and a dozen of the spirits shattered in a haze of black smoke. Morgant stepped back, trying to get out of the smoke before it obscured his vision, but the nagataaru slid away from the valikon’s blade. He remembered how the Sifter had reacted with panic when Caina had threatened to destroy it with the valikon. Likely the immortal nagataaru reacted to the sudden prospect of destruction in the same way. 
For a moment a gap formed in the swirling ring of nagataaru, and Annarah’s pyrikon shot forward, hewing its way through the dark cloud of spirits. The pyrikon reached the ring of armored warriors and changed form, becoming a sphere of light about a foot across. The sphere touched Annarah’s left arm and she gasped, looking at in in astonishment. As she did, the sphere lengthened and thinned, hardening into the form of a delicate bronze staff. Annarah gaped at the staff in shock, as if unable to believe her eyes. 
The nagataaru swirled faster around her, a dark tide of them coming towards Morgant and Caina. Morgant did not think he could destroy all the spirits before the nagataaru drowned them like a tide of shadows.
“Annarah!” he shouted. “The staff! Use it!” 
She looked at him in astonishment, and then nodded, thrusting the staff before her as she shouted a phrase in the High Iramisian tongue. 
Blinding white fire exploded from her in a ring, passing through the pyrikon spirits without touching them. It slammed into the circle of the nagataaru, shattering it and throwing hooded specters in all directions like black leaves. The nagataaru let out hissing screams, and Annarah spun, the pyrikon staff shining in her left hand.
That was enough for the nagataaru. The spirits fled in all directions, sinking into the stone of the courtyard or vanishing into the tormented sky overhead. The pyrikon spirits around Annarah changed shape, shrinking into those spheres of light. They drifted around her in a loose ring, and her own pyrikon shrank, becoming a bronze bracelet curling around her left wrist. Annarah took a deep breath, caught her balance, and turned. 
She stared at Morgant for a moment.
“You came back,” she whispered. 
“I told you I would,” said Morgant. “I keep my word.”
 
###
 
“Morgant,” said Annarah, staring at the assassin. 
Her voice was deep for a woman, but quite musical. Had Theodosia met her, Caina thought, she would have tried to recruit Annarah into the Grand Imperial Opera. A strange accent colored her Istarish, one that Caina had heard before. Both Callatas and Nasser had versions of the same accent, and Caina now realized it was an Iramisian accent. Iramis had burned a century and a half ago, and Nasser’s and Callatas’s accents had faded over time, but Annarah’s was still fresh. 
“How long has it been?” said Morgant.
Annarah walked towards him, her white robes stirring in the netherworld’s strange wind. 
“About two hours,” said Annarah. “I left you my pyrikon and my journal, and then I retreated through the gate. I cast spells to summon a sanctuary, and called upon the spirits of defense to ward me while I waited for your return. But before finished, the nagataaru attacked in force.” She gestured at the pale balls of light floating around her. “We were driven into the courtyard, and I thought my death was at hand. Then you returned and drove them off. Where did you get a valikon? I thought they were all lost when Callatas burned Iramis.”
Morgant jerked his head at Caina.
Annarah’s green eyes turned towards Caina. “A…Ghost nightfighter? In Istarinmul?”
“Yes,” said Caina, using her disguised voice. She decided to keep Annarah from learning who she was if possible. If Callatas realized that Annarah lived, he would stop at nothing to kill her. Caina hoped to keep the loremaster safe, but if Callatas took her alive and tormented her for her secrets…
“We asked the Ghosts for aid,” said Annarah, “but they could not spare it. With the destruction of Caer Magia and the fall of the Fourth Empire, the Magisterium split into civil war. Has the civil war of the magi ended? Could the Ghosts aid us against Callatas?” 
“Aye,” said Caina, wondering how Annarah would react to the truth, “but Caer Magia fell a very long time ago.” 
“Long ago?” said Annarah. “How…” Her voice trailed off, and she turned back to Morgant. “You do not look much older, but your sense…it is older, far older. How…how long has it been, Morgant?”
“One hundred and fifty years,” said Morgant. He looked grimmer than usual, the lines on his gaunt face deeper. 
Annarah raised a single hand to her mouth. “By the Living Flame of the Divine. A century and a half?”
“He tells it truly,” said Caina. “It has been that long.”
“I’m sorry,” said Annarah. “I’m so sorry for that.”
Caina blinked. She would have expected anger from Annarah, or perhaps denial and disbelief. Not contrition. 
“For what?” said Morgant. 
“For forcing you to do this,” said Annarah. “To spend a hundred and fifty years trying to rescue me. By the Living Flame of the Divine, Morgant…no one was meant to bear such a burden over so long a time. No one. I am sorry I made you do this.” 
Morgant scoffed. “I keep my word. The cost of doing so is immaterial.” He grinned his wolfish smile at her. “I was hired to kill you, so it seems only fair, would you not say?”
“What…what has happened since?” said Annarah. “A hundred and fifty years. The world must have changed so much since.”
“Oh, less than you might think,” said Morgant. “I…”
“We have to go,” said Caina. “Right now.” Both the loremaster and the assassin looked at her. “Those nagataaru will be back, and they’ll bring friends. The valikon will not scare them off forever.”
“You are right,” said Annarah. “We must flee.” She turned to the ring of glowing pyrikon spirits. “Disperse, my friends, and thank you for your aid.” She gestured, and the balls of white began to drift away from her. “Which way to the gate?”
“This way,” said Caina, pointing at the gateway in the outer colonnade. “This is your sanctuary. I think you should be able to dissolve…”
The voice thundered out of the sky. 
It was not a voice, not really. Caina heard it inside her skull, not with her ears. 
Despair could not speak with words. Death did not have a voice. Loss and agony could not make orations.
But if they could, they would sound like the voice that exploded inside of Caina’s head.
BALARIGAR.
“What was that?” said Morgant, raising the valikon. 
Annarah looked around, her pyrikon unfolding into a staff once more. One of the balls of light started to float towards Caina. 
DO YOU THINK TO DEFY ME? THE THREADS OF DESTINY WRAP THEMSELVES TIGHTER ABOUT YOU, AND SOON THEY SHALL STRANGLE THE THREAD OF YOUR TROUBLESOME LIFE. 
“The Great Nagataaru,” breathed Annarah. “Their prince and lord. His attention has turned upon us.”
“Actually, he’s talking to me,” said Caina. 
Annarah stared at her in astonishment. “Kotuluk Iblis talks to you?”
“What can I say?” said Caina, scanning the sky. “I’m good at making friends.”
Morgant snorted. “There is an understatement.”
YOUR MOCKERY WILL NOT SAVE YOU, NOR WILL IT SAVE YOUR WORLD. 
The sky beyond the towers of Silent Ash Temple darkened. Had she stood in the mortal world, Caina would have thought she witnessed the approach of a storm. Here in the netherworld, she knew what a darkening sky meant.
The nagataaru were coming for her.
Thousands upon thousands of nagataaru were coming for her, for Annarah, and for Morgant, so many nagataaru that they would blot out the sky of the netherworld like a horde of locusts.
“Run!” shouted Caina, spinning for the gate, some of the balls of light drifting in her wake. Annarah and Morgant sprinted after her. They tore through the courtyard and into the terrace, the sky darkening further. 
RUN IF YOU WILL. THE OUTCOME SHALL NOT CHANGE. THE FATE OF YOUR WORLD SHALL NOT CHANGE. 
Caina reached the edge of the terrace and skidded to a stop. Gravity did not quite work the same way in the netherworld as it did in the mortal world, but she still did not want to fall a thousand feet to the valley floor below. In the distance, at the bottom of the stairs, she saw the pale glow of the gate back to the mortal world. 
“Annarah,” said Caina. “You have to dissolve your sanctuary. It will move us closer to the gate. The nagataaru will catch us on those stairs if we try to climb down.”
Annarah nodded. “A moment.” She closed her eyes, concentrating, both her hands wrapped around the pyrikon staff. 
“Hurry,” said Caina. There was no way they could make it down those stairs before the nagataaru caught them, and she wished that Annarah had not recreated Silent Ash Temple with such devotion to detail. Perhaps Caina could think of something, could force the psychomorphic terrain into a more suitable shape. 
YOUR FATE IS SEALED. YOUR WORLD’S FATE IS SEALED. I HAVE DEVOURED TEN THOUSAND WORLDS AND LEFT THEM AS EMPTY HUSKS IN MY WAKE, AND THIS WORLD SHALL BE NEXT. YOU CANNOT STOP ME.
“What is he telling you?” said Morgant, rubbing his temples. 
“Oh, the usual,” said Caina. “Threats of death that he has failed to carry out so far.”
YOU CANNOT ELUDE ME, BALARIGAR. ALREADY MY VASSALS HUNT FOR YOU IN THE MORTAL WORLD. THEY ARE ETERNAL. YOU ARE MORTAL. SOON OR LATE YOU SHALL FALL, AND ONCE YOU ARE SLAIN THERE SHALL BE NONE TO STOP ME FROM DEVOURING YOUR WORLD.
“There,” said Annarah, opening her eyes, and the world blurred and shifted around them as Caina felt a surge of arcane power. Silent Ash Temple and its mountain crag dissolved into nothingness, reforming into the featureless plain of the netherworld, the colorless grass rippling in the strange wind that drove the clouds overhead. Caina saw the light of the gate a few hundred yards ahead, pale and flickering.
With the tower and mountain gone, she also had a clear view of the nagataaru surging towards her. 
The uncounted millions of nagataaru.
It was like a wall of shadow ten thousand feet high, burning with purple fire within. Caina had seen some large waves during her sea travels, enough to make her prefer the solid ground beneath her feet, but this wave could have drowned them all. It could have covered all of Istarinmul, drowning the city in shadow.
“Run!” shouted Caina, and they sprinted for the gate, the wall of nagataaru surging after them.
KNOW YOUR FATE, BALARIGAR. YOURS IS A THREEFOLD CURSE. YOU SHALL DIE IN AGONY. YOU SHALL DIE ALONE, PARTED FROM ALL THOSE YOU LOVE. AND YOU SHALL DIE IN FAILURE, KNOWING THAT YOU HAVE BEEN DEFEATED. SO IT IS ORDAINED, NOT BY MY WILL, BUT BY YOURS, FOR THAT IS THE FATE YOUR CHOICES HAVE WROUGHT FOR YOU. 
She kept running, the grass crunching beneath her boots, her shadow-cloak streaming behind her as the ghostsilver dagger blazed like a torch in her hand. She shot a glance over her shoulder and saw Morgant and Annarah keeping pace with her. For a man over two centuries old, Morgant could run when he put his mind to it. Annarah looked exhausted, still drained from her battle with the nagataaru, but grimly kept pace. A dozen of the glowing spheres still trailed her. Caina supposed that was just as well. If the nagataaru caught up to them, perhaps the spirits of defense could hold off the nagataaru for a few moments. 
LIE DOWN AND DIE. YOU CANNOT ESCAPE YOUR FATE.
“Watch me,” gasped Caina. 
“What?” said Morgant. 
Caina shook her head and kept running, and they reached the gate as the dark wall of the nagataaru towered over them. To her alarm she saw that the gate was shrinking. When Annarah had unraveled her sanctuary it had also weakened the spell upon the gate. It would not last much longer, and it was already small enough that only one person could go through at once. Through it she saw the wavering image of the Hall of Torments, shadowy and indistinct. 
“You first,” said Caina.
“But…” started Annarah.
“Don’t argue,” said Morgant, pushing her forward. “Go.” 
She vanished through the gate.
“Ghost,” said Morgant. “Caina. Thank…”
“Shut up,” said Caina, pushing him towards the gate. The huge wall of shadow hurtled closer to them, swallowing the netherworld. “Thank me back in the mortal world.” 
He vanished into the gate.
BALARIGAR. STAY HERE AND I SHALL KILL YOU QUICKLY AND WITHOUT PAIN. THIS I OFFER YOU, FOR YOU HAVE BEEN WORTHY PREY. SPURN MY OFFER, AND YOU SHALL KNOW DESPAIR AND DEFEAT BEFORE YOU ARE SLAIN. 
A chill went through her, but she forced herself to look at the advancing wall of shadow. “Then I can find a way to stop the Apotheosis, can’t I?” said Caina. “Otherwise you wouldn’t care. You wouldn’t try to bargain.”
THEN DIE.
She threw herself backwards through the gate as the shadows reached to devour her. 
Again she had the sensation of falling, of gray mist hurtling past her with incredible speed.
Then she was back in the stinking gloom of the Hall of Torments, tumbling backwards across the dais. Caina lost her balance and fell, strong hands catching her arms and stopping her fall. The back of her head came to rest against Kylon’s chest, and she looked back at the dais, fearing that the nagataaru would follow her into the Inferno. 
The gate shimmered with white light, and then turned into a sheet of blackness. Caina cursed and regained her balance. She saw Morgant stepping forward, the valikon blazing with white fire, saw Annarah lift her pyrikon and begin a spell. 
“They are coming!” said Annarah. “Defend…”
The gate collapsed with a flash, and a ball of white light burst forth and slammed into Caina. 
She bit back a scream of pain as a surge of arcane power roiled through her like a wave of knives. The ball of light covered her left hand, and then shrank and flattened. The sensation of arcane power faded to a manageable tingle, and the ball of light shrank further. 
Then suddenly it was gone entirely, and instead a bracelet rested against her left wrist.
A pyrikon. 
Caina blinked in astonishment.
“Are you all right?” said Kylon.
“I…I think so,” said Caina. She wondered if Annarah’s pyrikon had returned, but the loremaster still held her bronze staff. The bracelet around Caina’s wrist wasn’t bronze, but silvery, though it was lighter and stronger than silver…
Ghostsilver. 
“What just happened?” said Kylon.
“I…don’t really know,” said Caina.
“A spirit of defense has chosen you as its bearer, Ghost,” said Annarah, offering a deep bow in Caina’s direction. “It was drawn to your valor, and has chosen you to employ its power in the mortal world. That is how the loremasters gained their pyrikons before Callatas slew us. We went to the netherworld and undertook a trial of courage and valor. Casting your defiance into the teeth of Kotuluk Iblis himself certainly counts.”
“The great demon of the desert?” said Malcolm. He was standing near Azaces, Nerina slumped against him, keeping a wary eye on the towering warrior. “A myth.” 
“I fear he is not, husband,” said Nerina. 
“One of the spirits of defense I summoned was impressed by your courage,” said Annarah, “and has chosen you.”
“Oh,” said Caina, flexing her left hand. “Well. Isn’t that…nice?” She was not thrilled about carrying yet another object of sorcery with her. Still, she supposed it was not technically an object of sorcery but instead a spirit bound in material form, which hardly made her feel better. Annarah’s pyrikon had saved her life several times, and perhaps this new ghostsilver pyrikon could do the same. 
“It is a great honor, Ciaran,” said Nasser. “Now we must turn our attention to escaping the Inferno at once.”
Annarah stared at him, her green eyes growing wide.
“Yes,” said Caina, shaking her head to clear it. Somehow she had not expected to survive the netherworld for a fourth time. “As soon as someone notices that Malcolm is missing and those Immortals are dead Rolukhan will likely order a search of the Inferno from top to bottom.” An idea started to come to her. “But he won’t search the Halls of the Dead. Why bother? He doesn’t know about Annarah or the pyrikons. Annarah and Malcom can hide in the Halls of the Dead until the search is called off, and then…”
“Lord Prince,” said Annarah, her voice stunned. 
They all looked at her.
Annarah took a step towards Nasser, her eyes wide. “After so long? Is it truly you?”
“Loremaster,” said Nasser with a deep bow, “it is. You have done great service to your order and to your nation, far more than I could ever have asked of you.”
“A hundred and fifty years,” whispered Annarah. “That was such a span of time. Such a burden.” She looked from Morgant to Nasser. “No one could have asked you to bear that.”
“Loremaster,” said Nasser. “Do not rebuke yourself. It has been a century and a half, yes…but because of your wisdom, Callatas has been stymied for every single one of those years. He has searched the Desert of Candles from end to end for the regalia of the Princes, and he failed to find the Staff and the Seal. No doubt he thought to work his Apotheosis within a few years after the destruction of Iramis. Instead he has spent a hundred and fifty years searching and never finding.”
“I do not remember where I concealed the Staff and the Seal, my lord,” said Annarah. “I removed the memory and secured it in my journal.” She looked at Morgant. “Did…”
“I gave it to Callatas, along with your pyrikon,” said Morgant.
“And earlier this year, with Master Ciaran’s help,” said Nasser, gesturing at Caina, “we recovered both the journal and your pyrikon.” 
“Do you have the journal with you?” said Annarah. “I can unlock it here and now…”
“No,” said Nasser. “Keeping you and the journal in the same location is far too much of a risk. Once we have escaped the Inferno, we can unlock its secret at our leisure.” 
“I see,” said Annarah. She turned and smiled at Morgant. Like Nasser, her teeth seemed brilliantly white in her dark face. “Thank you for coming back for me.”
Morgant shrugged. “As I said, I keep my word.”
“Through such difficulty,” said Annarah. “Across decades. Across centuries! And at such cost to yourself. How many men cannot keep their word for even a day? Thank you.”
To Caina’s utter astonishment, she closed the distance and hugged the assassin. She looked at Kylon, and saw her own surprise mirrored in his face. Morgant himself merely looked embarrassed, his hands twitching behind Annarah’s back as if he didn’t know what to do with them. 
“I couldn’t have done it,” said Morgant, gently pushing her away, “without Master Ciaran the Ghost. You should go hug him, or his pet Kyracian. Speaking of which.” He undid Kylon’s baldric and handed the sheathed valikon back to him. “Never did care for a sword that glowed. Much too ostentatious.”
“Gaudy, even,” said Kylon with a straight face.
“See? Even a Kyracian can learn proper aesthetics.”
“Master Ciaran,” said Annarah, offering that deep bow to Caina. “Thank you. Thank you for your aid. I know the Ghosts have not taken interest in the troubles of Iramis before…but I suppose after a century and a half, Iramis is ancient history and the policies of the Emperor have changed.” She look at Caina with wonder. “But who are you that you would earn the enmity of Kotuluk Iblis himself?”
“The Great Nagataaru?” said Nasser, startled. “You never mentioned this.”
Caina shrugged. “It never came up. And now is not the time to discuss it. The sooner we are gone from the Inferno, the better. I think our best chance is to overwhelm the guards at the gate and flee as quickly as we can. Nasser and Morgant are formidable fighters, and we also have a Kyracian stormdancer. Mistress Annarah, can you…”
“Just Annarah,” she said. “A loremaster must be a servant of all, seeking neither to rule nor to dominate. If you feel obliged to give me a title, simply call me ‘loremaster’, for that is the only title I claim.”
“Fine. Annarah, then,” said Caina. “Can you bring your spells to bear against the Immortals?” 
“I cannot,” said Annarah. 
“I should have realized. You must be exhausted from the netherworld,” said Caina.
“I am, but that is not the reason,” said Annarah. “I cannot not use my powers to harm and injure living mortals. Nor is that simply my choice. The Words of Lore do not permit it.”
“Truly?” said Caina, blinking with surprise. “Nasser said something like that…but I thought that was a myth, or a self-serving lie, the way the Imperial Magisterium claims to govern the use of sorcery for the good of the Empire.”
“No,” said Nasser. “The loremasters could only use their powers for knowledge and healing and defense, not to wound or kill.” 
“You see why she needed me, then?” said Morgant. “Someone’s got to do the dirty work.” 
“It’s just…” Caina was so taken aback that for a moment she struggled to phrase her thoughts. “I’ve never met a sorcerer who couldn’t kill people when the moment required it.”
“I am not a sorceress,” said Annarah without anger. “I am a keeper of the Words of Lore, the Words that the Living Flame of the Divine entrusted to the first loremasters in the dawn of ages. It was our responsibility to shield men from the malevolent powers of the netherworld, to ensure the powers of sorcery were used responsibility and with wisdom. That you disbelieve me so deeply is proof of how profoundly we failed in our trust.” 
“Fine,” said Caina. “I have a shadow-cloak, so I’ll scout the gates. If the guards are few enough, I suggest we cut our way out and flee before Rolukhan can pursue us. If the gate is too strong…we should withdraw to the Halls of the Dead and wait. Annarah’s pyrikon can shield us from the undead,” she glanced at her wrist, “and I assume my new one can do the same. Rolukhan won’t be able to follow us into the Halls of the Dead, and we can wait for a more opportune moment to flee.”
“I concur,” said Nasser, and Kylon nodded his agreement. 
“Then stop talking and go,” said Morgant. 
Annarah smiled at him. “You haven’t changed very much in a hundred and fifty years.”
“One cannot improve upon perfection,” said Morgant. “Now…”
“Watch out!” shouted Malcolm.
Caina whirled just as Azaces drew his two-handed scimitar, his eyes shining with the blue light of the Immortals’ rage.



Chapter 15: Written In Flesh
 
Kylon drew the valikon, the sword’s sigils dark, as the others lifted their weapons.
“I knew it,” said Malcolm, pushing Nerina behind him. “I knew he would turn on us.”
Kylon was not so sure.
There was anger in Azaces’s sense, but it was directed at himself. There was also confusion and regret and despair. Kylon sensed something else, too. The air around him was alive with arcane energy, both from the Hellfire engine and whatever dark aura powered the undead, but for a moment some other spell shivered nearby. 
“Did you catch that?” said Caina.
Kylon nodded, keeping his eyes on Azaces. The big warrior did not move, his face tight as if he waged some internal battle. 
“Didn’t recognize the spell,” Caina said. “Something alchemical, I think, and powerful. But I don’t know what. Maybe Rolukhan is working on the Hellfire engine.”
“This is stark madness,” said Malcolm, pointing at Azaces. “That man sold me to Rolukhan, and he will betray all of you if given the chance. You are keeping a serpent in your midst. If you have scruples about killing him, that is commendable. But I beg you, listen to me. If you spare him he will betray us.”
Morgant strolled forward, his black dagger in hand. “I have no qualms.” He raised the dagger. “I can promise you I’ll make it quick.”
Azaces did not even move his scimitar to block. 
“Wait,” said Annarah. “Morgant, wait.” The assassin looked back at her. There was nothing like love in his emotional aura. That would have been like finding rain in the Desert of Candles. But there was…something. A flicker. Affection, perhaps? Certainly respect. 
In any event, it was enough to make him stop. 
“Why does he not speak in his own defense?” said Annarah.
“His tongue was removed,” said Nasser. “He cannot speak.”
“Then let me speak for him,” said Annarah. “He can speak through me.”
“How?” said Nerina. 
“One of the Words of Lore permits it,” said Annarah. 
“You’ll…read his mind, then?” said Caina. “A form of psychomantic sorcery.”
“No,” said Annarah. “To violate another’s mind is a grave misuse of sorcery. This spell shall permit him to speak using my voice. My tongue and lips shall form the words for him.”
“It is too dangerous,” said Malcolm. 
“We have wasted too much time here already,” said Morgant. 
“No,” said Annarah, looking at Malcolm. “If this man has betrayed you, the truth must be known. For truth is greatest and strongest than all, as the ancient loremasters said.”  
“I would not have believed it unless Malcolm said so,” said Nerina. Her face had lost some of its usual manic intensity, likely because of the conflicting emotions roiling inside her aura. Finding her long-lost husband and learning her closest friend had lied about his death had taken a toll. “He…looked after me for so long, protected me. The calculation does not compute, nor does it balance.”
“I’m…sorry?” said Annarah.
“She means that she does not believe it,” said Malcolm. “I do…but if this is what it takes for the truth to be known, so be it.” 
“Ah,” said Annarah. “What is his name?”
“Azaces,” said Nerina.
“Azaces,” said Annarah. “Do you consent to this? Will you let me serve as your voice?” 
Azaces looked at her for a long moment, and then nodded. 
“Understand, though,” said Annarah. “The Words of Lore will let you speak through me, but you will not be able to lie. Every word you say will be the truth. Do you still consent?”
“Handy, that,” muttered Caina.
Again Azaces nodded. 
Annarah stepped closer to him, reaching up to put her right hand upon his left temple. She had to strain a little to do it. Annarah closed her eyes and started whispering under her breath, and Kylon sensed the peculiar flicker as she gathered power around her. It was different than any sorcery he had ever encountered before. It lacked the wild power of the elemental sorcery he wielded, the quicksilver nature of the alchemical sorcery, or the dark, corrupted power that a necromancer like Ranarius or Sicarion used. Yet for all that it seemed stronger, far stronger. 
Morgant moved to Annarah’s side.
“And if you hurt her,” said Morgant, “I will kill you…and you may forget what I said about it being painless.”
Azaces said nothing. White light flickered around Annarah’s fingers and sank into Azaces’s temples, and the blue glow of an Immortal faded from his eyes.
“Speak,” said Annarah, a peculiar buzz in her voice, “and by the Words and Signs of the Lore, we shall hear you.”
Azaces’s bearded lips moved. No sounds came from his mouth, but Annarah’s lips moved in an identical motion. Her voice came from her lips, but…changed, different, the cadences of the words rougher, her speech more clipped. 
She had also acquired a Sarbian accent.
“It has been long,” said Annarah. “Long since I have spoken to anyone. My tongue. My master took it as a boy.” He shook his head, Annarah keeping her fingers against his temple. “It is…strange. To speak and hear words.” 
“Azaces,” said Caina. “Did you betray Malcolm as he said?”
“Yes,” said Annarah. Her eyes were closed, darting back and forth behind the lids. “It is as he said. Master Ragodan sent me to purchase wraithblood to addict Mistress Nerina. To keep her docile. I did tasks for Master Ragodan. I was his enforcer. One day he commanded me to kidnap Master Malcolm. I obeyed, and caught Master Malcolm at the harbor. Master Ragodan sold him to Lord Rolukhan of the Alchemists. It is all as Master Malcolm said.”
“Why?” said Nerina. “Why did you do that?”
“Because Master Ragodan commanded it,” said Annarah. “Perhaps other men who are not slaves could disobey. I have always been a slave. I could not disobey.” 
“I told you,” said Malcolm. “I am sorry he gained your trust, wife. I am sorry he lied to you.”
“I did not lie,” said Annarah. 
“Then why did you stay with her after I was kidnapped?” said Malcolm.
“Because Master Ragodan was murdered,” said Annarah. 
“I do not understand,” said Malcolm.
“Master Ragodan was an evil man and a cruel master,” said Annarah. “His enemies at last conspired to murder him, and he was cut down in the street. Even those he served, Rolukhan and Callatas, did not mourn him.”
“I know that,” said Malcolm. “Why did you stay with Nerina after that? Why did you help her avoid wraithblood? Why did you protect her? You were free. You could have gone anywhere.”
“I could not,” said Annarah. Again that wave of regret and guilt washed through Azaces’s sense.
“Why?” said Nerina. “If you knew the truth, could not you have at least balanced the equation and let me know what had happened to Malcolm?”
For a long moment Annarah was silent, Azaces’s eyes upon Nerina and Malcolm.
“I was once an Immortal,” said Annarah. 
“I never knew that,” said Nerina. “Father said you were once a gladiator.” 
“He spoke the truth. He did not know my past,” said Annarah. “As a boy my tongue was cut, to keep my master’s secrets. But my master died untimely, and I was sold to the College of Alchemists. They brought me to the Inferno, and here they trained me to become an Immortal. Lord Rolukhan did not lie when he spoke of the torments of this place. I was given a woman, and I grew to love her. Yet when Rolukhan commanded, I slew her, and I drank the Elixir of Transformation and became an Immortal. For this I am damned.” 
The grief in his sense redoubled again, and Azaces swayed a little on his feet, Annarah moving to keep her fingers against his temple. 
For a moment no one spoke.
“What happened then?” said Caina. “You’re not an Immortal any longer.”
Azaces’s dark eyes shifted to her. “The Elixir of Transformation is not permanent. It must be renewed every year. Yet for many years I was an Immortal. I killed and tortured and took joy in it. Then one year I drank the Elixir and it was flawed. My conscience started to return, and I was horrified by the evil I had worked. I cast aside my armor and fled, and the Brotherhood of Slavers captured me. I was sold as a gladiator, and I fought in the arena. In time Master Ragodan purchased me, and I served him.”
“But why?” said Nerina, her voice little more than a croak.
“Because Master Ragodan commanded it,” said Annarah. “I must obey. I have always been a slave, and have always had a master. Perhaps free men can do differently. I cannot.”
“No, I understand that,” said Nerina. “But why did you help me? Why didn’t you find some way to tell me about Malcolm?” 
Azaces seemed to struggle for a moment. 
“Because,” Annarah said, “you spoke to me.”
“I don’t understand,” said Nerina. 
“Very few people speak to me,” said Annarah. “Because I am mute, they assume I am deaf as well, save when they give me commands. When Master Ragodan commanded me to guard your workshop, I assumed you would ignore me. Yet you did not. You talked, and talked, and talked, telling me of everything that passed your mind.”
Nerina did tend to ramble. When Kylon had first met her, she had accurately gauged his height and weight, informed him of that fact, and then gone on a tangent about the mathematical principles of locks. Had more pressing business not interrupted them, she could have talked for hours without stopping. It had been annoying, but he had never considered what it would be like for a man unable to speak, for a slave used to everyone ignoring him. 
“After Malcolm was taken and Father was killed,” said Nerina, “why did you stay with me?”
Azaces’s face twitched, a similar jerk going through his emotional sense.
“Because,” said Annarah, “you were not cruel to me. Because you spoke to me. When Master Ragodan was killed, all the other slaves fled. You would have died from the wraithblood. There was no one else.” Azaces closed his eyes. “I have failed so many times. I could not fail again. So I took you to the Sisterhood of the Living Flame to break you of the wraithblood.” 
“Why didn’t you tell me about Malcolm?” said Nerina.
“Because it would have meant your death,” said Annarah. 
“I do not understand,” said Malcolm. He was still scowling at Azaces, but some of the rage had cooled from his sense. Azaces had indeed betrayed Malcolm, but the recitation of the horrors that Azaces had endured seemed to have unsettled him. “Why did you not tell her the truth? Yes, yes, the missing tongue, I know. But you could have found some way to tell her what had happened. If you cared about her enough to stop her from using wraithblood…”
“To tell her would have meant her death,” said Annarah. 
“Explain,” said Caina. 
“No one escapes the Inferno,” said Annarah. “It is the Iron Hell, the prison where men become Immortals, and those who are sent into its darkness do not return. Once Master Malcolm entered the Inferno, I knew he would not come out again. If you learned the truth, you would pursue him…and it would mean your death.” His free hand moved, and Morgant started to raise his dagger, but Azaces only gestured at the implements of torture filling the Hall of Torments. “It might mean far worse than your death. It still might mean your death.”
“You could have stopped me,” said Nerina. “You could have stopped me from trusting Ciaran or joining the Ghosts.”
“But you could have stopped me, Azaces," said Nerina. "If you had been even a little suspicious of Ciaran, or thought that this was a bad idea, I never would have come. The equation would have been multiplied by zero and then ended.”

“The Balarigar changed my mind,” said Annarah.
Kylon glanced at Caina, saw her standing motionless.
“At first when you spoke with the Balarigar,” said Annarah, “I thought it folly. Yet I saw the terror the Balarigar wreaked upon the master slavers of the Brotherhood. We dared Grand Master Callatas’s Maze with the Balarigar and survived, went into the netherworld with the Balarigar and came out alive again. I had heard the Szaldic slaves speak of the Balarigar, but I thought it only a legend at best and madness at worst. Yet after the things I had seen…perhaps Ciaran could do it. Perhaps Ciaran could come into the Inferno again and live. Perhaps Ciaran is the Balarigar.” 
Kylon was surprised that Azaces was protecting Caina’s identity. Azaces knew that she was a woman, and he was concealing that fact from Nasser and Malcolm and the others. Perhaps Kylon shouldn’t have been surprised. Caina had kept Morgant and Malcolm from killing Azaces, and she had a gift for inspiring loyalty in her Ghosts. 
He ought to know, given that he was following her into mortal danger in a fortress thousands of miles from his home.
“When Ciaran recruited you to enter the Inferno, I followed along,” Annarah said. “I knew we would learn the truth of Master Malcolm’s fate, one way or another.” 
“You had to have known,” said Kylon, “that it might lead to your death. If Nerina learned the truth, she might kill you then and there. Or if you found Malcolm, he could get the rest of us to kill you. Morgant almost killed you.”
“I know,” said Annarah. Her face was beginning to glisten with sweat, and Kylon wondered how much effort it cost her to maintain the strange contact with Azaces. “I deserve such a fate for my crimes. I slew the woman I loved in this awful place. I killed and killed as an Immortal. I helped Master Ragodan kidnap Master Malcolm, and I remained silent about it for years.”
“Can’t blame a man without a tongue for keeping his thoughts to himself,” said Morgant. 
“Yet that is far from the worst thing I have done,” said Annarah. “If you wish to kill me, do so now. I will not resist. Otherwise we must depart. The Razor is correct that we have remained here too long.” 
Caina turned her masked head and looked at Malcolm. “Well? He wronged you, Malcolm.”
Malcolm hesitated. His scowl never wavered, but Kylon felt something almost like sympathy through his peculiar aura. “You kidnapped me and let my wife think that I was dead. Yet I suppose you were only Ragodan Strake’s tool. I would wish him dead, but that has already happened. And you took care of Nerina while I was gone.”
“He did,” said Nerina in a small voice. “I would have died several times if I did not have Azaces watching over me. I…I always wondered why he stayed and looked after me. Now I suppose that equation has been solved.” 
“I cannot decide,” said Malcolm. “Do you want him to die, wife?”
“No!” said Nerina. She let out a long, ragged breathe. “I…don’t know what to do. But I don’t want to kill him. He has saved my life too many times.” She looked at Azaces and nodded, her eerie eyes bloodshot and watering. “We can talk more once we escape.”
“Good,” said Morgant. “Let’s…”
“Wait,” said Caina, stepping forward and raising a gloved hand. “One more question. Earlier, before Annarah cast her spell, you staggered as if you were in pain, you drew your sword, and your eyes started glowing. What happened?”
Azaces blinked several times. 
“I do not know,” said Annarah at last. “It was like there was a voice in my head, commanding me to fight. It…”
“Loremaster, break the connection,” said Nasser at once. He had remained silent throughout the conversation, Laertes at his side, but he strode forward with decisive purpose. “I fear we have been discovered.” 
“What?” said Morgant. “How?”
“I should have realized it sooner, but I did not suspect Azaces was once an Immortal. The Master Alchemists sometimes carry enspelled horns,” said Nasser. “When they are blown, the blast is inaudible to normal human ears. An Immortal, however, can hear them from over a great distance, and will be compelled to return to the Master Alchemist sounding the horn. Azaces may not have taken the Elixir of Transformation for years, but he still has the marks of an Immortal upon him, and he would have felt the presence of that horn.” 
“That spell,” said Kylon. “I sensed a spell earlier. I couldn’t tell what it was, but…”
“Likely it was the horn,” said Nasser. “Come.” Annarah lowered her hand from Azaces’s face, and the aura of power around her faded. Azaces stepped back, blinking. “I suggest we make for the gate with all speed.” 
“Finally,” said Morgant, gesturing with his weapons. “Let’s…”
Another flicker of power went through the air around Kylon, similar to the one he had sensed before.
“Nasser!” said Caina. “It’s…”
Azaces flinched, every muscle going rigid, and his eyes shone with the eerie blue glow of an Immortal as his face lost all expression. His emotional sense turned cold, becoming more like the aura of the Immortals that Kylon had sensed earlier. 
“Azaces!” said Nerina. 
For a moment Azaces was motionless, and then he raised his scimitar, his face going cold and hard.
“Damnation,” snapped Morgant, grabbing Annarah by the shoulder and hauling her behind him. “He’s heard that horn. Brace yourselves!” 
Kylon drew the valikon from its scabbard, preparing himself. The others raised weapons as well, save for Nerina, who stared at Azaces with a stricken expression. Azaces himself remained impassive, his huge scimitar in hand.
Then he whirled and sprinted from the dais, darting between the torture devices scattered throughout the Hall. 
Kylon let out a startled curse. He had expected Azaces to attack, not to flee. He drew upon the sorcery of air, preparing to pursue, but realized it was futile. 
The sound of horns echoed through the gloomy vaults of the Inferno.
They had been discovered, and the alarm had been raised. 



Chapter 16: Encircled
 
“He must have betrayed us,” snarled Morgant, his fury plain. He looked at Annarah. “You said he couldn’t lie through your spell, but he did. All that nonsense about regret, and he had betrayed us to Rolukhan the entire time.” 
“No,” said Caina, her mind racing. “That’s not it. He didn’t betray us. We betrayed ourselves.”
Morgant snorted. “Just how did we accomplish that?” 
“The nagataaru,” said Caina. “The nagataaru we fought in the netherworld. Rolukhan has a nagataaru in his head. I think the nagataaru in the netherworld can communicate with a nagataaru already within the mortal world.”
Laertes swore. “Like Tarqaz in the Maze.”
“We’d better run,” said Nasser. 
They dashed forward in the gloom, Nasser, Laertes, Kylon, and Morgant taking the lead. Nerina and Malcolm went to the middle. Nerina would not be much help in a hand-to-hand fight, and while Malcolm looked strong enough to kill a man with his bare hands, that would not help against the armored Immortals. Annarah ran alongside Nerina, and Caina wondered if the loremaster had any spells that would be useful in a battle, even if she could not harm another living mortal. Likely they would soon find out. Caina slipped to the back. With her shadow-cloak and the dim lighting, she could vanish into the darkness, allowing her to strike unseen at a distracted foe. She could not go hand-to-hand with an Immortal and last long, but she was very good at striking from the shadows. 
They passed the archway leading to the Hall of Forges, fiery light spilling from it. The Hall with its forges and furnaces still seemed deserted. Just as well that Kylon and Morgant had killed the Immortals guarding the blacksmiths’ barracks, or otherwise the guards would already have been roused by the alarm. Ahead yawned the archway to the Hall of Flames, the hellish glow from the Hellfire engine shining through it. Still Caina saw no Immortals. Perhaps if they acted fast enough, they could reach the gate and escape before the Immortals roused themselves. 
Then she saw the flash of the red light reflecting across polished black armor, the glimmer of glowing blue eyes.
Immortals. Dozens of Immortals rushing into the Hall of Torments. 
Yet they stopped at the entrance to the Hall and did not advance any further. 
“Wait,” said Nasser. “Back to the Hall of Forges. We…”
Caina felt a surge of arcane power, and one of the Immortals threw something. A clay sphere the size of a man’s head arched overhead and landed in the empty space between Caina and the Immortals. It shattered against the gleaming marble floor, and thick white mist erupted from within the broken sphere. The arcane power redoubled, and Caina realized what the fog was. It was an alchemical elixir, one that produced a mist that induced instant unconsciousness. If the fog overwhelmed them, the Immortals would take them prisoner. 
Then they would wish the Immortals had killed them all. 
Caina took a step back, but the wall of fog raced towards her and the others. 
Annarah thrust out her left hand, the bronze pyrikon flashing with white light, and shouted a phrase in a liquid-sounding tongue that had to be the lost language of Iramis. Again Caina felt the deep, resonant surge of Annarah’s peculiar form of sorcery, and the white light pulsed across the Hall.
The fog simply unraveled, vanishing like grime wiped from a pane of glass. 
The Immortals hesitated. Clearly they had not expected that. 
“Strike!” said Nasser. “Strike and break free!”
Kylon shot forward in a blur, the valikon in his hand. 
 
###
 
One of the Immortals started forward, lifting a chain whip for a strike. 
Kylon moved first.
He leaped and landed before the Immortal, all the strength of water sorcery driving his blow. The valikon crunched through the thin armor over the Immortal’s knee, and the warrior staggered with a snarl of fury. Kylon whirled as the Immortal fell and drove the valikon down through a gap in the black armor. He spun as another Immortal swung a chain whip at him, and he snapped his blade up, the chain lash coiling around the blade. A lesser sword would have shattered beneath the impact of the heavy steel, but the chain whip did no damage to the ancient sword. Kylon yanked back with all his physical and arcane strength. The Immortal managed to keep his grip on the whip’s handle, which permitted Kylon to pull the Immortal from his feet. He sidestepped, and as the Immortal went stumbling past, he brought the pommel of the valikon hammering down. The blow pounded a crater into the Immortal’s helmet, and the warrior sprawled in a motionless heap.
Kylon straightened up to face the next wave of Immortals. 
The valikon shuddered in his hands, and the sigils began to flicker with pale white light. 
A nagataaru was near. 
That meant Rolukhan was nearby. 
Kylon felt a surge of savage rage.
Perhaps at last he could avenge Thalastre and his unborn child. 
 
###
 
The stormdancer crashed into the Immortals like a thunderbolt, the valikon a blur of silver and white light in his hands, stark against the black armor of the Immortals. It would have made for a striking painting, and if they lived through this Morgant might well paint it. 
Assuming they lived through this.
Kylon had already killed three more Immortals by the time Morgant got himself into motion. He darted to the side as the Immortals closed around Kylon, drawing his crimson scimitar in his right hand and the black dagger in his left. One of the Immortals faced him, and Morgant flicked the crimson scimitar at the Immortal’s head. The Immortal parried with his own blade, red against black, and raised his scimitar for the kill. He made no effort to shield his chest, since Morgant only had a dagger to use again the Immortal’s cuirass of alchemically-strengthened steel. 
So the Immortal’s surprise was absolute when the black dagger parted the cuirass like paper. The edge of the sliced armor glowed white-hot, and the Immortal’s heart sizzled like meat upon a grill. The black-armored warrior collapsed, and Morgant retracted his dagger and charged as Nasser threw himself into the fray. 
Despite his disdain for the Prince, Morgant had to admit that Nasser knew how to handle himself in a fight. His scimitar flashed and blurred through an expert display of sword work, darting and stabbing to find the gaps in the Immortals’ armor. When that failed, he simply punched with his gloved left hand. The blows of his crystalline fist smashed through the Immortals’ black helmets. The Immortals began to cluster around Kylon and Nasser, identifying them as the greater threats. Morgant really couldn’t blame them, since a stormdancer and a man with a glass hand was a far greater danger than a gaunt old painter in a black coat. 
At least until he proved otherwise. 
He darted through the fray, stabbing with his black dagger and slashing with his scimitar. Morgant used the minimum amount of motion, driving the black dagger into hearts and brains, the weapon penetrating armor to land killing blows. As he killed with the weapon, it absorbed the heat of the friction, and it the handle grew hotter beneath his hand, the red gem in its pommel shining with a fiery glow of its own. 
That, too, had its uses. 
Another wave of Immortals charged through the archway. Morgant gauged the distance, took a quick step back, and flung the dagger. The weapon buried itself in the marble floor a few feet away from the running Immortals. Morgant concentrated on the dagger, sending a command to it. The enspelled weapon had linked itself to him. It had taken him a few decades to figure out how to use that link, but once he had…
The gem in the dagger’s pommel pulsed once, and then exploded in a spray of flame. 
The blast flung a dozen Immortals to the floor Morgant gestured, and the dagger ripped free and flew back to his waiting hand. Nasser and Kylon both liked to think of themselves as honorable men, but that did not stop them from taking advantage of the Immortals’ discomfort. Valikon and black-gloved fist dealt death, and Morgant joined them, driving his dagger through black armor.
Another wave of Immortals would come through the arch from the Hall of Flames soon enough.
 
###
 
An Immortal fell dead a few yards away, and Caina scrambled forward, yanking off the dead warrior’s sword belt. She unhooked the chain whip and tossed it to Malcolm. 
“Here,” she said. “Make yourself useful. You know how to use one of those?”
Malcolm looked affronted. “Use them? I forge them! Of course I know how to use them. I also forge the Immortals’ armor. The weak spots are beneath the arms, at the knees, the back of the legs, and the neck to allow a greater range of motion to the head in…”
Something metallic clicked, and a crossbow bolt blurred past Caina and slammed into the neck of a nearby Immortal with a spray of crimson blood. The Immortal let out a gurgling scream, fell to his knees, and collapsed. 
Nerina slid another quarrel into her crossbow and began winding the crank. When she had time to work the necessary calculations, she could land devastatingly accurate shots over long distances, but in a pinch she could aim quickly.
“Exactly my point,” said Malcolm. “Thank you for the excellent demonstration.” 
Nerina offered a tight smile and kept winding the crank. 
“Laertes, go help Nasser,” said Caina. “Malcolm, with me. We’ll strike from the sides. Nerina, stay here and guard Annarah. Annarah, watch for any more spells.” 
Laertes sprinted into the fight, raising his shield and reaching over his shoulder with his right hand. He carried two javelins in the style favored by the Legions, and Laertes cast one of the missiles with a smooth throw. It was an unwieldy weapon, but the Legions drilled constantly with the things. The javelin’s heavy iron point landed against an Immortal’s neck, crunching through the chain mail. The Immortal managed to keep his feetdespite the grievous wound, at least until Laertes smashed his shield against the javelin. The Immortal went down, and Laertes ran to assist Nasser, catching a scimitar blow upon his heavy shield. 
Nerina finished reloading her crossbow, and Caina gestured to Malcolm. As promised, the blacksmith knew how to wield the chain whip. He spun it over his head, the chain a dark blur, and thrust his arm. The whip coiled around the legs of a nearby Immortal, and Malcolm yanked. The Immortal went off his feet with a clang of armor, and Caina stabbed her ghostsilver dagger into his neck. She ripped the weapon free, the blade shining with blood, and ducked as Malcolm swung the whip over her head. This time the chain lash coiled around the neck of an Immortal with so much force that Caina heard bones snap. Another Immortal ran at Malcolm, only for one of Nerina’s crossbow quarrels to sprout from his chest. 
Caina looked around for another target, but saw the surviving Immortals retreating to the Hall of Flames. Nearly a score of black-armored forms lay dead or dying upon the floor, their blood spilling across the gleaming marble. None of her companions had been slain, but more Immortals were gathering in the Hall of Flames, preparing for another charge.
“They’re falling back,” said Laertes. 
Kylon grunted, shaking blood from the valikon’s shining blade. “Most likely to flank us. Rolukhan is a scoundrel, but he’s not a fool. He’ll send Immortals through the Hall of Flames to attack us head-on, but he’ll also dispatch another group to sneak quietly through the Hall of Forges and attack us from the back. 
“Let’s fall back ourselves, then,” said Caina. “But quietly. If Rolukhan realizes that we know what he’s doing, he might spring his trap early. Or use a more powerful spell that sleeping mist. If we can get to the Halls of the Dead, he won’t be able to follow us.” 
Nasser nodded, and they backed away from the Hall of Flames, towards the arch that led to the fiery glow from the Hall of Forges. The Immortals remained motionless in the Hall of Flames, their blue-glowing eyes shining behind their masks of black steel.
Caina risked a glance into the Hall of Forges. She saw nothing moving there. Perhaps the Immortals had not yet gotten into position. Caina and the others could make a run for it, reach the stairs to the Halls of the Dead, and retreat to the lower levels before the Immortals followed.
“Balarigar!” 
The voice boomed from the ceiling overhead, carried on the power of a spell. It was Malik Rolukhan’s voice, deep and sonorous and confident. Kylon stiffened at its sound. 
“He is in the Hall of Flames,” murmured Annarah, her pyrikon shifting back to the form of a staff. “I can sense the currents of his spell.”
“Come out, Balarigar!” said Rolukhan, mockery entering his tone. “Come out! Surely the great bane of the Brotherhood should not fear one old man.” 
“I can make it so he can hear you,” said Kylon, “if you wish.”
“Do it,” said Caina. “If we can distract him, maybe I can throw him off his guard.”
Kylon nodded and lifted his hand, a faint flicker of arcane power causing Caina’s skin to tingle. The air before her head seemed to go out of focus a little.
“Rolukhan!” she said, and her voice thundered through the Hall of Torments. Gods, but that was loud. “What do you wish of me?”
“Come to me, Balarigar, and surrender yourself,” said Rolukhan, the smooth mockery never leaving his amplified voice. “Surrender to me, and I shall permit your companions to live.”
“Will you?” said Caina. “I rather doubt that. The Master Alchemists are known for many things, but clemency is not one of them.”
Rolukhan’s answering chuckle rumbled off the walls. “True. So our clemency is all the more valuable for its rarity.”
“Tell me,” said Caina. “If you want me alive, why don’t you come and claim me yourself? Surely that would be little challenge for a man with the powers of a Master Alchemist.”
Rolukhan’s chuckle turned to open laughter. “Because I am not foolish enough to put myself into your grasp! I know your reputation. I know the things you have done, and heard more tales of your exploits from the Empire. Every assassin, bounty hunter, and Teskilati informant in Istarinmul hunts for you, yet here you stand. The Grand Master sent the Red Huntress herself to slay you, and she never fails. Yet here you stand. Your other adversaries may have been fools, but I am not, and I am certainly not foolish enough to fight you myself.” 
Caina bit back a laugh. With the proper spell, Rolukhan could have killed her in the space of two heartbeats. The legend around the Balarigar had grown so large that he dared not press his advantage and finish her off. That legend was nonsense and myth, yet it worked. Halfdan would have been proud of her.
Of course, the legend of the Balarigar would not free them from the Inferno, or save them from the Immortals’ scimitars. 
“I thought Cassander Nilas would have dealt with you by now,” continued Rolukhan. “He is a preening, vain fool, but nonetheless a fool who is quite good at killing. Instead you have come into my power. I shall enjoy presenting the Grand Master with your head…and seeing the expression on Cassander’s face when he learns that I slew the Balarigar.” 
“How did you even know I’m here?” said Caina. Had Rolukhan captured Azaces? Still, Azaces could not tell Rolukhan anything, and Caina doubted the Master Alchemist had a spell for communication as effective as Annarah’s. Most likely the Immortals had simply found Azaces and killed him.
Yet another death upon Rolukhan’s hands. 
“Please!” said Rolukhan. “The powers of a Master Alchemist are subtle and deep. You cannot elude me, Balarigar, not in my seat of power…”
“Oh, shut up, you pompous windbag,” said Caina, and a few of the Immortals in the Hall of Flames flinched. Apparently few people dared to address Rolukhan with that tone. “You had no idea that I was here. Your nagataaru told you.”
Rolukhan’s laughter had an angry edge to it. “There is no such thing as a nagataaru…”
“I know better,” said Caina. “You didn’t know that I was here until the nagataaru eating your soul started screaming a warning. I know more about you than you know about me, Malik Rolukhan. I know you have a nagataaru inside of your head. I know wraithblood is made from murdered slaves, and I know the wraithblood addicts will serve as vessels for the nagataaru. I know all about the Apotheosis and what your precious Grand Master intends to do.” 
“Do you?” said Rolukhan. “Then you are indeed a fool, Balarigar. For if you know what the Grand Master intends, you know that it cannot be stopped. You shall not leave the Inferno. Look around you and observe the instruments of torture. After a few hours strapped to them, you shall eagerly tell me everything that you know.”
“Then you have no idea why I’m here?” said Caina. They reached the center of the Hall of Torments, the archway to the Hall of Forges glowing on her left. She still saw no Immortals in the Hall of Forges, which struck her as odd. Perhaps Rolukhan hadn’t intended to flank them. Perhaps he had simply planned to bottle them up in the two Halls. That made sense, given that he didn’t know they could retreat to the Halls of the Dead.
But why trap them in the two Halls? He had hundreds of Immortals at his command, and if he loosed them all at once they would triumph. The Balarigar might have acquired a dark legend, but a legend could not defeat hundreds of Immortals.
Unless Rolukhan had something else in mind, something Caina had not yet realized. 
“It matters not,” said Rolukhan. “Fool. The Apotheosis cannot be stopped, and even if it could, nothing here is vital to the Grand Master’s plans.” Caina smiled behind her mask. Clearly Rolukhan knew nothing about Annarah. “Alas that I shall never learn the truth. I suppose I shall merely have to settle for your deaths.”
Caina’s smile vanished. What could stop Rolukhan from torturing the truth out of them? Even the will of the strongest man would last for only so long under the kind of agony the machines of the Hall of Torment could inflict. If they were taken alive, Rolukhan would wring the truth from them sooner or later. 
So why couldn’t he torture the truth out of them?
He had said so himself. He couldn’t gain the truth because he was going to settle for their deaths.
Which meant he had some means of accomplishing their deaths concealed within the Hall of Torments.
Caina cursed herself as a fool.
It was a trap.
Caina raked her ghostsilver dagger through the distorted air in front of her face. The weapon grew warm as it disrupted Kylon’s spell, and her voice lost its unnatural volume. 
“Go!” she shouted. “The Hall of Torments is a trap! Into the Hall of Forges, now! Run! Run!”
They turned to sprint for the Hall of Forges.
A deep, resonant click echoed through the Hall of Torments, and the floor started to tilt beneath Caina’s feet. A long, straight crack appeared in the floor a few inches to her right, and on the other side of the crack the floor began to tilt in the opposite direction.
A double trapdoor. 
Of course. This had been Kharnaces’ throne room. Likely the ancient Great Necromancer had executed slaves by having the floor fall open beneath them, sending them plummeting to their deaths in the Halls of the Dead below. 
“Jump!” bellowed Nasser. He leaped for the archway as the trapdoors slid ponderously open and caught the edge, pulling himself over. Laertes followed suit, and Malcolm seized Nerina by the waist, slung her over his shoulder, and jumped. He wavered at the edge, and Laertes seized them and pulled them over. 
Caina and Annarah ran for the archway, the floor tilting even more ponderously. Morgant heaved himself over the edge and stood, while Kylon hesitated, looking back at Caina as the floor’s tilt grew sharper. 
“Damn it, Kyracian, go!” shouted Morgant. “Ciaran, your rope! Throw it to us quickly!” 
Caina reached for the coiled rope at her belt, and suddenly the trapdoors fell all the way open. Kylon leapt backward with a surge of sorcerous power, but Caina lost her balance and fell.
She slammed into Annarah, and both of them tumbled into the yawning darkness below the massive trapdoors.



Chapter 17: Undying
 
“Hold on to me!” screamed Caina, wrapping her left arm around Annarah’s waist and hooking her left leg into hers. 
She didn’t know if the loremaster heard her through the rushing wind of their fall, and it didn’t matter. Caina had exactly one chance to do this right. If she missed, both she and Annarah would plunge to their deaths. At least it would be quick. Though they might rise as undead in the darkness of the Inferno.
Best not to find out.
Caina opened the collapsible grapnel at the end of the rope and flung it with all her strength. It tumbled overhead, the rope unwinding as they fell, and Caina saw a flash as the grapnel went over the right edge of the trapdoors. 
The rope went taut, and Caina came to a sudden halt, the jerk sending a spasm of pain through her waist as the rope pulled her belt against her stomach and hips. For an awful instant she was sure that the belt would snap, or that the rope would break. Yet both the rope and the belt held. Annarah’s arms and legs tightened around Caina, and she caught a brief glimpse of the loremaster’s eyes, wide and green and terrified. Distantly Caina realized that she was terrified too, but seemed a less urgent matter than climbing back up to the Hall of Torments before the rope broke. 
Or before the Immortals simply cut the rope. 
“Kylon!” shouted Caina. “Pull us up!” Another click echoed in the darkness, and the squeal of metallic gears came from somewhere. Caina looked around, trying to spot the source of the noise, and then she started to rise, Annarah still clinging to her.
The stone doors were closing, pulling up the rope. Caina suspected the grapnel had lodged in the hinge between the stone door and the floor. The sheer weight of the doors would crush the grapnel, and then Caina and Annarah would fall to their deaths. 
There wasn’t enough time to get back to the Hall of Torments, and not even Kylon’s strength could pull them up before the doors closed. 
“Down,” said Caina. “We have to go down.”
“What?” said Annarah.
“Hold on,” said Caina, releasing one of the leather ties on the coil of rope at her belt.
All at once the coil released and they fell. Again they came to a jerking halt, pain shooting up Caina’s stomach and hips as the belt dug into her. Annarah yelped and grabbed at Caina to keep from falling, which also hurt. She was a fit woman, but taller and heavier than Caina.
Caina felt herself rising as the doors continued their ponderous swing. 
“Light,” croaked Caina. “Light, we need light.”
Annarah thrust her left hand. At some point the pyrikon had reverted to its bracelet form, and her fingers shone with white light. In the pale glow Caina saw a stone floor about a dozen feet below them. Dark stains marked the stone, likely left over from various other victims Rolukhan had sent plummeting to their deaths. 
“We have to drop the rest of the way,” said Caina. 
“We’ll break our legs,” said Annarah.
“Maybe,” said Caina. “Let your legs collapse underneath you and roll until your momentum stops. I’m going to drop you.” She risked a glance up. The rectangle of light was a lot higher up than she had thought. The rope was two hundred feet long, which gave her an idea of how far they had fallen. “I’m going to let you go on the count of three. One.” She shifted around, pointing Annarah’s feet towards the floor. “Two.” Annarah managed a sickly nod. She had faced down nagataaru without flinching, but evidently heights held a special terror for her. “Three.” 
She let go, and so did Annarah. The loremaster fell to the floor in a billow of white robes, and did a passingly good job of tucking her legs and rolling. Caina tugged at her belt, releasing the rope, and dropped the rest of the way to the floor just as the boom of the closing doors echoed overhead. She hit the floor, letting her legs collapse, and rolled across the hard floor, and came to a stop against a stone wall. Every inch of her body ached and throbbed from the impact, and for a moment she was too stunned to move or even to breathe. 
Then at last she took a ragged breath and managed to sit up. 
“Gods,” Caina croaked. Heights did not particularly bother her, but she had still just dropped nearly two hundred feet. Still, she didn’t seem to have broken any bones, and she was still alive. 
Kylon and the others still in the Hall of Forges might not stay that way for long. 
A wave of sheer terror went through Caina, driving her to stand. She did not need to imagine what Malik Rolukhan would do if Kylon fell into his hands. If Rolukhan learned that Kylon was in the Inferno, he would do everything in his power to kill him. 
Caina had to help them.
Yet what could she do? She was one woman with a shadow-cloak, a ghostsilver dagger, and some throwing knives. She couldn’t carve her way through hundreds of Immortals to rescue Kylon and the others, and they could not defeat hundreds of Immortals on their own. 
What could they do but die? 
In the Inferno, death was likely the best possible outcome. 
No. She would not give up. She could not give up. 
“Annarah?” said Caina, peering into the gloom. The white light of Annarah’s pyrikon still shimmered in the darkness. “Annarah, can you hear me?”
“I’m here,” said Annarah. Caina drew closer and saw that Annarah had shifted her pyrikon to a staff, leaning on it as she tried to stand. 
“Are you hurt?” said Caina.
“No,” said Annarah. “Well. Yes. I think I turned my ankle. Though I shouldn’t complain. We ought to be dead.” 
Caina helped her to stand. “Can you generate more light?” 
“Easily,” said Annarah, raising her staff. The light at the end of pyrikon shone brighter, throwing back the gloom. They stood in a round chamber, a high cylinder that was a smaller version of the Hall of Flames. On either side of the chamber, Caina saw a stairwell descending deeper into the earth. 
None of the stairs went up. Her rope lay in a tangled pile a few yards away, the end snapped off by the closing trapdoors. They couldn’t get back up that way. 
“Damn it,” said Caina. 
“Thank you for my life,” said Annarah, hobbling a bit as she leaned upon her staff.
“Don’t thank me yet,” said Caina. “All the corpses are gone.”
“This Rolukhan must have sent slaves to carry them away…oh,” said Annarah. “The Halls of the Dead.” 
“Aye,” said Caina, feeling the cold aura of the necromantic spell around her. “We’re far enough down that we’re within the influence of whatever spell animates the undead.”
“Oh,” said Annarah. “You are a sorcerer, then, Master Ciaran?”
“What?” said Caina. “No. No, I’m just…sensitive.” She urged Annarah forward. “Let’s go.” She thought for a moment. “Those stairs must descend to the Halls of the Dead beneath the Hall of Forges. We can take the stairs and rejoin the others there.”
If they were still alive and free. 
Annarah did not move.
“What?” said Caina. 
The loremaster stared at Caina, her eyes full of sudden fear.
“Who are you?” said Annarah. 
“Does it matter?” said Caina, and then she realized that the cowl of her shadow-cloak had fallen back during their misadventure with the rope. That meant the cloak no longer shielded her from arcane detection, and if Annarah had any arcane senses similar to Kylon’s…
“Are you reading my thoughts?” said Caina. 
“No,” said Annarah. “A loremaster may not use the Words of Lore to enter the mind of another without permission. But we have an arcane sense, of sorts. Every mortal weaves a thread in the tapestry of destiny, and we can catch glimpses of those threads.” She swallowed. “I can see the shadows upon your thread.”
“Ah,” said Caina, looking at the stairwells. “I can see how that would be troubling.”
“Are you…are you the Herald of Ruin?” said Annarah. 
“What?” said Caina. 
“The Bringer of Dust, the Queen of Crows, the Moroaica, as the Szalds call her,” said Annarah. “The Herald of Ruin, as the loremasters named her. The Destroyer of Maat.”
“I know the titles, yes. And no, I’m not her,” said Caina. “But she possessed me for about a year, though she could not control me.” 
“Then you are a woman?” said Annarah. “The Herald of Ruin only possessed women.”
“Yes,” said Caina. “This is not important just now.”
Yet her words did not seem to reach Annarah.
“I’ve never seen a thread like yours,” whispered Annarah. “Not the Prince, not Callatas’s, not Morgant’s, not anyone’s. You have crossed so many threads, altered so many destinies. And I…and I see a shadow in your future…”
“What kind of shadow?” said Caina. The wraithblood addicts said the same thing.
“I don’t know,” said Annarah. She grasped Caina’s arm, her eyes full of wonder. “But the legends are true. You are the Balarigar, the demonslayer, the bane of sorcerers and tyrants.”
“I very much doubt that,” said Caina.
“You…you could even be the liberator,” said Annarah.
“We can discuss the matter later,” said Caina, “if we manage to live through this.” 
She reached up and drew up the cowl of her shadow-cloak, cutting off whatever vision Annarah saw.
“Yes,” said Annarah, blinking. “Yes, you are right. Forgive me. It has been a…trying day.”
“A trying century and a half, I imagine,” said Caina, moving forward. Annarah managed to keep pace, though it was plain her right ankle pained her. 
“It does not seem that way,” said Annarah. “But a few hours have passed for me. The Words of Lore were right to warn of the peril of the netherworld. It is not a place for mortals.”
“I agree completely,” said Caina as they reached the top of the stairs. 
“But your thread,” said Annarah. “Traveling to the netherworld leaves a mark upon mortal auras. You have been to the netherworld multiple times, to judge from what I saw.”
“Yes,” said Caina. “That was the fourth time. I really hope it was the last.” She had said that after the first three times, too. 
“You have done all these things…and you are a Ghost nightfighter?” said Annarah, still stunned. “I have spoken with Ghost nightfighters before. I met with one to seek the help of the Ghosts after Iramis burned, but the Red Huntress killed him, and I fled instead to Rumarah, where I met Morgant. None of the Ghost nightfighters I met were like you.”
“I’ve done some things and seen some places,” said Caina. “If we get out of here alive, I might tell you about some of them. We…”
A creaking, tapping sound came from ahead, and green light flared in the darkness further down the stairs. 
“Here they come,” said Caina. “The undead. Your pyrikon warded us from them before, when we entered the Inferno. Can it do so again?”
“Of course,” murmured Annarah, tapping the end of her staff against the stairs. Again Caina felt a surge of Annarah’s resonant arcane power, and the white light radiating from the pyrikon grew brighter. An instant later a score of undead rushed out of the darkness, wreathed in ghostly green images of themselves, and came to a sudden stop at the edge of the light. 
Caina let out a sigh of relief. She wasn’t sure if the new pyrikon upon her wrist could have done the same, and this was not the time to find out.
“Keep walking,” she said. They moved forward, and the undead retreated from the light. “Don’t let that light go out, either.”
Annarah shook her head, silver hair sliding against her shoulders. “The effort to maintain it is minimal. I only wish I could do more.”
“More of what?” said Caina. 
“To aid them,” said Annarah. “The Undying. Some of them have been imprisoned here for thousands of years, ever since Kharnaces the Great Heretic was defeated. Thousands upon thousands more Undying have risen in the centuries since. I imagine this Malik Rolukhan, the current Lieutenant of this evil place, has thrown hundreds if not thousands of victims to be raised by the spell upon the Halls of the Dead.” She shook her head. “If there was a way to free them from the enslavement of the bloodcrystal, I would do it.”
“The enslavement?” said Caina.
Something started to rattle in her thoughts, her mind putting pieces together. 
Free the slaves, Samnirdamnus had said. 
Do what you always have done, Sulaman had told her. 
“Wait,” said Caina. “Bloodcrystal. What do you mean, a bloodcrystal?”
“A bloodcrystal is a tool of Maatish necromancy, made from the blood of a murdered victim,” said Annarah. “A necromancer can use it as a reservoir of stolen life force, and they can be created to serve other purposes as well…”
“I know,” said Caina. “But a bloodcrystal powers the spell binding the Undying?”
“I believe so,” said Annarah. “Most likely one of the greater Maatish bloodcrystals, probably a Subjugant Bloodcrystal.”
“I’ve never heard of that kind,” said Caina. “I’ve encountered an Ascendant Bloodcrystal, but not a…”
“You encountered an Ascendant Bloodcrystal and you’re still alive?” said Annarah, stunned yet again. 
“Not important right now,” said Caina. “Tell me about a Subjugant Bloodcrystal.”
“It was one of the greater forms of Maatish bloodcrystal,” said Annarah. “The Great Necromancers wrought them to aid the Kingdom of the Rising Sun’s wars of conquest. Any living mortal slain within the reach of the crystal’s aura rises as an Undying under the command of the crystal’s bearer.”
“I see how that would be useful in a battle,” said Caina, though the thought revolted her.
“Likely Kharnaces left a Subjugant Bloodcrystal here to defend the fortress,” said Annarah. “I’m sure the College of Alchemists would have loved to have claimed it, but the undead kill anyone who approach the crystal.”
“Why didn’t the loremasters of Iramis destroy it?” said Caina. “Your powers can ward away the undead.” 
“We should have,” said Annarah, “but other concerns held our attention, and then the Padishahs claimed the Inferno as part of their realm, and the Prince had no wish to provoke war with Istarinmul.” 
Caina nodded, her mind racing. Kylon and the others could not hold out against Rolukhan and the Immortals for very long. Even if she and Annarah rejoined them, they would be overwhelmed. 
Unless they had help.
Caina looked at the undead filling the stairs and took a deep breath.
“This,” she said to herself, “is probably a very bad idea.”
“What do you mean?” said Annarah.
Caina drew back her shadow-cloak’s cowl and stepped to the very edge of the light.
“Balarigar!” said Annarah with alarm.
The undead flinched away from Caina.
“Who am I?” said Caina, staring at the undead, watching the ghostly images writhe over their bones. “Look at me!” Her voice echoed through the stairwell. “Look at me and tell me who I am!” 
For a moment the dead remained motionless. 
“The Bloodmaiden,” croaked one, the ghostly image of a Maatish soldier in kilt and cuirass playing over his bones.
“The Bringer of Dust,” rasped another.
“The Queen of Crows.”
“The Destroyer.” 
“And what did the Destroyer do?” said Caina. 
“She destroyed the Kingdom of the Rising Sun,” said one of the ancient Maatish soldiers. 
“She threw down the Undying pharaohs from their thrones and ground them into the sand of the desert,” said another. 
How Jadriga would have laughed. 
She had tried so hard to recruit Caina as a disciple, and Caina had refused her every time. Now Caina was about to pretend to be her. Perhaps she had earned that right. Both Andromache and the Sage Talekhris had mistaken Caina for the Moroaica, and that had nearly gotten her killed several times. 
“If I am to be the Destroyer, then I have come to destroy the Inferno,” said Caina. “I know you are bound, enslaved to a Subjugant Bloodcrystal. Take me to it.”
The undead did not answer.
“What are you doing?” said Annarah. “This is madness.”
“Probably,” said Caina. She raised her voice again. “Take me to the Subjugant Bloodcrystal! Take me to it, and I shall use it to rip down this Iron Hell. Take me to it, and I vow that will destroy the crystal and free you from this endless nightmare!”
“No,” whispered one of the undead, the ghostly image of a terrified young woman playing over yellowed bone and mummified flesh. “No, it is not…it is not possible…”
“Look at me!” said Caina. “You see the marks of the Destroyer upon me. Take me to the Subjugant Bloodcrystal, and I shall end this. Some of you have been imprisoned here for centuries. It ends tonight! Take me to the Subjugant Bloodcrystal, and I will free you!” 
For a moment the Undying remained motionless, staring at her.
Then a rustling sound rose from the stairwell. One by one the undead turned and started to descend. They were no longer trying to kill Caina and Annarah.
The undead were escorting them.
“Go,” said Caina, urging Annarah forward. 
“They listened to you,” said Annarah, blinking. 
“Seems so,” said Caina, watching the undead. 
“If we reach the crystal…do you truly intend to take it and wield it?” said Annarah. “It might kill you on the spot.”
“I don’t know,” said Caina. She felt the weight of the new pyrikon upon her wrist and the ghostsilver dagger at her belt. “But we are going to find out.”
They descended deeper into the Halls of the Dead.



Chapter 18: The Stormdancer and the Assassin
 
The massive trapdoor shut itself with a resonant boom, and Kylon stared at it in horror.
It had happened so quickly. 
One moment Caina had been exchanging taunts with Rolukhan, and then the next the floor had collapsed beneath them. Kylon had gotten clear, but Caina and Annarah had not. Kylon cursed himself in a fury, his hand tight against the valikon’s hilt. If he had been faster, if he had foreseen the danger, he could have done something to save her. 
Now Caina was likely dead from the fall. 
“Damnation,” said Nasser, his voice furious. “A hundred and fifty years, all for nothing. It…”
“What?” said Morgant. “Idiots, both of you. They’re still alive.”
Kylon looked at the assassin. “It was at least two hundred feet to the bottom of that pit.”
“Two hundred and thirty-five,” said Nerina, clutching her crossbow. 
“Am I the only one here who isn’t a blind fool?” said Morgant. “The Balarigar had a rope. I saw the grapnel catch, and I saw her and Annarah land safely at the bottom before the doors closed. They’re fine. Likely they’re safer than we’re about to be. The undead can’t hurt them, not with those shiny pyrikons, and we only have to hold out until they can rejoin us.”
He was right. An enormous wave of relief went through Kylon, so strong that it surprised him. 
But should it have surprised him? Caina was important to him. He…
The creak of metal from the entry to the Hall of Flames caught his attention, and he saw the Immortals starting forward, scimitars and chain whips ready.
“Of course,” said Morgant with a shrug, “holding out until they climb back up might prove challenging.” 
“We cannot retreat to the Halls of the Dead as planned,” said Nasser. 
“No,” said Kylon. The Immortals were moving forward slowly, but that would soon change. “We’ll have to hold out here.”
“The barracks,” said Malcolm. “My smiths will help fight. We can hold out in the barracks.”
“They’ve no weapons,” said Nasser. “To fight Immortals with their bare hands would be a slaughter.”
“It will be a slaughter in any event,” said Malcolm. “If Rolukhan thinks one of the slaves admitted the Balarigar to the Inferno, he will kill us all and dump our corpses in the Halls of the Dead. If we are to die, better to go out fighting. Also,” he jerked his shaggy head towards the side, “this is the Hall of Forges. I know where the tools are. We can arm the smiths and make a fight of it.” 
“Very well,” said Nasser. “Laertes, go with Malcolm and Nerina, help them get the weapons to the barracks. Morgant, Kylon. Stay with me, and we will hold off the Immortals as long as we can before falling back to the barracks.”
“The Razor and the Glasshand, fighting side by side,” said Morgant. “I wonder if Cimak will make a poem of it.”
“I fervently hope not,” said Nasser, “though if we live to hear it, I shall not complain.”
Malcolm, Nerina, and Laertes dashed into the fiery gloom of the Hall of Forges. Nasser and Morgant backed towards the barracks, and Kylon followed suit, the valikon gleaming. From here, they could watch both the entrances to the Hall of Torments and the Hall of Flames, and hopefully stop any Immortals before Malcolm armed the slaves. Kylon drew on the sorcery of water and the sorcery of air, as much of it as he could hold. 
He would need all his strength and skill and power to survive a fight like this. 
Rolukhan’s voice boomed overhead. 
“Take them!” he said. “Find the surviving intruders and take them alive!”
“Oh, splendid,” said Morgant, rolling the black dagger around the fingers of his left hand. “That will make it all the easier.” 
“Why?” said Kylon.
“Killing is a man is so much easier than taking him alive,” said Morgant.
“I thought you said kidnapping was easier than killing someone,” said Kylon. 
“Only when done properly,” said Morgant. A clatter of armor came from the Hall of Torments as the Immortals charged. “In other words, when I do it. Anyway, consistency is a weakness of youthful minds.” 
“Here they come,” said Nasser, pointing his scimitar as the Immortals charged across the Hall of Torments. There were at least twenty of them, maybe more. Fighting off all of them would be nearly impossible. Kylon needed to do something clever the way Caina would do. She had almost killed him during their first meeting, tricking him into freezing the water around his feet.
He blinked.
Water. The Hall of Forges was just a big damned foundry. He looked around and spotted a massive tub sitting upon a wooden framework. A valve and a long wooden trench led toward the forges, providing the enslaved blacksmiths with water to quench their work. 
Kylon had another use in mind for the water. 
“Charge when I gave the signal,” said Kylon. “I think you’ll know when.”
“What are you doing?” said Nasser. 
Morgant snorted. “He thinks he’s doing something clever.”
Kylon hoped so.
He sprinted forward with the speed of the wind, raised the valikon with both hands, and chopped. A normal sword could not have damaged the thick logs of the framework, but it only took the valikon seven blows to cut through the log. The framework shuddered, and the tub tilted forward. Kylon leapt to the side as the framework collapsed, the tub falling to the floor.
The Immortals hesitated as the water gushed towards them, but only for a moment. The water spread into the Hall of Torments, and was only a few inches high when it touched the Immortals’ boots. They resumed running, splashing their way through the puddle. 
Kylon drove his free hand into the water, calling upon the power of water sorcery.
Of ice and frost. 
The power surged out of him, leaving him light-headed, and transformed the spilled water into a sheet of glittering ice. A dozen Immortals came to jerky halts, their boots encased in ice, and the rest lost their balance and fell with a clatter of black armor.
“Now!” said Kylon, dragging more power into himself. “Strike!”
He did not wait for Morgant and Nasser, but ran forward. His boots gritted against the smooth ice, but the same power that let him summon frost and cold let him traverse the ice with ease. The Immortals had no such luxury, and as they tried to rise Kylon crashed into them. He drove the valikon down, sinking the blade halfway into a fallen Immortal’s neck, ripped it free, and killed another. A third Immortal pulled loose from the ice and attacked, and Kylon dodged the swing of a black scimitar. The Immortal skidded on the ice, and Kylon killed him with a savage blow to the neck. As the Immortal fell, Kylon ripped the chain whip from his belt and turned, shaking the whip loose. The links of its coils clattered against the icy ground, and Kylon spun the weapon over his head as he had seen Malcolm do. He called on his power, and freezing white mist sheathed the whip. 
Two Immortals attacked him, and Kylon swung the whip. The chain lash coiled around them, the metal shattering from the cold, but a sheet of frost covered the Immortals’ armored legs. Both warriors fell as ice bound the joints of their armor together, and Kylon seized the opening and killed them both. 
He turned, seeking new foes, as Morgant and Nasser joined the fray. Both men moved around the edges of the fight, avoiding the slick ice. Morgant parried with his crimson scimitar, flicking aside blows with contemptuous ease, while his strange black dagger sliced through steel and skin and muscle with equal speed. Nasser used his scimitar to parry, his gloved fist punching through armor and crushing helmets like a giant hammer. 
Suddenly Kylon felt a surge of…something through Morgant’s emotional sense. Satisfaction of some kind, as if an idea had just come to Morgant. The assassin slew another Immortal and broke free from the fight, running towards the wall of the Hall of Torments, and started slashing at the wall with his dagger. 
At the wall?
Kylon killed another Immortal. Even as he did, another group of Immortals ran from the Hall of Flames and into the Hall of Torments. He cursed and stepped back, his mind racing.
“When I saw run, run!” shouted Morgant. He had carved a smoldering hole into the stone of the wall, revealing a massive steel chain. The Immortals raced forward, rushing to the aid of their struggling comrades. “Now! Run!”
Morgant slashed his dagger through the thick chain. The chain made a hideous snapping sound, and both ends slithered away and disappeared into the wall. A low groan came from the walls, following by a series of resonant clangs. 
Then the floor shuddered beneath Kylon’s boots.
He had forgotten about the trapdoor.
Kylon raced back to the Hall of Forges as Morgant and Nasser sprinted past him. He jumped, and an instant later the floor simply vanished beneath him as both of the massive stone doors fell open. He landed just within the Hall of Forges, clawing for balance, and Nasser caught his shoulder and pulled him over the edge. Kylon turned as the Immortals fell screaming into the blackness of the pit. 
Unlike Caina and Annarah, they did not have a rope.
An instant later the sound of clanging armor and shattering bone came to his ears, followed swiftly by silence. 
“Ah,” said Morgant. “That worked out rather well, if I say so myself.” He grinned. “Counterweights. Everyone always forgets about the counterweights.” 
“Come,” said Nasser. “Laertes and Malcolm should have retrieved weapons by now.”
Kylon took a deep breath, trying to clear his buzzing mind. His arms and legs ached and throbbed from the effort of the fighting, and using that much arcane power at once always tired him. “Rolukhan will send men through the Hall of Forges next.”
“Aye,” said Morgant with a smug smile, “but he won’t be able to flank us from the Hall of Torments. It will take him months to fix that trapdoor, even if he can manage it at all.” 
They hurried across the Hall, past the broken water tub, and Kylon saw Laertes and Nerina pushing a heavy wooden cart. Steel hammers filled the cart, all of them scarred and scorched from much use. 
“Hammers?” said Nasser. 
“Malcolm’s idea,” grunted Laertes. “He pointed out that swords wouldn’t do much against Immortal armor, and all of the smiths know how to swing a hammer.” 
“Working flesh and bone instead of steel and iron, is that it?” said Morgant.
“Something like that,” said Laertes. “Malcolm went to rouse his men. They seem loyal to him, and eager for a fight.” 
“One suspects that Malik Rolukhan does not make for a popular master,” said Nasser. Nerina ran to the barracks, and Kylon saw Malcolm walk out, followed by slaves in gray tunics and heavy sandals. They all looked like tough, hardened men, and many of them bore burn scars. “Good. We shall be able to make a stand here until Ciaran and Annarah return.” 
“What about the foundry slaves?” said Laertes. “We shall have to take them with us to the Halls of the Dead.”
Nasser grimaced. “We will hope that Annarah’s pyrikon can protect us all. Perhaps with the aid of Ciaran’s new pyrikon, it will be able to…”
“Kylon of House Kardamnos!” 
Rolukhan’s voice boomed from the Hall of Flames, rolling over the forges and the foundries. 
Kylon turned, peering through the hellish gloom to the distant archway and saw Immortals moving along the circular balcony. 
“I think Rolukhan’s done playing games,” said Kylon. “I think he’s going to summon every one of his Immortals and overwhelm us.” 
Nasser grimaced. “I fear you are correct. Well, we shall have to hold until Ciaran and Annarah return.” 
Kylon had his doubts. They would not be able to hold against hundreds of Immortals attacking at once. Even if Caina and Annarah returned soon, they would still have to retreat to the Halls of the Dead, and the Immortals would not allow them to make that retreat easily. 
“Kylon of House Kardamnos!” Rolukhan’s spell-enhanced voice thundered through the Hall of Forges. “I know you are there. Come forth and speak to me. Perhaps we have interesting matters to discuss.” 
“Go,” said Kylon to Nasser. “Get the others ready. If I can distract Rolukhan, keep him from launching his attack immediately, that will give you more time to get Malcolm and the others ready and more time for Annarah and Ciaran to return.” 
“Surely you are not considering surrender,” said Morgant. “Rolukhan will kill you and then come after us anyway. If you want to kill yourself, there are more productive ways to do it.”
“Of course not,” said Kylon. “I’ll only go halfway to the Hall of Flames. Close enough that they can see me, but far enough that I can retreat if necessary.”
“Very well,” said Nasser. “Do as you think best.”
He strode towards the gathering blacksmiths, Laertes following him. Morgant looked at Kylon for a moment, shrugged, and went to follow Nasser. Kylon walked past the rows of furnaces and forges, the heat of the banked fires pulsing against his face and making sweat roll down his neck and back. The archway to the Hall of Flames yawned before him, and he saw dozens of Immortals standing there, blue eyes shining with ghostly light inside their black helmets. 
He drew on the power of air sorcery, the air before his mouth distorting.
“Rolukhan!” Kylon shouted, the spell amplifying his voice. “What would you have of me?”
“Merely to confirm that it is in fact you,” boomed Rolukhan. “How amusing! A lesson for us all, would you not say? Kylon Shipbreaker, once High Seat of House Kardamnos, Archon of the Assembly and thalarchon of the Kyracian fleet, now reducing to skulking through the shadows with vermin like the Balarigar. One moment you were among the mighty of New Kyre, and the next you were a penniless beggar.” Amusement filled the deep voice. “How cruel is the wheel of fate to the weak.” 
“Perhaps you ought to heed the lesson yourself,” said Kylon. 
“Oh, but I have,” said Rolukhan. “The Grand Master’s Apotheosis shall break the wheel of fate and elevate all mankind to gods. You should have sided with the Umbarians, Shipbreaker. Had you done so, you would not face certain death here. You would instead be one of the most powerful men in the world.” He laughed. “Perhaps your wife would still live, and would even now be pregnant with another child.” 
Rage burned through Kylon. “Bold words for a murderer!” 
Again Rolukhan laughed. “I had only a small part in that. Cassander was the one who summoned the Red Huntress. Really, though, you ought to thank me for it. It turns out you were weak, Kylon of House Kardamnos. Too weak to save your wife and unborn child, too weak to protect the guests who sheltered beneath your roof. Tell me. Did your wife look at you with disgust as she died? Did she realize that she had placed her fate in the hands of a weakling and a fool?” 
For an instant Kylon could think of nothing but wrapping himself in his power and finding Rolukhan. The sight of the valikon would silence those smug words. The ghostsilver blade could penetrate any wards Rolukhan cast, and the ancient spells upon the valikon would slay the nagataaru within him. Let him boast of Thalastre’s death then. 
“Do not give yourself too much credit,” said Kylon. “The Red Huntress slew them. You were merely a traitor.”
“When the Apotheosis comes, all oaths and bonds shall be broken,” said Rolukhan. “What a fool you are. Great matters stir, and you blunder through them like a blind ox. You are a pawn in a greater game, Shipbreaker, and you never knew it.”
“And what game is that?” said Kylon.
Rolukhan’s booming laughter rolled out. “If you are so blind as to miss it, is it my obligation to explain? Very well. The Grand Master wished for Istarinmul to stay out of the war, simply so he would have the freedom to work the Apotheosis. The death of your wife and unborn child lie upon your hands, Kylon of House Kardamnos. Had you the wisdom to stay out of matters beyond your comprehension, perhaps they might yet live. Really, we did them a mercy by killing them. Better that they died than to live under the protection of a fool like yourself…”
Kylon felt something inside him snap. 
He knew what was happening. He knew that Rolukhan was goading him, that the Master Alchemist was presenting a false account of events to spur him to rage. Likely Rolukhan wanted to draw him out and kill him away from the others, to weaken the defense. 
Kylon did not care. 
He was going to find Rolukhan and ram the valikon down his throat, find him and make him suffer the way that Thalastre had suffered, was going to wipe that smug smile from his bearded face.
He took a step forward, and a hard hand closed about his shoulder. 
“Bad idea,” murmured Morgant. 
Kylon glared at him. “Let me go.”
“If you want to kill yourself, by all means do so,” said Morgant. The assassin seemed like a wraith in the fiery gloom, his black clothes drinking the light, his face gaunt and pale. “Though I suspect Caina would prefer you alive.”
Kylon hesitated, some of his fury lessening.
“Ah,” said Morgant. “Yes, your darling Caina. I thought so. There’s a reason to live. I’m feeling generous, so I’ll do you a favor. That loud spell.”
“Loud spell?” said Kylon, not understanding. 
Morgant sighed. “That spell that makes your voice louder. Cast it on me, now. No, don’t argue, just do it.”
Kylon shrugged and cast the spell, the air around Morgant’s mouth rippling. 
“Rolukhan,” said Morgant. 
“Who is this?” said Rolukhan, puzzlement in his voice. 
“Doesn’t matter,” said Morgant. “I’d like to speak to the Lieutenant of the Inferno. Kindly fetch him, if you please.”
“I am the Lieutenant of the Inferno,” said Rolukhan.
“No, you’re not,” said Morgant. 
Rolukhan chuckled. “Do you insult me, Shipbreaker, by having a madman address me?”
“Oh, I am a madman,” said Morgant, “and the Kyracian definitely meant it as an insult, but unlike you I’m not a self-deluded fool. Now, be a good little servant and summon the Lieutenant of the Inferno for me.”
“What are you talking about?” said Rolukhan, menace filling his words. “I am Malik Rolukhan, Master Alchemist and Lieutenant of the Inferno…”
“I know who you are,” said Morgant, “and you’re not the Lieutenant of the Inferno. The nagataaru in your head is the true Lieutenant. You, Malik Rolukhan, are merely its slave. Its puppet. You are its beast of burden.”
“You speak of matters beyond your comprehension,” snapped Rolukhan.
“No, I don’t,” said Morgant with glib cheer. “You’re just the nagataaru’s meat puppet, a witless toy dancing on its strings. You’re its donkey. You ought to rearrange that stupid gaudy turban of yours to make donkey ears. Now, be a good little beast of burden and run along and fetch your true master. Maybe if you’re polite, I’ll let…”
Rolukhan’s roar of fury all but deafened Kylon. 
“Kill them!” thundered the Master Alchemist. “Kill them all!” 
The Immortals shouted in response.
“Right,” said Morgant. “We should run now.”
Kylon nodded and ran after Morgant. “Why did you do that?”
“Made him angry,” grunted Morgant, his coat flapping around his legs as he ran. Even in the heat of the Hall of Forges, the man never seemed to sweat. “Angry men make stupid mistakes. Like you almost did.”
Kylon swallowed. “Thank you.”
“Bah,” said Morgant. “If you get killed, Caina shall do something foolish and suicidal, and I need that clever brain of hers to get Annarah out of the Inferno. Faster!” 
They sprinted to the barracks. The smiths waited, bearing their massive hammers in their hands, and Kylon heard the clatter as the Immortals poured into the Hall of Forges. Nasser, Laertes, and Malcolm stood at their head, weapons in hand. 
“It seems,” said Nasser, eyeing Morgant, “that you irritated our adversary.”
“What can I say? I am an artist,” said Morgant. 
Through the haze of the light from the furnaces, Kylon saw the pale gleam of the Immortals’ eyes.
“Did you see Azaces?” called Nerina.
Kylon shook his head, and he sensed the disappointment and regret in her wraithblood-fractured aura. 
“All right, lads,” said Malcolm. “Time to fight! Let us pay these bastards back for every whipping and every beating!”
The smiths bellowed and raised their hammers, and Kylon set himself and took the valikon in both hands.



Chapter 19: Subjugant
 
Deeper and deeper Caina went, following the undead into the darkness of the Halls of the Dead.
She moved as fast as Annarah’s injured leg allowed. Urgency thrummed through her mind. She had to hurry. The others were fighting for their lives in the higher levels of the Inferno, and Caina had to help them as soon as possible. 
They might be dead already. Kylon might be dead.
Her mouth pressed into a hard line. 
If Kylon was dead, by all the gods she would avenge him and his wife, would make Rolukhan regret ever having set foot in New Kyre. 
Something else thrummed through her, far stronger than even the urgency or her growing terror.
The dark, necromantic aura radiating from below. 
It grew stronger with every step, the tingling against Caina’s skin growing sharper and more painful. She gritted her teeth and pressed on, ignoring the discomfort. It only happened in the presence of supremely powerful sorcery, and it appeared that the Subjugant Bloodcrystal qualified. 
“You are in pain,” said Annarah. 
“So are you,” said Caina. 
Annarah hesitated. “I…have a spell, if you wish. It might shield you from some of the effects.”
“No,” said Caina. “Thank you, but no. I need to be able to sense whatever spells are nearby. A little pain is a small price to pay for that.”
They kept going, descending more stairs and walking through dusty galleries carved with Maatish hieroglyphics. More and more undead followed them, hundreds of the creatures, until a small army of walking corpses trailed Caina and Annarah. The undead made no effort to attack. Perhaps they believed Caina. Perhaps they truly thought that she was the Moroaica, the Undying woman they had known as the Destroyer, the abomination that had destroyed the Kingdom of the Rising Sun. 
Or perhaps they were simply curious after thousands of years of unending monotony. 
Caina did not care which. 
In the darkness ahead she saw a flicker of pale green light. Previously the only light had come from Annarah’s pyrikon and the wisps of ghostly light around the Undying. Now at the end of the gallery ahead Caina saw a throbbing green glow shining through an ornate arch. Necromantic force radiated from that arch with such power that Caina felt as if she was walking into a wall of needles, every one of them sinking deep into her flesh. Her stomach twisted and knotted, and she was grateful that she had not eaten anything since this morning. Else she would have thrown up all over her boots. 
Hardly the sort of image she wanted to project while masquerading as the Moroaica. 
“Almost there,” said Annarah. 
Caina gritted her teeth and strode into the green light, the Undying following. 
The chamber beyond looked a bit like a smaller version of the Temple of Anubankh Caina had seen in the netherworld’s reflection of Khaset. Great pillars supported the ceiling, carved with hieroglyphics, and a double row of Maatish sphinxes marched down the center of the chamber to create an aisle. At the end of the aisle stood a dais, flanked on either side by giant statues of a man with a scarab beetle for a head. There, between the statues, there waited…
Caina shook her head, pain throbbing behind her eyes.
Power floated between the twin statues. 
The Subjugant Bloodcrystal was not large. It was roughly spherical and many-faceted, perhaps the size of both of Caina’s fists put together. Its gleaming black surface blazed with green fire, hieroglyphics of emerald flame disappearing and reappearing constantly in its facets. Caina felt the tremendous power of the necromantic spells bound into the thing, to say nothing of their immense skill and craft. Thousands of slaves had been murdered to create this bloodcrystal, and their stolen lives had been woven together with necromantic skill that defied imagination. 
“The Subjugant Bloodcrystal,” said Annarah, her voice hoarse. 
“A sphere,” said Caina. “Sort of. The Ascendant Bloodcrystal was an inverted cone.”
“It’s not a sphere,” said Annarah. “Technically, it is a rhombic triacontahedron.” 
“A what?” 
“Oh.” Annarah blinked. “A thirty-sided prism. At least that is what a geometer would call it. Can you truly destroy that thing?”
“Yes,” said Caina, staring at the floating crystal. “Ghostsilver dagger. It can collapse the spells and the whole thing will fall apart. Our Undying will probably be freed as well.” She took a deep breath, gathering her courage. “But not quite yet.” 
Behind them the Undying filed into the temple chamber, hundreds upon hundreds of them. 
“Not quite yet?” said Annarah. “You mean to wield that thing? No! You cannot touch it. It will immediately suck away the life force of anyone that touches it. The Great Necromancers themselves required years of study and training before they could safely handle such a powerful bloodcrystal.”
“I have something,” said Caina, flexing her left fist, the ghostsilver pyrikon glinting, “that the necromancer-priests of Maat did not. Come! Let us see if I am a fool.”
She strode forward. Annarah hesitated, shook her head, and then followed. The hideous pressure grew stronger with every step. As Caina approached, something flickered in the shadows behind the statue on the left. She turned, drawing her ghostsilver dagger, and one of the Undying stepped out from behind the statue. 
This Undying wore a robe of white and gold that must have once been splendid, but had grown ragged and dry over the centuries. Ornaments of gold gleamed upon the withered corpse’s wrists and neck and ears, and the ragged remnants of a ceremonial headdress hung limp from his leathery skull. 
“Beware,” said Annarah, pointing her staff at the Undying. “That is the garb of a priest of Anubankh. Not a Great Necromancer, but still a sorcerer, and still dangerous.”
“Yes,” rasped the corpse. “I was. Long ago.” 
“Who are you?” said Caina. 
“In life I was Thutomis,” hissed the corpse, “a priest of Anubankh, acolyte of the High Priest Kharnaces, and a servant of the pharaoh and the divine order of Maat. When Kharnaces slew me and summoned me as Undying to guard this fortress, I embraced my duty joyfully. Yet Kharnaces himself went mad and fell into the worship of demons, and abandoned us here. In the endless centuries since, more and more have joined the ranks of the Undying. Our labors are in vain, and our torment meaningless. Maat is dust and ruins, and we are bound here for no purpose, for the divine order has been shattered. Meaningless, meaningless, meaningless! You…”
Thutomis’s tirade came to an abrupt halt, and the Undying necromancer regarded her. 
“You,” he whispered. “You are the abomination. You are the Destroyer of Maat. Deny it not! I see the marks upon your ka and your mind!” 
“I am,” said Caina. “Will you oppose me?”
“Destroy us!” wailed Thutomis. “Destroy us, I beg of you, as you destroyed the Kingdom of the Rising Sun. Destroy us, and end our torment at last! Grant us the sweet peace of oblivion, Destroyer, and free us from this hell!” 
“I shall,” said Caina, “if you do one thing for me.”
Thutomis said nothing. She felt the dead gaze of thousands of the Undying upon her. 
“Overthrow the Inferno,” said Caina. “For centuries nothing but agony and despair has been produced here. Overthrow the Inferno, and I shall destroy the Subjugant Bloodcrystal that binds you. I will swear this on the names of whatever gods you choose, whether living or dead.” 
“We are bound,” said Thutomis. “The High Priest Kharnaces commanded us to guard his fortress until his return. He never returned, and we guarded his fortress from intruders ever since. Only he may release us from the bloodcrystal’s command.”
“Only he,” said Caina, “or whoever wields the bloodcrystal?”
“You speak truly,” said Thutomis. 
“Very well,” said Caina. 
“Do not touch it!” said Annarah. “It will kill you.”
“Maybe,” said Caina. “Maybe not. Annarah. If this doesn’t work, retreat back up the stairs I showed you. Those should lead to the Hall of Forges. If any of the others are still alive, help them to retreat here. Tell the Exile that I…”
She shook her head. 
“Tell him what?” said Annarah. 
“No,” said Caina. “I’ll just tell him myself.” 
“I have no spell to protect you from the bloodcrystal,” said Annarah. 
“No,” said Caina. “But what if the pyrikon touches it?”
“That…” Annarah blinked. “I…don’t know.”
Caina nodded and pulled off her left glove. The ghostsilver pyrikon settled against the skin of her wrist, and she felt the buzzing power within it. Annarah’s pyrikon had opened the way into Callatas’s Maze, protected Caina from the sword of the nagataaru, and shielded her mind from the Sifter’s power. 
It was time to see what the ghostsilver pyrikon could do. 
“You know what I need,” said Caina, focusing her will upon the pyrikon. “You’re really a spirit of defense? Then defend me.” She swallowed. “Help me defend the others.”
The pyrikon’s aura grew sharper, needles prickling Caina’s skin, and then it unfolded like an opening flower, expanding across Caina’s hand and fingers. Thin plates of ghostsilver crawled up the back of her hand, linking together with delicate joints. The pyrikon expanded up her forearm, and when it finished moving, an ornate gauntlet of ghostsilver covered her left hand. Caina flexed her fingers, finding that the gauntlet did not impair her movement at all. 
“I’ve never seen a pyrikon do that,” said Annarah.  
“To be fair, neither have I,” said Caina. “Let’s see if it works.”
Before her courage could fail, she climbed the dais and grabbed the Subjugant Bloodcrystal with her armored left hand. 
For a moment Caina blacked out. 
An instant later she jerked back to awareness as a thunderous boom echoed through the fortress, the ground shifting beneath her feet. The Inferno rang like a gong struck by a mallet, and the Undying shifted and moaned. The ghostsilver gauntlet vibrated against Caina’s hand, and even through it she felt the hideous snarling cold of the Subjugant Bloodcrystal, a frozen void that wished to devour all the light and warmth in the world.
To her shock, Caina heard her mother’s voice in her head. Wildly she looked around, wondering if the Subjugant Bloodcrystal had summoned Laeria Amalas’s shade from whatever hell contained it. Then she realized it wasn’t her mother’s voice at all, but the power of the Subjugant Bloodcrystal whispering in her head.
Of course the bloodcrystal would use her mother’s voice to speak to her.
“Child of death,” whispered Laeria. “Child of woe. Wherever you travel, you bring death in your wake, not just to your foes but to those you love. Your father, slain trying to protect you. Halfdan, slain counseling you. Corvalis, slain trying to save you. To whom shall you bring death now? Behold, for I am death incarnate, and you hold death in your hand. Who among those you love shall you bring death now?”
Caina reeled, stumbled back several steps, and grabbed one of the scarab-headed statues with her free hand to keep her balance. Horrible cold washed through her, the gauntlet’s vibrations getting worse.
“Death eternal,” whispered Laeria. “Take me from this place and bring death to your foes. Take me and raise an army of the dead, and sweep this world clean of evil. Take me and slay those you love, and they shall be at your side forevermore.”
Caina pushed away from the statue, reached back, and pulled up the cowl of her shadow-cloak.
Laeria’s voice faded to an indecipherable whisper, and the gauntlet’s vibrations grew gentler. Caina heard another voice instead, and after a moment realized that Annarah was talking to her.
“How do you feel?” said Annarah. 
“Chilly,” croaked Caina. She coughed and shook her head. “But alive.” The black bloodcrystal blazed with green fire in her armored fist, the facets shimmering with hieroglyphics. The pyrikon gauntlet gave off a gentle white glow, fighting against the cold radiance of the crystal’s necromantic aura. 
“I did not think it possible,” said Annarah. “What will you do now?”
“What I came here to do,” said Caina, “and a little extra.”
She stepped from the dais, holding up the Subjugant Bloodcrystal. Thutomis flinched away from her, and a ripple went through the ranks of the Undying. 
“Do you see this, Thutomis?” said Caina.
“You hold the High Priest’s bloodcrystal,” said Thutomis, and there was something new in his exhausted voice. Disbelief? Awe? Perhaps even hope? “It is not possible.”
“Will you do as I say?” said Caina. 
“We must obey,” said Thutomis. “Our corpses and will are bound to the crystal’s power. We must obey its bearer.” 
“Then I make you this promise,” said Caina. “If I emerge from the Inferno, if I see the sun again, I will destroy the Subjugant Bloodcrystal. I will shatter it, undo the spells upon you, and grant you all the peace of death at last.”
“Truly?” said Thutomis, and murmurs rose from the other undead. “Could this eternity of torment end at last?”
“More than that will end tonight if I work my will,” said Caina. “This is my command to you, Thutomis and the Undying of the Inferno. Follow me to the higher levels of the fortress. There I command you to free every slave that you encounter and take them through the gate to freedom. There I command you to kill every Immortal that you find.” She raised the bloodcrystal higher, the horrible green light falling over the undead. “There I command you to kill Malik Rolukhan, the Lieutenant of the Inferno.” Caina walked closer. “You say I am the Destroyer? Then I shall be the Destroyer, and bring the hour of destruction to the Inferno! Go and destroy the Inferno, and your freedom is at hand.”
For a moment none of the undead said anything. The Subjugant Bloodcrystal thrummed in Caina’s hand, the green fire blazing brighter.
Then a moan rose from the undead, a wail that rapidly climbed to a scream of fury. It was as if a dam had been breached, and centuries of rage and pain and despair now poured forth in a torrent.
Centuries of rage and pain and despair that Caina had given a target. 
As one the Undying turned and raced from the chamber, making for the stairs leading to the higher Halls of the Inferno. The Halls of the Dead rang with the cries and screams of the undead, the rustling sound of thousands of animated corpses moving with terrific speed. 
“This is either valor or madness,” said Annarah, staring at the Undying with wide eyes. 
“Perhaps both,” said Caina. “Let us hurry. This isn’t over until we find Rolukhan.”



Chapter 20: Hear The Words Of Lore
 
“Prepare yourselves!” said Nasser, raising his bloodied scimitar. “They will come again soon.”
Kylon was not so sure.
Something was wrong. 
Of course, quite a few things were wrong. The Immortals had charged them twice, and twice Kylon and the others had repulsed their attacks, though a third of the enslaved blacksmiths had been killed. Thanks to the blacksmiths’ stout courage and the skill of Kylon and Morgant and Nasser, they had killed three times their number of Immortals. Malcolm’s men had looted the dead Immortals, stealing scimitars and armor and helmets, though no one wanted to wear the black skull masks. 
“No,” said Morgant. The gem in the hilt of his dagger radiated a pale red glow. Three times he had thrown the blade into the charging mass of the Immortals, and three times it had exploded with the stolen heat of its victims. The weapon’s power had proven instrumental in holding back the Immortals. Thankfully the Hall of Forges was well-ventilated, else they might well have asphyxiated from the smoke by now. “Rolukhan has a trick coming, I suspect.” 
“I agree,” said Kylon. “They’re up to something.”
Laertes frowned. “Rolukhan has enough Immortals to sweep us aside.”
One of the smiths, a burly Anshani man named Najar, spat upon the floor. He had scavenged a cuirass and a shield from a dead Immortal, and wielded a massive sledgehammer with his right hand. “Aye, but we’ve spilled the blood of many Immortals, and they’re not so cheap that the Lieutenant will spend them freely. If he loses too many Immortals, he might have to answer to the Grand Master.” Najar spat again. “Can’t imagine he wants to get in trouble with the Grand Master.” 
“Actually,” said Nerina, peering through the hazy gloom, “I think they are constructing something. I saw four Immortals carrying a pair of timbers and three steel gears.” 
“A battering ram, perhaps?” said Nasser. 
“What would be the point of a ram?” said Malcolm. Dried blood marked his face, some of it his own. Nerina hovered behind him with her crossbow, her expression tight and frightened. She was a devilishly good shot with that crossbow, and had accounted for a half a dozen Immortals during the two attacks. “It is not as if we have a decent barricade, and if you three did not fight with such power, we would have all been killed in the first attack.”
“A catapult, then,” said Morgant. 
“I think they were carrying torsion gears,” said Nerina.
“A catapult, though,” said Malcolm. “Why? That does not make any sense. It would be easy to dodge the missiles from here…”
Suddenly the emotional sense of the hundreds of Immortals gathered in the Hall of Flames changed, and the realization struck Kylon like a sword blow.
“Not a missile,” he said. “Hellfire. They’re going to throw amphorae of Hellfire at us.”
He looked back at the barracks.
At the wooden barracks. 
“Get away from the barracks!” shouted Kylon. “Quickly! Move! They’re going to set it aflame! Go!”
The smiths, to their credit, did not hesitate. They ran at Kylon’s command, moving deeper into the Hall of Forges, closer to the stairs spiraling to the Halls of the Dead. At that same moment Kylon heard a loud click from the Hall of Flames, and something small and dark shot overhead and smashed against the wall of the barracks, just over the door.
“Faster!” shouted Kylon. 
A smear of thick crimson slime dribbled down the front of the barracks. Kylon felt arcane power gathering within it, strong and crazed and wild. The liquid began to glow, and he followed his own advice and ran after the others. 
The front of the barracks erupted into howling crimson flames. The barracks had been well-constructed of sturdy wood, but the Hellfire tore through the thick planks as if they were dry leaves. In a matter of seconds the blood-colored fire engulfed the barracks, filling the Hall of Forges with hellish light. The awful heat of the fire beat upon Kylon’s face, and he would have worked a minor spell of ice to protect himself, if not for the certainty that he would need all his strength to fight. 
“The Lieutenant’s going to burn us out!” said Najar, looking back and forth. 
“Or force us towards the entrance,” said Nasser. 
“Where the Immortals can cut us down at leisure,” said Kylon.
Another clang ran out, and a second amphora shot through the air. This time the missile was less accurate, and the amphora shattered a few yards before the blazing barracks. Hellfire spattered for a dozen yards in all directions, igniting a moment later. The fire even burned into the stone, leaving carving smoking pits in the floor. 
“If we stay here, we shall be burned alive,” said Laertes. 
“Perhaps we can retreat into the Halls of the Dead and hold out there,” said Nasser. 
“To rise again as undead, chained to the Halls for all time?” said Najar. “Better to burn alive. No, let us die upon the swords of the Immortals. Less painful than burning.”
Nasser sighed. “Then it seems we have little choice. We shall have to charge the Immortals and cut our way out.”
Najar scoffed. “Perhaps the Living Flame shall descend and aid us, too.”
Kylon opened his mouth to argue, but he saw that Nasser was right. They had no other choice, which was exactly as Rolukhan intended. The Master Alchemist had left Kylon and the others with exactly three choices. They could stay here and burn to death from amphora after amphora of Hellfire. They could retreat to the Halls of the Dead and perish beneath the ancient wrath of the undead. Perhaps they might stumble on Caina and Annarah in time to shield beneath their pyrikons, but that seemed a slim chance.
Or they could try to cut their way out. They might win free and make it to the gate, but more likely the Immortals would kill them all.
“So be it,” said Nasser, raising his voice. “Prepare…”
The Inferno shuddered around them, the walls and floor trembling, and the vast fortress seemed to ring like a gong. For an awful instant Kylon thought that an earthquake had ripped through the mountain, strong enough to collapse the entire Inferno into ruin. 
No. It was something he had sensed, something that had brushed against his arcane senses. Whatever it had been, it had been powerful enough that the others had sensed it as well. The smiths looked at each other with unease. 
“You felt that, too?” said Kylon.
“It was as if the ground shifted beneath my sandals,” said one of the smiths. 
“No,” said Kylon. “It was a sorcerous disturbance.” Had Rolukhan cast a mighty spell? Though if Rolukhan had that kind of power, he could have killed them all with ease. 
“Of what nature?” said Nasser.
“I don’t know,” said Kylon. “I…”
He fell silent as something else occurred to him. The Inferno was saturated with mighty sorcerous auras. One came from the Hellfire engine laboring at the base of the Hall of Flames, while the second came from the necromantic spells of ancient Maat in the Halls of the Dead. 
Yet now the auras were changing.
“The necromantic aura,” said Kylon. “The spell upon the Halls of the Dead. It’s…moving.”
“Moving?” said Morgant. 
“That should not possible,” said Nasser.
“Regardless, the aura is moving,” said Kylon. 
A sound reached his ears, faint and scratchy, yet growing louder and louder. It sounded like…screaming. Not screams of pain, but shrieks of rage and fury. It sounded like a battle, like thousands of men screaming as they charged at the foe. 
“What is happening?” said Nerina. 
“I don’t know,” said Kylon. 
A shout came from the Hall of Flames, and Immortals boiled through the archway, hundreds of them. Whatever was happening, Rolukhan didn’t recognize it, either. Likely he thought it was something of Caina’s or Kylon’s doing.
So the Master Alchemist was going to kill them before the new threat could materialize. 
“Defend yourselves!” said Nasser, and the weary blacksmiths raised their weapons, their stolen armor flashing in the crimson light of the burning Hellfire. Kylon raised the valikon, the sigils shining white in response to Rolukhan’s nagataaru. He wondered if he would get a chance to strike down Rolukhan before he died. The Red Huntress had escaped him, and Cassander Nilas was beyond his reach, but he could still kill one of the architects of Thalastre’s death.
His mouth twisted. All his efforts, and he would be able to kill only one of Thalastre’s murderers. Perhaps Rolukhan was right. Perhaps Kylon deserved to die for his failures. 
He put the thought of his mind and calmed himself as he watched the Immortals charge. Such distractions were dangerous in battle. 
A flare of green light from the corner of his eye caught his attention.
He turned just in time to see dozens of undead erupt from the trapdoor in the Hall of Torments, leap into the Hall of Forges, and fling themselves at the Immortals.
“What the hell?” said Morgant. 
Dozens of undead boiled out of the trapdoor like ants, shrieking in rage and fury. They charged at the Immortals, and the black-armored warriors fell back in shock. The shock did not last long, and the Immortals recovered their discipline, lashing out with scimitars and chain whips. The force of their blows sliced the desiccated corpses to pieces, yet more undead rose out of the trapdoor, and the Immortals fell back step by step.
“Impossible,” said Nasser. “The undead of the Inferno were bound long ago. They obey no one, and they never venture to the higher levels of the fortress…”
“Never?” said Morgant. “You’ve a knack for denying the obvious. Questionable quality in a leader.”
Nasser opened his mouth to answer, and the stone door to the stairs at the back of the Hall burst open. More corpses rushed into the Hall, screaming in fury as they did. The smiths let out startled curses and turned to face the new foes. Kylon gathered power, preparing to jump into the midst of the undead.
But the Undying ignored them. They charged past the bewildered smiths, racing for the Immortals. One of the blacksmiths stumbled into the path of the undead, and Kylon expected the withered corpses to tear him apart. The Undying simply pushed the living man out of the way and kept running.
“I believe you were saying something about miracles, Master Najar” said Nasser.
Najar was too astonished even to spit on the floor. 
“Attack, if you have a brain in your head,” said Morgant, his voice hard and urgent. “Whatever is going on, it is to our advantage. If we cut down Rolukhan, the day is ours, and we can rescue Annarah and Ciaran at our leisure.”
A blaze of green light came from the door at the rear of the Hall, radiating from the hand of a figure wrapped in shadow. 
 
###
 
Annarah dismissed the white light from her pyrikon, though it remained in staff form as they hastened through the galleries of the Halls of the Dead. The light was no longer necessary. The terrible, unearthly glow of the Subjugant Bloodcrystal in Caina’s armored left hand provided ample light.
The wrath of the Undying had been turned in a different direction. 
All around them ran the undead, bound to the will of the Subjugant Bloodcrystal. They raced for the higher levels of the Inferno, some of them even climbing the walls like giant, rotting spiders. The creatures screamed in rage as they ran, howling with centuries of pain and despair. It was like being trapped inside a storm of dusty bone and wailing shrieks. 
Gods forgive her. What had Caina unleashed upon the Inferno?
She could not waver now. It was the only way to stop the Apotheosis, to save Kylon and the others from the Inferno.
“Here!” shouted Caina, pulling at Annarah’s arm. She looked just as frightened as Caina felt, but neither did she hesitate. “These stairs go to the Hall of Forges. Can you manage with your ankle?” 
“I would crawl up the stairs on my hands and knees if it aided our escape from this place,” said Annarah.
“That’s the spirit,” said Caina, and they hastened up the stairs. The tide of undead around them did not slacken, an endless line of animated corpses pushing past them as the Halls of the Dead disgorged its dead. Confined in the narrow spiral stair, with the corpses brushing past her, their dusty scent filling her nostrils, made Caina want to scream. Instead she gripped the Subjugant Bloodcrystal all the tighter, the plates of her ghostsilver gauntlet creaking against the ancient relic. So long as she held that, the Undying would obey her, would fight to save her friends from the Immortals.
If Kylon and the others were still alive. 
Caina ran up the stairs as fast as she dared, Annarah hobbling behind her, the corpses streaming past them. 
Then she burst out of the awful stairwell, Annarah gasping besides her, and found herself in the Hall of Forges once again. 
Hellfire burned across the floor, dancing over the ruins of the barracks. Corpses lay strewn before the smoldering barracks, both armored Immortals and gray-clad slaves. A mob of slaves stood before the corpses, armed with hammers and armored in bits of armor stolen from the dead Immortals. Nasser and Morgant and Laertes stood near the forges, and Caina spotted Malcolm and Nerina amongst the slaves. Kylon stood talking with Nasser, the valikon in his hands, and a wave of such relief went through Caina that her knees wobbled. 
Kylon looked at her and flinched in alarm. She wondered why, and then realized what she must look like. A cloaked shadow, holding a crystal that burned with green flame. The slaves themselves backed away in terror, eyes wide.
Caina hurried forward, drawing back the cowl of her shadow-cloak with her free hand. She kept her mask on, though. There were hundreds of slaves here, and if she lived through this she needed to keep her identity secret.
“Kylon!” shouted Caina. “It’s me.” 
“Gods of storm and brine,” he whispered. Around them the dead ran to battle against the Immortals. “This was your doing, isn’t it?”
“I knew you were a troublemaker,” said Morgant, who only seemed amused, though he smiled at Annarah. “With this, Balarigar, you have surpassed yourself.”
“That is one of the greater bloodcrystals of ancient Maat,” said Nasser, and he looked more shocked than Caina had ever seen him. “How did you do that? How are you even still alive?”
“Oh, by the Living Flame,” croaked one of the enslaved blacksmiths, a black-bearded Anshani man holding a hammer. “It is true. I heard the Szaldic slaves speak of it, but it is true. The Balarigar has come to throw down the tyrants and free the slaves, and even the dead come at his call.” The slaves around him murmured agreement. 
“If I am the Balarigar,” said Caina, letting the light from the bloodcrystal fall upon them, “then the hour has come. Your freedom is at hand, if you can but seize it. Go quickly the barracks and the lodgings of the slaves, and free them. Make for the surface as quickly as you can. The undead shall deal with the Immortals and the Lieutenant.”
“The way is blocked,” said the black-bearded Anshani smith. “There are too many Immortals.”
“We shall clear a path for you,” said Caina. “Nasser, Kylon.” 
“Well, Kyracian,” said Morgant with a smirk. “Looks like you might get your chance for revenge after all.” 
Kylon nodded, still staring at Caina. She could not quite interpret his expression. She wondered what emotions he could sense from her. Probably nothing but stark terror, she supposed. A weapon of unimaginable sorcerous power rested in her left hand, held back only by the thin metal of her pyrikon. Terror was a healthy and rational response to such a situation. 
“That thing should have killed you the moment you touched it,” said Kylon. 
“New pyrikon,” said Caina. “It turned out to be useful after all.” 
Kylon nodded. “I…I am glad that you are alive. More glad than I can say.”
Caina felt her mouth go dry and tried to find words to answer him.  
“Come,” said Nasser, beckoning with his scimitar. “Let us win free of the Inferno.”
“We shall have a hard fight yet,” said Annarah, both hands gripping her staff. “I sense Rolukhan’s nagataaru from here. It is powerful, and this Rolukhan himself seems to be a potent sorcerer. Also, we must at all costs keep him away from the Balarigar.” She pointed at Caina. “If he realizes what we have done, he may try to take the Subjugant Bloodcrystal for himself. If he claims it, he will have command over the Undying.”
“That,” said Nasser, “would be unwelcome.”
Morgant snorted. “Truly, you have a gift for clarity.”
Kylon frowned. “Won’t it kill Rolukhan if he touches the thing?”
“Probably,” said Caina. Unless the Master Alchemist had a spell that let him handle the relic. Or perhaps his nagataaru could protect him in the same way that the pyrikon protected Caina. “Let’s not find out.” 
“Agreed,” said Nasser. “Laertes and I shall lead the way. Morgant, Lord Kylon. I suggest you keep the Immortals away from Ciaran and Annarah.” 
“We shall come, too,” said Malcom, and Nerina nodded. He had acquired black armor from a slain Immortal, and carried a huge hammer easily in one hand. “We owe the Lieutenant a debt of our own.”
“Very well,” said Nasser. “Najar.” The bearded Anshani slave straightened up. “Follow us. Make for the slave barracks once the way is clear. Take everyone you can find and get them out. The Immortals on the bridge watch towers would have come when Rolukhan sounded his horn.”
“What then, lord?” said Najar. “We have no supplies, and may will starve upon the mountain.”
“You shall not,” said Nasser. “I know an emir who is willing to hire skilled smiths to outfit his host. Once we escape the Inferno, I shall lead you to him.” Najar nodded and conferred with Malcolm for a moment. “Let us be about our business, then.” 
Caina was amused to see how quickly the slaves obeyed Nasser. Now that she knew he had been the Prince of Iramis, the reason for his skill at command was obvious. That would prove useful in the days ahead.
If, of course, they managed to escape the Inferno. 
Nasser and Laertes and Malcolm strode forward, weapons at the ready. Kylon took position to guard Caina, and Morgant moved to a similar position to shield Annarah. Nerina walked between them, her eerie blue eyes wide and frightened, though the thin hands that gripped her crossbow did not waver. The blacksmith slaves followed, stolen hammers in hand. Dead Immortals lay scattered here and there across the floor, along with destroyed undead creatures. The Immortals had put up a ferocious fight, but they had been driven into the broad balcony of the Hall of Flames. 
Caina and the others left the Hall of Forges and entered the Hall of Flames, and she found herself in the midst of a furious battle.
Hundreds of Immortals had formed into ranks, fighting off the tides of undead that surged from the other Halls and climbed up from the cylindrical shaft below. The Immortals’ scimitars shimmered with peculiar golden fire, and Caina realized that Rolukhan had cast a spell over their weapons. The touch of the spell transmuted undead flesh to sand, and even as she watched, a dozen of the Undying met their ends. Here and there patches of crimson Hellfire burned upon the balcony, and an Immortal flung an amphora of the substance at a charging knot of Undying. The amphora shattered, spraying crimson elixir in all directions, and a score of Undying went up in blood-colored fire. Patches of the floor also started to burn as well, the Hellfire chewing into the stone.
“The damned fool,” whispered Caina as Najar led the blacksmiths away from the battle. Hellfire devoured anything, wood and flesh and stone alike, and if Rolukhan used too much of it, the balcony might collapse and kill them all. For that matter, if one of the Immortals mishandled the Hellfire and dropped it over the edge of the railing, it would plummet hundreds of feet to land in the Hellfire engine below.
That would be bad.
That would be very bad.
She spotted Rolukhan himself standing atop a small catapult.
The Master Alchemist had…changed.
Physically, he looked the same. Yet now his shadow billowed out behind him like a great black cloak, writhing and alive and hungry. Purple fires blazed in his dark eyes and snarled and danced around his hooked fingers. He had to be drawing on his nagataaru, using its strength to augment his spells, which explained how he had enspelled the scimitars of all the Immortals at once. Even as Caina watched, he hurled a lance of shadow and purple flame that transmuted a dozen Undying into sand. 
They had to kill Rolukhan. If they did not, he would kill them and this had all been for nothing. Worse, if he killed them and took the Subjugant Bloodcrystal for himself, it would put the power of an undead army into Rolukhan’s hands. Rolukhan could kill everyone in the Vale of Fallen Stars and raise them as his own army, carve himself a kingdom of the Undying in imitation of ancient Maat.
She felt Rolukhan’s burning eyes fall upon her.
“Balarigar!” roared Rolukhan, and she heard the hissing snarl of his nagataaru beneath his sonorous voice. “Do even dead slaves follow you in hopes of liberation? Fools!” He let out a wild laugh. “I see now! You bear a relic of ancient Maat. I should have seen the truth and claimed it for myself long ago. Immortals! Kill the Balarigar!”
The Immortals did not respond immediately, still fighting their way through the endless press of the undead. One of the Immortals charged forward, carrying an amphora of Hellfire. Caina started to draw breath to shout a warning…
Annarah struck the end of her staff against the floor.
Arcane power spiked in the air around her, deep and resonant and clean. 
There was a thunderclap and a brilliant flash of white light. A stunned silence fell over the Hall of Flames, as Rolukhan, the Immortals, and even the Undying turned to look at her.
“Malik Rolukhan!” shouted Annarah in a voice that would have made Theodosia proud. “Hear me! Hear me and repent before it is too late.”
“What trickery is this?” said Rolukhan.
“It is no trickery,” said Annarah. “I am Annarah, a Sister of the Order of the Words of Lore, and I have come to free you from your nagataaru.”
Rolukhan laughed. “A loremaster? Callatas wiped out your pathetic order of mewling children a century and a half ago.” 
“Callatas’s crimes do not concern us now,” said Annarah. “I beg of you to turn from your path before it is too late, to abandon your nagataaru and its deceptions before it devours you.”
“What do you know of such matters, girl?” said Rolukhan, his purple-burning eyes fixed upon her. “Do not presume to counsel your elders.”
“I know you have a nagataaru wrapped around your mind and heart like a snake coiled around its prey,” said Annarah. “I know that it gives you power in exchange for inflicting pain and murder upon the innocent. I know that the power is addictive, that once you killed for prudence, in pursuit of some goal, but now that you kill for the simple pleasure of it.”
Rolukhan’s teeth flashed in a smile. “Strength and power are their own rewards, foolish child.”
“But it has twisted you,” said Annarah, her voice pleading. “You do not see it, but it has twisted you. You say the Balarigar has come to free the slaves? You are a slave, Malik Rolukhan, and your prison is an invisible one.”
He sneered at her. “And just what is this prison?”
“The one the nagataaru has built around you,” said Annarah. 
“Fool,” said Rolukhan. “You think that the nagataaru controls me? I am in command of myself. Our alliance is a partnership. Together we are greater than either one of us could be separately.”
“Are you?” said Annarah. “You kill, and the nagataaru feeds. It grows stronger, twisting your thoughts so subtly that you do not even realize it is happening. How many unnecessary murders have you committed? Deaths that gained you nothing, save for the pleasure of feeding your nagataaru?”
“Ridiculous,” said Rolukhan, his shadow stirring behind him.  “I command the nagataaru. I command!”
“Then why,” said Annarah, pointing her free hand at Kylon, “did you murder his wife and unborn child?”
Rolukhan scoffed. “Because he was a threat to our plans.”
Kylon said nothing, his eyes hard and deadly as he stared at Rolukhan. 
“He was,” said Annarah. “His wife was not. His unborn child was not. They were no threats to you. Why not simply kill Lord Kylon and leave his wife and child alone? That is the practical, pragmatic approach. Instead you slew his wife and child. Why? What did it gain you?”
“You overlook the obvious, foolish child,” said Rolukhan. “It gained…it gained…”
For the first time Caina saw a flicker of doubt upon Rolukhan’s face, and his shadow stirred behind him like an awakening serpent. 
“Nothing,” said Annarah. “It gained you nothing, save to feed your nagataaru’s lust for cruelty.” She gestured at Malcolm and Nerina. “Why did you enslave this man and leave his wife alive to die of wraithblood poisoning?”
“Because I required his skills at the forge!” snapped Rolukhan, growing angry. “You speak of matters you do not understand!”
“Then why?” said Annarah. “Why be as cruel as you can? Do not tell me it is necessary. If not for your wasteful cruelty, you would not face so many enemies.”
Rolukhan opened his mouth to say something, and then closed it, the confusion clear on his face.
“Do you not see?” said Annarah. “Your nagataaru has corrupted your mind. It has addicted you to death and cruelty, to murder and torment. It has made you its slave, and dulled your senses and your reason by feeding you empty power and petty pleasures. Please, let me help you. Let me free you of its domination. Otherwise it shall use you up and cast you aside as the nagataaru have done with so many over the millennia.”
The confusion grew sharper on Rolukhan’s face, and for a moment Caina thought he might actually accept. His shadow rippled and snapped around him, the purple fire blazing brighter against his hands, and he tilted his head to the side as if listening to a voice that only he could hear. The confusion drained from his face, replaced by the usual arrogant confidence. 
“Foolish, foolish child,” said Rolukhan. “You understand nothing.”
“No,” said Annarah, pleading. “I beg of you, do not give in to it. Do not yield to it.”
“Yield to it?” said Rolukhan. “I embrace it!” His shadow stirred, faster and faster. “You are a deluded fool, clinging to the title of an extinct order. Mankind is as sheep.” He waved a hand over the Hall of Flames. “But a new humanity is arising, a stronger humanity. Grand Master Callatas and the Apotheosis shall make it so, and I am among the first of the new mankind.” He laughed. “And you, Annarah of the loremasters, shall be among the first of the old humanity to perish. Slowly, and in great pain. I shall enjoy your suffering for weeks.”
“I see,” said Annarah, closing her eyes with a sigh. She opened them again. “I see that you are too far gone to repent.” 
Rolukhan laughed again. “I have nothing of which to repent. I wish I had seen Kylon’s wife and child suffer their final agonies. I wish his wife and child were here to listen to him scream. I suppose I shall settle for your screams instead…”
Every hint of sorrow and regret fell away from Annarah, and she drew herself up, the pyrikon staff shining in her right hand. She seemed stern and terrible, her eyes like disks of jade, and the air around her crackled with power.
“Then hearken, Malik Rolukhan!” said Annarah. “Hearken and hear the Words of Lore!”
That was not much of a battle cry.
Caina changed her mind exactly two seconds later when Annarah leveled her staff at Rolukhan. A snarling shaft of white fire burst from the pyrikon and arced across the chamber. It passed through Nasser without harming him, and flew through a dozen Undying and a pair of Immortals without doing them any injury.
Rolukhan was not so fortunate.
The white fire struck him, and he slammed into the side of the catapult with a scream of agony, his shadow billowing around him like a banner caught in a gale. The purple fires in his eyes sputtered and flickered, and Caina heard the nagataaru screaming beneath Rolukhan’s howl. The Master Alchemist crossed his arms before him, working another spell, and his shadow wrapped around him like a cloak, deflecting Annarah’s fire. The fire winked out, and Rolukhan straightened up, his face twisted with rage.
But this time there was fear in his expression. 
“Kill her!” screamed Rolukhan, his shadow swirling around him as the purple fire in his hands blazed to harsh new life. “Kill her! Kill the Balarigar! Kill them, kill them, kill them all!”
The Immortals bellowed in response to Rolukhan’s fury and charged, hacking their way into the undead. Yet there was no shortage of Undying, and for every undead one of the Immortals destroyed, two more took its place. Annarah began a new spell, shouting in her clear voice, and Rolukhan worked his own spell. All around them the battle dissolved into screaming chaos, the Immortals and the undead struggling, Annarah and Rolukhan flinging spells at each other. 
“To Rolukhan!” shouted Nasser, and he started forward with Laertes and Morgant. 
Caina turned towards Kylon, but he was already moving.
 
###
 
Kylon drew upon all his sorcerous power. His senses crawled with the power snarling around him, the clean thrum of Annarah’s spells, the furious, yet deadened emotions of the Immortals, the rage and terror battling within Rolukhan. He also felt the nagataaru coiled within Rolukhan, and sensed the dark spirit’s rage and fear. 
It knew the danger Annarah represented, even if Rolukhan himself did not. The nagataaru was right to fear her. Around her Kylon sensed the same sort of strange power he felt within the valikon itself, power that could kill the nagataaru. Something clicked, and a crossbow bolt shot over the battle. Nerina’s quarrel blurred over the Immortals and slammed into Rolukhan’s chest. For an instant Kylon thought that the Master Alchemist would come to an anticlimactic but deserved end, slain at the hand of the mad locksmith whose life he had blighted. 
The bolt shattered against Rolukhan’s gold-trimmed white robes. They had been imbued with the strength of steel, no doubt thanks to some alchemical process or another. Rolukhan himself didn’t even notice the shot, his full attention upon Annarah. Shadows and purple flame lashed from him, shattering against the white light blazing from Annarah’s pyrikon, while the loremaster sent more bursts of white fire at him. The loremaster’s fire harmed neither the living Immortals nor the Undying, but Rolukhan flinched from it, his shadow closing around him to ward away the flames. 
In that chaos, Kylon attacked. 
He hurtled though the air, shooting over the black helms of the charging Immortals, and landed behind their front rank. The valikon spun in his hands, and he knocked two Immortals from their feet. Morgant and Nasser darted into the gap, Morgant slashing with his black dagger, Nasser punching with his gloved fist. An Immortal lunged at Nasser, but Laertes moved into the gap, catching the scimitar upon his shield and thrusting with his broadsword. His blade crunched into the Immortal’s armpit, and the wounded warrior reeled back. Kylon took the opportunity to swing the valikon, and drove the ghostsilver weapon through the chain mail covering the Immortal’s neck.
The Immortal warrior went down, and Kylon drove deeper into the press, trying to hack his way to Rolukhan. One thrust from the valikon would end this battle. Rolukhan’s altered robes would not protect him from the valikon, and the sword’s ghostsilver blade would penetrate his protective spells. 
Yet Kylon found himself forced back, step by step.
There were simply too many Immortals. Worse, the golden fire around their blades made them devilishly effective against the undead. The Undying had to close and grapple with an Immortal. The Immortals only had to touch their blades to the Undying, and the golden flame unraveled the undead into sand. Kylon suspect many of the undead were eagerly destroying themselves, hoping to escape the bondage of the bloodcrystal in Caina’s fist. He could not blame them for that, but it meant the Immortals were slowly winning the battle. 
Nor did it seem that Annarah was winning hers. Power snapped and snarled back and forth between the loremaster and the Master Alchemist, but Rolukhan was proving the stronger. He felt Annarah’s spells weakening beneath Rolukhan’s furious barrage. Perhaps if Annarah had been rested, if she had not spent the last century and a half trapped in the netherworld, she might have been able to overcome Rolukhan. 
Kylon sensed her wards crumple further, and the Immortals drove him back step by step. 
 
###
 
Caina watched the fighting, trying to think of something to do. 
No ideas came to her, and she could not fight while carrying the bloodcrystal. If Rolukhan got his hands on the thing, they were finished. Though it looked like they would be dead soon enough, and Rolukhan could claim the crystal at his leisure. 
“I calculate,” said Nerina, reloading her crossbow yet again, “a very good chance that we are going to die here.” He bolts did nothing against Rolukhan, so she had instead taken to shooting Immortals. So far she had accounted for five of them. 
“How good of a chance?” said Caina.
“About twenty-six in twenty-seven,” said Nerina. “Maybe twenty-four in twenty-five.”
Malcolm grunted. “That sounds about right. At least the others got clear.” 
Caina nodded. With luck, Najar and the rest of the slaves could escape the Inferno before Rolukhan regained control of the fortress. She looked around again, trying to think of something, anything that she could do. 
“You!” said Malcolm.
Caina whirled and saw a dark shadow hobble towards them, a shadow wearing chain mail and a sand-colored robe…
Azaces.
He had been wounded several times, dark patches marking his robes, dried blood covering a gash in his forehead. Malcolm lifted his hammer, but Nerina did not raise her crossbow. Azaces walked towards them, wobbling a bit. His two-handed scimitar was in its sheath over his shoulder, and in in his right hand he held something by its handle, a cylindrical shape about three feet long.
An amphora.
Specifically, a sealed amphora of Hellfire. 
“Don’t do anything,” Caina told the others. “If he drops that we’re dead.” 
“He is fighting for them,” said Malcolm. 
“No,” said Caina. “No, look at his wounds. Those are scimitar wounds.” Azaces stopped a dozen steps away, the amphora of Hellfire clinking against the stone floor. He took a deep breath, a shudder going through his frame. “For the gods’ sake don’t lean on that amphora.”
Azaces flinched, nodded, and straightened up.
“The horn,” said Caina, her mind racing. Something started to click together in her thoughts. “Rolukhan’s not controlling you any longer, is he?”
Azaces pointed at Annarah. The loremaster struggled against the Master Alchemist, the white light of her spells blazing against the darkness. Caina could sense that Rolukhan was the stronger of the two. Annarah was putting up a ferocious defense, but the Master Alchemist would simply outlast her. If Morgant and Kylon and Nasser reached Rolukhan first, that might change things, but the Immortals were holding out against the undead assault. 
“She did it, didn’t she?” said Caina. “When she attacked Rolukhan. It broke his concentration, and he’s not directly controlling the Immortals any longer. The others obey Rolukhan out of fear or habit…but you, you’re not an Immortal any more, are you?”
He nodded again, more vigorously. 
“Then who are you?” said Nerina. “If you are not an Immortal, who are you truly?”
He pointed at Nerina, and then at Malcolm, and then at himself. 
“What does that mean?” said Malcolm.
“If he had wanted to kill us, husband,” said Nerina, “he need only have thrown that Hellfire over us while our backs were turned.” 
Azaces pointed at the amphora, and then at Rolukhan himself.
“A splendid idea,” said Malcolm, “but we have no way of getting it at him. If we throw it from here, we shall burn up some Immortals, and that will be that.” 
“A pity we do not have another catapult,” said Nerina. “At this range the shot would be easy to calculate.”
“Or some other method of clearing the Immortals from our path quickly,” said Malcolm. 
Quickly…
Caina looked at the bloodcrystal blazing in her fist and felt a chill. 
The Subjugant Bloodcrystal brought death to anyone who touched it without proper protection.
So what would happen if she touched the evil thing to an Immortal?
The thought revolted her. The bloodcrystal was a thing of necromancy, of the vilest sorcery. Yet if she had a sword or a crossbow or a ballista, she would have used that without hesitation to kill the Immortals. For that matter, she had used Hellfire to kill Immortals in the past, and Hellfire was a thing of sorcery as well. Besides, if she did not act now, Kylon was going to die.
They were all going to die. 
“Azaces,” said Caina. “Follow me.” 
He looked at her, nodded, and picked up the amphora in one hand. 
Caina ran towards the struggling Immortals, the Subjugant Bloodcrystal low in her left hand. Azaces followed, his face tight with pain and exhaustion. Both Malcolm and Nerina ran after him, which was probably bad, but there was no time to tell them to turn back, and they would be no safer anywhere else. The nearest Immortal cut down one of the Undying, the withered corpse crumbling into transmuted sand, and raised his blade to kill Caina.
She slapped the bloodcrystal against his chest. 
There was a flash of green light, and the Immortal simply fell over. The bloodcrystal had stolen away his life in an instant. It was the fastest Caina had ever seen anyone die. The Subjugant Bloodcrystal pulsed with green fire in her hand, its hideous aura sharpening, and Laeria’s gloating whispers grew louder in Caina’s head. Her stomach twisted, and she wanted to throw up.
Yet she pressed deeper into the fray. Before the Immortals realized what was happening, she killed a dozen of them, the crystal’s cold touch stealing away their lives. The Immortals started to turn, facing the new threat, and Caina killed five more in that instant, bringing her within a few yards of the catapult. Rolukhan stood atop it, exchanging spells with Annarah, his face twisted in a snarl of inhuman glee and fury. 
“Azaces!” shouted Caina. 
Azaces raised the amphora over his head. In the same moment, an Immortal stepped behind him, scimitar drawn back. Before Caina could shout a warning, the Immortal drove his scimitar into Azaces’s back. The Sarbian warrior let out a strangled, gurgling groan, and dropped the amphora from his hand. 
It spun end over end, tumbling across the floor. 
Nerina screamed, and the Immortal who had stabbed Azaces fell, one of Nerina’s crossbow bolts jutting from his neck. 
The amphora hit the floor lid-first and bounced. By some miracle it flipped and landed upon its base, rocking back and forth, its broken lid gone. Within Caina saw the crimson Hellfire, its glow brightening as the elixir reacted to the air.
It was going to explode. 
Caina didn’t know if Hellfire could destroy a Subjugant Bloodcrystal, but she was standing close enough that she might find out in the instant before she burned to death. 
 
###
 
Kylon killed another Immortal and saw Caina standing a few feet away.
He didn’t know how she had gotten so close, but an aisle of dead Immortals marked her passage. Azaces collapsed behind her, Nerina and Malcolm standing a few yards away. Directly in front of her an amphora rocked upon its base, an amphora surrounded by gathering arcane power, an amphora filled with glowing red liquid…
Hellfire that was about to explode.
Suddenly Kylon knew what he had to do.
He seized the handle of the amphora with his free hand, drawing upon all the strength of water sorcery as he spun. Caina shouted his name, but he kept moving, even as he felt the sorcery within the amphora reach a dangerous level. 
A flicker of crimson flame appeared in the lip of the amphora and Kylon flung the container like a discus. It shot over the melee and towards Rolukhan atop the catapult.
It missed him entirely. 
It did, however, shatter against the catapult’s arm, spraying crimson liquid all over the arm, the rest of the catapult, the surrounding Immortals, and Rolukhan himself. 
An instant later the Hellfire exploded in a snarling column of crimson flame. 
The blast of hot air struck Kylon across the face like a fist, and he stumbled back, trying to keep his balance. Caina’s right hand curled around his arm, and he was vaguely aware that she had her left arm thrust out, trying to keep the bloodcrystal away from him. It must have made for a comical sight. 
A hideous scream rang out, and Kylon saw a shape wreathed in crimson flames leap from the burning catapult. Rolukhan staggered back and forth, pawing at himself, horrible screams bursting from his throat. The fire should have killed him. It would have killed most men, but the nagataaru was regenerating his wounds, keeping him alive as the Hellfire chewed into his flesh and turned his robes to ash. 
Rolukhan slammed into the railing, still screaming, and lost his balance.
Thalastre’s murderer fell with terrible shriek, plummeting into the cylindrical shaft. 
Right towards the Hellfire engine.
 
###
 
“Oh, no,” said Caina. “No, no, no.”
She dashed forward, looking over the railing just in time to see Rolukhan fall like a blazing comet into the Hellfire engine four hundred feet below.
He slammed into it and disappeared into the maze of glasswork and pipes. An instant later of crimson fireball the size of an ox burst from the machine, and Caina felt a tremor go through the arcane aura of the device. More flames erupted from the sides of the machine, and she felt the next tremor through the floor beneath her boots. 
“Oh, that’s not good,” said Caina. 
“What’s happening?” croaked Kylon, hurrying to the railing.
“The Hellfire engine,” said Caina, a burst of sparks erupting from the machine. The light illuminated the galleries spreading off from the base of the chamber, galleries that held thousands upon thousands of amphorae of Hellfire. “You knocked Rolukhan into it. That means…”
The Hellfire machine blazed with a sudden plume of dazzling red light, and a tongue of flame erupted from the side, splashing across the curved stone wall. The fire chewed into the stone, and one of the shelves in the nearby gallery collapsed. A dozen Hellfire amphorae fell to the floor, and three of them shattered, puddles of Hellfire spreading around them. A hideous whine came from the machine, the crimson light in its depths burning brighter. 
“Just like the Craven’s Tower,” said Kylon.
“Worse,” said Caina. There had been only a few hundred amphorae of Hellfire in the Craven’s Tower, and that had been enough to blast through the curtain wall and rip down half of the tower itself. There were thousands of Hellfire amphorae down there, to say nothing of the deadly arcane forces bound within the engine itself. She looked to see if any of the acolytes remained to control the machine, but they likely had fled when Rolukhan called the Immortals to arms. “Much, much worse.”
Kylon started to say something, and the Hellfire engine let out a horrible metallic scream.
“Run!” Caina bellowed at the top of her lungs, projecting her voice as Theodosia had taught her. “Run! All of you, run! The Hellfire engine is about to explode. Run!”
For a moment everyone stared at her, Immortals and Undying both.
Then the floor shook again, the metallic scream growing louder. The Immortals turned and ran, sprinting for the entrance hall, the Undying following close after. Likely they were following Caina’s command. She darted through the press, Kylon following, and found Morgant and Laertes helping an exhausted, haggard Annarah forward. 
“You do have a knack for setting buildings on fire, don’t you?” said Morgant.
“Get Annarah out of here,” said Caina. “Go!” 
“I can walk,” said Annarah, though she was breathing hard and her face glistened with sweat. 
Caina turned and saw Malcolm and Nerina leaning over Azaces. The big man’s eyes were closed, his robe wet with blood. Malcolm had his hands around Azaces’s ankles, but Nerina simply could not lift his shoulders.
“Kylon,” said Caina. “Help them.”
He nodded, slid the valikon into its scabbard, and grabbed Azaces beneath the arms. 
With Malcolm’s help he lifted Azaces, and together they hastened around the balcony, making for the entrance hall. Caina ran after them, looking back to make sure that Annarah and Nasser and Laertes were moving. 
Another explosion rang out, the floor heaving. Caina stumbled and almost lost her balance, but Kylon’s hand caught her shoulder. She felt the tingle of water sorcery in his grasp, giving him the strength to hold Azaces while keeping her from falling. Caina nodded her thanks and caught her balance, and they resumed running. The Hall of Flames grew hotter and hotter as the Hellfire engine started to break down. They reached the entrance hall, and Caina shot a glance over her shoulder to see crimson flames shooting over the railing. The aura of Hellfire pressed against her, seeming to drown out even the terrible power surrounding the Subjugant Bloodcrystal.
She kept running.
They raced through the gates and back into the open night sky, and the cool air of the foothills felt pleasant after the heat within the Inferno. The stars blazed overhead, though far to the east the sun was just starting to rise. Beyond the bridge and the watch towers Caina saw Immortals scattering in all directions. The Undying poured over the slopes, some of them disdaining the bridge to simply climb over the chasm, while before the watch towers waited hundreds of terrified, gray-clad slaves, men and women and children. Najar had done his work well. She suspected that most of the Inferno’s slaves were gathered below the watch towers. 
She hoped most of the slaves had gotten out in time. 
“Malcolm!” shouted Najar as they reached the far side of the bridge. “What is happening?”
“Get clear!” said Malcolm. “The stormdancer and the Balarigar threw the Lieutenant into the Hellfire apparatus.”
“What?” said Najar, squinting at the gates to the Inferno. The crimson light within them was growing brighter and brighter. “By the Living Flame! Get clear, get clear of the watch towers! Get further down the slopes! Everyone run!” 
The slaves stumbled down the path in a disorderly mob. Caina ran towards them, Malcolm and Nerina and Kylon jogging at her side, Azaces swinging between Kylon and Malcolm. Given the severity of the Sarbian warrior’s wounds, Caina was sure that moving him was a bad idea. Leaving him behind would be an even worse idea. The mob of slaves moved further down the path, the Immortals leaving them behind. The aura of pyromantic power around the Inferno grew so strong that Caina felt it through the stone of the mountain, through the power of the bloodcrystal in her left hand. A howling gale blew past her, tugging at her shadow-cloak and clothes. The firestorm in the Inferno was sucking air through the entry hall like a blast furnace.
For an instant, silence fell.
Then the gates to the Inferno exploded as the Hellfire engine released its power. 
The blast ripped the huge iron gates from their hinges and sent them tumbling through the air like dry leaves. The sound was so loud that it seemed as if the entire world had turned to thunder, though the roar of the jet of crimson flame that blasted from the Inferno put it to shame. The fire rolled over the bridge and slammed into the watch towers, and the stone bridge shattered like glass, the watch towers themselves melting like giant candles. The ground heaved like a dying animal beneath Caina’s feet, and she feared the entire mountain would explode. Another thunderous crack rang out, and the face of the mountain collapsed into the chasm, filling it completely, burying the watch towers, and sealing the entrance to the Inferno. 
It was a long time before the final echoes died away. 
They stared in silence at the destruction. 
To Caina’s utter lack of surprise, it was Morgant who spoke first.
“Do these little adventures of yours,” he said, “always end with something exploding?”
“My adventures?” said Caina. “I was helping you keep a promise.” 
“And you did,” said Annarah, leaning upon her staff. “Thank you, Morgant. Thank you for coming back for me.” She looked at Caina. “And thank you, Balarigar. None of us would be alive now if not for your help.” 
“Well,” said Morgant, “we came to rescue you, and instead we blew up the Inferno. I don’t think anyone planned that. Not even you.”
“No,” murmured Caina, shaking her head. “How am I going to explain this to Tanzir?” 
“Where is Azaces?” said Annarah, straightening up. “If he has not yet passed I am be able to aid him. And any other of the wounded who survived the fighting.” 
“You should rest,” said Morgant.
“No,” said Annarah. “I am a servant of the Words of Lore, and I must act like one.” Without another word she hurried to where Azaces lay between Kylon and Malcolm and started casting a spell over him. 
Nasser stepped to Caina’s side, his expression calm and unreadable.
“I suspect,” he murmured, “that when we entered the Inferno yesterday, you did not foresee how matters would end, for I certainly did not.”
“No,” said Caina, watching as Annarah summoned power, the pyrikon glimmering upon her wrist. Nerina watched with hope in her bloodshot eyes, clutching Malcolm’s hand. “Do you think she will help us? That she will be able to read her journal?”
“Yes,” said Nasser. “Now we simply must return to Istarinmul alive and in one piece.”
“Best get started, then,” said Caina. “You’re good at taking charge of things, my lord Prince, so go take charge.”
Laertes snorted. “She has you there.” 
“Get these people organized and moving down the mountain,” said Caina. “We’ll need to make for Korundush, I think. Tanzir can feed and house them, and I suspect he’ll have employment for them, especially Najar and the smiths.”
“Perhaps you should give the command,” murmured Nasser.
“What? Why?” said Caina.
“After all,” said Nasser, “you are the Balarigar. The one who freed them, who threw down the Lord Rolukhan in his pride and cruelty, the one who burned the Inferno.”
“What? No,” said Caina. “For the gods’ sake, Nasser. You were there. It didn’t happen that way at all. All I did was pick up this damned thing,” she gestured with the Subjugant Bloodcrystal, “and make a speech to some undead.” She saw the slaves looking at her, whispering and murmuring. Some of them looked awed. Some of them were weeping. “Oh, hell.” 
“If it any consolation,” said Nasser, “I suspect your bounty is about to rise by several million bezants.” 
Caina took a deep breath and let it out again. “Get them moving.” She looked at the slopes above, at the vast plume of dust and smoke rising from the wreckage of the Inferno. 
“Where are you going?” said Nasser.
The Undying gathered upon the slopes.
“I have a promise to keep,” said Caina. 



Chapter 21: Liberator
 
Kylon climbed the path a half-step behind Caina, the power from the Subjugant Bloodcrystal washing over him in a cold wave. 
He felt…
He wasn’t sure how he felt. 
Kylon had heard that revenge was an empty, hollow thing, a draught of seawater that did nothing to quench the vengeful thirst of its drinker. So far, he had not found that to be true. In fact, when he thought of Malik Rolukhan’s fiery death, he felt nothing but immense satisfaction. Annarah might have been strong enough to offer Rolukhan redemption, but Kylon was not. Rolukhan had arranged for the murder of Thalastre…and that was not even the worst of his crimes. Kylon had seen the fortress of misery and horror that Rolukhan had ruled, could only imagine the countless lives that Rolukhan had had blighted. If ever had a man earned such a death, it had been Malik Rolukhan, and Kylon could think of no better way for Rolukhan to die than in the blaze that brought the Inferno crashing into smoking ruin. 
So he did not regret the death of Rolukhan.
Still, it seemed less important than he would have thought. 
Rolukhan had only been one of the architects of Thalastre’s murder. Cassander Nilas had been the other, and the Red Huntress’s hand had wielded the blade. Both were still out there, and both were part of Callatas’s larger designs. Thalastre and Kylon’s unborn child would not be well and truly avenged until all three were stopped. 
Even more, Callatas planned to work some terrible evil on a dreadful scale, and had Thalastre lived, she would have demanded that they try to stop it, to prevent something like the day of the golden dead from happening again.
Perhaps that was why Kylon did not feel empty. He knew that the work before him was necessary. 
He was a warrior, and the Inferno had been one battle in a larger war. 
“You don’t have to come with me,” said Caina, her voice quiet, tired, a little ragged.
“I know,” said Kylon. “But you shouldn’t wander alone.” 
She nodded and kept climbing the path.
The Undying awaited outside the ruined watch towers.
Thousands of the undead stood in rows, their forms glimmering with ghostly green images in the predawn gloom. Kylon wanted to draw the valikon, but one swordsman could not do anything against so many foes. Besides, so long as Caina held the Subjugant Bloodcrystal, the undead had to obey her. 
He hoped.
Caina stopped, her shadow-cloak stirring around her, and drew back her cowl. Her emotions, veering between elation and exhaustion, washed over his senses, and the Undying turned towards her. One of the undead, a withered corpse clad in a crumbling robe, stepped towards her.
“Thutomis,” said Caina. 
“You destroyed the Inferno,” whispered the robed corpse. “I cannot believe it possible.”
“I didn’t destroy the Inferno,” said Caina. “I had help.” 
“Nevertheless,” said Thutomis. “I am dead, so I can see the threads of time laid out before me like lines upon a map. Had you not come to the Inferno, we would never have been freed. Had you not come to the Inferno, all your companions would have been slain, whether upon the instruments of torture or within the reach of the High Priest’s bloodcrystal, rising anew to guard the fortress.” 
Kylon felt a chill. He knew how close they had come to defeat and death in the Inferno, but to hear the Undying spell it out so starkly…
“Thank you for your help,” said Caina. 
Thutomis let out a croaking laugh. “We had no choice, for the Subjugant Bloodcrystal compelled us. Yet it was not a burdensome duty. For when I was a living man, I heard the whispers of the slaves from the north, the captives taken from the barbarian tribes. They whispered that one day a demonslayer would come to free the slaves and throw down the tyrants and their sorcery. I see now that they spoke truly.” 
Caina said nothing.
“What shall you do now, demonslayer?” said Thutomis. “We are yours to command. Will you use us to sweep your enemies from the land and break the chains of every slave?” 
“No,” said Caina at once. “The Great Necromancers called the Destroyer an abomination, but they were wrong. This,” she waved the bloodcrystal at the Undying, “all of this, all of their necromancy, was the abomination. None of this should have happened. You should have been allowed to die in peace long, long ago, rather than to have been shackled to your corpses for centuries.” The rage flared beneath the ice of her sense. “It should have ended long ago. And I shall end it now.”
She held out the Subjugant Bloodcrystal in her left hand and drew the ghostsilver dagger with her right. The blade glinted as she pressed it into the bloodcrystal. The crystal was hard as a diamond, yet the ghostsilver dagger sank into it like soft cheese. The Subjugant Bloodcrystal shuddered in her hand, a strange keening noise coming from it. The green glow flashed and sputtered, and Kylon felt the crystal’s aura flickering. Caina gritted her teeth and pushed the dagger deeper, and the Undying swayed on their feet. The necromantic aura writhed and thrashed, and for an awful moment Kylon was sure that the bloodcrystal would rip itself apart in a blaze of fire, that in some mad, grim mood Caina had decided to kill herself and destroy the crystal at the same time. 
Then the crystal shivered and crumbled into smoking ash. Caina turned her hand over, and the wind caught the ashes and blew them away. Another shudder went through the Undying, and the green light around them began to fade.
“Farewell, demonslayer and Destroyer,” whispered Thutomis. “May heaven favor you in the trials ahead.” 
The Undying collapsed, thousands of them, withered flesh and yellowed bone crumbling into dust. The wind blew the dust of the dead away in great dark curtains that soon dissipated in the light of the rising sun. Kylon felt the terrible necromantic aura collapse into nothingness. 
Caina let out a long breath. 
“Rest in peace,” she whispered. Then she blinked at Kylon. “You look startled.”
“I feared that the bloodcrystal would explode,” said Kylon.
She pulled off her mask and smiled at him, her short black hair jagged with sweat, her blue eyes bloodshot and her face tight with fatigue. “Bloodcrystals don’t work that way. They’re reservoirs of power, but not for the sort of sorcery that creates something like Hellfire. When the spells upon them break, they just sort of…unravel. All that stolen life drains away.” Her smile faded, and something dark and grim churned in her emotions. “We should get back to the others.”
Kylon nodded, watching her. 
She gave him a faint smile. “You look at me as if I’m about to explode.”
“Are you?” said Kylon. 
“I…don’t know,” said Caina. 
“You did a great thing today,” said Kylon.
“We did a great thing,” said Caina. “You and I and Nasser and Annarah and Morgant and all the others. The poets will recite about the damned Balarigar, but no one will remember those smiths who died fighting in the Hall of Forges. We liberated thousands of enslaved Undying from the Halls of the Dead, but no one will remember them. I’m sick of it, Kylon. I’m sick of…this.”
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her sense churning with exhaustion. 
“All of it,” she whispered. She opened her eyes and looked at the sun rising over the mountains. “I’ve seen so much death and destruction and mad sorcery, and I’m tired of it. I was ready to stop, did I ever tell you that?” Kylon shook his head, surprised. She was rarely so open. “I was going to stop after the Emperor made peace with New Kyre. I would run the House of Kularus with Corvalis, maybe gather a rumor or two for the Ghosts, and that would be that. Then the day of the golden dead happened, Corvalis died…and here I am.” 
“Here we are,” said Kylon.
Caina blinked. “I’m sorry. I should not be…maundering on. I’m not the only one who has lost things.” She waved a hand at the gray-clad slaves far below. “And I haven’t lost nearly as much as some people have.” 
“No,” said Kylon. “I understand. You know that I do.”
She nodded. 
“And whatever you might think, we did a great deed today,” said Kylon. “All those Undying, freed at last. It will be years before the College of Alchemists can train Immortals again. With all their other problems, maybe they’ll never be able to train Immortals again. All those freed slaves. That was your work, too. You promised Nerina you would find her husband, and you did. You promised Morgant you would help bring Annarah out of the netherworld, and you did that as well.”
A rasping sound came from Caina’s left hand. Kylon looked down as the ghostsilver gauntlet shimmered and vanished, folding back down to the shape of a bracelet. She lifted her fingers and flexed them.
“And you heard Annarah,” said Kylon. “That pyrikon is actually a spirit of defense. It chose you. I do not think it would have done that if it found you unworthy.”
Caina snorted. “Do you want the thing? I’m not sure I want to be carrying around an object of sorcery, even if it is actually a spirit. Especially if it is really a spirit of the netherworld.”
Kylon shrugged. “I don’t think we have much choice in that matter.” 
“Do you believe it?” said Caina, still not looking at him as she frowned at the pyrikon. 
“Believe what?” said Kylon.
“All this nonsense about the Balarigar,” said Caina, her lip twisting, and a strange mixture of dread and annoyance went through her aura. “The demonslayer. Spirits and sorcerers keep calling me that. Annarah seems to think so, too. I don’t believe in destiny. The world is far too chaotic and disorganized for that.”
“The Surge can see the future, sometimes,” said Kylon. 
She smiled a little, still not looking at him. “The silver fire is your only salvation.”
“The star is the key to the crystal,” said Kylon.
“That, too,” said Caina. “Maybe the Surge and the others can see the future. Or maybe they’re manipulating us for their own ends, and all this,” she gestured at the smoldering wreckage that buried the Inferno, “are pieces upon a game board.” She met his gaze. Her eyes were sad and heavy, matched by her emotional sense. “What do you think? Am I really the Balarigar?”
“I think,” said Kylon, “that there is no such thing as the Balarigar. I was there at the beginning when you slew Rezir Shahan, when the legend began. It’s just a myth that has grown in the retelling.” 
“Thank you,” said Caina.
“Though if I could believe that anyone is truly the Balarigar,” said Kylon, “it would be you, Caina Amalas, and no one else.” 
She looked at him, a surge of deep emotion going through her aura, a muscle near her eye starting to tremble. Then she took a deep breath, and he felt the struggle as she got her emotions under control, as she pulled the cold mask over herself once again. 
“Thank you,” she whispered. Then she cleared her throat and spoke in a stronger voice. “Though maybe you’re really the Balarigar, did you ever think of that? You’re the one with the enspelled sword, and you’re the one who just killed the Lieutenant and blew up the Inferno.” 
“Me?” said Kylon. “I did it with the Hellfire you brought to me. And you’re the one who found the ancient sword of legend. That is the sort of thing the Balarigar would do.”
“I should not have told you about that,” said Caina, but she grinned as she said it. “Kylon. Thank you. For everything. I wish you were not here, that you were still in New Kyre. But I am glad you are here nonetheless.”
He inclined his head. “I wish you were selling coffee in Malarae as you wished. But I am still glad you are here.”
“Well,” said Caina, looking down the slope, “if we’re done feeling sorry for ourselves, there’s a lot of work to do. We need to do something with those slaves before they starve to death, and I would prefer that none of those Immortals escape north to tell Callatas what happened.”
“How are we going to manage that?” said Kylon, following her back down the path.
“Oh,” said Caina, “I’ve got an idea.”
“Of course you do.”
 
###
 
A few days later, Caina sat in the common room of Korundush’s finest inn, which Tanzir had taken over while the fire damage on the top floor was repaired. The room had been sealed off, Tanzir’s men standing guard at the door, and Caina sat across a table of gleaming wood from the emir. Nasser, Kylon, Morgant, and Annarah sat nearby. 
Tanzir stared at Caina, his face a study in abject astonishment. Had the situation not been so serious, it would have been hard not to laugh.
“You blew up the Inferno?” he said at last.
“Yes,” said Caina. 
Tanzir leaned back in his chair, shaking his head.
“You blew up the Inferno?” he said again. 
“We did,” said Caina. “You saw the explosion.”
“The entire damned Vale saw the explosion,” said Tanzir. He pulled off his jeweled turban, ran a hand through his hair, and returned the turban to its place. “I suppose half of northern Anshan saw the explosion as well.” He shook his head yet again. “You blew up the Inferno?”
“I wish to point out, my lord emir,” said Morgant with his usual smirk, “that you have asked three times, and the answer is unlikely to have changed. If you doubt us, you can proceed to the pile of rubble and view it for yourself.” 
Nasser gave a reproving look, but Morgant’s smirk never wavered. 
“It is all right,” said Caina. “I was there. I saw it all happen, and I can scarce believe it myself.” 
“Yes, of course,” said Tanzir. “I do not doubt you. Even if I did, the crimson light that filled the southern sky a few nights ago would put my doubts to rest.” He sighed. “I suppose you will want this kept secret, yes? I fear that will be impossible. Too many people saw what happened. I suppose news of the Inferno’s destruction has already reached the city by now. Someone will come to investigate, and the Grand Wazir and the Grand Master will be furious when they learn of Rolukhan’s death.”  
“He will also greatly desire my death,” said Annarah.
“Of course, my lady,” said Tanzir. His deference to Annarah surprised Caina. Yet Tanzir was a well-read man, and he knew the history of Iramis. It seemed the loremasters had once been respected, and if they had been like Annarah, Caina could understand why. “Yet the Balarigar already has a bounty of two million bezants.”
“Callatas will want me dead personally,” said Annarah. “I knew him, long ago, before…he became as he is now. I will not hide myself…”
“But you should,” said Caina.
“I agree completely,” said Morgant.
“Though I will take prudent precautions,” said Annarah, smiling at Morgant. “Yet when Callatas learns that I live, he will do his utmost to kill me.”
“Just as well, then,” sighed Tanzir. “This forces our hand.” 
“What do you mean?” said Caina. 
“The Grand Wazir and the Grand Master will want to blame someone for the destruction of the Inferno,” said Tanzir, “and they will try to blame us. The southern emirs, I mean. The southern emirs will not stand for that, and if Callatas and Erghulan give us an ultimatum, we will likely resist.” 
“Resist,” said Caina. She considered her next words. “Then the civil war is about to begin?” 
“Perhaps not,” said Tanzir. “Perhaps the Grand Wazir can be made to see reason. Perhaps the Brotherhood will agree to stop kidnapping slaves from the southern emirates. But from what you have told me of Callatas’s plans, he will not stop.”
“No,” said Annarah in her soft voice. “No. It would be a mistake to consider this solely as a contest of thrones and armies and money. Callatas cares nothing for any of those things, and he regards lands and titles and money with contempt. He is convinced that his Apotheosis and his alliance with the nagataaru are what is best for mankind, and he will not stop for any reason.”
“Not unless someone stops him,” said Caina.
Annarah nodded.
“My lady,” said Tanzir. “You speak as if you know the Grand Master.” 
“I do know him,” said Annarah. “I did know him, long ago. He was my teacher.” 
“What?” said Caina. Nasser had never mentioned a word of this. The Prince of Iramis, it seemed, still had secrets. 
“He was not always as he is now,” said Annarah. “Once he was a loremaster of Iramis, and he was the greatest of our order. He was known as Callatas the Wise. Both kings and peasants sought his counsel, and he was the greatest healer and the wisest sage in the Order of the Words of Lore. He was my teacher when I was admitted to the Order, and I learned much from him. But he forsook Iramis and the loremasters to become an Alchemist, and I grieved for that. I grieved even more when he turned against us. And I am horrified to see the evils he has worked in the time since.” 
“What happened?” said Kylon. “Why did he turn against Iramis?” 
“Yes,” said Caina, giving Nasser a look. “What happened?” 
“Alas, I do not know,” said Nasser, his calm unwavering. “Had I known, there might have been a way to reason with him, to turn him from his path. But I never learned why he left Iramis and forsook the loremasters to become what he is now.” 
“You will have to fight, my lord emir,” said Annarah. “If Callatas is convinced of the rightness of his actions, nothing will change his mind. If you oppose him, he will become enraged and try to crush you. I fear you must be ready for a hard battle.”
Tanzir said nothing. Caina remembered the timid young man she had met in Malarae, the man who had been flustered at the thought of putting together a coherent sentence before the nobles of the Empire. The last few years had been hard ones, and they had changed Tanzir.
Of course, they had changed Caina, too.
“So be it,” said Tanzir. “We shall be ready.” 
“You will not be alone if it comes to a fight,” said Nasser. “Our mutual friends in the Kaltari Highlands will come at your call.” He glanced at Caina. “And I’m sure the Empire would prefer a friendly government in Istarinmul, rather than one actively working with the ambassador of the Umbarian Order.” 
“Yes,” said Caina. Actually, she wasn’t sure the Ghosts should be meddling in Istarinmul’s civil war at all, but Callatas had to be stopped. At least part of the reason for the civil war was Caina’s own actions. She had some responsibility for this, and she had to see it through to the end.
“Very well,” said Tanzir. “I assume you will want to leave for Istarinmul as soon as possible? My horsemen found and killed as many of the Immortals as they could, but some undoubtedly escaped. As soon as Callatas knows what happened here, he will send hunters for you.”
“We would, thank you,” said Nasser. “You have your part in the fight against Callatas, my lord emir, and we have ours. With Annarah’s help, we have a chance to launch a heavy blow against Callatas’s Apotheosis.” 
“The slaves,” said Caina. “You’ll give them work?”
“Of course,” said Tanzir, surprised. “Most of them were glad of the chance. A few departed to take their chances elsewhere. I won’t stop them.” He shrugged. “I suppose that ensures that the tale of the Inferno’s doom will spread from the Vale, but it cannot be helped, and even if it could, I would not kill innocent men and women to stop it from spreading.”
“Truly?” said Morgant. “An unusual attitude for an Istarish ruler.”
Tanzir shrugged again. “I am not my father. Or my brothers, for that matter.” He looked at Caina. “You would know, of all people.”
Caina grimaced. “I suppose so.”
“Why?” said Annarah. “Do you know the emir’s brother?”
Caina sighed.
“Our friend the Balarigar killed the emir’s brother,” said Morgant. “In front of thousands of his soldiers, too.” 
Annarah’s eyes widened. “Truly?”
“Do not trouble yourself,” said Tanzir. “He was quite a bad man.”
Annarah shook her head. “It seems every time someone mentions you, Ciaran, I hear another astonishing tale of your exploits.”
“Exaggerations and myths,” said Caina.
Nasser smiled. “Did I tell you how I first met Ciaran? He had stolen your pyrikon from the palace of a dead Master Alchemist and was fleeing from Immortals and Kindred assassins.” 
“You can amuse yourself by telling tales on the way back to Istarinmul,” said Caina. “It’s going to be a long journey and you’ll need something to do.”
Nasser laughed, and the discussion turned back to Tanzir’s gathering army. Caina listened with half an ear, lost in thought. It seemed that an Istarish civil war was coming, and she could do nothing to stop it.
Except, perhaps, one thing.
If she found the Staff and Seal of Iramis, if she killed Callatas himself, that would ensure his Apotheosis never came to pass. His supporters would lose their grip on power, and the reason for the civil war would pass. 
Which made it important they return to Istarinmul as soon as possible so Annarah could read her journal and recover the secret.



Chapter 22: Messages
 
The day they returned to Istarinmul, Caina checked in with Agabyzus and Damla and her other informants. Rumor of the events in the Vale of Fallen Stars had already reached the city, and Istarinmul buzzed with a dozen different accounts. Some said that the Shahenshah of Anshan had launched an invasion, and was even now marching to besiege Istarinmul. Others claimed that the Umbarian Order had destroyed the Inferno, or that the Lieutenant had challenged Callatas and been crushed for his rebellion. A few others whispered that the ancient spirits of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun had risen in wrath and thrown down the Inferno. 
They were closer to the truth than they knew. 
Other rumors spoke of how Erghulan and Callatas would respond. Some said that Erghulan Amirasku was assembling an army to march upon the southern emirs. Others claimed that Erghulan was only a puppet of the Brotherhood of Slavers, and that the Padishah would declare every man of the southern emirates a slave. Still others whispered that Callatas was preparing some deadly and dangerous sorcery to unleash upon his foes.
That, too, was closer to the truth than they knew. 
The day after that, Caina went to pay Nerina and Malcolm a visit.
Tomorrow she and Kylon would meet Nasser at his hideout at the sculpture works. He had hidden away Annarah’s journal so thoroughly that it would take him a day to recover the book from its hiding place. Once he did, Annarah would read the encoded journal, restoring her memory of where she had hidden the Staff and Seal of Iramis. 
Then they would know how to stop Callatas and his Apotheosis once and for all. 
But for the moment, Caina had the day free, so she dressed herself as a caravan guard and went to see how Nerina and Malcolm were doing. 
Azaces opened the door at her knock, limping heavily. His face still had a gray tinge, his eyes sunken, but he looked much better than he had on the slope below the Inferno. Annarah’s spell had not healed him, not precisely. His wounds should have killed him, yet Annarah’s power seemed to have held back his death and strengthened his body, allowing him to heal faster than he should have otherwise. 
“For a man who should be dead,” said Caina, “you are looking well.”
Azaces offered a brief smile, nodded, and pointed to her. 
“Thank you,” said Caina. “Given that we all probably should be dead, I suppose we are looking well.”
Azaces snorted. 
“Are Nerina and Malcolm in?” said Caina. “I would like to speak with them.”
Azaces led her up to the third floor to Nerina’s cluttered workshop. It had not changed since Caina’s last visit, with the same tables laden with tools and half-completed locks, the same blackboards covered with scrawled equations. Nerina herself stood at one of the tables, humming to herself as she worked upon a set of metal gears. She had the usual distant, focused expression she did while working, but this time it was different. She seemed…
Cana blinked.
She seemed happy. 
“Ciara!” said Nerina with a smile, straightening up. “It is good to see you. Malcolm should return within the next one to nine minutes. He went to speak with the owner of the building next door. With the money Nasser paid us for the last venture, we’re going to buy the building and Malcolm will set up shop as an armorer.”
“Locks and armor both?” said Caina. “It sounds like a lucrative venture.” 
“I calculate so,” said Nerina. She rocked back a little on her heels, still humming to herself. 
“You seem rather cheerful,” said Caina. 
“Yes, I am,” said Nerina. She smiled. “Seven hundred and seventy-eight.”
“I’m sorry?” said Caina.
“Last night,” said Nerina.
“Since some of us are not mathematical geniuses,” said Caina, “I do hope you will deign to explain.”
“Seven hundred and seventy-eight,” said Nerina, “is how many thrusts it took Malcolm to bring me to climax during…”
“No,” said Caina. “No. Stop. No. I am very happy for you, and I am glad that we found your husband, but that is a topic I absolutely refuse to discuss with you, Nerina Strake.”
“Oh,” said Nerina. “Yes, I forgot. Social mores.” She sighed. “They are difficult to remember, aren’t they? They simply do not map to proper mathematical models.” She smiled. “It…doesn’t seem very important right now, though.”
“A brush with death has a way of bringing things into focus,” said Caina. 
The door opened, and Caina turned, her hand moving towards her weapons. Malcolm strode into the room, wearing new clothes, boots and trousers and a shirt and vest in the style of Caeria Ulterior. With his beard shaved and his hair trimmed, Caina had to admit that he cleaned up nicely. A bit shorter than she would have preferred, true, but with his muscular build Caina understood Nerina’s attraction to him. 
“Husband,” said Nerina.
Malcolm smiled, gave his wife a quick kiss, and turned, his arm around Nerina’s waist. “Master Ciaran. It is good to see you again.” He frowned. “Or is it Mistress Ciara? I am still unclear if you are a man pretending to be a woman or a woman pretending to a man.”
“What do you think?” said Caina.
“You are obviously a man,” said Malcolm.
Nerina laughed. “She’s not, husband.”
“Truly?” said Malcolm. “I would never have guessed otherwise.” He scrutinized Caina, blinking. “No, I do not see it at all. I was quite certain you were a short man with a slight frame. You have narrow hips, so I imagine childbirth would prove a challenge…”
“Malcolm,” said Nerina, sticking her elbow into his side. “Social mores.”
“What? Oh, right,” said Malcolm. “Do forgive me. Social mores require so much lying.” 
Caina laughed. “You two. You really are suited for each other, aren’t you? It is not something one often sees. Anyway, I came here to see if you needed any documents forged. If you are supposed to be dead or imprisoned in the Inferno, it might be a good idea to fake an identity. Especially if the Brotherhood kept a record of your sale to Rolukhan. I happen to know a very good forger.” 
She would be amused to see Moryzai’s reaction to the destruction of the Inferno. 
“That will be useful,” said Malcolm. “Thank you. Also, I wish to inform you that I am joining the Ghosts as well.”
“Just like that?” said Caina. 
“My wife is already a Ghost, and it seems inappropriate to keep secrets from each other,” said Malcolm. “Additionally, you did free me and the others from the Inferno. Finally, Nerina has told me of some the things she had seen, and it is clear that Callatas plans something that all men of good conscience must oppose. You shall have my help, however I can provide it.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. “You are aware you shall have to follow my commands? And that this may involve a considerable amount of danger?”
Malcolm shrugged. “I spent years in the Inferno, and then I saw it destroyed by an army of corpses and an explosion of Hellfire. My sense of danger has been dulled. I would recommend that you avoid entrusting me with any unnecessary secrets, though. I am unable to lie when necessary.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Caina. “Thank you, Malcolm. I shall be glad of your help, and Nerina has already helped me a great deal.”
“No,” said Malcolm, his arm tightening around Nerina. “Thank you.” 
Caina looked at them, an odd pang going through her, and came to a decision. 
Maybe it was a decision she should have come to some time ago. 
“I have to take care of something tonight,” said Caina. “I’ll be back with the forged documents when they’re ready. If something comes up, Nerina knows how to get into contact with me.”
“Of course,” said Malcolm. 
“Be careful,” said Nerina.
“Why start now?” said Caina, and she headed back down the stairs to the front door, Azaces following her. She reached for the handle, and Azaces tapped her shoulder. Caina turned, and Azaces held out a folded piece of paper.
“What’s this?” said Caina. 
Azaces handed her the paper. Caina shrugged and opened the note, seeing lines of precise characters on the sheet. 
It was Annarah’s handwriting.
“Ciara,” said the note. “I have asked Mistress Annarah to use her spell one final time, so that she might write this for me. I wish to thank you for saving my life in the Inferno. Master Malcolm and the others would have been within their rights to kill me, and I would not have blamed them. Thank you. Like Mistress Strake, I am a Ghost, and I am yours to command. Though I will also fulfill my debt by guarding Mistress Strake and Master Malcolm.” 
Caina blinked several times, closed the note, and met Azaces’s gaze. 
“You saved our lives too, you know,” she said. “If you hadn’t found that amphora of Hellfire, Rolukhan and the Immortals would have killed us all. Thank you.”
Azaces nodded once. 
“The Ghosts are glad to have you,” said Caina. She handed him the note. “Now go and burn this. If you’re going to be a spy, you have to learn not to leave a paper trail.”
Azaces snorted, nodded again, and went to burn the note.
 
###
 
Her mind made up, Caina retreated to her room in the House of Agabyzus to prepare herself. 
She bathed herself properly for the first time in weeks, and put on a bit of perfume. Her hair was still too short for her to really do anything with it, so it was just as well she had to wear a headscarf. Then she chose a blue dress with black trim. Unlike most of the clothes in her various safe houses, it was neither too loose nor dusty, and it fit her just right. 
If anything, it was too tight. 
That was all right.
She applied her makeup carefully, reddening her lips and cheeks, lining her eyes to make them look larger. Silver earrings went in her ears, and a matching necklace around her neck. Caina wished the dress had a lower neckline, but the Istarish were more conservative in their dress than the people of the Empire or New Kyre. When Caina finished, she stepped back, examined herself in the mirror, and nodded. 
Kylon was staying at one of the more respectable inns within the Old Quarter, disguised as a Kyracian merchant. Caina would go to the inn, and she would find an excuse to go someplace alone with him. 
And then…
And then she would see what happened. Perhaps nothing. Maybe they would simply talk and share a meal, and that would be that. 
Caina was pretty sure that would not be the only thing that happened if they were alone together. 
She put down her hairbrush, her hand trembling a little, partly from fear, partly from excitement. Perhaps this was folly, but she did not care. There would be dark days ahead, she knew, full of pain and loss. Right now, though…right now she wanted to go to Kylon.
She wanted that very badly, and she thought he felt the same way.
There was only one way to find out. 
Caina took a deep breath, checked her reflection one more time, and donned a pair of high-heeled sandals. It would be unpleasant to walk in the damned things, but it was not far to the inn in the Old Quarter. She slipped out of her room, went down the back stairs of the House of Agabyzus, and pushed open the door to the old courtyard behind the coffee house. The fountain with its entrance to the Sanctuary of the Ghosts remained unchanged. The courtyard was deserted, and she stepped out, closing the door behind her.
She turned as she did so…and froze in alarm as a gleam of metal caught her eye.
A curved, slender knife lay upon the ground a few paces away. The blade was smooth and unmarked, its edge razor-sharp, and it was identical to the ones that she had found earlier. Caina had come in through this door an hour ago, and she had been certain, absolutely certain, that the knife had not been there then. 
An icy flutter of fear settled in her stomach. 
She looked around the courtyard. There was no sign of anyone. No trace of anyone watching from the rooftops. For that matter, there were no footprints in the hard-packed earth of the courtyard. It was as if the damned knife had appeared out of nowhere. 
It hadn’t, though.
Someone was following her. Someone had followed her through Istarinmul, even to Korundush in the Vale of Fallen Stars. The knives were a message, and Caina was certain it was not a friendly one.
She picked up the knife and looked down at herself as she did so, at the dress and jewelry and high-heeled sandals, and suddenly felt like an enormous fool. 
What the hell was she thinking?
Dark days were indeed coming, and they were aimed right at her. The most powerful men in Istarinmul wanted her dead. Sooner or later they would catch up to her. When that happened she was going to die.
Along with anyone around her. Anyone close to her.
She remembered Kotuluk Iblis’s horrible voice thundering inside her head, the nagataaru prince’s utter certainty that Caina would die in defeat and despair. 
What would happen to Kylon if she was too close to him when her enemies caught up with her?
Caina closed her eyes, let out a long breath. 
She went back to her room in the House of Agabyzus and spent the night alone.
Perhaps that was for the best.



Chapter 23: Does The World Deserve To Die?
 
Morgant sat at his usual place in Nasser’s room, his feet propped on Nasser’s table as he ate Nasser’s food and sipped at Nasser’s wine. Despite what he had told Kylon, Morgant did sometimes drink coffee, just to be polite. 
It amused him not to be polite around the last Prince of Iramis. 
“There is no need to provoke him so,” said Annarah.
Morgant lifted an eyebrow. Annarah sat at the other end of the table, wearing an unremarkable tan dress and headscarf. It had taken every scrap of Morgant’s considerable persuasive powers to get her to lay aside the white robes of a loremaster. Otherwise she would have proclaimed herself openly and walked the streets, healing diseases and tending the wraithblood addicts. 
Given that this morning the Grand Wazir had published a bounty of a million bezants upon the head of the outlaw sorceress Annarah who falsely claimed the title of loremaster of Iramis, that would have been an extraordinarily bad idea. So far Morgant had managed to convince Annarah to limit herself to volunteering at one of the hospitals the Sisterhood of the Living Flame. He really had to convince Annarah to dye that distinctive platinum hair of hers, though.
Perhaps Caina could do it. She was good at persuading people. She had convinced him to accept her help, hadn’t she? Which had turned out to be a good decision, given that Annarah now sat before him.
“A man has to have some hobbies,” said Morgant.
“What are you thinking?” said Annarah.
“I was wondering,” said Morgant, “why I was still here. I kept my promise to you, did I not? Yet I’m still here. I have no further obligation to you.”
As ever, she remained unruffled. To his recollection, he had never thrown her off her balance. 
“You do not,” said Annarah. “I know your two rules, Morgant. You only kill when you feel someone deserves it, and you keep your word. You promised to come back for me once you found my pyrikon, and you did. It just…took a little longer than you thought.”
“It did,” said Morgant. “A lot longer.” 
“So you kept your promise,” said Annarah. “Why are you still here?” 
“I…do not know,” said Morgant. He shook his head. “It is a peculiar feeling. I always have a reason for the things I do.” 
She gave his boots a significant look. “Even if it just to annoy the Prince.”
“Especially to annoy His Princely Highness,” said Morgant. 
“Perhaps the reason is in my journal,” said Annarah. “In the memories I took from both of us.” She sighed. “I am sorry I did this to you.”
“Why?” said Morgant. “It worked, didn’t it? Callatas has never found the Staff and the Seal. He’s spent a hundred and fifty years chasing his tail and growing more and more frustrated. Whenever you want to feel guilty, imagine Callatas raging for a century and a half, and that will cheer you right up.”
“You are a terrible man,” said Annarah, but she smiled a little as she said it.
The outer door opened. Out of sheer habit, Morgant reached for his weapons, but Laertes came through the door, followed by Nasser, the sounds of hammering and sawing rising from the sculpture works below. Kylon came after Nasser, dressed in the leather armor of a caravan guard, and Caina followed him, wearing a similar disguise. Morgant watched her, curious. Her disguise was perfect, as usual, but he thought she seemed…tired. Sad, even. That was odd. Given that they had escaped the Inferno, he thought she would have been elated. 
“Took you long enough,” said Morgant. 
“The need for security is paramount, I fear,” said Nasser, seating himself upon his usual cushion. Caina sat, and Kylon, as was his habit, folded his arms and stood near the door. “The knowledge contained in this room, right now, could destroy the world and kill uncounted millions. We cannot afford any errors.”
“And you will trust me with that information?” said Morgant. 
“Not by choice,” said Nasser, “but you knew where Annarah was for a century and a half and told no one. If you wanted to destroy the world, you could have told Callatas where Annarah was at any time during the last century and a half.” 
Morgant remembered the Knight of Wind and Air’s offer to him, the chance to destroy the world. 
Maybe he had never wanted to kill the world, not really. 
“I had not considered it in that light,” said Morgant. 
“Wait,” said Caina. “Annarah, before we begin. Did you have a chance to examine that relic Morgant took from the Inferno?”
Nasser frowned. “Yes, that. I was curious of the torque’s importance…and why Morgant thought it necessary to risk our lives for it.”
“I did, Balarigar,” said Annarah. Caina scowled a little, but did not object to the title. “It was an instrument of sorcery of ancient Maat, one commonly carried by priests of middling to high rank. It was called a wedjet-dahn, and its purpose was to provide protection against arcane attack.” 
“A shield against sorcery, you mean?” said Caina.
Annarah nodded. “A wedjet-dahn absorbed hostile spells, protecting its bearer from harm.” She reached into a pocket of her dress and drew out the torque. The golden links of its chain hung loose, the green jade of the scarab glimmering.
“That could be useful,” said Caina. 
“Unfortunately, this one is badly damaged,” said Annarah, giving the wedjet-dahn a shake before she set it upon the table. Morgant reached over, collected it, and tucked it into a pocket of his black coat. “It takes on the properties of whatever spell it absorbs, and starts channeling that power back into its bearer.”
“So if you were wearing that wedjet-dahn,” said Caina, “and someone hit you with a pyromantic blast…”
“The torque would absorb the power of the spell,” said Annarah, “and then channel the fire back into its bearer. I suspect the damaged wedjet-dahn was in the Inferno as a trophy. Likely Kharnaces defeated a lesser priest in a duel, and kept the priest’s wedjet-dahn as a memento of his victory.”
“You risked our lives for a trophy?” said Caina, looking at Morgant. “Why?”
Morgant sighed. “A mutual friend suggested it.”
“Which mutual friend?” said Caina, though her eyes narrowed. 
“A windy knight,” said Morgant. He had the satisfaction of seeing her eyes widen again. 
“A windy knight?” said Nasser.
“Remember Samnirdamnus?” said Caina.
“Vividly,” said Nasser. “As I recall, he sometimes speaks to you through dreams.”
“Who is that?” said Kylon. 
“I’ll tell you later,” said Caina. “He also speaks to Morgant.”
Nasser gave Morgant a blank look. 
“How do you think I lived this long?” said Morgant. “Clean living and exercise? No. A long time ago I freed one of the djinn of the Court of the Azure Sovereign from an Anshani occultist, and in exchange the djinni granted me long life.”
“I suspect, though,” said Annarah, “that the djinn wanted to keep Morgant alive for some purpose.”
“Undoubtedly,” said Morgant. He pointed at Caina. “The day I met you, Samnirdamnus told me to follow you. Before we went into the Inferno, the Knight told me I would find that torque in the ruins. He claimed that if I took it with me, I would save the world, but that if I left it behind, the world would perish.”
“How can a damaged implement of Maatish sorcery save the world?” said Caina.
“Damned if I know,” said Morgant. “You’re the Balarigar. You figure it out. I just kill people and paint stunning masterpieces of timeless art.” 
“I counsel you to keep it, Morgant,” said Annarah. “The djinn of the Azure Court were never hostile to mankind. If Samnirdamnus aided you in the past, perhaps he has foreseen a need for the relic in the future, just as he foresaw that Caina might aid you.” 
“Very well,” said Morgant.
“Speaking of relics,” said Nasser, “we should proceed with the business at hand.”
Laertes reached into a bag and drew out a thick book bound in leather. A sigil marked the cover, an intricate ring encircling a seven-pointed star. It was the ancient sigil of the Princes of Iramis, and a chill went through Morgant at the sight.
He had not seen that book for a very long time. 
“The last time I saw that,” said Morgant, “I handed it to Callatas.” 
“Annarah,” said Nasser.
“My lord Prince,” murmured Annarah, raising her left hand. Her pyrikon shrank to its ring form, and with her left hand she opened the book, the pyrikon flashing with white light. “I feared that Callatas would read my mind and pluck the location of the Staff and the Seal from my thoughts. The loremasters of Iramis had the ability to remove memories from our minds and encode them within the pages of a book. Some of the greatest loremasters used this power to store their memories for future generations to study. I employed it to hide the Staff and the Seal, and I wrought the spell so that only I could unlock the memories. Morgant. Put your hand on my shoulder, and you shall remember as I remember.”
He hesitated, then stood, crossed the room, and put his right hand upon her shoulder. Her flesh felt very warm, almost feverish, through the cloth of her dress. He did not like touching her. Truth be told, he did not like touching anyone. Morgant supposed that Caina, romantic that she was, assumed that he was in love with Annarah, that he had spent a century and a half trying to find her for that reason. He didn’t love her. He liked her, certainly, respected her…
He feared her.
Annarah turned the pages of her book, the characters flowing and writhing across the page, and suddenly memory flooded into Morgant.
He remembered why he feared her.
“Does the world deserve to die?” he whispered. 
“I remember,” she said. “I remember. The day you caught me with the Staff and the Seal in Rumarah, near the docks.”
“I hadn’t decided if I was going to kill you or not,” said Morgant. “I asked you…I asked you if the world deserved to die, and you told me…”
“Yes,” whispered Annarah. “Yes. The world deserves to die.”
Caina frowned and leaned closer. 
“Have you not seen it?” said Annarah, her words echoing in his memory from all those years ago. “So much suffering. So much needless death. The strong rule and the weak suffer, and if the weak become strong, they behave no better. This world is drenched in blood and torment.”
“You sound like the Moroaica,” said Caina, her voice tight. 
“Do not you deserve to die, too, Morgant?” said Annarah, gazing at the book. The long-ago conversation echoed inside his head. “All that innocent blood on your hands. You’ve killed people who didn’t deserve it. You’ve broken your word. Why do you not kill yourself? Your own rules demand it.”
“I…” said Morgant. 
Now, as then, he did not have an answer for her.
“Because you forgave yourself,” whispered Annarah, “and you need to forgive the world, Morgant. Any man can take vengeance. Vengeance is the most common thing in the world, but you cannot shelter beneath it, you cannot clothe yourself with it, you cannot feed your children with it. Revenge is so common. Forgiveness…forgiveness is the rarest thing of all. Forgiveness can change the world. What if you forgave the world, Morgant? What would you do then?”
“I don’t know,” murmured Morgant. “I would…”
Spend a hundred and fifty years seeking for a way to rescue Annarah? 
Throw in with a mad Ghost nightfighter in her quest to defeat Callatas?
“That’s why you tried to save Rolukhan, isn’t it?” said Caina. “To forgive him?” 
“Yes,” whispered Annarah. “You understand, Balarigar. No one can live on vengeance their entire life. Not even you.” 
Kylon shifted against the wall, his frown deepening. 
“Does the world deserve to die?” said Morgant. “I suppose you answered that question.” 
“That is the answer I choose,” said Annarah, her eyes closed as she turned the pages. “Now another question. Where did I hide the Staff and Seal of Iramis? Where did I hide them so well that not even Callatas could find them with all his power and knowledge? Where…”
Suddenly she gasped, going rigid beneath Morgant’s grasp.
 
###
 
Annarah’s green eyes shot open, and Kylon reached for his sword out of instinct. 
He sensed the emotions in the room. Caina felt sad and tired. Nasser and Laertes eager. Morgant’s cold aura was oddly at peace. Annarah’s sense had been seeking, curious…
But now something else flooded her aura.
Dread. Utter, total dread.
 
###
 
“What have I done?” whispered Annarah, her hand falling away from the book. “What have I done?”
“Annarah?” said Caina. “What is it?” 
“Loremaster?” said Nasser.
She let out a laugh. “Of course. Where else could I have hidden them? Where else would not even Callatas ever dare to go? In all this world, what is the one place that Grand Master Callatas himself would never dare to visit again?” 
“Where?” said Caina. 
She looked at Nasser and saw the shock on his face. 
“You didn’t,” said Nasser.
“I am sorry, my lord Prince,” said Annarah. “But I did.”
“Oh,” said Morgant. “I remember now.” He looked astonished. “We actually did that? We’re idiots.” 
“Where did you put them?” said Caina.
“I hid the Staff and Seal,” said Annarah, “in the Tomb of Kharnaces.”
“Kharnaces?” said Caina. “You mean the Great Necromancer that used to command the Inferno? I thought the other Great Necromancers destroyed him for heresy.” 
“They tried,” said Annarah. “They failed.”
“It seems you shall learn another of my secrets, Ghost,” said Nasser. “This was a secret known only to the Princes of Iramis and the senior loremasters. The Great Necromancer Kharnaces was not destroyed. Such was his strength that not even the assembled priests of Maat could overcome him. Instead, he was banished and imprisoned on an island tomb in the Alqaarin sea, and there he has remained for the last two and a half thousand years.” 
Caina considered that. “Why would Callatas be afraid to go there? Not unless…”
The answer came to her in a flash.
“What was Kharnaces’s heresy?” said Caina. 
“What do you think?” said Nasser.
“He turned from the old gods of Maat to worship the nagataaru, didn’t he?” said Caina.
“You see why he so alarmed the priests of Maat,” said Nasser. “After Callatas forsook the Order of the Words of Lore, he fled Iramis and went to Kharnaces’s tomb. He remained there for some years.”
“What did he do there?” said Caina.
“No one knows,” said Nasser, “but I suspect Kharnaces held him prisoner. After Callatas escaped, he displayed an interest in the nagataaru, and he began to research them.” He looked at Annarah. “And you hid the relics there? In the grasp of that monster Kharnaces?”
“Callatas was too frightened to ever return there,” said Annarah. “And Kharnaces himself seems to be in…some kind of hibernation. If the Undying hibernate. Perhaps he was in a stupor. Morgant and I penetrated the tomb’s defenses, hid the Staff and the Seal in the upper levels, and we departed.” 
“I remember,” said Morgant. He rubbed a hand through his gray hair. “I can’t believe we survived that.” 
“After we left the Tomb I removed my memory, concealed it in the journal, hid myself in the netherworld, and waited,” said Annarah. 
“What now, then?” said Laertes. 
“Perhaps we can simply leave the relics in the tomb,” said Kylon. “If Callatas fears the place too much to enter it, we will never have to fear the Apotheosis.”
“No,” said Caina, Annarah, and Nasser in unison. 
“Why not?” said Kylon. 
“Because,” said Caina, “if Kharnaces was…hibernating when Annarah visited a century and a half ago, he might not stay that way. If he wakes up and finds the Staff and Seal…”
“He will use them to summon his nagataaru gods to the mortal world,” said Annarah. “Kharnaces will work an Apotheosis of his own. Callatas has some mad plan to remake humanity. Kharnaces will simply feed us to the nagataaru.” She shook her head. “I was such a fool. I thought it would only take a few years to return from the netherworld, that I could retrieve the Staff and the Seal from the Tomb before Kharnaces awoke. Instead I have put the entire world in terrible danger.” 
“Perhaps not,” said Caina, thinking it over. “Kharnaces must still be in hibernation. He hasn’t used the Staff and the Seal yet, and he doesn’t know that they’re in the Tomb.”
“Just how do you know that?” said Morgant.
“Because the world hasn’t ended yet,” said Caina. 
Kylon grunted. “Good argument.” 
“Then it seems that our course is clear,” said Nasser.
Caina blinked, and then she laughed. 
“What is so funny?” said Annarah.
“It’s not funny,” said Caina. “It’s just…we’re going to plan another heist, aren’t we?” 
Nasser’s white smile spread slowly over his dark face. 
“A heist?” said Annarah. “Like we are common thieves?”
“I stole your pyrikon from the palace of a dead Master Alchemist,” said Caina. “Then we stole your journal from Callatas’s Maze. After that we robbed the Craven’s Tower, and then stole you out of the Inferno. Before that I robbed half the cowled masters of the Brotherhood of Slavers. Honored loremaster, I submit that you have probably fallen in with the most effective gang of thieves in Istarish history.” 
“And probably the gang with the most illustrious birth,” said Morgant. “The Prince of Iramis, the last loremaster of Iramis, and a former archon of the Assembly of New Kyre. Truly, you have all come down in the world.”
“Not me,” said Laertes. “My father was a brewer. I’m just here to pay for my daughters’ dowries.” 
“We work from the shadows, loremaster, because we must,” said Nasser. “Gone are the days when I could command armies and summon nobles. So we work in the shadows, but the shadows are an effective place to work. As the Ghosts, I suspect, could no doubt tell me.”
“Yes,” murmured Caina. 
Her heart was heavy, but her mind was clear, and so were her path and purpose. Before her was the best chance she had of stopping Callatas from working his Apotheosis, of stopping the wraithblood laboratories and the rampages of the Brotherhood, of stopping the Istarish civil war before it could begin. She had capable friends and allies, and with them she had her best chance of keeping the Apotheosis from ever happening.
Her eyes turned to Kylon, and the sadness within her tightened. 
Perhaps when all this was over, perhaps if they both survived what was to come, then maybe something more could happen between them. 
Or perhaps Caina was simply fooling herself. 
She pushed the entire matter out of her mind and got to work.



Epilogue
 
The woman who now called herself Kalgri lay motionless in the hot darkness of the crawlspace below Nasser Glasshand’s sitting room, listening to the voices filtering through the floorboards a few inches above her nose. 
Another voice filled her thoughts, whispering and hissing. 
The Voice pointed out that Caina Amalas was only a few feet away, that if Kalgri summoned the sword of the nagataaru and stabbed up, the blade would shear through the floor and cut Caina in half before she could react. Then the Voice would feast upon her death, and the nagataaru crooned with pleasure at the thought
Kalgri remained motionless, listening. She could kill Caina with the sword of the nagataaru. Of course, if she did, Kylon of House Kardamnos would draw that damned valikon and kill her. Or the loremaster Annarah would speak the Words of Lore and kill her. Certainly Annarah had the power to do it. 
Kalgri could fight Caina, but then she would die.
That had been her mistake the last time, before the Voice had rebuilt her flesh and her mind. Every time the Voice rebuilt her, she looked different, thought differently. The last time Kalgri had enjoyed fighting, and so had let Caina draw her into a fight. 
Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
Fighting Caina had been imbecilic. The Ghost had a peculiar sort of genius for observation, for tactics and improvisation, and that had ended with Kalgri falling a thousand feet with a ballista bolt shot through her torso. It had taken the Voice months to rebuild her after that, and while Kalgri was inured to pain, it nonetheless was not an experience she wanted to repeat. 
Kalgri had lived for nearly two centuries, and she had survived that long by learning from her mistakes. Fighting Caina had been a mistake.
So she wouldn’t fight Caina.
Kalgri would simply kill her with Caina’s own tactics.
She smiled in the darkness, one hand fingering the smooth fabric of her shadow-cloak. 
A long time ago she had encountered a Ghost nightfighter and killed the man, taking his shadow-cloak and ghostsilver short sword as trophies. She had hidden away the items and forgotten them. Later, as Kalgri considered the best way to kill Caina, she remembered the shadow-cloak. Kalgri had never used the shadow-cloak because while it blocked arcane detection, it also blocked the Voice’s ability to sense nearby mortals, an ability Kalgri had found useful on many occasions. 
Kylon of House Kardamnos could sense emotions, which made it difficult to sneak up on him, as Kalgri had learned in the Tower of Kardamnos. Kylon of House Kardamnos could also sense the presence of nagataaru, and the Voice was a powerful lord of the nagataaru.
But when Kalgri wore the Ghost shadow-cloak, she could not access the Voice’s senses…but Kylon could not sense her emotions or the Voice’s presence, either.
So for the last several months, Kalgri had used the shadow-cloak to follow Caina and Kylon unseen around Istarinmul. Both of them expected Kalgri to return at some point in a blaze of blood and murder. Neither of them expected Kalgri to simply watch and wait. 
So Kalgri watched and waited. 
Sometimes she left Caina little gifts, the curved knives she had purchased from a fisherman in the Cyrican Quarter before killing him and dumping his body in the harbor. Caina’s reaction had been everything Kalgri might have wished. For all her genius and boldness, Caina was just one young woman with no arcane abilities. Trapped in a locked room with Kalgri, she would not last more than a few seconds. Granted, she had a gift for securing the friendship of capable allies, which was why Kalgri had failed to kill her at Silent Ash Temple. But alone, without the support of her friends and allies, Caina was far less dangerous.
Which was why Kalgri would lure her alone, and then kill her.
It had almost worked once. 
When Caina and Nasser’s mercenaries had encamped in the Desert of Candles, Caina had been alone in her tent. Had Caina been in Kylon’s tent, as she obviously wanted, Kalgri would not have approached. But Caina had been alone, and had the Ghost not awakened at the last moment, she would be dead. 
The Voice hissed and spat its hatred of the Balarigar, and Kalgri smiled in the darkness.
She only had to be patient and keep leaving little gifts for Caina to find. The Ghost’s fear would grow, and she would start to isolate herself to keep her friends and allies safe. Then Kalgri would kill her, and the Voice would feast upon her death. 
How pleasant that would be!
A pity there was no practical way to kill Caina in front of Kylon. Kalgri had already killed a woman Kylon loved in front of him once, and doing it again would have been delightful. She wanted Caina dead more, though. She wanted Caina dead as she had rarely wanted anything, wanted to gorge herself for hours upon the Ghost’s dying torment. 
Patience, she reminded herself. Patience, patience. The feast would be all the sweeter for the waiting.
So Kalgri waited and listened…and therefore learned one of the most dangerous secrets in the world.
The Voice went wild when Annarah announced that the Staff and Seal of Iramis were hidden within the Tomb of Kharnaces. The nagataaru demanded that she go to Callatas at once, to tell him where the lost relics were hidden. Then Callatas could claim them and work the Apotheosis, and Kalgri could gorge herself upon the death of an entire world. 
With some effort, she ignored the Voice’s demands.
She did not care about Callatas or his Apotheosis. Callatas had created her, true. She had been one of his first experiments, using the knowledge and lore he had discovered in the Tomb of Kharnaces. The experiment had succeeded beyond Callatas’s expectations. Kalgri could not harm Callatas, but neither could he force her to obey him. She was too strong for that. Of course, the nagataaru within her feared the nagataaru within the Grand Master, so she wound up usually doing Callatas’s bidding sooner or later. 
A part of her, a very large part, considered telling the Grand Master what she had learned. Callatas would work his Apotheosis, continuing his insipid quest to undo whatever wrong had sent him upon his path, and countless millions would die. The Voice wanted to do that at once, and Kalgri almost agreed.
Almost.
She would tell the Grand Master about the relics eventually…but first she would use them to kill Caina Amalas.
And a lot of other people.
Here was another tactic she could steal. Caina recruited capable allies.
And Kalgri knew just where to find willing help. 
 
###
 
Cassander Nilas strode into his study with a scowl. He had a headache.
More precisely, he had headaches.
The Provosts of the Umbarian Order had sent him to Istarinmul to secure the aid of the Padishah against the Empire, and after a year he had failed to budge Erghulan Amirasku and Callatas from their neutrality. The High Provost herself was becoming restless with Cassander’s lack of progress, which was not a safe position. Callatas had promised to aid the Order if Cassander killed Caina Amalas, but so far Cassander had failed. His first attempt had failed rather spectacularly, and his spies and summoned servants had been unable to find the damnable woman since. 
He took a step into his study and froze. 
His study occupied the top floor of the Umbarian Order’s embassy, with a balcony overlooking the courtyard below. The balcony doors stood open, moonlight spilling across the floor. Cassander raised his right hand, drawing upon his power. An armored gauntlet of black metal covered his right hand, the back adorned with a single crimson bloodcrystal. The enspelled gauntlet let him use pyromantic sorcery without the homicidal insanity that usually accompanied fire sorcery. 
If any assassins had entered his study, they were going to die screaming.
A shadow moved in the corner. 
Cassander pointed at the shadow, summoning power. It was a woman in a Ghost shadow-cloak, and for a ludicrous instant he wondered if Caina Amalas had arrived in person to assassinate him. The woman drew back her cowl and threw back the cloak, revealing a slim figure in black clothing and leather armor the color of blood, a pale, pretty face, a ragged mop of blond hair, and blue eyes that burned with madness.
No. Not madness. 
Cassander rebuked himself. He dared not underestimate this woman. By any conventional measure, Kalgri was insane, her mind twisted out of all recognition…but she was not irrational. She followed her own internal logic, and what her internal logic wanted was to feast on the pain and death of her victims. 
If she decided that Cassander was an enemy, she would come after him without hesitation, and he was not entirely sure he could stop her.
Best not to find out, then.
“My lady Huntress,” said Cassander with his most charming smile. “A Ghost shadow-cloak? I daresay it suits you.”
“Bah,” said Kalgri, shaking the cloak. She stepped towards his desk, running a gloved hand over the papers there. “I’m too pale now. Black washes me out. I look positively sallow.” She giggled. Cassander had seen many terrible things and defeated many foes, but Kalgri’s giggle was still one of the more disturbing things he had heard. “One must look one’s best when killing one’s foes. Mustn’t one?” 
“Is that why your nagataaru rebuilt you with the features of Caina Amalas and Claudia Aberon Dorius?” said Cassander. When he had first met the Red Huntress, when he had hired her to kill Kylon of House Kardamnos, she had looked Istarish. Now she had the blond hair of Claudia Dorius and the blue eyes and facial features of Caina Amalas. Kalgri looked like she could have been Caina’s sister. 
Kalgri’s blue eyes snapped to him, and for a moment Cassander wondered if he had made a mistake. 
Then she giggled again. “A reminder, my lord Cassander. But I’m not here to talk about that. You have so many problems, don’t you?” She ran a finger over the papers on his desk.
Cassander scowled. “You read my letters, I presume?” 
“Of course,” said Kalgri. “I had to do something to pass the time while I waited. The High Provost is annoyed with you. Callatas and that windbag Erghulan are irritated with you.” Her eyes locked on him again. “What if I could help you with both?”
“What do you mean?” said Cassander.
“Answer a question,” said Kalgri, “and I’ll help you. Lie to me, and I’ll kill you right now.”
“All right,” said Cassander, puzzled. “Proceed.”
“You first came to Istarinmul years ago,” said Kalgri. “Before the Umbarians declared themselves openly, before the day of the golden dead. Why?” 
“I was looking for relics of ancient Iramis,” said Cassander. There seemed no harm in telling her. “Specifically the ancient Regalia of the Princes. According to the histories, the relics had the power to command and summon spirits of the netherworld. You can see how I might find that useful.”
“The Staff and Seal of Iramis,” murmured Kalgri.
“Yes,” said Cassander, surprised. “I suppose you would have been alive when Iramis burned.” 
“I was there when Iramis burned,” breathed Kalgri. She turned towards him, the blue eyes glittering with malicious excitement.
“Why have you come here?” said Cassander. 
“Caina Amalas,” said Kalgri. “The Staff of Iramis. The Seal of Iramis. Would you like to know where you can find all three?” 
THE END
Thank you for reading GHOST IN THE INFERNO. Look for Caina's next adventure, GHOST IN THE SEAL, to appear in summer 2015. If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page.
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