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Description
 
CAINA AMALAS is out of time.
She has risked too much for too long, and her enemies have finally closed around her. The Staff and Seal of Iramis have been found, and threaten to destroy the world with their sorcerous powers. 
The terrible Apotheosis of the evil Grand Master Callatas will succeed unless Caina makes one final sacrifice.
Unless she makes the ultimate sacrifice...
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Chapter 1: Bad Omens
 
The poet had summoned her to his recitation, which alarmed Caina Amalas.
Sulaman never summoned her to his recitations. For that matter, she didn’t know who he really was. He aided her from time to time, providing advice and money in her task as the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul. She knew that Sulaman sometimes worked with her ally Nasser Glasshand, and that Sulaman knew the rebellious emirs of southern Istarinmul and was involved in the expanding rebellion against the Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku. 
Yet for all that, Caina did not know very much about Sulaman, did not know if he was a Teskilati agent or a spy or someone with a game of his own. It was as if the man was a phantom. No one seemed to know where he lived or what he did when he was not reciting epic poetry in the coffee houses of Istarinmul. 
So when the note arrived from Sulaman, written in flowing calligraphy and requesting her presence at his recitation tonight, Caina knew that something was wrong. 
Best to come prepared.
She chose her disguise with care. Since the destruction of the Inferno, it had become harder and harder to move about the city unnoticed. Often Caina had disguised herself as a caravan guard, but the Grand Wazir’s press gangs were not particularly concerned about how they met their quota of new recruits. Caina was too pale to pass as an Istarish native, and foreign merchants had come under increasing suspicion as the Grand Wazir and the Grand Master looked for someone to blame for the Inferno’s destruction. More to the point, bounty decrees for the head of the Balarigar were plastered all over Istarinmul. All of her old disguises were too dangerous to use, especially since both the Umbarians and the upper ranks of the Grand Wazir’s magistrates now knew who she really was.
Instead, she dressed as a slave trader.
The irony was too sharp to be funny.
Specifically, Caina dressed as a Collector, one of the lower-ranking members of the Slavers’ Brotherhood, the thugs who kidnapped peasants from their farms and foreigners from the streets to sell upon the blocks of Istarinmul. Caina wore heavy leather boots and trousers, a long tunic, a padded gambeson, and a coat of chain mail, a fake beard concealing her jaw and her black hair hanging in greasy strands over her face. Over the chain mail she wore a jerkin of black leather, a bronze badge with the coiled-whip sigil of the Brotherhood of Slavers pinned to her chest. A short sword hung at her belt, and her ghostsilver dagger waited on her other hip, concealed with a battered leather scabbard.
It was a damned uncomfortable costume. The chain mail was heavy and made Caina’s shoulders and back hurt. For that matter, black leather was excruciating beneath the searing Istarish sun. Why did the Brotherhood insist upon black leather? Caina supposed it looked formidable, but it felt like she was wearing an oven. 
Still, the disguise worked. Caina put on an arrogant sneer and strode unhindered through Istarinmul’s streets. In her satchel she carried forged documents identifying her as Rymazid of Cyrica, Collector of the Brotherhood, but no one challenged her. Even the soldiers walking the streets and guarding the Bazaars avoided her.
There were a lot of soldiers on the streets. 
Some were conscripts, newly impressed into the Padishah’s army, and held their spears and shields with a mixture of bravado and nervousness. Others were veterans, grim-faced and steady, their eyes hard and suspicious. The Cyrican Bazaar seemed far less raucous than usual, the merchants and customers keeping their usual frenzied negotiations to a minimum under the cold eyes of the Grand Wazir’s soldiers. Given how much legitimate business took place in Istarinmul after dark, the Grand Wazir had not yet declared a curfew. If he did, it might provoke a riot, and given the seething mood of the city, that riot might explode into a revolution. 
No matter who won, it would be a bloodbath.
A shiver of guilt went through Caina as she looked around the Bazaar, at the soldiers and the wary merchants, at the potential violence in the air like the stiff wind before a storm.
She had done this.
Not on purpose, but she had started this. Her raids against the Brotherhood had made the cowled masters desperate. They had become so desperate that they kidnapped free peasants from the southern emirates to meet demand, and that enraged the southern nobles into rebellion. Tanzir Shahan and the other southern emirs had not yet issued any formal declarations, but Istarinmul was about to explode into civil war.
And it was Caina’s doing. All because she had been half out of her mind with grief and pain, all because she helped a widow whose sons had been kidnapped into slavery. 
Caina’s sole comfort was the certainty that far more people would have died if she had not acted. If she had done nothing, Callatas would have continued working his towards his great spell unhindered. Thousands more slaves would have died in his laboratories, their blood spilled to manufacture wraithblood, and thousands more people would have become addicted to the strange drug. Damla’s sons would have died in the wraithblood laboratories. The Inferno would have continued to twist innocent men into the monstrous Immortals. 
Kylon would have died in the tunnels below the Ring of Cyrica. 
Caina swallowed, kept her expression hard, and crossed the Bazaar. No one challenged her, and none of the merchants made eye contact. 
The House of Agabyzus stood at the far end of the Bazaar, three stories of whitewashed stone, the lower windows thrown open to admit the dusk air. Caina went inside, noting the bounty notices for the Balarigar and Annarah posted on the door. Inside the House was crowded, with merchants and minor nobles sitting at the low round tables or in the booths lining the walls. Previously merchants and artisans had frequented the House, but as more soldiers mustered in the city, the nobles who served as khalmirs in the Grand Wazir’s army had developed a taste for Damla’s coffee. That was just as well, since the khalmirs and nobles discussed many things in the coffee house, and Caina had ears among the House’s maids. 
Damla, the owner of the House of Agabyzus, hurried to Caina, the brittle smile on her face almost concealing her fear. She was in her middle thirties and wore sober widow’s black. 
“Welcome, sir, to the House of Agabyzus,” said Damla. “I am…”
“Damla,” said Caina in a quiet voice. 
Damla’s eyes widened a bit as she recognized Caina. “I see. Yes. I welcome you to the House, and urge you to come this way.” She guided Caina away from the door, towards one of the corners where they could speak with only a minimal risk of anyone overhearing. “Is anything amiss?”
“Not yet,” said Caina. “Sulaman recites here tonight?”
“Yes,” said Damla, looking towards the dais on the far wall. “He hasn’t arrived yet, though. How did you know?”
“He invited me,” said Caina. 
Damla frowned. “He did? He never does that.” Her frown deepened. “Could it be a trap?” 
“Perhaps,” said Caina, “but I don’t think so.” The note had mentioned Caina’s meeting with Sulaman in the Vale of Fallen Stars. As far as Caina knew, only Tanzir Shahan and Sulaman’s bodyguard Mazyan had been privy to that meeting. “He’s given me warnings before. I think he means to warn me of something else.”
“I see,” said Damla. “Some new danger you have not foreseen?” She gave a quiet little sound that was half-laugh, half-sigh. “With all the dangers that face you, this new danger shall simply have to get in line behind all the others.”
“I’d need to rent a larger space than the House to hold them all,” said Caina, and Damla did laugh at that. “Any trouble here?”
“No,” murmured Damla. “Business is good, in truth. There is much fear in the city, so people come to discuss their worries over coffee and cake. The khalmirs and other officers of the soldiers like to take their coffee here as well. They gossip worse than old women, but they never know anything of note. One day they say the Grand Wazir will march upon Tanzir Shahan at dawn. The next they say Tanzir is outside the walls, and is about to sack Istarinmul.” She shook her head. “There is little gold to be sifted from that sand, I fear.” 
Caina hesitated. “Any trouble with Bahad and Bayram?” Both boys were old enough to be conscripted into the Padishah’s army. Caina had not rescued them from Master Slaver Ulvan only for them to die in defense of Grand Master Callatas’s evil.
“No,” said Damla. “The press gangs know that I am friends with the hakim of the Bazaar. They have stayed away, so far.” 
Caina reached into her satchel and passed Damla a sealed scroll. “Use this only if necessary.”
“What is it?” said Damla.
“A writ of exemption from conscription,” said Caina. “I happen to know a good forger.” 
“Thank you,” murmured Damla, some relief coming over her face. “As ever, you are a good friend, to watch over us when you have so many other cares upon your mind.” 
“I look after my own,” said Caina. She was the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, and Damla was one of her Ghosts. “And you’ve been a good friend, too…ah. It looks like Sulaman is here.” 
Two men emerged from the kitchen doors. The first was squat, muscular, and scowling, with the build of a blacksmith and the glare of an enraged gladiator. Mazyan wore chain mail and carried a sword at his belt, a drum and a wooden bowl tucked underneath one arm. The second man was taller and thinner, with an ascetic look and a graying beard shading his cheeks. He wore a simple Istarish robe and turban, and could have been anywhere from twenty to fifty years old. Sulaman was one of the most renowned poets of Istarinmul, yet Caina could find nothing out about him.
And, sometimes, he apparently had visions of the future. 
Caina sat alone in a booth near the dais. No one wanted to sit near a Collector of the Brotherhood, which suited her. One of Damla’s maids brought her coffee and scurried away. Damla crossed the room, weaving her way past the tables, and spoke with Sulaman for a moment. She nodded, climbed the dais, and raised her hands. Silence fell a moment later as the merchants and nobles turned their eyes toward her. 
“My friends,” said Damla in a loud voice. “Tonight we are honored to hear the words of the poet Sulaman, who shall recite for us the epics of the Istarish people. Tonight Sulaman shall tell us of the Song of Istarr and the Demon Princes, of the great deeds our ancestors performed of old.”
Caina blinked in surprise. She had heard Sulaman recite this poem on her first night in Istarinmul two years past. Why recite it again? Was it a message for her?
Mazyan settled himself upon the edge of the dais, and Sulaman began to recite in a voice halfway between a song and an incantation as Mazyan kept time on his drum. He told the tale of Istarr, the warlord who had led the Istarish people north from the ruin of Maat to a new land ruled by demon-possessed sorcerers, the dread Demon Princes of legend. Istarr waged seventy-seven battles against the seven Demon Princes (surely a poetic flourish), aided by the might of the djinn of the desert and the djinn of the air. At last Istarr faced the final Demon Prince before the gates of Iramis while hosts of djinn dueled overhead, and was overcome by the sorcerer’s fell power. But his beloved wife threw herself before Istarr, taking the sorcerer’s fatal attack into her flesh, giving Istarr the moment he needed to slay the Demon Prince and lead his people to freedom.
Caina listened, her mind only half upon the poem. The first time she had heard the epic, so soon after Corvalis’s death, had been too much. Something had broken inside of her, and she had almost drank herself to death afterward. Now the poem just made her feel sad and tired. 
It also made her think of Kylon, which added guilt to the sadness. 
But this time, the poem also sent a jolt of fear through her. 
She knew the truth behind those words now.
The Demon Princes had been possessed by nagataaru, malevolent spirits of the netherworld. The djinn had been the air elementals of the Court of the Azure Sovereign, djinn that Callatas had somehow bound or defeated. Istarr had been able to defeat the Demon Princes with the aid of the loremasters of Iramis, who Callatas had killed when he had destroyed Iramis a century and a half past. Now Callatas had a pact of some kind with the nagataaru, and his Apotheosis would summon millions of nagataaru into the mortal world. Caina didn’t know why he would do such a mad thing, at least not yet. 
Yet Caina did know that those who had defeated the nagataaru before could not do so now. Iramis had burned. The Court of the Azure Sovereign had vanished. The Padishah had disappeared, and the Grand Wazir and many of the emirs and magistrates were under Callatas’s heel. 
Which meant that if Callatas’s Apotheosis was to be stopped, it was up to Caina. It was up to the Ghosts of Istarinmul and any allies they could find. Caina thought again of the soldiers in the Bazaar. Istarinmul was about to erupt in civil war, and yet the horrors of a civil war were not as terrible as what Callatas might do if he succeeded. 
Caina had to see this to the end, no matter how bitter.
No matter what it might cost her. 
Sulaman finished his recitation, and the merchants and nobles came to their feet, applauding and cheering. The Istarish did like their poetry, the gloomier the better. Mazyan traded his drum for a bowl, and the patrons formed a line, dropping coins into the bowl as they filed past the dais. Caina finished her coffee and got to her feet, joining the line. She dropped a pair of silver coins into the bowl, and Sulaman’s dark eyes regarded her for a moment.
“Collector,” he said. Was there the faintest hint of amusement in his voice? If anyone would see the irony of her disguise, he would. 
“Master poet,” said Caina. “A fine recitation.”
“Your praise warms my ears,” said Sulaman. “Wait in the courtyard behind the House a moment, if you please.” 
“Why?” said Caina, uncertain. The courtyard behind the House of Agabyzus would be deserted this time of night, making it the perfect place for a quiet conversation. 
Or a quiet murder.
“You shall be in no danger,” said Sulaman.
Mazyan grunted, his scowl intensifying. Evidently he did not agree. 
“No immediate danger, let us say,” said Sulaman. “Beyond those that presently confront you.” 
“Very well, master poet,” said Caina, offering him a polite bow. She bought another cup of coffee and walked out the front door. It was getting late for coffee, but it would keep Caina alert, and she had a long night ahead of her once she left the House. 
Assuming, of course, that Sulaman did not kill her. 
That was absurd. Sulaman had given her a great deal of aid in the past. If he wanted to kill her, he had passed numerous opportunities to do so. 
Though Caina had been wrong before. 
With that cheery thought in mind, she went to the courtyard. It was deserted and empty, the dry fountain stood undisturbed in the center. Beneath the fountain was a secret entrance to the Sanctuary of Istarinmul’s Ghosts, where Caina had secured a great many supplies. She sipped at the coffee and looked at the back door, idly glancing for any knives hidden in the dust. A few weeks past, she had put on her best dress and makeup and gone out that door with the intention of meeting Kylon, of going someplace alone with him and…seeing what would happen next. 
The knife in the dirt had stopped her cold. Someone was following Caina. Someone was leaving those knives in the dust for her to find. She didn’t know who or why, though she was certain her stalker had no benevolent purpose. 
She gazed at the door, a fresh wave of sadness going through her. Perhaps it was just as well the knife had stopped her from going to Kylon. Almost certainly Caina’s shadow war against Callatas and his servants would get her killed. When that happened, anyone around her would die as well. Better that Kylon was nowhere near Caina when her enemies at last found her.
Caina blinked a few times, staring at the door, and took another sip.
Well. At least the coffee was good. 
The door swung open, the kitchen firelight spilling into the courtyard. Mazyan stepped out, his hand on his scimitar hilt, his eyes sweeping back and forth beneath his bristling brows. Caina had the distinct impression that the darkness did not trouble him. The bodyguard scowled at her, then jerked his head toward the door.
Sulaman stepped into the courtyard, a tall shadow in the gloom. 
“Master poet,” said Caina.
“Balarigar,” said Sulaman in his quiet, deep voice. 
“You know,” said Caina, “the reward on my head is over two million bezants now. If you turned me in to the Grand Wazir, you could live in wanton luxury for the rest of your days and still die with a vast fortune.”
“Ah,” said Sulaman, and his stern face flickered in a brief smile. “You think I have lured you here to kill you, then?” 
Caina shrugged. “It’s how I would do it.”
Mazyan let out a disapproving rumble. 
“No, you are in no danger from me,” said Sulaman. “I told you once that I wish what is best for the people of Istarinmul. Killing you would not be in their interest. And why should I wish to live in idle luxury? I enjoy reciting the epic poems of my nation.” He almost sounded wistful. “It is the closest thing to honest labor I have ever performed.”
“I see,” said Caina, considering that. Did that mean Sulaman was an Istarish noble? One, like Tanzir, dissatisfied with Callatas’s murderous hand upon Istarinmul? 
“Perhaps it is time,” said Sulaman, “for some plain speaking between us.”
“I would welcome that,” said Caina. “Are you going to tell me who you really are?”
“No,” said Sulaman. “No more than you are.”
“I don’t need to tell you who I am,” said Caina. “Walk a few yards until you see a bounty decree. It shouldn’t take long. Then you’ll know who I am.” 
“You know,” said Sulaman, “something of me already. You know the gift and the curse of my blood.” Suddenly she felt a sorcerous aura flare to life around him. “You know I am blessed and burdened with visions of the future.”
“Yes,” said Caina. Her mouth went a little dry. Sulaman had told her of his visions, and they usually heralded some deadly danger. “You’ve had another one?”
“You speak truly,” said Sulaman, and his eyes flickered with gray light, similar to the eerie light that came from an opened Mirror of Worlds. “You are about to undertake a great task. A terrible and dangerous task, yet one that you must perform.”
Caina’s mouth went a little drier. “This is so.” Even now Nasser was preparing their expedition to retrieve the legendary Staff and Seal of Iramis from the Tomb of Kharnaces. 
“And you have no other choice?” said Sulaman. “You must do this?”
“I must,” said Caina. “If I can do this, I can stop Callatas. I can make sure the Apotheosis never happens.”
“Then they have been found,” said Sulaman. “The Staff and Seal. The loremaster Annarah has returned to the waking world.”
Caina said nothing. For Sulaman, that was as good of an answer.
“Caina Amalas,” said Sulaman, and Caina blinked, stunned. Sulaman had never called her by name before. “Listen to me. I have seen a vision. If you undertake this task, if you claim the Staff and the Seal, then you shall surely die.” 
“You mean you see the possibility of death before me,” said Caina.
“No,” said Sulaman. “I see the certainty of your death.”
“You’ve death in my future before,” said Caina. “When I went to the Widow’s Tower. When I went the Maze, or when Callatas sent the Red Huntress after me. When you sent me to find Morgant the Razor.”
“That was only the possibility of death,” said Sulaman. “My visions are rarely certain…but when they are, they close around the future with the implacability of an iron shackle. Thrice before I have seen visions of such certainty, and thrice before men died.”
“There you go,” said Caina, trying to keep her voice light. “I’m a woman.” 
“If you undertake this task, if you take the burden of finding the Staff and the Seal, then you will die,” said Sulaman. “It is unavoidable. All paths lead to that fate.”
Caina said nothing, gazing at the poet. Mazyan looked back and forth, scowling at the courtyard. 
“Fine,” said Caina. “What happens if I don’t go after the Staff and the Seal?” 
Sulaman hesitated. “Callatas succeeds. All paths of the future then lead to his victory.”
“And if I do this?” said Caina. “If I take the Staff and the Seal and I…die, then what happens?”
“I do not know,” said Sulaman. “That future is clouded.” The gray gleam faded from his eyes. “My visions do not extend beyond that possible future.”
Caina said nothing for a long moment. She found herself thinking of Kylon. Of Nerina Strake and Azaces and Damla and the other Ghosts in Istarinmul. Her thoughts went further back, to those she had lost, to Corvalis and Halfdan and her father. 
Caina had been certain that she was about to die so many times. 
What was one more time?
“So be it,” said Caina. 
“You would do this, knowing it will lead to your death?” said Sulaman.
Caina shrugged. “You could be wrong.”
“No,” said Sulaman. “You may not believe me. But my vision is not wrong. Not in this.” 
“Everyone dies,” said Caina. “I should die doing something worthwhile.” She shook her head. “I started all this.”
“It started,” said Sulaman, “long before you or I were born.” 
“But I accelerated it,” said Caina. “I made the Brotherhood desperate. I destroyed the Inferno. I started the civil war. I didn’t meant to do any of that, but I did. Now I have to see it through to end.” She took a deep breath, and her voice came out mostly steady. “If that…if that means my death, then so be it.”
They stared at each other in silence for a moment. Mazyan kept scowling. He seemed warier than usual for some reason.
“Caina Amalas,” said Sulaman, shaking his head. “If it was in my power to reward you, I would.” 
Caina laughed a little at that. “I’m a spy, master poet. A liar and a trickster and a schemer. People like me…I don’t think people like me get rewards. The best we can hope for is results.” She gazed up at the distant lights of the Golden Palace and the College of Alchemists for a moment. “Everyone in the city will die if Callatas succeeds.”
“Beyond all doubt,” said Sulaman. 
“Then maybe they can enjoy the rewards I will never have,” said Caina. 
For a long moment Sulaman was silent. For the first time since Caina had met him two years past, the poet seemed…tired, sad even. 
“Very well,” said Sulaman. “May the Living Flame go with you, for…”
Mazyan growled, shoved Sulaman back with one hand, and took several steps forward, his scimitar drawn. For an instant Caina thought the man had decided to attack her, and she yanked the ghostsilver dagger from its sheath. Mazyan ignored her, his eyes looking back and forth over the surrounding buildings. 
“What?” said Caina. “What is it?”
“It is,” said Mazyan. He fell silent, his scowl sharpening further. “It is…nothing. There is nothing there.” He shook his head, his anger plain. “But there should be. I do not understand.”
“We’ve lingered here long enough,” said Caina. “It’s time to go.”
“Agreed,” said Sulaman. “Farewell, Balarigar. I fear we shall not meet again in this life.” 
“Thank you for all your help,” said Caina, bowing again.
Sulaman bowed back, and then Mazyan escorted him from the courtyard. 
For a moment Caina stared after him, cold sadness heavy within her. She had known her death was likely, perhaps even certain, but to her Sulaman prophesy it with utter conviction was chilling. 
Perhaps it was just as well she hadn’t gotten any closer to Kylon. 
Caina rebuked herself. There was work to be done. 
She looked around the courtyard once more, trying to find what had spooked Mazyan. 
Nothing showed itself, and after a moment Caina left. 
 
###
 
The woman who now called herself Kalgri crouched upon the edge of the rooftop, wrapped in her stolen shadow-cloak, and watched Caina leave the courtyard.
She felt a mad smile spread across her face, the face that now so closely resembled Caina’s features now, and the Voice hissed and spat its hatred in her mind, urging her to kill, kill, kill. 
Patience, Kalgri reminded herself. Patience…but not for very much longer. 
The meddling poet’s enspelled guardian had almost detected Kalgri’s presence. Kalgri feared nothing, but she knew her limitations, and she did not want to fight the guardian in anything like a fair fight. She must have gotten sloppy, let the shadow-cloak’s cowl fall back long enough for the guardian to sense the power of the Voice. 
No matter. The poet, like Kalgri, knew his limitations, and would not meddle further. Kalgri was not stupid enough to attack Caina while the poet and his guardian were nearby.
She would wait until Caina was alone, until the moment had come at last. 
And then, at long last, Kalgri would strike down Caina and feast upon her death.
How Kalgri looked forward to seeing the knowledge in Caina’s eyes, the certainty and horror of her own death!
She would have giggled behind her mask, but she had been the Red Huntress for a very long time, and was far too experienced to let her cravings override her thinking. No, cautious patience was the best approach. Kalgri would wait, and then she would feast upon Caina’s death.
And then, if her plan for the Staff and the Seal held true…she would feast upon the death of an entire world.
How she thrilled to think of it!
Kalgri moved in silence from rooftop to rooftop, following Caina as she walked deeper into the Cyrican Quarter of Istarinmul.



Chapter 2: The Business Of Spycraft
 
Kylon of House Kardamnos sat alone a table in the wine shop, holding a clay cup of cheap, bitter wine and watching the patrons around him. 
His eyes kept straying to the bounty decrees posted to the shop’s door. 
The wine shop was an unremarkable place, a large brick vault little different than a hundred other cheap wine shops scattered throughout Istarinmul. Men, mostly laborers and poorer merchants, sat at long tables of cheap wood, drinking even cheaper wine in copious quantities. A dozen different games of cards and dice and chess were underway, and hulking bouncers kept close watch, making sure the gambling did not degenerate into violence.
Kylon could have killed all the bouncers in the space of a few heartbeats. They were not a threat to him. As far as he could tell, no one in the room was a threat. The emotions of the men washed over his arcane senses, drunkenness and amusement and boredom and anger, but no one paid any attention to him. 
Fortunately, no one was paying attention to the bounty decrees upon the door.
One offered a reward of two million bezants for the Ghost assassin called the Balarigar, along with lifetime remission from taxes, a title of nobility, and the personal gratitude of Grand Master Callatas and Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku. There were petty tyrants near New Kyre, Kylon reflected, who did not have fortunes of two million bezants. A second offered a million bezants for the sorceress Annarah, a harlot and a charlatan who claimed to be a loremaster of lost Iramis. A third decree exhorted the citizens of Istarinmul to loyalty to the Padishah and his magistrates, and offered a reward for any reports of treason among the nobility. That, Kylon knew, was aimed at Tanzir Shahan and his allies.
There was absolutely no mention of Kylon.
He supposed he should have been insulted. But given the deadly stakes of their business, it was just as well. 
The door to the wine shop swung open, and a short man strode inside. He wore chain mail and leather, a short sword and a dagger at his belt, and a badge with a crown-and-scimitar sigil that marked him as a courier for the Padishah’s magistrates. He had greasy black hair and a black beard that shaded a thin face, and walked with the brisk purpose of a man who had places to go. 
Then he sat across from Kylon. 
Kylon’s hands twitched towards the dagger at his belt, and then he sensed the man’s emotions, cold ice over a long-burning core of old anger. Then he recognized the man…who really wasn’t a man at all.
“You know,” said Kylon, “you look positively villainous.”
Caina Amalas blinked at him, and then grinned behind the false beard. “That is the point.” 
“Isn’t it punishable by death to impersonate an officer of the Padishah’s government?” said Kylon.
“Torture, followed by death,” said Caina. She shrugged, adjusting her satchel. “It would be rather less effective the other way around. But no press gang in its right mind would try to conscript one of the Padishah’s couriers. Easier to move around the city this way.” 
Kylon nodded, watching her. Her skill at disguise still astonished him. He could usually recognize her now, given enough time, but her ability to disguise herself was remarkable. It was not just the clothes and the makeup. Her posture and voice and mannerisms all changed as well. It was as if she became another person entirely. It was remarkable how well she masqueraded as any number of rough-looking men, given how lovely she looked once all the makeup and disguises were gone…
“What?” said Caina, smiling a little. Something else flickered through her aura, tentative and uncertain. 
Kylon realized that he was staring at her, and turned his mind to the matter at hand.
“This message of yours,” said Kylon. “Was it anything serious?” 
“No,” said Caina. “Nothing of importance.” A dark flicker went through her emotions, adding to the grimness he had sensed in her ever since the destruction of the Inferno. “One of the circle needed my help with a minor matter, that was all.” 
He didn’t think she was telling the truth, at least not all of it. If she needed his help, he knew that she would ask for it. The dangers they faced were tremendous, and the odds against them grew every day. Kylon had come to Istarinmul to kill Malik Rolukhan and Cassander Nilas, to avenge his wife’s death. Rolukhan had burned with the Inferno, but Cassander was still the Umbarian Order’s ambassador to the Padishah’s court, surrounded by his Adamant Guards. Kylon could not get close enough to kill him.
His revenge, though, no longer seemed so important. Rolukhan and the Red Huntress had been the outer edges of an evil that had festered in Istarinmul for centuries. If Callatas was not stopped, uncounted millions would die in agony just as Thalastre and her unborn child had died. 
“Very well,” said Kylon.
“He did think I take too many risks, though,” said Caina.
“Who?” said Kylon.
“The man I spoke with,” said Caina. He didn’t expect her to tell him more. A Ghost circlemaster had to keep secrets. “He thinks I take too many risks, that sooner or later they will get me killed.” 
“You do,” said Kylon, “and they will. But not unless I can help it.” 
This time her smile seemed genuine, and a brief flicker went through her emotional sense. “Thank you. I…” She hesitated and looked away, staring at the hearth on the far wall of the wine shop. “Thank you.”
“You do need help,” said Kylon. “Not even the Balarigar can do everything alone.”
“Bah,” said Caina. “There is no such man as the Balarigar. A story the Slavers’ Brotherhood made up to cover their failures.”
“Nasser’s almost ready?” said Kylon. He had not seen much of Caina since they had returned from the Inferno’s wreckage. She had been busy preparing the Ghost circle for her absence, and Kylon had only seen her when she needed help with something. Every time she had been a bit grimmer, as if some worry was eating at her mind. 
“Tomorrow,” said Caina. “We’ll meet at the Shahenshah’s Seat tomorrow night. Apparently Nasser had to call in quite a few favors.” 
Kylon snorted. “I’ve met the man. He likely has favors in every tavern and town from here to Anshan.”
“You can’t be a legendary master thief for a century and a half without making a few friends,” said Caina. 
“Probably not, no,” said Kylon. “Which means you need my help with something tonight.”
She raised one eyebrow. “Did you sense that in my emotions?”
“No,” said Kylon. “I figured it out by myself. You’re not the only one who can employ logic from time to time.” 
She smiled wider at that and leaned closer. “If you’re so clever, what do I want you to do?” 
A dozen different answers came to Kylon’s mind, ranging from humorous to serious…and one that was deadly serious. What he wanted to do was to reach across the table, pull her close, and kiss her. He wanted that very badly. And then…
“You need me to kill someone,” he said, pushing aside the notion. The thought of kissing Caina summoned a welter of emotions, a combination of guilt and affection and simple raw desire. It was not something he wanted to dwell on just now. 
No matter how enticing the prospect. 
“Actually, I’m hoping to avoid that,” said Caina. “I need you to help me trick someone. If we do it right, no one gets killed, and we hinder our enemies.” She gestured at the wine shop. “Unless you would prefer the luxury of our current surroundings.”
“Gods of storm and brine, no,” said Kylon. He hesitated. “There is something else, though.” 
“What is it?” said Caina.
“Those curved knives,” said Kylon. “Have you seen any more of them?” 
Caina went motionless, her sense turning cold. Someone had been following Caina, leaving peculiar curved knives for her to find. They didn’t know who had been leaving the knives, though Kylon was entirely certain that it was one of Caina’s enemies.
“Just one,” said Caina, gazing at the flames. “The night before Annarah told us the truth. I was going…I went out the back of the House of Agabyzus, and one of the knives was lying in the courtyard. I haven’t seen one since.”
“Where were you going?” said Kylon. “Perhaps whoever has been following you knew where you intended to go.”
Caina opened her mouth and then closed it again, as if the question had unsettled her. 
“It’s not important,” she said. “I was the only one who knew where I intended to go. It was,” she took a deep breath, “it was a…foolish impulse, a whim. Not one I should have indulged.”
“I don’t understand,” said Kylon. 
“Neither do I,” said Caina. “It doesn’t matter now. We have work to do. Will you help me do it?” 
“I shall,” said Kylon. 
Caina nodded and got to her feet, and Kylon followed suit. He didn’t know if they could stop Callatas. He didn’t even know if he could kill Cassander Nilas and avenge Thalastre, or if they could defeat the Red Huntress when she returned. For that matter, Kylon was no longer certain of his place in the world, or if he even had a place. Once he had been a noble of New Kyre, a stormdancer and a thalarchon and a High Seat, a husband and a father-to-be.
What was he now?
Kylon didn’t know. 
He did know, however, that he was going to do everything he could to keep Caina alive. She had made powerful enemies, and sometimes she seemed determined to push herself until something killed her. Kylon refused to let that happen. He had seen too many women he loved die in front of him already. 
Caina was…
He was not going to let her get killed, and that was that, so Kylon followed her from the wine shop and into the gloom of the Istarish night. 
The wine shop sat on the southern edge of the Cyrican Quarter, not far from the merchant halls of the Old Quarter and the grim barracks-like houses of the Tower Quarter. Caina led them into the Cyrican Quarter, keeping to the back streets and courtyards. He understood her reasoning. Press gangs had taken to wandering the streets of Istarinmul at night, kidnapping and conscripting men into the Padishah’s army. Or the Grand Wazir’s army, more accurately, since the Padishah Nahas Tarshahzon had not been seen in years. 
A thought occurred to him. 
“Did I ever tell you that I met the Padishah?” said Kylon in a quiet voice. 
Caina blinked, her eyes glimmering in the dim light from a nearby lamp. “No. When was this?”
“Years ago, the first time I came to Istarinmul,” said Kylon. “When Andromache was plotting with Rezir Shahan to take Marsis. I met him briefly then.”
“What did he look like?” said Caina. 
“He looked…ill,” said Kylon. They turned a corner and made their way down an alley. He recognized the neighborhood. They were going to the street of the metalworkers, just off the Cyrican Bazaar itself. Perhaps Caina needed to speak with Nerina Strake. “He was tremendously fat, and I suspect he may not have been able to walk under his own strength. Little wonder he could not stop Rezir from launching his war against the Empire.” 
Caina shook her head. “No one has seen him since the war ended. Or his sons, for that matter. I suspect Callatas murdered them, and then covered it up so Erghulan could rule as Grand Wazir in the Padishah’s name. I wish I could have found at least one of the Padishah’s sons. Someone to challenge Erghulan’s authority would have been helpful.”
“You’ve looked for the Padishah and his sons?” said Kylon, surprised. Ghost circlemasters did indeed have their secrets.
“Unsuccessfully,” said Caina. “Nasser looked, too, but he couldn’t find them. And…here we are.” 
They stood in alley lined by three-story tall shops and houses, the alley itself ending in a small courtyard. Kylon recognized one of the houses as Nerina Strake’s workshop. Scaffolding covered the house next to hers, surrounding a half-constructed chimney. Her husband Malcolm, newly liberated from the Inferno, had purchased the house, and planned to turn it into an armorer’s workshop. Malcolm was one of the strangest men Kylon had ever met, just as Nerina was one of the strangest women, but he was an excellent armorer. Kylon had the notion of ordering a dagger for Caina once Malcolm opened for business. She did like knives.
“We’re visiting Nerina?” said Kylon aloud. 
“No,” said Caina, crossing to the scaffolding and starting to climb. Kylon followed suit. “A Teskilati agent has been watching her workshop for the last few nights. Likely he suspects she’s part of the Ghost circle.”
Kylon nodded. “Then we’re going to kill him?” He disliked killing in cold blood. He was a warrior, not a spy or an assassin, and he preferred to face his opponents openly. Yet he had fallen in with spies and assassins, and the Ghosts’ war with Callatas was different had any he had fought before.
“That would be efficient, but wasteful,” said Caina, crouching on the second level of scaffolding. From here, they could watch the courtyard unseen, and quickly escape if necessary. Or, knowing how Caina usually thought, escape over the rooftops. “Instead, we’re going to confuse him. One of the smiths further down the street is named Kassan Qhoridaz, and he’s an Umbarian agent.”
“I see,” said Kylon, his hand twitching towards his sword belt. He owed the Umbarian Order a debt of pain. 
“If we simply killed the Teskilati agent, they’ll get suspicious,” said Caina, watching the courtyard. “Instead, we’ll lead him off to Master Kassan’s shop.” She jerked her head in the proper direction. “Anything that sows discord between the Grand Wazir and the Umbarian Order is a good thing. The Order must not convince Istarinmul to side with them against the Emperor.”
Kylon did not care about the Emperor, and he cared even less about the Empire, but Caina was a Ghost of the Empire, so he supposed it was her task to care. And while Kylon did not care about the Empire, he hated the Umbarian Order, and would prefer to see the Emperor defeat the Order and crush the rebel magi. 
“Too complicated,” said Kylon. “I was never very good at politics.” 
“I suppose one large battle would simplify matters,” said Caina. “If we lost, though…what then?” 
They settled in to wait, concealed by the scaffolding. Kylon kept watch, the arcane senses granted to him by the sorcery of water watching for any foes, his eyes scanning the darkness for motion. He had kept watch many times while sailing with the warships of the Kyracian fleet, and his mind wandered as he did. He was very aware of Caina’s presence next to him, the slow, steady draw of her breath, the cool focus of her emotions brushing against his arcane senses. Again he thought of kissing her. He didn’t think she would stop him. 
A wave of guilt accompanied the thought. His wife had only been dead two years, slain upon the Red Huntress’s burning blade. After Thalastre had been killed, Kylon had not thought of other women. He had not thought of living, in truth, of doing anything except dying in the process of his revenge. 
Then Caina had walked into his room below the Ring of Cyrica.
Perhaps for the first time in his life, he did not know what to do next. No matter how much he wanted to do it, he could think of numerous reasons why kissing Caina would be a bad idea…
“There,” breathed Caina, her voice barely a whisper.
The Teskilati agent had arrived. 
It was almost a relief.
Kylon loosened the valikon in its sheath over his shoulder. The ancient sword had been forged to destroy nagataaru, wrought from ghostsilver and wrapped with the mightiest spells of the ancient loremasters of Iramis. A peculiar sensation went up his hand as he grasped the sword’s hilt, as if the weapon was vibrating beneath his fingers, though he knew it was motionless. The sword had been created to destroy nagataaru, but Kylon had no doubt that it would be equally effective against an agent of the Padishah’s secret police. 
Though hopefully they would not have to kill anyone. That wasn’t the goal, at least not tonight.
An Istarish man strolled into the courtyard, wearing the blue robes and turban of a merchant of middling prosperity. A scimitar and a dagger hung at his belt, and despite the man’s casual demeanor, Kylon noted the man’s cautious bearing. He also sensed the man’s emotions, taut with wariness. Yet he didn’t feel like a man watching for a potential enemy. He seemed instead like a man waiting for a dangerous ally…
Caina’s head snapped to the left, so fast that Kylon feared something had hit her. She stared down into the courtyard, her eyes narrowed, and she leaned close to whisper in his ear.
“Do you feel that?” she hissed. “Someone’s using a spell down there.”
He drew upon the power of water sorcery, altering his senses and working a spell in silence. His talents lay with the sorcery of air and water, yet he could recognize other kinds of sorcery when he detected them, and he suddenly felt three loci of sorcerous power below, a peculiar mixture of necromantic and elemental spells…
That confirmed his suspicion. 
There were three Silent Hunters in the courtyard. 
The Imperial Magisterium of the Empire forbade the magi from using spells of necromancy and pyromancy and other forbidden arcane sciences. The Umbarian Order had gleefully cast aside those restrictions, and used their forbidden sciences to created augmented soldiers they could unleash upon their enemies. The Silent Hunters were the Order’s assassins, with spells of necromancy and illusion carved upon their flesh. For one hour of every day, they could turn invisible. The power had limitations – the Silent Hunter had to be naked for it to work, since the sorcery only altered his flesh, and he could not carry any weapons larger than a dagger. 
Yet within their limitations, the Silent Hunters were deadly killers. 
“Wait,” breathed Caina. If the Silent Hunters wished to kill a Teskilati agent, there was no reason to interrupt them. But if the Silent Hunters and the Padishah’s secret police had decided to cooperate…
Silver light rippled, and a wiry, naked man appeared in the courtyard below, his chest and back scarred with arcane sigils carved into his flesh. He held a dagger in his left hand with a loose, confident grip. The other two Silent Hunters remained unseen. 
“You’re late,” said the Teskilati agent in Istarish, his voice annoyed. 
The Silent Hunter offered a lazy shrug, his shoulder blades stark against the scarred skin of his back. “There were complications. Such is the nature of our trade.” 
“Indeed,” said the Teskilati. “What have you learned?” 
“You first,” said the Silent Hunter. “That was the arrangement. The locksmith.” 
The Teskilati shrugged. “Very well. The mad locksmith Strake is likely a dead end.”
“You do not believe her to be a Ghost?” said the Silent Hunter. 
“No,” said the Teskilati, and Kylon saw Caina smirk with satisfaction. “Her father was Ragodan Strake, a prominent master of the Brotherhood and a friend of Malik Rolukhan. I doubt the daughter of such a man would join a ring of foreign spies. Additionally, the Strake woman is a wraithblood addict, and you know how unreliable they are. Likely she has worked for the Ghosts, but I doubt Strake even remembers, and the Balarigar would be clever enough to use a false name, damn the woman.”
Caina’s smile did not change. 
“What about the blacksmith who has taken up residence with her?” said the Silent Hunter, waving a hand at the scaffolding. 
“An opportunist,” said the Teskilati. “Despite her madness, Strake is not an unattractive woman, and some men enjoy a certain…instability in their women.” The Silent Hunter gave a derisive snort. “Likely he thinks to profit off her skills while enjoying her company in his bed. No, watching Strake is a dead end.”
“Fortunately,” said the Silent Hunter, “some of us have not been idle. I think I know where to find the loremaster Annarah.”
Caina’s smile vanished at once. 
“Indeed?” said the Teskilati. “Where is the sorceress? The Grand Master wants her head almost as badly as he wants the Balarigar’s.”
“Somewhere near the Cyrican Harbor, I believe,” said the Silent Hunter. “She has been working in the hospitals that minister to the wraithblood addicts.” He sneered. “A waste of time and money. The wraithblood addicts are useless beggars. They should be put to death as a drain upon the public coffers. In the provinces ruled by the Order, they would be slain and raised as undead to augment the Order’s armies.” 
The Teskilati agent shrugged. “The Grand Master wishes them kept alive. That is why the Grand Wazir permitted the Sisters of the Living Flame to open the hospitals. We in the Teskilati do not question the orders of our superiors. I imagine matters work much the same in the Umbarian Order.” 
“You speak wisely,” said the Teskilati. “Which hospital?” 
“I do not yet know,” said the Silent Hunter. “One of the three hospitals. She works at all three, and moves between them at need.”
“Good,” said the Teskilati. “We have been hunting the Balarigar since the destruction of the Widow’s Tower, and this is the first solid lead we’ve had since the Kindred failed to kill her. We will post a watch on the hospitals and take the sorceress alive. Once we have her, she can be made to talk…and we shall at last have the Balarigar.” 
Caina whispered into Kylon’s ear again. “We have to kill them all. They can’t go back to their masters with this information.” 
Kylon nodded. Annarah knew a great many of their secrets. Worse, she knew the location of the Staff and the Seal of Iramis. If the Teskilati torturers forced her to reveal their location, Callatas would claim the relics in short order, and the Apotheosis would come to pass. 
“Very well,” said the Silent Hunter. “But should this plan succeed, credit for the Balarigar’s death must go to Lord Cassander Nilas.”
The Teskilati gave an indifferent shrug. “That is not for us to decide. The Grand Master is the true power in Istarinmul, and he does as he wishes, regardless of whatever promises he has made to your master.”
“And the Lord Cassander shall do as he wishes as well,” said the Silent Hunter. “Perhaps the Grand Master ought to tend to his own stables first. If the rebels in the south gain momentum, perhaps in a year’s time Lord Cassander will negotiate with a new Padishah and a new Grand Wazir.” 
“Take the Teskilati,” whispered Caina. “I’ll deal with the Silent Hunter.”
“The other two?” breathed Kylon.
He glimpsed her grim smile. “They can’t hide. Not from us. Strike first. I’ll come after you and take the Silent Hunter.”
Kylon nodded and drew the valikon in silence. The ghostsilver blade glimmered a little in the dim light, but fortunately the Teskilati agent and the Silent Hunter were too busy arguing to notice. Caina turned and climbed in utter silence down the scaffolding, a dagger appearing in her hand. Kylon straightened up and took a cautious step forward. The damned scaffolding creaked, but neither the Teskilati agent nor the Silent Hunter noticed. 
But the invisible Silent Hunters might have noticed, so it was time to move.
Kylon drew upon the sorcery of water to make himself stronger, the sorcery of air to make him faster, and leaped from the scaffolding. He shot towards the Teskilati agent and the Silent Hunter, the courtyard blurring toward him, and just had time to glimpse the Teskilati agent’s astonished expression. 
Then Kylon landed, the valikon sweeping before him with all of his strength and momentum driving the blow, and he took off the Teskilati agent’s head. Blood fountained from the stump of his neck. The Silent Hunter, to his credit, did not hesitate, but raised his dagger to strike. Before he could, Caina melted out of the darkness behind him, one hand seizing his lank hair, the other slashing her dagger across his throat with cold precision. The Silent Hunter fell to his knees, gagging, his death assured as his life bled out through the torn veins in his neck. 
But there were still two invisible Silent Hunters.
“Your left!” shouted Caina, throwing herself to the ground. Instead of dodging, Kylon charged to the left, going to one knee and ducking as he did. He felt something tug hard at the leather armor he wore over his tunic, likely the blade of an invisible dagger, and struck with the valikon. The sword caught upon something unseen, the sigils written in the blade flaring with white light, and suddenly a second Silent Hunter appeared before Kylon as the valikon collapsed his spell of invisibility. The Silent Hunter snarled and raised his dagger to strike, and Kylon moved first, driving the valikon through the assassin’s chest. The Silent Hunter went rigid, and Kylon kicked the dying man free from the blade, seeking for the final assassin.
He saw Caina, but no sign of the last Silent Hunter. Caina retreated in a zigzag pattern, dodging back and forth at random. She could not see the Silent Hunter, but her peculiar ability to sense sorcery meant that she knew exactly where the assassin was. Kylon again worked the spell to sense the presence of arcane forces, and detected the peculiar necromantic aura that surrounded the Silent Hunter. 
He charged at the aura, sweeping the valikon back and forth in a wide arc, and felt the tip of the blade catch upon something solid. Again the valikon flashed as it collapsed the invisibility spell and final Silent Hunter appeared. Caina flung a knife, the blade sinking into the assassin’s thigh. The Silent Hunter let out a sharp gasp of pain, the sigils carved into his flesh starting to pulse with silver light once more.
Kylon stepped forward, brought the valikon down, and ended the fight. 
He lifted the sword, looking around for any more foes, but saw none. Nor did he hear any sounds of alarm. The merchants and residents of the street of the metalworkers had slept through the fight. 
“Any others?” said Kylon. 
“None,” said Caina, and she gave a disgusted shake of her head. 
“What?” said Kylon. 
“These idiots,” she said, looking at the dead Silent Hunters. “They trusted too much in their invisibility.”
“If we must have foes,” said Kylon, “then let us pray they are all as incompetent.” 
She smiled a little at that. “Agreed. Come. Let’s move the bodies, quickly. I don’t want to leave them behind Nerina’s shop, and I know just where to put them.” 
“The doorstep of Kassan Qhoridaz, I presume,” said Kylon, sheathing the valikon and taking the ankles of a dead Silent Hunter.
“Precisely,” said Caina, gripping the dead man under the armpits. “I hope Kassan enjoys explaining to his masters why three dead Silent Hunters and one dead Teskilati agent turned up on his front step. Oh, we’ll need his head, too. Hard to identify a headless corpse.” 
The dead men were not heavy, and Kassan’s workshop was not far away. No watchmen or soldiers were on the street, and Kylon and Caina soon had the dead men piled upon Kassan’s steps. 
“Pity we can’t do anything about the blood,” muttered Caina, her sense growing colder as she considered the problem. “We left a trail back to the courtyard. Obvious that we killed them there.”
“Maybe not to the common soldiers or watchmen,” said Kylon. “Speaking of which, we should depart. I would prefer not to get arrested.” 
“Nor would I,” said Caina. “But we need some soldiers.” She looked back and forth, considering. “Ah, here we go. Better go to that alley. We’ll need to run quickly.”
In the distance Kylon saw a glimmer of torchlight as a group of soldiers moved up the street towards the Bazaar. Likely a press gang looking for fresh conscripts. 
“Get ready to run,” said Caina.
“What are you going to do?” said Kylon.
In answer, she took a deep breath and screamed at the top of her lungs. Kylon blinked in surprise. It was a long, loud, shrill, terrified scream, exactly the sort of scream a frantic woman in desperate fear of her life might make. Caina screamed once more, louder and longer, and Kylon heard shouting from the approaching soldiers.
“Time to run,” said Caina, her voice calm once more.
“Right,” said Kylon, and he followed Caina as she made a roundabout course through the maze of back alleys and side streets. They ran perhaps half a mile, and then Caina stopped and looked around. As far as Kylon could tell, no one had followed them. 
“Anyone?” said Caina.
Kylon concentrated and extended his arcane senses. He felt the presence of some people in the nearby houses, but they were all asleep. As far as he knew, no one was aware of them. 
“We’re clear,” said Kylon. 
“Good,” said Caina. “That was…tricky.”
“Do you kill people every night?” said Kylon.
“I try to avoid it, actually,” said Caina. “Corpses draw unwelcome attention.” A brief flicker of satisfaction went through her sense. “As Master Kassan is about to discover.” She shook her head. “I’ll have to warn Annarah at once. Meet me at the Shahenshah’s Seat tomorrow night, and…”
“No,” said Kylon.
Caina blinked in surprise. “Why not?”
“Because,” said Kylon, “you shouldn’t be walking alone in the Cyrican docks at night.”
“I’ve done it before,” said Caina. “Many times.”
“Aye,” said Kylon, “but you shouldn’t have to do it.”
Caina hesitated, and then smiled. “All right. Let’s go. The sooner we warn Annarah, the better.” 
Kylon nodded and followed Caina into the alleys leading towards the harbor.
For a moment he contemplated the strange twists of his life. Once he had been one of the nine Archons of the Assembly of the Kyracian people, rich and powerful and influential, with thousands of soldiers and hundreds of ships at his command, with hundreds of slaves to manage his vast wealth and his properties. Now he slept in rented rooms over a variety of taverns, and he had just spent the night helping an Imperial spy move some corpses. He had indeed gone down in the world, a very long way. His sister would have been horrified. 
And yet…this seemed more important than any of the work he had done as Archon after the defeat of the golden dead, far more important than the endless bitter maneuvering between the noble Houses in the Assembly of New Kyre. Kylon knew this was vital work, the battle to stop Callatas and his Apotheosis. 
Yet perhaps the woman walking next to him made it all the more important.



Chapter 3: Necessary Allies
 
Cassander Nilas, magus of the Umbarian Order and Lord Ambassador to the court of the Padishah of Istarinmul, kept a bland smile upon his face.
He wished that Erghulan Amirasku would shut up, but it seemed his wish was not to be granted in the immediate future.
“The lion, of course, tried to circle behind me,” said the Grand Wazir, repeating yet another of his interminable hunting stories. The nobility of Istarinmul, especially the northern nobles, tended to corpulence, but Erghulan remained fit and strong, preferring chain mail and leather to the finery worn by the other emirs. 
“Indeed?” said Cassander, feigning interest. He had gotten good at that lately. 
He walked with the Grand Wazir from the Court of the Fountain and along the Grand Colonnade, deeper into the heart of the Padishah’s sprawling Golden Palace. Snowy white marble gleamed around him, adorned with gold and gems, the pillars rising like fingers of white ice around him. The intricate geometric designs beloved by Istarish artists covered the walls, while the acres of floor had been worked into an elaborate mosaic, showing Istarish nobles in archaic armor hunting gazelles and lions from chariots. Cassander supposed his long, black greatcoat made a stark contrast to the gleaming stone and art around him.
The thought pleased him. 
Erghulan’s scribes and slaves hovered a safe distance behind the Grand Wazir, while a dozen black-armored Immortals walked in a loose ring around them, keeping watch for any assassins. It seemed an extravagance, given that the destruction of the Inferno meant that no more Immortals could be trained. 
On the other hand, given that half of Istarinmul’s emirs were about to rise in rebellion against the Grand Wazir, perhaps the Immortals were a prudent caution. One assassin with a crossbow and decent aim could sometimes accomplish more than the death of ten thousand men in battle. 
Cassander knew that well. Had Kalgri’s aim been a little better in the Court of the Fountain a few months past, Caina Amalas would be dead and the Inferno would still stand.
But then Cassander would not now have the opportunity to bring Istarinmul into the Order’s war against the Empire. 
“They are tricky devils, cunning and fast and strong,” said Erghulan. “One should not underestimate the lions of the Kaltari Highlands. Fortunately, I was ready for him. I had already turned in my saddle, and as the brute reared up to take me, I put an arrow through his heart. Knocked me from my horse in his death throes…but, ah, he made a fine trophy.” 
“A worthy kill, my lord Erghulan,” said Cassander. “You did well not to underestimate the lions of the Kaltari Highlands.” Erghulan grunted in approval. “Though I wonder if the same could be said of the men of the Kaltari Highlands.” 
Erghulan stopped, turned, and glared at Cassander. “Say what you mean, Lord Ambassador.”
Cassander spread his hands. “The Kaltari have long provided the backbone of the Padishah’s armies, yet they have sided with the rebels, led by a former gladiator named Strabane.” If Cassander’s spies were correct, Strabane was a former associate of the thief Nasser Glasshand…which meant that Strabane was yet another of Caina Amalas’s allies. 
“Rebels?” said Erghulan. “No, Istarinmul has no rebels, Lord Cassander. All our nobles are united in their devotion to the Padishah.” 
“A remarkable feat, given that he has not been seen in public for years,” said Cassander. 
“Then our loyalty is all the more admirable,” said Erghulan. “And, truly, there are no rebels in Istarinmul, my lord Cassander. The Padishah’s realm is united, though perhaps some of the emirs may disagree on certain points of law.” 
“You commanded me, my lord Grand Wazir,” said Callatas, “to say what I meant. This was excellent counsel, and I suspect counsel that you would be wise to heed yourself.”
Erghulan glared at him, and Cassander wondered if the Grand Wazir was actually stupid enough to believe his own optimistic interpretation of the brewing rebellion in the south. Then Erghulan sighed, shook his head, and looked at the slaves and the Immortals.
“Move away!” he shouted. “All of you. Move out of earshot now! I wish to speak to the Lord Ambassador without being overheard.” 
The slaves and the Immortals obeyed, moving to the towering stone columns on the edge of the vast colonnade. The Immortals did likewise, though they kept watch for any intruders. A few of them watched Cassander himself. A flicker of contempt went through Cassander, and he felt the weight of the black gauntlet upon his right hand, the power of the red bloodcrystal set in the black steel. Had Cassander chosen, he could have worked a pyromantic spell and burned Erghulan alive in the space between two heartbeats. He could have done the same to the slaves and the skull-masked Immortals, and they could do nothing to stop him. 
“Very well,” said Erghulan. “What would you have me say, Cassander? That the situation is urgent? Perhaps even dire? Before the destruction of the Inferno, perhaps we could have reached an accommodation with Tanzir and his band of…of damned malcontents.” He spat the word like an insult. “But when that damnable woman destroyed the Inferno, that shattered any hope of a peaceful resolution.” 
“Truly?” said Cassander, though he knew the reason and hoped to exploit it soon enough. “If the blame lay upon Caina Amalas, then why provoke a battle with Tanzir Shahan?”
“Because one spy from the Empire could not have destroyed the oldest and strongest fortress in Istarinmul,” said Erghulan. He scowled, making his lined face look even fiercer. “She must have had help, likely from one of the southern emirs. Or from within the Inferno itself.” 
“The late Malik Rolukhan seems a likely candidate for the role of villain in this little drama,” said Cassander. “He was the Lieutenant of the Inferno. Blame him for its loss.” 
“We do,” growled Erghulan. “To put it simply, the truth of what happened no longer matters. The Brotherhood aggravated the southern emirs beyond all reason. Had the cowled masters been a little more circumspect…well, it is too late. The southern emirs fear they shall be blamed for the destruction of the Inferno, and the Grand Master and the northern emirs are of a mind to give them the blame.” His scowl deepened. “And if the fools wish to rebel, let them! They will die screaming for their folly. They will see the kind of torments an Alchemist can inflict in a man’s final moments.” 
“Undoubtedly,” said Cassander. “If you win.” He lowered his voice. “But that’s in doubt, isn’t it?”
“We shall prevail,” said Erghulan, all but snarling. 
“Will you, my lord?” said Cassander. “The Padishah’s infantry has traditionally come from two sources. The warriors of the Kaltari Highlands and the free peasants of the southern emirates. Except the Kaltari sided with the rebels, and the free peasants will march with the southern emirs.”
“We have the noble cavalry of the northern nobles,” Erghulan insisted. “We have ample funds to hire mercenaries. We have the footmen who remained loyal. We have the powers of the Grand Master and the College of Alchemists.” 
“I do not doubt the Grand Master’s powers,” said Cassander. No sense insulting the true ruler of Istarinmul, especially since Erghulan would likely relay this entire conversation to Callatas. “But the Alchemists of the College are scholars and artificers, not battle magi. They can make Hellfire for you, true, but since the rebels will not assail you by sea, the Hellfire is of limited utility. Instead they will lay siege to the city itself, which will limit the use of your cavalry. Especially when food runs low and you have trouble feeding the horses. Or the horses become food themselves.” 
“So,” said Erghulan, his eyes narrowing. “I assume you have an antidote for all these woes?”
“Accept the aid of the Umbarian Order,” said Cassander. “We have experienced troops, and the ships to carry them across the Alqaarin Sea to Istarinmul. We have many veteran battle magi, and the rebels have no way to counter their powers. Accept our help, my lord Erghulan, I beg of you. With the aid of the Umbarian Order, we can crush this rebellion in a month and restore order to Istarinmul.”
Erghulan laughed. “Yes, so helpful, you magi of the Umbarian Order. So helpful, and so eager to please. We shall ask for your help, and once we invite you inside our borders, you will never leave. In a few years we shall be another province under the control of the Order. One might as well invite a lion into the henhouse to combat rats.” 
“The Order does not desire to rule Istarinmul,” said Cassander. “In exchange for our help, we ask only one thing of the Padishah and his magistrates.” 
“The same drum you’ve been beating for the last year, I assume,” said Erghulan. “We permit the Umbarian fleet to pass through the Starfall Straits.”
“My lord is wise,” said Cassander. The Order’s war against the Empire had ground to a stalemate, with the Order’s armies stalled in the hills of the Disali provinces and against the walls of Artifel on the Inner Sea. If the Umbarians sent a fleet through the Starfall Straits, they could assail Malarae directly, seize the Imperial Citadel, and kill the doddering old fool of an Emperor. With the capital in their hands, the rest of the provinces would submit, and the Order would reign supreme over a new and reborn Empire, an Empire that would surpass the glories the Magisterium achieved in the time of the Fourth Empire. 
An Empire where Cassander would be free to wield sorcery as he pleased.
None of that would happen, though, unless he found a way for the Order’s fleet to pass through the Straits. 
“It is a great risk to invite a foreign army onto one’s soil,” said Erghulan.
“Truly,” said Cassander. “Yet civil wars are always long and bloody. The Order can crush the rebels for you in a matter of weeks. You needn’t fear that we shall overstay our welcome. If you open the Straits to us, we will turn our full attention to the Emperor, and it will take us several years to defeat the loyalists and bring the Empire fully under the Order’s control. This will give you ample time to rebuild Istarinmul.” He smiled and spread his hands again, the black gauntlet’s red bloodcrystal flashing in the sunlight. “And ample time for Grand Master Callatas to complete his work.”
Erghulan’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know of the Grand Master’s great work, Umbarian?”
Cassander, in fact, knew quite a bit about what Callatas intended. He thought the old man’s plan to be a stupendous folly, and knew that it would never succeed. Yet it presented Cassander with an opportunity to gain a great deal of sorcerous power. 
Enough power, perhaps, to make himself preeminent among the Umbarians, perhaps even to take his rightful place as one of the Provosts that ruled the Order. 
“Only that the Grand Master has the best interests of Istarinmul in mind,” said Cassander. Which was a rank lie, of course, but Erghulan believed it.
“Very well,” said Erghulan. “I will discuss the matter with the Grand Master, and listen to his suggestions.” The suggestions of Callatas were as good as commands for a man like Erghulan. “Though I suspect the Grand Master will say that if you had killed Caina Amalas as promised, she would not have reached the Inferno, and the southern emirs would never have found the courage to rebel.”
A wave of frustrated anger boiled through Cassander, so hot that he wanted to summon pyromantic power and blast Erghulan’s smug face to glowing cinders. Cassander had spent a great deal of time over the last year trying to find Caina Amalas and kill her, and so far he had failed. He had even summoned up one of the most powerful spirits of the netherworld he could reach, an ifrit that called itself the Sifter. The Sifter had never before failed to kill Cassander’s foes, yet somehow that damnable woman had defeated the ifrit so thoroughly it no longer answered Cassander’s summons. 
The Amalas woman had a formidable reputation among the magi of both the Order and the Magisterium, and Cassander concluded that it was deserved. 
“And if the Teskilati had found her first,” said Cassander, keeping his voice calm, “there would have been no need for me to kill her. But we can agree there is ample blame to go around. It is the philosophy of the Order that results matter far more than intentions or methods.”
“Then employ your methods, Lord Cassander,” said Erghulan, “and find and kill the Balarigar.” He beckoned, and his guards and his slaves moved closer around him. “Until then, my lord Cassander, I bid you a good day.”
Cassander bowed and strode away before Erghulan could depart. It was always best to leave one of these meetings first. He kept his face composed as he returned to the Court of the Fountain, his Adamant Guards falling in around him. The Guards were another creation of the Order’s sorcery, with steel carapaces grafted to their torsos, the enspelled metal plates giving them superhuman strength and speed. Again and again the Adamant Guards had proven effective on the field of battle…but they, too, had failed to capture Caina Amalas. 
A spasm of rage went through Cassander, testing his self-control.
He had wasted a year on this mission to convince Callatas to allow Umbarian ships through the Starfall Straits, a year of futility and frustration. 
He permitted himself a small smile as he left the Golden Palace and returned to his palanquin, the bearer slaves hastening to their position. Yes, the past year had been frustrating, but his efforts would be rewarded. He didn’t know where Caina Amalas was, but he knew where she was going…and he could kill her on the way there.
Or capture her and force her to tell him where the Staff and Seal of Iramis had been hidden all these years. 
Cassander reclined upon the cushions of his palanquin chair, smiling to himself. Killing Caina and claiming the relics would have been pleasant, but they had become irrelevant. Even if Cassander killed Caina right now and presented her head to Callatas this afternoon, he had no doubt the querulous, tedious old fool would find some way to avoid keeping his promise to allow the Umbarian fleet through the Straits. 
No matter. Cassander had a plan. 
Callatas was not the only one who could summon the spirits of the netherworld. 
Within a year’s time, the Umbarian fleet would sail through the Straits and the Empire would fall…even if Cassander had to burn every last man, woman, and child in Istarinmul to do it. 
Yes. He was looking forward to that.
 
###
 
That night Cassander sat alone at his desk in the Umbarian embassy. The balcony doors stood open, the cooler night air blowing into the room. Not that it mattered. Cassander could have locked every door in the mansion that served as the Umbarian embassy, warded those doors, placed guards at every door, and secured himself in his laboratory in the mansion’s vaults. 
She would still have found her way inside. 
One minute the study was empty. The next Cassander looked up, and she stood in the corner, watching him. A little trickle of fear went through him, but showing fear to this woman would have been a bad idea. 
“I keep meaning to ask how you do that,” said Cassander. 
The woman took a few steps towards the desk. She wore all black, black boots, black trousers, a black tunic, black gloves. Over the black clothing she wore plates of red armor, fashioned from some sort of ceramic that Cassander suspected had been alchemically enhanced to the strength of steel. Over her face she wore a mask of red steel, its expression serene and blank. At her belt hung a short sword fashioned from ghostsilver and a dagger, and he had no doubt she had other weapons hidden in her clothing.
Not that she really needed them. 
The woman also wore a Ghost shadow-cloak, the cowl pulled up, the cloak hanging loose about her legs. It blurred and blended with the shadows, making her far harder to see. It also had the effect of blocking divinatory or mind-controlling sorcery. 
Though Cassander was not stupid enough to attempt to look into her mind with a spell.
He knew exactly what he would find there.
The woman drew back her cowl and removed her red mask, and Cassander found himself looking at the features of Caina Amalas. 
At least, it was a close copy of Caina Amalas. 
Cassander had never seen the Ghost in person, but he had read descriptions, and the woman before him had the same features, the same blue eyes, though there was something of Claudia Aberon Dorius in the jaw and in the long blond hair. When Cassander had first met the Red Huntress, she had looked like a typical Istarish woman in her middle thirties. After Caina and Claudia had defeated her, the nagataaru that inhabited her body had rebuilt her flesh in the likeness of Caina and Claudia. Cassander was not sure if it was intended as mockery or as a reminder. Knowing the nagataaru, maybe both. 
“Practice,” murmured Kalgri, gliding soundlessly forward and running a gloved hand along the edge of his desk. “Your security is almost adequate.”
“Such high praise,” said Cassander, watching her. She glanced at him from beneath her eyelashes. Kalgri's new form was quite attractive, really, and under other circumstances the look would have been alluring, but Cassander knew far too much about her. The Red Huntress was nearly two centuries old, and she had more blood on her hands than many members of the Umbarian Order. The nagataaru inside her feasted upon pain and death, and fed some of that power back to her in the form of enhanced strength and speed. If it came to a fight, Cassander was not sure he could beat Kalgri. 
Best to avoid that fight, then. Especially since the Red Huntress might be the key to killing Caina Amalas and reclaiming the lost regalia of Iramis, the relics that would make Cassander a power in the Order. 
“It is,” said Kalgri. “Else I would not have wasted my time with you.” Something like purple fire and shadow flashed in the depths of her eyes for a moment. “I would have killed you and forgotten about you.”
Cassander smiled at her, flexing his armored right hand. “You are welcome to try.” 
For a moment they stared at each other, and Cassander wondered if he had pushed her too hard, or if she had decided to kill him for some unfathomable reason of her own. Then Kalgri smiled and pushed away from the desk, gazing through the open balcony doors at the darkened Alqaarin Quarter below. The transformation had altered her personality in addition to her face, had made her more mercurial, her actions harder to predict.
He would be a fool to think it had made her any less dangerous. 
“Did you enjoy your meeting with Erghulan?” said Kalgri.
“Not in the least,” said Cassander. 
“Mmm. I knew his father, too. He was a pompous fool, and his son is a pompous fool. It must run in the blood.” She looked at him and grinned. “Perhaps you can find out when you spill it.”
Cassander tried to keep the reaction from his face. Had Kalgri realized what he intended to do if Callatas would not open the Straits? He started to summon power for a spell, then realized that if the Red Huntress wanted to kill him, she would not bother talking first. 
So. That meant she still wanted his help to kill Caina Amalas. 
“I take it,” said Cassander, “that you are ready to strike at the Balarigar?”
“Soon,” said Kalgri. “Very soon now.”
“Then you know where she is?” said Cassander. 
“More or less,” said Kalgri.
“Then,” said Cassander, rising from his chair, “I suggest that you tell me where she is, and I shall strike at once.”
“No,” said Kalgri.
“It will be difficult,” said Cassander, “to kill her without knowing her location.” 
“If you go after her now, you will accomplish nothing, put her on her guard, and lose a great many of your men in the process,” said Kalgri. “Not that their lives are of any consequence. But you had your chance to kill her and you failed.”
“So did you,” said Cassander. 
He heard the faint creak of her leather gauntlets as her hands curled into fists, and again purple fire flickered through her cold blue eyes. 
“I did,” hissed Kalgri. “I am going to feast upon her death.” She shivered a little. “Soon. Very soon. Her death…and her death will be the gateway to so many others…”
“If you tell me her location,” said Cassander, taking a step closer to the Huntress, “I shall be most glad to assist you.” 
Kalgri gave a nasty laugh. “I’m sure you would. Out of the generosity of your kindly heart? No. You are not a fool. We both failed to kill Caina, but we can help each other.” 
She held something in her right hand, rolling it over her fingers. It was a short, curved knife. It looked a bit like a scaling knife, or perhaps the kind of knife a Teskilati torturer would use to peel the skin from a victim. 
“An interesting blade,” said Cassander. “It looks too fragile to make an effective weapon.”
“It would be,” said Kalgri. “When used against flesh, surely. But this,” she tapped the flat of the blade against her fingers, “but this is a weapon against the mind.”
“When stabbed into the ear, I assume?” said Cassander. 
That actually a brought a brief smile to her face. “No. Do you know what Caina’s strength is?”
“Her intellect?” said Cassander.
“That is one of them,” said Kalgri. “Her chief weapon, though, is her ability to acquire allies. She has gained some potent allies. The stormdancer.” Her lip curled in contempt. “Nasser Glasshand, who likes to masquerade as a thief. Morgant the Razor. Annarah, the last loremaster of Iramis.” 
“Truly?” said Cassander. “She really found an Iramisian loremaster?” The loremasters of Iramis had possessed legendary skills of sorcery. If Caina had somehow found an Iramisian loremaster, she had indeed acquired a potent ally.
“Yes.” Kalgri tilted her head to the side, the way she did when listening to the nagataaru within her flesh. “I am not certain how. I thought Annarah slain a century and a half past. Callatas himself thought that.” She smiled to herself. “He is not omniscient.” 
“Clearly not,” said Cassander. “Else he would not have devoted such efforts to locating the Staff and the Seal of Iramis.” 
She glanced at him. “You know of his need for the relics?”
“He requires them to work his great spell, whatever it is,” said Callatas. “I know how he searches the Iramisian ruins in the Desert of Candles. Clearly he needs the relics for some purpose.” 
Kalgri’s smile sharpened. “And you have some other purpose for them?” 
“I promise that if I take them,” said Cassander, “that I am going to kill a lot of people.”
“Such honeyed words for my ears, Lord Cassander,” said Kalgri. 
“And you know where the relics are?” said Cassander.
“I know exactly where they are,” said Kalgri. 
A flash of irritation went through Cassander. He considered taking Kalgri prisoner and forcing the knowledge from her, but dismissed the idea as suicidal. He could not force her to do anything, and if he tried, she would likely kill him. If Cassander wanted to kill Caina, if he wanted to claim the Staff and the Seal for himself, then he would have to play along with this madwoman’s game.
And if not…well, there was his plan for opening the Straits whether Callatas and Erghulan liked it or not. Considering the amount of people the plan would kill, he suspected Kalgri might approve. 
“Perhaps you should tell me,” said Cassander.
“Not yet,” said Kalgri, smiling. That smile unsettled him as much as the anger of the Provosts. “Soon, though. Very soon. Caina Amalas will die…and perhaps all the world with her.” She shivered again, almost like a starving woman contemplating a feast. “All the world.” 
“Would you care to explain your plan?” said Cassander. 
“Prepare your men to strike,” said Kalgri. “I will return tomorrow night, and I will know where Caina shall be for the next few days.”
“Then we shall kill her,” said Cassander.
“I will kill her,” said Kalgri. “And then, once she’s dead, you can have the Staff and the Seal.” She stepped towards the balcony doors. “Caina will be either in the Alqaarin Harbor or the Bazaar of the Southern Road in a few days.”
“How do you know?” said Cassander. “Is…”
But Kalgri was gone. Likely she had jumped from the balcony in silence and plummeted to the courtyard below. It was a fifty-foot fall, but her nagataaru would have given her the strength to survive it without injury. Cassander sighed and his right hand curled into a fist, the gauntlet clanking. The woman was dangerous and unreliable. Yet she was nonetheless effective…and Cassander would use every weapon he could to achieve his goals.
He would see the Umbarian Order conquer the Empire, no matter what he had to do to achieve it. Caina’s death was a minor annoyance to achieve that goal.
Especially since Cassander was both willing and capable of killing everyone in Istarinmul to destroy the Empire.



Chapter 4: Necessary Villains
 
Caina blinked awake, the last threads of a dream fading as she looked at the dawn sunlight spilling across the ceiling of her safe house. She thought the dream had been a nightmare, though she could not remember what had happened. 
Just as well. Caina had so many nightmares. Her old mentor Halfdan had said that nightmares were the scars of the mind, and Caina had accumulated quite a few of those. One of them was Halfdan’s death, stabbed from behind by Sicarion. He had never seen the assassin coming. At least it had been quick.
Caina wondered what dangers she had failed to foresee. Given the many dangers she did foresee, it hardly seemed necessary to look for new ones. 
She rolled out of her cot and stood, the worn floorboards cold against her bare feet. This particular safe house was a rented room in the Tower Quarter, not far from the Teskilati headquarters in the grim fortress of the Crows’ Tower. It was a risk, sleeping so close to the Crows’ Tower, but the widow Talisla who owned the house owed Caina a great many favors. Though perhaps Caina’s presence here put Talisla and the other tenants at risk. 
Caina stared at the wall for a moment. Perhaps it was good she was leaving the city to find the Tomb of Kharnaces. No one else would be in danger because of her. Of course, the people of Istarinmul would still be in danger. Callatas would continue working towards the Apotheosis …
She closed her eyes, trying to stop the guilty spiral of her thoughts. Even if Caina had never come to Istarinmul, the city’s people would still have been in danger. If she wanted to defeat the danger, if she wanted to prevent the Apotheosis and end the civil war, the best way was to find the Staff and the Seal of Iramis and prevent Callatas from ever claiming them. 
Best to get started, then.
Caina worked through her unarmed forms for an hour, both to clear her mind and to keep the movements fresh upon her muscles and memory. They had saved her life more than once, and she moved through the middle block and the low kick, the high strike and the leg sweep and a dozen other movements over and over again until her breath came hard and ragged, her arms and legs trembling with fatigue. 
Once she finished, she felt better. Exercise always had that effect. Caina cleaned away the sweat and dressed in her disguise for the day. While wearing the garb of a courier for the Padishah she had killed a Teskilati agent and three Umbarian Silent Hunters, so today she dressed as an Anshani merchant in a patterned red and blue robe, a turban upon her head, a scimitar and her ghostsilver dagger at her belt, a fake beard and some makeup making her look both male and twenty years older. Since coming to Istarinmul, she had spent far more time dressed as a man than as a woman. The disguises were useful, but she was getting desperately tired of dressing as a man. She wanted to put on a nice dress, wanted to put on earrings and jewelry. 
Caina was honest enough with herself to admit that she wanted Kylon to see her like that.
That was another tangle of emotion she couldn’t sort out right now, so she pushed it aside, checked her disguise one last time, and left the rented room. Once a brief glance revealed no Teskilati agents or Kindred assassins lurking in the street, Caina set out across the city.
It was time to visit a tavern she had burned down.
 
###
 
Granted, Caina hadn’t intended to burn down the Shahenshah’s Seat. And to be fair, the Sifter had been at least partially responsible. 
Caina walked through the Bazaar of the Southern Road in the Anshani Quarter, the southernmost edge of the city itself. The Great Southern Road, the main caravan route to Anshan and Cyrica, began at Istarinmul’s southern gate. Consequently the Bazaar was one of the largest in the city, and perhaps one of the largest in the world, full of men from a dozen nations buying and selling every conceivable manner of merchandise. The sprawling caravanserai outside the walls usually held thirty or forty merchant caravans at once, some preparing to depart for Anshan or Istarish Cyrica, others unloading their goods to sell in the Bazaar.
At least, the Bazaar usually held that many caravans. Now it was half-empty. The rumors of war in the south had scared off many merchants. Strabane’s Kaltari warriors had been raiding the Brotherhood’s slave caravans, adding the freed slaves to their ranks, and numerous tribesmen had decided to take advantage of the chaos by going bandit. Consequently merchant traffic had slowed to a crawl, and now only the boldest dared to make the journey across the Trabazon steppes to Istarinmul.
Perhaps Caina could blame herself or that, too. 
She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts, and then felt something cold against her left wrist. Caina kept walking, but slipped her right hand into her left sleeve, her fingers coiling around the ghostsilver bracelet on her left wrist. Of course, the pyrikon wasn’t really a bracelet, and it wasn’t really made of ghostsilver. Caina had once thought the pyrikons were enspelled bracelets of the loremasters of Iramis, but they were more than that. They were spirits of defense, summoned from the netherworld and given material form. The loremasters of Iramis apparently earned them as some part of trial, and when Caina had rescued Annarah from the nagataaru in the netherworld, one of the spirits of defense had decided that Caina was worthy.
It had followed her back to the material world, and now resided upon her wrist in the form of a bracelet. It unsettled Caina to no end, and if she could have figured out a way to get rid of the thing, she would have done so. She did not like carrying enspelled objects, let alone a spirit of the netherworld. Yet the pyrikon had made itself useful. It had transformed into a gauntlet that allowed her to handle the Subjugant Bloodcrystal, and that had led to the destruction of the Inferno and the freeing of the Undying. It also had another useful ability that Caina had not anticipated. 
It sometimes grew cold in the presence of another pyrikon. Given how hot it was in Istarinmul, it was a pleasant feeling, but it also let her find Annarah.
Caina turned back and forth, then nodded to herself and started down the aisle between rows of merchant booths. At the end of the aisle was a booth selling knives of dubious quality. The merchant himself was a plump Istarish man with beady black eyes, a florid blue robe, and a turban of the same color.
A man and a woman stood before the booth. The man looked like he was in his middle fifties, though Caina knew he was much, much older. He wore a stark white shirt, a loose black coat that hung to his knees, black trousers, and black boots. A sheathed scimitar and dagger rested in his sword belt, and something like a red gem flashed in the pommel of the dagger. He had close-cropped gray hair, icy blue eyes, and a sour, gaunt face. He claimed to be Markaine of Caer Marist, famed painter, but Caina knew that he was Morgant the Razor, infamous assassin. 
Right now his expression was caught somewhere between annoyance and incredulity as he looked at the woman.
The knife merchant, too, devoted his entire attention to the woman.
She was striking, taller than both Caina and Morgant, with dark skin, brilliant green eyes, and long silvery hair that Caina had tried to persuade her to cut or dye. The woman would worn the robes of an Iramisian loremaster, but both Caina and Morgant had managed to convince her to wear a simple green dress and headscarf, her distinctive hair bound into a long braid. Her pyrikon rested around her left wrist in the form of a delicate bronze bracelet. The merchant stared at her, eyes wide, and for an awful moment Caina was sure that the man had recognized Annarah, that he was about to call for the watchmen.
But as she hurried over, she saw that the merchant was nodding in agreement. 
“Then…I should speak to him?” said the merchant.
Morgant rolled his eyes.
“You must speak to him,” said Annarah. She spoke Istarish with a peculiar accent. Caina suspected Annarah was one three people left in the world who spoke with the accent of lost Iramis. “Do you not see? He did not mean to insult you. No, he simply wanted a better life for his children, just as you did.”
The merchant nodded again. “My father dug ditches all his days on a plantation in Istarish Cyrica. Now I have risen higher!” He gestured at his booth. 
“Now your son shall rise higher yet,” said Annarah. “When he finishes his studies and becomes a scribe, he shall have the opportunity to provide well for your grandchildren. He did not dishonor you by choosing a different trade. Rather, he followed your example.”
“I had not considered it in that light,” said the merchant. “I always thought scribes were dishonest folk, twisting words and making up documents to cheat hard-working men like myself out of our just profits.” 
“Oh, aye, hard-working indeed,” said Morgant with disdain. He spoke Istarish with a thick burr, his words colored with the accent of Caeria Ulterior. “Selling these knives for thrice their actual worth does work up a sweat, does it not?” He picked up one of the knives, tossed it to himself, and set it back upon the counter. “Tell me, when your father dug ditches, did he always leave them just a foot too shallow? It must run the family. If it does, I suppose your son will forget a word or two in his legal documents when…”
Annarah gave him a look, and Morgant rolled his eyes, but he fell silent. 
“Speak with your son when he returns from Cyrica Urbana,” said Annarah. “I do not have the right to command anyone, but that is what I think you should do.” 
“Yes,” said the merchant, nodding. “You may be right. I shall ponder upon what you have said.” His eyes flicked to Caina. “Ah, good sir! Welcome! Are you planning a trip upon the Great Southern Road? In these perilous times, you should invest in some protection! My blades are the finest in all of Istarinmul…”
“If you want to invest in protection, just give your money directly to the bandits,” said Morgant, stepping away from the booth. “Much more efficient.”
“My apologies, master merchant, but we are late for an appointment,” said Caina. “Come along.”
Annarah smiled one last time at the knife merchant and followed Caina and Morgant from the booth.
“What was that about?” said Caina. 
“The usual,” said Morgant. “Our mutual friend saw a wounded puppy and had to bandage it.”
Annarah shrugged. “I saw his aura. There was great pain in it. A few words revealed that he was estranged from his eldest son. His pain was needless.”
“You cast a spell to see that?” said Caina, glancing at the pyrikon on Annarah’s wrist. 
“No,” said Annarah. “That is one of the abilities of the loremasters, one of the gifts granted to use by the Words of Lore. It is…hard to articulate. We can see auras. Or threads.”
“Threads?” said Caina.
“The lines of destiny, perhaps,” said Annarah. “Some of the loremasters suspected that the mortal world is in fact an endless web of chains, with each decision made by a mortal creating a new link in that chain. Others theorized that time was in fact a tapestry, and that the choices of each individual wove a thread into that tapestry.”
Despite the heat of the day, Caina felt a little chill. “I’ve heard something similar.” The Sifter had seen the world through that lens, and Caina had glimpsed something of the ifrit’s malevolent, alien thoughts. “Tell me something. Do you see anything in my aura? My destiny thread?”
“Why?” said Annarah.
“Indulge me,” said Caina, thinking of Sulaman’s warning.
Annarah shrugged, her green eyes focusing upon Caina. A faint tingle rolled over Caina as Annarah drew upon the peculiar form of sorcery the loremasters had called the Words of Lore. At last Annarah shook her head and looked away. 
“Nothing in particular,” said Annarah. “Only…that there was great pain in your past. And momentous events revolve around you.”
Morgant laughed. “At least you don’t gaze into a crystal ball and ask for silver to cross your palm before you make these pronouncements. Though if we ever run short of money, you could go into business as fortuneteller.” 
Annarah was perhaps the only person Caina had met who never seemed annoyed by Morgant’s endless barbs. She only raised a silver-white eyebrow and smiled. “I see the same thing when I look at you, Master Markaine of Caer Marist.” 
“I am the best painter in Istarinmul,” said Morgant. “Of course you see momentous events swirling around me.” 
“Speaking of paint,” said Caina, “I wish you would dye your hair. If you go around helping people…”
“Constantly,” said Morgant.
“A silver-haired woman with uncanny knowledge is bound to draw attention,” said Caina. “Callatas has a bounty of a million bezants upon your head. There are a lot of people looking for you.”
Annarah smiled. “The bounty upon your head is twice as high as mine. Yet here we are, walking openly through the Bazaar.” 
“True,” said Morgant, “but she’s wearing a false beard that looks as though a rat used it for bedding.” 
“That’s the point,” said Caina. This part of the Bazaar was mostly deserted, so it ought to be safe enough to talk, but she wished Annarah would turn from the subject until they were behind closed doors. “The bounty decrees don’t include my description yet. So I’m dressed as a man. It’s worked so far.”
“Yet they’ve almost caught you any number of times,” said Morgant.
“Aye,” said Caina. The Kindred had set several traps for her. The Red Huntress had come after her. Cassander Nilas had conjured the Sifter and set the ifrit to hunt her down. 
“Someday we shall have to confront Callatas,” said Annarah. She gave a sad shake of her head, her braid rustling against her back. “He was once called Callatas the Wise, the most respected of the loremasters of Iramis. Then he turned his back upon us. He burned Iramis, and in the centuries since, he has wrought the most appalling crimes. The wraithblood may be the greatest of them. I want to know what happened to him. I want to know why one of my kindest and wisest teachers became Grand Master Callatas.” 
They reached the half-rebuilt Shahenshah’s Seat. The walls of the sprawling tavern had survived, though the fire had gutted the interior and collapsed the roof. The workmen had cleared away the debris and whitewashed the walls anew, rebuilding the first floor in the process. The carpenters intended to rebuild floor by floor, which meant that the owner had already reopened the first floor for business, selling beer and wine and cheap bread while the work continued overhead. Caina had financed some of the rebuilding herself, funneling money to the owner in exchange for certain modifications to the building. 
A Ghost circlemaster could never have too many safe houses.
The common room was dim, lit only by the sunlight leaking through the opened shutters. The air smelled of sawdust and plaster, the odors drowning beneath the sour reek of sweat and vomit. Fresh-cut tables and benches littered the room, and even at this hour of the morning there were a large number of caravan guards, porters, teamsters, and farriers sitting at the benches, drinking cheap beer and speaking in low voices. 
Caina crossed the room, Annarah and Morgant following her. Annarah drew some appreciative glances from the men as she walked, but her expression remained serene. A man with close-cropped graying hair leaned against the far wall, arms folded over his muscled chest. He had the look and stance of a veteran of the Imperial Legions, and wore a simple tunic, trousers, and heavy boots, a broadsword sheathed at his belt. He looked at Caina for a moment, and then nodded. 
“Master Ciaran,” said the man. 
“Laertes,” said Caina. “Is he ready?”
“He’s waiting for you,” said Laertes, casting a glance over the others. “The Kyracian’s already here. Come along.”
“You can take the centurion out of the Legion,” said Morgant, “but you can’t take the Legion out of the centurion. Do you sometimes forget and accidentally salute your employer as your tribune?”
Laertes only grunted and led the way to a narrow door. Beyond the stairs descended to the Seat’s cellar, the brick walls still scorched and blackened from the fire. A new doorway had been built in the corner, and Laertes crossed to it and knocked a few times. The door swung open, lantern light spilling out, and Caina stepped into the secret room. She had stocked it with weapons and supplies and other useful things a Ghost might need. As a concession to her guests, she had included a low round table ringed with cushions. Kylon leaned against the wall near the door, wearing the leather armor and rough clothes of a caravan guard, his muscled arms folded over his chest. He smiled at Caina, and she smiled back at him.
Nasser Glasshand, once the last prince of Iramis, rose from his cushion and smiled.
“Ah,” he said in his deep voice, his white teeth flashing in his dark face. “Our friends have arrived. Ciaran, loremaster, welcome.” He wore dark, simple clothing, a scimitar belted at his waist, a glove and bracer of black leather covering his left hand. Given that his left hand was fashioned of some sort of peculiar living crystal, a side effect of the spell that had destroyed Iramis, Caina understood the need for the glove. Nasser’s hand was even more distinctive and unusual than Annarah’s hair. 
“My lord Prince,” said Annarah with a bow. 
“No greeting for me?” said Morgant.
Nasser’s white smile flashed like a knife. “Laertes did not throw you into the street.” 
In answer Morgant snorted, sat upon one of the cushions, and propped his boots on the table. He reached into his coat and drew out a scarab made of jade, wrapped in a short, thick golden chain, and began tossing it to himself. Caina sensed the faint sorcerous aura around the torque, the power worked into it by the long-dead necromancer-priests of ancient Maat. 
Though death did little more than inconvenience the Great Necromancers of Maat. 
Laertes snorted. “You’re still carrying that stupid thing around?” 
“It’s important,” said Morgant.
“It’s damaged,” said Kylon.
“Aye,” said Morgant, “but it’s still important. Not sure why.” He tossed it to himself again. “Unless the Knight of Wind and Air decided to play a joke on me.” 
“No,” said Annarah. “The djinn of the Court of Azure Flame have never been hostile to mankind or the mortal world. Powerful and alien to our understanding, but not malicious. If the Knight told you to take a damaged wedjet-dahn, he had a reason for it.”
Kylon frowned. “But it’s damaged. A wedjet-dahn was designed to absorb and divert hostile spells, correct?” Annarah nodded. “What use could a djinni possibly have for it? If a hostile spell strikes it, it will amplify the effect and divert it into its bearer?” Annarah nodded again. “Then one might as well carry a cracked shield or wear a cuirass with a hole over the heart.” 
“You’re awfully picky, Kyracian,” said Morgant, still tossing the jade scarab and its chain to himself. 
“I’m not the one who risked my life to carry it out of the Inferno,” said Kylon. 
“That,” said Morgant, pointing at Kylon. He hesitated. “That is actually a good argument. Better than usual for you, anyway. Have you taken a woman into your bed recently?” 
“What?” said Caina. 
Both Kylon and Annarah looked at her. 
“You understand, Master Ciaran,” said Morgant, looking at Caina. “Young men like you and the Kyracian. You see a pretty face on a shapely woman, and you can think of nothing else. I’m sure you know exactly what I mean.” He glanced at Nasser. “That’s why the young men need our guidance, you know. The benefit of our age and wisdom.” 
“Do you ever stop talking?” said Laertes, loading a tray with food from one of the shelves. 
Annarah laughed. “Given the taunts you told me that he shouted at Rolukhan in the Inferno, I doubt any us could silence him.”
“If you feel the need to dazzle us with your efforts at oration, Master Markaine,” said Nasser, his voice dry as the Desert of Candles, “then I suggest you turn your attention to the task at hand.” 
“I’m an assassin, not a thief,” said Morgant. 
“Theft is similar to kidnapping, and I thought you said that kidnapping was only a lesser subset of assassination,” said Kylon. 
“It is,” said Morgant. “You’ll recall that when we kidnapped the emir Kuldan Cimak, I did most of the work.”
“When did you kidnap an emir?” said Annarah, blinking. 
“Oh, after we set fire to his inn,” said Morgant. “It was a very busy day. But I suppose it wasn’t kidnapping, since I convinced him to follow us willingly. The inn was also a whorehouse, which by a roundabout route, returns us to my main point. Lord Kylon is in need a woman. Wouldn’t you agree, Master Ciaran?”
Morgant smiled at Caina. Once again she felt the urge to punch him. He always poked, always prodded, seeking for a weak point, and with unfailing accuracy he had found one of hers. Was it that obvious? 
“I think that Lord Kylon is entirely capable of making up his own mind,” said Caina. 
Kylon looked at her, and something in his eyes sent a shiver down her back. If they had been alone…
“Capital,” said Nasser. “I’m so glad we can agree on this important matter. If you can refrain from amusing yourself for a few moments, Morgant, perhaps we can attend to business.”
“Yes,” said Annarah. “The lives of uncounted millions hang in the balance.” 
“Please, be seated,” said Nasser, gesturing at the cushions. Caina and Annarah sat, Annarah folding her legs beneath her with prim grace. Caina might have preferred a skirt herself, but trousers did mean she could sit cross-legged without difficulty. Kylon remained standing by the door, and Laertes produced a tray holding dates and cups of coffee. Morgant popped a date into his mouth and took a cup of coffee.
“I thought you said you don’t drink coffee,” said Kylon.
“I don’t,” said Morgant, taking a sip. “Makes you too jittery. But there are times when it is advantageous to be jittery. Such as when visiting the tomb of a Great Necromancer of Maat.” 
“Aye,” said Caina. “This island. Where exactly is it?”
“In the Alqaarin Sea, about three or four days’ east of Rumarah,” said Annarah. “I do not believe it has a name.”
“It has acquired one in the century and a half since the fall of Iramis,” said Nasser. “The island is commonly called Pyramid Isle.”
“Pyramid?” said Caina. “There’s an actual pyramid on the island?” From what she had learned of Maatish history, the pharaohs and Great Necromancers had usually buried themselves in vast underground complexes, but sometimes they had built colossal stone pyramids over their tombs. 
“No,” said Nasser. “A barren hill in the center of the island looks a great deal like a pyramid. The island is not large, no more than a day’s march from one side to another. The hill stands in the center with a ring of jungle around it.”
“Not at the base of the hill, though,” said Annarah, her green eyes distant. “Nothing grows there. Nothing grows at the entrance of the Tomb. Like a line drawn upon a map. There are…creatures in the jungle as well. Undead things. Created by either Kharnaces or the ancient Maatish to serve as guardians.” She gazed into the coffee, remembering. “A ring of wardstones stands around the jungle. The ancient loremasters raised the stones and inscribed them with the Words of Lore to keep the undead things trapped within the jungle.” 
“Sometimes bolder smugglers use the beach to conduct deals or to store hidden caches of goods,” said Nasser.
Annarah looked aghast. “Truly? Men go to the island?”
“In ancient days, the authority of the Prince of Iramis was enough to keep ships from Pyramid Isle,” said Nasser. 
“Your authority has diminished just a touch,” said Morgant.
“Regrettably so, I fear,” said Nasser. 
“Where in the Tomb are the Staff and the Seal?” said Kylon. “I assume it is a large place.”
“It is,” said Annarah. “A vast maze of galleries and tunnels and chambers, all dug into the stone of the island. We put the regalia near the surface, just within the library.”
“Library?” said Kylon. 
“Every Great Necromancer of Maat was buried with a complete library of scrolls detailing their spells and secrets and history,” said Annarah.
“Gods,” said Caina. “Those would be almost as dangerous as the Staff and the Seal in the wrong hands.” One Maatish scroll had killed Caina’s father and had almost killed everyone in Malarae. She wanted to reach for the leather cord around her neck, the cord that held her father’s worn old signet ring. “We should probably burn them on our way out.”
“That would be inadvisable,” said Nasser. 
“Why not?” said Caina, but the answer came to her as she spoke. “They’re warded, aren’t they?”
“They are,” said Annarah. “There were many traps and sorcerous wards within the Tomb, and the Words of Lore were able to override some of them. I suspected that if I dispelled the wards completely, the backlash would feed into Kharnaces himself…” 
“Who would then awaken from his hibernation,” said Caina. 
“You see the danger,” said Nasser. “Our objective, therefore, is to enter the Tomb, retrieve the Staff and the Seal, and then to depart Pyramid Isle without altering Kharnaces of our presence.”
“Can we be sure he is still asleep?” said Kylon.
“Oh, it’s easy to tell, Kyracian,” said Morgant. “You can tell on account of how the world hasn’t ended yet.”
“For once, the Razor’s words contain a larger than usual kernel of truth,” said Nasser. Caina let out a short laugh. “Pyramid Isle is outside of the largest extent of the ancient Maatish realm, but the Great Necromancers entombed Kharnaces there. He was a heretic, and turned from the worship of the Maatish gods to revere the nagataaru.”
“Callatas learned about the nagataaru from Kharnaces, I’m sure of it,” said Annarah. “He went to the Tomb after he forsook our order and left Iramis. Whatever happened to him there…it changed him. It turned him from the man he was to the monster he is today.” 
“The point, Lord Kylon,” said Nasser, “is that Callatas seeks to harness the nagataaru as a tool. Kharnaces revered the nagataaru as gods. Callatas needs the Staff and the Seal to summon and bind large numbers of nagataaru. If Kharnaces awakens from his hibernation and discovers the Staff and the Seal in his tomb…”
“Then he will do exactly the same thing Callatas would do, but for a different reason,” said Kylon. 
“I should have chosen a different place to hide them,” said Annarah. She shook her head, her silvery braid sliding against her back. “I thought I would be absent only a few years at most. Not a century and a half. It…”
“It has also,” said Nasser, “kept Callatas from finding them for a century and a half. Yes, he worked great evil in that time. He would have done far worse if he had been able to claim the entirety of the regalia.” 
“So,” said Caina. “How will we get to Pyramid Isle?”
“By ship, of course,” said Nasser, flashing his white smile. “We require a smuggler with a knowledge of the treacherous waters around Pyramid Isle, and a willingness to travel there. The Princes of Iramis no longer keep travelers away from the island, but it has a well-deserved evil reputation, so most pirates and smugglers refuse to go there at all. We therefore need a captain and a ship with whom I have worked before, who is willing to make the voyage, and is at least reasonably trustworthy. Given those limitations, our only viable option is a man named Sanjar Murat.” 
Caina blinked. “I’ve heard of him. He’s an Alqaarin corsair, isn’t he?”
“We’ve worked together on various enterprises in the past,” said Nasser. “He is not particularly trustworthy, but will remain loyal so long as he is paid on time and faces at least some risk from a betrayal.” He looked at Kylon and Morgant. “I trust you are capable of providing that threat?” 
Morgant only smirked, and Kylon offered a grim nod. 
“He won’t come to Istarinmul,” said Caina. “He annoyed the Brotherhood too often by stealing away cargoes of slaves, and there’s a bounty of five thousand bezants upon his head.” 
“No,” said Nasser. “He will, however, dock at Rumarah, and I know his ship is going to remain there for the next two weeks.”
“Rumarah,” murmured Annarah, looking at Morgant. “We met there. I suppose it is only appropriate that we go there again.”
“It’s changed since then,” said Morgant. “A hundred and fifty years ago, Rumarah was the chief port of the Princes, save for Iramis itself. Now it’s a den of pirates and slavers. The sort of place where one could buy and sell just about anything.” He smirked at Kylon. “The Kyracian could even buy himself some female companionship.” 
Caina’s hand curled into a fist on her lap, but Kylon spoke first.
“And how would we pay for it?” said Kylon. “Shall you offer to paint the slavers a picture? Once they finished laughing, we would still need to pay them.”
“Ah, an answering insult! That’s better,” said Morgant. “You could use some practice, but that’s better.”
“How are we going to get to Rumarah within two weeks?” said Caina, before Morgant could start again. “It’s about nine or ten days across the Trabazon steppes and the Desert of Candles to Rumarah, and I doubt the Great Southern Road is any safer since the destruction of the Inferno. For that matter, a dust storm could delay us until Murat’s ship leaves Rumarah.”
“We’ll take ship from the Alqaarin Harbor to Rumarah,” said Nasser. “By water, the journey to Rumarah should only take four or five days, depending on the weather.” 
“And upon pirates,” said Kylon. “The Alqaarin Sea is thick with corsairs from the various Alqaarin sultanates. The Umbarian fleet patrols those waters as well.”
“The Umbarian fleet keeps well away from Istarinmul at the moment,” said Nasser. “The Order does not wish to provoke the Grand Wazir while Cassander courts him.”
“There’s a ghastly mental image,” said Morgant. 
“Perhaps you can paint it,” said Kylon. 
“On balance, I believe that a sea voyage to Rumarah presents the least amount of risk,” said Nasser. “I have procured the services of a Saddaic merchant vessel, the Eastern Fire.”
“The Eastern Fire?” said Caina, surprised. “That’s Camus Talazain’s ship, isn’t it?”
“You know him?” said Nasser. 
“I met his father a few months ago,” said Caina. “Business of the Ghosts. Talazain’s ship is a good choice. The Saddai hate the Umbarians, and I doubt Talazain would betray us to the Order.”
“Let us hope we encounter no magi of the Order,” said Laertes. “The thought of facing a pyromantic sorcerer while in a wooden ship is not a pleasant one.”
“No,” said Annarah. “Once the loremasters saw it as our duty to ensure that sorcery was not used as a tool of oppression and terror. Often we failed…yet even the proudest necromancer or the maddest pyromancer always kept one eye over his shoulder for fear of the loremasters. If the Umbarian magi attack us, perhaps I can reteach them that fear.”
Her voice was gentle, but there was an iron hardness beneath it. Annarah spent so much time trying to help people that it was easy to mistake her as soft. Malik Rolukhan had made that mistake in the final moments of his life. It also explained why Morgant listened to her. 
“Then we are agreed?” said Nasser. “We shall take ship to Rumarah, and then to Pyramid Isle?”
“So long as the two of you pay for it,” said Morgant.
“Doesn’t being the greatest painter in Istarinmul pay better?” said Kylon. 
“It pays quite well,” said Morgant. “Better than fighting in gladiatorial games, I presume.” He waved his half-filled coffee cup at Caina and Nasser. “But they’re the famous master thieves. They can pay for it.” 
“The arrangements,” said Nasser in his smooth voice, “have already been made.” He gestured around the room. “Of all our allies and friends, we are the best equipped for this task. This is our chance to cripple Callatas’s efforts and prevent his Apotheosis, and maybe even destroy his power permanently.”
“Such an inspiring oration,” said Morgant.
“Your praise cheers me so,” said Nasser.
“When do we leave?” said Caina. 
“In two days, at first tide,” said Nasser. 
“Good,” said Caina, getting to her feet. “I have a few arrangements to make before we go.”
“Very well,” said Nasser. “We should gather again at the Desert Maiden in the Alqaarin Quarter in two days’ time, before dawn.” 
“I’ll go with you,” said Kylon, moving to Caina’s side. 
“Of course you will,” said Morgant. 
Laertes grunted. “Why shouldn’t he? None of us should go anywhere alone. Too many people want us dead. The Exile is a trusty fellow. Could have used a few more like him when I was in the Legion.” 
“Thank you,” said Kylon. 
“Perhaps I should introduce you to one of my daughters,” said Laertes. “I can never persuade Master Ciaran to meet them, and…”
Nasser laughed. “Should we survive our endeavors, you shall have the funds to provide ample dowries for all your daughters.”
Kylon opened his mouth, closed it again. “Would it not be a scandal for a centurion’s daughter to marry an exiled Kyracian noble?” 
“Better that than a magus,” said Laertes. “Meaning no disrespect, Lady Annarah.” 
She smiled. “In my day the Imperial Magisterium had something of a grim reputation.”
“It really hasn’t improved,” said Caina, stepping towards the door. 
For just a moment, she hesitated. Sulaman had predicted her death if she went after the Staff and the Seal, and Caina considered remaining behind. Perhaps Nasser and Annarah could do it without her help. There were so many ways Caina could die on the journey – she could fall to pirates, to storms, to the undead defenders within the Tomb. She could even die in the city, if the Teskilati or the Umbarians or some random bounty hunter caught up to her. 
Perhaps whoever had left those curved knives would find her at last. 
Yet Caina could not abandon her friends to face those dangers alone. This war might have started long before Caina had been born…but she had made it worse. She had terrorized the Brotherhood into desperation, she had destroyed the Inferno, and she had pushed Istarinmul into civil war. 
Caina had a responsibility. She had joined the Ghosts in pain and rage, and she had kept to that path to make sure others would not suffer as she had suffered, that others could have the families and lives that she never would. Caina would not turn from that path now. 
Not even at the cost of her life. 
“Ciaran?” said Kylon. He could sense her emotions, and she wondered what he detected from her. 
With cold finality, she realized that her attraction to him and her growing feelings for him did not matter, not when Caina knew that she was about to die. He had already lost Thalastre. She could not put him through that again. 
“I have some things to get ready,” said Caina. “Meet me at the Cyrican Bazaar tomorrow at noon, in the usual spot.”
She left before anyone said anything.
 
###
 
Kalgri waited motionless behind a row of barrels in the cellar of the Shahenshah’s Seat, wrapped in her stolen shadow-cloak. Nasser Glasshand’s security measures were excellent, but a man could only defend against dangers that he knew were there. Neither Nasser nor Caina knew that Kalgri had returned, that she had been following them for months. 
The Voice hissed and snarled in her thoughts, full of rage and hunger. Using the shadow-cloak blinded the spirit, preventing it from sensing the world around her. It was inconvenient, but necessary. Kylon of House Kardamnos could sense the presence of nagataaru, and he could also sense the emotions of those around him. The shadow-cloak blocked both abilities. 
They would not realize that Kalgri was there.
Until the very end, of course. 
It would be the last thing they ever realized. 
Kalgri listened to their conversation, her mind sorting through the details.
So. The Desert Maiden in two days. She knew the place. A miserable little tavern in the Alqaarin Quarter. It would be easy enough to surround, and then…
The door swung open, and Caina walked into the cellar, heading for the stairs to the common room. 
Kalgri licked her lips, her right hand coiling into a fist. 
Caina should not have left alone. 
Kalgri’s plan was working. She had watched Caina long enough to know exactly how the Ghost thought. Caina’s fear and pain were making her isolate herself, making her take unnecessary risks. Likely she had some thought of sacrificing herself to save the others. 
Kalgri would be delighted to oblige.
Then, of course, she would kill the others. She only hoped she had the chance to kill Caina in front of Kylon. How he had roared when Kalgri had beheaded his wife in front of him! The Voice had gorged itself upon her death and the death of her unborn child, and the memory of it sent a little shiver of pleasure down Kalgri’s nerves.
Soon there would be greater pleasures than that. 
First, Kalgri had work to do.
She vanished from the cellar like a shadow, making her way to the Umbarian embassy and Cassander Nilas. 



Chapter 5: Mistaken Identity
 
Caina spent the night alone in the Sanctuary of the Ghosts behind the House of Agabyzus. 
She did not sleep well. Nightmares flashed through her mind, recollections of deaths she had seen. Again she saw Maglarion cut her father’s throat with his glittering knife. Sicarion’s blade burst from Halfdan’s chest, her mentor’s eyes wide with astonishment. Green fire flashed, and Corvalis fell dead at her feet, slain by the Moroaica’s sorcery. Sometimes the visions blurred together, and she saw the Red Huntress, her steel mask expressionless as she drove her sword into Kylon’s throat. Caina screamed and ran to him, but the dream unraveled into mist. 
She awoke on her cot sometime before dawn, her throat dry, her head pounding. Caina sat up with a sigh, rubbed her face, and walked into the Sanctuary’s main room. It was a large stone vault, lit by enspelled glass spheres upon iron stands. Long tables held tools and supplies, and chests contained a variety of clothing Caina used in her disguises. 
She had to check in with the other Ghosts, leave them instructions in the event of her death.
The probable certainty of her death.
In a way, Caina realized, she would be saying farewell. 
She chose a blue dress with black trim, tight across the bodice but with loose sleeves for concealing knives. Her hair had grown long enough to cover her ears, and she combed it back and covered it with a blue headscarf. A black leather belt went around her waist, her sheathed ghostsilver dagger pinned to it. She put on some makeup, reddening her cheeks and lining her eyes, though she went without any jewelry. Given the mood of the city, a woman walking alone with jewelry was likely to be robbed. It would be a grimly amusing end if she challenged the Brotherhood and Callatas and the nagataaru only to fall victim to a thug who wanted to steal some earrings. 
She considered herself in the mirror, and nodded to herself. 
It was time to get to work. 
Caina would visit the Ghosts in the Cyrican Quarter first. The Cyrican Quarter and Bazaar were safe enough, and she could go there alone without too much risk of robbery. Once she met Kylon at noon, she could visit the more dangerous regions of the city in his company. Of course, she would have to stay vigilant. Given the enormous bounty upon her head, robbers were the least of her worries. 
Caina slung a satchel of documents over her shoulder, climbed the ladder to the empty courtyard, sealed the Sanctuary behind her, and headed to the street of the metalworkers. The shop of Kassan Qhoridaz, she noted with some satisfaction, was still closed. Perhaps that would keep the Umbarian spies and the Teskilati from turning their attention towards Nerina’s shop again. 
Nerina’s bodyguard Azaces opened the door at Caina’s knock. He was a towering Sarbian man, nearly seven feet tall, and wore the dusty brown robes and turban favored by the nomads of the Sarbian deserts, though Azaces almost always wore a coat of chain mail beneath his robes. The hilt of a two-handed scimitar rose over his shoulder, and for a moment he frowned at Caina, his dark face scowling. He didn’t recognize her, likely because she had spent more time around him dressed as man than as a woman. 
“Azaces,” said Caina, and he nodded. He lifted a small slate, scratched on it with a piece of chalk, and turned it to face her. 
“Greetings,” he had written.
Annarah, among her other endeavors, had been teaching the mute Sarbian warrior to read. 
“Greetings to you as well,” said Caina. “Are Nerina and Malcolm in?”
Azaces nodded, and together they climbed to the third floor of the house. Nerina’s workshop took up the entire top floor, with shuttered windows looking down upon the courtyard where Caina and Kylon had killed the Teskilati agent and the Silent Hunters. Cabinets stored an array of tools, and long tables held a bewildering array of locks, traps, and other mechanical devices. Long slates displayed scribbled equations in chalk. 
Nerina Strake stood at one of the tables, wearing heavy boots, loose trousers and shirt, and a thick leather apron, a pair of magnifying lenses dropped over her eyes as she worked upon a lock. She was a few inches shorter than Caina, thin to the point of looking gaunt, and her red hair was as unkempt as usual, though she had started growing it longer. Her husband Malcolm stood at one of the slates, sketching out a design for armor and scowling. He was a short man, but heavily muscled, so strong that Caina suspected he had a harder grip than Azaces himself. He had more gray in his brown hair and beard than his years warranted, but his imprisonment in the Inferno had not been pleasant. 
Azaces let out a grunt, and Nerina looked up, lifting her lenses. 
“Ciara!” she said, smiling. She had the eerie blue eyes of a wraithblood addict, though she had not taken any wraithblood in over two years. “Malcolm, it’s Ciara.”
“Eh?” said Malcolm, blinking. “What is it?” He spoke Istarish with the same burred accent as Morgant. “Ciara! Welcome.” He stepped forward, and Nerina moved to his side, leaning against him as she did. “It is good to see you.” 
“And you as well,” said Caina. “That Teskilati agent you saw? You won’t need to worry about him any longer.”
“Yes,” said Nerina. “The corpses upon Kassan Qhoridaz’s doorstep? I calculated nearly one hundred percent probability you had something to do with it.”
“A reasonable calculation,” said Caina. She looked at the shorter woman, trying to figure out what had changed. Then it struck Caina. Nerina was…happy. Or, at least, as happy as a woman like her could be. There had always been a core of quiet misery to Nerina, one that she had buried first with wraithblood and then with constant work. Caina wondered if she had the same core of quiet misery within her. 
“Then you killed him?” said Malcolm. “The naked men with sigils carved into their flesh were something of a surprise.”
“Silent Hunters,” said Caina. “The Umbarian Order’s assassins. They can turn invisible for one hour per day, so long as they aren’t wearing clothes.”
“That sounds uncomfortable,” said Nerina. “Also, chilly.”
“The ward plates should warn you against them,” said Caina, gesturing at the lead plates affixed to the walls. Claudia Aberon Dorius had made them at Caina’s request, and she had placed the plates at the Sanctuary and a few other vital locations throughout Istarinmul. The warding spells upon the plates shielded Nerina’s workshop from sorcerous observation. Additionally, if a Silent Hunter tried to enter the house while using his power, the ward would collapse his spell of invisibility. Of course, the Hunter could always employ his power after entering the house, but it would be noticeable if a stranger entered the house, stripped naked, and then turned invisible. “Keep an eye out for any strangers, or anyone sniffing around your two workshops. With the civil war starting in the south, the Teskilati are trying to find the Ghosts.” 
Malcolm nodded. “That occurred to me as well.”
“We shall be vigilant,” said Nerina. “I have determined an equation to discern whether or not a passing person is likely to be a spy, based upon seventeen different variables…”
“I shall trust to your good judgment,” said Caina. She looked at Malcolm and Azaces. “Also, take care not to go out alone at night. The press gangs tend to keep to the poorer parts of the city, but they make trips to the Cyrican Quarter. It would be a shame for you both to have escaped the Inferno only to wind up conscripted into the Grand Wazir’s army.” 
Malcolm and Azaces shared a look. The two men had a peculiar sort of relationship. Azaces had betrayed Malcolm, handing him over to slavery in the Inferno. But Azaces had done it at the command of Nerina’s father, and after Ragodan Strake’s murder, Azaces had loyally looked after Nerina. Now Malcolm and Azaces seemed to have become friends of a sort.
“I have a way to prevent that and to keep our secrets concealed,” said Malcolm. “I have accepted a contract to produce armor for the Grand Wazir’s men as soon as the forge opens. In fact, I have already hired apprentices and journeymen to assist with the work.”
“Good,” said Caina. “That should throw off any suspicion, and exempt you and Azaces from any attempt at conscription.” She reached into her satchel and handed Nerina a sealed scroll. “I will be leaving the city for a few weeks. If you have not heard from me in four months, open that scroll. It will contain directions.”
If Sulaman was correct, if Caina was going to die, then at least the Ghost circle would continue its work after her death. She would put Agabyzus in charge of the circle, and tell him to report to Martin Dorius and assist Nasser. Perhaps together they could defeat Callatas and keep Istarinmul from entering the war on the Umbarian Order’s side. 
Nerina blinked, taking the scroll. “Where are you going?”
“I shouldn’t tell you,” said Caina. 
“It seems probable that it has something to do with the Inferno,” said Nerina. “With the loremaster you rescued there.”
“That is correct,” said Caina. “I can’t tell you anything more. Safer for everyone that way.” 
“Before you go,” said Malcolm, reaching for the counter, “we wish to give you a gift.”
“Oh?” said Caina, blinking.
Malcolm produced a thin wooden case and opened it. Inside rested a set of eight throwing knives secured with leather loops. Caina reached into the case and withdrew one of the knives. It was razor-sharp, its balance perfect. She tossed it to herself, caught the knife by the blade, and nodded.
“These are superb,” said Caina.
“Of course they are,” said Malcolm. “I made them myself.” Modesty was not among his virtues, but the knives were excellent. “I noticed you used throwing knives at the Inferno, and thought you would appreciate blades forged by a competent smith.”
“I will,” said Caina. She returned the knife to its place and slipped the slim wooden case into her satchel. “Thank you.” 
A wave of emotion went through Caina. This was quite probably the last time she would ever see Nerina and Azaces and Malcolm, if she died while trying to retrieve the Staff and Seal. Nerina and Azaces had gone with her into some very dangerous places, and Caina was glad that they had found Malcolm, glad the Nerina had been returned to her husband.
That was why Caina remained a Ghost. So others might have the lives that she never would. 
“I made the equations for balancing the knives myself,” said Nerina. “They should function excellently.”
“I know,” said Caina. She took a deep breath, calming herself. “Take care of yourselves, and be watchful. I shall see you when I return.”
Azaces escorted her back to the front door. Caina started to open the door, and Azaces touched her shoulder. She turned as he scratched out words upon his slate.
“You do not believe you will return,” he wrote.
“No,” said Caina, her voice soft. “Not this time, Azaces. Thank you for everything.”
The big man nodded, his face solemn.
“Take care of them, will you?” said Caina. 
Azaces nodded again, wiped off his slate, and wrote two more words.
“Thank you.”
Caina nodded and left the house, making for the Cyrican Bazaar. 
The Bazaar was not as empty as the Bazaar of the Southern Road had been, but was nonetheless subdued. Men and women went from booth to booth, buying and selling, the low murmur of conversation filling Caina’s ears. Soldiers in the chain mail and spiked helmets of Istarish infantry stood in small groups, watching everything with suspicious eyes. A few of the soldiers stared at Caina as she passed, and she made sure to keep well away from them. 
Kylon awaited her near a lamp seller’s booth outside the House of Agabyzus. He dressed as he usually did, trousers and boots and leather armor, the valikon in its sheath over his shoulder, a number of daggers waiting at his belt. He smiled as she approached, and a little flutter of emotion went through Caina at the sight. For a moment she wondered what he would do if she asked him to leave Istarinmul with her, to go someplace far away from all of this. 
But she would not ask. She had a duty. 
“You forgot to eat,” said Kylon as she approached.
“What?” said Caina, surprised. Come to think of it, she had forgotten to eat breakfast. 
“You always forget to eat when you are focused upon something,” said Kylon. 
She laughed a little. “Do you know me so well already?” 
“Well enough to realize that,” said Kylon. “You’re here to talk to the coffee merchant, are you not? Come. As long as you’re here for that, I may as well buy you one of her cakes.” 
Caina laughed. “Very well.” On impulse she threaded her right arm through his left one. His arm was warm and strong, and she felt another impulse to run her fingers along the muscles there, but she squashed it. Physical contact heightened his ability to sense her emotions, and she wondered what he detected from her. 
“There’s something wrong,” said Kylon, “isn’t there?”
“You know,” said Caina, “it is damnably difficult to hide things from you.” 
He offered a faint smile at that. “I imagine a spy would find that irritating.”
“Beyond belief,” said Caina. “I’m a very good liar. I’ve spent my whole life practicing. Is that why they say it’s impossible to lie to a stormdancer?”
“It’s possible to lie to a stormdancer,” said Kylon. “Sensing emotions isn’t the same as sensing truth and falsehood. But you know that already. And there are other forms of deception than simple falsehood.”
“Such as?” said Caina, steering him towards the House of Agabyzus. 
“Such as expertly deflecting a question,” said Kylon. 
She sighed. “Have I become so transparent?”
“Not at all,” said Kylon. “I’ve known you for long enough and we’ve been through enough together.” She met his gaze. He had brown eyes with amber flecks in them, a combination she had come to find oddly compelling. “So I know when something troubles you.” 
“Considering everything that lies before us,” said Caina, “all the things that we are about to attempt, it would be unusual if they did not trouble me.”
“That’s not it,” said Kylon. “You’ve been planning to do risky things in the entire time I’ve known you.”
Caina had to laugh at the statement. “That’s true enough.” 
“But this is different,” said Kylon. “Something changed after the Inferno. And again, more recently.” He lowered his voice. “Was it those curved knives?”
Caina hesitated as they reached the door to the House of Agabyzus. “Ask me again when we are done here.” 
“Very well,” said Kylon.
She pushed open the door and stepped into the main floor of the coffee house. As usual, the tables and booths were full of merchants and khalmirs taking their noon meal, drinking coffee as they discussed the news of the day. Damla stood speaking with a pair of merchants. Her dark eyes took in Caina, and then widened a bit when they saw Kylon. She looked again at Caina, and a delighted smile spread over her face. 
“Welcome,” said Damla, hurrying over. “Welcome to the House of Agabyzus. I am Damla, the proprietor. You must be the Exile.”
Kylon blinked. “You saw me fight in the Ring?”
“No,” said Damla, “but I have heard all about you from our mutual friend. I am very, very pleased to finally meet you. More pleased than I can say.”
“Thank you,” said Kylon, a faint note of confusion in his voice. 
Caina knew the reason for Damla’s delight. She thought that Caina had finally taken Kylon as a lover, as Damla had urged her to do before the Inferno. Yet if Caina did, and if she was slain as Sulaman had warned her…no, she could not inflict that kind of pain on Kylon…
“Is he here?” said Caina, pulling her thoughts from their gloomy course. Gods, but she had spent a lot of time brooding lately. She could indulge in self-pity once she was dead. 
“Of course,” said Damla. 
She led the way to a booth in the corner. A thin middle-aged man in the robes of an Istarish merchant sat there, scrutinizing a stack of papers. A gray beard shaded the lines of his face, and dark rings circled his dark eyes. He did not have much of a family resemblance to his sister, but his eyes were the exact shape and color of Damla’s. 
“Here you are,” said Damla. 
“No, stay,” said Caina. “I have things to tell both of you.” 
She sat in the booth. Damla sat next to her brother, and after a moment’s hesitation, Kylon sat next to Caina, adjusting the valikon in its sheath. The man in the merchant’s robe regarded them both for a moment, his eyes thoughtful.
“I suspect,” said Agabyzus, the nightkeeper of Istarinmul’s Ghost circle, “that something is afoot.” 
“You suspect correctly,” said Caina. She gestured at Kylon. “You know this man as the Exile. He is not one of our circle, but I trust him as I do you. Exile, this is Agabyzus, Damla’s sister and one of the chief Ghosts of the circle.” 
“A pleasure, Master Exile,” said Agabyzus. 
“And you, Agabyzus,” said Kylon. “Is this not your coffee house?”
“Not quite,” said Agabyzus with a thin smile. “It was, but the Teskilati took me captive and held me in the Widow’s Tower. Our mutual friend,” he nodded at Caina, “freed me, and I have worked for her ever since. The coffee house now belongs to my sister and her sons.”
“So she saved your life, too?” said Kylon. 
“Mine as well,” said Damla. “I think, Master Exile, that you shall find that a common event among her friends.” 
Caina reached into the satchel and passed a sealed scroll to Agabyzus. “I need to leave the city for a time.”
Agabyzus took the scroll, tapping it against his thin fingers. “The last time you left the city, a few weeks later the Inferno was destroyed and the southern emirates rose in rebellion.”
“I am afraid,” said Caina, “that this trip may prove even more significant.”
Damla and Agabyzus shared a look.
“That scroll,” said Caina. “If I do not return within four months, open that scroll. It will contain instructions on how to proceed. Also, it is possible that the Exile may return while I do not.” Kylon frowned at her. “If he does, I want you to listen to him. He knows a great deal about the dangers we face, and he will know what must be done.” 
“It will be as you say,” said Damla. “Can you tell us nothing of where you are going?”
“No,” said Caina. “It’s not safe. Our enemies would kill us for the secrets we have discovered. If we tell you, you would be at great risk.” 
“A prudent precaution,” said Agabyzus. “Before you depart, I have uncovered something that you must know.”
“What is it?” said Caina.
Agabyzus slid the stack of papers towards her. “The Umbarian Order has been buying houses throughout Istarinmul.”
Caina started leafing through the papers. They were bills of sale and letters to various merchants. “All under false names, I see.”
“Obviously,” said Agabyzus. “Cassander Nilas is a clever and dangerous man.”
“Yes,” said Kylon. 
“Nonetheless, I have many friends among the scribes of the Padishah’s magistrates,” said Agabyzus. “More to the point, I have many friends who owe me favors. They let me know things I might find interesting.”
“This definitely qualifies,” said Caina, reading. Her first thought was that the Umbarians had been buying houses near their embassy in the Alqaarin Quarter, to expand the little fortress they had built in the heart of the city. But the houses were scattered throughout Istarinmul. “Any idea why?” 
Agabyzus shrugged. “My guess is that Lord Cassander wishes to establish quiet safe houses for his agents. The Umbarians have aggressively been recruiting spies over the last few months, and several new detachments of Adamant Guards have been sent to their embassy. I suspect the spies and the houses are part of some plot, though I have not been able to guess its purpose.” 
“It would have to do with the Starfall Straits,” said Caina, turning over another page. “That’s the entire reason Cassander is here, the reason the Umbarians sent an embassy to the Padishah. If they convince Callatas to open the Straits, the Umbarians will attack Malarae by sea at once. That’s why the Umbarians have been looking for me. Cassander has a deal with Callatas. If he kills me, Callatas will allow the Umbarians to use the Straits to attack Malarae.” 
“Lord Cassander has been here for over a year now,” said Agabyzus. “Perhaps he has grown impatient with the Grand Master’s game, and has some plan to seize the Straits and open them by force.”
“How?” said Caina. “The Inferno might be destroyed, but there are still thousands of Immortals in the city, and thousands more regular soldiers. Cassander is a powerful magus, but no match for Callatas alone, let alone the entire College of Alchemists. If the Umbarians try to seize the city, they’ll be crushed.” 
“A ring,” said Kylon.
Caina blinked and looked at him. “I’m sorry?”
“The houses make a ring around the Emirs’ Quarter and the Golden Palace,” said Kylon. She hadn’t realized that he had been reading the documents as she did. For all his trouble speaking the Istarish language, he didn’t seem to have any trouble reading it. “Look. Two houses in the Cyrican Quarter, another in the Old Quarter, two more in the Tower Quarter. Then a small shop on the northern edge of the Alchemists’ Quarter…”
“Which makes a ring around the Golden Palace and the Emirs’ Quarter,” said Caina, sifting through the bills of sale as she pinned the locations on her mental map of Istarinmul’s streets. 
“The Exile is correct,” said Agabyzus, frowning. “That creates an almost perfect circle around the Golden Palace.” 
“Why, though?” said Damla. “I am not a soldier, but it seems a useless effort.”
“It is, madam,” said Kylon. “If Cassander wanted to assail the Golden Palace, hiding small bands of soldiers in these safe houses would be useless. The Golden Palace is too well defended.”
“If he wanted to use them as safe houses for spies,” said Caina, “that makes more sense. But then why place them in a ring around the Palace? It is a very odd coincidence.” 
“A spell of some kind?” said Agabyzus. “I know little of sorcery, but the forbidden arcane sciences are the chief weapons of the Umbarians.”
Caina stared at the papers, an uneasy feeling coming over her. 
The idea that Cassander needed the houses for a spell made sense, even if she could not guess the spell’s purpose. She knew that Cassander Nilas was without mercy or scruple, that he would not hesitate to kill as many people as possible to reach his goals. 
Was Caina overlooking something important?
She thought again of the battle for Marsis, the battle that had started the Empire’s war with Istarinmul and New Kyre. The Ghosts of Marsis had been so focused upon stopping Naelon Icaraeus that they had missed Rezir Shahan’s preparations to attack the city. Was Caina making the same mistake now? Was she so focused upon Callatas and the Apotheosis that she had failed to detect a threat from the Umbarians? 
“What manner of sorcery could it be?” said Damla with a shudder. “Some catastrophe like the day of the golden dead?”
“Cassander isn’t powerful enough to do something like that,” said Caina. “But he is powerful enough to work serious harm if he put his mind to it.” She remembered the malevolent rage of the Sifter, remember the ifrit’s efforts to consume her mind and flesh. “I want you to look into this while I’m gone. See if you can find out what Cassander intends.”
“I shall,” said Agabyzus. “Hopefully I shall have results when you return.”
Caina knew she wasn’t going to return.
“Yes,” she said, the words leaden upon her lips. “When I return.”
 
###
 
Kylon followed Caina from the House of Agabyzus and into the Cyrican Bazaar. 
“We have a few more stops to make,” she said. “Two in the Anshani Quarter, and one in the Emirs’ Quarter. It’s not safe to go to the Anshani Quarter alone dressed like this.” She gestured at her blue dress, which Kylon thought fit her well. “It’s not safe to go to the Anshani Quarter alone in any event. Then…”
“You’re saying farewell, aren’t you?” said Kylon.
She looked at him, her face blank, her blue eyes calm, but he felt the turmoil in her emotions.
“You don’t think you’re coming back from this,” said Kylon. 
Caina shrugged. “It seems prudent. A friend of mine told me of Legionaries who wrote letters to their families before every battle.”
“This is different,” said Kylon, stepping closer. She did not flinch away from him. “You told them to listen to me if I came back and you didn’t. If we are defeated, we shall likely all be killed. Why do you think that I will come back and you will not?”
She could not meet his gaze. “It’s not important.”
“Caina,” he said in a quiet voice.
Her eyes snapped back to him. 
“Let me help you, if I can,” said Kylon. “You saved my life at the Craven’s Tower. I know Morgant would have been content to leave me to die, that you had to bully him to carry me out of there.”
“I didn’t bully him,” murmured Caina. “I was just very persuasive.” 
“Tell me,” said Kylon. “Please.”
For a moment she said nothing, something dark churning beneath the cold ice of her mind. 
“I’m going to die,” said Caina at last.
“I knew that already,” said Kylon. “Everyone does at some point.” 
“No,” said Caina. “On this trip, when we leave for the island.”
“How do you know?” said Kylon. “You cannot see the future.”
“I can’t,” said Caina. “But I know a man who can. He has visions. Somewhat like the Surge.”
Kylon went cold. The Surge was the oracle of the Kyracian people. She had sent him to Caer Magia to find a blue bloodcrystal to save Thalastre’s life. She had given Kylon the ability to sense the presence of nagataaru. And she had also given him a prophecy before he had been banished from New Kyre.
“The silver fire is your only salvation,” she had said. That had turned out to be true when Caina had used a stolen vial of Elixir Restorata to save Kylon’s life in the Craven’s Tower. 
“This oracle,” said Kylon. “What did he say?”
“He saw two futures,” said Caina. “In one, I did not go in search of the relics. I died, and our enemy was successful. The world was consumed by darkness.”
“And the other?” said Kylon. 
“I went in search of the relics,” said Caina. “I died…but then the future became uncertain. Our enemy still faced the possibility of defeat.”
“At the cost of your life,” said Kylon, trying to control his anger.
“Yes,” said Caina. “A good trade, don’t you think?”
“No,” said Kylon. “I do not think that is even remotely a good trade. And this oracle could be wrong.”
“He’s not,” said Caina. “He’s never been wrong before. He didn’t want to tell me, either, and he’s helped me before. That’s…what has been troubling me. If you must know.” She licked her lips. “That’s…why I’m not willing to do some other things. It wouldn’t be fair to you. You’ve…you’ve already lost someone. I know what that’s like. I can’t inflict that on you again, I can’t, I just can’t. I’m sorry.” 
For a moment they stood in silence, staring at each other. 
“I don’t believe it,” said Kylon. “Oracles only speak of potential futures. I though the prophecy about silver fire was a message for me, but it was a message for you. Maybe this oracle means you’ll die in some symbolic way. Or maybe he means something else entirely.”
Caina shook her head. “It’s not…”
“No.” He put his hands upon her shoulders. They felt very warm beneath the thin fabric of her dress. “If anyone wants to kill you, they will have to come through me first. You saved my life, and by the gods of storm and brine I am going to save yours.”
She looked down, blinking, and then smiled up at him. “All right. You do cheer me.” Caina took a ragged breath, arranging her expression back to calm. “This isn’t the place to talk about it. Let’s go.” 
He nodded and released her, and she hesitated.
“Kylon?”
“Yes?” he said.
“Thank you.”
He nodded, and they walked in silence toward the Anshani Quarter. Kylon would find a way to protect her, he vowed. He would find a way to save Caina’s life.
A dark voice in the back of his head pointed out that he had vowed to save his sister and his wife, and both women were now dead because of his failures. 
Kylon shoved aside the thought and kept walking.



Chapter 6: Worse Omens
 
That night, Kylon returned to his room at the Inn of the Crescent Moon in the Cyrican Quarter. 
The Inn was a pleasant place, with clean beds and good food. Certainly, Kylon had spent the night in far worse places. His room was on the Inn’s top floor, with a good view of the courtyard below, which would let him escape quickly if the Teskilati or the Immortals or some other enemy descended upon the Inn. Granted, the courtyard was not particularly quiet, but since Kylon usually spent his days walking from one end of Istarinmul to the other, he was almost always tired enough to fall asleep at once.
Tonight, he was just as tired, but sleep did not come.
He gazed at the wooden beams of the ceiling, his hands folded behind his head. A dagger rested beneath his pillow, and the valikon was propped against the wall. From the closed shutters of the window he heard the sound of traffic in the courtyard. Kylon had withdrawn his arcane senses, so only flickers of emotions brushed against his mind. 
He stared at the ceiling, thinking. 
He didn’t know how to help Caina.
There had been utter certainty in her sense when she spoke of her death. Caina truly believed that if she went in pursuit of the Staff and the Seal, she would die in the process, yet the idea of turning back had never crossed her mind. Just as it had never occurred to her not to follow Annarah into the netherworld, or seize the Subjugant Bloodcrystal in the Inferno, or face down the Sifter in the wraithblood laboratory below the Craven’s Tower. Caina had gone into each of those fights with almost certain knowledge of her own death – yet Kylon had not sensed such weariness within her then. Perhaps she had taken too many losses, seen too many friends and loved ones die. 
Certainly Kylon had become a grimmer and harder man since Thalastre had died. 
He didn’t know how to protect Caina. 
Maybe he could not. They were in a war against Callatas and his allies. It was not the kind of war Kylon had fought before, a war of shadows and feints and spies, but it was nonetheless a war. And in this kind of war, Caina was a commander, and commanders were always targets. It was not as if she was a woman who would stay safe at home while Kylon fought in defense of that home. 
A cold, sad chill went through him.
Thalastre had stayed home, secure within the defenses of the Tower of Kardamnos, and the Red Huntress had killed her anyway. 
His fingers tightened against the back of his head. 
Perhaps failure was inevitable, but he would not stop trying. He owed Caina that much. And if the oracle’s prophecy came true, then perhaps Kylon could trade his life for hers. He did not want to see her die. 
He had come to care about her too much. He didn’t even like to see her in pain. 
Eventually, Kylon drifted off to sleep, the resolution firm in his mind.
 
###
 
But sleep brought him no rest.
He had nightmares, of course. Caina had told him that one of her teachers had claimed that just as the flesh bore scars, the mind bore nightmares, and Kylon had understood that at once. As a child he had dreamt of his parents’ murder, though he had been so young that he could barely remember their faces. Later he dreamed of Andromache’s death in the darkness below the Citadel of Marsis, of the drowning men screaming as the sharks feasted upon them after the destruction of the Empire’s western fleet. 
After his failure at the Tower of Kardamnos, Thalastre’s final moments were a frequent visitor in his dreams.
But this dream was different.
He blurred through his life, scenes from his past shimmering past him. Kylon saw again the Tower of Kardamnos, saw Andromache addressing the Assembly, saw the training room in the Tower where he had learned swordplay and the courtyard where he had learned elemental sorcery. The scenes shifted and blurred before him, out of sequence, and he suddenly thought of a man paging through a book at random, glancing over passages of interest. 
As if Kylon’s life was a book, and his memories the pages. 
As if someone was reaching into his thoughts. 
He stiffened, standing at the foot of the Pyramid of Storm in New Kyre, and suddenly the valikon appeared in his hand, shining with white flame. 
“So you do have some ability,” said a woman’s voice, a familiar voice. “I was beginning to wonder.” 
Kylon whirled and saw Andromache staring at him from the stairs of the Pyramid. She looked just as she had on the day of her death, clad in a high-collared red gown with black sleeves, her long hair bound in a braid. Her expression was aloof and serene, and she looked familiar, so familiar.
The eyes fashioned of smokeless flame were different, though. Andromache’s eyes blazed, painting the skin of her face with harsh light, and Kylon felt the weight and presence of a powerful mind regarding him. 
“Not quite as perceptive as our darling demonslayer, of course,” said Andromache. Her voice had taken a strange, sardonic drawl. “But few are as perceptive as she is, and even she needed a few months to figure out who I am.” 
“This isn’t a dream,” said Kylon, pointing the shining valikon at Andromache.
She raised an eyebrow. “It isn’t? How astonishing. Then you are really standing in the homeland from which you were banished and conversing with your dead sister? If that seems likely, perhaps you are not as bright as I thought.” 
“No,” said Kylon. “That’s not what I meant.” 
“Perhaps you should be more eloquent.”
“You’re a sorcerer of some kind, using oneiromancy to speak in my dreams,” said Kylon. Another idea came to him. “Or…no, that’s not it.” 
“Go on,” said Andromache. 
Kylon extended his senses towards the entity wearing his sister’s guise. The Surge had given him the ability to sense the presence of nagataaru, but that also meant he could sense other kinds of spirits. He had been able to sense the dark fury of the Sifter, and he sensed something similar from the form standing before him.
“You’re…a spirit of some kind,” said Kylon. “Not a nagataaru.”
“I should certainly hope not,” said Andromache. “It would be very offensive if you thought me a nagataaru.” 
“An elemental spirit,” said Kylon, concentrating. “One of air and storm and fury.”
“You’re getting closer, my stalwart stormdancer,” said Andromache. “Can you make the final step?” 
“The Istarish call air elementals the djinn, the spirts of air,” said Kylon. “That means…you are probably the djinni who has been talking to Caina and Morgant. The Knight of Wind and Air, Samnirdamnus.”
Andromache smirked and applauded. “Very good, my stalwart stormdancer. Very good. I can see why she likes you.” 
“Then you are Samnirdamnus,” said Kylon.
“If you feel the need to state the obvious, then yes,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“What do you want?” said Kylon. 
“To see if you are ready,” said Samnirdamnus.
“Ready for what?” said Kylon, watching the djinni. He did not think Samnirdamnus meant him harm. The djinni had helped both Morgant and Caina. Yet spirits did not think the way mortals did, even those not actively hostile to mortals. 
“Your choice,” said Samnirdamnus.
“And what choice is that?” said Kylon.
“Whether the world shall live or die,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“My choice?” said Kylon. “You said that was Morgant’s choice. Whether the world would live or die when he took that Maatish relic from the Inferno.”
“It’s pronounced ‘wedjet-dahn’, actually,” said Samnirdamnus.
Kylon scoffed. “You sound more like Morgant.”
“Do I?” said Samnirdamnus, and the djinni blurred. Andromache disappeared, and in her place stood Morgant the Razor, thin and tough in his stark white shirt and long black coat, the usual smirk on his lined face. His eyes burned with the smokeless fire of the djinn. “Perhaps this is a more appropriate form.” 
“Are you going to make jokes, or do you have something useful to say?” said Kylon. He thought of Caina’s fear, which sent a pulse of anger through him. “I am sick to death of games and politics and prophesies and mad sorcery. Say what you have to say and have done with it, or leave me in peace to get a good night’s sleep.”  
“Very well,” said Samnirdamnus. “Come, then, Kylon of House Kardamnos. Let us consider the consequences of choice.”
He beckoned, and the Pyramid of Storm and New Kyre dissolved into gray mist. The world reformed around Kylon, and he found himself standing in the courtyard of a mighty stone fortress, towers rising around him. He recognized the place at once. It was the courtyard of the Citadel of Marsis. 
He also saw himself standing a short distance away. 
His duplicate wore the gray leather armor and sea-colored cloak of a stormdancer. The sword of storm-forged steel that the Red Huntress had destroyed rested in the duplicate’s right hand. Kylon realized that it was not a duplicate, but an image of the past. This was the night of the battle of Marsis, the night that Andromache had died and the Kyracians and the Istarish had been repulsed from the city. 
That meant…
Kylon turned and saw Caina staring at his past self. She looked just as she had on the night of Andromache’s death, clad all in black, a Ghost shadow-cloak hanging from her shoulders. Her long black hair was tied in a loose tail, and her face was tired and haggard, her eyes bloodshot. 
“Will the world live or will the world die?” said Samnirdamnus, circling around the frozen figures of the past, Morgant’s long black coat billowing around him. “Behold, you have already made that choice.”
“I don’t understand,” said Kylon. “What does this have to do with the world?”
The djinni gestured at Caina. “Why didn’t you kill her on this night?”
“Because,” said Kylon, the grim memory of Andromache’s death burning through his mind. “Because Caina was right. She warned Andromache against opening the Tomb of Scorikhon, she warned us both. We should have listened to her. I should have listened to her.”
“So you let her go,” said Samnirdamnus, looking at the frozen image of Caina.
“Yes,” said Kylon. He had been a stormdancer of New Kyre and she had been a Ghost of the Empire, their nations at war, yet he had let her go. At the time, he had never thought to see her again. Yet that one decision had shaped his life in ways he had not understood at the time. 
“Do you see, my stalwart stormdancer?” said Samnirdamnus. “Had you slain Caina here, she would not have been able to help you at Catekharon. Likely you would have perished. She would not have been able to help you save your wife…and she would not have been there to stop the Destroyer of Maat on the day of the golden dead. Do you not understand? You spared her life, and you chose for the world to live. On that day, anyway.” 
“I saved her life because I was tired of death, because she warned Andromache of what would happen and she was right,” said Kylon. “What did that have to do with choosing to let the world live? I couldn’t see the consequences of sparing Caina’s life, even if they were all good ones.” 
“Ah,” said Samnirdamnus. “You are indifferent to the abstract, and prefer instead the concrete? You are the kind of warrior to whom your comrades matter more than the ideal of the nation or the sovereign. Admirable, in its way. It affords a sort of clarity. It can lead to madness, true…but less quickly than devotion to an ideal. Callatas is devoted to an ideal.”
“Caina told me that Callatas bound you,” said Kylon. “That you could not hinder him, and you had to report any intrusions into his Maze.”
“Why, I am not hindering Callatas, am I?” said Samnirdamnus, Morgant’s face smirking. “I am merely repeating simple and obvious truths, at least for those with eyes to see. Callatas is devoted to an ideal, to a god he has forged from his own thoughts. A new and better humanity, a humanity that will replace the corrupt and fallen humanity that now populates your world. Or so he thinks.”
“How?” said Kylon. “His Apotheosis will summon a tremendous number of nagataaru. How will that lead to a new and better humanity?” 
“That, I fear, you must discover upon your own,” said Samnirdamnus, “though all the pieces are there before your eyes. You must simply assemble them. But let us instead speak of you, my stalwart stormdancer, the man who cares more for the concrete than the ideal.”
“I cared for ideals,” said Kylon. “For New Kyre, for the defense and protection of the Kyracian people. I still do.”
“You did,” said Samnirdamnus, “but that, I suspect, was only the shell around something stronger. You loved your sister. You loved your wife. For you, Kylon of House Kardamnos, they were New Kyre. They were what you fought to defend. Why have you not returned to New Kyre?” 
“Because I was banished,” said Kylon, another wave of anger going through him. “I do not know how matters are conducted among the kingdoms of spirits, but I failed to defend my guests and my wife, and so I was banished from New Kyre under pain of death.” 
“You could still fight to defend your city,” said Samnirdamnus. “New Kyre has many enemies. Do not Kyracian exiles traditionally become privateers? Yet instead you are here, following the Balarigar.” 
“If Callatas works his Apotheosis,” said Kylon, “then New Kyre will die alongside Istarinmul.” He was circling the djinni now, as if in preparation for a fight, and Samnirdamnus circled him right back. The frozen images of Kylon’s past self and Caina remained motionless nearby. 
“You speak the truth,” said Samnirdamnus, “but it was not the Apotheosis that brought you to New Kyre. It was vengeance. You came here to slay Malik Rolukhan and Cassander Nilas in vengeance for your wife and child. You would have preferred to die in the process. Now here you are, still alive. What changed?”
“I learned of the Apotheosis,” said Kylon. “Malik Rolukhan and the Red Huntress slew my wife with Cassander’s help, but they were merely the outer edge of the cancer that has grown in Istarinmul. Many, many more people will die the way that Thalastre died if Callatas succeeds.” 
“Again you speak the truth,” said Samnirdamnus, “but that is not why you stay.”
“Why don’t you show me, then?” said Kylon.
“As you wish,” said Samnirdamnus. “You prefer the concrete. Let us see it.”
He gestured, and the Citadel dissolved around them and reformed into a bleak, lifeless plain. Jagged crystal pillars rose from the ground, standing eight or nine feet tall and shining with a pale azure light. A low wind moaned past him, sending eddies of dust dancing between the pillars. Kylon recognized the place at once. It was the Desert of Candles, the wasteland where Iramis had once stood before Callatas had burned it. The strange pillars gave the desert its name. No one knew what they really were. Caina had thought they contained the memories of those who had died in Iramis when Callatas burned the city, but Kylon thought that unlikely. Why would Callatas create such a thing?
“Behold,” said Samnirdamnus, Morgant’s black coat stirring around him, “the concrete.” 
Caina stood a short distance away. She looked just as she had on the day they had met again in the Sages’ Tower of Study, wearing a blue gown with black trim, the neckline cut just low enough to entice. Silver glittered on her ears and around her neck, and her black hair had been arranged in an elaborate crown. Her eyes were like blue pools in her pale face, calm and steady and clear. He had thought her beautiful then, but knew it was a perilous beauty. She was a dangerous woman, and death often came to those around her.
He had been right, hadn’t he? Here he was in Istarinmul, following Caina’s vision to stop the Apotheosis. For Caina drew others around her, made them into her allies, and then led them against her enemies. He might have thought her manipulative, but he had sensed her emotions far too often for that. He knew the pain and rage that pushed her on, that drove her to defy powerful enemies. 
Kylon understood such pain better after Thalastre and the Red Huntress. 
Caina stepped towards him, her blue skirts rustling against the dusty ground. She smiled at him, and brought her hand to his right cheek. Kylon felt something within him tighten, and Caina leaned up on her tiptoes, her mouth reaching for his. He had thought about doing this a dozen times in the last few weeks. Every time his better judgment had stopped him. They faced deadly enemies. She had lost Corvalis. He had lost Thalastre. More accurately, he had failed to protect Thalastre. He might fail to protect Caina too…
Kylon caught Caina’s wrist in his hand and very gently pushed her away.
“Stop,” he said, looking at Samnirdamnus. 
The Knight of Wind and Air looked amused. “I thought you preferred concrete reasons for your actions, stormdancer.”
“This isn’t real,” said Kylon. “That’s not Caina.” He stepped back, and the image of Caina watched him, still smiling. “This is a dream, and that’s an image you’ve pulled from my memories. Stop playing games with my head. You said I had a choice to make. Tell me what the damned thing is already.”
“The same choice you have made before,” said Samnirdamnus. “Like Morgant, you will get to choose whether the world lives or dies.” 
“How helpful,” said Kylon. “Morgant saved the world by finding a damaged Maatish relic, is that it? What am I going to do? Save the world by finding a broken wagon wheel in a ditch?”
“Not at all,” said Samnirdamnus. “A choice, my stalwart stormdancer. Soon you shall face a choice. You will hold the life of Caina Amalas in your hands. Save her life, and the world dies. Let her die, let her sacrifice herself, and the world will live.”
Kylon stared at the djinni for a few heartbeats.
He did not remember making the decision to move, but suddenly he was standing over Samnirdamnus, the djinni sprawled at his feet, his fist throbbing with the pain of a recent impact. 
“You hit me,” said Samnirdamnus, astonished. 
Kylon blinked, trying to throttle back the rage that burned through him. 
“You hit me,” said Samnirdamnus, scrambling back to his feet. “Morgant never hit me.”
“If this is dream,” growled Kylon, “then I didn’t really hit you.”
“An excellent point of logic,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“Are you trying to get me to kill her?” said Kylon. “I won’t.”
“Of course not,” said Samnirdamnus. “There is a choice before you. I merely hope to prepare you for it.”
“No,” said Kylon. “I thought Caina said you intended to help her.”
Samnirdamnus smiled. “She might be the one I have been looking for all these years.”
“I’m not going to let her die,” spat Kylon. “Not even if it means letting the world die.”
Even as the words left his mouth, he realized that they were true. 
“The choice of the Balarigar’s life and death are in your hands, my stalwart stormdancer,” said Samnirdamnus. “Think well upon my warning.”
Kylon awoke in his room in the Inn of the Crescent Moon, reaching for his weapons. 
But his room was deserted, and only a faint ray of moonlight leaked through the shutters. From below he heard two teamsters arguing over the right-of-way, their horses snorting with impatience, but he did not sense any threat. 
A dream. It had only been a dream.
A dream with a message.
Kylon lay back down.
Sleep did not come again that night. 



Chapter 7: Traps
 
Caina tossed aside the last of her clothing and sank into the hot water of the stone tub. 
It felt glorious. 
Hot baths were common in the Empire, but they were a rare luxury in the more arid climate of Istarinmul. The heat spread into her tired, aching limbs, and she rested her head against the back of the tub, closing her eyes. It had been such a long time since she had been able to rest. She could just close her eyes and relax, and maybe…
The door banged open.
Caina surged to her feet, hot water cascading down her body, her wet hair slapping against her shoulders and back. She snatched up the dagger she had left next to the tub, fearing that the Teskilati or the Kindred had found her. Just once, just once, she had let her guard down, and her enemies had found her…
Kylon walked through the door. 
“Kylon?” said Caina. “What…”
She remembered that she was naked, started to cover herself, remembered that she was holding a dagger, and for a moment froze in a combination of embarrassment and confusion.
In that moment of hesitation, Kylon stepped forward, seized her arms, pulled her close, and kissed her long and hard upon the lips. 
Caina went rigid with surprise, and then melted against him with a little moan, throwing aside the dagger and pulling him closer. Her feet slipped for purchase in the tub and she fell against him, and his arms coiled around her, lifting her from the water with ease. She kissed him again, harder this time, her hands pulling at his shirt to get it out of the way. He helped her remove his clothes, and she pressed herself against him. 
“Now,” she whispered, “now, Kylon, Kylon, don’t make me wait, now…”
He obliged, lowering her to the floor. Caina reached up and pulled him down after her, heart hammering against her ribs as she opened her arms and legs to…
A blade of shadow and purple fire exploded from Kylon’s chest in a burst of gore. His eyes went wide with shock, and Caina screamed. The blade stabbed into her, through her, and into the floor, agony erupting within her as she was pinned to Kylon like a bit of meat upon a skewer. She felt him shudder with death, felt his hot blood pool against her breasts and stomach even as the blade of shadow and dark fire sank deeper into her. 
A breath of hot air touched Caina’s neck, and a familiar voice filled her ears.
“You should have let me kill you,” hissed Kalgri the Red Huntress, “at Silent Ash Temple. I told you it would have been easier that way.” 
She laughed, wild and mad, and Caina screamed. 
 
###
 
Caina jolted awake, sitting up so violently she almost pitched off the cot. She looked around wildly, certain that Kalgri was standing over her, that the Red Huntress was about to sink her blade into Caina’s heart…
But the Sanctuary was empty and quiet, the glass spheres still giving off a gentle glow from their iron stands. A wave of dizziness went through Caina and she fell back against the cot, sweat rolling off her. 
She pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes, waiting for the dizziness to pass.
“Oh, hell,” she whispered. “Hell, hell, hell.”
She had never experienced frustrated lust and raw terror at the same time before, but they were not a pleasant combination. Caina had vivid nightmares on a depressingly regular basis, but that…that had been something else. 
Caina waited until her arms and legs had stopped trembling got to her feet, taking slow, deep breaths.
At least one part of the nightmare had been irrational. Kalgri would come back someday, Caina was certain of it, but not for a few years. The Huntress had endured catastrophic injuries at Silent Ash Temple, and even a nagataaru would take time to rebuild a human body from those kind of wounds. Granted, Kalgri had recovered much quicker when Kylon had knocked her from the top of the Tower of Kardamnos, but the Red Huntress had taken far greater wounds at Silent Ash Temple. Caina at least had a few years before the Huntress came after her again. 
Perhaps if Sulaman’s prophecy was correct, if Caina died in the attempt to retrieve the Staff and the Seal, perhaps she would die before Kalgri found her. That was its own small mercy, really. 
A very small mercy.
It was only two or three hours past midnight, but Caina knew there was no way she could sleep again. Not after a nightmare so vivid. She still felt the heat of Kylon’s body against her own, the taste of his lips against her mouth. She wondered if they felt like that in reality. 
She could also still feel the hot blood pooling in her stomach, the blade plunging through her torso. 
Caina spent the next two hours practicing the unarmed forms, moving through kicks and punches and blocks until her limbs trembled with fresh fatigue and a new coat of sweat rolled down her face. After that, she washed herself and chose a disguise, dressing herself as a mercenary with a studded coat of leather armor, ragged trousers, heavy boots, and a worn brown cloak. Her hair she raked into a greasy veil over her face, and since she could not take any makeup with her to Rumarah, she did not bother creating fake stubble. A short sword went on her belt, along with her ghostsilver dagger, and she slipped more daggers into her boots and throwing knives up her sleeves. She hung a money pouch from her belt, holding copper coins mixed with a few silver pieces, and concealed more money in strategic pockets inside her armor. 
Caina pulled a pack from one of the chests and loaded it with a change of clothing, along with the case of throwing knives Malcolm and Nerina had given her. In her satchel she put more valuable items. Her shadow-cloak, wrapped in a tight, light cylinder. Some lockpicks, a collapsible grapnel and a light, slender rope, and several smoke bombs. Within the shadow-cloak, tucked within a pouch lined with lead foil, went four crystalline vials of Elixir Restorata. She had stolen the Elixirs from Grand Master Callatas’s laboratory a year past, and when ingested the Elixirs healed any wound or injury taken within the last year and a day. She had already used one vial to save Kylon’s life below the Craven’s Tower, and while she hoped not to use the other vials, she would bring them nonetheless. Caina could not use them herself. The same scars that let her sense the presence of sorcery, the same damage to her aura, caused the Elixir to react to her presence with violent, explosive force, summoning more power than the Elixir’s physical structure could contain. Even if one of the crystalline vials touched her skin for too long, the Elixir would explode.
If she ingested it…
Caina stared at the leather pouch. If she ingested it, the resultant explosion would be impressive. Morgant liked to mock her for the number of buildings she had burned down, but if she consumed the Elixir the explosion would reduce any nearby buildings to rubble. It was something to keep in mind if she was captured. If her foes took her, or if they were about to slay her, she could take them with her in death by ingesting a vial of Elixir.
Perhaps that would be the instrument of her death. Caina checked her clothing and equipment one last time, looked around the Sanctuary, and closed and locked the door behind her. None of the other Ghosts knew where it was, but Caina did want the knowledge to die with her. The letter she had left with Agabyzus revealed its location, and if she did not return he would put the Sanctuary to good use.
When she did not return. 
Caina took one last look at the House of Agabyzus, said a quiet prayer to any gods who might be listening for Damla and her sons and Agabyzus and all the other Ghosts she had recruited, and set off across Istarinmul for the Alqaarin Quarter. The eastern sky was just beginning to lighten, and traffic started on the streets as laborers went to their tasks and blacksmiths started their fires, merchants unlocking their doors and raising the awnings over their booths. Caina avoided the crowds, a pang of regret growing over her. When she had first come to Istarinmul two years ago, she had hated the city, hated that she saw so many slaves, so many beggars in the street. Now, two years later, while she would never love Istarinmul as she did Malarae, she had come to respect the city. She did not want to see Istarinmul destroyed, did not want to see its people burn in the wrath of Callatas’s sorcery.
And Caina would never see Istarinmul again.
She said a silent farewell to the city as she walked. 
Soon she came to the Alqaarin Quarter. The Quarter was not as impoverished as the Anshani Quarter. The richer cargoes coming into the Alqaarin Harbor, where Talazain’s ship waited, likely had something to do with that. Caina turned into a side street, taking care to avoid both the main Bazaar of the Quarter and the grim stone mansion that housed the Umbarian Order’s embassy. Most of Istarinmul still thought the Balarigar was a man, but the Umbarian Order knew who she really was. Best to avoid them entirely.
She came to the Desert Maiden in short order, a tavern of whitewashed brick and stone. Caravan guards and merchants that preferred a quiet rest stayed here. Caina herself had spent the better part of a month lurking in the Desert Maiden soon after she came to Istarinmul, preparing to investigate the mysterious disappearance of slaves in the Widow’s Tower. She had discovered that Callatas had been murdering slaves to create wraithblood, and that had set Caina upon the path that had led her back to the Desert Maiden today. 
The path that would lead to her death, if Sulaman was right.
Caina thought of the corpses in the wraithblood laboratories, of the half-mad wraithblood addicts begging for coins in the street, and her lips thinned in anger. 
If her life was the price to stop such evil, so be it.
She just wished that Kylon…
Caina shook her head, pushed aside the black thoughts, and walked into the common room of the Desert Maiden. 
There was work to be done. 
 
###
 
Kalgri crawled along the rooftop, the shadow-cloak pulled tight around her, and watched Caina disappear into the Desert Maiden.
The shadow-cloak ensured that the Voice could not use its otherworldly senses to perceive the world around her, yet the nagataaru lord could see through Kalgri’s eyes, and it went mad with fury at the sight of Caina Amalas, thrashing and hissing like a maddened serpent in the vaults of Kalgri’s mind. The Voice’s rage filled her, demanding that she kill Caina at once, that Kalgri strike down the woman who had so badly wounded the Voice at Silent Ash Temple. 
Not yet. 
But soon. So very soon now. 
Kalgri took a deep breath, like a woman pausing before a great feast.
A lot of people were about to die, and both she and the Voice would gorge themselves. 
The time to act had come at last.
Kalgri sprinted across the rooftops with inhuman speed, the Voice driving her forward like the wind, the shadow-cloak billowing behind her like black wings. No doubt a few of the people going about their tasks happened to see her, but Kalgri did not care. So few people ever bothered to look up.
And the people of the Alqaarin Quarter were about to see much worse. 
Kalgri leaped from a rooftop and plummeted to an alley four stories below. The Voice’s power gave her the strength to absorb the leap, and she straightened up, the shadow-cloak rippling behind her.
It was a bit showy, but it did impress the men waiting in the alley. 
The Adamant Guards stepped back, swords in hand, watching her. Kalgri thought the steel plates grafted to their torsos and arms made them look like walking metal turtles, though they were formidable enough in battle. The Silent Hunters looked ridiculous in their loincloths. Still, they made effective distractions. Kalgri knew that well, having used up a dozen of them trying to kill Caina at Drynemet in the Kaltari Highlands. 
The towering dark shape in the midst of the Adamant Guards, Kalgri had to admit, was much more impressive. It looked vaguely like a man standing eleven or twelve feet tall, draped in a misshapen black cloak, the features concealed by a massive cowl. An absolutely vile stench came from the creature, and the Adamant Guards standing near the hunched shape looked slightly ill. The Voice could not sense anything with the shadow-cloak’s cowl raised, but if Kalgri lowered it, she knew the Voice would detect powerful necromantic spells around the thing. 
For a moment the Adamant Guards and the Silent Hunters stared at Kalgri, weapons raised. She grinned at them, contemplating what it would feel like if she killed them. 
“That was,” said a deep, sonorous voice, “a rather showy entrance, wasn’t it?”
Cassander Nilas strolled past his troops, clad in his black greatcoat. The leather had been enspelled to resist weapons, and was as strong as plate armor. The bloodcrystal upon the black metal gauntlet covering his right hand flickered with crimson light. The Umbarian master magus wore a sword belt, a sheathed broadsword and a long metal fork hanging alongside a variety of other powerful sorcerous implements. 
Cassander had come prepared for war. 
“And that thing,” said Kalgri, jerking her chin at the towering hulk behind Cassander, “is not overkill?” 
A deep, watery rumble came from the creature, and a few of the Adamant Guards edged away from it. Kalgri giggled in amusement. 
“Given the cunning of our foe,” said Cassander, “it seemed best to come prepared.” 
“Sensible,” said Kalgri. “Though if your overgrown pet rampages through the Alqaarin Quarter, Callatas is going to be angry.”
Cassander scoffed. “Do you really think Callatas gives a damn about anyone in this city besides himself?” 
Kalgri knew that he did not. 
“She’s there, in the Desert Maiden,” said Kalgri. “Now.”
“Good,” said Cassander. “She will walk right into the waiting arms of the Kindred.”
“The Kindred assassins?” said Kalgri. “You hired those incompetents?”
“Their orders are to take her alive,” said Callatas. “A little gift from me to you. In repayment for finding her.”
Kalgri sneered at him. “You don’t care about that. You don’t care about Istarinmul. You have other goals.”
“You don’t care about anything,” said Cassander, “but killing.” He smiled at her. He was really quite a handsome man, with sharp features, blond hair, and bright blue eyes. “Why don’t you follow me instead of the Grand Master? There’s a lot of killing to be done.”
The Voice crooned with pleasure at the thought. 
“Then perhaps,” said Kalgri, “we should begin.” 
“Centurion,” said Cassander, turning to an Adamant Guard with a more ornate steel carapace than the others. “Begin.” 
The Adamant Guards moved out, and Kalgri leaped. The power of the Voice let her scuttle up the sheer wall like an insect, and she crouched atop the roof to watch. She enjoyed killing, enjoyed fighting, but that did not mean she was stupid enough to fight Caina and her allies. Kalgri had tried that once before, and it had ended with her falling a thousand feet from the top of a mountain. It was not an experience she cared to repeat.
So she would let Cassander and his slaves do the fighting.
And then, when the moment was right, she would strike. 
Kalgri settled in to wait.
 
###
 
Caina stepped into the Desert Maiden’s common room. 
Even this early in the morning, there was still something of a crowd on the benches. She saw numerous caravan guards in either the ending stage of inebriation or the beginning phase of a bad hangover. A few desultory games of cards and dice still went on, but the patrons were starting to file out. A pair of former gladiators, unshaven and weary-looking, kept watch over the crowd in case of trouble, though the patrons looked too tired to work up a good brawl. A trio of serving women kept watch on the bar, yawning and speaking in low voices to each other. 
None of the others had arrived yet. 
Caina purchased a cup of sour, watery wine and made her way across the common room, seating herself by the dying fire. The heat kept the caravan guards and minor merchants away, giving her space to keep both an eye on the front door and the stairs leading to the upper stories. She didn’t expect trouble, but she had not survived this long by abandoning precautions…
The door to the street swung open. 
A tall, strong-looking Istarish man in chain mail and a leather jerkin strode through the door, scimitar and dagger at his belt. He had a hard face, with the marks of old sword scars beneath his close-cropped beard. His eyes swept the room, and then settled upon Caina. 
Caina kept herself motionless, her expression indifferent, but a prickle of alarm went through her. 
She was certain, utterly certain, that the mercenary had recognized her. 
The Istarish man walked further into the room, and five others followed him through the door. Two of them stopped near the stairs to the higher levels. Two more waited near the door to the street. The first man strolled across the common room, a faint smile on his face. 
Caina’s alarm intensified. She kept one hand around her wine cup, but the other slipped to her belt. 
The Istarish man’s hand dropped to his dagger. The way he held that dagger, that specific grip…she recognized it. 
The assassins of the Kindred families gripped their daggers that way. Caina’s mind started racing with plans. It was possible the Kindred were here for someone else, that she could slip away and warn Kylon and the others before…
The Istarish assassin sat across from her.
So much for that idea. 
“Mind if I join you?” said the assassin. 
Caina gave an indifferent shrug, her free hand dipping into her satchel. “May as well. I don’t feel like a game of dice.” She made sure to keep her voice disguised. 
“It isn’t,” said the assassin, his smile widening, “a game of dice that we’ll be playing.” 
“What game, then?” said Caina. “Cards? I never cared for cards.” 
“No,” said the assassin. “A game of blades. My name is Tulmar.”
“You’re very forward,” said Caina. 
Tulmar’s smile held no humor. “It is only fair, given that I know your name.” 
“And what,” said Caina, “is my name?”
“You are Caina Amalas, the Balarigar,” said Tulmar, “and you killed Anburj and Ikhardin and numerous other Kindred assassins. We would have taken you in vengeance anyway…but the fact that we are being paid to do so makes it all the sweeter.” 



Chapter 8: Closing Jaws
 
“Well,” said Caina, her throat dry as she clenched something in her satchel. “Why don’t you get on with it?” 
She cursed her idiocy. For all her precautions, for all her disguises, her enemies had found her. What had she done wrong? What had she overlooked? 
Strangely, the Kindred hadn’t killed her yet. For that matter, they hadn’t even attacked her yet. That was strange. The Kindred were assassins, not messengers. 
“There’s no need for this to unduly disturb the peace,” said Tulmar. “Come with us quietly, and no one will get hurt.”
“Quietly?” said Caina, her fingers closing against something rough and hard in her satchel. “The only quiet the Kindred ever brought to anyone was the quiet of the grave.” 
That brought a brief smile to Tulmar’s face. “Our present employer wishes you taken alive.”
“And just who is that?” said Caina.
Again Tulmar offered that brief smile. “I fear I am not at liberty to divulge that information.”
There was no need. Grand Master Callatas and Grand Wazir Erghulan wanted Caina dead, to say nothing of the Brotherhood of Slavers. They would kill her and nail her corpse to the walls of the Golden Palace. Cassander Nilas, though, would try to take her alive, to offer her up in chains to the Grand Master in exchange for allowing the Umbarian fleet through the Starfall Straits. 
Caina could not allow herself to be captured here. If she did, if Cassander’s Kindred hirelings took her alive to the Grand Master, Cassander would open the Straits, and the Empire would fall. 
With a sick feeling, she realized that the lives of millions, that the lives of her friends in both Istarinmul and Malarae, might well depend on the decisions she made in the next few moments. 
Then the familiar anger came. By what right did men like Cassander and Callatas get to dictate the destinies of millions?
With the anger came a plan. 
“Fine,” said Caina. “I’ll go with you.”
“A wise decision,” said Tulmar, getting to his feet, the table between them. “Keep your hands where I can see them, please.” 
“All right,” said Caina, raising her hands as her left hand folded over a small clay sphere. She took two quick steps away from the table and towards the hearth. Tulmar frowned, his hand dropping to his sword hilt. The ex-gladiators standing guard at the door frowned and moved forward, anticipating trouble. The Kindred at the door and stairs turned as well, hands dropping to their weapons. A jolt of tension went through the room as the maids and the bleary-eyed patrons realized that something was about to happen.
In that moment of tension, Caina reached over and closed the hearth’s flue with her right hand, taking rapid breaths. The fire had burned down to coals, so little smoke came from it, but the scent flooded her nostrils as the flue cut off the chimney. 
Tulmar frowned. “What was the point of that?” His eyes narrowed. “Put down whatever is in your left hand.” 
The two Kindred assassins near the stairs glided after the bouncers, their hands hovering near their weapons. Caina would have preferred to draw away the Kindred guarding the door to the street, but this would have to do. 
“As you wish,” said Caina, and she threw the clay sphere of the smoke bomb into the hearth. 
She had found the design for the smoke bombs in the Sanctuary, and put it to good use since. Altering the formula caused the bomb to give off more flash than smoke, but another adjustment caused it to throw out an enormous amount of smoke. With the flue closed, the hearth vomited out a thick pillar of smoke. In an instant the Desert Maiden’s common room disappeared into a thick gray haze.
And in that instant, Caina acted.
Tulmar sprang at her, his scimitar singing free from its scabbard, and Caina lunged at him. The assassin’s reflexes took over, his blade coming up in defense, and instead of attacking him, Caina ducked. She rolled under the table, sprang to her feet on the other end, and started running. Tulmar bellowed a command, but the common room had exploded into chaos as men shouted warnings of fire and rushed towards the door. Caina heard the hiss of steel as the Kindred assassins drew their swords, and she sprinted through the gloom, jumping over a bench, ducking past a pair of shouting caravan guards, and vaulting over another table. She glimpsed one of the Kindred assassins and dodged behind a drunken merchant in a florid yellow robe.
The stairs yawned out of the smoky gloom, and Caina dashed up them as fast as she could. More shouts rang out from the common room, the Kindred shoving their way through the crowd to pursue her. Caina had gained herself only a few seconds.
She could have to put them to good use.
Fortunately, she had thought to prepare. Caina had safe houses and caches of supplies hidden throughout the city. One of those caches was in a room on the top floor of the Desert Maiden, a room she had rented for the year. Hopefully, it was still undisturbed. 
She reached the top floor and ran down the narrow hallway. The Desert Maiden rented rooms by the night to minor merchants and by the hour to caravan guards with hired female companionship. Caina reached the door at the end of the hall, drawing one of the throwing knives from her sleeve. If the Kindred had followed her to the Desert Maiden, they might have realized she had a safe house here and have sent an assassin to her room to block off any escape.
Running footsteps thumped against the stairs.
Caina didn’t have any choice. She unlocked the door and stepped into the room.
The small room was empty. Apparently the Kindred hadn’t discovered everything about her. 
Caina locked the door, knowing that it would not slow the assassins for more than a few moments. The room was bare, save for a narrow bed, a chest, and a table, a single shuttered window overlooking the street below. The chest held supplies and clothes, but Caina ignored them, making her way to the window. A coiled rope lay on the sill, ready to be thrown to the street. Caina picked up the rope and pushed the shutters open, preparing to throw the rope out the window and descend to the street.
She froze.
Metal glinted in the dim light of the early dawn, and she saw armored figures below. The soldiers’ armor looked wrong, fit their bodies too closely, and Caina realized they were Adamant Guards. That was bad. Kylon and Annarah and the others were on their way, and they would run right into the Umbarian soldiers…
The door shuddered in its frame, the thin wood splintering. 
Caina sheathed her throwing knife, drew a dagger, and sawed through the rope, letting it fall to the floor. She jumped onto the sill and swung out the window, gripping the shutters for support. The second rope she had hidden against the wall months ago was still there. No one had yet noticed it. No one ever looked up, and hopefully the Adamant Guards would not look up until Caina had escaped over the rooftops. 
She slid her dagger back into its sheath, gripped the rope, and scrambled up the wall. Once on the rooftop she looked around, but no one had seen her. Caina drew her dagger again and cut the rope  as she heard another crash from the door. The Kindred would smash their way through the door at any moment, but by then Caina would be long gone. Hopefully her friends had withdrawn when they saw the Umbarian soldiers. They would have retreated to the Shahenshah’s Seat or the sculpture works in the Old Quarter where Nasser had made his lair. Caina straightened up and started to turn, and a sudden tingle rolled over her skin. Someone was casting a spell nearby. No, it felt wrong for that. There was an enspelled object nearby, a powerful one…
She whirled just as the Adamant Guard sprinted across the roof, moving with terrible, inhuman speed despite the weight of his steel carapace. A broadsword blurred in his fist, and only the long hours she had spent practicing the unarmed forms saved Caina’s life. She ducked, and the sword shot past her head, so close that she felt the blade tug at her hair. Her foot slipped, and for a moment she tottered on the edge of the roof, the street yawning beneath her. The Adamant Guard turned towards her, his face cold and harsh, the winged skull sigil of the Umbarian Order carved into his forehead. The Guard drew back his sword to stab, and Caina threw herself forward and seized his arm. Her sudden weight yanked the Guard off balance, and she kicked into the back of his leg and released his arm, landing hard upon her back. The Guard stalked after her, and Caina scrabbled towards the edge of the roof, stumbling back to her feet. The Adamant Guard’s expression did not change as he prepared to strike.
But Caina had an advantage that he did not expect.
She drew her ghostsilver dagger and slashed at his sword arm. The blade skidded off the steel plate grafted to his skin and cut across the inside of his forearm. There was a sizzling hiss, the dagger’s hilt growing hot in Caina’s grasp, and the weapon left a smoking cut across the Guard’s arm. 
The Guard’s eyes went wide in pain, and he stumbled. Ghostsilver was proof against sorcery, and it disrupted active spells, including the spells written into the Guard’s flesh. The man had to have thirty or forty pounds of steel grafted to his body, and the spells that granted him superhuman strength also gave him the strength to carry all that metal. When the ghostsilver blade temporarily disrupted the spells, the Guard felt the full weight of the armor.
Which gave Caina the opening she needed to spin, drive her heel into the back of the Guard’s knee, and send the man stumbling forward. The Adamant Guard staggered a few steps, pulled by the weight of his armor, and lost his balance at the edge of the roof. 
A heartbeat later Caina heard the metallic clatter as the Guard bounced off the street three stories below, accompanied by the snap of breaking bone. Shouts went up from the Adamant Guards, along with cries of alarm as the soldiers spotted Caina. She saw more Adamant Guards running along the rooftop, hurrying in pursuit, and felt the crawling tingle that meant Silent Hunters were nearby. 
Caina sprinted as fast as her legs could carry her and shot a quick look over her shoulder. There were at least six Guards in pursuit, and she guessed at least three invisible Silent Hunters. Was this what Sulaman had meant? That she would not even escape the city before her enemies found her?
She kept running, her lips peeling back in a silent snarl.
If the Umbarians wanted her life, they could damned well come and take it. Caina reached the edge of the roof and jumped over the alley to the next house. Her boots caught the lip of the roof, and for an awful instant she teetered, but she heaved forward, stumbled, and kept sprinting, leaping from roof to roof as the Adamant Guards thundered after her in pursuit. Shouts rose from the streets as more Guards fanned out. Caina remembered the first time Adamant Guards had chased her through the streets of Istarinmul, the day she had found Kylon fighting in the Ring of Cyrica. They had won free of the Guards that day, aided by Morgant.
But right now, Caina was alone. 
More to the point, the Umbarian soldiers were gaining on her. Worse, the Alqaarin Bazaar was coming into sight, which meant she was running out of houses. Once she reached the last house overlooking the Bazaar, she would run out of space to flee, and the Umbarians would have her head. 
Or they would take her alive to Cassander, which would probably be much worse. 
Again she thought of the vials of Elixir Restorata in her satchel. If she was in danger of capture, she would drink one and take as many of the Umbarians with her in death as she could. Perhaps that would allow Kylon and her friends to escape, and the explosion would utterly destroy her body, leaving Cassander no evidence of her death to present to the Grand Master. 
She leaped over another alley, making a running landing on the next house. A wooden trapdoor in the center of the flat roof caught her attention. Most Istarish houses had flat roofs, allowing the inhabitants to rest upon the roofs in the evening to escape the trapped heat of the day. The thieves of Istarinmul commonly used such trapdoors as a means of convenient egress, which meant the trapdoors usually locked. 
Except this trapdoor stood open a few inches. Perhaps the house’s owner had forgotten to lock his door.
Or perhaps it was a trap for Caina, and the Adamant Guards had been herding her this way. Either way, she dared not let the opportunity pass. Caina ran at the trapdoor and pulled it open. 
She stared down in the face of a shocked middle-aged Istarish woman in a brown dress and headscarf. 
“Run!” shouted Caina. “The city is under attack! Run! Hide!” 
The middle-aged woman reacted with gratifying speed. She screamed and ran down a hallway, shouting in Istarish for her family, and Caina scrambled down the ladder and into the house, locking the trapdoor behind her. She desperately hoped the Umbarians would leave the poor woman alone. Caina supposed it was more likely they would ask her where the intruder had went, and the woman would gladly tell them. The Adamant Guards would expect her to emerge from the front door and continue running toward the Alqaarin Bazaar, so that meant she had to pick a different direction. Most Istarish houses of this size had a common plan, so Caina dashed for the central stairwell and went to the second floor. She heard more screams of alarm, and guessed that an extended family lived here. 
Gods, she hoped the Umbarians left them alone. 
There was a window at the end of the hall. Caina looked into the alley and saw that it was deserted. Shadows flickered overhead as the Adamant Guards jumped over the alley, and a booming crash echoed through the house as they pounded through the trapdoor in the roof. Caina pulled herself onto the window sill and closed the shutters behind her, sliding the ghostsilver dagger back into its sheath. She took a deep breath, braced herself, and jumped. 
It was a long way down, but she had been able to time her leap properly. Caina hit the ground, and she let her legs collapse beneath her and rolled down the alley, the tumbling motion bleeding away her momentum. She picked up a fair collection of bruises, but she didn’t break any bones. Caina came to a stop against the wall with a grunt, shoved back to her feet, and took two running steps forward.
The sudden tingle of a spell was her only warning. 
Caina cursed and threw herself against the wall, and a naked man appeared in front of her with a flash of silver light, slashing a dagger. The blow that would have opened her throat instead bounced off the wall, and Caina scrambled backward, yanking her ghostsilver dagger from its sheath. The Silent Hunter snarled, his scars flaring with silver light, and vanished as the pressure of his arcane power washed over Caina’s skin like jabbing needles. 
She couldn’t see him, but she knew where he was. 
Caina threw herself to the right, swinging the ghostsilver dagger. The blade bit into something unseen, and the hilt throbbed with heat. The Silent Hunter reappeared, eyes wide with shock. When the Umbarians created their assassins, Caina wondered if the Umbarian magi bothered to inform the Silent Hunters of the dangers of ghostsilver. 
Given how surprised the Silent Hunter looked, Caina thought Umbarian magi had neglected to mention it. 
Before he recovered, she drove the ghostsilver dagger into his throat. He tried a stab at her neck, but the strength had gone out of his limbs and she seized his wrist to deflect the strike. The Silent Hunter fell, dying, and Caina broke free and sprinted from the alley. If she got back to the street, she could vanish into the alleys, or retreat into the sewers, and link up with the others at the Shahenshah’s Seat.
Caina ran into the street and turned, her blood going cold. 
A dozen Adamant Guards sprinted towards her from the direction of the Desert Maiden, their armor flashing in the dawn. Caina turned towards the Bazaar, hoping that she could outrun the Guards and knowing that she likely could not. 
Metal flashed overhead, and three Adamant Guards jumped from the roof of a nearby house, landing in front of Caina. The fall would have killed a normal man, but the Guards handled the impact with ease. Caina looked between them, still running. If she hit the Adamant Guard on the left, perhaps she could weaken the man long enough for her to slip past and reach the Bazaar. 
Or, more likely, the other two Guards would skewer her upon their blades. 
Again the vials of Elixir Restorata flashed through her thoughts. 
The Guards spread out, blocking her path, and Caina skidded to a halt. The dozen behind her slowed, moving in a ring around her. It was fifteen against one, and she wondered why they didn’t attack, why they didn’t simply kill her or overpower her. Then she saw the grim wariness in their cold faces, and wild laughter threatened to burst from her throat. Of course they were cautious. They were hunting the Balarigar, the bane of the Slavers’ Brotherhood, the thief who had dared Callatas’s Maze and survived, the shadow-cloaked figure who had destroyed the Widow’s Tower and the Inferno. The Adamant Guards thought they were facing the Balarigar, not a terrified woman with a ghostsilver dagger and a few clever tricks.
One terrified woman with a ghostsilver dagger…and a vial of Elixir Restorata that would kill them all.
Her left hand dipped into her satchel, closing about the lead-lined pouch holding the crystalline vials. 
“Balarigar,” said one of Adamant Guards in a cold, dead voice. “You shall surrender yourself to us.” 
Caina opened her mouth to say something that would buy her enough time to drink one of the vials of Elixir. 
She never did find out what she would have said.
There was a blur and a flash of silver light, and suddenly one of the Adamant Guards in front of Caina lost his head, blood spurting from the stump of his neck. The Guard fell with a clang of armor, and before Caina could react, another Adamant Guard fell dead. 
She turned her head just as Kylon killed the third Adamant Guard in front of her. His face was calm and focused, and she sensed the prickle of elemental sorcery around him, the power of wind and water that made him faster and stronger than a normal man. 
The other Guards charged to meet the new threat, and Kylon moved in a blur.
Previously when they had fought the Adamant Guards, Kylon had barely held his own. Their sorcerous augmentations matched his speed and strength, and the Guards were veteran warriors, well-trained and experienced. If not for Morgant’s intervention, the Adamant Guards would have killed Caina and Kylon on that day. 
On that day, though, Kylon had not carried a valikon of ancient Iramis.
He moved through the Adamant Guards like a storm. The touch of the valikon’s ghostsilver blade disrupted the spells upon the Guards, and they stumbled, the massive weight of their armor dragging them down. Kylon whipped the valikon back and forth, inflicting minor cuts with the razor-edged sword, but even the minor cuts were enough to disrupt the spells. The Adamant Guards wavered, and in those moments of confusion and hesitation, Kylon killed them, the valikon’s blade slashing throats and taking off heads. Caina started to help him, but it wasn’t necessary. Kylon killed a half-dozen Adamant Guards in as many heartbeats, his strength and skill and the valikon driving through them like a scythe through wheat, and the surviving Adamant Guards fell back, fear flashing over their cold faces. 
The Adamant Guards fell back, and Kylon met Caina’s gaze.
“We should run,” he said.
“Best advice I’ve heard all day,” said Caina, and she sprinted after him as he darted into an alley. 
After a moment’s hesitation, the Adamant Guards pursued.
 
###
 
With the full power of his storm sorcery, Kylon could run faster than a charging horse, but he slowed his pace enough for Caina to keep up.
It was just as well, since he would need his strength to fight.
His arcane senses extended around him. He felt Caina’s emotions, hard and focused. He felt the cold, distorted presences of the Adamant Guards, their auras warped by the spells bound into their flesh. He also detected the cold, calculating emotions of the Silent Hunters as they stalked their prey. 
“Where?” said Caina, breathing hard as she sprinted. 
“The harbor,” said Kylon. “Nasser went to prepare the ship.” Caina nodded and pointed left, and they darted around a corner. She knew Istarinmul far better than Kylon did. “We were attacked on the way. Adamant Guards. Must have known we were coming…”
Caina coughed out a laugh. “Wager they didn’t expect you and Morgant and Nasser.”
“Or Annarah,” said Kylon. “She spoke a Word of Lore, and the Silent Hunters became visible and couldn’t disappear again. We cut our way free, and Nasser and Laertes went to ready the ship. Morgant insisted that Annarah go with them. She would have come to look for us as well, but…”
“No,” said Caina. “This is my fault. I must have made a mistake, I must have…”
“Not now,” said Kylon. They turned another corner and came to a main street at the edge of the Quarter, sloping down towards the Alqaarin Harbor, a vast half-circle of water filled with the masts of hundreds of ships. “Blame yourself later. After we escape.” Beyond the half-circle of water waited the wide blue expanse of the Alqaarin Sea, a stark contrast to the arid land of Istarinmul. If they could get to the Eastern Fire, the galley would make for open water and safety. The Umbarians might be able to commandeer a ship and follow them, but by then Kylon and the others would be well away.
If they could get to the Eastern Fire. 
The Umbarians were ruthless, and Cassander Nilas excelled his peers in that quality. Kylon had no doubt that the Umbarian magus was behind the attack. His hand tightened against the valikon’s hilt. Kylon would dearly like to meet Cassander again now that he carried a valikon. The Umbarian magus’s warding spells would be useless against the valikon’s edge, and Kylon wanted to hunt him down and kill him, regardless of the cost. 
He glanced back at Caina as she sprinted behind him. 
Later. He could kill Cassander later. Kylon had to get Caina to safety first, and he could not do that if he got himself killed in a rash attempt to avenge himself upon Cassander. The valikon was powerful, but so was Cassander. 
“Which pier?” said Caina.
“Nineteen, right in the center of the harbor,” said Kylon. “A straight run from here.” They were on the main street leading to the harbor, and the houses on either side of the street gradually gave away to the squat warehouses that lined the waterfronts of every nation in the world. “Just a little further.”
“Assuming the Guards don’t try to stop the ship from leaving,” said Caina.
“Let them try,” said Kylon. The street leveled out, leading into the dockside maze of warehouses. The was already a good amount of traffic in the streets as porter slaves went about their work unloading cargoes from the docked ships, while teamsters drove loaded wagons into the city proper, their donkeys and oxen snorting with annoyance. All of them cast wary eyes at Kylon and Caina, at the weapons in their hands.  None of them tried to stop Kylon. 
“Look out!” said Caina.
Metal flashed atop one of the rooftops, and the aura of an Adamant Guard brushed against Kylon’s senses. He whirled as at trio of Adamant Guards leaped from the roof of a nearby warehouse, swords in their hands. Kylon gauged the angle and spun, swinging the valikon with both hands. 
The blade sheared through the neck of the Adamant Guard on the left, the soldier’s own momentum driving the sword through his flesh and bone. The body clanged against the street, the head rolling away towards the harbor. The other two Guards landed and charged at Kylon. Screams and shouts rang out as the porters and teamsters hastened to escape the fighting. The two Guards fanned out around Kylon, watching his blade. Evidently they had realized that the valikon was deadly to them, and knew to keep away from its reach. He could not attack one without leaving himself open to the other. Around them the porters and the teamsters scrambled to get to safety. 
The chaos gave Caina the perfect opportunity to strike. 
She glided behind the Adamant Guard on Kylon’s right, driving her ghostsilver dagger toward his neck. The Guard sensed the danger and whirled at the last moment, and the stab that would have entered his neck instead skidded down the side of his left arm. Caina ducked beneath the counterattack, but the contact of the ghostsilver dagger had been enough to disrupt the spells upon the Guard, and the armored man staggered with a grimace of pain. 
Then it was Kylon’s turn to strike. 
He surged forward, sorcery driving his limbs, and thrust the valikon. The hasty blow was not as accurate as he might have wished, but the blade sank halfway into the Adamant Guard’s neck, blood sheeting down his armored carapace. The soldier collapsed with a groan, and Kylon whirled just as the remaining Guard came at him, sword flying. He retreated, parried, ducked, and Caina’s arm snapped back and hurtled forward, sending a throwing knife towards the Guard’s face. The Umbarian soldier flinched, likely thinking that Caina had just sent a ghostsilver blade at him, and dodged the knife. That left a hole in his defenses, and Kylon drove the valikon under the Guard’s armpit, the blade sinking into his heart and lungs. He ripped the sword free, and the Guard fell, joining the other two upon the street. Kylon looked around, but there was no sign of any other Guards.
That wouldn’t last.
“We’d better go,” said Caina, shaking blood from her ghostsilver dagger. “If we linger too long some of the watchmen might try to arrest us.”
“Aye,” said Kylon, stepping over one of the dead Guards. “Then the Umbarians will kill them to get at us. We…”
A hoarse cry rang from the direction of the Bazaar. Kylon turned his head and saw a dozen Adamant Guards sprinting towards them. He and Caina could likely reach the Eastern Fire before the Umbarians, but they would have a fight at the ship. At least Talazain’s crew was entirely Saddai, and the Saddai hated the Umbarian Order, which meant they would not side with the Umbarians.
Caina turned to follow him, and then stopped, her blue eyes wide as she stared at the charging Umbarians. 
“That’s…” she started to say. 
Kylon saw what had caught her attention. 
A huge shape lumbered in the midst of the Adamant Guards, nearly twelve feet tall, cloaked head to foot in black rags. It was vaguely human-shaped, though much thicker and squatter, and despite its bulk and lumbering gait it moved fast. It fact it was mving faster than the Adamant Guards, leaving them behind as it charged.
Its cowl looked right at Caina. Kylon could not sense emotions from the giant creature, not quite, only a constant thrum of bloodlust and pure, insane rage. He also felt a powerful necromantic aura around the thing, the power washing over his arcane senses like rancid grease. 
“Oh, damn,” said Caina. “How did Cassander get that thing into the city? Or maybe he made it himself. I…”
“What is it?” said Kylon.
The huge shape put on a burst of speed, the black rags falling away from it, and Kylon saw a creature from a nightmare. 
It looked like an enormously muscular, fat man, albeit a man that had been stitched together from raw meat. In lieu of skin, it had plates of steel grafted all over its glistening body, albeit in a much more haphazard and random fashion that the insect-like symmetry of the Adamant Guards. Its huge, squat head was completely enclosed in steel. A crystal of green fire pulsed and flickered in the center of its chest, painting the meat around it a rancid emerald color. 
It briefly reminded Kylon of Sicarion, the Moroaica’s pet assassin, a necromancer who had extended his life by grafting stolen body parts to replace those he lost in battle. Yet Sicarion had been shorter than Kylon. The creature was taller.
A lot taller. 
“Cataphractus,” said Caina. “Undead thing. The Umbarians use them as siege engines and shock troops. Stitched together out of corpses and steel. Run!”
She raced for an alley, and Kylon followed her. He wondered why she had headed for an alley, and then realized that the creature, the thing she called a cataphractus, had started running, and its huge strides covered a large amount of ground with every step. In the open street, the undead thing would run them down with ease.
They dashed into the alley, the cataphractus lumbering after them.
 
###
 
Caina hoped to lose the cataphractus in the narrow alleys, or to at least negate its advantages of speed and power. Some of the dockside alleys near the Alqaarin Harbor were so narrow that the cataphractus could not walk through them. Caina expected the cataphractus to respond by climbing over the warehouses, or by circling to the piers and waiting for them.
She did not expect the cataphractus to walk through the warehouses themselves like a child smashing his way through a sand castle. 
The undead hulk slammed into the wall of a warehouse and kept running, plunging through the brick wall with such force that the alley shivered beneath Caina’s boots. The creature kept running forward, ripping a slash through the warehouse’s roof as it did, and Caina had the brief, absurd vision of a man wading through chest-deep water, albeit water made of clay tiles. 
She and Kylon burst from the maze of alleys and into the broad street that curved along the piers of the Alqaarin Harbor. Hundreds of ships floated at the long stone piers, stacks of cargo waiting everywhere. Porter slaves labored to unload the ships, and dozens of them turned to look at the crashing sound coming from the warehouses. 
“Pier nineteen!” said Kylon, pointing at a stone dock about thirty ships away. Caina saw a galley there, bobbing upon the waves, with a great deal of commotion on its deck. Hopefully Nasser had urged the captain to prepare for a hasty departure. “We…”
The cataphractus burst from the wall of the warehouse behind Caina. Bricks erupted in all directions, and one slammed into her stomach, another bouncing off her right hip. A jolt of pain shot down her leg, and Caina stumbled backward and fell, barely keeping her grip on the ghostsilver dagger.
The cataphractus towered over her, its vile, rotting smell filling her nostrils as something like melted fat slid along the steel plates of its armor. It raised one massive, armored foot, and Caina scrambled backward, trying to get her numbed leg beneath her. When the cataphractus’s foot came down, it would crush her to jelly…
Kylon struck first, ripping the valikon across the back of the creature’s upraised leg. The cataphractus let out a furious, gurgling snarl and spun, driving a fist at Kylon. Caina sensed the flicker as the valikon disrupted the necromantic spells upon the creature, but the cataphractus did not seem to notice. The creature was simply too large and the spells upon it too powerful for the valikon to disrupt them as it did with the spells binding the Adamant Guards. Kylon dodged the massive fist and swung, trying to sever the creature’s wrist. The valikon rebounded from the steel armor plates, and the cataphractus lumbered after him. Caina flung a throwing knife, the blade sinking into the corrupted flesh, but the weapon seemed to have no effect. 
The creature was going to kill Kylon, and then it would come after her. 
Caina tried to stand again. Some feeling came into her numbed leg again. It was going to hurt damnably in about an hour or so.
Assuming she was still alive to feel it. 
Strong hands seized her beneath the shoulders, and Morgant the Razor pulled her up. Caina caught her balance as Kylon dodged another blow from the cataphractus. Morgant had buttoned his black coat to the neck, as he usually did when there was trouble. 
“Now, now, Balarigar,” said Morgant. “Getting squished by a giant bag of rotting meat is no way for a hero to die. It would make an unappealing ending to the poem. Get the Kyracian and follow me.”
“Can’t,” croaked Caina, watching as the cataphractus dueled Kylon. “It will follow us and destroy the ship. We’ve got to put the damned thing down.”
“A fine suggestion!” said Morgant. “And just how the devil are we supposed to accomplish that?”
“The bloodcrystal in the center of its chest,” said Caina. She felt the flows of necromantic power around the creature, and they centered around the shard of glowing crystal in its chest. “That’s what animates the cataphractus. Destroy that, and it’s just a pile of rotting meat and rusty steel.” 
“Kyracian!” shouted Morgant, drawing his red scimitar and his black dagger. “I’ll carve the way! You follow!” 
Kylon nodded, not taking his eyes from the hulking creature. Morgant darted forward, spinning his scimitar in his right hand, the black dagger steady in his left. He opened a shallow cut in the creature’s left leg with a quick slash of his scimitar, a cut that leaked a foul-smelling slime. The creature turned to face the new threat, and Morgant ducked under the blow of a fist and cut with his black dagger. The black blade sliced through one of the steel plates covering the creature’s knee, and Morgant ripped the dagger down. The weapon left a glowing, white-hot slash in the plate, and a section of it fell to the ground with a ringing clatter. The cataphractus let out another gurgling roar of fury and raised its leg to crush Morgant, but the black-clad assassin was already moving, and the stomping foot missed him by a few inches. He spun again, ripping his dagger across the steel plates on the creature’s legs, and another chunk of armor fell away, the edges glowing white-hot. Morgant danced away, and Kylon shot forward, bringing the valikon around to swing with both hands.
He hit the joint of the cataphractus’s knee once, twice, three times, chunks of rotting meat and yellow slime bursting from the impacts. The cataphractus loosed a gurgling snarl and swung its massive fist down like a hammer. Kylon jumped backwards, the huge armored fist swinging in front of his face, and avoided the blow. Morgant carved another chunk of steel from the creature’s left leg, and Kylon darted into the gap, landing another hit with the valikon. 
Caina watched the furious battle, ghostsilver dagger in her right hand, cursing her uselessness. Her throwing knives couldn’t hurt the cataphractus, and her ghostsilver dagger would simply be a pinprick to the huge creature. If Kylon managed to take off one of its legs, perhaps that would slow the creature long enough for them to escape to the Eastern Fire. Though from what Caina had heard of the cataphracti, the only way to destroy one was to smash the bloodcrystal that powered it. Otherwise it would just reattach its severed limbs, or it might crawl after them with its arms. 
Morgant cut another section of armor from the creature’s knee, and Kylon struck again, the valikon’s blade sinking halfway into the meaty leg. He was hewing through it like a woodsman working his way through the trunk of a tree. Kylon ripped the valikon free, and his right foot came down onto one of the puddles of slime that had leaked from the cataphractus. He slipped and stumbled, and the edge of the creature’s fist clipped his shoulder. Even the glancing impact threw Kylon back a dozen paces, and he landed hard upon his back 
The cataphractus thundered after him, and Caina’s heart rose into her throat. 
“Hey!” she yelled at the top of her lungs, ignoring the pain in her right leg as ran at the undead monstrosity. The cataphractus ignored her, so Caina attacked its left leg, hammering her ghostsilver dagger into its corrupted, rotting flesh. The wounds sizzled and smoked, the dagger growing hot beneath her hand, the necromantic aura around the creature starting to flicker a little. “Come on! You’re looking for me, aren’t you?”
The cataphractus whirled. She slashed again with the ghostsilver dagger, the wound hissing and sizzling. The cataphractus punched at her, and Caina dodged back as Kylon regained his feet.
“Catch me already!” said Caina. “What are you waiting for? Do it!”
A dark shape darted past her, and Morgant flung his black dagger at the creature’s wounded leg. The weapon sank into the cataphractus’s damaged left knee, and the creature ignored the blade, still lumbering after Caina. 
Then the heat stored in the black dagger, the heat created when it had sliced through the thick steel armor like paper, released.
The explosion was rather impressive.
A wave of hot air rushed past Caina, knocked her back a step, and chunks of burning meat rained in all directions. The smell was absolutely hideous. The cataphractus’s left leg dissolved in a ball of flame, and the creature’s enraged gurgle sounded more surprised than anything else. Morgant snapped his fingers, and the black dagger flew out of the fire and landed back in his hand, the aura of its powerful sorcery washing over Caina like a wave of needles. The cataphractus landed upon its belly with a loud clang, and crawled forward with alarming speed, jerking and shuddering towards Caina.
Kylon sprang out of the reeking smoke and landed on the creature’s back. He squinted for a second, raised the sword high, and drove it into a gap between two of the armor plates. The blade sank to the hilt in the rotting flesh, accompanied by a sputtering sizzle and a plume of black smoke. 
Caina felt the shudder in the creature’s aura as the ghostsilver blade found the bloodcrystal embedded into the cataphractus’s chest, and another as the bloodcrystal collapsed into ash, its stolen power dissipating into nothingness. The cataphractus gurgled one more time, and then went limp, a pool of yellowish slime spreading beneath it. Kylon ripped the valikon free from the hulk, breathing hard.
“Gods and devils, but that is a terrible stink,” said Morgant, waving the dagger in front of his face. “Do your enemies now congregate in the back room of a sausage maker’s shop?”
“Cataphractus,” said Caina as Kylon hurried to her. “Undead animation. The Umbarians use them as two-legged siege engines.” She turned, looking down the street. The fighting had driven off most of the porter slaves, but more Umbarians would arrive at any moment. “We…”
An explosion of fire erupted in front of her.
Caina stumbled to a stop, Kylon grabbing her arm to stabilize her. A wall of fire roared in front of her, ten feet high, the heat washing over her face. Before she could react, the wall of fire bent and curved, the air thrumming with pyromantic power, and rolled around them. Suddenly Caina, Kylon, and Morgant stood within a ring of howling fire perhaps twenty feet across. Caina took a cautious step forward, then retreated at once. The fire was simply too hot to approach and too high to jump over. Even standing in the center of the ring, the heat was oppressive. 
Through the dancing flames she saw another troop of Adamant Guards marching along the piers. At their head walked a tall man in a long black coat, a golden medallion glittering against his chest. He had blond hair, strong features, and bright blue eyes, and a gauntlet of black metal covered his right hand, a red gem shining on its back. 
“Cassander Nilas,” spat Kylon. 
Cassander was too far away to hear them, and the roar of the flames would have drowned out Kylon’s voice. Yet Cassander’s eyes met Caina’s, and a cheery smile spread over his face.
He closed his armored fist, and the ring of flames contracted. 



Chapter 9: Fire and Lore
 
The plates of Cassander’s gauntlet rasped against each other as he focused the pyromantic fire, the ring shrinking around Caina and Kylon and the old man in the black coat. The fire was hot enough that it would leave only charred bones behind. 
And with that, Cassander was victorious. 
He had not expected it to be so easy. Granted, he had lost over a score of Adamant Guards in the fighting. Kylon carried a weapon that seemed able to disable the Guards with the lightest scratch, disrupting the spells that gave them superhuman strength. Unless Cassander missed his guess, Kylon carried one of the swords once borne by the ancient Iramisian valikarion, warriors sworn to defend Iramis from outlaw sorcerers and spirits of the netherworld. He wondered where Kylon had found the damned thing. Likely Caina had discovered it somewhere and given it to Kylon to wield in battle.
Cassander also wondered why the Red Huntress had not bothered to inform him of this pertinent detail. A valikon could have sliced through both Cassander’s wards and his spell-armored coat as easily as cloth. For that matter, he wondered why Kalgri had not taken part in the fighting. The woman rejoiced in carnage the way a mother rejoiced in her children. Surely she would have joined in the killing. 
Or, more likely, she knew that Kylon carried a valikon, a sword forged as a bane to nagataaru, and had maneuvered Cassander into killing Caina and Kylon for her. Clever, he had to admit. Well, he could forgive the manipulation, since it had brought him victory.
Also, Cassander’s fire would not destroy the valikon, which meant Cassander would carry the sword the next time he spoke with Kalgri. Perhaps that would put a respectful tongue in her head.
The fire closed around his enemies, and suddenly Cassander felt a surge of power.
A dome of white light flashed across the piers, and his ring of fire collapsed, its power draining away.
 
###
 
Caina rocked back on her feet, taking a deep, gasping breath. 
One moment the fire had yawned up to swallow her, the heat filling her body, her clothes starting to smolder. The next moment the fire vanished as a surge of resonant power washed past Caina. She looked around, wondering what had happened. Had Cassander’s spell failed? Or had the Umbarian magus decided to spare them at the last moment?
She looked and saw that Kylon was unharmed, if red-faced and sweating from the heat, and felt a wave of relief. 
“Damn it,” muttered Morgant. He seemed unfazed. “I told her to stay on the ship.”
A woman in a brown dress walked past the piers, a delicate bronze staff in her right hand. It flashed and flickered with white light, the woman’s silver hair rippling in the hot breeze from the quenched fire. 
“Get ready,” said Morgant. “We’ll have to keep the Adamant Guards off her while she deals with that Umbarian. Probably a Silent Hunter or two trying to sneak around her, too.” 
Caina nodded, trying to clear her head as she took her ghostsilver dagger in her right hand and a throwing knife in her left. Kylon lifted the valikon, hilt in both hands. Morgant rolled his shoulders, black dagger and crimson scimitar ready. 
“Cassander Nilas!” called Annarah, her musical voice raised like the blast of a trumpet. “Hearken to me!”
 
###
 
Cassander stared at Annarah, calling more pyromantic power. 
He knew a great deal about the loremasters of Iramis. Some of it he had learned during his studies as an initiate of the Imperial Magisterium. Then, after his initiation into the secret Umbarian Order, he had learned a great deal more. The loremasters had been among the chief enemies of the Order for centuries, opponents to the Umbarians’ plan to construct a world ruled by sorcerers, and the loremasters had disrupted the plans of the Umbarian magi again and again. 
If this woman was indeed the Annarah from the bounty decrees, if she was truly a loremaster of Iramis, then she was not a foe to take lightly. 
How was she even still alive? Callatas had destroyed Iramis a century and a half past, and the loremasters had never used life-extending necromancy. An irritated hiss came through Cassander’s clenched teeth. Another few heartbeats, and Caina and Kylon would have dead. Could she not have waited another minute before interrupting? 
Well. One problem at a time.
“You are Annarah, loremaster of Iramis?” said Cassander, slipping the lightning rod from his belt with his left hand. The rod was about eighteen inches long, tipped with a two-tined fork. A blue-white spark flashed between the tines as the rod called sorcerous power. “Then speak.” 
Cassander would have preferred to take her alive, to rip the arcane secrets of ancient Iramis from her skull, but he was pressed for time, so instead of her secrets he would settle for her corpse.
 
###
 
Kylon looked at the second architect of Thalastre’s death, hate pulsing through him.
Cassander Nilas had not changed since the day he had come to the Assembly in New Kyre, his mouth full of lying words. Cassander had triumphed that day. Thalastre’s murder meant he would never be allowed to return to New Kyre, but New Kyre had not entered the war on the Empire’s side, ensuring that the Kyracian fleet would not fight against the Umbarian Order. 
Now Cassander was on the verge of another triumph. If he killed Caina, Callatas would open the Starfall Straits to the Umbarian fleet. 
Perhaps the best vengeance Kylon could take for Thalastre was to foil Cassander’s plans. 
Of course, the best way to foil Cassander’s plans was to split his lying, treacherous, murderous head in two with the valikon. 
“I am,” said Annarah, facing the Umbarian magus without flinching. 
“How remarkable,” said Cassander. “You should be dead. There are no loremasters left, since Callatas killed them all. I suppose Callatas himself was a loremaster once, but he forsook your order to become an Alchemist. You are quite a lovely young woman…which is something of a remarkable feat for a woman who should have died a hundred and fifty years ago.” 
Annarah’s face remained serene. Kylon couldn’t sense her emotions, but he couldn’t sense Cassander’s, either. Both were likely armored in so many wards that his senses could not reach them. 
“My past is not the question here,” said Annarah, white fire flashing up and down the length of her pyrikon staff. 
“Oh?” said Cassander. “What is, then? For I fail to see any question at all about the outcome.” 
“Your future,” said Annarah.
Cassander laughed, deep and rich and full of good cheer. “Is that a threat?”
“You conspired to arrange the murder of Kylon of House Kardamnos,” said Annarah. Cassander glanced at Kylon, once, and then turned his gaze back to Annarah. “You have wielded the forbidden sciences of pyromancy and necromancy, both of which wreak great harm. You have abused your powers of sorcery to kill and maim and destroy, and have more crimes heaped upon your name than I have time to recite.”
“Ah,” said Cassander. “And you shall execute me, then?” His voice was light with amusement. “Repay me for all my horrendous crimes?”
“No,” said Annarah. “I urge you to repent.”
Cassander blinked as if she had started speaking gibberish. “Repent?”
“Lay aside your quest for power and dominion,” said Annarah. “You have done nothing but harm, worked nothing good with your power. It need not be this way…”
Cassander laughed again. “Truly? Were all the loremasters of Iramis so naïve? Little wonder Callatas burned you all. I have done nothing I regret. The world is in chaos, and needs a firm hand to bring it to order. Who better than Umbarians?”
“A self-serving lie,” said Annarah, the light from her staff flashing brighter. 
“Then you fail to understand the nature of order,” said Cassander. “Order and obedience only come through fear. Virtue itself arises only from terror. I have done nothing a thousand other kings and emperors and princes have not done a thousand times before. The Umbarian Order is simply more efficient. We shall raise an empire of sorcery that shall endure for uncounted millennia, that shall elevate mankind to new heights of strength and wisdom and power…”
“Lies,” said Caina, making no effort to disguise the hatred in her voice. Kylon sensed the molten rage at her core burn with fresh heat. “Blind, stupid lies. I’ve heard them again and again from the magi, and every time they lead to only destruction and ruin.” 
“Because you ruined those plans, Caina Amalas,” said Cassander, his smile widening. “My prestige in the Order shall rise high once I claim your life. Perhaps enough to persuade some of the undecided magi still wavering with the Magisterium. Would that not be a fitting end to your miserable life?” His cold blue gaze turned back to Annarah. “One offer I make you, loremaster. Step aside, and give me the Balarigar and the stormdancer. Else you will see what the forbidden sciences of pyromancy can do to you.”
“So be it,” said Annarah, and she drew herself up, somehow becoming stern and terrible. “Then hear the Words of Lore for yourself.” 
Cassander did not flinch. “Kill them all.” 
The Adamant Guards charged at Kylon and Caina and Morgant, while Annarah and Cassander both began casting spells. 
 
###
 
Cassander struck first. 
He knew perfectly well that Annarah would not surrender to him. Their parley had been nothing but a formality. Nonetheless, it had given the lightning rod in his left hand time to summon power. Likely Annarah had anticipated a pyromantic attack, a blast of fiery sorcery. 
He doubted she had prepared to defend against lightning, and that metal staff in her hand made an excellent target.
Cassander thrust the fork, focusing his will, and a brilliant arc of blue-white lightning burst from the tines and snarled across the street, arcing for the bronze staff in Annarah’s hands. The loremaster thrust the staff before her, shouting in an unknown language, likely the tongue of lost Iramis. The staff’s end blazed with white fire, and Cassander’s lightning struck the shell of light and rebounded, blasting a row of bricks from the wall of a nearby warehouse. 
He was impressed. Many of the weaker members of the Order would not have been able to deflect that strike.
Annarah swung her staff, its end blazing again, and a shaft of white fire howled towards him. Cassander crossed his arms over his chest, summoning power and shaping it into a warding spell. 
It almost wasn’t enough. 
Annarah’s spell, the white fire conjured by the Words of Lore, hit him hard. His wards shuddered like a gong struck by a mallet, and the white fire flared and flickered around him. Cassander growled, drawing on all his strength, and thrust his hands. The white fire winked out, and he gestured with the fork, sending another arc of lightning at his foe. Annarah swept her staff before her, and again the lightning rebounded from the white light, this time blasting a chunk from the street. 
She was strong. The sorcerers of the ancient world had been right to fear the power of the loremasters. 
Fortunately, Cassander had reserves that she did not.
He shoved the fork back into his belt and instead lifted a small bloodcrystal, its dark surface flaring with green fire as he tapped its power. 
 
###
 
The Adamant Guards charged at Annarah as fire and lightning crackled back and forth between the loremaster and the Umbarian magus, and Kylon and Morgant raced to intercept them. Caina ran after Kylon and Morgant, throwing knife and ghostsilver dagger ready. With the valikon and the black dagger, Kylon and Morgant could fight the Adamant Guards in a straight battle. Caina could not. She was a spy, not a warrior or a soldier. 
But she could make trouble for the Adamant Guards.
The Guards started to fan out, hoping to surround Morgant and Kylon. Likely they had seen the final stages of the battle with the cataphractus, and knew that Kylon’s sword and Morgant’s dagger were dangerous. Caina’s hand dipped into her satchel and came up holding another smoke bomb. This bomb had a different formula than the one she had used in the Desert Maiden, and would generate far less smoke.
It would, however, create a much brighter flash. 
“Eyes!” shouted Caina, running at the Guards. Both Kylon and Morgant had seen her use these bombs before, and both men looked away as Caina flung the clay sphere at her feet. Because of her shout, all the Adamant Guards were looking at her, which meant they were looking right at the bomb when it burst in a small puff of smoke and a brilliant white flash. A dozen Guards stumbled to a halt, blinking and squinting and trying to clear their dazzled vision, and Caina struck in that moment. She raced at the nearest Adamant Guard and ripped the ghostsilver dagger across his throat. The wound hissed and sizzled, and the man toppled, clutching at his wounded neck. Morgant attacked, his black dagger slashing down the chest of an Adamant Guard, parting steel and bone and flesh with equal ease. He wheeled, pulling his dagger free, and drove his crimson scimitar into the neck of another Guard, the red blade turning even darker with blood. Kylon was just as deadly, the valikon flickering with the speed of a serpent’s tongue, and he left a half-dozen dead Adamant Guards in his wake. 
Caina hoped she could reach Cassander and plunge the ghostsilver dagger into his chest. The Adamant Guards didn’t matter. Cassander was their commander, and with the magus dead the Guards might withdraw back to the Umbarian embassy. 
Yet there were too many Adamant Guards, and even if Caina broke through them, the intensity of the arcane forces snarling back and forth between Cassander and Annarah might prove fatal.
Caina remained next to Kylon and Morgant, fighting for her life. 
 
###
 
Cassander hammered at Annarah’s wards again and again.
The ancient arcane science of the loremasters, the Words of Lore, was most potent. Cassander’s wards had stopped swords and crossbow bolts and the attacks of rival magi, but Annarah’s spells sliced into his defenses like a child tearing apart paper. The formidable reputation of the loremasters had been well deserved, and had she been a little older and a little more experienced, Cassander suspected she would have overcome him easily.
Yet he had the greater skill…and he had the reserves of power in his bloodcrystals. It had taken painstaking work to prepare them, to form them from the blood of dead men and then to charge them with power. Cassander was glad that he had taken the time to create the crystals. With the added reserve of power, he would outlast Annarah, battering down her defenses and crushing her. 
Then he could deal with Caina and Kylon.
Cassander looked forward to seeing the expression on Callatas’s smug face when he presented the Grand Master with the heads of all his enemies at once. 
Fire flared around his armored gauntlet, the metal shivering and growing hot. The kind of pyromantic power he had summoned should have shattered his mind into gibbering insanity and burned his flesh to a charred husk, but the powerful spells upon the gauntlet protected him. Cassander fed power from his bloodcrystals into the gauntlet, the fire taking a greenish tinge. He gestured at Annarah, and a blast of fire leaped from his armored hand and shot across the street, power enough to blast her and anyone within a dozen yards of her to ashes. 
She crossed her arms, holding the bronze staff horizontally before her. Cassander had taken her measure, and knew that she did not have the raw strength to deflect the amount of power he had just flung at her. 
To his astonishment, she didn’t even try, her lips moving as she shouted words in the Iramisian language. A flicker of amusement went through him. Perhaps it was a prayer to whatever impotent gods she worshipped. 
White light flashed around her, and suddenly Cassander realized that she had not even tried to deflect the power.
She had redirected it, like a skilled hand-to-hand combatant using his opponent’s own momentum again him.
The blast of green-tinged fire came hurtling back towards Cassander.
He cursed and summoned all his power for a ward.
 
###
 
Caina ducked under an Adamant Guard’s stab, lashing at him with her ghostsilver dagger. The Guards had learned to fear the ghostsilver blades, and the soldier jumped back, avoiding her blow. Yet he couldn’t avoid Kylon, and the valikon ripped across the Adamant Guard’s left arm, opening a deep, bloody cut. The Guard staggered under the weight of his armor, his superhuman strength disrupted, and Morgant sank his black dagger to the hilt in the Guard’s chest. He ripped the blade free, and the Guard collapsed. 
The remaining Adamant Guards backed away, eyes wary, watching for an opening. Caina took a deep breath, looking around. There had to be at least twenty Guards left, and Caina and Kylon and Morgant could not hold them off forever. 
She started to say something, and then the street leading to the Alqaarin Bazaar exploded. 
The gale of hot air shot past Caina, knocking her back, and even the Adamant Guards swayed upon their feet. A huge fireball of green-tinted flame roiled and snarled within the street, so hot that some of the nearby warehouses started burning. Caina feared that Cassander had triumphed in his duel with Annarah, but the loremaster stood at the edge of the water, her dress and hair blowing about her in the hot wind. 
“Run!” shouted Annarah, beckoning with the pyrikon staff. “It will not hold him for long! This is our chance! Run!”
“Go!” said Caina.
Kylon and Morgant charged, driving into the stunned Adamant Guards. The valikon and the black dagger and the crimson scimitar spun and slashed and stabbed, and the stormdancer and the assassin carved a path through the Guards before the Umbarian soldiers could regroup. Caina ran behind them, and then they broke free, Annarah sprinting to join them. The Adamant Guards hesitated, looking at the fire that had consumed Cassander, perhaps fearing that Annarah might launch a similar attack upon them. Likely Annarah had redirected Cassander’s own attack at him, which meant they had only moments before the Umbarian magus resumed his assault. 
They sprinted to the nineteenth pier. The Eastern Fire, a long galley with banks of oars jutting from its sides, awaited them. To Caina’s relief, she saw that the ship had already moved away from the stone bar of the pier, its oars ready. A thin gangplank still connected the ship to the pier. Nasser and Laertes stood just beyond the gangplank, weapons in hand as they watched the fire raging upon the street.
“Hurry!” shouted Nasser. “We must depart at once!”
“Your mastery of the obvious never fails to astound!” said Morgant. He urged Annarah up the gangplank, and then Kylon all but shoved Caina onto the plank. She hurried up to the galley’s deck, and Kylon and Morgant hastened after her. At once a pair of Saddaic sailors pulled up the plank. A tall man in a black coat began shouting orders in rapid succession. His features looked somewhat familiar, which meant he was likely Captain Talazain, master of the Eastern Fire and son of the Saddaic merchant who helped the Ghosts of Istarinmul from time to time. A drum began to boom from the beneath the deck as the oars lashed at the water.
“We must make haste, Captain,” said Nasser. “If our foes catch us, they will destroy the ship.”
Talazain shook his head. “We must wait for the harbor pilot. Else the fines shall be…”
“A thousand bezants to you personally,” shouted Nasser, staring at the pier, “and a golden bezant to each of your oarsmen if you get us out of the harbor now.”
Talazain shrugged, turned and bellowed more orders. Suddenly the pounding of the drum tripled its speed, and the Eastern Fire lurched as the ship surged forward. The pilot cursed as he grappled with the wheel, and Talazain and the first mate ran to help him. Caina grabbed at the railing to steady herself as the ship jerked forward, but Kylon remained undisturbed. Of course, he was Kyracian. He had spent far more time on ships than Caina had. 
She looked at him and made herself smile. “Let’s not do that again.” 
“No,” said Kylon. “Though I suppose you are used to escaping by the thinnest of margins.”
“More than I would like,” said Caina, “though given the alternative, it is…” 
She fell silent as Adamant Guards ran along the pier, stopping at its edge. For a terrible moment she was certain the Guards would be able to leap the distance and attack the ship, but the galley had pulled too far away for them to jump. The Adamant Guards, for all their strength and speed, could not swim, not with the weight of their armor pulling them down.
Cassander Nilas shoved to the front of the Guards, his black cloak stark against their armor. He did not appear injured or even tired from his duel with Annarah, and harsh yellow-white fire blazed to life around his black gauntlet as Caina felt the stirrings of pyromantic force. 
“Annarah!” said Caina. “He’s going to burn the ship!” 
Annarah was already moving, lifting her pyrikon staff and calling upon her power. Cassander unleashed a shaft of flame, and Annarah gestured. A dome of white light appeared behind the galley like a curtain of shimmering mist, and Cassander’s spell struck it with a tremendous crack. The dome flickered and sputtered, and Annarah groaned and fell to one knee. Already Caina sensed the surge of power as Cassander summoned more fire. If even a little of the flame got through, the ship would go up like a box of tinder. 
Another blast of fire struck the flickering dome of Annarah’s power, and again the loremaster groaned, leaning upon her staff for support as sweat poured down her face. 
Upon her pyrikon staff.
Caina had a pyrikon upon her left wrist.
She dashed across the deck, knelt next to Annarah, and gripped the staff with her left hand. Annarah looked at her, puzzled. Caina ignored her and looked at the delicate ghostsilver bracelet upon her wrist, trying to focus her thoughts on the thing. It wasn’t really a bracelet, and Annarah’s staff wasn’t really a staff. They were both spirits of defense, clothed in material forms.
“Listen to me,” said Caina. “Help her. You were so damned eager to defend her in the netherworld.” She felt strange talking to a piece of jewelry, but she knew that the defending spirit within could hear her. Or at least she hoped so. “Help her now, or all your efforts in the netherworld shall have been in vain.”
For a moment nothing happened, and Cassander summoned another burst of flame at the galley. Annarah gritted her teeth, her staff shining with a flickering white light as she prepared to deflect the attack. Then Caina felt a surge of power from her bracelet, the aura making her arm crawl with pins and needles. White light shone from the pyrikon, and leaped up her fingers to sink into Annarah’s staff. The staff’s glow shone brighter, and the dome of light behind the ship blazed so bright that it was almost like the noon sun for an instant. 
Cassander’s fire rebounded from the light, repelled by the power of the twin pyrikons. The dome of light did not even waver. The drum continued its beat from below the deck, the oars lashing the nearby water into white foam. As they approached the entrance to the harbor, an Istarish galley flying the Padishah’s crown-and-sword banner started to turn, trying to bring the Hellfire sprayer at its prow to bear, but the Eastern Fire had too much of a head start and her oarsmen were more skilled than the miserable slaves chained to the Istarish galley’s oars. The Eastern Fire shot past the galley with no more damage that a few crossbow quarrels rebounding from the hull, and they reached open water, leaving Istarinmul behind and plunging into the vast expanse of the Alqaarin Sea.
The dome of light faded away, the overwhelming aura of power vanishing from her pyrikon. Caina stared at the harbor and the domes and towers of Istarinmul to the west, fearing that Cassander’s power could strike across such a distance. Yet no spells came. Evidently not even Cassander’s sorcery could reach that far. 
Caina closed her eyes and let out a long breath, and Kylon and the others crossed to join her and Annarah.
“Thank you,” said Annarah. “My strength…I fear it was not enough. That Umbarian was powerful.” She offered a wan smile as Morgant helped her to stand. “I was hardly the most powerful of the loremasters.”
“Power is not part of courage,” said Nasser. “I chose to entrust the regalia to you, and I do not regret that decision.”
“Thank you, my lord,” said Annarah.
“Laertes,” said Nasser. “Go reassure the captain. We’ll need to make some plans.” He reached into his pack and handed over a leather pouch. “The extra money we promised him. Make sure the oarsmen get it.”
Laertes grunted. “Officers have sticky fingers.”
“Said the former centurion,” said Morgant.
Laertes remained unruffled. “I wasn’t an officer. I was a centurion. I worked for a living.” He strode away to speak with Captain Talazain. 
“How did they find us?” said Morgant. 
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “I arrived at the Desert Maiden, and a group of Kindred assassins were waiting for me.”
Kylon gave her a sharp look. “Kindred?”
“How did you escape?” said Annarah. “The Kindred had a formidable reputation even in my day.” She gave Morgant and Nasser a sheepish look. “Well. Our day, I suppose.”
Morgant snorted. “The Balarigar likely burned down a building or two.”
Caina shook her head. “I ran over the rooftops. The Adamant Guards and the Silent Hunters were after me. If Kylon hadn’t caught up to me, they would have taken me alive.”
“I was attacked by Silent Hunters on my way to the Desert Maiden,” said Kylon. “I doubt they realized I could sense their presence, and I cut them down before they could strike.”
“Laertes and I were attacked as well,” said Nasser. “We then met Annarah and Morgant, and hastened to the ship. Morgant insisted that Annarah remain behind, and went out to find you.”
“You did?” said Caina. “Why, how very touching.”
Morgant scoffed. “Just as well I did. Cassander would be stitching pieces of you to his pet cataphractus if I had not come along.”
“Yes,” said Caina. “Thank you.”
Morgant snorted and looked away. 
“How did they find us?” said Annarah. “We have been so careful.” She shook her head. “I must have been seen at one of the hospitals.”
“No,” said Caina. “The Kindred were waiting for me. I must have made a mistake.”
“We were all attacked, every one of us,” said Kylon. “Cassander must have known our plans.”
“No, he didn’t,” said Morgant. 
Nasser frowned. “Clearly he did.”
Morgant smirked. “Then why, oh wise Prince, didn’t he burn the Eastern Fire to ashes before we arrived? Or why didn’t he load up the ship with Umbarian soldiers and wait for us to walk into his arms?”
Silence answered him, save for the sound of the oars dipping into the waves over. 
“Because,” said Caina. “He knew where we would be. He didn’t know where we were going.” 
“How?” said Nasser.
“Betrayal?” said Morgant. “That seems the most likely.”
Caina shook her head. “I don’t think any one of us would have gone to Cassander. Besides, we all knew we were going to the Eastern Fire. A traitor surely would have told Cassander.”
“Then how?” said Nasser. “A spell?”
“Perhaps, lord Prince,” said Annarah. “I shall cast wards about the ship. Maybe that shall baffle any means of arcane observation.”
“Once you have regained your strength,” said Nasser. “I suspect we are safe enough for now.”
Caina nodded, watching as the city of Istarinmul dwindled to the west. 
Perhaps she was indeed destined to die on this trip, but it seemed it would not be from the hand of Cassander Nilas.



Chapter 10: Patience
 
Kalgri strolled along the piers of the Alqaarin Harbor, humming to herself. 
No one paid any attention to her. Of course, the Alqaarin Harbor was in chaos. Cassander and his pets had made quite a mess. The gangs of porter slaves had been deputized into a bucket line to put out the warehouse fires. Istarish soldiers patrolled the waterfront, and the Grand Wazir had even sent a century of Immortals from the Golden Palace, their blue-glowing eyes watching the crowds with grim suspicion. Kalgri had discarded her armor and taken off the shadow-cloak, since there was no one here to sense the Voice’s presence. Now she wore a blue dress and headscarf, much like the ones Caina wore when disguised herself as a common Istarish woman, and no one gave Kalgri a second glance. 
She shivered a little, the Voice hissing with delight inside her skull. Caina and her allies had killed several of Cassander’s men as Kalgri watched unseen from the shadows, and she had been close enough to feed off their deaths. It was not as nourishing as if she had killed them herself, but it had nonetheless been most enjoyable. She even felt a little drunk with it, and the temptation to join in had been immense, to carve her way through the Adamant Guards and kill Caina in front of Kylon.
That would have been marvelous.
Nonetheless, Kalgri had refrained. Attacking a man armed with a valikon would have been foolish. Attacking a valikon-armed man who had the assistance of an Iramisian loremaster would have been suicidal madness. Annarah might not have been able to overcome Cassander in their duel, but Kalgri was far more vulnerable to the Words of Lore. Between the valikon and the Words of Lore, they could have disposed of Kalgri and the Voice in short order.
No, when the time came to kill Annarah, Kalgri would simply cut the loremaster’s throat while she slept. The Voice feasted upon pain and torment, but to indulge one’s pleasures at the risk of destruction was the height of folly. Annarah would receive a quick and efficient death, not lingering torment.
Kalgri would reserve that pleasure for Caina. 
But not yet. Fighting her was a mistake. Cassander had just made that mistake. Caina alone was nothing, just a young woman with a dagger and a shadow-cloak. But she was a clever young woman, and she had a gift for making allies. Cassander would have no trouble killing Caina in a fair fight, but Caina was not stupid enough to fight fair. Which was why Caina had surrounded herself with a valikon-equipped stormdancer, a legendary assassin, the last loremaster of Iramis, the last Prince of Iramis, and other capable allies, and together they had torn their way through Cassander’s men.
Well, that was Cassander’s problem.
But Kalgri thought she still might have a use for the Umbarian magus. 
Kalgri leaned against the wall of an undamaged warehouse to think. She preferred to do her thinking in crowds, while alone in the midst of many people. They were her prey, all of them, and their only purpose was to feed her lust for death. She watched as Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku himself arrived to inspect the harbor, flanked by a guard of Immortals, striding to and fro as he barked useless commands to everyone in sight. The man was a pompous blowhard, too stupid to realize that he was not the true ruler of Istarinmul. Kalgri wondered what his expression would look like if she strolled up and killed him. 
She closed her eyes and shivered, the Voice snarling in her thoughts.
She did not care about Erghulan Amirasku. She did not care about Istarinmul, or about Cassander’s schemes to destroy the Empire. She did not even care about Callatas and his Apotheosis, about his ludicrous plan to create a new version of humanity to populate the world. His plan was madness, but it would kill a lot of people…and Kalgri did care about that.
She cared about that a great deal.
So she pondered about how to best use this situation to kill.
For Caina’s death, if handled properly, could unleash a vast quantity of death, because Caina knew where to find the Staff and Seal of Iramis. 
Kalgri smiled as she watched the soldiers move back and forth. Right now, as she stood here, Callatas searched for the lost regalia of the Princes of Iramis. He had men searching the Desert of Candles, had spirits scouring the netherworld, had scholars pouring through tomes of forgotten history. Never once had it occurred to Callatas to look in the Tomb of Kharnaces, even thought it had all started in the Tomb of Kharnaces. The Voice, the nagataaru, the Apotheosis, all of it had started in the Tomb.
Maybe Callatas was too frightened to ever return there. 
She giggled a little at the thought. One of the passing soldiers gave her a strange look. 
The Staff and Seal had the potential to kill the world. They just had to be handled correctly.
And Kalgri knew just how to do it.
The Voice hissed in her thoughts, warning her. The nagataaru sensed sorcery nearby. Kalgri focused upon the sensation, and realized that a Silent Hunter stood in the alley behind the warehouse. Likely the man had escaped from the fighting, and now sought to return to his master.
Kalgri pushed away from the wall and strolled into the alley. It was deserted, but she sensed the Silent Hunter standing invisible a few yards away, his attention focused upon her. Likely the man was puzzled. Even in the safer Quarters of Istarinmul, it was unwise for a lone woman (or anyone, really) to walk alone into an alley. 
She decided to solve the mystery for him.
Kalgri stretched out her right hand, calling the Voice’s power, and the fury of the nagataaru manifested as a sword of darkness and writhing purple flame. The blade pierced the Silent Hunter’s chest, pinning him to the wall, and the man appeared in a flash of silver light, the dagger falling from his stunned hand. Before he could call out, Kalgri clapped her free hand over his mouth.
The Silent Hunter’s eyes met hers, wide and terrified. 
“Do you see?” whispered Kalgri. Before Silent Ash Temple, she had never liked to talk while she killed. “Do you understand? I just feasted upon so many deaths. So much death. I should be glutted with it. Do you want to know the truth?”
The Silent Hunter’s mouth moved beneath her fingers. Perhaps he was trying to answer her. Perhaps he was screaming. Perhaps he was begging for a god to save him, which was funny, because the Umbarian Order proclaimed that no gods existed, that sorcery would elevate men to the status of gods.
“The truth is,” whispered Kalgri, “I’m always hungry.” 
She jerked the blade of force up a few inches, bisecting his heart. The Silent Hunter died in terrified incomprehension, and his pain and death swept through Kalgri like fire. The Voice howled in triumph, feasting upon the released energy, and Kalgri closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation as some of that stolen strength flooded through her. 
The dead man slumped. 
Kalgri stepped back, turning his body so his blood would not get upon her dress, and withdrew the blade of force. The Silent Hunter collapsed motionless to the ground, blood pooling beneath him. Kalgri swept the nearby area with the Voice’s senses, but detected no sign of alarm. No one had seen her murder the Umbarian assassin. He was not the first man she had killed.
And there were many more killings to come.
Kalgri left the alley, making for the Umbarian embassy in the Alqaarin Quarter.
 
###
 
Cassander stalked back and forth in his study, the metal fingers of his gauntlet rasping as he opened and closed his fist. 
To say that the raid on the harbor had gone badly was an understatement. The Kindred had been ordered to take Caina alive, and then to let her allies and companions gather in the Desert Maiden. The Adamant Guards and Silent Hunters would kill them all, with the cataphractus held in reserve. Cassander would present the Grand Master with his trophy, and the Umbarian fleet would sail through the Starfall Straits.
Instead, Caina had somehow gotten away from the Kindred, and the entire plan had fallen apart. Cassander knew that no plan of battle survived contact with the enemy, but this plan had gone badly awry. He had a summons from the Grand Wazir requesting his presence at the Golden Palace tomorrow. Likely Erghulan wanted to upbraid him for the battle in the streets. And the Imperial ambassador would not be idle. Martin Dorius and his bitch of a wife would already be speaking with every wazir, hakim and emir of influence they could find, pointing out that the Empire’s ambassador had kept the peace, that the Umbarians, not the Imperials, had been running amok through the streets. 
Cassander gritted his teeth, looking through the balcony doors. 
He never should have trusted the Red Huntress. She had told him where Caina would be, but she had failed to mention the valikon. For that matter, Cassander never should have hired the damned Kindred. He had come to suspect the Kindred families were dens of incompetents, and this latest fiasco proved it. He wondered how many Kindred assassins had been sent against Caina Amalas over the years…
He turned, and saw a woman a blue dress and headscarf standing in the corner. For a moment he stared at her in confusion, and the recognition struck. 
“You seem agitated,” said Kalgri, smiling. “Was it an unpleasant morning?”
Cassander’s temper exploded.
He strode across the room, seized Kalgri’s throat with his armored hand, and slammed her against the wall. “Where the hell were you? Caina Amalas was there! She was yours for the taking! You could have walked up and gutted her. Was this a trick? Some stupid game? Or did you plan to betray me all along? I…”
Belatedly Cassander’s brain caught up with his temper, screaming that he might have just made a very serious mistake.
Kalgri was grinning at him. In fact, her lips were parted, her eyes wide and sparkling, her breath coming sharp and fast. Had she been any other woman, Cassander would have thought that she was aroused. The thought of what might excite a woman like Kalgri was a disturbing one. Cassander preferred lovers he could control completely…but Kalgri was like the sort of spider that devoured her mate alive. 
Cassander also realized that she was close enough to impale him with that sword of force she could summon, and he had no spell or defense against the weapon. 
She licked her lips, slow and languid.
“You are upset,” she murmured, “aren’t you?” 
Cassander released his hand and took a careful step back, and then one more. Kalgri made no move to attack him. She raised her left hand and Cassander started a warding spell, but Kalgri only lifted her fingers to massage her bruised throat. The bruises were already fading, healed by the power of the nagataaru within her. 
“Most upset,” she said.
“Do forgive me,” said Cassander, forcing the words out. “I…may be overwrought.” 
“Mmm.” Kalgri rubbed her throat as the bruises vanished. “A strong grip, my lord Cassander. Just as well. A weak man is useless.”
“But you,” said Cassander, pointing at her. “Where were you?” 
“Watching,” said Kalgri. “Unseen, unnoticed, forgotten.” 
Cassander bit back the urge to berate her. “Why didn’t you attack? When they fought the cataphractus…it held their full attention. You could have taken them.” 
“Kylon has a valikon,” said Kalgri. “He was a challenging enough fighter without one. I am not stupid enough to fight him while he carries such a blade.” 
Another wave of anger went through Cassander. “You could have told me that he carried the damned thing.”
Kalgri scoffed. “He wants to kill you, my lord Cassander. Between Caina and Kylon, they have likely figured out that I shall return at some point, but they have no idea I’m in Istarinmul. They have no idea that I’ve been following them for months.” She giggled, her irritation vanishing. “I look forward to their surprise. So you see why I must keep myself a secret.”
Cassander shook his head and paced behind his desk, partly to work out some of his frustration, partly to put the desk between them in case she decided to attack. “You should have told me that Kylon carried a valikon.”
“You should have realized it,” said Kalgri. “The man has sworn to kill you to avenge his wife and unborn child. Are you so stupid as to not see the danger? Kylon of House Kardamnos is hardly a brilliant man, but he fought me to a standstill at the Tower of Kardamnos, and if he had carried that valikon I would have failed. And even if I had told you, would you have listened? I suggested a quiet kidnapping, and you brought a damned army to the Alqaarin Quarter! I told you to beware of Annarah, and she held you off long enough to escape.” 
“Yes,” Cassander conceded, grudgingly. She did have a point. “I may have underestimated her abilities.” 
“Do you know what your error was?” said Kalgri. 
Cassander sighed. “I suspect you are about to enlighten me.” 
“You’re too young,” said Kalgri. 
Cassander laughed, startled. “I beg your pardon?”
“Don’t be a fool,” said Kalgri. “This face might look young, but I’m not. I’m so old, and I’ve killed so many people I can’t remember them all.” She shivered, giggled, and looked at him, the tip of her tongue sliding over her lips. “Do you know what I learned? The method doesn’t matter. Only the result. Only the corpse at your feet. It doesn’t matter whether you cheated, whether you fought fairly or stabbed your enemy in the back. Only the corpse at your feet matters.” She made an exasperated sound. “You…you think like an Imperial magus.”
“That is because I am an Imperial magus,” said Cassander, amused. “Or I will be, once the Umbarian Order assumes its proper role over the entirety of the Empire.”
“You think like a magus,” said Kalgri, “so you think in terms of grand gestures, and battles and lords and crushing your enemies with spells. No. Better to pour a little poison in their glasses. Better to kill them and never let them know that you were the one who killed them. If your pride can withstand such a blow.” 
Cassander considered that for a moment. “It hardly matters now, does it? They have gone in pursuit of the Staff and the Seal, haven’t they?”
“You guess correctly,” said Kalgri. 
“And will you tell me where they are going?” said Cassander.
“That would depend,” said Kalgri, “on whether or not you intend to pursue her.” 
“Of course I shall,” said Cassander. “I need her dead so Callatas will open the Starfall Straits to the Umbarian fleet…”
“No, you don’t,” said Kalgri, her quiet voice singsong. Cassander fought back another surge of irritation. He had found her more tolerable when they first met, when she had been sullen and taciturn and grim. Her newfound loquaciousness and bizarre sense of humor were not improvements. 
“And just why not?” said Cassander. 
“I could say,” said Kalgri, “that Callatas has absolutely no intention of keeping his word, but you knew that already. And because you knew that already, you have been making…preparations.”
Cassander felt a chill. “All prudent men take preparations.” 
“Not on the scale you have made them,” said Kalgri. “Not to do what you plan.”
Cassander stared at her, wondering how much she knew.
“All those houses,” said Kalgri. “All those symbols of power written within them. All the cracks filled with golden fire. Perhaps the Ghosts were too stupid to see it, but it was hard to hide it from me.”
“So I observe,” said Cassander, his throat going dry. He wondered if he could work a spell fast enough to kill her. If she had told Callatas what he intended to do… “You have relayed this to the Grand Master, I trust?”
“Of course not,” said Kalgri, her eyes glittering like chips of blue ice. “Why would I? Your plan has…appeal.” She smiled, showing her teeth.
“Appeal?” said Cassander. 
“I enjoy death,” said Kalgri, and this time he saw the faint pulse of shadow and purple fire that went through the back of her eyes as the nagataaru stirred inside of her. 
“Indeed,” said Cassander. “You understand, of course, that my plan is only intended as a last resort. If Callatas honors his agreement with me, if he opens the Starfall Straits to the Order’s fleet…there is no need for hostilities. The Order would prefer a prosperous Istarinmul as a counterweight against Anshani and Sarbian incursions into Cyrica, once the Emperor has been defeated and the Empire reunited.” 
“But if Callatas goes against his word,” said Kalgri, “if he refuses to help you…”
“Then I will do it,” said Cassander, “and all the world shall tremble at Istarinmul’s fate.” 
Kalgri’s cold smile returned. “Good. Very good. Caina is going to Rumarah.”
Cassander blinked. “What?”
“Rumarah,” said Kalgri, repeating the word slowly, as if to an idiot. For what seemed like the thousandth time, Cassander pushed down his irritation. “A town on the southern edge of the Desert of Candles. It…”
“I know the place and its history,” said Cassander. “Why is Caina going there? Are the Staff and Seal concealed within the town?”
“No,” said Kalgri. “But she will stop at Rumarah first. If you hasten, you might catch her there.”
“And if I do not?” said Cassander. 
Kalgri shrugged. “And if you do not, you can await her return at Rumarah. For if she is successful, she will return with the Staff and the Seal…and you can have both the Balarigar and the regalia walk into your waiting arms.”
For a moment Cassander was so surprised that he did not trust himself to speak. 
“Then…you would betray Callatas?” said Cassander. “You would permit me to claim the regalia before he does?”
Kalgri shrugged once more. “I don’t care about the Grand Master. I don’t care about the Umbarian Order. I don’t care about the Empire or Istarinmul.”
“You care,” said Cassander, understanding coming to his mind, “about killing Caina Amalas. About feeding upon death.”
She giggled. “So nice to meet a man who finally understands me.” Her unnerving giggle turned into a full laugh. “Besides, once Callatas realizes that you have the Staff and the Seal, he will simply kill you and take them anyway.” 
Cassander smirked at her. “He can try.”
“You had trouble fighting a single loremaster,” said Kalgri, “and she was one of the youngest and the weakest of her order.” She took a step towards him, grinning. “Callatas killed the others. All of them.” 
That was an excellent argument. Kalgri might have been twisted and insane, but she was nonetheless brilliant. Cassander marveled at the depths of her cunning. No matter what happened, she would kill Caina and feed upon a great deal of death. 
Perhaps even the death of an entire nation. 
Or Cassander’s death, as well.
But great power only came to those who took great risks, and the Staff and the Seal would give Cassander great power. Enough power to claim a place of preeminence among the Provosts of the Order. Perhaps even enough power to deal with Callatas himself, to repay that smug old wretch for the last year of frustration. True, Callatas had wiped out Iramis and the loremasters. 
But the loremasters hadn’t possessed the Staff and the Seal at the time, had they?
“I believe,” said Cassander, “that we shall need to procure a ship at once.”



Chapter 11: Knives and Liquor
 
Five days after they fled Istarinmul in haste, the Eastern Fire came to the harbor of Rumarah. 
Such as it was. 
Kylon stood on the galley’s prow, watching land approach. To the west he saw the empty, dead expanse of the Desert of Candles, the dust stirring in the cold wind that came from the desert. To the south and southwest he saw the vast brown reach of the Trabazon steppes, crossed endlessly by caravans on the Great Southern Road. Here and there he saw distant plumes of black smoke rising against the clear blue sky. It seemed the fighting had extended this far south.
The town of Rumarah squatted at the water’s edge like a fungus growing upon the shore of a pond. 
The harbor was a large, broad lagoon. Beyond rose the town itself, a ramshackle collection of wooden shacks and whitewashed Istarish houses and warehouses and taverns. The town had no walls, but Kylon suspected Rumarah was the sort of place where bandits came to trade and drink and whore, not to raid. The town seemed to have been built around a collection of ancient stone ruins. Kylon saw towers and walls, still beautiful despite the passage of years, the walls adorned with geometric designs while a seven-pointed star within a ring marked the sides of the towers. 
“Rumarah,” said a woman’s voice.
Kylon turned as Annarah approached, her silver hair stirring in the cold wind that came from the Desert. She was not old enough for her hair to have turned silver. Kylon wondered if it was a trait of Iramisian blood, or if her ordeals had aged her. 
“So it is,” said Morgant, trailing after Annarah. “It looks the worse for wear. Much as you do, Kyracian.” 
Come to think of it, spending too much time around Morgant would age anyone prematurely. 
“It wasn’t always like this,” said Annarah. “It was a beautiful city. The second port of the Prince’s realm, after Iramis itself. Ships from all over the world came here.”
“I fear,” said Nasser, Laertes at his side as he drew near, “that Rumarah was mostly abandoned after Callatas burned Iramis. The Grand Master had the Padishah sack the city, but by then it had been all but deserted. The ruins stood empty for some years, for the location was considered accursed, but the lagoon makes too fine a harbor. Corsairs, pirates, and independent slavers rebuilt Rumarah, and it has been active ever since. An emir sits in Rumarah and swears to the Padishah, but the man is more interested in profit than governance. So long as the corsair captains and the independent slavers pay protection money, the emir allows them to operate as they wish.” 
“Such a splendid den of iniquity,” said Morgant.
“You are sure we can find a trustworthy captain here?” said Kylon. “This corsair, this Sanjar Murat, might not be reliable.”
“Of course he is not reliable,” said Nasser. “Nevertheless, we have done business before, and he has always upheld his end of the bargain.”
“Captain Talazain has kept faith with us,” said Kylon. “Perhaps he could be hired to take us to Pyramid Isle.”
“That would be optimal,” said Nasser, “but Captain Talazain and his crew will not go anywhere near Pyramid Isle. Its reputation is too black. Murat has been there before, and will make the trip in exchange for sufficient payment.”
“Assuming he does not betray us,” said Kylon.
“Well,” said Morgant with a smile, “we’ll just have to encourage proper behavior from him.” 
“I’ll see to Talazain’s payment once we dock,” said Nasser. “Lord Kylon, go rouse Ciaran. We’ll want to head to the Corsair’s Rest at once. Rumarah is not a safe place, and the sooner we are back at sea, the better.”
“As opposed to a ship full of corsairs that wants to kill us?” said Morgant.
Nasser’s white smile flashed across his dark face, though it did not touch his eyes. “Why, that is what you are for, Markaine of Caer Marist. Perhaps you can paint them such a beautiful picture you could persuade the corsairs to repent of their wicked ways.” 
Morgant snorted. “You never did appreciate art.” 
“I’ll get Ciaran and meet you on the deck,” said Kylon. He did not want to listen to Morgant and Nasser have another one of their endless exchanges of polite insults. Strangely, both Nasser and Morgant seemed to enjoy their sparring on some level. Perhaps that was why Kylon had failed at politics. He had no taste for such things. 
He descended to the lower deck, made his way down the narrow corridor, and knocked on the door to Caina’s cabin. The crew slept on the deck or beneath the benches next to the oars, but Nasser’s gold had bought Kylon and the others individual cabins. Caina had retreated into her cabin as soon as the Eastern Fire had reached open water, and had only emerged a few times since. There hadn’t been much for her to do on the ship, and she was also still convinced that she was going to die. Isolating herself seemed to be her way of preparing for it. 
Kylon lifted his hand to knock and paused, a grim idea stirring at the back of her mind.
Isolated…
That seemed significant. It had started after she found those curved knives outside her various safe houses. Some shadow had been growing in her mind, chewing at her. It was almost as if…
As if it was deliberate. 
Kylon shook his head, trying to pull his suspicions into facts, and came up with nothing. These damned games with shadows. He wanted a sword, and an enemy at which to swing it. 
But he had wielded a sword and faced an enemy at the Tower of Kardamnos, and that had been one of the greatest failures of his life. If he didn’t want to repeat that experience, perhaps he should get better at shadow games. 
Kylon also realized he had been standing in front of the door of a woman he cared a great deal about for several minutes now, and laughed at himself. He could only imagine the comments if Morgant saw him.
He knocked. 
“It’s Kylon,” he said. 
The door opened a moment later. Caina still wore the caravan guard’s disguise, though he saw the knife concealed in her hand. She looked at him and smiled, some of the tension leaving her emotional sense. Again he felt the urge to kiss her. 
“We’re here?” she said. 
“Yes,” said Kylon. “Rumarah seems like a den of villainy.”
“Ah,” said Caina. She reached into the tiny cabin and drew out her satchel and pack. “After two years in Istarinmul, it’ll feel just like home.” 
 
###
 
Caina had been in some rough places during her time with the Ghosts, but Rumarah was one of the rougher ones.
She followed Nasser and the others from the harbor and into the town proper. The street ran next to an ancient Iramisian wall, its side adorned with the geometric designs the Iramisians had often placed upon their stonework. Despite its age, the wall and the ruined towers still had a faded grandeur. 
The same could not be said of the rest of the town. Houses and taverns had been thrown up haphazardly, the streets a twisting maze of crooked lanes and curving alleys. Armed men traveled in groups, hands on their weapons and wary eyes upon each other. It was a bit like moving through rival packs of wolves, and the air was tense with the threat of violence. Many of the men were independent slavers, Caina knew. The rival sultanates of Alqaarin did not have a centralized cartel for selling slaves like the Brotherhood of Istarinmul, which made the Alqaarin slavers more chaotic. Many of the slavers turned cold eyes towards Annarah, and had she been walking alone, Caina had no doubt Annarah would have been naked and chained in a slaver’s pen within the hour. 
Though if the slavers tried it, Morgant would get to amuse himself. 
They came to a sprawling bazaar at the foot of a half-crumbled Iramisian tower. Like the Bazaars of Istarinmul, merchant stalls filled the space, men crying their wares to anyone passing by. Unlike the Bazaars of Istarinmul, every single stall had an armed guard, sometimes more than one, and many of the merchants themselves carried multiple weapons. At the far end of the bazaar rose a garish-looking inn. It had been built in imitation of the great palaces of Istarinmul, complete with a massive dome over the central roof, though it had been painted a gaudy yellow. Two wings spread out from the central dome, fronted with marble, though Caina saw where the marble façade had fallen away to reveal the rough brick beneath.
“The Corsairs’ Rest,” said Nasser. “The finest tavern, inn, and brothel in Rumarah. The corsair captains and their officers spend their nights here when they are in port.”
Kylon grunted. “Along with the whores and the merchants hoping to relive the crews of their pay?”
“Sailors are the same the world over,” said Nasser. 
They came to the double doors of the Rest. Two scarred men in chain mail stood there, keeping watch on the market. One of the men bowed and opened the door, evidently recognizing Nasser, and Caina and the others followed him into the Rest’s common room. 
The room was a large round chamber, the dome rising overhead. Balconies ringed the walls, doorways leading to the private rooms. Slave women in tight, revealing dresses moved back and forth, carrying trays of food and drink, and men lounged upon chairs and benches, eating and drinking, the air heavy with the smell of wine and perfume. Sometimes the slave women went into one of the side rooms with a guest, money changing hands. Their clothes were so revealing that Caina was surprised that violence hadn’t broken out, but a dozen armed guards stood throughout the common room. Evidently the owner of the Corsair’s Rest had taken great steps to keep order. 
A flicker of regret and sorrow went through Caina as she looked at the enslaved prostitutes. That could easily have been her life. Had Halfdan not rescued her from Maglarion’s lair, had she fallen into the hands of a man of less principle. Or if Maglarion had decided to sell her to the Istarish slavers instead of letting her rot in a cell. The sorrow sharpened as she thought of Halfdan, the man who had made her what she was. 
If Sulaman’s prophecy was true, perhaps she would see him again soon.
She felt Kylon’s eyes upon her, but she did not look at him. 
“You’ve been here before?” said Annarah in a quiet voice.
“Several times,” said Nasser. “This is an ill place, but skilled men can be hired here.”
“And you didn’t enjoy the local amenities?” said Morgant. “I still think that Master Ciaran could use a woman to take the edge off.” He grinned at Caina. “He seems wound up. Ready to snap.”
Caina scowled at him.
“I’ve been saying that since Drynemet,” said Laertes.   
“Or the Kyracian, certainly,” said Morgant, still grinning. “What do you say, Laertes? We could all chip in and rent the Kyracian a woman for an hour.”
A wave of anger went through Caina, but she forced it from her face. 
“At your age,” said Caina, “I suppose the best you could hope for is to live vicariously.” 
Laertes laughed, and Morgant started to say something else.
“Morgant,” said Annarah. “This isn’t the time.” 
“Agreed,” said Nasser with glacial calm. “Especially since the man we wish to meet is here.” 
He led the way under one of the balconies to a group of men sitting at a long wooden table. They had the weathered skin of veteran sailors and the rough look of corsairs, with swords and daggers at their belts. About half were Istarish or Anshani, and half were Alqaarin, their skin darker than the bronze shade common among those of Istarish and Anshan birth. At the head of the table sat a huge Alqaarin man, nearly seven feet tall, clad in black boots, black trousers, and an open red coat that displayed an impressive expanse of muscled chest. His dark face was leathery and scarred, and he wore an elaborate plumed hat and a pointed black beard that framed gleaming white teeth. A leather bandolier stretched over his chest, holding a dozen throwing knives ready in their sheaths. An Istarish girl of about eighteen sat upon his lap, wearing a shift of translucent silk and nothing else, her arms thrown about the towering man’s neck. The man was smiling at the girl, but the smile faded as he looked at Nasser. 
“Well, well,” he rumbled in Istarish with a thick Alqaarin accent. “Look what the storm wind has blown into the harbor. Nasser the Glasshand himself.” He gave the girl a gentle push to her feet. “Run along. I have business to discuss.” He slapped her bottom and she scurried away. 
“Captain Sanjar Murat,” said Nasser. “How felicitous to see you once again.”
Murat snorted. “Still following this madman, Laertes? Come with me, and I’ll show you more gold than he ever could.”
Laertes shrugged. “Can’t spend gold if I’m dead, Captain.”
“All men die,” said Murat, rising to his feet. “A peculiar company you have this time, Glasshand. A Kyracian. An old man in a black coat.” Morgant grinned at a wolf’s grin at him, one predator assessing another. “A caravan guard.” Caina kept her expression blank. “And a most lovely woman.” He crossed to Annarah, doffed his plumed hat to reveal a shaved head, and offered her an elaborate bow. “Welcome to Rumarah, my vision of loveliness. You have the silver hair of a woman rich with wisdom, but the beauty of a rose in its bloom. Truly, one would think the ancient Iramisians walked among us again.”
The towering corsair captain and his honeyed words might have flustered another woman, but Annarah only smiled. If Morgant could not throw her off balance, Sanjar Murat would not. “One would think so.”
“Are you selling her, Nasser?” said Murat. 
“I am a free woman, captain,” said Annarah. “You should open negotiations with me. By failing to do so, I fear you have gravely offended me.”
“Bah,” said Murat, dropping back into his chair. “I never discuss business with women.” His black eyes flicked back to Nasser. “Well, Glasshand, I am here as your message requested. My crew has been getting fat and lazy. I trust you have something interesting for me?”
“A simple task,” said Nasser. “A short voyage. Four days from Rumarah, and then back again.” 
“A peculiar trip,” said Murat. “You might reach Al-Mhurqat in that time, or perhaps Istarinmul itself. Or the old Imperial city of Arzaxia, assuming the mad magi of the Umbarians have not burned it yet.” He grinned. “There are many opportunities for a corsair in these unsettled times. Is that what you wish? To capture some ship?” 
“No,” said Nasser. “We wish to go to an island.”
Murat snorted. “That is all? A trip to an island? There are many islands in the Alqaarin Sea, and just as many ships to take you there.”
“Specifically,” said Nasser, “we wish to go to Pyramid Isle.” 
The other sailors at the table fell silent. They had been talking in low voices, their attention focused upon a game of dice, but as one they fell silent and looked at the captain. Murat said nothing for a moment, drumming the fingers of his right hand upon the table. 
“Leave us,” said Murat.
The sailors rose and filed out of the common room, leaving Nasser and Caina and the others alone with the corsair captain. 
“Pyramid Isle,” said Murat at last, rubbing his pointed beard with his free hand. “Why?” 
“I wish to retrieve something from there,” said Nasser. 
“Do you?” said Murat. “What? Some old smugglers’ cache?” His lip twisted. “Perhaps a map to buried treasure?”
“Let us just say that my research has discerned the location of a lost relic,” said Nasser. “I wish to retrieve it from Pyramid Isle.” 
“And you are asking me to take you there,” said Murat.
“Yes,” said Nasser. “I know you have been there before. We wish passage to the island and back. That is all.”
Murat stared at him for a while longer. 
“No,” he said. “Not to Pyramid Isle.”
“Why not?” said Nasser. “You’ve been there before many times. I know you have hidden caches of goods upon the island.” 
Murat rose to his feet and paced a few steps back and forth. 
“The island,” said Murat at last, “is…waking up.” 
Caina frowned. Kharnaces had been in hibernation when Annarah and Morgant had hidden the Staff and the Seal in his Tomb. The heretical Great Necromancer must have remained in hibernation ever since, as he had not taken up the relics to summon uncounted hordes of nagataaru to devour the world. But if Kharnaces awakened and found the regalia…
“What do you mean, awakening?” said Caina.
Murat blinked at her, and then glanced to Nasser. “Who is this?”
“Master Ciaran,” said Nasser. “An expert in certain fields. I have found it wise to heed his advice.”
“What do you mean the island is awakening?” said Caina. “Islands don’t typically do that.”
“This island does,” said Murat. “As the Glasshand has mentioned, from time to time I stored valuable items upon it shores. Pyramid Island has an evil reputation.”
“Is the reputation deserved?” said Caina. She wanted to know if Murat’s experience of the island matched the rumors Nasser had heard. 
“Entirely,” said Murat. “The beach is safe enough, so long as one does not pass the warding stones the Iramisians left at the edge of the jungle. Within the jungle are dangerous creatures that feast upon the flesh of living men. So very dangerous to go there, but I found the island a secure place to store loot between raids.” He reached down to the table and picked up his cup of wine. “Not after the last trip, though.”
“What happened?” said Caina.
Murat took a swig of wine. “We arrived to dig up our cache. At first it was quiet enough, and we loaded the goods onto the longboat and then to the ship. As the sun went down, we saw lights in the jungle, like candles of green fire. The island shook, and we heard moans and screams from the trees. We saw shapes in the jungle, things that looked like twisted men. After that, we took the longboat back to the ship and returned to Rumarah as quickly as we could,” he gestured at Nasser, “and your message awaited us. A pity. We will not return to Pyramid Isle.”
“Not even,” said Nasser, “for the amount of gold I offer?” 
“Not even for that kind of money,” said Murat. “Gold is no good if you do not live to spend it. I cannot fight devils that I cannot kill with my scimitar or my throwing knives…”
“Throwing knives?” said Caina. 
 
###
 
Kylon looked at Caina, sensing the sudden focus in her aura.
She had an idea. 
“You use throwing knives?” said Caina. 
“Of course,” said Murat. The Alqaarin captain had the emotional sense of a ruthless man accustomed to violence, but Caina had captured his attention. Some men used weapons, but others both used them and appreciated them the way other men appreciated wine or art or sculpture. It seemed that Sanjar Murat was such a man.
Come to think of it, Caina was such a woman. Kylon had seen the sheer number of knives and daggers she owned. 
“Odd weapon to use aboard a ship,” said Caina.
“Not as much as you might think,” said Murat. “Sailors rarely wear armor, of course, and I often find myself in fights while in port.”
“Yes, I can imagine,” said Morgant. 
“I see the knives in your sleeves,” said Murat, dropping into his chair. “You shouldn’t use them.”
“Oh?” said Caina, a flicker of amusement going through her aura. “Why is that?”
“Dangerous weapon,” said Murat. “You could lose a finger or two.”
“If you don’t know what you’re doing,” said Caina. “I doubt a sailor would acquire the necessary knowledge.”
Murat smiled, though the smile held no friendliness. “And I doubt a caravan guard would acquire the skill.”
“Would he?” said Caina, and her hand blurred.
A knife embedded itself in the table next to Murat’s hand, quivering a little. The corsair captain flinched, scowled, and then burst out laughing. 
“Are you trying to start a fight, Master Ciaran?” said Murat. “All I have to do is shout and twenty of my men will kill you.”
“Not a fight, but a challenge,” said Caina. “I saw your men dicing. Are you adverse to a gamble, captain?”
Murat leaned back in his chair. “Speak your meaning.”
“Let’s have a wager,” said Caina. She plucked the knife out of the table and started tossing it to herself. “A little game of knives. If you win, we’ll go our way and find another ship.”
“And if you win?” said Murat. “Which is unlikely.”
“You’ll take us to Pyramid Isle for half the agreed fee,” said Caina. “None of your men need to come ashore. We’ll take one of your longboats. You’ll wait near the island for a week, and if we don’t return in that time, you’ll be free to go. If we do return, you’ll take us back to Rumarah, and you’ll receive the second half of your fee then.” 
Murat considered for a moment. Caina watched him, still tossing the knife to herself, and Kylon watched them both. He sensed the cold ice in Caina’s aura as she concentrated, the warring doubt and fear and greed in Murat’s aura. Whatever had happened on Pyramid Isle, it had frightened the hardened corsair. 
But in the end, the greed conquered fear. The man was a pirate, after all. 
“Very well,” said Murat, standing up again. “When I win, you’ll go away and trouble me no more. In the unlikely event that I lose, I will make some easy money.” 
He shouted for his men, and they went to work, pushing aside the table. One of the pirates somehow found an archery butt and set it against the wall. Kylon had the suspicion that this was not the first time Murat had been challenged to a contest of throwing knives. A crowd gathered around them, murmuring in low voices, and even the maids stopped what they were doing to watch. 
“Too many witnesses,” said Kylon in a low voice. “This is too public.” 
Morgant shrugged. “No way around it.”
“If the Umbarians have spies, they’ll see it,” said Kylon. 
“Unlikely they’ll follow us to Pyramid Isle,” said Morgant. 
“No,” said Kylon, “but I’m more concerned they’ll be waiting for us when we return.” Cassander Nilas was not the sort of man to let even serious setbacks stop him. 
“True,” said Morgant. “Well, then. We’ll have to make sure everyone remembers something else, won’t we?”
Kylon frowned. “What did you have in mind? You’re not going to burn down the building, are you?”
Morgant scoffed. “That is Ciaran’s favorite tactic, not mine.” He stepped forward and raised his voice. “Wagers! Place your wagers now!” From somewhere in his coat he produced a small notebook and a cloth bag. “Place your wagers now!”
Kylon stared at him in astonishment, but the trick seemed to be working. Both the corsairs and the various other patrons of the inn crowded around Morgant. Nasser, catching on to the ruse, began to organize things, shouting out the rules to the contest. Caina and Murat would stand twenty paces from the target, and Nasser assigned points to the rings on the archery butt. They would each throw three sets of five knives each, and whoever totaled the highest points would win. Caina and Murat gave their assent to the rules, and Morgant continued to collect money. 
Kylon stepped to Morgant’s side, shouldering through the crowd. 
“What, Kyracian?” said Morgant, scribbling in his little notebook. Annarah had taken charge of the money bag, watching the whole thing with amusement. “I’m a bit busy.”
Kylon dropped some coins into the bag. “Put me down for five bezants on Ciaran.”
Morgant snorted, but made the entry, and Annarah smiled at that. 
The contest began. Murat threw the first set of knives. He moved with the same sort of motions Kylon had seen Caina use, his arm and shoulder going back then blurring forward with terrific speed, his entire body snapping like a bowstring. The knives thudded into the archery butt, one after another, and Murat left a pattern in the inner three rings. 
The corsairs whooped and cheered as their captain collected his knives from the target. Caina considered for a moment, then shrugged out of her pack. She reached into her satchel and drew out a slender wooden box, opening it to reveal eight gleaming throwing knives secured with leather loops. Kylon wondered where she had gotten that. She slid out five of the knives, placed them on a table, nodded to herself, and started throwing the blades, one after another.
She tied with Murat. 
Rapt silence fell over the common room as the contest continued, the knives thudding into the archery butt again and again. At last Caina’s final knife slammed into the target, and Kylon added up the points. Murat was good, but Caina was slightly better, and she won by two points. Those who had wagered on Caina cheered and went to Morgant to collect their money. Murat conferred with his corsairs for a moment, then went to Nasser and Caina. 
“No one can say that Sanjar Murat is not a man of his word,” said Murat. “You have won our little game, and I accept your terms. Be at my ship by dawn tomorrow. We shall sail for Pyramid Isle with the tide.”
Nasser offered a polite bow. “Thank you, captain. As ever, I look forward to doing business with you.”
Murat snorted. “You might pay me a lot of money to take you to your deaths. But that is upon your head, not mine.” He looked at Caina. “And you, Ciaran. Where did you learn to throw knives like that?”
Caina shrugged. “I joined a circus when I was younger.” 



Chapter 12: Maybe Not
 
The next morning Caina and the others headed to the harbor and to Murat’s ship.
The Sandstorm was a sleek-looking Alqaarin war galley, a ship built for battle. A cruel iron beak topped the prow, and ballistae waited upon both the stern and the forecastle. Two banks of staggered oars jutted from the ship’s flanks. Murat’s crew was a motley, hard-bitten bunch, but they knew their business.
Before dawn they had left the harbor and drove to the east, making for Pyramid Isle. 
“Four days, I deem,” said Murat, standing next to his helmsman at the wheel. “If the weather holds. Four days and we shall be at Pyramid Isle.”
“You know the route around the reefs?” said Nasser.
Murat scoffed. “The Sandstorm still floats, does she not? Fear not, Glasshand. I know my ship, and I know these waters.” He laughed. “You should probably figure out a way to stay alive once we reach the island, yes? I don’t want to see you die.”
Nasser laughed. “How very charitable of you, captain.”
“A dead man cannot pay me.” 
Caina took a few moments to explore the ship while keeping out of the crew’s way. The Sandstorm’s hold was empty, but Caina saw the chains bolted to the wall of the hold, the faint stink that had soaked into the wood. The ship had carried slaves, more than once. A few years ago, that would have been all the excuse Caina needed to kill Murat. 
And now? 
She needed the ship to reach Pyramid Isle, to find the regalia and stop the Apotheosis. 
And if Caina was going to die, she did not want more blood upon her hands, even if Murat was not an innocent. If she could just let Kylon escape with his life, that would be a victory. 
The thought weighed heavily upon her, so as Nasser and Morgant and Annarah made plans for their arrival at Pyramid Isle, Caina retreated to her small cabin, a foul-smelling room even smaller than the cabin aboard the Eastern Fire. It had been in a cabin like this, she remembered, that she had slept with Corvalis for the last time as they sailed from Marsis to New Kyre. 
Her thoughts turned to Kylon. Nothing had happened between them. That was for the best. It would make it easier for him after she was killed. 
Caina told herself that, several times.
With those troubling thoughts, she lay down upon her bunk and drifted to sleep.
 
###
 
And in her sleep, she dreamed. 
Again she stood in the Desert of Candles, the cold wind moaning around her, her skirts rippling around her legs. The dry white fountain stood before her, the crystalline statue of the beautiful woman and her children standing upon the central plinth. Caina now knew that the statues were Nasser’s wife and children, that he had seen his family die in front of him. He had watched his family die in front of him, and yet he had continued on, for centuries. 
Caina had seen her father die in front of her, had seen Halfdan and Corvalis die. 
But if Sulaman was correct, she would not have to continue on much longer. There was a peculiar sort of relief to it. Yet the thought of her friends and allies brought sadness. She would have to leave them behind, leave the work unfinished. 
She thought of Kylon and the sadness sharpened into pain. 
“So your end is coming, my darling demonslayer?”
Caina turned as Samnirdamnus, djinni of the Azure Court and Knight of Wind and Air, approached her.
He had appeared to her in many forms, sometimes as Kylon, sometimes as Corvalis, sometimes as the Emperor Alexius Naerius or others. Today, for some reason, he wore the form of Halfdan, a man with iron-gray hair and the build of a manual laborer, clad in the furred robe of a merchant. His eyes burned with the smokeless flame of the djinn. 
Caina stared at him for a moment. 
“My end?” said Caina. “Then you see my death as well?”
“The poet warned you,” said Samnirdamnus. He stopped a few places away, the smokeless flame throwing stark shadows across the hard lines of Halfdan’s face. “He foresaw your death.”
“He did,” said Caina. “Was he correct?”
“He spoke the truth of his vision,” said Samnirdamnus. “Should you continue to the Staff and Seal of Iramis, should you lay hands upon them, you will surely die.” 
“I know,” said Caina. “But what happens if I turn back?” 
“You will die as well,” said Samnirdamnus, “when Callatas triumphs, for if you turn back, he shall achieve his victory.” 
“Fine, then,” said Caina. “I die either way. So I might as well die in the way that stops Callatas and prevents the Apotheosis.”
“Yes,” murmured Samnirdamnus, “I thought you would say that. You are the demonslayer, the Balarigar, and it is not in your nature to turn aside. Even if the path leads you to destruction. Not when it can save others who shall have what you never will.”
Caina said nothing, looking at the ghostly blue gloom of the Desert. 
“Will it?” said Caina. “Can I save them if I do this?”
“Their future is uncertain,” said Samnirdamnus. “But that is better than the certainty that awaits the world if Callatas prevails.”
His form shivered and blurred, and became Kylon. Caina’s heart caught in her throat. He looked the way Kylon had on the day she had met him in Marsis, strong and proud in his gray leather armor, the sea-colored cloak blowing from his shoulders, a sword of storm-forged steel resting upon his hip. 
“Kylon,” said Caina. “If I do this…his future is uncertain as well?”
“This is so,” said Samnirdamnus. 
Caina nodded, blinked, and looked away. “Good. That is…good.” 
“You love him,” said Samnirdamnus. 
Caina closed her eyes. “Yes.” 
“So you can admit it to yourself, if to no one else.”
Caina opened one eye. “I admitted it to you. Does that not count? Of course, you’re in my head, so I assume you know everything that I know. Do you even understand what it means to love someone?”
For a long moment Samnirdamnus said nothing, the cold wind stirring Kylon’s cloak. 
“No,” said the djinni at last. “I do not.”
“Why not?” said Caina. 
“Love is not required of the djinn of the Azure Court,” said Samnirdamnus. “It is an alien thing to us, just as the material world is alien to us. We have duty. We have obligation. We have our tasks laid upon us. That is sufficient. What use do we have for love? That is the province of mortals.” 
“You told me,” said Caina, “that you had been looking for me. Or for someone like me. Were you looking for someone who could find the Staff and the Seal?”
“No,” said Samnirdamnus. “I thought you might have been the one I sought, the one who would be the key…”
“What key?” said Caina. 
The djinni smirked. “The star is the key to the crystal.”
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina. “If I’m about to die, you could at least tell me what that stupid prophecy means.”
“I thought you were the one I sought,” said Samnirdamnus, “but if you die, then it seems that I was wrong.” 
They stood in silence for a moment. 
“All right,” said Caina. “I’m not the one you were looking for. I’m going to die. Since it seems we are about to have a parting of the ways, can you tell me nothing useful?” 
“You are going,” said Samnirdamnus, “to the place where it began.”
Caina gestured at the fountain. “I thought this was where it began, the day that Iramis burned.”
“This was the end of the beginning,” said Samnirdamnus. “This was when Callatas locked himself onto his path, a path that ends with the Apotheosis. But his path did not begin when Iramis burned.”
“Where did it begin, then?” said Caina. “In the Tomb of Kharnaces?”
“No,” said Samnirdamnus. “Callatas’s path began in Iramis itself. The Tomb of Kharnaces, though, was where he learned of his path. Where he learned the secrets of the nagataaru.” 
“He learned them from Kharnaces?” said Caina. “Then Kharnaces truly is still…alive?” 
“In a certain sense,” said Samnirdamnus. “Great Necromancers can exist for a long time, even from the perspective of spirits. Of course, you already know this.”
“I do,” said Caina, thinking of Rhames and the Moroaica. “If Callatas first learned of the nagataaru in the Tomb, what can you tell me about Kharnaces?” 
“The Maatish considered him a heretic, for he forsook the gods of Maat to offer prayers to the nagataaru,” said Samnirdamnus. “Yet he was more than that, far more. He was a genius, possessed of great skill and vision. He was also completely and utterly insane.” 
“That’s not a good combination,” said Caina. 
“Indeed not,” said Samnirdamnus. “The Maatish certainly thought not, which was why they exiled him to Pyramid Isle before the Herald of Ruin destroyed the Kingdom of the Rising Sun. In time, Kharnaces learned to reach beyond his imprisonment, and the loremasters of Iramis fought him, binding him further within his Tomb.”
“So why did Callatas go there?” said Caina. 
“I do not know,” said Samnirdamnus. “Something happened to him in Iramis, something that made him seek secrets of terrible power. So he went to the Tomb of Kharnaces, and spent some years there, doing I know not what. When he returned, he stole the Star of Iramis and demanded the Staff of Iramis and the Seal of Iramis, and you know what happened after that.” 
“Is Kharnaces still hibernating?” said Caina.
“I do not know,” said Samnirdamnus.
“You don’t?” said Caina. “Why not? You can see almost anywhere.”
“I cannot see inside his Tomb,” said Samnirdamnus, “for the wards surrounding his Tomb are far too powerful. Beware, my darling demonslayer.”
“Of something specific?” said Caina. “Or simply everything?”
“Of destiny,” said Samnirdamnus. “For if you continue upon your path, your death awaits you…but a Great Necromancer is powerful enough to warp fate.”
Caina frowned. “Warp fate?”
“There are two potential fates before you,” said Samnirdamnus. “Your death, or the victory of Callatas in his Apotheosis. Yet Kharnaces is powerful enough to rework destiny into a third image.”
“What fate is that?” said Caina.
“The darkness in the Tomb of Kharnaces,” said Samnirdamnus, “devours all other possible fates.”
The dream ended, but Caina had a hard time sleeping after that.
 
###
 
“I hate to point out the obvious,” said Morgant, “but it’s possible that we overlooked something of importance.” 
“Oh?” said Kylon. “Just what is that?”
He stood with Caina and Morgant and the others on the Sandstorm’s forecastle, near the ballistae on the bow. Kylon and the others spent most of their time near the ballistae. Murat’s crew was a gang of cutthroats and murderers, but Murat’s iron fist kept them in line. Yet there was no reason to aggravate the crew, and more than one of them had cast covetous glances towards Annarah. Kylon was certain Annarah could defuse any situation without violence, but Morgant would deal with it by killing anyone who hassled Annarah, and that would lead to an open battle with the crew. 
Best to avoid the problem entirely, so they spent a lot of time on the forecastle. Nasser stood in the center, calm as ever, Laertes at his side. Annarah stood at the railing, watching the sea with what seemed like genuine pleasure. Morgant hovered at her side like a shadow. 
Caina stood alone a few yards away, leaning against the railing as she stared at the sea, her face blank and her eyes distant, her emotional sense clouded and dark. 
“Well, if we are successful,” said Morgant. “If we retrieve the relics…what the hell are we going to do with them? I assume they’re too powerful to be destroyed. Any hiding place we find won’t be as secure as the one on Pyramid Isle.” 
“That is an excellent point,” said Annarah. “I fear we may retrieve the relics only to hand them over to Callatas.”
Caina straightened up from the railing and turned. “I have an idea about that.”
“Oh? Do elaborate, Master Ciaran,” said Morgant.
“Catekharon,” said Caina and Kylon in unison.
Morgant’s lip twitched in amusement, just a little. 
“What about Catekharon?” said Nasser. “The city has an evil reputation.”
“One that is not entirely deserved, my lord,” said Annarah. “The Masked Sages of Catekharon wield great power, but they absent themselves from the affairs of the world and devote themselves to study. They could use their power for good, true, but at least they have the restraint not to use their power to conquer.”
“I have friends among the Sages of the Scholae,” said Caina. “Well. Not friends, exactly, but people who owe me their lives.”
“More reliable than a friend,” said Laertes. 
“Once we find the relics,” said Caina, “we can take them to Catekharon and secure them within the Tower of Study. I have never encountered stronger warding spells in my life.”
“Nor have I,” said Kylon, remembering. 
“Once the regalia is inside the Tower of Study, the relics will be safe,” said Caina. “The Sages would not give them to Callatas, and even Callatas could not force his way past their defenses.” 
“A solid plan,” said Nasser. “Barring better alternatives, I believe that is how we should proceed once we return.” 
“You two,” said Morgant, his pointing finger twitching back and forth between Kylon and Caina. “You were in Catekharon at the same time? That’s halfway around the world, all the way on the other side of Anshan.” 
“It was a long time ago,” said Caina. Actually, it hadn’t been very long ago, but Kylon understood. The last few years had felt like an eternity. 
“I see,” said Nasser. “It must have been…four years ago, when the Scholae claimed to possess a weapon that would end warfare forever.”
“They didn’t,” said Caina. “It was a…monstrous thing, powered by the souls of murdered victims. I was there as part of the Ghosts. Kylon was there as a representative of the Assembly. We managed to stop what was happening before it got worse.”
“Indeed?” said Nasser. “I suspected that you two had known each other before coming to Istarinmul, but I had no idea you had worked together. Perhaps I should not have been surprised. The Craven’s Tower, the Inferno…you two make a remarkably effective team.”
Caina snorted. “Given how often we almost died during those misadventures, I wouldn’t say that.” 
“You fight well together,” said Laertes. “When I was in the Legion the tribunes of the first cohort and the second cohort often worked together. Individually, they were capable. Together, though, they had bursts of brilliance.”
Caina looked at Kylon, another flare of intense emotion going through her aura, though it did not show on her face.
“Yes,” she said at last. “I suppose we are, at that.” She turned back to the others. “I’m going to lie down for a while. I fear the sea does not agree with me.”
She left before anyone could answer, vanishing below deck once more.
“Seasick,” said Laertes. “Didn’t want anyone to see him throw up all over his boots. A competent man, our Master Ciaran, but too proud for his own good.” 
“It just as well,” said Nasser. “Murat would charge us more if we vomited upon his deck. Come. It’s time we checked in with our valiant captain.” 
He left the forecastle and headed for the stern with Laertes, leaving Kylon alone with Morgant and Annarah. Kylon rolled his shoulders and stretched. He decided to go to the empty hold, to practice his sword forms and take his mind off…well, everything.
“Lord Kylon,” said Annarah as he turned to go.
He looked at the loremaster. She had tied back her silver hair, and it blew behind her in a flickering banner. Her green eyes and silver hair, stark against her dark skin, gave her a strange, ethereal sort of beauty.
“Yes?” said Kylon.
“Might I ask you a direct question?” said Annarah.
Behind her Morgant rolled his eyes. 
“Of course,” said Kylon.
“You were once married,” said Annarah. 
“I was,” said Kylon. “I assume you know what happened. Morgant must have mentioned it.”
“I am sorry,” said Annarah. “I knew the Red Huntress, long ago, before she was called that. She was once a slave in Callatas’s household.”
Kylon frowned. “Truly? I did not know that. Did he…make her into what she is now?”
“He did,” said Annarah, “but she was hardly an innocent when he found her. After Callatas left Iramis and forsook the Words of Lore, he went to Istarinmul and became an Alchemist. There he purchased a palace and acquired slaves to manage it, perhaps as a testament that he had left Iramisian ways behind, for slavery was forbidden in Iramis. The Huntress was a slave in his household, a cook, I believe. She became the chief of Callatas’s household by murdering her rivals, sometimes with her own hands, sometimes with poison or help hired through stolen gold or her own body. When Callatas returned from the Tomb of Kharnaces, she was one of his first experiments with summoning a nagataaru into a living host…and the vile creature known as the Red Huntress was created. She does not control her nagataaru, but neither does the nagataaru control her, and together they have carved a swath of murder across the decades.” 
“The Voice,” murmured Kylon. “She talked to Caina, before they fought at Silent Ash Temple. Apparently she calls her nagataaru the Voice.” 
Morgant snorted. “Uninspired. She hears a demon’s voice in her head and names it the Voice? If she has a favorite drinking cup, does she call it the Cup?”
He reached into his coat and lifted something green and gold, his expression distant. It was the wedjet-dahn, the jade scarab with its golden torque. If Kylon extended his arcane senses, he could have felt the peculiar, damaged warding spells bound within the thing. 
He wondered why Samnirdamnus had told Morgant to take the torque from the Inferno.
He wondered why Samnirdamnus had told Kylon that he would have to let Caina die to save the world. 
“You shouldn’t play with that,” said Annarah as Morgant tossed the wedjet-dahn to himself.
“Why not?” said Morgant. “It’s not good for anything else. You said so yourself. It doesn’t work properly. I might as well gamble it away to Murat’s men to pass the time. At least get some money for the damned thing.”
“You should keep it,” said Annarah. “The Knight of Wind and Air insisted that you take it. The djinn of the Azure Court are difficult to understand, and often incomprehensible to mortal minds. Yet they do not bear us ill will, and the purpose of the Azure Court was to defend the mortal world from the nagataaru. The Knight said the wedjet-dahn could save the world if you took it. I do not understand what that could mean, but it seems best to heed his word.”
Morgant tossed the wedjet-dahn to himself a few more times, as if to prove that he did as he wished, but he tucked it back into one of the many pockets in his black coat. 
“The Knight,” said Kylon. “Samnirdamnus.” He hesitated. “He…appeared to me in a dream.”
Annarah watched him, a few strands of silver hair blowing before her green eyes. “What did he say?”
“He warned me,” said Kylon, looking towards the hatch where Caina had disappeared into the ship. “He said that I was going to have to choose whether Caina lived or died. If I choose for her to live, the world would be destroyed and the Apotheosis would be successful. If I let her die, the future was uncertain.” 
“Damned djinn,” said Morgant. “Always meddling.” 
“You are still alive because of the meddling djinn,” said Annarah.
“But I shouldn’t be,” said Morgant. His expression didn’t change, but Kylon felt his emotional sense, cold and hard and unyielding as old ice in the dark heart of winter. “I should have died long before the Kyracian’s grandfather was even born, yet I’m still here.”
“I’m not,” said Kylon. He stopped and started over. “I’m not going to let Caina die.”
“Considering where we’re going,” said Morgant, “you might not have a choice.” 
“If it is in my power, I’m not going to let her die,” said Kylon. “Not if I can save her.”
Andromache and Thalastre flashed through his thoughts, and a dark voice pointed out that his record for saving people was not very good. 
“Perhaps,” said Annarah, “we are considering the djinni’s words in the wrong light.”
Kylon frowned. “Do you think the Knight lied to us?”
“No,” said Annarah. “But the spirits of the netherworld do not think the way we do. They do not see time the way we do.”
“Explain,” said Kylon.
“For a mortal,” said Annarah, “time is a straight line, a road that begins with birth and ends with death. For a spirit of the netherworld, time is a…tapestry. A vast maze of threads, woven together to create the totality of existence.” 
“She said something similar,” said Morgant. “The Balarigar did. When the Sifter possessed her in the Craven’s Tower.” He waved a hand at Kylon. “When you were…”
“Dying?” said Kylon. He could not remember that clearly, likely thanks to the Elixir Restorata Caina had given him. 
“I was going to say lying in a puddle of your own blood, but yes,” said Morgant. 
“The spirits see the totality of time in flux,” said Annarah. “Not from our perspective, but from theirs.” She frowned. “It is a…difficult concept, and one we can never fully understand. But many spirits perceive the entire destiny thread of a mortal all at once, from beginning to end.”
“Then our fates are preordained and we cannot change them?” said Kylon. That idea left a sour taste in his mouth. 
“Not at all,” said Annarah. “The spirits can sometimes see the possible consequences of every choice we make, even the ones we don’t foresee ourselves. Consider this. If you choose whether an enemy lives or dies, it can have tremendous consequences upon the future.” 
“Yes.” Kylon remembered the images of the past Samnirdamnus had shown him, of the day he had chosen not to kill Caina in Marsis.
“But even minor choices have consequences we cannot foresee,” said Annarah. “Consider a king who happens to choose to ride upon the northern street of his city instead of the southern street. If he takes the northern street, he arrives safely at his palace. If he takes the southern street, he is slain by a waiting assassin. His death causes a war that takes the lives of tens of thousands. All because he chose a different street on a whim. His destiny thread altered the lives of hundreds of thousands of others. Not even the spirits can see the future with certainty, only the differing outcomes. And sometimes the choices of one man or woman can alter the lives of everyone else in the world. From what Morgant and the Prince have told me, Caina has often made such choices.” 
“She has,” said Kylon. “I suppose I have, too, though I knew it not at the time. You have as well, when you choose to hide the regalia on Pyramid Isle.” Annarah nodded, and Kylon looked at Morgant. “And you too, when you didn’t kill Annarah.”
Morgant scoffed. “Destiny and spirits and nonsense. I just kill things and paint pictures.” 
“Then why tell me this?” said Kylon. “Why did the spirit appear in my dreams with such a dramatic choice?”
Annarah shrugged. “I do not know. Spirits do not understand time as we do. I suspect the Knight wanted you to do something, just as he wanted Morgant to take the wedjet-dahn from the Inferno.” 
“Very well,” said Kylon. “Though I note that you still have not asked me that direct question you promised.”
Annarah smiled. “I haven’t, have I?” Her smile faded. “Caina.” 
“What about her?” said Kylon.
“Why don’t you go to her?” said Annarah.
Kylon said nothing. 
“She is an expert of disguise, but I am neither blind nor deaf,” said Annarah. “You love her, and she obviously loves you. When we were in the Inferno, she dared the Halls of the Dead and took up the Subjugant Bloodcrystal to save us all…but you, I think, were the real reason that she took such risks.” 
Kylon was silent for a long time. He expected Morgant to respond with some withering remark, but for once the assassin was silent. Perhaps he realized that provoking Kylon on this point would be unwise. 
“I can’t,” said Kylon at last in a hoarse voice. “Our lives are too dangerous for that kind of attachment. We might get killed on Pyramid Isle. We might get killed if we are successful and return. Even Murat’s crew might decide to cut our throats as we slept.” 
“Everyone dies, Lord Kylon,” said Annarah. The words were hard, but her tone was gentle. “Whether in five minutes or in a hundred years. No matter what we do, no matter how hard we struggle, one day we shall die and stand before the Divine for judgment. And if Caina were to die tomorrow, I think you would regret it greatly if you had no better memories of your time together.”
“Perhaps,” said Kylon. 
“No,” said Morgant. “She’s wrong.”
“Why is that?” said Annarah.
“Because,” said Morgant, “the Balarigar believes she is going to die, and she is probably right. What is that going to do to you, Kyracian, if your heart is in her keeping in that happens?” For once, he was not grinning. It failed to make his gaunt face look any less like a skull. “You used to be an archon and High Seat of New Kyre. Then one of Callatas’s pet monsters killed your wife, and two years later you’re fighting as a gladiator in the Ring of Cyrica and preparing to get yourself killed a futile attack on Malik Rolukhan. So. You take the Balarigar into your bed, and she finally gets killed…what will that do to you? Where will you be in another two years?” 
“Why do you care?” said Kylon, trying to keep the anger out of his words. He did not want to let Morgant provoke him, because if he lost his temper he was pretty sure he was going to kill Morgant. 
“I don’t,” said Morgant. “But we’re trying to save the world, aren’t we? You’re skilled with that valikon, and that will prove useful later on. Getting yourself killed trying to avenge the Balarigar would be a useless death.” 
“Your concern for my welfare is touching,” said Kylon. 
Morgant shrugged. “Annarah likes you.”
“I do,” said Annarah. “You are a valiant man, and have been a loyal friend. As has Caina.” She offered a wan smile. “You both carry heavy burdens. I wish you could find some happiness with each other.”
“And what of you, my lady?” said Kylon. “What would bring you happiness?”
She looked away, staring into the Alqaarin Sea, and a strange mixture of pain and regret and hope went through her sense. 
“When my task is complete,” said Annarah. “When I have finally discharged the responsibilities I took upon myself when the Prince entrusted me with the Staff and the Seal.” 
“Perhaps that will be soon,” said Kylon.
“Perhaps,” said Annarah. “We must live in hope, Lord Kylon.” 
“I would prefer to live,” said Morgant, “with ample weapons close at hand. That way I can continue living.” 
Kylon did not answer as he stared down at the hatch. He would find a way to keep Caina alive, no matter what he had to do. Keeping her alive had become more important than taking revenge upon Cassander for Thalastre’s murder. 
Though he suspected that killing Cassander Nilas would go a long way towards keeping Caina alive.



Chapter 13: Let Someone Else Do The Dirty Work
 
As soon as their ship docked in Rumarah’s harbor, Kalgri went ashore alone, wearing a tight blue dress with a plunging front, her blond hair glinting in the sun with no headscarf. For many Istarish women, going in public without a headscarf was tantamount to declaring oneself a prostitute, and it seemed that the men of Rumarah shared that opinion. 
Kalgri drew stares, lots and lots of stares. 
To her amusement, no one approached her at first. 
She understood why. Predators filled Rumarah, and predators did not survive for long by ignoring their instincts. A lone woman walking about the docks of Rumarah, her hair uncovered, was so obviously out of place that something was wrong. Kalgri saw many men with the hard faces of veteran slavers look over her, conclude that she was the bait for an obvious trap, and let her pass.
They didn’t know it, but they just saved their own lives. Clever predators listened to their instincts.
Fortunately, Rumarah was full of stupid predators who hadn’t gotten themselves killed yet. 
“You look lost,” said the Istarish man who planted himself in her path. He wore chain mail and leather, and he had eight friends, all of them armed. Some of them openly carried the chains and shackles of independent slavers. 
“Oh, sir,” said Kalgri, touching his arm, puttering a quaver into her voice. She donned a vapid, terrified expression. “I’m lost. My father sent me with a purse of gold for my brother, but I don’t know where he is.” The slavers exchanged looks, unable to hide their delight. “Can you take me to the street of the blacksmiths? He lives there.”
“Of course we can, madam,” said the slaver. He looked about thirty, with a scarred, bearded face. “Come right this way. We can’t let a pretty thing like you wander the streets alone, can we? Come with us and we’ll take good care of you.”
The other slavers laughed. 
“Thank you, sir,” said Kalgri with a tremulous smile. “My father always said I could rely upon the kindness of strangers.”
“Let’s stop by our warehouse,” said the slaver, gesturing to an ugly, squat building of cheap brick, “and we’ll ask our captain the way to the street of the blacksmiths.”
“Of course, sir,” said Kalgri. “I look forward to meeting him.”
The slaver’s eyes flicked up and down over her. “I think we’ll all look forward to meeting you.”
They escorted Kalgri into the warehouse.
A few moments later she stood over the bearded slaver, her blade of fire and shadow resting at his throat, the stench of blood filling her nostrils as the Voice moaned in ecstasy at the life force it had just consumed. There had been a total of fifteen slavers in the warehouse. There had also been twenty slaves in metal cages. That had been annoying, since Kalgri didn’t want any witnesses to her true nature. 
Now only Kalgri and the bearded slaver were still alive. 
“Please,” whispered the slaver, his face wet with sweat, his eyes gleaming with terror. “Please…please don’t…”
“Mmm,” said Kalgri, shivering a little as the stolen power surged through her. “What’s your name?” 
“Rhamil,” whispered the slaver, staring at her with horror. 
Kalgri dismissed the sword of force, the Voice’s power surging through her. Rhamil weighed at least twice what she did, but Kalgri reached down and heaved him to his feet. The slaver cringed and cried out. 
“There’s no need for that, my dear,” said Kalgri, reaching up to stroke his face. “You’re going to escort me as I walk about town. A pleasant little stroll.” She patted his cheek. “But if you try to run away from me, and if you say anything without my permission…why, do you remember what I did to your captain?”
Rhamil’s eyes darted to the various pieces of his captain and then back to her face. 
Kalgri let shadow and purple flame pulse through her eyes, the Voice shrieking its glee. “Do you understand?”
Rhamil bobbed his head in a jerky nod. 
“Say that you understand,” said Kalgri.
“I understand,” Rhamil managed to whisper.
“Splendid, just splendid,” said Kalgri. She threaded her arm through his and grinned. “Now come along and escort me.” 
Rhamil obeyed, and Kalgri went for a walk through the bazaars and taverns of Rumarah. This time, no one troubled her. Anyone who looked at Rhamil assumed that Kalgri was a prostitute. No one would attack a member of a slaving crew in the street. Unless, of course, Rhamil’s late and dismembered captain had enemies. Kalgri would prefer not to kill anyone in public, not yet, but…
Well. No plan was perfect.
But this plan worked. Kalgri and her new acquaintance made the rounds of the bazaars and the inns. She spent a good amount of time in an ugly, garish inn called the Corsair’s Rest, questioning the slaves and the drunks there as Rhamil stood next to her and sweated. Kalgri didn’t kill anyone. The purse of gold she had used to lure Rhamil’s dead friends proved helpful in loosening tongues and buying silence. 
A wise predator used every tool available.
A plan came together in Kalgri’s mind, the Voice snarling with anticipation. Rumarah was perfect, absolutely perfect, for what Kalgri had in mind.
Caina Amalas would know despair here.
And then she would die. 
“You know,” said Kalgri as she walked through an alley, Rhamil still on her arm, “it’s all her fault, really.”
“I’m…I’m sorry?” said Rhamil, his eyes wide. 
“If she hadn’t dodged that arrow,” said Kalgri. “If she hadn’t found that valikon. She could have died quickly and without pain. Everything that’s going to happen is her own fault. Though I will enjoy it nonetheless.” 
“I don’t understand,” said Rhamil.
“Oh?” said Kalgri, reaching through the Voice’s senses. No one was nearby. “I suppose not. I simply like to talk while I am killing.”
The Voice’s power surged through her, and before the slaver reacted, Kalgri broke his arm, yanked the dagger from his belt, and killed him. As his body lay in the dust, she helped herself to the coin purse at his belt. Anyone who found the corpse would assume that he had been robbed. 
Kalgri laced the front of her dress tight and donned a headscarf, humming to herself. 
She didn’t want to be interrupted just now. She needed to start a fire.
 
###
 
Cassander stood at the rail of the galley, frowning at the plume of black smoke rising from Rumarah. It looked like a substantial fire. Around him the Adamant Guards moved to the rail. The crew of the galley kept away from both Cassander and his Guards. They had been well-behaved during the voyage, though the large amount of money Cassander had paid them had something to do with it.
That, and his own reputation. 
“A fire, my lord,” said the chief of his remaining Silent Hunters in a gravelly voice. The wiry man had been a capable assassin before taking the sigils of a Silent Hunter, which explained why he had survived while many of his fellows had not. “Do you wish us to investigate?”
“No, not yet,” said Cassander. “I suspect I know who caused the fire.” He saw a flash of blue among the close-packed warehouses of the docks. “Wait here.” 
He strode to the gangplank and descended to the pier, his black coat rustling around him. The spells upon the greatcoat made it stronger than plate armor, yet as light and as comfortable as a silk robe. That was just as well, since Rumarah was not the sort of place one wanted to go without armor. 
Not that Rumarah contained any real threats to Cassander. 
The pier creaked beneath him. The piers of Istarinmul had been well-constructed of finished stone. The piers of Rumarah were slapped together from lumber that looked as if it been taken from wrecked ships. Perhaps the corsairs even sold their seized ships as lumber in Rumarah. 
Cassander stopped halfway along the pier and waited.
A moment later Kalgri came onto the pier, still in her tight blue dress. She had a contented, almost dreamy, look upon her face, and hummed to herself as she walked. 
“Given the lack of panic I hear,” said Cassander, “I assume you kept things quiet?”
“Mmm,” murmured Kalgri, that unfocused look still upon her face.
Cassander sighed. “How many people did you kill?”
“I don’t remember,” said Kalgri. “About thirty or forty. Oh, don’t worry. No one will suspect we’re here. It will look like some slaves tried to escape and kill their captors, only they all died when someone knocked over a lantern, alas, alas.” 
“Very well,” said Cassander. There was no point in trying to control her. “Did you learn anything useful? Did our foes come here?”
“Oh, yes,” said Kalgri. “Caina was here.” 
“Good,” said Cassander. “Where is she now?”
“I imagine,” said Kalgri, “about thirty or forty miles directly east of here.” 
“What?” said Cassander.
“She and her allies left yesterday aboard a corsair ship called the Sandstorm,” said Kalgri. “They caused a bit of a stir at the Corsair’s Rest, one of the larger taverns and brothels. Rather sloppy, really.” She laughed to herself. “But she doesn’t know that I’m following her. She only thinks that you’re chasing her. So of course she’s gotten careless.” 
Cassander resisted the urge to hit her. “Then where is she going?” 
“We need to talk, you and I,” said Kalgri.
“You need to tell me where Caina is going,” said Cassander. 
“Actually, you should wait here for her to return,” said Kalgri. “In fact, that’s what you’re going to do.” 
“And just why,” said Cassander, “am I going to do that?”
The steel plates of his gauntlet rasped as his hand curled into a fist.
Kalgri’s blue eyes flicked down to the gauntlet and then back to him, though her lazy smile never wavered. “Because I’m going to tell you Caina’s destination.”
Cassander gestured. “Please. You have the entirety of my attention.”
“The Staff and Seal of Iramis are hidden on Pyramid Isle,” said Kalgri.
Cassander blinked. “What?” For a moment the name meant nothing to him. Then long-forgotten knowledge stirred in the depths of his memory. “Pyramid Isle…that was where the ancient Maatish buried some heretical Great Necromancer or another. The Iramisians fought against him and the loremasters bound him further. He’s…” His eyes widened. “The Staff and Seal of Iramis are hidden in the Tomb of Kharnaces?” 
“They are,” said Kalgri. “For a century and a half. Waiting for someone to come and claim them. Someone strong enough to take them.”
“It will be me,” said Cassander, but he felt doubt even as he spoke. He knew his own strengths. He knew he was a powerful sorcerer. Yet he would not have wanted to challenge a Great Necromancer of Maat, and if Kharnaces still existed in undead form in his Tomb…
“It shouldn’t be,” said Kalgri.
Cassander scowled. “Why not?”
“Kharnaces was a heretic,” said Kalgri. She stepped closer, her blue eyes wide and glittering with madness. “Do you know the nature of his heresy?”
“He denied Anubankh and the other gods of ancient Maat, I imagine,” said Cassander. 
“He worshipped,” whispered Kalgri, “the nagataaru.”
Silence hung between them for a moment. 
“I see,” said Cassander. 
“Where do you think Callatas learned of the nagataaru?” said Kalgri. She was so close that he felt her hot breath as she spoke and saw the flickers of shadow and purple flame in the depths of her blue eyes, like fire dancing beneath a crust of ice. “A long, long time ago Callatas fled Iramis. He went to Pyramid Isle, and there he learned all he wanted to of the nagataaru, and much, much more. In time he escaped…but Kharnaces is still waiting there.” 
“Why are the Staff and Seal in his Tomb?” said Cassander.
“Because in all the earth and all the netherworld and all the worlds that ever were or ever will be,” said Kalgri, “there is only one place Callatas is too frightened to go. The Tomb of Kharnaces.” 
“I see,” said Cassander.
“You can go there, if you wish,” said Kalgri. “I will not stop you. But I will not go with you, for you will never return.” 
“But Caina will?” said Cassander. “Why?”
“Because she has the help of an Iramisian loremaster and an Iramisian valikon,” said Kalgri. “True, she might not return. Ill fortune can overtake anyone. But I believe Caina shall return. And if you lie low and remain quiet, if you set a watch over the harbor and strike from the shadows…then she will walk into your waiting arms with the relics.” 
“And you will kill her, then,” said Cassander.
“Of course,” said Kalgri. “You can take the credit with Callatas. I don’t care who claims the reward for her head, so long as I am the one to kill her.”
“And the Staff and the Seal?” said Cassander. “What about them? Will you claim them and take them to Callatas?”
Kalgri laughed, longer and louder than Cassander had ever heard her laugh. “If you can claim the relics, they are yours. I cannot use them, and I have no interest in them.”
“The Seal can bind spirits,” said Cassander. “Perhaps it could bind the nagataaru within you.”
“Ah,” breathed Kalgri. “That would be fun.”
“Fun?” said Cassander, then he remembered what she had said about corpses at one’s feet. “The Seal can’t control you. You would play along, lull the bearer of the Seal into a false sense of confidence…”
“You begin to understand the nature of victory,” said Kalgri. “It matters not what happens along the path. What matters is the end of the path.” She shrugged. “If you want the Staff and Seal, take them. They are yours…if you can keep them when Callatas comes to kill you for the relics.”
“And if Caina fails?” said Cassander. “If she dies upon Pyramid Isle?” 
Kalgri shrugged again. “Then she dies, and I am rid of her. No one will ever claim the Staff and the Seal. But you…you have a plan for Callatas, don’t you? A plan that will kill a lot of people.” Her eyes glittered with that unsettling madness again. “A lot of people.”
Cassander snorted. “Then you win no matter what you do, is that it? You like killing people…and regardless of what I decide to do, you’ll kill a lot of people.”
She smiled. “I’m so glad we understand each other at last.” 
Cassander said nothing. There was something that she was not telling him, he was sure of it. She knew too much about his plans, and he knew far too little about hers. But, then, what plans did someone like the Red Huntress actually have? She liked to kill people, and had no long-term plans beyond that. 
And the plan she had suggested to him was sound. Let Caina Amalas and her allies do the hard work of breaking into the Tomb of Kharnaces and retrieving the Staff and Seal of Iramis. Let them walk into his waiting arms in Rumarah. Cassander would then kill Caina, or let Kalgri do it for him, and Cassander could take the credit. If Callatas kept his bargain and opened the Starfall Straits, well and good. 
And if Callatas broke his word…well, Cassander would have the Staff and the Seal to bolster his position. 
They would make his plan to open the Starfall Straits by force all the easier. 
“Very well,” said Cassander. “What did you have in mind?”



Chapter 14: Pyramid Isle
 
The knock at the cabin’s door awoke Caina.
She sat up at once, reaching for the dagger under her pillow. The cabin was small and narrow, with little room to fight. Yet that meant a dagger was a better weapon in an enclosed space, and…
“It’s Kylon,” said a familiar voice through the door. “We’ve arrived.”
Caina rubbed her forehead, clearing the last of the fog from her mind. Gods, but she felt tired. 
“I’ll be right up,” said Caina. 
They had reached Pyramid Isle. Perhaps today would be the day that she died. 
It was time to go to work, and she needed to prepare. 
Caina pulled on her boots, her daggers going into their hidden sheaths. The ghostsilver dagger went into its scabbard on her belt, along with a short sword, and more throwing knives went up her sleeves, the pyrikon upon her left wrist clinking when she slid the blades past it. She tucked smoke bombs into various pockets, a coil of rope and a collapsible grapnel going on her belt. She made sure her father’s signet ring hung from its cord around her neck, and she took her shadow-cloak, rolled it up, and hid it beneath her leather armor. 
Undoubtedly she would soon need it. 
Caina did not bother with the ragged brown cloak of her caravan guard disguise. Pyramid Isle was uninhabited, and it was too damned hot for the thing. 
She pulled open the flimsy door. Kylon waited in the narrow hallway, wearing leather armor, trousers, and heavy boots, the valikon slung over his shoulder. He had a number of daggers sheathed at his belt. 
His expression was grim.
“What’s wrong?” said Caina. 
“Can you feel the aura?” said Kylon.
“I just woke up,” said Caina. “I…”
Now that he mentioned it, she did feel the presence of a faint sorcerous aura. Her first thought was that Murat had a sorcerer among his crew. Then she realized the aura was necromantic in nature, which meant the corsairs had a necromancer among them. 
No. It was too faint for that. Too broad. It felt like…
“A bloodcrystal?” said Caina, blinking. The aura reminded of the terrible power that had radiated from the Ascendant Bloodcrystal in Caer Magia and the Subjugant Bloodcrystal she had destroyed in the Inferno. “Gods, how did I miss that?”
“It just started a few moments ago,” said Kylon. “Likely Kharnaces was interred with a greater bloodcrystal.” 
“Or more than one,” said Caina. “We’re almost to Pyramid Isle?”
“It just came into sight,” said Kylon. “We’d better get up on deck. Murat’s crew isn’t happy. I think the only thing keeping them from heading back to Rumarah right now is the promise of Nasser’s payment.” 
“Well,” said Caina, “if they see you fight, that might change their minds. Hopefully it won’t come to that.” 
They climbed to the galley’s deck. The air was hot and humid, and Caina felt sweat appear on her forehead just from the minor effort of climbing the ladder. It was an hour or so past dawn, but the surrounding seas were gloomy, the sun concealed beneath heavy clouds. Fingers of mist flowed over the sea, and in the distance Caina saw a thick band of fog.
From the heart of the fog rose a pyramid of bone. 
At least, it looked like a pyramid made of bone. After a moment, Caina saw that it was a rough hill of pale white stone with a flat top, perhaps a thousand feet tall. As she looked further, she caught sight of a brilliant green jungle around the base of the hill, and glimpses of a sandy shore encircling the island. 
The necromantic aura, faint but pervasive, radiated from the hill. 
“Pyramid Isle,” said Kylon.
“I see why no one wanted to come here,” said Caina. She looked towards the stern, where Nasser and Annarah and the others stood near the captain, speaking in low voices. “Let’s stay by Nasser. If Murat tries anything, he’ll do it soon.”
“Or,” said Kylon in a low voice, “he’ll wait until we’ve gone ashore, and sail off and leave us marooned.”
“He’s too greedy for that,” said Caina. “He doesn’t need to go ashore himself. He doesn’t even need to risk a single man of his crew. All he needs to do is wait.”
“He’ll likely put his crew to work cleaning the ship from bow to stern while we’re gone,” said Kylon.
“It certainly needs it,” said Caina, and they joined Nasser on the stern. Murat stood next to the pilot, tall and stark in his red coat, which hung open to reveal his muscled chest. 
“Very well,” said Murat as Caina and Kylon came within earshot. “Another three hundred yards. You shall have to row the rest of the way in one of my longboats. We’re past the worst of the reefs here, and if you row due east,” he gestured with a bronze spyglass, “you should reach the island without ripping open the bottom of my boat.”
“Excellent,” said Nasser. “I am pleased the voyage has been so uneventful.”
Murat grunted. “I expect to run into at least one other corsair, or maybe an Umbarian raider or two.” He grinned. “I suppose Pyramid Isle frightened them all off. You’ve got one week, Glasshand. Once we’re in position, we’ll drop anchor and wait here for one week. If you’re not back by then, we’re heading back to Rumarah, and the devils in the island’s jungles can devour you.”
“So long as you keep to your end of the arrangement,” said Nasser, “I do not anticipate any difficulties.”
Morgant snorted. “Ever the optimist.” 
“Ciaran, Exile,” said Nasser. “Come. Let us prepare a longboat.” 
 
###
 
Kylon pulled the oar, the length of wood dipping through the seawater with a splash. The longboat rode up the shallow wave and down the other side, propelled by the oars’ strokes. Nasser, Laertes, and Morgant held the other three oars, while Caina and Annarah kept watch for any sorcerous disturbances. Kylon had not pulled an oar in a long time, yet the knowledge had not left him, and he kept rhythm with the others.
Most of his attention remained focused upon Pyramid Isle.
The necromantic aura grew stronger with every stroke of the oars, like walking closer and closer to the heat of a flame. He began to detect different sources of power, loci of the strange, resonant sorcery that Annarah employed. Quite a few of them, in fact, and unless he missed his guess, they held back the necromantic aura from the island. Were those the warding stones that Annarah had mentioned? 
How much stronger would the necromantic aura be without them?
They rode through a bank of mist, the air hot and wet and sticky against Kylon’s face. Sweat trickled down his face and arms, and the smell of rotting vegetation came to his nostrils. 
Then they were through the fog, and he saw stone ruins scattered across the shore.
A broad beach stretched up from the water, terminating a wall of green jungle so vivid and bright that it almost hurt to look at it. Tall monoliths of white stone stood at regular intervals along the edge of the jungle, carved with Iramisian symbols. A ruin sprawled at the edge of the water, and Kylon thought it had once been a small citadel or perhaps a fortified dock. It looked older, much older, than the Iramisian warding stones, and the relentless waves had worn much of it away, the stones lying tumbled across the beach. Strange symbols marked the fallen blocks, images of birds and animals and men. They looked familiar, and after a moment Kylon realized where he had seen those symbols before. 
The Tomb of Scorikhon in Marsis. 
Those ruins were Maatish. 
Kylon felt his oar scrape the sand.
“Here,” he said. He pulled off his boots and then vaulted over the side of the longboat. The swirling water came up to his knees, the sand rough and gritty beneath his feet. “Help me get the boat onto the beach.”
The others followed suit, and together they hauled the longboat onto the beach. Driftwood lay scattered across the sand, and at Kylon’s direction they dragged the boat past the tide line. It would be a bitter irony if they returned successful from the Tomb of Kharnaces only for the tide to carry away their boat. 
Caina gazed at the sea to the west. “Looks like Murat is keeping his word, at least so far. I see him dropping anchor.” The Sandstorm was far enough away that it seemed tiny, its sails furled and its oars shipped. 
“He won’t leave until the week is up,” said Nasser, adjusting his sword belt. “There is no profit in departing earlier, and the chance of considerable gain should he exercise a few days of patience.” 
“Hopefully we will not need an entire week,” said Annarah. She gestured, and her pyrikon bracelet unfolded itself from her wrist, transforming into a slender bronze staff. “When Morgant and I came here, it took about a day and a half to travel to the Tomb, secure the regalia in the Tomb’s library, and return. If all goes well, we can repeat that.”
“If all goes well,” muttered Morgant. His emotional sense was always cold and hard, but now it seemed focused and keen, like the cold, glittering edge of a knife. “Why should everything start going well now? Tell me, Kyracian. Do you notice what’s wrong here?” 
Kylon frowned, extending his arcane senses, searching for both sorcery and other living men. Sorcery proved easy to detect. The monoliths radiated the strange power Annarah wielded, and he felt the necromantic aura over the entire island, centered upon the pyramidal hill. Yet save for Caina and the others, he sensed no one else nearby. The island was quiet…
Wait.
Kylon had visited tropical ports before, cities built on the edges of the great jungles south of Anshan and north of what had been Maat. Those jungles had been living, breathing places, filled with animals and insects and birds. The noise of chirping birds and croaking insects had been constant. Here, Kylon heard the rush of the surf, the rustling of the leaves as the wind blew through the jungle. 
But other than that, he heard nothing. 
“It’s too quiet,” said Kylon. 
“It is,” said Caina, scowling at the ground. “But something is alive here. Look.”
Hundreds of footprints marked the sand. Kylon first thought they were the footprints of barefoot children, but that was absurd. There would be no children on Pyramid Isle. His next thought was…
“Monkeys,” said Annarah. “Look. You can see the marks of their tails here and there.” 
Bands of feral monkeys dwelled in the Anshani Quarter of Istarinmul. Sometimes the poor of the city caught and ate them, but more often than not the clever beasts eluded detection, and Kylon had seen them steal food out of the hands of the men eating it. 
“Monkeys?” said Morgant. “Well, they should be no more than an annoyance. We’ll have to make sure they don’t make off with the food, though.” 
Caina shook his head. “The tracks are too big for that. Too…thin, too. A monkey’s paw wouldn’t leave a track like that. And they’re recent. Since midnight, otherwise the tide would have washed them away by now.”
“Remain watchful,” said Nasser. “It would be grievous to have come all this way only to fall victim to the bite of a rabid monkey.”
“Monkeys can go rabid?” said Laertes. The Legion veteran had his massive shield on his left arm and his broadsword in his right. That struck Kylon as a good idea, so he drew the valikon from over his shoulder. The sigils upon the blade remained dark, but he felt better with the weapon in hand. Something about the ominous silence of the jungle reminded him of the final moments before a battle began, when all the world seemed poised upon the edge of a precipice. 
“Oh, aye,” said Morgant. “They’re a public menace in parts of Anshan. Some Anshani anjars and khadjars put a bounty upon the heads of rabid monkeys, and there are entire families whose ancestral occupation is the hunting of dangerous monkeys.” He laughed to himself. “One of the Shahenshahs of Anshan died from the bite of a rabid monkey, if I recall.”
“Truly?” said Laertes. “This is another of your jokes.”
“He’s right,” said Caina, still scanning the jungle. “It was a scandal, so they tried to blame it upon the Kindred family of Anshan. But the truth came out, and the Shahenshah was a laughingstock.” 
“As fascinating as it is to listen to Morgant’s historical ruminations,” said Nasser, “we must be about our business. Annarah?”
“This way,” said Annarah, pointing with her staff. “There is a path that leads through the jungle to the Tomb itself.” She looked at each of them in turn. “I urge you all to stay upon the path, and do not pass the warding stones to enter the jungle.”
“I thought the warding stones were built to keep Kharnaces’s power at bay,” said Kylon. 
“You remember what Murat said,” said Caina. “He spoke of creatures that came out of the jungle. Perhaps Kharnaces’s power manifested in guardians of some kind.”
Kylon nodded and followed as Annarah and Morgant led the way across the beach. He kept a wary eye on the warding stones, watching the jungle for any sign of movement. It did not escape him that Murat claimed the creatures had not emerged from the jungle. Granted, it was possible the corsair had lied, and that his men had ranged into the jungle in search of relics or even simple drinking water. Yet nothing stirred among the trees. 
They walked along the edge of the jungle, closer to the line of warding stones. Each one was rectangular, and stood about ten or eleven feet tall. Iramisian symbols covered their sides, and Kylon felt the concentrated power within the stones, layers of potent wards bound to the symbols. The necromantic aura grew stronger as well, seeming to seep past the warding stones like water leaking through cracks in a dam.
“Something’s wrong,” said Annarah. “The spells upon the stones…they’re weaker. Far weaker. They were much stronger when Morgant and I were last here.”
“That was a hundred and fifty years ago,” said Morgant. “With the storms upon on the Alqaarin Sea, I’m surprised the stones are still standing.” 
“Of old, the loremasters came here to renew the spells upon the stones,” said Nasser. “Without their presence, the wards must have decayed.”
Annarah shook her head, her silver braid bouncing against her back. “They would decay in time, but not so quickly. Something has been…eroding the spells, I think. Deliberately and carefully.”
Caina frowned. “You think Kharnaces is attacking the spells?”
“I do not see how,” said Annarah. “He was hibernating when last we came here.”
“Which was a hundred and fifty years ago,” said Morgant. “Plenty of time to finish his little nap.” 
“If he is awake,” said Caina, “then it is all the more urgent that we get the Staff and Seal away from him.”
“Agreed,” said Nasser, and they kept walking.
After another two miles, they found the path Annarah had mentioned. It was a paved stone road that led deeper into the island, though tree roots had overturned the flagstones here and there. Rectangular stone plinths stood alongside the road at regular intervals, supporting peculiar statues that looked like lions with the heads of men. 
“Ugly things,” said Laertes. 
“Maatish sphinxes,” said Caina. Some dark emotion roiled through her sense. “The Maatish god of war was pictured as a lion. So the pharaohs had statues made with their heads atop those of lions.” She waved a hand at the sphinxes. “Likely whatever pharaoh buried Kharnaces here had those statues made.”
Kylon looked at her, wondering what had upset her.
She saw him looking and tried to smile. “It’s just…Maatish necromancy has darkened half my life. I don’t like walking into a Maatish ruin. It…brings to mind bad memories, that’s all.
“It reminds me of the Inferno,” said Laertes.
“A happy reminder, then,” said Nasser. Morgant gave an incredulous snort. “We were victorious against great odds in the Inferno. Let us see if we can repeat the feat here.” 
He stepped onto the road, and Laertes followed suit. Morgant went next, and then Kylon followed. He was watching Caina, so he saw her stumble, saw her blue eyes go wide. 
“What…” started Kylon.
The dark storm washed over his arcane senses, and he raised the valikon, looking back and forth for enemies. His mind caught up to his surprised alarm, and he realized the necromantic aura was far stronger beyond the ring of ward stones. The spells upon the stones might have degraded, but they still held back the majority of the sorcerous power radiating from the hill. 
“What’s wrong?” said Nasser, lifting his scimitar. 
“The aura,” said Annarah. “It’s stronger…much stronger. There was necromantic power on this island a century and a half past, but it wasn’t nearly this powerful.”
“The Ascendant Bloodcrystal,” said Kylon. “In Caer Magia. It would kill anyone who stood within its influence for seven hundred and seventy-seven heartbeats. This aura…”
“No,” said Annarah, taking a deep breath, though her face remained tight. “No, it’s not that kind of aura. What you just described sounds like an improperly activated Ascendant Bloodcrystal…”
“It was,” said Caina.  
“This is different,” said Annarah. She whispered under her breath, white light flaring along her staff as she cast a sensing spell. “I have never encountered an aura like this before.” 
Caina shook her head. “Neither have I. It…it’s like something is drawing power towards the hill. A lot of power.” She looked at Annarah. “You didn’t sense it before?”
“No,” said Annarah. “There was a necromantic aura, but nothing like this.” 
“It seems clear that Kharnaces is awake,” said Laertes.
“If he is,” said Caina, “then why hasn’t he used the Staff and Seal?” 
No one had an answer for that. 
“Perhaps he isn’t aware of them,” said Kylon. “Perhaps he awakened from his hibernation and began some great spell, and so hasn’t noticed the Staff and the Seal yet.”
Morgant grunted. “Then we need to sneak into the tomb of an awakened Great Necromancer and steal away something from under his rotting nose?”
“We must,” said Annarah. “We have no choice. The relics of the regalia are too powerful. They will react to the presence of the necromantic aura. Sooner or later Kharnaces cannot help but notice them.” 
“Then let us waste no further time,” said Nasser. “We…”
Kylon didn’t hear the rest of the sentence.
He went rigid, a familiar dark presence brushing against his arcane senses. It was a corrupted, alien thing, filled with malice and hate and hunger. The hunger dominated everything, a creature that wished to gorge itself upon pain and torment and death…
“Kylon?” said Caina. “Kylon!”
She grabbed his arm, and her emotions flooded over him. She was afraid, but mostly for him, and her concern snapped him out of his surprise.
“Nagataaru,” said Kylon. “There is a nagataaru nearby.” For a furious instant he was sure that the Red Huntress had returned, but he realized that the nagataaru he felt was weaker than the Voice that had given the Huntress her power. 
“Where?” said Nasser in the calm voice of a man accustomed to command in battle.
“North,” said Kylon, scanning the trees behind the sphinxes. “We should see it…”
A dark, hunched shape moved into sight, loping on all fours. At first Kylon thought the creature a misshapen child clad in gray cloth, but then he realized it was a large gray baboon, its snout long, its limbs heavy with muscle, its tail coiling and uncoiling. 
“Ugly damned monkey,” said Laertes. 
“That’s not a monkey,” said Caina. “That’s a baboon.” 
Kylon frowned, puzzled. “The nagataaru. It’s…I think it’s inside the baboon.” 
Then he realized something else. 
The baboon was dead. 
It had been dead for a long, long time. Its carcass had been mummified, its fur brittle and piebald, its leathery hide clinging to its bones. Kylon sensed the necromantic spell around the dead baboon. The Maatish had held various animals sacred as totems of their gods, just as Caina had said, and the baboon had been one of them. 
The nagataaru inhabited the mummified baboon. 
The undead baboon paused behind one of the sphinxes, standing with the motionlessness of a dead thing, purple fire flickering in its empty eye sockets. 
“Those must be the creatures that Murat saw,” said Annarah, her staff flickering with white fire as she summoned sorcerous power. 
“Kylon,” said Caina. “How many of them?”
Kylon stared to answer, and then the trees rustled. 
A wave of malevolent hunger washed over his arcane senses.
Dozens of undead baboons erupted from the trees, charging in eerie silence, their eyes burning like cold purple stars. 
“Defend yourselves!” shouted Nasser, raising his scimitar, and Annarah began casting a spell. 



Chapter 15: Guardians of Heresy
 
The undead baboons charged, and Caina raised her ghostsilver dagger. Kylon lifted the valikon, the sword’s blade burning with white fire. Morgant drew his black dagger and crimson scimitar, while Laertes reached over his shoulder and lifted a javelin. Caina had seen him throw such javelins with great skill, but it seemed a pitiful weapon against the undead baboons charging towards them. Kylon braced himself, and Caina knew he was about to spring into the nagataaru-possessed baboons and attack with the valikon. Perhaps that would be enough to drive them back. 
Or they would swarm over him and tear him to pieces.
Before Caina could act, before anyone could attack, Annarah moved. 
She thrust her staff, the bronze length blazing with white flames, and shouted the Words of Lore. Caina felt a surge of raw, resonant power, and the end of Annarah’s staff shone like a blazing star, a dome of white light falling over the baboons. 
A dozen of the nearest baboons erupted in white flames, and the creatures fell motionless, their bodies crumbling as the Words of Lore devoured the nagataaru within them. Caina sensed the ripple in the necromantic aura around the undead things as Annarah’s power shattered the ancient spells. For a moment it seemed like the battle would be over before it began, with the baboons consumed by the light from Annarah’s staff. 
Yet Annarah gasped and leaned against her staff, the light winking out. 
“Too many,” she croaked. “There’s too many. I can’t banish them all at once. I…”
As one, the baboons swiveled to look at her, their necks creaking. 
Then they charged in a rush, a mass of spindly limbs, flashing teeth, and patchy gray fur. 
Kylon shot forward to meet them, the valikon leaving a trail of white fire as he attacked. The valikon spun in his hands, his strength driving the sword like a bolt of silvery lightning, and he carved his way through the mass of baboons. He cut down five of the things in the blink of an eye, and they came nowhere close to touching him. 
Yet five hardly seemed more than a drop in the ocean.
More of the baboons rushed out of the trees, their dead eyes shining with purple fire. Two of the creatures leapt at Caina. She ducked, hit the ground, and rolled, the ghostsilver dagger sweeping before her. The blade struck the nearest baboon across its wasted chest, and the handle grew hot beneath Caina’s fingers. The baboon shuddered, its aura flickering, and Caina slashed again with the dagger. The ghostsilver weapon disrupted the necromantic spell upon the baboon, and the creature fell apart into a pile of bone and ragged strips of leathery hide. A hooded shadow with eyes of purple flame rose from the bones, the nagataaru freed from its undead flesh, but the spirit faded as it was pulled back into the netherworld. 
The second baboon slammed into Caina, scrambling up her torso The thing’s arms and legs felt like bars of cold iron, and its jaws yawned wide, exposing yellowed teeth, the musty stench of mummified flesh washing over Caina’s face. Baboons, she had read somewhere, preferred to attack enemies by biting them, and it seemed the nagataaru had decided to follow the customs of its undead host. Caina snapped up her left arm, getting it between her throat and the baboon. Its jaws clamped upon the leather bracer covering her forearm. The sturdy leather kept its teeth from breaking her skin, but the thing was so strong that pain flared up her arm, and she was sure that if she lived through this there would be teeth-shaped bruises upon her forearm. 
Her right arm was still free, so she raised her dagger and buried it in the side of the baboon’s neck. There was a hissing, crackling noise, a wisp of smoke, and the spell binding the undead baboon collapsed. The creature fell apart with a puff of dust, the nagataaru rising from the bones to vanish into nothingness. The skull was still clamped to her arm, and Caina hit it with the dagger’s butt until it came loose. Another baboon lunged at her, and Caina dodged, dragging the dagger along its back. Again the ghostsilver blade carved a sizzling gash through the leathery flesh, and the baboon fell over, the nagataaru expelled from its undead host. Still another came at Caina, and she seized its wrist as it reached for her, twisted, and drove her dagger into its chest. Two or three seconds of contact with the ghostsilver dagger seemed to be enough to disrupt the spell of necromancy upon the baboons. And once the spell was broken, the nagataaru within was banished back to the netherworld. 
Now Caina had to do it only a few hundred more times.
Caina struck down another baboon, giving herself a moment to look around. Kylon held his own, the valikon a blaze of white fire in his fists. He was holding the baboons at bay, but dozens of the things surrounded him, and more streamed out of the jungle to the north. Kylon was a ferocious fighter, but even his stamina would not last forever, and if he stumbled the baboons would swarm over him and tear him to pieces. 
Annarah stood with both hands wrapped around her bronze staff, white light shining from it. Her first attack, banishing a dozen nagataaru at once, seemed to have drained a considerable part of her strength. The light now blazing from her pyrikon did not destroy the nagataaru-possessed baboons, but it did push them back, and it appeared to pain the creatures. Nasser, Morgant, and Laertes stood in a ring around Annarah, fighting the baboons as they tried to advance. Laertes wielded his heavy shield like a club, smashing the baboons back with such force that they fell apart. Morgant’s scimitar and black dagger flickered out, cutting the baboons to pieces. Nasser thrust with his left hand, grabbing the creature and lifting them from the ground. They invariably tried to bite off his fingers. Since his left hand was made of living crystal, the baboons only succeeding in shattering their teeth, which made it easy for Nasser to take off their heads with his scimitar. 
They were holding, but only barely. Worse, Caina had gotten separated from them. If she tried to force her way through the baboons to rejoin Kylon or Nasser, the creatures would rip her to shreds. Isolated from her friends, she stood little chance against the hordes of undead things. Even as the thought crossed her mind, she heard the trees rustle to the south. 
Nearly twenty more undead baboons burst from the foliage, loping on all fours towards her with terrific speed, their rotted eye sockets shining with purple fire. 
Purple fire…
The creatures had no remaining eyes, yet they seemed to have no trouble navigating. They were possessed by nagataaru, which meant the nagataaru used their otherworldly senses to track their foes. Kalgri had possessed a similar ability, with the Voice able to sense her foes even in total darkness.
But when Caina had donned her shadow-cloak, the Voice had been unable to find her. Kalgri had been forced to use her eyes of flesh and blood to follow Caina.
The undead baboons had no other eyes.
The baboons charged, and Caina reached over her shoulder and yanked out her shadow-cloak. It billowed behind her like a banner of darkness, and Caina pulled it on and drew the cowl over her head.
The charging baboons came to a sudden stop. Their heads swiveled back and forth, and Caina let out a long breath. The shadow-cloak protected her from mind-altering and divinatory spells, and as she had discovered through frequently terrifying experience, it prevented spirits from detecting her presence. 
So. How could she use that to her advantage?
The score of baboons that had charged her headed to join the mobs attacking Kylon and Annarah. Caina cursed and ran after them, striking with the ghostsilver dagger. The blade sank into the nearest baboon, and the creature shuddered, coming to a halt as the ghostsilver shattered the necromantic spell. The baboon fell over, and Caina struck down another and then another in rapid succession. 
The nagataaru might have been driven by their lust for pain and death, but they were not stupid. The baboons realized that something was amiss, that they were under attack from an unseen opponent. Several of them attacked at random, lashing with their arms and feet and tails in hopes of catching their invisible tormentor. A dozen baboons moved together in a coordinated pattern as the fighting raged around them. The nagataaru must have had some way of communicating with each other. After Caina and Morgant had rescued Annarah from the netherworld, Kotuluk Iblis had warned the nagataaru possessing Malik Rolukhan. Kotuluk Iblis, the Great Nagataaru, the prince and lord of the nagataaru, wanted Caina dead. Come to think of it, he had prophesied her death, just as Sulaman had. Unlike Sulaman, the Great Nagataaru wanted her dead, and had uncounted legions of vassals and servants capable of doing it. 
An idea came to Caina. 
Just how much did Kotuluk Iblis want her dead? More to the point, how forcefully had he communicated this wish to his vassals?
Perhaps it was time to find out. Or perhaps it was time for Caina to fulfill Sulaman’s prophecy.  
She raced around the edge of the fighting, striking at the baboons. From time to time she lowered her cowl, allowing the nagataaru within the dead animals to get a look at her. More and more of the baboons broke off to chase after her, and Caina drew off perhaps thirty of the creatures.
“What are you doing?” Kylon shouted, striking down a pair of baboons with a fiery sweep of the valikon. 
Caina sprinted to the road and climbed on one of the sphinxes, gripping its stone head with her free hand. She reached up and pulled back her cowl, and the pursuing baboons turned towards her. Towards the north she glimpsed stone ruins rising from the jungle, and her plan came together. 
“Kotuluk Iblis!” she shouted.
Suddenly the baboons stopped attacking, backing away from Kylon and Morgant and the others. Hundreds of pairs of purple-burning eyes turned towards Caina. 
Gods, there had to be at least two hundred of the creatures.
“Kotuluk Iblis!” said Caina again. “He is the prince of the nagataaru, and your lord and master, and he wants me dead! Come on, look at me. Look at me! Who am I?” The baboons stared at her, motionless. “Look at my destiny thread! You know who I am? I’m the Balarigar!”
A strange ripple went through the undead baboons, the fiery light in their empty eyes burning brighter. The damned things were listening to her. 
“I killed the Moroaica,” said Caina. “I burned the Inferno, I walked in the netherworld and lived, and I’m going to stop the Apotheosis unless you kill me here and now.” She flung out her hand. “Come on, then! What are you waiting for? Come and kill me!” 
For an instant the baboons remained motionless. 
Then they surged at her, all of them, a wall of crumbling flesh and brittle gray fur and yellowed bone. Caina leaped from the back of the sphinx, hit the ground running, and sprinted into the jungle to the north, towards the ruins she had spotted while standing atop the sphinx. The baboons pursued on all fours, quickly gaining ground. 
Caina tugged up the cowl of her shadow-cloak and the pursuit faltered, though it did not stop. The baboons broke into groups, sweeping back and forth in search of her. Caina sprinted forward in a straight line, leaping over roots and dodging past boulders, and came to the ruins she had spotted. It had once been a small Maatish shrine, rectangular and ringed in columns, though the jungle had pulled down the roof and made the pillars lean like drunken men. A plinth stood in the center of the shrine, supporting a statue of a man with a baboon’s head. Her head swiveled back and forth as she ran into the shrine. She didn’t care why the Maatish had considered the baboon sacred, but if she was right…
Her foot came down onto nothingness, and she almost fell, grabbing at a stone column to stop herself. A mat of rotting vegetation fell away, revealing a massive stone shaft in the center of the shrine, at least twenty feet wide and two hundred feet deep. Beyond she saw a dark passageway leading deeper into the earth. Her guess had been right – the baboons had indeed come from crypts in the nearby ruins. She didn’t know if the crypts connected to Kharnaces’s Tomb beneath the central hill itself.
And if her plan worked, she wouldn’t have to find out. 
Caina heaved herself away from the open shaft, her boots scrabbling for purchase on the slick stone of the shrine’s floor, and caught her balance. The baboons fanned out around the shrine, seeking for her. She needed them gathered together in one large clump. Caina suspected that the nagataaru could sense living mortals well enough, but did not perceive the material world itself with a great deal of detail.
She was about to put it to the test. 
Caina unclipped the grapnel from her belt, hurried around the shaft, and drove it into a gap in the stonework. Then she circled back to the other side of the shaft, letting the rope uncoil itself from her belt and fall loose to the ground. The baboons milled back and forth outside of the shrine, hunting for her. Caina ran a few paces from the ruined shrine, letting the rope uncoil further from her belt.
Then she threw back her cowl.
As one every single baboon turned to look at her. 
“Looking for me?” shouted Caina. “Come and kill me in the name of Kotuluk Iblis!”
The baboons charged, dropping back to all fours. Caina took several steps back, gauging their pace. If she miscalculated, if she judged wrong, they would overtake her before she could reach the shaft.
The baboons flooded towards the shrine, and Caina turned and sprinted for the shaft. She heard the rasp of the baboons’ nails against the stone floor, and leaped into the shaft. Cold air blew past her face as she fell, and after about thirty feet the line jerked taut. Her belt sawed painfully into her hips and waist, but the strong leather held. The baboons surged after her, leaping into the shaft.
Caina tugged the cowl back over her head.
And like antelope driven over the edge of a cliff by a lion, the baboons plunged into the shaft. Leathery, gray-furred carcasses tumbled past Caina, lashing and clawing at the air. She pressed herself flat against the stone wall, sliding her ghostsilver dagger into its sheath and tugging the cowl tight with one hand. If the baboons realized where she was, if she let the cowl fall, she had no doubt that they would swarm up the walls of the shaft like insects and tear her apart. Several times the falling baboons clipped her, one hitting her shoulder so hard that she almost lost her grip on the shadow-cloak. 
Yet the baboons continued falling past her. She heard them milling at the bottom of the shaft. It seemed that her guess had been correct. They did have difficulty perceiving details of the material world, such as the fact that she was hanging over a slender rope a hundred and fifty feet over their heads. 
Then the rope twitched. Caina whispered a curse, fearing that the grapnel was about to pull loose. Instead someone pulled up the rope, and Caina squinted into the sun and saw figures standing at the edge of the shaft. One final pull, and Kylon pulled her over the edge. Caina stumbled forward and fell against him, her hands against his chest. He didn’t even flinch beneath her weight, his hands taking her arms in a strong grip to steady her.
That felt…nice. Really, really nice. 
She didn’t dare linger, as much as she wanted to do so.
“Annarah!” said Caina, stepping away from Kylon. “Quickly. They’re in a confined space.” 
“A bottleneck,” murmured Nasser. “Clever.”
Caina pulled back her cowl and went to one knee at the edge of the shaft, yanking her grapnel from the stone.
At once the baboons started to climb up the shaft’s walls, gripping the slippery stone with ease. It reminded Caina of the way Kalgri had been able to climb walls like a spider. Fortunately, the baboons were still far down the shaft, and they were packed together.
Which meant Annarah could bring her powers to bear with ease. The loremaster stepped next to Caina, pointed her staff at the ascending baboons, and whispered in the Iramisian tongue. White light blazed from her staff and stabbed into the shaft, and the baboons recoiled from it. Gravity did the rest, and dozens of baboons fell into a writhing heap in the tunnel. 
Laertes produced a skin of oil from somewhere, and poured it over the edge. Nasser lifted a pair of torches, lit them, and then tossed them into the twitching pile of undead baboons.
The results were so impressive Caina wondered if the oil had even been necessary. The desiccated flesh of the baboons went up like kindling, and suddenly the bottom of the shaft transformed into an inferno. A thick plume of black smoke rose up, and within it Caina glimpsed the forms of dozens of nagataaru fading as they vanished back into the netherworld. She watched the shaft, fearing that the baboons would push past the flames and attack, but nothing appeared. Caina got to her feet with a sigh, coiling her rope and returning it to her belt. 
“So,” said Laertes, wiping sweat from his forehead. “Just what the hell were those things? I’ve fought in battles in three nations, but I’ve never been attacked by a horde of dead damn monkeys before.”
“Baboons,” Morgant corrected. “They were baboons.”
“Like it makes a difference,” said Laertes. 
“Undead baboons,” said Caina. “There were nagataaru bound within them. The Great Necromancers used to mummify animals sacred to their gods and raise them as undead.” She looked at the baboon-headed statue. “Kharnaces must have made his guardians in blasphemous mockery of the gods of Maat.” She looked at Annarah. “You didn’t see the creatures last time you were here?”
Annarah shook her head.
Morgant snorted. “Annarah might have removed my memory, but I think I’d remember being attacked by a horde of rotting baboons. How did you know to find that shaft?”
“No mold,” said Caina.
Kylon blinked. “Mold?”
“There wasn’t any mold growing on the baboons,” said Caina. 
Kylon shrugged. “What does that have to do with anything?”
Caina wiped some of the sweat from her brow. “It’s so humid here. All the trees have moss and mold growing on them, and there are mushrooms everywhere.” It was just as well that her leather armor was bulky enough to conceal her figure. A layer of sweat was making her shirt adhere to her skin. “The Maatish necromancers would have put preservation spells on their undead servants, but in this climate, some mold would have grown on them. So the baboons only came forth when their nagataaru sensed intruders on the island, and that meant…”
“That meant they spent most of their time underground,” said Nasser, “where the air would be drier.”
Caina nodded. “The shaft was convenient. I wasn’t expecting that – maybe a cave or a staircase to a crypt or something. Someplace where Annarah could raise a ward to hold them off.”
“That was brilliant,” said Kylon, his voice quiet. “You just saved our lives.” 
Caina blinked. The compliment pleased her. Not the compliment itself – she had no use for praise. Attention was hardly the sort of thing a Ghost circlemaster wanted. 
Yet the fact that Kylon had said the compliment made all the difference in the world. 
“Thanks for catching me,” said Caina.
“I promised I wasn’t going to let you get killed,” said Kylon.
Another surge of emotion went through Caina, and she had to look away. 
“Indeed,” said Nasser. “I suspect recruiting Master Ciaran may have been one of the wisest decisions I have ever made.”
“There’s a first time for everything,” said Morgant.
“Come,” said Nasser. “Let us try to reach the Tomb before we encounter any more of Kharnaces’s guardians.” 
They left the ruined temple behind and returned to the road, the necromantic aura growing stronger with every step. 



Chapter 16: An Open Grave
 
The jungle stopped at the foot of the hill. 
Kylon blinked at the eerie sight. 
The jungle just…stopped. It was like a line drawn upon a map. On one side was the jungle, lush and green and vibrant. It was quieter than it should have been, but likely the undead baboons had killed all the other animals. Nonetheless, the jungle was alive, filled with vivid greens and reds and yellows. 
On the other side of the line was death. 
The land at the base of the hill was simply dead. There were no trees, no bushes, no grasses, no flowers, no weeds, no lichen, nothing. Just dead earth that looked as if it would never support a plant again 
“Like cropland that’s been farmed to exhaustion,” said Laertes, looking around. 
“Or deliberately poisoned,” said Kylon. 
“The aura,” said Caina, looking at the jungle. Her face was blank, but her emotions were dark. “It’s stronger here. I think it kills any living thing that gets too close to…to whatever is generating that aura in the Tomb.”
Nasser looked at Annarah. “Are we in danger from it?” 
She gestured, whispering under her breath, and her fingers flickered with ghostly white light. “No. Not yet, at least. The aura…the aura is much stronger than when we last visited. But it’s not yet strong enough to kill a living mortal, only plants and animals.”
Kylon nodded and took a few steps closer to the Tomb. A dark archway stood in the face of the hill, elaborate Maatish hieroglyphs carved into frame. Twin statues stood on either side of the doorway, twenty feet high, muscular men in kilts with giant scarabs for heads. 
“Anubankh,” said Caina in answer to his silent question. “The Maatish god of…well, we would call it necromancy, but they would call it immortality.”
“I remember,” said Kylon, his memory flickering back to the dark ruins of Caer Magia, to the Great Necromancer Rhames taking up the Ascendant Bloodcrystal. 
“Poor choice of a god,” muttered Morgant. “Man with an insect for a head.”
“No stranger than a man with a baboon for a head,” said Laertes. “Though I hope we don’t find scarabs the size of those baboons.” 
“Indeed not,” said Nasser. “This is the entrance to the Tomb?”
“Aye, my lord Prince,” said Annarah. “There is a pillared entry hall, and beyond that a domed chamber. Six doors open off from the chamber, and the central one leads to the library where we left the Staff and the Seal.”
“Any defenses?” said Nasser. 
“None,” said Annarah. She hesitated. “Though we did not encounter the baboons a century and a half past. And the necromantic aura from the Tomb was not nearly as powerful.” 
“Remain vigilant,” said Nasser. “If those nagataaru-infested baboons awakened, then there is no telling what other defenses might have become active.”
“As if we were going to do anything else,” said Morgant.
Nasser did not dignify that with a reply, and they walked into the Tomb of Kharnaces.
 
###
 
The chamber beyond the entrance was magnificent. 
Caina looked around, ghostsilver dagger in hand, eyes and ears straining to find any sign of foes. Yet she could not help but admire the beauty of the hall. The polished granite floor gleamed beneath her boots, reflecting the bright light from Annarah’s staff. Massive square pillars rose from the floor to the arched ceiling overhead, carved in the likeness of the Maatish gods, muscled men in kilts with the heads of animals – scarabs and baboons and lions and falcons and jackals and others. Hieroglyphs covered the ceiling, shining with a faint light of their own. At first Caina thought that the hieroglyphs had been enspelled, but then she realized they were simply reflecting the light. They had been filled with silver. The overall effect made for a sort of cold, distant beauty. 
The air in here was much drier and colder than the jungle outside. Caina’s shirt felt cold and sodden beneath her armor, and she could just imagine the smell when she removed the armor later. She desperately wanted to strip out of her clothes and take a hot bath, but that would have been a bad idea in front of her companions. Stripping off in front of Kylon, though…
She pushed aside the thought with a mixture of sadness and amusement. Even in the midst of deadly danger, the heart wanted what it wanted. 
The body, too, come to think of it. 
The deadly throb of the necromantic aura reminded her of the deadly danger. 
“If Kharnaces was a heretic,” said Kylon, “a worshipper of the nagataaru, then why he is buried in a tomb adorned with the likenesses of the Maatish gods?” He gestured at the images of the animal-headed men. 
“Because he did not build this tomb,” said Annarah, the end of her staff tapping against the smooth floor as she walked. “He was imprisoned here, after he had become one of the Undying and turned against the gods of Maat.”
“Why didn’t they just destroy him?” said Kylon. “A Great Necromancer can be killed. Or…destroyed, rather, if all his canopic jars are found and the mummified organs within destroyed.” He glanced back at Caina. “I’ve seen it happen.” 
“I don’t know,” said Annarah.
“Maybe he was too powerful,” said Laertes.
“Doubtful,” said Annarah. “For all his power, the other Great Necromancers would have acted in harmony to remove a heretic from their midst. That was how the Kingdom of the Rising Sun ruled such a vast empire for so long. Once they became Undying, the Great Necromancers rarely quarreled among each other, and usually acted in concert. Kharnaces was the exception rather than the rule.” 
Morgant scoffed. “I’d wager they didn’t kill him because he was one of them. If it had been some barbarian slave who worshipped the nagataaru, the Maatish would have nailed him to a post in the desert and let the vultures eat his guts. But Kharnaces was a Great Necromancer. Maybe he was just misguided, yes? So they dumped him here in hopes that he would come to his senses.” He made an expansive gesture with his dagger. “Two thousand years and nothing changes. An emir steals from his fellows, he gets a fine. A slave steals from an emir, they chop off his head as a warning to the others.” 
“Bet they regretted that,” said Laertes. “Kharnaces is still here, and they are not.”
Morgant smirked at Caina. “Thanks to you.”
“Me?” said Caina. “The Moroaica burned Maat to ashes two thousand years before I was born. I can take the blame for many things, but not that.”
To her surprised, Annarah smiled. “You did convince the Undying of the Inferno that you were the Moroaica.”
Caina shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
The pillared corridor ended in a high stone archway. Annarah lifted her staff, revealing a massive relief of a falcon holding a solar orb in its talons. The relief had been gilded, and seemed to shimmer like fire in the pyrikon’s white light. Beyond was another hall that stretched away into the darkness beneath the hill. Unlike the first hall, there were no pillars. Rather, there were niches of red granite in the walls, dozens of them, the walls themselves covered with hieroglyphs. 
Even with the dark aura throughout the Tomb, Caina still felt the powerful spells waiting in the niches. 
“Kylon?” she said. 
“I sense it, too,” said Kylon. “I don’t know what it is.”
Annarah cast a spell, the light from the pyrikon flickering. “There are necromantic spells in those niches.” She squinted at them for a moment. “And…something else. I’m not sure.”
“It feels like a warding spell,” said Caina. 
“A ward against what?” said Morgant. “If I take another step, am I going to burst into flames?” 
“No,” said Annarah. “No, the spells are centered upon those niches. I think…I think there’s something behind the walls, something that was not active when we last visited. Behind…” Her eyes widened. “Beware! It…”
A grinding noise echoed through the chamber, and suddenly hidden doors opened in six of the niches, revealing small, coffin-sized compartments. Movement flickered in each of the dark spaces behind the hidden doors, and six men stepped into the chamber, moving with the calm, fluid grace of warriors.
Caina’s hand tightened against her ghostsilver dagger. 
No. Not men. Corpses.
Six withered corpses stepped into the chamber. Like the baboons, they had been mummified, their skin dried to wrinkled leather, their eyes empty pits, their withered lips drawn back from their teeth. Like the baboons, Caina saw the purple fire of nagataaru dancing within the empty eye sockets. Unlike the baboons, the dead men were armored in shirts of bronze scales that fell to their knees, bronze bracers, and bronze helmets. In their hands they carried a kind of hooked sword called a khopesh, the bronze blade gleaming and bright and sharp. It was odd that the bronze was free of verdigris after so long, but to judge from the spells Caina sensed around the armor and weapons, they had been made stronger and harder through sorcery. 
She drew the cowl of her shadow-cloak over her head, and the dead men raised their swords. 
“Defend yourselves!” said Nasser, and the warriors charged. 
 
###
 
Kylon rushed into the fray, valikon ready in his right hand. 
The undead warriors raced to meet him.
He sensed the nagataaru within their mummified flesh. The nagataaru within the baboons, for all their malevolence, had been comparatively weak. These nagataaru were far stronger. Not as strong as the dark spirit within the Red Huntress, but strong nonetheless. Additionally, the necromantic spells upon them were more powerful than those upon the mummified baboons. A single wound from the valikon would not be enough to dispatch them.
Kylon swung the valikon at the nearest undead warrior, and the creature reacted with catlike quickness. Its khopesh parried Kylon’s blow. The ghostsilver valikon was far stronger and lighter than the bronze khopesh, but the spells upon the dead warrior’s blade allow it to hold against the valikon’s keen edge. Kylon disengaged, bringing the valikon around for another strike with all the speed his air sorcery granted him. The undead warrior pursued him, and another joined the first creature, both attacking with the kind of harmony displayed by veteran warriors. Even with his air sorcery, staying ahead of them was difficult.
Annarah raised her staff and struck the end against the ground, shouting in Iramisian. Power surged through the air, and white light radiated from the staff as the pyrikon’s length burned with white fire. A sphere of white light expanded out from her, passing through the others and slamming into the undead warriors. The spell had been powerful enough to banish the nagataaru inhabiting the baboons, but these nagataaru were stronger. Nevertheless, the Words of Lore knocked the creatures back, stunning them for a moment.
A moment was all that Kylon needed.
He attacked again, swinging the valikon with every bit of physical and arcane strength he possessed. The sword blurred before him in a sheet of white fire, and the nearest warrior’s head fell to the floor with a clang of the bronze helm. The valikon shuddered in Kylon’s hands as it unraveled the necromancy upon the dead thing, and the purple fire flickered and went out as the corpse fell apart. 
Nearby, Morgant dueled one of the undead warriors. The spells upon their armor and weapons seemed sufficient to block the edge of his black dagger. Morgant did not let that slow him down. He parried the blows of the bronze khopesh with his crimson scimitar, his dagger landing hits upon the warrior’s unprotected upper arms. Nasser and Laertes fought to protect Annarah as she cast more spells, hurling shafts of white fire at the nagataaru. Caina was…
Where was Caina?
In the flickering light and resultant swirling shadows of Annarah’s spells, Kylon had lost track of her. While she had her cowl up, he couldn’t sense her presence…
Another of the undead things came at him, swinging its khopesh. Kylon parried, the force of the blow knocking him back. Whatever spells Kharnaces had used to raise the corpses had given them inhuman strength. Kylon parried again, dodging a thrust and sidestepping to avoid a slash of the khopesh.
Something moved in the shadows behind the warrior, and suddenly Caina was there, dropping to one knee as she drove her ghostsilver dagger into the back of the undead warrior’s right thigh. She ripped the dagger down the back of its leg, tearing a smoking, sizzling wound into the mummified flesh. It would have hamstrung a living man. The undead warrior spun, lashing at Caina with its free hand, and she rolled away, still clutching the dagger, and jumped back to her feet. 
She had given the undead warrior an instant of distraction, and Kylon seized it. The valikon swept down, severing the damaged leg at the knee. The warrior collapsed, and before it could rise again he took off its head. The corpse unraveled into a heap of bones and bronze armor, and Kylon ran to aid the others against the warriors circling around Annarah’s light. 
Morgant still dueled the undead warrior, while the other three corpses attacked Laertes and Nasser. Something glowed with lines of sullen light at Morgant’s feet, and Kylon saw cuts where Morgant had slashed his dagger into the stone floor. Had the old assassin suddenly become clumsy? Yet Kylon saw the glow from the red gem in the dagger’s pommel and understood. Morgant had been storing up heat in the dagger.
Even as Kylon ran forward, Morgant stabbed the dagger with a flick of his wrist, the tip biting through the leathery skin on the warrior’s right forearm. It was enough for the dagger. The undead warrior erupted into flames as the dagger poured its stored heat into the mummified flesh, and Morgant jumped away as the burning corpse lunged at him. Like the baboons, the warrior went up like kindling in a blast furnace, and the undead thing collapsed into a pile of burning bones. 
Morgant ran to join the others, and Kylon followed. Even as he did, Nasser punched with his left fist, driving through both the helmet and the face of the nearest undead warrior. Nasser shouted with effort and wrenched his arm back, and the movement ripped off the undead warrior’s head, its damaged skull and helmet still attached to his fist. The remaining two warriors rushed at Annarah, and she slammed her staff against the floor again. White fire burst out from the pyrikon, staggering the nagataaru within the mummified corpses, and Laertes bashed the nearest one across the face with his shield, dust and bone chips flying in all directions. Kylon struck with the valikon and chopped off the creature’s head. 
Caina appeared behind the final creature, ripping open its leg with her ghostsilver dagger. The nagataaru-possessed corpse whirled. Caina started to dodge, but its arm slammed into her chest and knocked her back, and she hit the ground with a grunt of pain. The corpse stalked after her, and Kylon turned to strike, but Morgant and Nasser attacked first. Morgant’s dagger took off its damaged leg at the knee, and Nasser pounded his gloved left fist into the creature’s head with three rapid blows. The helmet crumpled, the skull crumbling into dust, and the final corpse fell. 
Kylon went to one knee next to Caina. 
“Fine,” she coughed. “I’m fine.” He helped her to sit up. “Most of the force of the blow missed me. Gods, can those things hit hard.” Kylon held out a hand, and she gripped it and he pulled her to her feet. Her eyes flashed, and she started to say something, but she blinked and looked away. 
“Harder foes than the baboons,” said Laertes, brushing some corpse dust from his shield. 
“These nagataaru were stronger,” said Kylon, looking away from Caina. 
“And the necromantic spells upon them more potent,” said Caina, frowning down at the ancient corpses. “We…”
“Don’t move,” said Annarah. 
Kylon froze, as did the others. 
“Why?” said Morgant, glancing around. “Is the floor trapped?”
“I don’t think so,” said Annarah. “But the spells upon those niches in the wall.” She pointed her staff at one of the emptied niches, letting the light fall upon it. Kylon shuddered to think of the nagataaru standing in the black silence for centuries, waiting for prey to come within reach. “I think they awaken when a living mortal comes too close.”
“I could probably get past them with my shadow-cloak,” said Caina.
“And face the remaining dangers of the Tomb alone?” said Nasser. “That is unwise.” 
“Then how do we pass this corridor?” said Laertes. “Could you break the spells upon the corpses, my lady?”
“I could,” said Annarah, “but it would take hours for each one. By the time I finished, Murat would have taken his vessel back to Rumarah. There are dozens of them, which also means we cannot awaken them and fight our way through.” She tapped her fingers against the pyrikon for a moment, thinking. “But I believe there is another way. Gather close around me, please. I wish to try something.”
Kylon and the others obeyed. Annarah raised her staff, and it folded and collapsed, shrinking back to a bronze bracelet upon her wrist. As it did, parts of the bracelet unfolded, climbing up her hand with slender filaments of metal. The filaments formed bronze rings around her fingers, connected to the main bracelet by delicate chains. Annarah flexed her fingers a few times and nodded. As she did, Kylon heard a faint buzzing, rattling sound from the bracelet and the rings.
“It’s done that before,” said Kylon. “When we were hiding from the Sifter in Istarinmul.” 
“This form of the pyrikon will let us move undetected past the nagataaru?” said Nasser.
“I fear not,” said Annarah. “That would be convenient. No. Only Ciaran’s shadow-cloak has the power to obscure the vision of the nagataaru entirely. I suspect the nagataaru in those niches are in a…stupor, let us say, from long inactivity.”
“She’s right,” said Kylon. “I didn’t sense them until the doors opened.”
“This, simply put, will keep the nagataaru from waking up as we go past,” said Annarah. “Please remain close to me. I do not think the effect will reach very far.”
Kylon nodded, and they clustered around Annarah and started down the corridor once more. He kept the valikon raised, his blade still shining with white fire as it reacted to the nagataaru slumbering in the niches.
But the nagataaru did not stir.
 
###
 
Caina looked around the domed chamber. 
It was a smaller version of the Hall of Flames of the Inferno, but despite its reduced size, it was no less impressive. The domed ceiling rose a hundred feet over their heads, studded with crystals that made it look as if the night sky glittered within the stone. Endless rows of hieroglyphics marked the walls, and Caina wondered if they were a benediction of the Maatish gods or a curse upon Kharnaces for his heresy. As Annarah had promised, six doors led off from the domed chamber, deeper into the Tomb. 
Unfortunately, only one of the doors stood open. 
It wasn’t the door that led to the library. 
“Are you sure this was the right way?” said Nasser.
Morgant scowled, but Annarah only nodded. “I am entirely certain, my lord Prince. This door led to a flight of stairs that ascended higher into the hill. At the top of the stairs was the library of Kharnaces. We left the Staff and Seal there and returned. This was the only door that was open, and the way back to the island was clear.”
“It seems a great deal changed in your absence,” said Kylon, white fire flickering within the symbols carved in the valikon’s blade. “The baboons, the undead warriors, and now this.”
Caina stared at the door. It was a massive slab of polished red granite, and she felt the powerful warding spells upon it. Even if they broke the spells, they would still have to hammer their way through several tons of stone. Kharnaces must have been active in the century and a half since Annarah’s and Morgant’s visit. Someone had to have closed the doors and awakened the guardians.
She looked at the one open passageway. It was wide and broad, the walls lined with hieroglyphs, and sloped deeper into the earth. The powerful necromantic aura radiated from deeper within that passage, though Caina was so close that the power seemed to cover everything.
A dark idea started to stir in her thoughts. 
“Where does that passage go?” she said. 
“I do not know,” said Annarah. “We didn’t explore the Tomb the last time we were here. We placed the Staff and the Seal in the library and departed at once, lest we draw the notice of any guardians.”
“Given that we’ve met the guardians,” said Morgant, “you can see the wisdom of it.”
“What is it?” said Kylon. “You’ve noticed something, I can tell. What is it?”
Caina smiled a little. Even with her shadow-cloak up, Kylon knew her well enough to guess her thoughts. Normally it would have alarmed her that someone could read her so well, but she and Kylon had been through so much together. He had certainly earned the right. 
She looked at the passage again, and the brief flicker of happiness vanished. 
“I think it may be possible,” said Caina, “that Kharnaces wanted us to come here.”
The others stared at her in surprise.
“Us,” said Caina, “or someone like us.” 
“If that was true,” said Nasser, “if Kharnaces wanted us to come here, that would imply he was awake and active. That he was awake and active when Morgant and Annarah visited, and then let them go without a fight.”
Annarah swallowed. “If that is true…then I am a fool, and I delivered the Staff and the Seal into the hands of that monster for no reason.” 
“Maybe not,” said Morgant. “If Kharnaces was awake a hundred and fifty years ago, why didn’t he use the Staff and Seal to summon up a billion nagataaru?”
Caina thought about it. “Maybe he doesn’t care about the Staff and the Seal.”
“That seems unlikely,” said Nasser. “The regalia of the Princes of Iramis were some of the most powerful arcane artifacts in the world. Even a Great Necromancer would not turn aside the power they offer.” 
“A lure, then,” said Kylon. “He wanted to lure someone here.” 
“Me?” said Annarah. “Or Morgant?”
Morgant shrugged. “If Kharnaces wanted to keep us here, he would never have let us go a hundred and fifty years ago.”
“The Prince,” said Annarah. “Kharnaces wanted to lure Lord Nasser here.” 
“An interesting theory,” said Nasser, “but I fail to see what use I could be to a creature like Kharnaces.”
“One of us, then?” said Kylon.
Morgant snorted, pointing at Kylon, Caina, and Laertes. “None of you were born the last time we came here. Your damned parents hadn’t even been born yet. If Kharnaces could see the future to that degree of detail, I don’t think he would have let himself get banished to this miserable rock.” 
Laertes shrugged. “Maybe we’re chasing our own worries. Perhaps Kharnaces was asleep when we came here, and is asleep now.”
“Then, centurion, how do you explain the closed door?” said Morgant. “The awakened guardians?”
“Maybe Kharnaces was sleeping, woke up, and then went back to sleep,” said Laertes. “Think of a man who fell asleep and then awakened a few hours later and noticed that his fireplace had gone dark. He lights the fire again and then goes back to sleep.”
“And if you add in the Staff and Seal,” said Caina, “Kharnaces would be like a man who woke up to find a priceless treasure next to his bed.” She blinked. “And if a man woke up to find a priceless treasure next to his bed…” 
“He would move it to a secure location,” said Morgant. 
“The library,” said Caina, looking at the closed stone door. “Were there any other doors out of the library?”
“Two,” said Annarah. “The library was one of the most secure locations in the Tomb. The others would be the armory, the treasury…and Kharnaces’s own burial chamber, where his canopic jars and his throne would have been placed.” 
“Could we get to them through the library?” said Caina. 
“Most likely,” said Annarah. 
Caina nodded. “All right. We’ll find another path to the library, and then search the treasury and the armory until we find the Staff and the Seal.”
“An excellent plan,” said Nasser. “Let us proceed.” 
Caina nodded and started towards the passage, the others following. 
Doubt gnawed at her. Laertes’s explanation made sense. Kharnaces had been hibernating when Morgant and Annarah came here, he had awakened and rearmed his defenses, and then had drifted back into hibernation. 
And yet, those closed doors…
Caina felt like a rat being herded through a maze, a maze that ended in a trap. 
Again she thought of Sulaman’s prophecy, the certainty of her death if she sought the Staff and the Seal. Perhaps that death awaited her in the inner chambers of the Tomb of Kharnaces. 
She took a deep breath and walked deeper into the gloom, the light in Annarah’s hand throwing dancing shadows over the ancient hieroglyphs upon the walls. 



Chapter 17: Things Grown In Darkness
 
The necromantic aura grew stronger with every step. 
Caina had thought it powerful on the surface of Pyramid Isle, and even stronger once they entered the Tomb. Now it washed over her like a torrent of freezing needles, so powerful that her teeth vibrated with it. It was so strong that her head pulsed with pain and her stomach twisted with nausea. Just as well that she hadn’t eaten anything before leaving the Sandstorm. 
“I think it is safe to say,” said Caina, following the gentle slope of the passage downward, “that Kharnaces has a greater bloodcrystal here with him. Maybe even more than one.”
“Well,” said Morgant. “No one die, then. If you die and rise again as Undying, that would be inconvenient.” 
Laertes barked out a Legionary’s harsh laugh. “I’ll do my best.” 
“It’s not a Subjugant Bloodcrystal,” said Annarah. “The aura is wrong. I’m…not sure what it is. It’s powerful, though, whatever it is.” 
“An Ascendant Bloodcrystal?” said Kylon. 
Caina shook her head. “I think…I think it’s even stronger than that.” The prickling sensation got even sharper against her skin. “And I think we’re about to find out what it is.” 
They turned a corner, and a pale green light flared in the darkness ahead. The passage ended in a balcony, overlooking a large empty space, and green light flickered and flashed from beyond the railing. To judge from the dancing shadows upon the wall, something was moving in the space beyond the balcony. 
A lot of somethings. It reminded Caina of people milling around a large bonfire, their shadows thrown in every direction. 
“I think,” said Annarah, “that is the source of the necromantic power that saturates the Tomb.” 
“It is,” said Kylon. “The Subjugant Bloodcrystal flashed like that. So did the Ascendant Bloodcrystal in Caer Magia.” 
“Wait here,” said Caina. “I’m going to have a look around.”
“I’ll go with you,” said Kylon.
“No,” said Caina at once. “Look at the shadows. Something’s moving around in there, maybe more of those nagataaru-infested corpses. The shadow-cloak will let me take a look without any nagataaru spotting me. We managed to outwit the baboons and fight our way through the warriors. I don’t want to risk a third encounter with the nagataaru. Especially if Kharnaces isn’t hibernating. Rousing any guards this far into the Tomb might draw his attention.” 
Kylon sighed. “Be careful.”
“You know me,” said Caina. “I’m always careful.”
“You’re usually a much better liar than that,” said Morgant. 
Caina made her way down the passage, her boots making no sound against the floor. As the balcony drew nearer she dropped to a crouch, and then crawled the final few feet toward the railing. Necromantic power rolled over her in freezing waves, her headache going worse, and the green light stabbed into her eyes. 
She inched closer to the edge of the balcony and peered through the gaps in the stone railing.
In the chamber beyond she saw…
Cold horror filled her, and for a moment she could not move through the alarmed shock.
In the chamber beyond she saw the end of the world.
It was similar to the domed chamber she had seen previously, the walls lined with hieroglyphs, crystals glittering in the curve of the ceiling. A circular dais of black stone covered perhaps half the floor, and around the dais walked hundreds of undead warriors like the ones Caina and the others had fought earlier. 
At the edge of the circular dais floated an Ascendant Bloodcrystal. 
It was identical to the one the Moroaica had used to almost destroy the world. It was a tapering shard of faceted black crystal the length of Caina’s arm, revolving slowly as it floated. Hundreds of Maatish hieroglyphs covered its facets, written in lines of green fire, brightening and dimming as the crystal revolved. Even from a distance, the bloodcrystal looked intricate beyond belief, the masterwork of sorcerers of unequaled skill and power.
One Ascendant Bloodcrystal could have killed everyone in the western Empire. One Ascendant Bloodcrystal, in the hands of a sorceress like the Moroaica, could have destroyed the world. Now another such weapon of sorcery floated perhaps twenty yards from Caina’s face. 
That wasn’t the worst part, though.
One Ascendant Bloodcrystal could have destroyed the world…and there were five of the things in the chamber. 
They floated in a loose ring at the edge of the dais, revolving slowly. From each crystal came a narrow stream of ghostly green fire, a stream that arced upward. The streams converged overhead, just beneath the apex of the dome, and there floated…
Caina could not make herself look at it.
She tried. Every time she tried to look at the shape floating below the dome, her eyes and mind rebelled, snapping down to look at the undead warriors and the five Ascendant Bloodcrystals. Her mind and body refused to look at it, the way her hand would have recoiled from a hot stove.
Which meant she had to see what it was. 
Caina thought for a moment. Her eyes strayed to the pyrikon upon her wrist. The spirit of defense within the bracelet had let her handle the Subjugant Bloodcrystal, even though the mere touch of the crystal could kill. Could it somehow protect her, let her see the object floating below the dome? 
She touched the bracelet, focusing upon it. The spirit of defense within it could read her mind, though she doubted the spirit understood the nature of the physical world. Nonetheless, it had adapted to her need before. She considered talking to it, but did not want to take the chance that the nagataaru-possessed corpses below could hear her.
That almost made her laugh. She had never thought she would be the kind of woman who talked to jewelry, but apparently anything was possible.
As the thought crossed her mind, the pyrikon shivered and unfolded itself from her wrist, expanding and growing thicker. It leaped from her arm and struck her forehead. Caina blinked in surprise, reaching up in panic to pull it away, but she felt the pyrikon encircle her head with a thin band of metal. The pyrikon had transformed itself into a slender diadem. It felt peculiar, but she wondered if the pyrikon’s new form would let her view whatever object floated overhead.
Caina looked up, and this time she did not look away.
Despite that, she could not tell what the floating thing was, not really. One moment it looked like a rift in the wall between the worlds, similar to the rift the Moroaica had torn open on the day of the golden dead. The next moment it looked like an enormous black sphere, nearly six feet across, a sphere that glittered with the same green fire and hieroglyphs as a bloodcrystal. In fact, the longer she looked, the more certain Caina was that it was an enormous bloodcrystal, albeit one in the shape of a perfect sphere. 
The Ascendant Bloodcrystals were pouring their power into the rotating sphere, and Caina was sure it was the final source of the necromantic aura hanging over the island?
So what did it do? 
For now, at least, it was irrelevant. 
She looked at the floor of the chamber, doing a quick count. There were at least three hundred and fifty corpses down there, all of the moving around the dais and the ring of bloodcrystals. A quarter of the way around the wall, Caina saw an archway leading to a flight of stairs. If her judgment was correct, the stairs led higher into the Tomb and towards the library itself. 
She made up her mind and crept away from the balcony, the light from the bloodcrystals flashing behind her. A few moments later she rejoined Kylon and the others. Kylon straightened up as she approached, lowering the valikon. The blade shimmered with white fire, reacting to the presence of the hundreds of nagataaru in the bloodcrystal chamber. 
“What have you found?” said Nasser, as calmly as if they had been drinking coffee around his table in Istarinmul.
“Nothing good,” said Caina.
Morgant blinked. “Why are you wearing a diadem? Indulging in a bit of tomb robbery, are we? Not that I object.” 
“It’s ghostsilver,” said Annarah. “That is her pyrikon. It’s shielding her from something.” 
Caina took a deep breath. “There are hundreds of nagataaru-infested corpses in the next chamber, and they’re all awake.”
“I suspect,” said Nasser, “that worse is to follow.”
Caina nodded. “There are also five active Ascendant Bloodcrystals in the chamber.”
Stunned silence answered her.
“Five?” said Kylon at last. 
“Those were the most potent weapons of necromancy the pharaohs of ancient Maat possessed,” said Annarah, gripping her staff with both hands “A single one could kill everyone within five hundred miles, steal their life energy, and transform its wielder into a living god.”
“The Moroaica almost destroyed the world with just one,” said Kylon. 
“You said they were active,” said Nasser. “Why have we not been slain already?” 
“Something is harnessing their power,” said Caina. “There’s a…a spherical bloodcrystal about six feet wide floating in the center of the chamber, and the Ascendant Bloodcrystals are pouring their power into it. I have no idea what the thing is.” She tapped her left hand against the ghostsilver diadem upon her brow, and it collapsed, folding itself around her wrist as a bracelet once more. “That’s why my pyrikon turned into a diadem. I couldn’t look at the sphere. Every time I did, I just…recoiled. Like deliberately putting my hand on a hot stove. Every time I tried, I couldn’t look at it. I could only look at it after the pyrikon changed form.” She wanted to push back her cowl and rake the sweaty hair away from her temples, but that seemed unwise with so many nagataaru nearby. “I don’t know what it is. It has the form of a sphere, but looking at it was like…it was like looking into a gate to the netherworld. Like looking into a Mirror of Worlds in a wraithblood laboratory. Or the gate that led to Annarah’s Sanctuary.” She looked at the loremaster. “Do you know of any bloodcrystals like that?”
“I do not,” said Annarah. “The Great Necromancers had many different forms of bloodcrystals, both lesser and greater, but none that matched such a description. And a gate to the netherworld? The Great Necromancers, for all their other crimes, never trafficked with the spirits of the netherworld, whether indifferent ones like the elementals or malevolent ones like the nagataaru.”
“But old Kharnaces was a heretic, wasn’t he?” said Morgant. “Bet he’d enjoy a private gate to the netherworld in his cellar.” 
Caina shook her head. “I don’t know what Kharnaces is creating. A means to escape the island? A way to take vengeance upon Callatas? I don’t know. Right now we need to find the Staff and the Seal. And I think…I think the best way is for me to go on alone.”
“No,” said Kylon at once. 
“I have the shadow-cloak,” said Caina. “The nagataaru can’t see me.”
“I can wear the shadow-cloak as well,” said Kylon. “I also have the valikon. If the nagataaru detect me, I can fight my way out.”
“Past hundreds of them?” said Caina. “The ones in the bloodcrystal chamber are at least as strong as the warriors we fought above. All six of us together could not fight past so many nagataaru-infested corpses.”
“You certainly could not do it alone,” said Kylon.
“I’m not going to fight anyone,” said Caina. “I don’t intend to let the nagataaru find me. I have another advantage as well. I can sense sorcery without using a spell. If there are wards or sorcerous traps, I can avoid them, and if I come across a locked door, I can pick it. All I’ll do is have a look around, and I find the Staff and Seal, I’ll bring them back here with me. If they’re guarded, I’ll return and we can make a plan.” 
Nasser grunted. “Are you attempting to sacrifice yourself for our sake?”
Caina blinked. “What?” 
“You almost did that at the Maze, when the Immortals had us surrounded,” said Nasser.
“That was a distraction,” said Caina. 
“And again at Silent Ash Temple, when you intended to surrender to the Huntress to allow Lady Claudia and Lord Martin to escape,” said Nasser. Kylon gave her a sharp look. Caina had not mentioned that particular detail to him. “You have, Ciaran, a noted tendency to seek death even when it is not necessary.”
“Maybe,” conceded Caina. “And this is dangerous, I admit. But it’s the best way. Does anyone else have a better idea?” No one did. “It is a risk, but a calculated one. I think this is the best way to take the Staff and the Seal without drawing Kharnaces’s notice.”
And if she died, if the prophecy of Sulaman came true in the Tomb, at least Caina would be dying alone. She would not be taking anyone else with her.
She would not take Kylon to his death alongside her. 
“Very well,” said Nasser. “I can think of nothing better, and you know what you are doing, Ciaran. Proceed as you think best. We shall await your return here.”
“No,” said Kylon, stepping forward. For a moment Caina wondered if he would stop her from going. “You’re going to get yourself killed for nothing.”
“Maybe,” said Caina. “A lot of people die for nothing. Maybe I’ll be one of them. But something is wrong here, Kylon. Those bloodcrystals…Kharnaces is preparing something. Maybe something even worse than the Apotheosis. Whatever it is, we can’t let him use the Staff and the Seal to do it.” She shrugged. “So I’ll steal the regalia out from under his nose, and we’ll sneak out of here.”
For a long moment Kylon stared at her, his left hand clenching and unclenching. She felt touched that he cared so much…and a crushing wave of guilt followed. What would he do when she died? She was going to die if she went in pursuit of the Staff and the Seal, if not in the Tomb, then at some point. 
Maybe it was better just to get it over with. 
“Gods of storm and brine,” muttered Kylon. “I’m going to regret this. I know I’m going to regret this.”
“I went alone into Caer Magia and came out again,” said Caina. 
“You weren’t alone,” said Kylon. “You had Corvalis with you.” Both Morgant and Nasser gave Kylon a sharp look. Caina had never mentioned Corvalis to either of them. 
“True,” said Caina. “But he had a shadow-cloak. We just have the one…and I’m the best one to do this.” 
Kylon let out a long breath. “All right.” He offered a curt nod. “This is a mistake, but I can’t stop you. Good luck. We’ll be waiting here for you.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. She wanted to tell him more. Had they been alone, Caina would have said more. They likely would have done more. But she was not about to speak her heart before Morgant and Nasser and Laertes. Annarah likely had figured it out. Certainly her eyes were sad as she looked at Caina. 
“Good luck, Balarigar,” said Annarah. “May the Divine go with you.” 
Caina nodded again, took a deep breath, and headed back down the passageway before she could change her mind. 
 
###
 
A few moments later Caina dropped the final few feet to the chamber floor, the rope swaying above her, the light from the bloodcrystals flickering and dancing against the walls.
The dead moved around her. 
Hundreds of the undead warriors strode near the circular dais, all of them wearing bronze armor and carrying khopesh swords. Her instincts screamed for her to run, to get away from them, but the nagataaru-possessed corpses took no notice of her. Even from so close, they were unable to detect her so long as she wore the shadow-cloak. 
Caina crept to the wall and moved along it, keeping her eyes on the undead. They couldn’t sense her, but if she made too much noise, they would almost certainly hear her, and she was pretty sure they would notice if she blundered into them. Fortunately, the warriors did not move too close to the wall, and Caina circled through the chamber without incident. 
She kept her eyes away from the Ascendant Bloodcrystals and the massive black sphere above them. The pyrikon could have granted her the ability to look at the sphere, but Caina might need the pyrikon’s power for a more urgent purpose. 
And she did not want to look at the thing floating below the dome. Even with the pyrikon’s protection, looking at it had sent an icy chill down her spine. Combined with the headache and the nausea from the overpowering aura of sorcery, it made for an unpleasant sensation.
Caina reached the stairs she had seen and started climbing, leaving the chamber of the bloodcrystals behind. No undead warriors moved upon the stairs, and rows of Maatish hieroglyphics covered the walls. Caina reached the top of the stars and peered into the room beyond. It was an elaborate throne room, a smaller replica of the Hall of Torments in the Inferno, which had been Kharnaces’s throne room long centuries past. A dais stood in the center of the room within a double ring of glowing emerald hieroglyphs upon the floor. Atop the dais rested an elaborate stone throne, its back carved like a rising sun.
Caina went motionless. 
Kharnaces, a Great Necromancer of Maat, sat upon the throne.
It had to be him. The figure wore a brilliant white robe, still stark and bright despite the centuries. A golden torque encircled his neck, and a golden mask covered his features, its expression serene and ageless. Rhames had worn a similar mask, and Sicarion had taken it after the Great Necromancer’s death.
Caina wondered what had happened to the damned thing. Sicarion had committed a string of murders while wearing the mask, using its power to take her appearance as he did so, and that was part of the reason she had been banished from the Empire. 
She watched Kharnaces for a moment. He was motionless. The robe was white and beautiful, and the golden mask and torque concealed his features, but the hands gripping the arms of the throne were withered, mummified claws. The same was true of his feet, which were visible through his ornate sandals. The undead Kharnaces might have been hibernating. Or he might have been awake, and contemplating Caina. Her shadow-cloak had been unable to completely conceal herself from Rhames, and Kharnaces clearly had similar levels of arcane power.
But if Kharnaces was truly hibernating…
A sudden idea came to Caina. If Kharnaces was hibernating, perhaps she could find his canopic jars and destroy them. There would be seven, holding his mummified lungs, kidneys, heart, stomach, and liver, and those seven jars anchored his spirit to the material world. Caina had destroyed Rhames’s final canopic jar, banishing him from the mortal world for all time. If she found Kharnaces’s jars, she could do the same to him. The strange sphere in the bloodcrystal chamber could do no harm if she destroyed the canopic jars. 
She dismissed the thought. Kharnaces had seven canopic jars, and if he was even halfway clever he would have hidden them throughout his Tomb, rather than leaving them in one place. Furthermore, if she destroyed one, that might awaken him, and then he would kill her before she could locate the other six.
Knowing what the Great Necromancers had been like, he could do far worse than kill her. 
Caina edged around the throne room, keeping well away from the burning hieroglyphs upon the floor. There was an entrance on the far side of the chamber, and Caina made for it, keeping an eye on the throne.
Kharnaces did not stir. 
She slipped through the archway and found herself in a library. 
It was a large rectangular room, filled with rows of bamboo shelves. The shelves had been divided into small cubbies, and each cubby held a rolled papyrus scroll, its shelf labeled with hieroglyphs. Caina felt the preservation spells that crackled around the shelves, the wards that had kept the scrolls preserved for the long centuries of Kharnaces’s imprisonment.
She shivered as she moved through the aisles of shelves, glancing at the scrolls. In their way, the scrolls in this room were as dangerous as the bloodcrystals below. The five Ascendant Bloodcrystals could kill half the world. The scrolls held the knowledge of how to create more bloodcrystals, along with all the other necromantic lore once wielded by the priests of Maat. With one damaged Maatish scroll, Maglarion had created a bloodcrystal that had almost killed everyone in Malarae.
What, Caina wondered, could Maglarion have wrought if he possessed a library like this one? 
At the other end of the library she saw an archway, a flight of stairs leading downward to a massive stone door. Likely that was the sealed door she had seen earlier, and those were the stairs Morgant and Annarah had taken to the library all those years ago. Caina turned, her eyes sweeping the wall.
A jolt of shock went through her.
A stone table stood against the wall, and upon the table rested a long staff of silvery metal and a ring set with a large blue stone. Iramisian characters marked the length of the staff, and the blue stone in the ring had been carved into the sigil of the Princes of Iramis, a pyrikon ring wrapped around a seven-pointed star. Caina reached out a hesitant hand and tapped a finger against the length of the staff.
The strength of the sorcerous power knocked Caina back a step. She stared at the staff and the ring, and then after a moment brushed the ring with one hand. Again she felt the tremendous jolt of power, of sorcery beyond imagining woven into the strange metal. 
There was no doubt. She had found the Staff and Seal of Iramis. 
Odd that it had been so easy. 
She reached for the Staff, and a flash of white caught her attention. 
Caina whirled, her heart hammering, expecting to see Kharnaces striding between the shelves, the empty eye sockets of his golden mask fixed upon her. 
Instead she saw a white-robed man gliding towards her, his expression serene, his hands folded before his chest in a contemplative pose. His brown skin had a golden tinge to it. He had jet-black hair, his robe hanging open to the waist to reveal a chest corded with muscle. 
He wasn’t walking towards her. 
He was, in fact, gliding a few inches off the floor…and his eyes burned with the purple flame of the nagataaru. 
Caina turned to run, and the white-robed man gestured.
Kylon had been right. This had been a terrible, terrible mistake. 
Sorcerous power wrapped around Caina, holding her immobile. The pyrikon gave off an angry chiming noise, flashing with white light, but the torrent of arcane power around Caina held her fast. She struggled, but it was useless. She could still breathe and move her eyes, but otherwise it felt as if she had been encased in iron. 
The white-robed man glided closer, the purple fire in his eyes brightening, and Caina realized that his features matched the golden mask Kharnaces had worn upon his throne. As the man came closer, she sensed the terrible necromantic power around him. Was this some kind of guardian? Another undead creature?
Or was it somehow Kharnaces himself?
The man said something in a strange, liquid-sounded language. He stared at her for a moment, then nodded to himself and drew back the cowl of her shadow-cloak. His hand moved in a fluttering gesture, and something green crawled across the back of his thin hand.
It was a jade scarab, moving as if it were a living insect. Its wings fluttered, and it leaped from the man’s hand to land upon Caina’s left temple. It felt cold, horribly cold, and its little jade wings scrabbled against her skin.
Then it bit her.
Pain erupted through her head, far out of proportion of the bite. It felt, in fact, as if the scarab had transformed itself into a nail and stabbed itself into her skull. Caina screamed, or she would have screamed, had she been able to move. Waves of pain rolled through her mind, and as they did, something else came with them.
Words.
Words, countless words, words she had never known before. Bit by bit the pain faded, and the jade scarab jumped from her forehead, landed back upon the man’s hand, and crawled up the sleeve of his robe. 
“Ah, excellent,” said the man in the liquid-sounding language, but to Caina’s shock, she could now understand him. “Sometimes the device causes irreparable insanity, but it appears your mind is well-conditioned to withstand shock. Good.” He waved his hand in front of her face. “We shall need to speak briefly before we continue.”
Caina worked her mouth and found that she could speak. “Maatish. You’re speaking Maatish.” She had spoken in Istarish out of habit, but she switched to ancient Maatish, the strange words falling from her lips. It was a damned peculiar feeling. 
“This is correct,” said the man in Maatish. “I am perfectly capable of speaking Istarish, but it is a barbaric, uncouth tongue, and will not sully myself with it unless necessary.” 
“What did you do to me?” said Caina. 
“The Scholae made the device for us, long ago,” said the man. The jade scarab skittered across his hand and vanished once more up his sleeve. “A useful means of transferring memories, though it does carry a risk of permanent madness. You may also have learned Iramisian as well, as our tongues were closely related.” He scoffed. “I suppose the Scholae is still in existence? They scuttled off like the frightened cockroaches they were when the abomination destroyed the Kingdom of the Rising Sun.” 
“They are,” said Caina, watching the white-robed man. “They settled in Catekharon.” He could not harm her with that knowledge, and perhaps if she offered some information, he would repay her in kind. 
“Indeed,” said the man. “As far from Maat as they could go. Interesting.”
“Who are you?” said Caina. 
The man smiled, the purple fire burning hotter in his eyes. “Have you not yet realized it?”
“Kharnaces,” said Caina, and the man smiled again, inclining his head. 
“Clever,” said the man. “That will prove useful.”
“How?” said Caina. “Your appearance must be an illusion. I saw your body in the throne room. Either you’ve gotten a lot younger in the last five minutes, or you’ve wrapped yourself in an illusion.” 
“Not at all,” said Kharnaces. “My body remains secure upon its throne. But for the last two and a half thousand years I’ve had little to do but practice the arcane sciences. I have developed feats beyond the imaginations of the petty fools who banished me.”
“Such as?” said Caina, her mind racing. Kharnaces had not killed her yet, and he clearly possessed the power to kill her with a wave of his hand. Perhaps the ancient necromancer wanted something from her. Perhaps Caina could yet talk her way out of this. Or maybe he was bored after centuries of imprisonment and simply wanted to chat before he killed her. “That sphere downstairs?”
“Among other things,” said Kharnaces. He gestured at himself. “This, for instance, is merely a projection of sorcerous force. My body and canopic jars remain safe behind their wards.” He waved a hand, and it passed through the nearby shelf. “Though with an effort of will, the projection can become solid enough to handle objects.” He tapped her in the center of the forehead. His finger felt very, very cold. 
“A useful trick,” said Caina. He had said his body and his canopic jars were secured behind wards. Did that mean at least some of the jars were with his body on the throne? Or even all of them, perhaps? 
“Indeed,” said Kharnaces. His eyes pulsed with purple flame, harsh and malevolent. “It is one of the many secrets I have learned from the nagataaru.”
“I had heard,” said Caina, “that you worshipped the nagataaru as your gods.”
“Your statement contains a falsehood,” said Kharnaces. He gestured, and something small and dark slid down his hand. At first Caina thought it was another scarab, but it was a small black bloodcrystal the size of her thumb. It floated off Kharnaces’s palm and started to circle around him. “You imply that I chose to worship the nagataaru as gods. That is incorrect. The nagataaru are gods, regardless of what you and I think. Kotuluk Iblis is the true master of this world…and his wish is to devour it.” 
“Is that what you think?” said Caina. “Or is that what the nagataaru inside of you thinks?”
“There is no longer a difference between us,” said Kharnaces. He gestured, and his shadow spun around him, seeming to hiss and whisper. Kalgri had done something similar a few times. “The nagataaru within me is the Harbinger. For it shall open the way for Kotuluk Iblis and the host of the nagataaru, and this world shall perish in their hunger. It is inevitable. It is our world’s purpose.”
“You’re mad,” said Caina.
“No,” said Kharnaces. “Perhaps I was, once. But then I understood. I studied the lore of Iramis, its history and fables. I learned of the Demon Princes that Istarr and the Prince of Iramis defeated, and I realized the demons within the Demon Princes were great lords of the nagataaru. I summoned one and bound it within me…and the Harbinger told me so many things. The fools of the priesthood did not understand the truths given to me, so they bound me here…and I have worked for the arrival of Kotuluk Iblis ever since.” 
“Have you?” said Caina. “That’s quite a feat, given that you were trapped here.”
Kharnaces only smiled. “You have met Callatas, have you not?” 
Caina blinked. “How did you know?”
He pointed at the lead-lined leather pouch at her belt, the pouch that held the vials of Elixir Restorata. “You carry items fashioned by his sorcery. I recognize his mark, for I taught him much of what he knows.” 
“He came here, did he not?” said Caina. “To learn from you?”
“You have indeed met my wayward student. So talented, but so arrogant,” said Kharnaces. Caina was beginning to suspect that Kharnaces liked to talk to himself. The Moroaica had been the same way. If Caina could goad Kharnaces into revealing useful information…
“I have,” said Caina. “He must have angered you greatly.”
“No more than I expected,” said Kharnaces. “I anticipated his treachery, though the timing was most inconvenient. He came to me after some personal loss or tragedy. I never bothered to learn the details. Some men learn wisdom through suffering, but Callatas was not one of them. He had a grand plan to make all mankind anew, to end suffering and death and pain by creating a new humanity, one that was immortal and invincible. So he came to me to learn the secrets of Maatish necromancy, in hopes of creating a new and immortal mankind.” He shook his head. “He failed to see the truth. Mankind is like a horse with a broken leg. It cannot be healed. It can only be put out of its misery.” 
“That is madness,” said Caina.
“Unquestionably, for the world and all mankind shall be devoured by the nagataaru of Kotuluk Iblis,” said Kharnaces. “I had a use for Callatas, so I allowed him to remain, and taught him many secrets he could not have learned otherwise. He became fascinated with the nagataaru, for he observed the Harbinger, and noted how a nagataaru could bestow tremendous strength and power upon a living mortal.”
“Like the Red Huntress,” said Caina.
“The title is unknown to me,” said Kharnaces. “I presume Callatas began experiments as soon as he escaped from me. He discarded his original plan, and constructed another using the knowledge I taught him. A living human mind has a natural resistance to possession by a spirit. Using an alchemical Elixir, Callatas would break down that resistance in a few thousand subjects. Then he would summon large numbers of nagataaru to take possession of them, creating humans that would have the strength and resilience and violent appetites granted by the power of the nagataaru. His new humanity would then exterminate the old and take possession of the world.”
“Gods,” said Caina. “That’s his plan. That’s his Apotheosis.” All the pieces she had spent the last two years gathering clicked together in his mind. “The wraithblood addicts. There are tens of thousands of wraithblood addicts in Istarinmul. No one knows how many. If he gets his hands on the Staff and Seal, he’ll summon nagataaru to possess them all…”
“And a tide of blood and death unlike any this world has ever seen will be unleashed,” said Kharnaces. The strange black bloodcrystal continued to circle him, beginning to glimmer with emerald fire. “It is a foolish plan. But unlike many foolish plans, it will succeed. All he needs are these relics,” he gestured at the Staff and Seal upon their stone table, “and his work will at last come to fruition. The Apotheosis, he calls it now? How characteristically pompous of him. But he was ever a man who was convinced of his own righteousness.” 
“Is that why you haven’t killed me yet?” said Caina. “You want his plan to succeed. You think Kotuluk Iblis is a god, and even though Callatas doesn’t, he’s going to summon hordes of nagataaru. So you’ll let me go with the Staff and the Seal.”
“Kill you?” said Kharnaces. His purple-burning eyes blinked. “Why should I do that? I’ve been waiting for some like you ever since the loremaster and her tame assassin left the Iramisian regalia here. No, Callatas is going to return here. You’re going to bring him back for me. For Apotheosis will never come to pass.” 
“Why not?” said Caina.
“Because the nagataaru will have devoured this world by then,” said Kharnaces. 
“How?” said Caina. 
“I am the Harbinger, and the Harbinger is me,” said Kharnaces. “I shall offer this world as a sacrifice to Kotuluk Iblis.”
“That sphere in the bloodcrystal chamber,” said Caina. “That’s what it does. That will…let you summon Kotuluk Iblis and the nagataaru?” 
“Certainly not,” said Kharnaces. “It is called a Conjurant Bloodcrystal.”
“Conjurant?” said Caina. “I’ve never heard of a bloodcrystal like that.”
“I created it,” said Kharnaces. “When activated, it shall completely destroy the barrier between the mortal world and the netherworld.” 
Caina blinked. “That will…” She had seen the netherworld, more than once, had seen the malevolent spirits that dwelled there, the nagataaru among them. “That will…that will kill everyone.”
“By design,” said Kharnaces. “It is this world’s destiny to be consumed by Kotuluk Iblis.”
“No,” said Caina. “It is utter madness. It…” A thought occurred to her. “You said you wanted Callatas to return here. That you needed him to return. Why? Surely you can use your Conjurant Bloodcrystal without him.”
“I need him to return,” said Kharnaces, “because I used his blood as the base to grow the bloodcrystal.” 
Caina blinked. “And…you need his blood to finish it.”
“You deduce correctly,” said Kharnaces. “Alas, that was ever the weakness of bloodcrystals, no matter how powerful. Blood must be used as the initial base to grow the bloodcrystal…and the previous owner of that blood is consequently immune to the power of that particular bloodcrystal.”
“I’ve heard that,” said Caina. It had saved her life. Maglarion had grown his mighty bloodcrystal from the blood he had taken from Caina as a child, which had saved her life when he tried to kill her with that same bloodcrystal seven years later. 
“The Conjurant Bloodcrystal is nearly finished,” said Kharnaces. “To activate it, I merely require more blood from the original base. I require more of Callatas’s blood. Unfortunately, he fled my Tomb before I could take it. Fortunately, I anticipated his treachery, and made preparations. I laid a spell over his mind, a compulsion that he would not be able to resist. When he claimed the royal regalia of Iramis, he would return to Pyramid Isle with all haste. He would think it was his own idea. I knew what he intended, and expected his return within a few years.” 
“But the loremaster brought the Staff and the Seal here,” said Caina, “the one place Callatas would never come of his own will.”
“Yes.” For the first time irritation went over Kharnaces’s serene face. “So it has been necessary to wait until someone entered the Tomb to find the regalia. I expected one of Callatas’s agents. One of his foes? All the better.” 
“Why is that?” said Caina. “I intend to kill Callatas and prevent him from using the Staff and the Seal. With no Callatas, his Apotheosis never happens. And with no Callatas, your Conjurant Bloodcrystal is never finished.” 
“No,” said Kharnaces. “You shall bring Callatas to me.”
“And just why I am going to do that?” said Caina. 
“Through compulsion,” said Kharnaces. The small bloodcrystal came to a stop between them. “I do not know who you are, but the Harbinger can observe something your past and nature. I see great victories in your past, powerful foes undone and overthrown. You defeated the abomination, the Destroyer of Maat! You are even capable of thwarting my designs. Therefore, I shall place a binding upon you. You will return to Istarinmul and present the Staff and the Seal to Callatas. Then, since you are capable of defeating me, the spell will kill you.” 
“Really,” said Caina, her throat dry. Was this it? Was this the doom the Sulaman had foreseen for her? “There is a flaw in that plan.”
“That I have just told you everything?” said Kharnaces. “That is true. Fortunately, the solution is at hand.” He gestured, and the rotating bloodcrystal began to shine brighter. “Do you know what this is?”
“A bloodcrystal,” said Caina, watching it. An aura of potent sorcery began to burn around the crystal. 
“A lesser bloodcrystal,” said Kharnaces. “Specifically, a Compellant Bloodcrystal. It can only be used once. It induces a compulsion into your mind, one that you must obey even if you are unaware of it on a conscious level. As an added bonus, it will also remove your memory of the compulsion and this conversation. Once you have completed the compelled task, the bloodcrystal’s power will kill you. Of course, the mental strain may cause insanity, but I am confident your mind is strong enough to complete your task.” 
Caina stared to say something, but Kharnaces gestured, and again she could not speak.
“No, the time for discussion has ended,” said Kharnaces. “Know that you shall accomplish this world’s destiny, and offer it to Kotuluk Iblis at last. I, Kharnaces, decree it to be so.” 
He gestured, and green fire sprang from his fingers and wrapped around her left wrist. The pyrikon let out an angry buzz and glowed with white light, fighting against Kharnaces’s spell. His sorcery was suppressing the pyrikon, blocking its ability to protect Caina. 
One more gesture, and the Compellant Bloodcrystal…melted. 
It dissolved into a thick black liquid, becoming a wobbling sphere of fluid darkness that floated between Caina and Kharnaces. The aura of power around it doubled again. Caina struggled against the invisible force holding her. The pyrikon’s light was starting to quench Kharnaces’s fire. If she could rouse the pyrikon, if she could break free of the spell…
Kharnaces pointed, and the sphere of black fluid struck Caina in the face. 
Pain exploded through her, and had she been able to move she would have screamed, would tried to have wipe the icy black liquid from her face. Its touch was freezing agony, and she felt it oozing over her head, twitching back and forth like a living thing. 
Then it started flowing up her nostrils and forcing its way between her lips and down her throat, and Caina could not breathe. Every muscle went rigid, pain surging through her as the black slime flowed into her, seeming to fill her with icy coldness. The chill should have numbed her, but it was as if she had been filled with razors.
Then all at once Kharnaces’s spell vanished, and Caina stumbled, clawing at her throat. She hit the wall, lost her balance, and fell hard to the floor, twitching as she tried to stand, tried to breathe. She rubbed at her face, trying to get the slime away, only to feel nothing. 
It had poured itself into her, and she felt it spreading through her body like poison. 
Darkness closed around her vision, her thoughts shattering, and the last thing she was Kharnaces staring down at her, his face impassive.
 
###
 
Caina jerked awake.
For a panicked instant she could not remember where she was. She sat up, snatching the ghostsilver dagger from the floor next to her. Her head spun with the movement, her arms throbbing, and she put her left hand on the floor for balance. Cold sweat dripped down her jaw and neck, and despite that she felt feverish and hot. 
Was she ill?
No. It felt…it felt as if she had been poisoned.
She looked around, her throbbing mind coming back into focus. Rows of shelves laden with papyrus scrolls stretched into the gloom. The library, she was still in the library. She turned her head and saw the Staff and the Seal of Iramis lying upon their table. Caina remembered coming into the library, remembered finding the relics, and then…and then…
Her memory got a bit foggy. 
There was…something. A green beetle? A white robe? The pieces danced at the edges of her consciousness, but she could not pull them together. 
The library swam around her. Caina closed her eyes, trying to slow her breathing, and bit by bit her head stopped spinning. Yet the throbbing, feverish sensation remained. Caina raked her free hand through her hair and realized that her cowl was down. She pulled it back up and stood, trying not to fall over.
What had happened to her?
She must have blundered into a trap. A poisoned needle or knife that had broken her skin. Worse, the poison seemed sorcerous in nature. She felt the cold sensation of necromantic power, but this time it was coming from beneath her skin. Caina realized that she had to hurry. Even if the poison had not been fatal, it was weakening her. She had to get the Staff and the Seal to Nasser and Kylon before she collapsed.
And then…and then…
Perhaps this was her promised death. 
Caina went the table and picked up the Staff and the Seal. The power of them made her skin crawl, made her bones hum in time to their mighty auras. The Staff of Iramis allowed its wielder to call up legions of spirits from the netherworld, while the Seal allowed its bearer to command those spirits. She dropped the Seal into her satchel and kept the Staff in hand. Idly Caina wondered what the Star of Iramis did. Perhaps it provided power to the other two relics. Callatas still had the Star, wore it around his neck…
Another wave of dizziness shot through her, worse than before, pain shooting up and down her arms and legs. Caina closed her eyes and leaned against the Staff for balance, its end rasping against the stone floor. She had to get the relics out before her strength failed. Otherwise Kylon and Nasser would not be able to pass the nagataaru and the chamber of the bloodcrystals, and Caina’s bones would lie here alongside the relics for all time.
She took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and froze. 
Her mother stood a few paces away, glaring at her.
Laeria Amalas looked exactly as Caina remembered, the same blue eyes, the same long, thick black hair, the same features, all of them so similar to Caina’s own. Caina had taken her looks from her mother, not her father, and Caina had never been pleased about that. Laeria wore a golden dress with black trim, jewels sparkling on her fingers and ears, and she glared at Caina with icy hatred. 
“You,” whispered Caina. “No, you’re dead. I killed you and you’re dead.”
Laeria’s smile showed her white teeth. “Murdered by you, my useless daughter. What a failure you are. Again and again you have failed, and you are about to fail once more.” 
“She is right,” said a man’s voice. Caina flinched as Halfdan walked around a shelf, clad in the robes and merchant’s cap he had worn on the day Sicarion had killed him. His chest was wet with blood, and the tip of Sicarion’s sword still jutted between his ribs. “How I regret saving you. I should have let you die in Maglarion’s lair. I took you in, I trained you, I made you what you are…and you let me die.”
“No,” said Caina, shaking her head. “No, I tried to save you, I swear…”
“I doubt that,” said another man’s voice, low and sardonic, and Caina’s blood turned to ice. 
Corvalis Aberon stepped next to Halfdan, folding his arms over his chest. The sight of his green eyes, hard face, and close-cropped blond hair filled Caina with something worse than pain. He stared at her, his face twisted with contempt. 
“Corvalis,” croaked Caina, sweat dripping into her eyes. “Please. I…I…”
“What a fool I was,” said Corvalis. “I should have realized the truth. Claudia was right about you. I was nothing more than a tool to you. You cast me aside and let the Moroaica slay me the minute you no longer needed me.”
“No!” said Caina, reaching towards him. “No, I didn’t. She killed you. I tried to save you, I…”
“How long did it take you to forget me?” said Corvalis. “Have you taken the Kyracian into your bed yet? Perhaps you will amuse yourself with him until you tire of him as you tired of me, and then you shall send him to his death.” 
“No,” said Caina. “It’s not like that. I wasn’t like that. Please, Corvalis…”
Laeria laughed, long and mocking. “You are just like me, daughter. Just like me. Only you are better at seduction than ever I was. I seduced your father, but he was a weak and useless man. You seduce strong men and cast them off when you have no further need of…”
Caina screamed swung the Staff of Iramis as a club, just as she had thirteen years ago when she had swung a fireplace poker and accidentally killed her mother. 
The Staff swept through the air without meeting resistance. 
Caina was alone in the library.
She looked around, trembling, and saw no sign of her mother or Corvalis or Halfdan. 
Bit by bit she realized that she had been hallucinating. 
That was bad. That was very bad. The poison was attacking her mind as well as her body. She had to get to the others now, while she could still function. 
Caina hurried from the library, weaving like a drunk, her body seeming to burn and freeze at the same time.
 
###
 
Kylon paced back and forth, the valikon flickering in his hand.
“You should really stop that,” said Morgant.
“Morgant,” said Annarah. Morgant sighed, rolled his eyes, and turned his attention back to his notebook, his pencil flickering as he sketched across the pages. Kylon had the distinct impression that Morgant was sketching a caricature of him. He wanted to take that notebook and jam it somewhere Morgant would find difficult to retrieve. 
That would do nothing to help Caina, so Kylon kept pacing. 
“The waiting,” said Nasser. Kylon glanced at him.
“I’m sorry?” he said.
“The waiting,” said Nasser. “When you command men in battle and cannot accompany them. The waiting is the hardest part, perhaps even harder than exposing yourself to danger. You have commanded men in battle, have you not, Lord Kylon?” 
“Yes,” said Kylon. “Though…I never led from the back.” He shook his head. “That would be a waste of a stormdancer’s abilities. Whenever the seventh fleet went into battle, I fought with the men.”
“You and Ciaran,” said Nasser. “You must have gone into battle before.”
Kylon blinked. He had forgotten that Caina had convinced Nasser and Laertes that she was a man. He supposed it was one final layer of disguise, one last misdirection in case Nasser and Laertes were captured and made to talk. 
“We have,” said Kylon, wondering how much was safe to say. “Many times. Marsis. Catekharon. Caer Magia. New Kyre on the day of the golden dead. We…have been through a great deal together.” 
“Ciaran is a clever man,” said Nasser. “Probably one of the cleverest I have seen in a century and a half. If anyone can go into the Tomb and come out again, it is Ciaran. The waiting is hard, though.” 
“Aye,” said Laertes. “I was a centurion for a long time. When the new lads take the oath, they’re soft as puppies and dumb as rocks, and you need to train them to be men of the Legion. Then you send them into battle…and sometimes they come back, and sometimes they don’t.” He shook his head. “I would have liked a son, but sometimes I’m glad I had all daughters. I don’t have to send them off to war.”
“Women face their own perils,” said Annarah. “Childbirth. Diseases that men do not. Women can die upon swords just as easily as men.” 
“A cheering thought,” said Laertes. “Still, if I live through this, I shall have ample dowries for my daughters. Perhaps that will finally persuade you and Ciaran to take wives.”
Kylon laughed a little. “You are persistent, sir.”
Laertes snorted. “I was a centurion of the Legion. We make persistence look like…”
In one fluid motion, Morgant got to his feet, his notebook disappearing as his scimitar and dagger appeared in his hands. Kylon whirled, fearing that the undead corpses were about to swarm up the passage. For a moment he saw nothing but the flashing green light and twisting shadows of the chamber with the bloodcrystals.
Then he saw a shadow moving towards them, something metallic in its hands, and the shadow resolved itself into Caina.
She looked terrible, her face drawn and pale and gleaming with sweat, her eyes glittering as with a fever. She staggered a little with every step, leaning upon the staff in her right hand. The staff was made of a peculiar silvery-gray metal, Iramisian characters written down its length, and Kylon sensed tremendous arcane power in the weapon. 
“Master Ciaran,” said Nasser, a note of awe in his voice. “You’ve done it. By the Divine, you’ve done it.”
“That’s the Staff,” said Annarah. 
Caina reached into her satchel and drew out a ring made of the same silvery-white metal, set with a large blue stone. Presumably that was the Seal of Iramis, the second of the relics Callatas needed. She stopped a half-dozen paces away and looked back and forth, and then said something in a language Kylon did not recognize. 
Nasser blinked. “I didn’t know you spoke Iramisian.”
“I,” said Caina, her voice hoarse. “I…I don’t. I didn’t. At least, I think I didn’t.” 
“Ciaran?” said Kylon. “What happened?” 
Caina shuddered, blinked…and her eyes turned pitch black. She dropped the Staff and Seal with a groan, fell to her knees, and threw up. Something like black slime fell from her mouth, and Kylon ran to her side as she toppled over, shivering. Her cowl fell back as she did, and her emotions washed over his senses in a storm of pain and confusion and grief. 
There was something within her, something dark and cold. It was a necromantic spell, one unlike anything Kylon had encountered before. Her eyes, filled with bottomless shadows, met his. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered in Istarish. Her fingers, hot and feverish and slick with sweat, grabbed at his wrist. “I…I tried. I should have…I should have…
Annarah knelt on the other side of Caina, lifted her hand with the pyrikon bracelet, and cast a spell. White light flashed from her fingers, and Caina screamed in agony, her back arching, the cords in her neck standing out. As she did, Kylon saw the veins in her neck and temples, saw that they had turned black, as if something rotten flowed through them. 
The white light pulsed again, and Caina slumped back against the floor with a groan, her eyes closed. 
“What is it?” said Nasser. “What happened to him?”
Annarah let out a long breath. “It is a necromantic poison. One of Maatish origin. I think…I think it is attacking Ciaran’s mind and body simultaneously.” 
“Can you cure it?” said Kylon.
Before Annarah could answer Caina’s eyes flickered open. They had turned blue again, though they were bloodshot, and dark circles ringed her eyes. 
“Gods,” she mumbled as Kylon helped her to sit up. “I have a headache. What happened?”
“You passed out,” said Kylon. “You started talking in Iramisian, and then you threw up and fell over.”
“So that’s what that taste is,” said Caina, wiping her mouth. “I think…I know Iramisian now. And ancient Maatish, too.” She blinked at the walls. “I can…I can read what it says there now. Nothing good. I…”
“What happened?” said Kylon.
“I don’t remember,” said Caina. “I found the library. The Staff and Seal were on a stone table.”
“Exactly as I left them,” said Annarah, frowning. 
“Then…something happened,” said Caina. “I must have gotten sloppy, triggered a trap of some kind. I think I was poisoned.”
“You were,” said Annarah. “There is a poison of Maatish necromancy flowing through your veins. I think it is the same formula the Great Necromancers used as an initial base for growing a bloodcrystal.” 
“Base?” said Caina. “Why does…” She shook her head. “It’s going to kill me, isn’t it?”
Annarah hesitated. “The poison will attack both your body and mind. You will get progressively weaker, and you may start to experience unpleasant hallucinations.”
“I already have,” said Caina. She shivered, another glitter going through her eyes. “Unpleasant…yes. But you didn’t answer the question.”
“The poison will kill you,” said Annarah. “Unless I can cure it first.”
“Then you can cure it?” said Kylon.
“Not here,” said Annarah. “Even with my pyrikon’s help, it will be chancy. I will need several precious stones to focus and enhance the power I will summon. Until then, the Words of Lore can…slow the progress of the poison. They cannot stop it, though.” 
“I understand,” said Caina. She struggled to stand, and Kylon gripped her arm and helped her up. “Nasser. Take the Staff and the Seal.” She offered a wan smile. “They’re yours by right.”
“The Prince is only the custodian of the regalia,” said Nasser, but he picked up the Staff and the Seal. “Now we must make for all speed with Rumarah. Precious stones can be obtained there…”
Morgant snorted. “At dear prices.”
“And Annarah can then cure Ciaran,” said Nasser. 
“Yes,” whispered Caina, and a flicker of power went through the poison in her veins. “Then we must give the regalia to Callatas at once.”
Kylon gave her a sharp look. “What?”
Caina blinked and shook her head. “What…what did I say? My head was spinning.”
“You said we had to give the Staff and Seal to Callatas,” said Kylon.
“Why?” said Caina. “Why would I say that? That is madness.” 
Perhaps it was because the poison was driving her insane. Kylon stared at her, a cold, sick fear in the pit of his stomach. Something else had happened to her. Why would Kharnaces create a poison that would bestow knowledge of both ancient Maatish and Iramisian upon its victim? Whatever had happened to Caina had given her that knowledge and poisoned her in the process…and she could not remember it.
Kylon could do nothing for that, but he could still help her. They had to get to Rumarah as soon as possible, before it was too late. 
He would not lose Caina as he had lost Thalastre and Andromache. He would not. 
Kylon helped her as they made their way back to the entrance of the Tomb, her fingers digging into his arm as she limped alongside him. 



Chapter 18: The Accusing Dead
 
“No,” said Sanjar Murat. “Absolutely not.” 
Kylon’s hilt twitched towards the valikon’s hilt. 
They stood on the deck of the Sandstorm, a ring of nearly forty corsairs surrounding them, weapons in hand. Murat stood glaring at Nasser, his cutlass in hand. Nasser, Laertes, Annarah, and Morgant stood around Kylon. Neither Nasser nor Laertes had drawn their weapons yet, but Morgant had, and Kylon’s hand rested on the hilt of the valikon.
Caina stood alone in the longboat as it bounced against the galley’s hull, shivering a little. In the gloom of the Tomb of Kharnaces, she had looked terrible. In the full morning sunlight, she looked far worse, her pallor taking a gray tinge, her eyes sunken and ringed with dark circles. Without even trying, Kylon sensed the necromantic poison within her, working its way deeper into her flesh. They had to get to Rumarah as soon as possible so Annarah could obtain the necessary gems for a cure. 
They were going to get to Rumarah as soon as possible.
And if Murat refused to help, Kylon knew with cold certainly that he was going to start killing corsairs until the survivors cooperated. 
“Captain Murat,” said Nasser with his calm voice, “as I recall, our deal was to transport the six of us back to Rumarah. Why have you chosen to renege?” 
Murat scowled, his dark face tight with anger. “I have reneged on nothing, Glasshand.” He pointed at Caina. “Your friend Ciaran clearly contracted the plague while in the jungle. I’ve seen the symptoms before. Any minute he’s going to turn contagious. Have you seen what happens when plague spreads through a ship? Only corpses would return to Rumarah.” 
“He does not have the plague,” said Nasser. He had wrapped the Staff with leather, making it look like a spear shaft. “He was poisoned in one of the ruins on the island.”
“A likely story,” said Murat. “Ciaran will remain behind. The rest of you can come, though if you show signs of plague I will throw you over the side for the sharks.”
“Ciaran does not have the plague,” said Kylon. “You will keep to your agreement, and you will take us to Rumarah as fast as this ship can manage.” 
“Will I?” said Murat with a sneer. “Do you think to give me orders, Kyracian? Your lot might fancy themselves the lords of the sea, but you don’t have any ships with you, do you? Let’s see if you can swim back to Rumarah from Pyramid Isle.” 
“Try it,” said Kylon, “and we’ll see just who swims home.” 
Murat scowled, and it might have gone to violence, but Caina started shouting, leaning against the side of the longboat. 
“Stop!” she said. “This isn’t worth it. Send me back. I’ll fend for myself on the beach.”
“No,” said Kylon.
“I refuse to leave a loyal ally behind,” said Nasser. 
“I’m not important,” said Caina, shaking her head. “What we’ve found, that’s important. You have to get them to the mainland. You have to…to do as we discussed.”
“We are not leaving you,” said Kylon.
She offered a wan smile. “We both knew this was going to happen.”
The thought of Caina dying alone on a beach, surrounded only by whatever hallucinations her feverish mind conjured, was not something that Kylon was going to accept. 
“He sees it,” said Murat, jerking his chin in Caina’s direction. He looked at Kylon, something that might have been sympathy on his face. “But we must do what is necessary to survive upon the sea. You know that, Kyracian. Mutineers must be killed. Those who steal more than their fair share of the food and water are killed. And those with plague…we must leave behind.” 
“He does not have the plague, you idiot,” said Kylon. Murat’s eyes narrowed. “He’s been poisoned. We can find a cure in Rumarah, but…”
“Murat.” Caina’s voice was soft, scratchy, yet it cut through the argument. 
Murat grunted and looked at her. “Well? A dying man’s entitled to some last words.”
She grinned at him. “Want to make a wager?” 
Murat blinked and lowered his sword a few inches. “What did you have in mind?”
“The Kyracian’s right,” she said. “I’m poisoned, not ill. But if I die on the voyage…you can have my knives.”
“Knives?” said Murat.
“The throwing knives I used to win our little contest back at the Corsair’s Rest,” said Caina. “Made by the best armorer in Istarinmul. Far better than those slabs of rusty iron you were throwing. If I die on the voyage, they’re yours.”
Murat scoffed. “Do you really expect me to accept that?” 
Caina shrugged. “I think you enjoy a wager. And if you don’t take me aboard, we’ll have a fight. You’ll have to kill all of us, and while you’ll win, you’ll lose a lot of men…and Nasser won’t be alive to pay you. So no matter what you choose to do next, you’re taking a gamble. The only question is how big of a gamble you want to take.” 
Murat stared at her for a moment, tapping the flat of his sword against his left hand. Kylon focused upon the captain’s emotions, a mixture of rage and fear and amusement. 
Amusement won out. 
“Do you always hire such silver-tongued negotiators, Glasshand?” said Murat. 
“One endeavors to hire capable associates on business enterprises,” said Nasser.
Murat grunted. “Very well. He can have a cabin of his own. But he’s not to leave it for the entirety of the trip back to Rumarah. I won’t have him wandering among my crew and spreading the plague. If I catch him leaving his cabin, I’ll throw the lot of you to the sharks and take my chances.” 
“Very well,” said Nasser. “An equitable arrangement.” He shot a glance at Kylon. “Let us come aboard and depart this place.” 
 
###
 
Two nights later Caina lay alone in her little cabin, shivering. 
She drifted in and out of consciousness, never quite falling asleep. She felt hot, terribly hot, and would have taken off all her clothes had that not been a bad idea on a ship full of outlaw corsairs. Despite the heat, despite the burning sensation in her limbs, she could not stop shivering. She would have drunk herself senseless, but she could not keep any food down. She could barely keep water down. If the nausea grew any worse, she might well die of thirst before even reaching Rumarah. 
That might be kinder. 
Caina could still not remember what had happened to her in the Tomb. It seemed important. It seemed desperately important. Perhaps even more important than getting the Staff and Seal to Callatas…
No. That wasn’t right. She needed to take the regalia to Catekharon. Giving the relics to Callatas would be madness…
“It is over,” said a familiar voice.
A hated voice.
Caina’s head snapped around, and she saw Maglarion leaning against the door, clad in the black finery of a Nighmarian noble. His right eye was gray and clear, and a lesser bloodcrystal blazed in his left eye socket. He looked just as he had on the day she had killed him, the day she had shattered his great bloodcrystal and sent him tumbling from the tower of Haeron Icaraeus’s mansion. 
“No,” said Caina. “You’re dead. I killed you. I saw the body.” 
“And we have been waiting for you, Caina Amalas, Laeria Amalas’s little daughter,” said Maglarion. “You knew it would come. Sooner or later you would dare too much and come too far, and death would come for you. Now it has come at last.” He laughed. “You should have let me kill you. You should have died when you were a child. Think of how much suffering you might have avoided.” 
“No,” said Caina, shaking her head. “No, this isn’t real. You’re just in my head. I saw you die.”
“And we,” said another familiar voice, rusty and hard, “shall watch you die.”
Sicarion stepped next to Maglarion, his face a hideous maze of scars, as if it had been patched together from mismatched pieces of leather. One of his eyes was a harsh orange color, the other a watery green. They changed, depending upon who he had stolen them from recently. 
“The Moroaica’s empty vessel,” said Sicarion. “You should have died after she discarded you.”
“You’re dead,” said Caina. “Ark killed you in New Kyre. You’re dead!” 
“I’ve been looking forward to this,” said Sicarion, his gruesome face spreading in a wide smile. “I never got a chance to kill you in life. So now you shall join us in death. What fun we shall have together as I kill you over and over and over!”
Caina shook her head, and more shapes moved in the darkness. All her enemies stepped from the shadows of the narrow cabin, staring at her. Kalastus, who had burned in the fires of his own pyromancy. Naelon Icaraeus, slain by Ark in the darkness below the Citadel of Marsis. Rezir Shahan, cruel and proud in his fine armor. Ranarius, tall and austere in his black robes, at least until Caina had killed him and the Moroaica had moved him into a new body. Ricimer the Alchemist, a disciple of Callatas. 
“At the end, you have failed,” said Maglarion, “and now we come for you.” 
Caina forced herself to sit up, her teeth bared in a snarl. “I killed you all once before, and I’ll kill you again.”
“You failed,” said Maglarion. “Istarinmul is ashes. The nagataaru will swarm over the world and devour everyone you love, and you cannot stop them.” He stepped forward, the others coming after him. “How shall we laugh as we watch you die in failure.”
Caina shouted a challenge and forced herself to stand. 
 
###
 
“Hurry,” said Annarah. 
Kylon shoved the cabin door open. He almost hit Caina, who stood in the center of the small room, her face twisted in a snarl, her eyes wide and wild. She glared at Kylon, her face uncomprehending, and took a step forward. 
Then she tottered and started to fall. 
Kylon seized her shoulders and caught her, lowering her to the bunk. Even through her shirt, her skin felt dangerously hot. She slumped against the bed, eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids, her hands twitching. Annarah knelt next to the bunk, raising her hands and casting a spell. Again white light flashed from her fingers and sank into Caina, and some of her twitching subsided, her feverish skin seeming to get cooler. 
Annarah gasped and shook her head, and then straightened up. 
“It’s getting worse,” said Kylon, looking at Caina. “Isn’t it?” 
“I fear so,” said Annarah. “The poison is most potent. It is moving faster than I anticipated.” 
“How long does she have left?” said Kylon.
“Three days,” said Annarah. “Maybe four.”
Kylon nodded. It was another two days to Rumarah at best, with three being more likely. Caina didn’t have that long. He stared down at her, his hands clenching and unclenching, feeling useless. He was a warrior, trained to fight with a sword in battle. He could not fight a poison like this. 
Again he had failed. 
“Lord Kylon,” said Annarah, touching his shoulder. “I think you should stay here, to make sure she doesn’t hurt herself. And because…”
“Because she is probably going to die?” said Kylon. 
“It is a possibility,” said Annarah. “And she is precious to you.” She smiled a little. “I need not be a wielder of water sorcery to sense that. If it is indeed time to say farewell, you should stay with her.” 
Kylon nodded. Annarah retrieved a bowl of water and a clean cloth from somewhere, and left the cabin, closing the door behind her. Kylon busied himself by wetting the cloth, using his powers to cool the water, and cleaning the sweat from Caina’s face and arms and neck. Her chest rose and fell with the rapid fall of her breath, her shirt sticking to her skin, and Kylon found his eyes drawn there. He rebuked himself and looked away. She was dying. It was not the time to indulge his…
When he looked down her eyes were open, blue and bloodshot. 
“Kylon,” she whispered. 
“Yes,” he said.
“Thank you,” said Caina. “I think…I think I might have hurt myself, if I kept going. Or attacked the wall.” She tried to smile. “Then Murat would charge Nasser extra.” 
“What did you see?” said Kylon.
“Enemies,” said Caina. “All my enemies. Maglarion and Kalastus and Ranarius and Sicarion. They were coming for me. Waiting for me. My mother. Gods, my mother. I hope the last thing I see isn’t her face.” 
“No, it won’t be,” said Kylon. “We’ll get to Rumarah, and Annarah will cure you.”
She closed her eyes, and Kylon thought that she had fallen asleep, or lapsed back into unconsciousness. Yet her eyes opened again. 
“Kylon,” she said. Her left hand twitched toward him, and he reached out and took it. It felt very hot, the fingers thin and callused. 
“What is it?” said Kylon.
“I’m sorry,” whispered Caina. “I’m so sorry.”
“For what?” said Kylon.
“That it couldn’t be different for us,” said Caina. She closed her eyes and opened them again. “That it’s going to end like this for us. I wish…I wish it could have been different.” 
“It’s not over yet,” said Kylon, but she slumped against the bed, her eyes closed, her breath coming slower. 
He stared at her, the Knight of Wind and Air’s words churning through his mind. If she died, the world would be saved. If she lived, the world was doomed. 
His mouth hardened into a bitter scowl.
It seemed the world was going to be saved. 
He would not give up. He would find a way to save her.
Kylon could just not think of one.
 
###
 
Kalgri stood at the edge of the pier, watching the ships come and go.
At last, she spotted the ship she wanted. 
The Sandstorm maneuvered to an empty pier, the ship of Sanjar Murat. 
The ship that Caina and her allies had hired to carry them to the Tomb of Kharnaces. 
Kalgri left the pier and raced back to the Umbarian galley. She descended to her cabin and prepared for the triumph to come, donning her black clothing, crimson armor and mask, and her shadow-cloak. Her ghostsilver short sword went on her belt, and the Voice hissed and crooned with anticipation within her skull. 
At last. The moment of her feast had come at last. 
She crossed to the stern, where Cassander stood with the centurions of his Adamant Guards. The Umbarian magus turned at her approach, his blue eyes narrowing. Then he regarded her armor and her cloak, and he smiled. 
“They have returned?” said Cassander, stepping towards her. 
“They have,” said Kalgri. “They will likely return to the Corsair’s Rest before departing for Istarinmul.”
“Well,” said Cassander, still smiling as he looked at the dome of the Corsair’s Rest in the distance. “We have some preparations to make, do we not?”



Chapter 19: We Meet Again
 
“Caina.”
Kylon’s voice sank into her ears, and Caina’s eyes fluttered open. 
She was still in her bunk in the Sandstorm. Caina could not have said how long she had lain there. Days? Weeks? Perhaps months? Surely not that long. 
She forced her wandering mind to focus, and sat up. 
Kylon sat on a stool next to the bunk, his face unshaven and drawn. He caught her shoulder as she sat up, helping her to keep her balance. 
“How do you feel?” said Kylon. 
“Not well,” said Caina. “But no worse. I think…I think I can walk. We’re in port, aren’t we?” 
“Rumarah,” said Kylon. “We just docked. Nasser is paying Murat, and Morgant is making sure that the corsairs don’t kill us.” 
Caina coughed out a laugh. “Looks like Murat loses his bet. I get to keep Malcolm’s knives after all.” 
“Then Malcolm did make them,” said Kylon. “I thought so.” 
“Parting gift,” said Caina. “Maybe more final than he thought.”
“No,” said Kylon. “Laertes took Annarah ahead to the Corsair’s Rest. Nasser knows some jewel brokers, and Annarah can purchase the necessary gems she needs to focus her spell. If she can find the right gems, she could be ready to cast the spell by sundown.” 
“All right,” said Caina, pushing the lank hair from her face. Gods, but she needed a bath. “Would…you help me into my armor?” She tugged at her shirt. “I shouldn’t walk around Rumarah like this.”
Kylon’s eyes flicked down as she did so, and Caina hid a smile at that. “No, you shouldn’t.” He helped her pull on her leather armor, her sword belt going around her waist. She tucked her shadow-cloak into her satchel and tugged on her pack. For a moment she feared the weight would overbalance her, but she kept her feet. 
“Ready?” said Caina.
“Are you?” said Kylon.
“I think so,” said Caina. “Annarah must have cast her spell on me before she left. That seems to clear my head for at least a few hours.”
“With luck,” said Kylon, “she’ll be able to clear it permanently.” 
“The Staff and the Seal?” said Caina.
“Nasser has them,” said Kylon. “He’s done a good job of disguising the Staff as a spear. I think he’s wearing the Seal around his neck. Like that ring you always wear under your shirt.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You were looking under my shirt?” 
Kylon blinked, and to her amusement he seemed at an utter loss for words. “No. It…” He gestured vaguely. “I’ve seen you take it on and off, that’s all.” 
She grinned. “Then you’ve been watching me get dressed?” 
“For the gods’ sake,” muttered Kylon. “You’re as a bad as Morgant.” 
Caina laughed at that and touched his arm. “I’m sorry. You’ve looked after me. I shouldn’t tease you.” She hesitated. “Thank you. For everything.” 
“Don’t thank me yet,” said Kylon. “And if you’re teasing me, it means you’re feeling a little better. We should go.”
Caina nodded and followed him onto the deck, taking slow steps to keep her balance. Her head spun and her limbs ached, but for the moment she could walk. In a few hours she would be incoherent again, but at least she could be in a proper bed for that. With enough money, she might even be able to buy a proper bath in the Corsair’s Rest.
Nasser stood speaking with Murat near the gangplank, Morgant watching them with his hands near his weapons. Beyond them rose the docks of Rumarah, and then the ramshackle town itself, spreading like a fungus beneath the half-ruined Iramisian towers. The sun was setting over the Desert of Candles to the west, throwing long black shadows across the town. Morgant saw Caina hobbling towards them and grinned. 
“You look terrible,” he said. Something glinted in his hand. He had the chain of the wedjet-dahn wrapped around his left hand. Caina wondered why he was showing the thing in public, and then realized Morgant intended it as a weapon – he could swing the short chain and strike someone in the face with the jade scarab before they could react. 
Jade scarab…
That seemed important for some reason, but she could not remember why. 
“I feel terrible, so it’s only fair,” said Caina. “Captain! Sorry to win our bet.”
Murat laughed. “Given that you are alive, I suspect you are lying to me.” He grunted. “If you live, we shall have a rematch.”
“I look forward to it,” said Caina. 
“This knifesmith of yours,” said Murat. “You must give me his name.” 
“Well,” said Caina, “you were willing to let me die of plague in the middle of nowhere. If you win our next match, I’ll hire him for you myself.” 
“Very well,” said Murat. “Now get off my ship before I have to charge you more.” 
Caina made a rude gesture in his direction, and Murat and the other corsairs laughed. She descended the gangplank to the pier, and a wave of dizziness went through her. Caina paused for a moment, got her balance back, and kept going. 
“You know,” said Morgant, “I think Murat likes you.” 
“Good for him,” said Caina, concentrating on staying upright. As before, the streets of Rumarah crawled with armed men, all of them keeping close watch on each other. They seemed more watchful than they had been before, though, as if seeing enemies in every shadow. Caina wondered if something had happened in Rumarah. Perhaps some of the slaver bands had gotten into a fight. Had Caina been alone, as sick and exhausted as she was, she would have made an obvious target. Kylon and Morgant and Nasser proved more than sufficient to deter any attacks. Though perhaps the slavers would have been reluctant to take Caina, fearing that she might spread disease to their inventory. That was an amusing thought. When she took the Staff and the Seal and presented them to Callatas, perhaps she could frighten him into thinking he had contracted a plague…
Caina shook her head, looking at the disguised Staff in Nasser’s hand. He had done an admirable job of transforming it into a spear with a leather-wrapped haft, and had she not known any better, Caina would not have realized that she was looking at one of the most powerful artifacts in the world.
So why did she want to give it to Callatas? 
It made no sense. She knew giving Callatas the Staff and the Seal would destroy the world, yet she felt a strong compulsion to do so. It was almost like the urge to scratch an itch. Perhaps the necromantic poison in her veins was driving her to do irrational things. Certainly it was making her see irrational things.
For an instant, Caina was sure she saw her mother striding among the crowds. 
“What is it?” said Kylon.
Caina shook her head, and the image of her mother vanished. 
“Let’s get to the Rest,” she said. “Given what we’re carrying, we should get off the street.” 
“The residents do seem a bit warier,” said Morgant. 
“Agreed,” said Nasser. “As soon as Annarah obtains the necessary gems, I shall charter a ship for Istarinmul.”
“Why not just hire Murat again?” said Morgant. “He seems like an obliging fellow.” 
“Murat is a wanted pirate,” said Nasser. “He won’t go anywhere near Istarinmul so long as a bounty is upon his head.”
Morgant laughed. “Coward. You two have far larger bounties, and you stroll about Istarinmul as if you own the place.”
“We have rather more urgent need to do so than Sanjar Murat,” said Nasser. “Besides, the sooner we are gone from Rumarah, the better. We left Istarinmul in a rather spectacular fashion…”
Morgant laughed again.
“A rather spectacular fashion,” continued Nasser, “and depending upon how badly Cassander Nilas wishes to find us, he may have already sent agents to Rumarah.” 
“He won’t give up,” said Kylon, his face hard. “The man is ruthless and without scruple, and he has the tenacity of a glacier. So long as it is necessary to his goals to find and kill us, he will not stop hunting for us.”
“Then it seems prudent,” said Morgant, “to find and kill him first. Though I am but a humble artist. What would I know of such matters?” 
Caina started to answer, and another wave of dizziness went through her, cold pain spreading through her arms and legs. 
“I think that’s a question for another day,” said Caina. “I think…we should get to the Corsair’s Rest.”
“Agreed,” said Nasser, and they walked in silence through the streets, Kylon waiting close at Caina’s side. Soon they came to the bazaar at the foot of the ruined Iramisian tower, the stalls and the booths starting to close for the night, though the taverns remained open. The Corsair’s Rest still rose at the far end of the bazaar, gaudy as ever, its painted dome glinting in the setting sun. 
Nasser led the way to the common room. It was far emptier than Caina would have expected. Perhaps the strange tension she had noticed in the street had extended here, had made the residents of Rumarah unwilling to visit a tavern without the company of armed friends. Annarah and Laertes waited at a table beneath one of the balconies, and rose as they approached. 
“Quieter than I would like,” said Morgant. “Something is amiss.”
“It appears there was some fighting in Rumarah,” said Annarah. “Someone slaughtered an entire slaving gang, along with all their slaves, and burned their warehouse around them. No one knows who did it, and all the slaver chiefs and corsair captains are blaming each other. The entire town is on edge, and the slaver gangs might start fighting each other in the streets.” 
“We had best be gone by then,” said Nasser. “Any news on a jewel merchant?” 
“Aye,” said Laertes. “Old Quartius still lives here.”
“Quartius?” said Caina. It was a common enough Nighmarian name.
“A fence,” said Nasser, “specializing in small, portable, and valuable items. Specifically, jewelry. I’ve done business with him on multiple occasions.”
“He’s agreed to meet us here with some items that match Lady Annarah’s specifications,” said Laertes. “He’ll bring a dozen guards with him. This isn’t going to be cheap, Nasser. Quartius has a nose for profit, and he’ll smell that we need those gems right now.”
“The cost is irrelevant,” said Nasser. He gestured at the disguised Staff. “Ciaran’s help has gone a long way toward hindering the designs of our enemies. I do not forget my debts.” 
Morgant grinned. “And if you do forget, the Exile is liable to take exception.” 
“As I said, I do not forget my debts,” said Nasser.
“Ciaran,” said Annarah. “I’ve arranged a room for you on the top floor. I think it would be best for you to rest until we’ve obtained the necessary gems. The less active you are, the slower the poison shall spread.” 
Caina nodded. “Lying down sounds pleasant. Thank you.”
“The ninth room on the south wing,” said Annarah, handing her a key. 
“I’ll make sure you get up there,” said Kylon.
Caina nodded, and she headed towards the stairs, Kylon following. 
 
###
 
Cassander Nilas watched the bazaar, his Adamant Guards moving into position around the Corsair’s Rest. He had brought two hundred Guards from Istarinmul, and they proved more than sufficient to block all the entrances to the gaudy inn. It was a damned ugly building. Cassander might burn it down once his business in Rumarah was concluded. He would be doing the owner a favor, really. 
Victory was at hand. He had been in many fights, and could feel that this one was in his favor. All the advantages were his. He had just seen Caina and Kylon walk into the Rest, accompanied by the gaunt old Caerish man with the peculiar dagger and an Istarish man with a spear. 
They would not come out again. 
“When I give the word,” said Cassander in a quiet voice, “storm the inn. Kill everyone you find. The owner and his slaves have been bribed to unlock the doors, and they will flee once you arrive. One of our enemies will have a staff and a ring made from a silvery metal you will not recognize. The man who brings it to me will receive a thousand bezants as my thanks.”
The centurion of the Guards nodded and went to carry out his orders. 
Cassander waited, watching the Corsair’s Rest for Kalgri’s signal. 
The irritating woman had not said what the signal would be, but Cassander had no doubt that it would be obvious.
 
###
 
Kylon opened the door. The room beyond was large and well-furnished, equipped with a double bed, a wardrobe, and a table with a carafe of wine and a pair of goblets. Only a little light leaked through the shutters, throwing shadows everywhere. Caina limped into the room, the movement obviously paining her, and dropped her pack and satchel on the floor. Kylon crossed to the window and glanced at the bazaar below, extending his arcane senses. He and Caina were alone, and none of the nearby rooms were occupied. 
“You should go back down,” said Caina. “Nasser might need help if this Quartius proves truculent.”
Kylon hesitated. “I should stay with you.”
She offered a wan smile, her emotional sense filled with exhaustion, her aura flickering with the necromantic poison pumping through her veins. “I’m…just going to lie down and not move for a while. I’ll be fine alone. You should…you should go and get some food. I don’t think you’ve had a proper meal since we left Pyramid Isle.” 
Kylon shook his head. “I don’t know what Murat calls that slop his cook produced, but it wasn’t a proper meal. Barely proper food, even.” 
“Go,” said Caina. “I’ll be fine.”
Kylon hesitated, his mind churning with a dozen different things he wanted to say to her. Every one of them ran up against the cold, hard fact that she was dying, that the poison was twisting her mind. Until it was cured, he would not burden her with anything else. 
“All right,” said Kylon. 
She smiled at him, and Kylon turned and left the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
###
 
Caina walked to the sideboard, poured herself a cup of wine, and drained it in three swallows. She never really liked wine, but her throat felt as dry as the Desert of Candles, and she thought she might be able to keep it down. 
She wished…she wished she could do something more for Kylon. She wished that Sulaman’s prophecy wasn’t coming true. At least the Staff and the Seal were in good hands, and the Ghost circle would continue its work once she died. Caina finished another swallow of wine and set the cup down. Perhaps the wine would help her fall asleep before the hallucinations began.
She turned towards the bed and froze.
Something metallic lay upon the pillow, glinting in the dying light from the shutters.
Caina was certain, absolutely certain, that the pillow had been empty just a moment before. 
She stepped forward, reaching for her ghostsilver dagger, and a jolt of fear went through her.
A small knife lay on the pillow, its delicate blade curved. Caina had seen that knife before. No, rather, she had seen knives identical to it, left all over Istarinmul outside of her safe houses. 
And now one had just appeared in the room with her.
Before she could turn, before she could even react, a hard hand clamped over her mouth and jerked her backward. Pain exploded through her back and chest, and Caina would have screamed, but suddenly she had no strength left in her. She looked down and saw a length of ghostsilver beaded with blood. 
A sword blade. It had been driven into her back and through her chest. 
The hand over her mouth jerked her back, and Caina felt hot breath against her neck.
A familiar voice hissed in her ear. 
“Remember me?” whispered Kalgri the Red Huntress. “I’ve been looking forward to this for a very long time.”
 
###
 
The Voice screamed in exultation as Caina struggled in Kalgri’s grasp. 
It was all Kalgri could do not to giggle. Caina’s efforts were useless, her blood draining away with every beat of her heart. Kalgri had aimed her thrust with a precision of a surgeon, and Caina had only a few moments left before her damaged heart gave out. Her agony and fear washed over Kalgri, and it was good, so good, better than any other possible pleasure that could have existed. 
“There’s not time to do this properly,” murmured Kalgri into Caina’s ear. Caina sagged, clawing at Kalgri’s arm, but her strength was failing, and only Kalgri’s grasping arm kept Caina from collapsing. “I wanted to cut you in half the way you did to me. But, well, sometimes the simplest ways are the best. So I want you to think on this. In a few moments Kylon is going to come up those stairs to check on you when Cassander attacks. He’ll come through the door…and he’ll see your head sitting on the pillow, staring at him. Just. Like. His. Wife. Think about that. That’s what I want you to think about as you die. The expression on his face.”
Caina’s agony and fear and rage melded together into something…indescribable. The Voice feasted on her pain, strength surging through Kalgri.
This time she did giggle.
 
###
 
Kylon walked back into the common room. Nasser and the others sat at one of the tables, awaiting the jewel merchant. He thought it strange that the Rest’s common room was so empty. The slavers of Rumarah did not seem the sort of let a little violence get in the way of their drinking and whoring, but Kylon had been wrong before.
He stopped, something seeming to whisper in the depths of his mind.
Wrong before…
Was he missing something important?
He extended his arcane senses to the limit, sensing the emotions of everyone around him. Nasser and Annarah and the others were wary but not immediately alarmed. The slaves and porters of the Rest seemed tense, likely because of the risk of violence in the city. His sense reached up, seeking for Caina. She was farther away and harder to reach, but his sense touched her…
And her terror and pain flooded through him. 
Kylon snatched the valikon from its sheath, and Nasser and the others sprang to their feet. 
“Defend yourselves!” he shouted. “The enemy comes!” He raced up the stairs three at time, the sorcery of air and wind giving him inhuman speed. Caina’s pain and rage and fear beat against his senses, stronger than anything he had ever felt from her. Yet he sensed no one near her. Had the poison spiraled out of control?
He reached the door and tried to open it, only to find that someone had locked it. Kylon kicked, drawing on the sorcery of water, and the door exploded open. 
The valikon shuddered in his hand, burning with white fire. 
A dark shape in a shadow-cloak stood in the center of room. The shape whirled as Kylon stepped forward, and he found himself looking at the cold crimson mask of the Red Huntress. She held Caina before her, her left hand clamped over Caina’s mouth, a foot of bloody ghostsilver jutting from Caina’s chest. 
Time seemed to slow down. 
He saw Caina’s eyes, slowly going out of focus as her blood pumped from the wound in her chest.
He saw the shadow-cloak hanging around the Huntress, and realized why he could not sense her. He saw the curved knife lying on the pillow, and he realized the Huntress’s plan all at once. The months of the curved knives. The shadow-cloak. A long, slow, subtle plan, a plan that had culminated in this moment, with Caina dying upon her sword.
The Red Huntress was laughing at him. 
“Kylon, Kylon, Kylon,” she crooned. “Look at how history repeats itself.”
Kylon roared and shot forward, all his strength and sorcery and rage driving the valikon blade forward. Let her laugh when it pierced her skull!
The Huntress leapt backwards over the bed like an insect, the bloody short sword still in her hand. Caina fell in a limp pile to the carpet. Kylon lunged after the Huntress, and the assassin sprang out the window, still laughing wildly. She hurtled towards the ground, the shadow-cloak billowing around her, and landed in the bazaar forty feet below in the midst of dozens of Adamant Guards charging towards the Corsair’s Rest. 
Kylon shoved away from the window and ran back to Caina.
The wound was mortal. He saw that at once. Kylon had seen many men fall in battle, and he knew a mortal wound when he saw one. He grabbed her hand, her pulse weak and faltering. Her eyes rolled towards him, and she tried to say something, but she could not seem to draw breath. 
Footsteps thundered in the hallway, and Kylon looked up as Morgant burst into the room, scimitar and dagger drawn, the dagger’s pommel glowing with harsh red light. He looked down at Kylon, and then at Caina, and for an instant looked as shocked as Kylon had ever seen the man. 
“Oh,” said Morgant. “Damn it.” 
A moment later Nasser and Laertes and Annarah retreated into the room. Annarah’s pyrikon had taken its staff form again and blazed with white fire. She looked down at Caina and her eyes widened, her expression grim. 
“What happened?” she said.
“The Huntress,” said Kylon. He barely recognized his voice. “She was waiting for us. The knives in Istarinmul? That was her doing. She’s been following us for months. I suspect she was the one who told Cassander our plans. Gods of storm and brine, I’ve been a fool…”
“We can chastise ourselves later,” said Nasser. “We must to decide what to do. There are at least two hundred Adamant Guards out there, and I suspect they have us surrounded.”



Chapter 20: Prophecies 
 
Cassander stared at the Corsair’s Rest, listening to the centurion’s report.
“We engaged them in the common room, Lord Cassander,” said the centurion in his cold, metallic voice. “Seven of us fell, and our foes withdrew up the stairs to the top level of the inn. We are watching the stairs and all entrances to the inn.”
“Good,” said Cassander. “The innkeeper and his slaves have withdrawn?”
“They have, my lord,” said the centurion.
“Very well,” said Cassander. Not that he cared for the fate of such scum. But he had paid the innkeeper to keep his establishment clear until Caina and her party arrived, and the Umbarian Order needed friends everywhere. “Prepare to set fire to the inn. That will force them to flee, and we can take them when…”
A shadow stirred in the twilight, and a red shape cloaked in darkness strode towards him. The centurion cursed and raised his weapon, as did the other Adamant Guards. Cassander only waited as Kalgri strode towards him, drawing back the cowl and lifting her red mask. Her eyes were wide and wild, her face flushed, her breathing coming hard and quick. 
He could not quite recall ever seeing her so…ecstatic. 
“It’s done, then?” said Cassander. 
“Almost,” said Kalgri. A flicker of annoyance cut through her bliss. “Kylon interrupted me before I could finish…but he was too late. I wounded her heart. Not even a loremaster can do anything about that. She has perhaps five minutes left.” She laughed, wild and high. “You should have seen the look upon his face!” 
“Perhaps I’ll let you keep it as a trophy,” said Cassander. “Which room were they in?”
Kalgri pointed at the open shutters on the third floor. 
“Splendid,” said Cassander, and he raised his armored gauntlet, fire burning around its fingers. 
 
###
 
“Can you do anything?” said Kylon. 
“I shall try,” said Annarah, though he heard the doubt in her voice. Her pyrikon folded itself back into a bracelet, and Annarah knelt over Caina, white light flaring. The white light leapt from her fingers and sank into Caina, and Caina let out a long gasp, her eyes opening wide, and then she sank back against the floor, eyelids fluttering, her lips tinged with blue. 
The pulse in her wrist remained weak, fading. 
“It’s mortal, isn’t it?” said Kylon.
“Yes.” Annarah closed her eyes and bowed her head. “The blade pierced the heart. It cannot be healed. My spell slowed its failure somewhat, but…Kylon, Ciaran has a quarter of an hour. At best.” She shook her head, and Kylon saw tears in her eyes. “I thought…I thought Ciaran would be the one, that…” 
“Annarah!” shouted Nasser, and Kylon felt the sudden surge of pyromantic sorcery around them. 
Cassander was casting a spell.
Annarah jumped to her feet, her pyrikon transforming back into a staff, and thrust it out the window. White light shimmered in the gathering night, and an instant later there was an explosion, the Corsair’s Rest trembling. Snarling fire pulsed and lashed against Annarah’s ward, but the Words of Lore held fast against the power of the Umbarian magus. 
“Stay on watch,” said Nasser, his face grim. “He shall likely try to attack again. We must formulate a plan of escape.” 
“Over the rooftops?” said Laertes. “That is what Master Ciaran would have suggested.” 
Morgant shook his head. “No. The Corsair’s Rest is the tallest building here. Cassander could pick us off one by one.”
“I fear the only choice is to pick an entrance and charge,” said Nasser. “We shall have to fight our way clear and escape Rumarah. The Staff and the Seal cannot fall into the hands of Cassander Nilas.” 
“That’s a foolish plan,” said Morgant.
“Do you have anything better?” snapped Nasser, his usual calm eroding.
Morgant sighed and looked at Caina. “I do not.” 
“Very well,” said Nasser. “I suggest that we choose the back entrance. It is nearer to alleys that will…”
“No,” said Kylon, looking at Caina’s face. “That’s not what we’re going to do.”
“You have a plan?” said Morgant.
“I’m going to stay with Ciaran until the end,” said Kylon. “It…it shouldn’t be long now.” He couldn’t tell if she was aware of her surroundings or not. All he felt from her sense was a steady pulse of pain. “When she dies, I’m going to kill Cassander and the Huntress. I’ll likely die in the process, but I’m going to take at least one of them with me. While I distract them, you can escape with the Staff and the Seal. Take them to Catekharon. It is what Ciaran would have wanted.” 
“There is no need for you to sacrifice yourself,” said Annarah from the window. 
“I failed,” said Kylon. “I’ve failed again and again. I can do this right, at least. I can make sure the Staff and the Seal are never put to evil use.” Caina’s eyes had closed, her breathing coming slower. Her face had taken on the grayish tinge he had seen just before men died. “And I can make Cassander or Kalgri pay for what they have done. Maybe even both.”
“We will need your help in days to come,” said Annarah. “We…”
“Annarah,” said Morgant. There was something strange in his emotional sense. Not grief, not precisely, nor even regret. But his sense seemed colder and sharper, the lines in his gaunt face deeper as he looked at Caina. “If that is what he needs to do…then that he what he needs to do.”
Annarah fell silent, bowing her head, and then blinked and looked out the window.
“I will distract Cassander until the time has come,” said Nasser. “When you are ready, let me know. We will try to escape to the alleys as you strike down Cassander and Kalgri.” He squeezed Kylon’s shoulder. His emotions were heavy and grim, but charged with the iron determination that had carried him through the long decades of struggle against Callatas. “Perhaps you shall be victorious, and we shall all meet again in Istarinmul and raise a glass to our fallen friend.” 
“Perhaps,” said Kylon.
“Watch the door,” said Nasser. Morgant nodded and moved to stand guard at the door, Laertes at his side, and Nasser moved to the window, shouting for Cassander to come forth and parley. A moment later Cassander’s voice boomed over the bazaar, demanding their surrender. 
Kylon barely heard it. He watched Caina’s breathing grow more erratic, felt her pulse fading. It would not be long now. In the Craven’s Tower, Kylon had been mortally wounded in the fight against the Sifter, and Caina had used the Elixir Restorata to heal his wounds. He could not do the same for Caina. The Elixir would react with her damaged aura, the scars that let her sense the presence of sorcery, and unleash a catastrophic explosion. He could do nothing to help her.
Just as he had been unable to save Andromache, to save Thalastre. 
“My fate,” he whispered, “is that I watch the women I love die, and I can do nothing to stop it.”
Caina shifted a little, but her eyes did not move. 
And then the world went gray around Kylon, all the colors leaching away. 
He blinked, and his first thought was that there was something wrong with his eyes, or that Cassander had used some kind of sorcery. The world had frozen around him. Nasser and Annarah stood motionless as statues at the window, Nasser’s mouth open in mid-shout. Laertes had just started turning his head to say something at Morgant, while the old assassin stared into the corridor, his eyes narrowed. 
The world had frozen. 
“The time has come,” said a familiar voice, “my stalwart stormdancer.”
Kylon looked up. 
Andromache leaned against the wall, and unlike the rest of the world she was in color, her eyes blazing with the smokeless flame of the djinn of the Azure Court.
“You,” said Kylon.
“Yes, me,” said Samnirdamnus.
“Why didn’t you help her?” said Kylon. “You told me she was going to die. You said she was the one you were looking for.”
“I said I thought she might be the one I’m looking for,” said Samnirdamnus, stepping forward. “Whether she lives or dies…that is up to you.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” said Kylon, his rage finding a new target. He wondered if the valikon would work against Samnirdamnus in this strange dream state. 
“Today is the day, Kylon of House Kardamnos,” said Samnirdamnus, and Andromache’s voice was deadly serious, the tone she had used when commanding the men of New Kyre in battle. “This is the day that you decide whether the world lives or dies. Whether you live or die. Perhaps you will let the world live today…or perhaps you will let it die, and you will join your family and your wife in death.”
“Gods damn you,” said Kylon. “I am sick to death of riddles and prophecies and oracles. If you have something useful to say, then say it, otherwise be gone.” 
“You have the means to save her life,” said Samnirdamnus. “An Elixir that will heal any wound.” 
“It will kill her,” said Kylon. “You know that as well as I do. It will react with the damage to her aura, summon too much power, and kill her.”
“Yes, I am aware of that,” said Samnirdamnus, “along with many other things that you are not, my stalwart stormdancer. You see, today you decide whether or not the world lives or dies…but you’re not the only one who has made that choice.”
The burning eyes turned towards Morgant.
“Morgant?” said Kylon. “What about…”
He fell silent.
The golden torque of the wedjet-dahn dangled from Morgant’s coat pocket, no doubt stuffed there hastily when the Adamant Guards attacked. 
Something started to stir in Kylon’s mind, the edges of some massive idea.
“That can’t help her,” said Kylon. “It’s damaged.”
“So is she,” said Samnirdamnus, flicking one of Andromache’s hands towards Caina. “Her aura is damaged from the scars she took as a child. The wedjet-dahn is damaged from a duel long before either of you were born. Perhaps they shall fit together.”
“But it wouldn’t work,” said Kylon. At least, he didn’t think it would work. From what Annarah had said, the wedjet-dahn would absorb any arcane force directed at its bearer, only to amplify that force tenfold and pour it back into whatever unfortunate wore it. Caina couldn’t use the Elixir Restorata because of her damaged aura. A single touch had set the Elixir to boiling in its crystalline vial. If she drank it while wearing the wedjet-dahn, the damaged torque would summon a tremendous amount of power…
The explosion would kill Caina.
The explosion would probably destroy the Corsair’s Rest. 
Unless…
What if Annarah had been wrong? Or what if she had been not completely correct? She was a loremaster, not a Maatish necromancer. She might have known a great deal of the history of ancient Maat…but Maat had been dead for two thousand years before she had been born. Perhaps something had been forgotten in that time. 
And why had Samnirdamnus wanted Morgant to take the wedjet-dahn from the Inferno in the first place? Samnirdamnus had gone to great effort to persuade Morgant to take the damned thing from the Inferno, and Morgant himself had endured great risk to take it, carrying it around ever since. 
Had Samnirdamnus somehow foreseen today’s events? Did that mean the wedjet-dahn could help Caina?
“Morgant already made his choice,” said Samnirdamnus, stooping down to look Kylon in the eye. “Some spirits view time as a tapestry woven of countless threads, each one altering the course of the other. I prefer a simpler metaphor. Time is a chain of choices, each link leading to the next. And if you steer the links…why, perhaps you can ever choose the destination without making a choice yourself. For I am forbidden to aid the enemies of Callatas, but their own choices…well, that is no affair of mine, is it?” Andromache’s form straightened up. “The choice is yours now, my stalwart stormdancer, the link that will alter so many others. Choose wisely.” 
Samnirdamnus vanished, and color and noise flooded back into the world. Nasser continued his shouted negotiation with Cassander. Morgant and Laertes remained at guard at the door, the chain of the torque swinging a little from Morgant’s pocket. Cassander hadn’t forced the inn yet. Perhaps he thought he could trick them into surrendering. 
Kylon looked at Caina. The foil-lined pouch holding the Elixir Restorata was still at her belt. He pushed it open, looking at the crystalline vials there. Caina shuddered, her pulse growing so faint he could barely feel it. 
Something beyond hope, beyond madness, flooded Kylon’s mind, and he made his decision. 
He snatched the vial of Elixir from Caina’s pouch, reached over, and yanked the wedjet-dahn from Morgant’s pocket. The assassin whirled with catlike speed, his weapons coming up, confusion going over his face.
“What are you doing?” said Morgant. 
“Maybe,” said Kylon, pulling up Caina’s sleeve and affixing the golden torque and the jade scarab to her right arm, “you can make a painting of this when it is all over.” 
He broke the seal on the vial of Elixir, the silver liquid starting to glow within it.
“No!” said Annarah, her eyes going wide. “No, Lord Kylon! Stop! It won’t help! It…”
Before anyone could stop him, Kylon pinched Caina’s nose shut, tipped her head back, and poured the entire vial down her throat. He felt the tingle of power as the Elixir activated.
Nothing else happened. Cassander shouted a question, repeated it. 
“Oh, hell,” said Morgant. 
“Why?” said Laertes. “What just happened?”
“It’s going to explode,” said Nasser. “Ciaran warned me about this. Past injuries mean that he cannot use Elixir Restorata. It will explode, violently.”
“What, you think the wedjet-dahn will do anything?” said Morgant. “You know it’s damaged. It won’t…”
The aura of power around Caina began to intensify. Silver fire shone in her veins, threading its way beneath her skin. She shuddered, the silver fire burning hotter. Her eyes shot open, silver threads burning through the blue of her eyes.
She sat up, panting. 
Then she stared to scream.
 
###
 
Fire burned through Caina, as if her veins had been filled with molten metal. 
She could remember nothing after falling to the floor, after Kylon had burst through the door. Now the fire burned inside her, filling her…yet something held it back. Some barrier, some shield.
Something on her right arm.
She looked down to see Morgant’s wedjet-dahn upon her right arm, the hieroglyphs on the links of the torque shining with silver fire. The wedjet-dahn was holding back the fire burning through her, the storm that wanted to erupt from her skin. But it was weakening. She felt the wedjet-dahn’s power buckling beneath the storm of silver fire within her, and when it failed…
When it failed the Corsair’s Rest would be ashes, and she would burn with it. 
Suddenly Caina knew with crystal clarity how she would die, how Sulaman’s prophecy and Kotuluk Iblis’s warning would come to pass. 
She stared to laugh. 
“What is it?”
Nasser’s voice, she thought.
“It’s just,” said Caina, “it’s just that Kalgri is going to be so disappointed.” 
Her eyes swam back into focus, and she saw the others standing in a ring around her. Caina staggered back to her feet, the silver fire burning through the wounds in her chest and back, pouring through her, filling her with agony, and saw silver flame burning in the veins of her hands. Yet she could move. 
The wedjet-dahn saw to that. Though not for very much longer. 
Kylon stared at her, his face grim and drawn. She suddenly understood what he had done. He had put the wedjet-dahn on her and then poured a vial of Elixir Restorata down her throat, hoping it would heal her. It wasn’t going to work. She could feel the wedjet-dahn failing, growing weaker with every second. 
“What,” said Caina, “what is happening?”
“The Umbarians,” said Nasser. “Two hundred Adamant Guards around the Corsair’s Rest. Cassander Nilas is with them. He wants you, and he wants the Staff and the Seal.” 
“Then,” croaked Caina, reaching into her satchel and donning her shadow-cloak, “we’re going to give him everything that he wants.” 
Before anyone could stop her, she staggered across the room to the window, pulling up the cowl as she did so. Adamant Guards stood in the bazaar below, hundreds of them, and before them stood two figures in black. One was Cassander Nilas, and the second was Kalgri, her shadow-cloak blowing around her. Even from a distance, Caina saw the ripple of surprise that went through Kalgri, saw the Red Huntress take a step back in alarm. 
“Cassander!” shouted Caina with all the strength she could muster. “You know who I am! I have what you want. I’ll be in the common room. Come and get me if you want me. Let the others go, and I’ll surrender to you willingly.” 
Before he could answer she shoved away from the window, reeling as she fought to keep her balance. 
“You can’t do this,” said Kylon. 
“I’m sorry,” said Caina. “I’m sorry. I know…I know you tried to save me. But this was inevitable.” She looked at Nasser. “Get out over the roof, and when Cassander comes in, take my rope and go down the side. I’ll delay him as long as I can, but…but I can’t hold the power back for very much longer. Go. Go!” 
“Ciaran,” said Nasser. “Thank you. For everything. If we succeed, generations beyond count will live because of you.”
“Go,” said Caina, looking at Kylon. She wished, more than anything, that she had kissed him before she died. Annarah and Damla had both been right. Caina had been a fool. She should have acted when there was still time. She reached into her shirt, yanked her father’s ring over her head, and handed it to him. “Take this, to remember. But go. Go! Please go!” 
A muscle twitched in his jaw. 
“Please,” whispered Caina.
At last Kylon nodded and led the others from the room, and Caina staggered towards the stairs. 
 
###
 
“No,” said Kalgri. “Something’s wrong.” 
She stared at the Corsair’s Rest, her mind racing, the Voice murmuring unease. 
Kalgri had sensed Caina’s life ebbing away, reveling in every second of it. Then it had flickered with a peculiar surge of power and vanished entirely. Kalgri assumed that Caina had died, that the final pulse of arcane power had been Caina’s pyrikon unbinding itself from her corpse. Caina was dead, and the Voice howled with glee.
Then Caina had shouted from the window. 
“What is wrong?” said Cassander, smirking at the inn. “You know the woman as well as I do. She realized that she is defeated, and so she is sacrificing herself in a vain effort to protect her friends.”
“She would do that,” said Kalgri, her unease growing. In fact, after her little game with the curved knives, it was exactly the sort of thing Caina would do. 
And yet…
“She should be dead,” said Kalgri. “She would have bled out by now. Even the loremaster couldn’t have kept her alive this long.” 
“Perhaps,” said Cassander, “you aren’t quite as effective with a blade as you think.”
Her initial impulse was to cut that smirk from his smug face. The Voice seconded that thought with enthusiasm. Kalgri chose restraint. Something was wrong. Her instincts screamed that something was wrong, and she had not survived this long by neglecting her instincts. 
“Perhaps not,” said Kalgri, “but if you were more effective with your spells, she would not be here now.”
That took the smirk from his face. “Can you sense her?” 
“No,” said Kalgri. She sensed Caina’s allies, the Voice watching them with malice, but Caina had vanished. 
“Then she’s wearing her shadow-cloak,” said Cassander, his eyes gleaming with eagerness. “You pulled the same trick on her for months.”
Kalgri said nothing, still watching the inn with unease. She was certain something was wrong, that she was missing…something. But she could not think of it. 
So she followed Cassander towards the Corsair’s Rest, her instincts wound tight. 
 
###
 
Caina staggered down the stairs, the silver fire burning in her veins, competing with the poison for the amount of pain filling her. She gripped a wooden rod taken from one of the other rooms. 
The dead followed her. Her enemies, her mother and Maglarion and Kalastus and Ranarius and all the others. They taunted and jeered at her, promising that she would soon join them in darkness everlasting. 
But this time, she saw others. 
Her father, smiling at her. Halfdan in his robe and cap. And Corvalis, his eyes green and hard, eyes that softened when he smiled at her. She would be with them, soon. That didn’t seem so bad. 
She only wished that Kylon…
Caina put the thought out of her mind. It would have been too painful for her to continue, and it took all her strength to keep moving. 
She stumbled into the common room. 
Adamant Guards filled the common room of the Corsair’s Rest, staring at her with their cold, merciless eyes. There were at least a hundred of them, maybe more. Kalgri stood near the door, that ghostsilver short sword in hand. Her face had changed since their battle at Silent Ash Temple, her skin paler, her eyes now blue, her blond hair tied back in a braid. In fact, she looked a great deal like Caina herself. 
Apparently the Voice had a sense of humor, and Caina laughed aloud at the thought. 
Cassander Nilas tilted his head, regarding her. He wore his black greatcoat, a golden medallion with the winged skull sigil of the Umbarian Order resting against his chest. He watched her with amused contempt, his armored right fist closing and opening over and over again. 
“The Balarigar herself,” said Cassander in his resonant voice. “Caina Amalas.”
“That’s me,” said Caina, taking a step towards him. The room started to spin around her. The dead watched her from the balconies, all the faces from her past. 
“With the Staff and Seal of Iramis, I am pleased to see,” said Cassander, looking at the useless stick in her hand. 
“They’re yours,” said Caina. “Just…just let the others go.”
It did not take much to put a quaver in her voice. 
Cassander laughed. “Bring them to me.”
Caina took another step, and her legs failed. She fell to one knee, breathing hard, the pain of the silver fire warring against the pain of the necromantic poison. Caina tried to stand, tried even to keep her breathing regular, but the pain was too much. 
The wedjet-dahn burned like something molten against her right arm.
“Bring her to me,” said Cassander. “Now.”
An armored foot slammed into Caina’s side with enough force to crack her ribs, and she fell onto her side with a groan. Two Adamant Guards seized her arms and hauled her forward, her boots dragging against the floor. 
As they did, the cowl of her shadow-cloak fell back. 
 
###
 
Cassander watched as the Guards dragged Caina Amalas forward and threw her to the floor at his feet. She curled up around the staff with a little grunt of pain. 
Peculiar. She seemed…so much smaller up close. She was not a large woman. Hard to believe that this dying woman had terrorized the Magisterium, had brought the Brotherhood to its knees, had earned a bounty of two million bezants upon her head. 
Her legend had grown large…and Cassander’s legend would grow larger for his victory over her.
He looked forward to the expression on Callatas’s face when he dumped her corpse at the Grand Master’s feet. 
He looked forward to teaching the pompous old fool some humility with the Staff and Seal. 
And he especially looked forward to returning in triumph to the Empire once the fleet had passed through the Straits and the Emperor had fallen, to take his rightful place among the leaders of the Order. 
“My dear Huntress,” said Cassander, looking at Kalgri. “Would you like to do the honors? I did promise you her life.”
Kalgri said nothing. She stared at Caina, her blue eyes narrowed, her head titled to the side as she listened to the Voice. 
“Wait,” said Kalgri. “There’s something…”
Her eyes widened, and she moved so fast that Cassander did not have time to react. She darted forward, seized Caina’s shadow-cloak and something from her belt, and then the Huntress sprinted out the front door to the Corsair’s Rest, vanishing into the darkened bazaar. Cassander stared after her, incredulous, and then looked back at Caina. 
She looked up at him, smiling a little. 
Then he saw the silver fire shining in her eyes, spreading through her skin like glowing fingers. 
And in that frozen, terrible moment, Cassander realized just how grievously he had miscalculated. 
He shouted, starting to cast a spell, and silver fire devoured the world. 
 
###
 
Kylon looked back at the Corsair’s Rest.
Caina’s ruse had worked. Nearly all the Adamant Guards had vanished into the inn, with only a few left to keep watch. Night had fallen, and it had been easy to slip past them. Now Kylon and the others stood at the far end of the bazaar, watching the Corsair’s Rest.
“Lord Kylon,” said Nasser. “We must go.”
“Yes,” said Kylon. “Forgive me. I…”
Someone burst from the front door of the Rest, moving with inhuman speed. Kylon sensed the cold, malevolent presence of a nagataaru. It was the Red Huntress, sprinting from the inn with all the terrible speed her nagataaru granted. She held something clutched in her right fist, a dark shadow billowing from her arm. Kylon raised the valikon, the blade starting to burn in response to the nagataaru, but Kalgri didn’t look at him. She didn’t even notice him. She dashed into another alley and vanished. 
“Why did…” Morgant started.
A surge of arcane power went through the air, so strong that it almost knocked Kylon from his feet.
“Take cover!” said Annarah. “It’s…”
The Corsair’s Rest exploded. 
Kylon stood rooted, unable to look away. Every single window and door in the Corsair’s Rest exploded at once, silver fire spraying into the night. The ground shook and heaved, and Kylon grabbed at the nearby wall for support. In that moment the dome of the Corsair’s Rest ripped apart, silver fire stabbing into the sky, the debris raining over Rumarah. 
Not all of it was debris. Adamant Guards tumbled through the sky, screaming as the fires chewed into their flesh, and struck the ground.
They did not get up again. 
Kylon reached for his sorcery of water, driving his senses into the firestorm. He caught, for just a fleeting moment, a hint of Caina’s sense, felt her agony and fear. 
And then her sense vanished, snuffed out like a candle. 
He stood motionless and watched the pyre of Caina Amalas.



Chapter 21: Ashes
 
A little later, Kylon walked towards the smoldering wreckage of the Corsair’s Rest.
Not much had survived the explosion. The walls still stood, mostly, though the silver fire had torn gaping breaches here and there. The roof and the dome were completely gone, and lay in burning chunks throughout the bazaar. Close to a score of Adamant Guards lay outside the inn. Their armored carapaces had protected their torsos, but had done nothing for their exposed flesh, and the stink of charred meat filled the air. The interior of the Corsair’s Rest was filled with flaming rubble. 
Kylon stood at the edge of the fire, his fingers hard and tight against the valikon’s hilt. 
“It figures.”
Kylon looked over his shoulder as Morgant approached, the flames throwing hard shadows over his face. Annarah followed him, her eyes sad, her valikon back in its staff form. 
“What?” said Kylon. The word was a hard rasp, and hurt in his throat. 
Morgant jerked his chin at the burning rubble. “The Balarigar had to burn down one more damned building.” 
“She would have laughed,” said Kylon. “The first time we met, she burned down a building. This warehouse in Marsis, off the Great Market. She wound up killing Rezir Shahan in it. I…”
He fell silent. His mind was numb, though he knew the rage and grief would come later. Right now he could not think, and could do nothing but gaze the burning wreck of the Corsair’s Rest. Ashes crunched as Nasser and Laertes picked their way over the rubble and the dead Guards. 
“Lord Kylon,” said Nasser. “We should go.”
Kylon nodded, not moving. 
“The explosion will have drawn attention,” said Nasser, “and…”
“I know all that,” said Kylon.
Nasser said nothing for a moment.
“At least,” said Nasser, “Cassander Nilas will trouble us no more.” 
Kylon nodded again, his mouth twisting at the bitter thought. He had come to Istarinmul to kill Malik Rolukhan and Cassander Nilas. Now both men were dead, but so was Caina. 
It had not been worth the exchange. 
“The Surge was right,” said Kylon. “The silver fire was my only salvation. It saved me twice, once at the Craven’s Tower, and now here. It saved all of you. Just not…”
He fell silent, blinking. 
“The Huntress is still out there,” said Laertes. “I wonder why she ran.” 
“She was probably clever enough to see the trap,” said Morgant. “Someone doesn’t survive as long as she has by ignoring the signs of danger.”
The mention of the Huntress jarred Kylon back to something like sanity. 
“I’ll go with you to Catekharon,” said Kylon. “Long enough to make sure that we get the regalia into the hands of the Scholae. Then I’m going after the Huntress.”
“Very well,” said Nasser. “We…”
Something shifted in the wreckage burning within the Rest. Kylon lifted the valikon. He sensed nothing alive beyond the broken doors to the common room, sensed nothing save the echoes of the tremendous amount of arcane power that had just been unleashed, but if any of the Adamant Guards had survived, Kylon would have a target for the overwhelming rage that simmered beneath his numb mind. 
The wreckage shifted again…
“What the hell?” said Morgant, as shocked as Kylon had ever heard him.
Caina Amalas staggered out of the Corsair’s Rest and into the bazaar, her face smudged with ash and soot. 
Kylon noticed two things right away.
The first was that he couldn’t sense her at all. He sensed the emotions of the others, mostly astonishment, and the faint aura of the combined emotions of Rumarah, a combination of fear and shock from the massive explosion at the heart of the city. Yet from Caina he sensed absolutely nothing. It was as if she wasn’t there.
The second thing he noticed was that save for the pyrikon bracelet and a layer of soot, she was naked.
The detonation of the Elixir had burned away her clothes, just as happened to Kylon in the Craven’s Tower. He saw the sharp definition of the muscles in her calves and thighs. There was a nasty scar stretching across her stomach just below her navel. He knew she could not have children – likely that was the injury that had done it. There were old, faint scars on her arms and sides, the marks of near misses from daggers and knives. His eyes moved to her chest, where under happier circumstances his gaze would have preferred to linger anyway, seeking the gaping wound that should have been between her breasts.
It was gone. The skin there was smooth and unmarked.  
The Elixir had worked. Somehow, the Elixir had worked. 
There was no sign of the wedjet-dahn.
Caina stumbled to a stop a few paces away, staring at them in utter bewilderment.
“That’s not possible,” said Morgant, incredulous, his usual sardonic manner gone. “That…is simply not possible.” 
“By the gods,” muttered Laertes. “The Elixir healed him…but it transformed him into a woman.” 
Morgant shook his head. “She was always a woman. She just happened to be a very good liar.”
“Ah,” said Nasser, looking at Kylon. “I see. Yes. That…explains rather many mysteries, actually.”
“Caina,” said Kylon. 
She looked at him, blinking, and held her hands out before her. At first he thought she was warning him away, but then she spoke.
“Fingers,” she said.
“Fingers?” said Kylon.
“How…how many fingers do I have?” said Caina, her voice slurred and unsteady. “I can’t tell just now.” 
“Ten,” said Kylon. “You have ten fingers.”
“Good,” said Caina. “I wasn’t sure.” She started patting herself. “Arms, eyes, legs, I think…I think I have two of both. Ears? Two ears?”
Kylon nodded, still too shocked to do anything else. 
“Do I have anything growing out of me?” said Caina, and she turned in a circle. Had he not been so alarmed, Kylon would have enjoyed the sight. “Ears? Arms? Eyes? Extra mouths?”
“No, nothing,” said Kylon.
“Everything appears to be where it is supposed to be,” said Morgant. 
Caina stopped turning, reeled a bit, and caught her balance. “Good. The Alchemist. Sinan. I saw him use Elixir Rejuvenata in Malarae. Turned him into a monster. Thought the Elixir Restorata might have done the same thing to me.” She shook her head, her hair lashing around her face. “Guess not. Oh…I don’t feel at all well.” 
“You’re delirious,” said Kylon. “The Elixir…it did the same thing when you used it on me.”
“That’s right,” said Caina. She smiled at him. She did not often smile, and when she did, it was usually part of her disguises. But this smile seemed to take in her entire face. “I’m glad I did. I’m so glad. I…” She shook her head again, blinking. “I need…”
“What we need is to get off the street,” said Annarah. “Lord Kylon, can you sense her at all?”
“No,” said Kylon, not looking away from Caina. “It’s as if she has a shadow-cloak.”
“I cannot sense her aura, either,” said Annarah. “Lord Prince, we must get off the street. Someplace where she can rest. The Elixir might have healed her, but something is wrong.”
“And we should find her some trousers,” said Morgant. “Probably a shirt, too.” 
“Agreed,” said Nasser to Annarah. “Perhaps Quartius’s workshop. We have certainly spent enough coin at…”
Caina let out a sharp cry, grabbing at her head. 
She fell to her knees, still clutching her temples, and Kylon ran to her, at last shaking off his shock. He went to one knee next to her, taking her shoulders. As he touched her skin, her emotional aura flooded over him. He could sense her emotions, it seemed, so long as he was touching her. She was confused and dazed, nearly delirious. 
And in an increasing amount of pain. 
Caina looked at him, her eyes filling with blackness, and then slumped against him. 
“Annarah!” said Kylon.
Annarah rushed to join them, put a hand on Caina’s shoulder, and cast a spell.
“The necromantic poison,” said Annarah. “The Elixir healed her body…but it also vastly strengthened the necromantic poison in her blood. It’s attacking her mind now, not her body…and I fear it is going to kill her. It is a psychic assault upon her mind. If she were stronger, perhaps she could fight it off…”
“But she is at the end of her strength,” said Kylon. “Can we do nothing to help her?”
Annarah shook her head. “If I dispel it now, it will just reform and grow stronger. She will have to fight it off herself, if she has the strength left.”
“The spell,” said Kylon. “The spell you used in the Inferno to let Azaces speak through your voice.” Annarah nodded. “Could you use it to bridge my mind to hers, so I could help her fight this thing off?”
“I…I, yes,” said Annarah, blinking. “Yes, that could work. The poison’s attention would be divided between you and Caina. But it will do its uttermost to shatter your mind.”
“Let it try,” said Kylon. Caina had survived the Moroaica and Caer Magia and Catekharon and whatever had left that scar across her stomach. She had even survived the Huntress’s mortal wound, thanks to the Elixir Restorata and Morgant’s stolen wedjet-dahn. He would be damned if he let this necromantic poison kill her. “Do it now.”
“Here in the bazaar?” said Laertes.
“There’s no time,” said Kylon. Caina’s eyes darted back and forth behind closed lids, her mouth tightening into a grimace. “If anyone tries to stop us…well, kill them.” He lifted the valikon and tossed the weapon to Morgant, who caught it with a flourish. 
The assassin laughed. “It will be entertaining to watch them try.”
“Do it,” said Kylon to Annarah.
The loremaster nodded. “May the Divine go with you, Lord Kylon.”  
She whispered and placed a hand upon Caina’s face, the other on Kylon’s right temple. He felt the surge of deep, resonant power as she cast her spell…and suddenly he seemed very aware of Caina, of every beat of her racing heart, of every ragged draw of her breath. The necromantic poison sank deeper into her mind, like blood into a sponge.
It was almost too late. 
Annarah spoke the final word of her spell, and white light swallowed the world.



Chapter 22: Aspects
 
Kylon found himself walking along a path to a Nighmarian villa overlooking a small town, the sea spreading away to the east.
There was no disorientation or confusion. He knew he was still in the bazaar of Rumarah, Caina slumped against him. He knew that this was Caina’s mind, or at least a representation of it. Everything around him seemed blurred, as if viewed from a distance or through a pane of cloudy glass. He realized that it was a memory, that he was looking at something from Caina’s past. 
A memory that was burning.
Flames chewed at the sky overhead, making it curl up like paper. More flames danced over the green hills and the town below. They were a manifestation of the necromantic assault, the power that was breaking Caina’s mind. Kylon had to hurry. But how could he fight in this strange place? 
A flash of white light caught his eye, and he spun. His sword of storm-forged steel, destroyed by the Red Huntress, appeared out of nothingness in his hand. He didn’t know if it could harm anything in this dream-place, but he was willing to find out. 
A sphere of brilliant white light floated towards him. It stopped a dozen paces away and swelled, expanding into the shape of a warrior armored from head to toe in plate steel, an Iramisian valikon in its right hand, a massive shield upon its left arm. Kylon leveled his sword, wondering if the warrior was an aspect of Caina’s mind or something the poison had wrought.
Then he remembered the Inferno, remembered the ball of light that had shot from the gate to the netherworld as Caina and Annarah and Morgant escaped from Annarah’s Sanctuary. 
“Wait,” said Kylon. “You’re…the pyrikon, aren’t you? You’re Caina’s pyrikon.”
The armored figure inclined its glowing head, and a voice like thunder boomed from its helm.
“The liberator is under attack,” said the pyrikon. “The shadow of the Great Necromancer lies upon her, and his will commands her death. Her will has fractured, and is unable to resist. I must defend the liberator. I am unable to defend the liberator.” The pyrikon lifted its sword. “If you have come to assail the liberator, I will destroy you.”
“I’ve come to save her,” said Kylon. “Help me save her. Tell me where I can find this shadow, and I will destroy it.” 
“You are not strong enough,” said the pyrikon. “The shadow will destroy you.” 
“What if we found Caina first?” said Kylon. “Maybe the three of us would be strong enough to defeat the shadow.” 
“This plan has merit,” said the pyrikon. “We must gather the fragments of the liberator. Hasten! Our foe is almost victorious.”
The glowing warrior beckoned, and the world blurred around Kylon.
He found himself standing in a library.
Kylon turned, his sword raised in guard. Rows of books stood in orderly rows upon polished shelves, and a large desk rested nearby. Behind the desk were high windows showing the bay and town below. Kylon realized that the library was within the villa. Perhaps this was where Caina had grown up? He knew that she had been Nighmarian nobility, even if…
A whimper came to his ears.
A child, a girl of about eleven, sat huddled near the hearth. She wore a gray dress stained with blood and dirt and sweat, her black hair a tangled mess, her blue eyes enormous in her pale, gaunt face. The girl looked up at Kylon, and a shock went through him. 
Those were Caina’s eyes. This was Caina as she had been as a child.
“Caina?” he said.
“Get away from me!” screamed the child, backing away. “They killed him! I’ll kill them for it!” Her hands balled into fists, her face almost feral with rage and pain. “I’ll kill Maglarion and I’ll kill everyone who ever helped him! I don’t care how long it takes!” 
“Behold,” said the pyrikon, its glowing form moving past the desk. “One of the fragments of the liberator’s will.” 
“I’ve come to help you,” said Kylon to the child. “If you…”
“Get away!” screamed the girl, backing towards the hearth. Suddenly a bloody fireplace poker appeared in her hand, and the air seemed to ripple and distort around it. 
“She will not listen to you.”
Another version of Caina walked into the library. This version of Caina was about twenty-five, her long black hair hanging to her hips. She wore the blue robes of a priestess of Minaerys, the Imperial goddess of knowledge, and her expression was aloof and distant. 
“Another fragment of the liberator’s will,” said the pyrikon. 
“Or, more precisely, an aspect,” said the priestess. “I fear the Great Necromancer’s assault has fractured Caina’s mind into its component parts.”
“Then you and the child are…parts of Caina’s mind?” said Kylon. “Aspects of it?”
“Aspects,” said the priestess, tapping a finger to her lips. “Yes. A precise metaphor. The child, as you likely guessed, represents Caina’s rage. You have no doubt sensed it on multiple occasions. Her annoyance at her inability to conceal her feelings from you is mitigated only by the considerable trust she had developed in you.” 
“And you would be…her reason?” said Kylon. “Her intellect?”
“This is correct,” said the priestess. “I flatter myself that my powers are not inconsiderable. However, the intellect can only be employed at the direction of the will, and Caina’s will is fractured. Therefore I am unable to prove effective in our current crisis.”
“I’ll kill them,” whispered the child, her eyes full of rage. 
“Then tell me about the crisis,” said Kylon to the intellect-aspect. “What is happening?”
“While upon Pyramid Isle, Caina encountered Kharnaces himself,” said the priestess. “Kharnaces laid a binding upon her, a compulsion to give the Staff and Seal to Callatas.” 
“Why would he do that?” said Kylon. “Callatas betrayed him, I presume.”
“Correct,” said the priestess. “However, Kharnaces also laid a binding upon Callatas. Once Callatas has the regalia of Iramis, he will feel an irresistible compulsion to return to Pyramid Isle. Kharnaces will then use the Grand Master’s blood to dissolve the barrier between this world and the netherworld, allowing the nagataaru to consume all living things.” 
“Gods of storm and brine,” muttered Kylon. He pushed aside his shock. None of it mattered if Caina died. “So why is his poison killing her? She can’t give Callatas the Staff and the Seal if she’s dead.”
“The poison is malfunctioning,” said the priestess. “Unfortunately, when you used the Elixir Restorata and the wedjet-dahn to cure the mortal wound – clever, that – it also empowered the necromantic poison. It broke free of the constraints laid upon it, and is now determined to kill her.”
“How do we stop it?” said Kylon.
“Kill it,” hissed the child. 
“Caina’s mind must be reunified and her will focused,” said the priestess. “Even then, it may not be enough. Your assistance is necessary, along with that of the pyrikon.”
“The liberator must be defended,” said the pyrikon in its thunderous voice. 
“Where are the other fragments?” said Kylon. “The other aspects?”
“Fighting in the greater battlefield of her mind,” said the priestess. “I can take all of us there.”
“Do it,” said Kylon. 
The priestess nodded and closed her eyes, and the room swirled around Kylon.
Suddenly he found himself standing at the docks and piers of Malarae, the Imperial capital and the seat of the Empire. The city spread around the foot of the mountain, the Megaros River to the east and the Bay of Empire to the south. The Imperial Citadel, fortress of the Emperor and heart of the Empire, sat on a spur over the city, the mountains of the Megaros valley rising away to the north. 
The city was dying. 
Ghostly green flames danced through the warehouses and the mansions and the temples and the towers of the magi. The fire was spreading, driving through the city toward the Imperial Citadel. Soon the green fire would consume all of Malarae. 
“The city represents her mind, doesn’t it?” said Kylon.
“More or less,” said the priestess. 
“The other aspects,” said Kylon. “Where are they?” 
“I am uncertain,” said the priestess. “Were I able to determine their precise location, I would have reunified with them already. I think…”
“They are coming!” shouted the child. 
Kylon turned, his eyes sweeping over the dockside alleys of Malarae. 
The shadows charged at him.
They looked a great deal like the undead he had fought in the darkness of the Tomb of Kharnaces, shadowy images armored in scale and tall helms, khopesh blades ready in their hands and round shields upon their arms. Kylon raced to meet them, frost swirling around his sword of storm-forged steel. The valikon would have collapsed his frost spell, but his sword of storm-forged steel had been wrought to withstand the stress of such sorcery. He drove the blade through one of the shadow warriors. The simple touch of the frost-wreathed sword collapsed the warrior into nothingness, and Kylon spun, taking two more of the shadow warriors with a sweep of his blade.
Yet more of them kept coming, more and more. A deathly chill passed through Kylon whenever their blades came close to touching him, and he retreated as the shadows pushed him from the alley between the warehouses and into the street proper. The pyrikon charged into the fray, falchion rising and falling. The shadows moved into a ring around Kylon and the pyrikon, and he fought back-to-back with the spirit. The aspect of intellect watched in silence, while the aspect of rage screamed threats and curses at the shadow warriors. Yet neither took action. Both rage and thought alone were useless without action to back them up. Kylon struck down two more of the wraiths, stumbling back against the armored form of the pyrikon. There had to be hundreds of the damned things filling the street. He could not overcome them all…
Silver flashed before his eyes, and another figure charged into the battle.
It was Caina. She wore close-fitting armor of ghostsilver plates, her hair close-cropped. A valikon burned in her hand, its sigils flashing with white fire. She moved with liquid, fluid motions, reminiscent of the unarmed forms Kylon had seen her employ. Every touch took down one of the shadow warriors, and Kylon redoubled his efforts, fighting his way to her side. The pyrikon charged, tearing through the shadow warriors like a rampaging bull. The shadows fled, retreating towards the heart of the green-burning city. Kylon lowered his sword, breathing hard, and looked at the silver-armored woman.
“Caina?” he said. 
She looked at him, her eyes cool and blue and distant. “We must defend those who cannot defend themselves. We must make sure that no one else suffers as I have suffered. Or as you have suffered.”
“You’re another aspect,” said Kylon. “Another part of her mind.” 
“Your deduction is correct. This aspect is Caina Amalas’s courage,” said the priestess, stepping forward with the ragged child following her. “The part of her mind and will that drives her to face danger again and again.” The silver-armored warrior glanced at the priestess. “This aspect is stronger now that three of us are together.” 
“Stronger?” said Kylon, an idea coming to him. “Does that mean…”
He blinked. Another version of Caina stepped from one of the alleys, walking past a green-burning warehouse. She wore the low-cut blue dress from that day in Catekharon, silver glinting on her ears and at her throat. Kylon’s fist tightened against his sword, fearing that this was a trick or a trap, but she crossed the distance between them and stopped before him, smiling at him. She reached up and touched his cheek, still smiling, but did not speak.
“Is this another aspect?” said Kylon.
“Yes,” said the priestess. 
“Which one?” said Kylon. 
“You,” said the priestess.
“Me?” said Kylon. “She…doesn’t look like me. If she an aspect of my mind?”
“No,” said the priestess. It was damned peculiar standing next to three women who were identical to Caina. “This is the part of Caina that you have changed. For her love of you has changed her, just as your love of her has changed you. Were your mind to be fractured, one of your aspects would have changed as well.”
“I see,” said Kylon. “There are four of you now. Rage, intellect, courage, and love. Is that enough?”
“To reunify her will?” said the priestess. “No. There is more to a mind than those four elements.”
“Then is it enough,” said Kylon, “to find the rest of her? The aspect of courage was stronger for your presence.”
“Yes,” said the priestess. The other aspects gathered around her, warrior, young woman, and child. “A unified will is stronger.”
“Are you strong enough,” said Kylon, “to find Caina herself? Or the rest of the aspects?” 
The priestess considered the question. “Yes. We can take you there now, I believe.”
“The liberator must be defended,” said the pyrikon. 
“We agree on that,” said the priestess. “Be warned. The strongest concentration of the shadow will be there. I believe it to be an aspect of the necromancer who cast the poison upon Caina.”
“Kharnaces,” said Kylon. 
“That is correct,” said the priestess.
“The liberator must be defended,” said the pyrikon, its armored helmet turning towards the massive white bulk of the Imperial Citadel upon its spur. The green fire consuming the sky was swirling over the towers of the Citadel. 
“She’s there,” said Kylon. “The Citadel. Along with Kharnaces. Enough talking. Take us there, if you can.”
“Very well,” said the priestess. She closed her eyes, and the other three aspects closed their eyes and took deep breaths in perfect unison. It was eerie to watch. 
The burning city jolted around Kylon, and suddenly he found himself in a courtyard of white stone, the massive towers of the Imperial Citadel rising overhead. The sky flowed with green flames and thousands upon thousands of shadow warriors. A figure in shining white robes stood at the doors to the Citadel, his expression calm, green fire snarling around his fingers. 
The fire blasted from his fingers to strike at Caina.
She stood before him, arms raised to ward off the river of green flame snarling from the white-robed man’s fingers. Her form flickered and blurred as he looked at it, seeming to refract and break into pieces. 
Or aspects. Like light shattering as it struck a prism. 
Dozens of the shadow warriors swirled around her, striking at her with their khopesh swords, landing hit after hit. 
“The liberator must be defended,” said the pyrikon, raising its glowing falchion. 
“Then follow me,” said Kylon, lifting his sword. “Kharnaces! Heretic of Maat! Hear me!”
The white-robed man’s gaze fell upon Kylon, burning with purple flame and dark shadow. Through the power snarling through the air, Kylon sensed the malevolent presence of a mighty nagataaru. 
“What is this?” said Kharnaces, his voice melodious and deep. “You are not part of her mind, not an aspect of her will. Who are you?” 
“I thought you wanted her to bring the Staff and the Seal to Callatas,” said Kylon. “She can’t do that if she’s dead.” 
“Her assistance is no longer necessary,” said Kharnaces. “Another nagataaru knows that the Staff and Seal have left my Tomb.”
“The Huntress,” spat Kylon.
“She will carry the news to Callatas, and he will come to me at last,” said Kharnaces. “The help of the would-be liberator is no longer needful. She is dangerous, and therefore she shall die…along with you. Who are you? Are you one of the valikarion of old? Only a valikarion would have been bold enough to challenge me in person. No – Callatas would have killed them all. Ah, I see. You are an heir to the great storm-warriors of Old Kyrace that the Great Necromancers battled in the deeps of time. Why are you here? I see. You love her.” A creature like Sicarion or the Red Huntress would have spat those words with contempt. Kharnaces only seemed solemn. This was not a man – or an Undying – to underestimate. “A worthy sacrifice.”
“Sacrifice?” said Kylon.
“To Kotuluk Iblis, lord of the nagataaru,” said Kharnaces, and though his voice remained solemn, Kylon saw the madness in his face, the fanaticism. “All the world shall be a sacrifice, for I am the vessel of the Harbinger. We shall open the way, and Kotuluk Iblis shall claim what is his, and he shall devour mankind and cleanse the world of the disease that is humanity.”
“No, he won’t,” said Kylon.
“And you shall stop me?” said Kharnaces, raising one eyebrow.
“No,” said Kylon. “She will.”
“The would-be liberator? The Balarigar of the Szaldic slaves?” said Kharnaces. “She cannot stop me. Already her will fractures from my attack, and soon she will not have strength left to draw breath.” 
“Are you so certain?” said Kylon. “You caught her at her weakest, after she had been mortally wounded, after the Huntress had poisoned her mind with doubt. She defied the Moroaica. Do you think you could take her when she was whole?”
“The question is immaterial,” said Kharnaces. “This contest is almost over.” 
“Let’s find out,” said Kylon, frost swirling around his blade. 
He charged forward, dashing across the courtyard. Kharnaces kept the stream of green fire hammering into Caina, but raised one hand, pointing at Kylon. Power snarled around his fingers as Kylon sprinted at him. Kharnaces’s spell would strike him down long before he ever reached the Great Necromancer.
But he wasn’t aiming for Kharnaces. 
Kylon twisted, dodging to the side as a blast of green fire hurtled past him, and charged at the shadow warriors surrounding Caina. Kylon hammered into them, striking down two with every sweep of his sword. The pyrikon stampeded next to him, using both its falchion and its shield as weapons. 
And for an instant, just an instant, Kylon cleared a path through the shadow warriors to Caina.
“Now!” he shouted.
The aspects shot forward, child, priestess, warrior, and woman, and sank into Caina. Kharnaces’s gaze snapped back to her, and the image of Caina shimmered into focus. It was her, all of her. The rage of the child, the cool calculation of the priestess, the courage of the warrior, all of it combined back into her mind and will. 
 
###
 
For an instant, Caina came back to consciousness, her mind clear once more.
She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know what was happening. But she knew that Kharnaces was attacking her, invading her mind with his sorcery. This was not the first time her mind had been invaded, and she fought back, driving and clawing at the attack with every inch of strength she could muster. 
She caught a brief glimpse of Kharnaces’s face, saw his serene expression dissolve into astonishment, and shoved at him with all her strength. 
He hurtled backwards, the pain in her head and limbs fading at last, and Caina sank into unconsciousness. 
 
###
 
Kylon’s eyes snapped open.
He was still in the bazaar below the burning ruin of the Corsair’s Rest, Caina slumped against him, Annarah kneeling next to them. Caina shuddered and thrashed as if in the grips of a seizure. Her eyes opened and she arched her back, her emotional sense pulsing with fury and determination.
Something dark and immaterial erupted from her mouth and rose overhead. It looked like a hooded wraith of smoke and green flame. For an instant Kylon seemed to see the features of Kharnaces in the wraith, and then it screamed and vanished away to the east, disappearing into nothingness. 
Caina let out a long sigh and went limp, her eyes closing. Kylon sensed no necromantic power around her, and her emotional state was that of a sleeping, albeit utterly exhausted, woman. 
“What happened?” said Annarah, pushing some sweaty hair from her face. “Did…did it work?”
Kylon opened his mouth to answer, and then he heard the low, sardonic laughter. 
“What do you think, my stalwart stormdancer?” murmured the voice of Samnirdamnus in his ear. “Did you not make the right choice?”
The voice faded away.
“I think so,” said Kylon, wiping the sweat from his eyes. He felt as if he had spent the day fighting in the hot sun. “There was…a shadow, Kharnaces’s shadow. Her will was fractured, but it recovered. I…” He shook his head. “We have to get out here.”
Laertes snorted. “I’ve been saying that for some time.” 
“We’ll start with Quartius,” said Nasser. “We can get off the street until the mayhem subsides. Then we can decide what to do.”
Kylon nodded. “Sword.” 
He held out his hand, and Morgant passed the valikon to him without comment. Kylon took it, sheathed it over his shoulder, and stood, Caina cradled in his arms, her cheek resting against his chest. 
“And what are you going to do with that, Kyracian?” said Morgant. His emotional sense remained cold and hard, but there was something new in it as he looked at Kylon. It almost felt like respect. “Hard to swing a sword when your hands are full.” 
“What I am going to do,” said Kylon, “is make sure no one hurts her.” 



Chapter 23: Valikarion
 
For a long time, Caina drifted in nothingness. 
She felt tired, so utterly tired, and the nothingness was sweet and restful. She had been fighting for such a long time, hadn’t she? Half her life. More than half her life. Surely she deserved some rest. 
Maybe a final rest. 
Yet something held her back. 
Memories pushed their way into the nothingness. Istarinmul. Wraithblood. Fire and death, with worse to come if she did not act. A red mask and a woman’s voice twisted with cruel laughter. A tall, blue-eyed man in a black greatcoat, eyes widening with terrified shock as silver fire erupted from her. 
A man’s face, amber flecks in his brown eyes, a silver sword in his hands. 
Slowly Caina became aware that she was not alone. 
She was sitting a table in the House of Kularus, the coffee house she had owned in Malarae. It was deserted, the tables empty, the rows of balconies quiet overhead. Everything seemed blurred and indistinct, like a painting faded with age.
Halfdan sat across the table from her. 
“You can go on if you wish,” said her teacher. He had a Caerish burr, though not so pronounced as Morgant’s. “Leave the world of pain and suffering behind.”
“I failed,” said Caina. “Again and again.”
Halfdan shook his gray head. “You’ve done everything anyone could have asked of you, and ten times more. You even laid down your life. You could still lay down your life, if you wished. Let go of everything and rest at last.”
It sounded tempting. There had been so much suffering and death and destruction, and she knew that more awaited her. Yet…perhaps she could avert some of it. Perhaps she could stop it. 
And there was something else, someone she desperately wanted to see again. 
“Ah,” said Halfdan with a smile. “I thought so. I half-thought you would seduce him when we met in Catekharon, but your heart belonged to Corvalis. Corvalis’s death almost broke you, but…you are strong. I flatter myself to think I had something to do with that, but I just tempered what was already there. Be well, child. I would tell you to be brave, but I know you would do that anyway.” 
The House of Kularus dissolved into mist, and Caina felt herself slipping back into unconsciousness. 
But before she did, just for a moment, she glimpsed smokeless fire in the distance. 
“My darling demonslayer,” said a sardonic drawl of a voice, “perhaps you are indeed the one I have been seeking.”
 
###
 
The air was cool and dry. 
Caina drew in a long breath, her eyes twitching open. She saw wooden beams overhead, stained with smoke and age. A bed was beneath her, soft and warm, and she heard the distant sound of wind. It was cool here, much cooler than the Desert of Candles and drier than Pyramid Isle. Caina turned her head, and saw that she was in a small room with a flagstone floor, the walls built of rough-mortared stone, a dying fire in a hearth across the room. 
She had no idea where she was, and no memory of coming here. The last thing she remembered…
Cruel laughter in the darkness. 
A ghostsilver blade bursting from her chest. 
Frantic, Caina sat up, her hand automatically reaching for the dagger she always kept under her pillow, but her fingers found nothing. The blanket fell away, revealing that she wore nothing beneath it, and she looked at her chest, expecting to see her blood draining through the hideous wound there…
Nothing. The wound was gone. 
Come to think of it, she felt…pretty good. Far better than she should, actually. 
The door swung open. Caina looked for a weapon, found nothing that would serve, and settled for jerking the blankets up to her chin. A dark-skinned woman in a blue-green dress of Kaltari cut stepped into the room, a bronze bracelet flashing on her wrist. 
“Annarah?” said Caina, her confusion growing. 
Annarah grinned. “By the Divine! You are awake!” She hurried to the side of the bed. “How do you feel?” 
“I feel…I feel fine,” said Caina. “I…”
A strange fact penetrated her mind.
Annarah was…glowing. 
Caina saw a veil of white light shining around the Iramisian woman, brighter near the pyrikon at her wrist. She looked at her own wrist and saw the ghostsilver pyrikon there, saw it shining with its own inner fire. 
“What is it?” said Annarah. 
“Are you casting a spell?” said Caina. She didn’t feel one. 
“No,” said Annarah, and she nodded to herself. “Tell me. Do you see a light around me? And around our pyrikons?”
“Aye,” said Caina. 
“I thought as much,” said Annarah. She pulled a small stool close to the bed and sat down. “You have become a valikarion.” There was awe and respect in her voice. 
“Valikarion?” said Caina. She knew the word, both from what she had learned of ancient Iramis and from the knowledge that Kharnaces had stuffed into her head. “A…bearer of a valikon? I don’t understand. I was already the custodian of the valikon that the Emissary of the Living Flame gave me.”
“In Iramis,” said Annarah, “the valikarion were the guardians of the loremasters. For while the Words of Lore are most potent against the spirits of the netherworld and the spells of corrupt sorcerers, they are ill-suited for defense against more mundane foes. The valikarion, equipped with swords that can destroy spirits and spells, were that defense. Yet a valikon is a great trust, and its bearer must prove himself worthy. To prove himself worthy, a potential valikarion underwent a trial of strength and courage in the netherworld. If he survived, he was worthy and became valikarion, a bearer of a valikon. He gained other abilities as well. He was undetectable to any form of divinatory sorcery, and could see through illusions. He was invisible to spirits, unless he chose to speak with them. And he could see the threads of sorcery.”
“See them?” said Caina.
“Observe,” said Annarah, lifting her hand. Caina felt the surge of force as Annarah summoned power for a spell. She did not cast the spell…yet Caina saw the glow of power around the loremaster, even as she felt it against her skin like a wave of needles. “You can see the light, yes? I have not cast a spell yet. Anyone else looking at me would see nothing. Yet you can sense the power…and now you can see it as well.” 
Caina stared at Annarah for a moment, watching the threads of power twine and dance over her fingers. She saw how Annarah’s own will fed the spell, how the pyrikon added its strength the spell. The sight started to make her dizzy, and Caina squeezed her eyes closed and looked away.
“How did this happen to me?” said Caina. 
“You underwent a great ordeal of both mind and body,” said Annarah. “You survived, yes…but such an experience would not leave you unchanged.” 
“No,” murmured Caina. The light vanished from Annarah’s hands as she released her power. “No, I suppose not.” Now that the shock had worn off, the confusion came flooding back. “I should be dead. The last thing I remember is Kalgri stabbing me. And then…” She shook her head. She could only remember bits and pieces. 
“Lord Kylon saved you,” said Annarah. “He took one of your vials of Elixir Restorata and poured it down your throat.”
“That should have killed me,” said Caina. “And everyone else for a considerable distance.” 
“It would have,” said Annarah, “but he also put Morgant’s wedjet-dahn upon your arm.”
“That should have killed me, too,” said Caina. 
“There was a possibility I did not foresee,” said Annarah. “The wedjet-dahn was damaged. Your aura has been damaged as well, likely since childhood. Consequently it did not work as I thought it would. It amplified the power of the Elixir to an exponential degree, which meant enough of that power entered you to heal the wound. Unfortunately, it also strengthened the necromantic poison in your blood. It attacked your mind and would have killed you, but Lord Kylon bade me to use the Words of Lore so he could enter your mind. Together you expelled the poison.”
“Kylon was inside my mind?” said Caina. “Gods. He probably saw some disturbing things in there.”
“He…would not speak of it,” said Annarah. “Only that the will of Kharnaces himself tried to kill you through the poison.” 
“And Kalgri?” said Caina, trying to remember. “Cassander Nilas was there, wasn’t he? What happened to them?” 
“Kalgri escaped,” said Annarah. “It seems she saw the danger and fled. Morgant said she took your shadow-cloak and ghostsilver dagger for some reason when she fled. Cassander was killed in the explosion, along with most of his Adamant Guards.”
“Good,” said Caina with some heat. Cassander had arranged for the murder of Kylon’s wife, had tried to kill Martin and Claudia, and had unleashed the Sifter upon Istarinmul. There were people she regretted having killed…but Cassander Nilas would never be one of them. 
“I wish it had not been necessary to kill him,” said Annarah. “I wish he would have repented.” Caina gave her a look. “But I suspect he never would have.” 
Caina nodded, and a dark thought came to her. Kylon had given her the Elixir Restorata. Kylon had fought the dark thing in her head. What had that done to him? If he had been killed saving her life…
Some of her dread must have shown on her face, because Annarah guessed her next question. “Kylon is alive. We all are. The explosion killed most of the Umbarians, and we were able to escape Rumarah without incident. I believe Lord Kylon is discussing matters with the Prince and the headman of this village.”
“Headman?” said Caina, and she noticed that the architecture of the room did not look Istarish. “We’re not in Rumarah, are we? Where are we?”
“A village in the Kaltari Highlands,” said Annarah. “Named Drynemet. It seems both you and the Prince have friends here. The Prince believed the regalia would be safe in Drynemet until we can return to Istarinmul and undertake the journey to Catekharon.”
“Drynemet?” said Caina, astonished. She had fought the Huntress here with Nasser and Claudia. Yet Drynemet and the Kaltari Highlands were a long way from Rumarah. “How long was I unconscious? Twelve days?”
“Twenty-two, actually,” said Annarah, and Caina’s eyes widened. “The journey to Drynemet took two weeks, and you have been resting here ever since.” 
“Twenty-two days?” said Caina, shocked. She had lost nearly a month. “Then…why don’t I feel worse? I shouldn’t be able to sit up. I feel…a lot better than I should.”
“I tended to you,” said Annarah, “and made sure you drank. And the Elixir’s aura took a long time to depart from you, and only vanished a few days past. I believe it took that long to fully repair all the injuries you suffered.” 
“I see,” said Caina. “Thank you for looking after me. That must have been a great deal of work.” 
Annarah smiled. “After all you have done for me, how could I not? You brought Morgant to the Sanctuary to rescue me. You were the reason we escaped alive from the Inferno. You brought the regalia out of the Tomb of Kharnaces after I was foolish enough to place them there.” She hesitated. “I could never repay all that you have done for me, Balarigar.”
Caina took a deep breath. “If you really want to repay me, there is one thing you can do for me.”
“Of course,” said Annarah.
“Never call me that again,” said Caina.
Annarah laughed. “As you wish.”
“Actually,” said Caina. “There is something else you can do for me.” She lifted the blanket. “Could you find me some clothing?” 
“Of course,” said Annarah. “Laertes took your pack and satchel when we fled the Corsair’s Rest, so some of your equipment survived the explosion. The headman of this village…”
“His name is Strabane,” said Caina. 
“The headman said you could use whatever you wished,” said Annarah. “For some reason, he seemed amused that you were a woman.”
Caina sighed. “I can imagine.” 
 
###
 
Caina’s room, as it happened, had been off the headman’s hall. She walked through the cavernous, gloomy hall, past the firepit that smoldered with the coals of last night’s fire, tugging at her new cloak. Annarah had located clothes in the Kaltari style – a sleeveless dress of green with a broad belt, and a long cloak pinned with a brooch over her right shoulder. One of the daggers from her pack went on her belt, and two more in her boots. Even here, she would not go unarmed. 
Caina and Annarah walked from the front doors of the hall and into the village’s square. Drynemet had not changed much from her last visit, and the damage from the Huntress’s attack had been rebuilt. The Kaltari built their houses in the style of their ancient Caerish ancestors, with round walls of stone and domed roofs made of thatch. Their tastes included the skulls of their enemies, and every house had at least one skull mounted over its door, some of them dating back to battles hundreds of years past. A strong wall surrounded the village, and from the vantage point of the headman’s hall, Caina saw the Kaltari hills stretching away in all directions, craggy and cloaked in tough little pine trees. It was a warm day, but far less humid than Pyramid Isle, which was pleasant. 
A sense of dislocation swept through Caina. When she had closed her eyes, she had been in Rumarah…and she had awakened hundreds of miles away. 
But nearly a month had passed while she was unconscious. 
“Are you all right?” said Annarah.
Caina considered her answer. “I…think I am better than I have any right to be.” 
She walked around the headman’s hall, to the terrace overlooking the steep valley below. It was a fall over several hundred feet to the valley floor, and Claudia had thrown a Silent Hunter from the edge of the terrace during the Huntress’s attack. Strabane, the headman of Drynemet, stood there, a towering giant of a man in leather and mail, the hilt of an enormous greatsword rising over his right shoulder. Two skulls of vanquished enemies swung from his belt, and scars marked his face and hands. Nasser, Laertes, and Morgant stood speaking with him, and all four men turned as Caina and Annarah approached.
She stopped, a flicker of self-consciousness going through her. She had never worn a dress in front of them before. 
She also saw the aura of power around Nasser’s gloved left hand, the potent spells around Morgant’s dagger and scimitar. Usually she had to get closer before she sensed the sorcery within Nasser’s hand. It seemed this peculiar vision, the sight of a valikarion, was far more powerful. 
Morgant smiled and held out a hand. Strabane spat a rumbling curse, Laertes sighed, and Nasser showed no reaction. All three men dropped coins into Morgant’s hand, who made them disappear into a pocket of his black coat. 
“What was that about?” said Annarah. 
“A little wager,” said Morgant. “Our friends thought she would continue her ruse as a man. I knew better, and am now therefore a few bezants richer.’”
“I’ll be damned,” said Strabane, shaking his head. “You had me completely fooled, Ciaran. Never once crossed my mind that you were a woman. Bloody hell. Looking at you now, it seems obvious. I must be losing my wits.”
“You are, of course,” said Laertes, “but you are not the only one. I kept trying to get this man to marry one of my daughters, but he wasn’t a man at all.”
“What about you, Glasshand?” said Strabane. 
“I suspected Ciaran was not all that he seemed to be,” said Nasser. “There were moments. Sometimes your voice became much higher in moments of stress, your accent more Nighmarian. Lord Kylon seemed quite fond of you, but I simply thought you were comrades in battle. Yet you never gave me enough pieces to assemble the whole.” He flashed his white smile and offered a bow. “Truly, you are one of the most gifted liars I’ve ever met.” 
“Thank you,” said Caina. “I did tell you some of the truth. Remember the story I told you about Sonya Tornesti in the Vale of Fallen Stars? It was mostly true. I just happened to be Sonya Tornesti.” 
Nasser threw back his head and laughed. “Indeed? Well-played.”
Caina looked at Strabane. “There’s a two million bezant bounty on my head. Is that going to be a problem?”
Strabane snorted. “The Grand Wazir and the Grand Master posted that bounty, and we are actively plotting to overthrow them.”
“True enough,” said Caina, and then asked the question that had been on her mind. “Where is Kylon?”
“The Kyracian?” said Strabane. “He went out with one of my patrols. Looked restless. They’ll be back by sundown.” Caina felt a surge of relief. “I’ve been keeping tight watch on the hills. The demon-worshippers have been stirring up trouble for their gods, and Teskilati spies keep trying to slip into the village.”
“Teskilati?” said Caina, and her brain caught up to the conversation. “They only care about the Kaltari Highlands because you’ve allied with Tanzir Shahan and the other southern emirs. Which means…the emirs are marching on Istarinmul, aren’t they?”
“Very soon, now,” said Nasser. “Now that we have accomplished our objective, the time is ripe to strike. If we can defeat the Grand Wazir and overthrow Callatas, we can prevent him from ever finishing his Apotheosis.” 
“We should talk about that,” said Caina. 
“A moment, please,” said Nasser to the others, “if you do not object.” 
Strabane snorted. “When the two of you go off together to plot, the next thing I know I’m running through the netherworld with a horde of demons on my heels.” 
“The netherworld?” said Annarah, blinking. “How many times have you been to the netherworld?” 
“Four. Which is four more times than I ever wanted,” said Caina. She looked up at Strabane. She had to crane her neck a bit to do it. “Why don’t you tell her the story, headman? Since we all escaped alive, if barely, it counts as a happy story, mostly.” 
“Very well,” said Strabane. His voice rumbled in Caina’s ears as she walked with Nasser to the edge of the terrace. 
“Thank you,” said Nasser. 
Caina blinked. “For what? What did I do?”
For a moment Nasser looked almost incredulous. “You truly don’t know? You brought the Staff and the Seal out of the Tomb. You sacrificed yourself to save us at the Corsair’s Rest, and you knew that you were going to your death.” 
“I don’t remember it clearly,” said Caina. “Just bits and pieces.” 
“Nevertheless,” said Nasser, “Cassander would have killed us all and taken the Staff and the Seal if not for your intervention.”
“You should thank Kylon,” said Caina. “I would never have thought to drink the Elixir. Or use the wedjet-dahn. Apparently that was why Samnirdamnus wanted Morgant to take the damned thing.”
“And apparently,” said Nasser, “you are going to save the world.”
Caina felt a chill. “What?”
“The Knight of Wind and Air told Morgant he would choose whether the world lived or died,” said Nasser. “If he had chosen to allow the world to die, he would have left the wedjet-dahn in the Inferno. Kalgri would have killed you, Cassander would have claimed the regalia, and in time Callatas would have killed him and used the relics to work the Apotheosis.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m going to save the world,” said Caina. 
“Doesn’t it?” said Nasser. “For Callatas has not yet been defeated.”
“Let us not grow complacent because of prophecies,” said Caina. By all the gods, she was sick to death of prophets, oracles, and riddling spirits. And she had made the mistake of assuming Sulaman’s prophecy had meant her death. “Where are the Staff and Seal now?”
“Within Strabane’s strong room,” said Nasser. “It’s the most secure place in Drynemet, and only the six of us who were at Rumarah know it is here.”
“Seven of us,” said Caina. “Kalgri escaped Rumarah. She’s almost certainly told Callatas where the relics are by now. He’s going to come after them as quickly as he can.”  
“I agree,” said Nasser. “Which is why as soon as you feel well enough to travel, we are leaving Drynemet for Istarinmul.” 
“Callatas is in Istarinmul,” said Caina.
“So are ships that can carry us swiftly to Catekharon,” said Nasser. “Istarinmul’s navy is weak, and even though the Empire’s western fleet is still rebuilding after the Kyracian war, the Emperor has more than enough ships to safeguard the sea lanes. Once we get on a ship, neither Callatas nor Kalgri will be able to stop us. And Callatas will soon have a new problem that will occupy his full attention.”
“The rebel emirs,” said Caina.
“They prefer to think of themselves as the emirs who shall restore sound governance to Istarinmul,” said Nasser. “Tanzir Shahan will soon march from the Vale of Fallen Stars, and the Kaltari clans will move to join him. Grand Wazir Erghulan has very little support left, and even many of the northern emirs would like to see him gone. Istarinmul may well fall to the southern emirs, and if it does, we shall have a chance to kill Callatas and put an end to his evil. At the very least, he will be forced to abandon Istarinmul, and shall have to start his Apotheosis over from scratch.” 
Caina said nothing, staring over the edge of the terrace to the stream bubbling through the valley. Once, she knew, she would have felt terrible guilt, blaming herself for the impending civil war. That guilt seemed like a distant thing now. She had died and come back, but if she had died and stayed dead…the civil war would have started anyway. If she had never come to Istarinmul, Callatas might have well have continued his evil unopposed, seeking fruitlessly for the Staff and the Seal as he slaughtered thousands to continue producing wraithblood. 
She had not started Istarinmul on its path to bloodshed, she now realized…but she would see it through to the end. 
“Sorry I lied to you,” she said at last, “about who I really am.”
Nasser offered a lazy shrug. “I didn’t tell you the whole truth about who I am, either. That you figured it out first…well, I have no one to blame but myself.” He hesitated. “It may be a peculiar thing to say…but you remind me of my daughter.”
“Truly?” said Caina. Nasser never spoke of his lost family, the wife and children that had burned with Iramis.
“She, too, sacrificed herself to save others,” said Nasser in a quiet voice. 
They stood in silence for a while.
“I’m sorry,” said Caina. 
Nasser smiled. “Do you know I had already heard of you? Your true name, I mean. I had heard rumors that a woman named Caina Amalas had been banished from the Empire. But you so convincingly presented yourself as a man that I never made the connection.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. “Do you know how exhausting it was to pretend to be a man all the time? We’ve traveled together for weeks. I had to control my voice, my stance, my stride, my mannerisms…everything.”
“Well,” said Nasser, “I am pleased you are relieved of that burden, at least. How do you change your voice so convincingly, by the way?”
Caina shrugged, the memory of Halfdan flickering through her thoughts. “I had good teachers.”
 



Chapter 24: Stop Talking
 
That night Caina sat alone in her room, drinking a cup of tea as she sharpened her knives and daggers. The Kaltari did not much care for coffee, and Caina really wanted a cup of Damla’s coffee. Nonetheless, she had to admit that the Kaltari brewed good tea. She had started drinking tea years ago at the Vineyard, when she had trained as a Ghost nightfighter, and it had been her drink of choice for years. Later, though, she had discovered coffee. It had been in Catekharon, and in fact Kylon had taken her to a coffee house for the first time…
She lifted a throwing knife, checking the edge, and nodded to herself and set it back down on the table. 
There was a tight nervousness in her gut, a tremor of excitement that went up her limbs. Caina knew what she had to do. They would go to Istarinmul, conceal the Staff and Seal in Catekharon, and return to stop Callatas. That was clear. 
She just had to do something else first. The knives and daggers didn’t really need sharpening. They were just a distraction, a way to keep her hands occupied while she…
Someone knocked at the door. 
Caina straightened from the table, smoothing the front of her dress. 
“Come in,” she called. 
 
###
 
Kylon stepped into the small guest room. 
Caina stood by a table, wearing the dress and cloak of a Kaltari woman, the bronze brooch glinting in the dim light from the hearth. He still could not sense her presence, not at all, but he didn’t care. She was conscious, standing and awake. 
That was more than he would have expected. More than he would have hoped. 
“You’re awake,” he said. 
She smiled. “This morning. I think I just missed you.”
“Strabane has me hunting for Teskilati spies in the hills,” said Kylon. “They’re good at hiding, but they can’t hide from a man with the sorcery of water.” He hesitated, looking at her for any sign of illness, of pain. “Though you’re doing a good job of it.”
Caina shrugged. “Annarah says that what…happened to me was similar to the trials the valikarion of Iramis underwent. So apparently I can claim to be a valikarion now. No divinatory spells will work on me, and I can…see sorcerous auras. It is a damned strange sensation.” 
“You can see mine, then?” said Kylon. 
“Yes,” said Caina in a quiet voice. “It’s…silvery and blue, but those aren’t the right words. It’s so hard to describe.” She met his eyes. “It’s a…a compelling sight. I never thought I would say that about anything of sorcery.”  
Kylon nodded. “That is what I wanted to discuss with you.”
“Oh?” 
Kylon took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”
 
###
 
Caina blinked several times before she spoke.
“What?” she said. “Why are you sorry? What are you sorry for? You…haven’t done anything.” 
“I did,” said Kylon. His face was grim. “I…should not have poured that Elixir down your throat.”
“Why not?” said Caina. “It saved my life. It saved all of our lives. Cassander would have killed us all, and a lot more people if he got his hands on the regalia. You…”
He kept speaking. 
“I know how much you hate sorcery,” said Kylon. “And I should have been more vigilant. I should have realized that if the Huntress wore a shadow-cloak, I couldn’t sense her or her nagataaru. I…”
“Kylon,” said Caina. “If there is any blame, it is mine. All those damned curved knives. I should have realized that it was Kalgri months ago.” She sighed. “She was playing with my head, trying to make me isolate myself so I would be easier to kill. It almost worked, too. It would have worked, if not for you.” 
She crossed the room and stood before him, looking up at him. 
“Kylon,” she said. “You saved my life. You saved us all. Thank you.” 
Kylon stared down at her, and at last nodded. 
“How could I not?” he said. “After you risked everything for me?” 
“What do you mean?” said Caina. 
“In the Craven’s Tower, after you defeated the Sifter and used the Elixir to heal me,” said Kylon. “You couldn’t have carried me out on your own. Morgant told me what you did, how you threatened to kill him if he didn’t help you get me out.” 
Caina felt her face warm. “I…was in a bit of a mood at the time.” 
“You had been seeking him for months,” said Kylon. “He was your only link to finding the Staff and the Seal, your only clue to stopping the Apotheosis. And you were willing to kill him to save my life.” 
Caina couldn’t meet his eyes for a moment. “Like I said. I was in a bit of a mood.” 
“I was wrong about you,” said Kylon. “When we first met. I thought you were a…a cold spy, a manipulator.”
“Now what do you think of me?” said Caina. Her voice was a little hoarse.
“I think you’re the bravest woman I’ve ever met,” said Kylon. 
“Because you saw into my mind?” said Caina. 
“No,” said Kylon. “I came to that conclusion long before that.”
Caina took a deep breath. “About that. I…also need to discuss something with you.” 
 
###
 
Kylon looked down at Caina, his pulse drumming in his temples. She was close enough that he could feel the heat of her breath against his face when she spoke and see the faint tremor near her right eye.
She was nervous. He couldn’t sense her emotions, but he could tell she was nervous.  
“When I was…dying,” said Caina. “I don’t remember most of what happened.”
“That’s probably for the best,” said Kylon. He remembered every detail of what had happened in the Corsair’s Rest. “It wasn’t pleasant.” 
She nodded and reached up, pushing her hair back from her face. “I…remember when I was lying on the floor, bleeding to death. You were sitting next to me while Nasser was shouting at Cassander. You said…you said…”
She stopped, pulling her composure together.
“Go on,” said Kylon. 
Caina looked up at him. “You said that it was your fate to see the women you loved die in front of you, that you could do nothing to save them.” 
He nodded, not willing to trust his voice. 
“Does,” she said, swallowing, “does that include me?”
Kylon took both of her hands in his, and her blue eyes grew wide. The contact of her skin brought her emotions against his senses, and he felt her fear and pain, backed by a strong and growing love for him. 
A love that matched what he felt for her. 
“Yes,” he said. 
“I love you, too,” she whispered. The pulse in her wrists raced against her fingers. “So. Good. Good. That’s good.” She was talking so fast that the words were tumbling together. “You love me, that’s good. It is in fact the best news I’ve heard in years. So what are you going…”
“Stop talking,” said Kylon, and he pulled her close and kissed her. 
For an instant she went rigid with surprise, but only for an instant. She pressed herself against him, wrapping her arms around his back and pulling him closer. The nervousness vanished, replaced by a swelling heat. Her hands slid under his tunic, climbing up his back. 
That seemed like a marvelous idea, so he began tugging at her cloak, pulling it off her shoulders. 
 
###
 
Caina tossed aside the last of her clothing, standing before Kylon. 
The last time she had seen him undressed had been in the aftermath of the Craven’s Tower. This was a more pleasant circumstance by far. The dying fire threw shadows over the hard planes of his chest and arms, and his eyes flicked up and down over her, taking her in. 
Over the scar on her belly. 
A wave of self-consciousness went over her, and her hands jerked to cover the garish scar. 
“No, no, no,” murmured Kylon, reaching down to pull her hands away. “No. Don’t hide. I want all of you.” 
She stared up at him. He looked back, more intense than she had ever seen him. He looked…
He looked like a man dying of thirst who had just walked into an oasis.
Come to think of it, Caina was pretty thirsty herself.
She seized his head with both hands, pulled his face to hers, and kissed him. His arms wrapped around her and pulled her close. She coiled her left leg around him and gave the back of his right knee a tap with her heel. Kylon overbalanced and fell forward, his weight driving her down to the bed beneath him.
They didn’t stand up again for a while. 
Much later, Caina lay against him, her head resting on Kylon’s chest, his right hand stroking her hair and back. 
She felt better than she had in a long, long time.
“What will we do next?” whispered Kylon. 
A dozen different playful suggestions came to the tip of Caina’s tongue, but his tone was serious. She levered up on her elbow and looked at him. 
“Whatever happens,” said Caina, “whatever fate awaits us, we’ll face it side-by-side. Together.” 
“Together,” said Kylon.



Epilogue
 
The woman who now called herself Kalgri strolled through the southern edge of the Desert of Candles, tossing Caina’s ghostsilver dagger to herself. The Voice brooded and hissed and snarled in her thoughts. Kalgri listened with part of her mind, the rest of her will considering her next course of action.
Step by step she left Rumarah behind. 
That had been something of a mess. 
Kalgri was not entirely sure how Caina had survived. The Voice was baffled. Kalgri had seen Elixir Restorata used before, knew that it produced an explosive discharge, but nothing like that. The firestorm that had engulfed the Corsair’s Rest and the Adamant Guards had been like the wrath of a furious god. 
And then when Caina had stumbled out of the wreckage, impossibly alive but invisible to the Voice’s senses, when Kylon and the loremaster had driven that necromantic shadow from her…
For an instant, Kalgri had known a flicker of profound terror.
She had killed Caina. Kalgri was absolutely, unquestionably certain of that. The wound had been mortal, and Caina’s damaged aura would not let her use Elixir Restorata. The long-forgotten religious lessons of Kalgri’s childhood had floated to the forefront of her thoughts, and for a wild moment she had wondered if the Living Flame had descended in wrath to raise Caina to life once more. 
She wondered if the Living Flame had descended in wrath to bring retribution for all of Kalgri’s many, many, many victims. 
Utterly absurd.
Yet Kalgri had not survived for so long by attacking unknown threats. The Voice had counseled retreat, and for once Kalgri was in full agreement with the nagataaru inside her skull. 
She fled.
Now she walked alone through the Desert of Candles, tossing Caina’s ghostsilver dagger to herself, the Ghost’s shadow-cloak wrapped in a bundle and tucked under her arm. 
Well. Maybe not quite alone. She sensed a flicker of life ahead. 
Just as she had expected.
Kalgri stopped, caught the dagger by the handle, and tapped the flat of the blade against her lips, thinking. 
Perhaps the time had come to tell Callatas of the Staff and Seal. Nasser Glasshand had them, and Nasser Glasshand would follow Caina’s counsel and take them to Catekharon. If the Staff and Seal fell into the hands of the Scholae, Callatas would never claim them, and the Apotheosis would never come to pass. 
The Voice screamed in rage at the thought. 
Yet Nasser would first go to Istarinmul to charter a ship. Overland travel while bearing such precious artifacts was too great of a risk. Nasser would go to Istarinmul…and when he did, Kalgri could arrange for the deaths of countless thousands. 
Callatas could have the Staff and the Seal once Istarinmul burned to ashes. Perhaps Caina would even die in the firestorm. 
Kalgri giggled a little at the thought, and the Voice hissed its approval of her plan. Of course, the nagataaru approved of anything that would kill a lot of people.  
She started walking again, strolling through the corpses.
Once the dead men had been a tribe of Istarish nomads, wiry little men in brown robes and turbans. Now they were dead. Most of them had been burned alive. A few of them had broken necks from blasts of psychokinetic force. And some of them had bled to death, their bodies missing various parts.
As if someone had harvested their organs.
Kalgri stopped when she found Cassander Nilas.
Or, at least, what was left of him. 
He wore only his trousers and boots, and his left arm was missing. His torso was now a mismatched patchwork of scars from the stolen skin and flesh he had grafted to repair his grievous wounds. The right side of his face was still handsome. The left was a hideous maze of scars, and looked as if it had been stitched together out of old leather. 
Or as if it had been rebuilt with pieces from the dead tribesmen. 
Kalgri waited as Cassander finished grafting his new arm to the charred stump of his shoulder, assembling it piece by piece from dead flesh, casting spell after necromantic spell. When he finished, it was a mismatched horror, but it was functional. Cassander let out a rasping sigh, rotating his new left arm.
His eyes fell upon Kalgri and narrowed. His right one was still blue, but the left had turned a venomous shade of orange.
“I thought,” said Kalgri, “that you might have a trick up your sleeve. Or, more precisely, a bloodcrystal. One to snatch you away from the explosion. Clever of you. Excellent foresight, really. ”
“You useless bitch,” snarled Cassander, his deep voice transformed to a snarling rasp. “You ran! See if you can run from this!” 
Fire snarled into existence around his armored right hand, the bloodcrystal flashing in the back of his black gauntlet.
“Now, now,” said Kalgri, a sword of black shadow and purple flame springing to life in her hand. The sight of it made Cassander hesitate. “Why so angry? You were successful.”
“I was almost killed,” snarled Cassander. 
“But Caina Amalas is dead,” lied Kalgri. 
Cassander stared at her, his scarred face caught between rage and curiosity. 
“The explosion wiped out your Guards and nearly killed you,” said Kalgri, “but it killed her as well. Behold.” She lifted the ghostsilver dagger. “Her blade and shadow-cloak. Trophies that you can lay before the feet of the Grand Master.”
Some of the rage faded from Cassander’s face. His spells had let him repair his injuries, stealing flesh from others to rebuild himself, but that kind of necromancy had some side effects of which Cassander was likely ignorant. At best, it induced a furious sadism, a twisting of the intellect. At worst, it caused homicidal madness. 
Either outcome promised to be enjoyable. 
“You should have warned me of the trap,” said Cassander. 
Kalgri shrugged. “I ran for my life. What more warning did you require?” She dismissed her blade of force, walked closer, and held out the dagger and shadow-cloak. “If you were too busy gloating to notice the obvious, that is upon your head, not mine.”
She saw him consider killing her, saw pragmatism win out over his newfound bloodlust. 
“Very well,” said Cassander, taking the cloak and the dagger. She located his spell-armored greatcoat, which had survived the blast, picked it up, and held it open as Cassander shrugged into it. “We will present these to the Grand Master, and see if he keeps his word.” 
“And if he doesn’t?” said Kalgri, the Voice hissing with anticipation.
“And if he doesn’t,” said Cassander, his mismatched eyes mad and gleeful, “you and I are going to kill a lot of people.”
He laughed, furious and wild, and Kalgri laughed with him.
Oh, but she was looking forward to it. 
 
###
 
In the darkness of his Tomb, Kharnaces and the Harbinger, the nagataaru within him, gazed upon the floating sphere of the Conjurant Bloodcrystal.
He was the Harbinger. The Harbinger was him, and the furious chorus of the lords of the nagataaru thundered through Kharnaces’s mind, the titanic voice of Kotuluk Iblis rising over them all. 
The Conjurant Bloodcrystal was nearly complete. It needed only a single drop of Callatas’s blood to activate. 
And soon, very soon, Callatas would come to Pyramid Isle. The Harbinger had foreseen it, and Kharnaces was the Harbinger and the Harbinger was him. 
For once Callatas returned, Kotuluk Iblis would devour this diseased world at last.
Kharnaces waited for the glorious end. 
THE END
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The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.
To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.
Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.
For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.
Unless Mazael can stop him.
Read Demonsouled for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.
 
The Ghosts Series
 
Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s library.
Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.
Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the shadows.
And she will need all those skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.
Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.
The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister plans.
And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.
Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear.
Read Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying, Ghost Light, and Ghost Dagger. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One, and get the first four short stories bundled together in a World of the Ghosts Volume One.
 
The Ghost Exile Series
 
Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world from sorcerous annihilation.
But the victory cost her everything.
Now she is exiled and alone in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the world itself.
And Caina is the only one that stands in its way...
Read Ghost in the Cowl, Ghost in the Maze, Ghost in the Hunt, Ghost in the Razor, Ghost in the Inferno, and Ghost in the Seal, along with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, Ghost Relics, Ghost Keeper, Ghost Nails, Ghost Lock, and Ghost Arts.
 
The Third Soul
 
RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.
Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.
And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.
And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.
If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.
And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them.
Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.
 
The Frostborn Series
 
A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.
But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.
RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.
But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.
CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.
For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.
The secret of the Frostborn.
Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, and Frostborn: The Broken Mage along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, and The Knight's Tale. Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.
 
Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy
 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.

SIGALDRA is the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people. Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn aside the darkness.

Read Mask of Swords along with the short stories The Ransom Knight and The Serpent Knight.
 
The Tower of Endless Worlds
 
THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.

But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.
And all it will cost is his soul.
SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.
He doesn't expect to find black magic.
LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.
By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…
Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.
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