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Description
Caina Amalas is the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, the leader of the Emperor's spies in the city. She is a master of stealth and disguise, and seeks to find the legendary Staff and Seal of Iramis, mighty artifacts of sorcerous power, before her enemies claim them.
A mysterious collector of ancient relics might have the answers she seeks.
Or Caina's bones might gather dust in his collection forever...  
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Chapter 1: The Lost Assassin

“Tell me,” said Caina Amalas, “what you know about the sorcerer called the Curator.”
The man sitting across the booth from her froze, his clay cup of steaming coffee lifted halfway to his lips. He was in early middle age, but looked older thanks to a strenuous life and a year imprisoned in the Widow’s Tower. Currently he wore the bright robes and turban of an Istarish merchant of middling prosperity, though he was as skilled in the art of disguise as Caina and could look like anyone he wished. 
Agabyzus sighed, put down his cup of coffee, and took a deep breath. 
“Was it that alarming of a question?” said Caina.
“No,” said Agabyzus. “But I know you well enough by now to realize that the alarming questions are just around the corner.” 
They sat in the House of Agabyzus, the coffee house that Agabyzus himself once owned. Of course, Agabyzus had never been a simple coffee merchant, but the circlemaster of the Ghost circle, the leader of the Emperor’s spies in the city of Istarinmul. The Teskilati had wiped out the Ghost circle and taken Agabyzus captive, and his sister Damla had inherited the coffee house. After Caina had freed Agabyzus from the Widow’s Tower, he had been content to fade into the shadows, leaving the coffee house to Damla while advising Caina on her work as the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul. 
Caina lifted her own cup and sipped. The coffee was hot and bitter, just as she preferred it. “Why?” Like Agabyzus, she wore the robes and turban of a merchant, though she also wore a fake beard to disguise the fact that she was a woman. Given the enormous bounty upon her head, the more she did to disguise herself, the better. “Why do you think I’m about to ask you an alarming question?” 
“Because,” said Agabyzus. “When you ask me these sorts of questions, they’re usually followed by both insane risks and the bounty upon your head going up a little higher.” 
“The bounty is already at two million bezants,” said Caina. That kind of money could make a man one of the richest men in Istarinmul. One of the richest in the world, really. “At this point, a few thousand more really doesn’t make a difference.” 
“I suppose not,” said Agabyzus. He shook his head, gray beard rustling against the collar of his robes. “We play a game with high stakes.”
“We always have,” said Caina, lowering her voice and taking a quick glance around the coffee house. The House of Agabyzus was almost full, with merchants sitting upon cushions around the low round tables, discussing business and the news of the day. “You know what we face. If Grand Master Callatas finds the Seal and the Staff of Iramis before we do, he will work his Apotheosis. He has killed so many people already, and the gods only know how many more he shall kill if he succeeds.”
“And you think the Curator might have the Staff and Seal of Iramis?” said Agabyzus. He took a sip of coffee. “I think that unlikely. If he had them, Callatas would have learned it by now, and the Grand Master would have killed the Curator decades ago.” 
“You’re right,” said Caina. “But the Curator might possess knowledge or relics that have more value than he yet realizes.”
Agabyzus shrugged. “Very well. I shall tell you what I know. The Curator is…something of a peculiar figure.”
“How so?” said Caina.
“He is not an Alchemist,” said Agabyzus, “but is clearly a sorcerer, since he has dwelled in Istarinmul for over a century and retains the appearance of a man of middle years. No one knows precisely what kind of sorcerer he is. Some say he is a necromancer, while others claim he is an exile from the Magisterium or the Assembly of New Kyre.” 
“He deals in antiquities, in relics,” said Caina. 
“In the artworks and relics of fallen empires,” said Agabyzus. “He is something a collector, as well. He keeps a personal museum in his palace stocked with relics of historical note, and permits wealthy guests to view them for a fee.”  
“He sells relics of sorcery, too,” said Caina. 
“Yes,” said Agabyzus. “Some he acquires, some he makes himself.”
“Why does the College of Alchemists tolerate him?” said Caina. “I thought they would permit no one else to sell items of sorcery within Istarinmul.” The College made vast sums of money selling their alchemical wares to the wealthier nobles and merchants of the Padishah’s realm.
“Istarinmul is not the Empire,” said Agabyzus. “In the Empire, only the Magisterium is permitted to practice sorcery, and the magi kill any sorcerers who refuse to submit to the Magisterium’s authority…”
“At least until the Umbarian Order came out of the shadows,” said Caina.
Agabyzus conceded the point with a nod. “Things are different in Istarinmul. Foreign sorcerers are permitted to live here, so long as they do not make a nuisance of themselves and do not offend anyone powerful. The Curator has many powerful friends.”
“Is Callatas one of them?” said Caina. 
“I believe so,” said Agabyzus. “I know the Curator obtained several powerful relics for Callatas, and the Grand Master even made an appearance at one of the Curator’s banquets.” He gestured with his cup. “Therefore I am certain that the Curator does not possess the Staff or the Seal. He would have given them to Callatas, and if he lied about them, the Grand Master would have killed him and burned his palace to ashes around him.” 
Caina nodded, considering. 
“So tell me,” said Agabyzus. “Why the sudden interest in the Curator?” 
“Because,” said Caina. “I doubt he knows where the Staff and the Seal of Iramis are hidden.” She lowered her voice. “But I heard a rumor that he has a sword once owned by Morgant the Razor.”
“Why does that interest you?” said Agabyzus.
“I don’t know where the Staff and Seal of Iramis are,” said Caina, “but I know the last person who had them. A woman named Annarah, the last loremaster of Iramis to survive the destruction of the city. The Prince gave his regalia to her, and she fled with the Staff and the Seal. No one knows what happened to her.”
“No one?” said Agabyzus. “But you have a suspicion.”
“I do,” said Caina. She felt the bracelet upon her left wrist, an intricate, delicate-looking thing. It looked like a piece of bronze jewelry, but she knew that it was a pyrikon, the enspelled badge of office once carried by the loremasters of Iramis. More importantly, she knew that it had once been Annarah’s pyrikon. “Apparently the assassin Morgant the Razor found her in the Desert of Candles and killed her.” 
“I have heard tales of Morgant the Razor,” said Agabyzus.
Caina nodded at the poet’s dais against the far wall of the coffee house. “Sulaman has recited tales of his exploits here.”
“Most of them likely legendary and nothing more,” said Agabyzus.
“Likely,” said Caina. “But he existed. He killed one of the magus-emperors when the Magisterium still ruled the Empire, and several accounts agree that he killed Annarah in the Desert of Candles.”
“That was a hundred and fifty years ago,” said Agabyzus. “The man must have died a century ago, if not longer.”
“Undoubtedly,” said Caina. “But he was the last man to see Annarah alive. He might have known where she concealed the Staff and Seal of Iramis. If he killed her, he might even have taken the Staff and Seal himself.”
Agabyzus blinked his watery eyes. “So you think it possible that the Curator has been sitting on the Staff and Seal for all these years and never realized it?” 
“It is unlikely,” said Caina, “but possible enough that we should investigate. The potential reward is too great to ignore. If we find the Staff and the Seal and deny their powers to Callatas, the Apotheosis never happens.”
“He cannot work the Apotheosis without wraithblood, either,” said Agabyzus. “If we keep disrupting the supply of slaves to Istarinmul, then he cannot murder slaves in his laboratories to create wraithblood. The cowled masters of the Brotherhood appeared before the Grand Wazir yesterday, complaining how the price of slaves has gone up yet again.” 
“You are right,” said Caina, “but if Callatas gets the Staff and the Seal, it doesn’t matter how many slaves we save from his laboratory. I don’t know what he intends to accomplish with the Apotheosis, but it’s going to be bad.” She stared at the crowd in the coffee house for a moment, wondering how many of them would die if the Grand Master achieved his goal. “But none of it happens if he never finds the relics of Iramis.” 
“Very well,” said Agabyzus. “I suppose we shall need funds to pay the Curator?”
“No,” said Caina. “As far as I know, Callatas has never realized what happened to Annarah. If the Curator is loyal to the Grand Master, and I pay him for his relics of Morgant, he might pass that news to Callatas. That could be disastrous.” 
“True,” said Agabyzus. “Then how are you…oh.” He sighed and rubbed his temple for a moment. “You’re going to break in and have a look around.”
“You look disappointed,” said Caina.
“I should have known you would do something like this,” said Agabyzus. “What is your plan?”
“When is the Curator holding his next banquet?” said Caina. 
“In a week’s time,” said Agabyzus. “To my knowledge, no one of prominence has been invited. Mostly middling merchants and minor emirs, I believe.”
“Do you know any of them?” said Caina.
“A few.”
“See if you can secure invitations for two people,” said Caina.
“Which two, might I ask?” said Agabyzus.
Caina smiled. “For a Cyrican merchant and his unmarried daughter.”
Agabyzus sighed. “I suppose I shall act as your father in this ruse?” 
“Does that trouble you?” said Caina. 
“Only that I look old enough to be your father,” said Agabyzus.
“You are actually old enough to be my father,” said Caina. “I could pretend to be your wife, but that would constrain my movements somewhat. No one expects any cleverness from a merchant’s unmarried daughter. That will give me the freedom to look around.” 
“You are right, as ever,” said Agabyzus. “I shall do as you command, though I still do not like the risk.”
“It is worth the risk,” said Caina. “If we’re very lucky, we find the Staff and the Seal and stop the Apotheosis. If we’re lucky, we find out what happened to Morgant the Razor and Annarah.” She shrugged. “And if nothing goes our way…then we simply waste an evening, though we might learn some useful rumors from the conversations at the banquet.” 
“And if we’re unlucky?” said Agabyzus.
Caina shrugged once more. “We’ll improvise.” 







Chapter 2: The Merchant’s Daughter

A week later, Caina prepared in the Sanctuary.
Agabyzus had secured invitations to the Curator’s banquet for a Cyrican merchant named Tamirzid Kolarzu and his daughter Azarma. That meant Caina would dress as a woman for the banquet, which she found refreshing. She spent most of her time disguised as a man, whether as a caravan guard, a merchant, a nobleman’s factor, and a dozen other disguises. To wear women’s clothing had almost become a luxury. 
The Sanctuary was hidden underground. Once it had been the headquarters of the Ghost circle of Istarinmul, until the Teskilati, the Padishah’s secret police, had wiped them out. Yet the Teskilati had not learned the Sanctuary’s location, and Caina had been able to employ it as a refuge. The Sanctuary was a large, vaulted room, its ceiling supported by thick pillars. Tables and wardrobes held a variety of supplies, clothing, and cosmetics, everything Caina needed to assume a number of different disguises. 
She did so now, donning a green dress with black and gold trim, a belt of black leather around her waist. Istarish women were more modest than the noblewomen of the Empire, so the dress showed no skin save that of her throat and hands. Caina had shaved off her long black hair in a fit of crippling grief last year and had found short hair conducive to disguise, so she had kept it trimmed to black stubble. A merchant’s daughter would hardly be seen in public with short hair, so Caina donned a black wig and tied a green headscarf over it. A bit of makeup, some silver earrings and a silver choker chain adorned with sapphires to match her eyes, and Caina examined herself in the mirror. 
She looked the part of a merchant’s spoiled daughter, and Caina was just vain enough to feel pleased by how good she looked. She had not done this since…
A little spasm of grief went through her mind. 
She wished Corvalis could have seen her like this.
But Corvalis was dead and she was not, and if Callatas succeeded, a lot more people were going to die. 
Caina had work to do, and no time for grief.
She paused long enough to strap sheathed throwing knives to her calves, hidden beneath her skirt. A long dagger went in a sheath upon her belt, and she hid a few other small tools near it. Then she donned a pair of high-heeled sandals and left the Sanctuary. 
Agabyzus awaited her before the coffee house, clad in the robes of a prosperous merchant. A pair of sedan chairs waited nearby, their bearers talking amongst themselves in low voices. In Istarinmul, men of wealth and rank did not travel by horse and coach, but by slave-borne palanquin. Caina found the custom distasteful, but it was necessary to maintain her disguise. 
She stopped before Agabyzus.
“Yes?” he said, lifting his eyebrows.
He didn’t recognize her. Which wasn’t surprising, given how rarely she had worn female clothing in front of him. “Father, is that any way to greet your daughter? You shall hurt my feelings.”
A brief flicker of surprise went over Agabyzus’s bearded face, and then he nodded. “You should not startle me so, daughter. It isn’t good for my old heart.”
Caina gave a haughty sniff and flicked her hand. “I forgive you, but you shall have to buy me something expensive. Shall we go?” 

###

The Curator kept his palace at the edge of the Alchemists’ Quarter. The College itself dominated the Quarter, a massive, sprawling structure of gleaming white towers, gilded domes, and glittering crystal statues. The College was a vision of beauty, but Caina knew that those statues had once been living men and women, their flesh transmuted to crystal by the power of an Alchemist’s spell. 
Since it was adorned by the corpses of the Alchemists’ victims, Caina could not appreciate the College’s beauty.
The Curator’s palace was more modest, though only by degree. A low wall of white stone encircled grounds dotted with flowering gardens and trees. The palace itself, five stories high, rose within, covered in a façade of white stone. The Curator’s guests moved among the grounds, merchants and minor nobles both. Caina also saw Alchemists in their gold-trimmed white robes, flanked by their bodyguards, Immortals in black plate and chain mail. She suppressed a shiver at the sight of the Immortals in their skull-shaped helms, their eyes shining with blue light. The Alchemists’ elixirs gave the Immortals superhuman strength and savagery, and they had tried to kill her more than once. In fact, if they knew who she really was, if they realized that Azarma Kolarzu was really the thief known as the Balarigar, they would kill her. 
Compared to the Immortals, the Curator’s own guards looked almost harmless. They were men in chain mail and black leather jerkins, spiked helmets upon their heads and sheathed scimitars at their belts. Two of them approached Agabyzus, and he presented the invitations. Caina eyed the white-robed Alchemists as Agabyzus spoke to the guards, resisting the urge to finger the pyrikon bracelet around her left wrist. It was just as well the sleeve of her dress concealed it. Fortunately, they would not be able to sense its sorcerous aura. She did not know the extent of the pyrikon’s abilities, but she suspected the thing had a mind of its own. It seemed able to conceal itself from sorcerous detection. 
Suddenly her skin crawled, and Caina felt the presence of sorcery nearby.
“Ah,” said a deep, resonant voice. “You must be Master Tamirzid Kolarzu, merchant of Cyrican marble.”
Caina turned her head towards the source of the sorcerous aura, and one of the strangest figures she had even seen walked towards her. 
The man was over six feet tall, with brown skin and a hooked nose. His head had been shaved hairless, even his eyebrows, his eyes encircled with lines of black makeup in the fashion of the priests of ancient Maat. A dozen rings glittered in each of his ears. He wore the black coat, gleaming white shirt, black trousers, and polished black boots common among the nobles of the Empire, but no nobleman of the Empire wore as much jewelry as this man. A ring glittered upon every finger, some gold, some silver, some bronze, each set with different jewels. She glimpsed bracelets upon his wrists, and around his neck he wore a golden chain adorned with a stylized solar disc. It was another symbol of Old Maat, the long-destroyed Kingdom of the Rising Sun, an ancient empire that had been ruled by necromancer-priests of great power and greater cruelty. 
Caina felt the aura of necromantic sorcery around this man. At least one of the gems upon his rings was a bloodcrystal, a reservoir of necromantic power.
“I am, sir,” said Agabyzus with a bow, and Caina quickly followed suit, gripping the edges of her skirts. “I presume you are…ah, our host?”
The strange sorcerer offered a thin smile. “There is no need to worry over my name.” He spread his hands, his rings flashing. “You may simply call me the Curator.”
“The Curator, sir?” said Agabyzus. “That seems…peculiarly informal.”
“Not at all, Master Tamirzid,” said the Curator. He offered Caina a perfunctory smile, but he turned his attention from her. Perhaps she should have worn a dress with a lower neckline after all. Still, if he saw her as a merchant’s empty-headed daughter, that would make it all the easier to have a discreet look around his palace. “I am a collector of the rare and the exotic, a student of all that is strange and beautiful. I gather items of power and beauty, and find them for others in exchange for a modest fee.” He clapped his hands together, his bracelets jangling. “In short, I am the Curator.” 
“It is a pleasure to meet you…Master Curator, sir,” said Agabyzus. 
“Master Curator, then?” said the sorcerer, pleased by the compliment. “I am glad to make your acquaintance.” He gestured at the gleaming white bulk of his palace. “I am, as you can see, quite fond of Cyrican marble. The Kyracians like to boast of the quality of their marble, but it simply not the equal of the Cyrican stone.”
“I should be most glad to discuss it with you, Master Curator,” said Agabyzus.
“I look forward to it,” said the Curator. “Later, I fear. One must attend to business before pleasure, and I must greet my other guests.”
“Of course,” said Agabyzus with another bow, and Caina followed suit. The Curator offered another thin smile and strolled away, his hands tucked into the small of his back, his long coat swirling around him. 
“Be careful around him,” said Caina in a low voice.
“Those rings and bracelets are enspelled?” said Agabyzus.
“All of them,” said Caina.
“What sort of spells?” said Agabyzus.
“Wards, sensing spells,” said Caina. “Necromantic, too.”
“Necromantic?” said Agabyzus. “Necromancy is forbidden in Istarinmul.”
“I think the Curator has enough powerful friends that it doesn’t matter,” said Caina, watching the Curator move among his guests. “And at least some of those gems on his fingers are bloodcrystals.”
“Bloodcrystals?” said Agabyzus, a flicker of shock going over his bearded face. “I thought those were a relic of ancient Maat. You’ve encountered such potent sorcery before?” 
“Once or twice,” said Caina. “It wasn’t pleasant.”
“I imagine not,” said Agabyzus. “We shall have to exercise caution.”
Caina nodded, looking at the palace. The Curator had bloodcrystals in his rings, and he lined his eyes in the same manner as the priests of ancient Maat. She wondered if there was a connection. 
More to the point, she wondered what secrets he concealed in his palace. 
Perhaps within she would find a secret that would lead her to Morgant the Razor and the Staff and Seal of Iramis.

###

The banquet hall of the Curator’s palace was as opulent as Caina expected.
The Curator’s favored Cyrican marble covered the floor, gleaming beneath the enspelled lanterns overhead. Delicate pillars of the same white marble supported balconies along the walls, and slave musicians played soft music in the shadows. Plinths stood in niches below the balconies, holding statues, ancient weapons, stone tablets carved with Maatish hieroglyphs, pieces of damaged armor, and other curiosities. Laminated wooden plaques denoted the significance of each relic – a sword from an ancient battle, a helmet worn by a long-dead king, the decree of a Maatish pharaoh. Beautiful slave women in gleaming silver collars and close-fitting tunics of white silk circulated through the crowds of guests, bearing trays of food and wine. Even before Caina had started terrorizing the Brotherhood of Slavers, that many female slaves of that age and attractiveness would have cost a fortune. Now their selling price would be astronomical, which was a sour thought. Her actions had inadvertently made the Curator and other owners of slaves richer. 
That enraged her, but she accepted it with weary resignation. There was always evil in the world, no matter what she did. Perhaps the best she could hope was to ameliorate it.
And to prevent greater evils from occurring. 
“The fifth floor,” murmured Caina.
“You’re sure?” said Agabyzus.
“Entirely,” said Caina. “I eavesdropped on the slaves. They talk freely when they think no one’s listening. The fifth floor is the Curator’s domain. They say their master keeps all his greatest treasures on the fifth floor.” 
“I suggest,” said Agabyzus, “that you wait until the dancing begins. That will last for some time, and will allow you to enter the fifth floor, find the Razor’s sword, and escape unseen.”
Caina nodded.
“What if there are wards you cannot penetrate?” said Agabyzus. “Or locks you cannot open?”
“Then I’ll withdraw,” said Caina. “Or I could return later and break in when the Curator is absent.”
“He will likely have guards,” said Agabyzus. “With his wealth, he would not leave his treasures undefended.”
“I know,” said Caina. 
Agabyzus sighed. “I admire your intellect and boldness, but you are nonetheless the most singularly reckless young woman I have ever met.”
“You should have seen some of things I did before I met you,” said Caina. 
The musicians changed their song, and the men and women among the guests paired off and began to dance. Caina watched them with a flicker of regret. She loved to dance, and it had been a very long time since she had enjoyed the opportunity. Corvalis had always found dancing tedious, but he had been willing to indulge her. Caina pushed aside the regret. With the guests focused upon dancing, Caina had the perfect opportunity to slip away and make her way to the palace’s fifth floor. 
“Pardon, sir?”
She turned her head. A Cyrican merchant approached Agabyzus and bowed. Like many Cyricans, he wore a mixture of the fashions of both the Imperial capital and the Cyrican provinces – a long white coat and shirt, black trousers, gleaming black boots. A belt held a short sword and a dagger of expensive make. He was in good shape, and the white coat fit him well. He looked to be in his middle thirties, with dark eyes and curly black hair. 
“Yes?” said Agabyzus.
The man bowed. “I am Aydin Kirshar, a merchant of Cyrioch. It is always a pleasure to find a countryman here in Istarinmul.”
Agabyzus smiled. “Well, we Cyricans are quite common in Istarinmul. Perhaps we ought to buy the city and have done with it.” He bowed and Caina followed suit. “I am Tamirzid Kolarzu, and this is my daughter Azarma.”
“I would enjoy talking business with you, sir,” said Aydin, “but first I have a question I must ask.” Agabyzus nodded. “Might I dance with your daughter?”
Caina blinked several times as she considered Aydin. What did he want? He didn’t look like a Teskilati agent, and she didn’t think that he was an assassin of the Kindred, but both the Kindred and the Teskilati were adept at the arts of disguise. Perhaps he was a freelance assassin who had realized that she was the Balarigar. She didn’t feel an arcane aura around him, so he wasn’t a Silent Hunter or one of the other creatures of the Umbarian Order, but it was entirely possible he was an agent of the Umbarians nonetheless. She didn’t see any concealed weapons on him…
“My daughter can answer that question, I think,” said Agabyzus. 
Aydin smiled at her and extended a hand.
Or, Caina realized belatedly, he simply wanted to dance with her. 
“All right,” said Caina at last. She put her hand in his, and Aydin led her into the banquet hall. He threaded his right arm through hers, and they revolved around each other, the opening of the traditional Istarish dance. Then he took her right hand, and led her into the next steps. 
“It is a pleasure to meet you, Azarma,” said Aydin. He was smiling, but his eyes were distant. 
“And you, Master Aydin,” said Caina. “You dance well.”
“As do you,” said Aydin. 
“You are too kind,” said Caina. “I fear I am out of practice.”
He raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Then you used to dance frequently?”
“More so than I did now,” said Caina. “When we still lived in Cyrioch, my father frequently brought me as a guest to banquets. Since he has come to Istarinmul on business, I have had far fewer opportunities for social outings.”
“A pity, indeed,” said Aydin. “So lovely a woman should not have to sit alone in her father’s house.”
Now it was Caina’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “Flattery, sir? You should know that I am not susceptible to it.”
He laughed at that. “Would you prefer insults, then?” 
“Only if they are entertaining,” said Caina. 
“I fear that I must disappoint you,” said Aydin. They reached the next stage of the dance, and he spun her. She moved into the crook of his arm, and then he turned her about, his hand closing about hers once more. “I am neither a poet nor a storyteller, merely an honest merchant.”
“An honest merchant who has seen some fighting,” said Caina. 
“I am a man of peace,” said Aydin.
“Who has the calluses of a swordsman upon his right hand,” said Caina, her fingers pressing tighter against his to accentuate the point. “And you haven’t used those blades at your belt very often, but they look like they’re made of real steel. Not ornamental, then, and I’d wager you’ve kept them sharp. Just in case you need them.” 
For an instant a blank mask fell over his features. She had caught him off guard. Then his smile returned. “What an observant woman you are. I wonder if you have divined any of my other secrets.”
“Have you discerned any of mine, sir?” said Caina.
“You’re actually the bride of the Padishah, here in disguise,” said Aydin.
Caina laughed aloud at that. “And what led you to that conclusion?” 
“Your grip is very strong, stronger than usual for a woman,” said Aydin, “and I’m not the only one with calluses. Also, that dagger on your belt has sweat stains upon the leather of the hilt.” Caina rebuked herself for overlooking that. “If I were to make a wager, I would bet that you have used it a time or two in anger.”
“I practice with it,” said Caina, which was the truth. “One never knows when thieves will appear.”
“You see, then?” said Aydin. “You needn’t fear my flattery. If I were to attempt anything inappropriate, I’m sure you would gut me on the spot. And your father hasn’t stopped watching us from the moment I asked you to dance.”
“My father is very protective,” said Caina.
“A sensible fellow,” said Aydin. “Might I offer you a word of advice?”
“You may,” said Caina, “though I cannot promise that I shall listen.”
“Stay away from the Curator,” said Aydin, and this time there was no hint of levity in his voice. “Above all, do not let him get you alone.”
“I doubt my father would permit it,” said Caina. 
“Good,” said Aydin. “The Curator is extremely dangerous.” He lowered his voice and glanced around the hall. “He plays the part of the eccentric collector, but he is as ruthless and murderous as the worst magus of the Umbarian Order. If his eye falls upon you…well, suffice it to say, you would not enjoy his attention.”
“He is hardly the sort of man to respect a young woman’s virtue?” said Caina. She had thought that Aydin might have come here to kill her. It had not occurred to her that he might have come here to spy upon the Curator.
“Or anything else,” said Aydin. The music finished, and they stepped apart and bowed. “Thank you for the dance, Azarma Kolarzu.”
“And you, Aydin Kirshar,” said Caina. 
Aydin smiled and walked back into the crowd, and Caina returned to Agabyzus.
“What did he want?” said Agabyzus. 
“I’m not sure,” said Caina. “He seems to have a grudge against the Curator.”
“Peculiar,” said Agabyzus. “The Curator goes out of his way to avoid making enemies.” He thought for a moment. “He didn’t recognize you?” 
“I don’t think so,” said Caina. “We exchanged small talk, he warned me against the Curator, and then the dance was over.” She shrugged. “If he makes trouble for the Curator, well and good. I can use it as a distraction.” 

###

Caina waited, and her opportunity came a few hours later.
The dancing had continued for some time, and a dozen men had asked Caina to dance. Some of them had been pleasant, and a few of them had offered seduction attempts ranging from charming to regrettably inept, but she danced with them all nonetheless. She was a little annoyed by how much she enjoyed it. She was the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, and she had dire matters on her mind and a sorcerous catastrophe to prevent. 
It had been a long time since she had been dancing. 
Later, the Curator stood up and addressed his guests, urging them to follow him into the inner courtyard of his palace. There he had gathered a collection of statuary from a score of different nations, and would be pleased to offer a tour. Food and drink would be served as well.
The guests moved forward, murmuring among themselves, and Caina nodded to Agabyzus. He nodded back, and they drew to the rear of the crowd as it proceeded through the high, wide corridors of the Curator’s palace. Caina walked slowly, the heels of her sandals clicking against the gleaming marble floor, and they drew further from the crowd. 
The crowd went around a corner, and Caina slipped out of her sandals and passed them to Agabyzus. He hid them within the loose pockets of his robe, and Caina turned and glided away from him, her bare feet making no sound against the cool stone of the floor.
She returned to the banquet hall and made for the stairwell she had found earlier. There were no guards left in the banquet hall, and Caina slid the door open in silence. Beyond was a small round room, with a spiral stairwell of iron ascending to the palace’s higher levels. She saw no guards, and Caina could not sense any sorcerous wards upon the stairs.
Caina took one cautious step forward, and then froze.
A man in a white coat stood motionless upon the stairs. Before she could react, he whirled, a short sword in his right hand and a peculiar silvery rod in his left. It was about eighteen inches long, its side inscribed with Maatish hieroglyphs. 
Caina had seen a rod like that before.
More to the point, she had seen the man holding the rod before.
“Master Aydin,” said Caina. “How pleasant to see you again.”
Aydin advanced on her in silence, the sword and the rod leveled at her.







Chapter 3: An Arrangement

“Mistress Azarma,” said Aydin, keeping his weapons leveled at her. “How surprising to find you here.”
“I could say the same,” said Caina. 
“Why are you following me?” said Aydin.
“I wasn’t,” said Caina. “But if it makes you feel better, maybe I just wanted another dance.”
He didn’t laugh at the joke, but stopped a few paces from her. Caina’s hand hovered near the hilt of the dagger at her belt. If he decided to kill her, she wasn’t entirely sure that she could stop him. 
“I thought,” he said at last, “that you seemed a little too clever for a merchant’s daughter.”
“Maybe I read a lot,” said Caina. “You can put your sword down, you know. You’re not going to kill me.”
“Just why not?” said Aydin. “You could be working for the Curator.”
“I’m not,” said Caina, nodding at the rod in his left hand, “but I know what that is, and more importantly, I know what you are.” 
“And what am I?” said Aydin.
“You,” said Caina, voice soft, “are one of the Order of the Venatorii.”
Aydin blinked. 
“The Order founded by the Sage Talekhris of Catekharon eight centuries ago,” said Caina, “to combat the evil of the Moroaica. Over the years your Order has fought dark spirits and elementals and renegade sorcerers.”
“You are surprisingly knowledgeable,” said Aydin.
Caina shrugged. “I’ve visited a few places and seen some things.” 
“How did you know?” said Aydin. He shook his head in dismay. “Yes, of course, my silver rod.”
“It lets you dispel any sorcerous spell,” said Caina. “Well, almost any spell. Talekhris created them.”
“Plainly you did not come here so your father could sell marble to the Curator,” said Aydin. 
“Nor are you here to buy relics from the Curator,” said Caina. “Unless I miss my guess…you’re either here to steal some sorcerous relic from him, or to kill him.” 
“I would prefer not to kill him at all,” said Aydin.
Caina frowned. “Then the Venatorii did not dispatch you here to kill them?”
“The Venatorii,” said Aydin with a sigh. “We…are not what we once were. The Sage perished in New Kyre on the day of golden dead.”
“I’d heard that,” said Caina.
“After that, the Umbarian Order came out of the shadows in the eastern Empire and declared itself openly,” said Aydin. “My Order has fought the Umbarians for centuries, and the High Provost herself decreed our deaths.” He shook his head, his eyes haunted. “They wiped out most of the Order in the first few weeks after the chaos of the golden dead. Some of us fled to the western Empire…but most of us did not escape.” 
“So why are you in the Curator’s palace?” said Caina. “The Umbarian Order’s embassy is in the Alqaarin Quarter. You’re a bit lost.”
“No,” said Aydin. “I have told you too much already, and my mission is too important to jeopardize. Tell me why you are here.”
“And if my task jeopardizes yours?” said Caina.
“Then we shall have to settle our differences,” said Aydin.
Caina decided to take a gamble.
“I’m here to rob the Curator,” she said. 
“Anything in particular?” said Aydin. “He has many valuable artifacts and relics.”
“Specifically,” said Caina, “I am here to steal a sword that once belonged to the assassin Morgant the Razor.”
“The Razor?” said Aydin. “He was only a myth.”
“He wasn’t,” said Caina. “Suffice it to say, I was hired by a…rival collector. He wants Morgant’s sword for his collection.”
“That’s it?” said Aydin. “You’re just here to steal some damned old sword?”
“That’s right,” said Caina. “Though it’s a damned old sword that someone is willing to pay a lot of money to obtain. I really hope you’re not here to steal it as well.”
“No,” said Aydin. “I have no interest in the sword of some long-dead mythical assassin.” 
“Then what are you here to do?” said Caina.
Aydin considered for a moment. “To steal a different relic.”
“That’s it?” said Caina, repeating his earlier question.
“It is,” said Aydin.
“Is this a task for the Venatorii?” said Caina. 
“No,” said Aydin. “One of my own. You’ll forgive me if I am not forthcoming. For all I know you could be a Teskilati agent, sent to beguile me with your charm.”
“While I am flattered that you find my charms beguiling,” said Caina, “perhaps we can work together.”
“Oh?” said Aydin. 
“We want different things,” said Caina, “but we can help each other get to them.” A member of the Venatorii would be useful, and his spell-breaking rod might prove even more useful. “I take the sword, you take the object you want, and we both go on our merry way.”
“Along with as many other treasures as we can carry?” said Aydin.
Caina shrugged. “A woman has expenses.” 
Aydin stared at her for a long moment, and she could see the gears turning behind his eyes as he considered the possibilities before him. 
“All right,” he said at last. “Why not? I’ve come this far, so what’s one more risk?” He sheathed his sword and started to tuck the silver rod into his coat. 
“Keep that out,” said Caina. “We might need it sooner rather than later.”
“True,” said Aydin. “There’s something you should know before we proceed.”
“What is it?” said Caina.
“The Curator is a necromancer of the Red Circle,” said Aydin. 
Caina blinked several times. “Oh.”
“I see you are familiar with the name,” said Aydin. “What do you know about them?”
“After the Kingdom of the Rising Sun burned,” said Caina, “some of the surviving necromancer-priests fled north, settled at Black Angel Tower and built the Citadel of Marsis. They ruled their own realm from Marsis until the Kyracians destroyed them. Then the Empire conquered Marsis and Old Kyrace was destroyed…” She shook her head. “That was five hundred years ago, though.” 
“The arcane science of necromancy can extend a man’s years far beyond their natural span,” said Aydin.
“So I’ve heard,” said Caina, thinking of the scars across her belly, of a bloodcrystal shining with ghostly green light atop the highest tower of Haeron Icaraeus’s mansion. 
“How do you know so much about them?” said Aydin.
“I told you,” said Caina. “I’ve been some places and seen some things.” Specifically, she had seen Scorikhon, a disciple of the Moroaica and a necromancer of the Red Circle, possess the archon Andromache of New Kyre. Sometimes she still heard Andromache’s desperate screams in her dreams. “I thought the Red Circle had been wiped out.” 
“The Curator fled the defeat of the Red Circle,” said Aydin. “Eventually, he ended up here. Since then he established himself as a dealer in antiquities and sorcerous relics, though you knew that already.”
“How has he extended his life for all these centuries?” said Caina. 
Aydin shrugged. “Necromancy, presumably.” 
“But which specific kind of necromancy?” said Caina. “There are several different methods. His bloodcrystals could rejuvenate him as he recharges them with the stolen life force of his victims. He could replace his damaged flesh with flesh and organs stolen from others. He could move his spirit from body to body. Or he could have his preserved organs in an enspelled canopic jar, and use that as an anchor for his soul until he seizes a new body.”
“You’ve quite knowledgeable about necromancy,” said Aydin.
“Everything I know, I’m afraid I learned the hard way,” said Caina. “Do you happen to know which method the Curator uses?”
“I’m afraid not,” said Aydin. 
He was lying. She was sure of it. But that was all right. She hadn’t told him the entire truth, either.
“Well, then,” said Caina. “I want the sword of Morgant the Razor, and you want some other relic. I think that is the basis for a sound business partnership.” 
“Very well,” said Aydin. “I suggest we hasten. The tour of his relics will occupy the Curator for a few hours, and we can put those hours to good use.”
Caina nodded and followed him up the stairs.







Chapter 4: Mirrors

“Wait a minute,” said Caina.
Aydin stopped. “What is it?”
They stood at the top of the stairwell. The stairs terminated at a small landing of snowy white marble with a railing of worked iron. Across the landing waited a polished oak door bound in steel, its hinges gleaming.
“I can pick the lock,” said Aydin.
Caina stepped before the door and waved a hand over it, and her arm erupted with pins and needles. 
“Warded,” said Caina, frowning as she concentrated upon the presence of the arcane energies beneath her fingers. “Not sure what type. If you try to pick that lock, I don’t think you’ll enjoy what happens.”
“You’re a sorceress, then?” said Aydin, his eyes narrowing. “Is that how you know so much about necromancy?”
“Not quite,” said Caina. “I was injured by a necromantic spell years ago. Ever since then I’ve been able to sense sorcerous forces.”
“A useful talent,” said Aydin. 
“On occasion,” said Caina, waving her hand back and forth over the door. “Wait. Two wards. The main one, and then a weaker one. I think…”
“That the second spell warns the Curator if the ward is broken,” said Aydin.
“Aye,” said Caina. “Your rod can dispel them.”
“It can only break one of the spells at a time,” said Aydin. “If I use it on one…”
“The other one will collapse and alert the Curator,” said Caina. She grinned at him. “Just as well you danced with me, then.”
“Do you have a dispelling rod as well?” said Aydin.
“Something almost as good,” said Caina.
She drew the dagger from her belt, the leaf-shaped blade of ghostsilver flashing. 
“That’s a ghostsilver weapon,” said Aydin, his eyes widening in his dark face. “Where did you get that?”
“I’m a thief. I stole it,” said Caina, which was entirely true. “You know what it can do?”
“It can pierce spells and disrupt wards,” said Aydin, starting to smile. 
Caina nodded. “I’ll disrupt the ward. Once I do, hit it with the rod.” Aydin nodded and drew his silver rod, pointing it at the door. Caina shifted the dagger to her right hand, holding her left a few inches over the door. She paused for a moment to feel the currents of arcane power following through the wood, then nodded to herself and jabbed the dagger into the door. The tip sank a half-inch into the wood, and at once the weapon’s hilt grew hot as the ghostsilver disrupted the warding spells. She felt the currents of power twitch and writhe, like cables trembling under too much pressure.
“Now!” said Caina.
A pulse of silver light washed from Aydin’s rod and sank into the door. The warding spells shivered once more, and then collapsed entirely. Caina tugged her dagger free.
“It’s done,” said Caina. “You can open the lock.”
Aydin nodded. “Hold my rod for me.” 
Caina raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
Aydin blinked, and then laughed. “This rod.” He held out the silver rod. “I need both hands to pick the lock.” He grinned. “That is what you meant, right?”
“Whatever else could I possibly have meant, sir?” said Caina. 
He winked, went to one knee, and started on the lock. Caina turned to watch the stairs as his tools clicked against the lock’s tumblers. A strange mixture of unease and enjoyment went through her. She had only just met Aydin, but nonetheless she found herself drawn to him. As part of her various disguises, she had casually flirted with any number of men since coming to Istarinmul, but that had only been a mask. She had meant it with Aydin, and that was the first time she had meant it since…
She blinked. 
Since Corvalis had died. 
A wave of shame went through her. Corvalis had been dead for over a year. Soon it would be two years. She didn’t really want to be alone any longer, but her life did not lend itself to companionship. Grand Master Callatas, the Umbarian Order, and the Brotherhood of Slavers all wanted her dead. They would not hesitate to use anyone close to her as leverage. For that matter, she knew what it was like to lose a lover. How could she inflict that upon anyone? She…
The lock clicked. 
“Done,” said Aydin, straightening up. He grinned. “You can let go of my rod now.”
“You sound disappointed,” said Caina, handing it back. 
She rebuked herself. Breaking into the sanctum of a powerful, deadly necromancer was not the time to be thinking of such things. For that matter, she knew nothing significant about Aydin Kirshar. He could still be a Teskilati agent or an Umbarian assassin.
He could be married, for all she knew. 
“Well,” said Aydin, drawing his short sword and taking the rod in his left hand. “Maybe later. Shall we?”
Caina nodded and pushed open the door. 
Beyond was a narrow corridor, the walls smooth and unmarked. Another door, identical to the first, stood at the end of the corridor. Caina walked to the door, checked it for wards, and found nothing. 
“It’s not even locked,” she muttered. 
“Perhaps the Curator put all his trust in the first door,” said Aydin. 
“He can’t possibly be that stupid,” said Caina. “Be on your guard.”
Aydin nodded and raised his weapons, and Caina took a deep breath and swung open the door.
Nothing happened, and she neither heard nor saw anything alarming.
Caina stepped into the next room. It was a large rectangular chamber, built of the snowy Cyrican marble that the Curator preferred. Another door stood on the far end of the chamber, but the room held no furniture, save for a mirror in a wooden frame along the wall. Caina looked at the mirror with unease. It stood nearly seven feet tall and almost as wide, and it reminded her of the mirrors she had seen in Callatas’s wraithblood laboratories, the mirrors that acted as gates to the netherworld, drawing its power to charge the vials of wraithblood with corrupting energy.
She felt a faint aura of sorcerous power around the mirror. Was it a Mirror of Worlds, a gate to the netherworld? The Curator was a necromancer, not an Alchemist, but if he was friends with the Master Alchemists, one of them might have taught him the secrets of making a gate to the netherworld. 
“Nothing,” said Aydin. He sounded disappointed. “We’ll check the next room.” 
“Don’t look at the mirror,” said Caina, even as he turned to look at it.
“The mirror?” said Aydin. “Why not?”
“It’s enspelled,” said Caina. “I’m not sure what kind of a spell.” Aydin stared at the glass, a strange expression coming over his features. “Stop looking at it.” 
He muttered something with a shake of his head.
Caina cursed, grabbed his arm, and yanked him back. He stumbled a few steps and caught his balance, moving away from the mirror. 
Yet his reflection remained in the glass.
“Oh, damn,” said Caina. She had seen this kind of spell before. “Aydin…”
The glass of the mirror rippled, and Aydin’s reflection stepped out of the mirror.
“You,” breathed Aydin.
“Failure,” said his reflection in a hissing voice. “You are a failure, Aydin Kirshar.”
“Not yet,” he said. “Not yet!”
“You are!” said the reflection, pointing its short sword. “You failed them all. The Order is ashes, and you could not save them. Your family is dead, and you could not save your blood. Lie down and die, Aydin Kirshar! Lie down and die! It is all that you deserve.”
“No,” grated Aydin.
“Listen to me, it’s not real,” said Caina. “It’s a spirit. It’s…”
“Then die!” shrieked the reflection, and as it did, it changed and rippled, swelling and growing larger. Fangs sprouted in the reflection’s mouth, and claws burst from its fingers and toes. Even the sword became larger, swelling into a jagged black blade the size of a greatsword. The reflection loosed a hideous, nightmarish shriek and sprang at Aydin, crooked sword raised to strike. 
Aydin rushed to meet the attack, his sword clanging against his reflection’s blade. Caina shouted, but he ignored her, fighting the creature that had emerged from the mirror. They swirled around each other in a furious duel, swords clanging. Caina looked back and forth between them. She had faced a spirit creature like this before, but the last time a renegade magus named Anaxander had banished the spirit back to the netherworld. This time, though, Caina had no way of banishing the spirit…
Her eyes fell upon the silver rod still clenched in Aydin’s left hand.
“The rod!” said Caina. “Use the rod!” 
Aydin made no response to her shout. Likely he had not even heard her, had forgotten that she was there. Caina cursed again, darted forward, and kicked the back of Aydin’s knee. He overbalanced and fell, and as he did, she grabbed the rod from his left hand, its sorcerous power thrumming beneath her fingers. The distorted reflection loomed over Aydin, raising its sword for the kill, and Caina leveled the rod at the mirror and concentrated.
A pulse of silver light burst from the rod and struck the mirror. There was another flash of light, and the grotesque reflection froze. For a moment it stood motionless, and then it dissolved into swirling gray mist. The mist flowed across the room and poured into the mirror like water swirling away down a drain.
The last of the mist vanished, and silence fell over the chamber. 
“Azarma?” said Aydin, blinking in surprise. “What…”
“Don’t look at the mirror,” said Caina, moving to block his view. “Get up, and for the gods’ sake don’t look at the damned mirror.”
He blinked, nodded, and got to his feet. 
“What happened?” he said, backing away until he was no longer facing the mirror. “It was…like a dream. Was it a ward?”
“Carchomorphic spirit,” said Caina.
“A what?”
“Carchomorphic spirit,” she said. “There are different kinds of spirits in the netherworld, just as there are different nations of men in the mortal world. Phobomorphic spirits take the form of your worst fears. Carchomorphic spirits…they’re a little different. They take the form of your regrets and then attack. The Curator must have bound the spirit to guard this chamber.”
“Ah,” said Aydin, wiping sweat from his brow. “I see why I was vulnerable. I…have many regrets.” He tried to smile. “You must have fewer.”
Caina thought of her father, of Corvalis and Halfdan.
“No,” she said. “But I’ve seen this sort of spell before.”
“I see,” said Aydin. “Azarma. Thank you. If you had not come with me…I would have died here.” For a moment he looked haunted. “And would have failed. I would have come all this way, followed the Curator here from Rasadda, only to fail at the final step.”
Caina tilted her head to the side. “You’re here for more than a simple robbery, aren’t you?” 
He nodded.
“Ready to tell me what it is?” 
“Not yet,” said Aydin, gesturing towards the far door. “But I think I can show you.”







Chapter 5: A New Host

They passed through three more rooms, each one warded and trapped. The first was a library, the second a metallurgist’s workshop, and the third a laboratory for potions and elixirs. Every door had a potent ward upon it, but between Aydin’s rod and Caina’s ghostsilver dagger, they made short work of them. All the doors had mechanical traps, but Caina had spent a great deal of time learning to bypass such traps, and Aydin was a fair hand at it as well. 
She searched all three rooms for any sign of Morgant’s sword, but found nothing. Aydin, too, searched each room, but did not what he sought. 
“The training of the Venatorii must have been more comprehensive than I thought,” said Caina, watching him undo a trap.
Aydin grunted. “Not really. My father was a clockmaker, truth be told. The best clockmaker in Cyrioch. Generally, those of us who join the Venatorii do so after having an…encounter with creatures of the netherworld.” 
“A painful encounter?” said Caina, voice quiet. 
“An ifrit,” said Aydin. “A kind of fire elemental, malevolent and hateful. A Sarbian sorcerer conjured it, and the spirit killed my father during its rampage.” 
“I’m sorry,” said Caina. 
The lock clicked and the trap released.
“Here we are,” said Aydin, and he straightened up, picked up his rod and sword, and opened the door.
The chamber beyond was as large as the previous four combined, and Caina suspected it took up the remainder of the palace’s fifth floor. It looked like a mad combination of a museum, a laboratory, and a library. Glowing glass spheres upon iron stands threw a pale, eerie white light over everything. Stone plinths held strange artifacts and relics, and sagging wooden shelves stored books and scrolls and clay tablets marked with wedge-shaped symbols. Tables displayed alchemical and sorcerous machinery, and the air carried a faint chemical reek to it. The Curator’s abilities as a necromancer were evident among the relics as well. Caina saw an abundance of ancient Maatish scrolls, along with more modern books written in Maatish hieroglyphics. Some of the shelves held jars of pickled body parts, hearts and kidneys and other organs, and one shelf held an entire row of polished skulls and severed heads floating in brine. 
Aydin looked at the shelf of pickled heads, a sick expression on his face.
“Aydin,” said Caina. “We need to move.” He did not look from the shelf. “He’s a necromancer. This is what necromancers do.”
Aydin blinked. “Yes, you’re right. It was nonetheless startling.” He offered a bleak smile. “I was looking to see if anyone I knew was in those jars.” 
Caina frowned. “Is that why you’re here?”
“We should hasten,” said Aydin. “This is a large room, and it will take time to search.”
“Very well,” said Caina. She tapped the dagger at her belt. “Call for me if you need the ghostsilver dagger.”
Aydin nodded. “And do the same if you need my rod.”
“That’s rather forward of you, isn’t it?” said Caina.
Aydin snorted. “I walked into that one. Let us proceed.” He grinned, though the strain around his eyes remained. “If we live through this, we can banter about my rod to your heart’s content.”
Caina nodded and made her way into the maze of shelves and stone plinths, and Aydin went another direction. Her eyes flicked over the plinths, noting the artifacts and relics upon them. The Curator had his items stored in no discernable pattern, which would make finding Morgant’s sword problematic. For that matter, Caina was not even sure how she would recognize the sword when she found it. Fortunately, each plinth had a small plaque of laminated wood describing its relic. She passed a helmet that had been worn by a long-dead Shahenshah of Anshan during a forgotten battle, a ring forged by one of the magus-emperors of the Fourth Empire that radiated deadly sorcery, a tattered banner carried by an ancient Caerish war chief during the collapse of the First Empire…
There.
A nearby plinth held a wooden rack, and atop the wooden rack rested a single sheathed scimitar. The plinth’s plaque noted that the sword had once been carried by the famed assassin Morgant the Razor, after he had obtained the blade from the corpse of the assassin Red Carzim, a man famed for killing several Istarish emirs and one of the Lord Governors of Imperial Cyrica. Potent sorcery radiated from the sword, and Caina held her hand a few inches from the plinth, checking for wards. The sword was not warded, but that the weapon itself had been enspelled, likely to make it sharper and stronger.
She lifted the sword from its rack, the sorcerous power of the weapon seeming to tremble beneath her fingers. Caina drew the sword and considered it. The blade was the color of blood, making the scimitar look like a giant, blood-soaked talon. An appropriate weapon for a man as dreaded as Morgant the Razor. Would the weapon help her to find him, to discover what had become of Annarah? According to the plaque, Morgant had killed Red Carzim and taken the sword from him one hundred and fifty years ago. Surely Morgant must have been dead for decades. 
Yet if she could discover what had happened to him, it might led her to Annarah and the Staff and Seal of Iramis.
A moment’s search upon one of the shelves located a sword belt, and Caina slung it across her chest like a baldric, clipping the sheathed scimitar to her back. She looked around for Aydin, shrugged, and climbed atop the empty plinth, the stone cold beneath her bare feet. She spotted him across the chamber. Caina climbed down and made her way toward him.
“I found mine,” she said when she came around a shelf and caught up to him. “If you tell me what you seek, I will help you locate it. Then we need to…”
She stopped when she saw what he was staring at.
A heavy case of crystal rested at a forty-five degree angle upon a wooden stand. Caina’s first thought was that it was about the size of a coffin. Her second thought was that the crystal was translucent, and that she could see the body inside.
It was a child, a boy of about five or six years. The boy lay motionless, his eyes closed, his head resting upon a pillow. He was motionless. Dead, most likely, his body preserved by the crystal casket. A macabre display, to be sure. Caina wondered why the Curator had this corpse. Was it a child of his own? The body of an enemy’s child?
Aydin stared at the boy, and Caina looked from him, to the child in the glass, and back to him again. The resemblance between the two was plain, and the answer clicked inside Caina’s head. 
“Aydin,” she said. “This is your son?”
Aydin nodded. 
“I’m sorry,” said Caina. “To have come all this way…”
“He’s not dead,” said Aydin. “You can sense spells, yes?”
Caina lifted her hand, holding it a few inches from the milky crystal. She felt the powerful aura of sorcery clinging over the coffin. A necromantic spell fused with a ward, one designed to…
“It’s put him to sleep,” said Caina. 
“Something far deeper than sleep, I fear,” said Aydin. “Though not quite like death. The Curator did not want him to die.” His mouth twisted. “He had a far more profound enslavement in mind.” 
Caina started to ask a question, and then stopped herself. Aydin had come here to rescue his son, that was plain, and the Curator clearly intended an evil fate for the boy. She could dig the details out of Aydin later. 
“How do we get this thing open?” said Caina.
Aydin blinked and jerked his chin at the scimitar on her back. “You have what you came to find. There is no need for you to stay.”
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina. “I don’t like sorcerers, and I’m not leaving an innocent child to die in the Curator’s clutches. How do we get the damned thing open?” 
He stared at her for a long time.
“Thank you,” he said at last. 
“Thank me later. How do we get it open?” said Caina. She looked for the seam of the lid, but couldn’t find it. The damned thing appeared to be one solid piece of milky crystal. 
“It’s warded,” said Aydin. He tapped his silver rod against the casket, making a clear chiming noise. “I can dispel the ward, yes…but the nature of the spell means there’s no air inside the casket.” 
“Then how is he still alive?” said Caina.
“He’s…suspended, frozen,” said Aydin. “The artificers of Catekharon created these caskets, and the Umbarian Order stole the spell’s design. They use the caskets to keep prisoners restrained and alive without the cost of housing and feeding them.”
“So if we break the ward,” said Caina, “your son wakes up, and then he asphyxiates inside of the casket?” 
“I fear so,” said Aydin. “I…”
“Wait,” said Caina, kneeling before the crystal coffin. “There’s the lid.” The seam was so thin she could barely see it, but it was there. “I think the ward is holding it shut, but if you break the spell, we can pry it off.”
“We’ll need a crowbar,” said Aydin. He scowled. “A thin one, though. But that lid has to weigh a thousand pounds, maybe more. We’ll need…”
“This,” said Caina, drawing the crimson scimitar from her scabbard.
Aydin gave the weapon a dubious look. “It will snap like a twig.”
“It’s enspelled,” said Caina. “It should hold under the weight.” She held out the sword. “Take it. You’re stronger. I’ll use the rod.”
He nodded, and they traded the scimitar and the rod. Aydin gripped the hilt in both hands as he jammed the tip of the blade into the gap between the lid and the casket proper. Caina took the rod and laid it against the casket. 
“Ready?” said Caina.
Aydin gave a sharp nod, and Caina focused upon the rod. A pulse of silver light erupted from the rod and washed over the casket, making it glow as if it had been made of silver light. Caina felt a sharp tingle as the spells upon the crystal box collapsed.
The boy within the casket jerked. His eyes opened wide…and his mouth yawned open in a silent, soundless scream. His hands shot to his throat, his legs kicking against the lid. Aydin cursed and jammed the scimitar deeper into the seam, pushing with all his strength, but the lid did not even shudder. Caina shoved the rod into her belt, slapped her hands over Aydin’s, and added her strength to his efforts. Still the lid did not move, and for an awful moment Caina thought that Aydin would get to see his son die. 
Then the lid shuddered up a half-inch or so. Caina jumped, keeping her hands on the sword hilt, and drove her heels into the lid. The impact knocked her to the ground, but it forced the heavy lid back a few inches, and she heard the boy inside the casket start coughing. 
That was good. If he was coughing, he was breathing. 
She regained her feet as Aydin pushed on the lid, grunting as his face tightened with strain. Caina helped him, and inch by inch they pushed the lid back, until at last there was a gap large enough for the boy to squeeze through.
“Papa?” said the boy, his eyes wide. “Papa!”
“Tahram,” said Aydin, picking up the boy, a tremor of relief going through him. He closed his eyes for a moment. “Tahram, I am here. I am here.”
“Where…where are we, papa?” said Tahram. 
“In a lot of danger,” said Caina. “We need to get out of here, now.” She picked up Morgant’s scimitar and returned the weapon to its scabbard. 
“Thank you,” said Aydin, tears in his eyes as he held his son. “Thank you. I…”
“Aydin,” said Caina. “We need to go. Your son isn't safe yet."
Aydin seemed to shake himself. “Yes. Yes, you are right, of course.” She handed him the silver rod, and he shifted his son to his left arm, taking the rod in his right. “Let’s go.”
Caina nodded and led the way from the empty casket, the ghostsilver dagger in her right hand. She walked past the shelves and tables, her mind racing. They had to get out of here as soon as possible. There had been no children among the guests, and Tahram would stand out. Though the Curator’s guards might not notice or care. The Curator himself would, though, and that would be bad. Caina needed to collect Agabyzus and get out of the palace before…
The door to the workshop swung open, and the Curator stepped through it. 
His coat swirled around his legs as he came to a sudden halt, and his black-lined eyes widened in surprise.
Then he started to smile. 
“Hell,” muttered Caina. 
Tahram let out a terrified little sound and buried his face in his father’s shoulder.
“Whatever do we have here?” said the Curator, taking one step forward. In his right hand he carried a long steel fork with two tines. A spark twisted and flashed between the tines. Caina had a seen a fork like that several times before. It was a weapon of sorcery that flung potent bolts of lightning with enough force to kill. 
It could probably kill Caina, Aydin, and Tahram with one blast. 
“Thieves,” said the Curator, pointing the fork at them. The spark brightened, going from a pale white to a harsh blue. “Filthy damned thieves.” His eyes narrowed as he looked at Tahram. “But why take the child? Why not take gold or jewels?” His eyes flicked over Caina. “And why take the sword of that wretched assassin?”
“Do you happen to know where Morgant is?” said Caina. “It would be very helpful if you could tell me.”
“He is dust and bone,” said the Curator with a laugh. “Morgant the Razor died decades ago. I would like to add his skull to my collection, but I haven’t been able to find his grave yet. Why steal his sword? A sword and the child…why?”
“Get behind me,” said Aydin, putting Tahram on the floor and stepping in front of him. 
“Ah!” said the Curator. “Now I understand. Your son, is it?” He shook his head. “Typical. The Umbarians sold me the boy, but they forgot to mention that the father was still alive and seeking vengeance.” He shrugged. “Ah, well. I suppose your corpses shall provide useful materials for my experiments.”
The spark inside the fork snarled, and Caina felt the surge of gathering arcane power. Aydin tensed as Tahram began to cry, preparing to spring, but Caina knew he could not reach the sorcerer before the fork spat its killing lightning.
“Wait,” said Caina, taking a gamble. “You don’t want to kill us.” 
“And just why not?” said the Curator.
“Because I know why you took the boy,” said Caina. 
His eyes narrowed. “Why is that?”
“Because you’re a necromancer of the Red Circle,” said Caina, “and that’s not your original body.”
The Curator remained motionless.  
“You’ve got a canopic jar stashed somewhere,” said Caina, “and you’ve been moving from body to body ever since the Kyracians took Marsis and wiped out the Red Circle. Tahram is your next host.”
“Immortality comes at a price,” said the Curator in a soft, dangerous voice. 
“You will not take my son to extend your wretched life,” said Aydin. 
“I’m afraid I will, fool,” said the Curator. “The Venatorii have tried to fight me before, and I crushed them all. The Umbarians have made your Order all but extinct. Soon you will be nothing but relics gathering dust in my collection.”
Caina looked back and forth, looking for a tool she could use. The Curator stood thirty feet away in the doorway. He had undoubtedly warded himself, but her ghostsilver dagger could penetrate his wards, and Aydin’s rod could collapse them. Yet since his fork could kill them both before Caina could strike with the dagger, that would do them no good. Her eyes fell upon one of the wooden shelves nearby, a shelf that sagged beneath glass jars of chemicals.
She recognized some of the potions, and an idea came to her. 
“We know your secret,” said Caina. “Why don’t you just let us go? Let us go, and in return we tell no one the truth about you.”
The Curator laughed. “What a bold little girl you are! I would have liked to have tamed you for my harem. But immortality has its price, and one of the costs is keeping its methods a secret.” He shrugged. “Your son, master Venator, has inborn arcane talent, and would have made a suitable host in a few years.” The spark burned at the end of the fork like a miniature star. “But other hosts can be found readily enough.”
He thrust the fork, and Caina sidestepped, seized the shelf, and heaved with all her strength. It toppled over with a hideous crash as the lightning exploded from the Curator’s fork. The lightning slammed into the shattering jars, and the chemicals within erupted into blue flames, vile-smelling smoke billowing from the wreckage. Caina coughed, stumbling back, but the smoke exploded through the room, obscuring the air. 
“What did you do?” said Aydin.
“Hide,” said Caina.
“But…”
“Hide!” said Caina. “I’ll deal with the Curator! Take your son and hide!”
Aydin nodded, grabbed Tahram, and hastened into the smoke. 
Caina spun and ran as more lightning flashed through the smoke, curling around one of the stone plinths. She dashed back and forth through the shelves and the plinths, feeling the arcane auras around her. The Curator had all but admitted that he used a canopic jar to move his soul from body to body. Which meant Caina only had to find the jar and destroy the preserved organ within it. 
Assuming, of course, he kept his jar here.
She had faced such a necromancer before, and she remembered what the necromantic aura of such a jar felt like against her senses. More lightning flashed through the smoke-filled darkness, followed by a snarling clap of thunder. She didn’t hear anyone scream, and hoped that the lightning had avoided Aydin and Tahram. Of course, it might have killed them before they even had a chance to scream.
A cold, icy aura washed over her, like needles jabbing into her skin.
Caina spun and saw a white stone jar sitting atop a plinth. She sensed the crackling power of a ward around it, but within the ward she felt the familiar cold aura of necromancy. Caina pressed her dagger against the jar. The hilt grew hot, painfully hot, beneath her fingers, and then the ward collapsed, leaving only the cold aura. Caina ripped off the stone lid, and inside the white jar she saw a withered brown lump wrapped in ancient, crumbling bandages. It was a mummified human heart. Likely it had come from the Curator’s original body. 
Caina reversed her grip on the dagger and prepared to bring the blade into the heart. 
“No!”
She felt a surge of power, and invisible force seized her and threw her across the room. Caina slammed into the wall hard enough that her headscarf and wig tumbled away, pain exploding through her. She gasped and tried to wrench free, but the crushing force redoubled. The Curator stalked out of the smoke, his left hand raised, his right still holding the fork. 
“Clever little thief,” hissed the Curator. “Finding my secrets. Well…”
Silver light pulsed over the Curator, and the invisible force holding Caina vanished. Aydin ran towards the Curator, his Venator’s rod pointing at the sorcerer. The Curator snarled and spun towards Aydin, casting another spell.
Caina shoved from the wall and ran forward, raising the dagger high. She slammed into the plinth and brought the ghostsilver dagger hammering down. It plunged into the leathery lump of a heart, and the blade sank deep into it. The heart burst into silvery flames, the stabbing tingle of collapsing sorcery shooting up her arm. 
The Curator froze in place, screaming. Caina ripped the dagger free and stabbed again, and the heart crumbled into smoking ashes. The Curator shuddered, ghostly silver fire playing around his limbs. He managed to scream once more, and he collapsed motionless to the floor, dead. 
Caina let out a long breath and pulled the dagger free, stepping away from the jar. 
“What did you do?” said Aydin, lowering the rod. Tahram clung to his father’s leg, staring at the dead sorcerer with wide eyes. 
“Canopic jar,” said Caina. “His spirit was anchored to the jar, not his flesh. His body…it was essentially a puppet controlled from the jar. Destroy the mummified organ in the jar, and he loses his grip on the mortal world.” 
Aydin shook his head. “You’ve dealt with necromancers like this before.”
“Once or twice,” said Caina. “More than that now, I suppose.” 
Aydin managed a quiet laugh. “You have quite a broad range of experience for a thief.”
“Your hair,” said Tahram, staring at Caina with wide eyes. 
“Eh?” said Caina.
“He hit you so hard your hair fell off,” said Tahram. 
Caina rubbed the stubble atop her head. “A wig.” She started to laugh. “I suppose I’ll need a new one.”
“I’ll buy you a dozen wigs,” said Aydin. “For what you’ve done…thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” said Caina, adjusting the scimitar in its sheath. “Let’s go.”

###

“There you are,” said Agabyzus. He stood in one of the banquet halls beneath a statue of a long-dead Padishah. “The Curator disappeared, and we haven’t seen him…”
His eyes trailed off as he saw Caina, Aydin, and Tahram. 
“You didn’t have a child before, Master Aydin,” said Agabyzus.
“I always did,” said Aydin. “I had just lost him for a time.”
Caina saw the understanding come over Agabyzus’s face. 
“We should go,” said Caina. “Right now, actually.”
“Yes,” said Agabyzus, and they fled the Curator’s palace.







Chapter 6: Onward

“The Curator didn’t know who I was,” said Aydin, voice quiet.
Caina sat at a table in the common room of a tavern near the Alqaarin Harbor, Aydin sitting across from her.
It was three days after their escape from the Curator’s palace. It had been necessary for Tamirzid Kolarzu and his daughter Azarma to disappear, and so Caina and Agabyzus had disposed of those disguises. Now she wore the guise of a mercenary soldier, chain mail beneath a leather jerkin, sword and dagger at her belt, makeup giving her the illusion of stubble.
“Then…he didn’t take your son to fulfill a grudge?” said Caina.
“No. When the Umbarians seized control of the eastern Empire,” said Aydin, “they wiped out the Venatorii. I was one of the few that escaped, along with my son.”
Caina frowned. “The Umbarians killed your wife?”
Aydin shook his head. “She died of illness five years ago, not long after Tahram was born. After the Umbarians took power, we made our way to Rasadda. Some of the survivors of the Order of the Venatorii were helping fugitives escape from the Umbarians.”
“They caught you there?” said Caina.
Aydin let out a bitter little laugh. “It was pure bad luck. The Curator was in Rasadda. Evidently he is friends with one of the five Provosts that rule the Umbarian Order, and often acquired sorcerous relics for the man. I suppose the Curator was looking for a new host, happened to see my son, and the Provost arranged his kidnapping as a favor to the Curator. They never knew he was a Venator’s son.”
“So you followed him here and rescued Tahram,” said Caina.
“With your help, Azarma,” said Aydin. “Thank you.”
Caina nodded. “What will you do now?”
“I will travel to the western Empire and seek out the surviving masters of the Venatorii,” said Aydin. “They will have new tasks for me.” He shrugged. “If not…well, I can make a living as a locksmith and a clockmaker.”
Caina smiled. “I know some locksmiths in Istarinmul who could use another pair of hands.”
“Thank you again,” said Aydin. “For everything. Would you wish to join me for dinner this evening?”
“Dressed like this?” said Caina.
He smiled. “You could dress however you wanted, and I would still wish to join you for dinner.”
Caina said nothing.
She was drawn to him, she could not deny that. He was bold and clever…and not hard on the eyes, for that matter. Likely the Venatorii would establish a presence in Istarinmul sooner or later, and he could remain in the city. One dinner could lead to another, and then to another, and then to something more.
Something more…and that might lead Aydin and Tahram to their deaths. If Caina got involved in Aydin’s life, her enemies would not hesitate to attack her through Aydin. Callatas would kill Aydin to get at her. Cassander Nilas of the Umbarian Order would kill Aydin to find Caina.
And she shuddered to think of what someone like the Red Huntress or one of the nagataaru would do to Tahram. She could not let a child fall into the hands of her foes.
Too many children already had.
“Ah,” said Aydin. “A hesitation is a no, I fear.”
“I am sorry,” said Caina at last. “You were right about me, you know.”
“Oh?”
“I am more than a simple thief,” said Caina, “and I have far, far more enemies than a simple thief. You have a son, Aydin, and my enemies are the kind of men who…well, if they had to kill everyone in this tavern to get at me, they would. If they had to kill everyone in the Alqaarin Quarter, they would do so without hesitation. I have…enough on my conscience already. I don’t want your life or your son’s life on my conscience as well.”
“I understand,” said Aydin, and he rose and bowed to her. “I owe you a great debt, Azarma. If you ever need aid, simply ask of it of me, and I shall do whatever I can.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. She hesitated. “Though…there is something I do not understand.”
“Oh?” said Aydin.
“Why did you ask to dance with me?” said Caina. “You couldn’t possibly have known I could help you.”
“No,” said Aydin. “I was going to rescue my son, and I thought I might die. If I was going to die…well, I wanted to dance with a beautiful woman before I did.”
Caina smiled at him. “Farewell and good fortune to you, Aydin Kirshar.”
“And to you,” said Aydin.
She left the tavern without looking back.

###

Later that day, she sat in the Sanctuary, examining Morgant’s sheathed crimson scimitar.
She did not know how the weapon could lead her to Morgant the Razor, to the loremaster Annarah and the Staff and Seal of Iramis.
Yet she would keep looking until she found the Staff and Seal and denied them to Callatas.
To keep the Apotheosis from happening…and to save the lives of countless children like Tahram.
Caina left the Sanctuary.
She had work to do.
THE END
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GHOST IN THE COWL Chapter 1 - Istarinmul
Two weeks after she lost everything, Caina Amalas stood on the ship’s deck and threw knives at the mast.

It was a way to pass the time and keep herself from thinking too much. To distract herself from the memories that flooded her mind if she was idle for too long. Sometimes she locked herself in her cabin for hours and performed the exercises of open-handed combat she had learned at the Vineyard long ago, working through the unarmed forms over and over again until every muscle in her body throbbed and spots danced before her eyes. 
But if she stayed alone too long, her thoughts went to the dark places. To New Kyre and the blaze of golden fire above the Pyramid of Storm. To Sicarion laughing as he drove his dagger into the back of the man who had raised Caina. To the Moroaica, weeping as the white fire blazed behind her.
To Corvalis, lying dead upon the ground of the netherworld.
And when her thoughts went there, Caina found herself gazing at the veins in her arm, thinking of the knives she carried. 
She retained enough of her right mind to realize that she was not thinking clearly, that her mood was dangerous. 
So when that mood came, she went to the deck and threw knives at the mast.
At first the sailors were alarmed, but they soon grew accustomed to it. They had been told that she was a mercenary named Marius, a courier for the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers, delivering contracts now that trade between Istarinmul and the Empire had opened up again. An important passenger could be forgiven an eccentricity or two. 
That, and she never missed the mast. 
Soon the sailors ignored her, even without Captain Qalim’s orders. Caina suspected that the sailors would have reacted rather differently if they knew that beneath the disguise “Marius” was actually a twenty-two year old woman, but she did not care.
She could not bring herself to care about very much. 
So she threw knives at the mast, the blades sinking into the wood. Compensating for the motion of the waves and the wind kept her mind busy. Pulling the knives out of the mast and sharpening the blades anew kept her hands occupied. 
The sailors ignored her, but Caina nonetheless attracted an audience.
When the Emperor had sent her on a ship from New Kyre’s harbor, she had expected to share the vessel with cargo. Kyracian olive oil, most likely, or perhaps Anshani silk. The Starfall Straits had been closed to trade for nearly a year, and cargoes had piled up in New Kyre’s warehouses.
She had not, however, expected to share the ship with a circus.
More specifically, Master Cronmer’s Traveling Circus Of Wonders And Marvels. 
Caina flung another knife, the blade sinking into the mast, and Master Cronmer himself approached.
Cronmer was huge, nearly seven feet tall, with the shoulders and chest of a titan. He was bald, with a graying mustache cut in Caerish style, and wore a brilliant red coat. She saw the dust on his sleeves, and knew he had eaten bread and cheese for breakfast, along with the vile mixed wine the ship carried.
“Master Marius,” boomed Cronmer in the Caerish tongue. “You should come work for me.” 
Caina shook her head. “I am already employed.” She made sure to keep her Caerish accent in place, her voice gruff and raspy, as Theodosia had taught her to do. 
“Bah,” said Cronmer. “Fetching papers for those dusty old merchants? You should join my Circus. We’ll use your talent to create a stupendous knife-throwing show, my boy.” He grinned behind his bushy mustache. “Aye, you’ll throw knives at some lusty Istarish lass, your blades will land a half-inch from her skin, and she’ll melt into your arms in the end…”
“Working for the Collegium,” said Caina, “pays better.”
Spending the voyage throwing knives at the mast and brooding had likely been a poor idea. A spy needed to remain inconspicuous, and Caina had not bothered to do so. If she was to rebuild the Ghost circle of Istarinmul, she would have to take greater care. 
But she could not bring herself to give a damn. 
“Mere money,” said Cronmer, striking a pose. “What is that compared to the roar of the crowd, of a woman in your arms, of…”
“Cronmer,” said a woman with a heavy Istarish accent. Cronmer’s wife, a short Istarish woman named Tiri, hurried to his side. She looked tiny next to her massive husband, and they bickered constantly, but they had been married for twenty years and had six children. “Leave the poor man alone. The life of the circus is not for everyone.” 
Cronmer rumbled. “But the Traveling Circus Of Wonders And…”
“Can’t you see?” whispered Tiri into Cronmer’s ear. Caina heard her anyway. “Can you not see that he has lost someone? Likely when the golden dead rose. Do not pester him.”
Caina wondered how Tiri had figured that out. On the other hand, Caina had spent the last two weeks throwing knives into the mast and staring into nothing. It was hardly a mystery.
“Yes, well,” said Cronmer, a hint of chagrin on his face. “If you ever get tired of working for fat old merchants, Master Marius, come see me. The Circus shall be at the Inn of the Crescent Moon for the next week, and then we shall perform before Master Ulvan of the Brotherhood of Slavers.”
Caina had no wish to visit the home of an Istarish slave trader, but it caught her curiosity. “What does a slaver want with a circus?”
“A celebration,” said Tiri. “He has been elevated to a Master of the Brotherhood, endowed with his own cowl and brand. Traditionally the newly-elevated Masters throw lavish celebrations, and he has hired the Circus for that purpose.”
“Just as well,” said Cronmer. “The Kyracian nobles were humorless folk. Too enamored of their own traditions to enjoy the Circus. Well, Master Marius, if you change your mind, the Inn of the Crescent Moon is in the Cyrican Quarter.” 
Caina nodded, barely hearing him. 
“We had best gather the others, husband,” said Tiri, “for we shall put in before noon.”
Caina blinked and looked over the ship’s rail.
Istarinmul rose before her.
She yanked the knives from the mast, returned them to her belt, and walked to the prow. 
The city was huge, larger than New Kyre and almost as large as Malarae itself. The Padishah’s capital occupied a jut of land that almost reached the southern end of the Argamaz Desert. The resultant Starfall Straits gave the Padishah his power.  The domains of Istarinmul were far smaller than the Empire of Nighmar or the vast lands ruled by the Shahenshah of Anshan. Yet the Padishah of Istarinmul could close the Starfall Straits, blocking off traffic from the Cyrican Sea and the Alqaarin Sea, and halt the world’s commerce. Kyracian merchants visited every port in the world, but Istarinmul could close half the world’s ports to the other half. 
And ships from Istarinmul ranged across the seas, buying and selling slaves.
Even through her apathy, Caina felt a twinge of anger at that. 
But for now Caina gazed at Istarinmul. The city gleamed white from walls whitewashed to reflect the hot sun of the southern lands. In the city’s core rose a massive palace of brilliant white marble, its domes and towers sheathed in gleaming gold. The Golden Palace, where the Padishah sat and governed Istarinmul with his nobles and magistrates. It faced another, slightly larger palace, a towering edifice of white stone and domed towers, gleaming crystals lining its roofs. It was the College, where Istarinmul’s Alchemists carried out their secret studies. 
It was a beautiful building, and the crystals lining the towers gave off a brilliant gleam in the sunlight.
Caina’s knowledge that the Alchemists transmuted their foes into crystalline statues to forever adorn the walls of the College rather ruined its beauty. 
Cronmer stomped away, shouting commands to his performers. Captain Qalim, a tall man of Anshani birth, spoke to his first mate, who bawled curses and threats as the ship turned toward Istarinmul’s western harbor. Tiri lingered for a moment, gazing at Caina. 
“What is it?” said Caina. “Do you think to recruit me, too?”
Tiri shook her head. “No. It is just…have you ever been to Istarinmul before?”
“I have not,” said Caina. 
“Then be careful,” said Tiri. “You are an able-bodied young man, but Istarinmul is a dangerous place for the unwary. If you offend the Alchemists or the emirs, they will kill you. You are Caerish, yes?” Caina nodded. “An emir or an Alchemist can kill a foreigner, and the hakims and the wazirs – ah, the magistrates, they are called in the Empire – would not blink an eye. And do not go alone into strange neighborhoods. The Collectors of the Slavers’ Brotherhood are everywhere, and they often kidnap foreigners and forge the papers of servitude. If you are not careful, you might end up in the mines or pulling oars upon one of the Padishah’s galleys. And the Teskilati, the secret police, have eyes and ears everywhere. If they think you are a spy for the Emperor, they will make you disappear.” 
Caina felt a twinge of annoyance, but pushed it aside. Tiri was only trying to warn her. And Istarinmul was a very dangerous place. 
“I will take care,” said Caina. “The Collegium has rented a room for me, and I have no intention of going out after dark or alone anywhere. The sooner I am gone from Istarinmul, the better.” That was a lie, but there was no need to burden Tiri with the truth.
“May the Living Flame watch over you,” said Tiri. She hesitated. “And those you have lost.”
The pain rolled through Caina, hot and sharp.
“Thank you,” she said, and Tiri joined her husband. 
Caina watched as the ship moved closer to the quays in the crowded harbor. The districts near the docks and the seawall did not look nearly as opulent as the neighborhoods near the Golden Palace and the College. The western harbor smelled as harbors did the world over, of salt and rotting fish and exotic cargo. Yet the harbor of Istarinmul had an extra odor, the vile smell of men lying in their own filth for days on end.
The smell of the slave ships. 
An Istarish war galley guarded the harbor’s entrance. Banks of oars jutted into the water, and armed Istarish soldiers in their spiked helms and chain mail stood ready with crossbows. A strange metal device jutted from the ship’s flank, a steel spout wrought in the shape of a snarling lion, connected to an apparatus of pumps and tubes.
A spigot for Hellfire.
Caina had read of the strange elixir the Alchemists of Istarinmul brewed in secret, the potion that once set ablaze could not be quenched by water. The Master Alchemist Callatas had devised the formula centuries past, and one ship equipped with a Hellfire spigot could turn an entire fleet into an inferno. The Kyracians had tried to conquer Istarinmul once, centuries ago, and the Alchemists had turned their fleet to ashes. Istarinmul stood between the Empire and Anshan, yet Hellfire insured that the Padishah’s capital had never fallen its stronger neighbors. 
And fed the rumors that the Master Alchemists ruled Istarinmul in truth, with the Padishah as their puppet. 
But the galleys remained motionless, and Captain Qalim’s ship docked at a stone quay. 
Caina went to her cabin, retrieved her heavy pack, and set foot in Istarinmul for the first time. 
The docks were chaos, but ordered chaos. Rows upon rows of stone quays lined the harbor, lined with ships loading and unloading goods. Everywhere Caina saw carts rumbling back and forth, saw heaped crates and barrels. Men in gray tunics labored to move barrels and crates, and she realized they were slaves, likely owned by whatever magistrate oversaw the harbor. 
She saw hundreds of the slave porters. Thousands of them.
So many slaves.
The anger burned through her again, struggling against her apathy. For a moment Caina stood motionless, caught in the grip of rage and pain. She had lost the man she loved, she had lost her teacher, and she had been banished from her home. Now she was in this miserable city built upon the backs of suffering slaves, and there was nothing she could do for them. She had been sent to rebuild Istarinmul’s Ghost circle, the eyes and ears of the Emperor in the city, but what use would that be? 
Gods, what use would any of it be?
For a moment Caina thought of veins, the weight of the throwing knives in her belt…
No.
She started forward, walking further into Istarinmul’s docks. 
She wore a man’s clothing, boots, trousers, and a heavy leather jerkin, sword and dagger at her belt, her pack slung over her shoulders. Her hope was that the disguise would let her pass unnoticed, but she saw that was a false hope.
The beggars saw to that.
Hundreds of them lined the street. Some were missing arms and legs, veterans of the fighting in the Argamaz Desert. Some had the look of peasants driven from their lands to seek their fortunes in the city. Others were old, their faces marked with brands. Slaves who had grown too old to work, put out by their masters to die in the streets. She wanted to help them, but she dared not. If she gave a beggar a single coin, the rest would swarm her, and she might well be robbed and killed.
So she kept walking, trying to ignore their pleas. Fortunately, there was a great deal of traffic upon the street, and she was just one more face in the crowd, another ragged Caerish mercenary dusty from travel.
And then she felt the faint tingle of sorcery.
Caina stopped, surprised. A cart nearly ran her over, and she sidestepped, ignoring the driver’s outraged curses. At the age of eleven, half her life ago, a necromancer had murdered Caina’s father and wounded her with sorcery. Ever since then, Caina had been able to sense the presence and intensity of arcane forces.
And she felt sorcerous power now. Faint, but it was there.
She turned, and saw one of the beggars staring at her.
He was an old man of Istarish birth, his hair white and wispy, his bronze-colored skin scored with a thousand lines. A steady tremor went through his limbs, and the muscles of his neck twitched and danced. He looked sick, and Caina doubted the poor man would last another week.
Yet the faint aura of sorcery came from him.
And his eyes were…wrong.
They were blue. Most men of Anshani and Istarish descent had brown or black eyes, but there were always exceptions. Yet this man’s eyes were a pale, ghostly, blue. The color of flames licking at the bottom of an iron pan. 
No one had eyes that color.
The old beggar looked at Caina, his eyes widening.
“Who are you?” said Caina in Istarish, remembering to keep her Caerish accent in place.
“Wraithblood,” he whispered.
“Wraithblood,” said Caina. “That is your name?”
“Wraithblood,” said the old man. “Coins. Give me coins. I will buy the black blood again. And then I shall see my wife and sons and my daughters. They all died so long ago. I can…I can tell them I am sorry. I can…coins.” He raised his wasted hands, as if to paw at Caina’s legs, but they dropped into his lap. “Coins. I will buy wraithblood. Buy the black blood.” 
“What happened to you?” said Caina. 
“I…I do not remember,” said the old beggar. “The blood…the blood takes away the pain. I…I think…”
His strange eyes grew huge, and he shied against the wall.
“I can see you,” he whispered. 
“Of course you can,” said Caina. “I am right here.”
“The shadows,” said the beggar. “I can…I can see all the shadows. So many shadows! They are following you! All the shadows!” He began to weep. “Don’t let them hurt me, please, don’t let them…”
“I won’t hurt you,” said Caina. “I…”
“Here, now,” said a gruff voice. “What is this? Begging is illegal.”
Caina turned, and saw a stout man approaching. He was about twenty-five, and unlike the slaves and the beggars, he looked well-fed. He wore gleaming chain mail beneath a jerkin of black leather, and a scimitar rested at his belt. A steel badge pinned to his jerkin showed a hand holding a coiled, thorn-studded whip.
The sigil of the Slavers’ Brotherhood of Istarinmul. 
This man was a Collector, one of the Brotherhood’s lowest ranks, a hunter who ranged about seeking new slaves for the Brotherhood’s markets.
Or one who kidnapped solitary foreigners from the docks.
Such as Caina. 
“His eyes,” said Caina.
“Eh?” said the Collector, surprised. “What about them?”
“Is he sick?” said Caina. 
“What?” said the Collector. “No, he’s addicted to wraithblood.”
“What is wraithblood?” said Caina, watching for the Collector’s associates. 
“A drug,” said the Collector. “The poor and other such vermin prefer it. Apparently it gives visions of dead loved ones and other such rot. Eventually it drives its users insane and turns their eyes blue.” He swept a thick arm over the street. “You’ll see hundreds of them here. The Padishah ought to have them killed and spare honest men the stench.”
“Indeed,” said Caina. The Collector was looking at her with barely concealed greed. A plan, hard and cold, came together in her mind. “Which way to the Cyrican Quarter? I’ve messages to deliver.”
“Why, right that way,” said the Collector. “Head up the street with the warehouses and take a right turn at the public fountain. You will come to the Cyrican Bazaar shortly.”
In between her frenetic exercise sessions and throwing knives at the mast, Caina had taken the time to memorize a map of Istarinmul. The Collector’s directions were wrong.
Likely leading her into a trap.
“Thank you,” said Caina, and she left without another word. 
She counted to twenty, and then glanced over her shoulder to see the Collector hastening away, no doubt to warn his friends. 
The old beggar stared at her, his strange eyes full of terror. 
Caina looked over the other beggars and saw many like the old man, their eyes transformed to that pale blue color. 
And from every one of them she felt the faint hint of a sorcerous aura.
Strange. Very strange. But Caina had more immediate concerns at the moment.
She turned the corner and walked down the street lined with warehouses. It was deserted at the moment. 
The perfect place to make a foreigner disappear into a slaver’s inventory.
Caina considered for a moment, then went to one of the warehouses. The masonry was rough, and she found ample handholds and footholds. A moment later she climbed to the roof, and jumped from warehouse to warehouse, taking care to avoid the skylights.
No one ever looked up. 
She jumped to the last warehouse, dropped down, and crawled to the edge of the roof. The street ended in a square surrounded by three towering, rickety tenements of whitewashed brick. A small fountain occupied the center of the square, and the place looked deserted.
Save for the four men in black leather jerkins waiting there. One of them carried a net, and another a set of iron shackles. Their plans for Caina were clear enough. Likely they planned to sell her to the mines, or perhaps to the fighting pits.
She felt a flicker of grim amusement as she imagined their reaction once they learned they had kidnapped a woman. Caina was not unattractive, and she knew how to dress and carry herself to appear pleasing to the eyes of men, but the massive scar across her belly would keep them from selling her to some nobleman’s harem. Likely they would sell her as a kitchen drudge or a domestic servant, and such slaves commanded far lower prices than strong backs for the mines. 
Well, she would inflict far more serious disappointments upon them before the day was done.
Caina crawled back along the roof and peered through one of the skylights. The warehouse below was deserted, and stored massive heaps of bulging sacks, lashed in place by rope nets. After a moment’s examination, Caina realized that the sacks held rice. The plantations of Istarinmul grew coffee and fruit and olives and many other things, but the Istarish themselves ate a great deal of rice.
Enough rice to pile it in sacks twenty feet high.
Caina dropped through the skylight and landed on one of the piles, a puff of dust rising from her boots. She scrambled down the net to the floor, and examined the knots for a moment. Then she drew her short sword and went to work, cutting ropes here and there. She stepped back, nodded in satisfaction, and after a moment’s thought hid her heavy pack behind another one of the piles.
She was going to have to run very quickly, and she did not want it slowing her down.
Then she went out the front door, making sure to leave it open behind her. 
Caina walked the remainder of the street and into the square. She ought to feel frightened, she knew, but she felt nothing but an icy indifference. Though she did feel anger. 
Quite a lot of it, now that she thought about it.
She took on more step into the square as the Collectors moved toward her.
“Welcome,” said the Collector she had spoken with earlier, smiling as he raised a club. “You’re going to come with us. Put down your weapons and come quietly. If not, well…you’ll fetch just as high of a price with a few bruises.” 
Caina made an expression of terror come over her face, and then spun and ran for the rice warehouse.
“Take him!” roared the lead Collector, and the men sprang after her.
They were fast. Which made sense, since they kidnapped people for a living. Caina head the crack of leather as two of the Collectors unfurled whips, no doubt to entangle her legs and pull her down. 
But she had a head start, and she dashed back into the warehouse. 
And as she did, she yanked a dagger from its sheath and slashed through the remaining rope holding the massive stack of rice sacks in place.
The Collectors ran through the door after her.
“You’re just making it harder on yourself,” said the leader, grinning. “I am going to…”
Right about then the twenty-foot stack of sacks collapsed, and two or three tons of dry rice fell upon the Collectors. 
The sheer force of the impact drove one man to the ground with such force that his head cracked against the hard floor. The other three men disappeared as dozens of forty-pound rice sacks fell upon them with bone-cracking force. Caina heard limbs snap, heard the Collectors scream. One man clawed his way free, and Caina cut his throat before he regained his feet. Another was trapped beneath three sacks, screaming in pain, and Caina put him out of his misery.
The lead Collector staggered to his feet, his left arm hanging at an odd angle. He turned towards Caina with a furious curse, but she seized his left arm and twisted. The Collector fell with a scream of agony, and she kicked him in the gut and sent him sprawling. He tried to stand, but she put her boot on his broken arm and he went rigid.
“Who are you?” whispered the Collector.
“Why did you try to take me?” said Caina.
“The…the Brotherhood,” said the Collector, “they’re buying slaves right and left.” His words tumbled out in a terrified rush. “It…it ought to flood the market, but the prices keep going up and up. I’ve never seen anything like it. It…it wasn’t personal, I just need the money…”
She looked into his eyes and saw the fear there. And for some reason she remembered the final words of Horemb the scribe before he passed to the next world, the words he had claimed would one day aid her.
“The star is the key to the crystal,” she said. “Do you know what that means?” 
“I…I don’t know, I swear,” said the Collector. “A poem? I don’t know. Let me go. I’ll do whatever you want. What do you want?”
The question cut into her like a knife.
She remembered Corvalis, remembered his strong arms around her. His dark wit, and the way his green eyes flashed when he found something funny. The aplomb with which he had masqueraded as Anton Kularus, merchant of coffee. His mouth against hers, his body against hers…
She did not know what might have passed over her expression, but dread flooded the Collector’s face.
“I want Corvalis back,” she told him, “but I will settle for one less slave trader in the world.”
He started to scream, but her dagger cut the cry short.
Caina cleaned her weapons and her hands and stepped over the mess to the door. Whoever found the dead Collectors would likely assume they had fallen to fighting and accidentally knocked over the sacks. So long as Caina departed quickly, she need not worry about vengeance from the Brotherhood or the dead men’s families. 
Odd, that. She had just killed four men…and she felt nothing at all. Once she would have felt guilty over it. But now, it seemed, she felt nothing but grief. 
And rage.
Still, the Collectors had deserved it. How many innocent men and women and children had they sold into slavery? 
Again Caina felt the overwhelming sense of futility, but shoved it aside with some effort. 
She left the warehouse, made sure she was unobserved, and set off for the Cyrican Quarter and the House of Agabyzus.
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