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For all her life, Caina has
run from the memory of her cruel mother.






But her mother was merely the
weakest member of a family of powerful and ruthless
sorcerers.






Now Caina has the Ring of the
ancient necromancer-king Rasarion Yagar, and her aunt Talmania
Scorneus is hunting for her.






And to take the Ring,
Talmania is willing to kill Caina and everyone close to
her...
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 Chapter 1:
Risiviri








Caina had come to hate
snow.

She had seen snow before she
had come to Ulkaar. There had been snow in Varia Province, the
northwest corner of the Empire, and some in the Disali hills east
of the Imperial capital of Malarae. But those light snows had been
nothing, nothing at all, compared to the blizzards that choked the
land of Ulkaar in the winter. The snow lay thick upon the ground, a
heavy blanket that slowed her when she tried to walk through
it.

More to the point, the snow
slowed the oxen and the wagons.

Theodosia’s theatre company
was well-equipped, and she had planned well for dealing with the
bitter winters of Ulkaar. Her wagons had broad, steel-studded
wheels for pushing through the snow, and the oxen of Ulkaar were
shaggy beasts, their coats long and heavy to keep the chill at bay.
Caina envied the oxen that. The oxen plodded ever onward, but from
time to time the wagons got stuck in the snow. When that happened,
Kylon and Seb and the stronger men from the theatre company pushed,
heaving the heavy wagons out of the drifts. Kylon and Seb used
their spells to augment their strength, which no doubt helped.

As they continued south, the
snow thinned, but the cold grew sharper and harder. Caina wore a
heavy leather coat lined with steel plates, the cloak of wolf fur
that Ivan Zomanek had given her with the cowl pulled up, heavy
boots, heavy gloves, and a scarf wrapped around her face, and she
was still cold all the time. It seemed to leach constantly at her
strength, During the worst of the chill, they stopped twice a day
and lit fires so the men and women of the company and even the oxen
could warm up.

And to think that Caina had
once considered Istarinmul and Iramis too hot!

If she got back to Iramis,
she was never going to complain about the heat again. She was a
little envious that Kylon handled the cold better than she could,
but he had traveled farther north than this during his time with
the Kyracian fleet. Caina was glad to be married to him for many
reasons, but right now she was especially glad she could press
against him and share his body heat in their blankets at night.

The cold did have one
pleasant experience. Caina hadn’t realized this, but it was
possible to make love while (nearly) fully dressed and wrapped in
blankets. Apart from its other enjoyable qualities, that was also
an excellent way to keep warm. Caina wondered how many Ulkaari
babies were born in late summer and autumn because their parents
had been cold in the winter.

Not that becoming pregnant
would be a problem for her, alas.

Seven days after they left
Vagraastrad, Caina walked at the head of their little column with
Theodosia. Seb and Kylon had gone out to scout, making sure that
bandits or no other foes threatened the road ahead. Bandits seemed
unlikely in this weather. Any sensible man would be at home near a
fire. Caina was more concerned about other dangers. The barrier
that separated the mortal world from the netherworld was abraded in
Ulkaar, thanks to the Iron King’s long-ago duel with the Warmaiden,
and it was easy for spirits to slip from the netherworld and into
the mortal world. Twice the theatre company had been attacked by
groups of reveniri and minor undead. Fortunately, the company
traveled with Kylon Shipbreaker and Sebastian Scorneus, and the
Kyracian stormdancer and the Imperial battle magus had defeated the
attack between them.

Caina and her valikon had
helped as well.

“Another day, I think,” said
a woman’s voice in the Caerish tongue, melodious and rich, “and we
shall reach Risiviri.”

Caina turned her head,
looking at the line of wagons crunching their way along the frozen
road. Theodosia walked to join her, her heavy green cloak with its
fur collar hanging around her. Today she seemed in a good mood.
Caina’s old teacher had always been prone to mood swings, with wild
giddiness before she took the stage in the Grand Imperial Opera and
crushing despondency once the performance was over, only for her
temper to return to normal the next day. The murder of her son
Niklos at the hands of Talmania Scorneus seemed to have exacerbated
her mood swings, adding a strange fey temper where her gray eyes
turned cold and gray and distant.

If Talmania ever fell into
Theodosia’s power, the Umbarian provost would regret it
bitterly.

But today Theodosia appeared
cheerful. She was heavier-set than Caina but tall enough to bear it
well, and her cylindrical fur hat concealed her long blond hair.
When she had come to Ulkaar, Caina had thought those cylindrical
hats looked mildly ridiculous, but after enduring the harsh chill
of Ulkaar for the last month, she had come to appreciate their
warmth and now wore one herself.

“Good,” said Caina. “It will
be pleasant to be indoors once again.”

“Aye,” said Theodosia with a
smile. “Usually you can make the trip from Vagraastrad to Risiviri
in three or four days, counting the time spent on the ferry over
the Kozalin River. But this snow has slowed us down.” She let out a
contented sigh. “Still, the cold is invigorating, isn’t it?”

“Invigorating?” said Caina.
“So is getting hit in the face. I would prefer to avoid both.”

Theodosia blinked and then
laughed. “I can see why you would think that. You’re all lean
muscle. No extra padding.” She patted her stomach, which in Caina’s
opinion wasn’t as anywhere near as protuberant as Theodosia seemed
to think it was. “Usually, I’m envious. Not at the moment,
though.”

“I imagine not,” said
Caina.

“But you have that vigorous
husband to help keep you warm at night,” said Theodosia.

“Yes,” said Caina. Theodosia
was much more comfortable discussing that particular subject than
Caina was, which seemed to amuse Ilona, and both horrify and
fascinate Sophia. Caina decided to change the topic. “Do you think
the harbor at Risiviri might be frozen over?”

Theodosia shook her head.
“The Inner Sea hardly ever freezes. It’s saltwater. Truth be told,
I expect to see the ice break on the river at any moment. The tide
washes up the river, makes it saltier and less likely to freeze.
Which is just as well, because we’ll need to hire the ferry to get
all our wagons across the Kozalin.” She frowned. “Though I suppose
if the river was frozen over we could just roll the wagons across.
But if the river is frozen near Risiviri, then the harbor will be
frozen.” Her frown deepened. “And we do need to get you a ship as
soon as possible.”

“Aye,” agreed Caina. The
reason for the haste rested against her left wrist, bound there
with a leather cord. It was a signet ring of dark iron, an emerald
carved in the shape of a dragon set into the band. Once it had been
carried by Rasarion Yagar, the necromancer-king who had ruled
Ulkaar with a rod of iron. It seemed that the Ring carried some of
the Iron King’s power, and both Caina’s aunt Talmania and the
Temnoti cultists sought to claim the Ring for their own purposes.
Talmania desired to claim the lost five relics of the Iron King and
seize their power for herself. The Temnoti wished to find the
relics to work something called the Final Night, the advent of
their dark god Temnuzash and his triumph over all foes.

Neither sounded good.

So, the sooner Caina got the
Ring out of Ulkaar and handed it over to the loremasters of Iramis
where it could be kept safe, the better.

“A pity I won’t be able to
see Talmania’s face,” murmured Theodosia, “when she finds that the
Ring has slipped from her grasp forever.”

Caina glanced back, fearing
that some of the members of the theatre company might have overhead
them. Theodosia was a circlemaster of the Ghosts, and Ilona served
as her nightkeeper, Theodosia’s second in command. A few of the
other members of the company were Ghosts themselves, but most were
not. Yet no one else was in earshot, and Caina rebuked herself.
Theodosia had been a Ghost for longer than Caina had been alive,
and even grief over her murdered son had not made her careless.

“I suppose you won’t need to
imagine it,” said Caina. “Apparently I look just like Talmania.
Just recall me looking annoyed and angry, and that ought to cover
it.”

Theodosia laughed. “My dear,
I don’t want you to be annoyed and angry, I want…”

Snow crunched beneath boots,
and Caina turned to see a girl and a woman approaching. The girl
had soft brown eyes and long black hair, her face ruddy from the
cold. She wore a heavy coat and cloak and carried a crossbow slung
over her shoulder. Sophia Zomanek seemed much more at ease since
Caina had met her in the haunted corridors of Sigilsoara, but she
had endured numerous trials since then.

The woman wore a fine blue
cloak with a fur collar, her black eyes merry and bright in her
lean face. She was about Caina’s age, and despite the uneven, snowy
ground, she walked with a dancer’s grace. Ilona had an easy,
charming manner, but Caina wondered what it concealed.

“Good morning, my lady,” said
Sophia to Caina. “It’s warmer today, isn’t it?”

Caina laughed. “I shall have
to take your word for it.”

“When you accompany Lady
Caina to Iramis, I think you’re going to be in for quite a shock,”
said Ilona with a smile. “It is so hot in the southern lands that
it never rains.”

Sophia scrunched up her face
at that. “Never?”

“Well, more than it used to,”
said Caina. “Some of Grand Master Callatas’s experiments cursed the
land, so rain stopped falling. After he was killed, that changed.
It does rain in Istarinmul now, but not terribly often.”

“If it doesn’t rain, when
does it snow?” said Sophia.

“Never,” said Caina. “If you
took a man of Istarinmul and dropped him here, he would think you
had sent him to a frozen hell.”

“It’s not that cold, my
lady,” said Sophia. “It hasn’t even snowed for days.”

“And it is getting warmer,”
said Ilona, pointing. “See? The ice is breaking up on the
river.”

Caina followed Ilona’s
pointing finger and saw that she was correct. The ice choking the
river had begun to crack and break up, revealing the gray waters
surging beneath. Come to think of it, a distinct salt tang had
entered the air, likely rising from the cold waters.

“Pity we could not have
crossed the river while it was still frozen,” said Ilona. “We would
save the cost of the ferry.”

“No,” said Theodosia. “That
would have been convenient, but the riverbanks are far too steep.
We’d have cracked an axle, and our wagons are heavy enough that
they might have gone right through the ice. No, better to take the
cost of the ferry and to have all our people reach Risiviri alive.”
She shivered and looked at the icy river. “Drowning in freezing
water is a bad way to die.”

“Aye,” said Ilona, her eyes
distant.

Sophia looked to the south, a
flare of arcane power appearing around her to the vision of the
valikarion. Seb and Kylon had been taking turns teaching Sophia the
basics of sorcery, the mental disciplines and spells that all
sorcerers needed to know, and Kylon had shown her how to make
better use of her innate talent for water sorcery. Her skill had
grown since they had left Vagraastrad, and she now seemed better
able to focus and concentrate.

“Lady Caina,” she said. “I
think Lord Kylon and Lord Seb are returning from…” She frowned and
pointed. “That direction.”

As Sophia had predicted, two
men emerged from the trees and headed towards the road and the
lumbering wagons. Sebastian Scorneus wore the black armor of a
battle magus of the Imperial Magisterium, armor specifically forged
to withstand the sort of psychokinetic stresses a battle magus
could put upon his armor. A black sword of the same metal hung at
his belt. Caina was still a little disconcerted to see how much her
half-brother looked like her, with the same cold blue eyes, thick
black hair, and sharp features and thin-lipped mouth. It was almost
like looking into a mirror and seeing a male version of herself. A
male version of herself well along the way to growing a beard,
since Seb hadn’t had a chance to shave since they had left
Vagraastrad.

Kylon walked next to him, and
Caina smiled at the sight of her husband. While Kylon wore a heavy
coat, unlike everyone else in the column, he didn’t bother with a
fur-lined cloak. The reason for that was the faint glow of water
sorcery shining around him. The sorcery of air and water made him
faster and stronger in battle, and it also protected him somewhat
from the harsh cold of the Ulkaari winter. A curved Ulkaari sabre
of archaic design hung at his hip, and he hadn’t summoned his
valikon. That was a good sign – had he encountered any serious
enemies, he would have used the Iramisian sword to fight with
them.

His brown eyes met hers, and
he smiled back. The cold suddenly did not seem so sharp around
Caina.

“Well, my lords,” said
Theodosia, “any news?”

“Some, nothing serious,” said
Kylon. He stepped close to Caina, kissed her, and walked alongside
her. “A group of minor undead passed through the woods recently,
but they were heading to the east, away from the road.”

“More’s the pity,” said
Ilona, smiling at Seb. “Lord Sebastian could have struck down the
vile creatures.”

Seb snorted. “At least that
would have been a chance to warm up.” He had a quiet, deep voice,
with a dry note that never quite went away. Since Caina had met him
in Sigilsoara, he had been gravely courteous most of the time, but
he was starting to smile more when he looked at Ilona. Caina wasn’t
sure what she thought of that. Talmania Skull-speaker had murdered
Seb’s wife, and Caina didn’t know if Ilona would be a good match
for Seb. Not that it was any of Caina’s business.

And she was surprised that
she cared.

“We’ll have to tell the
watchmen at the ferry station,” said Theodosia. “The Boyar of
Risiviri pays a bounty for any destroyed undead creatures. Often
young men think to make their fortunes by destroying undead along
the road.” She sighed. “And just as often they tend not to come
back.”

“The border between the
material world and the netherworld doesn’t seem so damaged here,”
said Kylon.

“No,” murmured Ilona. “It
isn’t.” Caina glanced at her, and Ilona smiled. “The final battle
between the Warmaiden and the Iron King before the gates of
Sigilsoara took place in northern Ulkaar. The farther north you go
in Ulkaar, the more likely you are to encounter undead and
malevolent spirits.”

“And the further north you
go,” said Seb, “the farther behind you leave Imperial
civilization.”

Sophia frowned. “We Ulkaari
are not barbarians, Lord Seb.”

“No,” said Seb. “Though you
do have the custom of the Boyar’s Hunt.” Sophia reddened a little
at that. “On the other hand, the civilization of the Empire
produced the Umbarian Order, so perhaps we are in no position to
cast stones.”

“Best not to cast stones at
anyone,” said Caina, “seeing as the two of you will soon be on a
ship together. Look.”

She pointed at the river.
Ahead the ice grew thinner, and at last, vanished entirely. The
gray waters flowed swiftly south, and the salt smell was stronger.
That meant they were near to the city of Risiviri, and the city
would have warm hearths and dry rooms. It would also have ships,
and Caina and Kylon could sail for Artifel on the first stage of
their journey to Iramis, putting the Ring beyond Talmania’s reach
forever.

“Ah, splendid,” said
Theodosia. “If the river isn’t frozen over at this point, that
means the harbor of Risiviri will be clear. You should have no
trouble getting a ship.”

“About time we had some good
news,” said Caina, rolling her shoulders and looking at the snow
cloaking the barren forest on the eastern side of the road. It was
brilliantly white and had the sun been out, it would have been
dazzlingly bright.

That brought back a dark
memory. The robes of Grand Master Callatas had been that color, and
when Caina had found the Staff and Seal of Iramis, she had planned
to take a ship to Catekharon, securing the relics within the Tower
of Study. Instead, Callatas had seized the relics and worked his
Apotheosis, and he had very nearly destroyed the world.

Now Caina planned to sail
from Risiviri to take the Ring of Rasarion Yagar out of reach of
Talmania Scorneus.

Would this plan come to
disaster as well?

A flicker of unease went
through Caina. Talmania was probably in Risiviri by now. The
Temnoti knew Caina had the Ring, and both Theodosia and Ilona had
said the Temnoti had cultists and agents within the walls of
Risiviri. Caina would have to be very careful…

“Caina?” said Kylon

She blinked and looked at her
husband. She had kept the emotions from her face, and he hadn’t
been touching her so he couldn’t sense her emotional aura, but he
knew her well enough to tell what she was thinking.

“I think,” said Caina, “the
sooner we get out of Ulkaar, the better.”

“I quite agree, my dear,”
said Theodosia. “Well, we can get a few more miles before we must
stop for the night. If all goes well, tomorrow we will reach
Risiviri before noon.”
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That night Caina sat in the
tent she shared with Kylon, the blankets wrapped around her
shoulders. She had taken off her hat and ran a hand through her
hair, grimacing at the greasy feel of it. By the Divine, she needed
a bath. Due to her resemblance to Talmania Scorneus, Caina had dyed
her hair blond, and while it was an effective disguise, the color
annoyed her. She liked her hair’s usual black color.

Heat radiated from the bronze
brazier near the wall of the tent. Every night, after the
stagehands had chopped wood and gotten the campfire going, Kylon
took hot coals from the fire. The brazier would radiate heat for
the rest of the night, though by dawn it would be cold again. But
it would be warm enough to keep them from freezing.

“You’re troubled,” said
Kylon.

She looked at her husband’s
face, illuminated in the dim red light leaking from the
brazier.

“Yes,” said Caina. “It’s the
strangest thing. I was looking at the snow, and it reminded me of
Callatas’s robe.” She took a deep breath. “Then I remembered the
last time we came to a city while carrying an ancient relic of
sorcerous power.”

“I remember, too,” said
Kylon. A dry note entered his voice. “It wasn’t the sort of thing
you forget. And it wasn’t all that long ago.”

“We had a plan,” said Caina.
“We were going to take the Staff and Seal of Iramis to Catekharon.
Instead, it blew up in our faces. Cassander nearly destroyed the
city, that scared all the ships away, and Kalgri told Callatas
where the relics were.”

“We did win,” said Kylon.
“And Callatas and the Red Huntress both are dead.”

“Aye,” said Caina. She
sighed. “I am simply in a grim mood.” She tugged back her sleeve
and looked at where the Ring of Rasarion Yagar rested on its
leather cord against the skin of her left wrist. Remaining in
contact with a valikarion would prevent any sorcerer from sensing
the Ring’s dark aura, yet the carved emerald set in the iron band
seemed like a baleful green eye staring at Caina. “A sense of
foreboding. Like history is repeating itself.”

“Or like you’ve been in a
battle before,” said Kylon, “and you’re bracing yourself for
another fight.”

Caina nodded. “Exactly.” She
sighed again. “We’ll just have to be careful. Try to get out of the
city and onto a ship before the Temnoti or Talmania figure out
we’re there.”

She tensed a little at
mentioning Talmania’s name.

“You don’t want to meet her,”
said Kylon.

“No,” said Caina. “I don’t
want to meet an Umbarian provost, not unless the blade of my
valikon is already buried in her chest. For another…by the Divine,
Kylon. She sounds like my mother. The kind of woman my mother
wished she could have been, and my mother wanted to be someone like
Maglarion or Libavya Jordizi. I don’t ever want to meet Talmania.”
She shuddered. “I could barely handle meeting Seb.”

“Seb’s a good man,” said
Kylon. “We might not have gotten out of Kostiv or Vagraastrad
without his help.”

“I know,” said Caina. “And
Halfdan’s letter said some of my family would be more trustworthy
than others. But I don’t want to meet any of them. My mother is
dead, but looking at Seb…it reminds me of her.”

“Seb is not your mother,”
said Kylon. “No more than you are.”

“No,” said Caina. “I’m not.
He isn’t. The rest of my family…I want to return to Iramis, and
hopefully never think about them again. And it’s a simple plan,
isn’t it? We get on a ship and sail to Artifel. The Ring goes to
the Towers of Lore in Iramis, and it never comes out again. A
simple plan. Just like taking the Staff and Seal of Iramis to
Catekharon was a simple plan. And that went so well.”

“It did, in the end,” said
Kylon. “Though it didn’t seem like it at the time.”

“Aye, I know, I know,” said
Caina. “I envy your calm.”

Kylon shrugged. “It’s our
differing backgrounds. I was a soldier. You make your plans, and
then you roll the dice, and it’s in the hands of chance or the
gods. You were a spy and a master thief. You had to plan everything
out.”

Caina snorted. “And it was
still all in the hands of the Divine or chance. I never used to
brood like this.”

Kylon smiled. “Yes, you did.
You’ve brooded like this the entire time I’ve known you. You just
need to distract yourself.”

“And just how am I to do
that?” said Caina.

In answer, Kylon put his
hands around her waist, tugged her close, and kissed her. Caina
blinked in surprise, and then kissed him back.

“I’m not distracting myself,”
said Caina, smiling at him. “You’re distracting me.”

“Do you care?” said
Kylon.

“Only if you stop,” said
Caina, and she laughed as he gently lowered her to the ground.

Once they were done, Caina
did feel better, her worries more distant. Kylon fell asleep first,
and Caina rested her head against his chest and fell asleep soon
after.

Fragmentary nightmares danced
and twisted through her mind. Caina saw her mother, but this time
Laeria Amalas wore the black greatcoat of an Umbarian magus, a
gauntlet of black steel covering her right hand, a crimson
bloodcrystal set into the dark metal. She smirked, and there was a
power and confidence in her gaze that she had never possessed in
life. Next to Laeria stood Maglarion, wearing the black coat and
trousers of a Nighmarian lord, his left eye hidden behind a strip
of cloth.

“Do you remember us, Caina?”
said Laeria with a cold smile. “Do you remember me? You thought to
escape from your blood, but it is always part of you. It will
always follow you. And it’s going to destroy you.”

Caina awoke unsettled, and
for once was glad to face the cold of another Ulkaari winter
day.
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Kylon of House Kardamnos
walked next to his wife early the next morning, keeping watch on
the surrounding countryside and sending the sorcery of water
sweeping around him.

He couldn’t sense Caina
through the sorcery of water. Her nature as a valikarion made her
immune to that sort of sorcery unless he touched her. Then he
sensed her emotional state as well as his own. Which, as he had to
admit, was an extraordinarily useful thing at times, given how well
she masked her thoughts and feelings.

But the emotional sense of
the others washed over him. He sensed Theodosia’s aura, both calm
and fiery with rising and falling grief like clouds passing over
the sun. Seb’s sense was grim and watchful, tinged with old sorrow.
Ilona’s sense was cool and wary, colored with a growing attraction
to Seb that neither of them really wanted to acknowledge. Sophia
Zomanek’s sense was a mixture of fear, determination, reverence for
Caina, and a mild infatuation for Kylon that he was careful not to
encourage. The emotions of the rest of the theatre company brushed
his mind, a mixture of anger and contentment and fear and lust and
watchfulness, the whole range of human emotion.

As a child, when Kylon had
first learned to use water sorcery, the sensations had nearly
overwhelmed him. New Kyre was a vast city, and its combined
emotional aura had washed over his mind like a tide. It had taken
him time to learn the control necessary to separate his own mind
from those auras, to discipline his thoughts, so the crushing
emotional weight did not drive him mad. At the time, he had thought
his abilities a curse. Later, he had come to realize their utility
in battle.

And as he had gotten older
and discovered the company of women, he had also come to realize
that satisfying a lover was much easier when he could sense her
emotional aura.

Kylon smiled to himself as he
glanced at Caina, recalling last night, and then turned his
attention to watching for enemies.

They were very close to
Risiviri, and if the Temnoti or the Umbarians wanted to attack, a
ferry crossing was an excellent place to do it.

There was traffic on the road
this morning. Farms and small villages dotted the landscape near
Risiviri, and some of the farmers and villagers headed to the city.
Before coming here, Kylon would have thought that traveling during
such a harsh winter would have been impossible, but the Ulkaari had
adapted. They had heavy ox-pulled wagons like the ones Theodosia’s
theatre company owned or used wide snowshoes of wood and wicker.
Some of the Ulkaari also traveled using a strange contrivance Kylon
had never seen before. They strapped long strips of polished wood
to their feet and then used poles to propel themselves along. It
looked unwieldy, but the Ulkaari used the wooden strips to move
with surprising speed.

“They are called skis, Lady
Caina,” said Sophia when Caina spotted them. “Sometimes people use
them to travel in haste. When Boyar Vlad Nagrach still ruled in
Kostiv, there were races on skis, and whoever could go to the
boyar’s castle and back again the swiftest would win a prize.”
Embarrassment colored her emotional sense, followed by a faint
surge of arcane power. The girl was getting better at keeping her
emotions from calling sorcerous force, but she still had work to
do. “I could never do that. My balance wasn’t good enough.”

“They’re useful for traveling
down the river in winter as well,” said Seb, glancing at the dark
waters of the Kozalin.

“But only when the river is
frozen?” said Caina in a dry voice.

“Yes, skiers tend not to swim
well,” said Seb in the same tone. “Though I have seen carts with
skis instead of wheels, and they hasten quite well down the frozen
river.”

“Too expensive,” said
Theodosia. “They’re only good in winter and removing the skis and
installing the wheels back is a tedious job.” She snorted and
adjusted her fur hat. “And if urgent business hadn’t taken me to
Vagraastrad and then back to Risiviri, I wouldn’t travel in
winter.” She smiled. “But the journey’s almost over. In fact, when
we get to the top of this next hill, I think we’re in for a
pleasant sight.”

They climbed the road to the
top of the next hill, the wagons creaking after them.

And as Theodosia had
promised, the view of the top of the hill was remarkable.

The land sloped to the sea
about three miles ahead, its gray expanse filling the horizon.
Kylon knew that was the Inner Sea, the sea that dominated the
interior of the eastern Empire and that also served as one of the
battlegrounds between the forces of the Emperor and the Umbarian
Order. The Kozalin River flowed straight south into the sea, and
the harsh smell of salt filled the cold air. On the western bank,
Kylon spotted several stone piers, massive wooden barges waiting
next to them.

On the eastern bank of the
river rose a city.

It was a good-sized city,
perhaps home to a hundred and fifty thousand people. It had both an
outer wall and an inner wall, and Kylon saw the masts of ships
rising from the city’s harbor. On a hill in the center of the city,
overlooking the harbor, rose a sprawling fortress built of red
stone. Within the city rose domes and towers and houses with the
sharp peaked roofs the Ulkaari favored to prevent snow accumulation
in the winter.

“By the Divine,” said Sophia,
amazement in her sense. “I thought Vagraastrad was large…but I’ve
never seen such a big city.”

Kylon shared an amused glance
with Caina. If the girl thought Risiviri was large, wait until she
saw Istarinmul for the first time.

“The chief city of Ulkaar,”
said Theodosia. “Let’s proceed to the ferry station, where the
ferrymen will no doubt attempt to gouge us outrageously. If…”

“Those ships,” said Caina,
frowning.

She pointed, and Kylon saw a
half-dozen ships waiting outside Risiviri’s harbor, far enough from
the shore that the low tide wouldn’t beach them. They were
quinqueremes, the massive warships favored by the Empire of
Nighmar, with five banks of oars, ramming beaks, and siege
engines.

And every one of the six
ships flew the banner of the Umbarian Order, a golden winged skull
on a field of black.

“Umbarian warships,” said
Seb. “I know the Order had some ships left on the Inner Sea,
warships they had managed to get past Arzaxia for the siege of
Artifel. I didn’t think they would all be here, though.”

“That’s a blockade
formation,” said Kylon. “They’ve sealed off the harbor of Risiviri.
They’ll be able to intercept and board or even destroy any ships
trying to enter or exit the harbor.”

“Is the city under attack?”
said Caina, peering at the walls.

Kylon looked over Risiviri,
extending his senses of water sorcery to their utmost. It was a bit
of a strain, but he caught something of the city’s emotional sense.
It was tense and wary, likely because of the warships outside the
harbor, but it lacked the sick fear he would have expected from a
city under siege. For that matter, he couldn’t see any trace of an
armed force outside of Risiviri’s walls. The city’s fortifications
were the best he had seen in Ulkaar, and if a determined force held
them, it would take a large army to break inside.

“Not that I can see,” said
Kylon, pulling back his arcane senses. “There are no soldiers
outside the walls, and the gates are open.”

“It looks like they’re simply
blockading the harbor,” said Seb.

“Then Talmania is waiting for
us,” said Caina, voice grim.

“Maybe,” said Theodosia. “Or
the Umbarians are trying to pressure Boyar Mircea into siding with
them.”

“They haven’t been able to
get any substantial forces past Artifel,” said Seb, scowling at the
warships. “That’s why the Umbarians would like to get Ulkaar into
their camp. They could assemble a new army and fleet, sail across
the Inner Sea, and attack Artifel from the north.”

“Come,” said Theodosia. “It
looks like the ferries are still operating. Let us speak to the
ferrymen. They gossip like old women.”

“Or stagehands,” muttered
Ilona.

“Or stagehands,” agreed
Theodosia with placid calm.

They walked to the stone
quays. Three massive wooden barges sat next to the quays. A small
crowd had already loaded onto one of the barges. Kylon supposed the
ferrymen waited until they had a full load before crossing the
river. No doubt there was less traffic in winter, and perhaps
Theodosia could use that to negotiate a discount.

Theodosia and Ilona began
negotiating with the ferry master, a big, paunchy man named Vlad.
Kylon had noticed that every third Ulkaari man seemed to be named
Vlad, much in the same way that every third man in Malarae was
named Marcus or Julius. No doubt every nation and tribe had its own
favored names. Vlad and Theodosia began bargaining, with Vlad
offering an inflated rate for carrying the wagons across, and
Theodosia pointing out that traffic was lower in winter and
therefore Vlad and the ferry were hurting for business.

Kylon was pleased that his
command of the Ulkaari tongue had improved to the point that he
could follow the discussion. He still had trouble speaking the
language. Caina was the one who had a gift for languages, not
Kylon

“Besides,” said Theodosia,
making a grand gesture in the direction of the Umbarian warships,
“Risiviri hardly looks hospitable right now.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about
that,” said Vlad. “That’s about the Boyar, not us.”

“Aye?” said Theodosia.
“What’s going on?”

Vlad lowered his voice, no
doubt eager to exchange gossip. “One of the provosts of the
Umbarian order is in the city. Talmania Scorneus, but everyone
calls her Talmania Skull-speaker because of her wicked sorcery.
Wouldn’t call her that to her face, though.” Kylon felt the pulse
of anger go through both Theodosia’s sense and Seb’s. “Anyway, the
Voivode of Vagraastrad has sided with the Umbarians, but Boyar
Mircea supports the Empire. Talmania is trying to bully him into
helping the Order.” Vlad spat over the quay and into the river. “I
hope the Boyar stands firm. If the Umbarians take over Ulkaar,
they’ll do to us what they did to the Saddai. Or they’ll unleash
their Kagari horsemen upon us.” Hatred flushed through his sense.
The Ulkaari loathed the Kagari horsemen of the eastern steppes, and
as much as they feared the memory of the Iron King, they still
celebrated Rasarion Yagar’s victories over the Kagari khans. Since
the Umbarian Order had allied itself with the Kagari Great Khan,
that likely explained why so many of the Ulkaari refused to support
the Order.

“Risiviri is a long way from
the eastern steppes,” said Theodosia.

“Aye, but the Umbarians
already let the Kagari into the eastern Empire, the devils,” said
Vlad. “But Boyar Mircea is a stout fellow. Voivode Gregor might be
foolish enough to throw in with the Umbarians, but Boyar Mircea is
not so easily duped.” A worried note entered the big man’s voice.
“Unless the Umbarians do away with him. They’re treacherous. And
I’ve heard rumors of fighting along the docks.”

“Have you?” said Caina. She
had been staring at the warships, apparently ignoring the
conversation, but Kylon had no doubt that she had heard every word.
“What kind of fighting?”

“The dockside gangs, girl,”
said Vlad. “The docks are a rough place, and there are gangs of
thieves and rogues there.” He spat again over the side of the quay.
“And two of the gangs wiped each other out a few days ago. I heard
a rumor the Kindred assassins were involved.”

Caina frowned. “There are
Kindred assassins in Risiviri?”

Kylon had dealt with the
Kindred before. They were a peculiar combination of secret society,
religious cult, and criminal gang, and they had branches in most of
the major cities of the civilized world. Caina’s former lover
Corvalis Aberon had been a Kindred assassin, though he had broken
with them. Kylon had met Corvalis in Catekharon and Caeria
Ulterior, and he had seemed like a quiet, competent assassin, a
good match for Caina.

Then Corvalis had died
fighting the Moroaica, and Caina had been exiled from the Empire,
and the Red Huntress had murdered Kylon’s wife, and he had been
exiled from New Kyre, and they had met again in Istarinmul…

Kylon dismissed the
rumination and turned his attention back to the conversation.

“Oh, aye, there are Kindred
assassins in Risiviri,” said Vlad. He smiled at Caina. “How’s a
pretty young thing like you know about evil men like that?”

Caina smiled back and
squeezed Kylon’s hand, gazing at the ferryman with wide eyes as she
feigned a horrified expression. “My husband told me of them. Is it
true that Kindred assassins can turn themselves into shadows and
drink the blood of innocent virgins as they sleep?”

Kylon felt the amusement
pulse through Theodosia and Seb.

“Aye, my dear, they can do
all that and more,” said Vlad with grim seriousness. “Some of them
are even undead vyrkolaki! They have been a pestilence in Risiviri
for generations, though Boyar Mircea has nothing to do with them,
the Divine bless his soul. But it’s said the dockside gangs hired
the Kindred to wipe each other out, or that the gangs wiped out the
Kindred.” He gave a dismayed shake of his head. “Violence in the
streets. Truly, we live in dark times.”

“Truly,” said Theodosia.
“Though perhaps we made a mistake in coming to Risiviri if the city
is so dangerous now. Maybe it would be wiser to return to
Vagraastrad and await the spring.”

Vlad’s eyes widened as he
realized his tactical error, and Theodosia smiled.

A few moments later,
Theodosia had successfully negotiated a reduced rate for passage,
and the teamsters began loading the company’s wagons onto the
barge. The wagons were heavy enough that they needed two barges,
and Ilona and Master Vespius supervised the loading. Once they were
ready, the ferrymen produced thick oars and began rowing across the
river. Kylon wondered why the Boyars of Risiviri had never built a
bridge across the city, or why the Imperial Lord Governors had
never built the usual highways of the Empire in Ulkaar. Perhaps
there hadn’t been enough money. Or, more likely, the Voivodes of
Vagraastrad and the Boyars of Risiviri had such a bitter enmity
that the Imperial Lord Governors had thought it wise to keep the
two powerful families separated by the Kozalin River.

The barges were slow but
steady, and soon they reached the river’s western bank, the outer
walls of Risiviri rising over them. The walls had the distinct look
of Imperial architecture, solid and strong with square watch
towers. Kylon spotted men standing guard on the ramparts with
crossbows in hand, their tabards adorned with the sigil of a red
horse rearing upon a field of blue, which Theodosia had mentioned
was the badge of House Bravlin and the Boyars of Risiviri.

Theodosia and Ilona paid
Vlad, who took the money eagerly and wished them good fortune in
all their endeavors.

Then the carts rolled towards
the River Gate of Risiviri.








###








Caina watched the River Gate
as they approached.

It was a strong
fortification, fitting for the largest and wealthiest city in
Ulkaar. Two guards in the colors of Boyar Mircea stood watch, and
to Caina’s complete lack of surprise, they recognized Theodosia on
sight.

The guards eagerly shared
their news. It seemed that the Umbarian warships had arrived two
days ago, and had taken up position outside the harbor, claiming
they were protecting Risiviri from threats. The Umbarian provost
Talmania Scorneus was in the city, pressuring the Boyar into siding
with the Order. Boyar Mircea, so far, had refused her. Knowing the
Umbarians, Caina wondered why Talmania simply didn’t mind-control
the Boyar, but the answer came a few minutes into the conversation.
The preceptor of the local Magisterium chapter, a grim old master
magus named Oromaris, was a staunch ally of the Boyar. For that
matter, the Highest Brother of the Temple of the Divine supported
the Boyar, and Caina had seen that the Brothers and Sisters of the
Temple knew some of the Iramisian Words of Lore. That would be more
than enough to defend Mircea Bravlin’s mind from hostile
intrusion.

At last the guards finished
their news, and the wagons began rolling through the River
Gate.

“This Preceptor Oromaris,”
murmured Caina to Seb. “Do you know him?”

“Aye,” said Seb. “Aristide
Oromaris. A good man.”

Caina raised her eyebrows. “A
good man? A preceptor and master magus of the Magisterium?”

Seb smiled. “Your prejudices
are showing, sister.”

“And in public, too.”

Seb laughed at that.
“Oromaris is an old soldier. A former battle magus. A grim old
wolf, but he’s loyal to the Emperor and hates the Umbarians. The
Highest Brother of the Temple is named Rurik Valin. He’s a slippery
politician, but he cares about the commoners of Ulkaar, and looks
after their interests in a way that someone like Gregor Vagastru
never would.”

“Or Razdan Nagrach,” said
Caina, glancing in Sophia’s direction.

“Well,” said Seb, “whatever
their flaws, neither Aristide Oromaris or Rurik Valin ever planned
to eat any commoners.”

“High praise indeed,” said
Caina.

She and Seb walked through
the River Gate, and Caina looked around the market square. The
market resembled many of the other forums and bazaars she had seen
during her travels. Shops and taverns lined the square, and the
architecture was an interesting mix of both Ulkaari and Nighmarian
features. Though of necessity, Caina noted, all the buildings had
steep roofs to cut down on snow accumulation. Once spring came, and
the snow melted, the streets of Risiviri no doubt turned into a
swamp for a few weeks.

A tall white obelisk rose in
the center of the forum, its sides marked with Iramisian glyphs. To
the vision of the valikarion, the obelisk gave off a gentle white
glow that covered the forum, the River Gate, and some of the
surrounding buildings. The obelisk was a Sanctuary Stone, placed by
the Warmaiden Nadezhda to defend Risiviri from the minor undead and
the malevolent spirits that wandered the forests of Ulkaar.

Beyond that, Caina saw
another arcane aura, one centered around the red citadel rising
from the center of the city. A wave of vertigo went through her,
and she paused for a moment to catch her balance. The vision of the
valikarion sometimes gave her headaches and dizziness, especially
when she was looking at an arcane aura from a long distance
off.

And if she could see the aura
around that red castle from this distance, that meant it was
powerful indeed.

“Caina?” said Kylon in a low
voice. He must have caught her moment of vertigo.

“I’m all right,” said Caina.
“Seb…do you know why there is a powerful arcane aura around that
red castle?”

“The Red Horse Palace, you
mean?” said Seb. “Ah. Most probably that aura is not centered
around the palace, but the Grand Temple of the Divine, which is
right next to the Palace.”

“Yes,” said Caina,
concentrating again. “Yes, you’re right.” Now that Seb mentioned
it, she saw that the aura was centered on a large domed temple just
outside the Palace’s crimson walls.

“That aura is from the Great
Sanctuary Stone,” said Seb. “The final and greatest relic of the
Warmaiden, left from her war against the Iron King.”

Caina frowned. “The aura…it
doesn’t look like the aura of a Sanctuary Stone. It doesn’t really
look like it’s doing anything at all.”

Seb smiled. “And that would
be the final mystery of the Warmaiden. The greatest relic of
Nadezhda…and no one knows how it works or how to activate it. A
pity. Otherwise, it could likely ward the entire city against
undead.”

Caina nodded. “Perhaps a
loremaster of Iramis will know how to activate it.”

She looked to the side and
saw Theodosia talking to Master Vespius.

“We’ll head for the Captain’s
Arms in the Harbor Quarter,” said Theodosia. “We’ll stay there for
a few days before we set back up at the theater.”

“Yes, madam,” said Vespius,
scowling at one of the drivers. He looked like a weedy little man,
but his wrath was formidable when it was roused. “We ought to…”

He fell silent as a group of
four men emerged from one of the taverns lining the market and
marched towards them. Three of the men had the look of soldiers,
swords at their belt. They wore blue livery and red horse sigil of
the Boyar. The fourth man had the look of a minor nobleman,
probably a szlacht. He wore a long red coat with black trim upon
the sleeves and across the chest, and a sword hung in a scabbard on
his left hip. His black hair had been slicked back, and he had the
bushy mustache favored by Ulkaari nobles.

Theodosia stopped talking as
the szlacht approached, turned, and offered a bow.

“Sir Andrian,” said Theodosia
in Ulkaari. “I hope I haven’t driven you out into the cold.”

The szlacht snorted. “Aye,
you have, madam. My lord the Boyar bade me to wait for your return.
He desires a private performance from you at once.”

“Does he, now?” said
Theodosia.

“Aye,” said Andrian with a
scowl. “The presence of the Umbarian warships outside the harbor
troubles him, and a song from you would soothe his temper. I am to
bring you to his presence without delay.”

“Of course,” said Theodosia.
“A moment to give instructions to my people.”

Andrian nodded, and Theodosia
stepped aside and beckoned to Caina. She came to Theodosia’s side,
as did Kylon, Seb, and Ilona. Together they moved a short distance
from the lumbering wagons and their snorting oxen.

“I take it,” said Caina in a
quiet voice, “that the Boyar isn’t interested in a song?”

“He knows I’m a Ghost
circlemaster,” said Theodosia, “and he’s been relying on me for
help since I returned to Ulkaar. Since he’s a supporter of the
Emperor, I’ve been aiding him when I can. Those Umbarian ships must
have him worried.”

“A sensible reaction,” said
Seb.

“I’ll need to go with Sir
Andrian,” said Theodosia. “Caina, you should come with me. Kylon
and Seb, you had better come as well. If the Boyar finds out I
smuggled the Shipbreaker and another Scorneus into Risiviri without
telling him, he’s going to be annoyed.”

“I had best take Sophia,”
said Caina, glancing to where the girl stood looking at the
buildings with wide eyes. “If she’s going to be a loremaster,
she’ll need to get used to listening to the councils of nobles and
princes.”

“Very well,” said Theodosia.
“Ilona, stay with Vespius and the company and make sure they get to
the Captain’s Arms without any trouble. We’ll rejoin you as soon as
we can.”

“Are we going to tell him
about what I’m carrying?” said Caina, feeling the weight of the
Ring on its cord against her wrist.

Theodosia hesitated. “Maybe.
He’s clever enough that he might figure it out on his own. And he
might be able to help us get the Ring out of Ulkaar.”

“Is he stupid enough to claim
it for his own?” said Caina.

“I don’t think so,” said
Theodosia. She shrugged. “But we cannot know a man’s character
until it’s put to the test, can we? Best to keep the Ring to
ourselves. Meanwhile, let’s meet the Boyar.”

Theodosia walked to Andrian
and his soldiers, and Caina followed her with Kylon and Seb. She
beckoned to Sophia, and the girl stopped gazing at the buildings
and jogged to her side. Andrian looked them over, and his eyes
narrowed when he saw Seb.

“And who is this?” said
Andrian.

Seb offered a polite bow.
“Sebastian Scorneus, brother of the Imperial Magisterium at your
service.”

Andrian frowned. “Another
Scorneus? I don’t suppose you have sided with Talmania and the
Umbarians?”

Seb offered a chilly smile.
“My fondest wish is to kill that woman with my own hands.”

Andrian only grunted at that.
He glanced at Caina and then looked away. Caina suppressed a smile.
She hadn’t liked dyeing her hair blond, but it did reduce her
resemblance to Talmania Scorneus.

“Friends I’ve met on the
road,” said Theodosia. “They helped me in Vagraastrad…and, as it
happens, helped the agents Preceptor Oromaris and Highest Brother
Valin sent to Vagraastrad.”

Andrian frowned. “You know
about that?”

“Since we helped them achieve
their mission, I would say so, yes,” said Theodosia.

“Very well,” said Andrian. “I
am sure the Boyar shall like to hear your news. Please, follow
me.”

The szlacht began marching
across the market, and Caina and the others followed him.

And as they did, a flicker of
an arcane aura caught her eye.

It was a masking and
obscuring spell, designed to block and hide a sorcerous object from
detection.

Caina turned her head and saw
the man standing in the alley, staring at her.

He looked somewhere in his
middle forties, and he wore a long red greatcoat with black trim on
the sleeves and its hems. He had a craggy, weather-beaten face with
an iron-gray beard. Unlike the rest of the men of Ulkaar, this man
kept his beard close-cropped and trimmed. It helped make him
handsome in a rough sort of way. He looked a little like Caina’s
old mentor Halfdan and had something of the same air of solid
vigor.

The warding spell was around
his scabbard, which held a sword that looked unremarkable.

Except that sword wasn’t at
all unremarkable. Caina had seen the red-coated man use that sword
in combat during the battle at Lady Libavya Jordizi’s sanitarium,
and the blade had cut through flesh and bone and steel as if they
had been air. The vision of the valikarion had shown the aura of
fell necromantic power around the sword.

The dark eyes of Antonin
Crailov met hers.

He winked once and strolled
away down the alley.

“Damnation,” muttered
Caina.

“What is it?” said Kylon,
hand straying towards his saber hilt.

“I just saw Crailov,” said
Caina. Antonin Crailov, assassin and necromancer, had been hired by
Talmania Scorneus to kill Lady Libavya in Vagraastrad. After
Libavya had been killed by the vyrkolak lord she had raised and
failed to control, Crailov had disappeared without a trace.

Evidently, he had gotten to
Risiviri first.

“Then Talmania is going to
know that we’re here,” said Kylon.

“Yes,” said Caina.
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Antonin Crailov jogged
through the alleys near the River Market, avoiding the main
streets, making his way to the Boyar’s Quarter where Talmania kept
her mansion. He didn’t think Caina and her husband would try to
attack him in public, but better not risk it. Caina was clever
enough to realize that Crailov had already told Talmania about her
and the Ring, which meant there was no point in trying to kill
him.

Still, Crailov had been wrong
before.

As ever, the Sword of
Rasarion Yagar murmured terrible, bloodthirsty advice into his
head.

“Kill her,” commanded the
Sword. “Kill the Liberator. Kill her husband in front of her, and
then kill the Liberator. How sweet will her screams be. You shall
gorge yourself upon their life force.”

And as ever, Crailov ignored
the Sword’s advice. It craved destruction. It didn’t particularly
care about the fate of its bearer.

But that was all right.

Very soon now, Crailov would
get a chance to carry out the Sword’s advice.

He would enjoy that
immensely.

Crailov headed for Talmania’s
mansion with as much speed as he could summon.

***

 



 Chapter 2: The
Boyar








Caina looked around the city
as they followed Sir Andrian through Risiviri’s streets.

She had never seen a city
with quite the same mixture of Ulkaari and Imperial Nighmarian
architecture. Vagraastrad had been an Ulkaari city to its bones,
but there were signs of the Empire’s influence everywhere in
Risiviri. The houses were built of brick with rounded arches, as
Nighmarian houses usually were, but with the sharply peaked roofs
favored by the Ulkaari to cut down on snow accumulation. Despite
that, Caina only saw temples to the gods of the Empire in the
Harbor Quarter, no doubt for the benefit of the sailors from the
rest of the Empire. As in Vagraastrad, Caina saw numerous domed and
eight-sided Temples of the Divine scattered throughout the city,
sunstones mounted over their doors to keep undead and malevolent
spirits at bay.

They came to Risiviri’s inner
wall and passed the gate. The inner city looked richer and older
than the outer, with numerous mansions built in both Imperial and
Ulkaari styles. The Red Horse Palace rose over the inner city like
a crimson cloud, and Caina spotted the dome of the Grand Temple
facing the Palace. She also glimpsed the familiar black stone of a
Magisterium chapterhouse, the first she had seen since coming to
Ulkaar, and felt a pulse of dislike go through her. She still
detested the Imperial Magisterium.

Still, Caina supposed that
the sort of magi she loathed had left the Magisterium and joined
the Umbarian Order.

“Tell me, sir,” said
Theodosia to Andrian. “What are these rumors of fighting between
the dockside gangs?”

Andrian grimaced. “The
ferrymen tell you that? They gossip worse than old women.”

“It could be a problem, Sir
Andrian,” said Kylon in rough Ulkaari. “One of the favorite tactics
of the Umbarians is to infiltrate a city, send teams of spies
and…and…”

“Saboteurs.” Caina supplied
the word.

“Saboteurs,” said Kylon.
“Those warships are not carrying many troops. Perhaps they have
sent saboteurs into the city.”

Andrian’s grimace deepened.
“Aye, that is a concern. The Boyar’s men have been vigilant. But as
for the rumors of fighting…what actually happened is that someone
wiped out the city’s Kindred assassins.”

“There was a family of
Kindred assassins this far north, my lord?” said Caina.

Andrian gave her a surprised
glance. “You know of the Kindred, madam?”

A torrent of memories went
through Caina’s mind, most of them dark. She remembered fighting
Kindred assassins in Malarae. They had set a trap for her in
Istarinmul, and she had barely escaped with her life. In Cyrioch,
she had disguised herself as a slave girl and infiltrated the
Kindred family there, and the Ghosts wiped them out.

Corvalis Aberon had been a
former Kindred assassin.

“Somewhat, my lord,” said
Caina. “Often to my regret.”

“How curious,” said Andrian,
making no effort to hide his disbelief. “There has been a Kindred
family in Risiviri for years. The Boyars always outlawed them, but
unscrupulous nobles and merchants sometimes hire the assassins to
dispose of their rivals. However, the assassins are no longer a
danger. Last night, someone killed every single Kindred assassin in
Risiviri.”

Caina blinked. “All of
them?”

“That…seems unlikely, my
lord,” said Theodosia.

Andrian shrugged. “The
corpses were found in a house, along with the records of their
assassinations going back centuries, and their record of their
members. The Book of Blood and Gold, I believe it is called. All
the living members…well, formerly living…were dead in the same
house. Someone killed them all.”

Caina shared a startled look
with Kylon. They had both dealt with the Kindred often enough to
know how dangerous the assassins were, and how carefully they
guarded their own security. The Ghosts had been trying to find the
Sanctuary of the Kindred family of Malarae for years, and they had
never gotten close. In all her skirmishes with the Kindred of
Istarinmul, Caina had never tracked down their Sanctuary. Not even
Callatas had known where it was.

“Who killed them?” said
Seb.

Andrian shrugged. “Your guess
is as good as mine, sir. Perhaps they got on the wrong side of
Talmania Scorneus.”

“The Umbarians wouldn’t kill
Kindred assassins,” said Seb. “They often hire out assassinations
to the Kindred.”

Andrian shrugged again.
“Perhaps the Kindred finally got on the wrong side of the wrong
man.”

They came to a market square
below the outer wall of the Red Horse Palace. The Palace was a
grim-looking castle built of red granite, and it looked older than
the walls of the city. On the other side of the square rose a large
eight-sided building topped with an enormous copper dome. It was an
Ulkaari Temple, and the powerful arcane aura that Caina had seen
earlier was coming from inside the building.

“The Grand Temple,” murmured
Seb to Caina, “and the Red Horse Palace.”

“Why is it called the Red
Horse Palace?” said Caina, gazing at the castle.

“It is where the Warmaiden
landed when she returned from training as a loremaster in Iramis,”
said Seb. “She began to raise an army against the Iron King, and
said that she had brought the red horse of war to Ulkaar.”

“Poetic,” said Caina.

“The name stuck,” said Seb,
“and…”

Someone ran across the square
towards them. It was a boy of about ten, wearing a heavy coat and
the colors of the Boyar. Probably a page boy – the nobles of Ulkaar
sent their children to serve in the houses of their neighbors to
learn the skills a noble needed.

“Sir Andrian!” said the boy.
“Sir Andrian!”

“Aye, lad?” said Andrian.
“What is it?”

“The Boyar asks you to come
to the Grand Temple,” said the page. “He waits for you there with
his advisors.”

“Very well,” said Andrian.
“Lead the way.”

They changed direction and
headed for the Grand Temple. As they drew closer, Caina saw that
the building lived up to its name. The double doors had been carved
with scenes from the life of the Warmaiden, showing her leading the
men of Ulkaar into battle against the undead hordes of Rasarion
Yagar. Each one of the eight walls had a massive stained-glass
window of superb craftsmanship, displaying the Warmaiden going to
battle alongside the personified virtues of mankind. For some
reason, the personified virtues of mankind all looked like
beautiful women in flowing white gowns, but Caina supposed that was
artistic license.

The boy opened a smaller door
within the massive Temple doors, and Andrian led the way
inside.

At once Caina heard two loud
voices raised in anger.

She looked around as they
strode into the Grand Temple. The space was enormous, the domed
ceiling so high overhead that it almost felt like walking under the
open sky. Multicolored light filtered through the stained glass
windows, throwing patches of red and blue and purple across the
stone floor. A dais stood under the center of the dome. Usually,
Ulkaari Temples had an altar on the dais. In the Grand Temple, an
enormous Sanctuary Stone, as large as a castle tower, thrust upward
from the dais. Iramisian glyphs shone with gentle white light on
its sides, and Caina both saw and sensed the powerful arcane aura
around the thing.

Though it was an arcane aura
that seemed dormant, somehow. Like the Sanctuary Stone hadn’t been
fully activated.

A group of men stood before
the dais. Six of them were soldiers, wearing armor and the blue
tabards of the Boyar’s men-at-arms. A man in late middle age wore
the black robe and purple sash of a master magus of the
Magisterium, and an ascetic-looking older man wore the brown robe
of a Brother of the Temple.

The guards, the master magus,
and the Brother watched two men shouting at each other. They were
close in age, somewhere in their middle thirties, and both wore the
long red coats and gleaming boots favored by Ulkaari noblemen. As
Andrian led Caina and the others closer, one of the men whirled and
stalked away in disgust, his boots ringing against the floor. Caina
got a good look at the nobleman as he strode past. He had
slicked-back black hair and an enormous bushy mustache, and his
black eyes all but flashed with rage.

The remaining nobleman let
out a stream of curses in Ulkaari. Sophia flinched at that since
foul language was not to be used in an Ulkaari Temple. Then the
nobleman calmed himself as Andrian and his men approached, and
Caina took a close look at him. The family resemblance to the
nobleman who had stormed off was obvious. This noble was fleshier,
verging on fat, and instead of a mustache had a long beard that
Caina thought looked rather scraggly. Despite his bulk, he had
thick arms and the swollen knuckles of a brawler. A sword hung at
his belt, and the hilt was wrapped with worn leather. The weapon
looked as if it had been used and used often.

“My lord Mircea,” said
Andrian in Ulkaari, offering a bow to the bearded lord. “As
commanded, I have brought Theodosia of Malarae to sing for you as
soon as she arrived.”

“So I see, Sir Andrian,” said
Mircea Bravlin, Boyar of Risiviri. His voice was harsh and a bit
nasal, but he smiled as he spoke. “The first good news I have
received in days. Thank you, Sir Andrian. You and your men can
return to your duties.”

“My lord,” said Andrian with
another bow, and he and his men strode off, boots ringing against
the Temple’s floor. Caina felt the attention of the Boyar and the
two other men as the szlacht and his soldiers departed. The man in
the black robe and purple sash, she was sure, was Aristide
Oromaris, the Magisterium preceptor. He looked more like an old
soldier than a sorcerer, with a hard, scarred face and hair the
color of gray iron. The man in the brown robe had a golden chain of
office around his neck, which meant he was likely Rurik Valin, the
Highest Brother of the Ulkaari Temple. He had the thin look of the
ascetic and sharp eyes that did not blink as they considered
Theodosia.

“My lord Boyar,” said
Theodosia with a grand bow that she managed to make regal despite
her heavy coat and cloak, “it is very good to see you again.”

Mircea snorted. “No doubt you
are simply glad to return to civilization. How was your trip to
Vagraastrad? Tedious, I imagine.” His eyes moved over Caina and the
others. “And it seems you have made some new friends.” His gaze
settled on Seb. “Including a Scorneus.” Caina was pleased that he
didn’t spot her resemblance to Talmania, but then the Boyar’s sharp
gaze settled on her. “Possibly two.”

“Actually, my lord, my
journey to Vagraastrad turned out to be surprisingly eventful,”
said Theodosia. “And these are not new friends, but…”

“I know these men, my lord,”
said Oromaris. He looked caught between pleasure and alarm.

“Do you, preceptor?” said
Mircea. “Well, make the introductions.”

“This is Sebastian Scorneus,”
said Oromaris, striding forward. Caina wanted to reach for a
weapon, but instead, the old magus grinned and clapped Seb on the
shoulder, and Seb smiled back. “An insolent fellow who is too
clever for his own good, but a good man in a fight. He served under
me during the campaign in the Argamaz Desert, back during the war
against Istarinmul and New Kyre.”

“A Scorneus?” said Highest
Brother Valin. “Does that mean he is an ally of Talmania?”

“It does not, my lord,” said
Seb. “I confess my dearest wish is to see her dead.”

“Lord Sebastian is a
trustworthy man,” said Oromaris. His gaze swung to Kylon. “You,
sir…I know you.”

“I don’t believe we’ve met,”
said Kylon.

“We haven’t,” said Oromaris.
“But I’ve seen you. I was part of Decius Aberon’s embassy to
Catekharon during the war with Istarinmul, and I accompanied the
Emperor when he came to New Kyre to make peace with the Archons of
the Assembly.” He took a deep breath. “You’re Kylon Shipbreaker,
the exiled Archon.”

Kylon remained calm. “To be
accurate, I was removed from office before I was banished.”

Mircea’s eyes narrowed. “And
if this is Kylon of House Kardamnos, that means the blond woman
is…”

“His wife,” said Oromaris.
“Caina Amalas Tarshahzon Kardamnos, Ghost agent, adoptive sister of
the new Padishah of Istarinmul, and the Liberator of Iramis.”

Fame, Caina reflected, had
more downsides than advantages.

Oromaris watched Caina as if
she was about to attack. Rurik appeared only mildly interested. He
had probably heard the stories about the Balarigar but had little
interest in them. But it was the Boyar’s reaction that mattered,
and the Boyar looked intrigued.

“Indeed?” he said at last.
“We are a very long way from Istarinmul.”

“The First Magus of the
Magisterium has put a price on her head,” said Oromaris. “So has
Lord Corbould Maraeus.”

“I would advise you against
attempting to collect,” said Kylon.

Oromaris raised his eyebrows.
“Is that a threat?”

“No,” said Kylon. “Merely a
promise.”

“We are also a long way from
Malarae and Artifel,” said Mircea with exasperation. “If Lord
Corbould and Decius Aberon want to collect her head, they are
welcome to sail to Risiviri and get it. Assuming they can get past
the Umbarians, of course.” He smiled behind his beard. “So. All the
tales say that the Balarigar is so clever. Let us put that to the
test. That man who stormed out as you and Theodosia entered. Who
was he, and why were we arguing?”

“My lord,” said Theodosia,
“if you will forgive the observation, you are not in a position to
offend potential allies…”

“No,” said Caina. “It’s all
right.” She looked at the Boyar. “That man was your younger
brother, and you were arguing because he wanted to side with the
Umbarians.”

Oromaris frowned, and Rurik
looked taken aback, but Mircea only smiled.

“Indeed?” said Mircea. “And
just how did you come to that conclusion?”

“The family resemblance was
apparent,” said Caina. “That meant he was a relative. You’re the
Boyar of the largest city in Ulkaar, and I imagine people don’t
speak to you in that tone all that often. That means he was a close
relative. Probably a younger brother. Since you are meeting here
with the preceptor and the Highest Brother, you were discussing
matters of governance. Risiviri’s most obvious problem is the
Umbarian warships waiting outside your harbor. Given that younger
brothers often think that they ought to have inherited the title,
the most obvious conclusion is that the man who left was your
younger brother, and you were quarreling because he wanted to side
with the Umbarians and you were wise enough to see that for the
folly that it is.”

Silence answered her.

At last Rurik blinked. “Is
she a sorceress?”

Oromaris snorted. “No, she’s
a Scorneus, isn’t she?”

“By the Divine, you’re
right,” murmured Mircea. “I see the resemblance now. I didn’t
notice it at first. She looks like a blond Talmania.” Caina hid a
grimace at that.

“But how did she know you
were arguing with Lord Targov?” said Rurik to the Boyar.

“She deduced it,” said
Oromaris. “Magus Sebastian used to do that all the time in the
Argamaz Desert, didn’t you, lad?” He snorted, though there was
affection in it. “Showing off how clever you are.”

“I’m merely observant,” said
Seb. “Which comes in handy from time to time.”

“But as it happens, you are
entirely correct, Lady Caina,” said Mircea. “That was my younger
brother Targov, who has been a thorn in my side ever since I became
the Boyar.” He offered a bitter smile. “Targov is quite impressed
with the arguments of the Umbarians and thinks that sorcery should
be used to bring the Empire to order. Of course, he has no
authority and few followers, so until now he has been annoying. But
since Talmania has arrived in the city, he has proven more
dangerous.”

Rurik’s pale eyes turned
towards Caina. “It is said that the Balarigar brought Iramis out of
the shadows of the past to the world once more. Furthermore, the
rumors say that she is an Arvaltyr.”

“Arvaltyr?” said Oromaris
with a frown.

“A valikarion,” said Mircea,
and Oromaris nodded with recognition. “One of the warriors of old
that hunted sorcerers who stepped outside the law.”

“The knights who helped the
Warmaiden defeat the Iron King,” said Rurik, “and who hunted the
undead and malevolent spirits that have infested our land since
Rasarion Yagar’s fall.” He sighed. “Ulkaar became a darker land
when the Arvaltyri passed from the world.”

“If the rumors are true, they
have returned,” said Mircea.

“Just rumors, my lord,” said
Oromaris. “If…”

Caina sighed. She knew there
was only one way to bring an end to this discussion.

She held out her right hand,
concentrated, and called to her valikon. Shards of silver light
flew together into her hand, assembling themselves into her blade.
The sword was short and curved, the blade forged of ghostsilver.
Iramisian hieroglyphs had been carved into the flat of the blade,
and they glowed with white light.

She could not have had a
greater effect on Mircea and his advisors if she had started
screaming at the top of her lungs and jumping up and down. Oromaris
took a rapid step back, his hand coming up as he began a spell.
Mircea did not move, but his mouth fell open behind his bushy
beard. Rurik’s pale eyes bulged in his gaunt face, and the old man
started whispering a prayer to the Divine in Iramisian.

“What the bloody hell is that
thing?” said Oromaris. He was so stunned that he had switched from
Ulkaari to High Nighmarian.

“It is a valikon, one of the
holy swords of the Arvaltyri,” said Rurik. “A bane of dark
creatures and evil sorcery.”

“Then the rumors are true,”
said Mircea, recovering his poise. “The Arvaltyri have
returned.”

“They have indeed, my lord
boyar,” said Theodosia, stepping into their surprise. “And since
there is an Arvaltyr here, perhaps she has the solution to your
current difficulties.”

Theodosia caught Caina’s eye,
and Caina nodded. She knew Theodosia well enough to guess what the
older woman had in mind. It seemed risky, but they would have a
better chance of getting the Ring out of Risiviri and to Iramis
with Mircea’s help. Unless, of course, the Boyar or one of his
advisors tried to seize the Ring. Still, Caina thought that
unlikely. If Oromaris was the sort of magus to use necromancy, he
would have abandoned the Magisterium for the Umbarian Order once
the civil war started. If Rurik Valin truly believed the doctrines
of the Temple, he would not try to use the Ring himself.

That left Mircea Bravlin. If
Theodosia thought he could help them, then Caina was inclined to
trust her judgment.

But even Theodosia could be
wrong.

“Indeed?” said Mircea. “And
just how shall you do that? Walk into Talmania’s mansion and slay
her on the spot? I admit that is a tempting thought, but it will
almost certainly draw the Order’s vengeance upon our heads. The
Umbarians are not a forgiving Order.”

“No, my lord,” said Caina.
She took a deep breath. “We have a better weapon than the
valikon.”

“And what weapon is that?”
said Mircea. “A bigger valikon?”

Actually, Kylon’s valikon was
longer than Caina’s, but the Boyar didn’t need to know that quite
yet.

“Knowledge,” said Caina. “I
know why Talmania has come to Ulkaar. I know what she is doing in
the city, and I know how to induce her to leave.”

“And just how shall you do
that, pray?” said Oromaris, frowning. Of the Boyar, the preceptor,
and the Highest Brother, Oromaris seemed the most skeptical of
Caina. Not surprising, given her past enmity with the Magisterium.
Rurik Valin seemed all but ready to leap at Caina’s command. Mircea
seemed…neutral, willing to be convinced either way. After the
Boyar’s initial surprise, his face gave away nothing of his
thoughts. Likely that was why he was still the Boyar. Caina could
not see him storming out the way Targov Bravlin had just done.

Maybe he wanted to see if he
could trust her.

Well, they were about to find
out if they could trust each other.

“Talmania is looking for
this,” said Caina, and she dismissed her valikon and rolled up her
left sleeve, holding up the Ring on its leather cord against her
wrist.

“And what is that?” said
Mircea.

“The Ring of Rasarion Yagar,”
said Caina.

Both Oromaris and Rurik
looked alarmed, while Mircea gave no reaction, though his eyes
narrowed.

“Talmania has made an
alliance with the Temnoti cultists,” said Caina, “and she’s looking
for the five relics of Rasarion Yagar. She already has the Amulet,
and she used it to summon the Iron King’s castle of Sigilsoara from
the netherworld and entered it in search of the Ring. That’s how
Kylon, Seb, and I got involved in this mess. Talmania used her
blood to empower the Amulet and accidentally summoned us. We seized
the Ring before Talmania could find it, and we’ve been heading
south ever since.”

Silence hung over the Grand
Temple for a moment. The Boyar and his advisors glanced at each
other.

“Accusing Talmania of
consorting with the Temnoti is a very serious charge,” said
Mircea.

Oromaris snorted. “As if the
Umbarians haven’t already violated every law of the Magisterium and
the Empire.”

“It is less serious in the
north,” said Seb. “You know as well as I do, my lords, that Voivode
Gregor Vagastru is friendly with the Temnoti. So are half of his
szlachts and nobles. On our way through Vagraastrad to get here,
one of Gregor’s nobles and the Temnoti located the tomb of old
Cazmar Vagastru and raised him as a vyrkolak.”

“A vile abomination,” said
Rurik.

“Which noble?” said
Mircea.

“Libavya Jordizi,” said
Seb.

“I remember her,” muttered
Mircea. “Runs that charitable sanitarium in Vagraastrad, doesn’t
she? I always thought that was a front for something.” He rolled
his shoulders. “Since you’re here to tell the tale, I assume she’s
dead.”

“Cazmar Vagastru as well,”
said Caina, remembering Kylon’s furious fight with the vyrkolak in
the hall of the sanitarium. “Lady Libavya was indeed using the
sanitarium as a front. She murdered all the patients and raised
them as reveniri.”

“I sent a party of
witchfinders to aid High Brother Basarab,” said Rurik. “Do you have
news…”

Theodosia answered in a
gentle voice. “I’m afraid Lady Libavya killed most of them, Highest
Brother.” Rurik grasped his golden chain, his face stricken.
“Teodor and Svetlana Valcezak were the only survivors. They
remained behind in Vagraastrad to help High Brother Basarab against
the Temnoti.” She reached into her coat and produced a pair of
sealed letters. “They sent messages detailing what happened.”

Oromaris took one of the
letters, his face grim. “That is at least some good news. Svetlana
Valcezak was one of the most talented young magi of my chapter.” He
shook his head. “It is hard to get skilled magi out here. Most of
the remaining brothers and sisters of the Magisterium are serving
with the Legions against the Umbarians, and there is a great need
for magi in Ulkaar to combat the undead and the spirits of the
netherworld.”

“We stray from the matter at
hand,” said Mircea. “I believe we were discussing how to remove the
threat Talmania poses to Ulkaar?”

“Yes,” said Theodosia. “The
solution is simple. We get the Ring of Rasarion Yagar out of
Risiviri. That’s the entire reason Talmania came to Ulkaar.”

“If I can get the Ring to
Iramis,” said Caina, “the loremasters can keep it safe. Iramis is
far from the reach of the Order, and both Istarinmul and Iramis are
hostile to the Umbarians. Talmania needs all five relics to summon
the Iron King, and if we can deny her even one of the relics, she
will have wasted her time in Ulkaar.”

“My lord Boyar,” said Rurik,
“that seems the wisest course available to us. Of old, the
loremasters and the Arvaltyri of Iramis helped secure Ulkaar from
the powers of the netherworld. Even Nadezhda the Warmaiden herself
was a loremaster! Sending the Ring to Iramis is the best way to
keep it from the grasp of the Umbarians.”

Oromaris frowned. “But Iramis
was overcome. Didn’t Grand Master Callatas of the Alchemists burn
the city to ashes?”

“He thought he did,” said
Caina. “He failed and was killed, and a strong Padishah rules in
Istarinmul and a strong Prince in Iramis. The Ring will be kept
safe in the vaults below the Towers of Lore.” She shrugged. “At the
very least, lord preceptor, once the Ring is out of Ulkaar, it is
no longer your problem.”

“I cannot think of a better
plan, my lord,” said Oromaris to Mircea. “But until the Emperor
appoints a new Lord Governor for Ulkaar, you are the highest
authority loyal to the Empire in Ulkaar. What do you say?”

“The plan of Lady Kardamnos
seems good to me,” said Mircea, “but for two difficulties. First,
finding a ship. As you no doubt have seen, the Umbarians have
blockaded the harbor.”

“A smuggler vessel, perhaps?”
said Kylon. “Wherever there are ports, you can also find
smugglers.”

Mircea gave him a sour smile.
“And who would know that better than a Kyracian lord?” His smile
faded. “But the criminals of the city have been thrown into
disarray by the recent murders.”

“The Kindred assassins, you
mean?” said Caina.

“Aye,” said Mircea. “How did
you know about that?” He smiled. “Looked at the street and deduced
it?”

“The ferryman told us the
rumors,” said Caina, “and Sir Andrian spoke of it on his way
here.”

Oromaris grunted. “He gossips
like an old woman.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said
Theodosia. “Speaking as an old woman, there are worse
qualities.”

“Ah, you are just fishing for
compliments now, my lady of the operatic stage,” said Mircea. He
did seem genuinely fond of Theodosia. “But to return to the point.
The Kindred family of Risiviri has been a vexing thorn in my side
and my fathers’ sides for centuries. Then, last night, someone
wiped them out to a man.” Mircea shrugged. “No doubt in time the
Kindred families of Malarae or Artifel will send assassins here to
establish a new family, but likely not until the war with the Order
is resolved. I don’t suppose you have any idea who might have
killed them? Just because this mysterious force killed the Kindred
doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re on my side.”

“No,” said Caina. “I only
just heard of it today.”

“It wouldn’t have been
Talmania,” said Seb. “She’s used the Kindred for contracted
killings repeatedly.”

“Perhaps they crossed her,
and she killed them,” said Kylon. “Or they got on the wrong side of
the Temnoti.”

“Speaking of your aunt, Lord
Sebastian,” said Mircea, “that leads to a second question.” His
hard eyes turned to Caina. “Does she know that you’re here?”

Caina sighed. “Yes. A man was
waiting for us in the River Market. Antonin Crailov, a necromancer
and an assassin for hire.”

Mircea frowned. “I know
Crailov. I have forbidden that pestilential rogue from my city. How
do you know him?”

“He was in Vagraastrad,” said
Seb. “He was acting as an advisor to the Voivode, but in truth, he
was there to kill Libavya Jordizi. Lady Libavya had betrayed
Talmania, so Talmania hired Crailov to rid her of an enemy.”

“Where is Talmania now, my
lord?” said Caina.

“Not all that far from here,”
said Mircea. “She and her guards have moved into the Lord
Governor’s old mansion, which was abandoned when the civil war
started and the last Lord Governor was killed.” He scoffed. “We
maintain the polite fiction that she is my guest and is here under
terms of neutrality. But we both know she desires to bring Ulkaar
under the control of the Order…and I don’t have the means to force
her from the city. Not yet. The local Magisterium chapter and my
militia would likely win the fight in the end, but it would be a
slaughter. Which is why we are meeting here.” He gestured at the
obelisk rising from the dais. “The Great Sanctuary Stone protects
the Grand Temple. No divinatory spells will function in here, and
no undead can enter the Temple.”

“Perhaps we should leave the
Ring in the Grand Temple, my lord,” said Rurik. “Keep it safe from
Talmania in this refuge.”

Mircea shook his head. “There
is nothing to stop her from walking into the Temple and claiming
the Ring.”

“Or from using psychokinetic
sorcery to kill anyone in her path,” said Seb. “She’s quite skilled
with it, and the Great Sanctuary Stone doesn’t block that kind of
arcane science.”

“So be it,” said Mircea.
“Lady Kardamnos, your plan seems good to me. The Ring is safest
with you for now.” He looked at Theodosia. “I suggest that you find
an inn near the Harbor Quarter and start inquiring after a ship.
The sooner you can get the Ring out of Risiviri, the better.”

“Are you entirely sure this
is wise, my lord?” said Oromaris. He frowned at Caina. “It is well
known that the Balarigar has often been an enemy of the Imperial
Magisterium. And now she is the adoptive sister of the Padishah and
bears an Iramisian title. Her first loyalties may no longer be with
the Empire.”

“What of that?” said Mircea.
“If it means she takes the Ring out of the Empire, all the
better.”

“If it will put your mind at
ease, preceptor,” said Caina. “the Umbarian Order wants me dead,
and I wish to see them defeated.”

“Very well,” said Oromaris,
though he still didn’t look happy.

“Go and start looking for a
ship,” said Mircea. “Contact me if you find a captain who
needs…persuasion, whether financial or force.”

Theodosia bowed. “We shall,
my lord.”

Mircea looked at Caina. “Let
us hope the reality of an Arvaltyr lives up to the legend.”

***

 



 Chapter 3:
Kindred








Memories rose in Seb’s mind
as they left the Grand Temple and headed for the Harbor
Quarter.

He did not particularly like
Risiviri, though he found the city more pleasant than Vagraastrad.
Seb had grown up in Risiviri. His mother Laeria Scorneus had
abandoned him and his twin sister Calvia and disappeared (to marry
Sebastian Amalas and give birth to Caina, as Seb now knew), and
they had been raised by Talmania, who had planned to turn them into
her own personal enforcers and assassins.

That hadn’t gone well.

Later they had fled from
Talmania and gone to their aunt Ariadne, who had raised them to
adulthood. Seb had entered the Magisterium as a battle magus, and
Calvia had rebelled against Ariadne, becoming a freelance
thief.

He hadn’t seen Calvia
since…at least two years, at least since Talmania had murdered
Seb’s wife Katrina.

That, too, had happened in
Risiviri.

He pushed the thought out of
his mind as he walked with Caina, Kylon, Theodosia, and Sophia.
Given that Talmania was here in the city, he could not lower his
guard, not for any reason.

“You were right, my lady,”
said Sophia.

“Oh?” said Caina, looking at
her. She, too, seemed lost in thought.

“I thought Vagraastrad was a
vast city when we came there,” said Sophia. “But it seems small in
comparison to Risiviri. No doubt when we come to Artifel next,
Risiviri will seem small next to that city.”

“Artifel is about twice the
size of Risiviri,” said Seb. “It’s home to the Motherhouse of the
Imperial Magisterium, so I imagine we will not want to linger
there.” Going to Artifel was dangerous. The Magisterium would try
to forcibly enroll Sophia if they realized she had arcane ability,
and the high magi might attempt to claim the Ring of Rasarion
Yagar. Given how many spies the Umbarians had in Artifel, that
would mean the Ring would find its way to Talmania’s hand. “And
before you come to Iramis, you’ll probably have to go through
Malarae or maybe Arzaxia. Both cities are larger still than
Artifel. You’ll be quite the well-traveled woman by the time you
reach Iramis.”

“I will, won’t I?” said
Sophia with some wonderment. They had left the inner city and the
Boyar’s Quarter and were moving through the outer city and the
Blacksmiths’ Quarter. Despite the name, not just blacksmiths had
their workshops in the Quarter, but carpenters and other craftsmen
conducted business here, and the street was full of the sounds of
their labor. “I’ll never get used to all these people. How do
people know their neighbors?”

“Most people don’t,” said
Kylon. “Or, rather, they know their immediate neighbors, but they
don’t know everyone in the city.”

“A strange way to live,” said
Sophia.

“I’m sure many of the people
here would find life in Kostiv unbearably dull,” said Seb. “Except
for the undead and the mavrokhi, of course.”

Sophia shuddered. “Perhaps it
is better to live in a city than in a village or a smaller town.
Someone like Razdan Nagrach would find it harder to commit his
crimes since a higher authority is always nearby.”

“Aye,” said Seb, “or such a
criminal can hide with ease in the crowds and the shadows.”

Sophia frowned. “You’re such
a pessimist, Lord Sebastian.”

“It’s a family trait,” said
Seb. “By which I mean I’ve met my family, so it’s made me
pessimistic.”

Caina glanced at him. “Does
that include me?”

Seb smiled at her. Caina did
make a striking figure, he thought, in her cloak of gray wolf fur,
her blond hair hanging from beneath her fur cap, her blue eyes like
ice in her sharp, pale face. She looked a great deal like the other
members of House Scorneus…but then someone like Calvia or Talmania
or Rania would never have challenged Razdan Nagrach to protect
Sophia or walked alone into the crypt below Libavya Jordizi’s grim
sanitarium.

“Well, since I’ve met you, I
expected to die in Sigilsoara, and Kostiv, and Vagraastrad, but I
am still alive,” said Seb, “so you’re putting my pessimism to a
severe test.”

Caina snorted, though she did
smile. Then she looked at Theodosia, who had been watching the
conversation with amusement. “This inn, the Captain’s Arms. Is it
at all defensible? Talmania might come after us the minute Crailov
reports to her.”

Theodosia hesitated and then
shook her head. “Not really. It might be better if you and Kylon
and maybe Seb slipped out the back. I own a few houses in the
Harbor Quarter, and you can hide there until we find a ship willing
to run the blockade.” She blinked at Caina. “So long as you are
carrying the Ring, Talmania can’t sense its arcane aura?”

“Aye,” said Caina. “But if I
let go of the damned thing, I think any sorcerer within a few miles
could find it. Sophia, Kylon, and Seb would all sense it at
once.”

“I remember its aura from
Kostiv,” said Sophia. “It is a very evil thing.”

“Well, let’s head to the
inn,” said Theodosia. “We can get a hot meal and plot the downfall
of our enemies.”

“I’ll drink to that,” said
Seb.

They circled through the
outer city and came to the Harbor Quarter. Like every port city
that Seb had ever visited, the Harbor Quarter was mostly taverns
and warehouses and inns. Several of the taverns had discreet
brothels tucked away on their upper floors, though right now
business had to be poor. Not many traders or merchants made the
dangerous journey across the Inner Sea in winter to Risiviri, and
the blockade cut off those bold enough to make the trip. Come
summer, Seb knew, the streets and warehouses would be crowded with
loads of fur and timber and amber destined for elsewhere in the
Empire.

Assuming, of course, that the
Umbarian warships were not still blocking the harbor.

They walked along the seawall
overlooking the harbor and the quays proper, massive wooden cranes
standing idle. The Captain’s Arms sat on the edge of the seawall,
with a good view of the harbor and the Umbarian warships. The inn
was a large building, three floors tall with a peaked roof and two
wings. A courtyard encircled the building, and Seb saw that Ilona
and Master Vespius had already gotten the wagons parked there.
Theodosia’s mob of stage hands, actors, carpenters, and other
rogues were tending to the oxen under the scowling supervision of
Vespius, while Ilona stood watching, arms folded over her chest for
warmth.

Seb found his eyes drawn to
Ilona again. She was a pretty woman. Ilona claimed to have been a
dancer until Theodosia had found her and recruited her into the
Ghosts, though Seb suspected her past held a great deal of
burglary. Yet she had kept her head during the fight against
Libavya Jordizi and the vyrkolak Cazmar Vagastru. His memory
flashed to the day he had walked into her dressing room by
accident, her dark hair stark against the pale skin of her
shoulders and back.

Ilona turned, and her black
eyes met his with a smile, and Seb felt a wave of warmth go through
him.

He pushed aside the thought,
though he did smile back. Most likely they were on the verge of a
fight. Once Talmania learned that the Ring was in Risiviri, she
would attack. Maybe she would try to steal the ring and claim it
through subterfuge. Or perhaps she would be bold enough to try
force. Either way, Seb needed to keep his wits about him, and not
daydream about beautiful women.

He thought of his wife
Katrina, murdered at Talmania’s hands, and a wave of guilty sadness
went through him.

Then Ilona walked to
Theodosia, and Seb pushed the entire mess out of his head.

Ilona smiled at Theodosia. “I
see the Boyar didn’t have you arrested.”

“Mircea? He likes me far too
much for that,” said Theodosia. She lowered her voice. “And he
needs help. He knows that if he’s going to stop the Umbarians and
Gregor Vagastru from taking both Risiviri and his head, he’ll need
the help of the Ghosts. Which means our help.”

“And that also means,” said
Caina, “he wants to get the Ring and us out of Risiviri as soon as
possible.”

“I see,” said Ilona, and her
eyes flashed as she smiled. “This might be the first time in the
history of Ulkaar that a Boyar of Risiviri helps a smuggler. The
Boyars usually hang them.”

“I know,” said Theodosia.
“Any trouble here?”

“None so far,” said Ilona.
“The inn’s empty but for us. Well, nearly empty. Quite a few men
drinking in the common room. And some old Caerish merchant is
staying here, arrived just before the Umbarians showed up to close
the harbor. Other than that, there’s no one here. The innkeeper is
glad for our coin, I think.”

“Good,” said Theodosia. “Tell
Master Vespius that he can take the wagons to the theater and the
oxen to the stables.” She looked at Caina and Kylon. “I think we
had best talk to the innkeeper. He knows most of the ship captains,
and he’ll know if there’s one willing to run the blockade.”

“Aye,” said Caina. “If we can
manage it today, that would be best.” She glanced towards the
towers of the Red Horse Palace in the distance. “Crailov might be
telling Talmania about the Ring right now.”

“This way,” said Theodosia,
and she headed towards the main doors, Caina, Kylon, and Sophia
following her. Seb knew that he ought to have gone with them, but
instead he found himself lingering by Ilona. She blinked and then
smiled at him.

“Glad to be back home, Lord
Sebastian?” she said.

Seb thought about it. “No. I
confess, I never really liked it here.”

“Nor did I,” admitted Ilona,
her smile fading. “And I was born here. You know, I suppose you and
I grew up here at more or less the same time. We just never ran
into one another.”

“Fortunate for you, I
imagine,” said Seb. “If you had encountered me as a child you would
have met Talmania, which would have been unpleasant and possibly
fatal.”

“Ah,” said Ilona. “Then I
would have been denied your charming presence.” Seb laughed at
that, and Ilona smiled. “But I understand. I always have mixed
feelings about returning to Risiviri.” Her smile faded as she gazed
at the street outside the courtyard. “My mother was murdered in the
city. Not all that far from here, as it happens.”

“I’m sorry,” said Seb.

“It was a mavrokh that killed
her,” said Ilona, staring at something Seb could not see. “It
transformed into its beast form and came through the door.”

“How did you get away?” said
Seb.

Ilona blinked and looked up
at him. “I ran. I ran, and I ran, and I ran. I’m still running, I
suppose. I did what I had to do to survive. I became a very good
thief. Then I found Theodosia and the Ghosts, and I’ve been with
them ever since.”

“I wanted to be a
valikarion,” said Seb. “Instead, I became the closest thing I could
manage, a battle magus of the Magisterium.” He shrugged. “I knew
what I wanted.”

“To live quietly someplace
with your wife,” said Ilona.

“Yes,” said Seb. “And now I
want vengeance for her.”

“You might get it, you know,”
said Ilona. “Maybe even today. Talmania and the Umbarians could
show up in another hour and try to take the Ring. Maybe they’ll
win, or maybe they’ll make a mistake, and you’ll put your sword
through Talmania’s throat.”

“A cheering thought, that,”
said Seb.

“So if you get what you
want,” said Ilona, “what will you do then?”

“I don’t really know,” said
Seb. He was suddenly tired of answering questions. “What do you
want, my lady?”

“My lady, now, is it?” said
Ilona. “My mother would have been so proud. Well, I suppose I shall
settle for vast wealth, a glass of good wine, and a strapping man
who comes whenever I crook my finger.”

Seb laughed. “A good answer.
But what do you really want?”

She grinned at him, and then
her smile faded.

“To do my work well,” she
said at last.
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Caina and Sophia followed
Theodosia and Kylon into the common room of the Captain’s Arms.

She had traveled to so many
different lands that (as irrational as the thought was) she was
sometimes surprised that there were so many places she hadn’t been
yet. But from Istarinmul to Risiviri, inns had the same feel. The
common room of the Captain’s Arm was a large space with benches and
tables and a pair of enormous fireplaces, one of which was lit. A
wooden staircase rose along one wall, leading to a pair of
balconies and rows of doors to the guest rooms. Even though it was
only midday, the room was crowded, men with the rough looks of
sailors and dockhands sitting at the tables. With the port closed,
likely these men were out of work until the Umbarian warships
departed.

A paunchy middle-aged man in
an apron hurried over, his gray hair slicked back and his gray
mustaches drooping on either side of her mouth. “Mistress
Theodosia! Welcome! Returned from Vagraastrad already?”

“Aye, Master Andrei,” said
Theodosia. “It seems the Voivode Gregor has no taste for my
plays.”

“Well, he is a fool,” said
Andrei. “Not as wise as our own Boyar. Of course, the Voivode
consorts with Umbarians and the Temnoti, so what does he know? I
talked to your man Vespius. You’ll need some rooms?”

“Yes, just a few,” said
Theodosia. “The rest of the company is going to stay at the
theatre. Though I expect they’ll come here to eat.”

Caina nodded, understanding
Theodosia’s strategy. So long as Caina held the Ring, Talmania
couldn’t detect it with sorcery. Caina had left a wide and obvious
trail in her path through the city, from the Red Horse Palace to
the Captain’s Arms. Once Theodosia had the rooms at the inn, Caina
and Kylon could slip away to one of Theodosia’s safe houses.
Talmania would have to track down the Ring without using sorcery,
and hopefully, by then, Caina and the Ring would be out of the
city.

The thought still made her
uneasy. Given Talmania’s necromantic skills, she might murder
witnesses and use her spells to pry secrets from their corpses. She
had done the same to Theodosia’s son in Malarae to prepare the
ambush for the Emperor.

“Would you happen to know any
idle ship captains?” said Theodosia.

Andrei grunted. “All of them.
There haven’t been any ships in or out of Risiviri since the
Umbarians blocked off the harbor.”

Theodosia lowered her voice.
“I am looking to move a small cargo out of Risiviri quietly. I need
a captain willing to sneak past the blockade.”

“Good luck finding one,” said
Andrei. “Two ships have tried to come in since the Umbarians showed
up, and one tried to leave. The Umbarians didn’t sink them, but
they came damned close.”

“There would, of course, be a
considerable sum of money involved,” said Theodosia. She smiled at
him. “And a finder’s fee for you as well, since I am putting you to
an inconvenience.”

“For a singer, you’re a hard
bargainer,” said Andrei with a snort.

“Why, I am nothing of the
sort,” said Theodosia. “Well, I am a singer. But I don’t drive hard
bargains. I simply make arrangements where everyone benefits to
mutual advantage.”

“I’ll ask around,” said
Andrei. “See if I can find a captain and a crew reckless enough to
take the risk. Meanwhile, why don’t you make yourself at home? I’ll
have one of the girls bring you some food.”

Theodosia nodded, and she
claimed one of the unoccupied tables. Caina and Kylon sat across
from her, and a moment later a serving girl brought out a tray with
bread and a few cuts of dried old meat. The tray also had a pitcher
of Ulkaari beer, and Caina poured three cups and passed them
around.

“Well, Lord Kylon,” said
Theodosia in a quiet voice. “You have more experience with ships
than any of us.”

Caina snorted. “There’s an
understatement.”

“What do you think?” said
Theodosia. “Can we get past that blockade?”

“We can,” said Kylon, “but it
would be tricky. We’d need a small ship with a skilled crew. The
ship would have to slip out at night and get past the Umbarians
without making noise. Those big quinqueremes aren’t all that
maneuverable. Of course, a small ship would be more vulnerable to a
winter storm.” He shook his head. “But so would a large ship.
Remember that blizzard at Kostiv?”

“All too well,” said Caina.
She had never seen so much snow nor been so cold in her life.

“If a storm like that comes
over the Inner Sea, it might sink any ship it catches,” said Kylon.
“Or the winds would drive it off course and throw the ship against
the shore.” He shrugged. “It’s a risk either way.”

“But sitting here waiting for
Talmania to catch us is a bigger risk,” said Caina.

“Aye,” said Theodosia. “We’ll
make a big show about you taking rooms here, and then we’ll slip
you and Kylon out to one of my safe houses.”

“Does Talmania know about
you?” said Caina. “That you’re one of the Ghosts?”

“I don’t know,” said
Theodosia. “It is possible. Talmania might also know that I have
a…score to settle with her.” Her gray eyes went flinty and cold for
a moment. “But she might not, either. If she does decide to move
against us, she’ll probably send Silent Hunters first. But since
you are a valikarion, that won’t be a problem.”

“No,” said Caina. The Silent
Hunters could turn invisible, cloaking themselves with spells of
illusion. Thanks to the vision of the valikarion, she could see the
auras of the spells they used to hide. “But they have to be nearly
naked to use their power, and it’s a little too cold for that. If
she does use the Silent Hunters, they’ll enter the building, take
off their clothes, and then use their power.”

“Indeed,” said Theodosia.
“But I think we should move now. I own a house not far from here,
and I don’t think the Umbarians know about it. We can hide you
there, and then make inquiries about finding a ship and a
crew.”

“Agreed,” said Caina. She
disliked the thought of hiding while the others were in danger, but
she was the only one who could conceal the Ring’s aura from
Talmania. Caina started to speak again, and the door to the
courtyard swung open, and Seb and Ilona stepped inside. Her
half-brother was smiling, and while he often smiled, there was
usually a sardonic, bitter edge to it.

Not now, though. Seb’s smile
was warm as he looked at Ilona.

“I wonder if they’ve slept
together yet,” mused Theodosia.

Sophia reddened.
“Surely…surely that is not any of our business.”

“It isn’t,” said Caina, “but
when has that ever stopped anyone from being curious?” She looked
back at Theodosia. “Does this place have a latrine?”

Theodosia nodded. “Down that
hall by the kitchen door.”

Caina nodded and got to her
feet. “As soon as I get back, let’s head to one of your safe houses
and start trying to find a ship.”

To her surprise, the
Captain’s Arms had not one latrine but three. The narrow hallway
stretched along the side of the building, likely to keep the odor
away from the common room. The gray light of a winter morning shone
through a window facing the harbor. Caina opened one of the doors
and slipped inside. To her surprise, the latrine was obviously
linked to the city’s sewer system, which no doubt emptied into the
Inner Sea. Civilization at last! She hung her wolf-fur cloak on an
iron hook and attended to the necessary business as quickly as
possible, cursing against the bitter chill of the Ulkaari winter.
At least it was marginally warmer in here, likely from the heat
radiating from the kitchen’s cooking fires.

Once Caina had finished, she
donned her heavy coat and cloak again, and started to reach for the
iron door handle.

And she froze as an arcane
aura flickered before her vision.

A familiar arcane aura, come
to think of it.

The aura looked like the one
that often surrounded the loremasters of Iramis, but older, weaker,
somehow. Caina had seen that specific aura several times since
coming to Ulkaar.

“Hell,” she muttered.

Caina took a deep breath and
opened the door.

A tall figure stood a few
paces away, blocking the corridor. It was a woman seven feet tall,
clad in a misshapen brown dress. A heavy gray cloak hung from her
shoulders, the cowl throwing her gnarled face into shadow. One aged
hand grasped a bronze staff that was corroded and green with
age.

“If you were waiting,” said
Caina, “there are two other latrines.”

“Balarigar and Liberator,”
said the Bronze Witch in the Caerish tongue with an Ulkaari accent,
her voice a deep, aged rasp. “You defeated Razdan Nagrach, and you
escaped from Cazmar Vagastru, but far greater danger awaits you in
Risiviri.”

“Talmania,” said Caina. “And
the Umbarians.”

“The provost knows that you
are here, and she will move against you,” said the Bronze Witch.
“Be ready. The Temnoti are her allies, and they will act alongside
her.”

“Yes, I know,” said Caina,
considering the Bronze Witch. This was the closest she had ever
stood to the woman, and something about her voice struck Caina’s
ears. She wasn’t sure, but she thought that the Witch was
deliberately disguising her tone, that her real voice wasn’t such a
weary rasp.

For that matter, in the harsh
gray light of the window, something about the Witch’s appearance
seemed…off. With a shock, Caina realized that the Witch was wearing
makeup, that her withered features and gnarled hands were the
results of clever disguises, not natural age.

Was this woman a fake? No,
the arcane aura around her and the bronze staff was real. Then why
did she conceal her appearance? Most likely because the Temnoti and
the Umbarians both wanted her dead.

“Who are you really?” said
Caina.

“My identity is not
important, child,” said the Bronze Witch. “If…”

“You made a mistake,” said
Caina.

The Bronze Witch said
nothing.

“You stood too close to me
when I wasn’t distracted by anything,” said Caina, her eyes
flicking over the old woman, “and in much better light than before.
I can see that you’re wearing stage makeup, that your boots have
platforms to raise your height…and that your bronze teeth appear to
be false. I want to know who you really are. You use the Words of
Lore for your spells, so you’re not a magus or a Temnoti priest,
but…”

“You were the Balarigar,”
said the Bronze Witch.

“So people insist on telling
me.”

“The Balarigar was a mask you
wore, a legend you wove around yourself,” said the Witch. “For you
faced deadly foes, foes far more powerful than you, and if they
found you they would kill you. Secrecy and misdirection were your
armor. They must also be mine, Liberator. But I did not come here
to speak of myself. I came to warn you.”

“All right,” said Caina,
though she was not entirely convinced.

“The provost Talmania
Scorneus will try to take the Ring before you leave Risiviri,” said
the Witch. “She will try persuasion, trickery, and coercion first,
and when those fail, she will attempt to kill you and take the
Ring.”

Caina frowned. “Then she
won’t just storm the Captain’s Arms and kill us all?”

The Witch’s bronze teeth
flashed in a smile. “Would you? Her mind is much like your own,
Balarigar. She will choose the most efficient path to her prize.
Deadly force is simply one of her tools. But you will not face her
alone.”

“Kylon is with me,” said
Caina. “And Seb hates her enough that he wants another chance to
fight her.”

“And another ally awaits you
here, Balarigar,” said the Witch. “The old Caerish merchant staying
upstairs. Speak with him, and you shall have his aid.”

“Why would I need his aid?”
said Caina, puzzled.

“Because he was the one who
slew the Kindred of Risiviri.”

Caina drew breath to speak
again, and the Witch rapped the end of her staff against the
ground. A surge of arcane power flowed around her, and she
vanished, transported away.

But as she did, Caina saw a
similar flicker of power nearby.

The Witch hadn’t transported
herself far, Caina thought. No more than a mile. Possibly within
this very building. She considered trying to track down the Witch
and decided it was probably futile. The riddling disguise was
annoying, but if the Temnoti wanted the Witch dead, Caina
understood the reason for it.

She walked back to the common
room and rejoined Kylon, Theodosia, and Sophia.

“We might have a problem,”
said Caina.

Theodosia frowned. “The
latrines are backed up? That would be worrisome.”

“I just had a visit from the
Bronze Witch,” said Caina.

Kylon scowled. He didn’t
trust the Bronze Witch. His experience with the Surge in New Kyre
had left him wary of all oracles and prophets. “And what did she
have to say?”

“She warned me that Talmania
was going to try to get the Ring of Rasarion Yagar,” said Caina.
“First by stealth and cunning, and then by force, if stealth
failed. That I already knew. But she claims we have a potential
ally here. That old Caerish merchant that Master Andrei mentioned?
The Witch claims he’s the one who killed the Kindred of
Risiviri.”

“One old Caerish merchant by
himself against an entire Kindred family?” said Theodosia.

“It is safe to assume that
he’s more than a simple merchant,” said Kylon. “Could the Witch be
trying to lure us into an ambush? Someone capable of wiping out
that many Kindred assassins would be a dangerous foe.”

“I don’t know,” said Caina,
“but I doubt it.” The common room door swung open with a blast of
chill air, and Seb stepped inside. He and Ilona must have gone back
outside while Caina was visiting the latrine. Seb seemed slightly
puzzled, then looked around and spotted Ilona as she emerged from
the kitchen door. Caina wondered why Ilona had gone to the
kitchens. Perhaps she had an acquaintance there, or maybe she had
wanted to order a meal. “The Witch has her own agenda, but her
warnings haven’t led us wrong yet. She wants to keep the Ring and
the other relics of the Iron King out of the hands of the Temnoti.”
Caina beckoned to Seb, and he walked to the table. Ilona hesitated
and followed suit.

“You ran off in a hurry,”
said Seb.

Ilona shrugged. “I wanted to
find out more about the other guest here. A friend of mine works in
the kitchen, and I talked to her. She says the only other guest in
residence here is an old Caerish man. Says he’s ‘spooky,’ whatever
that means.”

“Spooky,” said Caina, staring
at Ilona. Something scratched at the edge of her mind, some idea,
but it wouldn’t quite come into focus. “The Bronze Witch just
appeared to me, and claimed the old man would be an ally, that he
was the one who killed the city’s Kindred.”

The idea came into sharper
focus.

A spooky old Caerish man, one
capable of killing an entire Kindred family by himself.

Caina knew a man just like
that.

No. It couldn’t be. Could
it?

“I think we had better check
on this right now,” said Caina, getting to her feet.

“You’re not going alone,”
said Kylon, rising as well.

“No,” said Caina. “Seb, you’d
better come. If the Witch was wrong or lying to us, best to be
prepared. Sophia, stay here with Ilona and Theodosia.” She swung
her gaze to Ilona. “Did your friend say which room the old man was
using?”

“Number five,” said Ilona,
pointing towards the balcony.

Caina nodded and crossed the
common room, climbing the stairs to the balcony. Kylon and Seb
walked on either side of her, hands waiting near their sword hilts.
Caina’s mind raced, considering the possibilities. Was this a good
idea? Someone who could wipe out an entire Kindred family in a
single night was dangerous. For that matter, the Witch might have
been lying to her. Yet the Bronze Witch hadn’t led her wrong yet,
and Caina was inclined to extend a little trust.

And if that trust was
misplaced…well, both Kylon and Seb were dangerous in a fight.

They reached the balcony and
started towards the door marked with a painted five, and then
something unexpected happened.

The door swung open, and a
man in his late fifties stepped onto the balcony, something that
looked like an ornate bronze compass resting in his left hand.

The man was tall and gaunt,
almost spidery-looking, with close-cropped gray hair and pale blue
eyes that looked somehow faded. He wore black boots, black
trousers, a long black coat, and a white shirt buttoned up to the
throat. Caina had seen him wear that outfit in the desert heat of
Istarinmul, and his only concession to the chill of Ulkaar was the
addition of a black waistcoat. The vision of the valikarion showed
her the arcane aura around the compass in his left hand, and the
potent auras around the dagger and the scimitar sheathed at his
belt.

Both Caina and Kylon came to
a sudden halt in astonishment, and Seb blinked.

“Oh,” said Morgant the Razor,
his voice thick with a burred Caerish accent. “You dyed your hair
blond. Not a good look for you.”

***

 



 Chapter 4: A Very
Old Friend








Caina blinked several times,
her mind catching up with her eyes.

Her first thought was that it
was a trick or a trap of the Umbarians or the Temnoti. Istarinmul
was twelve hundred miles from Ulkaar across mountains and seas and
deserts, and Morgant the Razor was in Istarinmul. There was no way
that he was standing in front of her inside an Ulkaari inn. Yet she
saw no sign of an arcane aura radiating from him, no trace of a
masking or an illusion spell. The sorcerous aura around his
powerful weapons was the same. So was his usual expression of
sardonic amusement.

“You know, that’s really
irritating,” said Morgant. “I’ve spent weeks traveling to get to
this forsaken iceberg of a city, and there have been some
inconveniences along the way. Then I lie down to take a nap, and
when I get up to find some food, you and the Kyracian are standing
outside my door with some battle magus. A profound
disappointment.”

Caina blinked and looked at
Kylon.

“It’s him,” said Kylon. “The
emotional sense is the same.”

“Greetings, Kyracian,” said
Morgant with his wolfish smile. “I was going to ask how you enjoyed
impoverishment in a strange land, but, well, you already did that
in Istarinmul, didn’t you?”

Kylon sighed. “It’s
definitely him.”

“Who is this?” said Seb,
looking back and forth between them. “You obviously know him.”

“Yes,” said Caina, trying to
bring her surprised mind back to order. “We…”

Morgant leaned closer and
peered and Seb, who seemed taken aback.

“You look a lot like her,
don’t you, son?” said Morgant. His cold eyes swung back to Caina.
“You’re an orphan, aren’t you? Though I suppose being an orphan
doesn’t prevent you from having a brother or a cousin.”

“This is Sebastian Scorneus,
a battle magus of the Imperial Magisterium…” started Caina.

“Is he?” said Morgant.
“You’re standing next to a battle magus, and you haven’t taken his
head off yet? Are you slowing down?” He looked at Kylon. “Have you
actually tamed her?”

“Given that Sebastian’s my
half-brother,” said Caina, “that would be rude, wouldn’t it?”

“Your half-brother?” said
Morgant. “Yes, that makes sense. You do look just like him. Except
blond. Which doesn’t suit you.”

“Who the hell is this?” said
Seb. One of Morgant’s talents, Caina knew, was using insults and
irreverent behavior to gauge the reactions of people around him.
Clearly, Seb wasn’t used to Morgant’s preferred conversational
tactics.

“Sebastian Scorneus, this is
a friend of mine,” said Caina. Annoying as Morgant was, he was a
friend. They had gone into the Craven’s Tower and the Inferno and
the Tomb of Kharnaces together and come out alive, and if that
didn’t make a man into a friend, then nothing could. “This is
Morgant the Razor.”

Seb blinked several times and
then laughed. “Seriously?”

“The magus has heard of me, I
see,” said Morgant.

“Morgant the Razor,” said
Seb. “You expect me to believe that you’re the assassin who killed
one of the last magus-emperors of the Fourth Empire? That was over
a century and a half ago.”

“Slander. I didn’t kill him,”
said Morgant. “I just talked to him, and he jumped out of a
window.”

“There’s a mystery,” muttered
Kylon.

“Ludicrous,” said Seb.

“As it happens, it’s not,”
said Caina. “This is Morgant the Razor. He’s two hundred and five
years old, and we met in Istarinmul. But what are you doing
here?”

“Have you lost your ability
to deduce the obvious?” said Morgant. “I’m here to find you.”

“To find me?” said Caina.
“How did you even…”

She fell silent, looking at
the bronze compass in his left hand. The case had been carved with
arcane sigils, and a needle of ghostsilver floated in a bed of
mercury. Caina had seen that compass before. Kalgri the Red
Huntress had used it to find her during Cassander Nilas’s attack on
Istarinmul, and the compass had been found on her corpse after
Kylon had killed her. It had been built to find valikarion, and
since Caina had been the only valikarion in the world at the time,
the compass had locked onto her.

“Ah, you do remember,” said
Morgant. He tucked the compass into his coat. “Suppose I won’t need
this for a while.” He looked at Seb again. “You said the magus was
Sebastian Scorneus?”

“Aye,” said Caina.

“I don’t believe we’ve met
previously,” said Seb.

“We haven’t,” said Morgant.
“Well, we just did, but that black armor makes battle magi all look
alike, so I might not remember you.” He looked back at Caina. “But
if he’s your half-brother, then your mother was a Scorneus?”

“It would seem so,” said
Caina.

“I’ll be damned,” said
Morgant. “Should have seen it long ago. In fairness, I haven’t been
to the eastern Empire in a very long time.”

“Why did you come to find
me?” said Caina.

“Ah, well, we should talk
about that,” said Morgant, gesturing towards the tables of the
common room. “There’s no coffee in Ulkaar, sadly, but at least the
tea is unpleasant. Shall we?”
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Seb followed Caina, Kylon,
and the strange man who called himself Morgant the Razor to the
common room.

He had grown up wanting to
become a valikarion, one of the Arvaltyri knights of old, and he
had read every account of the valikarion he could find. Partly for
his own sake, and partly because it annoyed Talmania. Mixed in with
the accounts of the valikarion were other, darker tales. For a time
towards the end of the Fourth Empire, Istarinmul had been the home
of many mysterious, half-legendary assassins. Seb had read the
bloody tales of their deeds.

Morgant the Razor, the man
who had killed one of the last magus-emperors of the Fourth Empire,
had been one of those assassins.

Could this sardonic old man
really be Morgant? The Fourth Empire had given way to the Fifth
over a century and a half ago.

Maybe, maybe not. Caina said
he was Morgant the Razor, but Caina wasn’t infallible. Yet Seb had
no doubt that the gray-haired man in the black coat was dangerous.
He moved with the balance and the precise step of a master
swordsman and was likely much stronger than he looked. A dagger and
a scimitar hung in scabbards at his belt, and there was a peculiar
red stone in the pommel of the dagger. Seb had a strong suspicion
that the weapon was enspelled.

He had wanted to be a
valikarion as a child, one of the shining knights who fought men
and women like Talmania Scorneus, but Seb had been disappointed to
learn that all the valikarion had died long ago. Life was full of
disappointments.

Then again, he had met Caina,
and she was a valikarion…and while his half-sister was many things,
disappointing was not one of them.

Which meant that maybe the
black-coated man really was Morgant the Razor.

Seb resolved to keep a close
eye on him.

They reached the common room
floor and walked to the table where Theodosia, Ilona, and Sophia
waited. Sophia gazed at Morgant with frank curiosity. Theodosia and
Ilona considered him with polite smiles, but Seb knew them both
well enough by now to see the watchfulness in their eyes.

“You seem already
acquainted,” said Theodosia in Caerish.

“This is Morgant of
Istarinmul,” said Caina, and Morgant stopped and offered a courtly
bow, flourishing the end of his coat. Theodosia and Ilona looked
amused, and Sophia seemed puzzled. “We knew each other in
Istarinmul. Morgant, this is Theodosia of Malarae, Ilona of
Risiviri, and Sophia Zomanek of Kostiv.”

“You’ve built up quite a
collection of strays to follow you around,” said Morgant. “But you
did that in Istarinmul, too.”

“Strays, sir?” said Theodosia
with a smile. “I will have you know that I was the leading lady of
the Grand Imperial Opera company and that my theatre company is
both the best in Risiviri and has the patronage of Boyar Mircea
Bravlin himself. I am quite exactly where I want to be.” She looked
to Caina. “How did you two wind up meeting?”

“Ah, well, that’s a long
story,” said Morgant before Caina could speak, seating himself at
the table. “She came looking for me because I knew about a ring and
a staff she wanted to find. Then there were some Adamant Guards,
and this murderous fire elemental spirit, and then next thing you
know, Caina and I were carrying the Kyracian out a burning
building. Except he was naked at the time, which was a little
awkward. For Caina, I mean. She didn’t know where to put her eyes.
But since she married the Kyracian a few months later, I think she
figured out where she wanted to put his…”

“You are a very strange man,”
said Ilona, giving him a flat look.

“Yes.” Morgant grinned at
her. “We all have our secrets, don’t we, dear?”

To Seb’s astonishment,
Ilona’s face colored slightly at that. He hadn’t been sure that she
was capable of embarrassment. Especially after he had accidentally
walked in on her while she was getting dressed, and she had smiled
and flirted with calm poise.

“You’re the one who killed
the Kindred, aren’t you?” said Seb.

Morgant glanced up at him.
Caina and Kylon sat, and Seb followed suit.

“As it happens, yes,” said
Morgant.

“All of them?” said Seb.

“Obviously,” said Morgant.
“If any of them survived, they would come after me. That would be
irritating and potentially inconvenient.” He shrugged. “It was an
annoying accident if you must know.”

“You killed an entire family
of Kindred assassins,” said Kylon, his voice heavy with sarcasm,
“by accident.”

“I did just say that, yes,”
said Morgant. “Have you ever encountered the Elder of a Kindred
family?”

“Oh, yes,” said Caina.

“They’re usually sorcerers,”
said Seb.

“And they have a torque of
office,” said Caina. “It holds a bloodcrystal that soaks up the
life force of their victims, like rainwater into a reservoir. The
Elder can use it to heal wounds and extend his life span.”

“As it happens,” said
Morgant, “I knew the Elder back before he became the Elder. Met him
the last time I was in the eastern Empire when I was still one of
the Kindred.” Seb reached for both his sword hilt and his arcane
power on reflex. Morgant claimed to have been a Kindred assassin?
“Oh, don’t worry, magus. I left long ago, and they wouldn’t have me
back. Anyway, the Elder remembered me, and he still had some petty
grievance. A petty complaint from a petty man, but he was a petty
man with a Kindred family of well-trained killers. So I had to kill
them all in self-defense.” Morgant shrugged. “You cannot say the
city is not improved for it. Ah, there’s the tea.”

One of Andrei’s serving maids
approached and set down a wooden tray with more tea and bread.
Morgant took a cup of tea and winked at her, and to Seb’s surprise,
the maid blushed.

“An interesting tale, sir,”
said Theodosia, “but you cannot expect us to believe that you wiped
out an entire Kindred family by yourself.”

“Well, I was cleverer than
they were,” said Morgant. He grinned at Ilona again. “And sometimes
people have hidden depths that surprise you.”

Again, Ilona said nothing,
though she looked a little uncomfortable. Seb had never quite seen
her lose her poise that way. Perhaps Morgant frightened her.
Certainly, there was something uncanny about the old man.

“He could have done it,” said
Caina, her voice quiet. “I’ve seen him fight. More to the point,
I’ve seen him plan. He lied to the face of Grand Master Callatas
and survived.” She looked at Morgant. “But the Kindred are dead.
Why are you here?”

“I gave my word,” said
Morgant.

“What does that mean?” said
Seb.

But Caina understood, and she
gave a shallow nod.

“You told Annarah that you’d
find me, didn’t you?” said Caina.

For once, Morgant did not
look sardonic. He only nodded back.

“Yes,” he said. “Well, Nasser
and the Padishah asked, but I don’t care what they think. When you
and the Kyracian disappeared out of your wedding chamber, it caused
quite a stir. The Prince and the Padishah and the Grand Wazir were
all most disturbed. Not everyone’s happy about all the changes you
brought to Istarinmul, and the Padishah thought some of the
disaffected nobles or the surviving members of the Slavers’
Brotherhood might have had you assassinated. Or that the Umbarians
might try to attack Istarinmul again, and start by having you
killed. But Annarah worked it out first. She was always a clever
girl.” He reached into his coat, which seemed to have voluminous
pockets, and drew out the strange bronze compass again. “Remember
this?”

“All too well,” said Caina, a
flicker of pain going over her expression.

“Annarah realized it was
still locked onto you,” said Morgant. “Which meant you were still
alive. She figured out that a relative of yours must have used
blood in a spell, which pulled you along with it. Since the
Kyracian was probably on top of you and thrusting away at the time,
he was summoned with you.” Caina gave him a flat look, and Morgant
smirked. “Or were you on top of the Kyracian at the time? That
seems more likely, now that I think about it.”

“Think about that a lot, do
you?” said Theodosia, amused. Sophia started to turn red.

“I am an artist, madam,” said
Morgant. “I consider life in all its facets.”

“You had an enspelled compass
that could find Caina,” said Seb. “So why you? Why not one of the
valikarion or a party of Iramisian loremasters?”

“I gave my word,” said
Morgant.

Seb frowned. “What does that
mean?”

“Morgant has only two rules,
and he never breaks them,” said Caina. “He only kills people who
deserve it, though his definition of ‘deserve’ is flexible. And
once he gives his word, he never breaks it. Annarah must have asked
you to find me and bring me back to Iramis.”

Morgant shrugged. “What can I
say? I was bored. I had finished painting the Return of Iramis in
the Tarshahzon Gardens, and I needed something to occupy my
mind.”

“The Return of Iramis?” said
Ilona.

Morgant grinned at her. “Some
of my best work. A mural showing the Balarigar on the day of the
return of Iramis. It’s really quite dramatic.” Caina’s lips pressed
together for just a moment. Seb knew Caina well enough by now to
realize she would find being portrayed in artwork exasperating.
“Granted, I had to make the Balarigar slightly more voluptuous than
life for artistic effect, but…”

“You weren’t bored,” said
Caina. “Annarah asked you to find me and bring me back to Iramis.
And you said yes. Because it took you a century and a half to keep
your word to her the first time.”

Caina and Morgant just stared
at each other. Seb looked back and forth between them, the
Liberator of Iramis and the assassin. The sardonic manner faded
from Morgant’s expression, and he just looked old.

But not tired, and not
frail.

Glaciers were old, too…and
likely just as implacable as Morgant.

Perhaps that was why Caina
and Morgant had clearly worked together well in the past. Caina was
implacable, too, as Razdan Nagrach had learned the hard way.

“Yes,” said Morgant at
last.

Caina smiled a little. “Well,
at least Risiviri isn’t as unpleasant as Pyramid Isle was.”

Morgant snorted. “Less humid,
too.”

“Are you Lady Caina’s
grandfather, sir?” said Sophia.

Caina and Morgant both looked
at her, surprised. Kylon and Theodosia laughed.

“No!” said Caina and Morgant
in unison.

Sophia blinked her dark eyes.
“It is just…he reminds me of you a little, my lady.”

“Should we be offended?” said
Morgant. “I think we should be offended.”

“It would be a compliment to
you,” said Caina.

“It was!” said Sophia, who
looked embarrassed. “And in Ulkaar, we are supposed to respect our
aged elders.”

“I quite agree,” said
Theodosia.

“You’re not aged,” said
Caina.

“You know,” said Morgant to
Caina, “I think I might have heard of your grandfather if you were
a Scorneus. Hyraekon Scorneus, wasn’t he? Supposedly he had seven
daughters of both exceeding beauty and immense sorcerous power,
which means they’re now fighting each other on different sides of
the Empire’s civil war.” He leaned forward, the pale blue eyes
intent as he regarded Caina. “That must be quite a change. Going
from an orphan to a woman with a large and powerful family.”

“You can paint a picture
about the experience someday,” said Caina. “Right now, we should
find a way out of Risiviri. You can make cutting remarks about my
family to your heart’s content on the way back to Iramis.”

“I may even make a few of my
own,” said Seb.

Morgant grunted. “Well, the
Umbarians are blockading the harbor, but they’re bound to get bored
and sail off eventually. If they’re going to have any chance of
taking Artifel, they need all the ships they can get.”

“That’s not going to happen,”
said Caina.

“Why not?” said Morgant.

“Because there is a high
probability that the Umbarians are here for me,” said Caina.

Morgant raised his eyebrows.
“You, personally? Well, you and the Kyracian did kill Cassander
Nilas and turn Istarinmul against the Umbarians. So, they will kill
you if they can. But they really need those ships at Artifel.”

“It’s because of how we came
to Ulkaar and what I found,” said Caina. “Do you know who Rasarion
Yagar was?”

Morgant snorted. “Everyone
who ever visited Ulkaar knows who Rasarion Yagar was. The Ulkaari
never shut up about him.” Sophia and Ilona scowled. “The last king
of the Ulkaari. Drove the Kagari hordes out of Ulkaar, then turned
to necromancy and went mad. Started worshipping that giant
squid-thing the Temnoti hold sacred. Then the Warmaiden came along
and overthrew him and…wait, wait, wait. Wait.” He scowled. “This
doesn’t involve more ancient sorcerous relics, does it?”

“I’m afraid so,” said
Caina.

“Hell,” muttered Morgant.
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Caina spent the next
half-hour giving Morgant a summary of what had happened since she
had appeared naked in Sigilsoara.

She was peculiarly glad to
see him. Morgant was arrogant, abrasive, mocking, and had a gift
for getting under people’s skin. If he started needling Theodosia
or Sophia, Caina was probably going to lose her temper with him,
though Theodosia could repay Morgant insult for insult. Yet for all
of Morgant’s unpleasant nature, he was a skilled and dangerous
fighter, and he had gone with Caina into numerous dangerous places,
and they had come out alive again.

“Then the Boyar let us go,”
said Caina, “and you know what happened next.”

“So,” said Morgant. He took a
drink of tea, grimaced at the taste, and set the cup down.
“Talmania Scorneus, your aunt and a provost of the Umbarian Order,
used the Amulet of Rasarion Yagar to summon Sigilsoara. That
accidentally summoned you and the Kyracian and the magus, and you
escaped with the Ring of Rasarion Yagar before Talmania could catch
you. Now Talmania is here in the city. She’s blockaded the harbor
to keep you from escaping, and her pet assassin Antonin Crailov
knows that you’re here. Any minute, she’s probably going to try to
do something clever to get the Ring from you, and if that doesn’t
work, she’ll kill us all to take it.”

“Yes,” said Caina. “Which
means we need to get out of Risiviri as soon as possible.”

“We need a ship,” said
Morgant. He scowled. “Why is there never a ship when I need
one?”

“What about the ship you took
to get here?” said Caina.

Morgant shook his head. “Left
the day before the Umbarian ships showed up. We need one of the
fishermen.”

“A fisherman?” said Caina.
“The Umbarians won’t even let fishing boats put out.”

“You mean the smugglers?”
said Theodosia.

“It’s a good idea,” said
Ilona. “Every fisherman in Risiviri does a side business in
smuggling. They’ll have a lot of experience with slipping past
warships, especially at night.”

“Trying to cross the Inner
Sea in a fishing boat would be risky,” said Kylon. “One storm would
knock it over like a toy.”

“Staying here would be
riskier,” said Theodosia.

“Mmm, there might be another
way,” said Morgant. “There are whaling ships on the Inner Sea, even
in winter, and they put in at little ports along the
coastline.”

Caina frowned. “There are
other ports on the Inner Sea? I thought Risiviri and Artifel were
the only ones.”

“The only ports for large
cargo ships, aye,” said Morgant. “But there are dozens of little
villages with small harbors around the Inner Sea. The whaling ships
sometimes stop there for supplies and water.” He shrugged. “At
least they did the last time I was in Ulkaar.”

“No, he’s right,” said
Theodosia. “I should have thought of it sooner. If we bribe a
fishing boat to sneak out, it can keep close to the coastline until
we get to one of the villages.”

“How will we convince a
whaling ship to head for Artifel this time of year?” said Seb.

“Bribes,” said Caina and
Morgant in unison.

They looked at each other.
Morgant gestured for Caina to continue.

“Bribes would work,” said
Caina. “Whaling’s an uncertain business. Better a bag full of gold
than the risk of your ship getting smashed to pieces by an angry
whale.”

“I think we have a plan,
then,” said Theodosia. “I will start making inquiries of the local
fishermen at once.”

She started to rise, but
Ilona got to her feet first

“Let me go, madam,” said
Ilona. “I grew up here.”

“So did I, at least at
first,” said Theodosia.

Ilona offered an apologetic
smile. “But I did it more recently.” Theodosia harrumphed. “And I
know several of the fisher families in the Harbor Quarter. I think
I can convince one of them to help us, in exchange for a large
amount of money.”

“I suppose you’re right,”
said Theodosia. “Go, but return as quickly as you can.”

“And be careful,” said
Seb.

Ilona smiled at him, her cool
expression dissolving into warmth for an instant. “I’m always
careful, Lord Sebastian.”

Seb smiled. “You’re usually a
better liar.”

“Do be careful, dear,” said
Morgant. “Make sure to select the right costume for the
occasion.”

For just a second, Ilona
faltered, as if Morgant’s words had struck home. Caina wondered
what that was about.

“Of course,” said Ilona. “A
girl has to have some taste, does she not?”

With that, she left the
common room of the Captain’s Arms, a blast of cold air coming
through the door as she closed it behind her.

“I wonder if we can find a
fisherman willing to take us tonight,” said Kylon.

“It won’t be tonight,” said
Morgant. “A few hours before sunrise tomorrow is the best time to
do this kind of thing. There’s hardly any light, and all the
sentries on the Umbarian ships will be trying to stay awake. Unless
they have sorcerous defenses.” He smirked. “Fortunately, we have a
bold valikarion to see any sorcerous wards for us.”

“It comes in handy,” said
Caina. She took a deep breath. “Morgant…thank…”

“No,” said Morgant. “No.
Don’t bother thanking me. That would just be awkward.” He waved a
dismissive hand. “I just traveled twelve hundred miles because
Annarah asked nicely, and now I have to travel twelve hundred miles
back, and every time we stop for the night, I’ll have to listen to
you and the Kyracian grunting in the next room as you…”

“Morgant,” said Caina.

Sophia reddened a bit, looked
at Kylon, and then looked down. “That’s…really not
appropriate.”

“He’s not an appropriate sort
of man,” said Caina. “But, Morgant, like it or not, you’re going to
have to hear this. Thank you for coming to find us.”

She had the distinct pleasure
of seeing the sour expression go over his face. Morgant hated to be
thanked. It seemed to annoy him to no end. Morgant the Razor kept
his word, and that was that. Thanks were not necessary.

“Bah,” said Morgant, and he
got to his feet. “Come along. I have some things to show you.”

“What kind of things?” said
Caina. She tapped the Ring on her wrist. “I really shouldn’t be
wandering the streets of Risiviri.”

“No, Annarah had me bring
some things for you,” said Morgant. “Nasser and the Padishah
insisted as well. By all the gods, when those two get going, they
simply do not shut up.”

“What kind of things?” said
Kylon.

“Makeup and dresses, of
course,” said Morgant. “Use your brain, Kyracian. Annarah sent
useful things.”

Caina rose, curious now, and
Kylon followed suit.

Seb stood as well, his black
armor creaking a little with the motion.

“Don’t trust me, magus?” said
Morgant.

“Given that you’re claiming
to be a two-hundred-year-old legendary assassin,” said Seb, “I
think there is at least some reason for a degree of mistrust.”

“Dry wit must be a Scorneus
family trait,” said Morgant. He looked back and forth between Caina
and Seb. “Though you look so much alike that you could probably
just look at Caina’s face as you shave.”

“Given how damned cold it is
this far north,” said Caina, “I sometimes wish I could grow a
beard.”

“Wouldn’t suit you,” said
Morgant.

“For once, we agree,” said
Kylon.

He climbed the stairs back to
the balcony, and Caina, Kylon, and Seb followed him. Morgant opened
the door to his room and stepped inside. His room was unimpressive,
but Morgant had never been terribly interested in his own comfort.
It had a narrow bed, a table, and a chair, a shuttered window
looking down at the courtyard below. Morgant’s notebook lay open on
the table, showing a half-finished sketch of the inn.

Without breaking stride, he
plucked it up and made it disappear into an inner pocket of his
coat. He had once drawn a picture of Caina looking up at Kylon, and
Kylon had made a present of it to Caina before they had gotten
married. For all Caina knew, it was still in her chambers in
Iramis, resting in the wooden frame Kylon had made for it.

She thought of Nasser and
Annarah and Sulaman and their families, of the friends she had made
in Iramis and Istarinmul, and a wave of longing went through her.
Was Iramis home for her now? Taking the Ring to Iramis was the
logical course of action, but did Caina also want to return to
Iramis because it had become home?

Caina glanced at Kylon. Home
was wherever he was.

“You’ll recognize this,” said
Morgant. He squatted, reached under the bed, and drew out a dark
bundle.

Caina blinked, pushing aside
her emotions as she focused on the object in his hands. “Is
that…”

Morgant unrolled the bundle
across the table. It was a cloak of dark, lightweight material, and
it seemed to ripple oddly beneath his hand.

“Is that silk?” said Seb.
“No, it can’t be, it’s not reflective enough.”

“It’s a Ghost shadow-cloak,”
said Caina. “I had one for years, but I lost it in Istarinmul
during the last battle of their civil war. How the hell did you
find that?”

“I didn’t,” said Morgant.
“Some enterprising potter found it on the roof of his shop. It must
have landed there when you fell from the ship. The potter was
bright enough to take it to the Grand Wazir for a reward, and
Sulaman sent it along. Might prove useful. These, too.”

Within the cloak had been
three crystalline vials about the size of Caina’s thumb, each one
holding a thick silver elixir that gave off a faint glow. A storm
of intense memories burned through Caina’s mind at the sight of
them. She remembered fleeing for her life from Grand Master
Callatas’s palace, remembered Kylon disappearing in a plume of
silver fire, remembered screaming as that same fire had torn
through her veins, ripping her apart…

With an effort, Caina forced
the recollections back.

The inside of her mind, she
reflected, was sometimes a very disturbing place.

“That is an alchemical
Elixir, is it not?” said Seb.

“It is,” said Caina. “It’s
called Elixir Restorata. It’s not as powerful as Elixir Rejuvenata,
but it’s not made from the ashes of murdered children, either. It
will heal most severe injuries, though there are…side effects.”

“Side effects?” said Seb.

“Some buildings burned down,”
said Morgant. “But that’s all right. The Balarigar tends to burn
down buildings quite frequently. It’s something of a problem.”

“I haven’t burned down that
many buildings,” said Caina with some exasperation.

“There was that mill in
Kostiv that you blew up,” said Seb, “and then the sanitarium in
Vagraastrad, and…”

“Anyway,” said Caina. “A
while back I wound up stealing ten vials of Elixir Restorata from
Grand Master Callatas. I’ve used most of them since for various
emergencies, and these three were all that remained.”

“Annarah thought you might
need them,” said Morgant.

“Annarah was always
insightful,” said Caina, taking the vials and the shadow-cloak. A
fresh wave of memories went through her. She had been wearing that
cloak when she had killed Maglarion, when Corvalis had sacrificed
himself to save her, when the Inferno had burned.

Would she face something as
terrible in Ulkaar?

Caina put aside the thought.
The shadow-cloak would have been useful during the fights against
Razdan Nagrach and Libavya Jordizi. She would not turn away
anything useful, anything that might help her get the Ring out of
Talmania’s reach.

“Then we have a plan,” said
Seb. “Ilona will find a fishing boat, and we’ll sneak out of
Risiviri tonight.”

“Yes,” said Caina.

Maybe it would actually be
that simple for once.

But she somehow doubted
it.

***

 



 Chapter 5:
Umbarians








Antonin Crailov strode
through the streets of the Boyar’s Quarter.

In the ancient days after the
defeat of Rasarion Yagar and the death of the Warmaiden, the
various boyars and szlachts sworn to the Boyar of Risiviri had kept
their townhouses in this quarter, clustered around the great walls
of the Red Horse Palace and the Grand Temple. Tall noble mansions
stood set behind their low walls, with their high, peaked roofs and
narrow windows. In the modern age, numerous boyars and szlachts
still lived here, but wealthy merchants had purchased many of the
houses. Crailov saw one such merchant riding down the street, a
fat-faced fellow in a fur-lined robe, a quartet of guards around
him. They glowered at Crailov, and he moved to the side, letting
the merchant and his escorts pass.

“Kill them,” said the Sword
of Rasarion Yagar into his thoughts. “Kill the guards. Kill the fat
merchant. Go to his house and kill all his family.”

As usual, Crailov ignored the
advice and watched the merchant pass with an amused smile. He was
reminded of watching a well-fed bull strut around a field, heedless
of the slaughtering floor. The bull had no conception of the fate
that awaited it.

Just as the merchant had no
idea what would happen in Risiviri tonight.

The merchant glowered at
Crailov. He smiled back, and then took a step towards the mansion
that had once belonged to the Imperial Lord Governor of Ulkaar.

He had the enjoyment of
seeing the merchant’s smile vanish, of seeing his pace
increase.

A petty amusement, to be
sure, but a man had to take his pleasures where he could.

“Kill him,” murmured the
Sword’s voice inside his head.

“Not yet,” whispered Crailov
to himself.

But perhaps soon.

Depending on how the
provost’s plans went this evening, Crailov might have to kill a
great many people. Perhaps that fat merchant and his family would
be among his victims. He did not kill indiscriminately and
preferred to get paid large sums of money for killing, and he had
learned long ago that self-discipline was necessary for all aspects
of life.

Including, amusingly enough,
the business of ending it.

But maybe tonight he would
have a chance to indulge himself.

The Sword’s murmuring fell
silent, perhaps sated by the promise of future killing.

He walked to the gate of the
mansion that had once been used by the Lord Governors of Ulkaar.
The mansion had been built in the Nighmarian Imperial style, tall
and fronted with white stone, niches between the windows holding
statues of long-dead Emperors. Of course, the harsh climate of
Ulkaar made its own demands on the architecture. Unlike most houses
in Malarae, the mansion did not have a flat roof, and the windows
were far narrower to help conserve heat. Crailov liked to think of
it as a lesson in the importance of flexibility. Or maybe he was
overthinking it.

Then again, the last Lord
Governor of Ulkaar hadn’t been flexible enough to adapt to the
civil war in the Empire, and Talmania had killed him and claimed
his mansion at no cost to herself, so the lesson held.

Four Adamant Guards stood
watch at the gate to the mansion’s grounds. Unlike everyone else in
Ulkaar, the Adamant Guards did not wear heavy coats and cloaks.
Thanks to the modifications the sorcerers of the Order had made to
them, neither heat nor cold would trouble them. The Guards wore
heavy boots, trousers, and close-fitting cuirasses of overlapping
steel plates. At least, their armor looked like cuirasses. It had
actually been grafted to their skin by the same spells that gave
them inhuman strength and speed. Each soldier had the winged skull
sigil of the Umbarian Order cut into their foreheads, and they had
the cold, flat eyes of experienced killers.

Dangerous men, all of them,
and Crailov could have killed them without breaking stride.

“Centurion Halvar,” said
Crailov. A black-eyed Guard looked at him. “Is the provost
inside?”

“You are expected,” said
Halvar in a cold voice. “The provost is in her study. She awaits
you there.”

Crailov nodded his thanks and
passed the gate, walked through the snow-choked grounds of the
mansion, and to the front doors. He pushed the doors open and
strode into the entry hall. A mosaic on the floor showed the
Warmaiden driving back the undead hordes of the Iron King, and
niches on the walls held more statues of ancient Emperors. Crailov
took the stairs to the top floor, heading down a gloomy corridor,
statues standing in niches. At the end of the hallway was the
corner room that Talmania had made into her study. The door stood
open, two more Adamant Guards waiting on either side, and voices
came from within.

“You can give me these
assurances?” said a young man’s voice in Ulkaari.

“Beyond all question,” said a
woman’s voice, low and confident. “By this time tomorrow, my lord
Targov, you shall be the new Boyar of Risiviri and the preeminent
noble of Ulkaar, equal in dignity to Voivode Gregor.”

Crailov stepped into the
study of Talmania Scorneus, provost of the Umbarian Order, and
glanced around.

The study’s narrow windows
looked into the courtyard below, and shelves climbed the walls.
Books and scrolls and a few human skulls occupied the shelves.
Talmania rarely traveled anywhere without bringing her extensive
library, both of books and of the skulls of her victims. A heavy
wooden table sat in the center of the room, holding more books and
various sorcerous implements.

Targov Bravlin, the Boyar’s
younger brother, stood in front of the table with an expression of
lordly pride on his face, arms folded across his thick chest. Like
many Ulkaari nobles, Targov had slicked-back black hair and an
enormous bushy mustache, the ends drooping past his mouth. In
Targov’s expression, Crailov saw all of Mircea’s determination, but
none of his intellect, which no doubt made him a fit tool for
Talmania’s purposes.

Talmania Scorneus herself
stood facing the young lord, wrapped in her heavy black coat, one
hand idly fingering the Amulet of Rasarion Yagar.

She looked so much like Caina
that it was startling, with the same thick black hair, the same
cold blue eyes, the same sharp-featured face and thin-lipped mouth.
Caina had cold eyes. Her aunt had eyes that were like looking into
the frozen heart of winter. Her right hand grasped the iron disk of
the Amulet, the emerald in its center giving off a faint green
glow.

“I know that the future of
the Empire lies with the Order,” said Targov, glancing at Crailov
and then dismissing him. Targov thought that Crailov was simply
Talmania’s messenger, which went to show how stupid the young lord
was. “I wish to side with the victors. Do your part, my lady
provost, and I shall do mine.”

“And remember my price as
well,” said a distorted, bubbling voice.

Crailov glanced at the room’s
remaining occupant.

The Syvashar, the high priest
of the cult of Temnuzash the Great Master, stood near the hearth.
Like most of the other Temnoti, the Syvashar wore a heavy brown
robe, the cloth stained in places with something like grease. His
skin was a pallid, corpse-like gray, and glistened with slime. A
huge black eye glittered in the center of his forehead, and his
voluminous sleeves concealed the tentacle that had taken the place
of his left arm. The Syvashar, like the rest of the Temnoti, had
been mutated in the Iron King’s defeat all those centuries ago. He
had gained immortality but at a hideous price.

Crailov thought his own
method of immortality was more effective.

And pleasurable, for that
matter.

“Targov Bravlin keeps his
word,” said Targov with cold hauteur. “When I am the Boyar, and my
miserable brother is dead, I shall suppress the Temple, and the
cult of Temnuzash will be the only permitted religion within the
walls of Risiviri. The Final Night, like the victory of the
Umbarian Order, is inevitable. And when the Great Master Temnuzash
returns, I shall present Risiviri to him.”

“Splendid,” said Talmania.
“Go now, my friend. The battle will begin soon. Make sure that your
men are ready.”

“I shall, provost,” said
Targov. “Be ready to do your part.”

Without another word, Targov
turned on his heel and marched out of the room.

Crailov wondered if Talmania
would kill him for that insolence. Talmania Skull-speaker had
killed men for far less than that. But instead, she walked to the
window, beckoning for him to follow, one hand still grasping the
Amulet. Crailov moved to the window and soon saw Targov ride out
from the stables, swathed in a heavy cloak to keep his identity
concealed.

“Tell me, Antonin,” said
Talmania. “What do you think of our young Lord Targov?”

“Kill him,” said the Sword
into his thoughts.

“A fool,” said Crailov. “If
he does take Risiviri for himself, you’ll have to kill him and
place someone more competent in his place.” He smiled. “I can
provide that service for a reasonable fee.”

“Yes, I’m sure you could,”
said Talmania. “But I don’t wish him killed quite yet. A fool is
easier to manipulate than a clever man. If we install Targov in the
Red Horse Palace, between him and the Voivode Gregor I can deliver
all of Ulkaar to the Order without lifting a single sword.” She
smiled to herself. “The balance of power on the Inner Sea would
change quite drastically, would it not?”

“Indeed it would,” said
Crailov, though he didn’t give a damn who won the Empire’s civil
war. He had survived and thrived when the Emperor had ruled the
Empire, and he would do the same if Talmania and her fellow
provosts ruled. “I have news for you, my lady.”

“Do you?” said Talmania,
releasing the Amulet and crossing to the table. The leather of her
spell-reinforced coat creaked a little as she walked. “I hope it is
urgent, or…”

She went motionless for a
moment, and then her cold blue eyes locked onto him. Crailov kept
his calm smile in place, though he tensed himself for action. He
was never quite certain of how she would react to anything.

“I see,” said Talmania at
last. “My niece has reached Risiviri, has she not?”

“Yes,” said Crailov. It was
possible to lie to Talmania, just extraordinarily difficult, and at
the moment not worth the risk. “She arrived a few hours ago,
traveling with that theatre company Boyar Mircea favors.”

“Probably a front for the
Ghosts,” murmured Talmania. “They prefer to hide among actors and
singers and servants and the other dregs of civilization.” A tight
smile went over her face. “Most powerful men and women fail to
notice what is right in front of their noses. Where is she
now?”

“The Captain’s Arms, an inn
not far from the harbor,” said Crailov. “I believe that she will
attempt to escape the city with the Ring of Rasarion Yagar as soon
as possible.”

“That would be the most
sensible course of action,” said Talmania. She started to pace,
eyes narrowed in thought. “Likely she intends to take the Ring back
to Malarae to give into the keeping of the Magisterium…no, she
hates the Magisterium too much. Instead, she will take it to
Iramis, out of reach of both the Magisterium and the Umbarian
Order.” The cold eyes swung back to Crailov. “As I recall, I
offered you a large sum of money to kill her and bring me the
Ring.”

“I will attempt to do so, of
course,” said Crailov. “That said….Lady Kardamnos is an exceedingly
dangerous foe. I doubted she would overcome Cazmar Vagastru, yet
both Cazmar and Libavya Jordizi are dead, and she is still here. To
be blunt, my lady provost, I would need time to prepare, and I
expect she is going to flee the city this very night. I suspected
you would prefer that I come to you and accept a reduced fee rather
than risk losing her and the Ring entirely.”

“You suspected correctly,”
said Talmania. She started to pace again. “A coincidence that she
arrives today? Does she know what I intend for Risiviri, or is it
simply ill fortune? Mircea is on his guard, yes, but he isn’t ready
for something like this.”

“You must act at once,” said
the Syvashar, gliding forward a few paces. Crailov caught a glimpse
of a pallid tentacle lashing from beneath the hem of his heavy
robe. “Without the Ring, we cannot work the great spell of the
Final Night and summon the Iron King to the mortal world once more.
Should the Ring pass beyond our reach, the design of mighty
Temnuzash will be frustrated.”

“I have no intention of
allowing the design of mighty Temnuzash to be frustrated,” said
Talmania. “Therefore, we shall stop Caina Kardamnos from leaving
Risiviri.”

“Attack at once,” said the
Syvashar. “Strike at once, immediately. Gather all your forces and
kill her allies and take the Ring from her corpse.”

He sounded, Crailov
reflected, almost like the Sword of Rasarion Yagar.

“If I do that,” said
Talmania, “that shall reveal my plans to the Boyar, and he will act
against his traitorous brother. The Voivode of Vagraastrad and the
Boyar of Risiviri are the two most powerful nobles in Ulkaar.
Should I bring them both under my influence, I will deliver Ulkaar
to the Order without expending any of our resources.”

“Both Risiviri and
Vagraastrad are inconsequential,” said the Syvashar. The leader of
the Temnoti cult eased forward a few inches. Crailov felt an
instinctive revulsion at the high priest’s mutated appearance, but
it was easy to suppress. He had seen quite a few revolting things
in his life. “But should you obtain all five of the Iron King’s
relics and summon him to the mortal world once more, than both
Risiviri and all other things will fall into your hands, Lady
Talmania. Do not allow the possibility of short-term gain to deny
you the greater prize.”

“I am well aware of my
priorities, Syvashar,” said Talmania. “And even if Caina takes the
Ring to Iramis, that will be an obstacle, but not a defeat. Simply
knowing where the relics are will prove more useful than carrying
them around myself.” She turned and smiled at Crailov. “Isn’t that
right, Antonin?”

“Far be it from me to argue
with your wisdom,” said Crailov with an easy smile, but his mind
raced. Did she know that the blade at his hip was actually the
Sword of Rasarion Yagar? Crailov had carried it for decades, ever
since he had found it in the ruins of the monastery in the
mountains, and he had never told anyone of the Sword’s true nature.
He was never certain if Talmania knew or not.

If she did know, she would
try to kill him and take the Sword one day.

“Kill her,” said the Sword
into his thoughts.

Not yet.

“I have the Amulet, and Caina
has the Ring,” said Talmania. “I have a good idea of where the
Diadem, the Sword, and the Dagger can be found, and obtaining them
might well be easier than taking the Ring from Caina Kardamnos.”
She pushed back her right sleeve and adjusted the bracer she wore
strapped to her forearm. Rings glittered on her fingers as she did,
the golden bands set with small bloodcrystals. “Why haven’t you
killed her yet, Antonin? Don’t say it’s too risky. Tell me the
reason why it’s too risky.”

“Because I do not yet have a
proper plan,” said Crailov, annoyed that she would question him. He
knew his business. “She has a valikon, and she has powerful allies
around her. Kylon Shipbreaker, for one, and the man was able to
hold his own against a vyrkolak lord.” Talmania nodded and pulled
her sleeve back down. “And Sebastian Scorneus is a capable battle
magus…”

“Sebastian?” said Talmania,
her lip curling. “My idiot nephew? He is a fool. He decided that
marrying the imbecile daughter of a petty noble was preferable to
doing my work and rising high in the Order.”

“Perhaps if you hadn’t killed
Sebastian’s wife,” said Crailov, “then he would not have become a
threat to your plans.”

Her eyes flashed like blue
fire as she glared at him, but then she nodded. “Perhaps. My temper
does sometimes get the better of me. I really should have killed
Sebastian long before now.” She tapped the Amulet. “And his sister
Calvia once she had obtained the Amulet for me.”

“Why didn’t you kill Calvia?”
said Crailov. “She betrayed you, just as Sebastian did, and once
she had found the Amulet for you, I doubt she would serve any
further purpose.”

“She outwitted me,” said
Talmania with some annoyance. Crailov raised his eyebrows. “I am
not infallible, Antonin. It is always a mistake to trust too much
in one’s own mind. There is always someone cleverer.”

Crailov said nothing. Most of
the Umbarians, he knew, would have refused to ever admit any
mistakes. It was one of the things that made Talmania so
dangerous.

“So,” she said, glancing at
the Syvashar. “You recommend an immediate attack.” Her gaze swung
back to Crailov. “What do you counsel?”

“It would probably be best to
attempt to take the Ring through stealth, rather than risking a
direct confrontation,” said Crailov. “Both your niece and the
Shipbreaker carry valikons. You might be a provost of the Umbarian
Order, and I flatter myself that I am a necromancer of at least
some skill, but those valikons would tear through our defenses like
paper. Best to avoid the risk.”

Talmania said nothing for a
moment, her eyes seeming to stare at something that only she could
see. Crailov knew her well enough by now to know that meant she was
deep in thought.

“Her husband,” said Talmania
at last. “Does Caina love him?

Crailov hadn’t expected that.
“What?”

“A simple question,” said
Talmania. “Does she love the man? Does she love him the way
Sebastian once loved his empty-headed wife?” She lifted a hand to
her heart. It should have been mocking, but her eyes were cold and
calculating and serious. “Does her heart belong to him?”

“Yes,” said Crailov, baffled
why Talmania cared. She was without any trace of sentimentality.
“Rather obviously, in fact. Though why that should interest you, I
have no idea. Do you think to kidnap the Shipbreaker and use him as
leverage?” Crailov thought that a terrible idea. With a foe like
Kylon Kardamnos, one struck to kill, or not at all.

Talmania scoffed. “The cost
of subduing him would defeat the purpose. We would wind up killing
him and killing my niece in the process. We might as well just
attack and get it over with.”

“Then why do you care if she
loves him or not?” said Crailov.

Talmania raised one black
eyebrow. “Is that not obvious? You have been an assassin for a very
long time. To destroy a foe utterly, you must first understand her.
The Syvashar wants to strike at once, and you desire stealth. We
shall do neither. Instead, we shall talk.”

Crailov blinked. “Talk?”

“A parley?” said the
Syvashar, uncertain.

“She is family, is she not?”
said Talmania. “Which means she could be a mortal enemy, of course.
But if what I’ve learned about her from my sources is true, she
likely desires nothing more than to live quietly with her
husband.”

Crailov glanced at some of
the skulls lining the shelves. He knew all about Talmania’s
sources.

“If she desired that,” said
Crailov, “then she would have abandoned the Ring and not involved
herself in the business with Libavya Jordizi.”

“Perhaps,” said Talmania.
“You assisted her against Libavya? You have not yet taken any
hostile action towards her?”

“Yes,” said Crailov. “But she
knows I work for you. She will not trust me or anything that I
say.”

“Trust is not necessary,”
said Talmania. “Go to the Captain’s Arms and invite Caina to meet
with me here. Tell her that she will be allowed to come and return
unhindered and that she can bring up to three companions with her
as bodyguards. I simply wish to talk with her about the Ring.” She
smiled and tapped a finger against her lips. “And if you happen to
mention that I can find her any time I want, I imagine that would
be helpful.”

“As you wish, then,” said
Crailov. “At the very least, this promises to be interesting.”

“Kill her,” said the Sword
into his thoughts. “Kill the Balarigar. Kill them all and
feast.”

He bowed and walked from the
provost’s study, ignoring the Sword’s advice.

For now, at least.

Because while Talmania’s
meeting with Caina promised to be interesting…it would almost
certainly end in bloodshed. Crailov found himself looking forward
to that.

Iron self-discipline ruled
his life out of necessity, and he so rarely had a chance to indulge
himself and simply feed.
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Talmania Scorneus watched
Crailov depart through the window and then turned back to the
Syvashar.

“You disapprove?” she said,
curious how the ancient creature would react. Not that she cared
one way or the other what the Syvashar thought about anything, but
the reaction would be interesting and potentially useful.

“You put too much trust in
the assassin,” said the Syvashar. “He is a hireling and a
mercenary, without true devotion to a higher cause.”

Talmania smiled and adjusted
one of the rings on her left hand, feeling the aura of power from
the bloodcrystal set in the golden band.

“Oh,” she said. “I think I
put exactly the right amount of trust in Antonin Crailov.”

He was a clever man, but like
so many clever men, he suffered the weakness of not being nearly as
clever as he thought he was. Crailov thought he had concealed his
true nature from her. He also thought that she didn’t know that he
had carried the Sword of the Iron King for decades. She would take
the Sword from him when the time came, but for now, it was more
useful with him than it would be in her possession.

“Just as, I think,” continued
Talmania, “that I put exactly the right amount of trust in
you.”

“Trust is not required, as
you said,” said the Syvashar. “We share a common goal. Help us to
summon the Iron King and work the Final Night of Temnuzash, and the
Empire shall be given into the hands of the Umbarian Order.”

Talmania wanted to laugh in
his face. Instead, she picked up a bell on her work table and rang
it. A moment later one of the servants arrived and offered a deep
bow.

“Summon Centurion Halvar and
have him attend me in the entry hall,” said Talmania. “I also wish
to speak with Master Stavros. Thank you.”

The servant bowed again and
hastened away. Some of the other Umbarians took a sadistic pride in
terrorizing their servants, unleashing brutal punishments for the
most minor of infractions. Talmania thought that stupid, wasteful,
and a potential liability. Had not Nadezhda the Warmaiden herself
once been a slave? Should any of her servants betray her, of
course, she would kill them with her own hands. She could not
tolerate betrayal and would not forgive it.

Sebastian and Calvia had both
found that out the hard way.

But best not to encourage
betrayal in one’s servants. Sometimes the carrot truly worked
better than the stick.

“Syvashar,” said Talmania, “I
shall leave you to your meditations.”

“Do as you will, provost,”
said the Syvashar. All three of his black eyes regarded her. “Play
what games you will. But the followers of Temnuzash know it shall
come to blood in the end, and you will need to claim the Ring by
force.”

“Indeed?” said Talmania. “Is
that why the cult of Temnuzash has spent the last few decades
hiding in the shadows?”

It was petty, but she did
enjoy the way the Syvashar’s lips thinned before she left the
room.

One of Talmania’s rings had a
spell that let her sense the presence of nearby life force, and so
she sensed Halvar and Stavros waiting for her in the entry hall as
she descended. A second ring continually detected the aura of
sorcery, and so she felt the power of the spells that made Halvar
inhumanly fast and strong, along with the subtler spells carved
into Stavros’s flesh that let him turn invisible as a Silent
Hunter.

The centurion of the Adamant
Guards awaited her in the entry hall, stiff and formal, his
expression a cold mask. Stavros stood next to him. He was a head
shorter than Halvar and far less bulky. He looked utterly
unremarkable and wore the heavy coat of an Ulkaari commoner. The
spells to create the Silent Hunters were surprisingly simple, and
the Order had churned Silent Hunters out by the thousands since the
war had started, which was just as well since they tended to die
just as quickly. Stavros had survived, even thrived. Unlike the
other Silent Hunters, he did not rely upon his ability of
invisibility and did not plan missions around it. His power of
invisibility was just another tool, no more, no less. Talmania
approved and understood. Sorcery was her favorite tool…but best not
to become too reliant on any one tool.

“Centurion,” said Talmania.
“We are ready to act?”

“We are, provost,” said
Halvar. “The Adamant Guards are in position, as are the undead
soldiers. Lord Targov’s men are concealed around the city and are
prepared to strike.” His mouth twisted. “I state again I consider
Targov to be an unreliable fool. Should we encounter any serious
resistance, the work of breaking it shall fall to my Guards.”

“Noted,” said Talmania. She
flexed her right hand a few times, the light glinting against the
bloodcrystals set into her rings. “I will accompany you. I shall
need to deal with Oromaris and his collection of magi in any event.
Master Stavros, I have a task for you.”

“Yes, provost?” said Stavros,
calm and polite. “I should inform you that all my Silent Hunters
are in place at the Red Horse Palace.”

“Good,” said Talmania. “But I
will require your…special…followers for this. The ones who have
been trained by the Temnoti. Send them to the Captain’s Arms in the
Harbor Quarter. In a few moments, Antonin Crailov will arrive there
to negotiate with my enemies. Have your men infiltrate the inn and
remain unseen until the moment arrives.”

“What should they prepare to
do at the inn, provost?” said Stavros.

“To burn it,” said Talmania.
“Start the fire in the cellar and let it work upward.”

“When should this fire be
lit, provost?” said Stavros.

“Should the inn come under
attack from my forces,” said Talmania. “It may not be necessary.
But should I desire to attack the inn, I want to be ready.”

She made plans, frequently,
but did not put her trust in them. There was too much chaos in the
world, too much randomness. The human mind could not encompass
every single variable of any single situation. Something unexpected
could always happen. She had learned long ago that it was useless
to resist chaos. Rather, it was wiser to be prepared for it,
perhaps even to embrace it.

“Of course, provost,” said
Stavros. “I have a few men I can trust with the work.”

“Go at once,” said Talmania.
“We have much to do.”

The centurion of the Adamant
Guards and the chief of her Silent Hunters bowed and departed.

Talmania watched them go, one
finger tapping against the Amulet of Rasarion Yagar where it rested
against her chest. It was a reminder of the power of chaos – she
hadn’t expected her summoning of Sigilsoara to bring both the
Liberator of Iramis and her vexing nephew to Ulkaar, but it
had.

So, she would see how this
situation could be turned to her advantage.

Because by the time the sun
went down, Talmania intended to be in control of Risiviri and have
the Ring of Rasarion Yagar in her possession. Hopefully, the death
of her traitorous nephew would be a bonus.

And if Talmania had to kill
Caina Kardamnos to do it…well, she had killed relatives before. One
more would not trouble her.

She was rather looking
forward to meeting the girl.

***

 



 Chapter 6: An
Invitation








Caina sat at her table in the
common room of the Captain’s Arms, resisting the urge to summon her
valikon.

Waiting for news was always
hard. Caina knew that this was the best course of action, that
waiting for Ilona to return was the best way to escape from
Risiviri. Yet Caina felt vulnerable sitting in the common room of
the Captain’s Arms. Crailov knew that she was in Risiviri with the
Ring, and Crailov reported to Talmania. Any minute she expected the
Umbarians to attack the inn. Her mind sorted through alternate
plans. Could she and the others head for one of Theodosia’s safe
houses? No, that seemed unwise. Almost certainly Crailov or the
Umbarians had someone watching the inn by now, and retreating to
the safe house would reveal its location. Leaving the city for the
countryside would be worse, would make them more vulnerable. If
need be, Caina could disappear into Risiviri. She could not do the
same in the countryside around the city. Or could they take shelter
with the Boyar or the Magisterium? Caina disliked both ideas. Seb
might believe Aristide Oromaris to be trustworthy, but Caina would
keep her own counsel, and not all of Oromaris’s magi might be
reliable. For that matter, Caina thought the Boyar Mircea Bravlin
would be trustworthy, but she had been wrong before, and the Boyar
might decide to solve his problems by capturing Caina and handing
the Ring to Talmania.

No, the plan they had settled
on was the best one available. Ilona had a good chance of finding a
fishing boat willing to smuggle them out of the city, and they just
had to wait for her to return.

But Caina would remain
vigilant.

“Anything?” said Kylon as she
stepped back inside, adjusting the heavy cloak of wolf fur.

“Nothing,” said Caina. The
common room had cleared out. With a bribe from Theodosia, Andrei
had sent his usual patrons home. Theodosia had also sent her
company to their homes, dispersing them so an Umbarian attack would
not kill them. Caina found that to be a relief. Theodosia’s company
was a collection of actors, singers, stagehands, and carpenters.
They were not fighters, and an Umbarian magus would slaughter them
with ease.

“You’re pacing,” said
Morgant, scribbling something in his notebook. He sat at one of the
tables across from Seb and Sophia, who were watching him with
bemusement. “Obvious of you.”

“It’s necessary,” said Caina.
“I don’t want a half-dozen Silent Hunters sneaking up on us.”

Seb frowned. “With your
abilities as an Arvaltyr, could you not simply see them through the
walls?”

“I could,” said Caina, “but
only if I happened to be concentrating on it at the time.” She
shook her head. “If I try to see too far for too long with the
vision of the valikarion, I get vertigo, and then I get sick. We’ve
already driven off poor Master Andrei’s customers. I don’t want to
get sick on his floor.”

“The ancient tales about the
Arvaltyri never mention that,” said Seb.

“The ancient tales tend to
overlook a lot of things,” said Morgant, not looking up from his
notebook. “No one ever likes to hear how a story really
happened.”

“What will we do if the enemy
attacks, my lady?” said Sophia. She looked nervous but resolute.
After facing Razdan Nagrach and the reveniri, the girl knew how to
keep her head in a crisis.

Morgant shrugged. “We’ll
fight.”

“We’ll force our way out of
the inn and escape,” said Caina. In truth, they had a good chance
of that. Both Kylon and Seb were formidable in a fight, and like
Caina, Kylon could summon his valikon at will. The blade of
ghostsilver could tear through the defenses of any Umbarian magus.
And Morgant was no less dangerous. He lacked the sorcerous
abilities of Kylon and Seb, but his cunning, ancient mind was
steeped in the experience of a thousand fights.

And that black dagger of his
could cut through anything. Its sorcerous aura was harsh and deadly
to the vision of the valikarion.

“If all goes well, that
should not be necessary,” said Theodosia. “We’ll smuggle you out of
the city, and Talmania will never be the wiser for it. Then I can
turn my attention to what I do best.”

“Singing dramatically?” said
Morgant.

Theodosia favored him with a
smile. “Dear sir, no one sings better or more dramatically than I
do. And I will need to start looking into Lord Targov’s activities
for the Boyar. That man thinks he ought to be the Boyar of
Risiviri, though the gods know he isn’t qualified to govern
himself, let alone the biggest city in Ulkaar.”

“Do you think he’s working
with the Umbarians?” said Caina.

“Oh, almost certainly,” said
Theodosia. “It’s how the Umbarians prefer to operate. They’ll
whisper sweet nothings into his ear about how he deserves to rule,
how an accident of birth shouldn’t stand in his way, how he can
lead Ulkaar to glory. Of course, if they make him into the Boyar of
Risiviri, he’ll be a puppet, and they’ll dispose of him the moment
he becomes even slightly inconvenient.”

“If he knew what kind of
woman Talmania Scorneus really was,” said Seb, “perhaps he would be
wise enough not to work with her.”

Theodosia shrugged. “Perhaps,
Lord Sebastian. But for some men, I fear ambition can overrule what
little brain they have.”

Kylon frowned and looked
towards the door. He had been mostly quiet during the conversation,
holding a cup of strong Ulkaari tea. Caina saw the silvery-blue
glow of water sorcery around him and knew that he was sensing
emotional auras, using his power to monitor anyone approaching on
the street.

“Someone’s coming,” said
Kylon, getting to his feet. “I think it’s Ilona. And she’s
alarmed.”

“She is,” said Sophia. Caina
saw a similar aura around her. She was a little surprised that
Sophia’s arcane sense had been able to reach so far. But the girl
had been practicing under Seb’s tutelage, and her skill had been
improving.

The door to the common room
swung open with a blast of cold air, and Ilona stepped inside,
wrapped in her coat and her heavy cloak. She looked around, spotted
Caina and the others, and hurried to join them.

“Any luck?” said
Theodosia.

“Aye,” said Ilona. “I’ve
found a fisherman with a boat. In exchange for a lot of money, he’s
willing to slip out tonight under dark and get out of Risiviri.
He’ll head west along the coast until we come to one of the
villages where whaling ships stop.”

“That’s good news,” said
Seb.

“And I also have bad news,”
said Ilona. “Antonin Crailov is coming.”

Caina frowned. “Right
now?”

“He’ll be here any minute,”
said Ilona. “I saw him on the other end of the street, and that red
coat of his is distinctive. It can’t be a coincidence that he’s
here.”

“Do you think he’s here to
kill you, my lady?” said Sophia.

“If he is, he’ll regret it,”
said Kylon, voice hard.

“I don’t think so,” said
Caina. “Not yet, anyway. He went to great lengths to protect
himself in Vagraastrad, and he always made sure to have an escape
route ready. His entire plan was to get us to kill Libavya Jordizi
for him and then to take the credit.”

She did not like the thought
that Crailov’s plan had succeeded.

“If he’s here to kill us,”
she continued, “he won’t come alone. He’ll make sure he has allies,
or that he can get someone else to do it for him.”

“Should we attack him the
moment he walks through the door?” said Seb, hand resting on his
sword hilt. “We know he’s working for Talmania, and…”

“No,” said Kylon. “We should
let him talk first.” His right hand flexed, as it did when he was
preparing to summon his valikon.

“Kylon’s right,” said
Caina.

“She agrees with the
Kyracian,” said Morgant. “My shock, it’s a physical thing.”

Seb scowled at Morgant. “Do
you have a better idea, old man?”

“Not really,” said Morgant.
He closed his notebook and made it disappear into the depths of his
coat. “We’ll talk first, and then kill each other. It’s the
civilized thing to do, isn’t it?” He looked at Theodosia. “Does he
know that you work with our friend the Balarigar?”

“I’m afraid so,” said
Theodosia. “He saw me with Kylon and Seb when he warned us about
Libavya and the vyrkolak lord.”

“Mmm. Pity. The less your
enemies know, the happier you are,” said Morgant.

“Despite your bluster, sir,
you do seem a very practical man,” said Theodosia.

“Thank you, madam,” said
Morgant. He grinned at Seb. “See? Now here is a woman who
recognizes wisdom and experience when she sees it.” His smirk
turned towards Ilona. “But we can’t all recognize the obvious when
we see it, can we, dear?”

Ilona’s eyes narrowed a
little.

Caina wondered what that was
about, and then the door opened, and Antonin Crailov stepped into
the common room of the Captain’s Arms.
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“Kill them all,” said the
Sword of Rasarion Yagar into Crailov’s mind.

Not yet, he thought.

But soon.

He took a few steps into the
common room and looked around. He spotted Caina Amalas Tarshahzon
Kardamnos at once. She stood near one of the tables, wearing her
cloak of wolf fur and that long leather jacket lined with thin
steel plates, the sort worn by Ulkaari hunters to keep the claws
and fangs of their prey from rending their flesh. Truth be told,
Crailov thought the garments suited her. With her hair dyed blond,
she looked like a barbarian queen out of the frozen north, the sort
of woman who would lead a horde south to drown the civilized lands
in a tide of blood and fire.

Crailov would have recognized
her anywhere, of course, no matter how she disguised herself. For
one, he couldn’t sense her life force, the way he could sense the
life energy of nearly any other living human.

For another, the Sword didn’t
like her.

“Kill her now,” said the
Sword. “Kill her immediately. Do not spare her! Kill her! Kill her!
Kill…”

Crailov ignored the Sword’s
ranting and considered the others.

Kylon of House Kardamnos had
gotten to his feet, a man with strong features and eyes the color
of amber, or maybe expensive alcohol. Crailov felt both his
vigorous life force and the arcane aura around him. He had fought
Kyracian stormdancers a few times before and had not enjoyed the
experience, and after watching Kylon fight Cazmar Vagastru to a
standstill, Crailov was definitely sure he would not enjoy fighting
Kylon.

Killing him, yes. Fighting
him, no.

Crailov saw the others he
expected to see. Sebastian Scorneus, his grim expression so similar
to Caina and Talmania. Sophia Zomanek, the wary, watchful girl that
Caina had rescued from the mavrokhi in the north. The charming
Theodosia of Malarae, and her young assistant Ilona. Though there
was someone that Crailov had not expected to see, a gaunt-faced man
in late middle age, with close-cropped gray hair and blue eyes that
seemed peculiarly faded…

A shock of recognition froze
Crailov in his tracks.

“Kill him!” said the
Sword.

For once, Crailov entirely
agreed with the Sword, but caution forced back the murderous
impulse.

Caina opened her mouth to
talk, but Morgant the Razor, ancient and legendary assassin, rose
and spoke first.

“I’ll be damned,” said
Morgant in Caerish. Crailov remembered well that voice, deep with a
thick Caerish burr. “Still alive, are you?”

Crailov recovered his poise
and smiled. “I could ask the same of you. You’ve aged, old
man.”

“So have you,” said Morgant.
“But, well, once you’re past the first century, everyone seems
young, do they not?”

“You’re the one who wiped out
the local Kindred family, aren’t you?” said Crailov. He kept his
calm, genial mask in place, but his mind raced. If the Razor was
here, and he was allied with Caina, that could change things
drastically. Morgant the Razor was not a man to underestimate.

Morgant shrugged. “I asked
them nicely to leave me alone. They declined, and things
escalated.”

“Wait,” said Caina. “You two
know each other?”

“We’ve met,” said
Crailov.

Morgant laughed. “Oh, we’ve
more than met, Antonin Crailov, since that’s what you’re calling
yourself now.” He grinned that skull-like grin of his. That hadn’t
changed in the last hundred years, either. “See, when I knew him,
he called himself Peter of Risiviri, and he was part of one of the
Kindred families in Artifel. This was back during the end of the
Fourth Empire, before I decided to retire to Istarinmul. The
Kindred family in Artifel took exception to my leaving and tried to
kill me. I killed them all. At least, I thought I did. Looks like
Peter here got away.”

“I did,” said Crailov. “How
the hell are you even still alive? You should have been dust and
bones a century ago.”

“I kissed a djinni,” said
Morgant. “There were some side effects.”

“Plainly,” said Crailov.

“So how are you still alive?”
said Morgant. “I’m not that much older than you.”

Crailov smiled. “Clean living
and a healthful diet.”

“He’s a necromancer,” said
Caina Kardamnos in a quiet voice. The hard blue eyes were fixed on
him. “He’s probably got a bloodcrystal or two stashed away
someplace. And there are necromantic spells of great power on his
sword.”

She was right about his
necromantic skills and more correct than she knew about the Sword,
but she was wrong about the source of his longevity. Not even
Talmania knew his secret, and Crailov preferred to keep it that
way.

“Believe what you like,” said
Crailov with an easy smile. “But I didn’t come here to reminisce
about the good old days in Artifel.”

“No,” said Caina. “Why did
you come here, Crailov?”

“I would wager that you
already know, my lady,” said Crailov.

“Talmania,” said Caina.

“It seems that entirely
unbeknownst to you, Lady Caina,” said Crailov, “you have a large,
powerful, and far-flung family. House Scorneus is both powerful and
prestigious.”

“And divided,” said
Sebastian. He was on his feet, his hand waiting near the hilt of
his black sword. Crailov didn’t think he was as dangerous as the
Shipbreaker, but a veteran battle magus was never to be
underestimated, and Crailov didn’t want to fight both Kylon and
Sebastian at the same time.

“All families have their
squabbles,” said Crailov. “From what I’ve heard, Lord Kylon was
thrown out of New Kyre by his cousin.”

“We’re not talking about my
family, and New Kyre is a long way from here,” said Kylon. He was
calm in the same way the Inner Sea was calm in the final moment
before a storm came up. “We’re talking about why you are here.”

“Quite right,” said Crailov.
“You see, Lady Caina, you’ve only met one member of your family,
your half-brother. It might be time for you to make the
acquaintance of other members. Your aunt Talmania, for instance, is
here in Risiviri, and she is most keen to meet you.”

“She murdered my
half-brother’s wife,” said Caina, “and she’s a provost of the
Umbarian Order. I don’t think I need to meet her to form an
opinion.”

“I said she was keen to meet
you, not the other way around,” said Crailov.

“Why?” said Caina.

Crailov shrugged. “Why not?
It’s not every day that a woman discovers she has a niece she never
knew, is it? And she is curious to meet you, both for the sake of
the blood tie and for your own notoriety. For she has heard of
Caina Amalas, the woman who saved the Emperor at New Kyre and put
the new Padishah upon the throne of Istarinmul.”

“I doubt she cares about any
of that,” said Caina. “She’s curious because she accidentally
summoned me to Ulkaar. And because I have the Ring of Rasarion
Yagar and she wants it.”

“Is not discussion always
preferable to violence?” said Crailov. “Easier, and much less
risky. I am here to deliver an invitation. Talmania would like to
meet you at her mansion…”

“The Lord Governor’s
mansion,” said Seb. “Which she claimed after the Umbarians killed
the last Lord Governor.”

“If the Emperor wants the
mansion back, he can send a new Lord Governor to take possession of
it,” said Crailov. “But that is irrelevant to the matter at hand,
Lord Sebastian. Talmania would like to meet you, Lady Caina. You
can bring three guards if you wish. And Talmania promises you shall
have free and safe passage to her mansion, and then free and safe
departure.”

“I very much doubt that,”
said Caina. “And I’ve dealt with Umbarian magi before. The promises
of an Umbarian magus are not worth the paper upon which they are
written.”

“Most Umbarian magi,” said
Crailov, “are not Talmania Scorneus. The provost keeps her
word.”

“And if I decline?” said
Caina. “What happens then? You’ll try to kill us?”

“Then I go back to Talmania
and tell her that you don’t wish to meet her,” said Crailov.

Though that would only be the
first step. By the time the sun rose tomorrow, Crailov knew, Targov
Bravlin would be the new Boyar of Risiviri, and Talmania Scorneus
would have the Ring of Rasarion Yagar. Whether Caina Kardamnos
would still be alive was an open question.

But Crailov was reasonably
sure she would be dead.

Caina looked at
Sebastian.

Her brother sighed. “She
knows where you are. One way or another, she is going to come for
you. And she can talk all she likes about keeping her word. But she
can find a way to kill you and keep her word.”

“The decision is yours, Lady
Caina,” said Crailov. “What do you say?”
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Caina stared at the
red-coated assassin, her mind working furiously.

Was this a trap? Almost
certainly. Yet perhaps it wasn’t. Kylon was dangerous in a fight,
even more so once he called his valikon. Seb’s abilities were
formidable as well, and Morgant could handle himself. And while
Caina wasn’t Kylon’s or Seb’s match in hand-to-hand combat, she
still had a valikon of her own. A valikon could kill even a provost
of the Umbarian Order.

It was entirely possible that
Talmania simply wanted to talk.

But it wouldn’t end there. If
Talmania wanted to talk, it was because she wanted to learn more
about Caina, to observe her strengths and weaknesses. Just as Caina
had often spent time observing her enemies before she moved against
them.

But that sword cut both ways.
If Caina met Talmania and observed her firsthand, perhaps she could
learn more about the Umbarian provost. Perhaps she could discern
some of her weaknesses. If Talmania had any vulnerabilities. Caina
pushed that thought aside. Everyone had weaknesses, even the
provosts of the Umbarian Order.

Still, perhaps it would be
best to refuse and walk away. If she did, no doubt Crailov would
depart politely, and the Umbarians would attack in force as soon as
possible. Even if they went to the fishing boat that Ilona had
found at once, the fisherman would refuse to leave the city until
night fell. It was also possible Umbarian agents or even Silent
Hunters had followed Ilona and knew what they planned.

Every choice had risks, but
going to speak with Talmania would buy time, and Caina needed to
delay until they could escape Risiviri.

“Seb,” said Caina. “If you
come with me, will you attack Talmania on sight?”

Seb let out a long, ragged
breath, and Ilona gave him a concerned look.

“Agreeing to meet with that
woman is a terrible idea,” said Seb. “But all the other options are
worse, aren’t they?” He must have worked through the same logic as
Caina. “If you want, I’ll come with you, and make sure she doesn’t
stab you in the back.”

“Morgant?” said Caina.

“Who doesn’t enjoy a good
family reunion?” Morgant answered.

Caina looked at Kylon, and he
nodded.

“All right,” said Caina,
turning back to Crailov. “We’ll come with you. Wait outside, and
we’ll join you in a few moments.”

“Of course,” said Crailov,
and he turned and walked outside.

“Is meeting with Talmania
wise, my lady?” said Sophia. “She…seems like a very evil
woman.”

“Oh, she is, dear girl,” said
Theodosia, her eyes glittering. “Extraordinarily evil. But the
forms must be observed. It is common for adversaries to speak
before a battle. Traditional, even. Why, there are entire operas
that have duets devoted to the parley before a battle.”

Caina took a deep breath and
then arranged the cord around her wrist so the Ring of Rasarion
Yagar rested against the delicate silver bracelet of her pyrikon.
Hopefully, that would make the Ring harder for Talmania to detect.
“Let’s get this over with.”
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 Chapter 7: Blood
Tells








Crailov led the way, and
Caina, Kylon, Seb, and Morgant followed him through the cold
streets of Risiviri.

The sun had come out, which
should have made the day warmer, but the Ulkaari winters somehow
grew colder on clear days. Caina felt a deep chill beneath her
cloak and heavy coat, though she had to admit some of that was her
trepidation over the upcoming meeting. Seb had been the first and
only relative she had ever met, and they got along well. Much of
that was because he detested Laeria Scorneus Amalas. Laeria had
sold Caina to Maglarion, but before that, she had abandoned Seb and
his sister.

But Talmania was everything
that Caina had always detested. A powerful sorceress, a
necromancer, a high-ranking member of the Umbarian Order. She had
murdered Theodosia’s son and Seb’s wife and the Divine alone knew
how many other people. Talmania Scorneus was exactly the sort of
woman Caina could kill without a flicker of conscience.

But Talmania had known Laeria
Amalas. Had likely known her well. Caina knew what her mother had
been like, what she had done.

What would her mother’s
sister be like?

Perhaps Talmania was who
Laeria had wanted to become, and the thought made Caina’s skin
crawl.

She forced aside the
brooding, made herself focus on the immediate situation. It was
entirely possible that Crailov was leading them into an elaborate
trap, and Caina had to be ready. She concentrated, using the mental
exercises the valikarion of Iramis had taught her, and she saw the
arcane aura shimmering around Crailov, saw the peculiar warding
spell around his scabbard that masked the powerful dark aura of his
sword. She also saw the auras around Kylon and Seb. Both men were
holding their power ready, preparing themselves to fight. Morgant
ambled along as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but she saw
the harsh aura around his dagger and scimitar, and his pale eyes
remained ever watchful.

They left the outer city and
passed through the gate to the inner city, coming to the Boyar’s
Quarter. The crimson towers of the Red Horse Palace and the vast
dome of the Grand Temple rose against the sky. Crailov led them
past the Palace to a street lined with stately Ulkaari mansions,
their peaked roofs sharp and angled.

The mansion that had formerly
belonged to the Lord Governor of Ulkaar was a peculiar combination
of Imperial and Ulkaari architecture. Most of the mansion looked
like the typical house of a Nighmarian great lord – fronted in
marble, high windows, statues standing in niches. Yet the windows
were far narrower than the great houses of Malarae, and the roof
was sharply peaked to prevent the excessive accumulation of snow. A
stone wall encircled the mansion and its grounds. In Malarae,
gardens would have surrounded the house. Here, the grounds were
choked with snow, and a path had been dug from the gates to the
doors of the mansion.

Four Adamant Guards stood at
the gate, and Caina felt their cold gaze dig into her as she
approached. She saw the powerful spells wrapped around their flesh,
spells that made them stronger and faster and apparently let them
ignore the cold. The steel of the armor grafted to their flesh
glinted in the afternoon sun. Adamant Guards were dangerous, but
they had a weakness. A cut from a valikon would disrupt their
spells of strength, causing them to stagger beneath the weight of
their armor and leaving an obvious opening to land a killing blow.
Caina had used that tactic many times.

Perhaps she would have to use
it in the next few minutes.

The Adamant Guards let them
pass, and Crailov led the way to the mansion’s main doors.

Beyond was a grand entry
hall, tall and lofty, the floor covered in a mosaic design of the
Warmaiden defeating the hordes of Rasarion Yagar. A chandelier hung
from the ceiling, adorned with hundreds of small glass globes
enspelled to give off light. At the far end of the hall a stair
climbed higher into the house, with two landing balconies visible.
In the center of the hall stood a wooden table covered with a white
cloth. There were two round objects concealed beneath the cloth,
and Caina saw necromantic force radiating from them.

But all of that was in the
background.

For an instant, for a
terrible, endless instant, Caina thought her mother stood before
the table.

Suddenly she was a child of
eleven again, staring in horror at Laeria Amalas as she gloated
about betraying her husband and selling Caina to Maglarion.

But Caina shoved aside the
fear and made herself look at the woman in the long black coat.

She looked just like Laeria
Amalas. The same thick black hair, cold blue eyes, sharp-featured
face, thin-lipped mouth.

Which, of course, meant that
Talmania looked a great deal like Caina herself.

Both Caina’s eyes of flesh
and the vision of the valikarion noted details. Talmania wore the
heavy greatcoat of black leather favored by Umbarian magi, the
leather reinforced with spells to make it as strong as steel.
Talmania wore an iron medallion that hung from a chain around her
neck, its center set with a glowing emerald carved into the shape
of a dragon’s head. The aura around it looked almost identical to
that of the Ring of Rasarion Yagar, and no doubt the medallion was
the Amulet of the Iron King. There were numerous other arcane auras
around her. Talmania wore a ring on every finger, some of gold,
some of silver, and some of bronze, and each ring had a small
bloodcrystal set into the band. Some of the rings were enspelled
with wards to deflect steel weapons, another to block minor spells,
and Caina did not recognize some of the auras. She glimpsed a
bracer protruding from Talmania’s right sleeve, and it bore a
powerful spell that Caina did not recognize. Talmania looked no
older than thirty-five, forty at the most, though Caina knew that
she had to be considerably older than that. Likely Talmania had
used the necromantic sciences to extend her life and fight off some
of the effects of aging.

Talmania’s cold eyes
scrutinized her without blinking, and Caina realized that Talmania
was doing the same thing – examining, measuring, deducing.

“Provost,” said Crailov with
a grand gesture as he stepped to the side. “I present the Lady
Caina Amalas Tarshahzon Kardamnos, Lord Kylon Kardamnos, Lord
Sebastian Scorneus, and Morgant the Razor.”

“I know who my nephew is,
Antonin,” said Talmania. Her voice was quiet, calm, with a marked
Nighmarian accent. “As I am sure he remembers me.”

“Yes,” said Seb, his voice
just as quiet and as hard. “As I remember what you owe me.”

“Indeed,” said Talmania. “I
always liked your sister better. She, at least, was willing to be
reasonable. But she betrayed me too, in the end. Family is always
so unreliable.” She looked at Morgant. “Morgant the Razor? I
suppose you’re the man who assassinated the magus-emperor a century
and a half ago?”

Morgant gave a lazy shrug.
“Obviously not. He would have died a long time ago. And he would
have better things to do than to attend the family reunions of a
clan of maniacal sorcerers.”

Talmania’s lips twitched,
once, and her gaze swung back to Caina.

“But I already know
everything I need to know about Sebastian and his sister Calvia,”
said Talmania. “I raised them, at least until they betrayed me and
ran to join my sister Ariadne. But you, Caina Kardamnos…I’ve heard
of you for years, and all this time I had no idea you were Laeria’s
daughter.”

“You’ve heard of me?” said
Caina.

“The Balarigar,” said
Talmania. “The woman who slew Rezir Shahan, saved the Emperor at
New Kyre, and put the Padishah upon the throne of Istarinmul. Yes,
I’ve heard of you. Quite a few people have heard of you. Lord
Corbould Maraeus and First Magus Decius Aberon have both put large
bounties on your head. And you and your husband killed Cassander
Nilas, didn’t you?”

“What is that to you?” said
Kylon. “Knowing the Umbarians, Cassander would have betrayed you
sooner rather than later.”

“Perhaps you should be
grateful we killed him,” said Caina. “Given that his bungling kept
New Kyre neutral in the civil war and brought Istarinmul and Iramis
to the side of the Emperor.”

Talmania laughed and shook
her head.

“Gods,” she said. “You look
just like Laeria, do you know that? It’s just as well you dyed your
hair blond. Else the resemblance would be overpowering.”

Caina said nothing. She knew
it and didn’t like it.

“I hated Laeria,” said
Talmania. “We all did. Do you know who our father was? Your
grandfather?”

“Hyraekon Scorneus,” said
Caina.

“The high magus,” said
Talmania, and a flicker of old scorn and contempt went over her
pale face. “How disappointed he was that none of us were sons. That
was what he really wanted, a son to carry on his name and his power
and his legacy. Instead, he had seven daughters. So, he would make
his daughters into his worthy heirs, into his legacy of power.
Except for Laeria, of course. She was his favorite. The apple of
his eye. How she loved to tattle on the rest of us when we weren’t
living up to our father’s many rules.”

“I’m pleased I never met
him,” said Caina, wondering why Talmania was telling her this.
Surely the purpose of this meeting was to demand the Ring, not to
reminisce about relatives that Talmania clearly hated.

“You should be,” said
Talmania. “You know, I think I may have created you.”

“I doubt that,” said
Caina.

“By the time Laeria turned
sixteen,” said Talmania, her eyes going distant with the
recollection, “it was obvious to all of us that she didn’t have the
innate talent to become a sister of the Magisterium. Father was
disappointed, of course, but not for very long. He decided instead
to marry Laeria to some noble or another in hopes of political
advantage. Laeria was, after all, very pretty. Much like you are.
In those days my sister Rania and I were young magi of the
Magisterium, and Father insisted we become master magi and high
magi as soon as possible. But we both enjoyed dice games, and Rania
and I would sneak out to the sailors’ taverns to play when we were
supposed to be studying and practicing. One night, Laeria followed
us, and when she saw what we were doing, she boasted with great
satisfaction how she would tell Father of our misdeeds, how she
would enjoy watching our punishment.”

Talmania gazed at one of the
round objects beneath the table, smiled, and then looked back at
Caina.

“Rania and I couldn’t have
that,” said Talmania, “and we were sick to death of her tattling
and spying on us. So, we decided to punish her.”

“How?” said Caina, a cold
feeling spreading through her.

“It was a sailors’ tavern,”
said Talmania, smiling. “We mind-controlled Laeria and ordered her
to remove all her clothes and give herself to the sailors. The
noises she made…I suspect the experience quite broke her. Once she
recovered her wits, Laeria vowed to obtain enough sorcerous power
to make sure no one would ever dominate her again. The husband
Father found for her was too weak for her taste, so after Calvia
and Sebastian were born, Laeria abandoned them. She disappeared,
and we heard rumors that she married a nobleman in the western
Empire, but we never knew for sure. Father wanted to locate Laeria
and find a use for her, but, well…Rania and I had settled with
Father by then as well.”

Caina stared at her aunt,
trying to keep the horror from her face. Laeria Amalas had been a
thoroughly unpleasant woman…but had Talmania twisted her into the
cruel woman that Caina had known? A stray memory flickered through
her mind. Every nation she had visited had some variant of the
proverb claiming that the sins of the father were visited upon the
children. Hyraekon Scorneus had tried to raise his daughters in his
own cruel image, and Talmania and Rania had destroyed him. They had
twisted Laeria into a monster, and Talmania had tried to do to Seb
and Calvia what her father had done to her.

And Laeria’s cruelty had set
Caina on the path of the Ghosts.

“You never told me that,”
said Seb.

Talmania shrugged. “There was
no need for you to know.”

“That’s appalling,” said Seb.
“And utterly unsurprising from you.”

Talmania shrugged again. “Why
should you care what I did to your mother? She abandoned you to me.
But that’s not as bad as what she did to Caina.” Her cold gaze
swung back to Caina. “How did you kill Laeria?”

Caina didn’t say anything,
trying to think of an answer. She never talked about the awful day
her mother had killed her father and then sold her to
Maglarion.

“There’s no point in denying
it,” said Talmania. “I know secrecy is the armor of the Ghosts,
niece, but I know you killed Laeria.”

“It was in my father’s
study,” said Caina at last. Her voice was calm and level, but
nonetheless, she could barely recognize it. “He…knew she was
consorting with necromancers, and he had contacted the Ghosts for
help.” Talmania nodded, her face grave. “So, she tried to erase his
memory of the knowledge. Instead, she wound up wiping his mind
entirely.”

Talmania scoffed. “She was
always clumsy.”

“I was trying to wake my
father up,” said Caina. “My mother came in, gloated about what she
had done. I grabbed the poker from the fireplace and swung it at
her. She lost her balance and fell, hit her head on the edge of his
desk. I think it either cracked her skull or broke her neck. She
was dead before she hit the floor.”

“How fitting,” said Talmania.
“Laeria thought she was a match for our father. Instead, she was
killed by a girl of eleven with a fireplace poker. Laeria would
have been appalled to learn of it.” She tapped a forefinger against
her thin lips, the bloodcrystal in the ring glittering. “How
strange. I would not have expected us to have so much in
common.”

“We have nothing in common,”
said Caina. Her voice came out harsher than she would have liked.
She forced herself back to calm. Talmania’s story had affected her,
and she did not want to show it.

“I’m afraid that’s simply not
true,” said Talmania. “You hated your mother, I detested my father.
The Ghosts turned you into a weapon. My father and the Magisterium
did much the same to me. Your mother died at your hand, and my
father at mine. I left the Magisterium to join the Umbarian
Order…and you left the Empire and became the first of the new
valikarion, the Arvaltyri knights of old. And I can see you
watching me, Caina. I see the mind working behind those cold eyes,
measuring and weighing and deducing.” She smiled. “I’m even
impressed by your husband. Though I wonder if you realize that he’s
only with you because he’s exiled from his homeland. Why else would
a Kyracian lord accept a barren wife? Should he ever be allowed to
return to New Kyre, I have no doubt he will obtain a divorce at
once.”

“You should only speak of
things you understand,” said Kylon. “Since to marry Caina, I
refused an offer to return to my homeland.”

Caina looked at him, grateful
that he had come with her to confront Talmania.

“That is sound counsel,” said
Talmania. “It is best to speak only of things one understands.”

“And Caina is nothing like
you,” said Seb, making no effort to disguise his scorn. “She never
murdered my wife and sent her enspelled skull to me.”

“I was angry with you, boy,
and I wanted vengeance,” said Talmania. “But our Caina has a
vengeful streak as well, doesn’t she? Ask Rezir Shahan. Or the
Moroaica. Or Cassander Nilas. Or the Slavers’ Brotherhood of
Istarinmul. Or Grand Master Callatas himself. But you can’t, can
you? She has made them as dust upon the threshing floor. I
tormented Laeria, and she, in turn, tormented you. She sold you to
Maglarion, who was a student of the Moroaica. But you killed her,
and you killed Maglarion, and you killed the Moroaica and so many
others.” Talmania shook her head. “The workings of fate are
strange. The path of history changed, all because Rania and I, at
last, grew sick of Laeria’s games.”

“And perhaps it would have
been better,” said Caina, “if you had not tormented her.”

Talmania shrugged. “Perhaps.
Perhaps not. Who can say? The past cannot be rewritten. Do you not
wonder how I learned so much about you?”

“Maybe you’re just
observant,” said Caina.

“I am observant,” said
Talmania, “but there are limits to observation, you know that as
well as I do. Sometimes you need more.” She turned to the table.
“Sometimes you need eyewitnesses.”

She reached for the table and
tossed aside half of the cloth, revealing a skull.

It sat on the polished wood,
old and yellowed, and Caina saw the necromantic aura swirling
around it. The jaw and brow and crown had been carved with dozens
of tiny sigils that gave off a green blow. Talmania picked up the
skull and gazed into the eye sockets for a moment, and then turned
the skull in Caina’s direction.

“Do you know what this is?”
said Talmania.

“I suspect it’s the reason
they call you Talmania Skull-speaker,” said Caina.

Talmania frowned. “A crude
name for a subtle and skilled necromantic science. Sebastian, would
you care to explain?”

He grimaced. “When a human
dies their soul goes to whatever fate awaits it in the next world.
But the death leaves an imprint on the netherworld, echoes that can
be gathered in one place. It’s the underlying principle behind many
different kinds of undead creatures. Talmania figured out how to
gather all those echoes into a skull, which then answers her
questions. It’s her favorite trick, which is why all the other
Umbarians call her the Skull-speaker.”

Talmania scoffed. “They mock
what they do not understand. A party trick, they call it. But you
and I know better, Caina. Sorcery and swords are power, yes. But
knowledge at the right place and time is the greatest power of
all.” She held up the skull. “Do you recognize him?”

“No,” said Caina. “Should
I?”

Talmania smiled. “Identify
yourself.”

A voice came from the skull.
“In life, I was…”

Pure alarm exploded through
Caina.

That voice.

She knew that voice. It was
dry and grandfatherly.

That voice had haunted her
nightmares for more than half of her life.

Before she could stop
herself, she had taken a step back and called her valikon to her
hand, the Iramisian glyphs blazing with white fire along its
blade.

“Caina?” said Kylon, his own
valikon assembling itself out of shards of silver light in his
hand.

Talmania’s smile widened. “I
think she does recognize him.”

“In life,” said the skull, “I
was the necromancer Maglarion, a disciple of the Moroaica, and I
almost became a god.”

Caina stared at the skull,
her heartbeat a thundering drum in her ears. Maglarion was dead.
She had seen him die. She had seen his broken corpse lying at the
foot of Haeron Icaraeus’s mansion. The thing in Talmania’s hand was
just a necromantic simulacrum, a thing of sorcery that housed
Maglarion’s memories.

But that voice. That voice
was inside Caina’s head, and she would never, ever forget it, never
forget screaming in agony as that voice lectured its students on
proper necromantic technique.

“Don’t fear,” murmured
Talmania. “It cannot perceive you. You are, after all, a
valikarion, and so Maglarion’s skull cannot sense you. But tell me
of Caina Amalas.”

“My great error,” said
Maglarion’s voice. “Laeria Amalas’s daughter. I harvested her blood
to build my great bloodcrystal, and I assume she died in the
darkness below the hills. But she did not. She returned to hinder
me and I did not realize she was immune to the great bloodcrystal
until it was too late.”

“Do you see, Sebastian?” said
Talmania, gesturing with Maglarion’s skull. “A lesson in the
dangers of overconfidence. One you should have considered before
you betrayed me.”

Seb said nothing, his face a
hard mask.

“Why do this?” said Caina.
“Why dig up Maglarion’s skull? Just to taunt me? That seems like a
waste of time and energy.”

“Oh, it would be,” said
Talmania, “but Maglarion lived a very long time and knew many
secrets of sorcery he learned from the Moroaica and unearthed from
the dust of history.” She set the skull back upon the table and
tapped the Amulet against her chest. “As it happens, he knew a
great deal about the five relics of Rasarion Yagar. He thought to
use them as a weapon against the Moroaica, should she ever come
after him. Well, he was never able to retrieve them, and so turned
to the great bloodcrystal instead. But his knowledge was most
helpful in finding the Amulet and summoning Sigilsoara.” She pulled
aside the white sheet, revealing a second skull. Like the first
skull, it had been carved with those necromantic sigils. It was
slightly smaller than Maglarion’s skull, and Caina had the
impression the skull had come from a woman instead of a man. “This
skull, though…this skull I created purely from pettiness, I admit.
Though it did lead me to Maglarion. Tell me. What do you remember
of Caina?”

Caina was already holding her
valikon, so there was no need to summon it when the woman’s voice
came from the skull.

She knew that voice and hated
it more than she had ever hated anything, even with all the horrors
she had seen in the years since.

“A stupid, weak girl,” said
Laeria Amalas, her voice filled with the contempt Caina remembered
so well. “How I regret having that useless child. How I regret
marrying her father. I thought he was a strong man, a man who would
give me my rightful place in the Empire and the Magisterium! But he
was a weakling, content to putter with his books in that miserable
sty of a town. But I have found a better way. I found power beyond
anything the Magisterium possesses, and I shall wield that power
for my own. All it will cost me are the lives of my useless husband
and daughter. Then I shall be the strongest. Then I will find where
my wretched sisters are hiding, and make them pay for…”

Talmania laughed. “She will
go on like that for hours if you let her. Be silent, Laeria.” The
skull’s harsh voice fell silent, and Talmania put it back on the
table and covered it with the sheet. A shudder of relief went
through Caina. She had never thought to hear her mother’s voice
again, and the experience had left her skin crawling with
revulsion.

“What is the point of this?”
said Kylon. “If you mean to show off your necromantic prowess, then
you’ve wasted the effort. Either come to your business, or we shall
leave.”

Talmania smiled. “Are you
ruled by your husband, Caina? I never married. Men are enjoyable
enough in the right circumstances, but to be ruled by one would be
intolerable.”

Caina worked moisture into
her throat. “He’s right. What do you want?”

Talmania shrugged. “I wanted
to meet you. After all, it was quite a surprise to learn that we
were related. Isn’t it unlikely? Learning that you have a famous
relative that you never met is like something out of those tawdry
Nighmarian operas that are so popular in Malarae. Perhaps I could
even persuade you to help me in my work.”

Caina burst out with an
incredulous laugh. “Help you? Help you? Help you to do what?” Her
fingers tightened against her valikon’s hilt, and she wondered if
she ought to dismiss the weapon, but she was too angry and upset to
care. “You murdered Seb’s wife. You threw Maglarion’s and my
mother’s skulls in my face. You’re part of the Umbarian Order, and
the Order brings misery and chaos wherever it goes. Why would I
help you do anything?”

“That is naïve, and you know
it,” said Talmania. “I’m sure the wives and children of many of
your foes could say the same about you. Perhaps if you return to
Istarinmul, you’ll find that the wives and children of the masters
of the Slavers’ Brotherhood have formed a conspiracy to kill you.
And you’re young yet. I forget that, but you are.”

“What does that have to do
with anything?” said Caina.

“Isn’t it obvious?” said
Talmania. She gestured at the skulls hidden beneath the sheet. “My
childhood left me with an appreciation for the importance of
amassing power. Yours left you with fury. You killed all those
sorcerers and corrupt lords, did you not? But as you’ve gotten
older, you’ve come to understand the truth. Someone must rule.
Someone must hold power and govern, or else humanity slips into
barbarism and chaos. And you know a strong ruler is necessary. You
put a new Padishah on the throne of Istarinmul. If you did not
understand, you would have killed the royal blood and all the
nobles of Istarinmul, liberated the slaves, and told them to govern
themselves. And that would have ended in a bloodbath.” She
shrugged. “Someone must hold power. Why not me? Which, I suppose,
brings us to the question I must ask.”

“You want the Ring of
Rasarion Yagar,” said Caina.

“Yes,” said Talmania. “I
suggest you give it to me and spare yourself much difficulty.”

“Why do you want it?” said
Caina.

Talmania stared at her for a
moment, and the nodded. “No doubt you know the account of the
Warmaiden and the Iron King. Before he was killed, Rasarion Yagar
forged five relics of great necromantic power – the Ring, the
Sword, the Dagger, the Diadem, and the Amulet.” She tapped the
Amulet resting against her chest. “Into each of the relics, he put
a portion of his power. Yagar created the relics to enhances his
abilities, but it also had an added bonus. Should the five relics
be reunited and the proper spells cast, Rasarion Yagar could return
from death.”

“You want to summon the Iron
King,” said Caina.

“Why?” said Seb. “Are you one
of the Temnoti?”

“Certainly not,” said
Talmania. “The Temnoti worship Temnuzash, a dark power from the
reaches of the netherworld. They think that returning Rasarion
Yagar to the material world will cause the Final Night – Temnuzash
will rise in power and destroy their enemies, and the Iron King and
the Temnoti will rule the world forever. I have no use for such
dogmatic folly.”

“So why do you want to summon
the Iron King?” said Caina.

“To end the civil war,” said
Talmania. “Rasarion Yagar was an exceptionally skilled necromancer.
Once I summon him, I shall bind him and command him to raise a vast
host of undead soldiers. With that host, I shall take first
Artifel, and then Malarae. The Emperor and the Order are too evenly
balanced. We’ve stalemated, but the presence of the Iron King will
change the balance of power in our favor.”

“That’s insane,” said Caina.
“You can’t control someone like Yagar.”

“Yes, I can,” said
Talmania.

“Do you even know where to
find the five relics?” said Seb.

“The Amulet is on a chain
around my neck,” said Talmania, “and Caina, no doubt, has the Ring
concealed somewhere on her person to allow her valikarion nature to
block its aura.” She turned and patted Maglarion’s skull beneath
the sheet. “As for the Sword, the Dagger, and the Diadem, thanks to
Maglarion, I know exactly where they are or how to find them when
necessary.”

Crailov coughed, once. He had
been silent so far throughout the conversation, watching it with
keen interest.

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell
me where they are hidden?” said Caina.

“In several surprising
locations,” said Talmania. “But that is not your concern, I fear.
Give me the Ring, Caina.”

“No,” said Caina.

“You really should,” said
Talmania, her voice mild. “It would be for the best.”

“So you can spread murder and
necromancy across the rest of the Empire?” said Caina.

“So I can bring order to the
Empire,” said Talmania. “I’ve told you, someone has to do it.
Someone has to hold the supreme power. Someone must govern mankind.
It might as well be me. All the other choices are far worse. Give
me the Ring, Caina. I think we can reach an accommodation. What
would you like? I know you detest slavers, and slavery is still
legal in the Cyrican provinces of the Empire. We can end it there.
You have friends and allies in both Istarinmul and Iramis. Their
security can be guaranteed. Or do you want something more personal,
closer to the heart? Lord Kylon chose to marry you rather than
return to New Kyre. Perhaps he can have both you and his homeland.
The Order can force the Assembly to restore his inheritance and his
position as High Seat of House Kardamnos. You and your husband can
rule New Kyre if you wish. Once I have control of the Iron King,
all this can be easily arranged.”

“Did you ever realize that
the Temnoti must be manipulating you?” said Caina. “That they’re
using you to find the relics and summon the Iron King?”

Talmania raised her eyebrows.
“Of course they’re manipulating me. And I am manipulating them.
They think to use me to find the relics and work the Final Night. I
am using them to help me find the relics. Politics is the game of
mutual manipulation. That is what we are doing right now. And I
think we can work together, Caina. I am frankly shocked that Laeria
had a daughter of your abilities. We wound up on different sides,
but we are very similar.”

“No,” said Caina. “Maybe
you’re right. Maybe we are similar. Maybe you really did start me
on this path when you tormented Laeria. But you…you’re everything I
hate. Everything I’ve spent my life fighting.” She shook her head,
the valikon still held before her. “I won’t help you. I won’t give
you the Ring. If you want it, you’ll have to take it.”

Talmania said nothing. Caina
took a deep breath, fighting back her roiling emotions and
tightening her grip on her valikon. She saw Kylon shift his
position, saw Seb’s armored hand inch closer to his sword hilt.
Morgant remained motionless, a faint smirk on his face, but he
could go from motionless to killing someone in the blink of an eye.
Crailov remained where he was, frowning as if listening to
something that only he could hear.

The corner of Talmania’s
mouth moved in a smile.

“Very well,” she said.

Caina braced herself,
watching Talmania’s arcane aura for any sign that she was casting a
spell.

“But I expected no less,”
said Talmania. “I would say much the same if I were in your
position. You may go.”

“That’s it?” said Caina.
“Just like that?”

“I assume you remember the
way out,” said Talmania. “We’ve said all there is to say.”

Caina said nothing but looked
at Kylon, and then turned and headed for the doors. Kylon, Morgant,
and Seb followed her, and Caina’s shoulders itched, expecting an
attack at any moment.

But they left the mansion and
walked out of the grounds, and nothing happened.








###








Talmania watched her niece
and nephew and the others go.

That had not been
disappointing.

Talmania had not been sure
what to expect from Caina Kardamnos. She looked so much like
Laeria, but Caina would be pleased to know that she was nothing
like Laeria Scorneus. Laeria had never cared about anyone as much
as Caina obviously cared about Kylon. For that matter, Laeria had
never cared about anyone as much as Caina cared about Seb, and the
two of them had only known each other for a month or so.

It was a common error to
assume that a woman owed her successes to a man, and Talmania had
wondered if that was true of Caina and Kylon. But it was clear that
they relied on each other a great deal. Kylon was the soldier,
Caina the schemer. A complementary relationship. Taking the Ring
from them would be difficult.

Difficult, but not
impossible.

Talmania had helped kill her
own father. Killing her niece…well, that would not slow her
down.

“What did you think?” said
Crailov.

Talmania looked at him. “A
pity that she was not born with arcane ability. Think of the
heights to which she could have risen if she had been a
sorceress.”

“She’s dangerous,” said
Crailov, his hand brushing his sword hilt. Talmania wondered if she
had said too much, if Crailov had realized that she knew his weapon
was actually the Sword of Rasarion Yagar. Well, he needn’t worry
quite yet. The Sword was more useful with him at the moment, and
Talmania would need his help to collect the Dagger and the
Diadem.

And to get the Ring from
Caina, of course.

“Yes,” said Talmania. “But
we’re prepared for that.”

She reached into a pocket of
her coat and drew out a crystal vial filled with a roiling black
liquid. Even through the crystal, she felt the chill of the
malevolent sorcery that filled the fluid.

“What’s that?” said
Crailov.

“It’s going to get the Ring
for me,” said Talmania. “Come, Antonin. Very soon, both Risiviri
and the Ring will belong to the Umbarian Order.”

Though, of course, she had no
intention of sharing the Ring’s power with anyone.

***

 



 Chapter 8:
Heritage








Kylon and Caina and the
others walked from the Lord Governor’s mansion, heading back to the
Harbor Quarter and the Captain’s Arms. No one followed them from
the mansion, and Kylon reached for the sorcery of water. He sensed
the emotions of the others – Seb’s sense was a mixture of anger and
grim wariness and old grief for his murdered wife. Morgant’s
emotions felt strange – he was so old that his emotional state was
not very volatile, and he only seemed watchful.

From Caina he could sense
nothing at all, not unless he touched her.

“Any Silent Hunters?” said
Kylon.

Caina blinked a few times and
looked around. She seemed calm, but Kylon knew her well enough to
realize how much the meeting with Talmania Scorneus had unsettled
her.

“No,” said Caina at last. “No
Silent Hunters.” She frowned. “As far as I can tell, no one is
following us at all.”

“A pity we didn’t have any
valikarion in the Legions over the last two years,” said Seb. “I
can think of a score of times when the ability to detect invisible
Silent Hunters would have been invaluable.” He shook his head. “I
cannot believe Talmania simply let us walk out of the mansion.”

“That was a mistake,” said
Morgant. “Should have killed us then and there.”

Seb shook his head. “She
doesn’t make mistakes.”

Morgant snorted. “No one’s
infallible.”

“Aye,” said Seb, “but
Talmania is less fallible than most. If she let us go, it’s because
she’s confident she can get the Ring later.”

“She’s got something
planned,” said Caina, frowning. “Almost certainly that was the
first move in a game, but damned if I can see what game.” She
shivered and drew up the heavy hood of her cloak, throwing her face
in shadow. “I was sure she would attack, or that she would send
Crailov after us, or have Adamant Guards burst out from the side
doors. Something.”

“It is something,” said Seb.
“Or maybe she thought we’d be so thrown by hearing Laeria’s voice
again that we’d…I don’t know, panic or attack or do something
equally foolish.”

“I imagine it takes more than
a voice to rattle your composure, magus,” said Morgant.

“You’re supposed to be a
legendary assassin,” said Seb. “How much would it cost to hire you
to kill Talmania?”

“I used to be a legendary
assassin,” said Morgant. “I am retired and now am merely a simple
painter. Albeit one of uncommon skill.” Kylon snorted. “But I
wouldn’t want to kill someone like Talmania by myself. Not without
weeks of preparation and planning. You saw all those rings she
wore, I trust? I suspect every one of them had a different spell
waiting to be triggered.”

“Several of them were
active,” said Caina. “Continual wards against steel and spells, and
some things I couldn’t recognize.”

“A valikon could tear right
through those wards,” said Kylon.

“She would know that,” said
Seb. “And she would have prepared for it. Talmania wouldn’t have
invited Caina there and permitted her to bring guards unless she
was absolutely certain she was prepared for anything.”

“Maybe she made a mistake,”
said Caina, though Kylon heard the doubt in his wife’s voice.
“Let’s get back to the inn and talk to Theodosia. She’ll need to be
warned, and we need to act.”

She lapsed into silence, and
they hurried through the cold streets. Even the sunlight overhead
seemed icy, a light that illuminated but failed to warm anything.
Kylon said nothing as Morgant talked to Seb, the battle magus
answering with barbs of his own. He kept his arcane senses
extended, seeking for the emotions of anyone approaching.

No danger appeared, and the
streets were silent, but Kylon remained watchful.

He had been in too many
battles, and this silence reminded him of the stillness in the
final instant before a fight began.

But no enemies showed
themselves, and a short time later they returned to the common room
of the Captain’s Arms.

The relatively warmer air
inside the inn’s common room was a welcome change from the chill of
the streets. Caina drew back her cowl, shivering a little, spots of
color in her cheeks. Kylon had the sudden urge to take her in his
arms to warm her. He had done that quite often since they had been
brought to Ulkaar, and more often than not he had started kissing
her in the process.

That, and what followed, was
also an excellent way to stay warm.

Kylon pushed the thought
away. They could not afford any distractions right now. Not when he
expected Talmania to strike at any moment.

Theodosia, Ilona, and Sophia
sat at one of the tables. One of them had produced a deck of cards,
probably Ilona, and the girl and the two women were playing. Sophia
blinked when she saw them, and she got to her feet.

“My lady!” she said. “You’re
safe.”

“For the moment,” said Caina.
“But not for much longer, I think. We’ll need to move at once.”

“How was your meeting with
Talmania?” said Theodosia. Her voice and face were calm, but Kylon
sensed the pulsing hatred and bitter rage within her. Talmania had
murdered Theodosia’s son, and she would never forgive that.

“Unpleasant,” said Caina.
“Talmania is the sort of woman that my mother wished she had
been.”

“Yes,” said Theodosia. “And
you told me what your mother was like.”

“She wants the Ring,” said
Caina. “She also wanted to recruit me. I told her no, to both
questions, and she let us go.”

“Just like that?” said Ilona.
“She didn’t try to kill you or capture you?”

“No,” said Caina. “I think
that’s coming. Probably any minute. We need to move.”

“That is likely wise,” said
Theodosia. “Fortunately, Ilona has found a solution.”

“I spoke with Master Andrei,”
Ilona said with a smile. “He was rather alarmed by all these
comings and goings and feared we would be attacked under his roof.
Fortunately, I said that we were looking to hire a smuggler, and he
mentioned that he has a secret tunnel that leads from the inn’s
cellar to the city’s sewers. From there we can make our way to the
theatre undetected.”

“And what did Master Andrei
charge for this generous use of his tunnel?” said Seb with a
smile.

Ilona smiled back. “Why,
nothing, Lord Sebastian. Master Andrei took pity upon us in our
hour of need and will let us use his tunnel.”

“The fact that it will get
troublemakers out of his inn is a coincidence, I’m sure,” said
Caina. “Let’s get our packs and go.”

They took a moment to
retrieve their packs from the rooms they had hired, and then Ilona
led the way into the inn’s kitchens. The kitchens were pleasantly
warm with heat from the ovens, and Master Andrei’s wife and workers
toiled at the tables, preparing the evening meal. There was a door
in the far wall, and Ilona opened it. Beyond a set of stone stairs
sank into the gloom.

“I’ll make a light,” said
Seb, starting the spell.

“Wait!” said Sophia. She
scowled, concentrating, and Kylon felt the faint surge of arcane
power from her. She lifted her hand, and a sphere of pale blue
light flickered to life above her fingers. Sophia blinked in
surprise and then beamed with pride.

“I didn’t know you could do
that,” said Caina.

“I’ve been practicing,” said
Sophia. “Lord Sebastian has been teaching me.”

“Good,” said Ilona, stepping
to the front. “This way, please.”

They descended to the cellar.
It looked a great deal like the cellars of many other inns that
Kylon had visited over the years, with casks of beer stacked
against one wall and sacks of grain against another. Ilona strode
to the stone wall and pressed one of the blocks, and with a grating
sound, a section of the wall slid aside to reveal a stairway
descending into the darkness.

“How does an innkeeper afford
a mechanism like that?” said Sophia.

“There are great profits in
smuggling, my dear,” said Theodosia.

“Follow me,” said Ilona. “I
am familiar with the sewers of Risiviri, and I know the best way to
the theatre from here.” She smiled. “I spent part of my younger
days hiding in them from time to time.”

“Yes, I’m sure you know all
sorts of secrets,” said Morgant. Ilona deigned not to notice the
comment.

“This way,” Ilona said, and
they descended the stairs and into a grim tunnel of gray stone. A
channel ran down the center of the tunnel, and the air stank of
human waste, though not nearly as badly as it would have in summer.
It was deathly cold down here, and ice covered the floor, more of
it glittering on the wall in the light from Sophia’s spell.

Ilona led the way through the
maze of tunnels. Kylon sensed others lurking at the edges of his
arcane senses, likely criminals and thieves making their lairs in
the city’s sewers, but none of them dared approach. Perhaps they
didn’t wish to attack such a large party, or maybe Seb’s black
battle armor frightened them off. It took a bold thief to attack a
battle magus of the Magisterium.

At last Ilona climbed a metal
ladder and pushed aside a grate, and they emerged into an alley
between two houses. Once the others had climbed up, Kylon dragged
the grate back into position, and Ilona hurried from the alley and
into the street.

The theatre loomed over
them.

Like the theatre in
Vagraastrad, it looked like a large barn, with a peaked roof to
keep the snow at bay. Unlike the theatre in Vagraastrad, its walls
were built of stone, and it looked capable of holding three times
as many people.

“Wasn’t the theatre in
Vagraastrad built of wood?” said Caina, gazing at the large
building.

“Acoustics, dear girl,” said
Theodosia. Despite their urgent situation, Kylon was amused that
Theodosia would call Caina “dear girl,” and that Caina didn’t so
much as blink. “You can get better acoustics with stone, properly
constructed. Making sure the entire audience can hear the actors is
something of a challenge at times.”

“I’m sure you have no
difficulty making yourself heard,” said Morgant.

Theodosia smiled as she undid
a padlock on the front door. “I was the leading lady of the Grand
Imperial Opera of Malarae. When I want to be heard, no force on
this earth can stop me.”

She opened the door, and they
hurried inside. The interior of the theatre was gloomy, only a few
rays of winter sunlight leaking through the shuttered windows. The
floor sloped down in gentle steps towards the stage, which Kylon
supposed helped with the acoustics. The stage itself was larger
than the one in Vagraastrad, and behind it, Kylon saw doors that no
doubt led to a maze of dressing rooms and carpentry workshops.

“I remember this theatre,”
said Seb, his voice quiet. “I took Katrina here once, and…”

He shook his head and fell
silent, his emotional sense darkening. Ilona sent him a concerned
look and then turned her attention back to Theodosia.

“I should go,” she said. “If
I talk to that fisherman, perhaps I can convince him to let Caina,
Kylon, Seb, Sophia, and Morgant hide on his boat. That way they can
leave as soon as night falls.”

Caina looked at Theodosia.
“You won’t be coming with us?”

“My work is here, at least
for now,” said Theodosia. “Talmania is here, and until she finds
all the relics of Rasarion Yagar, she’ll keep returning to Ulkaar.
One day, I’ll find a way to kill her for what she has done. Until
then, I shall be satisfied by hindering her when I may.”

“It was good to see you
again,” said Caina, her voice soft.

“Well, it’s not time to say
farewell quite yet,” said Theodosia. She looked at Ilona. “You’d
better go.” Ilona nodded and vanished through the front door.

“I’m going to have a look
around,” said Caina. “Make sure no one is hiding in the back.”

“I’ll keep an eye on the
front doors,” said Morgant. “Magus, instead of staring longingly
after Ilona, you can make yourself useful and help.”

Seb scowled at him. “Out of
curiosity, do you ever shut up?”

“Trust me, he doesn’t,” said
Kylon.

He saw that Caina was already
walking towards the door to the back rooms, and he followed her.
Beyond the door was a gloomy corridor with doors opening into
dressing rooms and workshops. Caina opened one of the doors and
peered inside, then stepped back.

And stopped.

A shudder went through her,
and she leaned against the doorframe for a moment.

Even without sensing her
emotions through the sorcery of water, Kylon could tell that she
was upset.

He walked closer and put his
arm around her, and she sighed and rested her head against his
shoulder. Her emotional sense flooded over him with the physical
contact. Caina’s emotions had always felt like a layer of ice
wrapped around a heart burning with anger. Now her heart roiled
with unease and horror and fury.

“How are you?” said Kylon in
Caerish.

“No,” said Caina in Kyracian.
“Talk to me in Kyracian.” She tried to smile. “It’s your native
language. It cheers me. Plus no one here can understand it.”

“Very well,” said Kylon in
the same language. “How are you?”

She hesitated, started to
speak a few times, and sighed. “I’m not…that was awful, Kylon. What
my mother did to me…at least it was over. It was done. She was
dead, and I had no other family, and it was all in the past. Then
we met Seb, and he’s a good man despite everything. Despite what my
mother and Talmania did to him. Then we talked to Talmania…”

“The skulls must have been
unsettling,” said Kylon. He was not sure how he would react if a
necromancer presented him with the enspelled skulls of his sister
and parents.

With violence, most
likely.

“They were,” said Caina, “but
meeting Talmania was worse. She was right, Kylon. Talmania and I
are a lot alike.”

“You are family,” said Kylon.
“That is to be expected.”

The encounter had left Caina
more deeply shaken than she wanted to admit. Her mind was a cold,
logical place, but her emotions were more intense than she realized
and drove her more than she knew. When Kylon had met Caina in
Marsis, it had been her anger and fear for her friend Ark’s son
that had driven her to kill Rezir Shahan and help defeat
Andromache. In Istarinmul, Caina had been convinced that her death
was inevitable. After the Elixir Restorata had healed the mortal
wound the Red Huntress had dealt her, Caina had been unsure of
herself, and it had taken the desperate battle against Cassander
Nilas to snap her back into focus.

The last time her emotional
sense had been this shaken had been the day of the Padishah’s
coronation, the day she had told Kylon to leave her and return to
New Kyre in answer to the Surge’s summons.

“I know,” said Caina, her
voice a soft hiss. “I know.” Her arms curled around him, as if
afraid to let him go. “She helped make my mother into a monster. My
mother made me into what I am. The past circles back, doesn’t it? I
thought it was done, but it circles back again and again. You’re
never free of it. That letter Halfdan left me. You remember? He
said that of all my aunts, Talmania was the one most like me. By
the Divine…talking to Talmania, it was like talking to myself. I’m
so much like her, and she’s an Umbarian magus.”

Kylon said nothing. It had
been disturbing to see how much Talmania resembled Caina. The
physical resemblance was one thing. But Talmania had the same cold
intellect, the same watchful eyes, even some of the same
mannerisms.

“I could have been her,” said
Caina. “If I had arcane talent, I might have become her. She’s
worse than my mother. She’s what my mother wanted to be.” Caina let
out a shuddering breath. “Maybe the blood does tell. There’s so
much of them in me. We even practically have the same face…”

“No,” said Kylon.

She looked up at him, and he
was surprised to see the faint traces of moisture in her eyes. In
all the time they had known each other, in all the battles they had
fought, he had only ever seen her lose control and cry twice. Caina
had defeated powerful foes and changed the fate of nations, but she
had started that path as a terrified, grief-stricken girl, and
meeting Talmania had reached past all her experiences and grasped
that terrified girl by the throat.

“I remember Halfdan’s letter,
too,” said Kylon. “He thought about making you into a priestess of
Minaerys instead of a Ghost nightfighter. You said that Talmania
and your mother started you on this path, but that’s not true. Your
mother just betrayed you. You chose what to do next. If you had
wanted to become a priestess of Minaerys, or for Halfdan to find
you a husband or a position somewhere, don’t you think he would
have done it? He said that he felt guilty for making you into a
Ghost nightfighter. You chose your path, Caina, and if you hadn’t,
a lot of people would have died. Millions, probably.” He shook his
head. “I would have died in Marsis when Andromache opened that tomb
if you hadn’t been there.”

She took a ragged breath.
“Then you don’t think I’m a monster?”

“What do you mean?” said
Kylon. Her tone brought back a memory. They had been traveling
south through the Desert of Candles on their way to the Inferno,
intending to rescue Annarah from the grim fortress. Caina had
asked, puzzled, if Kylon thought her beautiful, even after all the
things he had seen her do.

He had. He still did.

“Talmania said she killed
Katrina because she was angry with Seb,” said Caina. “Kylon,
I’ve…killed and ruined a lot of people when I was angry. Rezir
Shahan. I terrorized the Slavers’ Brotherhood in Istarinmul because
I was angry over Halfdan’s and Corvalis’s deaths. Cassander,
too.”

“You’re remembering it
wrong,” said Kylon.

He felt her frown. “I am
not.”

“Rezir Shahan invaded Marsis,
and his slavers were holding your friend’s son captive,” said
Kylon. “The Slavers’ Brotherhood was kidnapping people and selling
them to Callatas so he could murder them to make wraithblood.
Cassander was about to kill everyone in Istarinmul when we killed
him.” He put a finger under her chin and gently tilted her head
back. “Caina, look at me.”

She did. There was an odd
tremulousness to her expression that Kylon hardly ever saw. He
didn’t like seeing her defenses so shaken.

“Maybe you do have a lot of
qualities in common with Talmania,” said Kylon. “You’re related,
that’s to be expected. But what matters is what you do with those
qualities. A strong man can do good things or bad things with his
strength. You never killed someone’s wife because they annoyed you
like Talmania did to Seb and Katrina. You haven’t used necromancy.
And you fought and sometimes killed all those people to stop them
from doing terrible things. You’re not your mother, and you’re not
Talmania Scorneus.”

Caina closed her eyes and let
out a long sigh, and rested her forehead against his chest for a
moment. Her roiling emotional sense seemed to settle. Then she
leaned up and gave him a quick kiss.

“When did you get so wise?”
she said.

“I’m not wise,” said Kylon.
“Else I wouldn’t have learned everything I know the hard way.”

“I don’t know why this has me
so…so twisted up in my head,” said Caina. “It was a shock hearing
my mother’s voice and Maglarion’s voice again, but that’s just a
trick of Talmania’s necromancy. It…

“Family can drive you to do
strange things,” said Kylon, a dark memory of his own swimming to
his mind. “I followed Andromache to Marsis. I thought it a
dangerous and risky thing to do. I didn’t trust Rezir Shahan, and I
certainly didn’t trust Sicarion. I could say I followed her because
it was my duty to the Kyracian people…but I went to Marsis because
she asked.” He shrugged. “And you know how that ended.”

“Aye,” said Caina. “I suppose
you loved Andromache, though.”

“I did,” said Kylon. “I wish
she had never met the Moroaica. Perhaps much pain and sorrow would
have been avoided.”

“My mother hated me,” said
Caina. “And I hated her right back. But she’s dead, Kylon. All
that’s left of her is some bad memories inside my head…and an
enspelled skull on Talmania’s table. The past is the past. I should
focus on the present.” She smiled and squeezed his hand. “Thank
you. For…for listening. For talking me off the ledge.”

“There’s no ledge in here,”
said Kylon. “You couldn’t have jumped off anything.”

She laughed a little. “We
probably should check the rest of these dressing rooms anyway, make
sure no one is hiding back here. Too much longer, and the others
will wonder where we’ve gone.”

“I’m sure Morgant will have
ideas on the topic,” said Kylon.

This time Caina did smile,
and she kissed him again. “If time weren’t so tight, you could have
me right here in this hallway.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” said
Kylon.

Yet it was his turn to feel
uneasiness as they looked through the dressing rooms. An ominous
sense of repetition grasped him. He remembered the days after
Cassander’s defeat in Istarinmul. They had been trying to find a
ship to take them from Istarinmul to Catekharon, to put the Staff
and Seal of Iramis out of Grand Master Callatas’s reach forever.
Kylon had been waiting with Caina in the room of a seedy inn, and
he had kissed her, intending to pass the time by taking her to
bed.

She had proven responsive…and
then Callatas had attacked to claim the Staff and the Seal.

His eyes flicked to Caina’s
left wrist, where the Ring of Rasarion Yagar was hidden beneath her
sleeve.

Was history about to repeat
itself?

***

 



 Chapter 9: Bronze
Witch








Ilona left the theatre and
strode down the street towards the docks, her mind racing.

She had so many
responsibilities…and so little time in which to discharge them.

Ilona had taken the oath of
the Ghosts of the Emperor, and she had taken that oath seriously.
She believed that the Emperor was the best hope of returning peace
and stability and order to the Empire. No form of government was
perfect, of course, and there were always corrupt and cruel men.
But the Emperor would not permit the Umbarians to run amok.

He would not permit
abominations like the mavrokhi that had killed Ilona’s mother.

But Ilona was also the bearer
of the mantle of the Bronze Witch, a mantle that had been passed
down from woman to woman ever since the Warmaiden had sacrificed
herself to defeat the Iron King. It was the Bronze Witch who
protected Ulkaar, who kept the final secret of the Warmaiden for
the hour that it was needed. Ilona did not think the hour had
become so desperate, not yet.

But it would, soon, unless
she acted at once.

The Emperor and his Ghosts
did not permit abominations such as the mavrokhi…but it was the
Bronze Witch, Ilona’s predecessor Magda, who had saved her from the
mavrokh in that alley.

There was a simple solution
to the dangers that threatened Ulkaar.

Talmania was here, and her
presence carried the risk that Ulkaar would fall under the sway of
the brutal Umbarian Order. Worse, if she took the Ring from Caina,
she might find all five of the great relics and summon the Iron
King to the mortal world once more.

That would be an utter
catastrophe, and it had to be stopped at all costs.

But if Ilona got Caina out of
Ulkaar, if she got the Balarigar and the Ring to Iramis, that would
end the threat. The return of Iramis had changed the world in a way
that few yet understood, but the Bronze Witch was schooled in the
ancient teachings of the Words of Lore of Iramis. Once the Ring was
safe inside the Towers of Lore, the Iron King would never return,
and Ulkaar would be safe from both him and the Umbarians. The
Temnoti would remain a threat, but the Temnoti had been a threat
for centuries in Ulkaar, ones that previous generations of Bronze
Witches had kept at bay.

Which meant that Ilona needed
to get Caina and the Ring out of Risiviri before Talmania struck.
Because Talmania Scorneus would strike soon. The woman was as
cunning as a serpent and bold as a wolf. Ilona was frankly
surprised that Talmania had not tried to kill Caina at the Lord
Governor’s mansion. Surely all the advantages would have belonged
to Talmania there. Yet Talmania had let both Caina and the Ring
go…which meant she was confident she could claim the relic
later.

Ilona strode towards the
docks. Vanzio, the owner of the fishing boat, was a greedy man but
a pious one. He knew all the tales of the Warmaiden, and he would
be familiar with all the dark tales and legends of the Bronze
Witch. If Ilona appeared to him in the guise of the Bronze Witch
and commanded him to take passengers from Ulkaar, he would be far
more cooperative. She had been hesitant to employ that method of
persuasion, but the matter was urgent enough that she had no
choice. As the bearer of the Warmaiden’s final secret, the Bronze
Witch needed to keep her identity obscured and hidden. The Bronze
Witch’s legend grew from her mysterious nature.

Also, while Ilona had the
Words of Lore, she would not last five seconds in a sorcerous duel
with someone like Talmania. Even Libavya Jordizi had been able to
overwhelm Ilona’s mental defenses. Ilona could not let the enemies
of Ulkaar learn her secrets, and she could not even share the truth
with her allies, not even Theodosia or the Balarigar or
Sebastian.

Sebastian.

The thought of him made her
uneasy but in a good way. He was attracted to her, that much was
obvious, and she was willing to admit to herself that she was
attracted to him. Under other circumstances, she would have enjoyed
a casual liaison with the dashing warrior. But his heart was so
obviously wounded, and Ilona did not want him to fall for her.

And, a small, frightened part
of her pointed out, Ilona was afraid that she might fall for
him.

Such things were a
distraction from her duties as the Bronze Witch and nightkeeper of
Theodosia’s Ghost circle. She couldn’t have any attachments,
anything that distracted from her duty.

Ilona shoved all such
problems from her mind as she strode forward, intent on convincing
Vanzio to leave at once.

Then she came to an alarmed
halt.

The Umbarian ships outside
the harbor were gone.

She had grown so used to the
presence of the warships that she had stopped noticing them, which
was a dangerous mistake. Had the Umbarians ships moved back into
the Inner Sea? That didn’t make any sense.

Then Ilona saw that the ships
had, in fact, moved closer, that they had dropped longboats into
the water.

Longboats filled with silent
figures in armor.

All at once, Ilona knew why
Talmania had been willing to let Caina go. It had cost her nothing.
Talmania had let Caina depart the mansion with the Ring…but she
would not let Caina leave the city.

Because Talmania intended to
take Risiviri. Or at least assume control of it. Did the provost
plan to simply conquer the city? No, that would meet with too much
resistance from the local Ulkaari, who were loyal to the Emperor.
The Umbarians often preferred subversion and corruption to outright
conquest, and Talmania was a master of the art. It was well known
that Boyar Mircea and his brother Targov had been at odds for
years. How difficult would Talmania find it to suborn Targov to her
cause?

Not hard at all, Ilona
suspected.

For a moment she stood
frozen, at a loss for what to do next. Should she go back and warn
Caina? Talmania could not be allowed to have the Ring. Yet if
Risiviri fell under the influence of the Umbarians, that would be
an utter disaster. The Umbarians already had control of Voivode
Gregor Vagastru and the city of Vagraastrad, and despite Gregor’s
older lineage and more prestigious noble title, Risiviri was richer
and more powerful. And if Talmania installed a puppet ruler in
Risiviri, the Umbarians would have control over most of Ulkaar, and
they could send Ulkaar’s resources to help their war against the
Emperor. Talmania could hunt for the remaining relics of the Iron
King at her leisure then.

That made up Ilona’s mind.
The Umbarians could not take control of Ulkaar. And even if
Talmania killed Caina and took the Ring, she would still have only
two of the five relics. If Talmania conquered Ulkaar, it would be
far easier for her to find the clues that would lead her to the
remaining three.

Ilona turned and held out her
right hand. Her sleeve slid back a few inches, revealing the copper
bracelet she wore. It looked like a cheap piece of costume jewelry,
poorly made and adorned with gems made of paste. But like so much
Ilona did, it was actually a misdirection. The bracelet was a
pyrikon, and long ago Nadezhda’s apprentice, the first Bronze
Witch, had carried it during the war against Rasarion Yagar. Ever
since, the pyrikon had been passed down from Bronze Witch to Bronze
Witch across the centuries, serving as a badge of office.

She sent a mental command to
the bracelet, and it unfolded into the shape of a rough staff that
looked like a wooden branch coated in tarnished bronze. Ilona felt
the surge of arcane power from the pyrikon as it added its
sorcerous strength to her own. The pyrikon was ancient and
powerful, and it had acquired rare abilities that no other pyrikon
possessed.

Such as the power to
travel.

Ilona concentrated, focusing
her will, and struck the end of the staff against the frozen
ground.

White light flashed before
her eyes, and when it cleared, she was someplace else.

Specifically, she was
standing atop the outer curtain wall of the Red Horse Palace,
looking towards the dome of the Grand Temple. Ilona caught her
balance and looked around. The castle’s gate was open, the
portcullis raised. There were no signs of any guards. Likely Targov
or the Umbarians had bribed the guards to wander off. In the market
square below the curtain wall, marching towards the castle, came
several hundred men in armor, swords and shields in hand. At their
head walked Targov Bravlin in fine steel plate armor, his face
flushed with a mixture of eagerness and fury.

If Targov was here, then the
Boyar was still alive. Ilona was not too late.

But time was nearly up.

She ducked beneath the
battlements before any of Targov’s men saw her, and called on the
pyrikon’s power again. A shorter jump this time, and Ilona
reappeared in the courtyard at the foot of the Boyar’s personal
tower. At this time of day, the Boyar would be in his study atop
the tower, sorting through his correspondence. There was no other
way in and out of the tower save for the stairs, and if the Boyar
was trapped there, he would never leave his study alive.

Which meant Ilona had to
convince him to move right now.

She focused her will on the
pyrikon and cast a spell. White light flashed around the bronze
staff, and a shimmering haze fell over Ilona’s vision as the spell
wrapped around her. It cloaked Ilona in the guise of the Bronze
Witch – the towering height, the lined face, the bronze teeth, the
rasping voice. Most of the time, she used this spell when she
needed to act as the Witch.

It didn’t work with Caina,
though. The vision of the valikarion could penetrate any sorcerous
illusion, so Ilona needed to employ makeup and other tricks of
disguise when speaking to Caina. That was a lot of work, and Ilona
feared she had made a botch of it the last time. Caina was starting
to realize that the “Bronze Witch” was a disguise, and if she
figured out the truth…Ilona was not at all sure how Caina would
react.

She knew how Lord Kylon would
react, given his dislike of oracles and anyone who tried to
manipulate him, and that wasn’t a pleasant thought.

But it was a problem Ilona
could consider if they lived through this day.

Wrapped in an illusion, Ilona
entered the tower and hurried up the spiral stone steps. She came
to the top of the tower and the door to the Boyar’s study. Two of
the Boyar’s men stood guard there, wearing chain mail and blue
tabards adorned with the red horse sigil of Risiviri.

They flinched as she
approached, and Ilona started speaking as they reached for their
swords.

“I must speak with the Boyar
at once!” she thundered in a disguised voice. That, at least, did
not require sorcery. Theodosia would have been proud. “His life is
in danger, and he must act at once!”

“Stay where you are!” said
one of the guards.

“I must speak with the
Boyar!” thundered Ilona. She was quite sure that her voice would
penetrate the thick wooden door. “His life is in danger, and…”

The door wrenched open, and
Mircea Bravlin stood there, a sword in his hand.

“What the devil is all this
racket?” said Mircea, scowling behind his long beard. “I…”

He trailed off as he saw
Ilona, his dark eyes narrowing.

“The Bronze Witch,” said
Mircea. “You have only appeared before to warn me of dire peril.
What is happening?”

“You must flee at once, Boyar
of Risiviri,” said Ilona. “Your brother Targov has allied with the
Umbarians and is coming to kill you.”

“Targov? Impossible!” said
Mircea. “He is all wind and no storm. The fool wouldn’t know which
end of a sword to hold…”

“There is no time,” said
Ilona, pointing at one of the windows in the Boyar’s study, “but
see for yourself.”

Mircea scowled, but turned
and stalked to the window. Ilona followed him into the study since
none of the guards tried to stop her. The Boyar’s study was a
large, round room, the walls lined with overflowing shelves, more
books stacked on the floor. Papers and books covered the heavy desk
in the center of the room. Mircea stopped at the window, staring at
the courtyard of the Red Horse Palace, and went rigid.

He stood motionless for about
five seconds.

“Damn it all, Targov,” he
hissed. “Why would you not listen? Do you not see that vile
Scorneus woman would make a puppet out of you and slaves out of
Ulkaar? We…”

“My lord,” said Ilona. “You
must move at once. Targov has come to kill you, not to parley.
Undoubtedly he will claim that you suffered an accident and he must
take control of Risiviri to maintain stability in this time of
civil war.”

“Too late for that,” muttered
Mircea. “They’ve got the barbican. If we stay here, we’re
finished.”

“Is there no other way out of
the castle?” said Ilona.

“There is,” said Mircea. “But
we need to move at once. If we’re still in the castle when Targov
takes control of it, we’ll be like rats in a trap.” He turned and
pointed at his guards. “You two. Are you with me?”

“We’re your sworn men, my
lord,” said one of the guards.

“Good,” said Mircea. “Then
let’s move. Quickly, quickly! Bronze Witch, follow or stay as you
choose.”

“I shall help you escape,”
said Ilona as they moved towards the door. “You are the rightful
lord of Risiviri, and the Umbarians cannot have uncontested rule
over Ulkaar.”

“I’m quite glad we agree,”
said Mircea. “To the chapel. Hasten!”

The guards ran down the
stairs first, Mircea following, and Ilona brought up the back. She
was glad she had been able to obscure her appearance with an
illusion instead of the cumbersome disguise she had used around
Caina. Running in that damned thing was a challenge.

They emerged into the
courtyard. It was still deserted, but Ilona heard the tramp of
boots as Targov and his loyalists marched through the gate. Any
minute they would disperse to start searching for the Boyar.
Perhaps Targov had promised a reward to the man who brought him his
brother, dead or alive. Mircea and his bodyguards raced around the
base of the central keep, heading for the chapel. Ilona ran to keep
up with them. Mircea moved with surprising speed for such a large
man.

“My lord!” called Ilona. “Why
are you going to the chapel?” She hoped that Mircea hadn’t decided
to claim sanctuary, or planned to fall to his knees and pray for
the Divine to save him. Targov was not a man to respect the rights
of the Temple, and while the Divine might miraculously intercede to
rescue Mircea, Ilona thought the odds of that were low.

“The escape tunnel,” said
Mircea. Ilona hadn’t known about that. “My ancestors built it in
fear of finding themselves besieged and trapped in the castle.” He
hesitated. “Of course, Targov knows about it as well. Perhaps he
was clever enough to post men there.”

They came around the base of
a tower and saw the castle’s chapel. It looked like one of the
countless other Temples of the Divine scattered around Ulkaar,
though more ornate, its eight-sided walls and dome built of
gleaming stone and carved with reliefs. The doors were polished
wood bound in gleaming bronze.

“Wait, my Boyar!” said one of
the bodyguards. “Let me go first.”

Mircea hesitated and then
nodded. “Very well.”

Both bodyguards threw open
the doors, stepping to the side as they did.

They didn’t manage it quite
fast enough. Four crossbow bolts hissed out of the chapel. Two of
them thudded into the doors. The remaining two struck the bodyguard
on the right. One of the bolts punched through his throat, and the
second drove into his chest. The man was dead before he hit the
ground, his blood spattered across the door.

At least it was quick.

“Take them!” said Mircea,
springing forward with his sword in hand. His remaining bodyguard
raced after him.

The interior of the chapel
was dim, light leaking through the narrow windows in the eight
walls. The usual altar sat at the center of the chapel, beneath the
apex of the dome, and the walls had been painted with scenes from
the Warmaiden’s life. Four men in chain mail stood before the
altar, crossbows in hand. Mircea and his remaining bodyguard
charged, and the men threw aside their crossbows and began to draw
their swords.

Mircea leaped forward, quick
as lightning, his sword a blur. One of the assassins fell dead at
the foot of the altar, and the Boyar whirled, his sword coming up
in guard. The remaining bodyguard killed one of the enemy fighters,
and then found himself forced on the defensive, his sword flicking
back and forth as he tried to parry the blows aimed at him.

So far, the combatants hadn’t
noticed Ilona.

Time to change that.

She took a quick glance at
the bodyguard lying at her feet, but the poor man was beyond any
mortal aid. Ilona took a step forward, raised the bronze staff, and
cast one of the spells of the Words of Lore. White light shone from
the staff, throwing back the gloom of the chapel, and for a moment
the battling men glanced at her in astonishment. Ilona’s spell
sheathed the Boyar and his remaining bodyguard in defensive wards,
and the Boyar and the soldier attacked, protected by her power.

A moment later the two
swordsmen lay dead, and Mircea and his remaining bodyguard lowered
their swords, breathing hard.

“My lord,” said the
bodyguard, blinking. The man was young, no more than twenty at the
most. He had brown eyes and a beard that looked more like fluffy
down than a proper Ulkaari szlacht’s long beard. “Should I attend
to Vlad…” He turned a tentative glance in the direction of the dead
man in the courtyard.

Mircea shook his head and
clapped the young man on the soldier. “I fear not. Vlad is beyond
all our help now. Come, Yuri. Let us hasten. Let us make sure his
sacrifice is not in vain.” He scowled in Ilona’s direction. “Could
you not have warned me sooner? There will be much loss of life
before this is over, and some of it could have been averted.”

“I came as soon as I knew of
the danger, my lord,” said Ilona. “Had I known earlier, I would
have come sooner.” Mircea nodded, and he and Yuri circled around to
the back side of the altar. “I did not think Talmania would dare to
act so boldly so soon.”

“Aye, the woman is cunning as
a serpent,” said Mircea, dropping to one knee. “But if I can but
escape and reach my loyal supporters, perhaps her plan can yet be
undone. Some of my szlachts will have sided with Targov, aye. There
are always malcontents.” There was a trap door on the floor, and
Mircea heaved it open, revealing a stone staircase that descended
into the gloom below. “But most of them shall not. And Preceptor
Oromaris thinks Targov is an idiot. If Targov says that I am dead
and he is claiming the title of Boyar, that is one thing. But if I
am alive, I can rally the szlachts and the Magisterium chapterhouse
to my side.”

“Then let us hasten,” said
Ilona.

“Damnation, we need a light,”
said Mircea, looking at the candles on the altar.

“No need, my lord,” said
Ilona, holding out her free hand. A sphere of blue light, similar
to the one that Sophia had cast earlier, whirled to life above her
hand. Holding both the illusion spell and the light spell in place
at the same time was a strain, but Ilona gritted her teeth and
forced the arcane power through her mind. “But we must hurry.”

“Agreed,” said Mircea.

“Let me go first, my lord,”
said Yuri.

“Very well,” said Mircea.
“Hasten!”

Yuri went first down the
stairs, and then Ilona, much to Mircea’s exasperation. The stairs
led to the ancient crypt beneath the chapel, the resting place of
the Boyars of Risiviri and their families for centuries. Thick
pillars supported the ceiling, and statues of long-dead Boyars
stood here and there, solemn in their armor and helms. Countless
stone urns rested in niches along the wall, holding the ashes of
generations of House Bravlin. Ever since the days of the Iron King,
the Ulkaari burned their dead, lest they rise as undead in the
spirit-haunted forests outside the towns and villages.

Mircea closed the trap door
and hurried to a niche in the crypt’s wall. Inside the crypt stood
a statue of a solemn-faced woman in a flowing robe, a funerary urn
cradled in her right arm, her left hand extended. There was
something deeply sad about the statue’s expression, and Ilona
supposed some long-dead Boyar had commissioned the statue as a
memorial to his late wife. That made her think of Seb, of the
haunted look in his icy eyes when he spoke of his murdered
Katrina.

No, don’t think about Seb
now.

The Boyar reached out,
grasped the hand of the statue, and twisted. There was a click, and
both the statue and the back of the niche swung backward, revealing
a tunnel that led into the darkness.

“A clever bit of engineering,
isn’t it?” said Mircea. “Let’s hurry.” He glanced towards the
ceiling, and Ilona heard the faint sounds of men moving through the
chapel. “They will have realized we escaped when they see the
corpses. Come!”

Yuri and Ilona went through
the door, and Mircea followed them and closed the portal. They
hurried down a long stone tunnel, Ilona’s light throwing back the
gloom, and came to a blank stone wall at the end of the passage.
Mircea grasped an iron lever and pulled, and the stone wall swung
open with a rasping, grating sound. The familiar stench of human
waste came to Ilona’s nostrils, and she entered one of the sewer
tunnels. They had passed through the inner wall and were somewhere
near the Harbor Quarter.

“Where now?” said Yuri.

“I must reach my allies,”
said Mircea, looking around. “Either Sir Andrian and the other
loyal szlachts, or the Magisterium chapterhouse. Bronze Witch,
where are we?”

“Beneath the Harbor Quarter,”
said Ilona. She smelled the faint tang of salt in the air. “Another
few hundred yards that way, and the sewers empty into the
harbor.”

“That is ill,” said Mircea.
“I need to get back into the inner city. All my allies are
there.”

Ilona hesitated, and then
made up her mind.

“Fear not, Boyar of
Risiviri,” she said. “I know someone who can help you.”

“Who?” said Mircea. “I will
not turn away help, not now.”

“The Balarigar and the
Shipbreaker are in the Harbor Quarter,” said Ilona, “as is the
battle magus Sebastian Scorneus.” She did not mention Morgant.
Hopefully, the arrogant old man would not offend the Boyar.

“Yes,” said Mircea. “Yes, if
they are willing, their help will be invaluable.” He frowned. “I
thought the Umbarians would have killed them and claimed the Ring
of the Iron King already.”

“Not yet,” said Ilona. “They
are at the theatre in the Harbor Quarter, as is Theodosia of
Malarae. If you proceed there at once, you can pool your resources
and act together. You share a common enemy in Talmania
Scorneus.”

“The enemy of my enemy is my
friend, eh?” said Mircea. “Very well. Lead the way.”

Ilona hurried through the
sewers, Mircea and Yuri following her and the glow of her light.
She felt more and more tired as she struggled to hold both the
illusion spell and the sphere of light in place. Just a little
farther, just a little farther and she could relax.

At last, they came to the
ladder Ilona and the others had used to reach the theatre, and she
scrambled up it, pushing open the iron grate and climbing into the
street. The sun seemed shocking after the gloom of the tunnels, and
Ilona blinked until her eyes adjusted. Yuri and Mircea climbed up
behind her, and in the distance, Ilona heard the tramp of marching
boots and the shout of frightened voices.

The Umbarians had landed
troops in the city. Undead creatures of the Dead Legion, probably.
The six warships wouldn’t have room for many soldiers but combined
with Targov’s control of the castle, they might be able to hold
Risiviri.

“My lord Boyar,” said Ilona,
pointing. “There is the theatre. I urge you to hasten. The
Balarigar and the Shipbreaker await you there. I must depart and
warn others of the coming danger.”

Before Mircea could speak,
Ilona struck the end of her pyrikon against the ground, calling on
its power. The pyrikon could only transport her a few times within
a single day, but Ilona only needed a short hop. White light
swallowed the world, and when it cleared, Ilona found herself in
the alley running alongside the theatre.

No one else was there.

At once she dismissed her
illusion spell, resuming her normal appearance. Caina would be on
her guard, and the vision of the valikarion would detect the aura
of her power. The pyrikon collapsed into its bracelet form against
her wrist, and Ilona sagged for a moment, catching her breath.
Expending so much arcane power so quickly drained her. She might
carry the mantle of the Bronze Witch, but as a sorceress, she was
no match for even one of the weaker brothers of the
Magisterium.

Cunning and guile had to be
her weapons, not raw sorcerous strength.

Just as well she was out of
breath. That would lend credence to her story.

Ilona shoved away from the
wall and ran to the theatre doors. She pulled the doors open and
stepped inside.

At once every eye fell on
her.

The others had realized that
something was amiss. Kylon had summoned his valikon, and Seb had
drawn his sword of black steel. Caina had her valikon, and Sophia
had loaded her crossbow. Theodosia had loaded a crossbow as well.
Only Morgant seemed unconcerned, sitting on one of the benches as
he doodled in his notebook.

“Ilona,” said Caina. “What
have you seen? Kylon and Sophia have both sensed fear and panic in
the city…”

“The Umbarians are
attacking,” said Ilona. “I saw their warships in the harbor landing
men. I think some of them have seized the Red Horse Palace. I
think…wait.” She frowned and looked up the street, letting
puzzlement go over her face. “Is that Boyar Mircea coming?”

***

 



 Chapter 10: A Noble
Guest








Crailov looked at Master
Stavros, turning the vial of black liquid over in his fingers.

“You’re sure?” he said to the
Silent Hunter.

“Quite sure, sir,” said
Stavros. He looked unremarkable, just another Ulkaari commoner
wrapped up in a heavy coat and fur hat. Of course, that was one of
the reasons he was so dangerous. For one, he was Nighmarian, not
Ulkaari. He was simply very good at disguise. The men who looked
harmless were often the most dangerous of all. “They disappeared
from the Captain’s Arms. Probably through the sewers, I would
guess. Given how the Ghosts often have allies among actors and
other such vermin, I figure they would head for the theatre. One of
my men saw them emerge from the sewers and proceed to the
theatre.”

Crailov frowned. “Was he
observed? Kyracian stormdancers can sense their foes over a
considerable distance.” And he suspected Kylon had unusual
abilities in that regard.

“I don’t think so,” said
Stavros. “I could be wrong, of course, but they haven’t come out of
the theatre since. If we want to take them all, sir, now’s the time
to do it.”

Crailov considered that,
looking up from the vial and at Stavros’s men.

Unlike Stavros himself, all
twelve of Stavros’s men actually were Ulkaari, toughs and thugs
recruited from the docks. The Umbarian blockade had shut down their
main work of loading and unloading merchant ships, so Talmania had
found a better use for them. Specifically, she had given them to
the Syvashar and the Temnoti priests.

Talmania had come to Ulkaar
in hopes of raising an invincible undead army, but she might settle
for a smaller army of mavrokhi soldiers.

“Very well,” said Crailov.
“Let us proceed, then.”

They continued through the
streets of the outer city, heading for the theatre. So far, the
streets were quiet. The people of Risiviri had put up little
resistance to Targov’s overthrow of his brother. It seemed the
commoners intended to withdraw into their houses, bar their doors,
and wait to see who emerged victorious from the power struggle. A
sensible attitude, really. Likely the upheavals of the last two
years of the Empire’s civil war had taught them wariness.

Crailov didn’t really care
who ruled Ulkaar and took the Boyar’s title. Noble lords came and
went like flies. Especially in times of civil war when they killed
each other with clockwork regularity. No, he cared about fulfilling
his mission and getting paid. Talmania wanted two things – she
wanted Caina dead, and she wanted the Ring. Everything else, from
Crailov’s point of view, was negotiable.

“Kill her,” said the Sword
into his thoughts. “Kill the Balarigar. Kill them all.”

Well…Crailov cared about
that. He cared about that a lot.

Because his secret, the truth
he shared with no one save a few of his victims, was that his life
was one of constant self-discipline and self-control. It was a
necessity, but one he did not regret. As a young man, he had
realized that a man either had to rule his appetites, or he would
become enslaved to them. For Crailov, ever since he had found the
Sword of Rasarion Yagar and it had spoken into his thoughts, that
was especially true.

So he was very, very
hungry.

And he was looking forward to
feeding on Caina Kardamnos. He had never fed on a valikarion
before, and he wondered what it would feel like. He wondered what
it would be like to see her icy mask crack, to see the cold eyes
fill with terror in the final moment of her life.

He was looking forward to
that, too.

And killing Morgant the
Razor, come to think of it.

But only if he could do it
without putting himself at risk. Crailov had lived for a long time,
and he had survived by not allowing his pleasures to put himself in
undue danger. That was one of the risks of allowing your appetites
to rule you, rather than the other way around.

He looked at the black vial
in his hand. That would go a long way towards removing any risks.
Talmania called the stuff “plagueblood,” and it was something the
skull of Maglarion had taught her how to create. She had cautioned
him not to let it touch his skin since it would kill him in short
order.

Talmania was actually wrong
about that, but he didn’t bother to correct her.

In a straight fight, Crailov
knew, he could overpower Caina, assuming he did so quickly before
she thought up something clever. But fighting Kylon Shipbreaker,
Sebastian Scorneus, and Morgant the Razor all at once…Crailov did
not like those odds at all.

But the plagueblood might
even the odds.

“Kill them,” hissed the Sword
into his thoughts.

“Soon,” murmured Crailov.

“I’m sorry, sir?” said
Stavros.

Crailov only smiled and led
the way towards the theatre, Stavros and his thugs following.








###








Caina stepped into the
street, Kylon and Seb following her.

Two men hurried towards the
theatre. One was young, no more than a few years older than Sophia,
and wore a blue tabard adorned with the red horse sigil of Risiviri
over his chain mail. His hand hovered near his sword hilt, and
Caina saw the spatters of fresh blood on his tabard and his armor.
The second man was older, a bit stouter, and had a long black
beard.

It was Mircea Bravlin, the
Boyar of Risiviri.

“Oh,” said Seb with a sigh.
“That can’t be good.”

“It’s not,” said Caina,
taking a few steps forward, her cloak of wolf fur stirring around
her.

The Boyar and his bodyguard
stopped a few paces away. Caina looked at Mircea and saw the
droplets of blood on the sleeve of his fine red coat, saw the sweat
stain around his collar.

“Did you just get
overthrown?” said Caina.

Mircea blinked, scowled,
glared at her, and then sighed. “Almost. It seems I must beg your
assistance, Balarigar.”

“Were you followed?” said
Caina.

“I don’t know,” said Mircea.
“It is possible, I suppose. The Bronze Witch thought we got away
clean…”

“The Bronze Witch?” said
Caina. Kylon grimaced at that. “I think you had better come inside,
my lord.”

They went back into the
theatre’s gloomy interior. Theodosia rose to her feet and blinked
in surprise as Mircea entered.

“My lord,” said Theodosia. “I
had not expected to see you here.”

“Nor did I expect to find
myself here,” said Mircea. He gestured at the young man. “This is
Yuri, a szlacht in my service. Without his cool head and strong
sword arm, I would not have gotten out of the Red Horse Palace
alive.”

“What happened?” said
Theodosia.

“To put it simply, my brother
has acted more swiftly than I thought possible and has betrayed me
to the Umbarians,” said Mircea. “He gathered a force and seized the
Red Horse Palace.” He shook his head in disgust. “I was caught
napping. I did not consider him a serious threat. If the Bronze
Witch had not warned me in time, Targov’s men would have killed me.
I suspect Targov will claim that I am dead, and then try to seize
the Boyar’s title without opposition. With Talmania and the
Umbarians backing him up, he may well do it.”

“Do you have any children?”
said Caina. “Another heir that might threaten Targov?”

“Alas, no,” said Mircea. “I
was married, but my wife died in childbirth three years ago.” A
flicker of pain went over his face. “With the worries of the civil
war, I have not had the time to find another wife.”

“So if Targov kills you,”
said Caina, “then he’s the uncontested Boyar of Risiviri.”

“Assuming he gets away with
it,” said Seb.

Morgant waved a dismissive
hand as he got to his feet, his notebook disappearing into his
black coat. “Bah. People believe what they’re told. If Targov kills
the Boyar and holds the city, he can blame the Boyar’s death on the
Balarigar. Or the Magisterium. Or the Temnoti. Anyone he
wants.”

“The old man is right,” said
Mircea. Caina remembered that he had not yet met Morgant. “Unless
we act now, right now, all is lost.”

“We might have a way out of
the city,” said Caina. “A fishing boat willing to smuggle us past
the Umbarian blockade for a price…”

“It’s too late for that,”
said Ilona, her voice quiet. “The Umbarian ships have moved into
the harbor and are unloading soldiers. Adamant Guards, I think, and
undead creatures from the Dead Legion. We won’t be able to get out
of Risiviri through the harbor, and once Targov takes control of
the city, we won’t get far on foot, either.”

“There is no other way,” said
Mircea. “We must fight. Targov has only a few loyalists among my
szlachts and my guards. He must have gathered them all to attack
the Red Horse Palace. I have many allies and friends among the
nobles of Risiviri, and they will rally to my side if they learn I
am still alive. Aristide Oromaris and the magi of the Magisterium
will fight for me as well. Oromaris hates the Umbarian Order and
has no wish to see it rule Ulkaar. Rurik Valin and the Temple will
side with me as well. It is well known that the Umbarian Order
tolerates the wicked Temnoti cultists. The Highest Brother will
side with me, and he will instruct his Brothers and Sisters to take
to their Temples and tell the faithful that I, and not Targov, am
the rightful Boyar of Risiviri.”

“There is an obvious
problem,” said Kylon. “The Magisterium chapterhouse and the Grand
Temple are within the inner city. If Lord Targov has the brains the
gods gave a rat, he’ll have posted loyal men on the inner gates as
soon as he took control of the castle.”

“He has,” said Mircea. “Yuri
and I only managed to escape to the outer city by following the
Bronze Witch through the sewers.”

Caina took a deep breath.
“And you want us to get you back into the inner city so you can
rally your followers to fight against Targov and the
Umbarians.”

“Yes,” said Mircea. “That is
exactly what I require of you.”

Caina raised an eyebrow.
“Require? No one here is from Risiviri, my lord. You have no right
to command anyone.”

Yuri scowled, but Mircea
raised a hand. “You will require me to bargain, is that it,
Balarigar? Very well. I make you this bargain. If you help me
reclaim the city, I shall be a loyal ally of the Emperor and the
Ghosts. I will do whatever is within my power to help you defeat
the Umbarians. Which is little enough, I fear. Ulkaar is not a rich
land, nor is it a populous one. More, if we survive the battle to
come, I will lend you all my aid in getting the Ring out of
Ulkaar.”

Caina said nothing. She
wasn’t at all sure Mircea could win a fight against his brother.
Targov might have been a fool, but Talmania definitely was not, and
it was Talmania’s hand Caina saw in Targov’s seizure of the castle.
She would know that Mircea would go to his allies, and once she
realized the Boyar had escaped, she would move against the magi and
the Temple.

Yet there wasn’t really
another choice, was there? Caina couldn’t get out of the city.
Fleeing into the countryside would be useless, assuming the winter
did not kill them. The only way out of Ulkaar was to fight.

She glanced at Kylon, saw him
nod.

“And you are an Arvaltyr, a
bearer of a holy valikon,” said Mircea in a quiet voice. Yuri’s
eyes widened at that. “One blow from your sword would pierce
Talmania’s defenses and kill her.”

“I would have to sneak up
behind her and stab her in the back,” said Caina.

Mircea shrugs. “That works
also.”

“I don’t think we have much
choice,” said Caina. “Not if we want to keep Talmania from getting
the Ring. Very well, we’ll help you.” She looked at Ilona. “Can you
get us back into the inner city through the sewers?”

“Easily,” said Ilona. “It
would be easiest to emerge near the Magisterium chapterhouse.”

“Then we shall go there at
once,” said Mircea. “We…”

Both Kylon and Sophia looked
to the north.

“What is it?” said Caina.

“Someone’s coming,” said
Sophia.

“It’s worse than that,” said
Kylon. “I think mavrokhi are approaching the theatre.”

“Mavrokhi?” said Sophia, her
dark eyes widening, her voice going up half an octave in sudden
fear.

“The Hounds of the Iron
King,” said Morgant, drawing his sword and dagger. He glanced at
Sophia’s rigid expression. “You’ve met them before, I see.”

“Theodosia, take Sophia and
Ilona and get out of here,” said Caina. “Go out the back and get to
the sewers. Talmania’s friends in the Temnoti must have created the
mavrokhi and sent them after us. They won’t care about you, they’re
here for the Ring and the Boyar. Go!”

“Come along,” said Theodosia,
and Ilona and Sophia followed her to the back rooms behind the
stage.

“How many mavrokhi?” said
Caina.

Kylon frowned, concentrating.
“At least ten. Probably more. And…I’m pretty sure Crailov is with
them.”

“Guess he’s done playing
games,” said Caina. “Ten mavrokhi and Crailov. That will be
difficult.”

“We can’t take that many
mavrokhi in a straight fight without preparation, especially in an
enclosed space,” said Kylon. “We need to retreat to the sewers, get
to the chapterhouse, and link up with Oromaris and his magi. We’ll
have a much better chance against that many mavrokhi if we have
their help.”

“Agreed,” said Caina, though
she didn’t like the thought of asking the magi for help. Seb might
claim that Oromaris was a good man, and perhaps he was, but not all
the magi under the preceptor’s command might have the same
scruples. She turned to the Boyar. “My lord, I think we had better
run for it.”

“I quite agree,” said Mircea.
“We…”

Right about then the door
exploded, and a shard of the frame hit Caina’s temple with terrific
force.
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“Do you think they know we’re
coming?” said Stavros, frowning at the imposing stone edifice of
the theatre.

Crailov hoped they wouldn’t
damage the building too much. He did rather enjoy plays from time
to time.

“Beyond all doubt,” said
Crailov. He opened the vial Talmania had given him and felt the
cold chill of its necromantic power. “I think you had better have
your men transform.”

“Very well,” said Stavros. He
turned to his men and nodded. “You may take your beast form.”

The answering smiles were
unsettling. Or, at least, they would have been unsettling, but
Crailov was far past the point where Talmania’s tame mavrokhi could
frighten him.

He turned his attention to
the vial and drew his dagger with his left hand, watching the
mavrokhi from the corner of his eye. Crailov had seen mavrokhi
transform many times before, so he knew what to expect. Their
bodies rippled and distorted, swelling with new muscle, and greasy
black fur covered their skin. Claws like black daggers sprouted
from their fingers and toes, and he heard the cracking of bone as
their legs bent and reshaped, becoming double-jointed. Their skulls
elongated and swelled, becoming hideous, twisted parodies of
wolves’ heads, their mouths filled with fangs, their eyes the
venomous yellow of an infected wound.

Stavros didn’t flinch,
either. No doubt working for Talmania Scorneus inured a man to
horrifying sights soon enough.

Crailov tipped the vial over
his dagger and poured the plagueblood over the steel blade. To his
mild surprise, the black liquid sank into the blade, turning it
pitch-black. He felt the chill of the necromantic force radiating
from the weapon. Talmania had said the plagueblood would consume
the steel blade and then go inert in about an hour, rendering both
the dagger and the plagueblood useless, but until then, he held a
weapon coated in lethal poison.

He shifted the dagger to his
left hand and drew the Sword of Rasarion Yagar with his right. The
Sword looked as if it had been forged of dark iron, an unremarkable
weapon little different from thousands of others in Ulkaar. Yet in
the pommel was a green gem carved into the shape of Rasarion
Yagar’s dragon-head sigil, and as Crailov focused his will on the
blade, the gem glowed as the Sword’s power unlocked.

“Kill her,” said the Sword in
his head. “Kill the Balarigar.”

And for once, it was time to
agree with the Sword.

“Yes,” said Crailov.

“Sir?” said Stavros.

“Let us begin the attack,”
said Crailov.

Stavros turned and gestured,
and the mavrokhi sprang forward in black blurs.

Crailov thought they would
open the doors, but perhaps that had been expecting too much of
them. The mavrokhi hammered into the doors like crossbow bolts, and
their inhuman strength ripped through the wood and sent the
creatures bounding into the interior of the theatre.
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One of the doors ripped off
its hinges with enough force that it spun end over end and landed
on a bench, shattering both the door and the bench. The frame
ripped apart in the process, and one of the fragments struck Caina
in the temple with enough force that her head snapped back. She
stumbled three steps, the back of her leg hitting a bench, and fell
heavily to the floor.

A mavrokh sprang through the
ruined door and loomed over Caina’s prone form, jaws yawning wide
to bite off her head.

Kylon had fought the damned
things before in Kostiv, and so he knew what they looked like. This
mavrokh stood nearly eight feet tall, a twisted hybrid of wolf and
man, its claws like daggers, its eyes burning like yellow
sulfur.

It would have killed Caina,
but Kylon was already moving.

A surge of the sorcery of air
propelled him forward, the valikon’s hilt grasped in both his
hands. The mavrokh started to turn its head, sensing the danger,
but it was too late. Kylon brought his sword hammering down, the
ghostsilver blade sinking halfway into the creature’s thick neck.
The mavrokh let out a horrible metallic scream and then shrank back
to human form as the valikon destroyed the hunter spirit bound
within the creature’s flesh. Kylon caught a brief glimpse of a
young Ulkaari man, his dark eyes wide with shock, blood leaking
from his mouth.

Then the freezing mist that
surrounded his valikon turned the Ulkaari man’s blood to ice, and
the former mavrokh fell dead to the floor.

Caina tried to sit up, and
Kylon turned to help her, but three more mavrokhi bounded through
the door, and Kylon whirled to meet them.
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Morgant the Razor was
starting to remember why he didn’t like Ulkaar very much.

He hadn’t been here in a long
time, but it hadn’t improved. The cold was vexing, though neither
heat nor cold tended to bother him very much anymore. Probably a
consequence of whatever the djinn of the Court of the Azure
Sovereign had done to ensure that he would live this long. But he
didn’t like the Ulkaari food, didn’t like their tea, and didn’t
particularly care for the Ulkaari language with all its jagged
consonants and convoluted syntax. For that matter, the people were
fearful and superstitious to a tedious degree.

Though as he watched Kylon
kill the first mavrokh, Morgant conceded that the Ulkaari people
had excellent reasons to be fearful and superstitious.

More mavrokhi bounded through
the shattered doors, snarling and growling, and Kylon and Sebastian
whirled to meet them. Morgant hurried towards Caina, helping her to
stand. Physically, she was no match for any of the mavrokhi, but
she had a valikon, and that weapon could destroy a mavrokh with a
single blow.

“Get up,” said Morgant,
grabbing her elbow as she wobbled to her feet. “Get up right now.
It’d look bad if the mighty Balarigar was lazing about.”

“For the gods’ sake stop
talking,” said Caina, her voice a little slurred. She shook her
head, her eyes coming into focus. Some blood trickled down the left
side of her face. “We…”

A mavrokh bounded through the
shattered door with a roar.

Morgant wasn’t sure if the
creature was aiming for him or for Caina, but it didn’t matter,
because they were standing close enough that the wolf-thing would
bowl them both over. He shoved Caina out of the way and took two
quick steps to the side. The mavrokh landed in front of him, one of
the benches shattering into kindling beneath its muscled bulk.
Caina reeled a few steps before she caught her balance. The mavrokh
decided that Morgant posed the greater threat, and so lunged
towards him, reaching with its claws.

By then, Morgant had already
gotten his black dagger and crimson scimitar out of their
scabbards, and he slashed the dagger. The weapon could cut through
anything, and the flesh of the mavrokhi was no exception. Morgant
took off its right hand at the wrist, and the creature screamed in
fury and pain, which gave him the opportunity to take off its left
hand. The creature stumbled to one knee, and Morgant’s dagger
opened it from throat to stomach.

But the wounds were already
healing. That was the problem with the damned creatures. The
mavrokhi could regenerate from nearly anything. Morgant would have
to take its head off to stop it from healing…

Before he could start, Caina
stepped behind the creature and slammed her valikon into its back.
The ghostsilver blade pulsed with white fire, and the mavrokh
shriveled back into human form as the valikon destroyed the
malevolent spirit. The Ulkaari man who had been the mavrokh lived
for about half a second before massive blood loss finished him
off.

Caina met Morgant’s gaze over
the dead man.

“We’ve got to get out of
here,” said Caina.

“Aye,” said Morgant. The
Kyracian and the battle magus were each fighting a pair of
mavrokhi. The Boyar and his wide-eyed bodyguard hung back. “We’ll
need to go out the back. Let’s…”

Then two unfortunate facts
penetrated Morgant’s awareness.

First, smoke was leaking out
the door to the backstage area. Someone had set a fire.

Second, the door to the
backstage area had burst open, and two more mavrokhi raced through
on all fours.

Morgant just had time to
wonder if Theodosia, Sophia, and Ilona had been torn to shreds, and
then he had to meet the attack of the two mavrokhi, his scimitar
and dagger flashing.








###








Crailov watched the fire
spread across the theatre’s roof.

He wondered if ordering
Stavros to set it had been overkill but decided against it. When
fighting someone with a valikon, it was wise to have every possible
advantage. The mavrokhi hadn’t been happy about charging into a
burning building, but they could heal, and the binding spells that
Talmania had laid over them hadn’t left room for disobedience.

From inside the theatre came
the snarls and roars of the mavrokhi, and through the damaged doors
Crailov glimpsed the creatures attacking, accompanied by the flash
of swords. He let his eyes fall half-closed and concentrated,
feeling the presence of the various life forces within the burning
theatre. He sensed the fury and hunger of the mavrokhi spirits as
they attacked, sensed the auras of power around Kylon and Sebastian
as they fought. There were three other men in the theatre. One was
probably Morgant, and Crailov didn’t know who the two others were.
Probably local help that Caina had recruited.

“Kill them,” snarled the
Sword into his thoughts. A ghostly sheen of green flame danced
along the dark blade.

“I will return shortly with
the Ring,” said Crailov to Stavros. “Wait here.” The Silent Hunter
nodded.

Crailov took a deep breath
and stepped forward, lifting the Sword before him. He would need to
strike quickly, swiftly. The mavrokhi, for all their power and
ferocity, were just a distraction. Expendable, in the end.

All that mattered was the
Ring…and, of course, killing Caina Kardamnos.

And feeding on her, if
possible.

Crailov summoned arcane power
for a spell and strode through the ruined door, the poisoned dagger
in his left hand, the Sword of Rasarion Yagar in his right.

***

 



 Chapter 11: The
Sword of the Iron King








Seb fought for his life,
cursing himself as a fool.

He had known, or at least
suspected, that the Temnoti were allied with Talmania. Perfectly
logical, then, to suppose that the Temnoti would aid their powerful
ally. The cultists of Temnuzash knew the secret of summoning
mavrokhi spirits and creating the Hounds of the Iron King. Talmania
would consider them expendable, and Seb knew his aunt would send
the mavrokhi in first, pinning them in place until more formidable
attackers could arrive to finish them off.

Perhaps Talmania herself
would come to kill them.

Seb jerked back, avoiding the
snap of a mavrokh’s jaws by mere inches.

Talmania might have
considered the mavrokhi to be expendable, but the hideous creatures
were no less dangerous for all that.

But Seb and the others were
still holding their own, and they were pushing the mavrokhi back
because Caina and Kylon had valikons. Seb and Morgant battled the
mavrokhi, and Seb had to admit that the obnoxious old man moved
like a snake, his crimson scimitar and black dagger weaving a
deadly net around him. That black dagger seemed to slice through
muscle and flesh and bone without even slowing, dealing grievous
wounds with every hit. Yet the mavrokhi could heal from nearly
anything given enough time.

The valikons of Caina and
Kylon made sure that the mavrokhi didn’t enjoy that time. Whenever
Caina or Kylon landed a solid blow with their valikons, the blades
pulsed with white fire and destroyed the malevolent spirits within
the mavrokhi. The creatures withered back into human form, usually
bringing their wounds with them, and soon died of blood loss.

Unfortunately, the theatre
was on fire.

The stage was ablaze, and the
curtains hanging on the wall had also caught fire. The flames had
spread up the curtains to touch the wooden beams of the ceiling.
The ceiling was old and dry, and the fire was spreading rapidly.
Already it had become so hot in the theatre that Seb felt sweat
dripping down his back. Too much more, and the smoke would choke
the air, and they would all asphyxiate or possibly burn alive when
the roof collapsed.

They had to get out, and they
had to get away before the rest of Talmania’s attack found
them.

Seb risked a half-second’s
glance towards the door to the backstage area. Had Theodosia and
Sophia and Ilona gotten away in time? Or had they run into the
attacking mavrokhi? Sophia had a little skill at sorcery now, but
the mavrokhi would have torn through her like paper. Would Seb see
their blood spattered all over the wall, their corpses lying on the
ground?

Would he see Ilona dead just
as he had seen Katrina, killed at Talmania’s instructions?

The thought filled him with
almost unthinking rage, and Seb wanted to throw himself at the
mavrokhi, cutting them down one by one until he could find Talmania
and bury his sword in her treacherous, scheming brain. Caution and
experience stopped him. He couldn’t force his way through the
mavrokhi, and by himself, he stood no chance against a magus of
Talmania Scorneus’s power.

But a valikon could end her
wretched life.

Seb cut another wound across
the chest of a mavrokh, and then something red caught his eye.

He shot a glance to the side
and caught a glimpse of a long red greatcoat, an iron-gray beard,
and flashing dark eyes.

Antonin Crailov ran through
the shattered doors of the theatre, and in his left hand was a
black dagger.

In his right…

Seb had never seen a sword
like that before.

It was the same blade of dark
iron that Crailov had used during the fight at the sanitarium in
Vagraastrad. Yet now a green gem carved in the shape of a dragon’s
head glowed in the sword’s pommel, and a ghostly fire of the same
color had sheathed the blade. Seb had seen green gems like that
twice before. Once in the band of the Ring that Caina carried, and
again in the Amulet that Talmania now wore.

How the bloody hell had
someone like Antonin Crailov gotten ahold of the Sword of the Iron
King?

That weapon would make
Crailov deadly in a fight.

Seb sprang at him, hoping to
kill the assassin and take him out of the battle.

Crailov was ready. He
whirled, pointing with his dagger, and a blast of psychokinetic
force leaped from his hand and hammered into Seb. The spell hurled
him backward across the theatre, and he landed with a crash, a
bench splintering beneath his armor.








###








Kylon killed another mavrokh,
and then Antonin Crailov rushed at him.

Crailov did not bother with
threats or taunts or words. Instead, he simply attacked, slashing
with his green-burning sword as he drew back his dagger to stab.
Kylon dodged around the first blow, ducked under the second, and
caught the third upon the blade of his valikon.

The dark sword sliced right
through his valikon, cutting it in half, and the weapon shattered
into a thousand shards of silver light that faded into
nothingness.

Crailov smirked, just a
little, and raised his dagger to land the killing blow.

Kylon concentrated and
summoned his valikon back, and the sword reassembled itself intact
in his hand. Crailov scowled but did not slow as he attacked, his
sword and black dagger flashing.

Their duel settled into a
strange pattern. Kylon could not use his valikon to parry any of
the blows from Crailov’s sword since the weapon would force him to
summon the valikon once again and that lost second would be fatal.
But Kylon could deflect the blows from Crailov’s dagger with his
sword, and Crailov dared not let the valikon touch him. If the
valikon broke his skin, it might freeze all the blood in his veins,
and necromancer or not, Crailov would not survive that.

They traded blows furiously,
Kylon using his superior speed to stay away from the edge of
Crailov’s sword, Crailov using his sword’s reach to keep Kylon from
closing.

Then Crailov sidestepped and
threw his dagger with a quick snap of his arm.

It was an ill-aimed throw,
and Kylon got his torso and head out of the way in time. The blade
clipped his left shoulder, biting through his coat and drawing
blood, but not enough to be a problem. He attacked again, and
Crailov retreated, making no effort to strike, content to stay
ahead of Kylon’s blows.

Kylon took a step after him,
stumbled, and almost fell.

Something was wrong. A wave
of dizziness went through Kylon, and his heartbeat seemed like a
roar in his ears. At once his skin felt both icy cold and burning
hot, and his vision blurred. He sensed cold, necromantic power
forcing its way through his flesh, reaching cold fingers for his
heart.

Poisoned, the blade had been
poisoned, and it was killing him.

Kylon stumbled and went to
one knee, trying to find the strength to rise.

Crailov smiled and drew back
his sword for the kill.








###








Caina wrenched her sword free
from the back of a mavrokh as the creature collapsed back into
human form and died. The process made a hideous crackling noise,
and blood dripped from the silver blade of her valikon. She would
not last long fighting hand-to-hand with these creatures, not
without the sorcerous enhancements that Kylon and Seb could use,
but stabbing them in the back while they were distracted by the
stormdancer and the battle magus worked just fine.

If they could just get free
of the mavrokhi, they could escape. Get to the Magisterium
chapterhouse, or to the Boyar’s noble allies in the inner city.
Caina shot a look around, hoping the Boyar was still alive, and she
saw Mircea and Yuri standing back from the fight. Yuri seemed to be
physically holding Mircea back from joining the battle. Well, that
was for the best. Neither Mircea nor his bodyguard were cowards,
but they would not last long against the mavrokhi.

Though the theatre itself
might not last much longer. The ceiling had become a sheet of smoke
and flame, the smoke billowing through the cracks in the roof. Any
second now one of the beams was going to collapse, and once they
started falling, the rest of them would come down in short order.
Anyone still in the theatre would be trapped and choke to death in
smoke or would be burned alive.

That was a horrible way to
die. Caina had seen it firsthand, and she needed to get her friends
and allies and husband away before it happened.

Then she saw Kylon fall to
one knee, and horror filled her.

His aura…his aura had become
twisted, and she recognized the strange power that radiated from
him. Caina had not felt it for over seven years, not since she and
Halfdan and the Ghosts had hunted down Maglarion in Malarae.

It was the aura of
plagueblood, the necromantic poison that Maglarion had created to
kill the people of Malarae and harvest their life force to
transform himself into a living god. The chain of logic flashed
through Caina’s mind in a horrifying instant. Talmania had taken
Maglarion’s skull and turned it into a repository of the dead
necromancer’s knowledge. She had learned how to make plagueblood
from Maglarion’s memories and had given a vial of the poison to
Crailov.

And Crailov had used it on
Kylon.

A black memory seized Caina’s
mind. Alastair Corus, the first man she had ever taken into her
bed, had died of plagueblood. It had been a horrifying, agonizing
death, the cysts swelling beneath his skin. Caina hadn’t loved him,
had pitied him, but his death had horrified her. He hadn’t deserved
to die like that.

And now Kylon, a man she did
love, was about to share the same agonizing death.

For a heartbeat, sheer dread
froze her.

Then her mind started working
again, and cold purpose seized her.

Kylon wasn’t dead yet. And in
the pouch at her belt, Caina carried three vials of Elixir
Restorata. The alchemical Elixir could heal anything, and she was
willing to wager that it could heal Kylon and burn out the
plagueblood from his body at the same time.

She had to save him, had to
get him away from Crailov.

Everything else – the Ring,
the Umbarians, the civil war, all of it – fell away from her
mind.

Caina hastened forward,
drawing back her valikon to stab. Kylon tried to rise, couldn’t
manage it, and Crailov smirked as he drew back the Sword of
Rasarion Yagar to kill him. Because his weapon had to be the Sword
of the Iron King. Caina saw the necromantic power surging through
the thing, saw the glowing green gem on the pommel.

The Sword started to fall,
ready to end Kylon’s life.

Caina leaped at Crailov,
bringing the valikon plunging down towards his back.

At the last possible instant,
Crailov realized there was something wrong. Perhaps he had seen her
reflection in Kylon’s eyes. Or maybe the blow to Caina’s head had
made her woozy, and she had botched the attack. Crailov whirled,
trying to bring the Sword around to strike her, and the blow that
Caina had aimed at his back instead skidded down his chest and
stomach and onto his right leg. The gash she had carved into his
flesh sizzled and smoked rather than bled. So much necromantic
power flowed through Crailov that the valikon had burned him.

Crailov snarled, seeming to
ignore the pain, and before Caina could recover her balance, his
left fist lashed out. It slammed into her wounded temple, and pain
exploded through her skull. Her legs went out from underneath her,
and she landed hard on the floor. Her valikon bounced from her limp
fingers, her head spinning, her stomach heaving.

She tried to rise and found
that the room would not stop spinning long enough for her to manage
it.

“After all this,” said
Crailov, “was it so easy?” He kicked her in the stomach, forcing
the breath from her lungs. Then he stooped, seized her left wrist,
and wrenched the Ring free from its cord. “You were no match for
Talmania after all. Who knew? The legend of the Balarigar was just
a lie in the end. Trickery and fraud. Ah, well.”

His Sword rose to deliver the
killing blow.

Then Crailov jerked as
Kylon’s wild swing bit into the back of his right leg. The
red-coated assassin staggered, snarling, and kicked Kylon in the
face. His head jerked back and he fell, his valikon dissolving into
nothingness as he lost concentration.

Once more, Crailov lifted the
Sword, and then his eyes went wide, and he looked up.

With a thunderous crash,
three of the beams in the ceiling snapped, and the entire thing
started to fall in a rain of burning timber.








###








Seb jerked to his feet as the
snap of the breaking beams filled the theatre, and he saw the
ceiling give way.

There was no time. If Seb
didn’t move right now, he was going to die. He sprinted for the
doors as the ceiling fell in with a roar and a whoosh of smoke. Seb
shot into the street and saw an unremarkable man standing there,
staring at him. The man whirled and raced up the street, clearly
unwilling to risk a confrontation with a battle magus.

Seb dismissed him and looked
back into the theatre, could see nothing but burning beams and
planks. Two men stumbled to a halt behind him, and Seb saw the
Boyar and Yuri, soot-stained and sweaty, but still alive.

He couldn’t see anyone else
in the theatre through the flames and the smoke.

Gods of the Empire, had the
collapse of the ceiling killed them? He hadn’t known Caina all that
long, but the thought of his half-sister dying in such a fashion
upset him. And Kylon Shipbreaker?

“Did anyone else get out?”
said Seb.

“No,” said Mircea. “Magus, we
need to go. Some of those mavrokhi might have survived, and
Talmania will send more men for us soon.”

A wave of fury went through
Seb, and he wanted to strike the Boyar for his cold-bloodedness.
But Mircea was right. They could not stay here.

“Come on,” snapped Seb. “This
way. We can get into the sewers from here.” Hopefully, he would be
able to figure out the path from the Harbor Quarter to the inner
city.

“Lead the way, sir,” said
Mircea.

Seb ran down one of the
alleys next to the burning theatre, the heat and the smoke stinging
his eyes. He caught a flicker of motion around the corner, and he
surged forward with a burst of psychokinetic speed, sword drawn
back to strike.

Ilona and Theodosia were
there, and relief went over their faces at the sight of him.

“Lord Sebastian!” said Ilona.
“Thank the Divine you are still alive!”

“Is Caina with you?” said
Theodosia, her anxiety plain. “And Kylon?”

“I don’t know,” said Seb.
“They were fighting Crailov last I saw them. Then the beams fell. I
barely got out before I got crushed. We can’t stay here. More
mavrokhi or the gods know what else might show up any minute.”

“How did you escape?” said
Mircea.

“I don’t know,” said
Theodosia. “Those mavrokhi smashed through the door, and I thought
that was the end. Then a white light flashed from somewhere. It was
a spell, but I don’t know who cast it. We ran for it…but Sophia
went back into the theatre.” Theodosia gave a dismayed shake of her
head. “The girl wouldn’t leave Caina. She’s probably paid for that
loyalty with her life. Damn it!”

“We must go, madam,” said
Mircea, his tone gentler this time.

Theodosia took a shuddering
breath, but her eyes shone like sword blades. “Yes. Yes, you are
right. Ilona, please, lead the way to the sewers.”

Seb followed them, the fury
burning inside his heart even as the theatre crumbled. He had lost
his wife to Talmania. Now he had lost his half-sister and Kylon,
who he had come to consider a friend.

Would he ever be avenged on
Talmania? Would he ever be able to stop her endless path of murders
and horrors?
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Morgant hurried around a pile
of burning wreckage, his eyes stinging.

He had to get out of the
theatre immediately. Morgant had lived a long time, but he was
neither invincible nor immortal, and if he didn’t get out right
now, he was going to burn to death. Or choke on smoke. Neither was
a pleasant way to die.

But he had given Annarah his
word. He would find Caina and bring her back to Iramis. But where
the hell was she? Morgant realized that she was likely dead, buried
with Kylon beneath those damned beams.

Then he heard a grunt of
effort, and he spotted Caina.

She looked terrible, her face
bruised, blood dripping down the side of her face and neck from a
cut on her left temple. She grasped an unconscious Kylon beneath
the arms and was dragging him towards the stage. Caina looked
terrible, but Kylon appeared on the verge of death. His skin had
turned a waxy gray, and there were strange black cysts growing
beneath the skin of his hands and face. He seemed like he was about
to die of some virulent plague, which was strange because Morgant
could think of no disease that acted so quickly. Maybe Crailov had
hit him with a spell or an exotic poison.

Caina grunted, dragging Kylon
another few feet, and her eyes, blue and bloodshot, met his.

“Morgant,” she croaked. “Help
me. It’s not too late. The Elixir you brought, the Elixir can save
him. Just…just have to get him outside…”

“Damn it all,” said Morgant,
shoving his weapons into their scabbards and reaching under Kylon’s
knees. “Why do I always wind up helping you carry unconscious
Kyracians out of burning buildings? At least he isn’t naked this
time.”

Morgant and Caina hauled
Kylon towards the door next to the stage, and Caina began coughing
uncontrollably. There was just too much damned smoke from the
burning timbers scattered everywhere. He glanced up and saw that
about half the roof had fallen in, but the other half was still
there and still burning. Any minute now it would collapse, and if
they were still underneath it, that was it.

“Go!” growled Morgant between
coughs, urging Caina on. “Get…”

“My lady!”

There was a flash of silver
light, and to Morgant’s surprise, he saw Sophia Zomanek running
towards them. Her face was rigid with strain, the cords standing
out on her neck, and she held her left hand thrust towards them,
silver light shining around her fingers.

And as she did, the smoke
cleared away, and Morgant could breathe again.

“How?” said Caina.

“Lord Kylon and Lord
Sebastian were showing me how,” said Sophia. “The spell of the
wind.” Her face looked stricken as she stared at Kylon. “Lord
Kylon…”

“Go!” said Caina.

Sophia nodded, and the three
of them made their way through the burning theater to the dressing
rooms, Morgant and Caina carrying Kylon, Sophia leading the way
with her spell pushing back the smoke. The corridor beyond was
choked with smoke, or it would have been, had Sophia’s power not
driven it back.

Kylon let out a gurgling
moan, black foam appearing on his lips.

“No,” said Caina. “No, no,
no. Put him down.”

“We can’t use the Elixir in
here,” said Morgant. “The damned building is about to fall on our
heads.”

“If we don’t do it now,” said
Caina, lowering Kylon’s upper body to the floor, “he’s going to
die. I can feel his pulse, it’s getting erratic…”

She fell silent and dropped
to her knees next to Kylon, and Morgant sighed and dropped Kylon’s
legs. Caina dug into the pouch at her belt and produced one of the
glowing silver vials of Elixir Restorata. She pried Kylon’s mouth
open, broke the seal on the vial, and then poured it down his
throat while she pinched his nose shut. Morgant saw Kylon’s throat
work as he swallowed. Well, the Kyracian wasn’t dead quite yet.

“We had better take a few
steps back,” said Morgant. He saw that Caina was clutching Kylon’s
right hand with both of hers as she stared into his face. “The last
time the silver fire…”

“Yes,” said Caina. “Yes,
you’re right.” She put Kylon’s hand on his chest, and as she did,
the veins in his hand began to glow with silver light. “Sophia, get
back. Get back!”

Sophia took a hesitant step
back, and Caina grabbed her shoulder and pulled her further down
the corridor. The silver light glowed brighter beneath Kylon’s
skin, spreading over his face and neck.

He sat up with a gasp, his
eyes going wide, and silver fire blazed from him.

It wasn’t as much as Morgant
expected. The last time he had seen Kylon drink a vial of Elixir
Restorata had been after the battle at the Craven’s Tower in
Istarinmul, and that had been an explosion of such force that it
had cracked the floor and blown apart some of the furniture. This
time the silver fire wrapped close around him, almost like a
cocoon. It blazed brighter, and Morgant heard Kylon breathing hard,
his hands clenched into fists as he braced himself against the
floor.

The fire winked out.

Morgant blinked in surprise.
The last time the fire had burned away Kylon’s clothes, but when
Annarah had used a vial of Elixir Restorata, her sorcerous control
had been good enough to keep the fire from burning her garments.
Kylon, it seemed, had learned a greater level of control since
then.

“Caina,” he rasped.

The Elixir had worked. The
black cysts had vanished, and his skin had lost its grayish
cast.

His eyes rolled into the back
of his head, and he collapsed to the floor.

“He’s healed,” said Morgant.
“We need to move.”

“Yes,” said Caina. “Get his
legs.”

“But there are burning planks
in front of the back door,” said Sophia. “How will we get out?”

“Morgant’s dagger can cut
anything,” said Caina. “He’ll make us a door. Then we’ll head for
one of Theodosia’s safe houses and then…and then we’ll figure out
what to do next.”

Morgant hoped she had a good
idea because he did not.

For the second time in his
life, Morgant helped Caina carry an unconscious Kyracian from a
burning building.

***

 



 Chapter 12: An
Umbarian Province








Crailov grimaced and shoved
aside the last of the burning planks, pushing his way back onto the
street.

The Ring rested in his left
hand, the metal icy against his skin. Crailov idly wondered how
many men had carried more than one relic of the Iron King, save for
Rasarion Yagar himself. Perhaps Crailov was making history. Just as
well he didn’t care about such things.

He looked around the street.
There was no sign of the mavrokhi, and Crailov assumed they had all
fallen to the valikons or died in the fire, which was one of the
few reliable ways of killing a mavrokh. Certainly, he didn’t sense
any of them still alive.

No great loss, that.

Stavros stood in the middle
of the street, a sword in hand, his expression tense as he gazed at
the burning theatre.

His eyes met Crailov’s, and
Crailov felt the sudden overwhelming urge to kill Stavros and feed
upon his death.

“Kill him,” said the Sword
into his head.

It was tempting, but with
some effort, Crailov pushed the thought back.

“Master Crailov, sir,” said
Stavros, taking in Crailov’s damaged shirt. “You’re…still
alive?”

“In hindsight,” said Crailov,
“you were right. I think the fire might have been excessive.”

“The mavrokhi?” said
Stavros.

“All dead,” said Crailov,
grimacing as he rolled his aching shoulders. “The valikons either
killed them, or they died in the fire.” He shook his head. “Odd.
That turned out to be easier than I expected.”

Stavros raised an eyebrow.
“Easier, sir?”

Crailov shrugged. “The
mavrokhi are expendable.”

Stavros did not blink an eye
at that. Instead, he looked at Crailov’s chest with a mild frown.
Crailov glanced down at himself. In the fury of the moment, he had
almost forgotten the gash that Caina had carved down his chest and
stomach with her valikon. That had hurt damnably, but the wound was
already healing itself. Which also hurt, and which also explained
why he was so hungry.

For a moment, just a moment,
he considered killing Stavros and feeding on his death. Talmania
wouldn’t miss one Silent Hunter, surely. But years of experience
and caution stopped him. He could regenerate the wound well enough
without feeding. And if he started killing Talmania’s servants, she
might decide that it was time to kill him and take the Sword of the
Iron King. No, best to exercise restraint for now.

Something of his thoughts
must have shown on his face because Stavros took a cautious step
back.

“We should return to the
provost at once,” said Crailov. Partly because that was the correct
course of action, and partly because he did not want to provoke the
paranoid Silent Hunter into stabbing him in the back.

“Do you have the Ring?” said
Stavros.

Crailov smiled. “Oh, yes. I
wouldn’t want to come back to her empty-handed, would you?”

“Indeed not,” said Stavros.
“What about Caina Kardamnos? She is dead?”

Crailov’s smile
evaporated.

He…wasn’t entirely sure.

He couldn’t sense her, but
she was a valikarion so he couldn’t sense her under any
circumstances. Then again, he couldn’t sense any of her allies
nearby, but his ability to sense life force had a limited range.
The last he had seen of Caina had been when the roof had fallen in,
obscuring both her and Kylon. She and her husband might have
escaped. Actually, Kylon had likely died. The plagueblood had
corrupted his aura so much that Crailov wouldn’t have been able to
feed on him, and it had likely killed him a few moments later.

Most probably, Caina and
Kylon were dead.

Most probably.

Lying to Talmania Scorneus
was a bad idea.

“I’m not sure,” said Crailov
at last. “She is most likely dead, but she might have escaped.” He
shook his head. “Regardless, we should return to Talmania at once.
She cares more about the Ring than her niece.”

“Agreed, sir,” said Stavros,
gesturing to the street. “Shall we proceed to the Red Horse
Palace?”








###








Talmania walked into the
square before the Red Horse Palace, the Syvashar following her in
silence. The high priest of the Temnoti wore a heavy brown robe,
the cowl pulled up to conceal his mutated face, his hands hidden in
the long sleeves. The hem of the robe dragged along the ground,
which was enough to conceal the fact that he no longer had legs but
instead relied upon tentacles to propel himself forward. From a
distance, the Syvashar would look like a Brother of the Temple in
an oversized robe. Targov Bravlin was friendly to the Temnoti, and
there were many adherents of the cult of Temnuzash among the nobles
and wealthier merchants of Risiviri, but the common people solidly
supported the Temple. If the Syvashar was foolish enough to show
himself on the streets, he might get attacked, though his sorcery
would be enough to defend himself. And if Targov was dumb enough to
declare his allegiance to Temnuzash too soon, he would find himself
overthrown, or the measures necessary to put down the resultant
revolt would reduce Risiviri to ashes.

It was, she mused, an
interesting problem. The necessities of politics often required
making allies of questionable quality or relying upon inferior men.
Targov, alas, wasn’t nearly as intelligent as his older brother
Mircea. It would have been preferable to leave Mircea as the Boyar,
save for the fact that the elder Bravlin staunchly supported the
Emperor and was a foe of the Temnoti. She wondered if Targov could
govern Risiviri, or if the fool boy would get himself overthrown in
short order.

Of course, if Talmania could
find the Ring, take the Sword from Crailov, and locate the
remaining two relics, the entire question was moot. If she
controlled Rasarion Yagar, the Iron King would summon a vast undead
horde, and with that horde, Talmania would take control of the
Umbarian Order, conquer the Empire, and impose order.

Someone had to do it, as she
had told Caina. Someone had to rule mankind and keep humanity from
destroying itself. Why shouldn’t it be Talmania herself?

She hoped that Crailov had
killed the younger woman. On the surface, Caina was no threat to
Talmania. But Caina was a valikarion, and only a foolish magus
ignored the danger of a valikarion. And even if Caina had not been
a valikarion, she had left the wreckage of many defeated enemies in
her wake. She and Caina were too much alike for Talmania’s comfort.
Talmania had known pain as a girl and had dedicated herself to
acquiring enough power to rule her fate and order the world around
her. Caina had known pain as a girl and had instead dedicated
herself to defending those who could not defend themselves.

A foolish philosophy,
Talmania knew, but then Caina would say the same about her.

No. Better to kill Caina and
remove the threat.

As she entered the square
between the Red Horse Palace and the Grand Temple, one of the rings
on her right hand buzzed against her finger, a warning against the
aura radiating from the Grand Temple. The ring was detecting the
aura of the Great Sanctuary Stone inside the Grand Temple, the
final and greatest weapon of the Warmaiden. No one knew what the
Stone was supposed to do, and the Key to activate it had been lost,
but it nonetheless gave off a potent protective aura. At this
range, necromantic sorcery would be severely inhibited, and if
Talmania entered the Grand Temple, she would be unable to use any
necromantic spells at all.

Fortunately, she had numerous
other sources of power and had no intention of entering the
Temple.

A troop of worried-looking
soldiers stood guard before the massive doors to the Grand Temple,
which concerned Talmania. Targov ought to have killed the Boyar by
now and cast the blame upon the Magisterium. Old Preceptor Oromaris
would go down fighting, but that was all right. Talmania would have
needed to kill him at some point anyway. But if there were soldiers
before the Great Temple, that meant Targov had sent them there.
That, in turn, meant that someone had taken refuge inside the
Temple, someone Targov needed dead.

Talmania permitted herself a
single sigh. She suspected someone was about to tell her bad
news.

She spotted Targov Bravlin
standing in the center of the square, surrounded by some of his
loyal szlachts. Around him stood three times as many of the
szlachts loyal to Mircea, and they gave Targov flat, empty looks,
the expressions of men concealing their emotions and withholding
judgment.

Targov’s voice came to her
ears as she approached.

“I tell you, my brother was
murdered!” said Targov. “He sought to make an alliance with the
Magisterium, and in exchange they slew him. This vile crime must be
answered! We…” He trailed off as he saw Talmania approach, and then
smiled. “Yes, here comes a trustworthy ally. The friendship of the
Umbarian Order shall help us to avenge my noble brother.”

Some of the szlachts turned
smiles in Talmania’s direction, but most of them gave her
suspicious looks. Targov hurried to join her, his szlachts staring
after her. He wore chain mail beneath a blue surcoat adorned with
the sigil of House Bravlin.

“Provost,” said Targov. “I am
pleased to greet you on the field of victory. The Red Horse Palace
is mine, as is the city militia.”

“Is it?” said Talmania.

Targov’s smile faltered for
just a moment, and then he kept talking. “It is. There are only a
few fools left to convince or execute, and then I shall be the
Boyar of Risiviri. The uncontested Boyar of Risiviri.”

Talmania nodded. “Then your
brother is dead? Showing his body and blaming the Magisterium for
his death will go a long way towards solidifying your hold on the
city.”

Targov hesitated. “That…might
prove a problem…”

A wave of irritation rolled
through Talmania, and she reminded herself to work with the tools
at hand.

“And why is that, my lord?”
said Talmania.

“My brother seems to
have…disappeared,” admitted Targov.

“Disappeared,” repeated
Talmania. “Then you failed to kill him.”

“I didn’t fail!” said Targov.
“It wasn’t my fault. I thought that he might try to escape through
the hidden tunnel from the chapel crypt, so I sent four men ahead
to ambush him. Unfortunately, it looks like Mircea and his
bodyguards killed them all, and then escaped to the sewers.”

“So you are not the Boyar of
Risiviri yet,” said Talmania, “because your brother is still alive.
And the minute he shows himself to his men and says that you tried
to murder him and take his place, you’re finished. Almost all your
supporters will abandon you.”

“No,” said Targov. “Not if I
find him first. And I know where he is going.”

“Do you?” said Talmania.

Targov failed to notice the
sarcasm. “Mircea was always a pious fool, so he will trust to the
power of the Temple to save himself for my wrath. He will flee to
the Grand Temple and take sanctuary there. All I need to do is wait
for him to emerge, and then I shall have him.”

Talmania stared at Targov,
forcing back her temper. She knew she was more intelligent than
most people. Obviously, she was not infallible, and placing too
much trust in her intellect was as risky as putting too much trust
in anything.

But she still had difficulty
grasping just how damned stupid people could be at times.

“No, my lord,” said Talmania.
“He won’t go to the Temple.”

Targov shook his head. “No, I
know my brother. He…”

“Be silent and listen if you
want to save your head,” said Talmania. Targov blinked at her and
shut up. “Mircea won’t flee to the Temple because he isn’t afraid
of your wrath. He will fight to take back his city from you. He
knows that you don’t respect the Temple, and he knows that you will
try to kill him. Logically, that means he won’t come to the Grand
Temple. Instead, he will go to allies with the power to help
him.”

“Who?” said Targov, blinking.
Talmania thought it made him look like a landed fish with a
mustache.

“The Magisterium
chapterhouse,” said Talmania. “The preceptor Oromaris hates the
Umbarians, and he and his magi have the power to protect your
brother from both of us. All Mircea needs to do is to reach the
chapterhouse and explain what happened to Oromaris. Then the magi
and the Boyar will proceed here, and once the nobles see that
Mircea is alive, they’ll side with him and take you into custody.
Then Mircea will execute you. He’ll probably mount your head on a
spike over the castle gate.”

Targov gaped at her.

“That’s impossible,” said
Targov at last.

“Why?” said Talmania.

Targov blinked several times,
and she saw the panic start to set in.

“What are we going to do?”
said Targov. “What are we going to do?”

“You are going to act as the
Boyar of Risiviri,” said Talmania, regretting the fact that Targov
did not have a spine. The lack of it would make him easier to
control, true, but first, he had to survive his attempt to
overthrow his brother. “That means you must act decisively and
swiftly. Gather all your available forces and attack the
Magisterium’s chapterhouse at once.”

Targov blinked. “What…what
will that accomplish?”

“Oromaris and your brother
will form the nucleus of resistance to your rule,” said Talmania,
wondering if she was going to have to draw him a damned picture.
“Therefore, attack the Magisterium’s chapterhouse immediately, and
kill both Oromaris and your brother. When Mircea comes to defend
himself, claim that he is an illusion created by the sorcery of the
Magisterium.”

“I…I don’t have anyone
capable of fighting magi,” said Targov.

“I shall accompany you, as
will my forces,” said Talmania. “Go to your men, tell them that you
believe Aristide Oromaris murdered your brother for failing to side
with the Emperor.” An outrageous lie, to be sure, but sometimes
outrageous lies were more easily believed. “Then attack at once and
kill everyone in the chapterhouse. Go to your men, Boyar, and
prepare them to march.”

“I will have your support?”
said Targov.

“Did I not just say that?”
said Talmania. “Go.”

Targov nodded, hurried back
to his szlachts, and began giving them orders. The szlachts looked
dubious.

“He is a fool,” said the
Syvashar in his rasping voice.

“I know that,” said Talmania.
“But, for the moment, if we are to have any chance of controlling
Risiviri, he is our best option. The Order’s forces are fully
committed to the siege of Artifel. We don’t have any troops to
spare.”

At least until she obtained
all five of the relics and bound the Iron King to her will. Then
the Order would have all the forces it would ever need. Or, rather,
Talmania would. If the rest of the Umbarian Order did not
cooperate, she would sweep them aside along with everyone else. But
until she could find those relics, she needed allies, and that
meant working with Targov and the Temnoti.

“My brother priests and I
cannot show ourselves openly,” said the Syvashar. “At least not
yet. Many of the nobles and wealthy men are on our side, but most
of the commoners are against us. Should we show ourselves publicly,
Risiviri will descend into civil war.”

“Agreed,” said Talmania.
Though that might not be the worst possible outcome. If Risiviri
weakened itself enough, Voivode Gregor of Vagraastrad might be
strong enough to conquer the city outright. All of Ulkaar would be
united beneath a noble friendly to the Order. That process would
kill a lot of the Ulkaari, but that would be no great loss, and it
would let Talmania use Ulkaar as a stable base for finding the
remaining relics.

Her ring buzzed against her
finger as it detected an approaching necromantic aura.

She turned her head and saw
Antonin Crailov and Stavros walking into the square. None of the
mavrokhi were with them. For that matter, Crailov grimaced as if he
was in pain, and he had pulled his red coat shut.

But there was a powerful
necromantic aura radiating from him.

“Master Crailov,” said
Talmania.

“Provost,” said Crailov, and
he offered a flourishing bow. Talmania knew him well enough to see
the slightest hint of mockery in it. “I am pleased to present you
with the Ring of Rasarion Yagar.”

He held out his hand, and
Talmania saw the iron band of the Ring resting in his palm, the
carved dragon’s head emerald giving off a faint green glow.
Talmania cast a spell, probing the Ring for sorcerous force. It was
genuine – no tricks or traps. Crailov had carried out his
mission.

“The holy relic,” murmured
the Syvashar. “The Ring once carried by the mighty Iron King before
the treacherous Warmaiden slew him.”

“Well done,” murmured
Talmania, taking the Ring from him and slipping it onto the third
finger of her left hand. At once she felt the surge of necromantic
power from the ancient relic. The Ring would add to her
considerable reserves of necromantic power and give her tremendous
control over undead creatures. Not quite as much control as
possessing all five relics would give her, of course, but
nonetheless a great deal.

And using the Ring and the
Amulet in conjunction ought to produce some interesting and useful
effects.

“All the mavrokhi are dead?”
said Talmania.

“I fear so, provost,” said
Stavros.

“We can create more easily
enough,” said the Syvashar.

“And my niece?” said
Talmania. “I hope you took this from her dead hand?”

Crailov hesitated, which was
bad.

“She is most likely dead,”
said Crailov.

“Most likely?” said Talmania.
“I am most likely not going to kill you when this conversation is
over,” Crailov’s hand twitched toward his sword hilt, “but that’s
not a very reassuring thing to say, is it?”

“I suppose not,” said
Crailov.

“So.” Talmania watched Targov
talk to his szlachts. “What happened?”

Crailov related the fight at
the theatre. It seemed that Kylon and the fire had killed most of
the mavrokhi, though the Shipbreaker himself was now dead. Crailov
had been certain that Kylon had been infected with the plagueblood,
and the plagueblood was invariably fatal. Caina herself had been
dazed and reeling from a blow to the head, and Crailov would have
killed her, but then Kylon had intervened. Then the roof had
started falling in, and Crailov concluded that it was better to
retreat with the Ring than to perish in the fire and lose the
Ring.

“One of them wounded you,
didn’t they?” said Talmania. “That’s why you closed your coat.”

Crailov raised his gray
eyebrows. “It gets cold in Ulkaar in the winter, provost.”

“It does,” said Talmania.
“You also don’t want me to notice that your wounds are healing
rather faster than they should.”

Crailov’s eyes narrowed, just
for an instant, and Talmania watched him consider attacking her. If
he did, that would be stupid. She was more than prepared to deal
with him, and if he attacked her, giving her the Ring of Rasarion
Yagar would have been his final mistake.

“Caina did,” said Crailov,
returning to calm once more. “Caught me off guard, I’m afraid. But
she wasn’t quite fast enough.” He shook his head. “I confess I was
disappointed by her.”

“Oh?” said Talmania. “Do
elaborate.”

“She was clever enough in
Vagraastrad, but Kylon was the one who killed the vyrkolak lord,
not her,” said Crailov. “I fear I overestimated her. The legend of
the Balarigar.” He snorted. “I wonder how much of her reputation
rested upon Kylon’s deeds. Or the victories won for her by stronger
men. In the end, the tale of the Balarigar was just fraud and
trickery, the typical weapons of a spy. Underneath the legend of
the Balarigar and the Liberator and the amirja of Istarinmul was
nothing more than a frightened young woman who got to watch her
husband die.”

Talmania just stared at
him.

“What?” said Crailov.

“Ah, well,” said Talmania. “I
had thought you smarter than that.”

Crailov scowled. “What does
that mean?”

“You said Mircea was there,”
said Talmania. “Which means he might have escaped the fire. It is
also possible Caina escaped after the wraithblood killed the
Shipbreaker. Which means there is an excellent possibility that a
vengeful Caina Kardamnos and a Mircea Bravlin desperate to reclaim
his city are preparing to move against us.”

Crailov blinked once.

“Didn’t think of that, did
we?” said Talmania.

“I am a hired assassin, not
part of the Umbarian Order,” said Crailov. “Which reminds me, I
expect to be paid for obtaining the Ring.”

“You will,” said Talmania.
“And you’re right. You are not part of the Order. You are a hired
assassin. I’m sure the distinction will mean a great deal to Caina
Kardamnos as she hunts you down.”

Crailov scoffed. “She’s
dead.”

“And if she isn’t,” said
Talmania, “she’s a valikarion, you cannot sense valikarion, and she
has a valikon, which means she can kill you. You’ll have to sleep
with one eye open for a very, very long time.”

Crailov didn’t say anything
to that.

“Fortunately,” said Talmania,
“the solution to both our problems is readily at hand.”

“And that is?” said
Crailov.

“It’s simple,” said Talmania.
“We find and kill Mircea Bravlin. He’ll have fled to the
Magisterium’s chapterhouse on the other side of the Boyar’s
Quarter. That will be the locus of any resistance. If Caina and any
of her allies are still alive, they’ll have fled there as well. All
the rats in one trap, as it were.”

Crailov frowned. “Targov’s an
idiot, and his men know it. If they see that Mircea’s still
alive…”

“We’ll kill him and blame it
on the Magisterium,” said Talmania. “There will be a few witnesses
to the truth, but so what? People believe what they want to
believe, and people also crave stability and order. Targov will be
the Boyar, and what is done will be done.”

“I will require additional
payment,” said Crailov, “if…”

“No,” said Talmania. “You’ll
receive half of your payment for the Ring. The other half will wait
until you bring me Caina’s corpse.”

“She died in the theatre,”
said Crailov.

“Then go dig through the
rubble and bring me her corpse,” said Talmania, “if you’re so
certain.”

Crailov glared at her.

“But if you come with me,”
said Talmania, “there will be a great deal of killing. I think
you’ll rather enjoy that just now.”

“You, provost, are too clever
by half,” said Crailov.

“So people have told me all
my life,” said Talmania. Come to think of it, her father had told
her that. Later that day, she and Rania had killed him. Perhaps
Talmania was too clever by half, but Hyraekon Scorneus had not been
half clever enough…a trait, she was starting to suspect, Antonin
Crailov also possessed.

No matter. That would make it
all the easier to take the Sword of Rasarion Yagar from him when
the hour came.

“Very well,” said Crailov. “I
will see this to the end.”

“Excellent,” said Talmania.
“You masqueraded as an advisor to Voivode Gregor, so you can go
masquerade as an advisor to Targov Bravlin. We shall join you
shortly.”

Crailov gave her a suspicious
look but nodded and walked to join the usurping Boyar.

“My brother priests and I
cannot join in this fight, provost,” said the Syvashar. “We risk
exposing ourselves to Risiviri at large.”

Useless cowards, Talmania
thought.

“Of course,” said Talmania
aloud. “The hour has not yet come for the Temnoti to show
themselves.” She turned to Stavros as the Syvashar glided away.
“Master Stavros, a word.”

“Provost?” said Stavros.

“Send a message to Centurion
Halvar,” said Talmania. “He is to take command of all my Adamant
Guards and Dead Legion soldiers, and they are to gather at the Red
Horse Palace. I suspect we shall have to do the bulk of the
fighting.”

“Of course,” said
Stavros.

“Also,” said Talmania, “tell
the captains of our warships. They are to be ready to depart the
harbor at a moment’s notice, and Centurion Halvar must be ready to
withdraw to the Harbor Quarter when I give the word. You personally
will collect the skulls in my library, and make sure that my
equipment is loaded onto the ships.”

“Of course, provost,” said
Stavros. “I shall send the messages at once.”

The master of her Silent
Hunters sprinted off to carry out her will.

Talmania watched him go, and
then turned and headed to join Crailov and Targov, who had at last
gotten his szlachts headed in the direction of the Magisterium
chapterhouse. However this day ended, Talmania intended to leave
Risiviri with the Ring and Amulet of Rasarion Yagar.

If she departed Risiviri with
Targov dead and Mircea in control of the city once more, well…that
would be disappointing, but not crippling. In the end, control of
Ulkaar did not matter.

What mattered was finding all
five relics of Rasarion Yagar…and Talmania carried two of them and
could take the Sword from Crailov whenever she wished.

One way or another, she would
summon the Iron King, and use his powers to conquer the Empire.

The fate of Ulkaar, in the
end, was of no concern.

***

 



 Chapter 13: Chains
Of The Past








Morgant the Razor, legendary
assassin and (in his unfailingly accurate and objective opinion)
the greatest painter in Istarinmul or the Empire, took one last
look around the street.

It was, for the moment,
deserted. A few moments ago, a large number of undead soldiers in
armor had hastened up the streets, heading for the inner city. He
had fought the soldiers of the Umbarians’ Dead Legion during
Cassander Nilas’s attack on Istarinmul, and individually they were
no threat to him. In large numbers, though, they would pose a
problem, and at least two hundred of them had disembarked from the
Umbarian warships. Morgant supposed it was easy to carry Dead
Legionaries aboard warships – they required neither food nor water.
Maybe the Umbarians stacked them like cargo in the hold.

He had feared they might try
to hunt down Caina, but that worry had proven unfounded. The undead
and the few Adamant Guards accompanying them had headed towards the
inner city, passing the street with the safe house.

Maybe Talmania thought that
Caina was dead. Knowing that weasel Crailov, he had likely lied to
the provost and claimed the reward for Caina’s death. Of course,
Talmania seemed clever enough to realize the truth, but she likely
had larger problems right now, especially if Mircea had survived
the fight at the theatre. The Boyar seemed like a typical pompous
Ulkaari noble, but he would not let his brother overthrow him
without a fight. Morgant had seen dozens of scenarios like this
play out during his long life.

Well, this wasn’t the time to
ruminate on them. Morgant shook his head, turned and walked into
the alley.

The Ghost safe house was a
set of rented rooms over a tavern. The tavern was closed, the door
barricaded and the windows shuttered, no doubt in fear of the
Umbarians. In the alley, a set of rickety wooden steps led up to a
pair of rooms. It seemed that Theodosia owned the building, and had
set up the rented room as a safe house for her Ghost circle.

Morgant climbed the stairs to
the door, knocked in the pattern they had agreed on, and swung open
the door. Inside was a small sitting room, furnished with a pair of
chairs and several chests of supplies. The fire in a small hearth
gave off a faint heat.

Sophia Zomanek stood in the
center of the room, crossbow leveled at his chest.

Morgant grinned at her.
“Going to shoot me?”

Sophia let out a long breath.
“No.” She lowered the weapon.

“I could be a disguised
Umbarian magus,” said Morgant, closing the door behind him.

Sophia shook her head. “No,
you’re Morgant. I can sense your emotions. They’re…not usual.”

Now, there was an
understatement.

“Caina’s still here?” said
Morgant.

“Aye,” said the girl. “She’s
in the inner room with Lord Kylon. He…hasn’t woken up yet.”

“He will,” said Morgant,
crossing to one of the chairs and sitting with a sigh. “That Elixir
Restorata will cure just about anything. If you were wondering, no
one’s outside. All the Umbarians are heading to the inner city. I
would wager that they’re going to kill Lord Mircea.”

Sophia hesitated, and then
sat down in the other chair. Morgant wondered at that. He wondered
why Caina wasn’t waiting here. More to the point, he didn’t know
why she hadn’t gone to take a look herself. She hadn’t emerged from
the inner room since they had carried Kylon inside.

He considered Sophia, and a
flash of artistic inspiration came to him. Perhaps he would paint
her once he returned to Istarinmul. That pensive, worried
expression…yes, he would paint her sitting on a bench, looking
towards the sea, waiting for her lover to return. Maybe he would
ask her to pose for him. Well, she would probably refuse, no doubt
believing he had prurient interests. She needn’t fear on that
account. The fires of the flesh cooled as a man aged, and Morgant
was very old. He was old enough that he would rather paint a pretty
young woman than do anything else with her.

That ought to have been
depressing, but he was too old to care.

The girl stared right back at
him, which caught his attention.

“You’re not scared of me at
all, are you?” said Morgant.

Sophia hesitated. “It is the
Ulkaari way to be respectful to our elders, sir.”

Morgant laughed. “So it would
be disrespectful to tell me that you’re not afraid of me, is that
it?”

“I would rather not take that
chance, sir,” said Sophia.

Morgant leaned forward. “Why
aren’t you scared of me?” He was curious how she would answer.
Probably she would say that he was Caina’s friend.

“I’ve seen things much more
frightening than you, sir,” said Sophia.

Morgant raised an eyebrow.
“Like what?”

Her lips thinned. “Have you
ever heard of the Boyar’s Hunt?”

“Ah.” Morgant leaned back in
the chair. He had, indeed, heard of the Boyar’s Hunt. A few of the
northern lords had still practiced the custom the last time he had
been in Ulkaar. “Let me guess. Caina came across you, saved you
from the Hounds of the Iron King, and killed whatever boyar planned
the Hunt in the process, is that it?”

“Somewhat,” said Sophia. “She
found me in Sigilsoara. I fled into the Iron King’s castle because
I was so frightened of the Boyar’s Hunt.” She offered Morgant a
smile that was meant to be pleasant, but only came across as hard.
“That’s how frightened I was. I would rather have died in
Sigilsoara than face the Hunt. At least the creatures inside the
Iron King’s castle would only have killed me.”

“Mmm,” said Morgant. “What
happened to the boyar who wanted you to run in the Hunt?”

“Lady Caina killed him,” said
Sophia. “She outwitted him, and she and Lord Kylon killed him and
all his szlachts.” She shook her head. “I was terrified of Razdan
Nagrach for years. Then in a quarter of an hour, Lady Caina undid
him and slew all his men.” She gave Morgant a defiant look, her
dark eyes flashing. “That is why I swore to her as a liegewoman.
That is why I will follow her to Iramis. I will train at the Towers
of Lore, as the Warmaiden did in ancient days, and I will become a
loremaster. Then I will help Lady Caina against wicked
sorcerers.”

Morgant snorted. Sophia was
young. No doubt young enough to think she could go on a crusade and
cleanse the world of evil. Well, she would learn, in time.

“You think I am funny, sir?”
said Sophia.

“I think the world is funny,”
said Morgant. “Or a joke on us. A bad joke, at that. Why isn’t
Caina out here? We need to move.”

Sophia hesitated. “I…think
you should talk to Lady Caina.”

“Me?” Morgant frowned.
“Why?”

“She might listen to you,”
said Sophia.

“About what?” said
Morgant.

Sophia hesitated. “I think…I
think she is very upset. She loves Lord Kylon.” Sophia flushed a
little at that. Probably infatuated with the Kyracian. Well, Kylon
seemed to have that effect on women. Caina had started by becoming
infatuated with Kylon and had ended up marrying him. “When he was
hurt, it…I think she is…shaken.”

“But he’s not hurt,” said
Morgant. “The Elixir healed him. When he wakes up, he’ll be his
usual dour self.”

“But he almost died,” said
Sophia. “I think that…shook Lady Caina. You are like her aged
grandfather.”

“For the gods’ sake,”
muttered Morgant.

“She is more likely to listen
to you than to me,” said Sophia. “But I think you are right, sir. I
think we should move very soon, and Caina…might be too upset to see
that.”

Morgant stared at her.

The girl stared back.

He remembered his last
conversation with Annarah in Iramis, how he had promised her that
he would find Caina. He also remembered the ridiculous wedding
ceremony Nasser had put together for Caina and Kylon. The
Balarigar’s cold dead eyes had seemed to shine as she looked at her
new husband for the first time.

Morgant also remembered her
trying to drag Kylon from the burning theatre by herself.

“Hell,” muttered Morgant,
getting to his feet with a grunt. “You’re going to be a good
loremaster, girl.”

Sophia blinked. “How do you
know?”

“Because loremasters are good
at getting me to do damned annoying things I don’t want to do,”
said Morgant.

“Thank you?”

Morgant ignored her, opened
the inner door, and stepped inside.

The room was dim, lit by the
narrow window overlooking the alley and a brazier of coals that
provided some heat. The only furniture was a narrow bed and a
stool, with a few more chests of supplies stacked against the wall.
Kylon lay unconscious on the bed, his clothes still stained with
soot.

Caina sat on the stool,
staring at him. There was a faint layer of soot on her pale face.
Sophia had cleaned herself up, but Caina hadn’t. She looked up at
Morgant, and her eyes were bloodshot. There were also clear tracks
through the soot below her eyes.

Had she been crying? Morgant
hadn’t thought Caina was capable of tears. He had never seen her do
it.

“What?” said Caina.

“You ought to be pleased,”
said Morgant. “For once, you weren’t the one to burn down the
damned building.”

She didn’t respond.

“We should go,” said Morgant.
“Staying here is a bad idea.”

“When Kylon wakes up,” said
Caina. “If he wakes up.”

“Before that, even,” said
Morgant. “We’ll steal a horse and a cart so we don’t have to carry
him…”

“Not until he wakes up,” said
Caina.

Morgant snorted. “The
Kyracian can sleep the day away, fine, but we…”

“Shut up,” said Caina, her
voice cold and clear. Her eyes were like blue ice. “Shut the hell
up. Don’t say anything bad about Kylon, Morgant. Not another word.
If you do, you can get the hell out. Go back to Annarah and tell
her that you broke your word because you couldn’t keep your damned
mouth shut.”

He stood in silence for a
while.

“You know, you really
shouldn’t cry,” said Morgant. “You look terrible when you cry.”

“I’m not crying,” said Caina,
though a quiver went through her voice.

“Yes, you are,” said Morgant.
“Some women have the complexion for it. Like, Annarah. She looks
tragic and solemn when she weeps. Your eyes, though, they just get
all puffy. You look like you’re drunk and you’re about to throw up
on the Kyracian…”

Caina let out a choked laugh.
“You never change, do you?” There was something unsteady and
reeling in her eyes. She was upset about Kylon, true, but there was
something else gnawing at her. Morgant had known Caina for two
years, and they had done some insanely dangerous things together,
and he had never seen her like this. “But why should you?”

“So,” said Morgant. “Are you
going to sit here and sulk and wait for…”

“Sulk?” snapped Caina, her
eyes flashing. “This is my fault.”

“Oh, for the gods’ sake, here
we go again,” said Morgant with exasperation.

“What?” snarled Caina.

“You blaming yourself for
things beyond your control,” said Morgant. “Oh, look at me, I’m the
Balarigar, and it’s my fault Istarinmul’s in a civil war. I’m the
Balarigar, and it’s my fault Cassander is about to blow up the
city. I’m the Balarigar, and Lord Kylon should go back to New Kyre
and impregnate some Kyracian sow so he can be happy and have
children and I can stay in Istarinmul and be miserable…”

“It’s my fault!” said Caina,
her voice rising to a shout on the final word. She let out a
shuddering breath. “It’s my fault. Do you have any family?”

Morgant shrugged. “Not that I
can remember. My father was a drunk, and my mother was a whore.” He
barely remembered them. “It doesn’t trouble me.”

“It didn’t trouble me,
either,” said Caina, her voice soft. “I killed my mother, you know.
The first person I ever killed. I never regretted it, either. I
regretted that she killed my father, but my mother? I never
regretted that. Your father and mother were a drunk and a whore.
Mine were a coward and a monster. But I didn’t have any family. I
knew I would never have any family, no parents, no children,
nothing. I made my peace with that.”

She went silent. Morgant saw
that she was twisting her shadow-cloak in her hands, wrapping it
around her fingers.

“Then you met Talmania,” said
Morgant, remembering how disturbed she had been after that
meeting.

“She was exactly who my
mother wanted to be,” said Caina. “She was the one who warped my
mother into a monster.” The quaver had vanished. Now her voice was
flat, toneless, dead. “Did I ever tell you what my mother did to
me? I suppose it doesn’t matter. You probably figured it out from
what Talmania said.” Her eyes were like looking into an open grave.
“I thought I was done with any family, but I was wrong. I have been
wrong my whole life. Talmania was always here, waiting for me. And
when I met her, she nearly killed Kylon with Maglarion’s weapons.”
She let out a shuddering breath, wringing the shadow-cloak in her
hands. “You know, my very first mission as a nightfighter of the
Ghosts, I seduced a married man. I shouldn’t have done that.
Because I did that, Maglarion killed him with the plagueblood. Just
as Talmania almost killed Kylon.”

“But she didn’t,” said
Morgant, becoming irritated beneath the flow of her words. He had
never been all that good at sympathy.

“If you hadn’t been here, she
would have,” whispered Caina. “Kylon almost died because of me. I
should have…I should have made him go back to New Kyre. He married
me, and he was brought here with me, and Talmania almost killed
him. My family has been waiting all my life, and now they’re going
to kill Kylon…”

Morgant felt his patience
evaporate.

He leaned over the bed and
slapped her.

He didn’t do it all that
hard, and had she been in her full wits, she would have seen it
coming a mile off. The fact that she didn’t only proved how shaken
her conversation with Talmania and Kylon’s near-death had left her.
His hand smacked against her right cheek, and her head snapped to
the side. She looked back at him, her eyes enormous, her mouth
hanging open in surprise.

“Stop whining,” said
Morgant.

Caina blinked at him, a
quiver going through her face. Either she was going to burst into
tears, or leap over the bed and stab him to death.

“You didn’t whine this much
when we fought Cassander and Kalgri and Callatas,” said Morgant.
“So you’re related to Talmania? So what? You never laid eyes on the
woman before today. She’s just another sorceress, and how many of
them has the Balarigar mowed down?”

“Crailov said the Balarigar
is just fraud and trickery,” said Caina, the tremor back in her
voice.

“Obviously,” said Morgant.
“Of course the Balarigar is fraud and trickery. How the bloody hell
else are you supposed to win a fight? Stand before your foes and
challenge them to a duel at dawn? Stupid. And you’re not stupid,
except when you get all mushy-headed about the Kyracian. And
Crailov? That idiot? I knew the weasel when he was an idiot Kindred
assassin. If he found some necromantic spell or trick to extend his
life, I doubt he’s gotten any smarter.”

Caina just stared at him.

“Bah,” said Morgant. “Sit
here and sulk if you want. What will Kylon think when he wakes up?
He married you, not some hysterical weeper. If he’d wanted that,
maybe he should have gone back to New Kyre and married whatever
woman the Surge or his cousin had in mind for him. Some fat sow of
a Kyracian noblewoman like his first wife, no doubt.”

“His wife,” croaked Caina.
She cleared her throat and kept speaking. “His first wife was
really quite attractive.”

“Yes, and I’m sure she could
have all the babies you never could,” said Morgant, “but she’s dead
and you’re not. Which means you’re Kylon’s wife, nor her or anyone
else. So are you going to sit here and whine, or are you going to
do something about it?”

Caina glared at him, took a
deep breath. “You’re…”

“Oh! I thought of something
else,” said Morgant. “Your brother. Seb, you call him? Talmania
actually murdered his wife. She almost murdered your husband, but
she didn’t. Yet our plucky battle magus keeps going. I would wager
he’s not sitting around weeping to himself if he’s still alive. I
think he’d be embarrassed to have an older sister who’s feeling
sorry for herself.”

“He’s older,” said Caina.

“I don’t actually care,” said
Morgant. “Also, now that you dyed your hair such a fake shade of
blond, you especially don’t have the complexion for crying.”

“You,” said Caina, “are an
appallingly offensive man.”

“I know,” said Morgant. “But
I’ve had some practice. Give it some time. You live as long as I
do, I’m sure you’ll be far more disagreeable than I am.”

They stared at each other in
silence for a while.

“Morgant,” said Caina at
last.

“Aye?” he said.

“How did you kill the entire
Kindred family of Risiviri?”

He grinned. “Fraud and
trickery, of course.”

“Seriously, how did you do
it?”

Morgant shrugged. “Just like
I said. Fraud and trickery. When some of their members spotted me,
I sent a message to their Elder. Told them to meet me at an empty
warehouse in the Harbor District, and we’d settle our differences.
The old fool was so frightened of me that he brought the entire
family to deal with me. Of course, I wasn’t in the warehouse. They
milled around for a while, and I picked them off one by one in the
dark.”

“The entire family?” said
Caina.

Morgant shrugged again.
“There were only nine of them, truth be told.”

“Fraud and trickery,” said
Caina. She took a deep, ragged breath, and something like lucidity
returned to her eyes. “Morgant?”

“Aye,” he said again.

“If you ever slap me again,”
said Caina, “I’ll punch you so hard you’ll lose half your front
teeth. Which would be a pity at your age.”

He smirked at her. “You
already punched me in Istarinmul. You won’t get another
chance.”

“You were right, you know,”
murmured Caina.

“Yes.” Morgant paused.
“Though if you could refresh my memory about what, that would be
helpful. I am right about so many things I cannot keep track of
them all.”

“Fraud and trickery,” said
Caina. She twisted the shadow-cloak around her right fist. “That’s
the only way out of this. We’re going to have to do something
clever.”

Morgant watched her. “You
have an idea.” He could almost see her pull herself together, could
almost see the gears in that cold brain beginning to spin. A sudden
inspiration for a painting came to him. It would show Caina
standing by a window, that expression on her face. Yes, he would
call the painting the “Fury of the Balarigar” or something like
that. She would hate it, of course, when she saw it.

But he knew from firsthand
experience that when that expression crossed her face, her enemies
were about to run into trouble.

“I think so,” said Caina. She
took a ragged breath. “The start of one, anyway.”

“You can work it out later,”
said Morgant. “We really shouldn’t stay here, and we should try to
find…”

“Do you ever shut up?”

Morgant looked down and saw
that Kylon’s eyes had opened. He looked a little puzzled, though
Morgant supposed that was his natural state.

“Kylon,” said Caina, seizing
his left hand with both of hers. “How do you feel?”

“Groggy,” said Kylon. He
blinked several times and sat up, Caina still gripping his hand.
“And alive. Surprisingly. That poison…I thought I was
finished.”

“It’s called plagueblood,”
said Caina. “Made from the blood of murdered victims. Rather like
wraithblood. Maglarion created it, used it as a weapon. Talmania
must have learned how to create it from his skull.”

“What happened?” said Kylon,
rubbing his free hand over his face.

“Morgant and I got you out of
the theatre,” said Caina. “Sophia came with us, she’s in the outer
room. We went for one of Theodosia’s safe houses. I don’t know if
the others got out or if they’re even still alive. I decided to
wait here until you woke up, and…”

“And she gazed soulfully at
you and waited to see if you were actually going to wake up,” said
Morgant.

Kylon scowled at him, but
Caina only smiled and squeezed his hand again.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s what
I did.” She took a deep breath. “I’m…very glad that you’re all
right. More than I can say.”

“You’re hurt,” said Kylon,
gazing at his wife. Between her bloodshot eyes, the bruises on her
face, and the dried blood on her temple, she did look rather the
worse for wear.

“I’m all right,” said Caina.
“I’m just glad that you’re…”

“Yes, yes, you’re both glad
you’re safe, you love each other, and I’m sure you’ll start
shagging like rabbits the moment you’re alone,” said Morgant. They
glared at him in unison. “But we should really decide what to do
next.”

“As annoying as he is, he’s
right,” said Caina. “I’ve…”

The door swung open, and
Sophia stepped into the room.

“Is Lord Kylon awake?” said
Sophia. “I think I sensed it.”

“He is,” said Kylon in a dry
voice. He looked back at Caina. “Morgant’s right. We can’t stay
here.” He looked at her wrist. “I assume Crailov took the
Ring?”

“Aye,” said Caina, her mouth
twisting. “Probably ran right back to Talmania.”

“And he likely claimed you
were dead, too,” said Morgant. “The weasel.”

“She won’t believe him,” said
Caina. “Not without proof.” Her brow furrowed with thought. “If she
has the Ring, will she leave Risiviri right away? No, she needs to
find the other three relics.”

“She won’t need to look far
for the Sword,” said Kylon. “I think Crailov’s weapon is the Sword
of the Iron King.”

“Really?” said Morgant,
surprised. “Wouldn’t have guessed that.”

“I thought you were right
about everything,” said Caina.

Morgant decided responding to
that was beneath his dignity. Instead, he said, “It would explain
how the weasel was still alive after all these years. And how he
became a necromancer. The damn Sword must be pumping him full of
necromantic power.”

“So Talmania has the Amulet
and the Ring, and she can take the Sword from Crailov whenever she
wants,” murmured Caina. “That leaves the Diadem and the Dagger. She
needs to find those yet. Which means she needs to search Ulkaar for
them, and she’ll need Ulkaar under the control of the Order, so she
can do it in peace. She won’t leave, not until Targov Bravlin is
installed as the Boyar…”

Her eyes went distant for a
moment and then snapped back into focus.

“I’m afraid we’re going to
have to ask the Magisterium for help,” said Caina.

“The Magisterium?” said
Kylon, frowning. “Why?”

“If Lord Mircea’s still
alive, that’s where he will have gone for help,” said Caina.
“Oromaris and the local chapter of the Magisterium supported him,
and they won’t stand idly by and let Targov take over the city. For
that matter, if Seb and Theodosia are still alive, that’s where
they’ll have gone.” She sighed, rubbed her face, and scowled at the
soot that came away on her palm. “I hope they’re still alive.”

“I did see Theodosia and
Ilona go out the back door of the theatre, my lady,” said Sophia.
“I don’t know if Lord Sebastian or the Boyar got out.”

Kylon frowned. “Why didn’t
you go with them? I thought Caina sent you with Theodosia.”

Sophia flushed a little and
looked away. She might not have been afraid of Morgant, but her
infatuation with Kylon was apparent, along with her obvious guilt
over her feelings. “I couldn’t leave Lady Caina behind. Not after
all she has done for me.”

“Just as well that you did,
Sophia,” said Caina. “Morgant and I might have choked on the smoke
if you hadn’t. That’s the second time you saved my life.”

Morgant blinked. “What was
the first time?”

“She shot Razdan Nagrach when
he was about to bite my head off,” said Caina.

Sophia scowled. “He was a bad
man, and he deserved it.”

“Yes,” said Caina. She looked
at Kylon. “Do you feel well enough to travel?”

“I feel well enough to make
Antonin Crailov regret some things,” said Kylon. He got to his feet
and stretched, grimacing. “That Elixir Restorata is powerful
stuff.”

“Yes,” said Caina. “Let’s
look through the chests in the front room. Theodosia might have
some things we can use for a disguise.”

Kylon nodded and went through
the door. Morgant turned to follow him.

“Morgant.”

He looked at Caina. Sophia
looked back and forth between them.

“Thank you,” said Caina, her
voice quiet.

“For what?” said Morgant.
“All I did was insult you.”

“Maybe.” Caina took a deep
breath. “But you’re good at telling the truth in the most insulting
manner possible.”

“Is…that a good thing?” said
Sophia.

“Sometimes you need to hear
the truth,” said Caina. “Even if it’s unpleasant.”

***

 



 Chapter 14: Blatant
Lies








A short time later they left
the safe house and headed into the streets of Risiviri’s Harbor
Quarter.

Caina did not feel at all
well.

Her head throbbed from the
battering it had taken, and her stomach churned with nausea.
Nevertheless, she didn’t think that she had a concussion. The pain
wasn’t quite bad enough for that.

In some ways, the darkness
that swirled in the back of her mind was worse. She loved Kylon
with all her heart, as much as she had hated her mother…and then
her mother’s family had emerged from the shadows of the past and
almost killed Kylon.

It had shaken Caina badly, as
badly as anything had ever shaken her. Caina supposed everyone had
their weak points, and anything that reminded her of Laeria Amalas
was Caina’s weakness. Meeting Talmania and nearly losing Kylon on
the same day had rattled her, as had hearing her mother’s voice and
Maglarion’s voice, which had reminded her of that horrible vault,
of the cold metal table, of Maglarion’s knife slicing into her
skin…

Stop it!

Caina forced back the
memories. She had fallen apart once. She could not afford to do so
again, not when they faced enemies as dangerous as Talmania and
Crailov. It infuriated and embarrassed Caina that the memory of her
mother and meeting her mother’s family made her so irrational, but
it did. Caina would have to be on guard against it.

But as Morgant had pointed
out, in his own unique way, Caina did not always think clearly. She
knew without false modesty or false pride that she was more
intelligent than most people, but it also meant it was easier to
rationalize her questionable decisions. Back in Istarinmul, Caina
had said she was fighting the Slavers’ Brotherhood to protect the
people of Istarinmul and find the secret of Callatas’s wraithblood
– but she really had been trying to get herself killed in her grief
for Corvalis and Halfdan, hadn’t she?

Perhaps if she had been
thinking more clearly after her meeting with Talmania, Caina might
have realized the danger, and Talmania would not have the Ring of
Rasarion Yagar. With an effort, Caina dismissed the thought.
Blaming herself for things beyond her control was another of her
weaknesses. And it could have been worse. She and Kylon and Sophia
and Morgant were still alive.

Caina just hoped Theodosia
and Ilona and Seb and Mircea had escaped.

With that, Caina forced the
entire mess out of her head and focused on the problem at hand.

She and Kylon were still
alive, but if she wasn’t careful, that would change quickly.

“Looks deserted,” said
Morgant as they stepped from the alley and into the street.

“I don’t sense anyone
nearby,” said Kylon, and Sophia shook her head. Caina saw the
arcane aura around both of them as they used the sorcery of water
to sense emotions. She wondered what Kylon had sensed from her as
she had held his hand.

Nothing good, likely.

Kylon had taken a heavy cloak
from the safe house, and a steel half-helm with a nose guard that
did a good job of concealing his face. Sophia had donned leather
armor with steel rivets and an identical helm that was a little too
large for her. The bulky armor concealed her figure, and with her
hair tucked beneath the helmet, she looked like a member of the
city’s militia not quite old enough to grow the bushy beard favored
by Ulkaari men.

“They’ll have all gone to the
inner city,” said Caina. “That’s where the Magisterium chapterhouse
is, and that’s where Mircea will be.”

“The Umbarians will have
posted guards at the gate to the inner city,” said Kylon.

“Probably,” said Caina. “We
can take the sewers to the inner city and make our way to the
chapterhouse from there.”

Sophia frowned. “Won’t we get
lost?”

“Not if we’re careful,” said
Caina. “The sewers drain into the harbor, and the inner city is on
higher ground than the outer city. We’ll just have to make sure
we’re going uphill. And you can create a light.”

She hurried down the street,
heading to the nearest sewer grate. Like most of the sewer grates
of Ulkaar, it was a heavy grill of thick iron, designed to let the
streets drain while keeping detritus from choking the sewers. The
thing was heavy, but Kylon and Morgant between them would be able
to pull it open.

“Won’t the Umbarians have
soldiers in the sewers, my lady?” said Sophia.

“They will,” said Caina, “but
not yet. Not until they’re sure Mircea is dead, and they’ve wiped
out the local magi. Mircea and Oromaris are the biggest threats to
the Umbarians here, and their grip on the city won’t be secure
until both men are dead.”

“Help me move this grate,”
said Kylon.

“To hell with that,” said
Morgant, and he instead knelt and produced his black dagger. With
quick, efficient slashes, he cut through the bars of the grate, the
edges of the severed iron glowing hot from whatever strange sorcery
allowed the dagger to cut through nearly any material.

The grate fell loose and
landed in the sewer tunnel below with a ringing clang.

“Now anyone who’s following
us will know where we went,” said Caina.

Morgant responded with a
toothy grin. “We’re going to help Mircea fight the Umbarians and to
kill your aunt, aye? Anyone who’s looking for us will know where we
are soon enough.”

Caina didn’t have a good
argument to counter that, so instead, she dropped into the sewer
tunnel, and the others followed her. Sophia created a shimmering
ball of blue light with a spell, and they proceeded into the cold
stone maze of the sewers. Finding their way to the inner city
wasn’t quite as hard as Caina had feared. As she had predicted, the
tunnels sloped upward in a gentle grade. Additionally, there were
only so many ways the tunnels could drain into the harbor, and it
was easy to guess the design. Soon they passed beneath the massive
foundation stones of the inner wall, and Caina realized they were
underneath the inner city of Risiviri.

“You can tell Risiviri hasn’t
been attacked in a long time,” said Kylon, shaking his head. “It’s
too easy to access these tunnels. An invader would have no trouble
moving about the city this way.”

“Aye,” said Caina, looking at
one of the walls. In the eerie glow from Sophia’s light, she saw
Ulkaari words scratched into the stonework, along with a variety of
symbols she suspected came from a thieves’ code. “I imagine the
criminals of Ulkaar conduct business down here frequently.”

“Suppose the Sanctuary of the
Kindred is in the sewers as well,” said Morgant, gazing into the
gloom. “Pity we can’t find the place. It would make for fine
looting.”

Kylon frowned at him. “I
thought you killed the Kindred of Risiviri.”

“Outside of their Sanctuary,
Kyracian,” said Morgant. “Saved me the effort of having to find the
damned place.” He looked back at Caina. “I don’t suppose you know
where we are?”

“No,” Caina admitted,
counting off the distances in her head. “Though we’re not far from
the Red Horse Palace.” She thought it over. “I suppose the castle
and the Grand Temple both have their own connections to the sewer
system.”

“The noble lords and pious
priests don’t go outside to freeze when they need a piss,” said
Morgant. Sophia crinkled her nose at him.

“They don’t,” said Caina.
“But I bet the Lord Governor’s mansion has its own connection as
well.”

“Arriving there might be
dangerous,” said Kylon.

“True,” said Caina. “We’ll
climb up the next grate that has sunlight shining through it.
Hopefully, that will lead into an alley, and we can take a look
around.”

It was a short walk. Soon
Caina saw the pale beams of sunlight leaking through an iron grate
in the ceiling, a ladder of rusting iron rungs leading to it. Caina
stopped beneath the grate and looked up, the potential unpleasant
dangers of standing beneath a sewer grate flashing through her
mind. But she didn’t see anyone moving above them, and she didn’t
hear any noises filtering down. She did see a stone wall rising
over the grate, which made her hope they were near an alley.

“I think this is the best
we’re going to find,” said Caina.

“I’ll go first,” said
Kylon.

“Do be quiet about it,” said
Morgant.

Kylon didn’t even bother to
look at him. “This isn’t my first time creeping through the
sewer.”

With that, he climbed up the
iron ladder. Silver-blue light flashed around him to the vision of
the valikarion as Kylon drew on the sorcery of water to make
himself stronger, and he lifted the grate with only a faint rasping
sound. Then he eased himself through the opened grate and looked
around.

“It’s clear,” he whispered
down.

Morgant went next, and Caina
followed him. She emerged into a narrow alley between two grand
houses of stone and timber, their peaked roofs blocking out most of
the sun. The houses looked large and expensive but were not big
enough to have courtyards.

“Do you know where we are?”
said Caina as Sophia climbed up.

“Merchants’ Quarter,” said
Morgant, looking around the alley. “Richer than the Boyar’s
Quarter, but not as prestigious. Worked well this way, since we’re
close to the Magisterium chapterhouse.” He pointed at the end of
the alley. “If we turn right on the street, that will take us to
the chapterhouse.”

“And probably the bulk of any
Umbarian forces,” said Kylon.

“One problem at a time,
Kyracian,” said Morgant.

“Let’s go,” said Caina.

She stopped at the end of the
alley and looked up and down the street. The street was deserted,
the shutters on every window closed and likely barred. Like the
poorer men and women of the Harbor Quarter, it seemed the wealthy
citizens of the Merchants’ Quarter had decided to barricade
themselves inside and wait to see who won control of the city. She
reached for the vision of the valikarion, focusing on it, and at
once her headache got worse. If she tried to see too far with that
otherworldly vision, she would have a bad spell of vertigo. But
before she pulled back the vision, she saw numerous weak
necromantic auras moving through the inner city.

“What is it?” said Kylon.

“I’m not sure,” said Caina,
“but I think there are several hundred Dead Legion soldiers
nearby.”

“Makes sense,” said Morgant.
“Saw them getting off the warships in the harbor.”

“Dead Legion?” said
Sophia.

“Undead soldiers,” said
Caina. “The Umbarians churn them out by the thousands since the
Legions sided with the Emperor instead of the Order. They’re not
too dangerous by themselves, but together in a large force, they
are deadly. And you don’t have to feed them or let them have
rest…”

Even as she spoke, there was
a flicker of movement at the end of the street, and a dozen figures
came into sight. Caina’s first thought was that they were soldiers
from the city’s militia. Perhaps if Caina could persuade them that
Mircea was still alive, that Targov had tried to murder his
brother, she could get them to offer help.

Then she saw the necromantic
aura around the soldiers and realized they weren’t living men at
all. They were in fact skeletons animated by necromantic sorcery,
steel armor bolted to their frames, wooden Legion shields on their
left arms and steel broadswords in their right hands. Flickers of
green fire danced in their empty eye sockets.

As one, the Dead Legion
soldiers stopped and looked at her. No, they weren’t looking at
Caina. She was a valikarion, and since the creatures didn’t have
any physical eyes, they couldn’t perceive her.

But they could perceive Kylon
and Sophia and Morgant just fine.

“Well,” said Morgant, drawing
his dagger and scimitar as Caina and Kylon summoned their valikons.
“Here we go again.”
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Kylon was worried for
Caina.

More worried than he was for
himself, which was odd. He had nearly died in the theatre, after
all. But he hadn’t died, and in his rather adventurous life, Kylon
had long ago gotten used to shaking off brushes with death. He
could have been killed in the theatre, true…but he had survived,
and that was that.

He realized the prospect of
his death upset Caina more than it bothered him. Which made sense,
he supposed. The thought of her death disturbed him more than the
idea of his own. For that matter, Caina hated her mother since her
childhood, and that had shaped the woman she had become. Like a
house with a slight dip in the foundation that altered the shape of
the resultant walls and roofs. Fighting her mother’s relatives
enraged and upset her in a way that facing other foes did not. Her
emotional aura had been in turmoil when he had touched her in the
safe house, and he realized the thought of his death at the hands
of someone like Laeria Amalas was one of the worst things she could
imagine.

Well, the problem had a
simple solution, didn’t it? He would just have to make sure he
stayed alive and kept her safe.

At the moment, that was
proving easy enough.

Sophia hung back, and the
Dead Legion soldiers converged on Kylon and Morgant. Kylon raced to
meet them, his valikon’s hilt grasped in both hands. The
ghostsilver blade was wreathed in freezing mist. The touch of the
mist sheathed the bones of the undead soldiers in ice, locking
their limbs in place, but that was hardly necessary. The power of
the valikon shattered the necromantic spells binding the soldiers,
and they collapsed into piles of broken bone and clanging steel
plates. Morgant had a rougher time of it, but he used his crimson
scimitar to parry, and slashes from his black dagger took off the
heads of the undead.

The Dead Legionaries could
not see Caina, so she simply walked up behind them and chopped her
valikon into the vertebrae of their necks. Her valikon flashed with
white fire, and the necromantic spells on the undead collapsed,
followed soon by a rain of bones and armor.

In less than a minute, Kylon,
Caina, and Morgant had dispatched all twelve of the undead, and
stood in a ring of cracked bones and rough steel plates.

“That…that was quick,” said
Sophia, eyes wide, a mixture of awe and uneasiness in her emotional
sense.

“Practice, dear girl,” said
Morgant. “I only make it look easy.”

“Let’s move,” said Caina.
“Sooner or later Talmania or whatever Adamant Guard centurion she’s
put in charge is going to get concerned when that patrol doesn’t
return. I don’t want to be here when reinforcements show up.”

“This way,” said Morgant,
pointing to the east.

They hurried along the
street, and at Morgant’s direction, ducked into an alley between
two of the mansions. The assassin led them through the alley and
into a rear courtyard shared by four of the houses. In summer,
Kylon supposed, the courtyard would become a pleasant garden.
(Based on his time serving as an Archon of the Assembly, he assumed
the owners of the four houses quarreled endlessly about who owned
which part of the garden.) Right now, the garden was a bleak patch
of snow.

Morgant darted through
another alley and came to a stop at its end.

“Hell,” he muttered. He
pressed against the wall. “Stay against the wall. Don’t come any
closer.”

Kylon often found Morgant
irritating, but the man knew his business. He pressed against the
wall, Caina and Sophia behind him.

The alley opened into a
public square. Not as large as the one before the Red Horse Palace
or the River Gate, but large nonetheless. It was large enough to
hold a force of both Adamant Guards and men wearing blue tabards
adorned with the red horse sigil of Risiviri. Probably those men
belonged to the civic militia, Kylon decided, or were men-at-arms
sworn to the various szlachts in the Boyar’s service. Their
emotions pressed against his arcane senses, a mixture of fear and
anxiety and suspicion.

The soldiers, Adamant Guards
and militiamen both, stood facing the Magisterium’s
chapterhouse.

Kylon had seen Magisterium
chapterhouses before. Nonetheless, he was surprised at the size of
the building. Given how much effort the Magisterium must have put
into keeping the sorcerous disturbances of Ulkaar under control
before the civil war, perhaps it shouldn’t have surprised him. The
chapterhouse was a large mansion built of solemn black stone, a
dome rising over the central wing. The Magisterium manufactured
that stone using sorcery, claiming that it created a solemn,
austere aesthetic to promote clarity of mind among the magi. Kylon
thought it just looked ugly. Yet since the stone was created
through sorcery, it had a measure of resistance to spells and was
far stronger and harder than stone dug out of the ground the
old-fashioned way. Taking a Magisterium chapterhouse by force was
always a questionable endeavor.

Yet it looked as if Targov
Bravlin and Talmania Scorneus intended to try just that.

Kylon spotted Targov pacing
back and forth before the doors to the chapterhouse, shouting at
the top of his lungs. He couldn’t quite make out what the false
Boyar was saying, but it sounded like he was trying to convince the
magi to open their gates and join him. Magi in black armor stood
over the gates of the chapterhouse, and they seemed
unconvinced.

“Looks like Targov is going
to take that place by storm,” said Morgant.

“Then he’s a damned idiot,”
said Kylon. “Taking a Magisterium chapterhouse is not easy.” His
mind flashed back to the first day he had met Caina during the
battle of Marsis. Kylon and his sister Andromache had destroyed
Marsis’s Magisterium chapter. That chapterhouse hadn’t been built
of the dense black stone, but it had still been a difficult battle,
and the magi had put up a ferocious fight. Without Andromache’s
skills, the Kyracians would have been defeated decisively. And here
the magi were commanded by a veteran like Oromaris.

On the other hand, Targov had
Talmania Scorneus backing him up.

“I don’t see Talmania
anywhere,” said Caina.

“She might be hidden in the
crowd,” said Morgant.

“Arcane aura,” murmured
Caina. “She’s carrying so many bloodcrystals and enspelled objects
that her aura is distinctive. And now she’s got the Amulet and the
Ring both. I would probably see her aura a quarter-mile away
through a foot-thick wall of granite. She’s not here.”

“Wonder where she went,” said
Morgant. That was a good question and one that Kylon would have
liked to answer. Talmania Scorneus was by far the most dangerous
foe they faced.

“If you want to join your
brother and the magi,” said Morgant, “we’re not getting through
that crowd of militiamen. We could bluff the militia, but any one
of those Adamant Guards might recognize you. The Balarigar and the
Shipbreaker are fairly well known.” He smirked. “And you look like
a blond, slightly younger version of Talmania. Albeit one with a
black eye.”

“The front door isn’t an
option,” said Caina. “Let’s try the servants’ entrance around the
back.”

Kylon frowned. “Are you sure
there’s a servants’ entrance?”

Caina grinned, which did him
good to see. “You’ve dealt with the Magisterium before. Of course
there will be a servants’ entrance. The magi cannot have their
lofty contemplations of the arcane sciences disrupted by something
so mundane as servants attending to their needs.”

“Alas that we cannot turn
your sarcasm into a weapon,” said Morgant. “We would destroy all
our foes in a day. This way.”

He led the way through the
maze of alleys between the fine houses. Kylon had thought that the
houses of the Merchants’ Quarter would be laid out in a grid
system, much like the canals of New Kyre, but that would have made
sense, and he had learned long ago that reality was not obliged to
make sense. Instead, the alleys quickly became a maze, but Morgant
led the way through them with ease. Kylon wondered if Morgant
remembered the alleyways from his previous visit to Risiviri all
those decades ago, or if he had scouted the city while searching
for Caina.

Morgant often got on Kylon’s
nerves, but he had to respect the man. Few people could have made
the journey alone from Iramis to Risiviri, especially through the
war between the Emperor and the Order, but Morgant had done it. And
if he hadn’t, likely both Kylon and Caina would have died in the
theatre. Morgant the Razor was a terrible enemy, but a good
friend.

“Come along, Kyracian!” said
Morgant. “You can’t sail everywhere, you know.”

Kylon suppressed a sigh.

A good friend, but a damn
annoying one.

They came to the end of
another alley, one that opened onto a street that ran along the
back of the chapterhouse. It presented an implacable wall of black
stone, though on the upper floors narrow windows looked onto the
street. As Caina had predicted, there was indeed a servants’
entrance, and it was guarded by a half-dozen Adamant Guards.

“And two Silent Hunters,”
said Caina, peering at the door. “They’re both invisible, and
they’re standing on either side of that door. Probably waiting to
stab anyone who comes out.”

“Easier to go through the
servants’ door,” said Morgant, “then trying to get through the
front gates.”

“Or climbing the wall,” said
Kylon. He could have managed it in two leaps using the sorcery of
water and air, but he wouldn’t be able to take anyone with him. “I
suppose we could defeat six Adamant Guards at once.”

“Mmm,” said Morgant. “Six of
the bastards at once is chancy. Even with your valikon. And those
damn Silent Hunters.”

“There’s another way,” said
Caina.

“What’s that?” said
Kylon.

“We tell blatant lies,” said
Caina.
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The rope jerked against
Caina’s neck, and she followed Morgant, Kylon, and Seb into the
street.

They had taken a coil of rope
from Theodosia’s safe house when they departed, and Caina had put
it to use. She had tied a leash around her neck, handing the other
end to Morgant, and bound her hands with a length of the rope. Of
course, the knots were easily undone when the moment came. Morgant
had suggested she be naked for this part, which had earned him an
annoyed glare from both Kylon and Sophia, but she knew that the
suggestion had been one of Morgant’s endless barbs. The point of
the ruse was to bring her as a living prisoner to the Umbarians,
and Morgant could hardly do that if she died of exposure to the
cold.

Morgant held the other end of
her leash, and Sophia and Kylon walked on her side, hands on her
arms as if dragging her along. Sophia was trying to look the part
of the grim soldier, which meant she was scowling fiercely. Her
expression was exaggerated, but it worked. A teenage boy of her age
would likely glower just as much in an attempt to look
intimidating.

The six Adamant Guards
watching the servants’ door turned at their approach, and Caina saw
the silver outlines of the invisible Silent Hunters shift.

“Get off the streets and
return to your homes,” said one of the Adamant Guards, his eyes as
cold and hard as the cuirass grafted to his flesh.

“At last!” said Morgant,
coming to a halt. “Someone in authority! I’d like to speak to the
provost Talmania Scorneus at once.”

“You will return to your
homes,” said the Adamant Guard, hand falling to the hilt of his
sword. Caina felt the weight of their gaze upon her, and some of
the Guards frowned. Did they recognize her? Or did they see her
resemblance to Talmania?

“No, you’ll definitely want
to take me to the provost,” said Morgant. “My men and I have a
prize for you. The Balarigar herself!” He stepped back, grabbed
Caina’s chin, and tilted her face up to look at the Adamant Guards.
“The slayer of Cassander Nilas and the woman who brought Istarinmul
into the civil war on the Emperor’s side. I understand the Order
has put a very large bounty on her pretty head, and I would like to
collect. I’m getting a bit on in years, you see, and it’s time to
retire.”

The Adamant Guard’s scowl
deepened. “The description says the Balarigar has black hair.”

Morgant sighed. “She dyed
it.”

“I heard the provost say that
the Balarigar was in Risiviri,” said another Adamant Guard.

“Fine, send me away if you
want,” said Morgant. “I’ll go sell her to the Empire instead. They
say both the First Magus and Lord Corbould want her dead and are
willing to pay handsomely for the privilege of killing her. But I
figured I would let the provost have the first chance at her.”
Morgant smirked at the Adamant Guards. “I think she’ll be
disappointed if she learned she had the chance to capture Cassander
Nilas’s killer…and you let that chance slip through her
fingers.”

The Guards shared a look, and
then moved closer, scowling at Caina. Kylon shifted position, the
fingers of his right hand flexing. The Silent Hunters remained
where they were.

“Very well,” said the Adamant
Guard. They moved into a half-circle around Caina and the others.
“We will take you to the provost. But you had damned well better be
telling the truth. The provost has little patience for liars…and
always a need for fresh recruits for the Dead Legion.”

Morgant grinned. “I guarantee
this is actually Caina Kardamnos. And if you don’t believe me, look
at her face. That will prove it.”

The Adamant Guards frowned
and leaned closer, and Caina stared at them.

In a single flourishing
motion, Morgant’s black dagger appeared in his hand, and he slashed
it up, opening the leftmost Adamant Guard from groin to throat.
Neither the steel grafted to his torso nor his ribs slowed
Morgant’s dagger, and the Adamant Guard collapsed, dying of massive
blood loss. In the same instant, Kylon moved, and his valikon
assembled itself in his hand. His first slash opened an Adamant
Guard’s throat, and his next blow staggered a second, the valikon’s
ghostsilver edge disrupting the spells of strength and speed.
Before the Guard could recover, Kylon killed him.

The remaining three Adamant
Guards turned to face Kylon and Morgant, broadswords in hand. Six
against two would have been difficult odds, but three against two
was something that swordsmen of Kylon’s and Morgant’s skill could
handle.

The Silent Hunters pushed
away from the wall and moved forward, and Caina saw the silver
outlines raise daggers to strike.

She fell to her knees and
rolled as if trying to get away from the fighting. As she did, she
jerked at the trick knots around her wrists and neck, and the ropes
came loose. Caina sprang to her feet, calling on her valikon as she
did, and she stabbed the weapon. It plunged into the nearest Silent
Hunter’s chest, and the man jerked back into visibility, eyes going
wide. She was surprised to see that the Silent Hunter was fully
clothed and wore a heavy coat. Back in Istarinmul, the Silent
Hunters had always gone near-naked, lacking the power to make both
themselves and their clothing invisible. Likely, Talmania had
improved the design of the spells.

The second Silent Hunter
hesitated, no doubt believing Caina couldn’t see him. That lasted
until Caina drove her valikon into his throat. The Silent Hunter
became visible as his invisibility spell collapsed, and he slumped
to the ground. She raised her valikon and whirled, intending to aid
Kylon and Morgant, but the fight was already over. The two of them
had disposed of the remaining three Adamant Guards.

The entire fight had taken
less than half a minute.

“By the Divine,” said Sophia,
her eyes wide. “I always forget how…how quick violence is. It
always seems like such a long time, and then it isn’t…”

“Battles are like that,” said
Caina, stepping to the servants’ door. It was made of thick,
iron-banded wood, with multiple wards laid over it. One was a spell
of psychokinetic force to keep the door locked into its stone
frame, and another was an alarm spell to alert the magi if anyone
forced their way through it. It would have taken a while for a
sorcerer to batter through those wards, but Caina had another
way.

She lifted her valikon and
dragged the point through the wood of the door, carving a shallow
groove into the planks. The valikon’s hilt grew hot beneath her
fingers as she did, and then there was a bright flash, and smoke
rose from the hinges. She saw the wards collapse and fade out of
existence, unraveled by the power of the valikon.

“If you just broke the ward
on the door,” said Kylon, “the magi within will notice at
once.”

“Aye,” said Caina, holding
her valikon ready. “Hopefully before more Adamant Guards show up to
kill us.”

They did not have to wait
long. The door wrenched open, and Caina found herself looking at
two young men in the black armor of battle magi, black swords in
hand. She saw the glow as they held psychokinetic spells ready to
strike, either to hurl blasts of invisible force or to augment
their speed and strength.

“Identify yourself!” snarled
one of the battle magi.

“Are Preceptor Oromaris and
Boyar Mircea inside?” said Caina. “They are, aren’t they?”

The battle magus blinked.
“How did you…”

“We have news that the
preceptor and the Boyar need to hear,” said Caina. “You’d better
take us to them at once.”

***

 



 Chapter 15:
Counterattack








Seb watched the argument
between the Boyar and the preceptor, growing more exasperated by
the minute.

They stood in the great hall
of the chapterhouse, the black dome rising overhead, a pale shaft
of sunlight leaking through the oculus. Seb had always found the
Magisterium’s dark aesthetic to be tedious – the black robes, the
black armor, the black stone. Admittedly, some of it was practical.
Materials strengthened through the use of sorcery had a tendency to
turn a lusterless black color, and Seb’s battle armor had saved his
life more often than he could remember.

Nevertheless, the unrelieved
black was monotonous.

Fortunately, while the
chapterhouse might have been built of black stone, it was
nonetheless well-lit. Initiates of the Magisterium learned how to
create enspelled globes of glass that gave off light, and the
initiates churned out the damned things by the thousands. Seb
himself had probably made a few hundred of them during his time as
an initiate at the Motherhouse in Artifel. Glass globes lined the
base of the dome overhead, filling the great hall with ample
light.

Seb supposed it let him watch
the argument without difficulty.

The great hall was a large,
round chamber, with corridors leading off to the various wings of
the chapterhouse. A ring of chairs ran around the room, with a
slightly larger and more ornate one reserved for the preceptor.
Here the master magi of the chapterhouse met and discussed the
affairs of Ulkaar that required their presence. Of course, since
this was Ulkaar, the local magi spent most of their time dealing
with the undead creatures and malevolent spirits that emerged from
the woods, and they worked with the witchfinders of the Temple in a
way that the First Magus and the council of high magi disliked.

Though the First Magus and
the council of high magi were occupied with the Umbarian advance
towards Artifel and had larger problems on their mind just now.

The magi of the chapterhouse
had gathered, clad in black robes and black armor, the initiates
wearing gray robes. Seb supposed the magi might try to take Sophia
as an initiate if they realized she had sorcerous ability, though
Caina would make them regret that. If Caina and Sophia were still
alive, anyway. Some of the Boyar’s more loyal followers had
survived Targov’s attempted purge and made their way to the
chapterhouse. A cluster of szlachts and men-at-arms stood near the
doors, and Seb spotted Sir Andrian among them.

Boyar Mircea Targov stood in
the center of the dome, arms folded over his chest and a massive
scowl on his face. Preceptor Aristide Oromaris stood facing him,
clad in the black armor of a battle magus. He, too, was
scowling.

“I say again,” said Mircea,
his voice ringing through the great hall. “We must attack at
once!”

Oromaris shook his head. “It
is too risky. Already Adamant Guards are assembling outside the
chapterhouse, and I have no doubt the Umbarians intend an assault
on us soon. Should you step outside these walls, my lord, your life
will be at risk.”

“My life is already at risk,”
said Mircea. “So is all of your lives. If we do not act at once, we
will control nothing but this chapterhouse, and my brother and the
Umbarians will be able to starve us out at their leisure.”

“And if we act rashly,” said
Oromaris, “the Umbarians will destroy us. Talmania Scorneus is too
clever. She may have already set a trap for us.”

Both men, Seb knew, were
right. Oromaris was a cautious old soldier, too experienced to act
recklessly. He was correct that hasty action might indeed lead to
disaster. Yet Mircea was also correct. The longer they waited, the
more likely it was that Targov would consolidate his hold on the
city and starve them out. Or, more probably, that Talmania would
consolidate her grip since Seb had no doubt that his aunt was the
one pulling Targov’s strings. Likely Targov Bravlin did not even
realize that he was a puppet.

Despite his respect for the
old preceptor, Seb was inclined to agree with Mircea. They had to
act, and they had to act now. The longer they waited, the more
likely it was that Targov would convince the city that Mircea was
dead, that when the Boyar did show himself to the people, it was
only an illusion of the Magisterium. Seb wanted to interject
himself into the argument, but he knew Oromaris well enough and had
observed Mircea enough to know that an interruption would not be
welcome.

So, he walked past the ring
of chairs in the great hall and seated himself next to Ilona on one
of the benches that lined the round chamber, benches where guests
could observe the deliberations of the magi.

Ilona smiled at him. She
looked tired, her eyes bloodshot.

“How are you?” said Seb.

“My throat and chest hurt
somewhat,” said Ilona. “I suspect I might have gotten a few
lungfuls of smoke in the theatre.”

“Aye,” said Seb. “I’ve had
that happen to me a few times.” Memories of battles flashed through
his mind. “It should get better in a few days, but you’ll be short
of breath until then. Smoke inhalation is never a pleasant
experience. How is Theodosia?”

“Well enough,” murmured
Ilona. Seb looked to where the Ghost circlemaster stood with some
of the szlachts and men-at-arms, watching the argument. Like Seb,
she seemed to have decided that it was wiser not to intervene. “But
worried. I fear that Caina means a great deal to her.”

“A liability for a master of
spies,” said Seb.

“Even spymasters have
hearts,” said Ilona. “And you are a battle magus, Lord Sebastian.
Like Theodosia, I think you understand that sometimes there is a
wide gulf between what your heart wishes and what your duty
demands.”

“Aye,” said Seb. “Though I
think my heart is poisoned.”

“Poisoned?” Ilona frowned. “I
rather doubt that. A man with a poisoned heart would not have
fought against Cazmar Vagastru or helped rescue the Boyar from the
fire.”

“What my heart demands,” said
Seb, “is that I find Talmania and kill her, regardless of the cost
to myself or others.” He sighed. “What my duty demands is that I
stay here and help the Boyar keep his city.”

And, to his surprise, his
heart also demanded that he go find Caina. Seb hadn’t known her all
that long, had not even known that she existed until a few weeks
ago. Nor was his relationship with his family always good. He loved
his aunt Ariadne, but he wanted Talmania dead, and he hadn’t spoken
to his twin sister Calvia for years. Seb had known intellectually
that Caina was his half-sister, but he realized that he had started
to think of her as his sister in his heart, and if she had been
killed…

His hand curled into a
fist.

One more death to lay upon
Talmania Scorneus.

“I think she’s safe,”
murmured Ilona. Strange how she could guess his thoughts.

“But you don’t know for
certain,” said Seb.

“No,” admitted Ilona. “But
how many things do we ever know for certain in our lives? But I
think it will take more than a fire to defeat the Balarigar and the
Liberator.”

“That’s just a legend that’s
grown up around her, and you know it,” said Seb. Now Mircea and
Oromaris were arguing about plans. At least they were discussing
the matter with a modicum of civility. Both men would need each
other to survive this crisis. “She’s said so herself. I admire her
greatly…but she’s just one woman.”

“True,” said Ilona. “But that
one woman is still alive, and Cassander Nilas and Grand Master
Callatas and the Moroaica are not. And Cazmar Vagastru and Libavya
Jordizi, for that matter.” She shuddered, no doubt recalling when
the Temnoti priests had mind-controlled her and forced her into
Cazmar’s tomb. “Perhaps it is a legend…but there is rather a large
kernel of truth to that legend, is there not?” She smiled at him,
and it made her look radiant. “And you believe in legends yourself,
Lord Sebastian, do you not?”

Seb laughed, despite their
grim circumstances. “What do you mean?”

“The Arvaltyri,” said Ilona.
“You told me that when you were a child you wanted to become an
Arvaltyr knight. Fighting evil sorcerers and defending innocents
from wicked creatures.”

Seb snorted. “That was a long
time ago, my lady. I became a battle magus and a soldier
instead.”

“Who, currently,” said Ilona,
“is helping an Arvaltyr battle a wicked sorceress and free the
people of Ulkaar from her horde of undead creatures.”

“That sounds more dramatic
than it really is,” said Seb.

“Is it?” said Ilona. She
smiled. “I think the child you were would be pleased to see the man
you have become, Lord Sebastian. Your duty matches with the desires
of his heart, at least.”

“You know a great deal about
duty, my lady,” said Seb.

“Oh?” said Ilona. “I know a
great deal about duty for a thief, a dancer, and a spy, is that
it?”

“You are putting words into
my mouth,” said Seb, and she grinned at him. “And you keep telling
me you were a dancer.”

“Well,” said Ilona. “I was. I
don’t do that so much these days. I mostly help Theodosia. I find
that I enjoy managing a theatre more than appearing on the stage.”
She gestured at the plain dress she wore, her copper bracelet
sliding against her wrist. “Certainly, the costume covers more
skin, which is welcome.”

“I still see no evidence
whatsoever you were a dancer,” said Seb.

Her smile widened. “Maybe
I’ll have to show you sometime.”

“Maybe you will,” said
Seb.

Something seemed to burn in
her eyes, and if they had been alone, Seb would have tried to kiss
her and see what happened. The lack of guilt he felt at the impulse
surprised him. Katrina’s murder had shattered him, and he hadn’t
thought of any other women in years. Then the civil war started,
and Seb had thrown himself into his duties, into the fighting.
Finding another woman had been the farthest thing from his
thoughts. He had never even imagined what meeting another woman
would be like.

Would it be like this? Ilona
was nothing like Katrina. Did Seb want to marry again? He didn’t
know. He didn’t know if Ilona wanted that, or if she wanted a
short-term affair before they went their separate ways. Or maybe
she wanted nothing of the sort and was laughing at him. Seb didn’t
know.

But he did know that he would
very much like to kiss her and see what happened.

“Lord Sebastian,” murmured
Ilona. “You’re staring at me.”

“Am I?” said Seb. “Well, the
gods know you’re the most pleasant sight in here.”

She raised an eyebrow. “In a
Magisterium chapterhouse? That’s hardly high praise, sir.”

“I’m sure I can think of
something else to say,” said Seb. “We…”

He never found out what he
would have said next because a deep clanging chime rolled through
the great hall. Both Mircea and Oromaris fell silent, and every
single magus in the hall stiffened in alarm.

“What is it?” said Ilona.

“The ward alarm,” said Seb.
“One of the wards on the chapterhouse has been breached.”

“The ward to the servants’
door has been broken!” said Oromaris. He pointed at two magi in
black robes and two battle magi in dark armor. “You four,
investigate and report back. If Talmania thinks to take us
unawares, we shall teach her otherwise.”

Seb rose to his feet. “I will
go as well, my lord preceptor. I have more experience than I would
like fighting Silent Hunters.”

Oromaris nodded. “Go. The
rest of you, stay here and keep the spell to detect sorcerous force
active. If any Silent Hunters attack the Boyar, kill them.”

“I will keep watch over the
Boyar and Theodosia,” said Ilona.

Seb hesitated. For some
reason, that eased his tension. Which didn’t make sense. Ilona had
neither weapons nor spells and wouldn’t be able to fight a Silent
Hunter, let alone an Adamant Guard or an Umbarian magus. Yet it did
make him feel better.

He jogged after the four
magi, who held their weapons and spells ready. They passed through
the servants’ quarters and came to a thick wooden door at the end
of a long corridor. One of the battle magi cast a spell.

“The ward has been shattered
utterly,” said the battle magus, and Seb drew his sword. “Prepare
to attack. If there are any Silent Hunters outside, we shall take
them.”

With that, the battle magus
yanked open the door, sword leveled, and blinked in surprise.

Caina, Kylon, Morgant, and
Sophia stood outside the door. The battle magus challenged them,
and Caina said she had news for the preceptor and the Boyar.

“Wait,” said Seb. “Let them
in. They’re…” He was about to say that they were on the
Magisterium’s side, but given Caina’s opinion of the Magisterium,
that wasn’t strictly true. “They’re allies of the Boyar. He will
need all the help he can get. I can vouch for them.”

“Very well,” said the battle
magus, though the other magi still scowled.

“And we will need to bring
them to the Boyar at once,” said Seb.

“As you say,” said the battle
magus. “You take them to the preceptor. We will need to stay behind
and rebuild the ward.”

“I apologize for breaking
it,” said Caina. Seb knew her just well enough to tell that she was
lying. “There were a half-dozen Adamant Guards and two Silent
Hunters we had to kill to reach the door, and we thought it best
not to linger.”

To judge from the corpses
strewn on the street outside, she wasn’t lying about that.

“This way,” said Seb, and
Caina and the others squeezed past the magi, who were casting
spells to rebuild the wards on the door. “I’m pleased you’re safe.”
Truth be told, Caina looked rather the worse for wear, her eyes
bloodshot, her face pale and bruised, some dried blood caught in
her hair near her left temple. But she was still alive.

“I’m happy you’re still
alive,” said Caina. “I wasn’t sure about…”

To Seb’s complete surprise,
he hugged Caina. Not hard. He was wearing armor, after all. But he
still hugged her.

“Well.” Caina blinked a few
times and then grinned. “I’m glad to see you, too.”

“As touching as this family
reunion is,” said Morgant, “we really should…”

“You can shut right the hell
up, old man,” said Seb, and Sophia laughed and tried to disguise it
as a cough. “This way.”
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Caina and the others stepped
into the great hall of the Magisterium chapterhouse.

She had visited other
Magisterium chapterhouses throughout the Empire, and this one was
little different. The unrelieved black stone, resistant against
spells and physical damage, and the ring of chairs in the great
hall where the magi met in council. It reminded her of the
architecture of Rasadda, the chief city of the Saddaic provinces.
The Saddai, too, had a taste for black stone. Idly Caina wondered
if that had influenced the Magisterium. The Second Empire had
destroyed the pyromancer-priests of the Saddai, the insane
Ashbringers, but the surviving Ashbringers had infiltrated the
Magisterium and evolved into the Umbarian Order. Perhaps they had
taken their taste for black stone into the Magisterium, and
influenced the development of the Magisterium’s chapterhouses…

Caina pushed the thought from
her head. It wasn’t productive, and there were more important
things to worry about right now.

She was relieved to see
Theodosia and Ilona in the great hall. Mircea stood in the center
of the ring of chairs, frowning at Aristide Oromaris. A crowd of
magi, szlachts, and men-at-arms stood around the ring, watching the
Boyar and the preceptor.

But all eyes turned to Caina
and the others as she walked into the ring of chairs.

“Ah,” said Mircea with a
smile. “You see, preceptor? Was it not wise to bring Caina
Kardamnos into my councils? Without her aid, I would not have
escaped from the Umbarian mavrokhi sent to kill me.”

Caina suspected Crailov and
those mavrokhi had arrived to kill her and take the Ring, that
Mircea had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But she
wasn’t going to contradict the Boyar in public, especially when he
was giving her credit.

“I am glad you escaped, my
lord,” said Caina. “Though, I admit, I am just as pleased to be
alive myself.” A rumble of laughter went through the watching magi
and szlachts.

“We have matters to discuss,”
said Mircea. “We shall need to do so in private. Preceptor
Oromaris, please come. We shall need a place to speak where we
cannot be overheard.”

Oromaris raised his eyebrows
at the Boyar’s commanding tone but did not argue. “Very well. We
shall meet in my study.”

“Lord Kylon, Mistress
Theodosia, I shall require your counsel as well,” said Mircea. “You
too, Lord Sebastian. Come.”

Caina looked at Sophia.
“Don’t let Morgant kill anyone while we’re gone.”

“Me?” said Morgant. “I am the
model of civility.” He smiled at Ilona. “Perhaps I’ll have a nice
chat with Ilona. We’ll talk about theatrical costumes or something
like that.”

Ilona did not smile back.
Caina could tell that Seb found Morgant annoying, but Ilona did not
like him at all and even seemed a little afraid of him. Probably a
sensible reaction.

Oromaris and the Boyar strode
from the great hall, and Caina, Kylon, Seb, and Theodosia followed
the two men. They walked into another wing of the chapterhouse and
then through its library. Caina had seen the libraries of
Magisterium chapterhouses before, and as much as she disliked the
Magisterium, she had to admit that they kept a good library. All
four walls of the large room were lined with books, and her fingers
itched to go through them. She had spent much of her childhood
reading in her father’s library, and there hadn’t been much time
for reading anything in the last few years, not since she had been
banished to Istarinmul.

They walked through another
door and into the preceptor’s study. It was an orderly room, the
room of a military man, with everything in its proper place.
Caina’s eyes flicked over the chamber, noting details. Oromaris had
a shelf of books. About half of them were the standard texts on
sorcery that every magus acquired while a novice and then an
initiate, but the rest of the tomes were works on the military
history of the Empire and its neighbors. A rack held a variety of
weapons, each one carefully polished and oiled, and papers rested
in neat stacks on the preceptor’s desk. An orderly room, likely
reflecting an orderly mind – and one that tended towards defensive
thinking in battle. Useful in its time and place, but Caina
suspected they needed to act immediately.

“Well, amirja?” said Mircea,
turning to face her. “What news do you have for us?”

“Talmania took the Ring,”
said Caina. Both Mircea and Oromaris scowled at her.

“I knew it should have been
kept here for safety,” said Oromaris.

“Then likely you would be
fighting for your lives in the corridors of your own chapterhouse,”
said Caina. “Talmania doesn’t care about you, and she doesn’t care
all that much about Risiviri or even all of Ulkaar. What she wants
is to recover the five relics of the Iron King. She thinks she can
use them to summon Rasarion Yagar back from the dead and command
him to raise an undead army that will conquer the Empire for
her.”

Oromaris looked disturbed at
that. Mircea seemed outright horrified. But Oromaris was
Nighmarian. Mircea was an Ulkaari noble, and he would have been
raised on tales of Rasarion Yagar, the last king of Ulkaar, the man
who had liberated the Ulkaari from the Kagari hordes only to then
enslave them with his necromancy. And unlike Targov, Mircea was not
willing to work with the Temnoti.

“Ridiculous,” said Oromaris.
“Surely she couldn’t attempt something so audacious.”

“Weapons of sorcery can
change the course of a war, my lord preceptor,” said Caina. “If you
have read those history books that line your shelves, you know that
well.”

Oromaris glanced at his
shelves and then frowned at her. “You are observant, aren’t
you?”

“But I agree with the Boyar,”
said Caina. The less the conversation was about her, the better.
“You need to act at once. The longer Talmania and Lord Targov have
to consolidate their hold over Risiviri, the harder it will be to
dislodge them. Right now, the city is balanced on the point of a
sword. If you push at once, perhaps it will fall into your
hands.”

“We must strike now,” said
Mircea. “Most of the men in the square outside the chapterhouse are
loyal to me. They just need to know that I am alive.”

“And there is our problem,”
said Oromaris with a sigh. “The Magisterium has never been fully
trusted by the people of Ulkaar. We are a preferable alternative to
the Temnoti, but the true faith of the people lies with the Temple,
not the Magisterium. If we produce the Boyar, Targov will claim
that it is an illusion spun with our sorcery. How shall we prove
otherwise? We will not be able to reach the Grand Temple and ask
the Brothers for aid. Lord Targov, for all his failings, can speak
eloquently. He might turn the people against us.”

“I can help with that,” said
Caina, taking a deep breath.

Oromaris gave her a dubious
look. “And just how shall you accomplish that, my lady?”

“With this,” said Caina, and
she called her valikon. The weapon assembled itself in her hand.
Oromaris took a half-step back before he could stop himself. “I am
a valikarion, an Arvaltyr…and I can prove that the Boyar is real,
that he isn’t a trick of sorcery.”

“How?” said Oromaris.

“If she cuts my forearm and
shows that I bleed,” said Mircea, his voice quiet and intense,
“that will prove that I am a living mortal and not a creature of
sorcery or a sorcerer wrapped in an illusion. In the ancient days
of Ulkaar, after the Iron King’s defeat, that was a common judicial
test. The Arvaltyri still walked among us and defended Ulkaar from
the powers of darkness. To prove beyond all doubt that a man was
not a creature of sorcery or in league with dark powers, he would
sometimes volunteer to be cut with the blade of a valikon.”

“A creature of sorcery burns
when cut with a valikon, my lord,” said Seb to Oromaris. “I have
seen it myself.”

“Then you truly are a
valikarion?” said Oromaris.

“Yes,” said Caina. She
pointed. “The globes in the sconces along the walls are enspelled,
that is obvious. You are holding a spell of psychokinetic force
ready, as is Seb, and my husband has spells of water and air
sorcery ready…”

“You could easily have
deduced all that,” started Oromaris.

Caina kept talking right over
him. “The bracers on your armor are enspelled, which isn’t usual
for battle magi armor. A spell of psychokinetic force, to make your
blows strike harder than they otherwise would.” She pointed at the
desk. “That lantern is enspelled, probably to put off light.
Ah…there’s also a ward on one of the drawers in your desk, designed
to stun anyone who opens it.”

Oromaris started at her,
blinking.

“My lord preceptor,” said
Theodosia, “I am but a humble singer…”

Oromaris snorted. “Yes, I’m
sure.”

“But it is my humble counsel
that you ought to listen to this young lady,” said Theodosia.
“We’ve gotten out of some tight spots together, she and I…and,
well, we’re in something of a tight spot now, aren’t we?”

“Fine,” said Oromaris. “Let
us suppose we convince the men outside to listen to the Boyar. We
retake the square and wipe out the Adamant Guards. What then?”

“Our two most dangerous foes
will be Talmania Scorneus and Antonin Crailov,” said Kylon.
“Talmania, for obvious reasons.”

“And Crailov,” said Caina,
“because he has the Sword of Rasarion Yagar.”

Mircea’s eyes widened again.
“Truly?”

“I saw it with my own eyes,”
said Caina.

“For the gods’ sake,” said
Oromaris. “I cannot take one step without tripping over some damned
ancient sorcerous relic or another.”

Caina understood, but she
thought it best not to say that.

“I can deal with Talmania,”
said Kylon, “if I can get close enough to her.”

Oromaris grunted. “And just
how will you do that?”

“With this,” said Kylon, and
he called his valikon, the sword assembling itself in his hands.
White mist swirled around the blade, the glow of the Iramisian
characters shining through the haze.

“Are you a valikarion as
well?” said Oromaris. “No, that can’t be right. Anyone with arcane
ability couldn’t become a valikarion. Though a Kyracian stormdancer
with a valikon sword…that would be a dangerous foe.”

“And I have a way to defeat
Antonin Crailov, my lord,” said Caina, remembering the plan she had
discussed with Morgant before they had left Theodosia’s safe
house.

“Do you?” said Oromaris. “And
just what is that?”

“Trickery,” said Caina.

“We must decide now,” said
Mircea. “Lord preceptor, I cannot command you. You answer to the
Emperor and to the high magi, not to me. But once this conversation
is over, I am going to go to the square, along with my szlachts and
men-at-arms. By the end of the day, either I shall rule over this
city once more, or I shall be dead.”

They all stared at each other
for a moment.

“So be it,” said Oromaris at
last. “I suppose we shall have to either win or die.” His hard eyes
turned back to Caina. “But how are you going to get the people to
believe that you are a valikarion?”

“With theatricality,” said
Caina, and Theodosia grinned.

***

 



 Chapter 16:
Storm








Kylon rolled his shoulders,
preparing himself for a fight.

Because no matter what
happened when they went through the main doors of the chapterhouse,
he knew there was going to be a fight. He could sense the emotions
of the militiamen and nobles gathered in the square, and it was a
seething mixture of fear and anger and uncertainty. The Magisterium
was respected in Ulkaar, but not loved, and Targov had chosen
wisely in trying to blame his brother’s murder on the magi.

Yet Kylon also felt the
familiar cold sense of Adamant Guards. They, no matter what
happened in the next few moments, would fight to the end. They
always did.

“Ready?” said Kylon, looking
at Caina.

“Yes,” she said, voice soft.
She was wearing that leather coat and cloak of wolf fur that Ivan
Zomanek had given her, and over it, she had donned her
shadow-cloak, the cowl drawn back. The net effect was a strange
sight. The shadow-cloak could often pass through material things,
and so it seemed to blur and ripple over the fur cloak. The net
effect was eerie and unsettling. Combined with the way her blue
eyes were stark in her pale face, she looked otherworldly. Almost
like some warrior valikarion returned from the dead to challenge
the powers of malevolent sorcery.

Kylon had been alarmed by the
turmoil he had sensed in her emotions when he had awoken. Her
meeting with Talmania and his brush with death had affected Caina
badly. None of it showed on her face now, though. She seemed to
have herself under control, though if he was hurt again, he wasn’t
sure how she would react.

Well, he would just have to
make sure he won the battle. Though Kylon was still surprised to
realize that he was more concerned about Caina’s reaction to his
death than the prospect of death itself.

Marriage was an odd thing. An
odd thing, but a good one.

“This reminds me of the
circus,” said Kylon as Mircea and his szlachts formed up before the
doors, flanked by a guard of battle magi.

Caina blinked at him, her
cold expression dissolving into surprise. “The circus?”

“When we joined Cronmer’s
circus to sneak into Istarinmul,” said Kylon.

Caina blinked, and then
laughed quietly. “I suppose we are about to put on a show. A
different kind of one, though.”

“I liked your costume better
back then,” said Kylon. That costume had left very little to the
imagination.

Caina blinked again and then
grinned. “Did you? Well, we’re bound to be alone together sooner or
later. And Theodosia had all those chests of costumes in her
wagons. I would wager she had something similar I could
borrow.”

“Something to look forward
too, then,” said Kylon.

There was a clang, and Kylon
felt a surge of arcane force as Oromaris released the wards on the
gate. The twin doors of iron and wood swung open with a groan, and
Mircea strode forward, Yuri trailing after him like an obedient
shadow, his szlachts and men-at-arms surrounding him.

Caina looked back at
Theodosia and Ilona and Sophia. She had insisted they stay behind
in the chapterhouse. Theodosia had acquiesced without complaint.
The woman was no fool and knew that she would not be much use in
the coming fight. Sophia had only agreed because Caina had
commanded it, and Ilona seemed ill at ease. She clearly wanted to
join the fray, though Kylon couldn’t imagine what she could do.
Strap on armor and wield a sword?

“We’ll be back soon,” said
Caina.

Theodosia winked at her. “I
imagine Targov Bravlin is about to have a very bad day.”

“Let’s hope so,” said Caina,
and Kylon walked alongside her out the doors, Morgant and Seb
following them.








###








“Kill them,” said the Sword
of Rasarion Yagar into his thoughts.

Crailov said nothing since a
man talking to his sword would draw unwelcome attention.

Also, it was terrible advice.
The nobles of Risiviri were idiots, and Crailov wouldn’t mind
killing them and their men-at-arms, but even he couldn’t fight
hundreds of them at once. Attacking Talmania’s Adamant Guards would
earn the provost’s enmity. No, as always, self-control was the
better course.

It didn’t help that Crailov
was hungry in a way that few mortal men ever experienced. It had
taken a great deal of strength to regenerate the wound from that
damned valikon. There hadn’t been the opportunity to feed on anyone
at the theatre, and the hunger gnawed at him. Later, once this
business was settled, he would have ample opportunity to dine at
leisure.

He hoped that Caina Kardamnos
was dead, that she had died holding her husband’s
plagueblood-riddled corpse.

But if not…he would take
exceedingly great pleasure in feeding on her slowly, painfully,
letting her feel every instant of agony as she died.

It had been a long, long time
since anyone had wounded him, and he wasn’t happy about it

He glanced around the crowded
square once more, looking over the Adamant Guards and the various
militiamen and nobles that Targov had scraped up for his
ineffective siege of the chapterhouse. Targov himself was still
shouting at the chapterhouse, and Crailov wondered how much longer
the fool would keep talking. He was bound to run out of breath
sooner or later. It was clear that the magi would not surrender,
and if Targov wanted to keep his usurped title, he was going to
have to fight.

At least, it was clear to
Crailov. Perhaps it was time to speak with Talmania and urge her to
hurry up and take command here. Targov might not do anything useful
until he was pushed…

Then the double doors in the
black wall of the chapterhouse swung open, and Mircea Bravlin
strode out, flanked by men-at-arms and magi.

A wave of irritation went
through Crailov. Mircea had survived the fight at the theatre after
all. Bothersome, to be sure, but a problem that could be quickly
solved. Crailov began easing his way forward, the Sword whispering
for him to kill the Boyar. For once, Crailov and the Sword were in
full agreement. If he could kill Mircea and slip away, that would
solve a lot of problems right then and there.

“People of Risiviri!” said
Mircea. His voice thundered over the square, amplified by a spell,
and the murmurs of the crowd fell silent. “I am Mircea of House
Bravlin, the lawful Boyar of Risiviri. Before the Divine and this
assembly, I charge my brother with rebellion against the lawful
Boyar, oath-breaking, insurrection, attempted assassination, and an
alliance with both the rebellious Umbarian Order and the outcast
Temnoti cult.”

“Lies!” roared Targov at the
top of his lungs, though his voice wasn’t nearly as loud as
Mircea’s. “People of Risiviri, this is a trick! It is as I have
said. The Magisterium murdered my brother in cold blood because he
would not support their insidious schemes for the future of Ulkaar!
This is not my departed brother. This is an illusion, a trick,
a…”

“It is not!”

The woman’s voice was clear
and strong, and it rang over the crowd. Someone had trained her to
speak well.

Crailov’s hand curled into a
fist.

Caina Kardamnos walked from
behind the group of szlachts and magi.

“Kill her,” hissed the Sword
into his thoughts, “kill her, kill her, kill her, kill her…”

She was alive, and she had
gotten the shadow-cloak of a Ghost nightfighter from somewhere.
Behind her came Kylon, who somehow had been healed of the
plagueblood. So much for the precious secrets that Talmania had dug
from the skull of that dead disciple of the Moroaica. With Caina
came that damned scoundrel Morgant and Talmania’s nephew.

Caina’s eyes met Crailov’s
across the square, and he saw the chill in them, like ice in the
heart of the Ulkaari winter, and he knew that she would do her very
best to kill him. Probably in vengeance for nearly killing her
husband.

Crailov offered a cheery
smile in answer.

She could try to kill him, of
course. A lot of people had tried. But he had left their bones
moldering in the dirt, and if Caina came for him, he would do the
same for her.
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“An illusion!” screamed
Targov. His growing panic was apparent to Caina. She wondered if
his followers saw it. The Adamant Guards shifted, preparing
themselves for combat and reaching for their swords. “This is an
illusion, a trick of the Magisterium! They murdered my beloved
brother and think to rule you as slaves by conjuring an image of
him. Likely that is a magus wrapped in a spell of illusion! Or it
is nothing more than an image of sorcery!”

“I say again that it is not!”
said Caina, shouting as Theodosia had taught her to do all those
years ago.

Every eye turned towards her,
and she felt…no, not self-conscious, not even frightened. Instead,
it was a peculiar sense of unreality. For most of her life, she had
been a spy and an agent of the Ghosts. That had meant remaining
unseen, unnoticed, hidden. But that had begun to change the minute
she had killed Rezir Shahan in front of his soldiers and thrown his
severed head into his army. That had started the legend of the
Balarigar, and she had used that legend, exploiting it as she would
any other weapon. Now everyone in Istarinmul and Iramis knew who
she was along with a good portion of the Empire, much to her
annoyance and discomfort.

But if her path had led her
to become a public figure, then she would use that notoriety.

“And who the bloody hell are
you?” snarled Targov. He took a step forward and stopped, and Caina
saw Crailov coming up behind him. “You are a foreigner! What
business do you have telling the men of Ulkaar how to manage their
affairs?”

“My name is Caina Amalas
Tarshahzon Kardamnos,” said Caina, a murmur going through some of
the szlachts at that name, “and I am indeed a foreigner here. But I
am something else. I am a valikarion, an Arvaltyr, the first
Arvaltyr to walk the earth since Iramis burned a century and a half
ago.”

Targov let out a derisive
laugh. “An Arvaltyr? You might as well claim to be the Queen of
Anshan! What proof do you offer, woman?”

The poor fool could not have
given her a more perfect opening if she had asked for it, and
Crailov rolled his eyes.

Caina smiled, held out her
hand, and called her valikon.

The reaction to the weapon’s
appearance was immediate.

The tales of the Warmaiden
and the Arvaltyri were told to every Ulkaari child in the Temple,
and they recognized the sword for what it was. The murmurs rose to
shouts and then a low roar of conversation. Several of the
militiamen looked stunned. Targov took a look around, alarm going
over his face as he took stock of the situation.

“A trick!” said Targov. “I
say this is a trick!”

“It is not trick, my
traitorous brother,” said Mircea. “This is an Arvaltyr, one of the
knights who defended Ulkaar in ancient days. That she is a
woman…well, do not foreigners have strange ways? But she is an
Arvaltyr in truth.”

“A trick!” repeated Targov,
his eyes wide.

“She is an Arvaltyr!” said
Oromaris. All eyes turned to the Magisterium preceptor. “You know
the Magisterium was long distrustful of the Arvaltyri. Yet I say to
you that this woman is an Arvaltyr. And I say that we did not
murder Lord Mircea! The Magisterium supported the Boyar, for he was
a follower of the Emperor and a bitter enemy of the Umbarian Order.
It is the Umbarian Order who pulls Lord Targov’s strings, the
Umbarian Order that has urged him to murder the true Boyar.”

“Lies!” said Targov, and
Caina saw him start to crumble under the panic.

“It is not a lie, my people!”
said Mircea. He rolled up the sleeve of his coat, exposing his left
forearm. “Behold, I will submit to the ancient test as our
ancestors did. Arvaltyr, cut me with your sacred valikon. All men
know that the silver swords of the Arvaltyri burn when they touch
evil sorcery and that neither spirits nor sorcerers can withstand
their blade!” That wasn’t strictly accurate, but now was not the
time to correct the Boyar’s rhetoric. “Come, Arvaltyr, and prove my
words true!”

Caina strode forward, took
the Boyar’s left hand, and as gently as she could, she sliced a
shallow gash into the meat of his forearm. Mircea’s lip twitched
once beneath his mustache, but the Boyar did not cry out. He lifted
his arm and let a few drops of blood fall to the icy ground of the
square, and then produced a bandage and wound it around his
arm.

“The Boyar is neither a
sorcerer nor a creature of sorcery,” said Caina, pointing with her
valikon at the crowds, “and nor is he wrapped in a spell of
illusion!” She was grateful she had spent so much time practicing
the Ulkaari language with Sophia. Her accent was still terrible,
but her words came to her tongue as she needed them. “People of
Risiviri, behold your Boyar. Your true Boyar!”

“The Boyar!” shouted one of
the szlachts.

“The Boyar!” said more and
more of them, and Targov looked back at the nobles, calculation
flashing over his face.

“Loyal men of Risiviri,”
started Mircea. “Place my brother under arrest, and take him
to…”

“Fight!” shouted Targov,
gesturing towards the Adamant Guards. “Kill my brother! Kill him
now!”

The Adamant Guards charged
towards Mircea and the magi, and the square erupted into
violence.
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Seb had known it would come
to a fight.

Well, he hadn’t known for
certain, of course. No man could see the future. It was always
possible that Targov Bravlin would suffer from a sudden outbreak of
wisdom and back down from his ruinous course. Mircea seemed
inclined towards forgiveness, and likely he would have exiled
Targov from Ulkaar rather than having him executed. But Seb had
seen the growing panic in the usurper’s face, had seen the Adamant
Guards around him, Crailov coming up behind Targov like a
shadow.

No, Targov was going to make
a fight of it. Seb knew how Talmania thought, and if she suspected
the Order was going to lose Risiviri, then Talmania would make sure
her puppet did as much damage as possible before he fell.

The Adamant Guards charged
towards Mircea and Caina, and Seb was ready.

He sprinted forward, his
psychokinetic spells driving his legs with greater speed than they
could have managed otherwise. The speed of his charge caught the
nearest Adamant Guard off his balance, and Seb’s black sword
blurred up in a two-handed swing. The chop took off the Adamant
Guard’s head, and the soldier’s headless corpse staggered a step
and fell to the ground, his armored carapace clanging.

Another few moments and the
pool of blood spreading around the stump of the neck would become
dark ice.

Seb turned towards the Boyar
just in time to see Caina slash her valikon. The short blade opened
a shallow gash across the leg of an Adamant Guard, the sort of
trivial wound that an elite soldier might not even notice until the
battle was over. But the ghostsilver disrupted the spells of
strength, and the Adamant Guard staggered with a groan of pain,
eyes going wide. Mircea seized the opening and stabbed his sword,
sinking the blade into the Guard’s neck.

More Guards rushed at the
Boyar and Yuri, and then both Oromaris and Kylon struck.

The preceptor shouted and
flung out his hands, hurling a blast of psychokinetic force in all
directions with a thunderclap. The spell would have knocked normal
men from their feet with enough force to break bones. The Adamant
Guards were stronger, but they nonetheless staggered.

In the same instant, Kylon
leaped over the heads of the Boyar and Caina and landed amid the
Adamant Guards, the mist-wreathed valikon in his hands. Kylon moved
like a storm, slashing left and right, and he began hacking his way
through the Adamant Guards. Sometimes he plunged the valikon’s
mist-wreathed edge far enough into the Guards that their blood
turned to ice, killing them at once. Or he used the ghostsilver
weapon to disrupt their supernatural strength and killed them
before they could recover.

The rest of the magi flung
themselves into the battle, and the szlachts and militiamen joined
the fight on Mircea’s side, attacking the Adamant Guards. Some
rallied to Targov’s side, but most joined Mircea, and the fighting
soon turned against the Adamant Guards.
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Crailov looked around the
square, annoyed.

This was the second time
since he had met Caina Kardamnos that Crailov found himself in the
middle of a battle. He did not like battles. He preferred to take
his victims unaware, overpowering them before they could bring any
resistance against him.

First the battle in Libavya
Jordizi’s sanitarium, and now this.

Caina certainly brought chaos
with her wherever she went.

Crailov saw her fighting to
defend the Boyar from the Adamant Guards. Her skill with a long
blade was only mediocre at best. Like Crailov himself, he suspected
that she preferred to take her foes unawares. Yet against the
Adamant Guards, it hardly mattered. Her valikon staggered them,
which gave Kylon or Morgant or Sebastian or any of the szlachts
more than enough time to finish them off.

The fate of the Adamant
Guards didn’t particularly concern Crailov. No, what concerned him
was Caina’s fate, since he wouldn’t get the second half of his
payment from Talmania until she was dead.

And she had gotten away from
him in the theatre. That vexed him like a splinter in his flesh.
His victims, once he decided to kill them and feed upon them, did
not get away from him. Not ever.

He considered going after her
right now but decided against it. Talmania hadn’t given him any
more plagueblood, for one, likely because she was annoyed he hadn’t
returned with Caina’s head. For another, Kylon and Morgant and Seb
were with Caina, to say nothing of a score of magi of middling
skill, and Crailov didn’t want to fight all of them at once.

He couldn’t fight all of them
at once.

No. Better to make her come
to him.

It was time to act.

Crailov jogged to Targov’s
side. The young nobleman had backed away, sword in hand, looking
back and forth at the fighting. Crailov wondered if the fool had
realized that he was losing.

“My lord!” said Crailov.

Targov’s terrified eyes
snapped to him.

“My lord, we must withdraw at
once,” said Crailov. “If we stay here, we are finished.”

Targov shook his head. “No,
no. I must fight, I…”

“If you withdraw to the Red
Horse Palace,” said Crailov, “you can defend yourself there. Your
brother cannot breach its walls.” Though his battle magi allies
could scale the walls, kill the guards, and open the gates, but no
need to worry the fool boy’s head with that. “And if you withdraw
to the castle, Talmania’s sorcery will aid you.”

A little tug of vicious
satisfaction went through Crailov at that. Talmania would win the
fight, of course, but it would be pleasant to see the condescending
sorceress taken off guard for once. And it served her right for
withholding the second half of his payment.

Most importantly of all, the
chaos of a battle at the castle would give Crailov the opportunity
he needed to kill Caina. The so-called Balarigar was not the only
one who knew how to use chaos.

“Yes, yes, you are right,”
said Targov. “Fall back!” His voice rang over the square. “Fall
back to the Red Horse Palace. Fall back!”

With that, Targov followed
his own command and sprinted from the square, heading for the
street that led to the square before the Red Horse Palace and the
Grand Temple. Crailov’s lip curled in disgust. Couldn’t the idiot
boy see the example that set for his men? Though Targov’s few
remaining noble followers raced after him, and the Adamant Guards
fell back in better order.

Come to think of it, that was
a good idea.

Crailov turned and ran after
the Adamant Guards, his mind racing.

Yes, he could use chaos as
well. Draw Mircea and his allies to the Red Horse Palace, and they
could fight it out with Talmania. Maybe the Boyar would prevail, or
perhaps Talmania would conquer.

Crailov didn’t care
which.

But one way or another,
before this day was done Caina Kardamnos would be dead at his
hand.
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Caina lifted the valikon into
one of the guard positions that Kylon had taught her. Or attempted
to teach her. All her training as a child had been with throwing
knives and daggers, and those felt instinctual to her, like an
extension of her arm. Swords still felt cumbersome to her, though
she was improving.

Yet for the moment, the guard
position was unnecessary.

Half the Adamant Guards had
fallen in the battle, though they had inflicted appalling
casualties on the militiamen. The surviving Guards retreated to the
street, heading for the Red Horse Palace.

“Form up!” shouted Mircea.
The Boyar had taken charge of the battle and now waved his sword
like a baton as he gave orders. “Form up! We’re going after them.
Szlachts, get your men-at-arms in order. Militiamen, form up by
companies under your officers. Move, move, move!”

Caina wasn’t sure how much
experience Mircea had commanding men in battle, but he did have a
loud voice. The men of Risiviri scrambled to obey his commands,
forming themselves into companies. She looked around and spotted
Kylon and Seb and headed towards them, while Morgant approached
from the other side.

“Pity we didn’t catch Lord
Targov,” said Seb. “We might have ended it then and there.”

Kylon shook his head. “This
isn’t over until we kill Crailov and Talmania and get the
relics.”

“Yes,” said Seb, his blue
eyes going wintry. “It isn’t.”

Her half-brother knew the
importance of reclaiming the relics, of keeping Talmania from
summoning the Iron King. Yet the main reason Seb was fighting was
for revenge, a chance to make Talmania pay for what she had done to
Katrina. Caina understood better than she might have liked.
Talmania had twisted Laeria Amalas into the cruel woman she had
become, and that had set Caina on her long path of blood and
shadows and pain.

Killing Talmania would not
change the past. Yet it might help save the future.

“You and Morgant can deal
with Crailov?” said Kylon, meeting her eyes.

“Obviously,” said
Morgant.

“Yes,” said Caina.

At least, she thought the
plan would work.

“Then Seb and I will take
Talmania,” said Kylon, rolling his shoulders, “with the help of
Oromaris and his magi.”

“And that is something I’ve
wanted to do for a long, long time,” said Seb.

“The Boyar’s men are
leaving,” said Morgant. “Do you want to stand around here waiting
some more, or shall we go kill some people who deserve it?”

“A rousing speech, old man,”
said Seb.

They joined the Boyar and the
preceptor as the soldiers and the magi headed for the Red Horse
Palace.

***

 



 Chapter 17: Grinning
Skulls








Talmania stood on the curtain
wall of the Red Horse Palace facing the Grand Temple and saw the
men running into the square.

Her lip twisted with disgust,
just for a moment, before she urged herself back to calm.

It seemed that Targov had
proven just as useless as she had thought. Still, she supposed that
at least some of the blame was hers. She had known Targov was a
fool but had used him nonetheless. Such was the nature of politics.
Had Targov succeeded in killing Mircea and Crailov in killing
Caina, then Talmania would have a solid grip on Risiviri, and she
could hand all Ulkaar over to the control of the Order.

But Mircea had escaped, and
Crailov had failed to kill Caina. Talmania had no doubt that her
niece was involved somehow, that she was one of the reasons
Targov’s men were retreating in disarray to the Red Horse
Palace.

It was, after all, what
Talmania herself would have done in Caina’s place.

Well, what was done was done.
Maybe Talmania should have killed Caina at the Lord Governor’s
mansion rather than trusting in Crailov. Then again, while
Talmania’s sorcerous defenses were potent, they couldn’t stop a
valikon, and Caina and Kylon both had valikons. Trying to kill
Caina at the mansion might have ended with Kylon’s valikon through
her heart.

And, really, talking control
of Ulkaar and killing Caina were only secondary goals. Ulkaar was
not a heavily populated land, and neither its resources nor its
manpower would decide the civil war between the Emperor and the
Umbarians. For that matter, while Talmania recognized just how
dangerous her niece was, in the end, Caina Kardamnos was still only
one woman. Killing her would have been convenient, but not
necessary.

No, Talmania’s objective in
coming to Ulkaar and summoning Sigilsoara had been to claim the
Ring of Rasarion Yagar, and after some setbacks, she had possession
of the Ring. She now carried two of the Iron King’s five relics,
and she knew exactly where the Sword was.

The important question was
what to do next.

She had the Ring and the
Amulet, and Stavros had reported that her equipment and supplies
had been loaded on the warships in the harbor. Most of the Dead
Legion soldiers had withdrawn as well. Perhaps it was time to
abandon Risiviri and leave Targov to his fate. Talmania was not
going to put herself at risk for the likes of Targov Mircea, and
the limited resources of Ulkaar were hardly worth fighting to
claim.

But there was a problem.

Talmania didn’t know where
the Diadem and the Dagger of Rasarion Yagar were hidden.

Almost certainly they were
somewhere in Ulkaar, but the Temnoti didn’t know, and neither did
Talmania. It was possible the remaining two relics had been taken
out of Ulkaar. Talmania had found the Amulet near Malarae in the
heart of the Empire, taking it from its long-forgotten hiding
place. Her next step, regardless of what happened here, was to
travel to Artifel and steal the Book of the Warmaiden. That would
let her track down the location of the remaining two relics.

But it if turned out the
Dagger and the Diadem were in Ulkaar, Talmania would need to return
to Risiviri, which might prove challenging if Mircea Bravlin still
ruled the city.

That made up her mind. Her
escape route was already prepared, and she could flee to the
warships in the harbor if the battle went against her. And if she
could deal with her enemies here and now, Talmania could depart
Ulkaar with Targov Bravlin in control of the city. She had no
delusions that Targov would display any sort of gratitude, but she
did know he would be easy to control.

Especially if his elder
brother and the magi of Risiviri were all dead.

Talmania turned and leaped
off the curtain wall.

An effort of will unlocked
some of the stored power in one of her rings, and psychokinetic
force cradled her fall and let her land gently. A few of the
szlachts and men-at-arms who had reached the courtyard gaped at the
display of arcane power, but Talmania ignored them.

Before the day was over, they
would see spells far more impressive than a simple burst of
psychokinetic force.

The Adamant Guards started to
come into the courtyard, and Talmania spotted Halvar.

“Centurion,” she said.
“Report.”

“It seems the Boyar is still
alive,” said Halvar, breathing hard beneath his carapace of armor.
He grimaced with annoyance. “Oromaris produced him and made a
speech about how Mircea was the true Boyar and Targov a traitor.
Targov claimed Mircea was just an illusion, but Caina Kardamnos was
there. She cut him with her valikon to prove that he was not an
illusion or enspelled, and then it all went to hell. We withdrew
back here with Targov and Master Crailov.” Halvar scowled again and
looked out the gate. “They ought to be here…yes, they’re
coming.”

“I see,” said Talmania. That
had been clever of Caina. All the Ulkaari knew the tales of the
Arvaltyri knights of ancient times, and in those tales, it was
common for a wandering Arvaltyr to dramatically prove a cruel Boyar
was actually a mavrokh or a vyrkolak by cutting him with the edge
of a valikon. Overdramatized, to be sure, but no doubt those tales
contained an ample kernel of truth.

“Your orders, provost?” said
Halvar.

“We will make a stand here,”
said Talmania. She spotted Crailov and Targov hurrying across the
square, Crailov urging the younger man along. “But make sure the
castle’s western gate is open and be ready to withdraw the moment I
give the word. I do not intend to die to claim Risiviri.”

Halvar turned and began
shouting orders to the Adamant Guards who streamed into the
courtyard, and Talmania walked towards the gate as Crailov and
Targov approached.

“Provost,” said Targov, his
eyes wide with fear. “It’s all gone wrong. My brother is still
alive, and the Magisterium has sided with him. And there was a
blond woman with a valikon, and she claims to be an Arvaltyr
and…”

Crailov rolled his eyes
behind Targov.

“Be quiet,” said Talmania.
She gestured at two of the Adamant Guards. “Take Lord Targov to the
great hall and keep him there. For your own safety, my lord.” She
didn’t want the idiot interfering in the battle.

Targov started to say
something, and the two Guards grabbed his arms and hustled him
away.

“It seems things have gone
rather wrong,” said Crailov. “Mircea is coming with his loyalists,
and he has the magi and Caina Kardamnos with him.”

“Who, it seems, is alive,
despite your assurances otherwise,” said Talmania.

Crailov’s eyes flashed before
he got himself back under control. It was fascinating to watch.
Talmania suspected it would not take much more to push him over the
edge.

“I said I was mostly certain
that she had died in the fire,” said Crailov. “Evidently, she
escaped.”

“Evidently,” said Talmania.
“I suspect Lord Kylon and my nephew eluded you as well. Which is
why you are here, I assume. You would not want to fight them on
your own, so you ran back to the castle in hopes that I would kill
them for you.”

Again, that dark flash
appeared in his eyes, like glowing blood. “Better to fight them
from a position of strength.”

“How thoughtful of you,” said
Talmania. “But I don’t have the time to waste in a siege. No. We
shall decide the fate of Risiviri here and now. We’ll let our
enemies into the courtyard, and then we’ll kill them.” She
shrugged. “And if we do not, we’ll withdraw to the warships and
retreat.”

Crailov blinked. “You’re
going to abandon Ulkaar?”

“For now,” said Talmania. “I
have concluded as much of my business here as I can. I shall need
to go to Artifel next. If we can hold Risiviri, well and good. If
we cannot…well, retaking the city later, when I have more forces
available, will hardly be difficult.”

“That is no concern of mine,”
said Crailov.

“No,” said Talmania, “but if
you want the second half of your payment, you’re going to kill
Caina for me.”

Crailov glared at her, that
ugly light flashing through his eyes again before he got himself
under control. He was furious that Caina had gotten away from him.
Crailov prided himself on his self-control and cunning, but to
Talmania, he was all too transparent. Likely he had decided to kill
Caina by feeding upon her, perhaps to enjoy the novelty of dining
upon a valikarion. The fact that she had escaped him was a blow to
his pride, and that would infuriate him.

Which might prove a
liability.

For an instant, Talmania
considered killing him and taking the Sword of Rasarion Yagar from
him. If Crailov’s temper interfered with his thinking, that would
make him a liability. But restraint overruled the impulse. If
anything went wrong, if she did not kill him with her first attack,
there was a possibility Crailov would kill her before she could
work another spell. His nature would make it difficult to kill him
with anything but the most potent sorcery, and even Talmania’s
abilities had limits.

But his inhuman nature,
combined with his anger, might let him kill Caina.

Crailov’s eyes narrowed, and
his hand twitched towards the Sword’s hilt. Likely he had guessed
something of Talmania’s thoughts.

“Unless, of course, you don’t
feel up for it,” said Talmania with a smile. “You can retreat to
the warships and await me there if you wish.”

“I will find your niece,”
said Crailov, a barely-suppressed snarl in his voice, “and I’ll
bring you her head. You can make one of your toy talking skulls
from it.”

“How splendid,” said
Talmania. “I’ll look forward to it.”

His expression remained calm,
but she saw the tension behind it. His pride was injured, and to
salve it and slake his hunger, he was going to kill Caina. And if
he got himself killed in the process…well, it would probably be
easier to take the Sword from Caina than from Crailov.

One step at a time.

Her memory flicked back to
her childhood, to her father. That had been one of his favorite
sayings. One step at a time, he would explain as he inflicted
spells of pain on his daughters in response for some minor
infraction or another, one step a time towards a distant goal. The
specific tactics of the moment didn’t matter all that much, so long
as they advanced you towards your goal. Hyraekon Scorneus had
possessed grand plans for himself and his daughters, plans he had
plotted out years in advance.

Though he hadn’t seen it
coming when Talmania and Rania had murdered him, the pompous
fool.

Talmania permitted herself a
single smile at the recollection.

“What?” said Crailov, a
suspicious glower going over his face.

“One step at a time, Master
Crailov,” said Talmania.

“Provost,” said Halvar,
returning to her side. “Should we close the gates? The enemy is
approaching the Red Horse Palace.”

“No need,” said Talmania,
flexing her fingers. “We’ll let them come to us. The courtyard
should make a sufficient battleground for what I have in mind.”

As she flexed her fingers,
she unlocked the powers stored in the various bloodcrystals of her
rings, and the bracers she wore on her forearms beneath her coat
began to grow warm against her skin.
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The forces loyal to Boyar
Mircea Bravlin marched into the square before the Red Horse Palace.
The Boyar had collected nearly five hundred men, and the entire
chapter of magi had rallied to his side. That would be enough to
put down any diehard loyalists who sided with Targov, Kylon knew,
though it would not be enough to storm the castle.

Except…

“Dear gods,” said Seb,
surprise flooding through his emotional aura. “They left the gates
open?”

As Kylon looked at the
castle’s crimson curtain wall, he saw that Seb was correct. The
gate facing the square stood open, and there weren’t even any men
upon the walls. Inside the courtyard, Kylon caught the gleam of
sunlight against the armored carapaces of the Adamant Guards.

“What is that woman doing?”
said Oromaris, scowling at the castle.

“Perhaps she has abandoned
the city and left a token force behind to hold the castle,” said
Kylon.

“Talmania Scorneus would
think nothing of abandoning your brother to his fate,” said
Seb.

“Caina?” said Kylon.

He looked back to where his
wife walked behind the Boyar, Morgant silent at her side. The
shadow-cloak hanging from her shoulders rippled a little in the
cold wind blowing through the city, and it made her look
unsettling, almost wraith-like. Kylon could sense nothing of her
emotions, and her eyes were fixed on the Red Horse Palace.

“Talmania is there, lord
Boyar,” said Caina. “I’m certain of it. I can see the Ring and the
Amulet both. And she is holding a lot of sorcerous power ready to
strike.”

“Then we shall show her the
wrath of the Magisterium,” said Oromaris with a growl, “and we
shall cleanse the infection of the Umbarian Order from the
Empire.”

“Be careful, preceptor,” said
Caina, blinking rapidly. Kylon knew that focusing too intently on
the vision of the valikarion could induce vertigo in Caina. “Her
strength might be a match for the assembled power of our magi.”

“That matters not,” said
Oromaris. “We have our duty. My lord Mircea, I suggest we attack at
once.”

“I also suggest that Lord
Sebastian and the battle magi and I go first,” said Kylon. “We can
climb atop the battlements and strike from above, and that will
distract Talmania and the Adamant Guards long enough for you to get
your men through the gate.”

“Very well,” said Mircea. “If
you have no objection to his plan, preceptor.”

“None,” said Oromaris, his
voice grim.

Kylon looked back at Caina,
and she nodded to him.

“Be careful,” she said, voice
quiet.

“I would say the same to
you,” he said, trying to smile. “Maybe someday you will
listen.”

“Oh, don’t worry, Kyracian,”
said Morgant. “I’ll be here to look after her.”

“How reassuring,” said Kylon,
and he turned back to Seb. “Ready?”

Caina’s brother gave him a
hard smile, his cold eyes glittering. It was so much like Caina’s
smile that it was somewhat unsettling. “Let’s go pay my aunt one
final visit, shall we?”

“We shall charge the gate as
soon as you attack,” said Mircea. “May the Divine grant strength to
your sword arms.”

With that, Kylon, Seb, and a
dozen of Oromaris’s battle magi crossed the square towards the
outer wall of the Red Horse Palace. An old memory flicked through
Kylon. He had fought Imperial battle magi during both the battle of
Marsis and the battle that had destroyed the Empire’s western
fleet, the battle that had given him the name Shipbreaker. Now he
was fighting alongside them against a mutual foe.

The fortunes of war were
strange.

They reached the curtain
wall, twenty feet of solid crimson stone. The battle magi leaped,
and the power of their spell-enhanced jumps carried them halfway
up. Then they gripped the stone and kicked off, the power of their
sorcery lifting them higher. Kylon did roughly the same thing,
though the power of elemental water fueled his leap. When he
reached the halfway point of the wall, he wrapped freezing mist
around his hand, allowing him to get a secure grip on the smooth
stone, and then another surge of elemental water carried him to the
battlements.

Kylon vaulted over them and
landed on the ramparts, looking into the courtyard.

His first thought was that
the Red Horse Palace might be the largest building he had yet seen
in Ulkaar, save for the Iron King’s castle of Sigilsoara itself.
The courtyard was paved in the same hard red stone as the curtain
wall, and in the center of the courtyard rose a massive keep and a
circle of smaller buildings. More outbuildings stood below the
curtain wall – stables and blacksmiths and barracks and the like.
Over a hundred Adamant Guards stood scattered between the gate and
the keep, waiting with swords in their hands and shields upon their
arms.

Talmania Scorneus stood in
their midst.

She wore the long black coat
favored by the Umbarian magi, though the Amulet of the Iron King
rested against her chest, and the Ring was on her left hand. Kylon
could sense nothing of her emotions, most likely because she had
wrapped herself in defensive spells, though that would not stop the
edge of a valikon. He could not sense her emotions, but he did feel
the sorcerous power radiating from her.

Talmania looked up at the
wall, her eyes falling upon Seb, and she smiled.

Then she made a pushing
gesture with her right hand.

Kylon leaped to the side in
one direction and Seb in another as an invisible hammer of
psychokinetic force howled across the courtyard and slammed into
the place where Seb had been standing. Had he not moved, the spell
would have turned him and several other battle magi into a bloody
pulp. As it was, the curtain wall shuddered, and several stones
were thrown from the battlements to crash into the square below.
One of the battle magi was not quite fast enough to get out of the
way, and the force of the spell crushed his black armor like it was
foil.

The blood spattered across
the rampart.

Kylon landed in the courtyard
and charged, killing two Adamant Guards before the rest could
react. The other battle magi followed suit, and Kylon threw himself
into the fray, hoping to hack a path to Talmania.
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Seb parried the blow of an
Adamant Guard’s sword and shoved, his sorcery-enhanced strength
proving the greater. The Adamant Guard stumbled, and before the man
could get his sword back up, Seb struck. His black sword darted out
like a serpent’s tongue and raked across the Guard’s throat.
Crimson blood welled from the wound and the Guard staggered and
fell dying to the courtyard flagstones.

It was the weakness of the
Umbarian Order. They relied too much upon their sorcery, put too
much faith in it. Seb had yet to encounter an Adamant Guard who
possessed greater skill with a sword than he did. Rather, the magi
of the Order augmented the strength and speed of the Guards through
their sorcery, and both the Order and the Guards put their faith in
that, rather than in the more mundane skills of swordsmanship. For
all their sorcerous prowess, it was why the Order had been unable
to overcome the Emperor. The Legions had sided with the Emperor,
and the Umbarians had been unable to create an army capable of
matching the Legions of the Empire of Nighmar.

Seb killed another Guard, and
Talmania cast another spell.

This time something like a
whirling vortex of shadows and ghostly green fire spun from her
hands and danced across the courtyard like a miniature tornado. It
touched a battle magus and killed the man at once, turning him to a
withered corpse. Wherever the vortex touched a slain Adamant Guard,
the dead man rose as an undead soldier, green light glowing in his
eyes. The undead creatures made for formidable foes, though Kylon’s
valikon proved able to destroy them with a single blow.

With the Adamant Guards and
Talmania herself distracted by the attack of the battle magi, Boyar
Mircea’s forces poured through the gate, charging to join the
battle against the Guards. Oromaris and the rest of his magi came
as well, hurling their sorcery into the fray. Blasts of
psychokinetic force seized Adamant Guards or flung them to the
ground. Telepathic attacks overwhelmed other Guards, stunning them
and letting the far weaker militiamen hack them to pieces. Spells
of dispelling undid Talmania’s undead, dropping them like puppets
with cut strings.

Step by step, Seb hacked his
way through the battlefield, using his sword and spells to strike
and his armor to protect him, as he had through so many battles
since the civil war had begun.

Then, at last, he was only
twenty paces from Talmania, and the way was clear to his murderous
aunt.

Seb started to rush her, but
Talmania was faster.

She made a shoving gesture,
and a burst of invisible force erupted from her in all directions.
The blast caught Seb and drove him to the ground. He rolled with
it, his armor clattering, and came back to one knee, but then
Talmania gestured with her left hand. The sleeve fell back from her
thin forearm, revealing a bracer of black metal.

The bracer flashed with gray
light and then unfolded.

It transformed into a suit of
close-fitting black armor that covered Talmania. Arcane sigils
glowed with harsh gray light on the overlapping plates of dark
armor. Seb had never seen armor like that and wondered if Talmania
had made it or if she had found it somewhere. The bracer over her
right arm had unfolded as well, becoming an elaborate gauntlet
topped with razor-sharp claws.

The armor covered her in the
space of an eyeblink, and Talmania made a twisting gesture with her
clawed right hand.

The ground beneath her boots
exploded.

For a shocked instant, Seb
wondered if she had made a mistake and killed herself. But the
flagstone that Talmania was standing upon, about three feet by
three feet square, wrenched itself free from the earth and shot
into the air, Talmania riding upon it. That clawed gauntlet focused
her psychokinetic ability and augmented it, allowing her to lift
the flagstone into the air with her still standing on it.

To all practical purposes,
she was flying over the courtyard.

Talmania made a twisting
gesture, and green fire exploded around the talons of her right
hand. A dozen spheres of green flames spat from the gauntlet and
seemed to swell. At first, Seb thought his aunt intended to rain
necromantic fire down on the battling soldiers, which he had to
concede would have made an effective tactic.

Instead, the shape of the
spheres of emerald fire changed, and Seb realized instead that she
was summoning something.

The spheres hardened into the
shape of a dozen human skulls, green fire burning in their eye
sockets, their mouths seeming to grin.

They whirled around Talmania,
and then hurtled towards the fighting. Seb felt the chill as two of
the skulls shot towards him, and he realized the things were
charged with necromantic force. Just touching one would be lethal.
Had there been time, he could have worked a ward against them, but
it would take him several minutes to summon the power for a spell
of that complexity.

Instead, he threw himself to
the ground, his armor clanging. Both skulls missed him by maybe six
inches. Seb rolled and surged back to his feet, his blade coming
up, and the skulls swooped around to attack him again. He swung his
blade and intercepted the things, and his black sword plunged into
the yellow bone. Both skulls shattered, and Seb felt a deathly
chill as necromantic force radiated from the broken skulls.

But the power drained away,
leaving him unharmed.

Seb turned to see Talmania
floating overhead, already casting another spell.








###








Kylon cut down another
Adamant Guard, ripping his valikon free and looking for
Talmania.

She was not hard to find.

The Umbarian provost floated
above the battle, braced on the flagstone she had ripped from the
ground. More of those burning skulls orbited her, and she flung
them at the magi. Oromaris and the magi under his command fought in
harmony, creating overlapping wards around themselves and striking
back at Talmania with blasts of psychokinetic power. So far, the
magi and the provost were stalemated, hammering at each other to no
effect.

A few of the szlachts and
men-at-arms had produced bows and had even landed hits on Talmania,
but she ignored them utterly. The arrows had shattered against her
sorcerous armor, and Kylon suspected it would take a far more
potent weapon to breach her defenses.

Fortunately, he had one at
hand.

Kylon sprinted forward and
leaped, using the sorcery of air and water to lift himself far
higher than he could have otherwise.

He almost made it. He drew
back the valikon to strike, intending to aim at Talmania’s neck or
chest. At the last possible second, the hovering flagstone shifted,
and she rose a few feet higher into the air, just far enough that
Kylon missed her.

His boots slapped back
against the crimson flagstones, and he whirled as Talmania sent
three of those skulls hurtling towards him. Kylon snapped the
valikon up and then left, shattering the skulls, their necromantic
spells unraveling against the ghostsilver blade.

Kylon braced himself to
attack again, and Talmania started another spell as the militiamen
struggled against the Adamant Guards.

***

 



 Chapter 18:
Assassins








“Any minute now,” said
Morgant. “Any minute now, he’s going to come for you.”

Caina glanced at the
assassin. “You’re sure of it, are you?”

Morgant grinned that
skull-like grin of his. “You got away from him, and that made him
look bad in front of Talmania. There’s no way the weasel will
forgive that.”

Caina hoped that Morgant was
right.

She stood with Morgant near
the castle gate as the Boyar’s men poured into the courtyard.
Already she and Morgant were isolated, standing nearly alone in the
square. Caina wanted to go with Kylon, wanted to help him against
Talmania, but she knew that Kylon could take care of himself.

At least, she hoped so.

But Kylon would have Seb and
Oromaris and the rest of the magi with him, and while Caina did not
think highly of the Magisterium as a whole, she had to concede that
Oromaris seemed capable enough, and the magi could usually
cooperate in the face of threats. But she did not want Kylon and
Mircea and the magi to have to fight Talmania and Crailov at the
same time.

“Crailov’s not a warrior,”
murmured Caina. “He’s not a warrior the way Kylon is.” She
half-expected Morgant to say something derisive, but for once he
had no sharp remark. Perhaps he had taken her warning about mocking
Kylon to heart. Or, more likely, his full attention was on the
battle. “He’s a predator, not a warrior. Predators prefer to take
the weakest target. He doesn’t like straight fights. At
Vagraastrad, he manipulated us into killing Libavya Jordizi for
him. He used poison against Kylon rather than risk fighting a
Kyracian stormdancer wielding an Iramisian valikon. If he sees us
standing alone, he’ll come for us.”

“Like I said,” said Morgant.
“Weasel. He wants to kill me because he hates my guts. He wants to
kill you because you got away, and a weasel like him can’t stand it
when a woman gets away from him.” He glanced back at the Grand
Temple, its stately dome incongruous with the sounds of battle
ringing from the courtyard. “Though if he sees us standing too
close to the Grand Temple, he won’t like it. He won’t want to fight
inside the aura of the Great Sanctuary Stone.”

“Which is why,” said Caina,
“we’re not going to the Temple.”

She wondered how long they
would wait before Crailov showed himself.

Even as the thought crossed
her mind, necromantic sorcery surged before her vision.








###








Crailov jogged along the
curtain wall, watching the fight.

He kept a close eye on the
struggling combatants. An arrow wouldn’t kill him, but it would
hurt, and the effort to heal a wound from an arrow would prove
vexing, especially when he was already tired and hungry.

He felt no urge to join the
fight against the szlachts and the magi. True, Crailov could have
carved a path of blood through the militiamen and killed several of
the magi, but there was no reason to put himself at risk. After
all, Talmania had hired him to kill Caina and retrieve the Ring,
not to fight militiamen.

For that matter, it looked
like Talmania was winning. Kylon and Sebastian and a score of magi
hurled their powers at her, and she held them all at bay without
discernable effort. Once their strength wavered and their wards
failed, Talmania would start killing them all one by one. That
armor of hers, though, that was a neat trick. Perhaps once Crailov
finally listened to the Sword and killed her, he would claim that
enspelled armor for himself…

A flicker of darkness caught
his eye, and he came to a sudden stop.

The mob of szlachts and
men-at-arms had rushed towards the gate, pouring from the square
like water draining from a sink. It was not a particularly
impressive sight. During his travels, Crailov had seen the Imperial
Legions fight, the Legionaries maintaining their formations and
lines with grim, unyielding discipline. A single century of
Legionaries would have slaughtered Mircea’s ragtag mob of
militiamen and minor nobles, and without the aid of Kylon and the
magi, the Adamant Guards would have won easily.

But Crailov didn’t care about
any of that.

He was much more interested
in the opportunity that had just landed in his lap.

Halfway across the square, he
spotted a figure in a black coat and another in a rippling
shadow-cloak. It was Morgant and Caina. Crailov could sense
Morgant’s life force, rigid and ancient, though of course he could
not sense anything from Caina. Nor would he sense anything from her
until he fed upon her, which would be exquisite.

Then again, he could kill
both of them right now. He didn’t think they had noticed him, and
neither Caina nor Morgant were sorcerers. A necromantic spell would
kill them both. Crailov had the brief but amusing vision of killing
Caina, animating her corpse, and marching it into Talmania’s study.
Perhaps that would wipe the coldly condescending look off the
provost’s face.

His fingers tightened the
hilt of the Sword of Rasarion Yagar, and he drew upon the Sword’s
power to augment his own arcane strength as he cast a spell.








###








“There he is,” said Caina,
her voice hardening.

Morgant did not have the
vision of the valikarion, but despite his age, his physical eyes
worked just fine, and he spotted the red-coated figure on the
battlements of the curtain wall. Crailov would not participate in
the battle, no. He would stand apart and watch, waiting until a
chance came to strike at his prey.

Such as right now.

Green light shone from the
ramparts, and Crailov cast a spell. A sphere of emerald fire leaped
from the battlements and soared across the square. Probably a
necromantic spell, Morgant decided, something to suck away the life
force of its victims.

He started to shout for Caina
to get out of the way, but instead, she stepped in front of him,
raising her right hand. Her valikon assembled itself out of shards
of silver light, and she swung the weapon. She wasn’t all that good
with a sword, but she had excellent aim, and her blade intersected
the globe of emerald fire. It shattered in a burst of green sparks
and then winked out of existence.

“Good swing,” said Morgant,
drawing his scimitar and his dagger.

“Thanks,” said Caina. She
sighed. “What I wouldn’t give for some throwing knives. I don’t
suppose Annarah sent any of those.”

“She did not,” said Morgant.
“You could ask her when we get back to Iramis. But Crailov’s too
far off to hit with a throwing knife, and I think it will take more
than that to kill him.”

“I know,” said Caina, rolling
her shoulders, the shadow-cloak shifting around her.

Even as the words left her
lips, Crailov leaped from the battlements.








###








Crailov retracted his power,
considering his next move.

Standing here and hurling
spells at Caina was not an option. A valikon could disrupt and
collapse any spell that it touched, and that included any
necromantic spell he could wield at a distance. Had she not been a
valikarion, his options for attacking her would have been far
greater. There were some mind-twisting spells that he knew, and it
was far easier to target a victim with a spell if he could sense
their life forces.

Could he attack Morgant that
way? Perhaps, but that would be risky. He could sense Morgant, but
the assassin’s great age made his mind stronger and more resistant
to any mind-altering sorcery. For that matter, while Crailov could
sense Morgant, that sense nonetheless felt…off, somehow. Crailov
suspected that Morgant had some sort of sorcerous object on him
designed to deflect arcane detection. Probably a ring – Crailov
could recall seeing an old bronze ring on Morgant’s hand during
Caina’s meeting with Talmania.

And, more importantly, if
Crailov stood here and cast spell after spell at Caina and Morgant,
sooner or later that would draw the attention of someone in the
courtyard. One of the magi might blast him off the rampart, or
Kylon might plunge that damned valikon into his back. Crailov was a
match for any one of the magi of the Magisterium in a straight
fight, but that wouldn’t matter if they sucker-punched him while
his attention was on Caina.

And if Kylon closed to
hand-to-hand range, there was no defense against a valikon.

“Kill her,” said the Sword of
Rasarion Yagar inside his head.

Crailov felt a hard smile go
over his face.

For once, he was in perfect
agreement with the Sword.

It was time to do this the
hard way. Crailov would not have wanted to fight Kylon
sword-to-sword, not unless he could avoid it. But Morgant was an
old man, and while Caina had a valikon, she was nowhere near as
fast or as strong or as skilled as her husband. Crailov was
confident he could take them both in a straight fight.

What was more, he would enjoy
it.

He leaped from the
battlements, landed in the square, and started striding towards
Caina and Morgant. The fall would have broken the legs of a normal
man, and perhaps Caina would be able to deduce that Crailov was no
longer quite human. Usually, he wouldn’t have made such a flagrant
display of his abilities, but Caina had already wounded him with
her valikon and would realize that the wound had healed.

No matter. In a few moments,
both the Balarigar and all her clever little deductions would be
dead. A swift mind was a dangerous thing, but it had no defense
against a sword blade through the heart.

“Kill her,” said the Sword
inside his skull.

Yes. It would be a
pleasure.

Crailov strode towards the
so-called Balarigar, green fire dancing around the Sword’s dark
blade, necromantic power gathering in his left hand.








###








“I think we’ve got the
weasel’s attention,” said Morgant.

“Yes,” murmured Caina,
watching Crailov as he strode closer. There was a confident smile
on his gray-bearded face, but she hardly noticed it. The vision of
the valikarion saw the tremendous arcane power he was gathering. He
held enough power at the moment to cast a potent spell, but she
realized he wasn’t going to bother until he was much closer.

Morgant’s assessment of
Crailov’s character had been right, and so had Caina’s deductions.
Crailov hated Morgant, and Caina’s escape had offended him. So, he
was coming to kill them both, personally, with the Sword of
Rasarion Yagar.

The plan was working. That
was a good thing. Right?

“We really should run,” said
Morgant.

“Good idea,” said Caina, and
they turned and ran from the square, heading in the direction of
the Lord Governor’s mansion that Talmania had claimed.

Caina glanced back, saw her
shadow-cloak streaming behind her, saw Crailov following them.








###








Crailov felt his smile
widen.

They were running? The hunger
within stirred. The chase would only add spice to the meal. Perhaps
the famed Balarigar had finally realized that her luck was about to
run out at last. He followed them at a jog, feeling no need to
sprint. He could sense Morgant’s life force, and he would have
absolutely no trouble following them wherever they went.

He shivered with anticipation
at the thought of the meal to come.








###








Talmania made a fist with her
clawed gauntlet, and Seb felt the shiver of power through the air,
even without using the spell to sense arcane forces. One of
Oromaris’s magi rose into the air, screaming, caught in the pincers
of Talmania’s psychokinetic grip. Talmania swung her fist to the
right, and the magus went screaming through the air, only to strike
the curtain wall with bone-crushing force.

The magus collapsed to the
ground, leaving a crimson smear against the red stone. The magus’s
body looked less like a man and more like a crushed insect.

Seb cursed and looked
around.

They were winning the fight
against the Adamant Guards…but so far, they had done nothing to
harm or even discomfort Talmania. His aunt floated above the battle
on that flagstone, sheathed in black armor. Arrows had done nothing
to her, and her wards and her armor had blocked the most potent
spells that Oromaris and the magi could fling at her. Kylon had
almost been able to leap high enough to reach her, but that had
been to no avail. For all his sorcery-enhanced speed and strength,
Kylon was still bound by gravity, and Talmania had the power to
defy it. Whenever Kylon came close to hitting her, Talmania simply
floated higher and resumed her attacks on the magi. Already her
spells had damaged their wards, and she had killed a few magi. Once
their wards failed entirely, she could break them, and then she
could turn her attention to killing Mircea and the men who had
followed him.

Targov Bravlin might yet end
the day as the new Boyar of Risiviri.

Seb cut down one of the
remaining Adamant Guards and looked around, trying to think of a
way to strike at Talmania. Even with his psychokinetic abilities,
he couldn’t leap nearly as high as Kylon. He could try to attack
Talmania with spells, but his skills with sorcery were no match for
hers. She might not even notice his attacks.

“Seb!”

He turned his head and saw
Kylon running towards him.

“If we don’t get her on the
ground we’re finished,” said Seb.

“I know,” said Kylon.
“Distract her.”

“What?”

“Distract her,” said Kylon.
“I have an idea. I don’t care how you do it, just hold her
attention for a few minutes.”

Seb started to ask how the
bloody hell he was supposed to do that, but Kylon was already
running for the doors to the keep.

“Fine,” muttered Seb.
“Distract her.”

With that, he ran back
towards the gate in the curtain wall, casting a spell to amplify
his voice.

“Talmania!” he shouted, and
his voice roared over the courtyard and echoed off the walls. The
volume of it surprised even him. “Is that the best you can do?”

Talmania ignored him, and so
did the magi, their duel of spells continuing.

Another tactic occurred to
him.

“So good of you to collect
the Ring and the Amulet for Rania!” said Seb.

Her featureless black helmet
swiveled in his direction for just a second. Rania Scorneus was the
High Provost of the Umbarian Order. Seb knew that Rania and
Talmania worked together, had worked together frequently before he
had even been born, but they did not like each other all that much.
There was absolutely no way Talmania would hand over relics of such
power to her eldest sister, not without a fight.

“Maybe when you give Rania
the relics, she’ll give you a nice pat on the head!” said Seb.
Mircea gave him an incredulous look. “Or you’re here carrying out
her plan. You were always Rania’s errand girl, and she was the one
with the brains and…”

That did it.

Talmania’s helmet snapped
around, and he felt the sudden weight of her attention and the
focus of her power. Talmania had always been so calm, so
controlled, so collected. When Calvia and Seb had been in her care
as children, she had administered punishments with calm, detached
cruelty. But when her temper finally snapped, her wrath was
volcanic. Which was what had happened to Katrina.

And now Seb had triggered
that vengeful rage.

She hurled a spell at him, a
giant fist of psychokinetic force, and Seb dodged and cast a ward
against attack at the same time. He timed it perfectly, and his
spell was arrayed at the precise angle to deflect Talmania’s
attack.

It was the only thing that
saved his life.

Talmania’s attack howled
through his defense like a sword through a sheet of paper, and the
spell struck him. Had it hit him unimpeded, it would have thrown
him backward with enough force to turn his bones to dust and shred
his flesh. As it was, both the ward and his attempt at dodging let
him avoid enough of the spell’s force that it didn’t kill him.
Instead, it spun him around into the air like a child’s toy, and
Seb just managed to work a spell to strengthen his limbs with
psychokinetic force. He hit the courtyard hard, his armor
clattering, and managed to roll to a stop without breaking any
bones or cracking his skull open, though every inch of his body
ached and groaned from the battering he had taken.

Talmania Scorneus started the
killing spell as Seb got to one knee, breathing hard.








###








Kylon raced up the stairs of
the keep, grabbing corners and heaving himself around them to
maintain his speed. The sorcery of air flowed through him, granting
him the ability to move far faster than he could have
otherwise.

A moment later he sprinted
onto the top of the keep, looking over the battle raging in the
courtyard below. The militia and the szlachts had pushed the
Adamant Guards back, but Talmania was winning the fight against the
magi, hammering them again and again. Kylon saw Seb go rolling
across the ground, saw Talmania draw back her clawed gauntlet to
cast another spell.

A memory flickered through
Kylon’s mind, something Caina had told him several times.

“No one,” she had said, “ever
looks up.”

And that was true of even
Talmania Scorneus, it seemed.

Kylon leaped from the
battlements, the valikon raised to strike.








###








Talmania snarled behind the
mask of her helmet, lips drawn back from her teeth.

That stupid, ungrateful boy.
Hadn’t his own mother abandoned him? And hadn’t Talmania taken him
and Calvia in? Talmania had taught them and trained them, shaping
them into deadly magi and fighters. At least, they should have been
deadly magi and warriors, but the children had betrayed her. Calvia
had run off to become a freelance thief, stealing for her own
selfish gain without any thought of higher principles. And
Sebastian, his head filled with the romantic tales of the ancient
Arvaltyri, had forsaken Talmania to become a battle magus and
married that idiot girl Katrina.

Well, he could comfort his
dead wife in hell for all Talmania cared.

But even as she gathered the
final power to kill Sebastian Scorneus, Talmania’s brain kicked
into motion through the rage.

Just why had Sebastian
taunted her like that?

It was uncharacteristic, to
say the least. Talmania had always known Sebastian would try to
kill her one day to avenge his idiot wife, but he was clever enough
to make a good job of it. He would try to ambush and kill her and
save his gloating after she was dead. He wouldn’t stand there and
shout imprecations.

So why had he challenged her
like that?

The answer came to her in a
flash, and Talmania felt like a colossal fool.

Seb had deliberately taunted
her, and the logical inference was that he wanted her attention on
him and not elsewhere.

Talmania’s will sent her and
the flagstone hurtling to the side, and that saved her life.

She saw the silver flash as
Kylon Shipbreaker leaped from above like a thunderbolt, the valikon
a silver blur in his hands. The blow that would have split her
skull instead raked down her right side and leg. The armor kept the
valikon from touching her flesh, but the spell-infused steel that
could resist both sword and spell shattered like glass beneath the
power of Kylon’s swing. Worse, Kylon’s left boot struck the edge of
the flagstone, and it flipped like a trapdoor, sending Talmania
tumbling through the air as her armor unraveled.

She had already gathered the
necessary psychokinetic force to kill Seb, so Talmania put it to
another use, sending some of it to seize the keep in a steadying
grip and the rest of it to slow her headlong descent to the
courtyard below. Talmania managed to land with less force than she
had expected, and she staggered a half-dozen yards before she
caught her balance and looked around. She saw Kylon kick off the
side of the keep and rush towards her, saw Seb charge with his
sword drawn back to strike, saw Oromaris and the surviving magi
turn to focus their spells on her.

It seemed that Risiviri was
lost to the Order for now.

No matter. Talmania had what
she had come to Risiviri to find, and her next destination was
Artifel. There she would locate the Book of the Warmaiden, and then
she would have everything she needed to find the Diadem and the
Dagger. And perhaps she would find Crailov waiting for her on the
warships with proof that Caina was dead.

The Temnoti, as ever, would
look after themselves. They would fade into the shadows, and
Talmania had no doubt they would be waiting for her when she
returned to Ulkaar.

There was one last thing to
do.

“Withdraw!” thundered
Talmania, raising one hand to seize the Amulet that hung from her
neck. “Withdraw!” At once the Adamant Guards turned and began
fleeing for the western gate. The weary militiamen and szlachts let
them go.

And as they ran, Talmania
reached her will into the Amulet and accessed one of its
powers.

Its chief ability was the
power to summon Sigilsoara from the netherworld. Unfortunately, it
didn’t let the bearer command Sigilsoara. Talmania needed the Ring
for that. But the Amulet had several lesser powers, and one of them
was the ability to shift its bearer partway into the netherworld
without fully leaving the material world.

The net effect was that
Talmania became a wraith of pale gray light, the world going hazy
and indistinct around her. Seb’s sword passed through her head
without touching anything, and Talmania turned and fled. In this
immaterial state, she could not actually touch anything, but her
will drove her on, and she hurtled to the south, passing through
houses and walls and mansions without slowing, and arrived in the
Harbor Quarter and the stone quays where her warships awaited in a
fraction of the time it would have taken to walk or even ride.

Talmania became material once
more on the stone quay, gasping for breath, sweat pouring down her
face, her lungs wheezing as if she had just run a dozen miles.
Becoming immaterial was a tremendous strain on the body. Otherwise,
Talmania would have used it constantly, flitting about the Empire
with the speed of the wind and eschewing more mundane forms of
travel. For that matter, shifting halfway to the netherworld could
draw the attention of the malevolent spirits that infested that
realm, and that could be dangerous. No, best to limit using that
power of the Amulet for emergency purposes only.

She strode up the gangplank
onto the ship, still breathing hard, and Master Stavros and the
Umbarian magus who captained the vessel awaited her.

“We are ready?” said
Talmania.

“The ships can sail at your
command, provost,” said the captain. “All the remaining Dead Legion
soldiers have evacuated the city and boarded our ships.”

“All your supplies and
equipment have been loaded into the hold,” said Stavros.

“Good,” said Talmania,
looking towards the towers of the Red Horse Palace rising against
the sky on their hill. “As soon as the Adamant Guards arrive, we’ll
depart, though if too many foes appear, we will simply leave.”

“And Master Crailov,
provost?” said Stavros.

Talmania looked towards the
crimson castle again. She hadn’t seen Crailov in the courtyard
after her unceremonious landing. No doubt he had gone after Caina
and the man that he claimed was Morgant the Razor. Perhaps Crailov
would kill Caina and return for his payment.

Maybe he wouldn’t, and Caina
would take the Sword of Rasarion Yagar from what she thought was
Crailov’s corpse. Perhaps Caina would realize what Crailov really
was and take steps to permanently destroy him.

Either way, if Caina gained
the Sword, she would head straight for Iramis with it.

Talmania could use that.

“We’ll wait for Master
Crailov until the Adamant Guards are on board,” said Talmania. “If
he fails to arrive on time…well, that is his problem.”








###








Caina and Morgant ran down
the street, and the Lord Governor’s mansion loomed before them.

And as Caina had guessed,
Talmania had abandoned it.

The gates to the courtyard
stood open, as did the doors to the house itself. Likely Talmania
had planned to depart Risiviri whether or not Targov won, and so
had prepared her warships. She must have loaded all her equipment
onto the ships, along with her ghastly collection of talking
skulls. Caina hoped a storm sank those ships and sent the skulls of
Maglarion and Laeria to the bottom of the inner sea.

If not, she would burn them
herself.

“Better hurry,” said Morgant,
and Caina nodded and ran with Morgant towards the doors of the
mansion.








###








Crailov came to a stop,
blinking in surprise as Caina and Morgant vanished through the
doors of the mansion.

The Lord Governor’s mansion.
Why the devil had they gone into there?

Crailov could not think of
the reason, and that disturbed him.

Did Caina think to find a
weapon of sorcery to use against him? That didn’t make any sense.
It was out of character for her. For that matter, Crailov knew
Talmania, and she wouldn’t leave behind anything valuable when she
departed Ulkaar.

Perhaps Caina thought to
shift the battlefield to a place that would advantage her, a
location she could set an ambush and kill him. If so, she was going
to be sorely disappointed. Crailov knew the Lord Governor’s mansion
inside and out. He had made a thorough study of it, knowing there
was a possibility he would need to kill Talmania.

Again, he smiled as he
realized Caina’s mistake.

She had made an error in
coming here, and he would turn the tables and ambush her. He
remembered how her face had become a cold mask when she had heard
her mother’s voice, how the terror had flickered through her blue
eyes.

Caina Amalas Tarshahzon
Kardamnos, the Balarigar, the Liberator of Iramis, was, in the end,
a frightened girl clinging to her husband, unworthy of the legend
that had grown around her.

Crailov would shatter that
legend like the hollow shell that it was.

That he got to kill that
scoundrel Morgant after so many decades was a delightful bonus.

He felt Morgant’s life force
just inside the mansion. Likely the old assassin was waiting for
him in hopes of springing an ambush.

Smiling to himself, Crailov
lifted the Sword and strode into the courtyard.

***

 



 Chapter 19:
Theatricality








Caina stopped at the base of
the stairs ascending to the mansion’s higher levels, looking around
the dining hall.

It had not changed from her
earlier visit. The wooden table sat where it had been, though
thankfully Talmania had taken the skulls of Maglarion and Laeria.
The floor showed the mosaic of the Warmaiden defeating the Iron
King. The white cloth was still on the table, and in a burst of
inspiration, Caina had taken it.

“You’re ready?” said
Caina.

“Of course I’m ready,” said
Morgant. “I’ve been doing this since before you were born. I’ve
been doing this since before your aunt was born. Pity I didn’t have
the chance to kill her when she was a young woman.”

“I’m sure we all would have
been very grateful,” said Caina, watching the doors.

“But if I had, you never
would have made my acquaintance, and your life would be all the
poorer for it,” said Morgant.

“My life?” said Caina, her
fingers tightening against her valikon’s hilt. “What about your
life? You’d still be in Istarinmul painting pictures and trying to
figure out a way to rescue Annarah from the Inferno. I think I
improved your life more than you improved mine.”

“Really,” said Morgant. “How
petty. It’s not a competition.”

Antonin Crailov strode
through the doors and into the dining hall, the Sword of the Iron
King in his right hand.
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Crailov paused a few steps
beyond the doors, his boots rasping against the mosaic. Damned
thing. He was tired of the Ulkaari obsession with the
Warmaiden.

Caina and Morgant stood at
the base of the stairs, weapons in hand. Crailov took a few
cautious steps forward, watching them. Yes, the bronze ring he had
expected was still on Morgant’s hand.

“Odd place for a battle,
don’t you think?” said Crailov.

Caina swallowed, a muscle
twitching in her face. Either she was doing a good job of acting…or
she really was terrified.

Crailov’s conviction that she
was panicked and making bad decisions hardened.

“Crailov,” she said. “There’s
no reason to continue this. Talmania won’t pay you. She…”

“She already paid me for the
Ring,” said Crailov, his confidence increasing. Caina jerked at the
words. “And she’ll pay me even more when I bring her your
head.”

“Hope you’ll get a good price
for my head,” said Morgant.

Crailov laughed. “Who would
pay a single copper coin for the moldering old thing? No, when I
kill you, it will be for my own personal satisfaction.” He smiled
at Caina. “Just as when I kill Lord Kylon.”

Again, Caina jerked, that
spasm of terror going over her face, and she whirled and sprinted
up the stairs, her shadow-cloak and her cloak of wolf fur flaring
behind her. Morgant grinned and charged, a crimson scimitar in his
right hand, a black dagger in his left. Crailov could sense arcane
auras from both the weapons, and he suspected the dagger could cut
through nearly anything in much the same way that the Sword
could.

Best to not let it touch him,
then.

Morgant attacked, and Crailov
danced back as the old assassin’s blades whirled and flashed.
Morgant drove him towards one of the pillars, and Crailov dodged.
As he had anticipated, the dagger proved able to cut through
anything, and Morgant’s blade sliced deep into the stone pillar.
Was that Caina’s plan? To bring the roof down on his head?
Ridiculous. Crailov went on the offensive, slashing with the Sword,
and Morgant retreated, still hacking at the pillars as he did.

The gem in the dagger’s
pommel started to glow.

Now, that was odd.

Crailov’s mind flashed back
to some of his earliest lessons in sorcery, soon after he had
claimed the Sword of the Iron King. Various forms of energy could
be transformed or moved, but they couldn’t be destroyed. A dagger
like that, when it cut through solid stone, would generate intense
heat, and that heat had to go somewhere. Did the gem act as a
reservoir for the heat, just as Talmania’s bloodcrystals stored
stolen life force?

Morgant took several quick
steps backward and flung the dagger at Crailov’s face. He reacted
at once, swinging the Sword. The dark blade clanged off the black
dagger and sent the weapon clattering to the floor.

And as it did, the gem in the
pommel flashed and let out an explosion of fire.

Crailov realized what was
going to happen at the last minute and threw himself to the side,
his free arm raised to shield his face. The fireball blasted out
and filled the space before the stairs, and Crailov felt the
searing heat wash over him, heard Morgant’s howl of agony. It would
serve the old bastard right if he was burned to death in his own
flames.

The heat faded, and Crailov
got to his feet, cursing as he beat out the small flames on the
sleeve and hem of his coat. Damn it all, but he had liked this
coat! A massive black stain marred the floor between Crailov and
the stairs, the dagger lying untouched in its center. There was no
trace of Morgant.

And Crailov couldn’t sense
him at all. That was strange. Had the fire killed him? But there
was no body. Maybe Morgant had staggered upstairs to die. Or maybe
the fire had utterly destroyed his body as pyromantic sorcery
sometimes could. But had the dagger held that much heat? Morgant
wasn’t a sorcerer, and there was no way he could hide his presence
from Crailov’s hungering senses, not even with that bronze
ring.

Had he crawled off somewhere
to die?

Crailov started up the
stairs, the Sword held before him in guard, his senses, both
physical and sorcerous, straining to the utmost. He was ready for
anything – for Caina to throw burning oil on his head, or a
trapdoor on the stairs, or some clever stratagem he hadn’t seen
coming.

And because he was watching
for it, he saw the flicker of the hem of Caina’s shadow-cloak as
she fled into the corridor at the top of the stairs, the corridor
that led to Talmania’s study. Crailov grinned and raced the rest of
the way up the stairs and started down the hallway, the Sword ready
before him.

The corridor hadn’t changed.
The statues of the various Emperors and lords still stood in their
niches. The door to the study was closed, and Caina stood before
it, frantically tugging at the handle, the cowl of her shadow-cloak
shifting around her head as she struggled. Yes, Crailov’s guess had
been correct. She had thought to flee to Talmania’s study to
retrieve weapons of sorcery. But Talmania had taken everything of
use, and Caina was alone.

“Morgant’s dead,” said
Crailov, gliding forward. “And your husband isn’t coming to save
you this time. You’re all alone with me.”

Her tugging on the handle
grew more frantic.

Crailov smiled, advancing
with slow, cautious steps. He could sense no one else in the house.
Of course, he couldn’t sense Caina because of the shadow-cloak, but
he was now certain they were alone. That meant he could take his
time and enjoy this. A quick slash across the back of the knees to
cripple her, and he would break her hands so she couldn’t fight
back.

And then he would feed,
savoring every moment of the meal.

He took another step forward,
and Caina stopped and turned to face him.

Except it wasn’t Caina in
that shadow-cloak.

It was Morgant the Razor.

“I’m not dead,” he said.
“Idiot.”

Crailov blinked. That was why
he hadn’t sensed Morgant. The old assassin must have used the fire
as a distraction to don Caina’s shadow-cloak. And Caina was a
valikarion, which meant she didn’t need the shadow-cloak to hide
from Crailov’s senses.

Which meant Crailov had no
idea where she was.

The alarm surged through his
brain a half-second before the point of the valikon exploded from
his chest.

Crailov would have screamed
in agony, wanted to scream, but he couldn’t get a breath out. Pain
tore through him as the white fire of the valikon spread through
his flesh, ripping him apart and tearing down his strength. He
managed to glance to the side and saw that Caina had emerged from
one of the niches lining the wall. She had concealed herself behind
the statue of a long-dead Emperor. A white tablecloth lay crumpled
on the floor. Crailov had mistaken it for part of the dead
Emperor’s cloak.

Morgant stepped forward and
ripped his scimitar across Crailov’s throat, and he could no longer
breathe, could no longer think. He collapsed to the floor, the
Sword of Rasarion Yagar clanging away from his hand, and Crailov
saw Caina staring down at him, her eyes cold, cold, cold.

“You should have killed her,”
said the Sword into his thoughts, its whisper fading into
nothing.

A single thought managed to
penetrate Crailov’s agonized, reeling brain.

Fraud and trickery. That’s
all the Balarigar was. Just fraud and trickery.

And she had tricked him to
death.

The valikon plunged into his
chest again, and Antonin Crailov knew no more.
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Caina wrenched her valikon
free from Crailov’s chest, smoke rising and blood dripping from the
weapon. Crailov’s flesh had burned in contact with the valikon, but
she had dealt such grievous wounds to him that the blade hadn’t
been able to burn them all, and now his blood pooled beneath him on
the floor.

“Idiot,” said Morgant again,
lifting the skirt of Crailov’s coat to clean the blood from his
scimitar.

“You were right about him,”
said Caina. “His pride wouldn’t accept that I had gotten away.”

“See, that’s what usually
does for people in the end,” said Morgant. “Their pride warps their
thinking, and they turn into idiots. Like Crailov.”

“Well, thank the Divine
you’re the most modest of men,” said Caina.

“I am, I really am.”

“I’m going to cut his head
off,” said Caina, taking her valikon in both hands and bracing
herself. “He was a necromancer, and I don’t want him coming back
from the dead the way that Kalgri did.”

“Sensible,” said Morgant.

Caina set about her grisly
work. Fortunately, Crailov’s corpse had lost enough blood that
there wasn’t much spatter. Just to be thorough, she also cut his
heart out, which required several minutes of sawing through ribs.
Morgant went downstairs, retrieved his dagger, and helped her
finish up.

“I’ll have to take the Sword
with me,” said Caina, dismissing her valikon.

“You’re sure that’s the Sword
of Rasarion Yagar?” said Morgant, giving the fallen weapon a
dubious look.

“Entirely,” said Caina.
“There’s a warding spell on his scabbard. Faint, but just enough to
suppress the aura of the Sword so every sorcerer walking past
doesn’t sense it. But it’s out of the scabbard now, and I can see
it.” She pointed at the Sword. “The glowing gem on the pommel’s the
same as the one on the Ring and the Amulet. That can be faked, aye.
But the aura is the same. The thing’s…evil, evil and powerful.”

“Well,” said Morgant. “You’re
the valikarion. I’ll let you carry it.”

“Probably wise,” said Caina.
She hesitated, took a deep breath, and then grasped the Sword’s
hilt and lifted it. The hilt was a little too big for her grasp and
had obviously been forged for the larger hand of a tall man.
Nothing happened, though she seemed to sense a feeling of rage from
the Sword. Like the Ring, the Sword of the Iron King was unable to
influence a valikarion.

“You’re not hearing any
voices in your head?” said Morgant.

“No more than usual,” said
Caina. Morgant snorted at that. There had been times in Caina’s
life when she had heard voices in her head on a regular basis, and
none of them had been the result of madness.

“You’ll want this,” said
Morgant, passing her Crailov’s scabbard. None of his blood had
spattered on it, and Caina gingerly slid the Sword into the
scabbard. The warding spell upon the scabbard tingled against the
skin of her hands, shining with a pale gray glow to the vision of
the valikarion.

“Let’s head back to the
castle,” said Caina. A fresh flicker of dread went through her.
“See if Kylon and the others need help against Talmania.”

“I doubt it,” said Morgant.
“Talmania seems the type to cut her losses and run. Besides, what
kind of idiot would die for a man like Targov Bravlin?”

“I wonder if Talmania knew
that Crailov had the Sword,” said Caina.

“Oh, probably,” said Morgant.
“I’d wager she thought she could kill him anytime she wanted and
take the Sword.” He smirked his toothy grin at her. “But you proved
otherwise, didn’t you? Talmania thought she could make Crailov do
whatever she wanted. Typical of a woman, really.”

Caina wanted to argue but
decided that she was too tired to care. “When we get the Sword back
to Iramis, it won’t matter. Talmania can find the other two relics
if she wants. Four out of five relics won’t let her summon Rasarion
Yagar.” She looked at Crailov’s corpse. “Let’s go. We’re done
here.”
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Kylon hurried through the
streets of Risiviri, Seb following him.

Once Talmania and the Adamant
Guards had fled, the battle was over soon enough. The remaining
szlachts who had chosen Targov’s side had surrendered, and Mircea’s
men found Targov hiding in the great hall of the keep. Kylon didn’t
know what Mircea would decide to do with his traitorous brother,
and he didn’t really care. He had been worried that they would find
more Dead Legion soldiers in the castle, but it seemed that
Talmania had decided to abandon Risiviri and Targov to their fates.
Talmania had come here to find the Ring. She didn’t care about
Ulkaar except as a means to an end.

But did that mean Crailov had
left with her? Caina thought that Crailov had the Sword, and if
Talmania wanted all five of Rasarion Yagar’s relics, she would not
let the Sword depart from her grasp. Perhaps Crailov had killed
Caina and was even now making his way to the harbor. Caina had been
confident that she and Morgant could deal with Crailov, but if she
was wrong…

Kylon went around a corner
and came to a stop so abruptly that Seb almost crashed into
him.

Caina and Morgant hurried
down the street leading to the Lord Governor’s mansion. They both
looked tired, but they were alive. Caina had her shadow-cloak slung
over her shoulders, and in her left hand, she carried a sheathed
sword. It was Antonin Crailov’s sword, the Sword of Rasarion
Yagar.

She looked at him, and her
tired face lit up with a smile.

“Kylon,” she said. “You’re
safe.”

“Aye, he’s more than safe,”
said Seb. “He almost killed Talmania. If she hadn’t moved a
half-inch at the last possible second, he would have killed her.”
Seb grinned and clapped Kylon on the shoulder. “Damnedest thing
I’ve ever seen. I would have liked to have seen Talmania killed,
but I’ve never seen anyone knock the mighty provost on her backside
before.”

Kylon shook his head. Truth
be told, it was hard to care about anything but the fact that Caina
was still alive. He crossed to her and squeezed her free hand.
“Suppose it was a stalemate.”

“Oh?” said Caina.

“We survived, but Talmania
got away with the Ring,” said Kylon.

“Aye,” said Caina, hefting
the Sword, “but I’ve got the Sword, and she needs the Sword as much
as she needs the Ring. We’ve got one of the relics she needs, and
we’re still alive. I say we came out ahead.”

“And you couldn’t have done
it,” said Morgant, “without my help.”

“I would thank you,” said
Kylon, “but you’ve said at great length how you despise thanks, and
perhaps it is time I start learning from the wisdom of my
elders.”

“Bah!” said Morgant, and he
tapped his chest. “At least there’s one competent man in Ulkaar.”
But he almost smiled as he said it.

***

 



 Chapter 20: A
Chase








The next day, Caina and Kylon
received a summons to Boyar Mircea’s private study.

Caina and the others had
returned to the Captain’s Arms and a very confused and alarmed
Master Andrei. The innkeeper, his family, and his workers had
barricaded themselves inside the inn for the duration of the
troubles, and so had come to no harm whatsoever. They were relieved
that the Boyar still ruled in Risiviri, that the Umbarians had
failed to gain control of the city. Some of the nobles and wealthy
men of Risiviri might have been foolish enough to support the
Umbarians, but the commoners knew better.

Perhaps they had heard of the
atrocities the Umbarians had wreaked in the lands of the Saddai and
the other provinces they controlled.

Caina left for the Red Horse
Palace with Kylon, Seb, and Theodosia. She asked Morgant to stay
behind and keep an eye on Sophia and Ilona. To her mild surprise,
Morgant agreed without even a token protest. Perhaps he was being
nice after her episode in the safe house while Kylon recovered.

Or, more likely, he found
Mircea Bravlin and Aristide Oromaris tedious and didn’t want to
have to listen to them talk.

She carried the Sword of
Rasarion Yagar across her back, slung in a baldric. Theodosia had
offered to find a proper Ulkaari dress for her among the costumes
of the theatre company. Caina had been sorely tempted, but she had
declined, keeping her heavy leather jacket, thick trousers, boots,
and cloak of wolf fur. Morgant had said she looked like some
barbarian queen from the frozen north beyond the Imperial Pale, and
Caina had decided to use that. The Ulkaari saw her as a valikarion,
and the more she played the part of an Arvaltyr, the better.
Appearances could be a useful tool.

Antonin Crailov had found
that out the hard way.

A light flurry of snow
started to fall as they crossed into the inner city.

“I hope it’s not going to be
another damned blizzard,” said Caina, giving the overcast sky a
suspicious look.

“No, it’s too cold for that,”
said Theodosia. “Before the serious blizzards, it always gets a bit
warmer before the snow really starts to come down. You’ll be able
to take a ship and get to Artifel without any trouble.” Her smile
was a little sad. “Which really is a pity. I have missed you, dear
girl. These last few weeks have almost reminded me of the old days
in Malarae.”

Caina laughed. “Things are a
little different now, I think.” Her mind cast back to the days she
had spent working for Theodosia in Malarae, helping to track down
and expose the nobles who had turned against the Emperor.

A lot of things had happened
since then.

“Yes, that is so,” said
Theodosia. She smiled at Kylon. “You have your dashing husband with
you, for one.”

“Dashing, am I?” said Kylon
with a laugh.

“Of course. Granted, I can
say such things with impunity because I am aged and wise and…”

“You’re not that aged,” said
Caina.

Theodosia winked. “Then
you’re saying I’m at least somewhat aged.”

Caina laughed, despite
herself. Yes, she had missed this too. Caina hadn’t been an
innocent for a long time, not since she had killed her mother, but
her time with Theodosia had been…simpler, at least. She hadn’t
known so many dark things. She hadn’t faced so many terrible foes,
seen horrors like the Inferno or Pyramid Isle or countless
nagataaru sweeping across the plains of the netherworld like a
storm.

She had thought herself an
orphan without any family, and had no idea about Talmania…

A shiver of the darkness that
had grasped her in the safe house went through her mind, and Caina
pushed it aside. No, she could not dwell on that, how her family
had nearly led to Kylon’s death. If she did that for too long, she
might fall apart again, and she couldn’t take that risk.

Not when she was carrying a
relic as dangerous at the Sword of Rasarion Yagar on her back.

A short time later they came
to the gate of the Red Horse Palace. Guards in the Boyar’s colors
stood there, swathed in their heavy coats against the chill. Caina
looked up at the gate, at the row of spikes that had been set onto
the battlements. Targov Bravlin’s head mounted one of the spikes,
as did the heads of the seven szlachts who had supported Targov to
the bitter end. The sight disquieted Caina, but she could not
disapprove of it. Targov Bravlin had known the potential price of
attempting to overthrow his brother.

He just hadn’t thought that
he would be the one to pay it…and he hadn’t thought that Talmania
would abandon him to die. That thought put a sour twist to Caina’s
mouth. Antonin Crailov was dead, as was Targov Bravlin, and while
they had been evil men, Talmania had used them both. What did
Talmania care that Crailov and Targov were dead? She had come to
Ulkaar to find the Ring, and she had succeeded in her goal. The
lives of Crailov and Targov meant nothing to her.

Just as the lives of Caina,
her father, Sebastian, and Calvia had meant nothing to Laeria
Amalas. She glanced at Seb’s profile, and he blinked and looked at
her.

“Caina?” he said.

“You know,” she said. “I
really don’t think I like our family.”

He blinked and smiled. “I
quite understand. I’m not too fond of some of them myself. But not
all of them are like Talmania. Wait until you meet Aunt Ariadne.
She’s nothing like Talmania.”

Caina never wanted to meet
another relative of her mother again, but she made herself nod. Seb
had a point. Talmania had twisted Laeria, and Laeria had shaped the
course of Caina’s life with her cruelty, but Caina was nothing like
her mother.

“Neither are you,” said
Caina, her voice quiet. “Like Talmania, or like our mother.”

Seb smiled. “Sister, I think
that is possibly the kindest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

They passed through the gate,
and the szlacht Sir Andrian waited for them in the courtyard. He
had come through the recent fighting mostly unscathed, though his
left arm hung in a sling around his neck, and his left eye was
swollen shut.

“Lord Kylon, Lord Sebastian,
Mistress Theodosia, welcome,” said Andrian. His good eye turned to
Caina. “And you, Arvaltyr.”

There was an odd mixture of
fear and reverence in his voice. It unsettled Caina. She had been a
Ghost nightfighter for long enough to find any public notoriety
disturbing. Still, she wasn’t only a Ghost, was she? She was the
adopted sister of the Padishah of Istarinmul, the Liberator of
Iramis, and a valikarion.

And perhaps that was not
entirely a bad thing. A Ghost nightfighter would have found it far
more difficult to convince the people of Risiviri to reject Targov
and side with Mircea.

“Thank you, szlacht,” said
Caina. “Lord Mircea wanted to see us?”

“He did, my lady,” said
Andrian. “This way, please.”

He led them to the great hall
of the keep. It reminded Caina a great deal of the hall of the
Voivode Gregor in Vagraastrad, though she had no doubt that both
Mircea and Gregor would be annoyed by the comparison. It looked
vaguely like the basilica halls of Malarae, but octagonal
Iramisian-style pillars supported the ceiling, and the roof of the
hall rose to an onion-shaped Ulkaari arch. There was a dais with a
throne atop it at the far end of the chamber, but a council table
rested in the center of the floor, and the Boyar and his advisors
sat around it.

“Ah, Arvaltyr, welcome,” said
Mircea, rising to his feet, and his advisors followed suit. Caina
remembered Rurik Valin from their meeting in the Grand Temple, and
after the battle, she couldn’t have forgotten Aristide Oromaris.
The rest of Mircea’s advisors were various szlachts and minor
noblemen who had supported him during Targov’s failed coup. Yuri
hovered behind Mircea’s chair, clearly still adapting to his new
rank as the captain of the Boyar’s guard.

“Thank you,” said Caina.

“No, thank you, Arvaltyr,”
said Mircea, stepping around the table. “And thank you all, Lord
Kylon, Lord Sebastian, and Mistress Theodosia, for your efforts on
my behalf. If not for your valor, and if not for the warning of the
Bronze Witch, my traitorous brother would have killed me and handed
Risiviri over to the Umbarians.”

Kylon frowned at that. The
Bronze Witch had told Mircea to flee for the theatre and then
hadn’t stuck around for the fighting. Caina was beginning to
understand why oracles and prophets annoyed him so much.

“We are all enemies of the
Umbarian Order here, my lord,” said Theodosia, in one of her
grander tones of voice. “To see the noble city and valorous people
of Risiviri fall under the sway of a woman like Talmania Scorneus
would have been simply intolerable.”

Mircea smiled. “To say
nothing of the fact that if all of Ulkaar had fallen to Umbarian
control, then the Umbarians would have been able to launch an
assault on Artifel from the north?”

“That would have been just as
intolerable, I’m afraid,” said Seb. “And to you as well, lord
Boyar. I do not think you would want to see your people and your
lands used as raw materials for the war machine of the
Umbarians.”

“No,” said Mircea. “And the
fall of Artifel might lead to the fall of Malarae and the
destruction of the Empire. You have my thanks, my friends. So long
as I am Boyar of Risiviri, you may call upon me for aid, and if it
is within my power, I shall grant it.”

“Thank you, my lord,” said
Caina. “But what we really need now is a ship.”

Mircea nodded. “Concerning
the urgent matter we discussed earlier?”

“Yes,” said Caina. She had
confided in Mircea and Oromaris and Valin about the Ring when she
had come to Risiviri. Caina had lost the Ring to Talmania, but now
she had the Sword of Rasarion Yagar strapped to her back, and that
was just as dangerous. The Sword needed to get to Iramis, and to do
that, she needed a ship.

“It has been arranged,” said
Mircea. “One of the whaling ships currently in the harbor has
received proper payment and will head straight to Artifel
tomorrow.” Caina would have preferred a ship willing to sail
straight through to Istarinmul, but finding one was unlikely.

“Thank you, my lord,” said
Caina again.

Mircea smiled. “It is to our
mutual advantage, yes? That matter we discussed earlier. Once you
go to Artifel, you can send a message to the Emperor that Risiviri
still supports him, even if Gregor Vagastru has proven false. And
once you return to Iramis, you can tell them that in Ulkaar, we
still revere the memory of the Warmaiden and the Arvaltyri. We
still have need of them in Ulkaar.”

“Lord Mircea,” said Oromaris,
clearing his throat. “There is one other matter.”

“Oh?” said Mircea, glancing
at the preceptor.

“The girl who accompanied the
Arvaltyr,” said Oromaris. “Sophia Zomanek, I believe.”

Caina’s eyes narrowed, a
suspicion growing in her mind.

“When you were at the
chapterhouse,” said Oromaris, “several of my magi sensed a powerful
arcane aura around her. At the time, we had more urgent concerns,
but it is obvious that Sophia possessed sorcerous abilities. She
must immediately be enrolled in the Magisterium as a novice…”

“No,” said Caina.

Oromaris frowned at her. “The
matter is not for debate, Arvaltyr. The Magisterium has sole
authority over sorcery within the boundaries of the Empire. The
girl has displayed arcane ability, and so she must be trained. You
have, no doubt, seen what happens when sorcerers attempt to develop
their skills in secret without proper supervision. Or she’ll join
some cult like the Temnoti.”

“She will be trained,” said
Caina. “She’s coming with me to Iramis to be trained as a
loremaster in the Towers of Lore.” An inspiration came to her.
“Just as the Warmaiden herself trained in ancient days before she
returned to fight the Iron King.”

A murmur went through the
Ulkaari lords. The point was not lost on them.

“That may be so,” said
Oromaris, “but Ulkaar is still part of the Empire. And the
Magisterium has been grievously depleted by both the treachery of
the Umbarians and the civil war. We desperately need more brothers
and sisters, and the girl shall have an honorable task before
her.”

“She is going to the Towers
of Lore,” said Caina. A dark vision flashed through her mind. She
remembered lying on that metal table in Maglarion’s lair, the magi
watching as he cut into her and harvested her blood. Except this
time Caina saw Sophia lying on that table. She was not going to let
the Magisterium have her. Perhaps there were a few good men like
Seb within the Magisterium, but Caina still did not trust the
organization. The Umbarians had hidden within it for centuries, and
the Divine only knew how many of the magi had sympathized with
them.

Oromaris shook his head. “The
girl will become a novice and then an initiate sister of the
Magisterium. That is the law of the Empire, Caina Kardamnos, and
just because you have decided to become a foreign noble of some
sort, that does not give you the right to…”

Caina took a step forward,
but Theodosia spoke first.

“My lord Boyar, my lord
preceptor,” said Theodosia in soothing tones, “surely there is no
need for this to become an argument. I should remind you that
Sophia has sworn to Lady Caina as a liegewoman.” Oromaris tried to
speak, but Theodosia rolled right over him. He might have been a
powerful magus, but his voice was no match for that of the former
leading lady of the Grand Imperial Opera. “And as you have pointed
out, Lady Caina has become a foreign noblewoman. The adopted sister
of the Padishah of Istarinmul, as it happens. Do we really want to
risk offending the Padishah? Kutal Sulaman Tarshahzon has forbidden
the Starfall Straits to the Umbarian fleet but allows Kyracian
privateers to sail through to hinder the Umbarians. That has
hindered the war effort of the Order. My lords, destiny lies before
you. Should you make the wrong choice here, it is possible the
Empire may fall.”

Oromaris snorted. “You are
exaggerating.”

“Perhaps, my lord preceptor,”
said Theodosia, “but it’s possible that I am not.”

“Preceptor,” said Mircea, “I
strongly urge you to let this matter go. If the Arvaltyr had not
convinced the crowd that I was not one of your illusions, we might
still all be trapped inside the chapterhouse. And if not for Lord
Kylon, Talmania might have killed us all in the courtyard.”

Oromaris looked around, saw
that the room was against him, and sighed. “Fine. I will not make
any objection. However, if the First Magus and the council of high
magi ask why I let a promising novice go, I shall place the blame
squarely on Lady Caina.”

“You are most welcome to do
so, my lord,” said Caina.

Oromaris leveled a finger at
her. “And be very careful in Artifel, Arvaltyr. Should the high
magi learn of Sophia Zomanek, they might be harder to persuade than
I am.”

“Thank you for the warning,”
said Caina.

“Now, if that’s all settled,”
said Mircea, “you need to prepare for a journey.” He glanced at the
hilt of the Sword rising over Caina’s shoulder. “One that I pray is
successful.”

A few moments later they left
the Red Horse Palace.

“Thank you,” said Caina to
Theodosia. “For intervening. I don’t think I could have persuaded
Oromaris. I was too angry about the matter.”

Theodosia smiled. “It is all
right, my dear. I remember what it is like to have a young woman in
your care and to fear for her welfare.”








###








Seb climbed the stairs to his
room in the Captain’s Arms, his shoulders and knees aching. He had
come through the battle against Talmania mostly unharmed, but he
was still covered in bruises, and he wanted to lie down and sleep
until it was time to leave for Artifel.

And he was weary in his
heart. Talmania had gotten away. Seb knew that the outcome of the
battle had likely been as favorable as it could be, that Risiviri
remained free of the Order and Caina still had one of the Iron
King’s relics.

But Talmania had gotten away,
and Katrina remained unavenged. And Theodosia’s son and the gods
only knew how many other victims. Right now, Seb just wanted to
sleep.

He came to the top of the
stairs and froze.

Ilona leaned against the
balcony railing, gazing at the common room below.

“My lady,” said Seb. He
rebuked himself for inattention. “I did not see you there.”

Ilona blinked her dark eyes
at him and then smiled. “And I did not hear you come, Lord
Sebastian. It seems we both allowed our minds to wander.”

“It would appear so,” said
Seb.

“What troubles you?” said
Ilona.

He hesitated and then went to
lean against the railing next to her. The only light was the glow
from the hearths in the common room, and it cast planes of shadow
across her face. The firelight reflected in her dark eyes, and he
was suddenly struck by how lovely she looked.

“I am disappointed that I
failed to kill Talmania,” Seb admitted. “A foolish thought, I know.
I should be grateful that we are still alive, and I should focus on
the task before me. Yet…I hoped that I might stop Talmania, that I
might avenge all the innocent blood upon her hands.” He sighed. “I
hoped that I might avenge my wife at last.”

“That is not a foolish
thought,” said Ilona. “Sad, I suppose.”

“Pathetic,” said Seb.

“No!” said Ilona, with some
heat. “Not pathetic. Just sad. Some things are sad without being
pathetic, my lord Sebastian.”

“What about you?” said Seb.
“What troubles you?”

“You might think it foolish,”
said Ilona, “but Theodosia has asked me to accompany Caina to
Iramis, to make sure the Sword is taken to the Towers of Lore in
safety, and I have agreed.”

“Oh,” said Seb.

“I am frightened,” said
Ilona. “I have traveled all over Ulkaar, but I have never left my
homeland before.”

“You can speak Caerish and
High Nighmarian both,” said Seb. “You will be able to function
quite well in Artifel and the rest of the Empire. And Caerish is
commonly spoken in Istarinmul.”

“I know,” said Ilona. “But I
am still…frightened. And I am unsure of myself. But…this is my
duty, is it not? To make sure the Sword is secured where no one can
ever wield it. That is the best thing I can do for Ulkaar. Yet I am
unsure if I am equal to the task.”

“I know you are,” said Seb.
“And I am glad that you are coming.”

“Oh?” she said, gazing up at
him, and Seb came to a decision.

“I do regret that I did not
kill Talmania,” said Seb, “but there are more important things to
regret. Things that you should have done when you had the
chance.”

“Oh?” she said again, smiling
at him. “And just what things are those, Lord Sebastian?”

“Things like this,” said Seb,
and he took her hands. If she had stiffened, or drawn away, he
would have stopped, and that would be that. But she did not, and
instead, he drew her close and kissed her.

They broke apart, and her
eyes looked like pools in the dim light.

“Yes,” whispered Ilona. “I
think…yes, I would have regretted it if you hadn’t done that.” She
hesitated. “But I don’t…I don’t want to jump into bed with you. Not
yet.” She braced herself as if expecting a blow. “I haven’t done
this in a long time, Seb, and I…”

“Well,” murmured Seb, and he
lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her fingers, which made her
smile. “There will be plenty of time to talk on the way to Iramis,
won’t there?”

She smiled at him. “Yes,
there will.”








###








After Seb’s door closed,
Ilona smiled to herself.

Letting him kiss her had
probably been a mistake. She knew all kinds of secrets, and she was
the Bronze Witch of Ulkaar. Her duty was to defend the land and to
prevent the return of Rasarion Yagar, and she could not allow
anything to distract from it. Not even if that distraction had
strong hands, a pleasing build, a dry wit, and blue eyes that
seemed to slice right into her…

Damn it all! She really was
infatuated, wasn’t she?

Humming to herself, Ilona did
a little twirl on the balcony and then started down the stairs.
There was a great deal of danger ahead, and uncertainties and
risks, and yet despite that, she was in a better mood than she had
been for a long time.

The mood lasted until she
reached the bottom of the stairs and she saw Morgant the Razor
sitting in the corner, staring at her.

Neither she nor Seb had been
able to see him from the balcony, but he would have been able to
see them. A flush of embarrassment went through Ilona, followed by
annoyance.

“You and the magus seem to be
getting along well,” said Morgant.

“That is none of your
concern, sir,” said Ilona, heading for the door. Caina, Kylon,
Theodosia, and Sophia had gone to speak with the captain of the
whaling vessel Mircea had hired, and Ilona decided to join them to
get away from Morgant. She did not like the old assassin, and
something about him made her skin crawl.

“No,” said Morgant. “Out of
curiosity, when are you going to tell Caina that you’re really the
Bronze Witch?”

Ilona froze. She was unable
to stop herself.

She turned and looked back at
him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” said Morgant.
“She’s starting to figure it out. Letting yourself stand so close
to her when you were wearing stage makeup? That was a serious
mistake. And sooner or later, probably sooner, she’s going to
figure out that you’re never in the room when she talks to the
Bronze Witch. She really is very clever. Her emotions get in the
way of her thinking, especially when she’s making starry eyes at
the Kyracian, but she will figure it out.”

“I don’t know…” started
Ilona.

Morgant laughed and leaned
forward. “I’m very old, girl, and I know all of the tricks. You use
them well, but I still know them all. You’re the Bronze Witch. And
Caina is going to figure it out. I know how her brain works, and
it’s already chewing away on the problem. She won’t realize right
away, but she will…and her reaction will be bad for you.”

“You can’t tell her,” said
Ilona, folding her arms. She was aware that made her look
frightened and defensive, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t
frightened, she told herself. Just alarmed. “You can’t even tell
her. No one can know who I am or that the Bronze Witch really
exists.”

“Why not?” said Morgant. “Why
shouldn’t I tell Caina?”

“You don’t even like her that
much,” said Ilona.

Morgant laughed. “Dear girl,
let me tell you something. I’m two hundred and five years old. Or
two hundred and six, I’m so old I can’t remember how old I am. But
do you know the things I’ve seen? I killed one of the
magus-emperors of Nighmar. I saw the Fourth Empire collapse and the
Fifth rise in its place. I saw Callatas burn Iramis to ashes, and I
saw Caina bring it back. Do you think anything so petty as liking
or disliking means anything to me?”

“Then what matters to you,
Morgant the Razor?” said Ilona.

“I have two rules,” said
Morgant. “I keep my word, and I only kill people who deserve it.
And I gave my word that I would bring Caina back to Iramis. So.
Convince me that keeping your secret will help me keep my
word.”

Ilona said nothing.

“Besides,” said Morgant. “I
like Caina just fine. A little too overemotional, but that’s to be
expected of a woman her age. I think she could have done better
than the Kyracian, but maybe that’s what she needs. Not a rich man
or a noble one or a man who will listen to her complain, but one
who will cut her foes down with a valikon.”

“You can’t tell Caina,” said
Ilona, “because I know secrets.”

Morgant said nothing. Ilona
took a deep breath and decided to take a risk.

“Because the secrets I know
include the location of the five relics of Rasarion Yagar, passed
down from Bronze Witch to Bronze Witch over the centuries,” said
Ilona.

Morgant raised an
eyebrow.

“The Amulet was hidden in a
tomb in the Valley of the Emperors north of Malarae,” said Ilona.
“That’s the real reason Talmania went to Malarae. Attempting to
kill the Emperor was just a bonus. She wanted the Amulet. The Ring
was hidden inside Sigilsoara itself. Antonin Crailov stole the
Sword from the Temnoti, and they let him carry it for decades since
every victim it kills feeds life force to the sleeping Iron King.
And I know exactly where the Dagger and the Diadem are. Talmania
knows the Bronze Witch is real, knows that the Witch knows the
locations of those relics. If anyone realizes who I am…Talmania
will stop at nothing to find me. I’m not strong enough to fight
her. If she takes me, she will pry all my secrets out of my
head.”

Ilona stared at the ancient
assassin, her heart hammering against her ribs. She didn’t mention
the final secret she knew, the last secret of the Warmaiden, a
secret passed from Witch to Witch across the centuries.

Because if she failed, if
Talmania found the five relics of Rasarion Yagar, then that secret
was the only thing that would save the world.

“All right,” said Morgant.
“Your secret is safe with me. I won’t tell Caina.”

Ilona blinked. “You
won’t?”

“I know a thing or two,” said
Morgant, “about keeping secrets. I once kept the location of two
sorcerous relics secret for a century and a half. You have some
work to do to catch up with me.”

“Thank you,” said Ilona.

“You remind me of your
predecessor,” said Morgant.

Ilona blinked again. “You
knew Magda?”

“Not her. Your immediate
predecessor, I assume? No. One of the older ones. It was about a
century ago, the last time I was in Ulkaar. She kept the Temnoti
from enslaving the Voivode of Vagraastrad.”

“Thank you for keeping my
secret,” said Ilona, smiling at him. “You are a better man than you
think, Morgant the…”

“Don’t try to flirt with me,
it won’t work,” said Morgant, amused. “Let’s see if you’re wise
enough to listen to two pieces of advice. One, you’d better figure
out what to tell Caina once she realizes who you really are.”

“As much of the truth as I
can,” said Ilona.

“And two,” said Morgant, “if
you break her brother’s heart, she’s going to get annoyed with
you.”

Ilona frowned. “That really
isn’t any of your business.”

“Don’t care,” said Morgant.
“See, she’s fond of the magus, though she hasn’t quite realized it
yet. If you break Sebastian’s heart, she’s going to get angry.”

Ilona scowled. “I am not
going to break anyone’s heart. I am not looking for companionship,
assassin. I didn’t ask to have Seb come into my life. I…”

Morgant let out a quiet
laugh. “Seb, is it? Maybe I’ve got it backward. Maybe Lord
Sebastian shouldn’t worry about you breaking his heart. Maybe you
should worry about the magus breaking yours.”

His pale blue eyes sliced
into her, but unlike Seb’s gaze, Ilona did not enjoy the feeling at
all.
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Early the next morning, Caina
stood at the rail of the whaling ship as it left the harbor and put
out into the iron-gray waters of the Inner Sea.

The ship had the rather
unimaginative name of the Harpoon, and she was captained by
a man named Ivan Karzov. Whaling was a hazardous business, with a
whale as likely to smash a ship as not, and Karzov was quite happy
to take easy money for a quiet run to Artifel.

Caina stood at the railing,
wrapped in her wolf-fur cloak against the chill, the Sword of
Rasarion Yagar slung over her back, her pyrikon warm against her
left wrist. The grim mood simmered at the back of her mind, but it
didn’t trouble her. Eventually, she knew, she would come to terms
with what she had learned about her mother’s family.

But for now, she was content
that her husband and friends were alive, and they were one step
closer to securing the Sword in Iramis.

Kylon stepped to her side,
gazing at the waters.

“You look like you’re in a
good mood,” said Caina.

Kylon smiled. “Before I
became an Archon of the Assembly, I spent most of my life on ships.
The last time I was on a ship was the trip back from Pyramid Isle.
I’m not the sort of man to get poetic about the sea…but it is good
to be back on a ship.”

“I think Sophia would
disagree with you,” said Caina, “once she stops throwing up.”

“She’ll get her sea legs,”
said Kylon.

Caina glanced back across the
deck and saw Seb and Ilona talking quietly at the rail. Morgant
leaned against the mast, watching everything and nothing. Sophia
clutched the railing, just in case her stomach rebelled again.

Yes, there were dangers
ahead, but for now, Caina was content.

She gripped her husband’s
hand and watched Risiviri recede into the distance as the
Harpoon set off into the Inner Sea.

***

 



 Epilogue








Bit by bit, Antonin Crailov
swam back to consciousness.

That wasn’t right.

He was dead. He knew he was
dead. Permanently, this time. His great secret, the one that had
allowed him to live beyond the span of his mortal years and recover
from even crippling wounds, even that had not been enough to save
him from the blade of a valikon through his heart.

When he had stolen the Sword
of Rasarion Yagar from the Temnoti all those years ago, Crailov had
wanted a powerful weapon for himself.

He had not, however,
anticipated that the weapon would change him.

Specifically, that it would
transform him into a vyrkolak, the most powerful of the undead.

Crailov had fed upon the life
force of his victims for decades, concealing his true nature and
passing himself off as a living man. It had been easy, and he had
thought he could do it forever.

Then Caina Kardamnos had
rammed her valikon through his heart.

That should have destroyed
him. Not even a vyrkolak could recover from a valikon through the
heart, and Crailov had always been grateful that the Arvaltyri had
been destroyed before he had been born.

But then Caina had become a
new one.

Again, the question nagged at
his mind, and Crailov forced his eyes open and made himself sit
up.

Fear mixed with his
confusion.

He was lying naked on an
altar in a round chamber of dark stone. Black veins covered the
stonework, and dozens of strange, tumorous growths sprouted from
the walls and domed ceiling, like the stone had been halfway
transmuted into corrupted flesh. Around the altar stood a dozen
figures in heavy brown robes, faces shadowed beneath heavy cowls,
and Crailov saw the distorted, mutated features of the Temnoti
priests.

“Welcome, Antonin Crailov,”
said a familiar gurgling, twisted voice.

Crailov turned his head and
saw the Syvashar standing a few paces from the altar. A tentacle
reached up and drew back the cowl, revealing the high priest’s
hideous, misshapen face, its features looking like some horrible
blend of human corpse and insect. The third eye twitched and jerked
in the Syvashar’s forehead like some glistening black pearl.

“You have many questions, so
I shall answer them,” said the Syvashar. “We know that you have
been a vyrkolak for decades, and by the might of our necromantic
sciences, we have restored you to your undead state. We also know
that you have wielded the Sword of Rasarion Yagar during that time.
We permitted you to take the sword of the Chosen of Temnuzash, for
every victim you slew with the blade fed life to the sleeping Iron
King.” His gray lips spread in a smile, revealing teeth that looked
like the carapace of a black beetle. “And you have fed the Iron
King well.”

“Where am I?” said
Crailov.

“Sigilsoara,” said the
Syvashar. “Once the stronghold of Rasarion Yagar and the blessed
place where Temnuzash will be born into this world and the Final
Night shall begin.”

Crailov looked at the
tumorous growths clinging to the walls and ceiling, at the network
of black veins, realized what they were, and shuddered.

“While I am not ungrateful
for your help, Syvashar,” said Crailov, “I am curious as to why you
aided me.”

“In payment for your undead
life, vyrkolak,” said the Syvashar, “you shall perform a task for
us. We desire Talmania Scorneus to gather all five relics of the
Chosen of Temnuzash. She shall unknowingly be the instrument of the
Iron King’s return, and then the Iron King shall summon our Great
Master Temnuzash and the Final Night.”

“I shall be more than happy
to assist you,” said Crailov. “If you could just direct me to the
door…”

“You shall do our bidding,
vyrkolak,” said the Syvashar, “whether you will it or not.”

As one, every single Temnoti
priest summoned necromantic power, and Crailov screamed as the
spells of binding wrapped around his mind.

His one coherent thought was
that he would make Caina Kardamnos pay for this.








THE END
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 GHOST IN THE TOWER
Chapter 1: A Poisoned Heart








Caina worked out several
different ways to stay warm as the Harpoon crossed the Inner
Sea.

She had traveled on a ship
numerous times before. She had traveled during winter before. Caina
had not, however, traveled on a ship in the dead of winter before,
and keeping warm aboard a ship had its own challenges. The only
fire was in the Harpoon’s galley, guarded by the grim,
sullen-eyed cook. That made sense because the Harpoon was
built of wood smeared with tar, its sails made of canvas and rope,
and Caina had burned down enough buildings in her life to know that
an errant flame would make the ship go up like kindling.

So the crew, when not on
duty, huddled in the galley for warmth, and so did the
passengers.

Caina was annoyed to realize
that of all her companions, she was the least used to the cold.
Sophia Zomanek and Ilona of Risiviri had grown up in Ulkaar and
found the harsh winters unremarkable. Sebastian Scorneus had spent
a great deal of time in Ulkaar, both as a child and later as a
brother of the Imperial Magisterium. Her husband Kylon had sailed
all over the civilized world and had visited lands even colder than
those around the Inner Sea in winter.

And the cold never annoyed
Morgant. At least, he never complained about it, though the Divine
knew the man never stopped talking.

Caina spent a good deal of
time exercising in the ship’s hold. The Harpoon’s cavernous
holds had been designed to hold meat and blubber harvested from
whales, and at the moment it was empty. Caina grasped the iron
rings affixed to the ceiling and pulled herself up again and again
until her arms trembled with fatigue, and she practiced the unarmed
forms she had learned at the Vineyard all those years ago.

When she was warm enough, she
went on deck for a moment to catch her breath. The Harpoon
was designed to hunt down the whales of the Inner Sea and harvest
their blubber and meat for sale in either Risiviri or Artifel. The
ship had four small ballistae attached to swiveling mounts, two on
the port side, two on the starboard. The ballistae fired harpoons
attached to cables, which pinned the ship to a whale. Of course,
the whales could fight back, and the bottom of the Inner Sea was
littered with wrecked whaling vessels, which was why Captain Karzov
had been more than happy to carry Caina and the others to Artifel
in exchange for a reasonable fee.

Ferrying passengers was safer
than hunting whales.

Though the Sword Caina
carried strapped to her back was more dangerous than any whale.

She stepped onto the deck,
breathing a little hard from her exertions in the hold. The Harpoon
slid through the waves, the sails billowing as the ship rode the
cold wind across the sea. Both the water and the sky were bleak
sheets of iron gray. The crew moved about their tasks, wearing
heavy coats and cylindrical fur hats to keep the bitter chill at
bay. Caina herself wore the heavy leather coat and cloak of wolf
fur that Ivan Zomanek had given her before she left Kostiv. At
first, she had thought the cylindrical fur hats favored by the
Ulkaari looked mildly ridiculous, but after several weeks of travel
through the Ulkaari winter, she had come to appreciate them and now
wore one herself.

Morgant the Razor stood at
the rail near the starboard ballistae, wrapped in his black coat,
the collar turned up against the cold. His close-cropped gray hair
ruffled a bit in the wind, and his icy pale eyes watched the waves.
Caina wondered if he was composing a painting in his head.

“Surprised you aren’t drawing
something,” said Caina.

Morgant grunted. “I would,
but the Ulkaari are all so bloody superstitious. I heard one of
them muttering how I must be a Temnoti priest, and I would capture
their souls in the pages of my notebook to be my slaves for
eternity. Damned idiots. So, if I drew anything, I would wind up
having to kill a few sailors, and then you would complain and make
one of your righteous speeches about it.”

“You don’t have enough
tentacles to be a Temnoti priest,” said Caina.

“Someone’s in a fine mood
this morning,” said Morgant. “I suppose the Kyracian managed to
tumble you well enough to put a smile on your face.”

That was in fact what had
happened, and also one of the ways Caina had worked out to stay
warm on the ship.

She wasn’t about to tell
Morgant that, though.

“Another day to Artifel, I
think,” said Caina.

“She said, changing the
subject,” said Morgant. “But as it happens, yes, we should reach
Artifel with the tide tomorrow.” He considered her, his pale blue
eyes calculating. “Ever been to Artifel?”

“No,” said Caina. “The Disali
provinces, yes. I’ve been to Rasadda, and I stopped at Arzaxia on
my way from Rasadda to Malarae some years ago. But I’ve never been
to Artifel.” She shrugged. “My work never took me there.”

She wondered if that had been
by design. Her murdered mentor Halfdan had left a letter with
Theodosia, detailing Caina’s family on her mother’s side. Halfdan
had never told Caina about House Scorneus because he had thought
she would react badly to it. Caina supposed she ought to have felt
betrayed by that, but Halfdan had a point.

Given that Caina had reacted
poorly to meeting Talmania Scorneus in Risiviri, and that had
almost gotten Kylon and the others killed, Halfdan’s point had been
proven right.

And given how much Caina
loathed the Imperial Magisterium, perhaps Halfdan had made sure
that her tasks for the Ghosts had never taken her to the home city
of the magi.

“The City of a Thousand
Towers, they call it,” said Morgant. “Pompous name. Though the magi
are pompous, so it works out. Are you going to go berserk and start
killing every magus in sight when we get there? Maybe while posing
dramatically and making a speech about the Balarigar?”

Caina sighed. One of
Morgant’s more irritating qualities was his tendency to probe
everyone around him for weakness. She couldn’t get worked up about
it, though. For one, he had brought the Elixir Restorata that had
saved Kylon’s life. For another, given how she had nearly broken
down after Kylon’s near-death at Antonin Crailov’s hands, she had
shown all kinds of weaknesses to Morgant.

Besides, it was too damned
cold to get angry. Though maybe losing her temper would help Caina
keep warm.

“No,” said Caina. “I want to
get out of Artifel and on the road to Malarae as soon as possible.”
She rolled her shoulders, shifting the Sword of Rasarion Yagar in
its scabbard. “The longer we’re in Artifel, the more likely it is
some ambitious magus will realize that I have the Sword. Then
they’ll want to claim it. For the good of the Empire, of
course.”

“Of course,” said Morgant,
who shared her cynicism about the Magisterium. Though Caina was
cynical about the Magisterium and sorcerers. Morgant was cynical
about everything.

“And the longer we’re in
Artifel,” said Caina, voice dropping, “the more likely it is
someone will realize Sophia has arcane talent and try to enroll her
in the Magisterium as a novice.”

“Yes, there is that,” said
Morgant. “If they try, you’ll attempt to stop them, they’ll call
for reinforcements, and then we’ll all be killed.” He grinned at
her. “Now that would be a painting, aye? I’ll call it the ‘Last
Stand Of The Balarigar.’ Caina Kardamnos dies the way she always
wanted to die, fighting the magi.”

“Don’t be snide,” said Caina.
“Caina Kardamnos wants to get back to Iramis, lock the Sword of the
Iron King in the Towers of Lore, and bring Sophia to the
loremasters for training. She can’t do all those things if she gets
herself killed in Artifel.”

“Good to know,” said Morgant.
“Especially since Caina Kardamnos has something of a death wish and
wants to get herself killed gloriously.”

“No,” said Caina, her voice
sharp. “No. Maybe when we met. Not anymore.” In Istarinmul, she had
tried to deal with her grief and guilt over the deaths of Halfdan
and Corvalis by taking on the Slavers’ Brotherhood and Grand Master
Callatas. She had wound up saving a lot of people, but at least
some of her motivation had been to get herself killed. Now,
though…getting killed would make Kylon a widower, again.

She couldn’t do that to
him.

“Mmm,” said Morgant. “You’ve
started referring to yourself in the third person. That’s
worrying.”

“Me?” said Caina. “You
started it. Is Sophia in the galley?”

“Aye,” said Morgant.

“I’m going to go check on
her,” said Caina. She, Ilona, and Sophia were the only women on the
ship. Caina wanted to make sure Sophia was never alone with any of
the sailors. She thought that fear of Seb, battle magus of the
Imperial Magisterium, would keep the sailors from taking advantage
of Sophia…but sometimes lust overrode rational thinking.

“You probably needn’t worry,”
said Morgant. “Ilona’s with her, and she’ll have some unpleasant
tricks up her sleeve.” He grinned that skull-like grin of his. “I’m
sure she’s full of nasty surprises.”

“Probably,” agreed Caina.
“You don’t last long as a Ghost nightkeeper without a few
tricks.”

Morgant only grunted. He
seemed to dislike Ilona in some way, though Caina hadn’t been able
to pin down why exactly. “Where are the Kyracian and the battle
magus? Hammering their swords against each other in the hold?”

“Practicing at swords, yes,”
said Caina. Kylon was a superb swordsman, and loved swordsmanship
as an art rather than merely appreciating it for its utility. “You
could join them.”

“Maybe you should,” said
Morgant. “You’re the valikarion. Watching you flail about with that
valikon is at times painful. Didn’t the Ghosts teach you how to use
a sword?”

“Daggers and throwing knives,
mostly,” said Caina. Her technique with a sword had improved since
she had found her valikon in the Tomb of Kharnaces, but slowly and
out of necessity. “They trained me as a Ghost nightfighter, not as
a swordsman. All my instincts are wrong for swordplay.”

“So now that you have a
valikon, you used it to stab Antonin Crailov in the back,” said
Morgant. “Fitting.”

“You helped,” said Caina.

“And don’t you forget
it.”

Caina smirked. “I thought
that you didn’t require thanks.”

Morgant shook his head. “I
never thought I’d say this, but the Kyracian must be an exceedingly
patient man to put up with your tongue.”

Caina almost said that Kylon
appreciated her tongue in other contexts, but that would be handing
Morgant a golden opportunity for fresh insults. “You never thought
you’d say that? That must be the hundredth time you’ve said it.
Perhaps your memory is slipping with age.”

Morgant scoffed and looked
back at the sea.

Satisfied that she had come
out on top of that exchange, Caina headed for the galley. She knew
Morgant got on both her husband’s and brother’s nerves, but she
always felt better after an exchange of insults with him, oddly
enough. Perhaps it helped distract from the dark mood that had
chewed at her mind ever since she had met Talmania Scorneus.

Caina stepped into the ship’s
galley, closing the door behind her at once to keep too much heat
from escaping. It was warmer inside the galley, thanks to the
enclosed iron stove at one end of the narrow wooden room. The
ship’s two cooks toiled over the stove, preparing the midday meal,
and both men turned baleful glares in Caina’s direction as she
entered. Caina ignored them.

Sophia and Ilona sat at one
of the tables bolted to the floor, talking quietly. Both were
dark-haired and dark-eyed, as was common for Ulkaari women. Ilona
wore a blue cloak with a fur collar, tugged close for warmth.
Sophia’s clothing was darker and more utilitarian. Ilona was
fiddling with the copper bracelet she wore. It looked old and worn
and battered, adorned with glass gems. Caina wondered why Ilona
kept the thing. Sentimental value, no doubt.

“How are you feeling?” said
Caina, sitting across from Sophia.

“Better, my lady,” said
Sophia. She still looked paler than usual, with dark circles under
her eyes. “I haven’t thrown up since yesterday, and I kept some
soup down this morning.” Sea travel did not agree with Sophia. The
Harpoon had been barely out of Risiviri’s harbor when Sophia had
thrown up for the first time.

“Yes, she has,” said Ilona,
and she patted Sophia’s arm. “I’m afraid it’s not at all fair. This
is the first time I’ve been on a ship, too, and I’ve suffered
nothing of the sort.”

Sophia shrugged. “Better than
both of us throwing up at the same time. By the Divine, the smell.”
She gave a tired shake of her head. “At least we’re on a ship. Then
I can throw up into the sea, and no one has to clean it up. But I
am very much looking forward to traveling on land again.”

“You will get your wish,”
said Caina. “The city of Arzaxia is in the hands of the Umbarians.
When we dock at Artifel, we’ll take the Imperial Highway through
Disalia to Malarae, and then find another ship there.” That set off
mixed feelings inside Caina’s head. She hadn’t been to Malarae, the
capital of the Empire, for years, and she hadn’t visited the Disali
Highlands for even longer. When Caina had last been in Malarae, she
had been thinking about stepping back from her role as a Ghost
nightfighter, about settling down with Corvalis and running the
House of Kularus.

A lot of things had happened
since.

“My lady?” said Sophia.

Caina blinked and realized
that her attention had wandered.

“You aren’t going to throw
up, are you?” said Ilona with a smile.

“No throwing up in my
galley!” roared one of the cooks from the stove, brandishing a
spoon like a sword. “You throw up in my galley, you will clean it
up yourself!”

“Yes, you’ve mentioned that
before, several times, thank you,” said Caina. She turned her
attention back to Sophia. “Well, to pass the time, I think you
should teach me some more Ulkaari, and I will teach you some more
Istarish.”

Sophia laughed. “Not that you
have much more Ulkaari to learn. You have become very fluent.”

“No, not fluent,” said Caina.
“Conversational. But let’s improve that.”

She spent the next hour or so
teaching Sophia and Ilona various words in Istarish, and they, in
turn, told her the same words in Ulkaari. Both Sophia and Ilona
already knew a fair amount of Iramisian. That had surprised Caina
at first, but the Temple of the Divine used Iramisian as its
liturgical language. Sophia and Ilona had been listening to it all
their lives.

“You learned Iramisian very
quickly,” observed Ilona. “You must not have lived in Iramis for
more than a few months, yet you have a comprehensive knowledge of
the language. Though the way you speak Iramisian sounds
rather…archaic, for lack of a better word.”

“I learned the tongue before
Iramis returned,” said Caina.

Ilona blinked. “How?”

A dark memory flashed through
Caina’s mind. The power of Kharnaces held her immobile, the
bloodcrystal melting and forcing itself into her mouth and
nostrils, the sensation like ice pouring down her throat…

“Oh, the same way I seem to
learn everything,” said Caina. “I learned it the hard way.”

After an hour, she left the
warmth of the galley and went to the hold.

Her husband and half-brother
practiced at swords there.

Kylon of House Kardamnos and
Sebastian Scorneus stood a few paces apart, facing each other.

Seb looked so much like Caina
that it was almost like looking into a mirror and seeing a male
version of herself. That had been disquieting at first, but she had
gotten used to it, especially since Seb had fought Razdan Nagrach
and Cazmar Vagastru and their aunt Talmania without flinching.
Kylon was a bit taller than Seb, with close-cropped brown hair and
eyes the color of amber or perhaps expensive whiskey. He was
holding a wooden practice sword he had taken from the Magisterium
chapterhouse in Risiviri, as was Seb.

“Ah,” said Seb, glancing at
Caina. “It seems we have an audience.” He grinned. “It will be all
the more embarrassing when I knock you on your backside in front of
your wife.”

“You have to do it first,”
said Kylon, calm as he almost always was. The longer she knew
Kylon, the more impressed Caina was by his normal state of calm.
Given how his ability with water sorcery meant he constantly sensed
the emotions of those around him, it must have cost him great pain
to learn the necessary self-control. “Though would it be more
embarrassing to be knocked on your backside in front of your
younger sister?”

Caina laughed. “Perhaps I
should be the one who’s embarrassed. My husband and brother are
fighting a sword duel in front of me. It’s like the plot of a High
Nighmarian opera.” Come to think of it, that was the plot of
several Nighmarian operas, most of which Caina had heard Theodosia
sing.

“A pity Theodosia isn’t
here,” said Seb, picking up on the line of Caina’s thought. He
often did. “She would offer to sing the parts for us.”

“Gods of the brine, no,” said
Kylon. “I’ll never understand the appeal of Nighmarian opera.”

Caina shrugged. “Don’t tell
Theodosia I said this, but it’s mostly an excuse for the nobles and
wealthy merchants of Malarae to be seen looking cultured and
lordly. And to give them an opportunity to scheme. But don’t let me
interrupt you.” She grinned. “Weren’t you about to knock each other
over?”

“Who are we to deny a lady?”
said Seb, and he attacked.

He was fast, his movements
quick and fluid, and his sword swept for Kylon’s chest. But Kylon
was just as fast, and his sword snapped up, the hilt grasped in
both his hands. The blades came to together with a resounding
crack, and Kylon retreated several steps, letting Seb’s momentum
play out, and then went on the attack.

Caina watched as they shifted
back and forth across the hold. Neither man used sorcery to augment
his speed and strength. Both Kylon and Seb were wise enough to know
that they couldn’t always rely on their powers to enhance their
battle prowess. Seb was good, very good, but Caina thought that
Kylon was better. Kylon fought with the fluid, sweeping moves of
Kyracian swordsmanship, but he had spent enough time as a gladiator
to know when to abandon the rules, and sometimes he discarded
subtlety for force and directness. She saw the marks of Seb’s early
training. He fought like a battle magus of the Magisterium,
defensively and trusting in his armor to protect him, with sudden
lunges and attacks. But like Kylon, Seb had spent a lot of time
fighting for his life, most recently in the battles of the civil
war, and he knew when to ignore his training.

They fought three bouts.
Kylon won the first, Seb the second, and the third went on long
enough that they called it off in the end.

“I suppose that’s one way to
keep the cold at bay,” said Seb, wiping sweat from his
forehead.

“Real fights don’t usually
last so long,” said Kylon.

“No,” said Caina. A real
fight, where the options were victory or death, seemed to last
forever at the time but was often over in seconds.

She had been in quite a few
of those.

“Well,” said Seb, “that’s one
way to pass the time on a ship.” He grinned at her. “No doubt you
and Lord Kylon could think of a few others.”

“Don’t be snide,” said
Caina.

“I think,” said Seb, “I’m
going to the galley and spend some time training Sophia. Her mental
discipline has improved considerably since Kostiv. She’ll be
well-prepared when she arrives at the Towers of Lore.”

Caina smiled. “And I’m sure
the fact that Ilona is there will have nothing to do with it.”

“Don’t be snide,” said Seb in
the exact tone of voice Caina had used.

The rest of the day passed
uneventfully. Night fell, and Caina and Kylon retreated to their
cabin.

Then it was time to use the
most enjoyable way to stay warm on the cold ship.

The Harpoon did not
have many cabins, and most of the crew slept in hammocks in the
galley. The cabin Caina shared with Kylon was little more than a
wooden box with a bed bolted to the floor. It had no windows, which
was just as well since that would have let in more of the freezing
air from the Inner Sea. The only light and heat came from a small
iron stove set in the floor.

The bed was just large enough
to hold Caina and Kylon at once.

One of the things Caina had
learned since coming to Ulkaar was that it was possible to make
love while still mostly dressed. It wasn’t quite as enjoyable,
true, but it was warmer, and in the harsh weather of an Ulkaari
winter that was almost as good. They had done this every night and
a few mornings since they had left Risiviri aboard the Harpoon.
Caina supposed that was a bit excessive, but she couldn’t think of
a better way to get warm.

After they finished, she lay
against Kylon, wrapped in layers of blankets. Caina felt warm and
relaxed and a little sleepy. Her mind was almost content. She
wasn’t thinking about what had happened in Risiviri, about the two
skulls Talmania had on her table, hidden beneath that white
cloth…

No. She didn’t want to think
about that. She couldn’t think about that. Tomorrow they would
arrive in Artifel, and a thousand different things could go wrong.
Caina needed to keep her wits clear, lest she blunder into
disaster. Her meeting with Talmania in Risiviri had twisted her
emotions around, and if Caina had been thinking a little more
clearly, she might have avoided the near-disastrous trap at
Risiviri’s theatre.

Which had burned down. But,
for once, she hadn’t started the fire.

“You’re troubled,” murmured
Kylon.

“Troubled?” said Caina. She
smiled, stretched up, and kissed him. “I’m satisfied and warm.
There’s nothing to be troubled about in this bed.”

But that wasn’t entirely
true, was it?

She knew it, and Kylon would
know it. His abilities meant that he could sense her emotions when
he touched her skin, and he was touching quite a lot of her skin at
the moment, their legs tangled together, his hands resting on her
back beneath her shirt and jacket.

“You’re worried about
Artifel,” said Kylon.

“Yes,” said Caina. She took a
deep breath. “I want to get out of Artifel as soon as possible. If
any magi realize Sophia has arcane talent, they will try to
forcibly enroll her as an initiate in the Motherhouse. And you
might not be welcome there if anyone recognizes Kylon
Shipbreaker.”

“Perhaps,” said Kylon, “but
if anyone recognizes you, that would be far worse. Half the
Magisterium wants you dead, and Lord Corbould still has that bounty
on your head.”

“I wish we could simply take
a ship from Artifel,” said Caina. “But any ship sailing from
Artifel to Iramis would have to pass Arzaxia, and Arzaxia is still
in the hands of the Umbarians. No, we’ll reach Artifel, buy
whatever supplies we need for an overland journey to Malarae, and
then get the hell out of there.”

“That’s a good plan,” said
Kylon. “Artifel is a large city, and with the war against the
Umbarians, there are thousands of people moving through it every
day.” He hesitated. “But that’s not what I’m worried about.”

“What do you mean?” said
Caina.

Kylon met her gaze. “There’s
something wrong with you.”

Caina didn’t say anything.
She knew what he meant, and she didn’t want to talk about it. But
he knew her well enough that it was nearly impossible to conceal
things from him, even without his ability to sense her emotions
when they were in physical contact. And she was relieved that he
cared. There had been times in her life when her heart had been
torn in half and her mind choked with sorrow, and she had been
utterly alone, keeping herself going only through sheer
stubbornness.

“Kylon,” she said. She closed
her eyes. “I don’t…I didn’t deal with it well, meeting Talmania. I
almost got us all killed. I don’t always deal with things well.
Morgant and Claudia both said that I handled Corvalis’s death by
overthrowing the government of Istarinmul. That was a joke, but
there was a lot of truth in it…”

“That’s not it,” said Kylon.
He frowned. “I’ve told you before what your emotional aura feels
like to me.” Caina nodded. “It’s like ice wrapped over fire.”

“Yes,” said Caina. She hadn’t
liked that description the first time he had told her of it, but
she was (grudgingly) willing to concede that it made sense. Caina
had been angry for much of her life, and that rage had driven her
on, had pushed her farther than she might otherwise have gone.

Anger for what had happened
to her as a child, and a wish to spare others from suffering as she
had.

Yet the Ghosts had taught her
not to be ruled by the rage, to let cold reason control her actions
rather anger. Reacting to emotion was a great way to get
killed.

Ice wrapped around fire.
Caina supposed that it made sense.

“But since we’ve left
Risiviri,” said Kylon, “it’s like there's a shadow in your
emotions.”

“A shadow?” said Caina.

“It’s like you’re in mourning
for something,” said Kylon. “Ever since you met Talmania.”

“Mourning?” said Caina. “No,
I’m not in mourning. I was almost in mourning because Talmania and
Crailov nearly killed you. But I’m not. I wish I had never met
Talmania, that I had never found out that my mother had so many
sisters.” She was talking faster than she intended, but sometimes
the giddiness after she lay with Kylon loosened her tongue. “I’m
glad I met Seb, but I wish I hadn’t met Talmania, and I wish I
hadn’t learned about House Scorneus. Because…because…”

She lay in silence for a
while, Kylon’s arms around her.

“Because it made me feel
sorry for my mother,” said Caina, her voice quiet. “I hated her. I
hate her. You have a better heart than I do, Kylon. You’ve never
hated anyone the way I hate her. And…Talmania’s story made me feel
sorry for my mother. And I hated that I felt sorry for her. And I
hate…”

She fell silent, Kylon’s hand
stroking her back beneath her shirt and coat. It made her feel
better.

“I hate that it made me
realize,” she said at last, “that it might be for the best that I
cannot have children.”

Kylon frowned. “Why is
that?”

“Look at my mother’s family,”
said Caina. “People like Talmania and Rania and my mother. And my
grandfather was apparently the one who twisted them into monsters.
All my life, I wanted children. I wanted to be a better mother to
them than my mother ever was. But maybe it wouldn’t have mattered.
Maybe the blood would tell, and any children I had would have been
just like Laeria and Talmania.” She felt the loathing fill her
voice. “Perhaps it was for the best what Maglarion did to me, that
I cannot have children.”

“No,” said Kylon.

“Kylon,” said Caina. “I’m the
daughter of a monster and a coward. What would my children be
like?”

“Stop that,” said Kylon, and
his voice hardened. “For one, you do your father a disservice. You
told me he tried to stop your mother. It might have taken him some
time to find his nerve, but he found it at the end.”

Caina hesitated, then nodded.
She felt a flicker of shame. Her mouth had gotten away with her.
“You’re right.”

“And you’re not a monster,”
said Kylon. “Any children you had wouldn’t be, either. You wouldn’t
try to twist them into extensions of your will the way that
Hyraekon Scorneus did with your aunts.”

“I wouldn’t try to do it,”
said Caina, “but maybe there’s something in the blood…”

“If that were true,” said
Kylon, “you would be either a sister of the Magisterium or a member
of the Umbarian Order. You’re neither. Or Seb would have been
Talmania’s enforcer the way she wanted. He isn’t.”

Caina sighed. “You’re right.
But maybe it’s just as well I’ll never have the chance to find
out.”

“We could always adopt
children,” said Kylon.

Caina blinked a few times.
“You keep saying that. But I don’t think…I don’t think it would be
the same.”

“No, it wouldn’t be,” said
Kylon. “It would be different, but that doesn’t mean it would be
worse, either. We’re both orphans, Caina. The world is full of
them. And an orphan would be fortunate to have you as an adoptive
mother.”

Caina let out a long sigh.
“You make me feel better. I might cry.”

“You only cry when you’re
really upset or really happy,” said Kylon, “so I hope it’s the
second.”

“It would be the second,”
said Caina.

It was mostly true. She loved
Kylon and was glad he was with her…but the darkness would not quite
leave her mind.

Maybe it was better she would
never have any children of her body. And maybe it would be foolish
to adopt a child as Kylon suggested. Perhaps any child of hers
would become another Talmania Scorneus or Laeria Amalas.

Her heart’s desire had been
for children for a long time, but maybe it was for the best that
desire would be denied.

The world had enough
monsters. Caina did not need to add to their number.
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along with the short stories Ghost
Sword (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4911),
Ghost
Price (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5105),
Ghost
Relics (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5265),
Ghost
Keeper (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5481),
Ghost
Nails (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5504),
Ghost
Lock (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5776),
Ghost
Arts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5937),
Ghost
Vigil (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6153),
Ghost
Mimic (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6648),
and Ghost
Vessel (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7028),
and read the combined short stories in Exile of the
Ghosts
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7936).








The Ghost Night
Series








Caina Amalas was once a
deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of
Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.

But civil war grips the
Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers
of the malevolent Umbarian Order.






And Caina has a dangerous
connection to the Umbarians.






For Caina's mother had many
deadly secrets, secrets that might yet kill Caina herself...






Read Ghost in the
Ring (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7928),
Ghost
in the Glass
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7954), Ghost in the
Amulet (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8895),
and Ghost in
the Tower
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10346).








The Third Soul








RACHAELIS MORULAN is an
Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But
to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the
Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials
they endured.

Those who fail the Testing
are never seen again.

And now the Magisters of the
Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And
there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.

And creatures that yearn to
devour her soul.

If Rachaelis survives the
Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the
astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for
themselves.

And some Adepts of the
Conclave are eager to help them.

Read The
Testing (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1538)
for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The
Assassins
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1540), The Blood
Shaman (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1542),
The
High Demon
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1544), The Burning
Child (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2756),
The
Outlaw Adept
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3341), The Black
Paladin (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3343),
and The Tomb of
Baligant (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3345).
Read the entire series in The Third
Soul Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4021) and The Third
Soul Omnibus Two
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4061).








The Frostborn
Series








A thousand years ago, the
last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain
through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high
elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the
descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and
prosperous under the rule of the High King.

But a shadow threatens to
devour the kingdom.

RIDMARK ARBAN was once a
Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast,
stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.

But he alone sees the danger
to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped,
they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.

CALLIANDE awakens in the
darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power
hunting her.

For she alone holds the
secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.

The secret of the
Frostborn.

Read Frostborn:
The First Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4439), followed by
Frostborn:
The Gray Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4069), Frostborn:
The Eightfold Knife
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4437), Frostborn:
The Undying Wizard
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4776), Frostborn:
The Master Thief
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5007), Frostborn:
The Iron Tower
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5183), Frostborn:
The Dark Warden
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), Frostborn:
The Gorgon Spirit
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), Frostborn:
The Broken Mage
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5860), Frostborn:
The World Gate
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6028), Frostborn:
The High Lords
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6403), Frostborn:
The False King
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6865), Frostborn:
The Dwarven Prince
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7270), Frostborn:
Excalibur
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7414), Frostborn:
The Dragon Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7549), and Frostborn:
The Shadow Prison
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7803), and the
prequel novels Frostborn:
The Knight Quests
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6384) and Frostborn:
The Bone Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8069) along with
the short stories The Orc's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5661),
The
Mage's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4784), The Thief's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5012),
The
Assassin's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5186), The
Paladins's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5328), The Knight's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5865),
The
Soldier's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6045), and The Soldier's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6409).
Read the first three books combined in Frostborn
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5671).








Sevenfold Sword








Ridmark Arban is the Shield
Knight, the defender of the realm of Andomhaim.

The realm is at peace after a
long and terrible war, but dark powers threaten other lands.






And when a mad elven wizard
comes to the High King's court, Ridmark finds himself fighting not
only for his own life, but for the lives of his family.






For the quest of the Seven
Swords has begun...

Read Sevenfold
Sword: Champion
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7831), Sevenfold
Sword: Swordbearer
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8067), Sevenfold
Sword: Warlord
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8275), and Sevenfold
Sword: Necromancer
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8794), Sevenfold
Sword: Shadow
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9179), Sevenfold
Sword: Unity
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9424), Sevenfold
Sword: Sorceress
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9628), Sevenfold
Sword: Serpent
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9884), and
Sevenfold
Sword: Tower
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10163), along with
the prequel novellas Shield
Knight: Ghost Orcs
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8269), Shield
Knight: Third's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8796), Shield
Knight: Calliande's Tale
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9181), Shield
Knight: Ridmark's Tale
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9426), Shield
Knight: Soulblades
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9630), Shield
Knight: Gavin's Tale
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9852), and
Shield
Knight: Duel
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10165).








The Malison
Series








The histories of Old Earth
record that in the Year of Our Lord 778, Charlemagne’s rearguard
under the command of Count Roland of the Breton March was ambushed
and slain to a man.

But Roland and his men were
drawn through another magical gate, to a new and strange world of
magic and deadly creatures. A world where every man, no matter what
his estate or rank, no matter how poor or common or rich and
powerful, was born with the power of magic.






But the magic of this world
carries a deadly curse, and the price for abusing its power is
ruinous.






This, then, is the story of
the kingdom they built, and the knight who would decide its
fate.






Read Malison:
Dragon Curse
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10509).








Mask of the
Demonsouled Trilogy








MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has
prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with
firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed
at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his
strength, the world will fall.






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






Read Mask of
Swords (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5429),
Mask
of Dragons
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6511), and Mask of
Spells (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7196)
along with the short stories The Ransom
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5446),
The
Bronze Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6531), The Serpent
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5856),
and The Rune
Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7183).








The Tower of Endless
Worlds








THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to
finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a
black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the
Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.






But he soon realizes the last
of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.

And all it will cost is his
soul.

SIMON WESTER needs a job.
Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment,
he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some
corruption, some shady deals.

He doesn't expect to find
black magic.

LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of
the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords
stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam
must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of
salvation.

By daring the horrors of the
Tower of Endless Worlds…

Read The Tower of
Endless Worlds
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2073) for free. The
saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of
the Sacred Blade
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2076), A Wizard of
the White Council
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2078), and The Destroyer
of Worlds
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2080).








Cloak Games








The High Queen of the Elves
has conquered Earth, but I don't care about that.

I don't care about the High
Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All I care about is
getting my baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his
potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep
price.






Fortunately, I have magic of
my own, and I'm a very, very good thief.






Unfortunately, the powerful
Elven lord Morvilind has a hold over me. If I don't follow his
commands, my brother is going to die.






Of course, given how
dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, I might not live long enough to
see my brother’s death…






Read Cloak Games:
Thief Trap
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5969), Cloak Games:
Frost Fever
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6072), Cloak Games:
Rebel Fist
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6225), Cloak Games:
Shadow Jump
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6713), Cloak Games:
Shatter Stone
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7325), Cloak Games:
Truth Chain
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7426), Cloak Games:
Tomb Howl
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7598), Cloak Games:
Hammer Break
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8121), Cloak Games:
Blood Cast
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8140), Cloak Games:
Last Judge
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9259), Cloak Games:
Sky Hammer
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9493), and
Cloak
Games: Mage Fall
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9681), along with
the short stories Wraith
Wolf (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6735),
Dragon
Pearl (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7473),
and Iron
Image
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8142).








Cloak &
Ghost








Caina Amalas meets
Nadia Moran in this epic crossover novel from USA Today bestselling
author Jonathan Moeller!

My name is Nadia, and
I'm a shadow agent of the High Queen of the Elves.

When the High Queen
sends me to take down a corrupt Congressman, it should be an easy
job.

Except someone else
is coming after the Congressman.

And Caina Amalas
might be a powerful ally or a deadly enemy...

Read Cloak &
Ghost: Blood Ring
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10014) and
Cloak
& Ghost: Lost Gate
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10027).








The Silent Order
Series







The
galaxy is at war, but wars are won and lost in the
shadows.

To
the galaxy at large, Jack March is a privateer of the interstellar
Kingdom of Calaskar and a former Iron Hand commando of the
malevolent Final Consciousness. In truth, he is an alpha operative
of the Silent Order, the most efficient and feared intelligence
organization in human space. When there is a crisis, Jack March is
the man to call.





But
there are many forces that wish to enslave or destroy
humanity...and Jack March stands in their way.





Read Silent Order:
Iron Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8468), Silent Order:
Wraith Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8470), Silent Order:
Axiom Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8472), Silent Order:
Eclipse Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8474), Silent Order:
Fire Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8476), Silent
Order: Wasp Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8986), Silent
Order: Master Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9314), Silent
Order: Image Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9724), and
Silent
Order: Ark Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9726), and the
short stories Rail Gun
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8988) and False
Flag
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9848).

***

 



 About the
Author








Standing over six feet tall,
USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller has the
piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair
of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of
men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer
repairman, alas.






He has written the
DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to
write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the
COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous
other works. His books have sold over a million copies
worldwide.






Visit his website at:






http://www.jonathanmoeller.com

Visit his technology blog
at:






http://www.computerbeginnersguides.com

Contact him at:


jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com

You can sign up for
his email newsletter here
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1854), or watch for
news on his Facebook
page
(http://www.facebook.com/pages/Jonathan-Moeller/328773987230189) or
Twitter feed
(https://twitter.com/moellerjonathan).
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