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Eighteen years old, Caina Amalas is a
novice nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the
Emperor of Nighmar. Skilled with stealth and disguise, Caina is the
unseen agent of the Emperor, working to maintain the peace and
order of the Empire.

When a scholar uncovers an ancient relic
from the Empire's distant past, he unwittingly unearths dangerous
secrets.

Secrets that might destroy the Empire and
kill Caina...
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Chapter 1: The Sword Of
Nicokator








Caina Amalas dressed for a noble banquet,
but made sure to bring weapons.

She never knew when she might have to kill
someone, and she had more on her mind for the evening than a mere
banquet.

So she dressed the part of an Imperial
noblewoman, a Countess of the Empire of Nighmar, and chose a gown
of blue with tight sleeves and bodice, black scroll work upon the
sleeves and skirt. She arranged her long black hair into an
elaborate crown, holding it in place with jeweled pins of silver,
and golden earrings went into her ears. A golden choker chain
adorned with a ruby went around her neck, and she carefully applied
makeup, making her blue eyes appear larger, her lips redder, her
cheekbones sharper.

Beneath her gown she donned a pair of
high-heeled boots. They were heavier and stiffer than she would
have liked, and it was difficult to move in them without making a
lot of noise, but they were the current fashion in the Imperial
capital of Malarae. They also had enough space to hold hidden
sheaths, and so Caina concealed a pair of slender daggers within
them, one in each boot.

When Caina finished, she considered her
reflection in the mirror and nodded with satisfaction. She looked
exactly like a young Imperial noblewoman, pretty and wealthy with
more money and arrogance than sense.

The illusion pleased her.

Of course, if her life had followed a
different path, it might not have been an illusion. If her father
had not been murdered, if she had not joined the Ghosts…

Well. What was done was done. Time to focus
upon the present.

Caina left her bedroom. For the last few
days, she had been staying in a small townhouse in one of Malarae’s
wealthier districts. Despite its small size, it was tastefully
appointed, with floors of gleaming marble and rich tapestries on
the wall, and a staff of discrete and efficient servants. Caina
suspected that the servants knew how to keep their mouths shut, and
likely had a few knives concealed in their crisp black livery.

They all worked for the same employer,
after all, a man who valued both discretion and weapons.

She stepped into the street, the cool night
air washing over her face. A coach waited outside the house, built
of polished black wood, a uniformed coachman and a pair of horses
waiting before the vehicle. The coachman bowed to her and opened
the door.

“Thank you,” said Caina, and climbed
inside.

A man of middle years occupied the seat on
the back wall, clad in the furred robe and cap of a merchant of the
Imperial Collegium of Jewelers. He had hair and eyebrows the color
of gray iron, and had lately grown a trimmed beard. The man looked
like a wealthy, prosperous merchant, and while Caina had met many
master merchants who had cold, shrewd eyes, she had met very few
who had hard hands and arms heavy with muscle like Halfdan,
circlemaster of the Ghosts of the Emperor.

“You’re ready?” said Halfdan.

Caina sat across from him, smoothing her
skirts. “I was there yesterday. Everything is in place.”

“Good girl,” said Halfdan. He thumped the
roof twice. The coachman cracked his whip, the horses snorting
their displeasure, and the coach shuddered into motion, the wheels
creaking. "Try not to kill anyone.”

“I’d prefer to avoid it,” said Caina.

“Ideally, this sword of the Count’s should
just disappear,” said Halfdan. “Without any trace, if at all
possible.”

“That is my plan,” said Caina.

Halfdan nodded. “Good. Try not to set fire
to any buildings.”

Caina sighed. “That only happened the one
time. I certainly don’t plan on making a habit of it.”

Halfdan smiled a little behind his beard.
“I should hope not. The Ghosts are the Emperor’s spies and
occasionally assassins when necessary, but we are not
arsonists.”

“Yes, one must have some standards,” said
Caina.

Halfdan laughed. “Indeed.” His mirth faded.
“Be on your guard. Count Armus Valdarion is an eccentric and a
touch naive, but he is not a stupid man. He knows how valuable the
Sword will be, if it is indeed genuine.”

“Is it genuine?” said Caina.

“I have no idea,” said Halfdan. “That is
what I hope to discover tonight. If it is not genuine, the Count
can keep it as a curiosity. If it is genuine…well, it is best that
it comes into the possession of the Emperor.”

“It’s just an old sword,” said Caina.

“It might be enspelled,” said Halfdan.
“Relics from the ancient epochs of the Empire often bear spells
lost to the mists of history.”

“Then it should be destroyed,” said Caina.
“Sorcery is a blight upon the world.” She almost added that the
Imperial Magisterium ought to be destroyed as well, but kept her
silence. Halfdan already knew her thoughts on the matter.

She had very good reasons for wanting to
see every last sorcerer in the world dead.

“Certainly sorcerous power is dangerous in
the wrong hands,” said Halfdan. “Nevertheless, even if the sword
bears no spells, it might still be dangerous.”

Caina shrugged. “All swords are
dangerous.”

“This one is dangerous not because of its
sharp edge but because of what it represents,” said Halfdan. “The
Sword of the First Emperor could serve as the rallying point for a
rebellion. Not a few nobles imagine they would make better Emperors
than Alexius Naerius, and an ambitious lord with the Sword of the
First Emperor might use it to raise a revolt.”

“From what you’ve told me Count Armus
Valdarion does not seem like that kind of man,” said Caina.

“No,” said Halfdan. “He is a scholar, not a
warrior. His son Aetius might feel differently. Or someone else
might wish to steal the sword.” He leaned back in his seat with a
grunt. “If the sword is a harmless relic, the Count is welcome to
add it to his collection. If it is not, well…we shall see then,
won’t we?” He sighed and rubbed his hip. “I’m getting too old to
ride in these damn rattling coaches.”

Caina smiled. “You ought to exercise more.
That would loosen your joints.”

Halfdan snorted. “You might enjoy working
the unarmed forms of combat every morning after a five-mile run,
but I’m also too old for that.”

The coach took them from the more
fashionable districts of Malarae to the riverside. Malarae was an
old city, and according to the lords of the Imperial Curia it had
never fallen to any enemy. The truth was that the Emperor’s
Imperial Citadel had never fallen, but Malarae itself had burned
and been sacked several times. So the city had been rebuilt again
and again, and a new merchant hall or temple might find itself
standing next to a tower or a mansion centuries old.

The coach carried them to one such ancient
building, a looming octagonal tower of stone overlooking the broad,
sluggish waters of the River Megaros.

Once it had been a small citadel called
Eastwarden, part of the city’s outer defenses, entrusted to a Count
sworn directly to the Emperor himself. As Malarae had grown and
expanded, the crumbling citadel had become obsolete, though the
title of Count of Eastwarden remained. House Valdarion continued to
occupy the drafty old tower, an impoverished noble house clinging
to the prestige of its ancient name and little else.

Though if Count Armus had truly found the
Sword of Nicokator, that might change quickly.

The coach stopped, and Caina accepted
Halfdan’s hand to help her out. A dozen more coaches waited in the
street, and lights shone in most of the tower’s narrow windows,
though the upper floors remained dark. The double doors to the
great hall stood open, light spilling into the misty gloom. Halfdan
offered Caina his arm, and she smiled and threaded her arm in his.
A liveried servant approached with smooth grace, and Halfdan
presented the invitation he had obtained.

“Basil Callenius, Master of the Imperial
Collegium of Jewelers!” announced the servant, his voice ringing
over the hall as he repeated the aliases Halfdan and Caina used in
Malarae. “And his guest Marianna of House Nereide, Countess of the
Empire!”

Caina looked over the great hall. It had an
archaic sort of martial grandeur to it, and she could almost
imagine the lords of the ancient Empire sitting here in their
armor. Enspelled glass globes hung in an iron chandelier suspended
from the ceiling, throwing a steady glow over everything. Nobles
stood here and there, stark in their formal black coats, and
noblewomen in gowns of blue and green and gold. Caina saw several
magi of the Imperial Magisterium in their solemn black robes with
crimson sashes, and a little shiver of fury went through her.

She kept that from her face, her expression
aloof and serene.

“Welcome, welcome,” said an old man in the
formal black coat and trousers and white shirt of an Imperial
nobleman, though his garments looked worn and threadbare. He had an
unruly mass of white hair over a thin face, and the stooped posture
that resulted from a lifetime of scholarly work. “Master Basil,
welcome. Your reputation proceeds you.”

“I am glad to meet you at last, my lord
Count,” said Halfdan, offering a bow. “Your reputation as a scholar
proceeds you in turn. May I present the Countess Marianna Nereide?
Her father sent her upon a tour of the Imperial provinces, and he
entrusted me with her lodging in the Imperial capital. Countess,
this is Count Armus Valdarion, the Count of Eastwarden.”

Count Armus bowed over Caina’s hand,
placing a dry kiss upon her fingers. Caina wondered if he would
attempt to seduce her. Typically, noblemen sent their daughters to
the capital or on a tour of the provinces in hopes of drawing the
attention of a suitable husband, and she knew Armus was widowed.
Yet the old man seemed to forget about her the minute he released
her hand, which pleased Caina.

Given that she was planning to steal from
him, it would be best if he forgot her.

“I am glad you have come, Master Basil,”
said Armus.

“How could I resist?” said Halfdan. “We
have heard rumors of your wondrous discovery.”

Armus bobbed his head vigorously. “Our
discovery shall be unveiled tonight, before our guests.” We waved a
hand at the occupants of the great hall. “We shall be witnesses to
the history of the Empire.”

“Then you have truly done it?” said
Halfdan. “You have found the Sword of Nicokator?”

“The sword of the First Emperor,” said
Armus. “The sword of the man who founded our great and glorious
Empire. I have seen it with my own eyes, Master Basil. It is a
symbol of our Imperial greatness, of the unity and order the Empire
brought to the provinces.”

“Indeed?” said Halfdan. “The First Empire
fell long ago, and the Sword of the First Emperor was lost in the
chaos. I would be most curious to know where you found the
weapon.”

“Ah,” said Armus, lifting a bony finger.
“All shall be revealed in time, sir.”

“Would not the blade have turned to rust
long ago?” said Caina, wrapping her voice in the cool, aloof accent
of a Nighmarian noblewoman. “The Emperor Nicokator died thousands
of years past. It would be a remarkable sword indeed to have
weathered the centuries.”

A remarkable sword…or one imbued with a
powerful spell.

“It is indeed, my dear Countess,” said
Armus with a patronizing smile, his attention returning to Halfdan.
“Master Basil, I confess that I have an ulterior motive for
inviting you here.”

“Truly?” said Halfdan with a thin smile. “I
am shocked you would suggest such a thing, my lord Armus. Do you
wish to buy some jewelry?”

“It is known that Basil Callenius has many
friends in the Imperial Curia and the Emperor’s court,” said Armus.
“I hope you will arrange for an introduction. I would dearly wish
to present the Sword to our Emperor Alexius Naerius himself.”

Caina kept her face aloof, but laughed to
herself. The old man’s motives were clear enough. He thought he had
found an ancient relic, and wanted to use it to restore his house’s
fortunes. Well, she couldn’t blame him for that. Yet if he had
truly found the Sword of Nicokator, it was more dangerous to the
unity of the Empire than he knew, and the Ghosts could not allow
that danger.

“Before I do any such thing, my lord
Count,” said Halfdan, “I need to see the Sword with my own eyes, to
convince myself that it is indeed genuine.”

“Of course,” said Armus.

“Where did you find it?” said Caina.

“On a privately funded expedition,” said
Armus. That did not answer the question. “You can meet my partners
here. Please, come.”

Halfdan and Caina followed him across the
great hall. Three men and a woman stood at the base of one of the
pillars. The men conversed in low voices, while the woman watched
one of the men with rapt attention.

Caina kept her face calm, though her
fingers yearned to grip the handle of a dagger.

One of the men wore the black robe and
purple sash of a master magus of the Imperial Magisterium. As they
drew nearer, Caina’s skin crawled with a sensation of pins and
needles. When she had been a child, a necromancer had wounded her.
Caina had survived the experience with both a scar and chronic
nightmares, but it had also left her with the rare ability to sense
the presence of sorcery, to gauge the strength and type of arcane
forces.

The master magus had a defensive ward
around himself.

“This is my son Aetius,” said Armus,
gesturing at the man on the left. Aetius looked like a younger and
more muscular version of his father. “His betrothed, Lady Doriana
of House Koramus.” Doriana was a plump woman about Caina’s age,
tall enough to carry the weight and pretty enough that it did not
matter. She gave Caina a speculative glance and moved closer to
Aetius, as if fearful Caina would try to steal him away.

“A pleasure,” said Aetius, though his voice
was flat.

“This is Jurchan,” said Armus. The man
standing next to Aetius had the leathery skin and narrow eyes
common among the Kagari horsemen of the Empire’s northeastern
marches, his cheeks and jaw marked with patterns of ritual
scarring. He wore leather armor and the fur-lined, ornamented cloak
and cap that denoted a Kagari nobleman, a noyan. The Kagari had
served in the Emperor’s armies for centuries, but rarely came this
far west.

“Likewise,” said Jurchan, his Nighmarian
heavy with a thick Kagari accent, his eyes lingering on Caina.

“And this,” said Armus, gesturing to the
master magus, “is Master Taldrane of the Imperial Magisterium, the
chief backer of our little venture.”

The Magisterium had funded Armus’s work?
That was not a good sign. The Magisterium had many goals and
intrigues underway, and most of them were sinister.

Taldrane was tall and severe, his gray hair
close-cropped, and he stood with the stance of a practiced
swordsman. That likely meant that he had once been a battle magus,
a sorcerer trained to use his spells to augment his physical
prowess in combat. Battle magi who attained the rank of master
tended not to lose any of their old skills.

That meant Taldrane was a very dangerous
man.

“Charmed,” said Taldrane, his voice deep
and resonant.

“May I present Basil Callenius, master
merchant of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers, and his guest
Countess Marianna of the House Nereide?” said Armus. “Master Basil
has many friends at the Imperial court, and I hope he can bring
word of our momentous discovery to their ears.”

Aetius scowled at Halfdan. He was fitter
than Caina would have expected for a minor Imperial nobleman, and
she saw the heavy calluses upon his palm from hours of sword work.
Likely he had served as a tribune in one of the Imperial Legions,
or as a centurion in Malarae’s civic militia.

“Then you think, Father,” said Aetius, “to
sell our discovery to this man? A priceless relic of the Empire’s
history to a…a merchant?”

Halfdan offered a smooth smile. “Alas, my
lord Aetius, I do not yet know if there is anything here to
purchase.”

“Or to steal it away?” said Jurchan in a
flat voice, his expression an unreadable mask. “There are many
thieves in the city…”

“There are, but I am,” said Halfdan, “a
simple merchant, lord noyan.”

“And I am an Imperial Countess,” said
Caina, putting all the hauteur into her voice that she could
manage. “Certainly I do not appreciate an insinuation that we are
common thieves, nor such accusations leveled at Master Basil, who
has been a loyal friend of my father’s House.”

Besides, they were spies, not thieves. If
the Sword of Nicokator turned out to be harmless, Count Armus could
have it back.

“Peace, my friends,” said Taldrane, lifting
his hand. “If you present the Sword of the First Emperor to the
Imperial court, you can expect far more rigorous questions than
those Master Basil has posed to us with perfect courtesy.”

“Thank you, master magus,” said Halfdan
with a small bow. “Forgive me. I meant no rudeness, but I confess a
great deal of curiosity. The Sword of the First Emperor would be a
relic of astounding value, and I wonder how you found it.”

“We located it,” said Taldrane, “in a ruin
of the First Empire, located some miles north of the capital in the
Great Mountains.”

“Such ruins are dangerous, are they not?”
said Caina. “I have heard devils conjured up by the sorcerers of
old lurk in such ruins.” That was only partly legend. In the days
of the First Empire, the nobility of the Empire had also been
sorcerers of power, and a nobleman was expected to be both a
valiant warrior and a skilled sorcerer. Eventually all the
sorcerers of the Empire had been brought into the Magisterium, but
in the old ruins relics of the ancient days remained, fell and
deadly.

Was this Sword of Nicokator once such
relic?

“Quite dangerous, my lady,” said Armus,
“but our expedition braved the ruin. My studies revealed that
Nicokator’s sword had been brought there for safekeeping during the
final collapse of the First Empire. I realized at once that it was
my duty to charter an expedition to the ruins and retrieve the
Sword of Nicokator.”

“Why, my lord Count?” said Caina. “For
glory and gold, I trust?”

“Perhaps,” said Armus, “but such things are
secondary. There is so much strife and turmoil in the Empire of
late, my lady. Factions vie for influence and money, and we neglect
the foes beyond our Empire’s borders. I hope the Sword can serve as
a symbol of better days, a way to unify the Empire in our
duty.”

Count Armus Valdarion, thought Caina, might
have been a dutiful man, a noble man, a learned man, but he was
also a naïve one.

“A most inspiring vision, my lord,” said
Caina.

“I told my son Aetius of my plan,” said
Armus, “and his friend the noyan and his retainers agreed to
accompany us.”

“Jurchan and I met while serving in the
Legion,” said Aetius, “and have seen numerous dangers together. The
Great Mountains have many bandit nests, and the noyan’s warriors
proved a capable escort.”

“How did you pay for it all?” said Halfdan.
“Kagari mercenaries, being of high quality, are not cheap.”

“The Count approached me,” said Taldrane.
“I thought the Magisterium might have an interest in uncovering
this relic, and so I convinced the preceptor of the Malarae
chapterhouse to provide the necessary funds.”

“I see,” said Halfdan. The Magisterium
would not waste its money on empty gestures of Imperial unity,
especially since many of the high magi thought that they ought to
be ruling the Empire instead of the Emperor.

“If you will excuse me,” said Armus with a
bow to Caina. Halfdan, being a mere merchant, did not warrant a
bow. “I must prepare for the unveiling of the Sword. Please avail
yourself of the refreshments. I hope we shall talk more later,
Master Basil.”

“I look forward to it,” said Halfdan, and
Armus strode to a door at the rear of the long hall.

“Your father,” said Doriana, her voice soft
as she looked at Aetius. “He is a very noble man to do such a
thing.”

“Perhaps,” said Aetius. “He is too much of
a visionary. House Valdarion has fallen into obscurity and
Eastwarden into ruin, yet he dreams of past grandeur. I fear such
dreams cloud his vision of what is possible.”

“Of what is financially possible?” said
Halfdan.

“Yes,” said Aetius. “My House needs the
money. I need the money.”

Doriana gripped his arm tighter. “I do not
care about the money, my love.”

“Your father certainly does,” said Aetius.
“You might, too, once it runs out.” He gazed at Halfdan. “To be
frank, Master Basil, until we know that you are trustworthy, I do
not think it wise to share many details of our plans.”

“You are too suspicious, my lord,” said
Taldrane in a lazy voice. “I’m certain Master Basil is as
trustworthy as any merchant of an Imperial Collegium.” His words
had a sardonic bite to them. “And I’m sure the good Countess
maintains the high standards of the Imperial nobility.”

Caina gave him a frosty smile. “You are too
kind, master magus.”

They exchanged a few more moments of polite
small talk, and then drifted away to other conversations.

“What did you think?” murmured Halfdan in a
low voice.

“I’m surprised they aren’t at each other’s
throats already,” murmured Caina back. “Aetius and Taldrane clearly
cannot stand each other. Doriana is scared out of her wits. Jurchan
is friends with Aetius, but the Kagari fear the Magisterium, and
Jurchan seems wary of Taldrane. And Count Armus is oblivious to all
of it.”

“Quite so, I am afraid,” said Halfdan. “The
Count is a scholar, not a schemer. Well, there are worse qualities
in a man.”

“Not if they get him stabbed in the back,”
said Caina.

“Perhaps we can prevent that,” said
Halfdan. “The time has come. Go find the Sword. If it’s not
enspelled, Armus cannot prove it is an artifact of the First
Empire, and it is therefore harmless. We will then leave the poor
man to his scholarship. But if it is enspelled…”

“It is too dangerous to leave here,” said
Caina.

“You know what to do,” said Halfdan.

Caina lifted a hand to her forehead. “You
know, Master Basil, I think I am developing quite the thunderous
headache. All this arguing has upset the Countess’s delicate
constitution, and she needs to lie down in silence.”

Halfdan smiled. “Good girl.” He called one
of the servants over.

In short order Caina claimed to have a
splitting headache accompanied by dizzy spells, and Halfdan and two
of the Count’s servants escorted her up the stairs to a guest
bedroom on the second floor. In ancient times these had been the
rooms of the garrison’s centurions and tribunes, and so were small,
cramped stone cells, with windows overlooking the River Megaros
below. Halfdan claimed that the Countess needed to lie down in
undisturbed silence until her headache passed, and soon Caina found
herself alone in the little guest room with a damp cloth pressed
her forehead and a carafe of wine on the side table. The Count was
a solicitous host. It made her feel bad that she was about to steal
from him.

Not bad enough to stop her, though.

She counted to five hundred, but no one
entered the room.

The time was right.

Caina rolled to her feet and crossed to the
window, opening the shutters. The damp night air washed over her
face, accompanied by the muddy smell of the River Megaros. Here and
there she saw the running lights of a barge making its way down the
river, bearing marble or timber or grain from further up the
valley.

The little bundle Caina had hung below the
windowsill a day earlier waited there, untouched and unnoticed.

She smiled, pulled it into the room, and
unrolled the bundle upon the bed.

Caina stripped out of her dress and boots
and began putting on the clothing from the bundle. She donned black
trousers, soft black boots, a black shirt and a jacket lined with
steel plates to deflect knife blades. Over her head she pulled a
mask that concealed everything except her eyes, and pulled leather
gloves over her hands. Around her waist went a belt holding
throwing knives and lockpicks and a few other useful tools.

Last of all came her shadow-cloak, the
cloak of a Ghost nightfighter.

It was a wondrous thing, black as midnight
and light as air. The cloak blended and merged with the shadows,
giving Caina an enormous advantage at stealth. It also shielded her
thoughts from mind-controlling sorcery and protected her from
divinatory spells. So long as she wore it, Master Taldrane and the
other magi in the great hall below could not use their spells to
detect her presence.

Though hopefully they were not looking for
her.

Caina wrapped her dress and her high-heeled
boots in the bundle, slinging it over her shoulder beneath the
cloak. She intended to return and resume her role as Countess
Marianna Nereide, but it was best to be cautious. If she had to
flee the tower of Eastwarden in haste, she did not want to leave
any incriminating evidence behind.

And the best way to avoid unexpected
developments was to get the job done as quickly as possible.

Caina hopped onto the windowsill, her
fingers grasping the rough stonework of Eastwarden’s wall. The
tower was old, built of massive blocks of weathered masonry, and
Caina had no trouble finding handholds and footholds. She scaled
the wall slowly, trusting that the shadow-cloak would conceal her
from any observers on the ground below.

Besides, no one ever looked up.

A few moments later she reached the tower’s
top level, her arms and legs aching from the exertion of the climb,
and stopped before the windows to the Count’s private apartment.
She listened at the shutters for a moment, but heard nothing but
the faint moan of the wind. Caina reached into her belt, drew a
dagger, and slipped it between the shutters. After a moment’s work
she popped the latch, and the shutters swung outward. Caina
returned the dagger to her belt, gripped the windowsill, and pulled
herself into the Count’s chambers.

She found herself in a small library. Books
filled shelves on all four walls of the room. Two long tables took
up most of the floor, their surfaces covered with more books and a
variety of loose papers. Caina paused long enough to examine the
papers. In the dim moonlight she could not make out many details,
but they looked like maps of the Megaros Valley and the Great
Mountains. Perhaps one of them showed where Armus had found the
Sword of Nicokator.

Caina crossed to the door, listened for a
moment, and heard nothing. She gripped the handle and swung the
door open, and then froze as a scent filled her nostrils.

It was the coppery, hot smell of
fresh-spilled blood.

Quite a lot of it, too, to judge from the
strength of the smell.

Caina whispered a silent curse to herself
and slipped through the door. Beyond was the Count’s sitting room,
the walls adorned with tapestries showing scenes from the Empire’s
history. Dim light came from enspelled glass spheres in iron
stands, and Caina felt the faint prickle of the simple spells upon
them that generated light. Armus Valdarion’s more valuable relics
sat in display cases along the wall, swords and helmets and
chalices and other items. One display case sized for a sword stood
in the center of the room. The Count would have put the Sword of
the First Emperor in that case.

The display case had been smashed open, and
save for the shards of glass lying upon the black velvet pillow,
the case was empty.

Count Armus Valdarion himself lay upon his
side before the shattered case, his eyes unblinking, his chest
motionless. The front of his white shirt had turned crimson with
blood from a wound in his chest, and more of his blood soaked into
the room’s rich carpet.

He had been murdered, and the Sword of
Nicokator stolen.

Caina considered what to do next. Any
moment someone would come in through the door leading to the
tower’s stairs, maybe one of the servants, or perhaps Aetius
himself would come to summon his father. She had only a few moments
to look around and discern how the Count had been murdered.

If he even had been murdered.

There was no sign of a struggle. Armus
Valdarion had been old, but he had been healthy enough, and he
would not have gone meekly to his death. There should have been
marks of violence upon the room, chairs knocked over and tables
damaged, yet Caina saw nothing out of place except for the broken
case. For that matter, she heard the murmur of the guests
conversing in the great hall five stories below. If the sound
carried up here, any noises Armus had made should have been audible
below. If his killers had wanted to kill him in silence, they would
have poisoned him as he slept, or crept up behind him and cut his
throat, not stabbed him in the chest. A man stabbed in the chest
could make a lot of noise before he died.

Caina knew that firsthand.

Yet the wound seemed…wrong, somehow. So did
the position of Armus’s corpse. Caina crept forward, taking care
not to step into the blood, and scrutinized the dead man. He had
been stabbed just beneath the breastbone, and to judge from the
dark spot on the back of his coat, the blade had sheared through
his heart and lungs and emerged between two of the ribs in his
back…

Caina blinked.

He had been stabbed from below. If the
blade had pierced his torso entirely, it had been a powerful blow,
which meant his assailant had been kneeling or…

No.

The Count had fallen upon a sword. He
killed himself.

That made even less sense. The man she had
just spoken with in the great hall had been full of hopes for the
future, and she found it unlikely that he had committed suicide.
Yet she could not deny the evidence of her eyes. Armus Valdarion
had thrown himself upon a sword – in fact, Caina saw the scratches
at the base of the display case where the sword’s pommel had grated
against the wood. He had died swiftly from blood loss, and then
someone had yanked the sword from his body, his corpse falling upon
its side.

The Count had killed himself with the Sword
of Nicokator, and someone had then taken the weapon.

That made no sense at all…but as far as
Caina could tell, that was what had happened.

And recently, too. Within the last ten
minutes.

For a moment Caina did not know what to do
next. She decided to bring the news to Halfdan and allow him to
decide how to proceed. She did not want to get caught here. If
anyone found her, they would assume that she had killed the
Count.

She started to rise, and then froze.

There was something in the pocket of the
Count’s coat. Caina reached into the pocket and drew out a small
piece of paper. It was a list of numbers, some of them two digits,
some of them three, and all of them apparently random. One of the
numbers had been circled.

Footsteps rasped in the stairwell outside
the door, and Caina’s head snapped up.

Someone was coming to summon the Count.

Caina took the bit of crumpled paper and
vanished back into the library, closing the door behind her.

By the time the shouting began, she was
back in the guest room and in her formal gown, lying upon the bed
with a feigned headache.








***


Chapter 2: Embers








“Well,” said Halfdan as their coach rattled
into the darkened streets, “that was certainly an eventful
evening.”

Caina shook her head, scowling. “I don’t
understand it.”

A predictable outcry had greeted the
Count’s death and the theft of the Sword. A furious and
grief-stricken Aetius demanded that Eastwarden be sealed and the
tower searched from crown to cellar, that every guest submit to a
search before departing. Of course, half the guests had left the
minute the servants began screaming that Armus had been murdered,
and it was possible one of them had taken the Sword in the initial
chaos. Caina and Halfdan had both agreed to a search of their
possessions and a search of their coach. Aetius and his men found
nothing.

Of course, they hadn’t found the secret
compartment that now held Caina’s shadow-cloak and nightfighter
garments.

“Likely Aetius will go to the urban praetor
and demand an investigation,” said Halfdan. “The praetor’s
magistrates will probably conclude that the Count was surprised and
murdered by thieves, who then absconded with the Sword and vanished
into the night.”

“No,” murmured Caina, staring out the
coach’s window at the passing street. “He killed himself.”

“You’re sure of that?” said Halfdan.

“Absolutely,” said Caina. “The angle of the
wound was all wrong. I am convinced he braced the sword against the
base of the display case and threw himself upon it. His own weight
drove the blade through him, and he died quickly. Then someone took
the sword and left with it.”

“You’re sure?” said Halfdan.

Caina nodded. “Entirely.”

Halfdan considered. “You realize, of
course, that makes no sense.”

Caina shook her head, fingering the gem in
her choker chain. “I know it doesn’t. I’m overlooking something,
I’m sure of it. Or I don’t have all the information. Or there’s
something that we don’t understand.”

She fell into silence, trying to find
another theory that fit the facts she had observed.

“At least we got away without drawing
suspicion,” said Halfdan. “Attention is never favorable for the
activity of the Ghosts.”

“No,” said Caina.

“And we got away without burning down the
building,” said Halfdan.

Caina blinked and frowned at him. “I told
you that I only did that once. I certainly don’t plan to make a
practice of it.”

“I hope not,” said Halfdan. “Casual arson
is too much trouble. So.” He leaned back against his seat. “We must
assume that the Count was murdered, and that the killers took the
Sword and escaped with it.”

“He killed himself,” said Caina. “I’m sure
of it.”

“I doubt the Count committed suicide
voluntarily,” said Halfdan. “Perhaps he had secretly been consumed
with despair for several years and finally succumbed, but his
activity was not that of man planning to kill himself.”

“Maybe the Sword had consumed his thoughts
for all these years,” said Caina, “and once he found it, he lost
the will to live.”

“That seems very unlikely,” said
Halfdan.

“Aye,” said Caina.

“And it doesn’t explain what happened to
the Sword,” said Halfdan. “If the Count killed himself, the Sword
didn’t walk away on its own. So for now, I think we must assume
that the Count was murdered somehow and the Sword stolen.”

“Is this the affair of the Ghosts?” said
Caina. “Armus found something that might or might not have been the
Sword of Nicokator and was murdered for it. It’s hardly a threat to
the Empire or the rule of the Emperor.”

“Not yet,” said Halfdan, “but that may not
last. It’s the embers, my dear.”

“Embers?” said Caina.

“We must beware the embers,” said Halfdan.
“The Empire is like a vast field of crops. It’s healthy enough, but
one ember in the wrong place at the wrong time and it can all go up
in flames. Better to stamp out the embers before they become an
inferno.”

“You think the Sword is such an ember,
then?” said Caina. “Truly?”

“I do,” said Halfdan. “The Empire is stable
at the moment, but there are a dozen minor crises in the provinces
and a half-dozen plots in the capital. There always are. If a man
were to appear with the Sword of Nicokator at the wrong time and
the wrong place, claiming that the gods had led him to the Sword to
restore the Empire to its ancient glory, the results could be
dire.”

“Very well,” said Caina. “What should we do
about it?”

Halfdan grunted. “I need you to discover
who killed the Count and stole the Sword.”

“All right,” said Caina. She paused for a
moment to gather her thoughts. “I think we can discard the
possibility that random thieves broke into Eastwarden and made off
with the Sword. There were several other valuable objects in the
Count’s sitting room, and none of them had been taken. For that
matter, a party of armed thieves would have attacked the great hall
and made off with the guests’ jewelry.” She tapped the ruby in her
chain.

“Agreed,” said Halfdan. “We should focus
our attention upon the Count’s partners in his venture. His son
Aetius, the master magus Taldrane, and the Kagari noyan Jurchan. In
all probability one of them was behind the murder and theft.”

“Taldrane,” said Caina at once. “The master
magus.”

Halfdan laughed. “Of course you would say
that.”

“The magi are corrupt and ruthless,” said
Caina.

“Not all of them,” said Halfdan.

“All of them,” said Caina. “If we could
kill every last magi in the Magisterium, the Empire would be a
better place…”

Halfdan raised his gray eyebrows. “Every
last sorcerer in the world, too? All the Alchemists of Istarinmul?
The stormdancers of New Kyre?”

“Every last one of them,” said Caina,
certain of it. She knew firsthand the cruelty and ruthlessness of
the magi of the Magisterium.

“That is a flaw in your thinking,” said
Halfdan. “Not every sorcerer is like Maglarion.”

“No,” said Caina, “but every sorcerer has
the potential to become him.”

Halfdan pointed at her. “That is a weakness
in your thinking, Caina Amalas, and one day it will get you into
trouble.”

Caina sighed and inclined her head,
unwilling to concede the point but just as unwilling to argue about
it.

“However,” said Halfdan, “in this instance
you are right.”

Caina burst out laughing.

“Taldrane is a dangerous man,” said
Halfdan. “The circlemasters have had their eye on him for some
time. The Magisterium investigated him three times for practicing
the forbidden sciences. So far he has eluded formal charges, but I
am certain he has been dabbling in necromancy or attempting to
summon up spirits. Taldrane’s involvement drew my attention to the
Count’s expedition in the first place.”

“He could have mind-controlled Armus into
killing himself,” said Caina.

“That would have been within his
abilities,” said Halfdan. “However, he was in the great hall the
entire time you were gone.”

“He might have dispatched the lesser magi
to do it for him,” said Caina.

“Agreed,” said Halfdan. “He could have also
hired thugs to force poor Armus upon the Sword to make it look like
a suicide. If the Sword is indeed a weapon of sorcery as the
legends say, then it is possible the Magisterium wished to claim
the weapon for their own by getting the Count out of the way.”

Caina considered that. “Aetius might have
murdered his father.”

“It is possible,” said Halfdan. “He served
as a military tribune in one of the Legions, a commander of a
cohort. His centurions, I understand, all hated him.”

Caina frowned. “Of course they hated him.
Don’t tribunes outrank the centurions?”

“They do,” said Halfdan, “but traditionally
the centurions run the Legion. A centurion can be with the same
Legion for sixteen years, while a tribune is usually a noble-born
young man who serves a term of two years. The wise tribunes stay
out of the way while the centurions run the cohort. Aetius was
something of a hothead.”

“I think it possible that Aetius killed the
Count, but not likely,” said Caina. “Aetius seemed to respect his
father. Either he did not kill the Count, or he is a supremely
skilled actor.”

“I’ve met men who could kill while smiling
and singing a cheerful song,” said Halfdan. “You have, too. If
Armus presented the Sword of Nicokator to the Emperor, the Emperor
would have indeed rewarded him. House Valdarion is teetering on the
edge of poverty, and that kind of poverty and that kind of money
can make a man do things he would otherwise not.”

“True,” said Caina. “What about
Jurchan?”

“I have not been able to find out very much
about him,” said Halfdan. “The Ghosts have little presence among
the Kagari tribesmen.”

“It is rare for a Kagari noyan to come this
far west, isn’t it?” said Caina.

“Aye,” said Halfdan. “The Kagari spend most
of their time warring against each other with an appalling amount
of savagery. They send contingents of horsemen with each Legion,
but once their term of service is up, they usually return to their
homeland. Kagari noblemen visit Malarae from time to time, but
rarely.”

“Perhaps Jurchan cannot return to his
homeland for some reason,” said Caina, “or thinks to return a
wealthy man.”

Halfdan shrugged. “Nevertheless, he did
seem to be friends with Aetius. I suspect they met while in the
Legion as Aetius said. Also, Jurchan was gone from the great hall
in the time when the Count would have been murdered.”

“If Aetius was willing to betray his father
to steal the Sword,” said Caina, “then it is just as likely that
Jurchan was willing to betray Aetius and his father to claim
it.”

“You see clearly,” said Halfdan. “So, these
are our suspects. Lord Aetius, Master Taldrane, and the noyan
Jurchan. It is possible any one of them are responsible for the
Count’s death…”

“Or that one or more of them might have
been working together in secret,” said Caina.

“Exactly,” said Halfdan.

Caina shook her head. “A puzzle.”

“An ember,” said Halfdan. Caina looked at
him. “That is what this is. An ember. Best to stamp it out before
it can set anything aflame.”

“Where would you like me to start?” said
Caina.

“We’ll begin by having a watch put on all
three of them,” said Halfdan. “You, I will send to a tavern along
the riverside docks, not far from Eastwarden, a place called the
Bloated Maiden.”

“Sounds charming,” said Caina.

Halfdan smiled. “It’s really not. The wine
is terrible. Don’t eat any of the food unless you have a sudden
urge to spend a day squatting over a chamber pot. Nevertheless, the
proprietor is a Mardonish man named Cadiz, and he is a Ghost. He
has many informants along the docks, and I shall put him at your
disposable. Use whatever disguise you think necessary and proceed
as you think best.”

“Very well,” said Caina. “As soon as we
return to the townhouse, I’ll gather some things and begin at
once.” She shrugged. “Though if the Count’s killers have taken the
Sword out of Malarae, this is a waste of time.”

“I doubt it,” said Halfdan. “The Sword’s
chief value is as a symbol, and that symbol will fetch the highest
price in Malarae. Whoever killed Armus and took the Sword almost
certainly did it for financial gain. Therefore, it is probable that
the Sword is still in Malarae.”

“That seems reasonable,” said Caina.

They rode in silence for a while, the
wheels of the coach creaking. Caina gazed to the west and saw the
dark mass of the mountains blotting out the sky, the white glimmer
of the walls of the Imperial Citadel reflecting the moonlight.

“Do you think they are true?” she said at
last.

“What?” said Halfdan.

“All the stories about the Sword of
Nicokator,” said Caina.

Halfdan smiled. “What stories have you
heard?”

Caina shrugged. “Ones I read in my father’s
books as a child. Some historians claimed that Nicokator’s blade
was invincible, that it could cut through anything, even stone.
Others said that the Sword could summon armies of spirits to the
side of its wielder. Another claimed the Sword granted the right to
rule, and whoever carried the blade could wield absolute power over
the Empire.”

“Likely none of those stories are true,”
said Halfdan. “Nicokator, from what I understand, was as much a
figure of myth as of true history. He founded the First Empire, and
conquered the other Nighmarian nobles and welded them together into
a single state. In those days a Nighmarian noble was expected to
wield sorcery, just as nobles today are expected to know the sword
and law and the business of government. So almost certainly
Nicokator was a powerful sorcerer, if he defeated so many other
nobles and forced them to obey.” He tapped his fingers against his
leg. “Yet he died thousands of years of ago. Much myth encrusted
itself around the history, but that is always the way of history.
It is said that Istarr, the founder of Istarinmul, wielded a sword
that could slay spirits, and that the first Archon of Old Kyrace
could command the wind and the storm. Is any of that true? I cannot
say.”

“But if Nicokator was a powerful sorcerer,”
said Caina, “then he would almost certainly have worked potent
spells into his sword.”

“Beyond a doubt,” said Halfdan.

“It would explain why the sword survived
for so long,” said Caina. “A blade of steel would have rusted away
long ago. A blade wrought with sorcery could last forever.” She
frowned. “And it might have spells unknown today. Did not the
ancient Houses of the First Empire guard the secrets of their
spells like gold and jewels? None of Nicokator’s descendants
survive today. He might have possessed arcane knowledge now
lost.”

“Knowledge,” said Halfdan, “that someone
like Taldrane would dearly love to possess. You see why this ember
is dangerous, my dear?”

Caina nodded. “Then we had best stamp it
out as soon as possible.”

***


Chapter 3: Bluffing








Caina began as soon as the coach returned
to Halfdan’s townhouse.

She withdrew to her room and discarded her
dress and jewelry, choosing instead a different costume.

Specifically, she dressed as man.

She didn’t like wearing men’s clothing, but
there were definite advantages. For one, it was much easier to run
in trousers and boots than in a skirt and high-heeled sandals. For
another, it let her move about Malarae anonymously. There were many
places in the city that an eighteen-year-old woman could not go
alone without drawing a great deal of attention. By contrast,
disguising herself as a man let Caina move about unnoticed.

She donned a disguise she had employed
several times before, that of a caravan guard. Malarae was the
center of the Empire and one of the largest cities in the world,
and caravans came to the city every single day. One more caravan
guard would draw little notice. She dressed in dusty boots and
trousers, a long shirt of gray wool, and leather armor reinforced
with steel studs. A ragged brown cloak went over her shoulders, and
a sheathed short sword and a dagger went at her belt. Caina
carefully applied makeup to her face, creating the illusion of
stubble and adding ten years to her features.

When she was finished, she considered her
reflection in the mirror and nodded. She looked like any other
caravan guard, the sort of unreliable mercenary who might turn
bandit if unable to find paying work.

Undoubtedly she would fit right in at the
Bloated Maiden.

Caina loaded some useful items into a pack
and headed out, making her way through Malarae’s darkened
streets.

It was nearly midnight by the time she
returned to the riverfront and found the Bloated Maiden. It perched
right at the edge of the retaining wall overlooking the River
Megaros, and the ramshackle wooden building reminded Caina of a
massive toadstool squatting at the edge of a stagnant pond. In
fact, the building jutted a few feet over the water, supported by
thick wooden pillars, and Caina suspected smugglers wishing to
avoid the customs collectors at the main piers quietly offloaded
goods here.

She grinned to herself. It was exactly the
sort of place the Ghosts would have eyes and ears. Halfdan had a
knack for acquiring friends in the oddest places.

Caina strode into the tavern’s common room.
If anything, it was less appealing than the exterior. Bargemen in
various states of inebriation sat at benches and tables of pine
boards, nursing cups of cheap wine. Two villainous-looking
Mardonish men with clubs stood near the door, keeping watch over
the patrons. An older, paunchy Mardonish man in a worn apron stood
behind a bar, watching the room with a sour expression. He had dark
eyes, and a drooping gray mustache in the Mardonish style that
deepened his frown.

Caina leaned against the bar, and the man’s
sour expression turned toward her.

“Are you Cadiz?” she said Caerish, taking
care to disguise her voice as Theodosia had taught her. She could
make her voice deeper, harsher, rougher, and she did so now.

“Aye,” said Cadiz, glaring at her. “Who the
devil are you? If you want a room, you can have one, but it shall
cost you.” His Mardonish accent made him roll his Rs with a
flourish.

“I’ve a message for you,” said Caina,
lowering her voice. She switched from Caerish to High Nighmarian.
“Look into the shadows.”

Cadiz blinked, looked around the room, and
leaned closer. “For in the shadows are the watchers.” His High
Nighmarian diction was execrable, but nonetheless
understandable.

“Let the tyrants beware the shadows,” said
Caina.

“For in the shadows wait the Ghosts,” said
Cadiz, completing the sign and countersign. “Halfdan sent you,
didn’t he? Figured this would be his sort of business.”

“And what business is that?” said
Caina.

“The old Count of Eastwarden got himself
murdered and robbed,” said Cadiz. Armus had been murdered barely
four hours past, but already Cadiz knew.

Caina supposed that nothing traveled as
fast as gossip.

“That’s why I’m here,” said Caina.

Cadiz grunted. “You here to question me?
I’m not holding out on Halfdan. I just didn’t tell him because I
didn’t think it mattered.”

“Tell him what?” said Caina.

Cadiz grunted, scratched his unshaven chin,
and belched. Caina kept the wince from her face. His breath smelled
like a mixture of garlic and old cheese. “Well, you know that some
of the more…ah, enterprising bargemen like to drop off small and
valuable cargoes here in order to turn a greater profit…”

“And to avoid paying the Emperor’s tolls
and tariffs,” said Caina in a dry tone.

“Best not to say such things openly,” said
Cadiz. “Anyway, I have an arrangement with Halfdan. He makes sure
the civic militia and the urban praetor’s magistrates turn a blind
eye to the Bloated Maiden. In exchange, I keep an eye on my
customers and tell Halfdan anything he wants to know.”

“I see,” said Caina. Understanding came to
her. “Count Armus has been here before, hasn’t he?”

“Aye,” said Cadiz. “Several times. He would
hire a barge to take him further up the river, and he’d return with
things all boxed up in crates.”

Caina nodded. “Who was with him on these
trips?”

“His son,” said Cadiz. “Some Kagari
fellows.” He spat upon the floor. “I never cared for the Kagari.
Too uppity, and they’ll cut out a man’s heart just as quick as look
at him. And a tall fellow in a black hood and cloak.” He shrugged.
“They paid well, so I never asked any questions.”

“No need for that,” said Caina. “I’ll do
the asking. I need a room for the next few days, and I need some of
your informants to keep an eye on some things. Someone murdered the
Count and stole a valuable item from him, and we need to find the
murderer and reclaim the item.”

Cadiz hesitated. “Ah…will you be paying for
the room? Though the friends of Halfdan stay for free, of course,
but I am but a poor man, and…”

“Of course,” said Caina, passing him a few
silver coins. “We are spies, not beggars.”

“I do have a few eyes and ears among the
beggars,” said Cadiz. “They cheerfully spy in exchange for food and
drink.”

Caina thought that even the city’s beggars
would turn up their noses at the Bloated Maiden’s food and drink,
but kept that thought to herself.
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Caina spent the next few days spying.

She slept in her room at the Bloated
Maiden. It was Cadiz’s nicest room, a narrow closet with a chamber
pot and a rickety bed against the wall. One look at the bed
convinced Caina to sleep on the floor with her cloak as a
blanket.

Before dawn she awoke and paid a quiet
visit to Eastwarden. Black banners had been hung from the tower’s
windows to mark the death of Count Armus. Caina supposed that
Aetius was now the Lord of House Valdarion and the Count of
Eastwarden. As far as she could tell, Aetius had not left
Eastwarden since his father’s murder.

She recruited a few of Cadiz’s friendly
beggars and paid them to keep an eye on Eastwarden, instructing
them to send a messenger to the Bloated Maiden at once if Aetius
departed or if anything unusual happened. Aetius planned to inter
his father in the ancestral Valdarion crypt beneath Eastwarden, and
the priests of Cicholan, the god of death, would attend to the
details of the funeral, as was traditional for a Nighmarian lord.
Caina watched Eastwarden for an hour, but nothing strange happened.
To all appearances, Aetius seemed like a young lord mourning his
father.

But appearances could be deceiving. Caina
was living proof of that.

She tracked down the residence of Taldrane,
master magus of the Imperial Magisterium. Many master magi and even
a few of the high magi owned their own houses in the city, usually
building them as tall towers. The magi claimed that the position of
the moon and certain stars and planets could influence the outcome
of spells, and so used their towers to observe the heavens. Caina
didn’t know if that was true, or if the real reason was that the
magi preferred to look down upon the rest of the city, imagining
themselves as little gods surveying lesser mortals.

She strongly suspected the latter.

Yet Taldrane was a native of Artifel, the
city in the eastern Empire that hosted the Magisterium’s
Motherhouse, and so did not have a house of his own in Malarae.
Instead he lived in the Magisterium’s Malarae chapterhouse, a
sprawling fortress of gleaming black stone located not far from the
base of the mountain spur that supported the Imperial Citadel.

That was bad. If Taldrane had indeed killed
the Count and stolen the Sword, Caina could have broken into a
house and retrieved the blade. There was no way she could break
into the Magisterium’s chapterhouse. It was simply too well
guarded. Perhaps she could contrive some excuse to enter the
chapterhouse under a false identity, but until she knew if Taldrane
had taken the Sword, she dared not risk it.

Beggars were not permitted in the district
near the chapterhouse. Fortunately, the magi enjoyed wine and food
and books and occasionally prostitutes, and shops supplying all of
those things filled the forum below the chapterhouse’s grim gates.
The Ghosts had no spies within the chapterhouse or the Magisterial
Guards, the bodyguards of the magi, but they did have friends among
the shopkeepers. Caina paid them to tell her of Taldrane’s comings
and goings from the chapterhouse, and then left in search of
Jurchan.

It took her the better part of a day and a
considerable amount of bribe money to locate Jurchan. The grim
Kagari noyan held himself aloof from much of the social life of the
Imperial capital. At last Caina tracked him to an old apartment
building near Malarae’s northern gate. The building was little
different than thousands of other apartment buildings scattered
around Malarae, a large brick cube five stories tall built around
an inner courtyard. A few questions to the neighbors revealed that
Jurchan had bought the entire building, and housed dozens of his
Kagari warriors within the apartments. Jurchan and his warriors
were widely hated in the district. The Kagari warriors had begun
operating as a criminal gang, demanding money from local merchants
in exchange for protection from nonexistent threats. It was a
dangerous course, since eventually Jurchan’s men would come to the
attention of the urban praetor and his magistrates…or they would
attract the lethal attention of Malarae’s older, more established
criminal organizations.

The Kagari noyan’s neighbors hated him so
much that Caina did not have to bribe them to spy on him.

She spent the next several days circulating
between Eastwarden, the Magisterium chapterhouse, and Jurchan’s
run-down apartment building. Sometimes Caina disguised herself as a
caravan guard, or as a merchant in furred robes, or a member of the
civic militia, and once or twice when she went near the
chapterhouse she dressed as a woman.

As far as she could tell, none of her
targets suspected they were under observation.

A pattern emerged. Aetius did not leave
Eastwarden, not even once, though his betrothed Doriana visited him
several times. Taldrane left the chapterhouse every day, always
accompanied by a half-dozen Magisterial Guards, and visited Aetius
once. Yet as soon as he departed Eastwarden, he traveled to
Jurchan’s apartment building. The Magisterial Guards waited outside
while Taldrane went into the building, and the master magus
departed with a sour, irritated expression on his face.

Caina wondered what that meant. Were
Taldrane and Jurchan working together? That made more sense than
Aetius murdering his father. Perhaps Jurchan and Taldrane had
conspired together to murder Armus, take the Sword, and make it
look as if thieves had broken into Eastwarden and killed the Count.
Of course, there was only one Sword, and she wondered if Taldrane
and Jurchan had fallen out and were quarrelling about who would
take the Sword of Nicokator.

Caina could use that to her advantage. If
Taldrane and Jurchan came to blows, perhaps she could steal the
Sword before they noticed.

Or this was all supposition, and she was
spinning nonsense from insufficient facts. Aetius, Jurchan, and
Taldrane all had motive to murder the Count and take the Sword.
Caina needed more information, and she was unsure where to find it.
She would have to break into Eastwarden, the Magisterium
chapterhouse, or Jurchan’s building, and look around.

Then, four days after she started watching
the three men, Aetius did something unexpected.

Caina had come to Eastwarden to check on
the beggars when a cloaked man slipped out the servants’ entrance
and headed into the street. The cloak was long and thick, with a
deep cowl, yet Caina glimpsed the black coat of a Nighmarian lord
beneath the cloak.

It was Aetius. He was going somewhere
alone…and he didn’t want anyone to follow him.

He wasn’t going to get his wish.

Caina trailed him at a discreet distance.
Today she was wearing her caravan guard’s disguise, and she made
sure to stay out of Aetius’s sight. If she approached too closely,
he would assume that Caina had come to rob him. She darted into
alleys and ducked into doorways to stay out of sight as Aetius made
his way down the Via Fluminis, the wide street leading to the piers
of the river. Aetius turned onto one of the side streets, heading
towards the district near the northern gate.

Was he going to visit Jurchan?

At last Aetius ducked into an old apartment
building of weathered brick roofed with red clay tiles, vanishing
down a flight of stairs to the cellar. Like many apartment
buildings, the ground floor and cellar had been given over to
shops. It looked as if Aetius had gone into a wine shop. Caina
counted to thirty, and then crossed the street, descending the
grimy steps, and went through the door.

The wine shop was a dim, gloomy hole of a
place, lit only by a dying fire in the hearth. A few men sat at the
benches, most of them elderly and grim-looking. The landlord was
even more villainous-looking than Cadiz, which took some doing. She
saw no sign of Aetius in the common room.

She did, however, see two Kagari warriors
in leather armor disappearing through a door in the back of the
common room.

“What do you want?” growled the landlord,
squinting at Caina.

Caina looked at the back wall. There were
three doors in the wall, and presumably they led to rented
rooms.

“That room,” she said in her disguised
voice, pointing at the door next to the one the Kagari warriors had
used. “How much for an hour?”

The landlord grunted. “You don’t even have
a woman with you.”

Caina grinned. “Not yet. How much?”

He named a ridiculously inflated price, and
Caina handed over the coins without argument. The landlord passed
over a rusty iron key, and Caina murmured a word of thanks and
crossed the common room, unlocking the door and letting herself in.
The room beyond was dingy and smelled of cheap wine and vomit, but
the walls were built of cheap wood, with light leaking through the
gaps in the boards.

Caina could hear everything happening in
the next room.

She closed the door in silence, crept to
the wall, and listened.

“This is ridiculous,” said Aetius, his
voice dark with fury. “Utterly ridiculous. For the gods’ sake, why
could Jurchan not come himself? We were in the Legion together. We
were on campaign together! After all that, could he not trust
me?”

“As I recall,” said a voice speaking High
Nighmarian with a thick Kagari accent, “you were so inept as a
commander that after your term expired, you were not asked to serve
again as military tribune.”

There was the sound of fist striking wood.
“Do not throw that in my face. The centurions were too brutal with
the men. I tried to improve matters, and…well, that is hardly
relevant now. There are more important matters to discuss.”

“If you insist,” said the Kagari.

“I do insist,” said Aetius. “Where is
Jurchan? Why will he not come to speak with me?”

“The noyan,” said the Kagari, “has no wish
to speak with you. Therefore he has sent us to deal with you. State
your business quickly. I tire of speaking your uncouth tongue.”

“How dare you!” said Aetius. “I am a lord
of the Empire and the Count of Eastwarden. You will not address me
in such a tone…”

“You are the lord of a crumbling ruin you
inherited from your father,” said the Kagari, his tone bored. “If
you dislike my words, then you can gather your retainers and make
war upon us, assuming the old men and women who clean your ruin can
manage to lift a sword without wounding themselves.”

Silence hung over the room for a
moment.

“I suggest,” said the Kagari at last, “that
you state your business.”

“Very well,” said Aetius, his voice cold as
ice. “Why has Jurchan not contacted me? Why has he not agreed to
continue with the second half of the expedition?”

Caina frowned. The second half?

“Because our agreement is dissolved,” said
the Kagari.

“What the hell does that mean?” said
Aetius.

“The noyan’s agreement was with your
father,” said the Kagari. “Your father is dead. Therefore, the
agreement is dissolved.”

“Like hell it is!” said Aetius, slamming
his hand against the table again. “I know that Jurchan has the map.
I know that he’s working with Taldrane, and I know that both
Jurchan and Taldrane are planning to go behind my back and find the
tomb.”

“Do you, now?” said the Kagari, his voice
cold.

“I am entirely certain of it,” said
Aetius.

“If you are,” said the Kagari, “then why
don’t you go forth and claim the tomb first? Perhaps your Emperor
will shower you with rich rewards.”

“Because,” said Aetius, “I don’t have the
map, and I don’t know which tomb it was. My father figured it out,
and he likely told Taldrane. But I don’t have the map, and I don’t
know where to find the tomb.”

“The noyan,” said the Kagari, “fails to see
how this is his problem.”

“It will become his problem,” said Aetius,
“if I go to the urban praetor and report my suspicions.”

Silence answered him for a moment.

“That, Lord Aetius,” said the Kagari,
“would be most unwise.”

“Would it?” said Aetius. “My father might
have been the lord of a crumbling tower, as you said…but he was
still the Lord of an Imperial House and a Count of the Empire, and
such things matter a great deal in Malarae. If I go to the urban
praetor and report that an exiled Kagari noyan murdered my father
and took the Sword of Nicokator from him, do you not think the lord
praetor would investigate? Do you not think the magistrates would
take Jurchan for questioning?”

“The Magisterium would not allow it,” said
the Kagari. “Master Taldrane would intervene.”

“No, he would not,” said Aetius. “Taldrane
would not risk his own precious neck to protect Jurchan. Oh, I have
no doubt that Jurchan and the master magus plotted something
between them. Perhaps they are even responsible for my father’s
death, and if they are, I shall deal with them in time. Take this
message back to Jurchan. He will meet with me, and he will return
the map…or I shall go to the urban praetor.”

A long, brittle silence stretched out.
Caina frowned as she considered her next move. Aetius had gone into
the wine shop alone, and unless she missed her guess, there were at
least three or four Kagari warriors in the room with him. If the
Kagari warriors decided that Aetius represented a threat to their
noyan…

“You are committed to this, then?” said the
Kagari.

“I have said what I have said,” said
Aetius. “Take that back to your master.”

“Very well,” said the Kagari. “Upon your
own head be it.”

There was a shout and the sound of
blows.

“Dog!” snarled another Kagari. “You will
scream for that!”

“You will release me at once!” said Aetius.
“Release me at once! I demand it!”

Caina whispered a curse, loosening her
short sword in its scabbard.

“Fear not, my lord,” said the first Kagari
man. “We shall weigh down your corpse with stones and drop you into
the middle of the Megaros. In this city of liars and thieves, I
understand that many of the dead lie at the bottom of the river.
You shall join them, and we shall release you from all mortal
cares.”

“Thieves!” shouted Aetius. “Bandits!
Thieves!”

The Kagari man laughed. “The landlord has
been well-paid. He will not lift a hand to save you. None of the
other patrons care. Perhaps you ought to lie down and die with
dignity, my lord. No one is coming to save you…”

Caina opened the door, slipping a throwing
knife into her hand.

The scene she had expected greeted her
eyes. A Kagari warrior stood near the door, clutching his bleeding
arm. Aetius’s broadsword lay upon the floor near his feet, stained
with the warrior’s blood. Two more Kagari men held Aetius by the
arms against the wall, while a third stood before him with a curved
dagger in hand. A rickety table stood in the center of the room,
its surface worn and splintered.

All five men looked at her in astonishment,
and before they could react, Caina decided to improvise.

“What,” she said at the top of her lungs,
“the hell is all this nonsense?”

The Kagari with the curved dagger scowled.
“This is none of your…”

“Like hell it isn’t!” said Caina. “I paid
you idiots good money for an assassination, and this is what I get?
A thousand denarii, and you can’t even do one simple thing right?
For the gods’ sake!” She let out an exasperated sigh and shook her
head. “I should have hired the Ulkaari to do it. They would have
done it right!”

“Dog!” snarled the wounded man. The Kagari
absolutely detested the men of the Ulkaari provinces in a feud that
went back centuries. “You dare to insult us so? I shall cut the
tongue from your lying mouth and feed it…”

“Shut up,” said the Kagari man with the
dagger. Caina supposed that he was the leader. “Explain your
business, now.”

“I hired you to kill this man, Aetius
Valdarion, Count of Eastwarden,” said Caina, pointing at Aetius,
“and you have failed to do so.”

All five of the men stared at her with
confusion.

“You speak nonsense,” said the Kagari with
the dagger. “We’ve never seen you before. Get out of here before we
kill you too.”

“So sure of that?” said Caina, gesturing
with her empty right hand. “What if I paid you even more
money?”

“We are not mercenaries,” said the Kagari
with the dagger. “We are warriors, serving our noyan and fulfilling
our oaths.”

“Oh, good,” said Caina. “Then you will
enjoy the large present your noyan has left for you.”

She pointed at the corner of the room.

It was an old trick, but her nonsensical
performance had so baffled the Kagari warriors that they turned to
look anyway. In that instant, Caina stepped forward, the throwing
knife dropping from her sleeve and into her hand. Her arm snapped
back and then forward, hurtling the knife into the neck of the
Kagari warrior holding Aetius’s left arm. The man fell with a
scream, his hands flying to blade. Caina whirled and lunged at the
wounded Kagari warrior as he started to draw his sword. She grabbed
his wounded arm and twisted, and the warrior stumbled with a groan
as the pain overwhelmed him. Aetius seized the opportunity and
drove his fist into the warrior holding his right arm. The Kagari
stumbled with a wheeze, eyes going wide. The warrior with the
dagger turned, raising his weapon to strike, but Caina was already
moving, shoving the table towards him. The rickety table fell, and
Aetius lurched free from his captors.

“Follow me and run!” said Caina, snatching
up Aetius’s broadsword. Aetius, to his credit, did not hesitate,
but followed Caina as she sprinted from the common room. The
landlord and the grim patrons gaped at her as she raced past,
shying away from the sword in her hand. Three of the Kagari
warriors burst from the room, bellowing in fury as they ran after
her. Caina supposed the fourth man was bleeding to death with her
knife in his neck.

Aetius ran through the door and up the
steps, and Caina seized a table and pulled it in front of the door.
It would not slow the Kagari for long, but given the maze of alleys
that opened off the street, it would slow them long enough. She
scrambled up the stairs and into the street, and saw Aetius staring
at her with puzzled eyes.

“This way!” said Caina. “Follow me,
quickly!”

Aetius followed as Caina led him into the
alleys, taking turns at random to throw off the Kagari. Caina had
lived in Malarae for years, and doing Halfdan’s errands had given
her a thorough knowledge of the Imperial capital’s back ways. She
headed towards the foundry district, where the huge foundries that
provided the Imperial Legions with arms and armor squatted over the
river. The sounds of pursuit rose behind her, but grew fainter with
every minute. Aetius tried to keep up, but she saw his face turning
red, his breathing growing more ragged with every step. Evidently
he had let his training lapse since finishing his term as a
military tribune.

“Here,” said Caina, beckoning him. She ran
towards a squat brick warehouse. Usually it stored iron ore
transported by barge down the Megaros, but it was often empty, and
sometimes Halfdan and the other Ghosts of the capital used it for
clandestine meetings. The door was unlocked, and Caina pulled it
open. The warehouse was currently empty, light shining through the
skylights in the roof. A thick layer of gritty dust covered the
floor, and rusting ore carts stood here and there. Aetius stumbled
inside, and Caina closed the door behind him.

“We’ll wait here,” said Caina. “I think we
lost your Kagari friends, but we shouldn’t have to wait long.”

Aetius shook his head, catching his breath.
“They won’t stop looking for me. Hulagon will make sure of
that.”

“Hulagon?” said Caina. “The talkative
fellow with the curved dagger?” Aetius nodded. “He’ll have to give
up the search before much longer. We left one of his men dead in
that wine shop. A dead body will invite questions, so Hulagon will
have to clean up after himself. We can slip away then. Oh.” She
reversed her grip on the broadsword and offered it to him. “You’ll
probably need this back.”

“Thank you,” said Aetius, cleaning off the
sword’s blade. “I never thought Jurchan would try to have me
killed. Gods, we shed blood together in battle. Hulagon and I
fought side by side.” He let out a long, irritated breath, slamming
the sword back into its scabbard. “I thought…I thought Jurchan
would be a trustworthy man in this venture.”

“I see,” said Caina.

“Wait.” Aetius blinked a few times and
wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Not that I’m ungrateful for the
assistance…but who the hell are you and why are you helping
me?”








***


Chapter 4: Protection Money








“That’s a very good question,” said
Caina.

Aetius snorted. “Are you going to answer
it?”

“You can call me Sebastian,” said Caina,
using her father’s name. She definitely did not want Aetius to know
that she was a woman. If he tried to track her down, he could waste
his time looking for a man, and Sebastian was a common enough name.
“Suffice it to say that I have an interest in your present
difficulties.”

“And what,” said Aetius, scowling, “do you
know about my present difficulties?”

“I know that House Valdarion is
impoverished, despite the prestige of its name,” said Caina. “I
know that you are betrothed to Doriana of House Koramus, and that
her father is undecided about the match.” Aetius’s scowl deepened.
“I know that you were a military tribune, and then when you
returned, you, your father Count Armus, the noyan Jurchan, and
Master Taldrane of the Magisterium went on an expedition to a ruin
of the First Empire. You found an object you believed to be the
Sword of the First Emperor Nicokator. Your father intended to
present the blade to the Emperor in hopes of reviving your House’s
prestige and fortunes. Instead, your father was murdered and the
Sword taken. Have I overlooked anything?”

Aetius took a step back, watching her
warily. “You’ve been spying upon me.”

“I prefer to think of it as remaining
observant,” said Caina.

“You’ve been spying on me?” said Aetius.
“You’ve been following me?”

“Yes,” said Caina. “Also, yes. Oh, do calm
down. You have no right to be surprised. Didn’t you realize what a
dangerous thing you had found?”

“What are you talking about?” said Aetius.
“It was valuable, yes, and Taldrane said it had spells upon
it…”

Caina kept the frown from her face. That
wasn’t good.

“But how could it be dangerous?” said
Aetius.

“You found the Sword of the First Emperor,”
said Caina. “The blade of the man who founded the Empire. Suppose
some backwater warlord claims the Sword and gets ideas of grandeur
popping into his head. We could have civil war within a year.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Aetius.

“Is it?” said Caina. “Well, maybe. Just as
ridiculous as someone breaking into Eastwarden and murdering an old
man over a harmless relic?”

Aetius’s expression darkened further, and
for a moment he glared at Caina. Then he looked away, his jaw
working, and paced back and forth.

“Perhaps,” he said at last, “you have a
point.”

“Did you murder your father?” said
Caina.

“What?” said Aetius, growing angrier. “For
the gods’ sake! I did not murder my father! You sound just like the
urban praetor’s officers. I respected my father. I…” For a moment
his voice choked with rage and pain. “I did not murder my father,
and if I discover who did, I swear I will have the murderer’s heart
upon the point of my sword.”

“I see,” said Caina. His vehemence was
convincing. In her experience, a man accused of a crime he had
committed would immediately demand to see proof or claim that proof
did not exist, while an innocent man would become angry. That said,
a skilled liar would know all of that, but Caina did not think
Aetius was that clever.

Especially since he had walked into the
dingy back room of a seedy wine shop with four armed Kagari
warriors and had not suspected anything until Hulagon had almost
stabbed him to death.

“Did you do it?” said Armus. “Did you
murder my father?”

“No,” said Caina. “I sought to determine
whether the Sword was dangerous to the Empire or not. I broke into
your father’s apartment to examine the Sword.”

“What?” said Aetius. “Why would you tell me
this?”

“Because when I got there, the Sword was
gone and your father was dead,” said Caina. “It looked as if he had
killed himself.”

Aetius shook his head, bewilderment
overriding his anger. “He didn’t kill himself. He was stabbed
through the heart…”

“From below,” said Caina. “He was stabbed
from below. Did you not see the wound?”

Aetius frowned. “Aye…”

“Was it not exactly the kind of wound,”
said Caina, “that would be produced if a man threw himself upon his
sword?”

“But my father was…he would not have killed
himself,” said Aetius. “He hoped to present the Sword to the
Emperor. He hoped to find…”

He fell silent, as if afraid he would say
too much. He had mentioned a tomb to Hulagon. Had the Sword been a
stepping-stone to something else? Some greater discovery that Armus
Valdarion had hoped to use to win glory and wealth for his
House?

“Perhaps he killed himself,” said Caina.
“Or perhaps he was forced upon the Sword, as I suspect Hulagon’s
men thought to do to you. Or maybe he was mind-controlled by a
powerful magus and forced to throw himself upon the blade.”

Aetius said nothing, his jaw working
again.

“Clearly the idea is not a surprise,” said
Caina. “Perhaps it already occurred to you. Kagari warriors could
force a man to throw himself upon a sword, or a master magus could
mind-control a man and compel him to do so.”

“Yes,” said Aetius. “I…wait. Stop.” He
stepped back and dropped his hand to his sword hilt. “No. No
more.”

Caina lifted her eyebrows. “I should point
out, my lord, that I did just save your life.”

“Aye, I contest that not,” said Aetius.
“But, ‘Master Sebastian’, if that is your real name…”

“It’s not,” said Caina.

“You said yourself you have been spying
upon me,” said Aetius. “You said you planned to steal the Sword
from my House if you deemed it a threat to the Empire. Why should I
trust a word you say?”

“You shouldn’t,” said Caina.

Aetius blinked. Clearly he hadn’t expected
that.

“In your position, I would not trust my
words either,” said Caina. “You may, however, trust this. It is my
task to ensure the stability of the Empire and the throne of the
Emperor. It is my task to protect the common people of the Empire,
to do what must be done in their defense. And I think the best way
to defend the Empire is to find your father’s murderer, bring him
to justice, and determine whether or not the Sword is a threat to
the Empire.”

“Gods and devils,” said Aetius, his hand
dropping from his sword hilt. “You’re a Ghost. You’re one of the
Emperor’s Ghosts.”

Caina smiled. “A myth. A legend. There are
no Ghosts lurking in the shadows to protect the Empire, my lord
Aetius. I fear you have been misinformed.”

Aetius snorted. “As if you would say
anything else.”

“You may believe what you wish,” said
Caina. “But as for me, I wish to see your father’s killers brought
to justice and the Sword found again. I will help you, if you let
me. I have resources and friends that you do not.”

“And the cost for this help?” said Aetius,
his voice heavy. “You want the Sword, I assume?”

“Not necessarily,” said Caina. “Only if it
is too dangerous to keep in your possession. And if it is such a
weapon, my lord Aetius, it would not be safe to keep. Sooner or
later the Magisterium or some ambitious lord would murder you to
claim it…or kidnap Doriana as leverage to use against you.”

Aetius’s anger returned. “Do not bring her
into this, Ghost.”

“I will not,” said Caina. “Those who would
kill you to take the Sword would not be so scrupulous.”

Aetius closed his eyes and let out a long
sigh. “I was a failure as a military tribune, you know. I could not
exercise the necessary harshness with the men, and decisions of
life and death…they weighed upon my conscience like stones.”

“I understand,” said Caina. People had died
because of some of her decisions. Innocent people had died because
of her decisions. She hadn’t intended it, but it had happened
anyway.

“Do you?” said Aetius. “Well, Ghost, it
seems you have left me no choice. Very well. I…would be glad of
your help.”

“Good,” said Caina. “There is one thing you
can do first.”

“And just what is that?” said Aetius.

“Don’t call me a Ghost,” said Caina.

Aetius barked out a harsh little laugh. “I
suppose that would defeat the purpose of such skullduggery.”

“There is no such thing as the Ghosts,”
said Caina.

“Very well, Master Sebastian,” said Aetius,
his voice heavy with irony. “How then shall we begin?”

“Tell me everything,” said Caina.

“I thought you knew everything already,”
said Aetius.

“No man knows all things,” said Caina.

“I suppose not,” said Aetius. “Had I known
what that accursed map would bring upon my House, I would have
thrown the damned thing into the fire.”

A map?

“Perhaps you should start from the
beginning,” said Caina.

“As you wish, my nonexistent Ghost,” said
Aetius. “As you likely know, House Valdarion has been in decline
for centuries. During the Third Empire our House won great
prominence in the war against the necromancers of the Red Circle
and the armies of Old Kyrace, but during the Fourth and Fifth
Empires, our fortunes declined. Now we are left with the title of
Count of Eastwarden and very little else. I thought my term as a
military tribune of the Legion might win renown for my house…but I
fear I failed.”

“Not every man is suited for the military
life,” said Caina.

“Then I failed, for it is the duty of a
Nighmarian noble to defend the Empire,” said Aetius. “I returned to
Eastwarden to find my father in a state of great excitement. I
never had any interest in his books and papers and old relics, but
he had discovered an ancient map.”

“What did this map show?” said Caina.

“The way to the Sword of Nicokator,” said
Aetius, “and the path to his tomb.”

“I do not understand,” said Caina. “Did the
map show the Sword or the tomb?”

“The Sword,” said Aetius. “I am not a
scholar…but as my father explained it, Nicokator was buried in a
secret tomb in the Valley of the Emperors north of Malarae. The
tomb was sealed with powerful spells, potent beyond anything the
Magisterium could work today. The only way to open Nicokator’s tomb
was to find Nicokator’s sword. The Sword of the First Emperor would
act as a key upon the lock of the warding spells, and permit entry
to the tomb.”

“And what was supposed to be within the
tomb?” said Caina. “I assume your father did not go to all this
trouble just to find Nicokator’s bones?”

“He would have,” said Aetius. “The tomb of
Nicokator has been lost for millennia. My father loved the Empire,
and he loved its history. Find the tomb and presenting it and the
Sword to the Emperor would have been reward enough…though I would
have ensured that our House received additional reward and
prestige.”

“No woman wants to marry an impoverished
nobleman,” said Caina.

“More to the point, no father wants his
daughter to marry an impoverished nobleman,” said Aetius. “Lord
Koramus has made that point to me several times.”

“But there was more, wasn’t there?” said
Caina. “Not just bones. Something valuable. A treasure, perhaps…or
weapons. Or books, maybe.” Perhaps Nicokator had recorded his
arcane secrets in a volume of spells and buried it with him.

Caina had seen firsthand the damage that
such a lost spell could cause when it fell in the wrong hands. Her
body bore the scar of such damage.

“I’m…not sure,” said Aetius. “My father
thought that Nicokator had been interred with relics of sorcerous
power, relics that he had created with his own hand. Certainly
Taldrane said the spells upon the Sword were powerful. He warned us
never to draw the weapon, since he was uncertain of what the spells
might do.”

“I see,” said Caina. “How did Taldrane get
involved in this?”

“My father invited him,” said Aetius. “He
knew the location of the ruin containing the Sword, but we had no
money to hire guards. Jurchan and his warriors were willing to
follow us for a reduced rate of pay…I thought it was because of our
time together in the Legion. Clearly I was a fool.” He shook his
head. “Even then, we did not have enough money. My father knew
Taldrane from their shared interest in ancient history. The
research intrigued Taldrane, so he agreed to fund the
expedition.”

“Where was the ruin?” said Caina.

“In the Great Mountains, about ten days
north of here,” said Aetius. “We were attacked twice by bandits on
the way, barbarian warbands that came down from the wild lands
outside of the Imperial Pale. In the ruin itself, we
fought…monsters.”

“Monsters?” said Caina.

“Dead things,” said Aetius. “Withered
corpses that rose and killed, with green fire burning in their
eyes. If not for Taldrane’s spells, we might have been
overcome.”

“Necromancy,” said Caina, not bother to
hide her disgust. The necromantic sciences were currently banned in
the Empire…but there was a reason they had been banned, and the
abuses of necromancers in the days before the Fifth Empire had been
one of them.

“Aye,” said Aetius. “I suppose such spells
were permitted in ancient days. But my father was right, and we
found the Sword of Nicokator. Taldrane wanted to press on to the
tomb at once. My father insisted that the discovery belonged to the
Emperor, that we first present the Sword to him and then decide how
to proceed…”

“But before Count Armus could bring the
Sword to the attention of the Emperor and the Imperial Curia,” said
Caina, “he was murdered.”

“I fear so,” said Aetius.

“Possibly to claim whatever treasure or
weapons are within the tomb?” said Caina.

“Again, that rings true,” said Aetius.

Caina took a deep breath. “And since
Jurchan and his warriors and Taldrane and his Magisterial Guards
were the only ones who knew about the tomb…it seems safe to assume
that one of them murdered your father or plotted his death
together. Especially since Hulagon and his men just tried to kill
you.”

Aetius closed his eyes for a moment. “I
fear you are correct. I can see no other alternative. Gods of the
Empire!” He struck his fist against the pommel of his sword in
frustration. “I trusted Jurchan, and my father trusted Taldrane.
For them to turn on us…”

“Sometimes the chance of wealth shows the
true colors of a man’s heart,” said Caina.

Aetius snorted. “Are you going to quote
proverbs at me, or do you have useful suggestions?”

“One more question,” said Caina. “You asked
Hulagon about a map. Was it that map your father found?”

“Yes,” said Aetius. “He’d discovered it in
some old noble’s library. I wasn’t sure how to read it. Ancient
Nighmarian looks a great deal stranger than modern High Nighmarian.
But it was a map of Malarae and the boundaries of the First Empire.
It showed the location of the Sword, and the location of
Nicokator’s tomb in the Valley of the Emperors.”

Caina frowned. “Do you remember where the
tomb was located?”

“No,” said Aetius. “I couldn’t read the
map. My father and Taldrane were the ones who could read it.”

“Where is the map now?” said Caina. “Do you
still have it? Is it in Eastwarden?”

“No,” said Aetius. “My father gave it to
Jurchan.”

Caina blinked. “Why did he do that?”

“Because Jurchan and his warriors were
accompanying us on the expedition to the Valley of the Emperors to
find Nicokator’s tomb,” said Aetius. “Jurchan said he needed to
plan the route, so my father gave him the map without complaint. He
suspected nothing. Likely my father had the map memorized by then
and so had no further need of it.”

“All right,” said Caina. She considered
telling Aetius about the list of numbers she had taken from the
Count’s corpse, but decided against it. She thought Aetius was
telling the truth, but she had been fooled before. Best to be
cautious until she knew for certain.

“So, Master Sebastian,” said Aetius. “I
have told you all I know. How shall we proceed?”

“We’ll start,” said Caina, “by assuming
that either Jurchan or Taldrane murdered your father and took the
Sword. Jurchan, most likely.”

“Why?” said Aetius. “Because his men tried
to kill me?”

“Because all the evidence points in his
direction,” said Caina. “He had the map, which means he knows the
route to Nicokator’s tomb and its treasures…if he figures out how
to read it. Therefore he had every motive to murder your father and
steal the Sword. Our next step is to take a look around that
apartment building of his. The noyan has a nice little fortress
there. Likely he has the map hidden within, and if he killed the
Count and took the Sword, then the blade is probably there as
well.”

“Well and good,” said Aetius, “but how are
you going to persuade Jurchan to let you look around his
building?”

Caina shrugged. “I’ll ask for an
invitation.”








###








A few hours later Caina walked towards the
front doors of Jurchan’s apartment building. A half-dozen Kagari
warriors stood there, scowling at anyone who walked past and
passing a clay jug of wine back and forth between themselves. They
wore the traditional dress of Kagari warriors, long coats of
steel-studded leather armor and hats of fur, their black eyes hard
and suspicious above their black beards.

As one all the warriors looked at
Caina.

She offered them an obsequious smile and
limped towards them, her cane tapping against the cobblestones.
After making sure Aetius Valdarion had returned to Eastwarden
without incident, Caina had changed her disguise. She had chosen
the disguise of a merchant of middling prosperity, a worn robe and
a threadbare cap, a leather belt wrapped around her waist with a
sheathed dagger at her side. Makeup made her look older, and the
heavy cane in her right hand made her look a harmless middle-aged
man.

“What is your business here?” said one of
the warriors in harsh, accented High Nighmarian.

“Greetings, sir,” said Caina in her
disguised voice, planting the cane and bowing. “I wish to speak to
your noyan, the honorable Jurchan. I desire to extend my business
to his district, and therefore seek his protection.”

The warriors shared a look amongst
themselves.

“Wait here,” said one of the warriors,
disappearing through the rough wooden doors. A few moments later he
returned, Hulagon following him with a massive scowl on his face.
Caina held her breath. If Hulagon recognized her from the wine
shop…

He didn’t. Her skills at disguise had
proven themselves once again.

“Who are you,” said Hulagon, folding his
arms over his chest, “and why do you seek audience with the
noyan?”

Caina removed her cap and offered a bow.
“My name, sir, is Cordan Malocco.” Both were common Nighmarian
names. “I am a merchant of Disali cheeses and wines.”

Hulagon sneered. “I would not feed Disali
cheese to my pigs.”

“Regardless, sir,” said Caina, keeping an
ingratiating smile upon her face, “wheels of Disali cheese are
quite durable, and recently I have won a contract to provide them
to the Legions of our benevolent Emperor stationed in the Imperial
Pale beyond the headwaters of the Megaros. Of necessity, therefore,
I have a purchased a warehouse nearby, not far from the city’s
northern gate. Commerce is ever a risky enterprise, alas, and it
seems prudent to gain the friendship of the noyan. All the local
residents say that the noyan provides security and protection to
his friends.”

Actually, they said that the noyan was an
extortionist who sent his warriors to threaten anyone who would not
pay him protection money. But it seemed diplomatic not to mention
that.

“Very well, Master Cordan,” said Hulagon.
“You will follow me.”

He led the way into the apartment building,
Caina limping after him. The front doors opened into the central
stairwell, rickety wooden stairs climbing to the building’s upper
levels. To judge from the amount of dust upon the steps, Jurchan’s
warriors lived on the ground floor, but the steps to the upper
apartments were intact.

Caina filed that away for future
reference.

Hulagon opened a door on the far wall of
the stairwell, and Caina followed him into the building’s inner
courtyard. At the moment, the brick courtyard looked a great deal
like the pavilion of a Kagari noyan or even a minor khan. A firepit
had been dug in the center of the courtyard, crackling and snarling
with pine logs. Bronze braziers of Kagari design stood here and
there, giving off the smell of incense. Furs had been spread upon
the ground, and some of the Kagari warriors sat upon them, drinking
and talking. Other warriors sparred against each other in the
corners, steel clanging upon steel, while a few warriors sat with
Kagari women in their laps, the women clad in tight halters and
flowing skirts of red that left their arms and stomachs bare.

Jurchan sat slumped in a wooden throne on
the far end of the courtyard, the ground at his feet heaped with
carpets. A half-dozen warriors stood around him, and a pretty young
woman knelt next to his throne, holding a goblet of wine. Behind
Jurchan’s throne a wooden stair climbed the courtyard wall, ending
in a door five stories above the ground.

The noyan and his warriors stared at Caina
as she approached.

“Well, Hulagon,” said Jurchan in his
rasping voice. “I hope you will give me at least one piece of good
news before the sun departs.”

Hulagon bowed. “Lord noyan, this man is
Cordan Malocco, a merchant of Disali cheeses.”

A rumble of laughter went up from the
warriors.

“Bah,” said Jurchan. “You think to sell me
your cheese, Master Cordan? You waste your time. Disali cheese is
fit for dogs and women, not for warriors.”

“I would not insult you so, my lord noyan,”
said Caina. “Instead I sell it to the men of the Imperial
Legion.”

The warriors laughed again, louder this
time.

“Aye, Master Cordan,” said Jurchan, looking
at Hulagon. “Only a whipped dog would fail to overcome the men of
the Imperial Legion.” Hulagon’s lips thinned, but he said
nothing.

“Alas, lord noyan,” said Caina. “I am but a
simple merchant, and such matters are far beyond my meager
comprehension. As the honorable warrior has said, I deal in Disali
cheese and wines, and accepted a contract to deliver wheels of
Disali cheese to the Legionaries guarding the border citadels of
the Imperial Pale. Therefore I have purchased a warehouse in this
district to hold my cheeses before they make the journey north in
my wagons.”

Jurchan grunted. “You will not send them by
barge?”

“The damp of the river barges is bad for
the cheese,” said Caina, “and ill is the fate of the man who sells
moldy cheese to the Emperor’s soldiers. No, better to ship them
overland. Since I must store my cheeses and wines in this
warehouse, it seems prudent to make friends of my neighbors.”

“Where is your warehouse?” said
Jurchan.

Caina rattled off the address of an
abandoned warehouse nearby.

“Then you have exercised prudence to seek
my friendship,” said Jurchan, leaning back in his throne. “This
district is full of thieves. Though since you are Nighmarian,
Master Cordan, perhaps you are unfamiliar with the customs of the
Kagari. The friends of a Kagari noyan bring him gifts.”

“I have traveled to many places, my lord
noyan,” said Caina, reaching into her robe, “and am passing
familiar with the customs of the men of the Kagari steppes.” She
produced a leather purse and held it out. Hulagon took the purse
and gave it to Jurchan, opening it to reveal the gleam of the gold
coins within. The noyan hefted the purse, nodded to himself, and
passed it to the young woman kneeling next to his throne. She rose
without a word, her eyes downcast, and hurried to the stairs behind
the noyan’s throne. Caina watched she ascended the stairs, making
her way to the narrow door upon the top of the building. Unless
Caina missed her guess, that door opened to the noyan’s treasure
room. Likely the other entrances had been bricked off, and the only
way in and out was through the high door in full sight of the
courtyard.

If Jurchan had stolen the Sword of
Nicokator, he would have hidden it there.

“Good,” said Jurchan. “It is always
pleasant to meet a man who understands the ways of the Kagari,
especially in the wilderness of brick and concrete that is
Malarae.” He leaned back in the throne, tapping his fingers against
the arms. “Perhaps you should return tonight, Master Cordan.”

“Why is that, my lord noyan?” said
Caina.

Jurchan offered a small smile. “Soon I
shall come into great wealth and power, more than you can imagine.
Those who have been my friends shall be rewarded, while those who
opposed me will be punished.”

“May the gods favor your endeavors,” said
Caina.

“They shall,” said Jurchan, “for the gods
of strife and battle favor the bold. Tonight I hold a great feast
for my friends. It would be a shame if you were to miss the feast,
Master Cordan. Someone might think you were not my friend.”

Caina kept herself from smiling. The
noyan’s greed was apparent. His feast was an opportunity to extort
more presents from his “friends.” Even if he had stolen the Sword
and was about to loot the First Emperor’s tomb, he still could not
stop himself from extorting money.

That might be his undoing.

“How many of your friends shall attend?”
said Caina.

“All of them,” said Jurchan. “And their
wives and daughters and sons, as well. All shall be under Jurchan’s
promise of protection.”

“Alas, my lord noyan,” said Caina, “I shall
not be able to attend. But my younger sister shall.”

Jurchan seemed more intrigued by that.








***


Chapter 5: A Falling Out








Caina prepared for the noyan’s feast with a
great deal of care.

The courtyard, she expected, would be safe
enough. All of the noyan’s “friends” would be there, and Jurchan
would not harm anyone within the courtyard. There was no point in
paying protection money if Jurchan could not even protect his
“friends” from his warriors. Once Caina got away from the courtyard
and into the apartment’s upper levels, she would have to exercise
far more caution. The Kagari would kill anyone attempting to break
into Jurchan’s treasure room. From the way that Hulagon had spoken
of weighing down corpses with stones, she suspected that would not
have been the first time Jurchan had dumped his enemies into the
river.

Caina needed to keep Jurchan and his men
from suspecting her, so she dressed for the part.

She chose a sheer red dress with black
scrollwork upon the sleeves and bodice. The fabric clung to her
tightly, and the neck line plunged far lower than propriety
allowed. The sleeves and bodice were far too tight to conceal any
weapons, but the skirt was long and flowing, so she concealed
daggers and a few other tools within the hidden sheaths of her
heeled boots. Over the dress she wore a long green cloak with a
deep, voluminous cowl. The cloak’s hidden lining would prove useful
if everything went as planned.

To complement the costume, she chose cheap,
gaudy jewelry, bracelets and necklaces of bronze set with polished
stones, and applied too much makeup. She piled her black hair into
a high crown, leaving her neck exposed, and donned a belt of black
leather holding a sheathed dagger and a money pouch.

The pouch did not contain any money.

When Caina was ready, she wrapped herself
into the cloak, pulling the cowl low, and slipped out the Bloated
Maiden’s back door, vanishing into the fog-choked gloom of
Malarae’s night. The district near the northern gate was reasonably
safe for a lone woman at night, so long as she avoided the
alleyways, but Caina walked with haste nonetheless.

Soon she arrived at Jurchan’s building.
From within she saw a fiery glow from the bonfires of the inner
courtyard and heard the sound of rolling drums. Jurchan must have
hired musicians. A number of guests milled about outside the doors,
mostly minor merchants and their wives. A pair of Kagari warriors
stood guard at the doors, letting in the invited guests.

Caina took a deep breath, stood up
straight, threw back her shoulders, put a wide smile on her face,
and strode towards the doors, the high heels of her boots clacking
against the cobblestones.

One of the Kagari warriors at the doors
looked at her. “Who are you?”

Caina threw back her cowl and pushed her
cloak back, and she saw the warrior’s eyes flick up and down
her.

“I was invited,” said Caina. “Or so my
brother tells me.”

“Your name?” said the warrior, a glint in
his hard black eyes.

“Lucia Malocco,” said Caina. “My brother
Cordan is a merchant of cheese and wine from the Disali provinces.
He wished for the friendship of your noyan, but with great regret
was unable to attend the feast. So he sent me in his stead. I know
I am a poor substitute for my sober and industrious brother,
but…”

“No,” said the warrior. “Come with me, and
I’ll show you just how welcome you are.”

For a moment Caina contemplated it,
thinking of the pouch at her belt, but discarded the idea. It was
too soon.

“Could you, sir?” said Caina. “My brother
told me to seek out a man named Hulagon. Do you know where he might
be?”

The warrior deflated a little. “He will be
in the courtyard, not far from our noyan. Though if you get bored
with him, you should come back to me.”

Caina smiled. “Shall I tell him you said
that, sir?”

The other warrior laughed.

“I would prefer that you did not,” said the
first warrior.

“Then your secret, sir,” said Caina, “is
safe with me.”

She glided past them, through the
stairwell, and into the inner courtyard.

Again it had been transformed. Two more
bonfires blazed in the courtyard, throwing wild shadows everywhere,
and the heat seemed to soak into the brick walls. Neither Caina’s
dress nor her cloak were heavy, but she already felt sweat start to
gather on the back of her neck and the small of her back.

The courtyard was crowded. Jurchan had more
“friends” than Caina had expected, and maybe some of them were even
fond of the Kagari noyan. The Kagari women circulated through the
crowd, bearing trays of food and drink, while musicians beat their
drums in the corner with intricate rhythms.

Caina looked around the crowd for a moment.
A lean man in a nondescript dark coat caught her eye and smiled,
and Caina found herself smiling back. He was handsome enough in a
classically Nighmarian way, with gray eyes and a strong jaw. An
idle fantasy flickered through Caina’s thoughts. Maybe she would
talk with him, and let him draw her away into the shadows. Perhaps
she would let him kiss her. It had been a long time since anyone
had kissed her. And if it went further…well, what was the harm? It
was not as if she could become pregnant, not after the injuries she
had suffered from Maglarion’s spells…

That sent a sad chill through her. As a
child she had wanted nothing more than to be a better mother than
her own cruel mother, but the chance had been forever denied her. A
kiss from a handsome stranger, maybe even a dalliance with a
handsome stranger, might bring her a moment’s pleasure but would
leave her feeling emptier and colder than she already did…

Then Caina’s brain cut through the
self-pity, and she felt like a tremendous fool.

The handsome man was a magus of the
Imperial Magisterium.

She was certain of it. She was absolutely
certain of it. Master Taldrane had not been the only magus in
attendance at Count Armus Valdarion’s final banquet. There had been
several other magi there, likely followers of Taldrane, and she had
seen this man whispering to Taldrane.

So what was a magus doing here?

Caina kept her smile in place as she walked
past the magus, and she felt the faint tingle of a warding spell
around him. The magi rarely went anywhere without their ceremonial
robes of office, which meant this magus was here in disguise. He
was here in disguise…and had already warded himself.

Did he expect trouble?

She tensed as she passed him, but the magus
seemed content to smile at her, his attention turning to one of the
Kagari women in their tight red skirts and halters. Caina felt a
flicker of offense at that, realized it was irrational, and turned
her attention to the matter at hand.

If the Magisterium was here, and if they
expected trouble, the sooner she was gone, the better.

She wove her way through the crowds until
she spotted Hulagon. The Kagari warrior stood not far from where
Jurchan stood exchanging words with his guests. Hulagon held a cup
of the foul-tasting wine the Kagari preferred, his hard dark eyes
sweeping the crowds, though his gaze lingered upon Caina as she
approached him.

“Pardon, sir,” said Caina, letting her
voice tremble a little. “Pardon, but…are you Hulagon?”

“Aye, girl,” said Hulagon. “What of
it?”

Caina gripped her skirts and dipped her
head, letting Hulagon see down the front of her dress. “Forgive me,
sir, but my name is Lucia Malocco.”

“Ah,” said Hulagon. “The merchant’s
sister.”

She smiled at him. “Yes, that’s right. He
could not attend the honorable noyan’s feast, so he sent me in his
stead. The guard at the door said to present myself to you, which I
confess disappointed me.”

Hulagon frowned. “Why is that?”

“I thought I would have to present myself
to some damp-handed servant with a lisp,” said Caina. “Not to a
warrior.” She stepped a little closer, looking up at him. “Tell me.
Is it true that all Kagari kill a man by their thirteenth
birthday?”

Hulagon grunted, those his eyes remained
fixed on her. “Not all. Only those who become warriors. Servants
and thralls do not. Though the Emperor’s laws do not let us keep
slaves as we did in ancient days. But perhaps we shall return to
the old ways.”

Caina hated slavers almost as much as she
hated sorcerers.

She turned her loathing into a laugh,
lifting a hand to her throat. “Why, sir. Such a thing to say. Would
you make a slave of me?”

That brought the brief shadow of a smile to
his lips. “Perhaps I might pay a silver coin or two for you.”

“Truly,” murmured Caina, “the warriors of
the Kagari steppes are prone to flattery.”

“I am no mere warrior,” said Hulagon. “I am
a tarkhan, the chief warrior of a noyan. All of the noyan’s
household is mine to command.”

He was trying to impress her, though his
scarred face remained impassive.

“I see,” she said, letting feigned
admiration come into her expression. “It sounds a weighty
responsibility.”

“It is,” said Hulagon. “A Kagari warrior is
sworn to his noyan through sacred bonds of blood, and we fight at
his side to any end. The men of your Empire fight in Legions for
pay. They understand little of the honor of true warriors.”

“You are a long way from the steppes,” said
Caina. “What has brought you here?”

Hulagon scowled. “The whims of ill fortune.
Yet fate is a wheel, is it not? It has brought my lord noyan low,
at least for now. Yet the wheel shall turn again. Soon it will
raise him high again, and his loyal men shall follow him.”

Caina placed a hand upon his forearm. “I
would quite like to see that, noble tarkhan.”

“Would you, now?” said Hulagon, his voice
calm, but eyes blazed with a harsh intensity.

“Yes,” said Caina. “Can you imagine my life
in the Imperial capital, my lord tarkhan? My brother thinks to
marry me to one of his business partners. Weak, flabby men with
soft hands like those of children.” She slid her fingers down to
his hard, callused palm. “I’ve always known I was meant for a
warrior, for a man of war and valor. Not some fat merchant in his
counting house.”

That, and maybe the low-cut dress, was all
it took to get him to follow her.

They had ducked into the stairwell when
Hulagon seized her shoulders, pushed her against the wall, and
kissed her with enthusiasm. Given the amount of garlic he had
consumed recently, that was not a pleasant experience. Caina broke
free, gasping for breath, which he took as a sign of arousal.

“Not here,” breathed Caina. “I don’t want
anyone watching.”

Hulagon grunted. “We shall go to one of the
upper apartments.”

“No,” said Caina. “Upon the roof.” He
blinked at that. “We shall lie together under the naked sky, as you
do on the steppes.”

“Perhaps you have the soul of a true Kagari
woman after all,” said Hulagon. He hastened up the creaking stairs,
Caina following him and loosening the strings of the pouch at her
belt. Hulagon pushed aside a rotting wooden trapdoor and climbed
onto the apartment building’s flat roof of clay tiles, the smell of
smoke rising from the bonfires in the inner courtyard below.

“A fine view,” said Caina as she climbed
onto the roof, reaching into the pouch, her fingers closing around
something wet and dripping.

“A finer view shall be you unclad,” said
Hulagon, undoing his sword belt. “Take off your…”

Caina stepped forward, lifted the cloth pad
from the pouch, and slapped it over Hulagon’s mouth and nose. His
eyes widened and he jerked back, but Caina coiled her free arm
around his back, holding herself in place against him. Hulagon took
a sharp breath, and the fumes from the potion soaking the pad
filled his nostrils. He staggered, his eyes rolling into the back
of his head, and Caina eased him down as he collapsed.

No reason to kill him. Even if his breath
had been foul.

She took a moment to finish undoing his
belt, using it to tie his wrists together behind his back. Then she
cut strips of cloth from his trousers and bound the cloth pad to
his mouth, keeping the fumes rising into his nose. It wouldn’t kill
him, though it would keep him unconscious all night, and he would
wake up with one hell of a headache.

It also drowned out the garlic smell of his
breath. Caina wished she could have some tea to wash the taste out
of her mouth, but there would be time for that later.

She straightened up, leaving Hulagon
behind, and circled around the outer edge of the roof, making sure
to remain unobserved from the street. Caina hoped that Jurchan
hadn’t thought to brick up the windows to his treasure room. She
could swing down to the door overlooking the inner courtyard, but
there were over a hundred people attending the noyan's feast.

People never looked up…but Caina did not
want to assume that a hundred people would not look up at an
inconvenient time.

She reached the section of the roof behind
Jurchan’s throne and eased to the edge, looking down at the street.
It was deserted, and it was also a long way down. Below her were a
row of windows, all of them closed behind shutters.

But none of them had been bricked up.

Caina shrugged out of her cloak, tearing at
the outer hem. A slender rope had been hidden within the garment,
and she pulled it out. She shrugged back into the cloak, tied the
rope to the gutter, tested the strength, and swung over the
edge.

The wind tugged at her skirts, and she
bounced off the wall, her boots scraping for purchase against the
weathered brick. Caina had never tried climbing down a wall while
wearing a dress and high-heeled boots, and found that she did not
care for the experience. Yet all her hours of practice in the
unarmed forms of combat paid off, and she had strength enough to
keep her grip on the rope.

She examined the shutters. They were bolted
from within, but not locked, likely because no one would be crazy
enough to break into a fifth-floor window. Caina slipped one of the
daggers from her boot, jammed it into the shutters, and worked it
back and forth until the bolt popped. The shutters swung open, and
Caina pulled herself over the sill and into the room beyond.

It was dark, but the silvery gloom of the
foggy night spilled through the window. It was utterly silent, and
Caina remained motionless as her eyes adjusted to the gloom. It was
a large room, and heavy shelves lined the walls, three rows of
tables standing between the window and the door to the inner
courtyard. Caina saw items upon the tables - bundles of fur,
sheathed daggers, jewelry, and bars of precious metals. Given the
relative squalor of his surroundings, Jurchan was wealthier than
she expected. He did need to support all his followers, and perhaps
he planned to raise an army and return to the Kagari steppes, to
take vengeance for whatever had driven him from his homeland.

A familiar tingle of sorcery washed over
her, and Caina turned her head. A glass sphere sat upon an iron
stand. She lifted the glass sphere, and it shone with a gentle glow
as the spells the initiates of the Magisterium had placed upon it
activated. Caina swept the sphere back and forth, examining the
various valuable objects stacked upon the tables.

The map caught her eye.

It was obviously old, drawn and labeled in
an archaic style. As Aetius had said, it was a map of the early
First Empire, the lands that Nicokator had conquered during his
lifetime. Caina recognized the script used by the ancient
Nighmarians, and while she could pick out a word here and there,
she could not read it. Yet most of the labels seemed to be in
numbers, and the numerals had not changed over the centuries.

Numbers. Was that why Armus had carried
that list of numbers in his coat pocket? Caina lifted the sphere,
hoping to get a better view of the map…

The sphere’s glow sputtered.

Caina frowned at the sphere, the glass cool
against her fingers. The spells upon those spheres lasted for
years, and the Magisterium made a great deal of money manufacturing
and selling them by the thousands. Sometimes the Magisterium also
altered the spells to spy upon their enemies or to use them as
tools of assassination, but Caina could usually sense the altered
spells upon such a sphere.

Usually.

She stepped back, and the sphere’s glow
steadied. Caina considered that for a moment, and took a long step
forward.

The glow began to sputter again, and Caina
felt a new sorcerous aura wash over her, so strong that the scar
below her navel seemed to clench as a wave of pins and needles
rolled up and down her limbs. She had never sensed a sorcerous aura
quite like this one. It was sharp and powerful, so powerful it
almost hurt to be near it, and yet it felt…old and rigid, very old.
It was almost like a mind-controlling spell of some kind, and yet
there were other spells wrapped within it that Caina could not
identify.

She took another step forward, the sphere
flickering, and saw the sheathed sword lying upon the table.

Most noblemen and the soldiers of the
Imperial Legion carried broadswords, long, heavy swords with thick
blades, but this sword was a longsword of archaic design, the sort
of thing an ancient Nighmarian lord might have carried as he rode
to battle with his retainers. Crumbling, dry leather wrapped the
sword’s hilt, and the pommel and the crossguard had been worked
with silver, though the silver had turned black with age. The
pommel had been adorned with the stylized image of an eagle’s
head.

To this day, the banner of the Emperors of
Nighmar was a golden eagle upon a purple banner.

The sheathed sword radiated powerful
sorcery.

This had to be the Sword of Nicokator.
Caina wondered if Armus had ever realized what a powerful weapon he
had found. Certainly Taldrane must have. A master magus would have
sensed the power of the sword at once. Jurchan had also realized
the Sword’s power. He had most likely murdered Armus and brought
the weapon here.

Caina reached for the Sword’s hilt,
intending to take it with her when she departed.

But she hesitated, the power of the blade’s
aura washing over her hand as her fingers hovered a few inches over
the hilt.

Caina was not sure that the Sword was safe
to touch. But it had to be safe to carry. Armus had carried it out
of the ruin where it had been hidden, and Jurchan and his warriors
had taken it here. Perhaps if Caina only touched the Sword by its
scabbard, she could take it with her when she fled the
building.

Her mind made up, she started grip the
scabbard, her fingers seeming to vibrate with the power of the
arcane aura.

And she did, something exploded in the
courtyard.

Caina jerked her hand back, fearing that
she had triggered some kind of trap. Yet nothing moved in the
treasure room. Through the closed door she heard another explosion,
followed by screams and the clang of metal upon metal. Caina
whispered a curse, set down the glass globe, and hurried to the
door. She undid the locks and eased the door open a crack, peering
into the inner courtyard.

A battle was underway, and the Kagari
warriors were losing.

The Kagari fell back towards the throne and
the steps to the treasure room while the guests fled in all
directions. Black-armored warriors carrying swords and shields
stormed into the courtyard, black cloaks streaming from their
shoulders. Their cuirasses had been marked with the symbol of a
human eye resting upon the pages of an open book. It was the symbol
of the Magisterial Guards, the bodyguards and soldiers of the
Imperial Magisterium.

Black-robed magi walked behind the Guards,
and Caina saw Taldrane at their head, wearing the black armor of a
battle magus and the purple-trimmed black cloak of a master magus.
In his right hand he carried an enormous mace that had to weigh at
least eighty pounds, but his spell-enhanced strength let him carry
the huge weapon with ease.

One of the magi cast a spell, and a blast
of invisible force slammed into the retreating Kagari warriors,
sending them sprawling to the ground. The Magisterial Guards seized
their moment of weakness and attacked, cutting down the stunned
warriors, and Jurchan and his retainers fell back towards the
stairs.

Taldrane and the Magisterial Guards were
winning the fight…which meant that Jurchan and his surviving
warriors would retreat to the treasure room.

Caina had only seconds to act. Already she
heard the thumping of boots upon the wooden stairs.

She closed the door and locked it, raced
across the room, and returned the glass sphere to its stand. For a
moment she considered taking the Sword and the map and escaping out
the window, but discarded the idea. If Jurchan and his warriors
were quick enough on their feet, they would catch her. Or they
would cut the rope and send her plummeting to her death. That left
Caina with only one option.

She closed the window and barred it, and
hurried to the wall. Several rolled Anshani carpets had been
stuffed there, and Caina pulled one out, climbed under the shelf,
and drew the rolled carpet after her. The smell of dust was
near-overpowering, and the space beneath the shelf was cramped. Yet
it ought to conceal her, and she could see the door and the
treasure room through the narrow gap between the carpet and the
shelf. Since the magi and the Kagari would be focused upon each
other and the Sword, they ought to overlook her.

Unless the magi searched the room. Then
Caina would be in trouble.

The door banged open, and Jurchan stumbled
inside, bleeding from a cut upon his forehead. A half-dozen Kagari
warriors hastened after him, swords in hand. The stairs continued
thumping as the Magisterial Guards sprinted after their
opponents.

“Noyan!” said one of the warriors, followed
by a question in the Kagari tongue. Jurchan snarled out an answer
in the same language, and the warriors arrayed themselves before
the door, swords ready. Likely they hoped to use the door as a
bottleneck, holding off the Magisterial Guards until the fighting
drew the attention of the civic militia or the Imperial Guard.

It was a good plan, but it overlooked the
arcane powers of the magi.

The handsome magus Caina had seen earlier
appeared in the doorway, hand extended, gray light shimmering in
front of his fingers. The Kagari loosed their war cries and
attacked, but their swords rebounded from the gray light with
bursts of brilliant sparks. Caina glimpsed Taldrane’s dark-armored
form behind the first magus as the master magus cast a spell. She
felt a sharp surge of arcane power, and the Kagari warriors hurtled
backwards into the treasure room, flung back by a burst of
psychokinetic force. The Magisterial Guards rushed through the
door, swords raised.

“Enough!” roared Jurchan in High
Nighmarian, pointing his sword. “Enough!” The Kagari warriors and
the Magisterial Guards hesitated, eyeing each other. “Taldrane!
Come forth, son of a rutting dog, and face me!”

The Guards parted, and Taldrane strode into
the room, amusement on his stern face. The black plate armor of a
battle magus made him look grim and terrible…and the blood dripping
from the mace’s head further reinforced that impression.

“Now you wish to talk, Jurchan?” said
Taldrane. “I made you quite a generous offer and you threw it back
in my face. You should have listened.”

“I am a noyan of the Kagari people!” said
Jurchan. “Not a mercenary to be hired and dismissed upon a
whim!”

“That is exactly what you are, Jurchan,”
said Taldrane. “Alas, you thought yourself something more, and now
your folly has brought you to destruction.”

“Then lay aside your sorcery,” said
Jurchan, “and face me as a man. It is hardly a fair contest when my
blades cannot touch you. Put aside your witcheries and fight
me.”

Taldrane snorted. “To paraphrase the
Kyracian proverb, does the falcon lay aside his flight so he might
face the worm upon the earth? Certainly not. I hired you to do a
job, and you did it. Now. Hand over the Sword, and I’ll let you
live.”

Jurchan let out a wild laugh. “I convinced
the Count to draw the blade, and I saw its power. That power is
enough to break even the spells of a master magus of the
Magisterium.”

Taldrane lifted his gray eyebrows. “You
think yourself strong enough to wield the Sword?”

“I am a noyan of the Kagari!” said Jurchan.
“I am a warrior! Not a weakling scholar hunched over moldering
books!”

Taldrane gestured with his free hand. “By
all means. Please demonstrate your strength for us.”

Jurchan hesitated, for just a moment. Then
he snarled, crossed to the table, and yanked the Sword of Nicokator
from its scabbard.

The Sword was well-preserved despite its
age. The blade looked sharp enough to wound and kill. The entirety
of the Sword had been coated with silver, and age had tarnished the
silver black. Jurchan gazed at the Sword, his lips peeling back in
a snarl, and started to turn towards Taldrane.

The master magus gazed back with a
smile.

Jurchan took a step forward and then went
rigidly motionless, and Caina felt a surge of arcane power.

The black Sword started to glow with fiery,
ruby-colored light, fingers of crimson radiance running up and down
the blade. Jurchan went rigid, his eyes huge in his face, every
muscle standing out in his neck and arms. He started to tremble,
jerking back and forth as if fighting a terrible compulsion, and as
he did both hands curled around the Sword’s hilt.

He took a step back, his face filling with
awful fear, and reversed the blade.

Caina felt herself go cold.

“Help me,” croaked Jurchan. “For the gods’
sake, Taldrane, help me. Help me!”

“You’ve claimed the power of the Sword of
the First Emperor,” said Taldrane. “Let us see if a Kagari dog is
strong enough to wield it.”

Jurchan screamed in terror as he placed the
Sword’s point against his breastbone. For another instant he
trembled, and then the aura of malevolent power surging through the
room redoubled. The Kagari noyan took a running step and flung
himself forward. The Sword’s pommel struck the floor, and Jurchan’s
own weight drove the blade through his chest to erupt from his
back, his blood glistening in the ruby-colored light.

“Alas, alas,” said Taldrane as Jurchan
writhed and howled in agony. “It seems that you were not strong
enough. How terribly shocking. Perhaps you should have spent more
time hunched over moldering books.”

Jurchan shuddered and went limp, his blood
pooling beneath them. The Kagari warriors stared at their slain
noyan in horror.

“Kill the rest,” said Taldrane. “Leave no
witnesses behind.”

The Kagari put up a good fight, but the
Magisterial Guards advanced with cold determination, and the Kagari
warriors could not stand against the fury of the spells of the
magi. The battle ended swiftly, the Kagari lying dead upon the
floor alongside their noyan. Caina tensed behind the rolled carpet,
trying to think of a plan if the Magisterial Guards found her. She
thought about feigning hysterics, but Taldrane wanted no witnesses
left behind, and if the Guards found her, they would kill her. Even
as she watched, the Guards began moving through the room, snatching
up jewels and goblets and ingots of precious metals, the small,
portable items.

It seemed no one was interested in carrying
an Anshani carpet back to the chapterhouse.

Taldrane stooped over one of the dead
Kagari warriors and ripped off his cloak. He crossed to Jurchan,
wrapped the cloak around his hands, and yanked the Sword of
Nicokator from the dead man’s chest. The blade glistened with
blood, but the crimson light had vanished. Perhaps the power of the
Sword only exerted itself when its hilt came into contact with
living flesh.

Caina was very glad she had not touched the
hilt.

Taldrane cleaned off the Sword and returned
the weapon to its scabbard. “Decurion! We depart. The men may take
whatever loot they wish, but only what they can carry. Any man who
falls behind shall be disciplined. We will stop at the
chapterhouse, and then depart. I want to be on the northern road by
dawn. Is that understood?”

The decurion shouted orders to the other
Magisterial Guards, and Taldrane headed for the door, the
cloak-wrapped Sword under his left arm. The Magisterial Guards
followed, and in a few moments the room was empty. Caina waited,
counting to a hundred. She did not want to encounter any
Magisterial Guards, but she did not want to linger. The fighting
would have drawn attention, and she would not put it past Taldrane
to burn the building down to cover his tracks. The sooner Caina was
gone, the better.

She reached a hundred, and nothing stirred
in the treasure room. Caina pushed away the rolled carpet and
wriggled out from beneath the shelf, getting to her feet. She was
alone with the dead, the smell of recent death heavy in the air,
and she took careful steps around the pools of spilled blood. A
trail of bloody footprints would not aid her escape. She headed
towards the windows, intending to climb over the roof and withdraw
down the main stairwell once again.

Something caught her eye, and Caina
stopped.

The ancient map still lay upon the table.
Taldrane knew where he was going, and so had ignored the map. Caina
didn’t, and the map might well show her the way.

She took the map, and fled into the
night.

***


Chapter 6: Revenge








Caina slipped back into her room at the
Bloated Maiden, unobserved by Cadiz or any of his drunken patrons,
and unrolled the old map upon the bed. She produced the list of
numbers she had taken from Armus’s pocket, noted the circled
number, and started seeking for it upon the map.

She found it almost at once.

The number was northwest of Malarae by
about three or four days’ travel, located in a valley at the edge
of the Great Mountains. Caina knew of that valley. Most of Malarae
had heard of it, and the valley’s grim reputation kept all but the
boldest from ever setting foot there.

It was the Valley of the Emperors, where
the Emperors of the Empire of Nighmar had built their tombs.

The funeral customs of the Emperors had
changed throughout the Empire’s long history. During the First
Empire, the Emperors had claimed the valley and begun building
their tombs there, dedicating them to Cicholan, the ancient god of
the dead. After the First Empire had collapsed and the Second had
arisen, dead Emperors had been revered by their Legions as ascended
gods, who constructed funerary cities to house the Emperors’ mortal
remains. The Valley of the Emperors fell into disuse, but after the
Second Empire collapsed in the wake of the Ashbringers’ defeat, the
Emperors of the Third Empire had resumed the custom. During the
Fourth Empire, when the Magisterium ruled, the magus-emperors of
that era had constructed huge tombs for themselves in the Valley,
layering them with multiple protective warding spells and defenses.
According to the rumors, some of the magus-emperors had transformed
themselves into undead horrors, and still lurked within the vast,
lightless mazes of their tombs.

Because of that, the Emperors of the Fifth
Empire had forbidden anyone from entering the Valley of the
Emperors. Layers of lethal warding spells encircled some of the
tombs, and the Emperors of old had summoned and bound guardian
spirits to watch over their crypts, or constructed fiendish
mechanical death traps, or raised armies of undead creatures.
Sometimes bold tomb robbers entered the Valley and its crypts.

Hardly any of them ever came out again.

The number on the Count’s map showed a tomb
in the northwestern corner of the Valley of the Emperors. If Caina
remembered correctly, that was the oldest part of the Valley’s
necropolis, housing tombs from the First Empire. If Nicokator had
started the custom of interring Emperors in the Valley, his tomb
would lie there.

And with the Sword of Nicokator, Taldrane
could enter the tomb and claim whatever treasures lay within…or
whatever weapons had accompanied the First Emperor to his grave.
That was very bad. The Magisterium could not claim whatever relics
were within the tomb.

Fortunately, there was an easy way to
defeat Taldrane.

Caina just had to steal the Sword.

Without the Sword, Taldrane couldn’t get
into the tomb. The master magus was clearly guilty of both the
Count’s death and Jurchan’s, so once Caina had the Sword, Halfdan
and the other circlemasters of the Ghosts could arrange a suitable
downfall for him. All Caina had to do was steal the Sword before
Taldrane could use it.

That, she reflected, would be far easier
said than done.

Yet for now she could do nothing, and it
was well past midnight. She rolled up the map, lay down upon the
bed, and snatched a few hours of sleep.








###








The next morning Caina had a plan, so she
donned the disguise of a caravan guard and headed for
Eastwarden.

“I need to speak with Lord Aetius,” Caina
told the bleary-eyed maid who answered the door. “It is urgent. I
have a message for his ears alone concerning his father’s
death.”

The maid disappeared into Eastwarden’s
great hall, and Caina turned to watch the street behind her. It was
early enough that few people were awake, though she did see a
steady stream of traffic heading for the docks of the riverfront or
the harbor of the Bay of Empire. Caina had taken care to make sure
no one had followed her to or from the Bloated Maiden, and she was
reasonably sure that she had come unobserved to Eastwarden.

Yet the back of her neck still itched. She
could not shake the feeling that someone had been following her.
Perhaps it was simple paranoia, yet given that she was a Ghost, a
little paranoia was healthy.

One of the double doors opened, and Aetius
Valdarion stepped out, closing the doors to the great hall behind
him. He still wore his dark coat and black trousers, his face
unshaven. Caina suspected that he had not slept very well last
night.

“Master Sebastian,” said Aetius in a heavy
voice. “I see you are still alive.”

“It was a close thing,” said Caina.

“It seems rumormongers now have something
else to discuss other than my father’s murder,” said Aetius.
“Jurchan’s followers slaughtered each other, and Jurchan himself
was slain in his treasure room. The civic militia has sealed off
his building, and even the Imperial Guard has gotten involved.”

Caina glanced around. “That’s not quite
what happened.”

Aetius folded his arms over his chest.
“Well?”

“Your father did kill himself,” said
Caina.

Aetius scowled. “No. I refuse to believe
that.”

“It wasn’t by choice,” said Caina. “The
spell on the Sword of Nicokator compels whoever draws the Sword to
fall upon the blade. I think if anyone draws the Sword with his
skin touching the weapon…the spell takes control of his limbs and
forces its bearer to kill himself.”

Aetius blinked. “Taldrane did tell us not
to draw the Sword. How do you know this?”

“Because,” said Caina, “I just watched
Jurchan draw the Sword and kill himself with it. He didn’t want to,
but the Sword compelled him to do it.”

Aetius stared at her for a while, disbelief
and confusion warring upon his face.

“I think,” he said at last, “that I would
like you to explain.”

“Jurchan convinced your father to draw the
Sword,” said Caina. “He drew the blade, and it forced your father
to kill himself. Jurchan then took the Sword to his building and
demanded a higher price from Taldrane. I’m not sure of the details,
but I think that Taldrane and Jurchan together planned to murder
your father, take the Sword, and use it to open the tomb of
Nicokator in the Valley of the Emperors. Jurchan was holding out
for more money, but Taldrane wasn’t in a negotiating mood. He
stormed the building and killed all of Jurchan’s warriors. Taldrane
and his magi were warded against steel, and so Jurchan drew the
Sword of Nicokator, thinking he could use it against Taldrane. He
was wrong.”

“Clearly,” said Aetius, blinking as his
scowl deepened.

“Taldrane took the Sword,” said Caina. “At
this minute I expect he is leaving from Malarae’s northern gate and
heading for the Valley of the Emperors.”

Aetius stared at her for a long moment, and
then shook his head and rubbed his unshaven jaw. “Gods. A
fantastical tale, but it has the ring of truth. Taldrane. That
damned scoundrel. My father thought the master magus was his
friend, but Taldrane was plotting his death the entire time.”

“The magi,” said Caina, “are often
treacherous.”

“Plainly that is so,” said Aetius. He began
pacing back and forth, shaking his head in fury. “That scoundrel.
That treacherous, murderous scoundrel. Why did he murder my
father?”

“He wants whatever is in Nicokator’s tomb,”
said Caina. “He thinks it contains some weapon of sorcery that will
make him supreme, or treasures beyond compare, or lost secrets of
arcane lore.”

“I will kill him myself,” said Aetius. “I
will run him down and kill him myself.”

“Don’t,” said Caina. “Do not try to
confront him. You don’t have any weapon that can hurt him, and at
the moment we have no proof of anything. If you attack him, he will
kill you, claim that it was self-defense, and escape without any
punishment.”

Aetius let out a vicious oath. “Then what
would you have me do, Master Sebastian?”

“Go to the urban praetor,” said Caina,
“and…”

Aetius laughed and struck his hand against
the pommel of his sword. “The urban praetor? What charge will I
bring against Taldrane? He tricked my father into killing himself
with a sorcerous blade? I shall be laughed out of the praetor’s
basilica. For that matter, crimes of sorcery are tried before the
Magisterium, and they will never convict one of their own…”

“All that you say is true,” said Caina,
“but Taldrane is about to commit another crime.”

Aetius frowned. “What? What crime? Some
other murder?”

“He is going,” said Caina, “to enter the
Valley of the Emperors. By the Emperor’s decree, the Valley is
forbidden to all but the priests of Cicholan. If a master of the
Magisterium was caught poking around the Valley, it would be a
grave scandal. The Magisterium would have no choice but to abandon
Taldrane to punishment.”

“I see,” said Aetius. “Yes, that is sound
counsel. Very well. I will bring that accusation before the urban
praetor.”

“Good,” said Caina. “I will return as soon
as I can.”

“Where are you going?” said Aetius.

“After Taldrane,” said Caina. “I’m going to
steal the Sword back from him.”

“Indeed?” said Aetius. He started speaking
in a fairly good imitation of Caina’s disguised voice. “You have no
weapon that can harm him. He will simply kill you and claim
self-defense.” He scowled. “For that matter, you’re a spy. If he
killed me, there would at least be an inquiry. If he kills you, no
one shall care.”

“I have no intention of trying to kill
him,” said Caina, though if the opportunity presented itself, she
would not let it pass. Taldrane’s death would solve many problems.
“Rather, I am going to steal the Sword from him.”

“Why take the risk?” said Aetius. “If
Taldrane is arrested in the Valley of the Emperors, the magistrates
will take the Sword anyway.”

“Because,” said Caina, “whatever is in the
tomb might make it impossible to arrest Taldrane. It might make him
invincible. It might give him the Empire. If I can get the Sword
away from Taldrane, he can’t get into the tomb. The magistrates
come to arrest him, and your father will be avenged.”

“That is a good plan,” said Aetius. “I
shall accompany you.”

“What?” said Caina. “No. Stay here and
inform the urban praetor.”

“No,” said Aetius. “My father was murdered,
and I will avenge him.”

Caina hesitated, trying to think of a
polite way to tell Aetius that she neither wanted nor needed his
help. He had been a soldier, true, though he had apparently not
been all that good at it. No doubt the young nobleman was capable
enough with a sword, but that would be useless. They could not
fight their way past Taldrane and his Magisterial Guards, and she
doubted Aetius possessed the necessary skill at stealth.

“Lord Aetius,” said Caina. “I…”

Aetius stepped back, his eyes widening, and
drew his sword with a steely hiss.

“Wait,” said Caina. “What are you doing?
What…”

“What the hell are you doing here?” said
Aetius, shouting at someone behind Caina.

Caina spun, and realized that she had made
a very serious mistake.

Hulagon stalked towards her, his scarred
face tight with fury, a short, recurved bow in his hands. His black
eyes fixed upon her, and she saw her death in them. She had left
him unconscious upon the roof of Jurchan’s building, but he must
have awakened before she escaped. Aetius might not have known the
secrets of stealth, but a Kagari hunter would, and Hulagon held
that bow like he knew how to use it.

She started to dodge, but it was too late.
The shaft leapt from Hulagon’s bow, and slammed into Caina, pinning
her against the doors. She expected pain to flood through her, but
the arrow had hit her cloak and missed her skin. Nevertheless, it
entangled her cloak and sleeve and pinned her in place.

Her alarm redoubled. Hulagon had done that
deliberately. If he had wanted, he could have sent the arrow
through her heart.

“Murderous harlot!” snarled Hulagon,
dropping his bow and drawing his sword. “You shall pay for the
death of the noyan!”

“Hulagon!” shouted Aetius, pointing his
sword at the Kagari tarkhan. “You dare to show your face at
Eastwarden after you tried to murder me? I know that your precious
noyan murdered my father. You presume to attack a man under my
roof?”

Caina struggled at the clasp of her cloak,
trying to get free. Her right arm had been wrapped within the cloak
as she had stumbled, and now the arrow held it in place. Hulagon
might have been gullible, but he was a damned good shot with that
bow.

Hulagon hesitated, and Caina thought she
saw a glimpse of shame there. Maybe he had more conscience than his
late master, but his face hardened again soon enough. “Man? What
nonsense are you talking about? That is a woman.”

“What?” said Aetius. “Have you lost your
wits?”

“She crept into the hold and murdered the
noyan,” said Hulagon. “Perhaps she is even a sorceress or a devil
to change her shape so quickly. Behold, I shall show you.”

Caina jerked the clasp loose on her cloak
and started to move, but Hulagon was too fast. His fist slammed
into her stomach, seeming to sink all the way to her spine, and the
breath exploded from Caina’s lungs. Her legs buckled and Caina fell
upon her back, trying to force air into her agonized lungs. Hulagon
stooped, ripped aside her leather armor, and tore upon the front of
her tunic as she struggled for breath, the cool morning air washing
over the skin of her stomach and breasts.

Aetius’s eyes got wide.

“Behold,” sneered Hulagon, “she is indeed a
woman, and she murdered the noyan. Likely she also murdered Count
Armus.” He raised his sword as Caina struggled to stand. “Justice
shall now be served.”

The tarkhan started to attack, but then had
to twist at the last minute to parry Aetius’s slash. Hulagon
wheeled, facing Aetius, and launched a slash of his own. Aetius
parried and stepped back, and then attacked again, launching three
swings in as many heartbeats. Whatever his deficiencies as a
soldier, Aetius made up for them with his skill as a swordsman.
Hulagon snarled as he fell back upon the defensive, his sword
ringing as he parried Aetius’s attacks.

“Idiot!” snarled Hulagon. “She murdered
your father.”

“A fine tale,” said Aetius, “save for the
fact that you tried to kill me yesterday. She saved my life
then.”

Hulagon blinked. “That caravan guard. That
was her?”

“Your precious noyan already received the
just reward for his treachery,” said Aetius. “I’ll deal with
Taldrane soon enough, but not before I repay you…”

“For the gods’ sake!” said Caina,
staggering to her feet, her lungs burning as she caught her breath.
“Shut up and listen to me!”

Both men stared at her. Caina blinked,
remembered her damaged tunic, and a surge of embarrassment rolled
through her. Fortunately she had enough experience to keep it from
her face. She tugged the torn tunic closed and crossed her arms
over her chest, which more or less kept everything concealed.

“I didn’t kill your noyan, Hulagon,” said
Caina. “I was there to steal the Sword and find proof that Jurchan
and Taldrane murdered the Count. While I was there, Taldrane and
his Magisterial Guards attacked, so I concealed myself in the
treasure room. Taldrane talked Jurchan into drawing the Sword, and
Jurchan killed himself with it, just as with Count Armus.”

Hulagon let out a furious growl, but it was
not aimed at Caina. “I warned the noyan. I warned him that the
master magus would be treacherous, but he would not listen. Now he
has paid for it with his life.”

“How did you survive?” said Aetius,
frowning at the tarkhan.

Hulagon shook his head. “I was away from
the building. It is not important.”

“Actually,” said Caina with a bright smile,
“he was tied up at the time.”

Hulagon glared at her. “You will be
silent.”

“Specifically, I drugged him and left him
tied up on the roof,” said Caina. “I didn’t do as a good a job of
it as I should have, since he followed me here. But by the time he
woke up, presumably the noyan and most of the other warriors were
dead.”

Aetius laughed. “She lured you off, didn’t
she? Batted her eyelashes at you and you followed her like a dog in
heat. You always did lose your brains around a pretty girl,
Hulagon.” He blinked at Caina. Given that she was wearing fake
stubble, she didn’t look all that attractive at the moment. “Though
I do question your taste in women.”

“You will not mock me,” said Hulagon.
“You…”

“For the gods’ sake, both of you, shut up,”
said Caina. She wanted to rub her temples, but for the moment her
arms were staying crossed against her chest. “We have a common
enemy.”

“Do we, harlot?” said Hulagon. Aetius
rolled his eyes.

“Taldrane arranged for the Count’s death,”
said Caina. “Taldrane murdered Jurchan and killed most of your
fellows. I have my own reasons for stopping Taldrane.”

“You want the Sword for yourself, is that
it?” said Hulagon. He spat at her feet. “Or Taldrane was one of
your former lovers who spurned you?”

“What I want is to stop Taldrane,” said
Caina. She also wanted to punch Hulagon, but that could wait for
later. “Specifically, I don’t want him to use the Sword of
Nicokator to open Nicokator’s tomb. The gods only know what kind of
weapons or dangers he might bring into the sunlight. Did it ever
occur to you that helping a master magus rob the tomb of an ancient
sorcerer might not be the best idea?”

Hulagon gave an indifferent shrug. “The
noyan was confident we could force Taldrane to honor our pact.”

“Was he?” said Caina. “Tell me. How well
did that work out?”

Hulagon glared at her, but said
nothing.

Caina stared at the two men, realizing that
they were all she had to work with at the moment. She could go to
Halfdan, have him summon the civic militia and the Imperial Guard
and chase Taldrane down. But Taldrane might well reach the tomb of
Nicokator before anyone could stop him, and what he found in that
tomb might make him too powerful to be overcome. Caina could not
take that chance.

“Listen to me,” said Caina. “We need to
work together. Taldrane murdered your father and your noyan. If he
opens the tomb of Nicokator with the Sword, he might find something
that will make him invincible. Our best chance of stopping him is
to steal the Sword before he can use it.”

“And just how are we going to do that?”
said Aetius.

“We chase him,” said Caina, looking at
Hulagon. “The Kagari are known as the finest horsemen in the
Empire. I assume Jurchan kept a stable somewhere near his
building?”

Hulagon hesitated, but nodded. “A few
blocks to the north.”

“We’ll take some of Jurchan’s horses and
ride in pursuit of Taldrane,” said Caina. “Aetius, before you go,
you’ll send a message to the urban praetor, accusing Taldrane of
planning to enter the Valley of the Emperors. If all goes well,
I’ll steal the Sword, and Taldrane will be charged with attempting
to desecrate the Valley.”

“And if all does not go well?” said
Hulagon.

Caina shrugged. “We’ll improvise.”

“This is a weak plan,” said Aetius.

“Do you have a better one?” said Caina.
“Either of you?”

They did not.

“Hulagon, get the horses,” said Caina.
“Three for each of us. Aetius, send that message to the urban
praetor. We should all meet at the northern gate by noon and
depart. Taldrane and his men will be only a half-day ahead of us,
and I want to overtake him as soon as possible.”

“Do you seriously think I will work with
this scoundrel?” said Aetius, jerking his chin at Hulagon. “He knew
what Taldrane planned and did nothing, and he also tried to kill
me.”

“Do you think I will ride with you, harlot
of the Empire?” said Hulagon. “You distracted me when Taldrane
attacked. Perhaps I might have saved my noyan if I fought at his
side.”

“You would have died with him,” said Caina.
“But Taldrane has wronged you both more than you have wronged each
other. Start your vengeance with him.” She offered Hulagon a chilly
smile. “If we survive, then you can kill me.”

“Indeed,” said Hulagon.

“Very well,” said Aetius. “I can think of
nothing better. I will swear not to lift my hand against Hulagon
until after Taldrane is defeated, save in self-defense.

“I offer the same oath,” said Hulagon.

“Good,” said Caina. “Be at the city’s
northern gate by noon. Meanwhile,” she tugged her damaged tunic
tighter, “I need to find some new clothes.”

***


Chapter 7: The Grinning
Dead








Caina half-expected neither Hulagon nor
Aetius to return, but both the tarkhan and the nobleman proved as
good as their word.

Aetius arrived wearing chain mail and steel
plate, a broadsword at his belt and a heavy shield and a pack
stuffed full of supplies over his back. Caina had likewise taken a
heavy pack for herself, holding food and tools and her shadow-cloak
and a few other useful things. Hulagon arrived leading a string of
nine Kagari horses, shaggy, grim-looking beasts that seemed to
glare at everything around them. The Kagari tarkhan reined up and
glared down at her, and Caina met his hard gaze without
flinching.

For a moment they stared at each other.
There were some shoppers visiting the stalls of the forum of the
northern gate, but not many. Most of the traffic to the capital
city from the valley of the River Megaros came by the river proper,
and the broad length of the Imperial Highway north of the city
passed through small villages and farms and noble estates, with
nearly a week’s journey on foot until it reached another town.

“Are you a magus?” said Hulagon at
last.

“No,” said Caina. “I’m not.”

“Then how do you change your shape so
effectively?” said Hulagon. “Your voice and stance are different.
Gods of blood and battle, even your face looks different. You are
either a witch or a shape-shifting spirit of evil fortune. As well
I did not lie with you. Likely you would have consumed my soul for
your wicked sorcery.”

“I’m neither a magus nor an evil spirit.
Makeup, posture, and practice,” said Caina, gesturing at herself.
“That’s all that it is. No spells required.”

“If you say,” said Hulagon.

“If it makes you feel better,” said Caina,
“I’ve fooled men far cleverer than you.”

Aetius laughed at that. “Like me, for
instance. I was certain that she was a man. Just as you were
certain she was a man when she stopped you from murdering me…”

“Bark all you wish, dog,” said Hulagon, his
voice cold. “We shall settle matters between us when…”

“Enough,” said Caina. “You can kill each
other after we’ve dealt with Taldrane. Thank you for bringing the
horses.”

“We shall use the noyan’s horses to avenge
him,” said Hulagon. “It is fitting. Though I wonder if you can ride
as the Kagari ride.”

“Let’s find out,” said Caina.

They left Malarae, riding through the
northern gate and past the massive octagonal towers that fortified
the city’s wall, and headed north along the Imperial Highway.

They made very good time.

For one, the road was broad and level, the
horses’ steel-shod hooves clicking against it. The Emperor had
ordered the construction of the Imperial Highway to expedite the
march of the Legions to the Imperial Pale to repulse any barbarian
incursions from beyond the Great Mountains, and the road had been
built to the excellent standards of the Legions.

For another, the Kagari horses had stamina.
They were small and wiry, but they could trot for long periods of
time. Every half hour, they slowed to a walk to rest the horses,
and a half hour after that, they traded for one of the remounts.
Caina had heard that bands of Kagari horsemen could travel at great
speed, taking their enemies unawares in storms of arrows, and after
seeing Hulagon’s skill with horse and bow, she could believe
it.

By late afternoon, her legs and hips ached
from the effort of keeping her saddle and the constant jostling of
the horses’ stride had given her a headache. Caina knew how to
ride, but she didn’t have very much experience with it, especially
riding so quickly.

She knew that showing weakness to either
Hulagon or Aetius, and especially Hulagon, would be unwise, so she
kept all trace of the discomfort to herself. Aetius trusted her,
she thought, especially after she had saved his life at the wine
shop. Hulagon hated her, and she had no doubt that sooner or later
he would try to kill her. She thought he would hold himself in
check until they had dealt with Taldrane, but the minute Caina had
the Sword, she knew the tarkhan would turn on her.

He might try even before they caught up to
Taldrane. She would have to be on her guard.

Yet Hulagon proved his worth. He ranged
back and forth before them, disappearing into the farmland to the
east and the hills to the west. Soon he found evidence of tracks,
and announced that Taldrane had headed north with at least thirty
Magisterial Guards and a half-dozen wagons. Several times they
passed merchant caravans, and Caina took a moment to speak with the
guards. They reported with some disgruntlement that they had been
forced off the road by a group of Magisterial Guards and a
half-dozen wagons. None of the merchants were happy about it, but
none of them were foolish enough to challenge a master magus.

“You were right, ‘Master Sebastian’,” said
Hulagon, filling the false name with scorn. “We are a half day
behind the dog Taldrane and his soldiers.”

“If we keep up this pace,” said Aetius, “we
will overtake him soon, within the next day or two. Certainly
before he takes the pass to the Valley of the Emperors.”

“Well and good,” said Hulagon, “but what
shall we do when we catch him? We but three, and while a Kagari
warrior is worth ten men, an Imperial lordling and a lying harlot
certainly are not. We cannot fight the Magisterial Guards.”

“Who said anything about fighting them?”
said Caina, rolling her shoulders. “We’re going to steal the Sword,
not fight anyone.”

At least, she hoped they were going to
steal the Sword. Getting it away from thirty Magisterial Guards and
one master magus might prove something of a challenge.

They made camp that night off the road.
There had not been bandits this close to the Imperial capital for
generations, but they set a watch anyway. Aetius took first watch,
and Caina slept on the far side of the fire from Hulagon, making
sure she kept a number of weapons near at hand. She slept fitfully,
expecting an attack at any moment, yet nothing happened.

The next morning they resumed their
journey. Again Hulagon found marks of the passage of the
Magisterial Guards, and again Caina found witnesses who had seen
Taldrane pass. The master magus was making no effort to hide his
passage. There was no reason. Magi often traveled back and forth
between the capital and the borderland of the Imperial Pale. Caina
feared what would happen when Taldrane left the Imperial Highway
and turned towards the Valley of the Emperors. He might kill anyone
who saw him, preferring to leave no witnesses behind as he had done
at Jurchan’s stronghold.

At noon Hulagon reined up, frowning at the
dust upon the broad concrete slabs of the Highway.

“They turned here,” said Hulagon, squinting
at the ground. “Turned west and headed into the hills…following
that trail, there.”

“That looks like a wide damned trail,” said
Aetius, pointing at the dusty ribbon wending its way between the
rocky green hills.

“Because it’s not a trail,” said Caina,
thinking back to the Count’s map. “At least, not originally. It
used to be the road leading to the Valley of the Emperors.”

“Taldrane has six wagons with him,” said
Aetius. “Perhaps we can overtake him in the hills.”

“I am certain we shall,” said Hulagon. He
gave Caina an icy glare. “Then we will see if we can steal the
Sword back.”

“We will, won’t we?” said Caina.

They followed the ancient road into the
foothills of the Great Mountains. Malarae and the lower valley of
the River Megaros were almost always warm and mild, if rainy,
thanks to the Bay of Empire. The air began to grow colder and drier
as they climbed, the trees thinner and tougher, the hills rockier.
Here and there Caina saw the ruins of old towers and broken walls.
The valley of the River Megaros was peaceful now, but in ancient
times many wars had been fought here, first between the Nighmarian
nobles, and then by the unified First Empire against barbarians
tribes from the north.

Unfortunately, it seemed that Taldrane knew
how to make good use of those ruins.

After nightfall, Caina crept around a
boulder, Hulagon following her. The Kagari tarkhan had wanted to go
scouting alone, but Caina insisted upon coming with him. He seemed
surprised that she was able to move just as quietly as he could.
Stealth was stealth, whether in Malarae or in the foothills of the
Great Mountains.

Taldrane had not bothered with stealth. He
didn’t need it.

The master magus had camped in a ruined
tower crowning a rocky hill. The roof and part of the tower’s upper
levels had collapsed into rubble, but the interior was still clear.
Within the tower itself Taldrane had pitched his tent, and likely
he had the Sword of Nicokator with him. His Magisterial Guards
raised their tents outside the tower and patrolled the ground at
its base. Two bonfires blazed on either side of the tower, their
light bathing the summit of the hill.

Caina stared hard at the tower. The
Magisterial Guards knew their business. She could not see an
obvious way past them to reach Taldrane’s tent, and she had no
doubt that Taldrane had raised protective wards around the tower.
Already she felt the faint tingle of the spells. Caina eased
forward another step, hoping for a closer look, and the tingling
presence of spells grew sharper. No, a single spell, one blanketing
the entire hill, and…

Hulagon took a silent step past her.

Caina seized his shoulder. He glared back
at her, and Caina gave a sharp shake of her head and beckoned for
him to move back. Hulagon stared at her for another moment, and
then followed her back down the side of the hill.

They returned to the ravine where Aetius
guarded the horses. He had not been pleased about remaining behind,
but he had no skill at stealth. Had he tried to climb the side of
the hill to spy upon Taldrane, every last one of the Magisterial
Guards would have heard him coming.

“I would not have believed,” said Hulagon,
“that a woman could move so silently. Are you sure you are not a
sorceress? Or a blood-drinking demon of the night?”

“Pretty sure,” said Caina, looking at the
distant glow of the firelight atop the hill. Frustration boiled
through her. The Sword was so close, yet it might as well have been
a thousand miles away.

Hulagon grunted. “I assume you learned the
skill by robbing your lovers as they lay unconscious in your
harlot’s bed.”

Caina sighed. “I assume you are familiar
with the practice because harlots are the only women ever found in
your bed.” Aetius laughed at that, louder than Caina would have
wished. “You can insult me later. We need to decide what to
do.”

“Why did you stop me?” said Hulagon. “Those
Magisterial Guards were blind and deaf. I could have crept up and
slapped them on the back of the head.”

“No,” said Caina. “We almost blundered into
a spell. Taldrane put a ward over the hilltop. Another step or two,
and we would have set off a sorcerous alarm.”

“Ah!” said Hulagon. “Then you are a
sorceress!”

“No,” said Caina. “You know how a man can
break a bone and then feel it ache when the rain comes? A long time
ago a sorcerer almost killed me with a spell, and ever since, I’ve
been able to feel sorcery when it is nearby.”

“A likely tale,” said Hulagon.

“You don’t believe me?” said Caina. “Fine.
Go test it for yourself, and when the Magisterial Guards cut off
your head, you’ll see that I’m right. If you scream loudly enough
when they kill you, that might be the distraction I need to steal
the Sword.”

Hulagon scowled again, but remained where
he was. Evidently he did not want to test it firsthand.

“Fine,” said Aetius. “How are we going to
get the Sword?”

“At the moment, we can’t,” said Caina.
“It’s too well-guarded, and the Magisterial Guards are too
vigilant. We shall have to wait for a better opportunity.”

“A better opportunity?” said Hulagon. “When
shall that be? When they are carrying away the treasures of the
tomb of Nicokator?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Caina.

“You should have thought up a better plan,
Master Sebastian,” said Hulagon.

Caina said nothing. After all, Hulagon was
right. Caina should have come up with a better plan. Yet she was
not sure what else she could have done. Perhaps she should have
gone to Halfdan and summoned aid. Yet Halfdan, for all his
influence and reach, was still a circlemaster of the Ghosts, not a
lord or a magistrate, and Taldrane was a master magus of the
Magisterium. If Halfdan had called in favors from the magistrates,
Taldrane would have had more than enough time to conceal the Sword
somewhere Caina could never reach it. Any charges against Taldrane
would collapse for lack of evidence, and once the investigation
closed, Taldrane could open the tomb of Nicokator at his
leisure.

No, as risky as this was, it was still the
best course of action.

“What now?” said Aetius.

Caina nodded, looking at the distant glow
of firelight upon the hill. “All those men and wagons are leaving a
trail.”

“Of course they are leaving a trail,” said
Hulagon. “They are leaving a trail a blind man could follow.”

“And a trail that the Imperial Guard and
the civic militia could follow as well,” said Caina. The urban
praetor would have responded to Aetius’s letter, and sent men to
investigate the report. Entering the Valley of the Emperors was a
serious enough crime that the praetor would have no choice but to
investigate the matter. “The urban praetor’s men won’t have any
trouble following them. Taldrane isn’t bothering to cover his trail
because he thinks that no one is pursuing him.”

“Given that one Kagari warrior, a harlot,
and an Imperial lordling are following him,” said Hulagon, “perhaps
he is right not to fear.”

“He ought to fear the urban praetor and the
civic militia,” said Caina. “If he’s caught in the Valley of the
Emperors, he’ll have charges brought against him no matter what he
does.” She thought over that. “Which means our best chance is to
reach the Valley of the Emperors first.”

“I do not understand,” said Aetius.

“Of course you do not,” said Hulagon.

Caina resisted the urge to hit them both.
“There is only three of us. We can travel faster than Taldrane’s
party. It will not be hard to reach the pass to the Valley before
Taldrane. Once we’re there, we can find a way to slow him down.
There are many narrow paths and old bridges in the Valley, and if
we block them, we might be able to bring them to a halt while they
search for another path…”

“And while they do,” said Aetius, “the
urban praetor’s men come and arrest them all. Or demand that they
return to Malarae.”

Caina nodded. “At best, we’ll have a chance
to steal the Sword. At worst, Taldrane will be forced to return to
Malarae to face trial, and he won’t be able to open the tomb. In
Malarae we can work out a…less improvised plan to reclaim the
Sword.”

“This plan seems sound to me,” said
Aetius.

“It does not seem sound to me. Yet I can
think of nothing better,” said Hulagon.

“I thought not,” said Caina. “Get some
sleep. If we leave before dawn, we can get ahead of Taldrane’s men
before they break camp.”
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The plan started well enough.

They left before dawn, circling around
Taldrane’s hill, and then cutting hard to the northwest, making for
the mountain pass that led to the Valley of the Emperors. Hulagon
ranged ahead, scouting for paths and trails, and soon they returned
to the ancient road climbing to the Valley. With their remounts,
they made good time, even making their way up the increasingly
steep hills.

At noon Hulagon returned from one of his
scouting trips, his scarred face grim.

“We must get off the road,” he said.

“What?” said Caina. “Why?”

“A group of about forty armed men have set
up camp three miles ahead,” said Hulagon.

Caina blinked, her mind working through the
implications. Had Taldrane sent men ahead to await his arrival? Or
had the civic militia somehow circled in front of them?

“Bandits?” said Aetius.

“This close to Malarae?” said Caina.

“I think they are mercenaries,” said
Hulagon. “Unemployed ones. I suspect they have come to rob the
tombs in the Valley of the Emperors.”

“Idiots,” said Caina. “Those tombs are
dangerous.”

Aetius shrugged. “We’re going there, aren’t
we?”

“They have patrols out,” said Hulagon. “If
they find us, they will try to rob or kill us.” He leered at Caina.
“Likely they’ll have a little fun with you, if they figure out that
you are a woman.”

“More importantly,” said Caina, “what will
they do when Taldrane finds them?”

“I do not know,” said Hulagon. “Likely it
will come to violence. We have wasted enough time in talk. Unless
you have a plan for killing forty mercenaries, we should ride.”

“Lead on,” said Caina, and Hulagon led the
way from the road, taking them through a twisting maze of gullies
and ravines. It occurred to Caina that this might be treachery on
Hulagon’s part, that he might be leading Aetius and Caina off the
road to kill them quietly. Still, if he wanted to kill them, this
was an inefficient way to go about it. He could have knifed them as
they slept, or shot them down from horseback.

Hulagon glanced over his shoulder,
grimaced, and urged them to greater speed. They reached a narrow
ravine, its slopes choked with trees, and reined up. Hulagon
pointed, and Caina saw three men making their way along the top of
a nearby ridge, swords at their belts and shields slung over their
shoulders.

Hulagon had not lied about the
mercenaries.

They had to wait in the ravine the rest of
the day. Caina chafed at the delay, but saw no other choice. She
went out on scouting trips with Hulagon twice, seeking a way
forward, but both times saw that the mercenaries continued to make
their leisurely way along the road to the Valley, scouting the
countryside as they did. Caina and the others might have been able
to slip past, but the risk of getting caught was too high.

For that matter, unless she missed her
guess Taldrane’s men would encounter the mercenaries soon
enough…and she did not know what would happen then.

They spent the night in the ravine, and set
out again the next morning.
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“A battle,” said Aetius, looking at the
road, “and the mercenaries lost.”

Caina nodded, looking at the carnage.

Nearly twenty dead men lay scattered across
the road. About half of them had been killed by sword blows. The
other half had been slain by the blows of a giant mace, a mace that
had struck with enough force to collapse chests and heads like
melons.

Taldrane had taken part in the battle.

“Where are the others?” said Aetius. “I
thought you said there were at least forty men.”

“There were,” said Hulagon. “I do not know.
Perhaps they fled.”

“No,” said Caina, pointing. “They were
taken captive. Look. Taldrane stripped them of their arms and armor
and took them with him”

Along the side of the road lay a pile of
swords and chain mail hauberks. Helms lay like upturned buckets in
the dust.

“You speak truly,” said Hulagon. “There are
no signs of the mercenaries’ pack animals. The Magisterial Guards
must have claimed them.”

“Why?” said Aetius. “Why take captives?
They would only slow Taldrane down. He shall have to guard them
constantly.”

“I don’t know,” said Caina, but dark
suspicions bubbled in her mind. “Perhaps Taldrane has been dabbling
in the forbidden sciences. Many necromantic spells require the
blood of a murdered victim. Or he thinks to find traps in the tomb,
and plans to use the captives as fodder.”

“With this delay,” said Hulagon, “Taldrane
will likely reach the Valley before we do.”

Caina nodded, and they rode on.
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They reached the Valley of the Emperors
before noon on the next day.

The path climbed into a pass between two
massive gray mountains, their distant peaks mantled in snow and
cloud. Caina felt tiny as they rode through the narrow pass, the
walls of weathered stone towering high on either side of them, the
air cold and sharp and dry. The pass would have been a perfect
place for an ambush, but there was no sign of Taldrane.

Then the pass ended, and the Valley of the
Emperors yawned before them.

The Valley was large, easily big enough to
hold a dozen cities the size of Malarae. A cold blue lake filled
the northwestern third of the Valley’s floor, and a pine forest
covered the rest. Everywhere Caina looked, she saw the monuments,
saw statues marking the entrance of tombs carved into the mountain,
stone images of armored Emperors or robed magi standing upon
plinths. The monuments of lesser nobles rested in the floor of the
Valley proper, crypts and tombs of white marble or blood-colored
granite. The Valley had a stately, solemn grandeur to it, but the
grandeur had an edge of menace.

For Caina felt the powerful spells layered
over the Valley, radiating from the tombs carved into the
mountains. There were warding spells, ancient and grim and strong,
spells of necromancy and other forbidden sciences, spells that
Caina did not recognize. The ancient nobles of the First Empire may
not have been as knowledgeable about the arcane sciences as the
modern Magisterium, but they had been no less powerful, and the
echoes of their power lingered in the Valley of the Emperors.

“Gods,” said Aetius, his voice quiet.

“Once these men ruled the world,” said
Hulagon, his bow in his hand. “Now they only rule this Valley…but I
think their dominion here is absolute.”

“It is the living who should concern us,”
said Caina, reaching into her pack and unrolling the map she had
taken from Jurchan’s treasure room. She tapped the northwestern
edge of the scroll. “If this is indeed the tomb of Nicokator, then
Taldrane would have taken this route.” She ran her finger along a
road across the Valley’s floor. “It must overlook the lake
here.”

“Then let us ride,” said Hulagon.

As it turned out, the map was unnecessary.
The tracks of Taldrane’s passage were clear, even to Caina’s eyes,
and the road through the heart of the Valley was in good repair
despite the centuries. They rode through the pine forest, past
crypts adorned with ancient statues and reliefs of battles, their
stone eyes seeming to follow Caina as she rode. Powerful spells
layered the crypts, wards and traps both. From time to time Caina
felt a necromantic spell, and she wondered if the occupants of the
tombs still existed in a state of undeath, sitting in silent
darkness as the centuries rolled over them.

The ghastly thought made her shiver so
violently that Aetius looked askance at her.

“Cold?” said Aetius.

“Yes,” said Caina, “but that is not it. The
spells around those crypts are…potent.”

Hulagon snorted. “Your broken leg is
aching, then?”

“Something like that,” said Caina. She took
a deep breath, trying to ignore the twinges of nausea that went
through her from the necromantic auras. “And if my scars can feel a
storm coming…well, some of those crypts have one hell of a storm
waiting within them. Taldrane is fool if he thinks to open one of
these tombs.”

“That was my father’s goal,” said
Aetius.

“He may have been wrong,” said Caina.
“Better to leave these tombs sealed. A few of them have necromantic
spells of great power upon them. Whatever is within should never
again see the light of day.”

They lapsed into silence.

“In the sagas of the Kagari,” said Hulagon
at last, “it is said that the magus-emperors of the Fourth Empire
were men of great power and cruelty, tyrants that even the khans
and noyans of my people had to obey.”

“Perhaps my father was blinded by his
dreams,” said Aetius. “He always revered the lords and Emperors of
the First Empire. But not all of them were kindly men, were
they?”

Caina shrugged. “They were hard men,
accustomed to wielding power, both the power of the sword and the
power of sorcery.”

Aetius sighed. “My father thought by
finding the secrets of Nicokator’s tomb, he could present a symbol
of unity to the Empire. Instead that Sword has brought only
ruin.”

“Among the Kagari,” said Hulagon, “it is
said that greed is one master that can never be satisfied.” He
growled and shook his head. “Perhaps Jurchan should have heeded
that.”

“I have heard,” said Caina, “that history
destroys those who fail to respect it.”

Again they lapsed into silence.

“Are we scholars to quote proverbs to one
another?” said Hulagon.

“I had thought,” said Caina, “that we were
a Kagari warrior, a harlot, and an Imperial lordling.”

“Ha!” said Hulagon, shaking his finger at
her. “Then you do admit you are a harlot!”

“You couldn’t afford me,” said Caina.

Aetius threw back his head and laughed at
that, and even the dour Hulagon chuckled a little.

“You are a madwoman,” said Aetius. “If you
had told me a week ago I would be following a Ghost woman into the
Valley of the Emperors, I would have thought you addled or drunk or
both. Instead here I am, and I keep doing whatever you tell
me.”

“The wheel of fate is as merciless as it is
mercurial,” said Hulagon. “If you had told me a week ago I would
obey the commands of a foreign woman, and a harlot to boot, I would
have slain you for such impudence.”

“As I keep telling both of you,” said
Caina, “if you have a better idea, we’ll use it. Well? I am
listening raptly.”

Neither Aetius nor Hulagon had any
suggestions.

“Then we ought to be quiet until we reach
the tomb,” said Caina. “Unless, of course, your better idea is to
draw the attention of the Magisterial Guards and get us all
killed.”

“Do all Ghosts have such sharp tongues?”
said Hulagon.

“I wouldn’t know,” said Caina. “There are
no such people as the Ghosts.”
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By afternoon, they reached the tomb of
Nicokator and found another mystery awaiting them.

The road climbed along the side of the
mountain slope, rising over the cold blue lake. It was summer in
the lowlands along the River Megaros and the Imperial capital, but
here it was cold enough that Caina’s breath steamed in the air. She
didn’t like the cold. She had grown up along the warm coasts of the
Bay of Empire, and she had never liked the cold.

Right now, the mystery troubled her more
than the chill.

The road ended in a broad ledge below a
high, rocky cliff. An elaborate stone doorframe and façade had been
carved into the gray granite of the mountain, displaying rows of
warriors clad in archaic Nighmarian armor, longswords in their
right hands and the stylized flames of sorcery in their left hands.
Below the façade yawned a dark entrance, wide enough and tall
enough for two horsemen to ride abreast. Caina felt the presence of
powerful spells upon the façade, and more within the mountain
itself.

Still, those were secondary concerns.

“Where did they all go?” said Aetius, his
bewilderment plain.

“This is an ill-omened place,” muttered
Hulagon.

Caina swung down from her saddle,
considering the sight before the tomb’s entrance.

All six of Taldrane’s wagons waited before
the carved façade, loaded with their supplies, the oxen watching
Caina with indifference. There was no sign of the Magisterial
Guards, the mercenary prisoners, or Taldrane himself.

“They vanished,” said Aetius, looking at
the tomb.

“No,” said Hulagon, scrutinizing the
ground. “No. They went into the tomb. All the tracks point there.
It looks like…the Magisterial Guards herded the prisoners before
them.”

“Fodder for traps,” muttered Caina. She
considered the dark archway. “There are no doors.”

“My father thought the outer tomb might be
open,” said Aetius. “It was the entrance to the inner tomb that was
sealed, that could only be opened with the Sword of Nicokator.”

One of their horses whinnied, stamping at
the ground, and Hulagon reached over to soothe the beast.

“The horses are frightened,” said Aetius.
“Perhaps they sense the dark power around the tomb.”

“No,” said Caina. She sniffed at the air.
“Smell that?”

Aetius blinked and sniffed a few times.

“Blood,” he said, his face darkening.
“Fresh blood.”

“The outer tomb might have been opened,”
said Caina, “but it is not without defenses, apparently.”

“What now?” said Aetius.

Caina shrugged. “We keep going.”

Hulagon dismounted, tying the horses
together to keep them from fleeing. “We shall need torches.”

“Actually, I don’t think we will,” said
Caina. She slipped a throwing knife into her right hand and a
dagger into her left. “Follow me. Keep your eyes open.”

Aetius drew his sword, strapping his heavy
Legionary’s shield to his left arm. Hulagon set an arrow to his
bowstring, and Caina led the way into the tomb.

She stepped into the gloom beneath the
mountain…but found that it was not as dark as it should have been.
The archway opened into a vast pillared hall, the thick columns of
stone rising to the arched roof overhead. The floor was smooth and
level, and Caina took care to keep her boots from clicking against
the rock. Any noise in here would probably echo over and over
again. The light came from jagged lumps of colorless crystal set
into the capitals of the pillars, throwing a pale gray light over
everything. Caina wondered how many centuries those crystals had
glowed in the darkness.

The provided more than enough light to see
the dead bodies upon the floor.

There were at least thirty dead men, maybe
more out of sight behind the pillars. Most of them had the ragged
look of the unemployed mercenaries, but some of them wore the black
armor of Magisterial Guards.

“Is that all of them?” said Aetius in a
hushed voice.

“No,” said Hulagon, his dark eyes flicking
back and forth. “Taldrane had thirty men. There are…twelve
Magisterial Guards here.”

“The mercenaries must have tried to
escape,” said Aetius.

“No, look,” said Caina. “The position of
the bodies is wrong for that. Taldrane sent the mercenaries in
first, likely to trigger any traps. Something attacked them from
the front. The attackers overwhelmed the mercenaries and killed a
dozen of the Magisterial Guards. Then Taldrane got involved in the
fight, and they forced their way through.”

Hulagon grunted and tapped one of the dead
Magisterial Guards with his boot. “That seems a fair tale of this
battle.”

“So who attacked them?” said Aetius. “There
must be another group of tomb robbers here.” He looked at Hulagon.
“Did Jurchan send some men to the Valley?”

The prickling against Caina’s skin got
worse. She sensed a current of necromantic power moving through the
pillared hall, and looked around, seeking its source.

“I was about to ask if your father had done
so,” said Hulagon. Aetius shook his head. “Jurchan did not send any
warriors ahead. And Taldrane killed all of the noyan’s warriors.
There is…”

Something moved in the shadows behind the
pillars.

Caina cursed and took a step back.

“What is it?” said Aetius.

“Defend yourselves,” said Caina. “It wasn’t
living men that killed the Magisterial Guards.”

“A living man?” said Hulagon. “What
nonsense is this? It…”

Three figures stepped from the gloom, and
Aetius loosed a furious, frightened curse.

The figures were human skeletons, clad in
chain mail and helmets, green fire flickering in their empty eye
sockets, their fleshless mouths frozen in permanent macabre grins.
They carried broadswords in their bony hands, and charged forward,
raising the swords to attack. Caina had seen such creatures before
when the Ghosts had tracked down the necromancer Maglarion. They
were human corpses animated by potent necromantic spells.

Aetius shouted and moved first, catching a
blow upon his shield and striking with his broadsword. The heavy
blade rebounded from the chain mail upon the skeleton’s chest with
a flash of sparks. The skeleton rocked a little on its feet, but
kept attacking, pumping its sword at Aetius’s head and chest as he
retreated. Hulagon attacked another of the skeletons, his lighter
sword flashing with quicker speed, but with no effect.

The third skeleton came at Caina, and she
ducked under the sweep of its sword, lashing with her dagger. Her
blade raked down the skeleton’s face, the necromantic aura upon the
dead bones making her arm tingle, but the dagger did nothing. What
did she expect would happen? A dagger was a tool for killing, and
it could not do anything against an opponent already dead.

She dodged away from the skeleton’s next
attack, retreating as her mind sought an answer. Taldrane and his
Guards had gotten past the skeletons. Perhaps Taldrane had simply
used his sorcery to destroy them. Yet the undead things should have
left remains behind, and Caina spotted several of the creatures
slumped near the base of a pillar.

Their skulls had been smashed to powder. By
Taldrane’s mace or spells, perhaps, or…

Caina sheathed her blades, ran to one of
the dead Magisterial Guards, and snatched up his shield. It was
built of thick wood and iron, lacquered black and inscribed with
the sigil of the Magisterium. It was heavy and sturdy, and exactly
what Caina needed.

She caught the skeleton’s next slash upon
the shield, and then gripped it with both hands and swung it like a
club. The shield caught the skeleton across the side of the head,
and the skull popped off the spine and soared into the air. The
green flames in the eye sockets winked out, and Caina felt the
necromantic spell upon the skeleton collapse. The skeleton itself
followed a moment later, falling to the floor with a clatter of
bone and chain mail.

“The heads!” shouted Caina as the other two
skeletons pressed Aetius and Hulagon hard. “Take their heads!”

Hulagon dodged, snatched a discarded shield
in one smooth motion, and swung it with all his strength. It
cracked into the skull of his opponent. Its helmet fell away, the
skull fragments rattling within it, and the skeleton disintegrated.
Aetius shouted and swung his broadsword, and the power of his chop
shattered the spine of the skeleton facing him. The head rolled
away, and the body fell a few heartbeats later.

Silence fell over the pillared hall once
again, save for the rasp of heavy breathing.

“Gods,” said Aetius. “Just like the ruin
where we found the sword.”

“The same kind of devils,” said Hulagon. To
Caina’s surprise, he sounded shaken.

“Not devils, but dead men,” said Caina.
“They were animated by necromancy. Likely that explains why the
outer tomb is open. Anyone who entered was torn apart by those
things.”

“Taldrane and his men fought their way
through,” said Aetius.

“More fool them,” said Caina. The outer
defenses of Nicokator’s tomb were likely the weakest, designed to
kill the unprepared and weaken the stronger. What other horrors
might lurk deeper within the tomb?

And if Taldrane opened the inner chambers
with the Sword, what other horrors might he unleash?

“Let’s go,” said Caina. “We need to stop
Taldrane before he brings something worse into the daylight.”

***


Chapter 8: The Inner Door








They moved through the chambers of the tomb
of Nicokator.

Caina led Aetius and Hulagon through
another pillared hall, this one filled with stone sarcophagi, their
lids carved in the likeness of armored lords lying with their eyes
closed, her hands gripping the hilts of swords resting against
their chests. She sensed potent necromantic spells wrapped around
the sarcophagi, and suspected that touching the stone caskets would
rouse the corpses within them.

Fortunately, after the fight in the outer
hall, Aetius and Hulagon were willing to listen to her, and no one
touched the sarcophagi.

The chamber beyond that was a sculpture
gallery. Reliefs upon the walls showed scenes of battle, with
Nicokator leading his soldiers into war against rebellious nobles.
Dozens of plinths rested in orderly rows throughout the chamber,
and upon each plinth stood an ornate statue of peculiar
bronze-colored stone carved in the likeness of an armored
warrior.

The eyes of each statue glowed with a harsh
blue light, and Caina felt mantles of arcane power wrapped around
the statues.

“Why are their eyes glowing?” said
Aetius.

Hulagon let out a sneering little laugh.
“Perhaps they will come to life and attack us.”

Caina didn’t laugh, didn’t take her eyes
from the statues.

“That was a jest,” said Hulagon.

“The jest might be on us,” said Caina.

“Truly?” said Aetius. “You…think they might
come to life and attack us?”

“I don’t want to find out,” said Caina.
“Don’t touch the statues. Or the plinths. Or go within a foot of
them. There are powerful spells upon them.”

“Your broken bone is aching?” said
Hulagon.

“Screaming,” said Caina.

She led the way through the aisles of
statues, taking care to stay away from the invisible arcane auras
that snarled through the vast room. Aetius and Hulagon followed her
in single file. The statues remained motionless and silent upon
their plinths, and nothing happened as they crossed the
chamber.

The next room…

“Gods of the Empire,” breathed Aetius,
lowering his sword.

The room was a treasury, with chests of
stone lining the walls, the coffers overflowing with golden coins
and jewelry. Stone tables held vessels of gold and silver and
jewels, fine weapons, and suits of armor. The riches in this room
could have purchased half of Malarae.

“We are wealthy men, whatever happens,”
said Hulagon, looking around with a smile. “You can even retire
from harlotry, demon-woman.”

“No,” said Caina.

“You prefer to continue in your profession,
then?” said Hulagon.

Again she felt the urge to hit him. “Don’t
touch the treasure.”

“Why not?” said Hulagon.

“Because there are more spells over it,”
said Caina.

Hulagon frowned. “You are lying You wish to
claim the gold for yourself.”

“No,” said Caina again. “Touch the gold if
you want, but ask yourself two questions. First, the treasure is
clearly undisturbed. Why didn’t the Magisterial Guards loot the
chamber on their way through?”

Hulagon started to answer, but then fell
silent as he considered the implications of that.

“Second, look at the arms and armor,” said
Caina. “They’re of fine quality, but they’re made of steel. They’ve
been down here for thousands of years. Why haven’t they rusted
away?”

Still Hulagon was silent.

“It’s as if,” said Caina, “they were warded
against decay. And possibly thieves as well. Touch the gold if you
want. It might be instructive to see what the warding spells do to
you.”

“Gods of strife and battle, but you are a
vexing harridan,” said Hulagon, and he spat upon the floor.

“Let’s keep going,” said Caina.

She threaded her way between the tables of
coins. In truth, only some of the tables were warded, yet Caina did
not want to waste time looting, and she did not want Aetius and
Hulagon weighed down with treasure if they had to fight. She saw
Aetius give one of the tables a long look. His House was nearly
impoverished, and his betrothal to Doriana was at risk because of
it. If they lived through this, Caina decided, she would let
Hulagon and Aetius take as much as they could carry from the
treasury. Perhaps that would ensure the survival of House
Valdarion…and it might buy off Hulagon from his vendetta against
her.

The door on the far side of the treasury
revealed a broad set of steps descending deeper into the mountain,
more of the ragged crystals throwing pale light against the wall.
Caina eased her way down the stairs, throwing knife ready in her
hand, and as she descended she heard distant voices echoing up the
stairwell.

It had to be Taldrane and his men.

She gestured for silence, and Hulagon and
Aetius followed her.

The stairs opened into another pillared
hall, one as large as the entry chamber. Great stone columns thrust
towards the vaulted ceiling. A dais rose on the far end of the
hall, and behind the dais stood two massive doors of bronze,
covered in symbols that glowed with the same harsh blue light as
the eyes of the statues. In the center of the dais stood a stone
plinth about three feet tall, likewise covered in glowing
symbols.

Four dead men lay around the plinth, their
blood pooling beneath them. All wore the ragged clothes of the
unemployed mercenaries.

Taldrane and his surviving Magisterial
Guards stood before the dais, guarding the remaining prisoners.

There weren’t that many left.

“Again,” called Taldrane, his voice heavy
with annoyance. “A volunteer?”

None of the mercenaries spoke up.

“If you succeed, you shall be rewarded,”
said Taldrane. His massive black armor made him look like a walking
statue himself. Caina saw spatters of blood upon his cuirass and
the mace in his right hand. “You shall receive your freedom, a
reward of a thousand denarii, and the gratitude of the Imperial
Magisterium. That is no small thing.”

Still none of the mercenaries
volunteered.

Taldrane let out a weary sigh.
“Decurion.”

The decurion gestured, and three
Magisterial Guards stepped forward. The mercenaries shied away from
them, but to no avail. The three Guards grabbed the nearest man and
dragged him towards Taldrane. The mercenary screamed and fought,
his eyes wide with panic, but he could not break free.

“Really,” said Taldrane. “This is most
undignified.”

“Please, master magus,” babbled the
mercenary, “please, I will do anything, I will…”

“You will draw this weapon,” said Taldrane,
and with his left hand he lifted the Sword of Nicokator, still in
its scabbard. “Once you do, you will take it and insert the blade
into the slot atop that plinth.” He waved the Sword at the solitary
plinth before the sigil-marked doors. “Should you resist the
Sword’s compulsion long enough to do this, you will live. Should
you fail, the Sword will compel you to kill yourself. Do you have
any questions?”

The mercenary kept screaming.

Taldrane sighed again and held out the hilt
of the Sword. The Magisterial Guards took the struggling man’s
hands and pinned them against the Sword’s hilt, and Taldrane
stepped back, yanking the scabbard away from the blade. In the same
motion the Magisterial Guards moved back, leaving the mercenary
holding the Sword.

For a moment a rapt silence filled the
chamber. The mercenary staggered, lifting the Sword as its blade
began to glimmer with harsh ruby light. Wild exultation went over
the mercenary’s face, and he lifted the glowing Sword, taking a
step towards Taldrane.

Taldrane watched without moving.

The mercenary went rigid, his eyes bulging,
sweat pouring down his face. He started to shake, struggling
against some unseen force. A terrified, keening scream escaped from
his lips, and the mercenary reversed the Sword, turning the blade
towards his chest.

Taldrane’s expression grew irritated.

The mercenary threw himself to the ground
with a final scream, the force of the impact and his own weight
driving the Sword of Nicokator through his chest and out his back.
He twitched and moaned for a few moments, his blood pooling upon
the floor, and at last went still, the echoes of his dying agonies
fading away.

Caina glanced at Aetius and Hulagon. Both
of the men stared at Taldrane with hard eyes. Perhaps they had
harbored doubts about her account of the deaths of Armus Valdarion
and Jurchan, but the sight before them would have shattered any
remaining doubt. Hulagon in particular looked furious, his hands
tight against his bow.

“Again!” called Taldrane, slinging the huge
mace over his shoulder. One of the Magisterial Guards hurried
forward with a cloak, and Taldrane wrapped the cloak around his
right hand. He kicked the dead man over, reached down, and wrenched
the Sword free with his cloak-wrapped hand. He cleaned the weapon
and returned it to the scabbard. “Once again, we need a
volunteer…”

“Now what?” whispered Aetius.

“Perhaps we don’t need to do anything,”
said Caina.

“What do you mean?” said Aetius.

“Taldrane is going to run out of men
eventually,” said Caina. “He’ll kill them all. The mercenaries he
can force to take up the Sword, but the Magisterial Guards might
revolt.”

“Maybe he can shield himself from the
Sword’s power and use it to open the doors,” said Aetius.

“If he could, he wouldn’t have bothered
with this murderous game. Or he won’t attempt it until the very
last resort. A master magus won’t risk his own precious skin unless
necessary,” said Caina, thinking hard. “We might have had a hasty
plan, but he had a worse one. Maybe he thinks he can find someone
who can control the Sword, but it doesn’t seem likely.” She watched
the gruesome little scene a moment longer and nodded. “If we
withdraw, we can find the soldiers the urban praetor sent from
Malarae and lead them right here. They can deal with Taldrane,
and…”

“Or,” said Hulagon, stepping away from the
concealment of the wall, “we can avenge Jurchan’s murder here and
now.”

“What?” said Caina, and she realized what
he intended to do with a surge of panic. “No, stop, you idiot,
stop…”

She started to reach for him, but it was
too late. Hulagon drew back his bowstring and released, an arrow
hissing from his bow.

The shot was perfect. It arced across the
chamber, passing over the Magisterial Guards, and slammed into
Taldrane’s neck. The shaft should have plunged through his throat
and ripped open his veins. Instead the arrow shattered in a burst
of blue sparks as the steel arrowhead rebounded from the warding
spells.

Taldrane whirled, eyes shocked, and the
Magisterial Guards turned.

“Idiot,” said Caina again.

“You missed!” said Aetius.

“I did not miss!” said Hulagon. “My aim was
true!”

“He’s warded against steel,” said
Caina.

“Take them!” roared Taldrane, his voice
rolling through the chamber. He started to cast a spell, and the
Magisterial Guards charged.

“Damn it,” said Caina. “Run!”

Aetius and Hulagon did not need any
encouragement. Both men spun and started sprinting up the stairs to
the treasury. Caina ran after them, her mind racing. Maybe if they
reached the statue gallery she could trigger the spells, activating
whatever wards had been placed upon the plinths. That might slow
the Magisterial Guards. Or it might get them all killed.

Then she felt the spike of arcane power as
Taldrane finished his spell.

A wall of invisible psychokinetic force
blasted up the stairs, broad and fast and strong. Caina tried to
dodge, but the spell filled the entire corridor. It struck her
across her body, and the sensation was almost identical to walking
into a wall. She hit the floor hard, rolling up the stairs, and
came to a jouncing, bone-rattling stop. She heard the clatter of
armor as Aetius fell, the furious Kagari curses as Hulagon tumbled
against the steps.

Caina clawed to her feet, her limbs aching,
and tried to catch her balance.

The Magisterial Guards stopped a few paces
away, swords in hand and their eyes cold and grim beneath their
black helms. They were eager for blood. They had seen their
comrades die in the outer tomb, and they had a great deal of anger
to vent.

“Lay down your weapons,” said the lead
Guard in a soft voice.

Caina glanced back, saw Aetius and Hulagon
stand, lifting sword and bow.

“Do it,” said Caina. “There is no point in
dying here.”

Hulagon snarled and threw down his bow.
“That treacherous dog Taldrane can kill us instead.”

Aetius grimaced, but nodded and dropped his
broadsword upon the steps.

“You will come with us,” said the
Magisterial Guard.

“Oh, gladly,” said Caina. “I wager Taldrane
wants any intruders taken alive, right? That way he has more fodder
to burn up before he starts ordering the Magisterial Guards to take
up that black sword.”

The Guard said nothing, but Caina caught a
faint twitch near his eye. That was interesting. Perhaps the
Magisterial Guards foresaw the danger. Caina might be able to use
that.

Of course, by the time the Guards revolted
against Taldrane, Caina would already be dead.

The Guards escorted them into the pillared
hall, the pressure of the spells upon the great bronze doors
growing sharper and harder against Caina’s skin. Taldrane waited
for them, and a slow smile of recognition appeared upon the master
magus’s face.

“The whims of fortune are indeed
unknowable,” said Taldrane. “Aetius Valdarion himself. What brings
an impoverished lordling to the tomb of the First Emperor?”

“Do not bandy words with me,” said Aetius.
“I know of your crimes. I know you murdered my father.”

Taldrane lifted his gray eyebrows. “Me? I
did nothing of the sort. Count Armus slew himself for some
reason.”

“He slew himself,” said Aetius, “because
you sent Jurchan to trick him into taking up the Sword of
Nicokator.”

Taldrane snorted. “Your father should have
known better than to lift the Sword. If he was too weak to resist
Jurchan’s lies, that is his doing, not mine.”

“And you slew the noyan!” shouted Hulagon,
livid with rage.

Taldrane laughed. “What’s this? A Kagari?
Ah, yes, I remember you. One of Jurchan’s loyal hounds. Perhaps you
ought to go bay at the moon over your master’s body.”

“I am the tarkhan Hulagon of the Kagari
nation,” spat Hulagon, “and I shall avenge my noyan’s death.”

“Yes,” said Taldrane. He kicked aside the
shattered arrow with his armored boot. “You’ve done a splendid job
of it so far.” His gray eyes shifted to Caina. “You…no, I don’t
know you. A local guide, perhaps? That must be it. Both Lord Aetius
and the tarkhan are too stupid to have found this place on their
own, so they must have hired you. What is your name?”

“Sebastian,” said Caina, making sure to
disguise her voice. Both Aetius and Hulagon gave her odd glances,
but Caina did not look back. Mentioning that she was a woman in
front of so many hostile soldiers was a bad idea. “You are right,
master magus. I am a hunter, and Lord Aetius and the tarkhan hired
me to…”

“Lies,” said Taldrane. “You’re a
Ghost.”

Caina blinked. “Ah…I do not think I am a
spirit, master magus. Unless you are planning to kill me.”

“No,” said Taldrane. “A Ghost. One of the
eyes and ears of the Emperor of Nighmar, his little scheming
troublemakers.” He shook his head. “I should have known you would
make trouble for me. You…”

“Truly,” said Caina, “I don’t know
what…”

“Enough!” said Taldrane, showing anger for
the first time. “Lie to me again and I shall kill you where you
stand.” He raised his right hand, and Caina felt the power snarling
around his fingers. “Now. You are a Ghost.”

“Yes,” said Caina.

Taldrane nodded. “How did you get involved
in this matter? Did Count Armus send word to your brotherhood? He
was brilliant, but naïve as a virgin girl. He knew nothing of
politics. Perhaps he foresaw the danger and sent to you for
help.”

Caina scoffed. “Really? Are you that
blind?”

Taldrane’s eyes narrowed. “Elaborate.”

“You dug up the Sword of the First
Emperor,” said Caina. “Armus was prepared to present it to the
Emperor himself, if he could manage it. Then Armus was killed and
Jurchan and an entire building of Kagari warriors were murdered.
Did you really think all that would go unnoticed, Master Taldrane?
We noticed when Count Armus claimed to have found the Sword of
Nicokator. We definitely noticed when Count Armus and the noyan
Jurchan turned up dead. Did you think you could do all of this in
the shadows?” Caina shook her head. “The Count might have been
naïve when it came to politics, but you’re not naïve. You’re just
an idiot.”

“You’re very fond of that word,” muttered
Hulagon.

Taldrane drew himself up. Caina suspected a
master magus did not often hear someone speak to him in that tone.
“I assume you have summoned help?”

“Of course,” said Caina. “I understand that
trespassing in the Valley of the Emperors is quite illegal. Even
for a master magus of the Imperial Magisterium.”

Taldrane smiled. “Then there is no reason
to leave you alive, is there?”

“Wrong again,” said Caina, thinking as fast
as she could. Their best chance, their only chance, was to delay
until help arrived from Malarae. Unfortunately, that was a slim
hope. Yet delay only advantaged her, not Taldrane. “Killing us
would be wasteful.”

“Indeed,” said Taldrane. “You and your
loutish friends represent three more chances to open the
doors.”

Caina laughed. “You still haven’t figured
it out, have you?”

“Oh?” said Taldrane. “And what is
that?”

“How to open the door,” said Caina.

“It seems quite simple, Master Sebastian,”
said Taldrane. “Wards beyond the power of the modern Magisterium
bind the doors. They are centered upon that plinth.” He pointed at
the dais. “In the exact center of that plinth is a slot for the
Sword’s blade. Insert the Sword, and the wards will release and
open the doors.”

“Except you haven’t figured out how to use
the Sword without killing yourself,” said Caina. “Good thing you
kidnapped all those mercenaries! Else you’d have to start killing
your Magisterial Guards.” Leather creaked as a man in armor
shifted.

“A minor setback,” said Taldrane with a
thin smile. “With every death, I have studied the spells binding
the Sword. Soon I shall understand enough to work a ward against
its effects.”

“Why not just hold the Sword with your
gauntlets?” said Caina. “I thought the spell activated when it came
into contact with flesh.”

“It is not flesh but intent that activates
the Sword,” said Taldrane. “Holding it is quite harmless. Holding
it with the intent of using it as a weapon or as a key to the lock
activates the spells upon it.” He glanced at the dead mercenaries.
“It took several experiments to uncover that.”

Caina made a show of looking around the
chamber. “Hope you don’t run out of men first.”

“Your deaths make that all the less
likely,” said Taldrane. “Unless, of course, you do know how to
wield the Sword as you implied.”

“I do,” said Caina.

It wasn’t entirely a lie. She thought she
might have worked it out during the journey through the foothills
and the mountain pass. She hoped she would not have to put her
guess to the test.

“Perhaps you should share that knowledge
with me,” said Taldrane. “It might be worth your life.”

Caina shrugged. “And then you’ll kill
me.”

“Not at all,” said Taldrane. “Instead, I
will offer you an invitation to join me.”

Caina laughed. “To join you?”

“Yes,” said Taldrane.

“You cannot be serious.”

“I am deadly serious,” said Taldrane. “We
both want the same things, Ghost. We wish for order and stability
in the Empire, for the Empire dearly needs stability. The Emperor
Alexius Naerius grows old, and the Empire is held together only by
the thinnest threads of tradition. Once he dies, we shall have
civil war, and darker powers may come to light once more. A strong
hand is needed.”

“The Magisterium’s hand?” said Caina. “Or
your hand?”

“Yes,” said Taldrane. “A strong hand is
required. Why not mine? If I unite the Magisterium under my
leadership, we can take an active role in the government of the
Empire once more. We can bring order, peace, and prosperity,
something that the Imperial Curia has failed at again and
again.”

“And whatever’s in this tomb,” said Caina,
“will unify the Magisterium behind you?”

“Without question,” said Taldrane.

“Very well,” said Caina. “I’ll hear you
out. What’s in the tomb?”

Taldrane studied her for a moment. “Before
he died, it was recorded in the annals of the Magisterium that
Nicokator created a sorcerous weapon of immense power. He feared
that after his death the First Empire would unravel, and he wished
to grant his son a means of securing his conquests.”

“So why didn’t Nicokator leave the weapon
to his son?” said Caina.

“I don’t know,” said Taldrane. “The annals
and the chronicles are vague upon this point. There was strife
among Nicokator’s sons, that much we do know. Perhaps the First
Emperor feared that his heir would slaughter his brothers, or that
one of his other sons would seize the weapon and usurp the Imperial
throne. Whatever the reason, the weapon was buried with him. In
time the First Empire fell and become the Second Empire, the Second
collapsed and grew into the Third…and here we stand thousands of
years later, with Nicokator’s great weapon long forgotten.”

“Then Count Armus approached you with his
research,” said Caina, “and you realized what he had
uncovered.”

“Just so,” said Taldrane. “This forgotten
weapon has rested here for all these millennia, waiting for a hand
strong enough to wield it. We can be the ones to wield it, Ghost,
you and I. We can bring order and security to the Empire.”

It was a fine and grand-sounding speech…if
one overlooked the sheer number of people Taldrane had murdered to
reach the tomb of Nicokator. Jurchan had been a faithless
scoundrel, but he hadn’t deserved a death like that and neither had
his warriors. Count Armus had been an idealistic old man, and
Taldrane had arranged for his death without hesitation. That rather
put the lie to Taldrane’s noble words.

But, for now, Caina needed to play
along.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll help you.” She
did not dare look at Aetius and Hulagon. Maybe she had lied enough
to both of them that they realized what she was doing.

“How very wise of you,” said Taldrane.
“Though I am afraid I shall require some proof of good faith before
I accept your aid.”

“And just what is that?” said Caina.

“Take the Sword and open the door,” he
said, holding out the hilt of Nicokator’s Sword towards her.

Caina said nothing, eyeing the tarnished
silver hilt with its eagle-head sigil upon the pommel.

“Surely you can do it,” said Taldrane,
smirking. “After all, you all but claimed you can. I do hope that
wasn’t merely a lie to win my confidence, Master Sebastian of the
Ghosts. I did say that if you lied to me, I would kill you. I
suppose if I let the Sword kill you, that counts as keeping my
word.”

“Yes,” said Caina, her voice sounding flat
and mechanical in her ears. “Yes. I can.”

Taldrane gestured with the hilt of the
Sword. “By all means.”

“I’ll need something from my pack,” said
Caina. “It’s not a weapon and it can’t hurt anyone, but I would
very much prefer if your Magisterial Guards did not cut me down the
minute I reach for it.”

Taldrane cast a spell at her, and Caina
just barely stopped herself from flinching. Yet it was only the
spell to sense the presence of sorcery. He was checking for active
spells around her, and she knew that he would find none.

“Proceed,” said Taldrane.

Caina took a deep breath and glanced back
at Hulagon and Aetius. Both men stared at her, their expressions
more puzzled than murderous. That was good. At least she wouldn’t
have to worry about Hulagon stabbing her in the back when she took
up the Sword.

Though Caina supposed they would look even
more puzzled if she ran herself through with the blade.

She reached into her pack and yanked out
her shadow-cloak, pulling up the cowl and tugging it over her head
while keeping the cloak itself rolled in her pack. The cloak’s
length would aid her with stealth, which was useless when thirty
men were standing next to her, but the cowl would shield her from
mind-altering spells.

Including, she hoped, whatever malevolent
power waited within the Sword of Nicokator.

Caina was about to gamble her life upon
that theory.

Taldrane’s eyes narrowed, but before he
could say anything, she stepped forward, seized the Sword’s hilt,
and yanked the weapon from its scabbard. Her fingers almost went
numb with the surge of sorcerous power surrounding the hilt, and
Caina stumbled one step, and then another, her left hand closing
around the Sword’s hilt to hold it steady.

Her breath rasped in her throat, the pulse
throbbing in her temples, her vision seeming to turn red.

The blade crackled and flickered with
crimson light.

She felt…

A colossal and furious presence seemed to
fill her mind. Caina wavered back and forth, the Sword bobbing
before her. Part of her mind noted that the weapon would serve as
an excellent torch while it was glowing.

The rest of her mind wanted to kill
herself.

She had thought that the Sword had taken
over its victims like a puppet, forcing them to stab themselves.
That would have explained the horrified expressions of the Count
and Jurchan as they killed themselves. But now Caina understood.
The Sword hadn’t forced the men to kill themselves.

It had convinced them to kill
themselves.

It wanted Caina to kill herself…and she
felt herself starting to agree with the weapon’s malevolent
will.

She deserved death, didn’t she? Her mother
had slain her father, and Caina had killed her mother in
retribution. Caina was a spy and an assassin, a liar and a
murderess. Hulagon was right to call her a harlot. Her old injuries
ensured that she would never have children, that she would never
marry and have a home of her own. She would lurk in the shadows
until she died bitter and alone, or until her enemies found her and
killed her.

Why shouldn’t she kill herself?

Why shouldn’t she just get it over
with?

Caina felt herself lifting the sword, her
fingers moving as she began to turn the blade to face her chest.
Yes, it was best to end it now, to kill herself and end her
wretched life, to…

The red haze filling her mind flickered,
and a flash of clarity went through her like a splash of cold water
across the face.

The despair wasn’t real. The Sword was
doing it to her, and only the thin haze of the shadow-cloak’s
protection kept it from consuming her mind. She didn’t know how
much longer it would last, how much longer she could resist until
the Sword’s power overwhelmed her.

Caina had to act now.

She considered lifting the Sword against
Taldrane, and she knew that the powerful spells upon the blade
would rip through his black armor like tissue paper. Yet even as
the thought crossed her mind, the burning despair threatened to
drown her will once more. If she tried to use the Sword as a
weapon, the sorcerous aura would crush through her resistance.

Caina staggered up the dais steps, raising
the Sword over her head, and brought it hammering down.

The blade slid into the slot in the plinth,
sinking to the crosspiece. All at once the horrid madness vanished
from her mind, and she fell to one knee before the plinth, her
heart racing like a maddened horse.

“That was surprising,” said Taldrane. “Yet
I should have thought of that myself. A Ghost shadow-cloak. Yes.
I…”

A surge of power washed out from the plinth
and the Sword, and Caina scrambled down the stairs. The symbols
upon both the plinth and the bronze doors blazed brighter, so
bright that Caina had to look away.

The symbols upon the doors vanished, and a
dozen metallic clangs came from the doorway. With a groaning,
hissing rasp, the doors swung open. A blast of cold, musty air blew
out, tugging at Caina’s hair and shadow-cloak.

She felt something stirring behind the
doors, an ancient, rigid arcane aura that washed over her like a
wave of needles.

Caina wasn’t sure, but she had the
impression that something was waking up in the darkness behind the
bronze doors.

“At last,” said Taldrane. “The power of the
tomb of Nicokator is mine.”








***


Chapter 9: Let The Tyrants
Beware

“What did you do?” said Aetius.

Caina shook her head, trying to clear her
reeling thoughts. The doors came to a rasping halt, the archway
beyond them revealed. More pale gray light shone over the dais,
while the plinth and the exposed hilt of the Sword gave off a
steady crimson glow. Beyond the opened bronze doors she could not
quite make out the details of the chamber beyond, as if a glowing
mist obscured its features.

“Opened the doors,” said Caina. Maybe that
had been a mistake. On the other hand, she could think of nothing
else that might have stopped Taldrane from killing them, and after
Hulagon’s rash attack, their options had been limited.

“How did you do that?” said Hulagon.

“Shadow-cloak,” said Caina, trying to clear
her head. Her mind still buzzed and shuddered from the awful
pressure of holding the Sword, and she had a terrific headache.
Caina had never experienced a hangover, but she suspected that it
felt like this. “Tool of the Ghosts. It blocks mind-controlling
spells.”

“And you knew it would protect you?” said
Hulagon.

Taldrane gestured, and the Magisterial
Guards moved onto the dais, a few of them dragging the remaining
mercenaries along.

“I didn’t,” said Caina. “I guessed. Looks
like I was right.”

“Gods,” said Aetius. “You are mad.”

“Probably,” said Caina.

“Master Sebastian!” said Taldrane. “Well
done. Come. You have earned the right to witness this moment. Lord
Aetius, tarkhan, come as well. You were there when this began, so
it is only fitting that you are here when it ends. Though, more
precisely, this is another beginning. Soon the Magisterium will
dominate the Empire once more.”

“I seem to remember,” said Caina, climbing
the steps, “a proverb about counting chickens before the eggs have
hatched.”

Taldrane only laughed, his eyes glittering.
“Let us see what eggs the First Emperor has left for us.”

He strode for the door, the Magisterial
Guards following. For an instant, Caina contemplated waiting until
Taldrane had entered the inner chamber and then withdrawing the
Sword from the plinth. If Taldrane wanted to uncover the secrets of
Nicokator’s tomb, then he could spend all eternity with them. Yet
Taldrane must have anticipated the danger, because several
Magisterial Guards stepped towards Caina and Aetius and Hulagon,
gesturing for them to move.

There was no other choice, so Caina
followed the Magisterial Guards.

The chamber beyond the bronze doors was
vast, a domed ceiling rising high overhead. A strange, pale,
glowing blue mist flickered and flowed through the chamber, thick
enough to cloak in it luminous gloom, yet not dense enough to block
all sight. Sorcerous power seemed to surge through the mist, like
waves crashing against Caina’s mind. Beneath the apex of the dome
rose a dais, and atop the dais stood a stone throne.

The First Emperor sat atop the throne,
gazing at the intruders.

For instant strange moment Caina was sure
that Nicokator himself was looking at them, that by some feat of
sorcery he had endured the millennia, waiting for them in the
darkness of his tomb.

Then she saw that he was dead, had been
dead a long time. The figure upon the throne wore plate armor of
the finest workmanship, the enspelled steel plated in silver. Like
the silver covering the Sword of Nicokator, the centuries had
tarnished the silver, and now a figure in black armor waited
motionless upon the throne. A coronet of gold and emeralds
encircled the helm, and beneath it Caina saw an ancient, yellowed
skull, the black eyes staring at nothing.

Behind the throne rose a massive monolith
of black stone, over twenty feet tall. As they drew closer, she saw
that it was a statue of a warrior clad in similar armor as the dead
First Emperor, a massive stone greatsword clutched in its
gauntlet-sheathed hands.

“Behold,” said Taldrane. The strange mist
dampened his resonant voice. “Nicokator, the First Emperor of the
Empire of Nighmar. We are the first living men to look upon his
form for uncounted centuries.”

“Well and good,” said Aetius. “But where
are the weapons? Where are the treasures? I thought Nicokator
buried himself with weapons of power. All I see is a skeleton in
old armor.”

Looking around the chamber, Caina saw that
save for the throne, the skeleton, and the enormous black statue,
there were no other objects in the chamber. The round walls below
the dome were carved with ornate reliefs of Nicokator and his
triumphs. Perhaps there was a hidden door there, or casks of
treasure concealed beneath the smooth stone floor.

Or perhaps the tomb of Nicokator was empty
save for his bones, and Taldrane had killed a lot of people for
nothing.

Yet Caina sensed spells upon the throne and
the monumental statue. Plus there was the constant arcane power
flowing and throbbing through the strange glowing mist. Most of the
power focused upon the towering black statue, and Caina wondered if
that was the weapon that Nicokator had hidden here.

“Spread out,” called Taldrane. “Examine the
walls and the floor. Look for any hidden entrances or doors. You,
you, you, and you.” He pointed at four Magisterial Guards. “Keep an
eye on our three guests. They may yet prove useful, but if they
make trouble, kill them.”

“What happened to ruling the Empire
together?” said Caina in a dry voice.

Taldrane smirked and turned his back to
her.

“Now what should we do?” said Aetius,
eyeing the Magisterial Guards as they moved closer.

That was a good question. Unfortunately,
Caina had no idea. She had no weapon that could hurt Taldrane, and
she suspected that letting him find whatever waited in the tomb
would be a bad idea.

She stepped forward, peering at the huge
statue, and two of the Magisterial Guards raised their swords in
warning.

“Oh, don’t bother,” said Caina. “I’m not
going to try anything. I just want a closer look. I figured out how
to open the doors, didn’t I? Maybe I’ll figure out how your master
can claim Nicokator’s treasure, whatever it is.”

The Magisterial Guards did not look
convinced, but they lowered their swords a few inches, and Caina
strolled past them with a studied air of unconcern. Aetius and
Hulagon hesitated, and then followed her, followed in turn by the
Magisterial Guards. Caina bit back the urge to laugh. She supposed
they made for an odd little parade.

The glimmer of humor faded as she looked at
the base of the statue.

A row of sigils had been cut into the
statue’s circular base, glowing with the same harsh blue light as
the statues in the gallery above. As Caina moved closer, she saw
similar sigils cut into the stone of the dais steps, though these
symbols were dark. Nevertheless, she sensed potent sorcery
radiating from both the glowing and the dark symbols, sorcery
similar yet much stronger than the spells she had felt on the
statues above.

“What is it?” said Aetius.

“I don’t know,” said Caina in a soft voice.
“Something powerful. Some lost spell or science of the First
Empire. I’ve never seen or felt anything like it before.”

She stared at the statue, trying to sort
through her headache and the dizzying array of sensations from the
potent spells. Caina had never sensed spells like this before, yet
there was something familiar about them. Something…

She blinked.

The spells were latent. They were waiting
to be activated.

She thought of a spider crouching in its
web, waiting for a fly to blunder into its reach.

So just what would activate this web?

She turned as Taldrane began casting a
spell towards the statue, and a horrible intuition seized
Caina.

“No!” she shouted. “Taldrane, stop!
Don’t…”

She was too late.

It was only a simple spell, one Caina had
seen and felt many times before, the spell to sense the presence of
arcane forces. It was the logical spell to cast, the first step
towards probing and exploring the burial chamber. It did not
require a great deal of arcane power, and only touched lightly upon
its subject.

Yet it was enough.

The symbols at the statue’s base flared
with light, and the sigils cut into the steps of the dais burned
with icy blue flames. A cold wind began to blow through the domed
chamber, the glowing mist swirling and billowing around the throne
and the dais. The Magisterial Guards spun, raising their swords and
shields, while the few surviving mercenaries cowered back.

“Ah,” said Taldrane with satisfaction. “At
last.”

“You activated it,” said Caina.

“Of course I did,” said Taldrane.
“Presumably the weapon has something to do with the spells upon
that statue. If I gain control of them, I can then…wait.”

Some of the mist gathered in a pillar
before the throne, flickering and writhing. As Caina watched, the
mist seemed to flatten and harden, and suddenly resolved into the
translucent image of a man.

It was the Emperor Nicokator.

The image wore armor identical to the
corpse upon the throne, though this armor gleamed silver-bright, as
if it had been wrought of polished moonlight. Nicokator’s image
wore no helm but a diadem of gold, and his face was gaunt and
bearded, his eyes hooded and deep-set. It was a stern and pitiless
face, a face accustomed to war and conquest. Looking at it, Caina
could believe that this man had forged the squabbling Nighmarian
lords into the First Empire.

“Gods of strife and battle,” whispered
Hulagon. “You have conjured his wraith to kill us all.”

“No,” said Taldrane. “This is only an
illusion. A message he left for anyone who entered his tomb…”

The image began to speak in a booming,
rasping voice. The words were in ancient Nighmarian, the syntax and
diction strange, but with an effort Caina could understand
them.

“Hearken to my counsel, and hear well my
words,” said the image. “In life, the enthroned skeleton before you
was Nicokator, Lord of the Citadel of Malarae, and by fire and
sword I forced the other lords of Nighmaria to submit to my
overlordship, and I wrought an Empire from them. In the centuries
after the great cataclysm, the nations of man were sundered and
torn, while every lord and prince did as he wished, and the lowly
born and the poor were sore oppressed. I ended this, and I brought
order to my Empire. Now one law governs Nighmaria. One ruler bring
order. My law and my rule brought swift punishment to wrongdoers.
When I ruled in Malarae, a virgin girl could walk from one end of
my Empire to another bearing a bag of gold, and no rogue would dare
raise his hand against her.”

The crowned head turned back and forth, as
if the gaunt, fierce features were regarding them.

“Yet for all my skill at battle and my
sorcerous prowess, death came to me,” said Nicokator. “No man is
beyond its reach. So I must by necessity leave my Empire to the
hands of another. Yet how can a ruler hold his lands without power
unconquerable? Therefore I resolved to construct a weapon of great
power, an irresistible force that could not be defeated.”

“Yes,” said Taldrane, smiling.

“Then I realized my folly,” said
Nicokator.

Taldrane’s smile vanished.

“No one man is fit to wield supreme power,
for all men are corrupt, and wickedness lurks ever within their
hearts, ready to blaze forth like an ember setting a great forest
aflame,” said Nicokator. “And if a man wields unchecked power, who
then shall oppose him if he turns to evil and folly? An Emperor may
hold the Imperial Curia and the lords of the Empire in check,
binding them to peace and law. Yet if an Emperor turns to
wickedness, the Imperial Curia and the lords of the Empire can
bring him to account.”

“What idiocy is this?” said Taldrane, his
disgust plain. “The First Emperor’s final weapon was a lecture
about virtue?”

“I contemplated this matter, and concluded
that my Empire would always be threatened by those who sought power
absolute and supreme, unchecked by their peers,” said Nicokator. “I
defended my Empire in life, and I shall do so in death. I commanded
my servants to construct me a tomb in the valleys north of Malarae,
and my lords and magistrates put forth the rumor that I had created
a weapon of ultimate sorcerous power, a weapon that would be
entombed with me.”

A cold fist closed around Caina’s
heart.

“Taldrane,” said Caina. “We have to get out
of here, we…”

“Silence!” shouted Taldrane, his eyes upon
the wavering image.

“I knew this rumor would draw proud fools
to my tomb,” said Nicokator, “seeking to seize absolute power for
themselves.” Again the pitiless eyes swept over them. “If you now
listen to my words, then you are those proud fools, come to usurp
power that does not belong to you.”

“This is ridiculous,” said Taldrane,
“this…”

“Hearken!” roared Nicokator, his voice
booming through the chamber, and Taldrane flinched as if the dead
Emperor had spoken to him. “I, Nicokator, Emperor of Nighmaria, do
pronounce my judgment. You have sought to enslave the people of my
Empire and to usurp power to which you have no right. The penalty
for your crimes is death. You wished to claim a weapon of
irresistible power? Then have it!”

He made a sharp gesture, and the specter
vanished, his final words echoing off the walls.

“Hardly a threat,” said Taldrane. He seemed
personally offended. “Who knew that our First Emperor was such a
fool? I…”

Twin blue lights blazed to life in the helm
of the giant black statue.

And then, to Caina’s horror, the statue
started to move.

The huge form stepped backwards off the
dais, moving as smoothly and easily as if it were wrought of flesh
and bone and not of gleaming black stone. The statue lifted its
greatsword, both hands clasping the hilt. The statue stood twenty
feet tall, and the huge sword was easily twelve feet long, the
stone edges gleaming razor sharp. Of course, the weapon had to
weigh at least a ton, if not more, so the sharp edges were almost
unnecessary.

The statue gazed at them, the lights of its
eyes sweeping back and forth.

“What is that?” said Hulagon.

“Remember when I thought the statues might
come to life?” whispered Caina, watching the towering black
shape.

“Perhaps,” said Hulagon, “I should not have
laughed when you…”

The colossus moved.

It attacked in utter silence, its boots
making no noise against the floor despite its immense bulk. The
stone sword swept in a dark blur, and three Magisterial Guards
simply disintegrated, the greatsword ripping them apart in a spray
of blood and organs and twisted black metal. The dead men, or
pieces of the dead men, fell to the floor, and then the screaming
began in earnest.

“Stand fast!” roared Taldrane, raising his
huge mace. He sprinted towards the statue, casting a spell as he
ran. “Stand fast! Stand fast and fight!”

The Magisterial Guards obeyed, moving
together in a defensive formation as their decurion bellowed
orders. The surviving mercenary prisoners did not, and they
sprinted for the doors to the outer chamber, screaming at the top
of their lungs. As they did, the animated statue whirled, and it
leapt into the air, soaring over the heads of the Magisterial
Guards.

It landed like a thunderclap, and the
ground shook with such force that Caina lost her footing and fell,
as did most of the Magisterial Guards. The mercenaries, with their
hands bound, fell upon their backs and sides. The men screamed, and
the animated statue simply trampled them underfoot.

“Run!” said Hulagon, scrambling to his
feet.

“Wait!” said Caina.

“Are you mad?” said Aetius. “For once, the
Kagari is right. We need to get out of here.”

“No,” said Caina, backing away from the
doors. “Listen! It only went after the mercenaries when they fled.
If we run, it will kill us. We need a distraction, a…”

“Attack!” roared Taldrane, and he charged
at the statue, the Magisterial Guards fanning out around him. Caina
wondered at the sheer suicidal folly of the attack, and then she
realized the master magus’s plan. Taldrane cast a complex and
powerful spell as he charged, something to dominate and control the
colossus. The Magisterial Guards struck from the right and the
left, hammering at the statue’s legs while Taldrane flung his spell
at the statue.

It didn’t work.

Caina felt the backlash of power as
Taldrane’s sorcery shattered against the ancient spells binding the
statue. The colossus trampled through the Magisterial Guards,
crushing them with its boots and huge sword, and it slaughtered
two-thirds of them in an instant. Taldrane fell back, fear upon his
face, and the statue’s helmeted head turned towards him.

Caina saw their only chance.

“Run!” she shouted to Aetius and Hulagon,
and together they sprinted towards the bronze doors. Behind her
came the sounds of screaming and crunching metal and snapping bone,
and Caina dared not slow down. She tore through the doors, Aetius
and Hulagon a half-step-behind her, and skidded to a halt before
the plinth holding the Sword of Nicokator.

Caina spun around the plinth, throwing the
cowl of her shadow-cloak back over her head, and looked back into
Nicokator’s burial chamber. The last Magisterial Guard went down,
crushed beneath the statue’s boots, and Taldrane hammered at the
statue’s leg with a two-handed blow of his mace, all of his
spell-enhanced strength driving the weapon. A blow like that from a
veteran battle magus could crush a man like an insect.

It didn’t even leave a scratch on the
statue’s gleaming knee.

Caina yanked the Sword of Nicokator from
the plinth, the blade blazing with crimson light. Again that
horrible despair thundered through her, demanding that she take the
Sword and kill herself, that she end her wretched and miserable
life of lies and shadows and knives. This time, though, she didn’t
need to do anything with the Sword.

She simply dropped it, the despair
vanishing from her mind, the blade’s light winking out as the Sword
clanged against the floor. The sigils blazed to life upon the
bronze doors, and they started to groan shut as the warding spells
reactivated themselves.

Taldrane whirled, stumbling away from the
statue, and his eyes met Caina’s. Rage twisted his face, and he
sprinted towards her, moving with spell-augmented speed. He hurtled
forward like a galloping horse, and his sorcery-enhanced speed
would carry him through the bronze doors before they sealed once
again.

The colossus was simply faster.

It reached down, its stone fist closing,
and Taldrane’s head vanished in a crimson spray. His armored body
hit the floor with a clatter and bounced a few times, sliding to a
halt.

The bronze doors closed with a boom,
sealing away Taldrane’s corpse with the mortal remains of the First
Emperor.

***


Chapter 10: We Wait In The
Shadows








Caina let out a long, ragged breath, her
head throbbing with pain. Picking up the Sword once had been
painful. Picking up the Sword a second time had been excruciating.
Yet she had survived the experience, which was more than Count
Armus and Jurchan and Taldrane’s other victims could claim.

“What was that thing?” said Hulagon, his
face tight with shock.

“I don’t know,” said Caina, shaking her
head. “A…weapon of sorcery, a living siege engine. Maybe a spirit
bound within a statue. You heard what the specter said. Nicokator
knew there would be men like Taldrane, men who would try to seize
absolute power over the Empire. So he laid this trap for them…”

“And we blundered right into it,” said
Aetius, disgusted. “Gods, what fools we were.”

“Not your father,” said Caina. “Count Armus
wanted glory and prestige for his House, yes, but not power.
Nicokator set his guardian to activate when someone cast a spell at
it. In his time, all the nobles of the Empire knew sorcery. He
thought that anyone who came to claim this phantom weapon would be
a sorcerer, so he set up his trap accordingly.”

“It would have been better for my father to
have come here alone,” said Armus with a bitter shake of his head.
“Better that he had never spoken to Taldrane.”

“Better that he had never found that
accursed Sword,” said Hulagon, glaring at the dark blade. “Then
Jurchan would still live. And had your father come here, the dead
things in the entrance would have slain him.”

“Maybe,” said Aetius. “I don’t know.”

“The past is done, it cannot be undone,”
said Caina.

Hulagon snorted. “Another proverb?”

“It’s true, is it not?” said Caina. She
looked around for the Sword’s scabbard and realized that Taldrane
likely had it with him. “Give me your cloak.”

“My cloak?” said Hulagon. “Why?”

“Because it’s going to be cold outside and
I don’t want to give mine up,” said Caina, “and I need something
for carrying the Sword.”

His glare was just short of murderous, but
he shrugged out his cloak and passed it to her.

“Thank you,” said Caina. The glare didn’t
abate. She stooped, wrapped the Sword of Nicokator in the tough
Kagari wool, and tucked the bundle under her arm. “Let’s get out of
here. Don’t touch anything on the way out. I think Taldrane might
have activated some other defenses.”








###

A few moments later they stood on the broad
ledge outside the tomb’s outer façade, the cold mountain wind
whistling past. Caina took a deep breath of the cold, pine-scented
air. It was a welcome relief after the musty stillness of
Nicokator’s tomb.

“I saw no other defenses,” grumbled
Hulagon. “We could have looted the treasury.”

“You didn’t see the defensive ward around
Taldrane, either,” said Caina.

“What will happen to the bodies?” said
Aetius.

Caina shivered, and not just from the cold.
“They will become part of the tomb’s defenses. You couldn’t sense
the necromantic spells stirring, but I could. Within a few hours,
those corpses will rise to defend the tomb, just like the ones we
fought earlier.”

Aetius shuddered. “Then those
skeletons…”

“Were likely previous tomb robbers,” said
Caina.

“Gods,” said Aetius.

“Nicokator was indeed a fell ruler and
captain of men,” said Hulagon, “if he can still punish misdeeds so
long after his death. Aye, harlot, you were right. This quest was
folly. I should never have come here, and I will never return to
the Valley of the Emperors. I will return to the Kagari steppes,
where I belong. Jurchan should never have left them.”

“Then you won’t try to kill me for
Jurchan’s death?” said Caina.

“Taldrane himself said he slew the noyan,
and Nicokator pronounced judgment upon him,” said Hulagon. “Even if
you had never crossed my path, Taldrane would have slain the noyan,
or he would have come here and perished in the darkness.”

“I shall return to Malarae,” said Aetius.
“I suppose House Valdarion will sink deeper into poverty. I am
grateful for my life, though I shall have to sell Eastwarden. And I
doubt Doriana’s father will permit the marriage now…”

Hulagon shrugged. “Sometimes the only thing
a man takes from a battle is his life.”

“I suppose we can claim Taldrane’s oxen and
wagons,” said Aetius. “If we get them back to Malarae, we can sell
them and split the proceeds. If…”

“I have a job for you,” said Caina.

Both men looked at her.

“Take me and the Sword back to Malarae,”
said Caina, “and I shall pay you both well.”

“How well?” said Hulagon.

Caina reached into her belt and pulled out
a pouch she had filled in the treasury. She opened it, revealing
emerald and rubies and diamonds, some of them the size of her
thumb. It was quite gratifying to see the astonishment on their
expressions.

“You said we couldn’t loot anything from
the treasury!” said Aetius.

“Because you couldn’t feel where the
warding spells were,” said Caina. “I could. I have no need for the
jewels. You do, though…and I would be happy to split them between
you when we return to Malarae.”

Aetius and Hulagon shared a look.

“I think,” said Aetius, “that we can work
out an arrangement.”








###








Four days later Caina sat in the dining
room of Halfdan’s townhouse, wearing the gown of a Nighmarian
noblewoman. For all the utility that male dress gave her, it was an
immense relief to be wearing women’s clothing again, to be free of
the constant strain of disguising her voice and posture and
mannerisms.

Halfdan sat at the other side of the table,
listening as she told her tale, his thick, callused fingers tapping
the wood from time to time as he thought.

The Sword of Nicokator rested on the table
between them, sheathed in a new scabbard of silver and black
leather.

“That,” said Halfdan, “is quite a
tale.”

Caina shrugged. “I would not believe it
myself unless I had seen it with my own eyes.”

“Still, it ended well,” said Halfdan. “We
have nothing further to fear from Taldrane, and his crimes have
been avenged. Hulagon will return to the Kagari steppes, and we’ll
hear nothing from him. And Aetius has enough money to restore his
family fortune. The new Count of Eastwarden will be more prosperous
than the lords of House Valdarion have been for generations.”

“And the Sword?” said Caina.

Halfdan smiled. “Count Aetius will present
it to the Emperor.”

Caina frowned. “It’s dangerous.”

“Quite,” said Halfdan, “but only when it is
drawn, and the Emperor is not a fool. He will thank Aetius, and our
young Count will gain a great deal of prominence. The Sword will go
on display as a relic of the Empire’s past in the Imperial Citadel.
In time, it will become just another dusty relic, and the secret of
Nicokator’s tomb will be forgotten once more.”

“By all save the Ghosts,” said Caina.

“Yes,” said Halfdan. “Quite tidy, don’t you
think?”

“I do,” said Caina. She considered for a
moment. “Count Aetius Valdarion will enjoy a rise in wealth and
status.”

“He shall,” said Halfdan.

“He will owe us, won’t he?” said Caina.

“Yes,” said Halfdan. “Would you like to
tell him?”
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Later, Caina walked through the vast stone
hall of the Praetorian Basilica, the vaulted ceiling far over her
head, the pillars rising in soaring arches. As a friend of the
Emperor, Count Aetius Valdarion had been able to use the Praetorian
Basilica, one of the largest of Malarae’s basilicas, to marry Lady
Doriana Koramus, and to host the celebratory banquet.

Caina walked through the guests, wearing a
rich gown of gold with black trim, along with appropriate jewelry
and makeup for a wedding feast. She spotted Aetius speaking with
some of his friends, resplendent in formal black and white, and
waited until they broke apart.

“Lord Count,” said Caina, gripping her
skirts and bowing. “Congratulations to you on this fortuitous
day.”

“Thank you,” said Aetius, blinking. “That
is very kind. Ah…I don’t believe we’ve met…”

Caina hid a smile. He didn’t recognize
her.

“We met only very recently,” said Caina. “I
believe our first acquaintance was at your father’s final banquet.
Then again at a wine shop in a poorer part of the city, where you
had a disagreement with a Kalgri tarkhan named Hulagon…”

Aetius frowned, and then his eyes grew
wide. “Master Sebastian.”

Caina smiled. “You can call me that.”

“You certainly don’t look it,” said Aetius.
He laughed. “Peculiar. Looking at you now, I would never guess that
you were Master Sebastian. Gods, you’re easy upon the eyes now…but
maybe that’s as much an illusion as Master Sebastian.” His smile
faded. “I suppose I owe you and your…associates…a great deal.”

“You can choose to view it that way, yes,”
said Caina.

“And you will need a favor in the future, I
assume,” said Aetius. “I owe you that much.”

“You saw what Taldrane wanted,” said Caina
in a low voice. “Assume that he had been right, that there had been
a great weapon in the First Emperor’s tomb. How many people would
have died if, say, he had been able to command that animated
colossus? That is the work my associates and I do, my lord Count.
To prevent war and death on the scale that men like Taldrane dream
of working.” An inspiration struck her. “Nicokator did the same,
when he constructed his tomb as a trap for the ambitious. He sought
to preserve the peace of the Empire. We carry on his legacy. Your
father would have aided us as we worked to carry out the work of
the First Emperor.”

Aetius was silent for a long moment.

“I see,” said the Count. “Yes. You speak
wisdom, Master Sebastian. Very well. Call upon me in your hour of
need, and I shall aid you if I can.”

“Thank you, my lord Count,” said Caina.
“Now go to your bride. Else she shall wonder why you are talking
with another woman on your wedding day.”

Aetius laughed. “If she had seen you
disguised at the wine shop, she would have no cause for jealousy!
May the gods watch over you, Master Sebastian.”

“And you, Lord Count,” said Caina.

Aetius departed, crossing the floor of the
basilica to rejoin his bride, and Caina felt a twinge of jealousy.
Not for Doriana, of course – she did not find Aetius in the least
attractive. Rather, she was jealous of what Aetius and Doriana had,
of what they would have. Aetius was married, and soon if all went
well he and Doriana would have children, perhaps many children.

That was something Caina would never
know.

Yet she was a Ghost of the Emperor of
Nighmar, and her task was to ensure the stability and peace of the
Empire, to protect the commoners of the Empire, so that men and
women and their families and children could dwell without fear of
tyrants and mad sorcery.

So that others could have the life that
Caina never would.

She smiled to herself as she left the
Praetorian Basilica.

Men like Taldrane ought to fear the
shadows…for in the shadows waited the Ghosts.








THE END
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