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Description
Caina Amalas is a Ghost circlemaster, leader of the Emperor's spies in Istarinmul. Yet the people of Istarinmul know her as the Balarigar, the daring master thief who challenged the corrupt lords and cruel princes of the city.  
And now Grand Master Callatas, the most powerful sorcerer of Istarinmul, wants her dead, and without allies Caina will not survive.
So when a legendary thief offers Caina a chance to rob Callatas himself, she has no choice but to join the venture.
But no one has ever escaped the dark perils of Callatas's Maze...
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Chapter 1 - The Ring
Vaysaal the Master Alchemist had been assassinated that morning, so Caina Amalas decided to loot his palace. 

While she often robbed the cowled masters of Istarinmul’s Slavers’ Brotherhood and the emirs of the Most Divine Padishah’s court, their wealth was not her main objective. Money was only another tool to her. Her daring thefts had created the legend of the Balarigar, the shadow-cloaked master thief and bane of the slavers. But Caina was neither a thief nor an assassin, but the circlemaster of Istarinmul’s Ghosts, the eyes and ears of the Emperor of Nighmar, and the Slavers’ Brotherhood was her foe. Disrupting their vile business would have been a worthy goal alone.
But there was more than that.
Something was wrong in Istarinmul, something that Caina did not yet understand. 
The drug, the thick black elixir, was called wraithblood. When ingested, it produced euphoria and pleasing hallucinations. As its users grew more dependent upon the addictive substance, the visions darkened, changing from pleasant dreams to horrific nightmares. The eyes of wraithblood users turned an eerie blue color, and they soon collapsed into utter raving lunacy. 
Since arriving in Istarinmul, Caina had learned that Callatas, Grand Master of the College of Alchemists, was producing the wraithblood in his strongholds. 
And, for some reason, he was giving it away for free. 
She could not understand why. Callatas and his lieutenants made wraithblood from the corrupted blood of murdered slaves, charging it with sorcerous power. The costs involved were immense, yet Callatas gave it away for free, using a secret network of thieves and pawnbrokers to distribute it throughout Istarinmul. Some of the middlemen charged their customers, but Callatas sent Kindred assassins to deal with those who charged too much. The Grand Master wanted his wraithblood, his elixir brewed from the blood of murdered slaves, given away as cheaply as possible.
But why? 
One of Callatas’s lieutenants had spoken of a plan before Caina had killed him. Something called the Apotheosis, something to do with malevolent spirits of the netherworld. Caina did not know what the Apotheosis was, but she knew in her bones that it was something evil. Caina had seen sorcerous catastrophes before, had seen the golden rift burn in the sky over New Kyre.
She never wanted to see something like that ever again. 
She would stop Callatas. But to do that, she needed to know what Callatas intended.
Vaysaal’s death offered the perfect opportunity. 
The Master Alchemist had been powerful and influential, a loyal supporter of Grand Master Callatas. Yet no one was safe in the vicious snake pit of Istarish politics, and someone had sent assassins after him. The staff of Vaysaal’s palace, his slaves and servants and guards, would still be in shock. 
Vaysaal had helped make wraithblood for Callatas.
Which meant Caina could look around his palace and discover more about Callatas’s plans.

###

The afternoon after Vaysaal’s murder, Caina went to the Sanctuary and prepared. 
The Sanctuary had once been the hidden refuge of Istarinmul’s Ghosts, at least until the Teskilati had killed them all. Fortunately, the Teskilati, the secret police of the Padishah, had not learned the location of the Sanctuary, and so Caina used it for herself. The underground Sanctuary was a large, gloomy vault, the ceiling supported by thick pillars. Glowing glass globes stood upon iron stands and emitted pale light. A half-dozen long tables ran the length of the room. One held weapons, another tools and half-assembled locks and traps, and another supported a mirror and a set of cosmetics.
Caina stood before the mirror and assembled a disguise. 
She was twenty-three years old now, short and fit and lean with cold blue eyes and black hair trimmed down to stubble. Sometimes she did not recognize the face she saw in the mirror, the dark-circled eyes like blue ice and the sharp lines of her cheekbones. She found it harder to remember the woman she had been, the Ghost nightfighter who had masqueraded as Sonya Tornesti, the empty-headed mistress of the coffee merchant Anton Kularus…
Caina pushed away the thought. Grief unbalanced the mind, and she needed her wits about her.
She contemplated donning a dress and a headscarf, but a young woman walking the streets of the Emirs’ Quarter alone would draw attention, Caina needed to avoid attention. At last she disguised herself as a courier of a noble Istarish house, with a formal white robe and turban to deflect the sun’s heat and a leather satchel slung over her shoulder. A courier would not draw undue attention in the city’s wealthier quarters, and she could get close to Vaysaal’s palace without suspicion.
Caina hid the clothes and tools she would need later beneath the robe. 
She examined her reflection in the mirror, applying a bit of makeup to give her jaw the illusion of stubble. She saw the courier of an Istarish noble house in the glass, short for a man, but with no trace of the woman she really was. 
Amazing what one could accomplish with a change of clothes and a bit of makeup. 

###

Vaysaal’s palace was a sprawling edifice of white marble and polished tile, its sides adorned with elaborate mosaics, its grounds filled with flowering bushes, bubbling fountains, and winding paths of white stone. By the standards of the poorer quarters of Istarinmul, it was opulent beyond measure. By the standards of the Emirs’ Quarter and the Masters’ Quarter, it was merely average. It would have been no larger than a wing of the Padishah’s splendid Golden Palace, and Grand Master Callatas’s palace was practically a city in its own right. 
But Vaysaal’s palace was large enough to house many people, and at the moment a mob filled the grounds. Watchmen had descended upon the palace to secure the property while the hakims investigated Vaysaal’s death. Vaysaal had no children, so either the palace and its wealth would go to Vaysaal’s nearest living relative or the Padishah would seize it. Slaves in their gray tunics stood anxiously near the walls, waiting to learn of their fates. Perhaps they would remain with the palace, or perhaps the Wazir of the Treasury would sell them upon the block to the highest bidder. Caina felt a shiver of fury at the thought. It was not right that men could be bought and sold as cattle, but no matter how much Caina terrorized the Slavers’ Brotherhood, the practice would likely continue long after she was dead.
She walked to the gates of the palace, keeping the aloof expression of a courier upon her face. An official decree had been pinned to the gates, proclaiming the notorious master thief known as the Balarigar an outlaw. It offered a reward of half a million bezants for the Balarigar’s head.
Dead or alive.
A common laborer might earn a hundred bezants a year.
Suddenly her disguise, her tricks of clothing and makeup and posture and voice, seemed like a hideously ineffective shield against her foes. Still, no one had any idea who she really was. For that matter, only two other people in all of Istarinmul knew that the Balarigar was really a woman. 
Caina took a deep breath and walked across the grounds of Vaysaal’s palace.
She wove her way past the crowds of miserable-looking slaves, past the various minor merchants who had claims against Vaysaal’s estate. A khalmir of the watch, proud and haughty in his spiked helm and officer’s cloak, stood guard before the doors to the great hall, flanked by a dozen watchmen in mail and helmets.
“You,” said the khalmir in Istarish, glaring at Caina, “state your business.”
Caina hefted her satchel. “Invoices,” she said in Istarish, keeping her voice bored and uninterested. “The late Master Alchemist owed my lord a great deal of money, and…”
The khalmir jerked his head to the side. “Go to the kitchen door and present your documents to the seneschal. He will sort through them in time, once the Wazir of the Treasury has made a final decree over the estate.”
Caina frowned. “My lord instructed me to make sure he received his money at once…”
The khalmir snorted. “Your lord, courier, can wait with everyone else.” He smirked. “I suspect the Wazir of the Treasury will seize the palace and hand it over to the Padishah. Then your lord can appeal to the Padishah for his money.” The watchmen laughed. “Now be off with you before I find an excuse to have you arrested.”
“Sir,” said Caina with a bow, and she circled around the side of the palace. The khalmir and his men watched her go, and then turned away. Likely they had spoken to a score of couriers and messengers, all hoping to claim a piece of the late Master Alchemist’s fortune. 
Just as well. That would make it easier for them to forget her.
The sudden tingle of sorcery washed over her skin. 
Caina kept her face calm and her stride unhurried, but she risked a look around. No one in the gardens was casting a spell, and the aura wasn’t coming from nearby. In fact, it was coming from above her head. Caina glanced up, stretching her shoulders to mask the movement.
One wing stood isolated from the rest of the palace, standing over an inner courtyard. Thick iron-bound shutters closed off the windows of the wing’s top floor, and a dozen chimneys rose from the roof. The only access was a narrow stone bridge over an inner courtyard. The sorcerous aura was coming from the top floor of the isolated wing.
Which meant it almost certainly held Master Alchemist Vaysaal’s laboratory. 
Perhaps more secrets about Callatas and his Apotheosis, about the wraithblood and the nagataaru, waited within that room. 
Finding the seneschal proved easy enough. He sat at a wooden table near the kitchen door, the table piled high with ledgers, letters, and invoices. Three more tables stood nearby, and a dozen scribes in gray slave tunics toiled over them. Six watchmen stood guard over the seneschal and his scribes, no doubt making sure no one attempted to rob them.
“I have invoices from…” started Caina.
The seneschal, a balding, stout man with a tired expression, did not look up from his ledger. “That pile. All requests shall be addressed in the order in which they have arrived. Final settlement of any accounts shall have to wait until the Wazir of the Treasury issues a ruling. Next!”
“But…” said Caina.
“Next!” said the seneschal, still not looking up.
Two of the watchmen stepped forward, and Caina raised her hands. The watchmen let her go without further complaint. She retreated, making sure the khalmir at the main doors saw her disappear into the crowds. 
Then instead of making for the gates, she turned left, moving through the gardens. She did not sneak, not precisely, but made her way from bush to bush, unnoticed until she returned to the rear of the palace. The seneschal and his guards and scribes still worked, their attention focused upon the various messengers who came to deliver documents and demands. 
They had no attention left to spare for the kitchen door. 
Caina waited until the latest messenger turned and left, then glided forward and reached the kitchen door. It was unlocked. Caina slipped it open, shut it behind her, and entered the palace of Vaysaal. 
She found herself in a deserted corridor, the kitchens on her left and the slaves’ barracks upon her right. The watchmen had herded all the slaves outside, lest they try to loot the palace before the Wazir and his magistrates finished their assessment. Of course, the bolder slaves had likely stolen everything they could carry. Which meant that the watchmen would have set patrols through the palace’s halls. Likely they too would steal everything they could carry, but if they saw Caina, they would arrest her. 
For a moment dark amusement filled her. If the watchmen killed her, they would simply think they had caught a greedy courier. But once they searched her corpse and found the shadow-cloak, they would likely realize they had killed the Balarigar. A riot might start once they started arguing over who could claim the enormous reward. 
Best not to give them reason to argue, then.
Caina hurried through the kitchens, past the great hall of the palace, and found one of the guest bedrooms on the ground floor. It was furnished in typical Istarish fashion, with a colorful carpet upon the floor, a low table ringed by tasseled cushions, and a bed heaped with blankets and pillows. 
A bed that had just enough space beneath it to conceal Caina.
She rolled into the gap between the bed and the floor and settled down to wait.

###

After night fell, Caina climbed out from beneath the bed, stretching her stiff limbs. 
She never would have attempted such a brazen hiding place in one of the palaces of the Master Slavers, not after she had robbed so many of them. The cowled masters of the Brotherhood lived in terror of the Balarigar, and their guards checked every nook and cranny of their homes. But Vaysaal was dead, and the watchmen hardly cared what happened to his palace. Caina had heard one man walk past the bedroom door a few hours past, but the palace had been utterly silent since.
It was time to begin.
She stripped off the robe and the turban. Beneath the robe she wore black boots, black pants, and a light black coat lined with steel plates to deflect knives. Black gloves and leather bracers covered her hands and forearms, and throwing knives, a coiled rope with a collapsible grapnel, and other tools waited in her belt. She drew a black mask from the satchel and slid it over her head, and then pulled her shadow-cloak free. It was a wondrous thing, lighter than silk and blacker than night. While Caina wore it, she blended with the shadows, and it also had the useful property of shielding her mind from sorcerous attack and detection. 
That had saved her life more than once. 
A man’s golden signet ring, heavy and worn, rested against her chest beneath the jacket, hanging from a leather cord. It had been her father’s, and Caina carried it in his memory, for his murder had brought her to the Ghosts. 
It was all she had left of him.
And she had nothing left of Corvalis…
Again she pushed aside the thought. Caina adjusted her shadow-cloak, checked the daggers in their boot sheaths and the knives at her belt, and crept from the bedroom. 
The corridor beyond was dark and deserted, as was the palace’s grand hall. Pale moonlight leaked through the tall windows, but Caina saw no sign of motion. Through the windows she glimpsed watchmen keeping guard over the grounds, but none of them had bothered to enter the palace.
Just as well.
Caina set off through the corridors, making her way to the inner courtyard and Vaysaal’s workshop.

###

At first Caina thought the palace looked no different than the others she had seen. Vaysaal preferred the same style of mosaics upon his floors as the other wealthy men of Istarinmul, the same frescoes upon his walls, the same statues in niches. If she had not known he was a Master of the College of Alchemists, Caina would have assumed his home belonged to yet another Istarish noble or cowled master of the Brotherhood.
But then she reached the seventh floor. The top level had only one entrance, and Caina picked the lock and entered the corridor beyond. 
The artwork was different here.
Crystalline, life-sized statues of naked women gleamed within niches in the walls, their expressions full of fear and pain. Others had their arms raised as if to ward off a blow, while others knelt, their hands raised in supplication. They had once been living women, until Vaysaal had used his powers to transmute their flesh and blood and bone into crystal, killing them and creating his macabre art. 
Dozens of the statues lined the walls. 
There were other artworks, each more disturbing than the last. The Alchemists had unmatched powers of transmutation, and sometimes the Alchemists put those skills to twisted uses. One of their spells gave flesh the strength and durability of granite while killing the subject, so some of the niches held statues of more women, frozen forever in the instant of their deaths. Others were horribly misshapen, arms and legs grafted to a dozen heads, creating visions of ghastly horror. 
Caina thought the world would be better if every last sorcerer was dead. She knew that her hatred of sorcery was irrational, that it had been burned into her by the pains of her childhood and the struggles of her life.
But she so often saw evidence to support that hatred.
She left the corridor of grotesque statues behind and came to a small library, the walls lined books. Her first impulse was to search the books for any clue into Vaysaal’s researches. But a quick glance over the titles told her that it was useless. The shelves held no books of sorcery, only tomes of history and ancient lore. 
She saw quite a few books on the history of Iramis. That city had burned beneath Callatas’s sorcery a century and a half past, yet Caina had seen the destruction in her dreams, shown to her by the strange spirit that had helped her in the Widow’s Tower. Now Callatas sent gangs of slaves into the Desert of Candles, searching for relics of the lost city.
Caina did not know what that had to do with the wraithblood, with the Apotheosis. 
Perhaps she could find out in Vaysaal’s workshop.
She took a step forward, and stopped.
Several things seemed out of place. Dust on the carpet, driven into the fibers. The marks of heavy boots. A scratch on the gleaming wood of the shelves. Like a scabbard or a shield had bounced off the bookcase. And she had seen scratches upon the polished stone floor of the corridor.
As if a large band of armed men had recently passed this way.
That disturbed her. Vaysaal had been a Master Alchemist, which meant he had a guard of Immortals to watch over him. Though those Immortals had not saved him from the assassin that had taken his life. But the Immortals were usually quite good at defending their charges from assassins.
Unless, of course, they had wanted the assassins to succeed. Certainly they had not returned to Vaysaal’s palace after the Master Alchemist had been assassinated. 
Something was off.
Caina considered withdrawing. Agabyzus had counseled her against taking foolish risks, and perhaps she ought to heed his advice for once. Yet Vaysaal had helped the Grand Master to manufacture wraithblood. And Caina had never been able to look around a wraithblood laboratory without someone trying to kill her. Soon Callatas or the College would send someone to take charge of Vaysaal’s sorcerous tools. 
This was Caina’s best chance to learn more about wraithblood. 
It was worth the risk.
She crossed the library and opened the door on the far wall.
The inner courtyard yawned like a chasm beneath Caina. Nearly a hundred feet below she saw the Master Alchemist’s private garden, filled with strange, otherworldly plants, creations of his alchemy. Viridian blooms surrounded huge green pods the size of large men, and long roots curled and uncurled above the pods. It put Caina in mind of krakens, of long tentacles reaching out to devour unwary sailors. 
Best not to touch the strange plants. 
A narrow stone bridge crossed the inner courtyard, leading to the isolated wing. Caina felt sorcery radiating from the top floor of the wing, felt the power of arcane wards crackling around it.
Vaysaal’s laboratory. 
Caina eased over the bridge, feeling the wards as she did so. Vaysaal had ringed his sanctum with spells to turn aside sorcerous attacks and to disrupt any divinations. Yet Caina felt no defensive wards, no spells to maim or kill physical intruders. Ricimer’s laboratory in the Widow’s Tower had been much the same. Perhaps the Alchemists did not have the Magisterium’s skill at such wards, or perhaps Vaysaal had trusted in his guards to keep spies away from his workroom.
Foolish of him, given that Caina now stood before the door to his laboratory.
The door was locked, but it was only the work of a few moments to release it. 
She raised a hand to open the door and hesitated. There was only one entrance to the laboratory, and it was only accessible over this narrow bridge.
Making Vaysaal’s laboratory the perfect place to trap an intruder.
Was this a trap? 
Vaysaal had been killed outside of the College itself, not here. While the Slavers’ Brotherhood wanted the Balarigar dead, Caina could not imagine the cowled masters assassinating a Master Alchemist simply to trap her. 
And yet the unease refused to go away. 
She was about to gamble, but that did not mean she couldn’t play with loaded dice. 
A row of shuttered windows stretched away from either side of the door. Caina grabbed the windowsill of the nearest one and pulled herself up. Then she moved to the next one, the muscles of her arms and shoulders straining, the courtyard with its strange garden stretching below her. One slip and she would fall and smash her head against the ground, which was likely a better death than what those strange plants would do to her.
At the third windowsill she stopped, unhooked the coiled rope from her belt, and drove the grapnel between the stones of the wall. She left the coiled rope upon the sill. If necessary, it would allow her to make a hasty escape. Every floor of the palace had windows overlooking the inner courtyard, and Caina could swing down the rope and retreat through the windows. 
She climbed back to the narrow stone bridge, pushed open the door, and stepped inside.
And just as she suspected, she found herself in a wraithblood laboratory.
It was a large rectangular room with a high ceiling. A massive mirror, ten feet by ten feet, rose from the center of the room. It gave off pale gray light, and Caina saw her shadow-blurred reflection in the glowing glass. She also saw the dead gray plains and rippling black sky of the netherworld through the mirror, and felt the potent sorcery that transmuted the sheet of glass into a Mirror of Worlds.
Just beyond the gate she saw a massive steel spike driven into the ground of the netherworld. A thick coil of chains wrapped around the spike and led back through the gate and into the laboratory. There the coil split into hundreds of smaller chains leading to a ring of steel tables surrounding the mirror. Upon each table lay a naked corpse. Every last one was pallid and gray, their veins turned black. Each corpse bore a dozen spikes in their flesh, the slender steel chains dangling from them. The corpses’ wrists had been opened, and droplets of black blood fell from their wounds to land in metal troughs.
Wraithblood. Produced from the corrupted blood of murdered slaves, charged with arcane power siphoned from the darkness of the netherworld. 
There were thousands of wraithblood users in Istarinmul. Caina wondered how they would react if they knew the drug had been created from the blood of dead men and women. 
She moved around the circle of steel tables, examining the laboratory in the dim light from the mirror. Caina had seen an apparatus like this before in the Widow’s Tower. She knew what it was. Yet she did not know why Callatas had created it. Perhaps some of the answers lay within this room.
Caina spotted a staircase at the far end of the laboratory. Maybe Vaysaal conducted his private experiments down there, or simply maintained a second wraithblood laboratory. A massive wooden desk sat near the spiral stairwell, covered with papers, and a pair of bookcases rose to either side of the desk.
Caina crossed to the desk and sifted through the papers. Many were letters from Grand Master Callatas himself, exhorting Vaysaal to greater production of wraithblood. The letters complained of Vaysaal’s laggardly work, pointing out all the slaves that Vaysaal had received to produce wraithblood. Perhaps Vaysaal had been embezzling from the Grand Master, keeping slaves for his grotesque art. If so, then Callatas himself might have ordered Vaysaal’s assassination, which explained why the Immortals had not saved him. 
But all that was only speculation. Caina started rifling through the desk’s drawers, looking for notes on alchemy or perhaps a notebook. If she could find a single hint of what Callatas intended with his wraithblood and his Apotheosis, then she would be one step closer…
She felt a pulse of sorcerous power.
Caina whirled, reaching for a throwing knife. But the laboratory remained deserted, and she saw no change from either the Mirror of Worlds or the rest of the ghastly apparatus. After a moment she realized the pulse of sorcery had come from the bottom drawer of the desk. Had she accidentally triggered a ward? It had felt like a ward, but different, more focused.
She knelt and slid open the bottom drawer. 
It was empty, save for a wooden box. Caina opened the box, revealing a velvet cushion. Atop the cushion rested a bronze ring of curious design. It looked like a short chain of slender bronze plates, twisted together into a braided ring. The ring radiated intense arcane power, and Caina wondered what it did. The aura felt like a warding spell – had Vaysaal created the thing as a protective talisman? 
She started to straighten up, and the ring moved.
It uncoiled like a serpent, the polished bronze gleaming. Before Caina could react, the uncoiled ring sprang from the box and struck her left hand. She cursed in surprise and fury, reaching for the ring, but her left glove crumbled into dust at its touch. The coil of bronze scales wrapped around the third finger of her left hand, cold and hard and heavy.
Caina felt the steady pulse of sorcerous power from the ring, and she braced herself for whatever sorcery it would unleash upon her.
Yet nothing else happened. It had crumbled her glove into dust, but she felt no pain from the ring. The ring’s arcane aura remained constant, but as far as Caina could tell, it wasn’t doing anything. It seemed to be…waiting for something.
But what?
Caina did not want to find out.
She grasped the ring and tugged it from her finger.
But it would not move. It did not feel tight, and Caina pulled harder, but the ring remained motionless upon her finger. She grunted and tugged harder, but the ring would not budge. At last she gave up and examined the ring. She didn’t think it had done anything to her…but just because she didn’t notice the effects didn’t mean they weren’t happening. 
But she could worry about it later. One more look around the laboratory, and then she would escape. In the safety of the Sanctuary, she could find a way to remove the ring. After that …
The clatter of armor was her only warning.
Caina whirled as men in black chain mail and steel plate surged up the stairs from the laboratory’s lower level, scimitars and coiled chain whips in their armored fists. Every one of the men wore black helmets, their faceplates shaped into grinning human skulls. Pale blue light gleamed in the eyeholes of the skull masks, a side effect of the sorcerous elixirs the men had ingested. They were Immortals, the elite bodyguards of the Padishah and the emirs and the Master Alchemists, and the alchemical elixirs flowing through their blood made them stronger and faster than ordinary men. The elixirs also induced an insane lust for cruelty and a sadistic delight in pain. If the Immortals captured her, they would take days to kill her.
Caina turned towards the door, ready to run, but the Immortals moved faster. Six of them blocked the laboratory door. More Immortals emerged from the stairs, weapons in hand, until a score of the black-armored warriors filled the laboratory. Caina had killed Immortals before, but it had been chancy. There was no way she could overcome twenty of them. 
Yet they made no move to attack. 
For a moment she contemplated running to the gate in the Mirror of Worlds, but that was madness. The Immortals could only kill her. There were things in the netherworld that could do far worse than that. 
A final man climbed the stairs to the laboratory, clad in the leather jerkin and chain mail of a mercenary soldier. He was in his middle forties, his balding gray hair close-cropped, his nose like the beak of a hawk. He had the cold, hard eyes of a hunting hawk as well, and faint scars marked his jaw. A scimitar and a dagger hung at his belt, and from his balance, Caina knew that he could use those weapons well.
But she already knew who he was. The man was an assassin of Istarinmul’s Kindred family…and one of Grand Master Callatas’s men.
“Anburj,” said Caina in a rasping, disguised voice.
A smile flickered over the assassin’s hard face. “Good. You know who I am. But I did not know that it would be so very easy to trap you, Balarigar.”







Chapter 2 - Smokeless Flame
Caina took a step toward the wall. Neither Anburj nor his Immortals made any move to stop her. With all the exits blocked, they could kill her at their leisure.

But they didn’t know about the rope dangling from the window.
At least, Caina hoped they didn’t. If Anburj had stationed men in the mansion to watch her approach, they would have spotted the rope and taken it down. But Anburj and his men must have concealed themselves in the laboratory soon after Vaysaal’s murder. Caina had seen no signs of Immortals or Kindred assassins anywhere else in the palace.
She took another step toward the window, and still the Immortals made no move to stop her. 

“A trap?” she rasped. “Are you so certain of that, Anburj of the Kindred?”
“I am,” said Anburj, his smile cold. “Because I know who you are, Balarigar.”
“Oh?” said Caina, her alarm growing. “Do enlighten me.” If Anburj had figured out who she was, then Damla and her sons were in danger. 
“The common vermin and the slaves think you are the Balarigar, a hero come to save them,” said Anburj. “The emirs and masters think you are a thief hoping to get rich. But I know exactly what you are. You are a Ghost nightfighter hunting for secrets. No other man would wear such a cloak. The Teskilati shall be wroth that I found you first.”
“If I am a thief,” said Caina, “then perhaps I stole this cloak as well.” She felt a twinge of relief. Anburj had not figured out who she really was, had not even discerned that she was a woman. Damla and Agabyzus would be safe for now. But once Anburj killed her, he might return to the House of Agabyzus to hunt for any other surviving Ghosts. 
“I think not,” said Anburj. “A common robber could not have achieved some of the audacious thefts you have accomplished. The Ghosts have returned to Istarinmul, have they not? I thought we had exterminated every last one of the cockroaches, but more have scurried from the shadows. Tell me, Ghost. When you robbed and humiliated Master Ulvan, did his slaves aid you? When you destroyed the Widow’s Tower, who let you inside?”
“No one,” said Caina. 
Anburj laughed. “No. You had help. We shall find the traitors and hang their corpses from the walls of the Golden Palace. Starting, I think, with you.”
“Then you killed Vaysaal to get at me?” said Caina, taking another step closer to the window. A few more, and she could make a run for it.
“Do not bother going out the window,” said Anburj. “It would be so very easy to push you from the ledge. If the fall doesn’t kill you, some of Vaysaal’s little flowers can keep a man alive for seven years in exquisite torment.”
“Then you did kill Vaysaal,” said Caina
Anburj snorted. “Vaysaal killed himself, the fool. He started ingesting wraithblood for his own use, and the Grand Master requires every last drop of wraithblood for his work. He paid my brothers of the Kindred to kill Vaysaal, and we obliged. But you, Ghost…I knew you would come here. For I know what you want.”
“And that is?” said Caina, edging closer to the window. If she could keep Anburj talking, that would give her more time to escape. And perhaps the assassin might reveal some useful information.
“Secrets,” said Anburj. “You want to know about the Apotheosis. I’ve studied you.” He stepped forward, his cold smile sharpening. “All those slavers you robbed? They were not chosen at random, were they not? They were cowled masters who sold slaves to the Grand Master. The Widow’s Tower? One of the chief wraithblood laboratories. Some of the survivors saw a man in a shadow-cloak fleeing the inferno. I know you were there. So when one of Grand Master Callatas’s chief lieutenants was assassinated…what a perfect chance to look around his laboratory, to learn something useful about wraithblood.” He waved a hand at the flickering Mirror of Worlds. “It was a gamble, to be sure…but here you are. Walking so obligingly into my grasp.” 
“You’re mistaken,” said Caina, taking one final step toward the shutter. 
“Oh?” said Anburj. “Why is that?” 
She lifted her left hand. “I came for this.”
Anburj glanced at the strange ring and spat out a laugh. “Indeed? Then you truly are a fool at the end. So you found a pyrikon? What good will that do you, I ask? You will not leave this room alive. And even if you did, you would never live long enough to reach the Maze. The defenses would make certain of that.”
“Are you so certain?” said Caina.
“Entirely,” said Anburj, gesturing to his Immortals. “Take him alive. Maim him if you must, but leave him able to speak. Before we grant him the mercy of death, he is going to tell us everything he knows.”
The Immortals strode forward, chain whips ready in their hands. Caina had seen them use those weapons in Marsis, and she knew what they intended to do. The whips would curl around her arms and legs with enough force to break bone, and after they crippled her, they would interrogate her. 
There was no way she could survive that.
She threw herself backward with as much strength as she could manage.
Anburj snorted. “Fool! Take him before…”
The shutters popped open, and Caina fell out the window. 
And as she did, she saw the gleam of the grapnel.
Anburj and his men had not spotted her rope.
Caina grabbed at the rope, the shadow-cloak billowing around her. For an awful, agonizing instant the rope seemed just out of reach, and she was certain that she would fall to her death. But her fingers tightened around the cord, and it uncoiled as she fell. 
Caina kicked out with her legs, her boots slamming into the stone wall below the window. The impact pushed her away from the wall, and she swooped like a clock’s pendulum over the garden.
“Rope!” roared one of the Immortals. “He has a rope!”
“Stop him!” bellowed Anburj in fury. “Now!”
She heard a click and saw the gleam of steel as an Immortal raised a crossbow, and Caina reached the end of her arc. She swung toward the wall, a steel quarrel hissing past her ear, and saw that her momentum would take her near a closed window on the palace’s fourth floor. Another crossbow bolt hurtled past her to plunge into the garden. Caina braced herself as her swing accelerated, driving her toward the closed window.
“Fool!” said Anburj. “Cut the rope!”
The rope suddenly went slack in Caina’s fingers.
She flung out her arms, and her right hand barely managed to grasp the windowsill, the rough stone rasping beneath the leather of her glove. For an instant she hung by her arm, grateful for all the endless hours she had spent practicing the unarmed forms and building up her strength. Her scrabbling boots found purchase on the wall, and she hauled herself up to the sill. Caina yanked one of the daggers from her boot and jammed it into the gap between the shutters, pulling them open.
Again she heard the click of crossbows, and two quarrels slammed into the wooden shutters. One brushed her right arm, so close that she felt a flare of pain as the razor-edged quarrel touched her skin. She desperately hoped that the quarrels had not been poisoned. 
But the shutters popped open, and Caina threw herself through the window and into the palace’s fourth floor. Anburj’s furious commands echoed in her ears, and she heard the clatter of armor as the Immortals ran along the bridge, making for the palace proper.
They would not let her escape without a fight. Caina found herself in a deserted bedroom, the bed and the chairs draped in sheets to keep dust at bay. She hurried across the bedroom and threw open the door to the corridor. From here it was a short distance to the palace’s grand central staircase. She could easily reach the main floor and escape across the grounds before Anburj and the Immortals descended. 
But a half-dozen armed men blocked the way to the stairs. They were Istarish, and wore chain mail and leather, swords and shields in hand. Caina didn’t think they were Kindred assassins. Mercenaries, most likely, men Anburj had hired to help trap the Balarigar. 
For a moment she wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it. She was one woman in a shadow-cloak, yet Anburj feared her enough to set this elaborate trap. If he captured her and forced her to talk, she wondered if he would be disappointed to learn that she was only a woman with a shadow-cloak and a flair for theatricality learned from an opera singer. 
“That’s him!” roared one of the mercenaries, pointing his scimitar. “That’s the Balarigar. Kill him!” 
The men charged with a yell, shields raised. 
Caina sprinted in the opposite direction, the mercenaries in pursuit. Trying to fight them was out of the question. She had lost her rope in the inner courtyard, so going out the window was not an option. Caina could outrun the mercenaries, perhaps reach the slaves’ stairs first. But if there was another band of men upon the back stairs, she would be trapped. For that matter, if there was another group of mercenaries on this floor, if she found herself caught between them in the corridor, her life would be over very quickly. 
Or her life would last until the mercenaries dragged her before Anburj.
She raced around a corner and her heart sank. Another corridor stretched before her, unlit iron chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling. It ended in another corner, and around that corner, Caina heard the clatter of boots and the shouts of men. She was trapped between two bands of mercenaries.
But she still had one moment free to act.
A marble statue stood in a niche along the wall. Caina heaved herself up the statue, perched upon its stone shoulders, and jumped. Her hands seized the cold edge of the iron chandelier, and Caina pulled herself up, her legs wrapped around the outer ring, her cloak caught between her boots.
An instant later the mercenaries dashed around the corner, and came to a confused stop as they looked back and forth.
“Where the hell did he go?” said one of the men.
No one ever looked up. 
“Check the side rooms,” said another mercenary. “He can’t have gone far.” The men started to move to the side of the corridor. “He ought…”
Caina swung down, all her strength and weight behind her boots, and drove both her heels into the nearest mercenary’s face. The shock of the impact traveled all the way to her hips, and the mercenary’s head snapped back, blood and teeth flying from his jaw. Caina let go and landed, catching her balance, a dagger flying into her hand as she slashed. Her blade opened the throat of a second mercenary, hot blood splashing across her hand and sleeve, and the mercenary fell next to the first man.
The remaining mercenaries recovered from the surprise and charged, but by then Caina was already running. She dashed down the corridor, past the rows of closed doors, and came to the palace’s grand stairs. They spiraled up to the palace’s top level, glittering and polished, and descended to the great hall below. Elaborate mosaics of geometric designs and animals covered the walls, done in the traditional Istarish style. 
The black-armored forms of the Immortals sprinting down the stairs stood stark against the colorful mosaics. 
Caina raced down the stairs, shadow-cloak billowing behind her. The Immortals pursued, and she heard Anburj’s voice bellowing commands. Caina was fast, but the Immortals were faster. She felt a faint breeze as the lash of a chain whip came within a few inches of her head. Another few moments and the Immortals would have her.
So she threw herself to the left, vaulted over the railing, and jumped. 
The stairwell yawned beneath her, and Caina slammed into the railing of the stairs on the next level. She seized the railing, her fingers gripping the edge of the cold marble.
The strange bronze ring, the thing that Anburj had called a pyrikon, clinked as it tapped against the railing. 
Caina swung her legs back and released her grip upon the railing. She fell another story and caught the railing. Her shoulders and arms screamed from the effort, the cut upon her right arm pulsing, but Caina pulled herself up to the stairs.
Then she kept running, the Immortals pursuing her.
But Caina had gained two floors and reached the ground level before they did. She turned away from the main doors and sprinted into the wing of guest bedchambers alongside the great hall. Going out the front doors would have been folly. Anburj had likely stationed men there, and she suspected he had left more men to watch the kitchen door. Her best option was to go out one of the windows in the guest rooms. Then she could run across the grounds, go over the wall, and escape into the streets. She ran down the corridor of doors, pushing them open as she did. Perhaps that would confuse the Immortals, give her a few extra seconds to escape.
Or perhaps they would see through her tricks and kill her.
Coming here had been foolish. Agabyzus was right. She had been taking too many risks, pushing herself too hard and daring greater dangers. Sooner or later it had been bound to fall apart. If Anburj had been clever enough to figure out that she was looking for the truth of the wraithblood, other hunters might as well. A bounty of half a million bezants would tempt many men. 
Caina veered into one of the guest rooms. It was little different than the one she had hidden herself in earlier in the day, save for a large mirror hanging on the wall next to the wardrobe. The shutters were closed, and the windows looked north towards the Golden Palace and the College of Alchemists. Caina eased toward the shutters. If she crept out into the night without anyone noticing, perhaps she could elude Anburj and his men entirely…
Suddenly the bronze ring upon her finger pulsed with sorcery.
“The star is the key to the crystal.”
The voice was dry, whispery, and it sent an icy chill down her spine.
She whirled in alarm. She had heard those words before, on the worst day of her life, as the temple of Anubankh burned around her in the netherworld, the Moroaica’s rift to the realm of the gods howling as it collapsed. The spirit of the Moroaica’s father had claimed Caina needed those words, that she had to remember them, though Caina knew not why. 
But she knew that voice.
It was the voice of the spirit that had spoken in her dreams the night after she had arrived at Istarinmul, that had warned her against Ricimer’s daevagoths in the Widow’s Tower.
Caina turned towards the mirror, already knowing what she would see in the glass.
The indistinct shape of a shadow, blurred and featureless.
And a yellow-orange gleam from the shadow’s eyes of smokeless flame. 
“Ah,” murmured the shadow. “That always gets your attention.” 
“This really isn’t a good time,” said Caina, voice low. She heard the shouts from the corridor. 
“It might be the only time,” said the shadow, “if your enemies catch you. I thought you might have been the one I sought, my dear child of the shadows, but it seems you are going to die here. Pity. You might indeed have been the one I sought.”
Caina turned toward the window. “Unless you have help to offer, go away and be silent.”
“Go right.”
“What?” said Caina, looking back at the mirror.
“I cannot aid you, of course,” said the shadow, the eyes of smokeless flame glinting. “Such interference on my part would be dreadfully gauche. But when you go out the window, my dear child, do go to the right. If you go to the left, you will surely die.”
“And if I go right?” said Caina, recalling the layout of the gardens. Left was safer. It was closer to the wall and bordered a major street where she could disappear. The right led deeper into the Emirs’ Quarter, past palaces with Immortal guards of their own, guards that would surely join the pursuit if they noticed the chase. 
“Even I cannot say,” said the shadow. “Your fate will be in your own hands. As you are about to find out.”
The shadow vanished from the mirror, and the tingling of the strange bronze ring faded.
Despite her mortal peril, Caina felt a wave of sheer annoyance. Just for once she would like someone to give her a straight answer. No riddling talk, no games, no ominous hints of doom. Just a straight answer to a simple question. 
She pushed open the shutters in silence and rolled over the sill, landing in the gardens, and closed the window behind her. Here and there she saw torchlight in the gardens as mercenaries patrolled the grounds. Yet most of the gardens lay in darkness, and if Caina hurried, she could make it to the wall before the Immortals caught her.
She hesitated, and then went to the right, making for the wall. 
If the shadow wanted her dead, it could simply have let the daevagoths kill her in the Widow’s Tower.
Caina moved as fast as she dared and as silently as she could, her shadow-cloak flowing around her as she moved from bush to bush. The ring kept tingling against her finger. She hoped the thing had not been imbued with a tracking spell.
The tramp of boots and shouting voices caught her attention. 
Caina froze and shot a glance over her shoulder as a score of Immortals burst from the back of the mansion, swords and chain whips in hand. Anburj must have sent them to check the kitchens. Had she followed her initial plan and gone to the left, she would have gone around the corner just as the Immortals emerged. They would have seen her, and she would have been killed before she could escape.
Clearly, the strange spirit in the mirror had not meant her ill. 
One of the Immortals turned his head, and Caina realized that he had spotted her.
“There, brothers!” he roared. “There is the thief!” 
“Take him!” said Anburj, and Caina glimpsed the Kindred assassin among the Immortals. “Whoever kills him shall receive the reward and the gratitude of the Grand Master. Kill him now!” 
The Immortals surged forward in a tide of black steel, their skull masks flickering with the eerie blue light of their eyes. 
Caina sprinted for the garden wall, wondering if she could reach it before the Immortals.  







Chapter 3 - Immortals
A low wall of white stone, about ten feet tall, encircled the grounds of the late Vaysaal’s palace. Elaborate iron spikes topped the wall, and despite their ornamental function they were nonetheless quite sharp to deter intruders. The wall had only one gate, another method of keeping unwanted guests away. 

Fortunately, the wall was only ten feet high. 
Caina sprinted at the wall and jumped. Her hands caught the lip, and she pulled herself up, catching her balance as the shouts of the Immortals filled her ears. Then she jumped into the street below, her cloak billowing, and her legs collapsed beneath her to absorb the shock of her landing. The Immortals were strong and fast, but their heavy armor slowed them, and by the time they got over the wall, Caina would be long gone. 
She turned, intending to make her way toward the poorer quarters of Istarinmul, and froze.
Blue lights glimmered in the darkened street. The lights resolved into the black-armored shapes of Immortals, the ghostly light shining from the depths of their black helmets. Anburj had indeed come prepared. In addition to the men he had sent into the palace, he had dispatched Immortals to seal off the street.
But the trap had not closed yet. 
One route was still open to Caina.
She turned and sprinted towards the Alchemists’ Quarter as the Immortals shouted and pursued. 
The College itself dominated the Alchemists’ Quarter, a massive palace that made Vaysaal’s home look like a shepherd’s hut. Its domed towers thrust proud and tall against the stars of the night sky, and crystals gleamed along the College’s walls, lit by sorcerous illumination. The effect was eerie and beautiful, but Caina knew those crystal statues had once been living slaves, murdered and transmuted to stand forever as adornment.
The College dominated the Quarter, but there were other buildings outside its grounds. The Alchemists were cruel and brutal sorcerers, but even they enjoyed good food and drink, fine clothing, and the company of attractive slaves. Merchants had established businesses outside the College’s walls, inns and coffee houses and bookshops, and Caina headed for them, her breath burning in her throat as she sprinted. Losing her pursuers in the wide, broad streets of the Emirs’ Quarter would be impossible. Losing them among the shops and coffee houses of the Alchemists’ Quarter would be difficult, but possible. 
She risked a glance over her shoulder. Nearly forty Immortals pursued, grim and implacable. Her legs and arms burned from the effort of running, and her heart hammered against her ribs like a war drum. Caina was in good physical condition, but her strength would fail long before the Immortals exhausted their stamina.
Caina ran towards a three-story building of polished white marble and red granite, its windows gleaming with light. A sign adorned with a stylized cup of coffee hung over the door, and two scowling footmen in ornate robes stood guard. 
“Halt!” said one of the footmen. “Only those with invitations are allowed into the House of Sozanat! Name…”
The footman’s voice trailed off and his eyes widened. 
“By the Living Flame!” he said. “The Balarigar! It is the Balarigar!” 
“What?” said the second footman. “You have had far too much to drink, fool. The master shall have you put out for…”
Caina sprinted past them before they could resolve their quarrel and slammed into the door, which burst open beneath her weight. Beyond the main room of the House of Sozanat was spacious and luxurious, lit by dozens of lanterns shining upon the round tables. Balconies ringed the walls, giving patrons space to converse in private, and the smell of roasting coffee and cooking pastries filled her nostrils. Merchants, nobles, and not a few men in the gold-trimmed white robes of the Alchemists sat at the tables, sipping coffee. Attractive slaves, men and women both, waited upon the tables. For an agonizing moment the coffee house reminded Caina of the House of Kularus back in Malarae, the business she had run as a front for the Ghosts with Corvalis…
The shouts of the Immortals outside quickly shattered the illusion. 
For a moment the patrons of the coffee house gaped at her.
“I am the Balarigar!” roared Caina in her disguised voice, dashing forward, “and I have come to slay you all! Perish!”
As she expected, a ripple of panic went through the crowd. Some of the merchants cursed, scrambled to their feet, and headed for the back door, surrounded by their bodyguards. A few of the Alchemists and the emirs did the same. But some of the nobles drew their swords, commanding their guards to follow suit. Some of the Alchemists had Immortal bodyguards, and the black-armored soldiers advanced toward Caina, while the Alchemists themselves started spells. 
A half a million bezants was a fortune, even to an Alchemist or an emir. 
Yet the fleeing men got in the way of those coming to kill Caina, and the Immortals that had pursued her from Vaysaal’s palace burst through the door. The common room dissolved into a chaotic mess, men bellowing instructions and curses and women screaming and shouting.
And Caina ran through the chaos. A set of spiral stairs rose to the balconies, and she scrambled up them. A stout merchant in a fine robe reached for her, eyes wide with greed, but a punch to the jaw dissuaded him. As the merchant slumped, Caina passed the second floor, and then the third. In the ceiling she saw a wooden trapdoor – her gamble had paid off. The buildings in this portion of the Alchemists’ Quarter stood close together, with only narrow alleys between them. If Caina hastened she could escape over the roof.  
The tingle against her skin was the only warning.
She felt the surge of arcane power, and threw herself to the side just as one of the Alchemists cast a spell. A blast of psychokinetic force struck Caina, the power of the impact slamming her against the railing. Pain shot up her hip and left leg from the impact, but she kept running. Another surge of arcane power washed over her, and a second Alchemist cast a spell, one far stronger than the first.
And beneath her boots the polished wooden stairs turned yellow and gritty.
Transmutation. The Alchemists had sorcerous powers of transmutation.
Which meant the Alchemist had just transmuted the wooden staircase into sand. 
Caina felt it start to disintegrate beneath her. With a final burst of strength she took one running step forward and jumped. Her right hand caught the trapdoor’s handle as the stairs collapsed into a spray of sand. For a moment she dangled, trying to gain additional purchase, and her weight pulled the trapdoor open. The jolt rocked her, and her right shoulder howled in protest, but she reached up, her left hand gripping the rough boards of the trapdoor, and pulled herself up. Her right hand caught the lip of the trapdoor, and Caina heaved herself onto the roof. The Alchemist’s spell had inadvertently given her an advantage. No one could immediately follow her, not until they found a rope. If she started running over the rooftops…
Steel flashed, and Caina threw herself to the side. A dagger blurred past her face, and her attacker’s forearm smacked against her temple. She struck the roof and rolled, coming back to her feet, her head ringing from the blow as she yanked the daggers from her boots.
Anburj stalked towards her, scimitar and dagger ready, and Caina whispered a curse behind her mask. He had been clever enough to anticipate that she would go to Vaysaal’s palace, and he had been smart enough to guess that she would try to escape over the rooftops. Caina was not sure she could defeat him. She could handle herself in a fight, but she preferred to attack from the shadows. Anburj was a Kindred assassin, and far stronger than she was. For that matter, he didn’t need to fight her. He only needed to hold her at bay until the Immortals arrived.
Already she heard the clanking of armor as the Immortals began climbing the walls. 
Anburj glided towards her with the deadly grace of a hunting predator. There were no taunting words, no questions, and his black eyes were hard and cold. He meant to take her alive, or barring that, simply to kill her and present her head to his master. 
So Caina ran.
She sprinted for the edge of the roof, and Anburj pursued. Caina reached the edge just as an Immortal pulled himself up, grunting with the effort, and reached for her ankle. Caina responded by stomping on his face and jumping over the alley to the next building. Anburj leapt over the alley with ease, and Caina kept running. Below she heard the clatter of armor as the Immortals pursued, running through the streets to keep her in sight. 
Caina kept running, jumping from roof to roof, but a cold inevitability began to close around her heart. Perhaps she had finally taken too great of a risk, had gambled too much, and now would pay the price. She wished she had found the truth of the Apotheosis. Caina resolved then not to let Anburj take her alive. If Caina was killed before any of her secrets were tortured from her, Damla and her sons would be safe. And Agabyzus was still free, and could continue the work of the Ghosts after she was dead.
She ran across the roof of a wine shop, Anburj and a half-dozen Immortals in pursuit, and saw the opened window. It was across the alley, in the top floor of the neighboring house. Likely the owner of the house had left the shutters open to cool off after the heat of the day, confident that no one would try to enter a third-story window. 
Perhaps Caina could use it to put some distance between her and Anburj.
She jumped across the alley and landed on the house’s roof, her legs flexing to absorb the impact. Then she whirled to face her pursuers, as if she had determined to make a last stand here. Anburj grinned and jumped, and the Immortals followed suit, fanning across the roof to encircle her. 
Caina sidestepped off the roof and twisted, grabbing the windowsill as she fell. She heaved herself over the windowsill and landed in an empty, dusty room. Perhaps this floor of the building was unused. She turned to close the shutters and bar them before Anburj and his men followed…
A hand reached out and slammed the shutters shut, a bar dropping into place.
Caina jumped back, daggers raised, as a man stepped out of the shadows.
He was in his late thirties or early forties, of Istarish or Anshani birth with brown skin. His head had been shaved, and the trimmed lines of a black beard encircled his lips and edged his chin. He wore a loose black shirt tucked into black pants, a scimitar hanging from his belt. A black leather glove and bracer covered his left hand and forearm, and Caina felt a faint aura of sorcery from his hand.
“Good evening,” said the man, a white smile flashing in his dark face. His voice was a deep, sonorous vibration, the sort of voice made for mighty orations. “I am pleased you chose to answer my humble invitation.” He tapped the shutters. “And that you elected not to kill me on sight. I do so abhor bloodshed before breakfast.” 
Caina opened her mouth to speak.
“To forestall what shall be an inevitably tedious line of conversation,” said the man, turning towards the door, “first, I mean you no ill will, second, I know that you are the Balarigar, and third, you may address me as Ibrahaim for now, though proper introductions can follow if we live long enough. If you wish to fulfill your death wish at the hands of the Immortals, I shall not stop you, but I would prefer not to die here. We really ought to go.”
Caina hesitated for a few heartbeats. She had never seen this man before, but he clearly knew of Balarigar. Not that it meant anything, since all of Istarinmul had heard of the Balarigar. Yet Ibrahaim had known to find her here. If he had meant her harm, he could simply have let Anburj kill her.
The shutters thumped from a blow. The Immortals were trying to get into the house, and likely Anburj had dispatched men to the door. 
“Very well,” said Caina in her disguised voice.
Ibrahaim grinned. “Let’s run.”
He dashed from the room, and Caina followed. The door opened into a deserted corridor, and Ibrahaim raced down the stairs. Crashes echoed through the house as the Immortals took axes to the front door. Ibrahaim veered left, making for the kitchen and the back door.
“There will be Immortals in the alley,” said Caina.
“But most of them shall be at the front door,” said Ibrahaim. “We will have to fight. Prepare yourself!”
Caina opened her mouth to ask how he intended to fight his way through the Immortals, but by then Ibrahaim had thrown open the door and dashed into the alley.
And just as she had suspected, four Immortals awaited them, axes in hand as they prepared to hack down the back door. For just a heartbeat the Immortals stared at them, caught by surprise, but then raised their axes.
And in that heartbeat, Ibrahaim moved.
His scimitar seemed to jump from its scabbard and into his right hand, and he moved in a blur, his blade plunging into the armpit of an Immortal. The man fell, blood streaming down his black cuirass. One of the Immortals reacted faster, slashing at Ibrahaim with the axe. He dodged, his scimitar snapping left to deflect another Immortal’s thrust.
And then he punched the Immortal in the face with his black-gloved left fist.
It was one of the stupidest things Caina had ever seen. The Immortals’ skull masks were steel plate, reinforced and anchored to their helmets. There was no way a punch could harm them, let alone even stagger them. She expected to hear the bones of Ibrahaim’s hand shattering.
Instead the skull mask crumpled like paper, accompanied by a loud clang and the hideous crunching noise of a collapsing skull. The Immortal fell, blood and brains leaking from the ruined mask as Ibrahaim ripped his fist free to face the remaining two Immortals.
Caina gaped in astonishment for just a second, and then sprang into motion. 
Both Immortals faced Ibrahaim, their attention upon him, which made it easy for Caina to step behind the nearest man and drive her dagger into his back of his knee. The Immortals’ armored boots protected their feet and calves and the front of their knees, but not the back. The Immortal bellowed in fury as Caina yanked her dagger free and spun to face her, but his maimed knee would not support his weight, and his leg buckled. The Immortal fell with a snarl of pain, and Caina drove her bloody dagger into the right eye of his skull mask. She felt the blade sink deep. The Immortal went rigid, the axe falling from his hand, and fell upon his face with a clatter.
Caina stepped away from the corpse, intending to aid Ibrahaim, but he had already dispatched the final Immortal. 
“You are finished already?” said Ibrahaim, shaking a few drops of blood from his scimitar’s blade. “Capital. I suggest we hasten. Please follow me.”
He returned his weapon to its scabbard and ran into the alley, and Caina could think of nothing better to do than to follow him. Ibrahaim led her through the maze of alleys behind the shops of the Alchemists’ Quarter. They were cleaner and tidier than the alleys of the Alqaarin Quarter and the Anshani Quarter, but were nonetheless still a maze. At last Ibrahaim stopped before a narrow door and rapped out a specific series of knocks.
He used his right hand, she noted. His left remained a fist at his side. He had not opened it for the entire time Caina had seen him. Perhaps he had lost his hand, and replaced it with a block of stone or steel, something that could smash through the armored helmet of an Immortal. Though he would have to be strong, tremendously strong, to pull that off, and his left arm looked no larger than his right.
The door swung open, interrupting Caina’s thoughts.
A man with a crossbow stood beyond the door. He was in his early fifties, and had the look of a Nighmarian commoner and the grim face, muscled arms, and upright stance of a veteran of the Emperor’s Legions. His gray hair had been cut down to bristle, and he wore a short-sleeved tunic, trousers, and heavy boots, a broadsword waiting in a scabbard at his belt. The Legion tattoo visible upon his right bicep confirmed Caina’s guess. 
“Ibrahaim Nasser,” grunted the man, his Istarish carrying a heavy Nighmarian accent. “You’re early.”
Nasser? Caina had heard that name before. But where?
“Punctuality is ever a virtue,” said Nasser. 
“That’s him?” said the veteran.
“The Balarigar himself,” said Nasser. “This is Laertes, my business associate and a most reliable man.”
Laertes grunted. “He’s shorter than I expected.” 
“Most figures of legend are,” said Nasser. 
“I suggest we move off the street,” said Caina, hearing the clatter of armor and the shouts of the pursuing Immortals.
“An excellent idea,” said Nasser, and they stepped through the door. Laertes closed it behind them with one hand, the other cradling his crossbow. Caina watched both Laertes and Nasser for any sign of treachery, but neither man attacked her. She did not know their intentions, and they might well have lured her here to claim the bounty for themselves. 
On the other hand, they hadn’t tried to kill her yet, and the Immortals surely would. 
“We are trapped here,” said Caina, “and once they find the dead Immortals, they’ll start searching every house in the Quarter.” 
“You are correct,” said Nasser. “Fortunately, this building has a convenient outlet to the sewers. If you do not mind the smell, we can use the tunnels to escape the Alchemists’ Quarter by the time the Immortals search this building. Then we can have a civilized conversation in a more pleasant environment.”
“And why,” said Caina, “do you think we want to have a conversation?” 
Again that smile flashed over Nasser’s face, his dark eyes glinting. “Oh, we want to have a conversation, Balarigar. Fear not – I have no wish to collect the impressive bounty upon your head. But I suspect we want many of the same things, and may help each other to claim them.” 
His eyes strayed to the bronze ring upon her finger as he spoke.
She did not trust him, not even a little. 
But it was not as if Caina had a better option.
“Lead on,” she said.
Nasser grinned. “A fine decision. Come along, Laertes.”







Chapter 4 - Glasshand
It was past midnight by the time they reached Nasser’s bolt hole in the Anshani Quarter.

To Caina’s surprise, Istarinmul’s subterranean sewers were as efficient and as effective as the sewers beneath the great cities of the Empire. Unfortunately, that meant the tunnels smelled vile, and her mask did little to filter out the hideous stink. Fortunately, Laertes and Nasser knew their way through the maze, and had taken the precaution of preparing hooded lanterns, lest an open flame ignite the vile gases filling the sewer. 
And as they walked, Caina realized where she had felt an aura similar to the one surrounding Nasser’s left hand.
It had been during her first week in Istarinmul, at the festivities surrounding Ulvan’s ascension to the ranks of the cowled masters of the Slavers’ Brotherhood. Grand Master Callatas himself had attended the ceremony, and had worn a strange jewel around his neck, a lump of glowing blue crystal the size of a fist. The thing had radiated immense arcane power.
She felt a similar, though weaker, aura from Nasser’s gloved hand.
He carried the lantern with his right hand, she noted, and his left hand never relaxed its fist.
They emerged from the sewers and into the towering, cramped tenements of the Anshani Quarter. Nasser led the way to a hulking tenement, descended a flight of stairs, and opened a door to a cellar apartment. A ring of cushions surrounded a low table, and a small closet contained a variety of wooden chests. The only light came from a dim lantern upon the table. It reminded Caina of the apartment where Corvalis had hidden Claudia in Cyrioch, the apartment where he had nearly died from the poison on Sicarion’s weapons. 
She could not afford to think about him now. 
Caina suspected she would need all her wits to deal with Ibrahaim Nasser. 
“I thought you promised a more pleasant environment,” said Caina.
“Well, it is not much,” said Nasser, seating himself on one of the cushions, “but compared to the sewers, it is a palace.” Again that mocking smile reappeared. “And better than a cell beneath the College of Alchemists, no? Please, be seated and take your ease.”
Caina sat cross-legged on a cushion opposite Nasser, keeping her weapons near at hand. Laertes went to the closet and began rummaging through the chests. He produced plates and loaded them with jerky and slices of cheese, and then filled three cups with mixed wine. He placed the plates and the cups upon the round table and then seated himself.
“Eat, I urge you,” said Nasser, lifting one of the cups. “After your exertions you must be ravenous.” 
“And if I eat,” said Caina, “I’ll have to remove my mask.”
Nasser offered a lazy shrug. “I imagine it would make eating easier.”
“And if I refuse?” said Caina, watching Laertes. The Legion veteran sat motionless, his face giving away nothing. He reminded Caina somewhat of Ark, the former centurion of the Eighteenth Legion who had become a Ghost and then the owner of Malarae’s most prosperous foundry. Ark loved his wife and children, but he was capable of killing without hesitation or mercy.
Laertes might do the same.
“Then you may go, and we will not hinder you,” said Nasser. He took a sip of his wine, scowled at it, and shook his head. “Ever since Iramis burned, Istarish wine has never been the same. But that is not your concern. Go, and there will be no ill will between us.” He leaned forward, his smile glinting in the dim light. “But I think that would be a poor decision.”
“Oh?” said Caina. “Just why is that?”
“Because you are alone,” said Nasser, “and in dire need of allies.” 
Caina said nothing.
“The Teskilati and Callatas might think you part of a grand conspiracy,” said Nasser, “but you and I know better, do we not?” 
“And how do you know that?” said Caina.
“Because you went into Vaysaal’s palace alone,” said Nasser, “and you would not have done that unless you had help.” He set his wine cup upon the table. “I have been observing your exploits with great interest, Balarigar. Robbing the master slavers? Burning the Widow’s Tower to ash? Clearly you are a man of great intellect, cunning, and boldness. But you are just one man.”
“You,” said Caina, “could not be more wrong.”
“I suspect not,” said Nasser. “You have gained some potent foes, Balarigar, and you are in sore need of allies. I very much believe we can be allies, for I suspect that we have the same goals.” 
Caina said nothing. Nasser’s words were closer to the truth than he knew. She was the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, but at the moment the Ghost circle of Istarinmul consisted of Caina, a woman who owned a coffee shop, and a man left physically damaged from a year of torture in the Widow’s Tower. And Caina was attempting to learn the secrets of the most powerful and dangerous sorcerer in Istarinmul. She badly needed allies, strong allies. 
And if Ibrahaim Nasser was the man she suspected him to be, he could be a useful ally. 
But if she was wrong…
Well, at this point, what was one more risk?
“That cheese does look good,” said Caina. Laertes snorted and popped a piece of the cheese into his mouth. She reached up, drew back her cowl, and tugged off her mask. Just as well she had kept the makeup on her face. That and her short hair would help her to pass as a man.
Laertes snorted. “A Nighmarian nobleman?”
Caina grunted, discarding her rasping snarl of a voice for a gruff, clipped tone. “What makes you say that?”
Laertes blinked. “Your voice…how did you do that? It just changed.”
Nasser laughed. “A useful skill for a thief and a spy, wouldn’t you say, my good centurion?” 
“You look like a Nighmarian nobleman,” said Laertes.
“With blue eyes?” said Nasser. “I would say he looks more Szaldic.”
Caina sighed and took a sip of the bitter Istarish wine. “If you must know, my father was a magistrate high in the Emperor’s favor who took a Szaldic mistress. Once he learned that she was pregnant, he cast her aside, and my mother raised me upon the streets of Malarae. She died when I was seven, and I have stolen for my bread ever since.”
Laertes grunted and ate some more cheese. 
“A fine tale,” said Nasser, “but utterly false, I am afraid.”
“Why is that?” said Caina.
“Common thieves, no matter how bold,” said Nasser, gesturing at her cushion, “tend not to go about their business with Ghost shadow-cloaks.”
“Perhaps I stole it,” said Caina.
“The Ghosts of the Emperor of Nighmar,” said Nasser, “tend to take a dim view of those who steal from their brotherhood.” 
“Then you think I am a Ghost nightfighter?” said Caina.
“I suspect as much,” said Nasser. “Do you know who I am?”
“I suspect,” said Caina, setting down her wine cup, “that you are Nasser Glasshand.”
Laertes raised an eyebrow as he chewed, and a small smile played over Nasser’s bearded lips. 
“The man known as Nasser Glasshand,” said Nasser, “is entirely mythical. A tale the poets like to recite to the crowds.”
“So is the Balarigar,” said Caina, “but here we are.” 
“Well,” said Nasser, “if you have decided to think of me as Nasser Glasshand, the most daring and devilishly handsome master thief…”
Laertes rolled his eyes.
“Ever to plague the emirs and Alchemists of Istarinmul,” continued Nasser, undaunted, “then who am I to object?” 
“Is your hand really made of glass?” said Caina.
“What do you think?” said Nasser.
He raised his left hand and opened and closed it a few times, the fingers flexing. 
“Not glass,” said Nasser. “I honestly cannot imagine where this ‘Glasshand’ business began.”
“Of course,” said Caina.
Yet she noted the movement seemed to pain Nasser. His expression had remained calm and amused, yet the veins in his temples bulged a bit, his left eyelid twitching. For that matter, she still felt the sorcerous aura around his left hand.
A fist of flesh and blood could not smash an Immortal’s steel helmet with a single blow.
“Tell me,” said Nasser. “What other tales have you heard of Nasser Glasshand?”
Caina shrugged. “Several. That he is a thief without equal, that he has stolen from both Alchemists and emirs and lived to tell the tale. That he turned pirate and sailed upon the Alqaarin Sea. Or that he went south in search of the ruins of old Maat and vanished in the desert sands. Or that he returned with sorcerous treasures.” She hoped the last one was false. The sorcerous relics of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun had caused quite enough harm already. 
“And I have heard,” said Nasser, “that the Balarigar freed the slaves of Marsis and slew Rezir Shahan before his soldiers, that he can walk through shadows and vanish without a trace.”
“Lies and calumnies,” said Caina. “I am sure we are both upright, respectable men, who would never steal anything.”
“Indeed,” said Nasser. “Shall we get down to it, then?” 
Caina tensed. “To what?”
“Why, to the real questions, of course,” said Nasser. “I imagine you have many questions for me.”
She did. “And just why would you answer them?”
“Because I have many questions for you,” said Nasser. “Information, after all, is its own form of currency, often far more valuable than gold or silver. Let us play a game, you and I. You shall ask me a question, and then I shall give you an honest answer. Then you may do the same to me. Is this agreeable?”
“Very well,” said Caina. 
Nasser gestured with his right hand. “Then begin.”
“How did you find me?” said Caina. 
Laertes snorted. “We followed the Immortals. And the naked slavers hanging upside down from chains.”
“Do forgive Laertes,” said Nasser. “As you have no doubt deduced, he spent a great many years in the Emperor’s Legions and therefore acquired the black humor common to soldiers of all nations. But his answer is essentially accurate. After I learned the Balarigar was involved in the destruction of the Widow’s Tower, I desired greatly to speak with you. A study of your thefts revealed that you targeted slavers who had sold captives to Callatas for his various projects…and Vaysaal was one of Callatas’s lieutenants. After Callatas had him assassinated, I suspected you might wish to look around Vaysaal’s laboratory. My surmise was correct. Unfortunately, it seems that the Teskilati and the Kindred reached the same conclusion.” He grinned. “You have acquired the Grand Master’s enmity, Balarigar. Callatas did not even devote that many Immortals to the destruction of the Ghost circle after the war with the Empire.” 
“My charming personality, I’m sure,” said Caina.
“No doubt,” said Nasser with a chuckle. “Now. My question. Are you a Ghost nightfighter? If you are, please understand that I have no wish to expose you, and no desire to bring harm to your Emperor. Rather, I wish to know what kind of man you are. Are you simply a talented thief, or do you have larger ambitions?” 
Caina considered her answer for a moment. She suspected that Nasser wanted to recruit her for something, most likely some audacious and profitable theft. So why did he care if she was a Ghost? Did he fear the vengeance of the Ghosts? Or did he want the help of the Ghosts and their resources?
Of course, if he knew that the Ghosts of Istarinmul consisted of Caina, a coffee merchant, and the coffee merchant’s brother, he might think differently.
“There are no such thing as the Ghosts, of course,” said Caina. “Merely legends and fables. Like the Balarigar and Nasser Glasshand. Stories concocted as scapegoats for the failures of ambitious fools.”
Nasser raised an eyebrow. “Like Rezir Shahan, perhaps?”
“Precisely,” said Caina. “Like Rezir Shahan. He died from his own mistakes. He certainly wasn’t killed by the Balarigar in front of thousands of witnesses, and the Balarigar certainly is not a Ghost nightfighter.”
Laertes grunted. “So many words to say yes.”
“Now, now, Laertes,” said Nasser. “Words have a pleasure all of their own. So the Balarigar is indeed a nightfighter of the Ghosts. Interesting…and that inspires many more questions. So you may ask a question of me now.”
“I know how you found me,” said Caina. “Why did you help me escape?” 
“A question that requires an answer in three parts,” said Nasser. “First, because your escape would annoy Grand Master Callatas, and anything that annoys him is a fine thing. Second, if you perished in the Alchemists’ Quarter, I would lose the potential benefit of your assistance. And, thirdly…I think you and I might have some interests in common. Now it is my turn for a question.”
Caina nodded.
“If you are a Ghost nightfighter,” said Nasser, “than that means you regard wealth as a tool, not as a means in itself. So you were looking for something else in the palaces of those slavers, not merely their gold and jewels.”
“Perhaps I hate slavers,” said Caina, “and merely wished to repay them for all the cruelties they have inflicted upon the innocent.” That was true enough.
“An admirable goal,” said Nasser, “but if you desired simple revenge, it would be far easier to knife them in the street or pour poison into their cups. Why risk inflicting such daring public humiliations upon them? No, you were looking for something other than money, other than revenge.” He leaned forward, his dark eyes keen and sharp. “You were looking for secrets.”
“That is a statement,” said Caina, her throat dry, “not a question.”
“True. The question, then,” said Nasser. “Were you looking for knowledge about the Apotheosis?” 
Caina considered her answer. It was entirely possible that this was all a trick, a trap by the Teskilati or Callatas’s agents to draw her in. Nasser might have rescued her from Anburj, but perhaps he didn’t want the Kindred to claim the glory of killing her. Perhaps he simply wanted to keep the bounty for himself.
But he was right. Caina needed allies.
“Yes,” she said at last.
Nasser nodded, and Laertes looked a touch grimmer. 
“The Apotheosis,” said Caina, leaning forward despite herself. “What is it?”
“I do not know, not truly,” said Nasser. “Nonetheless, I will tell you what I know. It is a plan of Callatas’s, his grand scheme. Somehow it involves the wraithblood, though I know not how. Callatas has gathered a number of disciples around him, men from among the emirs and the Alchemists, and even common assassins and mercenaries, if they serve him well. I would call them a cult, but they worship nothing but their own power and advancement. Vaysaal was one. Ricimer was another, and there are many others. Which leads to my next question of you, Balarigar. How did Ricimer die?”
“I killed him,” said Caina.
“Ah,” said Nasser.
For the first time Laertes smiled. “Did you, now.” 
“Ricimer was a powerful Alchemist and his sorcery was potent,” said Nasser. “If you do not object to expanding upon your answer, I would be most curious as to the details.”
“He bore a weapon of sorcery, a lightning-throwing fork,” said Caina. “He prepared to fling a killing bolt at me, but I threw a knife into the tines of his fork. The lightning was drawn to the knife, and then rebounded up the fork itself and slew him where he stood.”
Laertes laughed. “I’ll be damned.”
“After he was slain, a spirit calling itself a nagataaru possessed his corpse,” said Caina, which stole Laertes’s laughter. “Do you know what it is? I had never heard the word before that day.” 
“I know of them, but little else,” said Nasser. “They are a race of spirits that dwell in the netherworld, as do the elementals and the djinni and all the others. Spirits emulate mortal men in one regard – they have their own hierarchies and nations and empires, and these empires war eternally upon each other. The nagataaru are one such empire. Callatas often summons them and binds them as servants, though the practice is forbidden by both the Alchemists’ laws and the decrees of the Padishah.” The glint came back into his eye. “Though I do know this, one little piece of secret lore. You have heard the tale of Istarr and the seven Demon Princes of old, I trust.” Caina nodded. “The demon spirits that possessed the Princes were in fact seven of the high captains of the nagataaru, spirits of fell power and potent sorcery. The Istarish nobles do not like to remember it, but it was only with the aid of the mighty loremasters of Iramis that Istarr was able to defeat the Demon Prices and found Istarinmul.” 
“They do not like to remember Callatas destroyed Iramis a century and a half past,” said Caina, voice quiet.
Nasser nodded. “That was his greatest crime, though there are many competitors for that particular honor. And I fear he may do worse yet, if left unchecked. Which I suspect is the answer to my next question. Why do you seek knowledge of Callatas’s Apotheosis?” 
Caina considered the question for a moment.
“Because it must be stopped,” said Caina. 
“Why?” said Nasser. “Perhaps his intentions are benevolent. Perhaps the wraithblood shall uplift humanity to a new height of splendor and power.”
“No,” said Caina, more heat in her voice than she intended.
Nasser raised his eyebrow. “That seems to have struck a nerve.”
“The Apotheosis must be stopped because I have seen it before,” said Caina. “I have…seen things, Ibrahaim Nasser, terrible things. Sorcerous catastrophes that almost happened.” Maglarion could have killed a million men, women, and children in a heartbeat, and Kalastus had tried to burn a quarter of a million people to ashes. “I trust you both saw the day the golden dead rose and attacked the living.” Both Nasser and Laertes nodded. “That is what Callatas intends. Something like that, something terrible that will slay millions. I am utterly certain of it.” Her gloved right hand closed into a fist. “And I will find a way to stop him. I have not…I have not,” again she saw the golden fire burn over New Kyre, saw the flash of the Moroaica’s spell as Corvalis died, “I have not come through so much to see Callatas unleash an age of horror upon the earth. I will stop him if I can.” 
Nasser and Laertes shared a look. 
“He might be helpful, then,” said Laertes.
“I agree,” said Nasser.
“Before you come to any decisions,” said Caina, “I have one more question for you.”
Nasser gestured with his ungloved hand. “Proceed.”
“All the stories about Nasser Glasshand say he is a master thief without equal,” said Caina. “That he robs from the wealthiest, most powerful men in the Padishah’s domain.”
“And several other nations,” said Nasser with a smile.
“So. Why go after Callatas, then?” said Caina. “Surely there are easier targets.”
Nasser’s smile widened. “It may surprise you, Balarigar, but my motives are much the same as your own. I am a thief, yes, but like you, I see wealth only as a means to an end. And my end is to see Callatas stopped. He has wreaked too much harm already, and I mean to defeat him. You might even say that I am a patriot.”
“Of Istarinmul?” said Caina. “But I don’t think you’re Istarish. Your accent…”
She frowned. His accent was odd. She had heard it somewhere before, but she could not bring it to mind. 
“I would have been most surprised,” said Nasser, “if you could place my accent.” He took a drink of his wine. “I have no further questions for you. Unless you have more for me?”
Caina did, but she did not want to tell Nasser any more than she had already, so she shook her head. 
“Capital,” said Nasser. “As I suspected, we do share a goal in arranging the downfall of Callatas. In that vein, I have a proposal for you.”
“To do what?” said Caina.
“Do you know of the Tarshahzon Gardens in the Emirs’ Quarter, just north of the Golden Palace?” said Nasser. Caina nodded. “Meet me there at noon the day after tomorrow, near the great painting at the northern end of the gardens, and we shall discuss the matter further.” 
“And if I decline?” said Caina.
Nasser shrugged. “Then we go our separate ways with no ill will. But I believe that would be a foolish decision. You need allies, Ghost, and I can provide them. And I will offer a little more honey to sweeten the pot, as it were.”
“What manner of honey?” said Caina.
Nasser pointed at her left hand. “That ring on your finger. You found it in Vaysaal’s laboratory, yes? I know what it is.”
“It’s called a pyrikon,” said Caina.
The white smile flashed over his dark face. “And you know what a pyrikon is?”
Caina sighed. “I assume you’ll tell me if I meet with you again?”
“I see the legendary cleverness of the Ghosts is well-earned,” said Nasser. “Laertes.” The veteran nodded and retrieved a ragged brown cloak, the sort favored by the nomadic tribes to the south, and handed it to Caina. “A Ghost shadow-cloak is a bit conspicuous, ironically enough, so that will assist you when you leave. It wouldn’t do for you to perish before we have our meeting.”
Caina took one more swallow of wine and stood. Her legs and arms ached from the long chase. “You’re so certain that I will come back.”
“Yes,” said Nasser. “I am.” 
“We’ll see,” said Caina. She slung the ragged cloak around her shoulders. “Thank you for the assistance, by the way.”
“A pleasure,” said Nasser, inclining his head.
She turned to go to the door, and hesitated. 
“There is something else?” said Nasser.
“Perhaps,” said Caina. “Another question, if you will.” Part of her mind screamed that this was a bad idea, but she had to know.
“Of course,” said Nasser, “though then you must answer one in turn.”
“Very well.” Caina turned to face him. “The star is the key to the crystal. Have you ever heard those words before?”
Again Nasser and Laertes shared that glance. This time Laertes looked startled. Alarmed, even. 
“I have,” said Nasser. “They are the refrain of an epic poem describing the destruction of the city of Iramis at the hands of Callatas. I believe the last Prince of Iramis composed the poem as he wandered the wasteland of the Desert of Candles that had once been his domain. Quite tragic, really. Little wonder the Istarish love it so. They do so enjoy a good tragedy.” 
“I had heard,” said Caina, “that the poem was composed a century past. Iramis burned a hundred and fifty years ago.”
Nasser smiled. “Well. The accounts differ. I suspect the poet Sulaman told you that.”
“Yes,” said Caina. Nasser must have heard Sulaman recite the epic.
“Now my question,” said Nasser. “Those words. Where did you first hear them?”
“I will tell you the truth,” said Caina, “but you will not believe me.”
Nasser rose to his feet. “Indulge me.”
“I stood in the netherworld on the day of the golden dead,” said Caina, “and the spirit of a man who died twenty-five centuries ago told me that I would need those words.” 
Nasser’s calm, faintly amused expression did not waver, but a flicker of tension went through his limbs, and Caina had the distinct impression that he had been taken aback.
“I see,” he said at last. 
“You believe me, then?” said Caina.
“Why should I not?” said Nasser. “An unusual tale, to be sure, but unusual things happen all the time. Go in peace, Balarigar. I shall took forward to seeing you in the Tarshahzon Gardens.” 
“You are certain I will come?” said Caina.
Nasser grinned. “Greet Sulaman for me when you see him.”
A chill went down Caina’s spine. “You know him?”
“Who do you think,” said Nasser, “suggested that I seek you out?”







Chapter 5 - The House of Agabyzus
It was almost noon by the time Caina returned to the Sanctuary. 

She had taken a cautious route through the city, hiding her shadow-cloak in her satchel and covering herself with the ragged nomad’s cloak. Along the way she had stolen a turban and a rough wooden staff, and had feigned a limp. Anyone looking at her, she hoped, would see a tribesman visiting from the steppes of Trabazon, leaning upon a staff for support. Of course, the nomads of the Trabazon rarely had blue eyes, and almost always had skin darker than Caina’s. Yet the disguise worked. No one troubled Caina as she made her way across the city, though she saw many patrols of watchmen and more than a few Immortals. The Immortals rarely came into the poorer quarters unless escorting their masters, so Caina supposed Anburj must have extended his search.
She wondered if Callatas would kill the Kindred assassin for his failure. He had come within a hair’s breadth of catching Caina, and if not for Nasser’s intervention, she might not have escaped. But given how close Anburj had come to success, Caina suspected Callatas would urge the assassin to redouble his efforts. Anburj had correctly predicted her actions once before, and he might well do so again. Which made a good argument for considering Nasser’s offer. The Balarigar had always worked alone, and Anburj might not expect her to work with Nasser and his crew.
Caina suspected that was why Nasser had rescued her. Despite all his high talk about defeating Callatas and the Apotheosis, he might have his eye upon a rich prize, and wanted the Balarigar’s help to steal it.
Or he was telling the truth. Though even if he was, Caina was sure he had only given her a piece of the truth. Of course, Caina had done the same with him.
Or she was simply mistaken, and he was preparing to hand her over to the Teskilati and claim the bounty for himself.
Either way, there was no reason to trust him. 
So she took her time making her away across the city, crossing back over her path and taking great care to make sure that she was not followed. At last she returned to the dry fountain behind the House of Agabyzus, unlocked the door, and descended to the Sanctuary. She discarded her sweat-sodden nightfighter garb and washed and bandaged her wounds. None of them were serious, but she had numerous small cuts upon her arms, and one long, shallow cut on her ribs where the steel plates of her jacket had broken. Bruises covered her hips and thighs from various falls, and her joints and shoulders ached from all the running and the climbing. 
Still, it could have been far worse.
She wasted the better part of an hour trying to remove the twisted bronze ring. Caina tried soap, wax, grease, everything she could think of. All she managed to do was make the skin around her finger red and raw from scrubbing. The pyrikon did not budge, and the constant tingling of its faint aura remained unchanged. 
That was annoying. Worse, it was dangerous. She used a dozen different disguises to move unseen through Istarinmul, and wearing a distinctive piece of jewelry with each disguise might well ruin them. Even more dangerous, it was possible Callatas or Vaysaal had embedded a tracking spell upon the ring. Her shadow-cloak protected her from divinatory sorcery, but she could not always wear it. If there was a tracking spell upon the ring, she could not elude Callatas and his hunters.
They would find her and kill her.
For a long, grim moment Caina considered cutting off the finger with the ring still on it. That would badly damage her ability to fight and climb, though she favored her right hand. It would also prove a liability when employing disguises.
And the thought made her skin crawl. Caina had done a lot of unpleasant things, but she had never had to cut off a piece of herself. 
At last she discarded the notion. She had no proof there was a tracking spell upon the ring. And for all she knew, if she cut off the finger, the ring would simply attach itself to another. 
Caina dressed in the clothes of a courier of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers, boots and trousers and a loose shirt beneath a coat that was too warm for the harsh sun of Istarinmul. A sheathed short sword and a dagger went in a leather belt around her waist, and Caina paused before the mirror to wash away her makeup and apply a new coat. When she finished, she saw Marius, a courier for the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers, staring back at her.
After a moment’s thought, she wrapped a bandage around her left hand to conceal the pyrikon.
She nodded in satisfaction, climbed out of the Sanctuary, and walked around the courtyard to the Cyrican Bazaar and the House of Agabyzus.
The Bazaar hosted a bustling maze of stalls and booths, merchants selling carpets and pans and knives and fried skewers of meat. A dozen competing smells hung heavy in the air, wood smoke and cooking meat and exotic spices and roasting coffee. Women in bright robes and headscarves bought and sold, while slaves in gray tunics went about the business of their masters. 
The House of Agabyzus rose over the market, a three-story building of whitewashed stone with a flat roof. Caina pushed open the front door and strode into the common room. Dozens of low, round tables dotted the floor, ringed with cushions in the Istarish style, booths lining the walls so patrons could converse without anyone overhearing them. Anshani carpets hung from the walls between the wide windows, and a dais stood against the far wall where a poet could recite the epic poems of the Istarish people. It was midday, and merchants and their bodyguards filled the tables and booths, haggling and negotiating over lunch and coffee. So much business and plotting took place in the coffee houses of Istarinmul. A clever woman could listen to their conversations and learn many things.
Caina had done just that in Malarae, masquerading as Sonya Tornesti, the frivolous, empty-headed mistress of coffee merchant Anton Kularus. But she could not do that in Istarinmul. Disguising herself as a man was the best way to move unnoticed through the city. Only two people in all Istarinmul knew that she was a woman.
One of them hurried towards Caina now, a smile on her face.
Damla was in her middle thirties. Istarish women preferred bright colors, but Damla wore widow’s black. She was still in mourning for her husband, dead three years past during Rezir Shahan’s attack upon Marsis. Caina knew the feeling.
“Master Marius, welcome,” said Damla, her smile widening. “It is good to see you under my roof once again.”
“And I am glad to be here,” said Caina.
“You will always be welcome in the House of Agabyzus,” said Damla. She glanced to the door near the dais, and her two sons, Bayram and Bahad, emerged from the kitchen carrying trays of food. Bayram was seventeen, stern and dour, while Bahad was twelve with a mischievous glint in his eye. “You will be welcome here for the rest of your days, Master Marius.” 
There was a faint catch in her voice as she said it. Her sons had been kidnapped by the Master Slaver Ulvan, who intended to sell them to Callatas to make wraithblood. But Bayram and Bahad had been freed, along with all the other captives, and Ulvan had been humiliated and impoverished. 
Caina had seen to that.
“And I am grateful for your welcome, and all your hospitality,” said Caina.
“You are too kind,” said Damla.
“No, I’m really not,” said Caina.
And she meant it. When Caina had first set foot in Damla’s coffee house, she had been half-crazed with grief from the deaths of Halfdan and Corvalis, and had almost drank herself to death the first night. The abduction of Bayram and Bahad had shocked Caina out of her grief and apathy, had spurred her to action. That had set Caina on the road to discovering Callatas’s crimes and the Apotheosis. It had saved Caina’s life. Had her mind remained in that dark state, she might have done something foolish, might have destroyed herself or thrown her life away in some reckless gamble.
So now, she thought with a twist of amusement, she could throw her life away trying to find the truth of Callatas’s Apotheosis. 
“Thank you,” said Damla. “We had heard there was an…uproar in the Emirs’ Quarter last night. A riot, perhaps.”
“I’m sure I know nothing about that,” said Caina.
Damla almost managed not to smile. “I’m sure. You will want to talk to him?”
“If it can be arranged,” said Caina. 
“Easily,” said Damla. “He is here now. This way.” 
She led Caina across the floor to a booth in the corner. A gaunt Istarish man sat there, clad in a tan robe and turban, his face encircled in a trimmed gray beard. Despite the steaming cup of coffee before him, he looked tired, weary, and his dark eyes never stopped sweeping the room. 
Unsurprising, given that Agabyzus had spent over a year in a cell of the Widow’s Tower, suffering every torture Ricimer’s men could inflict upon him. The six weeks since Caina had rescued him had made him stronger and healthier, but the mark of his ordeal would never quite leave him. Some scars never healed entirely.
Caina knew that well.
“Ah,” said Agabyzus. “You’ve returned.” 
“A guest to see you, sir,” said Damla, smiling down at her older brother.
“Thank you,” said Agabyzus. “If you could bring some more coffee and a few cakes, that would be marvelous.”
“Certainly,” said Damla. “We shall fatten you up yet.”
She walked back toward the kitchen, black skirts whispering around her ankles, and Caina sat across from Agabyzus. He had once been the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, until he had started investigating Callatas and the wraithblood. In retaliation, Callatas had sent the Teskilati to destroy the Ghost circle of Istarinmul, taking many alive and torturing them to death in the Widow’s Tower. 
Agabyzus was the sole survivor, and he had gladly surrendered control of the Ghost circle to Caina. 
What was left of it, anyway.
“There was a great deal of chaos in the Emirs’ Quarter last night,” said Agabyzus in a low voice, “and you appear to have injured your hand.”
“Not yet,” said Caina, and she unwrapped the bandage just enough to let him see the pyrikon. To judge from his reaction, he had seen it before. “You know what this is?”
“No,” said Agabyzus, “but I have seen such rings before. Callatas’s most loyal lieutenants wear them sometimes. Ricimer had one, though I suppose it melted when the Widow’s Tower burned.” His frown deepened. “Why are you wearing that? If someone recognizes it you shall be in grave danger.”
“I can’t take it off,” said Caina. “It wrapped itself around my finger when I found it. There’s some kind of sorcery on it. I’m not sure what.”
“The Master Alchemist Vaysaal is assassinated, there is an uproar in the Emirs’ Quarter,” said Agabyzus, “and you turn up the next day with that ring.” He shook his head, and for a moment he almost looked amused. “Truly, you have a knack for chaos.” 
“I cannot argue with that,” said Caina. 
“Did you kill Vaysaal?” said Agabyzus. “That was a dreadful risk.”
“I didn’t kill him,” said Caina. “I just took advantage of his death.” 
She told Agabyzus about her raid of Vaysaal’s palace, the wraithblood laboratory, and the trap Anburj had set for her. Agabyzus listened in silence, his face grave. Damla returned with a tray holding coffee and spiced cakes, and Caina realized that she had not eaten any of Nasser’s food, which meant she had not eaten anything since entering Vaysaal’s palace. She accepted the food with thanks and ate and drank as she talked.
“That,” said Agabyzus when she finished, “was a mad risk.” 
Caina shrugged. “I’m still alive, aren’t I?”
“Your boldness saved my life and the lives of my nephews,” said Agabyzus, “but, still, I would counsel you to moderation in the future. Getting yourself killed will not bring back those you have lost.”
Caina scowled. “Is that what you think I am doing? Trying to kill myself to atone for my sins? I am past that.”
“If you say so,” said Agabyzus, his doubt plain. 
But he had a point. Before the deaths of Corvalis and Halfdan, she had never been so reckless. She would not have entered Vaysaal’s palace without a better plan, would have first spent several days infiltrating the servants and learning their comings and goings. Or perhaps she had always been this bold, and had come to view the past through the lens of her love for Corvalis. 
“The opportunity came, and I took it,” said Caina. “What’s done is done.”
“I have no right to command you,” said Agabyzus. “And your boldness saved my life. I have no right to criticize it. But I do have the right and the duty to counsel you, and I would counsel you to greater caution.” He sighed. “If we are to rebuild the Ghosts of Istarinmul, if we are to stop whatever villainy Callatas intends to inflict upon the people, it is up to you. I am but a shadow of the man that I was before the Widow’s Tower. I will help you however I can, but the final decisions lie in your hands.”
“And your knowledge and contacts have been most helpful,” said Caina. “Now I have further need of them. What can you tell me about the man calling himself Nasser Glasshand?” 
Agabyzus sighed and leaned back into his seat, drumming his bony fingers against the table. 
“There have been,” he said at last, “tales of a thief calling himself Nasser Glasshand circulating through Istarinmul for decades, maybe even a century.”
“Then I met with an imposter,” said Caina. “The man I spoke with could not have been much older than forty.”
Agabyzus shrugged. “My belief is that the name of Nasser Glasshand is an identity, a title, passed down from holder to holder. Because while the tales have been circulating for a century, most of them are true. Someone calling himself Glasshand did indeed pull off some daring thefts in that span of time, some even while I was circlemaster.” 
“Why do they call him Glasshand?” said Caina.
“According to the stories,” said Agabyzus, “his left hand is made of living glass.”
“That sounds unwieldy,” said Caina. 
“In some of the tales, his glass hand lets him open any locked door or deflect spells,” said Agabyzus. “You met the man, not I. Is his left hand made of glass?”
“I doubt it,” said Caina. “He wore a glove over it the entire time, and I saw the fingers move.”
Agabyzus nodded. “To maintain his legend, no doubt.”
“And yet,” said Caina. “He punched an Immortal with his left fist, and crushed the Immortal’s mask and shattered his skull with a single blow. A sword stroke from a strong man could not penetrate that helmet, yet Nasser crushed it with a single punch. And there is a sorcerous aura around his hand.”
“Perhaps he is a renegade sorcerer, then,” said Agabyzus. “Certainly some of the rumors of his exploits attribute sorcerous powers to him.”
“Some of the rumors of my exploits attribute sorcerous powers to me,” said Caina, “and those are only theatricality.” She grinned. “And boldness.”
Agabyzus inclined his head in acknowledgement of the point. 
“But the aura,” said Caina. “It’s just around his left hand. And it seemed like a far weaker version of the aura radiating from that crystal Callatas wears around his neck.”
“Then you think he is an agent of Callatas?” said Agabyzus.
“I do not know,” said Caina. “If he was, he would have killed me. Or stood by and done nothing while the Immortals killed me. Why play such an elaborate game?”
“To track down the rest of the Ghosts, perhaps?” said Agabyzus. 
“What Ghosts?” said Caina. “We are the Ghosts of Istarinmul.”
They sat in silence for a moment. Caina took another sip of the bitter Istarish coffee. It made for a nice contrast with the sweet cakes. Damla had some skilled cooks under her roof. 
“I suspect,” said Agabyzus at last, “that he is indeed who he claims to be. Furthermore I believe he rescued you to acquire your help.”
“With what?” said Caina.
“A theft, of course,” said Agabyzus. “The Balarigar is clearly a thief of immense talent. So is Nasser, but a team can accomplish things that one man cannot. I suspect Nasser has his eye on a well-defended target, and is assembling a band of allies to help him claim it.”
“That was my thought as well,” said Caina. 
“You will go to his meeting tomorrow?” said Agabyzus.
“I think so,” said Caina. “I need not commit to anything. If Nasser does indeed intend to rob the Alchemists or the emirs, that will only disrupt Callatas’s plans, so I shall aid him. I might learn more about Callatas’s goals and the Apotheosis.” She shrugged. “And both you and Nasser are right about one thing. The Ghosts need allies. We will not be able to stop Callatas on our own, not without help.”
“So be it,” said Agabyzus. 
They ate and drank in silence for a while.
“Have any letters come?” said Caina at last. 
She was the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, and from time to time she expected to receive instructions from the Emperor. Or letters from the high circlemasters in Malarae, containing orders and tasks to accomplish. Or warnings from the other circlemasters about renegades coming to Istarinmul. Yet she had been in Istarinmul for over four months, and in that time no letters had come from Malarae.
“None,” said Agabyzus, his frown turning into a grimace.
“What is it?” said Caina.
“I used to receive a letter every two weeks, sometimes every few days,” said Agabyzus. “Nothing. The letters…they would be left at a pre-arranged location. I can understand why the letters stopped after the end of the war. The Emperor assumed the Ghosts of Istarinmul were all dead. But after you arrived…you should have received some instructions by now.”
“Perhaps the Emperor is waiting for us to establish the circle before he sends instructions,” said Caina.
Yet part of her wondered if she had been abandoned. She had acquired powerful enemies in the Empire before her banishment, Lord Corbould Maraeus and the First Magus Decius Aberon and others. They had wanted to execute her after New Kyre, but instead the Emperor had made her the new circlemaster of Istarinmul. Perhaps Corbould and his allies had convinced the Emperor to ignore her until she pushed too hard and got herself killed. A more roundabout form of execution, as it were. 
The thought stung more than she liked. 
“No,” said Agabyzus, his voice quiet. “I think it is far worse than that. I suspect…I very strongly suspect both the Ghosts and the Emperor have far larger problems than just now.”
“Why do you say that?” said Caina.
“The Teskilati wiped out the Ghost circle,” said Agabyzus, “but my informants are still in place. I have been speaking with them, and they tell me of the rumors coming out of the Empire, of the stories the merchants tell.”
“What is happening?” said Caina.
Agabyzus shook his head. “The tales are…confused. They say civil war has broken out in the Empire, that the Magisterium has splintered into multiple factions. One merchant claimed the Ashbringers of old have returned to bring fire and ruin upon the Empire. Another merchant claims all the Imperial provinces east of Artifel and Arzaxia have risen in revolt under a renegade faction of the Magisterium, and are waging war against the Emperor.”
Caina frowned. “Is it true?”
“I know not,” said Agabyzus. “But I have spoken with the merchants visiting from Malarae and Arzaxia, and they all say the same thing. And I have noticed something else. The rumors say that the rebel magi have seized the city of Rasadda…and no merchant ships have come to Istarinmul from Rasadda since the end of the war.”
Caina felt a chill. Rumors were one thing, but that was quite another. She thought of Ark and Theodosia and the other friends she had left behind in Malarae. What would a civil war to do them? Would the fighting reach Malarae? If the Magisterium had indeed broken into warring factions…there was no telling how much damage such a war could do. 
“But we can do nothing for them, can we?” said Caina. “They are on their own.”
“And so are we, I fear,” said Agabyzus. 
Caina bowed her head and thought for a moment.
“One more question,” said Caina. “The poet Sulaman. How well do you know him?”
Agabyzus shrugged. “Well enough, though I know little about him personally. His verses are well-received by the emirs and the wealthier nobles, and if he wanted to, he could live in comfort and never leave the Emirs’ and Masters’ Quarters. Yet he often came to the House of Agabyzus to recite his poems here. Evidently he tires of the wealthy and prefers a more appreciative audience.” 
“Is he one of us?” said Caina. “A Ghost?” 
“No,” said Agabyzus.
“Is he one of the Teskilati?” said Caina.
“I do not believe so,” said Agabyzus. “Yet…the Teskilati destroyed us. They knew exactly where to find us. And we used to conduct a great deal of our business out of the coffee house. Why do you ask?”
“Because,” said Caina, “Nasser mentioned that Sulaman pointed him in my direction.”
“I see,” said Agabyzus. “Well, you can speak to Sulaman yourself. He is reciting here tonight.”

###

That night Caina sat at one of the tables in the House of Agabyzus, playing dice with a group of merchants and their guards, and watched as Sulaman and his bodyguard Mazyan made their way to the poet’s dais. Sulaman was tall and thin, clad in a simple brown robe, with a close-cropped black beard shot through with gray and an ascetic, scholarly look to his face. He could have been anywhere from thirty-five to fifty-five, and Caina had never been able to pin down his age. Mazyan had the look of a killer and the build of a boulder, a perpetual scowl on his face as his hard eyes swept the crowd. 
“Tonight, my guests,” said Damla, and the crowds filling the tables and booths fell silent, “tonight we are honored by the presence of the poet Sulaman, and he shall recite for us the great epic of the Padishah’s seven wars against the Shahenshah of Anshan, and how…”
“Forgive me, mistress Damla,” said Sulaman, his voice quiet and deep. “By your pleasure, I shall recite a different epic, the tale of the fall of Iramis and the creation of the Desert of Candles.”
He glanced at Caina as he spoke, just for a moment.
“Of course, master poet,” said Damla. “As you think best.”
Sulaman nodded, and Mazyan seated himself on the edge of the dais, tucking a small drum between his knees. He beat a steady rhythm upon the drum, slow and solemn, like the tramp of an army upon the march. 
Or a funeral dirge.
Sulaman began to speak, reciting verses in the formal structure of Istarish poetry. He spoke of the city of Iramis, ruled by its benevolent Prince, its fields the most fertile and prosperous in all the world. Slavery was not permitted in Iramis by decree of its Prince, and yet Iramis’s fields fed all of Istarinmul and half the world, and the city’s loremasters used their sorcerous powers for the benefit of mankind, defending humanity from the dark powers of the netherworld.
And then Callatas had come. 
From Iramis he had demanded a single child from every family as a slave. The Prince refused and raised his armies to march against Istarinmul. And in response Callatas used his sorcery to destroy Iramis and her armies, to burn the magnificent city and its people to ashes in the space of a single heartbeat. In Sulaman’s words Caina could glimpse the towers of golden stone, could see the flames devouring flesh and stone and hear the people screaming.
But she did not need to imagine it. She had seen it in her dreams, a vision summoned by the strange spirit with eyes of smokeless flame. 
The wrath of Callatas’s sorcery burned the farmlands of Iramis as well, transforming them into the barren Desert of Candles. From that day forward not a single drop of rain had fallen upon the lands of Istarinmul, perhaps a punishment from the Living Flame for Callatas’s great crime. The Slavers’ Brotherhood had grown more and more powerful, kidnapping thousands of slaves to work the fields and feed the city. And Callatas grew stronger, ruling Istarinmul with a fist of iron as his influence grew ever wider. 
At last Sulaman finished his poem, and silence fell over the House of Agabyzus, the crowd staring at him.
And then to Caina’s surprise, they started to applaud, rising to their feet. 
The Istarish enjoyed their epic poems, even the grim ones.
Many merchants made their way to the dais, dropping gold and silver coins in a bowl Mazyan produced. Caina rose to her feet and waited until the crowds had thinned, and then made her way to the dais. Mazyan scowled at her, and Sulaman looked at her with his deep brown eyes.
“Master poet,” said Caina.
“Master courier,” said Sulaman. She dropped a gold coin in his bowl. “Thank you for your largess.” 
“Thank you for the poem,” said Caina. 
“I am pleased it did not trouble you,” said Sulaman, “as did the poem of Istarr and the seven Demon Princes of old.” 
“I have more things to trouble me,” said Caina, “than merely poems. Though I suspect the poem will trouble you.”
“Oh?” said Sulaman, raising an eyebrow, while Mazyan scowled and reached for his scimitar.
“That poem about Callatas,” said Caina. “I think the Grand Master would take it ill, if word of it reached his ears.”
“Is that a threat?” said Mazyan.
“Merely an observation,” said Caina. “I am only a courier. No one fears my wrath. The wrath of Grand Master Callatas, however, is rather more formidable.”
“You are correct,” said Sulaman. “But the Grand Master does not care. Indeed, he approves of the poem, for it increases the dread around his name. He glories in his blackest crime, and holds the destruction of Iramis and its people his greatest achievement.”  
“And do you?” said Caina. “Did Callatas strike a great blow for the glory of Istarinmul?”
“I am merely a poet,” said Sulaman. “I only recite, I fear. Come, Master Marius. Walk with me for a while, if you will.”
Mazyan gathered his bowl and drum, and Caina, Sulaman, and Mazyan stepped into the darkened Cyrican Bazaar. The stalls and shops had closed for the night, and silence hung over the market. In the distance Caina saw the gleam of the Golden Palace and the College of Alchemists, lit by the glow of sorcerous light. 
They stood in silence for a moment.
“Who are you?” said Caina.
“I am the poet Sulaman,” said Sulaman, “and I am a man who fears for the future of Istarinmul, should Callatas work his will here as he worked it in Iramis. And I believe you are such a man as well, you who call yourself Marius of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers.”
He knew. Somehow, he knew that Caina was not who she said she was. That did not surprise her, not entirely. Sulaman had given her a purse of gold after she had saved Bayram and Bahad and the other captives in Ulvan’s cells. He must have suspected that she was associated with the Balarigar in some fashion. 
But did he know that she was the Balarigar? 
“How much do you know about me?” said Caina.
He smiled briefly. “More than you know, and not as much as I would like. I suspect you would say the same about me. But I will say this. I mean you no ill will, and will aid you in whatever small way is within my meager powers.” 
“Because we both oppose Callatas,” said Caina.
“This is so,” said Sulaman. “And that is why I suggested that Ibrahaim Nasser speak to you. He, too, is a man who opposes Callatas.”
“Then you do know him,” said Caina.
“For many years, yes.”
“Who is he really?” said Caina.
“A master thief, from whom much was stolen,” said Sulaman. “A liar who serves the truth. An outlaw who is in service to the law. A homeless man who fights for his home.”
“An answer equally both poetic and vague,” said Caina. 
“The best poems often are,” said Sulaman. “You may do as you wish. I have no bond or right of command over you. But I urge you to listen to what Nasser has to say. It would go well for you. It would go well for all of us.”
“Why?” said Caina.
“Because,” said Sulaman, “I know not what Callatas’s Apotheosis is. But I do know one thing about it. He first attempted it at Iramis.”
The chill she felt grew deeper. “And now Iramis is ashes.”
“You understand, then,” said Sulaman. “Good night, Master Marius. I pray the Living Flame lights your path and leads you to wisdom.”
He offered a bow and strode away. Mazyan scowled at Caina once more and followed the poet.
Caina stared after them, standing alone in the darkness.
“I will certainly need it,” she muttered at last. 







Chapter 6 - Visions
A short time later, Caina returned home.

But it was not home, not really. She thought of the city of Malarae as her home, and that was lost to her. “Home” in Istarinmul was wherever she happened to be sleeping at the moment. But she had not slept in nearly two days, and she needed some proper rest before confronting Nasser. 
Caina had stolen a great deal of money from the cowled masters of the Brotherhood, and had used some of it to prepare hiding places and bolt holes around the city. Halfdan had always done so, and his hidden safe houses had saved their lives more than once. So Caina had followed her teacher’s example, purchasing buildings and renting properties under a variety of false names. A warehouse near the Cyrican docks. A rented room over a tavern in the Alqaarin Quarter. An abandoned smithy in the Forge Quarter, and several others. In each one Caina secured supplies, food, weapons and medicines, along with a variety of disguises. 
She made her way to a boarding house in the Tower Quarter. The Quarter was named for the Crows’ Tower, the sprawling fortress where the watchmen kept their headquarters, and if rumor was true, the Teskilati maintained secret dungeons to secure their more valuable prisoners. Many of the younger, unmarried watchmen lodged in various boarding houses around the Crows’ Tower.  Most of the boarding houses were ugly four-story cubes of whitewashed brick that had once been barracks and prisons.
So Caina had bought one.
Specifically, a boarding house with a secret chamber in the attic. Caina had spotted it while helping a widow named Talisla escape some robbers, noting the unusual thickness of the outer wall. A quick investigation had revealed a hidden passage in the wall and an abandoned chamber in the attic. It had likely once been used to hold prisoners, but to judge from the dust, it had been abandoned for a very long time.
Caina had bought the boarding house under a false name, hired Talisla to manage the house and rent rooms, and then had prepared the secret room as a bolt hole. 
She stepped into the alley, making sure she was unobserved, and then opened the hidden door. After closing and locking it behind her, she ascended a narrow stair to the hidden chamber. Dim light leaked through the slats of the roof, and Caina had assembled a cache of supplies here alongside a camp bed. Another hidden passage led to the cellar and then to the sewers, while a coiled rope and a hidden trapdoor permitted her to climb down the side of the boarding house. If she was cornered here, she could likely escape. But she was reasonably sure no one knew this place existed.
It was a safe enough place to sleep.
Caina stripped off her sweaty clothing with a sigh of relief. Malarae had been warm, but Istarinmul was brutally hot. She washed as best she could with soap and a barrel of water, scrubbing away the sweat of the last two days’ exertions. Her limbs ached from all the running and climbing, and she would be sore tomorrow. 
She looked at the ring on her left hand with annoyance. Well, Nasser had promised to tell her what it was, if she showed up tomorrow. Perhaps he could tell her how to remove it. 
Caina lay down on the camp bed, getting comfortable. A deep wave of loneliness and sadness washed over her. Gods, but she missed Corvalis. The grief no longer maddened her, but it had not left her. Perhaps it would never leave her. 
Still. The old proverb said work was the best cure for sorrow. 
At the very least, work made her tired enough to sleep.
Caina sank into sleep and knew nothing more.

###

And in her sleep, she dreamed once more. 
It was a dream she had seen before.
She stood again on a ridge overlooking a vast, fertile plain, its fields and vineyards and pastures overflowing with crops and cattle. In the midst of the plain rose a gleaming city walled in golden stone, its towers domed in crystal, a thousand banners flying from its ramparts. The great city had a hundred gates and a broad harbor, and men from every nation and kingdom under the sun came to trade in its markets.
And then the hooded man came to the edge of the ridge, his dark cloak stirring around him. He raised his hand, and in his fist burned a star of azure flame, a nexus of sorcery potent enough to shatter mountains and boil seas. The golden city burned in an instant, burned so thoroughly and completely that not even a single stone remained atop another. The inferno spread across the plain, and the fields and pastures turned to ash, leaving behind only dust and lifeless sand.
And the standing crystals. Hundreds of thousands of crystalline pillars rose from the dust, irregular columns nine or ten feet tall. They emitted an eerie, pale light, and it seemed as if thousands of ghostly blue candles dotted the desert. 
The dream blurred, and Caina found herself standing in that bleak desert among the pale blue columns of jagged crystal. It was dusk, and more light came from the eerie gleam of the crystalline columns than from the sun setting to the west. A cold wind moaned past her, and a faint keening sound seemed to come from the glowing pillars. 
Almost like the sounds of distant screams.
The man with eyes of smokeless flame, spirit or sorcerer or whatever he was, awaited her.
When she had seen him in the mirror at Vaysaal’s palace, he had only been an indistinct shadow. Here, he wore the form of Corvalis Aberon, which annoyed Caina to no end. She suspected that was part of his game, a ruse to rattle her and irritate her. Though his warnings had saved her life, once in the Widow’s Tower, and again in Vaysaal’s palace. 
She wished she knew why.
“My dear child of the shadows,” said Corvalis, smiling. The image of Corvalis wore his usual black coat, boots, trousers, and white shirt. In life his eyes had been green, but now the smokeless flame of his eyes painted his cheeks and jaw with harsh shadows. “Here we are again. Around in circles we go. But that is true of history itself, is it not?”
“This desert and the burning city,” said Caina. “Why do you keep showing them to me?” 
“So you can admire the scenery, of course,” said Corvalis. The eyes of smokeless flame flashed. “This lovely, lush terrain.” He brushed some of the dust from the sleeve of his coat. “Do you know where you are, incidentally?”
“In one of my rooms, sleeping,” said Caina.
Corvalis smirked. “Accurate, but useless. Your body might lie there, but your mind does not. Where is your mind?”
“This is the Desert of Candles,” said Caina, glancing at one of the crystalline columns. “You keep showing me the destruction of Iramis. The man in the cloak must be Callatas, and that fire in his hand is the gem he wears around his neck.”
“A not unreasonable supposition,” said Corvalis. 
“Why show it to me?” said Caina. “It was a hundred and fifty years ago.”
Corvalis laughed, long and loud. “A hundred and fifty years? You say that as if it were a long time, my darling demonslayer. Of course, it is a long time to you, is it not? You are twenty-three years old, and so cold, so wise. But only twenty-three years. That is not such a large part of the groaning pile of years that lie upon the pages of history…and neither is a century and a half.”
“Then Callatas’s Apotheosis has something to do with the destruction of Iramis,” said Caina. It made a glimmer of sense. Callatas had been buying slaves to create wraithblood…but he had also sent many of them into the Desert of Candles, excavating the ruins of ancient Iramisian tombs. 
“Cause usually proceeds effect,” said Corvalis. “Except when it does not.”
“Such as?” said Caina.
His smile was as eerie as the blue crystals. “You may find out quite soon.” 
“Thank you,” said Caina.
“For what?”
“For warning me at Vaysaal’s palace,” said Caina. “If I had gone in the other direction, I would have been killed.”   
Corvalis shrugged “I have been looking for someone like you for a very long time now.”
“I thought you said one hundred and fifty years was a very short time,” said Caina.
He smirked, the fires of his eyes flashing. “Ah, how like a mortal you are. You might indeed be the one I have sought. Or you might not. If you get yourself killed on an Immortal’s blade, then clearly you are not the one I require. Yet you might become more than you are. Having you die in the palace of some miserable Master Alchemist would be an unfortunate waste.”
“Then you want something from me,” said Caina. 
“Maybe I am merely benevolent,” said Corvalis.
“And I am the Queen of Anshan,” said Caina. “You want something from me. What is it? Do you want me to kill Callatas? You keep showing me the destruction of Iramis. Or do you want me to steal something for you?”
“You could not kill Callatas,” said Corvalis. “He would destroy you long before you could do him permanent harm. And I have no need for wealth or baubles.”
“Then what do you want?” said Caina.
“Why, the same thing you do,” said Corvalis. “Liberation.”
“From what?” said Caina.
He only smiled. 
“Who are you?” said Caina.
“I would tell you,” said Corvalis, “but it would be a waste of effort.”
“Why?” said Caina.
“Because,” said Corvalis, “you are going to meet me very soon.”
“How?” said Caina.
“Why tell you, when you shall soon see for yourself?” said Corvalis. He grinned, cold and ruthless. “I do hope the experience doesn’t kill you, my darling demonslayer.”
“Then you want to kill me,” said Caina. “So you’re one of my enemies, then. Someone with a grudge.”
“Neither,” said Corvalis. “I might have to kill you when we meet at last. If you cannot figure out how to stop me. Which would be a pity. I have such high hopes for you. But then I have been disappointed before.” 
Corvalis turned away, and the dream faded around them. But Caina had seen this before, had endured more shared dreams with sorcerers and spirits than she cared to remember. She reached out with her thoughts, her will commanding the dream to remain intact. The wavering Desert of Candles stabilized around her, and Corvalis turned once more, surprise dissolving his sardonic smile.
“You are getting better at that,” said Corvalis.
“I didn’t say we were done,” said Caina. 
“So forceful,” murmured Corvalis. He seemed pleased. “A good sign.”
“Ibrahaim Nasser,” said Caina. “Do you know who he is?”
“The thief with a hand of glass,” said Corvalis. “We’ve met.”
“You have?” said Caina. “When?”
“Oh, a short time ago,” said Corvalis. 
“Can I trust him?” said Caina.
Corvalis grinned. “Can you trust me?”
“Of course not,” said Caina. “But that was not the question. Can I trust Nasser Glasshand?”
“If I were you, I would not,” said Corvalis. “But you may rely upon this, my darling slayer of demons. Nasser wants the same thing I do, and the same thing that that you do.”
“Liberation,” said Caina. “The liberation of what? The slaves? The prisoners? Who?”
“Yes,” said Corvalis. He glanced at the sky for a moment. “Ah, I fear our time is up. I look forward to meeting you in the flesh. As it were. Though I fear you might not.”
He gestured, and this time the dream dissolved into nothingness, and Caina knew no more.

###

Slowly Caina came back to awareness.
She lay upon the camp bed in the attic, in the same position as when she had fallen asleep. Caina sat up, blinking. She stood and hobbled to one of the gaps in the wall, peering at the street below as she rubbed her sore legs. It was only a few hours before her meeting with Nasser at the Tarshahzon Gardens. 
It was a risk, of course, but both Nasser and Agabyzus were right. Caina could not continue on as she had. If she was going to stop whatever Callatas intended with his Apotheosis, she needed allies.
Perhaps Nasser could become one.
Caina worked through the unarmed forms until some of the stiffness had eased from her arms and legs and hips. Then she washed herself as best she could and donned a disguise. She chose the robe and turban of an Istarish merchant of middling prosperity, clothes that would not stand out in the Tarshahzon Gardens, but not fine enough to get her mugged in the street. Caina strapped throwing knives to her forearms, concealed daggers her boot sheaths, and then applied a bit of makeup to create the illusion of stubble. 
She examined herself in a mirror and saw an Istarish merchant staring back at her, and nodded in approval. A wave of sadness went over her. She had once spent hours making herself look beautiful, selecting gowns and jewels and makeup and arranging her long black hair in intricate designs. That had merely been a tool, of course, but she was vain enough to admit that she had enjoyed the process. Now her black hair was close-cropped stubble, and she spent a great deal of time making herself look unremarkable. 
But Corvalis was dead. Why bother making herself look attractive?
Caina left the attic room. She slipped back into the alley, closed the secret door behind her, and set off for the Tarshahzon Gardens. 







Chapter 7 - The Fall of Iramis
Caina had never met Nahas Tarshahzon, the Most Divine Padishah of Istarinmul, and had been unable to decide if he was cruel or simply inept. Perhaps he fully supported Grand Master Callatas and the Slavers’ Brotherhood, permitting them to run rampant and do as they pleased without consequence. Or perhaps he was weak and inept, unable to stand up to his strong-willed nobles and magistrates. Or maybe he simply did not care, occupied himself with wine and food and slave girls, and never stirred from the Golden Palace to rule his domain.

Agabyzus had heard one rumor that the Padishah was dead, and Callatas and Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku had kept the death secret, ruling in Nahas’s name while keeping his son and the lawful heir imprisoned.
Yet none of those interpretations were favorable to the Padishah, and Caina wondered if all the Padishahs had been either cruel or disinterested in the welfare of their subjects. But Caina had to admit that the Padishahs had done one thing for their people.
They had kept the Tarshahzon Gardens open. 
The Gardens sprawled on the city’s northeastern edge, between the walls of Istarinmul and the outer courts of the Golden Palace itself. Long ago, one of the Padishahs had devoted this part of the city to the Living Flame after a victory over the sultans of Alqaarin, and had filled the ground with a flowering garden. Gravel paths wound past trees and ranks of flowering bushes, and statues rose upon marble plinths, Padishahs and emirs and generals brandishing scimitars or sitting upon stallions. By long tradition, any citizen of Istarinmul could visit, and an order of monks devoted to the Living Flame maintained the Gardens.
About forty years ago, Nahas’s father had tried to claim the Gardens for his own use, preparing to build a wall to seal them off from the public. The resultant riots had lasted for a week and burned a quarter of the city, and Nahas’s father had been forced to back down, dying in disgrace a few years later and opening the way for Nahas to take the Most Divine Throne. 
The Tarshahzon Gardens remained open to the public. 
Ancient tradition, Caina suspected, often had more weight than any law. 
She headed north, walking past trees and flowers, past families taking picnics in the shade. The Gardens were crowded. Given how grim the rest of the city was, Caina could see why. She even saw slaves taking their ease here, talking in small groups or resting beneath the branches of the trees. 
Monuments dotted the garden, and Caina saw a small shrine at the northern end of the Gardens. Nasser had told her to meet him there, so she headed for it. The shrine was a rectangular building of pale green marble. Three walls consisted of columned arcades, while the fourth supported a massive painting, an epic scene that covered the entire wall. Benches faced the painting, permitting people to take their ease and admire the artwork, or (as Caina suspected was more likely) have a place to drink out of the sun’s pounding heat. 
Odd that the shrine seemed deserted.
Curious, she passed through the colonnade and looked at the painting, wondering what it depicted. Some battle from Istarinmul’s history, no doubt.
Instead she froze in shock. 
She had seen the painting in her dreams.
The city of golden walls occupied the right third of the painting, the towers and spires and banners worked with haunting detail. Caina saw the faces of the men upon the walls, their horror as fire blazed to life to devour them and their families. Outside the golden walls spread the fertile fields and orchards, turning to ash as the inferno consumed them, jagged knives of blue crystal rising from the earth. 
And atop a hill, in the center of the painting, stood Grand Master Callatas, his gold-trimmed white robes flying around him in the heat of the flames. His features looked just as they had when Caina had seen him at Ulvan’s palace, gaunt and ascetic and hard with pride. His eyes were like disks of gray steel, and the blue crystal burned like a star in his upraised fist. 
The painting was a masterwork. Looking at it, Caina could almost hear the screams of the children of the doomed city, could almost smell the roasting flesh and feel the hot wind. Little wonder this shrine was deserted. Who would want to stare at a scene of such horror?
“A remarkable painting, is it not?” 
Caina spun, her hand moving to her weapons. A man in an Istarish robe and turban had appeared behind her, his left hand gloved, a white smile flashing across his dark face…
“Nasser,” said Caina, annoyed with herself. She had been too wrapped up in the terrible beauty of the painting to have noticed his approach. “I almost put a dagger in your throat.” 
“That would have been unfortunate,” said Nasser. He gestured. “Tell me. What do you make of the painting?”
“It is,” said Caina, trying to find the words. She had seen it happen in her dreams, thanks to the man with the eyes of smokeless flame. But this painting had grandeur and horror that the vision lacked. Somehow the artist had captured the tragedy of the scene, had preserved Callatas’s pride and sneering contempt in paint. “It is…remarkable.”
“Truly,” said Nasser. “It was painted by Markaine of Caer Marist, who despite having been born within the Empire is claimed by the Istarish as one of their greatest artists. This painting is called ‘The Fall of Iramis’. Are you familiar with the story?”
“No,” said Caina, curious how Nasser would respond.
“Iramis was once the second city of Istarinmul, the jewel and breadbasket of the world,” said Nasser. “Then Callatas demanded a child from every Iramisian family be given to him as a slave. Naturally, the city’s Prince refused, and in retaliation Callatas utterly destroyed Iramis and turned its fertile fields into the Desert of Candles.”
“That jewel,” said Caina, pointing at Callatas’s hand. “I’ve seen the Grand Master in public. He wears a blue crystal around his neck. Is that…”
“The same crystal?” said Nasser. “I believe so. It is a sorcerous relic of immense power, offering command over the elemental spirits of the netherworld. Callatas used it to destroy Iramis, and presumably he can employ its power again. You can see why few people ever challenge the Grand Master.”
“I can also see why you chose to meet here,” said Caina.
Nasser raised his eyebrows beneath his crisp white turban. “The symbolic value of the painting?”
“That,” said Caina, “and it’s so…disturbing. No one seeking a few hours of leisure will come here.” She tilted her head to the side. “Why hasn’t the painting faded with the sun?” She took a few steps closer and felt the faint tingle. “Ah. Callatas put a preservation spell over it, didn’t he?” She scowled. “The old villain likes that it shows him murdering so many people.” 
“He does,” said Nasser. “And you have the ability to sense the presence of arcane force, do you not?”
Caina turned, cursing herself as a fool. “I deduced it, that’s all. Obviously the Istarish sun would fade the paint otherwise.”
“Obviously,” said Nasser, lifting his gloved hand, “but I saw you flinch when you drew too close to my hand. And you managed to get into the Widow’s Tower and out again without getting killed.” He smiled. “You are not the only one able to make deductions.”
“Plainly,” said Caina.
“Are you a sorcerer?” said Nasser.
“No,” said Caina. “I have no arcane ability at all, thank the gods.” 
Nasser nodded. “Then let me make another deduction. You were severely wounded by sorcery at some point in your life, and from that you acquired a sensitivity to arcane forces. Like an old scar that never quite heals. The ability has only grown more sensitive as you have aged.”
“Something like that,” said Caina. 
That seemed to please him. “Shall we sit? I have always found that discussions are more civilized while sitting, are they not?”
He sat on one of the marble benches facing the vast painting, and Caina sat next to him. 
For a moment they sat in silence. Caina alternated between looking at the painting and at Nasser. He seemed utterly calm, even relaxed.
Yet his left hand remained clenched in a fist, and she sensed the arcane power around it.
“Tell me,” said Nasser at last, “what do you think of Istarinmul?”
Caina decided to tell the truth. “My first night here, I was so depressed I almost drank myself to death.” 
Nasser laughed
“I wasn’t joking,” said Caina. 
“I thought not,” said Nasser. “I fear fair Istarinmul often has that effect upon visitors.” He waved his right hand at the gardens. “Look at them. Are they not beautiful? A vision of paradise. And yet a few miles to the southeast waits the Desert of Candles, the wasteland created by Callatas’s sorcery. Men and women stroll in ease through these Gardens, yet in this same city, men and women are auctioned upon the slaver’s block, sold to toil in the mines or the fields or the fighting rings until they die. This is a city built upon blood.” 
“And so you steal from it,” said Caina.
Nasser grinned. “So do you.”
Caina could not argue with that. 
“Who are you, out of curiosity?” said Nasser. “What drives a man to join the Ghosts, leave his homeland, come to a city like Istarinmul, and wage a war upon some of the most powerful men in the world?” 
“I lost a bet,” said Caina. “I gambled everything, and I won and lost at the same time.”
That also was true enough.
Nasser chuckled. “No straight answer, eh?”
“Why should I?” said Caina. “You’ve given me very few straight answers.”
“I cannot argue with that,” said Nasser. 
“Laertes was wrong about one thing,” said Caina. “Games with words are enjoyable, and while we could sit here and exchange witticisms all day, we both have more important things to do.”
“Of course,” said Nasser. “I have a proposal for you.” 
“You have a proposal for me,” said Caina, “but I will only hear it if you first fulfill your end of the bargain.”
“And what bargain is that?” said Nasser, raising his eyebrows. 
Caina unwound the bandage around her left hand. “You said you would tell me what this is.”
The bronze ring glinted upon her finger. 
“Ah, of course,” said Nasser. “That is just as well, since it ties directly to my proposal. The ring is called a pyrikon.”
“I knew that,” said Caina.
“Do you know what a pyrikon does?” 
“No,” said Caina.
“The pyrikon in question is keyed to a specific warding spell,” said Nasser. “A powerful Alchemist can create a transmutation spell to cover the entire interior of a building. If anyone sets foot within the building, the spell transmutes the air into poisonous gas. The gas is almost instantaneously fatal.”
“And the pyrikon shields its bearer from the effect?” said Caina. 
“Precisely,” said Nasser. “Anyone wearing the pyrikon can enter the warding spell without harm.” 
“Well and good,” said Caina. “So why can’t I take it off?”
“Because,” said Nasser, “Callatas himself bound that pyrikon, and it can only be removed at the inner gate of the Maze.” 
“I don’t know what the Maze is,” said Caina, “but I suspect I’m not going to like it.”
“You suspect correctly,” said Nasser. “Callatas’s palace is almost as large as the Golden Palace itself. Within his palace is a labyrinth called the Maze, and his private laboratory is hidden within the heart of the Maze. The ring,” he pointed at her hand, “has a twofold purpose. The first is to allow the bearer to pass through the warding spell over the Maze itself. The second is to unlock the inner gate of the Maze, allowing the bearer to enter the laboratory itself. Only then can the ring be removed.” 
“And Callatas gives these things to his most trusted lieutenants, I assume?” said Caina. 
“You assume correctly,” said Nasser. “That is the only way you can remove the ring, my bold master thief. Unlock the inner gate to Callatas’s laboratory at the heart of the Maze.”
“Ah,” said Caina. “I suspect that is going to lead to your proposal, is it not?”
Nasser grinned. “You are perceptive, aren’t you?” 
Caina sighed. “You want to rob Callatas himself.”
“Exactly,” said Nasser.
“That is utterly mad,” said Caina.
“So the raven called the crow black,” said Nasser. 
“I might be mad,” said Caina, “but that means I know madness when I see it. Callatas’s palace is a fortress. There are a thousand Immortals quartered within its walls, to say nothing of wards and sorcerous guardians and the gods know whatever horrors he has brewed in his alchemical vats.” After the destruction of the Widow’s Tower, she had considered robbing Callatas’s palace, seeking out his laboratory, and rifling through his notes. One look over the outer walls of his palace had convinced her that would be immediate suicide. “To say nothing of this Maze and whatever additional defenses he has within it. If you need money, there are far easier targets.” 
“I have enough money,” said Nasser, “to buy my own island in the Alqaarin Sea and live in comfort for the rest of my days with a dozen naked slave women to attend my every whim. Money is like water. The lack of it will kill you very quickly. But once you have a sufficient amount, you have no further need for it. Other things must then serve as currency.”
“So if you want to rob Callatas,” said Caina, “then he must have something you want. Something that you can only get from him.”
Nasser inclined his head. “Go on.”
“Something sorcerous, then,” said Caina. “Something that only a Master Alchemist can create. You want…”
Her eyes narrowed as the realization came to her.
“You want a vial of Elixir Rejuvenata,” said Caina.
“Very good,” said Nasser.
“No,” said Caina, getting to her feet. “Absolutely not. I will not help you steal a vial of Elixir Rejuvenata.” 
“Why not?” said Nasser.
“Because I know how it is made,” said Caina. “Do you?”
“The ashes of a phoenix spirit,” said Nasser, “and…”
“The ashes of three unborn children, cut from their mother’s womb,” said Caina. 
“You are surprisingly well-informed,” said Nasser.
“I’ve dealt with Alchemists before,” said Caina. “And I will not help you steal an object made from the murder of innocents. Not if you intend to sell it, and not if you intend to use it yourself.” 
She turned to leave.
“As it happens, I agree with you,” said Nasser. Caina stopped and looked back. “And I do not intend to steal Elixir Rejuvenata.”
“What, then?” said Caina.
“Elixir Restorata,” said Nasser. 
“What is that?” said Caina. “I’ve never heard of it.” 
“A lesser Elixir,” said Nasser. “It is made from the ashes of a phoenix spirit, ice crystals from an elemental spirit of water, and certain herbs and roots. Elixir Rejuvenata is a complete restoration of physical youth and vitality, healing all wounds and illnesses in the process.”
“Assuming it works correctly,” said Caina. She remembered Ibrahmus Sinan screaming as his flawed Elixir reshaped him into something monstrous. 
“Which is why so few Alchemists successfully become Master Alchemists without vaporizing themselves or transforming into insane monsters,” said Nasser. “Elixir Restorata is simpler to prepare, and will merely heal all injuries and most illnesses, rather than offering renewed youth. Callatas has prepared a batch of a hundred vials.”
“Merely?” said Caina. “That’s still a treasure beyond price.”
“Indeed,” said Nasser. 
“If you have all the money you’ll ever need,” said Caina, “why steal Elixir Restorata to sell?”
“Because there are other currencies than money,” said Nasser. “Imagine, say, your wife dying. Imagine that the Elixir Restorata could save her. What would you do for the man who saved your family from a fatal illness?” 
“Anything he wanted,” said Caina. “Favors. That is your preferred currency now, is it not? You deal in favors.” 
“A man with friends is rich indeed,” said Nasser. 
“Assuming I agree to help you,” said Caina, “how do you intend to get inside Callatas’s palace? It is a strong fortress, and guarded day and night by eyes both mortal and sorcerous. The Widow’s Tower seems like a leaky box by comparison…and escaping the Widow’s Tower almost killed me.”
“This painting,” said Nasser, gesturing at the wall, “will get us into Callatas’s palace.” 
“How?”
“In two weeks is the one hundred and fifty-first anniversary of the destruction of Iramis,” said Nasser. “And every year upon that occasion, Callatas holds a grand banquet and festival to celebrate his deed of mass murder.”
“Who is invited?” said Caina.
“Why, the entirely of Istarinmul’s nobility, the cowled masters of the Slavers’ Brotherhood, the Alchemists and Master Alchemists of the College, and the city’s most prominent merchants,” said Nasser. “Nearly all of them attend, mostly out of fear. I suspect Callatas enjoys watching them squirm.”
“Then we’ll sneak in during the banquet?” said Caina.
“Too much work,” said Nasser. “Easier by far to forge invitations and invite ourselves. Then we take advantage of the confusion to make our way to the Maze and then to Callatas’s laboratory, where we steal a hundred vials of freshly-made Elixir Rejuvenata.”  
“And you can’t do it,” said Caina, “without my help.”
Nasser said nothing, his smile unwavering.
“In fact, this is all because of me,” said Caina. She gestured with her left hand. “I stole the pyrikon, and you need the ring to get past the Maze and into Callatas’s laboratory. Without the ring, none of this can happen.”
“You reason correctly,” said Nasser. “Sulaman suggested that I contact you, that we might have interests in common. I was hoping to take Vaysaal’s pyrikon for myself. You simply got there first. After that our common interests overlapped rather more closely, since I had no wish for the Immortals to kill you, and certainly no wish for them to kill you and reclaim the pyrikon.” 
“So you need me,” said Caina, glancing around the shrine. She saw no sign of armed men lurking in the bushes and trees. “Dare I ask what happens if I refuse?”
Nasser smiled. “Do you think I will abduct you, or cut off your hand and claim the pyrikon for myself? Of course not. I am a thief, not a murderer. And you, sir…why would I kill you? You are a rare jewel! No other man has discomforted the Slavers’ Brotherhood so! A bounty of half a million bezants? Even mine is not so high!” He gestured. “No, if you wish to go, go in peace. But you won’t.”
“Why not?” said Caina. “Do you understand me so well? You don’t even know my name.” 
“You are the Balarigar,” said Nasser with a shrug, “and that is the only name I need to understand you. A master thief, yes, but that name is the Szaldic word for ‘slayer of demons’…and you are a Ghost nightfighter. You came to Istarinmul to stop Callatas. To stop the wraithblood, to stop whatever he intends to achieve with his Apotheosis. But you don’t know what he is planning, no more than I do. And a look around his laboratory is the best way to learn his secrets, no?” He stood and took a few steps closer. “We both wish to see Callatas stopped…and we can help each other. You have the key to the Maze, but cannot reach the Maze without help. I can infiltrate his mansion, but cannot access the Maze without the key.” 
Caina stared at the disturbing painting. If Nasser was preparing a trap for her, he had certainly put a great deal of work into it. Perhaps he had spoken the truth, and did want to see Callatas defeated. Or perhaps he merely wanted to steal the vials of Elixir Restorata for his personal enrichment. Or maybe he had some other purpose entirely. 
But even if he simply wanted to steal the Elixir, that would discomfort Callatas…and Caina could live with that.
“All right,” said Caina.
“Capital,” said Nasser. 
“Though you will owe me a favor,” said Caina.
“I would not have it otherwise.” 
“When do we begin?” said Caina.
“At once,” said Nasser. “We have exactly two weeks before Callatas holds his banquet. We have a great deal of work to do in that time, and we shall need to assemble our allies.”
“Allies?” said Caina.
Nasser smiled. “You are prodigiously skilled, and I flatter myself that I have no small ability. But even the two of us together will need help. Therefore, we require allies.”
“Such as people who owe you favors,” said Caina.
“A man with friends with wealthy indeed,” said Nasser. “However, you may be able to help in this regard. We shall require the services of a talented locksmith, in particular one who is not too squeamish about his clients.” 
“Really?” said Caina. “Why?” 
“Is that not obvious?” said Nasser. “I know several, but they are all otherwise engaged. Do you know anyone who might serve?”
“Actually,” said Caina, “I might.” 
“Good,” said Nasser. “Meet me tomorrow night in the back room of the Shahenshah’s Seat, a tavern near the Gate of the Southern Road in the Anshani Quarter. You know of it?”
Caina nodded.
“Bring the locksmith,” said Nasser.
“Are you so certain of my persuasive powers?” said Caina. 
Nasser flashed his white smile. “I am utterly certain of them. Until tomorrow, Balarigar.”
He offered an elaborate bow and walked from the shrine, his boots clicking against the floor of green marble. 
Caina watched him go, wondering if she had just made an enormous mistake. Yet she did need allies, and seeing the interior of Callatas’s private laboratory was too much of an opportunity to pass. Perhaps Nasser was lying to her. Certainly he had not told her the entire truth. 
But she suspected he had been telling the truth when he had spoken of stopping Callatas. 
Caina left the shrine.
She had work to do.







Chapter 8 - The Locksmith
Caina went to one of her bolt holes, a rented apartment on the edge of the Cyrican Quarter, and changed clothes. 

She discarded the merchant’s robe and turban for a dress of blue cloth and a belt of black leather, a blue headscarf over her head. While Caina missed her long hair, she had to admit that her close-cropped stubble made it easier to don a headscarf. Istarish women never went in public with their hair uncovered, and there were entire volumes of epic poetry describing how a woman would at last let her hair down in front of her husband, their tone ranging from solemn to ribald. 
She rubbed off the makeup that gave the illusion of stubble and clipped a dagger to her belt. She chose sturdy sandals instead of boots, so she concealed throwing knives beneath the dress’s loose sleeves. Then a pair of copper earrings, and Caina turned in a circle before a mirror, examining herself. Gone was the Balarigar or the Istarish merchant or the caravan guard. Instead she saw only a young woman of Nighmarian or Szaldic birth on her way to the shops. 
The dress was a simple garment, and Caina had worn far richer gowns when masquerading as Sonya Tornesti. Yet it surprised her how much it pleased her to wear it, how much she enjoyed wearing proper women’s clothing once more. Constantly pretending to be a man was proving more of a mental strain than she had expected. 
Caina remembered the women she had seen walking in the Tarshahzon Gardens with their children, and felt a stab of jealously. She had wanted a life like that, wanted to be the wife of a strong and good man and to raise their children together. But her mother’s cruelty and treachery had taken that from her. Yet if not for that, if Caina had not become a Ghost, then uncounted millions of people would have died. 
And hundreds of thousands more might suffer worse than Caina ever had, if Callatas continued with his plans. 
She pushed all questions of regret and loss out of her mind, watched at the window until the street was empty, and left the apartment behind, carrying a satchel slung over her right shoulder.
Then she set out for the locksmith’s shop.

###

A few moments later Caina came to the shop of Nerina Strake.
Right away she saw that something was wrong. 
Nerina’s shop sat on a narrow street lined with smithies, the air sharp with the smells of coal smoke and hot metal. Nerina owned a three-story building, and unlike most of the shops, she kept her workshop on the second floor and used the ground level for storage. Likely her quarters were on the top floor, but from what Caina had seen of Nerina, she suspected the woman went without sleep for days at a time. 
Currently, six men in chain mail and leather jerkins stood below Nerina’s door, shields on their arms and hands hovering near their sword hilts. They scowled up at a window on the second floor. Through the window Caina caught a glimpse of Nerina’s hulking bodyguard, a towering Sarbian man named Azaces, his face locked in a perpetual scowl behind his bushy black beard. He held a massive crossbow in his arms, the sort of weapon that could hurl a bolt through plate armor, and the quarrel glinted as he pointed it at the mercenaries. 
Nerina was in trouble. Caina could think of any number of reasons why. Her father had been the notorious slave trader Ragodan Strake, and such a man acquired vicious enemies. Nerina herself had worked for the Slavers’ Brotherhood in the past, producing locks, and perhaps one of the cowled masters had decided himself dissatisfied with Nerina’s work.
Especially after Caina had bypassed those locks.
Or, for that matter, Nerina might have made an enemy through sheer tactlessness. The first time they had met, Nerina had discerned Caina’s weight and height from a single glance, and then explained the calculations involved at length. Caina had listened with bemusement, but she could imagine someone powerful taking offense and sending armed men to Nerina’s door. 
Nerina was eccentric, addicted to wraithblood, and at least partially insane, but she was not malicious. Caina had no wish to see her come to harm. And she needed the locksmith for Nasser’s mad heist.
So Caina kept walking until one of the mercenaries detached himself from the group and blocked her path. He was about her age, maybe a little younger, lean and muscled with a cold glint in his eye and a hard expression. 
“Girl,” he said. “The street is closed. Go about your business.”
Her dress revealed only the skin of her hands and face and nothing else, but his eyes darted to her chest nonetheless. 
Disguising herself as a man did have its benefits.
But this had advantages as well.
“But why?” said Caina, putting a whine into her voice. “Papa will beat me if I don’t come home with the money.”
“Official business,” said the mercenary. 
“But you’re not watchmen,” said Caina.
The mercenary grinned. “Debt collectors.” 
“A debt?” said Caina. “You’re…you’re not going after the mad locksmith, are you? Nerina Strake?”
The mercenary blinked. “You know her?”
“Aye, that is why I am here!” said Caina. “Papa is the best cooper in the Cyrican Quarter, and he made three new barrels for Nerina Strake. Yet the woman refuses to pay Papa for his good work. She says the barrels are not mathematically precise or some such rot. Papa sent me to make Nerina see reason before he goes to the hakims to complain.” 
“Well,” said the mercenary, his wolfish smile widening, “you can tell your honorable father not to worry. You have heard of Master Kazyat?”
Kazyat was one of the cowled masters of the Slavers’ Brotherhood. Caina had robbed him, drugged him, and sent him naked onto the sands of the Ring of Thorns, one of the fighting pits of Istarinmul. Kazyat had not been killed, but his humiliation had been complete. In the process, Caina had robbed him of a considerable chunk of his personal fortune.
“I’ve heard the name,” she said. “Isn’t he the richest man in the city?” 
“He is,” said the mercenary, puffing up a bit, “and we work for him. You’ve heard of the Balarigar? The thief who can move through shadows like a demon and walk through walls like a ghost?” 
“Papa says those are just ghost stories,” said Caina. 
“They’re not,” said the mercenary. “The Balarigar is real, and my company will hunt him down. Then we shall all be rich as emirs.”
“Is Mistress Strake hiding the Balarigar?” said Caina, letting her eyes go wide.
The mercenary laughed. “No. Strake made the locks on Master Kazyat’s palace. After the Balarigar stole from him, Kazyat demanded that Strake repay him for the locks. She refused, and so Master Kazyat hired our company to retrieve his money.”
“Will you kick down the door and break inside?” said Caina.
“Er,” said the mercenary. “Well. The locks on the door are…really quite impressive. As is the door. We can’t break inside. But I’m sure the captain will…”
“Toriz!” bellowed one of the mercenaries, an older man with a graying black beard. “Stop trying to lure that girl into bed and get over here! If Strake escapes we’ll lose the bounty!” 
“Sir, yes sir!” said Toriz. He grinned at Caina. “You ought to join me when this is done, yes? For a cup of coffee?”
Caina offered him a smile. “If you capture this woman, you shall have the coin to spend. So you can buy the coffee.”
“Toriz!” bellowed the captain.
Toriz grinned once more, turned, and dashed to the other men. Caina turned and headed in the other direction, moving at a leisurely pace. Once the attention of the mercenaries had returned to Nerina’s shop, Caina darted into an alley, her mind racing. She felt a flicker of guilt – she had robbed Kazyat, which had brought this danger into Nerina’s life. Still, perhaps Caina could use this to her advantage. If she summoned the watchmen, they would disperse the mercenaries. But Kazyat had likely bribed the watchmen to look the other way. Better if Nerina simply disappeared. That would throw the hunters off her trail, and give Nerina a chance to work with Nasser.
Now she just had to convince Nerina of that fact. And Azaces, as well. 
Caina moved through the alley, ears straining for any sound of movement. The alley led to a courtyard behind Nerina’s shop. From there Caina could scale the wall and let herself into the workshop, and hopefully keep Nerina or Azaces from shooting her. Of course, if Toriz’s captain had any brains at all, he would have sent men to watch the back door as well. 
A shadow stirred in the alley ahead. 
Caina froze, hand twitching towards the throwing knives in her sleeve.
A ragged man unfolded himself from a narrow doorway and staggered toward her. He looked Istarish or Anshani, his robe tattered and filthy, the stench rolling off him strong enough to curdle milk. His hands twitched and jerked, and he leaned on the wall. 
And his eyes were ghostly, unearthly blue, the color of flames licking at the bottom of a copper pot. 
The eyes of a wraithblood user in the final stages of the addiction, as madness and delirium closed in.
“The blood,” rasped the man, “a coin for the blood, please, please.” His teeth were like black pebbles in his greasy beard. “Please, pretty girl, a coin for the blood.”
“No,” said Caina. The beggar was no threat. One good push would put him upon his back. “You should stay away from it. It is poisoning you, and it is made from the blood of murdered slaves.” 
“But the visions,” crooned the beggar, his eerie eyes wide and wild as he took another step toward her. “The visions are so beautiful. I see such…such wonderful things. I need more, I must have more, I must…please, just a coin, just a single coin…”
He stopped, and a look of horror went over his face. 
“I see you!” he hissed.
Caina remained motionless. This kind of thing had happened before. For some reason, wraithblood addicts saw…something around her, a haze of shadow, a darkness, something. Caina didn’t know what it was. She suspected it was a mark of sorcerous scarring, left over from Maglarion’s spells and the Moroaica’s long possession. Or maybe it was something else entirely.
“I see you,” said the beggar, his voice trembling with fear.
“I know,” said Caina. “I’m sorry.” She felt the faint tingle of sorcery as he approached, the legacy of the wraithblood the poor fool had consumed. 
“The shadows surround you,” said the beggar. “They all point to you, like a pyre throwing shadows from dead trees. No! No! Don’t let them touch me. Don’t let them touch me!” 
The beggar fled, moving faster than Caina would have expected from such an emaciated man. He ran from the alley and into the street, and Caina saw her chance. She slipped into the courtyard, and as she expected, saw four men guarding the back door of Nerina’s shop. The guards moved to the street, drawn by the beggar’s panicked screams. Caina dashed across the courtyard and reached into her satchel, drawing out a rope and collapsible grapnel. She caught the grapnel on the shutters of a second-floor window and scrambled up the wall. 
Just as well she had chosen sturdy sandals instead of ornamental ones. 
One thing about men’s clothes – climbing was easier.
She reached the shutters and knocked. “Nerina?”
The shutter jerked open, and Caina found herself looking at the end of a crossbow quarrel. 
“Please don’t shoot me,” said Caina. “I’ve come to help.” 
The woman holding the crossbow tilted her head and blinked her eerie blue eyes. 
Nerina Strake was no more than twenty-five or twenty-six, yet she looked delicate, almost frail. When in public, she wore the black dress and headscarf of a widow. When in her workshop, she wore trousers, heavy leather boots, and a loose shirt beneath a leather apron. The crossbow she held was an exotic-looking thing of black steel and polished dark wood, and Caina knew that Nerina had calculated the precise tensions and force necessary to drive a quarrel through flesh and bone.
“Three hundred and sixty,” said Nerina. 
Caina blinked. “What?”
“Your rope,” said Nerina. “It is precisely three hundred and sixty inches long, and to judge from the coiling radius and tensile strength, it could support a weight of five hundred pounds. Fortunately, you weigh approximately one hundred and twenty-six pounds, though the load-bearing strength of the rope will decrease proportionally the further you are from the anchor point, also depending upon the strength of the material of the grapnel …” She blinked. “Ciara? Yes, Ciara. Damn!” That was the name Caina had given her at Ulvan’s ascension. Nerina slapped one hand against her forehead, making the crossbow bob alarmingly. “Social graces. I always forget. How…”
“Nerina,” said Caina, before the locksmith could start talking about numbers again, “there are angry mercenaries surrounding the shop, and if they see me hanging here, they will kill us both.”
“Actually, it is more likely they will kill you,” said Nerina. “If they kill me, they will never get any money to pay Master Kazyat. Or…”
“Or you let me inside,” said Caina, “and they don’t kill me.”
“Yes, that is mathematically sound,” said Nerina, and she stepped back, keeping the bow pointed at the courtyard. Caina rolled over the sill, pulled up the rope, and snapped the shutter closed behind her.
Nerina’s workshop had not changed since Caina had broken in and stolen the design for the keys to the Widow’s Tower. It remained the single most cluttered room that Caina had ever seen, with three long tables running the length of the workshop, each sagging beneath the weight of tools, half-assembled locks, and various mechanical contraptions. One wall held slates covered with scrawled equations written in chalk. A wooden cabinet held papers secured in leather folders, and iron shavings and sawdust gritted beneath Caina’s sandals. 
“The number of unexpected visitors has been higher than statistically probable today,” said Nerina. 
“Aye,” said Caina. “It seems Master Kazyat is wroth with you.”
Nerina snorted. “As if it were my fault that the Balarigar bypassed his locks and sent him drugged and naked onto the sands of the Ring of Thorns.  I prepared thirty-seven separate locks for his palace, and not a single one of them had been picked.”
“I had heard that,” said Caina, who had not bothered to pick the locks. It had been far easier to steal the keys from Kazyat’s seneschal. 
“Clearly the Balarigar is possessed of sorcerous powers, allowing him to bypass walls and locks with equal efficiency,” said Nerina. “I am a locksmith, not a witch-woman of the Kaltari hill country. I deal with mathematical equations applied to devices of precise accuracy, not in sorcery or alchemy…”
The door burst open, and Azaces stormed into the workshop, his two-handed scimitar gripped ready in his fists. He was nearly seven feet tall, clad in chain mail beneath a Sarbian desert robe. His scarred face was dark with fury beneath his thick beard, and his hard eyes narrowed as he saw Caina. 
“Azaces,” said Nerina. “You remember Ciara?”
Azaces loosed a displeased growl, but he said nothing. He had once been a slave of the fighting pits, and lost his tongue, either in battle or cut free by orders of his master. Ragodan Strake had purchased him and set him to guard his valuable daughter. After Nerina’s husband Malcolm had been slain, Nerina had freed all her father’s slaves so she could kill herself with wraithblood in peace. But Azaces had refused to depart, watching over Nerina and forcing her to the monks of the Living Flame to break her from the wraithblood addiction. At first Caina had thought they were lovers, but Nerina obviously still mourned her lost husband. 
Caina knew what that felt like.
And Azaces hovered over Nerina like a man guarding a younger sister.
Azaces growled again and looked at Nerina.
“No, the balance of probability is that she does not mean us any ill,” said Nerina. “Though her method of arrival is most improbable.”
Azaces took a step closer, the board creaking beneath his boots. She saw the decision in his face. He had decided that Caina was a threat to Nerina, and he was going to kill her unless she did something right now. 
“This isn’t the first time it’s happened, is it?” said Caina. “The mercenaries surrounding your home, I mean?”
Azaces hesitated, and Nerina glanced at him.
“You told me,” said Caina, “when we first met, that you racked up ‘mathematically unsustainable’ debts while you were addicted to wraithblood. Moneylenders often employ some unpleasant men. They’ve come before, haven’t they?” 
Azaces offered a short, sharp nod. 
“Kazyat is merely the most recent,” said Nerina. “I have been talking all the commissions I can handle, but the income is barely sufficient to cover the interest on my debts. It is almost mathematically certain that sooner or later I will be arrested and hauled before the hakims due to nonpayment of the debts.”
“Or they’ll just kill you,” said Caina.
“Unlikely,” said Nerina. “My skills make me too valuable to kill. Most likely I will be enslaved.”
She remained calm as she said it, but a muscle twitched near her left eye.
Azaces grunted.
“Oh, yes, of course,” said Nerina. “The obvious. I always seem to overlook it. Why are you here, and why are you coming through the window?”
“I’ve come to help solve your problem,” said Caina. 
Azaces’s grunt was dubious.
“I need to hire you for a job,” said Caina. “A job that will make you enough money that you can pay off your debts and get those mercenaries off your back.” 
Azaces’s scowl deepened, and then Caina heard a clang echoing through the workshop.
Kazyat’s mercenaries were talking axes to the door. 
“I would be happy to explain further,” said Caina, “but I suggest we get away from here before those mercenaries kill us.” 
“Why?” said Nerina.
“So the mercenaries don’t kill us, perhaps?” said Caina. “That seems like an excellent reason to me.”
Nerina made an exasperated sound. “Language is so imprecise and irritatingly fluid. A pity we cannot communicate purely through equations.” Azaces grunted. “What? Oh, yes, the point at hand. Why should I go with you? For that matter, why should I work for you? It could be yet another trap.” She blinked. “And why would a knife-throwing circus girl need to hire a locksmith anyway?”
“We can come to that later,” said Caina. “As for why you should work for me…I understand you.”
This time Azaces’s snort was amused. 
“Do you?” said Nerina.
“I know why you haven’t left Istarinmul,” said Caina, “why you haven’t fled the city and escaped your debts in the Empire or Anshan. I know why you work yourself to exhaustion, why you make lock after lock after lock. It’s not to pay off the debts. You don’t care about them, not really.”
“Then why?” said Nerina.
The crack of an axe striking wood echoed through the workshop. 
“Because,” said Caina, “you want distractions. From the wraithblood, from the memory of your husband.” The muscle near Nerina’s eye twitched a bit more. “Come with me and I promise all the distractions you can handle.” 
Nerina said nothing, the sounds of the axes ringing up the stairs. 
Azaces growled, put a hand on Nerina’s shoulder, and beckoned.
“Very well,” said Nerina at last. 
Caina realized she might have just recruited Nerina into the Ghosts. Given that she had made locks for the Slavers’ Brotherhood, Nerina obviously did not care for whom she worked. But Caina could deal with that later.
“I do hope you have a way of balancing the equation that will allow us to escape with our lives,” said Nerina. 
“I do,” said Caina. “The roof. No one ever thinks to look up. If we stay down and move quietly, we can get away before they even notice we are gone.” 
“It is more probable that they will simply shoot us,” said Nerina. 
“You can’t make keys if you’re dead,” said Caina.
“This is accurate,” said Nerina, “but that does not apply to either you or Azaces.” 
Caina nodded and walked around one of the worktables, thinking. A distraction, they needed a distraction. Something to hold the attention of the mercenaries while Caina and Nerina and Azaces made their escape. A fire ought to do it. The tactic had served Caina well many times before. But she suspected that Azaces might object violently if she tried to burn down Nerina’s shop. Caina’s eyes roved over the tables. In addition to locks, Nerina also constructed mechanical traps, poisoned needles that jabbed someone attempting to force a door or mechanisms that released clouds of poisoned smoke…
Caina grabbed a large glass bottle. “Is this a smoke bomb?”
“Actors use it,” said Nerina. “The chemical composition is such that when exposed to air, it immediately generates a thick cloud of impenetrable smoke.”
“Poisoned?” said Caina.
“No. It is actually more mathematically efficient to keep the poison in a separate bottle. The action of the smoke distributes the poison more evenly, and…”
“Good enough,” said Caina. “I’ll need one of your dresses. You’re about my height. Oh, and a black headscarf, too.”
“Whatever for?” said Nerina. 
Azaces nodded in understanding. 
“A decoy,” said Caina. “I’ll dress up as you, go out the front door, and use the smoke bomb to make my escape. While I distract them, you and Azaces go out the back. Do you know the Inn of the Crescent Moon? It’s here in the Cyrican Quarter.” Nerina nodded. “Go there, take a room under the name of Maurina of Caer Marist, and stay out of sight. I will meet you there as soon as I am able. If I’m not there by nightfall, assume that I am dead and do as you please.” 
“That is…a very considerable risk you are taking,” said Nerina. She nodded to Azaces, who turned and left. 
“It is,” said Caina. Azaces returned, carrying one of Nerina’s black dresses and headscarves. The bodyguard turned his back, and Caina quickly stripped out of her dress, shoved it into her satchel, and donned Nerina’s black clothing. “But I’ve had considerable practice.”
“That seems evident,” said Nerina. “You are not really a circus performer, are you?”
“No,” said Caina, adjusting the dress. It was looser than she would have expected. Nerina was thinner than Caina, but was so indifferent to her appearance that she likely paid no heed to how her clothes fit. “If I live through this, I’ll tell you more. Azaces. Get ready to go out the back door when I cause the distraction.”
Azaces nodded and stepped closer to Nerina. 
Caina hurried down the stairs to the front door, the glass of the smoke bomb cold against the fingers of her right hand. Despite all the noise of the axes, the mercenaries had made little progress against the massive steel-bound door. Apparently Nerina had constructed the door with the same rigor as she did her locks. Yet even that door could not withstand the battering forever.
“Stop!” shouted Caina. “Stop! I’m coming out! I have the money! I have Kazyat’s money!”
The pounding stopped, and through the thick steel and wood Caina heard the low murmur of arguing voices.
“You have Kazyat’s money?” the captain shouted at last. 
“Aye,” said Caina. “And some more for you, if you’ll just back off and let me out.” 
“Very well,” said the captain. “But try anything, and we’ll drag you off in chains to Kazyat. Along with the head of your pet Sarbian.”
“Fine!” said Caina, arranging her headscarf so it hung low over her forehead. She reached into her satchel, drew out her blue headscarf, and knotted it around her neck, keeping it loose. Then she gripped the smoke bomb in her right hand, put a stagger into her step, and opened the locks upon the door. 
She stepped onto the stairs, and the door swung shut behind her with a heavy clang, the locks clicking into place. Caina wobbled down the steps, putting a drunken weave into her movements, her hands raised over her head. She kept her gaze down, so the mercenaries saw her black headscarf, and watched them beneath her eyelashes. 
One of the men laughed. “She’s drunk.”
“No, idiot,” said the captain, “she’s using wraithblood. Kazyat said she was addicted to the poison. The money, Strake?”
“In the satchel,” said Caina, slurring her voice, her fingers tightening against the glass. 
“Stay where you are,” said the captain, stepping forward. “No tricks.”
“No tricks,” said Caina, glancing around and memorizing the position of the men. 
The captain stepped forward and reached into Caina’s satchel, and in one smooth motion she reached up, tugged the blue headscarf over her face, and dropped the smoke bomb. The glass shattered, the cloudy fluid within spilling across the street.
The captain sneered. “You dropped your wraithblood…”
A column of thick gray smoke erupted around Caina. The captain yelled in alarm, coughing as the smoke filled his lungs, and the ring of mercenaries around Caina stared shouting. She dashed to the left, dodged between two of the blinking men, and sprinted down the street. 
“Catch her, idiot!” roared the captain, between coughs. “Catch her! She has the money!”
The mercenaries ran in pursuit. Caina kept sprinting, skirts flapping around her legs, and turned into a narrow alley. It twisted through the narrow spaces between the smithies, and Caina worked her way deeper into the Cyrican Quarter. The shouts of the pursuing men filled her ears, but she knew this neighborhood better than they did. 
A few moments later, Caina lost them. She ducked into a deep doorway, quickly exchanged Nerina’s black dress and headscarf for her blue ones, and then stepped back into the alley. A short walk took her to one of the main streets, and Caina joined the traffic, just another young woman going about her errands. Twice she saw groups of the mercenaries, scowling as they sought for Nerina Strake, but they looked over Caina without recognizing her. 
She kept a smile from her face. Amazing what wonders a simple change of clothing could work. 
Caina made for one of her bolt holes, and changed into the clothes of a caravan guard, steel-studded leather armor, dusty trousers and boots, and a ragged brown cloak. A short sword and a dagger hung from a belt at her waist, and she secured a few more weapons around her person. The blue dress had been nice, but it was easier to run in trousers.
She left the bolt hole behind, and headed for the Inn of the Crescent Moon.
Hopefully Nerina and Azaces had followed her directions and escaped.

###

The Inn of the Crescent Moon looked a great deal like many other middling inns Caina had stayed in during her travels. It stood five stories tall, with the usual whitewashed walls and arched windows of Istarish buildings, though mosaics of gazelles and lions ornamented the doorframes. A wide courtyard surrounded the inn, ringed by a low stone wall. A bribe to one of the Inn’s slaves revealed that a woman named Maurina of Caer Marist had just hired a room, along with her hulking Sarbian bodyguard. 
Caina climbed the stairs to Nerina’s room and knocked.
Azaces opened the door and glared at her, one hand gripping a weapon. He didn’t recognize her through the disguise. 
“It’s only been a few hours, Azaces,” said Caina, not bothering to mask her voice. “I hope you didn’t forget me.”
His frown deepened, then his eyes widened. He opened the door the rest of the way and stepped aside, allowing her to enter. The room beyond was cramped, with a bed against the wall and a table below the window. Nerina sat upon the bed, a notebook open on her lap as she scribbled notes across the pages. She looked up and frowned.
“What?” she said. “Azaces, why are you letting strangers into the room? Did not Ciara tell us to…” Her eerie eyes opened wide. “Wait. Ciara?”
Caina nodded.
“A very good disguise!” said Nerina, putting aside the notebook and getting to her feet. “The odds of you going unnoticed would be quite high.”
“They must be,” said Caina, “since I’m still alive and I found my way here.” 
Nerina shook her head. “Mathematics is a more reliable guide to reality than crude experience.” 
“If you say so,” said Caina. 
“So,” said Nerina. “You wished to hire me for something? Though I am curious why a woman who threw knives at her sister for the circus wishes to hire a locksmith for a secretive task.”
Caina smiled. “You said yourself you thought I was something other than a circus performer. Where does the arithmetic lead you?”
Nerina considered, her pale blue eyes examining Caina. “Given how easily you fooled those mercenaries, and how quickly you adapted to unexpected developments…on the balance of probability, I would say you were a thief or a con artist of some kind.” She nodded. “Which makes your presence at Ulvan’s palace the night before he was robbed a most remarkable coincidence.” She contemplated this for a moment. “Are you working with the man called the Balarigar?”
“You could say that,” said Caina.
“Then you want me to help you steal something,” said Nerina.
“Yes,” said Caina. “If you would prefer, I will leave now and never return. But if this interests you…come to the Shahenshah’s Seat, a tavern near the Gate of the Southern Road, tomorrow night. Do you know the place?”
Nerina shook her head, but Azaces nodded. To Caina’s surprise, he did not seem displeased by the prospect of joining a criminal enterprise. 
“Why should I help you?” said Nerina.
Caina spread her hands. “If you want to know more, you’ll have to come tomorrow. I am not the one planning the job. I was merely sent to recruit you. But if you work with us, I can guarantee two things.”
“And those are?” said Nerina.
“One, that if we succeed, you shall have more than enough money to cover your debts,” said Caina.
“That is a conditional promise, not a guarantee,” said Nerina.
“True,” said Caina. “One conditional promise, and one guarantee. If you work with us, if you help us in our task…I guarantee that you will not be bored. You will be so busy that you will not even have time to think about wraithblood.” 
Nerina stared at Caina, and she met the locksmith’s strange blue eyes without blinking.
“Those shadows,” said Nerina at last. 
“You still see the haze around me,” said Caina. “The shadows, whatever they are.”
“You do not know what they are?” said Nerina. Caina shook her head. “Pity. I was wondering myself. I know nothing about sorcery. So…arithmetically imprecise. You are not a sorceress?”
“No,” said Caina. She debated how much of the truth to tell Nerina. “I…was wounded by sorcery when I was a child. And several times since. Perhaps you are seeing those marks.” 
“Perhaps,” said Nerina. She gazed into the distance for a long time. “There are many strange things about you, Ciara of Istarinmul or Natalia of the Nine Knives or whoever you really are. Already I find you an intriguing puzzle, and I suspect the probability is high that you will bring me more intriguing puzzles. Very well. I accept your offer.”
“Good,” said Caina. “Remain out of sight here tonight, and tomorrow I shall return and accompany you to the Shahenshah’s Seat. Then you will have a chance to solve the biggest puzzle you have ever seen.”
The puzzle of getting into Callatas’s laboratory and getting out alive with his secrets.
Assuming, of course, that such a thing was even possible.







Chapter 9 - Den of Thieves
“There is,” said Caina the next night, “one thing you have to know first.”

“Oh?” said Nerina. “Only one?” 
Azaces towered behind them like a brown-clad storm cloud, his scowl never wavering.
Night had fallen, and they walked deeper into the Anshani Quarter. It was the largest district of Istarinmul, and had once been home to the Anshani satrap that had ruled over Istarinmul. After the Anshani had been driven out and the Padishah had reclaimed the Most Divine Throne, the Quarter had expanded ever further south, away from the wealthier districts to the north. Most of the freeborn Istarish entitled to a grain dole from the Wazir of Grain lived here, along with impoverished foreign laborers, freedmen, disgraced nobles and merchants, and mercenaries and caravan guards. Towering tenements rose on either side of the street, their windows dark. Taverns occupied the ground floor of almost every tenement, and those shone with dim firelight and echoed with loud, almost raucous laughter. 
Gangs of bored-looking young Istarish men lounged near the entrances to the taverns, watching the streets for prey. Their eyes considered Caina and Azaces and moved on. Caina still wore her caravan guard disguise, and walked with a considered swagger, hand lingering near her sword hilt. 
Though she suspected Azaces inspired far more wariness than she did. 
Nerina seemed oblivious to the danger, her eyes wandering over the tenements as she muttered equations to herself. Though she did carry that wicked-looking black crossbow over her shoulder, and the weapon looked ready to fire at a moment’s notice. 
“Aye,” said Caina. “The men awaiting us. They don’t know that I am a woman.”
“Ah,” said Nerina. “Clever. An additional variable when you wish to conceal your identity. You wish this variable to remain obfuscated, I trust?”
Caina took a moment to work out the meaning of the sentence. “Yes.” 
“Your identity is safe with me,” said Nerina, “and unfortunately Father ensured that Azaces cannot tell anyone.” Azaces remained impassive, his eyes scanning for threats. “Though if asked, what am I to say your name is? Ciara is obviously a woman’s name.”
Caina thought for a moment. “It’s a common enough Caerish name. So use the male form of it. Ciaran.” 
“That will be easy to remember,” said Nerina. “Lead on, Ciaran.”
They finally came to the southernmost gate of the city, the Gate of the Southern Road. The Anshani Bazaar sprawled before the gate, the shops and stalls selling merchandise and goods from the Shahenshah’s domain. A massive caravanserai spread outside the gate, and the sound of braying mules and arguing men came over the wall. Caravans from Istarinmul went south, carrying slaves and coffee and alchemically-enhanced steel, while caravans came north with Anshani carpets and silk and gems. 
The Shahenshah’s Seat sat next to the gate itself, a ramshackle, sprawling tavern of whitewashed stone. The wealthy merchants coming from the south preferred to stay at the inns of the Cyrican Quarter or the Emirs’ Quarter, if they could afford it. But their guards and porters and teamsters stayed at the Shahenshah’s Seat, drinking themselves senseless on its wine and cavorting with the Anshani Quarter’s whores. 
It was the perfect place for a man like Nasser Glasshand to hide. So many foreigners came and went that no one would notice one more man. Or even a gang of disreputable men. 
“This way,” said Caina. 
The guards at the door let them pass, and Caina stepped into the common room. The noise of laughter and argument filled her ears, while the smell of cheap wine and sweat assaulted her nose. Rough-looking men filled the tables and benches, drinking and dicing and arguing. A quick glance revealed that Caina and Nerina were likely the only women in the room who were not prostitutes. Just as well that Caina had come disguised as a man. And Nerina’s dusty, ill-fitting clothes were hardly flattering. She looked like one more lost wraithblood addict.
The bouncers had not permitted any addicts into the Shahenshah’s Seat, but Caina had seen them lurking the alleys. 
“What a remarkable place,” said Nerina. “I see seven different kinds of alcohol, thirteen other kinds of depressants, and at least five different forms of stimulants.” She sniffed the air. “No…seven. Definitely seven. And weapons from…”
Caina let Nerina chatter on, her eyes sweeping the room. She spotted Laertes leaning against the wall, his expression grim as ever, a cup of wine in his right hand. The other patrons, even the drunken ones, gave him a wide birth.
“Wait here,” said Caina, and Azaces nodded. Caina crossed the room, and Laertes looked up as she approached.
“Well,” he said. “Ibrahaim’s new shadow. You did come back.”
“You thought I would not?” said Caina, switching to one of her disguised voices.
Laertes snorted. “Considering what we plan to do, fleeing the city would be the sensible choice.” He glanced at Nerina and Azaces. “Who’s that?”
“The locksmith,” said Caina. 
“Her?” said Laertes, his scowl deepening a little. “The wraithblood addict? Truly?” Azaces’s hard eyes turned toward them. “Wait. I know her. Ragodan Strake’s daughter, isn’t it?” 
“Aye,” said Caina.
“Of all the locksmiths in the city, you picked her?” said Laertes. “I knew old Ragodan. Right hard bastard. Tried to hire me on as muscle after I left the Legion and came to Istarinmul.” He spat on the floor. “Wouldn’t have anything to do with it. Slavers are filthy folk, and Ragodan deserved what he got when the Kindred found him.”
“So instead of slaving,” said Caina, “you’re working for a thief?”
For the first time, Laertes smiled. “Compared to slaving, thieving is honest work.” He pushed away from the wall. “We might as well make the best of it. A pity she’s a woman.”
“Why’s that?” said Caina.
“Thieving is cleaner than buying slaves,” said Laertes, “but it’s still a hard business. I have daughters, and I wouldn’t like to see them mixed up in this. But enough talk. Let’s go. Ibrahaim awaits.” 
Caina beckoned, and Nerina and Azaces crossed the common room. A few men turned inquisitive eyes Nerina’s way, once they realized that she was a woman, but a single look at Azaces put them off. 
“Nerina Strake,” said Caina, “this is Laertes.”
“A pleasure,” said Laertes. 
Nerina’s eerie eyes flicked over him. 
“You weight one hundred and ninety-six pounds,” she said, “and stand seventy-three inches tall.”
Laertes opened his mouth, closed it again.
“She’s observant,” said Caina.
“Whatever,” said Laertes. “This way.” 
Laertes led the way to the stairs and then the second floor. He walked down a narrow hall lined with doors, stopped before the last one on the left, and knocked several times in a specific pattern. A moment later locks rattled, and the door swung open. 
“Ah,” came Nasser’s voice. “You’ve arrived. Capital. We can begin.” Caina caught a glimpse of him just past the door. “Do come inside.”
Laertes beckoned, and Caina stepped through the door, Azaces and Nerina following.
Within the room was dominated by round table ringed with cushions. Four men sat at the table, drinking coffee and speaking in low voices. The first was a hulking giant of a man, clad only in leather trousers and boots, the baldric holding his sword tight against his muscled chest. To judge from the scars, he had once been a gladiator. The second man was shorter and thinner, and wore the patterned red and black robes of Anshani nobility, his hair and beard trimmed and oiled. A short Anshani hunting bow and a quiver of arrows rested nearby. The third man, to Caina’s alarm, wore a ragged black robe that looked as if it had once been the robe of a brother of the Imperial Magisterium, and she felt the faint tingle of an active spell from him. Despite that, the man in the black robe looked like a drunkard, his black hair shot with gray, his face unshaven and his eyes bloodshot. The final man was quite obviously a slave, clad in a gray robe with a collar around his neck. Yet his gray robe was of fine material, and his steel collar had been worked with silver. A household slave, then, and one entrusted with authority over his master’s affairs.
He looked nervous, so nervous that he might faint, his plump hands kneading the front of his robe. 
All four men looked at Caina, Nerina, and Azaces. Nerina shifted a bit beneath their gaze. Azaces remained as impassive as a pillar of stone. Caina folded her arms over her chest and examined them right back, meeting their gazes without flinching. 
“Nasser,” Caina said. “You said there would be food here.” 
The hulking gladiator chuckled in a deep voice. “A man after my own heart.” He had the lilting accent of the Kaltari Highlands, the hill country south of Istarinmul proper. 
“Since we are all civilized men,” said Nasser, stepping closer to the table, “let us begin with introductions.” He was still dressed as a merchant, his left fist concealed beneath its glove. “By what name shall we call you today, sir?” 
The man in the black robe wheezed out a laugh.
“Ciaran,” said Caina.
“Yes,” said the Anshani noble, his voice a sardonic drawl, “I am sure that is your real name, too.”
“This mistrustful fellow,” said Nasser, pointing at the noble, “is Kazravid, once of the Shahenshah’s court in Anshan, now sojourning in our fair city. A finer archer I have never encountered. Our large friend,” he gestured at the gladiator, who sipped his coffee with indifference, “is Strabane, a former fighter in the pits…”
“Undefeated,” said Strabane. He lifted a skewer of fried vegetables and lamb and started to eat, smacking his lips with relish. 
“And now a sword for hire,” said Nasser. “Perhaps the single strongest man I have ever met. This,” he gestured at the thin man in the black robe, “is Anaxander of Artifel, formerly a magus of the Imperial Magisterium of the Nighmarian Empire.” 
Caina just barely kept herself from reaching for her weapons.
“Formerly,” said Anaxander, his voice mournful. “Once I was a scholar, delving into the mysteries of arcane science, free of any interest in the petty material concerns of mundane life. Then, alas, I was falsely accused of impropriety, and had to flee for my life. Now I am forced to sell my sciences to thieves and brigands in order to purchase my daily bread. Alas, alas! Has ever man endured such misfortune?”
Kazravid snorted and slapped the magus on the back. “Perhaps you ought to compose a poem about it.”
“I may just do that,” said Anaxander, oblivious to the sarcasm. “What do you think?” He cleared his throat and started to declaim. “The magus wise, brilliant and bright! His crass superiors, lacking…” 
“And this,” said Nasser. Anaxander sighed again and abandoned his recitation. “And this is Tarqaz…who is a seneschal in the household of Grand Master Callatas.” 
Another piece of Nasser’s plan clicked into place. If Nasser had a man on the inside of Callatas’s palace, that would make any theft all the easier. But it would take a bold man, a man of courage and nerve, to betray Grand Master Callatas.
Tarqaz did not look like that man. 
His nervousness increased as Caina looked at him, sweat glittering on the pale skin of his forehead. He was stout to the point of plumpness, and looked as if he had never seen a day of physical labor in his life. Caina wondered what he was doing here, what had driven him to betray Callatas and consort with thieves. 
“Welcome, Master Ciaran,” said Tarqaz. His voice was higher than Caina would have expected, and combined with his lack of beard she realized that he was a eunuch. 
“So,” said Kazravid, folding his arms and staring at Caina. “What useful skills do you bring to this enterprise, hmm?”
“This and that,” said Caina. He was testing her, she knew, and Nasser seemed inclined to permit it. Perhaps she wanted to see how she would react.
“Like what?” said Kazravid. “You’re a short fellow, so I don’t know how much good you’ll be in a fight. You can carry my bow and clean my weapons, if you like.”
“I notice things,” said Caina.
Kazravid snorted. “Like what?”
“You, for instance,” said Caina, “are an Anshani noble banished from the Shahenshah’s domain. You like to claim that you were a khadjar, perhaps even close to Arsakan or the Shahenshah himself, but you were merely an anjar at best. You’re completely broke and owe a considerable amount of money to some unsavory people,” she squinted at him for a bit, “and you are staying at an inn near the Alqaarin Quarter.”
Kazravid growled. “You are a spy, then?”
“Something like that,” said Caina.
“So you hired him to spy on us, Glasshand?” said Kazravid.
“Perhaps,” said Caina, “or I noticed your speech was that of an Anshani noble. The very fact you are sitting in a tavern like the Shahenshah’s Seat means you are in exile, and the fact that no retainers went into exile with you means that you were an anjar, not a khadjar. That, and the pattern of your robe is commonly worn by anjars. Additionally, the robe is threadbare and worn, as are your boots. You are trying to keep up appearances, but you don’t have the money to live as you feel you should. But your weapons are well-maintained, and you have scratches on your knuckles and bruises on your neck. You’ve been in a fight, and recently – most likely with thugs hired by moneylenders to whom you own funds.” 
Silence answered her, and then Strabane started to laugh.
“He has you there, Kazravid,” said the former gladiator.
“Do be silent,” said Kazravid. “And if he looks at you, what shall he deduce? That you like cheap wine and cheaper whores?”
Strabane shrugged. “A man must be honest with himself.” 
Kazravid scowled and looked at Nerina. “And who is the woman, Glasshand?”
“This,” said Nasser, “is Nerina Strake, the finest locksmith in all Istarinmul. Her talents shall be useful in the challenges we face.”
Nerina blinked several times. “I calculate the tensile force required to pull your bow is…”
“Social graces,” murmured Caina.
“What? Oh, yes, that,” said Nerina. “How are you? I hope your health is strong, and that any children you have or may have in the future will be healthy.”
Kazravid gave Nasser an incredulous look. “A woman? This is no business for a woman.”
“I accept talent,” said Nasser, “wherever it is found. Whether in a disgraced magus, a former gladiator, or an exiled Anshani anjar.” 
“Well and good,” said Kazravid, “but a wraithblood addict? They can’t think straight, Glasshand. They can’t control themselves. We always risk our lives on these little ventures of yours, and we need reliable men. Not addled wraithblood addicts. She’ll betray us for a drop of the blood. Watch. I’ll prove it.” He grinned like a wolf at Nerina. “You want some wraithblood? I’ll give you all the wraithblood you want. Took this off one of the thugs the moneylenders sent to break my thumbs.” 
He reached into his robe and drew out a glass vial filled with thick black slime. Caina felt the faint aura of sorcery from the thing, similar to the aura she felt around pale-eyed wraithblood addicts. 
Nerina took a sharp breath. “No, thank you. I do not want it.”
“You do,” said Kazravid, grinning behind his black beard. “I can see it. Why don’t you take off all your clothes and dance for us on the table? You’re too skinny for my taste, but any port in a storm will do. Depending on how well you entertain me, I might buy you even more wraithblood…”
“No,” said Nerina, taking a step back as a shudder went through her frame. “No, I do not…”
She jerked to the side as Azaces pushed past her, his huge scimitar making a steely hiss as he drew it. Kazravid sprang to his feet and drew his own scimitar, just barely dodging Azaces’s slash. Tarqaz shouted in alarm and backed into the corner, his eyes huge, while Laertes cursed and drew his broadsword. Caina reached for one of the throwing knives in her sleeve…
“That is enough!”
Nasser’s voice thundered like a trumpet, and every eye turned toward him. He stepped closer to the table, his face a mask of fury. Kazravid took a step back, while Azaces watched with wary eyes. 
“We are men of business,” said Nasser, “and this is hardly a way to launch an enterprise! Certainly not if we wish the enterprise to be profitable. Azaces, lower your sword and stand down. Kazravid, I have chosen every man and woman here, you included, for a specific purpose. If you mistrust my judgment, you are free to leave without any ill will on my part. But if you choose to join this enterprise, you will not provoke my associates without cause. I trust I am understood?” 
The iron in his voice impressed Caina. He sounded like a man who had led soldiers into battle. It briefly reminded her of Ark leading the Imperial Guard and the ashtairoi against the golden dead in New Kyre. 
Kazravid lowered his eyes first. “Very well. But you had best have a good reason for involving a wraithblood addict, Glasshand. They cannot be trusted.” 
Strabane snorted. “Said the man at the meeting of thieves.” He had continued calmly eating his skewer of meat throughout the confrontation. He licked it clean, tossed it aside, and started on another.
“Trust, while a fine virtue,” said Nasser, his voice returning to its usual calm rumble, “is unnecessary for us. We have a confluence of interests, and that is more reliable than trust.” 
“And what interest is that?” said Anaxander, blinking his bloodshot eyes.
“Money,” said Nasser, and a nod of assent came from the other men. “And discomforting our enemies. Speaking of that, Tarqaz, please sit down. No one shall hurt you here.”
The eunuch swallowed and sat back at the table, sweat glittering on his doughy face. He reminded Caina somewhat of Nicorus, the renegade magus who had sheltered among the dockside warehouses of Marsis. Though that was not a favorable comparison, given that Nicorus had tried to betray Caina, and she had wound up killing him. 
“Laertes,” said Nasser. “We can begin. The door.” The grizzled veteran nodded and stood by the door, listening for anyone who might approach. “There is wine, coffee, and food on the table, should you feel the need for refreshment.”
Caina crossed to the table, poured herself a cup of coffee, and stood next to Nerina. The coffee was black and bitter and unpleasant, but it was hot, and if it came to violence she could fling it in an attacker’s face.
“Undoubtedly you are wondering why I have called you here,” said Nasser. 
“The thought,” said Kazravid, shooting a sour glance at Azaces, “had crossed my mind.”
“We have worked together before, Kazravid, Anaxander, Strabane,” said Nasser, “and I assure you that Master Ciaran and Mistress Nerina possess useful expertise for the task at hand.”
“So you propose a heist, then?” said Strabane, chewing a chunk of meat. 
“What are we going to steal?” said Kazravid, leaning forward.
“We shall steal one hundred vials of Elixir Restorata from Grand Master Callatas,” said Nasser.
Stunned silence answered his pronouncement. 
Then a roar of laughter.
Tarqaz twitched a bit, his eyes darting back and forth.
“Aye,” said Kazravid, still laughing. “And then we’ll steal the jewels from the Golden Palace and the diadem from the Padishah’s head.”
“Or the fire from the sun,” said Strabane.
“The odds of success in such a venture,” said Nerina, “would be slight beyond even my ability to compute.”
“What the madwoman said,” said Kazravid. He paused. “By the Living Flame and the Seven Emissaries, you’re serious, aren’t you?”
“Utterly,” said Nasser, the white smile flashing over his face. 
“But Callatas is one of the most powerful sorcerers in the world,” said Anaxander, reaching for his wine cup. “Even the First Magus of the Magisterium feared him.”
“Didn’t the Empire just beat Istarinmul in a war not a year and a half past?” said Kazravid, looking to Laertes. 
“Aye,” said Anaxander, “but none of the Alchemists took the field against the Legions and the battle magi.”
“Rumor has it that Callatas forbid the Alchemists from taking part because he thought the war folly,” said Laertes. 
“Wise of him,” said Strabane, finishing off his second skewer, “given that the Padishah lost the war.”
“We wander afield from the point,” said Nasser. “I say that Callatas’s palace can be robbed.”
“How?” said Kazravid, his eyes narrowing.
“For three reasons,” said Nasser. He gestured at Tarqaz. “First, we have a man on the inside who shall aid us.”
“I am one of the three chief seneschals of the master’s palace,” said Tarqaz in his soft, high voice. “My chief responsibility is the maintenance of the interior of the palace. Right now the other two seneschals and the master believe I am negotiating with the merchants of the Cyrican Quarter for a better price on wine for the banquet.”
“So you’re betraying your master, eh?” said Kazravid. He spat upon the floor. “In Anshan we crucify slaves who betray their masters.”
Tarqaz flinched. “I know this, my lord anjar.”
“The penalties for stealing from an Alchemist,” said Nasser, “are hardly less severe.”
“Aye, but there’s a difference between stealing from a stranger and stealing from your master,” said Kazravid, pointing at Tarqaz. “I want an answer, eunuch. Why are you betraying your master? For money? Is Nasser paying you? That’s contemptible – and if you betray your master for money, it means you’ll betray us for a far smaller sum.”
Tarqaz quailed, sweating beneath Kazravid’s glare. Yet a hint of steel seemed to flash in his brown eyes, and he drew himself up.
“I did not betray my master,” hissed Tarqaz. “He betrayed me when he murdered my sister! Killed her in his laboratories to make his filthy wraithblood. Oh, yes! I shall share my master’s secrets with you. He makes the wraithblood in his laboratories, manufactures it from the blood of slaves tortured to death on his tables, and then gives the poison to the people of Istarinmul.”
Kazravid snorted. “A likely tale.”
“No,” said Caina in a quiet voice, and the men looked at her. “Tarqaz speaks the truth. I have seen two such laboratories myself.” 
“Both Ciaran and Tarqaz are correct,” said Nasser. “Callatas produces the wraithblood from the blood of murdered slaves and maintains a network of agents to distribute it.”
Caina glanced at Nerina. The locksmith looked even paler than usual, her eerie eyes wide and unblinking, a tremor going through her hands. The revelation that she had consumed the blood of murdered slaves for years could not have been pleasant. Of course, she hadn’t chosen to consume wraithblood – Ragodan Strake had forcibly addicted her to it. 
For just a moment, Caina thought she saw a hint of guilt flash across Azaces’s face. 
But it was gone an instant later. 
“Well,” muttered Kazravid, patting his pocket. “Just as well I never tried the stuff. A drug for commoners anyway.”
“Tarqaz,” said Caina. “Do you know why Callatas is making the wraithblood?” 
Tarqaz shrugged. “To increase his own power. That is the only reason why my master does anything.” He scowled. “That is why he murdered my sister.”
“So,” said Nasser. “If you will not accept money as a suitable motivation for Tarqaz, Kazravid…does vengeance meet with your approval?” 
“I suppose,” said Kazravid.
“You said we had two other advantages,” said Strabane. “What are they?”
“Aye,” said Anaxander. “Most likely Callatas has many mighty wards around his palace, spells to warn him against intruders and to destroy any attackers.”
“Can you not wave your hands and dispel them?” said Kazravid. 
Anaxander coughed. “No more than you could draw your sword and disperse an attacking army.”
“Callatas’s laboratory is hidden in the heart of a labyrinth called the Maze,” said Nasser. “The Maze, as you might expect, is ringed round with potent wards and spells. The only way through is with an enspelled ring called a pyrikon that disables the defenses and allows the bearer to enter.”
“The master gives such rings to his favored disciples,” said Tarqaz. 
“You’ve acquired one?” said Strabane.
Caina kept her left hand close to her side.
“I have,” said Nasser.
“How, might I ask?” said Kazravid. 
Nasser smiled. “I know a man who runs faster than Immortals.”
Kazravid waved a hand. “Keep your secrets, then. What is the third advantage?” 
“In twelve days, Callatas will hold a grand feast celebrating the Fall of Iramis,” said Nasser. “If you have even the slightest familiarity with history, you will know that Callatas destroyed the city of Iramis a century and a half past, and glories in his deed to his very day.” 
“The household labors to prepare the banquet and the entertainments,” said Tarqaz. 
“Every noble, Alchemist, and merchant of any prominence is invited,” said Nasser, “and at least half of them shall attend. The preparation of such a banquet, and accommodating so large a multitude, generates a great deal of chaos.” 
“Oh, truly,” said Tarqaz, rubbing a hand along his bald head. “There are so many preparations to be made. Tables arranged, chairs moved, food ordered…why, we purchase enough food to feed half the city! Enough wine to float a Kyracian warship! Finding a place to store it all before the banquet is a challenge. Especially since we must not disrupt the master’s work. Fortunately his laboratory is secured behind the Maze.”
“Hardly fortunate,” said Strabane, “since we need to enter it.” 
“I disagree,” said Nasser. “Most of the Grand Master’s guests shall remain in the public areas of his palace, within the inner courtyard and colonnades. A few of his favorites shall likely receive entrance into the palace proper, but most of Callatas’s Immortals will be watching over the crowds in the courtyards. Giving us the perfect opportunity to enter into the Maze.” 
“Which will likely be guarded,” said Strabane.
“Yes,” said Nasser, “but we are all stealthy fellows, are we not?” 
“Some more than others,” said Kazravid, shooting a glance at Tarqaz.
“The plan,” said Nasser, “is for Tarqaz to forge an invitation for us to the banquet. We shall then attend, disguised and unnoticed. Among the thousands of guests, so long as we are careful we shall not draw notice. We will then make our way to the Maze, and use the stolen pyrikon to bypass its defenses and enter Callatas’s laboratory. From there we shall steal the vials of Elixir Restorata, and then make our escape. Each of you has been chosen because of your skills and abilities. Tarqaz, you can get us inside. Anaxander, your skills will be useful in warning of arcane traps and dispelling any wards we find. Mistress Strake, you can deal with any locks that bar our way. Kazravid, you are the best archer in Istarinmul…”
“Obviously,” said Kazravid.
“Which will be useful if we need to escape,” said Nasser. “I assume you have no trouble loosing an arrow with a rope attached?”
“Of course not,” said Kazravid. “Though don’t expect a long range, given the added weight of the rope.”
“Laertes and Strabane,” said Nasser, “you can deal with any opponents we chance to encounter.”
Strabane chuckled. “That is my specialty. Skulls crushed with my bare hands.” He slapped his hands together, the muscles of his massive arms bulging. “The crowds in the Ring loved it.” 
“And Ciaran?” said Kazravid. “What will he do?”
“Useful things,” said Caina.
Kazravid grunted. “How shall we divide the spoils?”
“I shall take thirty of the vials for myself,” said Nasser. “Each of you will receive ten. You are welcome to steal any other treasures you find, but only if they do not endanger the enterprise as a whole…and if you are willing to carry them out of the palace yourself.”
“Fair enough,” said Kazravid. “The sale of one vial would let me live like a king for the rest of my days. I am in.”
“As am I,” said Strabane. 
“So am I,” said Anaxander. 
Laertes nodded. “I am with you.” 
Tarqaz sighed, licked his lips, and managed a nod. “I hope you know what you are doing.”
“So do I,” said Nasser. “Mistress Strake?”
“The odds of success do not appear to be high,” said Nerina, “but are nonetheless more significant than I anticipated. It sounds like an intriguing puzzle. I shall assist you.”
“And you, Master Ciaran?” said Nasser. “Will you join in our enterprise?”
He smiled, as if he already knew the answer, but Caina hesitated nonetheless.
His plan was bold to the point of audacity. Yet Caina thought it could work. And certainly Nasser’s reputation indicated that he had pulled off daring heists and lived to tell the tale. Yet there were so many risks, so many things that could go very wrong. But Caina needed to have a look around Callatas’s laboratory, needed to discover what the Grand Master intended with his Apotheosis. And she needed allies. Though the men in the room would never help the Ghosts without receiving a large payment in return.
Which, Caina supposed, made them the best kind of allies. Ones that would never realize that she was a Ghost, and even better, might never realize that she was the Balarigar. 
“So be it,” said Caina.
“Capital,” said Nasser. “Let us begin at once. Laertes, please see Tarqaz back to his inn in the Cyrican Quarter. The Teskilati are loyal to Callatas, and if one of them happens to realize that Tarqaz is not where he should be, they may grow suspicious. Kazravid, Strabane, Anaxander.” He reached into his robe, drew out a leather pouch, and tossed it at Kazravid, who snatched it out of the air so fast Caina barely followed the movement. “Take a suite at the Gilded Throne. You know it?”
Kazravid’s eyes widened when he opened the pouch. “That’s the finest inn the Masters’ Quarter has to offer.”
“And it is very close to Callatas’s palace in the Alchemists’ Quarter,” said Nasser. “It shall make an excellent base for our endeavor. You can claim to be an Anshani anjar visiting the city on the business of his liege khadjar.”
Kazravid scowled. “I am an Anshani anjar visiting the city.” 
“That shall make the disguise all the more effective,” said Nasser. “Remain there until I come for you. Enjoy the Gilded Throne’s enmities if you wish, but be ready for action when I call. Anaxander and Strabane can act as your retainers.”
“Ha!” said Kazravid. “I’ll give you orders, then.”
“You can try, if you like,” said Strabane with placid calm, “but if you do, I’ll ram that bow so far up your arse that you’ll be able to string it with your tongue.” 
Caina expected Kazravid to take offense, but the anjar only laughed. He and Strabane seemed to know each other, likely from one of Nasser’s previous heists. Or he knew that Strabane could break him in half without much effort. 
Anaxander nodded. “They’ll have wine at the Gilded Throne. Lots of…”
“Try to stay sober,” said Nasser. “I will have need of your skills soon enough. And once we steal the Elixir Restorata, you’ll have enough money to buy a lake of wine.”
The renegade magus sighed. “True enough.”
“Let us begin, then,” said Nasser. He crossed the room, clapped Anaxander on the shoulder, and then turned back to face Azaces and Nerina. “Mistress Strake, kindly remain here for a moment. I need to have a word with Master Ciaran first.” 
He beckoned, and Caina pushed away from the wall and followed him.
For some reason, she felt the urge to reach for her weapons.







Chapter 10 - A Slight Problem
Caina followed Nasser to the top floor of the Shahenshah’s Seat, and then to a balcony looking over the Anshani Bazaar. The noise of the caravanserai outside the walls and the tavern below filled her ears, blending into an indistinct buzz of noise. The moon and the stars shone overhead, and in the distance she saw the gleam of light from the Golden Palace and the College of Alchemists and the other palaces. 

Caina stared for a moment, considering the sight. 
“A useful place for a private conversation,” said Nasser. “The noise makes it impossible to hear anything said upon the balcony.”
Caina nodded, staring at the city. 
“Something has caught your attention,” said Nasser at last. 
“The city,” said Caina, her voice quiet. “It looks…almost beautiful at night.”
“Almost beautiful enough to let you forget what Istarinmul is really like,” said Nasser.
“Almost,” said Caina, “but not quite enough.” 
“Tell me,” said Nasser. “What do you think of our new associates?”
Caina considered for a moment. “Tarqaz’s motivation is clear enough. He wants revenge. That will drive a man to do mad things. Anaxander has nowhere else to go, and is seeking enough money to drink himself to death. Strabane is bored.”
“And Kazravid?” said Nasser.
“An abrasive bastard,” said Caina. 
Nasser chuckled. “True. But very good at what he does. He slept with one of his father’s favorite mistresses, and so Kazravid got himself banished from the Shahenshah’s realm. He turned to burglary simply because it would annoy his father.” 
Caina took a deep breath. “One of them is probably going to betray you.” 
“Oh?” said Nasser.
“The stakes are too high,” said Caina. “I don’t know how large the bounty on your head is, but it’s got to be a lot of money. The sort of money that would make men betray their own mothers. And the gods know how they’ll react if they find out I am the Balarigar.” 
“Anaxander would likely do nothing, simply out of sheer sloth and fear of your reputation,” said Nasser. “Strabane is Kaltari, and the Kaltari, like their Caerish cousins in the Empire, are quite fond of legends and tales. He would do nothing against you.”
“I’m not a hero,” said Caina. “I’m a spy and a very good liar.”
Nasser smiled. “True. But the Balarigar, the legend that has grown around you like a pearl around a grain of sand…well, that is something else, is it not?” 
“Kazravid, though,” said Caina. “Kazravid would try for the bounty.”
“Almost certainly,” said Nasser. “And do you trust Mistress Strake?”
“No,” said Caina. “But as you said, trust is not required.” She remembered something Halfdan had told her once. “I understand her. She doesn’t care about money. She cares about puzzles, about equations and machines and locks. She needs distractions from everything she has lost.”
In a way, she was a great deal like Caina. 
“And, of course, a distraction from the wraithblood,” said Nasser.
“That, too,” said Caina. 
“She did well, standing up to Kazravid,” said Nasser. “But it was hard for her. You could see it, could you not?” Caina gave a reluctant nod. “We shall have to keep an eye on her. She wishes to avoid wraithblood, yes…but every man has a limit beyond which he cannot resist temptation.” 
Caina nodded again. “The knowledge that wraithblood was made from the blood of murdered slaves will likely help.” 
“Aye,” said Nasser. He looked at the moon and shook his head. “A grave crime, is it not? You Ghosts often have tender consciences. But you may rest assured that you can steal from Callatas without qualm.” 
“If it is within my power,” said Caina, voice soft, “I intend to do much more than steal form him.”
She remembered a balcony like this, years ago, where she had killed the Lord Governor of Rasadda. He had been kidnapping the citizens of Rasadda and selling them to slavers from Alqaarin. Caina had killed him without the slightest twinge of remorse…and Callatas’s crimes were far blacker. 
“But we have wandered far afield of the question,” said Nasser. “Which of them do you think will betray us?” 
“Any one of them,” said Caina. “Callatas is held in dread, and fear is a powerful motivator. Or they might realize that I am the Balarigar and try to claim the bounty. Or they might turn us over to Callatas in exchange for a reward.” She shrugged. “Laertes says he has daughters. Perhaps his fear of what Callatas or the Teskilati might do to them will turn him against you. Tarqaz could quail at the last moment and tell everything to his master. But if I had to guess, I would say that Anaxander is the most likely.”
“Why is that?” said Nasser.
“He’s a magus. Or he was.”
Nasser smiled. “You are not fond of the Imperial Magisterium, I take it?”
Caina stifled a curse. Again she had revealed more to Nasser than she had intended. She would have be more on her guard around him. “I do not regard them with any great affection, no.”
“Perhaps that explains where you acquired your sensitivity to sorcery,” said Nasser.  
“The magi are proud and cruel and crave ever greater arcane power,” said Caina. “Any one of the others might betray us for fear or money or personal vengeance. Anaxander has one additional motivation. Callatas can teach him arcane secrets, forms of sorcery unknown within the Empire. A hard temptation for a magus to resist.”
“Anaxander is a drunkard,” said Nasser, “who primarily wants enough money to be left alone and continue his researches into the nature of the netherworld.”
“That won’t end well,” said Caina, who had been to the netherworld twice, and had regretted it both times. 
“Likely not,” said Nasser. “Still, for the present his skills are useful. And all mortal men are flawed and have weaknesses. We must do the best we can with the tools we have at hand. You and I, of course, wish Callatas stopped for our own reasons. The others are primarily interested in money or distractions or their personal grievances. But for now, this produces a useful confluence of interests. Someone may betray us…but someone might always betray us. Vigilance is required.” He grinned. “I suspect a Ghost nightfighter knows that already.” 
“Your plan has roles for all the others,” said Caina. “I assume you have a task for me?”
“Yes,” said Nasser. “We may have a small problem.” 
“Just one? Your optimism cheers me.”
“Concerning the defenses of the Maze,” said Nasser. “The pyrikon you stole from Vaysaal will allow you, and anyone you invite with you, to bypass the transmutation spell upon the air. However, Callatas has another layer of defense around the Maze. Tell me…how familiar are you with the spirits of the netherworld?” 
She remembered the Defender, the earth elemental that had been bound within the flesh of the slave girl Nicasia. Or the lesser earth elementals that Ranarius had conjured up. Or the Stone of Cyrioch, the great elemental sovereign hibernating beneath Cyrioch’s Palace of Splendors. The elementals were indifferent to mortals, but some of the netherworld’s denizens were far more malicious. The phobomorphic spirits, for one.
Or the nagataaru. 
“More than I would like,” said Caina. 
“There are as many different nations and tribes of spirits as there are nations and tribes of men,” said Nasser. “Once such group of spirits are known as the djinn in the legends and histories of Istarinmul and Anshan. They are elemental spirits of wind and storm, uninterested in the affairs of men. Yet a sorcerer with the correct spells can summon them…and unlike many spirits, they are interested in commerce.” 
“Commerce?” said Caina. “Surely not gold or silver?”
“The needs of spirits are more esoteric than ours,” said Nasser. “They trade in knowledge, or power, or memories, or spells. A djinni can be summoned, and if the sorcerer is sufficiently powerful or clever, he can bind the djinni to a pact. For the djinn love to negotiate and haggle. And they scrupulously adhere to the letter of their agreements while utterly ignoring the spirit. Every story you have heard about a slave boy or an impoverished virgin who found a golden ring containing a wish-granting djinni has at least some basis in truth.”
“I’ve have also heard stories,” said Caina, “where the djinni’s wishes carry a curse – the sultan who turns everything he touches to gold, including his wives and concubines, the man who wished to live forever but can never die from his wounds, the girl who wished for a beautiful singing voice but lost the power of speech when not singing.”
Nasser grinned. “The djinn keep to the letter of their agreements, not the spirit.” 
“Since we are having this conversation,” said Caina, “I assume Callatas has djinn defending his palace.”
“One, specifically,” said Nasser, “defending the Maze and the laboratory within. The spirit’s name is Samnirdamnus, and he is a powerful djinni of air and storm. From what I understand, he carries high rank among the djinni, and is something of a lord or nobleman among them. Callatas bound him in a pact shortly after the destruction of Iramis, and he has guarded the Maze ever since.”
Caina waved her left hand, the bronze ring cold against her finger. “Won’t the pyrikon let us past?” 
“No,” said Nasser. “There is an obvious question you have not asked me, Master Ciaran.”
The answer clicked in Caina’s mind. “Callatas ordered Vaysaal’s assassination, and the Kindred and the Immortals almost caught me at his palace.” Nasser nodded. “Which means that Callatas almost certainly knows that Vaysaal's pyrikon has been stolen…yet we are planning to rob the palace anyway. That means Callatas has other defenses around the Maze.” She sighed. “What can this Samnirdamnus do, exactly?” 
“He provides a twofold defense to the Maze,” said Nasser. “First, if anyone steps within the Maze, he knows immediately. No spell or enspelled device is powerful enough to block his awareness, and his pact obliges him to inform Callatas at once. Second, if he manifests, anyone standing in his presence will die after exactly one thousand and one heartbeats.”
Caina felt a chill. “What?”
“I gather you have encountered such a spell before,” said Nasser.
“Yes,” said Caina. The mighty magi of the Fourth Empire had tried to create an Ascendant Bloodcrystal in imitation of the necromancer-priests of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun, and they had succeeded. But they had destroyed themselves in the process, and the bloodcrystal had remained dormant in Caer Magia for centuries, sucking away the life from anyone that ventured within its aura.
After exactly one thousand and one heartbeats.
“Where did you encounter such a spell, if I might ask?” said Nasser.
“Never mind,” said Caina. “The effect…is it necromantic in origin?”
“I do not believe so,” said Nasser. “From what I understand, Samnirdamnus can command the wind and the storm. So he commands the air around him to kill after the one thousandth and first heartbeat of anyone who sees him.”
“So in essence he is a watchman,” said Caina. “One who never sleeps, whose eyes never blink…and if we set foot in the Maze, he will warn Callatas at once, who will then come to kill us. Assuming Samnirdamnus’s sorcery does not kill us first.”
“You grasp the problem admirably,” said Nasser. “Now let us turn our attention to how…”
“No,” said Caina. 
Nasser raised an eyebrow. “Pardon?”
“No,” said Caina. “You know far too much. You knew what a pyrikon was. You knew who Nerina was before I brought her into the room. You knew that wraithblood was manufactured from the blood of murdered slaves, and obtaining that knowledge nearly killed me. You know a great deal about the djinni and the creatures of the netherworld. And you know far, far too much about Callatas and his designs.” She stared at him for a moment. “Who are you?”
“Ah,” said Nasser. “You think, perhaps, that I am the traitor. That perhaps this is all an elaborate trap to snare the Balarigar.”
“That is one possible explanation,” said Caina. “Or you might desire to supplant Callatas, and claim the Apotheosis for your own. You might be his apprentice, hoping to capture or kill me to gain his favor. Or you are an agent of the Teskilati playing a very deep game.” She pointed with her left hand at his left hand. “And your hand. I can feel the sorcery on it, and I know there’s something…wrong with it. A normal hand of flesh and blood cannot crush an Immortal’s helmet.” 
Nasser grinned, his eyes glinting. “But did you ever consider that you might be a trap for me, Balarigar?”
Caina snorted. “Truly?”
“I have outlived many enemies,” said Nasser, “and those I have not outlived I have evaded. I have done that through caution. I have worked against Callatas for years, and I do not think it will surprise you to learn that he greatly desires my death. For years I have worked against him…and then you appear like a bolt out of the blue, terrorizing the cowled masters and disrupting Callatas’s supply of slaves. And then you conveniently require rescue…and, ah, for years I have sought men of skill to aid my work, and you are skilled and talented. A master thief able to assume any disguise, to outrun and outthink Immortals and Kindred assassins alike, a man able to change his voice and accent and appearance almost at will. Even better, you are not a mere crass thief, but a nightfighter of the Ghosts! A man on a crusade from his Emperor, come to free the slaves and terrorize the Brotherhood and overthrow the evil sorcerer Callatas! What better ally could I find? And what better way to craft a trap for me?”
“If I’m not a Ghost nightfighter or a master thief, then what am I?” said Caina.
Nasser shrugged. “A Kindred assassin, perhaps, playing a deep game. Or a simple hunter seeking to claim my bounty. Or a madman carrying out a one-man war against the Brotherhood until death takes him.”
“No,” said Caina. “I told you that much of the truth. I am a Ghost nightfighter.” Technically she was the circlemaster, but Nasser didn’t need to know the distinction. And it wasn’t as if anyone else with a nightfighter’s skills currently belonged to Istarinmul’s Ghost circle. 
“But that is only part of the truth, is it not?” said Nasser. “Everything I have told you is the truth, Balarigar or Ciaran or whatever I shall call you, but I freely admit I have not told you the entire truth. But come! Let us make a bargain. I shall tell you the entire truth…but only if you tell me the entirety of your truth.”
Caina did not even consider it for a moment. If she was wrong about Nasser, telling him the truth would put her at his mercy. Worse, it would put Agabyzus and Damla and her sons in danger. 
“You hesitate,” said Nasser, “because you cannot. Because you know that telling me everything would people in danger? Perhaps people you care about?”
“Yes,” said Caina. 
“The same is true of me, Ghost,” said Nasser. “We are both men of many secrets…and lives depend upon keeping those secrets, do they not?”
Caina said nothing for a moment, listening to the constant uproar from the tavern below.
“For a thief,” she said at last, “you are a very good orator.”
Nasser laughed. “I am a man of many talents, Master Ciaran. Now. Back to the matter at hand.”
“How to bypass Samnirdamnus,” said Caina.
“Your shadow-cloak would let you evade his vision,” said Nasser, “but you would still be subject to his command over the air. Unless you managed to clear the Maze in under one thousand and one beats of your heart, you would die. Quite painlessly, I should point out, but you would still die.”
“Then how do we get past Samnirdamnus?” said Caina.
“We summon him and make a pact of our own,” said Nasser. 
Caina frowned. “What, we’ll find some slave child and offer up a blood sacrifice?”
“Do not be trite,” said Nasser. “The djinn are not like the nagataaru. Such an offering would only convince Samnirdamnus that we are idiots. No, the djinn deal in knowledge, in memories, in spells and secrets. We shall have to offer Samnirdamnus a secret.”
“And you have some?” said Caina.
“Many,” said Nasser. “And I imagine you have a few, if it comes to it. The djinn may also challenge us to riddles, or to another intellectual game.”
“Won’t his pact with Callatas keep him from speaking with us?” said Caina.
Nasser laughed. “Have you ever gone to the halls of the magistrates and watched the wazirs and the hakims haggle endlessly over a fine point of the law? The law is a wax arrow that can be twisted to point in whatever direction a man with sufficient power and money desires. While the djinn keep to the letter of their pacts, they care nothing for the spirit.”
“Then you will summon Samnirdamnus,” said Caina, “and negotiate a pact with him that will let us enter the Maze while keeping to the letter of his agreement with Callatas.” 
“You have the right of it,” said Nasser.
“Where will we find a sorcerer to summon Samnirdamnus?” said Caina. “They are not exactly…wait. You’ll have Anaxander do it, won’t you?” She remembered Nasser clapping the magus on the shoulder. “You gave him a note, telling him to stay behind.”
“As ever, your observational prowess impresses me,” said Nasser. “We should go to Anaxander now. It is growing late, and from what I understand midnight is the best time to work such summoning spells.” 
“We should bring Nerina,” said Caina.
Nasser frowned. “The djinn are subtle and clever with words. Mistress Strake, despite her formidable talents, is not the woman to negotiate with a djinni.”
“Not to negotiate,” said Caina. “If Samnirdamnus asks us a question with a riddle or a mathematical component, her abilities will prove useful.”
“True,” said Nasser. “I should have thought of it myself. Come.”
He led the way back to the dining room on the second floor. Azaces remained on guard by the door, his scowl unwavering. Nerina scrutinized the food on the table, humming to herself. 
Anaxander sat upon his cushion, his face tight and drawn. He looked up as Nasser and Caina entered.
“Are we ready?” said Nasser.
“As close to it as we ever shall be,” said Anaxander.
“Capital,” said Nasser. “Then let us haggle with an immortal spirit.”







Chapter 11 - A Knight of Wind and Air
Nasser led them to a room in the cellar of the Shahenshah’s Seat.

The cellar was as dilapidated as the rest of the inn. Heavy brick columns supported the ceiling overhead, and sand covered the floor. Nasser walked past stacked barrels of beer and sacks of wheat, and came at last to an iron-bound door in the far wall of the cellar. He unlocked it, the heavy iron hinges squealing, and revealed a room beyond. 
At once Caina felt the faint tingle of waiting sorcery. 
The room was a square brick vault about fifteen feet across. Unlike the rest of the cellar, the floor had been swept clean of dust and sand. An elaborate design of arcane sigils had been carved into the center of the floor and glowed with a pale gray light, similar to the light of the netherworld, the light that came from an opened Mirror of Worlds. 
Anaxander pushed past them, strode to the sigil, and began muttering spells. Caina felt the pulse of sorcery, and resisted the urge to draw a weapon. Anaxander was on their side.
At least, she thought so.
Azaces and Nerina stepped into the vault, and Nasser locked the door behind them. Nerina looked around at everything with curiosity, while Azaces’s perpetual scowl deepened when he saw the sigil. 
Caina understood his reaction.
“While Anaxander makes his preparations,” said Nasser in a low voice, “I wish to offer a few points of warning.”
Azaces nodded, and Nerina looked up from the glowing design. 
“First,” said Nasser, “let me do the talking. I have dealt with such spirits before. I know you have as well, Master Ciaran, but have you ever had to negotiate with one?” 
“No,” said Caina. “I did talk one out of killing me, though I am not sure if that counts.” 
“Hopefully it will not come to that,” said Nasser. “Second, if the djinni asks you a question, answer it honestly. Conceal your words if at all possible, but direct lies will enrage it.”
“Will the spirit communicate in mathematical equations?” said Nerina. “That seems more efficient.”
“No,” said Nasser, “but assume it is just as clever as you are, Mistress Strake. Finally, you need to count your heartbeats.” 
“You mean…” said Caina.
“I am afraid so,” said Nasser. “Samnirdamnus’s aura will manifest after Anaxander summons him. We shall have one thousand and one heartbeats to make an agreement with him before we are killed. Mistress Strake, I shall need you to count.”
“On average, one thousand and one heartbeats comes to approximately…one quarter of an hour,” said Nerina. “Most likely less, since the stress of the situation will cause our hearts to beat faster.” To Caina’s astonishment, she smiled. “What a delightful puzzle!”
Azaces shook his head in dismay. 
“One final matter,” said Nasser. “The djinni can skim the surface of your thoughts, and may take the forms of people you know from your past. Likely he will do this in an attempt to unnerve you or shake your control.”
“Or to make our heartbeats speed up,” said Nerina brightly. 
“That as well,” said Nasser. 
Anaxander straightened up with a grunt, wiping the sweat from his forehead. “We are ready. After I begin the spell, do not step over the lines of the sigil for any reason. To do so would be tremendously dangerous. Additionally, I shall be in a trance for the duration of the spell, and will have no awareness of my surroundings. You shall have to protect me.”
“How long will the spell last?” said Caina.
“Until the next sunrise,” said Anaxander, “or until you dismiss the djinni and revoke the spell.”
Caina nodded. That, at least, gave them a way out. If too much time passed, Nasser could dismiss the djinni and they could escape the spirit’s killing spell. Of course, if they did that, they would have no way of getting into the Maze, no way of bypassing the djinni’s power.
“I will give the revocation authority to you, Nasser,” said Anaxander.
“No,” said Nasser. “Give it to Ciaran.” He smiled. “I shall be busy talking.” 
Caina blinked. Did he trust her that much already? Or perhaps it was a test, to see how she would react. Or maybe he would have all his attention focused upon Samnirdamnus and could not spare enough thought to count his heartbeats. 
“May we proceed?” said Anaxander. 
“Begin,” said Nasser.
Anaxander nodded, sat crossed-legged before the sigil, closed his eyes, and began to mutter under his breath. Caina felt the surge of arcane power in the air. The light of the sigil began to grow brighter, and a cold wind sprang up from nowhere, tugging at her ragged cloak and at Nerina’s stringy red hair. 
“Fascinating,” murmured Nerina. “The angles of the sigil correspond to the geometric values of…”
Azaces gave her shoulder a gentle touch, and Nerina fell silent. 
Anaxander shouted and clapped his hands together. The light from the sigil turned from gray to blazing white, and Caina squinted into the glare. The light faded away, the glow of the sigil pulsing with a throb like a heartbeat, and a shadowy shape appeared within the sigil. The magus shuddered, his eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids, his mouth moving in soundless syllables. 
Caina started counting her heartbeats. 
The shadowy shape resolved and hardened, forming the image of a man cloaked in darkness. Caina saw no distinct shapes within the shadowy form, save for the figure’s eyes…
A sudden chill rolled through her.
Eyes that burned with smokeless flame.
Eyes of smokeless flame that were identical to the ones she had seen in her dreams, to the ones she had seen in the Widow’s Tower.
“Well,” said the djinni in the sigil, using the same whispery, sardonic voice Caina remembered, “what do we have here?”
Nasser drew himself up. “Greetings, noble Samnirdamnus. We welcome…”
“You,” whispered Caina.
She felt the djinni’s gaze shift toward her. 
Nasser scowled, and then the scowl vanished with a hint of alarm. “You know each other?”
“We have met, haven’t we, my little child of the shadows, my darling demonslayer,” said the djinni. 
“Yes,” said Caina.
Maybe thirty heartbeats had passed since the djinni had appeared. 
“Well,” said Nasser, “you do have secrets, don’t you?” 
“I saw him in my dreams,” said Caina. “My sensitivity to sorcery…sometimes sorcerous presences can impact my thoughts. He spoke to me then, warned me against danger in the Widow’s Tower.” She disliked speaking so openly in front of both Nerina and Nasser. But they were in terrible danger. Samnirdamnus already knew her, and there was no telling how the djinni would react.
Of course, he had aided her twice before, once in the Widow’s Tower and again in Vaysaal’s palace. 
“Yes,” said Samnirdamnus. “Our little demonslayer is cleverer than you ever were, Nasser.”
Now it was Caina’s turn to frown. “You know him, too?”
Nasser frowned. “I told you I have opposed Callatas for a long time. This is not the first time Samnirdamnus and I have spoken.”
“So you do remember?” said Samnirdamnus. “I thought you had forgotten, my bold captain of men. A pity. If you were a little smarter, perhaps you would not be reduced to such desperate straits! Such allies you have found. The little demonslayer and the broken woman with a mind of metal and gears.”
Sixty-seven heartbeats.
“I do not believe we have met, sir,” said Nerina, her voice cold. 
“I am Samnirdamnus,” said the djinni, “knight and vassal of the Court of Wind and Air, in service to the Azure Sovereign. And you are Nerina Strake, your blood spiked with sorcerous poison, your mind a torment of numbers, your heart shaped by the cruelty of your dead father and the love of your lost husband.” 
“A simple introduction would have been more efficient,” said Nerina.
“Do you want to know me better?” said Samnirdamnus. The burning eyes turned towards Caina. “I know you do, my child of the shadows. Shall I wear a form that is familiar to you?”
The shadows blurred and tightened…and suddenly Corvalis Aberon stood upon the sigil.  
A shivering bolt of pain shot through Caina’s heart, and for a moment she forgot the urgency of the task at hand, forgot to mask her gestures and posture and voice, forgot even to count her heartbeats. Samnirdamnus had taken Corvalis’s form in her dreams, but she had never seen him in the waking world. A torrent of memories swept through Caina, and she remembered the day they had met in Cyrioch, remembered the glint of his green eyes and the way his hard, sword-callused hands had felt, the touch of his lips against hers…
Grief and rage shivered through her, freezing her mind for an instant. 
But this was not Corvalis, only a spirit wearing his guise. 
And ninety-two heartbeats had passed.
“If this is a joke,” said Caina, remembering to use her disguised voice, “it is in very poor taste.” 
“A joke? I never joke,” said Samnirdamnus. “You mortals are enslaved to your flesh, bound to your corporeality. Even the illusion of a memory is enough to flood your mind with emotion and shut down your thinking. Is that not so, my dear demonslayer?”
“Demonslayer?” said Nerina. “Why does he keeping calling you that?”
“You do not know?” said Samnirdamnus. “Your friend is the one they call the Balarigar. No sorcery, no spells, no aid, just a cunning mind filled with trickery. Yet with smoke and mirrors the Balarigar has terrorized the cowled masters, and even annoyed Callatas.”
Nerina looked at Caina, her eyes wide.
One hundred and eleven heartbeats. 
“But what of you, my dear locksmith?” said Samnirdamnus. It was disturbing to hear that sardonic voice coming from Corvalis’s mouth. “The broken child, your mind a calculating engine that never ceases! How you yearn for peace, for rest. Perhaps this will help.”
He blurred, and Corvalis disappeared. In his place appeared a tall Caerish man with a chest like a barrel, his arms and neck thick with muscle, his receding red hair and beard close-cropped. Nerina gasped and took a step back, and Azaces growled and drew his scimitar with a rasp of steel. 
“Father?” whispered Nerina. 
Nerina took a step forward, eyes wide with terror and wonder, and Azaces grabbed her arm. 
“It is an illusion,” said Caina, “a guise he is wearing to fool you.”
Nerina shook her head. “Yes…yes, you must be right. Death is the conclusion of the equation. It…”
“Enough of this,” said Nasser. “These games are of course amusing, noble Samnirdamnus, but we have summoned you for another reason.”
One hundred and forty-seven heartbeats. 
“Oh?” said Samnirdamnus. “You wish to negotiate, survivor? To perhaps achieve victory with your cunning speech? Tell me, what have all your words accomplished? Nothing at all. You have lost everything – your title, your home, your wealth, your people, your family…even those you love the most.”
Ragodan Strake blurred and disappeared, and in his place appeared a regal-looking woman in her late thirties or early forties. She looked beautiful, even queenly, and wore a rich purple gown that offered a stark contrast to her brown skin. A golden diadem adorned with glowing blue gems sat upon her black hair. 
Nasser laughed, but the fingers of his gloved left hand tightened further.
“Do you think to rattle me with these petty games?” said Nasser. “You cannot tell me any truth that I have not already spoken to myself a thousand times. No, I wish to negotiate with you…”
“No,” said Samnirdamnus. “I will not haggle with you.”
Nasser frowned. “Then why did you answer the summons?” 
“But I will negotiate,” said the djinni, pointing at Caina, “with the Balarigar.”
“Me?” said Caina. “Why?”
One hundred and ninety-two heartbeats.
“Because,” said Samnirdamnus, and his form blurred and shifted to that of Alexius Naerius, the Emperor of Nighmar, an old, white-bearded man in a purple-trimmed black robe. “I have been looking for you for a long time. For decades before you were even born. I do not yet know if you were the one I sought.” The burning eyes flashed brighter. “But if you are…then you will have no trouble overcoming this challenge, will you? But you will want to overcome it quickly. You do not have very much time left.”
Two hundred and thirty-four heartbeats.
“Proceed,” said Nasser.
Caina took a deep breath. “Very well. We want…”
“I know what you want,” said Samnirdamnus. “You wish to break into Callatas’s sanctum and steal his secrets to use as weapons against him. A clever strategy, and one that I applaud. But you cannot do it unless I first relax my vigilance. My pact with Callatas obliges me to report any trespass upon the Maze until I am defeated or my power kills the intruders.”
“But we are not trespassing upon the Maze right now, are we?” said Caina as her two hundred and fifty-first heartbeat passed. “So you have not yet reported this to Callatas.”
“I have not,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“Then if we defeat you here,” said Caina, “before you kill us…then you would not be obliged to report our presence when we enter the Maze?”
Samnirdamnus smiled. “I believe my pact with Callatas can be interpreted that way.”
“Fine,” said Caina. “So if we defeat you right now, we can enter the Maze and you will neither report us nor harm us?”
“Your logic is sound,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“How shall we fight?” said Caina. “You are a spirit. It is not as if we could have a contest of throwing knives.” 
“No,” said Samnirdamnus. “Nor are you capable of a challenge of sorcery. Instead, let us fight over the one attribute both immortal spirits and fleshly mortals share – knowledge. Though I rather possess more of it than you.”
“What sort of knowledge?” said Caina.
Three hundred heartbeats.
“I shall present you with a puzzle,” said Samnirdamnus, “and if you solve it, I agree to your terms. I will permit you to enter the Maze without harming you or your companions or notifying Callatas of the intrusion.”
“And if I fail?” said Caina.
“Why, you will all die once you reach your one thousandth and first heartbeat since you summoned me,” said Samnirdamnus. “Which, my child of the shadows, I imagine approaches quickly.” 
“I could just banish you before that happens,” said Caina.
“This is very true,” said Samnirdamnus. “Alas, you have already announced your intention to enter the Maze and rob Callatas. Therefore if you banish me…”
“You are obliged to report to Callatas,” said Caina.
“That would be unfortunate,” said Nasser.
“As ever, my lord of glass,” said Samnirdamnus, “your penchant for noticing the obvious amazes me.” 
Three hundred and thirty-seven heartbeats.
“The puzzle, now,” said Caina.
“As you wish, dear demonslayer,” said Samnirdamnus, smiling. 
He waved his right hand, and sorcery pulsed around Caina’s skin. The air along the wall to Caina’s left rippled, and she tensed, wondering if the powerful spirit had unleashed a spell upon them. But instead letters of fire appeared upon the bricks of the wall. No, not letters. Symbols. Mathematical symbols, the sort Anshani occultists used to precisely track the movement of the stars and planets. 
And numbers.
It was a mathematical equation, massive and intricate beyond Caina’s ability to solve. She knew sums and multiplication and division, and could keep count well enough in her head, which was how she knew her three hundred and eighty-fifth heartbeat had just passed. But this was far beyond her ability to solve. 
Nerina stepped forward, her pale eyes bright with sudden interest. 
“There you are, child of the shadows,” said Samnirdamnus. “Your puzzle. I suggest you solve it at once.” He smiled. “You only have the rest of your life.” 
“Just as Nasser delegated his authority to banish you to me,” said Caina, “so I delegate the solving of this riddle to Nerina Strake.”
“Very well,” said Samnirdamnus. 
Nerina darted forward, producing a notebook and a stub of a pencil from one deep pocket, and began scribbling notes as she stared at the numbers of fire. 
“I hope, Mistress Strake,” said Nasser, stepping closer to Caina, “that you are up to the challenge.”
“Can’t talk,” barked Nerina. “Numbers. Easier. Language too much work.”
She resumed scribbling.
Azaces planted himself between Nerina and Samnirdamnus, scowling at the djinni. 
“And what of you, loyal dog?” said Samnirdamnus. “Shall we discuss your crimes before the world, perhaps?”
He blurred, and took a different form, a lean, fit man in his twenties, clad in chain mail, with thick brown hair and bright gray eyes. Azaces stiffened, but Nerina, occupied with her notebook, did not notice. Caina’s four hundred and fiftieth heartbeat passed. To her annoyance, fear was making her heart faster. 
“Do you think you can ever atone for it?” said Samnirdamnus. “You have seen the harm you have wrought, silent one. No matter how loyal your service, no matter how selfless your duty, you will never redeem yourself. Never.”
Azaces withdrew one hand from the hilt of his massive weapon to offer a rude gesture to the djinni.
To her surprise Samnirdamnus laughed. “Brevity is its own eloquence.” His burning eyes turned toward Caina and Nasser. “But he is not so different from you two, is he not? The homeless man and the demonslayer, both seeking something lost forever. You will never find it, not if you seek for a thousand years.”
Nasser shrugged. “I know exactly where to find it, do I not?”
“Knowing is not the same as having,” said Samnirdamnus. “And you, Balarigar…you know what you want. But you can never have it, can you? No matter what you do. No matter how many slaves you free. How many sorcerers and tyrants you defeat.”
Her hand wanted to stray to her stomach, to the scars there that had taken the ability to bear children before she had ever even known a man. But she pushed the thought from her mind. There were more important things to consider. 
Like the fact that her five hundredth heartbeat had just passed, and Nerina was still scribbling in her notebook. 
“Why are you talking like this?” said Caina. “These taunts, these hints of doom?”
Samnirdamnus offered a shrug, his form shifting back to that of the Emperor. “Why not? It helps pass the time. I am immortal, eternal, and I do not change. You mortals are like mayflies, like candles guttering in the cold wind. Yet you change so quickly in the short span of your little lives. It is fascinating to watch.”
“No, it isn’t,” said Caina. “Not for you. The djinni take little interest in mortal affairs.”
Samnirdamnus laughed. “Yet here I am. We care little what petty king or sultan or emperor rules you, true, but you are nonetheless fascinating. So many secrets, so many games twisted around themselves. Were the nagataaru not so vile, I could understand why they want to eat you all.” 
“Then you are enemies of the nagataaru?” said Caina.
Samnirdamnus smiled. “For longer than you can imagine. Before mortals lived upon this world, before this world encircled its sun, before this sun even burned in the heavens, the vassals and knights of the Azure Sovereign waged war against the nagataaru. We have fought them for millennia beyond count, and long after this world has turned to a cinder and the sun has burned out, we will fight against them.”
Nearly six hundred heartbeats had passed. Nerina still seemed enraptured by the equation. 
“A war between immortal spirits,” murmured Nasser, “must be a curious thing.”
“Think how much longer a war lasts,” said Samnirdamnus, “when none of the warriors can die.” 
“Then that is why you have spoken with me?” said Caina. “Because you are an enemy of the nagataaru?”
“I already told you the reason why,” said Samnirdamnus. “I think you might be the one I have sought for a long time.” 
“Sought to do what?” said Caina. “To free you? To fight the nagataaru? To oppose Callatas?”
“If you are the one,” said Samnirdamnus, “you will know.”
Caina scowled as her six hundredth and thirtieth heartbeat passed. 
“That’s nonsense,” said Caina. “You’ve always spoken nonsense to me. But you did warn me of the daevagoths in the Widow’s Tower. And against the guards at Vaysaal’s palace. So you speak nonsense, but always with a purpose. What is the purpose this time?”
“Like I told you,” said Samnirdamnus. “To pass the time.” 
“To pass the time,” said Caina, and then she understood. 
She looked at Nerina scribbling in her notebook, at the maze of numbers and symbols covering the wall.
“You’re stalling,” said Caina. “This isn’t a riddle or an equation. It’s a trap. Nerina.” The locksmith did not look up from her notebook. “Nerina! The ratio of a circle’s circumference to its diameter. What is it, exactly?”
“The first several digits are three point one four one five nine,” said Nerina, “but the number is infinite. It cannot be computed to the final digit. It is an irrational number,” she blinked, “it is essentially…unsolvable.” 
She turned and gazed at the wall as Caina’s six hundred and ninety-seventh heartbeat passed.
“Of course,” whispered Nerina, spinning to face Samnirdamnus. “The equation cannot be solved. It would instead generate an infinite series of recursive numbers.”
“The question is unanswerable,” said Caina. “It wasn’t a challenge at all. It was a trap to hold us until your spell killed us.” 
Her seven hundredth heartbeat passed.
“And that,” said Samnirdamnus, “is the answer.” He seemed pleased, somehow. “You have solved the challenge, Balarigar. When you and your companions enter the Maze, I will not stop you and I will not warn Callatas.”
He gestured, and the letters of fire vanished from the wall.
“Thank you,” said Caina.
“Do not thank me,” said Samnirdamnus. He grinned, his eyes burning brighter. “For when you discover what awaits you within the Maze, you may well wish you had died here tonight.”
There was another flash of light, and he vanished entirely. 
They stood in silence for a moment.
“Well,” said Nasser. “Wasn’t that pleasant?” 
Caina let out a long breath and rubbed her forehead, the sweat damp beneath her fingers. “That wasn’t in the least pleasant.”
“It could have been worse,” said Nasser. “We are, after all, still alive.”
“I can’t argue with that,” said Caina. 
“You did well,” said Nasser. “Most men would have panicked, or spent their final moments of life trying to solve the equation. Instead you saw the truth of the matter.” 
Caina nodded. Oddly, she found his praise pleasing. It was his gift for leadership, she supposed, the same way he had brought Kazravid and Azaces to heel.
“I would have realized the same thing eventually,” said Nerina. “Unfortunately, I would not have calculated that the equation was unsolvable for…another forty-seven minutes, I think. That would have been nearly three thousand heartbeats, so I would have been dead by then and therefore unable to calculate the answer.”
“The dead aren’t very good at calculations,” said Caina, and Azaces snorted. 
“Are you really the Balarigar?” said Nerina. 
“Yes.”
“And you aren’t a wielder of arcane forces?”
“No.”
Nasser laughed. 
“Please don’t tell anyone,” said Caina. The bounty upon the Balarigar's head would pay Nerina's debts a hundred times over.
But Nerina only shook her head. She looked…pleased. Delighted, even. 
“What a statistical anomaly you are!” she exclaimed. “So very…very…”
“Improbable?” suggested Nasser. 
“Yes, that is the precise word!” said Nerina. “Highly, highly improbable!” She smiled. “And you did just save my life and Azaces’s life. I would have tried to solve that equation until I dropped dead from Samnirdamnus’s sorcery. Your secrets are safe with me, all of them.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. Nerina was the only one in Nasser’s little band who knew that Caina was a woman. Well, Azaces knew, but he could neither speak nor write, which made it unlikely he would tell her secrets to anyone. And the fewer people that knew Caina’s secrets, the safer that she would be, the safer that Damla and her sons and Agabyzus would be. 
Anaxander groaned and rubbed his head.
“Oh, do I have a headache,” he mumbled. He opened his bloodshot eyes and stared up at them. “Did I miss anything?”







Chapter 12 - Petty Fraud
Caina spent the next several days preparing her alias. 

She thought long and hard about what identity to use when entering Callatas’s palace, and considered and discarded several. The next phase of Nasser’s plan called for both Caina and Kazravid to obtain invitations to Callatas’s banquet using false names. Kazravid had already done so, claiming to be a noble from the far southern reaches of Anshan. Caina contemplated disguising herself as a minor Nighmarian nobleman, as a Szaldic merchant of Varia Province, even as one of the magi. She had masqueraded as Rania Scorneus of the Magisterium before, and could so again if necessary. Finally she decided upon a minor noble from House Helvius of Imperial Cyrica. The Cyrican provinces were the only provinces of the Empire that allowed slavery, a legacy of the War of the Fourth Empire, and House Helvius had close links with the Slavers’ Brotherhood. 
So Caina invented Lord Amazaeus Helvius, a distant cousin of old Lord Helvius himself. 
She obtained the necessary clothes from the Sanctuary, garbing herself in a mixture of Nighmarian and Anshani dress that the nobles of Cyrica often affected – the coat, trousers, and boots of a Nighmarian nobleman, with the turban of an Anshani anjar. The coat was cut longer and looser than was fashionable in Malarae, which was just as well, since it concealed her figure. A search through the cabinets produced a fake mustache and pointed beard of decent quality, which Caina affixed to her lip and chin. 
She stepped back, examined her reflection in the mirror, and nodded. She was the very image of a haughty Cyrican nobleman of Nighmarian descent, the sort of young fool who would march to the Grand Master’s palace and demand entry.
So Caina set off to do just that. 

###

The Gilded Throne was a small palace in its own right. In fact, it had once been a palace belonging to a master of the Slavers’ Brotherhood, until the cowled master had run afoul of the vicious politics of Istarinmul’s nobility. After the unfortunate master’s execution, some enterprising fellow had purchased the empty palace and converted it to an inn catering to the wealthiest merchants and nobles. 
The footmen at the gate let her enter thanks to her disguise, and Caina strolled through the grounds, past rippling pools inhabited by graceful swans and gardens tended with meticulous care by a small army of gray-clad slaves. More slaves waited with trays of wine and delicacies, all of them young and attractive. It must have cost Nasser a fortune to rent a suite here. 
She found Kazravid’s suite and knocked at the door.
A moment later it swung open, and Kazravid scowled at her. He wore finer robes than last time, and his hair and black beard had been trimmed and oiled. 
“Aye, what do you wish?” he snarled in Anshani. 
Caina said nothing, waiting to see if he would recognize her.
“Do you mock me with your silence?” said Kazravid. “I am the anjar Hormizid of Anshan, a loyal warrior of the great Shahenshah, and you will treat me with respect!”
“No, you’re not,” said Caina.
Kazravid frowned, a hint of confusion worming its way into the anger.
“Do you still have that vial of wraithblood?” said Caina. “You really should get rid of it. The substance is dangerous.” 
Kazravid blinked and peered closer. “Ciaran?”
Caina nodded. 
“By the Living Flame,” muttered Kazravid, looking her up and down. “I did not recognize you at all.” He snorted. “You’re good at this sort of thing. I thought Nasser’s plan was ridiculous…but you look like another man.”
“It’s a gift,” said Caina.
“Come inside,” said Kazravid. “The others are ready.” 
Caina followed him into the suite’s anteroom. A small fountain bubbled in the center of the room, a skylight admitting the morning sun. Nerina sat at the edge of the fountain, a mess of disassembled locks and papers spread around her. She was making modifications to her crossbow, taking notes from time to time upon one of the papers. 
“She’s been doing that,” muttered Kazravid, “the entire time she has been here.”
Caina shrugged. “One must do something to keep busy.”
Azaces stood guard over Nerina, grim as ever.
“I suppose,” said Kazravid. “Still, her Sarbian is a solid fellow. We’ve sparred a few times. Knows his way around with a sword. Had he found his way to Anshan, he would have been worthy of joining the Shahenshah’s Companions.” 
“You have your invitation?” said Caina. 
Kazravid snorted. “The noble anjar Hormizid is a man of such renown that of course he was invited. And it helped that Tarqaz forged the invitation. Useful little fellow, for a eunuch. Ah, here they are.”
Laertes, Strabane, and Anaxander walked into the anteroom. Laertes wore chain mail and leather beneath a surcoat adorned with the colors of House Helvius, and Strabane wore similar garb, though his towering height made him look far more dangerous. Anaxander had replaced his ragged black robe for one that was fresh and clean, bound about the waist with the red sash of a brother of the Imperial Magisterium. He only appeared to have a mild hangover for once. 
Perhaps fear of Callatas had sobered him up. 
“Ready?” said Caina. 
“No,” said Anaxander. 
Laertes shrugged. “We have assumed false identities and are going to lie to gain access to the palace of the most powerful man in Istarinmul. What could possibly go wrong?” 
Strabane snorted. “Everything.” 
“That is not reassuring,” said Anaxander. 
“Come,” said Caina. “Let us invite ourselves to a party.”

###

Callatas’s palace was not hard to find.
It was only slightly smaller than the Golden Palace and the College of Alchemists. The Masters’ Quarter, the Emirs’ Quarter, and the Alchemists’ Quarter were almost as large as the rest of Istarinmul combined, yet Callatas’s palace took up a large portion of that ground. Gleaming white walls ringed the palace, studded with towers that combined both soaring grace and sturdy defensibility. Beyond the walls rose hanging towers and gardens that remained Caina of the ziggurats of New Kyre but more graceful, domes of polished stone gleaming behind them. Massive reliefs adorned the outer walls, stylized versions of the scene Caina had seen in the Tarshahzon Gardens. 
A steady stream of carts and porters moved back and forth through the gates, carrying supplies and food for the upcoming banquet. A dozen Immortals stood guard, watching the traffic with blue-gleaming eyes. 
“You should do the talking,” said Laertes. 
Caina nodded, adjusted her coat with a flourish, and strode towards the gates, looking neither left or right, her chin raised as Anaxander, Strabane, and Laertes trailed after her. The slaves took one look at her fine clothes and scattered out of the way. 
“You will halt,” said one of the Immortals in a voice made metallic by his skull mask. 
Caina stopped and glared up at the Immortal, who stood a good foot and a half taller. “And just who the devil are you?” She made sure to slur her Istarish with a thick Nighmarian accent.
“You will identify yourself,” said the Immortal.
“Do you not know who I am, fellow?” said Caina, drawing herself up.
The Immortal stared down at her.
“You will identify yourself,” said the Immortal at last, a touch of exasperation in the cold voice. 
“I am Lord Amazaeus of House Helvius,” said Caina, “and my uncle Lord Helvius is a valued friend and ally of the Slavers’ Brotherhood. On this day of celebration for Grand Master Callatas, my uncle has sent me to pay his respects to the noble and honorable Grand Master.”
The Immortal said nothing.
“Surely you have heard of House Helvius,” said Caina. “Even a brute soldier cannot be so ignorant.”
A twitch went through the Immortal’s armored frame, and Caina felt a flicker of fear. Provoking the Immortal like that was foolish. Yet it was exactly how an arrogant Imperial noble would behave. 
“Proceed inside,” said the Immortal at last. “Speak with the Seneschal of the Household. If you are worthy to attend the Grand Master’s celebration, the Seneschal shall arrange the necessary documents.” The Immortal pointed. “You!” A gray-clad slave hurried over, a middle-aged man with a tired face. “Take the foreigner to the Seneschal of the Household.”
“It took you long enough,” sniffed Caina, and she stepped forward. The Immortal moved again to block her path. “Now what?”
“Your magus and bodyguards,” said the Immortal, the skull mask turning towards Strabane and Anaxander and Laertes, “must remain outside.”
“I am a lord and nobleman of the Empire of Nighmar, and I require my attendants!” said Caina. 
“This is not the Empire,” said the Immortal, a growl entering the metallic voice. “This is Istarinmul, and Grand Master Callatas’s word is law here.” The slave stepped back in alarm. “Either go inside and leave your guards here, or depart with them. But if you waste another moment of my time I shall kill you.”
“Very well,” said Caina, mixing hauteur and a hint of fear in her voice. She gestured at Laertes. “You men, await me here. Stay out of trouble.” She pointed at the slave. “You, take me to the Seneschal of the Household at once.”
“As you command, my lord,” said the slave with a deep bow, and he walked through the gates, Caina following him. 
They passed through the wall and into the outer courtyard. Caina had seen towns that could have fit within the courtyard. On her right the courtyard stretched away, broad and flat and paved with gleaming white stone, heroic statues standing upon plinths. To her left she saw a garden of strange, alien plants, similar to the one within Vaysaal’s palace, but far larger. Within the heart of the garden rose a high tower adorned with crystalline statues upon its sides, no doubt victims of Callatas’s transmutations. 
“What is that tower?” said Caina.
“That is the Grand Master’s private gardens,” said the slave, “and the tower is the entrance to the Maze.”
“The Maze?” said Caina with a laugh. “What, does the Grand Master keep monsters in his maze, or throw prisoners down there to starve?” 
The slave hesitated. “It…guards the entrance to the Grand Master’s sanctum, his library and his laboratories. We are not permitted within under pain of death. My lord, by your pleasure, the Seneschal of the Household is this way.” 
Likely the poor man wanted to get far away from the Maze and the peculiar plants.
“Very well,” said Caina, as if granting a favor. “Show me the way.”
The slave scurried onward, relieved.
They entered the palace proper, walking down a massive hall lined with towering columns of white marble, sunlight streaming through skylights overhead. More of the crystalline statues glittered in niches along the walls, their faces twisted with fear and horror. Callatas had hundreds of the things. Maybe thousands. Caina’s heart tightened with fury, though she kept her expression calm. How many people had Callatas murdered in the century and a half since the fall of Iramis? How many thousands of lives had he ruined and blighted? 
Would he ever be called to account for his endless crimes? And how much worse would he yet do if his plot with the wraithblood came to fruition? 
Caina didn’t know if she could stop him. But she would try.
The slave led her to a broad inner courtyard, domes and towers rising around them. A knot of slaves stood in the center, overseeing the porters and carters that hauled goods through the palace. Caina spotted Tarqaz in his gray robe and silvered steel collar, his plump head beading with sweat. 
“The Seneschal of the Household, my lord,” said the slave, bowing. 
Caina stopped before Tarqaz, her hands upon her hips. “You, fellow! You are the seneschal?”
“I am, my lord,” said Tarqaz with the ingrained politeness of the lifelong slave. “Forgive me, but your illustrious personage is not known to me.”
“You do not know me? Egregious!” said Caina. “Your master should have you whipped for your ignorance! I am Amazaeus, a lord of House Helvius of Imperial Cyrica! By all the gods of the Empire, the slaves of Istarinmul are an ill-informed lot!”
Tarqaz’s eyes widened, and she saw the hint of recognition flicker over his face. Before leaving the Shahenshah’s Seat, they had agreed that “by the gods of the Empire, the slaves of Istarinmul are an ill-informed lot” would be the phrase Caina would use to identify herself to Tarqaz. She felt a hint of pleasure that her disguise had fooled him so thoroughly.
But, then, Theodosia had taught her well, and Caina had acquired a great deal of practice. 
“Yes, yes, of course,” said Tarqaz, sweating some more. “Do forgive me, my lord. The noble name of House Helvius is known to me. Ah…did you receive an invitation?”
“An invitation?” said Caina. “How gauche! My lord uncle has sent me all this way to pay House Helvius’s respects to the Grand Master, and you require an invitation? This is egregious!” Her angry tirade had drawn witnesses, and she saw some of the slaves and porters staring at her. That would help establish her fake identity. 
“It is easily rectified, my lord,” said Tarqaz. He snapped his fingers. “Scribe!” Another slave hastened over, a portable desk hanging from a leather strap around his neck, a vial of ink and sharpened quills tucked into his belt. “Quickly, prepare an invitation for…ah…”
Caina rolled her eyes. “For Lord Amazaeus of House Helvius, come to pay respects to Callatas in the name of House Helvius.”
“Yes, of course,” said Tarqaz. The scribe went to work, moving with efficient speed, entering Caina’s false name onto a prepared document. “Please forgive the precaution, my lord. The Grand Master’s wisdom and power have gained him many enemies, and those of us who have the honor to be his slaves must remain ever vigilant against his foes.”
“Yes, I’m sure,” said Caina. “Well, we do what we can. I myself have been the subject of many assassination attempts, as befits a man of my prestige and rank.”
“We shall have many honorable guests attending the grand banquet,” said Tarqaz. “Why, Grand Wazir Erghulan himself, the strong right hand of the Most Divine Padishah, shall be in attendance. He is here even now, conferring with the Grand Master on the governance of the domain.”
Caina nodded, sudden ideas tumbling through her head. Erghulan Amirasku was the Grand Wazir of Istarinmul, the second highest office in Istarinmul…and a close ally of Callatas. If anyone other than Callatas knew what the Apotheosis was, it was Erghulan Amirasku. 
Perhaps this was a chance to learn more about it.
“I should pay my respects to the Grand Wazir,” said Caina. “Where is he?”
Tarqaz hesitated. Caina speaking to the Grand Wazir was not part of the plan. “The…ah, forgive me, my lord, but the Grand Wazir is not holding court today. He would not welcome an interruption from the public.”
“The public?” said Caina, feigning indignation. “The public? I am not the public, slave! I am Lord Amazaeus of House Helvius, not some stinking commoner or witless slave! I am simply greeting a fellow man of rank and standing, not that I expect you to understand such distinctions of noble protocol.” 
“Of course,” said Tarqaz, sweating more. “Forgive my ignorance, noble lord. The Grand Wazir is in the outer colonnade, discussing matters with his servants. If you wish to speak with him, you shall find him there.”
“Very good,” said Caina. The scribe finished and sealed the invitation, and Caina took it. “Thank you for your assistance.”
Tarqaz blinked in surprise. Caina suspected he was not thanked very often.
She left the courtyard before Tarqaz could think to assign her an escort and made her way back into the grand hall of polished columns. Endless armies of slaves hurried back and forth on their errands. They all gave Caina a wide berth, scrupulously keeping their eyes downcast. For now, she had the freedom to act and move. 
She went back to the outer courtyard and strode along the colonnade encircling the palace, moving away from the gardens and the tower of the Maze. The colonnade consisted of slender Istarish columns, the capitals adorned with stylized flowers. Mosaics of battle scenes dotted the ground, and frescoes of hunting scenes covered the walls. 
Caina spotted Erghulan Amirasku standing near one of the columns, guarded by four Immortals. The Grand Wazir was in his middle fifties, yet still strong and tall, the very image of a proud Istarish warrior. Unlike many of the emirs, he disdained finery for chain mail and simple garb, his weapons ready at his belt. The Grand Wazir was talking with a lean, balding man, a man with a beak of a nose and the balance and poise of a hunting predator…
Caina faltered in alarm.
Erghulan was talking to Anburj. 
Evidently Callatas had not ordered the assassin executed for his failure at Vaysaal’s mansion. Pity, that.
She felt one of the four Immortal guards staring at her.
Caina stepped past the columns and into the courtyard, moving at an idle stroll. She craned her neck, taking in the high walls and towers like a minor rural noble come to gawk at the Padishah’s capital. Yet she moved closer to the Grand Wazir and the assassin as she did.
And their voices came to her ears.
“I imagine the Grand Master was displeased,” said Erghulan.
“He was,” said Anburj. “As was the Elder of the Kindred family. But they are both realists. This Balarigar is a damned slippery foe. The last Ghost circle wasn’t nearly as clever. Taking them all in one swoop was easy. We won’t be so lucky this time.”
“Do you think it’s the same man?” said Erghulan. “The one who killed Rezir Shahan in Marsis?”
“I’m certain of it,” said Anburj. “Which is another problem we can lay at the Balarigar’s feet. Tanzir Shahan has proven far more stubborn than his late brother.”
Erghulan snorted. “The fat pig has some backbone! Who knew? That trip to Malarae changed him.”
Caina stifled a smile. She had saved Tanzir’s life in Malarae at the end of the war. Evidently the experience had changed him. 
“Rezir regularly sent slaves to support the Grand Master’s work,” said Erghulan. “Tanzir, once he became emir of the Vale of Fallen Stars, ceased the practice. The Grand Master and the Brotherhood are displeased with him. Your Kindred family may have to send men to deal with Tanzir, and put someone more tractable in his place.” 
“That is a matter for the Elder to decide, not me,” said Anburj. “I have my own task.”
“The Balarigar,” said the Grand Wazir. 
“Aye,” said Anburj. “He has put the fear into the fat fools of the Slavers’ Brotherhood. They are now spending lavish sums on their own security and neglecting their tasks for the Grand Master. The flow of new slaves into the city has slowed to a trickle, and their price has tripled in the markets. Wraithblood production has been severely hindered.” Again Caina stifled a smile. “The Grand Master, as you can imagine, is displeased.”
Erghulan snorted. “I don’t need to imagine anything. He has expressed his displeasure to me at length. Of course, it is his own fault. He diverted so many of the slaves to the Desert of Candles that we have a shortfall here.”
“Why the damned desert?” said Anburj. “There’s nothing out there but dust, more dust, and those useless blue crystals.”
“Ruins,” said Erghulan. “The ruins of old Iramis. If you want my guess, he’s looking for the old royal tombs of Iramis. According to legend, there are all sorts of treasures buried in them. Their locations were lost when Iramis burned, but perhaps he seeks them now.”
Anburj snorted. “If he wanted something from Iramis, perhaps he should have secured it before he burned the city.”
“Perhaps,” said Erghulan. “Would you like to explain that to him?”
“Certainly not,” said Anburj. “I…”
“My lord Wazir,” rasped one of the Immortals. “Someone approaches.” 
Caina realized that she had loitered too long. Part of her mind wanted to turn and run. But if she did that, Erghulan and Anburj would realize that she had been spying. And worse, both Anburj and Erghulan had seen her without a mask. Anburj at the House of Agabyzus, in her guise as Marius, and outside of the Widow’s Tower when she had disguised herself as a tribesman of the steppes. Erghulan at Ulvan’s ascension, in her disguise as Natalia of the Nine Knives.
Of course, Natalia of the Nine Knives hadn’t worn very much clothing. Perhaps the Grand Wazir had not focused upon her face. 
There was only one thing to do. Caina put on an obsequious smile and strode into the colonnade, ignoring the Immortals and Anburj both. 
“My lord Grand Wazir,” said Caina, concentrating on keeping her voice disguised. “It is a tremendous honor to meet you at last, and I bring greetings from my illustrious uncle.”
She bowed deeply, and she glimpsed Anburj’s lip crinkling with disgust. 
“Yes, of course,” said Erghulan, annoyed. “And you are?”
“Amazaeus of House Helvius,” said Caina, straightening up. “My uncle Lord Helvius is a loyal friend of the Slavers’ Brotherhood and a great admirer of Grand Master Callatas, and so dispatched me to express his respects to the Grand Master.”
“Yes,” said Anburj, his cold eyes scrutinizing Caina. The Kindred assassin was damnably clever. If he saw through her disguise, she would not make it three steps before the Immortals cut her down. “Your uncle must hold the Grand Master in high esteem indeed, if he sends a witless nephew as his emissary.”
Caina bristled. “I am a son of House Helvius, high in honor. Grand Wazir, you must indeed be a generous and kindly man to let your servants speak with such disrespect to their superiors.”
Anburj’s eyes narrowed, but Erghulan roared with laughter.
“I suppose I am at that,” said Erghulan. “Well, do send my best wishes back to your uncle. Istarinmul needs friends in many lands, even friends among our former enemies in the Empire.”
He strode away, the Immortals trailing him. Anburj followed the Grand Wazir, but glanced back at Caina, his eyes still narrowed. Clearly he suspected that something was amiss. 
“My lord Grand Wazir!” shouted Caina, hoping to throw off Anburj’s suspicions. “One more question, if I may.” 
Erghulan scowled. “What?”
“It was a long road from Cyrica,” said Caina, “and, well…a man has needs. What’s the best whorehouse in Istarinmul?”
Erghulan laughed again. “I like you, Amazaeus. Perhaps we shall go hunting together. The Gilded Throne in the Masters’ Quarter has the most beautiful slave girls in Istarinmul, if you can afford them.” Likely Kazravid had availed himself of the opportunity. “If you can’t afford the Gilded Throne, I suggest the Rose of Seven Petals in the Old Quarter. Not as opulent as the Gilded Throne, true…but any port in a storm, eh?” 
Anburj rolled his eyes, and Caina saw him dismiss her as a potential threat. 
She resisted the temptation to sigh in relief. 
“Thank you, my lord,” said Caina. “I look forward to following your counsel.”
Erghulan snorted. “There is something I rarely hear.”
He left without another word, Anburj and the Immortals escorting him.
Caina let out a long breath, and then departed from the palace as fast as she dared.

###

Laertes and Strabane and Anaxander awaited her outside the palace’s gates, the endless stream of porters and slaves going back and forth. 
“Were you successful?” said Laertes. “My lord?” He managed to add it without it seeming like an afterthought. 
“Yes,” said Caina, tapping the rolled invitation against her palm. “Let us depart at once.” 
She left with Anaxander and Laertes and Strabane before she could think of something else foolish to do.







Chapter 13 - Foresight
The next week passed in a blur of activity. 

And Caina put on a show.
She used the false identity of Lord Amazaeus Helvius constantly, visiting the coffee houses and shops of the Masters’ Quarter and the Old Quarter. Lord Amazaeus needed to be a real person, not a fiction that Caina had created. So Caina complained to shopkeepers and placed orders for cloth and coffee and wine and Anshani silk. She did everything she could to create the impression of a spoiled, arrogant noble come to enjoy himself in the city. 
She even visited the Rose of Seven Petals in the Old Quarter, though she did not hire any of the establishment’s prostitutes. There were limits to how far she would carry her masquerades. 
And as she visited the city’s inns and coffee houses, she noticed them filling up with foreigners and emirs from the hinterlands. Callatas’s celebration was coming, and those who wanted to curry favor with the Grand Master flocked to Istarinmul. She began to feel a bit more confident about their odds. Thousands of guests would fill the Grand Master’s palace, and two minor noblemen and their retainers would not stand out. In the crowds, they had an excellent chance of reaching the Maze unseen. 
Unless, of course, they were walking into a trap.
Unless they were betrayed.

###

Five nights before the day of the banquet, Caina sat alone with Nasser in the anteroom of Kazravid’s suite at the Gilded Throne. Nerina had set up a worktable against one wall, spending her time practicing upon the style of locks found in Callatas’s palace, but she had at last worked herself to exhaustion and gone to bed. Dim moonlight leaked from the skylight overhead, and the palatial inn was quiet around them. 
“You have,” said Nasser, “been making quite a stir.” 
They sat on the edge of the fountain, a plate of food between them. Caina popped a breaded mushroom into her mouth and chewed, savoring the taste. The cooks had stuffed the mushroom with cheese and crumbled bacon before rolling it in bread crumbs and frying it in oil, and the result was delicious. Given the amount of time Caina had spent hiding in cellars and eating jerky, she could appreciate the difference.
“That is the point,” said Caina. “Our friend Lord Amazaeus needs to be a real man. There are thousands of guests coming to the palace, true…but the Teskilati and the Immortals will exercise extra vigilance. And if we live through this, I may wish to make use of the alias in the future. Easier if it already has a history.”
“You are a wise man, my friend,” said Nasser.
“I’m not,” said Caina, eating another mushroom. “I am just very good at pretending to be one.”
“Is that not the same thing in the end?” said Nasser. “If others believe it to be so?” 
“The fact that people believe I am the Balarigar,” said Caina, “does not make it so.”
“No,” said Nasser, “but at the right time and the right place, the illusion of strength can be as effective as strength itself. A bluff is a potent weapon.” 
“I suppose so,” said Caina. Nasser reached for one of the mushrooms, and she felt the faint aura of sorcery around his gloved left hand. “I wonder something.”
“What is that?” said Nasser. 
“When did you command men in battle?” said Caina.
Nasser smiled his gleaming smile. “Never.”
“Liar,” said Caina.
“I am,” admitted Nasser, “but what makes you think I am lying about this?”
“The way Laertes talks to you,” said Caina. “He was in the Legion, and I suspect he attained some rank.”
“One of the lower grades of centurion, I believe,” said Nasser.
“Centurions are hard men,” said Caina, taking another mushroom, “and once they leave the Legion, they only follow men they respect. Laertes listens to you like he was still a centurion and you were the Lord Commander of his Legion. You brought Kazravid to heel easily enough, and both Anaxander and Azaces obey you. And you are good in a fight. I saw you deal with those Immortals in the Alchemists’ Quarter.”
“Perhaps I am simply charismatic,” said Nasser.
“Certainly,” said Caina. “A bluff is almost as good as strength…except when your life depends upon lifting something heavy. In a crisis, they’ve heeded your commands. You knew what to do when we summoned Samnirdamnus. You let Nerina and me deal with him. As if you had experience delegating to your lieutenants in a crisis. Such as during a battle.”
Nasser let out a long sigh. “A long, long time ago. Yes. I did command men in battle.”
“Then you were a nobleman,” said Caina. 
“Of what nation?” said Nasser.
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “In appearance, you could either be Anshani, Istarish, Cyrican, Sarbian, or Alqaarin, though if I had to guess I would say you look Istarish.” She rubbed at the stubble of her hair for a moment. Odd that it helped her think. “Your accent, though…I can’t place it.”
He grinned. “I change accents as readily as you do.” 
“But in your unguarded moments, when you’re angry…I can’t place your accent,” said Caina. “It sounds a little like Callatas’s accent. Which makes me wonder how you know him.”
“Well, we did grow up together,” said Nasser, taking a sip of wine. “We both loved the same woman and had a falling out. He went into the arcane sciences, while I became a master thief without equal. Present company excluded, of course.” 
“Unlikely,” said Caina. “Callatas is over two hundred years old. You could not be a day over forty, unless you are secretly a necromancer who has used the blood of the innocent to sustain his life.”
“Alas,” said Nasser, “nothing so prosaic.” He offered her the carafe. “Wine?”
“I hate wine,” said Caina, “but it’s too late for coffee, so yes.” She poured herself a cup. 
“I have seen battle,” said Nasser, “but so have you.”
“And what makes you say that?” said Caina, taking a sip of the bitter Istarish wine. Halfdan had been right. Caerish wine was superior to anything produced in Istarinmul. She wondered what he would say about this wine.
The thought made her sad. 
“You keep your head well in a crisis,” said Nasser. “Not everyone can do that. Often men freeze when faced with mortal danger for the first time.”
“Perhaps I commanded men in battle, too,” said Caina.
“I think not,” said Nasser. “You are too young, for one. In the Empire, men only become centurions in their middle thirties. And you are too short, too small. I suspect you were a sickly child.”
“I’m sure that was it,” said Caina. She was both amused and relieved that the fact she was a woman had simply not occurred to him. “So, if I am not a Legionary and I did not command men in battle, how did I come the Ghosts?”
“If I had to guess,” said Nasser, “I suspect you come from an impoverished noble house. You turned to theft to support yourself, and eventually the Ghosts caught you. Rather than killing you, they recognized your skills, and brought you into their circle.”
“Some of that is correct,” said Caina, “and some of it is not.”
“Just as some of what you guessed about me is correct,” said Nasser, “and some of it is not.”
“I suppose you won’t tell me which is which?”
Nasser smiled. “That would ruin our fun.”
“This is fun?” said Caina, raising her eyebrows. 
“There’s no need to lie on this matter,” said Nasser. “You enjoy our game as much as I do.”
He was right about that. Nasser did not remind Caina of Halfdan at all, but their mutual lying reminded Caina of the games she used to play with her mentor. 
“This is too serious for a game,” said Caina.
“The most enjoyable games of all,” said Nasser, “are always deadly serious. When your life is on the line, and your wits and mind and muscles are engaged to the fullest. That is when you are most alive. And speaking of staying alive, have you figured out if we shall be betrayed yet?”
Caina gazed into her wine for a moment. 
“I don’t know,” she said at last. “I don’t know enough about them yet. Any one of them would have motive to betray us. Including you and me.” Nasser inclined his head. “But I intend to find out.”

###

The next evening Caina donned the disguise of Marius of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers and walked into the House of Agabyzus.
Damla’s coffee house, like every other business that rented rooms in the city, was packed. The high lords and the emirs and the wealthy merchants preferred the Masters’ Quarter and the Emirs’ Quarter, and the Alchemists might lodge in the College itself, but the powerful men had guards and slaves and porters and servants and clerks, and they all had to stay somewhere. To judge from the large number of mercenaries and gray-clad slaves filling the booths and tables of the House, Damla’s guest rooms had been rented by the guards and scribes of some emir or another. 
Damla herself hurried over as Caina entered. As always, she looked poised and calm, though her eyes were bloodshot. 
“Master Marius, welcome,” said Damla.
“Business has been brisk, I see,” said Caina.
“Most brisk indeed,” said Damla. “With all the guests arriving for the Grand Master’s celebration, the city is full to bursting. I have had to hire on extra help.” She lowered her voice. “Free men, not slaves.”
“Good,” said Caina. 
“I am glad you have come,” said Damla. “We have not seen you for over a week.”
Caina shrugged. “I have been busy with the business of the Collegium.”
They both knew what that meant. 
“Do you wish to see him?” said Damla.
Caina nodded.
“He is upstairs, in the third room,” said Damla. “Crowds make him nervous.” 
They both knew what that meant, too. If one of the Teskilati happened to realize that Agabyzus had survived the destruction of the Widow’s Tower, that would be very bad. Though with so many foreigners and strangers in the city, not even the Padishah’s spies could be everywhere. 
Caina thanked Damla, climbed the stairs to the second floor, and knocked on the door to the third room.
“Who is it?” came Agabyzus’s rough voice. 
“Marius,” said Caina. 
The door swung open a few inches, and Caina saw Agabyzus standing behind it, a loaded crossbow in his hands. He was dressed as a Sarbian nomad, his face and head concealed behind a false beard and turban. 
“Ah, good, you’re alone,” he said, lowering the weapon and pushing the door all the way open. “Come inside.” Caina followed him into the small room, which had a bed and a desk for furnishings. Agabyzus sat upon the bed, while Caina took the desk chair. “I’ve had to lie low. There was a Teskilati informer in the common room for most of the day, likely watching the guests for any undesirables. The man knows me on sight, so it seemed best to keep a low profile.”
“A sound plan,” said Caina. “Have you received any letters from the Empire?”
“I fear not,” said Agabyzus. “I have heard the same rumors of insurrection and civil war within the Magisterium, but no solid news.”
Caina sighed. “Did you have a chance to speak to your informants with my questions?”
“I did,” said Agabyzus. “We need to work out a way for me to leave you messages. I’ve had the information for two days, but no way to reach you.” 
“I’ve been busy,” said Caina. “Once this business with Nasser is over, we can set something up. What did you find out about Nasser’s associates?”
“Several things,” said Agabyzus. “Kazravid. It seems he slept with one of his father’s concubines, and had to flee Anshan for Istarinmul. Ever since he has eked out a living from gambling, hunting, and occasional mercenary work, and since he prefers to live far beyond his means he owes large sums to several different moneylenders.” 
Caina nodded. “That matches what I have observed.” And it also made Kazravid susceptible to bribes. If he learned that Caina was the Balarigar, he would almost certainly try to kill her to claim the bounty.
“The eunuch Tarqaz has been the property of Callatas for almost fifteen years,” said Agabyzus. “One of my informants at the Slavers’ Brotherhood passed me the record of the sale. Callatas bought both Tarqaz and his sister. Tarqaz has risen high in Callatas’s service, and is well-known within certain circles of the city. His sister disappeared years ago, and no one seems to know what happened to her.”
“I think we can make a guess,” said Caina, remembering the corpses she had seen in the wraithblood laboratories. Tarqaz’s story, too, seemed accurate. Yet if they stole the Elixir Restorata from Callatas, Tarqaz would become a fugitive. Perhaps the eunuch would not prefer to give up his comfortable life as one of Callatas’s high-ranking slaves. 
“As for the magus Anaxander,” said Agabyzus, “I was not able to find out very much about him. He was once a brother of the Magisterium in Artifel, but ran afoul of the First Magus. From what I can tell, he researched how to summon and control spirits from the netherworld, a practice the Magisterium forbids.” 
Caina frowned, remembering Ranarius and his research into elementals. “The First Magus tends to look the other way.”
“Unless the magus in question uses his forbidden research to conspire against the First Magus,” said Agabyzus. “I suspect Anaxander was involved in a plot against the First Magus, and Decius Aberon is not a forgiving man.”
“I’ve heard that,” said Caina. 
“The First Magus has a death writ on Anaxander’s head,” said Agabyzus, “and since coming to Istarinmul, Anaxander has supported himself by selling his talents to the highest bidder. He appears to spend most of his money on drinking himself to death.”
Caina nodded. Anaxander could be easily bribed in so many ways – by Callatas himself, by the First Magus, or by simply collecting the reward for the Balarigar. 
“And Strabane?” she said. 
“From the Kaltari Highlands,” said Agabyzus. “He was a free man, not a slave, and came to Istarinmul and voluntarily enrolled in the gladiatorial schools. Some free men do that, as the rewards are high, though they often come to a bad end. Strabane was an effective fighter – brutal, even. I saw him fight once, and he dominated his opponent. Eventually he killed a gladiator owned by one of the more prominent cowled masters, and was forced out of the gladiatorial games. Since then he has worked as a mercenary and an enforcer for various criminal groups.” He scratched at his fake beard. “And acquired a reputation as a thief, most likely from working with Nasser.” 
“What about Laertes?” said Caina.
“A Legion veteran,” said Agabyzus. “Reached one of the lower ranks of centurion in the Seventeenth Legion, saw fighting against the barbarian tribes of the Imperial Pale. From what I have learned, he took his discharge bonus and tried to open an inn at one of the towns along the Bay of Empire. The inn failed, and he wound up working with Nasser. He lives in the Alqaarin Quarter. Married with six children, five of them daughters, and his wife thinks he works as a captain of guards for a minor emir.”
“Six children? Truly?” said Caina. “Finding dowries for five daughters would be challenge.”
“And the bounty on the Balarigar,” said Agabyzus, “would provide the funds.” 
“So,” said Caina. “Any one of them has the motivation to betray us.”
“That is so,” said Agabyzus. “Nerina Strake might do so as well.”
“I doubt that,” said Caina, but she was not certain. “She needs distractions, something to occupy her mind…”
“Like you do?” said Agabyzus. For all his ragged appearance, for all the suffering he had endured, he was still quite perceptive. 
“Something like that,” said Caina. Corvalis was always in her thoughts…but for weeks she had been so busy that she had simply not had the time to dwell upon his death, to brood to the point of despair as she had during her first night in Istarinmul. Work, Halfdan had always said, was the best medicine for sorrow…and she had certainly put his advice to use. 
“And Nasser himself, of course,” said Agabyzus.
“I doubt that,” said Caina. 
“Why?” said Agabyzus. “You seem very quick to trust him. Too quick, I fear. Forgive my questioning, but as your nightkeeper it is my duty to advise and counsel you.”
“There is nothing to forgive,” said Caina, “and there are very few in whom I can confide. You are one of them.” 
“Thank you,” said Agabyzus. “That is most kind.” He smiled. “Nor does it answer the question.” 
Caina laughed. “That is true.”
“This could all be an elaborate plot to capture you,” said Agabyzus. “Nasser Glasshand is famed for his cunning and boldness. Creating a ruse of this complexity would be exactly the kind of plot he would employ.” 
“You are right,” said Caina. “But there are two arguments against that. The bounty upon Nasser’s head?” Agabyzus nodded. “A great deal of it comes from Callatas himself, personally, and it’s a substantial sum. He hates Nasser for some reason. And Nasser, in turn, hates Callatas.”
“Why?” said Agabyzus.
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “But it is plain enough. Why steal from Callatas? Surely other Alchemists can create Elixir Restorata. And the things he has said to me…he wants to stop Callatas and the Apotheosis, whatever it is. I don’t know why, but Callatas is his enemy.” She shrugged. “Or I am a fool, and he is a very skilled actor.” 
“Then you intend to see this through?” said Agabyzus.
“Yes,” said Caina. “One way or another. Searching Callatas’s laboratory…this is the best chance I have to learn what he intends, to discover what the Apotheosis really is.” She rubbed the ring upon her left hand, feeling the tingle of its latent sorcerous power. “And I am really tired of wearing this damned thing. Disguising myself is hard enough. Having to wear the same ring in every disguise makes it far harder.” She shrugged. “What do you think?”
“It is probably the best available choice,” said Agabyzus. “It is very risky…and you do have a knack for taking insane risks. But I cannot object to that. If not for your boldness, I would be dead or still locked in the Widow’s Tower, and Callatas would have murdered my nephews to create wraithblood.” 
“That is why I am taking a risk,” said Caina. “To stop that from ever happening again.”
Agabyzus nodded. “Then may the Living Flame be with you.”

###

That night Caina sat in the common room of the House of Agabyzus and drank coffee.
In truth, it was nice to relax a little. Not that she could ever completely relax, not while pretending to be Marius of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers or any of her other aliases. She had to constantly be aware of her posture, her voice, her stride, her mannerisms. Even the slightest thing could give her away. But Marius was known here, and Caina liked the House of Agabyzus, so she could relax a little here.
But her guard never went down completely.
Part of the reason her guard never down stood upon the dais, reciting poetry as Mazyan kept time on his drum.
Tonight Sulaman gave the crowd an epic of Nasser Glasshand, the legendary master thief. In the poem Nasser went to the Vale of Fallen Stars to rob the emir in his palace, armed with nothing but his wits and his silver tongue. Nasser spun an elaborate web of lies, and soon walked away with most of the emir’s wealth. To judge from the name, the emir would have been the grandfather of Rezir and Tanzir Shahan, which meant the story had taken place eighty or ninety years ago. 
It must have been only a tale. Nasser could not have been older than forty-five at the most. Perhaps Sulaman had concocted the story himself. Or perhaps it was based on the truth, something that Nasser had done recently. Or maybe the Glasshand was a title, an identity passed down from thief to thief over the generations. 
One more mystery in the maze of mysteries that surrounded her.
At last Sulaman finished his recitation, and the crowd erupted with applause. The Istarish enjoyed their poems, and they especially delighted in the stories of the thieves and assassins who had brought the powerful and the haughty low. Many of the merchants and guards and even some the slaves moved forward, throwing coins into the wooden bowl at Mazyan’s feet. Caina got to her feet and dropped some silver coins in the bowl, and she felt Sulaman’s solemn eyes upon her, dark and deep in his lean, ascetic face.
“A moment, courier,” growled Marius. “The poet wishes a word with you.” 
Caina waited until the crowds had thinned. Mazyan scooped up the coins as Sulaman thanked Damla for her hospitality. The poet turned to go, Mazyan beckoned, and Caina followed them outside as she had before. The Cyrican Bazaar was dark and closed for the night, and in the distance Caina saw the domes of the Golden Palace and the towers of the College of Alchemists, agleam with their own sorcerous lights.
And beyond that, she glimpsed the domes and spires of Callatas’s own palace.
“A fine story, master poet,” said Caina.
Sulaman inclined his head. “I am pleased that you think so.”
“Was it true?” said Caina.
“Poetic license is always taken for the sake of the tale,” said Sulaman. “But did such events happen? They did.”
Caina frowned. “Rezir Shahan’s grandfather has been dead for decades. Nasser is not old enough to steal from him.”
“Many things are lost in the mists of history,” said Sulaman. “Including many things that should not have been.”
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina, and Mazyan scowled at her tone. “I know you have aided me. I know you sent me to Nasser to aid him. But can you not give me a single straight answer? Something that isn’t couched in riddles and poetic flourishes?”
To her surprise, Sulaman smiled. “You have your secrets. Nasser has his secrets. And I, too, have my secrets. Your secrets protect you, Master Marius, and if your secrets became known, you would die and anyone who knew your secrets would be in danger.” The poet spread his hands. “So it is with my secrets.”
“What kind of enemies does a poet have?” said Caina.
“The duty of the poet is to speak to the truth that lives in the hearts of all men,” said Sulaman, “and there are many who would prefer that truth remained hidden.” He hesitated. “There is one thing I can tell you.” 
“Sir,” said Mazyan, “this is unwise.”
“Perhaps,” said Sulaman, “but the choice is mine to make. Listen to me well. Among certain families of Istarinmul, there is both a gift and a curse that is passed from heir to heir, bound in the blood.”
“And what is this cursed gift?” said Caina.
“Foresight,” said Sulaman. “Time is a tapestry, and every man weaves a thread as he walks through life. The gift allows us to see those threads, and to behold glimpses of the past and the shadow of the future that may yet be.”
“Then you are a prophet?” said Caina, dubious.
Sulaman’s smile was sad. “You do not believe me? This may persuade you otherwise.”
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath…and Caina felt the faint prickle of sorcerous power.
She hissed in alarm and yanked a dagger from her belt, and Mazyan growled and drew his sword.
“You’re a sorcerer,” said Caina.
“No,” said Sulaman, and his voice had an eerie resonance to it. “No. I know nothing of the arcane sciences, and can command no spells. This gift, this curse, is in my blood, as it was in my father’s blood, and his father’s before him. They squandered it, but I have vowed to put it to better use.” He opened his eyes, and a faint gray light glimmered within them, similar to the light from a Mirror of Worlds. “Put away your weapons. We wish for the same things.”
Mazyan lowered his blade, and Caina hesitated and returned her dagger to its sheath. 
“Heed me, I beg,” said Sulaman. “Many fates lie before you.” The gray light started to fade from his eyes. “And most of them end in death and worse than death.”
“I already knew that,” said Caina. 
“But there is a path to victory,” said Sulaman. “To free yourself, you must retreat. You must go again to the place where you lost everything. Only there do you have a hope of regaining your life.”
“I don’t understand,” said Caina.
Sulaman sighed. “Neither do I. I told you my gift is much curse as blessing. Often I can see terrible fates before people, and I can do nothing to save them. But your fate is in your own hands. As are the fates of countless other lives, slayer of demons.”
Caina felt a chill. “You know who I am, then?”
“No,” said Sulaman. “Not truly. But I know who you might become. And that gives me more hope than I have known in many years.” To her astonishment, he bowed to her then. “May the Living Flame go with you. For you labor for the good of Istarinmul and its people, even if you know it not.”
“I’ll do my best,” said Caina. 
Sulaman departed without another word, Mazyan following.
Caina stared after them and shook her head. Mysterious prophecies and ominous foretellings of the future would not save her. 
She had work to do. She was going to find what Callatas kept in his laboratory, what he intended to do with the Apotheosis.
One way or another.







Chapter 14 - The Banquet
At last the night of the banquet came.

The palanquin’s bearers stopped and pulled open the curtains, and Caina got to her feet, keeping her expression fixed in arrogant disdain. In Malarae nobles and wealthy merchants rode in horse-drawn carriages. In Istarinmul, men of influence traveled by slave-borne palanquin. Caina disliked doing so, but it was necessary to maintain her disguise. She straightened her clothes – a long, loose black coat over a white shirt, black trousers, and gleaming black boots, a jeweled short sword and dagger on her belt. She had abandoned the turban for a cap adorned with a gleaming gold badge, and she had retrieved the fake beard and mustache. To all appearances, she looked like yet another minor noble come to praise Callatas’s crimes in hope of gaining influence and power. 
And from the look of things, she would fit right in.
Hundreds of palanquins filled the street outside of the palace’s outer wall, and throngs of nobles, merchants, and Alchemists made their way to the gates. A squad of Immortals stood guard, checking the invitations and watching for any intruders. The domes and towers of Callatas’s palace gleamed with sorcerous light, and Caina felt the faint tingle of power radiating from them.
She looked at the two men standing near the palanquin. Laertes again wore the armor and livery of a guard in the service of House Helvius. Anaxander waited at his right hand, solemn and dark in his red-trimmed black robes. He was neither suffering from a hangover nor drunk, yet his nervousness was plain to see. That would have been a problem, but many of the men and women making their way into the palace looked nervous themselves. 
Few loved Callatas, but many held him in terror.
“Ready?” said Caina.
“By your command, my lord,” said Laertes. Anaxander managed a shallow nod. Laertes would masquerade as Lord Amazaeus Helvius’s captain of guards, while Anaxander would be Lord Amazaeus’s magus advisor. 
“Come along, men,” said Caina, keeping the cold, arrogant voice of Lord Amazaeus in place. “We had best not keep the Grand Master waiting.”
She adjusted her coat and strode toward the gate, her expensive boots clicking against the street. They joined the crowd of lesser dignitaries thronging the gate. The truly powerful men, the wealthier emirs and merchants and Master Alchemists, would have entered already, escorted by their Immortals. The minor nobles and poorer merchants filtered through the gate one by one, grumbling about the delay. A eunuch in a gray robe stood with a trio of Immortals. Caina presented the invitation that Tarqaz had written. The eunuch scrutinized it, nodded, and waved them through the gate.
The courtyard beyond looked as Caina remembered, with the gardens and the slender tower marking the entrance to the Maze rising to the left, and the broad courtyard and colonnade stretching away to the right. The guests filled the colonnade, speaking in low voices, while gray-clad slaves circulated through the crowds, bearing trays of food and drink. Immortals stood guard in the colonnade, as motionless as statues cast from black steel. 
Her eyes strayed to the tall white tower, to the gleaming door of brass in its base, and she resisted the urge to feel the cold bronze of the pyrikon against her finger. Thankfully, Nighmarian nobles often wore leather gloves in public, allowing her to cover the distinctive ring. 
“Now what?” muttered Anaxander, his eyes following the Alchemists in their robes of white and gold.
“Now what, my good magus?” said Caina. “Now we socialize. This is a celebration, after all.” Laertes gave a soft little snort, his stern mask never wavering. “And we find my good friend Hormizid of Anshan.”
She accepted a glittering crystal glass of wine from a slave and strolled into the crowd, making small talk with her fellow guests. Fortunately, she had invented a backstory for Lord Amazaeus in order to keep her lies consistent. The roads from Istarinmul to Imperial Cyrica and Cyrioch were in bad shape, infested with deserters from the Padishah’s army who had turned bandit. Why, Amazaeus had nearly been robbed twice. The price of slaves in Cyrica had trebled in the last year, as it had in Istarinmul. Rumor had it that the Grand Master himself was buying every slave he could find. Amazaeus had heard the tales of the Balarigar, but dismissed them as the talk of ignorant commoners eager to create a champion against their betters. 
Caina listened to rumors, especially those from the Empire. There were many stories of civil war in the Empire. Some said that the Magisterium had seized control of the Empire for themselves, as in the days of the Fourth Empire. Others claimed that the Magisterium had splintered into two factions and was fighting itself, ignoring the Emperor and the lords of the Imperial Curia. Still others whispered that the eastern provinces of the Empire had risen in revolt against the Emperor, or that the Ashbringers of old had returned to lead the rebellion, their pyromantic sorcery turning entire Legions to ash. 
The news filled Caina with disquiet. The Emperor had told her that he feared civil war in the aftermath of the golden dead. Caina had many friends among the Ghosts, and she feared what had become of them if the rumors were true. But they were on their own. She could not help them.
Just as they could not help her.
She spotted the flash of a red cloak among the guests and headed toward it. Kazravid stood near the outer wall, clad in a fine new robe of patterned crimson and black. A jeweled scimitar rested at his belt, alongside a fine hunting bow and a quiver of arrows. A flute of wine waited in his hand, but like Caina, he had not drunk any of it.
They would need their wits tonight. That, and a considerable amount of luck. 
“My lord anjar,” said Caina. “How good to see you again.”
“Ah, my lord Amazaeus,” said Kazravid with a smirk. “I see you braved the roads.” 
“And you as well, Hormizid,” said Caina.
“Bah,” said Kazravid. “A warrior and hunter of Anshan fears nothing. And I had my trusty Sarbians to keep me safe.” 
He gestured at the four brown-robed figures standing near him.
Azaces always wore the brown robes of his homeland, but Nasser, Nerina, and Strabane had donned similar costumes. Nasser, with his dark skin, looked the part, though Nerina and Strabane wore heavy turbans and false beards to conceal their paler faces. Strabane managed to pull it off, but Nerina, with her slight frame, looked mildly ridiculous, and she kept staring at everything around her. Still, a Sarbian nomad come to the city for the first time might react like that. 
“Doughty warriors all, I’m sure,” said Caina. 
Nerina gazed at the immense domes of the palace, her lips moving as she performed silent calculations.
“Yes, doughty indeed,” said Kazravid. “If it comes to a fight, I’m buggered.”
Azaces scowled, while Strabane only looked amused. 
“My lord anjar,” said Nasser in Istarish with a perfect Sarbian accent, his voice almost unrecognizable, “please forgive my presumption, but it is most uncouth for a noble anjar to argue with his humble guards. It might draw unwelcome attention to my lord’s activities.” 
A pair of Immortals walked past, their masked helms regarding the crowds. The guests stayed well away from them. 
“Yes, of course,” said Kazravid. “Though if you’d simply agree with me, we wouldn’t need to argue.” 
Strabane rolled his eyes.
“Might I suggest,” said Nasser, “that my lord anjar seek out the Seneschal of the Household? It might be advantageous.”
“Of course,” said Kazravid. “Lord Amazaeus, care to walk with me? We can discuss business on the way.”
“It would be my pleasure, my lord anjar,” said Caina. “So good to see a friend in this foreign land.”
“Ha!” said Kazravid. “For we are both foreigners here in Istarinmul, are we not?” For a moment his voice took a melancholy tone. “One day I shall see the pillars and temples of Anshan once more.” Like Caina, he had been exiled from his home. “Meanwhile, this wine is quite good, and you must try the sugared dates. They are delicious, and so therefore Anshani.” 
They moved through the crowd, speaking in idle trivialities. Caina laughed at Kazravid’s jokes and made jests of her own, but her eyes never stopped moving over the guests. More and more men and women came through the gates, and the black-armored Immortals were everywhere. If this went bad, if someone recognized her or Nasser, they could not escape before the Immortals took them. 
They were committed now. This would either end with their deaths, or with the stolen Elixir Restorata and riches beyond imagination. 
And, Caina hoped, the secret of the Apotheosis and Callatas’s plans. 
They followed a steady stream of gray-clad slaves to a narrow door further down the courtyard, discreetly out of sight of the guests. Tarqaz stood there, sweating in his gray robes, his silvered collar glinting in the sorcerous light of the domes. 
“You there!” said Kazravid, pointing at the eunuch. “Are you in charge?”
Tarqaz scurried over and bowed. “My lord, how may I be of service?”
“I am an anjar sworn to the service of the great Shahenshah himself!” thundered Kazravid. A few of the other guests glanced their way, but quickly lost interest. A nobleman venting his temper at a slave, Caina noted with distaste, was hardly remarkable in Istarinmul. “It is outrageous that I was forced to wait for nearly a quarter of an hour outside the gate!”
“Do forgive me, noble anjar,” said Tarqaz, bowing again. “Very many men have come to honor my wise and noble master on the anniversary of his greatest triumph.”
“But I should not have been made to wait!” said Kazravid as Caina stepped to his side.
Tarqaz bowed again and stepped closer. “Forgive me, noble lord…but would you have made the Grand Wazir wait? Or perhaps one of the Master Alchemists, yes? They would be most displeased if you forced them to wait…and it would grieve me if you suffered their wrath, my most honorable lord.”
“Well,” said Kazravid, “perhaps you have a point.” 
He took a sip of his wine, and Tarqaz leaned closer.
“You are all here,” he said. “Are we ready?” 
“Yes,” murmured Nasser in his normal voice, “we are ready. Have you made the preparations?”
“I have,” said Tarqaz, pointing across the courtyard. “There, near the edge of the gardens, do you see?” Wooden racks stood there, supporting odd cylinders of wood and paper. “The College has sent fireworks to celebrate the master’s triumph.” 
“Fireworks?” said Caina. She had heard of them, but never seen them used. 
Kazravid grunted. “You’ve never seen fireworks?”
“Truly?” said Nerina. “You are in for a pleasant surprise. The geometric progression of the explosions is mathematically pleasing.”
Kazravid rolled his eyes. “The Alchemists make them. A tiny amount of Hellfire suspended within a smoke bomb and some other powders. Useless, and not too dangerous, but pretty.” He smiled. “Rather like that one slave girl at the Gilded Throne.” 
“Back to the business at hand,” said Nasser, gesturing for Tarqaz to continue.
“I have sabotaged one of the fireworks,” said Tarqaz. “It will not ignite properly, but instead will throw out a large cloud of thick smoke. It will dissipate quickly, but that shall give us time to reach the tower and the entrance to the Maze.” 
Nasser nodded. “An excellent distraction. You have done well, Tarqaz.”
“Thank you,” said Tarqaz. “And our deal still holds?”
“Of course,” said Nasser.
“Wait, what deal is this?” said Kazravid. 
“In addition to his share of the vials,” said Nasser, “I am also paying Tarqaz enough to allow him to set up a new identity somewhere far from Istarinmul.”
Kazravid scowled. “And will you pay us this additional money as well?”
Nasser raised an eyebrow. “Imagine how a man like Grand Master Callatas would respond to betrayal.” 
Strabane grunted. “Good point.” 
Kazravid opened his mouth to complain further, but Nasser shook his head, and Kazravid sighed and fell silent.
“Come,” said Nasser. “We will want to be near the rockets. I trust you can produce an excuse?”
“Of course,” said Tarqaz. He straightened up, mopped the sweat from his shiny brow, and raised his voice. “I beg your forgiveness, my lord anjar, my lord Amazaeus. Please, if you come with me, I will ensure that you will have a fine seat for viewing the fireworks.”
“Very well,” said Kazravid with a grudging wave of his hand. “Lead on, then.”
Tarqaz scurried across the courtyard, and Caina and the others followed him. The slaves took one look at the Seneschal of the Household and stepped to the side. The nobles and Alchemists and merchants ignored him, but Tarqaz proved adept at finding his way through the crowd. Soon they reached the edge of the garden, where white-robed Alchemists fussed over the rockets and argued in low voices. Caina took a closer look at the wooden racks, and felt the tingle of sorcery within the long paper tubes. The droplets of Hellfire, no doubt. That alarmed Caina, given what she had seen Hellfire do to the Widow’s Tower. 
“Here, my lords,” said Tarqaz, “you shall have an excellent view of the fireworks.”
“Actually,” said Nerina, “we will likely have our view obscured by the smoke. Based upon the expected trajectory of the launch, I calculate the optimal viewing point would be…”
Kazravid sighed and rubbed at his temples. He did that a lot when Nerina talked. 
“But an optimal viewing experience,” said Nasser, “is not the main point, is it?” 
“True,” said Nerina. “Always important to consider the end of an equation.”
Kazravid rolled his eyes. “I couldn’t have put it better myself.” 
“Be silent,” said Tarqaz, his voice urgent. “The master is about to speak. Look!”
A balcony jutted from the wall over the inner gates leading to the palace, about fifty feet above the courtyard proper. A pair of Immortals stepped onto the balcony and moved to the corners. Various emirs and Master Alchemists followed the Immortals, Grand Wazir Erghulan Amirasku among them, and one of the nobles moved to the railing and took a deep breath. 
"Behold!" thundered the noble. "He comes! He who is the Grand Master of the Alchemists! He who is the Most Divine Padishah’s trusted advisor and counsellor! He who is the Destroyer of Iramis and the master of all the mysteries of sorcery! Callatas comes!"
A short man in a white robe and turban stepped to the edge of the balcony, and Caina looked once again upon the face of Callatas, Grand Master of the College of Alchemists.
He had not changed in the four months since she had seen him at Ulvan’s doomed ascension. Callatas had the gauntness of the ascetic, the slightly stooped posture of a man who had spent long hours bent over books and scrolls. He had deep-set gray eyes, the hard line of his jaw and chin shaded by a close-cropped beard. He looked like a scholarly, even grandfatherly, old man, but Caina knew better. He was centuries old, and Master Alchemists extended their lives with the use of Elixir Rejuvenata produced from the ashes of unborn children.
He had destroyed Iramis, killing hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children in an instant with his sorcery. 
And he created the wraithblood, murdering innocent slaves upon his steel tables and transmuting their blood into poison. 
He wore brilliant white robes, the sleeves and hem trimmed with gold, a turban of similar material upon his head, a fine cloak thrown from his shoulders. A golden chain encircled his neck, and from that chain hung a strange jewel, a piece of blue crystal perhaps the size of an apple or a man’s fist. A pale blue glow shone from the gem’s azure depths, and if Caina focused she could feel the mighty sorcery within the stone. She had felt stronger auras…but with a shiver she wondered if the stone was hibernating, its power dormant.
For Callatas had raised that crystalline gem and called upon its power on the day he burned Iramis. 
His gray eyes swept the crowd, and for an awful instant Caina thought he recognized her. He had seen her twice before, once in Catekharon when Caina had traveled there with Halfdan and Corvalis to stop Mihaela’s mad plot. The second time had been at Ulvan’s ascension, when Caina had worn the skimpy costume of Natalia of the Nine Knives. Ulvan and Erghulan had stared at her exposed skin with lust, but not Callatas. Those icy gray eyes had held only disinterested contempt as he had looked at her, the contempt of an ancient sorcerer regarding the amusements of lesser men. 
Or perhaps he felt the presence of the pyrikon upon her hand.
But Callatas’s gaze moved on, and Caina found herself looking at Nasser. 
His face was a mask of utter hatred. Nasser always had a jest ready on his lips, his mocking smile never far away. But the jovial mask had vanished, and in that instant Caina knew that Nasser would never betray her to Callatas.
Because Nasser Glasshand hated Callatas with every fiber of his being.
“Ibrahaim,” whispered Caina into his ear, “control yourself.”
He blinked, a flicker of chagrin going over his face, and then his smiling mask dropped back into place.
“Do forgive me,” he murmured. “I get rather overexcited sometimes.” 
“Quiet,” said Tarqaz. “The master will speak.”
Callatas’s voice echoed over the silent courtyard and the thousands of faces staring up at him. His voice was dry and dusty and cold, yet some trick of sorcery carried it to Caina’s ears as if she stood before the Grand Master.
“A century and a half ago,” said Callatas, “the city of Iramis was the jewel of Istarinmul. Her fields fed half the world. Her ships sailed to every port of every nation. Her loremasters were respected and loved, for unlike the sorcerous brotherhoods of other nations,” his lips twitched behind his thin beard, “they sought not power or dominion, but merely understanding, and bound themselves with solemn oaths to use their power never to harm a living mortal.” Caina thought that unlikely. “And her Prince was wise and revered, a father to his nation.”
Utter silence ruled in the courtyard. No one dared look away from the balcony.
“Yet they were fools,” said Callatas. “For the Prince of Iramis refused to submit to our Padishah. The Padishah was wise enough to embrace my vision, but the Prince spurned my wisdom. He dared to call me a madman, and gathered his armies and summoned his allies to make war upon me. How the Padishah and the nobles trembled with fear, for the Prince was mighty in battle.”
He leaned forward, and for the first time Caina saw a hint of emotion in that cold face.
Exultation. The gloating joy of a child tearing the wings from flies. 
“So I went alone to face the Prince’s armies,” said Callatas, “and all the might of Iramis gathered to strike me down. But I slew them all. I listened to the screams of the Prince’s army as it died, and it was sweeter than any music to my ears. I smelled the smoke as the women and children of Iramis burned in their precious golden-walled city, and it was more fragrant than incense to my nostrils. I watched as the fields as Iramis turned to dust and bone, and it was more beautiful than any painting. Iramis burned that day, and the world knew that only a fool dared the power of Istarinmul and of Callatas, Grand Master of…”
Derisive, drunken laughter interrupted the Master Alchemist’s ranting. 
A thousand heads turned at once, and Caina saw a drunken Istarish noble in fine robes standing near the balcony. He held a half-drained glass of wine in one hand, and thrust a finger in Callatas’s direction, his face shiny with sweat.
People backed away, leaving a clear space around him.
“If you are so mighty,” roared the noble, “then why did we lose the war to the Empire? Why did we lose Marsis? Why did my father and brothers perish upon the sands of the Argamaz? Callatas the Grand Master! Bah! Callatas the charlatan! Callatas the scheming old fraud! I…”
“Oh, by the Living Flame, the poor fool,” whispered Tarqaz.
Callatas’s expression did not change as he pointed. Even from across the courtyard, Caina felt the pulse of sorcerous power, and a burst of shining blue light erupted from Callatas’s fingers and slammed into the drunken noble. The man’s face twisted in horror, and he started to scream, high and desperate. 
The light changed his hands and feet into blue crystal. Still screaming, the man stood frozen as the light crawled up his body, transmuting flesh and clothing alike into pale crystal. At last the light reached his face, and he had time for one desperate shriek before the transmutation finished. 
A statue of blue crystal occupied the space where the noble had once stood, face locked forever in a mask of fear and horror. Shouts and screams rose through the crowd, and Caina wondered if the guests would stampede. She glanced towards the garden and the tower. Perhaps this would be their best chance to reach…
“Silence!” roared Callatas, his voice thundering like the words of a furious god. 
At once the tumult ended.
“Do you not see?” said Callatas. “Do none of you see? He was weak! Imperfect! A drunken fool, filled with corruption and decay. But it was not his fault. He was made that way. Civilization itself had corrupted him, transformed what should have been a warrior into a drunken joke.” 
Silence answered him.
Callatas shook his head in irritation. “Man is corrupt and weak. There is only one thing about us that is perfectible, only one thing in the nature of man that can grow and become stronger. Our savagery, our ability to kill and destroy. We shun it, we flee from it, we construct tottering edifices of laws and civilizations to contain it, but nothing can hold it back for long. Such efforts to deny ourselves only corrupt us. Rather than fleeing from it, we must accept it. We must embrace our nature as killers, without hesitation or remorse. Only then will a new and stronger humanity arise, a humanity that can subjugate this world and every other.”
No one answered him, and a sneer of contempt went over his features.
“The Prince of Iramis failed to understand the truth,” said Callatas, “and for his folly Iramis burned. Upon the anniversary of his idiocy, reflect upon this truth. Ensure that you are ready to stand with the strong, rather than with the weak, when the hour of decision arrives. For it shall soon come.”
He turned and strode from the balcony without another word, and after a long moment the low murmur of conversation began again.
“Well,” muttered Kazravid, “he certainly knows how to inspire a festive mood.” 
“Oh, he has done far worse than that, I can assure you,” said Nasser 
“Given that he just boasted of his crimes,” said Caina, “that seems a safe assumption.”
Tarqaz shivered. “Incompetent slaves and lazy workers…I fear they do not last long in the master’s palace. All strive to avoid his eye and his displeasure. His reach is long and his punishments are both inventive and cruel.” He looked at the crystallized dead man. “I fear I have seen the master do far crueler things.”
“Then all the more reason to rob him,” said Nasser. “Tarqaz. When will the fireworks launch?”
“Soon,” said Tarqaz. “I must attend to them now. Watch for the launch of that rocket.” He pointed at long tube of red paper and plaster. “I have sabotaged it, and when ignited, it will generate a tremendous amount of smoke.”
“That shall be our opportunity to make for the Maze’s entrance,” said Nasser.
Tarqaz nodded. “Be wary. Many of the plants in the garden are poisonous to the touch.” He pointed at one of the larger plants, a maze of thick, thorny vines surrounding a man-sized green pod. “If you touch that plant, the vines will drag you into its maw. Sometimes when the master is truly angry, he feeds those who annoy him to such plants.” He shuddered. “The screaming lasts for days.” 
“We will meet you at the base of the tower,” said Nasser.
Tarqaz nodded and walked to the Alchemists overseeing the fireworks. Caina waited with the others. The conversation in the courtyard continued, quieter, more muted, as if people feared to draw the attention of the Grand Master.
Looking at the dead noble’s crystallized body, Caina understood why. 
“It does not make logical sense,” said Nerina in a whisper. She seemed shaken by the death of the nobleman.
Caina shrugged and moved next to the shorter woman. “Callatas is cruel and arrogant and full of pride. What happened to that man was evil, but I am relived Callatas did not unleash his power against the entire crowd.”
“No,” said Nerina. “That I can understand.” She almost smiled. “My father was Ragodan Strake, remember? I understand cruelty very well.” She shuddered, her brown robe rippling, her voice so soft Caina could barely hear it. “I understand why Callatas killed that man. Cruelty and pride make a very simple equation. Had my father the power, he would have done the same. When you told me that wraithblood was made from the blood of murdered slaves…I was horrified. I had been drinking the blood of men and women and children for all those years. I never knew.” She shook her head, the turban rustling against her ragged red hair. 
“Your father addicted you,” said Caina. “You didn’t do it by choice.”
“But I continued after he was dead, after Malcolm was murdered,” said Nerina. “But why did he do it? I cannot balance that equation.”
“Your father?” said Caina. “He needed to control you, because you are brilliant and useful. And he was an evil man and you are not.”
“I know that,” said Nerina. “Yet that is not what I meant. Why did Callatas make the wraithblood? Why go to such effort? Wraithblood can be obtained so cheaply, but Callatas must go to great expense to create it. Why?” 
“I do not know,” said Caina.
Nerina leaned closer, her eerie blue eyes intent. “That is why you are here, is it not? The equation balances.”
“No,” said Caina. “I’m here to get rich, same as you.”
“I am here to distract myself from wraithblood,” said Nerina. "But you are not here from the money either, I think. You think I am brilliant…but you are, too. You crave secrets the way I crave numbers and order.”
“Perceptive,” muttered Caina. 
“I think that is why you are here,” said Nerina. “I think that is why the Balarigar stole from the cowled masters. I think that is why you asked all those questions of that djinni. You want to know why Callatas is making wraithblood.”
“Yes,” said Caina.
“I do, too,” said Nerina. 
“Why?” said Caina. 
“Because it ruined me,” said Nerina. “Well. My father and my husband’s murderers helped with that. But the wraithblood…it almost destroyed me. It still could. I still crave it, even knowing what it is, what it will do to me if I take it again. I want to know why.”
“Then you can help me find the answer,” said Caina, glancing at Nasser. He hadn’t heard them, or at least she didn’t think so. “We can talk more…if we happen to live though this first.”
“Ah. Well. Yes,” said Nerina. “That.” 
“I think,” said Kazravid, his voice cutting through their conversation, “that the fireworks are beginning.”
The Alchemists strode around the wooden racks, some of them carrying torches that sputtered with purple flames. 
“Splendid,” said Nasser. “I always enjoy a good fireworks show.”
“Weapons of sorcery,” said Caina. “They are likely vile.”
Nasser raised his eyebrows. “You think so? Not all sorcery is wicked, and it can sometimes create things of beauty.”
Caina pointed at the new-made crystalline statue and opened her mouth to let Nasser know just what she thought of that, and then the first rocket shot into the air. The rocket soared into the black sky, and then exploded, producing a brilliant burst of crimson sparks.
She stared at it, stunned. A chorus of cheers rose up from the guests, and two more rockets shot into the air. The first erupted in a spray of green sparks, and the second formed a blazing yellow starburst, so bright it seemed like daylight. 
Caina watched the display, and for an instant she forgot Callatas, forgot the wraithblood and the nagataaru and all the worries and sorrows that weighed upon her heart. More fireworks shot into the air, producing a dazzling curtain across the sky, and for a moment it looked as if someone had thrown a bag of shining jewels across the darkness. She desperately wished that Corvalis were here to see this with her. He would have laughed and made an irreverent joke…but he would have watched nonetheless.
Her gaze moved from the fireworks to the crystalline statue in the courtyard.
Beautiful or not, sorcery was still evil…and she would stop Callatas.
“They’re almost to the sabotaged rocket,” said Nasser. “Get ready.” 
Caina nodded and rolled her shoulders, preparing to run. She saw that Tarqaz’s sabotaged rocket was between two others. That was clever. Every eye would be turned skyward to watch the brilliant explosions when the sabotaged rocket went off. By the time the smoke cleared, Caina and her allies would be inside the Maze. 
Or so she hoped. 
“Now,” said Nasser, and an Alchemist with a purple-burning torch lit the sabotaged rocket. One of the rockets shot into the sky and exploded, but the sabotaged rocket remained in place, a sputter of sparks flying from its end. The Alchemist gave the rocket a sour look, and for a moment Caina wondered if the sabotage had failed.
Then she heard a low thump, and a wall of smoke exploded from the rocket. 
“Go,” said Nasser as the wall of smoke spread across the courtyard. Shouts of surprise and consternation rose from the crowds as the courtyard disappeared in a thick haze of smoke.
Caina hurried into the garden. A flagstone path wound its way through the strange, mutated bushes and the giant flowers, and she made sure to keep to it. She passed one of the plants that Tarqaz had pointed out, the massive pod looking like a swollen green coffin. The barbed vines stirred as she drew near, rubbing against each other with wet slaps, and Caina ran faster. 
She hoped the others avoided the plant, but she could not see them in the smoke. 
Then the tower loomed out of the gloom, sheer and white. It had no windows, only one door of polished brass in its base. Caina stopped, and Azaces came out of the smoke, urging Nerina along.
“Where are the others?” said Caina. 
“I do not know,” said Nerina. “I lost them in…”
Kazravid stumbled out of the smoke, coughing, followed by Strabane and Nasser. 
“By the Living Flame!” he muttered. “That stinks. We are all here?”
“No,” said Nasser. “We still need Tarqaz.” 
Kazravid scowled. “Do we? The door is right here. Let’s go.”
“Wait a moment,” said Nasser. “I abide by my word.”
“Aye, and if we wait too long,” said Kazravid, “if we’re still standing here when the smoke clears away, your word will get us killed.” 
Kazravid started to snarl a response, but then Tarqaz hastened out of the smoke, pulled along by Laertes and Anaxander. The eunuch was breathing hard, his gray robe dark with sweat. 
“Forgive me,” he said, wiping the dampness from his brow, “but there was much panic in the courtyard, and the Immortals demanded that I take the slaves in hand. I had to think of a convenient lie to make my escape.” He coughed. “It is well for us that the master murdered that poor man. The guests were already on edge, and the smoke…I fear it shall throw them into a riot.” 
“Then let us proceed,” said Nasser. “Ciaran, if you please, take the front.”
Caina frowned. “Why?” 
“Because,” said Nasser, “you have the ring.”
She couldn’t argue with that. 
“Keep your eyes open,” she told the others, and she opened the brass door in the white tower. 







Chapter 15 - The Maze
The round room in the base of the tower was built of gleaming white stone and devoid of both decoration and furniture. 

Caina took several steps into the room and drew a dagger from her belt, the others flanking her. A set of narrow stairs spiraled upward through the tower’s empty stone shaft. There was a circular iron railing in the center of the room, and within it she saw another set of stairs descending into the earth. 
“That way,” said Tarqaz, pointing at the stairs. “The master’s laboratory is down there.” He shivered. “I…have never been there before. No one who ever goes into the laboratory comes out alive again.”
“And the Maze itself?” said Caina. 
“It begins at the bottom of the stairs,” said Tarqaz.
Caina looked at Nasser. “I had best go first.”
Nasser nodded. “Proceed. The rest of you, draw your weapons. I’m not sure what Callatas keeps in the Maze, but best to be prepared.”
Nasser himself drew his scimitar in his right hand. Laertes and Strabane both produced broadswords, while Azaces drew his massive two-handed blade. Kazravid strung his short hunting bow, an arrow at the ready, while Nerina produced her heavy crossbow. Kazravid gave the weapon a dubious look and shook his head, but said nothing. Best to be quiet when walking into the belly of the beast.
Caina descended the stairs, her boots making no sound against the stone steps, and the others followed. The stairs spiraled down into the gloom, though she saw a faint light in the distance. Round and round they went, and at last the stairs opened into a rough gallery of stone blocks. Here and there glowing crystals jutted from the wall, giving off pale, gloomy light. The air here smelled of salt, and Caina wondered if one of the Maze’s passages opened into the sea. On the far wall she saw a stone arch, wide enough to accommodate two horses running abreast. Beyond the arch stretched a wide stone corridor, more corridors leading from either wall.
“The Maze,” said Nasser, his voice soft. 
“Well,” said Caina, “I suppose it’s time to see if that pyrikon is genuine, is it not?”
She tugged off her left glove, the bronze scales of the ring glinting in the light, and marched into the gallery. She felt the crawling sensation of the powerful spell waiting upon the Maze, the transmutation that would change the air to poison the minute she crossed the arch. 
Yet she felt a peculiar resonance coming from the pyrikon upon her finger. As if the power upon the ring recognized the spell within the Maze.
Caina stepped through the arch and into the Maze.
Powerful sorcery spiked, and the air within the Maze transformed into swirling gray fog. It felt damp and clammy against her skin, and her lips and nose suddenly went numb. The air had transmuted to lethal poison, and one breath would kill her.
The pyrikon glowed with a faint blue light, the glow shining brighter. Caina lifted her hand, and the mist flew away from her as if it had been blown by a wind. She raised her hand over her head, and the mist swirled into the side passages, leaving a space of a dozen yards around her. 
She turned back and looked at the others, who stood just beyond the arch.
“I see why you brought him,” said Kazravid to Nasser. 
“I think,” said Caina, “that you’re going to want to stay close to me.”
“An idea I applaud,” said Nasser. “Follow me. Stay very close to Master Ciaran.”
“I have no intention of dying down here,” said Kazravid.
“Damned sorcerers,” rumbled Strabane, watching the mist with wary eyes. “Better to kill all of them. No offense, Anaxander.”
“I never conjured a poison mist to kill anyone,” said Anaxander. He lifted his right hand, a ball of blue light dancing over his palm. It helped to drive back the gloom. “Maybe if I had, I would be living in luxury in Artifel now.”
“And miss all of this?” said Kazravid. “Nasser, I presume you know where you are going.”
“Of course not,” said Nasser, “but there is no need.  Master Ciaran’s ring itself will act as a compass to its gate, drawn to it like an iron nail to a lodestone. Or a compass needle to the north, for a more apt analogy.”
“And just how is it supposed to do that?” said Caina. “You should have mentioned…”
She frowned. The ring seemed to tremble against her finger. As she swung her fist to the left, the vibrations diminished, but when she moved right, they grew stronger. 
A bit like a compass.
“Why mention it,” said Nasser, “when you are more than capable of figuring it out on your own?”
Caina swung her left arm back and forth, feeling the vibrations of the sorcerous ring.
“That passage,” said Caina. 
“Let’s go,” said Nasser. “Azaces, Strabane, and Laertes, kindly take point. Your weapons have the longest reach if something attacks. Kazravid, Anaxander, and Nerina, go to the back. You can use your bows if we face foes from either direction, and Anaxander can bring his spells to bear. I myself shall keep watch from the rear. Ciaran and Tarqaz, remain behind Azaces and Laertes.”
“And why,” grunted Kazravid, “are all of us protecting Ciaran?”
Nasser smiled. “Because if he is killed, the mist will likely kill us all before we can get the ring off his finger.”
Strabane grunted. “A sound argument.”
“This way,” said Caina.
Caina pointed, and Azaces, Strabane, and Laertes started down a side corridor, the others following. The walls were built of rough stone blocks, rising to an arch overhead. The stonework looked similar to that of the sewers and the aqueducts, and Caina wondered if Callatas had built the Maze at the same time. Or perhaps the tunnels had already been here and he had simply taken them over, as Jadriga had done with the vaults below Black Angel Tower in Marsis. 
That was a grim thought. There were things below Black Angel Tower that should never see the light of day. Caina remembered the ragged pit in the great vault, the sense of malevolence radiating from its depths. The legends of the Szalds claimed that demons were sealed in that pit, thrown down from the heavens and bound by the power in Black Angel Tower. Were they malevolent creatures like the phobomorphic spirits Caina had fought in the netherworld? Or were they spirits like the nagataaru?
She shook her head. Marsis was thousands of miles away, and this was neither the time nor the place to brood upon her memories…
“You seem alarmed, Ciaran,” said Nasser.
“Really? What possible reason could there be for alarm?” said Kazravid. 
“These tunnels,” said Caina. “I was wondering if Callatas built them, or if he found them.”
“What possible difference would it make?” said Kazravid.
“Because if he found these tunnels forgotten beneath the city,” said Caina, “I wonder what else he found down here.”
She stopped at a junction, swung her hand back and forth, and then pointed.
“A disturbing thought,” said Anaxander. “There are ruins of forgotten empires and overthrown kingdoms scattered across the world. Often there are things in those ruins that are best left undisturbed.”
“I agree,” said Caina, thinking of the Ascendant Bloodcrystal, of the Maatish scroll that had claimed her father’s life.
“Strange thing for a magus to say,” said Laertes.
Anaxander snorted. “Technically, I am not a magus any longer. I was expelled, you know. And…gods, some of the high magi never shut up about how they could reshape the world if they but had the power. Such madness is not for me. I simply want enough money to live quietly somewhere, and a pretty woman to take into my bed, of course. Or one or two.” 
“We all want that,” said Kazravid.
“I don’t,” said Nerina.
Azaces made a wheezing noise, and it took Caina a moment to realize that he was chuckling. 
“In answer to your question,” said Nasser, “the Maze is as old as Istarinmul. It was originally the stronghold of one of the Demon Princes that Istarr slew in the days of old. Later the city that bore Istarr’s name spread over the ruins. After Callatas became a Master Alchemist two centuries ago, he constructed his palace here and broke into the old tunnels. When he saw how defensible they were, he moved his laboratory and his most valuable relics here.”
“So then he might have found a relic of ancient sorcery here,” said Caina.
“I do not know,” said Nasser, a hint of disquiet in his voice. “I confess, the possibility had never occurred to me before.” He shook his head. “It would explain a great deal of his rise to power.”
The corridor ended in a cylindrical room, the faint sound of splashing water coming to Caina’s ears. More of the pale crystals jutted from the walls. Caina raised her hand, and the mist retreated to reveal six more corridors jutting off from the chamber. 
“That one,” said Caina.
“Is there not a more direct route we could employ?” said Laertes. 
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “I think we’re getting closer, though.” The ring’s vibrations had gotten stronger. 
“I would suggest that we hasten,” said Laertes. “We do not know how long we have until Callatas returns to his laboratory, and I would not want to be caught in these tunnels.”
“We may have all night, sir,” said Tarqaz. “The master hates the nobility and the other Alchemists, but even he needs the support of the Grand Wazir, the chief emirs, and the Master Alchemists. He will likely not return to his laboratory before dawn.”
“Then by all means,” said Nasser, “let us be well away before he returns.”
They pressed deeper into the gloomy stone corridors.

###

The Maze went on and on, the pyrikon’s vibrations growing stronger against Caina’s finger. 
Caina led them through galleries of stone, sand and dust gritting beneath her boots. Rough-hewn pillars supported the ceiling, and she saw that the pillars had been carved into crude shapes of creatures.
Or monsters, more accurately. 
The figures were warped and distorted, strange combinations of misshapen human forms and claws and pincers and tentacles. The statues had been worked with mediocre skill, yet Caina still felt an odd chill when she looked at them, as if she was looking upon something alien and malevolent. 
“And I thought the rest of the Alchemists had macabre taste in art,” said Kazravid, his bow ready in his hands. 
“I believe they represent the Demon Princes of old,” said Anaxander, “the possessed sorcerers that once ruled what is now Istarinmul.”
Strabane spat upon the floor. “Demons. We have problems with demon-worshippers in the Kaltari hills.” He ran a finger across his throat. “We know how to deal with them.”
“Nagataaru,” murmured Caina, sweeping her arm back and forth as Tarqaz shuffled next to her. 
“Naga-what?” said Kazravid. “What the hell is a nagatoad?” 
“Nagataaru,” said Nasser, gazing at the carved columns with an unreadable expression. “They are a kind of spirit of the netherworld.”
“A demon?” said Strabane. 
“Of a sort,” said Nasser. “Most spirits of the netherworld are indifferent to mortals, and prefer to ignore us. Some, however, prey upon us, and the nagataaru are chief among them. They feast upon pain and torment, and if given the chance, will torture mortals chiefly for the delight of it.”
“Sounds like an Immortal,” said Kazravid. 
Caina nodded, concentrating upon the vibrations of the ring. Somehow the nagataaru were tied to the wraithblood and Callatas’s Apotheosis. She did not know how, not yet. Perhaps the nagataaru were his servants, or perhaps they were his true master. 
The answer could well lie within the laboratory.
“Through there,” said Caina. “It’s close now.”
The poison mist swirled through the edges of the gallery, and Caina saw doors of wood and iron in the far wall. She moved closer, driving the mists away, and revealed a massive pair of double doors on the far end of the chamber. Unlike everything else they had seen in the Maze, the doors looked new, their hinges gleaming and well-oiled.
“In there,” said Caina.
“Kazravid, Azaces,” said Nasser, sheathing his scimitar, “give me a hand with this. The rest of you, stay on guard.”
“I am a noble of Anshan, and manual labor is beneath me,” said Kazravid. 
“And are the nobles of Anshan so easily defeated by doors?” said Nasser.
Kazravid scowled and offered Nasser a rude gesture, but shouldered his bow and walked with Azaces to the doors, while the other men fanned out, weapons held ready. Kazravid, Nasser, and Azaces pushed on the doors, straining, and they swung open without a sound. Caina strode forward, the others following her, the ring raised and driving back the envenomed mist. 
Beyond the double doors rose a massive pillared hall of polished black stone. Gleaming pillars supported the ceiling, and as the mist drove back, Caina saw her dim, dark reflection in the polished stone. Azaces, Nasser, and Kazravid drew their weapons once more, and they followed Caina into the hall. The power of the pyrikon drove the poisoned mist from the air, and on the other end of the hall Caina saw a door.
The ring shuddered on her finger like a living thing.
“I would wager,” said Kazravid, “that is the way to the laboratory proper.”
The door was a massive thing constructed of gleaming bronze and polished gold. An intricate mechanism, a lock more complex than anything Caina had ever seen, covered the middle third of the door. Even from a distance she felt the potent wards sealing the door, felt them calling to the ring.
“You know,” said Kazravid, “we could just strip the gold off the door.” 
“A sound plan,” said Strabane.
“Less than sound,” said Nasser. “We’d have to carry it all to the surface.”
“And it’s warded, too,” said Anaxander, muttering as he cast the spell to sense the presence of sorcery. “Touch that without the proper key, and it will burn you to ashes.”
“Fortunately, the proper key is at hand,” said Nasser. “Ciaran?”
Caina nodded and took a step forward. She wasn’t sure how the ring could unlock the door, but she felt the pyrikon pulling toward the massive lock.
She stopped.
“What is it?” said Nasser.
Caina looked at the polished floor of black stone. 
At the polished floor that had more distortions in it than she would have expected. 
No. Not distortions.
Reflections.
No one ever looked up.
“Oh, damn,” whispered Caina, and looked at the ceiling. 
The daevagoths stared down at her.
Dozens of the twisted creatures hung motionless from the ceiling, their flesh a hideous fusion of spider and human wrought by Callatas’s demented alchemy. Their spider-like bodies were the size of wolves, their legs clinging to the stone. Human heads jutted from their knobbed carapaces, the skin gray and streaked with black veins, their eyes closed. A scorpion’s tail, as long and thick as Caina’s leg, coiled from the back of each creature’s thorax, terminating in three dagger-like spines that glistened with poison.
She heard the rustle of shock that went through her allies.
“Don’t move,” hissed Caina. “Don’t say anything. Don’t…”
Kazravid cursed, raised his bow, and released an arrow. 
The shaft hissed straight up and slammed into a daevagoth’s bulbous thorax. The creature’s eyes popped open, shining with the same blue glow as an Immortal, and it loosed a hideous shriek before it fell from the ceiling and landed at Caina’s feet with a wet splat. 
Every single daevagoth on the ceiling opened its eyes in unison.
“Oh,” said Kazravid. “Um…”
“You really shouldn’t have done that,” said Tarqaz, his voice quavering with terror.
“Defend yourselves!” roared Nasser, raising his scimitar.
The daevagoths shrieked in glee and flung themselves from the ceiling. Caina dodged, trying to find a clear space beneath the falling creatures. Anaxander flung out his hands, and she felt the sudden pulse of his sorcery. Unseen force rippled through the air, and a burst of psychokinetic force rolled through the hall, tugging at Caina’s coat in the wind of its passage. The former magus did not hit any of the daevagoths hard enough to kill them, but his spell scattered them across the hall, keeping the creatures from overwhelming them in a single rush. 
And that gave them a fighting chance.
“Beware the tails!” shouted Caina, dodging past a daevagoth’s charge. “One scratch is deadly!” She avoided the lash of the creature’s tail and stabbed with her dagger, burying the blade behind the daevagoth’s neck. The creature shuddered and went limp, its spiked legs scraping against the stone floor. Another one came at Caina, shouting in a mad, incoherent voice, and she snatched one of the throwing knives from her sleeve and flung it. The blade sank into the daevagoth’s left eye, and the creature stopped with a screech, and Caina darted past the lash of its tail and drove her glistening dagger into its neck.
She spun as a third daevagoth charged her, but before Caina could react a crossbow quarrel slammed into the creature’s thorax and out the other side with a sound like a dagger stabbing a melon. The daevagoth collapsed in a tangle of legs, and Caina risked a glance to the side and saw Nerina reloading her crossbow, her mouth moving in a silent equation. Azaces stood before her, and the big man fought with terrifying speed, his two-handed scimitar a blur of steel. Every time he moved, a daevagoth fell in pieces. Strabane and Laertes fought back to back, covering each other, while Tarqaz huddled behind them, whimpering in terror. Anaxander stood near them, casting spells, and his blasts of psychokinetic force picked up individual daevagoths and flung them against the walls with such force that they splattered. Kazravid loosed arrow after arrow, his face hard with concentration. He was death with a bow, and every shaft struck true. 
But Nasser caught Caina’s attention.
He fought like a storm.
He moved through the daevagoths in a blur, striking right and left with his scimitar. One lunged at him, jaws yawning wide, and Nasser dodged with the grace and precision of an acrobat. His scimitar flashed, and the daevagoth’s hairless head rolled away across the floor. A second creature stabbed its stinger at his back, and Nasser whirled and thrust out his left hand. The poison-smeared barbs struck his gloved palm, and Caina expected the barb to plunge through his hand like a knife through paper. Yet the stinger rebounded from Nasser’s left palm as if it had struck solid rock, and the daevagoth lost its balance. Before the creature could recover, Nasser’s left hand seized the daevagoth’s stinger. He ripped the creature’s tail free, a gush of black ichor coming from its torn abdomen. The daevagoth gurgled once and then died. 
Two more daevagoths skittered at Nasser, and Caina struck, stabbing the nearest creature in the back. The daevagoth shrieked and jerked away, ripping the dagger from her hand. The second whirled and stabbed its stinger at her, and Caina dodged. The daevagoth pursued, too close for a throwing knife, and Caina backed away as three more flung themselves at Nasser. 
She yanked the jeweled sword from her belt. Corvalis and Ark had shown her the basics of using a sword, though Caina had always been much better with daggers and throwing knives. But the blade was heavy and sharp, which was just what Caina needed now. The daevagoth’s tail cracked like a whip, and Caina dodged and brought the sword down, intending to sever the creature’s head. But she misjudged the swing, and brought the sword onto the daevagoth’s side, sinking deep into its flank and severing two of its legs. The creature lost its balance with a furious shriek, and Caina ripped the sword free and stabbed down with both hands. This time it sank into the daevagoth’s abdomen, and the creature screamed once more and died.
Caina stepped back, yanking another dagger free, but the fight was over. Dead daevagoths lay in a ring upon the floor. She looked around, but none of her allies had been injured. 
Not even Nasser.
“You should be dead,” said Caina. “The daevagoth stung you in the hand.”
Nasser smiled. “I have a strong grip.”
“By the Living Flame,” said Kazravid. “What the hell were those things?”
“Daevagoths,” said Caina. “Once living men and women. Callatas’s alchemy changed them into…that.”
Kazravid spat. “And I thought the occultists of Anshan were bad! They only conjure whispering shadows and speak with the dead. They don’t make these…these monsters.” He shook his head. “By the way, Ciaran, your sword technique is terrible.”
Caina shrugged. “I prefer daggers. And stabbing in the back over face-to-face fighting.”
“Spoken like a true master thief.”
“Thank you.” 
“I knew that man,” croaked Tarqaz, pointing at a dead daevagoth. “He worked in the kitchens. He…spilled wine while the master was eating, and…”
“If it will ease your mind,” said Nasser, “Callatas can never hurt him again.”
“It does not.” The eunuch drew himself up. “Let us proceed. The only thing that will ease my mind is stealing from…from the author of such horrors.”
“Well spoken,” said Nasser. “Ciaran, if you please.”
Caina retrieved her throwing knives and sword, cleaned the slime from their blades, and walked to the door of brass and gold. The pyrikon’s glow grew brighter as she did, and the others followed her. She stopped before the door, and lifted her left hand to touch the mechanism.
And as she did, the pyrikon unwrapped from her finger. 
The bronze segments opened, unfolding and expanding like a flower. The bronze stretched, curling around her wrist and expanding to form something that looked like a serrated dagger.
No. A key.
“That,” said Nerina, “is mathematically improbable.” 
The end of the pyrikon sank into the door, and the mechanism came to life. Gears spun and clanked, and sorcerous power washed over Caina. The pyrikon retracted, wrapped around Caina’s hand, and reshaped itself into a delicate bronze bracelet on her left wrist. 
She hesitated and tugged on the bracelet. The pyrikon came off her wrist without difficulty, and she felt an enormous wave of relief.
“I would,” murmured Nasser, “keep that on for now. It got us through the Maze.”
Caina gave a hesitant nod and returned the pyrikon to her wrist. Its sorcerous tingle felt almost familiar now. 
Then she watched as the elaborate mechanism upon the door released, its components sinking into the stone arch and the door itself. The door shuddered and swung open without a sound. Beyond stretched a corridor of black stone lit by glowing crystals upon bronze stands, crystalline statues of transmuted slaves standing in niches. In the distance Caina saw more wooden doors.
“The laboratory of the Grand Master,” said Nasser. “Shall we?”
Caina nodded and drew daggers in both hands, and the others followed suit.
Then she led the way into Callatas’s laboratory. 







Chapter 16 - Forgotten Lore
The corridor was silent, the faces of the crystalline statues frozen in silent screams. 

“Don’t touch the statues,” said Anaxander, his voice low. 
Caina wasn’t about to. Unlike the other statues she had seen, she felt the presence of potent sorcery upon their crystalline forms. It was some sort of ward, she suspected.
She didn’t want to find out what the ward did.
“Why not?” said Kazravid, ever belligerent. Yet his hands did not stray from his bow, and his eyes roved back and forth over the corridor.
“Warding spells,” said Anaxander. “I suspect touching the statues would be…messy.”
“Fortunately,” said Nasser, “we are not here to steal the statues.”
Strabane grunted. “I don’t suppose that sorcerous ring or bracelet or whatever it is shows the way forward?”
“No,” said Caina, “but there’s only one way forward.” 
She walked down the corridor, heading towards the doors at the end. The others followed, weapons in hand, watching for any daevagoths or whatever other horrors Callatas’s sorcery had conjured up. But no foes or traps presented themselves. Perhaps they had passed the worst of the defenses. The poison mist, Samnirdamnus’s death spell, and the pack of daevagoths would have been more than enough to kill most intruders. 
Yet they had penetrated the defenses nonetheless. Surely Callatas must have anticipated the possibility and prepared more traps.
Her eyes strayed to the pyrikon on her left wrist. She wanted to remove it before it affixed itself to her finger again, but Nasser’s counsel was sensible. Still, its transformation had surprised her. She had never seen sorcery like that before. The pyrikon had been graceful, almost beautiful, in its transformation, and it seemed odd that a man like Callatas could have made such a thing. But beauty could hide corruption and darkness. 
Caina pushed the thought from her mind and kept walking.
The corridor of glassy statues ended in another pair of double doors. Anaxander cast the spell to sense the presence of sorcery, but Caina felt no spells upon the doors. There were, however, several sources of arcane power in the room beyond.
“No wards,” said Anaxander.
“Nerina, Kazravid,” said Nasser. “Keep your bows ready. If there are guards beyond the door, I would like to greet them appropriately.” Kazravid nodded, setting an arrow to his string, while Nerina loaded her crossbow with a metallic click. Caina sheathed her dagger and drew a throwing knife, the blade ready in her hand. “Strabane, Laertes…if you would do the honors.” 
The two men tugged on the double doors, and slowly the heavy doors swung upon silent hinges. The doors had been massively reinforced, with planks built around a steel core, the hinges bound with more metal bands. 
As if Callatas wanted to keep something out. Or keep something trapped within. 
The stench of rotting meat and clotted blood flooded Caina’s nostrils.
“By the Living Flame,” muttered Kazravid, “it’s a menagerie of the damned.” 
The chamber beyond the door was a large hall, its walls lined with niches. Steel bars sealed off each of the niches and transformed them into cells. Many of the bars were dented and scratched, as if attacked by claws and fangs and struck by massive hammers.
Monsters lurked in each of the niches. 
Callatas had not limited his experiments to the creation of daevagoths. 
One cell held a man standing eight feet high, his skin gray and glistening, black veins threading beneath his flesh. Instead of a head, the coiled bodies of five serpents rose from his neck, each one terminating in the hooded head of a cobra. The creature sat motionless against the stone wall, but the cobra heads waved back and forth in silence, their forked tongues darting back and forth, their yellow eyes staring at Caina.
Another cell held a creature that looked like a daevagoth, but far larger. The spider was the size of a horse, and a cluster of a dozen human heads rose from the carapace. Thick strands of ropy webbing filled the cell, and the hideous creature sat suspended in the middle of them, its dozens of eyes closed. A third cell held a thing that looked like a cross between a wolf and a scorpion, the barb on its tail as long as a sword blade. Still another contained a creature like an ape covered in plates of bony armor, or a hairless lion with a human head, each creature more deformed and twisted than the next. 
Most of the creatures seemed asleep, or at least dormant. They did not stir as Caina took cautious steps into the hall. There was a smaller door on the far end of the chamber, large enough for only one man. 
“Demons,” muttered Strabane, his brow furrowed, his sword steady in his hand.
“Creatures,” said Nasser. “Created by Callatas and his alchemy. Keep moving. And stay well away from the bars. Some of them can reach from their cages.” 
They walked in single file through the chamber. Part of Caina’s heart felt a pang of regret. Those creatures had not asked to be made into monsters, and the gods alone knew how long they had been imprisoned in this horrible place. Yet she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that if she opened even one of the cages, the creature within would kill everything it could find, starting with her.
Even as the thought crossed her mind, the pyrikon shuddered on her wrist and began to give off blue light.
“What is it doing?” said Kazravid. “Why is your hand glowing?”
“Ah,” said Caina, looking around the chamber. Each cage had its own lock, and the locks were glowing as well. “I think…it can open the cages.” 
“What?” said Kazravid. “Are you serious? Have you…”
“Do not be absurd,” said Caina. “And keep your voice down. I’m not letting anything out.” 
“Hasten,” hissed Nasser. “If some of those beasts awaken,” he glanced at something that looked like a hippopotamus with the head of a squid and the paws of a lion, “those steel bars may not prove as much of an impediment as we might wish.”
They reached the next door. Anaxander started to mutter, casting the spell to sense the presence of sorcery, but Caina waved her hand over the door and felt nothing. She saw no sign of mechanical traps, so she pulled the door open and stepped into the next room.
She found herself in one of the biggest libraries she had ever seen. 
It rose three stories above her head, two levels of balconies encircling the walls. Light came from crystal spheres hanging by chains from the ceiling. Shelves filled each of the balconies, laden with books and scrolls and papers and tablets of clay. Here and there curios rested on the shelves – a dagger, an old helmet, an idol fashioned of dried mud. Glass cases ran along one wall, displaying more relics. 
“The man enjoys his books,” said Laertes.
“Is this it?” said Kazravid. “Is this the laboratory?”
“No, this is his library,” said Nasser. “Many alchemical spells involve fire, and for obvious reasons Callatas keeps his tomes well away from any spells that might go awry.” 
Anaxander nodded. “There are wards against fire through the walls and upon the shelves.” He snorted. “I don’t think a candle could even ignite in this room.” 
“We must tarry here a moment,” said Nasser.
“Why?” said Kazravid. “Books do not command as high a price on the black market as a vial of Elixir Restorata.” 
“The right book can. And I wish to borrow a book,” said Nasser. “This will only take a moment.” He gestured at the curio cases. “I suggest you pass the time by looting the cases. Many of the items within are valuable.” 
Kazravid grunted. “A sound suggestion. Sorcerer! Are those cases warded?”
“They’re not,” said Anaxander. “But the glass has…”
Kazravid walked to the nearest case and hammered the pommel of his scimitar against it, only for the weapon to rebound from the glass without leaving a scratch.
“But the glass has been alchemically transmuted,” said Anaxander, “to have the strength of steel. The wood, too.”
Nasser strode to one of the bookcases beneath the balcony and began scanning the titles. 
And as he did, Caina had a realization. 
“To hell with that, then,” said Kazravid. He pointed at Nerina. “You. Strake. Can you pick the lock?”
“On the balance of probability, most likely,” said Nerina.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” said Kazravid. “Open the damn thing, and I’ll let you have the first pick of the gold and the jewels within. And you needn’t worry about me cheating you, since your large friend will cut off my head if I do.”
Azaces nodded.
“Fair enough,” said Nerina, and she reached into her robe, produced her tools, and went to work. 
Caina crossed the library and joined Nasser. 
“That’s what this is about, isn’t it?” said Caina in a low voice.
“Oh?” said Nasser, not looking up from the shelves
“This theft,” said Caina. “The reason we are here. You want this book, whatever it is.”
“The loss of this book,” said Nasser, “will hinder Callatas greatly. And will aid me in stopping him.” He glanced at her. “And aid you, as well.” 
Caina said nothing for a moment.
“Can’t you do it any faster?” said Kazravid.
“Picking a lock,” said Nerina, “is a precise operation requiring the exact balancing of many variables. It cannot be rushed.”
“I could do it faster,” said Kazravid.
“Perhaps. What is nine times eleven?”
“Ah,” said Kazravid. “It is…”
“Ninety-nine,” said Anaxander.
Laertes laughed.
“Shut up,” said Kazravid. 
“Then let me help you find the book,” said Caina.
“Do you read High Iramisian?” said Nasser.
“I didn’t even know there was such a language,” said Caina.
“I thought not. Well, you are a surprising man, so what was one more surprise?” He pointed at the spine of a book. “The characters will look Anshani, but more stylized. The book I seek has a sigil upon its spine, one that looks a great deal like,” he hesitated for a moment, “like the way the pyrikon looked when it took the shape of a ring. A ring made of bronze scales, bound together in a twisted chain, wrapped around a seven-pointed star.”
“What does that sigil represent?” said Caina.
She did not expect an answer, but received one nonetheless.
“It was the sigil, in ancient times,” said Nasser, “of the Princes of Iramis.” 
Caina’s eyes widened. 
“We had best hurry,” said Nasser. “I don’t know how much time we have. And our allies might grow discontented if they realize we have interests other than money.”
Caina started scanning the shelves. She hurried up and down the rows of books, glancing over the titles. Callatas had a vast collection of books and scrolls, and they were arranged in no order that she could discern. Many of the volumes were written in the language Nasser had called High Iramisian. Callatas had destroyed Iramis, so why keep so many of its books? Perhaps he had craved the knowledge of Iramis’s sorcerers – the loremasters, whoever they had been. 
“Got it!” said Nerina, and Caina heard the creak as the curio case opened. 
“Let me have a look!” said Kazravid. Azaces gave a menacing growl. “After you, of course, mistress Strake.”
“My lord anjar,” said Nerina, “you are as much of a gentleman as I am.” 
This time both Anaxander and Strabane laughed with Laertes.
“She is not,” said Kazravid, “that funny.” 
Caina headed for the stairs, intending to search the shelves on the second level, and felt the faint tingle of sorcery.
She turned her head. The spell came from something on a nearby shelf. A closer look revealed a book with the sigil Nasser had indicated, a pyrikon ring wrapped around a star with seven points. In fact, the sigil looked exactly the way the pyrikon had when it had been wrapped around Caina’s finger. Perhaps Callatas had stolen the design for the shapeshifting key from the Iramisians. 
But why would he do that?
Her unease grew. Wraithblood had only first appeared in Istarinmul five or six years ago. But Callatas himself was centuries old. Perhaps the wraithblood was not a new development. Perhaps it was merely another phase in his Apotheosis, another step in a plan devised before Iramis had burned.
The final phase, perhaps?
Another mystery to contemplate later. 
Caina drew the book from the shelf with her left hand, and as she did she felt a pulse of power from the pyrikon around her wrist. The book answered in kind as Caina lifted it. It was as if the spell upon the bracelet and the spell upon the book recognized each other. 
“Nasser,” said Caina, and he joined her.
“Ah,” he said, and she handed him the heavy book. He took it reverently, gazing upon the title. “I have sought this for a very long time.”  He tucked the tome away in his brown robes. “And now on to Callatas’s laboratory. We both seek further secrets.”
“That, and our allies will kill us if we leave without any Elixir Restorata,” said Caina. “What is in the book?”
Nasser hesitated. “If we live through this, we can discuss it more.” 
“Ciaran!” shouted Nerina. “I think you might want this.”
“A silver dagger?” said Kazravid. Caina turned and saw the anjar rummaging through the opened case, stuffing jewels and various coins into his pockets. “Pretty, but useless. Silver doesn’t hold an edge well, and it tarnishes too easily. Not that I object to artwork, but I prefer that my weapons are wrought of steel.” 
“True,” said Nerina. “In that event, you will not object when I give this to Ciaran.”
Kazravid grunted and kept rooting through the curio case, while Strabane and Anaxander helped themselves to more coins and jewels. Nerina hurried toward Caina, Azaces following, a sheathed dagger resting in her hands. 
“I appreciate the thought,” said Caina, “but a steel dagger would be more useful than a silver blade.”
Nerina grinned. “There are different kinds of silver. Take a look.”
Caina shrugged, took the weapon, and drew the dagger from its sheath. The straight, leaf-shaped blade was a foot long, the hilt wrapped in black leather. The weapon was lighter than she had expected, and…
She felt her eyes widen.
The dagger had been forged of ghostsilver. 
The rare metal was lighter and stronger than steel, and contrary to what Kazravid had said, it could hold a deadly sharp edge. But it was also proof against sorcery. A weapon forged from ghostsilver could penetrate a sorcerer’s warding spells to strike flesh, could damage and sometimes even break wards upon physical objects. 
“Do you like it?” said Nerina.
Caina turned the dagger over, trying to keep her emotions from her face.
She had carried a dagger like this as a Ghost nightfighter. The weapon had been destroyed during her final confrontation with the Moroaica in the netherworld, destroyed during the same fight that had killed Corvalis. She had lost everything that day.
This dagger looked and felt different than her old weapon.
Yet it felt as if she had regained something.
“Thank you,” said Caina, sliding the dagger into its sheath. She hooked the sheath to her belt. “This is a princely gift.”
Nerina grinned. “You can put it to better use than I ever would.” 
“A waste, Ciaran,” said Kazravid. He jingled a bit as he walked closer. “Melt it down and sell the silver. A silver knife is useful for cutting butter and not much else. And this is Istarinmul. It’s so hot the butter melts before you even need to cut it.” 
Strabane snorted. “Remind me to never eat your cooking.”
“I am a nobleman and warrior of Anshan. I do not sully my hands with cooking.”
“If you are quite done sharing your expertise,” said Nasser, “we ought to move on.”
“You found the book?” said Laertes. 
“I did,” said Nasser.
“Just what is in this book?” said Kazravid, eyes narrowing with suspicion. 
“A collection of the epic poems of Istarinmul,” said Nasser. “I do have a taste for them.” 
“Then don’t tell us,” said Kazravid.
“I suggest we go this way,” said Nasser, pointing at another door on the far side of the library. “I suspect it is not much farther to the laboratory proper.”
“You’re right,” said Anaxander. “I sense several powerful sources of arcane force in that direction.” Caina could, as well. She hoped they were not more warding spells.
“Very well,” said Nasser. “Let’s…”
He froze in mid-word, his foot raised to take a step. Caina spun and saw the others frozen in place as well. Yet she felt no new spell, no sorcery other than the wards already radiating over the library. Had the pyrikon done something? She looked at her wrist, and as she did, the world blurred to black and white.
It was a trap.
“No, it’s really not.”
She knew that voice.
Caina looked up and saw Samnirdamnus leaning against one of the balcony pillars. He wore again the form of Corvalis Aberon, clad in the black coat and trousers and boots of a wealthy Nighmarian merchant. His eyes were of smokeless flame, stark against the black of his coat.
“You,” said Caina.
“Well,” said Samnirdamnus, pushing away from the pillar and strolling toward her. “It actually is a trap, come to think of it. But not one set by me. Or anything in this room.”
“Are you killing us?” said Caina. “Is that what this is?” The others remained motionless, frozen in a moment, all the color leached from the world. It reminded Caina of the time Ibrahmus Sinan had sent her through his Mirror of Worlds to the netherworld. Time often ran faster in the netherworld than in the mortal world, and she had looked back through the gate to see the others frozen. 
“Not at all, my darling demonslayer,” said Samnirdamnus. “You successfully negotiated with me. You solved my little riddle. So I’m not lifting a finger against you or your plucky little band of thieves.” He examined them for a moment. “Such as they are.”
“Then what is this?” said Caina.
“A little chat, nothing more,” said Samnirdamnus. “Previously, I could only speak to you in your dreams or in places near an opened Mirror of Worlds. Such as Vaysaal’s palace, you’ll recall. But our conversation in the mortal world changed that. Now I can speak to you directly, when the circumstances are right.”
“Lovely,” said Caina. “So this is all a vision, and I’m twitching on the floor while Nasser and the others try to figure out if I was poisoned or if I’m having a seizure?” 
“Actually,” said Samnirdamnus. “No time has passed at all. We are between heartbeats at the moment.”
“How is that possible?” said Caina. 
“A curiosity of the mortal mind,” said Samnirdamnus. “Mortal minds are capable of processing much more information than your senses and conscious thoughts can generate. I am merely borrowing the excess capacity. When our conversation has finished, you will find that no time has passed and that no one will have noticed anything amiss.” He paused. “Unless you start talking about voices in your head, of course.” 
“So you’ve come to talk,” said Caina. “What do you want to talk about?”
“Why, affairs that could be of interest to both of us,” said Samnirdamnus. “Given that you might be the one I have been looking for.”
Caina sighed. “I don’t suppose you are ever going to tell me why you have been looking for me?” She tilted her head to the side as she regarded the djinni. “Or is it someone like me? Not me specifically?” 
Samnirdamnus smiled. “Why should there be a difference? But, today, we shall not talk about that. Instead we shall discuss the warning I am about to give you.” 
“Warning?” said Caina. The last two times that Samnirdamnus had given her warnings, they had been proven right. “Against what?”
“Against what lies before you,” said Samnirdamnus. “You’ve done very well. You have slipped past all of Callatas’s defenses, but there is one trap left.”
“What is it?” said Caina.
“What you have brought with you,” said Samnirdamnus.
“I don’t understand,” said Caina. 
“You will,” said Samnirdamnus. “Very shortly, alas, and it might well kill you. And…I’m afraid we are done now.”
He clapped his hands, and he vanished. Color flooded back into the world, and the others returned to motion.
“Let’s go,” said Nasser, finishing his sentence. 
Caina blinked, a wave of dizziness washing through her.
“Ciaran?” said Nasser. “Is something amiss?”
“Probably,” said Caina. “I don’t know.” She took a deep breath, steadying herself. Evidently having a djinni talk directly into her skull had side effects.
For the thousandth time, Caina wished that all the sorcerers and spirits that liked to talk in her dreams and thoughts would simply write letters. Or give her straight answers to her questions.
“I don’t know,” said Caina again. “But I think…I think we should be on guard for traps.”
“Obviously,” said Kazravid.
“I do sense another source of arcane power beyond the next door,” said Anaxander.
“Can you tell what it is?” said Nasser.
“No,” said Anaxander. “Only that it is powerful.”
“Everything in this demon-haunted place is powerful,” said Strabane.
“We’ve gone too far to turn back now,” said Nasser, “and I suspect that Callatas’s laboratory is near. We will press forward…but remain on your guard.” 
“I agree,” said Kazravid. “There is too much wealth at hand to simply leave.”
Caina nodded. The money from the sale of the Elixir Restorata meant nothing to her. But the possibility of unraveling the mystery of the Apotheosis was too much to pass up. She might never against have the opportunity to look around his laboratory. 
“We press on,” said Caina.
Her hand tightened around the unfamiliar hilt of the ghostsilver dagger.
“Well,” said Nasser. “Shall we?”
They walked to the next door. 







Chapter 17 - Reflections
The room beyond the library was not what Caina had expected. 

It was a large round chamber, the floor of black stone polished to a mirror shine. Niches rested in the walls, and in every niche stood a panel of gray light. Each panel was the size of a door, and as Caina looked at them, she realized that the panels were in fact mirrors. She saw her reflection in the glass, saw a young Cyrican nobleman staring out at her.
And behind her reflection, she saw something moving. 
“Anaxander,” said Nasser.
The magus cast the spell to sense sorcery, but Caina already knew what he would find. She felt the powerful spells binding each of the mirrors, sorcery fell and potent.
A type of sorcery that she had sensed before. 
“They’re enspelled,” announced Anaxander. “Each of them.”
“What manner of spell?” said Nasser.
“I do not know,” said Anaxander.
“I do,” said Caina. “I’ve seen it before. Look into the mirrors. Look at what’s behind the reflections.”
“Behind the reflections?” said Laertes, stepping forward with Kazravid. “I don’t see…wait. There’s something moving behind the glass.” 
“A gray plain,” said Kazravid. “Like the steppes west of Anshan…but without color. A stormy sky.”
“Are these windows, then?” said Strabane. “But we are so far underground! Does the Alchemist have an entire world hidden in his dungeon?” 
“No,” said Caina, “they’re not windows.”
“What are they, then?” said Nerina. “The effect of perspective within the glass is…most disconcerting.” 
“They’re gates to the netherworld,” said Caina, “bound within the mirrors. Each one of those mirrors is in fact a Mirror of Worlds.” 
Strabane barked an oath, his sword coming up. “The realm of demons?”
“And other things,” said Caina. “Stay away of them. We should probably keep moving.”
“Why would Callatas keep all these gates open?” said Nasser. “There are thirteen of them. A remarkable waste of sorcerous power.”
Caina turned in a circle, performing a quick count. There were fourteen niches in the circular room’s wall, and thirteen of the niches held mirrors. The fourteenth contained a closed wooden door. The walls between the niches were carved with more of the grotesque, monstrous figures Caina had seen in the Maze. 
She stared at her reflection in one of the mirrors and felt a twinge of unease. Something about the image in the glass, superimposed over the twisting gray plain of the netherworld, felt wrong. The reflection looked a little too sharp. Like a duplicate standing behind the glass. 
Caina stepped away from the mirror.
But her reflection remained in place.
“What the hell?” she muttered.
“Ciaran?” said Nasser. 
“Look,” said Caina. “Don’t step in front of the mirror, but just look.”
Nasser looked at her, looked at the mirror, and then back at her.
“I see,” said Nasser. 
“My reflection is doing the same thing,” said Laertes, pointing at another mirror. Caina saw his reflection in the glass. Laertes pointed, but the reflection remained motionless.
“Mine as well,” said Kazravid.
“Anaxander,” said Nasser, looking at his own reflection. “What is this?” 
“I don’t know,” said Anaxander, his voice tight with concern. His own-black robed reflection stared out at him. “I’ve never heard of a spell that can do this. It must be some sort of illusionary trickery…”
“It’s not,” said Caina. “There are spirits in the netherworld that can take other shapes, mimic people you know. I think those aren’t our reflections. I think that they are spirits taking our shapes. We had better keep moving.”
But she still found it hard to look away from the reflection. It seemed to exert a terrible fascination over her, drawing her eye like a lodestone pulling an iron nail to itself. Caina could not understand why it fascinated her so. It was not as if she had never seen a duplicate of herself before – Sicarion had used Rhames’s mask to appear as her, and in the Sacellum of the Living Flame she had fought a spirit that had disguised itself as her. 
A spell. It had to be. One that compelled them to stare at the images in the mirror.
Caina pulled off her cap, stuffed it into a pocket, and reached into the collar of her black coat.
She drew out the cowl of her shadow-cloak. The cloak was nearly weightless, and she had hidden it within her coat. She let the cowl fall over her head, and all at once the strange fascination stopped. The shadow-cloak could shield her mind from thought-controlling spells, which meant the fascination had been a spell.
A trap.
Caina looked around and saw the others gazing slackly at their reflections, their eyes glassy.
As if hypnotized. 
“Nasser,” said Caina, grabbing his shoulder. “Nasser!” 
“Hmm?” said Nasser. His expression was blank, but his reflection had a knowing smirk. “What is it? Is it important?”
Caina cursed in frustration…and then the reflections stepped out of the mirrors.
The glass rippled around them, and then the reflections strode free across the gleaming floor. They looked solid, their boots clicking against the stone. Caina watched as her reflection drew closer. It looked identical to her in every way – the same black clothing and boots, the same blue eyes and close-cropped black hair, the same height and stance. Yet like Nasser’s image, her reflection had the a knowing smirk, a same malicious gleam in her eyes.
And as Caina watched, her reflection changed. 
Her clothes rippled and shrank, changing color. A heartbeat later the reflection wore the costume Caina had used to infiltrate the Kindred family of Cyrioch, a short skirt of red silk, high-heeled sandals, and an intricate arrangement of red silk strips that just barely managed to cover her breasts. The reflection’s hair coiled around her shoulders, long and black and gleaming. 
A quick look around saw the reflections of the others changing as well, growing younger or older. 
“What are you?” said Caina.
“Why, I am you,” said her reflection, “your past, come to face you once more.” 
“No, you’re not,” said Caina. “You’re a spirit. One that can change form. You read my mind and fashioned an image from my thoughts. I expect that Callatas bound you to guard his laboratory and to kill any intruders.” She took a step back and drew the ghostsilver dagger from its scabbard, the blade rasping. “But you can’t read my mind now, can you?”
“No,” murmured the reflection, “you bear a weave of shadow. But it does not matter. The shadows might guard your mind, but they shall not shield your flesh. And the prince of the nagataaru shall be most pleased.”
“Prince?” said Caina. “What prince?”
“No answers for you, fleshling mortal,” said the reflection. “I am not a djinn to prattle on endlessly about nonsense when a feast is at hand. Come, brothers!” She raised her voice. “Come and feast!” 
The reflection stepped forward and changed. Her mouth filled with needle-like fangs, and long black claws sprouted from her fingers and toes. Spikes of razor-edged bone jutted from her arms and legs, making her look a creature of nightmare or a beast from Callatas’s ghastly menagerie.
“Feast!” shrieked the reflection, charging forward. 
Caina spun, dodging the slash of black claws, and stabbed with the ghostsilver dagger. The reflection danced aside with the grace of a swaying serpent, and Caina saw the others struggling against their own reflections. Every last one of them had changed. Nasser fought a hunched, ape-like creature with a fist of white-hot glass, while Laertes dueled a hulking shape in the bloodstained steel armor of an Imperial centurion. Kazravid fought a thing that looked like a giant slug in the robe of an Anshani anjar, a slug that nonetheless moved with speed and power. 
Then Caina’s reflection lunged again, and she had no more time to observe the others. She dodged the stab of a black-clawed hand and ducked under a sweep of a spike-studded arm. Caina struck with the ghostsilver dagger, and this time the reflection was too slow. She opened a slash across the reflection’s ribs and belly, and the spirit creature stumbled back with an infuriated scream, gray light seeping from the wound. The ghostsilver dagger grew warm in Caina’s hand. The reflection reeled back, sudden fear on her distorted face, but already the glowing wound shrank. 
Suddenly she felt a surge of sorcery and jumped back, worried that one of the reflections was casting a spell.
But it was Anaxander.
The exiled magus stood in the center of the melee, arms outthrust. Tarqaz squatted next to him, sobbing as his distorted reflection circled around him, hissing threats and curses. Anaxander’s reflection leapt towards him, clad in the black armor of an Imperial battle magus, but Anaxander thrust a palm. Blue light burned around his fingers, and the reflection screamed, dissolving into a swirl of gray mist.
The mist swirled across the floor, as if caught in the wind, and vanished back into one of the gates. 
Anaxander had a spell to drive back the spirit creatures.
And as one, the remaining creatures turned to look at him.
“Help!” shouted Anaxander. “If any of you still have control of your minds, help! I can’t hold them off all at once!” 
Caina slashed at her reflection, driving it back, and then ran at Anaxander. 
Azaces stood in her path, dueling his reflection, a towering, distorted version of himself. The reflection wore only a loincloth, and the words “traitor” and “betrayal” had been tattooed in every language over every inch of his muscular flesh. The reflection slammed a foot into Azaces’s stomach, and Nerina’s bodyguard fell over with a grunt. But rather than finish the fight, the towering reflection ran at Anaxander, raising his scimitar for a killing blow.
Caina dashed forward and sprang upon the giant’s back, her left hand seizing his shoulder, her right driving the ghostsilver dagger forward again and again. In a heartbeat she had torn three gaping wounds in the giant reflection’s back, punctures that shone with gray light. The giant threw back its head in a soundless scream – even Azaces’s reflection was mute. Caina landed two more hits, and then the spirit creature flung out its arms, the motion throwing her from its back. Caina hit the floor, rolled, and came to one knee, driving the dagger into the back of the giant’s leg with both hands. She ripped the blade out, and the reflection toppled as light blazed from its wound.
Before the creature could recover, Caina ran to Anaxander’s side. 
“You can control yourself?” said Anaxander, his bloodshot eyes wide with fear and strain. “How?”
“Not important,” said Caina. “You can banish these things?” Nerina slashed a dagger at her reflection, a thing that looked like a hairless monkey dripping with wraithblood.
“Aye,” said Anaxander. “They’re called carchomorphic spirits. One of the greater dangers of the netherworld. They can read minds, and take on distorted forms of their victims in order to induce an apathetic stupor. They also…”
“Don’t care,” said Caina, watching as Azaces’s reflection healed its wounds. Her own reflection drew closer, black claws glittering. “If you can banish them, do it now.”
“It will draw their attention,” said Anaxander, “and they’ll kill me before I can finish the spell.” 
“Do it anyway,” said Caina, adjusting her grip on the ghostsilver dagger. “I will keep them off you.”
“But…”
“Do you want to die here?” said Caina. “Do it!”
Anaxander began muttering under his breath, his hands waving in precise gestures as he summoned power. Caina felt the crawling of arcane force as his spell began to take shape. 
As one, every single reflection turned to look at him, and they charged in silence.
Caina dashed to meet them, the dagger a silvery blur in her fist.
She reached Strabane’s reflection first, a bestial, distorted image of the taciturn gladiator. Caina dodged a sweep of the broadsword and slashed, opening a burning gash across the carchomorphic spirit’s chest. The spirit hissed and swung again, and Caina only barely dodged, the heavy sword sweeping past her face. She caught her footing as her own reflection stabbed with black claws. Caina ducked, lost her balance, and stumbled. She rolled away and regained her feet as her reflection pursed, and she lashed out with the dagger. Her blow took the clawed fingers from her reflection’s right hand, the stumps shining with light, and the carchomorphic spirit shrieked in pain. 
Nasser’s reflection lunged at her, attacking with a left hand of burning glass twice the size of his right hand. Caina raked the ghostsilver dagger across the glass hand, a horrible screech filling her ears. The blade did not damage to the living glass, but the spirit hissed in pain. Caina struck again, opening a glowing wound on his arm, and the carchomorphic spirit fell back. 
She spun just as Nerina’s reflection slammed into her. The twisted creature drove her to the ground, blue eyes wild with madness and hunger. Caina drove a boot into the spirit’s face and kicked, driving the creature back. But before she could rise her own reflection slammed into her, clawed hands gripping her throat, knees pinning her arms in place.
“Did you really think,” crooned the carchomorphic spirit, “that you could get away? You deserve death. You shall suffer for your sins, you…”
Anaxander shouted and clapped his hands. Caina felt the pulse of sorcery wash over her, and a ring of blue light erupted from the magus, rolling through the chamber. It touched the reflection pinning Caina in place, and the carchomorphic spirit dissolved into swirling gray mist. The other reflections melted into mist, and one by one flowed back into the mirrors, vanishing into the netherworld. 
Caina let out a long breath and got to her feet, throwing back the cowl of her shadow-cloak and tucking it into the collar of her coat once more. 
“Is anyone injured?” said Nasser, looking around. Fortunately, no one seemed to have been hurt. Likely Caina and Anaxander had distracted the spirits before they could start killing.
“What were those damned things?” said Kazravid.
“Demons,” rumbled Strabane. 
“Obviously,” said Kazravid. “But what kind of demons? I looked at them and saw…a twisted reflection of myself, and then my mind seemed to fill with haze.” 
“Aye,” said Laertes. “I served in the Legions since I was a lad of sixteen, and I have never frozen up like that.”
“I fear you could not help yourself,” said Anaxander. Nerina helped a weeping Tarqaz to his feet. “The creatures are called carchomorphic spirits. Many of the spirits of the netherworld can read the minds of their victims and take the shape of their victims’ worst fears.”
“Phobomorphic spirits,” murmured Caina.
Anaxander frowned. “How do you know about those?”
“Don’t ask.”
Kazravid waved a hand. “So those were supposed to be our greatest fears? That seems unlikely. My greatest desire is to become fat and lazy with slave women to wait upon my every whim.”
“These were a different class of spirit,” said Anaxander. “Carchomorphic. Look upon them and you shall see a distorted version of yourself, fused with something from your worst fears. The effect is mesmerizing, so the carchomorphic spirits are often able to kill their foes without a struggle.” 
“How were you able to resist the demons’ mesmerism?” said Strabane.
Anaxander offered a thin smile. “Why do you think I was expelled from the Magisterium? I studied these creatures too deeply, and my superiors discovered my research.”
Strabane shook his head. “Normally I would have naught to do with a man who consorts with spirits, but I’m glad Nasser invited you along.” He looked at Caina. “How did you fight off their influence?”
Caina shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ve faced such creatures before, so I knew what to expect.” That was only half a lie. Nasser, Laertes, and Nerina knew that she was the Balarigar and had a shadow-cloak, but she had no wish to share that information with the others. 
“Why was yours a woman?” said Kazravid.
“Pardon?” said Caina.
“Your duplicate,” said Kazravid. “It turned into a woman. That didn’t happen for any of the others.” 
“It looked like my sister,” said Caina in quiet voice before Kazravid could realize the obvious. “A necromancer murdered her when we were children. It…made me the man I am today.” She took a deep breath. “I think that’s what she would have looked like, had she lived.” 
She braced herself for Kazravid to pursue the matter further, but the Anshani anjar only shook his head. “Filthy spirits.” 
“Since we are all still alive thanks to Ciaran’s and Anaxander’s quick thinking,” said Nasser, “it’s time to move on. Riches await us, and it would be a sad affair if we turned back after a few trifling difficulties.” 
And, Caina knew, he wanted to have a look around Callatas’s laboratory.
“Lead on,” said Kazravid. “Let’s see if we can get killed yet.”
“I hope not,” said Tarqaz. The eunuch’s face had gone even paler, sweat beading on his skin. “I fear…I fear I am not cut out for this sort of business. If we live through this, I plan to retire peacefully in a small villa as far from Istarinmul as I can manage.”
“That’s the spirit,” said Kazravid, clapping Tarqaz on the back. 
They set off from the chamber of mirrors, moving deeper into the tunnels and closer to Callatas’s laboratory. 
Caina walked between Nerina and Kazravid, the ghostsilver dagger ready in her right hand. Once again Samnirdamnus’s warning had proven prescient. Did he seek to use her as a weapon against Callatas? If Caina found a way to kill the Grand Master, then Samnirdamnus’s pact with Callatas would be void. But Samnirdamnus was older than the mortal world itself. Callatas’s centuries-long lifespan was but a passing moment to an eternal spirit like a djinni. Samnirdamnus need only wait until Callatas made a mistake and died, and then he would be free. 
Or did the djinni have some other game in mind?
Caina shook her head.
“What is it?” said Nerina.
“Everything, I suppose,” said Caina.
The answer to her questions, she suspected, waited in Callatas’s laboratory.







Chapter 18 - Elixir Restorata
“That is it,” said Anaxander, pointing at a final pair of double doors. “I am sure of it.”

Caina was, too. 
The rooms and corridors beyond the chamber of mirrors had seemed dusty and deserted. More of the crude demon images marked the walls and pillars, and here and there dusty skeletons rested in niches, some still holding rusted weapons. Caina wondered if Callatas had simply left bodies in the corridors to rot. Or perhaps the bones had rested here for centuries, ever since Istarr had defeated the last of the nagataaru-possessed Demon Princes of old and had founded Istarinmul. 
She began to wonder if they had been tricked, if Callatas’s laboratory did not lie down here at all, if the Maze and the wards and guardians were simply one giant trap to eliminate foolish thieves.
But then they saw the double doors, and she felt the arcane power waiting behind them. 
The doors themselves were massive, thick slabs of steel-bound wood. There were no wards upon the doors, but beyond them Caina felt the familiar presence of a Mirror of Worlds. 
“Weapons ready,” said Nasser, his scimitar in his right hand, his gloved left hand balled into a fist. “I doubt Callatas permits his guardians access to his laboratories. But let’s not take foolish risks.”
Kazravid barked a laugh. “Compared to the foolish risks we have already taken, aye?”
Caina nodded, walked to the doors, and helped Strabane and Laertes push them open.
Beyond waited the laboratory of Grand Master Callatas.
The chamber was enormous, large enough to hold both Vaysaal’s laboratory and the wraithblood laboratory in the Widow’s Tower. It rose four stories above her head, so high that it reminded her of the magistrates’ basilicas in Malarae. Three levels of balconies climbed the walls, supporting strange and intricate machines, constructions of glass and bronze and silver lit from within by eerie fires. Long tables held smaller instruments, jars and vials filled with powders and fluids and potions. One row of shelves held pickled organs from the various monsters in the menagerie, heads and eyes and hearts floating in jars of colored brine. 
But the wraithblood laboratory occupied most of the floor.
A huge Mirror of Worlds, thirty feet by thirty feet, dominated the far wall of the laboratory. Caina could not help but marvel at the skill of the glassmaker who could fashion such a huge mirror. The mirror shone with pale gray light, its surface reflecting the laboratory’s maze of machinery, but through the glow Caina saw the colorless plain and writhing black sky of the netherworld. 
Hundreds of steel tables occupied the floor below the towering Mirror, each one holding a dead man or woman. The corpses had turned gray, their veins black, their limbs and chests pierced with steel spikes. Slender chains dangled from the spikes, forming intricate patterns upon the floor as they braided together into a single thick cable before the mirror. The cable went through the mirror and then wrapped around a massive steel spike driven into the earth of the netherworld. Caina felt the arcane power flowing down the steel chains and into the corpses, corrupting their blood and transforming it into wraithblood. 
A metal trough rested beneath each table, holding the thick black wraithblood as it dripped from the murdered men and women. 
“By the Living Flame and his Seven Emissaries,” muttered Kazravid. “What the devil is all that?”
“A wraithblood laboratory,” said Caina, her voice quiet. 
Tarqaz let out a shrill little laugh. “Did you think I was lying, my lord anjar? Oh, I wish that I was! This is what happened to my sister. The master buys slaves by the thousands and sends them to his laboratory or one of the other workshops hidden throughout the city. Then they are murdered and their blood transmuted into wraithblood. Such was my sister’s fate. Such was the fate of thousands since my master began his work.”
Nerina’s face had gone bone-white, her hand lifted to her mouth. “It is…it is…there is no equation that can adequately express the horror of this.” She swallowed, her eerie eyes wet with tears. “Every day. I took wraithblood every day for years. I didn’t…I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t stop myself…”
She shuddered and fell silent, and Azaces put a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“It wasn’t your fault,” said Caina. “Your father addicted you to it.”
“But I should have been strong enough to stop,” whispered Nerina. 
“Callatas wronged you, and his many other victims,” said Nasser, “but now it is your chance to take revenge upon him, at least in a small way.” He pointed at a hulking machine of glass and metal wheels below one of the balconies, a thing that radiated arcane energies and glowed with faint silver light. “That is the apparatus that makes Elixir Restorata.” 
“The master just made a hundred new vials,” said Tarqaz. “They are very costly to produce.” The plump eunuch looked at the dead slaves, and his soft face seemed to harden. “Let us make it even costlier for him.”
“Well spoken,” said Nasser, and he led the way to the machine. A wooden table stood next to the machine, covered with gleaming crystals arranged in orderly rows. As they drew closer, Caina saw that the crystals were in fact crystalline vials, each one sealed with wax. The vials held a glowing silver fluid, thick and sluggish.
“Behold,” said Tarqaz. “Elixir Restorata.”
“The consumption of one vial,” said Nasser, “will heal any injury and nearly any disease.”
Caina gazed at the vials, a wild thought coming to her mind. Elixir Rejuvenata was made from the blood of murdered unborn children. But Elixir Restorata was made from the essences of immortal elemental spirits. No one had been murdered to create it.
Perhaps it could heal Caina’s old scars.
For a moment she saw herself holding a son or a daughter in her arms. Perhaps the Elixir could make that vision real. Perhaps she could leave behind this life of blood and death and have children of her own at last.
“Any injury,” said Caina, her voice hoarse, “no matter how old?”
Nasser glanced at her. “Any injury inflicted within the last year and a day. So I apologize, friend Azaces. The Elixir will not be able to restore your tongue or voice.”
Azaces gave an indifferent shrug, as if he had found those things to be of no use. 
Caina nodded to mask her disappointment. But relief came soon after the disappointment. She hated sorcery, and had no wish to use it to restore her ability to bear children, though Jadriga had offered to use her necromancy to heal her scarred womb more than once. 
But the Elixir Restorata had not been made with necromancy, and Caina was not sure that she would have been strong enough to resist it. 
“Laertes, Mistress Strake,” said Nasser. “Distribute and package the vials.” He smiled. “Mistress Strake will make sure the vials are divided according to our agreement. Ciaran, kindly come with me. I wish to have a look around. The rest of you stand guard. Steal anything that looks valuable, if you wish…but for the love of all the gods, do not activate any of the damned machines.”
“And stay away from the Mirror,” added Caina. 
“Do not worry,” said Strabane. “I have had my fill of demons for one night.”
Caina walked away from the others, Nasser at her side. She did not know what she sought, not really. There had to be something here. Some clue as to what Callatas sought, some indication of what he intended to do with his damned wraithblood. 
Some reason why he had killed so many innocent people.
There was a wooden table tucked away beneath the balcony near the Mirror, a worn wooden stool sitting before it. Papers and books covered its surface, and Caina saw that many of them had been written in a scrawled, hurried hand. 
Callatas’s notes.
“Nasser,” said Caina, and he nodded.
Caina hurried over and started sifting through the papers. There were many different formulas for alchemical solutions and notes upon various transmutation spells. She suspected many of them showed the spells for creating wraithblood, and she pocketed several of the pages. Perhaps she could use them to find a weakness or even a way to undo wraithblood addiction. A thick book held Callatas’s records of his experiments. Caina paged through it, her eyes flicking over the entries. Callatas wrote in a terse, direct style, making no note of his feelings or thoughts, only the results of his spells. She looked at the dates upon the pages. The Master Alchemist had been working on the formula for wraithblood for a long time.
For nearly fifty years, to judge by the dates, perhaps even longer. He had only perfected the formula just over six years ago, after going through countless innocent victims. The ledger contained his plans for building the laboratories to produce wraithblood in bulk, detailing the design of the enspelled steel chains to siphon sorcerous power from the netherworld. 
But what did wraithblood do? Why did he make it?
The ledger gave no answer.
Caina read some of the later entries for a moment, and her feeling of unease grew.
“Nasser,” she said.
“You have found something,” said Nasser, looking up from a scroll. 
“The day of golden fire,” said Caina. “The day the golden dead rose. Do you remember?”
Nasser raised one eyebrow. “It was rather hard to forget. If one lived through it.” He tilted his head to one side. “And I always suspected you knew more about it than you claimed.” 
She decided to tell him some of the truth. “I was there the day it happened in New Kyre. A sorceress opened a rift to the netherworld using a Maatish artifact of power. She wanted to ascend to the realm of the gods and make war upon them for the sufferings of mankind. If she had succeeded, the amount of arcane power she had summoned would have torn the world apart.”
“I assume you know why she failed?” said Nasser.
Caina ignored the question and pointed at the book. “One of Callatas’s recent experiments. He says that the golden rift left…cracks, weak points, in the wall between the mortal world and the netherworld. It looks like he had been trying to find a way to do something similar for decades. And it says…it says that the cracks between the worlds are the final step. The final thing he needs before casting the Apotheosis and remaking mankind.” 
“Perhaps not the last,” said Nasser. “Look at this. Oh, and do take that book. I suspect we shall have need of it later.” 
Caina slid Callatas’s ledger into a pocket of her coat and joined Nasser. He pointed at the scroll he had been reading, and Caina saw that it was a map of eastern Istarinmul. The Desert of Candles filled most of the map. Callatas had written dozens of notes, marking individual features and landmarks.
“Why does he have a map of the Desert of Candles?” said Caina. “Some trophy of the ashes of Iramis?”
“No,” said Nasser. “For that, he has his painting in the Tarshahzon Gardens. Or his grisly little celebration. This is something else.” 
Caina nodded. Callatas had purchased vast numbers of slaves, and while most of them perished in his wraithblood laboratories, he had sent many to the Desert of Candles, ostensibly to work mines he owned there. But Caina knew that those mines had been abandoned for decades. The slaves were doing something else in the Desert. Perhaps a construction project of some kind.
But as she stared at the map, the answer came to her.
“He’s looking for something in the Desert,” whispered Caina. “But what?”
“I can hazard a guess,” said Nasser. “Likely an Iramisian relic of some kind.”
“Why?” said Caina.
“The loremasters of Iramis are all but forgotten now,” said Nasser, “but at the height of Iramis’s power, they were at least as strong as the Imperial Magisterium, perhaps even stronger. And unlike the Magisterium or the College, the loremasters used their power responsibly.” He shrugged at Caina’s doubtful expression. “Or so the histories say. But the loremasters of Iramis forged relics of tremendous power. The jewel Callatas wears?” Caina nodded. “From what I have discovered, he stole it from the treasury of the Prince. It was called the Star of Iramis, and it a relic of immense power.”
The words shook Caina to her core.
“What did you say?” she whispered.
“The star is the key to the crystal,” Horemb had told her as the netherworld burned around them. 
“The star is the key to the crystal,” Samnirdamnus had said in her dreams. 
“The star is the key to the crystal,” the poet Sulaman had recited about the fall of Iramis. 
Had they meant the Star of Iramis? Was that the key? And if so, to what crystal?
“You’re sure it was called that?” said Caina. “The Star of Iramis?”
Nasser shrugged. “I trust the source. But I fail to see why it is significant…ah. The star is the key to the crystal? The words spoken by the man who died twenty-five centuries ago?”
Caina nodded.
“I did not make the connection before,” said Nasser with a grimace. “I should have sooner. Alas, I fear I can offer no insight. Perhaps your dead man did speak a true prophecy, and the star he mentioned is the Star of Iramis that Callatas carries. For you certainly have become entangled with Callatas and his plots.” 
“Then we have a new way to oppose Callatas,” said Caina. “We find and destroy his wraithblood laboratories…and we find these Iramisian relics before he can.” 
“Yes,” said Nasser. “But for now, I suggest we vacate the laboratory at once. Laertes and Mistress Strake should have finished, and the sooner we are gone from here, the better.”
“Agreed,” said Caina, adjusting the heavy book in her pocket.
They headed back towards the Elixir machine. Laertes and Nerina had finished dividing the wraithblood, sorting it into leather bags. Fortunately, the crystal vials seemed far sturdier than normal glass.
“Your share of the spoils, Master Ciaran,” said Laertes, sliding one of the bags across the table. 
Caina took the bag and hefted it, feeling the sorcerous power of the Elixir within the bag. Part of her wanted to throw it far away or to simply let the others take it. But she knew the vials of Elixir could be useful. If she was going to destroy Callatas’s wraithblood laboratories and keep him from finding whatever he sought in the Desert of Candles, then she needed allies.
And the easiest way to obtain allies was to simply bribe them. 
“I shall keep one or two for emergencies, of course,” said Kazravid, smiling at his bag. “The rest I shall sell, and I will use the money to live in comfort.”
“But you will never be completely at ease, will you?” said Nasser. “Never again.”
Kazravid scowled. “Why not? If you think my conscience will trouble me over stealing from Callatas, you are talking to the wrong man.” 
Nasser gestured at the steel tables and the dead slaves. “But you know that things like this happen in Istarinmul. You will never be able to forget it.”
“No,” said Kazravid, some of his bluster fading. “I suppose not.” Then he laughed. “You’re preparing us for another heist, aren’t you? You crafty bastard.”
“The man with friends,” said Nasser, “is wealthy indeed. And to ensure that we live long enough to enjoy our wealth, let us depart at…”
The doors to the laboratory boomed open. 
Black-armored Immortals raced into the laboratory, their eyes shining behind their skull-masks, scimitars in their right fists and chain whips coiled in their left. Caina cursed and yanked the ghostsilver dagger and a throwing knife from her belt, and the others drew their weapons.
Her heart sank in alarm. There were a dozen Immortals. They were outnumbered…and the Immortals were fierce and brutal fighters. 
A lean man of middle years followed the Immortals, clad in leather and chain mail, a scimitar and a dagger in his hands. He was balding, with a hooked beak of a nose and a cruel smile upon his lips, his black eyes as cold and hard as the stone of the floor.
“Well,” said Anburj, smiling. “I was hoping to catch the Balarigar here, but Nasser Glasshand? Almost as good.”







Chapter 19 - Kindred
Caina tensed, but Nasser spoke first. 

“Anburj of the Kindred,” said Nasser, his voice somehow combining both smooth courtesy and contemptuous disdain. “How very good to see you again. Tell me. Has murdering for money grown so wearisome that instead you murder in pursuit of the Grand Master’s insanity?”
“Don’t be trite, Nasser,” said Anburj. “The Elder sees the truth of the Grand Master’s Apotheosis, and wisely aligned the Kindred family with his interests. And the Grand Master pays us well to dispatch his enemies. So we murder both for gold and the Grand Master’s vision.”
“Truly, you have the best of both worlds,” said Nasser. 
Anburj offered a thin smile. “Indeed.”
“You were expecting the Balarigar?” said Nasser.
“I was,” said Anburj. 
“So you have been waiting in this miserable dungeon for weeks?” said Nasser. “Really, I ought to kill you and put you out of your misery.” 
“Not at all,” said Anburj. “I knew the moment you entered the Grand Master’s laboratory.”
“And how were you blessed with such knowledge?” said Nasser.
“Simple,” said Anburj, pointing. “The traitor told me.” 
As one they turned to look at Tarqaz. 
Kazravid slowly raised his bow, murder on his face. The eunuch shrank back, his expression dissolving into terror.
“The assassin lies!” said Tarqaz. “I did not betray you! I swear it on the Living Flame! I…”
“You betrayed your little gang of thieves without even knowing it, Tarqaz,” said Anburj. “The Grand Master knew about your discontent. So he summoned a minor nagataaru and bound it your head while you slept. You never even knew. The minute you set foot within the laboratory, the nagataaru sent word, and the Grand Master dispatched me here.” He craned his neck. “Are you sure the Balarigar isn’t here, Nasser? He stole that pyrikon from Vaysaal’s palace. You must have had some way of penetrating the Maze’s arcane defenses.” 
“I swear I did not betray you!” said Tarqaz. “I hate Callatas more than any man who walks under the sun! I did not betray you!”
“By the by,” said Nasser, not taking his eyes from Anburj, “how did Callatas get a nagataaru into Tarqaz’s head without his knowledge? That ought to be impossible.”
Anburj sneered. “The Grand Master is capable of many impossible things, you doddering old relic.” He gestured, and three of the Immortals stepped forward, heavy crossbows in their armored fists. “Oh, and Tarqaz?”
“What?” spat the eunuch, trembling with fear and hatred.
“Before you receive the penalty for betrayal,” said Anburj, “the Grand Master wanted you to know that your sister died screaming and begging for her life. Kill him.”
Before Caina or Tarqaz or anyone else could react, the three Immortals raised their crossbows and squeezed the triggers. The quarrels sprouted from Tarqaz’s chest, his gray robes darkening with blood. The eunuch staggered back with a hoarse wheeze, eyes wide with terror, blood pouring from his mouth, and then collapsed to the floor.
A stunned silence fell over the laboratory.
“You’ll regret that,” said Caina, her voice hard.
“I doubt that,” said Anburj. “You should thank me. He did betray you, even if he knew it not.” He smiled. “But, my lord Amazaeus of House Helvius, perhaps you can beg for mercy when you are brought before the Grand Master.”
“So Callatas wants me alive?” said Nasser.
“The Grand Master wants the Balarigar alive,” said Anburj. “I didn’t expect to find you here. Still, it is not a total loss. The Grand Master will be pleased to have you.”
Nasser laughed. “If you truly had your wits about you, assassin, you’d know that the Grand Master wants my head far more than he wants the Balarigar.” 
“He does not,” said Anburj. “The Balarigar has caused the Grand Master’s work a considerable amount of disruption. More than you ever have, Nasser Glasshand, despite all the years you spent plotting to bring down the Grand Master.” He smirked. “Nasser the thief, Nasser the pirate, Nasser the brigand…and never more than a minor irritant to the Grand Master. And here is your final failure at last.” Anburj raised his weapons. “Take Nasser and Lord Amazaeus alive. The Grand Master will like to interrogate them. Kill the others.” 
“Are you so certain of yourself?” said Nasser. “You do not outnumber us by very much. And there are formidable fighters among us. Perhaps you should surrender now.” 
“No,” said Anburj. “Kill them, and take Nasser and Amazaeus alive…”
Caina heard the click of Nerina’s crossbow, followed shortly thereafter by the shriek of tearing steel and the dull thud of the quarrel sinking into flesh. An Immortal fell with a strangled bellow, head bowed, Nerina’s quarrel jutting from his chest. Kazravid raised his short bow and released in one smooth motion, but Anburj dodged with easy grace, the arrow rebounding from an Immortal’s armored shoulder.
The Immortals surged forward, weapons raised, chain whips uncoiling.
“Fight!” shouted Nasser, charging forward.
“Damn it!” bellowed Kazravid. “This was supposed to be a theft! If we live through this you and I are going to have words, Nasser!”
“Shut up and fight!” said Laertes. 
They came together in a furious crash, and for a moment Nasser and Caina and their allies had the advantage. Strabane bellowed in fury, his sword a blur, and his first strike sank halfway into an Immortal’s neck. Steel crunched and blood flowed, and the black-armored warrior collapsed to the ground. Azaces swung, and his massive scimitar sheared off an Immortal’s head. Blood fountained from the stump, and the Immortal collapsed. Nasser punched with his left fist, and it ripped through an Immortal’s helmet to crush the skull beneath. The Immortal toppled, and Nasser tore his bloody fist free in time to parry another Immortal’s strike upon his scimitar. 
Caina dodged around the melee, ghostsilver dagger in hand, and ducked under a scimitar’s slash. She drove the blade into the back of an Immortal’s knee, and the warrior stumbled. Laertes smashed the Immortal across the face with his shield. The warrior’s wounded leg collapsed beneath him, and Laertes drove his broadsword into a gap in the black armor. 
The Immortal fell, blood pooling beneath him. 
Anburj charged at Caina, his scimitar and dagger whirling. She dodged, parrying the scimitar’s strike on her ghostsilver dagger and jerking away from his dagger’s stab. She snatched a knife from her belt and flung it, but he deflected the blade with a flick of his scimitar. He was good, and she doubted that she could take him in a straight fight.
She heard a creak and ducked as Kazravid loosed a shaft at Anburj. The Kindred assassin dodged with lightning speed, and the arrow blurred past his shoulder. The surviving Immortals charged, swords flashing, and Nasser and his allies fell back, overwhelmed by the numbers and superhuman strength of their foes. Caina retreated before Anburj’s furious assault, and she felt a tug of burning pain along her left forearm as the Kindred assassin’s scimitar opened a shallow cut.
Caina desperately hoped that the sword had not been poisoned.
Then she felt a surge of arcane power, and Anaxander flung a hammer of psychokinetic force into the mass of charging Immortals. Dispersed among so many, the spell could not inflict much harm, but it did stagger both Anburj and the Immortals. Caina stabbed at Anburj, but the assassin caught her blade in a cross-parry. Before she could retract it, his boot slammed into her stomach, and she rocked back, the breath blasting from her lungs. She lost her balance and rolled, and just barely avoided Anburj’s following thrust.
Caina scrambled to her feet as Nerina loosed another crossbow bolt. The quarrel slammed into an Immortal’s chest and out his back, flinging him to the floor in a spray of blood. But the rest of the Immortals charged, driving back Nasser and the others, and Anburj continued his pursuit of Caina. 
She realized that they were going to die.
Nasser and the others would take down at least half of the Immortals, but the black-armored warriors were too strong. Anburj would kill them and collect his gold from Callatas. In a moment of black humor Caina realized that Anburj would finally kill the Balarigar and never realize that he had fulfilled his mission from Callatas. 
A flash of insight came to her. Anburj wanted the Balarigar. He had been surprised to find Nasser. 
How would Anburj react if he realized that the Balarigar stood in front of him?
She sprinted back several steps, and reached into her coat and yanked out the shadow-cloak. If fell around her, rippling a bit in the aura of power radiating from the massive Mirror of Worlds.
Anburj froze, his dark eyes widening. “You…”
“Remember me, Anburj?” said Caina, switching to the rasping, snarling voice she used when wearing the shadow-cloak. The others could hear her, but since they were likely going to die in the next few moments, it did not matter. “You failed to stop me at the Widow’s Tower and you couldn’t catch me at Vaysaal’s palace. Do you really think you can catch me here? You should…”
“The Balarigar!” roared Anburj, pointing his blades at her. “It’s him! The Balarigar!” For a moment a stunned pause fell over the battle, and Caina felt both the Immortals and Nasser and the others staring at her. “What are you waiting for? Kill him now!” 
Anburj and some of the Immortals ran at Caina, while the rest remained behind to fight the thieves. But that gave Nasser and the others a chance to strike. Nasser struck out with his black-gloved fist, smashing an Immortal’s helmet. Anaxander cast a spell, a burst of psychokinetic force driving an Immortal to the floor. Laertes sprang into the melee, thrusting with his sword. 
Caina ran, leading Anburj away. She dashed up the spiral stairs to the first balcony, the second, and then the third. Strange, arcane machines towered around her, elaborate constructions of bronze and glass that thrummed with arcane force. Two bronze posts, each one taller than Azaces, rose from the floor near one of the machines, connected to it by a thick coil of chains and wires. A constant arc of purple lightning snarled back and forth between the posts, hissing and spitting sparks. Caina didn’t know what the machine did, but potent arcane force radiated from it, and she suspected that touching the lightning would be very bad. 
She turned as Anburj came up the steps, sword and dagger raised in guard. The sounds of fighting rang from the laboratory floor far below, and Caina felt the pulse of sorcerous power as Anaxander loosed another spell. 
“Brought to bay at last,” said Anburj. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”
“Maybe it’s a trick,” said Caina in the Balarigar’s rasping voice, “maybe I’ve lured you up here to die.” 
“Such a big voice,” said Anburj, “for such a small man.” He lunged, and Caina jumped back.
He drove her right toward the arc of purple lightning. 
“I’ve seen you fight,” said Anburj. “I know you can’t take me. All trickery and theatrics. That’s all the great Balarigar is in the end. Tricks and bluffs and a shadow-cloak.” He smiled. “I’ve always wanted a shadow-cloak. I think I’ll keep yours as a trophy.”
He thrust again. Caina was only a few paces from the bronze posts and their lightning, and she felt the arcane current as a steady pulse against her skin. Another step and she would fall into it. Then Anburj wouldn’t even need to kill her at all. He need only watch as the lightning cooked her alive.  
Her fingers tightened against the ghostsilver dagger. It was proof against sorcery. Would it be effective against the snarling arc of lightning?
“I look forward,” said Anburj, drawing back his weapons for the killing blow, “to laying your head before the Grand Master.”
He thrust, and Caina stabbed the ghostsilver dagger into the arc of lightning.
The machine loosed a horrible shriek, and the dagger throbbed with heat in Caina’s hand, so hot that her leather glove started to smoke. The arc sputtered and vanished, and Caina fell through the posts, catching her balance on the other side. Anburj’s blades whistled a few inches past her face, and the Kindred assassin pursued her.
But Caina had removed the ghostsilver dagger from between the posts.
The arc of lightning blazed back to life and stabbed into Anburj.
The lightning leapt from one post to another, curling around Anburj. He screamed in agony as the fingers of lightning dug into him, his hair and clothes starting on fire, his flesh sizzling and crisping. Caina scrambled back as the assassin shrieked and smoked. The machine itself sputtered and started to howl, sparks flying from its metal parts. Whatever tasks Callatas had designed the device to perform, cooking assassins had not been one of them.
Anburj collapsed and lay motionless, smoke pouring from his ears and his eyes. The stench of burned flesh and hair was horrendous. He was almost certainly dead, but just to be safe, Caina drew a dagger and buried it behind his ear. The machine shuddered again, and began to shoot off sparks, various fluids leaking from its valves and pipes.
Caina yanked the dagger free from Anburj’s smoking skull and ran.
She had gotten down to the lowest balcony when the machine exploded. The tremendous roar echoed off the walls, the stairs trembling beneath her boots. Caina lost her balance, grabbing at the railing of the stairs for support. For a moment she feared the entire structure of the balconies would collapse and bury her, but the structure held. Evidently Callatas had constructed his laboratory to withstand the occasional explosion. She regained her balance and scrambled down the stairs, ghostsilver dagger in hand, ready to rejoin the fight against the Immortals. 
But the fight was over.
The Immortals lay scattered across the floor, blood pooling beneath them. Quite a few had smashed helmets, no doubt from Nasser’s fist. Strabane, Azaces, and Kazravid had all taken wounds, yet their injuries did not seem fatal.
All of them stared at her in shock. Even Nasser look taken aback.
“What did you do?” he said. 
Caina followed his gaze and saw the highest balcony ablaze with purple fire.
“One of Callatas’s machines stopped working,” said Caina. “Anburj is dead.” 
“You’re the Balarigar,” said Kazravid.
Caina stared at the Anshani anjar, feeling the weight of the ghostsilver dagger in her hand. Of Nasser’s entire group, she thought him the most capable of turning on her to collect the bounty. She didn’t want to kill him, but if he made it necessary…
“This entire time,” said Kazravid, his voice bewildered, “you were the Balarigar? The Living Flame! Half the city is hunting for you, and you were under my very nose the entire time?” 
“I do hope,” said Nasser, his voice smooth and cold, “that you are not planning to collect a bounty, my dear Kazravid.” 
Kazravid blinked. “Given that those damned…cardomorphic…”
“Carchomorphic,” said Anaxander.
“Demons,” said Strabane.
“Whatever,” said Kazravid. “If not for Ciaran, those spirits would have had us.”
“If you’re going to kill me and claim the bounty,” said Caina. “I very strongly suggest that you do it on the surface. Everyone in the palace likely would have felt that explosion…and Callatas already knows we are here.”
“He’s right,” said Strabane. “We had better leave.” 
“An excellent idea,” said Nasser. “If you all have your vials of Elixir Restorata, we can…”
“No one is leaving.”
The voice was a hideous, inhuman rasp, far deeper than any human tongue could produce.
And Caina had heard such a voice before. 
“Oh, damn,” she said, looking for Tarqaz’s corpse. “Tarqaz. Where is he?” 
Kazravid turned. “He was right…where did his body go?” He pointed at a bloodstained patch on the floor. Tarqaz had been standing there when the Immortals killed him. 
But the body was gone.
Caina turned towards the laboratory doors, already knowing what she would see.
Tarqaz’s corpse stepped around one of the tables, moving with the jerky, twitching movements of a puppet upon invisible springs. The crossbow quarrels still jutted from his chest, his robes caked with blood.
Yet he still moved nonetheless. 
And his eyes blazed with a mixture of purple fire and swirling shadow.
The nagataaru in Tarqaz’s head had taken control of his corpse. 







Chapter 20 - Apotheosis
“This has to be a kind of necromancy,” said Anaxander, gesturing as he summoned arcane power. 

“A demon,” said Strabane, pointing his sword. “A demon has taken control of his corpse.” 
“A nagataaru,” said Caina, watching Tarqaz. “The spirit that Callatas put in his head. I should have realized it sooner. When the Immortals killed him, the nagataaru could take full control of his body.” The same thing had happened in the Widow’s Tower. Caina had killed the Alchemist Ricimer, but Ricimer, too, had carried a nagataaru. The spirit had taken control of the Alchemist’s corpse, and the resultant fight had destroyed the Tower. 
Caina had barely gotten out alive. 
“The slayer of demons speaks truly,” growled Tarqaz.
“You know me, then?” said Caina.
“Know you?” said the nagataaru. Tarqaz’s lips remained motionless, his face slack with death, but the dreadful voice rasped against Caina’s ears nonetheless. “Your name resounds throughout the netherworld! The barren hunter. The killer of demons. The slayer of the Moroaica. The one who would stop the Apotheosis.” The eyes of shadow and fire shifted to Nasser. “And you are known to us as well. The lost lord. The homeless man. The man with the hand of glass…and the fool who thinks to stop what was begun so long ago.”
“If you know me,” said Nasser, perfectly calm, “then you know I am not a man easily daunted by obstacles. Such as impudent corpses.” 
“You have already failed,” said the corpse. “The Apotheosis cannot be stopped, either by the slayer of demons or the lord of dust and glass. The pact has been made. The price has been paid. The seal shall be found, and the harvest shall be reaped.” The nagataaru took a step forward, shadow and purple flame swirling around Tarqaz’s fingers. “And you cannot stop it.”
“And what is,” said Nasser, still calm, “the Apotheosis?”
The spirit laughed, the terrible voice filled with gloating malice. “Die in ignorance. You failed, my lord of glass and dust. You failed your family, your people. Now die and fail one final time.”
Caina laughed, long and loud, and the nagataaru paused. 
“Don’t be absurd,” she said. “We already know what the Apotheosis is. And it has already failed.” She gestured at the fire raging upon the top balcony. “Why do you think we came here, chattering spirit? To steal some Elixir Restorata? To filch a few of Callatas’s valuables? No. We came here to stop the Apotheosis. We have succeeded. Go crawling back to your master Callatas and report your failure, and perhaps he shall deign to take mercy upon you.”
“I serve only Kotuluk Iblis, the prince of all nagataaru,” snarled the spirit, “and not the pathetic Grand Master! You cannot stop him! The pact with Callatas has been signed. Already he carries the Star of Iramis and performed the first step of the sacrifice! Soon his slaves shall find the Seal of Iramis and the Staff of Iramis, and the instruments of power shall be gathered!” Nasser’s eyes widened. “Then this world shall be ours! We will feast upon your torment for an eternity, proud mortals.” 
“Not if we first destroy the wraithblood laboratories,” said Caina.
“Fool! You understand nothing!” said the nagataaru. “The wraithblood laboratories are but the first step. They merely prepare the way. Once the fool Callatas wields the Star, Seal, and Staff of Iramis in concert, the way shall be opened, and we shall feast!”
Caina offered a grand bow. “Thank you.”
Tarqaz’s slack, dead face offered no expression, but the nagataaru seemed annoyed. “For what?”
“For all the useful information you have just given me,” said Caina. “I had never heard of the Staff or Seal of Iramis before today. But when I steal them and prevent Callatas from completing his Apotheosis, then I shall think of you with gratitude when I contemplate my victory.”
Nasser began to laugh, and Tarqaz’s head twisted to look at him.
“You bluffed a demon?” said Strabane. “Gods and ancestors! You are a madman!”
“No,” said Caina, “I’m really not.”
“What blind fools you have gathered around you,” hissed the nagataaru.
“If you would care to present any other pieces of useful information,” said Caina, bracing herself, “I am eager to listen.” She had gotten some secrets out of the nagataaru, but she could almost feel the creature’s rage pouring off it. 
“Your trickery might have prevailed,” said the nagataaru, “but it matters not. You will not leave this place alive. How high will I rise in the eyes of Kotuluk Iblis when I kill the slayer of demons and the lord of glass!” 
“You’ll actually have to kill us first,” said Caina.
“One against eight,” said Kazravid, putting an arrow to his bowstring, “is not a promising battle.” Nerina’s crossbow made a loud click as she finished reloading the weapon.
“Be ready,” said Caina. “The nagataaru will make him inhumanly fast and strong.”
Strabane grunted. “The Immortals were inhumanly fast and strong, too.” 
“And they were living men, vulnerable to wounds,” said Caina. “Tarqaz is already dead. I think we’ll have to take off his head and his limbs…”
The nagataaru moved, Tarqaz’s corpse a gray blur. The creature seized one of the massive wooden laboratory tables and lifted it. The table and the machines piled upon it must have weighed a thousand pounds, but the nagataaru hefted it as if it weighed no more than a willow branch.
It flung the table.
“Duck!” roared Nasser, and Caina threw herself to the side, the others following suit as Nerina squeezed the trigger of her crossbow. Azaces grabbed her and pushed her out of the way an instant before the wooden table struck the floor. It shattered into a dozen pieces, glass and broken bits of metal spraying in all directions. The crossbow quarrel slammed into Tarqaz’s belly, but the nagataaru gave no reaction. The broken leg of the table snapped off, spiraled through the air, and slammed into Caina’s chest. It hit hard, and the impact knocked her off her feet and sent her sprawling to the ground, the breath knocked from her lungs.
The nagataaru surged forward with terrible speed, shadows and flame coiling around the dead man’s right hand. The shadow and flame coalesced into a sword of darkness with a core of purple fire. Caina scrambled to her feet, coughing and trying to catch her breath as the nagataaru raced at her, the immaterial sword raised to strike.
Laertes attacked the nagataaru, his broadsword drawing a crimson gash across Tarqaz’s chest. The nagataaru twisted and slashed at Laertes. The Legion veteran got his shield up to block the attack, but the nagataaru’s sword sheared through the thick wood and steel like paper. The top third of Laertes’s shield fell off and struck the ground. The rest of the shield disintegrated into splintered shards, and Laertes lost his balance as he tried to adjust for the sudden loss of weight. The nagataaru raised the immaterial sword for the kill, and Caina flung a throwing knife. The blade slammed into the wrist of Tarqaz’s sword hand. The wound did not seem to pain the dead man, but the additional weight of the knife threw off his next swing and gave Laertes room to avoid the strike.
“Do not parry his weapon!” shouted Laertes as he backed away, sword hilt in both hands. 
“Pitiful fool!” hissed the spirit. “Material weapons cannot stop the power of the nagataaru! You cannot kill me!” The creature laughed. “You cannot even hurt me!” 
“No,” said Anaxander, casting a spell, “but if we destroy your physical host, you cannot remain in the material world.”
The nagataaru wheeled to face him, and Anaxander cast a spell.
“Go!” he shouted. 
A hammer of invisible force slammed into Tarqaz’s chest and threw him backwards. He crashed into one of the pillars of the burning balcony with enough force that Caina heard bones shatter. Yet Tarqaz rebounded from the pillar with ease, the nagataaru driving his corpse forward. He raised the burning sword again, but Strabane struck first, his heavy sword shearing off Tarqaz’s right hand. 
“Fool!” roared the nagataaru, driving his bleeding stump into Strabane’s chest. The blow flung the former gladiator from his feet and sent him crashing into the floor. “Do you think you can kill me? I am…”
Azaces swung his blade in grim silence. The heavy scimitar took off Tarqaz’s head and sent it rolling away. The body staggered forward, blood leaking from the stump of the neck, and for a moment Caina thought the nagataaru would retain control, would continue fighting even without a head and a sword hand.
But the corpse slumped to its knees, and then collapsed into a motionless heap.
Caina let out a long breath.
A hooded specter rose from the corpse, a wraith fashioned of shadow and purple light. Caina raised her ghostsilver dagger, expecting the thing to attack, but the specter rippled across the laboratory as if swept upon a wind. It flowed towards the huge Mirror of Worlds, touched the glass, and disappeared into the netherworld. 
“Gods,” muttered Strabane, regaining his feet with a grunt. “Demons and dead men. Truly, Istarinmul would be better off with the Alchemists.” 
“I will not argue,” said Caina, returning the ghostsilver dagger to its sheath.
“Nor I,” said Nerina, looking the corpses upon the steel tables. 
Laertes clapped Azaces on the shoulder. “That was a good swing.” Azaces grunted in acknowledgment.
Kazravid nodded. “And that was quick thinking, sorcerer. That spirit and its damned sword might have killed us all otherwise.”
“Let us save the congratulations for when we have actually escaped,” said Nasser, beckoning them forward. “This…”
“Too late,” said Caina.
She looked through the double doors of the laboratory and saw the Immortals approaching. 
Dozens of the black-armored warriors filled the corridor outside the laboratory, with more spilling in every second. There was no way that Caina and the others could fight so many. They had barely overcome a dozen Immortals and one Kindred assassin. 
“The doors!” shouted Nasser. “Barricade them! Quickly!”
Caina dashed forward, the men following suit. She grabbed the right-side door with Laertes and Azaces, while Nasser, Strabane, and Kazravid grabbed the left. Together they slammed the doors shut, and Anaxander and Nerina ran forward with the scimitars and crossbows of the slain Immortals. They jammed the weapons across the doors, forming a crude bar.
At once the doors started to shudder as the Immortals took axes to the wood.
“That will not keep them out for long,” said Laertes.
“Better than nothing,” said Strabane.
“And to what end?” said Kazravid, gesturing with his bow. “We are trapped like rats!” He glared at Nasser. “You led us to this…you and the Balarigar.” His furious eyes turned to Caina. 
“I didn’t know a nagataaru could possess a living man without his knowledge,” said Caina. 
“Yes, you learned something from our little adventure,” said Kazravid. “How nice. But that doesn’t do us any good now!” 
“What…what are we going to do?” said Anaxander, blinking.
Strabane shrugged. “Fight and die as men.” 
“I would like a better plan than that!” said Kazravid.
“Search the laboratory,” said Nasser, though his tone was grim. “One of those machines killed Anburj. Perhaps we can find something to use against the Immortals…”
“Or we can talk to them,” said Kazravid, “see if we can bribe…”
Nasser laughed. “Do you have enough gold to overcome their fear of Callatas?” Kazravid scowled. “No, they shall simply kill us all. Our only chance is to find something to use against…”
Caina closed her eyes and took a deep breath, the argument washing over her. Another option had occurred to her at once. She remembered the warning Sulaman had given her, telling her that to escape death, she would have to go back to the place where she had lost everything. Caina did not want to suggest it to Nasser. She desperately did not want to use it. Yet she saw no other way.
But she had already lost everything the last time she had gone to the netherworld. 
“There is another way out of here,” said Caina.
Kazravid sneered. “How?”
“Thought that,” said Caina.
She pointed at the Mirror of Worlds.
That got their attention. Even Nasser looked taken aback. 
“Into…into the netherworld?” said Anaxander. “You cannot be serious!” 
The doors thumped again, the planks near the hinges starting to splinter. 
“I am,” said Caina.
“It is not possible to enter the netherworld and live,” said Anaxander.
“Actually, I have done it twice,” said Caina.
“The realm of demons?” said Strabane. “Will they not try to kill us?”
“And worse,” said Caina. 
“This is a waste of breath,” said Kazravid. “Even if we go into the netherworld, what of it? We won’t be able to leave again, save through that Mirror. The Immortals can merely camp outside the gate and wait for us to emerge.”
“No,” said Caina. “You remember the mirrors the carchomorphic spirits used?” Laertes nodded. “Those mirrors were gates to the netherworld as well. I propose we enter the netherworld through this gate, and then exit it using the mirrors in the chamber where we fought our reflections.”
“This is utter imbecility,” said Kazravid. “Even if we did enter the netherworld, and someone managed to reach the smaller mirrors, the Immortals will realize at once what has happened. They will wait for us to emerge.”
“Actually,” said Anaxander, his eyes widening, “they won’t. Time flows at a different rate in the netherworld. The ratio of difference can vary, but it always moves faster. We could spend days in the netherworld, and to the Immortals here, it will seem as if less than a second has passed.”
“You mean,” said Kazravid, blinking, “we could travel across half the Maze in the blink of an eye?” 
“From the perspective of the Immortals, yes,” said Anaxander. “From our perspective, it will take much longer. An hour or so, at the minimum.” 
Kazravid grunted. “Then why don’t the Alchemists use this to invade other nations? They could have smuggled one of these mirrors into Malarae and won the war against the Empire.”
“Because the netherworld,” said Nasser, “is not a safe place. To become a Master Alchemist, an Alchemist must venture into the netherworld and retrieve a component for a powerful spell. Few of them ever return alive. Or sane.” 
The door shuddered again, and Caina saw the glint of steel as an axe bit through the wood. 
“I will not lie,” said Caina. “I have been to the netherworld twice, and it contains dangers to both mind and body. Entering it again is incredibly dangerous. If we stay here and fight, we are going to die. Or the Immortals will take us captive, and we’ll wish we had died. If we cross the netherworld to the small gates, we can jump over the Immortals and escape the Maze.”
“By the mercy of the Living Flame and the Seven Emissaries, I knew I was a fool to accept this job,” said Kazravid, shaking his head. “But I can think of nothing better.”
“Run!” said Nasser as the doors shuddered again.
They sprinted across the laboratory, making for the towering mirror. Caina ran past the rows of steel tables, past the dead slaves leaking corrupted blood. The Mirror of Worlds rose before them, its arcane aura washing over her. 
“I shall go first,” said Laertes, and he took a deep breath and stepped towards the mirror.
And then he stepped through it, the glass rippling as he vanished. Nasser followed suit, then Anaxander, Strabane, and Kazravid, and then Nerina, Azaces hovering over her like a shadow.
Caina took a deep breath.
This was an extremely bad idea.
Then she stepped into the glass, the Mirror swallowing her whole.







Chapter 21 - Black Mirrors
For a moment Caina felt the sensation of falling, of tumbling endlessly through a wall of gray mist. She felt herself being squeezed, as if she was wearing a corset with the laces drawing ever tighter. 

Then the mist cleared away, and for the third time she found herself standing in the netherworld. 
It had changed little since her last visit on the day that Corvalis had died. The gray, featureless plain stretched away in all directions, the colorless grasses waving in a wind she did not feel. Black clouds writhed and billowed overhead, moving far faster than clouds moved in the material world, arcs of eerie green lightning leaping in silence from cloud to cloud. Strange objects floated overhead, pieces of broken statues, stairs that went nowhere, towers and trees hanging upside down.
It looked the same…but Caina realized that something was wrong.
Horribly wrong. 
She turned and saw the rift.
“Oh, gods,” she whispered. “Oh, not this again.” 
A blazing gash of golden fire filled much of the sky. It was identical, utterly identical, to the rift Caina had seen in the sky over New Kyre on the day the Moroaica had attempted to finish her great work. That rift had pulsed and writhed, but this rift was…frozen. Like a footprint, perhaps, a preserved memory.
She felt the weight of Callatas’s ledger in her pocket. 
Or a crack, a weak spot in the wall between the worlds. 
The Moroaica had summoned unthinkable sorcerous power, and when she had died, her spell had collapsed. Where had all the power gone? Had it been like a flood surging against the walls of a levee, eroding it bit by bit?
There were other, smaller rifts scattered across the sky. If Callatas’s research had been right, these were the cracks between the worlds, and somehow they were vital to his grand plan.
Caina turned, seeking the others. She heard angry voices in the distance, and while trusting one’s senses in the netherworld was folly, the voices sounded like Kazravid and Laertes. That seemed promising, so Caina set off in that direction. 
The clouds rippled overhead for just a moment, and Caina glimpsed the city.
A golden-walled city floated far overhead, wreathed in the writhing black clouds of the netherworld. Caina saw soaring towers and arching domes, all of them built with grace and beauty. She had seen this city before, both in her dreams and in the painting at the Tarshahzon Gardens.
Iramis. 
It was an echo, just like the rift. The sorcery Callatas had used to destroy the city had been so powerful that it had left an echo in the netherworld that resonated a century and a half later. Even as she looked, she saw the ghostly echoes of Callatas’s fire dancing around the towers of Iramis, devouring the domes and the spires. 
She looked away from the floating city, pushing away her fears. Right now, she had to focus on survival, and she doubted the cracks had made the netherworld any safer.
Caina broke into a sprint. Her shadow-cloak rippled of its own accord, billowing in the strange energies of the netherworld. The dead gray grasses rustled around her boots, and Caina crested a low ridge.
She saw Nasser and the others standing at the base of the ridge, weapons drawn.
And pointing at each other.
“What are you?” shouted Kazravid, his bow drawn.
“I confess,” said Nasser, “I am as at much a loss for the effect as you are.”
His left fist was glowing. Blue fire shone through the black leather glove, as if his left hand and forearm had been transmuted into azure flame. Nerina stood next to Nasser, clutching her crossbow, and a haze of shadow seemed to writhe around her.
“Have you been replaced with demons?” said Strabane, his sword ready. Azaces and Laertes stood before Nerina and Nasser, both men ready to fight. Anaxander stood between the two groups, hands raised to cast a spell, eyes darting back and forth.
“That is mathematically improbable,” said Nerina.
“That is not an answer,” said Kazravid.
“Exactly what a demon would say,” said Strabane.
Nasser raised an eyebrow. “I am sure many demons of the netherworld are obsessed with mathematics.” 
“Enough,” said Laertes. “This is ridiculous. We need to get out of here as soon as possible.”
“Anaxander,” said Kazravid. “Use a spell. See if they are spirits or not. Or if they have been possessed.”
Anaxander offered a wary shrug. “There is no spell that can determine if someone is possessed or not. Otherwise I would have recognized the nagataaru within Tarqaz. We can only wait until they manifest sorcerous powers.”
Kazravid gestured with his bow at Nasser’s glowing hand and the haze around Nerina. “I think that certainly qualifies.”
“Idiot,” said Laertes. “You waste time with this…”
They all began shouting at once.
Caina took a deep breath, and then another.
“Shut up!” she roared at the top of her lungs, using one of the stage voices that Theodosia had taught her.
They fell silent and looked at her.
Caina yanked the ghostsilver dagger from its sheath and held it up. The blade shone white as it reacted with the sorcerous aura of the netherworld. 
“Your blade,” said Kazravid, “it’s…”
“Glowing, yes, I noticed,” said Caina, striding towards them. “I’m not blind. This is a ghostsilver dagger, Kazravid, and ghostsilver is proof against sorcery. That glow? It’s a reaction to the sorcerous power of the netherworld. The shadow around Nerina? She took wraithblood for years, and wraithblood is sorcerous in nature. So she, too, is reacting to the netherworld. And Nasser’s hand? You saw him crush that Immortal’s skull with a single blow. I don’t know what happened to him, but a normal man can’t do that.” She waved her dagger at them. “They’re not demons or spirits. The netherworld is simply reacting to them, like a fish leaving ripples in a pond. If we fight each other, we will make ourselves vulnerable to the hostile spirits.” 
Kazravid scowled and opened his mouth to answer…and then terrain rippled around him.
The gray dead grasses changed, becoming green and vibrant while hills rose around them, though the sky remained black and riddled with green lightning. Caina recognized the plains of western Anshan, a place Kazravid would have visited often in his youth.
Then the savannah vanished, returning again to the dead gray plain. 
“What the hell?” said Kazravid. “I don’t understand. What just happened?”
Another ripple went through the ground, this one centered on Laertes. Massive trees rose from the earth, ancient oaks spotted with green moss, and the gray plain transformed into a wrinkled carpet of thick roots, boulders, and ferns. Caina suspected the trees were from the forests of the Imperial Pale, the barbarian-ruled lands beyond the northern boundary of the Empire. Laertes stepped back, his eyes widening in alarm, and the forest vanished and transformed back into the gray plain.
“What the hell is happening?” said Kazravid.
“Listen to me,” said Caina. “If we are getting out of here alive, you need to do exactly as I tell you.”
“And what is…” said Kazravid.
He froze in mid-sentence. 
For an instant Caina wondered if he had been shot or stabbed, but his mouth hung open, his eyes unblinking. She saw that the others had been similarly frozen, caught between breaths. The plain of the netherworld was gray, but the writhing sky overhead blazed with emerald lightning. Yet all the colors had leached away, and the rippling sky had frozen.
“Again?” muttered Caina.
“My dear demonslayer…have you utterly lost your mind?”
Samnirdamnus appeared out of nothing. This time he wore the form of the Emperor Alexius Naerius of Nighmar, an old, white-bearded man robed in solemn black, his eyes ablaze with the smokeless fire of the djinn. 
“Oh, years and years ago,” said Caina. 
“This is not a joking matter,” said Samnirdamnus. “You are almost certainly going to die here.”
“Then you should have warned me,” said Caina, “about the nagataaru in Tarqaz’s head.”
Samnirdamnus shook his head. “I did not know of it. A nagataaru in the mortal world can elude my sight. The djinn of the court of the Azure Sovereign have warred against the nagataaru since before your race walked this world, and they have grown adept at concealing themselves from us.” 
“Fine,” said Caina. “I might be the one you have been looking for, or I might not. I don’t know what that means, and at the moment I do not care. But I do know that we both oppose Callatas, and if you want me to continue opposing Callatas, then you had better give me some help.”
“For the Balarigar, the slayer of demons foretold in prophecy and song,” said Samnirdamnus, “you haggle like a fishwife.”
Caina folded her arms and stared at him. “What price do you want for your assistance?”
The djinn smiled. “Actually…you have already paid the price for my assistance.”
“How?” said Caina. 
“You will understand in a moment,” said Samnirdamnus. “Your plan is sound, basically. Proceed in that direction,” he pointed, “and you shall find the gates to the netherworld you encountered earlier. Given your sensitivity to sorcery, you shall be able to sense them from a long way off.”
“How far?” said Caina.
Samnirdamnus shrugged. “Perhaps three miles. Or seven. Linear distance has little meaning here, much like time itself. Expect the distance to change even as you make the journey. Which I would do quickly, if I were you.”
“The phobomorphic spirits,” said Caina. “They’ll be hunting for us.”
“They can sense emotions,” said Samnirdamnus, “and your plucky little band of thieves carries powerful emotions, do they not? You will face other dangers than merely the predators of the netherworld.”
“The terrain,” said Caina. “It mirrors your thoughts.”
“Precisely, my darling demonslayer,” said Samnirdamnus. He looked around at the ring of arguing thieves. “And your companions have some dark thoughts in the vaults of their mind.” 
“Then we had better hurry,” said Caina.
“You understand,” said Samnirdamnus. “And you really should hasten. You’ll want to be back in the mortal world before the nagataaru find you.”
“The nagataaru?” said Caina, alarmed. “The one inside Tarqaz’s head, you mean.”
“Why, no,” said Samnirdamnus. “It will be more than that.”
“How many more?”
“All of them,” said Samnirdamnus.
Caina blinked.
“You see,” said Samnirdamnus, “I think you might be the one I have sought. If you live through this, you might well be. But the nagataaru know that I have been looking for you. They will know that you have twice killed one of their hosts, one at the Widow’s Tower and one in Callatas’s laboratory.”
“Azaces finished off Tarqaz,” said Caina.
“The nagataaru do not care about him,” said Samnirdamnus. “They care about the Balarigar. They fear what she may yet become. Which means they are going to try very hard to kill you. Spirits can only affect the mortal world by using a mortal host or through the intervention of sorcery. Here, we have no such limitations. They will seek you, and if they find you, they will kill you.”
“That’s why you’re helping me now, isn’t it?” said Caina. “The nagataaru are your enemies. By coming here, I have moved against your enemies. So you can offer me a little aid.”
“I am pleased,” said Samnirdamnus, “how quickly you grasp the reality of the situation. And you were correct about one thing, Balarigar. You might be the one I have sought…but you cannot be if you are dead.”
He vanished, and suddenly color and motion returned to the world around Caina. 
“…that?” said Kazravid, finishing the sentence he had begun a heartbeat earlier.
Caina took a deep breath, recovering her balance as a wave of dizziness washed through her. These little talks with Samnirdamnus always left her with a splitting headache. 
“Ciaran?” said Nasser, his left hand shining with a steady pale glow.
“Listen to me,” said Caina, turning in a circle. “We don’t have much time. That thing in Tarqaz’s head? It’s got friends, and I think they’re coming for us.”
Strabane spat into the colorless grasses. 
“Then we had best find the gates back to the mortal world,” said Nasser. 
“They’re that way,” said Caina, pointing. “But listen to me. There are dangers here other than the nagataaru. You remember how the grasses changed to a savannah and then a forest?” The others nodded, staring at her. They were trusting Caina to get them out of here. “The terrain slowly changes to match what you’re thinking of.”
“Psychomorphic,” said Anaxander.
“Psycho-what?” said Strabane.
“A shorter way to say what I just said,” said Caina. “Phobomorphic spirits also prowl the netherworld. They take the form of your worst fear. So if you see some horror from your past running towards you, it’s not real…but it will try to kill you.”
“Sounds real enough to me,” said Laertes. 
“Do what you can to control your thoughts and emotions,” said Caina. “The terrain will start to show your memories. If you see horrible things, try to ignore them. It won’t be easy. But you can do it. I have done it before.”
“And if we don’t do it, we’ll die in agony?” said Kazravid.
“Yes,” said Caina.
Kazravid snorted. “Well, that inspires me to calm.” 
“We must move,” said Nasser. “Ciaran, the gates are in that direction?” Caina nodded. “Let’s go. Move at a jog. Save your strength if we must fight, but do not dawdle.”
He set off at a steady run, and the others followed. Caina ran with them, the shadow-cloak snapping out behind her, both from the wind of her passage and the arcane forces surging through the netherworld. The gray landscape rolled around them, and the sky twisted with the endless passage of thick black clouds. Over it all Caina saw the frozen echo of the golden rift, and the distant spires and domes of the image of Iramis. In the distance she started to feel the presence of a spell, a familiar spell. 
The gates. They were getting closer. Two miles, she thought? Maybe three? She kept running, her eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of threat.
But then the terrain started to change around them.
There were flickers of the Anshani savannah and the northern forests, no doubt copied from the minds of Kazravid and Laertes. From time to time Caina saw the gleaming black walls and polished floor of a Magisterium chapterhouse, likely from Anaxander’s thoughts. The white-washed walls and shops and markets of Istarinmul blurred into existence and disappeared, and that could have come from any of them. There were other sights Caina could not identify so readily. A lush orchard, filled with trees bearing brilliant ripe fruit. A library stuffed with books, though no books that Caina recognized. A gladiatorial ring, the sands wet with the blood of slain fighters. A dry fountain of white stone, a crystalline statue of a woman standing upon the central plinth, her expression sorrowful, her hands outstretched. 
“This is nauseating,” rasped Strabane. “The ground shouldn’t change like that, damn it all.”
“The rate of change appears to be accelerating,” said Nerina in her usual detached voice, but Caina knew her well enough by now to hear the tension. “There were thirty-five seconds between the first alteration and the second.” The fountain vanished, replaced by a street in Istarinmul. “Now we are down to about nine and a half seconds between changes.” 
“The changes come faster as the netherworld acclimates to our presence,” said Caina.
The street vanished, replaced by a gleaming temple of marble, and Caina’s breath caught in her throat. Corvalis Aberon lay dead upon the ground, slain by the Moroaica’s sorcery. Pain flooded through her at the sight, as sharp and keen as if it had just happened. Desperately she wrenched her thoughts away from the horrid memory, and the image sputtered and jumped, melting back to the colorless gray plain. 
“What was that?” said Kazravid. “It never flickered like that before.”
“One of mine,” said Caina, taking a deep breath. The running helped turn her thoughts from the past. “I forced it out of my head.” 
“A bad memory?” said Nerina, breathing hard. The locksmith was in better physical condition than Caina would have expected. Well, wraithblood had likely destroyed her appetite, and the constant effort of using her tools likely provided some exercise.
“Very bad,” said Caina. The netherworld blurred into a shimmering palace courtyard, white walls of stone shining in the desert sun. 
“So if we think about naked women,” said Kazravid, “then we’ll see naked women?”
“Maybe,” said Caina. That was certainly better than some of the alternatives.
Strabane snorted. “Then we’re doomed if you attempt it.”
“And why is that?” demanded Kazravid. 
“Because I doubt that you’ve ever seen a naked woman,” said Strabane.
Laertes burst out laughing, and even Azaces made his rasping gargle of a laugh.
“Fool!” said Kazravid. “I shall have you know that I was banished from Anshan because of my love for a woman! Aye, my prowess brought her to the heights of ecstasy! Yet our jealous enemies plotted against us, and I had to flee for my life.” He scoffed. “The damned Istarish love their epic poems so bloody much, they ought to make a poem about me.”
“They would,” said Strabane, “but no one would pay to hear it.”
“I could compose a poem on the topic,” said Anaxander, “though I have no wish to be pelted with rotten vegetables.”
Kazravid spat again. “Shut up, magus. Sorcerers have no sense of humor. Stick to speaking with spirits and moving things about with your mind.” 
“I was expelled from the Magisterium,” said Anaxander, “so I am entitled to make jokes, I’ll have you know.”
Caina let them bicker as they ran. Their banter, she knew, was an obvious attempt to distract themselves from the danger. Yet it seemed to be working. The cycling terrain slowed, morphing back into the featureless gray plain.
“There,” said Nasser. “I can see the light.”
“The thirteen gates,” said Caina. She saw the light, too, and felt the presence of the spells upon the gates. “Just a little further…”
The ground changed yet again, altering to a dead black plain, the ground lifeless and cracked. 
And Caina saw a dozen figures standing between them and the light of the gates.
She skidded to a stop and drew her ghostsilver dagger, the blade shining with a harsh white radiance.
“Those creatures,” said Nasser, stopping and drawing his own weapon as the others followed suit. “You know what they are?”
“All too well,” said Caina, voice grim.
Each one of the robed shapes stood eight or nine tall, clad in filthy, ragged gray robes. A heavy cowl covered their faces in darkness, and their ragged sleeves and robes concealed their hands and feet. Their robes rippled in an immaterial wind, but the figures themselves stood unnaturally still.
“I am reasonably sure,” said Laertes, “they are not something from my memory.”
“They’re not,” said Caina. “They’re phobomorphic spirits. They will take the shape of a fear from your memory, and then they will try to kill us. It will be the form of something you fear irrationally. Spiders, water, dogs, whatever.” The last time she had encountered the creatures, they had taken the form of a dead, half-rotten fish that had frightened her as a child. 
“Can our weapons hurt them?” said Laertes. 
“Not yet,” said Anaxander, and Caina felt the spike of force as he summoned power. “Hold still.” He muttered and gestured, and a flickering blue glow shimmered to life around the weapons of the others. “This won’t last for long. I put a warding spell around your blades. It will allow you to harm the spirits, to force them out of their forms. Ciaran, that dagger of yours will be the most effective.”
“Could we go around them?” said Strabane.
As if in response to his question, the spirits glided forward. 
“No,” said Caina. “They’ll hunt us now. And even if we run, they can fly.”
“They can fly?” said Kazravid. “That is simply not fair.”
“Brace yourselves,” said Caina. “This is not going to be pleasant.” 
The phobomorphic spirits took one more step, and then they changed. 
Their forms rippled and shimmered, and an icy shock went through Caina as they changed into a hideous cross between a man and the dead fish she had seen as a child. It was irrational, she knew. She had almost seen the world destroyed with sorcery, had seen the man she loved die before her eyes. A dead fish should not fill her with such revulsion. But her skin crawled at the sight of the dulled scales, the jutting ribs, the black eyes bulging with corruption. It made her cringe away, made her want to run in terror.
But she held her ground and looked at the others. They recoiled in fear, their eyes wide, and she wondered why the sight of the dead fish bothered them so much. No, that wasn’t it. When Caina looked at the phobomorphic spirits, she saw a long-buried fear from her childhood. The others would each see their own nightmares. 
“Father?” rasped Nerina.
“No,” said Laertes in a low voice. “I saw you die. I saw you die!” 
Some fears were far worse than dead fish. 
The fish-creatures charged, and Caina realized that the spirits would overwhelm them in one fierce rush.
So she ran to meet them, one against a dozen. 
But as she ran, she concentrated on the terrain around her, reaching out with her thoughts.
And as she did, the world changed. 
Caina found herself standing inside a dockside warehouse of Malarae, crates and barrels stacked around her, a brick wall rising before her. The wall had appeared in exactly the right place to cut off one of the spirits from the others. The fish creature turned towards her, reaching for her with slimy hands. Caina’s flesh crawled with revulsion, but it did not slow her arm. She slashed the ghostsilver dagger through the creature’s torso, the hilt growing hot beneath her fingers, and the phobomorphic spirit dissolved into black smoke. She could not kill the thing, not truly, but the ghostsilver dagger would disrupt the creature’s power and keep it from taking form until it recovered. 
The door to the warehouse exploded open, the fish-creatures charging through, and Caina forced her will into the terrain around her. The warehouse blurred and melted away, and Caina stood in one of Malarae’s narrow dockside alleyways. Now the phobomorphic spirits were inside the warehouse.
Save for one, left caught in the alley. Caina lunged and ripped her glowing dagger through the fish-creature’s chest. The spirit hissed in fury and rage, dissolving into smoke. Caina wheeled away from the swirl of smoke, preparing to focus upon the warehouse …
But the warehouse exploded in spray of shattered bricks and splintered tiles. The remaining phobomorphic spirits shot into the air, resuming their original forms. The explosion knocked Caina from her feet, and as she lost her concentration, Malarae blurred and disappeared around her, reforming into the lifeless plain. The surviving spirits dove upon her in a rush, and she scrambled to her feet, raising her dagger to defend herself…
A pulse of blue light slammed into the leading spirit, unraveling it into smoke. An instant later Strabane and Laertes dashed past her, bellowing like madmen. The blue distortion of Anaxander’s ward danced around their weapons, and their blades parted the rotting gray robes of the spirits, dissolving them into smoke. Azaces and Kazravid and Nasser sprinted into the fray an instant later, their swords rising and falling.
A moment later the last of the phobomorphic spirits faded away. 
“Good timing,” said Caina, catching her breath.
“It seems you have saved us yet again,” said Nasser. “Had you not acted, we would have been frozen with fear when the phobomorphic spirits attacked.”
“How did you do that?” said Anaxander. 
“Do what?” said Caina, wiping sweat from her eyes.
“Change the landscape,” said Anaxander. “Are you a sorcerer?”
“Gods, no,” said Caina. “You said it yourself. The land here is psychomorphic.  I just concentrated. Hard to maintain, though.” She jerked her head in the direction of the gates. “Let’s keep going. There are worse things than phobomorphic spirits in the…”
A dark streak shot overhead. Caina whirled, wondering if another phobomorphic spirit had found them. But this creature was something else. It looked like a hooded wraith wrapped in shadows, its heart and eyes ablaze with purple flame.
Caina recognized it with a shock.
A nagataaru.
The spirit swooped toward her, and Caina dodged, slashing with her white-glowing dagger. The nagataaru flowed past her, and Caina spun to follow it. But the creature wasn’t aiming for her.
It shot like an arrow for Nerina.
Azaces snarled and set himself in the spirit’s path, but the nagataaru slammed into him and flung him to the ground. Nerina stumbled back, and the nagataaru flowed into her body. The creature seemed to merge with the shadowy haze around her, and then it forced itself into her mouth and nostrils and eyes, sinking into her flesh. 
Nerina collapsed, thrashing and moaning, and Azaces climbed to his knees next to her.
He looked at Caina, a demand for help in his hard eyes.
“What happened?” said Strabane. “The demon…”
“It entered her,” said Caina. She saw purple fire glimmering behind Nerina’s closed eyelids, shadows curling around her fingers. “It’s possessing her.”
“Why her?” said Nasser. “She is the weakest and smallest of us all.”
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “Anaxander. Can you drive out the nagataaru?”
“In time, yes,” said Anaxander, his face haggard. “With the proper materials and the time to prepare the necessary spells. In this place, we do not have that time.” He peered at her. “She is fighting the nagataaru…but it will claim her and attack us long before I can do anything to stop it.”
“We may have to kill her and cut off her head,” said Strabane. 
Azaces glared at him, raising his scimitar.
“Wait,” said Caina. “Wait!” The men looked at her. “I have an idea.” She gestured with the dagger. “This is proof against sorcery. You saw it harm those spirits. I think it can harm the nagataaru.”
“And just,” said Kazravid, “how will you do that without killing her?”
“If I wound her,” said Caina, “it might force the nagataaru out of her flesh.”
“Are you sure of that?” said Nasser.
“No,” said Caina. “But I can think of nothing better.”
Nerina kept thrashing, a low, growling moan coming from her lips. The purple light behind her closed eyes grew brighter.
“It’s your choice, Azaces,” said Caina. “You’re her protector. Tell us what to do.”
Azaces stared at her for a long moment. At last he gave a single, sharp nod.
“Hold her legs,” said Caina. Azaces seized her calves in his massive fists. “Strabane, get her wrists. The nagataaru will try to fight.” The former gladiator gripped Nerina’s wrists. 
Caina took a deep breath, set herself, and pressed the tip of the ghostsilver dagger into Nerina’s left thigh. She heard a sizzling noise, the dagger growing hotter beneath her hand. Nerina loosed a howling scream, far deeper than her usual voice, and tried to thrash. Fortunately, Azaces held her in place, keeping her from ripping the wound wider. Caina pressed the dagger deeper into Nerina’s leg, the sizzling sound growing louder. Caina had chosen the spot carefully, avoiding any major blood vessels, but if Caina pressed the blade too deep, Nerina would bleed out anyway. Or she would twitch too violently and Caina would hit a vein…
Then Nerina went rigid, her eyes popping open, her mouth yawning wide. The hooded wraith of shadow and purple flame erupted from her mouth, the shadows looking rather more tattered than they had. Caina yanked the dagger from Nerina’s leg, drawing a cry of pain from the smaller woman, and slashed the blade. It cut through the nagataaru with a sizzle, shreds of shadow falling from the creature, and the nagataaru fled, leaving a dark streak across the sky.
Nerina let out a long gasp, her eyes their normal eerie blue.
“My leg,” she croaked. “Oh…it hurts.” She looked at Caina. “It…it was in my mind, I couldn’t stop it, I saw…I saw…”
“Bind the wound,” said Caina. “She’ll bleed out otherwise.”
Azaces was already in motion. He ripped a strip from the hem of Nerina’s robe and tied it around her leg, staunching the flow of blood.
“Less blood than I expected,” murmured Anaxander.
Caina shrugged. “I’ve had a lot of practice stabbing people.”
“Ciaran!” said Nasser.
Caina turned her head and saw the nagataaru.
Lots of nagataaru. 
Dozens of black streaks moved across the sky, rippling like banners caught in the wind. More and more of the black streaks became visible, dozens of them, hundreds.
Thousands.
Soon it seemed as if a wall of darkness and purple flame surged across the netherworld toward them, like wave of malevolent energy.
“Run!” said Caina, getting to her feet.
“I don’t think I can stand,” said Nerina. “I…”
In one smooth motion, Azaces scooped her up, flung her over his shoulder, and sprinted for the gates. The others started running, and Caina hesitated for a just a moment, staring at the oncoming wall of darkness. The darkness swallowed up the frozen rift, blocking out the ghostly image of burning Iramis. There had to be millions of nagataaru coming toward them.
Billions, even.
“Ciaran!” Nasser’s bellow snapped her out of her shocked reverie. 
She turned, shoved the ghostsilver dagger into its sheath, and ran with everything she had. In the distance, across the gray plain, she saw a ring of ghostly white light. The gates back to Callatas’s laboratory and the Maze, the gates the carchomorphic spirits had used to attack. Caina feared that the carchomorphic spirits would await them, but apparently the spirits had taken too much damage to reform. 
Not that it mattered. The nagataaru would surely kill them if…
The voice thundered out of the sky, so loud that it made Caina’s bones vibrate. It boomed inside her skull, filling her thoughts.
BALARIGAR.
Caina ignored the voice and kept running. 
YOU HAVE CLAIMED THE MANTLE BY DEED AND BLOOD, EVEN IF YOU KNEW IT NOT. BUT DO YOU THINK YOU CAN STOP ME? DO YOU THINK THE KNIGHT OF AIR AND WIND CAN SAVE YOU?
The others stopped at the edge of the ring of light, and again the voice thundered from the twisting sky.
THE AZURE SOVEREIGN CANNOT SAVE YOU. HE IS BOUND WITHIN HIS PRISON OF MATTER, HIS POWERS CHAINED, HIS MIND SLUMBERING.
None of the others could hear the voice, Caina realized. That terrible voice was focused upon her. 
“Which gate?” said Nasser.
“Doesn’t matter,” panted Anaxander. “They all go to the same room. Pick one and go…”
“Wait!” said Caina. “Time moves so much faster here. If we all go through the same gate…”
“Then we’ll all reappear in the mortal world in exactly the same place and exactly at the same time,” said Nasser with a grim shake of his head. “I imagine that would be messy.”
“Each one of you pick a different gate and go,” said Caina. 
BALARIGAR! I AM THE PRINCE OF THE NAGATAARU. DO YOU THINK TO STOP ME, MORTAL WORM? DO YOU KNOW HOW MANY MORTALS I HAVE DEVOURED? HOW MANY DEAD WORLDS I HAVE LEFT IN MY WAKE? 
“You needn’t tell me twice,” said Kazravid, and he dashed to the nearest gate. He stepped through the rectangle of pale light and vanished, and beyond Caina saw him frozen in mid-step in the chamber of mirrors. Strabane took the gate to the left of that one, and Azaces carried Nerina through the next gate. 
Anaxander ran through one of the gates as Laertes stepped to Nasser’s side. “After you, my lord.”
Caina frowned. “Wait. My lord?”
Nasser grinned. “None of us are simple thieves, are we? But that is a discussion for a time when a giant wave of demons isn’t about to devour us.” He stepped through another gate and vanished, and Laertes took the gate to Nasser’s right. 
And Caina was alone in the netherworld, watching the wave of darkness surge towards her. 
YOU WILL FAIL, BALARIGAR. THE AZURE SOVEREIGN IS BOUND. THE KNIGHT OF WIND AND AIR IS CRIPPLED. THE PACT IS SEALED. THE WAY SHALL BE OPENED. YOUR WORLD SHALL DIE.
“And the star,” said Caina, a sudden impulse seizing her, “is the key to the crystal?”
The endless wall of shadow pulsed with purple flames, and Caina felt the rage of the horde of nagataaru pressing against her like the heat from a furnace. 
THE CRYSTAL SHALL NEVER BE UNDONE! THE AZURE SOVEREIGN SHALL NEVER BE RELEASED! THE PACT CANNOT BE UNMADE!
“Thank you,” said Caina. 
For a moment the endless fury flickered with bafflement.
“I didn’t know any of that,” said Caina, though she knew not what it meant, “but thank you for sharing. That was most considerate.”
The fury redoubled.
YOU SHALL PERISH!
“Not today,” said Caina, and she ran through one of the remaining gates. 
Again she had the sensation of being squeezed, of falling endlessly through a swirling wall of gray mist.
And then she fell out of the mirror and back into the chamber where they had fought the carchomorphic spirits. All around her the others stumbled out of their mirrors. Caina turned towards the mirrors, reaching for her weapons. Perhaps the nagataaru would pursue them into the mortal world. 
The glass of the mirrors turned solid black, blocking both their reflections and the image of the netherworld beyond…but nothing emerged from the gates.
Caina let out a long, ragged breath and started to laugh.
“I advise against that,” said Nasser. Caina turned and saw Azaces kneeling over Nerina, one of the vials of Elixir Restorata in his hand. “The consumption of the Elixir produces a rather substantial energy discharge, a side effect of the healing process. Enough to kill everyone in this room, certainly.”
Azaces hesitated, the silvery vial motionless in his hand.
“He’s right,” said Caina. “I saw a vial of Elixir Rejuvenata used once. The results were explosive.” That vial had been flawed, but she saw no reason why the Elixir Restorata would work differently. “The experience will leave her groggy and disoriented. Can you carry her?” Azaces nodded, and Nerina moaned, her eyelids fluttering. “Then carry her. We need to go.” 
“Will that shapeshifting ring of yours show us the way out the Maze?” said Kazravid. 
“I doubt it,” said Caina, drawing back her cowl. She reached into her coat, drew out her mask, and tugged it over her head and face, and then pulled her cowl back up. “It’s a bracelet now, actually.”
“Then how are we getting out?” said Kazravid.
“I remembered the way,” said Caina. 
Kazravid flinched. She had answered him in her disguised voice, the rasping growl of the Balarigar. “How did you do that? Change your voice? Are you sure you are not a sorcerer?”
“Practice,” said Caina. “Now shut up, all of you, and follow me. We’re not safe yet. Those Immortals will figure out what happened soon enough.” 
She set off at a dash through the corridors, Azaces bearing a limp Nerina in his thick arms, Nasser at Caina’s side, the others following. They hurried through the tunnels and soon returned to the chamber of the menagerie. The creatures were agitated, pacing back and forth in their cages, snarling and hissing and making unearthly moans and groans.
The pyrikon started to glow upon her left wrist again, and Caina had an idea. 
“Go through the doors, all of you,” she said. “Leave them open a crack, and slam them the minute I come through. If I don’t come through, run.”
“You are sure about this?” said Nasser.
“Quite,” said Caina, heading towards the nearest cage door. The pyrikon started to reshape itself around her left hand, forming itself into the long key once more.
“Oh, dear gods,” said Anaxander. “You’re not…”
“Move!” roared Laertes, pushing the magus towards the double doors to the Maze. 
Caina ran from cage to cage, releasing the locks as the others sprinted back into the Maze proper. The misshapen beasts stared at her in silence, as if unable to believe she would be so stupid. She opened the locks, but left the cell doors closed. At last she finished and sprinted for the doors.
About then the creatures figured out what she had done.
The horse-sided daevagoth burst from its cage and chased after her, the enormous scorpion-tail waving, and the other beasts followed. Caina dashed across the chamber and leapt through the narrow gap left between the doors, the pyrikon folding itself back into a bracelet. Strabane and Laertes shoved the doors closed after her, and they closed with an echoing clang.
A heartbeat later something heavy slammed against the doors with a thump.
“I think you made them mad,” said Strabane.
“Aye,” said Caina. “And when those Immortals start hunting for us, they’ll find something a little more unpleasant instead. Go!” 
She led the way through the tunnels of the Maze. The poison mist swirled up to stop them, but it pulsed away from the power of the pyrikon. At last they came to the stairs leading up to the tower of white stone. Caina heard shouting and screams echoing from above. That made sense – from the perspective of the guests, Anburj had only summoned the Immortals into the Maze a few short moments ago. Callatas cared nothing for the safety or comfort of his guests, and he would have made no effort to disguise the movements of the Immortals. 
Perhaps the chaos in the courtyard offered Caina and the others their best chance of escape. 
She raced up the stairs and into the round chamber at the base of the tower, looked out the door, and saw the Immortals charging.
Hundreds of them filled the courtyard, scimitars and chain whips in hand, shoving and pushing their way through the guests.
And every last one of them converged upon the garden surrounding the tower of the Maze.
Caina pulled the bronze doors shut, barring them in place. A moment later the thumping and pounding began, the doors creaking. They would hold for some time, but sooner or later the Immortals would force their way inside. 
“Why did you do that?” said Kazravid as he climbed up, staring at the closed door. A heartbeat later another thump echoed through the tower. “Oh.”
“We’re trapped, aren’t we?” said Anaxander. 
“Do not give up,” said Nasser. “There is always a way out.”
“Oh, is there?” said Kazravid. “Then you had better think it up quickly, hadn’t you?”
Caina turned back to the others. Could they retreat back into the Maze and hide there? The poison mist would keep the Immortals from following. But sooner or later Callatas would dispel the mist to allow his men to enter. Or he would simply descend into the Maze himself and kill them all. From what Caina had seen of the Grand Master’s sorcerous potency, she had no wish to face him in anything resembling a far fight. 
“Up,” she said.
“Then we shall simply be trapped on top of the tower,” said Laertes.
Nasser smiled as he understood Caina’s intent. “It is taller than the outer wall.”
“So?” said Kazravid. “Then we’ll merely have a good view as we die.”
“You told Nasser you could shoot an arrow with a rope and grapnel attached,” said Caina. “Was that just an idle boast?”
“Of course not!” said Kazravid. “Kazravid of Anshan does not make idle…oh.” His eyes widened. “That might work!” 
“Then run!” said Caina.
She sprinted up the spiral stairs, shadow-cloak billowing behind her, and Nasser and the gang of thieves followed. Caina burst onto the tower’s round, flat roof, the gleaming bulk of Callatas’s palace rising to her left, the outer wall and the rest of the Emirs’ Quarter to her right. An ornate iron railing encircled the tower’s flat roof. Chaos ruled in the courtyard, the guests shouting and arguing and trying to flee, and a knot of nearly fifty Immortals had gathered at the base of the tower.
“Gods,” said Anaxander, “they’ll just shoot us down. Or Callatas will blast us to ashes.”
“Then hasten!” said Nasser.
Kazravid did not hesitate. From his quiver he drew a prepared arrow, its head a barbed grapnel. In one fluid motion he raised the bow, drew, and released. The arrow hissed in a high arc overhead, a coil of slender rope following it, and hit the ramparts of the outer wall. The grapnel struck fast, and Kazravid knotted it around the iron railing. 
“We can slide down the rope to the outer wall,” said Kazravid.
“Well and good,” said Strabane, “but even a blind archer could shoot us full of crossbow quarrels while we do it.”
“Unless they’re distracted,” said Caina, buttoning up her coat. It was damnably warm, but it hid the white of her shirt. Then she reached behind her coat and drew out a coiled rope and collapsible grapnel of her own.
“What kind of distraction are you planning?” said Nasser.
“Simplicity itself,” said Caina. “I’m the Balarigar. They want me dead more than they want you dead.” 
For the very first time since she had met him, Ibrahaim Nasser looked alarmed.
“Do not,” said Nasser. “There is no need to sacrifice yourself like this…”
“Too late,” said Caina, hooking the grapnel to the iron railing. She started uncoiling the rope, counting off the feet. It was slender yet strong enough to bear her weight, and she was grateful she had possessed the foresight to tie knots into the rope for every foot of length. “I’m going to make a lot of noise. When I do, get to the outer wall and run as fast as you can.” 
“But,” said Nasser, “you must…”
Caina jumped onto the iron railing and caught her balance.
“Callatas!” she roared at the top her lungs, her voice echoing over the courtyard and the gardens. “Come and face me, Callatas! For I am the Balarigar, and I have come to make you pay for your crimes!”
Kazravid made a choking noise and hurried towards his rope. 
“There,” said Caina, making the calculation in her head, the rope loose in her hands. “That ought to get their attention, don’t you think?”
“You are entirely mad,” said Strabane. 
“Almost certainly,” said Caina. “Go! Nasser, good luck.” 
She sprinted forward and jumped off the edge of the roof, the rope in both hands. Caina plummeted forward, her cloak billowing around her, the gardens rushing up to meet her with terrifying speed. If she had miscalculated, if she had misjudged the length of her rope, she was going to come to a very abrupt death. But as the arc of her fall carried her past the tower, the rope began to curve around the tower’s length. The rope swung Caina around the tower like a pendulum, and by her fourth revolution she reached the end of the rope. 
And she was only seven or eight feet above the ground.
She had calculated correctly.
Caina released the rope, tucked her shoulder, hit the ground, and rolled. The impact shot through her with stunning force, but none of her bones broke, and Caina sprang back to her feet, forcing herself to breathe, and started running. The Immortals at the base of the tower were in disarray, with some of them sprinting after Caina in pursuit, while others kept up their assault on the tower door.
Caina needed to find a serious distraction, else they were going to kill her and Nasser and the others.
Fortunately, she knew just where to find one. 
She dashed into the gardens, avoiding the path and making straight for the courtyard. The path wound back and forth, but she took a straight route through the twisted plants. They stirred as she passed, their vines twitching, their pods starting to curl open, but Caina jumped over the tangling roots and dodged the coiling vines. 
The wooden racks still stood at the edge of the courtyard, the rockets resting in place. The Alchemists, in the panic over the Immortals, had abandoned their rockets before they could fire them all. In fact, one of the purple torches still blazed upon the ground. 
Caina spun one of the racks around and tipped it over, pointing the rockets into the garden. Then she seized the torch and lit the rockets’ fuses. More Immortals spotted her across the courtyard and started running, while the guests screamed and ran for the gates or the inner palace. Caina turned every rack she could, lighting their fuses, and then dashed into the chaos of the courtyard as the Immortals erupted from the gardens.
The first of the rockets went off a heartbeat later. 
Six of them flew into the gardens, exploding in brilliant bursts of green and crimson sparks. Several of the mutated plants went up in flames, their vines and roots lashing at the air as they burned. The charge of the Immortals came to a confused halt as they ducked for cover, taking shelter from the volley of rockets. 
Then the remainder of the rockets went off. 
Caina had feared aiming them into the courtyard, knowing that they might well burn innocent people to death. Of course, most of Istarinmul’s nobles and Alchemists were hardly innocent, but Caina was a Ghost, not a Kindred assassin, and she would not start killing indiscriminately. Fortunately, her hasty improvisation proved effective. The rockets hissed from their racks and slammed into the side of the palace, exploding in brilliant bursts of multicolored sparks. The explosions did little damage to the marble walls of the palace. Yet they shattered the windows, and Caina glimpsed fires starting within the inner palace. And the constant explosions threw tangled thickets of shadow across the courtyard.
And Caina was wearing a shadow-cloak.
She sprinted and wove through the crowds, dodging past the terrified nobles and their slaves. She shot a glance at the garden, and glimpsed the rope stretching from the tower to the outer wall. It was empty. Had Nasser and the others gotten away? 
Caina ran through the gates and into the street outside Callatas’s place. Merchants and emirs and Alchemists fled in all directions. At the base of the wall Caina spotted a piled rope, and there stood Nasser and the others, breathing hard from their rapid descent down the outer wall.
She ran to join them.
“You are mad,” said Kazravid, “absolutely, utterly mad.”
“Yet successful,” said Nasser, his white smile flashing over his dark face. “My friends, we have just braved the palace of the Grand Master himself and escaped alive. To remain that way, I suggest we go our separate ways and flee at once.” 
The others nodded. Azaces still cradled an unconscious Nerina in his arms. Kazravid hesitated, looking at Caina. 
“What?” said Caina, hands twitching toward her weapons. She wondered if he would try to kill her and claim the bounty.
“You’re a madman, Ciaran or Balarigar or whatever your name is,” said Kazravid, “but by the Living Flame and the Seven Emissaries, if you ever want help on a job again, I’m in!”
The others murmured their agreement. 
Perhaps here were some new allies Caina could recruit into the Ghosts. 
“Thank you,” she said.
“Very nice,” said Nasser. “Now stop talking and run!”
They sprinted into the streets, scattering in different directions.







Chapter 22 - Thick as Thieves
The rest of the night and most of the day had passed by the time Caina made it back to the Sanctuary. 

Istarinmul had gone into an uproar unlike anything Caina had yet seen. When she had robbed Ulvan, that had been a minor scandal among the nobles and a joke for the commoners. Even when the Widow’s Tower had been destroyed, that had been a story that grew more implausible with every retelling, forgotten after a few weeks.
But this was something else.
Caina had just robbed the most powerful man in Istarinmul. 
The city’s gates were placed under guard, and squads of Immortals questioned everyone attempting to leave or enter, searching every cart and wagon. Watchmen moved through the streets and the bazaars, hammering a decree proclaimed by the Grand Wazir to every door. For the benefit of the illiterate, heralds followed the watchmen, bellowing the contents of the decrees.
For the capture of the anjar Hormizid, suspected ally of the Balarigar, fifty thousand bezants.
For the capture of Lord Amazaeus Helvius, suspected ally of the Balarigar, fifty thousand bezants.
And for the capture or death of the notorious Balarigar himself, a reward of one million bezants was now offered, along with a noble title, lifetime remission from all taxes, and the friendship and gratitude of both the Grand Wazir Erghulan and the Grand Master Callatas. 
Caina considered the matter as she slipped into the deserted courtyard behind the House of Agabyzus, clad in a blue dress and headscarf from one of her safe houses, her shadow-cloak, weapons, and the pouch of Elixir Restorata slung into a satchel. Both “Lord Amazaeus” and “Hormizid” were men, and returning to women’s clothing had let her elude the Immortals and the Teskilati both. She hoped Nasser and Kazravid and Nerina and the others had gotten away.
She stopped before the dry fountain. 
Perhaps it was time to take a different approach to her efforts against Callatas and the wraithblood. The daring thefts had been effective, but her odds had finally run out. She would have died at Vaysaal’s palace, if not for the intervention of Nasser and Samnirdamnus, and they had only escaped from Callatas’s palace by the thinnest of margins. 
And the Teskilati might yet find them, if Nasser or Caina or the others had made a mistake. 
Caina made sure she was unobserved and then opened the secret door, letting herself into the Sanctuary. She would spend the night here, and then consider the mood of the city tomorrow. After that she would decide how to proceed against Callatas and his plots. She still did not know what the Grand Master intended to do, not truly. It somehow involved wraithblood and the lost relics of Iramis. It somehow involved the nagataaru, and the creature with the terrible voice that had spoken inside Caina’s head.
She didn’t know what he intended to do with his Apotheosis…but now she knew what he needed to accomplish it.
And using that information, she could stop him.
He needed a steady supply of slaves to produce wraithblood. He needed the aid of the Slavers’ Brotherhood and the cooperation of the emirs and the Grand Wazir to bring his slaves into the city. He needed his lieutenants, men like Anburj and Ricimer and Vaysaal, to carry out his will. And apparently he needed the Staff and Seal of Iramis, whatever they were, and the Star of Iramis, which he already carried. 
If Caina could deny him those things, if she could disrupt and undermine his operations, she could delay or stop halt his plans. 
It would not be easy, but it was not as if Caina had anything better to do. 
In her heart, she was tired of risking her life again and again. If she could have worked her will, she would have returned home to Malarae and run the House of Kularus, settling into the quiet life of a coffee merchant. 
But she could not go home again.
And she could not leave Callatas to continue his monstrous plans. 
The Sanctuary remained undisturbed. Caina emptied the contents of the satchel onto one of the tables, including the pouch holding the vials of Elixir Restorata. The gods knew what she would do with the damned stuff. Denying its use to Callatas had been enough. Perhaps Caina could use it to bribe some emirs. Or, in an emergency, she could use it to heal herself.
But the thought of deliberately using sorcery on herself made her skin crawl. 
Caina pulled off her clothing, her limbs and joints aching from the exertions of the last few days. Or, at least, she tried to pull off her clothing.
She could not get the damned pyrikon off.
Using it within the Maze seemed to have changed it, or perhaps activated it. If Caina concentrated, she could command the pyrikon to change to a ring or a bracelet and back again. Either in its ring shape or its bracelet form, Caina could take it off.
But the minute she turned around, the pyrikon reappeared on her left wrist or her finger. 
“What the hell are you?” muttered Caina.
The pyrikon gave no answer. Caina suspected the thing had a mind and a will of its own. Yet if it did, that will had no malice against her. It had helped her in the Maze. After concentrating some more, Caina found she could command the pyrikon to become an intricate bronze torque that encircled her left bicep. That at least would be easy enough to conceal. 
She washed herself as best as she could, lay down on a cot, and went to sleep.

###

And to her utter lack of surprise, Samnirdamnus waited in her dreams.
They stood on the lifeless gray plain of the netherworld, the sky writhing and crawling overhead, flashes of green lightning springing across the dark clouds. The golden rift sprawled motionless against the black sky, and again Caina saw the frozen echo of Iramis. Samnirdamnus wore the form of Corvalis this time, and he leaned against one of the upside down trees, an insouciant smirk on his face. 
“Is this really the netherworld?” said Caina, looking around in alarm, half-expecting nagataaru or phobomorphic spirits or worse to appear.
“It is,” said Samnirdamnus, “but a little pocket of it. A borderland, if you will. But it is safe enough. Just you and me.” 
“And that is safe?” said Caina, raising her eyebrows. 
“Not in the least,” said Samnirdamnus. He raised his head and gazed at the golden rift. “Just as your chats with the Moroaica here were not safe.”
Caina frowned. “You know about that?”
“You are the Balarigar,” said Samnirdamnus. “Or you became the Balarigar. Or you will become the Balarigar. One or the other. Certainly I hope the other.”
“That is as clear as mud,” said Caina. “Though I suppose I should expect no less from you by now.”
Samnirdamnus smiled. “Ah, good. You are learning.”
They stood in silence for a moment.
“Thank you,” said Caina at last. 
“For what?”
“The warnings,” said Caina. “You warned me against the carchomorphic spirits…”
Samnirdamnus sniffed. “Unpleasant vermin. They are as akin to me as monkeys are akin to mortals.”
“And against the nagataaru,” said Caina. 
“As I have said,” said Samnirdamnus. “You might be the one I have sought. Or you will become the one I have sought. Linear time…” He sighed and shook his head. “Linear time is so inconvenient.”
“But as you have mentioned,” said Caina, “I cannot become the one you have sought if the nagataaru kill me.”
“Then you understand,” said Samnirdamnus. “Or you will. Which is close enough for now.”
“Will you tell me why you have sought me?” said Caina. “Why you think I might be the one you have been looking for?” 
“You already know,” said Samnirdamnus.
“No, I really don’t,” said Caina. She considered for a moment. “Or do you mean it is something I already know, but haven’t realized?”
The djinni made no answer, but the smile widened across Corvalis’s face. 
“Very good,” said Samnirdamnus. “The mad locksmith has already told you.”
“The haze,” said Caina. “The shadow around me that the wraithblood addicts see. That is why you were looking for me?”
“Yes,” said Samnirdamnus.
It was the straightest and most direct answer she had ever had from the djinni.
“The shadow around me,” said Caina. Even in the dream, her throat was dry. “What is it? The scars Maglarion left upon me? The shadow of the Moroaica? The imprint of my visit to the netherworld?”
“Not at all,” said Samnirdamnus. “You are looking at it from the wrong direction, my darling slayer of demons.”
“The past, you mean?” said Caina. “Then the shadow is…my future?”
“A potential future,” said Samnirdamnus. “One that may come to pass, or it may not.” He pushed away from the tree and gazed across the plains. “But you will have to be careful now. You’ve made some enemies.”
“Callatas,” said Caina.
“Oh, he was already your enemy,” said Samnirdamnus. “But thanks to your little jaunt through the netherworld, you’ve drawn the attention of his allies.”
“The nagataaru,” said Caina. “That voice…”
“Their prince,” said Samnirdamnus. “Called Kotuluk Iblis in the legends of the Istarish mortals, though that is not truly his name. You see, my dear child of the Ghosts, you have only known half of your foes. Callatas is your foe, aye…but Callatas has allies.”
“The nagataaru,” said Caina. “What do they want?”
Samnirdamnus smiled. “You.”
“Me?”
“You, that glass-handed thief of yours, the coffee merchant, the mad locksmith, all your friends in Malarae, and everyone in the world,” said Samnirdamnus. “Every last one of them. Do be watchful, my dear Balarigar. You’ve drawn the notice of the nagataaru…and they will come for you.” 
Caina sighed. “Thank you for the warning. I don’t suppose you have any good news for me?” 
“You’re still alive,” said Samnirdamnus. “Do try to stay that way.”
The netherworld vanished, and Caina sank into a black and dreamless sleep.

###

The next evening, Caina walked into the House of Agabyzus, wearing the clothes of a Cyrican merchant. She did not want to use any of her other disguises. Anburj was dead, and the Teskilati might try to track down everyone he had spoken to in the last few months. All it would take was one Kindred recognizing her, one Teskilati agent, and Caina would be in trouble.
One million bezants was a lot of money. 
She found Damla speaking to a pair of cooks. “Pardon, mistress?”
“Yes?” said Damla. “How may I be of service, sir?” Caina stifled a smile. Damla did not recognize her. “We offer…oh.” Her eyes widened a bit, and then she nodded. “Oh, yes, I see. May I say I am very glad to see you here? After all the…upheaval in the city, I was not sure you would return.” 
“Well,” said Caina with a Cyrican accent. “I would miss the excellent coffee.”
“You are most kind, sir,” said Damla. “Come, come, I will show you to your room.” 
She led Caina up the stairs to a guest room on the top floor. Agabyzus sat at the room’s small desk, still wearing the disguise of a Sarbian nomad, frowning at a stack of letters.
“I am glad you are safe!” said Damla, catching Caina in a hug after she closed the door. “We heard the rumors of a great upheaval at Master Alchemist Callatas’s palace. Then the Immortals started guarding the gates, and I feared the worst.”
“I’m not dead yet,” said Caina. 
“Did you learn anything?” said Agabyzus. 
“I did,” said Caina. “And you both should hear it, in case something happens to me. I still don’t know what Callatas’s Apotheosis is. But I know he has a pact with the nagataaru, the dark spirits of the netherworld. And I know that the jewel he wears is called the Star of Iramis, and to work the Apotheosis he needs two other relics, the Staff of Iramis and the Seal of Iramis.”
Damla only nodded, but Agabyzus frowned. 
“You know what they are?” said Caina.
“According to the tales,” said Agabyzus, “the Star, Staff, and Seal were the royal regalia of the Princes of Iramis. The loremasters of Iramis created them in ancient times, even before the destruction of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun, and imbued them with potent sorcerous powers.”
“He used the Star to destroy Iramis,” said Caina.
“Presumably the Staff and the Seal were inside Iramis when he burned the city,” said Agabyzus.
Damla scoffed. “Then Callatas is not so clever. If he wanted these sorcerous relics, he should not have burned Iramis.”
“He’s looking for them,” said Caina. “That’s why he’s been sending so many slaves into the Desert of Candles. The mines are just a cover. He’s looking for the Staff and Seal of Iramis. They must have been outside the city when he destroyed it.” 
“You are the circlemaster,” said Agabyzus. “How do you suggest we proceed?” 
“Callatas needs wraithblood and the relics of Iramis to work the Apotheosis,” said Caina. “Therefore we shall deny him both. If we can disrupt the operations of the Slavers’ Brotherhood, cut off the supply of fresh slaves to Istarinmul, soon enough he won’t be able to buy slaves at any price. And if we can find and destroy the relics first, perhaps we can stop the Apotheosis entirely.” 
“A large task,” said Agabyzus.
Caina shrugged. “No larger than stealing from Grand Master Callatas and living to tell the tale.” 
Agabyzus nodded. “Then you wish us to disrupt and harass the slavers? To go into the shadows, as it were?” 
“Yes,” said Caina. “The fewer people who know about us, the more effective we can be.” 
“So you will stop these…bold and public thefts?” said Agabyzus.
“For now,” said Caina. “Unless we have need of one.”
“Oh, the Living Flame be praised,” said Damla. “Every time you went into the night, every time the khalmir of the watch posted the new bounty upon my door…I feared that you were slain.” 
“Not yet,” said Caina. 
“I will begin at once,” said Agabyzus. “I still have many informants in the city, most of whom do not know that I am a Ghost. I shall learn of the movements of the slavers, and present you with a plan to cause them the most harm.” 
“Good,” said Caina. 
“There is one other thing,” said Damla. “Sulaman the poet.”
“What about him?” said Caina.
“He recited here, the night you were…ah, attending the Grand Master’s banquet,” said Damla. “He requested that I ask Marius of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers to speak with him as soon as possible…and he is reciting here again tonight.”

###

Later that night Caina sat at a table in the House of Agabyzus as Sulaman finished reciting an epic to the crowd. This time he had chosen a tale of Nasser Glasshand, telling how a century past Nasser had raided the treasury of a cruel and brutal wazir, leaving the man impoverished and humiliated. Caina wondered how the crowd would react if they knew she had spoken to the hero of the tale two days ago.
She wondered if it was the same man. Normal men could not live that long…but normal men could not punch through the steel helmets of Immortals, either. Well, Caina had her secrets and she could not begrudge Nasser his.
Going into Callatas’s lair and escaping again was an excellent demonstration of good faith. 
Sulaman finished his recitation, and the crowd rose in applause. As usual, Mazyan sat at the dais, drum tucked between his knees, and held out the wooden bowl. The merchants came forward and threw coins into the bowl. Caina waited until the crowd had thinned a bit and dropped some silver coins.
Mazyan scowled at her.
“A fine recitation,” said Caina. “Is it true, I wonder?”
Sulaman shrugged. His expression gave away little, but he seemed pleased to see her. “Who can say? No more than I can say if the tales of the Balarigar are true. Perhaps one day I shall recite poems done in his honor.”
“I hope not,” said Caina. “They would be in poor taste.”
This time Sulaman did smile. “I thought you would say that. I have a message for you.”
Caina nodded.
“A mutual friend,” said Sulaman, “wishes to meet you tomorrow night, in the same place you met him before.” 

###

The next night Caina donned the disguise of a common caravan guard and walked through the doors of the Shahenshah’s Seat. As before, caravan guards and teamsters and mercenaries packed the common room, though now they all discussed the wild rumors surrounding the Grand Master’s banquet.
Laertes leaned against the wall in the same place, scanning the crowd.
His eyes narrowed as she approached. She realized he did not recognize her, and she took a bit of pride in that. Caina leaned against the wall, folding her arms over her chest. 
“Move along,” said Laertes. 
“I was invited,” said Caina. 
Laertes looked at her, looked away, and then looked back again. “Ah…I see. You’re good at that.”
“It comes in handy,” said Caina.
“I can imagine,” said Laertes, pushing away from the wall. “This way.” 
He led Caina to the room where she had met with Nasser and his associates earlier.
As she expected, Nasser awaited her.
But to her surprise, Nerina Strake and Azaces sat at the table as well. 
“Ciaran!” said Nerina, smiling. “It is good to see you again.”
Even Azaces inclined his head in greeting, though his scowl never wavered. 
“Master Ciaran,” said Nasser, rising with a polite bow as Laertes stationed himself on guard near the door. “I am glad you could join us.”
“How is your leg?” said Caina.
Nerina sighed. “Uncomfortable. I can walk on it, though, at about fifty-three percent of my usual walking speed. I compliment you on the accuracy of the cut.”
“I am sorry I had to stab you,” said Caina. She considered that. “Which is not something I have often said.” 
“Do not reproach yourself,” said Nerina. “The nagataaru would have devoured my mind.” She shivered. “It…delighted in my pain, and wished to take my flesh for its own so it could slay you and the others. Though the ghostsilver dagger hurt it. For all that it lusted for pain, the nagataaru certainly had no appetite for enduring its own.”
“It is fortunate you found that dagger,” said Caina.
“Clearly, it was for my own good,” said Nerina. 
“Where are the others?” said Caina. 
“Oh, they are quite well,” said Nasser. “I bought their vials of Elixir Restorata for a fair price, and they have taken their money and fled the city. I promised to make them wealthy men, and I have. Nasser Glasshand keeps his word. But they have no further interest in opposing Callatas…and certainly no interest in remaining in Istarinmul until the Teskilati find them.”
“Sensible,” said Caina.
“But you and I, my friend, money was not our purpose,” said Nasser. “We wish to defeat Callatas, and we have aided each other most effectively. I purpose further ventures along those lines.” 
“I thought you would,” said Caina. “But I have two questions first.”
Nasser flashed his white smile. “I expected no less. Ask your questions. Then Mistress Strake has a question for you, and I shall tell you what I propose.”
“Very well,” said Caina. She lifted her left hand and concentrated, and the pyrikon appeared around her finger. “You told me I could remove this in the Maze. I can take it off now, but as soon as I turn my back, it reappears on my finger.”
“Ah,” said Nasser. “I was afraid of that. The pyrikon has bonded with you.”
“Bonded?” said Caina with disgust. “I have a sorcerous device Callatas made bonded to me?”
“If it makes you feel better,” said Nasser, “Callatas did not make it.” 
Laertes frowned. “You will tell him…”
“I shall,” said Nasser.
“Fine,” said Caina. “Who made it?”
“One of the loremasters of Iramis,” said Nasser. “The pyrikons were their badges of office.”
“Weapons of sorcery?” said Caina.
“No,” said Nasser. “A shield and a tool, as you saw in the Maze, but never a weapon. The loremasters swore the most solemn oaths to never harm another mortal with their sorcery, to never seek dominion over men, to use their powers for healing and protection. And, remarkably enough, for the most part they kept to those oaths. Each loremaster, as part of his final trial of office, created and enspelled a pyrikon. Callatas could no more create one than a sword can heal. It may comfort you that a pyrikon only bonds with those it finds worthy.” 
Caina looked at the pyrikon. “Then Callatas stole this from a loremaster and adapted it as a key?”
“Essentially,” said Nasser. “I can see your hatred for sorcery, Balarigar. If you like, think of yourself as the pyrikon’s custodian. At the very least you will keep it out of the hands of Callatas and other sorcerers who would misuse it.”
“Very well,” said Caina. She could accept that, though she would prefer to get rid of the thing entirely. “My second question. That book you found. What is it?”
“It was a volume written by a woman named Annarah, one of the last loremasters of Iramis,” said Nasser. “After Iramis burned, Callatas hunted down and slew the loremasters who had been out of the city at the time. Annarah was the last, or almost the last. Possibly the pyrikon you bear even belonged to her. I believe that the Prince, before Callatas burned Iramis, sent Annarah out of the city with the Seal and the Staff and instructed her to hide them.” He lifted the book and tapped its leather cover. “And more to the point, so does Callatas.” 
“But the book can’t indicate where she hid the Seal and the Staff,” said Caina. “Else Callatas would already have them.”
“I am afraid you have the right of it,” said Nasser. “The book is very cryptic, and I suspect Annarah encoded it somehow. But I am certain it records where Annarah hid the relics. It mentions a score of different locations in the Desert of Candles. Which, not coincidentally, are all locations where Callatas has sent gangs of slaves to dig.” 
“Then that is what you want to do,” said Caina. “To find the Seal and the Staff and keep them from Callatas.”
“First,” said Nasser, “I do believe you should answer Nerina’s question.”
“Of course.” Caina turned to the locksmith, who took a deep breath and ran a hand through her ragged red hair.
“Will you let me join the Ghosts?” said Nerina. “Azaces, too, since he knows everything I know.” 
Caina blinked. “What?”
“I have reasons, which I have organized mathematically,” said Nerina. “First, you saved my life in the netherworld. Second, I have earned the lasting enmity of Callatas, and therefore it is logical to take action against him. Third,” she took a deep breath, “he did this to me.”
She pointed at her eerie blue eyes. 
“The wraithblood,” said Caina. “That was your father’s doing.”
“But Callatas made the wraithblood,” said Nerina. “His drug did this to me, even if my father gave it to me and I kept taking it after he died. How many thousands of people have suffered like this? How many more take wraithblood even now? And, fourth, and finally,” she took another breath, “the nagataaru. It was…horrible. I cannot describe it. The best I can say is that it was…not mathematical. Only chaos. It wanted to kill everyone in the world. And if Callatas is allied with those creatures and summons more of them, the amount of killing will be…well, even beyond my abilities to calculate. I think you know that, Ciaran. You’re not a master thief or any of the other things you’ve pretended to be around me. You’re a Ghost nightfighter…and if you are fighting against Callatas, I want to help.”
“It will be dangerous,” said Caina, “and we shall almost certainly be killed.”
Nasser snorted. “Any more dangerous than fleeing into the netherworld?”
That was an excellent point. 
“So be it,” said Caina. “If you are willing to swear the necessary oaths, both you and Azaces, then you shall join the Ghost circle of Istarinmul.”
“Good,” said Nerina. She smiled. “Considering that we are spies, I suspect you shall have no shortage of fascinating equations for me to solve.”
“Most likely,” said Caina. She looked at Nasser. “And you? Shall you join the Ghosts?”
He grinned. “I serve another master, alas.” 
“And who is that?” said Caina.
“You have your secrets,” said Nasser, “I have mine, and together those secrets protect us. Is that not enough?” 
“For now,” said Caina. “A day might come when it is not.”
“I know. But for now I am most interested in working together,” said Nasser, “to undermine the Grand Master and stop the Apotheosis. You have been a most effective ally.”
“And you,” said Caina. “Callatas needs the Seal, the Staff, and a steady supply of slaves to create wraithblood and work the Apotheosis. I suggest we start by seeking the Seal and the Staff…but also by disrupting the supply of slaves to Istarinmul.”
“And if his allies,” said Nasser, “among the cowled masters are threatened with penury, they shall be rather less likely to support him.”
Caina nodded. “I agree.”
“So,” said Nasser. “What did you have in mind?”
She looked around the room. Agabyzus was right. Caina could not continue on alone. Sooner or later she would misstep and die, and there would be no one left to stop Callatas. But with allies, she had a far greater chance of success.
And even if she died, someone would be left to carry on the fight.
“This is what I suggest,” said Caina, and they started plotting the downfall of Grand Master Callatas.







Epilogue
“Balarigar!” screamed the nagataaru that had been inside Tarqaz’s head. “Balarigar, Balarigar, Balarigar!”

Callatas, Grand Master of the College of Alchemists, let out an annoyed hiss.
The voices in his head had told him this wasn’t going to work. 
A nagataaru bound within a living mortal saw through the mortal’s eyes and heard through his ears. Unfortunately, when the mortal was killed, the psychic shock scrambled the nagataaru’s recent memories, and frequently the spirit could not remember the circumstances of its host’s death.
“Balarigar!” shrieked the nagataaru, shadow and purple flame billowing against the boundaries of the elaborate warding sigils upon the floor of Callatas’s summoning chamber. “Balarigar!”
Though the creature could recall a few pertinent details.
The nagataaru that had been bound within Ricimer had been much the same, too, bellowing over and over that the Balarigar had come. 
A myth. A myth of the damned Szaldic slaves, and a fraud and a lie perpetrated by the Ghosts. Were even spirits that gullible?
Callatas dismissed the nagataaru to the netherworld and stalked from the chamber, moving back into the Maze proper. The poison mist of the transmutation spell swirled around him, filling his lungs, but did him no harm.
A gift of the nagataaru. 
The voices whispered inside his head, suggesting plans. 
He returned to his library. The Elixir Restorata had been stolen, which was inconvenient, but hardly crippling. Callatas had transcended death and illness years ago, had reached heights of sorcery that the other Master Alchemists could only dream of. Yet the Elixir would have been a useful tool to ensure the loyalty of his allies. More than once he had hired the Kindred to administer a slow-acting poison to the son or daughter of an enemy, only for Callatas to offer a vial of Elixir Restorata in exchange for support. 
The loss of Annarah’s journal was far more worrying, along with the maps from his main laboratory. 
The prospect that the Ghosts might know about the Seal and the Staff was disturbing. The thought that they might have allied with that damned fool Glasshand was worse. Callatas had been trying to kill Glasshand for years, but the wretch had always eluded him. If Glasshand shared what he knew with the Ghosts, that would be dangerous. 
Callatas had spent too long preparing to create a new and better humanity to have his plans disrupted now. And only a fool underestimated the Ghosts. 
Anburj, even clever, deadly Anburj, had learned that the hard way. 
It was time to employ extreme measures. 
He sensed the approach of the one he had summoned.
Another gift of the nagataaru. 
Callatas sighed and waited for his guest to arrive.
A moment later she strode into the library. She looked unremarkable. An Istarish woman in her middle thirties, with long dark hair, dark eyes, and bronze-colored skin. She wore an olive-colored dress and headscarf, a simple sheathed dagger at her belt. The woman looked little different than thousands of others that dwelled in Istarinmul.
Though Callatas glimpsed the faint hints of madness in her dark eyes.
That, and he sensed the power that waited within her. 
For a moment they stared at each other.
She spoke first. “This miserable little dungeon hasn’t changed much, has it?”
“Huntress. You have a new face,” said Callatas. 
“I’ve been busy,” said the woman. “Those rebels who rule the eastern Empire, those renegade Ashbringers? Have you heard of them? Or have you been too busy with your little bottles of bubbling slime?”
“I know of them,” said Callatas, concealing his annoyance at her impudence. The Umbarian Order, as the rebels called themselves, had in fact made overtures, seeking the aid of Istarinmul against the Empire. If they were useful, Callatas would turn them into his tools, and if they opposed him, he would destroy them. 
“They hired me to dispose of some Kyracian archon and his wife,” said the woman. She grinned, her eyes glittering. “They put up quite a fight, and wounded me rather severely. But the Umbarians paid quite well for it.”
“And what did you do with the money?” said Callatas.
“I dumped it into the sea, of course, just to see the expressions on their faces,” she said. “After that, I received your summons, so I came.” She smiled, a brilliant, radiant smiled belied by the glittering madness in her eyes. “Who shall I kill for you, Father?”
“I,” said Callatas, irritated that she could still annoy him after all these decades, “am not your father.” 
She shrugged. “But you are the father of what I became. And the Voice within me calls the spirit within you its father, so why should I not?”
“You should not,” said Callatas, “give the nagataaru names. They do not require them.”
“But it pleases me to give them,” said the woman. Her mad smile widened. “Perhaps I shall give the nagataaru within you a name. Something cute, perhaps? Something that rhymes?” 
For a brief moment, Callatas wished he had killed her one hundred and sixty years ago. She had been one of his first successful experiments. Yet while she was no threat to him, he had never been able to fully control her, and her constant mockery was an unceasing annoyance. 
Still, she had her uses. 
She had killed many of his enemies over the decades. 
“What shall I call you now?” said Callatas, forcing his voice to calm.
“Kalgri,” she said. “I like the name.” 
“Very well, Kalgri,” said Callatas. “I need you to kill someone.”
“I have already been contracted to kill an emir,” said Kalgri.
“Who?” said Callatas. He hoped she wasn’t going to kill one of his useful allies.
“Tanzir Shahan, emir of the Vale of Fallen Stars,” said Kalgri. “He’s irritated the Slavers’ Brotherhood, the fat fool, and they want him dead.”
Callatas started to laugh.
“What?” said Kalgri, her face twisting with fury. Despite her barbed tongue, she could never abide mockery. “Do not laugh at me, Father.”
“I am not laughing at you,” said Callatas, “merely at the turn of fate. The man I want you to kill is called the Balarigar…who, according to the Teskilati, saved the life of Tanzir Shahan in Malarae.” 
“Ah,” said Kalgri. “I see. Oh, yes. I’ve heard of the Balarigar. They say he is the avenger of the gods, come to throw down corrupt sorcerers and free the slaves.”
“Nonsense,” said Callatas. “The Balarigar is simply an exceptionally lucky Ghost nightfighter with a flair for theatricality and a bag of tricks. Find him, kill him, and kill any of his allies. Be careful. He has proven himself dangerous.”
“Father, Father,” said Kalgri with a laugh. “You doubt me so? You ought to give me tasks more often. Tell me, when I kill the Balarigar, would you like his head pickled, or delivered to you on a silver platter with an apple stuffed in the mouth?”
She had done both in the past. 
“Just kill him,” said Callatas, trying to keep his calm. 
Kalgri walked from the library without another word. 
As much as he detested her, Callatas was pleased. The Apotheosis would not be stopped. The Balarigar and his allies would perish.
For the woman called the Red Huntress never let her prey escape. 
THE END
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And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.
Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear. 
Read  Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying and Ghost Dagger. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.

The Ghost Exile Series

Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world from sorcerous annihilation.
But the victory cost her everything.
Now she is exiled and alone in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the world itself.
And Caina is the only one that stands in its way...
Read Ghost in the Cowl and Ghost in the Maze, along with the short stories Ghost Sword and Ghost Price.

The Third Soul

RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.
Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.
And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.
And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.
If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.
And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them. 
Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.

The Frostborn Series

A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.
But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.
RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.
But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter. 
CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.
For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.
The secret of the Frostborn.
Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, and Frostborn: The Master Thief along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, and The Thief's Tale .

The Tower of Endless Worlds

THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.

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