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Description
CAINA AMALAS is the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, the leader of the Emperor's spies in the city. With the aid of mysterious allies, she fights to stop the sinister plans of the ruthless Grand Master Callatas.
But Callatas has spent two centuries preparing to remake humanity, and he will exterminate any who dare to oppose him. 

CLAUDIA ABERON DORIUS was once a sorceress of the Imperial Magisterium, yet now she is the wife of a high noble of the Empire. Civil war rips the Empire, and the rebel sorcerers have targeted her beloved husband for death. Claudia has no choice but to work with Caina, the woman she despises most in the world, to save her husband's life.
But a danger comes that neither Caina nor Claudia have foreseen...

KALGRI is the Red Huntress, the centuries-old assassin of legend. She has killed kings and princes, sorcerers and alchemists, young and old and rich and poor, and laughed at their screams and rejoiced at the tears of their families. She has slain countless innocents, and no one has ever stopped her.

And her next target is Caina Amalas. 
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Chapter 1 - Shadow Knives
 
The men who sought the enormous bounty upon her head thought that she was a man, so Caina dressed as a woman. 
It was almost refreshing. Since coming to Istarinmul a year ago, Caina had spent most of her time disguised as a man, both for the freedom of movement and to add an additional layer of deception against her enemies. She rarely went out in women’s clothing, not since she had disguised herself as Natalia of the Nine Knives during the Master Slaver Ulvan’s grand ascension.
Considering what she had done to Ulvan after that, disappearing had seemed prudent.
“I appreciate this,” said Caina, adjusting the fold of her blue dress. 
“It is hardly a difficulty,” said Damla, owner of the House of Agabyzus, the most prosperous coffee house in Istarinmul’s Cyrican Quarter. “After all you have done for my family, you could ask me whatever you wish. The loan of a dress and a headscarf is nothing.”
Caina nodded and considered herself in Damla’s mirror. The borrowed clothing fit well enough, though too loose about the hips and the chest. Caina had cut off her hair in a fit of grief a year past, and had kept it close-cropped to make disguises easier. Her face was pale and increasingly gaunt, the cheekbones sharper and the blue eyes colder than she remembered. Still, the dress and headscarf made her look like any other young woman of Istarinmul, albeit one of Nighmarian or Szaldic birth. 
At least until someone looked into her eyes. Killers had eyes like hers. 
“Do you not have any women’s clothing?” said Damla. “I have seen you wear any number of disguises.” 
“I do,” said Caina, buckling a belt of black leather around her waist. A single dagger rested in a sheath at her hip. The weapon was distinctive, and she had stolen it from the laboratory of the Grand Master Callatas himself. If she was caught with it, it would mean her death, but the nature of her enemies meant she wanted to keep the weapon close at hand. “I suspect Teskilati informers are watching the nearest safe house. I don’t dare go there, at least until they stop watching so closely.” She pulled on a pair of sturdy leather boots. Sandals were more comfortable in Istarinmul’s blazing heat, but sandals did not offer hidden sheaths for daggers. “So Marius the courier enters the House of Agabyzus, and a random young woman leaves.” 
Damla snorted. “If Marius keeps disappearing into the House of Agabyzus for hours at a time, that will be suspicious.”
“Actually,” said Caina, hiding sheathed knives beneath the dress’s loose sleeves, “the Teskilati think you are having an affair with Marius.”
Damla sniffed in disdain. It was not implausible that a courier would fall for her. Widow she might have been, but she was still fit, most likely from remaining on her feet all day. Any number of merchants, both her junior and senior, had made polite indications of interest, and Damla had just as politely declined them. Caina suspected that Damla would remarry at some point. It had been three years since her husband had fallen during Rezir Shahan’s attack upon Marsis.
Some wounds took a long time to heal, or never healed at all. 
Caina knew that too well.
“A disgraceful rumor,” said Damla. “I am a respectable woman. For the Living Flame’s sake! You are not even a man.” 
“A scandalous tale,” said Caina, giving her reflection one final check. “But it is better than the truth. If the Teskilati knew who I really was, they would kill us all and burn the House of Agabyzus to the ground.” The Padishah’s secret police were not merciful, and Caina was a Ghost, a spy of the Emperor of Nighmar. “A bit of salacious gossip is a flimsy shield, but an effective one.” 
“True.” Damla sighed, her black dress and headscarf rustling as she shook her head. “If my part in the defeat of the Grand Master’s evil is a tarnished reputation, so be it. The price could be far higher.”
“It could be worse,” said Caina, turning away from the mirror. “Innkeepers and coffee merchants always have seedy reputations. But you could be an actress. Or a circus girl.”
Damla shuddered. “I did that once before, and I have no wish to do it again.” She grinned. “Though if you wish to don a skimpy costume once more and parade before a crowd as Natalia of the Nine Knives…well, you are the circlemaster. I shall not gainsay you.”
Caina laughed. “Not today. I wish to avoid attention.”
Damla’s smile faded. “Is this dangerous?”
“No more than usual,” said Caina. “There is a bounty of two million bezants upon my head.” Six months ago it had only been a million, but Caina and her growing network of allies had been busy. “I am in danger any time I set foot outside. But this should be safe enough.”
“The courier,” said Damla. “Do you think it is a trap?”
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “I have been circlemaster of Istarinmul for almost a year. I would have expected instructions from the Emperor and the other circlemasters long ago, but I have heard nothing but silence.”
“And rumors,” said Damla.
A dozen different contradictory rumors about the state of the Empire rebounded through the coffee houses of the merchants, each one darker than the last. They spoke of civil war within the Empire or a plot against the Emperor, the eastern provinces rising in revolt against Malarae. Others claimed that the Imperial Magisterium, the magi of the Empire, had splintered into warring factions, each faction seizing as many provinces as it could hold. Others whispered that the Ashbringers of old, the pyromancer-priests of the Saddaic provinces, had risen from the dead to wage war upon their ancient enemies. 
But every rumor agreed upon a civil war within the Empire. Caina had received neither news nor instructions for nearly a year. A new Lord Ambassador to the Padishah’s court had not even arrived from the Empire.
And now, after a year of silence…a courier had arrived from Malarae. 
Perhaps the courier was real. 
Perhaps the courier was a trap. Two million bezants was a lot of money, enough to draw the attention of bounty hunters skilled enough to execute such an elaborate ruse. 
“If it is a trap,” said Caina, “even a trap has its uses. Especially when turned back upon the man who set it.”
“You will be careful?” said Damla.
“Of course,” said Caina. 
Damla shook her head. “Lies. You are never careful.”
“True,” said Caina.
“You will make Agabyzus be careful?” said Damla, her fingers brushing the side of her skirt. “I have already lost him once. I have no wish to lose him again.”
Caina nodded. “As careful as I can make him.”
It was only half a lie. Agabyzus would masquerade as the circlemaster and talk to the courier while Caina listened from the shadows. Damla’s elder brother had been the circlemaster of Istarinmul, at least until the Teskilati had destroyed the circle and imprisoned Agabyzus in the Widow’s Tower. After Caina had rescued him, Agabyzus had relinquished control of the Ghost circle to Caina. She doubted that the courier would believe that a twenty-three year old woman was the circlemaster of Istarinmul, even if Caina knew all the proper code words and signs. 
If the courier was a trap for Caina, the deception might give them an edge. 
“We should both return by midnight,” said Caina. 
“Wake me when you return,” said Damla. She sighed. “Though I will not get any sleep until you return, I confess, and shall instead lie awake wondering if the Teskilati are about to fall upon us.” 
“I am sorry,” said Caina.
“Do not be,” said Damla. “You did not bring the danger into our lives. If you had not come, I would have lost both my sons and my brother.” 
“Then I shall strive to keep you from losing them again,” said Caina.
She left the House of Agabyzus and headed into the streets of the Cyrican Quarter.
 
###
 
It was harder to run and fight in dress than in the various male disguises she employed, but Caina admitted that the clothing of an Istarish woman had one advantage over that of a man.
It was so much cooler. 
 A mercenary’s leather armor or the fine robes and coats of a wealthy merchant were often damnably hot. Beneath her skirt the air felt pleasant against her legs, and she wished she had been able to wear sandals. Still, the sheathed daggers in her boots made for a reassuring presence.
The reassurance helped, because Agabyzus had picked the worst possible place for the meeting.
In the months she had known him, Caina had grown to respect Agabyzus’s considerable intellect and rely upon his counsel. He knew how to set up and maintain a network of informants. He also knew how to disguise himself well, and understood the intricate maze of power among Istarinmul’s nobles, magistrates, wealthy merchants, slavers, and Alchemists. 
But the man had absolutely no tactical sense, and so had picked a half-constructed building for the meeting. When Caina had asked why, he replied that he had always met the couriers at deserted buildings since there were no witnesses at hand. 
Caina wanted witnesses. The best place for this sort of meeting was the heart of a bazaar at noon or a coffee house in the early evening, a place crowded with hundreds of people. With so many witnesses, it was much harder to spring a trap. Far easier to kill someone in an abandoned building or a deserted place. Caina had done that herself a few times.
A half-finished building was even worse. With a proper bribe to the stonemasons or the carpenters, a corpse could be buried in the cellars with no one the wiser.
Caina had done that a few times, too.
She left the Cyrican Quarter behind and made her way to the Old Quarter at the heart of the city. To the north of the Old Quarter rose the towering domes and spires of the Masters’ Quarter and the Emirs’ Quarter, the gleaming domes of the Padishah’s Golden Palace standing only slightly taller than the domed towers of the College of Alchemists and the palace of Callatas himself. The Old Quarter lacked such ostentation, and Istarinmul’s more settled merchant associations based themselves here, men who bought and sold ores and gems and lumber and cheese. Their halls rose tall and solemn, built of gleaming white marble and fronted with delicate columns, the walls adorned with colorful mosaics of animals and forests. Merchants emerged from the halls as the sun went down, sober and paunchy middle-aged men in respectable robes and graying beards, and headed to coffee houses to discuss the day’s business. A few cast admiring glances Caina’s way, but she kept walking. 
She came to a half-built merchants’ hall. The timber merchants had commissioned it to replace their old hall, and the cellars had been dug and the walls of stone and concrete raised. The marble fronting and columns and mosaics would come later. Nothing of value was within the building, so no fence stood around it, and no one had bothered to secure it.
Caina walked past the scaffolding and stacks of cut stone and into the entry hall, her hand straying to the sheathed dagger at her belt. One day the entrance hall would be a grand open space, with a skylight overhead and fountains bubbling upon the floor. Now it was just a rough space of cut stone and concrete, dust gritting beneath her boots, the roof open to the twilight sky. Supplies stood against one wall, hammers and chisels and planks and amphorae of lamp oil. A layer of rock dust covered the floor, marked with hundreds of footprints. Some of the tracks had been made by bare feet, which struck Caina as odd. Slaves often went barefoot, but the slaves of masons and builders almost always wore sandals since a jagged rock or a broken nail could slice open even the most callused foot. 
Three dry, empty fountains stood in a row along the floor. Caina moved past them, her ears straining, but she heard nothing. Agabyzus had said he would wait for the courier on the second-floor balcony overlooking the entrance hall. Caina considered that another poor decision. The balcony let him observe the approach, yes, but it was also hard to escape. A large number of attackers could trap him upon the balcony, and…
Caina came to a stop. 
Dark specks marked the dusty floor near the central fountain. 
Blood.
Caina moved around the fountain, taking care to remain quiet, and saw the dead man.
He lay facedown upon the floor, blood pooling beneath him. The corpse wore the ragged clothing and steel-studded leather armor of a caravan guard, his short sword and dagger sheathed at his belt. A ragged, wet hole rested in the leather armor between his shoulders, his blood spreading beneath him. 
Which meant the blade had gone through his torso and emerged from his chest. 
Caina put a finger to the man’s neck, feeling for a pulse, but she knew it was futile. Her eyes flicked over the corpse, noting details. The skin beneath her finger was still warm, which meant the killing had taken place less than an hour ago. The dead man was young, no more than twenty-five, and had the musculature of a man accustomed to physical labor and fighting. Such a man would not die without a struggle. Yet his weapons remained in their scabbards. That meant he had been taken unawares, killed instantly with a single powerful blow that pierced his heart. 
Caina looked around, slipping a throwing knife into her hand. 
The hall was utterly deserted. The fountains provided cover, but not much. Did that mean the dead man had known his attacker, had turned his back? That made the most sense. Caina squinted at the ground, trying to make sense of the confused tracks. 
She saw the marks of many bare feet upon the dust. Had the attacker or attackers been barefoot? More dark droplets marked the dust, leading toward the stairs up to the balcony overlooking the hall. Agabyzus had said he would wait upon the balcony for the courier. Was he up there now?
Or did his corpse lie there?
Caina did not want to have to tell Damla that her brother had been killed, but she suspected that was what had happened 
She took a step toward the stairs, and then went motionless as a painful, shuddering tingle passed over her, like needles crawling up and down her skin. 
The presence of sorcery.
Caina had no arcane ability, but at the age of eleven, she had been wounded by a necromancer. Ever since then, she had been able to sense sorcery, an ability that had proven useful in her work as a Ghost nightfighter and circlemaster. The sensitivity had become more acute as she grew older, and she could often discern the type and nature of a spell.
Yet she had never sensed this spell before.
Still, it felt familiar, almost like the spells of air and water Kylon of House Kardamnos had used to make himself stronger and faster. Or the spells the stormsingers of New Kyre had unleashed to fight the hordes of the golden dead in the Agora of Nations on the day the Moroaica had completed her great work and opened the rift of golden fire, the day Corvalis had died and Caina had lost everything…
Had it truly been a year ago? 
Sometimes it felt as if it had been a lifetime. Sometimes she felt the pain of that loss as if it had happened an hour ago.
The sensation of the spell intensified, and Caina realized that this was not the time to dwell upon it.
She turned in a circle, seeking for the spell’s source. 
The hall was still deserted. She scanned the balconies, even the edge of the walls far overhead. 
Nothing. She was alone, save for the dead man upon the floor. 
Yet the spell was getting stronger. 
No. Closer. The spell’s intensity was not changing, but it was getting closer. Caina could have sworn the spell was coming from the dry fountain nearest to the doors.
As Caina stared at it, she saw the footprint appear. 
She blinked, wondering if the fading light had tricked her eyes. Yet she was sure the mark of a bare foot had not been there before. Even as she looked, another footprint appeared, and another, and then one more.
Like a barefoot man was striding toward her.
An invisible, barefoot man. 
The thought was absurd. Yet the Moroaica had used sorcery to alter her appearance. The undead priest Rhames had carried a mask that had allowed him to take the guise of a living man. Sorcery could do many things. Could it make a man completely invisible? 
There was only one way to find out.
Caina lowered her head, as if staring at the dead courier. Yet she watched the progress of the silent footprints through the corner of her eye. She did a quick calculation, guessing at where an invisible man leaving those footprints would stand.
She whirled, flinging the knife in her right hand with all her strength. It spun from her fingers with a steely gleam…and came to a sudden stop fifteen feet away, quivering in midair. 
A grunt of pain came to Caina’s ears, and the knife vanished.
And then a man appeared out of nothingness, grimacing as he yanked the bloody knife from his left shoulder with his right hand. 
He was tall and lean and wore only a loincloth and a leather weapons belt, his bare feet dusty with grime, a bloodstained short sword waiting in his left hand. An intricate maze of elaborate scars covered his torso and upper arms, elaborate chains of symbols that looked like writing. The largest symbol occupied the center of his chest, an arrangement of scars that looked like a stylized, winged skull. 
The man glared at Caina. 
“You’ll regret that,” he spat, using the High Nighmarian tongue. Either he was from the Empire, or he had learned the language from a capable tutor.
“I have seen a lot of strange things,” said Caina in the same language, “but I must confess that a naked man who can turn invisible is new.” 
To say nothing of odd. Why go about the city in a loincloth and armed with only a short sword? Perhaps the man’s power had a limit. Perhaps the spell that rendered him invisible only lasted for a short time. Or maybe he could turn his body invisible, but could only extend that power to a few other objects. 
“You’re a pretty little thing,” growled the scarred man, stepping forward. Caina slid another throwing knife into her hand, and the scarred man began to circle her. “Are you a Ghost, pretty thing?”
“I don’t think so,” said Caina, turning to keep him in sight. “I feel like I’m flesh and blood, not a spirit.”
The scarred man spat. “Lies. Do you know how many Ghosts I have killed? All their tricks and false words did not save them.” He slapped his free hand against his scarred chest, ignoring the blood trickling from the wound in his shoulder. “They call themselves the Ghosts, but I am the unseen killer. They cannot stop me. You cannot stop me.” He smiled. “I shall enjoy listening to you scream.”
“All those scars,” said Caina, gesturing at him with the throwing knife. “Did they hurt?”
“Like nothing you can imagine,” said the scarred man. “But the pain made me stronger. The pain gave me power.” She felt the sudden prickle of sorcery, and pale silver light flickered and gleamed over the ridged lines of the scars. “As you will soon see.” 
He vanished into nothingness, and Caina heard the rasp of his feet upon the ground as he ran at her.
She ran as fast as she could for the far end of the hall. When the scarred man had been stalking her, she had been able to spot his footprints. But if he sprinted at her, there was no way she could spot him before he tackled her, and if he pinned her she was dead. 
Caina ran faster, her boots scraping against the dusty floor. Damned skirts! She veered to the right, towards the supplies stacked against the wall, the planks and tools and the amphorae of lamp oil. Likely the slaves needed the lamp oil to see as they dug out the cellars. Caina snatched a half-filled amphora, ripped the seal free, and flung the lamp oil in a shining arc. 
About half of it splashed into something unseen, and for a moment Caina saw the outline of a man covered in shining oil. The outline stumbled, raising a hand to wipe the oil from his face.
A moment was all Caina needed.
She yanked the dagger from the sheath at her belt and sprang at the invisible man. The dagger’s blade was a foot long, leaf-shaped and forged from a peculiar silvery metal called ghostsilver. It was stronger and lighter than steel, and could hold a sharper edge, but that was not its chief virtue. Ghostsilver was a proof against sorcery and could disrupt spells. 
The gleaming outline twisted away as Caina stabbed, but not before she drove the ghostsilver blade into his right thigh. There was a harsh sizzling sound, and the dagger’s hilt grew hot beneath Caina’s fingers. A scream filled her ears, and the scarred man reappeared, his eyes wide with pain, the sigils upon his chest and arms glowing with silver light. Smoke rose from the dagger in his leg, the wound charring and blackening as the spell reacted to the ghostsilver blade. The scarred man screamed and stabbed at Caina, but his leg collapsed and she dodged his stroke. He started to rise, but Caina turned and drove a throwing knife into his throat. Blood welled up from the wound, splattering across her fingers, and she planted a boot into the small of his back and sent him sprawling. The scarred man twitched several times, tried to rise, and then went motionless with a sigh. 
Caina checked to make sure that he was dead, and then retrieved and cleaned her weapons. She looked around, but no one had noticed their struggle, and she did not feel the presence of any more sorcery. 
She crossed the hall, climbed the stairs to the balcony, and looked around.
Like the main hall, the balcony was raw stone and concrete. The first thing Caina saw was the corpse upon the floor, a loincloth-clad man like the one she had killed below. More of the elaborate scars covered his arms and chest, including the winged skull over his heart. A crossbow quarrel, its steel head caked with drying blood, jutted from the center of the skull.
A man slumped against the far wall, breathing hard, a loaded crossbow cradled in his arms. He wore the sand-colored robes and turban of a Sarbian tribesman, the shoulder and left sleeve of his robe dark with blood. A bushy gray beard concealed most of his lined face, and dark eyes glittered above his thin, hooked nose. 
The crossbow twitched towards her.
“Whoever you are,” rasped the man in Istarish, “run. Get out of here and run. If you stay here your life is in danger.” 
“You don’t recognize me?” said Caina. That didn’t surprise her. Agabyzus knew that she was a woman, but had only rarely seen her dressed as one. 
He blinked and lowered the crossbow. “Circlemaster?”
“Aye,” said Caina. “What happened here?”
“Be wary,” said Agabyzus. “Another of those assassins lurks nearby, and they can turn invisible…”
“I know,” said Caina. “I killed the other one. That invisibility…it’s a spell of some kind. I could sense it, which is the only reason I’m not dead.” 
“Can you sense any more of them?” said Agabyzus, getting to his feet with a wince. The crossbow bobbed alarmingly. 
“No,” said Caina. “No. Just the two. Did you see any others?”
“I did not,” said Agabyzus, lowering the crossbow. He looked at his left shoulder and winced. “I met with the courier as planned…”
“The dead man below,” said Caina.
“Aye,” said Agabyzus. “We were deep in discussion, for his news was dire. Then…I do not know. Something felt wrong. I turned around to look, and so the stab intended for my heart entered my shoulder instead. The courier, alas, was not so lucky.”
“You knew him,” said Caina. 
“Aye,” said Agabyzus. “He has delivered messages from the high circlemasters before. A reliable man.” He shook his head in dismay, his beard rustling against his collar. “You have traveled more than I have. Have you ever encountered these invisible assassins before?”
“I have not,” said Caina. “I’ve seen sorcerers cast potent spells of illusion, but not like this. The invisibility must have limitations, though. Else they would have worn armor. When they attacked, they became visible, did they not?”
“They did,” said Agabyzus. “If they could remain invisible when striking, then we would both be dead.”
“How did you escape?” said Caina. 
“I ran for the balcony,” said Agabyzus. “I realized the assassins could turn invisible, and needed a way to find them. So I went to the balcony where the rock dust was thickest. As soon as I saw the footprints appear, I fired. I got a lucky shot and took down the first assassin. I suspect the other was waiting for me to bleed out and planned to cut my throat when I fell unconscious. Then you arrived.”
“I told you we should have done this in a public place,” said Caina. 
“Clearly,” said Agabyzus. He lifted a leather satchel. “The courier’s letters. We must discuss them at once. I…”
He winced and started to sway, and Caina grabbed his uninjured arm. 
“We can discuss them,” said Caina, “after we get you stitched up.”
“But the news is dire,” said Agabyzus.
“Unless the news will decide the fate of the Empire in the next hour,” said Caina, “stopping you from bleeding out is more important. I did not go to all the trouble of rescuing you from the Widow’s Tower only for you to bleed to death here.”
Agabyzus grimaced. “You are the circlemaster. Though I am obviously wounded. How will we get across the city without drawing notice?”
“I have a safe house nearby,” said Caina. “If anyone asks, we shall say that you are my father, that you accidently fell and injured yourself while splitting wood, and I am taking you to a physician.”
Agabyzus snorted. “Your father? Do I look so aged?”
“You’re actually old enough to be my father,” said Caina. 
“That is what makes it worse,” said Agabyzus. He winced, and Caina put an arm around his shoulders. “Lead on.”
A spasm went through his limbs, and Caina suspected he would not need to feign leaning upon her. 
She led him from the hall and into the Old Quarter’s darkening streets. The crowds of merchants had cleared away, and Caina saw no one else, which was a relief. If anyone saw a young woman helping a wounded man, it would draw questions. Caina looked around, watching for anyone…
She froze.
“What is it?” said Agabyzus.
“I…” said Caina, frowning.
For just a moment, she had glimpsed a shadow standing on top of the half-constructed building. Had someone been watching them?
But she saw no one, and Agabyzus was bleeding.
“Let’s go,” said Caina, and she helped him along.



Chapter 2 - Voices
 
“The Tower Quarter?” said Agabyzus, his voice a bit unsteady.
“Yes,” said Caina. 
“The Crows’ Tower is here,” said Agabyzus. “The headquarters of the city watch.”
“This is so,” said Caina. 
“Also a hidden prison for the Teskilati,” said Agabyzus. 
“I’d heard that,” said Caina.
“And you have a safe house here?” said Agabyzus.
“Right here, as a matter of fact,” said Caina, leading him into alley between two of the tall, blocky houses that dominated the Tower Quarter. In the distance she saw the grim battlements of the Crows’ Tower. Dozens of iron cages dangled from the walls, holding corpses in various states of decay. Hundreds of crows circled above the fortress, feasting upon the carrion. 
“Why here?” said Agabyzus.
Caina stopped before the cellar door, undid the lock, and pushed it open. “A widow named Talisla owns the house. I did her a favor once, and the Tower Quarter is heavily patrolled. No one makes trouble here.” 
“Including bounty hunters,” said Agabyzus. 
Caina nodded and helped him into the cellar of the widow’s house. She had prepared the cellar as a refuge, stocking it with cots, weapons, medical supplies, food and drink, and other useful things. Agabyzus staggered to a cot and sat down with a sigh while Caina lit several lanterns and a brazier, placing a cup of wine over the coals to boil. 
“Don’t lie down yet,” said Caina. “We need to clean and close that cut. Open your robe.”
Agabyzus snorted. “Taking off my clothes in front of a woman young enough to be my daughter. Damla would be scandalized.” 
“Since you were wearing nothing but rags when I first met you,” said Caina, “I think that boundary of scandal was crossed long ago.”
“This is so,” said Agabyzus, tugging open the top of his robes and withdrawing his arms from the sleeve. His torso was thin and wasted, the ribs and belly marked with dozens of scars from the tortures of the Widows’ Tower. His back was nothing but a solid mass of whip scars. To judge from the state of the wound in his left shoulder, he would soon have another impressive scar in his collection. 
Caina picked up a tray with the tools she needed, set it upon the cot, and went to work cleaning the wound. Agabyzus winced occasionally, but sat in silence otherwise. She washed out the wound with a mixture of herbs and boiling wine to prevent putrefaction, and then started stitching it closed. 
“You are good at this,” said Agabyzus
“Thank you,” said Caina, working the needle through the torn skin and pulling the stitches closed. It was not that different from cutting a throat. Just a bit more precise. 
“Might I ask how you learned?” said Agabyzus.
“Some practice,” said Caina. “I’ve had to stitch myself up a few times. I had a good teacher. A priestess of Minaerys, a physician.” Komnene had taught her everything she knew about poisons and medicines and treating wounds. Though Claudia Aberon had been a better student by far. Caina had a talent for observation and working mayhem, but Claudia had a gift for medicine, and she had become a capable physician. Caina wondered what had become of her. Likely she had wed Martin Dorius by now. 
“You did,” said Agabyzus, closing his eyes. “I knew Halfdan. He would be proud of the work you have done in Istarinmul.”
“Thank you,” said Caina, her voice quiet. She had failed to save Halfdan, too. She tied off the stitches and scrutinized her handiwork. “Keep that uncovered tonight. I can check it tomorrow. Or, better yet, you can find an actual physician to look at it. I can give you something for the pain. It will put you to sleep, though.”
“Before you do,” said Agabyzus. “I must tell you about the message.” He lifted the satchel and handed it to her.
“Of course,” said Caina. 
“The message was genuine, from Lord Aeolus himself in Malarae,” said Agabyzus. “A new Lord Ambassador is arriving in Istarinmul to represent the Emperor to the Padishah, and the Ghost circlemaster is to aid the Lord Ambassador in his task.”
“Which is?” said Caina.
“To keep Istarinmul,” said Agabyzus, “from siding with the Umbarian Order against the Empire.”
“The Umbarian Order?” said Caina, blinking. “I’ve never heard of them. The word ‘umbarian’ is just the High Nighmarian word for ‘hidden in the shadows’ or ‘beneath the shadow’.”
“Apparently,” said Agabyzus, “the rebels that now control the eastern Empire call themselves the Umbarian Order.”
“A stupid name,” said Caina. “Hard to be a ruler when you go about hidden in the shadows.”
Agabyzus looked almost amused at that. “We operate in the shadows.”
“We are not rulers. We’re the Ghosts,” said Caina. “We’re spies. We’re supposed to operate in the shadows. Did the message say anything about who or what these Umbarians are?” 
“No,” said Agabyzus. He reached into the satchel with his good arm. “You can read for yourself.”
Caina scanned the letter. It contained damnably little information. It merely said that the Umbarian Order was sending an ambassador to the Padishah’s court to persuade Istarinmul to join the war against the Empire. In answer, the Emperor was sending an ambassador of his own to convince the Padishah to remain neutral, a Lord Ambassador named…
Caina blinked. “Oh.” 
“You know this Lord Martin Dorius, then?” said Agabyzus. 
“I know Martin Dorius,” said Caina. “He was at New Kyre, on the day of the golden dead. Though I first met him before that. When he was governor of Caeria Ulterior. There was an…incident.” She looked at Agabyzus. “He is a Ghost.”
“Truly?” said Agabyzus. “A nobleman in the Ghosts? I am surprised.”
“He was at the time, too,” said Caina. 
“You seem displeased,” said Agabyzus.
“Do I?” said Caina. She was usually better at concealing her emotions. But as battered and scarred as Agabyzus was, he was still no fool. “No, not displeased. But we have something of an unpleasant history.”
“Ah,” said Agabyzus. “He is a former lover, then.”
“What? No,” said Caina. “Why would you think that?” 
Agabyzus shrugged. “Forgive my bluntness, but as your nightkeeper it is my duty to offer you honest counsel and…”
“Yes, you’ve given me that speech before,” said Caina. “If you have something to say, just say it.”
“You are not an unattractive woman,” said Agabyzus, “and with your powers of intellect and disguise, I suspect you would find it very easy to charm, shall we say, any man who caught your eye. You looked quite sad for a moment when you read the letter.”
Caina sighed. “Lord Martin’s wife. She…was the sister of someone I knew quite well.”
“The man you lost,” said Agabyzus, voice quiet.
Caina scowled. “Damla told you?”
“Of course not,” said Agabyzus. “My sister knows how to keep secrets. Especially now that our lives depend upon them. But I have observed you for nearly a year, circlemaster, and I have seen how reckless you are with your own life. I concluded you suffered some great loss that made you heedless of your fate.”
“I should have guessed,” said Caina.
“Guessed what?” 
“The danger of employing clever men,” said Caina, looking at the ceiling, “is that they uncover more secrets than you expect. You are right. There was a man. He died. I didn’t. He died saving my life, in truth. His sister blamed me for it. When I came to Istarinmul, she was betrothed to Martin Dorius. Likely they have wed by now.”
“So she will accompany Lord Martin,” said Agabyzus.
“Yes,” said Caina. 
“Is she also a Ghost?”
Caina nodded. Claudia Aberon was other things as well. A physician. A capable sorceress. A former sister of the Imperial Magisterium. And the bastard daughter of Decius Aberon, the ruthless First Magus of the Magisterium. 
She wondered if Decius Aberon had sided with the Emperor or with the Umbarian rebels. 
“Was there any answer to my letters?” said Caina. She did not want to talk about Claudia Aberon. “My warnings about Callatas and the wraithblood?”
“I fear not,” said Agabyzus. “I suspect no answer may come.”
“Why not?” said Caina. “Grand Master Callatas is dangerous. If he finishes his Apotheosis, whatever it is, he will kill thousands of people.”
“Thousands of people in Istarinmul,” said Agabyzus, “and an Istarinmul in chaos is an Istarinmul that cannot ally with the Umbarian Order against the Empire.”
“That’s monstrous,” said Caina. “The high circlemasters want Callatas to succeed?”
“I doubt it,” said Agabyzus. “The Ghosts have stopped sorcerers of Callatas’s nature before. But while the survival of the Empire is at stake, and Callatas’s plans threaten to bring chaos to Istarinmul…they may very likely do nothing to stop him.”
Caina sighed, shook her head, and got to her feet. “Drink this.” She handed Agabyzus a small glass vial. “It will let you sleep without pain. You’ll be stiff and sore tomorrow, but at least you’ll have a good night’s rest.”
“Where are you going, if I may ask?” said Agabyzus. He opened the vial and drank. 
“To steal a corpse,” said Caina. 
Agabyzus nodded, closed his eyes, and lay down upon the cot. “Caina.”
“Yes?” said Caina, surprised. He rarely used her real name.
“Thank you for my life,” he murmured. “Yet again.”
“You are welcome,” said Caina, but Agabyzus did not answer as he sank into a deep sleep. She stared at him, her mind whirling with the news, rebels and Umbarians and Callatas’s dark Apotheosis.
Gods. What would she say to Claudia if they met again? 
Caina crossed the cellar, Agabyzus’s deep snores rattling off the ceiling. She had to act, but before she could act, she needed information. Specifically, more information about this Umbarian Order and the invisible assassins. 
And she had a good idea of where to find it.
Caina opened to a chest and stripped out of her clothes. She wanted a bath and a long sleep, but there was work to do. As she removed her dress, the glint of bronze upon her left arm caught her eye. An intricate torque of bronze-colored metal encircled her left bicep. It was not tight, but it would not fall off, not unless Caina pulled it off. Though that would do little good. She could drop the torque upon the floor and turn away, and a moment later she would find that it had transformed into a bracelet and attached itself to her left wrist. 
For the torque was not simply jewelry, but a pyrikon, an enspelled tool of sorcery. The pyrikons had once been the badges of office of the loremasters, the ancient sorcerers’ brotherhood of Iramis. Callatas had destroyed Iramis a century and a half ago. Yet some loremasters had escaped the destruction, and Callatas had hunted them down and killed them, claiming their pyrikons and using the enspelled devices for his own purposes.
Now one such pyrikon rested upon Caina’s left arm. The thing had bonded to her, Nasser claimed, and Caina had been unable to get rid of it. She hated sorcery and wanted nothing to do with it. Still, the pyrikon had done her no harm, and had aided her several times. 
“The star is the key to the crystal,” muttered Caina, looking at the pyrikon. She didn’t know what those words meant, the strange prophecy the spirit of the Moroaica’s long-dead father had given her. The star had to be the Star of Iramis that Callatas wore. But what was the crystal? 
She didn’t know.
Her eyes turned to Agabyzus. Those invisible assassins had almost killed them both.
Right now Caina had more immediate questions. 
She donned the clothing of a caravan guard. Worn trousers and boots, a loose shirt, and heavy leather armor studded with steel rivets. A ragged cloak hung from her shoulders, and a short sword and a dagger went into sheaths at her belt. She clipped the ghostsilver dagger to her belt, just in case more of these invisible men came calling, and then gave her reflection a quick examination in a small mirror. Caina would have preferred some makeup to create the illusion of stubble, but with her hair short and her figure concealed beneath the armor and cloak, she could easily pass.
She checked her weapons one last time and then left the cellar, circling through the alleys until she came to the main street.
Caina stopped, looking around.
Again she had the damnable feeling that someone was watching her. 
Another woman would have thought that paranoia, but paranoia was the irrational fear of imaginary enemies. Caina had the entirely rational certainty that numerous enemies did in fact want to capture or kill her. She scanned the street, the alleys, and the rooftops. Especially the rooftops. No one ever looked up, and she remembered the shadow she had seen atop the half-constructed merchants’ hall.
But she saw nothing. 
The street and the rooftops were both deserted.
Caina shook her head and kept walking.
 
###
 
The assassin lay flat upon the rooftop and watched Caina Amalas, the Ghost nightfighter some called the Balarigar, make her way to the Old Quarter. 
A voice hissed and murmured with furious rage and fear inside the assassin’s head, but she did not mind. 
She had, after all, been hearing a voice inside her head for nearly one hundred and sixty years now. 
Or, more specifically, a Voice. 
The Balarigar’s abilities of disguise were remarkable. If the assassin had not known better, she would have sworn that she watched a tired caravan guard seeking a bed for the night. Not the Balarigar, the famed master thief who had put terror into the Slavers’ Brotherhood, the man who had destroyed the Widow’s Tower and dared to rob the palace of Grand Master Callatas himself. 
A man so notorious that Callatas had hired the deadliest assassin in Istarinmul to dispose of him.
The assassin smiled, the dry breeze tugging at her black hair. 
She looked forward to the expression on Callatas’s face when he learned that the dreaded Balarigar was in fact a woman. 
The assassin watched the Balarigar for a moment longer, considering.
She could not remember her own name. She had been given one at birth, of course, but she had forgotten long ago and it would have meant nothing had she been able to recall it. She discarded and claimed names as easily as she discarded and claimed disguises. 
Which was amusing, given how nearly everyone in Istarinmul had heard of her.
They called her the Red Huntress, and spoke of her with the same half-awed, half-terrified whisper they used to discuss Morgant the Razor and Kalzir the Iron and the other legendary assassins and thieves of history. Morgant the Razor and Kalzir the Iron were figures of legend, but many of the myths around the Red Huntress were entirely true. She had killed countless men and women secure in their pride and power – emirs and lords, Alchemists and occultists and magi, merchants and princes, Kyracian stormsingers and archons. 
The Voice howled with approval at every death.
For now, the Red Huntress thought of herself as Kalgri. The name meant nothing, but she liked the way it sounded. Kalgri straightened up, her loose clothes rippling around her as she watched Caina disappear around a corner. The Voice screamed with fury and hatred and a little fear.
That was the only reason the Balarigar was still alive.
Caina was cleverer than most, but Kalgri had hunted and killed hundreds over the decades, and she was patient. It had taken months of following the most tenuous of leads, but she had at last tracked Caina to the House of Agabyzus, a pleasant coffee house in the Cyrican Quarter. It would have been easy to knife Caina in an alley and leave her for dead, and Kalgri had gone to the House of Agabyzus with that intention.
The moment she laid eyes upon Caina Amalas for the first time, Kalgri discarded that plan.
She had seen the shadow rippling around Caina, the darkness flowing past her. The Voice granted Kalgri many powers, and one of them was the ability to see sorcerous auras. Most people had dull and unremarkable auras, but Caina’s aura had been badly scarred and altered by sorcery. More than that, something of tremendous power had touched her and left its shadow upon her. That shadow was twofold – a past event of power had marked her, but so had a future one, one that had not yet come to pass. 
The Voice had seen the shadow and been afraid.
That caught Kalgri’s attention. The Voice was a nagataaru, one of the malicious spirits that Callatas had summoned and bound from the netherworld. The Voice cared nothing for politics, for thrones and crowns and gold, only for killing, only for pain and the shedding of blood, an attitude that Kalgri herself shared. 
Yet the Voice had been afraid of Caina Amalas and the shadow around her.
Caution and patience were required, and Kalgri had not survived for a century and a half by neglecting either. Callatas and the dire spirit that commanded the nagataaru wanted the Balarigar dead at once, but Kalgri did not care. Caina Amalas was dangerous. Kalgri would study her prey, consider her and learn her habits, remaining unseen and unobtrusive. 
When at last she understood Caina Amalas, then Kalgri would strike.
The Voice whispered in excitement at the thought of feasting upon the woman’s agony. 
Kalgri had to admit she looked forward to it as well.
She strode to the edge of the roof and stepped off.
It was fifty feet to the street below, but the Voice’s power flooded through her, and she landed without injury, her legs flexing to absorb the impact. She started forward, intending to follow Caina Amalas from a discreet distance. It would be interesting to see where she went next. Those imbued assassins should have killed Caina, yet she had outwitted and slain them. The fools had trusted too much in their little sorcerous trick. Kalgri would…
“A coin.”
The Voice hissed with sudden hunger.
Kalgri turned, her face bland, and saw an old man shuffling toward her. He was a beggar, clad in in a ragged, filthy robe, his limbs little more than trembling sticks. His gray hair and beard hung about his head like dead grass, and his eyes…
She felt herself smile.
His eyes were the pale blue of flames licking the bottom of a copper kettle. 
He was a wraithblood addict, a fool bound to the poison Callatas had brewed up with the blood of murdered slaves and the power of the nagataaru. Callatas had warned her against killing any of the addicts, claiming that he needed as many of them as possible for his great Apotheosis. 
Kalgri did not care, and neither did the Voice.
“A coin, you say?” said Kalgri.
“A coin, beautiful lady,” said the old beggar, tottering toward her. “A coin for the blood, the sweet dark blood. Let me see the visions again, the beautiful, beautiful visions…”
“Of course,” said Kalgri. “I have something for you right here.” She held out her right hand. “Come to me and I shall give it to you.” 
He reached for her, a flicker of hope going over his lined face, and Kalgri’s smile widened. Something in her expression must have warned him, because he hesitated.
But it was far too late for that.
She called on the power of the Voice, and the nagataaru’s rage and hunger flowed through her. Shadow and purple fire erupted from the fingers of her right hand and hardened into a sword fashioned of shadows, its blade wrapped in purple flame.
The old man staggered back, his eyes wide. “What…what…”
“I am a huntress,” said Kalgri, pointing the sword at him, “and you are my prey.”
She swept the sword before her, and lopped off both the old man’s hands at the wrists. The old man gaped at his spurting wrists in shock for a moment, and then started to scream, a high, incoherent sound filled with fear and agony. 
The Voice feasted upon his pain, and strength flooded through Kalgri.
The old man, his wraithblood-addled mind overwhelmed with panic, made no effort to flee, but only stood there and screamed. Kalgri swung, and the immaterial sword sheared through the beggar’s ankles. He collapsed into a shrieking heap.
His screams redoubled, and the Voice moaned in ecstasy as it feasted upon his pain. 
A flick of her wrist and the immaterial sword took out the old man’s tongue. The watchmen would soon arrive to investigate the screams. Kalgri could kill them all, of course, but the wanton slaughter of a score of watchmen would draw Caina’s attention. Of course, the murder of the old beggar might do the same. The Balarigar was a clever foe. 
Let her puzzle over a mutilated corpse and consider what it might mean. 
Kalgri took her time, shivering with pleasure as she carved the beggar up like a roast, the Voice moaning in glee as it gorged itself upon the man’s pain. The nagataaru, like Kalgri, were predators. Earthly predators feasted upon meat and blood. The nagataaru devoured pain and torment and raw life force, converting it into power, power that Kalgri used as she saw fit. The flow of power stopped, and she noticed that the beggar had died. Massive blood loss, mostly likely. She had not even gotten to his heart yet. 
Alas, there was not always time to savor every pleasure.
But when she killed Caina Amalas, though…oh, but that would be sweet.
Kalgri dismissed the sword and it unraveled into nothingness. The Voice’s power flowed back into her, and she ran for one of the nearby houses. The power made her stronger and faster, stronger than any mortal, and she jumped, soaring a score of feet into the air. She struck the wall, and the Voice’s power gripped the whitewashed adobe, letting her scramble up the wall like a spider. 
Kalgri reached the top of the building and jumped from rooftop to rooftop, leaving the Tower Quarter behind. Let the watchmen find the dead beggar and puzzle over it. Perhaps Caina would hear of it.
Perhaps she would fear, which would lend her agony all the more spice.
 
###
 
A short time later, Kalgri let herself into the kitchen of the House of Agabyzus. She had discarded her loose black clothes for the dress and headscarf of a common serving woman, and carried no weapons with her.
Not that she needed any. 
Damla stood near one of the ovens. The widow’s expression was distant as she drew out a tray of baked bread, still hot from the coals. 
“Mistress?” said Kalgri. “Is everything all right?” 
“Hmm?” said Damla, looking up from the bread. “Oh, yes, forgive me. I could not sleep and so decided to start on tomorrow’s bread.”
“Can I help with anything?” said Kalgri. Damla had already endured a great deal of pain…but she had so much more to lose. Two sons on the verge of manhood, for one. How much pain would Damla suffer to see them tortured to death in front of her? 
The Voice murmured with pleasure at thought. 
Damla smiled in the dull red glow from the oven. “I fear not. We simply live in unsettled times.” 
“Wars and rumors of wars,” said Kalgri. “I could not sleep, either, so I thought to start upon the day’s work.”
“Thank you,” said Damla. “You are a diligent woman, Kalgri.”
As Damla would learn to her sorrow one day.
Kalgri went to work, making herself an unobtrusive but vital part of the House of Agabyzus.
It was all preparation for the death of Caina Amalas.



Chapter 3 - Thieves
 
The next morning Caina parked a cart in front of the Shahenshah’s Seat. The pair of donkeys she had rented gave her a sullen glare, their tails whishing back and forth to ward off flies. 
The Shahenshah’s Seat was a towering, ramshackle tavern of whitewashed stone and timber that stood at the edge of the Anshani Quarter, not far from the Gate of the Southern Road. Endless caravans went back and forth through the southern gate. By ancient law the caravanserai stood outside the city’s wall, lest foreign agents smuggle themselves into the city. In practice, the merchants and their guards parked their carts in the caravanserai and came to the Shahenshah’s Seat and the other taverns of the Anshani Quarter to drink and whore. Thousands of foreigners came through the Anshani Quarter and the Shahenshah’s Seat every month. 
Which made it the perfect place for the most wanted man in Istarinmul to hide himself. 
Two burly men in rough clothes detached themselves from the Seat’s door and walked towards her cart. They had the build of former soldiers and the hard, unfriendly expressions shared by bouncers in every tavern in the world.
“You can’t park here,” said the man on the left. 
Caina held up some silver coins. “Delivery.” Her voice was rough and deep, a trick she had learned long ago. She gestured at the long wooden box in the back of the cart. “Let me park and borrow your porters to lift that damned thing, and I’ll make it worth your while.” 
The bouncer squinted at the long box. “What’s in there?”
“Wheels of Anshani cheese,” said Caina, letting more silver glitter in her palm. 
The bouncers shared a look, and then divided the coins between them.
“Damned Anshani cheese,” said the man on the right. “Never cared for it. Stops me up like concrete.” 
“I quite agree,” said Caina. One of the bouncers disappeared into the tavern and returned with a quartet of burly porters in the gray tunics and worn sandals of slaves. At Caina’s direction, they hefted the box upon their shoulders and followed her into the common room. Even in the early morning, men filled the tables, eating their breakfasts before setting out on the road once more. Caina climbed the stairs to the second floor, stopped before a door, and knocked. A moment later the locks rattled and the door swung open. 
A man of middle years with the look of a Nighmarian commoner stood before her, his graying hair close-cropped. He had the muscled build, grim face, and upright stance of a veteran of the Emperor’s Legions. He wore a loose tunic and trousers, a broadsword belted at his waist.
“Laertes,” said Caina, keeping her voice disguised. Both Laertes and his employer thought she was a man and she saw no reason to tell them the truth.
“Master Ciaran,” said Laertes. “You have a gift?”
“A delivery,” said Caina. “Is he here?”
“Aye,” said Laertes. “I’ll fetch him.” He glanced at the porters. “You can leave that here, next to the table.” 
Caina followed him into a dining room with a low round table. Laertes vanished into the inner room, and the porters set down the box with a grunt. Caina paid them and sent them away, made sure they went back down the stairs, and then closed and barred the door behind her. 
She turned just as Ibrahaim Nasser emerged from the inner room, his white smile flashing across his dark face. 
Nasser kept his head shaved, his brown scalp gleaming. A close-trimmed beard framed his lips and chin. Today he wore the patterned blue and red robes of a successful Anshani merchant, though she knew he was not Anshani. A black leather belt encircled his waist, holding a scimitar and a dagger. His right hand was strong and sinewy. 
A black leather glove and bracer completely covered his left hand and forearm. Caina had never seen him without it. Yet she had seen him use his left hand to crush skulls, to punch through steel armor with only a hint of discomfort. 
She sensed the constant aura of sorcery that surrounded his left hand, though he claimed not be to a sorcerer. 
“Master Ciaran,” said Nasser with a grand bow, his voice a deep, sonorous rumble. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”
“I am glad,” said Caina, “that you think it a pleasure.”
“Nonsense,” said Nasser, flashing his brilliant smile. “Our association has been most profitable, my enigmatic friend. Your enemies have been discomforted, and I have reaped handsome profits.” He gestured with his right hand at Laertes. “Why, if this run of events continues, soon friend Laertes shall even be able to afford dowries for all of his daughters.” 
Laertes’s expression did not change. “Dowries are expensive.” 
“I suspect this is not simply a social call,” said Nasser. He gestured, and Caina seated herself at the round table, and Nasser followed suit. Laertes produced cups and began pouring hot coffee from a ceramic pitcher. 
“Why not?” said Caina. “Perhaps I am simply being sociable.”
“Alas,” said Nasser, “while social etiquette is the foundation of all civilized society, I fear you are far too busy for such things. The Balarigar and the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul has many tasks to occupy his attention. Plus,” he sipped at his coffee and nodded at the long box, “I am reasonably certain that box does not, in fact, contain Anshani cheeses.” 
“No,” said Caina, taking a sip of her own coffee. “I am afraid that it does not. If I may show you?”
Nasser gestured with his cup. “You have aroused my curiosity, sir. Please proceed.”
Caina nodded, stood, and pried open the wooden lid. 
The assassin she had stabbed to death stared up at her, his ridged scars throwing odd shadows across his graying flesh.
“While a dead man is indeed a thoughtful gift,” said Nasser, “I fear I have no use for him currently.”
Laertes grunted. “Dagger wounds.” He looked at Caina. “You’ve been busy.”
“Quite,” said Caina. “I was wondering if you recognized him.”
“Nasser,” said Laertes, pointing at the dead man’s chest. “The skull sigil.”
Nasser’s face went still and he rose to his feet, walking to look down at the corpse. 
“Well,” he murmured. “I was not expecting this.”
“Then you recognize him?” said Caina.
“Individually, no,” said Nasser. He pointed at the dead assassin’s chest. “But I recognize that symbol, the winged skull.” 
“What is it?” said Caina.
“Might I inquire as to the circumstances where you encountered this fellow?” said Nasser.
“An ambush,” said Caina. “I was going to meet with an informant. This man and one other were waiting. They had the power to turn completely invisible.”
“A neat trick,” said Nasser. “How did you survive?”
“Their invisibility was a sorcerous power,” said Caina. “I sensed it, and they didn’t realize I could sense it.” 
Nasser grinned. “Capital.” 
She shrugged. “They put too much confidence in their spell.”
“Sorcerers often do,” said Nasser. He gestured with his gloved hand at the elaborate scars. “You observe these sigils? This is a specific, focused kind of necromancy. This man had no sorcerous skill of his own. But a necromancer of considerable ability carved those sigils into his flesh and charged them with power.”
“Granting him the ability to turn invisible,” said Caina.
“For limited amounts of time, I suspect,” said Nasser, “and for a limited amount of material other than his own flesh.”
“That explains why he only carried a short sword and a loincloth,” said Caina. 
“I thought as much,” said Nasser. 
“Then you know…what he was? Who he worked for?” said Caina.
“I very strongly suspect he was a servant of the Umbarian Order,” said Nasser. “The winged skull is their sigil.” 
Caina frowned. The rebels who now ruled the eastern third of the Empire called themselves the Umbarian Order. Yet Nasser knew who they were, which meant he had encountered them before they had taken control of the rebel provinces. 
“You know of them?” said Nasser.
“Only that they have rebelled against the Emperor of Nighmar,” said Caina. “But who or what they are…I cannot tell you.” 
“They are rather more,” said Nasser, “than simple rebels.”
He and Laertes shared a look.
“Ah,” said Caina. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”
“Not at all,” said Nasser. “We both have our secrets, my dear Balarigar, but you have been a most effective ally. If the Umbarian Order is involving itself in the affairs of Istarinmul, or if they have allied themselves with Callatas, they shall try to kill you at the earliest opportunity. So therefore it is in my best interest to tell you everything I know about the Umbarians.” 
“How delightfully selfish,” said Caina.
Nasser offered another grand bow. “It may seem so, Ghost. But you have your duty. I have mine.”
“Very well,” said Caina. “The Umbarians?”
“What do you know,” said Nasser, “about the history of the Ashbringers of the Saddaic people?”
A cold chill went down Caina’s back. Which was amusing in a dark sort of way, since a man wielding the pyromantic sorcery of the old Ashbringers had almost burned her to death.
“More than I would like,” said Caina. “They were the sorcerer-priests of the Saddaic nation in ancient days, during the age of the Second Empire. They worshipped a heretical version of the Living Flame called the Burning Flame, and sought to burn the world to ashes in order to remake it. The use of pyromancy drove them mad, and they burned their victims alive to increase their own power. They conquered most of what is now the eastern Empire, but the magi of Artifel allied with the warrior-emperors of the Second Empire and formed the Imperial Magisterium. Together they defeated the Ashbringers and Corazain, the greatest of the Ashbringers, destroyed himself, his armies, his enemies, and the city of Rasadda in one final spell. The Third Empire rose from the ashes.” 
“That history is accurate,” said Nasser, “save for the omission of one minor detail. Not all the Ashbringers perished at Rasadda. In the chaos of the Second Empire’s collapse, many of the lesser Ashbringers infiltrated the newly formed Magisterium. They would continue the study of pyromancy and the worship of the Burning Flame in secret. In public they presented the faces of loyal citizens of the Empire and dutiful magi of the Magisterium. But in secret…”
“They continued the pyromantic sciences,” said Caina with a sinking feeling.
Some of the rumors out of the Empire had spoken of entire Legions perishing in sorcerous fire. 
“You surmise accurately,” said Nasser. “They called themselves the Umbarians, for they would do their work in the shadows. Eventually the Magisterium’s philosophy influenced them, and they forsook the worship of the Burning Flame in favor of the worship of their own power. They began practicing the other banned arcane sciences – necromancy, oneiromancy, and the others – in addition to pyromancy, and developed new and fearsome spells.”
“Such as the ability to imbue power into others,” said Caina, looking at the dead man.
“This is so,” said Nasser.
“Why have I never heard of them before?” said Caina. 
“The Umbarians eschewed direct confrontation, or at least they did,” said Nasser. “Additionally, their centers of power were in the far eastern and northeastern edges of your Empire.”
“I’ve never been further east than Rasadda or farther north than the Disali provinces,” said Caina. 
“The high circlemasters of the Ghosts knew of the Umbarians, and hunted them whenever the chance presented itself,” said Nasser. “Which was rarely. The Umbarians knew how to keep themselves secret, and if a magus of their Order became sloppy or started making foolish errors, the Ghosts found and killed him. You, my dear Balarigar, have likely killed several Umbarian magi without even realizing it.”
“The Emperor knew,” muttered Caina. After the Moroaica’s defeat, he had warned her of the possibility of civil war after his death. Apparently the Umbarian Order had decided to act before the old man died. 
“Most likely,” said Nasser. “Come, let us discuss the matter over coffee like civilized men.” Caina sat back upon her cushion, and Nasser and Laertes followed suit. She supposed it was odd that they were sipping coffee a few yards from a man she had killed, but all three of them had both seen and created corpses before. 
“Why now?” said Caina. “Why come into the open now? Seizing a third of the Empire is hardly an act of secrecy.” 
“The chaos of the golden dead, I suspect,” said Nasser. “Istarinmul, in the greater scheme of things, got off lightly. A few thousand dead in a city of three quarters of a million. Callatas, for all his cruelties, is a potent sorcerer, and under his leadership the Alchemists and the Immortals quickly contained the golden dead until the power animating them faded away – which you had something to do with, I expect.” Caina did not give an answer to that. “Entire cities were destroyed, and ambitious men seized the chaos as an opportunity to eliminate their rivals or seize lands of their own. I suspect the Umbarian Order saw an opportunity and took it.”
“Now they have carved an empire of their own out of the Empire of Nighmar,” said Caina. Her right hand curled into a fist. “An empire where they are free to practice the forbidden sciences and do whatever they wish to the populace, no matter how grisly.” She shook her head. “It sounds like every magus’s dream.” 
“Perhaps,” said Nasser. “At least for sorcerers of a morally depraved mindset, who I confess are all too abundant. Still, I suspect those of the Magisterium who were not Umbarians remained loyal to the Empire.”
“Doubtful,” said Caina.
Nasser shrugged. “Sorcerers are no different than men with swords. Some are good, some bad, some indifferent. Sorcery is like any other sort of power – some men can use it responsibly, and some cannot.”
“Believe as you like,” said Caina.
Nasser smiled. “I often do. Though I grow curious. Why might the Umbarian Order have suddenly become interested in the Ghosts of Istarinmul? The Umbarians have been at war against your Emperor for nearly a year. Why take an interest in Istarinmul now?”
Caina hesitated. Nasser was an ally and something of a friend, but he was not a Ghost. Yet he had answered her questions about the dead man, and so far as she knew, he had never lied to her. Once the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador and the Umbarians’ ambassador arrived in the city, it would become common knowledge anyway. 
“There hasn’t been a Lord Ambassador from the Empire in Istarinmul since the end of Rezir Shahan’s war,” said Caina. “One is coming.”
“Ah,” said Nasser. “That means the Umbarians are sending an embassy as well, and both will ask the Padishah for aid in their war.”
“You guess rightly,” said Caina.
“And your task, then,” said Nasser, “is to assist the Lord Ambassador in keeping Istarinmul from siding with the Umbarians. Which would explain why these invisible assassins arrived to hunt the Ghosts of Istarinmul. Very methodical. Much like the Umbarians themselves.”
Caina nodded. 
“You may take comfort in this,” said Nasser. “Grand Master Callatas does not wish war with anyone. He opposed Rezir Shahan’s war with the Empire because it would distract from his Apotheosis, and he supported peace with the Empire for the same reason. Since Callatas is the real power in Istarinmul, the Padishah will not go to war with either the Empire or the Umbarian Order.”
“That is good to know,” said Caina.
Nasser raised a finger. “With two possible exceptions.”
Caina sighed. “Aren’t there always?” 
“One, if enough nobles favor war,” said Nasser, “they might oppose Callatas. That was how Rezir Shahan convinced the Padishah to ally with Andromache of New Kyre and attack Marsis. Istarinmul lost a great deal of land to the Empire. If the nobles desire to revenge themselves for this loss, they might force Callatas to allow another war.”
“What is the second exception?” said Caina.
Nasser grinned. “You.”
“Me?”
“Well, I helped as well,” said Nasser. Laertes snorted. “We made the Slavers’ Brotherhood rather uncomfortable, so uncomfortable that their business has been crippled. The price of slaves has soared so high that it is often cheaper to hire free laborers. If Istarinmul goes to war, the cowled masters can refill their pens with captives from the Argamaz and Imperial Cyrica. If the masters of the Brotherhood have sufficient cloud to sway the mind of the Padishah and the Grand Wazir, I fear we shall have war.”
“Damn it,” muttered Caina. 
“And I may have a conflict with your Emperor as well,” said Nasser.
Caina frowned. “Why?”
“A stable and prosperous Istarinmul would have little reason to meddle in the civil war between the Emperor and the Umbarians,” said Nasser. “Our efforts to disrupt the production of wraithblood and hamper Callatas’s efforts have made the wealthy and powerful of Istarinmul rather less stable and prosperous. Your Emperor might order you to leave Callatas alone in exchange for keeping Istarinmul out of the war.”
“No,” said Caina. “Istarinmul was neither stable nor prosperous when I arrived. Not when Callatas was murdering thousands of slaves a year to create wraithblood. The Apotheosis threatens the Empire. Callatas is planning a catastrophe on the scale of the golden dead, I am sure of it.”
That answer seemed to satisfy Nasser, but Caina still had her doubts. Lord Aeolus, the chief of the high circlemasters, would not hesitate to let the Apotheosis continue if it kept Istarinmul from allying with the Umbarians. For that matter, Lord Corbould Maraeus, the Emperor’s closest advisor, would kill every last man, woman, and child in Istarinmul if he thought it necessary. Certainly he would have no qualms about letting Callatas do it. 
What would Caina do if the Ghosts ordered her to let the Apotheosis continue?
She did not know. She hoped she would not have to find out.
“Have you found any hints about the whereabouts of the Seal and the Staff of Iramis?” said Caina, hoping to change the subject.
Nasser grimaced. “Alas, I have not. Annarah hid them well, and encoded her journal with equal diligence. We may at least take comfort in the fact that Callatas is no closer to finding them.”
“Unless one of his diggers gets lucky and finds them in the Desert of Candles,” said Caina. “Or if she destroyed them instead of concealed them.”
“By all accounts, the Staff and Seal were indestructible by conventional means,” said Nasser. “A sorcerer on the level of Callatas might be able to destroy them, but a sorcerer of that power would rather claim them.”
“You are likely right,” said Caina.
“So,” said Nasser, sipping his coffee. “You are the Ghost circlemaster. I am merely the dashingly handsome master thief. How do you suggest we proceed against our mutual foe?”
“For now, we shall continue as we have been,” said Caina. “Harass his allies and rob from his supporters. See if we can push the Slavers’ Brotherhood further over the edge.” She took a deep breath. “And perhaps the Lord Ambassador will aid us, once he learns of the danger Callatas poses.”
“I do hope your optimism is justified,” murmured Nasser.
“So do I,” said Caina. 



Chapter 4 - The Lord Ambassador’s Wife
 
From the moment she stepped from the ship’s gangplank and onto the quay, Claudia Aberon Dorius knew that she would not like Istarinmul. 
It wasn’t the heat, though she did not find it pleasant. She had grown up in Artifel along the shores of the inner sea, and she was used to mild winters and rainy summers. Malarae, by comparison, had been warm, but Istarinmul made Malarae seem like a frozen wasteland. The sun blazed overhead like a furnace. 
Nor was it the grim look Istarinmul brought to her husband’s gray eyes. Martin Dorius had commanded men in battle against Istarinmul during the war, and he had lost a great many of those men. Martin still blamed himself for the men who had fallen under his command in the Argamaz Desert. The guilt did not leave him, but it did not cripple him, either. The soldiers of Istarinmul in their spiked helms reminded him of those dead Legionaries, but Martin carried on and did not flinch in his duties. 
The slaves filling Istarinmul bothered Claudia a great deal. In Artifel, before the schism had divided the Magisterium and started the civil war, a great many magi had supported the restoration of slavery within the Empire, though those who kept slaves did so secretly lest they be subjection to prosecution, or worse, harassment from the Ghosts. But in Istarinmul, slaves were everywhere. Gangs of gray-clad slaves unloaded the ships filling the Cyrican Harbor. Slaves carried goods and drove carts up and down the streets. Slaves worked in the shops and stalls of minor merchants. Armies of slaves attended the palaces and warehouses of the wealthier merchants. The nobles and Alchemists seemed to compete to see who could own the largest retinue of slaves. 
It disgusted her. But out of everything Claudia had seen in Istarinmul, the wraithblood addicts disturbed her the most.
They lined the streets and alleys of the Cyrican docks, clad in rags, muttering incoherently to themselves. From time to time they begged for coins to buy wraithblood. From what Claudia had gathered, the drug was a hallucinatory euphoric, something that induced visions of fantastical pleasure. Yet in the end the dreams became waking nightmares of indescribable horror, and the wraithblood users went mad, sometimes violently so. 
The drug turned their eyes an eerie, pale blue.
The same color, Claudia noted, as the glow from the black steel masks of the Immortals, the Padishah’s elite bodyguards and soldiers. The wraithblood addicts themselves had a faint sorcerous aura about them, which meant the drug itself was sorcerous. She could not understand why anyone would make a sorcerous drug and distribute it to the destitute of Istarinmul.
Claudia disliked the mystery, just as she disliked Istarinmul, this city built upon a foundation of slaves and misery. Once, not all that long ago, she would have welcomed the challenge, sought ways to use her sorcerous skills to improve the lives of the Istarish. She knew better now.
Now she just wanted to go home.
But she had her duties, just as her husband did, and she would not flinch from them.
Not after seeing friends fall beneath the daggers of Silent Hunters, not after hearing of the atrocities the Umbarians had wrought in their conquered provinces.  
Claudia walked back into the mansion’s entry hall. The Lord Ambassador’s official residence in Istarinmul stood in the Emirs’ Quarter, and had been built in the style of a classical Nighmarian mansion, or at least an Istarish architect’s conception of a Nighmarian noble’s mansion. It had an atrium with an open roof, but slender Istarish pillars supported the colonnade, and the floor had been done in an elaborate mosaic scene of wild animals. Claudia almost felt bad walking across it. 
Their servants hurried back and forth, clad in formal livery, unloading the goods of her household. Claudia, as the Lord Ambassador’s wife, now had a household, including a housekeeper, a seneschal, and a small army of footmen and maids. At least they had brought hired servants from Malarae and not used Istarish slaves. It still made her nostalgic for the days when she had slept in a cot in Komnene’s back room in Calvarium.
Still. She had not yet met Martin then. 
Martin’s seneschal hurried to join her, a stout middle-aged man with a fringe of graying hair clinging to his head. His name was Dromio, and he had been with Martin for years. He had handled Martin’s affairs with calm equanimity when Martin had been merely the Lord Governor of a rural province, and he continued that competent equanimity now that Martin was Lord Ambassador to one of the Empire’s most powerful neighbors and had a household of nearly a hundred servants, along with a century of the Imperial Guard to protect his person. 
A far cry, indeed, from when Claudia had slept in Komnene’s back room. 
“Has Lord Martin returned yet?” 
“No, my lady,” said Dromio in his solemn voice. “He is meeting with the local factors for the Imperial Collegium of grain merchants. They hope to prevail upon his lordship to negotiate better tariffs for Imperial wheat.”
“Unlikely,” said Claudia. The Emperor and the lords had raised new Legions to fight the Umbarians and replace the ones lost in the east, and those men had to be fed. 
“Of course, my lady,” said Dromio. “There are a number of matters I should bring before your attention before his lordship returns. Your wardrobe has been brought up from the ship.”
“Have the maids attend to it,” said Claudia. They would have a better idea of what to do with all those damned elaborate gowns and cloaks. As a child, she had spent most of her days studying the arcane sciences, which had left little time to learn the various arts expected of a Nighmarian noblewoman.
“There are a number of invitations from various emirs, Alchemists, and merchants,” said Dromio. “Among the Istarish I understand it is customary for a nobleman’s senior wife to review such invitations, and…”
“And I am Lord Martin’s senior wife,” said Claudia with a smile, “and I had better remain his only wife. Very well. I will look them over.”
“And one other thing, my lady,” said Dromio. “A factor from the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers is here.”
Claudia nodded. “He can wait until Lord Martin returns.”
“He is here to see you, specifically, my lady,” said Dromio. “He wishes to show his wares to the Lord Ambassador’s wife.”
Claudia sighed. “Very well.” Her training as a physician had left her with a dislike for jewelry, since it was too easy to get flecks of blood upon a ring and transmit disease from patient to patient, though she did insist upon her wedding ring. “I will…”
She frowned, a memory coming to the forefront of her thoughts.
“The Imperial Collegium of Jewelers,” she said. “They don’t have a factor in Istarinmul.” 
“An impostor, my lady?” said Dromio, his expression darkening.
“Possibly,” said Claudia. “It could just be an enterprising thief.”
Or it could be a clever Silent Hunter. Both the Silent Hunters and the Kindred had used such tactics since the civil war began. The Umbarians preferred to remove their enemies via discreet assassination rather than risk battle.
She wondered if they had learned the tactic from her father. 
“Fetch the centurion,” said Claudia, “and have him bring three men. We shall see about this factor.”
Dromio bowed and hastened away, returning with four men in the black plate armor, plumed helms, and purple cloaks of the Imperial Guard. Their leader was a grim-faced centurion, a mirrored shield upon his left arm and a broadsword at his belt. Tylas had been at New Kyre, had stood his ground against the Moroaica’s hordes of golden dead. 
He was also a Ghost, as was Claudia.
“Lady Claudia?” said Tylas, his voice a harsh growl. 
“We have a guest,” said Claudia, “and I want to make sure he is who he says that he is.” 
“He is in the courtyard, my lady,” said Dromio.
Claudia nodded and took a deep breath, clearing her mind and summoning arcane power for a spell. If this factor was a simple thief, she would see him off with a warning. Perhaps he could become a useful informant in the future. But if he was a Kindred assassin, or worse, a Silent Hunter, Claudia would kill him. 
Using her spells in combat had once terrified her, but her experiences in Caer Magia and New Kyre and against the Umbarians had hardened her. 
“Follow me,” said Claudia.
She strode from the entry hall and into the courtyard. The courtyard had been laid out in the fashion of an Istarish garden, with paths of white gravel winding past low bushes and trees. A man in a formal black coat and trousers and boots stood staring up at the mansion, a short sword and a leaf-shaped dagger sheathed at his belt. He was shorter than Claudia, and…
The man’s cold blue eyes met Claudia’s, and a shock of recognition went through her.
That was not a man.
Anger came after the recognition, followed by grief. 
For the first time since the day of the golden dead in New Kyre, Claudia looked upon Caina Amalas. Caina Amalas, who had helped Corvalis save Claudia from Ranarius. Caina Amalas, who had been right in Catekharon when Claudia had been wrong. Caina, who had outwitted and defeated Rhames in Caer Magia. 
Caina, whom her brother Corvalis had loved.
At the cost of his life. 
“Leave us,” said Claudia in a quiet voice. “I would speak with this guest alone.”
“My lady?” said Tylas. He didn’t recognize Caina. The woman had a genius for disguise.
“All is well,” said Claudia, which was a lie. “Leave us. I must speak with our guest alone.”
Tylas bowed and led Dromio and the Imperial Guards away, leaving Claudia alone with Caina.
Caina stepped closer. Her blue eyes seemed colder, deader than Claudia remembered. She had always been lean, but now her face looked almost gaunt, dark circles gathered beneath her eyes. Her black hair had been cut down to stubble, and she could spot the bit of makeup that gave Caina the illusion of a beard shadow.
For a moment they stared at each other in silence. 
“You cut your hair,” said Claudia at last.
Caina nodded. 
“It really doesn’t suit you,” said Claudia.  
“It gets hot in Istarinmul,” said Caina. “Helps with the heat. And disguises. You married Martin?”
“Yes,” said Claudia. “You weren’t invited to the wedding.”
Caina offered a faint shake of her head. “I would not have been able to attend.”
“How did you guess?” said Claudia. “Did you make a brilliant deduction from the dust on my boots? Or did you simply look at the ring upon my finger? However can I conceal my secrets from someone like you?”
More anger leaked into her voice than she would have liked. Caina was the Ghost circlemaster of Istarinmul, which meant Claudia was obliged to obey her. She knew this moment would come, and thought she had been prepared to face it. But one look at Caina and her dead eyes, and all the rage and grief came bubbling out. 
Caina, Corvalis, and the Sage Talekhris had walked into the rift of golden fire.
Only Caina had returned. 
She hadn’t even bothered to bring Corvalis’s body back. 
“It was hardly a secret,” said Caina. “All of Istarinmul is abuzz with rumors of the new Lord Ambassador and his young wife.” 
“Rumors and whispers,” said Claudia. “Your stock in trade, I suppose.” 
She could not fathom what Corvalis had seen in this woman. Yes, Caina was brilliant and brave. But Corvalis had been strong and brave, too. He had deserved better. He had deserved a woman that would love him and care for him. 
Not the woman that had led him to his death.
“You are angry,” said Caina. 
“Angry?” said Claudia. “Me? Whatever reason do I have to be angry with you?” 
“You must have known that I would come,” said Caina. “The message asked the Ghost circle to aid the new Lord Ambassador in his task.”
“I didn’t know if you were still alive,” said Claudia. “The Empire is in turmoil, and so is Istarinmul. But we heard the rumors. The Balarigar running amok and waging a war against the slavers. I wondered if it might be you.” 
“I have,” said Caina, “been busy.”
“Then you haven’t pushed too far and gotten yourself killed, I see,” said Claudia. 
“Not yet,” said Caina. 
They stood in silence for a moment, Claudia struggling to get her temper under control. She wanted to scream at Caina, to grab her collar and shake her, or to hit her over and over against it that cold mask cracked and Caina admitted she was sorry for getting Corvalis killed. Claudia dared not act on the impulse. For one thing, if she tried to hit Caina, the shorter woman would likely manhandle her like a petulant child. 
More importantly, Martin needed Caina’s help. The Padishah of Istarinmul had every reason to ally with the Umbarian Order against the Empire, even if the Padishah and his nobles did not yet realize it. 
“How are matters in the Empire?” said Caina at last.
Claudia raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know? You usually know everything.”
Caina grimaced. “Not this. The message I received about your arrival was the first and only message I have received. There are rumors, of course. Pyromancy and necromancy, the eastern third of the Empire in chaos…”
“Yes,” said Claudia.
“Yes to what?” said Caina.
“All of it. I suspect most of the rumors you have heard are true,” said Claudia. “Things are…not well within the Empire. When the Umbarians declared themselves openly, most of the magi in the east joined them at once. You hate the magi, I know, but…I suspect the Umbarians actually deserve your hate. They have found a way to use pyromancy without having it devour their sanity, which makes their battle magi fearsomely effective. They use necromancy extensively, and have raised hordes of undead to use as armies. I have seen them use oneiromancy to shatter the minds of their foes, and they can summon and bind elemental spirits.” She shook her head, taking a deep breath as the dark memories washed over her. “The first few months after the golden dead were…bad, very bad. Rasadda fell, and then Arzaxia. The Empire has no ports left on the Alqaarin Sea. The Vytaagi provinces have been overrun, and Artifel has been attacked three times. The first time…we feared the city would fall, that the Umbarians and their troops would sweep through the Disali provinces and then attack Malarae itself.”
“What stopped them?” said Caina.
“The Umbarians are stronger sorcerers,” said Claudia, “but most of the Legions remained loyal to the Emperor. The Umbarians have Kagari horsemen and Ulkaari footmen. Doughty soldiers, but no match for the Legions. The most powerful magi are Umbarian, but more magi remained loyal to the Magisterium and the Empire. The loyalists can cooperate and aid the Legions, and the Umbarians have not been able to move further west than Artifel. So the war is presently a stalemate.”
“What of your father?” said Caina. “Was Decius Aberon one of the Umbarians?”
Claudia laughed without humor. 
“What?” said Caina.
“My esteemed father,” said Claudia, “had no idea that the Umbarian Order existed at all. None. When the Umbarians began their rebellion, my father tried to join them. He assumed he was their natural leader, and that the Order would naturally rally to his enlightened vision for the Empire.”
“They tried to kill him, didn’t they?” said Caina.
“Several times,” said Claudia. “They wanted him out of the way.” She felt a grim smile on her face. “So my father and his closet allies scurried to Malarae to ally themselves with the Emperor. My father is still the First Magus of the Magisterium, but since many of the high magi blame him for the Umbarians, he might have a fatal accident at some point.” 
That did not trouble Claudia in the slightest. Once she had admired and revered her father, had hoped to use her sorcery for the good of the Empire in imitation of him. But then she had learned what kind of man Decius Aberon really was, had learned of his cruelties. She had learned how he had taken Corvalis and twisted him into an assassin, a weapon to use against the enemies of the Magisterium. She had fled from her father after that, and in repayment Decius Aberon had ordered Ranarius to turn her to stone. 
Claudia looked at Caina, her anger flaring anew.
“If the Empire wins the war,” said Caina, “I suspect Decius Aberon will have a long list of people upon whom he desires vengeance.”
“I would be one of them,” said Claudia. “So would Corvalis. But you already took care of that for him, didn’t you?” 
Caina flinched. It was barely noticeable, and few people would have seen it. But Claudia was looking right at her, and she saw the flicker go over Caina’s face.
“The Moroaica killed him,” said Caina.
“He followed you into the netherworld,” said Claudia. Her temper was starting to slip, but she did not care. “He followed you, and you’re the only one who came out again. He trusted you. He died for it.”
Caina opened her mouth, closed it again.
“You’re right,” Caina said. Claudia would have expected anger or defiance. Not the tired sadness. 
For some reason that made Claudia even angrier. What right did Caina have to feel sorry for herself? She had known Corvalis little more than two years. Claudia had known him her entire life, and two years after meeting Caina Amalas he was dead. 
“I will not say,” said Claudia, “that I wish we had never met you. You saved our lives. You were right in Catekharon and I was wrong. But I will say that I wish Corvalis had stayed away from you.” She shook her head. “I wish that Corvalis had come back instead of you.”
Caina said nothing, and at last offered a faint nod, and for a moment the coldness cracked to reveal pain and regret.
Claudia shivered with fury at the sight. She wanted to strike the shorter woman, scream at her. Instead, she gritted her teeth and forced her voice to some semblance of calm. “Whatever you want, I’m sure it’s urgent. We will have to work together for the good of the Empire.”
“There is a great deal wrong in Istarinmul,” said Caina, “and…”
Claudia raised a hand. “Talk to Martin when he returns. I cannot…I cannot look at you. I look at you and think how much better it would be if Corvalis were standing there.”
She expected Caina to protest, to issue a command as the circlemaster of Istarinmul, but again she only offered a shallow nod. 
Then her expression hardened, the grief and sadness fading away beneath icy intensity.
“Why are you casting a spell?” said Caina. 
“What?” said Claudia. “I’m not casting a spell.”
“Do you have any other magi here?” said Caina, looking around. 
“No, just me,” said Claudia. “That’s part of the reason Martin was chosen as Lord Ambassador. No other magi can be spared from the war.” 
Caina took a quick step forward, and Claudia raised her hands, wondering if the Caina was about to attack. Caina rolled her wrist, a throwing knife appearing in her right hand as her eyes tracked back and forth, scanning the ground. Then she took a deep breath, spun, and flung the knife with all her strength.
Claudia had seen Caina throw knives before, but it always amazed her how fast she moved. Her right arm darted back and then hurtled forward, her shoulder and right leg rolling with the movement, her entire body seeming to snap like a bowstring. The knife spun from her fingers in a blur.
It stopped in midair a dozen paces away. Claudia blinked, puzzled at the sight. The knife bobbed and twitched, supported by nothingness, and then faded into translucency.
Right about then Claudia’s brain caught up with her eyes, and she realized what she was seeing. 
She cursed and started a spell.
The air flickered, and a scarred man clad only in a loincloth appeared before Caina, snarling as he ripped the throwing knife from his left thigh. Intricate, grotesque scars covered his arms and torso, and the winged skull of the Umbarian Order marked his chest. His scars flickered and gleamed with silver light as his invisibility collapsed. 
A Silent Hunter. 
In his right hand he held a gleaming short sword, and he charged at Caina. Caina was already moving, yanking a dagger from her belt in one smooth motion. The Silent Hunter raised his short sword to block the throw of Caina’s next knife, but Caina wheeled past him and raked the leaf-bladed dagger across the assassin’s ribs. The Silent Hunter screamed as the gash sizzled and smoked, the flesh around it blackening. 
A ghostsilver dagger. 
Caina drove the dagger into the Silent Hunter’s throat, and Claudia finished her spell. Her thoughts swept around her, seeking for sources of arcane power, and she detected one. Claudia turned, focused upon it, and cast another spell. 
A hammer of psychokinetic force ripped from her hands, a breeze rising in the passage of her spell. She heard the crack of shattering bone as the spell struck flesh, and suddenly a second Silent Hunter appeared, arms and legs flailing as he tumbled through the air. He struck the ground, and Caina ran towards him, bloody dagger in hand.
Then she stopped. 
“He’s dead,” she said. “Landed wrong. Split his skull.” She looked up. “You never used to be that quick.”
Claudia gritted her teeth and walked closer. “The Silent Hunters have given me ample opportunities for practice.” 
“The Silent Hunters?” said Caina. “Is that what they’re called?”
Claudia blinked in surprise. “You’ve encountered them before?”
“About ten days ago,” said Caina. “They were sent to hunt down the Ghosts of Istarinmul. You’ve dealt with them?”
“More than I would like,” said Claudia.
The doors to the mansion burst open, and Imperial Guards emerged, running into the courtyard. 
“I warded the gates and all the doors,” said Claudia. “If a Silent Hunter tried to enter the mansion or the grounds, I should have known.”
“Your wards,” said Caina as the Imperial Guards surrounded them. Tylas barked commands, and the men started to sweep the courtyard. “They function when the Silent Hunters use their powers?”
Claudia nodded. 
“Then this man disguised himself,” said Caina. “Probably as a porter or a courier. Once he was inside, he discarded his clothing, made himself invisible, and started stalking you, waiting for a chance to strike.”
“Or you,” said Claudia.
Caina’s smile was mirthless. “I am a simple factor for the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers. I cannot imagine why anyone would want to claim my life.” 
“Yes, of course,” said Claudia, looking at the Guards. Tylas was a Ghost, but none of the other men were, and Caina would want her identity kept secret. Not that Claudia gave a damn for what Caina Amalas thought about anything. But the circlemaster of Istarinmul offered sound counsel. 
“What should we do with the corpses, my lady?” said Tylas.
“Dispose of them,” said Claudia. “I do not want these Umbarian vermin despoiling the grounds.”
Caina stepped closer and lowered her voice. 
“Actually,” she murmured, “we might be able to give Lord Martin an edge in the negotiations.”
Claudia blinked, and then smiled as she understood Caina’s reasoning.



Chapter 5 - The Umbarian Order
 
Later they stood in the mansion’s study, the bodies of the assassins laid out upon the floor. Dromio had thoughtfully provided mats to keep the blood from staining the brilliant mosaics. Empty wooden shelves climbed the walls, and a massive wooden desk stood before a set of doors overlooking the gardens below.  
“How much do you know about them?” said Caina.
“More than I would like,” said Claudia, pacing back and forth. 
Caina watched the Lord Ambassador’s wife. 
It was more painful than she would have expected. 
Claudia was a few years older and several inches taller than Caina. She wore a gold-trimmed green gown that matched her hair and eyes, the skirts rustling against the floor as she paced. Her long blond hair had been bound in an elaborate crown of braids, as was currently the fashion among the noblewomen of Malarae, and jewels glinted on her ears and at her throat. Her green eyes were narrowed in thought, green eyes that looked a great deal like Corvalis’s. 
It hurt to watch.
Caina saw other parts of Corvalis reflected in Claudia. They had been raised together as children until the First Magus had given Corvalis to the Kindred and Claudia had begun her arcane training. She shared many of Corvalis’s mannerisms, and Caina saw Corvalis in Claudia’s every movement and heard him in her every word. 
It hurt so much. 
“Then you have encountered them before,” said Caina.
“Yes,” said Claudia, glaring down at the dead men. “Several times.” 
“The more you can tell me about these Silent Hunters,” said Caina, “the better chance the Ghosts will have against them in the future.”
“I suppose that makes sense,” said Claudia. She took a deep breath. “You know the Kindred families have a close relationship with the Magisterium. The Kindred remained loyal to the Magisterium and refused to accept contracts from the Umbarian Order. So the Umbarians created their own assassins.” She pointed at the scarred corpses. “You see those scars? A necromantic spell. The Order’s necromancers carved a spell of illusion into their flesh and imbued it with power.”
“Giving them the ability to turn invisible,” said Caina.
“As I am sure you’ve noticed,” said Claudia.
“Their power,” said Caina. “It must have limitations.”
“Oh, certainly,” said Claudia. “They can only turn invisible for an hour or so a day, maybe a little longer for a particularly robust Silent Hunter. They can make their own bodies invisible, but bringing other things along with them – weapons and clothing and the like – is harder.”
“Hence the loincloths,” said Caina. “The reason they only carry one weapon.”
“Aye,” said Claudia. “Some go naked entirely. Their biggest limitation is that when they attack, the invisibility spell collapses. I’m not sure why. Something to do with how the spell is linked to their thoughts, I suspect. The cleverer Silent Hunters are absolutely lethal when they put their minds to it. They will infiltrate a fortress, find a hiding place, remove their clothing, kill their victim in silence, and escape before anyone is the wiser. Usually the corpse is found the next morning.”
“I thought the Kindred and the Bostaji were bad enough,” said Caina. “These Silent Hunters are much worse.” 
“They are bad,” said Claudia, “but the Umbarians have made worse things. Undead of power and potency that make the Dust Shades we saw in Caer Magia look like annoyances. Men with steel grafted onto their flesh and bones, giving them inhuman strength and speed. Elemental spirits bound within the flesh of living men. Again and again they fuse flesh and sorcery to turn men into monsters and unleash them as weapons.”
“Like the Immortals,” said Caina.
Claudia gave a bitter laugh. “The creations of the Umbarians are more deadly by far, I fear. Martin has fought both, and he would rather face Immortals again.” She frowned. “How did you know those Silent Hunters were there?” 
“I felt them,” said Caina. 
Claudia nodded. “That’s right. You can sense the presence of sorcery. Little wonder you dealt with them so easily.”
“They place too much trust in their sorcery,” said Caina, “as sorcerers so often do.”
Claudia’s green eyes narrowed, and she seemed on the verge of some cutting comment. Then she looked at the dead assassins and shrugged. “It is hard to argue with your results. I can sense the presence of active sorcery, but only if I cast a spell. You can do so passively. It would be a useful ability.”
“The price for acquiring it is rather high,” said Caina.
Claudia hesitated. “I suppose so.”
“Your wards to detect them,” said Caina. “How do they work?”
“If a Silent Hunter walks through a warded entrance,” said Claudia, “the wards will alert me.”
“But only,” said Caina, “if the Silent Hunter is using his power?”
Claudia sighed. “You see the problem. You’re not the only one who has a knack for impersonation and disguises. If they’re clever, they stroll through the warded doors and then use their powers with impunity.”
“I suppose the nobles can hardly order all their guests and servants to strip in their presence,” said Caina, “to see if they are free of scars.”
“Some of them do,” said Claudia. “At least after the first wave of assassinations in Malarae.” 
“Gods,” said Caina. “It is that bad?”
“Worse,” said Claudia. “The Empire is in dire straits.” Her smile was thin. “Which you would know, had you not squandered the last year terrorizing the slavers of Istarinmul to no purpose.”
Caina felt a burst of anger. Claudia could blame her for Corvalis’s death all she liked. But this…
“Things are dire in Istarinmul as well,” said Caina. “You saw those wraithblood addicts upon the street, I assume?”
Some of Claudia’s scorn faded. “Aye. They have a mild sorcerous aura.”
“Every last one of them,” said Caina. “The wraithblood. Do you know how it is made?”
Claudia shook her head. “Some sort of sorcerous elixir, I suppose.”
“The blood of murdered slaves,” said Caina. “Callatas makes it from the blood of murdered slaves. Thousands upon thousands of slaves, bought from the Slavers’ Brotherhood and herded into Callatas’s laboratories, murdered upon his steel tables, their blood transformed into wraithblood and given to the population of the city.”
“Why?” said Claudia. “Why would he do that?”
“I don’t know,” said Caina. “But…”
The door opened, and two Imperial Guards marched into the study, followed by Martin Dorius, the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador to the Padishah of Istarinmul. 
He had not changed much since Caina had last seem him in New Kyre on the day of the golden dead. He was in his late thirties, tall and strong with gray-streaked black hair and deep gray eyes. There were more lines upon his face than Caina remembered. When she had first met him in Calvarium, he had struck Caina as a man who had seen things he wished to forget.
Apparently he had seen a few more things he wished to forget. 
But relief flooded his tired face as he saw Claudia. 
“You’re safe, thank all the gods of the Empire,” said Martin. “I came as soon as I received the message from Tylas and Dromio. I…”
He saw Caina and blinked. 
“Leave us, please,” said Martin to his Guards. “I wish to have words alone with my wife.” He looked back at Caina. “And her guest.”
The Guards bowed and withdrew, and Martin crossed the room and took Claudia in his arms. There was such concern in his face that Caina found herself moved. Martin was a good man, and it pleased Caina that he had found some joy in his life. 
There was little enough of it in the world. 
After a moment Martin released his wife.
“Caina Amalas,” said Martin. “I expected to see you again. Especially after all the tales and rumors of the Balarigar we have heard. It seems I owe you my wife’s life.” 
“I killed the second Silent Hunter,” said Claudia. “But…yes. If the circlemaster had not arrived when she had, the Hunters might have taken me unawares.” 
“They might have come here for me,” said Caina. “A message arrived from the high circlemasters ten days ago, carrying news of your arrival and commanding me to aid you. Two Silent Hunters followed the courier, killed him, and almost killed me and one of my nightkeepers.”
“How did you escape?” said Martin. “If the Silent Hunters get close enough to their targets to use their invisibility, they often claim their victims’ lives.”
“I could sense their presence,” said Caina.
“Yes, that’s right,” said Martin. “Your ability.” He shook his head. “That would have been useful in Malarae over the last year.” 
“I hope it shall be useful here,” said Caina. She considered for a moment. “Let us say the Silent Hunters were after you, not me. Why would the Umbarians kill an ambassador in the capital of a foreign nation? It would be an insult to the Padishah.”
Martin shrugged. “Who can say? The Umbarians represent the worst of the magi, power and intelligence mated to utter ruthlessness and lack of scruple. It is entirely possible they were here to kill Claudia. Losing my wife just as I assume my duties as Lord Ambassador would be a severe blow to my confidence and morale.”
“The Umbarians,” said Claudia, her face tight with fear as she looked at her husband, “have employed such tactics before.”
“They are without scruple,” said Martin, “and have disregarded every law and custom of war. Killing an ambassador’s wife is nowhere near the blackest deed they have wrought.” 
“Then let us endeavor to defeat them,” said Caina. “We can start by making sure that Istarinmul does not ally itself with the Umbarians against the Empire.”
Martin sighed “That may prove more difficult than I hoped.” He looked at Claudia. “I discovered who will serve as the Order’s emissary to the Padishah.”
“Who?” said Claudia. 
“Cassander Nilas of Artifel,” said Martin.
Claudia’s green eyes narrowed. 
“I do not know the name,” said Caina, “but I assume that you do.” 
“He was one of the high magi,” said Claudia. “A rival of my father’s. He wanted to be First Magus, and was quite comfortable that everyone knew it.”
“I am surprised Decius Aberon didn’t have him assassinated,” said Caina.
“He tried. Three times,” said Claudia. “After the last attempt, he had the assassins flayed and hung what was left of them from the walls of his tower in Artifel.”
“Now he is one of the chief Umbarians,” said Martin. “Or he always was and only now has revealed himself. He contributed to some of the Order’s greatest victories.” He made a fist and struck it against the pommel of the broadsword sheathed at his belt. “I had hoped the Umbarians would send only a minor functionary to petition the Padishah, not one of the chief leaders. The Order is indeed serious about gaining the friendship of Istarinmul.”
“They would be fools not to be,” said Caina. “Especially if their armies are stalled at Artifel. If Istarinmul allies with them, the Padishah will open the Starfall Straits. Then the Umbarians can send a fleet though the Straits to attack Malarae through the Bay of Empire.” 
“And thanks to Kylon Shipbreaker,” said Martin, “the Emperor has no fleet left in the Cyrican sea, and the Umbarians seized most of the Imperial fleet in the Alqaarin sea. The Emperor and the Imperial Curia have raised so many new Legions that there are no funds left to construct a new fleet. If the Umbarians send a force through the Starfall Straits, we will be hard-pressed to stop them from taking Malarae.” 
“Then we need to convince Istarinmul to ally with the Empire,” said Caina.
Martin gave a tired laugh. “That would be splendid, but such a goal seems out of reach. If I can merely convince the Padishah to remain neutral, I will be elated. I have conducted negotiations of this kind before, but never with such high stakes.”
“When do you meet the Padishah’s court?” said Caina.
“In three days’ time,” said Martin. “Apparently both Lord Cassander and I are meeting the Grand Wazir at the same time. Evidently such a confrontation amuses him.” 
“It would,” said Caina. Erghulan Amirasku, the Grand Wazir of Istarinmul, was one of Callatas’s strongest supporters. He was the sort of man who would enjoy watching the ambassadors of two rival powers spar for his approval.
“You’ve met the Grand Wazir?” said Claudia, dubious.
“Twice,” said Caina. “Under different identities both time.” She considering telling Claudia how little clothing she had been wearing as Natalia of the Nine Knives, and decided against it. “He wouldn’t remember me.” 
“You have been here for a year,” said Martin. “You know Istarinmul better than I do. You know the powerful men of the nation, what they want, what their weakness are. Tell me anything I can use.”
“Of course,” said Caina. “You won’t be talking to the Padishah himself. Neither you nor Cassander will see him.”
Martin frowned. “Then neither the Empire nor the Order’s appeal is worth his attention? That is reassuring. Perhaps he simply means to ignore both us and the war.”
“Not necessarily,” said Caina. “No one has seen Nahas Tarshahzon in public for nearly three years, and his son and heir disappeared soon after the end of the war. Some rumors claim that the Padishah is ill and unable to appear in public, and others claim that he is in fact dead, that Grand Master Callatas and Grand Wazir Erghulan have covered up his death and are ruling Istarinmul in his name.” From what she had seen of both the Grand Master and the Grand Wazir, Caina would not put it past them. 
“Then who shall we meet?” said Martin.
“Most likely Erghulan Amirasku, the Grand Wazir,” said Caina. “The real power in Istarinmul is Callatas, the Grand Master of the College of Alchemists. He is an evil man, but that might be your biggest advantage.”
“Why?” said Martin.
“He doesn’t want war,” said Caina, “so he can focus upon his Apotheosis and the production of wraithblood.” She looked at them both. “What I am about to tell you will put you in danger. If Callatas has the slightest notion that you know the truth, he will likely have you killed.”
“What truth is that?” said Martin.
“This is about the wraithblood, isn’t it?” said Claudia. “The things you were telling me.”
Caina hesitated. “I started to tell Claudia before you arrived. You saw the wraithblood addicts on the streets?” Martin nodded. “Callatas makes the wraithblood from the blood of murdered slaves. He has murdered tens of thousands of slaves over the last six or seven years and created wraithblood from their deaths, which he then distributes among the population of Istarinmul.”
“But why go to such expense and effort?” said Martin. “The wraithblood addicts are harmless, confused men and women.” 
“He is working on something,” said Caina. “Something he calls the Apotheosis. I don’t know what it is. But he has a pact with the nagataaru.”
“I’ve heard that word before,” said Claudia. “My father mentioned it during his discussions with Ranarius. Some kind of spirit…”
“A kingdom of malevolent spirits from the netherworld,” said Caina. “Most of the spirits of the netherworld have no interest in mortals. The nagataaru are different. They regard mortals as prey, can feast upon pain and torment to make themselves stronger. I don’t know why Callatas has a pact with them, or what he intends to achieve. But I have seen his wraithblood laboratories. He is preparing a sorcerous catastrophe on the level of the golden dead. He has to be stopped.”
Martin and Claudia shared a look.
“That explains the rumors,” said Martin.
“What rumors?” said Caina.
“About the Balarigar,” said Martin. “You have caused more disruption than you know. Istarinmul is the center of the slave trade for a dozen nations, and the slave traders of Istarinmul are living in fear. After your exploits in Marsis and New Kyre, there were already rumors of the Balarigar circulating throughout the Empire. Now rumor claims the slave traders of Istarinmul are terrified of the Balarigar. Consequently the price of slaves has trebled or even quadrupled in every nation that permits slavery.”
“Good,” said Caina with more heat than she intended. She hated slave traders, and her experiences with Istarinmul’s Brotherhood had only hardened her feelings. “But that is only a pleasant side benefit. Without a steady stream of slaves to murder, Callatas cannot create new wraithblood. He cannot work his Apotheosis without a steady supply of wraithblood.”
“The Umbarians deal in slaves,” said Martin. “As you might expect, they have reinstituted slavery in the provinces they rule. Anything that weakens the Slavers’ Brotherhood of Istarinmul is to the Empire’s advantage, but we have more immediate concerns. It seems I will meet with the Grand Wazir, but I must persuade this villain Callatas to stay out of the war. How shall I do that?”
“Callatas does not want another war,” said Caina. “He wants stability and order so he can work his Apotheosis without interruption. He wanted to avoid the first war with the Empire for precisely that reason, but Rezir Shahan had enough prestige to persuade the nobles otherwise. If you can give him enough reasons to stay out of the war, he will do so.”
“Of course,” said Claudia, “your own actions might force Istarinmul into the war.” 
“How?” said Caina. 
“All your games with the slavers,” said Claudia with a flick of her hand. “You terrorized them. You’ve driven up the price of slaves, made it harder for the Brotherhood to find new ones. Well and good. But all you’ve done is make them desperate. Callatas needs a fresh supply of slaves to make wraithblood, you say? The Umbarians have more slaves then they need. Perhaps Cassander will offer them to the Brotherhood in exchange for aid against the Empire.”
Caina opened her mouth, closed it again. 
She…hadn’t thought of that.
“Considering how the last war went for Istarinmul,” said Martin, “that is a tremendous risk to take for a few slaves.” 
“The Empire was stronger before the war,” said Caina, “and it was not fighting the Umbarians. Callatas might do it, but if the Empire is in poor condition, Istarinmul’s is worse. The Padishah has not been seen in public for years. There are bandits and brigands in the countryside, and if Erghulan marches against the Empire, half of the emirs might decide to stay home. If Istarinmul does go to war, the Shahenshah of Anshan and the sultans of Alqaarin might decide to attack while the Padishah’s soldiers are focused upon the Empire. Callatas could gain the slaves he needs if Istarinmul allies with the Order, but he might lose much more if the Shahenshah’s army marches into Istarinmul.” 
“Then our course is clear,” said Martin. “We must persuade Callatas that he has more to lose by joining the war than by staying out of it.”
“And that if Istarinmul remains neutral,” said Claudia, “he will have a free hand to deal with his problems here.” She looked at Caina and raised her eyebrows. “You are chief of those problems, I imagine. I saw the proclamations nailed to every door in the city. Two million bezants for your death or capture? With that kind of money, Callatas could buy an entire city’s worth of slaves.”
“Not any more,” murmured Martin, “given how the price of slaves has risen.” 
“You meet with the Grand Wazir in three days, you say?” said Caina, hoping to forestall another argument with Claudia. 
“Aye,” said Martin. “A banquet at the Golden Palace, offered by the Grand Wazir in honor of the ambassadors from the Empire and the Order. I can bring a number of guests, and I wish for you to be among them.” Claudia frowned, but said nothing. “With your skill at observation, you might notice something of importance. We need every advantage that we can find.”
“The dead Silent Hunters might help with that,” said Caina. “I suspect the Grand Wazir will take it amiss if an ambassador tries to murder a rival upon Istarish soil.”
“He would prefer that we wait until we are outside the city walls to kill each other in a civilized fashion,” said Martin, voice dry. “Select an appropriate disguise, and I shall include you as my guest to the Golden Palace.”
“Kyrazid Tomurzu,” said Caina, “a factor for some of the lords of Imperial Cyrica. I’ve used the alias before, so it has some established history.”
“Very well,” said Martin. “Have ‘Master Kyrazid’ meet us here in three days’ time. Then we shall proceed to the Golden Palace and do what we must.”
“Thank you,” said Caina. She turned towards the door. 
“No, thank you,” said Martin. Caina looked back at the Lord Ambassador. “Your assistance will be most welcome. We have need of every ally.”
Claudia said nothing, her face expressionless, her green eyes flat. 
Caina inclined her head once more and left the Lord Ambassador’s mansion to prepare.
 
###
 
Claudia let out a long breath, staring at the closed door.
“We’ll need to preserve these corpses,” said Martin. “Discreetly. If I accuse Cassander of having sent Silent Hunters after the Emperor’s ambassadors, I need more than eyewitness testimony.” He snorted. “Especially since all the eyewitnesses are Ghosts.”
“I’ll have Tylas and Dromio see to it,” said Claudia, still staring at the door. “Some brine and salt should do it. Though we should not keep them too long. I would hate to get in the habit of storing corpses in the cellar.”
Martin looked at her, at the door, and back at her.
“You really do hate her,” he said, “don’t you?”
There was no point in lying to him. He knew her too well by now.
“Yes,” said Claudia.
“She did save your life,” said Martin. “Not just today, but many times before.” 
“I know,” said Claudia. “But she came back, husband. She came back out of the netherworld and Corvalis did not. I cannot…I cannot forgive her for that.” She felt Martin’s hand settle upon her shoulder, and she reached up and took it. “I cannot. Before you, my brother was all the family I had in the world. Then he met Caina Amalas, and she took him from me.” 
“She took his loss just as hard,” said Martin.
“Perhaps,” said Claudia. “I don’t know.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “It doesn’t matter what I think or feel. There’s too much at stake. I could hate her with all of my heart, and it wouldn’t matter in the slightest. She’s good at what she does, and we need help.”
“We do,” said Martin. “Well, we stood against an ancient Maatish priest and the Moroaica herself. Someone like Cassander Nilas should hardly prove a challenge.”
Claudia shook her head, grateful for her husband’s presence. Ever since Corvalis’s death, she had been prone to rages and black moods, but Martin always knew how to talk her down. 
Gods, but she loved him so much. 
She didn’t want to lose him, didn’t want him to go into danger. But Martin Dorius would always do his duty. Claudia vowed to do whatever necessary to keep him safe.
Even if it meant working with Caina Amalas.



Chapter 6 - Poems
 
Night fell, and Caina entered the House of Agabyzus.
She had not told Claudia or Martin about the coffee house and her connection to it. The members of a Ghost circle were often kept in isolation from each other. That way, if Claudia or Martin were taken prisoner and forced to reveal their secrets, they would not put Damla or Agabyzus or Nerina Strake or any of the other Ghosts of Istarinmul into danger. 
Only Caina knew them all. Given that she had a bounty of two million bezants upon her head, it seemed likely that her enemies would kill her before she was forced to give up any secrets. It occurred to her that if the Ghost circle in Istarinmul kept growing, she needed to choose a potential successor, someone to take her place if she was killed. Agabyzus, perhaps, though he had been circlemaster before. 
Caina shook her head and dismissed the thought. Right now she needed to focus upon a more urgent matter.
Namely, keeping Cassander Nilas from making an alliance with Istarinmul. 
The common room of the House of Agabyzus was crowded, the air heavy with the smells of roasting coffee and baking bread. Merchants and minor nobles sat at the low round tables and in the wooden booths, drinking coffee and eating cakes and discussing the affairs of the day. Serving maids hurried back and forth with food and drink. Some were slaves, but ever since her sons had been kidnapped by Ulvan of the Brotherhood, Damla had been hiring more freeborn servants. A dais stood against the far wall, and a tall man with an ascetic look waited upon the dais. He wore only a simple robe, his hair and beard close-cropped, and he could have been anywhere between thirty-five and fifty. His name was Sulaman, and he recited epic poetry to the patrons. The Istarish were mad for poetry, specifically the complex, intricate epics of the Istarish past, and a poet who could successfully memorize the long epics and recite them with the appropriate flair could become wealthy.
He also, apparently, had some sorcerous ability to see the future, something he had inherited from his father. Caina did not know who Sulaman was or what he wanted, but the poet claimed he had Istarinmul’s best interests at heart. He had aided Caina more than once, and had arranged for her to meet Nasser. 
Damla wove her way through the crowds and came to Caina’s side. “Master Marius, it is good to see you.”
“And you, mistress,” said Caina. She had donned the disguise she had first used when visiting Istarinmul, the guise of Marius, a courier for the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers. She wore a loose brown coat, loose trousers, and heavy boots, a short sword and a set of daggers at her belt. It let her move about the city with some degree of anonymity. 
But how much anonymity? Had those Silent Hunters been at the Lord Ambassador’s mansion to kill Martin and Claudia?
Or had they followed Caina there?
It was a disturbing thought. There had been a bounty upon her head for nearly the entire year she had been in Istarinmul, and Caina had successful avoided all her hunters. But if the servants of the Umbarians were clever enough to track her, they wouldn’t even need to kill her themselves. They could simply to give her location to the Teskilati or one of the bounty hunters seeking the Balarigar. 
Caina would not survive that.
“You want to see him, I expect?” said Damla, shaking Caina out of the dark reverie. 
“Is he here?” said Caina.
“This way, sir,” said Damla, guiding her across the common room to a booth not far from Sulaman’s dais. Sulaman’s bodyguard and drummer, a squat, scowling man named Mazyan, sat upon the dais, his eyes scanning the crowds for any threat. Caina felt Sulaman’s eyes on her as she passed.
A middle-aged man sat alone in the booth, frowning into a cup of coffee. He wore the bright robes and turban of a prosperous Cyrican merchant, a close-cropped, graying beard covering his lean, lined face. It took Caina a second to recognize Agabyzus, and she laughed at herself. The man had simply cut his hair and beard, and it had wrought an immense change in his appearance. 
Of course, she knew the trick herself. Her hair had once hung past her shoulders, and she had cut it all off in a fit of grief during her first day in Istarinmul. She missed it, but she had to admit that it was cooler under the harsh Istarish sun…and most useful for disguise.
Caina slid into the booth across from Agabyzus. 
“How is the shoulder?” said Caina in a low voice.
“Stiff,” said Agabyzus, looking up from his coffee. He even spoke Istarish with a Cyrican accent. “But thanks to your help, it is not infected, and it will heal in time.”
“You shaved the beard,” said Caina.
“A necessary element of disguise,” said Agabyzus, scratching at the shorter beard. “Itches damnably, though. But if those assassins could follow me, it behooved me to change my appearance.”
“It suits you,” said Caina.
He seemed almost amused by that. “A compliment from a pretty young woman. A rare enough thing at my age.”
Caina raised an eyebrow. “I had damn well better not look like a pretty young woman at the moment.”
“Worry not,” said Agabyzus. “If I did not know you, I fear I would be in danger of being mugged.” He sipped his coffee and sighed with contentment. “How did the meeting with the Lord Ambassador go?”
“The assassins,” said Caina. “They’re called the Silent Hunters. The Umbarians create them, use necromancy to write a spell of invisibility into their flesh that they can access for an hour a day.”
“The Lord Ambassador encountered them before?” said Agabyzus. 
“The topic came up,” said Caina, “when two of them attacked us. They might have been there for the Lord Ambassador’s wife. Apparently the Umbarian Order has a habit of targeting the family members of their foes. Or they might have followed me there. Either way, we saw the trap in time and killed the Hunters before they killed us.” She told Agabyzus everything else she had learned about the Silent Hunters and the Umbarian Order.
“When does the Lord Ambassador present himself to the Grand Wazir?” said Agabyzus.
“In three days,” said Caina, “at the Court of the Fountain in the Golden Palace. Erghulan is holding a grand banquet to honor the new ambassador…and to also honor the ambassador from the Umbarian Order.”
“At the same time?” said Agabyzus. “That will make for a tense dinner. It is the sort of thing Erghulan would do. He enjoys watching his inferiors compete for his attention.”
Damla approached the table. “I am glad you are both well. Master Marius, forgive my negligence. Would you like some food and coffee? There is yet time before the poet begins his recitation.”
“There is no negligence,” said Caina. “In fact, you are probably the least negligent woman I have ever met.” Damla smiled at that, and Caina realized that she had forgotten to eat today, something that had happened more and more as her work with the Ghost circle absorbed all her time. That was foolish. “And food would be wonderful, thank you.”
Damla smiled again and departed, and Caina turned back to Agabyzus. 
“The Umbarian ambassador is a former high magus named Cassander Nilas,” said Caina. A flicker of recognition went over Agabyzus’s face. “You know him?” 
“I do,” said Agabyzus. “He has visited Istarinmul several times before.”
“Recently?” said Caina.
“No, not recently,” said Agabyzus. “Years ago. Before Callatas even began producing wraithblood. He was simply a brother of the Magisterium then, not yet a master magus or one of the high magi.”
“What did he do during his visits to Istarinmul?” said Caina.
“He was interested in the relics and history of Iramis,” said Agabyzus. 
“Why?” said Caina.
“I know not,” said Agabyzus. “Perhaps an academic interest. Perhaps he sought secrets of power in the ashes of the past. Does not Callatas himself do the same? Cassander went on multiple expeditions into the Desert of Candles, seeking something. His last visit would have been…seven years ago, I think. Callatas started distributing wraithblood soon after that. I don’t know if Callatas forbade him from returning, or if Cassander was too busy to come back. Certainly the war against New Kyre and Istarinmul would have kept a high magus busy. Perhaps the Order chose him as its ambassador because of his familiarity with Istarinmul.”
“Or he came back for reasons of his own,” said Caina. “How did you know about him?”
“The high circlemasters wanted him killed, if it all possible,” said Agabyzus. “It was not. He was too careful, and kept himself well-guarded.” He leaned forward. “It is ill news that he is the ambassador. Cassander Nilas was clever and powerful, and most eloquent as well. He could well persuade Erghulan Amirasku to support war with the Empire.”
“Callatas doesn’t want war,” said Caina. 
“He did not want war the last time,” said Agabyzus. “Callatas is powerful and influential, but he is not all-powerful. If enough nobles support war, he will not be able to stop them.”
A serving woman in an olive-colored dress and headscarf approached the table, carrying a tray of food. She was in her middle thirties, with bronze-colored skin, dark eyes, and long dark hair bound in a tail. The woman was one of the new maids Damla had hired. Kalgri, that was her name.
“Your food, sir,” said Kalgri in Istarish, setting a plate and a cup of coffee before Caina. “Mistress Damla sends you spiced meat and cheese, along with coffee. Black without sugar or milk, just as you prefer it.” 
“You are too kind,” said Caina, passing the older woman a silver coin. “Thank you.” She wasn’t quite sure what to make of Kalgri. Most of Damla’s serving women were younger than Caina, hoping to make some money until they found a husband. Kalgri was far steadier, her placid calm never wavering – and the younger serving women were afraid of her. Caina suspect that Kalgri had been widowed during the day of the golden dead, and that she had done hard things to survive.
Certainly Caina had done hard things to survive. 
“Thank you,” said Kalgri. She pocketed the coin, bowed, and departed. 
“What do you think?” said Caina. “We must keep Istarinmul from allying with the Order against the Empire. If they do, the Order will send a fleet through the Starfall Straits to attack Malarae. The Lord Ambassador doesn’t think the Empire could fight off such an attack.” 
“Then the Lord Ambassador must convince the Grand Wazir that the costs of war are far greater than the benefits,” said Agabyzus. “That should not be difficult, given what happened the last time Istarinmul went to war against the Empire.” He shrugged. “In truth, the Padishah’s realm is currently in no condition to wage war against anyone. A fact, I am sure, that the Shahenshah of Anshan and the warlords of the Alqaarin coast have not failed to notice. If Istarinmul joins the war against the Empire, it might find Anshani troops marching against the Gate of the Southern Road.” 
“It is not a rational decision for Istarinmul to go to war,” said Caina. “But a war is not always a rational decision.”
“What do you mean?” said Agabyzus. 
“Rezir Shahan,” said Caina. “When he chose to attack the Empire, he didn’t expect to die in the market of Marsis. He thought he was going to carve off Marsis and part of the western Empire into his own personal emirate. Instead he was beheaded in front of a thousand of his own soldiers.”
“By the Balarigar,” said Agabyzus, voice quiet. “If I had not seen you do such bold deeds with my own eyes, I would hardly believe the tale.”
Caina made an impatient noise. “That’s not the point. Rezir should have realized that attacking Marsis would end in disaster. But he listened to Andromache of New Kyre instead, and so went to his death.”
“His decision was not irrational,” said Agabyzus. “He made what he thought was a sound decision. He simply did not have all the facts available. The threat you never see coming is the most dangerous of all. Certainly he did not see you coming.” He fell silent as Kalgri returned with another tray of food.
“From mistress Damla, sir,” said Kalgri to Agabyzus. “Her compliments. Forgive my rudeness, but…mistress Damla says she wishes to fatten you up.” 
Agabyzus offered Kalgri a gentle smile. “Do convey my thanks to her.” He passed her some coins, and Kalgri smiled back, bowed, and retreated into the crowd. 
“I think she likes you,” said Caina once Kalgri was out of earshot.
Agabyzus scoffed. “Now you sound like Damla. My sister is determined to marry me off, despite the fact that my life is too dangerous for a wife and children. Frankly I am surprised she has not tried to find you a suitor.”
“She knows better,” said Caina. “If Erghulan and the nobility conclude that the facts are in favor of war…then we shall have to change the facts.”
“How?” said Agabyzus.
“By whatever means necessary,” said Caina, her voice low. “What I’ve done to the Brotherhood has made Istarinmul unstable? Then we shall destabilize it further.”
Agabyzus opened his mouth to answer, and then Damla spoke, her voice cutting through the hubbub of the crowd.
“My friends and guests,” she said, “tonight, we are honored by the poet Sulaman, and he shall regale us with a tale of the Seven Killers.”
Silence fell over the coffee house, and Sulaman stood upon the dais, stark and austere in his robes. Mazyan sat next to him and began to beat a low, steady rhythm upon his drum. Sulaman gazed upon the crowd for a moment, and Caina felt his dark eyes pass over her, glittering like discs of polished stone in his lean face. 
The poet began to recite, telling the dark and bloody epic of the Seven Killers, seven famed assassins from Istarinmul’s history. Istarinmul had organized groups of assassins, but these seven were independent of any organization. It seemed odd for the people of Istarinmul to regard the seven assassins as dark heroes, but the crowd in the coffee house was rapt. The Seven Killers, Caina supposed, had targeted Alchemists and emirs and powerful merchants. Given how the people of Istarinmul hated their rulers, she saw the appeal. Sulaman told of Morgant the Razor, an assassin who slew an Emperor of Nighmar and always killed with a black dagger that had a blood-red pearl in the pommel. Or of the dread Red Huntress, who moved through the shadows like a wolf and struck without warning. Or of Kalzir the Iron, who could reach into a wicked emir’s chest and rip out his heart without breaking a sweat. At the end the crowd rose to applaud. Mazyan produced a bowl, and the patrons came forward, dropping coins into it. 
“Have you figured out who he is?” said Caina.
“I fear not,” said Agabyzus, gazing at the poet. “But he has done you no harm and aided you several times.”
“I know,” said Caina, getting to her feet. “Let me know if you discover anything else about Lord Cassander.” Agabyzus nodded and turned his attention his food, and Caina threaded her way through the crowd. Mazyan scowled at her as she dropped some coins in his bowl. But his scowl did not deepen, which for him was almost a smile. 
“Master Marius,” said Sulaman in a quiet voice.
“Master poet,” said Caina. “A fine recitation. Though rather grisly.” 
“We live in grisly times, I fear,” said Sulaman as Mazyan began packing away the coins. “Walk with me, if you will. A conversation in the night air is always welcome.”
Caina felt a twinge of alarm. Several times before he had given her oblique warnings, and usually it had been before something dire. Specifically, the destruction of the Widow’s Tower and the raid upon Grand Master Callatas’s laboratory within the Maze. 
Still, he had never harmed or hindered her. So far.
“Of course, master poet,” said Caina. 
Mazyan rose, and followed Caina and Sulaman from the coffee house and into the Cyrican Bazaar. It was well past dark, and the Bazaar was deserted, the merchant stalls covered with tarps, the shops closed and shuttered.
They stood in silence for a while. Sulaman lifted his face and regarded the spires and domes of the Emirs’ Quarter and the Masters’ Quarter in the distance, the towers of the Golden Palace and the College of Alchemists rising higher than all the others. A watchman in his spiked helm and leather armor walked past, a lantern in one hand, spear in the other.
“We’ve done this before,” said Caina.
Sulaman nodded. “The House of Agabyzus is a fine establishment. I am pleased to recite there.”
“The take is always impressive,” rumbled Mazyan. 
“These warnings you give me,” said Caina. “I appreciate them. But why? What do you want of me?”
“What I want,” said Sulaman, “is immaterial. I learned that at a very young age. But I hope for Istarinmul to be safe, prosperous, and orderly.”
“You think I can do that?” said Caina.
“No,” said Sulaman. “You, Master Marius, are not a ruler. But there are obstacles to a peaceful Istarinmul. Enemies of the people. Of all mankind, in truth. And you, I think, might be able to remove them.” He shrugged. “I would tell you more, but it would be unwise. You have your secrets. Our mutual friend the man with the hand of glass has his secrets. I have my secrets. Our secrets protect us from our foes. For me, my secrets are the only thing that protect me from my foes.”
“So you will give me what aid you can,” said Caina, “without revealing your secrets.”
“I am a poet,” said Sulaman, “and the task of a poet is to shape words into images of beauty. But it is also to be a storyteller. So I will tell you a story. You’ve heard the beginning of it. Six months ago, the master thief called the Balarigar launched a daring theft and stole a hundred vials of Elixir Restorata from the laboratory of Grand Master Callatas himself.”
“I’d heard that,” said Caina. 
“Callatas has placed an absolutely huge bounty upon the head of the Balarigar,” said Sulaman. “Two million bezants, enough money to allow a man to live in debauched luxury for the remainder of his days. Yet six months have passed. No one has found the Balarigar.”
“Perhaps no one will,” said Caina. “Perhaps the Balarigar is merely a myth.”
“The Grand Master is two hundred years old,” said Sulaman, “and he has utterly destroyed any foe that dared to challenge him. He set Iramis to burn, watched as thousands upon thousands of innocents died to slake his wrath. Would such a man let anyone steal from him with impunity? Would he not spend years, perhaps even decades, hunting down the thief?”
Caina said nothing.
“Callatas has posted the bounty,” said Sulaman, “but he has sent his own creature upon the trail of the Balarigar.”
“Creature?” said Caina. 
“One of his oldest servants,” said Sulaman. “A thing almost as old as he. A creature that drank deep from the same well of evil that Callatas worships. The Grand Master thinks himself the follower of a noble purpose. His servant has no such delusions, and glories in murder and torment and death. It is a creature that has worn many faces and assumed many disguises. It is hunting for the Balarigar.”
“I see,” said Caina, unsettled. That was the closest to an open warning that Sulaman had ever given her. “One would hope that if the Balarigar has an ounce of sense…he will watch out for this murderous creature.”
Sulaman offered a faint smile. “I hope so, as well. Farewell, Master Marius. I hope we meet again.”
He walked away, Mazyan following. 
Caina stared after him and felt a chill. The poet had said that he hoped to meet Caina again.
He didn’t say he expected it. 
What sort of creature would Callatas have sent after her? One of the horrors from his ghastly menagerie in the Maze? One of his disciples, bonded to a nagataaru as the Alchemist Ricimer had been? Or something else?
Something worse?
Caina stared up at the House of Agabyzus for a moment, half-expecting to see lurking foes waiting with bows atop the roof.
But she saw no one.
She shook her head and walked back into the House of Agabyzus.
 
###
 
Kalgri clung to the wall above the window like a spider and watched as the Balarigar walked into the coffee house.
The Voice screamed inside of Kalgri’s head, demanding that she kill Caina Amalas at once, that she kill her and unravel the strange shadow that lay around her.
“Soon,” whispered Kalgri, licking her lips with anticipation. “Soon, now.”
Once the Balarigar had started talking with Sulaman, Kalgri had almost killed them all then and there. It would have been easy, and Kalgri had wanted to kill Sulaman for years. 
But fear stayed her hand.
Not her fear. The Voice’s fear. Callatas did not want Sulaman killed, not for any reason, but Kalgri did not give a damn what the Grand Master thought about anything. But the prince of the nagataaru wanted Sulaman kept alive, just in case. A backup, if the first catalyst of the Apotheosis failed. Kalgri did not care what the prince of the nagataaru wanted, either.
But the Voice feared the wrath of Kotuluk Iblis.
If something could frighten the Voice, Kalgri suspected she should pay attention to it. 
So she let Sulaman and his bound guardian depart, and she let Caina go back into the coffee house.
But the Balarigar would die soon. Very soon.
It would be in three nights’ time, she decided. Kalgri would kill Caina at the Grand Wazir’s banquet for the ambassadors. Of course, she would have to kill a lot of other people in the process, but that was fine. The Voice fed on agony and fear, and Kalgri would inflict a great deal of both.
Kalgri released the side of the building and drew on the power of the Voice. The spirit’s rage and hunger filled her, and she plummeted the three stories to the ground below, her legs flexing to absorb the impact. Dust swirled around her, and she strolled around the alley and back into the House’s kitchen.
“Ah, there you are,” said Damla as she entered. 
“A bit of fresh air, that’s what I needed,” said Kalgri. “I’ve been on my feet all day.” 
“Aye,” said Damla. “You’re the best worker I’ve hired in the last year, Kalgri. If I had a dozen more like you I would own every coffee house in Istarinmul.”
Kalgri smiled, imagining the expression upon Damla’s face when she saw her sons die in front of her. There was no reason to kill either of them. In fact, Kalgri found herself admiring the widow’s resolve and fortitude. Most people would have broken under the weight of the losses that Damla had endured. But she had carried on, had grown stronger and more capable. 
Which would make her agony all the sweeter. How the Voice would gorge upon her pain!
“Oh,” said Kalgri, “I really doubt that.”



Chapter 7 - Embassies
 
Three days later, Caina walked through the gates of the Lord Ambassador’s courtyard. 
She had donned the white robe and turban usually worn by Cyrican nobles and magistrates. A gold-colored sash went around her waist, holding her sheathed ghostsilver dagger and a scimitar. The robe’s loose sleeves provided ample room for concealing throwing knives, and her boots had their usual hidden sheaths for daggers. 
That was one advantage of wearing men’s clothing. Trying to run and fight in high-heeled boots and a skirt was never pleasant.
Though Caina hoped this banquet would not end in violence. 
A quartet of Imperial Guards stood watch at the courtyard’s gates, and Caina presented the formal invitation that Martin had given her. The Guards admitted her, and Caina crossed the gardens where she had fought and killed the Silent Hunters and came to the mansion’s atrium. Servants hurried back and forth, and Claudia herself stood near the stairs leading to the upper levels. She wore a brilliant gold gown with black trim, the waist cinched tight, her hair piled in an elaborate crown, jewels glittering on her fingers and ears and neck. 
Claudia frowned as Caina approached. With a flicker of amusement, Caina realized that Claudia did not recognize her through the disguise.
“And you are, sir?” said Claudia. She had learned Istarish well, though her accent was deplorable. “I fear I do not recognize you.”
“Kyrazid Tomurzu,” said Caina in the same language, “a factor for Lord Khosrau Asurius of Imperial Cyrica. Your lord husband has most kindly invited me to accompany you to the banquet this evening.”
Claudia’s eyes narrowed with recognition. “Yes, of course. Chat with me until my husband arrives, Master Kyrazid. I’m sure we have many things to discuss.” 
Caina moved to Claudia’s side, and they stood together in silence for a moment.
“That beard,” said Claudia in a low voice at last, “looks ridiculous.”
Caina shrugged. “It fooled you, did it not?” She had donned a fake beard and mustache, styled in the pointy fashion popular in Cyrica. 
“It still looks foolish,” said Claudia. 
“That is the point,” said Caina. 
Claudia shook her head. “Did you sense anything on your way inside?”
“Nothing,” said Caina. “No spells, no traces of the Silent Hunters. You?” 
“I have warded every doorway, window, and archway in the mansion,” said Claudia, “and put wards in the courtyard to detect the use of any sorcery. It took two days, but if a Silent Hunter turns invisible anywhere within the mansion, I will know about it at once.” 
“Sound precautions,” said Caina.
“I’m so glad you approve,” said Claudia, a fixed smile on her face as a trio of servants walked past. “Keep watch over Martin tonight.”
“I intend to,” said Caina.
“You don’t understand,” said Claudia. “Cassander sent those assassins to kill him, I’m sure of it, and he might try something at the banquet. Do whatever is necessary to save him. The life of the Lord Ambassador is far more important than that of a Ghost circlemaster.” She kept talking before Caina could respond. “The life of the Lord Ambassador is far more important than that of his wife, if it comes to it.” 
“You do love him,” said Caina. She had known what it felt like to love a man that way, once. 
“With all my heart,” said Claudia. There was terrible pain in her eyes as she looked at Caina. “I’ve already lost one man I loved because of you. I don’t want to lose a second.” 
Rage boiled through Caina, but a deep sadness quenched the fury. Corvalis’s death was not Caina’s fault, but he was, however, dead because of the decisions Caina had made. Those decisions had led her step by step to the netherworld, to the duplicate of the illusionary temple of Anubankh in the heart of Khaset, to the Moroaica unleashing her sorcery to kill Caina. 
Only for Corvalis to push her out of the way and take the killing force of the spell. 
“No,” said Caina at last. “I don’t want you to lose a second, either.”
Claudia looked away, a muscle in her neck working. She started to say something, and then winced, one hand twitching to her belly.
“You are ill?” said Caina.
“No,” said Claudia. “Yes. A little. This damned Istarish food. Everything is so heavily spiced. Do they eat anything other than spiced rice and peppers?”
“Goat meat and lamb meat, if they can afford it,” said Caina. “Most people can’t. Rice and bread, otherwise. Lots of peppers. Most of Istarinmul’s land is desert, but Istarish peppers grow almost anywhere.”
“Nothing but coffee and peppers will put anyone in a foul mood,” said Claudia. “No wonder the Istarish nobles are so truculent. I think…” She looked up and smiled as Martin descended the stairs, flanked by Tylas and three other men of the Imperial Guard. Martin’s clothes were as stark and solemn as Claudia’s were bright. He wore the white shirt, long black coat, black trousers, and gleaming black boots favored by many of the high nobles of the Empire, a Legionary’s broadsword belted at his waist. His boots clicked against the mosaic of the floor, and he took his wife’s hand and kissed her cheek. 
“You look lovely, my lady,” said Martin.
Claudia smiled, and this time there was nothing false about it. “And you look dashing, my lord.”
Martin snorted. “I shall settle for not looking like a fool. We should know whether or not I am successful before the night is out.” He looked Caina up and down. “Master Kyrazid, welcome. I am most pleased you could join us.”
Caina bowed for the benefit of the Guards and the passing servants. “The honor is mine, my lord.”
“Your counsel shall be welcome,” said Martin. “As shall your vigilant eye.” He glanced at Claudia, and she gave a tiny shake of her head. “I am pleased we have had no further unexpected guests.”
“Nor have I enjoyed any, my lord,” said Caina. 
“Good,” said Martin. “Well, then. Shall we pay a visit to the Grand Wazir?”
 
###
 
Claudia sat in the coach, swaying with the motion of the horses, and peered out the windows. 
“People are staring at us,” she said, uneasy at the thought.
It was just past dusk, and the streets of Istarinmul had mostly emptied. Yet there were still patches of people and horsemen upon the corners, or groups of slaves bearing sedan chairs. Every last one of them turn to gape at the coach with its four horses, flanked on either side by Imperial Guards in their black cloaks and purple armor. 
“I suppose they have not often seen Imperial Guards,” said Martin. He sat on Claudia’s right, his left hand resting atop her right. 
“Aye,” said Caina, gazing out the window. “I suspect they’re mostly staring at the coach. Coaches are rare in Istarinmul. Most nobles and Alchemists prefer to travel by slave-borne sedan chair. A coach like this would be intolerable under the noon sun.”
“Just as well we are going to dinner and not breakfast, then,” said Claudia.
“The Empire is an Empire of free men, not an Empire supported by slaves,” said Martin. “I refuse to be carried on the backs of enslaved men.” 
“Well spoken,” murmured Caina.
Caina’s white robe, turban, and black beard did look ridiculous, but it was effective. Caina seemed no different than dozens of other minor nobles Claudia had seen during her time in Cyrioch. At the moment Caina seemed like a bored Cyrican noble, but Claudia knew that was a mask, just as much of an illusion as the invisibility of the Silent Hunters. 
Perhaps beneath that mask lay nothing but a frozen wasteland. Certainly Caina showed no emotion whenever Claudia challenged her about Corvalis. Caina claimed to have loved Corvalis, but never seemed to show any grief over his death. Perhaps Corvalis had only been a tool to Caina, a weapon and a plaything.
Anger bubbled up at the thought.
Claudia pushed it aside. Now was not the time to dwell upon it. Not when she was about to walk into a stronghold of her enemies. The Grand Wazir and his nobles might not be her enemy yet.
But Cassander Nilas, magus of the Umbarian Order, already was. 
“Here we are,” said Caina.
Claudia saw a massive wall of snowy white marble, the ramparts and the towers lined in gleaming gold.
The Golden Palace, the ancestral home of the Padishahs of Istarinmul for centuries. 
The coach came to a stop. The Imperial Guards opened the door, and Caina got out first. Martin followed her. Claudia took his hand, and descended the narrow wooden steps.
The wall of white marble rose above, eighty feet high and almost impossibly bright. In daylight the Golden Palace had to be visible for miles. At night it would gleam beneath even the tiniest sliver of moonlight. A massive gate yawned in the wall, and beyond Claudia saw a vast courtyard dominated by a huge fountain with three tiers, water pouring from dozens of statues of naked women and muscular warriors.
The Court of the Fountain.
Armed men stood at the gate, armored in black steel plate and black chain mail. Scimitars and coiled chain whips rested at their broad leather belts. Each man wore a helmet of black steel, the faceplates wrought in the shape of grinning, fleshless skulls. A pale blue glow shone in the depths of the skull-masks, a side effect of the alchemical elixirs the warriors had consumed.
They were Immortals, the elite bodyguards of the Padishah and the Master Alchemists. 
Claudia had never fought them, but both Caina and Martin had, and she saw the faint tension in Martin’s arms, saw his hand twitch toward the hilt of his sword. Caina’s face gave away nothing. Claudia felt the glowing blue gazes of the Immortals turn toward her, and for a moment she felt like a mouse pinned beneath the eyes of a hawk. 
The Immortals stirred, and a group of them emerged from the Court of the Fountain. A tall man in his middle fifties led them, his expression stern. Despite his age, he looked strong and fit, and unlike many of the Istarish nobles, he wore the chain mail, boots, and trousers of a mounted soldier. His hooked nose was like the beak of a hunting bird, and he moved with the economical strides of a trained fighter. 
“That’s him,” murmured Caina. “Erghulan Amirasku, Grand Wazir of Istarinmul.” 
Claudia blinked. Caina claimed to have met the Grand Wazir twice before under different guises. She wondered if the Istarish nobleman would recognize Caina. If he did, that would be very bad. 
“Lord Martin of House Dorius,” called Erghulan in High Nighmarian with a thick Istarish accent, stopping a half-dozen paces away, “Lord Ambassador of the Emperor of the Nighmarian Empire?”
“I am,” said Martin. “Might I presume that I have the honor of addressing the honorable Emir Erghulan Amirasku, the Grand Wazir of the Padishah of Istarinmul?” 
“You do, my lord ambassador,” said Erghulan. Martin offered a bow to the Grand Wazir, and Caina followed suit. Claudia gripped her skirts and bowed as well. “Welcome to the Golden Palace.”
“I confess, my lord Wazir,” said Martin, “that I had not expected you to welcome us in person.” 
Erghulan smiled. “In a few days’ time we shall formally present you to the court. This is merely a small, informal banquet that we might get to know each other better.” A cold glint came into his hard black eyes. “And your counterpart Lord Cassander, of course.” 
Claudia realized that Caina’s estimation of the man had been right. He would enjoy setting Martin and Cassander against each other, would enjoy watching them fight to secure Istarinmul’s aid or at least neutrality. 
Bastard.
“Might I know the names of your companions?” said Erghulan.
“Of course,” said Martin. “This is my wife Claudia.”
“A pleasure, my lady,” said Erghulan, bending over Claudia’s hand and planting a dry kiss upon her fingers.
“Master Kyrazid Tomurzu, a factor of the lords of Cyrica,” said Martin. Caina offered a deep bow, and Erghulan acknowledged her with a polite nod. Apparently Erghulan had indeed failed to recognize her. Either the Grand Wazir was not that bright, or Caina was that good at disguising herself.
“An honor, my lord Wazir,” said Caina in High Nighmarian. Gods, she even sounded Cyrican. 
“Yes, of course,” said Erghulan, turning back to Martin. “Come, my lord. Let us walk together. The banquet will begin shortly. It is a small, informal affair, but it will be enjoyable to talk first.” 
“There are indeed many grave matters to discuss,” said Martin. 
“Yes,” said Erghulan with a smile. He gestured, and they started towards the gate to the Court of the Fountain, the Immortals and Imperial Guards falling in around them. There were so many armed men that Claudia felt like she was in the middle of an army. “War and peace and the fate of nations. We live in tumultuous times, my friend. Indeed, just a few short years ago, you and I were on the opposite sides of the battlefield.”
“This is so,” said Martin. “The Istarish soldiers fought with valor.”
“As did the Legionaries, but more effectively,” said Erghulan, “which is why the Emperor now rules the Argamaz Desert and the Padishah does not.”
“Such were the terms for peace,” said Martin. Claudia wondered if Erghulan would demand the Argamaz back. Martin had been instructed not to concede any territory to the Padishah. 
Erghulan laughed. “Fear not. We have no wish to reclaim the Argamaz. The Argamazi tribesmen are savage and unruly, and I wish your Emperor joy in ruling them. There are larger questions in play than merely wars and nations. The day of the golden dead proved that beyond all doubt.”
“Oh?” said Martin. “How so?” The golden dead had been one of the Umbarian Order’s justifications for the rebellion, claiming that only the Order’s sorcerous powers could prevent another such catastrophe. Claudia thought that rubbish. The Moroaica had raised the golden dead, and Claudia had seen the Moroaica’s sorcerous might. She could have crushed the Umbarians like insects. 
“Perhaps a new era of mankind is upon us,” said Erghulan. “Perhaps all these wars and upheavals are merely the birthing pangs of a new and better mankind, a new and better world.”
“Your optimism cheers me,” said Martin, “but I will not believe in a new world of peace and harmony until I see it with my own eyes. Meanwhile, I must live in the world of Padishahs and Emperors and Shahenshahs, a world with the reality of war.” 
“Of course,” said Erghulan, and they stepped through the gate and into the Court of the Fountain. 
Claudia blinked, stunned despite herself.
If this was what Erghulan called a small banquet, she wondered what the Grand Wazir’s formal ceremonies of state were like. 
The huge fountain occupied the center of the massive courtyard. Dozens of Istarish nobles and wealthy merchants in their fine robes moved through the courtyard, speaking with each other. Scores of slaves in gray tunics moved through the courtyard, bearing trays of food and drink. Female dancers whirled and gyrated at the edges of the courtyard, most of them wearing little more than feathers and gilded masks. 
“A splendid celebration, my lord,” said Martin. Claudia was happy that he was not ogling the barely-clad dancers. An odd thing to consider, given the stakes at hand. “You honor me with this display.”
Erghulan made a dismissive gesture. “It is but a trifle.” His hard smile returned. “A suitable way for the Lord Ambassador of the Empire to meet his rival. Who, it seems, approaches even now.” 
Claudia turned her head, saw the group of men walking towards her, and felt a flicker of fear.
 
###
 
Caina sensed the crawling pulse of sorcerous power and looked around, wondering if someone was casting a spell. Yet she saw no sign of any Alchemists, and Claudia was not casting a spell.
The sorcerous aura grew stronger, and a group of men circled around the fountain, their boots clicking against the gleaming marble.
They looked…mutilated.
The men wore close-fitting armor of overlapping steel plates, almost like the scales of a serpent. Their heads had been shaved and covered in an ornate maze of elaborate scars, plates of steel pressed to their jaws and temples. More steel bars ran down the sides of their arms, and Caina felt potent arcane power within them. After a moment, Caina realized why the men looked deformed.
The steel armor plates had been grafted to their flesh.
She looked at Claudia. 
“Adamant Guards,” murmured Claudia. “The armor is fused to their flesh via sorcery.  The spells give them inhuman strength and speed, and let them heal unnaturally fast.”
“Like the Immortals,” said Caina. 
“Worse,” said Claudia. “The Immortals are murderous sadists. The Adamant Guards are as cold as their armor, keep their heads better in a fight. They…”
The steel-plated guards spread out, and in their midst walked one of the most handsome men Caina had ever seen. He had the cold, beautiful face of a marble statue, with bright blue eyes and long, ash-blond hair, currently tied back in a tail. He wore a long greatcoat of black leather with blood-red trim upon the collar and cuffs. The heavy garment ought to have been stifling in the heat, but the blue-eyed man looked comfortable and calm, his hands resting behind his back. Beneath the coat he wore a crisp white shirt with elaborate scrollwork upon the collar, black trousers, and black boots that had been polished to a mirror shine. Upon his chest rested a golden amulet wrought in the shape of a winged skull, the same sigil that the Silent Hunters had borne on their chests and the same sigil carved into the foreheads of the Adamant Guards. A broadsword rested in a scabbard at his belt, alongside a black dagger with a black-streaked emerald in the hilt…
No, not an emerald. 
A bloodcrystal.
Caina felt the necromantic sorcery radiating from the thing. Each one of the Adamant Guards gave off a sorcerous aura, but the aura of multiple spells surrounded the black-coated man. Potent necromantic spells bound his dagger, several wards surrounded him, and Caina felt more spells upon his coat, likely imbuing it with the strength of steel plate armor and a resistance to arcane attack. Caina had sensed sorcerers with stronger arcane auras.
But not very many. 
“Ah,” said Erghulan, his amused smile widening. “Our other guest of honor. My lord Martin, have you met Lord Cassander Nilas of the Umbarian Order?”
Cassander smiled and walked closer, his hands still tucked in the small of his back, his Adamant Guards following him. The Adamant Guards had dead, lifeless expressions, as if all the emotion had been drained from them. Cassander’s blue eyes roved back and forth, cold and hard. 
“I fear not,” said Martin. “I only know of the rebel by reputation.” 
Cassander’s smile never wavered. “And I know of you by reputation, Martin of House Dorius. It seems you have decided to throw your lot in with the doddering old Emperor and the archaic fools of the Imperial Curia, rather than follow my Order to the reform of the Empire.” His voice was cold and deep and carried a mocking edge.
“So many words,” said Martin, “to justify treason. It must grow exhausting.” 
“Now, now,” said Erghulan. “There is no need for hostilities. This is, after all, the realm of the Padishah, not the Empire of the Emperor or the dominion of the Umbarian Order. I expect you will conduct yourselves with all dignity, my lords.”
“That will not prove a challenge,” said Cassander. “For me, anyway.”
He spread his hands. On his right hand he wore a gauntlet of black steel, a gauntlet that radiated the arcane aura of pyromancy, of sorcery that burned and devoured. A single red crystal rested on the back of the gauntlet, seeming to throb and pulse with its own inner light. A crimson bloodcrystal? Caina had seen blue, black, and green bloodcrystals, but never a red one. Perhaps it had something to do with how the Umbarians wielded pyromantic sorcery without descending into gibbering insanity. 
“Nor for me,” said Martin. “A representative of the legitimate government of the Empire can always maintain his dignity before a rebel.”
“This way, my lords,” said Erghulan, gesturing towards the rows of tables at the other end of the Court of the Fountain. “We shall take our place at the high table, and the slaves will bring out the meal.” 
The Grand Wazir started forward, his Immortals flanking him, and Martin and Cassander walked forward as well, Claudia upon Martin’s arm, both men eyeing each other. Caina followed after them, thinking of the ghostsilver dagger at her belt. Cassander’s wards and enspelled coat would turn aside any weapons of steel, but they would be useless against a ghostsilver weapon. Still, Caina did not think the Umbarian magus would attempt any violence within the Golden Palace.
She hoped. 
“I confess, my lord Martin,” said Cassander, “that you surprise me.” 
“Is that so?” said Martin. 
“I would not have marked you as a hidebound traditionalist,” said Cassander. “Especially since Lord Corbould Maraeus is the Emperor’s strongest supporter, and brittle old Corbould has never forgiven you for making his son look bad during the last war. You ought to have sided with us. The Order has need of good men, and you can rise high in our service.” 
“Whether or not Lord Corbould hates me,” said Martin, “has no bearing on whether or not the Emperor is the lawful ruler of the Empire. The Umbarian Order is guilty of rebellion and treason. A fact, my lord Wazir, I feel obliged to note to you. Given the Umbarian Order’s stated goal of overthrowing one legitimate monarch, I think it wise to warn your Padishah of the danger.” Cassander let out a mocking little laugh, but Martin kept talking. “If the Umbarians overthrow one lawful monarch, why not two?”
“That is a good point, my lord Cassander,” said Erghulan. “Tell me. Have I invited a serpent into my Padishah’s home? Will you seek to overthrow the Padishah and put Istarinmul under the rule of your Order, just as the magus-emperors ruled Istarinmul through puppet Padishahs in the days of the Fourth Empire?”
“Certainly not, Grand Wazir,” said Cassander, spreading his hands again. The gauntlet of black steel gleamed, the red bloodcrystal flickering. “We seek merely to bring order and reform to the Empire.” Claudia gave a contemptuous snort, and Cassander smiled at her. “The day of the golden dead proved that it is necessary for the Order to rule the Empire. Having the Imperial Curia elect an Emperor has proven an inefficient and cumbersome method of government. The Imperial Magisterium is worse than useless.” His bright blue eyes turned to Claudia. “Decius Aberon is a fat, complacent fool.”
“I cannot argue with that,” said Claudia. 
Cassander laughed. “I am not terribly interested in the self-important opinions of yet another of Decius Aberon’s pompous bastards. Really, Martin. You could have found a far worthier wife.”
Claudia bristled, but Martin lifted his hand. “You would do well not to insult my wife, magus.”
“Or what?” said Cassander. “What shall you do about it, my lord Martin? Challenge me to a duel? I should like to witness that.” 
“I would imagine,” said Martin, “that our host would take it ill if blood were shed within the grounds of the Padishah’s palace.”
“Indeed I would, Cassander,” rumbled Erghulan. “Do try to control yourself. I thought maintaining decorum would be easy for a magus of the Order.”
Cassander’s smile never wavered, but for a moment Caina glimpsed the annoyance in his blue eyes. “Of course. Do forgive me, Grand Wazir. In my enthusiasm about the opportunities before you, I have gotten carried away.”
They stopped before the high table. The dancers, hundreds of them, continued their rhythmic motions against the base of the Court’s snow-white walls. Slaves hurried to and fro, lighting bonfires as the sun dipped below the western horizon. The flames threw the dancers’ shadows against the white wall, stark and enormous. Caina had to admit that the effect was impressive. 
“And what opportunities are those, Lord Cassander?” said Erghulan, turning back to the magus.
“Why, return of the Argamaz Desert, for one,” said Cassander. “The Order would be pleased to return it to the rightful control of the Padishah, once Malarae is taken and the Emperor’s tottering regime swept away. The Provosts of my Order…”
“Provosts, my lord?” said Caina, raising her eyebrows.
For the first time Cassander regarded her. “And you are…”
“Kyrazid Tomurzu, my lord,” said Caina with a deep bow. “A factor for some prominent nobles of Imperial Cyrica.”
“I see,” said Cassander. “Tell your masters to side with the Order. Unlike the Emperor and the Imperial Curia, we recognize that the natural order of mankind is of master and slave, and we shall not pass foolish laws against slavery.”
“I am sure my masters shall be delighted to hear of it,” said Caina.
“In answer to your question, the Order is guided by five Provosts, all magi of great power,” said Cassander. “The High Provost oversees their work as first among equals. Yet there are more important matters to discuss.” He looked back at Erghulan. “The price of slaves has trebled in the last year.”
“Quadrupled,” said Erghulan, his smile turning into a scowl. “We have had problems with some madman disguising himself as a hero of Szaldic myth and terrorizing the Slavers’ Brotherhood.”
“The Order can resolve that problem,” said Cassander. “Our recent conquests have provided us with vast number of captives, and slavery has been reinstituted in the provinces under our control. We would be more than happy to sell you slaves at low cost, which I imagine would go a long way toward easing your labor shortage.” 
“Ah,” said Erghulan. “I imagine the price for this largess would be an alliance? All the slaves in the world will do Istarinmul no good if an army comes out of Imperial Cyrica to invade us.”
“Not at all,” said Cassander. “The Order respects both the borders and the sovereignty of Istarinmul. Simply permitting our war fleets to pass through the Starfall Straits shall be enough.” 
Caina kept her face calm. Cassander’s offer was a good one. Far more generous than she would have expected. 
Martin recognized the danger. “The Order has already failed to respect the boundaries of the Padishah’s realm. Three days ago two assassins of the Order broke into my residence and tried to murder my wife.”
“Lies,” said Cassander.
“A bold claim,” said Erghulan.
“We made sure to preserve the bodies,” said Martin with a chilly smile. “The Order has the unfortunate habit of carving its sigil onto the flesh of its servants.” He gestured at the Adamant Guards’ foreheads. “We can show you the corpses, if you like.”
Erghulan scowled at the Umbarian magus. “This is a serious charge, Cassander. I do not care if your Order and the Empire wipe each other out, but by the Living Flame you shall not do so upon Istarish soil. If you wish to murder Lord Martin’s wife, you can do so outside of the walls of Istarinmul.”
“Those assassins were not there to murder Decius Aberon’s witless bastard,” said Cassander. Martin scowled, but Cassander kept speaking. “They were there to aid you, my lord Wazir.”
“Really,” said Erghulan. “Do tell, Cassander. How does violating the Padishah’s laws aid me?”
“They were there,” said Cassander, “to find the Balarigar.” 
Caina felt a chill.
“Indeed,” said Erghulan, a sudden interest in his eyes. “So you suspect this renegade Szaldic legend is lurking in the cellar of the Lord Ambassador’s mansion?” 
“It is entirely possible,” said Cassander. “You see, my lord Grand Wazir, I know who the Balarigar is.”
Caina’s chill worsened. She was suddenly aware of the dozen Adamant Guards around Cassander, of the scores of Immortals. If Erghulan ordered her death, she would not get three steps before they cut her down.
Or they took her alive, which would be much worse. 
“You have earned my curiosity,” said Erghulan. “Proceed.” 
“Perhaps you have heard the rumors of the Balarigar slaying Rezir Shahan in Marsis, of stopping Armizid Asurius’s rebellion in Cyrioch, of fighting against the golden dead in New Kyre,” said Cassander. “The Magisterium wanted the Balarigar dead for years, and when the Order declared itself, many of the Magisterium’s secrets became our secrets. The Balarigar is in fact a Ghost nightfighter.”
Erghulan grunted. “I already suspected as much.”
“Absurd,” said Martin. “The Ghosts are a myth.” 
“Did you suspect,” said Cassander, “that the Balarigar is in fact a woman?”
It took every bit of Caina’s control to keep from flinching, and she wondered if she had just walked into a trap. 
Erghulan laughed. “Now you are jesting. No mere woman could accomplish the feats the Balarigar has.”
“Her name is Caina Amalas,” said Cassander. Martin said nothing, but Claudia’s lips thinned just a bit. “From what the Magisterium’s spies gathered, she is a noble-born orphan who the Ghosts recruited and then shaped into a capable nightfighter. Shortly before the day of the golden dead, she murdered one of Corbould Maraeus’s children. Lord Corbould wanted her dead, but the Emperor was loath to discard such a valuable tool, and instead he sent her to Istarinmul, where at his command she has begun an illegal war upon your Brotherhood of Slavers.”
“The Ghost circle of Istarinmul was destroyed after the war,” said Erghulan, but there was doubt in his voice. 
“So Caina Amalas reestablished it,” said Cassander. “The servants of my Order were hunting for her. My lord, we had hoped to rid you of this pestilential woman as a sign of our esteem for the Padishah.”
“That would be a splendid gift,” said Erghulan. “The Balarigar has caused great trouble for us. A woman, though? I find that hard to credit.” 
“Give me leave to search, my lord,” said Cassander, “and I shall find her for you. The common rabble murmur praise for her? Let us see how much they admire her when her naked corpse is hung from the walls of the Crows’ Tower.”
For a moment Caina expected Cassander to unmask her then and there. He must know what she looked like, or at least had a physical description. Then she realized that he was looking for a woman. The only reason she was still alive was because she had dressed as a man. The minute he saw past her disguise, she was dead. 
“My lord Wazir, forgive me, but I must speak,” said Martin. “This is utter nonsense. The Emperor does not maintain a network of spies.”
Erghulan snorted. “And neither does the Padishah, of course. We are all innocent little lambs.” 
“It is still nonsense,” said Martin.
“Lord Cassander presents a compelling argument,” said Erghulan.
“I do not have the sophist’s tongue that Lord Cassander wields to adroitly,” said Martin. “I am a soldier, so I shall use blunt speech.” Erghulan nodded in approval, and Caina saw the cleverness of Martin’s tactic. “Cassander Nilas offers fine arguments and honeyed words. When was the last time you heard such rousing speeches? I suspect it was when Rezir Shahan convinced the Padishah to go to war against the Empire, to trust in the promises of Andromache of New Kyre.”
Erghulan nodded again, slower, and Cassander’s smile flickered. 
“Andromache promised her power would win the day,” said Martin. “Rezir Shahan promised that Marsis would become a new emirate. All fine promises, all argued with the same eloquence Lord Cassander uses so readily. And what did those fine promises reap? Nearly two years of ruinous war! My lord, I will not make fine speeches or grand promises, nor will I promise you cheap slaves and your enemies’ heads upon a platter, but I will say this. Simply remain neutral, and the Empire shall return to the favor. Do not ally yourself with these deceitful rebels, these ruthless and murderous men who have turned against their lawful Emperor.” 
“A blunt speech,” said Erghulan. “This tedious business of diplomacy could use more blunt speeches. But all this talk has made me hungry. Let us eat!” 
He clapped his hands, and the slaves emerged from the palace proper, bearing more food. The other nobles and merchants began to make their way to the tables, and the dancers moved into new patterns, their shadows rippling across the wall. Cassander snapped an order to one of his bodyguards, and the Adamant Guards moved around him.
Caina scanned the courtyard, seeking paths of escape. Cassander was clearly no fool, and if he looked at her too long, if he realized who she was, she would have to escape. 
If she could.
As she scanned the Court, she saw the hooded shape move upon the wall.
 
###
 
Kalgri gazed down into the Court, the Voice hissing with anticipation. 
She saw Caina Amalas standing with the Imperial nobleman and his wife, speaking with the Grand Wazir. To Kalgri’s mild surprise, she saw Cassander Nilas standing with them. She had not expected to see the Umbarian magus again, not after he had hired her to kill the Kyracian archons who had opposed an alliance with the Order, but it did not matter. He would be smart enough to stay out of her way. If he had gotten stupider in the year since she had gone on her rampage through the Assembly of New Kyre, well, she could kill him alongside anyone else who tried to stop her.
Nobles, merchants, Immortals, Imperial Guards, and Adamant Guards filled the Court of the Fountain.
Kalgri wondered how many of them she would have to kill before the night was out.
The Voice’s hiss of anticipation grew louder.
Kalgri would start with Caina. She was the most dangerous one, after all. None of the others bore the shadow of the future upon them. 
Kalgri had discarded all traces of the serving woman. Now she wore her armor, cloak, and mask, her weapons ready in her harness. She raised her recurved Anshani bow, drew an arrow, sighted upon Caina Amalas, and released.
And in that very instant, Caina looked up and saw her.
 



Chapter 8 - Huntress
 
Caina flinched in surprise when she saw the hooded crimson shape upon the Golden Palace’s outer wall.
The motion saved her life. 
In the instant she stepped back, a dark shape flickered before her eyes and something stiff tugged at the end of her fake mustache.  A man screamed, and she saw one of the Imperial Guards next to Lord Martin stagger, an arrow jutting from a gap in his armor. The red shadow upon the wall was an archer, and Caina realized it at the same time everyone else did.
“Archer!” shouted Martin.
“Protect the Grand Wazir!” roared one of the Immortals, and the black-armored warriors hurried to his side. Some of the Immortals began running for the stairs to the ramparts, while the dancers screamed, their elaborate rhythms collapsing into chaos. The slaves gaped at the red shadow in panic, while others fled in terror, screaming a name over and over again.
The Red Huntress. The Red Huntress. 
Caina turned towards Martin, urging him to take cover. 
 
###
 
Claudia summoned her power as the red shadow upon the wall raised its bow. 
The assassin had to be here to kill Martin. Cassander had hired the assassin and planned this from the beginning, smirking while his archer maneuvered into position. The damned Umbarian seemed amused by the upheaval, gazing at the wall with his eyebrows raised as the red-cloaked figure lifted its bow again. 
But Claudia had already lost Corvalis. She would not lose Martin, too.
She would not!
Claudia flung out her hands and cast a spell. A hammer of invisible psychokinetic force leaped from her fingers and slammed into the red shape. The assassin stumbled and fell from the rampart to the courtyard eighty feet below. 
The crack of shattering bone reached Claudia’s ears, and the assassin lay motionless.
 
###
 
Caina let out a long breath as Claudia lowered her hands. 
“Good shot,” said Caina.
Claudia ignored her and hurried to Martin. “Are you all right? The arrow…it didn’t…”
“No,” said Martin, voice grim. “The Guard it struck is dead.” He glared at Erghulan. “Is this how you greet your Padishah’s guests, my lord Wazir? You invite guests into the Golden Palace and have assassins wait for them? This is an insult to the Empire and the Emperor!” 
“I did no such thing, my lord ambassador,” said Erghulan. Clearly he had not expected the assassination attempt, either. “Whoever this assassin is, it is not my doing or the Padishah’s.” Caina noticed he said nothing of Grand Master Callatas. “What of you, my lord Cassander? Have you not already sent assassins to assail an ambassador to the Padishah in his home? Will your boldness extend to dispatching assassins to the Golden Palace itself?”
Cassander blinked. “I can assure you that neither I nor the Umbarian Order had anything to do with this assassin. If you do not believe me, at least consider our reputation for clever ruthlessness. Even if the archer had been successful, every eye in the courtyard would have seen the murder. The assassin would be caught and questioned at once.” He smiled, a glint in his blue eyes. “A pity Lady Claudia was so…overenthusiastic in her response. It might have proven informative to take the assassin alive.”
“Threaten us and cast doubts upon the honor of the Lord Ambassador, rebel,” spat Claudia, “and you’ll see just how enthusiastic I can be.”
Cassander laughed. “This bastard bitch has claws!” One of the Adamant Guards let out a metallic, humorless chuckle. Martin stepped forward, hand falling to his sword hilt, and it might have gone further, but Caina raised her voice. 
“Perhaps, my lords, I might presume to make a suggestion,” said Caina, and they looked at her. She felt the weight of Cassander’s cold blue gaze. “Should we not search the assassin’s corpse? Perhaps that will give a hint as to the identity of his master.”
“Her,” said Cassander.
Erghulan blinked. “Her? A woman hired the assassin?”
“No, the assassin is a woman,” said Cassander. 
“Well, there is your Balarigar, Grand Wazir,” said Martin. “Perhaps you ought to pay my wife the bounty now.”
“No, someone was trying to scare us with an old myth,” said Erghulan. “The tale of the Red Huntress, so feared and so admired by the common rabble. Likely someone dressed a common whore in a red cloak, gave her a bow, and hoped to frighten us with an old story. It explains why her shot missed.”
“Given that she slew one of my Imperial Guards,” said Martin, “I suspect her aim was not as bad as that.”
Caina stared at the corpse below the wall, the frightened dancers keeping well away from it. The crimson cloak covered most of the body, but Caina saw no blood. A fall from that height should have resulted in a pool of blood beneath the corpse. 
Worse, she felt a faint aura of sorcery around the corpse. 
“My lords, forgive me,” said Caina, “but I suggest we withdraw inside at once.”
Erghulan blinked. “But whatever for? The food is almost here.”
She resisted the urge to yell at him. “You, my lord Grand Wazir, are the most powerful man in Istarinmul, and both Lord Ambassadors are likewise men of great influence. Surely only the most skillful assassins could succeed in taking your life. Yet this attempt was clumsy, and…”
“You fear it might have been a ruse,” said Cassander, tilting his head to the side as he regarded her. Caina did not like the sudden contemplation in his eyes. “Or a diversion. Most clever for a simple factor.”
“My lord only employs clever men,” said Caina.
“Very well,” said Erghulan. “You four.” He pointed at some of the Immortals. “Bring the dead assassin here. Let us put Master Kyrazid’s mind at ease.”
The Immortals moved towards the fallen woman, their black armor clanking.
The red shape began to twitch as they approached, the crimson cloak rippling.
 
###
 
Falling into the courtyard had hurt quite a lot.
It annoyed Kalgri to no end. 
Wasted pain infuriated her. The Voice fed on torment and stolen life force and converted it to power. But the Voice could not feed upon the pain of its vessel, which meant any pain Kalgri endured was useless. 
Fortunately, there were other sources of pain close at hand.
The Voice’s power thundered through her. She had broken her right leg, arm, and shattered most of her ribs, the fragments driving into her lungs. The Voice’s might sealed the bones back together and repaired the torn and bruised flesh. The process was excruciatingly agonizing, which irritated Kalgri further 
But then it was done, and she was whole again. The Voice always hungered, but the expenditure of power had inflamed its appetite, and the nagataaru screamed for pain, for sustenance, to gorge itself on the sweet agony of mortal souls. 
Kalgri would be happy to oblige. 
She got to her feet and saw four Immortals approaching her. A ghostly blue glow shone deep in their skull-masked helmets, and the barely-dressed dancing girls stared at them with fear. The Immortals hesitated when they saw Kalgri stand.
She could not blame them for that. Very few people survived a fall from such a height.
“The Red Huntress,” muttered one of the Immortals.
“Bah,” said a second, his black armor edged with purple as an indicator of rank. “She is merely a fool in a costume. Take her prisoner, and we shall enjoy ourselves with her for weeks.” 
The first Immortal stepped forward.
Behind her mask, Kalgri smiled, the Voice’s rage thundering through her like a storm and filling her limbs with power.
The Immortal reached for her. 
Kalgri caught his wrist with her right hand, yanked, and ripped the arm from its socket. Blood fountained from the ruined stump of his shoulder, spattering across the nearby Immortals. The unfortunate man just had time to scream before Kalgri swung his armored arm like a club, crushing his skull-masked helmet and collapsing his skull like a melon. 
The Voice howled with delight.
The corpse had not yet fallen to the ground when Kalgri killed another with the severed arm, collapsing his cuirass and reducing his heart to quivering pulp. The remaining two Immortals started to draw their swords, but Kalgri was quicker. She drew her swords from her belt and struck with the speed of the Voice. Her left-hand blade drove through an Immortal’s eye socket and sank into the brain. Her right took the remaining Immortal in the armpit as he lifted his scimitar to strike, piercing his lungs and heart, and both men collapsed dead to the ground.
The Voice gorged itself on their dying torment, and Kalgri felt the strength flow through her.
Utter silence fell over the courtyard, every eye turned toward her.
Kalgri lifted her swords and strode toward Caina Amalas.
 
###
 
Caina had seen many strange and terrible things in her time. The Immortals had been chief among them, their strength and speed and rage augmented with alchemical elixirs.
But she had never seen anyone rip off an Immortal’s arm and beat him to death with it. 
Erghulan frowned. “That’s…that’s not possible…”
The woman he had called the Red Huntress strolled forward, her long cloak streaming behind her, swords in either hand, their blades beaded with the blood of the Immortals. Beneath the cloak she wore close-fitting armor of crimson leather, reinforced with plates of red steel on the gauntlets and boots and forearms. Within the cowl of her cloak she wore a steel mask with a face of inhuman beauty, calm and serene. Her entire costume looked as if it had been dipped in fresh blood. 
Caina would have found it ridiculous, had she not just seen the Huntress kill four Immortals in as many heartbeats.
Then she glimpsed the Red Huntress’s eyes. 
The mask concealed the red-clad woman’s eyes, but Caina saw flickering shadows and purple flame through the eyeholes. The eyes of Ricimer’s corpse had burned with those strange shadows and purple flames, as had the corpse of Tarqaz in Callatas’s Maze. 
The Red Huntress had a nagataaru inside of her head. Ricimer and Tarqaz had both been dead when their nagataaru had taken control. The Red Huntress was still alive. Caina did not know how much more power a nagataaru could wield through a living host, and she did not want to find out. 
She grabbed Claudia’s sleeve.
“We have to get out of here, now,” whispered Caina. “Look at her eyes. There’s a nagataaru inside of her, one of the spirits I warned you about. If we try to fight it we’ll all be slaughtered. Tell Martin. Tell him to go now.” 
Claudia hesitated. “She’s just one woman, even with sorcerous enhancement. There are hundreds of Immortals here. Surely she cannot kill them all herself. If our Imperial Guards kill the assassin, the Grand Wazir will owe as a favor.”
The Red Huntress continued her slow, steady walk, moving with the calm grace of a lioness stalking her prey. She was headed right towards Caina. Was the Huntress the creature that Sulaman had warned her against? Then Caina realized that Martin stood behind her. The Red Huntress was coming for him, and would simply kill anyone who stood in her path. 
“You haven’t seen the nagataaru in action,” said Caina, remembering the raw strength the possessed corpses of Ricimer and Tarqaz had shown. “I have. If we stay here we are going to die. We have to get out of here now.”
Claudia frowned, but nodded. “You’re right. We…”
Suddenly the paralysis upon the others seemed to break.
“Immortals!” roared Erghulan, drawing his scimitar and pointing it at the Red Huntress. “Rid me of this intruder! Slay her in the name of the Padishah!”
“Imperial Guards!” said Martin. “Kill the assassin!”
“No!” said Claudia, but the shout of the Guards and the roar of the Immortals drowned out her words. 
Cassander backed away, beckoning for his Adamant Guards to follow him. The Umbarian magus’s expression was keen with anticipation. Like a man watching a gladiatorial game, eager to enjoy the impending carnage. 
The Imperial Guards snatched the javelins from their backs, drew back their arms, and flung the weapons at the Huntress. A storm of razor-edged steel flew at the red-clad woman. The barrage should have torn her to bloody pulp, should have left a ragged corpse upon the ground. Instead the Huntress spun in a crimson blur, her twin swords flashing around her like a vortex of steel. She dodged, blocked, and parried every last one of the javelins. 
“Impossible,” said Erghulan. “Take her!” The Immortals charged, drawing their scimitars and chain whips.
The Red Huntress leapt into the air, her cloak billowing around her like bloody wings, and fell like a thunderbolt among the black-armored Immortals.
The killing began in earnest then. 
She ripped through the Immortals like a storm, her swords flashing and stabbing with inhuman accuracy. The heavy armor of the Immortals could deflect most sword strikes, but the Huntress’s blades found the gaps in their armor. She left a trail of dead and dying Immortals in her wake, the blood pooling across the ground.
Martin shouted commands, and the Imperial Guards encircled the melee as the Immortals perished, forming an interlocking ring of shields around the Huntress. She looked back and forth as the ring closed around her, blood dripping down her serene mask. A score of Imperial Guards stood around the Huntress, shields raised, swords drawn back to strike. 
“If she jumps,” hissed Caina, “hit her with a spell again. Knock her down so the Immortals and the Guards can strike. The only way we can kill her is to take off the head and dismember the corpse.” Claudia managed a sharp nod, her eyes fixed on the Huntress.
“Surrender!” boomed Tylas. “Surrender, and face justice for your murders.”
The Red Huntress looked back and forth. Even with her inhuman strength, her slender blades could not penetrate the Guards’ shields. If she tried to jump over them, she would be vulnerable to attack from below. She lifted her swords, shook the blood from the blades, and slid the weapons into their scabbards.
Caina blinked in surprise. She was surrendering?
The Huntress lifted her right hand, and darkness swirled and blurred around her fingers, hardening into a sword of shadows lined with purple flame. Caina had seen such a sword before. The nagataaru inhabiting Tarqaz had created such a sword, and the weapon had cut through steel like soft butter.
“Claudia,” said Caina. “Hit her now, cast…”
The Huntress leapt forward, the sword of the nagataaru a blur of darkness and flame in her hand. Her first stroke cut through a shield and the body of the Guard holding it, and both shield and Guard collapsed in a spray of torn steel and ripped flesh. The Huntress struck once, twice, three times, and the ring of Guards collapsed into sudden chaos. The survivors tried to close around her, but the Huntress dismissed the sword and sprang into the air, soaring over the collapsed ring to land on the other side.
The Huntress’s scimitars whistled from their sheaths and she went into a mad, furious dance, killing and maiming Immortals and Imperial Guards with every step and every motion. Caina had never seen such a terribly effective fighter. Kylon of House Kardamnos had come close when drawing upon the full power of his sorcery, but Caina suspected even he could not have stood against the Huntress’s wrath.
In a horrifying, terrible way, her skill and prowess was almost beautiful. Yet it was a beauty Caina wanted to escape. 
“Go!” shouted Caina, pushing Claudia towards Martin as the Huntress carved her way through the scattered Immortals and Imperial Guards. “Go, damn it! If we stay here we are dead! Tylas!” The centurion stumbled away from the press as the Imperial Guards and the Immortals fell back. “Tylas! We have to get out of here!”
Tylas nodded, his plumed helm speckled with blood, and looked at Martin.
Martin shot a glance around the Court of the Fountain. The Grand Wazir’s banquet had dissolved into chaos. The dancers ran screaming for the doors to the palace proper, followed by the slaves and the other guests. Likely Erghulan had fled back to the interior of the Golden Palace the minute the Huntress’s power had become apparent. 
“Withdraw!” said Martin. “Centurion, get us out of here!”
“Imperial Guard!” roared Tylas in his centurion’s voice. “To the Lord Ambassador! To the Lord Ambassador!” 
The Guards fell back from the melee, forming up around Martin, Claudia, and Caina. 
“The gate is blocked, my lord,” said Tylas. “We can’t get past that devil to reach it.”
Caina took another look around the courtyard. The Red Huntress had battled her way around the fountain, driving the remaining Immortals before her like chaff before a wind. If they tried to break for the gate, she could attack and kill Lord Martin with ease. 
“Would the Umbarians aid us?” said Tylas.
“Unlikely,” said Martin. “That villain Cassander has done nothing, and stood watching the carnage the whole time. Likely he hired this Red Huntress and brought her down upon our heads.” 
Caina nodded. The only option before them…
“Fall back to the Golden Palace proper,” said Martin. “We are the Grand Wazir’s guests. Let him protect us.” 
“Very good, my lord,” said Tylas. “Imperial Guards! Fall…”
A crimson shadow shot overhead, and the Red Huntress landed in their midst. 
Two Imperial Guards fell dead before anyone could react, the Huntress’s swords ripping across their throats. Caina flung a knife, and the blade sank into the Huntress’s left shoulder. Both the Guards and the Immortals had landed hits, but the bronze-colored skin beneath the tears in the close-fitting leather was smooth and unmarked. The Red Huntress was able to regenerate her wounds. 
The assassin danced around the attacks of the Imperial Guards, plucking the knife from her shoulder as she did so. The serene mask turned in Caina’s direction, and she felt the sudden weight of the shadow-wreathed eyes behind the mask.
The Huntress flung Caina’s own knife back at her. Caina threw herself to the side and barely avoided having the knife sink into her throat. The violence of her dodge caused her boots to tangle in the hem of her white robe, and she lost her balance and fell upon her side. 
She rolled onto her back as the Huntress landed next to her, a sleek nightmare wrought of blood-soaked leather. Caina started to rise, and the Huntress’s boot slammed into her chest, driving her back to the ground. The sheer power of the impact ripped the breath from Caina’s lungs, and for a moment she could not move, could not even breathe.
In that moment the Huntress extended her hand and summoned her immaterial sword of shadow and purple flame, driving the point down towards Caina’s heart. 
Caina had failed. 
There would be no one to stop the Apotheosis, no one to protect Martin and Claudia. She hoped Corvalis could forgive her for failing to protect his sister. 
The sword plunged toward her chest, and Caina just had time to wonder why the Huntress had killed her before finishing off Martin.
The blade touched her chest, and vanished without breaking her robe or her skin. The Huntress staggered, losing her balance, and Caina felt a pulse of searing heat against her left arm.
The pyrikon. She had forgotten about it. 
And it had dispelled the sword of the nagataaru. 
Caina started to sit up, but the Huntress’s kick slammed against the side of her head. The blow knocked her to the ground, and she heard the steely rasp as the Huntress drew one of her swords. 
The pyrikon had shielded her from the sword of the nagataaru, but it would do nothing against a blade of normal steel.
 
###
 
The Red Huntress stooped over Caina for the kill, and Claudia drew on all her sorcerous power. 
Hitting the assassin with a psychokinetic burst had been useless. The woman had survived a fall and butchered her way through dozens of Immortals and Imperial Guards. If so many veteran warriors could do nothing against the Red Huntress, then Claudia had no spells that could harm the assassin.
Save, perhaps, for one. 
Caina had claimed that a nagataaru possessed the Huntress. Claudia knew more about the spirits of the netherworld than she would like. When she had first fled from her father, she had studied wards against elemental spirits, lest Ranarius capture her and turn her to stone. Ranarius had turned her to stone anyway, and Claudia had been trapped until Corvalis and Caina had rescued her. Yet Claudia had continued improving her warding spells, and had been able to banish a lesser earth elemental during the fighting at Caer Magia. 
Perhaps she could banish the spirit from the Red Huntress. Driving an elemental spirit from a body wrought of earth and stone had been one thing. Expelling a spirit from a living human body would be much harder.
But Claudia could think of nothing else to do.
She flung out her hands as the Huntress raised her sword, and a blue spark burst from her fingers and struck the red-armored assassin.
The results were immediate. The Huntress reeled back with a startled scream, blue sparks shooting from her limbs. Claudia strained, all her mind and power striving against the dark spirit within the Huntress. For all their power, elemental spirits rarely took an interest in mortals, and only came to the mortal world when compelled. They were easy to banish because they wanted to be banished.
But the thing inside of the Huntress’s head, the spirit Caina had called a nagataaru, was far more interested in mortals. As Claudia strained to banish the spirit, a mental link formed along the conduit of the spell, and she caught glimpses of both the Huntress’s mind and the nagataaru’s thoughts. Both minds were dark and drenched with blood, with generations of blood and torment, and took delight in the suffering of their victims. The Huntress had left countless victims in her wake.
The impressions flickering through the mental link shocked Claudia. She had never encountered such a depraved mind. Even the most powerful enemies she had faced, the Moroaica and the priest Rhames and her father, had been trying to create something, even if their visions had been twisted. 
The Red Huntress and the nagataaru within her only wanted to kill, to gorge themselves upon the suffering of their victims. 
Claudia rallied, pushing all her strength and will at the murderous spirit. 
But the nagataaru held fast, and the Huntress went berserk.
 
###
 
Kalgri roared in fury, calling the immaterial sword of the Voice’s power to her hands, and hacked her way through the remaining Immortals as the mob fled to the gates of the palace. Power flowed into her from the pain and fear of her victims, but it was not enough, not nearly enough.
The Voice shrieked its fury inside of her skull.
The damned sorceress had threatened her connection with the Voice. Kalgri had fought and killed hundreds of sorcerers over the years, but none of them had ever tried to banish the Voice to the netherworld. 
It enraged her.
She would kill the Balarigar. She would kill the sorceress. Then she would kill the Lord Ambassador and the Grand Wazir and anyone else who stood in her way. Callatas would object if she butchered her way through the Golden Palace, but she was too angry to care.
Kalgri regained control of herself, a ring of dead Immortals and Imperial Guards around her, and turned back to the Balarigar, intending to finish her off.
But Caina Amalas had vanished.
 
###
 
Caina rolled to her feet and ran to Claudia’s side as the Huntress screamed and slew. Claudia stared at the assassin, her green eyes wide, a sheen of sweat standing on her forehead.
“What did you do?” said Caina. 
“I tried to banish it,” said Claudia. “The nagataaru. I couldn’t. Gods! It’s so strong. I thought the elementals Ranarius conjured were bad, but…”
“Where’s Martin?” said Caina.
“I…I don’t know,” said Claudia, horror coming over her face. “The weight of the mob forced us apart. He must be inside the Palace now. He must…”
“We have to get in there,” said Caina. “The Imperial Guards will have taken Martin inside. Likely over his protests. We have to follow him. If we stay out here we’re going to die.”
Claudia nodded. “Go!”
Caina turned and ran for the gates of the palace, Claudia following. 



Chapter 9 - Masks
 
Caina ran through the gates and into a towering entrance hall, crystal skylights gleaming overhead, the floor covered in an elaborate mosaic showing the glories of past Padishahs. Tall statues stood in niches, showing Padishahs and emirs in armor and spiked helms, stone weapons at the ready. A steady stream of slaves and minor nobles sprinted down the hall, vanishing into side doors or making for another courtyard in the distance.
“Which way?” said Claudia.
“I don’t know,” said Caina.
“You don’t know?” said Claudia. “What kind of spy are you?”
“Let me think,” said Caina. The side doors? No, both Erghulan and Martin had probably withdrawn to a more fortified portion of the Golden Palace, most likely to await aid from the College of Alchemists. If the Immortals could not defeat the Huntress, Erghulan would summon the Alchemists to use their sorcery against the assassin. 
“The inner courtyard,” said Caina. “Look for Immortals and follow them. Erghulan will have gone somewhere secure to wait for the Alchemists to arrive, and he probably forced Martin to accompany him. Run!”
They started running down the grand hall, Claudia’s skirts gathered in her hands. Caina wondered if Grand Master Callatas himself would come to the defense of his ally Erghulan. But the Red Huntress had a nagataaru inside of her, and Callatas commanded the nagataaru, or at least was allied with them. Why had Callatas sent a nagataaru-possessed assassin after Martin Dorius? Callatas did not want war with the Empire, but killing the Emperor’s ambassador was a superb way to start one. Even if he wanted Martin dead, why send the Huntress? The Kindred could have done the job discreetly with a dash of poison in Martin’s wine. The Red Huntress’s massacre would be the talk of Istarinmul for weeks…
A pulse of sorcery washed over Caina, burning and hot.
It was identical to power she had felt years before in Rasadda.
“Stop!” she shouted, grabbing Claudia’s shoulder, and a heartbeat later a curtain of searing yellow-orange flame erupted from the floor. It spread from wall to wall, sealing off the hall. The heat of it washed over Caina’s face, and she staggered back, pulling Claudia along with her. 
Caina turned to see a half-dozen Adamant Guards walking towards them, the fire reflecting upon their steel carapaces. Cassander Nilas walked in their midst, his armored right hand extended. The crimson bloodcrystal glowed, and Caina felt the currents of pyromantic sorcery binding the curtain of flame to the black gauntlet. 
“Claudia Aberon Dorius,” said Cassander, a smile on his handsome face. “Leaving so soon? The festivities are just beginning.”
“You did this, you murderous swine,” said Claudia. “You loosed that monster upon my husband. All those people dead!”
“Believe what you like,” said Cassander. “But you are coming with me.”
Caina looked back and forth. There was no way through the flames, and she suspected that attacking either Cassander himself or his Adamant Guards would end badly. A statue of an armored warrior stood in its niche at the edge of the flames, and an idea took hold in Caina’s mind.
Claudia gave a haughty laugh. “A preposterous thought. Why would I do that?”
“Because,” said Cassander, “you’re going to convince Lord Martin to do exactly what I want.”
“The Grand Wazir will take it ill if you abduct an ambassador’s wife from the Golden Palace,” said Claudia.
Cassander’s perpetual smirk widened. “The Grand Wazir will never know. There was a panic and the slaves stampeded and, oh, Lady Claudia disappeared, the poor dear. But you will come with me, and you will remain a hostage for your husband’s good behavior. You will also tell me everything you know about Caina Amalas. The High Provost has decreed her death.”
“How like an Umbarian,” spat Claudia. “You are too much of a coward to face my husband, so you kidnap me instead? He will not yield.”
“Oh, I think he will,” said Cassander. “Especially after I start sending him your fingers one by one. Or maybe your nose and ears, perhaps?” 
“All this is moot,” said Caina, “if the Red Huntress kills us first.”
“Kill the Cyrican,” said Cassander, pointing at Caina. “Take Lady Claudia alive. If she resists, you can amuse yourself with her once we return to the mansion.”
The Adamant Guards started forward, and Caina ran at the wall. The Adamant Guards laughed and followed her, smiling as they reached for her weapons. Caina sprang into the niche, braced herself against the wall, and shoved with both her legs, her muscles straining.
The statue fell forward into the wall of flames, creating a bridge through the inferno.
“Go!” yelled Caina, running at the fallen statue.
“Stop them!” shouted Cassander. 
Claudia was already scrambling over the statue, and Caina followed a heartbeat later. The wall of flames started to shrink as Cassander withdrew his power, but for a moment it would stop the Adamant Guards from pursuing. Caina sprinted down the hall, and then slowed to keep pace with Claudia. Claudia’s face was red, her breath coming hard and fast. Likely the wife of a Lord Ambassador did not do a great deal of running. On her own, Caina could have outrun the Adamant Guards. With Claudia, she did not have a chance. 
Which meant she had to find someplace to hide. 
They had almost reached one of the inner courtyards. It was smaller than the Court of the Fountain, with several level of balconies climbing the walls. Balconies were good. Balconies meant hiding places, and…
“Stairs,” said Caina. “Go!”
Claudia nodded and kept running, and Caina started forward just as metal flashed over the wall of flame. One of the Adamant Guards jumped over the fire, his sorcery-enhanced strength carrying him safely to the other side. 
The others would soon follow.
They darted into the stairs, and Caina passed the second floor, and then the third, Claudia breathing hard behind her. As she reached the fourth floor she heard the Adamant Guards run into the stairwell. Caina veered onto the fourth floor, Claudia stumbling after her, and Caina closed the door and barred it behind them.
“That won’t hold them,” gasped Claudia. 
“I know,” said Caina, looking around. They were on a balcony overlooking the inner courtyard. Broad strips of earth had been laid across the floor, and flowering plants and bushes rose from the dirt, no doubt tended by armies of slaves. The bushes were thick, but not thick enough to conceal them. More doors led deeper into this wing of the palace, and Caina looked around, trying to find a place to hide. 
A flicker of motion caught her eye. 
Three women burst from the bushes and ran towards the doors. They wore little more than feathers and masks, and Caina realized they were dancers from the Court of the Fountain. The dancers vanished through the doors, which likely led to the quarters for the female slaves. 
An idea came to Caina.
“This way,” said Caina, urging Claudia forward. She pushed open the doors and found herself in a long, narrow hallway. Doors of unadorned wood lined the corridor, some standing ajar. Through the opened doors Caina saw small rooms, furnished with narrow beds and wooden wardrobes. The sounds of panic and fear came from a set of closed doors at the end of the hallway. 
“This is a dead end,” said Claudia, turning as Caina barred and locked the door behind them. “We’re trapped here. What the devil are you looking for?”
“This,” said Caina, stepping through a narrow doorway. Beyond was a large room lined with shelves holding various costumes and masks. A mirror and a table of cosmetics stood against one wall. “A dressing room for the dancers. Take off your clothes.”
“What?” said Claudia.
“Quickly,” said Caina, pulling off her turban and fake beard. 
“Have you gone completely mad?” said Claudia.
“You’ve known me long enough to know the answer to that question,” said Caina, sliding out of her robe. “We need a disguise. Cassander and his men are looking for the Lord Ambassador’s wife and a Cyrican man, not two terrified slave dancers. Now shut up and change clothes, quickly.”
Claudia scowled, started tugging off her dress. Caina removed the rest of her clothes, hastened to the shelves, and seized an appropriate costume. A short, tight skirt of red silk that maybe reached a third of the way down her thighs, and a matching strip of silk that coiled around her breasts and back. A gleaming red wooden mask covered her face, leaving only her mouth exposed. 
Caina turned as Claudia struggled into a similar costume, albeit one of green silk. She had gained weight since New Kyre, her hips a bit wider, her belly rising in a gentle curve. Claudia saw Caina looking and glared.
“What?” spat Claudia. 
Caina scooped up her discarded clothes in a bundle and plucked out the pins holding Claudia’s hair in place. It fell to the middle of her back, blond and gleaming.
“Get a mask and let’s go,” said Caina. Claudia slid a matching green mask over her face. “Hurry. And let me do the talking.”
“Could I stop you?” said Claudia, trying to pull her skirt lower and failing. 
Caina opened the door. The corridor was deserted, though she heard the Adamant Guards smashing through the door to the balcony. She jogged down the corridor to the double doors at the far end, clothes tucked beneath her arm.  
“This is a bad idea,” muttered Claudia.
“Probably,” said Caina, and opened the doors. 
Beyond was a dining hall furnished with a long table and rough benches. Dim light came from a pair of lanterns upon the table. Nearly thirty women in the scanty costumes of dancers stood clustered against the walls, some of them clutching stools and candlesticks to use as improvised weapons. 
As one, every eye turned to look at Caina and Claudia.
 
###
 
Claudia hated letting so many strangers see her in a state of near-total undress. Thank the gods that there were no men in the room. Yet the dancers’ eyes seemed to sink into Claudia, and she fought a desperate urge to cover herself. Her stomach roiled with discomfort. Damn that Istarish food!
Caina stepped forward. She looked taut and lean, and wore that scandalous costume without the slightest hint of embarrassment. Yet she began to shake, her limbs trembling with fear, and she looked back and forth wildly, her red mask flashing in the light of the lanterns.
The woman could put on a show when she felt like it. 
“Is she here?” said Caina in flawless Istarish, her voice quaking with fear. “The Huntress? Is she here?”
“No,” said one of the women. “We came here to hide. We were performing for the Grand Wazir, and then the red shadow came over the wall and started killing.”
“Oh, thank the Living Flame,” said Caina, leaning upon the table for support. Claudia followed her into the room, arms crossed over her chest. “I think the Immortals are fighting those strange steel soldiers. My friend and I saw them fighting, and we ran…we didn’t know where to go…”
The sound of splintering wood filled her ears.
“They’re coming!” shouted another woman, younger than the first. “The soldiers!”
“No, the Huntress!” said another.
The room dissolved into pandemonium, some of the dancers shouting in fear, others pressing themselves against the wall as if to hide, others arguing about a course of action. Caina gripped Claudia’s arm and steered her into the dining room. A young woman crouched on the floor next to Claudia, rocking back and forth as she whispered a prayer to the Living Flame.
The doors burst open, and two Adamant Guards stepped into the room, weapons in hand. 
The pandemonium ceased, and the deadly silence of fear fell over the dancers.
Claudia could see the dull scarring around the steel bars and plates grafted into the Guards’ flesh, could see their cold expressions and their empty, lifeless eyes. The Guards regarded the room of half-dressed women like a butcher contemplating strips of meat. For a terrible moment Claudia was sure the Guards would stride into the room, would start killing and torturing and ravishing…
Claudia did not need to feign fear. Perhaps Caina did, but Claudia did not.
“She is not here,” said one of the Guards.
“Hasten,” said the other, and both men turned and ran down the corridor, vanishing back through the balcony doors. 
Claudia let out a shaking breath. The ruse had worked?
The moment of silence stretched on, and then all the women started talking at once. 
Caina tapped Claudia on the shoulder, and she glided back to the corridor. They hurried to the balcony door, leaving the dancers behind. Caina peered into the balcony, but it was deserted. Below Claudia saw another pair of Adamant Guards hurrying toward the entrance hall, but no sign of any others. 
“I think we eluded them,” said Claudia. 
“Not yet,” said Caina. “We’ll still need to be careful. Come on. If anyone sees us…”
“Let you do the talking,” said Claudia, “and pretend to be a terrified slave dancer.”
Caina grinned beneath the mask. “I’m glad you understand.” 
She led the way deeper into the Golden Palace, and Claudia followed.
 
###
 
A short time later Caina adjusted her turban, check her fake beard and mustache once more. She hoped the rubbery gum she used as adhesive would last a little while longer. It would look suspicious for Kyrazid Tomurzu to return clean-shaven after having fled the Court of the Fountain with a beard. Next to her Claudia finished tugging on her clothing, sighing in relief as she did so. Caina had never seen a woman so relieved to get dressed.
Not that she could blame Claudia. Caina hated feeling exposed. But there had been no choice. Strength would have been useless against both Cassander and the Red Huntress. Where strength failed, deception had to take its place.
In this case, deception had been successful.
Had it not, Cassander would have killed Caina and taken Claudia prisoner. 
“This time,” said Claudia, “I think you should let me do the talking.”
Caina nodded and touched the hilt of her ghostsilver dagger for assurance. “Lead on, my lady.” 
“Don’t patronize me,” said Claudia, but she led the way from the small room where they had taken shelter and into one of the high, grand corridors of the Golden Palace. The corridor was deserted, but they turned a corner and spotted the Immortal patrol that Caina had seen earlier. Standing near the alchemically-altered soldiers still made Caina’s skill crawl.
Yet the Red Huntress had still slain them so easily.
Still, if they encountered more Adamant Guards, the Immortals would come in handy.
“Halt,” said the lead Immortal in Istarish, pointing his scimitar at them, his voice metallic from the skull-mask. “Identify yourself.”
“Foolish man!” said Claudia in accented Istarish, drawing herself up with offended hauteur. Even with her hair and clothing in disarray, she still projected all the arrogance of an Imperial noblewoman. Caina suspected it came naturally. “Do you not recognize me?”
“You are the Lady Claudia Dorius,” said the Immortal, the skull-mask turning back and forth as he regarded them. “And one of Lord Martin’s retainers.”
“That is quite right!” said Claudia. “I demand that you take me to my husband at once. At once, I say! I have been wandering this dreadful place since that horrid red shadow attacked. I say, I shall have words with the Padishah himself and report this egregious negligence, this…”
“You will come with me,” said the Immortal. “The Grand Wazir and the Lord Ambassador await you in the Old Armory. Come at once.”
“I will permit you to lead me,” said Claudia with a condescending sniff. 
She started forward as if she knew where she was going, and this time Caina followed her. The Immortals fell in around them, and much as Caina disliked the soldiers, she was glad of their presence. If the Adamant Guards returned, the Immortals could hold them off. 
If the Red Huntress struck again, they could distract her for a few moments.
Yet Caina saw no other corpses. Perhaps the Immortals had actually been successful in killing the Red Huntress. Or perhaps the assassin had withdrawn from the Palace, waiting for a better opportunity to kill Martin. 
Neither Adamant Guards nor assassins appeared, and they soon came to the Old Armory.
The Golden Palace was opulent, but the Old Armory was stark and grim, a small fortress within the heart of the Padishah’s palace. It was a squat, ugly tower, topped with battlements and war engines. A separate curtain wall surrounded the tower, and Immortals with crossbows stood guard upon it. Likely it had been constructed as a refuge within the sprawling Palace, a sanctuary for the Padishah in the event of treachery. A single gate breached the curtain wall, sealed by a steel portcullis, which rattled open as the Immortals approached.
Caina walked with Claudia into the Old Armory’s courtyard and into the middle of an argument. Martin stood facing Erghulan, his face almost purple with fury, and the Grand Wazir looked on the verge of violence himself. Tylas stood between the two men, his face hovering near his sword hilt, and Imperial Guards and Immortals faced each other, the tension crackling in the air.
“You will let me out of this place, now,” said Martin. 
Erghulan shook his head. “Not until the Alchemists arrive to deal with the Red Huntress. If she slays you, the Padishah will owe a debt your Emperor, and I shall not see Istarinmul’s honor shamed so.”
“Your honor?” said Martin. “You left my wife out there, and your Immortals forced us to withdraw here! By the gods of the Empire, my lord, you will let look for her!”
“The risk is too great,” said Erghulan with a snarl.
“Are all the men of Istarinmul so craven?” said Martin.
Erghulan made a fist, opened it again. “Since you are overwrought, I shall forgive that. But I will note that you did not rush out to rescue Lord Ambassador Cassander.”
“I am not married to Lord Ambassador Cassander,” spat Martin. “And the honorable emissary of the Umbarian Order did not lift a finger to aid us. No, he stood back and let the Huntress slaughter our men.”
“That did not escape my notice,” said Erghulan, his scowl deepening. “One grows suspicious of Lord Cassander’s motivations.” 
“At the moment I do not give a damn if Lord Cassander wants to murder both the Emperor and the Padishah and make himself despot of both nations,” said Martin. “Open the gate and let me find my wife.”
The Grand Wazir shook his head. “Not until the Alchemists arrive.”
“Then you leave me no choice but to force my way out,” said Martin.
Erghulan started to reach for his sword, but Claudia ran forward.
“Martin!” she shouted. “Stop! I’m here.”
“The gods be praised,” said Martin, hurrying to her. “You’re not hurt?”
“No,” said Claudia, “but it was close. Master Kyrazid helped me escape. We hid until the Huntress and the Adamant Guards had passed, and then made our way here.”
“Adamant Guards?” said Martin. “Did they try to hurt you?”
“They tried to kidnap me,” said Claudia. “They wanted to use me against you.”
“That is a serious accusation,” said Erghulan.
“I witnessed it as well, my lord Wazir,” said Caina. 
“So much for the security and safety of the ambassadors to the court of Nahas Tarshahzon,” said Martin. “Does the Padishah’s word of honor mean so little?”
Erghulan drew himself up, bristling. Caina wondered why Martin would provoke the Grand Wazir, and then realized the strategy behind it. Erghulan Amirasku might be a supporter of Callatas and his Apotheosis, but he cared a great deal about his image as an Istarish nobleman, and an Istarish nobleman did not let harm come to his guests.
“Did you see,” said Claudia, “when the Huntress attacked, she did not strike at Lord Cassander or any of his Adamant Guards? Nor did Cassander fight in our defense! He is a potent sorcerer. Perhaps his powers could have turned the tide against the Red Huntress. But he did nothing.” 
“These are serious charges,” said Erghulan, “and in the light of tonight’s massacre, I shall investigate them with the utmost gravity. Rest assured, my lord Martin, that the Padishah takes the security of his guests seriously, and anyone who threatens them shall know his wrath.” 
“I shall wait to see if that is true or not,” said Martin.
“That is an insult,” said Erghulan, “but given the situation I cannot deny you that.” 
“I will withdraw back to the Lord Ambassador’s mansion,” said Martin. “I no longer feel secure here.”
Erghulan scowled. “The Red Huntress may still be about. If you withdraw, I cannot guarantee your protection.” 
“Nevertheless,” said Martin, “while I am certain your intentions are noble, my lord Erghulan, the Huntress slew fifteen of my men in the Court of the Fountain. It seems my protection is not guaranteed anywhere.” 
“What news of the Huntress?” said Caina, since no one else had bothered to ask. “Is she still here? Did your men slay her?”
“I fear not,” said Erghulan. “For whatever reason, she withdrew. Most likely she knew that she could not assail the Old Armory and retreated to await a more opportune moment to strike.” 
“The Huntress had a spirit of the netherworld within her,” said Claudia. “It grants her speed and prowess. I…detected it with my spells, and tried to banish it, but it was too strong. I suspect that may have frightened her off.”
“I see,” said Erghulan. “Did your spells discern what manner of spirit?”
“No,” said Claudia. Caina was relieved that Claudia had the wit to lie. Erghulan might have been concerned about his honor as an Istarish emir, but he was still a supporter of Grand Master Callatas. If Callatas thought that Claudia and Martin knew about the nagataaru, he might have them both killed. 
“Very well,” said Erghulan. “I shall inform the Alchemists when they arrive. Perhaps they will have some insights.”
“Come, my wife,” said Martin. “Let us gather our dead and be gone from this place.”
 
###
 
A short time later Claudia stood in the Court of the Fountain and watched as the Imperial Guards gathered up their dead comrades.
Fifteen men slain trying to protect her husband. She was grateful to them, and she would never have the chance to tell them. If the gods were just, she hoped the men who had died in the course of their duty would be rewarded in the next life.
But if the gods were just, why had Corvalis died? 
“You shouldn’t go back to the mansion,” said Caina in a quiet voice, cutting into Claudia’s bleak thoughts. “At least not yet.”
“You think the Huntress will lie in wait for us there?” said Martin.
“Possibly,” said Caina. “I think Claudia drove her off. She went berserk after Claudia tried to banish the nagataaru. I suspect she retreated to prepare a new plan of attack. If her first arrow hadn’t missed you, she could have just jumped off the wall and vanished into the streets. So her most logical course of action now is to lie in wait at the mansion and kill you quickly.” 
“How do you suggest we proceed?” said Martin. “This Huntress creature seems as dangerous as Sicarion or the Moroaica. A hundred Imperial Guards and a hundred Immortals, and she fought her way free! One woman, and she overcame them all. Some of them landed wounds, aye, but they healed quickly. What strategy can we use against her?”
“I don’t know,” said Caina. Claudia was surprised to hear that. Caina usually had a plan. 
“You said you had faced these nagataaru creatures before,” said Claudia in a low voice. 
“Three times,” said Caina. “No. Four. Technically.”
“You’re still alive,” said Martin. “How did you prevail?” 
“The first time I blew up the building with Hellfire,” said Caina. Claudia blinked in surprise. 
Martin snorted. “I doubt we could reproduce that here, even if we could convince the College to lend us a few hundred amphorae of Hellfire.”
“No,” said Caina. “The second time a nagataaru inhabited a fresh corpse. We overcame it by cutting the corpse to pieces.” 
“We’d have to first kill the Huntress to actually have a corpse,” said Claudia.
“The third time a nagataaru possessed another Ghost, a wraithblood addict,” said Caina. “Something about wraithblood seems to render the user vulnerable to sorcerous attack. I stabbed her in the leg with a ghostsilver dagger. The ghostsilver hurt the nagataaru enough that it fled. The last time…”
Her voice trailed off, and for a moment she looked haunted.
“I was in the netherworld,” said Caina.
“Again?” said Claudia.
“It’s a long story,” said Caina. “The Moroaica’s great work damaged the netherworld. The golden rift left cracks in the walls between the worlds, cracks the nagataaru can use to enter. They came for me, millions of them, so many that they filled the sky with shadow and purple flame.”
“How did you escape?” said Martin.
“I ran faster,” said Caina. “I reached the gate to the mortal world before they did.”
“None of that helps us against the Red Huntress,” said Claudia, sharper than she intended. 
Caina gave no sign of offense. “No. There have been stories about the Red Huntress in Istarinmul for years, maybe even centuries. At first I thought our attacker only wore the costume of the Huntress to frighten us. But if she has a nagataaru inside her, the spirit could have kept her alive for decades. The nagataaru feed on pain and torment…”
“Which is why the Huntress killed all those men,” said Martin.
“Most likely,” said Caina. “If she’s cooperating with the nagataaru, if she’s had decades of experience in combat, all of that backed up by the power of the spirit…she will be incredibly dangerous. Perhaps a team of battle magi or Kyracian stormdancers working in concert could defeat her, but we certainly could not.” 
Martin shook his head. “It is flattering, I suppose, that Cassander thought me dangerous enough to hire such a potent assassin.”
“I’m not sure Cassander sent her,” said Caina.
“Who else could it have possibly been?” said Claudia.
“Think it through,” said Caina, sending a flush of irritation though Claudia. “If someone murders you and Martin, Cassander is the obvious suspect. And why try to take you captive while the Huntress is killing Martin? If the Red Huntress had slain Martin, you would have been useless to Cassander. I think Cassander was as surprised as anyone when the Huntress showed up, and then decided to seize the opportunity to abduct you.” 
“All of this is moot,” said Martin. “We shall never learn who hired the Huntress if she kills us first.”
“No,” said Caina. “I don’t know how to kill the Huntress. But I know a man who might.”
 



Chapter 10 - Refuge
 
Claudia scowled as Caina explained her plan, but Martin seemed amenable enough. 
They returned to the coach and started back to the Lord Ambassador’s residence, followed by Imperial Guards bearing the corpses of their slain comrades. The coach stopped in a narrow street, and Caina, Martin, and Claudia slipped out the door and ducked into an alley. The coach continued on its way, empty as the driver took it to the mansion in the Emirs’ Quarter. Tylas would tell any callers that the Lord Ambassador and his wife, dismayed by the attempt upon their lives, would refuse all visitors for the next few days.
That, Caina hoped, would give them time to take action. 
They hurried through the maze of alleys at the southern edge of the Old Quarter, and soon the stately stone houses gave way to the ramshackle, towering tenements and cheap wine shops that dominated the Anshani Quarter. 
“What a charming neighborhood,” said Claudia “Shall we wait to be robbed, or to save time shall we simply leave all our valuables upon the ground?” 
“You’re a sorceress, my dear,” said Martin. “Any thieves would be in for quite a surprise.”
“We’re here,” said Caina, stopping at the base of a tenement. A flight of stairs ran down to a wooden door, and she produced a key and opened the lock.
“What is this place?” said Martin.
“A safe house,” said Caina, stepping inside. The door opened into a sparsely furnished apartment. The main room had a low table ringed with cushions and a wooden wardrobe against the wall. A door opened into the bedroom, which held a pair of cots and several chests. “There are supplies and clothing. We’ll need disguises so we can move about the city unnoticed. My lord Martin, there is clothing and leather armor that should fit you in the wardrobe. Try to look as disreputable as possible.”
“The Lord Ambassador creeping about his host’s city in disguise,” said Martin. “This spying business has some peculiar turns, does it not?”
“You would be surprised,” said Caina. Martin crossed to the wardrobe and started rummaging through it. “Claudia, with me. I should have something that will fit you in the bedroom.”
Claudia said nothing and followed Caina, closing the door behind her. Caina stooped over one of the chests and began pulling out clothing and weapons.
“What did you have in mind?” said Claudia.
“We can’t disguise you as a man,” said Caina. “I don’t have anything that will fit you because you’re too…”
“Fat?” said Claudia with a scowl. 
Caina looked up. “What? For the gods’ sake. I was going to say that you are too,” she cupped the air in front of her chest, “endowed. Too hard to hide.”
“Oh,” said Claudia. 
“And at most,” said Caina, “you have gained ten pounds since I saw you last. Given how much your stomach disagrees with Istarish food, I suspect that problem will solve itself in short order.”
“How reassuring,” said Claudia. 
Caina found a green dress and headscarf and handed them to Claudia. “I know a locksmith who could calculate your exact height and weight from a single glance. She has a bad habit of doing it when first meeting people. Though since I was wearing high-heeled sandals when we first met she’s been consistently incorrect about my height by about two inches.” For all her genius, Nerina Strake had a bad habit of not rechecking her initial calculations. Solved problems held no interest for her. 
Claudia laughed a little at that. “I imagine that does not make her many friends.” 
“Not really, no,” said Caina, pulling off the disguise of Kyrazid Tomurzu and donning the worn trousers, boots, and leather armor she used as a caravan guard. She draped a worn cloak over her shoulders and put a weapons belt around her waist, making sure to take the ghostsilver dagger with her. If the Huntress returned, the ghostsilver blade and Claudia’s spells might be their only defense. “But she has other gifts.” She put daggers into her boots and throwing knives up her sleeves, settling her usual weapons into place. 
“Better that you don’t tell me more,” said Claudia, tying the headscarf over her blond hair. “The less I know, the less Cassander will find out if he takes me and makes me talk.” She fiddled with the headscarf and sighed. “I thought the Umbarians would make trouble. But I never expected something like the Red Huntress. Gods. Even the most powerful spirits the Umbarians conjure from the netherworld are not as dangerous as her.”
“Thank you,” said Caina.
Claudia blinked. “For what?”
“For my life,” said Caina, meeting the taller woman’s eyes. “She had me, Claudia. I would have died there, if you had not hit her with your banishment spell.” 
Claudia shrugged, uncomfortable. “It…we are both Ghosts, whatever might have happened in the past. You have saved my life before. And,” she sighed, “and Corvalis would have been wroth if you had come to any harm.”
Caina felt her eyes sting, which seemed to make Claudia even more uncomfortable. 
“And thank you for my life,” said Claudia. “Cassander would have taken me alive, if you had not outwitted him.” She laughed. “By dressing up like a prostitute.”
Caina grinned. “Slave dancer, technically. Licensed Istarish prostitutes generally wear more clothing.” 
Claudia gaped at her, and burst out laughing. 
“Gods!” said Claudia. “This isn’t funny!” She wiped at her eyes. “Why am I laughing?”
“Because you’re still alive,” said Caina. “If we get through this, you’ll want to lie down and sleep for a week. And…Claudia. If you had been killed, Corvalis would have been wroth, too.” 
They stood in silence for a moment. Claudia looked at the floor, at the ceiling, at the walls, anywhere but Caina, her eyes wet.
“Well,” said Claudia at last. “We had better go, hadn’t we?” She rubbed at her eyes and took a long breath. “This…informant of yours, whoever he is, would likely be annoyed if we drag him out of his bed.”
“Actually,” said Caina, “I don’t think he ever sleeps.”
“There is one thing I wonder about,” said Claudia. “How are you still alive?”
Caina shrugged. “Dumb luck?”
“Probably,” said Claudia, “but that’s not what I mean. The fiery sword the Huntress summoned…”
“I’ve seen the nagataaru manifest those before,” said Caina. “I think it’s a blade of pure sorcerous power. It can cut through almost anything.”
“I know,” said Claudia. “I saw the Huntress kill with it. I also saw her drive it right into your chest. Why aren’t you lying in pieces on the ground?”
“I think it was the torque on my left arm,” said Caina. “You saw it?”
“Aye,” said Claudia. “I wondered about that. You don’t usually wear jewelry unless it’s part of a disguise. Certainly not something like a torque.”
“It’s called a pyrikon,” said Caina. “I don’t know what it does, not exactly, but it’s enspelled. I thought it was a key, but apparently it can act as a shield as well. Have you ever heard of the loremasters of Iramis?”
Claudia’s brow furrowed. “Vaguely. An extinct order of sorcerers. The College of Alchemists wiped them out during the War of the Fourth Empire.”
“That’s not quite right,” said Caina. “Callatas destroyed Iramis, personally. Burned it to ashes with a relic called the Star of Iramis. I suspect the Prince of Iramis realized what Callatas intended to do someday with the Apotheosis and tried to stop him. Or perhaps the loremasters did. I don’t know for certain. But I do know the pyrikons were the loremasters’ badges of office. Most of them died with Iramis, but Callatas hunted down the rest and claimed their pyrikons. He used them as keys.”
“You hate sorcery,” said Claudia. “Even if it did just save your life. Why do you still have the thing?”
Caina gave a quiet little laugh. “I can’t get rid of it. Every time I try to take it off, it just reappears on my arm. Or reshapes itself into a ring or a bracelet and returns to me.”
“I can examine it, if you like,” said Claudia. “I know how much you hate sorcery, however irrationally. Perhaps I know a counterspell to remove it.”
“Later,” said Caina. “We should get moving.” 
She opened the door and stepped back into the front room. Martin had discarded his formal clothing for ragged garb and armor similar to Caina’s, sword and dagger waiting at his belt.
“You look positively villainous, my lord,” said Caina. 
“Well,” said Martin. “My father always thought I would one day turn to banditry.”
“If there’s any talking necessary, let me do it,” said Caina. “Neither of you can speak without Nighmarian accents. Our cover story, my lord Martin, is that you and I are brothers, caravan guards both, and we are visiting your wife after returning from Anshan.”
“Sounds simple enough,” said Martin.
“These things never are,” said Caina, and they left the safehouse.
 
###
 
Caina led them to a ramshackle tavern on the southern edge of Istarinmul. 
Ever since fleeing Artifel with Corvalis all those years ago, Claudia had been in some disreputable places, but none quite as disreputable as the Shahenshah’s Seat. The raucous noise from the caravanserai just outside the walls filled her ears, while caravan guards and mercenaries stood drinking and talking. They cast admiring glances at her as she went past, but scowls from Martin and Caina dissuaded them from approaching. The tavern itself was a sprawling maze of wings and courtyards, firelight pouring from its entrances, the sounds of laughter and conversation rising from within. Caina led them to a common room filled with benches and tables and men in various states of drunkenness. A grizzled man with the look of a Legion veteran leaned against the wall, muscular arms crossed over his thick chest. His eyes turned towards Caina, and a flicker of a smile went over the man’s face.
“Master Ciaran,” said the man in Istarish with a Nighmarian accent. Caina had said that her mysterious ally thought she was a man. 
“Laertes,” said Caina. “Is he here?”
Laertes’s hard eyes flicked over Claudia and Martin. “He is. I think he was expecting you. All kinds of rumors about fighting in the Golden Palace.”
“And he thought of me?” said Caina. “How very flattering.”
Laertes snorted. “Wherever you go, Master Ciaran, chaos follows.” Clearly he was a perceptive man. “And your friends?”
“He’ll want to talk to them, too,” said Caina.
Laertes nodded, pushed away from the wall, and headed up a flight of stairs. Claudia followed Caina and Laertes and began to summon power for a spell. She didn’t know where Caina was taking them, only that the man they were going to see was not a Ghost. For all Claudia knew the man was an agent of the Teskilati or a spy for the Umbarian Order.
If he was, she would be ready.
Laertes opened a door. Beyond was a sitting room furnished in Istarish style with a round table ringed in low cushions, the smell of fresh coffee in the air. A man sat at the other end of the table, clad all in black, his black eyes glittering in his dark face, a well-trimmed black beard framing his lips. He rose, a white smile flashing over his face, and regarded them for a moment.
“There are rumors,” said the man. His voice was a deep, sonorous vibration, the sort of voice made for giving orations. “Tales of violence in the Golden Palace. Some men even claim that the Umbarian Order has overthrown the Padishah and seized the rule of Istarinmul. So many wild rumors…and then you arrive, Master Ciaran. With guests, no less.” He stepped around the table. “May I presume that I have the honor of addressing the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador to the Padishah?”
Martin frowned. “How did you know that?” 
The dark man’s white smile widened. “A simple deduction, my lord ambassador. It is well known within certain circles that the Emperor would soon dispatch a new ambassador to Istarinmul. Since our mutual friend Ciaran is the circlemaster of the city’s Ghosts, one need only consider the recent upheaval at the Golden Palace to conclude that you are the Emperor’s ambassador.”
“I see it is useless to hide from you,” said Martin with a sigh. “Very well. I am Lord Martin of House Dorius, the Emperor’s ambassador to the Padishah of Istarinmul. This is my wife, Claudia Aberon Dorius.”
“Aberon?” murmured the dark man, his eyes turning toward Claudia. “Most intriguing. I would have assumed the entirety of House Aberon would have sided with the Order.” 
Claudia offered him a thin smile. “The Umbarian rebels are tyrants and murderers, and I have no wish to be either, sir.”
“Well spoken,” said the dark man. He offered a bow to Martin, and then took Claudia’s right hand and planted a dry kiss upon the knuckles. “Permit me to introduce myself, since with Ciaran’s customary knack for secrecy he has no doubt completely failed to mention my name. My name is Ibrahaim Nasser, but I am more commonly known as Nasser Glasshand.”
“Nasser…Glasshand?” said Martin. “Like the stories?” Claudia knew those stories, the tales of the legendary Istarish master thief with a hand made of sorcerous glass. She had always thought them folk tales.
Of course, most people thought the Red Huntress a myth. 
“I may have inspired a tall tale or two, alas,” said Nasser. Claudia shot a look at his left hand, wondering if it was made of glass. It was balled into a tight fist, covered with a glove of black leather. He saw her looking, grinned, and flexed the fingers of his left hand, though the movement seemed to pain him. “But the stories are most egregiously inaccurate.” 
“Aren’t stories always?” said Claudia. 
“Indeed,” said Nasser. “Come, let us sit and have coffee and discuss our business like civilized men. For I assume you have business. Master Ciaran is not much of one for social calls, alas.”
“Neither are you,” said Caina as she settled upon a cushion. Somehow she sat like a man. Even her voice had gotten deeper, rougher. “But we’ve had some profitable ventures together.” 
“Indeed,” said Nasser.
“Aye,” said Caina, “and more to come, I hope. But this time I seek not a venture but information. I will pay you for it.”
“Perhaps there is profit to be gained for both of us,” said Nasser. “Speak on.”
“What do you know about the assassin called the Red Huntress?” said Caina.
Nasser said nothing, but his face went very still. Laertes’s grim expression grew harder.
“You’ve heard of her, then,” said Martin.
“To my sorrow, yes,” said Nasser. “Perhaps you should tell me what happened. I had thought her dead.” 
Caina told him about the events at the Golden Palace, beginning with the Red Huntress’s attack, Cassander’s treachery, and Claudia’s attempted banishment of the nagataaru within the Huntress. Laertes rose and produced cups of coffee, and Caina drank as she talked. Claudia lifted her cup and sipped. It was harsh and bitter, harsher than the coffee in the House of Kularus back in Malarae. 
That was good. It would help her to focus.
“That is a grim tale,” said Nasser. “Certainly you are most fortunate to be alive. Please do not be offended when I say that the Red Huntress has killed men and women far more powerful than you.”
“Considering that we are alive and they are not,” said Martin, “we would be fools to take offense.”
“Indeed,” said Nasser. He looked at Caina. “How much do they know? Or, to be more precise, how much do you wish them to know?”
“We can speak freely,” said Caina. “I have already warned them about Callatas.”
“Very good,” said Nasser. “My lord ambassador, I shall be as honest with you as I can, for your life is in grave danger. I cannot tell you everything about myself, since my life would be quickly forfeit if my secrets became general knowledge. But I will tell you everything I know about the Red Huntress.” 
Martin considered this and then looked at Caina. “Do you trust this man?”
“As much as a Ghost circlemaster can trust anyone,” said Caina. “He has never broken faith with me. We have gone into great peril together and come out alive on the other side.” 
“Few bonds are as true as those forged by the flames of battle,” said Martin. “Very well, sir. I accept your terms.”
“Capital,” said Nasser. “The first thing you should know is that I am enemy of Grand Master Callatas and his Apotheosis. My purpose is to defeat him and all his works. He should be your enemy as well, and the enemy of your Emperor.”
“Why is that?” said Martin.
“His past crimes have been appalling enough,” said Nasser. “He destroyed Iramis, burning a quarter of a million people with his sorcery. He has murdered tens of thousands of slaves to create his wraithblood, which is a blight upon the city. He has made alliances and pacts with the nagataaru, and today you have seen firsthand the malevolence of those spirits. His Apotheosis is a disaster that threatens both Istarinmul and the rest of the world.”
“How?” said Martin. “What is his Apotheosis?”
“I do not know, not yet,” said Nasser. “I am certain it is a sorcerous catastrophe on the scale of the day of the golden dead.”
“Or the burning of Rasadda at the end of the Second Empire,” said Caina. 
“Gods,” said Martin. “Will we ever be rid of these sorcerous madmen?” 
“Probably not,” said Caina, “though the world would be better without sorcery.”
“I do not agree,” said Claudia. “It is a tool like any other. Perhaps the world would be better off without swords. Yet a sword could be used for good or for evil. So it is with sorcery.” 
Caina said nothing, her face blank. 
“I agree with Lady Claudia,” said Nasser. “Neither the Magisterium nor the College of Alchemists nor the Umbarian Order are exemplars of benevolence. The loremasters of Iramis were, but Callatas slew them all.” He waved his hand. “This is neither the time nor the place for such a philosophical discussion. There are more urgent matters at hand.”
“The Red Huntress,” said Caina. “What do you know about her?”
“I do not know her name,” said Nasser, “nor do I know how old she is. But I do know that she is over a century old, and that she has the ability to change her appearance, her very face. From what I have learned, she was one of Callatas’s earliest experiments in summoning and binding a nagataaru into a living mortal. The Red Huntress was the result.” 
“Then she kills at the command of Callatas?” said Caina.
“It is not widely known,” said Nasser, “but yes. Callatas uses her to eliminate targets of great importance, powerful nobles and sorcerers who are too strong to remove by more traditional methods of assassination. I suspect he uses the Huntress as a last resort because of her utter disregard for anyone who gets into her way. A Kindred assassin will quietly slip poison into his victim’s glass. The Huntress will cut off the man’s head, murder his wife and children, and then butcher any slaves or servants who get in her way.”
“The nagataaru,” said Caina. “It feeds on death and torment, and shares the power with her. That is why she kills so wantonly.”
“I fear you are correct,” said Nasser. “I have spoken with sorcerers who are experts in the netherworld, and they tell me that the spirit bound within the Huntress with a lord of the nagataaru that refers to itself as the Voice. If the Huntress has lived for a century, likely she and the Voice are in full cooperation with each other, unlike poor Tarqaz.” 
“Who?” said Claudia. “Who is Tarqaz?”
“A slave who betrayed Callatas,” said Caina. “Callatas bound a nagataaru within him, and he didn’t know it, the poor fool. After he was killed, the nagataaru took control of his corpse.”  
“Why would Callatas send the Huntress after my husband?” said Claudia. “Does he want to start a war with the Empire?” 
“I do not know,” said Nasser. “I am certain that Callatas does not want a war with anyone. A war would distract him from the grisly work of his Apotheosis. My only thought is that Lord Martin was not the target, and merely got in the way.”
“Her first arrow was aimed at Martin, I’m sure of it,” said Caina. “It hit the Imperial Guard next to him.” 
“Could she have come to kill Cassander or the Grand Wazir?” said Claudia.
Caina shook her head. “The Huntress went nowhere near Cassander or the Adamant Guards.”
“The Grand Wazir is Callatas’s devoted servant,” said Nasser. “I can think of no reason why the Grand Master would wish him dead.”
“From what you have told me,” said Martin, “I suspect that you have faced and defeated the Huntress once before.” 
“Yes,” said Nasser. “Some years ago. I had thought her slain, but apparently I was mistaken.”
“How did you defeat her?” said Caina.
“A weapon called a valikon,” said Nasser. 
Claudia frowned. The term sounded similar to “pyrikon”, to the enspelled torque Caina wore.
Caina noticed the similarity, too. “Is it an Iramisian weapon?”
“Aye,” said Nasser. “You bear a dagger of ghostsilver. Such a weapon is capable of harming a creature of spirit, of banishing it back to the netherworld, but it cannot destroy a spirit, especially one housed in a body of flesh. A valikon is a sword with a ghostsilver core wrapped in enspelled steel. The steel bears spells of warding and banishment, and can utterly destroy a spirit.” 
“The loremasters made these weapons?” said Caina. Nasser inclined his head. “I thought you said the loremasters used their powers for knowledge and healing and defense.”
“They did,” said Nasser. “Such blades as the valikons were only used upon those who had willingly invited malevolent spirits into their bodies.”
“I could think of a few times,” said Claudia, remembering Ranarius’s elementals, “that such a weapon would have been useful.” 
“Do you recall,” said Nasser, “the tale of Istarr and the seven Demon Princes of old?”
Caina nodded.
“I’ve never heard of the story,” said Claudia, though she had some recollection of the title from Istarish myth.
“The Demon Princes were seven sorcerers of power who ruled what is now Istarinmul,” said Caina. “The tales say they were possessed by demons, but apparently the demons were powerful lords of the nagataaru. Istarr led his people out of the steppes and waged war upon the Demon Princes, and with the aid of the Prince of Iramis, defeated them. He took the last Demon Prince’s stronghold of Starifel, and in his honor Istarr’s people renamed the city Istarinmul and called themselves the Istarish.” 
“I would say that it was a fable,” said Martin, “had I not just seen the power of a nagataaru with my own eyes.”
“The valikons were created to counter that threat,” said Nasser, “to stop any who willingly cooperated with the nagataaru.”
“I suppose you have such a weapon, and would be willing to rent it for a reasonable fee?” said Martin.
“Alas, no,” said Nasser. “Valikons were quite rare, and only a few were outside Iramis when it burned.”
“You don’t have one,” said Caina, “but you know where one can be found…and you would like our help to retrieve it.”
The brilliant white smile spread over Nasser’s dark face once more. “Clever indeed, Master Ciaran. I know exactly where to find a valikon.”
“Where?” said Caina.
“A place called Silent Ash Temple,” said Nasser. 
“I’ve never heard of it,” said Martin. “Is it within the city?”
“It’s a…pilgrimage site, I think,” said Caina. “For adherents of the Living Flame. Some distance south of here.”
“In the Kaltari Highlands, to be precise,” said Nasser, “about three hundred miles south. You are correct that it is a destination for pilgrims. The Emissary of the Living Flame lives there.”
“The Emissary?” said Caina. “As in the Seven Emissaries of the Living Flame?”
Nasser nodded. 
“A woman who can speak to the gods?” said Martin. “An oracle?”
“Something like that,” said Nasser.
“If this woman can truly speak to the Living Flame or to the gods,” said Caina, “why haven’t I heard of her before? The Surge of New Kyre has true visions of the future, and all the Kyracians hold her in fear.”
“The followers of the Living Flame are a fractious lot,” said Nasser. Laertes snorted at that and took a drink from his cup. “The Anshani followers of the Living Flame recognize seven Emissaries, and make pilgrimages to the Emissaries’ tombs throughout Anshan. The Cyrican and Istarish branches of the faith only recognize three of the Emissaries as legitimate, and the Saddaic followers do not recognize any Emissaries as valid. A legacy of the Ashbringers and their Burning Flame, I expect. There is one other obstacle to pilgrimage as well.”
“What is that?” said Martin.
“The Emissary,” said Nasser, “tells the truth.”
“Is that not a desirable quality in an oracle?” said Claudia.
“Not necessarily,” said Caina, her voice distant again. “If you learned what the future holds…you may not like it. It is the nature of mortal man to lie to himself,” she took a deep breath, “and having those illusions shattered is not always pleasant.” 
“I propose, my lord ambassador,” said Nasser, “that we journey to Silent Ash Temple, persuade the Emissary to loan us the valikon, and use it to dispatch the Red Huntress. In one blow we shall avenge your slain men, protect you from the Huntress, and deprive Grand Master Callatas of one of his most powerful servants. Additionally, you shall deal a setback to Cassander and the Umbarians, who would have benefited from your death, and greatly increase your standing in the Padishah’s court. The Red Huntress is legendary, and the prestige of the man who brings her to justice at last shall be equally so.” 
“How will I contrive to make the journey?” said Martin. “It will take at least two weeks to reach this Silent Ash Temple…”
“Usually eleven or twelve days,” said Nasser, “depending upon weather. And bandits. Banditry is something of a pastime for the Kaltari.” 
“A pilgrimage,” said Caina.
“I follow the gods of the Empire,” said Martin, “not the Living Flame.”
“The Istarish nobility are supposed to be pious,” said Caina, “though I doubt Erghulan believes in anything but his own advancement. All you need to say is that one of your Istarish servants convinced you that your survival was the miraculous work of the Living Flame, and so you are making a pilgrimage to Silent Ash Temple to make an offering of thanksgiving. Erghulan will have no choice but to let you make the journey, and you can travel with your full complement of Imperial Guards.” 
“They were unable to stand against the Huntress,” said Martin.
“No, but they will be most effective against other threats,” said Nasser. “Such as bandits, for instance. It would do us little good if bandits took you hostage and held you for ransom. No, better to travel in strength through the Kaltari Highlands. There is a reason most caravans go through the Great Southern Road and the Vale of Fallen Stars rather than the Kaltari Highlands.” 
“Claudia?” said Martin.
She shrugged. “I can think of no better plan, husband. If the Emissary is custodian of a weapon that can harm the Huntress, and we can persuade her to lend it to us, it could be our best chance to defeat the Huntress. If we defeat her, perhaps we can find proof that Cassander hired her to kill you. That would keep Istarinmul from aiding the Order.”
“I shall be glad to accompany you, my lord,” said Nasser, “to act as guide and counselor. I have been to the Highlands many times, and am familiar with both the people and their customs. Additionally I have a few friends there who may be willing to help us.”
“That is generous of you,” said Martin, a hint of amusement in his tone. “What price would you like for your service?”
“A question,” said Caina. 
Nasser smiled. “Ask.”
“No, you know that’s not what I mean,” said Caina. “That’s what you want in payment. You want me to ask a question of the Emissary. You can’t ask it yourself, because you already asked her a question. How to escape from the Huntress the first time, I assume.”
“Close enough,” said Nasser. “Can you guess the question I wish you to ask?”
“You want me to ask the Emissary,” said Caina, “where we can find the Staff and Seal of Iramis.”
“As ever, your vision is keen,” said Nasser. “You reason correctly. I already asked a question of the Emissary, and she is unlikely to answer another. But she will answer you.”
“Because she hasn’t asked a question yet?” said Claudia.
“Yes,” said Nasser. “And because she is the Balarigar. The demonslayer of legend. The Emissary will want to speak to you, I think.”
“There’s no such thing as the Balarigar,” said Caina. 
“I heard you proclaim otherwise before the assembled nobility of the Empire and New Kyre,” said Claudia.
“It is a myth, a tale of the Szalds,” said Caina. 
“A myth that many seem to believe,” said Nasser. “Perhaps the Emissary of the Living Flame is a believer as well.” 
“This Staff and Seal,” said Martin. “Master Ciaran mentioned them…but what are they, exactly?”
“They were part of the royal regalia of the Princes of Iramis,” said Nasser. “The Star of Iramis was another part, and if you ever have the misfortune to meet Callatas, you shall see that he wears it around his neck. The objects of the regalia were not simply symbols of authority, but tools of tremendous sorcerous power. Callatas used the Star to destroy Iramis. The Staff permits the summoning of spirits of the netherworld, and the Seal allows for their binding and control. All three are necessary for him to work the Apotheosis. Most likely they are somewhere within the Desert of Candles, which is why Callatas has gangs of slaves searching the Iramisian ruins there. If we can find the relics and deny them to Callatas, we shall stop his Apotheosis.” 
“A clever plan, Master Nasser,” said Martin.
“I am pleased that you think so,” said Nasser.
“I can see no better alternative,” said Martin. “Very well. Unless Ciaran has objections, I agree to your plan.” 
“I wish to make one thing clear,” said Claudia. “I will be accompanying you.”
Martin frowned. “You will be safer here in Istarinmul.” 
“The Golden Palace is the most heavily guarded place in Istarinmul,” said Claudia, “and none of us were safe there. I failed to banish the nagataaru, this Voice creature, but my spell at least discomforted her. Until we find that valikon, we are vulnerable…and you need my help.” She looked from Martin to Caina and back again. “Both of you.”
“I wish I had left you in Malarae,” said Martin. “Maybe there, you would be safe.” Claudia started to object, but Martin kept talking. “But I fear you are right. We shall go together.” 
“Capital,” said Nasser. “I suggest we prepare at once. The sooner we leave Istarinmul, the better.”



Chapter 11 - Pilgrims
 
The next morning Caina stifled a yawn and looked around the Bazaar of the Southern Road. 
Even at this time of morning, the Shahenshah’s Seat was still crowded. Hundreds of merchant stalls filled the wide square between the outer wall of Istarinmul and the rambling tavern. Most of them focused on selling boots and weapons and blankets and travel rations, all the things traveling merchants and their guards might need. Caina saw a merchant charging double for what a pair of boots would cost elsewhere in the city. 
Before the gate itself stood the Imperial Guards, standing watch over dozens of pack mules. The roads in the Kaltari Highlands were often impassable to wheeled carts, so Martin had purchased mules to carry their food and supplies in case the wagons broke down. Claudia oversaw everything, directing the drivers and the Guards both.
She had always liked telling people what to do. The wife of a powerful Imperial nobleman was her natural calling. She could tell people what to do for the rest of her life…
Caina shook her head, dismissing the unfair thought. Claudia had her responsibilities, as did Caina. She had saved Caina’s life in the Golden Palace. The pyrikon might have protected Caina from the Voice’s sword, but it would have done nothing against the Huntress’s sword of normal steel.
“You seem troubled. Or more so than is your custom.”
Caina turned her head and saw Nasser approaching. He wore the patterned blue and white robes of a merchant of Anshan, a turban of similar design perched upon his head. Laertes waited near him, wearing the armor and dusty clothing of a caravan guard. They had planned for Nasser to masquerade as a traveling Anshani merchant, with Caina and Laertes as his bodyguards.
“I was thinking,” said Caina, “that the two of us have the highest bounties in the entire realm of Istarinmul, and we’re standing right next to each other. If some teamster accidentally ran us over with his cart, he’d be the richest man in Istarinmul in the space of a heartbeat.”
Nasser laughed. “The poor fool wouldn’t know what to do with his money.”
“Let us endeavor to spare him from the temptation,” said Caina. 
“She does not like you very much, does she?” said Nasser.
The shift in the conversation threw Caina for a moment. “I’m sorry?” 
“Lady Claudia,” said Nasser. “She bears you some ill-will.”
“We have had disagreements in the past,” said Caina. She did not want to talk about this with Nasser, and she was just as certain that Nasser would not let it go.
“Of what nature, might I inquire?” said Nasser.
Caina shrugged. “I don’t like sorcerers. I don’t think sorcery can be used without harm. Lady Claudia was once a sister of the Magisterium. She disagrees with me.” 
“It is a bit more personal than that,” said Nasser.
“Then perhaps we shouldn’t discuss it.”
“Her sister,” said Nasser.
Caina opened her mouth, closed it again. “Her sister?” she said at last.
“I suspect that is the nature of your enmity,” said Nasser. “Claudia had a sister, and you were her lover. The sister died at some point, likely during the course of your work, and so Lady Claudia blames you to this day.” 
That was completely wrong, but Nasser still thought that Caina was a man. 
Other than that little detail, he had gotten everything right. 
Caina tried to think of a clever lie or a witticism to deflect the question, but found nothing. 
“I am sorry,” said Nasser at last. 
“You shouldn’t be,” said Caina. “It’s the only reason you’re still alive. The day of the golden dead. Claudia’s sibling, my lover, died there. That death stopped the golden dead.” That part, at least, was entirely true. The Moroaica had carried Caina’s memories, and when she had killed Corvalis, she had been so paralyzed with grief that Caina had been able to strike a killing blow. 
The grief had paralyzed the Moroaica, but not Caina. The man she loved had been dead, but she had still been able to act. It made her feel guilty.
Perhaps she was the cold-hearted monster that Claudia believed her to be. 
“Alas,” said Nasser. “Watching a woman you love die is a most grievous blow.”
“One that you know firsthand, I assume?” said Caina. “Since we are attempting to pry into each other’s pasts now.”
“I have lived a long life,” said Nasser, “and seen much sorrow.” He paused. “But joy, too. I must not forget that. It is why I do what I do, after all.” 
“Seeing Callatas defeated would bring me joy,” said Caina. 
“It does explain much about you,” said Nasser. “I suspected you were a man who had endured grievous losses, losses so sharp that you no longer held your life in any great regard.”
“Are you sure?” said Caina. “I’m still alive.”
“I cannot complain of your choices,” said Nasser. “Your skill and daring have been of great use to me. But…one needs some joy in one’s life. I wonder if you have any in yours.”
“I don’t,” said Caina. “Not really. Not any longer.” 
“Perhaps you should make peace with Claudia,” said Nasser.
“What good would that do?” said Caina. “We rarely agreed. Then after…the death…I didn’t talk to her until she arrived in Istarinmul.”
Nasser raised his eyebrows. “So you never told her about her sister’s death?”
“No,” said Caina. “Why? Does it matter?”
“Perhaps it does,” said Nasser. “Or, at least, I suspect Claudia thinks it does.” 
“Why are we even talking about this?” said Caina. 
“You remind me of myself when I was a younger man,” said Nasser. “Full of rage and desiring revenge. But you cannot live for revenge alone.”
“I know,” said Caina. “It is a lesson I have learned before, and that I will likely have to learn again. What do you live for?”
Nasser smiled. “Hope.”
“How illuminating.”
They stood in silence for a moment, and Caina saw the black-armored forms of Immortals moving through the stalls. The crowds made sure to give them a wide berth. Erghulan Amirasku marched in their midst, his face set in a thunderous scowl. 
“As fascinating as this very unpleasant conversation has been,” said Caina, “I would like to hear this.”
“As would I,” said Nasser. “Lead on.” 
She walked past the waiting carts and the ranks of Imperial Guards, and came close enough to hear the conversation between the Grand Wazir and the Lord Ambassador.
“I cannot say I approve of this,” said Erghulan. “The Kaltari Highlands have always been dangerous, even more so after the day of the golden dead. Your safety will not be guaranteed.”
Martin raised his eyebrows. “My safety was not guaranteed in the Golden Palace, either. Fifteen Imperial Guards fell to the Huntress’s blade. If I am not safe in the Golden Palace, then where am I safe, my lord Wazir?”
Erghulan’s scowl deepened. “Investigations are underway. We shall find this assassin and kill her.”
“I have faith in your ability, my lord,” said Martin. “But it was only by the slimmest of threads that my wife and I escaped. I am convinced this was through the active intervention of the gods. Therefore I am making a pilgrimage to Silent Ash Temple to offer sacrifices in thanksgiving.”
“There are temples to the Living Flame in Istarinmul,” said Erghulan. “It would be far easier for you to offer sacrifices there. My lord ambassador, may I be blunt? If you are slain anywhere on Istarish soil, the consequences for my nation, for both our nations, would be dire. The Empire has one war. It does not need a second. The great and wise Padishah ever wishes for peace.” 
“I am glad to hear it,” said Martin. “Our Emperor desires peace between our nations as well. As opposed to the rebels of the Umbarian Order, who desire to use Istarinmul as a cudgel against the Empire. Tell me, my lord. If the Huntress targeted Lord Cassander, do you think he would be as gracious about the affair?”
Erghulan said nothing, but he offered a shallow nod.
“And was it not curious that both Immortals and Imperial Guards lay dead upon the ground,” said Martin, “while not one Adamant Guard died in the Golden Palace? Cassander has abused your hospitality, my lord. It is my belief that he sent the Huntress against me.”
“I fear that is my belief as well,” said Erghulan, “but I cannot take action without proof.” More likely he was waiting for Callatas to make a decision. “Yet my suspicions remain. We shall wait for your return from your pilgrimage. Until then, Istarinmul will not intervene in the Empire’s war against the rebels of the Order.”
He had called the Order rebellious. That was a good sign, though it likely served Callatas’s purposes. The longer Istarinmul delayed, the longer he had to work on his Apotheosis. Yet he could not work the Apotheosis without the Staff and Seal of Iramis, and if Nasser was right, if the Emissary knew where to find them, Caina could snatch away the relics and prevent Callatas from laying claim to them.
“I thank you for your good faith, my lord,” said Martin. “I anticipate my return within a month.”
Erghulan nodded. “May the Living Flame watch over you.” 
Martin bowed, spoke to Tylas, and the Imperial Guards began to form up. Claudia and Martin had horses and a supply of remounts, but everyone else would have to walk or ride in the wagons. Caina did not mind. The walking would give her time to think. When that became boring, she had hidden a few books in the supply wagons, and could pass the time by reading.
She hoped for a boring trip. 
Because if the Red Huntress found them, the trip was going to be anything but boring. 
Claudia mounted her horse. The former magus turned her steed in a circle, steering it towards the gate with easy skill. She stopped, gazing down at one of the merchant stalls. It was an odd time to be shopping, but Claudia was in fact staring at a decree pinned to the side of the stall.
It was Grand Wazir Erghulan’s decree, offering the enormous bounty for the head of the Balarigar. 
Claudia turned her head and saw Caina standing nearby. 
“I am surprised,” said Caina, “that you haven’t seen those before. They’re all over the city.”
“Two million bezants,” said Claudia. “Remissions from taxes. Noble titles.” She looked at Caina. “The Balarigar has certainly irritated some powerful people.”
“He has,” said Caina. 
For some reason Claudia looked annoyed, even angry.
“Why?” said Claudia.
“You know why,” said Caina. “Were you not listening?”
“I listened just fine,” said Claudia. “What I know is that the Balarigar has a huge price upon his head, has made a public spectacle of himself. I know that the Balarigar has waged war upon the Slavers’ Brotherhood to no point.”
“They deserved it, for what they had done,” said Caina, feeling herself getting angry. This was not the place to have a discussion on the matter, but Claudia kept talking. 
“That’s not the point,” said Claudia. “We’re supposed to remain secret. We’re supposed to be shadows and myths. Not daring master thieves with enormous bounties upon our heads. What has the Balarigar accomplished? Frightened some slavers? Annoyed the nobles of Istarinmul? That has only made it harder for us to convince Istarinmul to remain neutral. No matter what Martin says, all Cassander has to do is to keep mentioning the Balarigar, and sooner or later he will bring the nobles of Istarinmul around to his side.”
Caina scowled, but said nothing. 
Claudia had a point. 
What had Caina accomplished? She had terrorized the slavers, true, and driven up the price of slaves. Yet Callatas’s Apotheosis had been slowed, not stopped. Cassander had told her true name to Erghulan, proving that the Balarigar was a Ghost nightfighter. That made it all the harder for the Empire to keep Istarinmul neutral in the war against the Order. 
Perhaps Caina had done nothing of use. Perhaps she had been merely lashing out, striking at random in her rage and pain over the deaths of Corvalis and Halfdan. 
What would Halfdan think of her deeds in Istarinmul?
Caina did not know. 
Claudia turned and rode to join Martin. 
Caina took a deep breath, calming herself. She had done as she had thought best, and she could not change it. Nor would she change it, even if the power to do so had been within her grasp. Callatas and his Apotheosis had to be stopped, and the Slavers’ Brotherhood challenged. If Caina had done nothing, perhaps Callatas would have finished the Apotheosis by now. She could do nothing but move forward.
Caina walked to join the rest of the column as it headed towards the Gate of the Southern Road.
 
###
 
Kalgri stood in the shadow of a merchant booth, pretending to examine the overpriced daggers on sale as she watched Lord Martin’s column depart through the gate.
Caina Amalas strode alongside one of the wagons, clad in her disguise of a caravan guard. It was a perfect disguise, really. If Kalgri had not known any better, she would have sworn that she was looking at a caravan guard, an unremarkable man of mediocre skill and no wealth. 
But Caina Amalas was clever, dangerously clever.
How else could she have concealed a pyrikon from Kalgri? 
The Voice hissed in fury. 
There were only a few things that had the power to stop the immaterial blade of the nagataaru. A pyrikon was one of them. Kalgri had expected to feel her sword sink into the Balarigar’s heart. Instead the blade of shadow and purple fire had come apart in her hand. Then the Imperial sorceress had thrown that banishment spell, and the Voice had gone berserk. Kalgri had lost control as well. Her bond with the Voice was the source of her strength and power and immortality, and if Claudia Dorius had been a little stronger, she might have actually banished the Voice back to the netherworld. 
In fury Kalgri had killed and killed, the Voice gorging itself upon the deaths of the Immortals and the Imperial Guards and passing that strength back to Kalgri.
But she had mastered herself and realized the danger. The Voice’s power was immense, but Kalgri’s body had limits. If she took too many wounds, her ability to heal slowed, and even she could not slay every single Immortal in the Golden Palace. Worse, the Grand Wazir would send for Alchemists to defend the Palace. Their spells might destroy her, and Callatas might choose to let her die rather than kill his allies. 
All this because Caina had moved at the very last instant to avoid the arrow that would have taken her in the heart.
Had the pyrikon warned her? Some of the loremasters had possessed the ability of short-term foresight, allowing them to avoid arrows.
There had been too many uncertainties, too many variables. Kalgri had not survived for a century and a half by taking stupid chances, and remaining at the Palace had been a needless risk. 
So she had withdrawn to regroup and to prepare a new plan.
Damn Callatas. Damn him! Why hadn’t he told her that the Balarigar had a pyrikon?
Perhaps he didn’t know. That thought amused her. 
“Mistress?” 
Kalgri realized that she had forgotten about the dagger merchant, a short, plump little man with a greasy beard.
“Will you buy anything?” said the merchant. “My daggers are very fine, yes, and shall defend your virtue from the dire villains…”
“No,” said Kalgri. “Your daggers are inferior and overpriced. Additionally, I don’t like your stupid little beard, and your nose offends me.”
The merchant bristled, raising a hand to strike her. She looked at him, and sudden fear went over his face.
Kalgri might have killed him then and there, but the Voice hissed within her. 
It sensed something. 
She stalked away, her skirt swirling around her legs. One could hardly go walking about Istarinmul in the armor and mask of the Red Huntress, so she wore the simple dress and headscarf of a common Istarish woman. No one paid her any attention as she crossed the bazaar and strode into an alley between two of the towering tenements of the Anshani Quarter. It was foolish for a woman to walk alone in this part of the Quarter, but if anyone annoyed her, the watchmen would find more corpses in the morning. 
Kalgri entered a small courtyard, the dust gritting beneath her boots.
The Voice had a cruel approximation of a sense of humor, and it started to hiss with laughter when she saw the man waiting in the courtyard. The man was tall and handsome, clad in a greatcoat of black leather with red trim upon the sleeves, a black steel gauntlet covering his right fist. The Voice sensed the power of the wards upon his coat and within the golden amulet of a winged skull on his chest. 
“Cassander Nilas,” said Kalgri. 
“My lady Huntress,” said Cassander with a courtly bow. “I had thought you dead.”
She shrugged. 
“You had a different face,” said Cassander, “the last time we met. And you were a little shorter, too.”
“Survival has its price,” said Kalgri. “Given the quantity of necromancy practiced by your Order, I thought you would know that by now.” 
“True,” said Cassander. His ever-present smile widened. “Tell me. When the Provosts hired you to kill the Kyracian archons and their families, they paid you a fortune. Yet you dumped the golden coins into the water. Why?”
Kalgri shrugged again. “It amused me to do it.”
Cassander snorted. “If you wanted to do it for free, you could have spared us the money.”
“No,” said Kalgri. “The money was mine to take. If you had tried to cheat me, I would have killed you all.” 
“Undoubtedly,” said Cassander. “It might please you to know that New Kyre has decided to remain neutral in the Order’s war against the Empire.” 
“I don’t care,” said Kalgri. The nine Kyracian archons, influenced by Kylon of House Kardamnos, had been leaning towards aiding the Empire against the Umbarians, and so the Order had hired Kalgri to kill them. Kalgri had butchered her way through the pro-Imperial archons and their families. She had killed almost all of them, but she had been wounded severely, and Kalgri had been forced to retreat. 
Cassander laughed. “I know you don’t. In any event, you were successful. The internal politics of New Kyre are a bloody confusion now, and the Kyracians will not join the war on either side.”
“Did you not hear me when I said that I don’t care?” said Kalgri.
“How marvelous you are, my lady Huntress,” said Cassander. “Kingdoms and empires, nations and armies…none of it matters to you. All you care about is feasting upon death.” He tilted his head to the side, his bright blue eyes regarding her. He really was quite handsome, and under different circumstances she might have enjoyed seducing him. “You truly are the perfect predator.”
“Does this have a point?” said Kalgri. “Oh, and you can tell your pet fools to stop hiding. You should know better than to try such tricks upon me.” 
Cassander gestured, the air around him rippling, and a dozen scarred men appeared out of nothingness, silver light fading from the sigils carved into their flesh. “As you wish. There’s no need to have secrets between us.”
Kalgri laughed. “If I wanted to kill you, do you really think your scarred pets would have saved you?” Several of the Silent Hunters scowled, but none of them raised a hand against her. They knew better. 
“Why should you want to kill me?” said Cassander.
“Because I would enjoy it?” said Kalgri. “Because you talk too much?”
“All true,” said Cassander. “But I know what you want, and I can help you.”
Kalgri sneered. “You know nothing.”
“You were not there,” said Cassander, “to kill the Lord Governor, were you?” 
“What makes you sure of that?” said Kalgri.
“For one, if you wanted Martin Dorius dead, he would be dead,” said Cassander. “He is simply another pompous nobleman. Such men are easily killed. I know who commands you.”
“No one commands me,” said Kalgri.
“The Grand Master wouldn’t want Martin dead, either,” said Cassander. “That little project of his…murdering slaves to make an addictive elixir? Whatever the reason behind it, I suspect a war with the Empire would prove rather disruptive.” 
“You know nothing,” said Kalgri, though she knew that Callatas did not want war with the Empire. 
At least until he unleashed the Apotheosis, and destroyed the old order of the world to raise the new. 
“You weren’t there to kill Martin Dorius,” said Cassander. “You were there to kill the woman known as Caina Amalas, the Balarigar.” 
“And if I was?” said Kalgri. “What is it to you?”
“Officially, the Provosts of the Order sent me to Istarinmul to convince the Padishah to open the Starfall Straits to our war fleet,” said Cassander. “But since we knew that to be unlikely, I have several other tasks to accomplish during my stay in this stinking hive of a city. One of them is to kill Caina Amalas.”
“Why?” said Kalgri. “What does your Order care? Have you suddenly become supporters of the Grand Master?”
“Hardly,” said Cassander. “The Umbarian Order was once hidden with the Imperial Magisterium. When the Balarigar was still in the Empire, she irritated many members of the Magisterium who have now become devoted brothers of the Order. Killing her would solve many problems.”
“And increase the prestige of Cassander Nilas,” said Kalgri.
“Well,” said Cassander with a shrug of feigned humility. “The workman deserves his wages, does he not? Furthermore, the High Provost has some measure of arcane foresight, and she has seen configurations of the future where the Balarigar proves an obstacle to our goals. Better to pluck the weed before it has a chance to grow thorns.”
“What of your other goals?” said Kalgri. If those goals included hampering the Grand Master’s plans, that would give her every excuse to kill Cassander and his pets here and now. Callatas did not want a war with the Umbarian Order any more than he wanted a war with the Empire. Yet she doubted the Umbarians had a vision of the world that included the Apotheosis. Perhaps conflict was inevitable.
“Now, now,” said Cassander. “You have your secrets, my lady Huntress, and I have mine.” 
“Then why are you here?” said Kalgri. “To listen to yourself talk endlessly? You could do that just as easily without bothering me.”
“Why, as I’ve said, I’ve come to help you,” said Cassander. 
Kalgri laughed. “I don’t need your help.”
His smile widened, his blue eyes like chips of ice. “Then why is Caina Amalas still alive?” 
Kalgri had no answer for that. 
“She was there, at the Golden Palace,” said Cassander. “Disguised among Lord Martin’s retainers. Maybe disguised as one of the Imperial Guards, maybe as one of the merchants or officials. She got away from you, didn’t she? She had some trick up her sleeve, some clever tactic that let her escape. And if you go after her again…maybe she will have another trick up her sleeve, hmm? Something you won’t see coming. Something, perhaps, that can even kill the famed Red Huntress.” 
Cassander, loath as she was to admit it, had a good point. Kalgri had not expected the pyrikon. She had spent months spying upon the Balarigar, and had never once realized that Caina had a pyrikon. Were there other dangers that she had failed to foresee?
To her surprise, the Voice counseled caution. The Voice wanted Caina dead as badly as it had ever wanted anything. Did it fear her? Yet that wasn’t it. The Voice…she thought it feared something Caina might do in the future.
Something she might become. 
The Voice feared the consequences if Kalgri failed to kill the Balarigar. Kalgri did not care, not precisely. But she did want to kill Caina, and the Ghost woman’s escape infuriated her. Best to proceed with caution.
“If I am the perfect predator you say that I am,” said Kalgri at last, “then I would not turn aside from any tool or method that would help me take my prey.” 
“I am glad we are in agreement on this matter,” said Cassander. “Here is my aid.” He gestured, and the Silent Hunters stepped forward. “They shall accompany you.” 
Kalgri opened her mouth to laugh in derision, and then stopped herself. Did Cassander think to use the Silent Hunters to betray her? He had to know that the Voice could sense them, even when they used their petty tricks. Then she realized that Cassander, like all the Umbarians, saw his servants as expendable tools. 
Expendable tools could make a useful distraction. 
“Very well,” said Kalgri. “I accept your offer.”
“Splendid,” said Cassander. “I would assist you, my lady Huntress, but I have other tasks for the Provosts. Succeed in this, and you shall have the lasting gratitude and friendship of the Umbarian Order.”
“Those mean nothing to me,” said Kalgri.
His smile turned a bit mocking. “Then in gratitude we’ll give you more people to kill.” 
Kalgri nodded, and Cassander walked away, leaving Kalgri alone with the Silent Hunters, who regarded her with their icy, dead eyes.
“Get dressed,” she said. “We have killing to do.”
 



Chapter 12 - The Old Religion
 
Lord Martin’s column marched south, acquiring followers along the way. 
Traveling merchants often banded together for protection on the Great Southern Road. The Road was one of the most heavily traveled routes in the world, trade flowing back and forth between Istarinmul and Anshan and Cyrica, which also meant bandits gathered around the Road like vultures over a dying man. The tribesmen of the Trabazon Steppes often raided caravans when the mood took them, and the Kaltari Highlands were notorious for banditry. 
Caina supposed it would be darkly amusing for have survived Maglarion, Sicarion, the Moroaica, and Callatas’s Maze only to get shot in the back by a bandit for her boots. 
Yet no one troubled them or the five other merchant caravans that joined them. The Imperial Guards marched in good order, Tylas striding up and down the line to inspect his men. Martin and Claudia rode at the head of the column, looking dignified and lordly. Or Martin did, at least. Claudia merely looked hot and tired. After the first few hours, she tied her long hair into a thick braid to keep it away from her neck and shielded the top of her head with a bright Istarish scarf. Caina supposed she was not accustomed to this heat. 
Caina busied herself by mingling with the guards of the other caravans, playing at dice with them and sharing their crude jokes. The caravans made a perfect cover for a spy. After all, it was what Caina herself was doing. Caina feared that the Red Huntress had concealed herself among the caravans, but the only women she saw were the merchants’ pampered wives and daughters, and the whores who followed the guards. Caina wished she had a way to detect the presence of nagataaru. She could sense the arcane force around them when the nagataaru invoked their powers, but until they did, she could not sense them.
At least she didn’t have to worry about any Silent Hunters taking them unawares. 
Though a clever Silent Hunter wouldn’t use his powers at all, but would simply slip poison into Martin’s wine. 
Caina watched for any sign of the Huntress or the Silent Hunters, but no attackers showed themselves.
 
###
 
“My turn,” said Nasser in his smooth rumble.
Caina nodded and popped a bit of bread into her mouth.
At nights she tended to sit near Nasser’s campfire, which he always established within sight of Lord Martin’s tent. Martin had retired early that night, taking his wife’s hand and leading her to the tent with a smile on her face. It was not terribly difficult to deduce what they were doing. Though Caina felt odd about it…
Jealousy? No. Merely sadness. She had loved Corvalis once, had been able to share his blankets after a long day on the road. Now instead she sat at a campfire wearing men’s clothing, accompanied by an inscrutable master thief and his grim bodyguard. 
Still, Nasser’s riddles were intriguing.
“I was the heir to the throne of Anshan,” said Nasser, “the eldest son of the Shahenshah, may the Living Flame shine forever upon him. Alas, I ran afoul of Yaramzod the Black, greatest of the occultists of Anshan. I had no choice but to flee and establish myself as a master thief in the city of Istarinmul.”
“A lie,” said Caina. Next to her Laertes ate in silence, his eyes scanning the nearby tents. 
Nasser grinned. “Why?”
“You are obviously not Anshani,” said Caina.
“I look Anshani,” said Nasser in flawless Anshani. “I sound Anshani.”
“I can look and sound like things other than what I am, too,” said Caina. “No. When you’re in danger, your real accent comes out.”
“Yours is High Nighmarian,” said Nasser.
“I don’t know what yours is,” said Caina. “It sounds a little Istarish, a little Alqaarin…but it’s not. Frankly, your accent sounds a great deal like Grand Master Callatas.”
“Perceptive indeed,” said Nasser. “Your turn.”
“Very well,” said Caina. “I was an initiate of the Imperial Magisterium, beginning my training in Artifel. One day I witnessed a master magus purchasing slaves from a trader of the Brotherhood. He was actually a necromancer, using the blood of the slaves to fuel his spells. I suppose in hindsight he may have been one of the Umbarians. Or perhaps he was simply rogue. I could not stomach his crimes, so I killed him and fled before the Magisterium arrested me. I made it to Malarae, and the Ghosts recruited me as a nightfighter.” 
Nasser considered that for a moment, swirling wine in his cup. Laertes continued eating, ignoring the conversation. 
“Some kernels of truth,” said Nasser, “but essentially a lie.”
“Essentially?” said Caina.
“You have no arcane ability,” said Nasser, “so therefore you were never an initiate of the Imperial Magisterium.”
“I can sense sorcery,” said Caina. She waved a hand at him. “Including whatever the hell is wrong with your left hand. By the way, I am entirely certain there are no Anshani princes with potent sorcery radiating from their hands.” Laertes snorted. 
“You can sense sorcery,” said Nasser, “but you do so without casting a spell. That ability only manifests in rare circumstances. Most likely you were severely wounded by a spell at a young age and acquired a sensitivity to it.” Which was exactly what had happened. “That is the most probable explanation.” 
“It would explain why Ciaran hates sorcerers so much,” said Laertes around a mouthful of jerky. “And slave traders.”
“I did say it was an excellent lie,” said Nasser.
“All decent people hate slave traders,” said Caina. “And sorcerers.”
Despite herself, her eyes strayed towards Martin’s tent as she spoke. 
“I admire,” said Nasser, “how you and Lady Claudia are able to cooperate effectively despite your mutual disdain.”
“Who said we cooperate effectively?” said Caina.
“No one,” said Nasser, “but I am not fool enough to ignore the evidence of my own eyes. You managed to evade both the Huntress and Lord Cassander by working together.”
“Why do they hate each other?” said Laertes. 
“Master Ciaran detests sorcery,” said Nasser, “and Claudia blames Ciaran for the death of her sister, who was Ciaran’s lover.”
“Ah.”
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina. “You two gossip like old women.”
“It passes the time,” said Laertes. 
“I don’t hate Claudia,” said Caina. “Perhaps she is right to hate me…but we have the same task. We will do what must be done. Regardless of how we happen to feel about it.” 
“But to return to the main point,” said Nasser, “your story is a lie. I am reasonably certain that at some point you encountered a master magus turned necromancer who wounded you. Perhaps at a young age. But you were never an initiate of the Magisterium.”
“I suppose not,” said Caina. 
“If we gossip to pass the time,” said Laertes, shaking his head, “what about you two madmen? Telling each other lies, each bigger than the last, and looking for the holes?” He shook his head. “Sane men just play dice.” 
“Everyone needs a hobby,” said Caina.
“It helps keep the wits sharp,” said Nasser. He looked to the south. “Which, given what awaits us, is likely a good idea.”
 
###
 
Four days after leaving Istarinmul, they came to a three-pronged fork in the road.
The Great Southern Road proper continued southeast, cutting across the Trabazon Steppes to the Vale of Fallen Stars and then on to Anshan. The southwestern fork of the road went through the fertile fields of Akasar and then to Istarish Cyrica and Imperial Cyrica. 
The southern road itself went to the Kaltari Highlands, a dark mass spreading away across the horizon. 
All of the merchant caravans went southwest or southeast.
None of them went to the Kaltari Highlands. 
“That is an ominous sign,” said Claudia, watching as the caravans rolled away in clouds of dust. Claudia had forgotten how much she preferred to travel via ship. A ship might sink, but at least on a ship she did not have to contend with the endless dust and a thousand pounds of hot, sweaty horseflesh beneath her. Right now she wanted to find a bath and soak for a week, but she knew such luxuries were a long way off.
Did the Kaltari even have baths in their Highlands?
“Alas, my lady Claudia,” said Nasser. Claudia was not sure he was trustworthy, but he was unfailingly polite and quite charming. “The Kaltari Highlands have something of an evil reputation.”
“Entirely deserved,” muttered Laertes.
“Why is that?” said Martin, who had started relying upon Nasser as a local guide. “Are not the Kaltari of Caerish descent?”
“They are,” said Nasser. “Originally. During the Second Empire, when the Caerish barbarians warred against the Empire, a confederation of Caerish tribes migrated south, rampaged through Cyrica, and came to Istarinmul. Rather than attack the walls of Istarinmul, they drove off the original inhabitants of the Highlands and settled there. Ever since they have been known as the Kaltari Highlands.” He shrugged. “The Caers of the Empire have, for the most part, accepted the gods and culture of the Empire. The Kaltari keep many of their ancient practices.”
“Like headhunting,” said Caina. Claudia flinched. She had not heard Caina approach. “Like the ancient Caerish, the Kaltari believe the head is the seat of the soul, and so keep the skulls of their foes as trophies.” 
“They form warbands in the ancient tradition as well,” said Nasser, “and sometimes go raiding.”
Martin frowned. “Are they not subjects of the Padishah? Does not his law run here?”
Nasser smiled. “It does, but creating the law and enforcing it are different matters entirely. The Kaltari have formed the backbone of the Padishah’s infantry for years. They regard war as a high honor and hold hardship in scorn. And when there are no wars for them, they turn to raiding their neighbors.” 
“Eighty Imperial Guards ought to go a long way to encourage neighborly behavior from the Kaltari,” said Martin.
“I quite agree,” said Nasser. “I have some friends among the headmen of the Kaltari. Though there is one other matter we should guard against.”
“Isn’t there always?” said Caina. 
“The faith of the Living Flame is prominent among the Kaltari,” said Nasser. “But a minority among the Kaltari hold to the…old ways, the old religion.” 
“Old religion?” said Claudia.
“They worship the darker spirits of the netherworld,” said Caina, voice quiet, “and sometimes summon them up and do their bidding. You remember those dolmen-style tombs we saw in Caeria Ulterior? The reason so many of them lie undisturbed is that the ancient Caerish shamans bound powerful spirits to watch over the tombs.”
“These darker spirits,” said Martin. “Could they include the nagataaru?” 
“Possibly,” said Nasser. “Though the Kaltari would not call them by that name. ‘Nagataaru’ is an Iramisian word that filtered into the Istarish, Cyrican, and Anshani tongues. I suspect the Kaltari would refer to such spirits as the ‘lords of the night’ or the ‘princes of the void’ or some such other overly poetical appellation. The practice has been banned by the Padishah’s law, since the practitioners of the old religion have a regrettable tendency towards human sacrifice, but they still conduct their rites in secret and summon up the spirits they worship.” 
“If the Voice speaks to other nagataaru,” said Caina, “and those nagataaru speak to their worshipers here, the Huntress might have set traps for us.”
“You could have warned us of this risk,” said Martin, scowling at Nasser.
Nasser shrugged. “Would it have changed anything? None of us have seen the Huntress without her mask. For all I know she is one of the cooks in the other caravans, and is even now circling ahead to ambush us.” 
“The weapon that can kill the Huntress is at Silent Ash Temple,” said Caina. “We either go on the offense and kill her first, or wait in the Lord Ambassador’s mansion for her to kill Martin.” 
“Tell me, Master Glasshand,” said Claudia. “Are you truly so concerned for my husband’s life, or do you merely want to ask your questions of the Emissary?”
Nasser turned that charming white smile in her direction. “Why should our interests not overlap?”
“Wars are not won through defense,” said Martin, “and the Red Huntress has declared war upon us. So we shall claim the valikon and take the fight to her. There is risk, my wife…but waiting for the Huntress to strike again is just as great a risk.” He turned to Nasser. “Lead on.” 
The column continued into the hills.
 
###
 
Three days after that, Caina walked along the narrow road, her face turned toward the sky. 
Around her rose the rocky hills of the Kaltari Highlands, bleak yellow stone dotted with tough, spiny bushes. Pine trees with black bark rose from the hillside, their branches spreading overhead. Here and there grim stone menhirs stood alongside the road, carved with intricate designs of flowing knots and braided cords. A light drizzle fell from the sky overhead, and it had dampened the mood of the Guards.
“Why are you smiling?” said Claudia. The rain had not improved her mood, and she had been increasingly short-tempered ever since they had left Istarinmul. 
“The rain,” said Caina, wiping some droplets from her face. “I haven’t seen any since I left New Kyre.” She looked at the dampness upon her fingers. “Istarinmul is so dry. The aqueducts make sure no one dies of thirst, but it’s still as dry as a bone.”
“According to legend,” said Nasser, “it is a punishment of the gods, or perhaps the Living Flame, for the destruction of Iramis. After Callatas burned Iramis, the gods cursed Istarinmul and decreed that the city would never again feel a drop of rain.”
“That does not seem just,” said Claudia. “Callatas destroyed Iramis, not the people of Istarinmul. If the gods were truly just, they would have smote Callatas for his crime, not punished the Istarish.”
“I happen to agree,” said Nasser. “As it is, I think the story merely a legend.”
“It would be easy to confirm,” said Martin. “Do not the Padishahs keep annals of their reigns? It would be easy to go back and look for accounts of famines and droughts…” 
“My lord!” 
One of their scouts ran forward, an Imperial Guard who had traded his black steel plate for leather and a dust-colored cloak to blend with the hills. 
“Soldier?” said Martin. “You have something to report?”
“Armed men await us,” said the scout. “Perhaps thirty. They are blocking the road ahead.”
“Armament?” said Martin.
“Spears and swords, some axes,” said the scout. “A few men have chain mail, but most are clad in leather. They have the look of brigands.”
“If I recall correctly,” said Nasser, “the road widens a mile ahead. That would be an admirable place to see the famed shield wall of the Imperial Guard.”
“Aye,” said Martin, looking at Nasser in surprise. “You have military experience?”
Nasser smiled. “Oh, here and there.” 
“Very well,” said Martin. “Tylas!”
“Form up!” roared the centurion. “Shields and javelins ready. The century will advance at a trot!”
The Imperial Guards hurried forward, and Caina and Nasser and Laertes pressed themselves to the hillside to let the black-armored soldiers pass. Caina jogged behind the Guards, Claudia urging her horse forward, the wagons creaking up the narrow road. As Nasser had promised, the road widened ahead, and the Guards reached it first. They formed into a shield wall, presenting a solid barrier of sturdy wood and black steel. Martin reined up behind the shield wall, and Caina waited.
A moment later the first of the Kaltari came into sight.
They were large men, their hair and beards long and ragged, their faces and chests painted with blue war paint in imitation of the ancient Caers of the Second Empire. They bore axes and swords of steel, and some had the spiked helmets of Istarish footmen. Caina wondered how many of the men were veterans of the Padishah’s army.
Perhaps some of them had even been at Marsis. 
Many of the warriors wore skulls hanging from their belts, some old, some fresh. Perhaps they hoped to take some new ones.
“These men,” murmured Nasser in a low voice, “are almost certainly raiders. You will have to fight.”
“Are they servants of the nagataaru?” said Martin.
“I fear I do not know,” said Nasser. “I expect we shall find out shortly.”
Martin nodded and spurred his horse forward a few paces. 
“Greetings,” called Martin in Istarish. 
The biggest of the Kaltari warriors, a towering man with gray-shot hair, stepped forward. He carried a massive greatsword in one fist, and his bare chest had been marked with dozens of ugly scars.
“You are not of this land,” said the warrior in a booming voice.
“We are not,” said Martin. “I am Martin of House Dorius, the Lord Ambassador of the Empire of Nighmar to the Padishah of Istarinmul.”
“I am Aiovost,” said the big warrior, his hostility plain, “headman of the village of Trokmi. This is our land, stranger. Do not think that the laws of the Padishah will protect you here. What is your business?”
“I am traveling to the ancient altar at Silent Ash Temple,” said Martin, “to offer sacrifices in thanksgiving for my deliverance from an assassin.” 
“A false god and her whore of a prophetess,” sneered Aiovost. “The Living Flame is nothing but a collection of lies. You should turn your devotion to more potent gods.”
“Oh?” said Martin. “I suppose you have particular gods in mind, then?” 
“The great lords of the void,” said Aiovost. 
Caina shared at look with Nasser.
“And who are these nobles of the void?” said Martin.
“The true masters of the netherworld and the mortal world,” said Aiovost. “The day of the golden dead was the omen of their return. Behold! The false kings and the false emperors will soon fall. The lords of the void shall return and elevate their faithful to power and glory!” 
“They sound potent,” said Martin.
Aiovost did not detect the sarcasm. “Indeed they are. You can share in their power, Martin of House Dorius. The lords of the void require only one thing of you.” 
“What is that?” said Martin. 
“Surrender the demonslayer to us,” said Aiovost.
Caina felt a chill sweep down her spine.
“The demonslayer?” said Martin. “I know of no such person.” 
“The lords of the void have spoken,” said Aiovost. “The demonslayer is among you, and stands in opposition to the great lords of the void. Surrender the demonslayer to us, and you shall have the friendship of the lords.”
“An intriguing offer,” said Martin. “If I refuse?” 
Aiovost grinned. “That would be unwise, Nighmarian lord. This is our land.”
“I am traveling upon the Padishah’s road,” said Martin, “and I have the right to travel without harassment.”
“The Padishah is a feeble old fool,” said Aiovost. “So are the Emperor of Nighmar and the Shahenshah of Anshan! All shall bow to the lords of the great void! Surrender the demonslayer to us, Martin Dorius, or you shall regret it.” 
“I think not,” said Martin. “Kindly remove yourselves from my path.”
Aiovost snarled and raised his greatsword, and the Kaltari raiders started forward. 
“If you will not hand over the demonslayer,” said Aiovost, “then we shall carry out the will of our gods by force!”
Caina tensed, reaching for her weapons, and Nasser’s fingers coiled around the hilt of his scimitar. Claudia drew herself up in the saddle, sweeping her hand before her as she summoned power for a spell, the crackle of arcane force tingling against Caina’s skin. Martin remained unmoved.
“Centurion!” he said. “Clear the road!”
Tylas barked a command. In one smooth motion the Guards reached over their shoulders and drew short javelins, their razor edges gleaming in the gray light. The Kaltari kept charging, heedless of their danger. Tylas shouted another command, and the Guards drew back their arms and flung the javelins in a high arc overhead, causing a rain of steel to fall into the charging Kaltari raiders.
The effect was impressive.
The Imperial Guards had been ineffective against the Red Huntress. But the Guards were still some of the best-disciplined and best-trained soldiers in the world, and Caina had seen them prove their worth at Marsis and New Kyre. The javelins ripped into the Kaltari, flinging half of them to the ground, the screams of their wounded filling the air. Tylas shouted a command and drew his broadsword, and the Guards followed suit. They advanced in a solid wall, shields raised, swords drawn back to strike. Aiovost screamed at his quailing followers, and they charged piecemeal at the shield wall, shouting half-mad battle cries.
The result was a slaughter, not a battle. The shield line buckled a bit, but the Imperial Guards swung their swords with the clinical efficiency of a forester chopping wood. A dozen more Kaltari fell in the first few moments of the exchange, and the rest turned and fled. Aiovost railed at them, calling them cowards, but he took one look at the advancing wall of shields and fled with them. 
Tylas called a halt, and the Guards stopped as the remaining Kaltari fled over the hills. 
“The road is clear, my lord,” said Tylas. 
“Thank you, centurion,” said Martin with perfect calm. Caina was impressed by the air of authority around him. Claudia’s husband did indeed know how to lead troops. “And convey my thanks to your men.”
The Imperial Guards shouted and banged the flats of their swords against their shields. 
After the men cleaned their weapons and looted the bodies of the Kaltari raiders, the column pressed on. They made another nine miles before nightfall, stopping where the road widened under the shadow of a ring of carved menhirs. Caina remained alert, suspecting that the Huntress might use the Kaltari raiders to launch a surprise attack, but neither any additional Kaltari warriors nor any assassins appeared. 
Perhaps the ferocity of the Imperial Guard had frightened the bandits off. 
At last Caina lay down beneath one of the wagons and went to sleep.
 
###
 
And in her sleep, she dreamed.
Once against she stood upon the bleak, dead plain of the Desert of Candles, a moaning wind blowing across the dusty ground. All around her rose hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of irregular crystalline columns, each one standing eight or nine feet tall and flickering with a pale blue light. 
Caina had seen this dream before. In it she had watched Grand Master Callatas raise the Star and use it to burn Iramis to ashes in a firestorm that transformed the fertile Iramisian fields to smoking ash, the blue crystalline pillars rising from the ground.
She had seen this dream before, and she had spoken to the spirit that had created it.
She turned, expecting to see the djinni in the form of Corvalis Aberon.
Instead Claudia stood behind her. 
She wore a rich green gown with golden trim and black scrollwork upon the sleeves and bodice, her long blond hair blowing behind her in the cold wind. Her eyes glowed with smokeless, yellow-orange flame, seeming to paint the pale skin of her face with a harsh light. 
“Samnirdamnus,” said Caina.
She had not spoken to the djinni since the aftermath of the raid upon Callatas’s Maze. He had warned her, more than once, of deadly peril to her life, but she did not know his motives or his purpose. Like Nasser Glasshand, he was an enemy of Callatas. Beyond that Caina knew little about him, though she hoped he had forgotten about her. A hope, it seemed, that had been in vain. 
“Caina Amalas,” said Samnirdamnus with Claudia’s voice. “My darling demonslayer. How very busy you have been.”
“Why are you wearing Claudia’s form?” said Caina. “You always used to wear Corvalis’s shape.” 
“I?” said the djinni, walking in a slow circle around Caina, a mocking smile on Claudia’s red lips. “Alas, you mistake me. Flesh is an affectation of the mortal world. I have no material form. Your mind interprets me as it chooses. Claudia Aberon Dorius, you say? Perhaps she weighs heavily upon your thoughts.” 
“You’ve been watching me, then,” said Caina.
“When I can,” said Samnirdamnus. “It is easier now than it was. There are more cracks between the netherworld and the mortal world.” He waved Claudia’s hand at the sky, and Caina saw the echoes of the ghostly cracks of golden fire, the results of the terrible gate the Moroaica had ripped to the netherworld. “Simpler for things to get through, and not just me. Your new friends in the Kaltari Highlands will find it all the easier to speak to their masters, even to summon them up.” 
“If you have been watching me,” said Caina, “why didn’t you warn me about the Red Huntress? She killed many men who might now live if you had warned me.” A flicker of guilt went through her. Sulaman had warned her of a coming danger, and she had not realized it might be targeted at Martin.
Samnirdamnus’s form flickered and twitched, and Caina took a step back in alarm as the djinni took on the shape of the Red Huntress. Red leather armor sheathed her limbs, making her look sleek and graceful and deadly, and swords and daggers waited in sheaths at her belt. The serene steel mask covered her features, and the crimson cloak blew around her like wings of blood.
The eyes of the mask shone with the smokeless flame of the djinn. 
“I do not know if you are the one I have sought or not,” said Samnirdamnus. “But if the Huntress kills you, then I shall never find out. I would have warned you. But the high lords of the nagataaru have great power, and the Voice is my equal in strength. It can shield itself from my sight.”
Caina frowned. “Then the Huntress’s nagataaru is truly called the Voice?”
“The nagataaru do not have names,” said Samnirdamnus. “They have no need of them. Mortal minds require names, and mortal minds bestow names upon the nagataaru. The mortal woman who became the Huntress named the nagataaru within her the Voice, for it whispers in her ear constantly. Urging her to kill so it can feast upon the released energies. It returns some of that stolen energy to her as power, allowing her to kill more victims, providing more pain and death upon which the Voice can feast.”
“A cozy little partnership,” said Caina, remembering how blindingly fast the Huntress had been able to move. “What can you tell me about the Huntress?”
“The Voice is older than this world, as I am,” said Samnirdamnus. “Before this world congealed out of the dust of an exploded star, the nagataaru and the court of the Azure Sovereign battled each other across the netherworld’s infinite reaches. We wielded weapons beyond your comprehension, blades wrought of thought and elemental power, engines fashioned of sorcery and raw power. Many times I fought the Voice, and sometimes I prevailed, and sometimes it triumphed. It is little different than any other nagataaru. It despises creatures weaker than itself, and regards mortals as prey, as food.”
“But what can you tell me about the Huntress herself?” said Caina. If the nagataaru despised humans as food and nothing more, why would it have stayed in the Huntress’s head for so long? Or, for that matter, why would the Huntress have continued working with the Voice? Perhaps the Voice had overridden the human woman’s mind and transformed her into a puppet of flesh, wearing her body like a suit. 
“A curious question,” said Samnirdamnus. “Does not the Huntress derive all her power from the Voice?”
“I’m a curious sort of woman,” said Caina. “Answer the question.” 
“Why do you wish to know?” said Samnirdamnus.
“Because I cannot fight and defeat the Red Huntress,” said Caina. “She is too fast, too strong, too skilled. If I try to take her in a straight fight, she’s going to kill me.”
“Ah,” murmured Samnirdamnus. “But you are not a warrior, are you, my darling demonslayer? You strike from the shadows. You arrange for your foes’ downfall.”
“I need to know about the woman who became the Huntress,” said Caina, “because I need to know her weaknesses. The way her mind works. Because I can’t fight her. I can only hope to outwit her. If I don’t outwit her, she’s going to kill Martin.”
“My dear Balarigar,” murmured Samnirdamnus, and his form blurred and shifted to become that of Martin Dorius, stark in black coat and trousers, “what makes you think that Lord Martin is in any danger whatsoever?”
“If you have been watching me,” said Caina, “then you have failed to note the obvious.”
“Well,” said Samnirdamnus. “I am not the only one to make that mistake.”
Caina wondered what that meant. 
“But,” said the djinni, “I know a little of the Voice’s host, the woman you know as the Huntress. She is old, easily over a century and a half old, her flesh sustained by the power of the Voice. I do not know her name, but that is of no importance, because she herself has forgotten it. She works in full cooperation with the Voice, and has grown to take delight in killing and joy in torment. She was once a slave, but loathes weakness of any kind and holds it in contempt.”
“A slave?” said Caina.
“Belonging to Grand Master Callatas,” said Samnirdamnus. “One of his earliest experiments, before Iramis even burned. Before he had fully even conceived the Apotheosis, though he did not summon me to guard his Maze until several years later. Callatas had already summoned minor nagataaru and bound them to corpses to create minions, but they were mindless things driven only by hunger. At last he had the idea of summoning a greater nagataaru and binding it to the flesh of a living mortal, to create a servant that possessed the power of the nagataaru and could still reason and think. So he summoned the Voice, a greater lord of the nagataaru…”
“And bound it to the flesh of a slave,” said Caina with disgust. “Someone expendable, someone he did not care about.” 
“You reason correctly,” said Samnirdamnus.
“The experiment succeeded,” said Caina. “Callatas created the Red Huntress.”
Samnirdamnus smiled. “Not entirely. The slave and the Voice created the Huntress in equal measure.”
“What do you mean?” said Caina. 
“The slave was hardly an innocent woman,” said Samnirdamnus. “She had already killed other slaves, those who threatened her or annoyed her. In her the Voice found neither an empty vessel nor a beast of burden, but a willing partner to its appetites. The Voice twisted her, but she joyfully embraced the twisting. She became the Huntress, and soon was strong enough that Callatas could not completely control her.”
“He could not?” said Caina. “So that was why she went on a rampage at the Golden Palace. He has tried to keep the nagataaru and the source of the wraithblood secret. Having the Huntress go on a public killing spree doesn’t help keep his secrets. It draws attention.”
“This is so,” said Samnirdamnus. “Callatas uses her only as a weapon of last resort, when other means of removing a threat have failed. She is almost always successful, though she tends to inflict a great deal of…incidental damage, shall we say.”
“If Callatas can’t control her, why didn’t he kill her?” said Caina. “He’s not the sort of man to use weapons he cannot fully control.”
“He is unable to kill her,” said Samnirdamnus.
Caina blinked. “He…can’t?” She had seen Callatas’s sorcery in action, had seen his wraithblood laboratories and sensed the power and intricacy of his spells. Grand Master Callatas was one of the strongest sorcerers she had ever encountered. “Why not?”
“She is too strong for him,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“Then why hasn’t she killed him?” said Caina.
“Likewise, she cannot,” he said.
“He’s too strong?” said Caina. 
“The Voice will not kill its superior,” said Samnirdamnus.
“Superior?” said Caina. “Then you mean…Callatas is possessed? He has a nagataaru within him as the Huntress does? But one of higher rank?” That was an extremely disturbing thought. The might of his native sorcery joined to the power of a nagataaru lord…little wonder no one had defeated Callatas in a century and a half.
“Alas,” said Samnirdamnus, “on this topic, I cannot speak.”
“Because you are bound,” said Caina.
Samnirdamnus said nothing, which was as good as an answer.
“Can you tell me how to kill her?” said Caina.
“You are upon the right path,” said Samnirdamnus. “The only hope you have of defeating the Huntress is in the weapons of ancient Iramis. If you can find the valikon and wield it, you have a chance of victory. But you have already committed one great failure.” 
“What is that?” said Caina.
“You do not understand the Huntress,” said Samnirdamnus. “You do not understand what she seeks.”
“And if I fail to understand her purpose?” said Caina. 
Samnirdamnus shrugged, the smokeless flames of his eyes blazing brighter. “I think you are the one I have sought…but I have been wrong before.”
The Desert of Candles dissolved into nothingness.
 
###
 
Caina awoke and sat up with an alarmed hiss, reaching for the dagger next to her pillow. At the last moment she remembered that she had fallen asleep beneath one of the wagons, but not in time to stop herself from hitting her head on the axle overhead. 
Gods, but that hurt.
“Damn it,” she whispered, rubbing her head. At least she hadn’t broken the skin, or worse, cracked her skull. It would have been bitterly amusing to have escaped from mortal peril again and again only to bash her head open on a wagon after a bad dream. 
But that hadn’t been a bad dream, had it? That had been a vision, a message from Samnirdamnus.
Caina lay back down, trying to ignore her throbbing head. 
She had to understand the Red Huntress. But what was there to understand? Callatas had sent the Huntress to kill Martin Dorius, and the Voice within her feasted upon pain and death. It was a simple explanation, one that explained everything that had happened, though Caina still could not imagine why Callatas wanted Martin dead.
She closed her eyes and tried to sleep.
But sleep did not come as dark thoughts chased themselves around her head.



Chapter 13 - The Headman
 
Three days later, they came to a village atop the hill.
The road had climbed higher as they went further south, and it was the coldest weather Caina had encountered since leaving Malarae. Here and there she saw clumps of towering pine trees, and large portions of the hillsides had been cut into terraces to grow crops. Today great fingers of gray mist wound their way through the rocky hills, cool and damp against Caina’s face. 
“What is that place?” said Martin, peering through the mist.
The village topped one of the larger hills, fortified within a stockade of piled stone crowned with wooden stakes. Caina saw dozens of houses built in the ancient Caerish style, round stone walls topped with conical roofs of thatch. A long stone hall with a timber roof occupied the center of the village, a dark green banner adorned with a black Kaltari knot flying overhead. 
Many of the houses bore skulls over their doorway, and dozens of skulls adorned the walls of the stone hall.
“That, my lord ambassador,” said Nasser, “is the village of Drynemet.”
Martin grunted. “More demon-worshippers?”
“Not unless they have conquered the village within the last few weeks,” said Nasser. “Drynemet lies on the final stage of the road to Silent Ash Temple. The villagers here make their living from farming and selling goods to pilgrims on their way to visit the Emissary’s altar.”
“And raiding, I expect,” said Claudia, looking at the village’s skulls with suspicion. 
“Well.” Nasser turned his brilliant smile toward her. “We are in the Kaltari Highlands, my lady.” He turned back to Martin. “My lord, if I may presume to offer advice, I suggest we stop here for the night. Your Imperial Guards, while valiant and doughty, would benefit from some rest and hot food, and we can purchase supplies for the final leg of the journey.” He glanced at Caina. “And we can gather any local news. Scout the land, as it were.”
“Assuming the locals do not knife us in our sleep,” said Claudia. 
“I think that unlikely,” said Nasser. 
“When one makes a living by selling goods to pilgrims,” said Caina, “murdering guests is bad for business.”
“This is so,” said Nasser. “Additionally, the current headman of Drynemet is a former business associate of mine.”
“Trustworthy?” said Martin.
“Not particularly,” said Nasser, “but he is a reliable man, and will not harm us without good reason.”
“Very well,” said Martin. “Tylas, you had better run up the banner. Master Nasser, Master Ciaran, if you will accompany me.”
For a moment all was organized chaos as Tylas brought up the eagle banner of the Empire and chose Imperial Guards to accompany Martin. At last Martin started forward, one Guard holding the banner, six more screening Martin. Caina and Nasser followed Martin, and Laertes followed Nasser. He had not been invited, but no one stopped him.  
A short time later they came to the stockade’s gate. Four Kaltari warriors stood upon the rampart, glaring down at them.
“Aye, travelers?” called one of the warriors in Istarish with a thick Kaltari accent, a skull swinging from his belt. “What is your business here?” 
“I am Martin of House Dorius, the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador to the Padishah of Istarinmul,” said Martin. “I am traveling on pilgrimage to the altar of Silent Ash Temple, and wish to rest and purchase supplies at your village.” 
“An Imperial lord making a pilgrimage?” said the Kaltari warrior. “A most peculiar thing.” 
“But not unknown, I assume,” said Martin. “Is it customary to keep your gates closed to travelers?”
“It is not,” said the warrior, “but the demon-worshippers have been stirred up. Usually they keep to their high altars, but of late they’ve been attacking villages. They think the end of the world is coming.”
“We had to fight our way through one such group on our way here,” said Martin. 
“You could be demon-worshippers in disguise,” said the warrior.
“My lord, if I may?” said Nasser. Martin nodded, and Nasser stepped closer to the wall, his Anshani robes rippling in the cool breeze. “I suggest, noble warrior, that you fetch your headman and tell him that an old friend has come calling.”
The warrior frowned. “Which old friend?” 
“A friend from the seat of the Shahenshah,” said Nasser, and Laertes gave a quiet snort. “He shall understand what it means, I promise you.” 
The warrior disappeared into the stockade, and a few moments later the gates swung open. A towering giant of a Kaltari warrior walked out, clad in leather and mail, the hilt of an enormous greatsword rising over his right shoulder, two skulls hanging from his belt. There were scars on his hard face and massive hands, and he moved with the efficient movements of a veteran killer.
Caina recognized him at once. His name was Strabane, and he had once been a gladiator, fighting in the pits and arenas of Istarinmul for gold and glory. After killing or crippling one too many opponents, he had been forced out of the games and had gone into mercenary work and occasional thieving. He had been part of the crew Nasser had hired to help rob Grand Master Callatas’s laboratory. After the successful heist, Strabane had prudently left Istarinmul rather than risk facing the Grand Master’s wrath. 
Strabane stopped, looked from Martin to Nasser and Caina, and then barked a harsh laugh. 
“I’ll be damned, Nasser,” said Strabane. “I expected you turn up someday. But traveling with an Imperial lord and his bodyguards is a surprise.” 
Nasser smiled and spread his hands. “I have found that surprise is the spice of life.”
Strabane snorted. “If that is so, you overspice the meat.” He looked up at Martin. “Are you actually the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador, or is this another one of Nasser’s games?”
Claudia bristled, but Martin laughed. “Aye, I am the Emperor’s Lord Ambassador to Padishah. To the best of my knowledge, anyway.”
The big warrior inclined his head in a shallow bow. “I am Strabane, headman of Drynemet, and I welcome you. Can your men behave themselves inside my walls?”
“Of course,” said Martin.
“Then they are welcome to enter and purchase supplies,” said Strabane. 
“I suspect,” said Nasser, “that you will wish to speak in private with Lord Martin.” He smiled and at gestured at Caina. “And with his loyal friends, of course.”
Strabane snorted. “Indeed. Follow me.”
 
###
 
Claudia was not sure what to make of the Kaltari.
They seemed fierce and merciless fighters, prone to warring with each other at the slightest cause. On the other hand, all the villages they had seen so far had been prosperous, and save for Aiovost’s cultists, they had not been attacked since entering the Highlands. Nor did she see any slaves among the Kaltari. There was no sign of the wretched poverty and squalor that was so common in Istarinmul. If not for the different trees and the warmer weather, Drynemet would have seemed little different than the villages of Caeria Ulterior or Caeria Superior.
Certainly the Kaltari had the same love of skulls. Skulls stared from the doorways of every house and hall, and many warriors wore skulls dangling from their belts, no doubt the cherished trophies of vanquished foes. Grisly trophies, to be sure, but Claudia had seen worse things in Istarinmul.
Strabane led them to a broad stone terrace behind the headman’s hall. The terrace joined to the outer wall, and Claudia edged forward and saw that the terrace terminated in a cliff that fell to a rocky gully below. If she lost her balance and fell, she would not stop until the boulders terminated her descent two hundred feet below.
She made sure to stay well away from the edge.
“A fine view, Strabane,” said Nasser, gazing into the Highlands. Claudia had to admit that he was right about that. Through the mists she saw the Highlands rising higher into rocky hills and even low mountains. Strabane’s bondsmen appeared with platters of bread and sausage and goat cheese. 
“Aye,” said Strabane, turning to his bondsmen. “Leave us, and see to it we are not disturbed.” The servants bowed and departed. “We made so much money from the last enterprise. I decided to invest in some land.” He barked a laugh and took a cup of wine. “To think when I was a boy I wanted nothing more than to leave the Highlands forever.”
“Age mellows a man,” said Nasser. 
“And to bold new enterprises,” said Strabane. He grinned, his scars making the expression terrifying. “Though there’s fighting enough.”
“New enterprises?” said Caina. 
“You ought to join me, Ciaran,” said Strabane. “I could use a clever man.”
Despite herself, Claudia was impressed at the effectiveness of Caina’s disguise. Strabane was clearly a man who enjoyed female companionship, and she had caught him admiring her a few times. It would have been flattering, had she not been married. And she had spotted Strabane sharing looks with a half-dozen women on his way into the headman’s hall. Claudia suspected Strabane was a man who enjoyed a great deal of variety in his female companionship. Yet there was no hint that he even suspected that Caina was a woman. Claudia could not have pulled off such an impersonation, nor maintained it over such a long stretch of time. 
“To do what?” said Caina, sipping at the wine. 
“Nasser hired me,” said Strabane, “to attack slaver caravans.”
“Did he, now,” said Caina, looking at the master thief.
“It is a ripe field for an enterprising bandit,” said Nasser with his smooth smile. “Your adventures have driven up the price of slaves to prohibitive levels. There is simply more demand for labor than the cowled masters can meet. So to keep up with demand, the Slavers’ Brotherhood has been buying slaves from Anshan and shipping them north.”
“And when they do,” said Caina, “you descend to the Trabazon Steppes, raid the caravans, kill the slavers, and carry off the slaves.”
Strabane’s hard smile widened. “A lucrative business. The slavers carry money and other valuables. Their horses and mules are also worth coin. The slaves themselves we free. Some run back to Anshan or their homeland. Quite a few join us, and we give them sword and shield. We’re…”
“You’re building an army,” said Martin. 
Strabane inclined his head. “Aye.” He paused. “Though not to wage war upon the Empire.”
“Why, then?” said Caina, looking from Nasser to Strabane and back again. “Are you planning to overthrow the Padishah? Is that your great secret, Nasser?”
Claudia looked at them, stunned. For a moment she felt a burst of sheer fury at Caina. Right now the Empire needed Istarinmul to stay out of the war against the Umbarians, and Caina was plotting with a man who wanted to overthrow the government of Istarinmul? Then Claudia’s brain caught up to her. If Nasser wound up in control of Istarinmul, he would likely prove far friendlier to the Empire than Nahas Tarshahzon and Erghulan Amirasku.
“Not at all,” said Nasser.
Strabane snorted. “We don’t have to. Istarinmul is going to collapse on its own.”
“The Padishah is old and is not in the best of health,” said Nasser. “His son and heir disappeared soon after the war with the Empire ended. You’ve heard the rumors, my lord Martin, that the Padishah actually died several years ago, and that Callatas and Erghulan concealed his death and continued to rule his realm in his name?” Martin frowned and nodded. “Well, either the Padishah will die of old age and illness, or the truth will come out. What then? Who will take the Padishah’s throne?”
“If history and human nature are any guide,” said Claudia, “the strongest noble with the largest army.”
“Or Anshan might conquer Istarinmul anew and make it into a satrapy,” said Caina.
“Perhaps even the Empire itself,” admitted Martin, “if the men can be spared and an ambitious noble convinces the Emperor of the wisdom of his plan.” 
“Before Istarinmul’s new ruler is established,” said Nasser, “there will be a time of chaos. That time of chaos might well be our best chance to stop Callatas’s plans permanently. Right now we must act in secret, but if the Padishah dies and civil war breaks out, we can act openly to destroy Callatas’s wraithblood laboratories and stop his Apotheosis.” 
“A very bold plan, Master Nasser,” said Martin. “I am not sure I approve.”
Nasser shrugged. “I do not plot for the Padishah’s death or overthrow. I merely prepare for his death, for all men must die, no matter how powerful.” 
“But right now,” said Caina, “we have more immediate problems. We can do nothing to alter the fate of Istarinmul if we are first killed.” 
“You’ve brought trouble upon my doorstep, haven’t you?” said Strabane.
“I fear so,” said Nasser. “Ciaran, if you would?”
Caina related everything that had happened from the Red Huntress’s attack onward. Claudia was amused at the parts Caina left out. Caina did not mention that she was a Ghost, and no doubt Strabane assumed that “Master Ciaran” was a clever master thief like Nasser. Nor did she mention that Claudia and Martin were also Ghosts. 
“The Huntress,” muttered Strabane. “A dark legend. But I believe you, Ciaran. Have we not seen wonders and horrors together? You are sure that she is possessed by a nagataaru?”
“Entirely,” said Caina. “You remembered the burning sword conjured by the nagataaru within Tarqaz? The Huntress did the same thing.”
“We dealt with him,” said Strabane. “It was not easy, but we defeated him.”
“Tarqaz was already dead,” said Caina. “The Huntress cooperates with her nagataaru, a creature called the Voice. That makes her tremendously dangerous.”
“Indeed,” said Martin. “You have the look of a man who has known war, master headman. I will say to you that I have never seen a fighter as deadly as the Huntress. It is only by the valor of my Imperial Guard and my friends that I escaped with my life.”
“Damned sorcerers,” muttered Strabane. “Calling up devils from the netherworld? Can’t they leave well enough alone?”
“Apparently not,” said Caina, voice dry. “But there is a way to kill her. The Emissary at Silent Ash Temple is the custodian of an ancient Iramisian weapon called a valikon. If we obtain the valikon, we can use it to slay the Huntress.”
“I hope you are right,” said Strabane. “Pilgrims often go to Silent Ash Temple to burn sacrifices to the Living Flame, but not many are ever bold enough to question the Emissary. Anyone can approach her, aye…but few like her answers. Her reputation is evil, for it is said her predications always come true, no matter how grim.” He growled a harsh laugh. “Few men like to know how they will die.” 
“Will you assist us?” said Nasser. “I can pay you, of course.”
“Of course,” said Strabane. “Lord Martin and his men can lodge here as our guests tonight. I shall hold a feast for you in my hall. My warriors always want an excuse to get drunk. Tomorrow you can depart with fresh supplies, and I will guide you to the gates of Silent Ash Temple myself.”
“Indeed?” said Martin. “That is generous.”
“Generosity has naught to do with it,” said Strabane. “If a devil-possessed madwoman is on the loose, a man needs powerful allies. Nasser and Ciaran led us into the netherworld and out again. I advise you to follow their counsel. They are your best chance to escape this alive.”
“I intend to do so,” said Martin, looking at Caina.
And as angry as Claudia often felt towards Caina, she knew that Martin’s decision was the right one.
 
###
 
That night Caina sat on a bench against the wall in Strabane’s hall and sipped from a cup of bitter Kaltari beer.
The hall reminded her a great deal of the Lord Governor’s seat in Calvarium. It looked like the hall of some ancient barbarian king, and had Strabane lived a few centuries ago, Caina supposed he would have been a barbarian king. Massive flagstones covered the floor, the walls and pillars of timber supporting the thatched roof. Ancient skulls gazed down from the pillars, yellowed from decades of smoke. A firepit smoldered in the center of the hall, the smoke rising to a hole in the roof overhead. Long tables ran the length of the hall, Imperial Guards and Kaltari warriors sharing food and drink. At first Caina had feared that the two groups of warriors would come to blows, but soon the men were laughing and sharing jokes. 
Perhaps it was the Kaltari beer. It was really rather strong.
Strabane stood near the firepit, surveying his domain. Nasser and Martin stood near him, speaking in low voices. Caina’s eyes wandered over the hall, watching for any sign of trouble. A group of musicians played in one corner, beating on drums and playing fiddles. A buzz of cheerful conversation filled the hall, but it did not touch her. The others might have relaxed, but she could not. 
The carnage in the Golden Palace was still too fresh in her mind.
“You really went into the netherworld with them?” said Claudia. 
Claudia had not relaxed, either. Her green eyes roved back and forth. It made sense, given that she had almost seen her husband killed in front of her. 
“I did,” said Caina.
“Why?” said Claudia.
“It was either that or stay to be butchered by Callatas’s Immortals,” said Caina. “We cut across the netherworld and used another gate back to the mortal world. It worked, and we got out alive.”
“And you didn’t leave anyone behind?” said Claudia, staring at the firepit.
Caina felt the barb behind those words, the accusation. 
“No,” she said at last. 
They sat in silence for a moment. 
“Every time I have gone into the netherworld,” said Caina, “I have regretted it bitterly.”
“Three times now, isn’t it?” said Claudia without looking at her.
“It was,” said Caina.
“What did you regret from the last time?” said Claudia. “You all got out alive, didn’t you?”
“I almost had to kill a friend,” said Caina. “A nagataaru possessed her. The ghostsilver dagger drove it out, though. And…I saw things.”
Something in her voice caught Claudia’s attention. “What things did you see?”
“The nagataaru,” said Caina. She had never told anyone about this in detail, but for some reason she wanted to tell it to Claudia now. Perhaps that Kaltari beer was more potent than she had thought. “Millions of them, millions upon millions, all coming for me. There are cracks between the worlds now, remnants from the great rift the Moroaica opened. The nagataaru can sometimes slip through them. I heard a voice…”
“The Voice?” said Claudia, startled. “The Huntress’s nagataaru?”
“No,” said Caina. “A great and terrible voice. I could hear it in my head. If a mountain could speak, it might have a voice like that. It claimed to be the prince of the nagataaru, a creature the legends call Kotuluk Iblis. The voice said it had devoured countless worlds, that our world was next.” Her words grew quieter. “I have nightmares about that voice, sometimes.”
“Such vile creatures,” said Claudia. “Why would Callatas make a pact with them? Surely he understands that they regard him as prey.” 
Caina shrugged. “Perhaps he thinks he can control them. Maybe he intends to use them as a tool that he can discard. Perhaps he fancies themselves their equal. Sorcerers can believe all sorts of folly.”
“Then have Strabane cut off my head already,” said Claudia with a scowl of irritation. 
Caina frowned. “I didn’t mean…” 
“Why don’t you complain about swords instead?” said Claudia. “Or knives? True, a man can use sorcery to work evil, but it is far more common for a man to kill with a knife than with sorcery. Why don’t you rid the world of knives before you complain about sorcerers?” She made a dismissive gesture with her left hand, the wedding ring glinting upon her finger. “But then I suppose you would have to throw rocks, which would hardly be as effective.”
“Claudia,” said Caina. “You…
“Don’t lecture me,” said Claudia, and there was a glint of tears in her eyes. “You’re supposed to be a spy, the one who sees everything. You didn’t see the Huntress coming. You didn’t see her coming at all, and she almost killed my husband.”
“I…” started Caina. 
“You got Corvalis killed,” whispered Claudia.
Caina opened her mouth, closed it again, a wave of hot fury and ashamed grief rolling through her. 
“You loved him, I know,” said Claudia. “But he was my brother and I knew him for far longer than you. And you led him to his death. You…”
She took a deep breath and looked away.
Caina trembled for a moment, her mind frozen with warring emotions.
She did not know what she might have done next, but Laertes stepped closer.
“Pardon, my lady Claudia,” said the old veteran. “I need a word with Master Ciaran.” 
“Yes. Yes, of course,” said Claudia, blinking eyes that had gone bloodshot. She stood up from the bench. 
“What is it?” said Caina, forcing her voice and expression to calm.
“I think,” said Laertes, “that you ought to talk to those women there.” A group of young women stood near the doors to the hall, looking at the soldiers and speaking to each other in low voices, sometimes laughing as they did. 
“Why?” said Caina. “Do they have useful information?”
“No,” said Laertes, “but I think you could use the company.”
Claudia stopped, giving Laertes an incredulous look. The former Legionary did not notice.
“I’m sorry?” said Caina.
Laertes sighed. “You’re one of the cleverest and bravest men I’ve met, Ciaran. If not for you, we would all have died. But I shall be blunt. You are wound up tighter than a Strigosti trapbox, and you need a woman.” 
Of all the things that Laertes could have said, Caina had not expected that. 
Claudia twitched, a hand going to her mouth to conceal a laugh.
“I…see,” said Caina. 
“I had this talk with some of my younger Legionaries when I was still a centurion,” said Laertes. “I heard you and Nasser talking. You had a woman? Lady Claudia’s younger sister?”
Claudia’s eyebrows climbed halfway up her forehead.
“Something like that,” said Caina. 
“Some men were made to be alone,” said Laertes. “You aren’t one of them.”
“I cannot argue with that,” said Caina.
Claudia was starting to twitch a bit from the effort of not laughing. 
“The best time for a woman is right before a battle or right after,” said Laertes, “and we’re about to go into battle, I think. So put that clever mind of yours to use and go charm one of those women. If that’s too much work, travelers come through here often. One of them might be amenable to a few coins.”
“For the gods’ sake!” said Caina. “Did Nasser put you up to this? You’re a married man! With daughters! And you’re telling me to hire a prostitute?” 
Laertes shrugged. “Why do you think I work for Nasser? My daughters will all have fine dowries, and they’ll marry good men. They won’t need to whore when I’m dead and can’t provide for them. But you, Master Ciaran, you should go find a woman for the night. It will do a young man like you some good. Take your mind off your troubles.”
“I’ll…consider it,” said Caina. 
Claudia straightened up and let her boots click loudly against the floor.
“Ah, Master Laertes,” said Claudia, as if she had just returned. “Whatever were you and Master Ciaran talking about?”
“Matters of business, my lady,” said Laertes. “There is much to do tomorrow.” 
“I am sure,” said Claudia. “I’ve always wondered what men talk about when women aren’t around.”
“Weapons and wine, mostly,” said Laertes. He offered her a crisp bow. “If you will excuse me.”
He crossed the hall to rejoin Nasser.
Caina and Claudia stared at each other for a moment.
Caina sighed. “Out with it already.”
Claudia burst out laughing as she sat down. 
“Would you like me to help you pick one?” said Claudia.
Caina sighed again.
“Blond or brunette?” said Claudia. “I happen to think blond is superior myself. Certainly better than black hair. Or I suppose the size of her…”
Caina did laugh at that. “You’re just like Corvalis. He would have laughed himself sick over this. The first time I dyed my hair blond, he said…”
The mirth drained from Claudia’s expression at the mention of Corvalis’s name. 
“Claudia,” said Caina, “I…”
Claudia rose from the bench, walked to the back doors of the hall, and vanished onto the terrace.
Caina hesitated. Perhaps it was better to let Claudia stew in her grief and bitterness. It was not Caina’s responsibility, no matter how guilty she felt. Yet as Laertes said, they were about to go into battle together. They needed to trust each other.
And she was Corvalis’s sister. Corvalis would not have wanted her to mourn.
Caina sighed one last time, cursed herself as a fool, and followed Claudia.
 
###
 
Kalgri slipped her mask of red steel over her face. She rolled her shoulders, her armor of red leather creaking, and checked her weapons in their sheaths one last time. Not that she needed them to kill. She could rip a man’s head from her shoulders with her bare hands, or summon the sword of nagataaru to eviscerate her foes with a gentle flick of her wrist. But sometimes it was more efficient to kill with a blade of steel. For that matter, even with the power of the Voice, sometimes she could not move fast enough to dodge and therefore had to parry. She could heal any wounds dealt to her, but even the Voice’s power was not infinite, and her body would only absorb so much damage before she had to rest. 
The Voice hissed and whispered inside her head, awakening like a serpent stirring in its den.
It sensed that there was a great deal of killing to be done. 



Chapter 14 - Confessions
 
Caina stepped onto the terrace, the cool breeze tugging at her cloak.
It was pleasant compared to the blazing heat of Istarinmul. Fingers of mist still drifted between the craggy hills of the Highlands, the tough Istarish pines rising here and there. The stars and the moon shone overhead, painting the mist and the hills with silver light. It was eerily beautiful, almost ghostly.
Claudia stood not far from the edge of the terrace, arms wrapped around herself, her head bowed. 
She was weeping.
Caina approached, and Claudia lifted her head. 
“I don’t know what’s come over me lately,” said Claudia. “I get furious, and then so sad in the next moment.”
“Probably,” said Caina, “it was the sight of me.”
Claudia nodded. “I thought that was it.” 
They stood in silence for a moment, the breeze rustling past.
“I’m sorry,” said Caina.
“For what?” said Claudia. “It’s not your fault. My mind knows that…my heart does not, I fear. You didn’t kill him.” 
“I know,” said Caina. 
“I used to be so afraid of you,” said Claudia. 
“Because of Catekharon,” said Caina.
“I was wrong there,” said Claudia, “so incredibly wrong, and it almost got us killed. Worse than killed. Then you outwitted and killed Mihaela. After that was Caer Magia…”
“I had help,” said Caina. “Lots of help. Corvalis and Kylon and Martin. And you. If you hadn’t distracted Rhames, he would have killed us all with a wave of his hand.” 
“Yes,” said Claudia. “But you were the one who figured out how to stop Mihaela. You were the one who figured out how to kill Rhames. When you went into the golden rift with Corvalis and Talekhris, I was sure you would come back. That you would have Corvalis with you. But…”
“But I came back alone,” said Caina. 
“He was my only family,” said Claudia. “My father doesn’t count. He would kill me in a moment, if he thought it convenient. Corvalis crossed half a world to save me from Ranarius. I thought he could do anything.” A shiver of anger went through her voice. “And then he met you.” 
“He did,” said Caina. 
“He died following you,” said Claudia. 
Caina nodded, not trusting herself to speak. 
“I was so angry with you,” said Claudia. “That’s foolish, is it not? Corvalis died, but so many other people died that day. So many more people would have died if you hadn’t gone into the golden rift. It is neither rational nor fair for me to be so angry with you.”
“But he was your brother,” said Caina. 
“Yes,” whispered Claudia.
Again the silence stretched between them.
“I should have talked to you,” said Caina. “After…after it happened. Before the Emperor banished me from the Empire.”
Claudia shook her head. “I wouldn’t have listened. I was too angry.” She gave a sad little laugh. “I might still be too angry. Do you know something? I look at you…and I wish you weren’t here. I wish you had died in New Kyre, not Corvalis. I know losing you would have hurt him. But he would still be alive to feel the pain.” 
“I wish that, too,” said Caina.
Claudia looked at her, her eyes bloodshot.
“Did they tell you how he died?” said Caina.
Claudia shrugged. “You went into the rift, fought the Moroaica, and you came out again. He didn’t.”
“There is more than that,” said Caina.
“I don’t want to hear it,” said Claudia.
“You don’t want to hear it, and I don’t want to talk about it,” said Caina, taking a ragged breath. A dull, throbbing pain spread through her head, and her eyes felt dry and gritty. “But you have the right to hear it. More, I think…I think you need to hear what happened.” 
She expected Claudia to protest, but the older woman remained silent.
“We went through the rift,” said Caina. “The netherworld was burning around us. Jadriga was trying to open a rift into the next realm, the domain of the gods, and it would have torn the world apart. Her spell was so powerful that it reshaped the netherworld around her, transforming it into a mirror of her thoughts. We saw Khaset…”
“Khaset?” said Claudia.
“Once the capital city of the Kingdom of the Rising Sun,” said Caina. “Where the Moroaica was born. Where she was transformed into one of the Undying. That was where her revenge started, when she used her sorcery to destroy the city. We saw it over and over again, saw the city burn and rise anew.” The memories shuddered through her mind like splinters of broken glass. “We found the Moroaica in the Temple of Anubankh. Talekhris dueled her, and the Moroaica conjured shadows to keep us at bay while she fought the Sage.”
“She killed Talekhris then, I assume,” said Claudia, staring into the misty hills.
“Yes,” said Caina. His head had exploded into the grip of Jadriga’s power, the jade splinters of his Sage’s mask skittering across the floor. “At least it was quick.” 
“Then she turned on you,” said Claudia. “And Corvalis.”
“I tried to talk her out of it, but she could not have changed her mind even if she had wanted to,” said Caina. “She was undead. She had no free will. Her mind and heart were locked in the moment of her first death. So Corvalis and I charged her. I was sure we would both die, that we would die together. The Moroaica cast a spell…”
“To kill Corvalis in front of you,” said Claudia. “To make you suffer. That sounds like her.”
“No,” said Caina. “She threw the killing spell at me. Corvalis pushed me out of the way to take spell onto himself.”
“He sacrificed himself,” said Claudia, staring at Caina with flat eyes. “To save you.” 
“Yes,” said Caina, her voice cracking a bit on the word. 
“Why didn’t the Moroaica just kill you then?” said Claudia. “I saw her power. It would not have been a challenge for her.”
“She couldn’t,” said Caina. “She was too busy weeping.”
For the first time Claudia looked taken aback. “For…Corvalis?”
“She possessed me, you remember,” said Caina. “For nearly a year. When she was driven out of my body, she still retained all my memories. Everything from before Catekharon. Including…”
“Including your feelings for Corvalis,” said Claudia. 
“Including them,” said Caina. “So when she killed Corvalis, it crippled her. She couldn’t think, couldn’t function, couldn’t do anything through the pain. Her heart was still frozen in the moment when she had seen her father die all those centuries ago. She couldn’t handle the grief.”
“But you could,” said Claudia.
“Corvalis had the ghostsilver spear and I had a ghostsilver dagger,” said Caina. “I stabbed the Moroaica before she could recover. She died there.”
“What happened then?” said Caina. 
“I saw her,” said Caina. “Her spirit, the child she had been when Rhames killed her. Then I saw her father.”
“Her father?” said Claudia. “The…scribe Rhames mentioned, yes? The one he killed.”
“His name was Horemb,” said Caina. “His spirit had been bound to Jadriga for millennia, and she never knew it. He thanked me for freeing them, and then they both departed to the next world. I made it to the rift back to the mortal world.” She rubbed at her eyes for a moment. “I came out of the rift just as the tower of ice collapsed…”
“I saw that part,” said Claudia.
“I thought I was going to die,” said Caina. “It seemed funny at the time, that I had survived Rhames and Sicarion and the Moroaica, but I was going to fall to my death in the Agora of the Archons.”
“But Kylon saved you,” said Claudia.
“I wish,” said Caina. “I wish he hadn’t.”
“You don’t?” Claudia seemed startled.
“I thought that I was going to die,” said Caina, “and that was my comfort. That I was going to die, that I was going to be reunited with Corvalis. With Halfdan and my father and everyone else I had lost. But then Kylon caught me, and Lord Corbould wanted my execution. I was banished here to Istarinmul, alone with no friends and allies.” 
“That…must have been difficult,” said Claudia. 
“You were right about me,” said Caina. “I’ve done nothing but destroy. When I came here, I was exhausted and angry and full of grief. I didn’t know what to do. My first night here, I almost drank myself to death. The next morning, I visited the coffee house of a woman who had been kind to me, and found that her sons had been taken as slaves.”
“That was when it started,” said Claudia. “Everything with the Balarigar and the Slavers’ Brotherhood.”
“I was so angry,” said Caina, “and suddenly I had a target for it. I rescued her sons, and I ruined the slaver who had taken them. I kept doing it, again and again. And because of it, I learned about wraithblood and the Apotheosis, about Callatas and the nagataaru. I might have started because I wanted to save those two boys…but I kept at it because I was furious at…at everything, I suppose, and I had to do something.”
“I think I understand,” said Claudia, her voice soft.
“I miss him,” said Caina. “I miss him so much. The pain never goes away. It changes, though. At first it was like having a limb cut off, or my heart ripped out of my chest. Now it’s like having a knife in me. If I’m scared or running or busy, I can forget about it for a little while. But I always come back to it.” Her voice was starting to shake a little, her hands trembling. “You’re right. You were always right. It was my fault. If I had been a little faster, a little smarter, I could have found a way. I could have saved him. I…
Her voice choked off, and Caina closed her eyes, fighting to get herself back under control. 
“No,” said Claudia.
Caina took a deep breath and saw that the other woman was crying, too, but she looked calmer than she had been in Strabane’s hall. 
“I thought…it was unworthy of you, what I believed,” said Claudia. “I thought that you had sacrificed Corvalis for the greater good. That you had used him to distract the Moroaica so you could kill her at the cost of his life.”
“I wish it had been the other way around,” said Caina. 
“But Corvalis made his choice, didn’t he?” said Claudia. “He threw himself into the spell. He saved you, and that let you kill the Moroaica.” She took a deep, ragged breath, sobbed once, and then took another breath. “I suppose…I suppose he saved us all.” 
“He did,” said Caina. “There is no doubt. He did.” 
“He always did as he pleased, damn him,” said Claudia, wiping at her eyes. “I am so frightened.”
“Of what?” said Caina, looking around for any foes.
“Of becoming like you.” 
“Me?” said Caina, wondering what she meant. “Well. I suppose you would have to be a few inches shorter. And dye your hair black. Which wouldn’t suit you.”
Claudia let out a quavering little laugh. “No, that’s not what I meant. I saw what losing Corvalis did to you. You’re harder and colder than you used to be. Angrier, you said so yourself. I don’t want that to happen to me.” She shivered. “I don’t want to lose Martin. The Umbarians would kill him just because they can. If Cassander catches him outside the walls of Istarinmul, he’ll kill us both. And the Huntress…if your pyrikon had not slowed her down, if I hadn’t tried to banish the Voice, she would have killed Martin and I could have done nothing to save him.”
“We will stop her,” said Caina. “We’ll go to Silent Ash Temple, find the valikon, and kill her.” 
“You can’t promise that,” said Claudia. 
“No,” said Caina. “But I can promise this. We will find the valikon and kill the Red Huntress, or we shall die trying.” 
“Thank you,” said Claudia. She sighed. “I have…not treated you very well, I know.”
Caina shrugged. “It is no different than the things I have said to myself a thousand times. I have often been suspicious of you without justification. I don’t think…I don’t think Corvalis would have wanted us to be at odds.”
“No,” said Claudia. 
“Besides,” said Caina. “Given the foes we face, arguing amongst ourselves would be folly.”
“Agreed,” said Claudia. 
“Shall we head back inside?” said Caina. “Any longer and Martin will get concerned. Or Laertes will think I am trying to seduce the Lord Governor’s wife.”
Claudia laughed. “Perhaps you ought to let the man hire you a prostitute. Or arrange for you to court one of his daughters.”
Caina snorted. “Ciaran the master thief is far too disreputable to court one of Laertes’s daughters. I shudder to think of his reaction should he ever figure out that I am a woman.”
They turned back to the hall, and Caina stopped.
“What is it?” said Claudia.
“The star is the key to the crystal,” said Caina.
“What is that?” said Claudia. “It sounds like a line from a poem.”
“It is,” said Caina. “From a poem about the fall of Iramis at Callatas’s hands. Horemb quoted it to me after the Moroaica was slain. He said that one day I would need the words.”
Claudia blinked. “Well…the star, could that be the Star of Iramis that Callatas has?”
“I think it is,” said Caina. “As to the rest…I do not know. Not even Nasser knows. So far no one has known the answer.”
“It would have been convenient if Horemb could have simply told you,” said Claudia. “Irritating that he did not.”
“You have no idea,” said Caina, thinking of Samnirdamnus. “But spirits seem bound by different laws that mortals. I think…”
She fell silent as the crawling tingle of sorcery washed over her.
“Are you casting a spell?” said Caina. 
“No,” said Claudia. “Do you sense…”
Her eyes widened in alarm as she came to the same realization as Caina.
A Silent Hunter was nearby.
 
###
 
Kalgri gazed at the village of Drynemet upon its hill. It was a strong place, fortified with a stockade and barricaded with a gate. If the defenders did not waver or starve to death, a man would need a strong army to take the place. 
Fortunately, Kalgri needed no such thing. 
“You understand what you are to do?” said Kalgri to the leader of the Silent Hunters. Cassander had told her the assassin’s name, but it was of no importance and she had not bothered to remember it.
“Yes, mistress,” said the Silent Hunter. He had discarded all his clothing save for a loincloth, his torso and limbs scarred and marked by the Umbarians' sorcery. Kalgri’s lip crinkled in contempt behind her mask. Such scarred, broken things these Silent Hunters were. The Umbarians certainly loved their sorcerous pets. Still, the Hunters would prove useful.
“Tell me what I have commanded you,” said Kalgri. 
“We are to create a distraction,” said the chief Hunter. “Kill at random. Set fires. Release beasts from their pens.”
“Good,” said Kalgri. “If the opportunity presents itself, kill Claudia Aberon Dorius.” The sorceress must have worked out the existence of the Voice, or Caina had told her about the nagataaru. Otherwise Claudia would not have attempted to use the banishment spell upon Kalgri. She had failed the first time, but there was no sense in taking foolish chances 
“We understand, mistress,” said the chief Hunter.
“Good,” said Kalgri. “Then stop talking and go cause trouble.”
The Hunter bowed, silver light flaring around the scars adoring his torso. Kalgri’s sneer intensified behind her mask. The Hunters relied too much upon their ridiculous little tricks. Still, they would be effective for what she had in mind.
The Voice gibbered with gleeful anticipation of the bloodshed to come.
Kalgri watched Drynemet and waited for the flames to begin.



Chapter 15 - Balarigar
 
“No,” said Caina. “No, I don’t see anything. You must be mistaken, my lady. Perhaps you’ve had too much to drink.” 
Claudia frowned, surprised. Caina was not the sort to play practical jokes. Had the strain of their conversation gotten to her? 
“My lady!” said Caina. “Don’t fall! Stay away from the edge!” 
Before Claudia could react, Caina hurried forward and caught her arm around Claudia’s waist. The smaller woman’s strength surprised her, but perhaps it shouldn’t have. When she had seen Caina wearing the dancer’s costume, the woman had seemed made entirely of wiry muscle. Caina tugged her forward, and Claudia’s lost her balance a little.
Caina’s face moved toward her ear. 
“Two Hunters,” she whispered. “Near the wall. I think they’re going to stab us when we go inside. Play along with me.”
“Yes,” said Claudia, straightening up. “Yes, I fear I’ve had too much to drink. My lord husband shall be ever so wroth with me. Help me inside.”
“You can dispel them?” whispered Caina. 
Claudia bobbed her head in a nod that she hoped looked drunken. 
“They’re on either side of the door,” whispered Caina, and then she raised her voice. “This way, my lady. Never fear. We’ll get you to Lord Martin.” She sidestepped and slung her left arm over Claudia’s shoulders, her right hand falling to her belt.
They took two hobbling steps forward, and then Claudia raised her left hand and swept it before her, unleashing power through the mental patterns of a spell. Silver light flashed and pulsed next to the door, and two patches of air rippled. 
The ripples resolved into two Silent Hunters, gaunt and lean and scarred, short swords glittering in their hands.
Caina surged forward, her hand a blur, and an instant later the handle of a throwing knife sprouted from the neck of the Silent Hunter on the left. The man fell to his knees with an agonized gurgle, blood flowing across the scars of his chest. Caina spun to face the second Hunter, yanking a dagger from her boot, but Claudia had already begun her next spell. Psychokinetic force, raw and unfocused and invisible, burst from her fingers. The Hunter was already running at Caina, and Claudia did not think she could hit him hard enough to stop him.
So she shoved him instead. Her spell slammed into his lower back, and the Hunter rocketed past Caina with an unexpected burst of speed. He tried to stop, his arms spinning, but he lost his balance and hurtled over the edge of the terrace.
A Silent Hunter he may have been, but his screams were quite loud as he plummeted to his death on the rocks below. 
“Good push,” said Caina, wrenching her throwing knife from the dead Hunter.
 “You don’t object to the sorcery?” said Claudia.
Caina shrugged. “He’s just as dead, isn’t he? Let’s go. I think there are more of them about.”
Claudia nodded and followed Caina as she hurried back into the hall. 
 
###
 
Caina threaded her way through the benches and tables of drinking men to where Martin stood with Strabane and Nasser. 
“Ah, wife, there you are,” said Martin, looking back and forth between Claudia and Caina with some concern. “Is everything all right?”
“No,” said Claudia. 
“Silent Hunters,” said Caina, lowering her voice. “Two of them, outside.”
“Did they follow you inside?” said Martin, reaching for his sword.
“We killed them,” said Claudia. “I can ward the entrances to the hall, maybe the gate to the village itself, to warn us if any more enter.”
“There is no need, I fear,” said Nasser, voice grim. “Likely they have already infiltrated the village.” 
“These scarred devils would stand out among my folk,” said Strabane, “and from what you have said, their powers of illusion will not last long. They will strike soon. But how can we fight invisible men?” 
“We don’t fight them,” said Caina. “We hunt them. I can sense them when they employ their powers. I will go from house to house, accompanied by a few good fighters. I can sense the Hunters and use this,” she tapped the handle of her ghostsilver dagger, “to collapse their invisibility. Without their illusions, they are simply naked men armed with only short blades. They would be no match for an armored warrior.” 
“Well and good,” said Strabane. “I will accompany you. Nasser, if you…”
The main doors to the hall burst open, and two watchmen rushed inside.
“Fire!” they bellowed. “Fire at the smithy! Fire! Grab your buckets and come! Fire!”
As one the men of Drynemet heaved themselves to their feet, some reeling drunkenly, and ran for the doors. 
“Stop them,” hissed Caina. “That’s what the Hunters want. Chaos and fear in the village. It will make it all the easier for them to attack Martin.” Or, worse, it would create a distraction for the Red Huntress herself to attack. The Silent Hunters had failed to kill Claudia and Martin at their mansion, and the Huntress herself had failed to kill Martin at the Golden Palace. Had Cassander decided to throw both of them at Martin at once?
“My folk will not huddle in my hall while their homes burn,” said Strabane, “but if these devils can turn invisible, how shall we fight them?” He growled. “Cassander Nilas and his Umbarian dogs shall regret attacking guests under the protection of Strabane of Drynemet!” 
“Go,” said Caina. “Oversee your people.” Her mind raced, considering the options. “Lord Martin, I think you should stay here under guard.”
“I cannot let my hosts suffer while I sit idle,” said Martin.
Caina bit back the urge to curse. “Then send half the Guard to help put out the fires, and the other half to remain here with you. Claudia can keep her sensing spell up, and dispel the invisibility around any Silent Hunters.” Claudia gave a sharp nod, her face strained. “Then the Imperial Guards can cut them down. The Silent Hunters are neither wraiths nor devils. They are merely men with a bit of stolen power, and without that power, they die just as quickly as other men.” 
Yet their tactics troubled Caina. Why slip into the village at all? Why start fires? That would alert their intended victims to their presence. The Silent Hunters knew their weaknesses just as well as Caina did. They were most effective when striking from the shadows and vanishing without a trace. This kind of bold attack seemed dangerous and risky.
Unless, of course, they merely wanted to create a distraction. But for what?
“Very well,” said Martin in his commander’s voice. “Your plan is sound. Tylas! Detail a single squad to remain here with Lady Claudia. The rest of the men are to aid Strabane’s folk. Keep their swords ready at all time. There’s no telling when those Umbarian dogs will strike.” 
“My lord,” said Tylas, turning to shout orders, and the Imperial Guards hastened to obey. 
“I shall accompany you, Ciaran,” said Nasser, “as will Laertes. If you reveal the Hunters to us, we shall slay them.” 
“What if the Huntress shows herself?” said Claudia.
If the Huntress showed herself, she would likely kill them all. 
“Hit her with your banishment spell,” said Caina. “That seemed to enrage her the last time. Hopefully while she is distracted one of us can wound her severely enough to inhibit her healing ability.” She offered Claudia a tight grin. “Perhaps we’ll get lucky and we won’t need to borrow the Emissary’s valikon after all.”
“One can hope,” said Claudia. 
“Let’s go,” said Caina.
Strabane and the Imperial Guards boiled out of the front doors to the hall, but Caina headed for the side door, Nasser and Laertes following her. Outside she heard the screams of women and the shouts of men, and she saw that the Hunters had set at least four houses ablaze. The Kaltari men and the Imperial Guards organized themselves into lines, passing buckets from hand to hand to extinguish the flames. 
Caina felt the tingle of sorcery. Silent Hunters were nearby.
She had one advantage, at least. The Hunters could not attack without discarding their invisibility, and the duration of their power was limited. That meant they would only attack from ambush and concealment, fleeing the minute they were discovered. They would have spread themselves throughout the village to cause as much chaos as possible.
Which gave Caina the chance to hunt them down one by one.
Again the purpose of their attack eluded her.
Well. If they left some of the Silent Hunters alive, they could always question them later.
Caina concentrated, feeling the pulse and throb of the sorcerous auras around her. The nearest one came from one of the round stone houses facing the hall, its thatched roof ablaze. Caina felt the aura moving around the house’s curved wall. A Silent Hunter, she surmised, circling the house in search of new victims.
“Pretend like we’re going to put out the fire,” said Caina, and Nasser and Laertes nodded. She started forward at a run, her eyes scanning the dust of the ground. The flames provided ample light, and she spotted the footprints of a barefoot man. Caina ran towards the house, watching the tracks. They stopped, which meant the Hunter was watching them, deciding whether or not to act.
Caina passed the Hunter’s position, yanked the ghostsilver dagger from its sheath, and slashed.
The blow was hasty and ill-aimed, but it struck something hard, and Caina felt the blade bite into flesh. The dagger got hot beneath Caina’s hand, and the Silent Hunter appeared with a flash of silver light, blood streaming down his left shoulder. He growled and stepped towards Caina, raising the dagger in his right hand, but Nasser calmly drove his scimitar into the assassin’s throat. Blood gushed from the wound, and the man fell dead to the ground. 
“Sloppy cut,” muttered Laertes.
Nasser grinned. “Ever the centurion, eh?” 
“Dead is dead,” said Caina, shaking a drop of blood from the ghostsilver dagger. She concentrated for a moment. “This way.”
“How many more of them?” said Laertes.
“At least twenty,” said Caina. “Maybe more. 
“Well,” murmured Nasser, “I shall certainly have time to improve my cuts.”
 
###
 
Claudia waited, sweat trickling down her temples. Martin held his sword drawn, as did the other Imperial Guards. The hall was deserted, save for the twelve Guards who had remained behind to guard the Lord Governor. Claudia heard shouts and screams from the village outside, but not as many as she had expected. Most of the villagers had not yet realized they were under attack. Perhaps Caina and Nasser would be able to hunt down and kill all the Silent Hunters before they hurt too many people. 
“Anything?” said Martin. 
“Nothing,” said Claudia with a shake of her head. Her stomach fluttered with nausea, making her glad she had not eaten anything since coming to Drynemet. Vomiting all over her boots in the middle of a fight was hardly an effective tactic. “No Hunters, no sorcerers. Nothing.”
“It galls me,” said Martin, “to stay safe while other men risk their lives on my behalf.”
“You’re the Lord Ambassador,” said Claudia, though she was relieved that he had stayed in the hall. “If you are killed here, the Empire might have war with both Istarinmul and the Order.” 
“Alas, this is so,” said Martin with a sigh. “There is a time and a place to lead from the front…”
“But this is not it,” said Claudia, rechecking her sensing spell. She still felt no Silent Hunters within the hall. Her eyes swept to the doors and back again, but no attackers had entered. At least with the doors closed, the Silent Hunters could not enter the hall unnoticed. They could turn invisible, but they could not walk through walls. As Caina had said, they were mortals with a bit of stolen arcane power, not wraiths or spirits. 
Something else Caina frequently said itched at Claudia’s brain. What did she say?
No one ever looked up. 
Claudia looked up and her blood went cold.
A hole opened in the roof above the firepit to allow the smoke to escape. At the edge of the hole stood a woman in close-fitting leather armor the color of blood, a crimson cloak streaming from her shoulders, her face concealed beneath a mask of red steel, its expression serene. 
The Red Huntress. 
And she was looking right at Martin, a bow in her hands as she drew back the string.
Claudia screamed in rage and terror and cast a spell, flinging all her power into it. The Huntress released her arrow in the same instant Claudia’s burst of psychokinetic forced hammered into her chest. The arrow hissed past Claudia to shatter against the floor, and the Huntress fell backwards and out of sight. 
“What is it?” said Martin.
“She was there,” said Claudia, trying to keep the opening in the roof and all the doors in sight at once. “The Huntress. She was about to shoot you.”
“Actually,” said Martin, “I think she was aiming at you.” 
“Me?” said Claudia. “Why?” 
“You’re the only one who was able to hurt her,” said Martin.
“Then I have to go out and help,” said Claudia. “Gods, husband, there are hundreds of women and children here. She’ll slaughter them all if we can’t drive her off.” 
“It seems,” said Martin, “this is the day to lead from the front after all.”
 
###
 
The spell struck Kalgri and sent her stumbling backward. She had seen far more powerful sorcerers, but Claudia still could hit with an impressive amount of strength. Kalgri had hoped to kill Claudia and rid herself of the threat of the banishment spell, and then butcher her way through the rest of the village until she found and killed the Balarigar. 
Well, no matter. There were other ways to deal with her foes. 
The force of the spell carried Kalgri to the edge of the roof, and she let herself fall. It was sixty feet to the yard below, but the power of the Voice surged through her, and Kalgri landed without harm. She spun, the senses of the Voice seeking out foes to slay, but for the moment she was in an island of calm. There were some Silent Hunters between the hall and the outer wall. Fewer than she expected. And…
Caina Amalas came into sight. 
She was dressed like a caravan guard, leather armor and dusty boots and a ragged brown cloak. In her right hand she carried the ghostsilver dagger she had stolen from Callatas’s library. Kalgri realized that she was hunting the Silent Hunters. Of course! The woman had the ability to sense sorcery, and the Hunters radiated sorcery like heat from a forge when they used power. The Hunters had no idea of her ability, and given how much they relied upon their invisibility, they would die quickly when Caina found them.
No matter. Their purpose was to create a distraction and nothing more.
Two men followed Caina. The first was a middle-aged man with the look of a veteran of the Legions of the Empire. The second…
Kalgri sucked in a surprised breath.
She knew the second man. 
 
###
 
It was almost ridiculously easy to kill the Silent Hunters. 
The murderous fools had no idea that Caina could sense them, and they had complete faith in their invisibility. She could simply stroll up, pretend not to sense them, and then strike with the ghostsilver dagger. The minute the blade broke their skin, their invisibility collapsed, and Nasser or Laertes struck a killing blow. Since the Hunters were operating singly rather than in groups, they could not warn each other against the danger. 
Given what she had heard about the Hunters’ crimes, Caina had no qualms about killing them. 
Nasser killed a tenth Hunter, and Caina closed her eyes for a moment, seeking for signs of arcane power. There were more Hunters on the northern side of the hall, and once they …
“Glasshand!”
Caina’s eyes snapped open and she spun around.
The voice had not been entirely human. Or it had been two voices speaking at once. One sounded like a normal, unremarkable woman with an Istarish accent. The other was a deep, inhuman growl, a voice deeper than any human could produce, a voice that seemed to reverberate inside of Caina’s skull.
The voice of a nagataaru speaking through a possessed human’s mouth. 
The Red Huntress stood at the base of Strabane’s hall, the crimson cloak rippling around her, her red mask serene. 
With a sinking feeling, Caina realized that the Huntress might well have killed both Martin and Claudia already. 
“Nasser Glasshand,” spat the Huntress in her strange voice, “the lord of dust and ash and candles. You escaped me once before, but you shall not elude me again.” 
Nasser showed no hint of fear, beckoning with his left hand as he pointed his scimitar with the right. Laertes moved to Nasser’s right, broadsword and shield raised, while Caina moved to Nasser’s left, her ghostsilver dagger ready. Ghostsilver disrupted a nagataaru’s powers and caused it pain, and if she could bury the blade in the Huntress, perhaps that would slow the assassin long enough for Laertes or Nasser to land a deadly strike. 
“Bold words, my lady,” said Nasser in his sonorous rumble, his smile spreading over his dark face. “I did elude you once before, and I am looking forward to a repeat performance.” 
“You don’t have your enspelled toy now,” said the Huntress. “It cannot save you.” The serene mask turned towards Caina. “Nor can your new allies protect you. The Balarigar cannot defeat me.” The inhuman snarl of the second voice rose with rage and hatred. 
The Huntress knew that she was the Balarigar? Perhaps the Voice had told her, had learned it from the nagataaru Caina had confronted earlier. 
The Huntress shot forward in a crimson blur, and Caina had no more time for thought. The assassin sprang into the air, her cloak streaming behind her like bloody wings. Twin scimitars gleamed in her gloved hands like crescents of frozen light. Caina flung a knife, hoping to catch the Huntress off-guard, but the assassin flicked her wrist, her right blade deflecting the weapon.
The Red Huntress landed and smashed into Nasser like a storm, and Caina expected to see the master thief fall dead to the ground.
Instead Nasser whirled, his scimitar flashing, and struck at her. The Huntress blurred to the side with inhuman speed, her scimitars swinging for Nasser’s face. Somehow Nasser got his scimitar up to block, the blades clanging, and the Huntress went on the offensive. Her swords spun and whirled and stabbed through a dazzling array of attacks, and Caina knew firsthand the strength behind those blows.
Yet somehow Nasser blocked them all.
His sword work was crisp and precise, his footing excellent. Caina had seen many master swordsmen during her time with the Ghosts, but Nasser Glasshand was among the best of them. His scimitar wove a curved cage of steel around him, blocking every one of the Huntress’s attacks. Yet Nasser remained on the defensive. He was fast, but not fast enough to block the Huntress’s attacks and strike back. Laertes tried to circle her, but the Huntress was simply too fast and stayed ahead of him. Caina flung several throwing knives, but every time the Huntress dodged or blocked. She even tried throwing a knife directly behind the Huntress, but somehow the assassin sensed it and swept a scimitar behind her to deflect the blade. 
There was no way she could have seen it coming. Perhaps the Voice had given the Huntress inhumanly keen senses, so sharp she could hear the whisper of a knife spinning through the air. Yet the clang of steel upon steel would have drowned out any sound the knife made.
No. The Huntress hadn’t seen the blade coming. The Voice had. The nagataaru was a spirit, and even though it saw through the Huntress’s eyes, it had senses other than those of the flesh. 
Perhaps Caina had a way to block those senses. 
She ducked toward one of the round houses. The village of Drynemet was in chaos, with the men and the Imperial Guards fighting the fires, yet no one had noticed the furious duel between Nasser and the Huntress. For the moment Caina was unnoticed.
She tugged off her brown cloak, slid a mask over her face, and drew up the cowl of her shadow-cloak as it fell around her. Only the Ghost nightkeepers knew the secret of weaving shadow-cloaks from silk and shadows. The cloak was as light as the air, and blended with the shadows, enhancing Caina’s ability at stealth. It also shielded her thoughts from mind-controlling spells, and prevented anyone from using sorcery to discern her location.
And, if she had guessed right, it would block her presence from Voice’s sight. 
Caina darted forward, drawing another throwing knife.
 
###
 
The Voice screamed with glee, its hunger and rage burning through Kalgri’s limbs. 
The Legion veteran was a lumbering old fool, and for all her cunning the Balarigar was laughably weak. Kalgri could have killed them both in the space between two heartbeats, had she been free of any distractions.
But Nasser Glasshand was a damnably effective distraction. 
He was a masterful swordsman, so good that he had actually managed to hold her attacks back for a few moments. But it would not last. The Voice gave Kalgri strength and power beyond the mortal, and despite the sorcerous aura around his left hand and his prodigious skill, Nasser was still a mortal man. His stamina would wane, and then Kalgri would have his head.
The Legion veteran and Caina circled around her, but Kalgri kept her eyes upon Nasser. The Voice could keep track of the veteran and the Balarigar easily enough, and warn her when she needed to move…
Then Caina vanished from the Voice’s sight, and the nagataaru screeched in alarm. For a frozen instant Kalgri was baffled. Had Caina been killed? Only death or a potent spell could conceal a living thing from the Voice’s sight.
No. A shadow-cloak. The “Balarigar” was simply the myth that had congealed around a Ghost nightfighter, and Ghost nightfighters had shadow-cloaks…
The first throwing knife slammed into Kalgri’s back, rocking her off-balance, and only the Voice’s power let her dodge before Nasser’s scimitar would have found her heart.
Another throwing knife hit her leg, ripping through the leather to sink into her flesh.
 
###
 
Caina sprinted at the Huntress, the shadow-cloak billowing around her. The Huntress staggered, off-balance from the knife hits and the gash Nasser’s scimitar had ripped across the side of her chest. If Caina could get close enough, could get the ghostsilver dagger into the assassin…
The Huntress jumped, springing a dozen yards into the air like some colossal insect. She soared over the yard, landing closer to the hall, and Caina saw the wounds in her flesh closing. Caina caught her breath and turned to face the Huntress as Nasser and Laertes joined her. 
“I see your skills, my lady Huntress,” said Nasser, “have not improved overmuch since our last meeting.” 
“Your life is over, lord of dust and drought,” said the Huntress in that peculiar double voice. The woman’s voice sounded oddly familiar. Caina had heard it before somewhere. But where? “You shall die here, as broken and as forgotten as all of those you have failed. The Balarigar will not save you, and the demonslayer’s destiny will not be fulfilled.” 
“Really?” said Nasser. “If such a task is so easily accomplished, then why have you not already done it?” 
“Nasser,” whispered Caina. “The Huntress can see me, but the Voice can’t while I have the shadow-cloak on. If we can lure her in, maybe I can ambush her from behind …”
Nasser gave a single sharp nod. “Come, then! Shall you dance with me, my lady? Or will you turn and run?”
The Huntress did not taunt him this time, but instead hurtled forward in a crimson blur. At the last minute Nasser ducked, throwing himself to the side, the Huntress’s scimitars screaming over his head. He slashed at her leg, and the Huntress spun aside, cloak swirling around her. Nasser and the Huntress went into their frenzied dance, trading blows so fast Caina could barely follow the movements. Steel rang on steel, and Caina circled, trying to find a clear shot for a throwing knife, or to get close enough to stab with the ghostsilver dagger. Yet both combatants were moving too fast, and Caina had a good chance of hitting Nasser by mistake. With the Huntress’s advantage in speed, even a half-second of hesitation by Nasser would be fatal.
Then, for just an instant, Nasser was too slow. The Huntress’s right scimitar blurred towards his face, and both Caina and Laertes shouted in alarm.
Nasser’s gloved left hand snapped up and caught the blade of the scimitar, the weapon scraping against his palm with a sound like steel dragged over stone. He squeezed his fist and crushed the steel scimitar as if it had been made of foil. The scimitar should have split his arm open from palm to elbow, yet Nasser had crushed it like a twig. The Red Huntress tried to yank her ruined blade free, but Nasser kept his grip on the weapon and yanked her forward, stabbing at the same time. His scimitar plunged into the Huntress’s belly and erupted out her back, wet with blood. The Huntress screamed in pain and fury, the Voice’s howl vibrating through her cry, and for a wild moment Caina wondered if they had defeated the Huntress.
She darted forward, ghostsilver dagger raised to stab.
The Huntress whirled, backhanding Nasser, and the strike threw him from his feet and into the wall of the nearby house. He landed hard, bloodstained scimitar still gripped in his right hand, a harsh blue light leaking through the torn glove on his left hand. Caina stabbed, but the Huntress threw her ruined weapon, and Caina hit the ground and rolled, the broken weapon clanging next to her ear. 
She came back to her feet, expecting to see the Huntress resume her attack on the stunned Nasser. Yet the red-clad assassin rushed Caina, tossing her remaining sword from her left hand to her right. She wasn’t going after Nasser, or even Laertes, who had hurried over to check on Nasser. She was coming after Caina.
Perhaps she had decided to kill Caina before finishing off Nasser.
The ghastly wound Nasser had carved in her belly shrank before Caina’s eyes. Yet the wound obviously pained the Huntress, who was not moving with her previous inhuman speed.
Caina turned and ran, her mind racing, and the Huntress pursued. 
Standing and fighting was not an option. But Caina had the Huntress’s attention, and as long as the assassin was chasing her, she would not kill Martin. With the shadow-cloak, the Voice’s senses could not detect Caina. If she could lure the Huntress into an ambush, she could strike unseen, hopefully hard enough to cripple or kill the assassin. 
Caina dashed through the narrow alleyways between the round stone houses, seeking for somewhere, anywhere, she could hide. All the houses were too small for what she needed, and might have women and children and elderly hiding within them. Caina needed something bigger. The headman’s hall? No, Martin was there. Best not to dangle the Huntress’s target in front of her …
There.
A large stone barn with a thatched roof stood nearby, not far from the outer stockade. Given the warlike nature of the Kaltari, the villagers likely stored their seed crops there to protect them from raiders. It would likely have many hiding places where Caina could lie in wait for the Huntress.
She sprinted for the doors and pushed them open. Inside the barn was almost empty, the floor covered in dust and old straw. Buckets and wooden yokes stood stacked against one wall, and a loft rose overhead, holding sacks of dry rice.
It was perfect. 
Caina paused at the doors just long enough to make sure the Huntress saw her, and then dashed into the barn.
 
###
 
Kalgri was becoming annoyed.
The wound in her gut hurt damnably. Pain did not really bother her much any longer, but the muscles of her stomach and legs twitched and tightened with every step she took. The Voice was rebuilding the torn skin and muscles and organs of her belly, but even the Voice could not heal such a severe wound quickly. 
She was going to enjoy killing Nasser Glasshand. Come to think of it, the Voice wanted him dead almost as badly as it wanted Caina dead. Apparently the nagataaru regarded both of them as mortal threats. Kalgri did not care, so long as she got to feast upon the deaths, and she was very much looking forward to killing Glasshand.
But only after she killed Caina Amalas. 
Kalgri had studied the Balarigar for months, but even so she had still underestimated Caina. The woman had a remarkable ability to improvise. Kalgri should have realized the little trick with the shadow-cloak sooner. She had killed Ghost nightfighters at Callatas’s behest before, and Callatas, for all his tedious pomposity about his damned Apotheosis, was not stupid enough to overlook his personal security. Caina had managed to rob Callatas’s laboratory and escape with her life, something that no one had ever done before. The woman was clearly as dangerous as Callatas had claimed.
Time to put an end to that danger.
Kalgri rolled her shoulders and walked toward the barn doors. She summoned the power of the Voice in the shape of a sword, and with a wave of her arm sent the heavy doors crashing in ruin. The sound would alert Caina to her presence, but that was of no importance. Caina was likely already watching the entrance, no doubt preparing some clever trap. 
Kalgri dismissed the sword, strength and speed filling her limbs once more, and drew a dagger in her left hand. 
Caina might have set a trap, but it would not matter. For all her cleverness, she was still prey.
And Kalgri was the Huntress. 
She strode into the barn.
 
###
 
Caina crouched on the loft, wrapped in her shadow-cloak, her heartbeat thundering in her ears. 
The Red Huntress glided into the barn, moving with grace and controlled power, every movement deliberate and fluid. It reminded Caina of the lionesses she had seen prowling the plains of Anshan near Catekharon, deadly beasts that moved in utter silence until they sprang upon their prey. 
She stopped a few steps from the doors, the light from the fires outside throwing her shadow across the floor. The crimson mask turned right and left, and then looked up at the loft. Caina forced herself to remain motionless, certain that the Huntress had seen her. 
But the mask continued its survey of the barn. Then the Huntress looked at the loft again, laughed, and slid her dagger into its sheath. Shadows and purple fire swirled around her fingers, and the sword of the nagataaru appeared in her fist.
She swung it through the pillars supporting the loft. The blade of dark power sliced through the wood with a splintering crack, and the loft shuddered beneath Caina. 
The Huntress’s plan was sound. She had realized that Caina would hide in the loft, and the Huntress needed only collapse it with the sword of the nagataaru. Either Caina would die in the collapse, or be forced down where the Huntress could dispatch her.
She had acted exactly as Caina had anticipated. 
And with the sword of the nagataaru in hand, the Huntress could not move with the inhuman speed and strength she had displayed against Nasser and the Imperial Guards in the Golden Palace. 
Or so Caina hoped.
If she was wrong at least the immaterial sword would kill her quickly. 
The Huntress slashed through another pillar, and the boards started to tilt beneath Caina. She rolled to her feet, and as she did she snatched up the mattock she had found, its iron head ugly and rough and sharp. She raised the tool over her head, gripping the handle with both hands, dashed to the edge of the loft, and jumped. 
The Huntress’s back was to Caina, but at the last moment she started to turn. Some instinct had warned her, perhaps, or Caina had been louder than she thought.
Caina crashed into her, all her weight and strength driving the mattock. The iron spike plunged into the Huntress’s lower right back with a horrible wet ripping noise, and the impact drove the Huntress from her feet. Caina landed atop her, the handle of the mattock bouncing painfully against her ribs, and rolled to a stop a few feet away. Pain flooded through her, but she forced herself forward, yanking the ghostsilver dagger from its sheath. 
The Huntress had already recovered. The iron spike jutted from her chest, but she had gotten to her knees and raised her right arm to block the dagger.
Caina drove the blade between the bones of the Huntress’s forearm.
The weapon sizzled, growing hot beneath Caina’s fingers, and the Huntress screamed in fury, both the woman’s voice and the snarling howl of the nagataaru. The assassin surged to her feet and kicked, her boot slamming into Caina’s belly. The force of the strike threw her backwards, the dagger’s hilt still clutched in her hand as the blade ripped from the Huntress’s forearm. Caina landed hard against a pile of broken planks, another wave of pain going through her. 
The Huntress tore the mattock from her back with a groan and tossed the weapon aside. She turned, her steel mask hanging askew.
Caina stared at her face, shocked.
“Kalgri?” she whispered.
It was the serving woman from the House of Agabyzus. It was impossible. Caina had seen Kalgri several times a week for months. She was a serving woman, not an assassin, certainly not a creature like the Red Huntress…
Belatedly Caina realized that she might not be the only woman at the House of Agabyzus with a knack for disguise.
“Yes,” murmured Kalgri, sliding her mask away. “Perhaps you should know the truth before you die.”
Caina managed to get to her feet, her chest and back throbbing. “You’re not going to kill Lord Martin.”
Kalgri let out an incredulous laugh. “You think I am here for Martin Dorius?” She rolled her shoulders and winced, the wounds in her back and chest shrinking, smoke rising from the gash in her forearm. “He is of no importance. I am here for you.”
“Me?” said Caina. 
“Caina Amalas,” said Kalgri, grinning like a shark. “The Balarigar. The woman who burned the Widow’s Tower and robbed the Maze. The woman who slew the Moroaica and saved the Empire. The Grand Master wants you dead. Even all the nagataaru want you dead.” She laughed, high and wild and mad. “I look forward to the Grand Master’s expression when he learns the dreaded Balarigar was a woman.” 
“You’ve been following me all this time,” said Caina.
“Yes,” said Kalgri. “I must understand a man in order to kill him. Or a woman. This would have been so much easier if you haven’t stepped out of the way of my arrow at the last minute.”
“You were shooting at me?” said Caina, realizing the depth of her error. It had never once occurred to Caina that she might be the target, never occurred to her that an opponent might have penetrated her disguises. She had always feared it, of course, but she had expected her enemies to strike with overwhelming force, perhaps a squad of Immortals backed up by Kindred assassins and Alchemists. 
She had not expected a lone assassin to stalk her for months, preparing, planning. Samnirdamnus had been right. Caina had indeed failed to understand her enemy.
And her life would likely be the price for her error. 
“Yes,” said Kalgri. “You are clever and dangerous. Shooting you from afar was the best solution. But the direct methods will work just as well.”
She shot forward, and Caina slashed with the ghostsilver dagger. Kalgri caught Caina’s wrist in her left hand and shoved, and the Huntress’s awful strength slammed Caina against one of the remaining pillars. Again the impact stole the breath from Caina’s lungs, stunning her, and she could do nothing but watch as Kalgri lifted her remaining scimitar for the kill. 
Caina had failed. 
At least she had built a new Ghost circle in Istarinmul, so someone else would know of Callatas’s crimes. At least she had warned Martin and Claudia. Perhaps Kalgri would even leave them alone once she had killed Caina. 
Her skin crawled with the presence of sorcery, and a burst of blue light washed over Kalgri, blue sparks jumping up and down her limbs. The Huntress screamed in pain, her grip on Caina’s arm loosening, and Caina twisted away. Martin and Claudia and Nasser stood in the doors to the barn, flanked by a dozen Imperial Guards. Claudia’s face was a mask of concentration, blue light burning around her fingers as she poured her power into the spell. Kalgri staggered away from Caina, the scimitar weaving a drunken web before her. The wounds on her arm and chest had been shrinking as she taunted Caina, but now they were frozen. In a flash of insight, Caina realized that the Voice was strong enough to fight off Claudia’s banishment spell and strong enough to heal Kalgri’s wounds, but it was not strong enough to do both at the same time.
Caina threw herself forward, ignoring her pain, both hands wrapped around the dagger’s hilt, and slashed with all her strength. Kalgri jerked back at the last moment, her snarls of fury joining those of the Voice, and Caina’s dagger slashed across the Huntress’s ribs and belly. Kalgri screamed again and lashed out, and the back of her hand slammed into Caina’s face and threw her to the floor. Caina hit the ground hard, her head spinning, and saw Nasser and Martin and the Imperial Guards storm into the barn. 
Kalgri sprang into the air, crimson cloak streaming around her, and landed on the half-shattered loft. She staggered, grabbed at the wall to regain her balance, and jumped again, even as Claudia shifted her aim. The strength of the leap drove the Huntress through the thatched roof like an arrow through an apple. A few of the Guards threw their javelins, but the weapons lodged in the roof or bounced harmlessly off the walls.
The Huntress had fled. 
Caina spat a bitter curse and tried to stand. They had come so close to killing the Huntress. But she had escaped, and Kalgri would return once she had time to heal and prepare a new attack. 
Next time they might not be so lucky.
Kalgri. Caina had seen her at the House of Agabyzus for weeks. What a fool Caina had been, blind to what was right in front of her nose…
The barn started to spin around her, and Caina wondered if it would collapse and bury them all.
Then Caina’s legs went out from beneath her. 
She hit the ground and knew no more.



Chapter 16 - Friends and Allies
 
Dark dreams flickered across Caina’s broken thoughts. 
Halfdan had always said that nightmares were the scars of the mind, and Caina had accumulated a large collection. Her father’s death. Halfdan’s murder. Corvalis’s death in the netherworld, the illusion of the temple of Anubankh burning around them. 
The black wall of the nagataaru rolling across the sky, coming for her. 
Again and again she saw Callatas standing on the ridge overlooking Iramis, raising the Star and burning the city to ashes.
The dead surrounded her. Those she had loved, Corvalis and Halfdan and her father. Those she had defeated, the Moroaica and Maglarion and Kalastus and Andromache and Mihaela and so many others. 
She had defeated so many enemies, but the Red Huntress had been too much for her. 
“The star is the key to the crystal,” they whispered in unison. “The star is the key to the crystal.”
“What does that mean?” said Caina, looking at the ring of her lost friends and defeated foes. “Damn you, what does it mean? Tell me what it means!”
“Your death.”
Caina spun as the Red Huntress appeared out of nothingness, twin scimitars in her fists. 
Kalgri grinned and buried both the blades in Caina’s heart.
Darkness swallowed Caina, and she knew nothing more.
 
###
 
Slowly Caina swam back to consciousness.
She realized three things
First, it was morning. There was sunlight in her eyes.
Second, she had a stupendous headache. Every breath hurt a little.
Third, the combination of those two facts meant that she was still alive. 
She sat up, wincing in discomfort, and looked around. She was in a small bedroom off Strabane’s hall, still in her caravan guard disguise and shadow-cloak. That was bad. How many people had seen her? Rumor might well spread that the Balarigar had been seen in the village of Drynemet, and one of Strabane’s folk might try to claim the bounty. Or one of the less scrupulous Imperial Guards might decide to retire early.
The door opened, and Caina sprang to her feet, reaching for her weapons.
But it was only Claudia. 
“Oh,” said Caina, sitting back down. “I think I stood up too fast.”
“You probably did,” said Claudia. “Get that armor off. I need to have a look at you.”
Caina blinked.
“I’m a physician, remember?” said Claudia. “The Huntress gave you a thorough beating.”
“Right,” said Caina, sliding off her shadow-cloak. “I…yes, that’s right. I forgot.”
“She did hit you on the head quite hard,” said Claudia, kneeling besides the bed. 
“Yes, I noticed,” said Caina, tossing aside her armor and pulling off her tunic. Every movement hurt. Which was not surprising, since her chest and belly were a mass of ugly bruises. “My mask. The others…”
“Don’t worry,” said Claudia, scowling as she considered Caina’s torso. She tapped Caina’s side, and Caina winced. “Martin and Tylas themselves carried you in here.”
“Nasser,” said Caina. She remembered the peculiar blue light that had shone from his torn glove. “He…”
“He’s fine,” said Claudia. “He’s in better shape than you are.” She pressed her hand to Caina’s right side. “Deep breath. Then let it out slowly.”
Caina obeyed. It hurt.
“Well, you don’t have any broken ribs,” said Claudia. “That’s good. But you’re going to be very sore for quite some time.”
“It won’t be the first time,” said Caina. “How many died?”
“No one, actually,” said Claudia. “Only the Silent Hunters. Some women inhaled the smoke and had a bad time of it, as did some of the men putting out the flames. But none of Strabane’s people died, and none of ours. All because you acted swiftly.”
“Not swiftly enough,” said Caina, retrieving her tunic. “Kalgri got away.”
“Kalgri?” said Claudia.
“Her name,” said Caina. “The Huntress’s name. At least the name she used. She has been following me for months, masquerading as a serving woman at a coffee house I frequent. Gods, I was a blind fool. I never even suspected her.” 
“For months, you say?” said Claudia. “Then she has been planning to kill Martin for that long? But that doesn’t make sense. Martin did not even receive the appointment as Lord Ambassador until a month past…”
Caina let out a bitter laugh. “The Huntress wasn’t after him. She was never after Martin. Your husband just was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The Huntress was there to kill me.”
“You?” said Claudia. “Why?”
“Callatas,” said Caina. “Callatas sent her to kill the Balarigar. I’m sorry. I should have realized it sooner.”
“You’re not infallible,” said Claudia. “Much as you like to think otherwise. We need to talk to Martin.”
“In a moment,” said Caina, getting to her feet with a grunt. “First I need to have a walk around the village, make sure no more Silent Hunters are hiding here.” She took a deep breath, trying to ignore the pain as she picked up her armor. Gods, but she was sore. “Then we can decide what to do.” 
 
###
 
An hour later Claudia stood on the terrace behind the hall. 
There had been no sign of any other Silent Hunters. Caina leaned against the wall, dark circles beneath her bloodshot blue eyes. The livid bruise across the right side of her jaw made her look even grimmer than usual. Nasser stood near Martin, and Laertes and Tylas waited with their respective masters. Strabane stood in the center, his thick arms folded over his massive chest.
“So this demon-possessed woman was here for you?” said Strabane.
“I fear so,” said Caina. “It seems that when we robbed Callatas, I pushed him too far, so he sent the Huntress to kill me.” She looked at Strabane. “I am sorry I brought this evil upon you.” 
Strabane shrugged. “No one was killed, save for the Silent Hunters. Some houses were burned, but houses can be rebuilt. And I did break into the Maze with you, Ciaran. Perhaps something like the Huntress would have come for me sooner or later anyway.” He scowled and spat over the edge of the terrace. “All those damned demon-things in Callatas’s Maze. Pah! Perhaps it is no longer possible to be safe.”
“Wisely spoken, my friend,” said Nasser. “Alas, we have the misfortune to live in interesting times.” 
“Nor was Kalgri coming for you,” said Caina, looking at Martin and Claudia. “If I had not accompanied you to the Golden Palace, you would have been in no danger. None of those men would have died.”
“And you might be dead yourself,” said Claudia, “if we had not been there to help you.” Much as Caina wanted to blame herself for the Huntress’s depredations, Claudia had no wish to let her do it. The blood of the Huntress’s victims was upon the Huntress’s hands. 
“For that matter,” said Martin, “Cassander might have tried to harm Claudia even without the Huntress’s disruption. It now seems clear that Cassander must be colluding with the Huntress.”
“I suspect, my lord ambassador,” said Nasser, “that Cassander Nilas and the Red Huntress are merely allies of convenience. We know that Cassander did not send the Huntress after you, or even after the Balarigar. I suspect Cassander saw the Huntress’s prowess and decide to assist her. From what you have told me, the Provosts of the Umbarian Order hold the death of the Balarigar as one of their goals.”
“This is speculation,” said Strabane. “The fact of the matter is that the Huntress escaped, and will likely come again once the demon heals her sufficiently. What shall we do about it?”
“Simple,” said Caina. “I will go alone to Silent Ash Temple, persuade the Emissary to lend me the valikon, and kill the Huntress.”
“Alone?” said Martin.
“Alone,” repeated Caina. “She is after me. She has been planning to kill me for months, perhaps ever since we escaped from Callatas’s Maze. All of you are in danger because of me. If I go alone, the Huntress will pursue me and leave the rest of you in peace.”
Claudia shook her head. “This seems unwise.” 
“The Huntress will surely track you down and kill you in the hills before you get anywhere near Silent Ash Temple,” said Martin.
“I have the shadow-cloak,” said Caina. “Her nagataaru can’t sense me while I wear it, and she’ll have to rely on her eyes and ears and wits. I can elude her and make my way to the temple.”
“Assuming you can even do this,” said Claudia, “what if the Emissary does not lend you the valikon? You’ll be trapped at Silent Ash Temple without a way to stop the Huntress.” 
“As if this were not enough,” said Nasser, “I know firsthand that the Huntress is not the sort of woman to respect the sanctity of a holy place. She will enter Silent Ash Temple and kill you, along with anyone else who gets in her way.” 
“I am willing to take that risk,” said Caina.
Claudia realized that Caina was trying to sacrifice herself. In fact, she had been trying to sacrifice herself since coming to Istarinmul, throwing herself against more and more dangerous opponents. Caina had freed slaves and defeated powerful enemies, but sooner or later she would push too hard and get herself killed. Now Caina was trying to sacrifice herself to spare those around her.
“No,” said Claudia.
They all looked at her. 
“We cannot let you do that,” said Claudia. “If you want to be noble and heroic and self-sacrificing like some hero from an old Szaldic tale…”
“Or an Istarish epic poem,” murmured Nasser.
“Yes, thank you,” said Claudia. “If you want to do that, far be it from me to stop you. But at least let your death have some meaning.”
“Meaning?” said Caina. 
“If the Huntress kill you, it will not change anything,” said Claudia. “Once she kills you, she will turn around and come for us. You told me that Callatas wiped out everyone who knew about his Apotheosis. Well, everyone here knows too much already. The Huntress will kill you and go back to Callatas, and then Callatas will send her to kill everyone allied with you, everyone who knows anything about the Apotheosis.” 
“I fear that Lady Claudia is all too correct,” said Nasser. “I escaped the Huntress once before, but only barely. Callatas will not permit me to escape a second time, and he has allies and servants other than the Huntress. He will send them after us, once the Huntress returns to him and reports her success.” 
“You can’t fight the Huntress alone,” said Claudia. “I can’t fight her alone, either. But you saw what happened when you stabbed her while I was trying to banish her nagataaru. Her wounds stopped healing. Even with the valikon, our only chance of victory is to fight as one.” 
Caina said nothing. 
“In any event,” said Nasser, “I will accompany you. I still hope for you to ask those questions of the Emissary.”
“And if I die here,” said Caina with a faint smile, “you won’t have my help in the future.” 
Nasser grinned. “Entirely correct.” 
“Both Claudia and Nasser are right,” said Martin. “You cannot go alone. Additionally, I have a duty to bring the Huntress to justice. She has unlawfully slain Imperial Guards under my command, and that cannot go unchallenged.”
“She has attacked my village and harmed my folk,” rumbled Strabane. “That, too, cannot go unanswered.” 
Caina sighed, closed her eyes, and leaned her head against the stone wall. “I see I cannot persuade you otherwise. Very well. We shall all go off to be killed together.”
Nasser laughed. “I hope for rather more than that.” 
“If we are attacked on the road to Silent Ash Temple,” said Claudia, “I will use my banishment spell, and the rest of you can strike and hopefully kill the Huntress.”
“And if we obtain the valikon,” said Martin, “perhaps we can turn the tables and become the hunters instead.”
“So be it,” said Caina.
 
###
 
They left Drynemet in the next morning, climbing towards Silent Ash Temple.
Five others accompanied Caina. Martin, clad in the grim black armor of an Imperial Guard, and Claudia in a simple riding dress with split skirts. Nasser in his black shirt and trousers, Laertes stoic as ever in his chain mail and leather. Strabane came as well, leaving his village in the care of its elders, carrying a massive greatsword strapped to his back. They led a train of Strabane's donkeys to carry food and other supplies, but were otherwise alone.
Six against the Huntress, when Kalgri had been able to cut her way through dozens of Imperial Guards and Immortals with ease. 
It seemed like madness.
Caina hoped it would be enough.
They saw no sign of the Huntress as they climbed higher into the hills.
 
###
 
A dozen Silent Hunters escaped the chaos in Drynemet, and met Kalgri at the base of the hill.
She killed them all.
Caina had done a lot of damage to her, and the Voice had expended a great deal of power to fight off the banishment and to fuel Kalgri’s escape from the village. The spirit was still in a crazed fury, and did not have the power to spare for healing Kalgri’s wounds.
So she took the power herself. 
The Silent Hunters tried to fight, of course. Kalgri killed them one by one, the Voice feasting and growing strong on their deaths, the power flushing through her. At last she killed the final Hunter, walked until she found a small cave about five miles from the village, and collapsed.
She slept for the better part of a day.
When Kalgri awoke, she felt better, her strength and stamina restored. The Voice hissed and snarled in her mind, filled with fury and hunger. The Balarigar’s escape enraged the spirit. It wanted to hunt her down and kill her, ripping her apart inch by inch and feasting upon her agony for hours. 
Kalgri found herself in complete agreement with the Voice. 
It had been years since someone had hurt her that badly, and she fully intended to repay Caina Amalas a hundred times over for every drop of spilled blood.
But carefully, carefully. Kalgri’s first attempt had failed through bad luck. Sometimes an assassination simply went wrong, no matter how careful the planning. The second time Kalgri had launched a more elaborate attack. That, too, had gone wrong. Caina had outwitted her, had in fact come within a few inches of killing her. 
The third time would be different. 
Kalgri needed allies, and she had used up all the Silent Hunters. Well, that was no great loss. They had been useless anyway.
Idly she wondered what the villagers of Drynemet would think when they found the dead Hunters piled at the foot of their hill, and decided that she did not care. 
Nevertheless, Kalgri needed allies. She did not want to fight Caina and her followers without help. Too many things had gone wrong already. She had not anticipated Caina’s pyrikon, or Claudia’s banishment spell. 
Kalgri needed allies stronger than the Silent Hunters. 
She wandered through the hills, thinking, listening to the Voice’s hisses and snarls. 
To her surprise, the Voice sensed…something.
A crack. 
An echo of the day of the golden dead, the day necromantic power had sheathed the world and raised the dead from their tombs. Kalgri and the Voice had feasted on that day, killing hundreds of the misshapen horrors, feasting upon their corrupted life force, and then killing them again when the golden fire raised them once more. The golden dead had collapsed when the spell binding them had failed, but Kalgri remembered the sensation of the wall between the worlds splitting open. 
Now the Voice felt a similar crack nearby. 
Here was Kalgri’s chance for powerful allies.
The Voice had occupied the inside of her skull for over a century and a half, but it was far older than that. The spirit had been a lord of the nagataaru in the netherworld, with a retinue of lesser nagataaru bound in vassalage. Those vassals would be delighted to come to the mortal world and kill at their lord’s command. Usually only a sorcerer’s spell could bring a spirit from the netherworld to the material world, but now the barriers between the worlds were cracked. 
Kalgri headed towards the crack, following the whispers of the Voice.
Soon after nightfall she found both the crack and the gathering.
A rocky hill rose over a small valley, its sides dotted with tough Istarish pines and flowering bushes. Atop the hill stood a circle of standing stones. Kalgri saw nothing remarkable within the circle, but the Voice sensed the faint crack there, felt the power washing out from it.
A mob of Kaltari men occupied the valley. A large boulder jutted at the foot of the hill, and a towering Kaltari warrior stood atop it. His hair and beard were a tangled mass of greasy gray hair, and he wore chain mail and leather, the hilt of a greatsword rising over his shoulder.
“The lords of the night shall return!” roared the man to his followers. “I, Aiovost, swear it! I have seen the visions and spoken to the princes of the void. The end of the world is at hand! Soon the lords of the night shall swarm over the world like the black clouds of a storm. The weak and feeble shall be devoured, while the servants of the great princes of the void shall reign as gods!”
The Kaltari warriors cheered, brandishing their weapons.
The Voice’s hissing laughter filled Kalgri’s thoughts, matching her own dark amusement. 
She had known of the nagataaru-worshipping cults among the Kaltari, and like the Voice itself she held them in contempt. It was like watching sheep worship wolves. Yet here were men who worshipped the nagataaru as gods, who would heed their every word as a command.
Here were Kalgri’s willing allies. 
Kalgri smiled, removed her mask and cowl, and climbed the slope of the hill as Aiovost continued ranting. 
“Hear me!” she roared as Aiovost paused for breath. As one hundreds of shocked eyes turned her direction. “You wish to serve the great lords of the night? The hour has come!”
“An outsider!” said Aiovost. “Take her, my brothers!” He smiled. “It seems the princes of the void have blessed us. She shall provide us with some amusement before she dies to keep her silence.”
Kalgri grinned as four Kaltari warriors approached her, the Voice crooning with anticipation. All four men looked accustomed to hard physical labor and frequent combat, and they towered over her like giants. They leered down at her, no doubt anticipating what they would do to her.
She understood the feeling. 
Kalgri raised her right hand, drawing upon the Voice’s power. Shadow and purple fire snarled around her fingers, and lengthened and hardened into the sword of dark force and black sorcery. Kalgri danced to the side and flicked her wrist, and the nearest man fell in two pieces to the ground, his body bisected from his groin to the crown of his head. 
It made quite a mess. 
The other three men froze in shock, and Kalgri attacked, the sword of the nagataaru weaving right and left as she severed limbs and split skulls. Within three heartbeats all four men lay in pieces upon the earth, their blood and viscera spilling across the ground. 
The mob’s hoots and cheers faded to shocked, horrified silence. 
No. Not quite horrified. Reverent, really.
Kalgri smiled and lifted the sword of shadow and flame. 
“The sword,” said one of the men, pointing at her. “She has the sword of the void. She is…she is one of the lords of the night, come to walk among us! She…”
Aiovost frowned, doubt and hope and fear warring upon his face. 
“What is this?” said Aiovost. “This is a trick, a…”
“Kneel!” roared Kalgri, the Voice’s fury thundering through her words. Some of the nearest Kaltari sank to their knees, awed terror upon their faces. Another warrior, stupider than the others, stepped towards her, drawing a scimitar from his belt.
Kalgri’s slash cut through his sword, his arm, his chest, and then his other arm, and the warrior fell in pieces to the ground.
The Voice shivered with pleasure at his death, and fresh power flooded into Kalgri.
“I said to kneel!” she thundered.
This time the Kaltari fell to their knees as one. Even Aiovost, perched atop his rock.
Kalgri strode into their midst, her cloak whispering about her legs. She waved the immaterial sword over the heads of the kneeling men, the Voice twitching with pleasure at their fear. 
“Rejoice,” she said, pointing the sword at Aiovost, “for your gods have come among you in the flesh. Your visions are true. Your prophecies are correct. The end of the world is nigh, and the princes of the void come to take the earth. Those who follow the lords of the night shall be rewarded. Those who dare to oppose them shall perish in fire. Are you among the faithful?” 
The Kaltari shouted their agreement.
“We are!” said Aiovost. “We are the devoted servants of the lords of the night.”
“Good,” said Kalgri. “For the princes of the void require your services. Our foes are afoot, plotting against us, daring to oppose our return. For their insolence they must die. Will you heed the call of your gods? Will you slay our foes?”
Again the Kaltari shouted in agreement.
“We shall spill their blood!” roared Aiovost.
“They travel to a place called Silent Ash Temple,” said Kalgri, “and we will kill them before they reach it.”
A ripple went through the Kaltari.
“The Emissary dwells at Silent Ash Temple,” said Aiovost. “Her powers are terrible, and…”
“Fool,” said Kalgri, pointing at him. “Do you fear the servant of a false god?”
“No, of course not, great lady of the void,” said Aiovost in sudden fear. “We do not fear the servants of false gods. But the Emissary is a witch of great might, and I…I fear we are not strong enough to oppose her sorcery.”
“No,” said Kalgri. “I suppose not.” She smiled. “But what if I gave you the power to oppose the Emissary?” 
“Great mistress?” said Aiovost. 
“The lords of the void can now return to this world,” said Kalgri. She gestured at the standing stones atop the hill. “You can feel their presence, hear them whisper to you, in the place where the walls between the worlds are thin. You shall be their vessel. You shall let their power enter you and fill you, and you shall be their instrument in this world.” 
“Yes,” said Aiovost. “Yes! I volunteer. Let me be the first to receive the blessings of the true gods!” 
“As you wish,” said Kalgri, dismissing the sword of the nagataaru. The Voice’s power entered her legs, and she jumped, hurtling over the assembled Kaltari to land at the foot of the boulder. “Let volunteers come forward!”
The Voice roiled within her like a storm, and she was close enough to the hill to hear the keening moan of the crack between the worlds. 
Other than Aiovost, only four men came forward. Perhaps the Kaltari were wiser than she thought. 
“Kneel,” said Kalgri, and Aiovost and the other four men obliged. Kalgri reached for the power of the Voice, and the nagataaru screamed within her, its shout sinking into the crack within the standing stones.
And something beyond the crack answered.
The circle of stones erupted in a veil of shadow and a column of swirling purple flame. The Kaltari warriors murmured, and fear went over the faces of Aiovost and the other kneeling men. 
“Do you freely choose to become vessels of the princes of the void?” said Kalgri. “Do you accept this of your own will?”
That was the key. It was easy for a nagataaru to possess a willing host. Involuntary possession was much harder. Callatas had spent decades developing the necessary spells, and Kalgri had seen the bloody carnage that year after year of his failed experiments produced. In fact, that was how Kalgri had become one with the Voice. She had once been nothing more than a slave woman who had murdered her way to a position of authority in Callatas’s household. Callatas had taken her and tried to force the Voice into her flesh. At first Kalgri resisted, but then the Voice whispered in her mind, promising power and might if she but accepted the spirit into her flesh.
She had feasted upon death ever since.
“Yes,” said Aiovost, and the other men followed suit.
The Voice shouted, and the crack atop the hill blazed with ghostly flame. Five hooded wraiths of purple fire and writhing shadow erupted from the maelstrom and flowed down the slope. Aiovost and the other men flinched, and the wraiths shot forward and poured into them, filling their mouths and noses and ears. 
The men fell, screaming and thrashing, purple fire burning around their limbs, tendrils of shadow coiling and flickering around them. Kalgri watched, and through the senses of the Voice she felt the summoned nagataaru sinking into their flesh like water poured into a glass. The Voice commanded its vassals, its knights of the netherworld, and the summoned nagataaru hailed their master, eager to kill in the mortal world at last. 
Aiovost recovered first and rose to his feet, his eyes burning with purple fire and shadow.
“Great mistress,” he rasped, speaking with the double voice of possession, the nagataaru’s snarling fury laid over his normal voice. “I will kill for you, great mistress. I see clearly now. How we shall feast upon the world!”
“Behold!” roared Kalgri as the other possessed men got to their feet. “Your gods have come! They walk among you clothed in mortal flesh! Will you not follow them? Will you not kill in their name?”
The Kaltari cultists surged to their feet, brandishing weapons and cheering.
They wouldn’t have cheered nearly as loudly if they knew what Kalgri had in mind for them. 
Before the dawn came they gathered their supplies and marched, making for Silent Ash Temple.



Chapter 17 - Silent Ash Temple
 
Five days after leaving Drynemet, Caina and the others came to Silent Ash Temple.
“Gods,” said Caina, staring at the side of the mountain. “I wasn’t expecting something like that.”
“It is,” agreed Nasser, “a most impressive sight.”
Caina had anticipated something like the temples of the Living Flame she had seen in Istarinmul and Cyrioch and Rasadda, a square building beneath a dome. Or perhaps a collection of huts around a shrine, clinging to the side of the mountain like barnacles latched to the hull of a ship.
She had not expected the sprawling edifice of courtyards and halls carved from the living stone of the mountain that rose before her. Silent Ash Temple had an outer courtyard and an inner courtyard, both courtyards encircled by long colonnades of stone. Domed towers rose from the corners of the courtyards, and in the center of the temple stood a high fane of weathered stone, topped a tall domed tower crowned with a watch fire. Caina gazed at the pillars and towers,  and saw the reliefs covering their faces, stylized, abstract designs of swirling lines and intricate geometric patterns. She noted that each of the towers had been carved with a specific sigil, a pyrikon ring wrapped around a seven-pointed star.
The ancient sigil of the Princes of Iramis. 
Ballistae also waited atop the outer colonnade. The temple looked deserted, but someone had kept the war engines oiled and ready. 
Caina stopped at the top of the stairs and waited for the others to catch up. A massive switchback stair cut its way back and forth down the side of the mountain, rising a thousand feet from the narrow trail below. The stairs ended in a broad terrace of worked stone before the temple’s gates. Caina crossed to the edge of the terrace. A low stone wall, about two feet high, guarded the edge of the terrace.
Beyond was absolutely nothing. It was a thousand-foot drop to the jagged rocks below. To the north Caina had an absolutely breathtaking view of the Kaltari Highlands, the rugged brown hills stretching away in all directions. She stared at it for a moment, a cool breeze blowing down the mountain to tug at her cloak. The temple and the terrace and mountain together combined to create a solemn, stately beauty.
Nasser and Laertes reached the terrace first, both men sweating and leading their grumbling donkeys.
“Heights, friend Ciaran,” said Nasser, wiping his forehead, “clearly do not trouble you.”
“Considering the amount of time I have spent fleeing over rooftops,” said Caina, “it would be inconvenient if they did.” She looked at Silent Ash Temple. “That temple. It is Iramisian, isn’t it?”
“It is,” said Nasser. “To the best of my knowledge, this was once a school for the loremasters of Iramis. An…academy, for want of a better word, where apprentice loremasters studied before undertaking their final trials and oaths at the Towers of Lore in Iramis itself.”
“Why didn’t Callatas destroy it?” said Caina.
“Some of the surviving loremasters fled here after Iramis burned,” said Nasser. “Callatas slew them all. With some help from the Huntress, I believe. After that he let the academy stand empty.”
“Another little trophy to his power,” said Caina. “Like that mural Markaine of Caer Marist painted in the Tarshahzon Gardens, or that ghastly banquet Callatas holds on the anniversary of the fall of Iramis.” 
“Precisely,” said Nasser. “After the academy stood empty for some decades, the Emissary took up residence here. It soon became a site for pilgrims.”
Caina gazed at the silent temple. “Did the Iramisians revere the Living Flame?”
“I do not believe so,” said Nasser. “From what I understand, the Iramisians revered a sovereign high god, and believed that all lesser gods were merely imperfect images of him. Or so I understand. I never closely studied theological distinctions.”
Laertes shrugged. “I always offer up a coin to the gods of war before going to battle. Seems foolish not to.” 
Caina turned as the others joined them. Both Martin and Strabane were sweating from the long climb up the stairs, but Claudia was wheezing, one arm gripping Martin’s for support. 
“Gods, I hate stairs,” said Claudia. She shook her head and sighed, stepping away from Martin. “Look at you. You’re not even breathing hard. How do you stay fit?”
“I spend a lot of time,” said Caina, “running from men who are trying to kill me.” 
Laertes barked a laugh. “A fine motivator.” 
“I would say the place looks abandoned,” said Claudia, catching her breath, “save for the fire atop the tower. And those ballistae. Is there a watchman or a doorwarden? I do not want to get shot.” 
“Never fear,” said Nasser, gesturing towards the outer colonnade. “I suspect our presence is already known.”
An old man in the orange and yellow robes of a monk of the Living Flame emerged from Silent Ash Temple, moving with a limp and leaning upon a cane. He was Anshani, with dark skin and wispy white hair and beard. 
The monk stopped a dozen paces away. “Welcome,” he said in Istarish. “Might we know your names?”
“Greetings,” said Martin, stepping forward. “I am Martin of House Dorius, the Emperor of Nighmar’s Lord Ambassador to the court of the Padishah of Istarinmul.”
The old monk offered a polite bow. “I am Karzid, the abbot of Silent Ash Temple. I welcome you in the name of the Living Flame, Lord Martin of the Empire. Your coming was foretold.” His eyes turned to Caina. “As was yours, Balarigar.” 
They stood in silence for a moment.
“You do not seem surprised,” said Karzid. 
“No,” said Caina. “There are two explanations. One, that you are a spy or an assassin, and have laid a trap for me here.”
Karzid smiled at that. “Or?” 
“Or the Emissary warned you of our coming,” said Caina.
“You are not skeptical?” said Karzid. “Sometimes men come here to test the Emissary’s powers, believing her a fraud or delusional.” 
“I have encountered oracles before,” said Caina, thinking of the Surge in New Kyre. “I imagine those who question the Emissary might…regret it.”
“They do,” said Karzid.
“You kill them?” said Claudia.
“No,” said Karzid. “The Emissary simply tells them the truth, and some truths are hard to bear.” 
“Yes,” said Caina. The Surge had warned her of Corvalis’s death, though she had not realized it at the time. 
“The Emissary wishes to speak with four of you,” said Karzid. “The Balarigar.” He pointed at Nasser. “The lord of glass and dust.” His finger shifted to Martin and Claudia. “The Lord Ambassador and his wife the sorceress.”
“I suppose I will stay here and tend to the animals,” said Laertes.
“Just as well,” said Strabane. “I have no wish to speak with fortunetellers, lest they bring evil down upon my head.” 
“You can take your pack beasts into the outer courtyard,” said Karzid. “My brothers will bring you food and drink. Balarigar. Please, follow me.”
Karzid led Caina, Claudia, Martin, and Nasser through the colonnade and into the outer courtyard as Laertes and Strabane took the donkeys in hand. The outer courtyard was an empty expanse of paved stone, the pillars and walls adorned with more of the elaborate Iramisian designs. Monks in orange-yellow robes went about their business, some of them scrubbing the floors, some teaching novices, others praying on their knees. Karzid led them through the inner colonnade and into the central courtyard, and Caina stopped and looked around in wonder. 
She was in a garden.
It was a garden of stunning beauty, with trees and flowering bushes dotting the grass here and there. Paths of white stone wound their way among the trees, and a clear pool occupied the central third of the garden, a stark contrast to the vivid colors of the flowers. Statues rose upon marble plinths, some of them in Istarish style, others Anshani or Kyracian or even Nighmarian. Caina had seen some beautiful gardens within Istarinmul since her banishment, but all of them seemed like pale imitations of the garden of Silent Ash Temple. 
“This is beautiful,” said Claudia.
“Maintained by slaves, I expect,” said Caina.
“No,” said Karzid. “In the honor of the Iramisians who built our sanctuary, we do not keep slaves. For all men are made in the image of the Living Flame, and for one man to hold another in bondage is blasphemous.” He bowed. “I will leave you to your audience with the Emissary. Remember that her words are the truth.”
Karzid bowed once more, and left them alone in the garden.
“Well?” said Martin. “Where is this Emissary?”
“Let us take a walk,” said Caina, and she took one of the paths of white stone, the others following. The garden seemed deserted, with no sign of any monks. Yet Caina felt the faint tingle of potent sorcery, similar to the aura she had felt around the Surge at the top of the Pyramid of Storm. 
Caina followed the path around a tree, and saw the woman working.
She was not that old, no more than her late thirties of early forties. She looked Anshani, with brown skin and graying black hair, and wore a ragged robe similar to those of the monks, save that her robe was soiled with dirt and sweat. The woman knelt next to a bed of flowers, some wrapped bundles and potted flowers waiting upon a nearby stone bench. and hummed to herself as she dug holes with a trowel. 
She radiated powerful sorcery. 
Caina stopped a few paces from the woman.
“Well,” said the woman in Istarish, not looking up from her flowers. “Well, well, well. Nasser Glasshand himself. I already answered your questions and did you a favor.”
“You did indeed, madam,” said Nasser with one of his grand bows. “And loaned me a weapon, as well. Which I did return, as I recall.” 
“That you did,” said the woman, tamping down the earth around a flower. “But this time you brought someone else to ask questions for you. Very clever.”
“Your flattery is music to my ears,” said Nasser. 
The Emissary laughed and straightened up. “Help me up, will you? My knees grow weary.” Nasser stepped forward. “Not you. The demonslayer. I would like the demonslayer to help me up, please.” She turned her head towards Caina. “I want a look at you.”
After the Surge and Samnirdamnus, Caina had expected the Emissary’s eyes to burn with furious power. Yet the woman’s eyes were an unremarkable shade of brown. Caina extended a hand, and the Emissary took it and stood. The sorcerous aura of the Emissary’s power washed over Caina, strong and potent, and the brown eyes seemed to dig into her. 
“Ah,” murmured the Emissary. She was a few inches taller than Caina. “Thank you. Shouldn’t spend so much time on my hands and knees.” She rubbed her back for a moment. “Gets sore. I am not what you expected, am I?”
“I confess not,” said Caina. “Are you a sorceress?”
“I suppose so,” said the Emissary. “According to a certain definition of the term, anyway. I do not cast spells, and I know no arcane formulas as the ambassador’s wife does. Yet I have power nonetheless.”
“Then you are truly the Emissary of the Living Flame?” said Caina.
“The monks believe so,” said the Emissary. “In the past, those with my power led armies to conquer empires and remake the world. I have no such ambition. I merely offer the truth to those who seek it. A smaller number than you might think.”
“Not really,” said Caina.
“You may not think so,” said the Emissary, “once you hear what I have to tell you.” 
Would the Emissary refuse to lend them the valikon? “You know why I am here, then?”
“I believe so,” said the Emissary. “But do you? I would like to hear it from your own lips.” 
“There is a woman,” said Caina. “She calls herself Kalgri, though that is not her real name. In legend and myth she is known as the Red Huntress. She is possessed by a powerful nagataaru spirit that she calls the Voice. The nagataaru gives her power to become a deadly assassin. Grand Master Callatas has sent her to kill me. I have been told that you have a valikon, an ancient Iramisian weapon forged to kill both spirits of the netherworld and their mortal hosts. I have come here in hopes that you will lend me the weapon so I can rid the world of the Huntress’s evil.”
The Emissary nodded, rubbing one of her hips as if it pained her. “I thought as much.”
“About my request?” said Caina. 
“No,” said the Emissary. “About you.”
“What about me?” said Caina.
“You changed the world,” said the Emissary.
“I fail to see how,” said Caina. 
“You killed the Moroaica,” said the Emissary, still watching Caina. “The ancient sorceress, the one who had moved for centuries across the world. She was as old as Iramis. Older, even. She made kings and nations dance to her will for centuries, and she would have killed the world. But you stopped her, freed her from the enslavement of her past. But I fear that paved the way for Callatas’s Apotheosis.” 
“The cracks between the worlds,” said Caina.
The Emissary nodded. “The knight of wind and air showed them to you, did he not?”
“You mean Samnirdamnus?” said Caina. “He did. And I saw them myself in the netherworld.”
“I can see the marks of the journey upon you,” said the Emissary. “Callatas plotted his Apotheosis for a long, long time. He is almost ready, and needs only a few things more. The cracks were one of them.”
“Yes,” said Caina. “And I…need to ask you a few things about that.”
“In due time,” said the Emissary. “You need to ask a question of yourself first.”
“You mean you want to ask me a question,” said Caina.
“No,” said the Emissary, rubbing her hip again with a sigh. “You need to ask the question of yourself. Otherwise you will not know yourself, and when you are tested, you will fail.”
Martin grunted. “If you will forgive my blunt speech, that sounds like mystical nonsense. We have come a long way in hopes of concrete aid, not empty words.”
Caina expected the Emissary to take offense, but she only smiled. “It seems like nonsense to you, my lord ambassador, because you already know yourself. You are a man of duty. Duty to your Empire, to your province, to your Legion, to your wife. Duty that you will never relinquish, no matter the cost to yourself.”
“I am a lord of the Empire,” said Martin. “My duty is plain, regardless of how I feel about it.” 
“Is your way so unclear?” said the Emissary.
“It is not,” said Martin. “My task is to keep Istarinmul from allying with the Umbarian Order.”
The Emissary smiled. “Then why are you at Silent Ash Temple? The Umbarian Order is far from here, as is the Empire. Turn around and go back to Istarinmul.”
“There are threats to the Empire,” said Martin, “other than the Umbarian Order. I am convinced that Callatas and his Apotheosis are a threat to not only Istarinmul, but to the Empire and the rest of the world.”
“Wisely spoken,” said the Emissary. “That wisdom will serve you well in your new responsibility to come.”
“What responsibility is that?” said Martin.
The Emissary looked at Claudia. “That of a father.”
Caina blinked. Sudden facts clicked together in her mind. Claudia’s irritability and mood swings. Her nausea, which she had blamed upon the Istarish food. 
“What?” said Claudia, blinking. “But…I…I….oh.”
Martin’s hand closed on her shoulder, and she leaned against him, stunned. 
“But your child,” said the Emissary, “may not have a future.”
“Is that a threat?” said Caina.
“No,” said the Emissary. “Merely an observation. Callatas’s Apotheosis will soon reach its conclusion, his pact with the nagataaru fulfilled. Many more children than the one in Claudia Aberon’s womb will die if the Apotheosis is completed. For that matter, you may not live to see the Apotheosis if the Huntress finds you first.”
“Which is why we are here,” said Caina.
“And why you must answer this question,” said the Emissary.
“Fine,” said Caina. “What is the question?”
“Why?” said the Emissary. 
“Why?” said Caina. “Why what?” 
“Why are you doing this?” said the Emissary.
“Because I need a weapon to fight the Huntress,” said Caina. 
“No,” said the Emissary. “I speak of a larger reason. Why do this? Why come to Istarinmul, a land far from your home?”
“Because I was banished from the Empire,” said Caina.
“So you were,” said the Emissary. “But there was no bond upon you to obey the Emperor’s command. With your skill, you could easily have vanished and started a new life under a new name anywhere you chose. Instead you remained in Istarinmul. Why?”
“To stop Callatas and his Apotheosis,” said Caina.
“But when you first arrived,” said the Emissary, “you knew nothing of the Apotheosis, nothing of the wraithblood, nothing of events afoot in Istarinmul. You only discovered the truth after involving yourself in the affairs of those who needed your help. Why did you remain in Istarinmul?”
“Because,” said Caina. She did not like to think on those first few days in Istarinmul, when she had been half-crazed with grief, her mind so choked with sorrow that she had been nearly suicidal. It had taken Ulvan’s abduction of Damla’s sons to snap Caina out of her grief, to give her a purpose again. “Because I could think of nothing else to do.”
“Why?” said the Emissary.
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina. “Is that not enough?” 
“It is not,” said the Emissary. “Not if you wish to succeed. Why do this? Vengeance for your father, perhaps, who died before your eyes? For your mentor, stabbed in the back? Or your lover, slain beneath the Moroaica’s spells?” Nasser glanced at Claudia, but Caina barely noticed, the entirety of her attention fixed upon the Emissary. “Do you wish vengeance for them?”
“Yes,” whispered Caina. “But that’s not enough to live on. It won’t change anything. I could spill the blood of every sorcerer and Alchemist and occultist in the world, but it won’t bring them back. I would still have the pain of their loss. It…won’t ever leave me, not now, not ever.”
The Emissary inclined her head. “Then why? Why do what you do?”
“Because I don’t want anyone else to endure what I have had to endure,” said Caina. 
“Even knowing,” said the Emissary, “that such a task is impossible? Pain and loss are woven into the very fabric of life.”
“I know that,” said Caina. “But if I can stop another man like Callatas or Ranarius, if I can stop them from killing more fathers and mothers and sons for their damned sorcerous plots…that means less loss. Less grief. Fewer people who have had to endure what I have endured.”
They stood in silence for a moment. Caina heard a sniffling noise, and realized that Claudia had started crying. 
“Well spoken, Ciaran,” murmured Nasser. 
“Then you know yourself,” said the Emissary, “and the knowledge will prove a source of strength to you during the trials to come. For there are trials coming, and you shall need weapons to face them.” She nodded at the stone bench that held her tools and potted flowers. “There, the bundle on the edge. Take it.”
Caina took a deep breath and crossed to the bench. A cloth-wrapped bundle the length of her arm lay next to the potted flowers. She reached for it and hesitated. Potent sorcery radiated from the bundle, and the pyrikon upon her arm stirred, seeming to react to the power beneath her fingers. 
She looked at the Emissary, and the woman nodded. 
Caina picked up the bundle, drew aside the cloth, and found herself holding a sheathed sword. It was a falchion, the curve of the blade not as sharp as the classic Istarish and Anshani scimitar. The hilt seemed to throb and pulse with arcane power beneath her fingers, yet it was a different vibration than the spells she usually sensed. These vibrations seemed like a counterpoint, as if they were designed to cancel the power of spells. 
Any spells.
She drew the sword. It was lighter than she expected, the double-edged blade shining with the gleam and sharpness of ghostsilver. Iramisian characters had been written upon the blade, and the sword’s balance felt perfect in her hand.
“The valikon,” murmured Nasser.
“A weapon forged by the loremasters of Iramis of old,” said the Emissary, “to fight the dark spirits of the netherworld and slay their hosts.” 
“You will loan it to us?” said Caina.
“No,” said the Emissary. 
Caina frowned. “Then you have a price?”
“It is not mine to give,” said the Emissary. “I was its custodian for many years. Now you, Balarigar, you are the valikon’s custodian. You will know upon whom to bestow the blade.” 
“Nasser,” said Caina. “Take it. You’re the best swordsman among us. You’ll have the best chance against the Huntress if you have a weapon that can actually hurt her.” She slid the valikon back into its sheath, reversed the sword, and offered it to Nasser. “No offense, Martin.” 
“None taken,” said Martin. “I am competent with a blade, but I saw Nasser fight. I am a bricklayer, but he is a sculptor.”
“That is very kind, my lord ambassador,” said Nasser, taking the valikon and clipping the scabbard to his belt. “I will put the blade to good use.” 
“We shall return it,” said Caina, “if we are successful.”
“No,” said the Emissary.
“We will not be successful?” said Caina. “You have foreseen that?”
“I mean that there is no need to return the weapon,” said the Emissary. “I was its custodian. Now I am not. You are the custodian of the blade, and you shall know upon whom to bestow it.”
“I take it that means,” said Nasser, “that I will not be the final bearer of the weapon?”
“No,” said the Emissary.
“Then we…we will be successful?” said Claudia. It was the first time she had spoken since the Emissary had told her that she was pregnant. 
The Emissary sighed. “If you are successful, then the Balarigar shall continue to serve as the valikon’s custodian. If you are not successful, the Huntress will kill you all.”
“Thank you,” said Caina.
“You may not want to thank me,” said the Emissary, “once you learn what will come to pass. But you have more matters to discuss with me, do you not?” 
“A question,” said Caina, remembering her promise to Nasser.
“Ask.”
“The Staff and Seal of Iramis,” said Caina. “Callatas needs them for the Apotheosis. Where are they?”
“I do not know,” said the Emissary.
Nasser sighed.
“Wait,” said Caina. “Someone must know where they are.”
The Emissary’s lip curled in a small smile. “This is so.” 
“Is there anyone who knows where the Staff and Seal are?” said Caina.
The Emissary inclined her head.
“Who?” said Caina. 
“The loremaster Annarah,” said the Emissary, “the last of the loremasters of Iramis, to whom the Prince entrusted the Staff and the Seal when he realized that doom was at hand. Of all the mortals of this world and all the spirits of the netherworld, she is the only one who knows where the Staff of Iramis and the Seal of Iramis are hidden, for she was the one that hid them.”
“But she is dead,” said Nasser.
“She has been dead for a hundred and fifty years,” said Caina. “We found her journal in Callatas’s library. Callatas almost certainly killed her. And even if he didn’t kill her, if she somehow eluded him, it has been a century and a half. She would have died of old age long ago.”
“Truly?” said the Emissary. “Callatas has lived for over two centuries. The Moroaica lived for millennia.”
“Through necromancy,” said Caina. “Has Annarah turned to that? Or to some sort of alchemical Elixir?”
“Neither,” said the Emissary. “There are…levels of life, and Annarah occupies one of them. She yet lives, though even I know not where. Find her, and she can tell you where the Staff and the Seal rest.” 
“So be it,” said Caina. “Thank you.” She turned back to Nasser and the others. “I think we have what we came for. Best to be gone before we bring the Huntress down upon the monks.”
“Agreed,” said Martin. “We can return to Drynemet and…”
“Wait.” 
Caina turned back to the Emissary.
“You may ask me,” said the Emissary, “one further question.”
“I thought you only permitted pilgrims to ask one question of you,” said Caina.
“You are not most pilgrims,” said the Emissary. “You are the Balarigar, the demonslayer, the liberator, perhaps even the one the knight of wind and air has sought. You must know, and there is a question that burns upon your heart. Ask it. Ask it!”
“The star is the key to the crystal,” whispered Caina. “What is it? What does it mean?” 
“It is the Apotheosis,” said the Emissary.
“It don’t understand,” said Caina.
“It is the Apotheosis,” said the Emissary, “the terrible work to which Callatas has devoted centuries. You already know what the Star is. It is the Star of Iramis, the great gem of power, which Callatas carries with him.”
“What is the crystal?” said Caina.
“The fountain,” said the Emissary. “In the heart of Iramis of old, there stood a great fountain wrought of crystal. That is the crystal of which the prophecy spoke. The Star of Iramis is the key to that crystal.”
“Ah,” said Nasser.
“But why? What does that mean?” said Caina.
“I am sorry,” said the Emissary, “but I do not know.”
Caina looked at Nasser.
“Neither do I,” said Nasser. “The fountain was enspelled to generate water for the entire city. What use Callatas has for it, I know not.” 
“That crystal,” said Caina. “If it stood in Iramis, it’s in the Desert of Candles now.” She remembered the visions she had seen of the desert, of the thousands of jagged crystalline pillars rising from the lifeless sand, each glowing with its own pale blue light. “Was it destroyed when Callatas burned Iramis? Or did he take it back with him to Istarinmul?” 
“I believe I know the crystal of which the Emissary speaks,” said Nasser. “It still in the Desert of Candles, in the location where the central plaza of Iramis itself once rested.” 
“Then why hasn’t Callatas destroyed it?” said Caina. “Or taken it back to Istarinmul, if he needs it for the Apotheosis?”
“I do not know,” said Nasser.
“Nor do I,” said the Emissary. “That is all I know of the question written upon your heart, Balarigar. The star is the key to the crystal. The star is the Star of Iramis, which Callatas holds. The crystal waits in the heart of the Desert of Candles, where Iramis of old once stood. I can tell you no more.”
“Cannot, or will not?” said Caina, failing to keep the exasperation out of her tone. She was desperately tired of riddles and prophecies and ominous spirits telling her of the future. If these oracles and spirits ever gave her a straightforward answer to a question, perhaps the sun would freeze overhead.
On the other hand, Kalgri had been very straightforward. Maybe directness was overrated.
“Cannot,” said the Emissary with a sad smile. “That is all I know. Even my sight cannot extend into every possible future.” 
“Emissary.” Karzid approached, leaning upon his cane, and three other monks followed him. “The watchmen report. It is time.”
“And so it is,” said the Emissary.
“Time for what?” said Caina.
“The Red Huntress comes,” said the Emissary. “She has followed you here, and will arrive within an hour.”
“We’ve got to go,” said Caina, turning back to the others. “If the Huntress finds us here, she’ll kill the monks. We…”
“It is too late, Balarigar,” said Karzid. “The Huntress and her followers already ascend the great stair. There is no other way in or out of Silent Ash Temple.”
“Do not fear for us,” said the Emissary. “This has been foreseen. The monks and I shall withdraw into the vaults below the temple and await the outcome of your confrontation.” Already more monks crossed the garden, heading with solemn haste to the great fane at the center of the temple. 
“Will you not aid us?” said Claudia. “The Huntress is invading your home.”
“In pursuit of the Balarigar and companions,” said the Emissary. “True, as hosts we have the obligation to defend our guests. But we have no defense against the Huntress. If we close our gates, she will rip them down. If we fight her, she will slaughter us all.”
“Couldn’t you use you power against her?” said Martin. “Tell her the truth? I understand that is often unsettling.”
The Emissary smiled. “Some men already know the truth of themselves, Martin Dorius. As you do. As the Huntress does. To my sight she is a murderous devil, a fiend utterly divorced from any scrap of conscience or mercy, a monster that delights in the torment of the innocent. All this I could tell her…and all this she already knows, and rejoices in it. Spare no pity for her, for I fear she is beyond all redemption”
“And you already have given us,” said Caina, looking at the valikon on Nasser’s belt, “the best weapon we have against the Huntress.” 
“Yes,” said the Emissary, limping to join Karzid. “It is in your hands now, Balarigar. All possible futures hinge upon the next hour. Either you shall defeat the Huntress…or she shall slay you here, and the Apotheosis shall arise unhindered. May the Living Flame go with you.”
She hobbled from the garden, Karzid and the other monks following, and soon Caina, Claudia, Nasser, and Martin stood alone among the flowers and the trees. 
“Well,” said Nasser at last. “That went rather well.”
“Did it?” said Caina. “She did not know what the Apotheosis was. She didn’t know where to find the Staff or the Seal of Iramis.”
“She knows who hid them,” said Nasser.
Caina shook her head. “A woman a century and a half dead.”
“Not necessarily,” said Nasser. “If the Emissary said that she is still alive, then she is still alive. It is only a matter of finding her before Callatas does.”
“He must not know,” said Caina. “If he did, he wouldn’t have armies of slaves digging up the Desert of Candles. He would be looking for Annarah. Though I haven’t the slightest idea of where to start looking for her.”
“Nor do I,” said Nasser. “First, however, we have more immediate problems.” 
“The Huntress,” said Caina.
“Aye,” said Nasser. “Likely the monks saw her starting the ascent. It took us several hours to make the climb, but with her inhuman vigor, I suspect it will take her little more than an hour. Best we proceed to meet her.”
“And do we have a plan for defeating her?” said Claudia.
Caina shrugged. “Simple. We distract her for long enough for Nasser to put the valikon through her heart.”
Claudia snorted. “A very simple plan.”
“The best battle plans are always simple, my love,” said Martin, “for once the chaos of battle begins, no man can see what course events shall take. Not even the Emissary or the Surge or any other oracle. Though it seems the Huntress has brought allies to the fight.” 
“The Emissary mentioned that,” said Caina. “Perhaps some of the Silent Hunters escaped Drynemet.” 
“Or she may have recruited additional allies,” said Martin. 
“Let us go meet them,” said Caina.
“Claudia,” said Martin. “Perhaps you should join the monks in their shelter.”
“Why?” said Claudia. 
“Because I have no wish to see you fall to the Huntress’s blades,” said Martin, “and because…because you are carrying our child.” He put his hands upon her shoulders. “In any other place and in any other time, the news would fill me with joy. Now it fills me with dread, for we have twice as much to lose.”
Claudia’s right hand reached up to take his, but her left strayed towards her belly, where even now the child grew within her. A stab of furious jealousy went through Caina at the sight. That was something she had always wanted but would never have. As a child she had dreamed of children of her own, of how she would be a better mother than Laeria Amalas. Caina had wanted to become a wife and a mother, but instead she was…
Instead she had become the Balarigar. 
Caina forced aside the jealousy. It was not Claudia’s fault. The world was not a just place, and there was no use bemoaning it. The world was unjust…but it would be even more unjust if Kalgri murdered Martin and Claudia’s child. 
Caina vowed to keep that from happening. 
“I dare not,” said Claudia, her voice little more than a whisper. “My banishment spell has been the only weapon that slowed the Huntress. Maybe with that and the valikon we have a chance of victory. I cannot leave you to face this alone. Not when I have a chance of aiding you. And…and our child. Would you have me raise the child without a father?” She took both his hands in hers. “If the Huntress prevails, she shall likely cut her way into the monks’ refuge and kill them all anyway, regardless of what the Emissary thinks. You saw how the Huntress reveled in senseless slaughter. Do you think a nagataaru would leave any victims behind?” 
“Alas,” said Martin. “I wish I were a wiser man, that I might persuade you to remain behind.”
“My lord Martin,” said Nasser, his tone wistful, “you are wiser than you think. A valiant wife is a treasure beyond reckoning, and you must have been wise indeed to win her.”
“Let’s go,” said Caina, “and greet the Huntress.”



Chapter 18 - Promises
 
In retrospect, taking Aiovost’s warriors to Silent Ash Temple had been a good idea. 
Though not for their value as fighters. Kalgri had fought some of the finest soldiers in the world, Imperial Guards and Immortals and Kyracian stormdancers, and had slain them all. Kalgri could have killed all of Aiovost's warriors without undue trouble.
No, she had another use in mind for Aiovost’s men.
Specifically, food. Though not for her.
They made it a day and a half before Aiovost and the four other possessed men finally snapped. 
It was a little before dusk. The rest of the warriors kept away from their headman and the other possessed men, partly out of religious awe, partly due to prudent fear. The newly possessed men muttered and snarled to each other, sometimes speaking in their own voices, sometimes in the voices of their nagataaru. 
Aiovost stopped, purple flame and shadow swirling around his eyes, his entire body trembling. 
“Headman?” ventured one of the warriors. “Are you all right?”
Kalgri stopped and waited, knowing what was about to happen.
Aiovost screamed and fell to his hands and knees, as did the other possessed men. Shadows and purple flame erupted from their eyes and mouths, wrapping round their bodies in glowing ribbons. Their screams grew louder, more agonized, and they started to shake.
And then, all at once, they changed.
They swelled and grew, their clothes and armor ripping apart. Their skin hardened into the black, glistening armor of their new form, like the chitinous hide of a beetle. Long, serrated claws erupted from their fingers and toes, and pincers rose from their fang-filled mouths. A mane of barbed, spiked tentacles erupted from their heads and shoulders, lashing at the air like hungry serpents. The Kaltari warriors stumbled back in horror as the transformed men turned to face them, purple fire and shadow writhing around their talons. 
The Voice hissed with pleasure.
The killing began soon after that.
The transformed men rampaged through the warriors, killing and rending with every strike. Blows from axes and swords split the chitinous armor covering the creatures, but their nagataaru feasted upon the death around them, closing the wounds and regenerating the armor. Kalgri watched with approval as Aiovost and the others killed and killed, the Voice roiling with glee. After about half of the warriors had been ripped apart, the survivors broke and fled, throwing down their weapons and screaming to the lords of the night for mercy. 
They ought to have listened to their own shamans. The nagataaru did not offer mercy.
Kalgri let them hunt down the survivors for a while, and then reached through the Voice’s power and commanded the creatures to return to her. Aiovost and the other transformed men raced across the ground on all fours, leaping over the piled corpses and pools of blood, and squatted on their haunches before her. 
Bit by bit the horror of what they had done started to spread over what remained of their expressions. 
“What did you make us do?” croaked Aiovost, his voice distorted and slurred behind the pincers. 
“Nothing,” said Kalgri. 
“But these were my men!” roared Aiovost, his talons lashing at the air. “And I slew them! I was so hungry, and killing them…killing them was bliss! But we had gone into battle together. We had shed blood together! And now they are dead at my hand, because of you!” He prowled towards her. “You have made me into a monster!” 
“If you did not want those men dead,” said Kalgri, “then you should not have killed them.”
Aiovost and the other creatures roared and threw themselves at Kalgri, but the Voice’s fury rose within her, and the nagataaru bound within the men overcame the wills of their hosts. The creatures threw themselves to the ground at Kalgri’s feet, groveling and hissing. 
“Be silent,” said Kalgri, filling her words with the authority of the Voice. “Do not speak again unless I give you leave.” 
Aiovost growled, but the nagataaru within him held him fast, and Kalgri felt her lips curl in a contemptuous smile. The fool had likely spent all his life worshipping the nagataaru, his precious “lords of the void”, but he had no idea what he had really been worshipping. There was some part of him that was recoiling in horror, that was trying to battle the nagataaru that had taken possession of his flesh and mind. 
Those who invited spirits into their bodies were often unprepared for the consequences. Of course, it had been different for Kalgri. Given that she agreed with the Voice’s goals of slaughter and murder and feeding, they had been in harmony from the beginning. 
“Come along,” said Kalgri. “We have a Balarigar to kill.”
The Voice snarled with anticipation, and Kalgri set off across the Kaltari Highlands, the Voice’s vassals following.
 
###
 
Caina stood atop the colonnade and waited, watching as the sun disappeared behind the shoulder of the mountain to the west. 
The ancient Iramisians had possessed an eye for both aesthetics and utility, and the outer colonnade was stronger than she had expected. It was backed by a sturdy wall of granite blocks, a narrow walkway running along the top for archers and the engineers manning the siege engines. There was only one gate within the outer colonnade, and the monks had closed and barred it before retreating. Caina supposed a skilled climber could scale a pillar, reach the top of the colonnade, and then scramble onto the rampart. The Iramisians had even planned for that possibility, with downward-sloping tiles across the top of the colonnade that would make it impossible for a climber to get a good grip. 
Not that any of it would slow Kalgri in the slightest.
“I think you should keep the valikon concealed,” said Caina to Nasser, watching the stairs. 
Claudia raised her eyebrows. “Why?”
Caina stood with Nasser, Claudia, and Martin over the gate. Nearby Laertes and Strabane worked on one of the ballistae, speaking in low voices. Caina did not know how effective the siege engine would be against the Huntress. If the Emissary was correct, if Kalgri had indeed brought allies with her, then the ballista might be of use against them. 
“The last time you fought the Red Huntress,” said Caina, “you carried this very valikon.”
“I thought her slain after our fight,” said Nasser, “and so returned the weapon to the Emissary.” 
“Did she know where you obtained it?” said Caina.
“I do not believe so,” said Nasser. “I eluded her in Istarinmul, came to Silent Ash Temple, and then wound up fighting her in northern Anshan.”
“Then she probably doesn’t know what we have the valikon now,” said Caina. 
“If she does not,” said Martin, “her ignorance will be a tremendous tactical advantage.”
“I agree entirely, my lord ambassador,” said Nasser.
“An advantage that we must not waste,” said Caina. “I suspect Kalgri will come right for me or for Claudia. I shall distract her when she does, and you can take her with the valikon.”
“The fight will be over quickly, at least,” said Martin. “One way or another.”
“Yes,” said Nasser. “We have only one chance at this. If…”
“Something’s coming,” said Strabane.
Caina turned back towards the terrace and the great stair. She saw a flicker of shadow in the setting sun and expected to see Kalgri appear atop the stairs, red cloak streaming around her.
Instead a creature from a nightmare came into sight, eyes of purple flame turned towards them.
“What the hell is that?” said Martin, his battlefield commander’s calm shaken for the first time.
Caina had never seen anything like the misshapen creature. It was about the size of a full-grown ox, but moved upon four limbs like an ape. Yet there was a curiously insect-like quality to its movements, and Caina half-suspected the thing could scuttle up the wall like a spider. The insect-like impression was reinforced by the ridged plates of glistening black chitin that armored every inch of its hide. Razor-sharp, serrated talons tipped its hands and toes, flickering with purple flames, and pincers jutted from the mouth of its disturbingly human-like face. A mane of black tentacles rose from the back of its head and shoulders, each tentacle tipped with a sharp barb. The misshapen thing started forward, its talons tapping against the stone of the terrace.
Laertes grunted, adjusted the ballista, and pulled a lever.
The war engine released with a tremendous twanging noise, and a six-foot shaft of steel blurred from the weapon. It slammed into the creature, hurling it back to the low stone wall at the edge of the terrace. The creature loosed a horrible scream in two voices at once. One sounded like a dying man, full of fear and terror and agony. The other was an inhuman rasp of fury.
The sound of a nagataaru. 
The creature shoved away from the wall and staggered forward. More black slime bubbled from the gaping wound in its chest, and at last the creature fell upon its face and lay motionless, the slime spreading in a pool around it.
“Gods,” said Caina.
“A capital shot, Laertes,” said Nasser. “A capital shot.”
Laertes shrugged. “In the Legion I was responsible for assembling the war engines. Guess I haven’t forgotten the trick.”
“Just what the devil was that thing?” said Martin.
“One of Callatas’s alchemical horrors,” said Caina, remembering the creatures she had seen lurking in Callatas’s Maze. “It has to be.”
“Alas, no,” said Nasser. “I fear it is something much worse. A kadrataagu.”
“What is that?” said Caina. “It sounds like another Iramisian word.”
“It is,” said Nasser, eyeing the carcass of the creature. “Of old, when a nagataaru entered a willing host, the loremasters of Iramis called such a creature a kadrataagu.” 
Caina frowned. “Then Kalgri is a kadrataagu?”
“Not quite,” said Nasser. The fingers of his left hand opened and closed. “The Huntress maintains control of her own mind, corrupt though it is. A kadrataagu…the nagataaru overshadows the host so utterly that the nagataaru rewrites the host’s mind and body in its own image. A kadrataagu is the result.”
“Gods,” said Caina. The twisted thing lying dead against the edge of terrace had once been a man? “I suppose that poor fool had no idea what would happen to him.”
“A man who accepts a nagataaru into himself is seeking dark power and dominion over his fellow men,” said Nasser. “He met his just reward.”
“Can that thing heal wounds the way that the Huntress could?” said Martin.
The ballista clanked, the string vibrating as Strabane and Laertes pulled it back into place. 
“We can shoot it again if it gets up,” said Laertes.
“No,” said Nasser. “Kadrataagu are usually created from lesser nagataaru. They can heal themselves when killing, but they don’t have the reserve of a greater nagataaru like the Voice. If…”
Black shapes blurred on the stairs, and four more kadrataagu raced onto the terrace. Strabane barked a curse and Laertes shifted the ballista to fire, but the misshapen forms scattered, moving close enough to the colonnade that Laertes and Strabane could not lower the ballista far enough to hit them. Caina whispered a curse and yanked her ghostsilver dagger from its sheath, expecting the kadrataagu to race up the walls and attack them.
But the creatures remained motionless, gazing up at them with eyes of purple flame. 
“I have a crossbow,” said Laertes. 
“Don’t bother,” said Nasser. “It will take more than one bolt to kill them, and it might set them off.” 
Caina pointed at one of the kadrataagu. “I think that one used to be our friend Aiovost.” The creature’s misshapen features looked familiar, and the burning eyes seemed filled with a horrible certainty. 
“We know where Kalgri found her allies, then,” said Claudia. “Why doesn’t she attack?”
“Because,” said Caina. “I think we hurt her badly the last time we fought. At the Golden Palace, she withdrew because there were too many Immortals in the way. But at Drynemet, we hurt her. If we had been a little luckier, we might actually have killed her. So sending her pet monsters to test us first before she...” 
“There!” said Claudia, pointing.
A figure in a red cloak appeared at the top of the stairs, and Laertes shifted the ballista and fired. The steel bolt blurred toward the cloaked shape, so fast that the human eye could not follow it, but the cloaked woman moved faster. The woman dodged, and the ballista bolt struck the wall at the edge of the terrace, bounced over, and tumbled into the nothingness below. 
The cloaked figure drew back her cowl, and Caina found herself looking into Kalgri’s face. The Huntress had discarded her mask, and her crimson armor remained slashed and tattered from the fight at Drynemet. It made her look ragged and savage, even beautiful, like a terrible goddess of war. The skin beneath the ripped armor was smooth and unmarked, and she looked the picture of health. 
For a moment they stared at each other as the sun sank beneath the mountain’s shoulder and the shadows lengthened. 
“Welcome, my lady Huntress,” said Nasser at last. “Alas, I fear the temple is full, and the monks are accepting no further lodgers.”
Kalgri laughed. “Such honeyed words, my lord of dust. Did you speak so charmingly as your family screamed and begged for you to save them? Did you make jokes as everyone you loved burned? Did you have a pleasant witticism as you contemplated the magnitude of your failure?”
Nasser’s smile did not waver, but Caina heard the faint squeal of his leather glove as the fingers of his left hand tightened. “Do come up here, my lady, and you will see if I can make jokes when your death is at hand.” 
“My death?” said Kalgri. “You are mistaken. I feed on death. You eluded me once before, but you are trapped now. Here you shall die at last. Fitting, really.”
“If you are so certain,” said Nasser, “come up here and we shall resolve the matter.”
“Why? This is the time for talking. For there is a time for all things. Did not the loremasters of old say that?” said Kalgri. “A time to talk, and a time to kill.” Her smile grew sharper, and a flicker of purple fire went through her hard black eyes. “You have no weapon that can hurt me. I will kill you when it pleases me.” 
Nasser smiled and said nothing, and Kalgri’s eyes turned to Caina.
“And you, Balarigar?” said Kalgri. “Have you no clever words for me? No taunts, no challenges?” 
She heard the metallic clank as Strabane and Laertes finished reloading the ballista. 
“What is left to be said?” said Caina. “You want to kill me, and I want to stop you. I fail to see how there is any room for discussion.”
Kalgri smiled. “You always have clever words. I have followed you for months, Balarigar. I know how you think.”
“If that is true,” said Caina, “then why haven’t you killed me already?” 
Kalgri’s smile vanished, and another flicker of purple fire went over her eyes, brighter than before. She stared up at Caina, her head tilted as if listening. Likely she was communing with the Voice. 
“Because,” said Kalgri at last, “there’s something I want to do first.”
“Something that you want to do?” said Caina. “Or the nagataaru that is wearing you like a cheap dress?”
“Ah,” said Kalgri with a little sigh of pleasure. “It is good to talk with someone who understands. I almost regret that I must kill you. Usually my prey die with such looks of stunned incomprehension upon their faces.”
“Then come up here,” said Caina. “There’s no need for you to die in ignorance, either.” 
“I would rather,” said Kalgri, “that you come down here.”
Caina laughed. “So you can kill me? I will not do your work for you.”
“It is not quite the time for killing, not yet,” said Kalgri. “I wish to have a short talk with you, Ghost. A few secrets exchanged, secrets that only you and I share. Then I will offer you a choice, and will permit you to return to the walls of Silent Ash Temple before I kill you.”
“Why?” said Caina. “What do we possibly have to talk about?” 
“Idle curiosity,” said Kalgri. “A few questions I would like to ask. Since you’re going to die before midnight, I won’t have another chance. There is also the matter of whether you shall die slowly or quickly.”
“Why would I come down to talk to you?” said Caina.
“Because I know you,” said Kalgri. “I’ve studied you for months. You’re not an assassin or a swordsman or a fighter. You’re a spy, and you take secrets and fashion them into weapons. Who knows? I might let slip some important secret, some bit of knowledge you could use to defeat me.” She smirked, the purple fire in her eyes flashing brighter. “Isn’t that worth the risk?”
Caina said nothing.
But the hell of it was…Kalgri was right. If Caina could keep Kalgri talking, the Huntress might reveal something important. Something useful. 
Something that might save their lives. The valikon could save their lives, but Kalgri was so damned fast. The Huntress might slay them all before Nasser could bring the weapon to bear, to say nothing of what her pet kadrataagu might do. 
“If you fear for your safety,” said Kalgri with amusement, “I promise neither I nor my servants shall harm you, and that after we conclude our discussion I will let you return to your companions. Unless you attack first, of course.” 
“Your promises,” said Nasser, “are worth considerably less than the breath you use to make them.”
“Of course,” said Kalgri. “My word means nothing. But I will kill the Balarigar tonight, my lord of ashes. Either right now, or when our discussion is concluded. I prefer to have some questions answered first, though.” She tilted her head to the side again, listening. “I prefer that very much.”
Caina blinked. The Voice itself wanted to talk with her? That seemed unlikely. Yet the great nagataaru calling itself Kotuluk Iblis had spoken to her in the netherworld. Kotuluk Iblis had inadvertently revealed information to her, something about a pact and a creature called the Azure Sovereign. Perhaps Kalgri and her damned Voice would do the same. 
“All right,” said Caina.
Kalgri gestured, and the kadrataagu backed off, moving to the corners of the terrace beneath the colonnade.
“This is an extremely bad idea,” said Claudia. 
“Probably,” said Caina.
“You shouldn’t go down there,” said Claudia.
“Almost certainly,” said Caina. “But it might be worth the risk.”
“A very great risk, to be sure,” said Nasser. “Do you want the weapon?”
“Keep it with you,” said Caina “If Kalgri goes back on her word and kills me, you’ll need it when she comes for you.” 
“You are truly going to trust that murderous madwoman?” said Martin. 
“Trust isn’t necessary,” said Caina. “I must know something that she wants to know. She won’t kill me until she’s sure of it, or until she’s certain that I don’t have any tricks or traps up my sleeve.” 
“Very well,” said Martin. “But at the first sign of treachery, I will have Laertes shoot her.” 
Caina nodded and descended the wall, walking to the gate. There was a small postern door within the gate, and she opened it and walked onto the broad terrace outside of Silent Ash Temple. Kalgri awaited her in the center of the terrace, her blood-colored cloak rippling around her in the cool wind, her shadow long and black as the sun grew dimmer to the west. 
Caina stopped a dozen paces from the Red Huntress and waited, her hands resting upon the hilts of the weapons at her belt.
For a moment they stared at each other, Kalgri’s eyes flickering with purple fire. Caina felt the full weight of Kalgri’s attention, and more, the malevolent will of the Voice stirring behind her eyes. 
“Nasser,” said Kalgri at last, “doesn’t know that you are a woman, does he?”
“Noticed that, did you?” said Caina. 
“Clever of you,” said Kalgri. “He is a hard man to fool. Or to kill. Which I intend to rectify shortly.” 
“He says,” said Caina, “that he defeated you once before.” 
“Sheer luck,” said Kalgri. “I shall be more careful this time.” She grinned. “Tell me. Has he told you his secret yet? Has he told you who he really is?” 
“He doesn’t know I am a woman,” said Caina. “I suspect he has his secrets as well. Is he really a woman, too?”
That caused Kalgri to laugh. “No. But Grand Master Callatas wants him dead. He, too, has no idea that you are a woman. I look forward to seeing the surprise on that dusty old face when he learns the truth. You can’t have children, can you?”
The sudden shift in topic caught Caina off-guard for a moment. “I suppose you learned that by listening to me?” Though she could not remember mentioning it to Agabyzus or Damla, at least not since Kalgri had come to the House of Agabyzus. 
“No. Merely by watching you,” said Kalgri. “The hunter studies the prey carefully before the killing blow. If you had anything to live for, anything at all, you would not risk your life so flagrantly.” 
“I would risk my life less,” said Caina, “if you were not trying to kill me.” 
“Mmm,” said Kalgri. “You are very good at killing. Think how much more effective you would be with the power of a nagataaru at your command.” The sound of the Voice entered her words as she spoke, harsher and deeper and inhuman.
Caina laughed. “Is that what this is? A recruitment?” 
“Unlikely, I know,” said Kalgri. “But you understand the truth. The nature of life is death. The purpose of a living thing is to die. Those of us who feed upon death will grow ever stronger.”
“You feed upon torture and agony as well,” said Caina.
Kalgri grinned, her eyes flashing. “Spice for the meal. You could know such meals as well.”
“No,” said Caina. “No. And in case you misunderstood, I will repeat it a third time. No.” 
Kalgri shrugged. “Pity. Still. There is one thing I wonder. Where did you find Annarah’s pyrikon?”
Caina blinked. Nasser had said the pyrikons had once belonged to the loremasters of Istarinmul, their shields and tools and their badges of office. Undoubtedly the pyrikon she carried had belonged to one of the loremasters Callatas had killed. 
But if it was Annarah’s pyrikon…could she use it to find Annarah? To find the Staff and Seal of Iramis before Callatas did? 
Perhaps she could get Kalgri to say more.
Caina lifted her chin. “And how could you possibly know that?”
“Because I knew Annarah,” said Kalgri. “I tried to kill her, but she eluded me, and another of the Grand Master’s hirelings took her into the desert and slew her.” 
“You cannot possibly know that,” said Caina.
“You would be surprised,” said Kalgri. She licked her lips, her dark eyes glimmering with malicious delight. “When you meet wraithblood addicts…have you noticed how they panic around you?”
“Once or twice,” said Caina. 
“Do you know why?”
“They see a shadow around me,” said Caina. “It fills them with fear.”
Kalgri clicked her tongue. “But do you know what the shadow is?”
“Yes,” lied Caina. “Do you?” 
“You should thank me,” said Kalgri. “When I kill you today, the shadow will be averted. It is your future, you see, the mark of something you will do in the days yet to come. Like the shadow of a fire yet to be lit.”
“Absurd,” said Caina. “The future cannot change the present.”
“No,” said Kalgri. “But spirits do not see time as we do. They see the shadow of what you will do in days to come, a shadow that marks you even now. That is why the nagataaru want you dead so badly. You might interfere with Callatas’s precious Apotheosis.”
“His Apotheosis,” said Caina. “What is it? Why go to such trouble? Why murder thousands of slaves and create wraithblood? Why summon the nagataaru and bind them in living flesh? Why send you to kill me?”
Kalgri grinned, and there was no hint of humanity in her black eyes, only an endless and ravenous hunger. In that moment Caina realized that Kalgri no longer had the tiniest shred of mercy or compassion. Perhaps she had still possessed them when she been a strong-willed slave who had murdered to protect her position, perhaps feeling regret or guilt. But decades of communion with the Voice had twisted her mind into something as cold and alien as any of the nagataaru.
The Voice didn’t need to turn Kalgri into a kadrataagu. Kalgri had made herself into the Red Huntress of her own free will.
“Food,” said Kalgri.
“Food?” said Caina. “Food for what?”
“Callatas doesn’t know it yet,” said Kalgri. “But he will.” She spread her arms, her leather armor creaking. “Which brings us to the main point of this little parley.”
“And that is?” said Caina.
“You’re going to die here, Caina Amalas,” said Kalgri. “That is unavoidable. The only question is how many others have to die with you.” 
“Let me guess,” said Caina. “If I give myself up, you’ll let the others go?”
“Of course not,” said Kalgri. “I’ve wanted to kill Nasser for years. Your sorceress dared to try to banish the Voice. Perhaps I’ll kill her precious fool of a husband in front her.” Kalgri smiled at the thought. “That would be a fitting retribution. I’ll kill the others as well. And then the false oracle and all her priests, since I assume you fled here for aid.” 
“So if I fight you’ll kill us all, and if I surrender you’ll kill us all? That is not a compelling offer,” said Caina. “Are you new to the art of negotiation?” 
“Oh, the life of everyone in Silent Ash Temple is forfeit,” said Kalgri. “The only question for you is whether or not the killing stops there.”
“What do you mean?” said Caina.
“I’ve been following you for months,” said Kalgri. “You’ve built quite the little Ghost circle in Istarinmul, have you not? If you don’t surrender yourself to me, if you don’t let me kill you without a fight, I will kill every last one of them.”
Caina said nothing.
“I think I will start with Agabyzus,” said Kalgri. “Then I will move on to Damla. Perhaps I’ll kill her sons in front of her first. Bayram and Bahad, those are their names, yes? She was so grateful when you rescued them from Ulvan. How do you think she’ll feel when they die in front of her? Or maybe I’ll do it the other way around. I’ll hire a company of mercenaries and let each and every one of them have their way with Damla, and I’ll make the boys watch their mother squeal and beg before I finally let her die.” 
“That is monstrous,” said Caina.
“Their suffering will make their deaths all the more powerful,” said Kalgri. “It won’t stop there, either. That mad locksmith, Nerina Strake? I’ll kill her bodyguard in front of her, and then I’ll kill her. That widow whose house you saved in the Old Quarter? I’ll kill her, too. All those informants you created, all the allies you made, everyone who ever helped you, I will wipe out every last one of them.”
“You’ll do that anyway,” said Caina, “regardless of what I do. The Teskilati destroyed the Ghost circle after the war with the Empire, but I wager you had something to do with it.”
“I did nothing,” said Kalgri. “I was otherwise engaged at the time. But now, Balarigar…if you do not surrender yourself to me, I will turn my hand against everyone you ever met in Istarinmul. Their deaths will not be quick. I have slain children in front of their mothers. I have killed pregnant women in front of their husbands. And I shall use every technique and every bit of experience I have to make the deaths of your allies as painful as possible.”  
Caina shivered with fury, taking a moment to collect herself. “No.”
“No?” said Kalgri, amused. “You cannot defeat me. You condemn your allies and friends to tortures beyond your imagination.”
“Threats,” said Caina.
“No, not threats,” said Kalgri. “I do not make threats. I simply state promises. I will kill you…and if you resist, I will exact a price in death from everyone who has ever helped you in Istarinmul.” 
“But you’re not entirely sure about that, are you?” said Caina.
Kalgri said nothing. 
“Else you would just attack and kill us all,” said Caina. “We almost killed you at Drynemet. You don’t know if we have another trick. Someone could die here, Huntress, but it might be you.” 
Still Kalgri said nothing. The Huntress had the instincts of a predator…and no predator  could survive for a century and a half without a keen sense of danger. Kalgri had to know that Caina had a trick up her sleeve, even if she did not know about the valikon. 
“I shall give you one hour to consider your folly,” said Kalgri, glancing at the sky. “Until moonrise, let us say. Then I will enter the temple and kill you and everyone else, and you shall die knowing that you have condemned your allies to death.”
“Maybe,” said Caina, and she walked toward the colonnade once more. She felt the Huntress’s eyes upon her, saw the kadrataagu stir as she walked past, but the creatures did not attack. Caina slipped through the postern gate and closed it behind her. 
Caina let out a long, shaking breath, and tried to figure out what to do next.
A plan came to her, but the price of it left her cold. 



Chapter 19 - At The End
 
“What did she say?” said Martin.
Caina stepped back onto the rampart. The Huntress still stood motionless below, her cloak rippling around her. The kadrataagu paced back and forth along the colonnade, close enough that Laertes and Strabane could not hit them with the ballista. 
“She says that if we fight her,” said Caina, “she will kill me, kill all of you, kill everyone else she can find in the Temple, and then kill everyone who ever helped me in Istarinmul.” 
Strabane grunted. “That is quite a grudge.” 
“It’s not a grudge,” said Caina. “It’s what she is. She’s been possessed by the Voice for so long that she thinks like a nagataaru. The spirit within her feeds off death and pain. Even if we hadn’t hindered her, even if we hadn’t wounded her at Drynemet, she would still kill us because it gives her power.” 
“Damned devils,” said Strabane. He spat over the wall. “Be a better world if damned sorcerers didn’t meddle with the damned netherworld.” He glanced at Claudia. “Meaning no offense, my lady.” 
“None taken, as I agree entirely,” said Claudia. 
“Surely she did not parley with you just to make threats,” said Nasser. “She must have wanted something.”
“Perhaps she wished to simply rattle your morale,” said Laertes. “Men often make such boasts before battle.”
“She’s not a man,” said Caina, “and there’s very little humanity left within her. No. She wanted to make an offer. If I go out to her and let her kill me without resistance, she’ll kill me, and she’ll still kill you, but she will spare my allies in Istarinmul.”
“That is a very poor deal,” said Nasser.
“She knows that,” said Caina. “She is negotiating from a position of strength.” 
“Even if you accept this deal,” said Martin, “I suspect she will kill your allies after you are dead out of spite.”
“I have no intention of taking any deal,” said Caina. “At least one that doesn’t allow you to escape.”
Claudia frowned. “Surely you are not…”
“But the reason she is even offering that deal,” said Nasser, “is because she suspects you have laid a trap for her.”
“Or that the Emissary has told you how to kill her,” said Claudia. 
“I thought as much,” said Caina. She looked at Nasser. “Before we do anything, I found out something you need to know. My pyrikon. Kalgri said that it was Annarah’s.”
Nasser blinked. “You are certain?”
“Kalgri was, anyway,” said Caina. “She recognized it. Likely she fought Annarah after the fall of Iramis.”
 “That will be useful knowledge once we are victorious,” said Nasser. “Perhaps we can use it to track down Annarah.”

“You can, anyway,” said Caina. “Just make sure you take it from my corpse.”  
“Your corpse?” said Nasser.
“What are you saying?” said Claudia. “Surely you cannot be considering her deal.”
They all started talking at once. 
“Listen to me!” said Caina, and they fell silent. “I have no intention of taking her deal. But none of you can die here. Martin, if you die, the Empire will have no choice but to declare war upon Istarinmul, and the Empire cannot afford that now. Claudia, you are pregnant. Nasser, you have continue the fight against Callatas. Strabane and Laertes both have their responsibilities. If I die here…well, nothing is lost.” Kalgri’s taunt echoed in her mind. “I will give you my shadow-cloak before I go, and you can use it to conceal yourselves. If you find a good enough hiding place and use the shadow-cloak, Kalgri will never find you, and eventually she will give up and leave. Callatas sent her to kill me, not you. Once she departs, you can return to Istarinmul and continue your tasks.” 
“That plan is utter madness,” said Martin.
“There is no need for you to sacrifice yourself,” said Nasser. “Not when we have the valikon.”
“No,” said Claudia. “You are blaming yourself for things that are not your responsibility.”
“It is a folly, I think,” said Strabane. “Better to fight and kill the Huntress, or to die fighting.”
“This is the best plan,” said Caina.
“Why do you want to sacrifice yourself?” said Claudia.
The question jolted Caina a little. “I…”
The others froze around her. For a moment Caina wondered if they had been startled, or if Kalgri had used the power of the Voice to render them motionless. Yet Kalgri and the kadrataagu were frozen as well. All the color had leached out of the world, leaving it painted in shades of gray.
Caina turned and saw Samnirdamnus waiting for her.  
The djinni once again wore the form of Claudia, which was a bit disconcerting, since Claudia stood only a few paces away. Samnirdamnus’s eyes shone with the smokeless flame of the djinn, painting the face of the illusionary Claudia with harsh yellow-orange light. Caina was struck by the difference between that fire and the shadow-wreathed flames she had seen in the eyes of the nagataaru. The smokeless fire of the djinn was harsh and relentless, would burn anything that it touched. Yet it was not malicious, was not filled with hatred and hunger as was the fire of the nagataaru. The fire of the djinn was a simple force of nature. The fire of the nagataaru yearned to kill and torture.
“Ah,” murmured Samnirdamnus. “You start to understand.” 
“Understand what?” said Caina. 
“The nature of our opposition to the nagataaru,” said Samnirdamnus. 
“You mean the djinn of the court of the Azure Sovereign,” said Caina, remembering the formula the magus Anaxander had used to summon Samnirdamnus before the heist at Callatas’s Maze. 
“Yes,” said Samnirdamnus. “You begin to see.”
“See what?” said Caina with a shake of her head. “You have aided me before, but this is not the time for riddles.”
“No,” said Samnirdamnus. “No, my darling demonslayer, I fear it is not. Instead it is time for your death.”
His form blurred, and this time he became a duplicate of Caina herself.  The sight took her aback. Did she really look so gaunt and tired, her eyes ringed with dark circles, her short hair ragged and uneven? 
“My death?” said Caina. “Then the Huntress is going to kill me?”
“Almost certainly,” said Samnirdamnus. “Alas, the shadows of your future grow ever more certain, and it seems likely that you shall die within Silent Ash Temple before the sun rises again. I thought you might have been the one I have been looking for, the one I have sought since Callatas burned Iramis…but perhaps I was mistaken.”
“Then help me,” said Caina. “You’ve been giving me whispers and hints and nudges for nearly a year now, pointing me in the direction of your foes and setting me loose. It’s saved my life a few times, but whispers won’t help me against Kalgri and the Voice. Give me some real help.”
“I cannot,” said Samnirdamnus, the copy of Caina’s face solemn and grim. Or maybe she always looked like that and the djinn was simply mirroring her appearance.
“Why not?” said Caina.
“I cannot say,” said Samnirdamnus.
“For the gods’ sake,” said Caina, her temper slipping a bit. “Have you only shown up to say you cannot help me? Why bother at all then? If I happen to starve to death, are you going to appear with a bowl of rice and eat it while saying that you are forbidden from feeding me?” 
“Of course not,” said Samnirdamnus. “I am an immortal spirit of the netherworld. I do not require material sustenance. And I cannot aid you.”
“Then why speak to me at all?” said Caina. “Why not help me instead?”
“Because I am bound,” said Samnirdamnus.
“By Callatas,” said Caina. “To watch over the Maze and warn him of any intruders.”
“You are clever,” said Samnirdamnus. “Think it over, my dear Balarigar. Why am I unable help you against the Huntress and the Voice?”
“Because Callatas forbade it,” said Caina. “No. No, that’s not right. Because…Callatas is allied with the nagataaru. He made a pact with them, and part of the pact that binds you means you cannot act against the nagataaru.”
“Alas, that is all too true,” said Samnirdamnus. “As a knight of the Azure Court, I cannot act against the nagataaru. Since the nagataaru have been my foes since before this world congealed out of the cosmic dust, you realize that this is a most vexing predicament.” 
An idea came to Caina. “Then are there are other elemental spirits like you.”
“Well,” murmured Samnirdamnus. “None quite like me.”
“But others,” said Caina. “Other djinn, other knights of the Azure Court. Can they aid me?”
“Alas, no,” said Samnirdamnus. “They, too, are bound, if not quite in the same form.”
“Surely Callatas could not have bound them all,” said Caina. “There are uncounted spirits in the netherworld. Even Callatas’s power would not have extended so far.” 
“He bound the djinn of the Azure Court,” said Samnirdamnus, “in the same instant that he burned Iramis. Disposing of two foes at once. Quite efficient, really.” 
“This is useful knowledge,” said Caina, “but only if I can stop the Huntress from killing me. Can you give me no aid? Not even a hint of what to do?”
For a long moment Samnirdamnus was silent, the burning eyes unblinking.
“Perhaps,” said the djinni at last. “Consider the first time you met Callatas.”
“In Catekharon?” said Caina, wondering what that had to do with anything. “That was four years ago. I did not speak with him, and I don’t think he even noticed me.”
Samnirdamnus waved a hand. “That was before you had come to my sight, before I thought you might be the one I sought. No. Recall instead the first time you saw him in Istarinmul.” 
Caina had to think for a moment. “It was…at Ulvan’s ascension, when I was masquerading as Natalia of the Nine Knives with Damla. Erghulan and Ulvan were so impressed that they tried to take us to bed. I pretended to have lice to get out of it. Callatas was with them.”
“What did he say to you?” said Samnirdamnus.
“He asked what I thought of the celebration,” said Caina. “I said something innocuous so I would not draw his attention.” 
“And then?” said Samnirdamnus.
“He started lecturing,” said Caina, “how he thought the essential nature of life was predator and prey, the strong feasting upon the weak.” Which, in hindsight, sounded a great deal like a nagataaru. “He said the true nature of mankind was that of killers, of predators. He said that civilization was a…a false artifice, a corrupting thing that kept us from realizing our true potential.” 
“He was wrong,” said Samnirdamnus. “Laws and civilization are what give mortals their strength. You need each other to become strong. Otherwise you will starve and die. Callatas would have mortal men become like beasts of the field – strong and savage and powerful, having no need for shelter or comfort or succor as you war eternally against each other. It is a refinement of your nature as killers, a distillation of your darker side, for he believes that is the only thing perfectible about mankind. He is not wrong…but he is not correct, either. You are killers, but you can be more. Istarinmul has misery and despair, but there is joy and hope as well. You have built yourselves shelter and clothing, farms and aqueducts, poetry and temples. You could be as beasts of the field, killing and rutting and dying, but instead you are more. You have made yourselves more. You have made each other more than you could have on your own. Callatas cannot see that, but you must.”
They stood in silence for a moment, the world gray and frozen around them. 
“That is the longest speech you have ever made,” said Caina.
“So it is,” said Samnirdamnus. “Now it is up to you to understand what you must do. Either you will understand, or you will perish.” 
The world blurred back into motion and color around her, and Caina stumbled.
“Why do you want to sacrifice yourself?” Claudia was still saying. “It won’t even change anything. She’ll still kill us all, she’ll…” She shook her head. “Can I…let me talk to you alone, just for a minute.”
“I think we have a few minutes,” said Caina, looking at the terrace. The Huntress still remained motionless, though she had donned her crimson mask and pulled up her cowl, making her look like a statue robed in blood. “If the Huntress moves, you should probably shoot her. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
Martin snorted. “Why would we have good fortune now?”
Claudia led Caina further down the rampart until they were out of earshot of the others.
“What do you want to say?” said Caina, watching one of the kadrataagu skitter past the columns below. “Better make it quick.” 
“Your hair,” said Claudia.
“What about it?” said Caina.
“It…doesn’t look bad, short,” said Claudia. Caina blinked in surprise. “You would look better with long hair. But you have the cheekbones for short hair.”
“Thank you?” said Caina, puzzled. 
“But if it was cut a little more evenly,” said Claudia, “that would…”
“I appreciate the thought,” said Caina, “but I cannot help but wonder why we are talking about my hair now.”
“I insulted your hair to be spiteful and petty,” said Claudia, “because I blamed you for Corvalis’s death.”
“I suspected as much,” said Caina. “Not that you were spiteful, but that you blamed me. And…you were not wrong to do so.”
“No,” said Claudia. “You told me the truth now. No matter what I do, I suspect you would still blame yourself. But do not…do not throw your life away for nothing, please. It would have broken Corvalis’s heart.” 
“I know,” said Caina. “But it won’t be for nothing. It will give you and Martin and Nasser a chance to escape. A chance, I know, but better than nothing. Martin needs to keep Istarinmul out of the war. You need to help him and watch over your child. Nasser needs to keep fighting the Apotheosis and Callatas. None of that will happen if you die here.”
“But we need your help to do all of that,” said Claudia. “You’re the Balarigar.”
“Don’t tell me you believe in the Balarigar, too,” said Caina.
“I don’t,” said Claudia. “It’s a myth of the Szalds. But a lot of people believe in the Balarigar because of the deeds you have done. All the things we have to do? We need your help to do them. Martin and I would both be dead without you. I don’t know everything you did with Nasser, but from what I’ve gathered he and Laertes and Strabane would all be dead inside Callatas’s palace if you hadn’t done something clever.”
“That was as much luck as anything else,” said Caina. “Perhaps the luck has at last run out.” 
“We need your help,” said Claudia. “We’ll think of something together. Just don’t…”
Caina blinked.
“Wait,” said Caina, looking at Claudia, at the Huntress, and then back at Claudia again. 
Help. 
They needed help…but Caina needed help, too. She hated sorcery, and because of that, she had resisted asking Claudia for help. In fact, the idea simply had not occurred to her. But if she put that aside, if she considered the full range of Claudia’s sorcerous abilities, then suddenly new possibilities for action opened before her.
Caina and Claudia needed each other.
“I’ll be damned,” said Caina. “That clever djinni.” 
“Djinni?” said Claudia, alarmed. “What djinni? Kalgri can summon elementals?” 
“Never mind,” said Caina. “Let’s talk to the others. I have an idea.” 



Chapter 20 - Huntress and Prey
 
Kalgri waited, the Voice’s hatred seething within her thoughts. 
The Voice demanded Caina’s death, demanded it in a way the nagataaru rarely demanded anything. It was an…exhilarating, almost intoxicating, sensation, one that filled Kalgri with strength.
It also made her cautious. 
The Voice wanted Caina dead so badly that it did not care if Kalgri was killed in the process. 
She had no illusions about her relationship to the Voice. If she did, she would have been as pathetic as Aiovost and the other kadrataagu. Kalgri and the Voice existed in harmony because they both enjoyed killing and feasting upon the energy of death. 
In the end, Kalgri’s caution overrode the Voice’s desire to kill. She had not expected Caina to have Annarah’s pyrikon, which had saved her from the immaterial sword, nor had she expected Claudia’s unusually potent spell of banishment. In Drynemet she had not expected the cleverness of Caina setting a trap for her. Kalgri had studied Caina for months and knew the depths of the Ghost’s cunning, but still had not expected either development. 
Best to be cautious, then. In this matter Kalgri’s will overrode the Voice’s hunger and her own desire for violence. Even the Voice could see reason. If Kalgri made a mistake and died, Caina would escape. 
So Kalgri waited, gazing at the colonnade as night fell and the stars came out, reaching through the senses of the Voice to track her opponents within Silent Ash Temple. Some of them were still upon the wall. Others had gone to the courtyard. At this distance she could not tell them apart, but…
The postern door swung open.
Kalgri blinked, her hands straying to her weapons.
Caina Amalas walked out, still in the clothes and armor of a caravan guard, her stolen ghostsilver dagger in her right hand. The kadrataagu froze in place, their burning eyes rotating to follow her, their tentacles lashing around their heads. Caina stopped a dozen yards from Kalgri and waited, the dagger in hand.
And did nothing else. 
The Voice screamed for her to attack, but Kalgri hesitated. She had not really expected Caina to take the offer. Kalgri glanced at the wall, half-expecting to find someone manning one of the ballistae, but the engines were deserted. Claudia stood over the gate, as did Laertes, Martin, and Strabane, but Nasser had disappeared. Likely Glasshand had fled to preserve his own life.
No matter. Kalgri would catch him soon enough. 
“Well?” said Kalgri at last. “You accept?” Though Kalgri would hunt down and kill the rest of the Ghost circle in Istarinmul anyway. It would be a pleasant way to repay Caina for all the frustration the Ghost had caused her.
“If you want me dead,” said Caina, “then stop talking and kill me already.”
“Easily accomplished,” said Kalgri, drawing a scimitar and a dagger, the blades glinting in the moonlight.
The Voice’s power filled and her, and she surged forward.
 
###
 
Caina retreated, barely staying ahead of Kalgri’s attacks. The Huntress was fast, inhumanly fast, and even without the augmentation of the Voice’s power, she would have been a lethally skilled fighter.
Caina had no chance against Kalgri’s skill and the power of the Voice. 
But if Caina’s gamble worked, she wouldn’t need to fight Kalgri at all. 
She dodged another swing and ran backwards, Kalgri pursuing her. Caina took a deep breath and threw herself backwards in a wild, unbalanced leap, the sort of jump that would send her sprawling backwards across the ground.
The crawling tingle of a spell washed over her. 
Kalgri’s scimitar rose for the kill.
Claudia’s will closed around Caina in bands of psychokinetic force, pulling her into the air with terrific speed.
 
###
 
Claudia gritted her teeth, her hands outstretched, the power thrumming through her.
Caina was not that heavy, even with the added weight of her clothing and weapons. Yet Claudia was not that powerful, and pulling Caina through the air took a great deal of raw force. Yet fear and terror lent Claudia strength, and Caina sailed through the air in the grip of Claudia’s psychokinetic spell. 
Caina reached the edge of the rampart and she pulled herself up, Claudia releasing the spell with a gasp of exertion. Caina rolled over the rampart, bounced, and scrambled back to her feet. 
“Good catch,” said Caina.
“Thanks,” said Claudia. She looked down just as Kalgri sprang into the air, her crimson cloak flaring behind her like bloody wings. “Run!” 
They raced towards one of the ballistae, where Strabane, Laertes, and Martin awaited, weapons in hand.
Claudia risked a glance to the side and saw the Huntress land upon one of the pillars and scramble up the wall.
 
###
 
Kalgri leapt from the pillar and landed atop the rampart of the outer colonnade. Caina and Claudia whirled to face her, Caina wielding her ghostsilver dagger, and Claudia casting the spell of banishment.
Kalgri snarled behind her mask and shot forward. Claudia, with her spell of banishment, was by far the greater threat. Kalgri would stun Caina first and prevent her from interfering. Then she would kill Claudia, and the Balarigar and her allies would no longer have any means of doing lasting harm to Kalgri. She could kill them all at her leisure.
She saw the men laboring with the ballista and laughed with contempt. What fools these Ghosts were! Sending their women forward to fight while they tried to use a siege engine against her. No wonder the Teskilati had exterminated Istarinmul’s Ghost circle, and the Teskilati were almost as big as fools as Callatas himself. 
Caina twisted aside, avoiding Kalgri’s slash, but Kalgri snapped her left arm up, her elbow smacking into Caina’s head. The Balarigar stumbled backward and fell with a grunt of pain, and only the low wall at the edge of the rampart kept her from tumbling to a messy death to the against the flagstones below.
That left Kalgri free to deal with Claudia. 
The Voice sensed the power of the banishment spell nearing its climax, Claudia gesturing frantically, but the magus did not have time to complete her spell. Kalgri spun and drove both her blades at Claudia’s chest, noting that Martin was staring at her. That would make the killing all the sweeter, Claudia’s agony all the more powerful.
Kalgri’s weapons drove towards Claudia’s heart, and at the last instant rebounded in a spray of sparks.
A ward. Claudia had warded herself against steel, as the magi of the Magisterium often did.
No matter. Kalgri had killed Imperial magi before, and she knew how to deal with them. 
She sheathed her dagger and raised her left hand, the Voice’s power blazing from her fingers and coalescing into the immaterial sword of the nagataaru. No magi of the Magisterium possessed spells capable of turning aside that blade of writhing shadow and swirling purple flame. 
Kalgri flicked her wrist, sending the sword whistling towards Claudia’s neck. She hoped Martin enjoyed watching his wife’s head roll across the rampart.
The blade touched Claudia’s neck and shattered into a thousand pieces, dissolving into nothingness. Kalgri lost her balance and stumbled, and the Voice screamed in incoherent fury. 
Annarah’s pyrikon. Caina had given the damned thing to Claudia.
 
###
 
Caina sprang to her feet, ignoring the throbbing ache in her skull from the Huntress’s blow, and slammed into Kalgri. The dissolution of the immaterial blade had left the assassin stunned, and Caina stabbed, the ghostsilver dagger flashing. She drove the weapon into Kalgri’s chest again and again, the wounds smoking and sizzling. Kalgri twisted aside with the speed of a striking serpent as the Voice’s power returned to her, and her boot caught Caina in the thigh. Again the force of the blow drove her back, and this time she fell into Claudia, disrupting her banishment spell. Claudia collapsed against the rampart with a grunt, and Caina hit the floor again. 
The Huntress caught her breath and stalked forward. Claudia had warded herself against steel, and Annarah’s pyrikon would protect her from the immaterial blade. But Claudia had no way to keep the Huntress from simply ripping off her head, and neither did Caina.
A shape moved behind the Huntress, rippling and merging with the shadows cast by the moon overhead. Caina remained motionless, eyes fixed upon Kalgri, hoping to keep the Huntress’s attention. 
Kalgri stopped, raising her sword to strike, but at the last moment she turned, some instinct warning her of the danger.
Certainly the Voice had not warned her, because the Voice could not detect a man wearing a shadow-cloak. 
Nasser sprang forward as Kalgri turned, Caina’s shadow-cloak streaming behind him, the valikon grasped in both hands as he stabbed, the symbols upon the blade erupting into white flame. 
 
###
 
At the last instant Kalgri turned and saw Nasser Glasshand.
Much more importantly, she saw the valikon burning to life in his hands. 
The Voice’s triumphant howls turned into a scream of panic. 
Sheer blind terror flooded into Kalgri’s mind, which was the only thing that saved her life.
Kalgri twisted, and instead of going into her chest the valikon ripped a smoking gash down her right side. She shrieked in agony and threw herself into the air, landing behind Caina and Claudia, pain pulsing through her. She had long ago grown accustomed to physical pain, could keep functioning and fighting even with grievous wounds. But the ghostsilver in the valikon’s blade kept her wounds from healing properly without a considerable expenditure of power, and the spells wrapped around the weapon were designed to kill a mortal possessed by nagataaru. 
But as much pain as the valikon did to her, it caused far more harm to the Voice.
The Voice shrieked and thrashed in her mind like a panicked dog caught upon a leash. The Voice often screamed in fury and hunger, but for the first time since she had faced Nasser all those years ago, the Voice shrieked with terror. The valikon could destroy it. The Voice had existed since the dawn of time itself, was older than the world, was immortal and invincible…but the valikon could end it. 
That prospect filled the Voice with unreasoning terror. 
Kalgri could not think through the fear, could not plan. Her only thought was to get away from the terrible shining sword in Nasser’s hand. She could shoot him from afar, and his damned valikon would do him no good then…
Claudia whirled, flinging out her hand, and the blue sparks of a banishment spell struck Kalgri.
The Voice’s terrified screams redoubled, and an instant later Kalgri felt the crossbow bolts slam into her back and leg. 
 
###
 
The Huntress staggered beneath the impact of the quarrels from Martin and Laertes and Strabane, and Caina dashed past Claudia as the magus flung a volley of blue sparks at Kalgri. The assassin seemed stunned, disorientated, and started to raise her scimitar in a block. But the movement was too slow, and Caina stabbed the Huntress, her ghostsilver dagger sizzling. Kalgri rocked back, and Caina ripped the dagger free.
A wild, mad exultation filled her. They were going to win. All those men the Huntress had killed at the Golden Palace would be avenged, and the gods only knew how many others. Kalgri would not escape this time, would never kill another…
“Aid me!” screamed the Huntress, the Voice’s thunder filling her words.
Nasser sprinted to Caina’s side, and the Huntress threw herself sideways off the rampart.
Kalgri did not land gracefully. She struck the courtyard in an ungainly heap, and Caina heard the sounds of bones snapping. Kalgri rolled away and vanished behind one of the columns supporting the rampart. 
“After her,” said Caina, spinning to face Nasser. “Go! It will take her a minute to heal, and if we can get to her first…”  
A horrible metallic scream filled her ears.
Caina turned just as the first of the kadrataagu hurled itself over the ramparts and landed atop Claudia.
 
###
 
Kalgri slumped against the wall, her tattered armor wet with blood, her breathing coming hard and fast. The sounds of the kadrataagu fighting above came to her ears, but she barely noticed it.
For the first time in a century in a half, for the first time since she had joined with the Voice, Kalgri was frightened.
Even when she had faced Nasser the first time, she had not been this alarmed. It had been merely a matter of faking her death and going into hiding. She knew better than to face a man armed with a valikon, and Callatas could find some other fool to kill Nasser. 
But this time Kalgri had walked right into the trap. If she had not turned at the last minute, Nasser would have driven that damned sword through her heart, and she would be dead and the Voice would be destroyed.
The Voice gibbered with fear at the thought. 
Kalgri staggered to her feet, forcing the Voice to turn its attention to her injuries. Her bones shuddered as they knit back together, her wounds starting to shrink beneath the nagataaru’s power. Yet they did not heal as fast as they should have. The valikon had injured the Voice itself, and it would take the nagataaru time to recover.
The Voice screamed within her, demanding that she flee from danger, and Kalgri felt her lip curl with contempt. 
“No,” she hissed. 
She would not be frightened. Caina Amalas was a fraud, a trickster with a bag of clever tricks, a scared woman who dressed up in a shadow-cloak and deceived fools. She was clever, yes, but Kalgri would not run from such a woman. And she would rid herself of Nasser, Caina, and that damned valikon all at once. 
Kalgri stepped away from the wall, ignoring the ache of her half-repaired wounds. The Voice felt…tattered, attenuated. The valikon had done severe damage to the nagataaru. Kalgri needed to pick off her foes one by one. But how?
She had to shape the battlefield to her advantage.
Kalgri extended her right hand and called the immaterial blade into existence.
 
###
 
The weight of the kadrataagu drove Claudia to the floor, its clawed hands settling upon her shoulders. The barbed tentacles whipped back and forth before her face, and its misshapen face moved closer, the fanged mouth opening to bite off her head.
She reacted on pure, panicked instinct, summoning all her power and flinging it into an unfocused burst of psychokinetic force. The blast drove into the creature’s chest and flipped it backwards. The kadrataagu landed upon its hind legs, its arms raking at the air to keep its balance.
She started summoning power again, though she did not think she could hit the damned creature hard enough to kill it or even hurt it. The strange, insect-like shell covering the kadrataagu shielded it from damage. Even if she managed to blast it off the rampart, the creature might well scramble right back up into the fight.
The kadrataagu raised its claws to finish her off, and then Martin was there, plunging his broadsword into the creature’s side. The thing loosed a furious, screeching wail, its attention turning towards him, and Martin yanked the broadsword free and stabbed again, black slime bubbling from the wound. Caina appeared on the creature’s other side, the ghostsilver dagger flashing as she struck. Martin had to drive his sword through the armor, but the ghostsilver blade sliced through the black chitin like paper, the wound snapping and sizzling. The kadrataagu shrieked again, and the side of its right arm slammed across Caina’s chest. She fell back with a gasp of pain, bouncing off the battlements and barely keeping her balance.
Claudia gathered power for another spell, hoping to perhaps blast the creature off the wall, but Nasser struck first. The Iramisian symbols written upon the silvery blade gleamed with molten white fire, power rolling off the weapon like heat from a blacksmith’s forge, and Nasser swung the sword with both hands. It cut through the kadrataagu’s neck like a twig, and the head rolled away in a burst of black slime, the tentacles whipping back and forth. There was a flash of purple flame, and the kadrataagu’s hulking carcass suddenly shrank into the headless form of a Kaltari warrior, the body toppling to the courtyard below. 
“Claudia,” said Martin, stepping over the bleeding head of the Kaltari warrior, “you’re all right. When the Huntress hit you, I was sure…” 
“The pyrikon shielded me,” said Claudia, looking at her hand. “It…”
The ring had vanished. 
“Damn it,” said Claudia. “I lost it, I…”
“No, don’t worry,” said Caina, breathing hard, her free hand clenched to her side. “It came to my arm, turned back into a torque.” Her grin looked more like a pained rictus. “It seems fond of me.”
“Go!” said Nasser. “The others!”
The remaining three kadrataagu charged at Laertes and Strabane. The Legion veteran had his shield out to block their claws, and Strabane covered his flank, the sweeps and slashes of his massive greatsword keeping the creatures at bay. Yet the kadrataagu were tearing Laertes’s heavy shield to splinters, and their sheer size and strength drove the two men back.
“I can knock them from the wall,” said Claudia.
“Your banishment spell, Lady Claudia!” said Nasser, and then he, Caina, and Martin all attacked the kadrataagu. 
Claudia had not been able to banish the Voice, despite trying three times. Yet the spell had distracted the nagataaru within the Huntress, and perhaps it would distract the nagataaru possessing the misshapen creatures. She summoned power and raised a hand, a volley of blue sparks striking the nearest kadrataagu.
It had more of an effect than she anticipated. 
The Voice was mighty, but the nagataaru within the nearest creature was far weaker. Claudia’s will hammered into it, ripping the nagataaru from its flesh and driving it back into the netherworld. The kadrataagu shrank into the form of a Kaltari warrior. The warrior collapsed to his knees, blood pouring from his nose and eyes and mouth, and fell dead to the rampart. 
Evidently bearing a nagataaru had a high cost. 
The remaining kadrataagu turned to face the new threat. Laertes took that opportunity to attack, broadsword darting past his battered shield. The kadrataagu he struck screamed in pain and stumbled, and Strabane roared and whipped his greatsword around. Nasser wielded the valikon with the smooth grace of an acrobat. Strabane hacked through the kadrataagu’s neck with the raw power of a man who could fell a small tree with a single blow. The kadrataagu collapsed in a heap as its head toppled into the courtyard.
The final kadrataagu had the features of Aiovost, though horribly distorted. The creature charged at Nasser. Nasser sidestepped with fluid speed, whipping the valikon through an intricate attack. His blow severed both of Aiovost’s hands, and the kadrataagu reared back with a scream. The valikon found Aiovost’s heart, and the kadrataagu shuddered, shrank back to human shape, and collapsed to the rampart. 
Silence fell over the temple. Claudia looked around, seeking the Huntress, but saw no sign of the cloaked assassin. 
“Good fight,” grunted Strabane.
“It would have been a lot worse without that glowing sword,” said Laertes. 
“The Huntress,” said Caina. “We have to find the Huntress. She’s weakened, wounded. The valikon probably hurt the Voice itself.” She gestured at the stairs down to the courtyard. “This is our best chance to kill her.”
“Perhaps she fled,” said Claudia. 
“No,” said Nasser. “We know too much about her now.” He handed Caina her shadow-cloak, and she slung it over her shoulders. “She won’t let us escape. It is war to the death.”
“Come on,” said Caina. “Let’s…”
Purple fire flashed below, and the Huntress shot into sight.
“There!” said Claudia. “She’s there! We…”
The rampart shuddered beneath Claudia’s boots, and then started to shake. She grabbed at the battlements for balance. Was it an earthquake? Of all the poor timing…
Kalgri wheeled, the sword of the nagataaru in her hand slicing through a column. The thick stone column snapped in two, collapsing to the flagstones with a thunderous roar.
“Oh, damn,” said Caina. “The stairs! Go…”
An instant later Claudia realized what Kalgri intended. 
A section of the wall collapsed with a cracking boom, and the floor fell out from beneath Claudia’s feet.
 
###
 
Caina rolled to a stop against the base of a column with a hard thump, every bone in her body vibrating with the impact. 
Her instincts screamed for her to stand up, and she staggered to her feet, her limbs and back throbbing and aching. Well, she could stand. That was a good sign. She kept coughing, and she could not see in the cloud of rock dust thrown up by the collapse.
She forced herself to silence, her throat twitching. She might not be able to see through the settling dust, but neither could Kalgri. If Caina could ambush Kalgri, perhaps she could disable the Huntress long enough for Nasser to finish her with the valikon. 
Of course, maybe the collapse had killed the others. 
Caina tightened her grip on the ghostsilver dagger and glided forward, her footsteps silent. The dust was beginning to settle, and she could see the outline of the outer colonnade in the moonlit gloom. Caina saw that the Huntress had hacked through a dozen of the thick stone columns and then hewn into the foundation of the wall until it had collapsed. She had sacrificed the kadrataagu as a distraction while bringing down the wall. 
Caina saw a prone form lying upon the ground and hurried closer. Strabane lay upon his back, greatsword near his outstretched hand, blood marking his shaved scalp. At first Caina thought that he was dead, but then she saw the muscles on his chest and stomach moving with his breath. He would not bleed to death, but he would have a nasty headache when awoke. 
She kept moving, looking for the others. She desperately hoped that Martin and Claudia were still alive. Caina knew what it was to lose a lover, and Claudia’s pregnancy added an extra layer of cruelty to her potential death. Martin’s death would leave his child without a father. Claudia’s death would mean Martin had lost his wife and child in the same instant. 
Caina squinted into the courtyard. A dark shape moved nearby, closer to the wall, and Caina whirled. Nasser limped out of the gloom, his dark clothing darker with blood, the valikon ready in his right hand. He raised the weapon as she approached, and then lowered it.
“I thought,” he murmured, his deep voice barely audible, “you were someone else.” 
Caina nodded. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know,” murmured Nasser, looking back and forth. “She should have struck at once. I…”
Something hissed, and Nasser stumbled back with a grunt as an arrow sprouted from his left shoulder.
Caina whirled and saw the Huntress striding out of the dust, a bow in her hand. She set another arrow to the weapon, drawing the string back. 
“Go!” shouted Nasser, breaking into a run. “Take her!” 
Caina broke into a dash, as did Nasser. Her mind noted odd, small details as she did. Kalgri’s cloak hung in tattered, rippling strips around her. Her mask had been knocked away, and her face looked lined and tired, as if she had aged fifteen years in the last few moments. Even a minor wound from the valikon had done more damage than everything Caina had flung at her in Drynemet. If they could just close and let Nasser land a hit with the sword…
The Huntress raised her bow, and Caina snatched a knife from her belt and flung it with her left hand. The arrow shot from the bow an instant before Caina’s spinning blade slashed through the string. Nasser staggered as the arrow sank into his chest, and he fell backward without a sound, the valikon bouncing from his hand.
Kalgri threw aside the ruined bow and stalked forward.
Caina looked at her, at the valikon, and back at her.
“Go ahead, take it,” spat Kalgri, her eyes burning with purple fire, shadows swirling around her left hand. “It won’t do you any good. I’ve shot him before, you know. This time if I cut off his head, he won’t be able to come back.”
The immaterial sword of the nagataaru appeared in her left hand. Caina blinked in astonishment, wondering why Kalgri would use the weapon against her. 
Of course. Kalgri thought Claudia still had Annarah’s pyrikon. She didn’t know it had returned to Caina. 
Caina stepped closer to Nasser, trying to see if he was still breathing. It was too dark to tell. Kalgri broke into a run, raising the sword of shadow and flame. 
Caina ducked, reaching for the valikon, and Kalgri snarled with triumph. The immaterial weapon touched Caina and shattered, the pyrikon again growing hot against her arm. Kalgri let out a shriek of mingled surprise and fury and stumbled. Caina seized the valikon’s hilt, the symbols bursting back into white flame as the weapon trembled beneath her fingers, and stabbed for Kalgri’s chest.
The Huntress reeled to the side, the movement almost drunken, and the valikon ripped across the right side of her ribs. Kalgri threw back her head and screamed, the Voice joining her cry, and drew the scimitar and dagger from her belt.
She charged at Caina, weapons flying, and Caina retreated, desperately trying to keep the Huntress from gutting her.
And her astonishment, she found that she could.
Kalgri was still fast and strong, but her movements had lost their inhuman speed and power. Evidently the Voice had suffered enough damage that it could no longer transform Kalgri into an invincible killing machine. 
Enough damage that perhaps Caina could strike a killing blow?
Yet she could get nowhere near Kalgri. The Huntress’s scimitar and dagger wove a fortress of blurring steel around her, and her attacks drove Caina back. She found herself in full retreat, backing over the rubble pile and into the terrace outside the temple.
And still Kalgri’s fury did not slow. 
 
###
 
Claudia’s mind swam back into focus.
Gods, but her head hurt.
She sat up, her mind going to the training she had received from Komnene in Calvarium. She was conscious, that was good. If she had cracked her skull, likely she would never have awakened. Dust was still in the air from the collapsing wall, so she could not have been out long. 
The baby. Could she had fallen hard enough to lose the baby? Probably not – she had landed on her back and had not broken any bones. But the very thought filled her with sick terror.
Martin. Where was Martin? The terror redoubled, and Claudia staggered to her feet, looking for him.
Instead she saw the Red Huntress and the Balarigar dueling across the terrace. 
The Huntress’s ragged cloak swirled around her like a veil of blood, a scimitar in her right hand and a dagger in her left. Caina’s shadow-cloak billowed around her as she wielded the valikon in both hands, the symbols upon its blade shining bright.
Caina was losing. 
Claudia knew nothing about hand-to-hand combat, but even she could see that Caina was overmatched. Kalgri lacked her usual inhuman speed, but she was still stronger and more skilled, and Caina had no choice but to fall back. Only Kalgri’s obvious fear of the valikon kept her from closing, but sooner or later Caina would make a mistake and Kalgri would kill her.
Or the Huntress would just drive Caina over the edge of the terrace.
Claudia cursed and half-ran, half-wobbled after the combatants. 
 
###
 
Even with Kalgri’s wounds, Caina could not keep up. 
She simply was not good enough with a sword. All her early training had been with knives and daggers, and her reflexes and instincts were for short blades. Corvalis had tried to teach her more, but she had never taken to it. Caina preferred to strike from the shadows, not to face her foes in a sword fight.
Kalgri had decades of experience with swords, experience that showed. Only Kalgri’s avoidance of the valikon and the empty space of the terrace had allowed Caina to stay alive. 
And now she was out of space.
Her boot bumped against the low wall at the edge of the terrace, a thousand feet of empty air yawning below her. Kalgri slashed, and Caina managed to parry, the scimitar ringing against the valikon’s blade. She tried to retreat, but with the cliff on her right, there was no more room to maneuver, and Caina had to duck beneath Kalgri’s next stab.
As she straightened up, Kalgri’s boot slammed into her stomach. The breath exploded out of her, and Caina collapsed against the wall as her legs went limp. For an awful instant she tottered on the edge, terrified that she would fall to her death, but managed to push herself away. She landed with a painful thump, the valikon tumbling from her grasp.
Kalgri sneered and kicked the sword away. 
Caina scrambled backward, and Kalgri raised her scimitar to end the fight.
 
###
 
Claudia saw Caina fall, the valikon spinning across the terrace, the Huntress lifting her blade for the kill.
If Claudia didn’t act, Kalgri would kill Caina, and then kill the rest of them.
She summoned power, blue light flaring around her fingers, and cast the banishment spell. Sparks volleyed from her hands and slammed into the Huntress, and Kalgri stumbled with a cry of pain and fear. For an instant Claudia hoped the pain would drive Kalgri over the edge of the terrace, but the Huntress caught her balance, her left hand blurring.
She threw her dagger at Claudia.
Claudia dodged, but the blade sank into her left thigh. She screamed and fell, agony throbbing through her, her spell collapsing.
Caina tried to rise and fell again.
The Huntress turned back to her, scimitar in both hands. 
 
###
 
Caina watched her death approach.
She tried to rise, tried to reach for the valikon or the ghostsilver dagger at her belt, but the Huntress’s last kick had stolen her breath and turned her legs to water. She had not fully recovered from Drynemet, and Caina had reached the end of her endurance. 
She wanted to scream with frustration. They had come so close!
Kalgri looked every bit as battered as Caina felt.
“You know,” said the Huntress, “I am going…”
A loud click and a twanging noise drowned out the rest of the sentence. 
Kalgri turned her head in surprise.
Caina looked at the outer wall. She saw a man in dark armor and a second in chain mail standing over one of the ballistae. Martin and Laertes, both of them bent over the war engine. The ballista trembled, the cord snapping back.
Kalgri started to dodge, and an instant later the ballista bolt slammed into her.
The result was messy. 
The bolt plunged into Kalgri’s stomach and erupted from her back, her flesh and muscle and bone barely slowing the razor-tipped shaft. The force of the impact threw Kalgri backwards along with the bolt, and she tumbled over the low wall, screaming incoherently.
Caina grabbed the wall and pulled herself up, watching Kalgri hurtle towards the valley below, the ballista bolt still jutting from her belly. As she spun the shaft slammed against the cliff face, acting as a lever to drive the razor-edged head deeper into her guts.
The impact tore her in half. Her legs went one way, and most of the rest of her body went another way in a crimson mist of blood.
Even if the Voice had been unharmed, Caina doubted the nagataaru could have healed that. 
She watched as the various pieces that had been the Red Huntress vanished into the darkness, and then heaved herself to her feet with a groan. Claudia sat upon the ground nearby, and Caina saw Martin and Laertes running from the temple. She wondered what Laertes would do now that Nasser was dead. Retire, likely. With his share of the earnings from the theft upon Callatas’s Maze, Laertes would have enough…
Then Strabane emerged from the rubble, helped along by Nasser, who looked none the worse for wear. 
Caina blinked in surprise. She remembered the potent sorcerous aura Nasser’s left hand, and the strange blue light that had shone from that hand when the glove had been torn in Drynemet.
She would question him about it later. 
“Your leg,” said Caina. Claudia pulled up her skirt, scowling at the long but shallow gash along her thigh. It didn’t look too serious. “Is…”
“Missed the blood vessels,” said Claudia. She let out a shaky little laugh. “I think…I think the Huntress was distracted. Is…is she truly dead?”
“Hunt’s over,” said Caina.



Chapter 21 - Wider Circles
 
Two weeks after the Huntress’s death, Claudia wore a rich gown and sat at a table in the Court of the Fountain in the Padishah’s Golden Palace, eating from a plate of rice and peppers and skewered lamb. Or she pretended to, pushing the food around the plate with her fork. At least she had a good excuse for finding Istarish food repulsive. Pregnancy frequently disrupted a woman’s stomach.
Of course, maybe the Istarish food really was that repulsive. 
She ignored the food and listened to the discussion between her husband, the Grand Wazir, and Cassander Nilas. 
“So you truly slew her?” said Erghulan.
He stood near the table, a glass of wine in his hand, Martin at his right and Cassander on his left. At the base of the wall the dancers whirled and spun through their elaborate routines. Claudia remembered wearing one of those costumes and shuddered. Then she laughed at herself. After everything she had endured in Istarinmul and the Kaltari Highlands, it was odd that the memory should still embarrass her. 
“Aye, my lord Wazir,” said Martin. “The monks of Silent Ash Temple witnessed the battle, and would be happy to testify if you doubt my sincerity.” 
Erghulan waved a hand. “You are a man of honor, my lord, and I do not doubt your word.” He gave a dismayed shake of his head. “Still, assassins daring to profane a sacred monastery? Truly, we live in dark times.” 
“A grievous affront, my lord,” said Cassander, his smile never wavering. “Yet one easily explained. I doubt Lord Martin’s claim…”
“You are calling me a liar?” said Martin. “A curious claim from a man who brought assassins into the Padishah’s capital.”
“Not at all,” said Cassander without missing a beat. “I suspect Lord Martin simply slew an impostor, a woman dressing up as the legendary Red Huntress to…”
“I suspect that as well,” said Erghulan, “but it is entirely irrelevant. You saw the woman’s prowess yourself, Cassander. One woman slaying fifteen Immortals singlehandedly? I would not have believed such a tale had I not seen it with my own eyes. Yes, the assassin was a sorceress who masqueraded as the Red Huntress, but she was nonetheless a deadly and capable foe. You are to be commended, my lord Martin, for ridding the Padishah’s realm of such a dangerous creature.”
For just an instant Cassander’s glassy smile flickered into a scowl.
Martin bowed. “The pleasure was entirely mine, Grand Wazir.” He smiled. “Given how she was trying to kill me, after all.”
“Ha!” said Erghulan. “Bold! I like that. Though it does make me wonder,” his eyes turned to Cassander, “who would send assassins after Lord Martin.”
Cassander shrugged. “Doubtless Lord Martin has many enemies within the Empire.”
“Doubtless,” said Martin, his voice bland. “And among the rebels of the Umbarian Order, I would imagine.” 
“I object, my lord Wazir,” said Cassander, “to these unjustified aspersions upon the honor of the Umbarian Order…”
“Unjustified?” snorted Erghulan. “I have seen the bodies of your Silent Hunters. I saw how your Adamant Guards suspiciously failed to fight against this so-called Huntress when she tried to assassinate Lord Martin. Dozens of witnesses saw your Adamant Guards running through the Golden Palace.” 
“They merely wished to defend the Padishah,” said Cassander, “if the assassin decided to turn her malevolent attentions towards the most divine ruler.”
“Yes, I am sure you were deeply concerned with the Padishah’s welfare,” said Erghulan. “I shall be plain, my lord Cassander. You were sloppy. I have no doubt you intended some plot…but Silent Hunters running amok in Istarinmul? A sorcerous assassin attacking the Golden Palace? I have no proof you are behind anything, but I am not a blind man.”
“Is that an accusation, my lord?” said Cassander, his deep voice taking a hard edge.
“Not at all,” said Erghulan. “I make no accusations and I offer no threats. I do, however, promise you that that the Empire and the Order will keep their quarrel outside of both Istarinmul and the entirety of the Padishah’s domain. The Padishah will tolerate no violence between the Empire and the Order, or their agents and emissaries, within his borders. I trust I have made the Padishah’s will clear?”
Or, Claudia thought, the will of Grand Master Callatas.
“Perfectly clear, my lord,” said Martin with a bow. “The Emperor shall be most delighted to leave his brother monarch the Padishah in peace, so long as the Padishah is willing to return that courtesy to the Emperor.” 
“The Umbarian Order,” said Cassander, his bright blue eyes like disks of ice, “merely wishes to restore order and good governance to the Empire under the wise hands of the Provosts. We have no desire to interfere in the internal business of Istarinmul.”
“Splendid,” said Erghulan, a thin smile on his lips. “Istarinmul will remain neutral in the war between the Emperor and the Order. No warships shall be allowed to pass through the Starfall Straits, and no foreign armies shall be permitted to cross Istarish soil. Trade vessels shall be permitted, as shall caravans, but no armies or fleets.”
Claudia fought the urge to smile. They had been successful. Despite everything, they had been successful. The Istarish would not aid the Umbarians against the Empire. 
“The Padishah is both gracious and wise,” said Martin.
“Indeed he is,” said Cassander, his rage plain behind the smiling mask of his face. “The Umbarian Order shall remember his wisdom and act accordingly.”
Erghulan smiled, clearly enjoying the discomfiture of his inferiors. “As will the Padishah, my lord Cassander.” 
Later Claudia walked with Caina through the Court of the Fountain. They were hardly alone, with the dancers whirling below the walls and the various guests and soldiers filling the courtyard. Yet they were out of earshot of anyone else, and the noise from the musicians masked their words. 
“We did it,” said Claudia. “Istarinmul will stay neutral.”
“For now,” said Caina. She wore again the white robes and turban of Kyrazid Tomurzu, factor to the lords of Imperial Cyrica, her face disguised with the fake beard. She moved a bit stiffly, still recovering from the battle at Silent Ash Temple. “Cassander will not give up. You will have to be on your guard against him.”
“And you, too,” said Claudia. “He knows you are in Istarinmul. If he can find you and kill you, or take you alive, that might give him enough favor with Callatas to bring Istarinmul into the war.”
“I know,” said Caina. “I suppose we will both have to be careful.”
They walked in silence for a moment.
“How is the leg?” said Caina at last.
“Sore,” said Claudia. “Itching. Which is a good sign. It’s healing. And I’m…frightened. And hopeful, too. I…wish I could bring the child into a more peaceful world. But since I cannot, I am hopeful anyway.” 
“You remind me of Mahdriva,” said Caina.
“Oh? Who is that?” said Claudia. “Someone good, I hope.”
“She is,” said Caina. “She was an Istarish woman who fled to Malarae to get away from an Alchemist who wanted to murder her unborn child. She had lost her husband and her sisters, but hadn’t given up hope.” Her voice grew quieter. “Perhaps there is a lesson in that.”
“Oh!” said Claudia. “I know her. Muravin’s daughter?” Caina nodded. “She married again. One of Arcion’s foundry workers. She was pregnant again when we left Malarae.” 
Caina smiled. “That is good news.”
“I’ve been thinking about names,” said Claudia. “If the child is a boy…I think I will persuade Martin to name him Corvalis.”
Caina stopped, blinked several times, looked away.  
“A good name,” she said at last.
“If the child is a girl, we’ll name her after you,” said Claudia.
“What?” said Caina. “Absolutely not. Absolutely not! Cassander is looking for me. Don’t you think it will be a little suspicious if you suddenly have a child with my name? I…oh.” She stopped as Claudia laughed. “You’re joking.”
“Yes,” said Claudia. “But only a little. If I could, though…I would.”
Caina nodded again. “Thank you.” She looked at where Martin and Erghulan stood talking. “I should disappear for a while, especially if Cassander starts looking for me. I don’t want to be near you or Martin if he decides to come for me. I will set up a system of messengers, so you can summon me if necessary, and I can inform you of anything you need to know.”
“We should stay in touch regularly,” said Claudia, “if we are to keep Istarinmul neutral…and if we are to stop Callatas’s Apotheosis.”
“You see the importance of that now?” said Caina.
Claudia nodded. “I didn’t, not at first. But, gods, all those wraithblood addicts. And seeing what the Huntress could do, how she reveled in slaughter…if that was what the nagataaru are like, then they have to be stopped.” 
“Yes,” said Caina. “You understand.” She looked towards Cassander and then looked away before the Lord Ambassador noticed. “I should go. I’ll slip away quietly. Likely Cassander will remember me as just another minor merchant, if he even remembers me at all.”
“Wait,” said Claudia. She hesitated, unsure of how to proceed. “I don’t…think I should give you advice. Not after everything we’ve been through together. But…”
Caina’s smile was wry. “That’s not going to stop you, is it?”
“No,” said Claudia. “What I have to say is…I don’t think you should mourn forever.” Caina’s wry smile faded. “You’ve always taken mad risks. But since New Kyre, since…Corvalis, it seems like you are taking even more of them, risks you don’t even need to take. It’s not hard to guess why.” Caina said nothing.  “This is presumptuous of me to say…but Corvalis wouldn’t want you to get yourself killed mourning him. Or maybe I’m wrong.”
“You’re not wrong,” said Caina in a soft voice.
“I…don’t think he would want you to be alone for the rest of your life, either,” said Claudia.
Caina laughed without mirth at that. “Probably not, no. But…what do I have to offer? I cannot have children, nor…”
“You’ve very rich,” said Claudia, trying to lighten the mood, “from all those slavers you robbed.”
“True,” said Caina. “Perhaps I can find some impoverished younger son of a minor noble house. But, Claudia…I appreciate what you are saying, but almost everyone in Istarinmul thinks that I am a man. Hard to draw the attention of suitors that way. There are so many powerful men who want me dead. One of them will succeed sooner or later. I know what it is to lose someone you love. I can’t inflict that on someone.”
“I’m sorry,” said Claudia. “I wish…I wish I could do more for you.” 
“You can,” said Caina. “We can stop the Apotheosis, we can keep Istarinmul out of the war. We can keep another sorcerous catastrophe like the day of the golden dead from ever happening again. We can work to make the Empire peaceful, so your sons and daughters will grow up without knowing the sort of pains that we have.”  
“Do you think that’s even possible?” said Claudia.
“Perhaps,” said Caina. “Perhaps not. But it’s worth trying, isn’t it?” She smiled. “Be well, Claudia.”
She turned and walked alone from the Court of the Fountain, and Claudia watched her go. 
 
###
 
Slowly, slowly, Kalgri opened her eyes.
Even that hurt. 
Whispers echoed inside her throbbing, aching head. 
Whispers? Why should she have voices inside of her skull?
The Voice. Yes, that was it. The Voice.  
Pieces of her shattered memory began to float to the surface. She had carried the Voice within her for over a century and a half. Killing, so much killing, and she had rejoiced in it, feeding upon the deaths. Callatas and all the enemies he needed killed. Nasser Glasshand, his left hand burning with azure fire. And then…
Caina Amalas, the valikon shining in her fists.
A spasm of terror shot through Kalgri, and she sat up with a cry of fear, looking around wildly. 
But she was alone. 
She sat upon the bank of a stream somewhere in the Kaltari Highlands, water flowing over the pale skin of her bare legs. Around her rose the silent, rocky hills, dotted with Istarish pines and tough grasses. Her weapons were gone, and only a few tattered, sodden rags remained of her clothing and armor. She threw aside the useless things, and staggered naked to her feet, her legs wobbling beneath her, wet hair sticking to her shoulders and neck.
Her skin was quite a bit paler than it had been, and her hair had turned blonde. 
Kalgri limped away from the stream, every movement filling her with pain, found a pool near the stream, and gazed into her reflection. 
“Again?” she muttered. “Again? This is becoming tedious.”
A new face stared out of the water, thinner and sharper than her old one, with cold blue eyes and long blond hair. She was taller and somewhat leaner this time around. Kalgri turned her face back and forth, considering. 
“Caina Amalas and Claudia Dorius,” she said. “A mixture of their features. How charming. A reminder of my failure. The damned Voice has a sense of humor.” She straightened up with a grunt, a spasm of pain going through her entire body. “And apparently I like to talk to myself now. That might be a problem.” 
The Voice’s thin, whispering moan of exhausted pain filled her mind.
This was not the first time this had happened. 
Kalgri had been wounded mortally before, maimed beyond even the ability of the Voice to heal. When that happened, the Voice stopped trying to heal her and instead rebuilt her flesh anew, like a builder knocking down the burned shell of a house to rebuild from the ground up. The last time had been in New Kyre a year or so past, when that damned stormdancer had wounded her and thrown her into the sea.
But every time it happened, Kalgri gained a new face, new features. Her personality and tastes changed as well. Once she had come out of it with an insatiable appetite for men, had taken a score of lovers in the five years before the Voice had rebuilt her again. After that she had found the pleasures of the bedchamber tedious, and had not taken another lover for twenty years. Yet one thing remained constant, no matter how many times the Voice reconstructed her body. 
The love of killing, the strength that flowed from death. 
“Later,” said Kalgri. “That will have to happen later.” The Voice was barely a faint whisper. She needed to rest, to let her damaged body recover. The Voice needed to rest, to rebuild itself. Kalgri often fell into a hibernation-like coma after the catastrophic reconstruction, a coma lasting for months or even years. She needed to rest and rebuild herself.
“But once I do,” she said, “I will find Caina and Claudia, and I will make them…”
“By the Living Flame! Your poor woman.”
Kalgri turned, surprised. The Voice had indeed weakened if it could not sense others approaching. A Kaltari man of middle years walked towards her, a frown upon his bearded face. He wore leather and carried a short bow. Likely he had gone hunting and stumbled across her. 
“Did robbers attack you?” said the man. “Here, you can cover yourself with this.” He tugged off his cloak. “My wife can find a dress for you, and…”
“Oh, how very tedious,” said Kalgri. The Voice had been badly weakened, but it still had power enough to allow her to rip the man’s throat from his neck. “But do you know what?” The man fell to his knees, eyes wide and shocked. “Apparently I am now the kind of woman who likes to talk to her victims as they die. That’s new. It’s really rather enjoyable, isn’t it? Well, for me, maybe. Not for you.”
The man fell into the stream, his blood running into the water, and Kalgri shivered as the power of his death entered her, the Voice growing a little stronger.
She turned, intending to find a cave or an abandoned house where she could rest. Once she had recovered, she would return to Istarinmul. The Red Huntress would stalk the night anew, and Caina Amalas and Claudia Dorius would pay for what they had done.
But for now, Kalgri would rest.



Chapter 22 - The Loremaster
 
The night after Erghulan Amirasku decided upon neutrality, Caina walked into the common room of the Shahenshah’s Seat. 
As ever, the room was crowded with mercenaries and porters sitting upon the benches and drinking. Caina wove her way through the crowd, wearing again the disguise of a caravan guard. She would have to devise some new disguises soon. Kalgri had managed to find her, and if Kalgri could do it, others could follow in her footsteps. Of course, Caina doubted many assassins had a century and a half of experience. But she needed to exercise greater caution.
Especially now that Cassander and the Umbarians were looking for her. 
Laertes leaned against the wall in his usual place, though this time he had a bandage wrapped around his head and another across his left hand. 
“Ciaran,” said Laertes with a grunt. 
“How’s the head?” said Caina.
“Better,” said Laertes. He grinned. “Never heard the end of it from my wife.” He straightened up. “You should meet her. She could introduce you to my daughters…”
“By the Living Flame, man,” said Caina. “Are you trying to set me up with one of your daughters? I am flattered, of course…but that is really not a good idea.” On more levels than Laertes knew, too. 
“You’re a good man, Ciaran,” said Laertes. 
“I’m really not,” said Caina. 
“Not many men would have the nerve to go toe-to-toe against the Huntress,” said Laertes. “Fewer still could do it and live to tell the tale.”
“I wouldn’t wish to leave your daughter a widow,” said Caina.
Laertes shrugged. “It’s a dangerous world, and growing more dangerous by the day. Even men who have never picked up a sword in their lives might get killed if matters keep going the way they are. You’d be able to look after her, at least.”
“That was a good shot, by the way,” said Caina, hoping to change the subject. “With the ballista. I was sure I was finished.”
Laertes snorted. “I told you I spent a lot of time in the Legion assembling war engines. Didn’t expect Lord Martin to know his way around a ballista. Decent fellow, for a noble.” He scratched his chin. “Better go on up. He’ll want to talk business.” 
“Lead on,” said Caina.
They went to the Seat’s second floor and entered the sitting room. Nasser sat at his usual place at the round table, rising as Caina entered. He wore the patterned red-and-black robes of an Anshani merchant, his left hand covered with a glove of black leather. 
He looked perfectly healthy.
“Ciaran,” said Nasser. “Thank you for coming.” He smiled. “I trust you are recovering from our little jaunt into the countryside?”
“Bit stiff, bit sore,” said Caina. “But I’ve lived through worse, and I’m still alive. I cannot complain.” 
“Please, sit,” said Nasser. Caina sat, as did Nasser and Laertes. “It was a very narrow thing, but we prevailed. Hopefully we shall be rid of the Huntress for a few years.”
Caina frowned. “Then you think she might have survived?” 
“I do not see how,” said Nasser. “From what you describe, Laertes’s and Lord Martin’s most excellently timed shot tore her to shreds. It is difficult to imagine that even a lord of the nagataaru could reconstruct such extensive damage to its host. And yet,” he drummed the fingers of his right hand upon the table, “and yet I wounded her almost as badly when I faced her the first time. I was certain she was dead…but she reappeared a few years later with a new face to attack you.”
“Perhaps she claimed a different body,” said Caina. “I have encountered necromancers who possessed the same power.” 
“I must say,” said Nasser, “you are taking the prospect of her survival rather calmly.” 
Caina shrugged. “The Moroaica…I saw her die several times before New Kyre. I killed one of her disciples three times. Or maybe four, depending on how you count it. I’ve seen this sort of thing before.”
Yet the thought of facing the Huntress again sent cold sweat slithering down Caina’s back. 
“There is no way to know for certain, alas,” said Nasser. “But if she did survive, we shall have at least a few years’ respite. The power that allows her to survive such grievous injury does not appear to be a quick process.” 
Laertes grunted. “Malarae was not built in a day.”
“Quoting proverbs, my dear Laertes?” said Nasser. “There is wisdom in that, for I fear we have our own Malarae to build. To business, then.”
“Yes,” said Caina. “Why aren’t you dead?”
Nasser raised his eyebrows. “I suspect the gods or the Living Flame or the One Divine have work for me yet.”
“That arrow went right through your chest,” said Caina. 
“It glanced off the ribs,” said Nasser. “It was dark, and likely it only seemed to go through my chest.”
“No, I’ve seen men killed with arrows before,” said Caina. “It went into your heart, and you dropped like a stone. You should be dead.”
Nasser smiled and spread his hands, and she felt the aura of sorcery around his gloved left hand.
“At the fight in Drynemet, when you caught the Huntress’s blade,” said Caina, “it ripped your glove. Your hand was…glowing. Whatever spell lies upon it, is that what let you survive the arrow?”
“My dear Balarigar,” said Nasser. “You have your secrets, and I begrudge them not, for they protect you. So it is with my secrets. That is all I can tell you for now, I fear. My secrets preserve my life.”
“Very well,” said Caina. “You have kept faith with me before.”
“And you with me,” said Nasser, smiling. “Does not a common enemy make for a marvelous alliance?”
“It does,” said Caina.
“Quite true,” said Nasser, reaching under the table and producing a sheathed sword with a curved blade. He laid the valikon upon the table. “You should take this.”
Caina shook her head. “You wielded it more effectively than I ever could.” 
“Aye,” said Laertes. “You are a terrible swordsman.”
Caina raised an eyebrow. “Still want me to marry your daughter?”
“There are more ways to kill a man than with a sword,” said Laertes.
“I have no need of the weapon at the moment,” said Nasser. “More importantly, the Emissary appointed you the valikon’s custodian. In the days of ancient Iramis, I am told, only the wisest loremasters were appointed custodians of the valikons, to guard the blades until they were needed. I am inclined to trust the Emissary’s vision. You knew when to give me the valikon, and I expect you will know to whom you must give it next. For we shall no doubt need the weapon.”
“Very well,” said Caina, taking the sheathed sword.
“And now to other matters,” said Nasser.
“Annarah,” said Caina. “The last loremaster. Do you know a sorcerer who might be able to use her pyrikon to find her?” 
“Perhaps,” said Nasser. “I had hoped Lady Claudia would have the skill to work such a spell, but she does not. Nor does Anaxander, nor any of the sorcerers whom I would trust with a matter of such delicacy. In any event, a tracking spell may be useless. Wherever Annarah is, she is someplace where even Callatas cannot find her. If his spells cannot locate her, the spells of a weaker sorcerer will not succeed.” 
“Then it is a waste of time,” said Caina. “She could be anywhere in Istarinmul. Anywhere in the world, for that matter.”
“Not necessarily,” said Nasser. “I have begun discreet inquires among historians and poets. According to various accounts, Annarah was killed in the Argamaz Desert by the legendary assassin known as Morgant the Razor.” 
“The Razor?” said Caina. “I recognize the name. Sulaman sometimes recites poems about him. But he is a legend…”
“Like the Huntress?” said Nasser. “The master thief Glasshand? Or the Balarigar?”
“Oh, gods,” said Caina, rubbing her forehead. “Another legendary assassin?” 
“We know beyond all doubt that Annarah is still alive,” said Nasser, “and that she knows where the Staff and Seal of Iramis are hidden. Yet the tales claim that Morgant killed her in the Argamaz. That tells us, therefore…”
“That if anyone knows where to find Annarah,” said Caina, “it is this Morgant. But Annarah disappeared one hundred and fifty years ago. Morgant has been dust and bones for decades, unless…”
She sighed as the realization came to her.
“Unless he is possessed by a nagataaru,” said Caina. “Another creature like Kalgri?”
“That was my thought as well,” said Nasser. “Of course, it is possible that Morgant was simply a mortal man and died long ago. But he may have left records. In any event, this will make a starting point for our search for Annarah.”
“A very thin starting point,” said Caina. “We might never find her. We should look, yes, but we should focus upon more concrete matters, such as stopping wraithblood production and harassing the Slavers’ Brotherhood. And keeping Istarinmul out of the war against the Empire. It will do us no good to terrorize the Brotherhood only for the Umbarians to flood Istarinmul with cheap slaves.”
“I completely agree,” said Nasser, “and have a few ideas on how to proceed…” 
Caina nodded. She still did not know what Callatas intended with his Apotheosis. But she was beginning to suspect things. She had seen the wanton carnage that Kalgri and her nagataaru had unleashed, and Caina suspected that was only a fraction of the bloodshed that would be wrought if Callatas finished the Apotheosis. 
Caina would stop it. For the sake of all those who had been terrorized by sorcery. For the sake of Claudia’s child, so the child would not know the horrors Caina had known. So that another catastrophe like the day of the golden dead would never happen again.
Caina would stop the Apotheosis, or die trying.



Epilogue
 
The message told him to come alone, without his Silent Hunters or his Adamant Guards or any of his other guardians. It was something of an insult, but Cassander Nilas obeyed nonetheless.
He suspected he was about to meet the true ruler of Istarinmul.
Cassander walked through the corridors of Grand Master Callatas’s palace, flanked by an escort of Immortals. The palace was, he noted with amusement, rather more ornate than the Golden Palace itself. Though Callatas had a rather more macabre taste in art than the Padishah. Dozens of lifelike crystalline statues stood in niches along the walls, their expressions frozen in fear and horror. Cassander knew that those statues had once been living men and women until Callatas’s sorcery had transmuted them into crystal.
The Immortals led him up a flight of stairs to a solar atop the palace’s central tower. Through the high windows Cassander had a fine view of the Emirs’ Quarter and the Masters’ Quarter, of the shining towers of the College of Alchemists and the golden domes of the Padishah’s palace.
Callatas, Grand Master of the College of Alchemists, awaited him.
He was short, clad in a gold-trimmed white robe and turban, a glowing blue crystal the size of a man’s fist hanging from a chain around his neck. His face had the gauntness of the ascetic, his shoulders stooped from much study. A close-cropped gray beard shaded his jaw, and his gray eyes were cold and hard and flat as a steel blade.
A flicker of fear went through Cassander as he sensed the old man’s arcane aura. He had thought Callatas a fool, a complacent old sluggard like Decius Aberon or the other high magi that had sided with the Empire instead of the Order. Yet Cassander sensed tremendous power around Callatas, stronger than any power he had ever sensed. Stronger, even, that the Provosts of the Order, perhaps even the High Provost herself.
Callatas could crush him in a moment.
“Leave us,” said Callatas in Istarish. “Ensure that we are not disturbed.”
The Immortals bowed and withdrew, leaving Cassander alone with the Grand Master.
“To expedite this discussion,” said Callatas in flawless High Nighmarian, “if you lie to me I will kill you where you stand, and wait for the Order to dispatch another ambassador. Am I understood?”
Cassander considered saying something charming or glib, but one look at the old man’s humorless face put the idea out of his head.
“Yes,” said Cassander.
“Good,” said Callatas. “So. Erghulan tells me that the Balarigar is a woman?”
Of all the things that Callatas might have wanted to discuss, Cassander hadn’t expected this. “She is. Caina Amalas. From what the Order discovered of her, she was once the daughter of a minor nobleman. One of the Moroaica’s disciples killed her family, and the Ghosts took her in and trained her as a nightfighter.”
“The Ghosts,” muttered Callatas with loathing. “Theatricality and deception. Such nonsense. Yet nonsense with a powerful effect upon the ignorant rabble.”
“This business of the ‘Balarigar’ seems to have begun in Marsis,” said Cassander. “She slew Rezir Shahan in front of his soldiers and freed a number of slaves, most of whom were Szaldic. The tale seems to have grown from the barbaric superstitions they inherited from their ancestors.”
“Rezir should have listened to me,” muttered Callatas. “Much disruption to my plans could have been averted.”
“Given that the emir lost his life in Marsis,” said Cassander, “I expect he would agree with you.”
“Tell me,” said Callatas. “What do you think?”
Cassander blinked. “Of what, Grand Master?”
“Of all of this,” said Callatas, waving his hand at the city spread out below them. “Of laws and nations and civilizations. Are they not corrupt and futile? We deny our true nature. Humanity’s true nature, our very essence, is that of a killer. Of a predator. Yet we seek to bind it with laws and customs, chain it with walls and empires. Is that not folly? Should we not seek to perfect the only thing perfectible about ourselves? To embrace our true natures, to cast aside the rotting edifice of civilization?” His gray eyes bored into Cassander. “What do you think?”
Cassander thought that sounded like nonsense, like the Grand Master had spent too much time listening to the addled ravings of imbecilic philosophers. But that hardly seemed like a diplomatic thing to say. The ancient sorcerer had commanded him to speak the truth, and lying to him seemed like a very poor idea.
“I think,” said Cassander at last, “that the world is in chaos. I think that humanity is weak and divided, and requires a strong leader to bring order and prosperity. And I think that the Umbarian magi are the men to bring the world to order.”
Callatas sneered. “A blind answer. I thought as much. Yet you may have your uses, Cassander Nilas.”
The old man closed his eyes and tilted his head to the side, and Cassander’s unease grew. He had the distinct impression that Callatas was listening to a voice inside his head. Which either meant that the old man was insane or that he was talking with a spirit of the netherworld, a creature like that which had given the Huntress her powers.
Of course, one possibility did not rule out the other.
The thought of all that power joined to a mind like Callatas’s was a most disturbing thought.
“I know what you want,” said Callatas at last, opening his eyes. “The Order sent you here to bring Istarinmul into the war and to kill the Balarigar if possible.”
“I admit that this is so,” said Cassander.
“And you also wish,” said Callatas, “to find and claim the Staff of Iramis and the Seal of Iramis for yourself, to raise your rank among the magi of the Order.”
“I…yes,” said Cassander, remembering the old Alchemist’s threat.
“I will give you what you want,” said Callatas. “The Staff and Seal are mine, of course, even if you could find them. But I will command Erghulan and the Padishah to aid the Empire. We will open the Starfall Straits to Umbarian warships, and we shall even send troops to aid you.”
“I know you require slaves for your work with wraithblood,” said Cassander, though he still could not fathom why Callatas went to the trouble of making it at all, “and we shall be happy to supply you with as many as you require…”
“Slaves are irrelevant,” said Callatas. “I have made almost as much wraithblood as I require, and if necessary, I will declare martial law and have the Immortals herd freeborn citizens into my wraithblood laboratories. Secrecy will soon be of no use to me. No, I do not require slaves or armies. If you want Istarinmul’s aid in your war against the Empire, you are going to do one thing for me.”
“The Balarigar,” said Cassander. “Caina Amalas.”
“Find her and kill her,” said Callatas.
“That was you, wasn’t it?” said Cassander, understanding at last. “That fool Erghulan thought I sent the Huntress after Martin, but killing him in public would achieve nothing. I wanted the Silent Hunters to make Martin’s death look like an accident. But the Balarigar was at the Court of the Fountain that night, wasn’t she? You sent the Huntress after her. Lord Martin was just in the way.”
“Alas,” said Callatas. “I thought the Huntress would prove the Balarigar’s equal. She only failed me once before. But no matter. The Huntress’s failure is your opportunity. Find the Balarigar and kill her. Do not capture her, do not question her, do not play games with her. Simply kill her as quickly as possible. Kill her, and you shall have Istarinmul’s aid in the war.”
“It shall be done,” said Cassander, thinking of the methods at his disposal. The Umbarian Order had many deadly servants. He thought of one of the boxes he had brought with him to Istarinmul.
Perhaps the thing in the box would kill Caina Amalas.
It would be hungry, after all.
“Go,” said Callatas, turning back to the windows. “Return to me when you are successful.”
Cassander bowed and departed the Grand Master’s palace. His mission to Istarinmul would soon be a success.
All he had to do was kill Caina Amalas, and then the Empire would fall.
THE END
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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, Ghost in the Maze, and Ghost in the Hunt, along with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, and Ghost Relics
 
The Third Soul
 
RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.
Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.
And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.
And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.
If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.
And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them. 
Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.
 
The Frostborn Series
 
A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.
But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.
RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.
But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter. 
CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.
For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.
The secret of the Frostborn.
Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief , and Frostborn: The Iron Tower along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale  and The Assassin'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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