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Praise for The Crimson Fire


“The way that Montero slowly peeled back the layers of this world and these characters was so satisfying to me, and I was deeply fascinated by the intersectionality of the politics, religion, technology and magic in the world of Kenjir. And then add to that the wonderfully evocative prose, which just brought this sumptuous and aesthetically pleasing world to life before my eyes.”
- Esmay Rosalyne – Grimdark Magazine

There is so much to love here, and a layer of intricacy that leaves you ready for the next in the series. I must also say that though English is Montero’s second language, I am jealous of his turn of phrase and the beauty of some his description. I leave you with two thoughts ‒ firstly, that once you meet a Tamer and their sparrowhawk, you will be dreaming of the possibilities. And finally, that the Dagger has one of the most brutal origin stories conceived.
- Nick Snape, author of the Weapons of Choice series

“Keen and immersive storytelling, with precisely the kind of innovative world-building that makes for pitch-perfect epic fantasy.
Abel Montero has a gift for plunging the reader into the world of his story so deeply that I felt at times I was right there with the characters.”
- Pete Aldin, author of Last Among Equals

“The characters, the setting, and most importantly the plot are all amazing. There's multiple POV characters but all of them are interesting and well-rounded, there's no "wanting to get back to a different perspective" that I sometimes find in sweeping epic fantasy novels. The world is original and well-detailed, carefully constructed so that it adds to the story rather than subtracts from it. And the plot - while never boring - slowly rises in stakes and tension until the spellbinding conclusion, which ends the main threads of this book well while setting up for future sequels.”
- Ryan M Patrick, author of The Europan Deception

“The Crimson Fire has many layers inside, and peeling them as you go is incredibly satisfying. You reach the end, and you're still unsure who the "bad guys" are, and you can clearly tell that's by design. A testament to Abel's skills.
This is a slow burn where you find boiling points and others where everything is at a low simmer. The ending, though!? I am not spoiling it, I will urge you to go and get this book as soon as possible!”
- Andrés da Silveira Stein

“Abel’s prose style is vivid and sets a great atmosphere in the book, it may not be for everyone, but I found it very enjoyable, it can feel a little wordy as you start the book, but you soon settle into it and it sucks you in
In short this is comfortably one of the best books I have read in the last few months and possibly in the last year, my only complaint with it is that I now have to wait to find out what happens next.”
- Harold | Goodreads
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Eshfen watched the horizon and wondered how many people he would kill after sunset. 
He hoped they would be armed, men and women aware of their crimes. Of their treachery. It would be easier that way.
But even it they did not brandish swords or daggers, they would be judged guilty.
It was about justice. Only justice.
Great sweeps of cloud covered the sky, forming a shield between the slowly darkening vault and the expanse of the sea. Even the last glimpse of the sun would soon disappear over the horizon, engulfed by the ever-thickening mantle, and now the shallow waves seemed darker and darker.
Eshfen ran his eyes over the water as he rested his hands on the wooden handrail, fighting not to get seasick. He hated boats, from the smallest to those capable of carrying huge cargoes. But he would let himself be whipped, or accept being thrown overboard with his wrists bound, as long as he did not complain. As long as he could do the job he was given.
For what he did was important. His actions would soon change Kenjir. Forever.
To his left, the auxiliary sighed. His name was Sidio. He was almost as tall as Eshfen, with darker skin that matched most of those he'd met since arriving in Kenjir. His long black hair framed a face full of restless energy. He constantly shifted his weight from one foot to the other, a habit that bordered on the unbearable.
"The wind is rising. The sea may swell. If we don't move now, it will be impossible to reach the island in time," Sidio said in a voice burdened with anxiety and perhaps even fear.
Eshfen turned to look at the city behind them, Evvron, where the strip of city lights shone brightly along the coast and then at the top of the immense rocky ridge. There stood the House of Wisdom, home to the oldest academy devoted to the literature and history of Kenjir.
In the opposite direction lay the island of Lenna, their destination. There, the merchants guarded the precious objects he and his auxiliaries had been sent to retrieve. Some might call it theft, but of course they didn't know the truth.
Eshfen nodded. "Where is Mali?"
"She's keeping an eye on the captain and his son."
Good. Eshfen did not like the owner of the fishing boat. The man reeked of cheap wine, and his son, the only other person on the boat besides Eshfen, Sidio, and Mali, seemed terrified at the thought of disobeying him. Men who ruled by fear and beatings were always the least reliable.
Eshfen kept that thought to himself and tried to concentrate on the mission. He loosened his grip on the railing, turned to the back of the boat, and saw the captain fiddling with the oar as his son dropped anchor.
Mali stood a few paces away from the men, watching them in silence with her arms crossed.
As he approached the three, Eshfen felt the boat sway more and then slowly settle.
The captain locked the helm and walked over to a wooden crate on his right. From it he took out a map, which he unrolled directly on the lid of the container.
"The merchants know how to protect their island. No ship docks without their permission. Hell, it's risky to even approach the island without alerting them," he said with a mixture of amazement and admiration, pointing to a series of concentric circles that surrounded the image of the island of Lenna.
He tapped his finger on the circles. "There are dozens of ships that sail these routes around the island nonstop. Even at night. We can't get any closer."
Eshfen caught the excuse hidden between the words.
"We are close enough. All three of us are strong swimmers," he said. And he wasn't exaggerating. He, Sidio, and Mali had trained rigorously for months, mastering the art of swimming faster and longer than any other member of the Order. Eshfen was proud of this accomplishment, but remained vigilant, knowing that even the slightest mistake could jeopardize their mission. Successfully evading the patrol ships would be a monumental feat.
"What about the harpoons?" Mali asked in a flat voice. The auxiliary still held her muscular arms across her chest and clenched her jaw, accentuating the angular features of her face.
"Here. Closer to the island," the captain pointed.
Eshfen let out an anxious sigh at the thought of what this additional marking on the map represented.
Sacred Artifacts.
A product of the power of the Masters, the beings who walked among men and ruled them as gods, the harpoons could pierce any ship from one side to the other and cut down every threat from the sea. An extraordinary deterrent that had cemented the position of the Covenant Guild and its dominance over trade in Kenjir. In theory, such weapons were the exclusive property of the Masters and their armies. How the Guild merchants had managed to secure them remained a mystery.
But that was just one of the many secrets that surrounded the Masters and the way they decided to rule Kenjir.
"We'd better get ready right away, then," Sidio said as he flanked Eshfen's left side. From a pocket in his trousers he pulled out three thin chains of polished iron. The links that formed the chains were so small and so delicately forged that they looked almost like silver hairs.
Eshfen took one, as did Mali. Sidio was already wearing his. Each necklace had a pendant, an opaque black pearl the size of a small grape.
"They look fragile," Mali said. "Are we sure they will hold the passage?"
It was the captain who answered her. "All the guild warriors who guard these waters wear one. If you wear them around your neck, the harpoons will not be activated. Try to handle them carefully," he said in a solemn, dark tone, as if the mere mention of the harpoons brought images of pure horror to his mind.
Sidio stroked the necklace and pendant as if they would suddenly crumble between his fingers. Perhaps he was imagining what would happen if one of those darts struck him. They were said to be forged from Lethenium, the metal of the Masters, as long as a small boat and as thick as an arm. They were fired from huge underwater crossbows. The force of the impact would be enough to shear a man in two, his entrails exploding and scattering in the water.
Eshfen chased away the image of Sidio and Mali reduced to mush: "Let's dive in."
Both nodded and approached the side. Before jumping into the water, they checked each other's uniforms. They wore tight-fitting breeches and tunics made of a thin, black fabric stolen from a Tutor military outpost. A largely unknown material, capable of retaining body heat and keeping the skin reasonably dry even in these cold waters.
"Our contact is ready, I suppose," Eshfen said, keeping the corner of his right eye on them and the rest of his attention on the captain.
The man hastened to agree. "Look for this sign on the piers facing the Peaks," he said, unfastening the collar of his tunic. He showed him a tattoo on his chest of a stylized flame. "It will be engraved on the wood, away from prying eyes."
"Good." Eshfen put on the necklace and hid it under the tight fabric of his tunic, then let Sidio and Mali walk around him to check his uniform. They nodded shortly after, waiting for his orders.
Eshfen took one last look at the captain and his son, who stood a few steps behind him. The boy looked at him as if he had seen a ghost of the night, one of those that haunted children's dreams. "If you are not here when I return, my brothers will use your skin to make boots. And they will carve your bones. They would make good spoons," he hissed.
The captain and his son nodded quickly. "We are men of our word, my lord. Men of our word, you shall see."
Eshfen watched them in silence.
Then he turned his back and nodded to Sidio and Mali. With a few firm steps and an elegant leap, he dove over the side of the fishing boat.
The water greeted him, cold and clear.

    
  The clouds thickened. Eshfen had waited weeks for an evening like this, a combination that was hard to come by. For the mission to succeed, he needed cloudy skies, yes, but not so cloudy as to threaten a storm. And he needed the little natural light of a sunset, but not the pitch black of a moonless night. That was why the wait for overcast skies had taken so long. 
Just when he was beginning to lose hope, here was the perfect evening. It had been a new, very strong confirmation of how foolish it was to doubt the power of his Lord.
The God of Ashes.
As he swam with long, steady strokes, followed closely by Mali and then Sidio, Eshfen silently implored the waves and currents to stay calm.
Every three strokes his face would appear. He would open his mouth to breathe and glance at Mali and Sidio. The two auxiliaries kept up the pace tenaciously. They swam in clean strokes, very little splash even from the churning of their legs. The fabric they wore helped make the crossing smoother and even less noisy. It was an amazing invention. Too bad it had come from the minds of false gods.
They had also calculated the timing and memorized the intervals between the two lines of defense. So shortly after, Eshfen slowed his pace to almost a halt. He allowed himself to quietly observe the vastness of the sea and catch his breath.
As soon as he heard the breathing of Mali and Sidio, he asked, "Are you with me?"
"Always!" replied Sidio, stuttering a little. The young man was out of breath, his words muffled by water. Perhaps he had swallowed some.
Mali instead sounded calm as always. "Yes, my lord." She shook her head sharply to move a few strands of the short brown hair that fell across her forehead.
Eshfen caught a movement not far to the right and immediately recognized the silhouette of a guard ship. The patrol was close. Only a few more minutes.
There was still some natural light, but the men on board had lit the lamp that projected an ominous beam that illuminated the sea around the boat in circular motions. The lamp was probably placed in the center of the ship and operated by at least two warriors. It created a wide, cold patch of light on the water.
Eshfen and his brethren did not know for sure what powered this kind of equipment, but it was not hard to imagine that it was based on the Arts of the Masters. "There is no time to go far enough. We have to dive."
Mali nodded.
Sidio was wide-eyed and breathing too fast.
Eshfen stared into his eyes. "Look at me. Look at me."
The young man blinked quickly, struggling to hold his gaze.
"You are ready. Like me and Mali. You can do this. You are ready. Stay close to me. Do you understand me?"
Sidio nodded.
"I will count to three, and then we will dive. We go head first, as if to pick up the most spectacular ring ever forged. I'll stop you. You try to stay close to me and wait. All right?"
"Yes, missionary Eshfen," they whispered in unison.
Eshfen looked first at Sidio and then at Mali. His face was determined and ready. He prayed that his confidence would burn into their souls like wood to feed the fire of their faith.
He counted slowly. Then he dove into the water.

    
  He continued to move his arms slowly, stretching his legs as if he were walking on a cloud to keep himself upright. 
There, among the icy yet gentle currents of the sea, a new form of silence filled his ears and mind. It was a living silence, made up of vibrations that shook his chest and moved up his neck. The world of water enveloped him and crushed him without hesitation. It flowed around him like a sleepy beast awakened by large insects.
Eshfen focused on Mali to his right and Sidio to his left. There was much less light down there and he could barely see them.
Sidio was a problem. During training, he had a hard time tolerating the semi-darkness, even if he could hold his breath long enough. Fear often got the better of him. His performance had improved in the last few days, but in those moments Eshfen wondered if he was asking too much of such a young auxiliary.
Where was the guard ship?
Eshfen watched the surface, above. From this perspective, he felt as if he were flying. It was as if he were suspended in midair beneath a giant mirror, worn and blackened by time. There it was. The surface of the sea rippled, disturbed by the oars, and the almond-shaped silhouette of the boat moved above them with the light that seemed to set the waves on fire. It was powerful, an eye of fire that created a very brilliant stain on the water.
How deep could it go? The beam moved with exasperating slowness. It was close, close, close…
Sidio was shaken by a convulsion, then another, and another.
Small eruptions of bubbles escaped from his mouth as he projected upward, but he was getting too agitated. Reaching the surface seemed impossible, and even if he did, the guild warriors would easily catch him.
Eshfen pushed toward him and grabbed his leg. In the slanting beams of light from the boat, Sidio's eyes, wide with panic, met his.
All three knew what it meant. That the life of an auxiliary was less important than the mission.
The guard ship high above them was loaded with men who would pierce them without a second thought, and he had no intention of wasting all the work he had done so far.
Mali, however, surprised him.
She rose to face Sidio, wrapped her legs around his waist and then took his face in her hands. She placed her lips on his and pumped air into his lungs. She was taking a huge risk, on the verge of sacrificing herself for a comrade far less gifted than herself.
Eshfen shook his head, fighting not to give in to anger. If he let himself get carried away, it would become impossible to hold on. And anyway, his time was running out. His chest burned and his heart pounded louder and louder in his ears.
The guard ship was moving away. He calculated that if they started swimming up immediately, they would be able to surface, catch their breath, and return underwater to hide at a relatively safe distance.
Perhaps. But in truth, the Guild's men were more than capable of spotting them immediately. The mission could fail at any moment.
Eshfen nodded to Mali and gave Sidio a tug before swimming to the surface. Just before reaching the water's edge, he had to pull Mali out from under an armpit and hold her up to keep her from swallowing water as she struggled to stay afloat.
"Easy, easy," he hissed at her. He helped her by wrapping a hand around her chest and forcing her to float on her back with him. "Calm down. We made it. Just breathe."
She coughed again, but recovered almost immediately.
Eshfen searched for the guard ship and the lamp. He found it to their left. It was moving away quickly, but the beam of light was still more than capable of intercepting them.
What had happened to Sidio?
"The beam is coming back," the young man warned.
Eshfen saw him no more than three or four strokes away from them. He released Mali's grip and ordered, "We must dive again. Are you with me?"
"As always, my lord," she replied. Her voice was hoarse and she struggled to control her breathing.
Sidio nodded and answered him in a hushed voice.
Eshfen wanted to scold them both. Or strangle them. Or all of the above. Maybe when the mission was over.
"On the count of three."

    
  They soon discovered that the limit shown on the captain's map was much wider than they had thought, and that the patrols covered a considerable area of sea. They had to repeat this deadly dance twice more. They would dive, wait for the boats to pass, then return to the surface. 
Sidio was not panicking, but both he and Mali were swimming more slowly, struggling to hold their breath. Eshfen was in no better shape, but he hid it more effectively.
Eyeing a buoy that marked the beginning of the harpoon range, Eshfen decided that a break was absolutely necessary. He clung to the buoy, which was the size of a small cart and shaped like a pyramid; it consisted of a series of cylindrical wooden barrel-like containers floating on the surface of the water. Just above it, a series of wooden steps culminated in a lamp similar to those on the guard boats they had passed. The light it emitted was much dimmer, however, and served more to indicate the buoy's location than to identify potential threats.
Sidio and Mali clung to the buoy, one on Eshfen's right and the other on his left. All three were breathing heavily, inhaling and exhaling.
Eshfen watched the two young helpers for a few moments, then turned his gaze to the sky. The wind was moving great masses of cloud, and darkness was descending to cover everything. About two-thirds of the way up, their time was running out.
On the horizon, the panorama of the island of Lenna resembled a golden hearth. Eshfen pictured the great trading port and the countless ships that filled it day and night. Thousands of men and women, boys and girls, working at all hours. Even from so far away, he could almost feel them swarming the docks.
"The worst part of the crossing is over. Let's get to the docks and finish the mission," he said, as if the last part of the swim was as easy as being carried along by the gentle current of a springtime stream. As if the whole stretch of sea was not the most dangerous, really. He continued to swim with a strong, determined rhythm.
They could not clearly see the harpoons or the mighty crossbows submerged in the now dark water. They could only make out their large silhouettes. One of the disadvantages of choosing a night like this for long, reckless swims.
But Eshfen felt his wrists freeze and his chest tighten at the thought of those giant arrows so close. Again and again, he had to fight the urge to brush against the little pearl that made him harmless in the eyes of whoever was operating those terrible weapons.
The truth was that he and his companions knew little, too little, about how the Artifacts worked. He hid those thoughts in a dark corner of his mind. They were dangerous and threatened to turn into a lack of trust in their God, the one who planned their every move.
Eshfen pushed forward, moving his arms and legs harder, as if someone had thrown a harpoon at him and each stroke could draw a furrow between life and death.

    
  The area of the port they reached was sparsely populated. 
Eshfen estimated that the various docks and berths that made up the harbor held no more than a dozen small boats. This was precisely why they had chosen this part of the island as their arrival point. But it wasn't completely unguarded. They often had to dive and emerge along the sides of boats, then dive again and resurface under three different piers before they found the right one.
When they finally saw the flame symbol, they were almost exhausted and there was no way or reason to hide it.
"Thank you, my God, my Lord. Father of all Truth," Eshfen whispered as he touched the flame carved into a wooden pole almost as thick as his torso. The pole was just one of many that supported a wide wooden pier that connected the shore to a series of large stilt houses; magnificent structures that could inspire awe in his soul despite his fatigue. The wood they were made of shone, sanded to resist the salt, and rich decorations were carved into the poles, handrails, doors and window frames.
At the sight of the symbol, Sidio and Mali heaved long sighs of relief. They thanked their Lord in voices trembling with fatigue.
"Let's find the trapdoor," Eshfen ordered. They quickly spotted it, in the middle of what must have been the floor of the nearest stilt house. The trapdoor was ajar, allowing a faint blade of light to pass through. Just as they looked at it, it opened abruptly, revealing the face of a girl who bore a striking resemblance to the captain of the fishing boat.
"Welcome to Lenna," the girl whispered. She smiled and tossed them a thick rope.
Eshfen pulled himself up first. The long swim in the icy waters of the sea had numbed his legs and arms, despite his uniform. His fingers and toes were stiff, the skin on his palms and fingertips wrinkled. Though the ascent was short, he felt as if he were climbing a mountain.
He looked around as he stepped over the wooden edge, meeting the girl's tense gaze and struggling to keep his balance. Now that the waves were no longer opposing him, it felt almost unnatural to move. As if his body had become very light and too weak at the same time.
Mali and Sidio emerged from the trapdoor shortly after him, trembling and with pale faces.
All three of them were chattering their teeth so loudly that they made a low, eerie ticking sound.
The girl knew what to do. She pointed them to some heavy blankets she had placed right next to the trapdoor. She took a few steps back, her eyes downcast, then turned and walked to one of the many rows of shelves that filled the warehouse. She waited.
Eshfen began to strip off his uniform and ordered the auxiliaries, "Quick, get undressed and dry before you freeze to death."
The fabric was still relatively warm as he pulled it off his torso and then his legs. Without these extraordinary garments, he told himself, the operation was based on nothing. But it was a relief to feel the thick blanket over his shoulders.
"Sit down, my lords," the girl said, pointing to stools around a low wooden table set in a corner of the warehouse. She poured steaming liquid into large brown glass cups and waited for them to approach. As they sat down, she placed small baskets of dark bread, honey, dried fish, and spiced cheese on the small table.
Eshfen nodded in agreement and let the helpers eat first. All bundled up, their cheeks flushed and their mouths full of food, they looked awfully young. But he had long since stopped associating youth with innocence. He wondered if they saw him the same way. A man far from his thirties, with the lightest skin and hair, gray eyes that looked almost white.
But Eshfen had never felt young. He had seen too much horror, shed too much blood to believe that age guaranteed any kind of right to serenity or protection.
He drank the infusion and recognized it. Green Avendira tea.
He turned to the girl who was standing in a corner staring at the floor, "My men need to rest. Come back in an hour. I trust that everything we asked for will be ready when we wake up." Actually, he had no intention of sleeping. But to set off again after that devastating swim would be foolish. All three needed some time to regain their strength. The most critical part of the mission was approaching.
The girl nodded quickly. She kept her hands crossed in her lap, so tight that her knuckles whitened, and only looked up for brief moments.
"In an hour. I will be nearby. If you need me, knock on the door," she whispered, then quickly left the warehouse, closing the heavy wooden door behind her.
When Sidio and Mali had cleared away the food and downed the brew, Eshfen pointed to the stretch of floor between the table and the wall.
"Let's lie down for a while."
"Would you like me to stand guard, missionary Eshfen? I will watch over everyone," Sidio said. He avoided Eshfen's gaze. Was he trying to win back his approval after bringing them to the brink of failure at sea?
Eshfen looked at him hard, but knew this was neither the time nor the place to discuss it. He shook his head. "We will all rest. Let's use our soft songs and sleep to regain our strength. Then we will be on our way."
Mali went first and lay down against the wall. Sidio lay down next to her, and Eshfen rested on his side with his back to the table.
As the two huddled under the blankets, Eshfen pressed them together, the warmth of their bodies helping to drive away the cold. He spread the right flap of the large blanket over all three of them. Then he began to whisper a prayer, a very low chant that lulled them to sleep before it was over.
"Oh Rahmadu, God of Ashes,
Fire upon all darkness.
Oh Rahmadu, bearer of all radiance,
Slayer of every oppressor.
Deliver us from the shadows, our Savior."
He went on to repeat the verse three times. By his last words, Mali and Sidio were asleep.

    
  The girl approached, trying not to make too much noise, but she carried large bags on her shoulders that made her clumsy. She placed them on the wooden floor a step away and said, "Here are the clothes you asked for. And the weapons." 
Eshfen woke his aides and told them to get dressed quickly.
"Did they give you something for me, girl?"
She nodded and pulled a translucent cylinder about the size of a finger from the folds of her skirt. The object was split in two by a strip of gold as thick as a ring.
Eshfen twisted the lower part to the right and the upper part to the left until a needle emerged, with which he pricked his thumb. He immediately felt an intense heat that took his breath away and had to stifle a groan.
His palm glowed.
Eshfen sent the girl away, "We will join you when we are ready." He stood, still wrapping the blankets around his body as she obeyed. Then he put some distance between himself and the helpers.
He doubted that what he was about to read was addressed to him alone, but he was not entirely sure. So he closed his eyes and watched the light coming from under his skin. It faded quickly, giving way to a series of words that glowed in his palm:
Missionary Eshfen, I pray that my words will reach you at the most auspicious time and that the mission our Lord has entrusted to you will proceed in the best way.
I have been given the honor of providing you with additional light to guide your steps. Finally, I can confirm that the items you are to retrieve are kept in a mansion not far from your location, along the rocky shores of the island. In order to get past the mansion's defenses, you and your assistants will need to pose as caretakers. The vault is protected by an Artifact lock. To open it, you will need the blood of the owner and he will have to recite the words "Hovver Custodio, Deja Sciello." Make sure he pronounces them correctly, or your efforts will be in vain, missionary.
I am proud of you and proud of your aides.
May Rahmadu guide all three of you and watch over your footsteps.
Eshfen's hand stopped glowing, and the words of the High Priest Baron Glau faded.

    
  Eshfen slipped on breeches and a thick cotton tunic, a waistcoat with silk or linen inserts, a carefully woven wool jacket with an embroidered hood. All in shades of brown, bronze, and some gold accents; not exactly fine clothing, but the servants of wealthy merchants could not wear rags. 
As long as he kept his hood up, no one would notice his hair. It had never really been a problem for him. In a way, the fact that this detail identified him as a foreigner made him proud.
He finished putting on his leather boots and went out with Mali and Sidio.
The girl was waiting for them at the end of the inner pier, where the wooden path joined the stone wall rising from the sea. She held two black horses by the bridles. They looked young and strong.
"I was expecting three mounts," Eshfen pointed out.
She kept her gaze fixed on the large blocks of stone that lined the walkway. Behind her, a wide road led to the inner harbor.
Eshfen could hear voices and music in the distance. A tavern nearby, perhaps.
"You're right, my lord, but there was a snag..."
"You little wretch, you better keep your word," Sidio said, even taking a step toward her.
Eshfen glared at him. He did not have to move a muscle to make it clear that he did not appreciate the attitude. "I am very disappointed, girl. But I will deal with your father later," he told the girl in a low but firm voice.
She nodded slowly, then took a deep breath as if to gather her courage. "I have been ordered to tell you that the villa of the Artisan Ochorus Vallo will soon run out of spiced wine. They will send for more in the hope that the guests will not be offended." She looked to her right, where the coast rose on rock formations rising from the sea. The villa was at the top of a headland. Even from this distance, the flicker of light from it was impressive, contrasting with the colors of the darkening sky.
Wine was their excuse. They would break into the mansion to bring drinks and come out with infinitely valuable items.
Eshfen mounted one horse, Mali and Sidio shared the other. In silence, they rode to their destination.
Getting out of the confines of the harbor area was easy. The constant bustle of fishermen, merchants, and workers of all sorts afforded them relative anonymity, but Eshfen continued to cast his eyes over every man, woman, and child they passed. Had any of them noticed his unusual height or the pallor of his skin, uncomfortable questions could arise in moments.
He could not afford it.
Not at this time.
As he tightened the reins and spurred the horse on, he cursed the fishing boat captain and his children through clenched teeth. He did not like the idea of having to rely on only two horses to escape.
And no matter how strong and well-fed the animals were, the weight of Sidio and Mali could mean the difference between life and death.
He banished those worries before they could rob him of the focus he needed, keeping his gaze fixed on the nearly empty country road.
The wind picked up. On the horizon, just above the headland where the mansion of Ochorus Vallo stood, a patch of sky was almost completely clear.
Seeing the structure’s shape more clearly, Eshfen tilted his head in appreciation. Carved from the golden stone typical of this part of Kenjir, it towered above the rock overhanging the sea. Its design resembled an open hand with the palm facing up, with five large towers around a central dome. The entire structure glowed under the newly rising moon, with its rays cutting a swath through the fleeting clouds.
Sidio whistled in appreciation, and even Mali joined in with a grunt. In their language, so devoid of commentary, it sounded like a great compliment.
All three had studied the plan of the manor and memorised the path leading from the imposing inner walls to the room where the artefacts were kept. But no map could have done justice to such an architectural spectacle.
Admiration was soon followed by contempt.
Ochorus Vallo was just one of many merchants who populated the Covenant Guild, an organization that was a festering sore on the face of Kenjir. And the one true God, Rahmadu, was sickened by the overwhelming power of this disgustingly wealthy group of smugglers. The Lords of Lenna were about to be judged. A fate of blood and purification awaited them.
The same fate awaited the three city-states. The wrath of the one who would bring light to Kenjir, the liberator of his peoples, loomed over Larsa, Urook, Napur and their false gods.
Eshfen filled his mind with worship and fervor.
Then he spurred the beast on, again and again.
As they approached, Vallo's mansion grew larger and more imposing. They realized that the outer walls also encompassed a modest expanse of smaller buildings, resembling a small town.
A town in celebration, judging by the lights and joyful sounds.
Stopping at a crossroads that marked the beginning of Vallo's private property, Eshfen watched the slope of the hill. To the left, it led up to small coves of pristine sandy beaches surrounded by rocks and patches of low vegetation whipped by the wind and sea foam.
To the right, the slope pointed towards the center of the island. Beyond the expanse of dense trees, tall and green all year round, rose a series of hills that soon became mountains. At the center of the peaks was Lenna, the wealthy town that gave its name to the whole island.
Eshfen looked at the lush trees that grew thickly ahead of them, forming a patch of deep green. They had broad, strong branches that intertwined to form a kind of natural roof, covering the road they were about to travel and creating a tunnel.
His attention was drawn to what was happening on the horizon. There was a hint of movement and unease outside the huge wooden gates that closed the entrance to the city. A small group of people seemed to be in the midst of a heated discussion. Some had were armed, the elusive moonlight reflecting off the iron of their armor and spears. Others were probably guests or servants, but it was impossible to tell from such a distance.
"The girl said that the spiced wine was about to run out. Perhaps they have already decided to send someone to replenish it," Mali said. She kept her voice low, as if any of Vallo's guests might hear her. Just as she spoke, thin strands of light rose from each of the towers and flew into the sky. Then they exploded into a burst of brilliant shapes: petals, leaves, branches, and wings that turned into a cascade of gold, emerald, and lava sparks.
"Fireworks," Sidio chuckled. "The people of Lenna know how to have fun, huh? This show would make even Napuri jealous."
Eshfen let the wind carry those comments away, admiring the explosions that lit up the night which had just descended upon the island. But he did not let this fleeting beauty distract him from a simple reality. Soon, Ochorus Vallo would have little desire to celebrate.
The discussion at the gates soon faded, and the group rode toward the harbor.
Toward them.
"Let's hide," Eshfen commanded, pointing to the thicket ahead. "If our people have their calculations right, these men will soon be returning to the mansion with a wagon loaded with barrels of wine."

    
  Eshfen was amazed and pleased to see that the fishing boat captain's daughter had indeed been right. He was perched on a wide, mighty branch. Together with dozens of others, it formed the natural tunnel he had noticed earlier. 
He leaned his back against the trunk, forcing himself to breathe evenly, his eyes searching for his helpers. Sidio was on the other side of the road, leaning over an equally imposing branch, but a little lower, holding on to the trunk with one hand. The other held a short, curved blade.
Mali was to Eshfen's right, lying on her stomach on a large branch that jutted out toward those growing in the opposite direction. The helper held her left knee bent downward, the heel almost touching her other leg. In the hand on the same side she held a dagger with a serrated blade. From the way her eyes darted to the road and then to the entrance of the tree tunnel, Eshfen knew she was more than ready to act.
It was not long before Vallo's men returned in a carriage drawn by galloping horses.
Of the four men who had left the mansion, two now drove the carriage. Another led the way on a steed in front of them, and the last completed the procession by riding at a reasonable distance from the load.
Eshfen waited for the group to enter the tunnel. When they were close enough, he motioned to Mali.
She nodded.
Gracefully, almost as if to take flight, the auxiliary shifted her weight on the branch and dropped to her left side.
To Eshfen's eyes, Mali looked like a wraith, a wind-tossed shadow. She hovered downward, pointing her weapon at the man on horseback, who had no idea how close his end was.
Another nod to Sidio. The young man gripped the trunk tightly with his hand and gave himself the impetus to throw himself over the branch. As he fell, he clenched his teeth as if hungry and opened his eyes wide. He raised the curved blade and swung it violently.
Eshfen watched Mali, Sidio, and the men below as if they were all moving on a stage that was both distant and annoyingly close. He did so as he leapt from his branch, wielding a double-edged blade.
His muscles remembered a thousand battles and the rain of blood that had fallen upon his skin in years of faithful service. His limbs knew how to ignore pain and give as much of it away as possible. So he held his legs tight and flew down like a column of stone.
He fell right between the two guards driving the carriage, met the terrified gaze of the man to his left, and silenced him with a blow to the throat that made him spit blood. A moment later, he delivered a blow to the neck of the man to his right. A single clean cut, then a kick to knock him off the bench and down toward the path.
Eshfen caught the speed of Mali's movements out of the corner of his eye. The helper grabbed the shoulders of the rider in front of them, using the force of the fall to drag him to the ground as she wrapped her legs around his body. The man screamed as she sliced through him with the serrated blade.
Eshfen nailed the dagger into the wood of the bench, grabbed the reins to slow the ride, and turned to finish off the man to his left. The man wrapped one hand around his throat and tried to shield himself with the other. He cried softly, his face red with pain, perhaps trying to beg for mercy out of fear.
Eshfen had seen many such looks. They rarely revealed the true character of the men and women who had defied the will of the God of Ashes, whether they realized it or not. In his eyes, to hesitate was to display the same hypocrisy as the false gods that haunted Kenjir. Those beings made decisions every day in the name of a power they were not supposed to wield.
So he drew from his boot a needle as long as a finger and as thick as a nail. With it, he extinguished the light in the man's eyes forever.
"Oh Rahmadu, bearer of all radiance,
Slayer of every oppressor.
Deliver us from the shadows, our Savior."
He whispered the prayer as he brought the carriage to a stop and pushed the body away just before the end of the tree tunnel.
He looked back. Sidio had already brought a Tamer's whistle to his lips. He blew into it with all his strength, producing a deep, vibrato sound that seemed capable of piercing through bone.
The steed that had carried the unhorsed man, startled by the screams and the battle, stopped galloping after a short kick.
Sidio approached the animal calmly, one hand raised, and stroked its neck. He whistled at it again, this time softly. Mali, not far away, did the same with the other horse.
Eshfen snapped his fingers to get their attention. "Let's hide the bodies."
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They left the two horses in the small forest and tied them up so that if something went terribly wrong, they could break free and return home. 
Eshfen wished he had been able to reach the mansion with these animals, for they seemed much stronger and healthier than the ones they had taken from Vallo's servants. But he feared that the men guarding the gates would notice the difference. A difference that would add to the fact that the three of them obviously did not work for the master of the house.
They also had to come up with a good enough excuse to convince the guards to let them in. It was a serious obstacle, and they had not been able to come up with effective plans to overcome it, despite the long period of preparation. This added to his anxiety, but he kept his doubts to himself as he spurred on the horses pulling the carriage.
Sidio rode straight ahead, clearing the way for them. Mali followed on the last horse, always silent and focused.
When they reached the city walls, they stumbled upon what unbelievers would have called a stroke of good fortune.
Two carriages were stationed near the gates: large and opulent, made of dark, polished wood, decorated with gold curtains and bronze ornaments. They reeked of nobility. Their wealthy owners had come down and were talking to a solemn-looking man dressed in black, who was trying to tone down the argument. He was probably afraid that those rich blowhards would start shouting.
"My lords, please. The best part of the party is yet to come! Allow us to show you how generous and infinitely hospitable Artisan Vallo can be."
Eshfen and his aides had almost completely stopped by now. Guards approached, but it was obvious that they had their ears glued to the conversation behind them.
Sidio took advantage of the distraction, not giving the first guard time to realize that the man he was talking to did not look at all like any of the servants who had left the mansion.
"Master Wendingell has prepared the best casks of the vintage for you. With a little more notice, he could have doubled or even tripled the amount. At an absolute bargain price, of course."
Though he could not see his face, Eshfen caught the lively note in Sidio's voice and imagined one of the broad, handsome smiles he was capable of.
In those moments, Eshfen was proud of him.
The guard seemed doubtful, probably because he did not recognize either Sidio or Eshfen, who had covered most of his face with his hood, or Mali. He was about to say something when the man in black addressed them in a calm, almost icy voice. "Let them pass, by all the gods. Our guests have waited long enough."
The two guards stepped aside, apologized to the man, and instructed the drivers of the two large carriages to clear the entrance.
The man went back to attending to the guests, pointing to the carriage and the wine. As Eshfen passed by, he heard the man's thanks, "And you tell your master that cupbearer Talber is grateful to him. He will surely recognize my name. Please assure him that Artisan Vallo will reward him for his diligence. He will no doubt be as generous as ever."
Sidio assured him that yes, of course he would report. He smiled again and bowed three times, as all islanders were accustomed to doing in formal circumstances.
And so they entered the estate of Ochorus Vallo. Had he not known exactly what to expect, Eshfen might have breathed a sigh of relief and allowed himself a satisfied smile.
Instead, he grazed the handle of the dagger and clenched his jaw. The real battle was about to begin.

    
  Other orderlies led them through the streets surrounding the main building. 
Eshfen tried to memorize the route, marked by houses, warehouses, even small shops that were still open and decorated with garlands, colorful curtains, lamps and candles in every corner. The place was full of life.
They crossed paths with dozens of couples dancing in the alleys paved with pale stone and children running around without a care in the world.
They came to a series of arches carved into the limestone that opened into a gallery and led to what must have been the entrance to the kitchens. The smell of roasted meat, spices, and herbs mingled with that of hot wine. Eshfen had heard that the people in these regions preferred to cook the wine a little, mix it with sumac and pieces of red fig, then sprinkle pepper on top.
He sneezed as this mingling of aromas assaulted his nostrils, attracting the attention of a pair of servants who looked at him first with astonishment, then with lascivious glances.
He hurried to unload the barrels with his aides and other servants. When they were finished, an elderly woman with large, dark eyes surrounded by deep wrinkles approached them as she rubbed her hands over a stained apron.
"And who are you? Where are my boys?" she asked, staring first at Sidio, then at Eshfen, and finally at Mali.
Eshfen was tense, but he did not show it. He carried only the dagger. The rest of the weapons were hidden in the cart.
"Master Wendingell had only me and my companions available tonight," Mali said. She stepped forward and looked around as if to inspect the kitchen, then spoke in a clear voice that exuded competence. "And so he had to choose who to entrust with the second batch."
The cook frowned. "The second batch?"
Mali sighed, as if the answer was obvious, and found it almost outrageous that such a question should be asked of her. "The rest of the wine, of course. We realized that the amount we had in reserve was not enough. So Master Wendingell enlisted the help of your men to move the other barrels, those stored in the secondary warehouse."
The woman nodded. "I suspected the old swindler was hiding more wine than he was willing to admit. Tell him I will go and complain to him personally about his lies. If old Muldren asks him for help, he'll play dumb. But if it's cupbearer Talber who calls him, then wine reserves and secondary warehouses will appear!" She raised her eyes to the sky and wrung her apron as if it were the neck of someone she wanted to strangle.
"I do appreciate that he sent you to deliver what you had on hand first, though. At least that was a good idea. Can we offer you something to eat, something to drink?"
From the way Mali moved her chin, Eshfen guessed she was about to refuse. But they needed an excuse to stay. He placed a hand on her shoulder. "The meat you are cooking gives off an extraordinary aroma. We'll just have a bite, then we'll unload the rest of the wine and leave the wagon to your men," he said, pointing to the large boar slowly turning on a spit not far away.
The cook's face lit up. "You will not regret it. I slaughtered the beast with my own hands."
Eshfen sensed Sidio and Mali's uncertainty as the cook made room at one of the many tables that dotted the kitchen. He did not like the idea of lingering either, but he got the impression that the woman had a nose for trouble. If she suspected that the three of them were hiding something, their mission would become even more difficult. For now, they had to play along.
Eshfen sat down and gave Mali and Sidio a quick nod to join him. Three other orderlies were already at the table, ready to eat quickly. All of them wore dark uniforms made of fabrics far more precious than those worn by Eshfen and his people. They also wore trimmings of gray silk woven into cords.
The cook, Muldren, stepped away only briefly. She dictated orders to the men and women who buzzed around the fires, kneading very white dough and cutting fruit. Then she returned to the table with a tray of thin strips of steaming meat. "Eat, eat!" she invited them. "And the rest of you, hurry up before the guests start complaining!"
The three attendants scarfed down their food, licked their fingers, and wiped their greasy faces and hands with black handkerchiefs. They left the table, bowed their thanks to Muldren, and went back to work.
Eshfen tasted the meat and it melted on his tongue. He could not hold back a groan of pleasure.
Muldren smiled, "What did I tell you?"
"Truly exquisite, my lady, almost touching," Sidio confirmed, his chin smeared with dripping grease and a childish smile.
Muldren gave the boy a big slap on the back, nearly making him choke.
"Artisan Vallo is a generous man. I am sure he will be pleased to know that you appreciate his hospitality. If he were not surrounded by his guests, he would probably come to thank you himself for bringing the wine so quickly. But a daughter's wedding is a rare occasion, right? If I were him, I’d keep my butt nailed to the chair until dawn," she chuckled.
A wedding, then. This certainly explained the large number of people in the mansion and the fireworks. He wondered if this information might change the odds.
"My lady, my colleagues and I need to get a quick message to cupbearer Talber. Where can we find him?" he asked to cut it short, and kicked Sidio in the shins when he heard him yelping like a puppy, whining because someone had stolen his bone. The young aide would have been able to consume the whole boar without a second thought if Eshfen had not pulled him off the table.
Muldren wiped her hands on her apron again. "I'll send for him right away. Silly me, surely you want to be paid! I was distracted, you know, by now old age is making fun of me."
"No, no, my lady. Don't apologize. This is just a small gift from my master to you. I was told to deliver it into the hands of the excellent Talber. And don't bother your workers. Just tell me where to find the cupbearer, and we'll be out of your way in no time."
The woman listened intently, her eyes wide open and her hands still slowly fiddling with the fabric.
"No problem, my friend, no problem." So Muldren led them through the kitchen, which they discovered consisted of three separate rooms connected by arches carved into the stone, and then toward a staircase. She explained that Talber was undoubtedly on the upper floor, at the end of the corridor where the staircase led. Surely he must have been there, in the main hall, among the guests.
Eshfen thanked Muldren with short bows, as did Sidio and Mali.
The cook smiled warmly in return. "Come back and visit us. There will always be hot food for you!"
Eshfen took the stairs, feeling a gnawing in the pit of his stomach. The woman's trust and kindness were misplaced, of course. He was about to deal a severe blow to the wealth of the employer of many workers like her. But he did it for the greater good and in the name of a justice that surpassed every law of Kenjir.
Perhaps Muldren could have understood if she had opened her heart and listened sincerely. Or maybe not. Maybe Rahmadu would not have found her worthy.
Eshfen pushed those thoughts away and finished climbing the stairs, taking two steps at a time.
It was time to dig up Vallo and spoil his celebration.

    
  The interior of the mansion matched the splendor of the exterior. There were towering walls and finely carved limestone columns with bas-relief floral motifs, yellow marble floors, and large stained glass windows that reflected the light from candelabras. There were also fireplaces that created an almost dreamlike atmosphere. 
The guests wore an extraordinary variety of garments and hairstyles. None of them seemed to know hunger or hardship. There were people from Lenna, of course, with their clothes woven of gaudy and rich fabrics. But there were also Larsani, Urookite, and Napuri. Certainly some Lugalens and Ensins.
Eshfen felt a deep disdain for the way such influential people, who were supposed to represent the law, mingled with smugglers and merchants like the Artisans of Lenna. He let that revulsion turn into determination.
"Go to the second floor. Check the way to the bedrooms and try to find out how well the master’s is guarded," he ordered Mali.
The helper nodded and moved on at a leisurely pace.
Eshfen and Sidio set off to find Vallo.
The ground floor was crowded with people, several hundred of them, and the festivities were spread over multiple ballrooms, terraces, indoor pools, and huge dining rooms.
They found Vallo sitting at a large dark wooden table next to a young couple. The girl was clearly his daughter. She had black eyes and a broad forehead, and was dressed in soft yellow fabrics lit by silver threads. The dress was loose and fell softly over her body, resembling a cloud.
The young man, on the other hand, wore white robes with rich embroidery in relief.
Both bride and groom looked happy but tired.
Vallo sipped wine and listened to the words of a guest, an elderly man who raised his cup to the revelers with a look of fatherly pride.
An important night, Eshfen said to himself. Perfect for learning about Rahmadu's justice. There was no way to force Ochorus Vallo to do anything while he was surrounded by guests. So Eshfen resigned himself to waiting.
"He drinks too much. Sooner or later he will have to apologize and leave the table," he whispered to Sidio from their concealed spot behind a column.
"What if he doesn't? What if he sits there until dawn?"
Eshfen let out a low grunt. "Then we'll have to think of something." Every idea that flashed through his mind in those moments was more dangerous than the last. All of them ended in needless bloodshed.

    
  Mali returned a short time later. "There are about ten guards on the second floor. Almost all of them are patrolling the wing opposite where Vallo's private apartments are. I don't know why. He had two more guarding the main entrance doors," she reported in a low voice. She ran a hand over her perspiring forehead. 
"Had?" asked Sidio.
"They will no longer be a problem."
"Did you kill them?" the wide-eyed young man asked again. "Do you realize what you have done?"
Eshfen silenced him by placing a hand on his shoulder.
He looked Mali hard in the eyes. "I trust the bodies have been expertly hidden. Now we have to hope that Vallo will move before someone discovers that something is wrong upstairs."
Mali lowered her eyes, her skin reddening at the rebuke.
"If you dare to take such an initiative again without consulting me, I will break your neck with my own hands, girl."
She nodded and took an instinctive step back.
"And now pray to our Lord that the old man moves away from his table. Or all our efforts will have been in vain."

    
  They waited. An endless procession of servants brought more wine and food, changed plates and glasses. All the workers struggled to accommodate the increasingly drunk and disruptive guests. 
At one point, an altercation broke out between two women. Eshfen did not quite understand what they were arguing about, but he saw two men stand up and look at each other as if they were going to turn the party into a bare-knuckle fight show.
Vallo stood up to act as peacemaker. He talked to the two men, complimented the women on their beauty, and managed to calm things down. "This is a special night for me and my family," he said. "I am the father of a young woman who makes every one of my days brighter."
He turned to his daughter. "Vanelia, my little one. I thank the gods for giving my life meaning when you were born."
The young woman wiped away tears.
"Omar, you are my son as of today. I ask the Masters to bless you and the new family you are creating," Vallo continued, turning to his son-in-law.
The young man stood, raised his goblet, and toasted his host. So did all the other guests, even those who nearly came to blows.
Finally, Vallo whispered a few words to his daughter. He promised the guests that he would only be absent for a few moments. Then, he left, smiling.
"Be outside the private quarters," Eshfen whispered to Mali. "Sidio and I will get Vallo."

    
  Up close, Vallo appeared small and frail. But the expensive clothes gave him a distinguished air that exuded power. 
Eshfen followed the man several paces down the corridors of the mansion. He was pleasantly surprised that the Artisan was not followed by any armed guards or servants. Which could have meant that he was obscenely confident and convinced that no one could ever harm him within these walls. Or, more simply, that any guards patrolling this floor were as drunk as the guests.
Eshfen dismissed the second possibility. It could also be that Vallo had underestimated the value of what he kept in his bedroom. Perhaps he was the kind of man who tried never to get his hands dirty and used armed guards more to show off his wealth than out of any real necessity. Either way, the result was the same.
Now he was alone.
Vallo turned down one last corridor and entered a room closing a heavy wooden door behind him.
Eshfen told Sidio to wait and be ready. He whispered to him, "When he comes out, I will be on him. You watch the corridor." Then he left the auxiliary, tiptoed to the door, waited, and listened intently until he heard water running.
As the door opened, Eshfen leapt forward and planted his left elbow on Vallo's throat. The man's eyes widened and he tried in vain to struggle free. He could not cry out, nearly choked by Eshfen, who immediately slammed him against the wall.
Eshfen quickly followed up with a knee to the side and a stomp on his right foot.
Vallo groaned as Eshfen covered his mouth shut and then pointed the dagger at his eye. Very close. "If you scream, your men will be here in no time. We won't be able to take them all down. They will kill us. But before that happens, you will be dead."
Vallo's eyes closed and slowly opened. There was anger on his face, mixed with a fear that made him shake violently.
"If you scream, I will slit your throat. If you scream, you will not live long enough to see your daughter live happily with the man she loves and become a mother. If you want to be called a grandfather by a bunch of brats, you will do exactly as I say."
Vallo nodded slowly.
Eshfen smiled at him.
"Now you will take me to your bedroom. No, not that way. I know what kind of man you are. Your kind always has a trick to sneak in and out of their rooms inconspicuously. Am I right?"
The man nodded again. The fear in his eyes was mixed with a kind of contempt.
When Eshfen removed his hand from his mouth, Vallo hissed, "You don't know what you're doing, worm. I hope it's worth it. Because I will make you pay. Whoever sent you will regret the day he was born."
Eshfen delivered a backhand so hard that Vallo's head snapped to the side, leaving his mouth bleeding. "Shut up. You're not even worthy to imagine the power of the one who commands me. Now lead the way. Remember, if you don't want to turn this party into a tragedy, do as I say. Go on," he commanded, nudging Vallo towards the corridor.
Sidio nodded. No guards in sight.

    
  Vallo protested no more. Though he often wiped the blood from his mouth and chin with his sleeve, he continued on as if he needed only to get rid of a simple setback. He led them through other corridors and smaller rooms, a good distance from the most exposed parts of the mansion, and finally stopped at the end of an archway blocked by a pair of large and heavy wooden shutters. He approached the wall on the left and brushed a hand along the edge of a thick frame that surrounded a painting the size of a doorway. 
The man turned and looked at them, his eyes still full of anger. "Back off," he whispered. Seeing that Eshfen and Sidio hesitated, he added, "It opens to the corridor. Step back."
Sidio waited for Eshfen to move before stepping aside.
Vallo pressed something under the edge of the frame. A hiss emanated as the picture moved silently on well-oiled hinges, revealing a dark crack. The man slipped into the passageway and walked at a brisk pace through the half-light. "You'd better close the secret door. Or my men will immediately understand what's going on."
Apparently, the host had taken Eshfen's advice to heart and was trying to avoid interrupting the festivities as much as possible.
They walked about ten paces.
Eshfen blinked as his vision adjusted to the faint light emanating from small bulbs fixed at regular intervals high up near the roof. These were not oil lamps or candles, but very ancient objects, the result of a power unknown to ordinary humans. They had probably been created by the Masters. Just one of these lamps could have made any family living in Kenjir rich. And there were dozens of them.
Vallo turned right and entered a narrow stairwell. The walls of red brick and wooden bars were so close together that Eshfen had to stand sideways to avoid scratching them with his shoulders.
At the end of the stairs, Vallo pressed a hand against a low door. As he emerged from the passage and held the door open, a warm light fell upon Eshfen. The room they entered was vast and unashamedly rich. Consisting of three areas connected by thick arches, it boasted walls painted with golden varnish, tapestries, large frescoes, and imposing colonnades. There were sofas and cushions in every corner, marble tables and dark wooden shelves. Red stone details adorned the furniture, emerald tiles interlaced on the floor to create intricate patterns.
Gold, red, green.
The colors of Larsa, Urook and Napur.
The noble and military families of the three city-states were careful not to mix these colors in the fabrics they wore, in the materials they chose to build their houses, or even in the pigments used for the paintings that decorated them.
But the people of Lenna were not noble.
They were merchants.
The most greedy, dishonest, and influential in Kenjir. And they flaunted an inherent awareness of their position by mixing the colors of cities and cultures they despised.
Were they not all so despicable, Eshfen might have almost admired them for their insolence.
Eshfen gave Vallo a shove and directed him to the far side of the quarters, enclosed by heavy curtains. "Open the safe," he hissed.
Then he motioned to Sidio, "Go and check on Mali."
Sidio hurried away as Eshfen pulled back the curtains of the sleeping quarters.
"How do you know my house so well?" asked Vallo. "I can't stop you, but at least I want to know who betrayed me."
"You will be surprised to learn that your questions are of no value to us," Eshfen replied, pointing to a thick, polished wooden bookcase to the left of the bed. It was filled with scrolls, hand-bound volumes, and small marble statues that looked as if they had been carved from Irmanna's stone.
"But if you survive this evening, I advise you to be more careful. There are too many eyes in this house. And too many mouths ready to talk with little, very little, encouragement," he added.
Vallo nodded. For a moment he seemed almost grateful for the advice. But anger and fear returned to darken his face.
Sidio returned a short time later, grabbed the bookcase, and pushed it aside until he discovered a square door recessed in the wall.
The opening had been forged with a unique iron. No blacksmith in Kenjir could have polished it like this. It was as shiny as a mirror, covered with the finest engravings and bas-reliefs that seemed to depict distant stars.
Lethenium. The iron of the Tutors, the Masters of Urook.
"Don't make me ask a second time, Artisan Vallo," Eshfen said, looking sideways at the man.
Vallo, however, hesitated. Perhaps more out of habit than courage, he began, "You will not be able to escape in time. My guests will already be asking for me. My daughter will be worried."
Eshfen punched him in the nose.
"People like you," he said, pulling him toward the safe, "can't even imagine that something like this could happen, can you?" He grabbed Vallo's neck, preventing him from collapsing, and stared into his bloodshot, wide-open eyes.
"You hide in your rich mansions, move your little soldiers like puppets, and bleed the people of Kenjir as if their lives belonged to you." He moved closer to Vallo's face until the smell of blood dripping from his nose became unbearable.
"But you see, you little gold-coated cockroach, justice takes its course sooner or later. My master is not slow to act, only patient. And he cannot stand the dishonesty behind your bargaining." He shook the man and was surprised at how light he was. Without those fine robes, he probably appeared harmless. He might even have felt pity for him. But in Vallo's eyes burned an old pride.
"Well, Artisan Ochorus Vallo, if you don't want me to break your neck right now, wipe off the blood with your right hand. I think you know what to do next."
Vallo stared at Eshfen in silence, his nose reduced to a shapeless, mushy mass. But he did as he was told. He ran his palm over his upper lip, wincing in pain, and then stretched it out toward the vault.
Eshfen let him go and looked at Sidio out of the corner of his eye. The auxiliary clenched and unclenched his fists. Standing on his toes as if he leap forward at any moment.
"Make sure everything is quiet," Eshfen ordered, more to keep him busy than out of necessity.
Sidio obeyed immediately and returned to Mali.
Alone with Vallo again, Eshfen took a few steps until he stood in front of the safe. "Do I need to remind you of the formula?"
Vallo looked at him as if he were a slightly stupid child. A slightly stupid child who had just massacred his nose. "I'm not sure I can pronounce it properly. My upper lip is swollen."
Eshfen put a hand on his shoulder and pressed a thumb to his neck. "Do your best, Artisan."
Vallo took a breath, coughed a few times, and then wiped his nose again. In a low but firm voice, he said, "Hovver Custodio, Deja Sciello." Despite the nasal nuance that distorted his words a bit, he managed not to twist the syllables enough to activate the vault's defenses. As he placed his bloody palm on the shiny iron surface, a web of red light unfolded from the center to the edges.
A moment later, the sound of clicking gears echoed through the quarters.
The safe opened.
Eshfen struck Vallo on the back of the head with the base of the dagger, a small dark iron ball, and saw him collapse suddenly. Had he made the blow any harder, it might have shattered his skull. But Vallo had done his part. The merchant's fairness, so rare among his peers, had to be repaid somehow.
Eshfen stepped over him and swung open the heavy vault door. He quickly found what he was looking for.
Almost buried under a small mountain of sacks filled with gems and gold coins was a wooden box.
He pulled it out carefully, as if it were burning coal, and clicked the small latch that closed it.
Eshfen's eyes widened when he saw the three objects inside— two iron bracelets and a gold chain attached to a pendant of a small glass globe with a bright white flower inside. The flower seemed to pulsate, as if it were alive and trying to escape the small transparent cage.
Sidio's call pierced Eshfen's ears. "My lord!"

    
  "Where is my master? And who are you?" Talber's voice rang out, controlled, efficient. But Eshfen could detect uncertainty and suspicion, even when hidden in the words of people accustomed to giving orders. 
From this position, he could not see his face, but Eshfen was also sure that Talber was trying to intimidate Mali with his gaze.
He heard the girl reply, "Honorable Artisan Vallo is conferring with my superior in the next room. Master Wendingell has entrusted us with a gift for him. A private matter, I am confident you will understand." She said it as if she was tired of repeating it.
Eshfen should have complimented her. But Talber was not convinced. "Private? Out of my way, little girl!"
"Artisan Vallo asked us to make sure no one disturbs him."
"Is that so?" Talber chuckled.
Eshfen cursed, pulled a leather pouch from his pocket, and knelt beside Vallo. He poured its contents into the man's mouth. Vallo might suffer a terrible headache for days, but he would survive.
In the time it took Eshfen to get to his feet, Talber had already entered the quarters. He had almost reached the section that housed the bed and the safe when Sidio clawed at his neck with one arm and began to choke him.
"Don't kill him," Eshfen hissed. "Do you have any more powder?"
Sidio nodded, loosening his grip as he lowered Talber's body to the ground. "You lucky bastard," he whispered contemptuously to the now unconscious cupbearer.
"My lord!" cried Mali, "There are six of them!"
A moment later, the clash poured into the master's rooms like torrential rain. Six guards burst through the wide open doors. They wore light armour, shining as if they had never really known the cut of a sword.
Mali stepped back, serrated blade raised and ready to strike. Sidio juggled the curved dagger from one hand to the other as he looked first at Eshfen, then at the double doors to the right of the bed that led to a terrace jutting out over the sea.
Eshfen recalled the layout of this level. There were no other entrances to Vallo's quarters except for the secret passage at the far end of the last room. Trying to reach it would be foolish. Soon the mansion would be a hornet's nest. Vallo's other men were no doubt close by.
They had to jump.
Beyond the parapet was a terrifying drop down a sheer cliff face overhanging the sea. And below, the rocks.
It was madness, but Eshfen nodded.
As Mali and Sidio attacked Vallo's men, he took the bracelets out of the case and put one on each arm. He pushed them up onto his biceps until hey pinched his skin and would not fall off, then slipped the chain and pendant around his neck. He ran to the balcony doors and threw them wide open. The evening wind swelled the golden curtains, bringing the smell of salt into the room.
With his escape route clear, Eshfen turned to watch the fight.
Sidio and Mali were the best prepared and most promising of their class. Even the most seasoned missionaries held them in the highest regard. But any of those missionaries might have turned their backs on two such aides; they might have demanded that the two sacrifice themselves so that Eshfen could carry out the mission.
Eshfen sighed angrily.
Sidio was boisterous, impulsive and sometimes childish. But his heart was filled with a reverence so hot that it warmed anyone who came near him and knew him a little.
And Mali-she had the makings of a great decision maker. To command entire battalions.
He could not leave them behind.
Not today, Eshfen said to himself, not today.
He leapt into the fray, landing behind one of the two men cornering Sidio. A quick blow to the back of the knee sent the man toppling like a tree with a rotten trunk. Eshfen grabbed his head and snapped his neck, then spun and delivered a powerful kick to the warrior flanking him. His heel crashed into the man's right fist, forcing him to drop his blade. Then he drove his knee into the man's groin.
The man crouched instantly and Eshfen drove the blade through his throat. Looking up, he saw Sidio sprint across the floor and roll towards two more guards.
Sidio twisted his legs to knock down the nearest guard, then dodged the blows of the other, his blade clanking and sparking on the floor. The guard's grunts drowned out the sound.
Eshfen heard voices echoing from the top of the stairs. More guards.
They couldn't face them all.
It was then that he noticed Mali dancing lightly between two other opponents. She dodged their blows, inflicting small cuts, then low, painful blows.
But she was too bold, underestimating the experience of her opponents.
One of them landed a blow that caught her between the shoulder and chest, sending her hard to the ground.
She did not break the fall, but recovered quickly. She rolled backwards and jumped to her feet. Then she lunged forward, elbowing a guard in the jaw and knocking him back, stunned, as she turned to plunge the serrated blade into another opponent's stomach.
It was a rash move.
"Behind you!" cried Eshfen.
Too late.
The guard Mali had struck in the jaw, a very tall woman with shoulders broader than Eshfen's, gasped and coughed heavily, but straightened up.
She stabbed Mali.
The sword pierced the girl's chest and the shiny red tip emerged like a monster's fang.
Eshfen’s gaze crossed Mali's wide open eyes.
He saw them instantly fall into the void.
Sidio shouted in anger as he grabbed one of the guards by the neck and spun around. He dragged the man's weight as he fell to his knees, breaking his spine. Then he sprang to his feet and made for Mali, weeping, but Eshfen yanked him by the wrist.
"Run! Jump!"
The boy trembled with the fury of battle and the pain of loss. But he obeyed and ran for the terrace.
Eshfen regarded the smug expression of the woman who had killed Mali. Without hesitation, he snarled and charged her, sending her crashing to the polished floor. He grabbed her by the throat and slammed her head against the floor until she stopped struggling.
Just then he heard voices approaching. Vallo's other men must have reached the top of the stairs; perhaps they were already at the entrance to the quarters.
Only a few moments had passed since Sidio had given the alarm. But every blow struck, every slash dodged, every drop of blood spilled seemed to have spanned dozens of years.
He had found the Sacred Artifacts, yes. But Eshfen felt defeated as he took Mali's lifeless body in his arms and ran towards the terrace. The girl was light. Too light and young.
He threw her over the railing.
Then he dove into the abyss of dark water.

    
  The impact took his breath away, and the waves, swollen by the wind, swept over him. 
Eshfen tried to swim up, but saw only the darkness of an angry expanse of water. He held his breath, fighting the current, the waves, the cold, and the pain in his feet and torso. Falling into the sea from that height had felt like hitting a marble floor.
As he kicked his arms and legs with all his might, he feared he might not make it to the surface. Then, a powerful current swirled and sent him crashing sideways into a rock.
The impact opened a wound that burned like glowing embers.
He fought the instinct to open his mouth and scream, forcing himself to hold his breath again.
The current then carried him upward. Without realizing it, Eshfen found himself gasping for air.
He was close to the rocks.
Too close.
He reached out and grabbed the nearest rock, was pulled away, and slammed his back against a smoother wall. He tried twice more, reaching for slippery ledges he could barely see. He scraped his fingers and bled.
Finally he found a handhold.
He clung to the rock, his chest burning and battered by small cuts and scratches.
He prayed.
He prayed and cried and coughed violently.
And he waited. Waiting for his God to decide his fate.

    
  The force of the waves gradually diminished as the silvery rays of the full moon, finally free of clouds, illuminated everything, 
It was then that Eshfen could see Sidio. The boy had fallen against a high cliff nearby. His back was bent at an impossible angle, his face turned toward the stars, his skin very pale. With legs and arms spread wide, softly following the outline of the rock, Sidio seemed to be waiting to be taken by a giant's hand and carried to safety.
Eshfen looked away abruptly, fearing he might not be able to hold on to the rock.
First Mali. Then Sidio.
The girl was no longer silent and withdrawn. The peoples of Kengir had lost the sharpness of her observations and the skill with which she wielded her blade.
And the boy had not lived long enough to become the warrior he deserved. No more mischievous smiles, no more passionate devotion.
Only Eshfen had survived. He closed his eyes. How many times had he walked the fine line between life and death?
How much longer would he be allowed to live and watch such sacrifices?
Cold and pain bit at him like beasts, piercing his limbs, running through his bones. Breathing grew harder and holding on to the rock, resisting the waves, became more and more difficult.
He was about to let go when a whisper pierced his ears, penetrated his mind and ignited a flame in his chest.
Do not doubt.
Do not doubt.
Do not doubt.
There is a way out.
The new, deep tremor that shook Eshfen's limbs had little to do with the chill of the sea. It was pure worship, a fusion of powerful spiritual currents that marked the presence of the one true God.
Rahmadu.
The bracelets he wore began to glow.
They became very hot.
And Eshfen felt light.
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She could find anything in those pages. The words painted pictures of distant cities, of people so different from any she had ever met, living lives she could not imagine. 
Shadi turned the pages of the tome she had placed on the thick fur rug and studied the margins. They were worn, thick with annotations bearing unintelligible words. The ink was faded in many places, and large stains made whole sections look more like strange dark spots than readable paragraphs.
Perhaps she should have thrown more wood onto the fire to brighten the room and make it easier to read.
But what was before her eyes was too intriguing. It was as if the book was whispering in her ear, calling to her. And for years, she had been refining the art of letting herself be carried away by reading. She had designed this room, on the top floor of one of the tallest towers in the citadel of Jabal Amira, to keep distractions to a minimum.
With infinite patience, and a few favors from her brother Roben, she had managed to arrange for shelves of solid wood to be placed along four of the eight walls, reaching up to the dome.
She had amassed hundreds of books; many she had taken from the official library of the fortress, many others were the result of bargaining with her friends and acquaintances. For the most valuable ones, she had even gone as far as paying bribes for them.
Shadi was very proud of her resourcefulness.
Lying on her stomach, she shivered a little and told herself that she should have worn thicker nightclothes. She reached out one arm, grabbed a fur coat that was lying on the chair next to her, and threw it over the other blankets.
Then she went back to reading.
The tome had no title. Or rather, the embossing on the leather cover was so worn that it was unreadable.
Could this have been intentional? Had someone tried to obscure the contents of these pages to keep them away from prying eyes? In a way, she liked to imagine that was the case. That suspicion made the reading even more intriguing. It had taken her six months to find this copy of the memoirs of the Original Promise, the wife of the king who first united all Kenjir and ascended to the role of Negus.
The Promise was an attractive young woman.
Shadi studied the illustration that depicted her, the last one drawn before the girl's face became sacred and was forever hidden from the eyes of the people.
She analyzed the round face, the large black eyes, the dark hair. The artist had portrayed her walking in the middle of a wheat field, her robes puffed up by the wind and her hair flowing at the same angle as the leaves and branches. The drawing intertwined the girl's form with the background, creating a web of thin but solid lines.
The Promise appeared beautiful and in perfect harmony with the landscape around her.
This part of the story was about the day she met the eyes of her Lord.
A god.
The Champion of the Binders, Master of Larsa.
"How high is the soul of my Lord.
How great is the light of his eyes.
Infinite is the power of his arms,
Deep is the sweetness of his heart."
Verse alternated with prose.
The girl never mentioned her own name or revealed that of the Negus. She said that she had fallen in love at first sight.
The moment the Negus had descended from the heavens and walked toward her among the ears of corn, she had known that she belonged to him.
Shadi let out a deep, evil laugh. "Nonsense, my Lady Promise," she whispered. The poor thing must have fainted from fear at the sight of this impossible creature.
She turned the pages and bit her lower lip.
Her mother probably would reprimand her harshly if she heard her utter such words, interpreting them as a lack of respect for the gods, teachers and her own family.
Shadi sighed, closed the book, and rolled onto her back. She rested her eyes on the large stone blocks that made up the walls and the wooden inlays that decorated the pillars, outlining the octagonal architecture of the tower.
Before her touch, it had been an infinitely desolate place. She caressed one of the many cushions scattered in every corner, ran her eyes over the books she had read, the ones she had not even opened yet, and the ones so old they threatened to crumble under her gaze.
So many books.
So little time.
She wondered if the young woman with the dark hair and large black eyes had cultivated a similar passion. Had she carved out a little island where she felt safe even in winter storms?
She shook her head. No, it was impossible for this girl to have simply fallen in love with a being so far removed from the simple life of ordinary people. Of course, the Masters were strong and very tall. Everyone said that their beauty was touching.
But they were not men.
They were not women.
What kind of love could they give or ask for from people like this girl? Or like Shadi? To her, it seemed absolutely crazy, impossibly stupid. And frightening too. But her parents were ready to embrace the possibility with enthusiasm.
She had stopped being upset about it. A few years ago, when her mother had started dropping hints of engagements and marriages into their conversations, she had reacted with disbelief. Then almost with anger. Anger tempered by the knowledge that one wrong word was reason enough for her to be confined to her quarters. And that meant being separated from this place and its treasures.
Shadi was considered too young for such things, and she knew she was not as beautiful or as spry as her friends. Moreover, her lineage made it unlikely that she would receive invitations to the most prestigious events. Her father was a beloved and respected Lugalen, no one could deny that. But he was not the heir to a noble family, and there were occasions when that shortcoming was used against him without mercy.
Which, according to Shadi, was no bad thing.
A strong gust of wind rattled the shutters of one of the two tall, narrow windows that let in the moonlight. Dried by the frigid wind of the Peaks, the wood groaned and the rusty lock creaked.
Grunting, Shadi got to her feet and walked over to the window. She checked the inside pane, gave the handle a little tug, and looked at the outside shutters. They were struggling a bit, but it did not seem to her that they might give way.
"I'll have to ask someone to check it out," she said in a low voice to make a mental note. Her eyes slid down and filled with the lights coming from the streets.
Large braziers and torches illuminated the entire central part of the walled city. The stone alleys were crowded with stalls and vendors. This frenetic atmosphere would continue for another week or two. Then, as the weather turned colder, the streets would freeze over, preventing merchants from displaying their wares, especially after dark.
Even a town like Jabal Amira, a commercial stronghold in the Peaks, slowed to a crawl in the dead of winter. Shadi pressed her nose to the glass, taking in the streets, the people, the colors. When had she last been allowed to walk those streets?
Years ago?
The more her father's social position rose, the less personal freedom she was allowed.
Shadi bit the inside of her cheek and stifled a groan. She always had her tower and her books. That was enough.

    
  Darjin opened the door just enough to slip in, as she always did. She seemed to be made of shadows, dressed in dark wool with tiny floral patterns and dull leather. Yet her amber skin glowed in the warm light of the fireplace. 
She closed the door and clasped her hands behind her back, keeping her torso straight and her legs slightly apart.
Darjin watched the room. She paused at the open book resting on the fur, and then at the now dying flames in the fireplace. "How are the readings going, my lady?"
Shadi smiled at her. "'Wonderfully, Darjin, thank you for asking. So wonderfully, in fact, that I could spend the night here."
"I can imagine. It must be an extraordinary book to have distracted you so much that you neglected the fire," she said, pointing to the fireplace with her chin. "Be careful, my lady. The cold of the Peaks is a treacherous and patient foe."
"You are right, you are right, I will be more careful." Shadi tiptoed over to the carpet, picked up the book and carefully closed it. Then she placed it among the other ancient volumes on the shelves. "Sometimes when I'm in here, I feel like I'm losing touch with reality."
"It is obvious, my lady."
Shadi frowned and turned to Darjin. Her Dagger did not usually address her in this way. It almost seemed like she was being sarcastic.
"Are you mad at me?" she asked, more surprised than upset.
Darjin tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. "I could never be, my lady. But you really seem to have lost track of time."
"Yes, that's exactly what I..." The words died on Shadi's lips. She widened her eyes. "That can't be!"
Darjin nodded slowly, as if to say that it could indeed be.
"Today? Is it today? Tonight? I couldn't have forgotten," Shadi said as she ran to pull on a pair of low leather boots. "Oh, my gods! My gods!" She stumbled over her feet as she stood up, and Darjin caught her as quickly as only she could.
"Calm yourself, my lady. Your mother has summoned you, but she's not yet worried about your absence, nor has she started looking for you. You have some time to change and welcome the visitors," she said calmly.
But Shadi was shaking. "What an idiot! What a fool I am! This time she'll rip my lungs out of my chest, I'm sure of it!"
Darjin shook her head, but made no further effort to allay her fears. She grabbed a heavy woolen cloak lying on the cushions to her left and threw it over Shadi's shoulders. Then she dragged her out of the room.
On the other side of the door two Urookite soldiers, her father's men, stood guard.
Darjin turned to them without stopping. "You are dismissed. My lady will not return to the tower tonight."
Shadi followed her down the stairs, her anxiety making her movements unsteady and almost causing her to stumble a few times.
How could she have forgotten? The Asadi family had traveled for days to visit her. And Shadi had waited for this day for months. Still.
She held back tears.
She would rather have fallen down the stairs and broken her neck than endure another rant from her mother.
The descent down the stairs that snaked inside the tower was long. Each step seemed more difficult than the last.
She couldn't believe that she had managed to forget such an important social event. Her parents had never been particularly hospitable; they attended dinners and dances, often traveled to nearby towns, and even visited Urook. But entertaining guests, especially allowing them to stay in the citadel, was a privilege reserved for the few. In a way, perhaps Shadi had hoped to forget this visit.
"I am a coward," she whispered through clenched teeth.
Darjin, who was a few steps ahead of her, stopped and turned, "Excuse me, my lady?"
Shadi shook her head. "Do you know if Norain will be there?" she asked in the completely unfounded hope that luck would come to her aid.
"Lugalen Asadi's daughter? I assume she will be present, as she has been on all the other occasions her family has visited yours."
"Of course, of course. It's quite normal." Shadi inhaled deeply and then exhaled. "We didn't part on the best of terms. The last time she was here, a rift opened up between us. And we haven't written since."
Darjin listened in silence. Although Shadi hadn't shared the details of that unpleasant conversation with her, she was sure that Darjin knew everything.
The Dagger always knew everything.
After a short pause, Darjin cleared her throat and asked: "Should I tell your mother that you are not feeling well? That you stayed in bed nursing a cold?"
"She will discover the truth and become even more angry. Anyway, I don't want to disappoint my father. He knows nothing of this and values Lugalen Asadi's friendship. If I were to miss dinner, he might take it as a sign of disrespect for him and one of the few men in the world he really likes."
"Then we should hurry, my lady."
"Yes, we should." But Shadi still hesitated.
Darjin tilted her head and looked at her sideways. "Actually, it could be a good opportunity."
"A good opportunity? For what?"
Darjin's face, often so serious and distant, showed a faintly conspiratorial hint. She ran a hand over her dark hair, pulled back into a tight bun, and said, "To find a copy of the book you are looking for."
For a moment, Shadi forgot her haste and anxiety. "I'm always looking for a book, Darjin, one way or another."
The Dagger nodded. "But this one has eluded you for months. Almost a year, I think."
"Are you referring to The Guardians of the Golden City?"
"The Asadi family has a very rich private collection. One of the most renowned in all of Kenjir. If there is a place where such a rare book could be kept, then it is their library."
Shadi was well aware of this, but she didn't have the courage to ask Norain, not after what had happened. "It's a good idea, but Norain won't listen to me. Why should she? I was hard on her. If I were her, I don't know if I could forgive a person who spoke to me like that."
Darjin looked pensive. She stared at Shadi as if she was planning something.
"If young Asadi joins us, take it as a good sign. However, she might decide not to attend in order to avoid an encounter with you. So let's see what happens. If she does come, greet her warmly and use the book as a conversation starter. Ask for her help as if nothing had happened, but be prepared to apologize even if you're not sure you're in the wrong."
"Believe me, I feel more than guilty. I'm afraid I've ruined our friendship."
Darjin climbed onto her step and looked down. Although she wasn't an imposing woman, she easily towered over her.
"You will only know the truth if you face it. Remaining in doubt can eat away at your insides. The more you hesitate, the worse it will be. Put it this way," she explained, "if all goes well, the young Asadi will at least agree to listen to you. She may decide to break the silence and resume your relationship. And who knows, she may even have a copy of the book you seek, or know where to find one."
"What if instead..." Shadi did not have the courage to finish the sentence and lowered her eyes.
"Raise your eyes, my lady, please."
Shadi complied.
"If young lady Asadi refuses your offer of peace, then we will remove her private library from the list of places to search for old and valuable books."
Shadi smiled without much conviction. "Then I will have lost her forever."
It was Darjin who sighed. "My lady, we can find anyone, even those who go to great lengths to erase all traces. But we can only keep those who desire our affection." She gestured to the stairs, silently inviting her to descend further.
Shadi nodded.With tearful but grateful eyes, she followed her Dagger.

    
  Shadi's quarters were filled with servants who scurried like wasps between closets, trunks, and sacks of cloth, gathering whatever was needed to clothe her. 
Darjin stepped aside and let her in, then closed the door behind them. At the sight of the dark pink silk dress on the bed and the three servants, including the seamstress who had worked for her family for two decades, Shadi's heart clenched.
A corset.
As beautiful as it was uncomfortable, it made it difficult for her to breathe.
'Every woman from a good family has to pay this price,' her mother said. 'Beauty is expensive and painful'.
Her mother seemed to be able to wear clothes that wrapped her body gracefully for hours. And she never complained.
Never.
But every time Shadi dared to so much as exhale a sigh of exasperation, as the boning sewn into her corsets suffocated her, Tiona lashed out at her with harsh words.
The servants all bowed in haste when they saw Shadi enter, and the seamstress, Qestere, rolled her eyes. "May the gods be praised, my young lady, may they be praised infinitely! We were afraid you might not come!" Then she smiled at them, interlacing her fingers impatiently.
"Quick, quick, girls," she said to the other servants, "help our young lady undress, we have so little time left!"
The wave of enthusiasm emanating from the woman, left Shadi feeling overwhelmed, as if someone had left her in the middle of a wheat field and then set a herd of wild horses on her. There were too many people in the room.
Her eyes burned and her breath was short. Instinctively, she turned her gaze to Darjin, who was standing a step behind her.
"I'll stay outside the door. You'll be ready in no time, you'll see," the Dagger said in a low voice before leaving.
Shadi inhaled slowly and tried to hold back a deep tremor. She told herself that she had been lucky. She could have found her mother there, ready to pour out icy, stinging words to underline a deep disappointment.
She often did that, and Shadi hated those moments.
For she was very capable of responding to provocations with words unworthy of a young noblewoman. And she actually hated the person she became when she felt compelled to react bitterly. It was often her own choices that got her into trouble. So she felt no satisfaction in engaging in such s, even if only to defend herself.
Shadi spread her arms wide, closed her eyes, and let the servants take off her nightgown.
Solitude and silence gave her small reassurances.
They represented the absence of conflict.
She could concentrate on the beauty of the dress and see it as a kind of armor.
And the corset, a shield.

    
  By custom at that hour, dinner was long over. The fact that her parents had agreed to set aside their habits for the benefit of their guests was a testament to how eager they were to make a good impression. 
Shadi said to herself that it was strange. She felt that this visit was different from the others, although she could not explain exactly why. It was not just a friendship between two high ranking families, no. She shrugged off that subtle feeling and concentrated on not tripping over the hem of her wide skirt. Who was she to question the motives of her parents? They were simply reserved people. Just like she was.
Keeping pace with Darjin, she walked down the corridor that led from the entrance to her quarters to a grand staircase. She let her eyes lazily wander over the stone walls, the tapestries that covered them, and the war scenes they depicted. She rarely lingered on these details. She found them disturbing. And in a way, they clashed with the architecture.
For the fortress of Jabal Amira, from the towering walls outside the citadel where she lived to the array of towers carved into the rock, was austere and imposing. The dark stone of the Peaks had given birth to great blocks, creating sharp joints and angles, cold spaces and deep shadows. It was like that because it represented the last great outpost of the Masters' civilization in the mountains. It had to radiate power. Or so her father said. So why the tapestries? What about the statues, the paintings, the thick carpets?
All far too frivolous choices in her eyes. The Tutors, lords of Urook and all the loyal lands, would not approve, she was sure.
"Are you with me, my lady?" Darjin's voice brought her back to reality.
Shadi had passed the mouth of the stairs and her Dagger was waiting for her with a look somewhere between doubt and concern.
"Yes, yes, I'm sorry." Once again, she fixated on such thoughts to keep her fear at bay.
She descended the stairs with Darjin. Below them was a large hallway and tall black wooden doors leading to a courtyard. The cool evening breeze flickered the lamps that illuminated the entrance and the figures of her parents. With their backs to her, they stood erect, elegant and proud, waiting for their guests.
Darjin stopped as they reached the doors. Her hands clasped behind her back, she stood on the threshold and gave Shadi a quiet look. It was her way of silently promising that she would be there, no matter what.
Shadi hesitated for a moment. She caught a glimpse of the approaching carriages, preceded by riders in light leather armor, dark yellow uniforms, and golden iron reinforcements protecting shoulders and joints.
Her father, Leoben, looked over his shoulder. There was a barely hinted question between the lines of his forehead. He motioned for her to join him on his right, opposite where his wife had taken her place. He likely feared Tiona's inability to restrain herself from scolding Shadi in front of everyone.
Shadi appreciated the cleverness but had no illusions. She knew her father was as annoyed by the delay as her mother. However, Tiona likely had a subtler way to point it out.
Shadi stood beside the Lugalen, guardian of Jabal Amira, and tried to pose in a manner worthy of her parents' elegance.
Moments later, the guests arrived.
Lugalen Culm Asadi, his wife Pharah, and their daughter Norain dismounted from carriages at least twice the size of those owned by the Jan Hura family; they were also made of much finer-looking wood, polished like marble and decorated with gold metal inlays.
The Asadi were Larsani, and they seemed to want everyone they encountered outside the capital to know it.
As the three approached, smiling, Shadi could not help but notice the traveling clothes they wore: smooth leather, furs dyed white, gold, and silver-gray. Even the women wore breeches, just like the Lugalen.
It seemed strange to Shadi. She was convinced that only Urookite women, especially from the less noble social classes, had embraced the practicality of these garments.
Lugalen Asadi, a little shorter than her father, completely bald and with the broad shoulders of a consummate warrior, spread his arms wide and hugged his colleague as if he had found a brother.
Shadi watched them and smiled. It was rare to see the man who had raised her indulge in such an outpouring of affection. As far as she knew, her father's friendship with Culm Asadi was entirely sincere, and she was glad that the two of them had not been affected by the fall out between her and Norain.
Even her mother Tiona, always so reserved and calm, raised her hands and intertwined her fingers with Pharah's. The woman looked like a brunette version of her mother. Just as tall and slender, with a dark, glowing complexion and long black hair pulled back over her head in knotted plaits.
Beautiful, radiant on this chilly night, the two women exchanged polite smiles and words.
Shadi bit her lip. She did it again, staring at everything around her, trying to ignore her fear.
Norain.
The young woman walked towards her.
When Shadi saw a smile on her face, it was as if a new moon had lit up the sky above.
She returned the smile and silently prayed that Norain was not just trying to please her parents, that she was truly happy to see her again.
Shadi took a deep breath, took courage, went over to Norain and hugged her.
They held each other for a few moments, but it was a warm exchange. So much so that Shadi found herself blinking quickly to fight back a hint of tears. "Welcome, Norain, welcome," she said, struggling to keep her voice steady despite the knot in her throat.
The young Larsani released the embrace and looked into her eyes. "My friend," she whispered. Seeing that Shadi was about to say more, she shook her head. "Let's not talk about it. Not now."
Shadi nodded, aware that her cheeks were burning and her eyes were wide open, as they always were when emotion overpowered reason. It was a sight Tiona Jan Hura often called pitiful.
Perhaps Norain was driven by the same pity? If so, she did not show it. She turned her eyes to her mother Pharah and answered a question Shadi had not heard: "Of course, Mother, we will be right there."
She took Shadi under her arm and dragged her towards the entrance. "I like your dress. You look good in it. But you should eat more," Norain said as if it had only been a few hours since they had last seen each other.
Shadi allowed herself a laugh that sounded more like a gasp. "And you look as beautiful as ever."
Norain laughed heartily. She resembled her mother: dark complexion, lustrous black hair braided in a cascade that covered her shoulders. But her face showed her father's strong features and broad forehead.
"Don't flatter me, dear. Save the compliments for later. If we survive dinner, that is. How many courses has your mother prepared? Five? Six? Remember the last banquet? On my last visit?" she asked Shadi as they passed the big doors and went up the stairs.
Of course Shadi remembered. That banquet had been the last one she and Norain had enjoyed happily together.
The lightheartedness had vanished a few hours later when Shadi uttered words she bitterly regretted. She still regretted them. Perhaps not even Norain's forgiveness, had it ever come, could have changed that bitterness.
"Actually, there are eight courses. We will enjoy two different desserts tonight."
Norain groaned. "Your mother is cruel. She'll just pick at the dishes placed in front of her and take great offense if we don't eat like longshoremen."
"She just wants to make sure no one at the table wears a corset as casually as she does."
"Cruel and calculating," Norain chuckled.
Shadi asked her about the trip and how she had spent her days on the outskirts of Larsa. Norain was vague, laughed softly, and did not slow her pace. Soon they reached the large dining room on the second floor.
The room was lit by large lamps suspended between the dark stone corridors and high colonnades. A large fireplace cast long shadows behind the tables, chairs, columns, and the guests themselves.
In the center of the room, a table had been set for the six diners, already loaded with fruit sprinkled with spices and brown sugar, cider, hot strips of cheese, and small cups of honey.
Shadi sat to the left of her father at the head of the table. Norain sat in a similar position on the opposite side.
As Shadi had suspected, it was the Lugalens' two wives who dictated the pace of the conversation.
Pharah Asadi graciously allowed Tiona Jan Hura to be the first to report on the state of affairs in Jabal Amira. The hostess spoke of the plentiful hides and furs from her mountain herds, as well as the abundant meat from the same animals. It had been an exceptionally good year.
Not to mention the wine.
"Please, please, taste, my dears," Tiona said, nodding to the servants who hurriedly replaced the used plates with ones laden with strips of smoked meat. A second wave of attendants poured wine for all the guests.
And for Shadi. She was momentarily amazed that she was now allowed to taste it in public, instead of sneaking into a dark pantry with her brother a few times a year. She accepted the glass with the rest of the guests and took a sip that burned her palate and throat.
Tiona was right. It was a special vintage. "Our Blackpeak has an aftertaste of red figs, don't you think? That hasn't happened in decades, has it, my dear?" she asked her husband.
Leoben nodded as he downed half a glass of the dark red liquid in one go. "A rarity."
Lugalen Asadi chuckled, "I never understood where the name came from. Blackpeak. Did you coin it?"
"Oh no, my friend," Shadi's father replied, skewering a strip of well-oiled meat. "The Blackpeak grape is very old. They called it that long before my family climbed the mountains."
That last explanation put Shadi on her toes. It was the kind of word choice that could backfire on her father, for it implied that he was not a native of these mountains. And that there was not a single drop of noble blood in his veins.
The other high-ranking lords who aspired to the seat of Jabal Amira could have used such an admission as a blade and jumped at Leoben Jan Hura's neck without a second thought.
But the Asadi family was Larsani. The power games of a provincial fortress must have seemed as insignificant to them as a few specks of dust on fine clothes. Or perhaps they had chosen to ignore those words out of sincere affection.
Shadi had no way to know.
It was at this very moment that Pharah made sure to point out that it was not only the very good wine that had made the past year so special.
Shadi's hair stood up on the back of her neck as she sensed where this conversation was going. She almost choked on her sip of wine.
The Trials.
"I have heard incredible rumors," Pharah said, tilting her head and casting a conspiratorial glance at Tiona. "It seems that this year's celebrations will be the most amazing in Kenjir's memory. The city is in an uproar. There are architects and builders working day and night. Larsa will never be the same."
Shadi concentrated on the wine. How she wished she could find a way to change the subject. Or suddenly go deaf so as not to hear her parents repeat the same words.
"Have you received an official invitation?" asked Tiona.
Shadi suppressed the urge to give her mother a dirty look. She prayed silently, but without much conviction, that the evening would end quickly.
Her mother seemed to read her mind and fixated on this particular topic as if she wanted to use it to spank her. "Or is it too soon?" she added.
"Definitely yes." Pharah put down her glass and cut into her portion of meat. "No family has received a call from the capital yet, and it looks like it will stay that way for at least another two or three weeks. My friends close to the ziggurat say the selection will be tougher than ever."
"I thought so. I guess it's good after all," Tiona nodded.
"Masters should not be satisfied with mediocrity. We would be honored if one of our beloved Broen, Jathim or Norain received an invitation to the celebrations, to see the Trials," Pharah continued. "But it will always be a gift. A blessing. Nothing in our power could ever change the Masters' judgment. If they decide that our little ones are worthy of their attention, we will obey with the greatest of enthusiasm. But if not, we will accept in silence. May the gods enlighten us," she said, her eyes shining.
Everyone echoed her. "May the gods enlighten us!"

    
  Shadi listened reluctantly to the stories of how the Asadi family had spent months making all the necessary preparations. They had hired tailors, dance and elocution teachers, invested in new carriages and horses. They had almost gone so far as to look for a house closer to the center of the capital. 
"Then we recognized that we had gone too far," said the Lugalen. He took his wife Pharah's hand between his own and smiled. "Actually, it was my beloved wife who convinced me to slow down. As she has already explained to you, we must trust the Masters to bestow their mercy. As always."
Shadi wished she could say that her mother Tiona had the same peaceful certainty.
But no, the woman was not like that. She would use every opportunity to make sure that Shadi or Roben, preferably both, were present on that important occasion.
Tiona wanted them to marry well, of course. And the Trials were the perfect opportunity to show off her children.
"My Leoben and I also try not to think too much about the Trials, nor add more anxiety to our lives, which are already so full of challenges and tasks."
Shadi was in danger of bursting into hysterical laughter under the weight of her mother's blatant falsehood. She swallowed more wine and coughed. Her knuckles were pale and almost sore. She met Norain's gaze. The girl looked worried and tilted her head in a silent question.
Shadi shrugged.
The idea that her parents, especially her mother, were such hypocrites and liars was as sad as it was outrageous.
Norain came to her aid, shifting the conversation to other shores. "Jabal Amira is breathtaking even at night," she said, turning first to Leoben, then to Tiona. "I caught a glimpse of the booths, the lights, and heard the music. I would love to take a walk through the narrow streets of the fortress."
Leoben smiled and Tiona beamed with pride. "Of course, my young lady. We will fulfill your wish with all our hearts."
Norain bowed her head briefly. Then she added, "But where is dear Roben? His presence is always so cheerful, he is really missed."
Tiona liked this question. Shadi could tell by the way she looked at Norain and smiled, even with her eyes. Did she consider Norain to be a suitable partner for her eldest son? No doubt. Tiona Jan Hura always weighed all possibilities.
But it was Leoben who explained that Roben was still on the road, returning from the Peaks after weeks of hunting. He might be back any day.
Culm Asadi explained that his two eldest sons, Broen and Jathim, were training with the Golden Army. "Ah, just thinking about it makes me feel so old! I haven't seen Broen for almost a year and Jathim for three months. And I won't see them for at least another four weeks?" he asked, turning to his wife.
Pharah nodded, suddenly on the verge of tears. "Time goes too fast for us parents. One day we hold babies in our arms. Little bundles that spend all their time sucking milk and sleeping. The next day we see them riding war horses or turning into beautiful ladies." She looked at her daughter Norain with loving eyes.
The girl blew her a reverent kiss.
Within moments, the tone of the conversation changed, and Shadi was relieved to find that the meal was over.
The Asadis asked to be excused, and after a final brief exchange of courtesies and pleasantries, they rose to be escorted to the guest rooms.
Before leaving, Norain turned to Shadi.
"Shall we have breakfast together in the morning?"
Shadi hastened to accept. "In my quarters? Like when we were children?" The question was directed more to Tiona than the girl.
The hostess did not seem to like the idea. But she caught Pharah's approving look. So she agreed. "But don't spend the whole day locked up gossiping, mind you." She said it lightly, as if it were a joke.
Shadi knew it was not.
She and her mother had unfinished business. This visit did not change the fact that Tiona trusted her daughter even less than usual and feared that sooner or later, she would do something stupid or end up ruining her family's reputation forever.
"Thank you, Mother. Thank you from the bottom of my heart."
The two families wished each other good night, and Shadi found herself alone with her parents.
She sensed that Tiona was about to say something. Something as cold and sharp as a splinter of ice.
But Leoben simply said, "You may go to sleep, my daughter. I leave Norain in your care. Make sure she has a pleasant stay in Jabal Amira. Can you do that for me?"
Shadi bowed. "It will be an honor, Father." Then he turned on his heel and hurried out of the great hall.
When Shadi met Darjin's gaze, hidden between shadows and colonnades, she breathed a sigh of relief.
"Have you been there all evening?" she asked the Dagger in a low voice, leaving the hall at a brisk pace.
"Certainly, my lady. It was a pleasant dinner, wasn't it?"
Shadi stifled a sad laugh. "Sitting next to my mother? A nice swim in a frozen lake could be more fun."
Darjin remained silent.
"Thank you for staying close."
"Always, my lady, always."

    
  Sleep eluded her. But at the same time, Shadi knew that she was not fully awake. Her mind sailed through images that could have been memories mixed with daydreams: she revisited the moments when she had embraced Norain and heard her voice again. 
Let's not talk about it.
Not now.
In that no-man's-land between waking and dreaming, she wondered if she could do the same, if she could put aside a wrong she had suffered to preserve a friendship.
Probably not.
And she called herself a foolish, childish little girl; the daughter of a man the people of Kenjir considered infinitely rich and powerful. This was not the case, no. Her family's finances were anything but rosy. But growing up in a fortress, sheltered from the hardships of the common people, had she become lazy? Haughty? Spoiled?
Perhaps.
Weariness continued to cloud her mind.
She dreamed of walking through the ruins of a great city. Dark smoke prevented her from seeing the distinctive features of buildings and streets. Aware of the intangible nature of these images, she was not surprised by the lack of heat from distant flames, nor by the fact that she could breathe without coughing violently. Yet those images dug a hole of fear in her chest. Thick, heavy, as if her lungs wanted to turn to stone, restlessness pushing her down.
Shadi curled up in a ball, the weight no longer bearable. There, amidst the cold flames and blackest smoke that enveloped a once golden city, an answer lit up in her mind.
She knew the name of the city, but couldn't bring herself to say it out loud.
Shadi let out a soft moan, a hissing sound that brought her closer to wakefulness.
Then the voice.
A growl.
"Who are you? How did you get here?"
And Shadi screamed, unable to comprehend these questions, their origin, and the threat that brushed across her skin.
She awoke struggling and banging her forehead against something hard.
Wood.
There was cold stone against her back, the subtle smell of dust mixed with that of herbs used to scent sheets and blankets.
She was under the bed. How did she get there?
Massaging her head, she sighed in despair and crawled out of her hiding place.
The last traces of a dream still clouded her mind with faint strokes of rapidly fading images.
The fear stayed with her for a few moments. But as she slipped back under the covers, everything suddenly vanished.
Weariness pulled her into the darkness as if she were returning from a very long journey. Sleep suddenly made her close her eyes.
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Norain took a bite of sweet bread, covered with honey and small dates. She giggled, trying not to stain the fine yellow tunic woven with gold threads and tiny white beads, and the wide white skirt she struggled to hold between the arms of the chair. 
"My mother will not admit it even under torture, but I think your cooks are better than ours, Shadi Jan Hura."
The morning light was cold, almost piercing. It poured into Shadi's quarters through large windows, casting distinct shadows on the desk where she studied. Between them was a low table, covered with freshly baked bread; milk and sweet cheese, still warm, their aroma filled the room.
Shadi did not dare to confirm Norain's suspicion; that would have been impolite. "Sooner or later I'll have to test your word. I was too young the last time. To be honest, I have very few memories of your home."
"You are right." Norain poured hot milk into a glass and drank some. "I don't understand why Tiona is so in love with this fortress. It is imposing and I recognize its importance, don't get me wrong. And the view is spectacular. But you should travel more. Kenjir is full of wonders. Not to mention the fact that your family surely knows how to use the new connections from a political point of view, I'm sure," she continued with her usual nonchalance.
Shadi was relieved to see that the girl had not lost her habit of saying everything she thought, anytime, without thinking too much about the consequences. Especially after months of silence.
"I think it's a good way to keep everything under control," Shadi thought aloud. "Here she can dictate the rules."
"True. Travel exposes us to many unforeseen circumstances. Yes, Pharah used to be like that. My father changed her mind in time," Norain sighed.
Shadi felt on edge every time they called their mothers by their first names during these conversations. This small act of rebellion could cost them both dearly if discovered. It was fun to refer to the two matriarchs as if they were just women and not the wives of two powerful Lugalens. They continued to munch on dried fruit, drink milk and herbal infusions, exchanging pleasantries about the bad weather that had slowed Norain's journey, and news of their respective brothers.
The way Norain looked away when Roben was mentioned was strange.
Shadi did not want to dwell on that detail. This intimate moment had to be used to settle the dispute that had kept them apart for so long.
"Norain, I owe you an apology. No, please, I have to do this," she said, raising her hand.
Norain nodded and took a bite.
Shadi caught her breath and let it out as she spoke. The words flowed with the air, a small stream that had been painfully held back for months.
"This whole discussion about the Trials is difficult for me." She hesitated. It was the first time she could talk about that event in a completely honest way without feeling overwhelmed by her mother's cold stare. "I barely understand it. I mean, I know every parent wants their children to have a good marriage. The desire to find someone who deserves us and can take care of us. That's clear, yes. But the Trials are something else entirely. They ask us to do things that don't make sense to me."
Norain swallowed the last bite, drank more brew, and folded her hands in her lap, waiting.
I don't think I can do it. Even if an official call came, I'm not sure I could join. I'd embarrass them all: my mother, my father, and even Roben. I can barely speak in public, let alone to one of them." Her last word slipped out in a whisper.
Norain pressed her lips into a thin line. Rarely had she been so serious. "The Masters. You are afraid of them. Because they are not like us. Because they are gods and children of gods." She freed her fingers from the tangle in her lap and slowly smoothed her skirt. "We fear them deeply. We venerate them, follow their commands, and adhere to their laws. We bask in their protection. The riches that envelop us stem from their power. Yet, we do not truly grasp their nature. If we did, we would be gods ourselves."
Shadi listened to Norain and was surprised to hear a different tone of voice than her friend usually used. It made her seem more mature.
"Perhaps ignorance is the small price we have to pay for our way of life. On the other hand, young men and women who marry Masters seem to lead happy lives. We have never heard of such a union being less than prosperous."
"We've never heard of it, exactly."
Norain looked at her sideways. "Do you think they keep us in the dark on purpose?"
"Perhaps it would be too much for us. The Masters live hundreds of years longer than we do. They control the forces of nature. Every day they perform deeds that we cannot even imagine. I wonder how we can even think of sharing a life with such beings."
Norain leaned to the side and rested her elbow on the armrest. She looked at the panorama of the Peaks outside the windows.
"I understand you, Shadi. Even if you don't believe me."
Shadi searched for the words to disagree, but remained silent. Norain was right. Their relationship had soured precisely because of a lack of trust.
"You believe that men and women who are enthusiastic about the idea of participating in the Trials are driven by ambition. You expressed this with infinite clarity, if I remember correctly." The girl's words were blackened by the memory of their last discussion.
‘Ambitious. You are too ambitious. And hypocritical like everyone else.’
Shadi shuddered at the thought of having spoken those words to Norain.
"And I'll tell you what," Norain continued, her gaze fixed on the vista, "you're probably right, for the most part. Even though I didn't admit it a while ago. But the truth is, there are boys and girls who know they have no choice. They have to participate because their families demand it." She looked at Shadi again, as if she wanted to say much more.
Shadi held her breath.
"Then there are others who believe they are acting for the good of Kenjir. By marrying the Masters, they help create alliances and solidify the peace. There are dozens and dozens of different reasons why our peers might decide they want to be a part of the celebrations and pursue a prestigious marriage." She stared at Shadi intently. "But you have chosen to pass judgment as if all those justifications did not exist."
"Norain, I..."
"Don't make it harder for me to forgive you, my friend. I have already decided to put what you said behind me. Don't bring those words back to my mind. Believe me, it is not a question of generosity. It's just that my circumstances and those of my family have changed."
Shadi frowned, sensing that Norain was struggling with the subject, but also needed to confront it.
"I was obsessed with the Trials. Obsessed with the idea of celebrating, jumping from party to party, event to event, surrounded by my friends and maybe even the Masters. This is the truth. I was only seeing a small part of the big picture. But I told myself that in the end I was just pleasing my parents. Obeying their orders. All nonsense. I just wanted to run away from home." Norian shrugged. "So maybe you were right when you yelled at me for acting like a fool."
"No. No, it's not for me to judge. You said yourself it was wrong to question your motives. It wasn't my place, that's all."
"You're right again," Norain laughed quietly. Now she had tears in her eyes. "Especially because my motives have shifted. I am now the one who must find a rich and influential suitor during these celebrations. Or my family will sink into very, very dark waters." She lowered her eyes and twisted her fingers.
"I held a grudge against you, Shadi, because you could see through me. You saw what I filled my head with, you saw the person I would become. And I hated what you knew." A tear ran down her cheek. "A poor idiot who only wanted to be a tool. Trading goods to keep my people from going bankrupt."
Shadi got out of her chair, leaned over and hugged Norain.
She heard her friend sobbing, moaning softly, "I feel so stupid."
Shadi stroked her hair. She let tear after tear fall on her shoulder, hugging a young woman who had always seemed bright and confident. Now she was feverish, distraught.
Because of the Masters, because of what they represented, and because of what they demanded of all the men, women, and children who worshipped them and could do nothing but obey.

    
  Shadi spent most of the day in her quarters. She could only go out on occasions arranged by her parents. Most of the teachers visited her in the same room where she had breakfasted with Norain. So the only real opportunities to poke her nose out of those rooms were family lunches and dinners, the very rare times they attended social events, and riding lessons. 
Shadi had begged her father to let Darjin teach her self-defense. She didn't want to become a warrior, or get bruises, or show off calloused hands. She just wanted to survive if someone attacked her when her Dagger wasn't there.
But Leoben always said that Darjin was only there to watch over her day and night, to ensure the safety of his beloved daughter.
The small library in the tower was a concession that had cost Shadi a veritable marathon of prayers, condescending smiles, promises, and perjury.
She could spend only a few hours a week there, and always under the close supervision of Darjin and at least two of the soldiers who had sworn allegiance to the Jan Hura family. In fact, her small retreat remained more of a goodwill gesture on her father's part. Tiona would leave her daughter to take root in her rooms and stay there until she rotted.
Or until she found a husband.
So the idea of spending the late morning walking the streets of the citadel seemed like a precious gift to Shadi.
She and Norain were accompanied by two soldiers who walked a few steps behind them. Their names were Breni and Torro. The first was tall, with an imposing figure on the verge of middle age, dark hair streaked with gray, and sun-darkened skin that gave him a solemn expression. The second was thinner, almost too much for a soldier, in Shadi's objectively uninformed opinion. Torro had dark brown hair, a sharp face, and inquisitive eyes.
Shadi had said over and over again that Darjin would be more than enough to keep an eye on her and Norain. She did not want the walk to turn into some kind of holy procession. With the two guards at their heels, they could end up attracting a lot more attention.
But Leoben and Tiona were adamant.
Darjin was further ahead, hidden between a pillar and the next curve. She watched the path for threats. As always. The way she could avoid distracted eyes was extraordinary, proof that the Daggers' fame was more than well-founded.
Shadi walked down the narrow, stone-paved street beside Norain. On this day, she had decided to wear colors similar to her friend's: white, pale yellow, silver trim. There was barely room for the two of them and their wide skirts.
She pointed to the end of the street, "The stalls are that way."
Norain clapped her hands, happy as a child. "I never really paid attention to this part of the citadel," she said shortly after, her voice a little surprised and a little brooding, "maybe because they always kept us locked up in your quarters. This place is really, really old."
As the sound of their footsteps echoed off the stone and rose up the walls that towered as far as the eye could see, Shadi was glad to be able to talk about a subject she knew well.
"Ah Jabal Amira as a whole is a mixture of architecture from different eras. The further you get from the citadel, the more recent the buildings. Outside the walls, it would be hard to distinguish the streets and houses from those of any other mountain town. This is what my teachers say. Some of them have traveled far. This way," she said as she turned right.
The stone corridor gradually widened and the street sloped downward. Buildings now had wide wooden gates and stained-glass windows protected by thin bars molded into floral patterns.
"But the citadel and other structures like it," she continued, pointing to the stone buildings leaning against each other, "mostly date back to the same historical period. Back then, the fortress was just a fortress, and the outer walls did not exist. There was only a small circle of them nearby. We will cross it in a moment. The structure was used to demarcate the territory and symbolized the end of the Masters' rule over Kenjir. From here on, there were only inhospitable lands. Some believed they were cursed.
"The lands beyond the peaks," Norain nodded. "How long was it before the people of Kenjir discovered that there was life beyond the mountains?"
"Hundreds of years, probably. Long, long after the fortress was built. In any case, it is as if the Masters foresaw the need to protect their people. It seems that the first encounters with the peoples beyond the Peaks were bloody, to say the least."
They reached a small square, dominated by a fountain, where a statue of the Lord of the Tutors, King Zayr, stood. A suit of armor covered his entire body, and he held a ceremonial staff in his right hand. Crystal clear water gushed from the tip of the weapon.
"Do you smell it?" asked Norain, lifting her nose like a bloodhound. Then she scanned the stalls on the opposite side of the square. "Biscuits, Shadi!" she chuckled and ran after the smell of toasted sugar.
Shadi hurried to keep up. The cool morning air stung her cheeks and throat. Norain's soft laughter reminded her of distant years when everything seemed simpler: food, clothing, even the love of her parents. When there were no responsibilities to weigh on her mind.
The two soldiers cursed in low voices, amazed at Norain's vitality, and ran after the girls, stopping at a reasonable distance to allow them to observe the wares and buy what they wanted.
Norain had two bags filled with seeds marinated in lemon and honey, small dried berries, and figs baked with ginger and cinnamon.
Shadi blushed when she saw the way the vendor, a tall young man with brown hair and dark eyes, looked at Norain.
"Will I regret tasting your seeds, sir?" chirped Norain. She blinked and looked at him sideways.
Shadi begged the stones beneath her feet to give way, to open a chasm and swallow her alive. She could imagine the look of disdain Tiona would give her if she saw her anywhere near such a scene.
The salesman smiled, showing straight white teeth. There was a strange mixture of childish curiosity and utterly mature desire in his eyes. "Never! I place my good name and the honor of my entire family in your hands, my lady! My sweet seeds will warm your palate and your heart," he replied. The last sentence was spoken in a low voice. A promise, in a way.
Norain nodded and took a handful of seeds to her mouth. She munched them slowly, never taking her eyes off the young man. "You were not lying." She slipped a hand through the folds of her skirt and pulled out coins, placing them on the merchant's hand. "I will remember these seeds, sir."
"And I will remember you, my lady. Forever."
Norain laughed at the dreamy look he gave her. But she returned it with a glance that was hard to misunderstand. Then she walked over to Shadi, grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her away, still giggling.
"The gods have been generous with us! They have given us the sweetest visions in the best year ever!" said the vendor behind them, his voice full and warm, as if one of the Masters had given him a vision.
Shadi turned to him.
"After years of poor harvests, our vines are producing the most delicious wine in Kenjir. And today our eyes are filled with the proudest beauty imaginable." Two boys approached the vendor. Servants, probably, or merchants themselves. They watched Norain and Shadi with curiosity, smiling at their friend's praise.
"Celebrate with us, my young ladies!" he continued. "Tonight the last barrels of Blackpeak will be sold and the streets will be filled with music and happy people. Bless us once again with your beauty!"
Shadi marveled at the young man's insolence.
Breni and Torro seemed ready to silence him. As they placed their hands on the handles of their blades, Shadi stepped forward and commanded in a low but firm voice, "No, no. Let it go. My guest and I don't want to linger."
The two soldiers turned sharply at her order, but obeyed.
Norain, however, did not respond to this heartfelt invitation. She just looked at the merchant and smiled. Then she returned to drag Shadi away. "My gods, what a hunk!" She seemed to find the whole situation outrageously funny.
"Norain!"
"Yes?"
"That guy could hear you! Surely the soldiers accompanying us have picked up on your appreciation!" Shadi said, glancing behind them.
Breni had a distant look, but seemed to carefully avoid meeting Shadi's eyes. Whereas, Torro sneered as if someone had whispered a dirty joke to him.
"Oh, what do I care? The big boy deserves more than a few coins. Do you think there's any way I can have him delivered right to my room tonight?"
"Norain!"
"Just kidding, my friend." Norain almost choked, laughing and spitting out small pieces of seed.
It was Shadi who quickened her pace for once. With her cheeks still burning, she could not help but be infected by the carefree laughter of her newfound friend.

    
  Shadi tried to make their excursion through the streets of the city more subdued. 
During the whole exchange between Norain and the vendor, she had suffered a deep and piercing embarrassment. She felt as if Tiona's oppressive gaze was upon her, even though there were thick stone walls between them. And she hated that feeling; it was hard for her to shake it away.
But Norain was funny. The way she seemed to disregard the conventions and customs that governed the lives of young women like her was fascinating.
With a sigh, Shadi led the way through streets that grew wider and wider, crowded and full of stalls. There were sellers of cloth and furs, jewelry and carvings, animals and food of all kinds. And then there was grain and meat, already cut and displayed on wide wooden counters.
Norain watched everything with curiosity, slowing her pace a few times to rest her fingers on some fabric that was brighter than others, or on beads of colors she had never seen before. For the rest of her walk, she continued to nibble on seeds and smile at the crowd as they moved aside to clear the way.
"These are the original walls of the citadel. The ones I was telling you about earlier," Shadi explained as she lifted her chin toward a high arch that connected two imposing buildings. Large segments of stone from the Peaks were visible on the outside of the arch.
"Over hundreds of years, the structures inside and outside the inner walls eventually merged. As a result, there are dozens and dozens of buildings that literally rest on what were once the boundaries of the citadel. And the palaces themselves are connected by ancient Watchtowers, passageways and staircases that branch off the old walls."
Norain listened carefully. "It almost looks like a labyrinth of rock."
Shadi nodded. "Indeed, there are many stories of hidden paths and secret passages carved into the rock of the inner walls. It's all very strange, but I wouldn't want to be here at night." This thought made her remember Darjin's advice. So she decided it was time for her to be the bold one, just a little, and asked Norain, "Some of the most curious stories about Jabal Amira are found in an old book called The Guardians of the Golden City. Apparently it's very hard to get hold of. Have you ever read it?"
Norain scratched her nose doubtfully. "The title is not new to me, but no, I think not. I will personally look for it when I get home. Even if I don't find it in our family’s collection, I'm sure one of my mother's friends has a copy. We will dig up that book, my friend, I promise. I'm glad to see that your passions have not faded."
"Are you talking about reading?"
"Yes, of course. In these months I have crossed paths with many of our kind. Daughters of Lugalens, Ensins, and merchants of the Covenant Guild. I hardly recognized some of them. As soon as they were old enough to receive an invitation..." she shook her head gently, then turned to look at Shadi.
"I almost said something very foolish. I was about to accuse those girls with words all too similar to those that caused our separation." She took Shadi's hands and squeezed them tightly. "Let's not make the same mistake again, my friend. Let's not let circumstances dictate our friendship."
Shadi wondered if there were words to describe what she felt. That she agreed with her and was exceedingly grateful.
She just hugged Norain tightly.

    
  Shadi dismissed the servants who had helped her undo the dress she had worn to dinner and loosen the topknot that had trapped her hair. 
She sat on the edge of the bed and shifted her shoulders to ease the tension. After a full day in Norain's company, she felt exhausted. She was not used to spending so much time with anyone other than a member of her family or her teachers. And although her friend's presence was more than welcome, it remained a monumental departure from Shadi's habits.
Shadi did not handle this kind of change well. In fact, she did not handle any kind of change well.
She knotted the silk laces at the collar of a pale nightgown and stood. Just as she turned back the blankets, furs and sheet, a knock came at the door. With her heart beating a little faster and a smile on her lips, Shadi tiptoed through the bedroom, crossed the small living room where breakfast had been shared with Norain, and reached the door. As she opened it, Roben's handsome face appeared, his eyes shining in the dim light of the hallway. He smiled back at her, spread his arms wide, stepped forward and hugged her, laughing.
"Little sister!"
Shadi groaned in his tight embrace, but could not hold back her laughter as he lifted her off the ground. "Shouldn't you be hunting? What do you hope to catch in the keep, beetles and cockroaches? Or spiders and rats?"
He planted a kiss on her cheek. "I've missed you too, little one," he said, releasing her.
Shadi feigned outrage. "You should be announced if you want to visit a lady of high lineage like me. Look, you've wrinkled all my robes," she said, exaggerating a groan that sounded all too similar to the one Tiona used to give everyone when she was indisposed.
"Oh, forgive me, Your Ladyship!" Roben shut the door with the heel of a boot and bowed deeply. "What an impertinent fool I am. I do not deserve your grace, your indulgence, or your gratitude."
"Gratitude?"
"Exactly. For this," he said, slipping a hand under the jacket. He must have just returned, for he wore his traveling clothes soiled with dust and mud, his thick black hair disheveled, and a beard that had grown for at least a few days.
Yet no one mistook him for a commoner. Confidence radiated from his every movement, and an innate awareness marked his posture. Roben knew he was handsome and from a powerful family. Even the dirt on him seemed almost charming.
He pulled out a small leather pouch. "A gift. But you will not accept it. Not from an unworthy creature like me!" He withdrew his hand and Shadi's eyes widened.
"What have you brought me? Let me see! Now!"
She clung to his arm, trying to snatch the pouch from him, laughing with him as she pried open his fingers one by one.
"But Your Grace! You behave like a little streetwalker! You laid your hands on me. Outrageous!"
"Let me have a look already!" she said when he finally allowed her to take the pouch. She unfastened it quickly, then opened her eyes wide. A necklace: a gold chain and a small pendant in the shape of a book. It was made of finely crafted wood, gold and leather.
"Oh Roben, it's beautiful!"
He shrugged. "Glad it pleases you, Your Excellency."
"You can stop worshiping me now." She stood on her tiptoes and kissed Roben on the cheek. "I missed you."
"I missed you too," he replied, looking around as if searching for something. He did that when he was stalling. When he couldn't find the words.
Uneasily, Shadi suddenly put her hand on his arm.
"What's going on?"
Roben scratched his chin and pressed his lips into a thin line. "Perhaps none of my business. Or maybe I should pry. I honestly don't know what to do."
"But you're worried. About me? Do you know something I don't? Did something bad happen on your hunting trip? Why did you come back so early?"
Roben raised his hands to defend himself against the avalanche of questions.
"I'm fine, I'm fine. We just decided to come back to avoid the first snowstorms. You know those are always the worst." He hesitated, then let out a heavy sigh. "Your friend is here. Norain."
Shadi frowned. "Yes. She arrived last night with her parents. Did you meet them?"
"In a way."
"What does that mean?"
Roben spread his arms wide, defeated. "I don't know. I'm not sure. I mean, I know I saw her, but I don't know what it really means."
Shadi reached for his neck in desperation, hissing like a snake.
He shrugged her off with a chuckle. "All right, all right. I just saw Norain in town. Between the stalls of the wine sellers. There was music and she was dancing with a man I didn't recognize. But he didn't seem to be the kind of companion her parents would approve of."
For Shadi, it was like a slap in the face. "Are you sure?"
"I would say so."
"And you just left her there? Like it was nothing?"
Roben looked away. Despite always displaying confidence he still managed to blush. He was able to effortlessly attract the gaze of anyone, and gain the sympathy of even strangers. Yet he could still feel shame. "As a matter of fact, yes. I did."
"And why is that?" she asked in a rush, her voice higher and shriller.
"Oh, don't be naive, little sister. I didn't say anything for the same reason you have my back when I get too lonely." He again smiled at her as he did when trying to avoid the most dangerous topics. The ones that had to do with her nighttime adventures on the roofs of the fortress.
Shadi grabbed his hand and squeezed it fiercely, sinking her nails into his palm. Roben groaned in surprise and tried to pull away, but she held on with all her strength. She knew he could easily push her off, but she also knew he'd never lift a finger against her.
But Shadi wanted him to know how angry he had made her.
"You and Norain could not be more different, big brother," she said, lowering her voice. She tried to keep her tone cold. Like that of the woman who had given birth to them. "As far as we know, she has never even touched a man in her life and has surrounded herself only with nobles. People of the highest stature. Of incorruptible morality. We certainly don't want her reputation to go down the drain tonight, do we?" she asked, squeezing his hand until she herself felt pain. "Especially not here, while she is a guest of our family."
"Maybe she just wants to dance a little," Roben remarked as he effortlessly freed himself, like swatting away a fly. Of the two children, he had inherited his mother's height and graceful form, coupled with his father's strength. In contrast, Shadi appeared petite like her grandmother.
"I don't care what she wants. I'm afraid of what she might do without knowing it. Or what they could force her to do. Besides, you are a man, Roben. Here in Jabal Amira, women are expected to respect certain customs. You know that." She pointed a finger at him. "If that weren't the case, you wouldn't have to sneak out in the middle of the night to meet your girls. They'd visit you without fear or shame. But it doesn't work that way. We must be careful. Maybe it's different in Larsa or Napur, but not here. If Norain does something foolish and her people find out, we'll be in big trouble." Shadi clasped her hands over her stomach, out of breath.
Roben raised his hands. "Easy, easy. Slow down. I left her there, yes. But I asked Darjin to watch her."
Shadi looked at him as if he had insulted her.
"You sent my bodyguard to keep an eye on Norain?"
"It seemed the best choice. Darjin knows how to go unnoticed and is more than capable of keeping Norain safe."
It made sense. Perhaps Roben hoped Norain wouldn't embarrass herself and that her late night escapade went unnoticed. If he had intervened, he might have attracted even more attention.
"I don't like this at all." Shadi exhaled and put a hand to her temple. The first symptoms of a monumental headache began to appear.
"Believe it or not, I feel the same way," Roben said.
"Then help me."
Roben groaned softly. "What does that mean?"
"That you and I will find Norain and bring her back to the luxurious guest quarters we have prepared for her. As discreetly as possible."
He hunched his shoulders in defeat.
"You knew it would end like this the moment you decided to tell me, big brother." She patted his cheek. "Now get out. Give me time to get dressed."

    
  Shadi's breath thickened in the cold air as she retraced the path she had taken with Norain that morning. The chill stung her cheeks, but she kept a brisk pace beside Roben, who walked with one hand on the hilt of his sword. He must have been as nervous as she was, maybe more so, but he tried hard not to show it. 
Shadi, for her part, broke into a cold sweat beneath the woolen tunic and breeches she so rarely wore. The heavy wool coat was a shield against the icy wind, but it also made her feel oppressed. How Roben could wear such clothes for weeks on end while traveling remained a mystery to her.
Soon the sounds of the stalls echoed through the walls: voices, laughter, the cries of the animals on display. And then, finally, music.
"Stay by my side. Cover your face as much as you can with the hood and keep your eyes down," Roben urged her, quickening his pace.
Shadi had told him about the conversation between Norain and the seed seller. Roben could not tell if he was one of the men he had seen with the girl, but the chances were high.
As they walked through the crowd, Shadi's chest tightened with every step. She silently prayed that they would find her friend before anything serious happened. It dawned on her that she had no idea what she could say to persuade Norain to return to her quarters. She didn't want her friend to feel judged or for the situation to strain their relationship. Either way, it would be an awkward conversation.
They passed the small square where the seed vendor had set up his now-empty stall and followed the music. After another alley and several turns, they found themselves at the edge of a larger square where a crowd was dancing around a very impressive bonfire.
Shadi watched the people, looking for Norain.
She gasped as she heard the voice behind her.
"My lady. My lord," Darjin said as she emerged from a pile of wine crates and barrels stacked behind other booths.
The Dagger made a short bow, followed by a nod to follow her.
Shadi and Roben did not ask twice and followed her to the cover behind a pillar.
"The young lady has shown an amazing ability to stay on her feet. Despite the rivers of wine she has downed, I mean," Darjin said without hesitation. "But I don't think she can last much longer. Besides, she has decided to choose fellow adventurers who do not seem to care about her good name. If they even know it."
"Did you recognize them? Who are they?" asked Roben.
"A spice and seed merchant seems to be our lady's favorite. But she was dancing with three other men. A groom and a baker's boy. But those two don't bother me much."
"The third?" urged Shadi.
"Torro. One of the soldiers in your family's service. Apparently he was the one who escorted the young lady out of her quarters tonight."
"Torro?" Shadi's voice had shrunk to a gasp. "He and Breni were our escorts this morning." She fell silent, thinking back to the way the young soldier had looked at Norain; perhaps he had convinced himself that helping her sneak out would get him something. "In truth, I shouldn't be surprised."
"Torro will come to terms with our father later," Roben cut her off. "We must put an end to this charade, Darjin. Before things get out of hand. If Norain and her companions are drunk, anything can happen. You stay at the edge of the crowd while I talk to our friend."
Shouts made them gasp.
Shadi looked at Darjin, then at Roben.
Too late.
They came out of hiding and hurried toward the crowd. The melee spread through the throng like flames in a wheat field under the summer sun.
Shadi caught a glimpse of Norain. "There she is," she shouted, seeing Roben sprinting toward the girl struggling in the vendor's arms.
"Let go of me! I said let go of me!" Norain screamed.
Even from this distance, and amidst all the confusion of the struggle, Shadi could sense how dazed Norain was from the wine. She staggered as if she had just learned to walk.
The next moments flashed before Shadi's eyes, incredibly fast and extremely slow at the same time.
She saw Roben land a powerful punch on one of the merchant's cheeks, then parry a kick from a nearby man and strike his throat with the cut of his other hand. He moved like an avalanche through a pile of pebbles, pulling Norain out of the crowd and grabbing her by the wrist.
He dragged her away.
Stunned by Roben's grip, Norain opened her eyes wide with an expression that was both exhilarated and angry.
"Where have you been, Roben? You just picked the worst time to show your pretty face," she giggled.
Roben did not answer her.
Shadi watched in horror as her brother gritted his teeth and bent over. By the time she realized that someone had struck him from behind, Darjin was already pushing her away.
"Move away, my lady."
"Roben! Darjin, what have they done to him?"
"Step back! Let me do my work. Behind the pillar, now!"
Shadi found herself trembling. She nodded, backed away with cold wrists and weak knees, then went to hide where Darjin had ordered. But she could not help leaning out to look. The party had become a nightmare. The dancers, now all drunk, were beating each other as if each had suffered the worst affront ever.
Roben was on his knees, holding his side.
Norain leaned against him. She seemed to find the whole thing extremely amusing and would not stop laughing and looking up at the sky.
Darjin moved through the crowd like black lightning. Every time Shadi managed to catch a glimpse of her, someone would suddenly fall to the ground.
The Dagger stood in front of Norain and put a hand on her shoulder. The girl howled like a whipped dog and clung to Darjin's hand. Then she nodded, her eyes wide with fear.
Together, Darjin and Norain pulled Roben up and dragged him away from the crowd. When they reached Shadi, he was hissing with rage and pain. A dark spot of blood spread down his side.
Norain started to laugh again.
"Hold your brother, my lady. And get away from here. I am not finished yet. I will join you soon," Darjin told her.
Shadi nodded, trembling, and tried to take Roben's arm. "Who did this to you?"
He shook his head and clenched his jaw. "Let's go."
Norain laughed again. "It was just a party! Just a party!"
Shadi stood in front of her and gave her a hard slap, so hard that pain shot through some of her fingers.
The girl fell heavily to the ground, holding her flushed cheek with one hand.
"Oh Shadi, if you only knew. If you only knew how we are fading away," she said with empty eyes. "We are nothing. Foolish and worthless."
Tears welled in Shadi's eyes and her chest burned with rage. She swayed but refused to give in, approaching Norain and grabbing her. "Stand up. I said stand up!" When the girl was back on her feet, Shadi pointed her finger at her chest. "When my brother bleeds out in the street, I will personally see to it that you truly fade away, my friend. Forever. Now get it together and help me."

    
  Darjin walked briskly to the edge of the battle. She easily dodged stumbling and falling people, randomly thrown punches, and puddles of wine and blood. 
In her years of service to the Jan Hura family, nothing like this had ever happened. Jabal Amira was an extraordinarily wealthy city, despite being so high in the mountains, but it remained small compared to the others that revolved around the three cradles of the Masters. In a place like that, populated by people who all knew each other pretty well, outbreaks of violence became rare.
Leoben Jan Hura will not be pleased when informed of this. Not even a little bit.
Darjin kept her eyes on a tall, slender figure, a man whose upright, confident posture set him apart from the drunken crowd. He seemed unconcerned about being hit by accident.
Earlier, when Roben had asked her to keep an eye on Norain, Darjin had recognized him immediately. It was disappointing to see him ignoring oaths and promises, putting honor aside for reasons she couldn't understand.
Why risk so much?
She was ready to find out the truth, even if it meant tearing the words from his mouth with red-hot pliers.
The man emerged from the crowd and slipped into an alley.
Darjin pulled up the hood of the short cloak she was wearing and looked at the buildings that dotted the area. Most of them were several stories high. Made of well polished stone and thick, dark wood, they were easy to climb. She counted to three, then sprinted to the building in front of her and jumped. She clung to a ledge of a pillar, then to the edge of a balcony, to the stone parapet, and up, up, up to the roof.
Silent as a cat, Darjin ran to the ledge and glanced down. For a few moments, she feared she had miscalculated her timing and lost sight of her target.
But then she saw the silhouette slip under an archway on the other side of the alley and heard the patter of boots on a narrow staircase.
Darjin stopped. The stairs climbed between two buildings—one with three floors and the other stopping at the second. To avoid losing the man, she needed to watch his movements more closely. She moved away from the edge by climbing up the roof, which rose quite steeply toward the center, then turned toward the street. The distance was not intimidating, but that side of the roof was covered with tiles, slippery from moisture and frost. Time was of the essence. She sprinted to the edge, bent her knees and took a leap.
She landed on the roof of the lower building, congratulated herself on being able to move almost completely in silence, and then lay down on the pitched roof. She leaned her head against the tiles and listened.
The man was right down there, opening a door at that very moment. Before he could close it, Darjin let herself fall. She kicked his shoulders with her feet and brought him down.
The man moaned in surprise and pain as she sank her knees into his kidneys and grabbed his hair. She pulled hard, then slammed his face into the floor.
The sound of broken cartilage. A shattered nose.
"Weep in silence, Torro. If you scream, you'll never know who took you down."

    
  Torro was smart enough to listen to her and remained silent, but he resisted when she turned him over. 
A few well-aimed kicks silenced his urge to fight back. Eyes wide, he pulled himself up on his elbows and watched her as if he were at the feet of a ghost of the night.
"Dagger!" he muttered, spitting blood that seeped from his swollen nostrils and smeared his mouth.
"Shut up." Darjin moved slowly forward and knelt before him. The slightly tilted sash of a window at her side created an oblique beam of light that illuminated the blade she held.
"I will ask you one question. Just one. I want you to consider your answer carefully. Lie and you will die."
The man nodded.
"Why did you stab Roben Jan Hura?"
The silence between them grew heavy.
"Don't force me to repeat myself."
He coughed and grunted in exasperation. "I don't know. I don't know. I was drunk!"
Darjin kneed him in the groin, then stifled his scream by jumping on top of him. One punch to the stomach, one to the cheek. She sat on the man's chest and held the dagger to his throat.
"I am a woman of my word, Torro."
"Wait! Wait!" he hissed and began to cry.
"You should have seen the way she looked at me! That girl! It's her fault! She's been devouring me with her eyes all day," he said, speaking quickly, chewing whole syllables and spitting out more blood.
"She told me she wanted to dance. That we were going to have fun! And then she threw herself at that no-good seed seller! She may be the daughter of a Lugalen, but what right did she have to treat me like that? I lost my mind. When Jan Hura dragged her away..." he hesitated, shaking his head as if to rid himself of pain and fear. Maybe also to keep the shame at bay. "I didn't mean to, it was the wine. The wine, I swear!"
Darjin stifled a gag.
Torro reeked of smoke, wine, and maybe even intoxicating powder. Darjin was sure it was a mixture strong enough to make anyone lose their mind. But the idea that a well-paid and respected soldier like him was foolish enough to abandon his loyalty for such a frivolous reason made no sense. No sense at all. She stared into his eyes, which were swollen and bloodshot even in the dim light, and not just from the severe beating she had given him.
"Norain Asadi was foolish, no doubt. She was probably unfair to you, I'll give you that. But you swore allegiance to the Jan Hura family, and tonight you broke your promise in a thousand different ways."
Torro sobbed, "I know." He looked away and wept like a child, his chest heaving with great, trembling sobs.
"I, too, swore allegiance to Leoben, Tiona, Roben, and Shadi. I live to see that they are always safe. I have failed. And I don't believe you. You are only telling me part of the truth." She suddenly pressed a knee to his neck and hissed. "This is your last chance to be honest, Torro. As far as I am concerned, there is only one way to erase the stain you have placed on my reputation and that of the Jan Hura family."
"No! No! Please! I will disappear. You will never see me again. No one will ever see me again, I swear. I will leave town tonight. I don't want to die, Dagger, I'm not twenty yet," he begged her. Each word was a low, hoarse moan. Tears mixed with blood.
Darjin pressed the blade until it made a very thin, shallow mark in his skin.
"Do I have to push the blade? I just have to press a little harder."
He coughed, cried again, and was on the verge of vomiting.
Darjin eased the pressure, moved away from the man's chest, but kept the dagger pointed at his throat. Finally he spoke.
"Last night, a merchant sold me something. Flower petals."
"What merchant?"
"Tall. Thin. Light skin. Maybe he's from over the Peaks. I don't know who he is, I've never seen him before. Today I looked for him all over the citadel, but he vanished into thin air. And none of my comrades know what happened to him."
Darjin held her breath. The conversation was getting bloody uncomfortable. For once, she wished she had been wrong. If Torro had acted solely for gain from Norain, things would have been easier. Still unpleasant, but easier.
"Tell me about these petals. What are they for? What happened?"
"I'm not sure. The merchant said it only took a few petals to see the stars. To feel good." Torro's voice lowered, heavy with shame.
"Was that the first time you gave in to vice?" There was no judgment in the question. Darjin was well aware that many soldiers spiked their wine with exotic powders and powerful spices that could induce elation, lust, or just plain sleep. But these practices weakened the men in the pay of influential families. If they wanted to continue working, they had to be careful.
"I felt good at first. I ate with my friends, celebrated, drank. But that's all I remember. I have a black hole in my mind. Today I woke up late and confused. I looked for that merchant because I was scared to death, trying to understand what he had done to me and where those damn petals came from. But nothing, he is gone." Torro hesitated. He sat up, crossed his legs, and sank his face into his hands.
"I heard a voice in my head tonight. It told me to take what I want. To act, act, act. So when the girl opened the door while I was standing guard in her quarters and told me she wanted out, I agreed. I didn't think twice. I felt different, invincible. As if I could reach out and grab the moon itself."
Darjin listened to him in silence.
Petals. Where did they come from? And why had she never heard of such a drug before?
"Do you have any more?"
"I swallowed them all."
"How many?"
"Three."
"And you don't remember what happened after you took them."
Torro shook his head.
"Get up. Let's go see Sperian."
"He'll cut my throat. The man is heartless," he sobbed.
Darjin stood up and looked down at him. "Get up! Don't provoke me or I'll finish the job myself, right here, right now." She stared into his eyes and saw only a confused young man, trembling with fear and humiliation.
"I'll talk to Sperian. He is one of the best brigade commanders that ever worked for Jan Hura. No one will be harmed before he has heard what you have to say."
Darjin continued to watch Torro and considered eliminating him immediately. But the story he had told her was disturbing. It could have been the ramblings of a drunkard, or the excuses of a horny and careless soldier.
Or perhaps there was more to it.
Perhaps Torro's actions concealed a greater threat to the Jan Hura family.
She knew everyone, didn't she? Every soldier who entered the citadel, every merchant who displayed his wares there, every servant who polished the furniture in Shadi's rooms.
If even one of them had dared to plan harm against Leoben Tiona, Roben or Shadi, she should have known, right? Her heart darkened with the realization that she might have been wrong, underestimating a threat that almost ended in tragedy.
She should have done better. One more failure like this and her word would be as worthless as the sand of the Crimson Desert. But she could not face this situation alone, even if she preferred to work in the shadows.
"You will not die tonight, Torro. Answer Sperian's questions truthfully and perhaps you will be shown mercy."
He shook his head. His swollen face and bloodshot eyes were now a mask of despair. "It is not my fault. I was not myself, I swear."
Darjin didn't answer. Silently, she helped him to his feet and then dragged him outside.
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Sitting on the edge of her bed, Shadi kept her eyes closed as her mother's voice echoed off the stone walls outside her room. The woman was about to burst through the door. 
It happened every time she was angry.
Every time she was disappointed.
Every time she heard something that convinced her even more that Shadi was a failure.
As punctual and reliable as the succession of day and night, Tiona's jabs came, overlapping with the heavy squeak of the big door opening.
"I knew I would regret it. I was sure of it, may the gods be my witnesses," Tiona said. She masterfully controlled her voice. She did not need to shout to make it sound aggressive or sharp, to leave deep wounds in Shadi's soul.
"But I wanted to listen to your father. He begged me, you know? To give you another chance with Norain. He, a Lugalen, loved and respected by all, had to beg his wife to be merciful to a daughter who deserved to be punished in an exemplary manner." She lowered her voice to a hiss.
Shadi gasped as she heard the door slam against the frame.
"Open your eyes, Shadi. Look at me. I'm talking to you," Tiona ordered.
Shadi obeyed.
Her mother was standing in front of her, a few steps away from the bed. She wore a nightgown woven of dark red threads, as wide as clouds at sunset; it contrasted depressingly with her snow-white skin and blond hair.
When Tiona spoke again, Shadi felt an icy breath on her skin.
"Did you think we didn't know about your fight with the daughter of our best friends? That your lack of temperament would simply go unnoticed?" she continued, raising her chin proudly. "Silly, very silly of you."
Tiona smoothed her robes and then clasped her hands over her stomach. She became as still as a statue as she watched Shadi.
"Your father hoped that you would be respectful enough, wise enough, to mend your relationship with Norain. That by spending more time with her you would somehow prove wise. But he was wrong. And I, unfortunately, was right again."
Just over an hour earlier, Shadi had stood in the middle of the streets of Jabal Amira, on the edge of the most monumental display of violence she had ever seen.
She was just trying to do the right thing.
Just trying to help her friend.
But now her mother blamed her. How could she? Yet Shadi knew how foolish it would be to try to defend herself. Tiona had already made the decision. The fact that she was alone meant that she was only going to pronounce the sentence.
Where was Shadi's father? Perhaps he wanted to avoid a diplomatic incident. Knowing him, he would have taken the blame for allowing one of his men to escort Norain out of her quarters in the middle of the night.
"You cover us with ridicule. Instead of rushing to tell us what happened, whatever happened, you decided to go your own way. You even convinced your brother to support you. Oh, poor Roben." Tiona ran the back of one hand over her forehead. "Get up. Come," she ordered, walking to the large window to her right. She pushed aside the curtains and pointed to the night view.
Shadi obeyed, moving slowly, trying to control the trembling that threatened to trip her on the thick carpets. She followed her mother's gaze and widened her eyes as she understood.
The seventh tower.
The window on the top floor shone.
Her little private library, her sanctuary. Someone was feeding the fireplace until the flames swelled like never before. Dark, thick smoke poured out of the chimney that protruded from the roof.
"Your brother almost died because of you. And what should be your best friend is as drunk as the worst scullery maid, willing to sell herself for an extra sip," Tiona whispered.
Shadi held back tears, pressed her lips together and clenched her hands into painful fists.
Her books, set on fire.
"We had plans for them. If you had paid more attention, if you had cared about anything beyond your own foolish interests, you would have realized that Roben and Norain were meant to be together. Our families were about to form an unbreakable bond." Tiona sighed. "Instead, look how our friendship must end. With a young man stabbed nearly to death and a girl covered in shame."
Tiona grabbed Shadi's chin and forced her to turn around. Long, perfect nails dug into her cheeks.
"Weep for your books if you wish, little one. I hope the ashes of the library blacken your soul enough to make you realize how wrong you are. How dangerous you are. How deeply you must change if you are to be worthy of this family's respect."
Tiona let go of her chin, turned and headed for the exit. She flung the door wide open. "If your brother does not recover quickly and completely, or if he is forced to pay the consequences for what happened tonight, your burning books will only be the beginning, my dear. I will make your life a living hell, I promise."
And with that she left the room, slamming the door behind her.
Shadi trembled and fell to her knees.
The glow of the burning books created thin, warm strips of light that danced in her room.
Pain, anger and fear turned to sobs.

    
  The thick leather satchel, decorated with paisley and floral patterns, was heavy, more so than Darjin had imagined. She clutched it to her chest as she walked through the stone corridors leading to Shadi's quarters; they were as quiet as ever, lit by a few narrow, tall windows carved into the thickest walls she had ever seen. It had been difficult for her to adjust to the scale of the fortress, from the outer walls to the citadel, so different from the place where she had grown up. 
At first she had felt oppressed. But her duties had kept her busy, and little by little, Jabal Amira had become familiar to her. And though she was glad to have grown up elsewhere, free to breathe fresh air and watch the sky without difficulty, she could now appreciate the sense of protection those imposing walls provided.
She wished she could have shared this acceptance with Shadi. To help her understand how foolish it had been to confront her mother's caustic attitude, to show her how to choose the path of diplomacy.
She glided across the carpets leading to Shadi's quarters, her mind preoccupied with recent events: the arrival of the Asadi family, Norain's nighttime escape, the fight that had injured Roben, and Torro's confession. The conversation weighed heavily on her, a constant reminder of her failure. She struggled to accept that she had allowed a member of the Jan Hura family to come so perilously close to an ignominious death.
The matter was now in the hands of brigade commander Sperian, and there was little she could do while he and his men continued the investigation.
But the shame remained. Darjin sighed, shook her head, and paused, resting a hand on the cold stone wall. She remembered the look of disappointment and anger in Constable Jan Hura's eyes when she had reported to him. He was ashamed too, Darjin was sure; it was one of his men who had stabbed Roben.
Darjin took a deep breath and straightened up. Torro would probably be executed soon. Every time she imagined his death, she felt conflicted. What he had done and how he had acted was hard to forgive.
And the mystery of the drug he had taken grew darker and darker.
She slowed as she approached the door to Shadi's room. An armed guard beckoned when he saw her coming. For Shadi, Jabal Amira was a prison. She did not admit it openly; most of the time she held on to her fears, entrenched in her silence and between the pages of books.
But the library no longer existed.
Shadi's books were gone, burned one by one by an angry mother. After that, it was as if Shadi, along with the small library in the tower, had lost the ability to hide pain, fear, sadness.
Stopping in front of the girl's quarters, Darjin hesitated.
Three days had passed since the Asadi family had hurriedly packed up and left Jabal Amira.
For three days, the city's best healers remained vigilant, never letting Roben out of their site, and tending to his injuries. During that time, Shadi barely closed her eyes and refused to eat.
Darjin nodded and the guard opened the door.
The windows were closed, the curtains drawn, and the room smelled stale. Darjin placed the bag on the breakfast table and then opened the shutters wide. She walked past the archway that connected the living room to the bedroom and without hesitation opened the window near the bed.
Shadi groaned as if she had been pinched.
"It's afternoon, my lady. A truly beautiful day. You don't want it to pass you by without a glance, do you?"
The girl did not answer, and Darjin moved to the side of the bed. "My lady, I have something to show you."
"Leave me alone." Shadi's voice came to her, muffled by the mountain of pillows she had buried herself under.
Darjin did not move.
"You're still there, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"And you will stay there until I do as you say."
Darjin did not answer. She grabbed the pillows, one by one, until she uncovered the girl's pale face. Her cheekbones had become more pronounced, heavy shadows darkening her large eyes.
"Get up. You will not regret it."
Shadi covered her face with her right forearm and groaned. But soon she nodded and let herself be helped. She was light on Darjin's arm, unsteady on her legs.
Darjin led her to the breakfast table and sat her down.
Then she undid the ties that held the bag closed.
"For you," she said, pointing to the object that was sticking out a little.
Shadi's eyes widened and she bent down to pull out the book. She touched it as if it were a Sacred Artifact and feared that the power of the gods would burn her.
"The Guardians of the Golden City," she said in a hushed voice, resting the book on her thighs and slowly opening it. She found a handwritten note and lifted it up, shaken by a sob. "Norain sent it. She begs my forgiveness. She says she loves me." Shadi forced herself to speak, holding back tears as she slumped back in her chair.
With her eyes closed, she sighed and smiled, but the tears came anyway.
"Oh Shadi, if you only knew. If you only knew how we are fading away. We are nothing. Foolish and worthless." Shadi swallowed hard, wiped her tears with the back of her hand and looked at Darjin.
"Norain said so that night. When we dragged her away from the battle. I didn't understand what she wanted to tell me. I thought it was just the ramblings of a drunk. Now I think I know." She went back to flipping through the book, caressing the pages.
"We are all fading, no longer ourselves. We have become empty shells, molded by our parents, Ensins and Masters. We are mere tools in their hands. A blade has no desires; a vial of poison nurtures no dreams. Why should we be granted these things?"
Darjin took the book from her hands, placed it on the table, and then knelt beside her. "I see you, my lady. You are here, not fading away. You are simply learning, as we all have. We have faced Kenjir's cruelties and enjoyed its riches. We obey the Masters and are grateful for their protection. In time, we understand what we may desire and how to obtain it. That includes you, even if it doesn't make sense now."
Shadi kept her eyes on the fur rug.
Darjin slowly took her chin and turned her head until their eyes met.
"Even if your parents doubt your motives, they do care about you and your brother. They may not understand you and wish you were different, perhaps because they've forgotten what it means to be young. From what I know, many parents share this common oversight. Be patient with them. Be wise. Do not let misunderstandings create a rift between you and those you love."
Darjin hesitated. The faces of her father, her mother and her big brother appeared in her mind. It was painful. She pushed those memories away. "Roben is strong. He will recover soon. And time will put distance between your family and what happened. Or what they think happened. It doesn't matter, not really. But the more time you spend sunk in that bed, the greater the shadow that night will cast over your family. Remember that each of them loves you in their own way."
Shadi let out a deep, sad laugh. "Even my mother?"
"There must be a heart somewhere in that chest."
Shadi laughed louder, but soon became somber. "Every time I close my eyes, I see terrible things. Nightmares that tear me from my sleep." Now there was a different light in the girl's eyes. A barely contained fever.
"I see a fiery sunset. An ink-black mountain, rocks crumbling beneath my feet. I feel myself falling and then water," she hesitated, covering her eyes with a hand.
"It swallows me, chokes me. Then I jerk awake." She stood abruptly and went to the window. Outside, a sudden snowfall made the cold air glisten. "Let's go to the river, Darjin."
She got up and joined her. "To the river?"
"Yes, to the river. I need it."
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Ensin Andik Thawill stepped onto the gangway that led from the ship to the wood and stone pier. The harbor air was thick with aromas: the salt of the sea, the pungent scent of spices, and the smoke from the burning braziers along the pier. 
Belur unfolded before him, alive with a mosaic of colors and shapes; tapering towers and palaces stood out against the pale sky. Near the harbor, flat-roofed houses mingled with hanging gardens and small fountains where water gurgled gently. Large arched doors adorned the warehouses, with saffron and purple fabrics hanging from the windowsills like the drapes of dancers, ready to seduce tourists and merchants.
He walked at a slow pace, out of fatigue, yes, but also out of the joy of getting used to the place. He knew little of the city, to be honest, and had always preferred the lands surrounding Urook to those ruled by Napur. But after weeks at sea, he had neither the desire nor the strength to be picky.
He slung the heavy bag over his shoulder and, after a final nod to the boat captain, set off. The most important pleasantries had been exchanged hours before, when the city had appeared over the horizon.
Andik also left behind a contingent of eight well-trained and highly efficient soldiers who could finally enjoy some rest.
"Ensin! Ensin Thawill, sir!"
Andik turned to meet Lieutenant Jaesh's gaze. His cheeks were burning, as always, and his eyes were wide with joy. "You really don't want to stay with us tonight? Just one more, sir, to celebrate the end of the mission!" Jaesh made his way through the sailors and soldiers until he jumped onto the gangplank. He almost lost his balance, giggling, and then joined him on the pier. He ran a hand through his thick black hair and gave a quick bow of respect. "I mean, we may not see each other again for weeks or months, right? The boys would be proud to buy you a drink." He gestured to a group of soldiers huddled near the gangplank, all pretending not to hear the conversation.
Andik couldn't help but smile. Five or six years younger than him, Jaesh was much taller and much more muscular.
And despite his size, he now looked like a rejected little boy. There was a note of melancholy in his voice that Andik appreciated.
"Didn't we say goodbye already?" He looked sideways at the lieutenant, feigning annoyance.
Jaesh nodded, staring at his boots. "Yes, sir."
Andik punched him lightly in the chest.
"Come here," he said, pulling the young man into a tight embrace. "Thank you, but I can't stay." He continued to hold him. "You have done well. Rest assured, those in charge will know." When he released him, he wasn't surprised to see a hint of emotion in the man's eyes.
"So you're going straight home?" asked Jaesh, coughing and puffing his chest.
Urook. Home. The capital of the Tutor Kingdom was far—too far away. Had he been free to choose, Andik would have left immediately. But after spending so much time patrolling the vast sea toward the rising sun, he had resigned himself to enduring long, excruciatingly boring hours in the presence of men infinitely more powerful than himself, all waiting to ask him important questions.
"Not as soon as I would like. In any case, you should know that your presence, and that of all the others," Andik said as he pointed to the other waiting soldiers, "has made this operation far more than bearable. I am glad to have met all of you. And I'm even happier to have brought you back safely to the ground."
Jaesh nodded again. He brought a clenched fist to his heart. "May the Iron Lords protect you, my lord."
"May they watch over you and your family, Lieutenant." Andik returned the gesture, patted him on the shoulder, and then turned on his heel.
They might have become friends in time.
But Andik was on a definite path that would soon lead him away from operations like this. Which was both good and bad, in a way. He tried to focus on the present without dwelling too much on missed opportunities.
There had to be someone to greet him, usually a couple of guards who would take care of his luggage and guide him to the nearest garrison. This was always the case. His superiors demanded thorough reports and did not like to wait.
There was no one there. That wasn't a good sign, but maybe he could wait a little longer before getting really worried. He wandered among peddlers proudly carrying their wares in ornate baskets and local sailors unloading crates of exotic fruit and bundles of fragrant wood. In the shadows of the crowd, he caught a brief glimpse of city guards in their armor, which seemed to be tinted emerald green, the ancient color that represented Napur and all cities loyal to the Nurturers.
As he made his way through the crowd, Andik lifted his gaze to the upper part of the city, where grand bridges spanned the waterways that made it so unique. He would have liked to take some time to explore, especially the city center, where the Lugalen’s mansion towered.
A light touch on his shoulder made him turn away. The woman's face was partially hidden by the hood of the dark cloak, but he recognized her immediately.
"I can't believe I caught the great Ensin Thawill off guard. Were you really not expecting me?" she asked with a smile that did not soften her gaze.
Andik crossed his arms and studied her. "And why should I have? Acutes don't usually deal with situations like this. They have better things to do. Spy on some rich merchant or kill another in his sleep. High stakes business, in short." He raised his eyebrows and feigned fear. "Or are you here to slit my throat?" And almost immediately he regretted being so blunt. After all, Vinna did not deserve such suspicion. But perhaps the lack of sleep had clouded his mind.
She chuckled and lowered her hood, revealing her short, honey-colored hair, which contrasted with her dark clothing. "Maybe next time. And I swear, if the burden of bringing you down falls on my shoulders, I'll make it fun, Ensin." She watched him for a moment, sideways, still smiling. The small tattoo on her right cheek seemed to light up at that expression. "I don't like it."
"What?"
"The color of your hair."
Andik instinctively ran his hand over his hair, which was gathered into a tail. It had grown very long during the journey, and the sun had lightened the deep red of the tips until they were almost blond.
He shrugged. The color of his hair, his light skin, and the freckles that dotted it were unique, more than rare, in Urook, and even more so in the rest of Kenjir. These features usually fascinated the women and provided an excellent topic of conversation, often leading to fiery nights.
It had happened with Vinna, too.
"You must come with me," she said, taking his elbow.
He narrowed his eyes, examining her with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity, but did not move. "Am I supposed to follow you blindly?"
"The usual paranoid. I won't hurt you. This time."
Andik raised an eyebrow, pretending to ignore the implied tone of her words. "I'm tired, Vinna. I've been traveling a long time and tonight I just want to rest on a bed that doesn't sway."
She stood impassively. "We are wasting time. Your Marzouq sent me."
When Andik heard that name, he tensed.
Vao Marzouq, the Great Ensin in charge of the entire Red Army, was asking for him? He was silent for a moment before he gave up with a sigh. "I surrender. Lead the way."
The smile on the woman's face widened.

    
  Vinna knew how to move inconspicuously through the crowd and didn't seem to care if Andik could keep up. 
He wasn't quite sure if he could trust her, especially under these circumstances. He planned to ask her some uncomfortable questions soon. Trust might come later, but only if her answers seemed reasonable to him.
They crossed narrow streets animated by intense voices and smells. The aroma of spices mixed with the thick scent of olives and figs left in the sun. In one corner, smoke from a censer rose in lazy coils, covering the street in a thick veil. Before them, children chased each other, their laughter echoing off the stone.
They finally arrived in front of a white stone palace, its facade decorated with exquisite carvings: geometric symbols and small animals immortalized in a motionless run.
Vinna paused, gave a quick nod toward the narrow stone staircase, then climbed it at a brisk pace. On the third floor, she pushed open a heavy inlaid wooden door.
The apartment reflected a studied elegance, suspended between restraint and luxury. The walls, plastered in a soft ochre, were decorated with tapestries depicting hunting scenes and journeys to distant lands. The afternoon light filtered through the dark silk curtains, casting a golden glow on a carpet of intricate designs and deep colors of ruby and midnight blue.
Scattered here and there were small dark wooden tables on which rested bowls of dried fruit and colored glass cruets sealed with gold stoppers. A bookcase, filled with parchments and books with worn leather covers, took up an entire wall, and the ancient smell of ink and paper hung in the air.
Every nook and cranny seemed to tell of stories never told, of secrets kept under lock and key, as if the apartment itself was complicit in the mystery surrounding the woman and her work.
Andik glanced across the small terrace bordered by a wrought-iron railing that opened onto the vast rooftops of the lower city. Above them, the sky was a deep blue sea.
Vinna removed her short cloak and pointed to a corner near the front door. "You can leave your luggage there."
"I don't think I'll be staying long."
She turned and placed a hand on her hip as she studied him from head to toe. "You are rude. Have your travels made you forget who your friends are and who are not?"
Andik shook his head. "No. But you have to admit, at least, this is at least unusual."
Vinna shrugged. "I'm just following orders. And I need a drink. Just stand there if you want. Or go, but I have to do my part first," she chuckled.
With a sigh, Andik slipped off his bag and cloak and sat down on the green linen cushions on the floor while Vinna poured an amber liquid into two glass cups. She handed one to him.
They drank in silence for some time.
Andik watched the city of Belur that stretched out beyond the terrace. Although it was still winter, the weather there was already warming up, while Urook was surely still cold. Suddenly this place did not seem so attractive to him, maybe because of the way Vinna danced around the truth. Or maybe because he just hated surprises.
"Well?" Vinna asked, looking at him from over the edge of the glass, "What news of the rising sun?"
Andik decided to suppress the instinct to lash out.
"The masters bless us. No threat in sight. The borders beyond the Peaks and at the foot of Napur are well protected. And there is no sign of invasion from the seafaring peoples." The thought did indeed help him find some serenity.
Like many of his colleagues, Andik spent several months each year guarding the borders of Kenjir. There had been no real conflicts with other major nations since long before Negus Aabar came to power thirty-three years earlier. His reign had been one of peace and prosperity. The only real headaches had been caused by the Lugalens and their families, who were constantly competing with each other and seeking greater power. Even the merchants of the Covenant Guild had learned to keep a low profile.
Vinna nodded and took a last sip, clucking her tongue. "Now my heart is at peace."
"How much longer will you make me wait?"
"The bare minimum, Ensin. I must say, though, I’m disappointed. There was a time when you would have seized an opportunity like this to indulge in far more pleasurable pastimes," she continued with a bitter line on her lips, then silenced Andik, who had felt his pride stung, by raising her hands.
"You're right, you're right. It was a lifetime ago. We were different people." Vinna stood and walked over to a light wooden cabinet. She opened a door with a key she wore around her neck and pulled out a small red alabaster cylinder. Then she turned to him and held it in the open palm of her right hand.
"Grand Ensin Vao Marzouq sends you a message. For your eyes only." She twisted the two ends of the cylinder until it split in two. One of the two halves had a tip as sharp as a needle. "Give me your left hand," she ordered in a low voice, tilting her head.
Andik hesitated.
He had heard of these tools, Sacred Artifacts created with the power of the Masters, but he had never seen one. They were said to be used mostly by agents like Vinna, men and women who cloaked themselves in secrecy to carry information.
She raised an eyebrow. "I have no desire to poison or harm you. And if I didn’t know you so well, I might even be offended by such suspicion." She pointed the needle at her right wrist and made a short incision, leaving a thin trail of blood. "Instead, I will simply do my duty, as always. So?"
Andik watched her in silence, clenching his jaw. The device must have been designed to react to Andik's body and deliver its message to him alone. With her gesture, Vinna tried to dispel his doubts. But the truth, which they both knew, was that she might have been trained to resist certain kinds of poisons. So what she had done remained mostly a symbolic act, a demonstration that she was putting aside pride and resentment at the way he treated her in favor of duty.
Andik inhaled slowly.
Finally, he decided to hold out his left hand.
She wiped the tip of the Artifact on the fabric of her sleeve and then bent down to prick his finger.
The heat was immediate and took Andik by surprise.
Vinna took a step back. "The message will only be visible for a few moments. Read it carefully and keep it in mind. I will wait for you on the terrace." She walked swiftly to the large door, pushed aside one of the curtains that had been stirred by a light breeze, and stepped out.
Andik followed her out of the corner of his eye, but kept his attention on the palm of his hand, which was glowing brighter and brighter. Then he saw the skin light up like a thousand angry fireflies.
Soon after, words appeared, flickering. They became clearer.
Ensin Andik Thawill, Tutor of the Red Army,
I hope this letter finds you well. I understand that you are returning from a long and arduous journey, and I imagine that you seek nothing more at this time than a well-deserved rest.
However, I must urgently request your presence.
A few hours ago, I received news of a deeply disturbing incident with potentially dangerous ramifications. The daughter of a Napuri Lugalen was found lifeless in Urookite territory. Your mission is to determine the details of this event and to manage communication with the family.
I grant you full decision-making authority, trusting in your unwavering devotion to our masters, the Master Tutors. It is imperative that this matter be handled with the utmost speed and discretion to avoid causing a stir.
Ensin Thawill, Andik, I appeal to you as a personal favor.
Act with a light foot and a strong hand.
I assure you that your service will not go unrewarded.
Just as Vinna had said, the message disappeared as soon as it was read.
Andik wrinkled his eyebrows as he stood up, feeling a knot of fear tighten in his chest. He had only met the Great Ensin a few times and knew that he had been close friends with his grandparents and parents. But he wasn't sure if that bond was strong enough to create the level of trust necessary for such a request.
A personal favor.
The more he thought about what he knew, the less he liked it.
Vinna returned a moment later.
"Bad news? No, forgive me, I shouldn't have asked. Anyway, I'm not done with you yet."
"What does that mean?"
She ran a hand through her short hair and turned toward the terrace. "Marzouq required unconventional transportation."
Andik narrowed his eyes as he realized what she was referring to and stepped out onto the terrace. A creature was flying through the sky above Belur.
He smiled as he admired the grace and power of the large bird of prey.
"Have you ever flown on one of these?" asked Vinna, standing at his side.
He shook his head.
"You will like it. But you'll have to hold on tight. Scarlet Lanners are fickle beasts."
Andik turned to her. "Forgive me, Vinna."
She looked up at him, and for the first time that day, a soft light flashed in her eyes, a warmth he knew well. "For being rude, gruff and cold?"
He nodded. "Tiredness overcame common sense. You deserve better."
"I'm painfully aware of that." She caressed his shoulder. "Sooner or later you'll find a way to make it up to me, I'm sure."
Andik held her gaze, wondering, not for the first time, if their past relationship had been a mistake or a missed opportunity. He put his hand on Vinna's and squeezed it gently. "Will we see each other again?"
She smiled. "Sooner than you think."
Andik pulled her into a hug. "You are my favorite spy."
"I know more attractive Ensins."
"Now you're the rude one."
Vinna took a step back, ran a hand through her hair, and looked at him as if she were about to add more. Instead, she went back to watching the raptor, which was approaching, huge and fast. "I have a bad feeling about this. Come and find me when this story, whatever it is, is over. Promise me you'll be careful, Andik."
He nodded.
There were a lot of things he wanted to tell her. For example, that he had the same fears. But he remained silent, waiting for his passage to Urook, thinking about secrets, lies and omens of doom.

    
  Andik held on tightly to the Tamer who was riding the huge raptor. After hours of flying, every muscle in his body ached relentlessly. He felt pain even in parts of his body he had always ignored. The lingering fatigue from the sea voyage only made the journey more unbearable. 
A few hours earlier, the Tamer's recommendations had seemed useless.
"The saddle is not designed for two passengers. You will have to hold on to me, Ensin, with all your might. I will do my best to make the flight fast and safe. But it will be uncomfortable, I'm afraid, especially as time is clearly running short." The man, whose face was covered by a Lethenium mask, had apologized.
"I understand, Tamer, and I thank you."
So Andik had bitten his tongue and avoided pointing out that he, an Ensin, knew how to use a saddle properly and also how to share it. Riding one of these beasts could not be that different from mastering a warhorse, right? Wrong.
And he wasn't sure how much longer he could hold out before he begged the Tamer to give him a break from this torture.
He tried to distract himself by watching the Crimson Desert below them, even though the raptor was so fast that it was difficult to see clearly.
Now that sunset was approaching, the sand and rock formations that dominated that endless expanse were tinted a deep, almost ominous red. It was a sight that never ceased to amaze him.
He breathed a sigh of relief when he finally caught sight of Urook. Towers and palaces with red stone walls, carved by the gods, dominated the horizon. The polished iron and slender silhouettes of the bridges suspended between the tallest coils glowed in the rays of the waning sun. In the center, like the blazing flame of a huge hearth, stood the ziggurat. Its towering terraces and staircases rose to the sky, defying the laws of the land and the passage of days.
The Tamer urged the Scarlet Lanner to paint great circles on the outskirts of the city. Even from up there, they were not much to look at, and contrasted with the wonders of the areas closer to the Ziggurat. But they remained far more livable than the outskirts of Napur or Larsa.
They touched the ground, kicking up dust and dirt in a large stretch of wasteland near a neighborhood that was anything but wealthy; the maze of low, flat-roofed houses not far away was shrouded in an air heavy with smoke and the smell of stale spices.
Andik slid down from the saddle, suppressing the foolish desire to kiss the ground. His feet sank into the dusty ground as the bird of prey still flapped its wings and uttered an uneasy cry.
The Tamer dismounted immediately, stroked the Lanner's neck and whispered something in a language Andik did not understand. Then he turned back to him. "It was an honor, Ensin. Give my regards to our beautiful city."
"You will not stay?"
The man shook his head. The mask, mirror-like and finely inlaid, with large eyes and features similar to those of his bird of prey, glowed in the red light of the sunset. "My services are needed elsewhere."
Andik understood. He didn't know the Tamer's name, and the Tamer didn't know his. Both had accepted the unspoken agreement that governed such situations: the less they knew about each other, the better.
The man climbed back onto the lanner's back, snapped the reins, and let out a low, barely audible whistle. Nodding, he bade Andik goodbye with a light fist to his heart.
Then the raptor spread its wings wide and flapped them vigorously, raising a cloud of dust that escaped into the sky. The two of them took to the air and projected toward the first stars that began to claim the firmament.
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Andik walked towards the houses. He tried to concentrate on his task, not to dream of a bath and a bed. The Great Ensin had given him very, very limited instructions, probably to avoid a leak of information. This meant that Andik needed to rely on his intuition. 
He suspected that someone else would give him more accurate information about where the corpse had been found. With luck, he might be able to see it for himself. Without a body to examine, his chances of understanding what had really happened would be drastically reduced.
His eyes widened as he recognized the tall, slender figure of Ensin Nalia Korr, servant of the Red Army. She, too, wore traveling clothes, so different from the uniforms or armor that distinguished men and women of her rank. Yet she looked proud and noble, as if ready to lead hundreds of warriors into battle. In the twilight, her dark skin looked as polished as marble and. She walked toward him, smiling, revealing a beautiful set of teeth.
"They didn't even give you time to unpack, Ensin Thawill?" she asked, pointing at the satchel Andik was carrying on his shoulder.
He nodded, trying not to look defeated by fatigue. "It seems there is no time to lose. But I can't understand why anyone would bother to ask for me if you're already here."
She rolled her large eyes skyward. "I'm not one of your girls, Andik. Flattering me will do you little good. But make no mistake, I'm surprised too."
"Why?" he asked as they exchanged a brief embrace.
"Because of the drain on resources. Marzouq is on his toes. In fact, I'd say he's scared to death that this will become public knowledge."
Andik felt the same way, and it only made him more uncomfortable.
They exchanged information, walked, and found that they knew little—too little. But Nalia had already visited the theater of tragedy. "This way."
A few men and women were busy carrying food and tools, and merchants were closing up shop as they walked through the sparsely populated streets.
"Here is the inn. The brigade commander in charge of this part of the city was on the verge of talking to the wrong people, and he had filled this hole with soldiers as if he was afraid it would catch fire," Nalia said, pointing to a three-story building clad in purple-stained lime.
The Spiced Rooms.
A name that promised very specific pastimes, Andik reflected. "How did you shut him up?"
Nalia laughed bitterly. She stroked the long, thin black braids that fell over one shoulder. "I reminded him that the power he has been given has a tendency to slip through the fingers with impressive ease. Especially when it gets in the way of an Ensin."
"'You're always as graceful as a hammer."
"I've already told you to stop the flattery."
The inn greeted them with a quiet air of anticipation. As they stepped inside, the walls themselves seemed to grunt in discontent; made of rough stone, bare and cold, they seemed capable of trapping sound. The flickering torchlight cast shadows that barely danced on the dark, weathered wooden tables. Despite the cleanliness and tidiness, there was an oppressive aura. This was often the case in places people frequented in secret.
The innkeeper, a stocky, grey-haired man with strong but shaky hands, greeted them with a smile that could not hide the shadow of concern in his eyes.
"Welcome," he said almost in a whisper. "We rarely see visitors like you here. And even more rarely do we witness such tragedies." He lowered his gaze.
Nalia stepped forward. "We understand, sir, you can be sure of that. But you would do well to hold your tongue. This is the kind of place where silence is still highly valued. And you must strive to keep that quiet intact. Do I make myself clear?"
The man's eyes widened, but he only nodded in response.
"Now show us the room. For the last time, if the gods grant us their favor."
They followed the innkeeper up a narrow wooden staircase, each step muffled by the silence that enveloped the upper floor, then all the way down the hallway to the second floor.
They stopped at the door.
The man slid a key into the slot and clicked the lock. He seemed unable to go any further. "I will leave you alone. You know where to find me, my Ensins."
Nalia nodded and the man left.
Andik pushed open the creaking door and blinked to adjust his eyes to the darkness.
Nalia stepped forward and lit a small lamp that rested on a low wooden cabinet. The dancing light illuminated a small, tidy room and a bed with surprisingly white sheets. The warm glow of the lamp made it look like a stone altar.
And on the mattress, the body of the young woman.
Andik slowly shrugged off the bag he carried on his shoulders, set it down near the door and stared at the girl. He held his breath, captivated by the image of youthful beauty immobilized by the caress of death.
Long black hair spread across the pillow, framing a beautiful round face. Full lips, thick lashes, pale skin. The tangle of sheets barely covered her.
Andik was pierced by a blade of pure sadness, a pain that only a wasted life could create.
Even Nalia, usually so adept at hiding her emotions, let out a slow sigh. "So young," she murmured.
"Her name?" asked Andik, unable to look away from the girl and at the same time wanting to forget what he saw.
"Suna Monning. Daughter of Lugalen Mik Monning. She traveled under a false name. I found this in her luggage. Look at the last page." Nalia pulled a small bound volume from the folds of her cloak and handed it to him.
Andik handled it carefully, almost as if he was afraid it would turn to ash in his fingers.
It was a diary. The girl's handwriting, Suna, was both clear and refined. Few flourishes, lines that always kept the same distance. A skilled hand, no doubt.
Andik understood that he had to read every individual page, to delve into every thought that Suna had put down on paper. He had to do it for her; to understand, if possible, what had drawn her to Urook and to discover what had really happened. But even the thought of it made him feel unclean.
He followed Nalia's instructions and turned to the last page. The writing now seemed rushed, the ink slashing across the paper with an almost violent intensity.
He took my heart and vowed to marry me.
He promised me everything,
but he wanted only one thing from me.
Tonight, on this bed,
I had the greatest night of my life,
consumed by a fire that burned me to the bone.
I thought he felt the same way.
Instead, when I woke up, I found myself alone.
Abandoned.
There is a note on the sheets.
He wrote to stop looking for him.
He said he wasn't the right man for me.
That there was no future for us.
Andik read and reread those words, a desperate farewell, his eyebrows furrowed. "She wrote about a note." He glanced at Nalia, but she shook her head. "Do we have any idea who he is? The man she spent the night with?"
Nalia looked at the diary. "The girl wrote several pages about a soldier. One of ours. She met him while stationed in Napur last summer. They fell in love at first sight. Something tells me, however, that her lover may not be our man."
"Explain yourself."
Nalia leafed through the pages of the diary while Andik still held it in his hand. "If we are to believe what she wrote, their relationship seems to have stalled. The girl's parents frowned upon the difference in bloodlines."
"In reality, it may have deepened their bond. The allure of a forbidden relationship could have been even more captivating for a young girl, don't you think?" Andik spoke without much conviction. There was something wrong, a sickening tension in the air that had little to do with the corpse lying just a few steps away.
"The girl stopped reporting on him a few months ago. Until then, she had made sure to write down her love pains every day. Her attention shifted to the Trials," Nalia continued.
"Was she invited?"
"It seems so. Perhaps she decided to put aside her feelings for the soldier and embrace the family cause."
Andik scratched his forehead. "We don't know her. We don't know what she really wanted or what frightened her."
"She probably feared her parents would read the diary, so she stopped writing certain private details. My guess is that she met someone else," Nalia said as she walked over to the small wooden cabinet and looked at the chalice sitting next to the lamp. "But I think we should talk to the soldier anyway."
Andik nodded and looked at the chalice as well. The wine was cloudy and still showed traces of thin fingers. Maybe the girl had squeezed it hard. He took it and swirled the liquid. Hints of dark residue stirred in purple swirls like a tiny and deadly storm. He sniffed and recoiled instinctively. "Green Avendira. The smell is unmistakable, but it has been cut with opium."
Nalia approached the glass and repeated his chain of movements before agreeing with him.
Andik glanced around hesitantly. He had both the authority and the discretion to examine the body. He should have searched for wounds or signs of a struggle. But he couldn't bring himself to do it. In a way, it felt like prolonging the suffering of a death that was already far too painful.
"You haven't examined her yet, have you?" he asked Nalia.
"I would prefer to have you here as a witness. But I can do it myself if you wish."
"Thank you."
The sound of excited footsteps came from downstairs, followed by muffled voices. Soon after, the door swung open and slammed against the wall.
The man strode in with feverish eyes and a desperate expression. He paused, staring at the motionless body on the bed, then brought his hands to his temples and pressed them tightly, as if trying to push reality out of his mind.
"Suna! Suna, my baby!" he stammered, his eyes ready to pop out of their sockets. He approached the bed, reached out a hand to the girl, but then recoiled as if he had been bitten by a snake.
Something had changed in the man. Andik saw clearly the moment when desperation turned to deaf rage. "What happened? Do you know? Do you know who did this to her?" he asked in a cold voice.
Andik approached him. "My condolences, Lugalen Monning. We can only begin to fathom the pain you must be feeling right now. We are trying to piece together what happened and we need your help. Any information you can give us about Suna or the people around her could be crucial."
The man trembled. He shook his head and stumbled over his first words. Then he fell silent, took a deep breath and tried to regain control. "Was she killed?" His eyes darted to the chalice, then back to the body. "Who could have done such a terrible thing to my little girl?"
Andik kept his distance. He had seen enough death, felt its sharp, poisoned claws on his own skin, to know that there were no words in the world that could ease the pain this man felt. There were also infinite ways to respond to that agony. From silence to screaming, from wide eyes staring into emptiness to the most bitter of tears.
Monning chose rejection. He looked around as if every speck of dust, every long dark hair on those damned white sheets, every drop of wine could give him a foothold to wake up from an all too real and cruel nightmare.
The Lugalen continued to ask questions. When had she arrived? How much time had she spent there, and with whom? Why had no one noticed that she was too young to travel without her family? And who, damn it, damn it, damn it, was the person who had done this to her?
Andik and Nalia listened to his questions, but were sadly unable to answer them.
"The investigation is ongoing. We will need to ask you questions. But not now," Nalia said. Her voice was warm, calm, almost maternal. "Your daughter still has much to tell us, in her own way. Do you know what I mean?"
The man looked at her as if she were speaking another language. Then he raised his eyebrows and nodded. "I want to be there," he whispered.
"Of course," Nalia replied. Then she met Andik's gaze.
"I will be downstairs," he replied, and left the room with a heavy heart and a stinging anxiety in his throat.

    
  Andik talked to the innkeeper again. The man cooperated and was more than willing to call the rest of the people who worked at the inn. They were all family members, sons and daughters, but also a son-in-law. Eight people in all. 
They were sitting at the largest table in the common room.
Apparently, all the other guests had been turned away hours before. The innkeeper swore that no one understood what had happened in Suna's room. Andik made a mental note: he needed to ask Nalia how much she really believed that statement. Was there any way to make sure that the guests, who were certainly upset about being evicted, would not begin to distort the truth and make the situation even more complicated?
A description emerged from the conversation, though it lacked critical details. Suna Monning had been seen with a man who was older than her, but still relatively young. He was tall, handsome, with dark hair and skin. His plain clothes contrasted sharply with the girl's.
It was the innkeeper's wife, a petite, gray-haired woman, who added, "She tried to look like one of us. Just an ordinary person. But skin like that and delicate fingers are not found here." She raised her palms and showed him her calluses. Then she smoothed her long dark apron. "And though she wore simple robes, the fabrics were too clean, too soft. I've seen so many rich, bored young women looking for fun outside their gilded palaces. She was no different."
The name the man had left in the register was certainly false. No one had seen him leave the room, but he could have slipped out of a window in the middle of the night.
Andik wasn't surprised to find so few useful clues. Nobles were adept at hiding their escapades and preserving their reputation. He knew this very well from his own family heritage.
Now, all he had to do was to compare the description with the soldier who had inflamed Suna's heart until recently.
What if they were two different men?
What if Nalia had been right?
Andik had to bitterly accept the very real possibility that they would never find this man. Nor were they sure that he had acted against Suna in any way. Maybe her death was really the result of a young love gone wrong. The feeling that the death hid something darker was hard to articulate. And in a way, it wasn't even the most disturbing aspect of the situation.
Grand Ensin Marzouq's cursory letter focused more on containing the possible consequences of the tragedy than on finding out what had caused it.
Andik could sense the potential fallout and understood the desire to conduct these investigations in secret.
For now.
He rose from the table with a low groan of exhaustion. How long had it been since he had rested? The previous night, just the last part of the ship's journey, had been sleepless. The Ymm Tide had thrown high waves against the ship and the wind had beaten them mercilessly.
Andik had feared the worst, but the storm had passed just as it had started: suddenly. And now he could hardly stand.
Nalia and the Lugalen came down shortly after. The man marched past Andik in silence, without a glance at him, and left the inn.
"I need a drink." Nalia put her hand on his arm and asked the innkeeper to clear the room. When she was alone with Andik, she approached a wooden cabinet that held an assortment of dark bottles. As she uncorked them and sniffed for the best wine, she said, "The girl has had sex. There are no cuts or bruises, but her lover was enthusiastic, to say the least." She raised a bottle to her mouth and took a sip. "Now her lips are green and her eye sockets are black."
"So she died from the poison." Massive doses of Green Avendira, especially when mixed with intoxicating powders, produced that effect.
They were silent for a moment.
"I allowed the Lugalen to take his daughter tonight. There's not much more the poor girl can tell us now."
"Did he make a fuss?"
Nalia shook her head gently. "He just wants his daughter back, that's all. Even though he's upset, he seems like a cautious man. I don't think he'll talk."
"Marzouq will be pleased."
"Careful, Thawill. I know that tone."
"What tone?"
"The one you use when you're about to do something very stupid." She nudged him with her elbow.
Andik took the bottle from her fingers and drank. The wine set his throat on fire. Coughing, he replied, "We need to talk to the soldier she seemed so in love with." He put the bottle back in Nalia's hands and she looked at him, but seemed distracted. "What's going on?"
"While I was examining the body, I spoke to the Lugalen," she explained, “I asked him about the soldier. Apparently he only met the man once, after he found out about the matter. Monning managed to scare him enough to break off the relationship."
"That's why Suna stopped writing about him in her diary."
Nalia nodded. "There's more," she continued, leaning on the edge of the next table. "The Lugalen has seen to it that the soldier will be very, very busy for the foreseeable future."
Andik frowned and waited for her to continue.
"He had him assigned to one of the troops patrolling the Ymm Tide. The soldier is most likely out at sea and will be there for months. Maybe years."
Andik tensed. There were dozens of ships, much like the one he had traveled on, charged with keeping the waters off Kenjir safe. Most of the soldiers loyal to the three Households would sooner or later play their part in that aspect of the war effort. These were often temporary assignments, unless one was part of a ship's permanent crew.
The slimy crawl of an intuition, the twist in the pit of his stomach, heralded the rise of an idea. "Where is the girl's journal?" he asked suddenly, his mouth dry. "Does she mention him by name? Her lover, I mean."
Nalia answered him, pulling the volume out of her tunic. "Yes, of course. Wait, I'll show you." She flipped through a few pages, turned the book over and lifted it up. "Jaesh. His name is Jaesh Rebi."
Andik widened his eyes. "I know him. He wasn't here tonight."
"How can you be sure?"
"Because he traveled with me for weeks. I left him in Belur a few hours ago."

    
  Andik and Nalia stayed at the inn late into the night to make sure they had not overlooked any details. They helped the Lugalen prepare the body and load it onto his luxurious carriage. They also had to remind him to remain silent throughout the investigation. 
Andik felt as guilty as a thief, because the elements to investigate were practically non-existent, and because his superiors had already decided that no further questions needed to be asked.
The Lugalen cocooned himself in an icy silence, using it as a thin shield against the overwhelming pain. He responded with monosyllables, nodded briefly, and then ran off, carrying his daughter with him.
The two Ensins continued to speak with the innkeeper and his family, then checked every corner of the room where Suna Monning had died.
Andik was shaking with exhaustion and risked collapsing on Nalia as the first light of dawn touched the inn.
She put a hand on his shoulder and stared at him, "Let's get some sleep. I know a place within walking distance."
"A dark corner would do for now. Even the floor looks quite comfortable."
Nalia laughed softly. "There's an air of death between these walls. If we stay here, we'll end up dreaming about Suna, I'm sure. Let's go." She hoisted his bag onto her shoulders and dragged him out of the inn after exchanging a few words with the innkeeper. The poor man looked like a beaten dog.
Andik hoped that this tragedy would not be the end of the inn. "I will come back to see you," he promised him, hoping that the man did not take his words as a threat.
They walked through the streets of the neighborhood, which gradually came to life, until they reached a building similar in shape to the inn they had left behind. But this one was in much better condition. The stone pillars were smoother and shinier, the red plaster gleamed in the cool light of the coming morning, and the woodwork had recently received a generous coat of wax. There was no sign in sight.
Waiting for them was a handsome man with blond hair and brown eyes. He wore only dark leather pants and rested one shoulder on a pillar by the door. "Ensin Korr," he said, bowing briefly and smiling. He took Nalia's hand and kissed the back of it. "You honor us with your presence."
Nalia stroked his bare chest. "We need rest, Stephel, not entertainment. Prepare a room for us."
The man nodded, bowed again, and snapped his fingers. Two young women, dressed in thin linen that left little to the imagination, ran to do his bidding.
"With great pleasure, my Ensins. But let me say that we would be more than honored to brighten your morning. Are you sure you just want to sleep?"
Andik was on the verge of delivering a mighty elbow to Nalia's ribs and asking her why on earth she had dragged him into a brothel, but exhaustion threatened to break him right there. "We're sure of that, no doubt," he hissed with all too much harshness.
Nalia looked at him sideways. Then she added, "My friend is tired. And when he is tired, he forgets the elegance and bearing that should distinguish him." She shot an understanding look at the man, who stared back at her as if she were the personification of desire.
They followed him through the dimly lit corridors. The smell of fragrant herbs and sweet smoke was overwhelming, mingling with that of wine and sweat. The guests had been celebrating until a few hours before, it seemed.
They went up to the second floor, Andik struggling to stifle groans of frustration and exhaustion, and reached a hallway lit by a half-open window. The dawn light was warm.
Stephel opened the doors to a richly furnished room. Dark red silks covered a large bed and a sofa piled high with pillows. Heavy curtains covered a high window.
Andik barely looked at them as he pulled off his cloak.
"Will you join us for lunch?" asked Stephel.
Nalia gave him a kiss on the cheek as she pushed him out. "With great pleasure."
The man smiled at her and bowed, then left, closing the door behind him.
Andik dropped onto the bed, sinking into scented silks and all-too-soft pillows. "I should have known," he groaned. He blinked his heavy eyelids.
"What?" she asked, dropping the heavy bag.
"That you would choose a place like this."
She sat down beside him. "You seemed too tired to go to a more elegant place. But if you don't feel comfortable," she tapped his chest with a finger, "we can go right back on the road."
"No, no," he sighed. "It's not that bad."
"Want me to help you take your boots off?"
"I can do it myself." As he took off his left boot, Andik watched Nalia. She, too, looked tired. "Would you like to come with me?"
She stood and began to undress. After years of training and serving together, the awkwardness of seeing each other with little or nothing on was gone. "Of course I want to. Do you think your friend is still in Belur?"
"For at least a week. I would rather be the one to tell him about Suna's death. Jaesh is a good man. I don't want him to find out by accident."
"That's nice of you, Thawill. I'm glad there are people you can be less grumpy and unapproachable with."
He removed his other boot and began to undo the laces that closed his tunic. "I'm too tired to take that as an insult, Nalia."
She giggled as she lay on the bed wearing only a thin purple tunic, the same one Andik wore on his skin.
"You are right. We must get our strength back. I'm afraid we're going to need it." Nalia yawned. "Have we hit a dead end?" she asked, her eyes on the wooden planks that covered the ceiling.
Andik lay down beside her. "Not necessarily. We'll keep asking questions, at least for a few days. Maybe something will turn up."
"But we have nothing. Nothing at all. The man who spent the night with Suna took great pains to erase all traces."
"Nobody disappears into thin air. We will talk to the guards who have been patrolling the city gates for the last few days. They must have met Suna. And they probably asked her where she was going and how long she planned to stay," he said and yawned again. "Maybe the girl was really desperate, convinced that her life was meaningless. Or maybe someone used her and then got rid of her in the worst possible way. But I will not take this doubt to my grave. I will keep asking questions." His voice had softened to a whisper.
Nalia turned on her side. She stroked his cheek. "Are you sure you're all right?"
"I'm just tired."
"No, there is more. Even if you don't want to tell me." She sighed. "Don't get caught up in it, Andik."
"Caught up?"
"You know exactly what I mean. We have orders to follow and nothing more. Do you understand me?"
There was a precise weight to Nalia's words. She was one step away from using her seniority against him.
"I understand."
"Now sleep. And try not to snore or I will smother you with a pillow." She smiled and turned onto her other side, and pulled the sheets up to cover her head.
Sleep was near. Andik could already feel its coils enveloping his mind.
He silently prayed that the lifeless face of Suna Monning stayed far from his dreams.
Then he closed his eyes.
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The cold broke through her skin. Quickly, as if driven by its own will, it seized her mind and pushed her to the edge of an abyss filled with uncertainty and fear. 
Shadi closed her eyes.
She was overwhelmed by sensations she did not understand. She felt as if she had been caught in a winter storm, the rain turned into crystal shards and daggers in the hands of merciless warriors. They raged at her head, at her shoulders, then tore at her chest again and again.
She cupped her left hand around her nose and held her breath. With her right hand, she grabbed the arm of the person preventing her from slipping. The current roared in her ears for a heartbeat. The next moment she found herself under the surface.
Don't open your eyes.
Darjin's words echoed in her mind, clear and strong, almost stronger than the river she was immersed in.
When you go under, don't open your eyes. Concentrate on your breath. If you don't control it, you will die.
Shadi had not paid that much attention to her, even though the Dagger had repeated that phrase ad nauseam.
Do not open your eyes. The water is almost frozen and will blind you, my lady.
Darjin could make advice sound like threats and dark omens. But there was no one in the world Shadi trusted more.
Don't open your eyes.
Her heart began to gallop, faster and faster—a pounding that forced itself into her ears, drowning out Darjin’s voice and the roar of the river. How long could she hold out? How long before fear overtook her, forcing her to climb Darjin’s arm in search of salvation?
Despite the cold, she felt flames in her chest. It seemed almost ironic. That morning, she had looked out onto the wide balcony of the bedroom, open to the hills that surrounded the view beyond the city walls, and had been struck speechless. The white cloak reflected the cool light, illuminating every shadow like an ancient spell. Houses, trees, streets, and living and inanimate objects seemed to have been transformed into a myriad of crystalline sculptures.
Do not open your eyes.
Shadi closed them even tighter. She had little time left. Too little. The cold had seized everything inside and outside her. In her ears it screamed for her to surrender. In her heart it whispered to give in to exhaustion.
She had never felt so weak and inexperienced as in these moments. The future loomed, ready to devour her in one bite, mocking her inadequacies.
Maybe she would have cried. But the water made her cheeks hard as porcelain. Shaken by a wave of anger at a body she wished was stronger, more resilient, and guided by an unwavering will, Shadi tugged at the arm that held her alive, preventing the current from gaining the upper hand.
Darjin pulled her out of the river with a single tug, and she felt as light as a feather.
The icy air was no more benevolent than the water. Shadi inhaled deeply, coughed as if everything inside her wanted to spill out, and collapsed to her knees, her hands wrapped around her chest. The rock scraped her feet and knees.
Shaken by tremors, she barely noticed the heavy fur Darjin threw over her. But she clearly felt the warm breath on her cheeks and the grip of the Dagger's hands on her shoulders.
"This is madness, my lady. I swear by all the gods that this is the last time I take you on this race against death. I will not have the weight of your blood on my conscience. That is not why I am here."
Shadi would have laughed at her stern tone. But her body seemed to resist any movement, even the smallest.
"Your wet rags will prevent the fur from doing its job," Darjin said quietly as she unfastened the high collar of her tunic.
Shadi saw the look in her eyes, the mixture of concern and shame that filled them. She nodded in agreement and let Darjin work. Quickly, the Dagger dressed her in thick breeches and a woolen shirt.
"Thank you," Shadi whispered as she took Darjin's hand again, this time to mount the horse. It seemed harder than climbing a mountain high into the clouds.
"You will thank me when we are away from this madness, my lady," Darjin replied.
It was the first time in many years that Shadi had allowed anyone to lead a horse for her. She had neither the heart nor the strength to object.
Darjin urged the thoroughbred into a gallop, making it lift snow and stones like a black hurricane, glowing with anger and worry.
And Shadi felt herself carried by a power she had never known. It seemed so foolish to fight it. Was it fear she heard in the Dagger's voice as she urged the stallion to run, again and again?
"Do not sleep, my lady!"
Shadi knew she should have listened. She understood that this power, so seductive and melodious, was leading her into eternal sleep.
It was the cold of winter.
It had taken everything she cherished deep inside.
She closed her eyes without noticing. The wind caressed her forehead, whispering of what she’d never be—and the peace it promised.

    
  She tried to swallow the pain and opened her eyes. It was difficult to stretch her arms behind her head on the pillow, as she did every morning upon waking. 
The stiffness that permeated her body made her feel as heavy as a boulder, so much so that even blinking her eyelids and rubbing them with her knuckles seemed all too exhausting.
Why did she feel so bad? The answer came from her memories, along with the overwhelming sensations that accompanied them. The icy water, the fear that she was about to drown, the violent shaking when Darjin had pulled her out, and finally the soporific singing of the fever.
That was it. Fever.
She blinked and recognized the bedroom, almost entirely in darkness except for the uncertain blade of light that crept in through the balcony window, the same one from which she had admired the landscape transformed into a white jewel overnight.
What was the time? How long had she been asleep?
She touched her warm brow. The only image among the memories that was free of that utter coldness was that of Darjin's gaze. She remembered how the Dagger had warmed her, how she had protected her from the cold in such a motherly way.
"This is madness, my lady," she had said.
Shadi laughed softly, amused and saddened at the same time. Maybe she had really frightened her. For the first time, the Dagger seemed less than stone-like in her stubbornness.
There were those who said that these warrior people had no human feelings and emotions. Shadi had never given weight to those rumors; she knew Darjin and knew the depth of her soul.
"Poor fools, all of us!"
Shadi shuddered between the sheets and almost cried out in fear. She turned sharply to meet her mother's gaze, sunk between the cushions of the armchair at the side of the bed. The woman stroked her head slowly. "We were all worried about your strange fever, the delirium it caused," she sighed. "Instead you laugh."
The cold gaze, weighed down by stone gray eyes, did not convey the same concern as the voice. It had always been difficult for Shadi to guess the thoughts of this woman, so reserved in her manner and measured in her gestures. She sent mixed signals to everyone, so much so that she could upset anyone without saying a word.
Shadi bitterly told herself that perhaps her mother would have preferred to see her remain in a delirium. Had she failed her again?
She bit her lip to keep these thoughts from coming out. After all, sarcasm had not brought her much satisfaction lately. She fell back on a dignified silence.
"In any case, I'm glad you're feeling better," her mother continued. She stood, accompanied by the rustle of silk swelling her skirt, illuminated by the soft reflection of the fireplace light brushing against her corset, and approached the bed. She reached out a hand and stroked Shadi's forehead.
They were always so cold, her mother's hands.
Tiona Jan Hura, wife of a Lugalen, mother of two, patron of the arts and respected figure in Kenjir, still drew the eyes of men and women, young and old. Her figure seemed to resist the false flattery of time, and her voice underscored each of her appearances with elegance and authority.
But those who watched her did not know, could not know, of her icy skin.
"The fever is less burning, but it has not left you yet, my daughter. You need more rest. I will see to it that no one disturbs you while you gather your strength," she said in a voice reduced to a whisper. If those hands had conveyed even a grain of the attention that her words showed, Shadi might have been deceived. Perhaps she might have felt truly loved by the sight of such calm grace.
"From now on, you will only be surrounded by people who deeply care about your well-being, my dear." She hinted at a flat smile that only curled the corners of her mouth and did not even accidentally touch her eyes.
For a moment, it was as if her mother's hand had stopped caressing her forehead and instead plunged into her chest, as if trying to squeeze her heart in a vise. "Where is Darjin?" Shadi asked in a low voice, moving her forehead uncomfortably under her mother's touch.
"Oh, little Shadi, you don't have to worry about the Dagger. Not any more. Soon that savage will be nothing but a bad memory."
Shadi opened her eyes wide. "What does that mean? What happened to her?"
"Her behavior was unacceptable, and in a few hours she will get what she deserves. However, we will keep her in our prayers and ask the gods to show her favor. Perhaps a return to her desolate lands will teach her to be more grateful for the generosity of the Lugalens."
"What do you mean, Mother, what has she done? Why do you want to send her away?" stammered Shadi.
"It was more what she did not do. The Dagger has shown that she is incapable of giving you proper attention. After all, she does not know how to protect you properly."
"But she didn't do anything."
"Exactly. My dear, you would not be bedridden if that ungrateful little beast had kept her eye on you as she was expected to do. This," she said, raising her hand to Shadi's forehead and pointing to the bed on which she lay, "is a demonstration of her inability to fulfill her duties, let alone the oath that binds her to our country and especially to our family."
Shadi knew that her mother was very capable of ignoring all her complaints and that she had to act quickly. Continuing to argue would do nothing to clarify Darjin's position. But she also knew that someone else might listen.
"I'm tired, Mother, please let me sleep a little more."
The answer seemed to deal a mighty blow to the thick web of chatter and self-control her mother was using as a shield. It lasted only a moment. Without another word, Tiona smiled at her, kissed her cheek, straightened her blankets, and stepped back from the bed like an art connoisseur looking at a painting from a distance.
What were those eyes judging? The true value of an artifact of dubious provenance or poor resale value? It certainly seemed that way from Tiona's sigh and her walk to the entrance of the room. She paused near the door and looked back at Shadi.
"I will tell the guards to watch over your sleep."

    
  The armory was deserted at this hour, as the sun slid towards the horizon, setting the peaks surrounding Jabal Amira ablaze. 
Darjin had been to this place many times, often when it was unoccupied, as it was now. She was grateful that she did not have to talk to the soldier who guarded the weapons or feign interest in any of the other fighters who had sworn allegiance to this city and family. She knew there was a curiosity in their eyes that often bordered on mockery, and she barely tolerated it.
She had never been good with people.
Shadi often scolded her for her unfriendly demeanor and taciturn attitude. She would reply that what appeared to be flaws had actually saved lives, and that perhaps one day they would prove more useful than annoying. After all, as she often repeated, 'a blade only brings pain to those who find it in their chest.'
Now, however, she wondered if she should have done things differently.
The Lugalen's wife had asked her questions. But it was just a trick. In her heart, she had already decided that the person responsible for Shadi's condition was Darjin herself; to her, she was little more than an expensive pet. An animal trained to sniff out danger and turn enemies into victims.
And what use is a bloodhound when it has lost its sense of smell? Or if it has become deaf to threats, however implied?
Darjin knew how false those remarks were, and she neither feared them for her own sake, nor worried about how the members of her people would react to her return to her homeland. She was ready to prove herself to everyone and clarify the circumstances that had led to her being removed from the Jan Hura family. No, she was really just worried about Shadi. The girl had gone down a dark path of unspoken questions and was looking for answers in all the wrong places.
But that was not for Darjin to judge.
She simply had to fulfil her oath.
And she had failed. She drew the two short, curved blades from their leather sheaths behind her back and studied them. The slanting light of the setting sun bathed them in amber and orange, making them seem to vibrate with life. The Lugalen themselves had given Darjin these weapons on the day she entered their service. She laid the blades on the dark marble slab and discarded the scabbards.
Iron to iron.
Blood to blood.
Memories to memories.
Furs and sheets slipped to Shadi's feet as she stood. She had the impression that even the thin nightgown she wore weighed like a stone.
She walked on the thick carpets that covered the floor, grateful for the way they cushioned her steps. If only they could have soothed the dry, burning pain that ran through her muscles. But they were only fur rugs. These pains were of her own making.
Biting her lip as she approached the wardrobe, she dug through the layers of silk, wool, and velvet piled at the bottom until she found the hidden leather pouch.
She pulled out a heavy wool blouse and pulled on her breeches and leather boots. Tying her laces and buckling her belt was as difficult as climbing a mountain. Fever had made her fingers softer than molasses. She tried to grab a handful of coins from a small jewelry box and took forever. She gritted her teeth, wiped her forehead, and blew her nose to stay focused.
Time was running out. She would never forgive herself if her father had kicked Darjin out. Unfortunately, relations between Shadi and Lugalen Jan Hura had not been idyllic in recent weeks. There was only one person in her family who would listen to her without batting an eyelid and to whom she could tell everything.
She just had to get to him. In another situation, all she would have had to do was cross a few hallways, knock according to the secret sequence they had worked out together, and sneak into his room.
But Tiona had locked her in. She did not trust Shadi's words and remembered all too well, without hiding a certain disappointment, all the times her daughter had sneaked out of her chambers, unseen, to engage in activities not befitting her lineage. The guard outside the door was proof of that.
She wrapped a cloak around her shoulders, pulled the hood down over her forehead, and approached the large window. She could feel the chill of the snow, see how the little flakes glowed in the light coming from the room. They were beautiful. They would not spare her a drop of cold and pain.
Taking a deep breath, she stepped out onto the balcony, closing the glass window behind her and trying to concentrate. She had done it dozens of times. Never before had it been so important. She reached the edge of the railing on the left, where the stone fitted into the wall. She placed her hands on it, protected by leather that would become soaked too soon, and pulled herself up. First her right knee, then her left foot, to a ledge less than an arm's length away. Jaws clenched in pain and teeth chattering in the cold, Shadi pressed herself against the stone wall and took small steps along the ledge.
She shivered and felt the fever almost as if it were a living presence breathing down her neck and pouring liquid fire into her chest.
What a stupid idea. She had to stop to catch her breath and not give in to the shaking and dizziness. For the first time she was afraid of falling.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting the air prick her nostrils and pinch her lungs as she tried to stay focused. Then she opened them again as she decided to keep moving, struggling to control her breathing. At the end of the ledge, she felt with her hands the contours of the buttress, dotted upward with protrusions and holes that would allow her to climb it. Shadi lifted her face to the sky. A blanket of clouds as dark as wolf fur blackened it. Snow fell over her eyes, mingled with the tears the wind brought to her cheeks. She swallowed, inhaled sharply, and slipped her right hand into the first hole. Then she began the climb, feeling weak and weighed down by the burden of what had been, by the fear of what might happen.
The past had become gray, the future seemed black to her.
But she didn't want that to be true for Darjin.
So she pushed herself higher and higher.

    
  The terrace was covered with a layer of snow as fine as sugar. Shadi paused a step away from the edge, her eyes fixed on the now nighttime landscape. 
Jabal Amira was her home, the town where she had grown up and where she wanted to grow old. If she had been allowed a few more degrees of freedom, of course. Amidst the spires, towers, and thick walls of this stone fortress, she could feel the certainty that time would always flow the same way. Sometimes this rigid sequence suffocated her, other times she felt safe.
Memories resurfaced. She searched her eyes for the edge of the wall and the stone gateway. Many years ago, one of the thousands of caravans of foreigners had passed through this gate to enter the city.
Shadi had detected the shapes of the caravan and run to get the binoculars she had smuggled out of her father's study. Curiosity had almost burned her alive, and amazement filled her, mixed with feelings she could not describe at the time. With watchful eyes she had studied the banners of the strangers, their colors, their mounts and the way they rode them. And she had dreamed of the places they came from, the journeys they had taken, and the countless dangers they had faced.
The traveling party she had glimpsed then had proven to be unlike any other. Their entry into the city would change Shadi's life forever. For that was how she had met Darjin, who had become a constant presence in her days. A silent, elusive, mysterious certainty, drawn like a shadow on a beautiful painting.
Now that shadow was in danger of fading, erased by her mother's demands.
And by Shadi's stupidity. She sighed again, turned her back on the dark landscape, and inched to the edge of the terrace. The cold was becoming impossible to bear, and she knew she couldn't resist the fever-induced shivering for much longer. Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to make one last push. She struggled to find a foothold on the edge of a wall slightly higher than she was, slipping the toes of her boots along the slimy stones until she found suitable ledges and climbed up to a sloping surface.
Panting, she surveyed the expanse of one of the fortress's roofs; a carpet of snow made it look more like the back of a giant sleeping animal than an endless succession of gray tiles. At the end of that mantle, she could make out the soft glow of two tall windows in a tower on the seventh of the citadel's eight sides.
He was there.
The light seemed to speak of hope and warmth.
Everything Shadi needed.
She left a snake of sunken tracks on the white roof. But she knew that at the rate the snow was falling, they would disappear very soon. Then she told herself that covering those tracks would be the least of her problems if she could not convince him. After all, it was a matter of openly going against his mother's opinion. Her father did not seem inclined to do so either. Or perhaps he was just better at hiding this small weakness than most.
The window was too high and there was no suitable foothold on the wall for another climb. It also gave off enough light to illuminate a fairly large portion of the roof. To avoid being exposed to it, Shadi had to walk the distance to the window, skimming the edge of the roof and risking losing her balance more than once. She could not allow anyone to see her before the time was right.
It was the moment of truth. She pulled out a coin, pointed it at the window and threw it.
Once. Twice. Maybe he was not there. Had he forgotten to turn on the lamps, or had he left them on purpose to fool the onlookers and sneak between the sheets of one of the many servants who willingly warmed his nights? The right wing opened on the third attempt, just as Shadi was beginning to despair.
Surrounded by the light coming from the room, clothed in a white linen shirt that revealed the shape of his torso and broad shoulders, her brother appeared to her like a vision.
Roben frowned, suspicious. He brushed a tuft of black hair from his face, and his eyes lit up with surprise and amusement as he recognized her.
"Gods, I didn't see that coming!" he chuckled.
"Were you hoping I was someone else?"
"Actually, yes."
"Help me up, Roben, or I'll tell Mother and Father about Lugalen Quentin's granddaughter. The one with the blonde hair."
"Ah, her! I like that one so much!"
"Too bad you brought her to tears after only two days of courtship," she interrupted him, fighting to hold back a laugh. Coughing fits shook her.
A veil of worry settled over Roben's eyes. For Shadi, it was like a slap in the face. It suddenly made her even more aware of the risks she had exposed herself to with the night hike. "Come up, you sneaky little fox."
Roben's tone of voice, his mischievous smile, and the way he leaned out of the window almost made her forget the cold and fever.
Suddenly, she blinked, and as her eyes filled with her brother's radiant face, she felt faint. Her vision fogged and the world began to spin, turning dark, black as ink freshly applied to white paper.

    
  A distant white horizon, silhouetted against clouds of liquid iron, filled her eyes. There, the distinction between heaven and earth seemed as sharp as a line drawn with the sure hand of an angry architect. 
Shadi marveled at the vividness of what she felt: the cold wind in her hair, worn loose and always hanging over her eyes. The tingle of dry leaves beneath her bare feet, the rustle of the night robe she wore.
It was a dream, and she was fully aware that it was the result of fever. She wondered if it was really possible to experience such moments, torn between certainty and doubt.
The landscape around her was still, as if caught in the frame of a fresco. She watched the long path that stretched before her, flanked by two rows of towering trees, almost completely stripped of their foliage, which now spread out like a rough carpet as far as the eye could see.
Only her increasingly restless breathing broke the silence of the black and gray world.
Shadi wondered what would happen if she were to speak. Immediately after the unspoken question came the lump in her throat. And the voice that caused it.
Choose.
With a gasp she turned around. She found the same identical path, but in the opposite direction of the iron horizon.
Choose.
She turned again, her hair standing up on the back of her neck, sure that whoever had spoken was only inches from her.
Three little girls, identical triplets, stood in front of her on the path, their hands clasped to their stomachs. They could not have been more than seven or eight years old, and they wore purple robes that were too big for them, so much so that the fabric piled up at their feet like the waves of a foaming tide. Their eyes were downcast and narrowed, as if they were afraid to open them.
Shadi felt her breath getting shorter, her anxiety turning to pain mixed with fear. Why should she be scared of little girls? And why did they look afraid? Maybe she should have just asked out loud. But she didn't get the chance. The triplets clapped their hands in unison, like little dance masters dictating the rhythm.
Choose.
The words came from them, Shadi was sure of it now, even though the girls' mouths had not moved.
And the chant was repeated.
Choose. Choose. Choose.
Hands clapped, eyelids tightened, faces lowered, and Shadi's heart pounded in her ears. A shiver ran down her spine.
Wake up, Shadi, wake up.

    
  When Roben placed a hand on her forehead, Shadi bit her lower lip and shook her head. "You're burning up. I could fry eggs on your forehead." 
Shadi swallowed hard. Painful awakenings and fever bites were becoming an unpleasant habit. "How did you pull me up?"
He smiled at her. "You don't want to know, believe me."
"You're right."
Roben shrugged. He forced a short-lived expression that was as innocent as it was false. "Are you going to tell me what's going on with you?"
She knew that this question expressed a thousand others, all together and all equally filled with apprehension.
"I just have a little fever."
"Shadi."
"Fine, fine, you're right." She hated to see him like that. She felt sick at the mere thought of being the cause of the shadow that covered his gaze, dimming its brightness.
"I need your help."
"All you have to do is ask," he told her. He offered her a hand, helping her to sit up and surrounding her with pillows puffed up like clouds.
As she looked at her brother's bedroom, poor in furniture and rich only in what would make the bed more comfortable, Shadi told him about the river, the cold, and the horse ride with Darjin. And of the conversation with her mother, which now seemed as distant to her as if it had happened a hundred years before, yet more suffocating than when she had participated in it.
"I think I heard about it a few hours ago, on the way back from the hunting trip," Roben told her. He looked away and crossed his legs on the bed next to her. "Mother has made a final decision, it seems."
"She wants to punish me."
"She's worried about you."
"She wants to punish me."
Roben sighed. "And she wants to punish you, yes. But you have made it easier for her than usual, little sister. You put Darjin in an impossible situation, forced her to obey your demands. She did so and endangered you while carrying out your orders."
The silence that followed this sentence soon became solid, heavy and charged with Shadi's reluctance. As much as she hated to broach the subject, she knew that telling her brother the truth was the only way to help Darjin. But she lacked the courage.
"Shadi, the real problem here is not what happened at the river or even the fever. Do you know that?"
Of course she did. But that did not make the subject any easier to handle.
"You must tell me why," he urged her. "You must tell me the truth. Why did you risk your life, little sister, why?"
Shadi knew the expression without needing to see it. She felt guilty. And so she answered. In a way, it was like paying off an old debt. She put the burden on her voice and let it fall from her shoulders.
"I feel lost."
Just three words.
Roben just waited for her to explain.
Shadi took a deep breath and went on. "It seems that everything has changed overnight. Since we received the invitation to the Trials." She hesitated. "Father thinks of nothing else. Preparations upon preparations for the journey, and it has become unbearable." She shook her head bitterly.
"Mother goes on and on about how important it is. That such an opportunity will not come again and that the future of our family depends on how I behave."
"She might be able to put pressure on the Masters themselves," Roben sighed.
"And make them feel inadequate."
"True, she could. Just as you are capable of using reality as a tool or a weapon. You have always been stubborn, independent. You have defied her in a thousand ways that have inflamed her pride. The Trials are the perfect opportunity to bring you down."
Shadi groaned. She felt exhausted, overwhelmed by the thought of what was in store for her. "What makes me angry is that in the end she is right. The Trials are indeed a rare event. In two months, it will be exactly thirty-three years since the last one."
"And thirty-three more will pass before it is repeated. All the Lugalens scattered throughout Kenjir will be busy putting their families on display."
"Their daughters, Roben. They will put their daughters on display. Father and Mother want to use me to pay off their debts and raise their social status."
Roben looked away, pensive.
"Do you remember the three puppies?" he asked her.
An unforgettable memory. It was she who found them, many years ago.
Returning from one of the few trips her family had made to pay homage to her mother's homelands in the south, the convoy had been forced to take a long break because of a landslide that had interrupted the route. They had set up camp for the night while soldiers and servants took turns opening a gap between the two walls of the small gorge that had collapsed before their eyes.
Shadi could not sleep. The desert winds, wedged between the smooth surfaces of the bronze-colored rocks, sounded to her like moans and roars. It seemed as if the night itself had turned into a monster that, wounded to death, kept weeping and weeping and weeping.
One of these laments was different. More palpable and painful than all the others.
So Shadi had slipped out of bed and run to wake Roben. When she had heard him moaning and protesting, she had shrugged: "If you don't come with me, I will tell mother the truth about all the liquor that has disappeared from our reserves. The secret haunts her. Can you imagine, Roben, how the Lady of Jabal Amira will react when she learns that her son has more alcohol than blood in his veins?" And he had widened his eyes, then laughed.
But Shadi's threats had worked. He had followed her into the darkness of the night and managed to evade the path of the soldiers guarding the camp. They had listened to the moans, and she had clung to her brother again and again, fighting back the fear that threatened to make her as stiff as ice. How many times had Roben asked her to stop, to turn back? And how many times had she shaken her head, unable to explain why it was so important to find the source of those muffled groans.
It was a cry for help. A cry that made sense only to her.
This inexplicable certainty did not spare her astonishment when they finally found the source of those mournful sounds.
It was a fox. Clutched between her paws, she had three cubs crying and pressing their little snouts against her belly, searching for her nipples, trying to suck a milk that would never come again. The fox's eyes were lost in the icy glass of death.
Shadi had watched them, her eyes shining with tears, her throat poisoned with grief. "We can't leave them there," she had whispered, "they'll die."
Roben had not objected when Shadi had placed the three tiny beings between the folds of her cloak.
But Tiona, cold and pragmatic as always, had reacted differently.
She had frozen them with her eyes, spewing words that split the air like stalactites shot from an arc of ice. She had spoken of the dangers of the night, of the wind that created shadows, and how those creatures walked among the sleepers, feeding on their nightmares, only to create new and more terrifying ones.
"The nights of the Crimson Desert are unforgiving. Even the bravest warriors fear them. What made you think you could walk through these canyons without the protection of the light?" she had asked, barely holding back her anger.
Shadi wondered if even Roben and her father, mute in the face of this absurdly composed tirade, understood what "you" really meant. The reproach was for her, only for her, the insolent fool.
Shadi had not given up. In silence, she had peeled back the folds of her cloak and revealed the three little ones. It had been one of those rare occasions when even Tiona Jan Hura, wife of a Lugalen, respected Lady of the lands that stood proud against the northern winds, had betrayed a true, deep emotion, free of calculation and precise purpose. She had widened her eyes as she approached the cubs and listened to Roben tell her where and how they had found them. "Without the mother, they will die within three nights. You must dispose of them immediately," Tiona had condemned without taking her eyes off her daughter.
Shadi had clutched the puppies to her chest in a soft but firm voice. "It could be a bad omen. The shadows would take them and turn their cries into nightmares of flesh and blood. You said it yourself, mother, so many nights ago, that children abandoned in the darkness never die, not really."
Tiona's lips had tightened, and she, her daughter, openly defying her, had felt the trembling of one who comes too close to an abyss and feels the terrible call of emptiness.
As she turned in a flutter of cream-colored silk that smelled of cinnamon essence, her mother had warned her, "If you'd rather they die slowly, be my guest. But I don't want to hear their moans. Their corpses must never cross my sight. You will be the one to bury them, Shadi."
And so it had been. The kits had died within three nights.
Shadi shivered at the memory of the tears she had shed. "She was right, even then. The foxes are all dead," she sighed.
"It is true. But they spent their last hours in your arms, little sister. You cared for them with love and devotion until their last breath. And that's not the point."
She raised her face, met Roben's eyes, and nodded.
"You were just a child, and you had the courage to do the right thing, despite everything, despite our mother," he told her again. "Since then, you have only become more stubborn and determined. In a little over a month you will turn seventeen, and I am sure you will have the courage to choose your path, the right one, this time as well. If you wish to participate in the Trials, I will be by your side, even if you decide otherwise, Shadi."
She felt her cheeks burning with affection and gratitude.
"I am not as strong as you think, Roben. Nor as brave. Everything I've done these past months has been foolish, empty. I feel wrong, more and more every day. I have ruined everything. Now Darjin will suffer the consequences."
"Maybe not."
Shadi opened her eyes wide and Roben smiled at her. "Maybe there is a way to stop our parents from sending her back to her people. But you might not like it."
"What are you talking about? What way would that be?"
"I'll tell you when you tell me the rest. I still don't understand why you were at the river and why you seemed determined to get sick. If you force me to read between the lines, I might find words you didn't mean to write."
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Shadi wished that simple words could have adequately expressed what was going on inside her, this simmering of anger and fear and disappointment and desire, all emotions that ignited and extinguished each other. 
For the Trials were only part of the conflict she carried in her heart.
"I have news from Kerina," she began. The very mention of her friend's name made her chest tighten. "She told me about the preparations her family was making for the confrontation, for the journey, and all the things she would be doing in Larsa," she said. The last word died on her lips.
Larsa.
The capital of Kenjir.
"She was overjoyed, Roben. She was excited, and she kept babbling about the clothes she planned to wear, the jewelry she had been given, and how she would attract the attention of the Champions or their families."
Shadi bit her lower lip as she worked up the courage to continue the story.
"I'm sure when she wrote me that message, she was jumping for joy like a little girl. Do you know that? Kerina! The one who spent most of her life learning the healing arts, who dreamed of filling her home with orphans and the needy. I didn't recognize her anymore. And after her, Maera, Ninda, Alla and all the others. They turned into a gang of hens, thirsty for fame and popularity! I couldn't believe it, Roben. All they seemed to be thinking about were the bloody Trials and the Jubilee celebrations right after. I couldn't take it, I couldn't take it, do you understand?" she groaned, pressing her hands to her cheeks.
"They gave up their dreams. Even the proudest and most determined. They erased their aspirations to become I don't even know what." She paused, took the handkerchief Roben handed her, and wept resignedly.
"I thought I had put these thoughts behind me after Norain's story. But I didn't. I felt so weak and stupid."
Roben took the handkerchief from her hands and wiped away her tears. "Don't say that. You were always the smart one."
Shadi sobbed, feeling her throat tighten as laughter mixed with her tears. "And you are the one who is too handsome."
"Now you're making fun of me."
"No, Roben. You are the beautiful one between us, and the funny one. And the good one. Much more than I could ever be. That's why I love you so much. I'm sorry if I don't tell you that often. I'm always so distracted."
"I know you love me."
Shadi took a deep breath. She was almost there. It was the right time to find the right words, even with herself. "I don't know what came over me. This thing with the river started months ago. I've always been afraid of water, from a very young age, though I can't remember why. And every time I thought about the Trials, I felt lost and suffocated at the same time. Like I was drowning. So I asked Darjin to teach me how to swim. The gods only know how difficult it was to even set foot in the water. But I finally succeeded. I began to feel better, to think that if I could overcome this fear, then I could overcome all the others. Maybe I would have the strength to change."
"And go to the Trials without making a fuss."
Shadi nodded.
How many years had passed? Ten? Twelve? It didn't matter. She could have recited her father's tales from memory.
Shadi loved his voice, his passion for stories and the fervor with which he told them. Leoben Jan Hura chose his words carefully, imbuing them with charm, making them as light as butterfly wings or as sharp as bear claws. She could have sat on his knees forever, surrounded by his arms, leafing through one of the many books in the family library. She would follow his fingers as they underlined important passages and pointed out the hidden details in illustrations that never ceased to intrigue and amaze her.
In her father's eyes, there was love for the secrets held within these pages. Worlds that only blossomed in those who welcomed them into their minds and hearts. The aloof face of the man, who always seemed to be so busy with urgent and vital matters that he even kept his family away, lit up—no, transformed—when he read one of these stories.
Shadi watched this little miracle with big eyes and wonder in her soul. She wished she could harness that magic and make her father's features glow forever.
But it was not possible. The magic faded quickly.
That cold winter night, so many years ago, Shadi had believed that her father wanted to tell her a new fantasy story. So she had jumped out of bed and landed on his lap, opening the book he held in his hands, laughing and struggling to see what was inside.
And her father had laughed with her. How she loved his laughter. How long had it been since she heard it?
"This is not just another book," he said gravely.
There was a mystery in that sentence that left her breathless. "And what is it, Dad?"
He had caressed her cheek. "This is The Hymns to the Reasons."
Shadi had repeated the words, moving her lips in silence, looking sideways at her father and enjoying his conspiratorial tone.
"These pages recount the origin of everything. They tell of how the stars became the gods and how they created our lands, then the sparks of life they planted there. And they sing the story of the first people and the deeds of the first Masters, the divine beings the gods created to guide our way."
"The Masters," Shadi had whispered, her voice reduced to a very thin thread.
Her father had turned the pages of the book until he found an illustration that seemed to glow with its own light, as if it had been etched with the ink of the stars.
Shadi followed her father's finger as it traced the image. Was it of a man? It looked like one, but not quite. He had thick hair that shone like the sun. His skin glowed with dark tattoos, and it looked as if his body had been carved out of rock.
Why were the men and women around him so short? And why were they on their knees? Perhaps because of his eyes. Clear as the sky, yet fierce.
Shadi felt intimidated by this image and pressed herself against her father. He laughed at her reaction and kissed her on the head.
"This is the Tutor. The gods have placed him to guard all that is right, to protect Kenjir and all the souls that inhabit our lands," he had explained. The pages had literally flown by under Shadi's curious and eager eyes.
That night, she had also learned of the existence of the other two Supreme Masters: the Binder and the Nurturer. Her father had told her about the perfect balance that was the foundation of Kenjir's government. Each Supreme Master commanded a Household populated by hundreds of Masters, creatures of extraordinary features and abilities.
But one Supreme Master towered over Kenjir and became its Negus, the Emperor, for exactly thirty-three years. At the end of his reign, the Binders, Tutors, and Nurturers would choose Champions from the ranks of each Household to represent them in the most important event the peoples of Kenjir could experience and remember.
The Trials.
The day when the three Champions of the Masters would fight. The day when the next Negus, Emperor of all things, would rise. To witness this was an immense honor, a privilege that was not reserved for all families that lived in Kenjir and that was as much a gift as it was a recognition, a legitimation. With a dreamy voice, her father had told her his wishes: "I promise that you will see the Trials with your own eyes, little one. You will see the Masters with your own eyes. He had kissed her head again and held her close.
It was then that Shadi had begun to dream of this extraordinary event: a clash of divine beings. A new Negus.
Now, however, that prospect no longer seemed so attractive to her. Time had not dulled the memory of her father's tale. Rather, it had darkened it, stripping it of its wonder and blackening it with certainty and truth.
Shadi had hoped the Trials would never touch her family. But the invitation had arrived.
Roben seemed distracted for a while as he pondered Shadi's confession.
Then he lifted his chin as if he had just woken up from a bad dream. "I don't know if I can ever truly understand what was going through your mind. But I'm sorry you chose to deal with your fears in this way."
Did he feel guilty? Did he think he could have helped her before the situation escalated?
Maybe he was right. But she had not given him a chance to listen to her, not really, until that moment.
Shame closed her mouth.
"But any problem can be solved with the right mix of truth and lies," he said.
"What does that mean?"
"It means that I might be able to find the right words to make someone doubt their decisions."
"Would that someone be Mother?"
"Gods willing, yes. Now, get back under the covers or the fever will kill you once and for all. I'll be right back."

    
  Darjin kept her eyes closed, feeling the memories of what she had experienced within these walls fight for space in her soul. The night would end quickly, too quickly, and the road back to the Fields of Dawn would open before her. She wondered how much the folds of time and the endless recursions of fate had changed her. 
She sighed when she heard a knock at the door. A light knock, as if whoever was knocking was afraid of being heard by prying ears.
Darjin tiptoed to the entrance of the small room, put her ear to the wood and listened carefully.
The breath of a young man. He was strong, nervous, and moved his feet on the pavement as if undecided how long to wait for an answer.
When Darjin opened a crack, she had already recognized that cheeky smile and those eyes that shone even in the darkness. Even on a night like this, full of resentment, ambiguous accusations, and poisoned judgments, his pale skin almost glowed.
"What can I do for you, my lord?"
"What you do best," Roben winked.

    
  Shadi let herself fall back onto the pillows and hoped that Roben's plan would succeed, whatever it was. 
No, her brother was not as stupid and vain as many thought.
Well, a little, yes, but not in the way his admirers attributed to him. Besides, none of them had put up much resistance to his attentions, from what she had been told. Surely Roben's reputation would improve if he had payed more attention to his acquaintances and spared himself a few nights outside the fortress, assuming his encounters were only nocturnal, which Shadi doubted.
Roben was disarming. All he had to do was smile and you would end up saying yes. Period.
But that smile also filled the air around him with a sense of shallowness. In that moment, when it seemed that no one else in the world was willing to listen to her, let alone help her, Shadi marveled at how easily one could be swept away by first impressions and whispers shared in hushed tones, with knowing glances and discreet hands covering mouths.
Roben warned her that she was not going to like his idea and that the price would be high.
And Shadi was ready to accept any condition to keep Darjin with her. Perhaps the Dagger would have lived better among her people, free of political intrigue and a loyalty oath that had turned into a noose.
She huffed and sat down again, running a nervous hand through her hair. It was a shade less dark than Roben's, and in summer sunsets it glowed copper. Mother said she would tame it for her with the color of black lilies from the lakes when she turned eighteen. It was as if Shadi's natural color betrayed indecision and lack of manners. Black or red. No middle ground. Tiona Jan Hura was like that. It was said that even the gods bowed before her decisions. She showed the same determination when she threw open the door to Roben's bedroom and walked through the entrance with long strides.
Shadi stifled a groan of surprise, telling herself that she was living the nightmare of all his brother's lovers: that of being caught in his bed, shamed by a mother drowned in a rage concealed by perfect features. From the way she walked and pointed to the bed, Shadi believed Roben's plan had failed miserably.
"It was your idea, wasn't it?"
Shadi remained silent. For once, she had no idea what her mother was talking about. A true rarity. She shook her head.
"Is this how I raised you? Do you try to make fun of my decisions? What about your father's? Will you even dignify me with an answer?"
Shadi swallowed hard. Tiona controlled her voice and facial expressions remarkably well. One could have said she was chatting about the weather over cinnamon biscuits and steaming tea.
"I would never forgive myself for such disrespect, Mother. And I know that in your infinite wisdom you would repay me with the utmost severity."
Tiona did not respond immediately. In the few seconds that followed, Shadi could almost hear the creaking of the tiles that made up her mother's mental mosaic. They fit together delicately. Often in dangerous ways. The woman smoothed the sleeves of her gold lace nightgown and only resumed speaking when she felt her son's presence behind her.
Shadi looked into Roben's eyes and read his gaze.
She had to play along, saying the bare minimum as he approached his mother, his gaze unfocused, barely aware of the tension this woman was emanating.
Maybe Roben had taken after Tiona. If that woman was capable of appearing relaxed and calm when she actually held a hurricane of rage in her chest, he could pretend to be stupidly attractive. A big, attractive toy without any unpleasant desires. People should have feared them a lot more than they already did. Both of them. Maybe the real confrontation was not between her and her mother's choices. Maybe it was about who, between the woman who had given birth to them and her brother, was better at hiding calculations and desires.
"So you are as foolish as your brother says?"
"I guess so, Mother."
"And you would have kept quiet if not for Roben and his honesty."
Shadi could almost feel the floor of the room becoming as thin and fragile as the surface of a frozen lake. This conversation had just begun and was already taking on the characteristics of a walk on the edge of a great chasm. How close could she get without falling?
"Roben has always been a beacon of nobility and generosity, Mother. His honesty is praised throughout Kenjir."
Her brother smiled at her, then grew serious and solemn when Tiona returned to look at him. "It must be because of these virtues he confessed. He told me everything, down to the last detail, about the wager. He may be loyal, noble, and generous. But your game was so reckless that I cannot, I absolutely cannot, turn my head and pretend I don't know."
What game?
"Your father has decreed an exemplary punishment. And a compromise."
Shadi felt her head spin.
"You, silly beast, always in rut." Tiona scolded her son, "You will not attend the Trials. You will not be able to take advantage of the privileges you have been promised. And you, my daughter, will do everything in your power to represent our family honorably at the most important event of the last thirty-three years. You will use your scheming little mind to make your way through the fleet of silly hens attending the competition, and you will outshine them all. All of them. You will return to this fortress with a promise of marriage, Shadi, or I will push your conniving little head under the surface of the river you love so much with my own hands. Once and for all."
Shadi held her breath.
Her mother had never threatened her so openly. And Roben had never exposed himself or lied so brazenly for her. What had he achieved?
"What about Darjin?" Shadi asked. Keeping her voice calm, not letting it turn into a gasp, was as difficult as getting out of the icy river that had nearly killed her.
"She will go with you. It seems she is just a victim in this ugly story after all," Tiona concluded. She lifted the hem of her robe, turned her back on Shadi, and walked past Roben without a glance. At the threshold, she turned and said over her shoulder to her two children, "Of course, if you return empty-handed, your Dagger will vanish into thin air. You will never see her again. No one will ever see her again. Sleep well, my daughter. And rest. Preparations for the journey will soon begin. Larsa is waiting for us!"

    
  The door closed behind the swirl of fine fabrics Tiona wore, and the air in the room died away, becoming as still as Shadi's mind, unable to absorb what she had heard and the meaning it would take on. 
Roben seemed equally numb, but he was the first to speak, and Shadi was grateful.
"I'm afraid I'm no longer her favorite son," he smiled. He shrugged, with mixture of sadness and resentment. This simple gesture, which should have lightened the tone of the aftermath of Tiona's visit, opened a drawer in Shadi's mind.
"Oh, Roben! I'm so sorry." She got out of bed and went to meet him, but lacked the courage to look him in the eye. "What did you say to her? Why does she want to shut you out?"
He shook his head, then looked away.
Shadi felt overwhelmed by the slimy sands of guilt and inadequacy. She had been so focused on herself and Darjin's fate that she had been unable to really consider the consequences of what she had told Roben. Only now did she understand it clearly.
He did not want her parents to force her to act like all her peers, to be forced to show off in order to contract a marriage of interest. And it didn't matter how much her family could gain in wealth and prestige. He had supported her, as always, even though it had taken a heavy toll.
Because Shadi finally understood that Roben really wanted to go to the Trials. He spoke of it lightly and sarcastically, just so as not to put any more strain on her. His natural charisma could open the doors of any family, even the upper class ones. But he had chosen to put Shadi's interests ahead of his own.
She loved him even more, if that was possible.
And she hated herself, without a shadow of a doubt, for being so reckless.
"I told her a story. It sounded believable because I had help."
"Roben, you shouldn't have. I didn't deserve such a sacrifice."
"There's no going back now."
"Who helped you?"
Roben smiled again. "If I time it right, she will tell you herself."
And he was right, as always. The door moved silently on its hinges, as if pushed by the wind.
Darjin entered the room quietly, blending into the shadows and silence as she always did.
Shadi's eyes were clouded with tears. She moved closer to the Dagger and pulled her into an embrace, ignoring her protests.

    
  "You're killing me, my lady," Darjin gasped as Shadi held her, one shoulder wet with tears. 
The girl seemed to have become a shadow of her former self in the past few months. So Darjin indulged her affection, then gently patted her right shoulder and waited for the tremor to subside.
"How did you convince her?" she heard Shadi ask her older brother, who had silently enjoyed the scene, one of his perfect smiles plastered on that handsome face.
"It's not just me. Darjin was absolutely convincing."
"I said yes, no, and shook my head."
Shadi's became suspicious and pointed a finger at his brother's chest. "Did you force her to lie?"
Roben did not flinch, holding his sister's gaze, and Darjin wondered if, for the first time, they were actually going to fight. Usually, he just gave in to the girl's useless blackmail and always seemed ready to do anything to support her.
"He didn't force me, my lady."
"Let's say I helped her see things in a different light, and so we found a way to prolong her stay by your side."
Shadi ran her hands through her long, loose hair. "My head hurts. I'm not sure I want to know what's really going on," she groaned, dragging her feet to the bed. She collapsed into it.
Darjin exchanged an uncertain look with Roben.
"Don't take me seriously, damn it. Of course I want to know everything," they heard Shadi chirping from the valley of pillows and blankets.
Roben laughed softly. The young man looked sad, as if a too-heavy burden had been lifted from him, and yet he mourned its absence. He had lost something important.
Darjin told herself that it was too late to go back. It was done now. She had stood by him as he told half-truths and lies to the Lugalen himself and to his wife.
She wondered how soon she would regret it.
In silence she listened. He sat down beside his sister and spoke to her in a resigned voice. "I told her it was my idea. That you felt compelled to learn to swim because of me. That I had laughed at you for weeks and bet you that you would never learn. Mother didn't believe me, of course. Until I brought a witness."
Emerging from the blankets, Shadi blinked and glared at him.
"Mother knows that honesty and sincerity are qualities Darjin's people pride themselves on. If she had questioned it, she would have caused a political incident. So she finally gave in," Roben explained.
"What if she finds out? What if she learns that her testimony is false, that the whole wager is a sham?"
"We'll make sure that doesn't happen."
"You can't be sure, Roben. And I'm sorry, Darjin. I caused all this."
"Yes, my lady, you are right. Just as I have brought about the state of things as they are now. I am the last person in the world you need to apologize to. Your beloved brother is also right. He offered me the chance to keep my oath by continuing to protect you wherever you go."
"You had to lie."
"I chose to stay by your side."
Shadi lowered her eyes as if overwhelmed by the consequences of her own actions. She was now running on a path that would lead her to Larsa, the capital. The jewel of Kenjir. The cradle of the Masters, the gods who held fate itself between their fingers.
But in Darjin's eyes, it was just a lair of golden-skinned vipers.
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Shadi had often heard her lands referred to as 'the Peaks'. It was only now, as she gazed at the vast expanse of hills in front of the caravan, that she truly understood why; they followed one another in a gentle slope, and from a distance, they resembled the waves of a storm-swollen sea. At least that was how Shadi imagined it. She knew lakes and rivers, the latter even too well according to some, but she knew little or nothing about seas. Waters depicted in tapestries and murals, on fine canvases and fabrics, crowded the decorations of the fortress, but nothing more. 
She left behind the towering summits of the northern mountains, whitewashed and gleaming in the morning light, thundering skyward like swords frozen by the cold air. Infinitely high and fierce, they reached the clouds, piercing and surpassing them. It was an awe-inspiring spectacle.
The farther they went, the more the mountains left an inexplicable void in Shadi's chest. She said goodbye to them, along with all the securities and customs etched into the dark stone of the fortress of Jabal Amira, where she had been born and raised. For nearly seventeen years, this town and its environs had defined the boundaries of her world. After the Trials, everything would change. What would happen after the event? What kind of woman would she become?
Tiona, who still had not forgiven her for what she considered to be her utter disobedience, kept her gaze fixed on the thin curtains covering one of the carriage doors, her forehead resting on a grooved palm. Though her expression still betrayed no emotion, Shadi had no trouble imagining the thoughts that must be running through the mind of the Lugalen's wife.
She would have preferred to be accompanied on this long journey by Roben's light spirit and accommodating nature. In comparison, Shadi's company must have seemed more like a condemnation than a necessity. A condemnation that Tiona herself had issued and carried out without delay.
Shadi wondered what her brother was doing and how he was coping with the disappointment of being removed from the Trials. Then she remembered that the fortress and the city were filled with girls of insufficient rank to attend the event.
Roben would find consolation with little effort.
The silence in the carriage, after only one day of traveling, was about to become deafening. Even the company of Darjin, who spoke only when questioned and often answered with annoying monosyllables, could be more relaxed and interesting.
But Darjin was doing her job, following the convoy on horseback, very close and yet invisible. As always. The woman seemed to feed on shadows and whispers.
Shadi glanced past the window, then fixed her eyes on her father, who was leafing through some papers in a leather case. He inhaled and exhaled heavily. She saw him put the papers aside and rub his eyes as if reading had become extremely tiring and wondered what was bothering him. No answer, for the man's attention was demanded by one of the escorting soldiers. The horseman slowed to match the pace of the carriage and held out a hand toward the door.
Shadi kept her eyes on the forbidding expression on her father's face as he opened a crack and accepted the small envelope from the soldier.
"A letter for you, my lord. It has just been delivered by an Acute of our mighty King Zayr," he explained, then spurred the mount away from the wagon.
Leoben turned the letter over in his hands and examined the black paper;  a wax seal, red and shiny like blood, guarded its secrets.
Shadi recognized the royal symbol.
It was the ceremonial staff that symbolized the Tutors, the Household of Masters that had nearly emerged victorious from the Trials thirty-three years earlier. In living memory, Shadi had learned from the history books, no Household had won the competition twice in a row. But none had prevailed as often as the Binders, the Lords of Larsa.
The Binders had always been the most powerful and influential. And they would probably remain so even if the Supreme Throne went to another city. A letter like that, legitimized by the official seal and apparently delivered in great haste, would alert everyone. Even a Lugalen as respected and beloved as her father.
Naturally, Tiona demanded to be informed of its contents on the spot. "Well?"
Leoben broke the seal and read. It took only a few moments, then he handed the letter to his wife, went back to watching the view and answered her. "We have been invited to join the delegation of the Lords of Urook. We will travel with them. It looks like we will meet at the Lake of Currents."
Shadi saw the tiny furrow between her mother's eyebrows, a clear sign that she disapproved of this change in plans. As far as she knew, her family was supposed to travel the distance between Jabal Amira and Larsa by wagon. The journey would take just over twenty days, ending at the city gates about a week before the Trials.
"They can't expect us to set foot on one of these things," Tiona blurted out as she read and reread the few lines, as if her insistence could change the arrangement of letters and words to give them a new meaning.
Shadi did not immediately understand what her mother was referring to. Then the spark of a memory ignited in her mind. Or was it just a dream mixed with her childhood fantasies?
"We will set foot on whatever pleases the will of the Masters, my beloved," her father pointed out. "If they have decreed that we reach the capital on a flying ship, we will gladly accept."
Shadi almost choked on her own saliva.
Yes, she had heard right. And no, it was not all a figment of her imagination. They had just received a direct invitation from King Zayr. He, the deity who shone over the city of the Iron Lords, was waiting for them on his Lethenium Dart.

    
  The large raptor spread its wings gracefully and soared high above the convoy. 
What was a Silver Sparrowhawk doing there? These beautiful creatures must have been common near Larsa, but not so far from the capital and its surrounding lands.
Darjin watched the iron-shining wings and found herself in deep awe mixed with admiration. Silver Sparrowhawks were loved and respected by the peoples of all Kenjir.
Before leaving her homeland, Darjin had been drawn to the idea of learning the arts of taming. It was said that these creatures could read the emotions, if not the thoughts, of their owners and imprint the wisdom of flight into their minds. Of course, these were just legends, but she liked to think they were true.
Her younger brother Miro was even more fascinated by the creatures than she was. He always told her that he wanted to be a Tamer when he grew up, and made her a promise: "One day I will come and visit you on a Silver Sparrowhawk."
Darjin's heart clenched at the memory of that naive promise.
Miro could never keep it.
She saw the beautiful beast accelerate, defying its own weight, riding the currents and pushing higher and higher. Although she was shrouded in an aura of elegance and holiness, the Sparrowhawk seemed restless.
A sinking feeling tickled the pit of Darjin's stomach.
Two men on horseback approached the carriage of Shadi's family. In the expressions on their faces and the way they exchanged quick sentences, Darjin found confirmation of that unpleasant feeling.
She waited for the relay to end and spurred the steed until she was standing beside the carriage, close enough to see Shadi. She read wonder and the sparkle of new possibilities in the girl's eyes. It could be a good thing or a bad thing.
Darjin found herself divided as she watched the landscape around them, which kept changing at intervals that were impossible to decipher or predict. With alert senses she searched for inconsistencies, signs and threats.
The snowy landscapes soon gave way to wooded areas with milder temperatures. The cold was still biting, but a far cry from the merciless winds of the Peaks. She had spent her life this way, learning the limits of people and things. Sifting reality to reveal only the simplest nature of events had been her mission. She could hardly remember a day or night free of all the anxieties that had woven the web of her actions, more or less conscious, aimed at paving the road that awaited Shadi and her family.
This night would be no different from any other.

    
  Darjin walked around the perimeter of the camp, illuminated by the flickering lights of a large hearth in the center. The wagons of the Jan Hura family had been arranged in a semicircle along a high ridge of rock. Darjin had promised Shadi a few minutes earlier that she would make a final check of the camp to make sure that the security perimeter was well manned. She had also sensed that the girl was troubled by something that went far beyond the distance that separated her from Larsa and the Trials. In any case, Shadi would tell her everything sooner or later. 
She wrapped herself tightly in the short cloak to shield herself from the night breeze. As she walked along the edge of the field, the uncertain brightness of the flames barely touched her. She passed a soldier on patrol. He was tall, with broad shoulders protected by metal plates that dipped and emerged from a skillfully assembled leather and iron bodice. His sword was drawn, and he swung it as he walked, seemingly bored to death. The man only recovered from his stupor when Darjin passed him.
At first, he did not recognize her; he tensed and almost pointed his weapon at her. A moment later, his expression became stern, as if he wanted to say something to scold her for going outside the protected zone.
But Darjin wouldn't let him. "Excellent work, Lieutenant. Under your watchful eye not even an insect would go unnoticed. I'm going to look for some relief in the bushes," she said softly and continued walking without stopping.
The lieutenant opened his mouth to reply in kind. But he found no words. Perhaps the man's talents did not extend beyond worthily wearing that heavy armor.
Darjin disappeared into the shadows of the vegetation. She walked in a straight line for about a minute, circling the rocky ridge in search of a point as high as possible from which to observe the camp. Only then would she be able to spot the inevitable weaknesses and perhaps fix them. She found a tree that towered above the others, with strong, broad branches that extended beyond the lowest parts of the ridge.
Clawing at the bark, she climbed up the trunk with quick, controlled movements. She reached a tall, sturdy branch, hoisted herself onto it, and walked along it as if it were one of the wide balconies of Jabal Amira's fortress; then she leaped the short distance that separated her from the side of the rocky ridge, and landed by rolling onto an esplanade a couple of arms wide. From there she could make out one end of the camp, but it was not enough for the overview she needed. So she scanned the rock face for natural slits and found them seconds later.
Reaching the top of the ridge was no easy task. Darjin struggled to find a secure foothold, and at times she hesitated, afraid that she had risked too much, or that she was relying on unstable ledges. But she won her little war with the rock. When she finally reached the top, she took a deep breath, the air filled with the sweet smell of contentment.
The uneven surface she had conquered was larger than she had imagined, shining in the pale light of the moon. The Lady of the Night loomed over the outline of the rock, making it resemble the vast floor of an enormous, hurried tailor's workshop, strewn with piles of fabric. It was a vision of ecstatic silence framed by distant stars.
Darjin filled her soul with it, almost forgetting for a few seconds why she was there.
Until the giant shadow darkened the moon It was as if a capricious god had snuffed it out and replaced its glow with the song of a hungry predator.
The sound tore through the air.
Darjin drew her blades and held her breath. What had blackened the sky was large, powerful, and alive. The wild chanting made her shudder as she realized she had never heard it so loud, so close; it seemed indecipherable. Instinctively, she stepped back, forcing herself to remain calm.
A Silver Sparrowhawk. As far as she knew, these beasts did not attack humans unless their Tamer told them to or they felt threatened.
Deafened by the angry call of her own heart, screaming at her to run, seek shelter, and use the cursed blades to defend herself from the flying monster, Darjin struggled to keep her composure.
Above her flew the most majestic and fascinating beast that had ever plowed the skies of Kenjir. The shadow grew, but its speed slowed. And with it, the power of the wind created by the giant wings diminished.
Darjin had to stifle a groan of astonishment as she watched the Sparrowhawk landing on the rock in front of her. The creature stood still for an endless moment. It towered over Darjin by more than two arms, and its outstretched wings could easily have enveloped one of the Jan Hura's great carriages. Enchanted and intimidated at the same time, she watched the Sparrowhawk until it folded its wings, took a step back and bent down.
The creature revealed its Tamer. Silently, the man dismounted from the back of the majestic bird. As his feet touched the rocky ground, he quickly shook off the cloak that shrouded him, revealing an armor of scales as silvery as the Sparrowhawk's plumage. He touched his heart in greeting and bowed slightly.
Illuminated by a free moon, the Tamer's face reflected the night's pallor; it was covered by an iron mask that blended the features of a man and a bird of prey. It had large obsidian globes acting as eyes, and a pointed, beak-like nose.
Darjin caught her first glimpse of the intricate decorations engraved on the metal surface of the mask, as renowned as the artisans who etched them, now immortalized in the history of Kenjir. A mask of Lethenium, the iron of Lords of Urook.
The Tamer approached. "Stow your weapons, Dagger. Let them shine only for your true enemies."
Darjin lowered her blades, taking care not to sheathe them again. The Tamers were known and respected throughout Kenjir. Every man, woman and child knew of their existence or had dreamed of meeting one. And, of course, of seeing a Silver Sparrowhawk with their own eyes. It was said that the Tamers and their beasts had fought together with the children of the gods thousands of years ago and had earned their undying respect.
Darjin kept her mouth shut and waited for the man to explain the reasons for his presence.
He approached her. "I take your silence as a compliment, woman," he said, turning to the Sparrowhawk, who looked restless, scratching at the rock with its talons. "My friend can sense a commotion. It echoes in the rock and makes him anxious. He feels better in the wind currents."
"What commotion? Why are you here?"
The Tamer seemed to search for the right words to answer her. "To do my duty. We are messengers of peace. We carry the unity of Kenjir on the wings of our Sparrowhawks. Often, however, we must choose the recipients of our messages with great care. Especially when it comes to bad news."
"I eat bad news for breakfast every day. With some hot tea."
The Tamer laughed. The sound echoed off the metal mask and took on a sinister tone. "I had no doubt that you would be the most suitable person."
Darjin waited. Suitable for what?
"In a few days, the Jan Hura family will set foot on a Lethenium Dart."
Just the mention of those flying ships sent a shiver down her spine. It was an irrational fear. In her heart, she hoped she would never have to travel in one of those things. A vain hope, judging by the latest developments. She bit her lower lip.
"They will join the delegation of the Lords of Urook."
The Tamer nodded. "Keep your eyes and ears open. When you are aboard the ship, do not allow shadows other than your own to cover the young lady's face."
"Why? Is it not safe? Is the Jan Hura family in danger?"
"No one is safe, Dagger. As the Trials approach, we will see dark days."
"Your warning is of little help to me, Tamer. I will keep my oath to the Jan Hura family, even at the risk of my life. Dark days or not."
"That does you credit. But mark my words: the confrontation between the three Households has already begun. This time, the Binders, Tutors, and Nurturers will not wait for the Trials to fight. And they will not care about the consequences of their skirmishes. Innocent blood will be spilled."
Darjin swallowed hard. She had no reason to doubt the Tamer's words, even if she did not understand his motives. She opened her mouth to ask again, to know more, but the Tamer turned and reached for the Sparrowhawk. The bird of prey seemed shaken with excitement and the desire to fly. It spread its wings as the man straddled it and stroked its neck.
"Polish your blades, Dagger. Soon you will have to prove what your promises are worth." And with a mighty thrust, amidst the wind that smelled of power and echoed with battle cries, the Tamer and his Silver Sparrowhawk flew away.
Darjin watched them cross the circle of the moon and bathe in the stars.
She clutched her blades. Her promises were sharper than any knife, and far more deadly. She was ready to prove her worth in blood.

    
  Sitting cross-legged on the wooden planks at the foot of the bed in Shadi's carriage, Darjin watched and waited. 
"A Silver Sparrowhawk," Shadi exhaled. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. It was not the visit of the almost mythical animal that had caused her disbelief, but the words of its Tamer.
Darjin nodded patiently. She had told Shadi about the encounter in a calm voice, choosing her words carefully, not wanting to frighten her young lady; Shadi understood and appreciated that. But the warning cast a shadow over this trip, which had not yet begun in the best of ways. "He didn't tell you anything else?"
Darjin sighed. "He said enough. I must warn your parents, my lady. It is my duty to take any threat, even a whispered one, as real. At this point, It’s better to stay away from all Lethenium Darts."
"It would mean refusing an official invitation from the Empire. We cannot simply respond with 'No, thank you, King Zayr, we prefer to travel on horseback because we are ungrateful savages.'"
"This is a decision that should concern your parents."
Shadi nodded, "You are right. If the Tamer is telling the truth, then anyone who sets foot on that flying ship will be taking risks we can only imagine. It is said that the Darts are huge and can carry hundreds of people in their bellies."
"I have never had the pleasure of seeing one with my own eyes, my lady."
"This whole thing is getting stranger and stranger. First the invitation to travel with the Lords of Urook, and now this. It must be part of a bigger picture, Darjin."
"No doubt, my lady."
"Do you think the delegation from Urook invited other families to join them? What are the chances that the letter was sent only to mine? Will the Tamer have brought the same warning to them as well?"
"I guess there's only one way to find out."
"To accept the invitation in any case and reach the meeting point."
"Accept the invitation in any case and reach the meeting point," Darjin agreed.
The Lake of Currents. It was one of those incredible places that Shadi had only heard about, mostly from merchants who went as far as the Peaks, bringing back cloth, spices and legends. A lake the size of a sea, churned by currents capable of tearing apart a thousand ships at a time. Shadi could hardly believe that she would finally visit it.
Or maybe not. The Tamer's warning could have changed the route to Kenjir again. Or block it altogether.
She got to her feet, as did Darjin. "Let's talk to my parents."

    
  Tiona Jan Hura was not happy. She had listened to Shadi's account in religious silence, watching Darjin coldly, and had been careful not to ask her daughter any questions or clarifications. Those had been taken care of by the Lugalen. But the woman wondered if this report was not a figment of a girl's imagination, desperate for an excuse to avoid responsibility. 
Shadi knew it, felt it.
Her father, on the other hand, seemed focused on possibilities and consequences. He had risen from his bed, still firmly occupied by his wife, and put on a long, dark fur cloak. In the space of the carriage, which also comfortably accommodated a double bed and housed the couple's spectacular wardrobe, the man looked even taller and more imposing.
As he watched, Shadi found it easy to share the sense of admiration and awe that the people of Jabal Amira felt for him.
Shadi snapped out of her thoughts and focused on her father.
He scratched his beard. "I believe you, Shadi. And I thank you, Dagger, for bringing this warning to our ears."
Darjin bowed briefly.
"What are we going to do, Father?
"It is a difficult situation, my child. We cannot refuse the invitation, of course. And I don't want to take the Tamer's words lightly, although I don't understand why he didn't speak to me directly."
Shadi had asked herself the same question.
Leoben continued to massage his jaw and brood. Then he put his hands behind his back. "I have close friends in the Urook government. I will ask for their help and then make a final decision. But I must be able to discuss the matter before we arrive at the Lake of Currents, and I cannot do this directly. If the Tamer is telling the truth, an official discussion might attract unwanted attention, if not make things worse."
Shadi could hear the tension in his voice, and was surprised to realize at that moment that the news she and Darjin had brought had not come as a surprise to him. Had her father been expecting such threats? Or was he just facing the situation with the firmness that his long political career had given him?
"I have a request for you, Dagger."
"I am at your service, my lord."
"I need you to go ahead of us to a secret location and speak to a person who will be able to give us the information we need. At least I hope so."
"That will take me away from your daughter."
"Yes, I am aware of that. But the words of the Tamer may foreshadow a danger even greater than your absence. I will not put my family on that flying beast lightly, nor will I expose them to the judgement of the Masters by ignoring an official request. I need to know more of what lies ahead. We all do. You will have our fastest steed and the aid of one of my finest warriors. Prepare yourself. You will ride in the favour of darkness."

    
  It was painful to see her there, standing beside that huge black horse. Darjin took a leather pouch from the Lugalen's hands, looked him in the eye and nodded. 
Shadi had not been allowed to know the details of her Dagger's mission. Perhaps her father was beginning to embrace his wife's philosophy, which saw Shadi as some kind of unworthy weapon in the hands of a mocking fate.
The less she knew, the better, Tiona thought.
So Shadi did not protest, not this time. The bitter taste of guilt soured her palate. After all, it was her fault, wasn't it? Darjin felt compelled to blindly obey every decision her parents made. Even if, ironically, those decisions took her far away from her oath.
Shadi bit her tongue and silently prayed that the gods would protect her Dagger and allow her to return safely as soon as possible. And with good news for everyone.
What she felt in those moments, the fear of separation, the horror at the thought of losing Darjin, made it clear in Shadi's heart that this woman would never be just a slave to her, or even a mere bodyguard. Never.
The Dagger mounted the steed and exchanged a few words with the warrior her father had chosen to accompany her; then she spurred the mount and rode off.
Before darkness engulfed her, Darjin turned and met Shadi's gaze. In her eyes, the girl read all the strength and courage she so desperately needed.

    
  The pouch was light. Darjin had slipped it between the folds of the bandages wrapped around her chest, just below her breastbone. As she spurred the steed on, she could barely feel its presence. This object of such insignificant size and appearance could open doors, start conversations and alliances. Or destroy them. 
The Key Ring.
The symbol of the temporal power of the Jan Hura family, the manifestation of the trust of the gods and their children, the Masters. Darjin knew that a Lugalen rarely parted with his Key Ring. The fact that the man had entrusted it to her showed how seriously he had taken the Tamer's warnings. This knowledge reassured her and made her feel on edge at the same time. There had been times when her priorities as a Dagger had clashed with the interests of Shadi's family. It had always been difficult for her to understand and decide how to act. Not this time.
Leoben Jan Hura seemed determined to take all necessary precautions to protect his loved ones. He had spoken a few words to her, full of expectation and confidence. For Darjin, it had come as a real surprise.
"You must reach Euphora. There is a woman there, an expert in the arts of the ether. She calls herself Narden of the Eyes. She will be able to contact an old friend, an Ensin from the Red Army. I am sure he will have a much clearer idea of what is going on. If there is one person in all of Kenjir that I trust completely, it is him."
Now Darjin understood why the escort was riding beside her. It was not only about the warrior's origins, who apparently was born and raised there before moving to Jabal Amira. Shadi's father feared for Darjin's safety, and in other circumstances she might have been flattered. But it was he who had put her in this situation, forcing her into one of the most dangerous cities in Kenjir.
Euphora.
The name given to it by popular opinion left little doubt as to the proclivities of those who chose to live and work there. And that's why it was crowded with visitors all year round.
Darjin spurred the steed on, urging it to gallop at full speed while the night enveloped them. Daylight would make them visible to all, even those who were drawing the outlines of the plan that could endanger the lives of Shadi and her family. The black horse seemed almost happy to give itself up to the race, as if it wanted to take off like a bird at any moment.
The warrior escorting her kept pace, silent, an indecipherable expression on his face.
Darjin knew his name, even though all formalities had been set aside to make way for preparations and a speedy departure.
Laamar Lutif. A twenty-six year old lieutenant in the service of the Fortress of Jabal Amira, a member of the Lugalen's private army since the age of fourteen. He was one of many who had supported Leoben Jan Hura in his bid for power. Young and ambitious. Quick and skilled with a sword, but mostly slow to speak. Qualities, the last two, that Darjin valued immensely.
Was he loyal to the Lugalen? It seemed so. But the years in the service of the Jan Hura had taught Darjin how pliable and susceptible that word was to the emotions that stirred the human soul. She hoped she was not in the company of a new enemy instead of an ally.

    
  The darkness was swept away by the day's wind, giving way to the stubborn brightness of a morning that promised to be cold. The horses had given their all for much of the way, running for hours on end. 
The scenery changed from the rolling rocks and irregularities of the gorges where the Jan Hura family had found shelter, to a thickening forest dotted with trees that retained their greenness despite the harsh temperatures. About halfway through the journey, with more than five hours of riding between them and Euphora, Darjin slowed and turned to the warrior. "The horses need rest."
Laamar nodded, pointing to his ear and then to the trees to their right. "I hear a stream of water, not far from here, in the direction of the setting sun."
Darjin had sensed it too. Without further ado, she pushed the horse in that direction. It was the first time she had lingered on Laamar's voice, watching him closely without fear of being noticed. For someone like her, used to listening unseen, reading lips and watching from a distance, this was anything but an everyday occurrence.
Dressed in ordinary travel clothes, both she and Laamar appeared to be mere travelers. But Darjin knew the illusion would shatter under the weight of a discerning gaze: her amber skin, the peculiar shade of volcanic sand in her hair and the sharp cut of her eyes were strongly reminiscent of the Fields of Dawn.
Laamar's broad shoulders, narrow waist and determined gait spoke of years spent wielding heavy weapons that had forged his limbs as well as his skills as a warrior. They had to keep their hoods up as much as possible if they hoped to move in and out of Euphora inconspicuously. And they had to keep the visit short anyway.
They stopped near a small gorge. The roar that had attracted them came from a stream where clear water plunged a few fathoms from a waterfall, collected in a puddle and then resumed its way down into the valley.
Darjin dismounted and let the horse drink. A few steps away, she watched out of the corner of her eye as Laamar stroked his animal, whispered to it and watched as it stuck its tongue into the puddle. The warrior had his back to her, but he asked, "Where are you going, Dagger?"
She did not answer until she was far away, about to climb the bark of a very tall tree.
"To take a look around."
She heard the man's crystal clear laughter. Its light tone contrasted with the deep, hoarse timbre echoing from his mouth. "I thought they were all legends." Laamar had turned up the volume a little to be heard.
"What are you talking about?"
He laughed again, and Darjin searched his face with her gaze. When she reached a broad, solid looking branch, she paused, waiting for his answer. She met his hazel eyes, flecked with bright green. The way the morning sun illuminated them was striking, especially in contrast to the oh-so-black hue of his complexion. Had she not been so caught up in the mission, had her mind been free to wander, Darjin would have paid this warrior very close and specific attention. And perhaps she could have found a way to test the thoroughness of his physical preparation.
"It is said that your people can climb even crystal, even mirrors," he explained.
"Really?"
He nodded, his eyes curious.
"Perhaps it's all legend. Or maybe not," she cut him off. Focusing on the view, her eyes swept over the tops of the trees, then over the lower hills and down to the edge of the valley. In the distance, the landscape grew barren, flattening into a horizon of indistinct plains. Down there was Euphora.
"Trouble at hand?" he asked.
"A matter of perspective."
"Are you always like this?"
"What do you mean?"
He shrugged. Not much of a talker. Maybe it was wrong to expect real wit from him.
Darjin came down from the tree and touched the ground without a sound, as if the air itself had accompanied her to the grass. She retraced her steps, close to her mount. Her steed had dug its hooves into the puddle and was enjoying splashing the water so that the drops reached its snout.
Laamar whispered words she did not understand into his horse's ears and turned to her. "Can I ask you something?"
"If you must."
He did not seem intimidated by her tone. "What are your lands like? I've heard so many stories about the Fields of Dawn. They sound incredible."
"Again, perhaps they are legends. Or maybe not," she repeated.
"I'm beginning to think all your answers have a hidden meaning, Dagger."
"No kidding."
Laamar bit his lip and looked away.
Darjin realized she had made him uncomfortable and regretted it. There was no need to be so unfriendly to a man who, after all, was doing his duty and perhaps just wanted a little conversation to relieve the tension and fatigue caused by the journey.
"Mine are lands kissed by the gods and their generosity," Darjin told him. She saw his eyes brighten with interest. They were a sight to behold, no doubt. "Though nestled among the mountains, my lands experience harmonious seasons like the nectar of sugar flowers. Plants bear fruit all year round, and my people celebrate their beauty in the most magnificent gardens in all of Kenjir. Our homes are built among garnet oaks, our beds filled with all the buds of the morning. There is no place sweeter to the eye and the senses than the Fields of Dawn."
Laamar listened to her with a look of wonder. "I pray to the gods to grant me their grace and to see this place with my own eyes."
"And I will pray that your wishes will be granted," Darjin nodded.
"Let us rest a while while the horses regain their strength. We have many hours of galloping ahead of us." Laamar bowed. He turned his back to her and sat down at the foot of a tree, his back leaning against the broad trunk.
Darjin watched him only as long as he kept his eyes away from her. Then she climbed the rocks that bordered the small waterfall and sought shelter between two ledges that cast a sharp shadow on a moss-covered stone slab.
Sitting with her hands clasped behind her head, Darjin thought about Shadi, her family, the pouch she carried on her chest and what it symbolized.
She looked at the horizon.
The city was near, as was the woman she sought and the answers she might find through her abilities.
She sighed, knowing that those answers could be used as sharp blades.

    
  Shadi held her breath as her mother pulled at the laces of her bodice, forcing her into an unnatural, stiff pose. She wondered if the woman was knotting those threads so tightly to send her a signal. A clear and painful signal. 
Another tug gave her all the answers she needed. Just a little more and her ribs would implode. She clenched her teeth and breathed shallowly. She did not understand the need to dress like that, especially since they were traveling and the carriage ride from the Peaks to the Lake of Currents was certainly not the smoothest. But of course she would not discuss this with her mother.
It seemed as if the woman was about to open her mouth wide and vomit a swarm of crazy bats at everyone who crossed her path. Listening to her husband in silence and taking note of his decisions must have taken a lot out of her. "Have you prayed to the gods tonight, my daughter?" Tiona asked her without stopping to beat, pull and knot her torso.
"Yes, Mother."
"Excellent. Fate mocks the faithful and the good-hearted. Our future hangs in the balance. If the Dagger does not return before the next two sunsets, her mission will have been in vain. At that point, we will have to ascend into one of those horrors that roam the skies, knowing little more than the absurd words of the Tamer."
Tiona was right. From what Shadi understood, Darjin would spend most of their time riding, hoping to soon find the confirmation or denial they needed. Of course, she had prayed. "She will do it. Darjin always keeps her word."
"I wish for the same trust, my child, I wish it with all my heart." After a final tug that robbed Shadi of any ability to breathe, Tiona let her go. She took two steps back, inviting her to turn around. She seemed almost pleased with what she saw. "Maybe we have a chance," she judged.
She opened the door of the sleeping car wide and invited Shadi to get out. "Let's get going. Our journey cannot stop now or we might arouse suspicion."

    
  The road wound between towering trees. They seemed to defy the earth into which they sank their roots, ready to take a leap that would take them into the clouds and higher, toward the impossible blue of the winter sky. This vision of unspoiled nature, so alive, so full of colors and smells, helped Shadi to endure the tortures of dressing her mother had imposed on her, and to focus her mind on something other than Darjin's fate and what awaited them all at the Lake of Currents. 
The convoy entered the forest. As it moved through the increasingly dense vegetation, the natural light diminished in intensity, blocked by branches and foliage.
Shadi gasped as she heard the carriage stop abruptly. She saw her parents sitting in front of her, exchanging puzzled glances.
Her father pulled aside a curtain and prepared to open the door of the carriage beside him.
A soldier on horseback, the same one who had delivered the Tamer's message the day before, galloped up to them. "My lord, the path is blocked by two fallen old trees. They are too big to move. We are looking for a way around the obstacle."
Leoben interrupted the soldier, "I want to see for myself."
"Of course, my lord. There is more, my lord," the man continued urgently.
"Well?"
"There are other wagons near the obstruction. A convoy heading for Larsa. It seems to be the delegation of Lugalen Rigen."
Hearing that name, Shadi rolled her eyes skyward, wondering why the inside of that carriage had no sharp edge against which to smash her skull.
Kerina, one of the few peers she had truly considered a friend, was Lugalen Rigen's daughter, and of course she had to be in one of those carriages.
"If that is the case," his father replied, "it is my duty to pay tribute to him," he said as he opened the door. "Who knows, maybe we can even test the waters. Perhaps Rigen has heard something useful."
"Do you think that wise, my love? Wouldn't broaching the subject expose us to unpleasant attention?" asked Tiona, her voice resembling the song of an exotic bird.
Shadi was truly disgusted. And also a little admiring. The woman toyed with her father's priorities and temperament like a bored cat tossing a ball of yarn between its paws.
"I'll be careful, my dear. I'll be right back."
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It was the early hours of the afternoon when the shapes of Euphora began to fill the horizon. 
They slowed until the horses came to a halt on the edge of a ridge that stood in front of a wide valley and allowed them to view much of the city.
Darjin brought a hand to her forehead to shield her eyes from the slanting sunlight. She had to admit that the city had taken on different contours in her mind. For a place that mostly welcomed tourists looking for a distraction from the grayness of everyday life, it seemed rather dim and dull. She could not make out the architectural features of the buildings or guess their function from this distance. And it didn't take an experienced builder to see that most of the buildings had barely withstood the passage of time. But perhaps Euphora was one of those gems that could only truly shine in the deceptive light of moon and stars. Who was she to judge?
She read similar doubts in Laamar's eyes.
"How long has it been since you last set foot there?"
He seemed surprised. "A long time. Too much. I was just a child when my mother decided to leave the city and seek her fortune elsewhere. Euphora seems to have changed tremendously. It is almost unrecognizable."
"Was it more prosperous in your time?"
"I don't know if I would call it prosperous. I remember it as busy and noisy. Or maybe my memories have become more deceptive than I imagined."
"Childhood memories are poor guides. But sometimes they are all we have to hold on to. The way your soul chose to remember the city has value, whether you are aware of it or not."
Laamar looked at her as if she had just given him a rare pearl of wisdom. "I think you are right, Dagger."
"You'll have to get used to it."
He smiled. "What if the woman is no longer in the city?" he asked her then, his voice still lost in memories.
Narden of the Eyes, the expert in Ether Arts. The person they desperately needed to communicate with the Ensin from the Red Army.
"We'll find out soon enough," Darjin replied. She spurred the horse and set it down the slope. In the distance, the horizon of Euphora told of splendors as ancient as they were close to oblivion.

    
  The city had three main entrance streets, two of which were framed by tall, arched gates richly decorated with bas-reliefs. 
Guided by Laamar's memories, Darjin chose the gate located in the opposite direction from where they had come; a small measure they hoped would partially cover their tracks.
They passed through the city gate and Darjin admired the rich detail of the scenes carved into the golden rock. Mounted warriors armed with long spears clashed with dragons and giants, huge half-man, half-bird creatures spitting flames at their enemies.
"I do not know these legends," Darjin admitted.
"I'm afraid my childhood memories are too tarnished. Perhaps the sorceress of the Ether knows more. We must remember to ask her."
"Sorceress?"
"Narden of the Eyes."
"I understood very well to whom you were referring. I wondered why you called her that."
Laamar sought her gaze. She kept her eyes on the street, on the spice-filled stalls that lined it, and on the hopeful faces of the merchants, eager to praise the uniqueness of their offerings.
"Don't you believe in magic?"
Darjin had never had to answer such a question before. If she had to be honest, she had talked to Laamar more than to anyone else. She was concerned by this fact. "No, I don't."
"What about the gods? Their children? What would you call all the incredible things the Masters can do?"
"You really ask a lot of questions, Laamar."
He laughed. "Aren't you used to it?"
"That's another question."
"Forgive me, Dagger."
She shook her head, annoyed. And amused. Perhaps this bright-eyed, broad-shouldered man deserved some time, in private. But it was too early to think about that. She didn't know what would happen at the Lake of Currents.
But it was not the time to dwell on such reflections. And chatting made them look more like two outsiders looking for entertainment. "I think this world is full of things we don't know and can't explain. To me, that only makes it more fascinating and worth experiencing. I understand that many people are looking for answers, even if they could live better without them. But magic is just a shortcut, a way of naming what doesn't need naming. Not really."
"Your perspective is devastatingly sad."
"Why is that?"
"Because we are explorers. We have questions in our blood and we live to seek answers. If we stopped being curious, what would we be? What would be left of us if we stopped being fascinated by magic?"
Darjin thought about these words. "You are contradicting yourself. Usually those who talk about magic describe it as something ultimately inscrutable. If it is inscrutable, you cannot study it."
"And if you can't study it, you can't prove it's real."
"That's right, Laamar. Magic is never a real possibility. So it cannot offer any. If we men and women are made of questions, then magic is the worst place to look for answers."
The warrior fell silent.
"Have I upset you?"
"Oh, no. You made me think."
"You almost say that like it's a bad thing."
"Not bad. Unusual. Thank you, Dagger."
"I only answered one question. You asked many more."
"I feel it's a great accomplishment."
"My answer?"
"Your attention."
And it was Darjin who remained silent. She felt flattered. It was a feeling that tasted of sugar and pepper at the same time. Pleasant, perhaps too much. "So? Which way?" she cut him off.
MaybeLaamar wanted her to say other words. Darjin could tell by the way he cleared his throat and the tone of his voice. "Let's get to the end of this street, then turn left before the square. If I remember correctly, the neighborhood where Narden of the Eyes lived is in that area."
Darjin nodded. She forced herself to keep her senses focused on her surroundings, then pushed the conversation into a quiet corner of her mind.
Narden of the Eyes. She had to think only of her.

    
  Kerina's voice was impossible to forget. A high-pitched, unmistakable croak. 
Shadi heard it from inside the carriage. Until a year ago, the thought of meeting her again filled her with joy. She loved talking to Kerina, listening to her describe her own family life and the future she dreamed of. This girl could give her the burning desire, cultivated with devotion, to run towards the future. She seemed unstoppable. Then the first invitations to the Trials came.
And everything had changed.
"Oh, tell her to come down! What? No, you stand down, sir! And don't you dare tell me what to do. What? You boor, you peasant, you stinking butcher! My noble ass isn't going anywhere until I see my friend! Shadi? Daaarling?"
Shadi imagined Kerina's face and the indignant expression it must have had as she screamed at some poor soldier. It made her smile like she hadn't in a long time.
"Silence the mad crow. Or I swear by all the gods I will break her neck with my bare hands," Tiona groaned. Overcome by one of her legendary headaches that seemed to afflict her with increasing frequency, she rested her forehead on her left hand and blew her face with a fan that was as conspicuous as it was useless.
"As you command, Mother." Shadi stepped out of the carriage, blinded for a few seconds by both the afternoon light and the sight of Kerina. The girl was pressed into a corset that accentuated her full breasts, and her face was made up with brightly colored powders. For a moment, Shadi feared that Kerina would no longer embrace her as she once had. After all, their bond had weakened. Instead, Kerina pushed the soldier out of the way. "There she is! Get out of my way, you stupid bear, I said get outofmyway!"
A blink later, Shadi was suffocating in the girl's embrace. She prayed to the gods that this very strong grip, added to the silent torture of the corset, would not result in a pair of broken ribs. It would be an ignominious end.

    
  They walked along a path lined with low bushes laden with berries. The sunlight gave them small bright spots where the thorns could not hide behind the foliage. These plants knew how to attract the attention of the beings they accepted, while repelling those they had learned to fear. 
Shadi wondered if one day she would be able to believe in herself enough, be strong enough, to look like those plants. To succeed in the task her mother had given her, and which she had accepted without a word, she needed to be like those brambles: attractive and dangerous in equal measure. She could not suppress a sigh of fear. Surely Kerina had accepted her responsibilities long ago. In fact, the prospect of participating in the Trials seemed to make her more than enthusiastic.
"How long do you think it will take?" the girl asked her. With her cheeks flushed from the biting wind and her hair pulled back in an elaborate high bun, she beamed with confidence.
"I don't know. But I suspect we won't have to wait long. The Trials await us, and reaching Larsa too late would expose our families in the worst possible way."
"Gods forbid!"
Yes, the gods. And their incredible children.
"Have you ever seen one of them, dear?"
"Are you talking about the Masters?" Shadi asked in reply. She felt the girl's curious gaze, and could almost see the fantasy flickering in her eyes. How long had Kerina entertained the idea of this journey? Shadi realized that she knew too little about what had happened to her lately. Their friendship had thinned to the point of almost disappearing.
"Not me, no. Maybe it's for the best," she chuckled. "I don't know what I'd do if I met the gaze of one of them at the Trials. I think I could melt like snow in the sun."
And she was not exaggerating.
The children of the gods, the Masters, loved and worshipped as gods themselves, were extraordinary creatures.
Shadi did not doubt what she had been taught since childhood. "It is said that their beauty is beyond the imagination of any man or woman who lives in Kenjir," she whispered.
"If the paintings we have scattered around our quarters are true, even a fraction of them," Kerina winked, "then there will be plenty to fill your eyes, my friend. It is said that the three Champions are beautiful beyond belief.
"Probably any Master, Champion or not, would have the same effect on us. After all, these beings rule and guide our world. They are so far beyond our reach that we may not be able to appreciate what makes them so unique," Shadi admitted.
"I have my doubts. I may not be an expert when it comes to gods, but I know what I like. For example, the day before yesterday I caught a glimpse of our head stableman's new apprentice, and may the gods forgive me, I had never seen such a well-made piece of..."
"Kerina!"
"I'm just telling the truth!" the girl defended herself, her voice squeaky with laughter and her cheeks even redder with mischief. "All that muscle mass..."
"Kerina!" Shadi groaned. She put her hands to her ears. "Stop, please," she begged, but all she could do was laugh. It was liberating, making her lungs feel full and her head feel light for the first time in a long time.
"It's good to hear you laugh," Kerina told her. She took Shadi's hands. She was still smiling, but there was a note of uncertainty in her eyes. "I thought you were mad at me. We never wrote again and I thought maybe I opened my big mouth too much and offended you in some way." She bit her lower lip.
Shadi was pierced by her confession. And she regretted not having found a way to tell her what was on her mind and poisoning her soul. She had locked herself in a stubborn, moody silence from which it had seemed impossible to escape. And when she had tried to set things right, the result had been disastrous. She thought of Norain, the last words they had exchanged, the last moments they had spent together.
But maybe the gods would give her a second chance. "It's not your fault, Kerina. It was a very hard time for me. I isolated myself from everyone and everything and ended up getting hurt. I am very sorry if you were worried about me. I am a very bad friend."
Kerina squeezed her hands harder. "Don't talk nonsense! It happens to everyone to go through dark times, and only the gods know how many sleepless nights I caused my parents with that story of Larsa and the Trials."
She'd been so blind. Shadi felt even more foolish and incompetent, so focused on her own torment that she ignored those of others. "I guess the invitation has turned so many families upside down," she reflected in a whisper.
"Not so many, my friend. I heard that the selection process was more rigorous than ever. I did not think my family would be called. When I heard, I reacted in a way that surprised me first."
Shadi did not doubt it. Not anymore. "I understand you, Kerina. This journey opens an infinite number of perspectives for us."
"But it may also close as many. If I am successful, I can join one of the three Households. But I will have to give up so much. No healing arts, no shelters for orphans."
Shadi sighed. Kerina's dreams and aspirations were what had made the girl so attractive in her eyes from the beginning. Ever since they had met, she had filled her ears with such noble and admirable intentions that they had seemed impossible. Where her peers sought romance, Kerina planned charity. Where other girls sought personal and social validation, she preached selflessness. Yet she had seemed so different the last time they had spoken.
"If I return to my lands empty-handed, who will trust me? And even if I wanted to roll up my sleeves and carry on with all my plans, who would listen to me? They would just see me as one of the many rejected girls."
With a knot in her throat, Shadi struggled to look resolute enough for both of them. "I believe in you, Kerina. I believe in your courage and the goodness of your heart. I know you will make the right choices. You will improve the lives of all who cross your path. No matter where. Whether your future is in Larsa or in the middle of the desert, you will continue to be an exceptional person."
And so Shadi found herself once again in the arms of her friend, who, overwhelmed with emotion, was crying and sobbing so loudly that a pair of birds flew off the branches on which they were perched.
"Oh Shadi, you are so kind!" she cried.
As they walked back to the wagons, Kerina told her of her arguments with her father and how he had forced her to limit contact with her peers. Lugalen Rigen kept telling her to think of them as competitors.
"According to him, our friendship no longer counts for anything! As if we were enemies! How idiotic!" she groaned.
Shadi put a hand around her elbow and walked arm in arm with her. "That's why my mother and your father get along so well."
"I'm afraid you're right. They are cut from the same cloth, and unfortunately, there's a good chance that's the case with all the other young women of marriageable age who are flocking to the gates of the capital."
Shadi nodded. She felt Kerina pause, then her gaze. She was on the verge of tears again, but solemn.
"Let us make a promise to each other."
"Anything you want, my friend." Shadi felt guilty. She was ready to accept any request without asking questions.
"I promise that no matter what happens, my behavior at the celebrations will never reflect badly on you. I will not act against your or your family's interests, even if it means risking mine. I swear it on my life, Shadi."
"And I promise you the same, my friend."
It was Shadi who took the girl into her arms and held her so tightly that she choked back laughter and tears. They stayed like that until Shadi felt pain. They walked on in silence, holding hands until their respective convoys were in sight. In those moments, all she could think about was how to say goodbye to Kerina Rigen, a newfound sister.
Then the unnatural silence. The glacial stillness. The absence of the industrious hordes of soldiers and orderlies focused on finding a way to clear the passage.
And then those strange noises.
They sounded like whistles. But they were not.
The hiss of the arrows became clear in her mind as darkness filled her eyes.
Then Kerina began to scream.

    
  The building was several stories high and seemed to extend beyond the confines of the facade Darjin was watching. It had been built by stacking bricks of the same golden-colored stone she had seen in the archway at the entrance to the city, just as weathered and time-tested. On the ground floor was a tavern. The pungent smells and the faint buzz of its patrons told of a place that still appealed to its clientele. Not to Darjin's nose and ears. 
"Is this the place?" she asked Laamar.
He nodded, then looked up at the terrace on the third floor.
"She lived up there. We have to go through the tavern to get to the stairs."
"Who says so?"
He hesitated, but then followed the line of Darjin's gaze and saw what she was hinting at. The right edge of the terrace was less than a few fathoms from the roof of the neighboring building. Darjin had tried far more dangerous jumps countless times.
"Let's find a place to tie up the horses. One that's easy to reach if we have to leave the building quickly."
Laamar smiled. "What are you afraid of?"
"I am not afraid, Laamar Lutif. But this is the kind of mission one rarely accomplishes without drawing weapons."
"I feel compelled to remind you that we can still choose to cross the room, walk up the stairs and knock like normal people, Dagger."
"We don't have time for normal."
"I knew you would react this way. But also remember that by breaking in, we will frighten Narden. She may refuse to cooperate."
"I have heard more tongues loosen out of fear than out of good hearts, warrior. Are you perhaps the one who is afraid?"
"I do not know the meaning of that word."
"Fine. I bet you'll be the first to flee, such is your courage."
"You really want to insult me."
"Will you back down?"
"Never."

    
  They left the steeds in an alley a block away, then walked around the building where Narden lived, down the parallel street and into a narrow alley where the sunlight cast sharp shadows. They paused near the building next door. Darjin scanned its back facade for entrances, details and elements to consider how to use it. 
"This is a house. Probably occupied by a family," Laamar commented.
She found herself agreeing with him. The windows and balconies, all in good condition and much cleaner than those in the building next door, were of the same style and finish. A rarity in the chaotic landscape of Euphora. "Two floors and an attic. They are connected by the same internal staircase. If we tried to go through there, we might cause a ruckus."
"And Narden will get suspicious," Laamar exhaled.
"Come on, big boy, a good climb never killed anybody."
"Big boy?"
Darjin laughed softly in return, then walked over to the wall and stroked its surface. It was rough and uneven. It seemed to be just waiting for her to master it.
"All right, you win, lead the way."
She nodded and stepped back until her shoulders touched the wall on the other side of the alley. She took a deep breath, stretched her fingers, winked at Laamar, and sprinted toward the wall. She jumped and touched a ledge, little more than a frieze, barely a few fingers wide, with the tip of her left foot. The speed and force she put into the gesture propelled her upward. Like a cat capable of clawing even alabaster, Darjin clung to a drainpipe that ran the length of the side of the building, then to the lower edge of a narrow balcony. She did not turn, did not stop, but felt the exhalation of wonder from Laamar's lungs.
Climbing over the top of an inlaid column, she hoisted herself onto the narrow space that separated her from the edge of the roof, and the small sloping surface of tiles opened to her gaze. The terrace of Narden of the Eyes was nearby, beyond the empty space of an alley.
"You are amazing, Dagger," Laamar gasped, wiping his forehead as he inhaled sharply.
"Don't flatter me. You were good yourself."
"Never as good as you. What I've heard isn't a rumor or even a legend. You really climbed that wall like it was as easy as sipping wine."
Darjin shrugged. She had no idea how to react to his astonishment. Or to his compliments, for that matter. But she could appreciate the humility of this dark-skinned, light-eyed muscle mountain. At first glance, she would never have credited him with such an accommodating spirit. "I thought it would be harder for you to follow me up here. You have done well, Laamar Lutif," she told him as she walked faster and faster toward the edge.
Even then, she did not need to look at the man's face to hear the wonder in his breath, especially as she reached the edge of the roof and soared through the air.
Darjin used the inertia created by the jump to bend over, bringing her knees to her chest and knotting herself into a tight somersault. A heartbeat later, she was rolling on the terrace floor. The next, she was back on her feet. She turned toward the roof just as Laamar leaped over the ledge. The warrior's body lacked grace, but it was full of power. He slammed into the pavement and lost his balance. But the force he had put into the leap created a reverberation that could have been clearly felt by anyone on the terrace.
"So much for the element of surprise," he muttered.
Darjin decided to hurry. She crossed the terrace at a brisk pace and made her way to the only available opening, a wide wooden door divided into three panels.
She had almost reached it when it opened wide.

    
  Shadi remained very still, unable to react to the cold that gripped her hands and feet and threatened to mow down her ability to stand. 
She held her breath. The sounds faded, Kerina's screams muffled. She noticed that someone was trying to cover the girl's mouth. And someone else had pulled a hood over her head.
Biting her tongue almost to the point of bleeding, she felt strong arms, too strong for her to free herself, around her hips and chest. Suddenly her feet stopped touching the floor and the inky world that filled her eyes lost all connection to the reality it had replaced. They had lifted her off the ground as if she were a dried blade of grass clinging to already dead roots.
There was confusion, a superimposition of metallic clashes, muffled groans and shouts of protest. It was an armed confrontation, Shadi was sure of it. Just as she was sure it was far away.
She wondered what fate had befallen her parents and Kerina's family. Who had dared to attack a Lugalen's convoy? And what would they do with her? Whoever it was did not want her dead, at least not immediately. Why else would they cover her face and, as far as she could tell, taken her prisoner?
She walked, slamming her back against a rough surface. Doors creaked on poorly oiled hinges. A man spurred a horse, whipped it urgently.
A carriage. It was leaving in a hurry. She squinted and tried to lean on the floor of the wagon with her elbows. It was almost a relief to hear the crying next to her. She could recognize those sobs anywhere.
It was Kerina. And she was not alone.
In the next few moments, two, three, four other people she could not see burst into tears.
All women. All young.
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The woman's face was framed by a cascade of dark curls. Red plaits and ribbons ran through them. Two rows of pearls encircled her hairline and neck. She paused on the threshold of the door she had just thrown open and stared at them with eyes reduced to thin lines. 
"Who are you?" Her expression was weighed down by heavy wrinkles on her forehead, perhaps making her look older than she was. "No. Let me guess." She raised a hand. "You're a juggler, on the run from the tribe of jesters who have enslaved you all your life." She ran her tongue over her upper lip. "And you are the brave warrior who, overwhelmed by her beauty, decided to deny his own army and follow her to the ends of the earth to protect her," she continued, turning to Laamar. "How wrong am I?"
Darjin shook her head. She had imagined an infinite number of scenarios in which Narden of the Eyes might have resisted. But no, she had not expected such a reception. "Quite a bit, but not embarrassingly so."
"Ah! I am getting better. Will you tell me what you are doing on my terrace, or are you thieves as well as jugglers and warriors?"
"I am neither the one nor the other. But he is definitely a warrior."
"I'd say those arms and shoulders leave little to the imagination," Narden winked.
"We need your help," Darjin explained. She pulled out the leather pouch and untied it, freeing the Key Ring that Lugalen Jan Hura had entrusted to her. She held it up to the woman's face. "We have been commissioned to speak with you by a very important person who has infinite confidence in your abilities. The rightful owner of this holy object."
Narden widened her eyes. "Come in."

    
  The woman closed the doors behind her after letting them in. With quick, abrupt movements, she drew the curtains over all the other openings. "Who knows of your presence here?" 
"Only Lugalen Jan Hura."
"Are you sure?"
Darjin nodded.
"Good. How is Leoben?" Narden asked, pointing to a low sofa woven from thin branches.
Darjin sat down and motioned to Laamar, "Stand guard at the entrance, please."
The warrior stayed close to the doors they had just passed and kept his eyes on the narrow gaps between the wooden planks.
"Lugalen Jan Hura embraces maturity with grace."
"I'm guessing he didn't force you to come all this way to inquire about my health."
"You are right."
"This is very unfortunate. Because I know very well what he wants from me, and I regret to inform you that I have not been involved in certain activities for a very long time."
As she listened, Darjin scanned the room; it was crammed with knick-knacks: fabrics arranged with no apparent criteria, paintings placed side by side with no space between them, statues made of wood and terracotta. Sitting in an armchair that had fought and lost its battle with the roughness of time, Narden looked like one of the furnishings that adorned this apartment. Or perhaps she thought she could blend in with them. The woman's gaze and the way she held her hands in her lap suggested calm, perhaps even resignation.
"This is an urgent matter..."
"That doesn't change the situation. I haven't manipulated the ether for years, my girl."
Darjin hesitated. She had no reason to doubt the woman's words, but Shadi and her parents desperately needed her help. "You must believe me, my lady. The Lugalen would not question you unless he felt it was absolutely necessary. He fears for his daughter's safety."
Narden sighed. "It has always been like that with Leoben. He has an innate ability to get himself into impossible situations. What is the child's name?"
"Shadi."
"How old is she?"
"Seventeen."
"Ah, so not a child anymore. I bet it all has to do with a certain invitation to a celebration that takes place exactly every thirty-three years."
Darjin nodded.
"So Leoben has succeeded. He managed to get the attention of the right people and now he wants to use his daughter to cement his political rise. Shrewd. Shady, but shrewd. Now he is in trouble, though," Narden said, and left it to Darjin to describe the extent of the danger.
"Lugalen Jan Hura has been warned. There are those who fear that the clash between the three Household Champions has already begun and will not be confined to the borders of Larsa."
"So Leoben fears that his daughter will become involved in this hypothetical conflict."
"Yes, ma'am."
"And I am not given to know who warned Leoben or how. Am I wrong?"
"You are not wrong."
The woman rested her shoulders on the back of the chair and exhaled deeply. She ran bony hands over her face, pressing them to her eyes.
"Who? Who should I call?"
Darjin felt a pang of guilt. Narden's reasons for abandoning the etheric arts were serious, almost palpable. Had she accepted their request, she would have had to forsake them. The deep lines around the old woman's eyes revealed her inner conflict.
"Lugalen Jan Hura would be infinitely grateful if you question Ensin Andik Thawill from the Red Army."
Narden's eyes widened. "By all the gods and their children! Leoben must be really scared. I certainly didn't think he would dare bother such a man."
"Will you accept? Will you help the Lugalen?"
Narden sighed again. "Leoben is just a power-hungry little politician like all the rest. But he knows the value of gratitude and has retained some honor under all the furs and gems he wears. If the warning that has reached him is true, he is in danger of losing his daughter. And if life has taught me anything, it is that children should not pay for the mistakes of their parents. What is she like?"
"Shadi?"
Narden motioned for her to continue.
"Smart. Kind. Wiser than her years would suggest. Stronger than she imagines. But she is troubled."
"There is so much in the words you have used to describe her. Do you see that?"
"I'm afraid so."
"Tell me the truth. Is Shadi better than her parents?"
Darjin did not hesitate. "Without a shadow of a doubt."
A hoarse, mischievous laugh escaped Narden's lips. "I appreciate your candor. And I suppose I wouldn't mind meeting the girl. But that cannot happen if she dies. Am I right?"
"Pure wisdom."
"Then let's not waste any more time."

    
  Not hearing Kerina's voice, her cry, horrified Shadi. Soon after the wagon had left, a mournful wave of cries and pleas for mercy had risen from the prisoners, ignored by those who had taken them from their families. 
She hoped her friend was unharmed. She could not lose her now that she had found her.
Gritting her teeth, she struggled to find a stable position and fought to keep her soul from giving in to fear and despair. Not even in her worst nightmares had she thought that the journey to the capital would take such a bloody turn.
She knew nothing of violence. She had begged her mother and father to allow Darjin to teach her how to punch and kick, or how to wield bladed weapons.
There had been no way.
She wondered how things might have unfolded if she had fought for her life. Would she have attacked the man who hooded her? How would he have responded? Perhaps he would have killed her instantly.
The only voices in the carriage were those of young girls. And there seemed to be no lack of space. There must have been five or six of them. But others might have been unconscious.
Images of her parents and Darjin plagued her mind.
Had the kidnappers eliminated them? A shiver ran through her body. Her father was a fighter; he could have defended himself and his wife. A certainty that did not lift her spirits. She wondered if they were looking for her, if they were shedding tears for her. And she wondered how Darjin would react when she returned from her secret mission. Assuming she ever returned safely.
Time lost its meaning. This journey could have lasted minutes, hours, or weeks—she wouldn't have known the difference.

    
  When the carriage stopped, Shadi gasped with her lips closed. The moaning of her fellow prisoners had begun to fade. Perhaps the girls had succumbed to desperate apathy. Maybe they were just too tired and scared to cry. But when the creaking of the doors resumed, the wave of excitement was even, followed by a shudder that threatened to turn into panic. 
They grabbed her again. The stifling humidity of the car was replaced by a cold wind. The rustling of leaves on high branches pinched her ears along with the harsh voices of her captors. They seemed to find the fragility of young women like her extremely amusing. Every moan elicited a loud, boisterous laugh.
This thicket of perceptions was suddenly muted. Sounds became muffled, began to reverberate, weighed down by rock-hard tones.
A cave.
They made her walk a little, but every step was painful, as if someone had deliberately placed the sharpest, slipperiest stones in her path. They pushed her forward, and she was almost grateful. Either way, this cruel game was approaching a turning point.
She managed to keep her balance and stay standing despite the force of their pulling. Someone released her wrists. Soon the moans of her fellow prisoners grew louder. Bodies trembling with fear and cold surrounded her.
Instinct told her she should have said something, perhaps words of encouragement or stoicism. But the truth was too simple. She was as frightened and terrified as they were.
She could not dwell on these considerations. The hood was ripped from her head. She closed her eyes, afraid of what she might see, or the pain the light might bring. But she took courage and slowly opened them.
She was in a cell. Small, dimly lit. Around her were eight other girls: standing, leaning against the rock walls, sitting and shivering on the bench to her left, or lying unconscious on the floor.
Kerina.
Her friend lay on the floor in a corner, her eyes closed and her face on the damp floor that covered the dungeon.
Shadi approached her as she heard the door close and the lights dim even further. She kept the corner of her eye on the opening, trying to make out the features of her captors.
She could not.
Whatever the cloth their robes were made of, it was so dark that it absorbed the light. The being that disappeared behind the narrow crack in the door seemed to be made of opaque ink.
She shook her head to clear it of the inexplicable horror that the vision instilled in her heart. As she knelt beside Kerina, the questions began to creep back in, now that the pace of events seemed to have slowed a little.
Who could have wanted to kidnap the daughters of the Lugalens? Who could count on the necessary resources to pull off such a risky endevor so quickly? Who could have been so brazen?
For despite the fear, uncertainty and pain, one thing was clear in Shadi's eyes: whoever had orchestrated this kidnapping was not just acting against the Lugalens and their families. Whoever was behind this affront was openly challenging the Masters and their power over Kenjir.
Someone was waging war against the children of the gods.
A madman, no doubt.
Or a monster, driven by desires Shadi could not understand, made impertinent by powers she refused to imagine.
Uncertain, she passed a hand over Kerina's forehead. The girl was motionless, trapped in a forced sleep without nightmares.
She told herself that her friend was lucky. At least this sleep would spare her from the real nightmare.
The one she saw with her own eyes.

    
  Narden led the way to a door covered in cobwebs so thick that Darjin at first thought they were dark, dusty curtains. 
"I wasn't kidding when I said I hadn't practised in years." The woman made room with a broom and pushed the door once, twice, three times until it gave way. She stepped into the darkness and Darjin could hear her fumbling for something until the uncertain light of a row of candles illuminated the small room. As the last lamp came on, the woman turned to Darjin and pointed to the object at the end of the room. Covered in a heavy black veil, it stretched across the entire wall on which it rested.
"I need your help, girl."
Darjin followed Narden's movements and went to the opposite side of the cloth. Together they pulled it away, raising a thick cloud of dust.
It was not easy to contain one's astonishment. The object seemed to be as much silver as water. It reflected the dancing light that illuminated the room, but not like a mirror. The shapes it gave back were soft, tarnished and vibrant at the same time. Moreover, Darjin had never seen this kind of fabrication before. The edges of this thing were sharp, immaculate, as if cut by a blade capable of dominating any metal and redefining light itself.
A drawer opened in her mind, containing a truth as simple as it was unexpected: "This object is the result of the Masters' art."
"Of course. Is anyone really still convinced that poor ordinary people can rule the ether?"
Darjin did not answer. Instinct urged her to ask far more questions. "How did you get it? This Artifact is sacred. The very fact that you have handled it, our very presence in this room, is wrong."
"No, my girl, no. You don't want to ask me these questions and you don't want to know the answers. Believe me, we don't have the time to get into such stories. Besides, we have some rather urgent work to do, according to what you said.
Darjin shook her head. It was true, she had very little time. But the thought of performing an act that so many would consider blasphemous troubled her. She gritted her teeth and tried to focus on what was at stake. "Do as I ask, please."
The woman stared at her intently. "The Eyes of the Ether are rare, precious and often difficult to please."
"Difficult to please?"
"I don't know how else to explain what happens when I awaken this beauty," Narden chuckled. But there was an uneasiness in her voice. "Just watch."
Darjin stiffened and instinctively put her hands on the handles of the blades. She saw the woman lower her gaze as she positioned herself in front of the object, less than two palms away. Her breath was quick as she raised her right hand and brought it to that impossible to define surface.
It moved.
A series of ripples animated it, mimicking the shapes of Narden's fingers, following the path she had drawn. A jagged line stretched across the Eye. Soon after, a low hum filled the room. Darjin felt it under her feet, in her ankles and up to her stomach. In an instant, it was in her chest.
The Eye seemed to be breathing.
"Savvaehl Heyer," Narden said. It was more like a sigh, accompanied by a step back.
The humming stopped, the room went quiet again, and Narden was not happy about it. She muttered something again that Darjin did not understand, but it sounded like an insult.
"He is angry."
Darjin had heard of objects that could interact with their owners, fulfilling their wishes as well as manifesting their own, but she had never wanted to believe those stories. Now she felt caught between amazement and fear. Still, she could not help but ask Narden: "Why?"
"Because I neglected him, of course. He holds a few broken promises against me and complains like a beast forced out of hibernation." She approached the Eye again, repeated the broad gesture with her hand, and said "Savvaehl Heyer" in a louder, more determined voice. The vibration that followed was stronger. It came out of the object as an opposing snap and reached the very tip of Darjin's hair, so much so that she heard Laamar's alarmed voice at the door.
"Everything okay in here?"
Darjin nodded, but realized that her voice was far from convincing. "Yes. Go back and check the terrace."
He blinked, a question on his face, but remained silent and went back the way he had come.
When Darjin returned her gaze to the Eye, Narden was caressing its surface with both hands. The touches took on a luminosity of their own, holding the lines left by the woman's fingers.
Darjin understood. They were letters. Narden was writing something on the small sea of liquid silver.
A code? A secret sequence? Sweet words to soften a friend kept too long at a distance? She had no time to ponder these questions as the Eye began to glow, with increasing intensity until the light was blinding.
Darjin covered her eyes.
"Shukkavar, Heyer."
A thank you, Darjin was sure. There was deep respect, perhaps even a hint of worship in Narden's voice.
"Haleil Henerium Wariarum Rua's Andik Thawill, Heyer," the woman continued. A few moments later, Darjin heard a note of satisfaction in the way she repeated, "Shukkavar, Heyer. You may open your eyes now, girl."
Darjin followed the invitation cautiously. And she was breathless.
The reflective surface of the object had disappeared, giving way to something impossible, yet so real that she felt she could reach out and touch it. The Eye had turned into an opening. Beyond its razor-sharp edges stretched a dark environment.
The darkness that pervaded it was broken only by the erect silhouette of an elderly man, clad in elegant scarlet robes. His face, framed by a thick white beard, was stern, and his gaze was cold.
"I thanked the gods and their children every day," the man hissed, "when I began to forget your face, you old seamstress of lies. Their blessing must have departed from me if they have decided that I must endure the sight of you once more, Narden."
"Yalael, dear. You are always so gallant."
The man's eyebrows flew to a ceiling Darjin could not see, driven by indignation. "Spare me your chatter. Tell me at once what makes you think you have the right to summon my presence, manipulating a Sacred Eye to boot, or I swear by all that is sacred in Kenjir—"
"Oh, please! The years have not dulled your conceit, my friend, nor dulled your tongue. In times like these, it is a pleasure to find that some things have not changed," Narden shushed him. "I will be brief."
"It would be the first time."
"Now you are being unfair."
"Disgusted, Narden, I am disgusted by your endless insolence."
"Are you going to listen to me or not?"
The man seemed about to bite his tongue off. But he did not retort.
"Thank you. I always knew that beneath those rough manners was an elegant and magnanimous gentleman."
"Narden!"
"All right, all right. I assure you, I had no intention of bothering anyone. And as the gods are my witness, the idea of awakening an Eye had not crossed my mind for decades."
"Still."
"'Still, it was necessary, High Prelate Yalael Revenne. And I am sure that somehow you know exactly what prompted me to break my silence. Am I wrong?"
"I don't know what you're talking about, witch."
"If I were a witch, my life would be infinitely more interesting, but that's not the point. The fact that you're avoiding the crux of the matter, despite what you say, makes me think I'm right, old man."
"Don't play with me, Narden. Remember that you are handling a Sacred Artifact. Its immense value should make it the preserve of personalities far higher and more respectable than yourself. So say what you must, or rid me of your presence once and for all. Who knows, may prayer, devotion and the mercy of the gods help me to forget your existence forever."
Darjin was stunned by Narden's silence. Perhaps those last words had truly touched her. Perhaps the man had finally struck a blow that had carved a wound in the woman's ego.
A blow driven by rust as old as it was impossible for her to decipher.
"I need to speak to Ensin Andik Thawill," Narden declared. She seemed suddenly overcome with fatigue.
"That is out of the question. You don't have the right."
"I don't, but Lugalen Jan Hura does," she said, turning to Darjin.
Her eyes widened and she understood.
The Key Ring.
She quickly pulled it out of the pouch and brought it closer to the Eye.
The man approached, almost seeming to reach out to touch the small object.
"Closer, woman."
Darjin obeyed, watching the curious gaze as it examined the ring, as if it could weigh it without even touching it.
"Damn," the man sighed, "now I am forced to listen to you."
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The first girl had hair as blond as wheat. They took her away almost immediately. She cried, screamed, called for her parents in a voice broken with despair. The guards silenced her with a slap that made her head roll. Her beautiful hair covered her face, and the tears that wet it turned red. 
Shadi sprang to her feet at the sudden and cruel gesture. Without thinking, she threw herself at the two men. One of them saw her coming and raised his hand. With an almost casual gesture, he thrust it into Shadi's chest. The blow was sharp, fast. And extremely violent.
Shadi's lungs emptied in an instant, her chest burning with pain. Breathless and shaky on her knees, she would have collapsed if not for the man's grip on her arm. Her eyes widened as she let out a choked, agonized breath. The man's face, shrouded in dark cloth, loomed larger, consuming her vision. "It's not your turn yet, little princess," he hissed. "But if you are in a hurry to see what happens to your friend, we can find a way to give you a demonstration." He allowed himself a sharp laugh.
"There is no time," his companion stopped him.
The man let go of Shadi's arm and concentrated on the other girl. They dragged her away as she fought back tears and kept her head down.
Shadi was shaken by a sob.
She wondered when her turn would come and shuddered at the thought of what lay ahead.

    
  "Shadi?" Kerina opened her eyes. She held them wide open as the flood of memories washed over her, mixing with fear. Clinging to Shadi who sat beside her, she sobbed, "Where are we? Who are these men? What do they want with us?" 
Shadi could only shake her head. She gasped as the door hinges creaked again. The same men, the same blonde girl. How much time had passed? Not being able to say for sure was almost as painful as the blow that had bruised her chest. A bruise that would mar her skin for quite some time.
The captors shoved the girl unceremoniously, causing her to stumble and fall to the ground. She lay there, crying silently, as if what she had just experienced had wiped every word from her lips and drained her of all strength.
Shadi wanted to go over to the girl, help her up, wipe away the tears, maybe even tell her a few lies to make her feel better. And then there were the questions that haunted her. Perhaps the poor girl had managed to gather some useful information or heard something, anything, that might help her understand what was happening.
She didn't get the chance. The same guard who had beaten her made her follow him. His deep, rough voice still rang in her ears. "Now it's your turn, brunette. I wonder if you'll have the same desire to come forward after you've looked him in the eye."
Shadi bit her lips to keep from moaning. The man held her too tightly, squeezing her arm harshly. But she forced herself not to give in to the pain and fear that these ways instilled in her. Who was she supposed to meet? Whoever he was, was his gaze so terrifying?
They made her walk down corridors, through dark rooms whose use she could not fathom, then up a long, narrow staircase. As she tried not to trip over her robes, she realized that they had not bothered to cover her head as they had before. The revelation cut her breath like a searing blade. Maybe they thought she was too stupid to try to remember the way. Or they were sure she did not need it and would never get out alive.
They reached the end of the ramp. Another corridor, closed by a double door, guarded by two men dressed in the same dark robes.
Shadi looked at them furtively. They were menacing, shrouded in absolute silence. She wondered who or what these clothes represented.
The door opened as soon as they were within a few paces of it.
The room that greeted them was illuminated by an amber glow. It enveloped everything like a cloak, capable of softening edges and protrusions.
Shadi was pushed to the middle of the room. No one seemed to be waiting for her.
With her head bowed, she tried to focus on anything that might distract her from the threats and fear that blackened her soul. She watched the thick, richly woven and decorated carpet beneath her feet. She dared to rest for a moment, her eyes fixed on the furniture around her. Tables, chairs and shelves were carved from black wood, their forms lightened by articulated friezes. The windows were all covered with heavy dark curtains, preventing her from getting enough light to know what time it was.
How long had it been since she had been taken from her family's convoy?
The thought of her parents hurt. Even more painful was the fear that they might not have survived the attack. Or maybe they were more than fine, had survived the kidnapping unscathed, and were now dealing with the situation as if it were little more than a headache, an unexpected interruption that could be quickly dismissed. Just like the obstruction that had slowed the convoy and forced them to stop.
On the other side of the room, a door opened and closed.
Wide, confident steps approached her.
Shadi dared not raise her eyes, her heart pounding in her chest.
"You may leave us." The order came in a calm voice, far from imperious. It rang out clearly, unmuffled by the black cloth masks everyone else wore, but it seemed almost annoyed. The hands clasping her arms disappeared, followed by the sound of footsteps moving swiftly towards the doorway they had just passed. The door closed.
She was alone with the man who had spoken. She heard him.
His movements radiated energy. Was he in a hurry? Whoever it was, was he looking for a quick way to get rid of her once he had what he wanted?
He was behind her back.
Something brushed against her calves. An armchair?
"Sit down." The command was given as if it were guarded by pure reason. No resentment. Just the certainty that she would obey.
Shadi took her seat, instinctively rubbing her arms where they had gripped her too tightly. She closed her eyes and forced herself to concentrate on her breathing, to keep the fear from bringing her down.
The man placed another seat in front of her and dropped heavily onto it, as if overcome with exhaustion.
"Shadi Jan Hura."
She sat still, staring at his boots, black and shiny. She could almost see herself in his toes. The way he had pronounced her name was strange. It was almost as if the words were sweet on the man's tongue.
"You may look up."
What she saw was a surprise to her, even though she had had no time or way to form expectations. The man was young, perhaps only a few years older than Roben.
"My comrades were rough. I am sorry for that. It wasn't necessary," he told her with his eyes, so light grey they looked white, resting on her bruises. "But some things are beyond my control. That's not much consolation, I know."
Shadi held her face up, as he had asked, but she could not hold his gaze.
He ran the fingers of one hand through his hair, which was also extremely light, and brought back a tuft on his head. It seemed more a mannerism than a necessity, for the hair was very short, almost shaved at the sides, and only a little longer at the top.
It was a hairstyle she had never seen before. It seemed almost studied to make his features even more angular. She watched him for a moment and then looked away, intimidated.
"Anyway, my name is Eshfen. I need you to answer a few questions. If you are honest with me, this meeting will be short and no harm will come to you. Do you understand me, Shadi?"
Hearing her name in that man's voice dried her throat. There was no hint of hesitation or doubt in the way he said it. As if he had said it many, many times before and somehow felt like its rightful owner.
She nodded.
"Very good. Very good, Shadi."

    
  High Prelate Yalael Revenne was disgusted and angered by the symbol of power Darjin showed him. But he made no further objections and listened. 
Darjin tried to convey the urgency of the situation and Lugalen Jan Hura's need for answers. The scorn never left the old man's face, not even for a second, but the story was convincing enough to make him agree to their demands. When he turned away from the Eye, he did so with tight lips and a hasty step, as if afraid that such a conversation might stain his fine robes.
Darjin turned to Narden, a questioning look on her face.
"Yalael was in a good mood," the woman chuckled.
"I dare not imagine what pleasant company he must be when he is indisposed."
"You have no idea," the woman laughed again. But Darjin could not help noticing a hint of sadness in her words. That feeling had crept in between them, resisting the woman's irony.
"Do you think he will go and call the Ensin?"
Narden shrugged. "All I know is that Yalael cares too much for his charge to risk underestimating your words. He may not believe you, but he is more afraid of what might happen if he ignores you. Ambitious and vain people are unpleasant, I know. But their desires also make them predictable."
"And those who are predictable are easy to manipulate."
Narden nodded, a wicked gleam in her eyes. "Your little princess is lucky."
Darjin shook her head. Shadi was no little princess, let alone her own. "What do you mean?"
"It's obvious, isn't it? With someone like you by her side, a Dagger, I imagine there can be few fears to disturb the girl's nights."
"Her sleep is far less serene than you imagine, Narden of the Eyes."
"I find that hard to believe. Daggers, like you, may be all the rage among powerful families, but they remain an incredible luxury as well as deadly weapons. I have seen your people fight. I know what you are capable of."
"And I was almost getting used to the whole juggling on the run thing."
Narden laughed at her irony. "It was a good story. But reality is often more exciting, if more dangerous. In any case, I admire the way you have mastered your bodies and your weapons. Whether you know it or not, Shadi Jan Hura was kissed with a blessing when her family decided to entrust her to your care."
Darjin was not so sure, given recent developments. But Narden's words touched her. Struggling to keep her emotions from showing, she made a small bow. "I thank you. Your appreciation is as valuable as it is undeserved."
The woman folded her hands in front of her face and returned the bow. Their exchange of pleasantries was interrupted by the sounds coming from the Eye.
Yalael re-entered the dark surroundings on the other side of the unexplained opening, this time not alone.
Darjin narrowed her eyes and analysed the man who followed him with long strides and a confident gait.
Ensin Andik Thawill from the Red Army, servant of the House of Tutors.
The robes he wore were impossible to misinterpret. His torso was wrapped in blood-red bandages, decorated with the characteristic symbols of the ancient language of the gods. The fabric left little to the imagination, accentuating the man's musculature. The bandages formed an intricate, elegant knot around the Ensin's neck. On his left shoulder, a metal plate outlined the contours of his upper arm. He was wearing black leather trousers and boots. The man's hands rested on the thick belt around his waist. Two richly decorated staffs hung from it.
Darjin knew these weapons by reputation. They were one of the many distinguishing marks of the entire Tutor Household, used by all warriors of their rank. The history of the families to which they belonged was told in the friezes and inscriptions that adorned them. The man's posture alone exuded confidence, strength and command, though he remained silent and waiting.
But it was his face that amazed Darjin.
Blue eyes like streams from the highest peaks, large and feline cut, overhung chiseled cheekbones and a nose that contrasted with full lips and a strong-willed jaw. The long red hair fell well past his shoulders, echoing the color of the freckles that dotted his nose.
A very handsome man.
Perhaps a few years older than her. His face, however, retained youthful features despite its hard expression, contrasting with the incredibly strong form of his body. In any case, he seemed too young to hold the position of Ensin. In her many years of service, Darjin had met numerous men and women who commanded the armies of the gods. All of them were at least forty years old.
Narden, with a deep bow, drew her away from these thoughts.
Darjin hurried to follow her movements, sensing that the young man and the insufferable High Prelate probably demanded such deference.
"Ensin Andik Thawill grants you an audience. Do not waste his time and patience, women," Yalael croaked. He stepped aside and bowed again, gesturing all too conspicuously.
Darjin was sick of his manner and his conceit, but she tried to keep her mind on the task at hand.
Narden stepped back, giving her space.
Ensin Thawill still stood by, dissecting Darjin with his eyes. There was no sign of annoyance or impatience on his face.
Darjin cleared her throat, "Thank you for your time and patience, my lord."
The Ensin just lifted his chin.
Darjin took that as a sign of agreement and continued.
"Lugalen Leoben Jan Hura fears for the safety of his daughter and his family. To allay his fears he asks for your help."
Finally Thawill spoke. As he ran his eyes over Darjin, from feet to head, and with a slowness that made her uncomfortable, he asked: "Why?" His voice was deep. It echoed, even beyond the Eye, like a deep, cavernous tremor.
Darjin pondered the question for a moment. Was he referring to the Lugalen's fears or his request for help? She arrogantly chose the first hypothesis. "The Lugalen has received a warning. He fears that someone might make an attempt on the lives of the Jan Hura family aboard the Lethenium Dart. The Lugalen is pained at the mere thought that such an attack might also affect all the other honorable passengers." She spoke the sentence exactly as she had been ordered. She did not mention her master's fears about the conflict between the great Households, which she suspected was already raging outside the confines of the Trials. The Lugalen wanted Darjin to be cautious. He wanted her to seek information, but also to be careful not to make accusations that would reflect badly on the family.
"So Jan Hura fears for his family." The Ensin pondered the sentence as if asking himself a question.
Darjin resisted the urge to blink and look questioning. "Yes, my lord."
"How is his daughter?"
The world seemed to vanish beneath Darjin's feet, as if it had turned to mud and then to water. Why did this question seem so threatening to her?
"Shadi Jan Hura is well, my lord. And Lugalen Jan Hura would be overjoyed if her health could remain intact for many years to come."
Thawill paused for a few seconds before continuing, "The source of the warning?"
"I am not meant to know, my lord," Darjin lied. She tried to remain still, to hide the fear that burned in her chest at the thought of telling lies to such a powerful man. Perhaps it was sheer madness, but she sensed that the Tamer would prefer to remain in the shadows.
"I don't like gossip, Dagger."
"I'm sure the same goes for Lugalen Jan Hura, my lord. But it is his firm belief that the threat is worthy of your attention. And he hopes to rely on your infinite knowledge and patience."
"Don't try to flatter me."
Darjin bit the inside of her mouth. "I would never do that, my lord," she replied, hinting at a short bow.
Thawill looked away, seeming to reflect on what he had heard. He placed his hands on his hips and exhaled. "Leoben Jan Hura is no fool. His family and mine have been bound by trust and respect for a lifetime. I know my father always believed in him. So I am prepared to do the same. I will give credence to his words; his fears will not go unheeded."
Darjin nodded and bowed again, reassured, though less than she would have liked, by the Ensin's words. As she looked away from his attractive face, something caught her eye. A subtle glow, little more than a hidden reflection, behind the man. Her eyes widened as she realized what she was seeing and what was about to happen.
A blade.
The Ensin caught the alarm in Darjin's eyes, arched his eyebrows and seemed to ask her something.
"Look out!" Darjin shouted.
"Yalael, you old fool," Narden echoed.
It all happened in a heartbeat.
The old man raised his short sword, his face distorted by a mask of hatred. He hurled himself against the Ensin's back, who, sensing the danger, ducked and spun as if time had no meaning for his body. He delivered a kick to Yalael's knee, toppling him like a withered tree. The old man hit his head on the Eye. A web of cracks painted the surface of the Artifact.
Darjin stifled a groan of surprise and the instinct to throw herself at the object as if it were a door she could walk through. The image transmitted by the eye grew too bright, then too dark, but it did not fade.
Through the broken canvas, Darjin saw the Ensin kneeling beside Yalael. The old man was shaking violently, spitting blood, and his eyes were thrust upwards as if chasing a vision from another world. The impact with the Eye's surface must have been much more violent than she and Narden had perceived.
The old man's mind was drowning in blood.
"Who is it? Who did you sell out to, old man?" the Ensin asked, his voice devoid of any inflection.
Yalael coughed but did not answer.
Thawill shook him. "Do you want to die in silence? Do you want your last presence in these lands to be moans and vomit?"
Darjin moved as close to the Eye as she could and knelt. Unsettled by what she saw, overwhelmed with questions, she felt Narden's hand on her shoulder. The woman was shaken. That grip may have helped her more than Darjin.
Yalael coughed, again and again. A smile of disgust crippled his lips. "I will die today." He chewed the words along with the blood. "But what I believe in will continue to shine."
"Not what, traitor. Who? Tell me to whom you have sold your allegiance. Speak before I reduce your throat to pulp."
Yalael inhaled as best he could and spat out the answer as if the words gave him pleasure, relief. "To wisdom. To freedom. None of this is in the hands of the Masters. They call themselves the children of the gods, but they are nothing more than tyrants. Their cruelty will end soon."
Darjin shuddered.
They were blasphemies, nothing more, nothing less. She had never heard anyone make such accusations out loud.
"Your babbling is poison, Yalael. I regret the moment it touched my ears," the Ensin replied. "How many others share your blasphemy?"
"You will never know, Ensin. The fear of what will become of you and your beloved gods will haunt you to the end. You will not last long. Larsa will fall, as will Urook and Napur. The age of false gods is over." A bright smile distorted Yalael's mouth and mingled with a cough. It became a sneer. "The children of traitors will be our heralds. A Shield in a blanket of thorns, our faith."
The Ensin watched him. He took a deep breath and seemed to want to ask him more questions.
He could not.
The old man bowed his head, uttered a barely audible groan and died.
Narden's groan distracted Darjin from the grudge-laden, ominous end. The old woman covered her mouth with her hands. Tears filled her eyes.
"Hurry, Dagger," Thawill said.
Still kneeling, Darjin met the Ensin's gaze. She thought she read suppressed emotions in his eyes. Pity, perhaps sorrow.
"If there was a single grain of truth in this traitor's words, then your masters are already in danger. Find your Lugalen. Tell him that his trust was not misplaced, that I will act in his and his family's favour, and that I will contact him soon."
Slowly, absorbing every word and with her heart in her throat, but still further than ever from understanding what had just happened, Darjin got to her feet and forced herself to put the questions aside.
Thawill approached the Eye, "I pray to the gods it is not too late. Run, Dagger, run to the family you protect. And don't look back."
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"What do you think?" 
For a few moments, punctuated by the beating of her heart that seemed ready to burst from her chest, Shadi had imagined the questions she would be asked. She tried to focus on the possibilities, to cling to what she knew so as not to lose her mind. She was just a girl, she told herself. An indecisive little girl, a victim of her own ego and her fears of a frightening future.
She cursed herself. Had she yawned less during her tutor's endless lectures, suppressed boredom and fantasy, she would have known more about Kenjir. Maybe her memory could have suggested some useful ideas to help her survive this nightmare.
Instead, her mind was filled with horrible images of her, Kerina and the other girls being subjected to the worst tortures.
What did she think of it? Nothing, she thought, nothing useful. She could barely contain the trembling and the desire to give in to a flood of tears.
The man interpreted her silence as a mere hesitation, or an invitation to articulate the question. "I'm talking about the Trials, Shadi. Are you excited, tense, to witness the most important event of all time?" He paused for a moment, then placed his hands on the arms of the chair and pushed himself to the edge of the seat, leaning towards her.
Shadi could not look away from his eyes. There was a cold light in them. They seemed capable of pouring ice into her veins. "Or are you afraid?" The corners of his mouth lifted imperceptibly.
Of course she was afraid. She was neither childish nor stupid. At least not that stupid. "Only a fool would not be intimidated by the thought of taking part in the Trials."
He nodded, "That's true. But you haven't answered my question."
Shadi bit the inside of her mouth. It was getting harder and harder to keep her mind from wandering and asking questions she could not answer.
"Yes, I am afraid."
"I appreciate your honesty. You have said it well, only fools take the Trials lightly. Many have exaggerated the significance of the celebrations while underestimating their true meaning. It is amazing how blind and deaf our peoples have become, is it not?"
Shadi had no idea what he was talking about.
"What frightens you, little Shadi Jan Hura?"
She took a deep breath. "It is not the event itself that troubles me." She lowered her head, clasped her hands tightly and searched for words. "It's actually my parents' expectations that cause me anxiety."
"I understand. They want to put you on display. They want you to make your way to the children of the gods." He stepped closer. "I must say they are not wrong. There is great potential in your face. Your eyes, your mouth. Your body is delicate. It might go unnoticed by a careless glance. But a sharper eye cannot remain blind to the real signs."
Signs? What was he talking about?
He seemed to read these questions in her eyes.
"I'm talking about all those little traits that define a person's character. The ones that show his or her intelligence and strength. Details that come into play at times when a strong character can make the difference between life and death."
She almost choked back a hysterical laugh.
"Do you find me funny, Shadi?"
She felt the blood drain from her veins and replied in a low voice. "No, not at all. It's just that I'm wondering what signs you can ever read in my eyes. I'm shaking like a leaf. My eyes are swollen. The tears must have made them as red as blood. And I feel faint. I think I am the least strong-willed person you will ever meet, my lord."
The man let out a laugh. It echoed in his chest, so deep it sounded like the distant call of a wild beast. "I appreciate your deference, Shadi Jan Hura, but I assure you it is unnecessary. Just call me Eshfen."
Shadi would rather bite her own tongue off than give him that kind of confidence. But she had no choice. If she had been involved, she might have grasped the true stakes.
She nodded at the man.
Eshfen stood up, and for the first time she could see him in full. He was very tall. The robes he wore differed from those of the other jailers in their workmanship and richness of detail; they remained dark as night, but were woven with barely visible embroidery. The jacket had a slanted cut, with one side of the collar larger than the other, perhaps to close around the neck and protect it from the cold. The epaulets and cuffs were trimmed with shiny decorations, like dark minerals. It did not look like the clothing of a servant, and Eshfen certainly did not act like one.
Shadi realised she had stared at him too long. Slowly, as if aware of the embarrassment he was causing her, Eshfen unbuttoned his jacket, revealing the thin white shirt underneath. The wide V-neck revealed a chest of defined muscle, the deep scars telling of battles won by shedding much blood.
Shadi felt cold and warm at the same time. She looked away from the shape of his shoulders and arms. Her eyes had never rested on the form of a man who was not of her family. She knew how attractive everyone thought Roben was, but of course she still saw him as a big boy, always smiling and too eager to have fun. And her father, who also carried the weight of time with a certain elegance, was hardly the better-looking half of the couple.
When the man came up to her and put his jacket on her shoulders, she wrapped her arms around her. The fabric was warm and smelled of his skin.
She shivered.

    
  Turning, Darjin found Laamar standing near the door of the room. With his eyes wide open, as if he had just woken from a nightmare, he shook his head. "I heard the screams and thought you were in danger. What happened?" 
She was not sure.
Before she could give him even a vague reply, Narden stepped forward and placed a hand on her arm. "You will give him an answer on your way to the Lugalen, girl. Your lord will receive news he never wanted, but if you hurry, you may be able to avoid the worst."
"The worst?"
"If Yalael was telling the truth, and I wonder why he would lie on his deathbed, then the situation is far worse than you can imagine. Leoben's family is already doomed."
At those words, Darjin felt her head spin. A rush of heat and urgency set her chest on fire. Fear for Shadi's fate shook her. And the frustration of knowing so little about the forces at play filled her with anger. "Why did Yalael attack the Ensin? Surely he must have known he could not defeat him."
Narden smiled sadly. "I can only imagine the reason. But I think I would not be able to grasp the truth of his actions in any case. One thing is certain. If such a powerful man has decided to act so recklessly, then the Trials are the least of the Jan Hura family's problems. My worst nightmares are coming true."
Darjin wanted to ask her a thousand questions and force her to talk. But time seemed to have turned into a raging river, threatening to overwhelm them all and drown Shadi. "Who was he working for? On whose behalf was he acting?"
Narden stared into her eyes and spoke with disarming slowness. The words that left her mouth rang out coldly. "There is only one group of people foolish enough to act openly against the children of the gods."
Darjin took Narden's hands in her own. "Who are they? I want to know who I have to fight."
The woman inhaled and closed her eyes as she answered. "Shield in a blanket of thorns, our faith. That is their motto. They call themselves Ashen Shields."
Darjin wrinkled her forehead. Had she heard of them before?
Laamar's firm grip on her left shoulder made her jump. "This woman is delirious. We cannot listen to her any longer. Ensin Thawill has made it clear that we must leave at once."
"Delirious?"
"There is no time for stories, Dagger."
Darjin broke free of his grip and looked back at Narden. The woman moved her lips but made no sound. She seemed to be praying.
Her heart split between confusion and fear, Darjin bit the inside of her mouth. Whether the woman was mad or not, trustworthy or not, Laamar had his reasons. Time was running out.
"Thank you for talking to us, Narden. Thank you from the bottom of my heart," she said to the old woman, and squeezed her hands once more, then turned away.
Narden continued her whispered prayer, as if the hidden chant could alienate her from a world of threats and horrors.
On the threshold of the small room, Darjin turned. She took a last look at Narden. Surrounded by the dancing light of the candles, reflected on the now dark surface of the Eye, she truly looked like a witch.
"Remember, juggler," the woman said, her voice still shrinking to a very low whisper, "the Eyes can do much more than reflect distant images. The Sacred Artifacts of the gods read hearts. They recognize the worthy, they condemn the blasphemous. Remember these words and use them when all seems lost. Now go. Go and forget me."
Darjin was shaken by the warning. Like much of what she had heard since entering the room, it had no definite meaning. Not to her. Without further ado, she left the chamber with a barely whispered intimidation.
"Let's go," she said to Laamar.
He nodded and sprinted after her. Together they jumped over the low wall.

    
  The man was confident that she had something of value to offer him. Shadi sensed it in the way he moved around her, the way he spoke to her. His questions were not really questions at all. And all the answers she had given him so far were obvious. 
So what was going on? What exactly did he want?
"Thirty-three years. Soon it will be thirty-three years since our beloved Negus took power."
Aabar.
Shadi had seen his portrait dozens of times, but had never been able to meet him. Her father had told her of the day he had met him. The feelings that filled Lugalen Jan Hura's heart when he spoke of the Negus were so strong and deep that Shadi felt overwhelmed.
Under Aabar's power, Kenjir had experienced unprecedented prosperity. By all accounts, never before had their world enjoyed such peace and protection.
Aabar was loved, respected and feared.
Shadi would never question such a simple concept.
Until now.
Her very presence in this room was proof that Kenjir harboured worldviews and ideas of truth far more complex and dangerous than she could have imagined.
"Aabar is a Binder," Eshfen continued, "the Household he belongs to is the most powerful of the three that have ruled over Kenjir since before the idea of history was born."
Shadi knew it. She had studied the origins of her world. But Eshfen's tone made those notions sound like painful tales of a dark past.
"The Binders are the most charismatic, the most revered and respected, though that should not be the case. As a rule, all three Houses should enjoy equal praise and privilege. Did you know that, Shadi?"
"Yes, I was taught that the gods love all their children equally."
"Exactly!" Eshfen underlined with a snap of his fingers how pleased he was with Shadi's answer. Placing a hand on her shoulder, he moved to her side. "But if the children of the gods, the Masters, are all equal, why must a Negus be chosen?"
Shadi raised her eyebrows. She had never asked herself this question. And she came to realize that perhaps she should have.
"And why should the three Households nominate Champions? What is the point of holding the Trials and forcing their pupils to fight each other?" Eshfen continued.
Once again, Shadi found herself without answers. It was a situation that was beginning to shake her to the core. For by now she had figured it out: Eshfen wanted her to ask questions and tried to sow doubt in her mind.
"Did you know that in the entire history of Kenjir, no Household has ever ruled beyond its term? That there has never been a Negus who claimed the throne for more than thirty-three years?"
For once, Shadi could say something that did not sound silly or trivial. "Yes. It is written in the Hymns to the Reasons. The law says that the Household that receives the throne must be different from the one that held it before the Trials began. This makes it impossible for the same Negus to rule the kingdom for more than thirty-three years.
"Very good, Shadi Jan Hura." For a moment, Eshfen sounded almost like a good-natured and pleased teacher. "It is a pleasure to hear the voice of a young woman who has not underestimated or completely ignored the lessons of her teachers."
Yet she felt totally inadequate and did not think she had shown much knowledge of the world around her.
"Why do you think the laws are so specific regarding the succession to the throne?"
"I'm afraid I don't know the answer to that," she admitted.
"You are in very good company. The people of Kenjir are not accustomed to asking such questions. They accept the leadership of the Masters without blinking an eye. They have been instructed to eradicate all curiosity from their hearts and to ignore all doubt. Sadly, this has been the case for thousands of years."
Eshfen stepped in front of her and held out his hand.
Shadi looked at it. Long, strong fingers, deep scars on the knuckles and back.
"Please follow me."
Certain that she could not do otherwise, Shadi accepted his invitation. She took his hand, stood up and walked with him to the other side of the room, to their left.
Eshfen picked up a candelabra and brought it close to the wall, which had been in semi-darkness until then.
The candlelight illuminated a large tapestry.
Shadi stifled a gasp of amazement at the sight of the infinity of strands chasing each other, intertwining, separating and rejoining to form an image so beautiful it was breathtaking.
"The Masters," she whispered.
Eshfen nodded. He began to shine his light on the tapestry from left to right, slowly, with a reverence that his words had not hinted at.
"The three Champions. The Binder, the Tutor and the Nurturer. Three giants floating in the clouds above Kenjir. Three gods and sons of gods who rule the capital, who rule all things."
The tapestry was so richly woven, and the colors so vibrant, that Shadi thought the three figures might move at any moment.
"Imagine what it would be like to be the bride of one of them? Of the Negus, even."
Shadi had never considered it a real possibility. Her imagination had not reached that far. She did not believe she could please her parents and return home with a promise of marriage that would make them even vaguely happy. Not to mention getting married to the future Regent.
"I never dared."
"So there is no ambition in your heart? Are the Trials just a duty for you?"
"I am not ashamed of it. I obey my parents most of the time. I try to honor the good name of my family."
"Most of the time?"
"I'm sure they would both like me to be much more resigned and taciturn."
Eshfen chuckled, as if Shadi's little confession was endlessly interesting. "Your attitude is noble. Blind, but noble."
"Blind?"
"What if you were that girl? What if, of all the dozens of young women who flocked to the Trials, you were the one chosen by the next Negus? What would you do?"
"Would I have a choice?"
"No. That's the point. You'd be forced into a life beyond your wildest nightmares. Perhaps even now, you feel like a pawn in the hands of powers greater and stronger than you. You are not wrong. You are an object, a means to an end, a currency. You'd become a magnificent trophy, brandished by the victorious Household. Beautiful, untouchable, and utterly, inexorably helpless."
Shadi had seen many portraits of the Consort, at least a dozen within the walls of the fortress where she had grown up. The bride of the Negus was always covered in veils and jewels. Motionless as a stone statue, even her face was hidden from the eyes of those who painted her. "The bride loses her name. She is called The Promise," she recited. Those words, studied so many years ago, came back to her mouth and never seemed so sad as at that moment.
Eshfen turned to her. The flickering glow of the candelabra drew tongues of light across his angular face. It ignited his eyes with fervor. "A symbol. You’d be a symbol."
He came closer.
She stepped back.
"The Promise is a woman who has given up her desires, her hopes and her dreams to become a reflection, an echo of the Negus."
"Many of my female peers would say they are quite attracted to the idea."
"I don't doubt it," sighed Eshfen. "Those girls are already blind. There is no need for someone to cover their eyes with fine veils and precious stones. They are incapable of seeing beyond their own noses."
Shadi felt the pit of her stomach tighten. She, too, had harbored the same contempt for their posturing. The complicated reconciliation with Norain, and even the recent conversation with Kerina, had alleviated some of the bitterness these thoughts caused her, but it had not dispelled it entirely. She had to admit that the possibility of being given in marriage to the Negus, while remote, frightened her. But she also had the impression that Eshfen's speech was pointing in a direction she could only guess at. "What lies beyond our noses?"
Eshfen smiled. His mouth barely opened in an almost feline gesture.
"The truth. The most terrible."
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Darjin clung to ledges, barely scraping the walls of the building in a desperate hurry. With her mind full of questions, poisoned by fear for the fate of Shadi and her family, she ran through the streets of Euphora, ignoring the questioning stares of passers-by. 
She reached for the horses, untied the reins and leapt into the saddle. As she urged the steed on, she realized that she had not paid the slightest attention to Laamar. A glance over her shoulder confirmed that he was not far behind. There was unspoken encouragement in his gaze.
Darjin whipped the beast, felt the power flowing through its veins and rode as if the earth was about to open up and swallow her down into a fiery abyss. She bit her lips and tried to keep reality at bay, as simple as it was frightening.
She was too far away from the convoy.
Maybe it was already too late.
Years of training and service had taught her to calmly anticipate the cruelty of events. It seemed that fate and chance conspired to accelerate the pace of the bloodiest conflicts. When war caressed the wind, the clouds responded with a shower of blood.
The borders of Euphora unfolded before her, and soon the view of the city gave way to the wide valley. From there, Darjin could already make out the lower part of the slopes. Aided by her spurs, the steed ran as if nothing in the world was more important. This beautiful creature would risk its heart, its life, to obey her. But the horse hesitated. It lasted only a moment. Then it was repeated until its gait began to slow.
Not a good sign.
The shape in the distance, among the trees and peaks, became clearer and clearer. Even from that far away, its movements inspired awe in her heart. The huge wings folded and spread, as if to harness and subdue the air currents. That was what had frightened the horse.
A Silver Sparrowhawk.
Darjin slowed to a halt at the foot of a hill. She blinked and identified the creature. She also recognized its Tamer, the same one who had brought her a warning of the dangers facing the Jan Hura family.
The bird of prey touched the ground a few paces from her and leaned down to let the man speak to her.
"Were my words not enough?" The Tamer's voice, tense and metallic behind the mask, cut hard.
Darjin opened her mouth to reply, but the masked man mowed her down. "Was this your idea? Or is this mission the result of your master's strategic arts?"
"I only follow orders. Lugalen Jan Hura felt he had to ask for help."
"And so he saw fit to send you in search of answers," the Tamer continued. He seemed to be speaking more to himself than to her. He lowered his voice. "But in doing so, he robbed his daughter of her Dagger. It was a mistake."
Darjin paled. "What happened?"
"What I feared. The clash is on."
So it was all true. The Ensin was right.
Was it too late? She was almost afraid to ask for more.
The Tamer made a barely perceptible gesture. He moved his face to the creature he rode. "Come with me. If the wind is with us, there may still be hope for the girl."

    
  Candle flames danced seductively in Eshfen's eyes. 
Shadi wondered if the passion she felt in them came from these little fires or from the firm conviction that permeated every word the man spoke. Although she was far from understanding his motives, Shadi had no doubts. He believed in what he said. Perhaps he thought he could tell her some kind of dark secret.
"What truth?" she asked him.
Eshfen answered her, his mouth reduced to a line. "The truth that enslaved us. The truth that makes our existence so insignificant. The truth that the people of Kenjir, out of laziness and cowardice, have chosen not to hear."
Shadi held her breath. The revelation was on the tip of the icy man's tongue. The anticipation of the words she was about to hear tore her apart. She remained silent, as if on the edge of a precipice, until he continued.
"Our lives are a lie. The Masters tell us of a world that is barely an enactment."
Our lives?
Shadi's eyes widened. She never imagined she'd hear such profanity or that an organized group would share those thoughts. Her fear took on a new hue. Why had the man said those words to her? The need to know gave her courage. "Why am I here, Eshfen?"
Saying the name was as difficult for her as chewing on sharp blades. But she told herself that perhaps it would make it easier for her to get an answer if she granted his request.
He smiled. In a different way than before. Had she not been so intimidated and shocked by what had happened, Shadi might have been overwhelmed by the enthusiasm that lit up the man's face.
"You finally asked the right question." He took her hand and pulled her along to the back of the room.
She risked tripping over her robes, struggling to keep up and follow his gestures. As he spoke and walked, Eshfen carried the candelabra to a low marble table. On it, a dark cloth covered a cubic container.
Shadi strained to see it. The poor lighting in the room did not help.
Without letting go of her hand, Eshfen placed the candelabra on the table, turned and stared at her. She was sure the man had noticed the blush that had crept into her cheeks. It was fear, to be sure, but also the discomfort of the intertwined fingers.
With a firm and graceful gesture, as if part of a choreography, the man lifted the curtain. But what she saw swept all other thoughts away. First, she was captivated by the amber glow. She blinked in the unconscious hope of understanding and approached the table almost without noticing. The glass case shone like a jewel. Dozens of tiny bursts of light danced inside, propelled by calm, invisible waves.
Shadi struggled to make sense of this vision, to search her memory for a name, but in vain. Up close, the lights seemed to take on more defined shapes. Did they look like little butterflies? Or were they petals? They certainly conveyed warmth, bubbling with a life of their own and moving in unison.
"What are they?" she asked Eshfen, her voice dropping to a whisper.
"Our salvation."
Eshfen lifted the lid of the shrine. The lights responded to the movement. To Shadi, they looked like a bunch of little chicks trapped in anticipation, all staring at their mother and the food she had brought them. 
The lights approached Eshfen's hand, wrapped around it, caressing it. He took one, pulled gently until it separated from the other, and lifted it to Shadi's face.
She found a faint confirmation of what she had sensed. It was indeed more like a flower than an insect. Its glow emanated from a small core lit by a thousand sparks, radiating over the two large petals as well as the slender stem.
"You brought me here to give me a flower?"
Eshfen chuckled at the barely perceptible sarcastic note in those words. "Only in part. What you see before you is the key to our revolution. It is a gift, of course. But what will come of it will be anything but free. It will require enormous effort. I am sure you are the right person for the job."
Shadi waited.
Eshfen's words pointed in a direction she did not like at all.
"This is an Aimflower. Its fruit can bend the strongest wills, enslave the most stubborn minds. Thanks to this miracle, dozens of wars have been won before they even began." He picked up the flower, sniffed at it, then brought it closer to her. "What do you smell?"
"Nothing."
Eshfen nodded. "The attraction of these petals goes far beyond color and scent. It can reach into the depths of our souls, take us to shores we have never dreamed of." He drew her back to the tapestry. Without the uncertain light of the candelabra that remained beside the shrine, the expanse of images drawn by the threads had taken on dark and somber hues.
The man brought the flower close to the tapestry and pointed it at the face of one of the Masters.
"The children of the gods hid these flowers for thousands of years. They persecuted all who grew them, silenced all who knew of their power. We fought with all our might, even sacrificed lives, to find them. We have finally succeeded. What you see before you is a miracle. And you are part of it, Shadi."

    
  Whipped by the wind, Darjin clung to the Tamer's torso and bowed her head. She clenched her eyes and jaw, trying to hold back her trembling. She had never dreamed of riding one of these creatures. She could feel the Silver Sparrowhawk's power, the strength that allowed it to ride invisible currents. The air became solid, a support and an obstacle to be built up and torn down with every opening of its huge wings. 
She held her breath and felt her stomach sink to her feet as the Tamer pushed the Sparrowhawk higher and higher.
"You will have to keep your eyes closed," he had told her after he had made room on the back of the huge bird of prey. "My Sparrowhawk will not spare its strength. If you want to keep your sight, do as I say and only open your eyelids when we are close to our destination."
"How do you know where she is?"
The Tamer had paused in his own thoughts before answering. "I am not the only one who cares about Kenjir's fate. Peace is a delicate fruit. Look away from it, deprive it of your attention and it will rot. Instead, there are those who watch it in silence, praying endlessly to keep it untouched. For as long as possible."
Darjin had merely nodded, the words stirring in her own soul like a seeker of precious threads in murky waters. Her legs pinned to the Sparrowhawk's back, she had concentrated on the object clutching her left wrist. When she had sensed its true nature, she had felt overwhelmed.
A Sacred Artifact.
The Tamer had placed it on her just before the raptor took flight, with a carelessness that disarmed her.
Darjin knew Sacred Artifacts were for the Masters. Objects created and blessed by the gods, imbued with their power, could defy the laws of nature. Any one of them could silence the most brazen unbelievers. This bracelet should not have touched her skin, for she was simply not worthy.
"What is it? What is it for?" she had asked, enraptured by the series of rings that made it up, covered in symbols she did not understand, glittering with silver reflections.
"I will explain when you need to use it. For now, put your head down and close your eyes."
And she had complied.
Time, stretched between the beats of the silver giant's wings, seemed to flow slowly to her.
She thought back to the dizzying sequence of events she had stumbled into and smiled at the mockery that fate seemed to make of her. Until a few days ago, the only real concerns that had crossed her mind were Shadi's mood swings and the uncertainties that plagued the girl's heart like weeds. Darjin had been confident that, with a little patience and a firm voice of advice, she could eradicate them.
But this?
She saw with her own eyes the outlines of a plot that was growing ever more menacing. Worse still, she was struggling to understand its origins.
Shadi was her responsibility; she had accepted it for years now, along with the extreme, ultimate consequences of that mission.
And yes, Darjin was prepared to spill whatever blood was necessary to free her.
The raptor gradually slowed and began to descend. Darjin's intestines responded to the reversal by seething and kicking against her throat. A sour taste poisoned her mouth. For a moment she thought she would end up giving back to the world what was in her stomach. When had she last eaten?
The currents became less violent, stopped whipping her legs and arms and turned into a strong, warm wind.
"We are close. You can open your eyes."
At first, the glow made her retreat behind the shield offered by the Tamer's shoulders. Gradually the light became bearable. And she noticed how different her world was, how small and at the same time huge when seen from the sky. The horizon curved gently, sharp and dark on the line of distant mountains. Below them, a range of hills chased each other, climbing higher and higher. A green blanket of trees covered them and softened their outlines.
The Tamer pointed to one of the highest hills. It rose above the others, revealing a flank of living rock and was crowned by a blanket of towering trees. From a distance, it looked like a vast trampoline overlooking a green sea, waiting for the giant who would soon use it to leap and conquer the stars.
"They hide there."
Darjin frowned. "On that ridge?"
The Tamer shook his head. "You'll see." He made the Sparrowhawk fly a series of wide circles around the hill and pointed his finger again. This time, from closer, Darjin understood what he meant. The trees on the top of the rocky outcrop were thinning near the highest peak. She thought she saw something. A light? A glimmer?
"It's a sunken Watchtower."
Darjin bit the inside of her mouth. She should have seen it at once. This hill was perfect to hide such a structure, a mausoleum forgotten by time itself, carved out of the living rock.
The Tamer did not mince his words, and Darjin appreciated the respect he showed her with his silence. Had he feared for her, had he thought her less experienced, he might have been more generous with his explanations.
She promised herself that she would return his thoughtfulness, and that one way or another she would find the right words.
The submerged Watchtower was nearly invisible, concealed by the dense tree foliage. Without the glass dome—the sole visible sign of its presence in the rock—it would have remained undetected. Vantage points like the one the Tamer provided her were rare.
Darjin had heard the stories, as had all the other Daggers, of course. You don't dedicate your life to war without accepting the consequences and rare benefits of that choice. She had spent years listening, discerning the infinite shades of truth hidden in the unspoken words. So she had read widely, and sought the company of men and women wise enough to see old age. And she had remained silent while those who were inclined to tell, to reveal, to share, poured out a shower of confidences. In the end, all they wanted was someone to listen with proper attention. In silence.
For silence is the mysterious path that leads to the most unexpected confessions.
Darjin also understood that the past tended to wear ambiguous masks. And that these masks were shaped to achieve specific results. The past was loaded with glory, tragedy, promise or curse, depending on who was telling the story.
The state of neglect it was in demonstrated the power of the Masters. In fury, it was said, they had burned rebels and blasphemers alive, freed Kenjir from the lies of false beliefs and made the Watchtowers a shadow of what they were meant to celebrate. In the end, these structures had been transformed into warnings.
But there were also more pragmatic explanations. Many were convinced that the strange structures carved into the hills were strategic outposts, places to gather troops and resources during an ancient war that so many were afraid to mention.
If what Darjin had heard was true, then the tower ran inside the hill for dozens of levels. Like a giant well, it must have guarded living quarters, cisterns and storerooms capable of supporting the existence of hundreds of people, like a small underground city.
"How do we get in?" There was no entrance in sight.
She guessed that the tower must have numerous access points scattered throughout the forest that surrounded it. But she also had the impression that it would take a long, long time to find them. And she had none.
"You, Darjin. You will be the one to go in. My Sparrowhawk and I have already exposed ourselves too much. Our role in the unfolding pattern cannot and should not be central. Perhaps I have said and done too much already. But we will not retreat until we have taken one last step. Now listen carefully."

    
  Her heart leapt into her throat. She repeated to herself what the Tamer had just told her, seeking comfort in his confident and determined tone. 
"The Shield Band," he called the bracelets she now wore, "can perform many tasks. Some offensive, many defensive." Manipulating one of the circles that made it up, he had matched strings of inlaid symbols until a particular code was created.
"This combination will protect you during the fall."
"Wait, what? The fall?"
"Yes, the fall. There is no more direct and quicker way to enter the Watchtower. Time is our enemy."
"Should I throw myself from this height and hope to hit the dome? I will hit the glass at an insane speed. Even if I could break through it, it would be impossible to survive such a violent impact." She neglected to mention the avalanche of other doubts and questions, each more terrifying than the last, that overwhelmed her.
The Tamer had tilted his head, and Darjin interpreted the gesture as a kind of guilty smirk. "We will get as close as possible, but I will keep my Sparrowhawk out of range of throwing weapons. Do not fear. I have a very good aim. And I will take care of the dome."
What worried her most, however, was the scale of the confrontation itself. She had been trained to seek the protection of the shadows, to outflank enemies and strike from behind, not to burst into places where they were entrenched. "They'll hear me coming," she had objected more to herself than to him.
"Yes. They will hear you coming. And they will be afraid. Surprise will help you. If you are quick, they will be in your hands before you can make a proper response."
Quick? No problem.
Shortly after that conversation, Darjin had found herself there, eyes narrowed and out of breath, hanging from the Tamer's arm with both hands. He held her to the side of the raptor and prepared to drop her down into the tower.
With a clenched jaw, Darjin looked down. The glass dome was visible, growing larger and clearer as they approached. A few moments and she would pass through it in a flash.
"Remember the combination of the Shield Band," the Tamer warned her. "Be ready. When I let go, close your eyes and begin the chant. At the last word, open them. And release your blades."
Darjin swallowed hard and lifted her gaze to the Tamer's face, searching for his eyes. But she found only his mask, inlaid with riddles and secrets. He lowered his head in a nod of approval and let go of the reins. The raptor continued its descent without hesitation as its leader pulled a dark orb from his belt. He threw it at the dome.
Then he let go of Darjin's arm. And she fell.
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"In red our hearts shine." 
Darjin began to chant.
The air whipped against her face as the Tamer's words rang faintly in her ears, drowned out by the roar of the currents that ruled the skies.
"When I let go, close your eyes and begin the chant. At the last word, open them. And release your blades."
With her arms crossed around her torso and her legs tensed, she flew down. Straight as an arrow. Then, quickly between her stolen breaths, the last words of the song left her lips.
"As lovers to war, they toast."
She opened her eyes wide and instinctively lowered them, feeling a wave of anticipation and anger pass through her, shocked at what she saw.
The dome was there, a few fathoms below her, huge, beautiful, richly ornamented. Intact.
A blink of an eye later, the curved glass window exploded. Struck by the orb the Tamer had thrown, it turned into a cloud of shiny splinters.
Darjin covered her face with one hand and flew through what was left of the dome. Incredulous that she had hit the target, she struggled to keep her mind.
She brought her eyes to the combination of symbols on the Shield Band and blinked as she passed from daylight into the darkness of the rock-cut tower.
Three clicks back to stop the fall.
She brushed against the Band and felt it click. Then she curled up into a ball and prayed that the Tamer really knew what he was talking about, that he had not sent her to her death. But it was too late to regret listening to him.
The floor beneath her was barely lit by torches hanging from the walls. And she was approaching at an insane speed. The Band vibrated and time seemed to turn into a sluggish, sticky river. But the fall was actually slowing. It wasn't just perceptions bent by fear.
Darjin prepared her body to absorb the landing as much as possible.
The roar of the impact with the ground stung her ears. The landing was violent, to be sure, but no more so than a thousand others she had performed for years. In a way she could not even hope to comprehend, the Band had converted her weight and the speed of her fall into sound. The noise, in turn, rippled around her like a wave.
As she regained her feet, she saw the effect of the impact on her surroundings. A series of cracks branched out from where she had touched the ground. They spread around her like the claws of a hungry beast, reaching out to touch the circular colonnade.
She felt a tremor.
The Band had performed a miracle. It had allowed her to survive this madness. But at what cost? It seemed as if the rock itself, down there, was shaking with pain.
Darjin narrowed her eyes and looked around, trying to choose a direction to go in search of Shadi.
Then she saw the victims.
There were dozens of them. They littered the perimeter of the room, some lying on the floor, some sitting with their backs to the columns, some thrown against them so violently that they had created niches of bloody stone.
Were they the Ashen Shields?
Darjin felt disgust run through her. The Tamer had hinted at the offensive capabilities of the Shield Band. But what she saw, the aftermath of that incredible fall and its shock wave, was a massacre. These men had been decimated in an instant.
But they were not alone, of course.
An excited clamor rang out within the walls, followed immediately by the sound of feet scuffling. They came from the right, approaching quickly.
She touched the Shield Band.
Three clicks forward to activate the defenses.
On the third click, Darjin moved into the shadows offered by the colonnade and drew her blades.

    
  There were three of them, all much taller than her and definitely more muscular. They wore dark robes from head to toe. Even their legs and arms, clad in armor plates, avoided the dim light of the torches. The three had their faces uncovered, their expressions lost in a mixture of fear and wonder. Two of them ran to examine the bodies of their comrades, bathed in their own blood or set like macabre sculptures in the colonnade. Darjin felt a twinge in her gut the moment she saw the terror painted in their eyes. 
The remorse was short-lived. But those moments were enough for her to imagine what these men were capable of. They were kidnappers, no doubt. And judging by the amount of weapons they were carrying, skilled killers as well.
The horror of what they might have already done to Shadi made her heart freeze.
Darjin shook her head and dismissed the thought. While the two of them talked excitedly and watched the corpses, she moved from column to column, as fast as a cat and even quieter. She eyed the corridor they had come from and acutely listened. A rumble of footsteps, not far away, grew louder. There must be at least five or six others.
One of the first three men to arrive had held the others back a few paces and now stood with his arms crossed over his chest. He watched the massacre with a shake of his head. The air of superiority identified him as the higher ranking of the three. The most troublesome.
Darjin left one column behind and took the shelter offered by the next one. She now stood behind the man with crossed arms. She calculated that she could take him down in an instant and get rid of the rest of the men in about the same time.
Then the others would come.
She did not know for sure how many there were, what kind of weapons they carried, and she could not count on the same kind of surprise she had just exploited. Surviving the attack would be difficult. Maybe impossible.
She closed her eyes.
"In red our hearts shine. As lovers of war they toast," she whispered.
Then she emerged from the shadows.
She dashed toward the enemy and knelt two steps behind him. She reached him by sliding across the polished pavement, producing a faint, barely audible sound, like a dropped silk cloth. With the knife, she performed a horizontal slash from right to left. The blade severed the ligaments behind the man's knees. The scream that followed would have rattled the glass dome had it not already been pulverised by the Tamer.
Darjin raised the blade she held in her other hand and broke the man's fall. Unable to stand, overwhelmed by blind pain, he slumped to the side, eyes wide open as the weapon pierced his throat.
She silently prayed that her opponent would find peace and leave the pain of death behind to rejoin his loved ones. Then she released the blade and somersaulted as the other two men turned, their eyes ready to pop out of their sockets in surprise.
She unfolded in front of them. Before the nearest man could reach for the sword at his belt, she ran a dagger from his right hip to his navel. She caught the other man's right hand and severed two of his fingers before he could reach for a weapon. A moment later, he clutched the bloody limb and bent over, groaning.
Darjin used the weight of that movement to drive a blade into his chest. The thick leather protecting him made the penetration difficult, so she pirouetted and kicked the blade deep into his breastbone.
The man looked at her, eyes wide, as he fell to the ground.
Darjin bent down, picked up the blade, and cleaned away the blood that stained it. Then she wiped her forehead and turned away as a dozen more men filled the circular room, running and shouting, burning with rage.
Four of them ran straight at her. The others split left and right, running behind the colonnades until they reached her back, no doubt to surround her.
Darjin lifted the arm that held the Shield Band and stopped it between her breastbone and stomach. She saw the air immediately in front of her flicker like distant horizons, glowing with the heat of the warm weather, then gaining texture until it almost took on thickness.
Forward three clicks to activate defenses.
The Tamer's words rang in her ears as she finally understood what they really meant. The Band created an almost invisible shield in front of her.
Darjin held it up, gritting her teeth, and used it to block the first man's attack, which seemed to hit nothing and then bounce off, propelled by a force far more violent than his furious rush. She saw him bowl over two of his comrades and fall to the ground with them. They lost consciousness as if they had fallen off a cliff. Meanwhile, she raised her shield against the fourth man, but tilted it so that it deflected the attack against the next column to her left. And so it was. The man collided with the target, shaking it as if it were the center of a small earthquake. One more hit like that and the integrity of this entire underground structure would be irreparably compromised.
"After two attacks, you will have to wait. The band is not omnipotent. Give it time to draw on the power of the gods again."
Darjin turned slowly, her eyes fixed on the other men around her. She prayed for time to run faster and for the Band to regenerate the impossible energy that powered her.
After seeing her cut down her comrades, the anger of the men around her seemed to subside. They were cautious, brandishing their weapons as if hoping to find refuge in them.
"Who are you?"
Darjin turned again, searching the face of the man who had spoken. She met his eyes. They were as dark as his skin. His voice was determined, firm, and had betrayed no uncertainty. But the beads of sweat on his brow told a different story.
Darjin decided to put pleasantries aside.
"What about the girl? Where is she?"
The man narrowed his eyes. Then a thin smile crossed his face. "The girl? Is that really what you're looking for? A girl?" he taunted her.
She did not like the answer. It could have been dictated by a desire to distract her or aimed at testing her loyalty to whoever had sent her there.
"Shadi Jan Hura. Give her to me now and no one else will die."
The man laughed. But only with his mouth, perhaps more to encourage his men than to show contempt for her.
"You are brave, woman. I know why. This is not the first time I have met a Dagger. I have heard many stories of your people. What you just did," he said, looking at the bodies around him, "is incredible." He said this in recognition of Darjin's mastery, but also as a challenge. "But you're wrong if you think we're going to back down. You can't stop us. You cannot smother the flames of freedom that will burn this world."

    
  And so they had decided to attack. Darjin was not surprised. Whoever they were, whatever prize they thought they would get at the end of their fight must have been so attractive that it blinded them. 
How could they be sure to survive what was to come? How could they really hope to face the armies of the Masters themselves?
Darjin found herself torn, if only for a few moments, between her inability to understand what drove these men and her desire to know. They challenged the established order of things. Shadi's abduction alone was enough to warrant the death penalty for each of them, but it seemed that the situation was even more serious than she had imagined.
How many girls had they taken? How many families had they defied? And how many of them were truly willing to die for the cause?
She wanted to ask a thousand more questions, and was ready to accept a reasonable answer to even one of them.
She felt a shiver in the depths of her soul, a sigh as cold as the nights of the Peaks. What was happening was a door. It was the entrance to a new reality.
Was there a real chance that all this would go unnoticed?
Darjin shook her head.
The kidnapping would change everything. Her world was on the brink of an end; at the same time, it was on the brink of a beginning. She could not know if the future world that awaited her, that awaited everyone, would be better or worse. But she didn't care, not really. She just wanted Shadi to see it, to be free to experience it and make her own decisions without a knife at her throat.
She took a deep breath as she heard the ticking of the Shield Band. It was almost ready.
She released her breath and spoke. "Your threats do not interest me. I'm only here for the girl. Everything else doesn't exist for me. Decide now. Her life or yours."
The dark-skinned man seemed to weigh Darjin's words, then looked at his companions. First to the right, then to the left. He nodded. And his men attacked.

    
  Shadi was filled with an emptiness, an absence that she could not clearly describe. For she could not think in a way that made sense. Maybe she could not even breathe. Her body surrendered to nothingness. Unable to remember even the simplest concepts, she tried to find the strength to hold on to something. Anything at all. 
Air, you need air, she told herself.
The realization of what she had just done came soon after.
You're talking to yourself.
You are insane.
You are weak, lonely and insane.
She recognized her own voice. Even though those words had not been spoken, even though they had not come from her lips, they echoed in her mind like the bitterest of rebukes. She obeyed the order, chuckling at the creeping judgment and mockery she had reserved for herself.
So she drew a painful, primal breath.
She coughed so hard that the next breath brought more pain.
But the agony was brief.
The air found its way into her, then out of her body. The cycle repeated itself with a spontaneity that seemed inconceivable to her just moments before. Even her heart slowed down a little.
Shadi put a hand to her throat as she slowly opened her eyes. She found that she had sunk into a soft surface that enveloped her. A couch?
She moved her head to the right, then to the left, feeling the moisture on her forehead and neck, then tried to sit up and groaned as dizziness clawed at her temples. Searching for some reason not to give in to the confusion and keep herself from drifting off, she spread her arms wide and rested them on the swollen feather pillows. Gradually, or perhaps after several hours, she could not be sure, the confusion began to fade. Her face buried in her hands, she remained prey to a thousand questions. Had she fallen asleep? Had she fainted?
She tried to pay attention to her surroundings. What she saw cleared her mind a little. The large tapestry depicting the Masters towered at the far end of the room. The candles that lit it were about to go out. Then, with the force of a slap, reality hit her.
Kerina's screams. The darkness.
The hands that had gripped her so tightly that she almost cried out in pain. The dark cell, the hustle and bustle of young women being pushed and abused by those dark-clothed men.
Shadi shook her head, trying to chase the memory away, but immediately regretted it. Stronger than before, the dizziness took her breath away. Fighting not to moan, she clenched her teeth and ran trembling hands through her hair. Words floated across the jagged surface of her memories. Words she had heard spoken recently, of course. But by whom? What had she really heard? Why had she been taken to this room? Who was she supposed to meet?
Noises distracted her. Voices. There were many of them, nervous, perhaps frightened.
She moved to the edge of the sofa. With desperate slowness, fearing she would still fall victim to dizziness, she placed her feet on the cold stone. The contact reminded her of Roben's room, the silks and pillows that covered his bed. And his candlelit eyes, his reassuring voice. She missed him so much.
Even her mother's attention, so icy, stern and often indecipherable, now seemed stolen from her.
She longed for her father's gaze, lost in worries he did not share with her. She prayed that they were safe, that no harm had come to them from their captors.
What were the chances that these men had not shed innocent blood, that they had simply taken her and the other girls? The truth of this conjecture pierced her heart and filled her eyes with tears.
More screams, this time louder and more insistent, came from the other side of the room, behind the wooden door that seemed to have been erected as a wall between her and freedom. She had entered the space from there, she was sure of it. She remembered the sound of her own footsteps, the rustle of her robes on the floor and the way the sounds had reflected off the narrow walls.
Was there another entrance? Another exit?
She got to her feet, staggered for a moment, then looked around. Beyond the large sofa, on the same wall, were curtained windows. She approached the first one, walking on tiptoe, wondering what had happened to her shoes. Had she worn them when she was locked up with the other girls? And when they had dragged her into this room? Why did these details escape her? And why could she not remember how she had ended up on that couch? Worry poisoned her palate and slowed her steps even more.
When she reached the drapes that concealed the first window, she stood motionless, at the mercy of doubts and fears that had no certain name.
What did she think she could do?
What did she think she would find beyond that window?
Did she really believe she could escape?
But the answer was right there, wasn't it?
She stretched out her arms and parted the curtains, pushed herself close to the wooden shutters and threw them wide open. The stone wall almost seemed to laugh in her face. This architectural sneer mocked the doubts and hopes she dared not voice.
Why would anyone go to the trouble of making fake windows? Had they always been like this, oppressed by the rock? And were they all? She hurried to pull back the other curtains, one by one, only to discover more blind windows. She reached the last one, at the corner of the wall where the door had opened. She paused to caress the rock with her eyes.
It didn't make sense. She couldn't understand it.
The growing frustration made her knees shake. And she was certain that she would never set foot outside these walls. Not alone. Not free.
She put her hands on her hips and let her eyes wander over the room, filled with whispered questions. The weight of the rich robes she wore was so sadly ironic under the circumstances.
She contemplated tearing off her corset and long sleeves when she caught sight of a low marble table at the far end of the room. It looked familiar, but she could not explain why. As she approached it, she noticed the dark cloth lying half on the stone and half on the floor. What had it covered? What was it hiding?
It was at that moment that she caught sight of the window on the far wall of the room. The darkness framing it was so deep as to hide it from her eyes, and the curtain covering it was thicker than all the others.
Shadi circled the table, burning with a creeping perception and anticipation of an answer she may not have really wanted. She made her way through the cascade of fabric, finally finding the wooden surface and the heavy beam that barred it. As she lifted it, gritting her teeth, a deep vibration shook the room.
She groaned and let go of the beam, which fell to the floor. The sound dissipated, swallowed up by a violent rumbling far beyond the door behind her. The powerful tremor faded.
Shadi strained her ears for any other warning signs, unsure of what to do. Should she have taken cover? She might have been able to hide under the large table in the middle of the room if the earth had continued to shake.
All was quiet for a few moments. The voices outside the door became screams.
There was pain in the voices. And fear.
Shadi looked at the window, took a deep breath and opened it wide.
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Darjin stretched the long daggers like extensions of her hands. She had learned to respect iron, to admire the way it split the layers of reality and transformed them into something new. 
Before a lunge, the world had one face.
Later it had another. Made of blood.
The man in charge showed determination. But in the hasty tone of his orders, Darjin read a note of pure uncertainty. It was barely detectable. Little more than a drop lost in a sea of anger. But it was enough for her.
One drop was all it took, just like the first step, the first stab.
Four men slipped from the protection of the colonnade and ran at her. Two of them wielded curved swords, two others long chains that ended in hooks. They looked like sharp horns on the foreheads of mythological snakes. The swords hissed and cleaved the air as they tried to strike her, the chains swirled around the bodies of their opponents, forming deadly parabolas and ready to project at Darjin.
She pirouetted around the blow from the man on the right, then bent sharply to avoid the one on the left. She was about to get to her feet when she heard the groan of one of the chains, very close to her ankles. With a sudden leap, she avoided the iron links aimed to pin her legs. A deep pain, similar to the sting of a poisonous insect, stabbed her arm.
Darjin turned in time to block another lunge. She crossed her blades over and under her opponent's sword until the three hafts touched. She found herself very close to the man who tried to overpower her in strength and agility; she read a blind determination in his eyes, a rage unleashed from all restraint. There was bloodlust in that look.
He had simply underestimated her.
Darjin gave her wrists a violent twist and pulled her opponent's blade between her own, ripping it from his hands and sending it flying.
The man's expression changed from anger to astonishment to pain as Darjin shifted the full weight of her body onto her left leg and spun in the opposite direction.
As she turned, she snapped her right leg toward the enemy.
In a split second, she planted the heel of one boot under the warrior's chin and watched as he spat out breath and blood. He began to fall, like a tree cut clean through, unable to resist the pull of the ground.
Staying to contemplate the image would have been satisfying, but it would leave Darjin's shoulders exposed for too long. With three men ready to pounce and others watching from behind the colonnade, it was not a good idea.
So she grabbed the shoulders of the man she had just hit and let his fall drag her down. She was glad she had followed her instincts, for she heard the whine of one of the clawed chains again. This time it almost hit her in the head.
Darjin hit the ground and rolled over the unconscious soldier she’d used as a shield. She leapt to her feet, turning just in time to catch the flight of the other chain, aimed at her throat, out of the corner of her eye.
She barely dodged it, but acted reflexively and dropped the blades. She grabbed the chain of death with both hands, right at the joint between the claw and the links.
Caught off guard, the attacker could not resist Darjin's strong tug and lost his balance as she spread her elbows and used them to coil the chain, reducing its length in a few steps. In a few heartbeats, Darjin found herself with the claw in her hands and the man's forehead in front of her tip.
All she needed was a firm push. The claw found its way into the man's face and he collapsed to the ground, groaning.
Darjin wrapped her arms around her body and let go of the chain. Without a foothold, the links slid over her like heavy garments. Had she known how to wield the chain, she could have defended herself and struck back. But even an experienced Dagger had to accept some limitations.
Unarmed, Darjin ran back to the blades she had left behind, but her right leg gave out from the pain. A fireball exploded just above her knee. She knew immediately that it must have been the other clawed chain. The satisfied laughter of the two men left in the arena of blood confirmed it.
Darjin fell to her knees, feeling the warmth of the blood staining her trousers and the pain increasing as the fighter drew the claw back to her. The blade protruded from her leg, tearing and widening the wound.
Darjin's eyes went wide. The thought of the amount of blood she was about to spill made her head spin.
Gritting her teeth, she crawled backwards, her eyes scanning the ground around her, searching for a weapon. Her blades were too far away, but the first men she had killed had left a multitude of swords behind. One was very close. She reached for the hilt and almost had it in her hands when the blow caught her in the left shoulder.
Darjin screamed as the sword sliced through her flesh. The pain took her breath away and turned her screams into an angry babble.
The man towered over her, grinning. He drew his weapon from her shoulder and prepared for another blow. The fatal one, no doubt.
Darjin felt much of her strength and resolve leave her along with the blade. The blood that gushed from the wound seemed to laugh at her, at her arrogance and her belief that she could defeat so many men.
How many more were there, waiting to rip her throat out? Two stood above her, five or six more beyond the colonnade. And then what? There was no telling how many of them lurked in the corridors of this underground tower.
Her mission was a suicide.
But had she really been free to choose? No. No, her oath was the only thing that meant anything. Her loyalty to the Jan Hura family, to Shadi, would never waver. Not even in the face of death.
At that moment, she heard the click. As it regenerated, the Shield Band emitted a faint ticking, little more than a vibration that only she could feel.
It had stopped. It was ready at last.
That sound, so subtle, separated what had been from what was to come. It was the difference between certain death and faint hope.
Just as the man lowered his sword with great fury and thrust it at her chest, Darjin snapped the band against the blade. When it caught it, the roar and glare were unbearable. It was as if the instrument had concentrated all its energy at the point where the sword would touch its invisible barrier.
Darjin covered her eyes with her free hand, groaning at the noise that was butchering her ears. When she opened them again, the sword seemed to be suspended in thin air, less than a palm's breadth above the band.
Everyone gasped in amazement.
Then a jolt shook the sword. It happened again and again.
As if driven by a wave of rage, the iron it was forged from turned into a cloud of mad splinters. The shards mowed down the man who had held the weapon, as well as the warrior behind him, still holding the clawed chain.
They collapsed, killed instantly by a weapon Darjin did not understand, but had come to deeply revere, capable of pulverizing iron and turning it into the most deadly swarm of fragments.
Darjin dragged herself to her feet, watching the carnage around her. She smelled the insane fear that petrified all the other warriors, those who had taken shelter behind the columns and their unmoving despair.
She decided to ride that wave.
She had never been very good at lying, but the show she had just put on would help her be convincing. She searched for the man who spoke earlier and found his dark face, eyes bloodshot with terror.
Darjin raised the Shield Band towards him. "I can do it again," she taunted him, "I want to do it again. And I won't stop. Oh yes, yes. The future you talk about ends today. Right now. You can stab me. You can plunge your swords into my belly again and again. But I will take you down with me, one by one. If the glory of my people has reached your ears, then you know what they say about the way we face death."
"Every time a Dagger dies, a thousand of its enemies turn to dust," the man recited.
Darjin nodded.
The silence between her and the warriors was slipperier than the blood on the floor.
Had she managed to frighten them enough?
The man in charge stared at his dead companions. Finally, he met Darjin's gaze and spoke in a hollow, monotonous voice. "Perhaps you are right. Perhaps you have succeeded in preventing us from carrying out our mission. But if we can't get what we want from your young lady and all those like her, then no one can," he said as he nodded to his men, who one by one began to turn on their heels and run toward the dark corridors. "The blood you have shed is but a drop compared to the raging sea that will come upon all who stand in our way."
"Empty words. Spoken by a man with no name and no honor. Your comrades ran away with their tails between their legs." Darjin growled.
The man's face was split in two by an animalistic smile, smug beyond all logic. "You don't know how wrong you are, Dagger. My men are not running. They race to carry out their orders. They carry the weight of destiny on their shoulders."
Darjin was about to reply when she heard a roar. The next cut her breath from her throat.
The man did not stop smiling as he allowed the shadows to engulf him. "You will die here, Dagger. This tower will be your grave as well as that of your lady. Go and embrace her. Go and look into her eyes as the rock buries her," he told her. Then he made his escape.
For a few moments, Darjin considered following him, to restrain him and force him to answer the avalanche of questions that threatened to suffocate her. But the explosions were followed by a jolt, then another. Their force shook the ground beneath her feet, the colonnade and the lights scattered to dimly illuminate the long tunnel she had fallen through.
The hill was about to collapse; it was lucky to be standing at all. Wounded, bloodied and tired, the world crumbling around her, Darjin cursed herself for not having found Shadi yet. What had this massacre been for? And was that her end, bloodied, bruised and defeated?
No.
Maybe Shadi really was on the other side of that corridor, locked up somewhere.
Darjin took a deep breath and gritted her teeth. She bent down to pick up the blades Leoben Jan Hura had given her, weapons that symbolized the bond between a Dagger and a Lugalen. On them she had sworn to protect the girl.
She could still breathe, crawl, search. She owed it to herself. She owed it to Shadi.
Limping, she made her way down the hall.

    
  The view was breathtaking. Beyond the threshold of the large window that rose from the floor to almost touch the ceiling, Shadi found a set of steps leading to a small balcony, not unlike the ones she had walked on a thousand times at home. 
All normal, almost familiar, were it not for the two stone walls that flanked the balcony for dozens of paces, embracing each other at the top. At the end of the vast stone corridor was the light. It was clear, almost blinding after the darkness that had surrounded her.
Uncertain, she descended the stairs and walked along the cold, damp, moss-covered stone until she reached the edge of the balcony. Her hands resting on the stone parapet, she leaned out to get a better view of her surroundings. The balcony hung very high above the ground, inside a large cave.
Below it, semi-darkness shrouded what appeared to be tangled brambles struggling to reach the little light that filtered through the distant opening.
She almost felt dizzy as the stone beneath her feet shook. It was a violent shudder, soon followed by a similar one.
She moaned and clung to the parapet, then the cave itself groaned. Shadi told herself that giants, if they ever existed, would have voices like that. She prayed she would never meet one angry enough to scream like that. Small pieces of rock and dust fell on her head, on her hands. She rushed to dust them off and retreated into the room, her heart in her throat. Was she about to meet death? Right there, crushed by a shower of boulders?
She froze in horror as she heard a thud on the door at the end of the room. How long had it been since she had first set foot there? Why did her mind seem to prevent her from remembering what had happened?
A second thud. This time more violent.
Someone was trying to force the door open.
But who?
Perhaps there was dissent among her captors? Perhaps someone had decided to get rid of her for good. Someone unwilling to wait and strong enough to unhinge the door. A thousand ways, all horribly imaginative, in which her captors could have disposed of her flashed through Shadi's mind.
At the third blow, as the wood cracked and large splinters began to sprout from its surface, Shadi ran to hide behind one of the curtains that covered the blind windows. She held her breath, flattened herself against the wall and closed her eyes, as if this sequence of movements could make her invisible.
Another thud turned into a small explosion of collapsing wood.
Shadi heard agitated but uncertain footsteps and then a sound she did not recognize at first. Something, someone, seemed to have fallen.
The clumsiest henchman ever, she said to herself, biting her tongue.
How much time did she have? How many heartbeats before he was back on his feet? The man would search the room, torn the curtains until he found her. She had no chance. Then she heard the moan. A muffled groan. And the call.
"My lady?"
Shadi opened her eyes wide and covered her mouth. Was she dreaming? Was her mind, even more sadistic than the men who had taken her, mocking her with all the viciousness of an enemy?
"My lady, where are you?"
It was really Darjin, not a figment of her imagination. A new terror crawled through Shadi's veins. She had never heard her guardian's voice burdened with such a tone.
She rushed from her hiding place and almost screamed when she saw Darjin on her knees, right in front of the remains of the door she had smashed. And she was covered in blood, breathing heavily, smiling weakly at her and clutching one leg with both hands.
Shadi felt angry tears streaming down her cheeks. "What have they done to you? Who?" she asked as she ran to her and knelt at her side.
A new tremor rippled through the room. Stronger and deeper than the previous ones, it threatened to knock them off balance.
Shadi struggled not to fall and held Darjin in her arms.
"You're killing me, my lady," the Dagger moaned. And she coughed blood, cried tears too red.
Shadi laughed, wracked with fear, relief and anger at the thought of what Darjin had gone through to be there. To save her. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry. How did you find me?"
"Not now, my lady. We need to get out of here. This place is about to collapse," Darjin cut her off as she stood up, barely holding back moans of pain.
Shadi watched her gaze sweep the room. As her eyes settled on the large window and the balcony beyond the threshold, a flash of hope brightened them.
Darjin took her by the elbow and began to drag her towards that glimmer of salvation.
Shadi wanted to run away, but a name burned her heart, along with the knowledge of what was about to happen.
"Kerina!"
Darjin looked at her in confusion.
"Kerina Rigen! She is here! And with her are other girls, all daughters of Lugalens. They have been kidnapped, and only the gods know what they have suffered here. We cannot leave without them."
"Oh yes, we can," Darjin murmured, still coughing. She squeezed her elbow harder and started walking again.
"Darjin, please, these are innocent girls. They will die. If this place really collapses, there will be no escape for them!"
This time it was Darjin who stopped. She turned to her and looked into her eyes. "I am aware of that. And I am damn sad about it. But I am here for you, my lady. I can only save you."
Shadi took a step back. Of course she knew. Darjin had sworn loyalty to her family. She was a warrior, an assassin covered in blood that was not her own. The Dagger had made her way there, unstoppable, like a perfect weapon. But Shadi couldn't accept leaving all the other girls behind.
"No, Darjin. I can't. I cannot choose for them, I cannot choose for their lives."
At that moment, as the earth shook and the whole world seemed determined to swallow everything in one gulp, Darjin did something Shadi did not believe she was capable of.
The woman approached her and took her face in her hands. "You don't have to, Shadi."
Shadi.
Darjin had never called her by her first name.
Never.
"But I do. Their blood will not be on your conscience. It already stains mine."
Shadi felt her cheeks burning with bitter tears and the bloody hands of the woman who had run to her to save her.
"I have slaughtered many men today. I took their lives in exchange for yours. But it will all have been in vain if you do not allow me to fulfill my duty."
For the first time, the Dagger embraced Shadi of her own accord. And for the first time, Shadi understood what it must have meant to be important to a woman like Darjin.
"Let me bear the burden of death. Let me save you, Shadi Jan Hura."
Shadi shook her head, wept and clung to Darjin.
Her heart was pierced, crushed and torn.
Could she do it?
Could she turn her back on Kerina and all those innocent victims?
She could not answer the question. For Darjin was dragging her to the balcony and forcing her onto the parapet. Distraught, unable to fully comprehend what was happening around her, Shadi saw Darjin join her on the stone as she fumbled with a large bracelet on her wrist.
Why hadn't she noticed it before? What was it for?
"Hold on to me, my lady. And close your eyes, please."
Shadi took one last look around the room. She saw the tapestry hanging on one of the larger walls. She told herself it was familiar, that she knew what it meant to her, to all the girls who were about to die in there, and to the rest of the people who lived in Kenjir. Words seemed to fight their way out of her memory. But they stopped there, just before they reached the surface of her consciousness. There was no room for them.
In those moments, Shadi's mind was shattered by Kerina's voice, by the sight of her eyes glowing with irony and lust for life.
Kerina.
Her and all the others that would forever turn into remorse, resentment and a dumb, blind pain.
Shadi clung to Darjin. She closed her eyes and let the strength of her loyalty carry her away from an all too real nightmare.
But she was certain: new horrors awaited her, in and out of her mind, made of memories that burned like fire and enemies forged by cruel fury.
"Fear not, my lady, fear not," Darjin whispered to her. Then she leapt from the balcony and carried her towards the light.

    
  Eshfen hid behind the trunk of a large tree and waited. Not far away, the hill that hid the sunken tower began to tremble, as if a giant had been stabbed in the heart. 
Eshfen bit his lip, aware of the enormous risk he had taken.
His fingers trembling with excitement, his breath quivering in his chest after his escape, he touched the pendant.
He studied the transparent sphere and petals of the Aimflower. Brave blood had been shed to obtain this instrument of rebellion, along with the bracelets he wore on his biceps.
But if Shadi Jan Hura had survived, all would be well.
He smiled as he heard the call of the giant bird of prey.
There it was. He looked up through the branches and saw the Silver Sparrowhawk. Just as he had hoped, it was carrying the Tamer, Shadi Jan Hura, and her Dagger.
Eshfen smiled again as the hill behind him groaned and gave way under the weight of its own exploded guts.
The beginning of the end, a symphony of death and rebirth that he himself played, an instrument of the one true God.
He left the disaster behind.
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Blood. Andik felt a wave of disgust run through him as he felt the viscous consistency and the drop on the back of his right hand. 
Old blood, the bearer of an ancient lineage. Blood of High Prelate Yalael Revenne, the madman who had tried to kill him.
Andik pressed two fingers to his left temple as he rubbed his other hand over his dark red cloak, disgusted and on the verge of a monumental headache. He needed a basin of boiling water to get rid of the dirty feeling. And wine to erase the taste that was poisoning his throat and heart.
He put his hands behind his back and breathed shallowly to control his anxiety. He had walked up and down the corridor without stopping, waiting for an absolutely necessary confirmation.
But first he had to get rid of the body.
He almost ran his hand through his hair again, as he did all too often when the anxiety gripped his chest, but he stopped himself in mid-air.
The door at the end of the corridor opened.
Andik turned to look at the gap, wearing the stern expression of an Ensin who was free of all doubt.
Vinna emerged from the room with eyes hardened by what she had left behind. It was as if that expression had been carved into her face, making her features as angular as marble.
Andik could not help but linger on the tattoo. The red eye, drawn on the right cheekbone of her face. Barely larger than a beauty spot, it identified her as a tool of Zayr, Lord of Urook, city-state and cradle of the Master Tutors.
The Acutes seemed to be able to see everything, to know all secrets, to expose the thousand enemies of the Household to which they had sworn allegiance. Zayr used the Acutes as a shield. Or a threat. They were his eyes, his foresight, his power beyond the brute force of his armies of Tutors.
Andik usually kept his distance from them. But the circumstances were worrying.
Vinna was aware of that, just as she must have been more than aware, though without complacency, of the fear her mere presence could inspire in those around her. "You should have been more careful," she told him in a low, hushed voice, almost monotone despite the reproach in it. "I could have forced him to speak."
"Maybe. Maybe not."
The woman pressed her lips into a thin line. "Your position grants you almost unlimited trust. No one will ever question your reasons."
"But?"
"But you made a strategic error, Andik."
Few outside his family took such a liberty—to call him by name. It was a sign of trust and intimacy that should have been out of place between them. But they had a shared past.
She almost seemed to want to bite her lip, to stop time and rewind it. "He could have been useful to us. Many questions could have dissolved if he'd lived a few more hours. Now the doubts will remain. No, they will grow."
"I wouldn't be so sure."
"What do you mean? What do you know?"
Andik put his hands on his hips and sighed. "Yalael was acting on impulse in there." He gestured to the room behind the woman. Across the threshold, some servants were wrapping the body in dark sheets, others were busy cleaning blood from the floor, the walls and the now dull, cracked surface of the Eye. "He was afraid of what would happen if I had any further words with the Dagger or her masters. Desperation blinded him. It made him make the stupidest choice."
The woman followed his gaze to the now covered corpse.
"The old man said words that were hard to misunderstand. Before, they had only been whispered in the dark. Now he shouted them without shame," Andik whispered.
The woman nodded. "Do you think the threat is real?"
"It is no longer a threat. Yalael has committed an act of war by raising his blade against me. He persisted in making proclamations, spewing hate. He refused to say more because he thought it would protect the other traitors."
"Was he wrong?"
"Oh yes."
"What if he calculated everything?"
Andik looked at her sideways.
"What if he tried to hit you specifically to get you to kill him?"
He narrowed his eyes. "It's possible."
"He thought he was trapped. If your conversation with the Dagger had continued, you would have heard things that he thought were dangerous to whoever he was trying to cover for. So he convinced himself that he was not going to get out of that room alive. I don't think he really believed he could bring you down. He probably feared interrogation more than death at your hands."
Vinna shook her head. "I will not repeat myself. I know it is pointless to question your actions. You have never been inclined to discuss your decisions, regardless of the consequences. But by silencing him, you have deprived us of a real option. I will not pretend otherwise. I must discuss this with my superiors. Do you understand that?"
"Of course I do. I didn't call you by chance," he told her, moving closer, then lowering his voice and softening it. He made it sound more like the one he had used with her on many other occasions. "You're one of the few people I can really trust in this city," he told her. "And I know you trust me in the same way." He let his eyes complete the sentence, hinting at what had brought them together: a pleasant memory, made bitter by duty and regret, but still lingering and spicy.
She held his gaze. "You want me to keep it quiet."
"Only for a few days, three at the most. If we can conceal Yalael's death, I can investigate without alerting the other traitors. I have no doubt that there are still some within the walls of Urook. The old man was a High Prelate and allowed himself to be corrupted. Can you imagine how easy it must have been to deceive people of lesser rank and influence than him?
"The conspiracy may go further than we feared," she whispered.
"That's why I need time. I will dig into Yalael's past, find his secret connections. With the blessing of the gods, we will have the confirmation we need before the situation becomes a full-blown crisis."
"Keeping Yalael's staff and offices at bay will not be a problem. Silencing his family, however, is another matter."
Andik hinted at a smile. "That's why I chose you," he told her, closing the gap between them. He brought his lips to the woman's right ear. "You're the best, Vinna." He moved his mouth to brush her earlobe, speaking her name like a prayer, an invitation. "You always have been. Your loyalty to King Zayr and Urook is a flame in the darkness. I know you will find a way to give me the time I need to discover the truth." He stroked her shoulder and pushed her slowly but firmly to him, until he felt her hot breath on his neck and the shivers running through her body. "Do this for the children of the gods. Do this for me. They will approve of you, be assured. And I will be very, very grateful."
"It seemed you couldn't wait to get rid of me in Belur."
"Our duties have kept us apart," he continued. "But we will never be apart, not really, as long as our love for our lords unites us. Isn't that so?"
She took a step back and shook her head, as if recovering from a sudden intoxication. Her cheeks were burning and she clenched her hands into nervous fists. "All right. I'll do as you wish, for Urook's sake, not because of your gratitude."
"Is that why you're trembling?" he winked at her.
She opened her eyes wide. "You'd better begin your investigation. Now get out of here before I regret it."
Andik smiled. He took her hand between his and kissed it.
Then he turned on his heels and left the corridor, leaving Vinna, and Yalael's body, behind. He could feel the woman's eyes on him, and the desire they stirred.
And he felt guilty. He had shamelessly manipulated her, but the stakes were too high, far exceeding the conscience of an Ensin and the feelings of a beautiful spy serving the Lord of Urook.

    
  Andik walked across Urook's Square of the Reasons. Each end of the immense triangle culminated in a huge building, piercing the clouds and defying the imagination. On one side stood the embassy of the Nurturers, the ziggurat that housed the permanent delegation from Napur, on the other the Embassy of the Binders from Larsa. Finally, majestic and imposing over all that surrounded it, was the ziggurat that housed Zayr, Lord of the Tutor Masters, ruler of the city-state of Urook. 
The layout of this vast open space was identical to that of the centres of Larsa and Napur. But no one who had actually visited the twin plazas would confuse them.
Larsa's seemed to have just emerged from a lake of gold and precious crystals. Its ziggurat housed the seat of the local government of the Binders; it glowed with the opulence and audacity of the household that de facto obliterated the power of the other two.
Instead, Napur's Square of the Reasons looked like an endless garden. Its ziggurat, the home of the Nurturer Household, was clad in emerald and surrounded by magnificent sculptures as far as the eye could see.
Andik was shocked by the chasm of stylistic and architectural sensibilities that separated the three cities. In Urook, the square bore the reddish colors of the rock from which it had been built. Now, as the sun began to set and the day drew to a close, everything seemed bathed in a sanguine glow. He had often wondered if the scarlet bandages he wore were a tribute to that rock. He had never voiced these questions, confident that experience would provide the answers.
He quickened his pace, eager to get away from Kenjir's embassy, where Yalael had died, his hands smeared with blood. He clutched his cloak, cursing the capricious wind that kept making it flutter, and stifled his irritation. His presence at the Larsani Embassy had been pure coincidence. He was there to discuss the details of the Urookite delegation's trip to the capital for the Trials.
Zayr, in his infinite generosity, had expressed a desire to house all the Urukite families summoned to Kenjir on his Lethenium Dart. It was a generous offer, and the families had obviously rushed to accept it, but it meant moving a considerable number of men, women, more or less useful baggage, as well as their personal guards.
When Yalael had sent for him, Andik had been in the offices of one of his colleagues, an Ensin from the Golden Army, discussing the distribution of housing for some of the Larsani families now living in Urook, who had been recalled home for the upcoming celebrations.
Andik had been surprised by the old High Prelate's request. Yalael was a Larsani, one of the senior ambassadors. He had lived in Urook long before Andik's birth and never let a day go by without lamenting how much he missed Larsa. Like any of his compatriots, he made no effort to hide his firm belief that he was somehow superior to everyone else.
He was a vain and pompous old stinker. But he was also an incredibly influential vain and pompous old stinker. Over the past thirty-three years, he had helped to keep relations between his hometown and Urook peaceful and fruitful, despite deep social, economic and cultural differences.
So Andik had not dared to shrug off his demands or find an excuse not to comply. Sure, the old man had no authority over him, and Andik was more than happy not to be forced to say yes. But Yalael had never seemed so angry to him, and for a few moments it had even seemed amusing.
Andik had agreed.
Then everything had fallen apart.
Things had escalated so quickly that Andik almost had trouble repeating the exact sequence. He had taken the life of a very important man. A Prelate who had openly declared himself to be a traitor to his homeland, to those around him, and a blasphemer against the gods.
Andik knew he had to act quickly, to find out what Yalael was really up to, and what it had to do with what the Dagger had told him. But he also needed help.
He made his way to the Ziggurat, which towered over the city's horizon in the setting sun.

    
  Buoyed by the unseen powers of the gods, the platform rose to the top of the first level of the ziggurat. Climbing up the outer walls of the building, which were dotted with tall rectangular windows leading to dozens of inner levels, always felt like flying into the sky. If Andik hadn't hurried to ask the platform operator to stop, the ride would have taken him almost to the top of the Ziggurat. From there you could see all of Uruk and the surrounding lands: a phenomenal view. 
Despite what most foreigners believed, Zayr was a benevolent ruler. His predecessor had banned the use of mobile platforms outside his ziggurat, citing the safety and preservation of the building itself. As soon as he came to power, Zayr had lifted the ban, leaving in place minimum limits on the number of visitors who could roam freely on the terraces, but he had decreed that the platforms could only operate at certain times.
Andik walked down the platform in long strides, keeping close to the red stone parapet. He liked to watch his city. Even from this height, it looked like a tangle of thin webs, crisscrossed by busy insects on a huge and solemn sculpture.
Urook was the cradle of the Master Tutors, the government Household devoted to teaching and perpetuating the arts of war and protecting the peoples of Kenjir. It was designed to inspire awe, not give way to artistic affectation. Still, Andik found it beautiful. The solidity of the buildings, the clean lines that surrounded them, the brightness of the rooms they housed created a harmony of strength and serenity that gave him a deep peace. He would never trade these certainties for the gold of Larsa or the art of Napur.
But he also knew that many of his colleagues did not appreciate the qualities of his city with such conviction. In fact, there were those who performed duties very similar to his, but seemed to regard Urook as a giant cage. One of them was Ensin Nalia Korr.
Andik knew exactly where to look for her.
He reached the edge of the level, walked around the left corner near the ziggurat wall and continued walking more slowly. A series of wide niches followed one another. Some widened into veritable terraces giving access to the administrative offices, others were decorated with bas-reliefs telling of the city's history, and contained benches where one could sit and rest in the shade of the red stone.
He checked the thousand niches one by one, impatient to find Nalia. He was about to give up when he heard the Ensin's unmistakable laugh.
She was in the next alcove, sitting on the lap of a young man, an attendant judging by the simple clothes he was wearing. Nalia's black complexion, gleaming like fine wood and rare marble, stood out against the boy's snow-white skin and flushed cheeks. He seemed overwhelmed by the woman's beauty and attention, as he shyly rested one hand on her leg and the other around her waist. Nalia, on the other hand, was completely at ease. She caressed his chest, his hair and seemed more than satisfied when she made his eyes go wide, perhaps because of the obscenities she whispered in his ear.
Andik watched the scene for a few seconds and did not even have to clear his throat or call Nalia to order because the young man saw him and jumped, almost causing the woman to fall.
"Oh, come on, don't tell me this is your first time," she protested, giggling. Then she noticed that she was not alone with her prey and turned around. "Go away, Thawill, I'm busy," she huffed before sinking her face into the boy's golden hair.
Andik stayed where he was. He put his hands on his hips and shot a menacing glance at Nalia's latest curly-haired conquest. The young man stiffened in fear and pulled his hands away from the woman.
She stopped sniffing his hair and spoke to him. "Don't be afraid, sweetheart. Tall, menacing types like our friend Thawill make such ugly faces because they have no other way of imposing themselves. It's all for show, don't worry about them. And put your hands back where they were." The servant's eyes darted from her to Andik and back again, seeming increasingly unsure of what to do. He swallowed hard and opened his mouth to speak.
Nalia closed his lips with a finger. "No. You are not here for your language skills. Just sit down, shut up and be quiet. I'll be right back."
The Ensin rose slowly, not hiding how hateful it was for her to part with a morsel she had not yet been able to savor worthily.
"I hope you have something really, really serious to tell me, Thawill. Because I've had a very long day and I desperately need a distraction. I won't go to sleep without doing justice to those sweet eyes," she said as she pointed a finger at the young man.
"Ensin Korr, it is always a great pleasure," Andik nudged her.
"Ah, please! Get to the point."
"Since when do you like little boys?"
She looked at him sideways. "This one is not as young as he looks. And if I remember correctly, he is even older than you were when you first got into that spy's bed. What was her name? Vigga? Vitta?"
"Vinna. And she's not just a spy."
"Of course she is a spy. All of our Master's watchdogs are."
"Including us?"
"In a way, yes. But that's not the point. You're wasting my precious time and spoiling the atmosphere. When certain sails lose wind, it takes a while for them to hoist again."
"What a poet."
"Yes, I am. Now tell me why you bother me."
Andik approached her and lowered his voice. "This is big and more serious than I want. We need to talk about it privately. Not here."
Nalia raised her eyes to the sky and ran her hands through her long black braids in exasperation. "Forget it. As you can see, I have better things to do." She turned back to the young man, who had listened to everything, dumb as a stump and wide-eyed, twisting his fingers in a vice. Nalia blew him a kiss. "I'm almost done, sweetheart."
Andik's face went dark. "I'm the one who doesn't have time for this. Believe me, the last thing I want to do right now is involve anyone else, but I can't help it. You need to listen to me, Korr, right now. And away from prying eyes."
Nalia stared at him, crossing her arms. "You should get out more. You should meet new people, seize the moment. Spice up your bedroom and you won't have to bother me."
Andik barely resisted the urge to grab Nalia by the elbow and drag her away. He couldn't afford to, of course, as she had several years more experience than he in consolidating her position, so he chose his next words very carefully. They were friends, yes. But there were limits that such familiarity could not cross. He needed the authority of another Ensin to get the right answers quickly.
"All right, all right. I'm sorry. I realize I've been out of line, and I'm sincerely sorry to have bothered you. But something serious has just happened. Something related to the incident in the Spiced Rooms." Andik said the last two words with great emphasis. He had achieved the desired effect.
Nalia looked at him. "You've got to be kidding me."
"You always say that I have practically no sense of humor. And you're right. I couldn't make fun of you even if I wanted to."
Nalia cursed under her breath, rubbed her temples, then turned to the young man and motioned for him to stand.
He approached slowly, head bowed, and Nalia stroked his cheek. "Alas, duty calls, sweetheart. I'm sorry for the setback." She stepped close and met his gaze. "Be in my quarters when the moon is high. Don't disappoint me." She planted a kiss on his lips and pushed him away, staring at him as if she wanted to bite into a piece of sweet date bread. Without looking away, she moaned, "He smells like gingerbread. Do you realise what you are forcing me to do, Thawill?"
Andik did not know how to answer this question. Surely he lacked the elements needed to understand the bigger picture of events. He hoped that Nalia would help him to take a step back, to change his perspective, to see everything with new eyes.
And perhaps, with the blessing of the gods, to avert the most dangerous social, political and military crisis Kenjir had ever seen.
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They climbed onto the same platform that Andik had used on the first level, but this time they were led back to the square. Along with the sun, the temperature was dropping rapidly. 
A gust of wind loosened the knot holding Andik's long red hair. As he returned it to its place, he met Nalia's gaze. The woman stared at him as if she wanted to keep an image of him in her memory forever. "These red locks make me so angry," she teased him.
"And why is that?"
"That's a question only a man like you could ask."
"I don't follow."
"Of course not." The Ensin twisted the tip of a braid. "I couldn't get a color or texture like that if I married the best hairdresser in Larsa."
"Would you be willing to travel all the way to the capital for a haircut?"
"Maybe I would."
"What's wrong with Urookite hairdressers?"
Nalia leaned against the metal railing of the moving platform and let her eyes wander over the square that was growing larger and more imposing beneath them. "Nothing, nothing at all. But I am convinced that certain kinds of mastery are destined to flourish in more suitable places than Urook. We are a warrior people. There has never been much room for finesse in our lives."
Andik nodded. He could hardly blame her. The Tutors had adopted a utilitarian lifestyle and influenced the priorities of all peoples loyal to them. Perhaps there were times when he would have enjoyed some of the luxuries Larsa seemed to flaunt so brazenly. And sometimes he was curious to watch the spectacles that, it was said, lit up Napur every night. But his heart was in Urook, in the solidity of its customs, in the simplicity of its strength. He stood beside Nalia. "Why did we talk about my hair?"
"Because I was looking for a topic to distract me from your rudeness."
"I've already said I regret it."
"You did." The woman turned. She put one hand on the railing and the other on her side. "Did you really find a clue?"
"Yes. This time it's not a diversion. This time we are not wrong."
She asked him no more.

    
  "What have you done?" Nalia looked at him, her eyes wide. She turned her back to him and rubbed her temples. 
"I hate to repeat myself."
The dim lights illuminated the quarters without much conviction, making the atmosphere far too intimate for Andik's taste. They had only just arrived, but he felt he was being forced to say the same words over and over again. He rose from his chair and crossed the small living room, stopping his arms in mid-air just before he opened the curtains that covered the window. Nalia kept them closed to ward off prying eyes, and rightly so, of course. "How long have you owned this place?"
Nalia leaned her back against a liquor cabinet and looked at him. "You're avoiding my questions."
"No. I thought I had already given good answers. But if you keep asking me the same things, I will say the same words in return."
She shook her head, grabbed a bottle of dark, thick liquid and two glasses and placed them on the table in the middle of the small room. As she poured the drink, she motioned for him to return to his seat. "You'd better get away from the window. To answer your question: I bought this apartment shortly after I was appointed Ensin. A trusted person told me long ago that secrets need a place to hide, or they are short-lived. And they cause harm. So I decided to find a place where I could keep certain things safe, where I could lock myself away when I needed some peace and quiet. You could be my first valued guest, Ensin Thawill."
"What do you mean?" Andik took the glass, but held it at a safe distance from his mouth.
"I may have brought a different kind of company in here. And if I'm not completely sober, I don't feel like sleeping alone," she explained, bringing the glass to her mouth. After a long swallow, she coughed and smiled at him. "I can't believe you killed High Prelate Yalael Revenne."
"Neither can I."
"It must have been quite a show."
"It happened very quickly. As I've told you to the point of exhaustion, it was an accident."
"Some people might think that a man of Revenne's age was a totally inadequate opponent for a well-built big man like you. They will say that you went too far. They'll question your priorities."
"Bureaucrats do not frighten me. Besides our Lord Zayr, there are few people in Urook powerful enough to make disturbing accusations against me, or who have the means to prove any negligence on my part."
"You are a braggart, Thawill."
Andik shrugged. "Now you're the one deflecting from the main topic. The situation should be clear to you by now, shouldn't it?"
He saw doubt in the woman's expression, but also a desire to get rid of it.
"I wouldn't mind talking to the Dagger. Perhaps it would be easier now. I understand your reasoning, but I don't want to jump to conclusions," she mused.
"And I'm not asking you to. But I can no longer act alone. There are areas of this matter that are beyond my authority, and the last thing I need right now is a diplomatic row."
Nalia took a chair, turned it around and straddled it. She rested her elbows on the back and leaned her chin on her clenched fists. "I'm still trying to figure out how this all relates to the Spice Rooms."
"You'd have a much clearer idea if you hadn't interrupted me and forced me to say the same things over and over again."
Nalia raised her hands in surrender. "I will be as mute as a corpse. Go ahead."
Andik rubbed his jaw and ran a hand through his hair. "The story stuck in my throat like a too big bite. I thought about it all the time and always had the feeling I missed something important."
She nodded.
It had been a few months since Andik and Nalia had visited the room of a small inn on the outskirts of Urook and found an unmade bed on which a dark-haired girl with milky-white skin lay.
She was beautiful. And definitely dead.
Her father, a relly influential Lugalen, was reduced to a heap of tears, grief and remorse.
Andik remembered exactly what he had felt as he read and reread the letter Suna Monning had left, the feeling that he had come too late, that he could almost have grabbed the girl and saved her, as if she had been on the edge of a precipice and not already lost.
It seemed to be a very simple story. Sad, yes, but very simple.
Nalia had taken it upon herself to hold off the brigade commander, who had been the first to arrive at the scene of the tragedy. Then, together, they had made contact with higher authorities. It was an unpleasant, painful affair.
Even worse had been the moments when Andik had broken the news of the girl's death to her lover, lieutenant Jaesh Rebi.
Would he ever be able to forget the tears the young man had shed? And the sobs that had shaken him?
Nalia stared at him, motionless, as if to emphasize that no, she would not breathe and that yes, she would remain quiet only to please him. She waited for him to ask her a direct question before she broke her silence.
"Do you ever find yourself unable to distinguish a dream from reality?" asked Andik.
She shook her head, sketched a lascivious smile. "No. But believe me, sometimes I really wish I could take a little bit of reality and push it into the world of illusions. Maybe then we wouldn't need to take everything so damn seriously."
Andik nodded. He moved his head slowly, feeling the caresses of fatigue and his body aggravated by the weight of events.
"What did you dream?"
"That girl. Just last night I saw her in my dreams. She was sitting beside me on my bed. She was so young, so beautiful despite her tears. She drank the poisoned wine without making a sound, and I felt a pain in my chest, like it was burning. I woke up screaming and the image of her face haunted me all day. Perhaps my mind was trying to tell me something. Or maybe I had an omen. Was I blessed with a vision sent by the gods?"
Nalia narrowed her eyes to two inquisitive slits.
"When the Dagger told me of Lugalen Jan Hura's fears, I felt something. It was as if someone was whispering a clue to me, a key to a hidden message she didn't even know she was guarding.
"Poetic. But wordy. Try to get to the point, Ensin Thawill. Don't make me swallow all this stuff while I wait to understand your ramblings," she urged him, pouring herself more liquor.
"I'll try, but first I have to tell you something you won't like."
Nalia huffed. "That's all you did."
Andik raised his eyebrows and agreed. He was testing the patience of one of the few people he really trusted. Despite the cocky attitude she flaunted and her poor taste in lovers, Nalia Korr remained an Ensin of undoubted value and talent. Andik needed her more than ever in these moments. He tried to be brief.
"I spoke to him again."
"With whom?"
"Jaesh."
Nalia put a hand to her forehead, stifled a groan and drank again. "Why on earth?"
"Because of the dreams. Last night was not the first time I dreamed of Suna. To be honest, she visited me every time I went to sleep, for weeks. As I told you, I had the impression that something had been left unresolved in this matter. The thought of not really knowing what had happened haunted me."
"We cannot always know everything, despite what we try to make people or our enemies believe. We are not perfect, we have limitations. There are crimes that will remain unsolved." Nalia seemed to be talking more to herself than to Andik.
"I know, I know. Anyway, Jaesh told me about the first time he saw Suna, how he fell in love with her, the letters they wrote to each other. That's when he told me about the other disappearances."
"What disappearances?" Nalia looked at him with narrowed eyes.
"Apparently Suna told her lover everything that happened to her and everything she felt: how she spent her days, about the preparations her family made for the Trials and how she wanted to escape, to run to him. In one of those letters, she also told him that she was afraid.
Andik paused. The words he spoke floated between him and Nalia like a gust of cold wind.
"Afraid of whom? Of what?"
"Strange rumours circulated among her and her friends. There were whispers of other high-profile young women vanishing overnight. At first it was thought that these were just escapes dictated by family disagreements or forbidden love affairs."
"Ironic, isn't it?" chuckled Nalia.
"Macabre. Because there have been some pretty strong denials. Anyway, according to Suna, the disappearances became more and more numerous until the first corpses started to appear."
"Corpses? Of young noblewomen? Thawill, why didn't you tell me about this before? And why didn't we hear about it?"
"What was I supposed to say? He seemed sincere to me, there was no reason to believe he had any reason to lie, but I also knew his words were worth very little. You said it yourself: no such facts have reached us, officially or unofficially. It could be the gossip of spoiled girls or the ravings of a young man with a broken heart.
"There's a 'but' you didn't say. Spit it out."
"There is no but. Just gut feeling. Yalael told me, 'The children of traitors will be our heralds. Shield in a blanket of thorns, our faith.' Come on, Nalia, I can't be the only one who sees the connection."
Nalia slammed her glass down on the table and stared at him, her face dark, her voice reduced to a hiss. " The bastards could be real. This could all be their doing."
Andik nodded. He finally raised the glass to his mouth and took a gulp that set his throat on fire. "They were not just legends. We underestimated the extent of the threat, and we may already be paying the price. It's them. It's them, and the more time that passes, the more certain I am. I can feel it in my veins."
He looked into Nalia's eyes. Without realising it, he pronounced the name with her:
"The Ashen Shields".

    
  "Legends are distorted reflections of ancient truths, often terrible in their simplicity." 
Andik could not remember when he had first heard this saying, but he found it fitting to the facts at hand.
Suna's was just one of dozens of tragedies that claimed a place among the whispers, suspicious glances and fingers pointed in the dark by those convinced that Kenjir was on the brink of civil war.
Of course, even attempting to discuss such an eventuality aloud was blasphemy and an offense punishable with the utmost severity. Therefore, those who prophesied the end of the millennial reign of the Masters did so in secret and before complacent audiences. Kenjir had incubated countless groups that had striven to be invisible. But to succeed in such an endevor was impossible.
The Masters, gods and children of gods, could probe the hearts of their subjects and discern their motives, their deepest feelings. For several hundred years, there had not been a shadow of an uprising or organised protest against the established regime within the borders of the gods' realms. It seemed that anyone with a modicum of intellect understood how dangerous it was to show any form of dissatisfaction with the rulers.
So Andik was sure that those who spread such rumours must either be incredibly stupid or wish with all their hearts for a horrible and inevitable death. The few groups that had gone any further than a few meetings had been suppressed with great care by military ranks far less prestigious than his own. Any handful of would-be conspirators had been weeded out and crushed long before they became a nuisance, before they could even dream of becoming a threat.
They all ended the same way.
Still.
Still, the relentless procession of searches, interrogations and raids that had swept through all groups deemed 'undesirable' by the authorities had not even touched the Ashen Shields. There was a large fringe of those authorities who continued to deny the existence of the Shields, yes. But there was also a small group of prominent military figures, like Andik, who refused to believe that it was all just legend. He had risen to the highest ranks of the Urook armies precisely because of his ability to avert certain threats, as well as his strategic and martial skills. And now he smelled the stench of blood as if it had been sprayed right into his nostrils, its metallic aftertaste lingering in the back of his throat.
Perhaps even Nalia was beginning to believe that. She emptied the glass and set it on the table, but continued to stare at it as if it could transfigure reality and give her all the answers she wanted.
"They'd take us for fools," she said, touching the wet rim of the glass with the tip of a finger, moistening it with a drop of the remaining liquor and raising it to her mouth. "Do you understand? If we told the other Ensins about this, we could lose our credibility. It would be the end of our careers. I don't even want to imagine what might happen if our Lord Zayr found out."
"Maybe. Maybe not. If I'm right, we have enough elements to start an unofficial investigation."
"Careful, Thawill," she cut him off, "don't play with the original story. There never was a riot. You remember wrong."
Andik's eyes were heavy, lacking the usual dexterity. "Nalia, listen to me. You and I were trained by the same people. We fight for the same values and worship the same gods. I know that you still listen to me because of what unites us. And I also know that you are divided. Part of you wants to forget this whole thing, to pretend that it was just a figment of some drunkard's imagination or bad taste. Another part of you knows that perhaps it would take very little to erase the doubts and finally find some answers."
Andik put his hand on the table and met Nalia's gaze again. Then he continued, "Murder, theft, vandalism. For more than a year now, we have heard such crimes attributed to the Ashen Shields. How would you feel if one day you learned that there was any truth to these stories?"
"They always turned out to be rumours. Accusations denied after a few days. My conscience is more than clear," she objected.
"All of them? Are we looking in the wrong direction? Are we not acting fast enough to contain a crisis? If we are wrong, would your conscience be clear?"
Nalia gave him one of her looks, halfway between contempt and disbelief, but waited for him to explain himself.
"We just have to ask the right questions, to the right people."
"Do we?" she asked him with an eyebrow so arched it seemed determined to flee.
"We do. You and me."
"So I should have your back. Is that why you're bothering me with these conspiracy theories?"
Andik shook his head. "I want so much more. I want your strength. I want your wit. And I want your authority. If you are with me, everything I discover will be backed by two Ensins. No one could ask for more. And as the gods are my witness, we need a hand as steady as yours in this mess. I say Suna did not take her own life. Someone killed her, Nalia. Perhaps she saw or heard something she shouldn't have. And her escape from Napur must be connected to the disappearances she mentioned in her letters. What are the chances of all these events happening so close to the start of the Trials? We cannot ignore everything. We simply cannot."
Nalia held his gaze. "Shield in a blanket of thorns, our faith," she quoted. "I've always thought that was far too poetic a motto for a rebel group that shouldn't even exist."
"I agree."
The woman shrugged off the complacency she was displaying by getting up from her chair. "You treat me like a virgin whose virtue you wish to steal."
"I have never stolen anyone's virginity."
"Not even Vinna's?"
"You could say she was the one who stole mine." Andik stood and faced Nalia. He put his hands on her shoulders, hoping not to come out with a broken nose. "I only ask for three days. If we don't find out anything, I will forget about the Ashen Shields. Forever."
Nalia looked into his eyes and squeezed hers. She did not object to his hands on her shoulders, nor did she hit him. Maybe she believed him and wanted to give him a real chance. Or she was already drunk. "I still don't know if I believe you, Thawill. I could break your wrists, throw you out of here and forget you ever existed. It would be so easy."
He nodded, "But you haven't yet."
"I'll regret it," she told him, stepping back and pulling away from his hands. "And I won't be able to blame anyone else."
"Is that a yes?" Andik found his mouth widening in an inappropriate smile. There was no joy in the circumstances. But just the prospect of Nalia's help gave his heart a new confidence, a determination he desperately needed.
"I just hope you don't make me waste three days and force me to break your jaw."
"That's good enough for me," he agreed, without breaking his smile.
"If it's really about asking the right questions of the right people, who do you want to start with? "
Andik's smile turned conspiratorial. "Not with whom. From where."
Nalia did not hide her annoyance. She raised her eyebrows.
"There is a way to shorten the time. A way to talk to many Lugalens and their children without travelling from town to town."
Nalia's eyes suddenly lit up. "The Black Amphitheater!"
Andik nodded, his smile becoming one of a magician's delight at the audience's amazement. But the satisfaction was short-lived. The sound startled them both. It was uncertain, barely audible beyond the front door.
Nalia's face broke into a mischievous smile. "Tomorrow, Thawill. Your three days start tomorrow. Now I must keep my word," she said, pointing to the door. She threw it wide open and pushed him out. Andik almost bumped into the servant he had seen earlier that afternoon, drowning in Nalia's attentions.
The young man was dragged inside in an instant and the door slammed shut behind him.
Andik did not even have time to thank Nalia.
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Lost in the passage of time, which brought her new uncertainties instead of clarity, Shadi sighed and moved in the chair as if it had been forged to torture the respectable backsides of people like her. Stupid and selfish people. 
She coughed, her mouth poisoned by the bitter taste of memories too recent, too painful and too cruel.
As soon as her eyes landed on Darjin, she was shaken by a sob. But she choked back the tears and tried to compose herself. It was heartbreaking to see her in that state.
By now, Shadi had come to regard the woman more as a member of her family than a friend. The heroism of throwing herself headlong into battle to save her was priceless.
Shadi had not slept for two nights. Her mind had struggled to comprehend the amount of incredible events that had occurred in such a short time, and the extreme consequences they had brought.
Not long before, her main concern had been whether to please her family or fight for her own desire for independence.
It all seemed very silly to her as she sat there staring at Darjin, struggling to heal from wounds that had nearly killed her. Wounds she had suffered, of course, to save Shadi. The woman's life had been dancing on the edge of a very deep abyss since the day she swore her allegiance to the Jan Hura family.
Shadi watched her. The candles and the fireplace bathed the room in flickering light and made Darjin's expression indecipherable. At least her breathing had become more regular and the nightmares had stopped torturing her.
According to the healers, rest would mend all the wounds she had suffered. They reassured Shadi that although she had lost a lot of blood during the fight and flight, she would make a full recovery. After all, the Dagger had trained hard all her life. She was used to enduring pain and had the willpower to get back on her feet quickly.
Shadi had been more than willing to give her as much time as she needed and had demanded that Darjin be cared for by her family, not stitched up by some soldier or forgotten in a dormitory with men and women barely deemed worthy of a glance. Her mother Tiona had objected, of course. "This is no place for her. These quarters have housed personalities of a very different lineage."
Shadi had barely held back her anger, and only her father's presence had prevented the discussion from turning into an argument weighed down by words that could not be erased.
"The Dagger has kept her oath to the best of her ability, and I'm sure we can give her special consideration in this case," he had said in the tone of someone moving on a slippery surface. "Besides, I need Darjin to recover quickly. I need to know about her conversation with Ensin Thawill. Every hour that passes in silence is an hour in which we don't really know who is threatening us."
Even Tiona had to put aside her haughty attitude and accept the common sense in those words.
Yes, in a way Shadi had won a small victory and ensured that Darjin received the care she deserved. But she could not help but pick up on the subtle disappointment in her father's words. Her memories of what had happened during the abduction remained annoyingly confused.
She had struggled to make her own account coherent, to recall anything that might help identify the men who had taken her and the other girls.
She had clung to the details, trying to follow the trail like scattered crumbs on a dark road. But each attempt yielded worse results than the last. In fact, her memory seemed to close in on itself with increasing stubbornness each time she questioned it about what had happened to her in that tower buried in the rock.
"You will remember," her father reassured her. "You're just shaken up, and need to rest as much as your Dagger."
Shadi had returned his good-natured smile, accepted his pat on the head. The events she had experienced, however poorly framed by the painting of fleeting memories, would test the strength of mind of the more mature and experienced woman. And she felt immensely young and incapable.
She had been kidnapped.
All her young fellow captives were dead. All of them.
The thought sent a shiver down her spine as Kerina's face filled her mind.
On the verge of new tears, Shadi gasped as she heard a knock at the large window that stretched from the floor to the ceiling of the room. Her senses lit up, fear pinning her to the armchair. She blinked and fought with herself to regain some clarity.
After a few moments, she loosened her grip on the armrests of the chair and realized that a malicious person would not bother to knock. On the other hand, whoever it was had chosen not to visit Darjin through the front door. Not a good sign, certainly, but was it a threat?
She stood up slowly, her muscles and joints aching. Her body was covered in purple bruises where she had been grabbed and pushed. Her knees were skinned and her eyes were so swollen that she truly feared she had shed all the tears in the world.
But there were always more tears. There were always more regrets, more memories, more doubts.
And she had lived.
She considered asking the sentries who guarded the room beyond the door for help. Should she let them open the window? That would be the wiser decision. The uncertainty vanished as she caught the metallic reflection through the glass. Emerging from the blackness of the night outside, the Tamer's Lethenium mask took on the sharp contours of the raptor he rode.
Shadi stood motionless for a few moments, gazing at the very tall man and the artwork that covered his face. Though she had only traveled the distance between the sunken tower and the Lake of Currents with him, she was sure she would recognize the Tamer among a thousand. She told herself that her belief must be unfounded, perhaps even foolish. As far as she knew, all the other Tamers wore such masks, and the armor they wore must have been identical. But were they all that obscenely tall? What about his voice? It had to be unique.
She shook off these thoughts and went to open the window.
"Please come in," she whispered, afraid to alert the guards. She was unsure of the man's motives for showing up in the grace of the night, but he obviously preferred to keep this conversation private.
He nodded and glided into the room as if his size were meaningless. The only sound that accompanied him was the rustling of the long cloak that almost touched the floor.
"How are you, my lady?"
Shadi made a conscious effort to look away from his mask and the incredible eyes it framed. She wanted to see beyond the precious glass they were cast in. She wanted to see the man's face. He seemed to read her thoughts. "Respect for the office I hold prevents me from lifting this mask. Believe me, I often wish I could act differently. But that would not be wise."
"You need not apologise. It is I who lack the poise one would expect from the daughter of a Lugalen," she replied, inviting him to enter. "I am well, do not fear for me." She glanced at Darjin, sunk into bed, surrounded by pillows and furs.
The Tamer approached the Dagger. He seemed to be looking at Darjin as if he were standing in front of a monument or a work of art. "It is incredible. What your Dagger has done is truly amazing."
Your Dagger.
Darjin was a woman. A person. Why did everyone refer to her as if she were some kind of trophy? How many times had she called it that herself? And why?
The Tamer was right. Darjin had saved her against all odds, openly defying enemies who should have overwhelmed her in a thousand different ways. "Without your help, sir, my friend would not have survived." She glanced at the Tamer, then at the nightstand beside the bed. From a drawer she pulled out the object that had enabled Darjin to face such a mad challenge.
The Shield Band.
It reflected the light from the fireplace like an ornament, an object designed to please the eyes and ego of the wearer before the beholder.
Nothing could be more deceptive.
"I believe this belongs to you," she said, lifting the object up to the Tamer. "Before she fell unconscious, Darjin asked me to return it to you. I am sure she will find a way to thank you personally sooner or later," she said, looking at her rescuer.
There was a barely perceptible shake of his head. "Do not thank me. Continue to guard the Artifact, my lady. When your friend awakens, tell her that the Band is now hers. She has earned it."
The Tamer paused and shifted his glassy eyes to Shadi's face. "I will come back to make sure your friend learns to use it to its fullest. I am glad to know that you are both safe after all that has happened. Forgive me for wanting to check on your well-being myself."
Shadi nodded. She wanted to ask the Tamer many questions. She was unclear about his role in all of this, and his motives for helping her and Darjin seemed rather nebulous. To many, the Tamers were the living symbol of Larsa's infinite power. That one of them had gone beyond the boundaries of the city-state and stuck his nose into the affairs of Urook was, to say the least, a singular fact.
Shadi also felt that voicing these doubts would be tantamount to showing an ingratitude that did not belong to her. But she promised herself that she would raise these questions sooner or later.
"Thank you," she said, giving him a short bow. "We are alive because of you and your beautiful creature," she continued, thinking of the giant Silver Sparrowhawk.
"I will give him your regards, my lady."
Shadi smiled at the Tamer and followed him with her eyes. She saw him reach the window, open it and slip out of the room like a silver shadow, the reflection of a memory too easily mistaken for fantasy.

    
  It was late at night when Shadi heard Darjin's moans; plagued by nightmares, she floated in that state between fears and memories, sleep and wakefulness. 
Leaving the armchair, Shadi threw a few logs into the fireplace, took one of the candles from the far corner of the room and placed it on a dresser near the bed. She reached out to stroke Darjin's forehead. It was no longer hot.
"My lady!" Darjin gasped. She jumped, startled awake. She still had the same feverish look in her eyes, the same one that had set her on fire in the buried tower.
Shadi took her hand. "It's all right. It's all right, Darjin, it's over. You did it, you saved me. We are safe."
"Are you sure, my lady?" Darjin swept her eyes around the room, then narrowed them and bit her lower lip to stifle a groan.
"Yes, I'm sure. The healers have patched you up nicely, but the stitches could reopen if you're not careful how you move. Try to rest."
"Where are we?"
Shadi sighed, searching for the right words to describe the place that silenced even the most experienced storyteller. "We are guests at the summer residence of our Lord Zayr at the Lake of Currents." She looked out the window. In daylight, the view was absolutely spectacular.
The vast lake, rippled by currents so strong that it looked like a stormy sea, loomed over the horizon, hiding its incomprehensible secrets. It was said that its deep basin of inky black water was home to the most ancient of creatures. There were those who swore that the incessant movement of the waves and currents were caused by these very beasts, battling in the depths.
Shadi did not know what to believe. But the lake intimidated and attracted her at the same time. It seemed to be the gateway to another world.
"It appears that Zayr had arranged accommodation for dozens of Lugalen families on their way to Larsa. We were all supposed to stay here while we awaited his arrival on the Lethenium Dart. Instead, the residence is almost empty. There are only four other families besides ours. So I was told." Shadi had to stop. She was out of breath. Because all the girls who were imprisoned with her were dead. Because only she had survived. The one who had tried to avoid this journey.
Darjin shook her hand. "It is not your fault, my lady. There is no shame in surviving. You know that the burden of these deaths is not on your shoulders," she told her in a hoarse voice.
Shadi was in no mood for any of this. She believed she was the least likely young woman to attend the ceremony. Any of the massacre's victims would have represented her peers far better than she could.
She went to pour a glass of water for Darjin, then helped her to drink.
"How are your parents?"
"My father is injured, but not badly. My mother was not hurt. I think her screams scared the kidnappers to death. She must have sounded like a raging witch to them," she chuckled.
Darjin laughed too. She coughed and covered her mouth with her hands. "How many men died? When you were kidnapped, how many died trying to defend the caravan?"
"Too many. Even one life sacrificed for mine is a waste. I am not worth that much."
"Stop it," Darjin silenced her. She had never spoken to her like that. Her voice was hard, like a rock. There was an angry quiver in the words she spoke. "Every time you speak like this, my lady, you spit on the courage of the men and women who serve your family, who fight for your safety, who protect your brother and your parents."
Darjin's words hit Shadi like a slap.
"I chose your family," Darjin went on. "I chose to serve your father among dozens of other Lugalens. You may not know it, but there was a time when my services were in great demand, perhaps even coveted, by the leading families of Urook. By the gods, there were even Napuri who would pay handsomely to secure my loyalty. I could have chosen to be guided by greed, by the desire to excel among my peers, or by the thought of the political advantage I would gain at the end of my term. But I didn't. To choose your father, I only had to hear him speak once. That there was something special about him was already clear to my eyes." Darjin paused. She moved a hand to her left shoulder, where a bandage covered a deep wound.
"At that time, your father was an Ensin from the Red Army. I met him on the highest borders of the Peaks. He was commanding a contingent of soldiers sent to destroy a small town that seemed to harbor a den of marauders responsible for much plunder."
Shadi had no idea. It had probably all happened before she was born. If Darjin remembered it so vividly, she too must have been very young then. Or she had aged with incredible grace.
"When your father reached the city, he found a place very different from what he expected, far from attractive even though it was part of the Fields of Dawn. It was a place cursed by all the neighbouring settlements. Leoben found only women and children. The information he was given was only partially true. The marauders had been hiding there for a long time, but there were many, many more than anyone thought. Virtually every adult male had participated in the raids. In one way or another, they were all guilty of crimes for which they would be severely punished." Darjin paused, as if searching for the courage to continue.
"So they fled. They did it at night, suddenly. They left women and children behind, promising them they would return when the siege was over. They were cowards. Bloody cowards." The woman raised her eyes to the fireplace. Flames and memories danced in her irises.
"Perhaps they thought the Ensin would leave the city behind and chase them into the mountains. Or that the natural caves and burrows in the rock would hide them until the cold froze the butts of the soldiers hunting them. Instead, your father did not leave the city. Because they had given him specific orders. He was to raze it to the ground. Our Lord Zayr did not care how many women and children died. But your father was different from the other Ensins. He argued with his lord for three days and nights, begging him to spare the innocent. He put the interests of strangers before his own. He preached peace and tolerance to a deity who for hundreds of years had proclaimed war."
Shadi got lost in the story and began to realize how little she knew about her father's past. She wondered if her parents had deliberately chosen not to tell her about these events, or if they did not think it was important for her to know.
"Zayr listened to him. He withdrew his hand and his troops from the city. But his leniency cost your father dearly. The Lord Tutor demanded that Leoben resign immediately. He allowed the women and children of the city to live, but he could not accept that your father had defied his direct order. He sent him back to Urook, stripping him of his rank and possessions. For many years, Leoben Jan Hura became a common soldier like everyone else. Is this the first time you have heard this story, my lady?"
Shadi nodded. "Have you seen all this?"
Darjin's eyes remained fixed on the dance of flames. "I was there. In truth, I was little more than a motherless child, abandoned by my father, forced to care for a younger brother and try to survive in a desolate city. When I saw the armies your father commanded silhouetted against our horizon, I truly believed I was going to die along with all the others left behind. We all read our destruction in the eyes of those red-clad soldiers. Their armor shone like blood and their swords like lava. I held my brother Miro in my arms and whispered to him that everything would be all right, but the fear made my heart burst. Those were the longest days of my life." And the weight of those words, the pain they caused in Darjin's heart, was evident in the way her jaw tensed.
"I have known fear. I have tasted resignation. I lied to my brother in the hope that these feelings would not touch him, and I was ready to kill him in his sleep with my own hands rather than have him disembowelled by one of your father's men. At dawn on the fourth day, the soldiers gathered us in the small town square. I thought it was over, that they would kill us all on the spot. Instead, your father spoke. He said we were safe, that Zayr had blessed us with his mercy. I could not believe my ears. Even Miro, so little, was jumping for joy, along with the other children and all the women. They were singing, dancing and praising our Lord and your father. Of course, I was caught up in the celebration. I cried with joy and shouted prayers to heaven. Until I heard the rest."
Shadi folded her hands in her lap. A pang of fear clawed at her as she heard Darjin's voice broken by a muffled groan.
"I will never forget the words of your father. 'From today, you are a new people. You will be called Daggers. Every woman, boy and girl who lives in this city will embrace a new life. You will be instruments in the hands of your Master. You will be a weapon held between His fingers. You will be strength; you will be justice and sword. You will hate the enemies of the Masters. You will protect their Lugalens. You will persecute those who disobey their commands. The first to fall at your hands will be the cowards,' he said loudly. Darjin paused. She turned to Shadi and looked at her with an indescribable sadness.
"Women and children, we all died and were reborn that day, in a way. Our lives ended and began anew. We were given a new purpose, something to fight for and sacrifice our lives for. Looking back now, it was obvious what our first task would be."
Shadi imagined with horror the direction in which history was heading.
"Your father's men gave us weapons. They said if we wanted to live, we had to cleanse our families, starting with the traitors." Darjin wiped away a tear. "We agreed, of course. We hunted down the fugitives, set traps for them and deceived them. It took five years, but in the end we killed them all: our fathers, brothers, uncles and cousins. It was not easy to accept this in our hearts, nor was it easy to act on it. Many women and children died hunting members of their own families. Even my brother Miro. He died fighting our father. They killed each other." The story stopped, words slipping from Darjin's mouth as tears forced her to cover her eyes.
"Oh, my friend. I didn't imagine, I didn't know," Shadi said as she brushed Darjin's shoulder.
"Those of us who survived formed a new tribe. King Zayr sent more Ensins and soldiers to train us. Little by little, the Daggers became a reality. We were born of the blood of our families. We will live forever trying to repay our Lord's mercy," Darjin continued.
"For my part, I have never forgotten those who paved the way for us. I vowed that one day I would seek out your father and find a way to show him how grateful I was for what he had done. Three days and three nights defending our cause. We were nothing to him. Nothing at all. And yet he did it. He saved us, not Zayr, in my heart. When I heard that Leoben had embarked on a political career and was considering the position of Lugalen, I knew the time was right. I chose him, Shadi, because no one had ever fought for the common people like myself, my brother, and the women and children of my remote town. Leoben's nobility of spirit saved lives." Darjin turned to Shadi and stared at her intently.
"I am confident that in your heart there is the same spark, the same determination to do what is right. I saw it in that fortress dug into the rock. You did not want to run away, you did not want to abandon those girls, even at the cost of succumbing with them. Young women like you are rare in this world. Young women like you can touch and change the existences of others, just as your father did with mine. So don't ever say that your life is worthless. Do you understand me?"
Shadi nodded, unable to find words that did not sound useless. Her head was spinning. Despite the fact that Darjin had told her about these events in an effort to rid her of her feelings of inadequacy, she felt so stupid, so shallow.
Darjin coughed. She put a hand to her forehead. "Perhaps I have spoken too much, my lady."
Shadi smiled at her. "No, no. I'm glad you told me this story. You've given me a lot to think about and I'm grateful from the bottom of my heart." She refilled the glass with fresh water and helped Darjin down a generous gulp. "I've kept you awake longer than I should have. If you don't get some rest, the healers will take it out on me."
"Judging by the dark circles under your eyes, you should be sleeping as well, my lady."
Shadi nodded, "I will. Now lie down. Don't mind me." She helped her onto the pillows, pulled up her blankets, ignoring the grunts of protest, and took a seat in the armchair beside the bed. She continued to watch, her heart and mind filled with new, powerful and, in their own way, terrifying images.
Filled with mixed emotions, Shadi closed her eyes and tried to see her father from Darjin's perspective. She imagined how he must have looked through the eyes of a desperate girl, convinced that she would die holding her little brother in her arms.
She promised herself that things would be different from then on. A door to Darjin's past had opened and Shadi would not let it close.
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The healers slipped into the room and Shadi gasped in surprise. They were silent, like all the other workers and servants, moving within the walls of the extraordinary palace, mingling with the shadows. 
Shadi watched them: two elderly women she had never seen before and a man whose name she should have remembered. The women wore wide reddish robes with soft lines that left their hands and forearms uncovered. Both had very white hair and deep wrinkles framing gentle eyes.
The man's name was Lumeno. He was one of the respected and very expensive professionals who helped her family day and night. Shadi had often seen him in the fortress, mostly to mend the cuts Roben had received while learning to hold a sword or on one of his hunting trips. And of course he had also stitched up the Roben after saving Norain in Jabal Amira.
Norain. Shadi wondered where she was. She was glad she had not seen her in the Watchtower and hoped that when they arrived in Larsa she would have time to spend with her.
The healer approached her. He wore his long black hair in a braid that ran down the middle of his back, contrasting with his bright red robes. The strong features of his nose and jaw, his brown eyes brightened by the dim light of the fireplace, gracefully disguised his age. He was probably much older than her parents, yet moved quickly.
"My lady, I must ask you to leave."
"I could help."
"I'm sure you could. But let me tell you, even the best healers would end up doing a poor job if they insisted on ignoring the need for rest." The man tilted his head and smiled. "How much sleep have you lost?"
"More than I care to admit."
He smiled again, as if listening to a child much, much younger than her. Shadi found it strangely reassuring.
"Your Dagger is in good hands, I can assure you. We will check her wounds, change the sheets and make sure she continues to sleep." He touched his robes at chest height. "If you like, I can give you something to help you sleep."
Shadi shook her head and got up.
She took the long cloak from the chair and draped it over her shoulders as she nodded to the healer and his two colleagues.
Outside the room stood Laamar Lutif, the lieutenant who had accompanied Darjin to Euphora, and two unidentified soldiers. Were they manning the quarters to protect her, or to keep her from doing any more foolish things?
Laamar bowed to her and thumped his right fist on his chest, at heart level, in the typical Urookite greeting. "Young Lady Jan Hura, how is your Dagger?"
Shadi watched him.
He no longer wore the light armor of the warriors who were loyal to her family, but he still looked tall, imposing and proud, as if he were ready to draw a sword or throw himself into battle.
Yet there was genuine concern in his eyes.
"She needs to rest. The healers are doing their best, thank you for asking, lieutenant."
He bowed his head again. "If there is anything we can do, anything for you or your Dagger..."
Shadi looked at him sideways.
She was so tired and worried, so restless at the mere thought of being in the dwelling of a deity, that she could not even imagine being able to sleep. "Come with me. Let's take a walk."
Laamar hesitated.
"Darjin will be fine. As I said, the healers are doing their best. And your friends here," she said, looking at the other two soldiers, "will see that no one disturbs her rest."
"At your command, my lady."
Shadi walked down the corridor, tightening the laces of her wide cloak, which swelled a little as she walked, to hide the nightclothes she was still wearing.
She had to admit that the summer residence was a beauty that was difficult to describe. Even a simple corridor like the one she was walking through deserved the attention of writers and poets.
How to describe the translucent material it was made of? It looked like stone and crystal at the same time. It was crisscrossed with fine veins, some bright, some more opaque, and it reflected light, creating a barely perceptible glare. A giant sculpture rather than a palace.
"What an extraordinary place."
Lutif nodded.
"Have you ever been so close to the Masters, lieutenant?"
He answered her after a pause, which could mean many things. Perhaps he felt uncomfortable walking through the glass walls with her, or maybe he simply preferred being with Darjin. Did he have a soft spot for her? Most likely. There was an undeniable charm in the woman's silences, in the way she walked lightly through the shadows and in her attentive glances. "Never so close, no, my lady. But I had the blessing and pleasure of observing King Zayr's family with my own eyes on several occasions. I certainly never dreamed of setting foot in his summer residence."
"Then that makes two of us."
Lutif smiled through closed lips.
They reached the end of the corridor and found themselves on a kind of indoor terrace, widening to the left and right to suspended walkways.
When they reached the balustrade, Shadi's eyes widened in surprise: there was an orchard. Dozens and dozens of date palms stretched out within the confines of a large circular enclosure. She saw cobblestones, benches, fountains and many dark stone statues. Above, a circular skylight decorated with stained glass cast rays of yellow, orange and red light on the plants.
"Maybe we shouldn't be here," Lutif said in a low voice. Suddenly, a creeping fear seemed to strain his tone.
"Why would that be?"
"I think I know what this place is."
"Really? Explain yourself, lieutenant."
"I've heard stories. Those palm trees, that glass roof. This is the Consort's private garden."
Shadi put a hand to her mouth. How had she not recognized it? She had read the same stories.
"The private garden of King Zayr's wife. You may be right, lieutenant. Better to change course. I'm sure this palace has dozens of other wonderful sights to offer us."
It was then that they heard the call.
It came from below.
"Young lady? Shadi Jan Hura?"
Shadi turned to see three little girls with blonde hair and green eyes. They were wearing light, dark orange robes and were smiling. The one in the middle, the tallest of the three, raised both hands and made a short bow. "The Consort awaits you. Come!" she laughed, "Come and sit with her!"
Shadi held her breath. She turned to Lutif for support, but he seemed as surprised as she was.
"I suppose you can't refuse, my lady."
Shadi damn well agreed. "I guess not."

    
  Lutif escorted her along one of the walkways and then down a spiral staircase to the orchard level. He walked with her along a path paved with red stones and flanked by low hedges, manicured to form walls of thick foliage. 
The air was slightly warmer than in the private quarters, and the hum of insects mixed with a light breeze from above.
As they walked, Shadi tried to recall everything her mother had taught her, hoping for a moment like this—to meet the mighty of Kenjir. Beings who far surpassed her family's wealth and influence.
To Shadi, these teachings had always seemed completely useless. Now she regretted not paying more attention to them.
The three blonde girls ran towards her, still laughing and with red faces. They jostled each other a little, but it was still the tallest one who spoke.
"Welcome, Shadi Jan Hura." She approached her and embraced her. Then she surprised Shadi by kissing her on the cheek.
The other two girls did the same, and Shadi was breathless at the display of warmth.
"You are to wait here, sir," the child continued, turning to the lieutenant. "Sit under a palm tree and rest. Someone will bring you food and drink while you wait for your young lady to return."
Lutif nodded, but met Shadi's gaze.
Was he seeking her consent?
Could he really refuse and demand to accompany her?
Shadi relieved him of this embarrassment by stroking his arm. "I'll be back soon." She said it as if she were really sure.
Then the girls took her by the hand and dragged her through the palm trees.

    
  The consort lay on her side, resting on one elbow as she stroked an object placed in front of her on the red linen cover. She wore thin purple cloth robes that hugged her generous figure: wide hips, a full bosom, tanned skin. The wide neckline across her chest and bare shoulders revealed the intricate web of tattoos on her skin. The fabric of her collar ran up to the top of her head, forming a hood that covered her forehead; from the hem of the headdress fell a net, dark enough to hide her face down to her chin. 
The Consort raised her head.
"Come, my daughter, sit with me."
Shadi knelt down and rested her forehead on the grass, at an appropriate distance. "My Queen, Consort of our Immense God and King Zayr, Jewel in the hands of the Tutors, Gift of Kenjir," she recited in a trembling voice, "I am not worthy of your gaze or your benevolence."
The Consort's pleased laughter pinched her ears. "You said what you had to without stumbling over any of the words. Good. I think Tiona would be proud. Now get up, throw off that cloak and sit with me."
Shadi tried not to look clumsy as she obeyed and got to her feet. But she hesitated before touching the laces of her cloak.
"Ah. I guess you are not wearing the proper robes for a meeting with God's wife."
Had she not been so intimidated, Shadi might have wondered if the Consort was mocking her.
"Fear not, only I and my little servants will see your night robes. Besides, I'm sure Tiona has spent an obscene amount of money to make sure no one doubts your influence even in your sleep."
The girls, still surrounding her, helped her to remove her cloak.
Shadi sat down and stifled the avalanche of questions that flooded her mind. Did the Consort know her mother? Why did she not seem to like Tiona Jan Hura at all?
"That's better," the Consort nodded as she followed Shadi's movements.
A moment of silence.
"You didn't sleep well. Do you not like our guest rooms?"
Shadi blushed violently. "The accommodations you have so graciously provided for us are more than we ever dared to ask for. My parents and I are eternally grateful."
The Consort smoothed the object lying between them, and Shadi took a quick look at it. It resembled a dark metal necklace. It was crisscrossed with light veins.
"Then sleep eludes you for sadder and more disturbing reasons."
Shadi did not know how to answer what did not really seem like a question.
"I've heard about what happened to you. About the kidnapping. And the death of all those girls." With a snap of her fingers, the Consort made the little girls move away.
"It's outrageous that this has actually happened. I feel I owe you and your family an apology."
"An apology, my Queen? Never!"
The consort raised a finger and Shadi fell silent.
"My beloved, the Light of my eyes and Protector of the lands of Urook is the Lord of all Tutors. His Household lives for the sole purpose of ensuring that all of Kenjir enjoys the security it deserves. This attack on your convoy simply should not have happened. The Red Army failed. So accept my apology. You need say no more about it."
Shadi nodded.
The woman before her glowed like a bronze statue. Proud and graceful, she spoke as if she could read her mind and heart. After all, she had married a deity. Only a woman deeply aware of her own worth deserved of such a privilege.
"So you are alive by a miracle."
"Thanks to the courage of a friend, my Queen."
"I have heard. I'd like to meet the Dagger. She seems to be recovering well.
"Yes. Darjin is strong. An extraordinary woman."
"Darjin. It's a beautiful name." The Consort continued to stroke the dark collar. She sighed. "This place is empty. Too empty. During the last Trials, when I met our Lord Zayr, it was bustling with life, crowded with families and young hopeful men and women. Thirty-three years have passed, but I remember those moments as if they were yesterday."
Shadi could not even imagine accumulating memories for all that time.
"Instead, there are only a few of you left. All females, it seems."
All females, yes. Shadi wondered if the Lugalens' sons had also been targeted, or if the rebels had chosen to focus on the girls.
"What can I do to make your stay more comfortable, my daughter?"
"Your kindness is already more than one could ask for in a lifetime, my Queen."
The Consort laughed. A sound that would wake even a dead man and give him pure joy.
"Tiona has taught you well. You say little and only when spoken to. I was like that myself. But I did speak even less, if possible. All this scared me to death. The Trials, getting to know the Masters and their families. The possibility of marrying one of them and leaving a whole life behind. Terrified. I was really terrified."
Shadi could hardly believe it. The woman's mere presence exuded an air of charm and charisma that anyone could have felt.
"You're scared too. I can feel it. And I am sincerely sorry. I wish circumstances were different. That along with these fears we could enjoy the company of joyful men and women in the flower of their youth".
"Your company is a gift, a blessing beyond all celebration, my Queen."
The Consort shook her head.
"Don't flatter me," she said in a benevolent voice. "Not after what has happened to you." She took a deep breath and then exhaled a question. "Be honest with me, my child. If you could, what would you do? Where would you be? Who would you be spending your time with? Mind you, if you lie, I will know." She stroked the collar with the tip of a finger.
Shadi felt a shiver run down her spine. She cleared her throat and searched for words.
"I am a solitary girl, my queen. I love literature, history and books. Perhaps now I would be buried among the tomes in my..." she hesitated.
In the seventh tower.
In a library that no longer existed.
"In the fortress of Jabal Amira. Or riding with Darjin. If my parents allow it, I would like Roben, my brother, to teach me how to use a sword."
The Consort nodded slowly. "You were honest." She sat with her legs crossed, the collar resting on one thigh.
"Would you run away if you could? Right now? Would you go back to your stronghold?"
"My Queen, I couldn't—"
"Don't spit out answers without thinking," the Consort silenced her, her voice reduced to a hiss.
"If I gave you gold, horses, an armed escort and a pass to go home now, would you do it? If I ordered your parents to rebuild your library and never to interfere in your private affairs again. If I provided you with the most experienced scholars and deadly weapons. Would you agree to return home? Or would you refuse my benevolence?"
Shadi trembled, as if someone had pushed her into the icy waters of the river she had visited so often, without warning.
The Consort knew of her library.
But how?
"I would be tempted. I would be flattered. My heart would overflow with gratitude. But my family..." she coughed, a knot tightening in her throat and a shimmering veil covering her eyes.
"They expect great things of me. My father loves me dearly. My brother thinks I am better than I am. Even my mother, in ways I often find hard to understand, wants the best for me. They take good care of me. I have never been hungry or cold thanks to them. So no, I would not accept. Because I don't want to disappoint them."
The Consort listened in silence. With one hand she moved the veil that covered her face until it revealed her fiery red mouth. A beautiful mouth, voluptuous in shape.
She touched it with the other hand.
A kiss.
Then she brought those fingers to Shadi's face and touched her lips.
She felt the warmth of those fingers, the scent of that skin.
Hot tears moistened her cheeks as she listened.
"A moving dedication. I hope your family appreciates it. May they give you the trust, respect and love you deserve," she whispered, stroking Shadi's chin with her thumb.
"If you have found a reason to live in your loyalty to your family members, I appreciate that. As I am sure my King Zayr is proud." The Consort's hand moved away and the veil covered her face again.
"But if one day you decide that the life you have chosen is not enough, if you want to seek something new and pursue purposes that no one has imposed on you, do not give in to shame. Your life is yours alone. Your vows are yours alone. Your victories, your failures, see that they are the result of thoughtful choices, my daughter."
The Consort rose, as light as a dancer, as beautiful as a painting that had come to life.
She held out her hand, and Shadi took it as she rose to her feet.
"My blessing is upon you, Shadi Jan Hura. My prayers will watch over your footsteps. Through fire and water, day and night, I will implore the gods to be merciful to you. Go, my daughter. Today, sleep will no longer elude you. This is my promise to you."
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How long had she slept? The warmth seeping through the window seemed to indicate a clear morning. The burning in her lungs had subsided and the twinges of pain around her wounds were becoming more bearable, but Darjin decided to remain still. The pillows, sheets, and blankets smelled of wildflowers and surrounded her like a cocoon of serenity. 
Shadi was not in the room; perhaps she had finally abandoned her sentry post by the bed and gone to sleep. More likely, she was taking a bath and would slip back into the room any moment, resuming her watch like a worried mother hen.
Still with her eyes closed, Darjin smiled at this image and thought that these attentions were one of the many ways her lady tried to keep herself busy; it was a way to not stop thinking about the abuse she had experienced. Shadi wanted to exhaust herself and no doubt she was succeeding. But how much longer could she have stayed awake before she collapsed, exhausted?
She moved slowly in that cloud of fine fabric, trying to get to her side. Just then she felt breathing. Was it unknown? Familiar?
Not really.
Then came his smell.
Laamar Lutif.
She opened her eyes to find him there, a short distance from the bed, standing with his arms crossed and his shoulders propped against the wall by the fireplace. The lieutenant who had accompanied her on the mad dash to Narden of the Eyes was watching her with his lips curled in a closed smile.
"Good morning, Dagger."
"Why do people keep spying on me while I sleep?"
He raised his hands. "That should be a good sign. It means there are many who care about your health."
She let out a grumble that could have taken on a thousand different shades of impatience. "How are you?"
"More than well, thank you. Even better now."
Darjin blinked and studied him more closely. The man, freed from his combat gear and dressed in a relaxed manner, exuded a quiet confidence. The white tunic and breeches contrasted with his dark complexion and vivid eyes. It was an extremely pleasant sight, and Darjin lingered upon it without any qualms. After all, she was recovering. Who could have expected her to be completely rational?
Besides, Laamar seemed to enjoy the attention. His smile indulged her generously.
"Who let you in? Are you off duty?"
He took a step toward her. "The men guarding your quarters have been friends of mine for a long time. Lugalen Jan Hura granted me a day's leave. I thought he would be furious to learn that I let you fly off with the Tamer. I think he is just happy to have his daughter back safe and sound. Your heroism has made him more charitable than usual."
Darjin shook her head. "Heroism? I left a trail of corpses. There are innocent young women under the rubble of the hill. Some might call my actions cynical, opportunistic. Perhaps even selfish. Believe me, Laamar, heroism is forged by deeds of a very different nature."
He approached again. "But you saved your lady. You brought her home against all odds. You protected her when dozens of my comrades failed. I'm sorry for those girls, but no one could have asked more of you. You were magnificent."
She stared at him again. She liked the way he looked at her. She liked the warmth it conveyed and the simplicity with which it showed her admiration.
No, not only that.
He longed for her. He seemed to be watching a fountain of icy water in a desert of fire.
Darjin let Laamar's eyes sink into her own, filled with the way they shone in the morning light.
She wondered if she could have had more of him.
She wondered what it would be like to surrender to the warmth he radiated and let it make her forget the questions, the horrible images that robbed her of sleep.
But she did not need Laamar to give her a verbal answer. They both knew the truth, just as they sensed that his presence there was not out of respect or courtesy.
So Darjin shifted a little to make room for the lieutenant on the bed. As she lifted the sheets and blankets, she caught the smile that lit up his face. When he reached her, he was naked. He opened his mouth to say something.
She stopped him with a kiss.

    
  There is no torture worse than a corset.  Shadi bit her tongue to keep from saying the sentence out loud as her mother, standing behind her, pulled at the laces and tightened the trap of cloth and splints that was as stiff as iron. Rarely did Tiona Jan Hura take the trouble to perform such a task. There were dozens of servant girls willing to do it, all far more experienced and faster than she. But lately, the Lugalen woman had decided to take care of her daughter's preparation herself.
Shadi knew she should have been grateful for this attention, but she sensed unspoken reproach in her mother's eyes.
She stifled a groan of pain as another pull choked her.
"I've never been so nervous," the woman exclaimed, continuing to tug at the laces as if she were maneuvering the reins of an unruly horse.
Shadi bit the inside of her mouth.
Never? Not even when she was kidnapped? She wondered if the woman had ever cared about anything but her own interests.
But the answer soon came, sadly obvious.
Of course Tiona cared about her daughter. Because Shadi had a job to do. Her mother needed her. But what would happen if she failed? What happened to daughters who could not fulfill the aspirations of such ambitious women?
"They say that our Lord is going to visit us, just tonight. Do you realize this? We will be in the presence of King Zayr himself! I could faint, it's too much!" she groaned, but did not stop fiddling with the laces. Maybe she did it even more angrily. For a woman who said she was about to faint, she looked pretty strong. In any case, her questions were purely rhetorical. Shadi had learned to recognize the special sharp inflection Tiona gave to her words when she expected her to join the conversation.
This was not the case. Shadi had to remain silent.
"We have to thank his infinite benevolence and your father's skill that your dear Dagger is still not under investigation."
Shadi shivered.
Under investigation?
She did not need to ask for an explanation aloud. Tiona wanted her to know and wanted to give her the information in person.
As Shadi listened, she wondered when her mother had decided to despise her so much. When had she started to see her as a disappointment? Had it happened right away? Had she held her in her arms, just born, and decided that Shadi was a lost cause?
"The other Lugalens, the fathers of the poor dead creatures under the tower, want to know exactly what happened. They wonder why you are alive and their daughters are not." Tiona spat out the "you" like a bitter, indigestible morsel. "I can hardly blame them. I would be upset too if I lost my daughter. I would want answers."
Shadi wondered what truth was hidden in that sentence. Would Tiona have been upset or angry? If she had died with the other girls, would she have torn her hair out in pain or screamed in rage because someone had dared to interfere with her plans?
She closed her eyes, unsure if she wanted an answer.
With a cold mind, she might have thought that the families of those girls were entitled to an explanation. But her mind was neither cold nor calm. She felt utterly tired, drained of all strength. If her mother had taken her out of that corset and laid her on the bed, Shadi would probably have fallen into an endless sleep. The weight of events was crushing her.
After talking to Darjin and learning so much about her and her father's past, Shadi had finally been able to indulge in a warm bath and the pleasures of a soft mattress. Only a few hours later, her mother had burst into her quarters, babbling about a gala dinner. She was clutching a gorgeous evening gown of silk and burgundy lace. Shadi had almost reacted to this entrance with tears of despair.
Instead, she had allowed herself to be dragged to her feet by the sight of the gown, torn between admiration for its beauty and discouragement brought on by a simple certainty: it only took one look to realize that it was uncomfortable as sin.
"In any case, we should not deal with this ugly story until tomorrow. The authorities have postponed the investigation until the Dagger is back on her feet. It is rumored that our Lord Zayr wants to see you in person. The fact that you survived the kidnapping seems to have pleased him."
Shadi could not suppress a sad laugh.
Her mother froze. Then she grabbed her shoulders, squeezed them tightly, and forced her to turn around. "What amuses you, my daughter?" she hissed.
"Nothing, Mother. I'm just tired. The thought of meeting our Lord's gaze makes me more than nervous." And she found it grotesque that God himself should be happy for her when her mother seemed barely bothered by all that had happened. "I will do my best," she added, "though I imagine even King Zayr will find it difficult to look away from the beautiful dress you have prepared for me." She still watched the gown lying on the bed. It looked like a beautiful sleeping ghost.
Tiona Jan Hura had never been the type to give in to flattery. Perhaps the last few days had taken their toll on her as well. Or perhaps Shadi had finally mastered the art of lying, for a smirk appeared on her mother's lips. "It is indeed an object of rare beauty," she said, looking at it. "Let's hurry! There is little time left for the reception. You don't want to keep our lord waiting!"

    
  King Zayr, Lord of the Household of Tutors and protector of Urook, had built a summer residence that would take the breath away from Kenjir's greatest architects. Nestled on the Peakside shore of the Lake of Currents, the main palace rested on a semicircular floor plan carved from iron and glass like a black crescent. Spires, towers, and shining windows of stained glass outlined its forms, scattered around the main body. 
It was a magnificent structure, and Shadi had immediately felt intimidated by it when she had reached it, thanks to the Tamer and his Silver Sparrowhawk. What amazed her more than anything else about this incredible place were the materials it was made of. Looking at it, Shadi finally understood why the masters of Urook were called "Iron Lords." Because this residence had not been built with the rock of the Peaks, nor with the red stone of the capital.
No. It was forged from Lethenium, the iron of Urook.
Shadi had never seen so much of it. The walls, the barrel vaults, and even much of the furnishings had been forged by expert hands that made them as smooth as porcelain and as shiny as crystal.
She had never dared to imagine such a vision.
And the main body of the mansion was not even its most spectacular part, for from the central cluster of domes and towers-where she and her family were guests-a bridge led. Drawn by wide arches illuminated by the rising moon, it sank into the dark waters of the lake and emerged like a mythological beast, gleeful and heedless of the strong currents it pierced with its iron pillars.
From the top of a flight of steps that led to the bridge's entrance, Shadi gazed out over the lake. It was so black that it seemed capable of swallowing everything around it. The inky abyss defied the darkness of the night itself. And on the other side of the bridge, in the middle of the water, lay the true jewel.
The Black Amphitheater.
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An expanse of light illuminated the inner structure of the Black Amphitheater, making it resemble a giant glass cloud filled with amber stars. 
The temperature near the Lake of Currents had plummeted after sunset, and the constant wind churning the large body of water only increased the restlessness in Andik's chest.
He and Nalia reached their Master's summer residence that very morning. If they had traveled all the way from Urook on horseback or by chariot, the journey would have been long. But Andik called in a few favors and used the immense abilities of the children of the gods to shorten time and distance. Before becoming Ensin and gaining access to secrets beyond the imagination of many scribblers, Andik knew about the Masters' powers with superficial awe. Now, only reverence remained.
The children of the gods, and gods themselves, controlled the forces of the world around them with an ease and spontaneity that would inspire awe in anyone. Their wisdom had brought unprecedented prosperity to Kenjir. Everything the Masters touched was transformed, taking on new life. Just like the Lake of Currents.
The story told how it had been impossible to approach this place for hundreds of years, and how in a single night King Zayr had built his summer residence on its shores. And in the light of dawn, their Lord had plunged his feet into the stormy, black waters of the lake. He had descended into that dark sea and emerged by daylight, hovering in the sky above its surface.
Like a flower of iron and crystal, the Black Amphitheater had sprouted from the lake and grown into the monumental arena that now filled Andik's eyes. "It's impressive," he said almost in a whisper, clinging to one of the handrails that bordered the moving platform.
Beside him, Nalia agreed with an unconvinced "Uh uh" and walked to the front end of the large iron and glass structure that spanned the bridge and transported visitors from the main body of the residence to the Amphitheater. Although she was only a few years older than he was, the Ensin continued to act as if she were as old and wise as he would ever be. "It only has that effect the first few times you see it" she told him condescendingly.
Andik did not believe that was possible.
The closer the platform got to the Amphitheater, the more he felt like he was living in a dream, born in the minds of the gods themselves and materialized in the water—a miracle in itself.
The astonishment he felt, however, was overshadowed by the tense atmosphere that permeated the residence and would most likely overpower the rest of the evening.
"It seems we should be satisfied with a handful of families instead of the dozens that should be here. By now, the bridge should be jammed and the platforms loaded with people decked out for the festivities," Nalia said, almost as if she had read his mind.
Andik had hoped to use this opportunity to continue his research on the Ashen Shields. In theory, the Amphitheater should hold all the Lugalens and families that Zayr had invited to travel aboard the Lethenium Dart. With the help of a few well-crafted questions and a stream of good wine, Andik had felt certain that the evening would help him shed light on the rebel threats, make connections between the disappearance of the Lugalen children, and perhaps even the death of Suna Monning.
To be honest, he mostly wanted to find some useful evidence to prove the existence of the Ashen Shields to Nalia. She had been patient, had decided to trust him, even though she certainly did not have to. Andik didn't want to disappoint her, but the tragedy that had shaken the families threatened to make this trip completely pointless, not to mention the political earthquake it would soon become. All the rest came later.
If the Shields claimed responsibility for the kidnapping and massacre, Kenjir would face the first truly organized rebellion on record, the first to pose a real threat to the state of affairs. But until then there had been no demands, no proclamations, no cries of victory.
With the memory of Lugalen Jan Hura's young daughter proving rather unreliable, what had really happened in that sunken Watchtower was a mystery that only her Dagger could unravel. Not that night, anyway. It seemed that Leoben had managed to delay the official investigation.
Andik could only guess why.
He turned to Nalia and observed her official dress. It consisted of a bodice richly woven with strips of dark purple leather that left her shoulders bare, and a wide skirt of the same color, perhaps silk woven with silvery threads, as light as a silent cloud. She looked like a warrior goddess, ready to draw the ceremonial staffs tied to her belt. She was beautiful and menacing, sensual and wicked at the same time.
She met his gaze and smiled. "You look good too."
Andik smiled back. "Sorry, I didn't mean to stare, Ensin."
Nalia laughed. "Oh yes, you wanted to. And you did it well. I appreciate the show, too," she winked as she made an eloquent gesture to describe Andik's clothing. Their liveries were similar and the same colors, but he had covered arms and shoulders, pants and shiny boots. He wished the leather bodice had been designed with a little more consideration for practicality than opulence. "It's obvious whoever designed these uniforms has never held a weapon," he groaned, bringing one hand to his neck and the other to the hilt of the sword strapped to his belt. "I show a little too much flesh."
Nalia shook her head. "Despite the mishap at the sunken tower, we're going to a party, Andik. The neckline on your bodice won't hurt anyone, rest assured. In fact, I would squeeze you into an even tighter outfit."
Andik looked at her sideways. "I'm not one of those guys you spend your nights with and forget about at the crack of dawn. You shouldn't look at me like that."
Nalia approached him. "I will stop imagining you without that uniform if you take your eyes off these beauties," she said, pointing to her breasts. Then she burst out laughing. "Believe me, Ensin Thawill, I am not trying to seduce you. The day I want to take you to bed, I will be unstoppable."
Andik laughed with her.
He did not doubt her words for a moment.

    
  The platform reached the end of its run and passed into one of the large arched entrances that bordered the circular plan of the Amphitheater. The unseen forces that animated the transport gently eased its thrust until it came to a stop. 
Andik stepped down first, then turned and held out a hand to help Nalia cross the walkway that connected the platform to the set of black marble steps. From there they walked towards the main corridor.
The Ensin accepted Andik's help and lifted the hem of her skirt, which was in danger of catching on her boots. "I hate these stilts. I hate them with all my heart," she groaned, then grabbed Andik's elbow and followed him.
Guards in red and black gowns greeted them, bowed and ushered them to the other side of the corridor. There, a series of moving platforms awaited a crowd of guests that would never arrive. The sound of their footsteps on the floor was amplified by the enormous proportions of the place.
Andik let his mind wander, his imagination tinged with melancholy as he pictured the grandeur of the celebrations and festivities the Black Amphitheater had witnessed. He watched the lights shining through the glass and iron walls, the music echoing through every surface like gentle vibrations. It must have been an unforgettable sight.
As they boarded the platform, Nalia elbowed him, "What's going on?"
Andik shook his head. "Nothing. It's just that I would love to visit this place under different circumstances."
"Let's put it this way: you're lucky to be here at all," she corrected him. "I know dozens of Ensins who have never even approached the summer residence and have only seen the Amphitheater on a few tapestries. In all likelihood, this is not the joyous night our Lord wished for, but it is a blessing nonetheless, as it is for the Lugalens and their families. Zayr loves weapons, the iron from which they are forged and the power they represent in the hands of his men, not parties, wine and revelry. His hospitality is a gift. This place is a gift. Many believe it is a statement of power, a way of showing Napur and Larsa that Urook also appreciates certain architectural splendors and could even surpass the beauty of the other city-states if it chose to. But those who hold such beliefs are mistaken. Our Lord knows very well that he doesn't have to give any assurances. And this miracle," she said, embracing the translucent miracle they were passing through with a gesture, "serves us, not other peoples and their gods.
Andik had no trouble following this chain of thought, even though it was somewhat new to him. "To show us a side of Zayr we know little about."
Nalia clapped a hand on his arm in agreement. "That is true. Our Lord knows that we are weak and imperfect. He knows that every now and then we need to fill our eyes with something that can lighten the weight of the reality we live in. This Amphitheater is made of dreams as well as iron and glass."
"Our dreams," Andik pointed out.
"Our dreams," Nalia agreed with a sigh.

    
  The platform stopped at the second circle, slightly lower than the total of nine. Andik held his breath at the vision of reflected light and mirror play that the structure of the Black Amphitheater presented to anyone who looked at it. 
"Remember to breathe," Nalia chuckled as she led the way. They walked along this level, an immense circle of dark glass that looked seamless, as if carved from a single, even larger slab. It would take several minutes to walk through it all.
Andik calculated on the fly that it could hold at least a thousand people if it was crowded. The upper circles, directly concentric and progressively larger, would accommodate even larger crowds. Of course, the privilege of standing near their Lord, down in the first circle, was reserved for the most powerful and wealthy families of Urook or visiting delegations from Larsa and Napur.
This evening, however, the structure was spectacularly empty. Iron and glass reigned over the vast arena of desolate beauty, open to the stars.
Only a few families, about thirty people in all, strolled the floor of the second circle.
Andik tried to distract himself, searching with his eyes for the source of the melody that caressed his ears. Soon he found it and realized that it was not just one. At regular intervals, all around the circle, small orchestras of stringed instruments played the same elegant music.
Nalia pulled him away from the muted admiration the notes inspired in his heart. "Who do you think she is?"
It took Andik a few moments to realize what he was talking about. He embraced the circle with his gaze, squinting until they connected what he had been told with what he saw: Shadi Jan Hura. "I assume you mean her," he replied, pointing to the opposite end of the plane, beyond the gap created by the one below.
"Ah."
"What? Did you think she looked different?"
Nalia chuckled. "She's puny. The cooks in Jabal Amira must be real slackers."
"She's just a little girl."
"A malnourished little girl, pale as a sheet."
"The paleness may not be due to the Peaks' eating habits, Ensin Korr. Apparently, Lugalen Jan Hura's daughter had a bad time in that submerged tower. Even the best-trained warrior would be exhausted."
"Yes. Perhaps so. I'd like to hear her tell it in person," she stressed in a curious tone.
Andik was surprised to find this inappropriate. "Her memories seem fuzzy. What she told her parents was not very helpful. In all likelihood, we will learn more about the deed by digging up the bodies than from her words."
"It will take years," Nalia huffed.
Andik nodded. Maybe his plans had gone awry, maybe he should turn around and forget the whole thing. What could they hope to gain from the memory of a young girl so deeply shaken by events?
But Nalia was right. They owed it to all the young women buried under the rubble, as well as those who had disappeared. And they owed it to the young woman they had found dead in a hovel on the outskirts of Urook.

    
  Darjin was always amazed at how easily men, even the most powerful and experienced, could fall asleep after such amusements. 
Laamar had shown all the strength and endurance his appearance suggested. He had undoubtedly done himself credit, time and again, and had been able to alternate between fantasy and gentleness. But like all other men, he now floated in the coils of dreams with a blissful expression on his face.
Darjin smiled. She had been pretty good too. She filled her lungs with the spicy scent of Laamar's skin, mixed with that of the wood in the fireplace, now on the verge of turning to ash.
Ash.
She wondered if she would ever be able to think or say that word again without her mind returning to Shadi's captors and the events that had led her to break into the sunken facility.
Ashen Shields.
They were a legend, dragged from the pool of whispers and stories told around hearths on winter nights to frighten the little ones and intimidate the disrespectful. They were a dangerous reality. And she had stabbed that reality hard. How many had she killed in that tower? How many had died in the collapse?
A chill ran down her spine, perhaps from the cold, perhaps from the sharp sting of remorse.
Those girls had died.
Had her foray pushed events toward tragedy? Or would the kidnappers have gotten rid of the Lugalens' daughters anyway? And what did the Ashen Shields have in mind? What did they really want? What did they think they could get out of the girls?
Questions began to flood her mind again. With a sigh, she realized that Laamar's body had distracted her all too briefly. She got up, moving slowly so as not to wake him, and wrapped herself in a long silk robe. She was surprised to find the floor warm beneath her feet.
Another magic of the Masters.
Everything they created, everything they set their eyes on, rose to the impossible. Just like this summer house, capable of challenging the very concept of reality. What were those walls made of? Was it really black glass? What about those columns? How much iron had been used to forge them?
Darjin shook her head and approached the fireplace. She was struck by the realization that the fireplace must have had more of an aesthetic purpose than a practical one. After all, the walls and the floor seemed to carry heat in turn. Did Lord Zayr have a soft spot for dancing lights created by flames?
Darjin took a few logs from a box near the fireplace and threw them on the grate, then tried to rekindle the flame. As she stirred the still-burning embers, she heard a rustling, then light footsteps. She smiled as she felt Laamar's arms around her waist and his face sinking into her hair. The lieutenant filled her lungs with his scent and laughed softly. "You should not be standing," he scolded her in a low voice, in one ear.
She twisted in his arms, putting one hand behind his neck and pinching his chest with the other. "I should have refrained from other activities tonight, according to the healers," she replied in a whisper. "I heard no protests when I lifted the sheet."
Laamar tilted his head and smiled. "I was surprised. You showed me skills that overwhelmed me. I could not resist you."
Darjin smiled with him. "You gave up easily."
"I would surrender a thousand times over." He held her even tighter, kissing her with a gentleness far removed from the lust that had driven him to pounce on her moments before.
Darjin turned away from him. "I think you should go."
Laamar groaned like a puppy badly shoved away. "Why should I? Do you have other plans for tonight?"
Darjin realized she was not sure what time it was, and Laamar caught that uncertainty. "I know your sense of duty and devotion to the Jan Hura is unparalleled. I know you are eager to return to your work, despite your injuries and the recommendations of the healers, but you should rest."
"I can start again. I've already shown you that I still have energy to spare, haven't I?" she told him, pointing to the bed.
"Anyway, you have nothing to worry about. You are off duty tonight; your lady will be very busy. A host of soldiers and orderlies have taken over your duties."
Darjin blinked, not understanding as Laamar led her to the window and pointed to the structure in the middle of the lake. "The Jan Hura family is in there, guests of our Lord Zayr. Believe me, Darjin, no one is thinking of you tonight. No one but me." He took her in his arms again.
As she let him kiss her, Darjin could not suppress an uneasy breeze that stirred her soul. It was probably an unfounded feeling. Shadi was safe.
She closed her eyes and returned Laamar's kiss more vehemently. But the fear remained, trapped in her chest.
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Shadi could not believe her eyes, she simply could not. Whether this alienation was a positive omen or not, she could only accept it. The Black Amphitheater was the most dazzling and otherworldly building she had ever seen. 
She felt as if she were walking in a dream of iron and glass, surrounded by plays of mirrored and iridescent light, as warm as the thousand flames that created it, divided into an infinity of dancing rainbows on translucent surfaces.
The twinges in her chest and ribs reminded her to breathe; if she held her breath any longer, she might pass out in a decidedly unladylike manner.
She walked to the second level, flanked by her father on the right and her mother on the left.
They were beautiful. He in his dark red livery, the high-collared jacket decorated with silver buttons and patterns, the long ceremonial staff at his belt. She in a cloud of fabric and lace, held up by white gold embroidery on bright red.
Shadi sighed. She didn't have a tenth of Tiona's confidence or the apparent calm that seemed to surround her father. Would she ever have felt comfortable in a place like this? The reflection in the large mirror nearby suggested otherwise.
She slowed her pace, paying more attention to her own appearance. Her mother's seamstresses had done a good job. The dress was not too voluminous, otherwise it would swallow her delicate features, and it did not leave too much skin exposed, except for the neckline at her shoulders.
Shadi had managed to persuade Tiona to style her hair so that it seemed to fall freely on her shoulders. She loved the way the fabric knotted from below her breasts to the base of her neck in a series of interwoven bands of silver and bronze threads. She loved the way the lace overlapped and wrapped around her arms. And to be honest, the corset that framed the sartorial marvel was not all that uncomfortable. It took little time to get used to the slight restrictions it imposed, but she doubted she could wear it for more than a few hours without going crazy.
In any case, all the extraordinary skill of the tailors could not give her a better expression, nor could the makeup completely hide the dark shadows under her eyes.
She tried not to focus too much on that gloomy face, the face of a girl who could have slept for a decade without even getting out of bed to perform basic bodily functions, and let her eyes wander over the mirror. For yes, there was something strange about that reflecting surface. It trembled slightly, and the image it returned seemed to be shrouded in a peculiar hue.
Her parents finally noticed that they had almost lost sight of their daughter, stopped and caught up with her.
Shadi read the expression on Tiona's face. She looked ready to pinch her to stop her musings, but Leoben prevented her from continuing with new complaints. "I wish I had one. I've been trying to acquire an Eye of the Ether for years," he explained.
Ah. So it was not a mirror.
"Like all Sacred Artifacts, the Ether Eyes are rare and precious objects. It is difficult to see one outside of government palaces or the private residences of the Masters, such as this one," he continued. "To host one would be a great privilege. It would bring us unimaginable benefits." Her father swept his eyes over the thick silver frame surrounding the Eye. "If we had one in our fortress, things would be very different now," he said with a note of pain in his voice.
Shadi could only guess what he meant. She knew that the Eyes could somehow communicate with each other and connect those who possessed them. But she had never seen one at work and wondered what immense power animated them. Darjin had mentioned it, too, before she succumbed to exhaustion while telling of her visit to Narden of the Eyes.
The Eyes can do much more than reflect distant images. The Sacred Artifacts of the gods read hearts. They recognize the worthy, they condemn the blasphemous. Remember these words and use them when all seems lost.
To Shadi it had seemed like a silly riddle. Darjin's expression, however, had made her think about it for a long time.
"Perhaps I could borrow one from our Lord Zayr," Leoben added in a light tone that clashed with the deep lines on his forehead. He hugged the upper circles with his gaze, and Shadi followed his eyes. Indeed, there was an additional Eye of the Ether on each of the planes. All of them reflected the inside of the amphitheater with the same flicker.
Shadi was struck by a revelation as simple as it was powerful. Until that moment, she had felt small and inadequate whenever she had heard about the Masters. She had thought that in time this alienation would fade, that experience might enable her to understand.
She was wrong.
Even her parents, despite their best efforts to project confidence and calm, still harbored similar feelings. She saw it in her father's eyes and felt it in her mother's movements. They didn't understand either. Not really. They feared the Masters because they were overwhelmed by their extraordinary deeds. They feared the power of the gods and clung to ignorance.
It was a certainty so macabre and dark that it left her with a bitter taste in her mouth and a flurry of questions that she was now certain would remain unanswered.
How many different kinds of Artifacts were there? She had seen the Shield Band the Tamer had given Darjin, and now she stood before an Eye of the Ether. She knew of Lord Zayr's gigantic vessel, the Lethenium Dart, and the way it flew through the sky as if it were lighter than air. How far did the extraordinary arts of the Masters go? Where did the power they imbued into these objects come from?
She promised herself that she would ask these questions of the only person who seemed to have direct experience with some of them.
Darjin.
Shadi would wait for her to regain her strength and then join the end of the line of people seeking her attention. A wave of fear surged through her heart at the thought of the investigation her dearest friend would face.
Squinting, she tried not to sigh as she imagined horrible scenarios in which some politician decided to blame Darjin for the deaths of the young women.
Someone behind her cleared his voice.
Shadi was transfixed by the reflection in the Eye. Two figures were standing behind her and her parents. She barely registered the woman's presence before the man's face hit her like a slap. His fiery red hair, his pale eyes, and the freckles on his cheekbones captured her attention.
And that jaw. By the gods, it looked like it had been sculpted with a chisel. She could have used it to cut wood.
Shadi realized that she had stared too long. Her neck almost hurt from having to lift her head so high; he was much taller than she was.
The man spoke and she shook herself out of her stupor.
"Lugalen Jan Hura, it is a pleasure to meet you again," the man said. He bowed his head, and Leoben did the same.
"Ensin Thawill. The pleasure is all mine."
"I am glad to see that your wife and daughter are in good health. In light of recent events, I was afraid I could not take your presence here tonight for granted."
Leoben nodded. "Such consideration pleases us. Allow me to introduce my wife Tiona and my daughter Shadi."
The Ensin took Tiona's hand, held it gently between his own, and brought it to his forehead with a short bow. He repeated the gesture with Shadi, who had to clench her teeth to keep from shivering at the warmth of his skin.
She reminded herself not to be silly, to stand up straight, and not to embarrass them all.
By now she was so used to her mother's reproaches and recommendations that she could hear them in her head even when the woman was silent.
The Ensin introduced them to another Ensin. Her name was Nalia Korr, and she was the most fiercely attractive creature Shadi had ever seen. She looked as if the sun itself had woven her skin in shades of bronze and black ink.
Shadi felt Ensin Korr's eyes pass through her and sensed that the woman was silently assessing each of her family members. There was something amused and threatening in the way she arched her eyebrows.
At one point, Shadi was shaken by the avalanche of perceptions this new encounter had thrown at her. She became aware that her father was talking about her. "You can ask me anything you want. My family and yours are bound by an ancient trust," he replied to the Ensin.
But what was the request?
"That same trust led me to send my Dagger to you for help. You were my first thought when I realized that my family's safety was in jeopardy," he continued. Then he placed a hand on Shadi's back.
And he pushed her towards the Ensin.
Shadi barely held back a gasp.
That was the request.

    
  "May I steal a moment of your time, my lady?" Andik asked, opening his lips in a quiet, respectful smile. 
The girl nodded and took his hand. She had a tired but curious look in her eyes. Heavy shadows under her eyes contrasted with her very pale skin. The frame of dark, wavy hair that fell over her shoulders lightened the strained expression.
The daughter of Lugalen certainly did not stand out for her natural beauty. Her figure was ordinary, her features regular. She was a far cry from the algid beauty of her mother. Andik easily recognized Leoben's intelligent and perceptive gaze in the girl. But her eyes lacked the disillusionment of the Lugalen. Life still seemed to sweep over her, overwhelming her with its wonders and sorrows.
How long had Andik stopped marveling at his surroundings? Sure, the Black Amphitheater was a rare gem and had taken his breath away. But Shadi Jan Hura crossed the fine line between freshness and new maturity. And she wore the marks of that journey on her tired face.
Andik took the girl's hand in the crook of his elbow and invited her to walk with him. "I'll bring her back soon," he assured her parents. They nodded approvingly, especially the mother, who, despite her best efforts to remain aloof, beamed at him as if she had just won a prize.
Nalia lingered with the Lugalen and his wife, quickly grabbing a glass of wine from the tray of a nearby servant. She winked smugly at Andik. If the Jan Hura had withheld important details of this ugly story, Nalia would make them come out, one way or another.
Shadi remained silent, following him meekly. On other occasions, he might have toyed with her discomfort, asking ambiguous questions to test her, to see if her memories of the abduction were really so vague and inconclusive. She was one of only two witnesses to those events, and he could have resorted to trickery to extract the truth. But something told him that such an approach wouldn't be appropriate. The young Jan Hura looked confused and intimidated, unlike the many ambitious ladies eager to appear.
So Andik was pragmatic. "How are you, my lady?" he asked her as they walked near the translucent parapet that overlooked the first circle, the one where the actual meeting with King Zayr would take place.
The girl seemed to be searching for the right words, taking her time before deciding to answer. "I suppose I am quite well, despite everything. Thank you for your interest, Ensin Thawill."
"I am glad to hear that. Your presence here tonight must be exhausting, but I admire your strength of spirit."
The girl hesitated. Andik had the impression she was suppressing a nervous laugh. "Do I amuse you, my lady?" He paused, placed a hand on the railing and turned back to her. At his question, she paled even more, if that was possible.
"Oh no, Ensin Thawill, not at all. Forgive me. There is nothing beyond deep kindness and sensitivity in your words. I am simply tired. Please pay no attention to the shortness of my manners."
Andik bit the inside of his mouth. His words had been harsh, more than he really wanted. "No, you forgive me. I snorted obviousness and forced you to be respectful despite everything. I can only guess how heavy the burden is on your shoulders. I promise you that I will try to lighten the tone of this conversation as much as possible."
Those words struck a chord deep within the girl, resonating with her sensitivity. Andik sensed it in the shine of her eyes and the tone of her voice. "Thank you, Ensin."
"Just call me Andik, please."
She nodded. "Then you will not judge me prematurely if I ask you to grant me the same trust?"
"It would be an honor, Shadi."
"Thank you, Andik," she smiled. And relief lit up her face.
For a few moments they did nothing but smile.
Then a sense of duty took over, and the reality of the questions that plagued Andik's mind became pressing again. "I heard that your memory is raging against you," he finally asked her.
Shadi looked disappointed but resigned as the question came. As if only one part of her had expected it and the other had hoped for something else.
"Yes, it does. I recall being forcibly taken from my family's convoy. I vividly remember the sounds and sensations. They hooded me and pushed me into a cell carved out of rock. It was pitch black. I think I lost track of time, because when Darjin came to rescue me, I was completely disoriented."
"Your Dagger was very brave," he indulged her. He knew he had chosen the right path. Shadi was different from many of the young women he had to extort information from. She seemed to enjoy their conversation, and the veil of uneasiness that had enveloped her quickly faded.
He was almost saddened by this. After all, she was just a naive girl. He had no way of knowing what was really going on in her mind. Maybe she would soon regret being so open.
"Yes, you are right. She showed unwavering faith and extraordinary strength. And saved me again."
Again. It was an interesting explanation. Andik needed to take this into account.
"What do you remember of the men who attacked you?"
She thought about the question. "They had their faces covered, all of them. There must have been a blow to the side of my head at some point, because my memory is in a state of disarray. I woke up just before Darjin broke into the Watchtower. I remember her, I remember the room where she found me and not much else but the darkness of the cell where they locked me up together... together..."
Andik felt the abyss of pain that prevented her from finishing the sentence.
The death of all those girls weighed on Shadi's conscience. She felt responsible.
Andik ran to her side. "Please wait." He took a few steps to an attendant who was serving wine to the guests, took two cups and handed one to Shadi. She accepted without much conviction. "Don't tell me this is your first sip," he nudged her.
The young woman blushed, "Of course not. I'm not a child," she whispered, looking at him over the edge of the glass and taking a sip of wine.
Andik returned to lean against the parapet. With a gesture of his chin, he pointed to all the Lugalen families on the level, so few compared to the grandeur of the Amphitheater.
"Do you see them, Shadi?"
She came to his side, but remained silent.
"These men and women cannot believe their eyes. These Lugalens and their wives are walking on clouds. Because they are here, against all odds. Only six families, Shadi, only six daughters survived the tragedy. Did you know that?"
Shadi shook her head.
"Some of your peers jumped from moving carriages and plunged into raging rivers. Others pretended to be dead, and still others fought even better than the guards who were supposed to protect them. They survived, just like you. You are little miracles, all of you."
The girl put her hand to her mouth. Moved by his words.
"Believe me, I know what it is to witness such bloody events. I know what it is to look death in the eye. And I know how easy it is to take on guilt that is not ours. Our Lord Zayr wanted you here for this very reason. To celebrate your life. It is right, you must accept it and leave behind remorse and regret. You owe it to yourself, you owe it to your family. Leave the tears and sorrow to the Lugalens who have been robbed of their daughters." He walked over to her and put a hand on her shoulder. "Will you do it, Shadi?"
She cleared her throat, coughing, and wiped the corner of one eye. "I will, Andik."
He smiled with a closed mouth.
"What color were their robes?"
Shadi furrowed her brow. She realized to whom he was referring, and her eyes drifted away from him and the Amphitheater, lost in memories.
"Dark. Maybe black."
"Are you sure? What if they were a color that looked black to you because of the low light?"
She widened her eyes. "Gray. Their robes were a very dark gray."
"Like ashes," he added. He felt a foothold in those words, a flash of light that would point him in the right direction.
Before she could ask more questions, something changed. The Black Amphitheater fell silent as a strong wind ruffled the guests' clothing. Andik instinctively lifted his eyes and knew, even without seeing him, that he had arrived. King Zayr.
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Laamar was pulling her back onto the bed and showering her with kisses when a flash of lightning illuminated the room. For a split second, everything went white. The thick glass and iron walls of the summer residence reverberated with the burst of light, holding it like a diamond in front of a flame. 
Darjin stiffened, certain that this was no ordinary omen of rain. It had been too powerful, and no thunder had followed.
"What was that?" she asked more to herself than to Laamar.
"Nothing you need to worry about," he whispered. He rubbed against her like a cat craving attention, tickling her earlobes, nibbling at her neck.
Darjin freed herself from his grasp, annoyed, her senses aflame with uncertainty. She turned, reached the window and gasped.
Another flash, then another and another. Darjin covered her eyes and shook her head, trying to clear the bright streaks that had marked her vision for a few moments.
When her vision cleared, she gasped. Above the Black Amphitheater, suspended in the air like a shimmering silver insect, flew the Lethenium Dart.
Darjin knew that reverent awe should have filled her mind. She was certain that simple worship of her Lord should have silenced her. Instead, her thoughts were consumed by a single voice.
It was clear, crystal clear, terrifying. It told her that she should be down there, beside Shadi. It was whispering that something terribly wrong was about to happen in the Amphitheater.
She decided to listen to it.

    
  The Lethenium Dart was large, graceful, and terrifying at the same time. 
Shadi watched the night sky with wide eyes. Until recently, there had only been a beautiful blanket of stars up there. Now the flying ship filled the panorama with its pointed silhouette, a bold cross between the shape of a dragonfly and that of an arrow. Of course, she knew nothing of this beast, forged from the iron of the gods, but she wondered how it could hover above the void without making a sound, not even the faintest.
She turned to Andik and found him, too, with his nose pointed at the Dart. But there was more than astonishment in his look. The Ensin's eyes were somber, overshadowed by a concern she was not sure she wanted to understand.
A crack opened in the belly of the Dart. Compared to the size of the machine, it seemed little more than a scratch. The opening widened quickly, emitting a soft glow that grew in intensity and settled into the shape of a large circle of light. Something was moving there. Dark points emerged from the glow and began to slowly descend.
At first, Shadi didn't understand what they were, but she soon caught the outlines of the silhouettes.
Not objects.
Children of the gods.
The Masters.
She clung to the railing and covered her eyes with one hand, as if staring into the summer sun and in danger of being blinded by it.
The figures descended from the Dart gracefully, as if their feet were supported by panes of glass. As they approached, Shadi was able to count them. There were eleven of them, two in the center and nine forming a circle around them. In the eerie silence that had filled a place made for dancing and celebration, she looked for her parents. They were nearby, in the company of Ensin Korr, their eyes fixed upward, entranced by the apparition.
When she returned to observe the celestial figures, she was amazed to find them now near the level of the second circle, and could finally make out their features. The nine figures arranged in a circle were warriors. Clad in red armor as translucent as ruby, their faces hidden behind masks that could only be described as expanses of diamonds, they wielded long black staffs with blades shining like white gold at their ends. As they descended for the first round, the warriors raised their weapons and pointed them at the onlookers.
"Kneel before King Zayr, Lord of the Tutors!" they shouted in unison. Their baritone voices resounded in the Amphitheater like the thunder Shadi had been waiting for, but which had never come after the lightning.
Shadi noticed that all the other guests had already bowed deeply, some even touching the glass with their foreheads. Andik was on his knees, looking at her in confusion, perhaps wondering what she was waiting for. She hoped no one else had noticed her reluctance to show proper respect to their Lord, and prayed that even if they had, they would not think her a blasphemer.
Kneeling, she saw only her own breath spread across the glass, creating circles of evaporating moisture, one after the other. It felt like she'd been in this position forever when she finally heard God's voice.
"On your feet, my children," Zayr urged them.
Shadi's heart leapt, overwhelmed by the warmth and confidence of the voice. It pulsed with magnetic power. She raised her head and met Andik's gaze. The Ensin helped her to her feet and remained at her side as the god-king spoke again.
The beauty of what she saw overwhelmed her.
Zayr was astonishing. He stood tall, far taller than any man or woman she had ever seen, towering even over the red guards who had surrounded him on the descent and lined his flanks in neat rows. Her Lord wore a long blood-red robe inlaid with rubies. His massive shoulders were accentuated by Lethenium plates finely decorated with bas-relief motifs. An asymmetrically cut cloak ran down his back in overlapping draperies, as if the fabric were ready to transform into wings.
But all this opulence was nothing compared to the most dazzling jewel of all: his own face.
Zayr had wheat-blond hair, long and free on his shoulders, tanned skin, and eyes as bright as the clear morning sky. His beauty defied anyone who had tried to describe it. Yet Shadi found him familiar. Could it be that the drawings in one of her father's old books were so true to reality? Could it be that the stories in the Hymns to the Reasons had given her such a clear idea of the Lord's physiognomy? It had to be.
"You instill a profound sense of pride within me. Your presence here this evening, despite facing considerable challenges, is a striking manifestation of resilience. Your steadfast allegiance serves as the bedrock upon which our nation's foundations are built. I hereby express my profound respect and admiration for you, Lugalens. I offer my blessings to your families, your sons, and your daughters," Zayr continued.
He smiled.
God smiled, and it almost seemed as if a new dawn had broken the night on the Lake of Currents.
Her parents appeared next to her. They said their goodbyes to Andik, who returned them with a look of mild frustration, as if someone had just snatched a molasses cake from under his nose. Then they led her to the nearest stairs leading to the first round.
As she followed them, Shadi felt dazed. She could feel the electricity in the air from Zayr's mere presence. He seemed to be made of pure kinetic energy; his mighty body could undoubtedly crush the entire world.
She descended the great staircase that wound around the circumference of the circle and turned her gaze to the other six identical ramps that were arranged at regular intervals. Each of them, of course, was traversed by other Lugalen families.
She felt foolish and selfish for completely ignoring these people. Not once had she turned her attention away from her own ordeal. If Andik hadn't mentioned the other survivors, she wouldn't have noticed them at all.
She had to be better than that, Shadi thought. She had to be more aware.
Oh, how she missed her brother Roben, how she wished she could have hugged him, told him about the kidnapping and everything she was going through at that very moment. He always understood, reassured, and made her laugh.
The descent was short, interrupted by the spectacular curved panels of the first floor. The glass walls sank into the black waters of the Lake of Currents. For all intents and purposes, the first level was below the surface. Large schools of fish of various colors and sizes flowed along the walls, drawn by the sounds and warm lights. They formed clouds, currents, trails, and vibrant waves of life and color.
Shadi filled her eyes with each creature they rested upon. Like jugglers and dancers in a monumental production, they lingered under her gaze, giving her their wild beauty. The splendor of the lake's underwater life gave way to that of the interior of the first level. The dark glass floor, which made her feel as if she could walk on the water itself, was dotted with an array of tables covered in red, gold, and silver fabrics and draperies. It was a vision at once grand and desolate, given the lack of guests to occupy it. Framing the circular floor plan was a series of red Lethenium statues, depicting images of battle, triumph, and omnipotence.
Shadi easily recognized Zayr in each of them. The intricate details of their workmanship were impressive.
A bevy of servants in black and red livery led them to the center of the level, where King Zayr had prepared a large round table for himself and the small group of guests.
As she approached, Shadi felt a knot tighten in her stomach, along with the increasingly difficult to ignore desire to burst out laughing hysterically. It seemed impossible for her to be there, in the presence of the ruler of Urook. It simply wasn't possible.
As the distance to the table cleared, she realized that she had missed another important presence. And hers had been an almost unforgivable oversight. For this second figure should have been, in her eyes as a young woman of marriageable age, almost more interesting than Zayr's.
It was him. The deity all the girls of Urook fabled. One of the three reasons why all the girls in Kenjir lost sleep, overwhelmed by dreams of glory, lust and splendor.
It was Reev, the only-born son of Zayr, Champion of Urook, who would participate in the Trials on behalf of the Tutors. Most importantly, he was one of the three candidates for the throne.
Perhaps she was looking at the future Negus.
Perhaps she was looking at the new Emperor of All.

    
  The Lethenium creature lingered in the sky above the Amphitheater for a few moments. 
Andik watched as it moved away, gently, as if reluctant to leave Zayr. It went to position itself near the suspension bridge that connected the structure to the shore residence.
Down below, at the level of the first floor that plunged into the black lake, Shadi Jan Hura took a seat at the King's great table, amidst her own parents.
The girl seemed overwhelmed by Zayr's presence, by his powerful voice, and yes, most likely by the astonishing beauty he and his son Reev radiated. The Champion of the Tutors resembled his father in an uncanny way. In fact, he seemed like a younger version of him, though of course no one would dare call Zayr old. Reev sat to his father's right, listening to him with his arms crossed. His military cut was similar to Andik's, but the Champion's stylists had made sure to leave his arms bare to show off his explosive musculature.
Andik knew that no ordinary man of Kenjir could ever be like that. There was no reason to doubt their divine nature. Thinking about Zayr and Reev helped distract him from more pressing matters for a few seconds. His Lord had seen fit to reveal himself just as the conversation with Shadi seemed to be going in the right direction. The girl had slipped from his grasp.
When would he get another chance to talk to her alone? He was disappointed that he had not been allowed to go below the second level.
"Did they take her from you?" Nalia appeared at his side. She looked amused, perhaps because of the wine she was sipping.
"I was close," he admitted. "I was close, I can feel it."
Nalia patted his shoulder. "Patience, my dear Ensin, patience. I bet this evening will not last very long. We'll just have to wait. You will be able to intercept the young woman before she returns to her quarters."
Andik really hoped so. He despised the thought of missing such a promising opportunity.
"Come with me. You must taste this wine." Nalia pulled him away from the parapet and the taste of defeat that poisoned his palate.

    
  Shadi was safe. A part of Darjin accepted that thought and scoffed at the other, the one that was worried to the point of exhaustion. The one that made her want to grab her weapons and run to the Black Amphitheater. 
These were not reasonable thoughts, no.
At this moment, Shadi should be with her parents, surrounded by the families of other Lugalens, and in the presence of the king himself, the Lord of Urook. A warrior god.
What could have happened to her?
Did Darjin have the right to interfere in a matter so far above her station?
Absolutely not.
And yet.
She turned, leaving Laamar at the window, and walked briskly to the closet. The stitched wounds groaned at this outburst, and she held back a moan. They would heal completely, the healers had told her, leaving scars that were as ominous as they were interesting, if she could just get a grip on herself.
But she couldn't.
Darjin had not sworn to be calm; she had not dedicated her life to the comfort of such luxurious rooms.
There was no sign of the blouse, breeches and cloak she had worn; they must have been ruined by now. The closet was filled with jackets and trousers, featherweight evening gowns, light shoes, and even shiny boots stashed on the bottom shelf. All in her size.
Gifts from Shadi?
A tribute from her parents?
Without giving it much thought, she slipped into a pair of beautiful black breeches that wrapped around her like a second skin, then pranced around, pulling on her boots. As she slipped into the long purple jacket, she turned.
Laamar was watching her with crossed arms and an expression that was hard to decipher.
She did not like it. It was as if his face had changed from one moment to the next into an impenetrable mask.
"It's not a good idea, I told you. You should enjoy the vacation, it might not last long."
She huffed, "You're right. But good ideas are often based on laziness. And I don't like laziness."
"The lazy die less than the industrious."
"True. To be honest, the idea of dying of boredom scares me more," she chuckled. With her jacket now buttoned, Darjin scanned for the blades given by the Lugalen and the Shield Band left by the Tamer.
Laamar stepped in front of her and took her by the hips.
"Stay with me. Just a little longer, just a little longer."
She rose to her tiptoes and planted a kiss on his forehead. "You should get dressed." She walked around him and reached for the dresser next to the bed. Maybe the weapons and the tape were there?
But she stopped short.
Laamar grabbed her wrist. His grip was not gentle, not romantic, not fiery or passionate.
It was excessive. It hurt her.
"You will not leave this room, Dagger."

    
  Sitting at the large round table, Shadi felt as if she had been transported into one of the illustrated pages of her father's books. At the far end sat Zayr, flanked by his son Reev and surrounded by the Lugalens, their wives and daughters. 
The first level, all around them, glowed with soft, fragmented light, casting a thousand different reflections off the dark stained glass windows. Shoals of shimmering fish, like forests of silver arrows, darted in every direction, while more imposing aquatic creatures peered out timidly near the great submerged lanterns. It seemed like a dream—the strangest and grandest she had ever experienced, more real than any other moment in her life.
Surrounded by water, her mind drifted back to memories that took her breath away. The icy river she had once plunged into, searching for a strength she feared she lacked, came to mind. Holding her breath and fighting the fear of the water, foolishness and recklessness had led her to rely too much on Darjin's protection. The experience had almost resulted in drowning and freezing. But now that fear was almost gone.
Maybe it had all been worth it. This thought comforted her. She tried, without much success, to concentrate on what King Zayr was saying. He spoke of strength, faith, loyalty. At one point he raised a goblet. "To the brave young women who gladden our hearts by their very presence." The impossible blue of his eyes rested on the faces of the girls sitting around his table.
Shadi felt her cheeks flush. There was everything in those celestial irises. She was pierced by that gaze and had the irrational certainty that her Lord had instantly read her mind, her heart, and seen every hidden corner of her soul.
Zayr's voice thundered again. "Tell me your stories, maidens. Tell me how you survived the beasts that dared to take you from your families."
Shadi felt the blood drain from her face even faster than she had blushed. The thought of speaking out loud in front of all these people, and especially in front of Zayr, terrified her. She had hoped to get through this evening by barely uttering a few syllables, nodding gracefully and smiling innocently.
Zayr shifted his attention to one of the young women sitting to her right. The girl rose, curtsied, and thanked her Lord for the honor of the request. She was tall, with tanned skin and a toned body, a musculature as strong as it was harmonious. Was she the one who had fought to free herself from her captors?
The girl introduced herself, her name was Crima and she was the daughter of Lugalen Wolde. With a firm voice she began her story and Shadi realized that she would never be able to do the same. She was trembling, her voice was a pale, uncertain breeze, and her incoherent account of the kidnapping would embarrass her parents.
No.
She had overcome the impossible, endured where so many others had succumbed.
She could do it, honor her people and her nation.
Closing her eyes, she tried to bring order to the conflicting emotions stirring within her. She tried to focus on what was happening around the table.
Zayr listened to Crima with attentive eyes. He was distracted only for a moment when he raised the goblet with a quick gesture. A servant hurried to fill it with wine.
Shadi frowned.
Why did this tall, square-jawed, blond servant look so familiar?
She saw the color of his eyes. They were so peculiar, with irises so clear they seemed white.
This detail caused a deep feeling within her that was difficult to describe.
A reverberation. A trace. A question.
Who was he?
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Andik moistened his lips with the wine Nalia had offered him and walked with her around the perimeter of the circle. He ran his eyes over the glass walls, letting them rest on the infinity of overlapping layers that captured and returned light in a myriad of misty mirages. The Black Amphitheater floated on the lake, circling beneath the stars. It was a place that would leave a sweet ache in his eyes and mind at the memory of such beauty. Its splendor only added to his anxiety and sadness over the events that had brought him there that night in the presence of their Lord and Master, the God of all Urook and the lands surrounding the city. 
He racked his brain trying to find the right way to take Shadi Jan Hura away from her parents, even if only for a few minutes. He needed her. He required her memory.
He noticed that Nalia had stopped walking and was no longer poking him in a vain attempt to lift his spirits. The Ensin had turned to the first level. "What are you looking at?"
There was no answer. Breaking away from him, Nalia walked to the parapet. She leaned against it, her gaze fixed on something below.

    
  Darjin freed herself from Laamar's grip with a tug. Intuition ignited her senses with a rage, whispering the truth even before he spoke. 
"Keep your hands off me, lieutenant."
He shook his head, his gaze fixed. "I can't. You need to stay with me."
"Why?"
He bit his lower lip. "Because if you go down there, I won't be able to protect you."
Darjin stifled a laugh. "I am touched. But I will take my chances," she said, turning away from him.
When she felt his grip on her shoulder, instinct took over as it had in every fight. Disappointment burned in her chest; realization should have come immediately, and doubt should have remained, just as it had when they first met.
Taking the hand that rested on her shoulder, Darjin twisted the wrist and turned hard toward him. As the twist came dangerously close to breaking, the question burst from her mouth, burning like sour wine: "Tell me the truth. Why don't you want me to go to her? What's going on?"
He stifled a groan of surprise and pain. With the experience of a skilled fighter, he freed himself from her grip. "I'm doing you a favor. If you run to your mistress, you will die. Like everyone else."
Darjin's heart skipped a beat. "What does that mean?"
Laamar only smiled with his mouth. "I cannot tell you. The more you know, the more danger you are in. I have spoken too much already."
"I should be dead," she finished.
He stared at her, motionless, tall, powerful, dark as southern wood.
"You betrayed us."
"I'm saving your life!" he retorted in exasperation.
"You are one of them. You work with the Shields." Darjin spat out the words angrily, as if disgust consumed her mouth.
"I will explain everything, I swear. There is so much you don't know, so much you could do. A warrior with your skills would be an infinitely valuable asset to the cause. But you must live to understand."
Darjin shivered. Fury clenched her hands and sank sharp nails into her flesh. "Oh no. You are listening to my explanation. If you thought, even for a moment, that your words could make me turn against the Jan Hura family, then you are very, very stupid. What a shame. What a waste. You are a joke, Laamar. So attractive and yet so foolish."
He widened his eyes in pain. "Don't make me do something I will regret, Darjin. I don't want to fight you."
She laughed softly. "I, on the other hand, will not beg you. And here is my promise: If you try to stop me again, I will kill you."
Laamar lowered his eyes and continued to slowly shake his head. Then he lunged at her.

    
  Darjin knew her weakness. 
Laamar needed a single, well-placed blow to one of her stitched limbs to overpower her. The impact would rupture her stitches and cause her wounds to bleed profusely.
He was much taller than her, stronger and heavier, though not as well trained with bladed weapons. But there were no blades in sight. Darjin could only rely on her own reflexes, blunted by fatigue, drugs and bandages.
Where was the Shield Band?
Darjin could count on one advantage.
Determination.
She was completely, and sometimes she feared almost blindly, loyal to Shadi and her family. And she always put the girl's safety first.
She pirouetted and dodged the lieutenant's strike as he missed her, unable to deliver his thrust.
The man paused, raised his fists to his face, and leaned forward in a fighting stance. "We don't have to do this, Darjin. We can leave this place behind. You can come with me."
Darjin lifted her chin. "Men like you should learn to keep quiet. You were much more interesting when you let your body talk."
Laamar made his lips disappear in a thin, exasperated line. As he approached, she mirrored his steps, joining him in a slow, circular dance. She felt his intent gaze, studying her closely.
A part of her hesitated. She wondered if he truly wanted her. If he wanted more than the passion of one night.
And she felt foolish for giving room to those questions.
He was a traitor, just a traitor.
Finally, Laamar made his move, throwing a powerful kick at Darjin's jaw.
Dodging the attack, she found herself exposed to two punches he threw her way. She parried one and ducked another with a quick backward bend, her arms shooting out to grab his wrist while he was still in midair. With a hard jerk, she twisted it at an impossible angle.
Laamar screamed in pain as she pushed him away.
"You are going to die." She pointed a finger in his face, her voice firm, her gaze hard. "Run away. Go and hide like the filthy animal you are. This is your last chance, traitor."
Laamar clenched his jaw. One, two, three seconds and he came at her again with a hail of blows.
Darjin dodged the first few, then parried, pirouetted, but the last one caught her cheekbone and snapped her head to the side. A shower of blinding light filled her eyes.
Immediately, Laamar pushed her onto the bed, pinned her down and wrapped his hands around her neck.
When she opened her eyes again, Darjin found herself facing the man she had shared the bed with moments before. He gripped her throat, his jaw clenched, a vein pulsing in his temple as if it were about to burst.
The pain in her neck became unbearable, her lungs burned, dark spots filling her vision as she clung to his wrists, tight as iron.
No.
No.
It could not end like this.
Laamar's body was heavy on her, muscular, powerful and rock hard, his skin as hot as when he had held her, caressed her with pure desire.
No, not that hard.
Not that hard.
As everything around her went black, as her lungs trembled silently, Darjin found what she was looking for.
She would have laughed in his face if she could, if he had let her breathe enough.
For she made a very simple gesture, yet incredibly difficult given his size and weight.
Darjin's left kneecap sank between Laamar's testicles.
He howled like a wolf being torn apart alive, and she used the moment to twist her neck in the grip of his fingers. With all her remaining strength, she bit his right hand down to the bone.
The man screamed again, spewing obscenities and insults as she crawled from the bed, panting and coughing.
With her chest trembling from violent spasms and the rest of her body shaking like a leaf in the wind, Darjin crawled to the dresser and searched for her weapons. She took comfort in the traitor's cries of pain.
Why did no one rush to her aid? Why had Lugalen's men not swarmed her quarters?
On her knees, she opened the first drawer, then the second.
Nothing.
She turned in time to see Laamar standing there, his face contorted with rage, a trickle of angry drool wetting his chin. He roared as he lunged at her again, but the pain that erupted between his legs made him clumsy.
Darjin rolled away easily, and so she found herself looking at the emptiness under the bed. There was a bag underneath, and the unmistakable reflection of her blades.
She pushed towards them, reaching under the wooden base of the canopy, but only managed to grab one side of the bundle before Laamar grabbed her feet and began to drag her away. Darjin screamed in anger, clutching the bag tightly and straining towards it.
An object silently rolled out of the cloth.
It was the Shield Band.
As Laamar pulled her away, Darjin thrust her right wrist into the Artifact. And as the traitor lifted her off the ground as if she weighed less than a grain of sand and hurled her far away, she strained to observe the position of the symbols carved into the metal.
She remembered the words of the Tamer, as clear as if he were right there in the air, projected with her against a glass wall by a mountain of black muscle with crushed testicles and bloodshot eyes.
Three clicks forward to activate the defenses.
It was the right combination in the wrong place.
She fell anyway. But not on the floor. Towards a wall; the impact would put her out of action.
Laamar could crush her like an ant.
Without thinking, she aimed the Band at the wall and felt it burst behind her like a lava bubble filled with explosive gases.

    
  Darjin flew past the torn wall, wrapped in a cloud of shattered glass and twisted iron bars. They looked like blades of grass in the wind. 
Closing her eyes to shield them from the debris and sparks, she had a crystal clear perception of her surroundings, as if time had condensed and begun to drip around her, thick as honey: the night panorama surrounding the summer residence, the starry sky, the distant lights of the Black Amphitheater reflected on the lake.
A beautiful night to die.
Then her body reacted instinctively.
She reached out her right arm, opened her eyes wide.
And grabbed the railing.
But it was the weak arm, the one that had just been stitched up. The recoil, the pulling and Darjin's weight caused the stitches to pop out like corks from bottles of sparkling wine shaken violently.
Darjin screamed in pain, clenched her teeth and pulled her other arm up to grab the iron.
It was then that she saw Laamar's face.
He grazed her fingers.
Slowly he began to lift them one by one.
"You should have listened to me. We were going to do great things, Darjin," he said solemnly.
Then the lieutenant's head exploded.

    
  What was left of Laamar's body collapsed. Had Darjin been at her strength, had she realized what had happened, she might have cried out in triumph. 
But her arm hurt badly, her lungs burned, her head throbbed violently.
Who had blown poor, stupid Laamar's head off?
"Let yourself go!"
Darjin recognized the voice and the flapping of wings.
When she turned, the Silver Sparrowhawk was behind her, approaching at great speed.
With a sigh of relief, she let go of the handrail and let the cool air of the wind whipping the Lake of Currents embrace her. Moments later, she found herself in the Tamer's arms.
He held her as if she were a child.
"How did you know?" muttered Darjin.
He silenced her by placing his finger over her mouth. Then he brought the same hand to his face.
The mask disappeared at his touch. "I made you a promise, remember?"
Miro, her younger brother.
It was always him in that armor.
He was supposed to be dead.
Instead, he had once again saved her life.
"Today is the day I keep my word. I have come to see you. On a Silver Sparrowhawk."
Darjin could not believe her eyes.
Hot tears blurred her vision.

    
  Crima Wolde's story touched Lord Zayr as much as it did the rest of the table. 
Shadi was aware of this because of the applause that followed the girl's tears, not because she had paid much attention. With a veil of shame, she had to admit that she was infinitely more worried about what she would say when her turn came.
How could she explain the absence of certain memories and elements useful for understanding her role in the nightmare she had experienced?
And then there was this strange restlessness.
At first she had attributed her uneasiness to the unique structure of the first circle. It was, after all, a huge puddle in a dark sea. Given her history with water, it was natural to feel uneasy.
But the environment was only part of the whole.
Yes, being down there made her nervous, and the presence of King Zayr pushed her to the brink of hysteria. But these external factors were not enough. The discomfort turned into something almost unmanageable. Fingers pressed to her temples, eyes closed, she tried to concentrate. But an elbow nudged her side; it had to be Mother, no doubt. Why wouldn't she leave her alone for once? Why did the torture continue?
She opened her eyes again and looked at the woman, ready to hold her icy gaze.
But Tiona was afraid. What had frightened her? What had torn her impassive mask?
Shadi understood very soon. All eyes around the big round table were on her.
Zayr's, too.
And those of his son Reev.
Her turn had come, they had been waiting for her to stand up and tell her story, but instead she had remained silent, motionless, lost in fear and questions.
Trembling, she rose to her feet. She opened her mouth to speak, but words failed her. A veil of icy sweat covered her forehead and neck.
"These poor maidens must have parched throats. By uncovering such painful memories, they are in danger of being silenced forever."
Reev's voice. It was as deep and thunderous as his father's, but with a warmer, younger tone. It was an absolutely enchanting melody. Grateful for his courtesy, she took the time to gather her thoughts.
A crowd of servants bustled around the table. In no time, all the goblets were filled.
Shadi turned to thank the one who had refilled hers with a nod and recognized him as the strange man she had noticed earlier, the same one who had taken care of Zayr's wine. Once again she was seized by a feeling that was hard to identify. Had she met this man before?
She blinked, feeling dizzy.
Maybe she had drunk too much.
She put one hand on the table, the other on her forehead, and tried to breathe calmly and concentrate on her surroundings. She heard Tiona's voice; she was asking her if she was all right. She must have answered unsatisfactorily, because the question was repeated over and over again.
She shook her head and forced herself to open her eyes.
When she managed to do so, she tasted pure horror.
All the daughters stood behind their fathers. The guests watched them with a mixture of amazement and embarrassment.
The girls looked distant, lost, and sweating profusely. Some of them were beginning to lose the heavy makeup on their faces.
Shadi wanted to say something, but she could not.
Why had they all stood up at the same time?
The question died in her mouth when she found that she was no longer in the middle of her parents.
She was behind his father's back.
And she had a knife in her right hand.
KILL HIM.
KILL HIM.
KILL HIM.
The voice ripped through her ears, repeating endlessly. First a whisper, then a command, and finally a scream that could not be ignored.
Shadi wanted to cry and scream that no, she couldn't, she didn't want to. This was her father. She loved him. She would not hurt him. But her hand was raised, as were those of the other girls she could see from their motionless poses. It was as if someone was holding her head still, sticking needles in her eyes to keep them steady, straight ahead.
Shadi's heart was pounding with fear, racing with the horror of what was happening and the overwhelming sense of helplessness that gripped her.
KILL HIM.
KILL HIM.
KILL HIM.
The voice continued to haunt her, reappearing as the situation around the table deteriorated. It was a matter of moments. All the diners jumped to their feet. Blades slid down the throats of the Lugalens.
Daughters killed fathers.
Shadi saw the blood, heard the screams.
And memories flooded her mind like a raging river breaking a centuries-old dam.
Eshfen.
It was him. The servant who had poured Zayr and her drinks.
It was him.
It was him.
Him.
He had done something to her.
He had forced her to swallow one of those Aimflowers.
Its fruit can bend the strongest wills, enslave the most stubborn minds.
That was how he had forced her, and that was how he had maneuvered all the other girls. He had used them to commit a massacre in front of God.
Shadi heard another cry, an infinitely sad cry, a wail that tore at her chest. At last she understood. It was her voice. Her body was fighting. It was fighting against the will that wanted to overwhelm it.
She fought.
She resisted.
She held the knife.
Her father was still alive.
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It was a horrifying spectacle, grotesque in its simplicity. Andik saw what had caught Nalia's attention, just as the knives wielded by the young women pierced the throats of their fathers. 
Chaos ensued with the violence of a predator attacking a basket of helpless cubs. The mothers sprang to their feet, the red warriors of Zayr pointing their staffs at the round table. Their Lord himself stood and looked at the bloodshed with indignation.
But it was his son Reev who spoke: "Your blessed gaze should not rest on such devastation, my Lord. Please let me deal with it. Give me your blessing and remove your holy presence from this massacre."
Zayr was hesitant, but disgust seemed to overcome contempt. With a quick nod of his head, he called the warriors and the Lethenium Dart to him.
Then he ascended to his flying machine much faster than he had landed.
"We have to get down," Nalia told him. She pulled at Andik's elbow. "Except for Reev, we are the highest ranking representatives of the government right now. They need us."
Andik knew she was right. He watched as the servants immobilized the daughters of the dead Lugalens. Smeared with blood, unmoving as statues, the young women were the most horrible harbingers of death he had ever seen. What had driven them to such a heinous act? Had they been plotting among the shadows? And why? What did they hope to gain?
He was on the verge of entering the staircase that Shadi Jan Hura had just walked down when something caught his attention. A single movement, an off-key note in a melody of death.
A servant.
Unlike all the others, he moved away from the first level instead of coming closer to see, to understand, to act.
Andik watched him closely until the man slipped into one of the many arches that led to the inner quarters of the second level. The natural way he hunched his shoulders to quicken his pace set off a silent alarm in Andik's mind. "I'll catch up with you soon," he said to Nalia. "I have a bad feeling."
She looked at him sideways. "It's a little late, don't you think? Couldn't you have been swept away by a bad omen before those damsels slaughtered their fathers?"
She wasn't wrong.
"Make it quick, because I saw something that will drive you crazy," Nalia continued. She had a conspiratorial gleam in her eyes.
"What do you mean?"
She paused between steps. "Your girl. Jan Hura's daughter. She's the only one who didn't stab her father. Isn't that strange?"
More than strange. It was a bloody nightmare with no end and no sense.
Andik quickened his pace and entered the maze of corridors, stairs and walkways that marked the second level.
If his hunch was right, if the man he had seen leaving the massacre was somehow connected to it, there was little chance he would seek refuge in a dark corner or a dead end. He was certainly heading for an extraction point to meet someone who would help him disappear.
So Andik did not care about searching the most confined spaces or breaking through the locked doors of the most anonymous rooms. It was a dangerous strategy, of course. A gamble, in a way. But he was still following a hunch. Why not take a chance?
He walked briskly, aware that the exchange of banter with Nalia had worked in his target's favor, perhaps already giving him an advantage that could not be reversed.
A short time later, he found himself in the large hallway he had passed through earlier in the evening. Once again, it was sadly deserted.
A lone guard stood by the moving platform, shifting his weight nervously from foot to foot as if he'd seen a ghost. Word of the first round's events had undoubtedly reached him, making it a terrible night to cover the shift. Had he run into the mystery man?
Andik was about to ask out loud when he was struck by his own stupidity. It had been a foolish mistake.
Foolish and deadly.
The guard raised the crossbow he carried at his side and aimed it at Andik's chest. For he was no guard. This was his man. The real guard was slumped on the ground just around the corner.
Andik raised his hands. "Tell me who you are. I don't want to die without knowing the name of my murderer," he said.
The man smiled. He was as pale as a corpse, had the clearest eyes and a determined expression.
"My name doesn't matter. Just like yours doesn't."
"I am Ensin Andik Thawill from the Red Army. My family has served in this office for ten generations," he replied. He sensed how hollow those words rang in the man's consciousness.
"Impressive. An Ensin of high lineage. Killed by a simple rebel."
"No rebel is simple. Not in the eyes of our Master, King Zayr. He will not tolerate blasphemy."
The man nodded. "What the Masters can tolerate is about to change. So will the amount of pain they can survive," he said, gripping the handle of the crossbow tighter. "You, however, will not be here to witness the revolution."
Andik started to answer, but the words died in his mouth. Years of service gave him the certainty of what was about to happen.
He dropped to the ground just as the man pulled the trigger.
Andik felt the arrow brush his left shoulder. He ignored the pain and let the satisfaction of having dodged a damned dangerous blow take over. He jumped to his feet and drew his sword.
His opponent did not bother to reload his weapon. He dropped it to the ground and brandished the curved blade at his side, smiling.
He wanted this fight.
He longed for it.
So he took the first step, a quick lunge aimed at Andik's side.
He slipped to the side, deflected the blow, and countered with a series of short, precise slashes.
The rebel caught the sword as the clang of metal against metal filled the air and mingled with their heavy breathing.
Andik retreated half a step, holding his blade high as the enemy advanced in silence, his weapon sharpened and ready to snap like a snake.
The fight had been quick and cautious, with no real advantage for either of them. But Andik was aware that time was not on his side. Any misstep could open a fatal breach, and he felt sweat trickle down his back, his breathing slowed by the instinctive anticipation of reinforcements.
But none would come.
Not now that the first level was in total chaos.
The enemy launched another attack, a sudden feint to the flank, and Andik responded with a sharp parry, deflecting the blow and immediately returning to his guard. Then he slipped to the side, using the proximity of a dark glass column as cover.
His opponent advanced with another quick feint. His curved blade hissed through the air in a flash, grazing the polished surface of the column.
Andik responded with a direct blow to the enemy's shoulder, but the blade hit nothing: the man jumped back without hesitation.
The clear eyes shone as if in the grip of a violent fever.
Andik had never witnessed anything like it. Was it madness, what he saw before his eyes? Or was it a devotion so deep that it erased all restraints of the simplest morality?
Andik projected himself against him. He seized the moment to strike and launched a slash at his opponent's exposed leg, but he reacted with a swift and deadly twist, his blade snapping at Andik's wrist. Only a backward leap saved Andik from a devastating wound.
The fight continued in the dark and deserted surroundings of the Amphitheater, their figures like swift shadows, accentuated by the thunder of their swords.
Andik tried to move the duel into a narrower niche between two columns, to avoid the wide and violent blows. He took a quick step, turned on his heel, and delivered a powerful kick.
His opponent blocked the attack with a forearm, then lunged at him again: the blades screeched in a tangle of forces that sent them both back a few steps. The rebel pressed Andik even harder, striking repeatedly as he pushed him toward another column.
Deflecting one blow, then another, Andik felt the accelerating pace of this confrontation like a storm preparing to unleash its fury. Who was this man really? Who had taught him to fight this way? The Red Army was the pride of the Tutors and all Kenjir. The warriors who bore this name and color surpassed those of the other two houses in strength and skill, much to the chagrin of the Larsani, who would never admit to being second.
The rebel who stood before him, who seemed hell-bent on destroying him, was a mystery. Was he from beyond the Peaks? How had he infiltrated the walls of such a place?
The enemy advanced quickly, moving his sword in a swift arc that came within a hair's breadth of Andik's throat, tearing him away from these questions.
Andik deflected the blow at the last moment, lashing out at his opponent's wrist and managing to hit him with a kick to the stomach, forcing him to stagger backward. Without hesitation, he struck again: the two blades crossed and squealed, singing as if they were alive.
With a violent movement and a painful twist, Andik managed to disarm his opponent, sending the curved blade flying.
The man spread his arms wide and smiled.
"You're wasting my time," he hissed, then looked impatiently up at the night sky.
Andik fought back the desire to follow his opponent's gaze, knowing that a single distraction would lead to certain defeat.
"Tell me who sent you," Andik demanded, pointing the sword at his throat. A part of him wished he could finish the blasphemer there and then, if only for speaking so contemptuously of the Masters.
The man shrugged. He moved his arms, almost imperceptibly, and smoke rose from the red cloth that hugged his biceps. In an instant, the sleeves of the tunic turned ashen, revealing pale skin and two bracelets that glowed as if they had just been forged. Yet the man's swollen muscles did not seem to suffer any damage or feel the heat in any way.
It all happened in the blink of an eye.
An incomprehensible force pushed the man back, causing him to slide across the smooth floor and away from Andik's sword.
With impossible speed, the man jumped and pirouetted through the air toward him.
Andik could not get away in time.
The enemy's left foot hit his wrist, causing him to lose his grip on his sword. The right one centered him between his stomach and breastbone.
The air flew out of Andik's lungs and he grunted in pain and surprise, for a few moments everything around him went dark and black spots blurred his vision.
Andik felt a crushing weight on his chest.
Then came the blows.
His opponent was sitting on his stomach and hitting him hard. Each blow created a deep pool of pain.
Andik raised his arms to defend himself, tried to move away from his grip, but the attack was driven by an animal fury. One blow, stronger than all the others, made him spit blood. The dizziness that followed brought a gasp to his throat.
There was silence.
A fleeting pause in which Andik propped himself up on one heel and one elbow and twisted his torso with all the strength he could muster.
The maneuver shifted the enemy's weight just enough for Andik to deliver a backhand to the man's chin, though the grip did not loosen completely. Andik rolled onto him, and they grappled on the ground, locked in a relentless struggle until they reached a new stalemate.
Andik felt himself crushed again by the man's weight and fury. He reached for his neck, struggled to grasp it, angry and disgusted, outraged at the audacity and contempt that drove this scumbag to dare so much.
He caught a familiar glow, the reflection of faint light on polished iron.
The man had taken the sword.
With a smooth, expert and unhesitating motion, he lowered it to Andik's chest.
The astonishment he felt was even stronger than the pain.
With his mouth agape, Andik's eyes remained fixed on the weapon sunk into his chest.
The rebel's grip vanished.
Standing just a step away, the man spread his arms wide. His burning biceps, bound in those strange bracelets, glowed like small rising suns.
Andik closed his eyes.
These were Sacred Artifacts, no doubt forged by the power of the gods.
Had he the strength, he might have wondered how they had ended up in the hands of a rebellious bastard.
Had he been lucid enough, he could have cursed himself for failing to defeat him.
Instead, he cried, his heart beating strangely, as if it wanted to stop running, and his lungs trembled.
He coughed again, painfully, and felt a very strong wind.
The enemy laughed at him, with a bright, wild smile. Then he lifted himself off the ground. An invisible hand carried him off into the stars.
Andik followed the figure as it became smaller and faster.
The last thing he saw before the darkness engulfed him was the imposing silhouette of the Lethenium Dart.
That was what had caught the rebel's eye.
His target.
A slit of light opened in Zayr's flying ship.
Andik could not keep his eyes open.
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The Silver Sparrowhawk flew as if the entire universe was collapsing behind it. Spurred on by the Tamer, it flapped its mighty wings to reach the Black Amphitheater as quickly as possible. 
Darjin observed the colossal black glass structure, its interior illuminated by countless lamps, casting hypnotic reflections on the Lake of Currents. The sight was both beautiful and eerie.
A short distance away, the Lethenium Dart approached. Moments later, a fleeting light illuminated its belly, like the cut of a blade. Seconds passed and the Lethenium Dart exploded.
The blast was so powerful that it engulfed the Amphitheater like a sea of flame.
And the immense crimson fire rose into the sky.
The raptor uttered a terrified scream and tried to stop its flight, bending its body and flapping its wings to reverse course, then swooped down and hurled itself in the direction of the summer residence on the shore. The heat of the flames and the shock wave of the explosion chased it like a bloodthirsty predator.
Darjin opened her eyes wide and put a hand to her chest.
Shadi.
The pain horrified her, the burning smell and the hellish heat prevented her from thinking clearly.
None of Laamar's blows had hurt her so deeply. Not even his hands around her throat compared to the sting when she felt what had happened.
She had failed.
She had lost the girl.

    
  The Black Amphitheater rocked. The roar went through it like a wave, shaking it to the foundation and into the iron framework. 
The glass shattered and exploded, letting the water around the first level flood everything.
Then came the wall of light and flame, the rain of free-falling glass shards from the levels above, those closest to the Dart.
Shadi was swept away.
The Lake of Currents flooded the Amphitheater with a force that nearly knocked her unconscious, sending her down, down, and down again.

    
  Underwater, she witnessed the inferno of flames and molten Lethenium engulfing the magnificent structure. Fear and the certitude of death merged in her mind. Silently, she said goodbye to everyone as her lungs collapsed and the water enveloped her. She hoped that her parents could escape the nightmare and that Darjin would wake up in peace the next day, spared the spectacle of death. 
The surface of the lake above her grew more and more ablaze with flames and destruction.
Was this the end of her? In a raging fire that did not even spare the water?
What about Zayr? What about his son?
Questions filled her mind, distracting her from the unbearable pain and drowning sensation that clouded and began to extinguish her thoughts one by one.
Then something fell into the water.
It was large, flat, shiny.
An Eye of the Ether.
It plummeted quickly, heading straight for her.
The fear of the pain she would feel, crushed by its enormous surface, shook her and gave her back a few moments of tenuous lucidity.
The Eyes can do much more than reflect distant images. The Sacred Artifacts of the gods read hearts. They recognize the worthy, they condemn the blasphemous. Remember these words and use them when all seems lost.
She saw the silhouette of the Sacred Artifact descend faster and faster, spinning until the reflective surface was in front of her face.
Shadi closed her eyes, now resigned to embrace death.

    
  Then a strange calm came over her. The pain faded, replaced by a strange lightness. Her body, once a vessel of struggle, felt... weightless. It was as if she was being lifted, carried upward by an unseen force. The pressure on her chest eased, the water no longer a crushing weight. 
Confusion. She was no longer in the icy embrace of the river. Her senses were flooded with a strange, otherworldly sensation. It was as if she were floating in a sea of silver mist, a shimmering, weightless expanse.
The terrible roar of the disaster, and the desperate beating of her heart, were replaced by a profound silence, broken only by the faint whisper of the wind.
Shadi opened her eyes, but the world was not the world she knew. It was a canvas of stark contrasts, a landscape painted in shades of ash and charcoal, a desolate monochrome. A city she didn't recognize lay in ruins, its skeletal structures stretching toward a blood-red moon that hung heavy in the sky. The air was thick with the smell of smoke and decay, a grim remembrance or cruel omen of the devastation that had befallen this place.
She stood on a hill overlooking the ruins, a silent observer of this scene of unimaginable destruction. The wind whispered through the shattered buildings, carrying a mournful, echoing lament. It was a grave song, a poem of fragile life and scorching of loss.
Her skin felt strangely cool, almost numb. A faint pain throbbed behind her eyes, like an echo of the struggle she had endured. She listened, but it was only the wind that answered a question she had no right to ask.
Was this a dream? A nightmare?
Fear mixed with a strange, awe-inspiring wonder. This place, this desolate beauty, held her prisoner, a silent, uncomprehending witness.
The ground shifted beneath their feet, the soft, yielding gray grass replaced by the unforgiving hardness of stone.
A road.
The path was carved into the earth, lined with dark, unyielding stone faces.
Their eyes, hollow sockets filled with the darkness of the abyss, followed her every step. Their mouths, twisted into sneering grimaces, spat out words of venom, their stone teeth gnashing with an unnatural hunger. Each syllable was a lash and each accusation a searing brand on her soul.
Shadi closed her eyes.
Hot tears burned her cheeks.
She felt them there before she opened her eyes again.
In the sea of hateful faces, she saw them.
Roben, his face distorted in a mask of betrayal, his eyes burning with a cold, accusing light.
Her mother, her features etched with a pain that mirrored her own, her lips moving in a silent, hateful, accusing whisper.
Her father, his face a mask of disappointment, his gaze heavy with the weight of her implied failures.
She ran, her legs screaming in protest against the unforgiving stone, her lungs burning again, now filled with a desperation that slowly turned to endless cold.
Her cries were lost in the vast emptiness. Her tears, bitter and poisoned, flowed freely, washing away the last vestiges of hope.
She stumbled, her feet finding no footing on the slippery, moss-covered stone. The ground gave way beneath her, revealing a chasm, a black abyss that swallowed the light, a void that promised oblivion. She stood at the edge, her mind a whirlwind of fear and despair.
Were they right? Was it all her fault? What terrible sin had she committed to deserve this?
Were the gods punishing her for being an instrument in the hands of a rebel?
A colossal pillar of obsidian rose from the heart of the abyss. Like a jagged monolith, it pointed up into the dark sky, defying the void itself. Atop this spire stood a figure. The being of immense stature was draped in a long, crimson cloak that billowed in the nonexistent wind; his face was obscured by a hooded cloak.
But even from this distance, Shadi could sense an aura of power emanating from it, a palpable force vibrating through the air. The creature held a long, gnarled staff in one hand, its tip glowing with an ethereal light that cast long, dancing shadows across the desolate landscape.
The giant surveyed the panorama, sweeping his gaze across the ruined city on the other side of the chasm, his silent scrutiny encompassing the vast, crimson line that snaked across the horizon. It was a line of fire. The burning scar that cut the world in half, leaving only death and eternal silence.
The moon, a spectral orb in the inky sky, cast a burning glow on the scene, bathing the giant in a hot light that seemed to amplify his otherworldly presence.
The air was thick with the smell of ash and despair, hanging heavy around her, choking her will to breathe, to live.
A shiver ran down her spine, warning her of the danger that lurked in this desolate place.
The mere presence of the giant made her unable to think clearly.
All that remained was the ability to perceive horror, defeat, the certainty of imminent annihilation.
The giant spoke, his gaze fixed on the ruined city. The sound did not reach her ears, but a voice echoed in her soul. 
"Mortal," it boomed, its voice a low rumble that vibrated through the earth, "whence come you to trespass upon this hallowed ground?"
Shadi was shaken by the ancient words, which carried the weight of ages and reverberated through her very being. A sense of dread, primal and instinctive, coiled within her. She felt small, insignificant, a mere speck of dust in the face of this colossal being.
A god. Of ash and fire, of death and darkness.
"How dare you enter my domain, a place where only shadows dwell and memories linger?" The giant's voice, though harsh, held a hint of something else. Curiosity.
Then a pause. Silence stretched out, heavy and pregnant with meaning.
Was it acceptance? Understanding?
"My child," the giant spoke again, his voice softer now, tinged with recognition. "Keeper of memories, memories of Kenjir."
Shadi didn't understand. She couldn't accept being in this non-place, seeing what couldn't exist, hearing a voice without sound.
Why did he seem to despise her and at the same time take a morbid interest in her?
"You shouldn't be here. You shouldn't be able to do this. But time conspires with fate. The road becomes more tortuous. I should squash you like a cockroach. I should, yes, I should. And yet."
The giant lifted the huge staff and then drove it into the rock with malice. The roar of the stone as it cracked was joined by the powerful shockwave.
Shadi screamed, her heart in her throat, and curled up, her arms around her head as a powerful wind hit her.
She could still hear the creature's voice, its creeping anger deep in her soul.
"Don't come back. Don't come back or I'll undo the impossibility that you are, the angry, mad splinter that you represent, girl."

    
  The water was no longer crushing her chest. Shadi collapsed under her own weight and vomited, coughed and then vomited again. 
She breathed.
She breathed heavily, feeling her lungs quiver with pain and anticipation, filling with air only to pull back from the strain.
Light clawed at her eyes, new, strong, hot.
Where was she?
There was something solid beneath her. She was crawling on it, no, sliding on it because of the patch of water around her.
Where was she?
She felt laughter.
It was clear, crystal clean.
It was cream and balsam and honey and spices and pepper. It was sweetness and pain and longing and endless joy. Was it a man's laughter?
She struggled to keep her eyes open, to sit up and clear her mind.
Alive, then.
It was more than she had dared to hope.
As her vision sharpened, giving her a distinct picture of her surroundings, Shadi turned around.
There was green everywhere, a bright, vivid green, like precious stones and blown glass. And this was definitely a bathroom.
Behind her was an Eye of the Ether that kept dripping.
The laughter repeated itself and she could finally make out where it was coming from and who it belonged to. He was immersed in a large bathtub, like a water god.
No, not a water god.
The Nurturer God.
The Lord of the Emerald City.
Shadi was in Napur.
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AVRIEL



The golden city slept, bathed in the tranquillity of its unshakable certainties. For millennia, Larsa had floated in power, and now it indulged in even greater dreams of glory. 
Leaning against the balustrade of one of the great balconies outside his quarters, Avriel breathed in the night air and surveyed the capital from the top of the ziggurat.
He had no doubt: his Household would rule again, one way or another. He might not win the Trials, though he was confident of his superiority over Reev and Naven, the two Champions of the Tutors and Nurturers.
He and all the Binders would always be the strongest and most influential. Their dominance, whether it was obvious or not, would never end. And it didn't matter how annoying certain uprisings were. He and his father Aabar, the Negus, would eventually erase them from Kenjir's memory. A rustling distracted him, the acrid smell of smoke piercing his nostrils.
Turning, he found Reev on his knees.
His presence planted a pinprick of unease in Avriel's chest.
The Champion of Urook, the son of the gods he would soon face in the Trials, had never allowed himself to enter his inner chambers like this.
He leaned down beside Reev and gazed with growing wonder at his tear-stained face.
Reev, the warrior who had inherited Lord Zayr's sunny beauty, was now drowning in bitter tears. There were ashes on his cheeks, burns on his clothes, and the golden carpet beneath his feet was quickly blackening.
He had travelled by the power of his mind.
If he had projected himself there, tearing through time and space using the Arts, something terrible must have happened. Never in his life had Avriel seen a son of the gods wield such boundless power, except in the face of great danger.
"What happened, my brother?" He laid a hand on Reev's shoulder, the touch shaking him to the core. The Champion broke into a more desperate cry, moaning, screaming and clinging to Avriel, who held him back, feeling the horror grow in his soul.
He did not need words.
He understood.
And the horror turned to anger.
A god had just died.
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NAVEN



He stretched out on the bed and yawned. His lazy movements awoke the three women snoozing beside him. 
As soon as they realized he was awake, they rushed to gather their robes and cover their bodies. In doing so, they awoke five or six other men and women scattered on couches, armchairs, and even the floor, who struggled to wake from their slumber. Within moments, they all began to flock on tiptoe to one of the secret exits of his vast quarters atop the ziggurat overlooking Napur, the Emerald City.
It had been an intense and fun night. It happened often, especially when Naven wanted to chase away the monotony. But lately, the preparations for the Trials had absorbed him completely.
And he, the son of King Lorin, Lord of Napur, had to uphold the honor of his house.
He rose slowly and walked toward the large, wide-open windows, determined to get a breath of fresh air.
He froze when he was a few steps from the opening.
"A rough night, I see." Lea's voice reached his ears like ice-cold water in the desert: inviting, yet dangerous in its own way.
Naven turned, smiling, and caught the robe she threw him on the fly. "We're still in my quarters. I should be free to decide what I wear and when," he protested without much conviction, smiling. He tightened the silk belt around his waist and looked at her, spreading his arms wide, waiting.
Not long ago, she had shared a laugh with him. She woke up beside him. Lea had dominated the nights of Naven and filled his mind for many days.
Not anymore.
"Close the window, Naven. I need to talk to you. In private," she told him, crossing her hands behind her back.
Naven sighed. With a seemingly casual gesture of his hand, all the openings in the room closed in silence.
Another gesture and the room lit up with a myriad of shining points on the high sloping roof. It looked like a mantle of stars.
"How much in private?"
"Better not take any chances." Lea always had a serious and determined attitude. She even seemed to be worried about things he thought were nonsense.
But at that moment he had no doubt that there was something damned important behind her visit. So he walked over to one of the chamber's inner walls, covered with green marble streaked with silver veins, and ran a hand down to brush against a series of inscriptions carved into the stone.
A faint hum filled the room.
"Now no one will be able to hear us." He said, inviting her to sit in one of the chairs near the bed.
Lea sat down and unrolled the long white and obsidian green robes she was wearing. She crossed her magnificent legs, brushed a strand of black hair from her face and looked at him, frowning.
"I apologize for disturbing you at this early hour."
"Do you really care?" Naven chuckled as he sat down in the opposite chair.
She shrugged.
"Very well, Lea. You have my full attention." He rested his elbows on his knees and stared into her eyes. Eyes that could have been blue or green, sometimes even purple. Eyes he had been lost in for many years.
She inhaled and exhaled slowly.
He had never seen her so scared.
"Something is happening in Urook. Something we don't know about, although we should," she began.
He asked her to continue.
It was strange to discover this kind of worry in one of them. A deity. A goddess, descended from a line of superior beings that had ruled the lands of Kenjir for thousands of years. What could she possibly fear?
In a few moments, his mind created hypotheses. Each was more terrifying than the last.
"An important man, one of the few who holds both the position of Ensin and Priest, is being held in the Larsani Embassy in Urook. His name is Emmerin Deon. Apparently, he has discovered something disturbing, and the Larsani are eager to know what it is. They have taken him into custody and refuse to release him."
"But he is Urookite. He will want to report to his superiors first."
Lea nodded. "Do you see the problem, Naven?"
He stood and ran a hand through his raven hair. "A diplomatic incident. Impossible. There are no such crises between Larsa, Napur and Urook. They cannot exist."
"If they do not let him go, Urook may take drastic measures."
Naven bit the inside of his mouth. "Could it go that far? And break a thousand years of peace?"
"I wouldn't be surprised. The fact is that Emmerin Deon was acting on behalf of King Zayr himself. It was he who wanted to keep Deon's investigation secret. In doing so, he kept for himself information that rightfully belongs to Negus Aabar. We may agree to be kept in the dark as Napuri, but Aabar will not be able to pretend otherwise. And no, I will not tell you how I know all this."
Naven looked at her sideways.
"You want me to intercede. To talk to my father about this whole thing."
Lea nodded. "I want you to help him be the voice of reason in what might be the first real political crisis in Kenjir. He will listen to you, I'm sure." She stood up and stood in front of him, placing a hand on one of his biceps.
A subtle shiver ran through Naven's body. "I need proof. I will not go to the Lord of Napur with rumors and suspicions."
Lea smiled at last. "You are right. I think I have a solution." She caressed his cheek and he took her by the hips, instinctively, until she sat on his lap.
"Don't tease me, Lea. You can't just be on the lookout for me in your time of need."
She stared into his eyes. "We're all in danger. All of us. We have to stick together, now more than ever."
The kiss came soon after, as fiery as the wind in the Salt Expanses.
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