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The songs of the dead echoed loud in the
hall of the Long Keeper, god of death. A mournful tune, as heavy and cloying as
the incense that hung thick in the temple, underscored by a shrill chorus of
flutes that grated on Kodyn’s nerves. Yet he forced himself to stand still, to
remain a firm bulwark for Briana to lean on as she mourned her father’s death. 


Arch-Guardian Suroth, high priest of the
Secret Keepers, servant of the Mistress, and member of the Keeper’s Council,
lay silent and still atop the golden sandstone that dominated the center of the
sanctuary. Death slackened his features and turned his umber skin to a brown as
dull as the simple Secret Keeper’s robes he now wore. His strong hands rested
atop his chest, a peaceful pose that belied the violent nature of his
passing.  


He’d fallen in defense of Pharus Amhoset
Nephelcheres and the rest of the Keeper’s Council. Nine Gatherers, members of
the death-worshipping cult, had died at his hands before he succumbed to his
wounds. Yet one look at Briana told Kodyn that her father’s courage or the
heroism of his sacrifice meant next to nothing in this moment. She’d never
known her mother, who had died giving birth to her. Now she had lost the most
important person in her life. 


And Kodyn had no idea how to comfort
her. 


He’d sat by her bedside as she wept,
held her hand through her tears, feeling useless all the while. He couldn’t
wipe the sorrow from her heart or the pain of loss from her eyes. Behind her
pale features and vacant stare she fixed on the body atop the altar, she had to
be wrestling against a seething ocean of emotions that he could only begin to
understand. He had never felt as helpless as he did now, watching her suffer in
silence. 


Aisha, his companion and fellow Night
Guild apprentice, stood on Briana’s other side. She held Briana’s hand, lending
her strength as well. Sorrow glistened in her almond brown eyes—she hadn’t
known Suroth long, but she’d become close friends with Briana over the last few
days. 


Now, the two of them were the closest
thing Briana had to friends and family in the world. 


The music fell silent as High Divinity
Tinush, the oldest member of the Keeper’s Council, stepped up toward the altar.
Above his head, the stone-carved face of the Long Keeper stared down at
Suroth’s body. The god of death had already claimed Suroth’s soul—all that
remained was to commend his flesh to the Crypts. 


“Mercy, change, justice, vengeance,
sorrow, joy, and eternity.” Despite his age, his voice rang out loud and
strong, echoing off the sandstone walls, ceiling, and floor of the sanctuary
atop the Hall of the Beyond. “These are the seven faces of the Long Keeper.
Mercy, for death is just the first step toward eternal bliss in the Sleepless
Lands. Change, the one inevitable constant. Justice for the deserving and
vengeance against the wicked.” 


Tinush bowed his head. “Sorrow, for in
passing we leave behind those dearest to our heart, yet with it comes joy in
finding peace and rest in the eternity of the Long Keeper’s arms.”


The hand he rested on Suroth’s pale
forehead was spotted with age and tattooed with seven black dots. “Go into
infinity, Suroth, secure in the knowledge that the world was a better place for
your presence. May you find the peace you deserve.” With that, he bent and
placed the ceremonial kiss on the dead man’s lips.


The trilling of flutes and forlorn
strumming of harps filled the sanctuary chamber once more, and singers took up
a funereal chant. Kodyn felt a burden of sorrow settle onto his shoulders at
the doleful lyrics. He glanced toward the double doors, which stood open to
reveal the lines of people crowding onto the golden sandstone steps that
descended the broad stairway carved into the southern edge of the Hall of the
Beyond. The golden morning sunlight failed to drive back the pall that hung
over the gathered mourners. 


Hundreds of Dhukari, Alqati, Zadii, and
Intaji had come to see the Arch-Guardian off. For one so well-respected and
revered, the funeral rituals would last hours until the early afternoon, when
the Necroseti, priests of the Long Keeper, began the final journey to Suroth’s
resting place. According to Nessa, Arch-Guardian Suroth’s household Steward,
burial rites always took place at sunrise and sunset. The sun had already fully
risen by the time the commotion in the palace after the assassination attempt
had died down, so Suroth would be interred beneath the fading twilight.


That seemed an eternity away. He and
Aisha had accompanied Briana just after dawn to the Hall of the Beyond, the
temple to the Long Keeper, for the embalming and final blessing rites carried
out by the Necroseti. She had sat beside the lifeless, pale-faced corpse that
had once been the strong Secret Keeper, holding her father’s limp hand as the
priests prepared him for an eternity in the Long Keeper’s arms. 


Kodyn and Aisha hadn’t been allowed
entrance into the private room where the body was prepared—only the family of
the deceased could enter—but they’d taken up guard in front of the door. Aisha,
in particular, had scrutinized every priest that entered the room. After last
night’s attempt to kidnap or murder Briana—he couldn’t know which the Gatherers had intended—she
took her role as the Shalandran girl’s bodyguard with the utmost severity. More
than a few of the lower-ranked priests in attendance had wilted beneath her
furious glare. 


At the tenth hour of the morning, they’d
undertaken the solemn procession up the stairs to the rooftop sanctuary, the
more sacred chamber in the Hall of the Beyond. They had passed beneath the gold
sandstone statue of the Long Keeper and laid Suroth’s body atop the ceremonial
altar in preparation for the ceremony. 


Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres had met them
at the bottom of the stairs. “I owe your father my life.” Genuine sorrow had
sparkled in his kohl-rimmed eyes. He’d even worn simple clothing, for a
Pharus—a plain gold-threaded tunic over an ankle-length shendyt, with a narrow
black mourning shawl draped about his shoulders and a finger-thick headband of
solid gold, a far cry from his typically ornate headdress and conical crown.
“He saved us all. I will not forget the debt I now owe him.”


They hadn’t needed to hire dancers and
mourners for Suroth’s ritual journey to his final resting place in the Keeper’s
Crypts—hundreds of men, women, even children from the Artisan’s Tier,
Defender’s Tier, and Keeper’s Tier had turned out to accompany him. Suroth
might never have spoken a word, yet it seemed they had loved him nonetheless.
Well-wishers had pressed condolences and kind sentiments on Briana. She could
barely bring herself to nod. 


Now, as the people of Shalandra trooped
into the sanctuary to bid farewell to Suroth, her red-rimmed eyes had a vacant
stare, her brows hooded. 


The highest-ranked men and women in
Shalandra stood silent vigil around the altar. Secret Keepers in dull brown,
Warrior Priests in full suits of splinted mail, even Lecterns in long
green-and-silver robes. The Venerated, the council formed of a representative
from each of the twelve temples, watched over their fallen brother. Keeper’s
Blades armed in spiked black plate mail and carrying huge flame-bladed swords
took up position at the four sides of the altar. Callista Vinaus, the Lady of
Blades and commander of Shalandra’s military herself, guarded Suroth’s head.


Kodyn’s gut twisted at the black-robed
priests that flanked the west side of the temple chamber. Six heavy-set men
with double chins and sagging paunches occupied the front of their ranks. These
Necroseti served on the Keeper’s Council. These were the men Suroth had died to
protect.


And Kodyn was all but certain they had a role to play in the
Arch-Guardian’s death. 


Sorrow tightened Kodyn’s chest as a
little girl, no more than three or four, slipped shyly up to the altar. She
wore the simple brown headband of an Intaji, Shalandra’s artisan caste, and
held a small stone figurine in her pudgy fingers. With a hesitant glance at
Briana, she darted toward Suroth and set the statuette—the figure of the Mistress,
goddess of secret trysts and whispered truths—on the altar next to him. One
more treasure to accompany him on his journey into the Keeper’s arms.


Briana turned away, a strangled sob
escaping her throat. Aisha wrapped an arm around her shoulder for support and
comfort. 


“I-I’m fine,” Briana said, barely above
a whisper. “I just can’t…” She scrubbed the tears from her cheeks. “I can’t see
him like this anymore.”


“Of course.” Aisha nodded. “Let’s get
you home.” They didn’t need to be here any longer—the Necroseti and the crowd
of mourners would see Suroth to his final resting place in the Keeper’s Crypt.


Briana allowed Aisha to escort her
through the crowds, which parted to make way. 


One of the black-robed priests stepped
toward her as if intending to have words, but Kodyn stepped in the way.
“Whatever you have to say to Lady Briana,” he growled, “it can wait.”


Councilor Madani’s kohl-rimmed eyes
darkened. “Beware your tone, pup.” His thin mouth pressed into a tight line,
which only made his hooked nose look even more like a vulture. “Your mistress
has enough burden with the death of her father; I would hate to see her grieve
an insolent bodyguard as well.”


Kodyn straightened to his full height,
looming over the priest. “You know where to find me, Priest.” He almost spat
the words. “But remember that it was your
Gatherers that did this, and the Pharus knows the truth.”


Madani’s upper lip curled into a sneer.
“We were in the Council Chamber when they attacked, beside the Pharus and the
Arch-Guardian. The actions of those rabid dogs cannot be blamed on us. Perhaps,
in a few years, your young mind will come to understand such intricacies.”


Anger burned within Kodyn, but he
pressed back on it, hardened it into a tight, bright core. Not at the insult—he
could return the priest’s scorn a hundred-fold—but at the priest himself. The
vulture-faced bastard had been behind the attempt to kidnap Briana the first
time. Despite Madani’s protest of innocence, Kodyn wasn’t ready to believe that
the priest had no hand in the attempt. 


Yet now wasn’t the time for accusations.
Soon, Kodyn would be free to unleash his anger at these pompous priests, the
ones truly responsible for so much of Briana’s anguish and loss. When that time
came, woe to Madani and his cronies. 


“This will not go unanswered.” Kodyn
fixed the Necroseti priest with a hard stare. “There will be vengeance. May the
Long Keeper have mercy on the guilty, whoever they may be.” His tone of voice
made it abundantly clear who he blamed. 


Madani bristled and opened his mouth to
speak, but Kodyn turned on his heel and stalked down the broad stairs after
Aisha and Briana. 


The view from atop the Hall of the
Beyond was breathtaking, offering an unbroken view of the entire city. The four
lower tiers looked like colossal stepping stones cut into the golden sandstone
of Alshuruq, the mountain upon which Shalandra sat. Green and yellow farmlands
spread out from the southern edge of the city.


Yet the beauty faded beneath the pallor
of his mood. At that moment, Kodyn had no eyes for gorgeous vistas or
masterpieces of architecture. His mind was consumed by concern for Briana and
anger at the Necroseti. 


The descent took them the better part of
half an hour, each step downward accompanied by words of condolences from the
people lining the staircase. Kodyn and Aisha supported the pale, tired-looking
Briana until they reached the palanquin waiting for them on the Path of Gold. 


Aisha helped Briana climb into the
litter, then glanced at Kodyn.


“Go,” Kodyn told her with a nod. “She
needs someone with her right now.”


Aisha hesitated, as if wanting to say
something. She seemed to think better of it and climbed into the palanquin. 


Kodyn climbed into the saddle of his
horse and shot a nod to Rothin. “Let’s get her home.”


The captain of Arch-Guardian Suroth’s
private household guard called an order to the eight men he’d brought as the
honor guard. They formed a protective square of gilded breastplates and stern
faces around Briana’s litter, with Kodyn riding at the front, and began the long,
slow march across the Keeper’s Tier back to the Arch-Guardian’s mansion.


Kodyn’s eyes never stopped moving as he
scanned the Path of Gold for any sign of danger. The Gatherers, a
death-worshipping cult offshoot of the Necroseti, had been behind Briana’s
kidnapping the first time—they’d hauled her north to Praamis, where he had met
and subsequently rescued her. Now, they’d tried to kidnap her again, though it
seemed they would settle for murdering her as well.


Both times, the attempts had been made
on the Keeper’s Tier, the uppermost of the five levels of Shalandra. The
Keeper’s Tier, home to the wealthiest Dhukari, was supposed to be well-guarded,
with guards patrolling the broad avenues and taking up station at the single
gate that gave access from the lower levels. Yet somehow the Gatherers had
gotten past—or around—the black-armored Indomitables at the gate. Kodyn
suspected the cultists used the secret Serenii tunnels built into the mountain.
The same tunnels he’d intended to use to steal into the Palace of Golden
Eternity to get his hands on the Crown of the Pharus.


Right now, all concerns for his
Undertaking took second place to Briana’s safety. He knew he’d have to figure
out another way to get into the Vault of Ancients—without Suroth’s help, it would
be near impossible. Worse, he had less than three weeks until the
Serenii-designed locks opened the vault, then it would be re-sealed for another
three months. 


But
that’s a problem for after I figure out what our next steps with Briana are. He had to make sure she was safe. And that starts with getting her home. 


Worry tied his stomach in knots as he
rode, and his hand never strayed from the hilt of the sword strapped to his
waist. His Night Guild armor—quality leather treated with one of House
Scorpion’s special alchemical potions—could turn aside most attacks, but Briana
wore only a gold-and-white kalasiris with straps of white leather. Vigilance
would prove her best defense at the moment; his sword would turn aside the
attacks her ornate cloth gown could not.


Relief flooded him when he caught sight
of the high walls of Arch-Guardian Suroth’s mansion a quarter of an hour later,
yet he didn’t truly breathe easy until the steel-banded wooden gate shut behind
him and the bare-headed Kabili slaves
set the litter down.


Aisha leapt out before he’d fully
dismounted, and one look at the tightness of her shoulders told Kodyn she’d
felt the same nervous tension he had. Yes, she was taking her role of guardian
very seriously.


The Briana that emerged from the litter
bore little resemblance to the young woman that had laughed and danced among
the Dhukari in the Palace of Golden Eternity just a few nights earlier. She
looked more like the Briana he’d rescued from the Gatherers: almond eyes
red-rimmed from crying, her kohl streaked by tears, her hair rumpled. Yet
sorrow hadn’t diminished her beauty; if anything, the evidence of her emotions
only deepened her maturity and grace. 


Nessa, the grey-haired Steward, bustled
out of the mansion’s front door. “Come, my lady,” she said in a soothing voice.
“Let’s get you in a bath then bed. You’ve had enough to deal with for one—”


“No.” A hint of iron had returned to
Briana’s voice. She brushed away her tears, a spark of defiance shining in her
eyes. “I will not lie in bed, not while my father’s murderers are free.”


“I am told that the Keeper’s Blades slew
all of the Gatherers in the palace,” Nessa said.


“But not all of the Gatherers in
Shalandra.” Briana’s face hardened. “Not the ones who ordered the attack, or
the ones responsible for the Gatherers in the first place.”


Nessa’s brow furrowed, and her eyes
darted around. “Beware, my lady. The Keeper’s Council has eyes and ears
everywhere.”


“Good!” Briana straightened, her face
creased with anger. “Let them hear me! Let them know that I’m going to make
them pay for what they did to me, and to my father.”


Nessa’s expression grew tight. “Anger is
a part of the mourning process, Lady Briana, so we will say that this is simply
your grief talking. No one, not even your father, was foolish enough to move
against the Necroseti. They are more than just the most powerful men in
Shalandra—they are the Keeper’s voice and will on Einan.”


“Then the Long Keeper is served by cowards
and fools!” With a snarl, Briana stalked into the house.


Surprise rooted Kodyn to the spot for an
instant. He had seen Briana’s strength before—she had recovered from the
traumatic ordeal of captivity by the Gatherers—yet this new display astounded
him. The fearful girl he’d met in Praamis had disappeared, replaced by a
defiant young woman. Her resilience of spirit spoke of deep reserves of inner
strength, but his job of keeping her safe would be much more difficult if she
took on the Necroseti.


He hurried into the mansion a step
behind Aisha, and the two of them moved quickly to match Briana’s stride. The
Shalandran girl fairly stomped up the stairs toward the second floor.


“Nessa wasn’t wrong,” Kodyn said. “The
Necroseti are too powerful to go after directly. Your father knew that, which
is why he didn’t attack them head-on.”


Briana whirled on him with a glare.
“Don’t tell me you’re about to try
and convince me not to go after them or the Gatherers that did this!” She
gestured around her at the blood that stained the pristine white carpets
covering the staircase. 


“No.” Kodyn shook his head. “I came to
Shalandra to make sure the Gatherers never came back to Praamis, and this makes
it perfectly clear that they need to be dealt with once and for all. But if
your father couldn’t find them, even with all the resources at his disposal,
I’m not so arrogant to think I’ll miraculously succeed. And I’m not stupid
enough to charge at the Necroseti like a mad warrior jousting a windmill. I’m
just saying that we need to be smart about what we do. We need to find a way
that doesn’t get us all killed.”


Briana scowled, but Aisha spoke first.
“He’s right. We’re exhausted, and it’s going to be nearly impossible to think
straight. We need to plan, but first we need food and rest.”


“You want to sleep now?” Briana’s
eyebrows shot up. 


“If we want any hope of making a plan
that works, yes.” Aisha’s jaw took on a stubborn set. “And you know I’m right.”


Briana looked ready to shout, to rage,
to attack Aisha, but Kodyn was fairly certain it was more due to the
overwhelming flood of emotions. And it was to be expected, given what had just
happened. 


“If we’re going to have any chance of
taking on the Necroseti,” he told her, “we’re going to need all the help we can
get. That means the Secret Keepers, and the Pharus, if we can get in to speak
to him. But there’s another place we can look for help.” 


Briana’s brow furrowed, and even Aisha
seemed curious.


Kodyn met their eyes with a firm gaze.
“We can use the power of the Serenii.” 
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Evren’s gut tightened as the deadbolt thunked open. He leapt to his feet and
positioned himself between Hailen and the door. “Remember,” he growled, “let me
do the talking.”


Blinding light flooded in as the door
swung open. Evren tried to blink away the pain, but his eyes had grown
accustomed to the pitch blackness within the storeroom where he and Hailen had
been locked away for hours—how many, he didn’t know, but enough that he’d been
able to catch a nap—in the darkness.


The minor concussion didn’t help. He’d been struck on the head while
trying to slip past the Indomitables guarding the Defender’s Tier. The
dizziness and nausea had diminished, though the ache remained. 


The
Hunter always said I had a hard head.


He reached for his daggers, only to
remember that Lady Briana’s bodyguard—that
tall, pale-skinned Praamian—had taken them. Yet that didn’t stop him from
clenching his fists and squaring his shoulders. He’d won enough battles
bare-handed not to go down without fighting. 


The moment a hand grabbed his right arm
he swung with his left, a quick hook aimed at his opponent’s jaw. Pain flared
through his hand as his knuckles slammed into a hard skull. The grip on his arm
fell away and the man staggered back with a grunt, but before Evren could lash
out at the next blurry figure, two more men seized him. 


“Cease your struggling before you end up
dead.”


Evren recognized the voice—it belonged
to Rothin, the captain of Arch-Guardian Suroth’s household guard. The man that
had imprisoned him here on Lady Briana’s orders. 


His eyes had adjusted to the light
enough to make out the blurry forms of four guards in their bright gold
breastplates. Two clung to his arms while a third leaned against the door frame
with a hand pressed to the side of his head. Rothin’s broad shoulders and
strong-featured face loomed in his vision, and Evren didn’t need his eyes to
feel the cold steel resting against his throat.


“What do you want?” Evren snarled. 


“Lady Briana commands your presence,”
Rothin said. “Both of you.” His voice held no anger or malice, only a tone of
stern authority. He’d been present when Evren warned of the Gatherers’ attack.


Let’s
just hope that means he doesn’t think I’m a traitor or spy. 


To be fair, he’d likely have come to that
same conclusion himself, given how they’d been discovered in Arch-Guardian
Suroth’s private office, with one of his most valuable possessions clutched in
Hailen’s hand. I’d probably have arrested
me, too. 


He relaxed and dropped his hands. “Then
let’s go.” No sense fighting, not where Hailen could get hurt. The boy had very
nearly been killed the night before by Snarth, one of the Mumblers working for
Killian the blacksmith. 


The guards half-led, half-hauled him and
Hailen out of the storeroom, down the servant’s corridor, and into the main
room of the mansion. The eyes of Suroth’s servants followed their journey up
the stairs, and Evren could hear their whispered gossip. Doubtless they were
trying to figure out what Evren and Hailen had done to earn the ire of Nessa,
Briana, or Suroth himself. 


Evren’s curiosity blazed bright as the
guards marched him not into Lady Briana’s private chambers, but into the very
same study where he and Hailen had been discovered the previous night, just
after the assassination attempt. 


Lady Briana sat behind her father’s vast
wooden desk, in the straight-backed leather armchair. Her eyes were red-rimmed,
her kohl smeared and faded from crying—Evren had heard of her father’s murder
in the palace—but her expression was an unreadable mask of calm composure. 


Her two bodyguards—the pale-skinned
Praamian and the fierce woman with skin darker than Evren’s own—hovered behind
her like mother hawks guarding a hatchling. Given what had happened, Evren
didn’t begrudge them their caution.


“Thank you, Rothin.” Briana inclined her
head to the captain of the guard. “You may leave them with us.”


“Of course, Lady Briana.” Hesitance
echoed in his voice, yet he simply bowed and turned to leave. The guards
released Evren and Hailen, then followed their captain.


Silence hung thick in the study for long
seconds after the door clicked shut
behind the departing guards. Three pairs of eyes bored into him, but Evren
stood tall, defiant. He hadn’t let fear of anything—not the Lecterns in the
Master’s Temple where he’d served as apprentice, not the monsters roaming the
Empty Mountains, not even the Hunter of Voramis, the legendary assassin that
had become his trainer and mentor—shake him for years. He’d be damned if he
showed a Dhukari girl or her bodyguards even a hint of worry.


“What is your name?” 


Lady Briana’s question caught him
off-guard. He’d been expecting threats and accusations, yet she spoke in a tone
bordering on civil. 


“She asked for your name,” growled the
pale-skinned bodyguard, a scowl on his face as he took a step toward Evren.


Evren sized up the man before him. Long,
dark hair pulled back into a tight tail, high cheekbones, and honey-colored
eyes. Yet he was surprised to find they were roughly the same age, though the
bodyguard stood a hand or two taller, with broad shoulders and the easy
confidence of a warrior trained to use the sword hanging on his belt and the
five or six daggers Evren spotted concealed around his armor and clothing. He’d
spent enough time around the Hunter to recognize the lethal grace of a killer,
yet something about the Praamian reminded Evren of the slimmer, quicker thieves
he’d known on the streets of Vothmot. 


An
interesting mix of the two, certainly.


The other one, the woman with braided
hair and a fierce scowl on her full lips, was a bit more of a mystery. The
breadth of her shoulders almost matched Kodyn’s and thick muscle corded her
forearms and biceps. She stood in a slight crouch, expression wary, hand
hovering near the short-handled spear on her back. A warrior, for certain, yet
up close, something about her seemed different than he’d expected. There was a
strange glimmer in her eyes that he didn’t quite understand. 


He didn’t know what to make of these
two, but if they were threatening Hailen, they’d find him more than just a
simple servant.


“Why?” He poured all his defiance into
the word. “What does it matter?”


“It matters,” Lady Briana spoke before
the tall Praamian could, “because I have to know what sort of person I’m
dealing with.”


Evren’s eyes narrowed. Dealing with? That sounds less like a threat
and more like a conversation.


Understanding dawned when Lady Briana
placed a palm-length stone as thick as Evren’s middle finger atop the table.
“What he did should be impossible,” she said. “Had I not seen it with my own
eyes, I would never have believed it. So I want to know exactly how it
happened.”


Evren’s gut tightened. He’d been
dreading this since the moment they’d been caught in Suroth’s study hours
earlier. 


“This stone is the handiwork of the
Serenii.” Lady Briana’s eyes slid past Evren to Hailen. “My father is…” 


Sorrow twisted her face and she
swallowed hard, her eyes dropping. The fierce-looking woman placed a hand on
her shoulder. 


A long moment passed before the girl
continued in a quiet, tight voice. “My father was studying it and all the other Serenii artifacts in this room in
the hopes of unlocking its secrets. He had begun to decipher the runes etched
into its surface. However, he never hinted that it would do anything like it
did last night.” She narrowed her eyes at Hailen and leaned forward. “So tell
me, how did you make it hum and glow like that?”


Evren heard Hailen draw in a breath but
spoke quickly first. “Before I tell you, I will have your word that my brother
will not be punished. It was my idea to sneak into your father’s study. The
blame lies with me, and the punishment should as well.”


“Evren—” Hailen began.


Evren whirled and shot a stern glare at
the younger boy. Hailen’s face grew stubborn but he held his tongue.


“Your brother?” The tall Praamian youth
cocked an eyebrow. “Intriguing.”


Evren met the bodyguard’s gaze without
hesitation. Curiosity burned there, and a wary suspicion, but that seemed more
innate, the result of hard years of living, rather than personal. It simply
served to reinforce Evren’s suspicion that the youth was not the traditional sort of bodyguard. Then again, a Praamian in
such a trusted position in a Dhukari household didn’t scream tradition, either.



“My brother,”
Evren emphasized the word, “is special.” He didn’t know how to explain that
Hailen was Melechha, a descendant of
the ancient Serenii, not without sounding crazy. “Serenii things have a
tendency to come to life when he’s around.”


“Is that so?” Lady Briana inclined her
head and turned to Hailen. “What is your name?”


“Hailen,” Hailen responded before Evren
could stop him.


The young woman beckoned. “Come here,
Hailen.” 


Evren made to stop Hailen, but both of
the bodyguards tensed, hands dropping to their weapons. Clearly, last night’s
attempt on Lady Briana had them on edge. Evren decided against doing anything to raise their suspicion any further.


“Here.” Lady Briana held out the
cylindrical stone. “Take it.”


Hailen hesitated a moment before
reaching for the object. Evren’s gut tightened as the boy’s fingers closed
around the cylindrical black stone etched with those strange Serenii runes. The
blood on Hailen’s fingers had dried hours ago—the stone required fresh blood to
activate. 


Lady Briana and her bodyguards drew in
sharp breaths and leaned back as Hailen took the stone. But, when nothing
happened, suspicion flashed across their faces. The young Dhukari woman looked
confused.


“Last night, how did you make that
work?” she asked Hailen.


Evren shot Hailen a meaningful look and
a slight shake of his head. Don’t do it,
Hailen! He couldn’t straight out shout at the boy to hold his tongue, but
he had to hope Hailen had the common sense to—


“It’s my blood.” Hailen said after only
a moment of hesitation. “It’s what activated the stone.”


Evren stifled a curse. Damn it! The boy had an innately
trusting nature—a remnant of the Irrsinnon,
the madness inherited from the Serenii that had nearly claimed his mind
years earlier—which had gotten him in trouble on more than one occasion. Now,
he’d just revealed the secret of his Melechha
blood to these three perfect strangers.


“Your blood?” Lady Briana’s brow
furrowed. “What do you mean?”


“What he means,” Evren interjected, “is
that his blood can interact with Serenii artifacts.” Hailen had revealed enough
for now; better Briana not know that
he was the last surviving Melechha on
Einan. That knowledge would give her far too much power over Hailen—and, by
extension, Evren. Already, they were at the mercy of the Dhukari noblewoman.
She had only to order her guards to execute them and Evren would be forced to
fight his way to freedom.


“Interact with the artifacts, how
exactly?” For a moment, curiosity pushed back the dark sorrow lingering in Lady
Briana’s eyes. “Like what happened last night, with that bright light and loud
noise?”


“Yes.” Evren met the young woman’s gaze.
“Or, at least, that’s what that one artifact did. I don’t know about the
others, but I know that they will work when they come in contact with Hailen’s
blood.”


“Fascinating!” Excitement sparkled on
Lady Briana’s face. “My father dedicated his life to studying these artifacts,
and you two unlock more secrets in three minutes than he did in three decades.”
Suddenly, questions bubbled from her lips in a torrent almost too fast for
Evren to follow. “Is there anything else your blood can do? Can you use all Serenii artifacts or just this one?
Do you read the Serenii language? How much do you know about what these things
can do? Can you truly wield the power of the Serenii like you said?”


“Uhh…yes?” Confusion echoed in Hailen’s
voice. “I mean…”


Lady Briana suddenly stood, a look of
grim determination in her eyes. “Listen to me, both of you. Last night’s
attempt to kidnap or kill me was the work of the Gatherers, a cult of
death-worshippers that either work for the Necroseti or rebelled against them.
Either way, the Keeper’s Priests and the members of the Keeper’s Council wanted
to eliminate my father. They have their wish, so I shouldn’t have to worry
about them coming for me.”


“You’re certain?” the tall Praamian
asked. “Your father had a great deal of influence among the Secret Keepers—”


The Dhukari girl shook her head. “But
the only reason he posed a threat to them was because of his influence with the
Pharus and his position on the Keeper’s Council. With him gone, the Necroseti
won’t bother with me. Or, at least, they have no reason to. Same for the
Gatherers. They wanted me to use as leverage against my father. Now that they
don’t need leverage, I should be safe. Safe enough that no one will see it
coming when I take down the Gatherers and the Keeper’s Council.”


Evren raised an eyebrow. An ambitious plan, though one likely to get her killed. He wasn’t certain the two
bodyguards could keep her safe from the secret cult or the most powerful
priests in Shalandra.


“But I can’t do it alone, even with all
of my father’s connections,” Lady Briana continued. “They are too powerful for
just the three of us to take on. Which is where you two come in.”


“Or him,”
Evren said, inclining his head at Hailen. “You want to use the power of the
Serenii in your private war for revenge.”


“Yes.” A simple reply, with no hint of
deceit. Lady Briana met his eyes. “In return for his help, I will give you anything
that is within my power as the daughter of Arch-Guardian Suroth.”


Evren’s eyebrows rose. “Anything?” Quite
the tempting offer, certainly, though he couldn’t be sure what she would have
to give him. He’d come to her father’s household intending to use his position
to get into the Palace of Golden Eternity to steal the Blade of Hallar, an
ancient relic he believed was one of the Bucelarii Im’tasi weapons—weapons the Hunter needed in his mission to sustain
Kharna and protect Einan from the threat of the Devourer of Worlds.


She
might not be her father, but she may still be able to help me get what I need. She could get him into the palace, maybe
even close enough to the Vault of Ancients that he could get his hands on the
Blade of Hallar. From there, it would be a simple matter of collecting Hailen
and fleeing Shalandra before anyone realized what he’d done. 


Lady
Briana shrugged. “Ask, and I will see what I can do.”


Evren
pondered his request, but before he settled on anything, a knock sounded at the
door. 


The two bodyguards tensed, eyes fixed on
the door. 


“Come in,” Lady Briana called. 


At the creak of door hinges, Evren glanced over his shoulder to find the
grey-haired Nessa entering the room. Though the Steward shot a curious look his
way, she addressed Briana.


“Forgive me, my lady, but there is
someone here to see you.”


“Who is it?” Lady Briana asked. 


Nessa’s face went a shade paler and her
eyes went wide. “By the looks of her, one of the Keeper’s Blades, sent by the
Pharus himself!” 
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What
is the Pharus’ link to my family? 


The question repeated in Issa’s mind, as
it had a thousand times since leaving the Palace of Golden Eternity earlier
that morning. She barely saw the opulence of Arch-Guardian Suroth’s mansion, so
fully the enigma consumed her. 


“Strike
first, strike true.” The words had been the last her grandfather had said
before the Indomitables led her away for her induction to the Keeper’s Blades.
Yet Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres had said them as well—words from a Blade he
once knew.


Issa had never known her parents; she’d
lived her entire life with her grandparents, who refused to speak of her father
or mother. She knew nothing beyond the fact that they died in service to
Shalandra. No names, no hint of who they had been or what they’d done, not even
a headstone in the poorest section of the Keeper’s Crypt. Simply…nothing.


Yet now, to find this tenuous connection
to someone who might have known them—and
the Pharus himself, no less!—only inflamed Issa’s burning curiosity. She had to know more. 


Had her parents, members of the Earaqi
laborer caste, been servants in the palace? Had they served in the Indomitables
or been chosen to become Keeper’s Blades? The way her grandfather had reacted
to the news that she had been chosen by the Long Keeper as a Blade made that
seem far more likely. Yet if they had been
Blades, she and her grandparents would have been Dhukari, not trapped on the
Cultivator’s Tier and the life of endless labor and drudgery. 


She couldn’t just march into the palace
to see the Pharus. She’d have to wait until she was summoned again before
posing her question. But she did have
a couple of friends among the Blades that she could ask. Hykos, the Archateros that had been assigned to
train her. Etai, the fellow trainee that had helped her triumph in the Crucible
and again in Tannard’s cruel tests. Even if they didn’t know, they could help
her find out.


Thoughts of Tannard tightened her
stomach and brought a fire of anger surging in her chest. Tannard, the stone-faced,
ruthless Invictus that seemed
determined to make her fail. From the first day that he’d supplanted Hykos as
her trainer, the man had pushed her to the breaking point. She might have broken
if not for the reassurance of her grandmother, her own innate stubbornness, and
Hykos’ gestures of kindness.


Even after the Pharus had personally
thanked Issa for saving his life the previous night—she’d been the one to raise
the alarm, and she had personally slain eleven assassins—Tannard had shattered
her momentary elation. 


“This
reward does not give you a way to escape me,” he’d snarled at her. “We’re not done, not by a long shot,
little Earaqi. We’re just getting started!” 


Perhaps her assignment to Lady Briana
could be a good thing. At the very least,
babysitting the Dhukari girl will keep me out of Tannard’s clutches.


The sound of the front door opening
intruded on Issa’s thoughts, and she turned to find the grey-haired Steward
standing there. 


“Lady Briana will see you, Honored One.”
The respect in the Steward’s voice was tempered by a healthy dose of suspicion.
All in Shalandra respected the Keeper’s Blades, but visits of this nature were
exceedingly rare—and rarely welcomed. 


“Thank you.” Issa inclined her head. It
felt so strange to hear such deference from the Steward. Her Steward’s white
silk and peacock feather headband proclaimed her a member of the Zadii
intellectual caste, her station well above the Earaqi laborer’s caste to which
Issa belonged. For her entire life, she had been demeaned and scorned by
scholars, soldiers, and pompous pricks like Kellas.


All that had changed when the Long
Keeper chose her in the Crucible. She had claimed one of the coveted
flame-bladed swords—the same one resting in its sheath on her back—and proven
herself worthy of service. After the Anointing of the Blades, the ceremony that
formalized her acceptance into the brotherhood of elite warriors, she would
become a member of the Dhukari, the highest-ranked caste in Shalandra. 


It
will definitely take some getting used to, Issa thought as she strode along in the Steward’s wake. Either way, I’m not going to let it go to my
head. I’m not going to turn out like Kellas.


Her face twisted into a scowl at the
thought of the young Dhukari that had been chosen to join the Blades alongside
her. Not for the first time, she found herself questioning why she’d saved his
life in the palace the previous night. He’d been nothing but belittling and
disdainful to her. 


Keeper,
grant that this Lady Briana is nothing like him, Issa prayed silently. She didn’t think
she could stomach her new duty of serving as Lady Briana’s bodyguard if she had
Kellas’ arrogance. Already, the duty felt more like a punishment than an honor.
Protecting Lady Briana would take Issa away from her Blades’ training. Yet, the
Pharus had made it clear that he had a vested interest in repaying the debt he
owed Suroth, who had died protecting him. Earning the Pharus’ favor might be
just what she needed to convince him to tell her about her parents. 


The interior of the mansion was as
opulent as its exterior. Swirling patterns of silver and platinum adorned the
golden sandstone walls, a match for the yellow-and-white marble floor tiles.
The exotic rugs, woven carpets, and bright tapestries added splashes of color
to the high-vaulted hall and broad staircase. 


Yet blood still stained those stairs,
despite the best efforts of three servant women—Earaqi, judging by the strips
of red cloth braided into their golden headbands. Death had visited the
beautiful mansion and left its mark in more ways than one. 


Nessa led her to the second floor, then
turned down a hallway flanked by seven doors. The Steward opened the door at
the end of the hall and motioned for Issa to enter. Clearly a study, she
determined, judging by the huge desk, book and trinket-laden shelves, and
comfortable furniture. The Arch-Guardian’s private offices.


Five people stood in the room. Issa took
them in at a glance; Killian had trained her to evaluate everyone as a
potential threat. The tall, light-skinned man beside Briana definitely had a
dangerous air about him, enhanced by his confident posture and the easy way he
wore his leather armor and the sword on his left hip. The green-and-gold
headband around his forehead accented the darkness of his hair and the
sharpness of his features. Handsome, Issa had to admit, yet still masculine. 


Issa immediately discarded the other
foreigner, barely more than a boy, who stood at Lady Briana’s side wearing the
garments of a body servant. 


The third young man intrigued her.
Clenched muscles made his broad jaw look even wider, the kohl darkening his
almond-colored eyes to a deep brown. He wore servants’ clothing and a
red-and-gold headband marking him as an Earaqi, yet there was a confident
bravado in his strong-featured face, a tightness in his posture that reminded
her of Hykos. He stood protectively over Briana, calm on the outside yet ready
to spring into action at a moment’s notice. She had known many such youths, most
belonging to Killian’s Mumblers, during her years training with the blacksmith.


Then there was the young woman. Her
thick nose and tight-curled hair marked her as an outsider, and her skin was a
shade too dark be Shalandran, though someone had made an admirable attempt to
cover that fact using a thick layer of cosmetics—kohl and crushed malachite for
the eyes, something to lighten her cheeks and forehead, even the four black
dots to match her white Intaji headband. Yet she wore no sheath dress, but light
leather armor a match for the honey-eyed foreigner’s and a short-handled spear
on her back. The breadth of her shoulders and the hard sinews of her arms told
Issa that this was the most dangerous
person in the room.


Lady Briana sat in her father’s
oversized armchair as if it were a throne, her kohl smudged and black streaks
running down her cheeks. Issa couldn’t fault the young woman her tears—she had
just lost her adoptive father—yet was surprised to find defiance in the girl’s
eyes. 


“Lady Briana,” Nessa said, “may I
present Issa of the Keeper’s Blades.” With a bow, the Steward retreated and
shut the door.


Issa inclined her head. “My lady, allow
me to express my deepest sympathies on your adoptive father’s passing.” 


She winced. The words sounded too stiff,
too formal, the sort of trite platitude that Kellas would spout in an attempt
to curry favor with a higher-ranked Dhukari. 


“I’m very sorry,” she told Briana in a
less formal voice. Her eyes met the young noblewoman’s. “I only met him once,
but he was kind to me. He seemed like a good man.”


“Thank you.” Briana gave her a sad
smile, moisture glimmering in her eyes. “I’m certain my father would have been
pleased to hear that. There is far too little good in Shalandra these days.”
She wiped away an errant tear that slipped down her cheek. “But tell me, what
brings a Keeper’s Blade to my home?”


Issa straightened to the formal military
posture, spine rigid, head upright. “I have been sent by Pharus Amhoset
Nephelcheres to be your personal protector until he is certain there is no
threat to your life.” 


“As you can see, I already have
protectors of my own.” Briana gestured to the two bodyguards. 


Issa’s eyes darted to the two figures
flanking the Dhukari. They seemed competent enough, but she was a Keeper’s Blade, chosen by the god of death himself, clad
in the finest armor and wielding a Shalandran steel blade. 


Issa inclined her head. “Of course, my
lady. However, I have been given my orders by the Pharus himself. Until I receive
word from him or one of my superiors, I must comply.”


Lady Briana’s expression tightened and
she exchanged glances with the male bodyguard. “I see.” She fell silent, her
lips twisting into a pensive frown. 


Issa felt the bodyguard’s gaze on her.
He studied her, suspicion written in every line on his pale face, and Issa
could almost feel him sizing her up. She met his honey eyes without hesitation.
She had nothing to hide, nothing to fear from him. 


“Do your orders demand that you remain
at my side at all times?” Lady Briana’s voice had gone cool, formal. 


“I am to be your personal protector, my
lady,” Issa replied. “I am to go where you go, to wield my sword in your
defense as your father defended the Pharus from the assassins that threatened
his life.”


“Thank you, Issa of the Keeper’s
Blades.” The Dhukari girl inclined her head, but her expression remained as
tight as her voice. “Then you may take up guard in the hallway just outside
this door.”


Issa wanted to protest, but Lady Briana
continued before she could. 


“As you can see, there are no windows to
gain access to this room, no other way in besides my father’s bedroom. With you
in the hall, I have little doubt that I will be as safe as if I stood within
the Citadel of Stone.” 


Issa recognized the dismissal, yet also
the polite courtesy in the tone. She’s
definitely not as bad as Kellas. Her fellow trainee would have sent her
away with a sneer and cutting remark. By complimenting the Blades, Lady Briana
had avoided offense. A very Dhukari trait, but far better than their usual
arrogance. 


“Of course, my lady.” With a bow, Issa
turned smartly on her heel and marched from the room. Footfalls echoed behind
her and she looked back in time to see the pale-skinned bodyguard striding
toward the door. He shot her one last suspicious glance before closing the
door. A moment later, the lock clicked. 


Issa drew in a long breath, then let it
out slowly. She didn’t begrudge their suspicion of her—she’d be just as
mistrustful in Lady Briana’s circumstances. As long as they allowed her to do
her job and protect the Dhukari woman as the Pharus had ordered, she didn’t
care what they thought.


I
am a Keeper’s Blade, Issa
told herself as she drew her two-handed flammard and grounded the tip between
her boots. I have a job to do, and I’ll
be damned if I let anything stop me from doing it. 
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“What do you think?” The words, spoken
in a low tone, left Kodyn’s mouth the instant after he’d closed the door behind
the departing Blade. “Could this be the work of the Keeper’s Council?” 


Aisha’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think
so.” She turned to Briana. “From what you’ve told us, the Keeper’s Blades don’t
answer to the Necroseti, correct?”


Briana nodded. “They serve the Lady of Blades,
the military counterpart to the Pharus. The Pharus can command them, but the
Lady of Blades and her council, the Elders of the Blade, make the final
decision.” Her expression grew pensive. “There’s no love lost between the Lady
of Blades and the Keeper’s Council. If anything, the Keeper’s Council hates her
more than the Pharus does. Lady Callista’s control of the Indomitables gives
her more power than they’d like, and she operates independently of their
authority.” 


Kodyn jerked a thumb over his shoulder.
“So you’re saying there’s no chance
that this Issa is a spy for the Keeper’s Council or the Pharus?” 


“I didn’t say that.” Briana shook her
head. “I’d be surprised if someone on the Keeper’s Council managed to sway
anyone in the Elders of the Blade to their cause. We can rule Issa out as a spy
for the Necroseti.” She leaned back in her father’s stuffed armchair and
sighed. “As for the Pharus or the Lady of Blades, it’s possible that they have
an ulterior motive for sending her. Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres is far cleverer
than the Keeper’s Council would like. The Necroseti still wield far more power,
but from what my father told me, they’re finding him more and more difficult to
control. He could very well have sent Issa here for some reason we don’t yet
understand. Or Callista Vinaus might—”


“Did you ever consider that she might
just be exactly who she says she is?” Aisha was surprised to find the servant
youth, Evren, speaking. “That she actually was
sent to protect you?” 


Aisha studied the young man—the
pale-skinned servant boy had called him Evren. He could almost pass for a Shalandran, yet Aisha recognized the subtle
differences in the shape of his eyes, the breadth of his jaw, and the slight
difference in tones between his and Briana’s skin. 


Kodyn’s jaw clenched. “She wasn’t
talking to—”


“Kodyn!” Briana cut off the Hawk’s
insult with an angry glare. No trace of apology shone in Kodyn’s eyes, only his
typical obstinacy—after everything that had happened, Aisha understood his
fierce protectiveness, especially around the attendant that was clearly
anything but a common servant. 


Who
is he? Aisha studied
the young man through narrowed eyes. Evren didn’t look like any servant she’d ever seen. He certainly wore the simple
clothing with the red-and-gold to match. But he moved like an assassin of House
Serpent, with the wary-eyed look of a street thief of House Fox. The proud
defiance in his eyes and posture mirrored Kodyn’s. 


When Kodyn didn’t finish his retort,
Briana turned back to Evren. “Speak, please.” She narrowed her eyes at him.
“What makes you think she’s here on Lady Callista’s orders to protect me?”


Evren shrugged, his expression
reluctant, as if he regretted opening his mouth and drawing attention to
himself. Yet he didn’t back down. “I’m not naïve enough to ignore the fact that
she might have been sent to spy on you. But I’ve known a few soldiers in my
life, and few tend to be the spying type. Much more the bash you over the head
or chop off your hand type.”


Aisha cocked an eyebrow. Interesting.


The “chop off your hand” statement told
Aisha a great deal about him. Many cities on Einan—Praamis among them—used it
as a punishment to deter pickpocketing and theft. Evren reminded her far more
of a Night Guild apprentice than any servant she’d met. 


“I don’t know what sort of man the
Pharus is,” Evren continued, his eyes fixed on Briana, “but is it possible that
he really did send her in good
faith?” 


Briana’s forehead furrowed in
concentration. “It is possible,” she finally admitted. 


“You really think so?” Kodyn’s tone and
the look he shot Evren held a healthy dose of skepticism. 


“You heard the Pharus this morning,”
Briana turned up her palms. “His exact words were, ‘I will not forget the debt I now owe him.’”


Aisha nodded. Despite her skepticism,
she found herself agreeing with Evren’s assessment. “And again, at the party in
the palace, he actually seemed glad that Briana had come home.” She’d only met
the Pharus twice, neither time for long enough to get a real sense of the man,
but he’d come off as a decent sort. At least compared to the conniving,
scheming Councilor Madani and his rotund Necroseti sycophants and clingers-on. 


“No way we can trust her,” Kodyn
snarled. 


“I’m not saying you should trust her,”
Evren put in, earning a glare from the Hawk. “Watch her closely, but maybe it
might turn out she’s telling the truth. My lady,” he added as an afterthought. 


Briana’s eyes narrowed as she studied
the servant, her expression pensive. 


Aisha couldn’t help her own curiosity. Definitely not a servant, she decided. So then what is he?


Kodyn seemed to have reached the same
conclusion as her. “And why should we trust you?”
he snapped. His hand actually dropped to his sword hilt. “We know that your
brother—” His tone held an apostate’s
dose of skepticism. “—has blood that can activate the Serenii artifacts. But of
you, however, we know nothing. Like how you came to be here in the first place,
when clearly you are not a servant.
I’d wager you’re not even from Shalandra.”


Aisha saw the sudden stiffening of Evren’s
spine, the tightness in his expression, and the shift in his stance to an
almost combative one. He was ready to fight or flee at a moment’s notice—the
way his fists clenched by his side, Aisha guessed fight. 


She suppressed an inward groan. Kodyn’s
desire to protect Briana put him in a combative mood, which meant he’d charge
the problem head-on and try to bull through it rather than playing it clever.
The trait, inherited from his mother, could be both his greatest strength and
weakness. She’d seen what happened when obstinate, brash young men squared off.
The inevitable clash of wills between Evren and Kodyn could waste a lot of time
that could be better spent dealing with the Gatherers and the Necroseti. 


“Right now,” she said before any more
words flew between the two, “we need to decide what to do about Issa.” 


Briana cocked an eyebrow. “Do?” 


“Yes, do.” Aisha met the girl’s eyes. “She’s here to guard you, which
means we’ve got another strong arm to keep you safe if the Gatherers or the
Necroseti try anything. But we can’t be sure that she won’t report our activity
to her superiors. Whatever we do, it’ll have to be without her knowing. Which
means that you’re going to have to avoid doing anything to arouse her
curiosity.”


Briana gave a dismissive wave. “That’s
no matter. She has no reason to suspect anything if I stay here in my father’s
office and work on these Serenii artifacts and my father’s journal.” She tapped
a manicured fingernail on the leather-bound volume she’d found in Suroth’s
bedside table. “You two should be able to come and go as you please.”


To Aisha’s surprise, Briana turned to
Evren. “And you, Evren, I will use
your help as well.”


“Me?” Evren cocked an eyebrow. “Hailen’s
the one who will help you with the artifacts.”


“Yes, but Nessa tells me that you were the one to raise the alarm that
the Gatherers were attacking.” Briana folded her hands atop the table and fixed
Evren with a piercing gaze. “Which means I know you’re not working for them.”


“He could be Necroseti,” Kodyn growled. 


Evren fixed Kodyn with an impassive
stare. “Do I look like a priest?” 


“No, which makes you the perfect
choice.” Kodyn straightened to his full height, looming two hands taller than
Evren. “So tell us, who are you and what are you doing here?” 


Evren’s expression grew defiant. “And if
I don’t?”


“You’ll go back to the storeroom,”
Briana said simply. “Where you’ll stay until you’re ready to talk.” She threw
up her hands. “But I don’t want that. Right now, I’ve got too few people in the
world I can count on to help me. Your brother could be the key to unlocking the
secrets of the Serenii and using their power to take down the Necroseti and the
Gatherers. I need his help, which means I need your cooperation.”


After a moment, Evren nodded. “I’ll do
what I can.” 


“We can’t trust him if we don’t know
anything about him,” Kodyn protested. 


“We know he’ll fight to protect his
brother,” Briana told him, shooting a glance at Hailen. “Right now, given the
odds we’re up against, that fighting spirit could prove useful.” 


Aisha found herself in agreement with
Briana. She didn’t trust Evren—Kodyn was right in that they couldn’t trust him
without knowing about him—yet the fact that he wasn’t a Gatherer was a good start. According to the Steward, two of
Suroth’s servants had been complicit in the attempt to kidnap Briana the
previous night. He also hadn’t flinched when Briana had spoken of taking on the
Necroseti, which Aisha took to meant that he wasn’t working for the Keeper’s
Priests. They’d need to find out who he was
working for, but not at this moment. 


After a long moment, Kodyn appeared to
relent. “Fine,” he growled. Aisha knew him well enough to recognize the meaning
of his expression. He intended to keep a close eye on Evren, no matter what he
said aloud. 


“Then that’s settled,” Briana said. “Now
we can set about our true purpose.” She reached for the journal sitting on her
father’s desk. “Hailen and I will start working here, but we need to reach out
to the ones that can help us. Starting with the Secret Keepers.”


“I can get a message to Ennolar,” Aisha
offered. 


“I’ll reach out to the Black Widow.”
Kodyn frowned. “Though I’ll need to bring something as a gift to placate her.”


“Placate her?” Briana’s expression grew
questioning. 


Kodyn started to explain. “I—”


A knock at the door cut off his words. 


“Lady Briana?” Nessa’s voice accompanied
the Steward’s entrance. “A messenger in the livery of the Palace of Golden
Eternity has arrived, bearing a summons from the Pharus.”


Briana’s eyes narrowed. “When does he
command me to present myself?” 


“At once,” Nessa said. Worry sparkled in
her eyes. “What shall I reply, my lady?”


Briana stood. “That we are on our way.”


“Of course.” With a bow, Nessa left the
room.


The moment the door closed, Kodyn spoke.
“We just saw the Pharus a few hours
ago. He sends the Keeper’s Blade, now a summons to the palace. That strike any
of you as strange?” 


Briana nodded her head. “Yes, but maybe
it could be a good thing. My father intended to tell the Pharus of his
suspicions of the Necroseti’s hand in my abduction. This gives us a chance to
speak to the Pharus, maybe even convince him to help us move against the
Necroseti as well as wipe out the Gatherers. Keeper knows he has no love for
the priests.”


“With the Pharus to help us, we’d have a
real shot of taking them down.” Kodyn’s eyes sparkled, and Aisha recognized the
look of a plan forming in his mind. “You’re right; this could be our perfect
opportunity.” 


“Then let’s go.” Briana hurried around
the desk and moved toward the door. “We shouldn’t keep the Pharus waiting.”


The Keeper’s Blade, Issa, turned as the
door pulled open and stepped aside for Briana to sweep past. 


The servants, Evren and Hailen, made to
move, but Aisha interposed herself. “Stay.” Her voice was firm, unyielding. “We
will speak more upon our return.”


Evren appeared as if he wanted to
retort, but seemed to think better of it. With a nod, he stepped back. 


As Aisha hurried after Kodyn and Briana,
she found herself coming face to face with the Keeper’s Blade, Issa. She had a
warrior’s features: dark eyes that never stopped moving, a solid nose, and a
strong jawline. Her black plate mail fit her to perfection, and she wore the
heavy armor without apparent strain, her movements controlled. With the
snarling lion-fanged helmet framing her face and a stern expression, she looked
every inch the seasoned soldier despite her age—around the same as Aisha
herself. 


But it was the huge sword in Issa’s
hands that drew her attention. A shudder ran down Aisha’s spine as she saw the
ghostly figures clinging to the flame-shaped blade. Sparks of blue-white light
sizzled along the length of the midnight black steel, swirling, shifting from
ethereal figures one moment to cracking bursts of energy the next. Their empty
eyes fixed on her, mouths open in a wordless plea.


Aisha alone could see the figures, the Kish’aa, the spirits of the dead. These
lives had been snuffed out before their time, and the spark of life that had
once burned within them now clung to Issa’s blade. A tremor ran through Aisha’s
fingers from the power of those spirits. They surged toward her, reaching out
translucent arms, and energy crackled between her fingers. She wanted to pull
her hand away, yet knew that she could not. 


It
is my duty to hear the cries of the dead and to answer their call. 


Aisha was Umoyahlebe, a Spirit Whisperer, gifted with the ability to see,
hear, and even speak to the Kish’aa.
She could absorb the energy of the spirits into herself—as she had with
Briana’s mother, Radiana. Though she didn’t fully understand it, she’d somehow
managed to channel Radiana’s energy into a tangible power, a spark of
blue-white light with the force of a lightning bolt. It had saved her and
Briana’s lives the previous night.


Yet it had been more than just power.
The Kish’aa had once been living
beings, each with their own desires, hopes, and dreams left unrealized. Radiana
had clung to Briana’s secret garden dome out of a need to protect her daughter,
and only passed to the endless bliss of Pharadesi
once her mission had been fulfilled through Aisha.


That was the gift and burden of the
Spirit Whisperers. They did not just hear or see; with the power of the Kish’aa came the responsibility to help
the spirits pass into the beyond. The only way to do that was to hear their
pleas and help them find peace. 


Gut churning, Aisha turned away from the
Keeper’s Blade, away from the spirits that hovered around the young woman, and
hurried after Briana and Kodyn. Without the Whispering Lily, she could only see
the Kish’aa, but their cries in her
mind sounded quieter than the faintest summer breeze. Right now, she couldn’t
afford to be trapped in the realm of the spirits—the land of the living held
too many dangers. 


Yet the time would come, soon, that she
would once again take that bright blue flower with its terrible and potent
effects. Her hand went to her pouch, wherein lay a handful of the petals she’d
gathered a few nights earlier as she stood in Suroth’s rooftop garden. She knew
the compulsion of addictive drugs all too well—the Bloody Hand had used
Bonedust to enslave her and force her into sexual servitude. 


Yet this was different than any
addiction. This was her calling. 


She had
to use the Whispering Lily, for it was the only way she could truly speak
to the Kish’aa as her father had. If
she did not, she would reject her heritage, passed down to her by her father
and all the Umoyahlebe of Ghandia.
And yet, if she did, she would descend into the same madness that had claimed
her father. With every use of the flower, the spirits would have a stronger
claim on her, until her hold on the physical weakened. 


But she would do it. She had come to the
City of the Dead, the city built onto a golden mountaintop, to find her
destiny. Destiny always exacted a heavy toll, but she would pay it. 


 












Chapter Five
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Evren kept his face a mask of calm until
the door closed behind Lady Briana’s entourage. The moment the sound of their
footsteps faded, he whirled to Hailen.


“Shite, this is bad!” His mind raced.
Why had he been so foolish to open his mouth and offer comment on the Keeper’s
Blade? The best course of action would have been to keep his lips firmly shut,
but a part of him had actually wanted to
help. If Lady Briana actually could keep her end of the bargain and help him,
it might have been worth it.


Right up until the moment he remembered
that Hailen had told them about his blood and its ability to affect the
artifacts. No way I’m letting that fall
into the wrong hands! He didn’t know Lady Briana or her bodyguards well
enough to be anywhere near certain what they’d do with that knowledge. That
left him only one course of action.


He padded over to the door and cracked
it open, peering into the hallway. Yes! Hope
surged within him. In her haste to depart, Lady Briana had forgotten to post a
guard to watch him and Hailen. Either that or she somehow believed her
imperious command to “Stay!” would suffice to hold him here. Not with Hailen’s life on the line.


Evren spun to the boy. “Hailen, we need
to get you out of here now. Maybe the Beggar Priests in the House of Need
will—”


“What are you talking about, Evren?”
Confusion twisted Hailen’s face into a frown. “You just promised that you’d
help Lady Briana.”


“Yeah, of course I did! It was the only thing
I could say at the time.” Evren hurried toward Hailen. “You went and told them
what you could do, so I didn’t really have any other choice. But now that
they’re on the way to the palace, we’ve got a chance to get you out of here.”


“Why?” Hailen’s jaw took on a stubborn
set. 


“Because they’ll be at the palace for a
good few hours, and—”


“No.” Hailen shook his head. “Why do we
need to leave?”


“Because they’re going to find out who
we are and what we’re doing!” Evren threw up his hands in exasperation. “The
moment they find out we’re working with Killian or that we’ve come to steal the
Blade of Hallar, they’re going to throw us back into that storeroom and only
let us out when it’s time to haul us down to Murder Square. The best we can
hope for is a nice headspike next to Kuhar and Samall!” 


The two servants had betrayed Lady
Briana to the Gatherers and opened the tradesman’s gate to allow the cultists
into the mansion. For that, Nessa had sworn they would suffer, their heads
displayed for all in Shalandra to see. 


“Maybe not.” Hailen’s answer was quiet,
his tone pensive. 


Now it was Evren’s turn to be confused.
“What are you talking about?” 


“I heard them talking yesterday.” Hailen
shot a furtive glance around the empty office and dropped his voice to a low
whisper. “The bodyguards aren’t really bodyguards. They’re thieves!” 


Evren frowned. “Thieves?” In the years
he’d known Hailen, the boy had never shown an overactive imagination. He hadn’t
needed one, given everything he’d seen and done during his adventures with the
Hunter of Voramis. Yet this seemed a stretch, even coming from a boy who had
the blood of the Serenii coursing through his veins and who could activate the
power of the ancient race with a touch.


“Yes!” Hailen’s head bobbed. “From
Praamis. From the Night Guild.”


Evren’s gut tightened. He’d overheard
the Hunter and Kiara discussing the Night Guild before the Hunter left for
Praamis. The criminal enterprise organized all the crime in the city, profiting
off murder, poisoning, blackmail, theft, and prostitution. The Hunter had
compared them to the Bloody Hand—never a favorable comparison, given the Bloody
Hand’s history with the Hunter. 


“You’re sure?” Evren demanded.


Hailen nodded. “I overheard the man,
Kodyn, talking about his mother.” His eyes went wide. “Did you know that his
mother is the Master of the Night Guild?” 


“Damn!” Evren’s eyebrows shot up. “Did
you happen to overhear what they’re doing here in Shalandra? Aside from
protecting Lady Briana?”


“I did.” A sly smile broadened Hailen’s
face. “I was practicing my sneaking like you and Kiara taught me when I heard
them talking with Arch-Guardian Suroth. Well, they were talking and the Arch-Guardian was wiggling his fingers.”
Hailen demonstrated, a sight so ridiculous that Evren couldn’t help laughing
aloud.


“But I heard them talk about the Vault
of Ancients,” Hailen continued. “And Kodyn said something about a big secret,
though he didn’t say what it was.”


Evren frowned, his mind racing. “The
Vault of Ancients has to be the vault where the Blade of Hallar is stored. But
what do they want with it?” Thieves
from Praamis, come all the way to Shalandra to steal…what?


“I don’t know,” Hailen said. “But the
only way we’re going to find out is if we work with them.” He fixed Evren with
a meaningful look. “If we stay and
work with them.”


“Hailen, you know what that means,
right?” Evren asked.


“Yes.” Hailen’s expression grew solemn.
“That’s why I told them about my blood. It means working with Briana to unlock
the secrets of the Serenii.”


Worry coiled like a serpent in Evren’s
gut. On his journey from Voramis, he’d been plagued by dreams of Hailen’s soul
being consumed by Serenii-forged weapons, burning alive as he tried to wield
the magic of the ancient race. He’d only known the rudiments of what Father Reverentus
and the other demon-hunting Cambionari priests were teaching Hailen in Voramis,
but he’d seen it put into full effect mere hours ago when Hailen had activated
the Serenii artifact with a few words and a drop of his blood. Now, Hailen
wanted to put himself at greater risk by messing with a power he didn’t yet
understand—fiery hell, that no one on
Einan understood fully.


“It’s too dangerous, Hailen.” Evren
shook his head. “The Hunter would never—”


“The Hunter wanted me to learn!” Hailen’s voice rose to a shout. “It’s why he
allowed me to study with Father Reverentus in the first place.” 


“Shhh!” Evren hushed the boy. “Not so
loud.”


“I’m not the child you met in Vothmot
anymore, Evren.” Anger flashed in Hailen’s eyes, but thankfully he lowered his
voice. “I know what it means to be Melechha,
to have the power of the Serenii.” 


Evren held his breath as Hailen snatched
up the long, rune-covered stone and waved it in front of his face. He had no
idea what it could do, but the demonstration of power he’d witnessed filled him
with a healthy wariness of anything Serenii.


“The Hunter knows that I’m the only one
of my kind still alive on Einan, at least as far as the Cambionari know.”
Hailen squared his shoulders, defiance written in his eyes. “That means that I
need to learn as much as I can about the Serenii. Just knowing that I’m a Melechha doesn’t give me any clue as to
what I’m supposed to do!”


Evren’s jaw dropped at the frustration
that echoed loud in Hailen’s voice. Hailen still looked a great deal like that
child Evren had met on the road into the Empty Mountains, but he seemed to have
aged five years in the space of a minute. He alone bore a burden that few in
the world could understand.


Hailen was the descendant of the
Serenii, and he alone could wield their power—the power that had saved Einan
from utter destruction by the Devourer of Worlds just a few years ago, and
which would be needed to do so once again. 


The Hunter had accepted Kharna’s mission
of collecting enough souls to seal the rift against the Devourer of Worlds, but
he couldn’t do it alone. He was Bucelarii, descendant of demons, but it took
the blood of a Serenii to activate the magic of Enarium. Hailen was right: he
was the only one on Einan that could do it.


The implications of that realization
staggered Evren. Hailen bore this immense burden alone. For years, he’d lived
with the knowledge that if he didn’t do what needed to be done, the world would
be destroyed. The boy had never shown
any hint of resentment at the fact; he’d simply borne the burden with his usual
cheerful disposition.


Suddenly, Evren had a glimpse as to why
Hailen had been so desperate to flee Voramis and accompany Evren on his
journey. Hailen had been so immersed in things that it had to feel suffocating.
By escaping, it had given him back a hint of the “normal” he’d experienced
before he knew the truth of his heritage. 


“I’m sorry,” Evren said in a quiet
voice. “I never…” He blew out a breath, shaking his head. “I’ve been so focused
on trying to protect you that I never really thought about what you were dealing with.”


“I know you have.” A sorrowful smile
twisted Hailen’s lips upward. “And I know you’re trying to do what’s best for
me. After all, you’re my brother, right?”


Evren chuckled. “You know it.” He
punched Hailen playfully on the arm. “Especially if it means I get to pound
sense into you from time to time. Though I guess this time it’s your turn to be
the rational one.”


“Every time.” Hailen’s smile brightened.
”You’re just too stubborn to realize that I’m smarter than you.” 


“Is that so?” Evren raised an eyebrow. 


Hailen’s expression grew smug. “Ask the
Hunter and Kiara and they’ll tell you.”


“Sure.” Evren snorted. “I’ll do that
just as soon as we get back to Voramis.”


“But not before we do what we came here
to do.” Hailen’s face sobered. “For you, that means getting into the Vault of
Ancients and stealing the Blade of Hallar. Which you might actually have a
better chance of doing if you’re willing to work together with Kodyn, Aisha,
and Briana.” 


Evren rolled his eyes. “The Night
Guild’s not exactly the ‘work together’ type. The moment they hear who we’re really working for—not Killian or the
Cambionari, but the Hunter—they’re going to stick a knife in us faster than a
miser chasing a runaway coin.”


“Maybe, but maybe not.” Hailen shrugged.
“We’ll never know if we don’t give them a chance.”


Evren raised an eyebrow. “Damn, Hailen.
All that time you’ve spent around those doddering old priests really made you
wise.”


“Nah.” Hailen shook his head. “Like I
said, I was always smarter than you.”


“Where I come from, smart-asses get
taken down like anyone else.” Evren raised his fists, a mock scowl on his face.
“That big brain of yours isn’t going to save you from me.”


“You can’t beat me.” Hailen smirked.
“I’m the last Melechha, remember?” 


“That’s just playing dirty.” Evren shook
his head. 


Hailen shrugged. “You know what the
Hunter always says. ‘Fight with every weapon at your disposal’.” He held up the
artifact. “Which means we need to
find out if this is a weapon or, if not, what it really is.”


Evren eyed the object in Hailen’s hand.
The only remarkable features on the plain black stone were the strange runes
etched into its surface. Otherwise, it looked as innocuous as any other stone.
Yet Evren couldn’t shake the memory of that ear-splitting humming, the sudden
rush of energy, and the surge of light it had emitted on contact with Hailen’s
blood and those magical words he’d spoken. 


“You sure about this?” he asked. “It’s
dangerous, messing with that kind of power.”


Hailen nodded. “I know, but it’s
something I have to do.” His
expression grew grim. “The Cambionari have some knowledge of Serenii, but
barely a fraction of everything there is to learn. I can read just a few of
their strange runes and I know only a handful of their words of power.”


“Like the ones you used last night?”
Evren asked.


“Yes,” Hailen replied. “But if Briana’s
father really did spend his life studying the Serenii, he might have uncovered
information that could be useful to me. Not only now, but later, when the time
comes that I have to…” He trailed off for a long moment, then shrugged. “Do
whatever it is I have to do.”


Evren had heard the stories of Enarium
and the magical energy it harnessed. The city wouldn’t have sufficient power to
close the rift until the next Withering, nearly five hundred years in the
future. Unless Hailen had also inherited the Serenii’s immortality, he’d be
long gone before that day came. 


No
wonder he’s so frustrated,
Evren thought. He’s aware that he’s not
going to live long enough to fulfill the one purpose he knows about, and he has
no idea what else he’s supposed to do. Simply living to bear children and
pass on the bloodline would be a meaningless existence by any standard. 


“So be it.” Evren found the words
forming on his lips before his mind reached a final conclusion. Yet, as he said
them, he knew he’d made the right choice. “We’ll stay and help. You’ll work
with Lady Briana to unlock whatever Serenii secrets her father has written
down. I’ll work with the bodyguards to help them take on these Gatherers and
the Necroseti.” He sighed. “You know we’re about to pick a fight with the most
powerful people in the city, right?”


Hailen grinned. “Sounds like exactly the kind of thing the Hunter
would do, doesn’t it?” 


“The only difference is that we’re not
immortal like he is.” Evren grimaced as an ache formed behind the bruise on his
forehead. A few hours of rest had driven back the nausea and vertigo, but his
head would still hurt for days to come. “I’d give anything for that healing
ability of his right now.” 


“You know what he’d say if he heard you
right now, don’t you?” Hailen’s grin turned smug. 


Evren groaned. “Train through the pain.
Or work, run, or climb through it. Keeper’s teeth, the Hunter really loves that
expression! Almost like he doesn’t feel pain like we do.” 


Hailen chuckled. “Sometimes being
half-Abiarazi has its perks. Just like being Melechha does. I get to stay here in the luxurious mansion while
you hit the streets to run messages for Lady Briana.”


“Ugh.” Evren shook his head. “But you
know, they’re not going to be back from the palace for a few hours.” He shot a
glance out the window of the adjoining bedroom. The sun had passed midday more than an hour ago, and had
already begun to take on the brilliance of early afternoon. “I’m thinking I’ll
use this time to pay Killian a visit. He’ll want to know what happened here
last night, and about Snarth.” 


Hailen’s eyes dropped to the dagger
sitting on his belt. Though he’d washed the traitorous Mumbler’s blood off the
blade, Evren knew he’d carry the burden of knowing that he might have killed
Snarth. The boy had lived around the Hunter and seen enough death to have grown
inured to it, but no one ever truly knew what it felt like to take a life until
it happened.


“And maybe we could get him to join in
the efforts to take down the Necroseti and the Gatherers,” Evren went on
quickly. “At the very least, he’ll be able to point us in the direction of
people who want to see them fall as much as we do.”


“That would go a long way toward earning
Lady Briana’s trust,” Hailen said with a bright smile. “Good thinking!” 


With a nod, Evren padded toward the
door. “Stay here, and start searching the place for anything that can help us
learn more about the Vault of Ancients and…” He hesitated. “…the power of the
Serenii.” He hated the idea of Hailen putting himself in more danger, but the
boy was right about the importance of learning about the ancient race.


“Be safe,” Hailen called after him. 


Evren slipped through the now-empty
hallways that led from Arch-Guardian Suroth’s study toward the grand staircase
that descended to the main floor and the way out. He cast an appraising glance
at the ornate oak and bloodwood furniture, the costly Al Hani carpets, and the
colorful tapestries. Those alone could net him enough gold to live in luxury
for years. 


He scanned the mansion for any sign of
Nessa. The Steward would want to have a word with him, want to dig into the
truth he’d clearly concealed from her when he first joined Suroth’s household.
Thankfully, the grey-haired Zadii was nowhere in sight. He’d rather avoid the
delay. 


His shoes clacked on the gold-and-silver
tile walkway that cut a path through the lawns toward the front gate. Rothin
stood on guard duty, with five gold-armored men beside him. His eyes narrowed
as he caught sight of Evren. “Where are you
going?” he demanded.


“Errand for Lady Briana.” Evren replied
in a casual, calm tone. “Something she insists I complete before she returns
from the palace.”


Rothin raised an eyebrow. “Does Nessa
know about this?” 


“No.” Evren knew the captain of the
guard would confirm his story with the Steward. “Like I said, it’s for Lady
Briana directly.” He leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “Something she’d
rather doesn’t get overheard by the
wrong ears, if you catch my meaning. Necroseti ears.”


Suspicion filled Rothin’s eyes and he
fixed Evren with a long stare. Finally, he nodded and commanded, “Let him
through.”


“I’ll be back shortly. Hopefully I can
make it to Commerce Square before it closes.” Evren spoke in a loud voice, but
he shot a conspiratorial wink to Rothin.


The captain of the guard just stepped
aside for Evren to pass. 


Evren hurried through the open gate and
out into the Path of Gold, the avenue that ran east to west along the Keeper’s
Tier. It would be a short journey to Death Row, then he’d descend the two
levels to the Artisan’s Tier.


The last time he’d gone to see Killian,
the blacksmith had been away from his shop. Hopefully,
he’ll actually be there this time. He’ll want to hear what I’ve got to—


Someone jostled against Evren, hard
enough to knock him to the side. Evren opened his mouth to growl a curse, but
stopped himself as he caught sight of the person that had bumped him. Beneath
the boy’s gold-and-brown headband, Evren recognized the youthful features of
Serias, one of Killian’s Mumblers. 


“Killian demands your presence,” Serias
said in a quiet voice. “He’s waiting for you in the forge. You don’t want to
find out what happens if you keep him waiting.” 


With those ominous words, the boy
slipped down the Path of Gold and disappeared into the late-afternoon crowds. 


 


 












Chapter Six
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Threats lurked in every shadow, atop
every roof, behind every opulent marble wall of the Keeper’s Tier. Issa’s eyes
never stopped roving everything that moved along Death Row—well-dressed Dhukari
enjoying an afternoon walk, bare-headed Kabili slaves hauling palanquins,
servants hurrying about their masters’ business, black-armored Indomitables
patrolling the avenue. The journey from Arch-Guardian Suroth’s mansion to the
Palace of Golden Eternity took just over half an hour, but Issa spent every
second scanning for assassins.


Once, she could never have imagined any
sort of violence or horror occurring on the Keeper’s Tier. To the people of the
lower castes, the Dhukari level was something almost mystical, like the sunken
continent of Aegeos, a paradise they would never be fortunate enough to see. Most
of the people Issa had known actually believed the Path of Gold was paved with
precious metals and gemstones. 


Now, after the previous night’s events,
Issa couldn’t stop seeing danger everywhere. Every well-dressed Dhukari could
be an assassin in disguise. Every servant’s robe could conceal weapons meant to
kill Lady Briana—or Issa herself. Every passing cart, palanquin, or carriage
might very well house a bloodthirsty army sent to waylay the Arch-Guardian’s
daughter. 


Issa had never been paranoid, yet the
assassination attempt in the palace had shattered too many of her preconceived
ideas of life among the Dhukari. The palace, home to Pharus Amhoset
Nephelcheres, Chosen of Hallar, Word of Justice and Death, and Revered Servant
of the Long Keeper, was supposed to be the safest, best-guarded place in the
city, as consecrated as the Hall of the Beyond. Yet killers had slipped in—Lady
Callista hadn’t yet figured out how—and gotten within striking distance of the
Pharus. Only the Mistress’ luck had enabled Issa to spot the assassins before
they attacked. 


So Issa allowed herself to feel the
suspicion. Wary fear was healthy, if it kept Lady Briana alive. As long as Issa
scanned every shadow for threats, she would be ready to protect the Dhukari
girl when the attack inevitably came.


The two bodyguards seemed to take their
jobs as seriously as she. Issa glanced over at the tall, pale-skinned foreigner
who rode a black stallion in front of Lady Briana’s palanquin. His head never
stopped moving, his eyes searching the street with a single-mindedness to match
hers. Grim resolve hardened his face and his hand hovered near the hilt of the
long sword at his hip.


The second bodyguard, the dark-skinned
woman, had elected to ride inside the palanquin. Issa had seen the way she
moved, like a mountain lion stalking its prey. She would be a fierce fighter
with that strangely short spear and over-long dagger.


Both of the bodyguards kept one eye
firmly fixed on her, suspicion etched plainly into their faces. They hadn’t
relaxed from the moment she arrived in Lady Briana’s office. 


Good,
Issa thought. That suspicion is their best weapon to keep
Lady Briana alive. She didn’t care what they thought of her—all that
mattered was that she did her job to protect the Dhukari girl as Lady Callista
had instructed her.


Issa’s two-handed flammard rested on her
shoulder, the black steel visible for all to see. The flame-shaped blade,
together with her black plate armor and lion-fanged helm marking her as a
Keeper’s Blade, ought to be enough to deter all but the most suicidal assassin.



No
one’s getting to Lady Briana.


Issa might not be fond of the Dhukari—as
a rule, all Shalandrans held the highest-ranked caste in a sort of awe, though
some mingled quiet disdain and dislike at the Dhukari arrogance—but she’d been
given a task by her Pharus and, by the Long Keeper, she intended to carry it
out to the best of her ability. And as far as Dhukari went, Lady Briana seemed
a fairly decent one. Compared to Kellas, at least.


Though,
to be fair, I’ve heard stories of demons friendlier than Kellas. 


A sixty-foot-tall sandstone wall ringed
the entire palace, with the single gate guarded by a full ten-man patrol of
Indomitables. All of the guards’ helmets bore either one or two bands of silver
to break up the blue Alqati stripe, proclaiming them high-ranked officers. 


One Indomitable, the hard-faced Sentinel
that seemed to be in charge, stepped forward at their approach. “State your
business.” His tone held a good deal more suspicion and threat than before the
assassination attempt. 


“The Pharus has summoned Lady Briana,
daughter of Arch-Guardian Suroth, to attend him,” the light-skinned bodyguard
replied. 


The black-armored guard exchanged
glances with another Sentinel—for a moment, Issa imagined she saw a hint of
guilt or remorse written in their shared look—then nodded for the Protectors to
open the huge wrought-iron gate. The metallic clinking of ponderous chains preceded a deep-throated rumble, and
slowly the gates swung open to admit their palanquin.


Issa couldn’t help marveling at the
beauty of the open-air plaza within. The pristine white marble seemed to glow
with an almost magical brilliance in the afternoon sunlight, broken only by the
ornate rosettes of black shalanite. At the far end of the broad space, the
golden sandstone structure of the palace rose fully a hundred feet into the
air, its walls a glorious mixture of mandalas and rosettes of interwoven leaves
of gold, shalanite, and silver.


A solemn face stared down at her from
above the palace’s highest point. Hallar, the city’s founder, watched Shalandra
through eyes of midnight-colored stone. A guardian thousands of years after his
passing. 


The Kabili litterbearers set Lady
Briana’s palanquin down in front of the palace’s front entrance, a huge wooden
door covered in gold-plating and etched with heroic scenes from Shalandra’s
history. The ten Indomitables—again, all high-ranked officers—stationed at the
front entrance held unsheathed sickle-shaped khopesh swords, their expressions wary as they, too, demanded that
Lady Briana state her business.


The Dhukari woman seemed both irritated
and confused. “I am Briana, daughter of Arch-Guardian Suroth, high priest of
the Temple of Whispers and a member of the Keeper’s Council. I have come to see
the Pharus,” she stated in a clear, loud voice. 


It took far longer for the Sentinel in
charge to make way for her to enter. Head held high, jaw clenched tight, Lady
Briana swept into the Palace of Golden Eternity in a flurry of white-and-gold
cloth, her two bodyguards in tow. 


Issa was about to enter when a familiar
voice stopped her cold. “Prototopoi!”
came the half-growled, half-shouted call. 


Gut churning, Issa turned and snapped to
attention as Invictus Tannard strode across the white marble plaza toward her.
He was resplendent in full Keeper’s Blade armor—heavy, segmented plate mail
with long, sharp spikes at the shoulders, knees, and elbows and a snarling
lion-fanged helmet to match—with his six-foot flammard sheathed on his back.
Yet his hard face and the coldness of his expression seemed to suck away all
the warmth of the sun-heated tiles. 


 “Invictus!” Issa gave the salute of a Keeper’s
Blade—right fist to left shoulder—and struggled to mask her curiosity at the
sight of Hykos striding beside Tannard.


“Archateros, to your duty,” Tannard
snapped, his angular, bearded face as hard as the stone beneath his feet.


“Yes, Invictus!” With a salute to
Tannard, Hykos hurried toward the palace’s front entrance. He shot Issa an
apologetic glance as he strode past. 


“You are to come with me,” Tannard said
in his deep, rumbling voice. “Your training awaits.”


“Forgive me, Invictus, but I have my
assignment from the Pharus.” Issa spoke with as much respect as she could
muster. Despite her feelings toward Tannard, the man was her superior. If she insulted him in front of the Indomitables
and those milling about the plaza, he’d make her suffer. “I have been assigned
to guard Lady Bria—”


Tannard cut her off. “An assignment
which you will share with Archateros Hykos. The Pharus commands the Keeper’s
Blades, but your true commander is Callista Vinaus. The Lady of Blades has
agreed that you cannot be allowed to shirk your training just to carry out the
will of our Pharus.” His voice held more than a little disdain. Everyone in
Shalandra knew of the rift between Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres and Callista
Vinaus. “Hykos will guard your charges while you train. The hours not spent
training will be occupied in the protection of Lady Briana.”


Issa’s blood ran cold. Again, Tannard
expected the impossible of her. She couldn’t train sixteen hours a day without
at least a few hours of sleep to repair her body and restore her energy. Yet
his face could have been cut from the golden sandstone of Alshuruq for all the
emotion it revealed. 


“Yes, Invictus!” Issa saluted.


Invictus stared at her for a long
moment, then nodded. “Then come. You are already late for your next lesson.”
Without another word, he turned on his heel and marched west through the plaza.



Issa swallowed hard as she fell into
step behind the Invictus and followed him toward the palace’s western wing—the
section reserved for the Elders of the Blades and Lady Callista herself. She
barely saw the plain sandstone corridors. Her racing thoughts were consumed by
questions.


Why
did Lady Callista allow the Pharus to give me this assignment last night, then
suddenly have Tannard come and take it away? 


It made no sense. The mission had come
from Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres himself. Though she served Lady Callista as a
Keeper’s Blade, the Pharus had authority to entrust her with missions like
protecting Lady Briana.


So
what did Tannard do to talk Lady Callista into putting me back into his
clutches once more? 


She gritted her teeth to stop a shudder
from slithering down her spine. Whatever lesson the Invictus had in mind for
her, it would be a brutal one. On his first day of training, he’d ordered her
to fight Hykos—a Blade with four years of experience—bare-handed. After Hykos’
beating, Issa had been forced to steal food to eat. Every day since, Tannard
had heaped a myriad of challenges onto her, each one more impossible than the
last. Either he wanted to break her spirit or shatter her body. Why, she still
hadn’t figured out.


Yet she was more determined than ever
not to break. She’d come close two nights ago when she crept out of the Citadel
of Stone to visit the home of her Saba and Savta. Only her grandmother’s words
had stopped her from giving up. Her triumph in the training yard and her battle
in the palace had proven that she was suited
to be a Keeper’s Blade. No matter what Tannard threw at her, she’d hold her
ground and fight back with every shred of strength.


Issa shot a glance toward the
northwestern corner of the palace—there, she knew, was the entrance to the Tomb
of Hallar. Tannard led her southwest, toward the sixty-foot wall surrounding
the palace and the long stone tunnel that connected the Citadel of Stone to the
Palace of Golden Eternity. 


Hykos had explained the reason for the
entrance. “In time of war, we must be able to reach the Pharus, Lady of Blades,
and Shalandra’s most sacred sites without delay.” Rather than having to march
east along the Path of Gold, the Blades could simply enter the Palace of Golden
Eternity this way. 


The Citadel of Stone was an enormous
stronghold carved out from the mountain, a solid structure that dominated the
entire western end of the Keeper’s Tier. Issa knew it the moment they left the
palace and entered the Citadel—the tunnels were all plain stone, sharp edges,
and hard practicality.


They stepped out of the tunnel and into
a corridor that cut a path straight through the north wing to the training
yard. Issa’s stomach clenched at the sight of the battle taking place there.
Three figures fought in the middle of the cleared space, swinging huge two-handed
swords at each other with bone-jarring force. Only the solid black armor of the
Keeper’s Blades kept them from hacking off limbs or slicing flesh. Yet not even
the armor could dull the impact of a flammard swung with full force. 


Etai grunted beneath a blow to her chest
and staggered backward, sword dropping from its guard position. The Blade she
faced—Archateros Chirak, a tall woman with heavy features and shoulders as
sloped as the steep cliffs of Zahiran, the one assigned to train Etai—slammed
her blade into Etai’s midsection hard enough to knock the breath from her
lungs. Etai fell hard, gagging and gasping for breath. The third Blade, one
Issa didn’t recognize, kicked Etai hard in the head. The snarling lion helmet
saved the girl from having her skull crushed, barely. Etai collapsed,
unconscious. 


Issa stifled a cry of rage. How does battering her senseless help train
her? She wanted to shout, but knew it would be pointless. Chirak wasn’t
Tannard; she lacked the Invictus’ cold cruelty. This lesson was intended to
have purpose, though one Issa couldn’t fathom.


“Up!” Chirak stooped over Etai’s form
and hauled the girl upright. But Etai simply pretended unconsciousness. As
Chirak bent over her, she seized the Archateros’ arm and twisted hard to put
her into a joint lock. In the same moment, Etai spun around and drove the heel
of her boot into the other Blade’s chest. The blow struck just above the
breastplate, on the gorget covering the Blade’s throat. The man staggered
backward, choking and coughing. 


“Very good.” Chirak’s face broke into an
approving grin, albeit a small one, and she nodded. “Your joint locks need
work…” She emphasized her point by spinning and twisting Etai’s wrist into a
painful lock of her own. “…but that blow would have truly rendered you
unconscious last week. One day, you might actually be able to hold your own in
a proper battle.”


“Thank you, Archateros!” Etai gasped,
her face a mask of pain and pride. When Chirak released her arm, Etai rubbed
her wrist as she strode toward her sword.


“Archateros, are you finished?” Tannard
snapped. 


Chirak looked up at Tannard, and her
expression went flat, dead. “Yes, Invictus,” she replied in a monotone.


“Good. Issa will go next.” He turned to
Issa. “To the field.”


Heart hammering in her chest, Issa
strode out onto the training yard, sword in hand. She waited, stomach in knots,
for the inevitable punishment she knew would come—disguised as a lesson, of
course, but no less painful.


Tannard’s face revealed nothing. “How
many assassins did you slay last night?” 


“I do not know,” Issa replied, honestly.



“According to your comrades, the count
was at least eleven, correct?” Tannard looked at Etai, who shrank beneath his
glare. When the Mahjuri girl didn’t respond, the Invictus turned toward the
western edge of the training yard. “Is that correct?”


Issa’s eyes narrowed as she caught sight
of Kellas seated on a bench. The Dhukari youth looked like he’d taken a worse
beating than she’d given him yesterday. Blood trickled down his cheeks,
forehead, and from a split lip, and his nose had seen better, less flat days.
All trace of arrogance was gone as he nodded. “Yes, Invictus.”


“Eleven.” The single word was cold,
spoken in an emotionless tone. His gaze locked on her. “If you can defeat
eleven enemies, surely you will have no difficulty defeating six.”


Issa’s eyes narrowed. Keeper’s teeth. By her count, six Blades
stood in the training yard: Etai, Chirak, and the third Blade she didn’t
recognize. Kellas on the bench and Byrach, his Archateros trainer, hovering
behind him.


She nearly vomited as she looked at the
sixth Blade: Tannard himself. 


The Invictus’ eyes revealed nothing as
he drew his enormous two-handed sword and strode toward her. “Blades, to me!”
he shouted.


Etai and Chirak exchanged glances, but
at Chirak’s nod, the two of them hurried toward Tannard. Kellas, Byrach, and
the other Blade joined them a moment later.


“I told you that you wouldn’t escape
me,” Tannard snarled in a voice pitched low for her ears.


Issa’s blood ran cold as she faced the
wall of black-armored warriors arrayed against her. Taking on Kellas or Etai
alone would be challenging, but she’d seen both Byrach and Chirak fight often
enough to know she had little chance of defeating them. The Invictus had more
than twenty years’ service to the Long Keeper. To face any of the higher-ranked
Blades would be near-impossible even on her best day.


But to face all at once? This is cruel,
even by Tannard’s measure. Her best hope would be to survive this battle
with only half the bones in her body
shattered.


Yet, as her eyes came to rest on
Tannard’s harsh features, resolve hardened within her. Her fingers tightened
around the grip of her sword and she settled into a low guard stance favored by
the Academy of the Windy Mountain. She tracked the movements of her enemies as
they spread out to surround her.


Her defeat was as inevitable as the
setting sun, but she would face it without fear or hesitation. She wouldn’t
give Tannard the satisfaction of watching her cower. 


With a shout, she charged her nearest
enemy—the Invictus himself.  


 


 












Chapter Seven
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Aisha hid a wince as she tried to match
Briana’s pace. The Dhukari girl swept through the palace’s front door at a pace
that belied the elegance of her glide. Aisha’s leg wound made quick movements
difficult. She had to move more slowly for fear of reopening the scabbed-over
cut. 


Kodyn seemed to sense her pain, for he
offered Briana his arm then slowed their pace to match hers. She shot him a
grateful nod—she’d never have said anything, but she was relieved not to push
herself.


“Lady Briana,” a voice called from
behind them.


Aisha spun, hand dropping to the wooden
shaft of her short-handled assegai spear. Her eyes narrowed as she found
another Keeper’s Blade, this one a young man, striding toward them. Somehow,
the original Blade, Issa, had disappeared as they entered the palace. 


Aisha stepped in the Blade’s way, and
the man stopped a respectful distance away. “My lady,” the Blade said, looking
past Aisha to address Briana, “I am instructed by my commander to serve as your
protector.”


“And what of your fellow Blade, Issa?”
Briana asked. Aisha glanced over her shoulder. Kodyn had interposed himself
between Briana and the black-armored warrior, but Briana showed no sign of
fear. Her eyes, however, revealed suspicion aplenty. 


“Called away for training, honored
lady.” 


For a moment, Aisha imagined she could
see a hint of worry crack the young man’s martial façade. He didn’t look much
older than the other Blade, which made Aisha think maybe the two were more than
just comrades. 


Interesting.
She tucked the fact
away in the back of her mind. 


“I am Hykos, Archateros of the Keeper’s
Blades.” The young man swept a bow and when he stood, all trace of anxiety had
gone from his face, leaving only a warrior’s confidence. “It would be my honor
to offer my sword and skills in protection of the adopted daughter of
Arch-Guardian Suroth. He was a great man, your father, respected by all in
Shalandra.”


“Thank you for your kind words,” Briana
replied. “The honor is mine. I will feel much better knowing one of the
Keeper’s chosen stands guard over me.” 


Aisha knew Briana well enough to
recognize the change in the Shalandran girl. She’d taken on the same formal,
elegant persona that she’d adopted when attending the party in the palace two
nights before. Briana the Dhukari noblewoman, adopted daughter of a Councilor
and socialite extraordinaire. A far cry from the girl Aisha had come to know in
the weeks since they first met in Praamis.


At Briana’s nod, Kodyn once again
offered his arm. Together, they strode through the gold-and-silver bedecked
halls of the Palace of Golden Eternity. Aisha fell in a step behind them, with
the Blade, Hykos, beside her. 


Aisha studied Hykos from the corner of
her eye. He was tall, taller than she or Kodyn, with solid musculature and a
posture that spoke of confidence and skill with the two-handed blade strapped
to his back. A braided tail of dark hair hung down his back—Aisha decided that
it suited his broad, handsome face. 


A ripple of relief ran through her as
Hykos made no move to draw his two-handed sword. She had no desire to deal with
the spirits of the dead, not right now. Their meeting with the Pharus could put
them on the path to vengeance for Suroth’s death. Aisha couldn’t afford to be
distracted by the cries of the Kish’aa. 


Deeper into the palace they went, Briana
and Kodyn in the lead with Aisha and this new Keeper’s Blade bringing up the rear
guard. 


Two Keeper’s Blades stood at attention
before a pair of gold leaf-bedecked double doors, which Aisha guessed led to
the Throne Room. The black-armored warriors held their huge two-handed swords
drawn, tips grounded between their feet, hands clasped around the hilts.
Aisha’s jaw clenched as she saw the blue-white wisps floating in lazy circles
around the black steel, more than a dozen between the two swords. Their eyes
fixed on her and their mouths opened in wordless cries. 


At their approach, the guards raised
their swords and stepped forward. “Halt!” 


“The Pharus is expecting me,” Briana
said, her voice ringing with the commanding tone of a noblewoman. 


The two Blades stared at her, suspicion
etched into the lines of their hard faces. One looked past Briana, his eyes
flashing over Aisha and stopping as they came to rest on Hykos.


“Archateros!” He snapped a salute,
tapping his right fist against his left shoulder. 


“Katoteros.”
Hykos returned the salute. “Lady Briana, adopted daughter of Arch-Guardian
Suroth, will be permitted to enter.”


“Of course, Archateros.” With a short
bow, the two men hurried to open the doors.


Aisha shot a glance at the Blade beside
her. He can’t be more than nineteen or
twenty years old, yet commands respect even at such a young age. Interesting. 


It reminded her of the way people
deferred to Ilanna, Kodyn’s mother and Master of the Night Guild. Ilanna was
far shorter and smaller than most of her fellow Guild members, yet every one of
her comrades and subordinates respected her—many even feared her. Her actions,
temperament, and nature proved far more imposing than size, strength, or skill.



Aisha stifled an awestruck gasp as the
double doors swung open. The entire Throne Room seemed to sparkle with a
dazzling brilliance that nearly blinded her. Yet it was not from the precious
metals that adorned the halls—instead, the color came from the chandelier high
overhead. 


Hundreds of glass globes hung suspended
by metal wires, each one shining with an internal illumination. Each globe
produced a different color of light—hues of blue, green, red, soft white, warm
gold, and a hundred more—that, when reflected from the polished metal situated
around the room, filled the chamber with a brightness that not even the midday
sun could match.


There was no doubt in her mind: this was
Serenii-made. 


Her eyes dropped from the chandelier to
the Pharus’ throne: a chair of gold, crested by outstretched eagle’s wings.
Behind and above him, high-relief carvings in the sandstone bore the stern,
solemn faces of men that frowned down on Shalandra’s ruler. 


Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres looked up as
they entered. In the light streaming from the chandelier, his golden conical
crown, headdress, and robes almost blinded her. For a moment, surprise flashed
across his strong features, and a furrow rippled his arched brow. Yet the
surprise disappeared an instant later, replaced by a regal smile.


The Pharus stood from his golden throne.
“Lady Briana, we bid you enter and be welcome.” His voice rang out loud and
clear in the huge hall, and he gave a dismissive wave to the well-dressed men
and women—all Dhukari, judging by their ornate golden headdresses, kohl-rimmed
eyes, and the abundance of black beauty marks on their faces. “Leave us.”


Everyone in the Throne Room hastened to
obey, though many shot Briana dark looks as they passed. Others nodded or spoke
a quiet word of greeting or condolence, pity in their eyes. It took fully two
minutes before all of the Dhukari finished filing from the room. Only the four
Keeper’s Blades beside the Pharus’ throne remained unmoving. The black-armored
warriors could have been carved from the same stone as the faces on the wall
above them.


When all in the room had gone, Pharus
Amhoset Nephelcheres descended the dais upon which his throne sat and strode
toward Briana. “Briana.” He settled his strong hands on her shoulders. “You
have my deepest sympathies on your father’s passing.” 


Aisha was surprised not only at his
words—he spoke with an informal, almost personable tone—but at the genuine
sorrow in his eyes and the gentle, almost familiar gesture. 


“Thank you, Bright One.” Briana bowed
her head. “I believe the knowledge that his Pharus mourns his passing will
comfort him on his journey into the Long Keeper’s arms and into the Sleepless
Lands beyond.”


“He will be missed greatly.” A shadow
passed across the Pharus’ eyes. “I owe him a great debt. My assigning one of
the Blades’ finest warriors to your protection was a small step toward
repayment.” His brow furrowed as he caught sight of Hykos beside Aisha, but
again, he schooled his expression an instant later.


“You honor me, my Pharus.” Briana
smiled.


“Tell me, what do you know of those
responsible for your father’s death?” Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres fixed her
with a piercing gaze.


“Nothing, Bright One,” Briana replied.
“However, if the rumors are true, they are the same Gatherers that abducted me
in the first place and made a second attempt last night.”


“Gatherers.” The Pharus’ face creased
into a scowl and he stepped back, his hands balled into fists. “As if the
Necroseti weren’t bad enough.” 


Aisha hid a smile. So Suroth was right. The Pharus hates the Necroseti. If Briana
played this right, she could convince the Pharus to help them. Though what he’d help them do remained to be seen. 


Briana glanced around, then spoke in a
quiet voice. “I share my Pharus’ sentiments. My companions and I are determined
to bring justice for my father.”


The Pharus raised an eyebrow. “You
intend to hunt down the Gatherers?”


“And any
that played a hand in my father’s death.” Briana’s voice took on a hard
edge, her meaning clear. “No matter who they are or what power they wield.”


“Intriguing.” A ghost of a smile played
on the man’s lips, and he raised a strong hand to stroke his clean-shaven chin,
which bore eight beauty marks—one
more than the highest-ranked Dhukari, an honor reserved for the ruler of
Shalandra alone. “I see your father’s spirit within you. He would be proud to
see you respond thus. Perhaps I might be able to assist you in this endeavor.
With information, at the very least.”


“You honor me, Bright One.” Briana
bowed. “Anything you can offer would—”


A small door behind the golden throne
banged open and a tall warrior in the armor of a Keeper’s Blade strode into the
room. By the way the tall woman prowled across the hall toward the Pharus,
Aisha knew she had to be Callista
Vinaus, Lady of Blades. A hard woman with a hard face and a commander’s poise.
The anger burning in her eyes froze over when she caught sight of Briana and
the others. Without a word, she marched toward the Pharus and whispered
something into his ear. 


Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres’ face
creased into a scowl. “Finally,” he snapped. “And here I was believing you and
your trusted men were as incompetent as the Keeper’s Council insists you are.”


Lady Callista Vinaus remained silent at
the insult, her expression revealing nothing. 


“I will accompany you shortly. But
first.” He turned to Briana. “Tell me, my lady, what brings you to me today?”


Confusion twisted Briana’s face.
“You…summoned me, sire.”


 “Summoned?” The Pharus frowned. “You are
certain?” 


“Yes, Bright One. Your messenger—”


Pharus Amhoset’s eyes narrowed. “I sent
no messenger, no summons.” 


Briana paled, her breath catching in her
lungs. 


Aisha’s mind raced. If not the Pharus, then who? 


“Then I beg my Pharus’ humble pardon,”
Briana replied, her voice almost strangled. “I must have been mistaken.”


The Pharus nodded. “No matter.” He fixed
her with a curious gaze. “But the time may come when I do send word. When I do, be ready.”


“Of course, Bright One.” With a deep
bow, Briana turned and strode from the Throne Room, just as the Pharus departed
on the heels of Lady Callista. 


Briana’s face was pale, her finger white
around Kodyn’s arm. The moment they were outside the Throne Room and out of
earshot of the Blades standing guard, Briana turned to them. “Whoever sent that
messenger had access to the livery of the Pharus’ official messengers. Someone
powerful, from here in the palace, and they forged that message to get us out
of my father’s mansion!” 


Kodyn cursed. “We need to get back to
your house, now.”


As they hurried down the
gold-and-silver-tiled corridors toward the front, Aisha felt a sick sense of
dread forming in her stomach. Whatever awaited them at Suroth’s mansion
couldn’t be good. 


 












Chapter Eight
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Kodyn galloped ahead of the slow-moving,
slave-borne palanquin in his haste to return to the mansion. Trusting Aisha and
the armored Blade to keep Briana safe, he urged his horse to move faster
through the late-afternoon crowds.


His breath caught in his chest as
Arch-Guardian Suroth’s mansion came into view. A wall of heavyset spearmen
wearing burnished steel breastplates atop black robes stood before the front
gate. Five stood off to the side, holding their long spears leveled at Rothin
and his men, who had been stripped of their gilded breastplates and short
swords. All of Suroth’s servants stood on the street as well, watching the
spectacle in wide-eyed horror.


“Nessa, what’s going on?” Kodyn called
as he reined in his horse.


“The Necroseti’s guards are removing all
of the Arch-Guardian’s belongings!” Nessa’s eyes were wide, her face a mask of
mingled outrage and shock. “Everything!” 


Sure enough, as Kodyn leapt down from
his horse, he caught a glimpse of the mansion’s interior through the open gate.
Bareheaded Kabili and Earaqi laborers wearing the black robes of Necroseti
servants hauled Suroth and Briana’s belongings out in armfuls and dumped them atop
the mountain of clothing and furniture that lay heaped in the center of the
courtyard. 


Kodyn strode toward the guards barring
the gate. He searched out the one that seemed in charge, a pudgy man with
drooping jowls and a permanent sneer. “What is the meaning of this?” he
demanded. 


“Step back, foreigner,” barked the
guard. “This doesn’t concern you.”


“It damned well does!” Anger surged
within Kodyn’s chest. “I am Lady Briana’s personal protector, contracted by the
Arch-Guardian himself. As such, I am fully within my rights to demand you
explain what in the fiery hell you’re doing!” He bared his teeth, hand dropping
to his sword.


The Necroseti’s guards responded in a
moment, and Kodyn found himself facing half a dozen sharp steel spearheads.
Clearly they had prepared for resistance.


“Kodyn?” Briana’s voice echoed from
behind him, and Kodyn turned to find Briana peering out from her palanquin. The
moment the slaves set the litter down, Briana stepped out and stalked toward
them, Aisha and the Blade on her heels. 


Anger flashed in Briana’s eyes. “Explain
yourself!” She fixed her gaze on the heavyset guard barring Kodyn’s path. “You
know who I am, who my father was.”


“We know,” the man said with a nod. He
drew a scroll from within his black robes and thrust it roughly at Briana.
“This will explain everything.” 


Briana tore the scroll from his grasp
and unrolled it, hands trembling with fury. Her eyes went wide as she read and
her lips pressed into a tight line. By the time her gaze reached the seal at
the bottom of the scroll, she looked ready to rip the fat man’s head from his
shoulders with her bare hands. 


“You cannot be serious!” Briana snarled
at the guard. “My father’s body has not yet been interred in the Keeper’s
Crypts and your masters pull this?” 


“We have our orders.” The guard tried to
fake an apologetic expression, but it just came off as smug. “As you can see,
it bears the seal of the Keeper’s Council. If you and your…” He shot a derisive
look at Kodyn. “…companions interfere, we will be forced to summon the
Indomitables and have you arrested.”


“Arrested for what?” The question came
from the Blade, Hykos. He pushed through the servants clustered around the gate
and strode toward the guards. His mailed fists hung by his side and he made no
move to draw the huge two-handed sword on his back, but he loomed nearly a head
taller than the fat guard. Though the two men might have weighed about the
same, Hykos was solid muscle and plate mail.


“This is a Necroseti matter,” snapped
the guard, though his golden skin turned a shade paler, “not the business of
the Keeper’s Blades.”


“Everything in Shalandra is the Blades’
business.” Hykos spoke in a calm voice, but it held an edge of menace. “As
servants of the Long Keeper, we are sworn to serve the city of Shalandra and
protect its people from any threat.”


“And, as servants of the Keeper’s
Council, we are sworn to carry out the duties assigned to us by the Necroseti.”
The guard tried to hold his head higher, which only served to emphasize the
width of his second chin and the canine sag of his jowls. 


Just then, another man appeared from
within Suroth’s mansion. Black robes clung tight to his pudgy frame and
drooping belly, and a golden band encircled his sweaty forehead. 


“Angrak?” Briana’s question rang out in
the courtyard. “You are the one
behind this?” 


The man looked up, and his rotund face
grew smug. A self-satisfied smile spread his fleshy lips as he strode toward
them. “Briana, I am glad to see—”


“Oh, cut the horse-shite,” Briana
snapped. 


Kodyn stifled a grin. Glad to see the Night Guild’s rubbing off on
her.


“You really expect me to believe this?”
The Shalandran girl waved the scroll at him like a sword. “This is my father’s
house—”


“As the document proclaims clearly, this
residence is, in fact, the property of the city of Shalandra.” Kodyn hadn’t
thought Angrak’s expression could grow any more priggish—he was wrong. The man
actually puffed up like a Voramian balloonfish. “Specifically, the Keeper’s
Council.” 


“My father lived here my entire life!”
Briana snapped. 


“For the duration of his tenure on the
Keeper’s Council, yes.” Angrak’s nod set his cheeks wobbling like congealed pig
fat. “But, with his passing, his seat must be filled. The Council has elected
me to serve in his place and, as such, this mansion will now be my residence.”


Fury boiled bright and hot within Kodyn.
He seriously considered drawing his sword and cutting the man down. With Aisha
and Hykos beside him, he’d place good odds on defeating the Necroseti’s guards.



“The Keeper’s Council wastes no time, do
they?” Briana made no attempt to disguise her anger. “They hated my father
because he wasn’t a Necroseti, and the moment he dies—protecting them, no less—they replace him with a
sniveling lickspittle like you.” 


Outrage flashed across Angrak’s face.
“Watch your tongue, girl. You are
speaking to a member of the Keeper’s Council, now. And a Dhukari, while you are nothing more than Zadii!” 


Briana’s eyes flew wide. “What?” 


“Did your father not tell you?” Angrak
puffed up his chest and cheeks once more, and it took all of Kodyn’s
self-control not to drive his fist into the man’s pudgy jaw. “The rank of
Dhukari was bestowed upon him when he was elevated to the Keeper’s Council, but
only as long as he served as a
Councilor. Now that his Council seat has been given to another, you return to
your true caste.”


Confusion twisted Kodyn’s brow. How in the hell is that possible? In
Praamis, once someone received a patent of nobility, the only way to lose their
titles was to have them revoked by King Ohilmos—as Lord Mayharn Stonecroft had
learned after it was discovered that he was working with the Bloody Hand to
traffic Bonedust and enslaved women into the city.


Yet, one look at Briana’s pale face told
Kodyn that the priggish Dhukari nobleman was telling the truth. The girl
brought a hand to her throat and seemed to struggle to find words. 


Angrak produced another scroll from
within his robes. “But the Keeper’s Council is as generous as they are wise. In
gratitude for your father’s sacrifice and long years of service, they have
procured a comfortable house for you on the Artisan’s Tier, just east of the
Temple District.” A sneer twisted his fat lips as he held out the scroll.
“There, you can live among your fellow Zadii and remain close to the Secret
Keepers that served your father.”


“Really?” Aisha’s eyes flashed as she
towered over the fat Necroseti. “You send a messenger to summon her to the
palace on a false pretext, then do this while
she is away?”


Angrak tried to conceal any hint of
guilt. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He failed miserably; his
face and unconvincing tone proclaimed his complicity clear as a town crier on a
still morning. 


“You bastard!” Aisha reached for her
assegai. More of the Necroseti’s guards leveled spears at her, one actually
pricking the side of her neck with a sharp tip. 


Anger surged bright and hot within Kodyn
as a trickle of bright crimson slid down Aisha’s neck. He ripped his sword from
its sheath and struck out, knocking the spear away hard enough to send it
flying from the guard’s grip. His left fist coiled back for a punch that would
lay the man out on the ground. Before he could unleash the blow, five spear
tips flashed toward him, aimed at his chest. A growl from the heavily-armored
Hykos accompanied the ring of his
huge flammard being drawn. In an instant, the Blade moved to stand beside Kodyn
and fixed the spearmen with a fierce glare. 



“Stop!” Briana spoke in a shaky, quiet
voice. “There is nothing we can do.”


“I am glad to see you inherited at least
a small measure of your father’s
wisdom.” Angrak said, his tone dripping self-satisfaction. “Leash your hounds before they do anything foolish.”


Kodyn gritted his teeth; it took all his
self control not to attack the man, threatening spears or no.


“Allow me to collect my and my father’s
belongings and we will be on our way,” Briana said, gesturing to the mountain
of clothes and furniture in the courtyard. 


Angrak held up a pudgy hand to stop her.
“Everything that belonged to your father, the Arch-Guardian of the Secret
Keepers, has already been transported to your new home. But all of the
trappings of the Dhukari and everything purchased with gold bestowed upon him
for his service as a Councilor are now the property of the Keeper’s Council. It
will remain here.”


Briana sucked in a breath. “You wouldn’t
dare!” 


“If you doubt me, check the Council’s
decree.” He leaned forward, puffing up once more. “But you will find that I
have the power of the Council to back me. You, you’re just a Zadii!” He dropped
his voice to a whisper. “Your father should never
have spoken to me thus.” 


He straightened and snapped his fingers,
and a black-robed servant hurried forward carrying a cloth sack. “I have taken
the liberties of procuring you proper attire for your new station.” From within
the sack, he drew out headbands of braided sackcloth and canvas dyed white.
“You are no longer fit to wear the gold.”


Briana stared at the cloth as if at a
striking serpent. She seemed at a loss for words, but that only added to
Angrak’s pleasure. 


“Here.” He stuffed the headband into the
sack and thrust it at her. “Consider it a parting gift from your newest
Councilor.” 


Aisha snatched the sack with such speed
Angrak’s fat fingers didn’t have time to unclench before it was ripped from his
hand. He stumbled slightly with the force and barely managed to catch himself. 


Indignation flashed across his face.
“Long Keeper speed you on your journey, young Zadii.” His words dripped venom and, with a glare, he spun on his
heels and stalked back into the mansion.


Hykos fixed the Necroseti’s guards with
a stern glare, his eyes sharp as the tip of his sword. A few shifted
uncomfortably, but the leader held his ground. He believed himself
unassailable, shielded by his authority as a servant of the Keeper’s priests. 


Briana suddenly turned on her heel and
strode away from the gate, back in the direction of her litter. 


As she lifted a foot to climb in, the
guard’s voice rang out behind her. “That, too, is the property of the Keeper’s
Council. As are your litterbearers.” 


Briana paused, then lowered her foot to
the ground. Without a word, she turned away from the palanquin and marched up
the road that led to the Path of Gold. Kodyn shot a venomous glare at the
spearmen and whirled. He fell in step beside Briana, Aisha on her opposite side
and Hykos bringing up the rear. 


Nessa stepped into her path. “Forgive
me, my lady. We were given no choice.”


Briana squeezed the Steward’s hands.
“There is nothing to forgive, Nessa. You served my father well. I wish I could
employ you, but you deserve far better than to serve a fellow Zadii.”


Nessa gave a dismissive wave. “None of
us care what caste you are. We serve out of love for your father.”


“We?” Briana asked.


A rustle of clothing and shuffling of
sandals echoed from behind them, and Kodyn turned to find two of the fifty-odd
servants had moved toward them. Rothin joined them as well, a defiant snarl on
his face.


Tears sprang to Briana’s eyes. “But I
have no way to pay for—”


“Your father paid us more than enough.”
Nessa cut her off with a shake of her head. “It will be a privilege to continue
serving, in his memory.”


A little sob escaped Briana’s throat,
but she swallowed it and scrubbed the moisture from her eyes. “Thank you,
Nessa.” She glanced at Rothin and the other two—a portly woman Kodyn recognized
as one of the cooks and Trant, a grey-haired servant that had been the only one
permitted to clean Suroth’s study. “All of you.”


“Come, my lady.” Nessa wrapped an arm
around Briana’s shoulders and steered her away from the mansion that she’d
called home her entire life. “Your new life awaits.”


As Kodyn led the way toward the Path of
Gold, he caught sight of an ornate palanquin sitting a short distance to the
west. The fading daylight and the silk curtains concealed the litter’s occupant,
but there was no mistaking the seven faces of the god of death etched in black
and gold onto each of the litter’s four posts.


The Keeper’s Council had come to gloat. 


 


 


 












Chapter Nine
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Killian
demands my presence? A
knot of anxiety formed in Evren’s gut. Damn,
that can’t be good!


His mind raced as he hurried down Death
Row, toward the gate that led into the Defender’s Tier. When the blacksmith had
first given him the assignment within Arch-Guardian Suroth’s household, he had
insisted that they communicate through the Mumblers. He’d only summon Evren to
the forge if something truly dire had occurred.


As
dire as the Arch-Guardian winding up dead, perhaps? 


Killian had placed Evren within Suroth’s
household to get information on one of the highest-ranked men in Shalandra.
Suroth’s death meant Evren no longer had access to the Keeper’s Councilor—or to
the Vault of Ancients, which only Suroth could access. Hailen had convinced him
to throw in his lot with the Night Guild thief, Kodyn, but he still had to
figure out how to keep his relationship with the blacksmith mutually
beneficial. 


The light of the setting sun bathed the
mansions of the Keeper’s Tier in a brilliant red glow, which seemed to make the
edges of the golden sandstone buildings appear sharper and harsher than the
last time he’d been here. The guards at the gate to the Defender’s Tier studied
him for longer than usual before letting him through. The late-afternoon
traffic had thickened, slowing movement to a ponderous pace. 


Evren stifled a frustrated growl as he
dodged a slave-borne litter and ducked between two empty merchant carts
rumbling down Death Row. The Defender’s Tier had a subdued, almost muted
atmosphere, the low hum of quiet conversations broken only by the occasional
laugh of a playing child or the tromp,
tromp of heavy Indomitable boots on the sandstone. 


As always, Evren remained wary of his
surroundings, scanning the crowds for any sign of pursuit. Years as a thief on
the streets of Vothmot had trained him to look for hidden threats everywhere.
He hadn’t just had to worry about fellow thieves, rival gangs, and the Wardens
of the Mount—the Lecterns, priests of the Master’s Temple, had pursued him as
well. 


Truth be told, he was only here at this
moment because he’d decided to flee the city by riding into the Empty Mountains
with the Hunter. There, he’d seen terrifying and marvelous things, and he’d
learned the truth of the Hunter’s heritage as a Bucelarii, half-human and half-demon.
He’d found a kindred spirit in the Hunter, an outcast like him, someone who
understood what it meant to do whatever it took to survive. 


When the Hunter offered him a chance to
accompany him, Kiara, and Hailen to Voramis, Evren had accepted without hesitation.
He’d signed up for the Hunter’s quest to hunt demons and protect the world.
That quest had led him to Shalandra where, thanks to information provided by
Father Reverentus, he believed one of the Serenii-crafted Im’tasi blades was stored in the Vault of the Ancients. 


Which
I still have no idea how to access.
He grimaced. Twisted hell, I haven’t even
figured out how to get into the palace yet. 


But all of that would have to wait until
after his meeting with Killian. 


As he slipped through the gate and
descended toward the Artisan’s Tier, he untied his red-and-gold-braided
headband and replaced it with the strip of crimson-dyed canvas he’d worn around
his wrist. One more Earaqi laborer would attract far less attention than a
Dhukari’s servant. He’d taken to wearing the red strip of cloth as a bracelet
to keep it handy in case he needed to switch identities in a hurry. 


With a grin, he ducked into the flow of
traffic bustling west on the Artificer’s Courseway. The impending sunset seemed
to fill people with a hurry, and the crowds never stopped moving as men, women,
and children hurried to complete their shopping or hawk their last wares before
the markets closed for the evening. 


Hurry meant far less caution, and Evren
found himself jostled far more than he’d like by people hustling past. Once, a
passing carter collided with him hard enough to nearly knock him off his feet.
Evren’s growled response was met with a scowl and clenched fists. Evren didn’t
back down, but he found himself suddenly missing his jambiya—which Rothin had
taken from him when locking him in the storeroom.


Thankfully, the carter had more
important things to do than get his nose shattered by an “impudent youth”, as
he muttered while slouching away. Evren let out his breath and hurried along
the Artificer’s Courseway to reach Killian’s before he found himself in more
trouble.


Smith’s Alley intersected with the
Artificer’s Courseway, but Evren decided to take a more roundabout approach to
Killian’s forge. Instead of entering the front gate, he ducked into the smaller
alley that ran parallel to the main avenue, turned into another narrow street
that ran north, and, with a glance to be certain no one had seen him, scrambled
over the wall.


His feet hadn’t even touched the ground
before a voice drifted from within the shadows of the forge. “I expected you
half an hour ago.” 


Evren stifled a startled yelp and,
schooling his expression to mask his surprise, turned toward the man emerging
from the smithy. “Proper precautions take time,” he said with a shrug. 


Killian strode from the forge’s rear
door and into the training yard, the brace on his left leg making that odd clicking sound with every step. He
limped over to the wooden stool facing the yard and sat, his eyes fixed on
Evren. “You came looking for me yesterday, then left in a hurry.” His face
revealed no anger, yet his tone was tight, tense. “I take it that had something
to do with the Gatherers’ attack on Arch-Guardian Suroth’s mansion?”


“No.” Evren met the blacksmith’s gaze
without hesitation. “I came to warn you that Snarth is a traitor.”


“Snarth?” For the first time in their
acquaintance, Killian showed genuine surprise. His bushy eyebrows rose toward
his hairline. “Explain.”


“Yesterday, I was coming to see you, to
tell you that I’d overheard two of Suroth’s servants planning something, when I
bumped into Snarth on the Artisan’s Courseway. He made some half-assed excuse
about running an errand for you, but he was acting cagey, so it was pretty
clear he was up to something. When I followed him down to the Slave’s Tier, I
saw him go into a house and meet with a bunch of thugs. Called themselves the
Syndicate.”


Killian’s eyes darkened. “The
Keeper-damned Ybrazhe?”


Evren shrugged. “Syndicate’s all I
heard. Snarth was talking about wanting to become a Crewman, but they insisted
the only way he’d do that was by getting his hands on your book.”


“Of course.” Killian’s expression
hardened. “The Ybrazhe Syndicate has wanted my secrets since they found out I
was the one running the Mumblers.” He swore, a string of curses that would have
made any Praamian sailor proud. “I’d always wondered how they’d uncovered that
secret. I never imagined one of my own would betray me.” 


“Who are they, this Syndicate?” The way
Killian spoke of them, they sounded like a genuine threat. 


“Our own version of the Bloody Hand,”
Killian snarled. “Little more than thieves and thugs, but ruthless as demons.
And now they’ve got Snarth working for them.” 


“Well, I doubt he’ll be doing much work
anymore.” Evren gave Killian a hard grin. “He took a dagger to the stomach last
night.”


Killian cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”


Evren nodded. “He came to Suroth’s
mansion to try and shut me up, but that didn’t turn out well for him. He might
still be alive, if he got to a healer in time.”


“He’d better hope he died.” Killian’s voice held a diamond-hard edge. “Not even
the Long Keeper will recognize him once I’ve finished with him.” He fixed Evren
with a piercing gaze. “And you were going to tell me about Snarth’s betrayal
yesterday?” 


“Yes, but I had to get back to Suroth’s
mansion to warn Lady Briana’s bodyguards about the attempt on her life.” 


Killian arched an eyebrow. “And to
protect your brother, of course.” 


Evren nodded. “He was assigned as Lady
Briana’s bodyservant. But you already knew that.” 


Killian inclined his head. 


“And by now you know that the Gatherers
are the ones that attacked Lady Briana.” 


“As well as the Keeper’s Council in the
palace itself,” Killian added.


Evren’s gut clenched. That’s what Samall and Kuhar were doing in
the palace. He’d spotted them outside the kitchens, scouting a secret way
to slip through a storeroom into the palace unseen. 


Watcher’s
teeth! If the palace guards are even half-competent, they’ll have discovered
that entrance by now. No chance I’ll get in that way. His heart sank. Which means I have to work with Kodyn to find another way to get at the
Vault of Ancients. 


That meant taking on the Gatherers and
the Necroseti beside Kodyn, Briana, and Aisha. To have any chance of success,
he’d need Killian’s help. 


“There’s something you need to know,” he
told the blacksmith. “Lady Briana is going after the Gatherers that killed her
father.”


“Is that so?” Killian’s expression grew
musing. “The Indomitables have been searching for the cultists for months now
and have come up empty-handed.”


Evren shrugged. “Then they’re doing it
wrong. I’m willing to bet they’re approaching it like soldiers, banging down
doors and marching through the streets with a show of force.”


After a moment, Killian nodded. “You’d win
that wager.”


“No way they’re going to find the
Gatherers, then,” Evren said. “But I’m also willing to bet you’ve had more success finding them. Your Mumblers draw far less
attention.”


Killian pursed his lips. 


“Information is your stock and trade,
isn’t it?” Evren grinned. “What could be more valuable than information on
where to find the Gatherers? Right now, the Pharus himself would likely pay a
kingdom’s fortune to find them.”


After a moment, Killian shook his head.
“Sadly, that fortune will go unclaimed, at least by me. My Mumblers have found
a few meeting places and hideouts, all abandoned, and the Gatherers seem smart
enough to never use the same location twice.” 


Evren frowned. “Damn.” If Killian didn’t
know how to find the cultists, Lady Briana’s quest to root them out would prove
much more difficult than she anticipated. 


“Does Lady Briana also intend to go
after the Necroseti?” 


Evren tried to conceal his surprise at
Killian’s question. How could he have
known?


A wry grin twisted the blacksmith’s
lips. “To clear a garden, one has to pluck weeds out by the root, not just the
stem. Many of the Gatherers were once Necroseti, though the Keeper’s Priests
have tried to cover up this fact. I have little doubt the Gatherers still have
eyes and ears within the Hall of the Beyond. And, the enmity between
Arch-Guardian Suroth and the Keeper’s Council was known by all. It wouldn’t
surprise me to learn that Councilor Madani and his ilk found some way to
manipulate the Gatherers into eliminating their rival.”


Evren tucked that nugget away. He might
be able to use that to gain Lady Briana’s trust—if he was going to work with
the Dhukari, he wanted to have as much leverage in the bargain as possible. 


“We struck a deal once, but with the
Arch-Guardian’s passing, it seems we must renegotiate.” Killian reached down
and adjusted the metal rod that ran along the inside of his brace. “You still
want the Blade, and it’s not a stretch to assume you’ll want my help in your
hunt for the Gatherers.” 


Evren nodded. “The question is, now that
Suroth is gone, what do you want in
return? I doubt Lady Briana will have much access to the Keeper’s Council.”


“True,” Killian said and inclined his
head. “For now, let us simply agree that you bring to me anything and
everything you uncover in your hunt for the Gatherers. I have little doubt that
you will find a great deal of information—not only on the cult itself, but
those aiding them, as well as the extent of their reach in Shalandra.”


“Information that you’ll sell or
exchange for your benefit.”


“Of course.” Killian smiled. “Who knows,
you may even be fortunate enough to uncover something truly useful that, in the right hands, can give you leverage over
the Necroseti.”


Evren returned the smile. He had little doubt
who Killian referred to when he spoke of “the right hands”. 


“Do we have an accord?” Killian held out
a huge hand.


Without hesitation, Evren shook. The
blacksmith would prove an invaluable source of information in their hunt for
the Gatherers.


“So be it.” Killian stood. “I’ll put out
feelers and get my Mumblers searching for the Gatherers. You know how to
contact me should you need anything or have anything to relay.”


Evren nodded. “I do.” He made to leave,
but stopped. “Why did you summon me?” The messenger had made it sound ominous.


Killian gave him a wry smile. “One of my
Mumblers spotted you creeping around the Slave’s Tier. The Ybrazhe rule that
and the Cultivator’s Tier. Given that your business in Shalandra was on the
Keeper’s Tier, I found your presence there curious.”
He made the word sound more dangerous and troubling than mere curiosity. “Shame
to hear about Snarth. I’ll have to watch my back more closely. Best you do the
same, young Evren.”


“Always.” Evren returned the grin, then
clambered over the wall and into the alley. Across from the rear of the smithy,
someone had painted “Child of Gold” in large red letters. 


Even
up here, eh? Until now,
he’d only seen strange words on the Slave’s and Cultivator’s Tier. 


Evren dismissed the graffiti and hurried
down the alley, back toward the road that would lead him back to the
Artificer’s Courseway. The meeting with Killian had gone better than expected,
but worse than he’d hoped. At least he knew Killian was reasonable as long as
he had something to offer—sadly, that fact didn’t get him any closer to
completing his true mission of stealing the Blade of Hallar. 


Looks
like I’ll have to sort it myself, as always. Damned Gatherers made that a whole
lot harder, though. 


The sun had dipped behind Alshuruq’s
western cliff while he was talking with Killian, and daylight was fading
quickly. Darkness would be for Evren to find a way to sneak around the Keeper’s
Tier, but getting into the palace would prove far more difficult. Security
would be on high alert since—


A shadow detached from the darkness of a
nearby alley in front of him. Evren tensed, fists coming up to a fighting
stance, but suddenly strong arms seized him from behind and dragged him
backward into an adjoining alley. 


He struggled against the grip of his
captors but stopped as he caught sight of a familiar figure bathed in the last
threads of daylight. It was the same rough-looking thug he’d spotted in the
attic room with Snarth. 


“Found you, little rat.” Steel glinted
in the fading illumination as Annat raised a knife to Evren’s throat. “Nowhere
to scurry off to now!”


 


 


 












Chapter Ten
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Every muscle in Issa’s body ached from
the pounding she’d taken in the training yard—Tannard hadn’t taken it easy on
her, and the other Blades had followed his lead—but she couldn’t let the
Indomitables in her patrol see the pain. She held her head high and kept her
gait steady as she led the way westward along the Path of Chains.


As part of their Blades’ education, she,
Etai, and Kellas had each been assigned to lead their own company of
Indomitable trainees. Tannard, of course, had given her the Slave’s Tier, the
most dangerous of Shalandra’s five levels. Dangerous not only because of the
Ybrazhe Syndicate thugs, thieves, and killers; Issa had lived on the Cultivator’s
Tier long enough to know how deep the resentment against the Indomitables truly
ran among the lower castes. 


“Keep the formation tight,” Issa barked
to her ten-guard patrol. All were trainees, though most had a few months of
experience and training. Enyera, Rilith, Nysin, Viddan, and the others that had
fought beside her in the Blades’ training yard had been assigned to her, along
with four others that had stood in Kellas’ ranks. Now, they all had one goal:
get through this patrol alive. 


The Ybrazhe Syndicate ruled the two
lowest levels, and many of the Mahjuri and Kabili—those not weakened by hunger,
thirst, or illness—glared at them, openly hostile. A few, with the shifty eyes
of thieves or the thick necks and broad shoulders of thugs, scurried away at
their approach, but Issa’s instructions had been clear. Unless she saw a crime
being committed in front of her, she was to remain in formation and keep a
steady pace. She and her trainees were to be a presence, nothing more.


“Trouble ahead,” growled Nysin from
right behind her. He was a Neophyte, a low-ranked officer among the
Indomitables, and had been assigned to lead the ten-man patrol behind her. 


Issa nodded. “I see it.”


A crowd had gathered on the southern side
of the Path of Chains, nearly blocking the entire avenue. The throng formed a
half-circle around a pair of upturned wooden crates. The man stood atop the
improvised platform had the noble bearing of a Dhukari, yet he wore no
headband, his face free of any markings of the upper caste. His robes were
simple, crude canvas, the sort common among the Kabili and Mahjuri. Yet even
from this distance, Issa could see the light shining in his eyes, hear the
conviction ringing in his deep, rich voice. 


“The Long Keeper comes for all.” His
words echoed above the crowd with an unmistakable sincerity. “We must prepare
to greet him unencumbered by earthly riches and possessions. For these things
are unnecessary trappings that bind us to our flesh, to this world. But when we
are free of this life, free of the burdens that hold us down, then we will be
truly free to join the Long Keeper in the Sleepless Lands. Only once we have
forsaken all will we have the peace that comes from throwing ourselves into the
Long Keeper’s hands. When the Final Destruction comes, how will you greet our
god? With the closed fists of greed, or the open arms of surrender?”


“Clear the road!” Issa shouted as their
patrol approached the crowd. “Make way!” 


Hundreds of faces turned toward her.
Fists clenched and anger darkened lean, hungry faces. Bare-headed Kabili slaves
and Mahjuri outcasts with their black rope or canvas headbands bristled in
defiance of the Indomitables.


Issa’s gut tightened at the wall of fury
directed at her. They couldn’t know she was an Earaqi, barely above their
pitiful lot in life. All they saw was her black armor and two-handed sword, as
well as the Indomitable patrol at her back. An immediate hostile tension filled
the air, thick enough to cut with a knife. 


Movement rippled among the crowd, and
for a moment, Issa worried that the throng might respond with anger or
violence. She’d heard about the protest the previous day. What had started out
as the Indomitables doing their job of keeping the streets clear—just as she was
trying to do now—had turned ugly, savage. She held her breath, every muscle in
her body tensed in expectation of an assault. 


“Peace!” cried the man on the wooden
platform. “The Long Keeper’s peace and joy forever more.” 


Relief surged through Issa as the crowd
parted and made way for the patrol to pass. The gap was barely wide enough for them to march through two-abreast, and Issa
could almost feel the seething animosity emanating from the people facing her.
Yet, through resentment shone in the eyes of those that faced her, no one spoke
or made a move.


It took all her self-control not to
quicken her pace, but she let out a long breath as the last of her patrol
passed through the throng unmolested. 


“Damned Child of Gold!” Nysin growled.
“Stirring up trouble and making things worse for us.”


Issa’s brow furrowed. “That man talking
to the crowd?” she asked without looking over her shoulder or slowing her pace.
She’d never heard the name “Child of
Gold”, though she had seen it and other similar words painted onto walls in
the Slave’s and Cultivator’s Tiers. 


“His real name’s Aterallis, and he was the son of some high-ranked
Necroseti, until he decided to abandon his position of power, his wealth, and
his caste.” Nysin’s voice held a generous heaping of scorn. “Now, he lives
among the Kabili and Mahjuri, believing himself one of us…of them,” he
corrected. He, like all the others accepted into the Indomitables, had been
elevated to the Alqati warrior caste, as proclaimed by the blue stripe across
the forehead of his flat-topped, spike-rimmed helmet. 


“It didn’t sound like he was stirring up
trouble,” Issa said. “If anything, his words seemed to calm the crowd.” 


“Sure, his words are one thing, but what
he represents to the people is
another.” Nysin snorted. “Too many Shalandrans believe that damned Prophecy of
the Final Destruction.” 


“Prophecy?” This was the first Issa had
heard of it. 


“You don’t know about Hallar’s
prophecy?” The question came from Rilith, two rows back. 


“No.” Issa shook her head. 


“No one outside the Keeper’s Priests
knows the full thing,” Nysin said, “but somehow, word spread about how some
‘child of secrets, child of spirits, child of gold’ was going to bring about
Hallar’s Final Destruction.”


“And what does this Aterallis have to do
with that?” Issa asked.


“Because the people are calling him
those things.” Nysin snorted. “Child of Gold, because he’s a member of the
Dhukari. Child of Spirits, because they say he speaks to the Long Keeper and
the Long Keeper answers back. Child of Secrets, because no one knows what made
him do what he’s doing.”


Issa snorted. “That’s a bit of a
stretch!”


“It certainly is.” Nysin’s voice dripped
derision. “But that hasn’t stopped people from whispering that he’s the one
foretold by the prophecy. A lot of Shalandrans, especially the Mahjuri and
Kabili, are flocking to him, proclaiming him Hallar Reborn, Hallar’s heir, even
the voice of the Long Keeper. It doesn’t matter if he really is this person
prophesized about—all that matters is that the people believe he is.”


“The Mahjuri are so badly off that
anything, even the promise of a better afterlife in the Sleepless Lands, offers
them hope,” Rilith added. “Too many of us had nothing to live for. It’s why we
joined the Indomitables. Anything is better than dying of hunger, thirst, or
the Azure Rot.” 


The explanation made sense. Issa herself
had clung to the dreams of becoming a Dhukari after her acceptance into the
Blades. She and her grandparents would have a better life among the
highest-ranked caste, away from the labor of the Earaqi. That hope had driven
her to train as hard as she could. 


But what if her dreams hadn’t paid off? What about all the
Mahjuri, Kabili, and Earaqi that had failed to claim a sword in the Crucible,
or that hadn’t been accepted into the Indomitables? With no hope of escape from
the life they’d been condemned to by merit of their birth, they had nothing to
look forward to in this life. Hoping that things would get better in the next
life was all many had to cling to.


“I fail to see how giving people hope is
a bad thing,” Issa said.


“Not bad, dangerous,” Nysin responded.
“When people give him power, call him Hallar Reborn or Hallar’s heir, they
start to see him as a savior, a messiah, someone that will lift them out of the
misery of their lives. That gives him a dangerous amount of power, power that
only the Pharus and the servants of the Long Keeper should possess.”


Issa could understand that—she’d spent
every day of her training in the Keeper’s Blades learning about the great
generals and leaders of Shalandran history. The one thing they’d all had in common was that their armies
and followers believed in them, many willing to follow their commands in
defiance of logic. Some of the greatest military battles had been won by a
dynamic commander that convinced his men to face impossible odds. Invictus
Dyrkton had told her, “Never overestimate the power of a charismatic leader. A
man who can convince others to follow his commands is mightier than the
strongest warrior.”


If Aterallis did truly have sway over
the people of the Slave’s Tier, he was as dangerous as Nysin believed. She’d
make sure to emphasize it in her report to Sentinel Imale, the officer
responsible for all the trainees assigned to her patrol. And to Hykos, Tannard,
and any others of her commanders in the Blades. 


Night washed the color from the golden
sandstone buildings of the Slave’s Tier, leaving only dark grey shapes barely
illuminated by the few torches and braziers that burned along the Way of
Chains. The few people visible along the streets appeared even more wretched in
the dim light. Emaciated men, women, and children lay in the dust of the
streets, among the rubble of collapsed stone houses, or the debris littering
the alleys. 


The dead lay among the living—the only
way Issa could tell them apart was by searching for the blue spots dotting
their skin. The Azure Rot, a blight that had pervaded the Slave’s Tier for
nearly three months now, caused the skin to crack and weep pus. It took days to
weaken its victims until, too starved and exhausted to move, they simply
succumbed to the bleeding. Blue spots deepened to a dark purple then black as
the Rot killed its victims. 


Issa’s gut tightened as they approached
the Lower Wellspring, the only source of fresh water on the Slave’s Tier. The
Wellspring stood next to the Hall of Bounty, the warehouse where all of the
food rationed to the Kabili and Mahjuri was stored. Sentinel Imale had warned
her in no uncertain terms that this was
the most fractious section of the Slave’s Tier. Every man, woman, and child on
the lowest level had to come here to receive their daily allotment of food and
water. Dozens of arguments, scuffles, and even full-fledged fights broke out
every day. 


Sure enough, as Issa had feared, the
sound of angry shouts and curses echoed from ahead. 


“Double time!” she called, and broke
into a fast march. The clanking of the Indomitables’ armor served as a warning
of their approach—hopefully enough of a deterrent to break up whatever fracas
lay ahead.


Torches and lanterns hung in front of
the huge wooden Hall of Bounty, with more lighting the way to the small stone
structure protecting the Wellspring. A full sixty-man company of Indomitables
stood divided between the two structures. Twin lines of starving-looking men
and women formed in front of the Wellspring and Hall of Bounty, carrying
cracked buckets and threadbare sacks in hope of procuring food or drink. Even
at this late hour, the lines numbered more than two hundred souls desperate to
eat or drink. 


A group of close to twenty men and women
fought in the space that had cleared between the two lines. Lean, hungry-eyed
people watched the fray, and the occasional cheer or shout egged on the
combatants. Most, however, were simply too tired, hungry, or thirsty to do more
than watch with world-weary faces.


“Break it up!” Issa shouted. “Cease this
at once, or we will arrest you!” 


Her words had no effect. The people bit,
clawed, scratched, and punched at each other like rabid animals. In the minute
it took Issa to reach the melee, four people had been knocked unconscious to
the ground. 


“Company, draw batons!” Issa called. She
left her sword sheathed and instead reached for the wooden club at her hip. Her
orders were only to draw her blade if
her life was threatened. 


Issa tried one last time. “Stop this in
the name of the Pharus!” When her words fell on deaf ears, Issa waded into the
fray, laying about her with the baton. She held back her blows as much as she
dared, avoiding broken bones whenever possible, but her primary purpose was to
break up the fight. With ten heavily armored, well-fed Indomitables at her
back, she put an end to the scuffle in less than a minute.


“Enough!” she shouted when she had
shoved the last two combatants apart. She whirled on the crowd of furious,
red-faced, bleeding men and women. “The next one who raises a hand against
their fellow citizen will be clapped in irons!” 


This elicited a chorus of angry shouts
and mutters, not only from the combatants, but from the people formed in line. 


“What is the meaning of this?” Issa
demanded. 


“There is no more food!” shouted a voice
from the crowd.


“What?” Issa turned toward the source of
the call.


A white-haired Kabili woman with a
stooped back, hunched shoulders, and wagon-rut wrinkles at the head of the line
turned toward her fire blazing in her eyes. “The guards at the Hall of Bounty
just said there would be no more rations until noon tomorrow.” She thrust a
gnarled finger toward the ground at Issa’s feet. “That was the last of the barley.”


Issa glanced down. A tiny sack, barely
larger than her mailed fist, lay on the dusty street, its seams split, a
handful of small while pearls spilling out. She sucked in a sharp breath. Twenty people, fighting over this! That
wouldn’t be enough to feed her grandparents for a day. 


And yet, the ones that had gotten such
small portions were the fortunate ones.
The rest, those still in the line, would have to wait until noon the following
day. Thirteen hours of hunger gnawing at their bellies.


Of
course they’re fighting over the food. Sorrow roiled within Issa’s chest. If it were me, I’d do the same thing. 


But right now, her job was to keep the
peace. That meant ensuring that the fight stayed ended.


Kneeling, Issa scooped up the tiny
portion of barley and poured as much as she could back into the sack. She
scanned the crowd of hungry people waiting in front of the granary. Finally,
she singled out an old man, easily in his eighth decade of life, who sat on the
ground, too weak to stand. 


The Mahjuri cringed away from her as she
loomed over him, but she simply knelt and held out the sack. “Here. Take this.”


Shouts of protest rang out, but Issa
ignored them. She knew her actions would only add to the anger of those around
her, yet she had to do something. 


The old man stared up at her, nervous,
eyes shifting between the sack and Issa’s armor and weapon. Finally, hunger won
out, and he snatched the precious food. Issa helped him to stand, but he
shambled away on his own, to a chorus of angry protests.


Issa turned a furious glare on the
crowds. “Food will come!” she
shouted. “The Pharus will not let his people starve.”


“Easy for you to say, Dhukari!” snarled a voice from the
crowd. “You live on your gold-covered streets, eating feasts fit for the Pharus
every day.”


Issa wanted to continue, to try and calm
the crowd, but she knew that anything she said would only make things worse.
They saw only her armor and the gold stripe across her snarling lion helmet.
Her attempts to pacify the people would only rile them up further. Jaw clenched
in frustration, she turned on her heel and marched back toward her patrol.


“Indomitables, on me!” Remorse mingled
with anger in her chest. She could do nothing to help these people, or the
thousands of others like them that faced starvation, thirst, and death on a
daily basis.


With those thoughts churning in her
mind, she marched her company down the Way of Chains. The indignant shouts of
the crowd followed her with every step.


 


 












Chapter Eleven
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Burning anger drove back the pain of
Aisha’s still-healing leg as she marched down Death Row beside Briana and
Kodyn. Hykos and the small procession of servants loyal to the Briana followed
in their footsteps, drawing stares from every Dhukari they passed.


Briana’s spine was ramrod straight and
stiff, her face an expressionless mask. But Aisha caught the tightness in the
girl’s jaw, the lines around her pressed lips. 


 “The sniveling weasel!” Briana muttered a
string of angry curses, all insulting to Councilor Angrak. 


Aisha waved to get the girl’s attention,
then spoke using the silent hand language. “What
did he mean by ‘Your father should never have spoken to me thus’?” 


Fire flashed in Briana’s eyes. “He asked to marry me, more to advance his
power in the city than out of any actual interest. My father turned down his
marriage proposal in no uncertain terms.”


“Marriage?”
Aisha sucked in a breath. “To that
hippopotamus?”


Kodyn let out a harsh chuckle, but
Briana didn’t smile. “My father always
knew Angrak was sucking up to the Keeper’s Council, currying favor by doing
anything they asked, and now we have proof!” 


“That
false messenger was sent to get us out of the mansion so the Necroseti’s guards
could swoop in.” Kodyn said what Aisha was thinking. “Now, with Angrak as the final Councilor, the Keeper’s Priests have the
Council fully under their control.”


“Which
means they can do whatever they want.” Fury was etched into every line of Briana’s face. “To think my father died protecting those cowardly
rats!” 


“Protecting
the Pharus.” Aisha
shook her head. “Thanks to his actions,
the Pharus will help us in our mission to take down the Gatherers.”


“And
the Necroseti.” Briana’s
fingers moved in short, sharp gestures. “This
happened too fast for me to believe that they didn’t have this planned well in
advance.”


“So
either they were the ones behind the attack,” Kodyn said,
“or they anticipated it and made
preparations for that eventuality.” 


“Which
makes them responsible for my father’s death.” Briana’s face hardened. “And for that, they will pay.” 


The sight ahead drove all thoughts of
response from Aisha’s mind. More heavy-set men draped in ornate black-and-gold
robes stood clustered by the gate to the Defender’s Tier. 


Keeper’s
Priests. Aisha’s fists
clenched.


As they approached, one of the priests
stepped forward and held out a pudgy hand. “Hold.” 


Briana straightened, defiance written in
her eyes. “What in the Keeper’s name do you want?” Her voice came out in a very
un-ladylike growl. 


The priest straightened, which set the
ornate golden bangles on his Dhukari headdress rattling. “You wear the gold of
the Dhukari, but that is forbidden to those of the lower castes.” The priest’s
piggish, close-set eyes locked with Briana. “You must don white, as is expected
of the Zadii.”


Briana went white with rage, her lips
pressed so tight together all blood drained away. “You would do this, now?” she
snarled. “After all the other indignities heaped on my house this day?”


The Keeper’s Priest gave no response,
his face a mask of arrogance, hand outstretched expectantly. 


Briana’s fingers trembled as she reached
up and untied her Dhukari tiara. Even in the face of humiliation, she was the
picture of elegance, draping the gold chain circlet with its inlaid
mother-of-pearl teardrops delicately over the priest’s pudgy hands.


Aisha, however, felt no need for
restraint. She seized her gold-cloth headband and tore it free of her head with
one mighty yank. She growled a curse in Ghandian—one she’d told Kodyn meant “May your arm shrivel up and be eaten by a
howling baboon”, but which actually referred to a lower part of the male
anatomy—and hurled the cloth at the Keeper’s Priest, barking a derisive laugh
when he flinched. 


Kodyn tore his headband free and threw
it on the ground at the priest’s feet. The rest of Briana’s servants—Nessa,
Rothin, and the two other servants—did likewise.


The Necroseti’s face reddened. “Go, Zadii.” He sneered the word like a
curse. “You are not welcome here.”


Head held high, Briana strode toward the
gate. Aisha hurled another Ghandian curse at the priest as she passed,
eliciting another flinch. Kodyn simply glared at the Necroseti and the
black-armored Indomitables. 


Aisha glanced back at the Keeper’s Blade
accompanying them. Hykos’ face was an inscrutable mask, yet a hint of disgust
flashed through his eyes as he passed the Necroseti’s guards. 


The eyes of thirty Indomitables turned
toward them, a hint of indignation mingling with the respect etched into their
faces. They all knew who she was—who her father
was and what he’d done for the Pharus the previous night. A few even bowed in
silent, deferential farewell. 


Aisha wanted to reach out and grip
Briana’s hand, offer what comfort she could, but decided against it. The girl
was already humiliated, evicted from her home, her rank stripped away, forced
to walk bare-headed—the mark of a Kabili slave—down two tiers and through the
marketplaces of Artisan’s Tier. Whoever was behind this plan had to have truly
loathed the Arch-Guardian. It took a malicious, petty mind to strike such a
deep-cutting blow at the daughter of a dead man. 


To Briana’s credit, she kept her face
expressionless, her eyes blank. It was as if she’d locked away all the emotions
that had to be roiling within her at the moment. A proud Dhukari, even if she
no longer wore the golden headband or bore the title.


People all along Death Row stopped to
watch the solemn march—as funereal as the procession that likely escorted
Arch-Guardian Suroth to his final resting place at that very moment. One went
to the realm of the dead and eternity in the arms of the Long Keeper; the other
swallowed shame and humiliation to bear life with noble stoicism.


Some stared, many whispered, and a few
even pointed at the straight-backed girl with the ornate robes, flowing hair,
and bare head. Aisha caught the clenching of Briana’s jaw, the way her fingers
balled into fists. Yet she held her peace as she strode through Industry
Square, crossed the broad Trader’s Way, then marched through Commerce Square.
Aisha was glad for the concealment of the early evening darkness. The setting
sun had driven most of the crowds from the nearly empty markets. Only a handful
of people bore witness to Briana’s humiliation.


Without a word, Briana guided them
toward the Temple District, but turned north at an intersection just a few
hundred paces from the nearest temple—the squat, fortress-like Temple of
Derelana. Her steps led down a narrower street that ran parallel to the
Artificer’s Courseway, thirty paces from the cliff face that bordered the
northern edge of the Artisan’s Tier. She stopped at a small two-story building
with crumbling whitewash and a sagging thatched roof. A final insult from the
Keeper’s Priests. 


Kodyn strode ahead to open the door—a
solid, well-built door, Aisha saw, complete with a heavy lock—and stepped
inside to scan the interior. He emerged a few moments later and nodded, his
fingers signaling, “All clear.”


Briana said nothing, simply strode into
her new home. The furnishings were simple: a crooked wooden table sized for
four with hard-backed chairs to match, a few moth-eaten armchairs, and a modest
bookshelf that served as home to an abundance of dust and a pair of black
spiders. A door led into a small kitchen that doubled as a pantry. 


Aisha couldn’t help noticing how cold
the house was. She’d learned that, like the Palace of Golden Eternity, all the
houses on the Keeper’s Tier and Defender’s Tier were heated by the steam
collected from geysers deep within the mountain. But here, only cold stone and
darkness met her gaze. 


In silence, Rothin took up guard outside
the front door, and Hykos joined him. Without a word of command from Briana or
instructions from Nessa, the grey-haired servant set about straightening up
while the cook bustled into the kitchen. The Steward said something about
“fetching light before the markets close” and disappeared. 


Briana climbed the stairs stiffly, as if
she feared she would collapse when she relaxed her muscles. Aisha winced as the
stairs creaked beneath her weight, but they held…barely. 


The top floor held two rooms, bedrooms
both, with a bed in each. A few ratty blankets lay atop the straw-tick
mattresses. Canvas sacks had been dumped on the floor beside the bed in one of
the rooms—all of Briana’s earthly belongings, tossed like refuse. 


Aisha shot a glance at Kodyn as she
followed Briana into the room. “Stay,”
she signed. With a nod, he took up guard position outside the door.


Closing the door, Aisha turned to
Briana. The girl stood before the bed, a quiver running through her body. Her
fists were clenched so tight her hands were white to the wrists. 


Aisha stepped toward the girl and placed
a hand on her shoulder. “Briana.” She could think of nothing to say—how could
she offer any sort of comfort after what the girl had endured, what she’d lost?
From the cherished daughter of a powerful man to a scorned orphan with nothing to her name, all in the space of a few hours.
Aisha could only squeeze Briana’s shoulder and offer the silent support of her
presence. 


Suddenly, Briana sagged, like a
marionette whose strings had been severed. Aisha barely had time to catch the
girl before she hit the floor. Sobs racked Briana’s shoulders and tears
streamed down her face. Aisha held the girl close, her arms wrapped around
Briana. 


“How dare they?” The question spilled
from Briana’s lips, repeated over and over as her tears soaked into Aisha’s
tunic. 


Aisha ached to offer words of
consolation, but she could find none. She reached deep within herself,
searching in vain for any spark of Radiana’s life left within her. The emotions
she’d felt the previous day were so strong, the words from Briana’s mother
spilling from her mouth with a force beyond her control. Yet she could find no
trace of Radiana’s energy. Aisha was alone, and she could do nothing but hold
the girl as she wept. Long minutes passed as Aisha offered the only comfort she
could: her presence. For now, that had to be enough. 


Slowly, the flow of Briana’s tears dried
up. After a few minutes, the girl pulled free of Aisha’s arms and settled with
her back against the bed, scrubbing at her cheeks. Her cheeks were puffy and
the occasional sniffle racked her body, but through the sorrow in Briana’s
eyes, Aisha caught a glimpse of defiance and anger.


“That was meant to break me,” Briana
said, barely above a whisper. “The Necroseti want me gone. They know that my
father still has influence in the palace even after his death. But the only way
they’re getting rid of me is by killing me.” Sparks flashed in her gaze. “And I
still live!”


Aisha grinned. “A mistake they will soon
regret.”


“By the Long Keeper, we will make them
pay!” Briana reached for Aisha’s hand and gripped it with all her strength. “We
will not stop until every damned Necroseti and Gatherer suffers for this.” 


Aisha climbed to her feet and helped
Briana to stand. “Glad to hear it. So where do we start?”


“With my father’s journals.” Briana
released her hand and strode from the room. “My father didn’t just keep
detailed notes on everything he studied. He also collected information to use
to sway people to helping him.”


“Blackmail?” Aisha cocked an eyebrow. Who better than a Secret Keeper to wield
secrets like a weapon?


Briana shook her head. “He said that was
the Necroseti way, but he would not stoop to their level.” She opened one sack
and set about rummaging through the clothing. “Instead, he kept notes that he
could use to help people. He
convinced them to help him by giving them what they needed. Last year, for
example, when Orril’s daughter took sick with Star Malady, my father had his
Secret Keepers brew up an antidote. Or when Grand Lectern Wormoren of the
Master’s Temple needed assistance deciphering an ancient riddle hidden in one
of Taivoro’s plays, my father was the only one that could solve it.”


Aisha smiled. “He really was a good man, your father.”


Briana straightened, her own smile
tinged with sadness. “A good man in a world ruled by the Necroseti.”


She set about checking the next sack,
her movements growing more and more frantic.


“What’s wrong?” Aisha asked.


“My father’s journal.” Worry echoed in
Briana’s voice. “It’s not here. Or any of the Serenii artifacts from his
office.”


Aisha’s eyes flew wide. “You’re
certain?” She rushed over to the one sack Briana hadn’t yet checked and dumped
it onto the bed. Briana’s elegant clothing lay within, but no sign of the
leather-bound journal. 


“Maybe downstairs?” she offered.


Panic staining her expression, Briana
ripped open the door, burst into the hall, and raced down the stairs.


“What’s the matter?” Kodyn asked as
Aisha rushed past hot on the girl’s heels.


“Her father’s things are missing!” Aisha
called. “All of them.”


With a curse, Kodyn raced after them. 


“Where are they?” Briana’s voice had taken
on a frantic edge. “Where are my father’s things?”


“My lady?” the grey-haired man looked up
from sweeping away a mountain of dust, confusion on his face.


Aisha scanned the sparse area.
Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust, save for a trail of footprints
that led up the stairs.


“My father’s belongings!” Briana fairly
shouted, anger and panic seeping into her voice. “The things from his study.
His books, parchments, everything else? Where are they?” 


Nessa flinched. “Forgive me, my lady,
but I haven’t seen…” 


Briana cried out—an animal sound,
half-sob, half-angry howl—and charged from the room. 


“Briana,” Aisha called, racing after the
girl. She pursued Briana through every room in the house until she finally
caught up to the girl in the kitchen. Briana sat on the floor, a hopeless look
in her eyes.


“They took them.” Fresh tears glimmered
in her eyes and her face had gone pale. “They took everything I have left of my
father.” 


“Not quite everything,” came a voice
from the door at the rear of the kitchen. 


Aisha’s heart leapt into her throat, her
hand darting toward her assegai. Yet she stopped as her eyes fell on Briana’s
pale-skinned bodyservant.


Hailen smiled. “I got some of it out.”


He held out a small cloth sack and through
the open mouth, Aisha caught a glimpse of a leather-bound book and small, black
stones etched with Serenii runes. 


 


 


 












Chapter Twelve
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Evren’s right fist flashed out, catching
Annat on the jaw. Annat staggered back, swaying on his feet. Evren spun right,
tearing his left arm free of the thug holding him. He brought his left elbow
back around a moment later. The sharp tip crashed into the bridge of the thug’s
nose, shattering cartilage. Warm blood spattered Evren’s elbow and the man fell
back with a cry of pain. 


Even as the first thug sagged, Evren
brought the knife edge of his right hand whipping upward into the throat of the
second thug, the one that had held his right arm. His blow crunched into the
man’s windpipe. The thug fell to his knees, gagging and struggling to breathe. 


A roar from his left snapped Evren
around in time to see Annat charging him. His eyes still wobbled but there was
nothing uncertain about the knife in his right hand. Evren had no time to
dodge, so he did the only thing he could: he snagged the first thug’s arm and
hauled as hard as he could. The thug was so focused on his broken, bleeding
nose that he fell forward, off-balance. Right into the path of the thrusting
dagger.


The man cried out and clapped a hand to
his side, where blood gushed from a wound intended for Evren. His huge hands
entangled Annat for a split second—more than long enough for Evren to bring his
foot up and drive his boot into the fork of Annat’s legs. The Syndicate Crewman
gave a weak, strangled cry and fell, clutching himself.


That was all the opening Evren needed.
He turned and sprinted away, back up the alley in the direction of the street
that led toward the Artificer’s Courseway. The Hunter had pounded the lesson
into him over and over: never get into
a knife fight that you can run from. 


His feet pounded on the Artificer’s
Courseway in time with his hammering heart. How
the hell did the Ybrazhe Syndicate find me? His mind raced. They hadn’t snatched him when he left
Killian’s, but it had been close enough that they could have spotted him
visiting the blacksmith and lain in wait. That meant the Ybrazhe knew that he
was working with Killian. Doubtless, they’d have people watching the smithy,
both to monitor Killian’s movements and to catch Evren. 


Watcher’s
teeth! He growled an
inward curse as he ran. If they track me
back to Suroth’s mansion, we could wind up facing a whole new threat on top of the Gatherers and the
Necroseti. 


For a moment, he contemplated collecting
Hailen from the Arch-Guardian’s estate and fleeing Shalandra. He couldn’t focus
on stealing the Blade of Hallar if he was dodging both the Ybrazhe Syndicate
and trying to bring down the Gatherers. Hailen could very well be in serious
danger if they found out where Evren served.


He discarded the idea. Hailen wouldn’t
want to leave now that he’d found the trove of Serenii knowledge Suroth had
collected. He was too stubborn—a trait he’d inherited in abundance, and had
honed thanks to the influence of the Hunter and Kiara, two of the most headstrong
people on Einan—to accept that the smart play here was to run.


And Evren couldn’t leave Shalandra
without the Blade of Hallar. He didn’t give two horse droppings about
disappointing the Cambionari that had sent him; he wanted the Im’tasi weapon to give to the Hunter to
aid in his quest. He couldn’t go back empty-handed. 


Which
means I’m just going to have to double my precautions. He’d take more circuitous routes, find
unseen ways to access Killian’s smithy, and be twice as wary of being watched
or followed. 


A crowd of people ahead drew his
attention. He slowed down to avoid drawing notice to himself. Yet he had
nothing to fear; the eyes of all in the crowd were fixed on something in the
distance. A small procession descended Death Row, a finely-dressed, tight-faced
young woman in their lead. Evren’s eyes widened as he recognized Briana,
bare-headed, her lips pressed into a white line. Kodyn and Aisha hovered a step
behind her, an unfamiliar Keeper’s Blade and Rothin flanking them, with two
more servants bringing up the rear. 


Confusion seethed in Evren’s mind. What the hell is going on? Worry twisted
his stomach as he scanned the crowd behind Briana. And where is Hailen? Judging by the fire in Aisha and Kodyn’s eyes,
the situation was dire. If something had happened to Hailen—


He felt a surge of relief as his eyes
fell on a small, pale-skinned figure slipping quietly through the crowds twenty
paces behind the procession. Hailen, quiet and careful, following the others,
with a small cloth sack in his arms and a determined look on his face.


Evren watched Hailen tailing the
others—with surprising skill, it turned out. The boy wasn’t quite ready to
attempt picking pockets among the crowds of Vothmot’s Court of Judgement or
Voramis’ Divinity Square, but he was doing everything right. He moved with the flow of people, his pace slow
enough not to stand out while still covering ground at a brisk speed. He’d
never blend into a crowd with his violet eyes, light pink skin, or the
gold-and-green headband marking him as a Dhukari’s servant, but he kept his
head down while still managing to watch the people around him. 


Evren grinned. Good for you, Hailen! He’d spent long hours training the boy in the
ways of moving about a busy city unseen. 


Evren almost went to the boy, but a
thought stopped him in his tracks. What
if I haven’t lost the Ybrazhe thugs pursuing me? 


He’d beaten down Annat and his two men
long enough to escape, but what if that had been a ruse? The Syndicate might
have wanted to distract him with the threat of violence so he’d be so busy
fleeing that he wouldn’t notice more people tailing him. If anyone was watching him, they’d immediately
connect him with Hailen, thereby putting the boy in danger. 


Curiosity burned within him as he
watched Briana and her companions pass. He had to find out what was going on
and where they were going, but he couldn’t join up with the others until he was
certain he wasn’t being followed. He slipped into the crowd ahead of Lady Briana and matched his
speed to theirs, keeping just ahead of them and out of their line of sight. 


With every step, he scanned the people
surrounding him for any hint of threat. At this late hour, the crowds had
thinned enough that he could quickly scrutinize and evaluate each passerby for
any sign of threat. He held his breath as he glanced down the side street where
he’d left the Syndicate thugs. Thirty paces away, Annat and his two companions
stumbled down the alleyway toward the Artificer’s Courseway. 


Evren quickened his steps until he’d
passed the alley, then ducked out of sight in a street that ran parallel to
where he’d spotted the Syndicate. He peered around the corner and watched the
three limping onto the main avenue. Sure enough, two men in dull Earaqi
clothing detached from the crowd gathered around Lady Briana’s entourage and
hurried toward Annat. Annat’s dark expression and the way the two spotters
shook their head meant Evren’s precautions had worked to shake them.


He watched, breath bated, as Hailen
slipped past the Syndicate thugs. They didn’t so much as glance at the young,
pale-skinned boy. Evren finally breathed a sigh of relief as Annat and his crew
headed east along the Artificer’s Courseway, away from him and in the direction
of Death Row. 


They’re
probably planning on watching that road, like they did last time. When he’d almost been caught outside
the Ybrazhe hideout on the Slave’s Tier, the Syndicate had set thugs to guard
Death Row—the main avenue that led up the hill to the higher tiers. If they’d
known where to find him, they’d probably spotted his gold-and-red headband, so
they expected him to head uphill toward
the safety of the Keeper’s Tier. The plan might have worked, had Evren actually
intended to return to Suroth’s mansion. Hailen and the others were headed west, toward the Temple District, so
that’s where Evren needed to go.


He hurried to catch up to Hailen, but
hung a few paces back just to watch what the boy would do. He’s got skills, I have to give him that. 


Hailen had grown a lot in the last few
years. Parts of that happy, innocent child remained, but he’d also grown in
more ways than Evren had realized until just a few days ago. He’d lost much of
his fear, gained confidence, and had grown stronger by shouldering the burden
of his Melechha heritage. Now, to
discover that he was brave enough to take on a thug holding a knife to his
throat or the skill to weave through a crowd with the dexterity of a thief,
filled Evren with a sort of relief.


He’d worried that he would have to spend
every moment watching over Hailen. He’d agreed to serve in Arch-Guardian
Suroth’s household in part so Hailen would have a safe place. Yet now he
realized that he didn’t need to protect Hailen as much as he’d expected. The
boy could look after himself. He’d still need Evren, but less as a guardian to
hide behind and more as a comrade to fight beside.


The thought brought a little lump to
Evren’s throat. Hailen was growing up in more ways than just age. A part of him
felt excited—he’d always wanted a younger brother, a friend and companion. Before
Hailen, the closest he’d come to having a sibling had been Daver, a younger
apprentice in the Master’s Temple in Vothmot. Yet another part of him felt
sorrow at the knowledge that the innocent child would one day be replaced by a
man. And not just any man free to live a normal life, to choose whatever path
he desired. The fate of the world rested in Hailen’s hands—a heavy weight for
even the strongest to bear. 


As he hurried through the thinning
crowds, Evren was surprised to find Briana’s procession turning north, down a
side street that led toward the cliff face. Where
in the twisted hell are they going? And why do they look so furious? He’d
missed something big, that much he knew. 


He hung back far enough to evade notice
as Kodyn opened the door to a seemingly random house, then Briana and the
others trooped inside. Rothin and the unfamiliar Keeper’s Blade took up guard
positions by the front door. 


Confusion twisted his face into a frown
as he studied the huge black-armored man. But
what happened to that other one, Issa? And what are they doing down here with
all those servants?


His eyes darted to Hailen, who had hung
back, out of sight of Rothin and the Keeper’s Blade. To Evren’s surprise,
Hailen didn’t head toward the front
door. Instead, he slipped down a side alley, one that ran parallel to the
Artificer’s Courseway.


Now
where is he going?


Curiosity burning, Evren followed
Hailen’s path. He caught a glimpse of the boy disappearing around another
corner, and suddenly Evren understood.


He’s
going around into the back entrance!
He grinned. We’ll turn him into a proper
thief one day yet. 


He hurried to follow in Hailen’s
footsteps, out of instinct clinging to the shadows of the two- and three-story
stone buildings. He wouldn’t take any chances that a Syndicate spotter would
catch sight of him, not so close to Hailen and the others.


Rounding the corner, Evren found himself
in an alleyway that cut along parallel to the base of the cliff face. A short distance
away, Hailen was reaching up to open the back door of the house Lady Briana and
the others had entered.


Evren hurried forward in time to hear
Hailen say, “Not quite everything. I got some of it out.” He held out the sack
he’d been carrying. “I saw those guards coming and heard them say, ‘Get to his
study!’ I guessed they wanted his Secret Keeper stuff, so I got it out of there
quickly. I’ve been following you since—”


A cry sounded from within the house. Ice
froze in Evren’s veins. He leapt forward and covered the distance to Hailen in
ten quick steps.


He skidded to a halt as a bare-headed
Lady Briana flung herself out of the back door and seized the sack from Hailen.
Tears streamed down the Dhukari girl’s face as she pawed through the contents
of the cloth sack. 


“Yes!” Relief and triumph echoed in her
cry as she pulled out a leather-bound book and clutched it to her breast. Her
eyes lifted to Hailen. “Thank you! Thank you!” 


Hailen looked embarrassed, and the light
of a candle streaming through the kitchen window illuminated the blush that
rose to his cheeks. He mumbled an inaudible reply.


A moment later, the dark-skinned
warrior—Hailen called her Aisha–stepped
out of the doorway. “You saved her father’s journals.” 


Hailen nodded. “And the Serenii artifacts
and anything else I could grab.”


Briana cried out again, another wordless
expression of gratitude.


“What’s going on?” Evren asked.


Hailen half-jumped, half-spun toward
him, his jaw dropping. Aisha raised her spear as she whirled to face him, and
Briana gave a little squeak of surprise. 


“Damn it, Evren!” Anger clouded Hailen’s
face. “You know I hate it when you do that!” 


Evren grinned. “Did you see me following
you?” 


“Following me?” Hailen’s face fell. “For
how long?”


“Since Death Row.”


“No,” Hailen replied, crestfallen. “I
was so focused on following the others and staying out of sight that—”


“Where the bloody hell have you been?”
The question came from the pale-skinned bodyguard, Kodyn, who had emerged
behind Aisha. 


Evren’s gut tightened. “Out.”


“Evren.” Hailen’s tone was chiding. 


Evren clenched his teeth. After so many
years on the streets, trust came hard to him. He’d only trusted the Hunter
after the assassin had saved his life. He didn’t know why he’d told Killian the
truth when they first met, though thankfully it had worked in his favor. But to
trust Kodyn, Aisha, and Lady Briana with the truth felt like a lot for them to
ask of him.


And yet, Hailen’s words from earlier
came back to him. “We’ll never know if we
don’t give them a chance.”


Evren drew in a deep breath. He’d have
to take a gamble that being honest with these people would pay off, not get him
stabbed or arrested. Right now, with the threat of the Ybrazhe Syndicate
looming over him, he needed all the allies he could get. And trust could only be built if he was forthcoming. Not
with bits and pieces, but with everything that they’d need to know to accept
that their goals were aligned. 


“I guess it’s time I tell you the truth
of what Hailen and I are really doing
in Shalandra.” The words stuck in his throat, but he forced them out. “But not
out here. Upstairs.” He drew in a deep breath. “And prepare yourselves. What
I’m going to tell you will be very hard
to believe.


 


 












Chapter Thirteen
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Kodyn studied the servant, Evren, though
wary eyes. “So, now’s the time you tell us that ‘hard to believe’ truth.” His
hand strayed toward the hilt of his sword. 


The clearly implied threat rolled off
Evren without effect. Kodyn had to give the young Shalandran credit—he stood in
the small upstairs bedroom, empty-handed and outnumbered, yet his expression
remained unfazed. Indeed, he actually seemed to be stifling a sardonic grin as
he looked from Kodyn’s face to his sword and back up again. 


“What I’m about to say may sound
insane,” Evren began in a hesitant voice, “but know that it is the absolute
truth. A truth known only by a handful of people in all of Einan.”


Kodyn tried to hide an incredulous
snort. This ought to be good. He
leaned back against the wall of the room Briana had claimed for her own and
studied the young man through narrowed eyes. He looked almost like any other
Shalandran, though his skin had a hint less gold, more a dusky brown. His
accent wasn’t quite as musical as Briana’s, but softer and with less rounding of
the vowels. 


The flickering light of the two candles
seemed to lend Evren’s tone a greater solemnity as he spoke. “I’ve come to
Shalandra to steal the Blade of Hallar.”


“You’ve come to steal one of our most
sacred relics?” Briana’s face darkened. “I ought to summon the Keeper’s Blades
here right now, have them clap you in irons to—”


“I’m not here to steal it for myself.”
Evren brushed off the acidic tone of her words yet, to his surprise, he
actually found himself wanting the
others to believe his story. “I’m doing it because it’s going to help save the
world from destruction by a being so powerful, it killed the Serenii.” 


Kodyn’s jaw dropped. Now that’s a story! Aisha’s face
revealed nothing, but Briana’s incredulity matched his own. 


“The Devourer of Worlds is a force of
chaos that is trying to unmake the world, and only Kharna—a Serenii that we
called a god, like all the other gods of Einan—is holding it back.” The words
poured from Evren’s mouth in a torrent, like an overflowing dam finally
unblocked. “The Hunter of Voramis is trying to save Einan from destruction, but
to do that he needs to collect the life force of a million souls. Or, enough of
the Abiarazi demons living in the disguise of humans. And the Blade of Hallar
is a special Serenii-made weapon that will collect those souls and feed them to
Kharna. So I have come to Shalandra to steal the Blade so I can help the Hunter
to protect the world from the Devourer.” 


Throughout Evren’s speech, Briana’s
expression had gone from cynical to disbelieving to curious to outright
stunned. She seemed paralyzed by indecision, as if she didn’t know whether to
believe every word or dismiss everything as a bald-faced lie. 


Yet Kodyn knew the answer. He hated to admit
it—he still had plenty of reasons to suspect Evren of being a spy, a traitor,
or some kind of threat to Briana—yet on this one count the thief had been
truthful. 


“He’s telling the truth,” he said.
“Every word of it.” 


Such a massive tale—ancient beings of
terrible power, a world-destroying evil, magical daggers, demons hiding among
humans—had to either be real or a madman’s fabrication. His mother had a knack
for telling apart truths and lies; if she believed the Hunter, and the evidence
of her own eyes, Kodyn trusted her. Ria’s corroborating testimony only served
to reinforce the accuracy of the claims.


It was Evren’s turn to be stunned. He
gaped, wordless, eyes fixed on Kodyn. “W-What?” he finally managed to stammer
out. 


Kodyn hid a triumphant grin. “The Hunter
of Voramis told my mother in Praamis, and she told me.” His gesture included
Aisha as well. “Us.” 


Evren’s eyes darted to the Ghandian
girl, who nodded. 


“Wait, what?” Evren still seemed at a
loss for words. “You mean…what?!” 


This time, Kodyn couldn’t help letting
his grin show. “The Hunter of Voramis, the assassin you work for, came to
Praamis a few weeks ago. He came hunting one of these Abaza—”


“Abiarazi,” Evren corrected, a fraction
of a second ahead of Hailen. 


Kodyn scowled. “These demons. Long story short, he ended up
working with us—”


“The Night Guild.” Evren’s words came as
a statement, not a question.


Kodyn snapped his mouth shut, eyes
narrowing in suspicion. No one aside from Aisha, Briana, and the Black Widow
knew who he really was or what
brought him to Shalandra. Unless Evren’s
in league with the Black Widow, there’s no other way he could have figured it
out, right? Doubt flashed through his mind. Had he or Aisha done or said
anything to give themselves away? 


Evren’s expression turned smug. “You’re
not the only ones who know things.”


Aisha continued before Kodyn recovered.
“The Hunter helped the Night Guild hunt down the Gatherers, who were murdering
people in their strange death-worshipping rituals. Together, the Guild and the
Hunter took down those responsible, including the Abiarazi that the Hunter had
come to Praamis to hunt.”


Triumph sparkled in Evren’s eyes, and he
exchanged a beaming grin with Hailen. 


Kodyn regained his composure enough to
continue. “After, the Hunter came and spoke to my mother, telling her
everything about the Serenii, the Devourer of Worlds, the demons, and his
mission. My mother actually saw one
of these Ab-ee-arazi…” Again, he stumbled on the unfamiliar word. “…with her
own eyes. That’s kind of how she knew he was telling the truth about it all.
Including that bit about the gods being nothing more than Serenii that the
ancient humans worshipped.”


“And you just believed something so big
that easily?” Evren seemed surprised by this fact.


Kodyn shrugged. “The Night Guild’s never
had much use for the gods—beyond the Watcher in the Dark, patron of thieves, of
course. Plus, the whole demon-in-human-disguise thing really sold it, at least
to my mother, Ria, Jarl, and everyone else who saw the damned thing. Kind of
hard to ignore that sort of evidence.”


Not for the first time, Kodyn wished
he’d been there to see it. Not that he regretted choosing to care for Briana
and getting the other freed captives back to the safety of the Night Guild, of
course. But something like that, a real
live demon from the legends, is the sort of thing you only see once in a
lifetime.


Evren turned to Aisha. “And you?” 


Aisha’s expression grew pensive. “My
people believe in the Kish’aa, the
spirits of our ancestors. The gods are to be revered, but we do not worship
them the way the rest of Einan does.” She shrugged. “It was not too hard to
believe the Hunter’s tale, though I will admit that there is much about it that
I do not understand.”


“Tell me about it!” Evren nodded. “I’ve
been working with the Hunter for almost four years now, and there’s still so
much I don’t know.”


A spluttering sound came from Briana,
who had fallen onto her bed at some point. She seemed to struggle to find the
words to speak.


“I…don’t understand!” she finally managed
to stammer out.


Evren smiled at her. “I’ll do what I can
to explain it. You see, the Serenii that lived at the same time as early humans
offered mankind the shelter and safety of their cities, and—”


“No, not that!” Briana snapped. “You
said that something ‘killed the Serenii’?” 


“Oh, yeah, that.” Evren nodded. “Yes,
the Serenii are killed off. Well, the ones that stayed to fight the Devourer of
Worlds, that is. All of the rest, the cowardly ones, fled to another universe.”
His face scrunched up. “That’s one I don’t quite understand, but that’s how the
Hunter explained it.”


“So the Serenii are dead?” Briana spoke in a clear, precise tone as if trying to make
sense of the confusing words. “All of them?”


“All but Kharna, yes,” Evren replied. “They
sacrificed themselves to feed Kharna in his battle against the Great Devourer.”


“But then if the Serenii are dead, how
does he have their blood?” Briana
thrust a finger at Hailen.


Again, surprise registered on Evren’s
face. “W-wait, who said anything about Hailen having Serenii blood?” 


“His blood activated the Serenii
artifacts.” It was Briana’s turn to speak in the patient voice of a mother
explaining something to a recalcitrant toddler. “There’s only one way that
would happen, and it would be if he had Serenii blood.”


Evren’s expression suddenly grew
guarded.


Looks
like Briana hit that one right on the head, Kodyn thought.


“Seems kind of an impossibility, if the
Serenii died out…” Briana cocked her head. “…how long ago?” 


“Five thousand years, give or take.” 


Evren’s matter-of-fact tone struck Kodyn
as incredibly odd. He’d had a harder time wrapping his mind around the Hunter’s
words than he’d let on. Even now, he still struggled with the realization that
the gods weren’t actually real. He’d told the truth that the Night Guild never
had much need for the gods, yet the worship of the Thirteen was integral in every aspect of Einari culture.


Warriors swore by the Swordsman or
joined the ranks of the Legion of Heroes in service to the god of heroism. The Warrior
Priests of Derelana roamed every corner of Einan, delivering holy vengeance in
the name of their goddess. The Secret Keepers dedicated their lives to the
study of secrets and mysteries of Einan, as their deity—the Mistress, goddess
of whispered truths—desired.


The priests of the Apprentice borrowed
and loaned coin in the name of the Apprentice, god of fortune. The Illusionist
Priests delved into the arts of the human brain and psyche thanks to the BOOK
handed down to them by the Illusionist, god of madness, thousands of years ago.
Even here in Shalandra, the entire culture revolved around worship of the Long
Keeper, god of death.


Yet to find it was all a lie proved
unsettling. Kodyn had plenty of experience with myths and legends—the tales of
his mother’s exploits had been blown far out of proportion over her years as
Guild Master—but he still wrestled with the idea that mankind had been so wrong about so much for so long. 


“So,” Briana’s words snapped him back to
reality, “if the Serenii died out five thousand years ago, how does Hailen have
their blood?” 


“There are people on Einan that are
descended from the Serenii,” Evren replied, “called the Elivasti. They—”


“They are real?” Briana’s eyebrows shot
up. “My father always insisted they were more than just legends from long ago.”


Evren nodded. “Look at Hailen’s eyes.”


“Evren!” Hailen protested.


“It’s the best way to prove it,” Evren
told the younger boy.


After a long moment, Hailen sighed.
“Fine.” He picked up the candle from the stone windowsill and held it up to his
face. “There, see?”


Kodyn sucked in a breath. “Your eyes,
th-they’re—”


Briana gasped. “Purple!” 


Hailen nodded. “It’s how you know that
I’m a descendant of the Serenii.” 


“By the Seven Faces!” Briana breathed
and sat back. “All this time, my father believed it was true, that the Serenii had descendants on Einan. The Secret
Keepers’ writings spoke of the ‘violet-eyed children of the Serenii’, but to my
father’s knowledge, no one had ever found proof of their existence.” A hint of
sorrow flashed through her eyes and she gave Hailen a sad smile. “He would have
loved to have met and spoken with you.” 


Kodyn placed a comforting hand on
Briana’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. 


“I’m all right,” she said, her voice
tight, and quickly turned away to wipe an errant tear. When she turned back,
she once again spoke in a normal tone. “So your blood can activate the Serenii
artifacts? All of them?” 


Hailen and Evren exchanged glances, then
shrugged in tandem. “We don’t really know,” Evren said.


“There’s not a lot of information
available on the Serenii,” Hailen continued, “at least, not that we’ve found.
I’ve been studying for the last few years with the Cambionari—a sort of
sub-group of priests of the Beggar God that have spent the last few thousand
years hunting Bucelarii, half-demons like the Hunter—but their knowledge is
limited.” His eyes fixed on Briana. “Which is why I was hoping that I could
work with you to study your father’s journals and learn what he knows about the
Serenii.”


Briana bolted upright. “Of course! He
taught me the secret cipher that he used to encrypt his writings, so I could
read them.” Again, the sad smile returned. “We both loved the Serenii—their
art, their buildings, and the promise of their magic.” Excitement pushed back
the sorrow in her eyes. “Magic that you can
wield, right, Hailen?” 


The young boy nodded. “Yes. I’m what’s
called a Melechha, which is a special
kind of Elivasti. I somehow have more pure Serenii blood than anyone else. It’s
why I can use the Serenii magic when none of the other Elivasti can.”


“You’ve met the Elivasti?” Briana asked,
eyes narrowed.


“Yes.” Hailen grinned. “In Kara-ket, and
again in Enarium.” 


Briana seemed at a loss for words, yet
that same eager thrill set her eyes sparkling in the dancing candlelight. 


Kodyn had heard of the Hunter’s journey
to the Lost City of Enarium from his mother. Stone monsters, demons and their
human servants, towers that gathered magical energy—it was the sort of tale
he’d loved as a child, and he couldn’t help his fascination. 


“Great.” Evren’s guarded expression had
returned. “We’ve told you everything you need to know about us. Now it’s time
you tell us about you.”


Kodyn exchanged a glance with Aisha and
Briana, then nodded. “Our story’s not quite as epic, but once we’re done, I
think you’ll find we might actually be able to help each other out.”


 


 












Chapter Fourteen
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Though Issa and her patrol had left the
crowd far behind, the angry shouts and cries still echoed in her mind. They followed
her westward along the Way of Chains, pounding in time with her racing
heartbeat. 


Anger burned in her chest, but it was
drowned out by an overwhelming feeling of helplessness. Everyone in Shalandra
knew that food stores were limited. The farmlands outside the city barely
produced a fraction of what the populace needed to survive. The vast majority
of food came from outside the city, imported by the Pharus in exchange for
shalanite and Shalandran steel, among other commodities. The Keeper’s Council
controlled the rations in the name of the Pharus, and they determined the
allotment for each caste. If any one caste received more, another received
less. Trying to feed more Mahjuri could simply mean starving the Earaqi.


I
can’t just stand by and do nothing! The
people of the lower tiers couldn’t survive much longer under these conditions.
Between the Azure Rot, the limited water from the Lower Wellspring, and now the
lack of food, the situation on the Slave’s Tier was dire. Things on the
Cultivator’s Tier weren’t much better. 


But
what can I do? She, a
simple trainee, barely a caste above the people around her. Keeper’s teeth, I can’t even help my
grandparents until I’m sworn into the Keeper’s Blades at the Anointing. 


Yet Issa was determined that something had to change. She would find
a solution…somehow.


The sight of the misery endured by the
Mahjuri quickened her pace. She had to finish her patrol, had to get back to
guarding Lady Briana, even return to Tannard’s cruelties at the Citadel of
Stone. Anything was better than the suffering that surrounded her.


Angry shouts echoed from ahead, and Issa
was immediately alert, every muscle tense. Her stomach tightened as she caught
sight of another Indomitable patrol standing around Hallar’s Triumph, a statue
of Shalandra’s founder. Or, what had once been a statue. Someone had defaced
it, hacking off both strong arms and head, until only a truncated torso and
legs remained. Painted across the sandstone base of the statue, bright red
words proclaimed “The Child of Secrets
has come to save us”. 


The patrol of black-armored guards stood
over a pitiful figure huddled against the base of the statue. The man could
have been forty or eighty, barely more than a pile of rags, loose-hanging skin,
and protruding bones. Blood trickled from cuts in his lip, nose, and forehead
from where the Indomitables had struck him with their truncheons.


“What is the meaning of this?” Issa
demanded. She marched double-time, the thump,
thump of her company’s boots a reassuring presence at her back.


One of the Indomitables cast a glance at
her, but the retort died on his lips as he caught sight of her Keeper’s Blade
armor. “Hallar’s Triumph has been desecrated, and this Mahjuri is guilty of the crime.” He spat the word like an insult. 


“How do you know he was guilty?” Issa
stopped in front of the Indomitable—a low-ranked Dictator, judging by the two
vertical silver lines cutting through the blue Alqati band on his helmet. She
locked eyes with the man. “Did you see him desecrating the statue?”


“No.” The Indomitable’s expression grew
stubborn. “But that doesn’t mean—”


“Did any eyewitnesses identify him as
the one responsible?” Issa glanced around. The streets were all but empty,
though a few onlookers had gathered to watch the spectacle. “Any witnesses at
all?”


“No.” Again, the stubborn face to
accompany the denial. 


Issa drew herself up to her full height
and tried to sound authoritative. “So what proof have you that he is guilty of
the crime?” The Indomitable might not know she was nothing more than a trainee.



The Dictator shrugged. “We found him
lying here, beneath the statue. And there’s fresh paint on his robes.” He gave
the gaunt man a savage kick in his bony ribs, and when the Mahjuri folded up
around the Indomitable’s boot, Issa caught a hint of red paint staining the
back of his threadbare shendyt. 


“That
is your evidence?” Issa raised an eyebrow and folded her arms. “A few drops
of paint?”


“Yes, and that is all the evidence we need.”
The Indomitable met her disbelief with dispassion. “There was a crime committed
and this one was found at the site. Seems fairly cut and dry, if you ask me.”


“Cut and dry because he’s actually guilty, or because it gives you
a convenient victim to punish?” Anger raised Issa’s voice to a shout. “A man so
weak that he can barely stand somehow managed to desecrate this statue and
paint these words without getting a drop of that paint anywhere except his back. Which, of course, could
never have come from him huddling
against the freshly-painted statue for any chance of shelter from the wind?”


As Issa’s voice rose, the Indomitable’s
face hardened, anger smothering any expression. “Yes,” he snapped. 


“And because he is Mahjuri, no one will
defend him!” Issa shouted. “No one on this tier dares to speak up in his
defense because you will simply accuse them
of being guilty.”


“Guilty’s guilty.” The Indomitable
shrugged. He thrust a finger at the man. “Unless anyone says otherwise, he’ll
swing in Murder Square for the crime.”


“Do you not see the injustice of that?”
Issa wanted to scream, to shout, to draw her sword and hack the man down where
he stood. “You are going to kill a man for being too weak from hunger and
thirst to be somewhere else when a crime was committed?”


“He’s a Mahjuri,” came the dispassionate
response. “One less mouth to feed.”


Issa’s jaw dropped. For a long moment,
anger stole the breath from her lungs, burned away words before they could form
on her tongue. Finally, when she spoke, her voice was low, hard. “What is your
name, Dictator?” 


“Nular,” the man replied. He
straightened, defiance written in his eyes. “And I, unlike you, am actually a
sworn member of the Indomitables,
Prototopoi.” He sneered the word in the same insulting tone the older
Blades did. “That sword you carry doesn’t give you any authority over me. I
serve my Executors and the Lady of Blades. Not some snot-nosed trainee too
young and stupid to know when to keep her mouth shut and walk away.”


Instinct and common sense wrestled with
Issa’s fury. To the Earaqi, the Indomitables and all members of the Alqati
military caste were barely one step below the near-godlike Dhukari. The
rational part of Issa knew that interfering with the Dictator could have dire
consequences for her future in the Blades—the city’s elite often worked closely
with the Indomitables. But right now, she wanted nothing more than to drive her
mailed fist into Nular’s face. He wasn’t arrogantly smug like Kellas or cruel
and cold like Tannard. He was worse: he simply didn’t care that what he was
doing was clearly wrong. To him, the fact that the man was Mahjuri was excuse
enough to haul him away to Murder Square. 


Rationale won the battle…barely. Issa’s
fists clenched so tight she could almost feel the steel gauntlets bending, yet
she managed to rein in her tongue and step aside as Dictator Nular marched the
old man in the direction of Murder Square. 


With a growl of fury, Issa whirled and
stalked toward Trader’s Way, mind racing. If she could alert one of her
superiors to what had happened—surely Hykos would be sympathetic to the Mahjuri
man’s plight and help her work the news up the chain to the Elders or even Lady
Callista—she might be able to get the man pardoned before he was strung up or
beheaded in Murder Square. 


A hand gripped her arm. “Don’t!” Nysin’s
voice was quiet behind her, but fear echoed in his words. “Whatever you’re
thinking, just don’t. Anything you do is just going to get us in trouble!” 


“Don’t you care?” Issa whirled on the
Indomitable trainee. “Those are your people
they’re beating, starving, and killing!”


“Of course I care.” Nysin’s eyes blazed
furious and hot. “But I can’t help my people if I’m stuck in the same dung-pit
as they are. That means I have to
shut my mouth and let shite like this
happen. All so that I can become a proper Indomitable and then maybe, just
maybe, I’ll be able to make a difference.”


Issa’s eyes darted between the trainees
in her patrol. All were low-ranked Mahjuri, Kabili, and Earaqi. They understood
what it meant to be helpless and it showed in their eyes. The unfairness of the
situation made her want to scream. 


Yet, much as she hated to admit it, they
were right. They couldn’t do anything for the same reason she had resisted the
urge to strike Dictator Nular. It would do nothing to help the situation for
the Mahjuri man, but it would make things worse for her. 


She turned away from her patrol.
“Company march, double-time!” Her voice rang out clear and strong, but inside,
she felt utterly weak, impotent. She was glad that her helmet and the shadows
of the night hid the tears of frustration that slipped down her face as she
marched away from the innocent man that she
had just allowed to die.


 


* * *


 


Issa remained silent—outside her
commands to her Indomitables—for the rest of the night. When the patrol ended,
she led them back to the Indomitable barracks and left them there without a
word. The journey back along the Defender’s Tier, through the gates, and west
along the Path of Gold had given her time to brood. By the time she reached the
Citadel of Stone, her frustration had transformed once more into the seething,
boiling rage. 


She stalked into the library, where
Tannard spent the midnight hours studying, and marched up to the Invictus.


“Invictus, you must do something!” she
snarled. “There is an innocent man about to be executed for a crime he didn’t
commit.” 


Tannard didn’t even look up from the
book in his hands. “What, exactly, do you expect me to do?”


“Speak to the Indomitable Dictator that arrested
him and get the man released.”  


Tannard snorted. “I’ll just get right on
that.”


Issa slammed a mailed fist into the
wooden shelf beside the Invictus. “Damn it, Tannard, you can’t just—”


Tannard moved so quickly Issa didn’t
have time to react, seizing her wrist with one hand and her neck in the other.
He gripped her arm so tight she wanted to cry out, but couldn’t for the force
of the grip around her throat. 


“You do not speak to your commanding officer in that tone.” Tannard’s eyes
blazed. “Is that understood, Prototopoi?”
He spat the words like a farmer cursing an early frost.


Issa met his glare with stubborn
defiance. “You...must…intervene,” she growled around the constricting grip.


His fingers tightened around her throat
so hard Issa thought he’d snap her neck. Yet still she refused to give him the
satisfaction of flinching, cowering, or backing down. 


“I must
do nothing but what I am ordered to by my superiors.” Tannard’s voice had
gone soft, dripping with menace. “Are you my superior, Issa of the Earaqi?”


“So…you would…stand by…” Issa struggled
to speak, even as her vision blackened and the world turned to a hazy blur. A
dim part of her mind recognized the symptoms of slowed circulation to her
brain. For a heart-wrenching moment, she feared Tannard would simply choke her
to death. 


Yet a second later, the iron grip around
her throat loosened and oxygen flooded her lungs. She gasped, her legs sagging,
and barely managed to catch herself on the bookshelf before hitting the floor. 


A shadow loomed over her. “There’s
nothing to be done for the Mahjuri,” Tannard said, his words barely above a
hiss. “Some battles should not be fought.”


He turned to leave, the sound of his
boots thumping on the floor. 


“That is not the way of the Blades!”
Issa called after him in a strangled voice. “You have spent these last days
hammering into me the knowledge that the Keeper’s servants never run from a fight, no matter how impossible the odds.” Arms
trembling with rage, exhaustion, and dizziness, Issa shoved herself up to one
elbow. “Or were those all the empty words of a coward?”


Tannard actually paused at the door. His
back was turned to her, concealing his face. Yet his words made his feelings
plain. “Yours are the words of an idealistic fool. Those are always the first
to die.” 


With that, he strode from the library
and closed the door behind him, leaving Issa alone on the floor. 


 












Chapter Fifteen
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“As you already seem to know,” Kodyn
began, “Aisha and I are from Praamis,
and we belong to the Night Guild.”


Evren nodded. “Then maybe skip to the
part that I don’t know.” The quip shot from his mouth before he could rein in
his wisecrack. The Hunter and Kiara had both
pointed out that Evren’s tongue tended to run away with him when he was in
tense, nervous, or dangerous situations. Nothing they’d done to date had proved
effective at curbing that tendency.


Kodyn scowled. “If you’d shut up and
actually listen, maybe I’d have a chance.”


“Keeper’s teeth!” The tall, dark-skinned
warrior, Aisha, rolled her eyes. “It’s like watching hunters measuring the size
of their kills.” 


Lady Briana actually laughed. “Men and
their egos.”


Kodyn’s scowl deepened and Evren saw a
snarky retort forming on the Praamian’s lips. Yet he managed to rein it in with
visible effort. 


“Right.” Kodyn’s tone was droll, his
expression revealing his irritation. “So, to be fully accepted as Journeymen,
Aisha and I have to complete an Undertaking, one worthy of earning our place in
the Night Guild and befitting the power of the Watcher in the Dark, the patron
god of thieves.”


Evren raised an eyebrow. “Like the
Trials of Wisdom of the Lecterns?” He’d been lucky enough to flee the Master’s
Temple long before he had to worry about undergoing the initiation rites, which
included reciting ancient tomes word for word and memorizing more useless facts
and figures than should be possible. 


“Sure.” Kodyn gave a vague wave. “So,
for my Undertaking, I chose to steal the Crown of the Pharus.”


“Because he couldn’t just do something
nice and simple,” Aisha said to no one in particular. “Just like his mother, he
is. Always has to be the best.”


Kodyn shot Aisha an ugly look. 


The girl raised her hands. “Hey, you
know I’m right. There were many things in Praamis you could have chosen for
your Undertaking. But you decided that you had to one-up your mother, so here
we are.”


The words set Evren’s curiosity burning.
There’s got to be a good story behind
that. He’d have to ask about it sometime. But not just yet. First, he
needed to find out just how much he could trust—or at least work with—the Night
Guild. After what the Hunter had told him about the criminal organization, he
didn’t exactly get a “friendly partner” vibe from them.


Then
again, these two don’t seem all that bad. He hadn’t had much interaction with them, but they appeared
to genuinely want to protect Briana. He could understand that—he’d have done
anything to keep Hailen safe. And they
haven’t killed Hailen or me yet, even after they discovered us in Suroth’s
office. That’s got to count as a point in their favor.


“Go on,” he told Kodyn.


“The Crown of the Pharus is stored in
the Vault of Ancients, the same place as your Blade of Hallar.” Kodyn looked to
Briana as if for confirmation, and the Dhukari girl nodded. “So, if you really are here on the mission you say you are,
then maybe we can work together to figure out how to get in.”


Evren pursed his lips. “Does she know?”
He turned to Briana. “Is it too much to hope that your father happened to tell
you the secrets of the vault?”


Briana’s face fell, and Evren kicked
himself for his insensitivity. 


“Sorry,” he muttered. “And I’m sorry
about your father. I didn’t know him, but I know that losing a parent’s got to
be tough.”


“Thank you,” Briana said, and it
actually sounded genuine. “But to answer your question, no, my father did not
confide in me all of his secrets. He
was, after all, a Secret Keeper, trained since his youth to guard his knowledge
with the fervor of a fanatic. We shared a great deal, but I know it was only a
fraction of what he knew.”


Evren ground his teeth. “So, what you’re
saying is that you don’t have a way into this Vault of Ancients, right?” he
asked Kodyn.


“Not quite.” Kodyn gave a knowing grin
that bordered on triumphant—a self-satisfied look that Evren found supremely
irritating. “We do know that the
vault is Serenii-made.”


“Oh?” Realization dawned on Evren. “Oh!
That’s perfect!” He turned toward Hailen. “All we need to do is get you to the
vault and—”


“Alas, I don’t think your brother’s
blood will do the trick.” Lady Briana’s words shattered his momentary surge of
hope. “Before my father’s…” She seemed to struggle with the word. “…death, he
confided in Kodyn that the vault was designed by the Serenii to only open four times a year.”


“The soonest being at the Anointing of
the Blades, just under three weeks from now,” Kodyn finished.


“So, let me get this straight, nothing
we do is going to open that vault?” Evren cocked his head. “And if we’re not on
hand when the vault opens at the Anointing, we’re screwed?”


Kodyn nodded. “Pretty much.” 


“Well, damn.” Evren blew out his cheeks.
“Three weeks isn’t a lot of time to figure out how to get into the palace and
find the vault, but I guess between the two of us, we’ve got a decent chance.
We might be able to—”


“That’s not all.” Aisha spoke, her voice
solemn.


Of
course not. Evren
stifled a snort. It can never be easy
even when it’s damned difficult, can it?


“There are also the Gatherers and the
Necroseti,” the warrior girl said. 


Evren’s brow furrowed in confusion.
“What about them?”


“We’re going to take them down.” Kodyn
said it in the same tone one used to speak of going to the butcher’s for meat
or the market for fresh produce. “The Gatherers murdered people in
Praamis—children, people I knew—and they were the ones that killed
Arch-Guardian Suroth.”


Evren turned to look at Briana. At
mention of the Gatherers, a fire blazed in the girl’s eyes, driving back her
earlier sorrow. 


“And we’re pretty sure the Necroseti are
somehow behind it as well,” Aisha added. “The Gatherers are an offshoot of the Keeper’s
Priests. Even if the cultists acted independently of the Necroseti, they’re
almost certainly guilty of Briana’s first abduction.”


Evren’s eyebrows shot up. “First abduction?” 


“Kodyn and Aisha rescued me from the
Gatherers in Praamis.” Briana shot a warm smile to her two bodyguards. “They
agreed to escort me back to Shalandra to ensure that I arrived safely. When I
told my father what they intended with the Crown of the Pharus, he agreed to
keep them on as my bodyguards. Now…” She reached out and squeezed Aisha’s hand
in a sisterly gesture. “I’m only alive and safe because of them.” 


To Evren’s surprise, Lady Briana turned
to regard him. “And, it seems,
because of you and your brother. From what I’m told, you were the one to alert
Nessa and Rothin to the threat of the Gatherers. Without Hailen’s courage, the
alarm would never have been sounded in time to drive off the cultists. I owe my
life to all four of you.”


Evren blushed; he was utterly
unaccustomed to compliments like this and thus had no idea what to do or how to
respond. His brain generated an inarticulate mumble that rolled off his tongue
like gibberish.


“And, the Necroseti are certainly behind my current situation,”
Lady Briana continued, gesturing at her surroundings. “Only they have the power
to establish Angrak in my father’s place on the Keeper’s Council, in direct
defiance of the tradition that a Secret Keeper has always been present to
administer the trials of the Blades and accessing the Vault of Ancients.”


“They were way too organized for it to
be a coincidence that Angrak commandeered Suroth’s mansion while we were
speaking to the Pharus.” Kodyn folded his arms. “After we received a message summoning us to the palace on a false
pretext.”


“Damn!” Evren shook his head. “You know
what you’re talking about, right? The Gatherers, I get. They’re in hiding, and
they’re already the enemies of the city. But the Necroseti are the most
powerful people in Shalandra. I’ve been here less than a week and even I know that’s like sticking your head
into a lion’s mouth. You’re guaranteed to get bit!” 


He imagined trying to take on the
Lecterns in Vothmot—the priests of the Master were revered by all, and they
wielded just a fraction of the power and authority the Keeper’s priests had
here in Shalandra. They’d have better luck kissing a venomous serpent or the
Caliph’s favorite concubine.


That didn’t seem to faze the three
facing him. “Yes, but that’s why we need your brother’s help.” Lady Briana
turned to Hailen. “We found my father’s journals with a lot of information on
the Serenii, which might include information on how to use the Serenii
artifacts you saved.”


“Turn them into weapons to use against
the Necroseti, you mean?” Hailen asked. 


After a moment’s pause, Briana nodded.
“Yes.”


Evren exchanged a glance with Hailen.
After their earlier conversation, he couldn’t help seeing the boy in a new
light. Hailen wasn’t just a child with extraordinary powers anymore—he was a
young man growing into the knowledge of what he could do. Hailen had to make
his own decisions here; all Evren could do was make sure Hailen got what he
wanted.


“And if I help you, then you’ll help
us?” Hailen asked. 


“Absolutely,” Kodyn replied without
hesitation. 


“Work with me to unlock the secrets
hidden in these books.” Lady Briana tapped the leather-bound book. “Together,
we have a chance of understanding what my father wrote down. And maybe, with
the Long Keeper’s help, we’ll be able to find a way to get into the Vault of
Ancients.”


A strange expression crossed her face
and she gave a little giggle.


“What?” Evren asked. 


“It’s funny, ‘the Long Keeper’s help’.”
She giggled again. “After what you just told us about the gods of Einan, it’s
strange to think that we’ve been calling on the Long Keeper and the rest of the
Thirteen like they can actually hear us or do anything.”


Evren’s eyebrows rose. She’s taking this way too well, he
thought. Everyone else the Hunter had told—Graeme and Father Reverentus
included—had struggled with the revelation.


“I guess that confirms my father’s
theory,” Lady Briana said.


“Theory?” Curiosity burned in Kodyn’s
eyes. 


“That the gods never really existed
after all,” Lady Briana replied simply. “It was based on something he found in
his study of the Serenii. The Serenii spoke of ‘the creators’, but never any gods,
definitely not something as concrete and well-defined as thirteen deities each
with their own specific purpose.”


Evren felt his own interest engaged.
Like all apprentices in the Master’s Temple, the Serenii had fascinated him.
He’d ached to know more about the ancient race that had died out thousands of
years before—working with the Hunter and now Briana and the others gave him
that chance. 


“Oddly enough,” Lady Briana continued,
“I think the Long Keeper is the closest thing to a ‘real god’ that we may actually
have.”


Evren’s brow furrowed. “Why is he any
different than the other Thirteen? He’s just one more of the Serenii worshipped
by the humans.”


“Maybe, but maybe not.” Lady Briana
pursed her lips. “As far as we know, the Serenii were immortal…almost immortal,”
she corrected herself with a nod to Evren. “But they still were fascinated with
death, both what caused it and how to keep it at bay. If, as you say, they
existed during what we know as the War of Gods, it’s very likely that they
developed the fascination after watching wholesale slaughter of humans and
demons.” 


Evren’s mind raced, yet he could follow
her train of thought. 


“Perhaps that is what originated the belief in the Long Keeper.” The Shalandran
girl’s tone was musing. “Sort of an anthropomorphization of this inescapable
force as a means of understanding something incomprehensible.”


“Anthro-pa-what now?” Kodyn looked as
baffled as Evren felt. 


“Anthropomorphization.” Briana gave
Kodyn a bright smile. “It means giving human attributes to something. A plant,
an animal, or, in this case, death.”


“Oh, I get it!” Kodyn’s eyes brightened.
“Like how people believe foxes are devious or donkeys are stubborn.”


“Or how Hawks fancy themselves cleverer
than everyone else.” Aisha’s eyes twinkled and Kodyn scowled, though Evren
didn’t understand the jest. 


“Exactly.” Briana nodded. “From what
you’ve told us about the Devourer of Worlds, even Serenii magic couldn’t truly
stave off death. It makes sense that they would respect and fear it.” 


“And that respect and fear was passed on
to the humans living with them!” Triumph echoed in Evren’s voice as he made the
connection. “So, like the worship of the other gods was based on the Serenii
they lived with—”


“Worship of the Long Keeper comes from
the Serenii—and human—fear of death.” Briana gave Evren a pleased grin. “I know
that doesn’t really help us figure out how to take down the Necroseti or the
Gatherers, but I thought it was interesting.” Her smile turned shy.


“Hey, I thought it was interesting,
too!” Kodyn exclaimed. 


“But, like you said, that doesn’t get us
any closer to getting into the vault or taking down your enemies,” Evren put
in. “We’re going up against the most powerful people in Shalandra. We can’t do
that on our own.”


“No, but we’re not going to.” Kodyn gave
him that confident smile. “The Necroseti made a mistake by sending us to speak
to the Pharus. Arch-Guardian Suroth saved his life from the Gatherer attack.
He’s going to pay his debt by helping us taken down the Keeper’s Priests.”


“He said
that?” Evren found it a bit hard to believe. From what he’d learned of
Shalandra, the Pharus was little more than a figurehead, with the Keeper’s
Council in full control of the city.


Kodyn’s answer confirmed his suspicion.
“Well, not in so many words. But he did say that he would do what he could to
assist us in our endeavor.” 


Evren pursed his lips. “I guess, coming
from someone in his positon, that’s as good as you’re going to get.”


“Agreed.” Kodyn nodded. 


“And I can call on the Temple of
Whispers for help,” Briana put in. “My father was beloved by many of the
priests that served under him. I have no doubt they already suspect the
Necroseti’s hand, and they have to be aware that the Gatherers are the ones responsible.
When I ask them for help, they will give it.” She hesitated. “I hope.”


“As a member of the Night Guild, I have
a relationship with the Black Widow.” Kodyn grew thoughtful. “Though, if I
don’t pay her a visit soon to apologize for standing her up yesterday, she
might be less inclined to help us.”


“Don’t forget that you need to deliver
the item Suroth gave you,” Aisha spoke up.


Evren raised an eyebrow, but none of the
others seemed inclined to fill him in.


“I might have someone who can help us,” he
said. It seemed fitting that he offer to do his part—he was, after all, somewhat committed to this endeavor. For Hailen’s
sake and the sake of the Blade of Hallar, if nothing else. “With information,
at least.”


“Who is this someone?” Kodyn’s expression grew skeptical.


“His name is Killian.” Evren hesitated a
moment. “He’s…a blacksmith.” 


Three blank expressions met his. Briana,
Aisha, and Kodyn seemed unimpressed—more skeptical and dubious than anything
else.


“He runs a crew of children called the
Mumblers,” Evren continued. “They gather information on everything, everywhere
in the city.” 


The faces remained blank. 


Evren sighed. “He’s the one that got me
and Hailen assigned to your father’s household.” There, he’d said it, the words
he’d dreaded ever since they’d been discovered in Suroth’s office with the
Serenii artifact.


That had a starting effect on Kodyn.
“What? I thought you said you were working for the Hunter of Voramis?” His face
hardened and his hand dropped toward his sword hilt.


“I am.” Evren leaned backward, rocking
onto the balls of his feet in anticipation of a confrontation. “But when I got
to Shalandra, I had no idea how I was going to get into the Vault of Ancients.
I ran into this Killian, and he agreed to help me in exchange for…” He hesitated
and drew in a deep breath. “…information on your father.”


Briana’s eyes darkened, and Aisha took a
threatening step toward him. “You’re a spy!” 


“Yes!” Evren raised his balled fists into
a guard position. “Or, I was, because it was the only thing I could figure out
to get me close to the palace and the vault.” He felt no shame, no need to
apologize, yet somehow he actually wanted
to convince these people to work with him rather than fight. He turned to
Lady Briana. “But that’s how I knew that Samall and Kuhar, your father’s
servants, were planning something. I tried to follow them to their hideout
but—”


“Hideout!” The words burst from Kodyn’s
lips. He smacked his forehead. “I’m such a fool!” 


Evren trailed off, brow furrowing in
confusion. 


“I can’t believe I forgot!” Kodyn threw
up his hands. “I followed the Gatherers to their hideout on the Artisan’s Tier,
which was how I overheard that they were planning an attack on the mansion. I’ve
been so focused on what’s been happening that it slipped my mind.”


Lady Briana’s eyes sparkled. “You know
where a Gatherer hideout is?” 


“Yes!” Kodyn’s head bobbed. 


“Then what are you waiting for?” Aisha
demanded. “Get there now and see if—”


“It won’t do any good,” Evren said in a
quiet voice.


All three whirled toward him and
demanded in unison. “What?” 


Evren shook his head. “Killian told me
that the Gatherers never use the same place twice. It’s why he’s had such a
hard time trying to track them down.” 


Three faces fell, radiating
disappointment. 


“If they did use the hideout, they’ll be
long gone by now.”


“No.” Kodyn’s jaw took on a stubborn
set. “I can’t just believe that. There’s no way that many people can just
disappear without a trace.”


Evren shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’ll go
with you, if you want. Maybe we can find something.” 


A hint of suspicion flashed through
Kodyn’s eyes. Evren met his gaze calmly—he’d just told them that he was a spy,
so a bit of mistrust was to be expected. Yet, if they were to work together to
achieve their mutual ends, they’d have to start trusting him. And he’d have to
start trusting them, though that would prove much harder. Not for his own sake,
but for Hailen’s. He could fight his own battles, keep an eye out for any daggers
aimed at his back. But he couldn’t do that and
worry about keeping Hailen safe. His only hope lay in earning their trust
and forcing himself to trust them. 


“So be it.” Kodyn finally said with a
nod. “We’ll go at first light.”


“You want to wait until day?” Evren arched an eyebrow. “The
longer we wait—”


“Tracking is harder at night.” Kodyn
shook his head. “I’m no Hound, so if we want any hope of finding anything,
we’ve got to do it in daylight.”


Evren shot a glance out the window.
Daybreak was still hours off—he could use a bit of sleep after the last few
intense days.


“So be it.” He let out a long breath.
“But we leave before dawn.”


“Agreed,” Kodyn said. “The house is just
west of Commerce Square. We can be there when the sun rises, then I’ll have time
to meet up with the Black Widow.” 


“Maybe I should meet her, too,” Evren
said. “After all, if we’re going to be working together, it might be worth
introducing me to her. And,” he said as an afterthought, “I can introduce you
to Killian. The blacksmith and his Mumblers are going to be crucial, at least
when it comes to keeping eyes and ears on the streets of Shalandra.”


“So you’ll help us, then?” Lady Briana
asked. Hope shone in her eyes as she looked at Hailen. “Both of you?”


Evren shot a glance at Hailen, who
nodded. “Yes,” he said. The words came hard, but he spoke them anyway. “We’ll
help you.” 


“Thank you.” Lady Briana stood and came
toward him. “When we met, you were a servant in the house of a Dhukari. Now,
you are the welcome guest and ally of a Zadii.” She held out a hand. “And,
hopefully, a friend.”


Evren shook her hand. “Pleased to meet
you properly, Lady Briana.”


“Just Briana now.” She gave a little
laugh, humor tinged with sorrow. 


Kodyn held out his hand next. “Might be good
to have a spy on our side now.” 


Aisha clasped his hand last. “You’ve
joined a bloody difficult fight, but it’s too late to back out now.” She
grinned. “By the looks of you, you’ve got the stones to do just fine.” She
turned to Hailen. “Both of you.”


Evren returned the smile. “Let’s just
hope we live long enough to regret throwing in our lot with you all, eh?” 


He meant it as a joke, but even as the
words left his mouth, he couldn’t help feeling like he’d just jumped overboard
to save a drowning man, without so much as a scrap of floating debris to cling
to. 


 












Chapter Sixteen
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“Please.”
The voice filtered into Aisha’s consciousness, pulling her from a dreamless
sleep. “Do not let me be forgotten.”


She awoke, dread coursing through her.
The voice couldn’t belong to Briana, who slept on the bed. Nor Kodyn, Evren, or
Hailen, who had taken up positions in the corridor or occupied the house’s
second room. 


It belonged to the dead.


Aisha fought the urge to return to
sleep. She had accepted her calling as Umoyahlebe,
a Spirit Whisperer. If the spirits called to her, she must answer.


She sat up and opened her eyes, scanning
the pre-dawn darkness of the room for the source of the voice. Her gaze fell
upon the blue-white form sitting on the windowsill. A thin woman, perhaps in
her third or fourth decade, with a delicate face and slim shoulders. Blue
blisters dotted her body, and thin streams of crimson trickled from her eyes,
nose, mouth, and ears. 


As Aisha’s mind slipped into full
wakefulness, she could almost feel the veil to Pharadesi, the world of the Kish’aa,
closing and cutting her off from contact with the spirit. The woman’s empty
eyes fixed on her but Aisha could not hear the sounds from her lips.


Aisha’s stomach tightened. She wanted to
tell the spirit that she could do nothing, that she could not hear her pleas,
but that would be a lie. She had a means of listening to the spirits—a means
that would cost her dearly, as it had cost her father. 


Yet she had made her choice. Reaching
into her pack, she drew a single bright blue Whispering Lily petal. She had
only five more, and now that Angrak inhabited Suroth’s mansion, she had no way
to replenish her store. She’d have to be sparing in her usage. 


She crushed the petal in her fist and
swallowed the dried fragments. The fragrance filled her nostrils and the drop
of aromatic oil coated her tongue. Slowly, the world around her fell silent,
until only she and the spirit existed.


“…not
let me be forgotten.” The sound sharpened in Aisha’s ears, from a dull humming
to a whisper, so faint as to be nearly imperceptible, yet clear as if the
spirit spoke in her ear. No, not her ears—her mind. The Kish’aa communicated not through earthly means; their voices echoed
in the thoughts of those attuned to hear them.


Aisha shot a glance at the sleeping
Briana, then whispered, “What is your name?” 


“So
few to remember my name,” the spirit replied, her tone mournful. “Forgotten soon, lost to time. Lost before I
have my vengeance.”


“Vengeance?” Aisha cocked her head. “You
died of disease, did you not?” 


The spirit stood and her simple robes
fell away, revealing a wasted frame covered with blue blisters that oozed pus.
“Must have my vengeance.” 


Aisha felt her hand stretching out of
its own accord, and the spirit floated toward her. The moment the blue-white
form touched her hand, Aisha felt power flare to life within her finger. Like a
jolt of lightning, it shot up her arm, through her shoulders, and into the core
of her being, where it settled like a single glowing coal. When Aisha looked
down at her hands, she could see the little spark of the woman’s life dancing
through her veins. A faint pulse, yet present in the back of Aisha’s mind. The
spirit’s desire for vengeance thrummed within her. 


But
vengeance for what? Aisha
didn’t understand what the woman wanted. She had succumbed to the same illness
as the spirits that clustered around the Sanctuary. The blue blisters that
rotted her from the inside out had killed her. There could be no vengeance
against disease—it killed without distinction, uncaring of such mundane trifles
as caste or rank. 


So
why do all the spirits cry out for vengeance and justice, then? It made no sense, like so much of her
gift. All she could do was fumble through the darkness, alone, trying to understand
an incomprehensible power. 


She rose to a crouch and studied the
windowsill where the spirit had been perched. Carved into the stone, she saw
two names—Thimara and Uryan—joined together in a heart. As she read the name Thimara, she felt a jolt as if the
spirit recognized its own name.


So
what is it that you want me to do, Thimara? Aisha glanced up at the spirit hovering near the window. Tell me, and I will— 


“Aisha?” 


Aisha whirled at the sound of Kodyn’s
voice coming from the door. 


“Everything okay?” Kodyn’s brow was
furrowed in mingled confusion and concern. 


Aisha nodded and slipped out of Briana’s
room, careful not to wake the sleeping girl. She shut the door behind her and
turned to Kodyn. “Just had a hard time sleeping, after everything that’s going
on.”


“I get that.” Kodyn gave her a tight
smile. 


Aisha knew that expression—she’d seen it
on his face a dozen times since they left Praamis, his way of telling her that
he knew something was going on with
her but was willing to accept her answer. She owed him the truth…soon.


“Evren and I are headed out to the
Gatherers’ hideout,” Kodyn told her in a quiet voice. 


“Good,” Aisha replied. “At first light,
I’ll wake Briana and get to the Temple of Whispers. See what sort of help we
can drum up from the Secret Keepers that served with her father.” 


“So be it.” Kodyn held her gaze a long
moment. “You’ll take the Keeper’s Blade, Hykos, with you?”


Aisha grimaced. “We’ll stick out like a
zabara hiding in a wild indigo patch.”


Kodyn chuckled. “True, but at least
she’ll be safe.” His eyes went to the figure of the sleeping girl, then
returned to Aisha. “Both of you. I’m
sure the Gatherers know that you’re the reason their attempt to snatch Briana
failed the other night. They might come after you in vengeance for their fallen
comrades.”


“Let them.” Aisha shrugged. “There’s not
much they can do on the streets in broad daylight. If they’re stupid enough to
risk it, I’ve been looking for a way to take out my irritation at Angrak and
the rest of the Keeper’s Council.”


Kodyn said nothing, but again that
expression flashed across his face as his eyes fixed on her. She could feel the
worry and concern for her radiating off him, a trait that had endeared him to
her since they first met years earlier. He never tried to shelter or protect
her as if she were some hapless babe, yet he’d always done what he could to be
her support when needed.


“I know I’ve been a bit off since
Praamis,” she told him. “I will tell you everything when the time is right, I
promise.”


He took a step closer, until he stood an
arm’s length away. “You’ll let me know if there’s anything I can do?” he asked,
his tone earnest. His hand fluttered by his side, as if he wanted to reach out
toward her. “Whatever it is, you don’t have to deal with it alone.”


She gave him a sad smile. “That’s where
you’re wrong. This is my burden to
bear.” 


“I don’t know what it is,” he said, “but
I swear that I’ll do everything to help you, whatever’s going on.” He
hesitantly reached out and took her hand. “I’m with you, Aisha. Always. No
matter what.”


“Thank you.” She returned the grip,
grateful for the simple reassurance of his presence. “That means more than you
can know.” Dropping his hand, she gave a little shooing gesture. “Now get out
of here. That Gatherer’s hideout isn’t going to scout itself.”


Kodyn’s smile didn’t drive the worry
from his eyes, but he nodded and turned to go. Aisha caught a glimpse of the
other young man, Evren, waiting for Kodyn. Together, the two of them slipped
down the stairs in silence. 


Aisha blew out a breath and, slipping
back into the room, settled onto her bedding on the floor. She couldn’t sleep,
not after her encounter with the spirit. 


Thimara,
she repeated the name
in her mind. What do you want me to do?


The spirit’s mouth moved, but the
effects of the single Whispering Lily petal had already begun to fade. Just in
time for the sunrise. As the first rays of dawn light filtered through the
papyrus-covered window, Aisha stood and bent over Briana. “Wake up,” she
whispered and shook the girl’s shoulder. 


Briana’s eyes popped open and she sat
upright, so fast she nearly clipped Aisha’s chin with the top of her head.
“Where are they?” she demanded. Her hand scrabbled beneath her pillow, as if in
search of a dagger, a wild panic shining in her eyes. “Where are they coming
from?”


“Easy.” Aisha held up empty hands and
shook her head. “There is no one coming, no danger. You are safe.”


The words took a moment to register, and
Aisha could see logic fighting against Briana’s instinctive panic. Slowly, the
tension faded from the Shalandran girl’s face and shoulders. “Oh.” A flush rose
to her cheeks. “I thought…”


“It’s okay.” Aisha sat on the bed beside
Briana, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “If I’d been through half of what you
have, I’d be wary, too.”


Briana shook her head. “But you have,
and more besides. What you told me in the garden, about your captivity by the
Bloody Hand.” She searched Aisha’s eyes. “How are you not terrified all the
time?”


Aisha blew out a long breath and silence
hung between them for a long moment. Finally, she said, “For months afterward,
I was scared even of my own shadow.” The fear still existed deep within
her—more than just a memory, a living thing that she still battled to control.
The battle had grown easier with time, but she knew it would always be there.
“Down in the tunnels of the Night Guild where it’s always dark, I was always
reminded of the lightless places where I was held captive.”


“So what did you do?” Briana asked. “I
look at you now and all I see is a warrior, unafraid of anything or anyone. You
took down more than a dozen Gatherers by yourself. How did you go from this—”
She held out a hand to show Aisha the tremor that shook it. “—to the fearless
warrior you are today?”


Again, silence stretched on as Aisha
thought. “I think, in the end, it all comes down to time. It took me months
just to feel safe around my own people, girls that I’d spent weeks locked up
with. I couldn’t help feeling that at any moment I was going to wake up from a
Bonedust dream and I’d be back in those filthy warehouse brothels, chained to
my bed. It took me more than a year before I felt safe walking the Night Guild
tunnels alone.” Her expression grew musing. “But do you know what made the most
difference?”


“What?” Eager curiosity sparkled in
Briana’s eyes. 


“When I learned to fight.” Aisha gave
her a fierce grin. 


“Because you knew you could kill anyone
who tried to lay a hand on you?” Briana asked.


“That,” Aisha said, inclining her head,
“but also the knowledge that I was worth something.
That I could be good at something.”


Briana’s expression grew confused. 


“Back home in Ghandia, my mother was nassor, a warrior chieftainess. She was
the bravest and fiercest of our tribe, as fearless as a stampeding zabara and
strong as a mountain ape.” The memories of her mother brought back a mixture of
warm happiness and homesickness. “When I was taken by the slavers, I felt like
it was my fault, like I wasn’t strong enough or enough of a warrior to stop
myself from being captured.”


Briana’s hand flashed to her throat.
“How horrible!” 


Aisha nodded. “Yes. All through my
captivity and for months after the Night Guild freed me, I felt weak and
incapable. That is why I did not want to return to my people. I could not look
my mother in the eyes knowing that I would never be a nassor like her.”


“But that’s not true!” Briana protested.
“You’re the most capable warrior I’ve ever seen.” Her eyes darted toward the
door and she dropped her voice to a whisper. “Just don’t tell Kodyn I said
that.”


Aisha laughed. It felt good, like
someone had opened a floodgate within her to let all the worry, fear, and
tension of the last few weeks come spilling out. “That’s what I came to learn
as I trained with my House Master, Ria, and Errik, Master of the assassins of
House Serpent. The weakness was all in my mind. Once I stopped telling myself
that I was weak and incapable, I stopped feeling that way. Eventually, I came
to see the truth, that I was far stronger and more capable than I gave myself
credit for. That was the day that I stopped living in fear.” She smiled. “The
chains never truly came off until that day.”


Briana seemed to ponder her words. “So
will you teach me to fight like you?”


The question caught Aisha by surprise. “You want to fight?”


“What, you think I can’t?” Briana’s face
fell.


“No, no!” Aisha said quickly, a little
chuckle. “It’s just that you never struck me as the fighting type. You’ve the
temperament for it, that’s for sure.”


Briana cocked an eyebrow. “But because I
wear fancy dresses and am cultured and refined, I’m not a warrior like you?” 


After a moment, Aisha nodded. “Yes.” She
turned up Briana’s right palm and placed her own next to it. “See the
difference?” Briana’s hands were free of blemishes, her skin soft. By
comparison, Aisha’s rough, callused palms appeared as if they belonged to a day
laborer.


“If you want to fight, I will teach you,” Aisha told her. “Anyone
can learn to swing a sword, but not everyone has the knowledge that you have. I
believe that will be your greatest
weapon.”


Briana’s eyes narrowed. “You think?”


“I do.” Aisha met the girl’s gaze
without wavering. “Thanks to your father, you probably know more about the
Serenii and those artifacts—” She gestured to the cloth sack at the head of
Briana’s bed. “—than anyone else in Shalandra. If they can be turned into
weapons, you could give us a huge advantage in our battle against the Gatherers
and the Necroseti. After all, if Evren is to be believed, there is immense
power in the handiwork of the Serenii.”


An eager light shone in Briana’s eyes.
“You’re right!” She sat straighter, her shoulders a little higher. “But that’s
not all I can do. My father has connections in the Temple of Whispers and all
over the city. Connections that we can exploit.”


“See?” Aisha grinned. “Already, you’ve
proven yourself far better with your brain than I am with a sword.”


“Then what are we waiting for?” Briana
leapt to her feet. “Let’s get to the Temple of Whispers and talk to my father’s
people.” Grim determination hardened her face. “We’re going to war with the
Necroseti, so it’s time we recruit some allies to fight beside us.”


 


 












Chapter Seventeen
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The sun was just peeking over Alshuruq’s
eastern cliff face by the time Kodyn spotted the building where he’d seen the Gatherers
meeting two days earlier.


“There,” he indicated it with a finger.
“That’s the one.”


Evren’s eyes narrowed as he studied the
building. “Looks like the sort of place suspicious shite would go down.”


“Aye.” Despite his innate suspicion of
Evren, Kodyn had to agree. The single-story building adjoined the cliff face, a
simple structure that did little to attract the attention of any passersby. It
was the most innocuous-looking place on the Artisan’s Tier—which made it the
perfect place for clandestine meetings. 


“What say we sit for a spell and keep an
eye on it?” he suggested.


Evren seemed to mull it over for a
moment, then nodded. “Might not be as abandoned as it looks.” He glanced
around. “You camp here. I’ll keep watch from the next corner.”


Kodyn wanted to argue; he’d rather keep
an eye on Evren, make sure he didn’t get up to any tricks. Yet that would be a
waste of time. They would be better off splitting up. “Nothing happens in half
an hour, we go in.”


“So be it.” Without another word, Evren
slipped down the street. He passed the house without a glance and continued up
the debris-covered alley at a casual pace. He slipped into an intersecting lane
so smoothly Kodyn almost didn’t see it.


Damn, Kodyn thought. He’s as good as any Fox or Hound. Hells, I’d almost say he’s on the
level of a Serpent. If he really does train with the Hunter, that would explain
it.


He’d spent a while the previous night
wrestling with the thought—the Hunter of Voramis, not just a ruthless assassin,
but a savior of the world and the leader of a small crew of his own. Every one
of the Hunter’s legends had painted him as a fiend, a demon, an unstoppable
force of nature. Yet, as Kodyn had glimpsed during their encounters in Praamis,
there clearly was another side to the
man.


A wry grin split his face. Both Evren and Hailen kind of worship him.
Then again, he is the Watcher-damned Hunter of Voramis. 


Now, he’d gotten himself wrapped up in
the Hunter’s quest, at least partially. Evren and Hailen had mainly agreed to
help them so they could get their hands on the Blade of Hallar. 


As
long as they hold up their side of the deal, I’ve got no problems with a bit of
self-interest. Keeper knows that we’ve all got our own reasons for doing what
we’re doing.


He’d come to Shalandra out of a genuine
concern for Briana, but he be lying if he denied that his desire to eclipse, or
at least equal, his mother’s exploits had also been a motivating factor. As
he’d told her before he left, it was hard to live in her shadow.


Their two new allies seemed like decent
sorts. Hailen, for certain. The boy has
the all guile of a newborn foal. Everything about him screamed friendly,
kind-hearted, and trusting.


Evren was a different sort—he had the
same hard-eyed wariness that Kodyn had seen in the eyes of every apprentice and
Journeyman in the Night Guild. Years of difficult living had that effect on
people. He and Evren had a lot in common—they were suspicious of everything
because anything could come back to bite them in the arse.


Kodyn shrugged. Life among scheming, cunning criminals had instilled an innate
wariness in him. And yet, he had hated that
about Bryden, his House Master. Master Hawk always sought an angle, a trick, a
way to stab his enemies in the back while robbing them to their face. Kodyn had
wanted to find a way to distance himself from that suspicious, duplicitous
attitude. No easy task, especially given the enemies they faced in the
Gatherers and the Keeper’s Council. But Evren and Hailen might be a different
matter. 


I
could give them a chance. If they’re telling the truth, they need our help more
than we need theirs.


Thanks to Briana, he had access to the
Palace of Golden Eternity. He still needed to find a way into the Vault of
Ancients, but that would only happen if Briana could decipher her father’s
journal. But right now, they had the threat of the Gatherers looming over their
heads. That had to be his main focus.
As long as he kept Briana out of harm’s way, she’d be able to get him the
information he needed. Three weeks wasn’t a lot of time, but it ought to be
enough. 


Speaking
of time. He glanced up
at the sun. It has to have been half an
hour by now.


He slipped from his perch and strode
toward the front door of the building. At the same time, Evren appeared from
his own hiding place.


Kodyn was about to use the Secret Keeper
hand signals Briana had taught him, but remembered that Evren didn’t know them.
Instead, he closed the distance to the young man and said in a low voice, “I’ll
take the front. Back door’s around the eastern side of the building.”


Evren nodded and slipped into the narrow
alleyway, disappearing from view. Kodyn strode straight toward the front door
and reached for the doorknob. He didn’t even need his lockpicks; the knob
turned easily and the wooden door swung inward on silent hinges—a telltale sign
that someone wanted to avoid attention, given how much rot had seeped into the
wood. 


The interior of the house was all but
empty, save for an overturned chair on the far side of the main room. A door
opened onto the house’s only other room—kitchen, pantry, washroom, and bathroom
all rolled into one. 


Kodyn took in the small room at a
glance. Save for the thick coating of dust covering the overturned tables and
the footprints that led up and down the stairs, there was no sign anyone had
been here in weeks. 


A moment later, Evren slipped in through
the second room.


“Anything?” Kodyn asked in a low mutter.



Evren shook his head. “Not so much as a
sandalprint.” 


With a grimace, Kodyn turned to climb
the steps to the attic. As the stairs creaked beneath his boots, a memory
flashed through his mind: flames of a
sickly green color consumed the straw mattress and ragged blankets of an
upstairs attic. His throat was raw from screaming and the choking smoke. Ria’s
strong arms encircled him, lifted him from the floor, and together they dashed
down the burning stairs a moment before they crumbled. Cool darkness greeted
them. A second later, a thunderous crash signaled the collapse of his home—his
life. 


Kodyn’s gut twisted at the memory of the
night he and Ria had nearly died in the fire that consumed Old Town Market. The
Bloody Hand had set the flames in an attempt to kill Ilanna—he would have died had Ria not gotten
them out in time. 


Focus,
Kodyn! He shoved down
the painful memory before it set his hands trembling as it always did and
gritted his teeth. 


“This is where I heard them talking
about kidnapping Briana.” Kodyn tried to speak in a normal tone, though his
voice sounded tight, strained to his own ears. “I heard at least five men,
though there could have been more.” 


He scanned the footprints visible in the
thick layer of dust on the floor and found that closer to ten people had been
in the room. Yet the room was bare, without even chairs or wooden crates to sit
on. 


“We’ll search every bit of the place and
hope they were careless enough to leave something.” Evren thrust a finger to
the right. “You go that way, I’ll go this way, and we’ll meet in the middle.”


Kodyn began searching the room by the
faint light that streamed through a hole in the roof thatching. Thanks to his
mother, he’d spent time studying with every House in the Night Guild. He was a
Hawk apprentice, but Ilanna had insisted that he develop at least the basic
skills that kept the other apprentices alive: the stealth and martial abilities
of the Serpents, the street savvy of the Foxes, the strength of the Bloodbears,
a basic understanding of herbology and potions from the Scorpions, even the
natural camouflage abilities developed by the Grubbers, who moved among the
people of Praamis with an invisibility achieved by beggars and those considered
“undesirable”. House Phoenix—the house to which Aisha and Ria, his other
mother, had belonged—was the only one he hadn’t spent time with. 


The Journeymen of House Hound had taught
him a few basic essentials of tracking. He had the skills of a second-year
Hound apprentice, which meant he could at least discern which way a footprint
was leading, tell the mark of a boot apart from one left by a sandal, and even
get a general sense of his prey. 


Aside from the marks of the sandals in
the middle of the room, there were few things of interest in the upper-floor
room. The occasional crack in the stone walls, rusted floor nails, or
glimmering spider’s web was all he could find as he searched the southern wall,
then turned to search along the west side of the house. By the time he reached
the northwestern corner of the house, he was about ready to write the search
off as fruitless.


Yet something caught his attention. He
stooped, frowning, and reached for the object he’d spotted: a fragment of black
cloth, barely the width and length of his pinky finger. It had caught on a
rusted nail and ripped. 


“Evren!” Kodyn hissed. “Take a look at
this.”


Evren hurried over to him and squinted
down at the strip of black cloth. “Is that—”


“Necroseti robes?” Kodyn finished the
thought. “Do you know anyone else who wears black?”


Evren frowned. “So that confirms that
one of the Keeper’s Priests was here. Unfortunately, that doesn’t do us a lot
of good.”


“I know,” Kodyn said with a nod, his
tone glum. “We already knew the Gatherers were former Necroseti, so all it
means is that one of them kept his robes long enough to rip it here.” 


“Keeper’s teeth!” Evren swore. 


“That’s what I was going to say.” Kodyn
cast one last glance around the room. Their search had proven fruitless—all
save for this useless clue. They’d wasted their time. “Come on. Let’s get out
of here. Maybe the Black Widow will be able to help.”


Evren nodded, displeasure etched into
every line of his dark face. A low growl of frustration rumbled in his throat
as he stalked down the stairs ahead of Kodyn. He gave the ground floor one last
look-over, in vain. 


“Come on,” Kodyn urged. “It’s going to
take a bit of time to set up a meeting with the Black Widow, so the sooner we
get on it, the better.”


With a grunt, Evren followed him out
onto the street. As Kodyn strode along beside the young man, he couldn’t help
studying Evren. His eyes caught the contours of the various daggers tucked into
hidden sheaths beneath Evren’s clothing. Two larger blades were barely visible
in the back of Evren’s belt. 


Kodyn’s eyebrows rose in surprise. I wonder if he knows how to use them. Given
that Evren had taken on the Gatherers in Suroth’s mansion, clearly he knew his
way around a fight. Good to know he’s not
going to be one more person we’ve got to protect. 


Truth be told, Kodyn felt relieved at
the thought that they might have another fighter to join their little crew. One
more person to take up arms in the upcoming battle against the Necroseti and
the Gatherers.


If
we can ever find them. Impatience
and frustration warred within him. He’d spent the last nine years in the Night
Guild learning to be patient, to bide his time as he watched and waited for his
targets to give him the perfect opening. Yet now, knowing what was on the line,
he couldn’t help feeling like every moment’s delay could cost them dearly. 


Kodyn adjusted the green headband Evren
had given him—all the disguise he’d need, given his foreigner’s clothing. He
had Hailen’s green-and-gold-braided headband tucked within a secret pocket,
just in case they needed to get past the guards on the upper tiers. Evren wore
a headband of plain red-dyed crimson, but Kodyn knew he had his red-and-gold
servant’s band as well. 


By the time they reached the Artificer’s
Courseway, the sun had risen above the eastern cliff face, bathing the world in
a brilliance that set the golden sandstone glowing. Already, the first of the
morning crowds had begun to flood the main avenue. A steady stream of carts,
animals, and pedestrians flowed eastward, toward Commerce Square and Industry
Square on the far side of Trader’s Way.


He scanned the crowds until he found
what he sought: a child, eight or nine years old, wearing an iron bracelet.


“Hang back a minute,” Kodyn said in a
low voice. To Evren’s credit, he slowed his pace without a word. 


Kodyn pulled into the lead, approaching
the boy at a faster clip and bumping into him hard enough to throw him
off-balance. When the boy whirled to snarl an insult at him, Kodyn spoke first.
“Tell the Black Widow the Praamian needs to see her now.” 


The boy’s mouth snapped shut, and his
anger faded to a look of feigned disinterest—all for the benefit of anyone
watching, Kodyn knew. 


“There’s a lot going on that she needs
to know about,” Kodyn continued. 


“Go to The Banded Brothers Brewery,” the
boy responded without looking at him. “We’ll get word to you in an hour.”


With those words, the young man strode
away and disappeared into the crowd.


Kodyn turned to Evren. “Do you happen to
know where The Banded Brothers Brewery is?” 


Evren raised an eyebrow. “Bit early for
a drink, isn’t it?” 


“Maybe.” Kodyn grinned and gave Evren a
shrug. “But that’s where we’re headed. The Black Widow will be expecting us.”


“Ah.” Understanding shone in Evren’s
eyes. “Well, now that you mention it, all this work is making me quite thirsty.
What say we find that brewery and see what fine beers Shalandra has to offer?”


Kodyn chuckled, but he couldn’t help the
nervous tension that roiled within him. He’d failed to make it to his last
meeting with the Black Widow, and something told him that the spymistress wouldn’t
be happy. 


His gut tightened. Let’s just hope she doesn’t decide to express her displeasure with a
knife in the back. 


 












Chapter Eighteen
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The Banded Brothers Brewery was pretty
much exactly as Evren had expected. Though the drink of choice changed from
city to city, the ambience and clientele rarely did. 


The interior of the brewery reeked of
hops, with a yeasty smell that turned his nose and unsettled his stomach. The
wooden benches were hard, the tables stained with all manner of discolorations,
with a worn look that seemed to permeate every corner of the stone-walled room.
Even the enormous barrels behind the long stone bar seemed one jostle away from
bursting at the seams—much to the delight of the men and women crowding the
sparsely furnished room.


Most wore the white and brown headbands
of Zadii or Intaji, complete with three or four black dots to mark their
station. The Zadii clustered to one side of the room, unwilling to let their
priestly or scholarly robes be soiled by the workmanlike Intaji. The artisan’s
half of the brewery proved far more raucous and boisterous than the scholar’s
side, where the men and women sipped thick beer in controlled, graceful
silence. 


Kodyn had chosen a table on the north
side of the room, where a few Earaqi and pale-skinned foreigners clustered to
avoid the Intaji and Zadii factions. Evren watched the young Praamian out of
the corner of his eyes. After everything they’d discussed and discovered the
previous night, he could almost feel
a sort of kinship with Kodyn. Their backgrounds might have been opposite in
many ways—he, an orphan sent to the Master’s Temple, and Kodyn the son of a
powerful thief—but they also had a great deal in common beyond their shared
skills and affinity for larceny. In many ways, Evren could almost see glimpses
of who he might have been had he chosen to work with a crew or one of the
street gangs of Vothmot rather than running on his own. 


A part of him envied the visible bond
between Kodyn and Aisha. They had more than a friendship; it was the sort of
camaraderie between equal counterparts. Each brought a different set of skills
to the table yet they were a balanced match for each other. 


And
call me crazy, but I could have sworn there was a little spark between them. Evren hid a grin. Definitely more than just a friendship, if I don’t miss my guess.
Though, given how Lady Briana looks at Kodyn, there’s a chance things could get
complicated. 


He found himself wishing he had people he could call comrades and
friends like they did. The Hunter and Kiara were more like surrogate parents or
mentors than comrades. Until yesterday, Hailen had been like a little brother
to him. It would take time for Evren to grow accustomed to the older, more
mature youth Hailen had become.


Which left Evren alone. He had no one to
lean on for help or advice—not that he needed the former or wanted the latter.
He had to be strong for himself, as he had been since he began fighting in the
Master’s Temple. A part of him recognized that the requisite self-reliance was
what had made him strong. Another part, however, found it a lonely prospect.


A tendril of hope began to take root
deep within Evren. He didn’t dare dwell on it, much less voice it aloud, yet he
couldn’t shake it. Maybe he could find
more than just common ground with these young men and women. Perhaps they would
progress beyond allies fighting a mutual battle…perhaps as friends, one day?


It
would be nice to have friends.


The arrival of their drinks snapped
Evren back to the task at hand. “Four Spider Legs, as requested,” said the
portly bartender with a smile and a wink. “Careful, lads. These go down hard.”


“Spider Legs?” Evren cocked an eyebrow
at the finger-sized glasses with the strange black liquor. “Looks like poison
to me.”


Kodyn grinned and reached for his drink.
“Doesn’t taste too bad.” He knocked the drink back in a single pull and
struggled visibly not to cough. 


Evren followed suit. The alcohol had a
spicy edge, like ginger, cloves, and cinnamon, not too sweet but with a potency
that reminded him of laghwain, the
Vothmot equivalent of Voramian agor. He’d
had worse drinks, though few that burned such a fiery trail down his throat. 


“Strong, isn’t it?” Kodyn chuckled. 


“Like a donkey kick in the bollocks.”
With a grimace, Evren reached for the next glass.


“Don’t.” Kodyn shook his head. “Those
two aren’t for us.”


Evren’s brow furrowed in curiosity, but
Kodyn said nothing, simply leaned back against the stone wall and folded his
arms across his chest. When the Praamian gave no sign of speaking further,
Evren relaxed as well. He mirrored Kodyn’s comfortable posture, though his eyes
roamed the crowd of day-drinkers, searching for anyone out of the ordinary. 


No one seemed to pay them extra
attention. They got no more than a few cursory glances, especially after a
group of Intaji bakers took up a loud Shalandran drinking song. Kodyn seemed
unperturbed as time passed, so Evren forced himself to be patient as well. 


Finally, after nearly three-quarters of
an hour, the bartender strode toward their table, picked up the two remaining
drinks, and drained them in two quick pulls. “This way,” he muttered, and
turned toward the wooden stall that Evren had believed led to the pissing
trough out back.


But instead of the privies, Evren found
himself in a low, narrow corridor that ran northward for ten paces before
ending in a wooden staircase. The bartender flattened himself against the wall
and motioned for them to go up.


Squeezing past the portly man proved a
difficult task, but they managed to get around his bulk and climb the stairs.
Kodyn, in the lead, pushed open the door at the top without hesitation and
strode in. 


The room within was dark, with only a
thread of light glimmering through a crack in the shuttered window. 


“Two of you now?” came a woman’s voice
from the darkness. 


Evren couldn’t see Kodyn beside him, but
he could have sworn the Praamian stiffened. 


“Though not from Praamis, this one,” the
woman continued. To Evren’s ears, she sounded older one minute, then young the
next. A clever trick, one adopted by mummers in a play. Without seeing her
face, he couldn’t pin down her age. Then again, that was likely the point. “Not
Shalandran either, though you certainly dress the part. I’d guess Vothmoti?”


Shock coursed through Evren. How could she know? Vothmot lay an
entire continent to the north, and as far as he knew, travel between the two
cities was virtually nonexistent. 


“I take it he’s joined your enterprise?”
the woman asked Kodyn.


“Yes.” The young man’s words came out
tight, clipped. “I trust your permission extends to him as well?”


The Black Widow gave a soft chuckle. “If
he is working with you, then the Night Guild’s offering extends my protection
to him as well.”


Curiosity burned within Evren. He had a
fairly good guess at what had transpired between Kodyn and the Black
Widow—paying a fee or bribe to local crime-bosses was fairly standard
practice—but something about Kodyn’s manner was off. 


Evren’s instincts screamed at him. Something is wrong. He didn’t know what,
but he could feel the tension radiating off Kodyn in tangible waves. Evren
resisted the urge to reach for the jambiya tucked into the back of his
belt—Hailen had gotten them out of Suroth’s mansion along with the Serenii
artifacts—but their weight reassured him. He’d follow Kodyn’s lead. As long as
Kodyn continued talking, he’d hold his peace. But if it came to a fight, he’d
be ready.


“I trust Ennolar delivered on his end of
the bargain?” the woman asked.


“Yes, he did,” Kodyn replied. “He gave
us the map of the Serenii tunnels, though he failed to warn us that it could be
written in invisible ink.”


Evren was glad the darkness masked his
surprise. This had come as all new information to him. 


“But we unlocked its secrets, so we’ve
got our way into the palace,” Kodyn continued.


“Excellent,” came the reply from the
darkness.


“Allow me to apologize for failing to
arrive after I requested our previous meeting.” Kodyn’s voice held an edge of
nervous tension. “I ran into a crew of Gatherers and had to follow them back to their hideout.”


“The house to the west.” A statement,
not a question. “The one-story structure near the cliff?”


Again, surprised raced through Evren.
“You know about that?” 


“Too late for it to be of any use, as
you’ve discovered by now.” A hint of irritation echoed in the woman’s voice.
“The Gatherers have proven far too slippery even for my net to catch.” Her
anger made her sound older, dispelling any hint of girlishness. “Thus far.” 


“We are going to find them,” Kodyn said,
defiant and determined. “No matter what, we will
hunt them down and put an end to them. For Arch-Guardian Suroth and the good of
Shalandra.”


“How dutiful of you.” The Black Widow’s
words held only a small hint of mockery. “It seems your time with the young
Dhukari woman—or, I should say, Zadii now—has
made you feel right at home in our fair city.”


“The Gatherers came to my city, too.”
Kodyn’s voice rang with steel. “They murdered innocent children in their foul
rituals. Eliminating them is for the good of all Einan, not just Shalandra.”


“I suppose that logic is sound,” the
Black Widow replied calmly. “Dare I ask how you intend to find the Gatherers
after they have eluded not only me, but the Indomitables and even Arch-Guardian
Suroth’s people?”


Kodyn remained silent a long moment. “I
don’t know,” he said finally. “Truth be told, I was hoping you’d have something
helpful to offer, something to put us on the right path.”


“Perhaps I might.” Her tone grew
thoughtful. “But, as you know, ours is a world of give and take, buy and sell.
What sort of spymaster would I be if I gave all of my secrets for free?” 


“Not for free.” Cloth rustled beside
Evren and Kodyn’s hand appeared in the small beam of light. In his palm lay
nestled a velvet pouch. “I set the last meeting with you because Arch-Guardian
Suroth instructed that I give this to you.”


Evren strained to see the object in
Kodyn’s hand. Aside from a hint of roundness, he could see no indication of
what lay within.


“Ahh, of course.” The Black Widow
sounded pleased. “Suroth always was as good as his word.” She took the purse;
it didn’t clink, which meant it held
no coins. Just that single round object—Evren was gripped by a burning desire
to know what in the bloody hell the Arch-Guardian had sent. 


She hefted the purse in a slim, graceful
hand. “Suroth promised me this to seal our agreement. My help in his efforts to
hunt down the Gatherers in exchange for this little trinket.”


Evren felt fairly certain that her
flippant tone belied the importance of the object. 


“I have taken up his mission,” Kodyn
said, his voice strong, ringing with confidence. “Along with the protection of
his daughter. If you had an agreement with him, then the pact still holds with
me.” 


Silence hung thick in the room for long
seconds. For a moment, Evren thought the Black Widow had left—he’d always loved
hearing the Hunter’s stories of the secret passages that allowed him to slip in
and out of his meeting places unseen and unheard. 


Nearly a minute passed before her voice
broke the stillness. “As you say, so it shall be. Let it never be said the
Black Widow does not honor her agreements.” Again, a moment of silence before
she spoke. “I told you that the Gatherers have slipped my nets, but that is not
quite the full truth. Though I could not tell you where they are currently, I
can tell you that my eyes in the city have tracked them to the western side of
the Cultivator’s Tier. I suspect that you will find them in—”


She never finished the sentence. Light
flooded the room as the door burst open, revealing eight hulking figures
crowding the staircase beyond. Blood glistened on the edges of the long knives
and short swords in their hands. 


The man in the lead held a raised
crossbow, a bolt set in its cradle. “Death to the Black Widow!” he snarled and
pulled the trigger. 
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Issa was awake and on her feet before
the door to her spartan room finished swinging open. Exhaustion tugged at every
muscle—Tannard hadn’t given her more than three hours’ rest after last night’s
patrol. Yet she stood straight, her jaw clenched, bracing herself for whatever
bile the Invictus planned to heap upon her this morning, whatever cruelty
disguised as a training lesson he intended. 


Instead of Tannard’s cold, hard features,
Issa found herself face to face with a servant. The woman wore a kalasiris of
gold and white stripes, with white leather straps that hugged her breasts and
shoulders tightly. Her headband bore Zadii white interlaced with the gold
threads, and her eyes were rimmed with thick bands of kohl. Five black beauty
marks visible were on her cheeks and chin, which hadn’t yet begun to show the
lines of age. 


“Issa of the Keeper’s Blades, you are
summoned to attend Callista Vinaus, Lady of Blades.” 


Issa’s senses were immediately on full
alert. The last time she’d seen Lady Callista had been outside the Throne Room,
after receiving the Pharus’ commendation for saving his life. The Lady of
Blades had said, “We will speak again
soon.” Soon, it seemed, was now. 


What
does she want with me? 


“I am to escort you to Lady Callista.”
The servant studied her simple undertunic and bare feet. “Allow me to help you
prepare yourself.” 


Issa blinked, but quickly shoved down
her surprise and set about donning her armor. The black Shalandran steel was
made of segmented plates fitted together with breathtaking skill, and it
offered both near-impenetrable protection and supreme freedom of movement.
Donning the suit of plate mail, however, proved a complex task, given the
numerous fastenings required to buckle, strap, and cinch everything securely in
place. Even after nearly two weeks of practice and with the servant’s help, it
still took more than a quarter of an hour.


Finally, the last belt was tightened,
the last strap fastened. The servant stepped back, looked her up and down, then
nodded. “That will do.”


“Let’s go,” Issa said. 


“This way, if you please.” The serving
woman gestured for her to follow, then set off at a pace that Issa could only
describe as a demure scurry, eyes downcast, sandaled feet shuffling quickly.
Issa had no problem matching her pace, her long legs eating up the ground.


Issa glanced out the window; the sun had
nearly risen over the eastern cliff face, which meant she’d managed two, maybe
three hours of sleep. Definitely more
than Tannard wanted me to have. She hadn’t seen the Invictus since he
stormed out of the library last night. If
the Keeper smiles on me, I’ll never see him again.


Her hopes were dashed a moment later as
she caught a glimpse of him striding across the training yard in their
direction. They met him climbing the stairs on the western end of the Citadel’s
north wing.


Tannard’s eyes narrowed as he caught
sight of Issa and the servant. “Where is she going?” 


“She has been summoned by Lady Callista,
Invictus,” the woman replied in a respectful tone.


“For what purpose?” 


“My Lady of Blades did not see fit to
confide in me.” 


Issa hid a grin at the hint of scorn in
the woman’s voice. Evidently being a servant in the palace could make even a
Zadii feel brazen in the stone-hard face of Invictus Tannard.


“However,” continued the woman, “she
said nothing about discouraging you from accompanying me. I’m certain she will
give you the answers to your questions that she
sees fit to.”


Tannard’s expression grew impassive. “So
be it.” He fell into step beside Issa. “Let us see what the Lady of Blades
desires.”


They descended the stairs, their steps
leading in the direction of the stone tunnel that connected the Citadel of
Stone with the western end of the Palace of Golden Eternity. Once inside the
palace, the servant led them along a plain corridor that ran westward, in the
direction Issa knew lay Hallar’s Tomb, the final resting place of Shalandra’s
founder and greatest hero. 


A huge stone door stood at the end of
the corridor, flanked by a pair of Keeper’s Blades in full black armor and
lowered war masks. However, the servant led them down a smaller adjoining
corridor and stopped at a doorway that looked as plain and innocuous as all the
others along the hall, save for the two Blades standing guard outside the door.
Both bore the three gold bands of an Ypertatos,
ten-year veterans, around the rim of their lion-fanged helms. They stepped
aside for the servant and Issa, but held up a hand to stop Tannard.


“Lay a finger on me and you lose the
arm,” Tannard growled. His helmet bore a fourth gold band, his rank as their
superior clearly visible. Even without it, his broad shoulders and hard face
made him an imposing figure. 


The Blade’s expression revealed an
internal war: determination to carry out his orders to protect Lady Callista,
and instinctive fear of the hulking Invictus threatening him. Finally, he
stepped aside to let Invictus Tannard pass. 


The servant pushed the door open and led
them into what turned out to be an office. Shelves laden with books, scrolls,
and stacks of loose parchments lined the northern and eastern walls, and an
assortment of bladed and blunt weapons hung on the western wall. The remaining
wall bore no decoration, simply a small hanging shelf that was empty save for
what looked like a bundle of sky blue cloth. 


The room’s furnishings were simple: a
pair of comfortable armchairs off to one side of the room, with a broad desk
and a solid wooden chair in which Callista Vinaus sat. The Lady of Blades wore
full armor, though her lion-fanged helmet sat on the desk beside her elbow. Her
two-handed flammard rested against the wall behind her, well within arm’s
reach.


Lady Callista looked up as they entered
and she smiled at the sight of Issa. Her expression tightened as Tannard
shouldered through the door behind her. 


“Thank you, Ivita.” 


“Of course, my lady.” With a bow, the
servant Ivita retreated from the room.


Lady Callista’s eyes went to Tannard.
“You may leave us as well.”


“Proxenos,
Issa is my trainee, and as such—”


“The matter I intend to discuss with
your prototopoi has nothing to do
with her training.” Lady Callista’s voice held a commanding tone. “You may
leave.”


Tannard’s expression stiffened, the
lines around his eyes growing tight. Yet he simply nodded and gave a
stiff-spined bow. “Yes, Proxenos.” 


Issa stifled a delighted grin. Tannard
had humiliated and derided her for so long, it felt wonderful to see him
receive even a fraction of his own treatment. 


The Lady of Blades sat back in her chair
and fixed a pensive frown on Issa as she waited for Tannard to leave. Even
after the door had clicked shut
behind the departing Invictus, Callista Vinaus remained silent. Once again,
there was incomprehensible meaning in the way she studied Issa from head to
toe, as if searching for something…but what?


Issa swallowed her instinctive surge of
anxiety. She stood before one of the most powerful people in Shalandra and her
direct superior, commander of the Keeper’s Blades. The broad-shouldered woman
in the chair had the power to determine her fate. 


“I have spoken with the Elders of the
Blades about you,” Lady Callista spoke in an impassive tone. “They all agree
that you deserted your post in the Palace of Golden Eternity.”


Issa’s gut tightened. The night of the
assassination attempt on the Pharus, she’d left her standing vigil to patrol
the grounds, mostly out of a desire to remain awake after nearly two days
without sleep. Yet that would serve as pitiful defense against the accusation
of desertion.


“And yet, they have decided to forego
consequences on this occasion,” Lady Callista continued. “The Long Keeper
smiled on you and placed you in a position to sound the alarm and save the
lives of your fellow Blades.” A hint of approval cracked her stony expression.
“While the Elders and I have centuries of experience combined, we feel it is
not our place to question the Long Keeper’s wisdom.”


Relief washed over Issa like a cool
breeze in a Shalandran summer, and her heart started beating again.


“Yet I did not summon you here just to
tell you of your fate,” Lady Callista’s strong fingers toyed with a long, slim
dagger that lay on her desk. “The Pharus, in his infinite wisdom—” A
half-grimace, half-sneer twisted her upper lip. “—saw fit to bring you into his
confidences. As his loyal servant, I have no choice but to obey his commands.”


Issa struggled to keep her confusion
from showing. She had no idea what the Pharus had commanded, but judging by the
look on Lady Callista’s face, it wasn’t something the Lady of Blades agreed
with.


“Come.” Lady Callista beckoned.


Issa obeyed, crossing the distance to
the desk in three short strides. 


“Our interrogation of the captured
assassins yielded little information of use.” A scowl twisted her face.
“Despite our…persistence, the Gatherers would not break under questioning.
Indeed, it seemed they had taken some sort of poison that killed them slowly
enough that they could attack, yet silenced them before we could break them.
But our search of the palace grounds proved far more informative.”


Issa raised an eyebrow as Lady Callista
drew out a large vellum scroll from within her desk and spread it out on the
table. She recognized a map of the palace—the same map she’d been shown as
Tannard had detailed her guard position on the night of the assassination. 


“As we suspected, the assassins did not enter through the front gate. The
Indomitables stationed there remain loyal to the Pharus. However, someone else
within the palace opened a way for them to enter here.” Lady Callista’s finger
traced along the southeastern edge of the palace grounds. “In the Terrestra.”


Issa’s eyebrows shot up. “Aren’t those
gardens under heavy guard?”


“They are.” Lady Callista nodded. “A
full company of Indomitables are patrolling at any given time. But the
Terrestra is so vast that it would take two full companies to watch every
square foot. The Gatherers proved themselves resourceful enough to evade the
patrols and slip into the palace unseen, through here.” She tapped a finger
against the map. 


Issa stared down at the room. “The
kitchens?” 


“Specifically, rooms used to store dry
goods—flour, barley, rice, and the like.” Lady Callista leaned back in her
chair. “We only discovered that connection because one of the Gatherers was
foolish enough to track flour into the palace halls on the bottom of his boots.
Otherwise, we’d never have known how they got from the gardens into the palace
itself.”


Issa tried to figure the route the
assassins had taken. The gardens stood on the southeastern edge of the palace,
while the kitchens were located farther west, only accessible by a tradesman’s
entrance. Her brow furrowed. The
assassins would have had to cross the plaza in front of the palace. Not the
most practical route if they wanted to remain invisible. 


“I see you’ve discovered the same
problem with that plan as I did.” Lady Callista’s lip quirked into a small
smile of approval. “It could be that the connection to the kitchens was used as
nothing more than a ruse to throw us off their true entrance. Either that, or
the same person that opened the way for them to enter the Terrestra also gave
them a secret way to enter the palace unseen.”


Issa frowned down at the first place
Lady Callista had indicated. “There is a way to enter the gardens?” A
sixty-foot wall of solid sandstone ringed the entire tier upon which the palace
sat and separated it from the Keeper’s Tier below.


“Yes.” The Lady of Blades’ face
tightened. “A secret tunnel that runs beneath the wall and allows access to the
gardens from precise locations in the Keeper’s Tier. The way is known only to a
select few among the Keeper’s Council and the Necroseti.”


Issa’s mouth went suddenly dry. “You
believe the Keeper’s Priests had a hand in the attempt? Didn’t the Gatherers
try to kill them as well?” 


“Again, you reach the same conclusion as
I.” Lady Callista inclined her head. “It is well known that the Gatherers were
once Keeper’s Priests serving in the Hall of the Beyond. My belief—and that of
the Pharus—is that the secret way was known to at least one of the Necroseti
that split off from the priesthood to become a Gatherer. A high-ranking
Necroseti is their leader. Perhaps someone known to the Keeper’s Council.” 


Issa raised an eyebrow. “Why not ask
them? Surely they have to know which of their priests have gone missing to join
the Gatherers.”


“They refuse to give answers.” Lady
Callista’s face creased into a scowl. “They consider themselves above all laws
but those given to them by the Long Keeper himself through Hallar.”


“Could the Pharus not simply command them
to obey?” Issa asked. “He is the Revered Servant of the Long Keeper on Einan,
is he not?”


“So they say, when it suits them.” Her
scowl deepened, and for a moment Issa caught a glimpse of the Lady of Blades’
true feelings. Lady Callista loathed the
priests, and it showed in the fire that burned in her eyes, the snarl that
twisted her strong face. 


“You mentioned that someone within the palace was working with
them,” Issa said, eyes narrowing. “Does that mean you suspect one of the
Keeper’s Council of colluding with the Gatherers?”


“The evidence is hard to ignore.” Lady
Callista inclined her head. “If not them, then someone within their retinue.
Someone that none of the Indomitables or Keeper’s Blades on patrol would think
to question.”


“That’s a long list of people.” Issa
frowned. The Keeper’s Council rarely left the Hall of the Beyond without
attendants, scribes, and lower-ranked Necroseti—between sixty and eighty at any
given time.


“Yes, it is.” Lady Callista nodded. “And
the Gatherers went to their graves without incriminating which of the Necroseti
were complicit in this attempt. Which means we must take a closer look at each
person in the palace on that night in order to determine who was in the
Terrestra.”


“Very well.” Issa straightened. “Tell me
who you want me to—”


“No, that is not why I summoned you
here.”


Issa’s brow furrowed, but she stood
straight and tall. 


“The Pharus ordered you to protect
Briana, formerly of the Dhukari, daughter of Arch-Guardian Suroth. That is
precisely what you will do.”


Again, confusion raced through Issa.
“Then why tell me all this if I am to have no part in it?” 


“That is your part.” Lady Callista leaned forward. “It has come to the
Pharus’ attention that Lady Briana shares our suspicions of the Necroseti’s
complicity in her father’s death. She intends to go to war against not only the
Gatherers, but the Keeper’s Priests and the Council itself.”


Issa’s eyebrows shot up. “What?” 


Lady Callista nodded. “And the Pharus
intends to lend what aid he can.” She gestured at Issa. “You. You, and
Archateros Hykos with you, are to be my eyes and ears beside Suroth’s daughter.
You are to protect her, but listen and watch her and her companions as well. If
she is anything like her father, there is no doubt that she will uncover things
that may prove useful against the Keeper’s Council. Things that you will report
to me.”


Understanding dawned on Issa. “You want
me to play spy.” She struggled to keep a disgusted grimace from her face. 


“Yes,” Lady Callista replied, without a
hint of emotion in her voice. “For the young woman’s own good. Without her
father’s wealth and position as a Councilor, she will find herself in serious
danger going up against the Keeper’s Council. But I believe she has value, and
thus it is in the best interests of Shalandra that she remains alive and
unharmed. A job that falls to you and your Archateros.”


Issa nodded. “I understand.” The image
of a cold, hard face flashed through her mind. “And what of Invictus Tannard?
If he tries to pull me away from this duty once more—”


“As Invictus, Tannard has the latitude
to take a direct hand in your training as a Keeper’s Blade.” Lady Callista’s
jaw muscles worked. “I will speak to him of this matter, ensure that he knows
what I expect from you. But if he gives you a command, you must follow it.”


Issa opened her mouth to
argue—protecting Briana would prove a full-time task, one she couldn’t carry
out if she had to worry about Tannard’s cruelty—but the Lady of Blades held up
a hand. 


“Everything you are asked to do, it is
all part of your training. No matter how distasteful or daunting.” Lady
Callista pursed her lips. “The chosen of the Long Keeper must be adept not only
in the ways of battle, but all the tools of war at our disposal. We fight for
the future of Shalandra against enemies that will not hesitate to crush us at
the first chance they have.”


“Yes, Lady Callista.” Issa bowed. The
burden of her new duty sat heavy on her shoulders. 


“Then go, return to Briana and send
Archateros Hykos to me at once. I will see that he is briefed as well. But
first…” 


Lady Callista reached for a small silver
bell on her desk and rang it. Before the high tinkling sound faded away, the
door opened and Ivita entered the room. 


“My lady?” the servant asked.


Callista Vinaus ignored the question.
“If you ever need to speak with me, deliver this
to any of the servants in the palace that wear a headband like Ivita’s.”


Issa studied the white-and-gold-braided
band. It was made from real gold cloth and fine white silk, but upon closer
inspection, she found a single thread of silver running between the two. That
was something she’d never noticed before…and wouldn’t have if Lady Callista
hadn’t pointed it out. 


The Lady of Blades tossed Issa a silver
coin. “They will see that it reaches me and I will find a way to make contact
in secret.”


The silver coin bore the Pharus’ face on
one side, but on the reverse, a small “X” like crossed swords had been etched
into the smooth metal. With a nod, Issa slipped the coin into a pocket. “I
understand, Lady Callista.”


The Lady of Blades dismissed her with a
nod. Issa turned on her heel and marched out of the room. Yet, as she cast one
last glance over her shoulder, she found Lady Callista’s eyes fixed on her,
that strange expression once more on her face.
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Even the presence of the black-armored
Keeper’s Blade opposite her didn’t soothe the nervous tension roiling within
Aisha. She’d contemplated leaving her armor and weapons back at the house to
avoid drawing attention, but Hykos’ two-handed sword and black plate mail made
it impossible for them to blend into the crowds on the Artisan’s Tier. 


Thankfully, the journey to the Temple
District was a short one. They would have reached the Temple of Whispers well
before the sun had fully risen, were it not for Nessa. The Steward—she still
insisted on her title, even though she no longer served in a Dhukari
household—had foisted a hearty breakfast on them, whipped up with surprising
skillfulness by Leya, the Earaqi cook that had remained loyal to Briana. 


Aisha had to admit that things looked
much better under the bright morning sun and with a full belly. The golden
sandstone glowed in the dazzling sunlight, letting off a warm radiance that
helped to drive back the night’s chill. The early crowds had begun to flow
along the Artificer’s Courseway, filling the air with the low hum and chatter
of a busy city. 


The effects of the Whisperer’s Lily had
also begun to wear off. Aisha could feel Thimara’s spark within her, a glowing
ember burning in the core of her being. Yet the voices of the dead floating
along the Artificer’s Courseway had faded to a dull buzzing in the back of her
mind. She still dreaded the moment when she’d pass the Sanctuary, where the
voices of the spirits had nearly broken her, but she forced herself to keep
marching along beside Briana and Hykos. She had embraced her gift and would
bear the burden it placed upon her. 


“Does the name Thimara mean anything to
you?” she asked Briana as they drew closer to the Temple District. 


“No,” Briana replied. “Why? Should it?”


Aisha shook her head. “Probably not.”
Too many ghosts lived in the City of the Dead, forgotten and alone. Thimara
could be just one more. 


“Just so you know, I haven’t forgotten
what I promised you in the garden.” Briana turned toward her, eyes piercing. “I
will try to find a way to mitigate
the effects of the Whispering Lily. Alas, without access to my father’s garden,
I will need to find another source of plants. But I haven’t forgotten what I
said. We will find a solution, I promise.”


“Thank you,” Aisha said with a smile,
but tight knots formed in her stomach. She’d accepted the effects of the
Whispering Lily knowing that it was the price she paid for the power of the Kish’aa—power that had saved her and
Briana’s life. Yet, in the back of her mind, she’d clung to the hope that
Briana could figure out a solution to negate the deterioration of mind and body
that accompanied the plant’s use.


Now, that hope felt distant, so faint as
to be almost nonexistent. The Whispering Lily grew in Arch-Guardian Suroth’s
private rooftop garden, in the mansion that now belonged to Councilor Angrak.
Where else in Shalandra could Briana get her hands on such rare and exotic
blossoms? And, with the threat of the Gatherers and war with the Necroseti
looming over them, it felt selfish to ask Briana to devote time to her problem when the Shalandran girl
already had enough to worry about. The most important thing would be
deciphering Suroth’s journals in time for Kodyn and Evren to get into the Vault
of Ancients. The matter of the Whispering Lily could wait.


But
for how long? The
question echoed in Aisha’s mind like the tolling of a midnight bell.


Her father’s mind had fully deteriorated
within the space of a year, but he’d begun showing signs of the plant’s effects
far sooner. And she’d never seen him wield the power of the Kish’aa as she had. Would that slow the
degeneration or speed it up? Or, would it do nothing at all? Aisha had no one
to ask, no one to turn to for help. She would
tell Kodyn in time—the others, too—but he knew less about it than she did.
He’d want to help but what could he do? 


The sight of the stone pillars and
marble-tiled stairs of the Sanctuary drove the dagger of dread home in Aisha’s
gut. Thousands of Kish’aa hovered
around the building, a solid wall of blue-white that swirled like a hurricane.
Empty eyes locked onto her and silent mouths opened in pleas that set her head
buzzing. The diminishing effects of the Whispering Lily amplified the cries to
a painful throbbing—like the effects of a terrible hangover, leaving her head
filled with mud and chaos. 


She gritted her teeth in an effort not
to cry out, but the pounding nearly sent her to her knees. It took all her
self-control not to empty her stomach onto the stones for the whirling, seething
confusion gripping her mind.


“Aisha, are you hurt?” Briana’s words
came to her from afar, as if she spoke from across a vast gulf. Blood pounded
in Aisha’s ears and her head ached from the mounting pressure.


“I’m fine,” she said through clenched
teeth and straightened. “Might just be something I ate.” A lie, but now wasn’t
the time to give in to the voices of the dead. They had more important things
to focus on. 


She breathed a silent sigh of relief as
they left the Sanctuary behind and the tumult in her mind diminished. The
nausea in her stomach retreated, her heart slowed its frantic beat, and she
could breathe easy again. 


Their destination, the Temple of
Whispers, stood just west of the Sanctuary. It was far shorter than the
towering white marble obelisk to the Swordsman beside it, and the golden
sandstone once again bore the dull, muted color she’d noticed last time. The
temple was a single squat, rectangular structure that looked as impenetrable as
the huge concave steel door out front. 


Aisha found the same two Secret Keepers
standing guard at the entrance. One, the priest she’d spoken with on her last
visit, nodded at their approach.


“And
here I’d thought we’d seen the last of you, Ghandian,” his fingers said in
hand language. 


“You
won’t be rid of me that easily.” Aisha grinned. “Not after you hear what Lady Briana has to say.”


“Lady?”
The brown-robed priest
pursed his lips. “From what I heard—”


“What
you have heard matters not.” Briana’s
fingers moved in short, sharp movements as they always did when she was angry.
“All that matters is who my father was.”


“Adoptive
father,” retorted the
Secret Keeper, his expression just short of taunting.


“You
know the truth as well as everyone else in the Temple of Whispers.” Briana stood
tall, head held high. “Unless they took
your eyes and brain along with your tongue all those years ago.”


For a moment, Aisha feared the Secret
Keeper would respond with violence. Kodyn had told her the story of Ilanna’s
visit to the Temple of Whispers in Voramis, and of the priests’ skill at their
strangely fluid, lethal bare-handed combat. And, despite Suroth’s age and
position as Arch-Guardian, highest-ranking priest of the Secret Keeper, he had
slain nine Gatherer assassins empty-handed. She’d avoid this particular fight
if at all possible.


Yet instead of anger, a smile broadened
the Secret Keeper’s face. “Temper like
that, there’s no doubt about it. You’re the Arch-Guardian’s daughter, no doubt
about it.” His expression saddened and he gave Briana a little bow. “My condolences on your father’s passing. All
of us in the Temple of Whispers feel his loss keenly.”


“Good.”
Briana’s face hardened.
“Then I believe the Guardians will want
to hear what I have to say.”


Again, the man bowed. “I will inform them that you have come.” He
turned and, with visible effort, hauled the huge vault-like door open—again
unaided by his fellow Secret Keeper—and disappeared inside. 


Briana turned to the Keeper’s Blade.
“Archateros Hykos, I must ask you to remain out here while I enter the Temple
of Whispers. The Secret Keepers will not permit any outsiders to gaze upon the
mysteries of the Mistress.”


Hykos’ expression grew stubborn. “My
lady, I have my orders from the Pharus himself. I must remain by your side at
all—”


“Do you truly believe I will be in any
danger among the priests that served my father?” Briana shook her head. “I will
be safer in the Temple of Whispers than anywhere else in Shalandra.”


Hykos looked ready to argue but, when
his eyes roamed over the squat, solid stone building and enormous steel door,
he seemed to reconsider. “So be it.” He nodded. “This ground is sacred to the
Mistress’ priests, and I will respect their wishes.”


“Thank you.” Briana gave him a smile—the
same polite mask she’d worn when flitting among the Dhukari at her party in the
Palace of Golden Eternity. “Aisha and I will return shortly.”


“As you say.” The Keeper’s Blade drew
his huge sword and settled into a guard stance before the steel door. 


Again, Aisha was struck by the absence
of spirits clinging to the young man’s sword. According to Briana, his rank of Archateros meant he’d served in the
Keeper’s Blades for more than four years. In
all that time, has he never killed anyone? One look at his unlined face and
bright, if wary eyes made that clear. He
is more fortunate than most warriors.


In Ghandia, Aisha’s mother had been a
fierce warrior. She had slain many enemies on her road to becoming nassor, warrior chieftainess of the Ukuza tribe. Yet she had always
maintained that the best solution was to avoid violence whenever possible. Many
of the tales of her mother’s victories spoke of battles won without a single
drop of blood shed—her reputation alone had often sufficed to dissuade enemies
from taking up weapons against her.


Aisha hadn’t been so fortunate. In her
service to the Night Guild, she’d had no choice but to take up arms—both in her
own defense and the defense of those under the protection of House Phoenix. She
had made her first kill at the age of fifteen; a drunken patron had pulled a
dagger on one of the fancy-ticklers that had spurned his unwanted advances.
Aisha had been forced to put an end to the man to prevent him from stabbing her
or anyone else in the pleasure house. The training Master Serpent and her own
Master of House Phoenix diametrically opposed her mother’s worldview.


Though Aisha had never shied from
violence, she’d tried her best to live up to her mother’s words. She never
sought out a fight, yet never hesitated when someone was in danger. She’d
killed the Gatherers to keep Briana safe. She wouldn’t lose sleep over their
deaths.


Yet, sometimes she found herself wishing
she could go back to the innocent, carefree girl she’d been on the plains of
Ghandia. Laughing, racing with her younger sister among the herds of gazelles,
running through the tall grasses, hunting with her mother and listening to her
father speak of the Kish’aa.


A lifetime ago. A girl that had died the
day the Bloody Hand captured her and dragged her away in chains.


She could never go back. All she could
do was keep moving forward. Forward to her destiny as a Spirit Whisperer, come
what may.


The huge steel door swung open and the
Secret Keeper stepped out. “Be welcome to
the Mistress’ house,” his fingers said.


Aisha followed Briana through the
opening and stepped into the room. Once again, that oval-shaped alchemical
glass globe in the ceiling filled the chamber with a soft illumination. To her
surprise, what had been an empty, featureless room on her last visit was now
filled with people: five women and three men—including the short, bald
Ennolar—clad in the dull-brown robes of Secret Keepers. The eight priests sat
on throne-like chairs made of the same dark grey stone as the blank walls,
floor, and ceiling. Chairs that hadn’t been there the last time she’d been
here, yet appeared far too heavy and ponderous for even a team of oxen to move.



So
where the hell did they come from? One
more secret among the myriad guarded by the clerics of the Mistress. 


Briana bowed to the eight figures, and
her fingers moved in the silent hand language. “Honored Guardians.”


“The
Mistress’ grace be with you in this trying time, young Briana, daughter of our
beloved Arch-Guardian,” Ennolar replied. “Though it may be poor consolation, know that your father’s death will
not go unpunished. The foul Gatherers that perpetrated this villainy will face
justice.”


“It
is for that precise reason that I have come.” Briana lifted her head. “I would see the bodies of the assassins
slain in the Palace of Golden Eternity.”


One of the women spoke next. “Why do you come to us for that?” Her
stern face grew more suspicious, her close-set eyes narrowing to tight slits. 


“My
father always spoke of the Secret Keepers’ knowledge of the human anatomy,” Briana
responded without hesitation. “Both in
life and in death. He also spoke of his agreement with the Pharus, that should
the need arise, the Secret Keepers would put that knowledge to use divining any
secrets that could be uncovered.”


A little smile played on Ennolar’s lips.
“Indeed.” It was neither
acknowledgement nor dismissal, simply a bland response to Briana’s statement. 


Aisha’s grasp of the hand language had
progressed quickly enough that she could understand most of the silent
conversation, though she had to guess to fill in a few gaps.


“The
Pharus is questioning the Gatherers that survived the attack,” Briana
continued. “But I suspect that he has
sent the bodies of the slain here to be examined with the precision and
capability only possessed by the Secret Keepers.”


“And
if we are in possession of these bodies?” asked another Secret Keeper, a
man with a full head of tightly-curled hair and a bushy beard to match. “You may be the Arch-Guardian’s daughter, but
you are still an outsider. The Mistress’ secrets are not yours to know.”


“I
do not expect you to accept me into the order of the Secret Keepers.” Briana’s expression turned resolute. “But I do expect you to aid me in pursuit of
vengeance for my father’s death. The Gatherers may have wielded the blade, but
there is no doubt in my mind that the Necroseti bear an equal measure of
blame.”


“You
intend to take on the Keeper’s Priests?” Ennolar’s expression grew skeptical. “Perhaps we ought to conscript you into our order, if only to keep you
from throwing your life away!” 


“That
would be a mistake,” Briana retorted. “With
my father gone, the Necroseti do not fear me, a simple Zadii. The Gatherers
have no use for me anymore. To my enemies, I am nothing more than a piece on a
Nizaa board that can be ignored and abandoned.” She raised a clenched fist.
“But they underestimate me and my
friends. We have sworn to take them down, by any means.”


“A
noble vow, but empty without the actions to back them up,” said another, a woman with hair dyed a
deep purple and thick lines of matching purple paint on her eyelids. 


“So
help me back them up.” Briana turned an angry glare on each of them in
turn. “You were my father’s allies, the
people he trusted more than anyone in the world. You shared secrets and truths
that I will never know. You were his friends, his family. If you turn me away,
you dishonor his memory.” 


The eight faces grew hard. “You come to us first with pleas, then with
insults?” one Secret Keeper’s florid, rotund face reddened with anger. “We respected your father, but our duty is to
the Mistress above all others.”


“Then
offer me what help you can!” Briana’s
eyes blazed as her fingers flashed at a speed almost too fast for Aisha to
follow. In that moment, she seemed to grow taller, stronger, her face hardening 
with conviction and determination. “I do
not ask you to break your vows to the Mistress or your oaths of service to the
Temple of Whispers. But do not turn me away empty-handed. Ask yourselves this:
what would my father do in your position?”


The eight exchanged glances and though their
fingers never moved, Aisha saw a silent debate raging in their eyes.


Finally, Ennolar nodded. “So be it.” He leaned forward, eyes fixed
on Briana. “For your father’s sake, we
will share with you the secrets of the dead, few as they may be.”


Briana let out a breath and seemed to
deflate. “Thank you!” The tone of command had gone, replaced by relief. Once
again, she was transformed into the petite, unassuming young woman Aisha had
known in Praamis. 


“Do
not thank us yet, daughter of
secrets.” The stern-faced woman shook her head, her thin lips pressing into
a tight line. “Our examination of the
Gatherers’ bodies yielded little. A few hints and clues as to who they are, but
nothing to indicate where they can be found. Or, at least not on the two bodies
the Pharus sent us.”


“Two?” Briana’s eyebrows shot up. “I heard there were dozens of Gatherers
slain!” 


“Perhaps.”
Ennolar’s lips twisted into a frown. “And
we intend to request that they are all sent to us for further examination. Some
of our findings may prove useful if they can be corroborated.”


“Then
tell me what you did find,” Briana said. “What can you tell me about who they are?”


“Earaqi,
both of them, judging by the contents of their stomachs,” the stern-faced woman replied. 


“Too
well fed to be Kabili or Mahjuri,” put in the curly-headed Secret Keeper, “but too wasted to be Zadii or Intaji.”


“Their
clothes bore stains of hard labor, as common among the Earaqi,” Ennolar continued. “As well as dust that could only have come from the Keeper’s Crypts.”


“Or
the Serenii tunnels beneath the city,” put in the purple-haired woman. 


Ennolar frowned but inclined his head. “Which lends credence to our theory that a
high-ranked Necroseti is leading the Gatherers. There are few in Shalandra that
know the secrets of the Serenii tunnels outside of the Temple of Whispers. Not
even the Pharus or the Lady of Blades know the full extent of the passages.”


Aisha digested the information. The fact
that the Gatherers were Earaqi meant little to her, though the revelation that
the cultists might be using the Serenii tunnels explained what made them so
difficult to find.


“We
have set people to combing the Serenii tunnels,” Ennolar’s fingers said, “but the network is so vast that it would
take us a lifetime to examine thoroughly. I fear that, too, will prove a dead
end. Without Thimara to work her art on the bodies—”


“What?” The word burst from Aisha’s
mouth with a force beyond her control. The sound echoed eerily loud in the
chamber, which had remained silent save for the rustling of robes. 


She swallowed. “Who was Thimara?” At the name, the spirit within her had flared
bright and hot, like an ember fanned to a glowing coal by the breath of life. The
sparks of Thimara’s life danced between her fingers and set her nerves
crackling with raw energy. 


Eight pairs of eyes narrowed at her,
eight faces creasing in frowns of disapproval at her outburst. 


“What
is she to you?” demanded Ennolar. “You
could not have met her during your short time in Shalandra.”


Aisha hesitated. She didn’t dare speak
of the woman’s spirit; they would think her mad. Her mind flashed onto the
names carved into the windowsill.


“I
found it written in the stone of the house where we are now staying,” Aisha
signed quickly. “It seemed such a strange
coincidence to hear her name.”


Ennolar’s frown didn’t soften, yet the
suspicion left his eyes. “She was one of
us. A Guardian of the Secret Keepers, the ninth.” His gaze darted toward
the stern-faced woman. “She succumbed to
the Azure Rot despite our best efforts to treat her.” 


Aisha’s gaze was drawn to the
middle-aged, thin-lipped woman with the perpetual frown. Sorrow suddenly filled
the priest’s eyes, far more than had been present as they spoke of Suroth’s
death. “Another of our brethren fallen,” she
signed with sadness 


“We
all mourn her passing, Uryan,” Ennolar said. “But she is in the Long Keeper’s arms now.”


Aisha sucked in a quiet breath. Uryan! The second name carved into the
windowsill, joined within the heart. She meant something to Thimara, which was
why the spark had flared to life. She ached to press more—for Thimara’s sake as
well as her own—but Ennolar continued speaking before she could raise question.


“But
without Thimara to conduct a thorough examination on the Gatherers’ bodies,
we have uncovered all we can.” Ennolar’s
face twisted as if the words were sour to him. 


“I
thank you,” Briana said
with a little bow. “For your time and the
respect you have shown my father by helping me.” 


“The
daughter of our Arch-Guardian will always be welcome,” Uryan said. “And, perhaps the day will come when you, too, will take up the mantle
of your parents.”


Her ominous words sent a shiver rippling
down Aisha’s spine. The way she signed those words, it appeared as if she
intended to give Briana no choice in the matter. 


The Secret Keepers truly would die—and kill—to protect their
goddess’ secrets. 


 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-One
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Kodyn was moving even as the thug lifted
his crossbow. He leapt into the shadows of the room opposite the window and
ripped the sword from his sheath. The moment the bowstring twanged, he charged the bowman, blade driving forward in a low
thrust. 


A meaty thwack sounded behind him just as his blade punched into the man’s
gut, just above the belt. With a high-ringing cry of pain, the man fell back,
crossbow falling from his hands and clattering to the ground. For an instant,
his huge bulk blocked the doorway.


That instant was all Kodyn needed. 


“Go!” he shouted to Evren as he raced
toward the window. His gut clenched as he caught sight of the Black Widow
slumped face-down on the floor, a dark stain spreading outward. He didn’t need
to check her pulse to know she was dead—there was no mistaking the sound of a
crossbow bolt driving home in flesh.


Yet he paused as his eyes lighted on the
purse in her hands. Suroth’s words echoed in his mind. “In the wrong hands, this can be used for truly terrible things.” He
couldn’t let these bastards get their hands on whatever it was the Arch-Guardian
had intended to give the Black Widow. 


The sound of crunching wood echoed
behind him as he bent to scoop up the purse. Light flooded the room as Evren
burst through the shutters and out of the window. He landed lightly on the
brewery’s thatched roof and slid down the slope toward the ground. 


Kodyn followed without hesitation. He
dove through the window and landed in a roll, coming to his feet in time to
slide after Evren. Something flew up and past his face, close enough to ruffle
his hair. He gasped—there had been an unmistakable flash of steel. As he slid
down the roof, he glanced up and found a thug slumped over the windowsill, a
dagger buried to the hilt in his neck.


Eyes wide, Kodyn glanced down at Evren.
The young man stood in a fighting crouch, throwing dagger still poised to
throw. Kodyn dropped the one story to the street beside him, flexing his leg
muscles to absorb the impact. Reflexes honed over years on the Perch and the
Hawk’s Highway saved him from twisting his ankles on the shattered remains of a
rotting wooden beer barrel. The moment his feet hit the ground, he took off
running.


“That way!” He thrust a finger down the
back alley. 


Evren took off first. Kodyn paused only
long enough to cast a glance over his shoulder. A brutish face appeared above
the slumped-over corpse of the thug, dark eyes fixed on him. 


“Run!” Kodyn shouted as loud as he
could. “Into that alley!” 


Evren didn’t need to be told twice; even
with his shorter legs, he reached the narrow street five steps ahead of Kodyn.
Kodyn marveled at the young man’s speed and agility. Evren had the build of a
Fox but the grace and celerity of a Serpent. 


Yet right now, running wasn’t the best
plan. The assassination attempt had given them an opportunity he’d be a fool to
let slide through their fingers. 


“Evren!” he hissed as they rounded the
corner and ducked into another alleyway out of sight of The Banded Brothers
Brewery’s rear exit. “This way!”


Ahead of him, Evren skidded to a halt
and looked back. “What are you doing?”


“Up here!” Kodyn thrust a finger toward
a nearby rooftop. “Quickly!” 


Confusion furrowed Evren’s brow. “Why
hide when we can lose them in the back streets?”


“Because we don’t want to lose them,” Kodyn insisted. 


Evren’s eyes went wide as realization dawned.
Without hesitation, he raced toward Kodyn. “Give me a boost.”


Kodyn crouched, fingers interlaced
between his bent legs. When Evren stepped onto his hands, he straightened and
pushed upward. A grunt escaped his lips as he shoved. Evren might be smaller
than him, but the boy’s compact frame had heavy muscles.


Evren grabbed on to the roof thatching
and hauled himself up with ease, then turned and reached down a hand to Kodyn.
Kodyn stepped back, took a quick running start, and vaulted off a first-floor windowsill
to get enough height. His fingers closed around Evren’s wrist and he felt the
young man’s grip tighten around his hand. With surprising strength, Evren
hauled him upward until Kodyn could scramble onto the sloping roof beside him.


Together, they clambered up the roof,
scaled the upper ridge, and dropped onto the opposite sloping side. They lay
side by side on the rooftop, gasping for breath, shielded from view.


“What the bloody hell was that?” Evren
hissed. “They killed the Black Widow!” 


“No, they didn’t.” 


Evren raised a questioning eyebrow.
“Unless she’s like the Hunter—”


“No, that wasn’t the Black Widow. That
was someone else.” Kodyn met Evren’s curious gaze. “Or, she’s not the same
woman I talked to the first time I met the Black Widow.”


“Then who was she?” Evren asked. “You
think she was some kind of decoy?”


“Maybe,” Kodyn said, “either that or a
false face for the real Black Widow.”


He’d come to the realization that the
woman was different within seconds of hearing her speak, and he had to admit it
was a clever plan. One that had clearly paid off, given what had just happened.


The sound of angry voices from the
street below silenced him. Heart hammering, he peered over the ridge of the
roof, Evren beside him.


The thugs from the brewery flooded onto
the street, their eyes darting into every corner and shadow of the houses and
alleys. Some even began banging open doors and barging into homes to search for
him and Evren.


Kodyn’s mind raced. The moment he’d
leapt out of the window, the plan had come to him. He knew they could outrun
the thugs, but that wouldn’t bring them any closer to finding the Gatherers.
They had to think smart if they wanted to track down the cultists. 


“Now we follow them back to their
hideout.” He spoke in a low voice, his lips close to Evren’s ear. “They’ll lead
us to the Gatherers.”


“If they’re actually the cultists,”
Evren muttered back. “Look more like Ybrazhe to me.”


Kodyn frowned and peered over the crest of
the roof once more. He had to admit Evren had a point. The hard-faced,
thick-limbed, bull-necked men reminded him of the Bloodbears—the Night Guild’s
strong-arms and skull-crackers—all heavy muscles and brute strength. They
didn’t exactly seem the sort to favor stealth and clever deceit when they could
just punch their way through any obstacle.


Dread settled like a rock in Kodyn’s
stomach as an idea struck him. He gestured for Evren to duck back into cover
with him.


“What if the Gatherers are working with
the Syndicate?” he asked in a low voice.


Evren pondered the words. “Might explain
how they’re hiding so well. Ybrazhe control the lower two tiers.” He nodded.
“We follow them and find out.” Something about his words seemed to conceal a
hidden meaning, and his face had grown tight, as if strained by fear. Yet at
that moment, with their enemies mere paces away, Kodyn decided it would be best
not to dig too deep. 


We
focus on getting out alive,
then we get answers. 


Kodyn gave him the thumbs up, and
together they clambered up to watch the thugs below. 


The men—now close to a dozen—had begun
to spread out, but Kodyn could see their frustration mounting as the search
proved fruitless. Their scowls deepened and their angry shouts grew louder.
Finally, one of the men, a smaller, rat-nosed fellow who shouted at the
ruffians, shook his head and barked an order to his men. Kodyn didn’t overhear
the words, but the meaning was clear: they had called off the search.


The thugs moved in a tight group west,
in the direction of Trader’s Way. Kodyn waited until they disappeared around a
corner before slipping over the upper ridge of the roof and sliding down on the
far side. Together, he and Evren dropped to the ground.


“Hey.” He stopped Evren with a hand on
his arm. “Thanks.”


Evren turned back to him, curiosity
etched into his eyes. 


“I owe you a throwing knife.” Kodyn shot
him a grin. 


“I’ll hold you to that.” Evren returned
the smile. “It was my best one, too.” 


Kodyn chuckled and, together, they set
off in silent pursuit of the thugs. As they reached the avenue, they split up,
with Evren taking the south side of the Artificer’s Courseway and Kodyn hanging
on the north side.


Following the group of men proved all
too easy. They moved in a tight-knit pack, like wolves among the flock of
shoppers and merchants flooding Industry Square at midday. People gave way
before them, casting fearful glances over their shoulders at the rough-looking
men. 


As Kodyn anticipated, they headed toward
Trader’s Way, the broad avenue that would take them downhill toward the two
lower tiers. Yet to his surprise, the smaller man, doubtless the leader, broke
off from the group. The thug actually doubled back on his trail, slipping into
the crowd and heading east. 


Curiosity burned within Kodyn. Where do you think you’re going? 


He scanned the crowd until he caught
sight of Evren. When the young man glanced his way, Kodyn tapped his chest and
pointed at the one man that had broken off from the crowd of thugs. Evren gave
him a thumbs up and pointed at the group descending toward the lower tiers. 


With a nod, Kodyn turned and pursued the
lone thug. A single target proved far more difficult to pursue among the thick
morning crowds. His gut tightened as he lost sight of the man for a moment,
fearing that the thug had spotted him and ducked out of sight. Relief flooded
him when he caught a glimpse of the thug a few dozen paces ahead of him,
exiting Industry Square. 


He hurried to catch up, closing the
distance until he slipped along fifteen or twenty paces behind the man—close
enough that he had no fear of losing him, yet out of the man’s immediate radius
of awareness. Hunching to hide his height, he dogged the thug through the
entire Artisan’s Tier. 


His gut clenched as the man turned north, climbing the hill in the
direction of the Defender’s Tier. When he pulled back his cloak, Kodyn spotted
a gold-and-red headband—the mark of an Earaqi serving in the household of a
Dhukari on the top tier. Immediately, suspicion flared within him. What the hell is a thug like him doing with
a Dhukari servant’s headband? 


Reaching into his cloak, Kodyn drew out
the headband of braided green and gold cloth that had belonged to Hailen. He
tied it on with quick, deft movements, slipping the plain green headband into
his pocket. Yet a part of him couldn’t help feeling nervous as he followed the
thug toward the Defender’s Tier gate. He had marched into exile from the
Keeper’s Tier beside Briana. He could only hope that none of the Indomitables
that had been on duty the previous day stood guard now. 


The guard took one look at his headband
and waved him through without a second glance. Kodyn waited until he was
through the gates to let out the breath he’d been holding. 


As he expected, the thug made a beeline
for the Keeper’s Tier, though he flowed through the traffic on Death Row with
the grace of an experienced thief. Kodyn had to pick up his pace to match the
man’s speed, and he found himself breathing hard as they ascended the steep
incline to the Keeper’s Tier. 


Traffic thickened around the gate, and
Kodyn’s jaw clenched as he saw the people, carts, and palanquins herded into
two lines by the black-armored Indomitables. The guards took their time
scrutinizing each person entering the Dhukari tier. Evidently recent events had
caused them to tighten security.


The thug passed through the gate a full
minute before Kodyn stepped up to the guards. Thankfully, the Indomitables
seemed far less interested in a Dhukari’s foreign servant than the young Earaqi
that had no plausible excuse for being on the uppermost tier. When they found a
knife hidden beneath his cloak, they hurried to surround the man. Kodyn seized
advantage of their momentary distraction to slip through the gap in the ranks. 


His heart hammered as he hurried up the
incline, his eyes scanning Death Row. He’d lost sight of the man and lost
ground with the delay. He had to hurry to close the distance with his quarry
and find him wherever he’d gone. 


I
can’t lose him, not when I’ve come so far! He was so close to discovering where the Syndicate thug was
headed, who on the Artisan’s Tier he was working with. 


Relief washed over him as he caught
sight of gold-and-red to the east. Just a flash of color that disappeared
around a corner, but he’d spotted the man. He hurried to follow, abandoning all
pretense of caution in order to catch up. 


Cold dread turned his blood to ice as he
saw the thug turn down a now-familiar street. The man strode past the
black-robed Necroseti guards and approached the tradesman’s gate of the mansion
that had belonged to Arch-Guardian Suroth. Mere seconds after he hammered on
the small side gate, it swung open to admit him. 


By
the Keeper! Acid surged
in the back of Kodyn’s throat. The Ybrazhe—and perhaps the Gatherers as
well—were in league with Councilor Angrak. 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Two


 


[image: Evren1 Small] 


 


Evren had little trouble following the
pack of thugs down Trader’s Way. The heavy-muscled, rough-looking men proved
about as stealthy as a herd of stampeding mountain goats. Their only attempt at
any sort of disguise or subtlety was when they slipped their weapons—mostly
daggers and clubs, though a couple held short swords—beneath their clothing as
they passed the Indomitables guarding the gate to the Cultivator’s Tier. 


But instead of continuing down to the
Slave’s Tier, the place where Evren had seen Snarth meet with Annat, they
turned west along the Cultivator’s Tier. 


Evren’s brow furrowed. What are they doing here on the Earaqi
level? According to Killian, the Ybrazhe controlled both of the two lowest
tiers, yet the Slave’s Tier was said to be their primary stronghold. Curiosity
burned within him as he followed the men westward along Commoner’s Row. Let’s see where you’re headed.


Their steps led closer to the cliff that
served as the western border of Shalandra—and the final resting place of all of
Shalandra’s dead. For a moment, Evren thought they might actually enter the
Keeper’s Crypts. It would make a hell of
a hideout, once you get past all the dead people. 


The thugs suddenly tensed, their manner
growing immediately suspicious and furtive. Evren caught sight of an
Indomitable guard patrol emerging from within the tombs and marching toward
them along the main avenue. People gave ground before the black-armored
soldiers, though not without glares and dark looks at their retreating backs.
Evren had no need to hide—he wore the red headband and simple clothing of an
Earaqi, so he looked like any other laborer on the tier, though his Vothmoti
accent would mark him as an outsider when compared to the softer, more musical
cadence of Shalandrans—but the men he followed scuttled across the street off
down a nearby alleyway. 


Evren’s gut clenched as he realized the
passing patrol would cut him off from his targets for precious seconds. Not
only the guards, but the people that swirled around them like eddies in a tide
pool. He’d have to shove his way through those clustered men and women to get
across the street and chase the thugs into the alleyway. 


Come
on, come on! He gritted
his teeth and counted the seemingly endless seconds until the patrol passed. He
shouldered between a pair of angry-looking Earaqi men and darted down the alley
into which the thugs had disappeared. He scanned up and down the narrow lane,
but his heart sank. They were gone. 


Damn
it! He clenched his fists
in frustration, mind racing as he tried to figure out where they could have
gone. 


The thugs hadn’t had time to get
far—he’d only been a few seconds behind them—and at their pace, they could only
have ducked into one of the houses facing the alleyway. Three were too decrepit
to be a proper hideout; the crumbling walls, sagging doors, and empty windows
revealed empty structures. Evren discarded another building as he saw a pair of
laughing children playing a game of Capture the Caliph—or Capture the Pharus, likely the name of the
Shalandran version nearby. 


That left just three buildings. One was
a single-story hovel with a ragged thatched roof. Thick layers of dust covered
the front stoop and the door hung ajar, revealing empty darkness. The other two
were solid-looking two-floor buildings with heavy wooden doors that were closed
and, Evren guessed, barred from within. 


It
has to be one of those two.


Lucky for him, the two stood side by
side. He adopted the most casual, nonchalant manner he could as he strode down
the alley in the direction of his targets. His head never moved but he scanned
the buildings from the corners of his eyes. No guards stood out front to serve
as a convenient signpost, but one of the two buildings seemed to have a more
solid door, and the window coverings had been pulled down. 


His fists tightened as the door to the
second building opened, but the man who emerged wore priestly robes—the rust
red of a Malady Singer, priest in service of the Bloody Minstrel, god of
disease, plague, and horrible music—rather than the rough spun clothing of the
thugs Evren had followed. Through the door, Evren caught sight of emaciated
figures lying on the floor. A terrible chorus of moans, groans, and retching
drifted from within, accompanied by the terrible reek of festering wounds and
disease. The face of the one man nearest the door was covered by blue blisters
that oozed pus—doubtless the others bore a similar affliction.


Shuddering, Evren hurried past the
building and ducked around a corner. No way
the thugs would get anywhere near that sickness if they didn’t have to.
Which meant the first of the two
buildings would be the hideout.


He made a mental note of the building
and its position in relation to Commoner’s Row, the Keeper’s Crypts, and the Path
of Sepulture, the main avenue that ran between the Slave’s Tier and the
Artisan’s Tier on the western edge of Shalandra. On his own, he couldn’t take
on that many thugs. But with Kodyn, Aisha, and maybe even one of the Keeper’s
Blades, they’d have a much better chance of taking down the Black Widow’s
killers—and keeping one alive long enough to question. 


Careful not to draw attention from any
watchers in the building, Evren sauntered on his way as casually as he could
manage. The moment he was out of sight, he broke into a run. His steps led
east, back toward Trader’s Way. The knowledge of the thugs’ hideout could be
useful in the right hands. 


Evren’s face split into a fierce grin. And I know just the hands.


It took him over an hour to reach
Killian’s smithy—he took the usual precautions to avoid anyone following him
along the Artificer’s Courseway, and he chose the longer route that led to the
front entrance of the forge on Smith’s Alley. He found Killian standing over a
huge anvil, pounding a glowing metal rod with his heavy smith’s hammer.


He didn’t interrupt the smith at work,
but Killian seemed to sense his presence. When he looked up, the usually calm
man grew suddenly tense, his brows furrowed and eyes fixing on him with a
nervous wariness Evren hadn’t seen before. 


“What are you doing here?” the
blacksmith demanded in a curt tone. “Did anyone see you enter?”


“Nice to see you, too,” Evren retorted.
“With a warm welcome like that, how could I not want to tell you everything I’ve
uncovered? And no, no one saw me. I took the long way around.”


Killian’s face relaxed, though anxiety
still glimmered in his eyes. “Sorry for being brusque, just had a lot going on
lately. Did you hear that someone killed the Black Widow?”


Evren nodded. “I was there in the room
with her when they shot her.”


Killian’s bushy eyebrows shot toward his
hairline. “What in the Keeper’s name were you doing there?” Suspicion flashed
in his eyes and his huge shoulders bunched, tension written in his posture and expression.


“I’m working with Lady Briana and her
bodyguards,” Evren explained. “I told them everything, including our little
arrangement.”


The blacksmith’s eyes narrowed. “You what?” he growled.


“They know that I was spying on Suroth
for you.” Evren spoke in a calm, even tone, meeting the blacksmith’s glower
without flinching. “And they don’t care. Or, they care more about getting
vengeance for the Arch-Guardian’s death than anything I might have shared with
you.”


Killian’s eyes flashed. “Which has been
precious little,” he said in a half-snarl.


Evren raised a mocking eyebrow. “Other
than the fact that one of your own trusted Mumblers intended to betray you to
the Ybrazhe. Or where on the Slave’s Tier you can find the Syndicate.”


After a moment, Killian’s scowl faded
and he inclined his head. “Fair point.” He blew out a long breath. “Let’s just
write my mood off to nerves. The attempt on the Black Widow’s got me rattled,
that’s all. If someone’s willing to go after her, it means they’ve got big
brass bollocks and aren’t afraid of repercussions.”


“It’s the Ybrazhe,” Evren said. “Or, at
least, I’m fairly certain it’s them.”


Killian’s eyes narrowed. “Why only fairly certain?” 


“Thugs tend to look alike, no matter who
they serve.” Evren frowned. “They could have
been Gatherers, mind you, but they looked much more like the Ybrazhe I saw with
Snarth.” He fixed Killian with a piercing gaze. “What if I told you I followed
them back to their hideout?” 


“You did?” Killian straightened, his
expression suddenly animated. “Tell me where to find them and I’ll consider our
balance even.”


Evren grinned. “I was hoping you’d say
that.” He couldn’t afford to waste time keeping an eye on the Ybrazhe’s
hideout, but Killian had a whole crew of Mumblers he could use to watch the
thugs. If the Syndicate had the blacksmith rattled, this little nugget of
information would be worth a small fortune. “But before I tell you, I’m going
to ask something in return.”


Killian’s scowl returned. “What?” His
voice was flat, hard. 


“No more of this ‘barter of information’
nonsense.” Evren met the man’s gaze. “We both have something the other wants,
so let’s just agree that we’re going to help each other out because it’s in
both of our best interests. I find out something useful, I get it to you as soon
as I can. You find out anything I need to know, you do the same.”


Killian raised an incredulous eyebrow.
“Sounds more like a partnership than a business arrangement.”


“Call it whatever the bloody hell you
want.” Evren gave a dismissive wave. “You’ve clearly got your hands full, and
I’ve got enough to worry about without adding one more thing to my list. But if
we can help each other out, then we’re going to do it.” He thrust out a hand.
“Do we have a deal?”


Killian stared down at his hand for a
long moment, eyes filled with suspicion. Something unreadable passed across his
face but finally he gripped Evren’s hand and shook. “We do.”


Evren grinned and nodded. “Good. You’ll
find the Ybrazhe thugs holed up in a two-story building on the Cultivator’s
Tier, three streets from the Path of Sepulture, second alley from Commoner’s
Row.” He gave a quick description of the building. “It’s next door to what
looks like a house of disease,” he finished. “Look for the people with those
weird blue blisters.”


“The Azure Rot?” Killian grimaced.
“Damn, I didn’t know it had reached the Cultivator’s Tier.” A snap of his
fingers brought one of the Mumblers closer, and Killian gave him directions on
how to reach the house Evren had indicated. With a nod, the Mumbler ran off, a
second young boy on his heels.


“Thank you,” he said to Evren, and his
voice held genuine warmth. “I’ll admit that the Black Widow’s death has me on
edge.”


“Oh, she’s not dead.” Again, Evren found
himself grinning. “The woman the thugs killed was just a decoy.”


“What?” Killian’s eyes narrowed. “How is
that possible?” 


“Lady Briana’s bodyguard figured it
out,” Evren replied. “He said that the person we met with today was different
from the one he met when he first arrived in Shalandra. The Syndicate killed
the wrong woman!” 


Killian whistled. “You think the Ybrazhe
knows?” 


“Maybe.” Evren shrugged. “But I didn’t
exactly get a chance to ask them. A bit busy running for my life from a dozen
armed thugs.”


“You kept your head long enough to follow
them,” Killian said. “That’s more sensible than most people would manage in
that situation.”


Evren smiled and said nothing. Killian
didn’t need to know that Kodyn had been the one to come up with that particular
idea.


“Now that we’re sharing, has your search
for the Gatherers turned up anything?” he asked. 


Killian scowled. “Sadly, I’ve come up
empty-handed thus far. And, if I have to deal with this Ybrazhe mess, it’s
going to take more of my Mumblers off their tracks.”


“Did you ever consider that the Ybrazhe
might be working with the Gatherers?” 


“No, I hadn’t.” A frown darkened the
blacksmith’s face. “But, damn, I should have!” He banged his hammer onto the
anvil, striking sparks. “It makes perfect sense, once you think about it. The
Ybrazhe thrive on chaos and unrest, and they’d see the Gatherers as a useful
tool to destabilize the city.” 


Evren nodded. “I heard Annat tell Snarth
that they’d use the chaos of the Pharus’ death to claim the Artisan’s Tier. If
the Syndicate wanted to take over, it would be much easier if all eyes were
focused on the Pharus’ death.”


“So they helped the Gatherers plan this assassination attempt, knowing the
succession would be a messy battle.” Killian’s expression grew musing, and
Evren could almost see the gears turning and clicking in place in the man’s
mind. “Without a clear hair to the throne, the Pharus would be chosen by the Keeper’s Council and the
Elders of the Blade. The Necroseti would want to put some puppet Pharus in
place, while the Lady of Blades would insist on their own Pharus.”


Relinquishing his grip on his hammer,
Killian set to pacing—limping, really,
his leg brace clicking with every
step—as he thought aloud.


“With the city consumed by the struggle
for succession, the Ybrazhe could quietly move into the Artisan’s Tier and
claim it. By the time things calmed down, they would have too strong a
stranglehold on the tier for the Indomitables to do anything about it, just
like with the Slave’s and Cultivator’s Tiers.” He whistled. “That’s brazen as
all hell. Worse, it shows a degree of forethought and cunning that the Ybrazhe
hasn’t managed to date.”


“The Gatherers are a cult that split
from the Necroseti, right?” Evren asked. “The same Keeper’s Priests that
control everything in this city.”


“Damn, you’re right.” Killian’s face
darkened. “I’ve heard whispers that a few high-ranking Necroseti abandoned the
priesthood to join the Gatherers. That sort of long-sightedness is exactly what
has kept the Keeper’s Council in power for millennia here in Shalandra.” 


“That’s what I was thinking.” Evren had
known many priests during his years in the Master’s Temple. While the
lower-ranked priests focused on the day-to-day labors, the Grand Lectern and
his High Lecterns spent much of their time strategizing on how to consolidate
their power in the city. 


Killian stumped about a few seconds
longer, silent, his expression pensive. Finally, he turned to Evren. “You’re
right, this is useful. This information could be very powerful in the right hands. And, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going
to do my damnedest to make sure it gets in those hands.” He gave Evren a nod.
“You can see yourself out, partner.” 


With those words hanging in the air, he
turned and hurried out of the smithy as fast as his leg permitted. 


 












Chapter Twenty-Three
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Briana’s face was a mask of calm
composure as she strode out of the Temple District, but Aisha caught the
glimmer of triumph sparkling in her eyes. They had just won a victory in the
Temple of Whispers, albeit a small one.


Thanks to the Secret Keepers, they knew
that the Gatherers were likely Earaqi, possibly in service to one or more
high-ranked Necroseti that had learned the secrets of the Serenii tunnels
beneath Shalandra—the same tunnels outlined in the map Ennolar had given Kodyn.
It wasn’t much to go on, but it was a start. 


And Aisha had also won a victory of
sorts. She’d found Thimara—or who Thimara had been before her death. The spark
within her had glowed white-hot at the sound of Guardian Uryan’s name, and
Aisha had seen genuine sorrow in the Secret Keeper’s eyes as she spoke. Thimara
mattered to someone in death as well as in life. She wouldn’t be forgotten, as
the spirit had feared. Uryan would carry Thimara’s name etched into her mind
and heart. 


Which left her wondering why Thimara’s
spirit cried for vengeance. The woman had died from the Azure Rot, despite all
the Secret Keepers’ attempts to stop the plague. Did she want vengeance for
someone that had failed in her treatment? No, that didn’t feel right. A patient
couldn’t seek out revenge against a physicker if the medicine didn’t cure them.
Some illnesses were simply beyond human means to treat.


So
what does she want vengeance for? And against whom? The discovery of Thimara’s identity only
added to the questions swirling in her mind. 


The buzzing in her mind grew nearly
intolerable as they passed the Sanctuary. The final effects of the Whispering
Lily had faded, so the voices of the dead no longer brought on such potent
waves of nausea or set her head pounding. She still had to grit her teeth to cope
with the pain and pressure building within her skull. Aisha nearly wept with
relief as they left the Temple District behind.


Noon lay an hour off by the time they
reached Briana’s house. Curiosity burned within Aisha as she caught sight of a familiar
figure standing guard outside Briana’s house. Issa, the powerfully-built
Keeper’s Blade, stood towering over Rothin. Her black armor contrasted sharply
with his gilded breastplate, her huge flame-shaped blade nearly twice the size
of his short sword. 


Issa straightened and saluted at their
approach. “Archateros.”


Hykos returned the salute. “Prototopoi.”


The word meant nothing to Aisha—it
likely denoted Issa’s rank in the Blades. The respect in her voice as she
addressed Hykos made it clear which of the two was the superior. 


Yet when Issa motioned for Hykos to
accompany her, the older Blade followed a few steps away. Their hushed
conversation lasted for nearly a minute before Hykos nodded.


The Archateros turned to Briana. “Lady
Briana, it has been my honor.” He saluted, stiff-backed, face solemn. “I leave
you in the capable hands of my trainee.”


Trainee?
Aisha struggled to
conceal her surprise. The Pharus sent a
trainee to guard us? Either the Pharus insulted Briana or served as an
indication of Issa’s skill. Judging by their conversation in the palace the
previous day, Aisha leaned more toward the latter.


“The honor is mine, brave Blade.” Briana
inclined her head. 


“I will return to relieve Issa later
tonight. Until then, may the Three Faces of Justice, Mercy, and Joy smile on
you.” He turned smartly on his heel and marched off down the street toward the
Artificer’s Courseway. 


Aisha cast a curious glance at Issa. She
suddenly saw the young woman in a whole new light. 


In
her own way, she’s an apprentice, just like Kodyn and me. She and Kodyn wouldn’t be full
Journeymen until they completed their Undertaking. Though she didn’t know what
Issa would have to do to become a full Keeper’s Blade, she had little doubt
that much would be required of her. 


Which
makes her presence here all the more curious. Is this part of her training…or
something else?


Issa had said the Pharus insisted on
sending her to protect Briana, a way to pay the debt owed for Suroth’s
sacrifice. If Issa was just a raw recruit, untrained and untested, she might be
next to useless with that huge sword on her back. Yet the fact that Issa had
killed—as evidenced by the Kish’aa that
clung to her blade—marked her as competent. 


So
what’s really going on here?


The thought followed her inside the
house after Briana. Curiously enough, so did Issa. The Keeper’s Blade squeezed
through the doorway behind them without hesitation. 


Briana noticed as well. She turned and
gave Issa a gracious smile. “Noble Blade, I am grateful for your protection,
and I trust that your presence at my door will ensure my safety within my own
house.”


Aisha couldn’t help marveling at
Briana’s words. She’d just complimented the Blade and given a clear dismissal
in the same polite breath.


Issa hesitated. “My lady, you will want
to hear what I have to say.” She glanced around as the sound of Leya’s cooking
echoed from the kitchen and Nessa bustled around the sparse room. “In private.”


Aisha’s eyebrows rose. Things had just
taken a turn for the interesting. Perhaps they’d get answers to their questions
about Issa sooner than expected.


“I see.” Briana’s smile never wavered,
but Aisha caught the hint of suspicion in her eyes. “Come, then.” She turned
and marched up the stairs, spine stiff, shoulders tense beneath the brown
leather straps of her sheath dress. The sound of Issa’s boots thumping on the stairs filled Aisha with
a similar tension as she climbed in Briana’s wake, the Blade on her heels. 


Through the open door to the bedroom,
Aisha caught a glimpse of Hailen hunched over Suroth’s leather-bound journal.
The Serenii artifacts lay strewn on the bed, a dagger beside them. A worried
frown furrowed the boy’s brow as his eyes fell on the black-armored Blade. 


To her relief, Briana led Aisha into the
upper floor’s second room, which Nessa had converted into a sort of
half-dining, half-living room. They couldn’t have the Blade uncovering anything
of true significance—at least not where it involved the Serenii artifacts and
Suroth’s studies. 


Issa closed the door behind her and
turned to face Briana. “Lady Briana, I have been—”


“Please,” Briana said with a shake of
her head. “I am no longer Dhukari, as you can plainly see by our humble
surroundings.” She gestured to the simple strip of white leather around her
forehead. “You do me honor with your words, but I am simply Briana of the
Zadii.”


Issa’s jaw muscles worked, but she
nodded. “Briana.” She drew in a breath. “I have been instructed by my Lady of
Blades to offer my help in your efforts to bring justice to your father’s
killers.”


Briana’s expression froze into a polite
mask that revealed nothing of her inner thoughts. “I see.”


Aisha marveled at Briana’s polished
façade. That veil of feigned affability could conceal all manner of
secrets—Briana had clearly spent enough time among the Dhukari to master the
charade.


“And what, pray tell, does Callista
Vinaus believe I intend to do?” Briana asked. “After all, I am told that your
Blades already dealt with the assassins that attacked the palace. And, given my
current capabilities—” She motioned with a slim hand, a gesture that
encompassed the sparse furnishings. “—I have little influence or wealth to use
in any such efforts.”


Issa seemed to hesitate, her face a
stern, expressionless mask of a soldier. Long seconds passed before she finally
spoke. “Let’s cut the horse-shite, Lady…er, Briana.”


Aisha struggled to mask her surprise. 


“Before I was accepted into the Keeper’s
Blades, I was Earaqi,” Issa said. “I’m not Dhukari, and I don’t care about all
the clever words and witty jabs. But I do
care about following my commander’s orders. When she tells me that I’m to
help you hunt down the bastards that killed your father and attacked the
palace—not just the ones we killed that night, but all of them still alive in Shalandra—that’s exactly what I’m going
do.”


Surprise cracked Briana’s aristocratic
veneer. Her smile wavered and an eyebrow began to work its way upward. 


“If I was a Dhukari,” Issa said, distaste twisting her mouth into a grimace, “I
might resort to deceit and manipulation in this situation. Let’s be clear: I
have been sent to keep an eye on you. Yet I am no spy. I am a Keeper’s Blade, a
warrior chosen by the Long Keeper himself. My lady has instructed me to fight
beside you. So tell me what battle we face, and my sword is yours to command.”
She held up a gauntleted finger. “With the understanding that my first loyalty
is to the Keeper’s Blades and my commander, yet knowing that I will fight until
my last breath to protect you, as I have been ordered.”


Briana’s eyebrow had risen slowly throughout
the young Blade’s speech, but Aisha caught a hint of a smile on the Shalandran
girl’s lips. “I see,” she said again. This time, it wasn’t a polite verbal
parry, but she seemed at a genuine loss for words.


“Damn!” Laughter bubbled up from Aisha’s
chest. “I’m not going to lie, that was the last
thing I expected to hear.”


Issa’s eyes darkened, a scowl deepening
her face.


“You mistake me.” Aisha held up a
placating hand. “I’m not mocking you. It’s just rare to hear someone being that
honest.” She shot Briana a wry grin. “No offense to you, Briana, but she’s
right when she says that the Dhukari are as deceitful as serpents convincing a
mouse to join them for dinner.”


Briana nodded. “It was always my least
favorite aspect of my father’s position.” The wary tension around her eyes
softened and a small smile broadened her lips. “I appreciate your
forthrightness, Issa of the Keeper’s Blades.”


“Just Issa’s fine,” the Blade replied.


“Issa, then.” Briana held out a hand. “I
am honored that the Lady of Blades deems us worthy of your help.”


Issa gripped her hand, hard enough to
make Briana wince a little. “She believes that, like your father, you are
clever enough to uncover secrets.” Her expression grew grim, determined.
“Secrets that she intends to use against the Necroseti and the Keeper’s
Council.”


Briana’s eyebrows shot up. “Truly?” 


Issa nodded. “Her investigation into the
events of that night have uncovered the places where the Gatherers entered the
palace. Through a secret door that led into the Terrestra, and into a storeroom
near the kitchens.” Anger darkened her face. “Lady Callista believes that they
could only have done that with help from someone within the Keeper’s Council
and their retinue.”


A thought struck Aisha and she sucked in
a breath. “What if not all of the
Gatherers have split off from the Necroseti?” 


Two pairs of eyes turned questioning
glances on her.


“Think about it.” The inkling turned
into a fully formed idea as she spoke. “The Gatherers are only going to
accomplish so much from wherever they’re hiding. But, if some of their number
remained in the Hall of the Beyond in the guise of loyal Necroseti, they could
be in the perfect place to pass along secrets and information from within the
Keeper’s Temple.”


“Or do things no one would suspect them
of!” Briana’s eyebrows shot up, and her head whipped around toward Issa. “Like
opening a secret gate into the Terrestra or helping assassins sneak through the
palace.”


Issa’s frown grew contemplative. “That
would be clever, and it could explain how the Gatherers had help from within
the palace on the night of the assassination. The priests of the Keeper’s
Council had their entire retinue in attendance. Any one of them could be
guilty. That confirms what Lady Callista suspects, though it doesn’t identify
the culprit.” 


A pensive silence fell between the three
of them. Aisha replayed their conversations with the Secret Keepers, mining her
memories for anything else that could help them. 


“Issa,” she said, excitement setting her
heart pounding, “you said you were Earaqi before being accepted into the
Blades, yes?”


Issa nodded, her expression tight.
“Why?”


Aisha exchanged a glance with Briana.
“We just returned from speaking with the Secret Keepers loyal to Briana’s
father, and they said that the Gatherers were Earaqi. Do you know of anywhere
the Gatherers could be hiding?” 


Issa’s face went hard, anger blazing in
her eyes. “Of course the blame would be laid at the feet of the lower castes!
As if they don’t already have problems enough, now they are accused of being
Gatherers and—”


“No, it’s not like that!” Briana’s voice
cracked like a whip. “Secret Keepers don’t care about caste or rank. My father
only accepted becoming Dhukari because it accompanied his position on the
Keeper’s Council. He learned to use it, but it was never his priority.” She fixed Issa with a hard stare. “And the
same for the rest in the Temple of Whispers. If they say the slain Gatherers
were Earaqi, they came to that conclusion only after thorough examination. An unbiased conclusion, like all of their
research.”


Issa seemed to struggle with these
words. Aisha felt a sudden surge of empathy for the Blade. In a way, she, too,
had experienced a similar form of bias—not because of her caste, but because of
her situation. She and all the others rescued from the Bloody Hand had been
pitied by all in the Night Guild. Journeymen and apprentices had treated them
like glass flowers, so delicate they’d shatter at the slightest pressure. Only
after the formation of House Phoenix and its successful annexation of Praamis’
brothels had those looks changed from commiseration to respect. 


People had looked down on Aisha and the
other rescued women as weak, just as people looked down on Issa and the other
low-caste Shalandrans because they were somehow lesser because of an accident of birth.


To Issa’s credit, she seemed to accept
Briana’s words at face value rather than allowing her own prejudices about the
Dhukari color her perception. “As you say.” Her voice was tight but lacked fire,
and she inclined her head. “As to your question, I can think of a few places on
the Cultivator’s Tier that might suit the Gatherers’ purposes. Many of the
houses on the western side, close to the Keeper’s Crypts, are abandoned.” She
gave a wry smile. “Most of the Earaqi are superstitious and prefer to remain
well away from the dead.”


Aisha’s brow furrowed. Didn’t the Secret Keepers say they found
dust that could either be from the Serenii tunnels or the tombs? 


The question planted a seed of doubt in the
back of her mind. She and Briana had wanted
to find a connection between the Gatherers and the Necroseti, one they
could potentially use in their war against the Keeper’s Priests. But what if we actually reached the wrong
conclusion? What if there is no
high-ranked Necroseti guiding them through the tunnels, but they’re really
hiding in the Keeper’s Crypts?


Issa’s words about Lady Callista’s
suspicions lent weight to the theory about a Necroseti working with the
Gatherers. Yet Aisha couldn’t shake the nagging doubt that maybe they’d made a
mistake. 


Before she could voice the feeling, the
door burst open and Kodyn rushed into the room. “I found the assassins, and
you’ll never believe who they’re working with!” 


 












Chapter Twenty-Four
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Kodyn stopped short as his eyes fell on
the black-armored Keeper’s Blade in the room with Aisha and Briana. “Oh.” He
tensed, suddenly wary, as the realization hit him that he’d just said too much
in front of Issa. 


“It’s okay.” Aisha thrust her chin at
Issa. “She’s joined us.”


Kodyn studied the three of them through
narrowed eyes. “Seems I’ve missed a lot.” There was none of the wary tension
he’d expect, but an almost casual, friendly atmosphere in the room. 


“Issa’s been sent by the Lady of Blades
to help us in our fight against the Gatherers and the Necroseti,” Briana
explained. “Lady Callista expects her to report back everything we learn that
they can use against the Keeper’s Priests, the Council in particular.”


“And we don’t have a problem with that?”
Kodyn asked, arching an eyebrow. “I know the Pharus all but came out and said
he’d help us, but from what I’ve seen, he and Lady Callista aren’t exactly
bosom buddies.”


Issa scowled. “Lady Callista acts in the
best interests of Shalandra, even if she doesn’t always agree with the Pharus.”



Kodyn stifled a snort. Of course she’d defend her commander. His
eyes searched Briana and Aisha’s expressions for any hint of their feelings
about Issa. He paid particularly close attention to Aisha. He’d spent enough
time around the young Ghandian woman to trust her judgement. 


“She’s made it clear,” Aisha told him.
“Her first loyalty is to Lady Callista and the Blades, but she’s sworn to help
us any way she can. Including getting relevant information we find to people
that actually have the power to do something with it.” 


“Ooh, then your Lady Callista’s going to
love what I have to say.” Kodyn turned a triumphant grin on the three of them.
“I have proof that the Keeper’s Council is in league with the Ybrazhe, and very
likely the Gatherers as well!” 


Six eyebrows shot up and three pairs of
eyes widened.


“Proof?” Issa demanded. 


“Incontrovertible evidence that can
actually be backed up?” Briana put in.


“Yes, thank you, I know what proof
means,” Kodyn snapped. His triumphant grin faded to an irritated scowl.
“Keeper’s teeth, I’m a thief, not a bloody idi—”


“What proof?” Aisha cut in. 


“I followed one of the assassins back to
the Keeper’s Tier.” He gave them a self-satisfied smile. “Right to your
father’s mansion.”


Briana sucked in a breath. “Angrak!” 


“That’s the one.” Kodyn nodded. “I saw
the assassin go into the mansion with my own eyes.”


“Wait, what assassins?” Aisha’s brow
furrowed. “I thought all of the Gatherers that attacked the palace and Suroth’s
mansion were killed.”


“Oh, yeah, that.” Kodyn flushed,
embarrassed that he’d forgotten the most important part of the picture. “So,
you know how Evren and I were going to check out the hideout where I saw the
Gatherers before the attack?” He didn’t wait for the nods before plowing on.
“Well, as we expected, it turned out to be useless. We didn’t find anything but
a hint of black cloth that meant a Necroseti priest had likely been there at
some point.”


The three young women exchanged
meaningful glances, as if he’d just confirmed some shared theory.


“Well, we decided the best course of
action was to deliver your father’s purse to the Black Widow, as I promised I
would.” 


Suddenly, he remembered the purse tucked
into his clothing. A burning curiosity to open it and find out what lay within
gripped him, but he resisted the urge. It could be something they might not
want Issa to tell Lady Callista about. 


“So, we’re in a meeting with the Black
Widow when suddenly a group of thugs storm into the room. One puts a crossbow
bolt right into the Black Widow’s chest. Or, at least, the woman pretending to
be the Black Widow. Really, she’s just a decoy against things just like this.”


He realized he was rambling and
corralled his thoughts. “Anyway, Evren and I jump out the window and take off
running, but I get the idea to tail the assassins back to their hideout on the
off-chance that they’re Gatherers or, if not, Syndicate thugs working with the
Gatherers. But as we’re following them, they split up. Evren followed the big
group, the one that went down to the Cultivator’s Tier—”


Aisha, Briana, and Issa exchanged
meaningful looks, though Kodyn had no idea what it meant. He continued without
slowing. 


“—while I broke off to follow the one
that headed up Death Row, all the way to the Keeper’s Tier. That’s when I saw
him slipping into Angrak’s mansion.”


A stream of curses burst from Briana’s
mouth, taking Kodyn by surprise. Even Issa seemed shocked by the invectives
heaped on the Councilor’s head by the normally decorous Briana.


“Damn Angrak!” Briana snarled when her
curses finally ran out. “And damn the Keeper’s Council! That is definitely
proof that the Necroseti are up to no good.” She fixed blazing eyes on Kodyn.
“But you said you didn’t know if these assassins were Ybrazhe or Gatherer,
right?”


Kodyn nodded. “Yes, but Evren and I had
a thought. What if the Syndicate is actually working with the Gatherers?
Encouraging or even facilitating the attack on the Pharus in order to
destabilize the city so they can expand into the Artisan’s Tier.”


“With no heir, the Pharus’ death would
plunge the Dhukari into a war for succession.” Briana’s expression darkened.
“The Lady of Blades would oppose whoever the Keeper’s Council chose, and the
Necroseti would obviously fight any of Lady Callista’s suggestions. The city
would descend into chaos for the weeks or months it took to find the next
Pharus.” She swore again. “Chaos that would give the Ybrazhe the perfect chance
to solidify their grip on the three lower tiers.”


“Keeper’s teeth!” Issa’s eyes blazed.
“And you say this Councilor Angrak is working with the Ybrazhe?” 


Kodyn turned his palms up. “I can’t
think of any other reason the thug would go straight from murdering the Black
Widow to the Keeper’s Tier other than to report to his master.” 


“A master that just got elevated to the
Keeper’s Council by the Necroseti,” Briana snarled. “Not even a day after my
father’s death. They had to have planned that months or years in advance.” 


“I suppose it’s too much to hope that
you saw Gatherers just hanging around?” Aisha asked, a wry tone to her words. 


Kodyn shook his head. “But damn, that
would have been nice and neat. We could have solved two problems at once.” He
turned toward Issa. “And by we, I mean you and your fellow Blades, maybe with a
few hundred Indomitables just to mop up the bastards.”


Issa nodded. “I’m certain Lady Callista
will not hesitate to act, provided she has enough evidence to back it up.” Her
face fell. “Unfortunately, I’m not sure your eyewitness account will suffice.”


“What?” Kodyn snapped. 


“She’s right,” Briana said. “You’re
talking about a member of the Keeper’s Council. The moment the Necroseti get
wind that Lady Callista is making a move against one of their own, they’re
going to throw every shred of political might they have to protect him. Unless
she literally finds Angrak standing
over the Pharus’ corpse with the bloody knife in his hand and he confesses in
front of a hundred witnesses, the Keeper’s Council is going to find a way to
protect him.”


Kodyn growled and clenched his fists. This would be a whole lot easier in Praamis!
His mother would convince King Ohilmos to let them move against Angrak—or
she would just send Errik and his Serpents to kill the bastard, proof be
damned. But here they had to be much more cautious.


As always, when he found himself
confronted by a problem, he considered what his mother would do in his
situation. She hadn’t become Master of the Night Guild by letting obstacles get
in her way. She had defeated the Bloody Hand, defied Duke Phonnis, even saved
the entire Night Guild from execution against impossible odds.


He knew what his mother would do. 


His fingers balled into determined
fists. “Then we’re going to break into his mansion and find the damned evidence
we need to prove his guilt beyond any shadow of a doubt.” 


Issa stiffened, though she said nothing.
Briana’s eyes narrowed, but it was Aisha that spoke.


“When we were guarding Briana, you did a
sweep of the mansion and said it was secure.” She fixed him with a piercing
gaze.


“I know what I said.” Kodyn shrugged.
“And I stand by it. But that doesn’t mean I can’t figure out a way around it.”
He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt. 


Aisha gave him the skeptical look she
always did when he suggested something she considered foolhardy or dangerous. “You
sure about that?” 


Kodyn nodded. “I’ve got hours until
dark, more than enough time to come up with a plan.” His mother had broken into
the most secure room in Praamis. He liked to think he’d inherited her cunning
as well as her determination. 


He turned to Issa. “If I get you real,
tangible proof, you’ll get it to the Lady of Blades?”


“She is expecting to hear from me. I
will make sure that your evidence is passed to her so she can take action.” The
young Blade’s face hardened as she turned to Briana. “You will have vengeance
for your father and the city will be cleansed, on this you have my word.”


“Thank you.” Briana inclined her head, a
little smile on her lips.


“Well, then,” Kodyn said with a sigh, “I
guess it’s time I sit down and figure out how to break into Suroth’s mansion.” 


A task, he knew, that would be far
easier said than done. 


 












Chapter Twenty-Five
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Worry nagged in Evren’s mind as he
approached Briana’s house from the back alleyway. After he and Hailen had snuck
in the back way the previous night, he’d expected Lady Briana to post Rothin to
guard the back while her Blade watched the front. Yet the back door was
unguarded and unlocked. The sole
sentry was Leya, who wielded a wooden spoon with a fierce hand and a furious
scowl—the mortal enemy of servants looking to snitch a tasty morsel, but far
less effective against assassins.


Thankfully, Leya didn’t challenge him.
Evidently, Nessa had passed on the news of his “promotion”—from attendant to
partner-in-crime—to the servants. Leya actually slipped him a morsel of cold
chicken rather than the tongue-lashing she’d given him on their last encounter.



Through the window, Evren caught sight
of Rothin standing guard outside the front door, but no sign of the
black-armored Blade. Before he could wonder what happened, he glanced up the
staircase and found Issa, the young woman warrior, had returned to replace the
Archateros.


He’d only met Issa once, but she hadn’t
lost her air of menace. She loomed over Briana, a no-nonsense look on her face.
The black, spiked plate mail and the huge sword on her back made her appear
broader than even Kodyn and Aisha. 


The Keeper’s Blade saw him coming up the
stairs and moved to intercept him. Evren balled his fists and met her eyes with
a defiant stare. Briana emerged from the upper floor’s second room before
either of them had time to speak or make a move. 


“He’s also a member of our little crew,”
Briana told Issa. “As is his younger brother, Hailen.”


Issa nodded, but the wary suspicion in
her eyes never faded as she tracked Evren’s movements up the stairs.


“Is Kodyn back?” He directed the
question at Briana and Aisha, who had just emerged from the room as well. 


“He just returned a few minutes ago,”
Briana said. 


“And wait until you hear what he found!”
Aisha grinned.


Evren’s eyes grew steadily wider as he
heard the tale of Kodyn’s trek up to the Dhukari tier. “Angrak?” Hailen had
told him of the Councilor’s eviction of Briana. “He’s working with the
Ybrazhe?” 


“And maybe the Gatherers, too, if your
and Kodyn’s theory was right.” Aisha fixed him with a triumphant smile.
“Kodyn’s going to break into his mansion tonight and get proof that Issa can
take to Lady Callista.”


Briana and Aisha explained the
newly-established partnership with the Keeper’s Blade. As they spoke, he turned
a curious glance on Issa. She stood silently at the head of the staircase, a
presence as solid as Alshuruq itself. Evren had to fight off the feelings of
intimidation as she loomed fully half a hand taller than him. 


It felt strange to be working with someone in Issa’s position. He’d
spent so many years dodging the Wardens of the Mount in Vothmot that he didn’t
know if could truly trust anyone on the “proper” side of the law. Yet, by the
look in Briana and Aisha’s eyes, he felt certain that they trusted her. For now, that was enough for him. 


As
long as she helps us bring down the Ybrazhe and the Gatherers, I’m good with
it.


The discovery that the Ybrazhe were behind the attack on the Black
Widow brought back memories of being attacked by Annat after his visit to
Killian. The blacksmith was right to fear for his life. Annat had said the
Syndicate knew about Killian and his Mumblers, which meant they had everything
they needed to go after him, though they hadn’t yet. The “why” of that was
Killian’s problem; Evren just had to be certain that he didn’t bring the threat
of the Ybrazhe back here and put Hailen and the others in danger.


That was why he’d taken so long to
return to Briana’s house. He had chosen to go the busy way around—cutting up the Path of Sepulture to the Artisan’s
Tier, then slipping through the thick crowds of the Temple District. Though
he’d seen no sign of pursuit, that hadn’t stopped him from traveling eastward
to Trader’s Way, then cutting back west through Commerce Square and the back
alleys. Anyone following him would have a terrible case of vertigo from all the
twists and turns he’d taken.


“Until then,” Briana said, “I’m going to
take advantage of my time to finally dig into…” Her voice trailed off as she
looked at Issa.


Evren could see the indecision warring
in Briana’s eyes. Accepting the Keeper’s Blade was one thing, but letting her
in on the secret of her father’s hunt for knowledge on the Serenii, the work of
his life as a Secret Keeper, was quite another. 


He recognized the gravity of the
dual-edged choice. On the one hand, trust was only real when given freely. On
the other, none of them knew Issa beyond what little she’d told them. 


Evidently, Briana decided to trust. “Before
I show you this,” she told the Keeper’s Blade, “I will have a promise from you.
Swear that you will say nothing to anyone, not even Lady Callista.”


Issa’s face hardened. “As I told you, my
loyalties are to my commander. I am bound to tell her—”


“Anything that can help her or the
Pharus bring down the Necroseti.” Briana nodded. “But what I am about to show
you has nothing to do with the safety
or stability of Shalandra. My father always kept his life as a priest of the
Mistress separate from his role on the Keeper’s Council. I have inherited his
secrets and the burdens that come with the knowledge he accumulated. If you are
to share in the secret, you must bear the burden as well.”


Issa remained silent, her eyes narrowed
in suspicion. 


“Your unwavering loyalty to Lady
Callista and the Blades does you credit,” Briana said. “I will offer a
compromise. Swear to me that you will not reveal anything you learn here, and I
will swear to you that I will tell Lady Callista everything that could help her
cause. In due time, of course. For now, I have nothing to offer her but more
questions. But when I have uncovered the full truth, you have my vow that I
will pass on as much as I can to the Lady of Blades—and the Pharus, if it is in
service of the people of Shalandra.” 


Issa’s expression grew pensive. Finally,
she let out a long breath. “I swear that I will keep to myself everything that
you show me unless it can somehow aid
in the protection of the people and the fulfillment of my duties as a Keeper’s
Blade.” She folded her arms across her armored chest. “That is the best I can
offer you.” 


“So be it.” Briana nodded. “May the Long
Keeper bind us to our words and judge us if we fail.” She hesitated only a
moment before turning to the second door and pushing it open.


Evren’s gut tightened as he caught sight
of Hailen sitting on the room’s sole bed. The Serenii artifacts lay strewn
around him, among them a naked dagger that bore a trickle of blood along the
blade. Hailen was poring over Suroth’s journal.


Hailen glanced up as they entered and
eager excitement brightened his face. “Briana, wait until…” He trailed off as
he caught sight of Issa. 


“Hailen, this is Issa of the Keeper’s
Blades.” Briana spoke in a tone midway between friendly and formal. “Issa, this
is Hailen, Evren’s brother and my research assistant.”


Evren couldn’t see Issa’s expression,
but she cocked her head as she studied the boy seated on the bed. 


Hailen grinned, closed the book, and
hopped off the bed. “Nice to meet you, Issa.” As he held out a hand, Evren
caught sight of the shallow cut on his forefinger. Worry thrummed within him;
Hailen had been experimenting with the Serenii artifacts, activated by his
blood. 


“And you, Hailen.” Issa gripped the
boy’s hand and shook.


Hailen’s eyes boggled as he realized
just how much taller the Keeper’s Blade was. Her snarling lion helmet and the
spikes protruding from her shoulders made her appear even larger and fiercer. A
grin broadened Evren’s face as Hailen shot him a surprised look. 


Briana reached for one of the black
stone artifacts on the bed and held it out to Issa. “These are Serenii-made.”


The simple statement elicited a stunned
reaction from the Keeper’s Blade. She nearly dropped the stone one second, then
cradled it with a fascinated reverence the next. 


“My father spent his life studying
everything he could find on the Serenii.” Briana plucked up her father’s
journal. “These pages are filled with all the information he wanted to share
with me, despite the Secret Keepers’ fanatical devotion to secrecy. When Angrak
took over my father’s mansion, he tried to claim the books and artifacts for
himself. Only Hailen’s quick thinking kept all of this from falling into the
hands of the Necroseti.”


Not
just the Keeper’s priests! Dread
settled like a stone in Evren’s gut as a dire realization dawned on him. He might have passed them to the Gatherers
or the Ybrazhe. He had no idea what the death-worshipping cultists or the
Syndicate could hope to gain from those things, but he’d much rather they didn’t have even a chance of unlocking
the power of the Serenii.


“It is my hope that we can find
something in my father’s journals that can help us unlock the secrets of the
Serenii artifacts,” Briana continued. “They could be powerful weapons to turn
against our enemies, but only if we
can learn more about them. Which is why I insist that it is not yet time to
reveal this information to Lady Callista. Right now, they are nothing more than
ancient stones, as inert and useless as the ground beneath our feet.”


Issa’s expression grew pensive, as if
debating whether or not her oath to Lady Callista and the Keeper’s Blades
superseded her promise of secrecy to Briana. Finally, she nodded and handed
back the stone. “You will inform Lady Callista the moment they become useful?”


“Upon my father’s soul, I swear it.”
Sincerity echoed in Briana’s words.


“Then my lips are sealed on the matter.”
Issa gave Briana a little bow. 


“Thank you.” Briana smiled at the
Keeper’s Blade, then turned to Hailen. “Show me what you have uncovered.”


Hailen hesitated, shooting a questioning
glance at Evren. There was only one reason for the boy’s equivocation: he’d
found something linked to his blood, as evidenced by the cut on his finger.
He’d shared the secret of his Melechha heritage
with Briana, Kodyn, and Aisha, but he was looking to Evren to know whether or
not he could share it with Issa.


A thousand fears flashed through Evren’s
mind in that instant. If the Lady of Blades knew the truth of Hailen, she’d be
a fool to let such power slip through her fingers—or worse, end up in the
clutches of the Necroseti, Gatherers, or Ybrazhe Syndicate. If Issa somehow let
the information out at the wrong time or to the wrong person, Hailen could end
up imprisoned “for his own safety” or killed. 


He gave a subtle shake of his head.
Hailen’s secret was one he wouldn’t risk
falling into the wrong hands.


“Well,” Hailen said, his tone hedged
with caution, “I wanted to show you how much of the Serenii language I can
read. Thanks to your father’s journal, of course.” 


Evren recognized the tone, the same one
Hailen used when trying to convince the Hunter that he hadn’t finished off the
last of the creamed honey when all of them knew he had. He’s many things, but he’s definitely not a good liar. 


“Look.” He plucked up an ink brush he’d
gotten from somewhere—Evren guessed Nessa had a hand in its acquisition—dipped
it into a glass pot of black ink, and began painting on one of the blank
parchments that lay strewn across the bed.


“These are the Serenii runes that I
believe refer to the Vault of Ancients.” His fingers maneuvered the brush with
confidence, his strokes clean and tidy, forming runes. Hailen’s handwriting was
as beautiful as Evren had seen during his years in the Master’s Temple.
“Though, from what I can figure out, the Serenii called it ‘room of waiting’.” 


He set about painting a second line of
runes just below the first. “I’ve always seen these symbols next to any
mentions of the vault. I think they are referring to some sort of key—see here
the marking for ‘opening’ and ‘mechanism’—but I can’t be sure until I know
more.” 


Hailen held up the parchment to Briana
with a triumphant smile. 


Evren concealed a relieved sigh as the
boy finished his explanation without revealing
his heritage as a Melechha to Issa.


Briana seemed genuinely delighted at his
progress. “We’ll decipher my father’s writings far faster once you learn to
read more of the Serenii runes and my
father’s cipher.” She flipped through the journal until she found a specific
page. “This is the translation key. Memorize these characters and this sequence
of numbers, and…”


Despite his interest in ciphers and
codes, he couldn’t force himself to keep listening as Briana went off on a
long-winded explanation of the alphanumerical cipher. He was running on too little
sleep, and fatigue slowly crept up on him. 


Lead settled into Evren’s muscles with
every passing second and his eyelids began to droop. He’d had only a few hours
of rest each night for the last week, and the lack of sleep was beginning to
take its toll. Silently, he slipped from the room. 


Choosing a comfortable seat against a
nearby corner, Evren leaned his head back against the wall. He’d been pushing
so hard for so many days that it felt strange to finally have a moment to relax
and do nothing. The last of their leads had gone cold until Kodyn broke into
Angrak’s mansion tonight and obtained the incriminating evidence. Here, with a
Keeper’s Blade standing guard at the door, he could finally let out the breath
that he felt he’d been holding since the death of Brother Modestus. 


The problem of the Vault of Ancients
still nagged at the back of his mind, but right now he was too tired to worry
about it. They had the map Ennolar had given Kodyn, which would get them into
the palace and close enough to the vault. The rest could wait until after he’d slept a few hours. He no
longer had to worry about finding a way to protect Hailen or uncover some
nefarious plot. 


For the first time since his arrival in
Shalandra, Evren slipped into an untroubled sleep.
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Issa shifted to her right foot to ease
the tension on her left knee and ankle. The weight of her armor dragged on her
shoulders and made her spine ache, but the worst part of standing guard was always the discomfort in her lower body.
Lack of motion could cause the blood to pool in her legs and feet, potentially
leading to fainting. She had to constantly shift back and forth to keep her
circulation up. 


Yet no amount of irritation would
distract her from her duty of watching the few people passing by. From her
position, she couldn’t quite see the Artificer’s Courseway, though she could
tell that traffic along the main avenue was slowing simply by the reduced
number of people that passed the side streets to her right and left. The
sparsity of passersby gave her time to study each man, woman, and child
carefully for any hint of a weapon or any indication of excessive
curiosity—more than would be warranted by the presence of a Keeper’s Blade in
the Artisan’s Tier, that was.


With Briana occupied in her father’s
journals and the others either resting or planning, Issa had decided to do what
she’d been ordered to. The afternoon had passed in a weary blur. The few hours
of sleep she’d had that night wouldn’t sustain her much longer. Thankfully, Briana’s
Steward, Nessa, had been kind enough to bring her food and drink.


She’d spent much of the afternoon
mulling over her conversations with Briana and the others. She had been
surprised by her own forthrightness when admitting to being here on Lady Callista’s
business. Yet there had been no regret even as she spoke the words. She needed
them to trust her, and her honesty had gone a long way toward earning the truth
of Briana and her two bodyguards.


Evren was a different story. Issa hadn’t
missed the subtle, silent exchange between Hailen and Evren. There was more to
this matter of Arch-Guardian Suroth’s private journals than they had revealed.
At the same time, given the fact that the information belonged to a Secret
Keeper, the most enigmatic and reclusive of the priesthoods, she couldn’t
exactly blame them. 


The sight of a familiar black-armored
figure set anxiety roiling within Issa. Hykos’ expression was somber, his jaw
muscles clenched tight. Few things could make the usually cheery Archateros
look so grim. His face and the way he marched toward her at a hurried walk told
her that he didn’t come bearing good news.


“Tannard’s sent me to relieve you,”
Hykos told her. “He expects you in the Citadel of Stone at dusk, or else.” He
didn’t say what the Invictus had threatened, but his ominous tone made it clear
that Tannard had something particularly cruel in mind.


Issa’s jaw dropped. “Dusk?” The sun had
already begun to dip toward the western horizon and would set in less than two
hours. Her only hope of making it across the entire Artisan’s Tier, up two
levels to the Keeper’s Tier, and again westward to the Citadel of Stone would
be at a dead run. Once again, Tannard demanded the impossible of her.


With an angry growl, Issa set off at a
run. She had no time to bid farewell to Lady Briana or her companions, no time
even to stop for a drink of water or bite of food. Any delay, even stopping for
a busy crowd or a passing wagon, could prevent her from reaching the Citadel by
Tannard’s ridiculous deadline.


Sweat drenched her undertunic by the
time she reached Trader’s Way, but she forced herself to keep up a steady pace.
She had run the Full Score—twenty laps around the huge training yard in heavy
armor—alongside the rest of her fellow trainees, yet this was insane. Her lungs
begged for air and her leg muscles burned with every step. She could almost
hear Tannard’s rumbling voice in her mind. 


“The
Keeper’s chosen does not succumb to fatigue,” he’d growl at her. “A Blade must be able to run until their legs
turn to jelly and they’ve sweat every drop of fluid out of their bodies, and
still keep running.” That last bit might have been an exaggeration, but he
would make some exaggerated claim along those lines.


Perhaps, once she received the Keeper’s
gifts like the other Anointed Blades, she’d have endurance like Chirak, Etai’s
Archateros trainer. But at that moment, she had nothing more than her
determination and years of training in Killian’s practice yard to keep her
going.


Darkness pressed in against the edges of
her vision as she reached Death Row and turned north. The ascent nearly
shattered her willpower. Weighed down by her armor and two-handed flammard, she
could do little more than gasp for air and pray to the Long Keeper for
strength.


Somehow, impossibly, she managed to make
it all the way to the top level. The guards at both the Defender’s and Keeper’s
Tier gave way for her without question, and Issa didn’t slow to satisfy the
curiosity burning in their eyes. She could only keep running, keep gasping for
air, keep fighting to drive down the feeling of dread that she’d never make it
in time.


A frustrated growl burst from her lips
as she sped past the entrance to the Palace of Golden Eternity. She needed to
get to Lady Callista and pass on the information Briana and her comrades had
uncovered—a surprising amount, given their current predicament. 


But something told her Lady Callista
wouldn’t shield her from Tannard’s punishment. Even if the information helped
the Lady of Blades take down the Necroseti, Tannard would be waiting to
administer her next torment. Her only hope lay in reaching the Citadel of Stone
before Tannard’s deadline, then somehow slip away into the palace to update
Lady Callista. The delay grated on her but at that moment she had no choice but
to keep going. On she ran, arms pumping, sword smacking against her back and
legs with every step. 


Her legs finally gave out as she reached
the Hall of the Beyond and she collapsed against the enormous sandstone temple.
She lay on the dust-covered ground, gasping for air. Her legs, back, and feet
ached from the relentless pace but all she could think of was the triumph in
Tannard’s eyes as he inflicted whatever new cruel punishment he’d cooked up for
her. 


The stony face of Hallar glared down at
her from above the palace. Those eyes, as black as shalanite, fixed on her. The
scarred lines of his face seemed to shout at her to get up, to keep fighting,
as he had every day of his life. 


With a groan, she forced herself to her
arms and knees, then her feet. She stumbled on, pulse pounding in her ears. Her
slow shuffle became a steady walk, then jog. Faster and faster until she was
running despite the pain racing through her body.


Her grandmother’s words from the last
time they’d spoken echoed in Issa’s mind. “Nothing
can stop you, nechda. The only one who can stop you is you. You only fail when
you stop fighting.”


She nearly wept as the Citadel of Stone
came into view at the western edge of the Keeper’s Tier, and still the sun
hadn’t touched the top of the golden sandstone cliff. Issa poured every shred
of strength into the final run. She broke into a sprint, her legs pumping and
sword clanking as she closed the
remaining distance to the open gates.


I
did it!


She collapsed just over the threshold.
Sweat streamed off her face and mingled with the dust of the road. Her stomach
heaved, and it took all of her effort to keep the vomit down. Tears of
exhaustion and relief streamed from her eyes. 


A shadow fell across the ground beside
her. She didn’t need to look up to know it was Tannard—his very presence seemed
to suck the last traces of warmth from the evening. 


“Glad you could join us,” he rumbled.
His voice held no trace of happiness, anger, or irritation…nothing at all. His
words were as emotionless as his stony face. “If you’re done with your little
holiday, it’s time for your real training.”


Issa bit her lip until it bled. Every
shred of self-control went into keeping her clenched fists on the ground beside
her. Exhaustion saved her from losing the battle with her temper—she was simply
too tired to attack the callous bastard.


“Any day now, Prototopoi.” 


Issa lifted her head, though it took an
immense will, and met his dark, cold eyes. “Of course, Invictus.”


Her muscles protested as she forced
herself upright. She couldn’t feel her arms or legs, and the world spun in
crazy circles. Yet she stood anyway, swaying slightly, and held Tannard’s gaze.


“Training yard.” He thrust a finger
west, toward the tunnel that cut through the eastern wing of the Citadel and
opened onto the open yard at its heart.


Issa took one agonizing step, then
another, and still more. Her numb feet cried out but she kept walking for fear
she’d collapse if she stopped.


In the shadow of a stone archway, away
from prying eyes and listening ears, Issa finally did stop. “Wait,” she said in a low voice. “I have to speak to Lady
Callista.”


Tannard shot a disdainful glance over
his shoulder. “Of course. While you’re at it, perhaps you’ll share a quiet
dinner with the Pharus and dance with Hallar himself, eh?”


Issa ground her teeth at his mocking
tone. “The Lady of Blades commanded me
to come to her with information she needed to hear. I have such information, so
I need to go see her at once.”


Tannard stopped, turned on his heel, and
stalked toward her. “And I’m just supposed to let you go?” He snorted. “You’re
not the first prototopoi to come up
with some wild story to get out of training.”


“You were there when she called me to
her office this morning!” All of the pent-up rage within Issa’s chest burst out
in a furious shout. “If she didn’t tell you what she wanted me for, that’s not my fault!”


Tannard moved so fast Issa barely had
time to react. His fist flashed out in a blur. She had no strength to raise her
arms to block the blow. All she could do was turn with the punch to soften the
impact.


It still felt like being struck by a
charging ox. Blackness closed in on her vision and when the world swam back
into focus around her, she clung to the wall. Pain raced through her jaw and
she could taste blood in her mouth.


“Beware your tone, Prototopoi!” Tannard had gone from blazing fury to a cold monotone
in an instant. “You owe your commanding officers respect.”


“As do you!” Issa spat blood into the
dust. “Which is why you have to let
me speak to Lady Callista. I’m simply following her orders to—”


“Give me the information.” Tannard cut
her off with a savage chop of his hand. “I will relay it to her while you are
training.”


Issa clamped her mouth shut, though it
sent a fresh wave of pain through her jaw. Tannard’s mailed fist would leave a
bruise, she knew, but at that moment it only added to her anger. 


“No.” She met his eyes. “For Lady
Callista’s ears alone.”


“You say it is urgent,” Tannard rumbled.
“The only way the Lady of Blades hears it now is if you give it to me to tell
her.”


Issa fixed him with a defiant glare. She
wanted to fight, wanted to argue until he gave in, but one look in his eyes
told her that she’d have more luck squeezing wine from a diamond. And she was
too tired for another battle of wills. All she wanted was to get away from the
cruel Invictus before he found some new way to torment her.


Yet she wouldn’t risk her sensitive
information falling into the wrong hands. Lady
Callista instructed that I bring it to her and her alone. But if this is the
only way to get it to her…


“Tell her Angrak,” Issa told the
Invictus.


“Angrak?” Disdain cracked Tannard’s
stony façade. “That is your urgent
message?”


Issa nodded. “She will know what it
means.”


Tannard held her gaze for a long moment,
his expression inscrutable save for his contempt of her. Finally, he shrugged.
“So be it. I will deliver your message to the Lady of Blades immediately.”


Issa felt the tension drain from her
shoulders. She hadn’t won the war of wills, but even this small triumph felt as
marvelous as her victory in the Crucible. 


“But while I do that, you have your training to complete.”
Tannard thrust a finger at the training yard. “It has been too long since you
completed the Blade’s Two Hundred.”


Relief turned to bitter ashes in Issa’s
mouth. The Blade’s Two Hundred was a training regimen that far surpassed
punishing: two hundred push-ups, pull-ups, squats, sword strokes, and shield
thrusts, with a Full Score to finish it off. The last time she’d been set to do
it, she’d passed out with the effort. Yet one look in Tannard’s eyes told her
that he would offer her no mercy, no escape. 


Despite the exhaustion permeating every
fiber of her being, Issa lifted her head and stood straight. “As you say,
Invictus.” With a crisp salute, she turned on her heel and stalked toward the
training yard. She didn’t dare glance over her shoulder—she wouldn’t give
Tannard the satisfaction.


Etai and Kellas both stood waiting in
the training yard, limbering up in anticipation of the workout. Kellas said
nothing but he actually managed a civil nod. His usual arrogance hadn’t
returned, a welcome change. Since she’d saved his life in the assassination
attempt on the Pharus, he’d lost his disdain for her. That was as good as she
could hope for with the Dhukari.


Etai, however, settled into a stretching
lunge that turned her face away from the watching Tannard. “Where have you
been?” she muttered. “We haven’t seen you since yesterday’s sparring session.
Did something happen on your patrol?”


Issa’s gut clenched as she recalled the
encounter with the Indomitable patrol, their arrest of the innocent Mahjuri
man, and her argument with Tannard. Yet she shook her head. “No.”


“Rumor around the Citadel is that you’re
on a special assignment for the Pharus.” Etai spoke in a conspiratorial tone.
“Protecting the daughter of Arch-Guardian Suroth.”


Issa nodded and dropped into a wide
crouch to stretch her aching legs. “Yes.”


“Damn!” Etai whistled. “But is it true
that Tannard is drumming you out of the Blades? Or that he’s planning to
recruit you to his crew of Gatherer-hunters?” 


“Neither.” Issa leaned deeper into the
stretch. “I’m just helping the Pharus pay off his debt to the Arch-Guardian.”
Everyone in the Citadel of Stone knew that Suroth had died protecting the
Pharus.


She felt a momentary twinge of regret.
Etai and Hykos were the closest she had to friends here in the Citadel. The
girl deserved better than a lie. Yet Lady Callista had made it clear that she
trusted few people, even in her own ranks. Perhaps the time would come when
Etai could be brought into her confidences, but for now, she would be careful
of who she spoke with. 


All thoughts of Briana, the hunt for the
Gatherers, Lady Callista, even Tannard faded from her mind as the Blade’s Two
Hundred began. Under the keen eye of Byrach and Chirak, Issa knew she would
only survive the workout if she focused every shred of willpower and
determination. 


Exhaustion set in before she’d completed
the first hundred push-ups. Yet she gritted her teeth and kept pushing though
every muscle in her body screamed at her to quit. 


The only thing that kept her going was
the knowledge that Lady Callista would receive her message. That alone was
worth facing the torment of the Blades’ Two Hundred. 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Seven
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By
the Watcher, I hope this plan works! It
had seemed good back at Briana’s house, but looking at the sheer height of the
wall around Suroth’s mansion—now Councilor Angrak’s mansion—he found his
optimism waning. I wonder if this is how
mother felt when preparing for a job.


Everyone in the Night Guild knew the
tales of Ilanna’s daring exploits—the conquest of the Black Spire, the theft of
Lady Auslan’s golden sarcophagus, the way she’d saved the Night Guild from
execution—but few knew the feelings that
accompanied each of those triumphs. She had lost friends, suffered grave
injuries, dealt with hardships and setbacks that would have shattered anyone
else. Even now, she still carried many of the scars, physical and emotional. 


Yet, Ria had always emphasized one
important thing: grit and determination had gotten Ilanna through every one of
those trials alive. He’d need them now if he was going to pull off this job. 


He’d given the entire property a
thorough examination and found few weak spots and vulnerabilities. The
servant’s entrance through the kitchens was one, and the side door from the
stables was another—very likely the way through which the traitorous Samall had
brought the Gatherers. But the one he’d never have considered before, the one
he had believed so difficult as to be nearly unthinkable, was the wall. 


The exterior wall itself had only two
entrances: the front gate and the tradesman’s entrance, both barred from
within. Fifty feet high, carved from sheer sandstone, it abutted against the
ninety-foot wall that divided the Dhukari level from the Defender’s Tier below.
The walls had no need for patrols or watchmen. It would take a very clever or
very strong thief to scale that wall, though it could be done with the right
equipment and preparation. Kodyn had neither, but he did have years of experience analyzing the mansions of Praamis for
weaknesses. This obstacle would prove an impassable challenge for any but the
most skilled climbers.


Or a Hawk. 


As an apprentice of House Hawk, he’d
spent the better part of a decade climbing—first on the Perch, a maze of ropes,
ladders, and walkways that filled the enormous main room of his underground
living quarters; then on the Hawk’s Highway, the pathways that connected every
part of his city via the rooftops. He had climbed every manner of rope, ladder,
plank bridge, and wall that a metropolis like Praamis had to offer.


And still he felt daunted by the task
ahead of him. He wouldn’t need to climb high—the wall around Suroth’s mansion
stood just fifty feet tall—but the traverse would prove incredibly challenging.
He had to move horizontally along the wall for close to fifty yards to cross
from his hiding place in the alley behind Suroth’s mansion to the rooftop
gardens. From there, he could either hang a rope to climb down the exterior of
the house or take the staircase that led down to the rooms on the second floor.



Provided
I can manage the traverse, that is. 


His one encounter with Shalandra’s
golden sandstone gave him an idea of what to expect. As long as he didn’t rest
too much weight on any single hand- or foot-hold, he shouldn’t have to worry
about it crumbling beneath him. 


Still,
that’s a bloody long distance to cross! 


He cast a glance up at the sky. The sun
had set more than an hour earlier, but he wanted to wait until full night. He’d
need the cover of darkness to make the ascent and traverse unseen.


“You sure about this?” Aisha asked in a
low voice, barely above a whisper. “This isn’t like the Perch or the Hawk’s
Highway.”


Kodyn sucked in a quiet breath. “Yeah,
I’m sure.” He winced at the uncertainty that crept into his voice, so he tried
again. “It’s a tough climb, but I’ve done harder.”


A lie, and they both knew it, yet Aisha
let it pass. 


She was kind like that. Aisha knew him
better than anyone in the world, better even than his own mother. She had seen
him at his best and worst yet never held his weaknesses and failings against
him. And instead of feeling threatened by his successes and strengths, she
celebrated them with a passion and joy he envied.


They had come from different
backgrounds—her, the daughter of a warrior chieftain in a distant country; he,
the son of a thief—yet they had found a sense of commonality that bound them
together. A bond of camaraderie that had deepened into…what exactly?


He didn’t quite know how to put his
feelings for Aisha into words. His mother and Ria always spoke about the two of
them in hushed tones and with sly smiles, doubtless reading into things far
more than Kodyn had allowed himself to. He knew that he loved being around
Aisha, loved fighting and training at her side. He’d been thrilled to hear that
she would accompany him on his Undertaking, even though he hadn’t known the
true reason why.


Yet the Aisha beside him was somehow
different than the one he’d known back in Praamis. Something within her had
changed and she hadn’t yet told him what. He didn’t know if it was his fault that she hadn’t let him in on
whatever problem consumed her mind. The only way to know would be to ask her
straight out. 


“Is everything okay?” he asked.


Aisha shot him a curious glance.
“Angrak’s guard patrol won’t be by for another five minutes, but once they’re
passed—”


“That’s not what I meant.” He turned in
the shadows to face her. “I’m not talking about the job. I’m talking about
you.”


“Oh.” The single word was the only
answer he got. Silence thickened the air.


He tried again. “I know something’s
going on. You’ve been…different since we left Praamis.”


“Yes.” Another monosyllabic response,
another deflection from Aisha.


Kodyn let out a slow breath. “Come on,
Aisha. Talk to me. I want to help, but—”


“This isn’t something you can help with.” Her words held more force
than he’d expected. He couldn’t tell if they were resentful or frustrated. 


“You said that before. So maybe help is
the wrong word. But I at least want to
understand what’s going on, even if there’s nothing I can do or say to make
it better.”


Again, silence was his answer. It
stretched on for a full minute, until Aisha let out a little sigh. 


“It’s not something that you can
understand easily.” Resignation and frustration mingled in her voice. “It’s
not even something I really
understand fully, so I don’t know how to explain it to you.”


“If it’s too difficult to put into
words, I won’t push you, at least not until you’ve got a better handle on it.”
He didn’t know exactly what he was saying; he felt as if he rambled, the words
pouring from his mouth. Yet he did know how he felt. He was worried about her and wanted to do anything in his
power to help her at least cope with whatever burden she carried even if he
couldn’t bear it himself. “I owe you that much after everything we’ve been
through.”


Again, a sigh from Aisha. “It’s not…”
She trailed off with a little huff of breath. Then she groaned. “It’s going to
sound insane, Kodyn, but I can—”


She never finished her sentence. The
sound of tromping feet from within
the mansion’s grounds cut her off. They pressed deeper into the shadows as the
tradesman’s entrance to Suroth’s mansion—Angrak’s mansion, now—creaked open.
Light spilled over the alley’s stone floor from a lantern held in the hand of
one black-robed guard. The radius of illumination stopped just short of Kodyn
and Aisha’s hiding place. It had been one of the weaknesses Kodyn had noticed
the last time they’d come for this very reason.


Can
what?! Kodyn’s mind
screamed. He was desperate to find out what she’d been about to say. She had
come within a breath of letting him in, only to be silenced by the presence of
the Necroseti’s guards. His hope faded with the sound of their retreating
boots.


“Go,” Aisha whispered to him. Her jaw
had set, her expression grown once more guarded. “We’ll have time to talk when
this is over.”


Kodyn wanted to respond—he ached to press,
to dig deeper and find out what truth she’d been concealing from him all this
time—but he forced himself to nod. “See you in a bit.”


Her hand on his arm, so warm and strong,
stopped him in his tracks. He turned his head to meet her choclat-colored eyes. 


“Be careful.” Genuine, earnest warmth
filled her voice.


He shot her a confident grin. “Always.” 


Her soft snort told him precisely what
she thought of his statement as he set about climbing the wall. 


The vertical ascent proved easier than
he’d anticipated. The sandstone had been smoothed out by competent artisans,
but decades or even centuries had worn away at the surface. His strong fingers
and toes dug into the cracks and grooves in the stone, his muscles propelling
him upward at a steady pace.


He climbed until he reached the top of
the wall surrounding Suroth’s estate, then began the horizontal traverse that
would take him over and into the mansion’s grounds. He had only a few yards to
cross before he reached the wall. There, he took a short break to rest his
limbs. 


That’s
the easy part done with. 


He flattened himself against the top of
the wall and waited until the patrol passed again. He and Aisha had spent the
last hour timing the regularity of Angrak’s guards doing the rounds. They had
proven far less disciplined than Rothin’s men. Their patrols passed at
unpredictable intervals of ten to twenty minutes. Rather than march at a steady
pace, some of the patrols hurried to get back to their cushy posts in the
gatehouse while the lazier guards dawdled, favoring a slower speed. Judging by
the heavy guts that protruded from beneath their burnished steel breastplates,
they were a little too well-fed for
guardsmen. 


The moment the lantern light of the next
patrol disappeared around the corner of the mansion, Kodyn leapt to his feet
and continued his horizontal climb. Hand over hand, one cautious foothold at a
time, he moved at a steady, unhurried pace. He knew he could traverse the
distance to the rooftop garden in less than ten minutes.


Better
to go slow than die fast.
The words had been drilled into his brain by Emeen, the older Hawk apprentice
that had overseen his first few years of training. 


The darkness of the night proved a
two-edged sword. No one could see him from below, not without a lantern, yet he
had no light to help him pick his way along the wall. He was forced to feel
with his fingers and toes, which led to a few harrowing, heart-stopping moments
when he found himself blocked with no way forward, up, or down. 


Yet he was no untrained tyro to lose his
nerve at the first obstacle or difficulty. When he found the way unpassable, he
simply retreated back along his path, then set a new course higher or lower
than the first attempt. He kept his mind focused on the climb, his senses
attuned to any sounds in the mansion below. Once, he froze in place at the
sound of a door opening. He only relaxed at the wet sploshing sound that echoed from
the direction of Suroth’s stables. 


A moment later, the nervous tension
thrummed through him again as he heard the tromping
of heavy boots. Shite! The guard
patrol was returning, minutes ahead of schedule.


They’d timed the distance the guards had
to walk—with the mansion abutting the southern wall, the only way to patrol the
entire property was to go circle back and forth along the entire perimeter.


Of
all the times to get a patrol in a hurry! Heart hammering in his ribs, Kodyn had no choice but to
make the traverse faster. Hand over hand he climbed, like a spider crawling
along a wall, moving between hand- and foot-holds as fast as he could manage.
The sound of booted feet grew louder and he could almost feel the light shining
on his back. 


With a final, desperate spurt of
movement, Kodyn leapt from the wall and hurled himself at the stone lip of the
rooftop garden balcony. His fingers closed around the ledge, slipped a
fraction, then caught. Swallowing his panic, Kodyn hauled himself up and over
the railing. He dropped to the tiled floor of the rooftop garden a heartbeat
before the patrol passed beneath him. Gasping for breath, keenly aware of the
pain of his skinned fingers, he slithered deeper into the shadows of a spiky
blackthorn tree and crouched in the shadows.


That
was too bloody close! 


Nearly a full minute passed before his
heart slowed its frantic thundering in his chest. When he finally managed to
control his breathing and stop the trembling in his hands, he stood from his
crouch and began working his way through the rooftop garden. The trees, bushes,
and shrubs gave him ample cover to approach the gazebo at the garden’s center.
Finding it dark and empty—it seemed Angrak wasn’t much of a plant lover—he made
faster time using the tiled pathway that cut between the gazebo and the third
floor entrance. 


He’d given a great deal of thought as to
his best means of entering the mansion from the rooftop garden. His first way
in would be through the staircase, but he’d brought enough rope to use as a
back-up plan. 


The Mistress’ luck favored him, for the
descending stairway was dark. He slipped down to the second floor as quietly as
he could and listened for any approaching footsteps. When none came, he slid
the door open and crept into the mansion.


Lanterns filled the second floor with a
rosy glow that seemed to make the plush elegance of Suroth’s mansion even more
opulent. As he snuck down the hall that led toward Suroth’s study, he found
Angrak had already redecorated. In place of the Secret Keeper’s tapestries and
paintings, the new Councilor had hung religious depictions of the Long Keeper,
his patron god. Dozens of candlesticks, wood carvings, tapestries, oil
paintings, even marble statues bore variations on the Seven Faces of the Long
Keeper. 


Pious
bastard, isn’t he? Then
again, Angrak was a member of the
Necroseti, a priest of the god of death. Religion would permeate every facet of
his life—the same religion that had elevated him to his current place of
prominence. 


Kodyn’s gut tightened as a light tread
sounded on the plush carpets behind him. He had an instant to throw himself
into a room—what had once been Briana’s sitting room—before the footsteps
turned down the hall. He waited in breathless silence as the person outside
passed his hiding place. After a few moments, the footsteps returned the way
they’d come. 


When the sound had finally faded, Kodyn
peered out into the hallway. Finding it empty, he slipped out and all but raced
the last few paces toward Suroth’s office. The door stood open, darkness thick
within the chamber. Kodyn slid into the shadows with a quiet sigh of relief and
pressed the door shut behind him. 


He allowed himself to spend a moment
wishing he had his quickfire globes, lockpicks, and other tools of the Hawk
trade. Yet those things had all been lost when the Necroseti threw Briana and
Suroth’s belongings out of the mansion. If he couldn’t replace them, he’d have
to find a way to do without.


The moment passed, and he set about
rummaging through the drawers of Suroth’s desk as quietly as he dared. Light
from the lanterns set in the courtyard streamed through the adjoining bedroom's window, giving him
just enough illumination to see what he was doing. A quick examination revealed
that all of Suroth’s papers, books,
and paraphernalia—whatever Hailen hadn’t managed to collect—had been taken
away. All but one of the drawers stood empty.


Within that one drawer, however, Kodyn
found a leather portfolio held closed by a leather thong. He untied it
carefully and pulled out the stack of papers within. Holding the topmost
parchment up to the window, he squinted to make out its details written
thereon. After a moment, he managed to decipher the sloppy handwriting. 


It’s
a bill of lading for a caravan to Voramis. The contents of the caravan seemed innocuous enough, as
did the next five parchments Kodyn studied.


Just as he reached for the sixth,
however, footsteps sounded in the hall beyond, accompanied by the light of a
lantern. Ice seeped into Kodyn’s veins as he froze, listening intently. 


The footsteps were coming closer.


Instincts and years of training kicked in.
With the deft fingers of a master pickpocket, he replaced the parchments and
slid the drawer home. His eyes roved Suroth’s study for any hiding place. He
settled on the nearest of a pair of well-stuffed armchairs that Angrak had
installed in the office and, vaulting the desk, he dove behind the chair just
as the door swung open. 


The light of a lantern filled the room
with a rose-gold glow. Kodyn pressed deeper into his hiding place and forced
himself to take slow, even breaths. It was the first lesson every Hawk
learned—fools that held their breath were always discovered at the inevitable
gasp. 


“…honored by your visit, Councilor
Natoris.” Angrak’s voice drifted into the room, proceeded by the man’s heavy
footfalls. “Though, I must admit my surprise.”


Only after the door closed did the
second man speak. “Surprised that we would want to check up on you so early in
your appointment, Angrak?” His nasal voice immediately grated on Kodyn’s
nerves. 


“Er…yes.” Angrak sounded hesitant, more
than a little submissive. “I will admit—”


“Then let me make the Council’s position
abundantly clear.” Councilor Natoris’s voice dripped contempt. “Your elevation
to the Council was not because you are wise or noble or any other ridiculous
sentiment that would make you feel all warm and fuzzy inside.”


Kodyn tensed as the chair behind which
he hid suddenly creaked, as if beneath a ponderous weight. Watcher’s teeth! He’s sitting right there.


“The Council chose you because of the
one value you possess: your ability to siphon off enough ore from the mines to
make us a profit.” Natoris’ nasal voice came from mere inches away from Kodyn.
“No more, no less. Until now, you have served us well, doubtless in the hopes
of receiving this reward as we promised.”


Angrak’s voice grew unctuous. “And I
thank you for honoring—”


“I will tell you when you may speak!”
Natoris’ snarl cut Angrak off mid-sentence. “This reward is not because you are
worthy of a place on the Council or because anyone else in the Keeper’s Priesthood
believes you are capable of anything more than doing what you are already
doing. You have a mind keen to the intricacies of graft and fraud. As long as
you leave the matters of ruling Shalandra up to Madani, Tinush, and myself, you
will remain in your position.” 


The couch creaked again as the Councilor
leaned forward. “But the moment you get it in that brain of yours that you are
anything more than a mouthpiece, that is the moment that you cease to be useful
to us. And trust me when I say that people no longer of use to us tend to be dealt with.” His voice took on a
sardonic tone. “Just ask Arch-Guardian Suroth if you doubt me.”


Kodyn’s fists clenched at the
disrespectful tone. The man spoke of Suroth’s death with the contempt of
someone waving away a buzzing fly. Briana and her father deserved far better
than that. 


“I take it that I have made myself
clear, and that I have no need to bring up that shameful secret you have tried
all these years to cover up. There is no need for the Keeper’s Blades to suddenly
learn of the true cause of your
father’s death, is there?” A moment of silence passed, before Natoris sighed.
“Yes, you may speak now.”


“I-I understand, Councilor.” A hint of
fear echoed in Angrak’s voice. “I am very clear on my place and purpose within
the Keeper’s Council.”


“Excellent!” Natoris’ cold tone became
suddenly jovial. “Then allow me to celebrate your new position with you. I hear
that the Arch-Guardian had a number of marvelous Nyslian reds tucked away in
his wine cellar. Be a good man and have your servants fetch them for us.”


Kodyn ground his teeth, but swallowed
the rush of irritation. Years on the streets had taught him patience as well as
stealth. He could wait all night if it meant he’d get the proof required to
convict Angrak of crime and get vengeance for Suroth’s death. 


 












Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Evren awoke with a start. His hands
dropped to the hilts of his jambiyas tucked into the back of his belt, every
sense immediately on full alert for any danger.


Silence and cool darkness met his eyes.
He had slept for hours, long enough for the sun to have set. The others had let
him sleep, tucked into his little corner of Briana’s house. Such a strange
sensation, like the moment of relaxation after letting out a slow breath. No danger, no threat, no
daggers poised to kill him. 


With a yawn, he climbed to his feet and
stretched out the kinks in his back and neck. His eyes roamed the shadows of
the upper floor. The room where Kodyn had been now stood empty and dark, but
the light of a candle flickered in Briana’s room. Hailen and Briana were still studying Suroth’s journals.


He slipped toward the door and gave a
polite, quiet knock before opening the door. Briana and Hailen both looked up
from their positions hunched over Suroth’s journal as he entered.


“You’re awake.” Briana smiled at him. 


“Yeah, thanks for letting me sleep.”
Evren found his face stretching into an answering grin. “Where are the others?”



“Kodyn and Aisha went off to Angrak’s,”
Briana replied. “Issa’s downstairs standing guard.”


Hailen shook his head. “No, it’s Hykos
again.” 


Briana raised an eyebrow at the boy.


“When I went down for dinner,” Hailen
explained, “I saw Issa running off and Hykos taking up guard position.”


Evren’s eyes went to the plate sitting
abandoned on the floor beside the bed. Bits of cold chicken lay beside an
untouched loaf of flatbread and a pile of mixed olives, nuts, and dates. 


“Go ahead,” Hailen said. 


“I can always have Nessa bring you up
some proper food,” Briana said, frowning. 


“It’s okay.” Evren shrugged. “You live
on the streets long enough, you stop being picky.”


Briana’s brow furrowed. “How long?” Her
voice was quiet. 


Evren thought back to the years he’d
spent on the streets—hungry, cold, scared, desperate, never certain who to
trust or who would stab him in the back. “Four years, give or take.” He bent,
picked up the plate, and set about demolishing the scraps. “They weren’t all
bad, though. I got pretty good at picking pockets. That’s how I ran into the
Hunter, actually.” He chuckled. “I chose the wrong pocket to pick.”


“Or perhaps, given how it all turned
out,” Briana said, “you chose the right pocket.”


Evren inclined his head. “Fair enough.”
Abashed, he quickly looked to change the subject. “How’s the work on the
journals going? Find anything interesting or useful?”


Briana grimaced. “Plenty of interesting,
though not much useful.” With a sigh, she lowered the journal and rubbed her
eyes. “Hailen’s making good progress learning my father’s cipher, but for me,
trying to understand his writings on the Serenii is slow going.”


She flipped through the pages and
settled on one that, to Evren’s eyes, was identical to the rest. “Look at this.
He spends two whole pages talking about the Serenii air canals that draw heat
from the underground geysers up to the Palace of Golden Eternity.” Again, she
flipped through the pages to another. “Here, he tries to deconstruct the
mechanisms that supply Shalandra’s Wellsprings with water. All necessary things
to know for the running of the city, but nothing that will help us in our
current situation.”


“But there’s the prophecy.” Hailen’s
voice was solemn, his expression somber as he met Evren’s gaze. “The one
Brother Modestus spoke about before he…” He trailed off, shooting a glance at
Briana. 


Evren’s eyebrows shot up. “What?” He
almost dropped the plate in his surprise. He’d all but forgotten about the
words spoken by the dying Cambionari. “What prophecy? What does it say?”


Hailen flipped a page and, squinting
down at the writing, read aloud: 


When sword and scepter unite

The blood of ancients revived 

Child of secrets, child of spirits, child of gold

Half-master seeks the relic of old

Then Hallar’s blood shall rise 

And sow the final destruction from midnight eyes


“Very good!” Briana applauded. “You
learn far faster than I ever did.”


Hailen beamed, but his grin faded a
moment later as he returned his gaze to Evren. “This has to be the prophecy,
right?”


Evren flashed back to the Cambionari’s
words. “Must retrieve the Blade of
Hallar. The prophecy cannot come to pass.” He’d called it “the Prophecy of
the Final Destruction”—the “final destruction” mentioned in the passage Hailen
had just read. “Find the sword!”
Modestus had insisted. “Stop the prophecy
and save the world.”


“Who is this Brother Modestus?” Briana’s
question cut into his thoughts. “And what does he have to do with my father?”


Evren drew in a long breath. “Brother
Modestus was a Beggar Priest from Voramis,” he said, slowly, his mind working
as he tried to determine just how much to tell her. “He was sent to accompany
me and Hailen here to Shalandra to steal the Blade of Hallar. He believed that
somehow that relic was linked to the prophecy.”


“When sword and scepter align,” Hailen
quoted.


Briana’s brow furrowed. “Like the
scepter of the Pharus?” 


Evren’s look must have matched Hailen’s
visible puzzlement, because Briana smiled and explained. 


“There are two things given to the
Pharus upon his ascension to mark his reign.” She held up two fingers. “A crown
and a scepter. Both remain in the Vault of Ancients, except for the Anointing
of the Blades and the Ceremonies of the Seven Faces every four months.”


“And the Blade of Hallar is in the vault
as well, right?” Evren asked. 


Briana nodded. 


“So there has to be some way that the
sword and scepter align,” Hailen
said. “And, in doing so, become a powerful artifact like one of these. Maybe?”
He held up one of the Serenii stones.


Briana seemed to consider this. “It is
possible. Both the Blade of Hallar and the scepter are said to date back to
Hallar himself, though their origins are unknown.” 


Evren had heard the Hunter’s story about
the Swordsman’s blades, twin daggers made of pure iron that the people of Einan
believed were wielded by the Swordsman, god of war and heroism, in the battle
against Kharna. In reality, they were actually Serenii-made keys used to
activate the magic of Enarium. Maybe the
people of Shalandra just believe it’s
a scepter, when really the Serenii intended it for something else.


“Modestus made it clear that we had to get the Blade of Hallar away from
Shalandra, as the Hunter wanted,” Hailen said. “He literally said that it would
save the world.”


“But the sword and scepter is just one
part of the prophecy,” Briana said. “There’s so much more in there.” She
plucked the book from Hailen’s lap and ran a finger down the six lines. “Like
this about half-master, or the line on ‘Child of secrets, child of spirits,
child of gold’.”


“I’ve seen those words written on the
walls of the Artisan’s Tier, Cultivator’s Tier, and Slave’s Tier,” Evren said.
His heart began hammering in his chest as a hint of worry gnawed at the back of
his mind. 


“That has to be the work of the
Gatherers.” A shadow passed across Briana’s eyes at the mention of the cultists
that had kidnapped her. “They believe in the Final Destruction. They want it to come to pass, for the world
to be cleansed by the Long Keeper. That was why they murdered people in
Praamis. They believed that people needed to be cleansed and branded with the
Long Keeper’s mark in order to gain entrance into the Sleepless Lands.”


Evren scowled. “Crazy bastards!” Every
priesthood had its fair share of crazy rituals and notions, but this particular
belief outstripped them all. 


“But what if they’re on to something?”
Briana frowned, her expression growing pensive as she stared down at the book
in her lap. “What if they, like your Brother Modestus, know that the prophecy could come true? Somehow, impossibly, they
have deciphered the meaning of these words and understand that the Final
Destruction is coming. The writing is literally on the wall, a warning for the
people of Shalandra that Hallar is returning to destroy us all.”


Evren wanted to shrug it off, but
Briana’s grave expression made him take the thought seriously.


“The Hall of the Beyond isn’t only
filled with power-hungry people like Madani and Angrak,” Briana went on. “There
are people who genuinely believe in the Long Keeper, the Seven Faces, and the
Sleepless Lands. The Necroseti number in the hundreds, their resources
virtually limitless. If anyone besides my father or the Secret Keepers could
find the hidden meaning behind this prophecy, it would be them. Perhaps that
knowledge was what led the Gatherers to split off from the Necroseti in the
first place. If they did know, it
could paint all of their actions—including the attempt on the Pharus and the
Keeper’s Council—in a new light.” 


Evren contemplated the statement, trying
to put himself in the mind of a deranged death-worshipper. If the Vault of
Ancients held the key to stopping—or heralding—the end of the world, he could
see himself doing whatever it took to get his hands on said key. The attack on
the Pharus might not have been intended to destabilize the city, but instead a
Gatherer attempt to get into the vault to do exactly what Evren planned to:
steal the Blade of Hallar and stop the Final Destruction.


“If that’s true, then it’s all the more
important that we get into the Vault of Ancients.” Evren’s resolve hardened.
“You need to find everything you can
in those journals that would help us.”


“I’m working on it,” Briana said, and
her face fell. “It’s slow going, but once Hailen gets a better grasp of my
father’s secret cipher, we should make better progress. For now, we’ve got
this.” 


Evren arched a curious eyebrow as Briana
reached for a scroll tube that lay on the bed beside her. He took it from her,
popped off the cap, and drew out the rolled-up papyrus within. When he got a
glimpse of the maze of intersecting lines that could only be corridors and
pathways, he sucked in a breath.


“Is this the map of the Serenii tunnels
beneath Shalandra?” He’d seen one much like it in Graeme’s secret room behind
The Angry Goblin Bookstore—or, the same apparently chaotic network of tunnels
that spread throughout the entire underground of Voramis. 


Briana nodded. “Courtesy of Guardian
Ennolar of the Secret Keepers, on my father’s orders.”


Evren knelt to spread the map out on the
ground, and his eyes roved over the lines. It looked like a giant honeycomb,
with markings for each of the five tiers, even for ways into the palace. Other
markings—unfamiliar symbols and runes that had to be either Serenii script or a
Secret Keeper cipher—littered the map. 


He whistled. “This is amazing!” He
lifted his face and grinned at Briana and Hailen. “We can go anywhere in the
city with this!” 


“Yes.” Briana returned his grin. “That
map is going to be the key to getting to the
Vault of Ancients now that I am no longer Dhukari.” Her grin never wavered, but
Evren caught the sudden tightness in her face. “We can make copies, but you,
Kodyn, and Aisha need to commit it to memory. We’ve got less than three weeks
until the Vault of Ancients opens, and we still haven’t figured out how to get
it open or what to do once we’re inside.”


“Maybe this will help?” The shy question
came from Hailen.


Evren’s eyes snapped to the young boy
and found Hailen holding up the long, narrow cylindrical stone—the stone he’d
activated with his blood. Yet somehow, it looked different than before. 


“I think…” Hailen hesitated. “I think
it’s a key.”


Evren climbed to his feet and squinted
at the stone. The stone had lost its glow and returned to its original black
color, with the same Serenii runes etched into its surface. Yet the stone had
changed—yes, Evren saw it now. Four stone prongs, each barely as long as his
pinky fingernail, protruded from its tip. 


“Look.” Hailen held out a hand for the
object, and Evren gave it to him. “It does this.” He gave the object a quick
twist to the left, and the prongs retracted, leaving only smooth stone. When he
twisted it to the right, the prongs snapped out again. 


Evren sucked in a breath. He snatched
the key from Hailen’s hand and stared at it. There was no visible seam, yet
somehow the stone twisted in his hands to retract and extend the prongs.


He spun to Briana. “Did your father know
about this?”


The Shalandran girl’s eyes were round as
saucers, surprise etched into every line of her face. “I don’t know,” she
breathed. Her gaze dropped to the book and she flipped through the pages, but
looked up again a moment later. “If he did, he never said anything to me. And
we shared everything, which makes me think he didn’t find this secret.”


“Maybe it only did this when my blood
activated it?” Hailen said. 


Evren had been standing near Hailen when
his blood and those strange magic words—Serenii
words—had set it glowing. He’d never forget the low hum of power, which had
grown so loud it rattled his bones. The final surge of brilliant light had
nearly blinded him. Yet, looking at the artifact now, it seemed almost
impossible that it could be anything more than a simple stone.


"If my father knew anything about it, we’ll find it in
these pages.” Briana gestured to the book. “Which makes it all the more
important you learn that cipher, Hailen.”


The boy winced but nodded. “I know.” 


Evren grinned at Hailen. “You’ve got
this. At least these books are interesting, right? All that Serenii stuff you
need to learn.” 


“Which he’ll never learn with you here.”
Briana made a shooing motion of her hand. 


Evren got the hint. With a chuckle, he
left the two of them sitting on the bed, surrounded by priceless artifacts from
an ancient civilization, their noses buried in books.


He went to the other room, the one where
Kodyn had spent the afternoon planning his break-in. The room was dark, cool,
and welcoming. Evren took a seat on the simple chair, the room’s single piece
of furniture aside from the crude bed with its reed mattress, and relaxed. 


Things
are well in hand. A
smile broadened his face. Kodyn and Aisha
are going to get us the proof we need to deal with the Necroseti. Hailen and
Briana are going to find our way in.
And me, well, I get to kick back for once. 


He reclined as best he could against the
straight wooden chair back and stared out the window. The houses across the
street were empty, dark, save for one two-story building on the next corner.
The light of a single candle illuminated what looked like a dining room, though
it was too far for Evren to see clearly.


His smile froze as he caught sight of
movement in the shadows down the street. His eyes snapped to the spot where
he’d seen it and he squinted into darkness, trying to make out any details.
Long minutes passed with nothing of interest. He tried to brush it off as
nothing more than his anxiety that had set in after his run-in with Annat. 


You’ve
been working with the Hunter so long you’re seeing demons in every shadow.


Yet the instincts that had kept him
alive on the streets of Vothmot warned him that he had seen something. 


He remained motionless, eyes fixed on
that spot. Another minute passed, and still nothing.


Was
it just my imagination?


He was about to give up, to turn away,
when suddenly the movement came again. No mistaking it this time. He could make
out the shadow of a man sitting on a darkened doorstep. 


Cold dread seeped into his chest. Someone is watching our house. 


His mind raced as he tried to figure out
what to do. He contemplated and discarded half a dozen plans in the space
between heartbeats. Finally, he settled on the one that seemed best to him.


Silently, he slipped down the stairs to
the ground floor. Nessa sat in the stuffed armchair, reading by the light of a
candle. 


“Nessa,” Evren said in a low voice, “I
need you to take a cup of water out to Hykos.”


 “Water?” Nessa’s brow furrowed.


Evren nodded. “Yes. And, when you give
it to him, tell him someone’s watching us from across the street.”


Nessa’s hand flew to her throat and her
eyes widened. “W-Watching us?” 


“Just tell him,” Evren insisted. “He
needs to know that there could be trouble ahead.” With that, he turned and
slithered through the shadows of the small room toward the kitchen.


“What about you?” Nessa hissed after
him. “Where are you going?”


Evren shot her a fierce grin. “I’m going
to go get some answers from our watcher friend.” He hefted one of his daggers.
“One way or another.” 


 












Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Aisha settled into the shadows of the
alleyway and tried not to worry. Kodyn had been gone for the better part of
three hours—far longer than either of them had anticipated. But she’d spent
enough time around the apprentices of House Hawk to know that jobs sometimes
went awry. Complications and delays were par for the course, and a good thief
adapted as the situation demanded.


That didn’t make it any less
nerve-wracking for those waiting outside. Even though Aisha knew Kodyn had the
skills, stealth, and wits to get out of almost any situation, even the most
capable thieves could find themselves in circumstances from which there was no
escape. 


She tried to thrust the worry from her
mind, occupying herself with thoughts of Thimara, the spirit from Briana’s
house. The spark of the woman’s life danced through her veins, setting the
nerves in her fingers tingling. 


Thimara
and Uryan. The image of
those words etched into the stone windowsill flashed before her eyes and
brought a smile to her face. The ghost of the dead Secret Keeper had worried
about being forgotten—as did all Kish’aa
with no one to remember their names—but Aisha knew at least one person would carry the name Thimara
for as long as she lived.


But
what about when Uryan dies? Uryan
had to be approaching her fifth decade. Her time on this world was limited.
When the time came that she joined Thimara in Pharadesi, who would remember them then? 


That was why Ghandians celebrated the Kish’aa-annat, the Night of the Spirits. Once a year, every member of the tribe
would build an altar to celebrate and commemorate their revered ancestors, the
family that awaited them in Pharadesi. Animal skins would be stretched on a
wooden frame and every man, woman, and child in the village would paint names
of deceased loved ones on the hide. A way to ensure that no one would be
forgotten. The Kish’aa-annat feasts
always involved plenty of drinking, dancing, and singing, but as a girl, Aisha
had always loved hearing the stories to memorialize those passed on to the next
life.


The dull humming grew louder in her
mind, and Aisha felt her eyes drawn deeper into the shadows. She froze as two
blue-white figures materialized before her. A man and woman hovered in the air,
their fingers interlaced, their spirits joined in death. The man wore the
familiar breastplate that marked him as one of Suroth’s guards, while the woman
wore an elegant sheath dress that marked her not as a Dhukari, but as a
personal servant. 


Two pairs of lifeless eyes fixed on
Aisha and their calls echoed in her mind. She felt herself drawn toward them,
like a lodestone that called to metal. She fought that pull—she didn’t dare
move from her position for fear of being spotted.


Yet her arm reached out of its own
accord, hand outstretched toward the two spirits. The spark of Thimara’s life
danced between her fingers as if drawing those ghostly figures to her. Aisha
glanced up the alley and, finding it empty, stood and slipped in silence toward
the blue-white figures floating in the air. The stench of death and decomposing
flesh hit her as she drew nearer. She didn’t need to look inside the tied-up
canvas bundles dumped into a storm gutter to know their contents.


Her eyes returned to the Kish’aa and again her hand reached out
to them. They came to her, responded to her Umoyahlebe
power. She could not hear them, but she could sense their pain, feel the
emotions that consumed their ethereal beings. 


The moment their spectral hands touched
hers, a burning, sizzling energy coursed down Aisha’s fingers and up her arms.
The spirits seemed to be pulled into her body, and the twin sparks burned
bright and hot for a brief instant before settling down to two glowing embers. 


Two names sprang to Aisha’s mind—her own
memory or the spirits’, she couldn’t be certain. Eldesse and Osirath. Briana’s
personal maidservant and her husband, one of Suroth’s guards. 


She whispered the names aloud, and the
two sparks within her flared to life, confirming her belief. 


Suroth had said that the two had played
a role in Briana’s abduction—how else could he explain their disappearance?
Yet, as Aisha pulled back the canvas and got a good look at the bodies, she found
another explanation. 


Her ears pricked up at the faint sound
of scuffing stone from above and to her right. Aisha glanced up in time to see
Kodyn climbing over the wall surrounding Suroth’s mansion. Within a minute, he
dropped into the alley beside her. Moonlight shone on his face, revealing a
massive grin.


“We’ve got the bastard!” he hissed.
“We’ve got the proof we need to get Lady Callista to clap him in irons and
string him up in Murder Square.”


Triumph surged within Aisha’s
chest—though it could simply have been the bright-burning sparks of the two
spirits. “Yes!” Things were finally falling in their favor; Briana would have
vengeance for her father’s death, beginning with the priest that had evicted
her so cruelly. 


“Let’s get back and show the others.”
Excitement edged Kodyn’s voice. 


Aisha went first, keeping an eye on the
Path of Gold ahead for any sign of Indomitables. Thankfully, patrols were
scarce at this hour—with more than sixty Indomitables guarding the one gate
that led into the Keeper’s Tier, the Dhukari had little to fear. 


Just before they slipped onto the main
avenue, Aisha and Kodyn shrugged out of their dark cloaks and rolled them into
tight bundles. Now, with their headbands, they looked like two Dhukari servants
on an errand to deliver something for their master. 


The guards at the gate to the Defender’s
Tier glanced at them, but one look at their headbands—Hailen’s green-and-gold
headband for Kodyn, and for Aisha a red-and-gold headband Kodyn had swiped from
Industry Square on the way to his meeting with the Black Widow—and he waved
them through. 


They hurried down Death Row with the
purposeful gait of low-ranked attendants on an important errand for a demanding
master. With only a few people moving around the Defender’s Tier at this time
of night, they made good time, reaching the gate to the Artisan’s Tier in less
than an hour. Again, the Indomitables waved them through—only truly important
errands would take a Dhukari’s servant out at this hour.


Once, the sparks of life within Aisha
flared to life, so hot that it set her hands tingling and a shiver of heat
running down her spine. When she looked around, she thought she caught sight of
a dark shadow following them thirty or forty paces back. But when they reached
the Artisan’s Courseway and turned west, the three spirits fell silent, the
heat diminishing. 


Just to be certain, she signaled to
Kodyn, “We might have a tail.” 


With a nod, the Hawk ducked down a side
street, doubled back twice, and crossed nearly one quarter of the Artisan’s
Tier through the back alleys and narrow lanes before returning to the
Artificer’s Courseway. As they passed through the now-silent Industry Square
and crossed Trader’s Row, Aisha found no sign of pursuit. 


She did, however, see those strange
words painted onto the side of stalls in Commerce Square. One proclaimed “Child of Gold” in big, blocky letters,
while another a short distance away bore the words “Child of Spirits”. The Prophecy of the Final Destruction had come
to the Artisan’s Tier as well. 


Rothin’s hand dropped to his sword hilt
as she and Kodyn emerged from the shadows of the alley, but stopped as he
caught sight of them. “Master Kodyn, Mistress Aisha.” He released his grip on
his sword and stepped aside to let them enter the back door.


Aisha nodded a greeting as she passed. Good to see he’s awake.


The smell of spices, herbs, and chicken
grease still hung thick in the kitchen, setting Aisha’s stomach rumbling. She’d
been too nervous to eat more than a few bites of food before she left with Kodyn.
She snatched a drumstick that Leya had left out on the counter and devoured the
tender meat in a mouthful. 


Kodyn hurried up the stairs ahead of her
and burst into Briana’s room. “We’ve got him by the bollocks now!” 


Briana and Hailen’s heads both snapped
up, startled. 


Kodyn produced a neatly folded parchment
from within his robes, unfolded it, and slapped it down on the bed beside
Briana. “Hah, the bastard can’t wiggle his way out of this!” 


Aisha stepped closer and frowned down at
the parchment. The words “Bill of Lading” were printed in big, bold letters.
Beneath it was a list of goods, quantities, and expected sale price. Aisha had
seen similar bills piling up in Master Phoenix’ office—brothels required
mind-boggling quantities of liquor, food, clothing, and other sundries. 


Briana lifted it to the light of the
candle and read over the contents. “I don’t get it,” she said after a moment of
study, and turned a frown up at Kodyn. “How does a list of shipped goods help
us against Angrak or the Keeper’s Council?” 


“Read what he’s selling.” Kodyn turned
that infuriating, cocky grin on Aisha. Clearly he was pleased with his results
and loving the fact that he alone
knew a truly important secret. 


“Twelve bushels of olives,” Briana read
aloud. “Three hundred ells of linen, fifty ells of silk, and…” Her eyes flew
wide. “Grain!” 


Kodyn grinned. “Damned right!”


Aisha was puzzled by their sudden
delight—how did a shipment of grain help them nail Angrak to the wall? 


“There’s no way he’s actually shipping grain, is there?” Briana’s
eyebrows knit together. “Not away from
Shalandra at least. The farms outside the city don’t produce anywhere near
enough to feed the people on the Slave’s Tier, much less the entire population.
Which means he’s trying to cover for something else that he’s transporting.”


Kodyn’s smile widened until it nearly
split his face in half. “He’s selling shalanite!” Triumph echoed in his voice
and set his eyes sparkling. “And he’s doing it for the Keeper’s Council.”


Briana sucked in a breath. “No!” 


“Oh, yes!” Kodyn nodded. “I heard it
with my own ears as I hid in your father’s office while Angrak got a truly
entertaining dressing-down from Councilor Natoris.”


Aisha tried to remember which one
Natoris was—she had a hard time telling the pudgy-faced, greasy Necroseti
apart. Aside from the hunchbacked attendant she’d seen in the palace, the only
one that had made any impression on her was Madani, though certainly not for
his charms or good looks. Councilor Madani had been the most vocal in his
taunts of Briana.


“What did he say?” Briana demanded. “His
exact words.”


Kodyn scrunched up his face. “The Council chose you because of the one
value you possess: your ability to siphon off enough ore from the mines to make
us a profit.” He spoke in a nasal voice that grated on Aisha’s ears. “This reward is not because you are worthy of
a place on the Council or because anyone else in the Keeper’s Priesthood
believes you are capable of anything more than doing what you are already doing.”



Briana sucked in a breath. “So it’s
true!” 


“Damn right it’s true.” Kodyn let out a
delighted whoop of laughter and thrust a finger at the bill of lading. “And that’s the proof we need to hand his ass
over to Lady Callista.”


“Wait, I think I’m missing something.”
Confusion set Aisha’s mind spinning. “I get that stealing is a crime, but we’re
talking a stern reprimand or a heavy fine at worst, right?”


“If he were actually stealing grain, perhaps not.” Briana inclined her head.
“But the theft and exportation of shalanite is considered treason.”


Aisha’s eyebrows shot up. “Treason?” 


Briana nodded. “Shalanite is the city’s
chief export—the only export of any
real worth, truth be told. It is incredibly rare, found only deep within
Alshuruq, and its use in Shalandran steel makes it one of the most prized
minerals on Einan. Because of its value, the Pharus and the Keeper’s Council
are able to afford the comestibles imported into Shalandra to feed the
populace.”


Aisha had only a basic understanding of
business practices from her time working with Master Phoenix to run the
pleasure houses of Praamis, but even she could see where this was headed.


“So,” she said, “if the supply of
shalanite suddenly increased, the value would decrease.” 


“Precisely.” Briana shot her an
approving grin. “Thus, the mining and sale of shalanite is extremely regulated. Every ounce of shalanite extracted from our
mines is accounted for by a team of auditors and bookkeepers under the watchful
eye of the Keeper’s Council.”


“Well, there’s your problem right
there!” Kodyn gave a derisive snort. “They’re the ones dipping their hands into
the cookie jar.”


Briana inclined her head. “Yes, but
because it is vital to the survival of Shalandra, a system of checks and
balances has been set up. One of the duties of the Elders of the Blade is to
corroborate all of the mining and exportation records produced by the Necroseti
and Reckoners working for the Council. They have their own independent auditors
to verify everything. Anyone, from the lowest Kabili working the mines to the
highest-ranked Dhukari, found stealing and selling shalanite is summarily
executed for the good of the city.”


Aisha nodded her understanding. If the
value of shalanite decreased, Shalandra would no longer be able to afford to
feed its people. 


“Which means that Angrak’s up to his
nostrils in shite!” Kodyn’s triumphant grin returned. “With this bill of
lading, we’ve got the proof we need.”


“Yes and no,” Briana’s face fell. “That can be used as proof that Angrak is
stealing, but that doesn’t conclusively link him to shalanite.”


Kodyn’s shoulders slumped, his momentary
triumph deflated.


“But I think there’s a way we can make
it work anyway,” Briana said, and hope sparkled in her eyes. “Look.”


Aisha bent closer to see the name inked
at the bottom of the parchment. “Reckoner Dyon,” she read aloud. Reckoners were
priests of the Apprentice, god of ventures, and served in the Coin Counter’s
Temple as a sort of a hybrid of moneylender, banker, and records-keeper. Their
vaults were said to be as secure as King Ohilmos’ private bedroom—though Ilanna
had proven that both of those locations were vulnerable to clever thieves with
plenty of planning. 


Yet, the Reckoners were renowned for
their meticulous records and impeccable calculations. They scoured every corner
of Einan for only the most intelligent, mathematics-minded youths to train in
service to the Apprentice. 


“If a Reckoner signed his name to this
bill of lading, he’s either complicit with Angrak or a dupe.” A sly smile split
Briana’s face. “Either way, all we need to do is find the right leverage to
apply pressure and he’ll give us what we need.”


“I don’t understand,” Kodyn said.
“Aren’t these Reckoners insanely precise? They wouldn’t have made a mistake
like this.”


“Exactly!” Grinning, Briana held up the
bill. “Either he knew what Angrak was doing and is guilty of treason, or he
took a bribe to sign off on the shipment without actually inspecting the cargo.
Either way, he messed up, and he’s going to be willing to do anything to keep
the Keeper’s Blades off his back.” Her grin broadened. “And it just so happens
that we have a particularly fierce-looking Keeper’s Blade standing downstairs.
What do you think Reckoner Dyon will do when we show up at the Coin Counter’s
Temple at first light with this in hand and the Archateros in tow?” 


Hope surged within Aisha’s chest as
understanding dawned. “He’ll fold like a snapped twig!” 


“Then,
with the Reckoner either admitting to fraud or treason, we’ll have a witness to
back up the legitimacy of this bill of lading.” Briana waved the parchment.
“Add that to your testimony—” She address her words to Kodyn. “—of Councilor
Natoris’ words, and Lady Callista will have everything she needs to open a full
investigation into Councilor Angrak. During which time, of course, he’ll enjoy
the hospitality of the Pharus’ dungeons.”


“Far better than he deserves!” Kodyn
growled.


“I know you wanted to find a way to
connect Angrak to the Ybrazhe or the Gatherers, but I believe this is the
better route.” Briana’s face twisted into the same sly expression that Aisha
had seen on Arch-Guardian Suroth. “One visit to the Coin Counter’s Temple is
all it’ll take to get the information we need.”


Aisha shot a glance out the window. “The
sun won’t be up for a few hours, but we can be there at first light, ready when
the doors open.”


“That won’t be necessary.” Briana gave
her a smile. “When they hear what I have to tell you, the Grand Reckoner
himself will be eager to open the doors for you.” 


 












Chapter Thirty
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Issa looked up as a shadow fell across
her half-eaten bowl of watery barley soup. Ivita, Lady Callista’s personal
attendant, stood on the other side of the common room table.


“You are summoned.” A simple statement
with no added explanation, yet Issa understood at once. 


Issa shoved her bowl toward Etai and
hurried to follow Ivita from the common room. Her muscles—exhausted after her
run from the Artisan’s Tier and the Blade’s Two Hundred—protested with every
step, yet the excitement humming in her chest pushed back against the fatigue. 


Lady Callista had summoned her in
response to her message about Councilor Angrak. She couldn’t help hurrying
through the Citadel and the palace corridors toward Lady Callista’s office. 


The two Blades outside the door let Issa
and Ivita enter without a word. Lady Callista leaned against her desk, arms
folded across her broad chest. She wore no armor—a strange sight for Issa—yet
she somehow managed to look imposing in the ankle-length dress. The two leather
straps revealed strong shoulders, rounded arms, and heavy torso muscles, with
solid legs to match. Every inch of Callista Vinaus screamed power and command. 


Issa’s gut clenched at the sight of
Invictus Tannard standing behind the Lady of Blades. He loomed like a solid
black cloud that filled the office with a cold, all-pervading gloom. He wore
full armor and carried his sword on his back, though he had removed his mailed
gauntlets—giving Issa a full view of the seven black dots tattooed into the
back of his rough hands. A true believer in the Long Keeper, like so many
Shalandrans. As always, Tannard’s expression revealed nothing. 


Lady Callista waited until the door
closed behind Ivita before speaking. “My Invictus tells me you wanted to speak
to me about Angrak.” A hint of a scowl cracked the Lady of Blades’ stern mask.
“What do you have to say about our newest Councilor?”


Issa shot a glance at Tannard,
hesitating. Lady Callista had instructed her to relay information to her alone, yet she seemed in no hurry to
dismiss the Invictus.


“See?” Tannard growled, a hint of
triumph on his face. “Another prototopoi using
whatever excuse they can to escape their training.”


Anger flared in Issa’s chest. “This is
no excuse!” Her cheeks burned, but she turned a furious gaze on Lady Callista.
“You told me to bring you anything I found. I have done just that, yet he refused to allow me to—”


“Ware your tone,” Lady Callista said,
her voice quiet yet her tone sharp as a dagger. “The Invictus is your
commanding officer, and you will treat him with the respect he is due.” 


Issa snapped her mouth shut, biting down
hard on the anger simmering deep within her. 


“Tannard has simply followed my
instructions.” Lady Callista’s eyes drilled into Issa. “I wanted to be certain
I could trust you not to reveal the wrong information to the wrong person. I
ordered Tannard to impede you to see what you would do.”


Issa’s jaw dropped. It was a bloody test? To Briana and her comrades, this was life and
death, no game or examination. They counted on her to get the information about
Councilor Angrak to Lady Callista. 


“The moment the Invictus delivered your
message, I set my people to work digging into Angrak.” She leaned forward and
narrowed her eyes. “So speak, Issa. What news do you have about the Councilor?”


Issa drew in a deep breath, eyes locked
with Tannard’s. His expression revealed nothing; she couldn’t know if she’d
passed or failed Lady Callista’s test. Her only recourse would be to share what
she knew and hope that she’d done the right thing by giving Tannard Angrak’s
name.


“One of Lady Briana’s bodyguards,
Kodyn—”


“The Praamian,” Lady Callista said, a
statement rather than a question. 


Issa nodded. “He followed a man he
believed belonged to the Ybrazhe Syndicate to Angrak’s mansion. He saw the man
enter through the trademan’s gate.”


Lady Callista’s sharp features deepened
into a frown. “He believed was
Ybrazhe? You mean he does not know for certain?”


“No, Lady Callista.” Issa shook her
head. “The man in question waylaid him and his companion, the servant Evren, as
they met with the Black Widow.” 


She’d expected a surprised reaction, but
Lady Callista just nodded. “I was aware that the Praamian was acquainted with
the Black Widow, though I have not yet ascertained the nature of their
relationship. But that is not the matter at hand here.” She narrowed her eyes.
“You say that this Kodyn was waylaid by the Ybrazhe? Or those he believed were
members of the Syndicate?” 


“Yes, Lady Callista,” Issa said. “There
was an assassination attempt on the Black Widow, though both Kodyn and Evren
escaped unharmed.”


Callista Vinaus shot a glance up at
Tannard. “They prove themselves as resourceful as I believed. Few could turn a
desperate flight for their life into such an opportunity.”


Tannard simply nodded but said nothing. 


“So I take it that the Praamian followed
their assassins back to the Keeper’s Tier and Angrak’s mansion?” 


“Yes, Lady Callista.” Issa hesitated. 


The Proxenos
noticed. “Speak,” she commanded.


“Lady Briana understood that the simple
eyewitness account of a foreigner might not suffice as evidence to convict a
member of the Keeper’s Council.” Issa drew in a breath. “The Praamian planned
to break into Angrak’s mansion tonight to find something that would
definitively prove that the new Councilor is guilty of colluding with the
Ybrazhe. And, possibly, even the Gatherers.” 


Surprise flashed across Lady Callista’s
face for the briefest of moments. “The cultists and the Syndicate?”


Issa nodded. “There was a theory that
the Ybrazhe might be working with the Gatherers to destabilize the city, with
the goal of expanding their territory to the Artisan’s Tier.”


“Which would definitely fit with the
attack on the palace.” Lady Callista seemed to be following the same train of
thought Briana and the others had earlier. “A sound theory, though one we’ve
found little evidence to back it up. Everything we’ve discovered about the
Gatherers and the Ybrazhe thus far has pointed to two disparate forces.”


“As you say, Proxenos.” Issa replied. “But, whatever Angrak’s crime, Kodyn will
do his utmost to get his hands on evidence that you can use to arrest the
Councilor. If he is in league with either the Ybrazhe or the Gatherers—”


“It will give me leverage to use against
not only him, but the Keeper’s Council as well!” Lady Callista’s eyes sparkled
and she rubbed her hands together. 


“Go,” she told Tannard, “relay this news
to the Pharus.” 


The Invictus gave Lady Callista a curt
bow and, ignoring Issa completely, strode from the room.


When the door shut behind the departing
Blade, Lady Callista turned her gaze on Issa. “Very well done, Prototopoi.” Her smile held surprising
warmth, not just the acknowledgement from a superior to an underling, but a
genuine, deep-seated approval. “This may not be enough to execute Angrak, but
it will come in handy when we make our move.”


“We?” Issa’s brow furrowed. “You and the
Pharus…are in league against the Keeper’s Council?” It was the only reason Lady
Callista would have sent Tannard to the Pharus. “Forgive me for questioning, Proxenos, but I thought you and the
Pharus loathed each other?” 


A scowl deepened the Lady of Blades’
face. “Amhoset Nephelcheres and I have a great deal of history, and everyone in
the palace has seen our enmity.” Her expression softened, growing stoic. “But
for the sake of Shalandra, we must put aside our feelings for each other and
work together.”


She took a seat in one of the two chairs
facing her desk and motioned for Issa to sit in the other. 


“It’s no secret that the Keeper’s
Council wields far too much power in the city,” Lady Callista said in a quiet,
wary tone. “Mordus Khemnu Nephelcheres was a timid man and a ruler all too
willing to let the Council run the city as they saw fit. When Amhoset ascended
to his father’s throne, the Council hoped that he would be as pliable as Mordus
Khemnu. Yet, over the last few years, he has proven that he is no mere
figurehead.” She shot a wary glance around. “He voices his opinion during the
Council meetings and argues with the Councilors to ensure that his will is
carried out as much as they permit him. He has the people’s affection and the
loyalty of those who serve him, something his father never commanded. That
makes him a threat to the Necroseti.”


Issa nodded. Much of what Lady Callista
had just said was common knowledge even as far down as the Cultivator’s Tier.
Her own grandfather had been staunch, albeit quiet, in his support of the
Pharus, and Saba had insisted many more of the Earaqi shared his views. 


“This is why the Pharus and I both
suspect the Keeper’s Council as being complicit in the attack at the palace two
nights ago.” Lady Callista’s face hardened. “The perceived threat on their
lives was likely a ruse to conceal their complicity. Were it not for
Arch-Guardian Suroth, the attack might very well have succeeded. It was only by
the Keeper’s grace that I was nearby at the time, and your quick thinking and
courageous actions stymied the assassination attempt. Had they succeeded in
killing the Pharus, the Keeper’s Council would have used all of their power to
install a ruler as compliant and docile as Pharus Mordus Khemnu, and Shalandra
would have once more fallen to their control.”


“But we stopped them,” Issa said.


“This time, yes.” Lady Callista nodded.
“But with the elevation of Angrak—an appointment that neither I nor the Pharus
were aware of, yet somehow became official within mere hours of Suroth’s
death—the Necroseti now control the entire Council. The Pharus lacks the power
to stop them from doing whatever they desire, and even I can only stymie their
political efforts to a limited extent.” She clenched a fist. “Until Lady Briana
gives us this proof that we can use to arrest Angrak and turn him against the
rest of the Keeper’s Council.”


Issa nodded. “By first light, you should
have what you need.”


“Good.” Lady Calista smiled. “And it is
your job to ensure that information arrives safely into my hands. Before noon.”


“Noon?” Issa cocked an eyebrow.


“As is the Shalandran custom, Angrak
must undergo certain rituals in the Hall of the Beyond to be truly elevated to
the role of Councilor.” The Lady of Blades’ face darkened. “There is a grand
procession tomorrow, and every member of the Dhukari will turn out to watch the
Necroseti and their guards escort Angrak to the Long Keeper’s temple for the
ceremony at noon. If we can arrest him before
he arrives at the Hall of the Beyond, he will be nothing more than a
high-ranked Necroseti priest—one the Keeper’s Council can disavow if it suits
their purposes. But the moment he steps foot over the threshold, he will be
safely within the temple stronghold, and it would take an army of Blades and
Indomitables to get him out.”


Issa scowled. “Then I’ll be bloody well
certain to get you that proof before noon, Proxenos!”
She stood and gave a formal salute. 


Lady Callista returned the salute, a
hint of something inscrutable—was that pride?—etched into the strong lines of
her face. “Go, collect your patrol of Indomitables, and tell Sentinel Imale
that your training for tonight is to patrol the Artisan’s Tier. Particularly
the streets around the house given to Lady Briana and her companions.”


Issa grinned as she grasped the Lady of
Blades’ intention. “Of course, my lady.”


Callista Vinaus stood. “Keep her safe,”
she said in an urgent whisper. “The moment she has the information I need to
implicate Councilor Angrak, escort it here at once.”


“Might I make a request, Lady Callista?”
Issa asked.


The Lady of Blades arched an eyebrow.
“You may.”


“Give me Etai, my fellow prototopoi, to help. With Archateros
Hykos, we will be able to rotate between our training and duties to the
Keeper’s Blades, while always having two of us on hand.”


“What of Kellas?” Lady Callista’s tone
stopped just short of sardonic. “Four would be better than three, wouldn’t you
say?” 


Issa’s gut clenched. “I would not take
him away from his training.” She and Kellas might not be at each other’s
throat, but the less time she spent around the Dhukari trainee, the better.
“And I believe the presence of so many Keeper’s Blades will draw unwanted
attention.”


“Good thinking.” Humor sparkled in Lady
Callista’s eyes—she clearly knew Issa’s true feelings on the matter. “So be it.
You have my permission to recruit Etai into your efforts.” She held up a
finger. “But only tell her as much as
she absolutely needs to know. To everyone outside this office, you are simply
one more patrol guarding the Artisan’s Tier.”


“Of course, Lady Callista.” She saluted
once more and turned to leave. 


“A word of warning, Prototopoi.” 


The Lady of Blades’ words stopped her in
her tracks. She turned to face Lady Callista, her face an expressionless mask.


“Until the time is right, neither the
Pharus nor I can be seen to move directly against the Keeper’s Council.” Her
solemn tone matched the piercing intensity in her eyes. “Lady Briana’s actions
are those of a Zadii mourning the loss of her father. If it is discovered that
she is acting against the Keeper’s Council, there will be little we can do to
protect her. She will be judged and hanged for treason. She and anyone else seen to help her, no
matter who they are.”


Issa nodded understanding. Not even her
position as a trainee in the Keeper’s Blades could shield her from the
Council’s wrath. 


“As you say, Lady Callista.” She gave
her commander a fierce look. “I’ll make damned certain nothing goes wrong.” 


 


 












Chapter Thirty-One
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Evren’s heart hammered in his chest as
he crept through the shadows of the alley toward the spot where he’d spotted
the watcher lurking in the darkness. 


Who
in the bloody hell is watching us? It
could be any number of enemies—the Gatherers, the Ybrazhe, the Necroseti, maybe
even someone else they didn’t know about.


Whoever
you are, I’m coming for you.


He tested his jambiyas in their sheaths,
making certain he could draw them in an instant if needed. He’d spotted just one watcher but there could be more
hiding in the shadows. 


Good
thing I’ve got time. 


Midnight had come and gone, but he had
another three or four hours before sunrise. He could go slow, stalk the man
like the Hunter would. First, he needed to get around behind the watcher and approach from the rear to keep an eye on the
man. Once in place, he’d find a way to slip up behind the lurker and knock him
out. One way or another, they’d get the answers out of him. 


He’d slipped out the back of Briana’s
house and used the alleys to get around behind the man. Now, he kept one eye
fixed on his target and one scanning the street for anything that could make
noise and alert the watcher to his presence. He settled into the shadows of an
overhanging roof thirty paces behind the man—just the right distance to evade
notice yet still have clear sight of his prey. He kept his breathing steady and
quiet as he watched and waited. Fifteen minutes passed and the man barely
moved, just shifting once in his hiding place in the shadows.


He’s
good. Evren grinned. But I’m better.


He scanned the streets for another
hiding place nearer the man. He couldn’t get too close, not yet. The lurker
would grow tired, his ears numb to the sounds of life around him as fatigue set
in. Evren would have to slowly inch his way forward, one shadow at a time, to
avoid drawing the man’s attention.


Fifteen minutes later, he made his first
move. He slipped out of his hiding place and crossed the street, ducking around
a corner into an adjoining side street without a sound. His pulse pounded in
his ears as he waited, silent and still. When he poked one eye out of his
hiding place, the watcher hadn’t moved, hadn’t so much as turned.


I’m
coming for you, you bastard!


He couldn’t help grinning. This promised
to be the world’s slowest pursuit—a creeping man racing toward a stationary
target at a speed any snail could outrun. He stifled a chuckle and searched the
darkness for his next hiding place. 


A nearby sound set his heart hammering
and his hands dropping to the hilts of his jambiyas. Mouth suddenly dry, Evren
watched the figure that shambled out of the shadows. He froze, but the tension
melted as he saw the man’s swaying, reeling shuffle. Drunk as the proverbial
possum, he lurched down the alleyway, singing a jaunty tune in a key no human
throat should ever produce. He passed the watcher without spotting him hiding
in the shadows. 


Evren smiled. Thank you, you drunk bastard. 


With the lurker’s attention fixed on the
drunk man, Evren seized the opportunity to slip closer. His steps led toward an
open doorway that entered a house less than ten paces behind the man. He
slithered toward it, his footsteps masked by the drunkard’s caterwauling. 


Up close, he got a better look at the
man’s back. A small man, with a slim build and narrow shoulders beneath his
simple clothing. Definitely not an Ybrazhe thug—he lacked the hulking breadth
and sloped shoulders. He had the sort of physique common to a pickpocket or street
thief, with the extraordinary patience and stillness to match. 


When it came to fight or flight, most
thieves Evren had met preferred to flee. Fighters could get bogged down in a
brawl long enough for the city guards to arrive and arrest them on the spot.
Clever thieves always had multiple escape routes mapped out in case they needed
a quick getaway.


Evren studied the distance between him
and his target and decided he was close enough to make a run for it. He reached
for the hilt of a jambiya but didn’t draw it. He wouldn’t pull the weapon free
until the last instant—the sound of steel on leather or the glint of starlight
on the blade could alert the lurker to his presence. 


Drawing in a deep breath, Evren prepared
to charge, yet froze as the lurker abandoned his position. The man moved
slowly, clinging to the shadows, but after more than an hour of
near-immobility, it felt sudden. 


Evren forced himself to remain
absolutely motionless as the watcher approached his hiding place. His grip
tightened on the dagger’s hilt—he wanted to take the man alive, but if either
of them had to die…


The lurker passed without so much as
glancing his way. Evren counted to ten before turning his head to track the
man’s movement. His target was hurrying east through the alleys and back
streets, casting infrequent glances over his shoulder.


Perfect.
Evren recognized the
confidence of an experienced thief. The man would be so accustomed to following
others that he knew all the tricks of spotting a tail. Evren had fallen prey to
that same overconfidence before—it was how the Hunter had snatched him after
Evren stole his purse in Vothmot.


He followed the thief through the narrow
lanes, keeping well out of the man’s line of sight. The cloak of darkness
provided ample cover for his stealthy pursuit of the watcher. Eventually, the
thief seemed to deem himself safe enough that he could abandon his precautions
and hurry on his way. Just as Evren had hoped. 


Where
are you running to? A
fierce grin split his face. Time to find
out!


He followed the man eastward, navigating
the twists and turns of the alleys at a steady pace, never losing sight of his
target. Tension tightened his shoulders as the man crossed Trader’s Row and
ducked into a narrow side street. When he was certain the man had gone, he
raced across the open space—checking first for any signs of Indomitable
patrols—and hurried to close the distance. Thankfully, the watcher was more
focused on arriving at his destination than keeping an eye out for a tail.


The lurker led him to a two-story mill
on the northern end of Miller’s Alley, the broad avenue that intersected with
the Artificer’s Courseway just east of Industry Square—and one street west of
Smith’s Alley, where Killian’s forge stood. Evren’s gut clenched as he
recognized the squat stone building. He’d passed right by it after leaving
Killian’s blacksmith the night Annat and the Ybrazhe thugs assaulted him.


Sure enough, as the thief opened the
door to enter the miller’s shop, Evren caught sight of a familiar figure
within. Annat, surrounded by a handful of Ybrazhe thugs. 


The front of the mill had only a door
and a window, but Evren knew mills also tended to have chutes built into the
sides—the perfect opening for millers and their apprentices to load sacks
directly onto the carts that would haul the freshly-ground flour and grain
away. He found the chute along the south side of the building, and he grinned
as he spotted the flicker of light shining through the aperture. The miller had
left it open and Annat hadn’t bothered to shut it. 


He crouched by the chute and pricked up
his ears to hear the conversation within. 


 “…is still there,” the lurker was saying. “A
couple of them—the light-skinned foreigner and his dark-skinned companion—left
just after dusk, but I couldn’t follow them to find out where they went.”


From his crouched position at the open
chute, Evren had a clear view of the interior of the miller’s shop. It was
exactly like every other mill: a stone millwheel on a wooden frame with a
hitching post for the donkey or ox that turned the wheel, an assortment of
piled canvas sacks, and simple wooden furniture. A thick layer of flour dust
coated everything—everything except for the eight thugs within. 


“But you’re certain the girl is actually in residence?” Annat’s voice drifted
from the near side of the millwheel. 


“Yes, sir,” the thief replied. 


“Good.” Annat nodded. “Send word to
those idiots in the tombs. They’ll want to know the location.”


“Aye.” The man ducked his head and
hurried back out into the streets. 


Evren pressed himself deeper into the
shadows as the man passed, his gut clenching at Annat’s words. The idiots in the tombs? His mind raced.
Is he talking about the Gatherers? 


“And now,” Annat’s voice echoed from
within the mill, “let’s get back to our little conversation.” 


The thug stepped aside, and Evren’s
heart stopped as he caught sight of the small figure bound by thick ropes to
the millwheel. He recognized the youth immediately: Serias, one of Killian’s
Mumblers, a scrawny, underfed boy no older than eight or nine. Blood trickled
from a split lip and his right eye had swollen into one huge purple bruise. To
Evren’s horror, Annat had trussed the boy up in such a way that his hands were
trapped directly beneath the millwheel. One turn of the stone wheel would crush
the boy’s fingers and palms. 


 “Now, I realize you think you’re doing the
right thing by being loyal to your blacksmith.” Annat spoke to Serias. “But
that’s just going to get you killed here. Or, at the very least, take away
those hands you pickpockets find so useful. Such a shame, too, because we can
use loyal, clever lads like you when we take over the Artisan’s Tier. Which
we’ll be doing any day now, thanks to those fools that call themselves Hallar’s
Warriors.” He snorted and turned an incredulous, derisive look on the other
thugs around him. “Hallar’s Warriors! What sort of idiotic name is that?” 


A chorus of laughter rose from the
heavyset men clustered around Annat, Serias, and the wooden wheel frame.


Evren frowned. He didn’t recognize the
name. Another enemy? If they aren’t the
Gatherers, who the bloody hell are they and what do they want with Briana? 


“Either way, because of them, we’ve got
free rein to do whatever the hell we want and it’ll all be blamed on them.”
Annat sneered. “That makes this a lot easier for me, and a whole lot more
painful for you.” He crouched over Serias. “So now’s the time you tell me where
I can find what I’m looking for.”


Serias spat a reply through bloodstained
teeth, too weak for Evren to hear. The droplets of crimson that splashed across
Annat’s face proclaimed his defiance loud enough. 


“Big mistake, boy.” Growling, Annat wiped the blood from his face with one hand
while gesturing to his thug with the other. “Do it.”


Two thugs bent to the wooden tie beam,
straining their huge muscles. Slowly, the ponderous stone wheel began to turn,
slowly lowering toward Serias’ fingers. The boy’s screams of agony echoed loud
in the darkness as the stone first scraped the skin from his knuckles, then the
rest of his fingers, then applied crushing force as the wheel lowered. 


The sound pierced Evren to the core. An
image flashed through his mind: Hailen strapped to the millstone, bloody and in
pain. Not Hailen as he was now, but the young child he’d met in
Vothmot—wide-eyed, innocent, naïve to a dangerous extreme, vulnerable. A year
or two younger than Serias. 


Evren felt himself torn in two
directions. He had to warn Briana,
Hailen, and the others that someone was coming for them—but who and when, he
couldn’t know. Yet a part of him knew he couldn’t leave Serias to be tortured
at the hands of the Ybrazhe. Annat wouldn’t stop until he got whatever it was
he wanted from the boy. Even if Serias gave him what he wanted, he’d likely kill
him anyway. Evren had known enough cruel men in his life to recognize Annat for
the vicious bastard he was.


It was no choice at all. There was time
before the lurker reached the “idiots in the tombs”, whoever they were, and
delivered Annat’s message. Kodyn, Aisha, and even Hailen could protect
themselves, and they had Hykos and Rothin to fight for them.


Serias had no one. He was trapped,
helpless, surrounded by merciless men. If Evren did nothing, the boy would die.



Evren was a thief but, unlike the lurker,
his first instinct was always to
fight. Especially when it meant saving the life of a young boy.


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Two
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The Indomitables standing guard outside
the Coin Counter’s Temple straightened as Hykos strode toward them.


“I must speak to the Grand Reckoner at
once.” Hykos spoke in a voice at once quiet and ringing with command. 


“Your pardon, honored Blade, but Grand
Reckoner Quodaro is abed.” The Indomitable—a Neophyte, judging by the single
vertical stripe of silver in the blue band of his helmet—sounded apologetic.
“He will not wish to be disturbed—”


“Unless it was a matter of some
urgency,” Hykos cut him off with a slash of his hand. He loomed over the guard.
“When he hears my message, he will make the time to see me.”


“Er…” The two Indomitables exchanged
glances—clearly a late night visit from a Keeper’s Blade was not the sort of thing they’d trained to
deal with. 


“What’s the message?” the second guard
asked.


“Tell him, ‘blistering beetle’.” Hykos’
face never twitched as he said the words.


Two pairs of eyebrows rose so high they
disappeared beneath their flat-topped, spike-rimmed helmet. One of the guards
looked like he was going to snort, yet one look at Hykos’ somber expression
stopped him. Again, the two shot questioning glances at each other. If it was
anyone else, they might have laughed him away as a madman. But someone as
looming and authoritative as an Archateros of the Keeper’s Blades could not be
so easily ignored.


“Er…wait here,” said the first guard.
With a shrug to his companion, he hurried into the fortress-like Coin Counter’s
Temple. 


Kodyn stifled a grin; it would ruin his
disguise as the Blade’s humble servant, complete with a servant’s shendyt and
green-and-gold headband. 


Tension lined Hykos’ face with every
minute they spent waiting. It had taken Briana a great deal of effort to
convince—and finally directly order—the
Blade to accompany Kodyn.


“Lady Briana,” Hykos had insisted. “I
have been ordered by my commander and my Pharus to remain by your side and
offer you the protection of my sword and skills.”


“A job which you’ve done admirably.”
Briana had countered with her usual adroitness. “Yet right now, you are in a
position to be of service not only to me as you have been instructed, but to
the entire city of Shalandra.”


That had gotten Hykos’ attention. Briana
had had to give all the details, and even then Hykos had been reluctant.
However, when Briana had finally explained how his actions would help to
protect the city and root out a traitor, he’d relented.


Still, Kodyn could sense the nervous
tension within the Blade. The man could only be a year or two older than him,
but he had the wary eyes of a trained soldier. A soldier that knew that danger
could lurk around any corner. 


Kodyn shot a glance east, back the way
they’d come. Though he couldn’t see Aisha, he knew she hid in the shadows
between the Swordsman’s obelisk and the Temple of Whispers, both to keep watch
for anyone following them and to be closer to Briana’s house just in case
anything happened while they were away. 


Hykos had relayed to them Evren’s
message that someone was watching the house, though the young thief hadn’t
known who. Evren would have warned us if
there was any real danger, Kodyn thought. If he’s not back by now, it means he’s either dealt with the watcher or
is following him back to wherever he came from.


Either way, the chances of anything
going wrong for their journey to the Coin Counter’s Temple—which shouldn’t take
more than an hour, given the leverage Briana had given them—were slim.


Sure enough, Briana’s message to the
Grand Reckoner worked. Less than five minutes after the guard disappeared into
the squat stone temple, he emerged with a puzzled expression.


“The Grand Reckoner will see you in his
office.” He beckoned for them to follow. “This way, honored Blade.”


Again, Kodyn struggled to mask a grin.
The message “blistering beetle” referred to a very unusual favor Arch-Guardian
Suroth had done for the Grand Reckoner. Quodaro had used a particular preparation—made
from a fatty secretion obtained from the beetles—to enhance certain abilities no longer effortless to men of
a certain age and rotundity. Unfortunately for the Apprentice’s priest, he’d
applied a little too much in the wrong places, resulting in a painful, severe
burn that could have left certain appendages even less useful.


Suroth had made a soothing, numbing, and
restorative agent and delivered it—in the utmost of secrecy, of course—to Grand
Reckoner Quodaro. The note had gone into his journal for safekeeping until he
found it necessary to call on the Apprentice’s priest for help.


Now, it was necessary. According to
Briana, Suroth would never have stooped to blackmail. Kodyn wasn’t quite as
noble as the Arch-Guardian. His mother had used this sort of leverage to save
the Night Guild from execution. And he was nothing if not a dutiful son who
learned from the examples of his parent.


The exterior of the Coin Counter’s
Temple was plain sandstone unadorned by any decorations, with only a single
entrance to ensure the security of the valuables stored within. The interior,
however, offered an elegance and opulence that belied its simple appearance.
Pristine white marble tiled the floor, walls, and ceiling, and broad pillars
supported the high-vaulted roof, which rose two full stories above Kodyn’s
head. The main chamber could have held two hundred people with space to spare.
A similar white marble counter spanned the far length of the room, and four
solid metal doors lined the wall behind the counter.


Kodyn remembered his mother’s stories of
stealing into the Coin Counter’s Temple in Praamis and finding Grand Reckoner
Edmynd’s hidden underground room. The Hawk part of him couldn’t help wondering
if this temple held similar secrets. Given the nature of the Reckoners’
business, which they believed was their best way to worship the god of
enterprise, it almost certainly did. It’s
a shame I won’t have time to find out.


The Indomitable led them toward a
staircase set into a corner of the grand chamber. “This way.” He motioned for
them to ascend but made no move to follow them. 


Kodyn and Hykos’ boots echoed off the
marble-tiled stairs, echoing loud in the now-silent temple. Save for a few oil
lanterns shining on the wall, the Coin Counter’s Temple was dark and quiet—a
far cry from the unceasing bustle of activity that filled its halls during the
day.


Two grey-robed Reckoners stood guard at
the top of the stairs. After a moment of scrutiny, one stepped aside and opened
the door. 


Kodyn had to remind himself not to stare
at the wealth strewn almost carelessly around Grand Reckoner Quodaro’s office.
A bloodwood desk worth a king’s ransom dominated the room, with shelves of
costly oak lining the walls. Upon those shelves rested trinkets and decorations
that ranged from simple ceramic vases to gold and platinum statuettes to one
jewel-encrusted silver key far too large to open any practical lock. Plush Al
Hani carpets and bright Drashi tapestries filled the room with color, though to
Kodyn’s eyes it appeared a tad garish—more emphasis on cost than good taste.


Though, that seemed fitting, given the
man seated behind the desk. Through Grand Reckoner Quodaro lacked the sheer
corpulence of a Keeper’s Priest, he was fat by Zadii standards. Round of belly
and face, with two chins that seemed far too large for facial features that
appeared squished too tightly together. His thick nose had a slight upturn that
accented his porcine shape. 


“Thank you, that will be all.” Quodaro
waved a pudgy hand in a dismissive gesture at the attendant. 


“Of course, Grand Reckoner.” Curiosity
etched into every line of the Reckoner’s face as he bowed and closed the door
behind him. 


The high priest turned to Hykos.
“Honored Blade, far be it from me to question the presence of such an esteemed
warrior and servant of the Long Keeper in my temple, but perhaps you might
enlighten me as the nature of your visit? Both the late hour and your…specific
message make it clear that this is not a social call. Let’s dispense with any
formalities and get to the point.” His expression went flat. “What do you
want?”


“I can answer that.” Kodyn stepped
forward with a bold smile. “We’ve come from Briana, daughter of Arch-Guardian
Suroth, to ask you for a favor.” He arched an eyebrow. “A favor I am certain you will be happy to grant,
given your relationship with the good Arch-Guardian.”


“May he rest in the Long Keeper’s arms.”
Quodaro’s polite tone didn’t quite match the scowl that darkened his face. “I
don’t know who you are or why you speak for either the Keeper’s Blades or
Briana, but I can assure you that there is nothing
you can say, no threat you can level, that will force me to act in anything
but the best interest of my god and the priests that serve me.”


“Oh good.” Kodyn beamed. “I was hoping
you’d say that.” He drew the bill of lading from a pocket and slapped it onto
the table. “We’d like your help with this.”


Quodaro frowned—an expression that
reminded Kodyn of a wild boar spitted for roasting. He reached for a pair of
round, wire-rimmed spectacles and, perching them on his nose, picked up the
parchment. 


“Pay special attention to the sixth item
on that list,” Kodyn offered helpfully as the Grand Reckoner read over the
contents. 


Quodaro shot him an irritated glare
before returning his attention to the parchment. His eyes narrowed. “And what,
pray tell, would you have me do with this?” He waved the bill at Kodyn. 


“First, you can summon Reckoner Dyon.”
Kodyn tapped the name signed on the bottom of the parchment. “Then you can
command him to explain whether he’s complicit in the theft of shalanite or
simply incompetent at his job.”


Quodaro’s eyebrows shot up and his face
turned a furious beet red. He ripped off his spectacles so hard he nearly broke
the wire rim. “If you are insinuating that—”


“If you
are half as competent as Grand Reckoner Edmynd of Praamis,” Kodyn snapped,
“then you will know precisely how I have made the connection between the
shipment of grain and the illegal exportation of shalanite.” He leaned forward.
“Which, as you well know, is treason, a crime punishable by whatever creative
manner of execution the Pharus feels applicable. All that remains is to
determine whose head will end up on a spike. Reckoner Dyon or the one to whom
this bill of lading was signed.”


Grand Reckoner Quodaro replaced his
spectacles and frowned down at the parchment again. “A serious accusation
against a newly elected member of the Keeper’s Council.”


“Which is why we thought it best to
bring it to you first.” Kodyn gave
him a saccharine smile. “The Necroseti will immediately blame the error on
Reckoner Dyon and your priest would have no chance to refute the claims. After
all, it would be his word against that of a Councilor.” He inclined his head.
“However, if Reckoner Dyon cooperates fully with the Blades’ investigation into
the matter—” This was an utter lie, yet Hykos’ presence sold the ruse to
perfection. “—I’m certain Lady Callista Vinaus could be persuaded to show
clemency. Particularly if it turned out that this was simple negligence on the
part of your Reckoner.”


“I see.” Quodaro pursed his lips, which
made the folds of his neck protrude like too-thin custard. Silence descended
upon the room for half a minute as the Grand Reckoner studied the parchment
through his spectacles. Without a word, he reached for a little golden bell
that sat on the right-hand side of his desk. 


The high-pitched tinkling echoed loud in the chamber, and a moment later the door
opened to admit the Reckoner that had allowed them entrance minutes earlier.


“Bring me Dyon,” Quodaro said before the
newcomer could speak. “Quickly and quietly.”


“Of course, Grand Reckoner.” With a bow,
the man slipped out of the room as silently as he’d come.


Quodaro fixed Hykos with a glare. “I am
surprised to see someone of your reputation aligning himself with one like him.” He waved his hand at Kodyn without
taking his eyes from the Archateros—a clear dismissal. 


“I am simply here to see the Long
Keeper’s justice done.” Hykos’ expression revealed nothing. “By whatever means
necessary, using whatever tools my god places in my hands.”


Kodyn wasn’t sure if he should feel
offended or not. Hykos had proven himself inscrutable enough that this could
simply be an act, or he might be genuinely repulsed by the blackmail. Light blackmail, certainly, but no less
reprehensible to a truly upright man.


At that moment, Kodyn didn’t really care
what the Blade thought of him. He would do whatever it took to protect Briana
and help her get vengeance for her father. He owed her that much; not only
because she was helping him complete his Undertaking, but he genuinely cared
for her. He didn’t want to see her hurt or mistreated. Life in the Night Guild
had taught him that the most devious methods tended to be the most effective. And,
given Evren’s revelation that the gods didn’t really exist, any fear of
“staining his soul” through these actions had faded.


A tense silence hung in the office as
the scowling Grand Reckoner sat back in his chair, his movement accompanied by
a chorus of groaning wood and creaking leather. Hykos remained silent and
still, his spine straight as a spear. Kodyn occupied himself taking inventory
of everything valuable—both for melt and resale value and potential caches of
information for future attempts at blackmail—in the office. It was an old habit
that the Hawks had drilled into him. He could see at least five secret hiding
places in the office. 


What
I’d give for two minutes alone in this room. He chuckled to himself. I’d come away a seriously wealthy man.


The sound of approaching footsteps
snapped his eyes toward the door. When it opened, a nervous-looking man stood
framed in the doorway. The light of the lamp burning on the desk made his
pinched, drawn face even paler.


“You summoned me, Grand Reckoner?” the
man asked, his expression a mixture of apprehension and confusion


With a stern look, Quodaro held out the
bill of lading. “Explain,” he growled.


Reckoner Dyon’s eyes flew wide and his
face turned a sickly shade of grey as he took the parchment in trembling hands.
“I-It is my signature, yes,” he replied. “But I don’t—”


“The truth, Dyon!” Quodaro’s voice
thundered in the office. He might not be able to intimidate Kodyn or Hykos, but
he was sovereign master over the priests under his command. “Before the Keeper’s
Blade hauls you away to Murder Square for treason.”


The words had an instantaneous effect on
the Reckoner. Dyon dropped to his knees, his expression pleading. “Forgive me!
I had no choice. They threatened to report me to the Lady of Blades as a Gatherer
if I did not do as they asked.” A torrent of words poured from his mouth in a
babbling rush. 

“All because my second cousin thrice removed joined the cultists, and once,
months ago, I offered him a room to stay in for a week after he abandoned his position
in the Hall of the Beyond. I didn’t know he was a Gatherer, but they wouldn’t
listen to me. I could only sign my name to this document to verify it. But I
swear by the Apprentice that I have no hand in whatever they are doing.” 


Pitiful tears streamed down the man’s
face as he fixed fearful eyes on Hykos. “I am a loyal servant of the Pharus and
the Keeper’s Council. Tell me what I can do to make this right and—”


“Who are they?” Hykos demanded. “Who threatened you?”


Dyon’s head whipped back and forth
frantically. “They did not give me their names, but they simply brought me the
bill and insisted that I sign it, as is my role as Head Auditor of Shalandra’s
exports.”


“Including shalanite?” Hykos cocked an
eyebrow.


If Kodyn had thought the man couldn’t get
paler, he’d have been wrong. He gave a terrified wail and nearly collapsed,
eyes fixed on the parchment as if at the warrant for his death. Which, in all
honesty, it very well could be. 


Kodyn shot a glance at Grand Reckoner
Quodaro. “Will he swear to this? Give testimony before the Pharus?”


Quodaro stared down at the sobbing man,
disdain etched into every line of his face. “I will have my attendant draw up
an affidavit at once, and I will sign it myself to verify its accuracy. If the
Pharus demands testimony in person, Dyon will present himself in the palace.”
His eyes narrowed and his gaze went from Kodyn to Hykos and back. “On the
condition that he receives no punishment for his complicity. I will see to it
that he is sufficiently chastised and removed from his position as Head
Auditor.” 


Kodyn glanced at Hykos. Of the two of
them, the Keeper’s Blade was the only one with the authority to accede to the
Grand Reckoner’s demand.


After a moment, Hykos nodded. “Fear can
kill a man a thousand times before death claims him. Lady Callista Vinaus will
honor your request.”


Quodaro reached for the bell. “Then give
me five minutes and you will have what you desire.”


 


* * *


 


Less than an hour after they had walked
into the Coin Counter’s Temple, Kodyn left with the evidence he needed to prove
Councilor Angrak’s crime. Elation surged within him, and it took all his effort
not to laugh out loud.


After
all the shite that’s been going wrong, it’s nice to finally have something go right for once! 


Hykos strode stiffly at his side, his
face a stern mask. 


“You played your part to perfection.”
Kodyn clapped him on the shoulder. “For a minute, I thought you were actually
going to arrest me for blackmail.”


“I considered it.” Hykos’ words held no
trace of humor.


Kodyn’s gut clenched, but his smile
never wavered. “Good to know.”


“Were it not in the best interest of
Shalandra, you would be in chains right now,” Hykos replied. “You are fortunate
that there are worse evils in this city.”


“I’ll take it.” Kodyn chuckled. “Now
let’s get back to Briana and the others and get this evidence to Lady Callista
at once.”


He hurried toward the place where Aisha
had taken up position, yet as he passed it, he saw no sign of her. His brow
furrowed in confusion. He tried to write it off as nothing—she’d found another
vantage point to keep an eye on them, or she’d had to duck out of sight to
avoid a passing patrol.


But as they left the Temple District and
he hadn’t yet caught sight of her, dread settled like a stone in the back of
his mind. No matter what he told himself, he couldn’t shake the feeling that
something was wrong. 


Where
the hell are you, Aisha?


 












Chapter Thirty-Three
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Aisha crouched in the shadows of the
Swordsman’s obelisk and watched as Kodyn and Hykos were admitted into the Coin
Counter’s Temple. 


She allowed herself a smile. That message definitely got the Grand
Reckoner’s attention. I wish I could be there to see his face. 


The Coin Counter’s Temple was a squat,
three-story building of plain sandstone unbroken by any windows or doors save
for the grand front entrance. Definitely a fortress solid enough to house the
gold coins, valuables, and documents that flowed in and out every day. 


Beyond the temple to the Apprentice
stood the Temple of Prosperity, home to the priests of the Illusionist, god of
coin, madness, and success. A strange combination, but strange was precisely
the word that described the Illusionist and his followers. She had never
understood why anyone would worship a god that delighted in driving his priests
insane—or collecting into his priesthood those already affected by his touch.
Then again, such madnesses were uncommon in Ghandia. Many of the afflicted of
mind chose to leave the tribe and wander the Ghandian grasslands alone, to
commune with the gods, the Kish’aa, or
whoever else spoke in their minds.


Aisha had little doubt the southerners
would consider Spirit Whisperers mad. Umoyahlebe
heard the voices of the dead and saw the spirits, even communicated with
them. Southerners simply couldn’t understand the true nature of the Kish’aa and their relationship with the
living. They believed the spirits passed into the Sleepless Lands, forever out
of reach. Aisha knew the truth: the dead interceded with the gods and offered
their wisdom to the living. 


Thoughts of the dead seemed to set the
sparks within her dancing. That, or perhaps her proximity to the Temple of
Whispers. Her eyes were drawn to the vault-like Secret Keeper’s temple as
Thimara’s spirit burned brighter within her, a thrum of energy coursing through
her veins. The dead Secret Keeper seemed to come alive this close to the Temple
of Whispers. Aisha knew it was because of Thimara’s connection to Uryan—child
and parent, lovers, siblings, dear friend, she couldn’t be certain, but she knew
beyond a shadow of a doubt that Uryan and Thimara had meant something to each
other. 


Yet the spirit’s urging had to go
unheeded, at least for now. She had to keep an eye on the Temple District for
any sign of watchers. If someone was shadowing
their house, they might not be interested in Briana. They could be enemies of
the Black Widow searching for Evren and Kodyn, enemies of the blacksmith
Killian hunting Evren, or even someone wanting to keep an eye on Hykos or Issa.
Evren would report back when he found out who they were—for now, they had to
stay focused on getting the information Lady Callista would need to move
against Councilor Angrak. 


If
anyone can make that Reckoner talk, it’s Kodyn. He had inherited his mother’s charm,
wit, and perceptiveness. His concern for her back at Suroth’s mansion had
convinced her to let him into her secret.
If the patrol hadn’t arrived at that precise moment, she would have told
him everything.


Yet at that moment, she wasn’t certain
she felt ready to share the truth of
her gift as a Spirit Whisperer, at least not until she understood it a bit
more. There was so much she didn’t yet know about her Umoyahlebe abilities. They had saved her and Briana back in
Suroth’s mansion, but that had been an involuntary action beyond her control.
Radiana’s spirit had intervened to protect her daughter. 


Even back in the alley behind Suroth’s
mansion, the call of the Kish’aa had
taken control of Aisha’s body. She had been drawn to the spirits of Eldesse and
Osirath with a force that overrode her willpower. If she didn’t find a way to
command of the gift rather than letting it command her, she would be as much its prisoner as her father had been. Her
body would become subject to the Kish’aa long
before their cries or the Whispering Lily ravaged her mind.


The thought of the bright blue flower
added to her worries. Briana hadn’t had time to research a way to counteract
its side effects, not with the secrets of Suroth’s journals to unlock. The
Shalandran girl had promised she hadn’t forgotten, but right now, it seemed as
if everything else in the world was more important.


I
shouldn’t complain, Aisha
told herself. Survival is definitely our
first priority, and the only way we survive is by dealing with our enemies.
Starting with Councilor Angrak and finishing with the Gatherers and Ybrazhe.


She had no doubt Lady Callista would use
every tool, trick, and weapon in her arsenal to convince Councilor Angrak to
turn against not only his fellow Councilors, but also the Ybrazhe. Maybe even
the Gatherers, if they truly were working together. But that would take time.
How much, Aisha didn’t know, but she needed help understanding and mastering
her powers soon, before they took
control of her. 


A sudden heat radiated through Aisha’s
body. She felt the two sparks—Eldesse and Osirath—flaring to life within her,
so bright and hot it set her skin tingling and the energy crackling between her
fingers. Though she could not see or hear them, she could feel their emotions
radiating through her as she had with Radiana.


Surprise.
Anger. Sorrow. 


Fragments of images flashed through her
mind, too quick for her to see but she got a sense of what the two were
feeling. Shock and fury at discovering they were betrayed by someone they
trusted. Anguish at watching death
take the one they loved.


The anger flared hottest and brightest,
accompanied by a pull so strong that it actually brought Aisha to her feet. She
wrestled against the force of the Kish’aa
but the spirits she had absorbed moved her muscles with a force beyond her
control. One step, then two, and a third. Her eyes were drawn beyond the
temple, westward, and fell on the Keeper’s Crypts.


Vengeance!
The thought flashed
through her mind with the force of a shout. Vengeance!



Wait!
Aisha gritted her teeth
and tried to regain command of her movements. She stopped, left foot lifted in
the air, a single step away from leaving the cover of the shadows.


Fighting against the tug on her limbs,
Aisha reached into her pouch and drew out two of her remaining five petals. So
small, so delicate, their once-bright blue color now starting to wither as they
dried, even though she had wrapped them in oilcloth. Beauty and peril,
salvation and madness rolled into one. 


Yet she had no choice. They were the
only way to speak to the dead, to try and reason with them. She crushed the
petals between her fingers and rubbed hard, until twin drops of oil oozed
between her fingers. With only a moment’s hesitation, she licked the oil from
her fingers. A hint of sweetness filled her mouth, turning bitter before
rolling down her throat. 


The effects were instantaneous. The
sounds of the night seemed to fall silent around her, to fade into the
background. Within her mind, the voices of the spirits sharpened until she
could hear their whispered pleas. But could they hear her, too? She didn’t
know, but she had to try.


You
want vengeance for your deaths, yes? The
silent question echoed through her mind. 


The answer came a moment later. Vengeance against our killers! The
entwined voices of Eldesse and Osirath reverberated with thundering force that
rattled against her skull. 


Aisha gritted her teeth. I will give you what you want, she told
the spirits. But I cannot if you do not
let me.


She felt the tug again and her body
moved, her weight shifting forward as her left foot fell to the ground.


I
must have control! she
screamed silently. If you control me, I
cannot hunt your killers, cannot fight to bring them down. You must let me do
it my way. 


Vengeance!
A powerful protest, one
that sent her fingers twitching toward her assegai.


Yes,
vengeance, Aisha
promised. Together, we will find those
who murdered you and have justice.


The tug on her body grew stronger for a
moment, then dwindled to a dull pounding in the back of her mind. 


Vengeance,
came the voices of the
slain maidservant and guard. Together.


Aisha gasped as sensation suddenly
returned to her limbs. She could move freely, as if the strings controlling her
had been severed. She ducked back into the cover of the shadows of the towering
obelisk, heart hammering.


We
have to be smart, she
told the spirits as she tried to slow her frantic breathing. Show me where you want me to go.


The pull came this time on her mind
rather than her body, though strong enough that she could almost feel her eyes
once more drawn to the western cliff and the Keeper’s Crypts.


She could feel their desire within her,
wordless yet no less insistent. You want
me to go into the tombs? 


Yes!
the voices replied. 


So
be it. She didn’t
understand why the spirits wanted her
to go that way or how they knew they’d find their killers there, but right now
it didn’t matter. She had to answer
their cries.


A part of her mind screamed that she was
abandoning Kodyn, that he’d be expecting her to wait outside the temple as
they’d agreed. Yet that thought slipped from her mind as the Kish’aa’s call came again. 


She hurried down the Artificer’s
Courseway, clinging to the shadows of the huge temples, her eyes fixed on the
cliff looming in the distance. The sight of a patrol of Indomitables forced her
to duck out of sight, which elicited impatient, angry cries from the spirits in
her mind. It took all her willpower not to cry out as their voices set her
skull pounding. She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists so tightly her
hands shook.


An eternity seemed to pass before the
Indomitables finally disappeared up the street. Despite the coolness of the
evening, sweat streamed down Aisha’s face from the effort of fighting the
spirits’ demanding insistence. The cries only diminished after she resumed her
trek to the Keeper’s Crypts.


The western cliff face rose two hundred
feet above her, but she had eyes only for the massive rectangular doorway—five
paces wide and easily twenty tall—carved into the mountainside. The faint glow
of flickering torches shone within the Crypts, but Aisha had no need for the
light. Blue-white sparks of the dead shone so brilliant to her eyes that the
interior of the tombs appeared as bright as day.


A low hum built in her mind with every
step closer, until she could actually hear the individual whispers echoing from
the legion of spirits hovering within the Keeper’s Crypts. Like a whirlpool of
glowing light, they swirled in the air above the endless rows of headstones,
mausoleums, sarcophagi, and obelisks to commemorate their deaths. 


These spirits were those whose lives had
been snuffed out before their time. Murder, suicide, illness, starvation—death
had come for them in all its forms, but it hadn’t diminished the spark of their
lives. They pressed in around her, calling to her, filling her mind with their
whispered pleas. Aisha wanted to flee, to escape the horde of dead that flocked
around her like ethereal sheep to a shepherd. Yet she could not. She had come
this far to fulfill Eldesse and Osirath’s mission, to help them pass from this
life into Pharadesi. She wouldn’t run
from the fight.


Vengeance!
The cry came impossibly
loud, and of their own accord, Aisha’s eyes were drawn toward two figures
moving through the darkness. 


She sucked in a ragged breath. The
spirits of Eldesse and Osirath had sensed the presence of these two—the ones
that had killed them—and demanded vengeance. 


Aisha dove into the shadows of a
mausoleum carved to resemble an open book, gritting her teeth against the
pounding in her head. Her eyes tracked the movement of the two cloaked figures
as they slithered among the tombstones and sarcophagi. Their steps led
southwest, down the hill toward the Cultivator’s Tier yet ever deeper into the
mountain itself. 


She followed them in silence, one eye
fixed on their shadowy forms and the other watching for the blue-white spirits.
She dared not draw too close for fear she would absorb them as she had Radiana,
Thimara, Eldesse, and Osirath. Already, the demands of the three Kish’aa within her tugged her in two
directions—Thimara to the Temple of Whispers, and the Dhukari’s servants deeper
into the tombs in pursuit of their killers. The Whispering Lily’s effects were
the only thing keeping the spirits from seizing control of her limbs. Aisha
wasn’t certain she could fight against so many. She evaded the outstretched
phantasmal hands and tried to stop her ears to their cries.


Yet their words came to her mind
unbidden. So many dead, so many whispered pleas, demands, and entreaties. Some
demanded vengeance, others pled for justice, and others begged to simply be
remembered. A thousand spirits each with their own desires—she could not answer
their calls. It was simply too much. 


Tears streamed down her cheeks, blurring
her vision. The Whispering Lily sharpened their presence and made their pleas
audible to her inner senses. How long she continued or where she traveled, she
didn’t know. It took all of her willpower to keep moving, to place one foot in
front of the other as she followed the urgings of Eldesse and Osirath. The
spirits of Briana’s trusted servant and her husband led Aisha through the
darkness. 


The sparks within her flared to life, so
hot and bright the pain snapped her from her trance-like state. Her
surroundings swam into focus and ice slithered down Aisha’s spine as she caught
sight of light shining in the Crypts ahead of her. Not the blue-white light of
the Kish’aa, but the soft
orange-yellow glow of burning torches. 


Instincts honed over years of training
kicked in and she threw herself behind a ten-foot stone obelisk, out of sight
of the assembled cultists. Heart hammering, she pressed deeper into the shadows
and tried to regain control over her rapid breathing. The pounding of her pulse
sounded so loud in her ears she feared it would give her away. 


She pricked her ears for any cry of
alarm, any angry shouts to indicate she’d been spotted. For a full minute she
remained motionless, back against the sandstone obelisk, fingers curled around
the wooden haft of her spear. She hadn’t come looking for a fight but she’d be
damned if the Gatherers got their hands on her.


But when silence met her ears, she dared
to risk a glance at the figures visible in the firelight. A few wore cloaks and
hoods, but most were clad in the simple, rough clothing of Shalandra’s lower
castes. Horror twisted in Aisha’s gut as her eyes fell on the symbols tattooed
onto their bare forearms. 


The spirits had led her to the
Gatherers. 
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Issa shot a glance at Etai as they
marched up the Warrior’s Path toward the Fortress. “You clear on what we’re
doing?” 


Etai nodded. “Keeping an eye on the
Arch-Guardian’s daughter all while pretending to be just one more patrol.” She
shot Issa a sidelong glance. “A patrol with two
Keeper’s Blades, mind you. Not that that’s not going to be totally obvious to anyone who sees it.”


“It doesn’t matter whether or not we’re
seen,” Issa replied with a shrug. “All that matters is that we make our
presence around the Temple District very visible. Just in case.”


“Of course.” Etai gave her a flat stare. “Though why Lady Callista’s
interested in one more Zadii girl, even if she was once Dhukari, escapes me.
Any chance you’re ready to clear that particular mystery up?”


Issa hesitated. She wanted to trust Etai; the two of them had fought together in the
Crucible and the training yard, and Etai was the closest thing she had to a
friend in the Citadel of Stone. But with so much on the line, Issa couldn’t
take the chance that something would go wrong.


“The fewer people who know, the better,”
Issa told her. “And what you don’t know can’t stab you in the back.”


Etai scowled. “I’m perfectly capable of
taking care of myself, just as you are, Issa. We’re both Keeper’s Blades, after
all.”


“I know.” Issa stopped and turned to
face the girl. “But this isn’t just some training exercise for the Blades. This
could affect the fate of all of Shalandra. The time will come when I will tell
you everything—or as much as I can—but for now, I need you to trust me.”


Etai met her gaze, then threw up her
hands. “Damn me for a fool, but I’m actually crazy enough to go along with your
ox-brained plan on blind faith.” She rolled her eyes. “After how things turned
out for you at the palace the other night, you could very well be even more
blessed by the Keeper than we thought.”


Issa grinned. “Thank you, Etai.”


“Oh no, thank you for not bringing Kellas with us.” Etai gave a disdainful snort.
“I’d throw myself into Dalmisa’s fiery depths to get away from his smug ass of
a face.”


“He still that bad?” Issa asked as they
resumed their westward trek. 


“Nah, not really.” Etai shook her head.
“He’s actually spoken full sentences to me that didn’t sound like a curse or an
order to polish his shoes. Almost makes me glad you saved him from the
Gatherers the other night.” She snorted. “Almost.”


Their arrival at the Fortress precluded
Issa’s response. The Fortress was exactly what its name entailed: a solid,
fortified garrison with high walls and thick metal-banded wooden gates. Or,
more accurately, it was two fortresses,
not one as its name denoted. The broad avenue known as the Warrior’s Path cut
through the middle of the Fortress, which occupied the entire western quarter
of the Defender’s Tier, on its way to the Keeper’s Crypts inside the western
cliff that bordered Shalandra. 


The northern fortress was the
better-fortified of the two, and served as the command center for the Executors
that led the soldiers. All of the Indomitables’ vast collection of military
records were also stored in the northern fortress, along with most of the
weapons and armaments not in immediate use by the Indomitables. What it lacked
in the Citadel’s grand architecture, lofty heights, and prime placement on the
Keeper’s Tier, it more than made up for in its sheer size.


The southern fortress was essentially a
giant training field with a barracks sized to fit five hundred Indomitables—all
the trainees and their training officers, along with a rotating crop of
experienced veterans undergoing regular martial exercises and drills. The
southern fortress was a non-stop hubbub of activity, with Indomitables marching
in and out at all hours, messengers coming and going, and supplies constantly
being hauled in to feed the ravenous soldiers off duty or between training
sessions.


It was to the southern fortress that Issa
and Etai directed their steps. 


The Dictator in charge of the ten-man
company guarding the Fortress grinned at their approach. “Come for your patrol
again?” He might be low-ranked, but Issa considered Dictator Pryle to be one of
the Indomitables’ friendliest soldiers. 


She nodded. “Unless Sentinel Imale has
run them ragged again on the training yard.” Nysin had spent nearly the entire
previous evening complaining about their latest challenge, an obstacle course
that daunted even more experienced Indomitables, until Rilith finally shut him
up.


“No obstacle course today,” Pryle said
with a wry grin. “Just the usual formation drills and pack runs.” 


Issa winced. “I can’t wait to hear Nysin
moaning about his exhaustion tonight. He’s lucky we’re set to patrol the
Artisan’s Tier.” 


“Ahh, the cushy life of a trainee.”
Pryle chuckled. “Days spent training, nights spent patrolling the streets, not
enough food or sleep to do either.” He stepped aside and allowed them to enter.
“Don’t be too soft on them, eh?”


“Never!” Issa called back over her
shoulder.


The training yard stood empty, the
drills done for the day once darkness set. Issa and Etai crossed the
sand-strewn space and headed toward the nearest barracks. There, she knew,
she’d find her company of trainees. 


The interior of the barracks had been
decorated with the same miserly hand as the Citadel of Stone. The walls,
floors, and ceilings lacked all ornamentation—every inch of the Fortress’
interior was designed with military practicality. And, with the precise order
to match. Even the stone floors looked freshly scrubbed, free of the dust Issa
and Etai tracked in from the training yard. Issa spared a moment of pity for
whatever trainee would be assigned to clean up after them. 


She found her trainees in the large room
that had been assigned to their company. Male and female recruits bunked
together, under the watchful eye of the Dictator responsible for training them.
Every bed was made perfectly, every sheet tucked in without a wrinkle. Even the
Indomitables’ armor and helmets hung on neat armorer’s dummies as the trainees
prepared to dress for the evening patrol. Their khopeshes rested in
sickle-shaped sheaths placed against the wall. 


Most of the trainees were in the middle
of slipping into their padded gambesons or buckling on the heavy black steel
breastplates. Nysin alone was fully-armored, and he lay on his bed with a
self-satisfied smile, his eyes closed as he seized the momentary lull in his
daily drudgery to catch a few seconds of sleep. 


Yet the Mahjuri trainee wasn’t sleeping.
His eyes popped open as Issa and Etai entered the room and he let out a
theatrical groan. “And here was me thinking we had another few minutes of
peace.”


Issa hid a grin. “On your feet,
Indomitable!” she barked, doing her best impression of Tannard’s voice. “We are
on duty as of this moment.”


To his credit, Nysin leapt to his feet
with impressive alacrity and took his place in the rank that quickly formed in
front of Issa. Enyera, the speedy Earaqi that had won the battle with Tannard
for them, was the last to join the line, one pauldron still askew. 


Issa strode toward them, Etai at her
side. “I come with a mission from the Lady of Blades.” She spoke in voice
pitched low so only her patrol could hear. “A duty of the utmost importance.”


Though the Indomitables’ expressions
remained stern blanks, excited curiosity sparkled in the ten pairs of eyes
fixed on her. Enyera actually leaned forward in her eagerness to hear. 


“There have been reports of suspicious
activity on the Artisan’s Tier, near the Temple District,” she told them. “Lady
Callista has assigned us to go and
seek out those causing trouble.”


“What sort of suspicious activity?”
asked Rilith. 


“The kind that gets a special patrol of
two Keeper’s Blades sent out to investigate,” Etai said before Issa could. 


Issa shot her fellow Blade a stern
glare, then turned back to her patrol. “Right now, that is all I can tell you,
but I want it to be perfectly clear that anything
out of the ordinary is to be treated as a threat to the wellbeing of the
Zadii.” She fixed them with a meaningful look. “The Lady of Blades has
personally entrusted us with this task of protecting the people of the
Artisan’s Tier.” 


Right now, her Indomitables didn’t need
to know specifically who on the
Artisan’s Tier they were protecting. By the grace of the Long Keeper, nothing
would go amiss and they could proceed on their patrol normally. 


“We will not fail Lady Callista.”
Determination echoed in Enyera’s voice.


Issa nodded. “Of that, I have no doubt.”
If anything happened, she knew that her Indomitables—though they were trainees
like her—would be able to handle it.


Thousands of stars dotted the night sky
as they marched out of the barracks. Torches ringed the training yard and
braziers burned by the Fortress’ front gate, but the light did little to drive
back the chill that settled over the late night. Midnight lay less than an hour
off, and it would take them the better part of two hours to reach Briana’s
house near the Temple District at a steady marching pace. 


Dictator Pryle saluted as they marched
out, and Issa mirrored his gesture. She didn’t need to glance back to feel the
excitement humming through her patrol. Even Etai, who marched along at the
front of the column beside her, brimmed with a mixture of wary tension and the
excitement that set in before a battle. 


The two- and three-story houses along
the Defender’s Tier were dark and silent, the Alqati families of the
Indomitables long since abed. In the light of the oil lanterns that hung at
regular intervals along the Warrior’s Path, the colorful gardens seemed somehow
pale and drab. Yet Issa knew that those fortunate enough to be born Alqati led
lives far better than anything the Earaqi, Mahjuri, or Kabili could ever dream
of.


A cool wind whistled through the
Defender’s Tier, and Issa found herself thankful for the heavy Shalandran steel
armor and the thick coat of padding beneath. The armor seemed to actually soak
up the warmth of the sunlight during the day, keeping her warm at night. That,
and the marching definitely helped to drive back the chill.


Sweat pricked on her forehead as they
reached Death Row and turned south, toward the gate that led into the Artisan’s
Tier. A sense of urgency thrummed within her. Lady Callista had told her she
had until noon—given that midnight had just passed, that left less than twelve
hours to complete her mission of procuring whatever proof Kodyn had found to
implicate Councilor Angrak. Twelve hours ought
to be more than enough, but she wouldn’t rest until that mission was
completed. 


Few people moved about the streets of
the Artisan’s Tier at this late hour, which meant she and her company could
make good time. None of the Indomitables complained as she sped up her march to
a fast walk, just shy of a slow jog. The sight of cloaked figures scurrying
into the shadows near Smith’s Alley sent up warning flares in her mind, but she
forced herself to ignore them. Her true destination lay farther west, just
before the Temple District. She and her patrol had to make certain Lady Briana and her companions were safe.


Both Industry Square and Commerce Square
stood empty, the wooden stalls shuttered for the night. It seemed so strange to
walk through the ranks of wooden stands—she’d never seen the always-busy
marketplace so silent and lifeless. 


A knot formed in Issa’s shoulders as
they approached the road that would take her and her patrol past Briana’s
house. A profound stillness enveloped the Artisan’s Tier—so complete as to seem
almost unnatural. Even the night birds had fallen silent and the wind had
stopped its gentle rustling in her ears. No lights glimmered in any of the two-
and three-story houses bordering the Artificer’s Courseway. 


She held up a fist to slow her patrol.
Something was wrong. She didn’t know how she knew—a lingering scent in the air,
a strange stillness to the night, or a sixth sense somewhere deep within
her—but she could feel the danger
from ahead. It was almost as if the Artisan’s Tier held its breath in
expectation. 


“Slow and silent,” she hissed to her patrol.
The armor of a Keeper’s Blade was crafted with the skill of a master artisan,
joined so perfectly it hardly made a sound. Indomitables, however, made far
more noise with their clanking half-mail and hobnailed boots. 


Yet her trainees made hardly a sound as
they rounded the corner. Issa’s heart stopped as she caught sight of
dark-cloaked figures moving through the shadows toward Briana’s house. Issa
counted fifteen, each carrying drawn steel.


To her horror, only the guard, Rothin,
stood in front of the door. Hykos was nowhere in sight. 


A single sword stood between Briana and
certain death.
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Evren’s mind raced as he tried to come
up with a way to free Serias from the Ybrazhe thugs torturing him. He risked a
glance into the miller’s shop and stifled a curse. 


No
bloody chance I can fight my way through that many thugs. 


The Hunter of Voramis would race, swords
swinging, but the assassin could heal from wounds that would kill any normal
man. Evren didn’t have any special healing ability—any special abilities at all, save for a stubborn refusal to
quit. 


He couldn’t fight, so he had to find
another way to deal with the thugs. An idea sprang to his mind: there’s only one thing the Ybrazhe is truly
afraid of.


Without hesitation, he acted on the
idea. He slipped away from the window and returned to Miller’s Alley. He drew
in a deep breath. This is bloody insane! And
yet, a defiant grin split his face. If
training with the Hunter has taught me one thing, it’s that insane has a damned
good chance of working. Provided it doesn’t kill me, of course.


Before he could reconsider, he raced
down the street—straight toward the mill.


He burst through the door.
“Indomitables!” he shouted. “Patrol coming this way!”


Eight pairs of eyes turned toward him,
eight heavy, scarred hands reaching for clubs, swords, and daggers. Evren
didn’t give them time to react. “They’ll be here in seconds!” With that, he
turned and tore out of the door, leaving the stunned Ybrazhe behind him.


Once outside, he ducked back into the
shadows of the miller’s shop and darted toward the open chute. He reached it
just in time to see the Ybrazhe thugs racing out of the mill’s front door and
onto the street, leaving only Annat standing guard over Serias. The thug
actually reached for a canvas sack and draped it over the bound youth, as if
trying to conceal the boy and make it appear as if all was normal within the
mill. 


Evren stifled a grin. Bloody insane, indeed! During his years
on the streets of Vothmot, he’d learned to run at the first hint of the Wardens
of the Mount. Better risk looking foolish than getting pinched. The Syndicate
thugs would learn the truth of his ruse soon enough and return, but he’d bought
himself a minute or two.


Slipping one jambiya between his teeth,
Evren slithered through the open chute and dropped to the stone floor without a
sound. He crept up behind Annat silent as a wraith and let the dagger fall into
his hand. 


“Didn’t you hear?” he asked in a
conversational tone. “There’s an Indomitable patrol on the way here now.”


Annat whirled, eyes narrowed in
suspicion. His mouth opened just in time to meet Evren’s swinging fist. The
punch was perfect—Evren’s strength backed by the weight of the dagger in his
hand. His blow connected with Annat’s jaw, the diamond-shaped pommel of his
jambiya carving a chunk out of the man’s cheek. Annat fell like a sack of
dropped horse apples. 


Evren dodged the thug’s falling body and
leapt toward the millwheel. Ripping aside the canvas, he sawed at the ropes
holding Serias bound. The sharp curved blade of his jambiya sliced through the
hemp strands with ease. Serias sagged, groaning, his eyes closed. 


“Hey!” Evren shook the boy. “It’s me,
Evren. We need to get out of here, now!” 


“Evren?” Serias mumbled. 


Evren recognized the signs of
shock—caused by the repeated blows to his head and the agony of the stone
crushing his fingers. One glance at the boy’s hands told him the bones hadn’t
quite been pulverized, simply fractured. They had already begun to swell and
would need a physicker’s attention, but he ought to retain use of his fingers. 


“Come on, they’ll return at any minute.”
He helped Serias to stand, half-carrying the boy and hauling him toward the
grain chute. “You can do it.” 


After a failed attempt, he simply lifted
the smaller boy and shoved him feet-first through the chute. Serias fell with a
groan, and Evren scrambled out after him. 


“Where can we go that’s safe?” Evren
hissed. “Where you can hide?”


“Killian…” The boy mumbled. 


“Yes, where’s Killian?” Evren’s mind
raced. “We need to warn him of what happened.”


“Killian…Smokehouse.” 


Evren’s eyebrows shot up. “What?” 


Serias nodded. “Hiding place…”


“Damn!” Evren breathed. “Bloody good
one, if you ask me.” The Smokehouse, an exclusive opium den that catered only
to upper-caste Shalandrans, was the last place he’d expect to find a reputable
Intaji like Killian. Then again, the real
Killian wasn’t exactly an upstanding member of society. 


“Come on.” He clutched the boy tighter
and helped him stagger down the street. “We need to get you off the streets
before—”


Angry shouts from behind him cut off his
words. He dove into the shadows of a nearby alley, dragging Serias behind him.
The boy managed not to cry out, though he grunted as his hands struck the hard
ground. 


“Where are they?” Annat’s voice rang out
shrill in the night. “Find them right bloody now! They’re just Keeper-damned
kids!” 


Evren grinned. Surprise, you bastard. He’d gotten Serias out, but now he had to
get them both to safety. The Ybrazhe
would be flooding out of the mill into the streets of the Artisan’s Tier in
seconds. Eight thugs, doubtless with more nearby for back-up. He’d never get
out of there with the injured Serias slowing him down.


“Stay here!” he hissed at the boy. “Keep
silent and still and they’ll never find you.” 


Serias clutched at him. “Don’t…go…”


“I’ve got to warn Killian,” Evren said.
“But I’ll make sure to send one of the Mumblers to help you.”


The boy’s faint call echoed behind him,
but Evren ignored it as he slipped out of the shadows and into the street.
Though guilt nagged at him for leaving Serias there in his condition, he knew
he had to get to Killian. Once he’d
warned the blacksmith, he could get back to the others to warn them about the
“idiots in the tomb”—Hallar’s Warriors, whoever they were. 


The Ybrazhe thugs might be effective at
cracking heads, but the heavily-muscled men seemed far less competent when it
came to finding clever thieves. Evren dodged the first two-man search party by
scrambling into the shadows between two buildings. He slithered out into the
alley that ran behind the houses, and raced off westward. 


I’ve
just got to get past their searchers and I can go warn Killian. His mind raced as he ran. The blacksmith
needed to know what the Ybrazhe was doing to his Mumblers, and that they were
hunting him.


As he rounded a corner to rejoin the
small back road that ran parallel to the northern cliff face, a dark figure
leapt out of the shadows directly in front of him. “Got you!” Two huge hands
clamped down on Evren’s arms. “Dodgy little bastard, aren’t y—”


Evren did the only thing he could: he
drove his head into the man’s face. Sparks whirled in his vision and pain raced
through his skull, but the thug fell back with a cry. The moment the man’s hand
released him, Evren spun and struck out with a wild punch that cracked into the
man’s jaw, hard enough to snap his open mouth shut with a loud clack. Another blow, this one a more
controlled jab to the bridge of the nose, set the man reeling. Tears streamed
down the man’s eyes, blurring his vision long enough for Evren to bring his
knee around and across, right into the thug’s groin. 


“Urgghle.”
A pitiful sound from such a large man. The thug’s knees sagged, and Evren
finished him off with a pommel strike to his temple. He was stumbling away
before the thug’s body hit the street. 


His skull throbbed with every step, but
slowly the dancing stars faded and Evren could see once more. Slowly, he gained
speed and raced deeper into the darkness of the Artisan’s Tier, westward in the
direction of the Smokehouse. The opium den stood a short distance to the
northwest of Commerce Square, tucked away from the Artificer’s Courseway in
order to offer its clients a modicum of discretion. 


A throbbing ache settled into Evren’s
skull, a stern chastisement for his folly. He’d learned early in his years as a
Lectern apprentice that only idiots used their heads—done wrong, it could knock
you out faster than it incapacitated your foe. The new, sharp pain in the crown
of his head added to the dull pounding resulting from the minor concussion he’d
sustained two days earlier.


Yet he couldn’t afford to slow, much
less stop. He was running out of time to get word to Killian that the Ybrazhe
was hunting him, then warn his new comrades about the threat of Hallar’s
Warriors. 


He scanned every shadow as he ran,
ducking into darkened alleys and racing down side streets to shake anyone
tailing him. His heart hammered in time with his flying feet, and he could
almost measure the passing seconds according to the pounding behind his eyes. 


Hope surged within him as he caught
sight of the Smokehouse, a squat single-story building with no visible
decoration or signage. It looked like any other decaying structure in
Shalandra, yet one look at the solid front door told Evren that appearances
were very deceiving in this instance.



He raced toward the building and pounded
on the heavy door. “Killian, it’s Evren!” He knew that people in the
surrounding homes and buildings would hear, but at that moment it didn’t
matter. He had to warn the blacksmith
of the danger, so he kept right on pounding. “Open up!” 


A thunk
sounded as a deadbolt was shot, accompanied by the rattle of two chain
locks and the click of a latch
disengaged. The heavy door swung open on silent hinges and a familiar face
peered out. “Evren?” Killian’s brow furrowed. “What in the bloody hell are you
doing here?”


“Coming to warn you that the Ybrazhe’s
after you.” Evren struggled to catch his breath; the sprint across the
Artisan’s Tier had stolen his wind. “They had Serias—”


“What?” Killian tore open the door and
his bushy eyebrows snapped together in a glowering glare. “Where do they have
him? Tell me, and I’ll march over there and rip their heads off with my bare
hands.”


By the inferno burning in his eyes,
Evren didn’t doubt Killian could or would.


“No need,” he said. “I freed Serias,
then raced over here as quickly as I could.”


“Is that how you found me?” Killian’s
eyes narrowed in suspicion. 


Evren nodded. “Serias told me. He said—”


Killian seized his collar. “Did he tell them, too?” 


Evren spun, and his heart sank as his
eyes fell on a familiar figure striding down the street toward him.


“Well, well, well!” Annat’s face creased
into a fierce grin. “If it isn’t the famous blacksmith himself? We spent more
than an hour trying to torture your location out of your boy. Lucky for us, this one solved that little problem for
us.” 


Seven more thugs raced down the street
behind Annat. Five carried drawn swords, daggers, and even one spike-studded
clubs. The other two, however, carried loaded crossbows, which they held
leveled at Evren and Killian.


Annat glared at Evren, a hand to his
bleeding cheek. “Almost makes me willing to forgive you for that sucker punch,
boy. Instead, I’ll just kill you quick, rather than taking my time as I
intended to. Consider it a thank-you for making my night a whole lot better.”


Evren’s heart sank, and his cheeks
burned with shame as he realized the truth. They
weren’t asking Serias about Killian’s book. They wanted Killian himself. And I
led them right to him. 
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Despite his worry for Aisha, Kodyn had
to trust that the Ghandian would find her way back to Briana’s. Right now, we’ve got to focus on getting
this evidence to Lady Callista as soon as possible.


He shot a glance at Hykos, who strode
along at a brisk march beside him. He almost asked the Archateros to take the
evidence to the palace, but stopped himself. Hykos had already come close to
deserting his post just helping them in the Coin Counter’s Temple—no way would
the Blade leave them, even for something as important as this.


That
means I’ve got to deliver it myself, Kodyn
thought. Either that, or wait until Issa
returns, whenever that will be. 


He chafed at the delay; the sooner they
got the evidence into Lady Callista’s hands, the sooner they’d have vengeance
against the Keeper’s Council for the role they played in Suroth’s death. But
right now, with everything that had happened with the Gatherers and Ybrazhe,
Kodyn had to be cautious. They’d all come far too close to dying too many times
already.


Instincts honed over years as a
street-wise thief screamed in the back of his mind. Instantly he was on the
alert, every sense engaged. He knew the alleys and lanes around Briana’s house,
knew the sounds, smells, even sensations.
An experienced thief could feel things,
a sort of sixth sense developed as a result of constant wariness and assessment
of his surroundings. Right now, Kodyn’s experience told him that something in
the street felt off. Like a tavern gone dead still in expectation of a fight
between two scowling brutes, as if everything was waiting for the spark to
light the match.


Then he saw them: dark figures, easily
two dozen of them, slipping through the back alleys. Moonlight shone on bared
steel. They moved quietly, caution in their step, as if trying to avoid
detection until they struck. Their intended target was plain. They were going
to attack Briana’s house.


“Gatherers!” The shout tore from his lips,
shattering the silence of the night. 


Hooded figures turned toward him, dozens
of eyes fixed on him and Hykos. For a single instant, the tableau remained
frozen, surreal as an oil painting rather than real life. 


“Get the Praamian!” The call broke the
stillness. The match had been lit. 


Kodyn ripped his sword free of its
sheath as ten of the Gatherers turned and charged them. From beside him came
the ring of steel on leather, and moonlight shone on Hykos’ huge two-handed
blade. The Keeper’s Blade squared his shoulders, braced his feet, and raised
the flammard to meet the charge. 


A wordless roar echoed in the alley as
Hykos raced forward. His boots pounded against the ground like the rumbling of
thunder, yet his armor was eerily silent. Kodyn ran just a step ahead and two
paces to the right of the Blade. He knew to keep clear of that huge sword—else
risk losing a limb or his head when it started swinging—but he’d be damned if
he let Hykos face the Gatherers alone. 


They hit the two foremost cultists at the
same time. Hot blood splattered the left side of Kodyn’s face as Hykos’ sword
tore through a Gatherer. Kodyn didn’t have time to glance over at the Blade; he
was too busy knocking aside a furious thrust of a short sword. He brought his
long sword across in a return blow, the tip of the blade ripping into flesh,
muscle, and bone. The Gatherer screamed, short sword falling from his
now-useless right arm. Kodyn unsheathed one of his many daggers and drove it
into the man’s throat. Agonized screams turned to a wet, choking gurgle, and
the cultist sagged. 


Tearing the dagger free, Kodyn raced
toward the next Gatherer. The man swung two short swords in a vicious
scissoring blow that would have opened Kodyn’s throat or taken off his head.
Instinct and years spent training with Master Serpent saved Kodyn—he threw
himself to the right, blocking the left-handed sword with a desperate parry of
his dagger. Hykos saved him, lopping off the man’s arm before he could strike
out again. The Gatherer stared numbly at the waving stump of his right elbow.
The Blade’s powerful swing of his two-handed sword removed his head a heartbeat
later.


Kodyn shot a grateful nod to the
Archateros. Hykos’ expression grew grim, a hard set to his face as he
acknowledged Kodyn’s thanks with a salute of his sword and returned to the
messy business of killing Gatherers.


As Hykos’ enormous blade hacked down the
next cultist, Kodyn raced toward a second Gatherer. The man had turned to face
him, a snarl on his face. He swung and Kodyn raised his sword to block, but
instead of the clash of steel on
steel, the shattering of glass echoed in the night. Hot oil splashed over
Kodyn’s sword blade and immediately caught alight. The cracked remnants of the
oil lantern flew to the side as the Gatherer released it and drew his own
sword.


Horror froze Kodyn in place as his eyes
fixed on the burning steel in his hand. Suddenly, he no longer stood on the
streets of the Artisan’s Tier. He was once again a child trapped in that attic
room, his home consumed by sickly green flames. The heat singed his throat and
a terrified scream threatened to burst from his lips. Instinctively, he reached
out to Ria, wishing for her strong arms to protect him. Fear gripped his brain
and paralyzed his muscles. He couldn’t move, couldn’t think—the glowing flames
filled his world.


“Kodyn!” A familiar cry came from above
and ahead of him.


Ria? She had saved him that night, had
dragged him from the burning house. 


Yet the cry hadn’t been Ria’s. Another
voice, younger, familiar, echoing with the same terror that held him rooted in
place.


Briana!


Kodyn’s heart seemed to pause between
beats, his mind lost in the swirling mists of his memories. Panic filled him,
the confusion and fear of a five-year old watching everything he’d ever known
turn to ash before his eyes. Yet he pushed back against the rising tide of
dismay. 


He was no longer that scared, trapped
child. For more than a decade, he had trained and prepared to ensure he was never that child again. The fire couldn’t consume him. 


A wordless roar burst from his lips as
he struggled to break free of the grip on his mind and body. Suddenly, his
heart beat once more, his eyes snapped away from the burning blade, and he
could move again.


Just in time to block the Gatherer’s
descending blow. He barely managed to raise his burning sword, and his parry
was weak. Yet he turned aside the strike and lashed out with his blade. Fire
cut a long gash across the Gatherer’s chest, setting fire to his cloak and the
ragged armor beneath. The man’s shout of triumph turned to a wild cry as the
flames consumed the oil that had splattered his clothing.


Growling, Kodyn drove his burning sword
into the man’s chest. Flesh and fabric sizzled, and Kodyn had to jerk his
weapon free to avoid the oil catching his hand alight. Yet when the steel
pulled out, only blood edged its blade.


Kodyn shot a glance toward the sound of
the voice—the voice that had saved him, had pulled him from the depths of his
fear. The second-story window framed Briana’s pale face. She stared down
wide-eyed at the scene of battle, at the men fighting and dying in the streets
below. Death had come for her.


Not
if I have anything to say about that!


The sight of her terror drove away the
last of Kodyn’s fear. He couldn’t stop, couldn’t let the panic slow him down.
If he did, she died. 


They had killed five, but still more
Gatherers charged. Not only at him, but a handful surged toward Rothin, who
stood alone, sword bared and fear sparkling in his eyes. Kodyn stood less than
thirty paces from the front door, but with close to thirty Gatherers barring
his path, he might as well have been a thousand leagues away. He’d never make
it to the house in time. 


Rage scorched his chest as the image
played out in front of his eyes. The Gatherers would overwhelm Rothin by sheer
force of numbers, and they’d spill into the house. Without Aisha to protect
Briana, the girl would be killed—after the Gatherers murdered Nessa and the
servants. Unless by some miracle Hailen had uncovered the secrets of the
Serenii artifacts, his blood would soon flow as the cultists swept through
their house in a tide of death.


He leapt over the still-burning corpse
and charged the nearest cluster of cultists. A desperate last stand, but he had
no other choice.


His sword drew sparks off the Gatherer’s
blade and he drove his dagger into the man’s chest. Suddenly, he was confronted
by four more, all wielding short swords. Grim resolution hardened within him
as he prepared to fight to his last breath. 


As
long as Briana’s safe, I’ll—


“Charge!” 


A roaring shout cut off his thoughts.
For a moment, Kodyn thought he’d imagined or misheard it. It couldn’t possibly
have come from nearby—Hykos fought beside him, his two-handed flammard scything
through Gatherers with impossible force. 


Yet, impossibly, black-armored figures
spilled from the shadows of the alley east of the Gatherers and barreled into
the cultists from the opposite flank. Hope surged within Kodyn as he caught
sight of a familiar face in the lead.


“Issa!” 


With a fierce grin, the Blade waded into
the fray, her huge sword swinging with a ferocity to match Hykos’ blade.
Gatherers fell beneath her onslaught. Kodyn’s eyes flew wide as he spotted a second Blade fighting beside her! On their
heels came a ten-man patrol of Indomitables, all as young as Issa, but no less
resolute. Their sickle-shaped khopesh swords cut through the Gatherers as if
harvesting wheat. 


Kodyn loosed a throaty cry and threw
himself onto the nearest Gatherer, driving his dagger home into the man’s neck.
The cultist dragged him down as he fell, entangling him in his strong arms.
Panic gripped Kodyn’s heart in an iron fist as he struggled in vain to break
free of the dying man’s grasp. Sandaled feet slapped against the ground,
drawing closer. Kodyn lifted his eyes to find a Gatherer standing over him,
sword raised to strike. 


Kodyn tried to wrest his sword free, but
it was caught between him and the dying man, his dagger still embedded in the
man’s throat. He couldn’t hope to break free or defend himself in time. He did
the only thing he could: he threw himself to one side, seizing the body beneath
him as he rolled. The meat shield stopped the killing blow inches from Kodyn’s
head. The Gatherer’s strike carved through flesh but caught in the dead man’s
skull and spine. 


In the instant the Gatherer struggled to
free his blade, Kodyn released his grip on his long sword. His fingers closed
around the hilt of the dagger still embedded in the Gatherer’s throat and he
tore it free with a vicious yank. He lashed out, a wild blow aimed at his
enemy’s leg. The Gatherer screamed as Kodyn’s blade severed the muscles in the
back of his calf. Another slash sliced the tendon along the back of the man’s
leg, just above his ankle. As the man stumbled to one knee, Kodyn slashed at
his inner thigh in a desperate attempt to open the huge artery.


Pain exploded in the side of his head as
a Gatherer’s boot connected with his skull. Sparks spun in his vision and the
world spun wildly around him. Instinct screamed at him to move, and he somehow
managed to retain his senses long enough to tuck his arm close against his
body. Steel sparked off stone where his hand had been an instant earlier. 


He shook his head to try to clear it,
but the stars refused to leave his vision. He’d gotten lucky once but—


Warm wetness splashed over his face,
accompanied by a dull thump on the
street beside him. He blinked in stunned surprise at the headless body lying in
an ever-widening pool of blood.


“Come on!” Hykos stood over him, sword
held in a firm one-handed grip, the other hand outstretched toward him. “On
your feet!” 


Kodyn clasped the Blade’s hand, and
Hykos hauled him out from beneath the dead Gatherer. He hadn’t even risen to
his feet before he tore a throwing dagger from a hidden sheath and hurled it
left-handed. The blade buried to the hilt in the chest of the cultist racing up
behind Hykos, dropping the man in his tracks. 


“Let’s go!” Hykos shouted. “We need to
get to Rothin!” 


Kodyn seized the momentary lull in
enemies to shoot a glance toward the house. Rothin had retreated inside but
held the doorway, his sword flashing right and left, high and low, as he fought
to keep the Gatherers out. Issa and her company were beating down nearly half
of the Gatherers clustered on the eastern edge of the fray, but there were
still close to ten cultists trying to cut their way through Rothin. 


Kodyn left his long sword beneath the
cultist’s body and instead snatched up a pair of short swords from a fallen
Gatherer. It would cost him precious seconds to retrieve his own blade and, at
that moment, every second counted.


With a yell, he charged the next
Gatherer. The cultist parried his blows with surprising skill, but a fire of
fury burned within Kodyn’s chest. He battered at the man’s one short sword with
his two, until his enemy’s defense crumbled beneath the assault. A powerful
chop buried his right-handed short sword in the cultist’s forearm a heartbeat
before his left-handed sword drove into the man’s throat. He ripped the blades
free and gave the body a savage kick, sending it toppling backward. 


And then he was through the Gatherers
facing him. He had a moment to breathe, to glance at the combat around him to
see where he was needed most. Hykos fought three Gatherers, who attacked with
quick thrusts and strikes, hounds nipping at a bear. But this bear had a
massive two-handed sword that sheared through flesh and bone like a hurricane
through a field of orchids.


Issa and her patrol seemed to have the
other Gatherers on the run. Indeed, one of the cultists actually turned and
fled, only to be cut down by the second Blade fighting beside Issa—another
young woman.


Without hesitation, he charged at the
backs of the Gatherers trying to cut their way into the house. He brought one
down with a vicious chop to the neck, where skull met spine. The man sagged
forward, collapsing into the man in front of him, who bore down the two beside
him as he flailed for balance. It was like a house of playing cards collapsing
beneath a strong wind. Only the foremost Gatherer, the one directly in front of
the door, managed to stay on his feet. 


Kodyn leapt over the prone Gatherers and
drove his left-handed short sword into the man’s lower back. Steel sliced
through bone, cartilage, and nerves. The man flopped forward onto his face, his
legs slack and useless. 


“Rothin!” he shouted as he rushed the
door. 


The guard’s powerful swing nearly took
off his head. He barely blocked it, though the force of the blow jarred him to
the shoulder. 


“It’s me!” he shouted.


Rothin paused, sword raised high, face
twisted in a battle grimace. His eyes flew wide and he seemed to recognize
Kodyn. 


“K-Kodyn?” 


“Yes!” Kodyn shouted. “Looks like we’re
here in just in time.” He whirled to face the door, swords held at the ready.
“Watch my back, and we’ll keep the bastards from getting in!” 


“Damn straight!” Rothin growled behind
him. 


Kodyn’s gut clenched as the six
surviving Gatherers disentangled themselves from their awkward pile and
clambered to their feet. Eyes blazing, short swords glinting in the moonlight,
they resumed their attack on the door. 


Yet Kodyn stood firm. “Come on, you
bastards!” he roared. His sword swung with precision, his blows backed with the
power of his anger. He’d be damned if he let the cultists take Briana again.


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Aisha’s mouth went dry, her heart
thundering in her chest as she studied the Gatherers. Scores—easily more than a
hundred that she could see—stood, sat, or huddled around coal-burning braziers.
A steady chill permeated this deep inside the mountain, cold enough that the
Gatherers needed cloaks and shawls to keep off the cold. They spoke in quiet
voices, for all purposes as human as anyone else she’d met: eating, drinking,
sleeping, and passing the time.


Yet she had seen the maniacal light in
their eyes, determination etched into their faces as they tried to kill her and
Briana. They might be ordinary-looking men and women, but their worship of the
Long Keeper turned them into bloodthirsty demons. 


The blue-white figures of the Kish’aa clustered around the dead. Aisha
felt the sparks of life within her flare bright and hot. Eldesse and Osirath,
even Thimara, burned with a fury.


Vengeance!
Eldesse and Osirath
shouted in unison in her mind. 


The empty eyes of the spirits turned
toward Aisha, and she heard their voices whisper in her mind. They, too,
demanded vengeance. Men, women, even children that had died too soon—felled by
disease, murder, or starvation—begged her for justice, to avenge them. She had
no doubt that they blamed the Gatherers, even the ones that bore the blue,
pus-oozing blisters of the Azure Rot. 


Her gaze returned to the Gatherers, then
traveled upward, roaming over the enormous statue that towered over their
heads. The effigy bore the features of a stern-faced man, and an artisan had
etched the painstaking details of a simple headband, a suit of armor, and a
sharpened pickaxe into the golden sandstone. 


Sixty feet tall with a base nearly ten
paces across, the statue shielded the light of the Gatherers’ fires from view.
Anyone approaching from the south, east, or north could easily mistake the
faint glimmers for one of the many lanterns and torches set at intervals along
the pathways that intersecting the Crypt. 


Aisha’s mind raced. No wonder no one has been able to find them! They’ve been hiding in the
last place anyone would look for them. 


According to Briana, the superstitious
Shalandrans rarely braved the Crypts, save for the final entombment of their
dead. The Indomitable patrols mostly kept to the broad avenue that ran north to
south, up to the Keeper’s Tier and down to the Slave’s Tier, just inside the
tombs. No one truly knew how deep the passages ran—every year, new additions
were made as more dead were laid to rest. 


Shalandrans feared the living dead, the
fabled Stumblers animated by dark, ancient magics. Aisha put little stock in
such myths—Ghandian folklore had their own equally fabricated version. Yet that
might explain why no one had encountered the Gatherers.


Only Intaji stonemasons ventured into
the mountain depths on a regular basis. They were hired by bereaved relatives
in need of a fresh crypt, sarcophagus, or tombstone. Judging by the looks of
the tombs around her, no new burial places had been added for years. 


Aisha shook her head in disbelief. Given who the Gatherers are and what they
believe, this is exactly where we should have thought. 


A war raged in Aisha’s mind as she
decided what to do next. She could feel the spirits of Eldesse and Osirath
pulling her toward the Gatherers. Briana’s loyal servants had found the ones
that murdered them and wanted vengeance. Energy crackled up and down her arms,
the sparks of their lives dancing eagerly as if begging to be unleashed. Aisha
had to fight to remain immobile when the dead wanted her to charge. 


There
are too many of them! I can’t take on more than a hundred. 


She spoke in her mind, silent yet
insistent, trying once more to communicate with the spirits. The Whispering
Lily didn’t just enable her to hear the Kish’aa;
somehow, it parted the veil to Pharadesi
so they could hear her, too. 


If
I am dead, who will avenge you? 


That seemed to work. The urgency humming
within her faded and the tug on her limbs diminished. She breathed easy,
pressing herself deeper into the shadows. 


I
can’t deal with them, but maybe I don’t have to.


Hykos and Issa were Keeper’s Blades,
trusted by Lady Callista Vinaus herself. If they brought word of the Gatherer’s
location, they could muster a swarm of Indomitables and Keeper’s Blades to
descend upon the Crypts. The Gatherers would be eliminated once and for all and
Briana would no longer have to worry about her safety. She could focus on
uncovering the secrets in her father’s journal—and helping Aisha find a way to
control her powers and diminish the negative effects of the Whispering Lily.
Kodyn would be free to work with Evren to get into the Vault of Ancients and
steal the relics. The threat against their lives could end here, tonight.


Aisha was about to turn and slip back
the way she’d come when she caught sight of movement within the Crypts, just
north of her position. She froze, eyes locked onto the shadows. 


A moment later, a dark figure emerged
from between a pair of tall headstones. He was a shabby-looking man,
shifty-eyed, with the slim build and nervous wariness of a thief. An Ybrazhe thief. 


The nearest Gatherers reacted with
alacrity, leaping to their feet and reaching for weapons. 


“It’s me!” came the cry, and the man
held up empty hands. “I’ve a message from Annat.”


Ice ran down Aisha’s spine. Message? 


The Gatherers, seeming to recognize the
man, relaxed their posture and released their grip on their blades. With
visible relief, the little thief hurried forward and delivered his message in a
low voice. 


Aisha was too far away to overhear his
words, but she feared she could guess its contents. Their suspicion that the
Ybrazhe was working with the Gatherers had proven true. Evren had spotted
someone watching the house. If it had been the Syndicate, the thief was now
telling the Gatherers where to find Briana.


But
why? Chaos whirled in
her mind. Why would they want Briana now
that her father’s dead? It didn’t make sense, but right now, she couldn’t
worry about that. She had to get back to the house and warn the others.


Silent as a leopard stalking its prey,
she spun away from the Gatherers and turned east, intending to cut back through
the tombs until she reached the road that led her up to the Artisan’s Tier. 


Yet she hadn’t taken two steps when she
was confronted by a solid wall of blue-white light. Hundreds of spirits—men,
women, children, old and young—clustered in front of her. She stopped in her
tracks, unwilling to pass through the barrier for fear that they would all
absorb into her. Already, she struggled to retain control over the three Kish’aa within her. Against such a
throng, she would be helpless, her body jerked around like a marionette on a
string.


But she couldn’t retreat; the only
avenue of escape was west, straight into the heart of the Gatherers. The
direction the spirits of the dead wanted her to go. 


Vengeance!
A hundred throats cried
out in her mind. Vengeance! 


Justice!
Hundreds more echoed,
a silent chant that only she could hear. Justice!


The force of those cries staggered
Aisha. Her head felt ready to explode from the humming, which grew louder as
the spirits drew closer. 


You
want vengeance? She
shouted silently, trying to push back against the pressure mounting within her
skull. Your only hope is to let me pass! 


Vengeance!
Eldesse and Osirath’s
twin sparks sizzled up her arms, like burning trails of fire through her veins.
Once again, images and sensations flooded her mind unbidden.


Sharp
pain, cold steel, driven into the base of Osirath’s spine. Hard stone beneath
his face, tears streaming from his eyes as he watched the Gatherers open
Eldesse’s throat in front of him.


Horror,
anguish, loss—emotions that tore through Eldesse just as the Gatherers’ blade
punched through her husband’s back, beneath his armor. Her mouth, opened to
scream, suddenly covered by a strong, unyielding hand. A quick flash of pain
across her throat, and she joined her husband on the floor.


Hands
reaching for each other, fingers intertwining as darkness and silence claimed
them.


Aisha gasped, struggling for breath just
as Eldesse had. Her legs wobbled, weak, as if her spine had been severed by the
Gatherer’s dagger and she collapsed to the hard stone. She felt every twinge of pain, every twisting emotion that roiled
through husband and wife as they died, eyes locked on each other. 


She needed
vengeance against the ones that had killed her. No, not her—them, Eldesse
and Osirath. She felt that driving ache to avenge them. In that moment, she
couldn’t tell where her thoughts ended and those of the spirits began.
Everything was a jumble, a distorted mess, and it seemed her mind hung between
reality and the realm of the dead. 


I
can’t! She tried to
wield logic to drive back the upswell of emotions. There are too many. If I go, I will die, and there will be no one left
to hear you.


Energy crackled through her arms up to
her palms. Tears blurred her vision as she stared down at her hands. Sparks
danced between her fingers, bright, hot, and with a burning intensity that set
every nerve in her limbs ablaze.


Vengeance!
Eldesse and Osirath,
their voices accompanied by hundreds more. All their fear, hatred, sorrow, and
anger was directed at the Gatherers behind her, the ones responsible for their
deaths. Those feelings slammed into her with skull-shattering force, augmented
and sharpened to crystal clarity by the Whispering Lily. 


Aisha feared she’d drown beneath the
torrent of whispering voices. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t so much as summon
the energy to climb to her feet. The Kish’aa
pressed in around her, eyes pleading, mouths begging to be avenged,
ethereal hands reaching for her.


No!
Aisha sucked in a
ragged breath. Had she truly been drowning, she would have swum with every
shred of her strength. Had she faced an enemy as implacable as the spirits
around her, she would have fought until her arms gave out, her spear shattered,
and her blood stained the floor. 


She forced herself up to her knees,
gritting her teeth. You want vengeance? She
shouted silently at the spirits. You wish
justice for your deaths?


Hundreds of ghostly eyes turned toward
her, empty yet shining with that strange blue-white light. Their mouths opened
in a silent, whispering scream in her mind.


YES!



Then
you will have it, she
roared in her mind, but my way! 


The spirits retreated and suddenly Aisha
could breathe, could control her limbs. She stood, shaky but unwavering. 


I
am Umoyahlebe, and I answer the call of the dead. She raised her clenched fists high. But I do not serve you. You will serve me!


Aisha focused on the twin sparks of
Eldesse and Osirath sizzling up and down her arms. She imagined herself seizing
the glowing embers in her fists, stopping them, then pushing them down toward
her fingertips. Her breath came in ragged gasps, sweat streaming down her face,
but she could feel the energy responding to her will. It heeded her commands,
slipping from her biceps to her forearms, her wrists, her palms, and finally
her fingers.


She stared down at her hands, watching
the sparks dancing between her fingertips. The blue-white light obeyed her
will—the will of a Spirit Whisperer. 


Triumph surged within her, and she
turned her eyes on the wall of Kish’aa.
If you would have vengeance, give me your power, and I will seek out the
guilty. You will be avenged through me!


For a moment, nothing happened. The spirits
remained unmoving, their empty eyes fixed on her. Then one seemed to shimmer,
as if blown on a summer zephyr, drifting toward her slowly. A woman,
grey-haired, her skin covered by the strange blue blisters, her head twisted at
a terrible angle. As her spirit flowed and merged with Aisha, an image slammed
into Aisha’s mind: starving, in agony,
yet struggling with every shred of defiance as strong hands closed around her
neck. Hands that bore the tattooed mark of the Gatherers.


Another spirit floated forward, then
another, and still more. Five, ten, twenty, each bringing their own memory of
death. Some had succumbed to illness, like Thimara, yet their cries for
vengeance echoed with no less intensity than those murdered by men and women
bearing the mark of the death-worshipping cult. Aisha couldn’t understand each of them—many of their deaths seemed
senseless, unconnected to the Gatherers in any way she could discern—but their
enmity for the cultists burned as hot and bright as Eldesse and Osirath.


Energy sizzled within her hands, and it
took all her concentration to keep the power from surging through every fiber
of her being. Finally, she felt as if her skin would burst into flames from the
crackling force of the spirits she had absorbed.


Enough!
She staggered back, her
clenched fists lowering to her sides. You
will have your vengeance.


For a moment, she feared the Kish’aa would ignore her command. She
couldn’t take any more—already, too much power crackled through her body.


Yet the wall of spirits made no move
toward her. They fixed determined eyes on her, and their voices echoed in her
mind one last time.


Vengeance!



Slowly, like mist carried away by a
morning breeze, they dispersed until Aisha stood alone in the Keeper’s Crypts.


No, not alone. Within the core of her
being, she could feel the dozens of spirits she had absorbed. Feel their
emotions, their burning desire for vengeance. The dead would have what they
desired.


She whirled back toward the Gatherers’
camp, but stopped as she caught sight of figures moving through the tombstones
up the hill. To any mortal eyes, they would be invisible in their black cloaks,
but the blue-white light of the Kish’aa
outlined them clearly for her to see. They were too far away for her to get an
accurate count, but they had nearly reached the level of the Artisan’s Tier and
the way out of the Keeper’s Crypts. 


Briana
and Kodyn!


Her mind raced. She had no idea how long
she had been trapped in her discourse with the dead, but somehow the Gatherers
had mobilized and gotten a head start on her. She had to get back to warn the
others.


The spirits protested as she turned
eastward, away from the huddled Gatherers, but Aisha gritted her teeth against
the pull on her limbs. We do it my way! she
growled silently. That means protecting
my friends from the ones who killed you.


After a moment of struggle, the tension
suddenly snapped and she could move freely once more. Her eyes sought the
Gatherers up the hill but they had moved beyond her line of sight. 


Fear gripped her stomach. She had to get
to her friends in time to warn them of the danger.


Please,
let me be in time! 


The thought rang in her head as she
staggered upright and stumbled forward on numb legs. Her feet were leaden, her
muscles suddenly drained, yet she pushed on. She would fight on until her last
breath. 


She scanned the Crypts for any sign of
an Indomitable patrol to send after the Gatherers or bring word to Briana. But
the Crypts stood empty, silent, the darkness broken only by the blue-white glow
of the Kish’aa and the myriad of
solemn stone faces watching the shadows. 


Aisha’s stumbling gait quickened to
walk, then a jog, then finally a full-on run. Faster and faster, her strides
lengthening under her long legs ate up the ground. She released her grip on a
fraction of the fire crackling within her and allowed it to flow through her
body. A gasp burst from her lips as energy coursed in her veins, a surge of
lightning that set every muscle in her body ablaze and burned away all traces
of exhaustion. 


Suddenly, she could run free and
unencumbered by such mortal things as fatigue. The power of the Kish’aa flowed through her. She had
answered the call of the spirits and this was how they kept their end of the
bargain.


She fairly flew up the steep incline
toward the Artisan’s Tier. Yet even as she raced out of the Keeper’s Crypt and
down the Artificer’s Courseway, she knew she’d never overtake the Gatherers
before they reached Briana. She had to hope Kodyn and the others could hold out
until she reached them. 


Energy crackled through her as she raced
past the Sanctuary. The spirits of the dead cried out to her but she ran on,
ignoring their pleas. She could take no more power—already, she felt as if she
would burn alive from the inside out—yet there was no denying the breathtaking
might that coursed through her. 


Her gut clenched as she saw the figures
locked in furious combat around the house. Dozens of shadowy figures fought in
the streets, a swirling mass of glinting blades and swirling cloaks. 


A savage war cry burst from her lips as
she drew her assegai spear and charged the nearest enemy.


The Gatherer turned toward her, stunned,
and managed a half-hearted swipe of his sword. Aisha danced out of the path of
his blow and drove the head of her short-handled spear into his gut. The power
of the Kish’aa drove her arm forward
hard enough to punch through his leather armor and the flesh beneath. Blood and
bile spilled onto the cobblestones as she ripped the assegai free and spun
toward her next enemy. 


Two more Gatherers charged her, and
suddenly the spirits within her flared to life of their own accord. Aisha
thrust out her hands as she had in Briana’s bedroom and ten blue-white sparks
shot out of her fingers. The lights leapt through the darkness and flew
straight toward the men. Aisha’s jaw dropped as the two Gatherers hurtled
through the air, slamming into the side of Briana’s house. Bone crunched and
the smell of burning flesh filled the night as the dead had their vengeance
upon their killers.


Hands seized her from behind, and Aisha
whirled, her fist lashing out. The man screamed as his flesh sizzled and he was
hurled backward like a ragdoll in a tornado. 


Dagger in her left hand, assegai in her
right, she danced through the Gatherers, a whirlwind of spinning blades and
striking wood. Two more cultists fell in seconds, and she found herself
fighting beside Archateros Hykos and his enormous sword. A sword that now bore
a blue-white glow of those he had killed, a glow only she could see.


Aisha’s eyes followed the swinging
blade, mesmerized. It seemed to strike with more force than regular steel, each
blow backed by the power of the spirits clinging to its length. Just like her
attacks. Somehow, the swords could actually absorb
and use the power of the Kish’aa. 


“Look out!” Hykos shouted, and leapt
toward Aisha. The flame-shaped blade passed a finger’s breath from her side,
almost close enough to slice her clothing. Energy danced between her skin and
the sword’s surface like burning cinders kicked up by a breeze. 


A quiet “Hurrrgh” sounded behind her, accompanied by a weak cough and a
clatter of steel on stone. She whipped around and came face to face with a
Gatherer. His face was twisted into a mask of pain, his fanatical expression
marred by the blood trickling from his mouth. His hands clutched at the black
blade of Hykos’ sword buried in his chest. The sword gave a quiet hiss as Hykos pulled it free. The
Gatherer fell back without a sound, mouth agape and eyes fixed on the sky. 


“Thank you,” Aisha told the Blade.


For answer, Hykos saluted with his sword
and turned to continue fighting. Aisha took in the battle scene at a glance.
She followed Kodyn as he dashed toward the door, broke through the Gatherers,
and turned to take up defensive position beside Rothin. Her eyes snapped toward
Issa and the others beside her. The two Blades—two?—and the Indomitable patrol had managed to drive a group of
fifteen Gatherers away from the house and were now locked in a furious combat.
The cultists fought with zeal and the ferocity of madmen, but they faced
opponents in heavy armor and wielding longer swords. They had the situation
under control.


Aisha almost turned back toward the door
to go help Kodyn, but caught a hint of movement in the corner of her eye. One
of the Gatherers had broken off from the pack or hung back, and now slipped
through the shadows in an attempt to escape. Yet one obstacle barred his path
to freedom: Issa, fighting two Gatherers a few steps in front of her patrol.


Moonlight glimmered on a short sword,
and Aisha watched as the cultist raised his sword to attack. Issa was so
focused on the enemies in front of her that she failed to see the one coming at
her from the side.


Aisha’s right arm moved of its own
accord, driven by the power of the spirits still within her. She whipped her
spear up, back, and forward, her fingers releasing it at the perfect point, as
she’d trained to do a thousand times. The short-handled spear lacked the heft
and balance of the buffalo spears used by Ghandian hunters, but it flew
straight and true. Blue-white energy crackled along its length as the last of
the Kish’aa sought vengeance for
their deaths. The forearm-length blade buried into the man’s side and the force
of the throw hurled him away from Issa. He collapsed, gasping for air as blood
gushed from his sliced lungs. Yet he could not cry out—smoke rose from his
mouth as the sizzling, crackling energy burned him alive. 


Issa finished off her two enemies with a
powerful horizontal chop that severed a head and carved through ribs. Even as
she kicked the dying Gatherers off her blade, she glanced to the side and down
at the dying man. Her head snapped up, eyes locking on Aisha.


Aisha gave her a smile and a nod.
“You’re welcome!” she called over the clash of blades.


She had no time to see Issa’s response,
for a cry from Kodyn brought her head whipping around toward the door. The
young Praamian stood defiant in the entrance to the house, his swords flashing,
yet Aisha could see that he was about to be overwhelmed by the three Gatherers
attacking him. One actually looked ready to rush in and throw himself on
Kodyn’s blades to make way for the others.


Aisha took that one down first. She
crossed the distance to the Gatherers in three steps and drove her dagger into
the man’s back. The blade slipped along the right side of the Gatherer’s spine,
tearing a gaping hole in the large vein near his kidney. A weak gasp and a
grunt of pain escaped the man’s lips even as blood gushed from the wound. Aisha
spun, twisting her body and bending the man backward over her knee. The
Gatherer fell to the street, his head striking stones with a dull crunch. He didn’t get back up.


The last two Gatherers died moments
later. Kodyn’s sword took one in the chest, and Hykos brought his huge two-handed
blade around in a powerful blow that chopped through skin, muscle, organs, and
spine. They flopped to the ground, their arms thrashing, bleeding out in a
matter of seconds.


A final clash of steel on steel rang out on the street, accompanied by a
wet thud of a blade striking home.
Issa snarled as she ripped her flammard free of the Gatherer’s chest. Even as
the man sagged, the Keeper’s Blade hurried toward them.


“Two of the bastards got away!” Anger
blazed in her eyes as she flicked the blood from her blade. 


Aisha resisted the urge to step back
from the huge sword. It glowed blue-white, so bright it nearly hurt her
eyes—more than a dozen spirits clung to its blade. 


“Did you see which way they went?” Hykos
demanded. 


Issa nodded. “That way.” Her finger
thrust in the direction of the Temple District. “I don’t know where they think
they’ll hide among the temples, but—”


“No,” Aisha cut in. “Not the temples.
The Keeper’s Crypts.”


Issa’s mouth snapped shut, and she
turned to Aisha, eyes narrowed. “What? How do you know?”


“I went there.” She shot a glance at
Kodyn and Hykos. “I was waiting outside of the temples, when…” She hesitated.
If she told them the truth, that she’d followed the cries of the dead, they
would call her insane. “…I saw some men slipping through the shadows,” she
lied. 


The time would come when she would have
to explain, but not now. They had a good chance of putting an end to the
Gatherers once and for all, with Issa, Hykos, and the others. 


“I followed them into the Keeper’s
Crypts, down the hill and deep into the mountain. Near a huge statue of a man
with a scythe.” 


Hykos, Issa, and the other Blade
exchanged glances. “The Crucible of Fortune!” 


The name meant nothing to Aisha, but she
nodded. “I saw more than a hundred there, but someone—a thief, by the looks of
him—brought them a message.” She shot Kodyn and Issa a meaningful look. “They are working with the Ybrazhe.”


Angry mutters echoed among the
Indomitables. Aisha glanced at them and was surprised to find they were all
young, none older than Hykos and one perhaps two or three years younger than
Briana. They had to be trainees like Issa. 


“Damn the Syndicate!” the other Keeper’s
Blade growled. Her gauntleted fists formed into a tight ball as she heaped a
string of curses onto the Ybrazhe. 


“They’ll get what’s coming to them.” The
determination in Issa’s voice matched her grim expression. “But right now,
we’ve got a nest of Gatherers to root out. Hykos, you’re coming with me and—”


“Into the Crypts?” This came from one of
the Indomitables behind Issa. “What about the living dead? The Stumblers who
come to life after dark? I’d rather not face those, thank you!”


“Which is exactly why the Gatherers have
remained hidden all this time.” Issa’s expression had grown pensive. “They’re
hiding in the one place no one thought to look for them. Until now.” She turned
to the third Blade. “Etai, you’re staying here to keep an eye on Briana.”


“What?” The Blade’s eyebrows shot up.
“But you said Lady Callista—”


“Entrusted us with the mission of
keeping Briana safe.” A meaningful look flashed in Issa’s eyes. Though the
meaning was lost to Aisha, the girl, Etai, seemed to understand. “Hykos and I
will take the Indomitables into the Crypts and see what we can do about the Gatherers.”


“There were more than a hundred. Maybe a
hundred and fifty,” Aisha said, trying to remember how many she’d seen. “It
looked like a base camp or hideout.”


“Good.” Issa nodded. “If the numbers are
bad and we’re too outnumbered, we’ll hang back and keep an eye on things until
we can get reinforcements. But right now, we’ve got their location, and I’ll be
damned if I let them slip through our fingers again.” 


“Agreed,” Hykos said. He turned to Etai.
“Keep them safe until we return, and I will make personally certain that Lady
Callista knows the part you played in tonight’s victory.”


That seemed to cheer up the young girl.
“Yes, Archateros.” She saluted, then turned a smile on Issa. “Make the bastards
pay!”


Issa’s expression grew fierce. “Damned
right!” She turned her piercing eyes on Kodyn and Aisha. “When I return, we must get you to Lady Callista before
noon.”


Kodyn arched an eyebrow. “Noon?”


Issa glanced at her Indomitables, Etai,
and Hykos. After a moment of hesitation, she drew Aisha and Kodyn aside. “The
Lady of Blades says that if we don’t make our move before the Councilor is
anointed at high noon in the Hall of the Beyond, it will be too late.”


Aisha sucked in a breath. Too late? Likely that meant the
Necroseti and the Keeper’s Council would use their power and the strength of
their temple walls to shield Angrak.


Kodyn frowned. “Then I’ll go now.” He
patted his pocket. “I’ve got what we need to convict him. I can ask for an
audience with Lady Ca—”


“No!” The forcefulness of Issa’s hiss
surprised Aisha. The Keeper’s Blade glanced around, as if danger lurked in
every shadow. “We can’t risk anyone leaking
the information to the Necroseti before Lady Callista is ready to move. No one
will question your presence if you’re with me, but alone, a foreigner, you’ll
stick out like an ox in a pastry shop.”


Aisha grinned at the mental image of the
broad-shouldered young man bumbling through stacks of delicate baked goods.


“Fine,” Kodyn said, half-growl,
half-sigh. “But the minute you’re done with these Gatherers, you get back here
so we can get the information to Lady Callista immediately.”


“I’ll be here.” With a nod, Issa turned
on her heel to face her patrol. “Indomitables, fall in! To the Keeper’s Crypts,
double-time!” 


Aisha watched Issa, Hykos, and the
Indomitables marching west, toward the Keeper’s Crypts. A part of her wanted to
go with them—to be there when the Gatherers were brought down, to help the
spirits find their vengeance—but she knew her place was here, with her friends.



Yet she couldn’t help feeling
somehow…different. Something had changed tonight. She had controlled the
spirits, had used their power consciously. Her Umoyahlebe gift had saved the lives of her friends once more and she had wielded the Kish’aa. 


Hope surged within her. There was still
so much she didn’t understand about being a Spirit Whisperer, but this, at
least, she could manage. The spirits answered her call just as she answered
theirs. Her true power lay in hearing their cries and convincing them to help
her help them. A strange symbiosis, yet her father’s words made perfect sense.


“A
Spirit Whisperer can gather the heat unto himself until he becomes the fire,” he’d told her. She had felt that fire
tonight—had become that fire. And it
had saved her friends. 


 












Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Issa tensed at Nysin’s yelp from two
ranks behind her. She, too, had seen the two shambling figures lurching between
the tombstones, but the young Mahjuri man was clearly far more superstitious than
her.


“No, Nysin,” she growled before he could
complain, “they’re not the reanimated dead you’re so worried about. Just a pair
of drunks or Deadeners that got lost in the Crypts.”


“You don’t know that for sure,” Nysin
mumbled, loud enough that she could hear. 


“Oh, grow a pair, Nysin!” Enyera
snapped, and Issa heard a clank like
a mailed fist punching an armored shoulder. Not the sort of martial decorum she
ought to expect from an Indomitable, but after what they’d just endured, she
was willing to let it slide. 


The tightness in her chest had steadily
grown the deeper they went into the Keeper’s Crypts. Like most Earaqi, her Saba
and Savta had raised her to revere and honor the dead. She lacked many of the
other low-caste superstitions, but a part of her wondered where among all these
gravestones, mausoleums, and sarcophagi she might find the names of her parents
etched into stone. 


Once again, her mind went to the Pharus’
words. “Strike first, strike true.”
Her grandfather’s words, coming from the mouth of Shalandra’s ruler. There had to be a good story behind that—she
just needed to find a time and place to pose the question to the Pharus.


Her eyes went to Hykos, marching along
beside her. The Archateros might know how to find out about her parents if they
had been Blades, as she suspected. Yet she pushed the thought aside. She could
delve into the mystery of her past later—now, they had Gatherers to hunt.


She had
seen Gatherers moving near the tomb. Though she hadn’t recognized them as
cultists at the time, she’d spotted men with those strange tattoos coming out
of the Keeper’s Crypts.


I
should have thought to look there! She
cursed herself for not putting the pieces together after the attack on the
Pharus. At least she could make up for it now. By morning light, the cultists
would be no more. She, Hykos, and the Indomitables would deal with the
Gatherers once and for all.


She held up a fist to stop her patrol
and turned to Hykos. “On your lead, Archateros.” As her superior and the more
experienced Blade, she expected he’d want to lead the raid. 


Hykos fixed her with a musing look and,
after a moment, shook his head. “Lady Callista entrusted you with this mission,
so it is yours to command.” A wry grin tugged at his lips. “Consider this a
part of your training.”


Issa saluted. “Yes, Archateros.” The
tightness in her chest suddenly grew nearly suffocating, and a burden settled
onto her shoulders. It was one thing to command a patrol of Indomitables to
march down the street, but another thing entirely to lead them into battle. Not
in a training yard, facing comrades armed with dulled blades, or in an ambush
to catch poorly armed enemies unaware. The stakes of this battle were real;
people she commanded could end up dead, and her along with them. 


She swallowed the surge of anxiety.
“Slow and quiet,” she told her Indomitables in the most confident voice she
could muster. “There are two paths that approach the Crucible of Fortune.
Nysin, Enyera, Rilith, Viddan, Ket, you’re with me on the southeast path. The
rest of you, accompany the Archateros to block off the north.”


Hykos nodded, signaling agreement and
encouragement in his eyes.


“If there are too many of them, we watch
and wait,” Issa continued. “I’ll send runners to find the nearest patrol, and
Enyera, I want you to get up to the Defender’s Tier and alert Sentinel Imale to
the situation. Get as many Indomitables as we need down here, then get to the
Citadel of Stone and make sure Lady Callista gets word as well.” 


Enyera had proven herself the fastest of
their lot, and a competent fighter. Issa trusted her to reach the Indomitables’
superior officer with all haste and get reinforcements.


“We’ve a chance to stop the Gatherers
here, now, once and for all.” Issa raised a clenched fist. “The future of
Shalandra rests on our shoulders tonight.” Her grandfather’s words—echoed by
the Pharus—flashed through her mind. “Strike first, strike true.”


Hykos smiled. “Well said.” With a nod,
he turned and slipped west, leading half of Issa’s ten-man patrol into the
darkness of the Keeper’s Crypts.


Issa glanced at the remaining five:
Nysin the complainer, Enyera and Rilith her two fleet-footed Earaqi, Viddan the
stoic fighter, and Ket the…well, the young Kabili trainee hadn’t done much to
stand out. All five of them bore bruises and cuts from their battle beside her
in the Blades’ training yard, yet their expression revealed confidence. Not
only in their skills, but in her command.
The burden grew a bit heavier at that realization. 


“Let’s do this,” she said in a quiet
voice. 


She led them through the Keeper’s Crypts
as quietly as they could manage in their half-plate mail. On the Artisan’s
Tier, the graves of the intellectual Zadii and industrial Intaji revealed
craftsmanship that every low-caste Shalandran would envy. The tombs of the
Venerated, the priests that served what the Necroseti called the “lesser gods
of Einan”—all of the Thirteen aside from the Long Keeper, god of death—were
shaped into lavish resting places that reflected their service to their
particular deity. Intaji stonemasons labored on the mausoleums and obelisks of
their deceased with an artisan’s attention to detail. 


But as they descended the mountain, the
tombs soon grew simpler—sarcophagi and coffins carved from plain stone, free of
costly adornments. Her eyes roamed over the simple engravings and names etched
into the gravestones, as if somehow her parents’ graves would suddenly appear
before her. It was with effort that she pushed aside thoughts of the father and
mother she’d never known to focus on the mission at hand. 


According to Aisha, the Gatherers had
chosen the Crucible of Fortune as their base of operations. A good choice,
given the sheer size of the statue. It would provide ample cover for their
fires and lanterns, and lay far enough into the depths of the Crypts that the
Indomitable patrols never passed that way.


The sixty-foot statue had been erected
in honor of Enwan, the hero of the Battle of Fortune’s Pass. Fortune’s Pass was
a narrow gap between Zahiran and Dalmisa, the mountains to the east and north
of Alshuruq. Fourteen centuries earlier, during the Red Rebellion, the Zahirani
clans had come dangerously close to defeating the Shalandran forces guarding
the entrances to the shalanite mines on the northern slopes of Alshuruq. An
army of two hundred Indomitables had faced more than twenty thousand tribesmen,
with the nearest reinforcements days away.


Enwan, an Earaqi laborer working the
mines, had watched the Zahirani clans whittling down the Indomitables until
only twenty of the original two hundred remained. He had been the first to join
the defense of Fortune’s Pass, and his actions led the rest of the miners to do
likewise. Though Enwan fell in the bloody battle that ensued, the miners and
remaining Indomitables held the pass long enough to receive reinforcements.
Nearly one-third of the Zahirani tribesmen fell in that battle and the Red
Rebellion ended a week later. 


Pharus Nofre-kat the Bloody had wanted
to erect a statue in his honor, but the Earaqi had refused. Instead, they took
a collection of everyone on the Cultivator’s Tier to afford the monument.
Pharus Nofre-kat ultimately established the law that Earaqi, Mahjuri, and
Kabili could be chosen to join the Indomitables and Keeper’s Blades, thereby
earning a higher rank for themselves and their families. All because of one
brave miner willing to die for his country. 


Once, long ago, her Saba and Savta
brought her to see it on the annual Fortune Celebration, an Earaqi festivity
commemorating Enwan. She’d been too young to know the letters etched into the
statue’s metal plaque, but her Saba had read them to her. “In the crucible of Fortune’s Pass, one man’s courage changed the course
of history.” 


As with so many Earaqi, it had instilled
in Issa the hope that she could one day escape the confines of her caste. The
memory of that stern face and sharp pickaxe had driven her as she trained with
Killian. In a way, Enwan had played a role in her being here this night. 


Issa crouched in the shadows of a plain
obelisk and studied the camp spread out around the base of the statue. Men and
women clad in the same clothing as the assassins that had just attacked
Briana’s house huddled around the fires and coal-burning braziers that dotted
the cleared space on the western side of the Crucible of Fortune. Crude
shelters of blankets strung between nearby headstones indicated that this truly
was the Gatherer’s hideout. 


But as Issa counted the enemies, her
brow furrowed. So few? Aisha had
spoken of hundreds, yet she could see
no more than thirty. Added to the number that had fallen in the melee outside
Briana’s house, that number was closer to seventy. 


Did
Aisha make a mistake? In
her training to become a Keeper’s Blade, Issa had learned the rudiments of
scouting and estimating the numbers of an enemy force. Elder Dyrkton had
emphasized the importance of an accurate count, yet made it clear that even the
most level-headed scout could make a mistake. Fear tended to inflate the size
of one’s foes. 


Whatever the case, Issa found herself
faced with a new question: Do I attack or
hold? 


She’d prepared to sit tight and keep an
eye on the Gatherer camp, but finding herself confronted with such odds, action
seemed the better course.


We’ve
found their hiding place, she
thought, and if we can get our hands on a
few of them, Lady Callista might be able to root out the rest. Better still,
she may even get them to incriminate the Keeper’s Council in their actions. 


An image flashed through her mind: Lady
Callista beamed approval as they hauled the entire Council into the palace in
chains to stand trial for their crimes against the Pharus, all because of
information obtained from the man she captured.
When she’d told her Indomitables “The
future of Shalandra rests on our shoulders tonight”, she might have been
more right than she knew.


The
right move is to act,
she decided. Scoop up as many as we can
and eliminate the rest. 


She had less than ten hours to get the
incriminating evidence to the palace, but that ought to be more than enough
time to deal with this problem. 


She retreated a few steps, leaving the
shadows of the obelisk. Her five Indomitable trainees shot glances her way but
remained at their stations to watch the Gatherers. 


Slowly, careful not to let her blade
rasp on steel, Issa drew her sword. The eyes of her trainees widened, but Issa
met their questioning looks with a nod, then thrust a finger toward the
Gatherers.


“We attack,” she mouthed and held up a
finger. “Keep one alive.”


Five nods met her silent words, and five
khopeshes slipped free of their sheaths. 


Issa waited a few seconds longer, giving
Hykos and his company time to get in place. Finally, she could delay no more. 


She broke into a jog, her black, spiked
plate mail silent as she ran. One step at a time, ever closer to the Gatherers
huddled beneath the statue, gaining speed until she tore through the stony
ranks of graves at a full sprint. Gone was the fatigue from the previous day of
standing guard, the hours of training, and the fight on the alleys of the
Artisan’s Tier. The Keeper’s blessing strengthened her muscles and filled her
with a blazing energy. 


The clanking
of the Indomitables’ armor alerted the Gatherers to the threat. The
dark-robed figures leapt to their feet, drawing swords and turning to face the
shadows. 


“For Shalandra!” The cry tore from
Issa’s throat as she barreled toward the nearest and swung her huge two-handed
blade. The Gatherer didn’t even have enough time to raise his short sword.
Black steel hewed through his neck and the cultist slumped, severed head
bouncing off among the headstones.


A shout echoed from behind Issa, and she
knew her Indomitables were racing to catch up. An answering cry came from
beyond the Gatherers just as Hykos burst from the shadows. He’d followed her
lead fast enough that he and his five-man crew hit the cultists from behind
mere seconds after Issa clashed with the foremost Gatherers.


The world narrowed in Issa’s vision as
she faced another enemy. She hacked him down with a single blow and whipped her
sword around in a backhand blow that tore through the next man’s throat. Steel clanged off the armor covering her left
side, drawing sparks. Issa punched out with her mailed fist, shattering a
third’s teeth and snapping his head back. Seizing the ricasso of her flammard
with her right hand, she wielded the blade in the half-swording technique that
had been drilled into her by Killian. Short, quick thrusts and vicious chops
brought down two more Gatherers.


Then came the inevitable clash as her Indomitables joined the
battle, followed by a second thunderous roar of steel on steel as Hykos and his
company hit the enemy from behind. Cries of pain, the ring of steel on steel, the meaty thumps of carving flesh, and curses of wounded and dying men
pierced her ears. 


Issa fought at the head of her
Indomitables, the tip of the spear thrusting into the assembled Gatherers.
Cultists fell before them like summer wheat before the Four-Bladed Winds. Blood
stained the dusty floors and splashed the golden sandstone of the Keeper’s
Crypts. The stink of bile and vomit hung thick in the air from a pair of
Gatherers Issa disemboweled with the razor-sharp tip of her sword. She could
almost taste their fear, could see it etched into every line of their faces,
yet they fought on with maniacal zeal. 


Fanaticism fell short in the face of
discipline. The moment the Indomitables clashed with the enemy, they formed
tight ranks and faced the Gatherers in a compact line. Their khopeshes spun and
slashed, the heavy blades carving through leather, cloth, and flesh alike.
Though the trainees lacked the experience of veterans, they’d spent endless
hours in drills that reinforced the importance of fighting as a cohesive unit.
They met the charging Gatherers with calm precision and cut them down with
steady determination.


Suddenly, Issa realized that only a
handful of Gatherers remained standing. She, Hykos, and the Indomitables had
caught the cultists off-guard, their attack so
successful that they’d carved through the enemy’s ranks too quickly.


“Take them alive!” she shouted. “Alive!”



Her words had a startling effect on the
Gatherers. Their attacks became wilder, more frenzied. It seemed they all but threw themselves onto her blade, as if
daring her to strike them down. Her gut clenched as she realized that they were
trying to die. With their avenues of escape cut off and outnumbered by the
enemy, they preferred death to capture and torture.


Issa bared her teeth in a snarl and
brought her sword around in a horizontal chop powerful enough to lop off the
head of the Gatherer facing her. Yet at the last second she turned her wrist.
The flat of her blade slammed into the side of the cultist’s head, and he
sagged, unconscious.


The next Gatherer’s eyes went wide,
darting between Issa and her fallen comrade. Issa saw the truth written in her
face: death before capture. 


She
wouldn’t! 


Horror surged within her as the woman
dove toward the unconscious man and thrust her short sword home in her
comrade’s back. At the same time, Issa saw her free hand dart toward her mouth.



Lady Callista’s words flashed through
her mind: “It seemed they had taken some
sort of poison that killed them slowly enough that they could attack, yet
silenced them before we could break them. But our search of the palace grounds
proved far more informative.”


Issa’s sword flashed in desperation,
shearing through the woman’s arm. Too late. She could see the woman’s throat
muscles working as she swallowed. But this was no slow-acting poison. The
Gatherer fell to the ground and thrashed wildly, foam spewing from her mouth.
Death came quickly and violently for her and the fallen Gatherer she’d stabbed.
The man Issa had brought down never woke, even as his heart pumped blood from
the gaping wound in his right side.


Issa stared down in shock at the
widening pool of crimson. They’re insane!
Rabid devotion to their cause of bringing on the Final Destruction drove
them to fanatical extremes.


Suddenly, she realized that the sounds
of battle had gone silent. All that remained was the aftermath: gasping
warriors, the cries and moans of the dying, and the meaty sounds of steel
pulled from flesh and bone. Issa tore her eyes from the dead Gatherers at her
feet and found herself standing amidst a pile of bodies, surrounded by ten
Indomitables and one Keeper’s Blade. Blood stained their armor and weapons, and
most had sustained wounds—Enyera, gravest of all, sat against a nearby
headstone clutching a long gash in her forearm. 


Yet they had all survived. They had
wiped out the Gatherers. 


“We’ve got a live one!” 


Hykos’ shout brought a sudden surge of
hope to Issa’s chest. She leapt over the pile of corpses and raced toward the
Archateros. 


Hykos crouched over the motionless form
of a Gatherer. “Took him down with a blow to the head,” he said, shooting a
glance up at her. “Scrambled his brains, but he’ll talk.”


“Tie him up!” Issa barked the order to
Viddan and Nysin, who stood nearby. “Now! Before he takes the poison.”


The two Indomitables leapt into action,
turning the unconscious man over and wrenching his wrists behind his back. Viddan
knelt on the man’s spine while Nysin bound his wrists with stout reed rope. 


“Stuff his mouth and gag him,” Issa
ordered. 


Hykos tore a strip of cloth from a dead
cultist’s shendyt and jammed it into the unconscious Gatherer’s mouth. His
rough movement snapped the man awake, and the realization of his situation set
him thrashing violently. Long seconds passed before Nysin and Viddan managed to
wrestle him under control. The gag muffled his words but nothing could hide the
naked hatred that sparkled in his venomous glare. 


“Bind his feet, too.” Issa bared her
teeth in a snarl at the gagged man. “I won’t take any chances with you. You’ve
got some talking to do.”


“If his feet are bound,” Nysin said from
behind her, “does that mean we’re carrying him?”


Issa turned to Mahjuri. “And you just
volunteered!” 


Nysin groaned, but Viddan clapped him on
the shoulder. His broad grin mirrored the relief, pride, and elation written on
the faces of every member of her troop. Now that the battle had passed, Issa found
those same emotions swelling within her. She and her company of recruits, all
trainees, had just won two battles and escaped with little more than a few
minor wounds. How many other Blades or Indomitables could say the same? 


Issa swallowed a grin as she crouched
over the Gatherer. “Try anything, and I’ll take off your hands. Then I’ll move
on to your feet and other body parts until the Long Keeper himself can’t
recognize you.” 


The Gatherer met her stare with anger
and sullen defiance. He knew he was a dead man, she could see the truth written
in his eyes. Too slow to take the poison that sped him to the Long Keeper’s
arms, he would die at the hands of his captors, bound to a torturer’s table
instead of in glorious service to his god.


Issa and Hykos lifted the bound Gatherer
from the ground. The man began to squirm, straining against his bonds and the
hands that held him. At Issa’s nod, she and Hykos dropped him. His body thumped to the stony ground hard enough
to knock the wind from his lungs. 


“Let’s try this again.” This time, when
Issa and Hykos hoisted the man, he lay still, too dazed to struggle. He barely
gave a little groan as he was dropped onto Nysin’s shoulders.


“Watcher’s teeth!” Nysin grunted under
his breath. “What do they feed these Gatherers?”


Issa ignored him and turned to her
Indomitables. “Shyeri, Ket, get Enyera to the Sanctuary’s healers. Rilith, get
up to Sentinel Imale and tell him what happened. The rest of you, stay here and
guard this place until reinforcements arrive to relieve you.”


The nine trainees saluted. “Yes, sir!”
Rilith sprinted off to the northeast while Ket and Shyeri, a stocky Kabili man,
went to help Enyera. 


Pride glowed within Issa at the trust
that shone in their eyes and echoed in their voices. She had led them to
victory twice—not only in Tannard’s training yard against impossible odds, but
here and now, bringing down enemies that every Indomitable and Keeper’s Blade
in the city wanted to eliminate. This triumph had cemented their loyalty to
her. 


“With your permission,” Hykos said, a
wry grin on his lips, “I’ll stay with them. If Aisha spoke true, there might be
more Gatherers out there.”


Issa hesitated a moment before nodding.
She couldn’t be certain that Aisha had gotten the count correct, but with Hykos
here, the Indomitables would fare much better in case anything happened. 


Hykos clasped her arm. “Well done, Prototopoi.” He spoke in a voice pitched
low, for her ears only. 


The happy glow within her brightened to
a burning furnace at the grip on her arm. Beaming, she turned and gestured to
Nysin. “Come on. We’ve got to get your burden up to the Citadel.”


With a groan, Nysin fell in and followed
her. The Gatherer was a slim man, far shorter than her, but around the same
size and weight as Nysin. The Indomitable trainee was soon sweating profusely
and cursing up a storm as he staggered beneath his burden. 


Finally, Issa could take it no longer.
With a growl, she lifted the man from Nysin’s shoulders and slung him over her
own. She had to stifle a grunt—the Gatherer was heavier than he looked. By the
time they passed the Defender’s Tier level of the Crypts, her leg muscles
blazed and a dull ache had settled into her back. 


“Let me,” Nysin said from beside her,
his voice quiet. 


Issa shot him a glare. “I’ve had enough
of your moaning,” she said through clenched teeth. 


Nysin met her gaze without hesitation.
“The faster we get him to Lady Callista, the faster we get answers,” he replied
simply. 


After a moment, Issa relented and passed
her trussed-up burden to him. The respite had done Nysin good; he struggled up
the hill at a steady pace, his curses confined to the occasional snarl at the
man slung over his shoulders. 


As Issa hurried up the incline toward
the Keeper’s Tier, worry nagged at the back of her mind. The climb was taking
too long—they’d sacrificed an hour to reach the Gatherers’ hiding place, and
she’d lose at least another hour to the task of delivering her prisoner.
Sunrise wasn’t far off; she had to get back to Briana and her comrades to
procure the information Lady Callista needed and get it to the palace before
noon. 


Yet that necessity didn’t make the
threat of the Gatherers any less serious. The cultists had been stirring up
trouble in Shalandra for months, according to Lady Callista, and had even abducted
Lady Briana. If they had allies in the Necroseti and the palace itself, they
truly were a menace that had to be
dealt with at once. Delivering this prisoner to the Lady of Blades could lead
to the downfall of the death-worshippers once and for all.


We’ve
just got to get him there! 


Relief washed over her as she heard the clank of armor. A moment later, a patrol
of Indomitables came into view, marching down the incline toward them.


“Hey!” Issa waved her arms to get their
attention. 


The patrol rushed toward her, clearly
recognizing her armor and the huge sword still gripped in her hands. “Yes,
sir?” His eyes snapped from her to Nysin in his bloodstained armor and the
bound and gagged man slung over his shoulder. 


“I need two of you to come with me,” Issa
commanded, channeling her best impression of Tannard. “The rest, get to the
Crucible of Fortune. Archateros Hykos will explain everything.”


They glanced at their Dictator, a
strong-featured man with broad shoulders and a thick nose to match. But her
assertive tone and her status as a Keeper’s Blade—they couldn’t know she was a
trainee—swayed the decision in her favor. 


The Dictator snapped a salute. “Konner
and Taya, with the Blade.” At his order, a young-looking man and a middle-aged,
compact woman detached from the patrol. “To the Crucible!” 


Issa didn’t wait to watch the patrol jog
downhill; she turned to the two recruits. “Help Nysin with our prisoner,” she
told the thickly built Taya. “We need to get him to the Citadel of Stone at
once.”


Nysin gave a little groan as the woman
lifted the Gatherer and slung him over his shoulder like a half-empty sack of
grain. “Yes, sir.”


“Double time!” 


They set off at a fast pace, the
Indomitables’ armor clanking in time with their pounding feet. As soon as Issa
saw Taya slowing beneath the burden, she paused to switch the prisoner to
Konner’s shoulders. A sense of urgency, accompanied by exhilaration and
excitement, drove her onward and pushed back her fatigue. 


Four Keeper’s Blades stood guard at the
gate that led from the Keeper’s Crypts into the Citadel of Stone. Their eyes
narrowed wide at the sight of Issa and the Indomitables with their prisoner. 


“I need to get into the palace now,”
Issa shouted. “Lady Callista’s expecting me.”


The guards made way for her without
question.


Issa’s gut clenched as she caught sight
of the first rays of dawn peeking over the eastern cliff. She’d lost more time
than she thought. She had to get the
Gatherer to Lady Callista and get back to Briana. 


She quickened her pace and led the
Indomitables through the Citadel’s interior toward the north wing. Though the
Indomitables stared with wide-eyed wonder at the legendary fortress of the
Keeper’s Blades, they matched her pace without fail.


Issa halted at the passage that led into
the palace and turned to face the Indomitables. “Thank you,” she told Konner
and Taya with a nod. They responded in kind. 


Issa lifted the prisoner from Konner’s
shoulders and slung him over her own, careful of the spikes protruding from her
armor’s pauldron. 


“Return to your company, with the thanks
of Lady Callista and the Elders of the Blades.” 


With a smart salute, the two
Indomitables turned and marched east, in the direction of the Citadel’s front
gate. 


With Nysin in tow, Issa hurried up the
passage and into the Palace of Golden Eternity, her boots ringing on the stone
floors. Her grip tightened on her prisoner with every step, just as the nervous
tension tightened in her stomach. 


The two Keeper’s Blades guarding Lady
Callista’s office stiffened at her approach, but their eyes widened as they
caught sight of her burden and they leapt to open the door.


The Lady of Blades’ office was lit by a
single candle on the huge desk, the woman herself stretched out across a small
folding cot in the side of the room. Yet she leapt up, instantly awake and
alert, hand on the hilt of her greatsword, as Issa strode into the room. 


Issa grinned and dumped her prisoner on
the floor. “I’ve come with a present.”


“You found them?” Lady Callista’s eyes
widened a fraction as she stared down at the bound and gagged Gatherer.


“Inside the Keeper’s Crypts, near the
Crucible of Fortune.” 


The Lady of Blades swore. “No wonder we
haven’t been able to locate them.”


“We did now.” Issa shot her a fierce
grin. “A…mutual acquaintance tracked them into the Crypts, and we just raided
their hiding place. Hykos is there now, along with most of my Indomitables and
another patrol. Reinforcements should be on the way.” She nudged her prisoner
with a boot. “He’s the only one who made it out alive, and we got to him before
he could take his poison.”


“Good.” Lady Callista smiled, a fierce,
predatory grin, like a cat with freshly sharpened claws standing over a
particularly portly mouse. “By the time we’re done with him, the Gatherers will
have nowhere left to hide.”


She looked up at Issa. “Well done.” 


There it was again, that strange
expression, the one that only crossed her face when she stared at Issa. She
didn’t understand its significance, but it reminded her a great deal of her
grandmother. Saba had looked at her like that the first time she’d made a batch
of date cakes without burning them. In this case, Issa supposed it was the
pride a commander felt when one of their subordinates matched or exceeded
expectations.


And Issa found that feeling absolutely
wonderful.


 












Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Killian moved with speed that surprised
Evren, given his bulk and lame leg. He snatched Evren’s shirt, hauled him
inside, and slammed the door in the space of a heartbeat 


Not a moment too soon. Twin thunks sounded from the door and broad
crossbow bolt heads punched their way through the wood, their sharp tips
stopping mere inches from Evren’s head. 


Killian’s hands flew as he shot the
deadbolt, secured the latch, and replaced the two chains.


“Idiots!” Annat’s voice drifted in
through the single window set into the wall beside the door. “Go! Bring the
supplies, and hurry! If they won’t come out, we’ll—”


Evren didn’t get a chance to hear the
rest of the thug’s tirade, for he was seized by the collar and shoved against
the wall. 


“You fool!” Killian’s eyes blazed and he
pressed a black-bladed dagger to Evren’s throat. “You led them right to me.”


“No!” Evren didn’t dare shake his head
for fear of the sharp blade dangerously close to severing his jugular vein.
“They didn’t see me. I got Serias to hiding, then slipped through their
watchers unseen. The guy I took down didn’t even get a good look at…” He
trailed off, a sinking feeling in his gut, as he realized the truth.


The unconscious thug had been as clear
as a signpost proclaiming which way he’d gone. Though he’d taken pains to shake
pursuers, he’d been in such a hurry to warn Killian and get back to the others
that he had screwed up. 


“Damn it!” Killian growled and released
his collar, lowering the blade. “All my precautions for nothing, thanks to you!” 


“Serias is also alive, thanks to me!”
Evren snapped, his fists clenching. “And, let’s not forget that I came here to
warn you that the Syndicate was coming for you. Which is more than you did for
me or the others.”


“The others?” Confusion clouded
Killian’s anger. 


“Briana and her bodyguards.” Anger
simmered bright and hot in Evren’s chest. “The least you could have done is let
us know that the Ybrazhe were watching their house and sending word to the
Gatherers.”


Killian’s eyes narrowed. “You’re
certain?”


Now it was Evren’s turn to be confused. He didn’t know? Since the moment they’d
met, Killian had always had information. He’d appeared so savvy, so in control
with his finger on the city’s pulse. Yet Snarth’s betrayal had proven that he
wasn’t as well-connected as he wanted people to believe. 


“That’s how I found the Ybrazhe hiding
out in the mill,” Evren said. “I followed their watcher from Briana’s house and
heard Annat telling the fellow to send word to ‘those idiots in the tombs’ of
Briana’s whereabouts.”


“Damn!” Killian clenched his fists. “So
the Gatherers are working with the
Syndicate, as you said.”


“Congratulations to me for putting the
pieces together.” Evren growled. “That information’s going to be useless if we
can’t get out of here.” He slipped toward the window and peered out. 


Annat stood in the street, shouting
orders Evren couldn’t hear at his men. Evren’s gut clenched as a trio of thugs
strode toward them. The flaming torches and clay jugs in their hands could only mean more trouble.


“Tell me you’ve a back way out,” he
barked at Killian. “Some clever way to escape.” He scanned the room: a large
square chamber strewn with comfortable couches and cots, with a small door off
to one side that led to a storage room. Evren caught sight of an old man
huddled in the shadows of the back room. Five men and women, all wearing
headbands of Zadii white, lay stretched out on the couches and cots, dazed and
entranced by the thick clouds of smoke that emanated from the pipes at their
lips.


“Not this time.” Killian’s voice was
grim. “There’s only one way in and out of the Smokehouse. Deadeners tend to get
paranoid; call it a side effect of their poison of choice.”


“Which begs the question, what exactly are you doing in a place like this?”
Evren shot a sardonic glance at the blacksmith. “If I’m going to die trapped in
an opiate den, I’d like to know why.”


“Information.” Killian met his gaze. “On
Councilor Angrak. Turns out he’s connected to the Ybrazhe—he’s the owner of that
damned house on the Cultivator’s Tier. Then I find out he’s being elected to
the Council and kicked out Suroth’s
daughter, which gets me thinking of what the Council wants from him. A bit of digging
and I find out he’s been falsifying the records of the shipments he sends
north. Only one reason to do that.”


“Shalanite,” Evren finished.


“Damn right!” Killian’s brow furrowed.
“And I even got my hands on some proof. By itself, a sample of shalanite dust
scraped up from one of Angrak’s wagons won’t do much, but—”


“But if we can put it together with more
pieces, it might be useful.” Evren’s head bobbed. “But that doesn’t explain
what you’re doing here!” 


Killian shrugged. “I came to speak to a Reckoner
about a forged document. Shame that he chooses tonight to stay in his temple.”


“You have proof that Angrak owns the
house the Ybrazhe were staying in and the
sample of the shalanite, yes?” Evren asked. 


Killian nodded. “Someplace safe.”


“Good, then let’s get the hell out of
here.” Evren turned back toward the window. That might prove easier said than
done, given the number of Syndicate thugs outside had risen to nearly a score. 


“Killian!” Annat stood at the head of
his thugs, a bared short sword in his hand. “Save us all time and come out. You
and that boy of yours. Do that, and I’ll let your Mumblers live. Hell, I’ll
even recruit them to the Syndicate myself. That way, you can die knowing they
won’t starve.”


“You do know that stone walls don’t burn
well, right?” Killian called back.


“Maybe, but thatch sure does.” Annat
grinned and hefted a clay jug. “Especially with the right fuel. Then again,
someone worked hard to make this oil, and I’d hate to waste it when you could
just surrender and put an end to this here and now.”


“Wouldn’t that be nice?” Killian
snorted. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll take my chances inside here.”


“Suit yourself.” Annat shrugged. “Light
it up, lads.”


Evren whirled on Killian. “You know
we’ll die from the smoke before the flames reach us, right?” Back in Vothmot,
he’d come dangerously close to dying in an eerily similar predicament—only the
Mistress’ luck had enabled him to get out in time. “Plus, there are all these
people who will die, too.”


Killian nodded. “I know. I won’t give
the bastards a chance.” 


To Evren’s stunned surprise, he bent and
unfastened the brace from around his left leg. With deft fingers, he snapped
the various pieces together in a new configuration. Evren’s eyes widened as the
man straightened and hefted a weapon that looked like three long rods attached
by steel cables. 


The blacksmith smiled at Evren’s
dumbfounded expression. “I’m full of surprises. Like this.” He drew a long,
thin object from within his clothes. Twin arms snapped out from the long,
straight body, and Evren found himself staring at a handheld crossbow like the
one the Mumblers had pointed at him in Killian’s forge. The stock of the
crossbow actually opened and a spring-loaded mechanism set a tiny bolt into the
cradle. 


Killian shot him a glance. “Ready?”


Evren nodded. He reached for his
throwing dagger, only to find his bracer empty. Damn it! His mind flashed back to the moment he’d hurled the blade
at the thug aiming a crossbow out of The Banded Brothers’ window at Kodyn’s
back. I forgot to get the throwing dagger
he promised. Cursing, he drew his jambiya. He’d have to go for
close-quarters combat without the advantage of a ranged weapon to take down an
enemy.


“Get those locks open. Then on my
signal, throw open the door.” Killian spoke without turning from the window.
“Three, two, now!” 


Evren had just opened the deadbolt when
the blacksmith barked his command. He hauled the door open, coming face to face
with four thugs winding up to hurl the clay jars. Caught by surprise, the
brutes paused mid-swing. 


“Go!” Killian shouted. He leveled his
crossbow at the nearest archer and pulled the trigger. A moment later, he
loosed again, sending another spring-loaded bolt hurtling through the darkness.
The first crossbow-wielding thug’s cry of pain had barely faded before the
second brute grunted and collapsed. 


Annat cried. “Get the blacksmith! Kill
the kid!”


But Evren was out the door and charging
toward the nearest thugs, Killian was a step behind. As Evren waded into
battle, fists and daggers flying, he caught a glimpse of Killian laying into
the thugs with that strange triple staff. 


The blacksmith wielded it like a farmer
flailing wheat, but the heavy steel weapon threshed flesh and bone rather than
sun-dried stalks of grain. Killian wove a wall of spinning metal, his moves
smooth and graceful even with his limp leg. The whipping triple staff cracked a
thug’s skull, shattered a second’s nose, and brought down a third and fourth
with a sweeping blow to their legs. 


“Take them down!” Annat’s angry shout
pierced the grunts and cries of his men.


More Syndicate thugs broke off from the
group and raced toward the battling blacksmith, wielding swords, daggers, and
clubs. But Killian didn’t fight alone. Evren’s jambiya struck out with short,
brutal slashes that opened wrists, forearms, throats, hands, any flesh he could
reach. The long blades had enough heft to deflect or block the thugs’ baton
strikes. Years spent fighting in the Master’s Temple, on the streets of
Vothmot, and in the Hunter’s training ring had honed Evren’s reflexes. He spun,
dodged, or twisted out of the path of blows, his punches and dagger strikes
landing with ruthless precision. Within the space of a dozen heartbeats, six
Syndicate thugs lay bleeding, groaning, or unconscious in the street, felled by
Evren’s fists and Killian’s triple staff. 


“By the Long Keeper, it’s just one
crippled blacksmith and a boy!” Annat drew a long sword from beneath his cloak
and charged Killian, the remaining twenty or so thugs on his heels.


Evren spun, seized Killian’s sleeve, and
hauled him away. “Run!” he shouted.


He raced up the alley and shoved Killian
around the corner. The blacksmith stumbled and sagged, his knee giving out.
Evren used the man’s momentum to shove him into a dark space beneath a low-hanging
roof. 


“Stay!” he hissed at the man, then took
off up the street at a dead sprint. He had led the Syndicate to the
blacksmith’s hiding place, so it was only fitting that he lead them away. 


He slowed until he was certain the
Syndicate thugs caught sight of him. “This way, Killian!” he shouted as loud as
he could and threw himself down another alleyway. He had to hope his ruse
worked. As long as the thugs didn’t look too closely at the place where he’d
stashed Killian, he could trust the blacksmith to seize the opportunity to
hide. The chorus of angry shouts echoing behind him filled him with hope. 


He’d gotten Killian out alive and made
up for his mistake. Now, he needed to get back to Hailen, Kodyn, and the others
with the news of what Killian had found: another nail for Angrak’s coffin. 


But
first, I’ve got to get rid of these damned thugs! 


A fierce grin split his face and he
shouted at the top of his lungs, “Come on, Killian!” 


Let’s
see how they fare on a merry chase around the city. After years of dodging the street gangs
and the Wardens of the Mount in Vothmot, he knew he could outrun his pursuers.


Fierce laughter bubbled from his lips as
he shot a glance over his shoulder. Catch
me if you can, you bastards! 


 


 


 












Chapter Forty
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The moment after Issa, Hykos, and the
Indomitables disappeared from view, Aisha raced inside the house. She threw her
arms around Kodyn and hugged him tight. After a moment, she broke off and
shoved him hard. “You idiot!” she shouted. “What the hell were you thinking,
charging the door like that?”


“I could have killed you,” Rothin
growled from behind Kodyn. The man sat in one of the hard-backed wooden chairs,
teeth clenched as he pressed a cloth to a wound in his upper leg. 


“I did what I had to do.” Stubborn
defiance sparkled in Kodyn’s eyes and his jaw took on an adamant set. “They
were about to rush the door. I couldn’t let them get to Briana.”


Aisha sucked in a breath. She’d been so
focused on the Kish’aa and the
Gatherers that she’d completely forgotten about the real reason they’d been here. 


“Briana!” She rushed up the stairs,
Kodyn a few steps behind her. They burst through the door, but Aisha skidded to
a halt at the sight of Hailen standing in front of Briana. He held a naked dagger
outthrust toward them, jaw clenched, eyes wary and defiant. Yet, as he
recognized them, he seemed to deflate, relief visible on his face, and he
lowered the dagger. 


“Kodyn!” Briana’s voice rang with fear,
and her eyes flew wide. “Aisha!” She darted around Hailen and threw her arms
around the two of them. A tremor ran through her body but her voice held only a
hint of quaver. 


“You’re safe now,” Aisha told her. “The
Gatherers are driven off, thanks to Issa and her company.”


“Issa?” Briana broke off the hug,
confusion in her eyes. 


“She showed up with a patrol of
Indomitables and another Keeper’s
Blade just in the nick of time,” Kodyn explained. He turned to Aisha, his brow
furrowed. “You, too.”


The look in his eyes told Aisha that he
didn’t buy her story of following the Gatherers into the tomb, but he wouldn’t
press. Not yet. The time would come,
and soon. She owed him the truth, no matter how crazy it sounded.


“But it looks like you had things under
control.” Kodyn turned to Hailen and held out a hand. “Once again, it seems
like we owe you thanks for helping protect Briana.”


Hailen sheathed his dagger and gripped
Kodyn’s outstretched hand. “It’s my job, right?” He gave them a wry smile.
“We’re all in this together.” His eyes went past Kodyn to the doorway, and a
shadow flashed across his face.


Aisha placed a hand on the boy’s
shoulders. “If he’s not back, it’s for a damned good reason.”


After a moment of hesitation, Hailen
nodded, the worry leaving his expression. “Yeah, Evren can look after himself.”
He sounded like he was trying to reassure himself more than them.


A sharp intake of breath snapped Aisha’s
attention to the window. There, her eyes fell on Briana, who stood staring down
at the street below. “So many!” 


Aisha glanced out the window, and her gut
tightened as she caught sight of the blue-white figures hovering over the
bodies of the dead Gatherers. The dead turned toward her, filling her mind with
their cries for vengeance—against her and her friends, the ones responsible for
their deaths. The malice and hate glittering in their eyes sent a shudder down
her spine.


In that moment, the gravity of what had
happened came crashing down on Aisha’s shoulders. She hadn’t just heard or
spoken to the Kish’aa—she’d used
their power. Too much, perhaps. A sudden fatigue thrummed within her muscles
and when she stared down at her hands, she found them trembling. She was seized
by a desire to close her eyes, to rest and recover. Yet the sparks of life
thrumming within her—Thimara, Eldesse, and Osirath, the three that remained
after all the others had their vengeance against their killers—would not let
her rest. There was something else they wanted.


But
what? Aisha didn’t
understand, but she couldn’t focus on that yet. 


Briana shot a wide-eyed look over her
shoulder, fear once more etched in the lines of her face. “Why? What could they
want from me now?”


Aisha exchanged a glance with Kodyn. By
the look on his face, he’d been wrestling with the question, as she had.
“I…don’t know,” she finally said. “When I found the Gatherers in the Keeper’s
Crypts, one of the Syndicate’s thieves brought them a message. But I was too
far away to hear the message, or what the Gatherers planned to do and why.”


“It doesn’t make sense.” Kodyn’s voice
had taken on that familiar puzzling tone. “Your father’s gone, so there’s no
reason to kidnap you.”


“So either they wanted to kill you, or…”
Aisha’s eyes narrowed as her gaze fell on the leather-bound journal and the
black stones scattered across the room’s single bed. She sucked in a breath as
an idea crashed into her mind. “The Serenii artifacts!” 


Briana’s eyebrows shot up. “You think?”
she asked.


Aisha whirled on Hailen. “When Angrak’s
men came to take over Suroth’s mansion, you said they went straight for the
study, right?”


Hailen’s expression had grown pensive as
well. “Yes.”


“So what if the real reason for this attack was those?” Aisha thrust a finger at
the artifacts. “We suspected that Angrak is working with the Gatherers and the
Ybrazhe. Either the Necroseti want Suroth’s artifacts and they’re getting the
cultists to do their dirty work, or—”


“Or the Gatherers found out that Angrak
failed to deliver what they wanted and decided to take care of it themselves!”
Kodyn finished for her. 


Four pairs of eyes turned toward the
bed. Such simple, innocuous objects—strangely-shaped black stone etched with
illegible runes—yet all knew the power they contained. 


“Do you think…” Briana began, but
swallowed hard before continuing. “…the Gatherers have found the way to unlock
the Serenii magic, too?”


Hailen shook his head. “It shouldn’t be
possible.” The confidence in the boy’s tone surprised Aisha. He held up a
finger, which bore a healing cut. “The Serenii artifacts are only activated by
blood, remember?”


“No, that’s not entirely true.” Briana
frowned, her brow knitting in thought. She stepped toward the bed, picked up
her father’s journal, and flipped through the pages. “Here. Look at this.” 


Hailen took the journal from Briana and
studied it for a moment. When he looked up, suspicion shone in those violet
eyes of his. “How did he learn these words?”


“I don’t know.” Briana turned her palms
up. “But I’ve rarely seen him so excited. He swore that this was the secret to the Serenii magic
within the Vault of Ancients.”


“What?” Kodyn nearly shouted. “You’re
sure?”


“It could be.” Hailen frowned down at
the pages once more. 


“Anyone want to tell me what the bloody
hell is going on?” Aisha asked. She felt as if she’d missed something
important. 


Briana turned toward her with an
apologetic smile. “So my father found these words—” She took the journal from
Hailen and held it out to Aisha, revealing a page filled with symbols and
markings that looked like utter gibberish. “—a few years ago, and he said that
they were the most important words passed down through the ages. I didn’t
understand what that meant and he didn’t clarify, but he did tell me that they
were the secret to the Vault of Ancients.”


“The secret that allows him to enter
safely without setting off the traps set by the Serenii,” Kodyn put in. An excited
gleam sparkled in his eyes and he snatched up the journal. “This is the key to
getting to the Crown of the Pharus!”


“And the Blade of Hallar,” Hailen put
in. 


“Of course.” Kodyn nodded, as if Evren’s
mission was an afterthought and not something that could have massive
repercussions for the fate of Einan. Aisha remembered Evren’s words—“it’s going to help save the world from
destruction by a being so powerful, it killed the Serenii”—and the shadow
in the young man’s eyes as he spoke of the ancient weapon. 


Hailen turned to Briana. “But you said
that my blood isn’t the only way to
activate the Serenii artifacts?” He tapped these pages. “These words do as
well?”


“I-I think so.” Briana hesitated. “Once,
when I was much younger, my father asked me to read the words aloud for him.”
Her smile grew wistful, tinged with sorrow. “One of the few things he was
incapable of doing for himself. That was the first time he let me help him with
his work, for that matter. And when I started being interested in his work.”


Aisha said nothing, simply placed a
consoling hand on the girl’s shoulder as a tear slipped down Briana’s cheek. 


After a moment, Briana swallowed and
brushed the moisture from her cheeks. “I didn’t know what the words meant or
even how to pronounce them properly, but father told me to do my best. When I
read them aloud, I could swear that I
felt a low humming from the artifacts.” She gestured at Hailen. “Like when we
found you in my father’s study, just not as loud.”


Hailen hesitated, his eyes darting to
the door once more as if he wanted to look to Evren for a cue. Aisha had caught
that little exchange the previous day. They’d concealed something not just from
Issa, but from her, Kodyn, and Briana as well.


Finally, Hailen seemed to make up his
mind. “The Beggar Priests in Voramis were teaching me about the Serenii,” he
said in a slow voice. “They taught me the power of these magic words. Serenii
words.” He held out a hand for the journal. “May I?”


Briana handed him the journal without
pause. 


Brow furrowing, Hailen stared down at
the page and read the written words in a quiet voice. Aisha couldn’t understand
the language of the ancient people—the Maulausi,
the Shepherds, as Ghandians called the Serenii—but there was no mistaking
the power they contained. The long, cylindrical stone on the bed, the same one
Hailen had been holding when they found him in Suroth’s study, began to hum. 


Aisha gasped as the power within her
began to dance as well. The sparks of life flared brilliant and hot, as if
they, too, responded to the Serenii magic. The blue-white light crackled
between her fingers, beyond her control. 


The energy within Aisha diminished as
Hailen’s voice slowly faded, reaching the end of the passage. A hushed silence
settled onto the room. No one so much as breathed as Hailen closed the book and
looked up to meet their wide eyes. 


“The Hunter explained it to me once,” he
told them in a quiet voice. “The magic of his dagger, Soulhunger, is activated
by a specific echo of sound, the vibrations of a scream of terror. The same as
the Serenii artifacts.” He picked up the stone from the bed. It had returned to
inert, dull black. “The words aren’t actually magic. It’s a specific
combination of sounds that activate whatever power the Serenii imbued into the
artifacts. Watch.”


He recited the poem from Suroth’s
journal—what he’d called the “Prophecy of the Final Destruction”—in perfect
Einari, his eyes fixed on the cylindrical artifact in his hands. 


“…and
sow the final destruction from midnight eyes,” he finished. The stone
remained dark, lifeless. 


Hailen hefted the leather-bound book.
“Those were the exact same words as the ones written in Suroth’s journal,”
Hailen explained. “Just spoken in Einari, not the ancient Serenii tongue. Words
aren’t what matter. It’s the sounds and
reverberations that cause the effect.”


Aisha stared in stunned surprise at the
boy. So young, yet rich with knowledge
that so few in the world will ever know of, much less possess.


Hailen seemed embarrassed at being the
center of attention. “So,” he said, his tone suddenly shy, “if the Gatherers
have the Serenii words, they may be able to use the power of the artifacts even
without my blood. Or, they know that Suroth had these words—” He raised the
journal again. “—and want to get them and the artifacts.”


“The Final Destruction!” The words burst
from Briana’s lips. 


Aisha turned to regard the girl,
curiosity burning. 


“What if the Gatherers attacked the
palace and our mansion not to abduct me, but to take my father?” Briana’s eyes
flew wide. “That’s it! We’ve had it wrong all along. The Gatherers aren’t like
the Necroseti. They don’t care about politics or controlling the city. All they
care about is the Final Destruction and making sure it actually happens.”


“And they think there’s something in the
Vault of Ancients that will make that happen!” Kodyn seemed to reach the
conclusion a moment before Aisha. “They’re after the artifacts!” 


“Which means—”


The spirits within Aisha flared to life,
painfully hot, like molten lead surging through her veins. She bit back a cry
of pain but drew in a ragged breath as the Kish’aa
screamed in her mind. 


DANGER!
A single word, yet
cried with such volume it nearly brought her to her knees. 


Radiana had alerted her to peril the
night the Gatherers had come for Briana, and that warning had saved their
lives. She wouldn’t ignore it now. 


Heeding the pull of the spirits, Aisha
leapt toward window. Dawn hadn’t yet appeared over the eastern horizon, but the
blue-white light of the dead brightened
the shadows of night all throughout the Artisan’s Tier, revealing hundreds of
dark-cloaked figures slipping down the alley toward their house.


 












Chapter Forty-One
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Kodyn’s brow furrowed as Aisha suddenly trailed
off, then seemed to jump across the room to the window. Her face contorted with
pain as she sucked in a breath, staggered by some invisible hand. When she
turned back, she appeared paler than he’d ever seen. “The Gatherers are going
to attack, right now!” 


Ice froze in Kodyn’s veins. He raced to
join her. “Where?” He squinted out the window. How is she seeing them? The early morning shadows were too thick,
the darkness too all-consuming for him to see—


There!
Movement flickered from
up the street. A dagger of fear drove into Kodyn’s belly at sight of another
shadow, and another, and still more. He had no doubt who they were.


“Keeper’s teeth!” The curse burst from
his lips. He whirled on Aisha. “Can you see how many?” 


Her brow furrowed. “Sixty, maybe more.” 


Kodyn sucked in a breath. So many!


His eyes went to the corpses of the
first wave of cultists still littering the alley. The sight of their fallen
comrades would only spur the attackers on. Kodyn knew they had minutes before
the assault came.


He whirled to Briana and Hailen. “Get
those artifacts and journal, now, and put them someplace safe!” 


“Where?” Briana demanded.


“I don’t know!” Kodyn said as he raced
through the room and out the door. “Find somewhere!” 


He barreled down the stairs and into the
sparse ground floor room. “Rothin!” he shouted. “They’re coming back.”


The man leapt to his feet, then groaned
at the pain in his wounded leg. Just as Kodyn reached the bottom stair, he
found the Keeper’s Blade—Issa had called her Etai—racing into the house and
slamming the door. 


“The bastards are coming back!” Etai
whirled, eyes landing on Kodyn. “We’ve got seconds to barricade the door and
windows.” Determination hardened her well-formed features and a grim light
shone in her dark eyes. 


Kodyn set about helping Etai overturn
the sparse furniture and pile it high to block off the front of the house.
Aisha appeared beside him and helped as well. Nessa, Leya, Trant, and even
Rothin lent a hand. 


But all too soon, they were out of
furniture. The house’s sparse appointment failed to form more than a pathetic
barricade.


“Shite!” Kodyn cursed as he drew his
long sword and dagger, which he’d retrieved from the Gatherers he’d slain in
the previous fight. “Where the hell did they come from? I thought Issa was going
to go and deal with them.” 


“Right now, that doesn’t matter.” Etai
unslung her two-handed sword and shot a glance at Kodyn and Aisha. “The truth
is that there’s no way the three of us can hold them off for long.”


“Four.” Rothin’s voice echoed from behind
them. Kodyn turned to see the guard, pale-faced yet resolute, gripping his
sword.


“That still doesn’t even the odds.” Etai
peered out the window. “They’ve likely got more watching for any signs of
patrols. There’s no way we’re getting reinforcements in time.”


“Then we’ve got to get the bloody hell
out of here!” A new voice entered the room.


Kodyn whirled and raised his sword, but
stopped when he caught sight of a breathless, sweat-soaked Evren. 


“Where in the fiery hell have you been?”
Kodyn demanded.


“Seeing the sights, leading the
Syndicate on a merry chase around the city.” Evren gave a dismissive wave. “But
now’s not the time to get into that. What matters is that the Gatherers still
haven’t blocked off the back way out.”


Kodyn’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”


Evren gestured toward the kitchen. “I
was on my way back when I caught sight of them massing in the alleyways. I
thought maybe I could find another way in, through the roof or something, but
the street’s totally empty.” He shot a glance out the window. “But not for
long. They’re not total idiots, and they’re going to block off the way any
second now. Which means we’ve got to run, now!” 


“Even if we run,” Etai spoke up from her
place beside the barricaded window, “there’s not really anywhere safe we can go.”


Inspiration struck Kodyn with the force
of a mailed fist to the gut. “To the Secret Keepers!” 


Etai and Evren both looked surprised,
but Aisha nodded her assent. “The only place where Suroth’s journals and the
artifacts will be safe. They’ll have to
protect one of their own.” 


Without waiting for answers from the
other two, he raced up the stairs and thundered into Briana’s room. “We’re
going to run, now, to the Temple of Whispers.”


Briana’s face had gone white, her eyes wide,
a panicked quiver to her lip. Hailen’s young face mirrored hers, but his jaw
was set, his grip on his dagger firm. He had placed himself once again between
Briana and the door. 


“Evren says the back way out is clear.”
Kodyn seized the sack, slung it over his shoulder, and held out a hand to
Briana. “But we need to move now if
we’re going to get out.”


Hailen hurried toward the door, but
Briana made no move. Fear rooted her to the spot, her limbs frozen, even her
breath trapped in her lungs. Kodyn could almost feel the fingers of panic
clutching at her mind—he’d faced his own share of dangerous situations over his
years as a Hawk, though none as life-threatening as this. 


He stepped closer and took her hand.
“Come on.” He squeezed her fingers in his. “I won’t let anything happen to
you.”


The warmth and nearness seemed to
shatter the ice that rendered her immobile. She sucked in a ragged breath and
her fingers tightened around his. A glimmer of courage flickered in the smile
she turned up to him. “I know.” The words were spoken in a quiet voice, yet
echoed with trust.


Kodyn tugged her down the stairs, Hailen
in their wake. 


“Evren!” Hailen’s eyes brightened as he
caught sight of Evren standing in the kitchen watching the back door. 


Evren pressed a finger to his lips, but
he smiled at the boy. “Time to make a dash for it, like when we snatched that
ham from Master Zeuris’ butcher shop.”


Hailen grinned wider. “Like old times.”


Kodyn was about to speak when a loud
roar echoed from outside the house. His gut clenched as he glanced through the
window. The mass of Gatherers had abandoned all pretense of stealth and now
surged toward them in a wave of fury, flesh, and bared steel. 


They were out of time.


“Go!” He shoved Briana into the kitchen,
then whirled on Aisha. “Get her out of here!” 


“Not without you,” Aisha responded,
shaking her head.


“You need to keep her safe,” Kodyn
insisted. He thrust a finger at the Keeper’s Blade. “You as well.”


“And leave you to hold the door alone?”
Etai’s jaw set and her black gauntlets creaked as she tightened her grip on the
hilt of her two-handed sword. “Not a damned chance.”


“You’ve orders from your Lady of Blades
to protect Briana,” Kodyn growled. “That means you go with them.” He winced as
something heavy slammed into the door.
The wood shuddered beneath the assault. “Now!” 


Etai hesitated a moment, then nodded.
“Keeper smile on you this day.” She hurried into the kitchen, seizing Briana by
the arm and dragging her along.


“Go!” Kodyn had to shout at Aisha to
make himself heard over the battering at the door. “I’ll be right behind you.”


“Liar.” Aisha snarled. “This isn’t how
it ends, you and me. We stand together or—”


“Both of you, get the bloody hell out of
here!” 


Kodyn was surprised to hear the voice of
Nessa, the grey-haired Steward. He was even more surprised to see a pair of
short swords in her hands. By her casual grip, it looked as if she actually
knew how to use them.


“We swore an oath to Briana’s father to
serve and protect her with our lives.” The old Steward ran a hand through her
grey hair, a determined look in her eyes. 


“With our lives,” Rothin echoed. He’d
gone pale, his lips blue and skin clammy from loss of blood. Crimson soaked the
bandage on his wounded leg—the Gatherer’s blade had cut the artery and he
couldn’t stop the bleeding. He was dying, yet he stood tall and proud to the
end. “Now it falls to you to keep her safe.”


“Swear it!” Nessa fixed Kodyn with a
piercing stare. “Swear that you will guard her as we have.”


“I swear.” The words stuck in Kodyn’s
throat, but were jolted loose as the door splintered beneath something heavy.
“I will guard her with my life.”


“Then go!” Nessa snapped, one final
command. “Get her to safety among her father’s people. That’s the least you can
do, young man.”


Kodyn saluted with his sword. “May you
find the peace you deserve.” The words from Suroth’s funeral rites were all
that sprang to mind. With a nod to Rothin and Nessa, he hurried into the
kitchen and out the back door. Leya the cook and Trant the aged attendant stood
in the pre-dawn shadows beside Aisha, Kodyn, Evren, Briana, and Hailen. The two
servants looked terrified, and rightly so. 


Briana’s eyes flew wide as she caught
sight of Kodyn exiting the house alone. “No!” she breathed. “Rothin is—”


“Doing his duty.” A lump rose in Kodyn’s
throat. “Honoring your father the best way he knows how.” 


Tears streamed down Briana’s face, and a
fist of iron squeezed at Kodyn’s heart.


“We need to go, now!” Evren hissed. He
stood at the next street corner, daggers ready, an urgency burning in his eyes.
“They’ve got to be on their way any second.”


Kodyn and Aisha gripped Briana’s arms
and helped the girl to stumble down the street. It took Briana a few steps to
recover, but she managed to hurry along between them. The need to survive, to
escape certain death drove back the sorrow at losing more of the people she cared for. The time would come that she could
mourn—after they were safe. 


Etai brought up the rear, while Hailen
slipped along behind Evren at the lead. At Evren’s hiss, the eight of them dove
into cover behind a stone stairway. 


Not a moment too soon. A handful of
Gatherers rushed down the alley behind them, flooding toward the back entrance
to Briana’s house. The crash of
shattered wood echoed a moment later, followed by the clash of steel. 


Kodyn forced himself to take slow,
measured breaths in an effort to calm the fear spiking his pulse. They had
gotten out just in time.


Now
how the hell are we going to get around the Gatherers to the Secret Keeper’s temple?


The Gatherers had come from the south
and west, which meant they were blocking off the alleys and side streets that
led to the Temple District. Their only chance of reaching safety was heading
east, away from the temple, then south toward the Artificer’s Courseway. The
sun would rise any minute, so the early morning shoppers and merchants would
already occupy the marketplaces. The Artisan’s Tier ought to be busy enough
that the Gatherers wouldn’t dare attack in the main avenue.


Evren seemed to have the same thought,
for he slipped out of cover, headed east along the debris-cluttered alley, then
ducked around a corner. He reappeared a moment later, shaking his head and
holding up ten fingers. 


Kodyn’s gut clenched. The Gatherers aren’t taking any chances. Yet
he couldn’t let his fear show. Briana was already terrified, and if she sensed
his worry, it could cause her to panic. He had to stay focused on the task at
hand and keep his feelings locked down tight, as he’d learned during his years
training to be a Hawk.


A
Hawk! 


His eyes snapped up to the nearby
rooftops, and an idea blossomed in his mind. Waving to get Aisha’s attention,
he spoke in the silent hand language. I’m
going to get up onto the rooftops and find a clear path. 


Aisha nodded but signed, Be careful.


Always.
He forced a confident
grin for Briana’s sake.


Scuttling through the shadows, he darted
across the alleyway and leapt up onto a first-floor windowsill. His fingers
closed around the lip of a second-story balcony and he hauled himself up, onto
the stone rail. Balancing on the narrow balustrade, he reached for the edge of
the sloping roof. A moment later, he scrambled over the ridge, slipped down the
other side, and vaulted the narrow gap between buildings. 


From his new vantage point, he scanned
the streets to the south of their position. Sure enough, he spotted the ten
Gatherers Evren had indicated. The cultists were facing the Artificer’s
Courseway, as if they’d been set there to watch for approaching patrols rather
than preventing their escape.


He raced to the northern corner of the
roof and scanned the shadows until he spotted his friends. He waved his arms to
signal them to go. 


Aisha and Briana got the others moving up
the street, east in the direction Evren had gone. Kodyn kept a close eye on the
Gatherers at the intersection—if they turned, even so much as glanced back,
he’d drop down and give them something to occupy their attention long enough
for the others to escape.


He breathed a quiet sigh of relief as
first Briana and Aisha, then Hailen, the two servants, and finally Etai slipped
past the alleyway unseen. Evren appeared from up the street and beckoned for
them to follow him east, farther from the watching Gatherers and the safety of
the Temple District.


Kodyn raced toward the eastern edge of
the rooftop and leapt across, crossing the distance with ease. Thatch rustled
beneath his feet but he threw himself flat against the sloped roof, out of
sight of the Gatherers below. In seconds, he was sliding down the far side,
then racing across the rooftops in pursuit of his friends.


The steep slopes of the roofs made
traversing the distances more difficult than crossing the Hawk’s Highway, but
he couldn’t let that stop him. His friends were counting on him to get them to
safety. Though his arms and legs burned from the exertion, he scrambled over
the rooftops and hurtled the gaps of alleys and narrow back lanes to keep a few
steps ahead of them. 


Twice more, he spotted clusters of
watching Gatherers just in time to alert his friends to the threat. The last
time, he very nearly missed the figures, cloaked as they were in the early
morning shadows. It was only by the Mistress’ luck that he caught the flicker
of movement out of the corner of his eyes. 


All too soon, he reached a broader side
street, a gap too wide for him to leap. He scrambled down the side of the
building and dropped onto the lane a few paces from where Evren and the others
crouched in the shadows. 


“We’re getting too close to Ybrazhe
territory,” Evren whispered, shooting a nervous glance westward. “We have to
make a run for the Artificer’s Courseway. No way the Gatherers are brazen
enough to attack us there, not in broad daylight.”


Kodyn wasn’t so certain, but he nodded.
The plan was as good as any.


Briana turned to the two servants.
“Leya, Trant, please forgive me for putting your lives in such peril again.
Please, return home to your families, with my gratitude and my father’s as
well.”


“It was an honor, my lady.” Leya gave a
little bow, stood, and hurried off down the lane, east toward Trader’s Way. 


Trant, with his usual loquacity, nodded
and followed Leya.


Just
us six now. Kodyn
glanced over their small company. Aisha and Briana, Hailen and Evren, and this
new Blade, Etai. Six against ten times
that number. This is going to be fun. 


He drew in a deep breath and stood.
“Let’s go.”


Evren moved first, Hailen on his heels.
Kodyn and Aisha went next, shielding Briana with their bodies. Etai brought up
the rear, her black steel armor strangely silent, a solid bulwark to guard
their backs. She gripped her huge flame-bladed sword in strong hands, her eyes
roving every shadow for threat. 


Fear roiled in Kodyn’s gut as he hurried
south along the side street, yet he gritted his teeth and forced himself to
keep moving. Now wasn’t the time to freeze, to panic. Like his mother, he had
to keep a cool head and focus on getting his friends to safety. 


Logic failed to slow the hammering beat
of his heart or stop his palms from growing sweaty. He tightened his grip on
Briana’s fingers—for his own comfort as well as hers. He exchanged glances with
Aisha and found her strangely calm. Sweat streamed down her face and her jaw
muscles were clenched tight, yet no fear shone in her eyes. 


The sight of her composure helped to dim
the anxiety surging within him. Gritting his teeth, he pushed back on the
fingers of panic attempting to burrow into his brain and forced himself to
think coolly, rationally. His instincts, honed over years training with every
House in the Night Guild, kept his mind focused on scouting the shadows and
assessing threats all while maintaining their desperate dash.


Hope surged within him as they reached
the Artificer’s Courseway. To the east, he caught sight of early morning crowds
flooding toward the now-open Commerce Square. Men, women, litters, even a few
ox-drawn carts rumbled along the main avenue—too few to provide real cover, yet
numerous enough that a Gatherer attack would draw unwanted attention. 


Better still, the early morning hour
meant Indomitable patrols. He scanned the Artificer’s Courseway for any sign of
black-armored soldiers—even one ten-man company could make the difference if
they clashed with Gatherers. 


His hope died unrealized. No sign of
Indomitables in either direction, as far as he could see. Worse, he recognized
their location—they had to cross nearly an entire quarter of the Artisan’s Tier
to reach the Temple District. He glanced over his shoulder at the brightening sky.
They’d be lucky to reach the Temple of Whispers before the eighth hour of the
morning. 


But
we’ve got to try! He’d
rather avoid the alternative: a painful death at the Gatherers’ hands. They had
no one else but the Secret Keepers to go to for help. The Temple of Whispers
was the only place in Shalandra that could offer them sanctuary now.


Gut clenching, he slipped out onto the
main street behind Evren and Hailen. They moved at a steady pace, hurrying as
fast as they could manage without drawing undue attention. A part of Kodyn
wanted to believe that they could blend into the crowds. But he knew that
wasn’t true. They carried drawn weapons and had a Keeper’s Blade on their
heels.


Five minutes passed with no sign of the
enemy. Ten, and still no Gatherers. A knot formed in Kodyn’s stomach as they
drew nearer the side street that led to Briana’s house. The Gatherers will be watching—


The thought died as five dark-cloaked
figures appeared on the streets ahead of them. Five of them, striding out of a
nearby lane, eyes scanning the crowds on the Artificer’s Courseway. 


Kodyn knew he had a second to act before
the Gatherers spotted them. He had the element of surprise for a single
instant, no more. 


He seized the moment. 


Racing past Evren and Hailen, he charged
the five Gatherers, sword swinging. The five men caught sight of him a
heartbeat before he reached them. The foremost cultist died as the flashing tip
of Kodyn’s sword tore a gash in his throat. A second fell a heartbeat later to
Kodyn’s backstroke, which ripped up the side of his shoulder and buried into
the side of his neck. Blood gushed from the man’s severed jugular and he fell
with a wordless cry.


The third Gatherer raised his sword to
strike. Kodyn leapt out of the blow’s path, then brought the man down with a
quick thrust that drove a finger’s length of steel into his chest. But the
remaining cultists caught him off-balance. Even as Kodyn tore his long sword
free of the dying man, two short swords hacked toward his chest and neck.


In that instant, time slowed to a crawl.
Kodyn knew he was going to die. There was no way he’d get his blade up and
across in time to block the blows, and he couldn’t dodge or duck. All he could
do was watch the swords coming to kill him.


Steel flashed past his shoulder and buried
into the Gatherer’s chest. The impact hurled the man backward, sending him
crashing into the fifth and final cultist. Kodyn stared wide-eyed at the two
men that had been about to kill him, eyes fixed on the familiar dagger hilt
embedded between the nearest one’s ribs. 


Evren leapt past him in that instant and
drove his boot into the unwounded Gatherer’s face. The man’s head struck stone
with a wet crunch and he lay still. 


“Let’s go!” Evren hissed. He paused only
long enough to tear his dagger free of the dead Gatherer before he hurried on,
Hailen beside him.


Kodyn sucked in a deep breath and
suddenly found he could move. He blinked once to clear the wool from his head
and the chill from his veins. His arms and legs were strangely heavy—leaden
from the realization that he’d come within a heartbeat of dying. A strange
feeling, one he’d never truly experienced before. Evren’s quick intervention
had been the only thing to prevent his death. 


The sight of Briana’s pale face and
round eyes snapped him back to reality. Right now, there was much more at stake
than his own mortality. Aisha, his best friend and constant companion. Briana,
the brave young woman he’d grown so fond of over the past weeks. He wasn’t
fighting for himself or the prospect of wealth, as he had his entire life. He
fought for them. 


On he ran, grim resolve strengthening
his muscles. His heart pounded against his ribs, his legs burned, and his lungs
begged for air, but he refused to slow. They had to reach safety before the Gatherers discovered them. 


Angry shouts echoed from the streets
behind them. “Don’t let them escape!” came the cry.


Kodyn risked a glance over his shoulder.
What he saw sent his heart plummeting into his stomach. Gatherers, scores of
them, boiled out of the alleys onto the Artificer’s Courseway. Their dark
robes, patchwork leather armor, and bared short swords marked them as clearly
as the tattoos inked on their forearms and the fanatical zeal in their eyes. 


The time for stealth had passed.


“Run!” he shouted. Grabbing Briana’s
hand, he broke into a run. The girl somehow managed to draw on hidden reserves
of strength, trying her best to match his pace though she gasped for air. 


Fury boiled within Kodyn’s chest as more
Gatherers spilled out from the streets just ahead and to the north of them. Yet
Evren rushed the cultists, a whirlwind of flying fists and daggers. The first
Gatherers to reach the Artificer’s Courseway staggered beneath the onslaught
and fell back, wounded, bleeding, and dying. For a brief instant, they blocked
the way for their comrades—just long enough for Kodyn, Aisha, and Briana to
race past. In the rear, the heavily-armored Etai swung her huge sword at any
Gatherer that drew too close. 


The ferocity of the assault threw the Gatherers
back and cleared the way for the six of them to race toward the Temple
District. His limbs grew suddenly lighter, his strength renewed as he caught
sight of the marble pillars of the Sanctuary, the sandstone obelisk to the
Swordsman. Beyond them, like a beacon shining in the darkest night, stood the
squat stone Temple of Whispers. 


We’re
almost there! 


“Help us!” Evren’s voice rang out. “The
Gatherers are attacking!” 


Two Warrior Priests, servants of
Derelana, goddess of vengeance, charged from their post in front of their
temple and waded into the fray. Their long swords and splinted mail gave them a
fighting chance against the Gatherers, and anger creased their tattooed faces
into snarls of rage. Yet their attack slowed only a handful of the cultists.
Within moments, they, too, found themselves fighting a desperate battle against
foes that far outnumbered them.


White-robed Ministrants stared in
wide-eyed shock at them as they hurtled past the temple to the Bright Lady,
Goddess of healing. Their surprise turned to fear as they caught sight of the
tide of armed figures pounding up the street behind them.


Kodyn scanned the Temple District for
anyone else that could help them. He nearly wept as a patrol of black-armored
Indomitables appeared from the west. Ten strong, well-armed men in heavy armor
and carrying sheathed khopeshes. Nowhere near enough to take on the Gatherers,
but their presence gave Kodyn and his friends a fighting chance.


The sight of the guards made the
cultists hesitate a heartbeat, their furious pursuit slowing. Kodyn and the
others never slowed in their flight. The lead widened just enough for them to
race the short distance to the Temple of Whispers. 


“Sanctuary!” Evren yelled, breathless.
“Protect the daughter of Arch-Guardian Suroth.”


Two brown-robed Secret Keepers stood
guard in front of the squat building with its huge vault door. Their eyes flew
wide as they caught sight of the flood of Gatherers spilling into the Temple
District. The moment their gazes fell on Briana, their expressions darkened to
fierce scowls. One of the two priests darted past them, adopting a bare-handed
fighting stance to guard the path up to the temple. The second Secret Keeper
heaved open the door. Too slowly. Etai, Kodyn, and Evren lent a hand until the heavy
steel barrier swung wide enough for them to spill into the temple. 


The two Secret Keepers remained outside
until all of them were safe, then hurried to slam the huge vault door closed. A
clash of steel and cries of “For Shalandra!” echoed in the instant before a
massive boom shook the temple’s
interior and all sounds of life outside were cut off. 


Panting, arms trembling, Kodyn doubled
over his knees and tried to breathe through the fire burning in his legs. Yet
shaky laughter burst from his throat as he slid to the ground. By the Long Keeper, we bloody made it! 


They were safe in the Temple of
Whispers.


 












Chapter Forty-Two
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Issa’s eyes followed the two Blades that
dragged the struggling, bound Gatherer from Lady Callista’s office. She
desperately wanted to be present to hear what the cultist had to say, yet duty
called. She had to return to Briana’s side—she needed to get whatever
information Kodyn had obtained on Councilor Angrak and make certain it reached
the right people in time. The sun was rising fast and noon would be upon them
all too quickly. 


“My lady, with your permission, I must
return to relieve Etai.” She shot Lady Callista a meaningful look. “By the
Keeper’s grace, we will have everything we need.” Her eyes darted to Nysin, who
stood beside her. She felt fairly certain she could trust the Indomitable, but
refused to take any chances so close to victory. 


“Of course.” Callista Vinaus gave a
dismissive wave. “I will be awaiting word from you.” A fierce light shone in
her eyes. “My Blades are standing ready the moment I give the command.”


Issa smiled at the mental image of a
company of Keeper’s Blades descending on the Council and clapping them in
irons. With a bow, Issa turned smartly on her heel and marched from the Lady of
Blades’ office. 


Nysin matched her pace as she hurried
through the Palace of Golden Eternity and down the tunnel that connected to the
Citadel of Stone. Just before stepping into the Citadel’s north wing, she
whirled on Nysin, seized his breastplate, and pressed him against the wall. 


“I will have your solemn oath,” she
growled in a low voice, “that nothing you saw or heard in there will be
repeated to anyone, not even Enyera, Rilith, anyone.” 


Confusion twisted Nysin’s face. “What
are you talking about? There was nothing—”


“Swear it!” Issa growled. “On your
eternity in the Long Keeper’s arms!” A solemn oath, one few in Shalandra would
ever break. 


After a moment, Nysin threw up his
hands. “I swear! On my eternity in the Long Keeper’s arms.”


“Good.” Issa released him with a nod.
She’d been careful not to say anything specific that could get back to the
Keeper’s Council, but she wouldn’t take any chances. “Now let’s get back to our
post. Sentinel Imale will learn of the role you played in our victory today.”


Nysin’s face seemed torn between a scowl
at her behavior and a grin at her praise. “Thank you, sir.”


Without another word, Issa turned and
strode down the hall. It took Nysin a moment to recover before he fell in
behind her. She pretended not to hear him muttering under his breath. 


She hurried through the Citadel of Stone
and cut across the training yard, taking the fastest route to the western edge
of the fortress. An anxious glance at the sky revealed the sun had cleared the
eastern cliff—it would be around the eighth hour of the morning. She had four
hours to get to Briana and the others, collect the information, and get back to
the palace. It would be a close thing but she could manage it.


Still, she gave in to the urge that told
her to speed up. Her boots rang off the stone floor as she marched quick-time
toward the entrance to the Keeper’s Crypts. The two Blades on duty shot her and
Nysin a curious glance, but said nothing about the absence of their burden.
Like all Blades, they knew that much went on that they wouldn’t be privy
to—like any good organization, the servants of the Long Keeper were
compartmentalized according to their respective duties. Secrecy often proved
crucial for the good of Shalandra. 


A sense of urgency thrummed within her
as they descended toward the Defender’s Tier, then the Artisan’s Tier below it.
She wanted to be certain Hykos and her Indomitable trainees were safe, but
couldn’t afford the delay. Her mission to help Briana bring down the Keeper’s
Council beckoned to her. 


She had just reached the Artisan’s Tier
when the pounding of booted feet and clanking armor echoed through the Keeper’s
Crypts. Her muscles tensed, her senses immediately on full alert, and her pulse
pounded in her ears as she caught sight of a patrol of Indomitables hurrying
east, out of the tombs and away from
the Gatherers’ hideout. 


“What’s going on?” Issa called. She
caught sight of an Indomitable officer at the head of the column and raced
toward him. “Dictator, what’s happening?”


“Gatherers are attacking the Temple
District!” the officer said. “Scores of them!” 


A dagger of fear drove into Issa’s gut.
In that moment, she knew the truth. They’re
not attacking the temples. They’re after Briana.


Her breath caught in her lungs and a
fist of iron squeezed at her heart. She’d been so determined to hunt down the
Gatherers’ hideout and bring the captured cultist to Lady Callista that she’d
discounted Aisha’s words. She hadn’t truly
eliminated all of them—the hundreds Aisha had estimated. Her failure had put
Briana and her companions—and the invaluable evidence against Angrak that
they’d collected—in danger.


“Get back to Hykos and your company by
the Crucible,” she commanded Nysin as she turned toward the exit. 


“Where are you going?” he called after her.


“To do my job!” 


She broke into a run, legs and arms
pumping, and flew past the Indomitable patrol. There was no time to wait for
reinforcements. She had to get to the temples before it was too late. 


Please
don’t let me be too late! A
silent plea to the Long Keeper. He had chosen her to serve him, to protect the
people of Shalandra. She wouldn’t fail him—or Lady Callista, who had placed her
faith in Issa; or Briana and the others, who trusted her to help protect
them—in this task.


She barreled through the streets,
anxiety setting every muscle in her body ablaze. Fatigue from the last day and
night’s exertions dragged at her, slowed her down. Yet she gritted her teeth
and stumbled on despite the weight pulling on her limbs. She had to get to the Zadii before the
Gatherers killed her. Not only because of the incriminating evidence she might
have. Issa genuinely felt a sense of duty to protect Briana. The girl had lost
her parents—her mother in childbirth, her father in defense of the Pharus. Issa
had never known her own father or mother. The pain could never truly compare to
the sorrow Briana must be dealing with at her losses, but she could commiserate
with the girl. 


Her blood ran cold as she caught sight
of the furious combat swirling on the Artificer’s Courseway, right in front of
the Secret Keeper’s temple. Three patrols of Indomitables in full armor formed
a solid wall of steel against nearly twice their number of Gatherers. The
Indomitables bore no shields—their skill, strength, and armor were their only
defenses against their enemies. 


Even as she raced toward the melee, Issa
could see the right flank was about to collapse. The outermost Indomitables
were about to be overrun, Gatherers charging around them to strike from the
behind. Reinforcements would never arrive in time. 


A shout burst from Issa’s lips. “For
Shalandra!” She threw herself into the mass of Gatherers attacking the right
flank. Her blow, backed by the full force of her charge and the weight of her
armor, lifted a man from his feet and hurled him into the two cultists behind
him. The three fell to the ground in a pile, arms and limbs entangled. She
drove her sword into one man’s chest, shoving until it punched out of his back
and into the chest of the man beneath him. Ripping her sword free, she finished
off the third Gatherer with a vicious thrust that transfixed his neck and
severed his spine.


With a roar, she waded into the melee.
Her sword cut huge swaths through the ranks of Gatherers, hewing flesh and
shattering bone with every blow. The cultists that tried to charge her,
overwhelm her through sheer numbers, died beneath the keen edge of her black
steel blade. Those that tried to flee were cut down from behind without mercy.


The sounds of combat echoed all around
her: men screaming, grunting, groaning, crying, shouting; blades clashing on
blades, sparking off black armor, or thunking
into flesh. Blood ran thick on the golden sandstone streets as the
Gatherers fell. But not alone. More than a few black-armored corpses joined the
ranks of the fallen.


Issa pressed deeper into the ranks of
enemies, striking in all directions with her flammard. The blade laid open
throats, severed limbs, hacked off heads, or punched through leather armor and
the flesh beneath. The short swords of her enemies bounced off her Shalandran
steel armor, ineffective as a summer breeze beating against Alshuruq’s mighty
slopes. 


Then Issa saw it, the moment that her
enemy’s will shattered. Fear shone in the eyes of the Gatherer in front of her,
piercing the wild zeal twisting his face into a snarl. He hesitated, stopped in
his tracks, and turned to flee.


One by one, the dark-robed men and women
broke off the battle. Like the retreating tide, the Gatherers gave ground and
turned to flee. They scrambled over the corpses of friend and foe in their
haste to escape certain death. 


“After them!” came the shout from behind
Issa. She turned to find the Dictator leading his patrol at a double-time march
toward the line. “Don’t let the bastards escape!” 


He and his Indomitables gave chase,
joined by a few of the unwounded soldiers from their line. But Issa knew it
would be fruitless. The Gatherers still outnumbered them, and even with this
fresh infusion of troops, the Dictator didn’t have anywhere near enough men to
round up the fleeing cultists.


Issa suddenly staggered, her vision
swimming, arms and legs on fire with exertion. She drew in a shuddering breath
and leaned on her sword until the fatigue passed and the world stilled. 


“What happened here?” she demanded of
the highest-ranked officer around, a sturdy-looking Protector. “Why did the
Gatherers attack the temple?” Her eyes slid east, toward the street where she
knew Briana’s house stood. Was it some
kind of diversion to keep us away while they went after Briana? 


“Ask Otanis here,” the Protector said.
He snapped his fingers and a man with the twin vertical stripes of a Dictator
stepped forward. “Tell her, Otanis.”


“Don’t know rightly,” Otanis said,
confusion twisting his bloodstained face. “We were going about our patrol as
normal, when suddenly we come upon a group of these bastards flooding the
Temple District. Looked like they were chasing a few youngsters.”


“Chasing?” Issa’s heart leapt, hope
surging. “What happened to them? The youngsters? Did they get away? Where did
they go?” The questions surged from within her. She had to get to Briana and the others, make sure they were safe.


“In there.” Otanis thrust a finger at
the squat building that housed the priests of the Mistress. “Saw them run in
the Temple of Whispers.”


Issa nearly wept in relief. She hadn’t failed in her duty. She’d reached
the others in time—not only to help fight off the enemy, but to get their
information to Lady Callista in time.


She saluted Otanis. “Thank you,
Protector!” 


Otanis returned the salute. “No, thank you, sir. You couldn’t have come at a
better time.”


“You and yours seemed to have it under
control. Just thought I’d pitch in and have a bit of fun.” With a salute to the
Indomitables, Issa turned and strode toward the Temple of Whispers. It took all
of her self-control not to break into a run—she needed to see the others, be
certain they were unharmed. 


Suddenly, it struck her why it mattered.
It wasn’t just duty—she felt drawn to them in the same way that Hykos, Etai, and
Lady Callista drew her. They had been kind to her, just as Hykos had been on
her first day in the Keeper’s Blades. They’d drawn her, a total stranger, into
their circle of trust, just as the Pharus and Callista Vinaus trusted her. And,
like Etai, she sensed that strength of spirit in all of them—even Briana, who
she’d once feared would be nothing more than a pampered Dhukari. In a strange
way, she had started to think of them as her friends. 


She strode up to the huge steel door of
the Temple of Whispers and pounded on it with a mailed fist. When no one
responded, she continued hammering. Finally, a slot opened in the center of the
door and two dark eyes peered out at her. 


“I’m here to protect the Arch-Guardian’s
daughter.” Issa spoke in a confident voice. “Tell Briana that Issa has
returned.”


The aperture snapped shut. Issa ground
her teeth, heart hammering, worry roiling within her stomach as long minutes
passed in silence. On the street behind her, Ministrants from the Sanctuary
hurried to help the wounded and dying—Indomitable and Gatherer alike. Traffic
had already begun to flow, though the passersby gave the battleground a wide
berth.


Finally, after what seemed an eternity,
the door swung open on silent hinges and a Secret Keeper in muted brown robes stepped
out. Without a word, he beckoned for her to enter.


Issa had never stepped foot within the
Temple of Whispers; few did, for the Secret Keepers lived up to their names and
protected their knowledge with single-minded dedication. Yet, a part of her felt
somewhat disappointed to find herself in a bare stone room without so much as a
single bench, chair, or table. She’d been expecting…more. 


Those thoughts faded from her mind as
her eyes fell on the six figures seated on the ground, slumped against the wall,
or, in Etai’s case, standing silent guard.


“Issa!” Briana’s eyes brightened. 


Relief washed over her—far more than
she’d expected—like a cool bath on a hot summer day. They were unharmed, alive.
She hadn’t failed them or Lady
Callista. 


“The Gatherer attack, I thought…” She
trailed off, uncertain how to put into words the emotions roiling within her.
Finally, she managed to blurt out. “I’m glad to see you’re safe.” Her eyes went
to Aisha, Kodyn, Evren, Hailen, and Etai. “All of you.”


“Almost weren’t.” Tension lined Etai’s
face and she held her sword in a white-knuckled grip. “Was a close thing back
there.”


“What happened?” Issa demanded. “I
thought we beat back the Gatherer attack.”


Kodyn spoke up from his seat at Briana’s
side. “We did, but they came back. They’re after this.” He hefted a cloth sack,
and Issa heard the clacking of stones
from within. “Suroth’s secrets.”


Issa’s eyes narrowed and she turned to
Briana. “I thought they wanted to kidnap you to use as leverage against your
father.” 


“That’s what we thought.” Briana nodded.
“And that might have been the plan initially. But we believe that after my
father’s death, they wanted to get his journal and…” She shot a wary glance at
the plain stone walls around her. “…other things. All so they can access
something within the Vault of Ancients that will help them bring on the Final
Destruction.”


Issa’s eyes flew wide. She’d heard that
term “Final Destruction” mentioned once—in connection to Aterallis, the former
Dhukari that had forsaken his wealth and power to preach in the Slave’s Tier.
Nysin had said people had begun spreading rumors about the man, saying that he
would “bring about Hallar’s Final
Destruction”. 


Could
he be a Gatherer? The
thought flashed through her mind, yet she dismissed it after a moment. From
what she’d heard of the man’s preaching, he had nothing in common with the
bloodthirsty cultists. And yet, if he is
preaching about the Final Destruction, he could be. 


If there was any link between the “Child
of Gold, Child of Secrets, Child of Spirits”, as the people called him, Lady
Callista would find it. The Gatherer Issa had captured near the Crucible of
Fortune would break under the Lady of Blades’ questioning. 


Thoughts of the Lady of Blades sent a
jolt of nervous anxiety tingling through Issa. She whirled on Kodyn. “Did you
get it?” she demanded. 


Confusion shone in Kodyn’s eyes. “Get
what?” 


“The proof!” Issa fairly shouted. “The
proof we need to deal with…” She shot a glance at Etai. After only a moment of
hesitation, she took the gamble. “…to deal with Councilor Angrak and the rest
of the Keeper’s Council.” The Mahjuri-born Blade had proven herself trustworthy
in every way Issa could think of—short of outright denying she was a Necroseti
spy. 


Etai sucked in a breath, her face going
pale. Issa knew she’d have a lot of explaining to do, but not right now. It was
enough for Etai to know the purpose of their mission to realize its importance.



“Oh, that.” A confident grin broadened
Kodyn’s face. “I think Lady Callista’s going to be more than pleased with what
we’ve found.” 


 












Chapter Forty-Three
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Kodyn climbed to his feet and drew out a
piece of parchment from an inner pocket. “This,” he said in that teasing,
tantalizing tone he adopted when he had a particularly juicy piece of
information to share, “is the sworn statement of Reckoner Dyon attesting that
he was threatened by parties unknown and coerced into signing his name to this
bill of lading.” 


He handed the cloth sack to Aisha and
drew out a second piece of parchment. “Given his position as Head Auditor of
Shalandra’s exports, particularly shalanite, his testimony carries a great deal
of weight. Add that to the fact that I…uncovered it in Councilor Angrak’s
mansion, I believe we’ve got enough evidence to prove his wrongdoing.”


Issa stifled a snort at his use of the
word “uncovered”—a polite way to stay “stole”. Hopefully Councilor Angrak would
be too busy trying to evade a very public execution in Murder Square to bother
complaining about how they got their hands on it. 


“Grand Reckoner Quodaro himself has
signed the statement and Reckoner Dyon is willing to present himself before the
Pharus if it’s necessary,” Kodyn continued. “With these two documents, we have
to have enough to get Lady Callista to at least arrest him, right? On suspicion
of treason, if nothing else.”


“Were it anyone else, perhaps.” Briana’s
expression grew dour, a shadow flashing in her eyes. “Yet Angrak is now a
member of the Council. With the full force of the Necroseti against her—the
same Necroseti that are evidently benefitting
from his graft—Lady Callista will be in a dicey situation.”


“He’s not a Councilor just yet.” Hope
echoed in Issa’s voice. “If we can get all of this to Lady Callista before noon, we will have a chance to arrest
him on suspicion of treason. He will certainly crack under the pressure of the
questioning.”


Briana shook her head. “I’m not certain
it will be enough.” 


“It will be once I drive the final nail
in his coffin.” To Aisha’s surprise, it was Evren that spoke. “A
certain…acquaintance of ours uncovered something that will give Lady Callista
everything she needs.” 


All eyes turned to Evren. 


“This friend,” Evren explained with a
sly smile, “found two pieces of
useful evidence. First, a sample of shalanite dust scraped from one of his
wagons—perhaps even the same wagon that delivered the goods mentioned in that
bill.” He thrust a finger at the parchment in Kodyn’s hand.


“And the other?” Briana’s expression had
gone from gloomy to pensive, yet a hint of a spark shone in her eyes. 


Evren grinned. “Proof that Angrak is
working with the Ybrazhe. He owns the house that they used for their hideout on
the Cultivator’s Tier.” 


Briana’s eyes widened. “Yes!” A smile
twisted her lips and she rounded on Kodyn. “Your
testimony of seeing the Ybrazhe thug entering his house plus proof of ownership of a building
used by the Syndicate gives Lady Callista everything she needs to haul him in
for questioning. Once she shows him the bill of lading, the shalanite sample,
and the Reckoner’s sworn testimony, he’ll have no choice but to crack or else
face charges of treason.” 


The six of them exchanged glances,
triumph in their eyes. 


“Now,” Issa growled, “we just need to get it to her.”


Evren hesitated a moment, then nodded.
“I can take you to my friend. He’ll get the shalanite scrapings and the
ownership documents.”


“I’ll go with you,” Kodyn put in. 


Aisha shot him a questioning glance. 


“I’d like to deliver these to Lady
Callista in person,” he said aloud, holding up the two documents. The fingers
of his left hand, down by his side, flashed in the silent hand language. “I also want to scout the palace, see what I
can learn about getting close to the vault.”


Aisha forced her face to calm. “So be
it,” she said in a resigned tone. Her fingers replied, Be careful! The last thing we need is to raise suspicion about what
we’re really doing here in Shalandra.


Kodyn nodded understanding and turned to
Issa. “We’ll go with Evren, then get everything to Lady Callista as quickly as
we can. If we hurry, we can make it before the deadline.”


Issa’s brow furrowed. “It’s almost the
eighth hour of the morning. That’s barely enough time—”


“Then let’s go!” Kodyn gestured toward
the door.


Issa, Evren, and Kodyn hurried out of
the temple.


Etai paused a moment and turned to
Briana. “My lady.” She gave a little bow then strode out after the others. The
two Secret Keepers swung the huge vault door closed behind them.


The moment the door was sealed, the wall
to Aisha’s right slid open without a sound. The eight brown-robed Guardians
stood framed in the opening, their faces solemn. 


Thimara’s spark within Aisha flared to
life at Uryan’s proximity. Aisha felt a sudden surge of love within her
chest—whoever these two had been to each other, there was no mistaking the way
Thimara felt about the stern-faced Secret Keeper. The force of Thimara’s
insistence set her head pounding, growing in intensity until Aisha had to grit
her teeth to hold back a grunt of pain. 


Not
now! She tried to push
back against the spirit’s wishes, the burning need to speak to Uryan. Thimara
was strong, and the Whispering Lily’s effects had begun to wear off. It took
all of Aisha’s control to keep her mouth closed against the words that threatened
to burst from her lips. 


“Briana.”
Ennolar’s fingers moved in the silent Secret Keeper hand language, but his
face was a stony, expressionless mask. “You
have endured much, these last few days. Events in Shalandra seem to swirl
around you, placing you in grave danger.”


“Which
is why I have come,” Briana
replied. She lifted her head, her spine straightening, and her fingers flashed
in confident gestures. “As the daughter
of Arch-Guardian Suroth, I formally request sanctuary in the Temple of Whispers
for myself and my companions.”


“Your
father shared a great many of our secrets with you. Some say too much.” He hesitated, a hint of scowl cracking
his stony façade. “Yet that does not make
you a Secret Keeper. You do not serve our Mistress, nor have you sworn to guard
her mysteries with your life. You are an outsider, and as such, we cannot offer
you the sanctuary you desire.”


“So
you would condemn me to death?” Briana’s
eyes flashed and she bared her teeth. “You
saw the Gatherers outside! They have come for my father’s work. If you plan to
send me back out onto the streets, you may as well drive a dagger into my heart
now. The Gatherers will not stop until they have what they desire. My blood
will be on your hands!” 


Ennolar exchanged a glance with Uryan.
Aisha could almost imagine the war of emotions playing through his mind. He’d
seemed genuinely sorrowful at Suroth’s death; perhaps he’d even been friends
with the Arch-Guardian. Yet his duty to his goddess trumped even personal
desire or earthly friendships. He had sworn his life to serving the Mistress,
and everything else—even the daughter of his friend—came second.


“What
if I can offer you something found nowhere else on Einan?” 


Briana’s words caught Aisha by surprise.
She narrowed her eyes, wary. What is she
thinking? 


Briana strode over to Hailen and placed
a hand on his shoulder. “The secrets of
the Serenii, through him.”


A guarded expression flashed across
Hailen’s face. Aisha felt her gut clench. Briana was desperate, afraid for her
life, but could she really betray Hailen’s secret to the Secret Keepers? That
didn’t seem like the Briana that Aisha had come to know over the last few
weeks. Had the fight for survival driven her to take desperate measures that
could very well risk someone else’s life? 


“Allow
me and my companions sanctuary,” Briana continued, “and I will turn over everything my father uncovered about the Serenii.
Plus, everything that he and I have discovered since my father’s death.”


Confusion twisted Hailen’s face. He shot
a questioning glance at Aisha. It took all of Aisha’s self-control not to
betray the emotions within her. 


“Briana,” Aisha said aloud, “perhaps—”


Briana turned to her, her expression
beseeching. The look in her eyes pled with Aisha to trust her. 


After a moment, Aisha nodded. 


When Briana returned her attention to
the Secret Keepers, Uryan’s fingers moved. “Your
father’s journals and the Serenii artifacts he was studying already belong to
the Temple of Whispers. His position as Arch-Guardian and his knowledge of the
Serenii are the only things that stayed our hands from punishing him for
breaking his oath of secrecy.” She held out a hand. “Those relics are not yours to bargain with.”


“But
his knowledge is!” Briana’s
hands flashed in short, sharp gestured. “Everything
he learned is written in a cipher
that only I understand.” As if to
emphasize her point, she reached for the sack in Aisha’s hand.


“Briana—” Hailen began.


“This is the only way,” Briana told the
boy. “The only way you and I both get what we need.”


Aisha bit down on a sudden surge of
worry as she watched Briana and Hailen staring at each other. It felt like
watching a man hearing the sentence of his execution—but Hailen wasn’t a man.
He was a boy, barely older than Aisha’s little sister, yet Briana was one
sentence away from betraying him. 


Hailen’s fingers slowly unclenched,
releasing the sack. Briana tore it open and fished out her father’s journal.
“Look,” she said aloud as she held out the book. “Read it, if you can.”


Ennolar stepped forward and took it. His
scowl deepened as he flipped through a few pages. “A cipher, indeed.” He held it up for Uryan and the others to see,
and their faces darkened as well. When he turned back to Briana, his face with tight,
anger etched into the lines around his eyes and mouth. “What do you propose?”


Briana gestured to Hailen. “My companion and I will continue my
father’s work. All of the information we’ve uncovered will be turned over to
you, and anything we find subsequently.” She held up a warning finger. “However, we will be allowed to continue our
research free of interference. And the Secret Keepers will provide us with
additional resources and information to aid us. After all, we are doing the
Mistress’ work.”


Irritation furrowed Ennolar’s brow. “Allow us a moment to confer.” He
hesitated, his lips pressed into a line. For a moment, Aisha thought he’d say
something else, but he simply turned and strode out of the bare stone chamber,
the other Guardians on his heels.


The moment the wall slid shut, Briana
seemed to deflate. She let out a shuddering breath and passed a hand over her
eyes.


“Now will someone explain what’s
happening?” Hailen demanded. “Why did it look like those Secret Keepers were
ready to kill us?”


“Because they were.” Briana’s face
hardened. “You know how zealously the Mistress’ priests guard the information
they gather. They knew that my father had Serenii artifacts, and they would do
whatever it took to get them back. The only way I could get them to let us stay
here was to give them what they wanted.”


“The artifacts.” Aisha spoke in a flat
tone, struggling to mask her anger. “And Hailen with them.”


“What?” Hailen’s eyebrows shot up. He
whirled to Briana, hand dropping to his dagger. “You told them about me?”


“Not exactly.” Briana’s face fell. “I
told them that you were working with me to unlock the Serenii secrets, but that
is all I told them.”


That wasn’t quite a lie. Aisha had
followed the silent conversation; Briana had stopped just before revealing the
truth about Hailen, but the Secret Keepers weren’t stupid. They’d know
something was different about Hailen the moment they looked in his violet eyes.



“Telling them that you could help me
unlock the Serenii secrets was the only thing
I could think of that would get them to agree to let us stay, and continue to
study my father’s journals.” Briana’s tone sounded pleading. “It’s the only way
you get to keep learning more about the Serenii,” she told Hailen, then turned
to Aisha, “and it’s the only way Kodyn and Evren get into the Vault of
Ancients.”


With those words, the true reasoning
behind Briana’s actions became clear. The girl had been afraid for her life,
but she’d done what she could to help all
of them. It hadn’t been purely selfish. 


“I’m so sorry, Hailen.” Tears sparkled
in her eyes. “I didn’t want to do it, but I couldn’t think of anything else.”
Her shoulders sagged and her legs seemed to wobble. She looked a heartbeat from
collapse. “I’m just so tired. So tired of running, of being afraid, of watching
for people trying to kill or hurt me. I just…I’m sorry.” She buried her face in
her hands. 


Aisha placed a soothing hand on Briana’s
shoulders and squeezed, lending her support and comfort. She knew exactly how Briana felt—she’d lived in
fear for two months, captive to the Bloody Hand.


She was surprised to find Hailen did the
same. “I understand.” The boy’s expression was tight, worry sparkling in those
exotic violet eyes of his, yet his anger had gone. “I know what it’s like to be
afraid all the time. If knowing about me is the way to get the Secret Keepers
to help you, I can be okay with it.”


Briana threw her arms around Hailen and
hugged him tight. Though Hailen was years her junior, he stood the same height
as the petite Shalandran. The young man emanated a quiet maturity that belied
his tender years. 


The flow of Briana’s tears slowed and
stopped. She broke off the embrace and fixed Hailen with a solemn gaze. “I
promise I won’t tell them your real secret. They’ll never know.”


“The moment they see me activate one of
those relics, they’ll know.” Hailen’s voice sounded resigned—almost
world-weary, a strange tone for one so young. “Or, at least they’ll suspect.”


“So we’ll be careful.” Briana spoke in a
low voice. “And we’ll only do it when we’re sure no one’s watching.”


Hailen’s answer was cut off by the wall
sliding open. The eight Guardians strode into the room and formed a solemn line
facing Briana. 


“We
have considered your request,” Ennolar said in the silent hand language. “To say it is unusual would be an
understatement. Never in the history of our temple has an outsider been
permitted access to the Mistress’ secrets.”


He hesitated, a quizzical look on his
rotund face. “And yet, given who your
father was—and your mother—you could be the one person in Shalandra who could
be granted entrance.”


Briana’s expression brightened, but
before she could speak, Uryan’s fingers began moving.


“However,”
the grey-haired woman
signed, “let one thing be abundantly
clear: you are not a Secret Keeper. You will not have access to anything more
than is pertinent for you to continue your father’s research. You and your
companions will be quartered in a restricted section of the temple, your
comings and goings monitored to ensure that you do not attempt to go where you
are not permitted or see what is forbidden to you.” 


Another Secret Keeper, the purple-haired
woman, signed next. “The day will soon
come when we must speak of your future. Either following your parents’
footsteps in the temple or…” She hesitated. “The choice will be yours.”


Briana stiffened, yet she nodded. “I understand and agree.”


“So
be it.” Ennolar bowed. “Briana, daughter of Arch-Guardian Suroth,
the Temple of Whispers formally extends its sanctuary. For as long as you
remain, you are granted the protection of our holy Mistress and are bound to
her secrecy. If you break this vow, you will be subjected to the same measures
that a consecrated would face. Do you understand?”


“I
do,” Briana replied. “And I swear by the Mistress that I will not
break the vow of secrecy.”


“Then
it is done.” Ennolar’s expression softened. “Come, child. A place has been prepared for you and your companions. A
place where you can rest and recover from all that you have endured.”


Again, a strange transformation occurred
in front of Aisha. Briana went from the poised, proud Dhukari to the young
woman, daughter who had lost her father, a Dhukari that had lost her home. 


“Thank
you.” She smiled, a tired
expression that revealed the depths of her exhaustion, physical and mental.


The stone wall slid open again and
Ennolar motioned for them to follow. Hailen cast an apprehensive glance into
the featureless stone passage. The strange luminescent gemstones set into the
wall filled the tunnel with a gloomy, almost funereal glow. Aisha’s heart
panged for the boy. He’d just agreed to allow Briana to offer him up as a
sacrificial lamb to buy her safety. A decision few so young would ever make,
yet he’d agreed without hesitation. 


She understood why Evren called him his
brother. Hailen had the same strength of will and nobility of spirit. They had
endured much together and come out stronger for it. That made them true
warriors in a way that no skill at arms ever would.


Suddenly, the pounding in her head rose
to a feverish pitch as Guardian Uryan turned to leave. Aisha nearly cried out
with the force of Thimara’s insistence. The spark of life surged so bright and
hot Aisha feared she would be burned alive from within. The torrent of emotions
once again within her like a stampeding herd of Zabara. 


“Guardian Uryan.” The words burst from
her lips with a force beyond her control. “A moment.”


Uryan stopped and turned to her with a
questioning glance.


Though it nearly killed her, Aisha
waited until the rest of the Guardians had filed out of the room. “You knew Thimara, yes?” Her fingers
flashed in the silent language, moving almost of their own will as Thimara’s
message struggled to burst free of Aisha’s chest. 


The woman’s close-set eyes narrowed,
making her face appear even sterner. “What
of it?”


“She loved you.” Aisha nearly wept from
the force of the emotions—the fondness, devotion, the yearning—that flooded
every fiber of her being. 


Uryan’s eyes narrowed. “Be wary of what you speak, girl.”


“She carved your names into her
windowsill,” Aisha said, a lump rising to her throat. For a moment, she could
actually see through Thimara’s eyes,
watching her hand chisel the names and that heart into the stone. Thimara
reached out through her and took Uryan’s hands. 


The Secret Keeper was so stunned she couldn’t
react, but simply stared as if at a woman possessed. Which, in many ways, Aisha
truly was.


“It was done with all the love in her
heart.” Now, tears—Thimara’s tears—streamed from her eyes. The dead could not
weep, so she would cry for them. “Though she is gone, her spirit still remains.
Her memories of you and the way she felt go with her into the Sleepless Lands.”


A strange look flashed across Uryan’s
face. Shocked surprise, confusion, yet a hint of something else beneath—sorrow
at the loss of a loved one, tinged with happiness as if she recalled a fond
memory. Without a word, Uryan pulled her hands free of Aisha’s grip and she
slipped down the tunnel, but not before Aisha caught a glimmer of moisture in
her eyes. 


The moment shattered, and Aisha staggered,
reeling from the intensity of Thimara’s emotions. She dragged in a shuddering
breath for what seemed the first time in forever. She felt as if a burden had
lifted from her chest—the burden that had settled onto her when she absorbed
Thimara’s spirit into her body.


Being Umoyahlebe meant so much more than hearing and speaking to the
dead, more than simply wielding their power. Every spirit she absorbed into her
body gave her its energy, yet it placed upon her the burden of carrying out
their wishes. The Kish’aa could only
pass into Pharadesi once they had
done whatever kept them bound to this world.


For so many, vengeance had been the only
thing keeping them from crossing into eternity. The spirits from the Keeper’s
Crypts had dissipated after they were avenged on the Gatherers that killed
them. Yet some, like Thimara or Radiana, needed more. They needed to make things right, to pass on a message, or to protect
their loved ones. 


Aisha could feel Eldesse and Osirath
burning like twin embers within her. Their desires were clear—they needed
Briana to know the truth. 


And the only way to help them make the
journey into the beyond was through Aisha. She heard the whispers of the dead
and spoke for those who had no voice.



Yet something within her…was wrong. She
stared down at her hands, at the blue-white energy that crackled between her
fingers. 


The spark of Thimara’s life. She’d
passed on the woman’s message to Uryan. So
why hasn’t she journeyed into the beyond?


 












Chapter Forty-Four
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As Evren hurried through the Temple
District ahead of Kodyn, Issa, and Etai, he couldn’t help worrying about
Hailen. The boy was locked away among the Secret Keepers, who would love to get their hands on everything he
knew about the Serenii, Enarium, the Hunter, and everything else. He had to
trust Hailen had spent enough time around the Hunter to learn a bit of
circumspection and situational awareness. 


He pushed the concerns aside. Right now, we’ve got to focus on getting to
the palace before noon. To get the shalanite sample and the title to the
Ybrazhe hideout, he needed to find Killian. Knowing the blacksmith, that would
prove harder than he’d like.


His eyes roamed the streets, trying to
pick the Mumblers out of the crowd. They’ll
probably be lying low given the threat of the Syndicate, but maybe I can find
one and get them to tell me where Killian might be hiding. They’d at least
have an idea of where the blacksmith would go to ground to evade the Ybrazhe
hunting him. But Killian wouldn’t just be cowering in the shadows—Evren had no
doubt the blacksmith was even now planning a way to strike back at the
Syndicate. 


Let’s
just hope he can give me what I need from wherever he’s hiding. And in time. He shot a glance up at the sky; the sun
was climbing higher with every passing second, and their time was running out
to get to the palace. 


“Where are we going, exactly?” Issa
demanded. 


Evren ignored her, instead focused on
scanning the crowd in the hopes of spotting a Mumbler. His eyes narrowed as he
caught sight of a young boy pushing through the throng. Though he wore clothing
as simple and plain as anyone else on the Artisan’s Tier, there was no
mistaking the wary-eyed way he navigated the throng. Yet he seemed almost frantic,
on the verge of panic, his eyes never stopping as if he searched for someone. 


Evren hurried in the boy’s direction,
but before he could call out, the lad’s gaze fell on him. Eyes widened in
recognition and the boy sprinted the remaining steps to Evren. “They’ve taken
him!” 


Icy feet danced down Evren’s spine.
There was only one person the Mumbler could be talking about, and Evren had no
doubt who “they” were.


“You’re sure?” he demanded. 


The boy’s head jerked up and down. “Saw
them haul him away with my own eyes but lost them near Industry Square.
Challon’s had every Mumbler out on the street looking for them but no sign
yet.”


“What’s going on?” Issa’s voice cut into
the conversation as the Keeper’s Blade strode up behind Evren.


The boy’s eyes flew wide as he stared up
at the towering warrior in her black armor lion-fanged helm. He sucked in a
breath at the sight of her huge sword and, with speed born of fear, he turned
and sprinted away. 


“Wait!” Evren called after the boy, but
the noisy bustle of the morning crowd drowned out his words. Within seconds,
the Mumbler disappeared into the crowd. “Damn it!” 


“What’s the matter?” Kodyn asked. 


“The Ybrazhe,” Evren said, fists forming
balls, “they’ve taken…” He shot a glance at Issa, hesitating. “…the guy who’s
got the information we need.”


“Where are they holding him?” Issa’s
expression was strange, tense, almost…worried. Her grip tightened on her sword
until her gauntlets creaked. 


“I don’t know.” Evren shook his head. He
didn’t understand the Blade’s reaction but decided he would go with it. “Last I
saw him, he was hiding in near the Smokehouse. But that boy said the Ybrazhe
snatched him up near Industry Square…” His voice trailed off, and he sucked in
a sharp breath as a thought flashed through his mind. “The mill!” 


Confusion twisted the three faces
staring at him. Quickly, he recounted the events of the evening, starting with
sneaking out after the lurker, tracking him back to the mill, and freeing
Serias from Annat’s clutches.


“If the Ybrazhe got him near Industry
Square, they probably won’t want to haul him through the city for fear of
running into any patrols.” Evren indicated Issa and Etai with a thrust of his
chin. “So they’ll stash him someplace close at hand. Someplace where they can
torture whatever they want out of him.” The shop on Miller’s Alley would serve
their needs to perfection. 


“Then let’s go!”


The urgency and insistence in Issa’s
voice caught Evren by surprise. He’d expected that he’d have to talk the Blades
into helping him—though the promise of the information Lady Callista needed
would have tipped the scales in his favor. Yet Issa seemed more eager than even
him, even with the looming deadline. 


It
can’t just be about the information. He
studied her face, which revealed genuine worry. It’s personal, somehow.


He tucked that nugget away for later
examination. First, he had to get to Killian. They’d never get the information
needed to incriminate Angrak if the Ybrazhe broke or killed him. And, strange
as it felt, he’d developed a sort of fondness for the blacksmith. 


Back in Vothmot, an aged merchant had
helped him after his escape from the Master’s Temple. Kaltris had been the
single bright spot in a dark time. He’d given Daver, Evren’s fellow runaway, a
safe home and a good living. In a way, Killian reminded Evren of Kaltris—a far
gruffer, more cunning, devious version. Saving the blacksmith now would be a
sort of repayment for a kindness shown to him a lifetime ago.


He turned to Issa and Etai. “If the
Ybrazhe have him, there’s no way we can free him, just the four of us.” 


Etai and Issa both scowled, and even
Kodyn seemed to bristle as if at an insult. Evren, however, had no time for
delicate sensitivities or pride at a reputation. His training with the Hunter
had emphasized pragmatism above ego. 


“They’ve finally got what they wanted,
and after the way I broke Serias free, there’s no way they’re going to take
chances of anything happening.” Evren met their gazes. “I wouldn’t be surprised
if they had at least twenty or thirty thugs nearby.”


Etai and Issa exchanged glances, then
inclined their heads. It seemed the Keeper’s Blades taught a similar common
sense.


“Even with Aisha’s help, it still won’t
be enough.” Kodyn frowned, his expression pensive. “We’re going to need
back-up.” He shot a glance at Issa. “No chance your friend Hykos or those
Indomitables you brought earlier could be summoned?”


Issa shook her head. “No time.” Her eyes
darted heavenward and her jaw clenched. “We’ve got less than three hours to get
to the palace. The amount of time it will take me to find them and get them
from the Crypts will be—”


“Not them,” Evren cut off. “Them!” 


Three pairs of eyes turned in the
direction his finger was pointing: at a patrol of Indomitables marching
westward along the Artificer’s Courseway.


It took Issa and Etai less than a minute
to convince—order, more
accurately—the Dictator of the Indomitable patrol to join them. Lady Callista
Vinaus’ name lent their commands extra weight.


“There’s another patrol ten minutes behind
us,” the officer said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s the closest
we’ll get to reinforcements on the Artisan’s Tier for now. Most of the
Executors, Sentinels, and Protectors are up on the Keeper’s Tier preparing for
the new Councilor’s grand procession. Or down on the Slave’s Tier keeping an
eye on the crowds around that Aterallis fellow.”


“Twenty Indomitables are more than
enough to handle thrice that number of thugs,” Issa said. 


The remark elicited beaming smiles from
the black-armored guards—all around the same age as Kodyn. They straightened
and gripped their sickle-shaped swords, the spark of determination glimmering
in their eyes. 


Issa turned to Etai. “Run ahead, find
that patrol, and meet us at the miller.”


Etai saluted and ran off.


“Kodyn and I will scout ahead,” Evren
told Issa and the Dictator. “Keep an eye out for Syndicate watchers.” 


“Good thinking.” Kodyn punched a balled
fist into his palm. “If we can hit them unawares, their numbers won’t matter.”


“Go,” Issa said. “We’re two minutes
behind you.”


Evren turned to Kodyn. “I’ll take the
Artificer’s Courseway and come at them from the south, you take the alleys from
the west, yeah?”


Kodyn cocked an eyebrow. “You’re giving me the approach that goes past the
tanneries?”


Evren gave him an innocent smile.
“Praamian like you’ll stand out in a crowd a lot more than I will.” 


Kodyn scowled. “Sure, that’s it, not
that you’d rather not wade through that Keeper-damned stink.”


“Just being practical.” Evren shrugged,
but he couldn’t stop a hint of a smile from twisting his lips.


Kodyn didn’t look pleased but he nodded
his assent. “Fine.” 


“Two minutes behind you!” Issa called
after them as he and Kodyn raced eastward along the Artificer’s Courseway.


Evren’s body protested as he ran. He
hadn’t had a proper drink of water in hours, and his last meal had been the
scraps he’d taken from Hailen’s plate the previous evening. Yet the sense of
urgency spurred him onward. He had to get to Killian before the Ybrazhe killed
him—and, given the way their encounter with Annat had gone last night, he
wouldn’t be surprised to find the Syndicate thug slit the blacksmith’s throat.


Not
if I get to them first! 


Kodyn ran along beside him, looking
equally weary yet equally determined. When they reached Trader’s Way, the
Praamian headed north and ducked into a side street that ran parallel to the
Artificer’s Courseway. Evren continued along the main avenue, threading through
the dense early morning throng crammed into Industry Square. 


He scanned the crowd as he ran, eyes
wary for anyone who looked out of place: rough-looking men stationed on street
corners rather than guarding a specific shop or stall, people standing and
obstructing the flow of traffic, or crowds giving a too-wide berth to thugs
with scowling faces and heavy hands. They were easy to spot because they stood
out from the normal flow of a dense-packed place like the market.


Though he caught no one out of place, he
refused to be lulled into complacency. Every step closer to Miller’s Alley
brought him nearer the Ybrazhe’s hideout. Only idiots would fail to post guards
or watchers. Thus far, the Syndicate had proven themselves too competent to
make that mistake. 


His vigilance paid off as he came in
sight of Miller’s Alley. He spotted the watchers instantly: a bull-necked
fellow and a sharp-eyed man with a rat face and the nervously twitching fingers
of a pickpocket. 


Their presence confirmed his
suspicions—the Syndicate was keeping
an eye out, yet it also filled him with relief. If Killian was dead, the
Ybrazhe would have abandoned the hiding place and taken the watchers with them.



The two had taken up position on a
corner in the shadow of an overhanging awning. They did a piss-poor job of
blending into the crowds, and people shied away from their fists and the batons
hanging at their belts. 


Evren, however, proved far less
incompetent at evading attention. He kept his head down, his posture slumped,
hair hanging around his face to hide his features. With his dark skin, red Earaqi
headband, and nondescript clothing, he was just one more face in a faceless
crowd.


Right up until he passed the two thugs.
The moment he slipped out of their field of vision, he slithered around behind
them, drew his dagger, and chopped at the thin pole supporting the awning. The
wood cracked beneath the force of his
blow and the awning collapsed. The crossbar caught the taller man square in the
face and rapped the second soundly atop his skull. Blood gushed from the big
thug’s nose and he staggered backward, colliding with the wall. Evren rushed
him and punched him in the fork of the legs as hard as he could. The man’s eyes
rolled back into his head and he sagged atop the unconscious form of his
smaller comrade.


Evren grinned. Two down. A part of him wondered if he should kill them. They
wouldn’t regain consciousness in time to give warning to the Ybrazhe in the
mill, but they could still join the inevitable fight, attack from behind, or,
even if they fled, cause problems down the line. 


The arrival of another Indomitable
patrol, with Etai at its lead, saved him from having to make a choice he’d
regret. Two Indomitables bound the unconscious thugs as Evren continued on down
Miller’s Alley, in the direction of the miller’s shop where he’d found the
Syndicate torturing Serias. 


A sense of urgency thrummed within him.
Time was running out—for Killian and them both. Every second’s delay could give
the Ybrazhe a chance to kill the blacksmith. If they didn’t get to the palace
in time, Angrak would escape justice.


He spotted two more watchers but trusted
that Etai and her Indomitables could deal with them before they raised alarm.
Once he passed them, the way to the mill’s front was clear. The Ybrazhe seemed
to want to maintain an innocuous appearance on the outside. However, Evren
couldn’t help worrying about what he’d find inside the mill. 


Evren stalked closer and slipped to the
south side of the building, to the still-open chute he’d looked in the previous
night. There was no mistaking the figures of Annat and a handful of his
thugs—Evren counted fifteen within sight, but there could be more in the
shadows.


And Killian, tied to the same millstone
where Serias had been tortured the previous night. Dried blood caked his face
and upper lip, but he gritted his teeth against a cry as two thugs slowly
crushed his hands beneath the millwheel. 


Evren’s gut clenched as Annat drew a
knife and pressed it to Killian’s throat. He didn’t waste time worrying about
whether or not the Syndicate thug would follow through on his threat. He leapt
to his feet, crossed to the door of the mill, and kicked it open.


“Indomitables!” His shout echoed in the
mill. “Two patrols, right behind me.”


Again, the thugs in the room whirled
toward him, hands dropping to their weapons. Yet they froze at the sight of
him—just one young man, the same one that had pulled the farce on them hours
earlier. 


This time, however, Evren didn’t flee.
He stood his ground, eyes fixed on the thugs arrayed in front of him. Another
ten or twelve bull-necked men hovered in the shadows of the mill, making nearly
thirty with the original fifteen.


“It’s the kid from last night!” shouted
one of the thugs.


Recognition flashed in Annat’s eyes and
he turned to Evren, a sneer twisting his lips. “We won’t fall for that again.”


Evren breathed a silent sigh of relief
as the dagger moved away from Killian’s throat. The blacksmith had looked up at
the sound of his voice, and a questioning glance filled his eyes. 


“Take him!” Annat snapped. “He’s stupid
enough to try the trick twice, he’ll learn what happens when you mess with the
Ybrazhe Syndicate.”


“Trick?” Evren shot the foremost thugs a
curious glance. “What trick?” 


“With the Indomitable patrol,” put in
one who had particularly dull, thick-looking features. “Last time, you made us
think—”


“Oh, I remember.” A fierce grin split
Evren’s face as he drew his jambiya. “This time, though, it’s no trick.”


That was when Issa burst through the
door. Wood splintered beneath the force of Issa’s charge. She barreled into the
mill, sword drawn and held at the ready. Anger burned in her eyes as she caught
sight of the blacksmith. 


The Keeper’s Blade never slowed her
charge. She reached the first Ybrazhe thug and cut the stunned man down with a
vicious vertical chop that plowed devastation through his collarbone, ribs, and
heart. The man crumpled and slid free of her blade, and she swung for another
thug, who had regained his wits fast enough to raise his baton. Her upward
slash opened a deep gash in his stomach, chest, and forearm. 


Then the second Blade, Etai, charged
through the door and joined the battle. Her black steel blade hewed off a leg,
and the thug screamed and fell to the ground, clutching at the crimson
fountaining from what had once been his knee. Together, the two black-armored
figures carved their way through the nearest thugs, their swords flashing in
deadly tandem. 


A roar of rage snapped Evren’s attention
back to his own safety. The dim-witted thug charged him, a spike-studded club
gripped in his huge fists. His eyes narrowed as he brought the weapon swinging
toward Evren’s head.


Evren flowed to the side, dodging the
blow, then struck out with a quick slashing blow that opened the side of the
huge thug’s neck. Crimson fountained into the air and the man stumbled, sagged,
and fell to the flour-covered floor. 


Another thug charged, this time wielding
a short sword with far more proficiency than brute strength. Evren was forced
to bring his second jambiya to bear, turning aside the vicious strokes rather
than blocking. He couldn’t hope to match the huge man’s strength but he had
speed on his side. 


When the thug overextended his next
thrust, Evren dragged the jambiya’s curving edge along the man’s forearm. Steel
parted flesh with ease, eliciting a scream. A quick uppercut snapped the thug’s
jaw shut on his tongue. The man’s screams doubled as a piece of soft flesh fell
from his bloodied mouth.


Movement flashed in the corner of his
eye. A fist of iron squeezed Evren’s heart as he caught sight of Annat charging
toward Killian, dagger poised to strike the bound blacksmith. 


Evren would never reach Killian in time,
but he couldn’t let the man die. They
needed the information he had, but it was more than that. He owed the
blacksmith for giving him the position in Suroth’s household—because of
Killian, he’d come in contact with Briana, Kodyn, Aisha, and Issa. He had
allies now, maybe even friends, and the blacksmith had made that happen, albeit
indirectly.


He did the only thing he could: he threw
one of his jambiyas. The curved daggers were made for hand-to-hand fighting,
but the Hunter had forced him to drill at knife-throwing for hours each week.
Evren knew the weight and balance of the twin blades to perfection. 


The jambiya left his right hand the
moment before Annat drove his dagger into Killian’s throat. The blade spun
through the air and buried into the Syndicate thug’s side. Annat cried out and
fell to the side as if punched by an invisible hand. The blade fell from his
hands to clatter to the floor beside Killian.


“Evren, behind you!” 


The blacksmith’s warning shout snapped
Evren around, just in time to raise his left-handed dagger and block a club
strike. The impact jarred his arm to the shoulder and wrenched his wrist, but
he managed to deflect the blow. His right fist came around in a perfect hook
that caught the thug in the side of the head. The man sagged to one knee,
stunned, and Evren finished him with a pommel strike to the temple.


Whirling, he searched the miller’s shop
for Annat. The man had staggered to his feet, one hand clutching the dagger
buried to its hilt in his side. Blood dripped from the wound in his side and
stained his tunic and shendyt, yet he seemed unwilling to accept that he was
dying. He drew another blade from within his clothing and raised it to strike at
Killian.


The blow never landed. Evren leapt
toward the wounded thug and drove his left-handed blade into the thug’s
stomach. Annat fell back with a cry, but Evren seized the hilts of both jambiya
in a firm grip. The two daggers pulled free of the thug’s body with a quick
sucking sound as Annat collapsed. He lay on the ground, groaning, clutching his
gut, blood tingeing his mouth and spilling from his lips. With a final
hate-filled glare for Evren, his head fell slack to the flour-covered floor. He
lay still in an ever-widening pool of crimson amidst a sea of white flour. 


Evren stared down at the thug. He felt
no pity, no remorse at the man’s death. Annat had tortured Serias and Killian;
doubtless he would have killed both had Evren not intervened. He had been the one to alert the
Gatherers to the location of Briana’s house.


If anyone in this room deserved death,
it was most definitely Annat. 


Evren flicked the blood from his daggers
and wiped the crimson from his face. Two long steps took him to Killian’s side,
where he crouched, blades held at the ready, defiance burning like an inferno
in his stomach.


Come
and get it, you bastards! 


 


 












Chapter Forty-Five
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Relief washed through Issa as she saw
Evren’s thrown dagger punch into the Syndicate thug’s side. The sight of the
bloody blacksmith had driven her into a rage—she owed everything to Killian.
The blacksmith had spent years training her to fight, even against her
grandparents’ wishes. He was the one who had prepared her for the Crucible. She
was only a Keeper’s Blade because of the blacksmith.


But that wasn’t all. Throughout the
years, Killian had been kind to her. A stern teacher and relentless instructor,
yet never cruel like Tannard. He pushed her to her limits without demanding the
impossible. He’d never tried to convince her to join his Mumblers or pressured
her into helping him collect his secrets. He had seen something in her and
fostered it. She owed so much of who she was as a person and a warrior to the
blacksmith with his heavy beard and devious mind. 


An Ybrazhe thug charged her, sword
driving toward her chest. Her armor could take the blow but she never let it
land—Killian had taught her better than that. Her flammard swung around in a
neat arc, knocking the man’s sword aside with the strong swing of the blade
while opening his throat with the tip. She lifted a boot and drove it into the
man’s chest, sending him stumbling into the thug behind him. A quick thrust
finished the fallen man, and Etai brought down the next thug to charge.


She risked a glance at Killian and found
the young man, Evren, crouched over him protectively. Good. He’ll be safe.


Evren was no warrior or soldier—he
fought as dirty as any Earaqi, though his skills at bare-handed combat rivaled
even Hykos’—but he could more than hold his own. Though Issa didn’t know the
connection between the two, one look at Evren told her he’d fight to protect
the blacksmith. 


Issa turned her attention back to her
enemies, her sword swinging to cut through a thug’s upraised club and exposed
throat. All around her, the sound of clashing steel, piercing cries of agony,
and furious shouts echoed in the mill. Yet between Etai, Kodyn, Evren, and the
Indomitables, they had all but routed the Syndicate. Heavy muscle and brute
strength failed to protect the thugs from heavy steel swords. Twenty of the
Ybrazhe had already fallen beneath the onslaught. A few had tried to flee out a
back exit, only to find themselves
confronted by the three Indomitables Issa had set there against just such a
possibility. Black-armored soldiers cut the cowards down before they recovered
from their shock. 


The battle within the mill ended in a
matter of minutes. The Syndicate thugs refused to surrender, throwing
themselves against the Indomitables with furious roars and wild swings of their
clubs, knives, and short swords. One managed to slither through the window and
escape, but the rest fell where they fought. Death before betrayal—it seemed
the Syndicate and the Gatherers had more in common than anyone expected. 


Silence hung thick, tense, an eerie
absence of life after the chaos of battle. The stillness shattered a second
later as the groans of wounded men echoed in the mill. 


Issa studied the battlefield as if
through the eyes of a stranger. Eighteen of the original twenty Indomitables
still stood, though most bore wounds. One black-armored figure lay silent and
still, eyes wide, blood pooling from a gash in his throat. Another sat slumped
against the millwheel, his lips tinged with red spittle, a dagger still
embedded between the underarm joints of his armor. Two of his comrades knelt
beside him, gripping his hands as he struggled in vain to cling to life. 


A grunt from her right brought Issa’s
head snapping around. Etai struggled to tear her flammard free of her last
kill, her blade likely embedded in bone. Beyond her, Kodyn crouched over
another fallen thug, wiping his straight long sword clean on the dead man’s
clothes. 


“Let’s get you out of this.” Evren’s
voice came from the huge millwheel. Issa dashed around the stone-and-wood
structure in time to see the young thief cutting Killian’s bonds. The
blacksmith gave a loud groan as Issa heaved at the tie beam, lifting the
crushing pressure off his hands. 


“You took your time getting here,”
Killian told Evren. “Hope I didn’t disturb anything important you were doing.”
He winced as he flexed his fingers. None appeared broken, but the flesh had
been skinned off by the millstone and dark purple bruises had begun to form
around the joints.


Evren’s face creased into a scowl. “I
take it that’s your version of ‘thank you’. So you’re welcome.” He helped
Killian to stand, eliciting a wince and hiss from the blacksmith. 


Killian opened his mouth to speak, but
cut off as he caught sight of Issa. “Issa, is that you?” 


Issa swallowed the anxiety roiling in
her stomach. “Yes. Figured I’d come pay you that visit I promised I would.
Seems like I interrupted something important. Sorry about that.” She let out
the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. The blacksmith would
survive—that was all that mattered. 


Killian chuckled, which led to another
groan. “They were just about to spill all the Ybrazhe’s secrets. I had them
right where I wanted them.”


“Sure.” Issa snorted. Too long had passed
since she last saw the blacksmith—the day of her acceptance into the Keeper’s
Blades. It felt damned good to see him again. She hadn’t realized how much she
missed his wry humor and strong presence until now. 


Confusion twisted Evren’s face. “You
know each other?” 


Killian gave a dismissive wave. “Long
story.” 


“For another time,” Issa finished.
“Right now, Killian, Evren tells me that you’ve got proof we need to deal with
Councilor Angrak. We need to get it to Lady Callista now.”


Killian’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “Lady
Callista, eh?” He shot a questioning glance at Etai and the Indomitables. 


Issa shook her head. “They’re just here
to help us get you out. But these two—” She indicated Evren and Kodyn. “—are
proving surprisingly adept. Almost as if you trained them yourself.”


Evren’s eyes widened a fraction, and
Issa could see the questions piling up on his tongue. 


She didn’t give him time to speak. “I
need that shalanite sample, Killian. And the deed proving Angrak owned the
Ybrazhe’s hideout. Where can I find it?”


The blacksmith’s brows furrowed. After a
moment, he let out a long sigh. “My strongbox. You remember how to open it?” 


Issa nodded, a hopeful grin splitting
her face. “Thank you!” She whirled to Etai. “You can sort this mess out?” 


“Go!” Etai told her. 


“I’ll tell you everything later, I
promise.” 


“I trust you,” Etai replied. “Now get to
Lady Callista before it’s too late!” 


“I’m staying,” Evren said. “Can’t leave
this old man alone for one second else he gets himself in trouble.”


Killian’s answer was colorful, littered
with anatomical impossibilities, and salty enough to taint an ocean. 


Kodyn slipped up beside her. “I’m with
you.” He tapped his chest. “With those last pieces, we’ve got everything we
need.”


“Let’s go!” Without hesitation, Issa
turned and raced out of the mill. Kodyn pounded along behind her, his long legs
matching her speed. 


Issa led them straight toward Killian’s
smithy. She felt a pang of homesickness as she entered the dark, soot-covered
forge. It was as hot and humid as she remembered, with that same stink of
burning metal and singed hair. For five years, she’d spent every free moment
training in the yard or pounding glowing steel on the anvil in the center of
the smithy. She’d worked the bellows until her arms ached and sweat soaked her
tunic, and she’d quenched countless crude swords and daggers in the barrel of
fresh water Killian had made her haul from the Lower Wellspring. 


This place had been like her second
home—she often felt more at ease in the forge than at home. Here, she hadn’t
needed to hide her secrets from Killian as she had with her grandparents. 


She shoved the sentiments down deep. Focus, Issa! You’re running out of time. They’d
lost nearly half an hour rescuing Killian—had it been anyone else, she wouldn’t have wasted the time. If we don’t get this to the Keeper’s Tier
now, it’ll be too late. 


Issa shoved aside the soot-stained tools
and bits of scrap metal that littered the darkest corner of the room. The mess
was simply a ruse, a mask to disguise the truth of what lay beneath. She
grasped the last remaining bar of pig iron and heaved on it. The handle pulled
up the three planks covering that section of the floor, revealing a sizeable
steel strongbox beneath. 


Glancing over her shoulder, she found
Kodyn staring down at the safe with a wry expression. Issa shielded the locking
mechanism from his view with her body until the lock clicked and the door sprang open. 


Triumph surged within her as she caught
sight of a small glass jar containing a pile of black dust and stone shards.
Beside it lay a rolled up parchment. She snatched both up, tucked the jar into
her armor, and opened the scroll. “Property
Deed” was emblazoned across the top in bold words, and Councilor Angrak’s
name leapt off the page as she scanned its contents. With a grin, she sealed
the strongbox, replaced the wood and camouflaging mess. Kodyn pitched in and
within seconds, they had the forge back to its usual messy-looking state. 


Issa stood and nodded her thanks. “We’ve
got to get to the palace now!” 


Mischief twinkled in the young man’s
eyes as he pulled out a gold-and-green headband. “Race you there.” 


Issa rushed out the door, Kodyn on her
heels. A glance at the sky told her it was well past the tenth hour of the
morning. The journey to the Keeper’s Tier would take the better part of an
hour. It would be close. 


Yet she’d made that trek just the
previous day. It would be grueling, a punishing pace that had nearly killed
her, but now she had a reason to run it. Instead of Tannard’s cruel disdain,
victory awaited her at the end. Lady Callista was counting on her, Briana and
her friends as well. She’d push until she dropped if it meant completing her
mission.


Hope lent wings to her feet as she and Kodyn
raced down Smith’s Alley, then turned east along the Artificer’s Courseway.
People cleared out of the way as they saw her pounding toward them. Clad in the
black armor of a Keeper’s Blade and running at full speed, she was as
terrifying as a charging horse. 


Her legs ached and her lungs burned by
the time she reached Death Row. Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to keep
moving, keep running up the steep incline. Kodyn matched her pace with little
apparent difficulty, his armor and weapons far lighter than hers. A part of her
felt pleased to see the sweat streaming down his face, to hear the steady,
measured rhythm of his breathing. 


One look at her armor and the
Indomitables let her through the gate without question, though they shot wary
glances at Kodyn. To her relief, they said nothing, simply let them pass
unstopped.


They pounded past the Warrior’s Path, up
the incline, and toward the gate that opened into the Keeper’s Tier. Her eyes
drifted toward the enormous golden sandstone building that dominated the
uppermost level of Shalandra. The seven spires—one for each of the Seven Faces
of the Long Keeper—rose like shining fingers thrust into the clear blue sky.


That
was her destination:
the Hall of the Beyond, the place where Angrak would undergo the final rituals
to accept him into the Keeper’s Council. She just had to find Lady Callista
before Angrak reached the temple and they could arrest the Dhukari for his
complicity with the Ybrazhe—and perhaps the Gatherers—and treason for his theft
of shalanite. 


Come
on! Issa willed herself
to run faster. We can’t be late. 


Her heart sank as she caught sight of
the knot of well-dressed men, women, and children clustered around the last
gate. The Indomitable officer’s words flashed through her mind. The Keeper’s
Tier would be thick with Dhukari, Alqati, and any member of the lower castes
that would be permitted to watch Angrak’s procession to the Hall of the Beyond.
Less than half an hour remained for her to reach Lady Callista. She’d never
make it if she didn’t get through these crowds. 


“Move aside!” she shouted. “Make way!”
Fatigue deadened her voice and strained her lungs, yet she forced herself to
keep running. 


Thankfully, the people at the gate heard
her shouts. One look at her racing up toward them and they scrambled out of the
way with alacrity. Yet as they reached the gate itself, the long lines of
people forced them to slow. Issa shouldered her way to the front of the queue,
where the Indomitables allowed her and Kodyn—on her explicit orders—to pass. 


Through the gate, the crowds thinned out
enough that they could resume their mad dash. Here, Kodyn’s lack of armor made
for easier progress. He could dart between walking people and dodge palanquins
with an agility only possible for someone not
weighed down by twenty pounds of steel. Issa’s throat grew hoarse, her
voice ragged, from shouting at people to clear a path. She fought down the
near-overwhelming urge to bull over those too slow to get out of her way. 


“This way!” She turned west on the Path
of Gold, toward the golden sandstone temple looming in the distance. The lofty
spires and towering walls drew closer with every step, yet the sun refused to
slow its steady rise to the pinnacle of the sky. She could almost feel the
minutes slipping by, time passing at an inexorable pace. Though her lungs
begged for air and her muscles threatened to give out, she dug deep within
herself and summoned one last burst of speed. 


Just in time to see a dense wall of
people stretched across the broad avenue, too thick for her to charge through.
The procession must have passed her, which meant these were the people marching
along behind the rear of the honor guard. An honor guard that Lady Callista
would lead—one of her duties as the Lady of Blades, regardless of her feelings
toward the Necroseti. 


No! This wasn’t how it ended, not so close
to triumph. She had an image of charging Tannard’s ranks with her Indomitables,
bursting through and ringing that bell to claim her victory. Only this time, it
wouldn’t be a training exercise—the fate of Shalandra depended on her reaching
Lady Callista before noon. 


Roaring a wordless cry, she raced toward
the packed line of people. The cheers and shouts drowned out her cries so she
lowered her shoulder and drove into the ranks of well-dressed Dhukari and
Alqati. Like a plow through soft earth, she sliced through the lines, knocking
people aside and hurling them to the ground. A few snarled up at her—snarls
that trailed off when they caught sight of her black armor and snarling lion
helmet—but she had no time for apologies. All she could do was keep running,
keep pressing through the ranks.


She burst through the foremost line of
people so suddenly she staggered, off-balance, and would have fallen if not for
Kodyn. The young man grabbed her arm and steadied her. With a thankful nod, she
took off up the street, racing along between the slow-moving honor guard of
Indomitables and the cheering, shouting crowd.


Despair dragged on her limbs as she saw
Angrak at the head of the procession, less than fifty yards from the threshold
of the Keeper’s Temple. Swallowing the acid that surged in her throat, Issa
scanned the crowd until her eyes fell on a familiar figure. Tall, imposing,
clad from head to toe in black plate mail, a huge two-handed sword on her back,
Callista Vinaus strode at the head of a company of ten Keeper’s Blades just
five yards behind Councilor Angrak. 


“Lady Callista!” 


The cheers of the crowd drowned out her
call. She summoned every last shred of speed, one fatigue-numbed foot in front
of the other, pounding along toward the front of the ranks. Kodyn followed in
her wake, lending the strength of his arms and the breadth of his shoulders to
clear a path.


Closer now, just twenty yards away.
Councilor Angrak’s palanquin had reached the gate of the Hall of the Beyond. In
less than a minute, he’d pass through the walls. Once within the safety of the
temple, he would be beyond their reach.


Desperate, Issa tried once more. “Lady
Callista!” The shout, backed by the force of her desperation, cut through the
din, echoing along the street between chanting cries.


Issa’s heart leapt as Lady Callista’s
helmeted head swiveled toward her. She shoved free of the crowd and stumbled
the remaining distance to the Lady of Blades.


“My lady!” she gasped. Exhaustion
dragged at her legs and she fell to one knee. “My lady.” It was all she could
say, all the strength she could muster. Every ounce of strength went into
staying upright when her body screamed at her to collapse. She’d pushed too
hard, run too far, fought too long without food and rest. 


Yet, somehow she managed to summon the
energy to pull out the glass jar and deed of property and raise them to Lady
Callista. “My lady.” A final breath, then the burden on her arm diminished as
the Lady of Blades took the items from her. 


“And there’s this.” Triumph shone
through the runnels of sweat streaming down Kodyn’s face as he held out the two
parchments. 


Lady Callista snatched the documents and
studied them for a brief moment. She tore off her war mask and fixed Issa with
a beaming smile. “It is enough.”


Issa felt her strength give out, and
exhaustion dragged her head low. A strong hand gripped her arm and pulled.
Looking up, she found Kodyn trying to help her.


“Come on,” he told her. “Stand up. This
is your victory, too.”


He helped her up, grunting with the
effort, and supported her under one arm. Issa blinked the blur of fatigue from
her vision and fixed her eyes on Lady Callista.


Councilor Angrak’s palanquin had stopped
to unload its passenger. The fat Necroseti was dismounting to cross the
threshold on his own feet, as tradition demanded. Those seconds of delay cost
Angrak everything.


Lady Callista marched toward the priest,
surrounded by ten Keeper’s Blades in full black armor. Five raced ahead to bar
the man’s entrance into the temple while the Lady of Blades headed directly for
Angrak.


Stunned surprise and amazement rippled
through the crowd of the Dhukari and Alqati lining the streets. Over the sound
of their shocked mutters, Issa heard the strong, clear voice of Callista
Vinaus, Lady of Blades, ring out across the Path of Gold.


“Angrak of the Dhukari, by order of
Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres, Guardian of Dawnbreaker, Chosen of Hallar, Word of
Justice and Death, and Revered Servant of the Long Keeper, I hereby arrest you
for treason!” 


 












Chapter Forty-Six
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“Where do you think you’re going?” 


The barked words came from behind Evren.
He glanced over his left shoulder to find the Indomitable Dictator glowering at
him.


“I’m helping him get home.” Evren
gestured to Killian, who leaned against his right side for support. 


“He’s going nowhere until he answers a
few questions,” the officer snapped. He studied Killian through narrowed eyes.
“Starting with why the Ybrazhe was so interested in him in the first place.” 


Evren tried to keep his expression
nonchalant despite the clenching in his gut. “Does it have to be now, in his
condition? Poor old man’s so banged up he can hardly walk.”


Killian looked anything but old—he had
the barrel chest, thick arms, and broad shoulders of his profession—yet he did
an admirable job of appearing bedraggled. The bruises ringing his eyes, a pair
of split lips, and skinned hands sold the façade well enough.


“Sit,” growled the Dictator.


“Dictator Lykis, yes?” Killian’s tone
was calm, a pleasant smile on his face. The expression sent a shiver down
Evren’s spine. He looked and sounded like the Hunter—the assassin was at his
most dangerous when he appeared controlled and congenial.


“What’s it to you?” the officer scowled.



“Allow me to give you the only answer
you need to hear right now.” Killian leaned forward and whispered something in
the Dictator’s ear. No more than a few words, but it had a marked effect on the
man. His jaw muscles worked and his eyes darkened, his spine going ramrod
straight as Killian pulled away.


“Of course.” The Indomitable nodded and
stepped aside. “I’m certain we can find you in your smithy if we require
anything else from you.”


“Thank you, Dictator Lykis.” Killian’s
bland smile widened. “And do give Executor Tuckyr my regards, won’t you?”


The Dictator’s pale-faced silence was
his only response. 


With a nod, Killian set off at a slow
shuffle, wincing with every step and leaning on Evren for support. Evren
grunted beneath the blacksmith’s prodigious weight but kept moving. The last
thing he needed was for any of the Indomitables or the Keeper’s Blade, Etai, to
start asking too many questions. Questions he had no intention of answering. 


To his relief, the Blade was busy
conferring with the other Dictator and snapping orders. Though young, she
seemed to handle the pressure of the situation with surprising adroitness.
Evren couldn’t help wondering who she’d been before she joined the Keeper’s Blades.


But the fleeting thought faded the
moment they stepped outside. Six bodies lay on the streets—four Syndicate
thugs, most likely the watchers, and two in the black half-plate armor of the
Indomitables. 


“Poor bastards,” Killian muttered beside
him. Evren was surprised to hear genuine sorrow in the blacksmith’s voice. It
was good to know that Killian, despite his devious and scheming mind, was still
a decent man at heart. Or, at least decent enough to mourn the men that had
died to rescue him.


Evren’s mind raced as he helped Killian
hobble through the streets that led from Miller’s Alley to Smith’s Alley. What in the bloody hell was that with Issa? The
Keeper’s Blade hadn’t just recognized the blacksmith—there had been a spark of
genuine warmth between the two of them, a familiar, friendly banter only
developed through frequent interaction. They
know each other, and more than just a passing acquaintance. But how? And what’s
the connection between the blacksmith and the Keeper’s Blade?


Killian had waved away his earlier
question; he determined he’d try again later, once the blacksmith was in a more
receptive mood. Right now, Killian seemed unwilling to do anything more than
get off his feet and lick his wounds. 


As they shuffled into the forge, Evren
caught sight of two small boys staring at them from a three-story building on
the far side of Smith’s Alley. By the time he had settled Killian into the
smithy’s lone chair, the two boys had descended from their perch and slipped
through the door.


“Spread the word,” Killian told them in
a quiet voice. “The Ybrazhe’s been dealt with, for now. It’s safe to come
home.”


With silent nods, the boys raced out of
the forge and disappeared from view. 


“What do you mean, dealt with?” Evren’s
eyes narrowed. “We took down thirty, maybe forty of the Syndicate altogether.
That can’t be all of them!”


“Not even a quarter.” Killian shook his
head. “The one you killed—”


“Annat?”


“Aye, him.” Killian nodded, a movement
that elicited a wince. “He was the leader of the Syndicate Crewmen set to
expand into the Artisan’s Tier.”


Evren’s eyes narrowed. “Just one small crew for the whole tier?” In
Vothmot, the city had been divided by the local street gangs into nearly twenty
different territories, each ruled by crews ranging from ten to a hundred
thieves, thugs, and killers. It seemed impossible that just forty men could run
a sector of Shalandra the size of the Artisan’s Tier.


“Think of them as an expeditionary
force.” Killian pressed a finger to his bloody lip, wincing. “They were set to
deal with the Black Widow and, evidently, me. Maybe they thought my Mumblers
might be a threat or just wanted me out of the way. But whatever the case,
Annat and his crew were operating on their own here in the Artisan’s Tier,
under orders from Blackfinger.”


“Blackfinger?” Evren cocked an eyebrow.
“Let me guess, he’s the top dog of the Syndicate?”


“That’s the one.” Killian sighed and
leaned back in the chair. “He runs everything, but he lets his crew leaders
handle the day to day business. Which is good, because it means Annat probably
didn’t tell Blackfinger everything he knew about me and my Mumblers.”


“I sense a ‘but’,” Evren said.


“But,
the fact that Annat and his crew were wiped out by the Indomitables means
the Ybrazhe are going to step up their efforts to turn the people against the
soldiers.”


Evren had seen the angry glares and
muttered curses hurled at the Indomitable patrols. The Ybrazhe were clearly
working overtime to stir up unrest among the lower castes.


“And Annat’s death doesn’t mean the
Artisan’s Tier is safe,” Killian continued. “Blackfinger’s just going to see it
as a setback. He’ll double down on his efforts, which means next time we’ll
have to deal with twice as many men.”


“So what are you going to do?” Evren
asked. 


“Do?” Killian pretended surprise at the
question.


“Yes, do.” Evren gave a derisive snort. “Don’t bother trying to pull the
‘innocent artisan’ shite on me, Killian. You and I both know that you’ve
already started working on a plan to piss in the Syndicate’s porridge. So, Partner, tell me what you’re planning
and maybe there’ll be something I can do to help.”


“You want to help me?” This time the
surprise was genuine. “Even though it means you’ll be going up against the
Syndicate again?”


Evren shrugged. “A punch knocks them
down as well as anyone else I’ve met.” 


“And what of your quest for the Blade of
Hallar?” Killian asked. “You would give that up?”


“No.” Evren shook his head. “I’ll still
keep working on that.” He shot Killian a wry grin. “But if I’ve got a few extra
minutes of spare time here and there, I figured I might as well do what I can
to help.” 


Truth be told, he couldn’t do much about
it himself. He was counting on Briana and Hailen to decipher the riddles in
Suroth’s journal before the Anointing of the Blades, just over two weeks away.


For a moment, Killian said nothing,
simply fixed him with that piercing, appraising stare of his. Evren met the
man’s gaze without hesitation. He had nothing to hide, no secrets to conceal
from the blacksmith. Killian knew what he wanted and what he was willing to do.
In a way, that meant Killian knew him as well as anyone else in Shalandra. That
made him as close to a friend as he had with Briana, Aisha, and Kodyn. 


The tension in Killian’s face relaxed.
“So be it.” The smile that spread his face held genuine warmth, and he extended
his hand. “We are, after all, partners, right?”


Evren shook hard enough to make the
blacksmith wince. “So, what’s the plan, then?”


Killian stood and bustled deeper into
the shadows of the forge. When he reappeared, he moved with surprising speed,
appearing far less injured than he
had minutes earlier. Evren couldn’t help admiring the blacksmith’s brazenness.
The pained act had been nothing more than a façade to dissuade the Indomitables
from asking too many questions.


Which reminded him. “What did you say to
that Dictator?”


Killian gave him a sly smile. “Secrets
only hold power as long as they remain so. Which is why I keep this so
well-hidden.” He set a book on the table—the proverbial “little black book” to
a tee, even down to its palm-width size and the black-dyed leather cover.
Opening it, he flipped through the pages, his expression musing. 


Evren tried to sneak a peek at the
book’s contents but found it was written in what looked like gibberish—likely a
cipher similar to that used by Arch-Guardian Suroth. In fact, it looked almost exactly like the cipher Suroth had used.
So close that they could almost be identical, though it would take a Secret
Keeper to tell for sure.


Just
one more mystery to add to the list. From
the first time they met, Killian had proven himself an enigma. A blacksmith who
recruited children to spy on the highest-ranked people in the city. A cripple
who could fight with the skill of a trained warrior. An artisan that could
forge masterpieces like his marvelous leg brace triple staff and the handheld
crossbows hanging on the wall. A collector of secrets who had a mind and
temperament like a Secret Keeper, and perhaps the knowledge of one as well.


Curiosity burned within Evren. He
desperately wanted to know the truth of Killian—who in the bloody hell was this
blacksmith? Yet he knew he would only see as much as Killian allowed him to.
The time might one day come when Killian told him more, but until then, all
that mattered was that they understood each other.


“Here!” Killian shot Evren a fierce grin
and tapped a finger against a page of the book. “Over the years, I’ve been
slowly collecting a store of information on the Ybrazhe, and Blackfinger
specifically. I knew a day like today would come, and I fully intended to be
prepared to deal with the Syndicate when it did.”


“So you’ve got everything we need to
take them down?” Evren asked with an answering grin.


Killian’s lips pressed into a
disapproving line. “Not quite. But what I do have is enough to form the
beginnings of a plan.” He tapped a finger against the scribbles inked onto the
pages of his book of secrets. “Not only to find Blackfinger, but to dismantle
his operation from the ground up.”


Evren’s jaw dropped. When he recovered,
he spat out, “If you’ve had this all along, why haven’t you done anything with
it?”


“Because the time wasn’t right,” Killian
replied simply. “I knew the Ybrazhe had someone powerful backing them.
High-ranked Dhukari for certain, possibly even someone on the Keeper’s Council.
Given what I found out about Councilor Angrak, I was right. Angrak’s related to
Blackfinger—half-brothers from the same father. Either the Council didn’t know,
or they simply didn’t care.”


The blacksmith’s face hardened. “But now
that Angrak’s been removed from the Nizaa board, the Syndicate has lost one of
their chief backers and protectors. They’re vulnerable, and now is the time to make our move!” 


“And what move is that, pray tell?”
Evren folded his arms. This is going to
be good.


Killian opened his mouth to speak, but
whatever words had formed on his lips died when the door burst open and a young
boy, no older than five or six, raced into the smithy.


“Come quick!” the boy shouted. “It’s
Issel, Rubal, Voris, everyone hiding
in the safe house on the Slave’s Tier!” 


Killian was on his feet in an instant.
“What? What’s happened? Did the Syndicate get them?” 


“N-No.” The boy’s face was white as a
sheet, his eyes round as the fancy dinner plates Evren had spent hours
polishing in Suroth’s mansion. “It’s the Rot. It’s got them. All of them.” He raised trembling hands
to show Killian. “All of us.” 


Evren sucked in a breath as he saw the
blue scabbed, pus-oozing blisters that marred the boy’s skin—not just on his
hands, but all the way up his bare arms and shoulders. Horror writhed within
Evren as blue flooded the boy’s veins like blue fingers that crept up his face.



The boy coughed once, spewing a fine
mist of blood. “Help…Killian!” 


With those words, he collapsed. Crimson
leaked from his mouth, nose, eyes, and ears as he twitched weakly twice, then
fell forever still and silent. 


 












Chapter Forty-Seven
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Confusion whirled within Aisha as she
tried to understand why the spark of the Secret Keeper’s life hadn’t yet
dissipated. With Radiana, the passage into Pharadesi
had been instantaneous. The moment she had fulfilled her purpose—protecting
her daughter—her energy had dissolved, her soul gone to join the Kish’aa in eternity.


Yet Aisha could still feel the Secret
Keeper’s spirit within her. Weaker now, lacking the overwhelming emotions that
had flooded her as she spoke to Uryan, but still there. Pounding in the back of
her mind like a nagging headache that refused to leave.


No,
not refused. Can’t. The
spirits wouldn’t find rest until they had completed their purpose. Something
was keeping Thimara bound to this world. But
what?


She tried to push past the pain as she
followed Briana, Hailen, and their Secret Keeper minders down the short hall.
The plain stone tunnel ran for thirty paces before opening onto a small suite
of rooms. 


The chamber she stepped into gave
austere a whole new meaning. The walls were bare, devoid of any decorations
beyond smooth, featureless stone. The only comforts—and that was taking extreme
liberties with the word—in the rooms were a desk with two chairs, twin beds of
straw mattresses atop hard stone, and a small wooden armoire. 


“We
will have furnishings brought in for your companions,” Ennolar told Briana
in the silent hand language. “All of your
needs will be provided for, as long as you do not attempt to breach the
sanctity of the Temple’s secrets.”


“I
gave my word,” Briana’s
fingers replied. “We will fulfill our end
of the bargain.”


“Very
well.” Ennolar’s expression softened. “It
is good to know you are safe, Briana. Your father would be pleased at your
presence here. He...” He trailed off a moment, drew in a deep breath. “He was a great man, beloved by many.” 


“He
always spoke highly of you.” Briana
smiled. “Once, he actually told me he was
pleased that you would succeed him as Arch-Guardian.” 


Ennolar shook his head. “That was a task I never desired, but one I
now must bear to honor his memory.”


“I,
too, honor his memory.” Briana lifted her head. “His knowledge must not be lost to the world.”


“Indeed,
for Einan would be a poorer, darker place without it.” With a sad smile, Ennolar turned to
leave the chambers. He paused at the door and half-turned. “Perhaps you may find that the life of a
Secret Keeper is not as bad as you feared, child. Knowledge is, in its own way,
a reward unto itself.”


“Only
if placed into the right hands. My father knew that, which is why he shared
with me what he learned, or wrote it in his journal so I could one day follow
his footsteps.”


Ennolar nodded. “He was a wise man, your father. Though it was a choice that went
against everything we believed, everything he believed, it may very well be that it turns out to be the right choice
in the end.” He inclined his head then strode from the room, his shoulders
stooped as if beneath a great burden. The rest of his Secret Keepers filed out
behind him with that same eerie silence, and the door slid shut without a
sound. 


Briana let out a long breath and turned
to survey their room. “So this is home now.” She gave Hailen a smile, clearly
forced. “Not so bad.”


Hailen nodded, his grin equally
strained. “Yeah, not so bad.” He glanced around and gave a little laugh,
clearly forced. “And to think I came to Shalandra to escape a temple.”


“At least we’re still alive.” Aisha
tried to inject a hint of brightness into the gloomy atmosphere of the
chambers. “And we’ve got your father’s journals and the Serenii artifacts.”


Both Hailen and Briana’s faces
brightened slightly. 


Aisha took the sack from Briana and,
pulling it open, strode over to the bed. She tipped up the sack to empty its
contents onto the bed when suddenly a jolt of power coursed through her. Energy
rippled along her arms, down her chest, and into the core of her being with
such force that it drove the breath from her lungs. 


“Aisha!” The cry from behind her sounded
distant, faint. 


She dimly felt her knees strike the hard
stone, everything around her had gone dark, a numb haze pressing in around her.
One object remained solid, unmoving despite the whirling fog: a silver necklace
that bore a black stone barely wider than her middle finger. 


Her hand seemed to move of its own
accord, her fingers reaching out toward the obsidian-colored stone. The moment
her fingers touched it, color flared to life within its depths. The smooth
surface changed from a dull black to a familiar blue-white. 


But what surprised her most of all was
the sudden feeling as if life had been sucked out of her. Not her own life, but
the three sparks that burned within her. She could almost see the faces swirling in the stone’s surface—Thimara, Eldesse, and
Osirath, staring at her with empty eyes and pleading expressions. 


Then suddenly she was falling back,
collapsing atop Hailen and Briana. She gasped for air, her mind reeling.
Sensation suddenly returned to her limbs and she could feel their hands
gripping her arms. 


“Wh-What?” She blinked and shook her
head, as if trying to shake the fog from her mind. 


“That’s what I want to know!” Briana’s
eyes were wide, her face pale. “What in the fiery hell happened?”


Aisha’s eyes went to the necklace, and
to the stone. Once black, now a brilliant blue-white. “I…” She trailed off. She
had no idea how to explain what had
just happened. She didn’t even understand it. All she knew was that she could
no longer feel the spirits’ presence inside her body. She studied her hands and
found them normal. The sparks of the Kish’aa
had gone, as if pulled out of her and into the stone.


“One second you were standing, the next
you were on your knees,” Briana’s voice faded into the background. “It was like
you were in a trance and…”


Aisha reached toward the stone,
everything else around her becoming a shapeless, silent blur as she stared at
the dancing light. She clenched her teeth the moment before her fingers touched
the stone, again expecting the agony. Yet there was no pain this time. The
energy sizzled through her skin and shot up her arms, blazing along her veins
and setting her nerves crackling. But no pain. Just…power.


And clarity. She could feel the three
distinct presences within the pendant: Thimara the Secret Keeper, Eldesse the
chambermaid, and Osirath the guard. She could actually hear their voices as clear as if she’d just taken a full dose of
Whispering Lily. Their emotions surged like a tidal wave within her, at once a
part of her yet somehow separate, as if a barrier protected her.


The moment she broke contact with the
stone, the sensations retreated, the emotions faded, and the crackling energy
diminished. She stared down at her hands, eyes wide.


What
is this stone? 


This time she lifted the necklace from
the bed, nestling it in the palm of her hand. The voices of the three spirits
echoed in her mind. 


“Vengeance,”
whispered Thimara. 


“Forgiveness,”
echoed Eldesse and Osirath.


Suddenly, Aisha understood what the two
wanted, as clear as if someone had shouted the truth in her ear.


“They didn’t betray you.” The words
burst from her lips. Her eyes fixed on Briana’s. “Eldesse and Osirath. They
want you to know that. No, they need you
to know that.”


Briana gasped, a hand rising to her
lips. “W-What?” Her words came out faint, shocked.


“Eldesse and Osirath, they didn’t betray
you to the Gatherers as you and your father suspected.” Emotions surged within
her, not as strong as Radiana’s but equally impossible to ignore. Tears slid
down Aisha’s cheeks—not her own, Eldesse’s. Osirath’s anger formed her fingers
into a clenched fist. “They were killed by the Gatherers the night you were
taken the first time. They tried to fight, both of them. But they were betrayed
by Samall. He stabbed Osirath in the back, and Eldesse when she tried to scream
to warn you. Even as Eldesse lay dying, she tried to fight Samall. They wanted
you to know that. Wanted you to…forgive them.”


Suddenly, the flow of words fell silent,
as if a dam had been blocked off. She gasped, a long breath leaving her lungs
with the force of a hurricane. Twin sparks of energy crackled along Aisha’s
hands, danced through her fingers, then formed into little blue-white wisps in
front of her eyes. 


They were so beautiful, the two of them.
Eldesse with her lustrous locks, sharp nose, and twinkling eyes; Osirath’s
strong jaw and confident smile. 


In that moment, she could almost see
every detail of the life they’d lived: growing up among the Earaqi, falling in
love as teenagers, living together, serving Suroth as husband and wife. Never
father and mother—sorrow flashed through Aisha at this thought—yet with love to
spare for their master’s daughter. Pride at watching Briana the child grow into
Briana the young woman. A strong desire to protect her, to watch over her, to
serve as her shield from sorrow and strong guard from danger. A love shared
with each other, a bond so strong it remained unbroken in the beyond. Eldesse
and Osirath remained intertwined in
death, twin spirits joined by life. They smiled at her, gratitude filling their
empty eyes, then faded away into nothing.


Aisha drew in a long, shuddering breath,
and the world around her suddenly swam into focus. She knelt on the floor in
front of the sparse bed in that gloomy room within the Temple of Whispers.
Hailen stared at her open-mouthed, and shock twisted Briana’s face.


“H-How….” Briana seemed at a loss for
words. Her eyes went from Aisha’s face to the silver necklace with its stone
pendant.


Aisha glanced down. The stone had lost
some of its brightness, yet the blue-white light remained. She could still feel
the spark of Thimara’s life within, her desire for vengeance. Yet Eldesse and
Osirath had gone. They had passed on their message and journeyed into the
beyond.


And somehow, impossibly, this strange
Serenii stone had helped. 


Her eyes lifted to Briana’s, and the
Shalandran girl gasped. “Aisha, your eyes!” 


Aisha felt a moment of panic, a flutter
of anxiety coursing through her. Hailen seemed to recover from his stunned
surprise long enough to fetch a mirror from the armoire and hold it out to her.


Looking into the polished silver, Aisha
felt her heart stop. Specks of blue-white light swirled in her choclat-colored eyes. Faint, almost imperceptible unless she looked closely, but
there. No mistaking it.


Horror roiled in her stomach. She’d seen
the same light in her father’s eyes, near the end, as the Kish’aa claimed his mind. At the time, she had simply written it
off as a trick of the daylight or the twinkle her mother had claimed once shone
in her father’s eyes before he accepted the call of the Umoyahlebe. But now, the truth was plain to see. 


She sucked in a deep breath and turned back to face Briana and
Hailen. “There’s something you need to know about me.” Her gaze darted back and
forth between them. “This may sound crazy, but…” Again, another long breath,
this time to bolster her courage. She couldn’t hide it anymore, not after what
had just happened.


They deserved to know the truth.


“I can speak to the dead.”


 


 












Chapter Forty-Eight
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Kodyn felt a grim satisfaction as Lady
Callista Vinaus personally shackled the chains on Angrak’s wrists. Just as the fat bastard deserves! 


A flock of black-robed Necroseti formed
a wall of sable silk and linen behind the arrested Councilor, their faces dour.
They had spent the last two hours trying everything—from Shalandran legal
precedent to religious law to even trying to invoke the sanctuary of the Hall
of the Beyond itself—trying to protect Angrak from reprisals. Councilors
Madani, Tinush, and Natoris had intervened personally, their faces etched with
fury as they commanded, cajoled, and shouted at Lady Callista.


Yet behind the Lady of Blades stood a
wall of black steel and hard glares that not even the Keeper’s Priests or their
gilded guards could shatter. Twenty Keeper’s Blades dressed in full armor and
holding drawn swords was all the support Lady Callista needed. The ranks of
Indomitables that had once lined the Path of Gold for the ceremonial procession
now stood silent, impassable witness to Councilor Angrak’s humiliation.


Issa and Kodyn had watched the
proceedings from just behind the line of Indomitables, close enough to hear
everything, to see every drop of sweat that slithered its salty way down
Angrak’s rotund face. Their smiles had grown wider as his expression went from
shocked to outraged to infuriated to horrified to terrified. Now, he resembled
nothing so much as a cat dragging itself out of a cesspool. 


All of this had taken place literally
one step outside the temple threshold. One step more, Kodyn realized, and the
Necroseti’s claim of sanctuary in the Hall of the Beyond would have held water.
One step more, and Angrak would have been beyond Lady Callista’s reach, beyond
the reach even of the Pharus. 


Yet Angrak never took that final step.
Kodyn and Issa had arrived in time. 


Somehow, impossibly, they’d crossed the
Artisan’s Tier and raced up the hill to reach Lady Callista. He shot an
incredulous look at Issa. Her face was a mask of calm, yet she stood proud and
tall beside him. The Keeper’s Blade had made the entire journey in full plate
mail, with that two-handed sword that had to weigh at least twice as much as
his own long blade. That was the sort of feat sung about in epic tales,
accomplished by heroes of legend—not a trainee shorter than him. 


He and Issa stepped back as the ranks of
black-armored soldiers parted to make way for Lady Callista and her prisoner.
Councilor Angrak’s face was white, pinched with a mixture of fear, humiliation,
and resignation. Callista Vinaus wore an expression that could have been carved
from stone for all the emotion it revealed, yet Kodyn knew she had to be feeling as triumphant as he did.


A grim smile twisted Kodyn’s lips. After
what Angrak had done to Briana—evicting her from her father’s home the day
after he died, humiliating her by physically stripping her of the trappings of
her Dhukari rank—Kodyn hadn’t a drop of pity to waste on the man. 


But Angrak’s defeat was just the first
step.


With
the fat bastard in chains, it’s just a matter of time before he gives up the
information she needs to take down the Keeper’s Council. The Councilor faced charges of
treason—according to Issa, he’d be lucky to keep his head from gracing a spike
in Murder Square. What I’d give to be in
that room when he starts to crack.


The glum expressions on the faces of the
Keeper’s Council and Necroseti in front of the Hall of the Beyond made their
feelings on the matter all too plain. They’d been smug, self-confident the last
time Kodyn had seen them, at Suroth’s funeral. The sight of their newest
Councilor—almost Councilor, he told
himself with a grin—being led away in chains had shattered their confidences.


Councilor Madani, the head instigator,
was the first to turn away. He whipped around in a flurry of black and gold,
striding through the gates into the Hall of the Beyond. His fellow Councilors
and entourage hurried to follow in his footsteps. 


Kodyn narrowed his eyes. Off to plan some fresh treachery or deceit. He
had little doubt the Necroseti would descend upon the palace in droves. They
would fight for Angrak’s freedom with every shred of their considerable
political clout—they’d want him in their clutches, not spilling his guts under
the tender ministrations of Lady Callista’s questioners.


Angrak actually glanced at Kodyn as he
passed. His face deepened to a scowl, his eyes narrowing to hateful pinpricks. 


Kodyn grinned and swept a mocking bow,
as if to say, “You’re welcome, you bastard!” 


Issa snorted—amusement or disdain, Kodyn
couldn’t tell from her stoic mask,
which reminded him an awful lot of Lady Callista—and silently joined the ranks
of the Keeper’s Blades that formed an escort around the Lady of Blades. There
was no place in those lines for Kodyn, but he followed along on the heels of
the Indomitables that brought up the rear. 


As usual, he kept a close eye on the
crowd—old habits of scanning for threats in the shadows, usually in the form of
the Duke’s Arbitors or Praamian Guards, died hard. The faces that met his gaze
showed stunned surprise, wide-eyed confusion, and curiosity. They had come for
a grand spectacle and they’d gotten one, vastly different from what they’d
expected. Some looked uncertain whether they should boo, cheer, stampede, or
hurl rotten vegetables. Kodyn vastly preferred the last option. 


His brow furrowed as he caught sight of
a figure in the crowd. For a moment, Kodyn thought he recognized the man—short,
bald, with a deformed face and crooked spine. He wore robes far simpler than
the ornate Dhukari shendyts and sheath dresses worn by the crowds around him.
Though a plain golden headband encircled his forehead, he resembled a Zadii
more than a pompous Dhukari. 


Where
have I seen him? There
was something terribly familiar about the man with the hunched back, but he
couldn’t place it. 


Yet it wasn’t just the familiarity of
his features that bothered Kodyn. Something else about the man seemed subtly
wrong—the direction of his gaze. Every eye in the crowd fixed on Lady Callista
and Councilor Angrak, but this man’s eyes fixed above the crowd, toward the
south.


Kodyn followed his line of sight, and
his blood ran cold as he realized where the man was looking. The rooftops!


There, barely visible against the bright
afternoon sky, something moved. Barely more than a dark shadow on the roof of a
five-story mansion south of the Path of Gold, but Kodyn caught a metallic
flash, like sunlight glinting off steel. 


Every muscle in his body tensed and
adrenaline coursed through his veins. He had just taken his first step toward
Lady Callista—the intended target, he was certain—and opened his mouth to shout
“Assassin!” when a long, dark shape hurtled through the clear blue sky.


Time slowed to a crawl and dread settled
like a stone in Kodyn’s stomach he watched the missile hurtle toward Lady
Callista. It cleared the heads of the crowd, passed over the Keeper’s Blades
lion-fanged helmets, and slammed into Councilor Angrak.


Angrak was hurled to the side as if by a
massive invisible hand, and he crashed into the Keeper’s Blade to his left. To
the Councilor’s right, Lady Callista was a flurry of motion. She whipped her
sword free of its sheath and spun to the south, as if instinctively sensing the
direction from which the attack had come. A lifetime of martial training and
experience made her ready for anything.


Silence gripped the Path of Gold for a
moment, the crowd too stunned to act. Then came the explosion of noise, a din
of shouted questions, gasps, cries, barked orders, and, in the case of one
gaggle of particularly shrill Dhukari, high-pitched screams. 


Kodyn’s eyes darted back toward the roof
where he’d spotted the dark shadow. The shape was moving, as if the man crawled
backward on his belly, a clever way to avoid being spotted. Yet Kodyn had
spotted him—he wouldn’t let the man escape.


Without hesitation, he charged the
crowds lining the south side of the Path of Gold and shouldered his way
through. He ducked into a broad side street and raced south, toward the wall
that separated the Keeper’s Tier from the Defender’s Tier below. His eyes
roamed the rooftops as he ran. Instincts honed over years running across the
Hawk’s Highway pinpointed the most direct route between the rooftop and the
nearest avenue of escape. He cut down a back street, too broad for the assassin
to jump, and ducked into a narrower alley. 


The man had only one way out: the wall. 


Ice seeped down his spine as he spotted
the assassin atop the sandstone wall. A hood covered the man’s face and a cloak
enveloped his entire body, concealing his clothing beneath. But when the man
turned to scramble down the hanging rope, his hood fell back. Kodyn caught a
glimpse of a bright red birthmark covering the entire right side of his
clean-shaven face. 


Then, a heartbeat later, before he could
make out any more details, the assassin dropped from view beyond the wall.


Kodyn skidded to a halt. Keeper take it! The assassin had gotten
away. In the time it took him to climb to the rooftop and reach that rope, the
man with the birthmark would disappear into the Defender’s Tier. But perhaps
the accomplice wouldn’t.


Whirling, Kodyn sprinted back toward the
Path of Gold and shoved through the crowds again. He scanned the throngs on the
north side of the broad avenue, searching for the hunchback with the twisted
face. 


He, too, had disappeared. 


Kodyn’s heart sank. Lady Callista hadn’t
moved, though her Blades had hustled to form a protective wall around her.
Councilor Angrak hadn’t moved, either. Blood stained the golden sandstone
avenue in an ever-widening pool around his ornate black-and-gold Necroseti
robes. His eyes were open, staring sightless at the sky.


He would never incriminate the Keeper’s
Council now. 


Kodyn shot a glare back toward the Hall
of the Beyond. None of the Necroseti were visible, but he knew they watched. 


Fury burned in his chest. They’re behind this! The Keeper’s
Priests might not have pulled the trigger, just as they hadn’t wielded the
daggers that slew Suroth, but he could feel in his gut that they were
responsible for Angrak’s death. And I’m
going to hunt that assassin down and prove it!


 


 












Chapter Forty-Nine
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The previous year, the Four-Bladed Storm
had swept down the slopes of Alshuruq and devastated the Artisan’s,
Cultivator’s, and Slave’s Tiers. The force of that storm paled in comparison to
the fury raging within Lady Callista as she paced her office. Issa had never
seen the normally-calm Lady of Blades so angry. Her curses set the stone walls
trembling. 


Issa stood silent and still, her own
anger simmering deep within her. Though she had no personal enmity toward the
Keeper’s Council—aside from her instinctive distrust and dislike for Dhukari in
general—but loyalty had led her to throw in her lot with Lady Callista and the
Pharus. Thus, the death of Councilor Angrak and the stymying of their plans to
bring down the Necroseti left her as frustrated and enraged as the Lady of
Blades.


Finally, Lady Callista’s tirade slowed.
She spun toward her desk, seized the jar, and hurled it against the wall. Glass
shattered, spraying black dust and stone chips across the golden sandstone.
“Worthless!” Her voice rang off the ceilings and floors. “All the Council needs
to do is insist that Angrak operated without their knowledge and they come out
of this untouched.” She spun toward the men and women that stood like silent
onyx statues in the office. Each of them wore the markings of Ypertatos and
Invictus, the highest-ranked Blades aside from the Elders of the Blade. 


“How in the fiery hell did this happen?”
Lady Callista raged. 


“An assassin on the rooftops of the home
of Iathin,” replied one Invictus, “a prominent Dhukari with a hand in—”


“I know who in the Keeper’s name Iathin
is!” Callista Vinaus spat. “My question is how the bloody assassin got past a
hundred Indomitables and Keeper’s Blades?”


Another Invictus spoke up, her face a
mask of calm unshaken by Lady Callista’s rage. “Rope. Bastard climbed the wall
from the Defender’s Tier. It’s possible he had help from someone on the
Keeper’s Tier.”


Growling, Lady Callista slammed her
mailed fist into the desk again, hard enough to make the wood groan. “Damn it!”
Her fingers clenched and loosed, as if around a sword hilt. With effort, she
relaxed her mailed fist, her nostrils flaring and strong jaw working as she
struggled to wrestle her anger under control. 


“Go,” she said in a quiet, hard voice.
“Find the assassin and bring him to me. No matter what it takes. Even if you
have to break down every door in the city, find him. The Council must not escape justice!”


“Yes, Proxenos!” The twenty Blades marched out of the office, some in a
bit more hurry than expected from such fierce warriors. Issa made to leave,
too—Lady Callista might want a bit of time to regain her composure.


“Prototopoi.”



The single word stopped Issa in her
tracks. She glanced over her shoulder and found Callista Vinaus shaking her
head. 


“Stay.” When the last of the Blades had
filed out, Callista Vinaus gestured to the door. “Close it. We must speak.”


Issa obeyed. Curiosity and a hint of
fear burned in her chest as she turned to face the Lady of Blades.


Lady Callista dropped into her chair and
closed her eyes. “By the Keeper, we were so close!” She ran a hand over her
face, her shoulders drooping as if beneath an immense weight. 


For the first time, Issa saw the woman
beneath the armor and stern commander’s façade. Lady Callista Vinaus was
beautiful, strong, and proud, yet burdened by duty and her desire to do right
by her Pharus—a man she despised—and her city. For a moment, the woman almost
reminded her of her grandfather, Nytano. Though they were castes apart, both
had an internal strength of spirit and indomitable will. A will being sorely
tested by recent events.


After a long moment, Lady Callista
opened her eyes and fixed her gaze on Issa. “You are to be commended for your
efforts, no matter how things turned out. From what I hear, you and your
trainer, Archateros Hykos, proved instrumental in locating the Gatherers’
hiding place.” Her eyebrows rose an inch. “Within the Keeper’s Crypts, no less.
What made you think to go in there?”


“Aisha,” Issa replied honestly. 


Lady Callista cocked her head. “Briana’s
Ghandian bodyguard?” 


Issa nodded. “She spotted a Gatherer in the Temple District and followed him into
the Crypts. She was the one who brought word of their location.”


“And you decided to leave Briana, who I
had charged you to protect, to deal with them?” 


Issa’s gut clenched. She had made a
difficult decision in the moment, and now the time had come to deal with the
consequences. The fact that the second Gatherer attack had nearly killed Briana
likely meant the consequences would be severe.


Lady Callista’s brow furrowed. “Again,
abandoning your post.” After a moment, she gave a dismissive wave. “And yet,
again the right choice.”


The words shattered the knot that formed
in her shoulders, and Issa found she could breathe again. “I left Etai to
protect Briana, my lady,” she replied. “I’ve seen Etai fight and—”


“I’ve spoken with Chirak, Etai’s
Archateros.” She shot Issa a sly
smile. “While her words lack the proud glow that fills the reports I’ve
received from Hykos, it confirms that Etai is as competent a Blade as we can
hope for. I will make certain to commend her personally as well.”


Issa smiled. Her friend—after all they’d
just been through together, she could truly consider Etai as such—deserved
praise for her bravery and skill.


“Do you trust her?” Lady Callista’s eyes
narrowed.


“Trust her?” Issa asked. “Trust her
enough to include her in our efforts, you mean?”


Lady Callista nodded. 


“I do.” Issa spoke without hesitation.
“Etai is as loyal and brave as anyone I’ve met. She played her part without
question, even without full knowledge of what we were doing.” She had wanted to tell Etai more, yet Lady
Callista had sworn her to secrecy. “If we bring her into this mission, I have
no doubt she can be trusted.”


The Lady of Blades fixed her with a
long, searching look, her lips pressed into a pensive line. “Your words confirm
what Chirak has already told me. I will fill her and Archateros Hykos in on as
much as they need to know. The three of you will continue to assist Lady Briana
and her companions in their efforts, though their presence in the Secret
Keeper’s temple likely means they no longer need your protection.”


“Yes, Lady Callista.” Issa’s face
revealed nothing, but relief washed over her like a cool balm. She’d hated
every minute spent guarding Briana’s door. Not because she resented the order
to protect the young woman—Briana had gotten her past her innate dislike of the
Dhukari quickly enough—but because she was a warrior, a person of action.
Standing inactive simply wasn’t in her nature.


“From what I’ve seen of Briana’s
companions, they have a tendency to be in the wrong place at the right time.”
Lady Callista’s smile was wry. “First they foil an attack on Suroth’s mansion,
then they somehow manage to foil an Ybrazhe attempt to take over the Artisan’s
Tier and lead us to the Gatherers'
hideout. And that young Praamian, Kodyn, proved himself surprisingly
resourceful when he…found Angrak’s
documents and convinced Grand Reckoner Quodaro to turn over the testimony of
this Reckoner Dyon.” 


Her face hardened. “But now they’ve made
enemies of both the Ybrazhe and the
Gatherers—and trust me, there are more Gatherers out there. Doubtless the
Keeper’s Council has already managed to connect them to Angrak’s arrest. They
find themselves arrayed against forces far more powerful than they could
possibly imagine. It’s up to you and
your fellow Blades to protect them.”


Issa bowed. “Yes, my lady.” She opened
her mouth, then hesitated. 


“Speak your mind, Prototopoi,” Lady Callista commanded. 


“I told them.” Issa’s stomach tightened
as the words rolled off her lips. “They know that I’m working for you to bring
any information that could prove useful.”


Lady Callista’s eyes narrowed. “Is that
so?” 


Issa met the Lady of Blades’ gaze
without hesitation, trying to hide the anxiety that tightened the muscles of
her spine. “Trust must be given before it is received.” The words were her
Saba’s. One of her grandfather’s many wise sayings. 


The Lady of Blades’ reaction surprised
Issa. For a moment, it appeared as if she recognized the words—certainly the
sentiment, if not the specific phrasing. 


“A wise choice, perhaps,” Callista
Vinaus said after a prolonged moment of contemplation, “if not the one I would
have made. Yet I will admit that years of service in the palace has made me far
more distrusting than I was as a young Blade. A friend and mentor of mine used
to tell me, ‘Strike first, strike true’. When dealing with the Necroseti, that
is the only way to succeed.”


Issa’s jaw dropped at the familiar
words. Her, too?


The last time she’d spoken with Pharus
Amhoset Nephelcheres, he’d repeated the words from “a Blade he once knew.” 


The
same Blade that had been Lady Callista’s mentor? 


Confusion, curiosity, and doubt set
Issa’s mind whirling. Had Lady Callista been mentored by the same person that
trained her parents? Or, had her Saba somehow heard those words from a Keeper’s
Blade and repeated them to her? Somehow, impossibly, there was a connection between her dead parents and both Lady Callista
and the Pharus. 


But
what? How? The
questions slammed into her mind with staggering force. 


She opened her mouth to let them out.
Now was the time to use Lady Callista’s goodwill to get her talking and find
out more about her parents. She could learn the identity of the person that had
spoken those words—the words she’d heard from her grandfather’s mouth. So many
questions burned within her that they warred with each other to escape her
lips. 


She never had a chance to ask.


The door burst open and Tannard strode
into Lady Callista’s rooms. Issa was stunned by the expression on the Invictus’
face. She’d never seen him without that hard, cold mask of disdain or a total
absence of emotion written in his face. Now, worry sparkled in his dark eyes
and his cheeks were pale, lined with something akin to unease.


Tannard,
uneasy? The thought
disturbed her far more than she cared to admit. 


The ominous tone of his voice only
cemented her fears. “My lady, you need to come and see this.” He turned to
Issa. “You, too, Prototopoi.”


 


* * *


 


The crowds around Murder Square parted
before a stone-faced Invictus Tannard and an enraged Lady Callista. Issa
followed on their heels, horror writhing like acidic serpents slithering in her
gut. 


It took all her self-control not to
gasp, gape, or simply empty her stomach as she saw the body. 


Kellas—or a beaten, bloodied, and
lifeless version of what had once been the proud young man—hung from a cross.
He had been scourged, his limbs shattered, and his hands and feet nailed to the
wooden posts. His eyes hung wide, his face slack and pale in death—a strange
contrast to the bloody mark tattooed into his chest: an almost-complete circle
connected to two lines that bent outward in a perfect right angle. The center
of the circle depicted something that resembled a sun and moon in close
alignment. 
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Issa’s blood ran cold. The mark of the Gatherers!


Her eyes fell on the words painted in a
deep, dark crimson—Kellas’ blood—onto the wall behind the cross. 


“Child of Secrets, Child of Gold,

Child of Spirits, bring the judgement foretold!”


 


 


End of
Book 2


 


-----


 


Kodyn,
Aisha, Evren, Hailen, Issa, and Briana’s epic journey continues in: 
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Glossary





Shalandra, City of the Dead


 










Gods of Einan


 


Kiro, the Master: God of virtue and nobility


Deralana, Lady of
Vengeance: Goddess of
warriors and vengeance


Garridos, the Apprentice: God of ventures and enterprise


The Maiden: Goddess of purity, devotion, and
festivities


The Illusionist: God of coin, success, and madness


The Bright Lady: Goddess of healing


The Swordsman: God of war, heroism, and
metal-smithing 


The Mistress: Goddess of trysts, secrets, and
whispered truths 


The Bloody Minstrel: God of sickness, plague, and horrible
music 


The Watcher: God of the night, god of justice and
vengeance. Thieves and criminals know him as “the Watcher in the Dark”.


The Lonely Goddess: Goddess of orphans and broken hearts 


The Beggar God: God of outcasts, the destitute, and
the needy


The Long Keeper: God of death. 


 


Kharna – Serenii that sacrificed himself to feed
Enarium and fight the Devourer to protect Einan


 


The Devourer of Worlds,
the Great Destroyer – force
of chaos seeking to unmake the world










Crucible of Fortune Characters


Listed according to appearance/mention


 


Kodyn:
17 year-old apprentice
to House Hawk, third-story thief of the Night Guild, son of Ilanna the Guild
Master and Ria the Master of House Phoenix, protective (Chapter 1)


Arch-Guardian
Suroth: Briana’s
father, high priest of the Secret Keepers in Shalandra, member of the Keeper’s
Council, mute, slain by the Gatherers in Trial
of Stone (Chapter 1)


Amhoset
Nephelcheres: Pharus of
Shalandra, Servant of the Long Keeper, Word of Justice and Death, a noble and
honorable ruler hamstrung by the Keeper’s Council (Chapter 1)


Aisha:
17 year-old former
trafficking victim  rescued by Ilanna and
the Night Guild (see Traitors’ Fate),
apprentice to House Phoenix, Kodyn’s best friend, child of a Spirit Whisperer (Chapter
1)


Briana:
daughter of a
high-ranked member of the Secret Keepers in Shalandra and Keeper’s Councilor,
graceful, elegant, intelligent, studious, rescued by Kodyn and the Night Guild
from kidnappers (Chapter 1—see Darkblade Justice) 


Tinush:
High Divinity, oldest
member of the Keeper’s Council, a priest of the Necroseti, servant to the god
of death (Chapter 1)


Nessa:
Steward in
Arch-Guardian Suroth’s household, Intaji caste,
elderly, thrilled to find Issa alive and returned safely (Chapter 1)


Callista
Vinaus: Lady of Blades,
highest-ranked military official in Shalandra, rules the Keeper’s Blades and
Indomitables, stern, proud, warrior (Chapter 1)


Madani:
high-ranked priest of
the Necroseti, most powerful member of the Keeper’s Council, cunning and
deceitful, smug bastard (Chapter 1)


Evren:
17 year-old former
pickpocket and clever thief from Darkblade Slayer, former apprentice in the Master’s
Temple in Vothmot, recruited to the Hunter’s mission of feeding Kharna (Chapter
2)


Hailen:
child cared for by the
Hunter and trained by the Cambionari, descendent of the ancient Serenii, the
Hunter’s ward, possesses mysterious magical abilities (Chapter 2) 


Rothin:
the captain of Suroth’s
household guards (Chapter 2)


Issa:
17 year-old Earaqi,
chosen to serve as a Keeper’s Blade, resilient, strong-willed, determined
(Chapter 3)


Tannard:
commanding Invictus of the Keeper’s Blades of
Shalandra, commandeered Issa’s training, cruel, ruthless, callous (Chapter 3)


Hykos:
veteran Archateros of the Keeper’s Blades of
Shalandra, Issa’s trainer, friendly and welcoming, two years older than Issa,
handsome (Chapter 3)


Ennolar:
Secret Keeper, member
of the Venerated, lover of banquet delicacies, provides Kodyn and Aisha a map
of the Serenii tunnels (mentioned in Chapter 4, first appearance in Chapter 20)


The
Black Widow: one part
spymistress of Shalandra, one part information broker, and four parts deadly
when crossed (mentioned in Chapter 4, first appearance in Chapter 18)


Radiana:
Briana’s mother, died
in childbirth, spirit that speaks to Aisha and helps to save Briana from the
Gatherer attack in Trial of Stone (Chapter
4)


Killian:
blacksmith, leader of
the Mumblers, Issa’s trainer, surprisingly well-connected, cunning (mentioned
in Chapter 5, first seen in Chapter 9)


Samall
and Kuhar: attendants
in Arch-Guardian Suroth’s household, unfriendly, demanding, petty, treacherous,
aiding the Gatherers in their attack on the mansion in Trial of Stone (Chapter 5)


The
Hunter of Voramis: legendary
assassin, half-demon, wielder of Soulhunger (Chapter 5— see Darkblade Assassin
and the Hero of Darkness
series)


Kiara/Celicia: enemy turned ally, surrogate mother to
Hailen, helped the Hunter reach the city of Enarium, joined the Hunter’s
crusade (Chapter 5—see Darkblade
Assassin)


Father
Reverentus: high priest
of the Beggar God in Voramis, old, member of the Cambionari, not the Hunter’s
biggest fan (Chapter 5—see Darkblade Assassin
and Darkblade Slayer)


Snarth:
one of Killian’s
Mumblers, older than most of the others, vicious, treacherous, secretly working
for the Ybrazhe Syndicate, stabbed by Hailen in Trial of Stone (Chapter 5)


Serias:
one of Killian’s
Mumblers, clever and street-savvy (Chapter 5)


Hallar:
founder of Shalandra,
dead for thousands of years (Chapter 6)


Chirak: veteran Archateros of the Keeper’s Blades of Shalandra, Etai’s trainer,
woman of few words, inhumanly strong (Chapter 6)


Etai:
Issa’s fellow
Blade-in-training, born of the lowest-ranked Mahjuri caste, a proud warrior (Chapter 6)


Kellas:
arrogant Dhukari, chosen to serve in the Keeper’s
Blades, disdainful of the lower castes, skilled warrior, saved by Issa in Trial of Stone (first appearance in
Chapter 6)


Byrach:
veteran Archateros of the Keeper’s Blades of
Shalandra, Kellas’ trainer, hulking, powerful (Chapter 6)


Angrak:
high-ranked Dhukari and
Necroseti, pawn of the Keeper’s Council, elected to Councilor upon Suroth’s
death, secretly skimming shalanite and selling it in the Council’s name, slain
by an assassin (Chapter 8)


Annat:
Crewman of the crime
gang known as the Ybrazhe Syndicate, cruel, enticed Snarth to treachery by
offering him a place in the gang, captured and tortured Serias and Killian,
slain by Evren (Chapter 8)


Nysin,
Enyera, Rilith, and Viddan:
Indomitable trainees assigned to patrol the Slave’s Tier with Issa, all
from low castes, valiant despite impossible odds (Chapter 9)


Aterallis:
messiah, formerly
high-ranked Dhukari, called “Hallar Reborn” and “Child of Gold, Child of
Secrets, Child of Spirits”, preaches peace to the lower castes


Thimara:
spirit of a dead Secret
Keeper, speaks to Aisha (Chapter 16)


Bryden:
Master of House Hawk in
the Night Guild, Kodyn’s House Master, petty bureaucrat, vengeful, hates
Kodyn’s mother (Chapter 17—see the Queen
of Thieves series)


Ria:
Master of House
Phoenix, Aisha’s mentor, Kodyn’s second mother, former trafficking victim
(Chapter 17—see Thief of the Night Guild)


Ilanna:
Master of the Night
Guild, former Hawk, legendary thief, Kodyn’s protective mother, force of nature
(Chapter 17—see Child
of the Night Guild and the Queen
of Thieves series)


Ivita:
Lady Callista’s trusted
servant, summons Issa to the Lady of Blades’ office (Chapter 19)


Leya,
Trant: servants in
Suroth’s household, loyal to Briana even after being evicted from the Dhukari
caste (first appearance in Chapter 9, first named in Chapter 20)


Uryan:
sharp-faced,
high-ranking Guardian of the Secret Keepers, has a link to the spirit of
Thimara (Chapter 20)


Natoris:
Divinity of the
Necroseti, priest of the Long Keeper, member of the Keeper’s Council, fancies
Nyslian red wine, disdainful of Angrak, privy to the shalanite skimming
operation (Chapter 27)


Eldesse:
Briana’s former maidservant
and friend, believed to have aided in the Gatherers’ kidnapping attempt
(Chapter 29)


Osirath:
Eldesse’s husband, one
of Arch-Guardian’s household guards, disappeared the night of Briana’s
abduction, believed to be complicit in the kidnapping (Chapter 29)


Quodaro:
Grand Reckoner of
Shalandra, priest of the Apprentice, well-fed (Chapter 32)


Dyon:
low-ranked Reckoner in
the Coin Counter’s Temple, unwitting pawn of the Keeper’s Council, blackmailed
by the Ybrazhe Syndicate (Chapter 32) 


Pryle:
Dictator of the
Indomitables, friendly officer (Chapter 34)


 


 










Military Ranks


 


Indomitables:


The
ranks in the Indomitables are similar to the martial ranks of Praamis and
Voramis:


Executors: Commanders


Sentinels: Captains


Protectors: Lieutenants


Dictators: Sergeants


Neophytes: Privates 


 


Keeper’s Blades:


Prototopoi: trainees new to the Keeper’s Blades


Defteteros: Blades serving for fewer than six
months after the Anointing of the Blades 


Katoteros: two-year veterans of the Keeper’s
Blades. 


Archateros: four-year veterans of the Keeper’s
Blades. 


Ypertatos: ten-year veterans of the Keeper’s
Blades. 


Invictus: twenty-year veterans of the Keeper’s
Blades. All of the Elders of the Blades are Invictus.


Proxenos: a rank reserved only for the Lord or
Lady of Blades, equivalent to High Commander
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